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A Way Back
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1: The Struggle Is Real
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So much of life is made of pain, loss, and betrayal. We waste our time hating simply because. Perhaps someone is too black. Or too gay. Or too different. Or not ‘Christian’. 

In my case, I had ceased to hate when Kelly came into my life. One can never hate when unadulterated, pure, real love enters their life. She had been just that and had changed me.

I say that she changed me but in truth, I changed willingly and readily. I embraced the change. I sought the change.

Never before had I ever had such a love in my life. A love that expected nothing. Desired nothing. Sought nothing.

I had never had a love that understood me. Embraced me. Calmed me. Brought me peace.

My first two wives had been users and abusers. They had sought the lustful things. Not the products of love.

They had based their relationships with me on sex. And what I could bring to the table, which wasn’t much. And when the new wore off, they sought their pleasure elsewhere.

Not so with Kelly. She had become one with me. She complimented me. Made me whole.

She was my queen. My priestess. My lover. My soulmate.

We had a great three years together—one of which we were married. And though there was turmoil, it was never between us. Always between myself and my mother. Or with someone else.

Things had gotten to the place where I wanted to move. I no longer wanted to be around those I had been so willing to help in the past. I simply wanted to make a new start.

We had both been in college for most of our relationship. Kelly had to leave classes due to a shortage of funding. I would be forced out by a lazy administrator. All in our only year of marriage. 

I began having stress related panic attacks and heart flutters due to pressures put on me by the college’s administration, who had placed me in the wrong category and demanded me to make the proper changes (and I had struggled to) in order to align correctly with the financial department and actual class setup. I struggled to do so, often losing my temper with those on the other end. I struggled on until I could handle no more and the whole thing began causing my grades to suffer.

The student representative would only add to my anxieties by denying that I could take a leave of absence for any reason necessary. He would insist, though I knew better, that a leave of absence could only be used for people leaving due to military service. In the end, he would drop me from all classes.

It was a lesson learned the hard way. I lost all desire to go to college. All will to press on.

Almost. I did want to go back for law. Or political science. 

But all this would be placed on the back burner as fate would take a hand in my life and take the only stable force I had holding me together. The November after our first anniversary, I would lose Kelly. Right before her birthday.

The result would be a total disconnect from her family when they refused to keep their word. The betrayal sent me over the edge. And a year of rage and grief that I would have to fight through alone. 

***
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THE NIGHTS LEADING up to Kelly’s death were filled with nightmares. Well, not really nightmares. More like dreams with hidden meanings.

Strange cities. Places we had never been. Foreign, yet so familiar.

Quaint fishing villages. Old mansions that were both foreboding and welcoming at the same time. Towns that looked oddly like towns I had grown up going to or living in.

And yet, all were strangely different. Almost completely alien. They all unnerved me.

While dreaming of the fishing villages, Kelly and I would become separated, yet would be reunited at the end of the dream. Same with the dreams of us exploring decayed and rotting town centers together. But the mansions and the cities were not that way.

I would lose her somewhere along the way. Either I would become distracted by something or I would get separated from her. After, she would not reappear. 

These dreams haunted me. Distracted me. Kept me from seeing what I should have seen.

I should have seen that they were pointing me to her heart. I should have demanded that the doctors check her heart. But I did not.

I was too confused about the meaning of what I was being shown. Then, again, I had never been that good at interpreting my own dreams. And I had no one who was capable of doing so.

Not even she could decipher the dreams when I told her of their sudden appearance. No one could. They were the great mystery whose meaning would be revealed in the harshest way possible. 

And yet, I would not uncover their meanings until it was too late. They would not reveal their meaning until it was too late to change things. What they had been meant to prevent would be the key to why they had been sent.

I would not realize it until the coroner sent the death certificates. By then, it would already be too late. I would be alone and dead inside.

***
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I STILL BELIEVE THAT I should have died with her. Our souls were so intertwined that a part of me did die. A part of my soul was lost with her departure from my life.

Perhaps I did die with her, at least in spirit. All I knew was that I was no longer whole. I was no longer the person I had been. I was no longer truly alive.

I watched my world crumble after that. While on an emotional rollercoaster, I felt anger. Sadness. Frustration. 

Not being much of a drinker, and not being drawn to drug use, I simply shut out everyone. And began to write. The story that emerged was influenced by the political atmosphere. And the pain I now felt.

I no longer cared what people thought. Everything I felt worth living for was now gone. I no longer wanted to live. I no longer wanted to be a part of the world around me.

I now merely existed. Without love, in my mind, there was no reason to live. No reason to press on.

After all, once you taste real love, nothing can ever fill the void left behind. Nothing can replace it. No one can fill the shoes of the one who brought you that love.

And those who have never experienced it do not understand. Just as one who has never attempted to rise from a position they were told they could never rise above can not truly understand the hunger to better oneself. Or do something different. 

They can only see the evidence and wonder at it. Wonder what it is. Wonder how it feels.

They cannot advance past that. It is foreign to them. Unfathomable. Unknowable.

They perceive it, but cannot recognize it. Especially those who are taught that love, real love, is conditional. Or is the chemical pheromonal reaction between male and female. 

They do not realize that the acting upon pheromonal attraction is a form of lust. Primal. Driven by the need to reproduce.

It has nothing to do with love. It is merely acting upon a chemical draw. A need to copulate.

Love does not act upon chemicals. It does not act upon need. It has no conditions.

And yet, it completes any relationship it touches. Through wisdom. Through understanding. Through compassion. 

It makes one whole. It adds strength to any it envelops. It brings peace to any who accepts and embraces it. 

At the same time, it is not the flip side of hate. No, hate is more like the polar opposite. Think of them as the opposite poles of two very different magnets, always repelling each other. Always rejecting each other.

It is the illusionary ‘love’ that hate teaches its acolytes that is conditional. It seeks only those who are like it. Same color. Same biases. Same religious ideologies. Same arrogance. 
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2: As Hope Dies
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January of 2018 was the last straw. Kelly’s mother refused me my right to be at the memorial. She refused to honor Kelly’s wishes to have a pagan ceremony. She even refused to allow me the right to be buried with my beloved.

My mother’s priest would disappoint me when I met with him. But then, religion had already disappointed me. It had become too political. Too tyrannical. Too filled with hate.

In February, I began working on the farm. Mom believed that it would take my mind off everything. Off my pain. Off my slow death.

It did not. And while it did give me an income, it did not give me enough to rise above anything. Instead, it became a trap. Something that kept its hold on me.

I was no farmer. I knew this. I knew that I had no mechanical skills. Or any real interest.

But I bowed to mom’s wishes. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. Had I not, it would have made her feel badly.

I painted on a smile. I acted as if nothing was bothering me. I tried to cover the real me.

Anything to keep the questions at bay. Anything to keep them from asking how I was doing. Anything to keep the peace.

And yet, I continued to write. And publish. And try to expand the very business I had started.

Though the books from 2018 would never gain notice, much to my relief, others would. The sagas would. The horror would. Those I would have made into audio books would.

But it all would happen so slowly. Painfully so. Excruciatingly slow.

In 2019, I began expanding my sagas. Ten fantasy. Ten historical fiction. 

I would also return to horror, finishing a book that I had begun in high school. I would release it on Halloween. Just as I had my first. 

But though my creativity was back, I was still dead inside. Without love. Without reason to live.

I merely wanted to finish all of my unfinished projects. Get all my unfinished books written. Create an immense library of work.

Something that could serve as a legacy to my creative genius, though I didn’t see myself as a genius. Nor did I see myself as the best at what I was doing. I was merely doing what I did best. 

I was telling stories. I was creating and destroying worlds. Most of all, I was trying to entertain people.

And while I was not good at standup comedy, I was good at helping people lose themselves in a book. My books. I had characters that were relatable.

***
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I HAD NOT BEEN ABLE to take extreme heat or cold since I was a child. I believe I had been eight or none when I suffered the heat stroke or heat exhaustion that ended my childhood love of summer. I was around the same age when I first suffered hypothermia and frostbite and lost my love of winter.

After that, both seasons became a struggle. To breathe. To move. To survive.

From that point on, I became more susceptible to respiratory illnesses. Bronchitis. Pneumonia. 

It seemed that whatever came along, I ended up with it. And usually, mine was worse than what everyone else caught. It hung on longer. It was harder for me to get over. 

And yet, now, in 2018, I was being forced to suffer through the cold of late winter which was sure to be followed by the extreme heat of summer. Something I really didn’t want to do. Something I should not have done.

I had books to write. Hell. I had a business to build. I should not have been working on the arm.

And yet, there I was. Working where I should not have been working.doing things I had never done before. Getting dragged into things I shouldn’t have been dragged into.

Worst of all, I found myself being drawn to Bill’s granddaughter. Something I knew to be wrong. Something I really didn’t want to happen.

It was why I kept my distance...or, at least, tried. After all. She was too young for me. Too wild.

And yet, her wildness drew me to her. Her fearlessness. Her unwillingness to allow people to step all over her.

These traits made her irresistible to me. And yet, I knew I had to resist. I had to keep my distance.

I didn’t need any problems. Not with my new step siblings. Or anyone else.

In a way, I knew that my weakness was due to my recent loss. I knew that the emptiness sought something to fill it. And yet, I knew that she would not be able to fill the hole.

No one could fill the hole. Nothing could fill it. It was permanent.

The loss could not be replaced. Kelly could not be replaced. The missing part of my soul could not be replaced.

I wished that others could just understand. But they couldn’t. Or wouldn’t. 

Thus, I was left unable to make the truth known. No one wanted to hear the truth. The truth that I would never get over Kelly. I would never truly heal. I would only appear to do so.

***
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AS THE YEAR WORE ON, I watched as Bill went into decline. I felt helpless. It was almost as if I was a bringer of bad things.

I no longer wanted to work on the farm for fear I was the reason it was all going downhill. I wanted to retain my distance. I wanted to shield mom from what I saw as my poison.

Even though I knew that I was not really responsible for what was going on, I still felt that I was. I felt that I was causing negative effects on everyone even though I knew that the decline was partially due to his worry that he would go the way of several of his classmates.

Still, I wanted to  leave because I felt that I was responsible in some way. But I also wanted to stay away for other reasons. After all, I was drawn to Bill’s youngest granddaughter. Something I knew was wrong.

For the two years I worked on the farm, I felt the changes before I saw them. At first, they were subtle. Then, they became more pronounced. Then, they became undeniable.

He could not focus on a single task. He would have us wandering from one project to the next. In the mornings, we would start working on the tractor or bailer. In the afternoons, we would be doing something else when it was more prudent to finish what had already been started.

And I was wearing down fast. After all, I was not built for farmwork. Hell. I had already realized that I was not factory labor stock. Or kitchen help.

In 2017, I had developed an irregular heartbeat after suffering an anxiety attack brought on by conflict with the university I had been going to. This irregularity had not gone away. Nor would it.

But I hid it well. Mom knew nothing of it, even though I had tried to tell her. She had not taken me seriously. 

I’m not sure she realized how serious the problem was. If she did, she did not let on. Or was in denial.

After all, I had been the more independent of the children. I had not sought her help when I really needed it. She just seemed to know. 

But not now. She was still detoxing from my sister’s crap. She was still trying to fix the damage Leanne had left behind.

This kept her blind to what was going on with me. All the stress had caught up to me. Stress that could have been prevented if she had not allowed herself to be distracted by others.
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3: Fade To Grey
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Mom had given me her old car shortly after Kelly’s death. She even began to talk about signing the house over to me as well. But Kelly’s death had ended all illusions.

It had ended her mistaken belief that I had been doing nothing but running around. She suddenly realized that I had been trying to save Kelly’s life. And failed.

But my little victory where the car was concerned was an empty one. I had already lost it all. At least, all that was important and worth living for. 

I was no longer living. Just existing. Taking up space.

I was just waiting for my time now. And waiting with open arms. I wanted to die.

I was tired. And I was tired of being tired. I was tired of being tired of being tired.

I no longer rested when I slept. I never regenerated. I never seemed to build up enough energy to get through the day.

I had spent half of my life being ill. That had somewhat ended when I had surgery in 2010. But not completely.

And I suffered from depression. A depression I had been able to hold at bay while Kelly was alive. Now it was back with a vengeance.

March marked the death of my son. September marked the death of my grandfather. And now, November marked Kelly’s death.

From September to February, I struggled with depression. A deep depression. One that I would never wish upon anyone.

As usual, when I went to work on the farm, I painted on a smile and clowned to cover my depression. I did the same when I went out in public. I couldn’t afford to allow any to see.

I didn’t want their pity. Or their sympathy. Or their simple understanding.

Hell. I didn’t want them to know. I didn’t want them to see.

I couldn’t allow them to see. I couldn’t let them in. I refused to let them in.

I didn’t want them in. I couldn't afford to let them in. After all, I was slowly dying inside.

I didn’t want to take anyone with me as I did so. No one deserved to go the way I was going. No one deserved that kind of pain.

Besides. Dying inside was just one step away from physical death. A kind of undeath.

I suppose it was a bit selfish of me, but I was world weary. And I had been for decades. Decades too long.

***
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AS 2019 ADVANCED, I realized that the farm work was not going to last. At the same time, I knew that I would not be able to do much of anything. After all, I was not well.

I had not been well for over a decade. Maybe two. Or three.

Even gallbladder surgery had not healed me. I doubted anything could. Or anyone.

After all, I had been ill for so long that I did not know how it felt to be well. Pain had become my norm. Exhaustion had become my norm. 

Mental. Physical. Emotional. Spiritual.

As an empath, it was a horrible existence. One that made a person want to die just to end the torture. And existence had become torture.

Yes, my existence had become pure torture. I had been through two abusive marriages where both women had tried to kill me. Or drive me insane.

My first wife had almost succeeded, with the help of her family, in driving me insane. It had been her psychiatrist who had saved my sanity, though at the time, I did not realize it. It had been he who had advised me to divorce my first wife to save my mental health.

Looking back, she had already moved on. Our paths had diverged. She had gone her own way without me. 

But then, she had left me long before our divorce. If I had to pick the moment of her departure, I would place it at the moment when we were told that our son would be stillborn. At that point, she began slipping deeper into her own mind. And away from me. 

After that, she vanished from my side. Not physical, of course. But mentally. Emotionally.

That kind of coldness destroys. Marriages. Lives. Families.

It seeps into a person and eats away at them. And her coldness had nearly destroyed me. But not as much as her immaturity. 

Emotional. Spiritual. Mental.

The marriage lasted only six years. 1995 to 2001. She would try the next three years to get me to go back to her.

My second wife had tried to kill me outright. No matter how hard I tried to quit smoking, she pushed the damn things in my face. She didn’t want to deal with the bear I became during withdrawals. 

Hell. She didn’t want to deal with me at all. She wanted me dead. 

She felt that I was holding her back. Keeping her from her partying. Keeping her from fucking whoever she wanted.

She finally left me on my birthday. I had a brief affair with a good friend on the rebound while trying to complete the divorce. A divorce I had hoped would never take place.

That had been 2010. What had started in 2005 had finally ended. And I was barely alive.

Fast forward to 2014. The year I met Kelly. And fell in love. Again.

She would come to me on the day after my birthday. She would be with me for three years. Two of those would be a blissful marriage. An immersion into a love unlike any other. 

Pure. Unconditional. Unselfish. 

Then, she would be taken from me. Along with my heart, soul, and peace. She had been my rudder. My queen.

From November of 2017 on, I would spiral out of control. 2018 and 2019 would continue downward. And 2019 would end the farm work. 

***
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EARLY 2020 WAS THE beginning of the more alarming decline for Bill. He began suffering mini strokes and memory loss. As a result, he began to become feeble.

But I had been paying attention since 2018. I had watched the changes slowly take place. The moments of confusion, barely perceptible, had begun due to extreme heat. And his refusal to stop when the heat got too much for either of us.

I was lucky to make it through that summer without suffering heat stroke. Or worse. And it could have been much worse.

Perhaps it should have been much worse. Perhaps I should have embraced the danger and died. But I didn’t.

The dreams wouldn’t let me. Dreams of success. Of completion. Or partial completion.

But then, I had never been that good at reading my dreams. Or the occasional visions. I seemed only to receive them.

Though I did figure out the meaning of the very first. The implosion of religion. The evil it would emerge to become before it finally died out.
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4: And So It Begins
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I began working at the local grocery store to survive, at least until my books took off. If they took off. I hoped they would.

I began to find other ways to get word out. I researched comic book and graphic novel publishers. Tee shirt printers. Toy companies.

I desperately wanted to succeed. I desperately needed to draw attention to my talent. I desperately needed to complete whatever mission I had been given.

But what, exactly, was that mission? Was it really to leave a bibliography of written work? If so, would it really be read? 

And if read, would people understand them? Be entertained by them? Or would they ridicule them?

My first project would be a tee shirt. Well, actually several tees. One for every book or series I wanted to promote. 

It would be followed by four graphic novels and the beginning of two comic book serials. And if these were successes, I would draw enough attention to make Hollywood sit up and take notice. Once that had taken place, I could focus on the action figures and other ideas swirling in my head.

I had a good feeling about it all. The graphic novels. The comics. Everything.

I just had to get the ball rolling. And the virus stimulus would come in handy as well. It would help put food on the table and further lengthen one of my sagas by purchasing covers for two finished manuscripts.

It would put the series two books closer to a full series. It would leave me at the halfway point of the endgame. I would only have seven books left to close the last series—while still eons away from even beginning the very beginning of the story. 

I seemed to have an ironic knack of starting a story in the middle or at the end. Rarely did I ever begin at the beginning. I only believed that I did.

That was until I reread what I had written. Or had someone else read it. Then, I would either be told or realize that I needed to add to the story on my own.

Except a handful of novels. But they were the exception. The other was the rule.

Even much of my horror projects ended up being part of a series. Except the first two, though they had been intended to be so. But I had decided afterward to end the stories mostly to preserve my mental health.

I released the graphic novels. First The Darkness Within, then Sins Of The Fathers and The Seventh Son. Finally, I released Satan’s Call to finish the set of stand alones. 

Darkness  took off immediately as did Sins. The last two fared just as well. The graphic novel sales caused both the paperback, ebook, and audio sales to explode—through all the platforms I was published through. 

I released The Undead Wars, Tales Of The Bard, and my other saga as comic serials and watched the books and comics suddenly explode in popularity. I had finally achieved enough exposure to draw attention. And I was about to reap the rewards.

***
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AS I GOT READY FOR work, my phone rang. I picked it up.

“Hello?” I inquired.

“Is this James O’Malley?” A man’s voice responded.

“Yes,” I averred, “how may I be of service?”

“This is Jeff Bezos. How much would you sell the rights to your books for?” Jeff Bezos asked over the telephone.

“Which books?” I returned. “Not all of them are open for optioning.”

“Which ones are open?” He queried.

“I am willing to sell you over fifty short stories, all in print, for $289,000,000,” I responded, “all but a handful of what is in print. I am also willing to sell you the rights to four novels for the same amount.”

“Why so high?” He was incredulous.

“You set the price, Jeff,” I responded, “when you bought concepts from the Tolkien Estate for that. Concepts, Jeff, not rights to books.”

“Seems I made an error in judgment,” He snickered.

“You did,” I agreed, “because you showed your hand. What you were willing to pay for something as long as the individual was willing to stick to their guns.”

“But why so much?” He pressed.

“I intend to reinvest a portion back into some of the material,” I stated, “I have a handful of shorts that I want to be involved in the production of as well as a couple of the novels. What you do with the rest is up to you.”

“How much are you willing to invest?” He was suddenly interested.

“$60 million per film project,” I stated, “as well as the cost of the screenwriter and extra if needed.”

“Wow,” he breathed in disbelief, “you’re basically willing to invest most of what you make into films that may not make your investment back. Why?”

“Because I know all the stories inside and out,” I chuckled, “and want certain ones as close to the story as possible.”

“I can understand that,” he averred, then changed the subject, “when can we meet?”

“My days off are Tuesdays, Fridays, and Sundays,” I replied, “take your pick.”

“How’s Tuesday work for you?” He asked.

“Works great for me,” I agreed, “I will make sure that I am unavailable for anything else then.”

“I will send someone from my legal team to iron out the preliminary agreement, complete with whatever concessions you desire, with you,” he stated.

“How soon might I expect them?” I pressed.

“Tonight at the earliest,” he replied, “tomorrow night at the latest.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for them,” I promised, but, in the meantime, you might want to read my works so you know what you’re buying.”

***
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“MISTER O’MALLEY?” A woman’s voice queried at the other end.

“Yes?” I returned.

“Can I get directions to your home?” She requested.

“You must be the lawyer Jeff was going to send,” I couldn’t help but smile.

“Yes,” she averred.

“Catch a cab from the airport,” I began, “and steer the cabbie south on I-29. you should be able to get off at the Thurman exit. You’ll want to turn right at the first stop sign you come to, then left at the next stop sign. You should be headed east. Take that road to its end and you should come to another stop sign. 

“Turn south. Your cabbie will drive another seven miles, maybe more, before reaching Sidney. But instead of going on into town, take the bypass on south. When you come to the stop sign, turn west. My house is the eighth or ninth house on the north side of the road once past the city limits sign, but still pretty much at the base of the hill. Have the cabbie sit and wait until I get home. I do not have a second key or I would leave one for you to use.”

“Understood,” she replied.
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5: A Single Moment’s Pleasure
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I had started a job at the local grocery store. I helped put away truck. I stood at the cash register and checked the customers out. I did whatever needed to be done.

I knew that I would not be able to do what I was doing much longer as my knees and hips were starting to rebel. But then, I had never been able to do hard labor for long in the past either. I was not built for that.

I had always been much better at writing and music, but had been at a disadvantage where encouragement was concerned. I had been removed from piano lessons because my father thought they cost too much—and my sister had dropped from them out of lack of interest. Nearly everything that would have done me an ounce of good cost too much in his eyes.

Even when I was paying for my own guitar lessons in junior high, he saw it as too much of a cost. He saw no use to any of it. He thought I was a dreamer, and perhaps I was.

But I wanted to do something that I would be remembered for. I didn’t want to fail like he had. After all, he had refused to even try. He was resigned to remain a nameless cog in someone else’s machine. I was not so inclined. I wanted something better.

My father could have been a successful journalist, but he had walked out of a class and saw it as a failure. He could have made millions making guns for movies. He refused to even try. And yet, he was jealous of the successes of other black powder gunsmiths who did gain a foot up.

He would die a failure. Not because he tried and did not succeed, but because he refused to even try. He saw himself as doomed to failure if he tried to be his own man and have his own business. In the end, it would make him bitter.

Unlike him, I was always trying. I was always writing. Always trying to start a band. Anything to claw my way out of obscurity.

I did not want to live as an unknown. I wanted to be something he could be proud of. I wanted to cease being his greatest mistake.

As I grew older, I realized that I would never succeed in gaining his respect. I would always be his greatest disappointment no matter how successful I would become.

But he would die before I would finally succeed. He would be gone ten years before I would make my first millions. He would never see a return on his meager investment in me. Or how I rose above his abusive behavior.

He had always thought me to be lazy. He had always sat in judgment of me, judging me according to his failures. His idea of what was work.

But I had worked hard all my life. I had done things I was not meant to do. I had served the public most of my life. Now, I had a chance to rise above it all. 

I was now being offered a new life. Something I had only dreamed of before. Something I had always wanted.

***
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“MISTER O’MALLEY,” THE young woman before me began, offering me her hand, “I am Saffya Allarani from the legal department. I am here to help you put together the terms you and Jeff initially agreed to and to help you add any concessions.”

“Glad to meet you,” I smiled and shook her hand.

“This could take a few days to get into an ironclad contract,” she warned, “and we may be working into the wee hours of the night.”

“Will you be seeking accommodations at one of the hotels nearby?” I asked.

“I think it might be more prudent to stay here with you,” she shook her head, “as it could be rather late when we finish.”

“I have a bed on the back porch,” I nodded, “but I’ll have to clean it off and  get you some sheets and a blanket.”

“We’ll worry about that when the time comes,” she winked, “at the moment, we should get started on the paperwork.” she noticed Hera looking at her. “You have a cat?”

“I have two,” I averred, “Poe and Hera. Poe is a little black kitten. He likes to hide when he isn’t trying to get attention.”

“I love cats,” she smiled, “they are such independent creatures.”

“Yeah,” I smirked, “well, mine are rather spoiled and wouldn’t make it on their own.”

She turned to me suddenly. Without warning, she wrapped her arms around me.

“Then you can’t be that bad of a person,” she smiled seductively, “can you?”

“Depends on who you ask,” I smiled back, “my ex-wives might disagree with you.”

“How many times have you been married?” She was curious.

“Three,” I admitted, “though my last wife died.”

“I thought I sensed a soul in pain,” she kissed my lips.

I didn’t resist her. I didn’t want to. I suddenly wanted to know everything about her. Every inch of her body.

“Shouldn’t we get busy with the paperwork?” I asked, gently pulling away.

“Not right now,” she pulled me back to her, “right now, we need to get to know each other. Intimately.”

***
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WHEN I AWOKE, IT WAS morning. She lay naked, sleeping next to me on her stomach. God, she was beautiful!

She rolled over and opened her eyes, then smiled up at me. I could only gaze at her and smile back.

“Come here, you,” she whispered, pulling me to her, “you sure know how to please.”

“Well,” I whispered, “it helps when your partner knows what they want.”

“You were my first,” she responded, “and I only wanted you. From the moment I heard the recording of your conversation with Jeff. The way you handled him turned me on. I volunteered for this trip immediately after.”

“You mean to tell me that you don’t have a significant other?” I was surprised.

“Never had the time,” she averred, “even in high school. Besides. None of the boys I went to school with appealed to me.”

“It’s not often one finds a woman who has never been in a relationship,” I mused, “or even been intimate with anyone.”

“Well,” she giggled, “when your father is an Imam, it is almost impossible to have any relationships.”

“I wouldn’t have known,” I smiled, “you don’t strike me as overly religious.”

“Oh,” she shook her head, “I’m not. I only wear a hijab around my parents. Otherwise, I am as you first saw me. As western as you can get.”

“I’m not that religious either,” I stated, “spiritual, yes, but not religious.”

“I noticed,” she gushed, “last night was as spiritual as it could get. I will never be able to forget it.”

“Neither will I,” I admitted, then turned to get up, “time for a shower. You’re welcome to join me if you like.”

“Oh hell yes!” She breathed in my ear. “I am so there!”

“Let’s go, then,” I winked, “and perhaps we’ll perform a little magic in the shower as well.”

“You naughty boy!” She giggled.

We raced, naked, to the shower. Our clean clothes in our hands. Our thoughts on what might happen once we were in the shower.
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6: Where The Fun Never Ends
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A knock came at the door after we finished our shower. I answered to find an all female camera crew.

“May I help you?” I inquired.

“Mister Bezos sent us to set up,” the producer responded, almost mechanically, “something about documenting this historic event.”

“I don’t care what you do,” I smiled, “as long as there is a contract included and I get paid.”

“No worries,” she assured me, “he sent a contract agreement. He also requested that you read it and sign if it is agreeable.”

“Seems I am finding myself surrounded by more and more women as this deal progresses,” I commented.

“Does that make you uncomfortable?” she asked.

“No,” I shook my head, “not necessarily. Though I do find it odd.” I ushered them in. “I hope, though, that you have all pertinent permits. I would hate to be breaking the law.”

“No worries,” she giggled, “all the permits are taken care of. Jeff saw to that. And we are to film until you feel the story, your story, has been told.”

“Who, in their right mind, would take time away from their families to do a documentary series or reality show?” I mused.

“None of us have families,” she smiled, “at least not husbands and children. We’re all career girls.”

“I guess I am at your mercy, then,” I responded sheepishly, “aren’t I?”

“You might say that,” she grinned, “for good or bad. Or whatever might come.”

“Well, then,” I took a deep breath, “let’s get on with the agreements.”

The producer handed me the contract and I read it. Saffya read it over my shoulder. I turned to her with a questioning look.

“I would sign it,” she admitted, “the terms are in your favor. You have nothing to lose. And everything to gain.”

I took the producer’s pen and signed the contract. Three seasons. Guaranteed. Another seven possible.

Unlike other reality shows, mine was not to be scripted. It was simply to be made of real events in my life. Uncut and as real as it could get.

Well, within reason. We agreed to shoot only during the day. Never at night. Never after 4 PM.

The first episodes were to be the days leading up to the meeting between Jeff and I. They would follow me to work, but not inside. They would catch my interaction with Saffya. Among others.

With the extra money from the new series, I was able to arrange for the yard work and snow removal to continue at the house. It would be necessary. 

At this point, I had no idea that the adventure had only just begun. I only thought that it would be a passing fancy. My fifteen seconds of fame.

Little did I know that the program was about to be changed. Fifteen minutes was never going to be long enough to hold everything that was about to happen. Hell. Fifteen days wouldn’t.

And to think. It would all begin with this very moment. And the six lovely ladies I now faced.

All I needed now was to show just how talented I really was. In business. In political reform. At living.

But I hadn’t been alive since Kelly’s death. I didn’t know whether I could return to living. Or if I really wanted to.

I merely had to try to be the best role model I could be. Who knew how many children would watch. I cared not how many adults.

Still, the adults would also need a new role model. After all, some had fallen into worshiping a conman. A conman who had cheated his way into office.

He had destroyed the country in doing so. And his worshipers couldn’t see it. They were too busy believing that everyone else was their enemy. The McCarthy syndrome. Seeing enemies where there were none.

Immature. Ignorant. Selfish. Hate filled. Misled. Blind.

There was no salvation for them. No saving them from themselves. I knew that.

There could only be an end that suited all involved. Something that didn’t include death. Something that gave them what they believed they wanted.

As a youth, I remembered hearing the evangelical preachers preaching about rockets that were going to be used to rapture them from Earth. Of course, they began chattering even more about them as the year 2000 drew closer. They were obsessed with the idea, believing that the world would end on January 1. 

January 1 came and went. There had been no mass power outages. No computer failures. No rapture.

Their prophets had failed once more. Not that they had ever succeeded in telling the future. They hadn’t, 

And that should have ended them. That last failure should have turned all of their blind followers against them. But it didn’t.

Now, in 2020, I knew that there was only one way to stop them. To make them go away. And that was to give them what they believed they wanted.

I had to supply them with a one way ‘rapture’ off the planet. I had to send the white nationalists with them. I had to give them an all white planet of their own, one where theocracy could rule them. It was the only way to teach them anything.

***
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IMMEDIATELY AFTER I signed, a knock came upon the door. I rose from the sofa and went to answer. Opening the door, I found yet another young woman standing before me.

“May I help you?” I inquired.

“I heard you might need a fitness trainer, Mister O’Malley,” she responded.

“What I need is someone who knows reiki and acupressure/acupuncture,” I smirked, “to relieve some of my pain. But yes. I was thinking of getting this slobby body into shape...or as close as I can. Though I’m not sure how I would pay for the services of a trainer.”

“You’ll need to sign a contract if you’re going to be a visible portion of
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