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Like a crystal globe shaken by the hand of God, dusk in 
Vermont looked like something from a dream. On jag-
ged faces of rock, blue streams of ice stood frozen in 
time. The air was clean, crisp and still, untouched by the 
pollution of progress; the hustle and bustle of normal 
life slowed to a crawl. Mac sucked in a few deep breaths 
and looked to his side to see Jen taking it all in—and 
smiling. I’m so happy we decided to get away for the week-
end, he thought. We really needed this.

In the distance, snow-draped rolling hills spotted 
with frosted evergreens were populated with groves of 
stripped-limbed birches, each standing rigid like ranks 
of ancient soldiers. Glittering rooftops dripping with 
icicles stood tucked amongst the steep slopes and me-
andering country roads. Like fireflies on a blank canvas, 
random dots of light flickered, illuminating tiny wisps 
of smoke. These signs of life, clues of comfort, created 
visions of children nestled by the fire. And mothers and 
fathers resting their weary bones, Mac thought, exhaling 
peacefully. There were specks of red barns, divided by 
crooked stonewalls. Scattered livestock grazed in bar-
ren meadows. Small ponds reflected a mirrored-image 
of the sky. And oh, what a sky it is! Once tinged in hues 
of pink, the filaments were quickly turning gray, the 
clouds, moving at a turtle’s pace.
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“Incredible,” Mac said under his breath.
“It’s heaven,” Jen replied, grabbing for his hand.
While the world took its well-deserved rest, Mac and 

Jen ventured across a postcard covered bridge, taking a 
leisurely stroll into a time long forgotten. As the solemn 
bong of a church bell marked time, plumes of steam es-
caped their silent mouths with each smile.

Shopkeepers, hunched against the cold, locked up 
for the night and scurried home. A nostalgic marquis 
boasted of last year’s film, while kids sneaked inside 
to kiss the boredom away. “Maybe we should buy a 
couple of tickets and go make out in the back?” Mac 
suggested.

Jen squeezed his hand. “Isn’t that why we rented a 
room at the bed-and-breakfast?”

“Oh yeah…”
As if sharing an age-old secret, Mac and Jen ex-

changed friendly nods or wry grins with the townsfolk. 
Like an echo from above, a gust of wind whipped down 
and tapped Mac on the shoulder, causing an unexpected 
shudder to travel the length of his body. Turning up the 
collar on his coat, at an even slower gait he absorbed the 
slightest, most miraculous truths: these people, who are 
criticized for being far behind, are still innocent enough to 
be kind. It appeared as though their daily existence was 
suspended in a world of sweet maple syrup, while the 
present was by the past—and the future was even less 
welcome. They merely refuse to abandon tradition, Mac 
decided, but instead embrace a serenity that can only be 
intended by God.

As he and his beloved wife strolled along, it was 
as if a giant shade was being drawn, the darkened sky 
dusting the earth with crystal flakes of white. While the 
snow deafened the world’s competing noises, Mac real-
ized that his wife was right. We are standing in heaven, 
he thought. It has to be.
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Suddenly, the wailing siren of an approaching police 
car broke the tranquility, startling Mac and nearly wres-
tling him to his knees.

Jen stopped and turned to him. “What is it?” she 
asked, her face instantly contorted in worry.

“I…I don’t know,” he stammered, “All of a sudden, 
I…I feel like I can’t breathe.”

The siren got closer—and louder.
Mac clutched for his throat, which felt like it was 

being closed off.
“Mac!” Jen blurted, panic now radiating from her 

wide eyes.
“I…I…” Unable to manage another word, he shook 

his head. By now, his chest felt compressed and his head 
was spinning out of control. He dropped to his knees.

The siren was now ear-piercing.
Please God, he prayed, let this…

⧝

Mac awakened, panting and covered in sweat. His mouth 
was devoid of any saliva, making him gag. He tried to 
swallow but couldn’t. It felt like a fistful of bleached flour 
was packed in his throat. His pounding heart thumped 
in his ears, warning him that he was in trouble. The rest 
came on with a fury—tingling extremities, a cold sweat, 
and an adrenaline rush that could have rivaled any tidal 
wave. He focused on taking in oxygen, and it took a few 
tormented moments before his breathing improved to 
quick and shallow. Although he did his best to stop it, 
the hyperventilating ran its usual course.

What the hell is going on? he thought, desperately 
searching for the same answers that never came. Why is 
this happening to me?

By now, Mac felt like his heart was going to explode, 
or worse—like I might actually lose my mind.
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It took a few more excruciating minutes before the 
rush subsided, leaving behind a vortex of fear and dark-
ness in its wake. Left feeling lightheaded, he was still 
grateful. At least I didn’t lose all control, he thought, 
whatever that means.

Quietly pacing the floor, he considered his situation. 
It’s been a long time since Jen and I have visited a bed-
and-breakfast, he thought, sucking in some long, even 
breaths. He took a seat, tentatively closing his eyes 
again. It’s summer, he thought, more reality returning to 
him, and Jen and I haven’t held hands in months. A slap of 
deep sorrow stung his face. It was just another dream, he 
realized, shaking its head. He opened his eyes. Looks like 
I’m getting little to no sleep again tonight. It just wasn’t 
worth the risk of suffering another surprise attack.

⧝

Mac awakened again in his recliner to see Jen staring at 
him, the look on her face a mix of disappointment and 
disgust. “So you slept out here again last night, huh?”

“Does it matter?” he asked.
She half shrugged. “I really don’t care, Mac,” she 

muttered, shaking her head, “except that you forgot to 
set the alarm and now you’re late for work again.”

“I’m what?” he asked, catapulting himself out of the 
recliner like he was being shot from a canon. “Why the 
hell didn’t you wake me?”

“I just did, didn’t I?” she said, her words dripping 
with the same contempt as his.

“Great, thanks,” he said, hurrying for their bedroom 
to get dressed for work.

“I left you a list on the top of your dresser,” she called 
after him, “of where the kids need to be after school.”

He stopped short and turned. “A list?”
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She nodded. “I need to work late tonight, Mac. I told 
you that.”

“You did?”
She shook her head. “But of course you don’t re-

member,” she said, heading for the kitchen without an-
other word, “you haven’t listened to a word I’ve said in 
weeks.”

So I’m going in late again today, he thought, and then 
I have to leave early to cart the kids around. He nodded. I 
can’t wait to read my shining performance review this year.

⧝

Mac sat in the parking lot for a few extra minutes to 
compose himself. Every day is harder than the one before 
it, he thought, grabbing a half-empty bottle of vodka 
from the car’s glove box. He stared at the clear liquid 
before shaking his head. If I keep trying to drink my prob-
lems away, I’m going to end up in even worse shape. Drink-
ing alcohol had its upside, for sure; the world slowed 
down and, although Mac still experienced most of the 
symptoms that anxiety was generous enough to bring, 
the paralyzing fear over the next attack was normally 
avoided. Not a bad trade-off for a hangover, he thought. 
But it was more than just a hangover, and he knew it. 
Self-medicating is costing me more than I can afford to 
spend, he thought, in every aspect of my life. Mac knew 
that although anxiety and depression was the cause, al-
coholism had become one of its effects. And the tempo-
rary Band-Aid is weakening me, he realized, throwing the 
bottle back into the glove box.

After being buzzed into the building, Mac hurried 
through the lobby and took the stairs to avoid everyone 
on the elevators. Slipping inside his office, he locked 
the door behind him. Firing up his desktop computer, 
he checked his calendar for the day. “Four meetings,” 
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he said aloud. “That’s definitely not going to work.” 
Picking up his telephone, he dialed his admin. “Good 
morning Barbara, it’s Mac.” He listened. “No, I’ve been 
here for a while.” He cleared his throat. “Listen, can you 
cancel all of my meetings this afternoon and resched-
ule them for later in the week? I need the time to get 
some work done.” He listened again. “No, I’ll call in for 
the ten o’clock team huddle. I can multi-task from my 
desk for that one.” He nodded. “Thanks, Barb.” Hanging 
up the phone, Mac folded his arms onto his desk and 
plopped his forehead on top of them. I need sleep more 
than anything else, he thought. If I could just get a little 
rest, I might be able to focus and finally get some real work 
done.

Within seconds, he was out cold.
There was a loud knock on the door.
Mac’s eyes flew open. “What the hell,” he muttered 

under his breath, “I can’t even close my eyes for two 
seconds.” He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and hur-
ried to the door to unlock it.

Ross, his VP, stepped into his office. “What hap-
pened?” Ross asked, clearly upset.

“What do you mean?” Mac asked, his mind scram-
bling for the answer to a problem he didn’t yet under-
stand.

“Why weren’t you at the team huddle? We waited 
for you, but when you didn’t call in…”

“Yeah, sorry about that, Ross. I should have dialed 
in.” Shrugging, he grinned. “Truth is, I was so consumed 
with work that I lost track of time. And by the time I 
remembered the meeting, it was too late for me to jump 
in. I would have been more of a distraction than any-
thing else.”

Ross studied him. “I hope that’s true, Mac,” he said, 
“because I need the project finalized and on my desk by 
the end of the week.”
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“Of course,” Mac said, his disguise still fastened in 
place.

“Okay then,” Ross said before marching out of the 
room.

Mac closed the door behind the man, locking it once 
again. End of the week, all right, he thought, grabbing for 
his cell phone. What the hell time is it, anyway?

⧝

Mac sat at the head of the Anderson’s kitchen table, 
fiddling in his plate and struggling to appear interested 
in everyone else’s day.

“Dad, the softball coach told Mom that he’s consid-
ering me as one of his starting pitchers this year,” his 
teenage daughter, Jillian, announced excitedly.

“That’s great, Jill,” Mac replied, so consumed with 
worry over his own life and the mounting pressures at 
work that he’d become blind to anything else.

“I thought so,” Jillian countered, her giant smile 
fading away.

“And Joe’s assigned me a new investigation,” Jen 
jumped in, as she passed the mashed potatoes. “Al-
though I don’t know the details just yet, it looks like it’s 
going to take place at City Hall.”

“Wow,” Mac said, “that’s good…I guess.”
“You guess?”
The kids squirmed nervously in their chairs.
“If it means more time away from the house,” Mac 

explained, “then I’m not sure…”
“We’ve gone over this, Mac,” Jen snapped. “It’s time for 

you to step up and start really helping out around here!”
“And I haven’t been doing that?” he asked, glaring 

at his wife.
“Please stop,” Bella said, “all you do is fight now.” 

Becoming upset, she stood and hurried out of the room.
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Jenn glared back at him. “Nice, Mac.”
“And this is all my fault, right?” 
Jillian and Brady got up and followed their sister out 

of the family’s boxing ring.
Mac shook his frustrated head. “I have too much go-

ing on right now to argue, Jen.”
“We need to talk about this, Mac, and come to some 

sort of agreement,” she pressed.
Mac’s cell phone rang. He started to answer it when 

Jen gave him a look that could have ended his life. He let it 
go to voicemail. For the first time in a long time, Mac real-
ized that his wife needed to be heard. It scared him. I’m not 
a selfish man, he told himself, but right now, the last thing 
I need to deal with are more issues. He sensed it was abso-
lutely critical that life stay as it was—at least until I figure 
out what the hell’s going on inside me and how to handle it.

“As much as you think my life rotates around only 
you,” she said, speaking slowly, “I still have my own 
dreams that I need to…”

“I’m sorry Jen,” he interrupted, “but…”
“Mac, please,” she shouted, her face cherry-red.
He shut up, but Jen couldn’t continue. Nostrils flar-

ing, she headed out of the kitchen, slamming the door 
behind her.

⧝

Mac took a few deep breaths. I need to tell her how bad 
it’s gotten, he decided. She needs to know. He followed 
her into the living room. “Jen,” he said, hoping to ex-
plain, “it’s just that I…I…feel sick.”

Jen shook her head, cutting off his babble. “You 
should feel sick, Mac…with all of the drinking you’ve 
been doing lately.”

“No,” he whispered, “you don’t understand. I should 
have said something…”
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She stood and started for their bedroom. As she 
stomped out of the room, she looked over her shoul-
der. “Sure, Mac,” she told him, “I never understand.” She 
rolled her eyes just before disappearing from the room.

But you don’t understand, Mac told her in his 
thoughts. You don’t understand how petrified I am over 
all of these changes…and how my every waking moment is 
spent in a life-and-death battle with anxiety and depres-
sion. His eyes filled, but he beat back the tears. You don’t 
understand, Jen.

⧝

Sunday finally rolled around. Sitting alone at the kitch-
en table, Mac struggled to accomplish any real work 
that he could submit. My God, he thought, even my cre-
ativity has abandoned me. If I don’t dig my head out of my 
backside soon, I’m going to be…

The kids barged into the kitchen, each of them 
speaking at the same time.

“We want to go to the fair, Dad,” Bella called out.
“Yeah,” Brady confirmed even louder, “we’ve been 

waiting all summer.”
Perturbed with the rude interruption, Mac shook his 

head. “Ask your mother,” he said, “I have a lot of work I 
need to finish.”

Jillian smirked. “Mom just said the same thing…to 
ask you, because she’s working on a deadline.”

“Of course she is,” Mac mumbled under his breath.
“Please, Dad,” Brady pleaded.
Mac shook his head again. “I can’t, guys. Not this 

time. Sorry.”
As if he’d just received the most devastating news, 

Brady burst into sobs. “But,,,but I’ve been looking for-
ward to this all year, Dad,” he stammered, “and…and to-
day’s the last day.”
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“Yeah Dad,” Bella said, clearly struggling to stay 
strong. “If we don’t go to the fair today, we’ll have to 
wait another whole year.”

A plume of acidic bile rose in Mac’s throat, as he 
considered his wife’s newest delegation. Fair? he re-
peated in his pounding head, this isn’t fair.

Jillian stepped up behind him and wrapped her arms 
around his broad shoulders. “Please Dad,” she repeat-
ed in the sweetest voice; it was something Mac hadn’t 
heard from the glowering teenager in months.

Mac pushed his work away. Why not, he thought. 
Who needs stable employment anyway? He stood. “Fine, 
but when I say it’s time to go, then it’s time for us to go.” 
He scanned each of their hope-filled eyes.

“Of course, Dad,” they sang in unison, pure joy in-
stantly replacing the disappointment in their faces, “of 
course!”

⧝

On the ride to the fairgrounds, while the kids joked and 
laughed, Mac seethed inside. It’s all about Jen now, he 
thought. Everything’s about her! It doesn’t matter what 
my wants or needs are. She calls the shots now. He shook 
his head. I realize that she just started a new job at the 
paper, but…

The kids broke out in excited chorus, with Jillian 
singing the loudest.

Mac took a few deep breaths, trying to keep his an-
ger at bay. But I still have responsibilities outside of the 
house. Not to mention, I’ve been a complete emotional 
mess for weeks now. How can she not see that? He shook 
his head again. She’s my wife, for Pete’s sake! How can Jen 
not know that…

“Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily…” the kids 
screeched.
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Although he concealed his rage with a smile, Mac 
continued to burn up inside.

“…life is but a dream,” they finished.
Mac considered the lyrics. Life is but a dream all right, 

he thought, snickering, a living nightmare!

⧝

After parking the van in a brown field that had recently 
been covered in green grass, Mac shut off the ignition 
and turned to face his giddy children. “When I say it’s 
time to go,” he reminded them, “then it’s time for us to 
go.”

“We know, Dad!”
They burst out of the van and hurried for the long 

line at the front gate.
Mac dragged his feet behind them. Friggin’ Jen, he 

thought, well aware that everything from the sweltering 
heat to the growing crowd had already crawled under 
his skin—and that he was happy to assign full blame to 
his delegating wife.

⧝

After paying twice what he should have for two adults and 
two children to enter the fairgrounds, Mac and his entou-
rage paused to take it all in—the sights, sounds and smells.

“There’s the ticket booth for the rides,” Bella quickly 
pointed out.

“And we have to buy food tickets there, too,” Jillian 
advised.

Mac nodded. “We’ll come back for both. Let’s take a 
walk around first and get our bearings. Then we’ll know 
exactly what we need to buy.”

“Okay,” the kids agreed, their bodies nearly trem-
bling from excitement.
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Mac offered a real smile—for the first time. I might 
as well make the most of it, he thought, we’re here. He 
started for the far side of a massive field, with the kids 
buzzing around him like bees at every step.

⧝

Beneath a small white circus tent, its sides rolled up, 
Mac ducked his head and stepped in. The smells of 
manure immediately attacked him. The good life, he 
thought, scanning the interior of the dim tent.

The 4H Club was showing off their eclectic mix of 
livestock: from award-winning sheep—wearing their 
big blue ribbons—and massive fly-ingested steers, to a 
handful of gallant horses beside a pen of young, playful 
goats. Old turn-style candy machines, filled with feed 
pellets, were positioned outside of the pens and corrals. 
For a quarter, the kids could buy a full handful. Maybe 
half a handful for me, Mac considered.

Fortunately, Mac had a pocketful of quarters. “Don’t 
spill them,” he told the kids, as each one of them lined 
up to receive their bounty.

With two fistfuls of feed, Bella and Brady stepped 
up to the wire fence that surrounded the whining baby 
goats.

Mac immediately went into parent mode and began 
to teach. “Place your hands flat, with the food in the 
palm of your hand,” he explained. “This way, you won’t 
lose any fingers.”

While Jillian watched on from a short distance, both 
Bella and Brady did as they were told. The small goats 
licked their palms, causing a wave of giggles.

“See,” Mac said, “they’ll only lick the pellets from 
your hand. You might feel some nibbling, but they can’t 
even bite you if they want to.”

The kids giggled more. “It tickles, Dad,” Brady said.
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Mac smiled wide; it was the first sense of happiness 
he’d felt in weeks. He sucked in a lungful of air and ex-
haled slowly. Maybe this was a good idea, after all, he 
thought, knowing he’d never admit it to his wife.

The kids were in no rush to leave the animals, and 
Mac was happy for it. He took the time watching his 
children and assessing their current stations in life.

Mac realized that the older Jillian got, the less she 
laughed. That’s not good, he thought. I hope it’s just the 
norm for her age. But there more changes, as well. The 
teenage girl never wore jewelry anymore, except for 
maybe the occasional plastic or rubber bracelet, featur-
ing one motto or another. And graphic t-shirts are now 
a staple for her, Mac thought, looking away when Jillian 
caught him gawking. As long as she’s happy, he thought, 
and comfortable in her own skin, then I’m happy for her.

Mac shifted his eyes to Bella and smiled. Beans is 
still Daddy’s little girl, he confirmed in his mind, though 
the clock is ticking fast. Mac cringed every time he no-
ticed growth in her, and today was no different. Like 
Jillian—who once believed I was Prince Charming—that’ll 
soon change and she’ll suddenly be embarrassed to be in 
my company rather than wanting to snuggle with me on 
the recliner before bed. Just as his smile was about to dis-
appear. Bella looked up at him and grinned. She had her 
mother’s sparkling eyes that shined for him with a love 
that could not be denied. I love you too, babe, he thought.

Brady, on the other hand, was a clean slate; a sponge 
ready to suck up all the lessons and knowledge his dad 
was prepared to impart. And there are tons that I look 
forward to sharing, Mac thought. Brady was still a baby 
in many ways, but he was also in a hurry to grow up and 
be able to claim his own identity—just as his sisters had 
done. Please take it slow, little man, Mac told his son in 
his head. Being grown up isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, 
believe me.
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While the kids—including Jillian—fed quarters into 
the crank machines so they could feed the different an-
imals, Mac took the time to inventory the work he and 
Jen had already put in. For the most part, all three of them 
are polite and good, he decided, trying to choose right over 
wrong. In their smiles, there was forgiveness and heal-
ing. And each of them is pretty much an open book when 
it comes to their feelings. They worry much less than most 
people, making their sleep sound. What I wouldn’t do for 
that again, Mac thought, wondering if they actually un-
derstood the true secret to joy. The only things they own 
in this world are hope and love…and for that, they thank 
the Lord every night. Mac felt blessed they were his chil-
dren, and his eyes filled with the love that gushed for 
them. They’re destined to live wonderfully enriched lives, 
he thought. Their willingness to share and be kind will 
guarantee it.

As the insatiable baby goats lost their novelty, the 
twang of a country band continued to float over from 
the giant pavilion. The family gradually made their way 
through the tent, passing several crafts tables. Beyond 
that, award-winning jams and pies sat on a long rect-
angular table, their colorful ribbons waving in the oc-
casional breeze. Mac felt it a blessing to experience this 
simpler side of life again—even if only for a few hours.

“Maybe Mom should have entered her famous Pop-
Tarts in the contest,” Jillian wise- cracked. “She could 
have…”

“Watch your mouth,” Mac snapped at her, cutting 
off the rest of her insult. “That’s your mother you’re 
talking about.”

With a disrespectful snicker, Jillian’s eyes turned to 
slits. “You argue all the time with her, saying things a lot 
worse than…”

“And I shouldn’t,” Mac interrupted. “It’s not right.” 
He shook his head. “She’s your mother, Jill. If you can 
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bad-talk her, then your sense of honor isn’t what it 
should be, right?”

“I know, but…”
“There are no buts,” Mac said, continuing to walk 

by her side. “She’s your mom, Jill. Never disrespect her.”
“Fine,” the teenager surrendered, offering another 

snicker.
As Bella and Brady visited one pen after the next, 

gently petting the animals, Mac returned to his serene 
train of thought. A glimpse of yesteryear when there 
wasn’t so much stress and the need to get everything right, 
Mac thought, shaking his head.

Breaking through this peaceful world, dreadful car-
nival sounds drifted over from the other half of the 
muddy, hay-straw field.

Ugh, Mac thought, and I almost forgot why I hate 
summer fairs.

Jillian took a knee beside her little brother, clearly 
enjoying the pure joy in the little boy’s face.

Mac sat on a tall, silver milk can when Bella saun-
tered over and took a seat on his knee. Mac was happy 
for the quiet moment together. “Summer will be ending 
in a few weeks, Princess,” he reminded her. “Are you ex-
cited to go back?”

Bella shrugged. “I don’t know. I like school and I 
love my friends, but…”

“But what?”
“I just get really nervous when I start something 

new, Dad, and I hate it.”
“You hate starting a new school year, Beans?” he in-

quired further.
She shook her head. “No Dad, I hate the feeling of being 

nervous.” She peered into his eyes. “But I bet that doesn’t 
happen when people get older like you, right Dad?”

In spite of the cruel irony, he chuckled. “Older peo-
ple?”
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“Yeah, adults.”
“Oh babe,” he said, “it happens to adults, too. Be-

lieve me. Adults get just as nervous as they did when 
they were kids. Sometimes, it’s even…” He stopped, 
afraid to scare her more.

“You do?” she asked, her innocent eyes wide from 
surprise.

“Sure, I do,” Mac confirmed.
“You still get nervous about stuff, Dad?” she contin-

ued to confirm, skeptically.
He nodded. “More than you can imagine, babe,” he 

said, thinking, more than you’d ever want to imagine. He 
paused to find the right words. “There would be no such 
thing as courage if we didn’t have to overcome fear, 
right?”

She nodded, her innocent face trying to internalize 
the lesson.

“Everyone gets scared or feels anxious at times, 
Beans,” he continued. “The trick is not to let it stop you 
from doing anything, or taking over your life.” As soon 
as the words left his lips, he felt like a fraud. It’s solid 
advice, he realized, but for whatever reason, I’m having an 
impossible time applying it in my own life.

“I won’t, Dad,” Bella said, “don’t you worry.” Smil-
ing, she kissed his cheek.

“You…you won’t what?” he stammered, startled 
from his all-consuming thoughts.

“I won’t let fear stop me from doing anything,” the 
little girl promised, kissing his cheek again.

“That’s my girl,” Mac said, throwing on a grin, 
“you’re a warrior.”

With a giant smile, Bella nodded. “Just like my dad.”
After choking on a gasp, he told Bella. “Go grab your 

brother and sister. I want to go check out the band for 
a minute.”
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⧝

Located in the center of the fairground, the grand pa-
vilion was a steel-framed structure and the only fixed 
structure on the entire field. Beneath an arched roof, 
rows of long tables faced a stage at the front of the 
open-sided building. As they stepped in, the coun-
try-and-western band was just returning to the stage 
from their break.

“Just in time,” Mac commented.
Jillian rolled her eyes, while Bella and Brady stared 

off toward the midway rides—hypnotized by the ca-
cophony of lights and sounds.

Hand-in-hand, older couples stepped onto the por-
table dance floor to sway in each other’s arms. Mac pic-
tured him and his wife doing the same, a wave of sorrow 
washing over him. Not so long ago, we moved together 
just like that, he thought.

“Can we go now, Dad?” Brady called out, his eyes 
still fixated on the bustling carnival across the field.

“Take a seat and relax for a few minutes,” Mac said, 
“we just got here.”

“Yeah, and the music sucks,” Jillian blurted, back-
pedaling into the shadows, where she was obviously 
scanning the crowd for people she may know and didn’t 
want to see her here.

“We’re starving, Dad,” Bella reminded him.
“Yeah, and we want to go on the rides,” Brady added, 

still standing.
Mac looked at them and grinned. “Maybe you should 

tackle all those spinning rides before we eat,” he sug-
gested.

They looked back at him and shrugged.
“You’ll probably have a better shot at keeping your 

dinner in your stomach,” he explained.
They shrugged again. “Either way.”
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Mac waited until the country ballad ended before 
standing and applauding, as much for the couples who’d 
danced than for the band. “Okay,” he told his children, 
“let’s go get sick.”

“Yahoooo!” they hooted, taking off at a sprint.
“But we need to stay together!” he yelled behind 

them.
They never slowed.

⧝

The bloated prices at the ticket booth bordered on crim-
inal. And we also need to eat, Mac reminded himself, 
trying to tally everything in his head. While the kids 
watched on, he shelled out a fistful of twenty-dollar 
bills. “Split it between food tickets and ride tickets,” he 
told the woman behind the smudged glass.

With a nod, she snatched the money with one hand 
and slid a couple of sheets of perforated tickets forward 
with the other—the lit cigarette never leaving her lips.

It was dusk, almost six o’clock, when the midway 
lit up with neon. As they made their way through the 
carnival chaos, Mac took note of how hot it was. And 
there’s way too many people here, he thought, feeling 
claustrophobic, not to mention all the noise. The grind 
and squeaks of the rides made him pull at his collar.

“I want to do the giant slide first,” Brady announced 
loudly.

Mac looked up to see the waxed, yellow ribbon of 
grooves. A long steel staircase ascended a few stories, 
with worn swags of carpet having to be carried to the 
top. Looks like too much effort to me, he thought, watch-
ing as the carnie operator signaled for the next rider to 
push off with both hands. Doing as she was told, the rid-
er shot to the bottom in a fraction of the time it took her 
to hump the carpet all the way up the stairs.
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“It’ll tickle our bellies,” Brady added.
“But we agreed on the Tilt O’ Whirl first,” Bella ar-

gued.
Mac refocused on a different ride to see kids cram-

ming themselves into some rainbow-colored half shells. 
With a steel bar resting across their laps, the howling 
kids began to spin in circles, while each individual car 
traveled its own circular track. When the ride hit a cer-
tain slant, the momentum had the cars whipping around 
in a rush of uncontrolled madness. You can keep the Tilt 
O’ Whirl, too, Mac thought.

“But I want the slide,” Brady countered.
“Guys,” Mac said, “there’s no need to…”
Suddenly, a homemade tractor—making its way 

across the fairground toward the tractor pull track—
backfired. The loud sound caused Mac to jump, garner-
ing a few awkward looks from the kids.

“Are you okay, Dad?” Jillian asked, seemingly con-
cerned.

“Of course,” he answered, “why?”
“Because you look like you just got shot,” she said, 

the kindness completely gone from her tone.
Without dignifying the comment with a response, 

Mac turned and began walking. As he and the kids 
scouted out the rides, Bella and Brady were thrown 
into a frenzy of squeals and high-fives. Flashing lights, 
carnival sounds, and joyous screams filled the midway. 
From popcorn to vomit, the smells were overwhelming, 
making Mac momentarily stop to collect his senses. It 
was a fake world of obnoxious colors—dark reds and 
yellows and blues—covering everything. It was nearly 
dizzying. I detest carnivals and fairs, Mac thought, his 
anxiety level on the rise.

The teacup ride—with its eight-foot tall daffodil 
lightposts—was one of the midway’s tamer adventures. 
“What about this one?” Mac asked.
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Even Bella snickered at the lame suggestion.
They passed the Spill the Milk game, where it cost a 

dollar to toss three softballs into a milk can—that can’t 
possibly fit them, Mac surmised.

Beside it, Jillian stopped at the Leopard Stand, 
where people threw baseballs at fake leopards, hoping 
to knock out a few teeth and win a spotted kitten.

“Step right up and try your luck!” the carnie heckled 
the teenager.

“No games,” Mac told his wide-eyed daughter right 
in front of the hawker, “they’re a complete waste of 
money.”

“Why Dad?” she asked.
“Because they’re rigged and there’s no way you can 

win,” he explained.
“Oh, come on,” the hawker teased, “let the kid give 

it a shot. She looks like she has a real good arm.”
“She has a great arm,” Mac fired back, “but she 

doesn’t need to waste her money for a stuffed animal 
that she can buy for half the price to play.”

“Wow, you’re no fun, huh?” the man said, grinning.
Brady was starting to agree when Mac stared him 

into silence.
A bell went off, announcing another winner.
That doesn’t help my case, Mac thought. “Let’s go see 

what they have to eat before we decide what to do first,” 
he suggested, happy to create a little distance between 
them and the land of crooked darts and bent rifle bar-
rels.

Throughout the midway, the choices for dinner were 
endless: The smells of onions frying on a grill and sweet 
corn boiling, Candy apples, hot dogs, fried dough, cot-
ton candy, French fries, salt water taffy, hamburgers, 
ice cream dipped in chocolate and then dipped again in 
fresh peanuts, and cardboard pizza—all washed down 
with giant cups of iced-cold soda pop. Add in the rides, 
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Mac thought, and they’re the perfect ingredients for pro-
jectile vomiting.

They quickly moved on—back toward the rides.
They were just about to pass a sadistic thrill ride 

that looked like a UFO turned sideways when Brady 
stopped to watch. Essentially, each rider stood upright 
while the ride spun in circles so fast that gravity sucked 
them flush to its steel cage. Green and yellow lights 
spun out of control, while human screams escaped from 
within the blurry cage. Mac grabbed for his mid-section. 
Feeling his stomach churn, he thought, and we haven’t 
even eaten all that greasy junk food yet.

He looked down to see Brady staring at the wooden 
sign of a boy, trying to gage whether he was tall enough 
to ride. “I’m big enough this year,” Brady thought aloud, 
“yes!”

“I don’t know, buddy,” Mac said, “this one looks kind 
of…”

At that very moment, the wailing siren of a small 
children’s ride permeated the air, making Mac’s head 
snap up. The harmless carousel-style ride included an 
ambulance, a firetruck, and several police cars going 
round-and-round in circles. Small, smiling children 
pretended to drive each emergency vehicle, while their 
grinning parents yelled out their names and took pic-
tures as they came past. The siren went off again, para-
lyzing Mac’s body—including his breathing.

All at once, everything became hazy and confusing. 
The midway’s many competing noises now sounded like 
one terrible thump, matching Mac’s racing heart. The 
lights suddenly appeared to pulsate; it felt like he was 
standing in the middle of a packed nightclub, struggling 
unsuccessfully to get out. Clutching for his chest, Mac 
gasped for air. Oh my God, he thought, not here. Not now! 
But the world continued to tumble over and over, tak-
ing him for a ride he would have never volunteered for. 
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Several tormented moments went by—maybe more—
before Mac’s wits returned to him and he was able 
to catch his breath. He immediately looked for his 
children but couldn’t see them. Where are they? he 
thought, more panic flooding his mind and heart. He 
managed to get his legs moving when he spotted the 
girls standing together. He hurried to them. “Where’s 
Brady?” he asked, trying to conceal his hyperventilat-
ing breaths.

“We thought he was with you,” Jillian said.
Bella nodded in agreement. “Yeah, we thought he 

was with you, Dad.”
“Brady!” Mac screamed, his desperate voice cutting 

through the midway and stopping people in their tracks. 
“Brady, where are you?”

Several strangers approached. “Are you missing a 
child?” one of them asked.

“What was he wearing?” another inquired.
Mac’s mind began to spiral again. Stop it, Mac, he 

screamed inside his head, you need to find your son! He 
took deep breaths and struggled to think. “His name is 
Brady and he was wearing…”

Brady suddenly appeared out of nowhere. “I really 
want to try that ride, Dad,” he said, oblivious to the re-
cent trauma. “I’m tall enough and besides…”

“Where the hell were you?” Mac barked, dispersing 
the crowd.

The boy’s face went flush. “I…I…”
“What were you thinking, wandering off like that?” 

Mac shook his head. “That’s it,” he announced, “we’re 
going home.”

“But Dad, please. We never got a chance to…” Brady 
began.

“Now!” Mac barked.
“I’m sorry, Dad,” the young boy pled. “I didn’t wan-

der off like you said. I was just standing right there…” 
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He pointed. “…watching kids my own size on that spin-
ning ride.”

“We’re going home,” Mac repeated. “I don’t care 
what…”

“So we’re just going to waste all of those tickets?” 
Jillian asked.

“I don’t care about the tickets or the money it cost 
to purchase them,” Mac said through gritted teeth.

“But we still haven’t eaten, Dad,” Bella jumped in. 
“We’re all starving.”

“We have food at home,” he said. “Your mother was 
kind enough to go food shopping this week, so you can 
all eat when you get home.”

“But Dad…” Jillian began to plead.
“We’re leaving right now!” he roared before turn-

ing to head toward the front gate. As Mac reached the 
fence, he stopped a woman who’d just entered the fair-
ground with two small children. “Here’s some tickets 
we couldn’t use, ma’am,” he said, “it’ll save you a few 
bucks.”

While his own children gasped at this final blow, the 
woman couldn’t thank him enough. “Sir, you have no 
idea what you’ve just done,” she whispered. “We can’t 
afford to be here, so…so you’re…” Emotion halted her 
for a moment. “…you’re like an angel sent from heav-
en,” she finished.

Jillian snickered. “Yeah, he’s an angel all right,” she 
muttered under her breath.

Mac’s head snapped back her. His eyes—now angry 
slits—forced his teenage daughter to stare at her feet.

Amongst pitiful sniffles that were turning into 
heavy sobs, the Anderson family moped their way back 
to the van.

“It’s just not fair,” Brady whimpered.
No, it’s not fair at all, Mac thought. “Life’s not fair, 

buddy,” he said, leveraging an age-old phrase he’d al-
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ways promised himself he’d never use when he became 
a parent.

⧝

On the ride home, while the two little ones wept uncon-
trollably in the back seat, Jillian was steaming mad and 
obviously unable to contain her disdain. “This is such 
bullshit,” she hissed in a barely audible tone.

“Because you don’t understand, Jill,” Mac told her, 
looking sideways.

“Then explain it to me, Dad. Why did we have to 
leave so soon? And why in the hell did we have to leave 
like that?”

“Watch your mouth,” he said, glaring at her.
“Why?” she repeated, clearly needing an answer.
“Because I got scared, that’s why,” he whispered, 

continuing to stare out the windshield. “When I real-
ized Brady was lost, it made my blood turn to ice water 
and shook me right down to my bones.”

“But Brady wasn’t lost,” Jillian snapped back.
“That…that’s right,” the little boy stuttered over the 

front seat.
“Brady didn’t wander off, Dad,” Jillian added. “He 

was standing only a few feet away from us the whole 
time.”

“But I didn’t…” Mac began to counter.
“It’s true, Dad,” Bella interrupted between sobs, “we 

just didn’t see him standing there.”
“Please Dad,” Jillian said, as though there was still a 

chance to save the day. “We can go back and…”
“We’re not going back,” Mac barked. “We’re going 

home and that’s the end of it. I don’t want to hear an-
other…”

Jillian sighed heavily, her face returning to a terrible 
mix of disgust and disappointment.
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It’s the exact same look that Jen gives me now, Mac re-
alized, making his stomach flop sideways and burn the 
back of his throat.

Jillian faced forward.
“You don’t understand, Jill,” he repeated. This time, 

he was the one pleading for understanding.
“You’re right, I don’t!” she said, crossing her arms, a 

clear indicator that she’d completely shut down.
Realizing that external approval was futile, Mac 

went inward. It’s my job to protect these kids, he thought, 
and I could have lost Brady because I was distracted from… 
He stopped, unwilling to give the torment a name. He 
looked at the passenger seat again before peering into 
the rearview mirror. They’ll get over this…eventually, 
he told himself, but if something had happened where I 
wasn’t there to protect them… He gasped, drawing a bad 
look from Jillian. I just couldn’t live with that.

⧝

As they returned home, Mac discovered his wife stand-
ing in the threshold of the front door. Here we go, he 
thought.

“Back so soon?” she commented.
The two little ones scrambled out of the van, weep-

ing.
Jen’s eyes went wide. While Jillian stormed past her, 

furious, she asked, “What…what happened?”
Bella and Brady scrambled off to their rooms with-

out answering.
Jen refocused on Mac. “What happened, Mac?”
He shook his head. “We lost sight of Brady for a mo-

ment and…”
“You lost Brady?”
“No,” he snapped back, “we didn’t lose him. He wan-

dered off for a minute and…”
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“He didn’t wander anywhere,” Jillian screamed from 
the living room. “Dad just thought he did and then 
freaked out, telling us that we needed to leave.”

Jen stared at her husband. “Another successful 
bonding experience, I see,” she said sarcastically.

Mac walked past her, heading for his trusty vod-
ka bottle. “You’re obviously the better parent, Jen,” he 
hissed, “trust me, I know. You remind me often enough.”

⧝

A few silent hours passed before Mac nodded off in his 
worn recliner; it had become a sad routine as of late.

⧝

The distinct sounds of crumpling steel and shattered 
glass were followed by a single moan. Someone needs 
help, he thought. I need to… His legs wouldn’t budge. 
Although he struggled and struggled, he remained 
trapped.

⧝

Mac leapt to his feet, his heart pounding hard enough to 
explode. As if he were sucking in air through a crimped 
straw, he struggled to breathe. The sudden lack of oxy-
gen made him dizzy, while his extremities began to tin-
gle. As he fought against the invisible enemy, a heavy 
coat of fear and despair draped over him. The intense 
rush—lasting several eternal minutes—carried him to a 
lack of control he’d never known before. And once done, 
he felt scarred in every aspect—physically, emotionally, 
even spiritually.

It took some time for Mac to reclaim some sem-
blance of normal breathing. Cautiously, he eased back 
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into his chair. Maybe I should tell Jen that it’s getting 
worse, he thought, gripping the arms of the recliner like 
he was sitting in the electric chair. No, he decided, she 
has her own stuff to worry about.

Breathing erratically, Mac sat alone in the dark, ter-
rified over the next attack he was sure would come. I 
don’t know how much longer I can live like this, he thought, 
losing his breath once again. Something has to give.

~ THE END ~



a letter from the author

In 2014, I wrote a stage play entitled, Three Shoeboxes. I 
wanted to create a story where the main character (Mac) 
held life in the palm of his hand—a beautiful wife, three 
loving children, a comfortable home and successful ca-
reer. And then I wanted to yank Mac to his knees, cre-
ating a situation where he would need to summon ev-
ery ounce of his strength, faith, and courage to get back 
on his feet. I chose an invisible enemy, Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (P.T.S.D.), a struggle that has proven very 
real for me. But instead of using a military experience as 
the trigger, I went with an auto accident—hedging my 
bets that this would be more relatable to the audience. 
Once I had those story components in place, it was easy 
to remove Mac’s basic sense of security. Suddenly, he 
realizes how fragile his mind is, how each thought and 
feeling can produce physical symptoms that are tor-
turous. In trying to spare his family from this monster, 
Mac tries to conceal his inner chaos—but to no avail. 
Left to contend with the ignorance of stigma, an insen-
sitive justice system and the struggles of an invisible 
disease, his family is eventually taken from him. But in 
Three Shoeboxes, this father’s undying love may be just 
enough to make things right again.

In 2015, this play went from the page to the stage 
(with Footlights Repertory Company in Swansea, MA) 
for a four-night, sold-out run. My daughter, Isabella, 
played the role of the middle child (Bella), and it was an 
absolute thrill to combine my passion for writing with 
her love of theatre. It was also a thrill to sit back and 
watch the actors take my two-dimensional characters 
and breathe life into them. The audiences wept. We re-
ceived standing ovations. I will never forget the experi-
ence. It was a true gift.



Fast forward another year and I decided that I loved 
Three Shoeboxes so much that I was going to convert 
it into a full-length novel. This feat, however, is easier 
said than done, taking a story that is complete at 20,000 
words and adding another 50,000 that isn’t total fluff. 
It took me nearly six months to produce the first draft 
and, fortunately, my publisher (Lou Aronica) is as pa-
tient as he is brilliant. With his keen eye and generous 
direction, I was able to stick the landing and produce 
the full-length novel.

As a primer for Three Shoeboxes, I penned the short 
story “Not Fair”—where I’ve thrown readers right smack 
into the middle of the characters’ lives and strained re-
lationships. Although the entire short story takes place 
at the deep end of the pool, I promise that all will be 
addressed in Three Shoeboxes.

Family means everything to me and with Three Shoe-
boxes I wanted to write a true-to-life story that captured 
the depths of a father’s love—even when all else fails. I 
hope you enjoy the novel. From my end, I can tell you 
that Mac and the Anderson clan will remain with me for 
many years to come.

“How can someone take something from you when it 
lives in your heart?”

— Dr. Faust Fiore

 
Sincerely,
Steve Manchester



Here’s an excerpt from Three Shoeboxes:

Mac jumped up, panting like an obese dog suffering in a 
heat wave. His heart drummed out of his chest. Startled 
from a sound sleep, he didn’t know what was wrong. He 
leapt out of bed and stumbled toward the bathroom. He 
couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. There’s something 
wrong, he finally thought, I…I need help. He searched 
frantically for an enemy. There was none. As he stared 
at the frightened man in the mirror, he considered call-
ing out to his sleeping wife. She has enough to worry 
about with the kids, he thought, but was already hurrying 
toward her. “Jen,” he said in a strained whisper.

She stirred but didn’t open her eyes.



The constricted chest, sweaty face and shaking 
hands made Mac wonder whether he was standing at 
death’s door, cardiac arrest being his ticket in. I have to 
do something now, he thought, or I’m a goner. “Jen,” he 
said louder, shaking her shoulder.

One eye opened. She looked up at him.
“It’s happening again,” he said in a voice that could 

have belonged to a frightened little boy.
Jen shot up in bed. “What is it?”
“I…I can’t breathe. My heart keeps fluttering and I feel…”
“I’m calling an ambulance,” she said, fumbling for 

her cell phone.
“No,” he said instinctively, “it’ll scare the kids.”
She looked up at him like he was crazy.
“I’ll go to the emergency room right now!” Grabbing 

for a pair of pants, he started to slide into them.
Jen sprang out of the bed. “I’ll call my mom and 

have her come over to watch the kids. In the meantime, 
Jillian can…”

Mac shook his foggy head, halting her. “No, I’m okay 
to drive,” he said, trying to breathe normally.

“But babe,” she began to protest, fear glassing over 
her eyes.

“I’ll text you as soon as I get there,” he promised, 
“and then call you just as soon as they tell me what the 
hell’s going on.”

Jen’s eyes filled. “Oh Mac…”
He shot her a smile, at least he tried to, before rush-

ing out of the house and hyperventilating all the way to 
the hospital.

⧝

I’m here, Mac texted Jen before shutting off the ringer 
on his phone.



The scowling intake nurse brought him right in at 
the mention of “chest pains.” Within minutes, the E.R. 
staff went to work like a well-choreographed NASCAR 
pit crew, simultaneously drawing blood while wiring his 
torso to a portable EKG machine.

As quickly as the team had responded, they filed 
out of the curtained room. A young nurse, yanking the 
sticky discs from Mac’s chest, feigned a smile. “Try to 
relax, Mr. Anderson. It may take a little bit before the 
doctor receives all of your test results.”

For what seemed like forever, Mac sat motionless on 
the hospital gurney, a white curtain drawn around him. 
I hope it isn’t my heart, he thought, the kids are still so 
young and they need…

“Who do we have in number four?” a female voice 
asked just outside of Mac’s alcove.

Mac froze to listen in.
“Some guy who came in complaining of chest pains,” 

another voice answered at a strained whisper. “Test re-
sults show nothing. Just another anxiety attack.”

No way, Mac thought, not knowing whether he 
should feel insulted or relieved.

“Like we have time to deal with that crap,” the first 
voice said. “Can you imagine if men had to give birth?”

Both ladies laughed.
No friggin’ way, Mac thought before picturing his 

wife’s frightened face. She must be worried sick. But I 
can’t call her without talking to the doctor. She’d…

The curtain snapped open, revealing a young man 
in a white lab coat with a stethoscope hanging around 
his neck.

This kid can’t be a doctor, Mac thought, the world 
suddenly feeling like it had been turned upside down.

“Your heart is fine, Mr. Anderson,” the doctor quick-
ly reported, his eyes on his clipboard. “I’m fairly certain 
you suffered a panic attack.” He looked up and grinned, 



but even his smile was rushed. “Sometimes the symp-
toms can mirror serious physical ailments.”

Mac was confused, almost disappointed. So, what I 
experienced wasn’t serious? he asked in his head.

The young man scribbled something onto a small 
square pad, tore off the top sheet and handed it to Mac. 
“This’ll make you feel better,” he said, prescribing a 
sedative that promised to render Mac more useless than 
the alleged attack.

“Ummm…okay,” Mac said, his face burning red.
The doctor nodded. “Stress is the number one cause 

of these symptoms,” he concluded. “Do you have some-
one you can talk to?”

Mac returned the nod, thinking, I need to get the 
hell out of here. Although he appreciated the concern, 
he was mired in a state of disbelief. I’m a master of the 
corporate rat race, he thought, unable to accept the 
medicine man’s spiel. If anyone knows how to survive 
stress, it’s me.

“That’s great,” the doctor said, vanishing as quickly 
as he’d appeared.

My problem is physical, Mac confirmed in his head, it 
has to be. He finished tying his shoes.

Pulling back the curtain, he was met by the stare of 
several female nurses. He quickly applied his false mask 
of strength and smiled. A panic attack, he repeated to 
himself. When put into words, the possibility was chill-
ing.

The nurses smiled back, each one of them wearing 
the same judgmental smirk.

With his jacket tucked under his arm, Mac start-
ed down the hallway. Sure, he thought, I have plenty of 
people I can talk to. He pulled open the door that led 
back into the crowded waiting room. That is, if I actually 
thought it was anxiety.



⧝

Mac sat in the parking lot for a few long minutes, at-
tempting to process the strange events of the last sever-
al days. Although he felt physically tired, there weren’t 
any symptoms or residual effects of the awful episodes 
he’d experienced—not a trace of the paralyzing terror I 
felt. And they just came out of the blue. He shook his head. 
How can it not be physical? He thought about the current 
state of his life. Work is work, it’s always going to come 
with a level of stress, but that’s nothing out of the ordinary. 
He shook his head again. I just don’t get it. He grabbed 
his cell phone and called Jen. “Hi, it’s me.”

“Are you okay?” she asked, the worry in her voice 
making him feel worse.

“I’m fine, babe.”
“Fine?” she said, confused. “What did the doctor 

say?”
“He said it’s not my heart.”
“Oh, thank God.”
Her reaction—although completely understand-

able—struck him funny, making him feel like the boy 
who cried wolf.

“So what is it then?” she asked.
He hesitated, feeling oddly embarrassed to share 

the unbelievable diagnosis.
“Mac?”
“The doctor thinks it was a...a panic attack.”
This time, she paused. “A panic attack?” she repeated, 

clearly searching for more words. Then, as a born problem 
solver, she initiated her usual barrage of questions. “Did 
they give you something for it? Is there any follow up?”

“Yes, and maybe.”
“What does that mean?”
“He gave me pills that I’d rather not take if I don’t 

need to. And he suggested I go talk to someone.”



“Talk to someone? You mean like a therapist?”
“I’m pretty sure that’s what he meant.”
“Oh,” she said, obviously taken aback. “Then that’s 

exactly what you should do.”
“I don’t know...”
“Is there something bothering you I don’t know 

about, Mac,” she asked, “because you can talk to me, 
too, you know.”

“I know, babe. But there’s nothing bothering me, 
honest.” He took a deep breath. “For what it’s worth, I 
don’t buy the anxiety attack diagnosis.”

“Well, whatever you were feeling this morning was 
real enough, right? I could see it in your face. It wouldn’t 
hurt anything for you to go talk to someone.” She still 
sounded scared and he hated it.

“Maybe not,” he replied, appeasing her. In the back 
of his head, though, he was already contemplating how 
much he should continue to share with her—or protect 
her from. “I need to get to work,” he said.

“Why don’t you just take the day off and relax?” she 
suggested.

Here we go, he thought. “I wish I could, babe,” he 
said, “but we have way too much going on at the office 
right now.”

“And maybe that’s part of your problem,” she said.
“I’ll be fine, Jen,” he promised. “We’ll talk when I get 

home, okay?”
“Okay.”
“Love you,” he said.
“And I love you,” she said in a tone intended for him 

to remember it.

⧝

Mac arrived at New Dimensions Advertising. As an ex-
ecutive at the pinnacle of his impressive career, he was 



energetic, in control and one step away from the next 
big promotion. An early meeting had been scheduled 
with his creative team. He walked in late, a tray of hot 
coffees in one hand and a box of donuts in the other.

“I know. I know,” he began in his even-tempered de-
meanor, “I expect everyone to be here on time, except 
for me, right?” He smiled at his handpicked crew. “Okay, 
now that we have that cleared up…” Except for sever-
al laughs over the donut box, there was no response. 
He went on. “Oh yeah, and Brady wanted me to thank 
everyone again for their generous gifts.” He smirked. 
“Well, everyone but Scott.”

Scott, an entry-level consultant, peered up from the 
box. White powder covered his half-open mouth. He 
was clearly confused by the comment.

“No, I’m sorry Scott,” Mac said, his smirk growing 
into a full smile, “I have that wrong. Brady loves the 
monster truck you gave him. It’s me who has the prob-
lem with it.”

Scott still couldn’t respond, his mouth stuffed with 
sugary dough.

Mac leaned in close to his young prodigy. “My friend, 
never ever buy a child a toy that can scream louder than 
the child’s father.” There was a comical pause, followed 
by Mac’s wink. “Trust me, when you have kids you’ll 
know exactly what I’m talking about.”

Scott’s smile displayed his relief. The three women 
and two men seated at the conference table all laughed. 
From the look in their eyes, they held a deep respect and 
admiration for their affable boss.

As everyone dove back into the donut box, concepts 
at different levels of development began flying around 
the room. Mac controlled the flow, occasionally jotting 
down some of the ideas into his leather notebook.

Receiving a nod from Mac, Scott took the floor. “I’ve 
done the legwork on this one, boss. The way I see it, 



Woodpine Furniture is competing with three major re-
tailers, each one located within a ten-mile radius of the 
other. With such a concentration, they can’t…”

“Competing?” Mac asked, jumping in. “I disagree. In 
fact, it’s been my experience that a rising tide carries all 
ships.”

Scott—along with the rest of the team—awaited an 
explanation.

Mac chuckled. “It means that when people are look-
ing for furniture, they’ll shop around—especially if 
it’s only within a ten-mile radius. And we can use this 
knowledge to give our client the edge.” Mac’s eyes drift-
ed off into a creative world that few people ever got the 
chance to witness. “That’s our ace, Scott. We’ll monitor 
the other stores’ advertising and find a way to capitalize 
by enhancing our own.”

“Love it,” Brandt blurted, while the rest of Mac’s 
team sat in awe.

Scott cleared his throat. “Ingenious,” he said, “then 
we can…”

Mac’s eyes glassed over and he suddenly realized his 
mind was floating away—and it wasn’t promising to be a 
pleasurable experience. His knee bounced from nervous 
energy. Although he tried to stop it, he couldn’t. Aware 
of the fact that he couldn’t stop fidgeting, a clammy 
sweat began to form on the back of his neck.

“Blah…blah…blah…” Scott said, his voice no more 
than an annoying hum now.

Mac pulled at his collar a few times before getting 
to his feet. I can’t friggin’ breathe again, he thought, his 
mind being thrown into a death spiral. He could feel ev-
erything inside of him turning dark, like he was being 
taken over by some evil force. I…I can’t breathe…

“Everything okay, boss?” Scott asked.
Mac shook his head. “If…if you’ll all excuse me…

please.”



Scott halted his presentation, while Mac took the 
opportunity to hustle out of the room, shocking every-
one.

⧝

Mac rushed to the management washroom. Before the 
door had completely closed behind him, he was bent 
at the waist, struggling to take in oxygen. Oh God, he 
thought, trying desperately to calm down and center 
himself. As he began to slow his breathing, he caught 
his own reflection in the mirror. This scared him more. 
Instead of finding the confident man that normally 
grinned back at him, he was looking into the terrified 
face of a man he barely recognized—the poor guy’s wide 
eyes searching frantically for answers. “What the hell…” 
Mac managed, his pitiful voice echoing off the subway 
tile walls. Am I really having panic attacks?


