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Jack squeezed Adrianna's hand and smiled as she smiled back at him. It always amazed him how he managed to get such a beautiful family. Adrianna's blond hair hung down over her shoulders. It had been a long time that the two of them had gotten to get out of the house since the birth of their newborn daughter, Ashley. A car moved in front of him and directed his attention back to driving. The exit for his job was approaching, and he realized he had his blinker on and he was already in the lane to leave the highway.

"Jack, where are you going?" Adrianna asked with a smile.

"I know, I went on autopilot." Jack switched the blinker on to get in the right lane and veered back on to the highway. A horn sounded behind him and he muttered under his breath.

"Seriously, can't anyone have any patience?" Adrianna turned and flipped the bird to the upset motorist behind them. The car behind honked in return. She turned to sit back in her seat and adjusted her belt. "People!" 

Jack laughed. "It was my fault. I did cut him off."

"I know, but it's not like he's any later. He could have just let you back in without having a hissy fit."

The man passed by and returned the hand gesture. Jack smiled back and the car sped off.

Jack took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes. These late hours at my stupid job are killing me. 

Adrianna glanced at him, her face creased with worry. "You can't keep working so hard. It's catching up with you. Maybe it's time to find something else?"

"Like what? No one is hiring right now. I could wind up with something worse." 

"Worse than working seventy hours a week? Or driving every day to a job you despise?"

"There aren't many jobs I wouldn't despise."

Adrianna nodded, "True."

The sign for the mall exit approached. Traffic was surprisingly busy for the weekend. The news began to play on the radio, and Jack turned the volume up to catch the weather. The newscaster was stuck on a segment of the latest hot news about a grisly murder in another state. It had caught the country in shock at how a thirteen-year-old boy could murder his father. 

"What the hell is wrong with the world?" Jack shook his head.

"Well, I understand the boy was being abused badly. I suppose he snapped." Adrianna replied over the noise of the radio and the fan.

The reporter began to dig into the details of the murder and Jack switched the station, shaking his head.

More news was playing. It seemed finding any music was a fruitless endeavor.

"There are some out there who really believe aliens have visited Earth many times," the radio disk jockey proceeded to mock the latest news referring to crop circles and alien sightings.

One thing is for sure, there is no shortage of nutjobs out there. He snickered to himself. At least this is a break from murder and politics.

The jockey continued, "So, what I want to know is, how many of you listeners have been abducted — perhaps probed and prodded. I mean, are you people for real?"

Well, better than kids murdering their parents. 

"Caller, you're on the air."

"Good afternoon. What makes you think people who believe in alien visitations are any less sane than you?" the man's voice was gruff.

"Well, how about the stupid stories of abductions, crop circles, etc. Why the hell would aliens bother with that bogus stuff? I mean, c'mon! Wouldn't you just invade and make yourself emperor, and have a bunch of slave girls at your feet, rather than mess around carving circles in the fields?" the disk jockey responded.

"Consider this: Would you invade a country without first researching it to determine the likelihood of success, the costs, and the benefits? It seems to me any species intelligent enough to arrive here would invest time in various forms of research before taking a risk that would jeopardize the success of the operation."

HONK!

Jack changed lanes to avoid colliding with the woman weaving in and out of traffic as she talked on her cell and drank whatever iced coffee concoction she held in her hand. Shit! Stupid drivers!

Ashley stirred from her sleep in the back seat and Adrianna reached back to reassure the baby that all was fine.

"I would have hoped you would have been more open-minded,” the caller responded. “Obviously you spend too much time talking and not enough thinking. How would you explain the unexplainable? How would you explain the pyramids, Stonehenge, the Mayan calendar? All things way beyond the technology of the times. Where is your curiosity?"

Good point, I guess. Still a wack job though. Jack found a parking spot at the mall parking lot. 

Adrianna opened the door and glanced at the ground. "You parked a little crooked."

Jack gritted his teeth. "It's fine. I'm in the lines."

"OK, don't complain when the guy next to you hits our car with his door."

"Go ahead in, I'll straighten the car out and meet you."

"OK, I'll be in the food court. I'm starving." He watched her head towards the mall entrance with Ashley in her carriage and began to straighten the car. 

A man walked in front of him as he moved the car forward slightly and he slammed on the brakes. Jack threw his hands in the air and the man flipped him off. He looked disheveled and wore a long green trench coat. It was torn in several places. He continued walking in the same direction Adrianna and Ashley had gone. The back of the man's coat had a strange emblem Jack had never seen before. There was some text under it, but it was in a language he could not recognize. The man limped and was muttering to himself. Fucking wacko. Jack finished parking the car and stepped out. The air was hot and sticky. Much too hot for the outfit the crazy man was wearing. 

Just walking to the entrance of the mall was draining. The heat and humidity sapped all motivation for doing anything. Jack just wanted to be in air conditioning, out of the relentless heat. As he opened the door, the cool air rushed out to greet him, promising relief from the summer air. Jack spotted Adrianna moving the baby carriage forward and back as she scanned a menu on a board and walked to meet up with them.

"What are you going to get?" Jack asked, glancing at the menu.

"I was thinking about a salad. You?"

"Probably a bacon burger." 

Adriana glared at him. He could feel her gaze burning him.

"What?"

"Seriously?" She patted his gut. "A bacon burger."

"I need the sustenance."

"Didn't you just say you were going to start dieting again?"

"I didn't say when. I just said I would start soon...I'm hungry."

"You need to think about your health. But do whatever you want!" Adrianna's face was tense and flushed red. Jack could tell he’d crossed into the danger zone. Adrianna, daughter of a former marine, knew very well how to hold her own and wasn't one to back down when angered. Jack was just as stubborn when the moment warranted it. This was one such occasion. 

She was worried about him, and he knew it. He had been battling his weight for the past six years. All indicators pointed to him being obese and likely to die of everything because of it. He glanced at himself in the reflective wall and sucked in his belly. Not that bad, really. No, he would fight the power and get the burger he wanted.

"I'm heading to Burger Zone. I'll see you in a few. If you are through first, can you find a table?" This was one of the moments that his manhood depended on him putting his foot down and winning the point. In a world of ever-increasing sissies, this was where one either joined the world of men-in-pretend or really stood out as a real man unwilling to take guff from his woman. He knew she'd back down eventually.

She rolled her eyes. "Fine. Enjoy hardening your arteries!" She stormed off, disappearing into the crowd. I wonder how long I'll be doing damage control on that one. She left without getting her salad. She must be really pissed. Jack sighed and walked to Burger Zone.

Jack imagined the man in front of him ordering, I'd like a number 2, extra grease, and a helping of cholesterol please. Jack stood watching the crowd while waiting for the man to complete his order. Sitting at a nearby table was a pretty brunette gently moving a stroller containing a small baby who was sleeping peacefully. It made him think of the day he and Adrianna had first brought their baby girl home from the hospital. It was such an exciting and scary time. Both he and Adrianna had very little exposure to babies so it was all very new and magical. Now he could change a baby's diaper while blindfolded.

Jack noticed the strange man he saw earlier in the parking lot. He appeared agitated and pacing back and forth near a garbage can. He was still muttering to himself and was rubbing his forehead. Tatters of his coat ran across the floor as he paced. He glanced continually at the woman and her baby. He pointed at the lady and turned away, grabbing his head.

"Can I help you?" the kid at the burger counter asked, obviously wishing she were somewhere else. 

He stepped forward, trying to recall what he wanted to order, when the sounds coming from behind him suddenly changed. A chill crept up his spine. Something was not right. Jack turned his head to see why things felt the way they did. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the crazy man with his jacket partly open. The brunette's face seemed to lose all color. Jack followed her gaze to the man's coat. Something about the outline under the coat appeared out of place. He focused on the tall man's hip section. A black clip jutted out — he had a gun!

Everything seemed to slow down. In one fluid motion, the tall man whipped aside his coat and pulled out an AK47. The back of his coat seemed to float behind him from the speed at which he moved. Screams erupted as the man fired a few bursts into the air. The next bursts released from the gun were not into the air, but into the crowd around him. The man, once just a creepy outcast in the crowd, now was a force of death. He didn't seem to have any reasoning for whom he targeted. He was simply firing at anything or anyone that moved. The once bustling food court was becoming a graveyard littered with the blood of the dead and dying.

The man paused and cackled, firing into the air. "The day of reckoning is coming. I am but a messenger. They are coming. Soon. All who stand against them will meet the fate they deserve." He fired at a man running for cover, and he fell to the ground, lifeless. "I don't want to do this, but you all need a lesson."

Unable to comprehend the fast change of events, Jack stood there motionless. This can't be happening! He watched helplessly as bodies overturned tables as they fell to the floor. Blood splattered against the walls. Screams of pain and fear echoed throughout the building.

POP! POP! POP! The janitor cleaning the lunch area took the bullets in his torso. He slumped forward, landing on his knees, pressing his hands to his chest. Blood seeped through his fingers. He shook violently as he slowly fell face-forward onto the floor.

Snap out of it! Get down, you idiot! But it was too late. The shooter saw Jack standing there – or maybe he didn't. Maybe he just happened to aim that way for the heck of it.

THUNK!

A bone-cracking sound radiated through Jack's brain, and a jolt of extreme pain sent him down to his knees, then to the floor. He rolled over onto his back. Am I dead? No, not yet. Why did I have to insist on that damn burger? Goddammit! The pain was coming from his left shoulder. He put his hand over it. It felt warm and sticky. Fuck! My shoulder! He shot me! He lay there and turned his head to the side. He saw the brunette still in her chair. Her head was tilted, blood dripping down her neck. She had taken one of the bullets in the head. The baby was still in the stroller, no longer fast asleep but shrieking out to its mother. My God! How can anyone do this?

POP! POP! POP!

The room was getting quieter – fewer people were screaming, yet the gunman still had rounds to go through and people to maim and murder. Jack imagined the baby as his own. He thought of Adrianna and Ashley, but thankfully they were not around. He hoped they would stay away from this carnage. Pain shooting through his side, he rolled onto his belly and used his good arm to prop himself up to get to his knees. The room seemed to fade in and out, his vision wavering. He looked up to see the baby still crying. A bullet ricocheted off the table two inches from the baby's stroller, showering it with broken bits of particle board and debris. 

A large muscular man, now a short distance behind the shooter, seemed to be trying to sneak up on him. That baby is going to be shot! With that thought, he hoisted himself up to his feet and struggled to get to the baby's stroller. Just as he managed to release the baby from its safety straps, he and the shooter locked eyes. Jack saw nothing but emptiness. No emotion or reaction to the carnage around him. This man was pure evil. So, this is how I go? Jack smiled at the man who was pointing the gun at him and turned his back, protecting the baby in his arms.

POP! THUNK! POP! THUNK! POP! THUNK!

Jack fell to the floor with three bullets in his back. Landing on his side with the baby cradled in the crook of his arm, Jack gently rolled the baby to its back onto the floor. He could see the pool of blood escaping from his body, beneath his side. God, I wish I could kiss my little girl one more time. A tear rolled down the side of his face. The pain seemed to be fading — now there was more of a dull throbbing, much like a wound feels after the relief from a good painkiller.

Too weak to move, Jack looked into the baby's eyes, staring back at him. "You better be worth it kid," he said as his vision faded until complete darkness enveloped him.​
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Chapter 2
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Dwight muttered something to himself. Tim turned to glance at his friend as they walked to the mall entrance. Dwight pushed his round glasses up his nose, appearing lost in his own thoughts. He saw Tim staring at him and shrugged.

"What?" Dwight asked.

Tim laughed. "You are talking to yourself again. Something about the guy that just walked in?" Tim pointed to the entrance of the mall; a door was closing behind a ragged-looking man wearing a trench coat.

"No, I just don't like people. Major germ sources. Do you think that guy washed his hands after he crapped? I don't think so based on what I saw of him."

Tim shook his head, smiling. "You need to lighten up. You must be stressed out all the time. You know, I could get you in touch with someone who could help you."

"My problem is not psychological, regardless of what you think. My problem is that I know how filthy most people are. God only knows what illnesses are brewing that we don't even know about yet. Then all these nasty, germy people go to the mall. They hack, they sneeze, they spread their lovely germs around in a closed in space." 

"Fine, Dwight. You don't have to come in with me. I just need to get my phone checked out. It'll be five minutes, tops." Tim looked at his bald friend. A couple of sprigs of hair bobbed in the back between two strips of buzz-cut hair on the sides. “Maybe while you’re waiting you can get a hair cut.”

Dwight brushed the sprigs on the top of his head back scowling at his friend.

"No, it's too hot to be stuck waiting in the car. We only have a few minutes." Dwight glanced at his watch. "My presentation to the university is in an hour."

Tim patted his friend’s back. "You'll be there with plenty of time to spare. I’m glad you let me drive you. It’s nice to catch up with you again, my friend."

Dwight smiled. “Yes, it’s nice to catch up again. I just hate presentations and all the stupid questions that come up. Sorry if I’m a bit short tempered. Hopefully we won’t wait as long to reconnect again after this trip. Life tends to keep us both busy.”

The door to the mall stood in front of them. Tim waited to see if Dwight would open the door. Dwight stopped and gave him a stare. Tim laughed and opened the door. The sound of people talking and going about their shopping filled the air. Someone coughed in the distance, and Dwight smirked at Tim before walking through the door.

Tim stopped near a table in the cafe. "You coming with me, or do you want to wait here?"

Dwight pulled out some wet wipes and began cleaning the table and the chair. "I will wait here." Tim could see Dwight staring at the man with the trench coat.

"You really don't like that guy, do you?" Tim could sense Dwight's irritation.

"He's odd. Something isn't right about him."

"No, something isn't right about him, but who is sane these days?" The man was scanning the food court, his large jacket riddled with holes. One arm of the jacket was dangling loosely. OK, maybe he's missing an arm.

"No, I mean, he seems agitated. Look at how he's watching everyone, and he's not able to stand still. Something is wrong."

Tim could feel his eyes rolling. "OK, Dr. Zeller. I'm going to get my phone fixed." He was moving to pat his friend on the back when we saw the man in the trench coat reveal a large gun. Oh my god! Sounds of gunfire stung his ears. People screamed and ducked. 

Dwight reacted immediately, flipping the table down on its side and pulling Tim to the floor. Tim looked over to see the janitor who was cleaning the table next to them take a hit square in the chest. That could have been me! he thought as the poor man doubled over, most likely dead before he hit the floor. The janitor was a small Asian man, bald and overweight. The thought crossed Tim’s mind that a moment ago he was likely being made fun of by some of the people leaving the messes for him to clean up. The janitor, like most everyone, probably had a family who loved him regardless of his station in life. Maybe even a kid or two. Blood dripped from his wounds to puddle on the floor.

The noises Tim heard were surreal. Voices cried out and he swore he could hear bullets hitting tissue. Tim loved treating the wounds of the injured who were brought to his hospital. He loved the adrenaline rush it gave him. It was exhilarating to think that he was the only link to life for many of his patients. Some people would look at that in a bad light, but Tim wouldn't feel that way if he weren't good. He wasn't just good, he was great. He was arguably the best surgeon in New England. As much as he loved to heal trauma, he hated what he was seeing today.

The man was yelling something about a day of reckoning. Tim wasn’t focused on the jumble of words the crazy man was spewing, he was more concerned with the count of injured people steadily increasing. He rolled to his left so he could peer out from the edge of the table. The man in the trench coat was recklessly aiming at anything that moved, firing rounds in all directions. He saw another man run closer to the gunman and stop at a baby's stroller. He appeared to have been wounded in the shoulder. You fool! Get down! Tim thought, but the man appeared to be focused on the straps holding the crying baby in its carriage. The shooter noticed and aimed at the baby's rescuer. The man smiled a disdainful smile at the gunman and turned his back, taking a few hits and going down.

Off to the left, a large man was sneaking up on the shooter from behind. With a surprising burst of speed, given his size, he charged and tackled the bastard, taking him down. The two men were locked in a violent struggle on the floor. A few other people rushed to help, and together they disarmed the killer. Tim could hear the metal of the gun sliding across the floor. The sound of a baby's cry echoed through the food court. 

God! What happened to the guy with the baby? Tim’s doctor reflexes kicked into gear and, without thinking, he rushed to the man who had protected the infant. He called to a man standing near holding a cell-phone. “Call 911, now!” The wounded man was bleeding on the floor. 

A case of the wrong place at the wrong time, but isn't it always? The baby was safe, smiling on the floor beside the man, who was staring at the child. He could tell the man was fading fast and he needed to act quickly. "Hang in there, buddy!" Tim yelled to the injured man as he crouched at his side and pressed against the worst wound in the man's back.

As he examined the injuries, it appeared that there was no damage to any major arteries or organs. However, with the trauma his body had taken, he'd likely have pain for the rest of his life. Blood pooled from his back, and Tim examined it a bit closer. The bullet appeared to have cleanly entered the man's back and exited the front, narrowly avoiding the heart but very close to his backbone. He may actually pull through from this. This man shouldn't have to pay with his life for saving another.

"You're going to be all right," Tim assured him, but talking was no use now. The man's eyes had closed and his breath was shallow. Tim did his best administering first aid, but he did not have any equipment.

"Jack!" A pretty woman with blond hair ran to the man Tim was kneeling over and practically knocked him off his feet. "Jack! Oh my god. Please be OK." Tears ran down her face as she knelt in the blood and cradled the man's head.

"Miss, I need you to step away." Tim put his hand on her shoulder. "He's still alive, and if help gets here in time, he has a chance. But I need you to step back and let me do what I can before the ambulance gets here. I'm a doctor. Please let me do my job.”

She looked to him, her eyes pleading, her body trembling with fear. "Please!" She sobbed, shaking and crying. "Please, help him!" She kissed the dying man's cheek and let Tim move back over to help him. 

She fell back to the floor, out of control, and pulled her knees up close to her face in a violent fit of tears. It wasn't long before the ambulances and police arrived. First the police rushed in to make sure everything was safe, and then the EMTs charged through the entrance.

Tim stood up and waved his arms, "Over here! This one's still alive, but won't be for long if you don't take him now!" Two men rushed over and began the process of prepping him for the ride to the hospital. The woman ran to his side, tears streaming down her lovely face. She would not be swayed from her determination to accompany her husband to the hospital in the ambulance. She held his hand as they carried him off. 

Other medics rushed in to help the injured but still breathing and to start identifying those who were not so lucky. I did what I could. It's up to him now. He looked at his hands, which were soaked in blood, as were his clothes. He looked across the room. Bodies littered the floor, seemingly floating in red water. His friend Dwight was being led outside by the police. He appeared to be in shock. I don't blame him.​
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Dwight sat in the cushioned armchair across from Tim. Always the intellectual, he was lost in his thoughts, his tea on the table. "You should eat something, Dwight. At least try." Tim held out a bowl of grapes, but Dwight shook his head.

"I'll be fine. I can't eat anything right now. This was supposed to be my vacation and all I can think about are those poor people at the mall. I close my eyes and I see dead bodies; I hear the screams and the gunfire. It is beyond my comprehension how anyone would do such a vile thing." It had been a day since the shooting.

Tim examined his longtime friend sitting across from him. He looked worn out. Creases lined his long, skinny face and his giant round glasses enlarged the wrinkles hidden behind them. He tried to recall how long it had been since he had last seen his friend before this. Years. 

"I don't know, Dwight. I don't think it's anything anyone could ever explain. He was just nuts, and something made him crack further." 

Dwight leaned forward and rested his forehead between his hands. "I have gained understanding of things that many people would never comprehend, yet it's random events like this that I have never been able to understand," he sighed. "What snaps in someone like that? Where is the logic? What is off? Better yet, how could it be cured? That's what I need to study!"

"Just relax. These are things you can't fix. It's just life. Shit happens." Tim threw a grape at Dwight, and it bounced off his forehead. "Remember when Crazy Stew ran around the dorm buck naked? What caused him to do what he did? He was just batshit crazy. Some people just can't be explained beyond that."

Dwight couldn’t be steered from his thought process. “The man mentioned something about a warning of something bad coming. He was willing to die for his belief in something that he believed deep in his soul that no one else has any idea about. Maybe he’s nuts, or maybe he sees or knows something we don’t. If it’s the former, what causes someone to have such conviction over a random thought? I don’t think anything is really random.” He shook his head, but then smiled. 

"What?" 

"I know what I'm going to do next. I'm going back to Pennsylvania with a new project. There has to be a way to treat these people so no one has to experience the tragedy we lived through. There must be ways to diagnose and prevent this type of mental breakdown. I'm going to find them. It's all in the mind — something is broken, so it can be fixed."

Tim put his hands up, "No. Some things are unfixable. There's a place in the world for everyone — a balance that needs to be maintained. A yin and a yang. That's all there is to it. Don't try to play God – it will only bite you in the ass."

Dwight stood up. "You know not to bring up the subject of God up with me. We’ve had these arguments since college and you’re never going to convince me that God is real. Science and logic rule the world." 

"Dwight, I work in medicine. I see miracles every day."

Dwight shook his fist, "Miracles? Where was God when that poor mother was shot? When all those people at the mall lost their lives to the actions of a madman?" 

"Have you ever seen a baby be born? Or a man survive wounds that by all accounts should have killed him? Or how about a man that had been dead for a few minutes returning and telling everyone about his departed loved ones hugging him a moment before? As hard as you try to abandon him, God is there." Tim reached out to his friend, but Dwight backed away.

Tim could see through his friend's thick glasses that his eyes were glazed with fatigue. He hasn't slept at all. Dwight turned away toward the door. Tim stepped forward. "What are you doing?" he asked, his voice filled with concern.

"I'm heading to the airport. I've plenty of work to do."

"Work? Don't bring hurt upon yourself. You cannot change people. Don’t go right now, just stay and talk to me." 

Dwight looked back at him with a steady gaze. "Do you know what I was doing before I came to Maine for my seminar?"

Tim shook his head.

"I have a good job as professor. I teach students and I'm good at it. I have a house; I have a nice car. One would think I'm happy. The truth is, I have nothing to aim for anymore. I’ve achieved everything that I wanted, but have made no lasting contribution to society at all."

"OK, so you’re depressed. Lots of people are depressed. You can get past all that with help."

Dwight shook his head. "It's not like that. It's not depression. I'm fine, just bored."

"So find yourself a woman." 

"I had one, until I found her screwing one of my students." 

"Ouch, that's rough."

Dwight shrugged. "She annoyed me, anyway. Kind of ditzy."

"All right, what's your plan, then?" Tim asked.

"The brain is a computer. I will find a way to fix it when it's malfunctioning, and the world will be a better place. Maybe then you'll see God is nonexistent. We make our own destiny and solve our own problems."

If there was one thing that Tim knew about his friend, it was that when he got a plan, he acted on it with tenacious ferocity. Well, work could be good for him to get over all this. Tim smiled back at his stubborn friend, "I don't think we'll ever agree, but you’re my friend and are always welcome here."

He held out his hand. Dwight grabbed it and they shook. Without a word more, he let himself out.​
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"It's been five years since the tragedy at the Portland mall took place," the local news was blaring the usual non-news crap. The news was a reminder of his limp leg. He rubbed the section of his leg that was always asleep. Pins and needles constantly bothered him - worse than the never ending ache. Leaning against the cabinet for support, he pressed on with the dishes. The doctor had told him to press through the discomfort. If he didn't, he'd be in a wheelchair sooner, rather than later. Sighing, he glanced at the clock. Adrianna wouldn't be home for another four hours. The days were long when he was the only one home. 

A picture of Jack appeared on the news segment with a head line of "Local Hero". Jack shook his head. Pepper, their large black lab nudged against him, pleading for food.

"Must be a slow news day. Digging up old stuff again." Jack patted the dog and hobbled to the fridge to pull out a slice of ham. "Don't tell anyone I gave you this." He threw the meat to the floor and the dog greedily wolfed it down. 

The house phone rang and Jack cringed as he hobbled to answer it. Looking at the caller ID, he rolled his eyes. Adrianna's mom. 

"Hello." Jack tried to hide his annoyance.

"Hi, Jack? It's Ellie." 

Jack smiled and tried to sound upbeat. "Yes, Hi. Adrianna is still at work."

"No, I wanted to talk to you. Did you see the news?"

"Yes, they were talking about old stuff again."

"Old stuff? Jack, you are a celebrity!"

Jack settled into a nearby chair, stretching his bad leg. This won't be a quick call, he thought and took a deep breath. "Well, not sure about celebrity. If I were, I'd be dealing with job offers through the roof. Better yet, I wouldn't have been kicked out of my old job when my medical bills were sky high."

"Well you are a hero. You know, you and Adrianna should move up this way. Lots of land and low taxes. I could use help on the farm."

Here we go again. "Adrianna has a good job, and I'd hate to put any stress on you."

"No stress at all! I've told you time and time again to get your butts up here."

Jack pictured himself answering to Ellie on a daily basis. "No thanks. I'm grateful for your offer. We are doing fine."

"Fine? Adrianna says your leg is really bothering you and you can't find work. It would be good for Ashley to have a place to play without worry. She could learn so much on the farm. It's all going to you when I die anyway. I'm not a spring chicken anymore."

Now the drama and guilt. "Stop. You'll outlive us all."

"I'm serious, Jack. Things are changing for me. I'm getting old. We need to talk about these things. Moving here would be good for everyone. Since I lost George, I can't keep up with everything."

Jack shifted in his chair to get weight off his leg. Just the thought of Adrianna's dad made him irritated – even though he's been dead for some years now. George never liked him much and the feeling was mutual. The ache in his leg was getting bad and he'd need some pain reliever soon. He could feel his temper starting to flare with the pain increasing.

"I can't talk about this right now. Anything else before I go?

"Jack, why won't you think it over?"

"I told you a hundred times, we are staying here. I'll tell Adriana you called."

"I have rooms ready for you all. Ashley can have her own pig -"

"Bye Ellie." Jack hung up the phone. Shit. Adrianna will give me an earful when she finds out I hung up on her. 

Looking for his cane, Jack pushed himself to his feet and hobbled to where the cane leaned against the wall across the room. He wondered why whenever he needed the cane it was somewhere out of reach. 

Each step he took sent jolts of pain up into his hip and back. Grabbing the cane, he leaned against it for support. A mirror hung on the opposite wall reflected his image. He could see a beaten and grumpy old man staring back at him. What the hell have I become? he thought. The man in the mirror was aged and tired looking; a shell of what he once was. I've become bitter and miserable. 

Pepper, sensing a change in mood, walked over to him. Her grey muzzle and her limp gave away her age too. Her tail wagged with each step. She was stronger than him. She was happy, even while old and in pain. Jack smiled, sadly, and patted her. Leaning against the wall, he slowly slipped to the floor. Pepper, with all her weight, settled into his lap. Jack grimaced but laughed at the big old dog and scratched her neck. Pepper lapped his hand and looked up to him with her giant dark eyes, knowingly. 

"You are right. I was an asshole. I AM an asshole. I need to work on that." Jack wiped a small tear from his eye. "Time to stop wallowing in my sadness, right?"

He thought about the shooting, the recovery and years of therapy after, the job he lost; everything seemed to fall apart that day. He wondered if it was worth it. He had no idea of what happened to the baby since. It never occurred to him how much he needed his work. He tried applying to countless jobs since recovering, but no one would take him when they saw him limp into interviews with a cane. Eventually he gave up trying.

"I'm done, Pepper. I'm not going to let this all keep me down any longer. Time to get past this."

Pepper put her head down on his leg. First thing, he needed to apologize to his mother in law and Adrianna. He shook his head. Maybe he could wait until later. Pepper needed to be pet first.​
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Chapter 5
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"Boom!" Joseph shouted as he smashed his toy car into the wall near the blaring TV. 

Belinda leaned forward in her chair, scowling at her son. "Joseph, quiet! This is mommy's rest time. This is my favorite show, and I'll be damned if you are going to take it away from me. You took my youth and my beauty. Now you want to take away my one enjoyment. Little rat. Five years old and still a filthy little baby!"

Joseph felt his eyes puddle, and his heart pounded in his throat. "Momma!"

"Shut up! You know to leave me alone with my shows!"

The TV played in the background. Some old man was talking with a young woman about a baby. Belinda smiled. "This will be perfect for the next sermon!" Belinda moved to jot something down on paper. She pursed her lips, muttering something about heathens.

Joseph sat in the same spot, watching her through tears. "Momma!"

"Joseph! That's enough. Take your car and get your behind out of here. I'm listening to my show right now."

Joseph cried louder. He just wanted to hug his mom. Why wouldn't she hug him? "Momma! Hug!" 

Belinda stood and stomped over to where Joseph sat. She towered above him. Maybe she'd hold him now? She raised her hand into the air.

"By the mighty Lord's grace, you will stop your whining this minute!"

Joseph could feel his body shake. He knew what was coming. It happened a lot, but once the worst was over, it would get better. Closing his eyes, he whimpered. Then it came. A clap, a flash of light, and then the heat. His cheek burned and he wailed. He didn't want to, but it was all he could do. It hurt so bad. 

"Look what you made me do. My poor boy." Big arms wrapped around him and picked him up. "God frowns upon little boys who disrespect their parents." 

A hand brushed his hair away from his forehead. He opened his eyes and saw his mother smiling at him through blurry vision. His cheek still stung, but it felt so nice to be held.

"What do you say, my little Joe?"

"I'm sorry, Momma." His voice cracked and he tried to keep it from shaking.

"That's right, you should be sorry. I don't want to have to do that, but it's my job as your mommy to make sure you understand the sins you caused." She sat down with him in a rocking chair. "You need to understand sins. Do you know why?” she asked. Her smile faded and her face took on the look he didn't like.

"Because I'm a boy. Boys get filthy thoughts and are dirty."

Belinda nodded, her eyes narrowed. "That's right. Thank God your daddy is the reverend and is close to God. If he weren't he'd burn in the pits of hell like all the other men."

Joe nodded, proud he answered her correctly.

"Someday, you'll take his place and you'll be closer to God. Until then, you need to listen to your mommy and daddy. When we hurt you, it's because we fear for your soul."

"Yes, Momma."

She began to rock the chair and brush his hair with her large hands. Jewels glittered on her ring. "Why do you think daddy uses the belt on you every night?"

The thought of his father hitting him with the belt made his butt sore. He reached down and rubbed his backside. Belinda moved his hand and smacked it. "Answer the question!"

"To remind me of my wickedness so I can be better like daddy."

Belinda nodded, smiling. "Little boys need to be taught that so they can grow to be good men. That's why daddy instructs all the boys every week. Watch and learn from your daddy. He's doing the Lord's work."

Joe nodded and took a deep breath. It was nice to be held. I won't ever do that again, he told himself, but he couldn't remember what it was he’d done wrong. A tear rolled down his cheek once more. "I'm never going to be a good boy, Momma."

Belinda nodded. "But you have to try. Otherwise, it will be very painful for you." The fat jowls under her chin shook as she spoke.

Joe wiped his nose. He remembered what had happened when he’d refused to eat a bowl of mashed peas. Peas made him gag. When he refused to eat them, Belinda rushed him into his bedroom and beat him. He was locked in his bedroom for a day without food and was told that he needed to beg for forgiveness from the Lord. When she finally let him out, Belinda had told him that the Lord came to her in her dreams and told her that the Devil had influenced her son's actions and so she forgave him. 

"I'm really sorry, Momma." He tried to nestle his head into her arms but she moved him to the floor.

With a heave, Belinda lifted herself out of her recliner and reached for her cane. She bent in order to look him in the eyes.

"Now you go and play with your toys quietly!" she scolded, shaking her fatty finger at him. "Momma's going to go get a snack. You be a good little boy now. The Lord has no room for troublemakers!"

She limped into the kitchen, every step an arduous task. Joseph could hear his mom fishing around in the cabinets for some more Twinkies. That was her favorite snack food. Every day around the time her favorite soap blasted on the TV, after her main lunch and before her mid-afternoon lunch, was Twinkie time. If Joseph was an extra good boy in the mornings, he'd get a Twinkie as well. Today, he spent most of the morning behaving well, but knew he had screwed up when he challenged his mom right before snack time.

At that moment, it occurred to him that Daddy would treat him better. Little Joseph made his way to the large wooden door leading down to the basement where Baxter was holding his lessons. Joseph always wondered why he was never included in the teachings. "One day, when you're older, you can participate," his father would explain to him.

Reaching into the air and standing on his tiptoes, Joseph could barely reach the door knob to open the door leading downstairs.

"CLICK!"

"JOSEPH! What do you think you are doing? Get away from that door, you rotten brat!" Belinda hobbled out of the kitchen, cane in hand and panting to catch her breath. The floorboards beneath her feet creaked in agony as she walked over them. Joseph sunk to his knees looking up at his mother's furious eyes. His jaw quivered as the woman loomed over him. Her lips pinched.

Joseph braced himself when he saw her raising the. He didn't have long to prepare before it came swooping down. Pain shot up his back as she whacked him on the butt. He screamed.

"SHUT UP!" she bellowed. "You worthless, piece of rubbish boy!" Not happy with the first strike, she brought the cane back up over her head and swung it down, striking the little boy's butt one more time. Pain, stronger this time, again shot up his spine, and he rolled to his side in a ball, whimpering.

Belinda's frown grew more hideous. "If only you were the daughter your father wanted. Things would be different. May the Lord give me the strength to raise you into a proper man!"

He lay on the floor and held back tears as well as he could, knowing tears would bring on more lashes from the cane. Belinda hobbled down the hall with her cane in one hand and a pack of Twinkies in the other. He heard her fall into her recliner, muttering under her breath. The wood frame of the recliner let out a creaking noise as her weight settled into the chair. Joey was not allowed to sit in her recliner, unless he was being held. It was her special chair. Even his dad wasn't allowed to sit in it. It was one of those expensive chairs that could adjust into many different positions. There were days when she would recline herself back, her legs propped into the air like a June bug on its back, and she would stay in that position all day long watching her shows.

Just as she finished wiggling around for the most comfortable position, the doorbell rang, and she jumped. "Lordy! Lordy!" she exhaled. She adjusted the seat so she could stand up and struggled to get to her feet again, hiding the Twinkies under the tablecloth on the stand beside her chair. The cane, resting against the recliner, fell to the floor and clacked as it skidded a few feet from where she stood. Joey hated that cane. One of these days he was going to sneak it away and bury it somewhere his mom would never be able to find it again.

Belinda grunted as she bent down to pick up the cane. She made her way to the door and stopped a moment before the mirror to primp her hair. She grabbed a shawl that was hanging on a peg from the coatrack and draped it over her shoulders, trying to hide the flabby cleavage bursting from her house dress. It wasn't very effective. The shawl didn't make it all the way around her big shoulders to cover the middle of her chest.

Having done the best she could to look presentable, she opened the door. Joseph peered around the corner to see who was there. It was Mrs. Thomas with her two boys, Ray and Tony. Ray was the older of the two and was here for lessons. Tony was about the same age as Joe. Sandra was a fairly attractive woman, but in a mousey way that was accentuated by her tiny nose. Her slight, very slim frame radiated timidity; she would never purposely treat anyone wrongly. Her voice was very quiet.

"Oh, hello, Sandra. And hello there, Tony." Belinda was wearing one of her warmest smiles. Tony looked down at his shoes at the mention of his name. 

"Hello, Belinda. Ray is here for his lessons. I do appreciate what you and the reverend are doing for him. Since his daddy moved away, he's been very frustrated. If it weren't for you two, showing him the way of the Lord and all things good, I'm not sure what we'd do!" Sandra frowned when she mentioned her husband.

"Oh, that's quite alright. We do what we can to assist in our Lord's teachings. Though I can't say I approve of your situation, Sandra." Belinda put her hands on her hips. She looked like a mother hen overlooking her chicks.

Sandra looked like she was about to cry. "I know it's not the best situation for little Tony. I'm doing the best I can. The Devil had his influence on my husband. Lust took over when that young hussy caught his eyes." Her face reddened.

"True, the Devil is always working to sway us off the righteous path. But men are men. If you treat them right, they won't wander. You mustn't have been treating your man right. Forgiveness is hard, but perhaps if you forgive him, he'll forgive you. Both of you should be looking for the Lord's forgiveness. It's not right to blame the other woman, either. Your man running off is your own doing, Sandra."

Sandra looked down. "Yes, Belinda. I pray for forgiveness every night. I only hope it's not too late for me and my husband. Please help my boy. I don't want him to be caught in sin like us." She put her hand on Ray's shoulder. Both boys had tears in their eyes.

"Well, we'll do what we can. We'll also pray for the both of you." Belinda took Ray's hand and led him through the door. "Now Ray, you can go straight downstairs. The reverend has already started his lessons," Belinda told him and patted him on the back as he walked past. Ray smiled at Joseph before he went down the stairs. Belinda turned to Sandra and said, "God bless you" as she closed the door.

She hobbled back, the cane clacking as she moved along, to her favorite chair. She fell back into it, muttering about the Lord's work never being done and grabbed her Twinkies while turning up the TV. She had switched it to one of her favorite reality shows. She liked to turn the volume way up so she didn’t miss any juicy conversations.

Joseph got to his feet again, the pain subsiding. He rubbed his butt and winced. It would likely be black and blue soon. He had received many marks from his mom's teachings before and was used to it. He looked up at the doorknob. It had a carved indentation, and it seemed to smile at him. Joe. You can do it. Come on...don't be a baby, Joe. Don't you want to be a big boy? The temptation of finding out what the big boys did was too strong. He once again got on his tiptoes and reached up for the doorknob.

"CLICK!"

His stomach turned at hearing the noise of the latch give way. He immediately looked over to where the TV was blaring, but this time his momma hadn’t heard him. He turned back to the door and opened it just enough to slip through. Peering through the open crack, all he could see was blackness and the steep wooden steps leading down into the dark. He could make out faint noises from below: the sound of a kid whining and, in between, the his dad's deeper voice cutting the boy off. He knew he'd be in severe trouble if his dad found out he was sneaking up on him and spying, but the urge to know what he was missing was too great. He swallowed his fear and slipped through the opening, ever so quietly closing the door behind him.

***​
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The air seemed chillier than it had been upstairs with his mom. The dank basement smell wafted up the stairs, and it made him think of big spiders. He hated spiders. Little boys are afraid of spiders. Are you a little boy? The voice in his head taunted him, urging him to toughen up and go down the stairs. His heart pounding, he looked back at the door and jumped as his mind made shapes in the darkness. He swallowed hard when he thought he saw a giant bug run across the door. His skin hardened on his arms into goose bumps. Go! the voice commanded. It will catch you and eat you!
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