Phil left his boss’ office only slightly disappointed.  Things hadn’t gone at all like he’d hoped.  He couldn’t get the day after Christmas off, and his wife would probably yell about it.  

Phil sighed as his new motto flitted through his head: ‘Life goes on.’

Phil had just finally come to grips with the fact that he wasn’t in control.

“How’d it go with the ol’ penny pincher?”  Thomas asked.

Thomas was wearing plaid.  He refused to wear a tie, so he always wore plaid.

“Just like you said, Thomas.”  Phil answered reluctantly.

He sighed again, this time because of Thomas.  Phil envied Thomas because he stood out.  Looking around the room Phil saw a sea of solid colors and ties.  He looked at his own maroon shirt, imagining it as plaid.  He shook his head, knowing it could never be.

“He said ‘You see, Phil, if I let you off, everyone’s going to want off.  We can’t have that now can we, Phil?’  I assured him that we couldn’t and left.”  Phil finished.

“That’s your problem, you know?  You’ve got to stand up for yourself, take some control.  You want me to go talk to him?”  Thomas offered.

“No, thanks.  My wife made the same offer.”

Thomas laughed and patted Phil on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry.  Everyone will start noticing you soon.  You’re a stand-out kind of guy.”  He said reassuringly as he walked off.

“No, but I could be.”  Phil lied to himself.

~

Phil tuned into National Public Radio as he sat in his car waiting on the evening rush hour traffic.  He chuckled as he heard the message:  ‘America’s workers are the REAL American Heroes!”

It was the latest ploy; trying to give people enough morale to make it through the day.  America was in a recession and Phil was its hero.

Phil’s thoughts wandered toward home.  His four-year-old daughter would give him a hug and then promptly ask what they would do next.  He could hear her little voice.

“What’s next, Daddy?  What’s next?”

With so little experience in life, Sarah was never content with the present, but always wanted to know what would happen next.  If Phil happened to give her an answer she would follow-up with:  ‘Then what?’  And so it went.  When Phil could think of nothing else to say he would answer: ‘Etcetera.’

“What’s etcetera?” she had asked him once.

“You see, Sarah, it means: Life goes on.”

~

Lately Phil had been asking “What next?”  He found that it was a contagious question.  Unfortunately, no one was there waiting on him, readily giving answers.

Phil had worked at the same job for nine years.  Eighteen months after he’d started he received a promotion.  He hadn’t received one since.  Phil was beginning to wonder if this job was where he wanted to be.  It certainly wasn’t where he had seen himself ten years ago.

Phil never complained, though.  He had two cars and a house.  Not a large house, but certainly big enough for his family of three.  Phil’s wife, Sandra, thought that he should buy them a bigger house, and she tried to push him into it.

“But what’s next?”  Phil wondered.

Phil didn’t need a new job.  He owned more than enough to get by.  Sarah never lacked for anything; and no matter what he did Sandra would always lack for something.

As for Phil, he had only a few things he considered ‘his.’  The books in his closet, the large armchair, and his half of the bed were off-limits to everyone else.  He had a few movies and CDs.  And Phil even had a gun.  Not because he wanted it, but because it had been a gift from his father.

Phil hoped that he would never be just a ‘Father’ to Sarah.  If he left this world she would be his biggest loss.

As traffic finally cleared, Phil decided he would have to deal with the question ‘what next?’ some other time.

~

Sandra was waiting at the door for Phil.  He had known she would be.  She waited not out of sheer joy at his return, but in eager anticipation for him to recount his success.

Unfortunately Phil hadn’t had any success.  He knew there would be yelling.

“How’d it go?”  Sandra blurted out the moment his car door opened.

“Not so well, but-“

“I knew it.”  She drug out.  “Did you even talk to him?  I told you that I could’ve gone in and asked him.  Why didn’t you have Thomas go with you?”

And so it went.

After a few moments Sarah came out the door.

“Daddy!  Do we get to go to Florida?”  She burst with excitement?

“No, Hun.  I’m sorry.  But that meanie at work wouldn’t let us have any fun.  We’ll be staying here for Christmas.”

“Then what?”  She asked, smiling up at Phil.

“Then…etcetera.”  Phil smiled back.

Sandra sighed at this exchange as Sarah grabbed her and Phil’s hands, pulling them inside.

“Don’t think I’m through.” She warned Phil.

Phil knew that she wasn’t lying.  He had a whole night to listen to her, and like everything else, there was nothing he could do about it.

“Yes, Dear.”  Phil practiced.

~

Phil wasn’t sure when the idea had first come to him, or even how it started.  But then again, there were a lot of things Phil wasn’t sure about.

He had lost control of his life, Phil was sure about that.  He just didn’t know when, or even if he’d ever had control.

His marriage was working, though he didn’t know how.  Even though Sandra was never happy with Phil, she was happy to be with him.

Phil was even happy.  That’s what troubled him the most.  Sure, he didn’t like his job; but who does?  His wife nags, but don’t they all?  Phil was happy.

So why was he sitting in his bathroom holding his gun?

Maybe it was the lack of control.  In this one thing Phil could be in complete control.  His wife was asleep so she would do nothing to stop him.  His boss couldn’t deny him this.  Phil doubted that even Thomas would offer to do this for him.

Phil put the gun to his head and began to squeeze the trigger.  Just in time, he stopped.

“How could I have been so stupid?” Phil asked aloud.

Phil set his gun down and quietly left the room.  He returned a moment later with a pen and some paper.

“Nearly forgot the note.  This is your only chance, buddy.  Can’t screw this up.”  Phil mumbled into the mirror.

He scribbled a quick note and sat back down.

Phil was excited.  He knew that he was finally doing something.  Phil was in control, and he would finally affect something.

Nobody would forget this.

And then Phil was gone, leaving only a note that would stump both his family and the police:

What’s next?

Signed,

The REAL American Hero

~

Sarah didn’t really cry at the funeral.  She wasn’t sure what was going on.

“Mommy?”  She asked.

“Yes, Dear?”  Sandra asked, holding back new tears.

“Will daddy come home soon?”

“No, Sarah.”  Sandra choked back a sob.

“What’s next then, momma?”  Sarah asked as she climbed into Sandra’s lap.

Sandra thought for a moment.  Wiping the tears from her own cheeks she thought of a way to explain.

“Well, Sarah, we’re going to be sad for a while.  But eventually things get better.  Life goes on.”

Sarah smiled her biggest smile at her Mother before replying:

“Etcetera.”

