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“I died inside at that moment.

I remember telling myself

‘I am dead inside...I am a ghost’.

A sudden switch flipped, and I literally felt an empty coolness

inside my soul that brought comfort through absence.

It didn’t take long over the next year to die

inside completely and ‘train’ myself not to feel.

I just stayed focused on the pain

and hatred spurned from that day, and reminded myself every time

that something happened that I should have feelings for that I couldn’t...

Soon, I didn’t even have to think about it

– it became completely natural for me to stay ‘shut off’

and not feel anything about anything period.

I knew I hated my father for leaving and betraying us.

I hated God for letting it happen.

I hated the world for being so fucked up and cruel.

I knew the hate was there but I couldn’t feel it.

All that was left was an utter apathy for everything in life.

Thus, Ghost was born.”

-Rick Watkinson-

––––––––
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FORWARD 

From Rick

My deepest thanks to my loving wife Brenda, whose loyalty and dedication made this work possible.  This amazing woman has stood by my side for over two decades and made me the man I am today.

Also to John Coventry and Trish Faber – whose patience and compassion for me knew no bounds.  My debt of gratitude for ensuring my story became known is truly everlasting.

And with deepest regrets to Amy.  I’m sorry I let you down.

From Trish

I am deeply grateful to John Coventry for sending this project my way, and asking if I would like to write the true story of Rick Watkinson.  It has been a long but incredibly wonderful journey.  I am also deeply grateful to Rick for being so honest and forthright in his letters and our correspondence.  I asked him to tell me everything, and he did – he opened his heart, and let it spill onto the pages of his handwritten letters, which made my job that much easier.  I hope this process has given him the release and the peace he needs and deserves.  

When writing this book, I did my best not to approach the story with any preconceived notions or opinions of Rick, or what he had done.  He killed two people, those are the facts, and I recognized the horror of that.  But I also realized that there had to be something more, there had to be reasons and mitigating factors for his actions.  I’m a firm believer that children are not born with hate, are not born with vengeance, and are not born to kill.  Something has to happen to set them on this course.  Something had to happen to young Rick Watkinson.  

And it did.  Many, many things to be exact.  My job was to tell that story.  My job was to try and convey the ‘why’ behind his actions.  I hope that I have, and I hope that after reading his story, we can all have a little more empathy for those children who face abuse of any kind, even if it’s just once.  That we, as a society, find a voice to speak up, and step in when we see a child in trouble, a child that’s falling and can’t seem to help themselves up.  We must be the ones to help them up.  Empower them.  Show them that life and people don’t have to be that way.  Make a difference.  Don’t be afraid to be that person.  Never be afraid to be that person.

Rick Watkinson is not a horrible person.  He did a horrible thing for certain, and he will pay for that action for the rest of his life.  All I ask is that you read his story with an open mind.  Put yourself in his shoes and take a few steps.  You probably won’t like it.  You’ll probably feel uncomfortable.  And you should.  

We are all so good at judging the actions of others.  Why?  Because it’s easy, judging is easier than actually sitting down and looking at the facts or the circumstances.

I am tremendously thankful for my family, my siblings, and friends, especially in a journey this long and emotional.  They have always been nothing but supportive of me in my writing and creative pursuits, and I don’t think they know how grateful I am for that – for always just letting me be me.  Special thanks to my father, who always has the patience and love to put up with me, and to my sister, who is my best friend, my sounding board, and everything in between.  You know what you mean to me.  My readers for taking on this monumental task and giving honest feedback, and to “The Hurricane Girls” for always, well just being “The Hurricane Girls” and being there.  I love you all!  

And to my mom, I am forever grateful for the love and the life you instilled in me.  For the wondrous spirit and imagination.  Your stamp is all over me.  I love you and miss you everyday.  PS - sorry about all the swear words...  

––––––––
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XI. Out

Pillars of light hold our dream on high, rising into the heavens from the sky,

Nothing but darkness holds me, sinking into the sadness of eternity.

I cry out for a healing rain, an escape from my everlasting pain

I hear an answer very far away, a soothing voice I hear say,

No way out

From the pain that covers you

No way out

From the Darkness into the blue

No way out

From under the blood red rain

No way out

From your everlasting pain

The storm that covers you will never die, because evil never listens to the cry

Your young life floats on a restless sea, never giving in to your hopes and dreams.

You cry out for a healing rain, trying to escape your everlasting pain

You hear an answer not too far away, the clouds race by as the thunder proclaims

No way out

From the pain that covers you

No way out

From the Darkness into the blue

No way out

From under the blood red rain

No way out

From your everlasting pain

-Rick Watkinson-

Song Lyrics 1993

––––––––
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CHAPTER ONE

Grabbing both his lock blades and Leatherman tool, the boy stuffed a handful of ammunition in his coat pocket before running back upstairs to the entryway.  He didn’t look at the carnage.  He didn’t feel their pain.  He couldn’t.  He had nothing left.  He was empty, a shell of a person, shattered and spent, just like the used shells that now littered the house he had once called home.  The blast of frigid Alaskan air choked his lungs as he flew out the front door and tore down the driveway, his steel-toe boots crunching the hard-packed snow.  He hadn’t even thought to grab his gloves or a beanie for his head, and the thin winter jacket was no match for the plummeting November night.  It didn’t matter.  He couldn’t feel the cold anyway.  Adrenalin surged through every ounce of his body, pushing him to run, to get the hell out of there as fast as he could.  Man versus man.  Man versus nature.  Man versus himself.  The first battle won, the second battle looming, and the third battle lingering.  

With all trace of realistic reasoning abandoned, Rick squeezed the barrel of the Ruger .22 semi-automatic Long rifle and took off running north up Doggie Avenue.  Even in the extreme cold, the barrel still felt slightly warm, still excited from the furious frenzy only moments before.  His instincts sent him right on Shebanof Ave and up toward the Upper O’Malley Trail Head.  The trail was off the road and shielded by a hill and some wooded shrubs, providing a semblance of cover from the police lights and sirens.  The air was quiet for the moment, but he knew they would be coming.  

Rick paused at the top of the hill, letting his pounding chest rest a beat.  A right would take him into the deeply forested area towards Flattop Mountain and the lakes between Ptarmagin Peaks, where without shelter and supplies, he might escape capture for the time being, but would probably freeze to death in the mountains.  A left would steer him back towards Anchorage, out-skirting around the back of Hillside East.  He figured it was easier to get lost and hide in a highly populated area, so he took the left and set off down the trail.  As the trail traversed the rising topography, Rick had a full view of Hillside, and the web of police cars screaming toward the neighbourhood.  He crouched low in the snow and watched the myriad of flashing lights break the blackness of the still November night; all the while, his hands skillfully and mechanically looping his belt through the lock-blade cases and Leatherman pouch.  Taking one last look at the commotion below, Rick picked the rifle up from the snowy ground and settled into a jog.  He had no idea where he was going or how he was going to get there – he just knew he had to keep moving and stay off the roads.

There had never been a plan, despite what people would say.  The day just happened.  The pent up anger, hurt, and betrayal exploded, and it was more than his sixteen-year-old mind and heart could take, or even comprehend.  Running through the minus ten-degree Fahrenheit wind chill, Rick still hadn’t acknowledged exactly what he had done.  He was in full survival mode, operating purely on animalistic instinct and adrenaline, his mind detached, his emotions locked in a windowless box.  He kept his hands firmly around the wooden rifle-stock and maintained a good pace, following the trail as it snaked behind the upper-class neighbourhood he had come to loathe.

Keeping to the bike and power-line trails, Rick kept running; a void travelling through time and space, with few thoughts.  He concentrated solely on the pounding of his heart, and the burning in his lungs, as the frigid air ripped down his internal passages.  He had yet to utter a word, not even to himself, his voice silenced by the shock of his own horrific deeds.  He could end it all, right then and there.  He had a gun and a pocket full of ammunition.  It would be easy to turn the gun on himself.  One shot and all the misery of his life would be over.  Done.  Over.  No more problems.  It would be that simple.  But he’d once made a promise to someone very special, and to break that promise would be a betrayal.  And in his short life, Rick had had enough of betrayals.  He would not take the easy way out.

He didn’t break stride until he was above the Ski Area and could see the large spot-lights that usually illuminated Hillside Park.  At 12:45 in the morning the park was dark.  So still.  Rick didn’t trust the stillness or the darkness.  Staying hidden in the icicle-laden woods, he carefully and quietly made his way past the Ski Office and the Ski Rental building, watching intently for any sign of movement.  He couldn’t remember whether the ski hill had dogs, but he knew with certainty they had guns.  This was Alaska – everybody had guns.  The last thing Rick needed was to have someone report someone ‘sneaking’ around the park.  It wouldn’t be too difficult for the police to figure out who was doing the sneaking.

Keeping out of sight, he crept along the west side of the access road until he finally caught a glimpse of Abbott Road.  With the thick snow covered evergreens acting as cover, Rick felt somewhat safe from detection, although every set of headlights booming down Abbot Road sent him sprawling to the ground, his hand deftly on the trigger, instinctively ready to defend.  The cold meant nothing.  The numbness in his brain had spread throughout his entire body.  He moved only because his adrenaline pushed, like an out of control train storming wildly through his veins.  He had no strength to stop it.  He went where it took him.  Conscience thought had yet to break free from its locked box.  In a stupor and in a fog, he pressed on down the trail.

The snow-covered path led west away from Abbott Road and skirted the outer boundaries of Service High School.  Rick somehow felt drawn to the school grounds; maybe since it had been the only place he felt he’d really ever fit in while in Alaska.  Familiarity led him from the safety of the woods to the school’s track, which he inexplicably crossed, right out in the open, on route to the parking lot.  Elevated some twelve to fifteen inches feet than the track, Rick crept up the slight embankment, keeping his head below the guard rail, re-establishing his cover.  Out of nowhere, Trooper Mike Marrs tore around the corner, ripping through the parking lot in his unmarked car.  Safe behind the cover of the guard rail, Rick froze, his hand firmly gripping the rifle, his brown eyes never shifting focus from the trooper.  Slowly, he raised the rifle to his shoulder and sighted-in the passenger side window with the gun scope.  The dark night and the tinted windows blurred any type of distinctive picture.  As he led the car in his sights, he processed the circumstances with lightning speed.  Did the trooper see him?  Had the ski resort reported a disturbance?  Where was the trooper headed?  Rick continued to watch the car from the gun-sight, as it turned another corner and sped back towards the road.  He lowered the gun from his shoulder and lay down on the embankment.  He could have fired a shot at the trooper but he didn’t.  It was the first rational decision he’d made all night.

Sure that Trooper Marrs was long gone, Rick headed back down towards the northwest corner of the track where a short trail led into his best friend’s neighbourhood.  Realizing that walking through a residential area in the middle of the night with a long-rifle in his hand was probably not the best idea, he found a large tree with low-lying branches near the end of the trail, and half buried, half camouflaged the rifle with pine branches, dirt and needles.  There was no emotional attachment to the weapon.  No feelings of relief that he no longer had to carry around the burden, or a sense of burying his sins along with the gun.  His head wasn’t there yet.  Burying the gun was practical.  Nothing more, nothing less.

Burrowing his freezing hands deep into the pockets of his jacket, he left the cover of the woods and ventured into the Abbott Loop neighbourhood like he done so many times in the last few months while walking his girlfriend home from school.  Taking a right on Sahalee Drive, he walked slowly down the road to where it met Meridian.  Still without a plan, the teenager was just sticking to what was familiar.  He took another right on Jupiter, and thought for a moment about going to see his best friend Kristy, or maybe even stealing a car; but stolen cars get reported quickly, and he decided he was better off under the power of his own two feet.  This boy wandering aimlessly through the neighbourhood was not the Rick Watkinson that everyone knew.  That Rick was methodical in his actions, someone who always had a well-thought out plan, weighing the pros and cons of his actions.  Shock has a funny way of taking control of the senses.

A brief right on Elmore Road brought him to East 84th, where he immediately turned left.  It was only about three miles from the high school to Crystal’s house, less if you took the trails and short-cuts, and Rick covered the distance easily.  He stood at the back of her house and paused, having no real idea what to do.  Normally, he would climb up the side of the house and onto the roof that was level with her second story bedroom window.  But after the events of this evening, normal was a distant memory.  Did he wake her and tell her what happened?  Should he even involve her?  He had no idea what even possessed him go to her house in the first place.  What was he thinking?  Rick stood on the ground and stared at the window.  Slowly, he turned and walked away.  No point in involving anyone else in his mess of trouble.  Besides, he was Ghost – and he would survive alone, or die alone.

Death wouldn’t be far off if he didn’t find some way to get warm.  His ice cube toes were dead against the metal of his steel toed boots, his socks long since losing their ability to keep in any warmth.  His fingers even worse.  He tried to rub his hands together to create any sort of friction, but his fingers barely moved.  All the surface capillaries on his hands were constricted, sending the blood coursing away from his skin and extremities, and deeper into his body, trying desperately to protect his vital organs.  That’s how hypothermia begins.  Rick was already a few stages in.  The sweat from his constant jogging had dampened his cotton shirt, and the wetness on his skin was dispelling any extra heat he had in his wiry teenage body.  His core temperature dropping fast, he had to find shelter.

The residential side-roads of Crystal’s neighbourhood brought him all the way to the corner of Abbott and Lake Otis Parkway, without seeing a soul.  Crossing the intersection would be a challenge.  Staying as hidden as possible in the dark, he waited and listened.  One car, two cars.  Silence.  Ignoring the throbbing in his aching feet, he shot off across the road and into the parking lot of the Abbott Loop Community Church.  Finding an alcove on the north-east side of the building, he ducked in and leaned against the wall, giving him a reprieve from the biting wind, which was better than nothing.  With his adrenaline spent, fatigue quickly overtook his exhausted body, forcing his eyelids closed, and sending him into a deep sleep.  

When he awoke two hours later, he hadn’t even remembered falling asleep.  The hours of not moving had drained every bit of heat he’d generated from running, and he could no longer feel his toes or his fingers.  His whole body felt like it was frozen in his veins – like someone could take an ice chisel and shatter him with a few whacks.  But while his body was frozen, his mind had thawed.

“What have I done?”

The images of the previous day came streaming back as if someone had hit the ‘replay’ button on a video.  The cafeteria.  His father stomping in red faced and pissed.  Pulling him out of ROTC, the only place he finally felt he belonged and had a home.  Another betrayal.  Then home.  All the yelling.  The fucking yelling between his father and Rosemary.  About him.  Always about him.  His father throwing him out in the Alaskan winter without even money for a ticket back to Oregon.  Him choosing HER over him.  Again.  Just like when he was a ten-year-old boy.  He had spent six full years hating his father for destroying his family, abandoning them, and then trying to have some say over his life.  He had forfeited that right when he left.  

And now six years later, his father was making the same choice again.  Rick never wanted to move to Alaska with him.  His father had forced that on him ‘for his own good’ – the same line he’d used the day he left.  Bastard.  Fucking bastard.  He had taken him away from everything, ruined his life, and forced him to forge a new one.  But none of that mattered to his father.  He chose her.  The spineless bastard chose her.  Again.  Rick was confused.  He couldn’t understand.  And he hated his father for what he had done.  Lying there on his bed.  Just thinking.  Just listening.  Wanting it all to stop.  For once and for all, wanting the pain to go away.  Needing silence.  

Then the dam broke.  He couldn’t control it, couldn’t even really think or move.  The years of hatred, pain, loss, depression, agony, apathy – all bottled up, swept under a rug.  All the feelings of betrayal washed over him like glacier water, chilling him to the bone.  This was the very reason he had ‘died’ six years ago; a family destroyed, loved ones abandoned, a son betrayed.  It was why he had gone Ghost in the first place.  He couldn’t take the pain then.  It was easier to ‘die’ and act like he didn’t feel at all.  Except the pain was still there; buried deep in a box he didn’t even know existed.  He had lied to himself about being ‘dead’ to his feelings.  The emotions were all still there.  Building.  Waiting.  Every friend he had lost, every defeat, every sorrow, every unfilled desire; he had trained himself as Ghost to feel nothing.  None of it mattered.  He had talked himself into believing that his emotions didn’t exist.  That he couldn’t feel.  But there, in that moment, lying on his bed listening to the incessant yelling, absorbing the second betrayal, his mind crazy with emotion, he couldn’t deny the crashing waves of pain and heartache that exploded through his body.  He was lost.  Broken.  Drowning.  The tempest inside had completely taken control, and Ghost was replaced by a seething frenzy of feelings and memories.

He dimly remembered hearing the side door to the garage open and close, and the roar of a cold engine coming to life.  He was going after her, leaving his crushed and shattered son alone, at a time when he needed the comfort and reassurance of a father; at a time when a son was screaming for an explanation, screaming for even just the slightest hint of love.  Rick lay on the bed for another ten minutes or so, overwhelmed by memories and emotions, every minute past, a countdown to that moment when the soul is consumed, and all rational thought or consciousness is abandoned.

He suddenly found himself walking up the stairs and heading to his father and his step-mother’s bedroom.  He knew there were three guns in the house; a Ruger .22 Long-rifle, a small .22 Ruger pistol and a .38 caliber pistol.  He told himself that he didn’t want anyone to get hurt, scared that if things went too far between his father and Rosemary, they could use the guns on each other – or even him.  Finding the long-rifle standing in its usual spot in the corner of the closet, he took it and the small carton of ammunition next to the box that contained the pistol, setting both on the floor.  He took the pistol out of the box and removed both clips, checking to make sure there wasn’t a round in the chamber.  Removing all the clips and ammunition from the pistol served two purposes.  If someone did grab it and try to use it, they couldn’t.  Second, if his father realized that it was unloaded, and the clips were missing, it would mean that he had gotten the pistol down, and more than likely had intended to use it on someone that night.  Why else would he check?  

He searched the closet for the .38 but it was nowhere to be found.  Was it in the bathroom?  The cupboards built into their bed?  The garage?  Rick had no idea where the .38 was but he knew if either his father or Rosemary came home and found him walking down the stairs with a rifle, hell would break loose.  He ran back down the stairs to his bedroom, hoping that the .38 wasn’t somewhere easily accessible.  Without even checking to see if the gun was loaded or a round was chambered, Rick stuffed the long-rifle under the framework of his bed and emptied the box of ammunition in the bottom drawer of his nightstand.  Laying back down on his bed, his troubled mind was overwhelmed.  He had no idea where he’d be tomorrow.  His father had told him to be gone by the morning, but where the hell was he supposed to go?  All Rick knew was that Ghost couldn’t save him now.  The ‘switch’ had been thrown wide-open and he had no hope of shutting it off like he usually could.  

Around 8:30 the ripping of tires up the driveway and into the garage told Rick that his father and step-mother had returned.  The minute the car doors slammed shut, the arguing continued.

“What the fuck are they still arguing about,” thought Rick.  “He chose her, I have to leave, so what is the fucking problem?”

Still raging on full steam, the intensity of the screaming match hadn’t changed from the moment Rosemary had stormed out the house and into her car a little earlier.

“Just shut the fuck up.  Seriously.  Shut the fuck up.”

The actual words they were saying didn’t even register with Rick anymore.  It was like they were being spoken underwater or the soundtrack had gotten stuck on slow motion.  The pressure in his head pounded against his skull, threatening to explode at any moment.  The feeling reminded him of looking past the ‘Veil’.  There was a fluidity that permeated everything; a blurring of reality where one couldn’t really tell where the world of spirits and demons stopped and the ‘real’ world began.  The shadows, the shapes, the vile energy clinging to everything – like swimming through a dark ethereal matter that possessed a restrictive quality but no substance.  And now this dark seething matter broiled deep within his core, threatening to suffocate him from the inside out.

“STOP IT!”

It could have been the door slam, it could have been Rosemary’s blaring sobs, it could have been the mention of his name, again – he didn’t know – but somewhere in the midst of all the noise and commotion the spark flew and his psyche exploded.  The rage over the betrayal, the infinite sorrow over being cast away, forced back, only to be cast away again, was too much.  Dropping to the side of the bed with his head in his hands, he just wanted to grab the rifle and shoot them both.  Do anything to just SHUT THEM UP!  Instead of reaching for the gun, he reached for his notepad, tore out a sheet and began to write extremely slow and methodically:

Operation Anarchy.

To commence at 0100hrs

On overdrive, his chaotic mind was a blur.  Writing steps to his plan, all the while imagining what he would do to his father.  He didn’t actually see himself murdering them in his vision, nor did he see the aftermath, or freedom, or happiness afterward.  It was a self-induced outburst focused on his hatred and the destruction of his father.  He was so fucking angry that no punishment or harm could be enough for his old man.  He deserved every torture the Nine Hells could give him.  

Rick had no idea what he hoped to accomplish by writing the note, except to maybe dispel some of the anger by writing out, instead of acting out his rage.  In that moment, the boy didn’t care who lived or died, including himself.  Anything would be better than the uncontrollable frenzy of pain that had overcome his entire being.  Folding up the note, he slid the paper between the components of his stereo system, set his alarm for one A.M., then lay back down on his bed, staring at the ceiling with grey, empty eyes.  He was there, but he wasn’t there.  His mind wasn’t right.  He felt more like an observer to the experience, neither conscious of his physical actions or the wanderings in his brain – like there was no more room in his head for thoughts, and all he could do was watch.  

Then it stopped.  The yelling.  The only thing that was able to distract his mind, stopped.  Had they gone to bed?  Was his father banished to the couch for the night?  The sudden silence was deadly.  Almost unbearable.  Without anything else to listen to, the reverberation in his skull amplified, a constant and unending ‘whoomp’, ‘whoomp’, ‘whoomp’ equivalent to slow moving helicopter blades slicing through the air, sending long, painful vibrations racing through his body.  Time had ceased to have any meaning; all he could feel was the numbing howl of pent-up emotions screaming in his ears.  He tried to breathe, to somehow slow the building rage.  He tried to intercept his thoughts with others.  He tried to wedge his conscious mind back somewhere into the present.  He couldn’t.  The crushing weight of his angst was too much for the experience of his sixteen-year-old mind.  His head felt heavy.  The pressure built.  His vision blurred.  The pressure built.  His muscles tensed.  The pressure built.  The betrayal.  The betrayals.  Not again.  Never again.  Then, like a single steel cable, brittle and taught – he snapped.

At five minutes to twelve, he removed the rifle from under his bed.  All rational thought disbanded, Rick could only watch himself go through the motions, powerless to stop the monster that had risen from his teenage soul.  Everything had taken on the hue of rust; an orangish blue colour like the reflection of a burning sunset off a crystal clear lake.  He had seen that colour before.  Fear.  Unknown.  The night of the betrayal.  Quietly, he walked up the stairs.  The couch was empty and the guest bedroom door was open.  Rick figured they were both together in the master bedroom.  With the muzzle of the rifle pointing towards the floor, he approached the door without a sound.  He stood there listening for almost a minute.  Silence.  Slowly and carefully, he turned the door knob.  As the door cracked, a soft light spilled out onto the hallway.  He had been wrong.  His father lay still under the covers on his side of the bed as if he were sleeping, while Rosemary was still sitting up, awake, and reading by a book light.  From a far corner of his mind, Rick could hear his brain screaming for him to just turn around and not open the door.  Chaos.  Anger.  Hurt.  Betrayal.  Jezebel.  

Then Rosemary shifted, sensing something was off.  She climbed out of bed and took two steps forward.  Rick swung the door open, bringing the gleam of the rifle into full view.  The metal clicked as he racked the bolt to chamber a round.  

“Oh God, Bob!” 

Everything happened at once.  As Robert Watkinson started to get up from his side of the bed, Rick fired his first shot, center mass through the bed sheet and into his lower abdomen.  He hadn’t even raised the rifle to his shoulder yet.  Instinct and madness took over.  Accustomed to firing his single shot Springfield Star .30-06 hunting rifle, Rick slid back the level of the .22 semi-automatic rifle, spitting out an unfired round on the bedroom floor.  His father fell to his knees on the side of the bed.  Rick raised the rifle to his shoulder and fired again, aiming point blank from ten feet.  His father’s body buckled as the shot hit him in the left shoulder, sending spurts of blood across the bed sheets.  Rick ejected another live round from the magazine.  Rosemary jumped from her side of the bed, grabbed Bob and flew into the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind them.  Rick shifted position to the large wooden dresser standing to the left of the bathroom door.  His mind jumped to the .38 pistol.  Was it in the bathroom with them?  Were they getting ready to fire back?  With instinct and survival controlling his every move, Rick fired two rounds blindly through the bathroom door.  He couldn’t give him the opportunity to come after them with the .38.  He ejected two more live rounds.  Out of the nine shells, he had fired four and ejected five to the floor below.  Hardly the model of planned efficiency.

Out of ammo, he raced back down the stairs and grabbed the shells from his nightstand.  With no acknowledgement from his brain, he quickly reloaded the spent clip.  Footsteps creaked the floorboards upstairs.  On full ‘op’ mode, Rick crept slowly up the bottom level stairs and listened for movement.  By the time he reached the mid-level entryway near the front door, he could hear his father on the telephone in the kitchen.

“I’ve been shot by my son.”

Rick raised the gun between the wooden railing bordering the upstairs level, and locked his half-naked and bleeding father in the crosshairs of the low-powered scope.  Forty-five degrees and two inches down to the left of his right ear.

“11481 Doggie Avenue...”

The crack of the shot rang clear to the 911 operator.  With the bullet passing right below the bottom of his skull and cutting a tunnel through his cerebellum, Robert Watkinson fell forward from the chair onto the floor, right onto his forehead, almost in the fetal position, curled on top of the phone.  A pink ‘puff’ of blood followed the bullet as it exited the other side of his neck.  Rick slowly walked up the stairs, stopping at the edge of the kitchen, not four feet from where his father lay.  He felt nothing.  No sadness, no happiness.  No anxiety, no relief.  A deep-red pool of blood seeped out from under the body; the quiet disturbed only by the sound of blood trickling to the floor.

Rick turned from the kitchen.  He imagined Rosemary hiding behind the door with the .38, ready to blow his brains out.  With the rifle cocked and ready, he cautiously made his way back into the bathroom.  Curled up in a ball, his step-mother lay shivering.  Rick had no way of knowing that his first shot through the bathroom door had hit her square in the chest, piercing her lung, sending her sliding sideways into the bathtub as her chest cavity filled with blood.  His second shot through the door went into the porcelain of the toilet bowl, spinning a full revolution before exploding out the side.  Rick didn’t even see the blood in the bathtub as he stood over her for just a brief moment.  He thought she was just in shock from seeing her step-son kill his father.  Her eyes didn’t rise to meet his, her gaze locked straight forward into nothingness.  There were no words.  He raised the rifle barely two feet from her head and fired, hitting her exactly where he had hit his father mere seconds ago, putting her out of her misery.  She’d been through so much like the rest of them, she didn’t need to live through this trauma as well.  It was over.  Done.  

Standing in the alcove of the church building, furious with cold, Rick was in his own shock and disbelief.

“What the fuck have I done?”  

His mind ran.  He knew he’d been angry at his father for many things but to kill him?  And Rosemary?  His body recoiled as the weight of the deed crashed down on his heart and his soul.  On the run, he’d been too numb to even think of, let alone understand the ramifications of his actions.  But no longer in that ‘fight or flight’ mode, with the tempest spent inside his head, rational thought returned.  Over the years, he’d wished a lot of harm to his father, but standing in the cold December 1st morning, he just could not fathom what he had actually done.  

There were no thoughts of running.  Instantly, he knew his life was over.  That irreversible line had been crossed.

“An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.  I need to die.”

For Rick, that was the only acceptable outcome, the only outcome righteous and worthy enough for any thought at all.  His life for theirs.  He had taken two lives, and now his was forfeit.  It was just a matter of how and when.  He thought of the rifle buried in the pine branches.  It wouldn’t take him long to make it back out to the woods.  But he had made a promise and he didn’t want to violate that, not to her.  There would be questions.  Why did he do it?  No, killing himself wouldn’t bring anyone any peace.  He needed people to know that it was his fault – that his father hadn’t touched him that night and that he and Rosemary hadn’t needed to die.

He could make them kill him.  Engage the police in a shootout and die in the fight.  The idea was quickly dismissed.  What if his survival instincts kicked back in and he managed to injure or even kill someone else during the melee?  As much as he thought he could, he knew he wouldn’t go down without a fight.  He just didn’t trust his own mind yet.  He’d completely lost control once, what was stopping him from completely losing control again?  There had to be a better, non-hostile way.

The death penalty.  He could turn himself in and be sentenced to death.  If Oregon had the death penalty, then surely a frontier state like Alaska did?  It would be poetic justice.  He had killed with the gun; he would die by the gun.  He would willingly turn himself in.  But where?  His mind raced.  It had to be somewhere public, where the police wouldn’t fire and hurt any innocent bystanders.  The Mall?  It wasn’t open yet.  The airport or the hospital?  Both were far away and difficult to reach on foot, especially frozen foot.  School.  He would go to Service High School.  The school was packed at seven thirty in the morning, and there was no way the police would make a scene or cause a confrontation.  Besides, he wouldn’t even take the rifle with him.  He would just walk into the school counselor’s office and tell her right away that he’d killed his parents last night.

Armed with his first real and cognizant plan of the past eight hours, he set off back into the cold, retracing the path that led him to the church only a couple of hours ago.  His pace was deliberate.  Not fast enough to be a jog, his frozen legs wouldn’t allow it, but a walk with a purpose.  As he stepped back onto Jupiter Drive, his mind shifted to Kristy and how lost he had been without her.  To think that she might never see him again, or that he might be executed without so much as a ‘goodbye’ was something he didn’t want either of them to live with.

He slowed his pace as he juggled the idea in his head.  Him and Kristy hadn’t been that close the past few months, and hadn’t even really spoken since the mid-September party where she laughed in his face and told him that she didn’t believe he could love her.  But Rick knew they’d had a bond, and if anything, he at least wanted to apologize.  She made him wear her rings to keep the violence with his father from escalating.

“Don’t you get blood on my rings,” she’d say.  

Now, he’d done far worse than get blood on her rings, and after everything they’d been through together, she deserved an apology.  He walked up to the front door of her house and knocked.  

“Rick?”  The middle-aged woman was somewhat surprised.  “Come on in.  What are you doing here?”  

Kristy’s mother Nora had always been an extremely sweet and compassionate woman, and Rick didn’t want to alarm her.

“I was kicked out of the house last night and have been on the streets ever since.”

“What are YOU doing here?” said a sleepy-eyed Kristy on her way down the steps.

“I was kicked out of the house last night and have been on the streets ever since.”

“Oh,” she said softly.

“Well you must be hungry Rick,” said Nora.  “I’m just making some pancakes for the kids.  There’s lots.  Have a glass of orange juice.

Kristy sat across from Rick at the table, and he sensed right away that she knew something else was up.  But she wouldn’t press him in front of her mother.  They never shared any of their secrets in front of anyone; that was saved for their quiet intimate moments alone.

“You look freezing Rick,” said Kristy.  “Take off your boots and let me warm up your feet.”

He did what he was told, and they passed the time with small talk, none of it registering in his mind or memory.  He was completely fixated on trying to find the right moment to apologize.  But he knew he couldn’t tell her why he was so sorry, especially not in front of her mother.

“You guys ready to go?” said Kristy’s brother holding the car keys. 

“We stopping to pick up your girlfriend?” said Kristy.

“Yep.  So hurry up.”

Kristy and Rick sat in the back of the car saying nothing.  The girlfriend lived back up on the Hillside, and Rick half expected to see cop cars flashing their lights on the way.  As they rode back down the hill towards Service Hill High School, Rick felt the desperate urge to hold her hand, to share one last intimate moment.  Just as he was about to touch her, he stopped himself.  She shouldn’t have to live with that.  There was blood on his hands now.  How would she feel about holding his hand after she found out about what he’d done?  He pulled his hand back, resting it uncomfortably on his knee.

Just then the song on the radio changed, and as Rick listened to the words of the chorus, the sealed box of emotions blew open once again, only this time, there was no anger or rage, just complete sadness and sorrow.

What if God was one of us?

Just a slob like one of us

Just a stranger on the bus 

Tryin' to make his way home?

He became caught up in the words.  What indeed if God was really one of us?  Would he mourn all he had created when he witnessed horrific moments like this?  If God could truly understand the desolate sorrow and unending regret in his heart right now, why did he make man so fallible?  All the pain inflicted upon each other for the sake of immaturity and misapplied love?  Why couldn’t things have been different?  And in the quiet of the moment, lost in the words and the memories, Rick had an epiphany.  Amidst all that anger, all that hurt, all that bitterness, he should have walked upstairs and given his father a hug instead of a bullet.  The thought pierced the very core of his soul, and it took every ounce of his ability to go Ghost at that moment and not sob uncontrollably.  He had to keep his composure and not let Kristy see how far he had fallen.  He couldn’t, he wouldn’t let things end that way.  As the car pulled into the high school parking lot, Rick knew his time was slipping away.

“Kristy, I’m sorry.”

News of the murders had travelled fast and Rick was completely unprepared for the onslaught of questions and distraught faces as he entered the school.  The police had worked quickly, questioning at least half of his close friends by the time he’d even made it to school.  The Troopers were careful, disclosing only that the Watkinson’s had been murdered, not letting on that Rick was a suspect, only that they were concerned and looking for him.

“Are you okay man?”

“Yeah,” Rick answered.  “I don’t know what happened.  I got kicked out of the house and have been on the streets all night.”

As soon as Rick saw Crystal with tears streaming down her face, he knew that she suspected what he had done.  The police had been to see her hours ago.  She knew the sort of violent, volatile relationship he had with his father.  He couldn’t bear to acknowledge the truth, not in the central hallway of the school, so he said nothing.  Suddenly Rick felt a strong warm hand on the back of his right shoulder.

“Mr. McBroom.”

The ex-Marine leaned in close to his ear.  “You’re in a whole lot of trouble son.”

The second he felt the hand on his shoulder, Rick knew it was over; that it was time to come in from the cold.  All the chaos and misery in his life had come to an end, and his path to atonement had just begun.
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CHAPTER TWO
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It hadn’t always been this way.  The pain and the anger.  There were happier times, but they seemed so long ago, like a forgotten memory hovering on the wisps of reality.  Born on May 20, 1979 in Red Bluff California, Rick was the first child of college sweethearts Bob and Brenda Watkinson.  Brenda was ‘First Chair’ in the clarinet section of the college band, and didn’t mind at all when the handsome Bob, with his thick dark hair slicked off to the side, took his assigned seat next to her.  Simple conversation sparked the embers, and soon love blossomed.  Weekends were spent amateur street car racing, although Bob’s first love was flying.  Starting out with single-prop small aircraft, Bob worked his way up, eventually getting certified to fly Lear jets.  Standing in the backyard of the Red Bluff home, the young Rick would watch in awe as his Dad would fly by “rocking” the airplane wings, as if to wave hello.  Rick wanted nothing more than to be up in the cockpit with him, soaring through the skies, sharing the adventure with the person he loved most in the world, his idol, his hero.  A little shadow, Rick tagged along with his father every chance he could; to the airfield and to the hangers, breathing in the smells of Jet-A, and avionic fuel, oil and grease, like they were a sweet summertime nectar.  Nothing fascinated the child more.  He would stare at the pictures in his Dad’s aviation magazines for hours upon hours, taking in every little detail of the planes, and marveling that his father could actually fly them.  Other kids rifled through comic books to find their Superman, their hero, but Rick had his super-hero right at home.  

When they weren’t messing around with planes, father and son could often be found mucking about out in the garage with Bob’s various electronics, radios, and gadgets.  The huge shiny red industrial tool cabinet, with its multitude of packed drawers dwarfed the young boy as he kept in step with his father’s every move.

“Daddy what does this do?  Daddy can I help?  I can’t see what you’re doing...”

With a wide grin, Bob would pick the petite sprite up and sit him on the long wooden work bench.  He loved that his son shared his enthusiasm, and welcomed the occasion to teach and nurture him.

“You see Ricky, if you turn the radio dial here, and just move the antenna just a little, I think we just might be able to hear what they’re saying.”

His big brown eyes laughed with anticipation as his father placed a strong guiding hand over his, and together they moved the dial.

“Shhh Ricky.  Now you have to be real quiet.  Do you hear it?”

Little Ricky glued his ear to the speaker.  “Not yet Daddy.”

“Let’s just give it another quarter turn here...”

“I hear it!  I hear it!  Daddy I hear it!”

Bob tussled his fingers through the five-year-old’s coarse dark hair.  “See what happens when you always try your best?  When you try your best, you can accomplish anything you want.  We put this radio together from a pile of parts on the floor.  Remember what it looked like when we first started?  Well look at it now!  Works perfectly.  And why?  Because we never gave up, and we never stopped trying.  You’re a smart boy Ricky, but you’ll go nowhere if you don’t always give it your best.  Promise me okay?  Promise me you’ll always try your hardest at whatever you do, no matter what.”

“I promise Daddy.”

“Don’t let me down now Ricky.  Daddy doesn’t want you to ever let him down okay?”

“I won’t Daddy.  I won’t ever let you down.”

************************************************
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Placing his hand on the small of Rick’s back, James “Top” McBroom led him out of the school hallway and into one of the Instructor’s offices in the Navy Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (JROTC) classroom.  He nodded at Crystal to follow along.  Rick noticed the stern wrinkles on the older gentleman’s battle worn brow.  McBroom obviously knew Rick’s parents were dead, and judging by the man’s cautioned demeanour, he’d been made aware that Rick was a suspect or at least he suspected it himself.  Rick took a seat across from the desk, while Crystal sat down in the empty chair beside him, clinging to her book bag, her cheeks glistening from the trail of tears.  Soon the two were joined by John “Gunner” Goodwin, another of Rick’s teachers in the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps.  

“Hi Rick,” said Goodwin.  “You look like you could use someone to talk to.  Can I get you anything?”  Rick stared right through him with vacant, lifeless eyes.  “Tell them everything they need to know son,” said Top.  “Just be upfront.  It’s best that way.”

Goodwin noted the boy’s ragged, unkempt appearance.  He wasn’t used to seeing his normally sharp-looking student with such wrinkly, worn-looking clothes and messy hair.  Kid looked like he’d been out all night, and was in some shock.  An ex-Navy medic, Goodwin had seen his fair share of people in shock, and at that moment, Rick fit the profile.  Rick had been an outstanding ROTC student, very involved in the program, always participating in community service and different activities, always willing to help.  More of a quiet kid but he had his group of close-knit friends, but Goodwin never had an issue with him, never a problem.  This kid sitting across from him was not the Rick Watkinson he knew.  Goodwin didn’t know what to feel.  The kid’s parents had been murdered, and the police were looking for him.  They were waiting anxiously in the front office at this very moment.  Goodwin looked through his office door and into the classroom, which was slowly starting to fill up with students ready for their first class.

Rick’s bloodshot eyes stung as he sat slouched in the chair.  Exhaustion wrecked his entire frame, and all he wanted to do was put his head down on the table and sleep.  He fought the urge.  He was numb.  All his years of going ‘Ghost’ kicked in, and he shut down.  Every last emotion buried deep, hidden away in his own Pandora’s Box.  Angels, demons, hurt, betrayal, abuse, violence, death.  He was waiting for the troopers to come.  Anticipating.  He would confess everything.  They would take him away and sentence him to die.  His box of horrors would stay locked.  The secrets of his life would stay hidden.  He never wanted to hurt anyone.  He had no idea how it had gotten this far.  But he would make it better.  He would protect them.  All of them.  He would die.  Then it would be all be over.  

And the troopers were waiting.  Tired of waiting.  Both Trooper Garrett and Trooper Baty had heard the All-Points Bulletin come over the police wire at precisely 2:07 am: “Stop and hold suspect in double homicide.  Considered armed and dangerous.”  There was a warrant for this kid’s arrest, and they wanted to bring him in now.  They’d already wasted the night knocking on doors, talking to his friends, trying to track the little son of bitch down.  The whole state was on the lookout.  Alaska Border Control and every airport in Anchorage had a picture and a general description.  There was no way the little murdering bastard was getting away.  When they’d called Service High School principal, Marilyn Conaway early that morning before school even started, to set up a meeting in her office, they’d never really thought the kid would actually show up at school; they just wanted to make Miss Conaway aware of the situation with one of her students.  But still, they were prepared for the possibility.  

“We need to talk to you about Rick Watkinson,” said Trooper Garrett.  “His parents were murdered last night.”  The words shocked Marilyn Conaway.  “We’ve been looking for Rick all night and want to be prepared in case he shows up for school this morning.”

Miss Conaway checked Rick’s timetable.  “His first class is math.  In the NB Hall.  If his parents have just been killed, we can’t have him going to class.  Does he know?”

Garrett ignored her question.  “We need to secure his locker.  Right now.”

The stern tone of Garrett’s voice told her not to argue.  “Of course.  I’ll have someone show you the way.” 

While Miss Conaway knew the troopers had to follow protocol, she found it rather odd that they were adamant about securing Rick’s locker right away.  The boy had just lost his parents.  Shouldn’t his welfare be their first concern?  

“We need to interview the student,” said one of the troopers.

Marilyn Conaway pushed back a strand of hair that had fallen over her worried brow.  This was all so new to her.  She knew the troopers were anxious to speak to Rick but she had her own concerns.  If Rick happened to show up at the school, he was then her concern, and she wanted to make sure everything was done properly.  The troopers had been vague with their information, so as far as she knew, someone had shot Rick’s parents.  Whatever the situation was, she had to put the safety and the concerns of her students at the top.  If Rick did show up, she would make sure he was sequestered away from the prying eyes of other students.  It was only fair. 

“Mr. McBroom.  Hello,” she said picking up the telephone from her desk.  “He is?  In Mr. Goodwin’s office?”

“Tell them to make sure he doesn’t move!” interrupted Trooper Garrett.

The intensity of Garrett’s command caught Miss Conaway off guard. “Okay.  Keep him there.  We’ll be down to talk to him in a minute.  Troopers Garrett and Baty are here in my office...” She nodded as Assistant Vice-Principal Dale Normandin entered her office.  The troopers immediately pounced.

“We need to search Mr. Watkinson for weapons.  There is a belief that he may be armed.”

Miss Conaway hung up the phone.  “Mr. Watkinson is with John Goodwin in his office in the NJROTC classroom.”

“We need to search him.”

“Is he a suspect?” asked Mr. Normandin.

Trooper Garrett just turned away, ignoring the question.  The group made its way down to the NJROTC office, with Miss Conaway and Mr. Normandin in the lead.  School security personnel Jeff Elkins and the plain clothed troopers followed behind.  Two other security guards cordoned off the hallway outside the NJROTC classroom.  The troopers waited across the hall in an empty band locker room.

Mr. Normandin opened the door to John Goodwin’s office.  He couldn’t help but notice how emotionally drained the kid looked.  His red, swollen eyes left no doubt that he’d been crying, and his whole demeanour had this withdrawn, subdued look.  The last thing he wanted to do was upset the kid more than he already was, especially since he didn’t know all the details himself.

“Hey Rick,” he said softly.  “I’m sorry to hear about your parents.  We need to talk to you.  Can you come with me?  Crystal, I think it’s best if you head to class now.”  Crystal looked at Rick once more and then was gone.  Normandin led Rick the four or five steps across the hall to the empty band locker room.  Troopers Garrett and Baty stood off to the side, their hands deep in the pockets of their long black trench coats, and their eyes never leaving their young suspect.

“It is okay if I grab your coat?” said Mr. Normandin.  “The troopers here need to do a quick search.”  

“I’m Trooper Garrett and this here is Trooper Baty with the Alaska State Troopers.”  Baty briefly flashed his badge, making sure that Rick caught a glimpse of the handgun tucked at the side of his belt.  “We need to speak to you regarding the incident at your home.  Are you wounded?”

Rick shook his head no.  It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d said yes; his wounds ran too deep for the troopers to see or understand – that is if they even gave a shit.

“Please face the wall, lift your arms, and spread your legs.”  Trooper Baty began the pat-down.  “Do you have any weapons on you?”

“A few knives.”

“A few?” said Trooper Baty smirking.  “Let’s see, I’ve found a lock blade, a Leatherman tool, a pocket-knife, oh and whoops...here’s another lock blade up here in your right-hand pocket.  I’d say that’s more than a few.  Why so many?”

Rick didn’t answer.  The trooper put the weapons deep into the pocket of his coat, and nodded to Mr. Normandin. 

“We’re just going to take you upstairs now okay?  To the activities office,” said Mr. Normandin.

Rick nodded and said nothing.  

“No hand cuffs though,” said Miss Conaway to the troopers.  “Let’s just make this as quiet and normal as possible.  I don’t want a scene in the hallways.

Trooper Garrett nodded, then leaned in close to Rick’s ear.  “We don’t have to worry about you trying to run from us now do we?  I have to let you know that I am armed, and I would hate to have to shoot you.”

They led him through the now empty halls, upstairs to another set of offices off the main office.  The activities office had two parts, the Vice-Principal’s office and the athletic director’s area.  Mr. Normandin led Rick to the large round table in his office.

“Have a seat Rick.”  

Both Mr. Normandin and Miss Conaway seemed slightly nervous, and a little uncomfortable with the whole situation, fiddling with the window blinds until they fell.

“Just leave them Dale,” said Miss Conaway.  “It’s fairly private back here.”  She smiled warmly at her student, trying as best as she could to put him at ease and show him some support.  “Rick, these gentlemen want to talk to you okay?”  He looked so small sitting at the table, while Trooper Garrett stood nearby.  She felt for the boy, and couldn’t imagine what was running through his head at that very moment.  It was obvious the police thought he’d killed his parents; not once had they even offered a sympathetic word to the boy.  She didn’t know the how’s or the why’s, but it broke her heart seeing one of her young students caught up in something so serious and tragic.  

As soon as they were all sheltered in the back room, Trooper Garrett picked up the phone in the office.  “Yes, we have him in custody...He’s sitting right here...Four knives...No sir...we did not recover that.”

Rick said nothing.  He knew they knew, and he had nothing to hide.  His life was over.  He wanted to die.

“Miss Conaway” said Trooper Baty, “We need to have permission before we can speak to Mr. Watkinson.”

“Well with his parents both...I guess...I guess...let me pull his file and check his emergency contact information.  I’ll be right back.”

Still foggy and dazed, Rick sat completely silent in his chair.  No expression.  No emotion.

“Here we go,” she said entering the room again.  “You have a mother living in Oregon Rick?  I didn’t know that.”

“Is there a number?” said Trooper Baty.

“Yes...I can...”

“Please call right now.”

Keying the number into the phone pad, they all waited for a response from the other end.  After four rings, the call transferred to the answering machine.

“Hello, this is Marilyn Conaway the Principal of Service High School in Anchorage Alaska.  I’m calling in regards to your son Rick.  It’s quite an urgent matter, and I don’t really want to give too many details over the phone like this, so if you could please call me back as soon as possible, that would be much appreciated.”  She hung up the phone and looked at Rick.  It was just after eight A.M.

“She’s probably at work.  I can tell you where,” said Rick.

“Is there any other number?  Another contact?”  Trooper Baty was impatient.  There was no way they were waiting around for his mother to call them back.  And even if she did, there was a good chance she’d tell him to keep his mouth shut until he spoke to a lawyer.

“A Jean Roth,” said Miss Conaway.  “It says here that she’s a friend of Robert and Rosemary Watkinson.”

“Might I have that number please?”  Trooper Baty took out his notepad, scribbling furiously.

“Miss Conaway,” said Trooper Baty pointing to the man just entering the office, “This is Sergeant Mike Marrs.

“Miss Conaway.”

“Sergeant Marrs.”

“I have the number of the emergency contact sir,” said Trooper Baty.

“I left a message for his mother.  Shouldn’t we wait?” said Miss Conaway.  

“This number will do,” said Sergeant Marrs picking up the telephone and dialing.  “Hello?  Ms. Roth?  This is Sergeant Mike Marrs from the Alaska State Troopers.  You are the emergency contact for a one, Mr. Richard Watkinson?  Okay.  Fine.  I’m wondering if we can have your permission to speak with him?  His parents are dead.  Yes, ma’am that’s correct.  No ma’am, not a car accident.  There’s been a homicide.  I don’t know if Rick knows what happened yet, but we need to speak with him.  Thank you ma’am.  I’m going to put school principal Conaway on the phone.  She’d like to speak with you for a minute.”  The trooper handed the phone to Miss Conaway.

“Ms. Roth?  Marilyn Conaway here.  We have Rick here at the school and I’m very concerned about him.  If he should need a place to go, would you be able to come and get him?  Oh that’s wonderful Ms. Roth.  Thank you so much for your time.”

Jean Roth had consented to allow the police to talk to Rick, Rosemary was a friend, and she just as much as anyone wanted to know what happened.  Except, that consent wasn’t Jean Roth’s to give.  She wasn’t his parent, nor was she even his legal guardian.  At that exact moment, Rick’s real mother was going about her work day oblivious to the fact her ex-husband was dead, and her stunned, oldest son was in custody.  All it took was a phone call.  Rick knew where she worked, the number would be easy to find, yet the troopers didn’t even bother to ask.  The sixteen-year boy was truly on his own, nobody to talk to, nobody to lean on, nobody to advise him of his rights.  

“Rick Watkinson?  I’m Sergeant Marrs, and you’ve already met Trooper Garrett and Trooper Baty.  I just want to ask you a few questions about last night.  Trooper Garrett and Trooper Baty, would you mind if I spoke to Mr. Watkinson alone for a bit?”

A bear of a man, Sergeant Marrs smiled and sat down across from Rick.

“Listen Rick, I’m here because I want to help you.”  Rick stayed silent but watched as the man pulled out a tape recorder and placed it on the table.  “I just want to get to the bottom of what happened last night.  I just want to chat, but before we do I’m going to read you your Miranda rights.  You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have a right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you.”  He paused and waited for Rick to respond.  “You know son, this might be your only chance to tell the truth about what happened to your parents.  So if you have something on your mind...something you want to say...now would be the best time.  Do you understand?”

Supervisor of the major crime section of the Anchorage Criminal Investigation Bureau, Sergeant Marrs had probably interviewed thousands of suspects in his over twenty years on the force.  He was a pro.  He’d been there, done that.  Seen this, heard that.  He knew how to play the good cop.  Hell, he had to do it all the time.  It would be a piece of cake with this kid.  He’d get Rick to trust him by being nice, make it seem like he truly wanted to help.  But nothing this kid could say or do would make him change his opinion.  Across the table sat a killer.  A cold heartless killer.  The fact Rick Watkinson was only sixteen was inconsequential.  Sergeant Marrs was going to nail his sorry ass.  It’s one thing to kill a complete stranger, but to kill your own parents?  That’s just fucking cold.  

“I will tell you whatever you want to know,” said Rick.  He didn’t care.  Didn’t give a fuck anymore about anything or anyone.  He was cold and tired.  The adrenaline spike that had kept him functioning was waning.  His strength was gone.  There would be no fight.  He had come to the school to turn himself in.  He would tell the truth about last night, they would find him guilty, and then he would die.  Simple.  Easy.  Done.  

He confessed everything.  Whatever Sergeant Marrs asked, he answered.  No lies, no deceit.  He had nothing to hide.  There were no tears, no sobs, any emotion had dried up ages ago, and he was strictly on autopilot, running through the motions.  With no food or water since well before the murders, his small frame was weak and he’d begun to feel somewhat nauseous, but he sat there and calmly answered every question Sergeant Marrs threw at him.  

“Okay Rick, well here’s what’s going to happen.  Because you just confessed to killing your father and your step-mother, and we have that on record, I’m going to have to place you under arrest.  Do you understand?”

Rick nodded.

“Now about your mother.  Do you want to call her now?  Would you like to speak to her?”

“No.”  For Rick, it was already too late, and there was no sense in dragging his mother into this mess. She’d be inconsolable enough when she found out; he wanted to prolong that agony as long as he could.  He couldn’t stomach the idea of having to explain anything to his mother right now.  She’d be devastated.  Heartbroken.  He’d always been the one to protect her, to look out for her.  Her little ‘warrior’.  The ‘man’ of the house.  The person she relied on when things got bad.  He’d pulled her through those tough times, when it was just ‘them’.  He’d been the one she had leaned on after the ‘betrayal’, when nothing seemed to make sense, and their life had fallen off track.  He’d done his best, but he was so young, just a child, a child having to be a man, and he just couldn’t handle it all.  He didn’t ever want to let her down, he never wanted to let anyone down.  Yet, here he was.  He’d not only let his father and his mother down, but himself.  He should have been stronger.

“That’s fine Rick.  We’ll take care of it.”  He motioned to Trooper Garrett through the glass partition window.  “Can you have Principal Conaway come in here for a minute?”  Nobody had even noticed Sergeant Marrs turning off the tape recorder.

“Principal Conaway, the situation has changed somewhat.  Rick here has just admitted to killing his father and step-mother, and we’ve placed him under arrest for murder.  We will be leaving shortly.”

Her heart dropped.  Murder?  Rick seemed like such a sweet boy, and he’d always been so helpful, especially in dealing with other students.  He’d never caused her or the school an ounce of trouble.  What on earth happened in that house to cause such a horrific and shocking event?  She’d certainly seen and dealt with some troubled kids over the years but nothing like this.  Then again, some kids were so good at hiding what was going on in their lives beyond these school walls.  Marilyn Conaway had no idea what Rick’s life was like outside of Service High School, and she could only surmise what led this seemingly kind and caring teenager to commit murder.  

“But his mother?  She never called back?”

“Rick has informed me that he doesn’t want his mother called.”

“But as the school administrator, I have to call and speak to her...get her consent...”

“Thank you Principal Conaway,” interjected Sergeant Marrs quickly.  “That’ll be all.”  He waited until both she and Trooper Garrett had left the room before he turned the tape recorder back on and turned his attention back to Rick.

“Well I don’t know what to say Rick.  You seem like a very bright and well-mannered young man.  I feel like we could be out talking over a cup of coffee...like I wouldn’t even mind you dating my daughter.”  His thick fingers shuffled through the dog-eared pages of his leather-bound notepad.  “After doing something like this...you know killing your parents, what do you think should happen to you?”

“I should be executed.”  His response was cold and deliberate.  “I took two lives and mine should be forfeit.  An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a life for a life.”

“Well I hate to tell you, but up here in Alaska we don’t have the death penalty anymore, and the most you’ll get is two life sentences in prison.”

A wave of shock shot through Rick’s gut like a bolt of lightning, and it was all he could do not to vomit.  Out there in the cold and on the run, he had resigned himself to dying for his crimes, that’s why he came to school.  He confessed because he wanted to die.  That should be his punishment; the ultimate punishment for your sins is death.  Isn’t that what God said?  Isn’t that what the Bible had taught?  Why should he live a life, even if it was in prison, while his father and Rosemary were dead?  He just couldn’t understand, and he just wanted the misery of his life to be over, once and for all.  

“I think this about does it for now Rick,” said Sergeant Marrs.  “I’m going to get Trooper Garrett back in here, and you are going to go with him in the patrol car, and show them where you hid the rifle okay?”  He waved Trooper Garrett back into the room.  “Trooper Garrett, Rick has agreed to go with you and I will follow.  We need to apprehend the murder weapon.  Rick knows exactly where he put it, and he’s promised to lead you right there, isn’t that right Rick?”

“Yes sir.”

“Now I think to avoid a scene we’ll let you walk out of here without any hand cuffs.  Is there going to be any issues on the way out Rick?”

“No sir.”

“Okay good.  I didn’t think so.”

Without so much as a wave goodbye, Rick walked with the officers through the front doors of Service High School, shattered and broken, his will spent, his fight drained.  Time ceased to matter.  In a single moment of uncontrollable angst, the iron-clad doors locking in the past sixteen years were blown wide open, and as much as he tried to slam those doors shut again, he couldn’t.  The vault had been breached, and one by one, the secrets of his youth would find their freedom.
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CHAPTER THREE




[image: ]




“C’mon Ricky!  Swim! You can do it!  Just like I showed you”

Ricky flapped his tiny water-winged arms as fast as he could, sending a shower of pool water squirting in every direction.

“Like a dog Ricky!  Paddle your hands like a dog!  Like this!”  Bob cupped his hands like paws and stroked through the water as he stood waist deep in the shallow end.  “That’s it!  That’s it!”  Scooping the excited boy up into his arms, he brushed the mat of sopping hair from his son’s eyes.  “That’s my boy!”

“Good job Ricky,” echoed his mother, who was sitting off in the shade with Jimmy, the newest edition to the family.  

Brenda wiggled the nipple of the bottle in an attempt to re-engage her sleepy son.  She loved her sons dearly but something in her life was missing; a little girl.  She’d prayed and prayed so hard after Rick was born that the next child God blessed her with would be a little girl.  And he had answered her prayers.  “Little Rosebud” appeared loud and clear on the ultrasound, and as far as Brenda and the doctors could tell, everything looked perfect.  Except that it wasn’t, and Brenda miscarried before she ever got to lay eyes on her little girl.  Angry and confused, she turned to God for answers, for some sort of explanation.  Brenda had always relied on her faith to get her through those tough times.  God would provide.  God would bless.  God would give her everything she needed if she prayed hard enough and believed.  A powerful entity, the Holy Spirit only came to those who were ‘true’ believers.  Brenda was a true believer, and somehow, some way, God would make up for her loss.  And he did, he sent Jimmie.  True Jimmy wasn’t a baby girl, but Brenda could mould him and shape him.  He could be a substitute for that little girl.  Bob had his little rugged boy with Ricky, and now she would have Jimmy.

“Pretty soon you’re going to be out of the water wings,” said Bob.  “Then we’ll have some real fun.”

There was nothing better than seeing the huge grin on his father’s face, and little Ricky lapped up the attention like a puppy.  He’d do anything to please his dad.  

Soon, he was out of the water wings, and Bob would swim the youngster out into the middle of the pool, then simply let go, challenging Ricky to swim back to the edge.  Not wanting to disappoint, Ricky would swim his guts out and make it back every time.  As his swimming became more proficient, the games increased in intensity.  He loved diving in the deep-end to retrieve Bob’s waterproof watch, and when his little brother was old enough, his father would make Ricky ‘rescue’ the toddler from the middle of the pool, dragging him with one arm, while he attempted to swim safely to the edge.

“Don’t let his head go under water Ricky!  Tuck him under like this...no, no, his head needs to be higher!  Be careful!  That’s it...strong strokes.”

Ricky was too young to understand that Bob was always testing his mettle, seeing what his young son was made of.  He didn’t really care, the games were fun, and a great way to expunge his boundless energy.  More importantly, they gave him a chance to spend time with his father, and really, that’s all he wanted.  In the warm California sunshine, smiles and laughter hid the storm clouds gathering below the surface.  Young and naïve, Ricky was oblivious, preferring to spend his days playing Hot Wheels, mucking about the neighbourhood, and generally getting into anything and everything that wasn’t nailed to the ground.  

Life was a giant playground, and little Ricky made a point of exercising his boyish curiosity at every opportunity.  Whether it was crawling through the kitchen cupboards or discovering the magic of ‘ready-mix’ cement, he took full advantage of his adventurous surroundings, learning valuable ‘life-lessons’ like it’s best not to touch an electric fence with your bare hands, nor poke sticks down holes which may or may not belong to a resident bull snake.  When Jimmy got old enough, he would venture about with his big brother, but it was always Ricky leading the pack.  He was a natural leader, even at such a young age.  Jimmy looked up to his brother, and often envied the way their father seemed to prefer Rick over him, but Jimmy just didn’t like doing the sorts of things they did.  He didn’t like cars, or wrestling, and he never really felt comfortable around his father, like somehow his lack of boyhood aggression made him less of a man in his father’s eyes.  And being a ‘man’ was important to Bob, it was a sign of strength, a position in the family and society not to be taken lightly.

“I have to go away again for work Ricky.  I’m going to be gone for a couple of days, and I’m leaving you in charge okay?  You need to take care of your mother and Jimmy.  Make sure nothing happens.  You’re the man in charge now.  Don’t let me down.”

“I won’t Daddy.  I won’t ever let you down.”

Little Ricky took his responsibilities seriously, and from a very young age, felt an extreme sense of pride and obligation for both his mother and his brother.  When his father wasn’t around, he was their caretaker, he was the problem solver, and the one they both looked to for guidance.  Ricky developed a sense of ownership over the house and the family, and in his eyes, he was the one charged with keeping it all together.  His family, his little space in life was all he knew, and it’s where he drew his strength and his comfort.  Sure his parents argued, all parent’s argued, but the night his father stormed out of the house, slamming the front door so hard it shook the walls, Ricky’s perfect little world developed a crack.  For a long time, he lay curled up in a ball on his bed, listening to the engine of his father’s car idling in the driveway, his pillow silently soaking up his tears.  Eventually, his father turned off the car and came back inside, but for Ricky, the incident awoke in him a constant fear - a terror that someday his father would actually put the car in reverse, and drive out of their lives forever.  

*********************************************************
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“I’m going to have to cuff you now okay Rick?”  Trooper Garret leaned across the front seat of his patrol car and snapped the cuffs around the teenager’s wrists.  The cold metal hardly registered against Rick’s still frozen skin.  “You said you stashed the gun where?”

“The dead end off Sahalee.”

With Sergeant Marrs following behind in his own car, Trooper Garrett turned out of the school parking lot and headed down the street.  It didn’t take them long to reach their destination.

“It’s just off the road a bit, up under a tree,” said Rick.  He led them a short way, and then stopped.  “Under that tree there.”

Trooper Garrett removed the large evidence bag from under his arm and began to search through the brush on the ground.

“Is it still loaded?” said Sergeant Marrs.

“I honestly have no idea,” answered Rick.  “I can’t remember.”

“Got it,” said Trooper Garrett from under the tree.  “A Ruger .22 semi-automatic Long rifle.”  Rick kept his eyes on the ground.  He didn’t want to see that rifle ever again.  The trooper wrapped the gun in the evidence bag, as Sergeant Marrs led the way back to the cars.  With the gun safely stowed in the trunk of the sergeant’s car, Rick was shuffled back into the front seat beside Garrett.  Without any sirens or fanfare, the car was back in motion and headed to the Alaska State Trooper headquarters in downtown Anchorage.  

At the station, Trooper Garrett calmly led Rick through a series of different hallways and offices before arriving at Sergeant Marrs’ office.  

“Have a seat Rick.  Sergeant Marrs will be here in a minute.”  

Rick sat on the hard wooden chair, his body and mind still frozen and numb.  He had no idea how the rest of this day was going to play out, but he knew he was on a one-way ticket to hell, and he’d already lost his chance at jumping off the train.  His brown eyes focused on the stainless steel wrapped around his wrists.  He should have tried to run on the way to the car.  Make them shoot him.  He was dead already wasn’t he?  But he’d been dead for such a long time that nothing really mattered anymore.  Everything that was once good in his life was gone.  He should have run.  He should have forced their hand.  Made them do it.  Maybe then, ‘Ghost’ could have finally found some peace.

“Okay Rick,” said Sergeant Marrs closing the door behind him.  “I want to go through what happened again but this time in a little more detail.  I just want to make sure I understand everything that happened.  Hold on one second...Just let me switch on this tape recorder...Okay...so let’s start from the very beginning.”

For the next hour or so, Rick repeatedly answered the Sergeant’s questions.  Completely exhausted, his tone was matter-of-fact and straight forward.  Sergeant Marrs then moved Rick to one of the official interrogation rooms, and made him run through the entire event of the crime again, this time in front of a video camera.  Three interrogations, three complete confessions, and still the teenager had not spoken to his mother or been given the opportunity to consult with a lawyer.

“Show me how you held the gun when you first fired into the bedroom,” said Marrs uncuffing him and handing him the rifle.  Mechanically, Rick took the gun and held it in front of him.  

“What about when you shot through the bathroom door?”  

Rick switched the gun position.  He should have felt sick holding that gun in his hands again, cocking it into shooting position, but he didn’t.  He didn’t feel anything.  No smile, no frown, no grimace, no sneer.  Nothing.  The literal numbness of his body and soul had frozen out any type of emotional response, making him appear like an uncaring, calculated killer.  The police would wonder about the teen’s lack of tears, his lack of reaction when recalling the murders, and to them this only confirmed his guilt, and his premeditation.  They just didn’t understand.  They couldn’t.  Assumptions were made and noted for the record; assumptions that would come back to taint the reality of Rick’s situation that day.  If Rick had truly been remorseful, he would have cried, he would have collapsed in anguish, he would have done anything except be the completely passive and compliant teen that they saw that day.  It was all on tape, the evidence was clear.  But they didn’t know Rick, and they certainly didn’t know Ghost.  

For Rick, time felt so distorted, like the clock had been ticking in off-beats and his mind just couldn’t register the hands ever moving.  By the time the third interview ended, it was around 2:30 in the afternoon.  At this time yesterday, he was happily chatting with his friends, waiting for classes to end so he could go to Drill practice.  In less than twenty-four turns around the clock, less than a sunrise to a sunset to another sunrise, so much had happened, so much had changed.  Time would never again be free.

“Where are you taking me now?”

“To the hospital for drug testing.”

Sergeant Marrs had asked him a thousand times if he was drunk or high, and a thousand times Rick had honestly answered no, but they needed proof ‘for the record’.  Slipping in through a special back entrance, a handcuffed Rick waited on the chairs in the hallway with a now ever-present trooper by his side.  

“Are you wounded at all,” said the doctor as he did a quick over the clothes feel of Rick’s body.  “Your body still feels frigidly cold.  You say you were out all night?” Rick nodded.  “The wind chill went down to minus ten degrees Fahrenheit overnight.  You’re very lucky to be alive.”  He examined the tips of Rick’s fingers.  “Not even a trace of frostbite.  That shocks me.”  He turned away and wrote something in his notes.  “The only reason you’re probably still alive right now is because you were in shock, full of adrenaline, and on the move most of the night.  But the lack of frostbite is really quite extraordinary considering the sub-zero temperatures and the length of time you were exposed without the proper protection.  I’m honestly surprised you’re functioning as well as you are at the moment.  We’re just going to take some blood now and I need you to pee in this cup.”

“I don’t have to pee.”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry sir but I don’t think I can pee.  I haven’t had anything to drink since...well...I can’t even remember now.”

The doctor shot an annoyed glance at the trooper.  “Get the boy something to drink please, preferably something hot to help him warm up.”

“What would you like?” said the trooper.

“An ott-shot Irish Cream coffee.”

The trooper smiled.  “An ott-shot?”

“It’s eight shots of espresso in the Irish Cream.”  Rick figured this was probably his last chance at a real coffee for a very long time, maybe even the rest of his life.  He was going big, and he was going to savour every last drop.  

After finally being able to give a urine analysis, Rick was back in the car and headed to the ‘welcoming’ confines of the McLaughlin Youth Facility.  The early winter snow hung heavy on the tree branches of the numerous evergreens alongside the entry driveway.  Rick took a moment to admire the beauty, the peacefulness of the winter scene.  He’d always loved the outdoors, and he was never happier than when he was out traipsing about in the snow, rain, or warm sunshine.  Silently, he wondered if he’d ever get that chance again or feel that sort of soulful freedom.  In a moment, the tranquil scene was gone as the car pulled into the entry garage, the big doors closing out the world behind.  

The trooper passed his charge off to the Youth facility staff, and disappeared without so much as a passing glance.  For the fourth time that day, the teen was sequestered in an office and asked a bunch of different questions but this time by a very concerned-looking staff.  The staff had processed many youth offenders, but none could remember another case of parricide, especially a double parricide where a father and step-mother were killed.  The crime itself was incredibly rare, not only in Alaska but in the entire United States, and by the looks of the kid sitting in front of them, he was in just as much shock as they were.  

“Follow me please,” said the guard cuffing Rick’s hands behind his back.  Rick didn’t like that being cuffed from behind left him feeling so vulnerable and unable to protect himself.  The lack of food and rest made his legs feel like iron casts, and it took all his remaining strength just to shuffle along the hall.  The guard stopped him in front of an open cell.

“In you go.”  Rick just caught the letters “CTU” above the door before the guard gave him a slight nudge forward.  

“What does the CTU stand for?” said Rick.

“Critical Treatment Unit.”

Rick had no idea what that actually meant, but in his mind, it didn’t sound all that comforting, and with a quick glance around, neither did the confines of his new home.  A crummy little plastic covered ‘Bob Barker’ mattress on a single metal bed frame, a toilet, a sink, a slit window with frosted glass at the back of cell, and a tray-slot in the door.  That was it.  The slam of the door behind him, jolted his body forward.

“Put your arms through the slot and I’ll uncuff you,” said the guard.  “Now take off all your clothes and hand them through the slot.”  Rick did as he was told.  “Here you go.”  The guard handed him a pair of institutional boxer shorts and a wool blanket.

“That’s it?” said Rick.  “But I’m freezing.  Seriously, can’t I have a shirt or something?”

“Sorry, nope.  That’s it.”

And there it was, the beginning of the rest of his new life.  Cold, hungry, and half-naked in a concrete cell, he lost all consciousness of time and space.  The ensuing days drifted into nights without so much as a whisper.  The cement walls were no match for the raging Alaskan winter, and without any books, or anyone to talk to, young Rick spent the majority of his hours curled up on the bed, shivering under his thin blanket.  Three times a day someone shoved some food through the slot in the door, but they never stayed to chat, or never asked if he needed anything.  They never even let the kid have a hot shower to warm up or clean up.  No one came to talk to him about the crimes he had committed, to even ask why, or even if he was okay.  He just sat there alone, completely and utterly alone.  He didn’t cry, he didn’t have any nightmares or any breakdowns.  He couldn’t.  With the excruciating cold seeping into every pore of his body, his once fertile and active mind shut down, his body functioning only to keep the blood flowing to a dead and empty heart.  

Rick had no idea that he’d initially been placed in the Critical Treatment Unit because the staff thought he might be suicidal, but who the fuck were they kidding?  If he didn’t want to kill himself before, he sure as hell must have had thoughts now.  What a brilliant rehabilitation tactic, to put a ‘potential mentally unstable’ young person who’d just committed a very serious yet deeply personal crime, in a freezing isolated environment, with the absolute bare necessities of life, including human interaction, and expect him to come out mentally intact.  No one was there to help.  No one was there to offer any type of support.  No one even gave a fuck.

“Watkinson.  Get up and put this on.”  The guard threw a blue one-piece jumpsuit through the slot.  “Make it quick.”

“What’s the date today?” said Rick picking up the clothes.

“December 8th, only a couple of weeks until Christmas.”

“December 8th?” thought Rick.  His mind drifted back and counted the days.  He’d been in that God-damned cell for eight straight days!  Time really had become meaningless.

“Come to the door.  Time to cuff up.”

This time the door opened, and two guards went to work, first cuffing Rick’s hands at the front, then wrapping a rather heavy duty steel chain around his waist, pad-locked in the back.  Finally, they secured a ‘black box’ to the chain which locked over the top of the handcuffs so the access to the keyholes was blocked.

“Step out of the cell and face the wall.”

With his legs spread, they clamped leg-irons on each of Rick’s ankles.  Rick had no idea that this type of security was traditionally only reserved for escapees or the highest security risks.  The boy had just spent a week in his underwear broken and alone, shivering just to stay alive.  What the hell kind of strength did they think he had?  But someone at the Youth Facility decided to make a point, probably politically motivated, and have Rick show up at his first court appearance secured like a little terrorist.  The guard passed him off to a Department of Transportation officer, who then loaded him in the back of a car and drove him down to the 6th Avenue Jail where they hold the bail hearings.  

The iron shackles weighed heavy.  This was not the type of armour his mother would be proud of.  From a very young age, she’d taught Rick to be ‘God’s little warrior’, fighting the good fight against the demons who crept up from the underworld, engaging the believers in a fight to the spiritual death.  Every morning Rick and Jimmy would don their ‘spirit armour’:  the ‘helmet of salvation’, the ‘girdle of truth’, the ‘breastplate of righteousness’, the ‘sandals of the gospel’, the ‘shield of faith’ and the ‘sword of the spirit’.  And every night they recited an entire list of Bible verses centered on spiritual warfare, “For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty in God for the pulling down of the strongholds, casting down imaginations and every high thing that exalts itself before the glory of the Lord”.​[1]  

Rick closed his eyes, trying to block out the hundreds of verses flooding his teenage mind.  He didn’t want to go there right now.  He couldn’t.  Fuck the Holy Spirit and his ‘gifts’ of sight and tongues.  It hadn’t help him.  It’d only made things worse.  Rick knew his mother was only trying to protect him, to make him stronger.  There was no malice, no wrong intent, just an intense belief that took over her own existence, and forced itself upon her young, naïve and unwitting children.  They were powerless to stop it, and it was the one secret that Daddy could never know.

“Have a seat,” said the officer.  “The judge will appear on the screen.”

Feeling like an outcast, Rick glanced around at the other prisoners in the room.  Most were simply cuffed at the front, and Rick could feel their curious eyes wondering what the fuck this scrawny kid must have done to end up in the irons.  He turned away and concentrated on the screen.  In a flash the screen came to life.

“I am Superior Court Judge Karl S. Johnstone.  Time is twelve hundred hours on December 8th, 1995.”  One by one he went down the line of defendants, reading their charges and setting their bail.  Most were misdemeanors with bail set at around $500, while a few felony charges netted a bail of $15,000.  Rick sat quiet, patiently awaiting his fate.

“Mr. Watkinson.”  The judge was short and curt.  “You are sixteen years of age and are being held for two counts of first degree murder.”  Every set of shocked eyes in the room turned their attention to Rick.  “Due to the violent nature of the offences you will automatically be charged as an adult and be transferred to adult custody.  Due to the severity of your crimes, I order your bail to be set at one million dollars, third party, cash only.”

“Damn youngster!” said a voice to the left of Rick.  “What the fuck did you do?”

Rick didn’t answer.  He just continued to stare at the television screen as it blinked off, trying to comprehend what had just happened.  One minute a minor, next minute an adult.  They weren’t fucking around.  There was no cake and ice cream at an adult jail, unless you were willing to have something shoved up your ass as payment.  He would need to muster every single survival skill he had, both mentally and physically, not just to cope, but to survive.  His father had been tough on him as a child, always testing, always pushing, seeing what he was made of, and seeing how far he could push things before his son would crack.  He would have to use those skills now.  

Bob loved to wrestle, and was a wrestler in high school, as well as being a good general all-around athlete.  One year, he even set the record for pole-vault height in the state of California.  But wrestling was really his thing, and he loved to wrestle with little Ricky.  Ricky knew his dad meant no harm, but it didn’t change the fact he hated the trapped, powerless feeling he’d get when his dad pinned him down, and then, more often than not, taunted him to tears.

“What’s wrong?  Is the little Rickosaur all wrapped up?  C’mon Ricky, try and get out of it!”  Ricky would fight with all his might but his dad was just too big and strong for the youngster.  “You can’t do it can you?  Maybe you’re just not trying hard enough.  Be a man Ricky. Fight.”

Ricky was fighting.  He was trying his best but a six-year-old is not a man. 

“Maybe next time,” laughed Bob, releasing his panicked son. 

That feeling never left little Ricky; feeling trapped, powerless to control, like his life was a constant wrestling match.  As he grew older, he pushed harder, trying to get out of the hold, trying to succeed and take some control, but Bob would push back, doing his best to hold his ground and his authority.  Rick began to resent this authority, or any authority for that matter.  He was always the little one, always the underdog, scratching and clawing, fighting until his little cheeks were flushed red, needing to get out from underneath the clutches.  No one was going to mess with him.  He would prove them all wrong, and he would succeed.  This scenario played out time and time again in his young life, that trapped, hopeless feeling never far from the surface.  Whether he was fighting demons, or play fighting soldiers in the back woods near his house, it was always survival of the fittest, always a battle, and always a constant need to break the ‘wrestling pin’ and come out on top.  

For the next twenty-one months, Cook Inlet Pre-Trial Facility would serve as his new wrestling partner, testing him at every turn, a boy thrown into a man’s world, where nothing was a joke, and the wrong tone of voice could serve you a shank to the gut.  Rick stood in the booking room, sixteen years old, and a buck forty-five sopping wet.  They put him through all the regular procedures; fingerprints, photo, strip search.  As a sign of his graduation to adult jail, he had to turn in his ‘juvenile’ uniform and was given the navy steel blue pajamas that everyone in Cook Inlet wore.  After another urinalysis, they threw him in a holding cell for hours and hours while the administration figured out what the hell to do with him.

Sixteen-year old’s in an adult prison were a new thing for Cook, and there was great concern as to how Rick should be handled.  It wasn’t that they really gave a shit what happened to him personally, they were more concerned about their own legal liability should he get raped or beaten to an inch of his life.  Always about the politics.  Most juveniles went straight to the ‘Hole’ and were placed on ‘A.S.’ or Administrative Segregation Status’, which is where they put all the people who were unfit for general population.  People in Ad-Seg were either troublemakers or snitches, kept away from the general population for their own safety or the safety of others, at least that was the case for adults.

Like usual, Rick’s journey would be different.  He had the pleasure of being one of the first juveniles under Alaska’s new Juvenile Waiver Law, which says that if a juvenile is charged and convicted of a violent felony, they are automatically waived to adult status and housed in the adult prison system.  Toss them in the water and hope for the best.  

“Hi Rick.  My name is Bryan Brandenburg and I am the Mental Health Supervisor for Cook Inlet.  Mind if I ask you a few questions?”

From first glance, Rick had an awful feeling about the man.  There was just something in the way he kept looking at Rick, and the tone of his voice, condescending, and arrogant.  The man ran through a gamut of questions alluding to Rick’s mental stability and well-being.

“Are you suicidal?”

“No,” said Rick looking the man straight in the eyes.  “In fact, I made a promise to someone a long time ago that I would never kill myself, and it’s a promise I plan to keep no matter what.  I’m not someone who goes back on his word.”

“What’s that scar on your hand there?  Did you purposely cut yourself and attempt suicide?”

“No,” answered Rick.  “I took a fall down the backside of Flattop and cut it on a jagged rock.  I have a couple of friends who can verify the story.”


“Really.  That’s a pretty big scar for a tumble.  Look at it, it starts beneath your left thumb and goes all the way down your wrist.”



“Yes,” said Rick.  “With a gap of about two inches where the rock hit my watch and not my arm.”

Brandenburg scribbled something on his paper.  “I see.”  He paused and scribbled some more.  “Okay, I think we’re done here.”

Escorted back to the holding cell, Rick had no choice but to sit on the hard bench and wait.  

“Okay Watkinson, let’s go.”  The corrections officer handed him a bed-roll.  “Your supplies.”  Rick followed him down to the very end of facility, stopping at a large solid door.  “Welcome to Mike mod.”

Cook Inlet had twelve ‘mods’ or housing units with about thirty-six cells on two tiers, eighteen stacked on top of eighteen.  Some of the mods are large, some are small, but each one serves a purpose, from intake, to segregation, to workers, and three for those prisoners who were already sentenced.  Each mod had a letter designation.  At the time, Rick had no idea what any of this meant.  The officer escorted him to one of the ‘slider’ cells on the bottom tier.  With the tray-slot, it looked very similar to his cell at the youth facility except this one opened and closed electronically.

Rick turned around to face the officer and get uncuffed.  “What exactly is Mike mod?”

The officer smiled.  “The Psychiatric ward.  You, know, where we house all the crazies.  Welcome home kid.”

The slam of the door pounded against his heart.  The crazies?  But he wasn’t crazy?  He’d told the guy the scar was from a fall and he was being honest.  What the fuck was he doing in the Psych ward?  Rick’s brain spun out of control.  He’d heard stories about prisoners being thrown in the crazy ward and just left there indefinitely.  He could feel the demons lurking everywhere, hunting, waiting, and his third eye straining to open.  He couldn’t let it.  He had to remain calm and collected, otherwise they really might think he was crazy.  He unravelled the bed-roll; two sheets, two blankets, a pillowcase, and a paper bag with hand soap, a toothbrush, and some toothpaste.  All the possessions he owned in the world, and they weren’t even his, they were government property.  All he had left was his sanity, his own thoughts, and even those, especially in Mike mod, would be subject to condemnation.  He could show no feeling or emotion, nothing that anyone could pick up on and scrutinize.  Every minute would be a new experience, a learning experience, and he would have to learn quickly, and on the fly, using all his wit and charm to con, coax, and persuade.  The challenges would be great.  He would have to step up, be a man – just like his father taught him.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The summer of 1985 brought big changes for the Watkinson family.  Ever onward and upward, Bob jumped at the opportunity to switch companies and start flying 747s instead of the smaller Lear jets.  Part of the deal including relocating the family to a spot nearer a larger airport more suited for his routes and role.  Bob and Brenda found a wonderful property in a little town called Federal Way, just south of Auburn in the Seattle, Washington area.  Only a forty-five-minute drive to Sea-Tac airport in Seattle, the house was nestled in a secluded wooded area, a perfect playground for an adventurous boy with a vivid imagination.  The new job also meant more time away from the home for Bob, sometimes three days, sometimes a week and a half, then he’d be home a few days, then gone again.  With only mom in charge, Ricky and Jimmy had ample time to romp around the neighbourhood and get into all sorts of good old fashioned kid trouble.

While Brenda and Bob slept upstairs, the boys had their bedroom and play area on the bottom floor, accessible from the mid-level stairs or a sliding glass door that led out to the backyard.  The best part of their room was the brand new bunk bed and dresser set.  The beds made an upside down ‘L’ formation with the dresser neatly tucked underneath the open area of the top bunk, and the boys loved to drape the area with blankets, making the most ingenious forts, sleeping in sleeping bags, sometimes leaving the forts intact for days.  While Rick liked playing in his room, he much preferred to be outside, running around, creating adventures.

The backyard itself was an awesome assortment of all things natural and wonderful.  In the far right corner of the property stood a small thicket of low-lying tangled trees and brush, complete with a large moss-covered stump about five feet in diameter and about chest high on little Ricky.  On the other side of the yard, a small steep hill rose and then blended into the thick, dense forest and ferns that ran along the back of the property.  Every time it rained, which was often in Seattle, the huge dip in the ground near another large stump would fill with water and become a large inviting pond for a young, rambunctious boy.  The huge property was pretty much perfect, and had everything a kid like Rick wanted, and it didn’t take him long to become comfortable running through the wet, green mossy forests.  Nature became his true friend and companion, and in its arms he felt free.  

The woods around the neighbourhood had enough wildlife to keep Ricky on his toes, with plenty of snakes, frogs, spiders, yellow-jackets, slugs, ants, and even the occasional flying squirrel.  The tree-tops were always filled with blue jays, woodpeckers, and a variety of other less interesting birds.  About fifty yards behind the house at the bottom edge of the largest swath of forest sat a year-round bona-fide swamp.  Because it bordered a gravel road, people often used it as a trash dump, tossing old rusted car frames, doors, scrap wood and lumber, and any other crap they deemed dispensable.  Of course, this made it the perfect playpen for unsupervised boys.  

The swamp itself was around sixty feet by fifty feet, and bled back into the woods, about three feet at its deepest.  Parts of it were almost bog-like, especially around the edges with algae and moss so thick, it was nearly impossible to tell where dry land began.  Under the direction of their fearless leader Ricky, the boys would use boards and trash to build bridges, delving them deeper into unexplored territory.  Unfortunately, their engineering skills were lacking, and many times they’d arrive home soaking wet, stinking like muck.  Many lazy summer afternoons were spent catching snakes and frogs, and storing them in an aquarium their mother had purchased for them.  It was always a big score when they would find whole clusters of slimy eggs, which they would then transfer to the aquarium, where they could watch them hatch into tadpoles, feeding them fish food as they grew.  

Rick genuinely came to love the forest and nature, and one of his favorite things were the animal biography cards from National Geographic.  The simple cards contained a picture of the animal, its name, general location and habitat on the front, with a whole scholastic summary of its diet and characteristics on the back.  His eager mind hungry for information, Rick became obsessed with collecting the cards, filling a huge two-foot box with the five inch square cards.  He even got his hands on a ‘Naturalist’ kit, complete with a book of activities, binoculars, sample jars, and other tools.  He respected nature and the preservation of it, but also strongly believed in the natural hierarchy of predator and prey, and survival of the fittest.

The more he romped along on his adventures, the more at one he became in the surroundings.  Hide and seek and ‘the hunt’ became favorite games between him and his neighbourhood friends, sneaking up as close as possible to animals and hiding from each other.  It didn’t take long for Ricky to master the art of slinking silently through the forest, and camouflaging himself into the environment so well, that his friends just gave up looking.  Jimmy didn’t quite share Rick’s enthusiasm for the outdoors, but he did on occasion come out to help Rick built forts, play games or run through the swamp.  While Rick was outgoing, adventurous, and very much a reflection of his father, Brenda’s desire to have a daughter affected her treatment of Jimmy, and he was timid and quiet, choosing My Little Ponies over G.I. Joe.  Despite the differences in personality, the brothers were buddies putting on puppet shows or concerts for their mom.  They’d set up a stage and rehearse for days, perfecting their performance before dragging their delighted mom in to watch.

For the most part, Rick was on his own, preferring the silence and solitude of the forest.  He found peace with the birds, and peace when the heavy raindrops fell through the tall cedar and pine branches, tapping softly on the leaves and the ferns below.  Rick would watch the rain from the seclusion and comfort of one of his many handmade forts spread throughout the forest.  Like the animal cards, dwelling in the forest became an obsession for the boy, and he attempted to learn everything he could about survival and sustaining himself completely off the land.  His pride and joy was the building of the forts and ‘base camps’ and then attempting to camp-out overnight, although the lure of a safe house and a soft warm bed was usually enough to send the eight-year-old scampering home.  

One particular summer windstorm sent a number of old trees crashing down, creating wickedly fun cubby holes when the trees landed at all sorts of different angles.  As soon as the storm subsided, Rick was out surveying the changes and seeing how he could manipulate the new environment into better forts and hiding spots.  Taking a shovel and hacksaw to the remaining roots of one of the large felled trees, the boys dug further into the roots to make a sort of cave, then camouflaged the entire base with walls of pine boughs.  This new masterpiece became the base of operations for many of the rest of the forest adventures.  It also became a hang-out for older teenagers, and Rick would anger when he found cigarette butts, empty beer bottles, torn-up porn magazines, and even once a pair of panties.  Fiercely territorial, the boy would clean up the mess, and then many times leave crude little booby-traps for the unwanted and disrespectful guests.  But teenagers weren’t the only unwanted guests that showed up in the Watkinson backyard.

One day while Ricky was out roaming around, not too far from the house, a dirty looking man with grey hair and shabby clothes approached him waving a small hunting knife and a chain.

“Do not try and run and do not scream,” said the man in a dead calm voice.  

“I don’t know what you want but I don’t have any money.”

“Shut up!  I don’t care about money!”  He pointed the knife at a mid-sized tree about twelve feet away.  “Put your back up against that tree.”

Ricky could feel his legs get weak and start to tremble.  Should he run?  He knew these woods better than anyone.  But what if he had a gun?  The youngster decided not to take any chances and backed up against the tree.  

“I didn’t do nothing to you mister.”

The man jumped at Ricky, and quickly wrapped the twenty-foot chain around the boy’s arms, waist, and legs.  As much as he tried to be brave, the tears started streaming down Ricky’s face.

“Shut up kid!  Do you hear me?  Shut the fuck up!”

Ricky did his best to stifle the tears but they kept coming.  Terror ripped through his veins, and his tiny chest could barely contain his thumping heart.  Nowhere in any of his survival manuals did it offer any suggestions on what to do if one was tied up to a tree by a crazy, creepy stranger.  With his mother too far away to hear him scream, the kid was on his own.  As the man clasp the chain around the tree and fastened it tightly, they heard the scraping of gravel and voices in the distance.  Someone was walking along the road.  The man glared at Rick, flashing the knife close to his throat.  Rick knew the road wound close to where he was, and he only had to scream holy terror to get their attention but his voice stayed silent.  The man studied the little boy then cocked his head towards the road.  Five seconds later he was gone, walking off into the woods in the opposite direction.

Shocked Rick just stood there.  Didn’t yell.  Didn’t scream.  He was too embarrassed that he’d been captured so easily, and on his own turf.  The last thing he wanted was for anyone to see him chained to a tree crying like a baby.  He was tougher than that.  Listening for a good five minutes, until he was sure the neighbours had passed and his captor was gone, Rick began to wiggle around trying to loosen the chains.  It took him another five minutes or so before he was able to squirm enough to reach and unhook the clasp, sending the chains to the forest floor.  In a flash, he was off as fast as his scrawny legs could fly.

“Ricky what’s wrong?” said his mother as he burst through the front door.

Shaking and quivering, Rick told her about the man and the chains.

“Oh my goodness Ricky!  Are you all right?”  She hugged him close.  “Here let me wipe those tears.  We’re calling the police.”

The police arrived shortly.  “Can you describe the man son, and show us the tree with the chains?”

“He was real creepy.  With grey hair and he was dirty.  Like really dirty.  He had a knife and kept just waving it at me.”

“You were very brave Rick,” said the officer picking up the chain.  “This looks like it’s a chain for a dog?”

“It is,” said Rick.  “It’s the chain we use for Tramp, our dog.  He must have come into the backyard to get it.  I didn’t see him though, and Tramp must have been in the house or he’d have been barking.”

“Who is this man?” said Brenda.

“We don’t know for sure,” said the officer, “but we’ve had reports of a grey-haired man stalking between houses and trespassing on the local properties the past couple of weeks.  Thanks for reporting this and we’ll be sure to drive by more often and keep a look out.  You’d best stay inside for the next little while son, just in case.  You were lucky this time but you never know if or when he might show up again.”

Ricky wasn’t taking any chances.  As soon as his father left for his next flight, Ricky stole off to the garage and found the large diving knife and calf sheath amongst his parent’s full compliments of scuba gear.  With its long serrated edge, the knife was much too big for Rick to carry around, but that didn’t stop the youngster from hacking and stabbing trees, and trying to learn how to throw it like Crocodile Dundee.  Knowing he couldn’t keep the knife with him, Rick found a brilliant hiding place in the woods, and for a while, just knowing that the knife was there gave him a great sense of security in case the man ever returned to finish his business.  Next time, if there was a next time, Rick wouldn’t be so easily preyed upon.  

Life continued; playing and acting out ‘G.I. Joe’ in the forest with his friend Ryan and generally just being a boy, wiping out on his bike, coming home with bloodied knees and scraped hands.  His father indulged his sons’ passion for all things combat and army by getting Rick an old authentic Army issued duffle bag, complete with a set of combat webbing, a canteen, a real helmet, and some other army gadgets like a compass.  Rick put the bag up to his nose and inhaled the musty canvas.  Definitely had that battle-worn smell.  That shit was the real deal, probably belonged to some ex-Vietnam soldier.  Rick couldn’t have been happier, and took care of that gear as if Uncle Sam had issued it to him directly.  

Still, the best times were those that took place with his father, either flying or sailing.  Bob loved the water, loved the feeling of being on the open sea, battling the elements, and winning.  The master.  It didn’t take long for little Ricky to share his father’s enthusiasm.  The boy came to love the ocean and the salt water byways, his fascination extending not only to boats and marinas, but to the innate danger of the water.  The darkness, the deepness, and the lack of knowledge as to what really lurked beneath.  The Watkinson’s would pile the family onto their twenty-two foot Catalina and set out on adventures.  While not huge, the boat was big enough for two adults, and two small children, with a small bathroom, a make-shift kitchen, and two couches that converted into beds, all onboard.  A lover of gadgets, Bob had pimped the boat big time with all the latest gear and technology.  Over time, he taught Rick how to read the instruments, and eventually let him handle the ropes and steer.  Rick was in his glory, and nothing could change the glow that emanated from the boy’s smile as he gazed at his father silhouetted against the sun – the pilot, the sea-captain, the hero.

When Bob developed an interest in sailboat racing, Rick was right by his side.  Bob joined a formal league that held competitive races on Puget Sound, complete with rules, regulations, and a high class ‘club house’ to relax and grab some dinner and drinks.  Tagging along, little Ricky would be assigned menial tasks like scrambling about the deck to grab this and that, or calling off numbers from the displays mounted in the cabin.  On some of the races Bob let Brenda accompany him as his ‘wingman’ but mostly he brought along one of his sailing buddies.  As Rick got older, he was able to handle the ropes, pull in the sail, and be smack dab in the middle of the action.  Sometimes it would just be Rick and his Dad.  A team, working together, just the two of them.  Those were the best, and little Ricky cherished every moment.  Dressed in their beanie hats and boating gloves, the two would work in sync, pulling and letting out the ropes, anticipating the winds, and reacting to each other’s motions.  Those were glorious times, the adrenaline billowing like the sails, the two relying on each other, just a father and a son together against the world.

The two raced many times, especially in the Pacific Northwest Annual Regatta’s, even placing second a couple of times, which wasn’t too bad considering Ricky’s age, and the fact that he probably weighed less than a bucket of Pacific salmon.  His little brown eyes beamed with pride as the man handed him and his father the trophy for second place.

Bob scuffed the boy’s hair.  “Nice job Ricky.  I’m proud to have you as my wingman.”

The trophy, engraved with both their names, found a home on the mantel of the fireplace, and every time the boy would walk by, he’d sneak a peek and smile.  But the races weren’t all fun and games, and Bob’s competitive spirit was always alive.  He wanted to win.  One cloudy and windy race, they’d just rounded one of the buoy markers and had already set the new course for the next marker.  The wind was lighter in their direction, and some of the other boats were trying to take a more curved and time-saving approach and over shoot the buoy to keep the wind in their sails.  The mid-sized swells rose up from the sea about three or four feet, not seriously dangerous, but high enough to impede vision.  One boat, not too far, and a little ahead of the Watkinson boat, decided it was time to tack, and they were so worried about making a smooth transition, they became totally oblivious to their surroundings.  Their new angle and speed sent them careening right for Rick and Bob.

“Hold on Ricky!” said Bob leaning heavily on the tiller.

The boat glanced off the bow of Bob’s boat; his quick thinking saving them from a full on broad-side crash.  Shaken and scared, Rick had never seen his father so angry.  

“Are you kidding me?” he yelled to the other boat.  “What the hell were you thinking?  Jesus!”

The bow of the other boat had given Bob’s boat a good crack, and both boat crews had to push each other off and deploy deck buoys to assess the damage.

“I’m sorry man,” said the other captain.

“You’re damn fucking right you’re sorry,” screamed Bob.  “Look at my fucking boat!  Look at the fucking crack!  She’s got a nice sized tear in the hull.  And of course yours is fine.  You’re lucky the tear is above the waterline.  Jesus fucking Christ!”

“Like I said, I’m sorry.  Not sure what happened.”

“Oh you’re sorry?  What fucking good is that going to do me?”  Ricky ducked behind the sail rigging.  The red in Bob’s face was about to explode out through his ears.  “Is sorry going to repair this fucking hole?”  Ricky thought for sure his father was going to jump ship and beat the shit out of the other guy.

“I’ll call it in,” said the other man.

“Damn fucking right you will,” answered Bob.  “Ricky, get that pail and get ready to bail.  We’re going to have to use the outboard motor to get back to the harbour.”  Bob stared down the other captain.  “Fucking asshole.”

They managed to slowly maneuver the wounded Catalina through the swells and back to the harbour with minimal bailing.  Ricky knew enough to keep his mouth shut on the return trip, and just do what he was told.  The anger in his father scared him.  Sure it was justifiable, the guy did ram their boat, and the end result could have been much worse than it was, but still, he’d never seen his father act that way or use those types of words before.  It wouldn’t be the last.

When they weren’t on the sea, father and son were in the air, or traipsing around the grounds of the Seattle-Tacoma airport.  Bob drove past the expansive Boeing complex, and Ricky lost count of the number of hangars and office buildings.  Even Evergreen, where Bob worked, had an impressive set-up, and a decent sized set of hangars and offices.  The airport was like a little city unto its own, with all the nooks and crannies an adventurous kid liked to explore.  One of his favorite spots was the aviation museum with its old 1950s quad-propeller passenger plane that they’d converted into a diner.  The museum also had a deactivated F-14 Tomcat that you could climb into and sit in the cockpit.  For a little kid, nothing was cooler than being a part of this world, and having his pilot father show him the ropes.

“Want to try the flight simulator?” 

“Are you serious Dad?”

“Of course I’m serious,” laughed Bob.  “Get in and I’ll coach you through.”

Rick was in the simulator before his Dad even finished the sentence.  “It’s got hydraulics and everything!”

“Yes it does,” said Bob.  “Okay, let’s see what kind of a pilot you are!”  

They zipped through a few runs with Bob guiding his eager son.  

“Left!  Left!  Hard left Ricky!”  Ricky poured his entire weight on the stick.  “That’s it!  That’s it!  Now back to the right.  Easy...easy...a little easier on the stick.  Nice job.”

But the best times were still when Bob took Ricky up in the air with him, both in the jets and in the smaller propeller planes that Bob would rent for a few hours.  Bob would walk Ricky through the pre-flight inspection of the Cessna-152, and taught him how the flaps increased drag which slowed the airplane down, and how the foot pedals were really the rudders, which controlled which way the plane would turn.  Rick learned the meaning of, and how to read all the gauges, what to do in a stall, when to pull up during take-off, and of course the basics of landing.  The kid was in his glory.  His father instilled in him a great respect for airplanes, and Ricky fell in love with the power and capability they represented. 

Nervous and scared, Rick’s first take-off was a disaster as he over-compensated while he tried to get the feel for the rudder pedals, almost driving the plane off the runway.  Calm and collected, Bob coaxed him through, the boy’s euphoria exploding as the wheels left the ground and they sailed into the sky.  Once in the sky and over open land, Bob would let Rick have the stick and walk him through the basic maneuvers.  Ricky was never so proud or honoured when his Dad let him sit in the left-hand pilot’s seat.  For a kid who could barely see over the cockpit dashboard, he relished the sense of power, control, and complete freedom. 

“Wanna see what G-forces can do?”  said Bob.  Ricky grinned his approval as Bob set a pen on the dashboard.  “Ready?”

With a great thrust, Bob pushed the yoke all the way forward, sending the plane into a nosedive.  Holding on for dear life, Ricky watched the pen float up to touch the ceiling of the plane, before Bob leveled back out and the pen came back to earth.  

“That was seriously cool.”

“What about some yee-haw’s?  Want to do some of them?”  Bob really didn’t even need to ask.  By the grin on his son’s face, he knew the answer.  

Bob drove the stick forward, increasing the throttle, picking up as much speed as possible for the Cessna.  Then, all at once, he’d pull back on the steering, nosing up into a steep climb.

“We’re going to stall!” yelled Ricky.

“Nah,” said his dad laughing.  “Here we go!”

The plane shot down at tremendous speed, like an air born roller coaster flying off the tracks.

“Yee Haw!” both screamed as the G-forces hit, and their stomachs attempted to make their way up through their throats with little concern for age or decorum.

“How was that?” Bob said laughing as soon as they leveled out again and they could breathe.

“Awesome Dad.  Just awesome.  I want to be just like you when I grow up.  You can do everything.  You’re the best ever.  Seriously.  I want to be just like you.  It’s perfect.”

**************************************************************
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Rick collapsed onto the shitty mattress, burying his head in his hands.  “The Psych ward?  What the fuck am I doing in the Psych ward?  I’m not crazy.”  His mind ran amuck.  He had no idea why he’d been sent to Mike mod.  He’d told Brandenburg that he wasn’t suicidal.  Why didn’t he believe him?  He tried to lay down and rest but sleep was distant and his thoughts disturbed.  

“So how are you doing tonight?” said a middle-aged woman dressed in medical clothing.

“How am I doing?” said Rick quietly.  “I don’t know how to answer that because I haven’t yet figured out why I’m here...in Mike mod.  I don’t even know what prison I’m at or what the hell is going on.”

“Ah,” said the woman.  “So no one’s talked to you yet?  Explained anything?”  Rick shook his head.  “Well, right now you’re in a pre-trial facility, which means you’ll stay here until your trial, and then, depending on the verdict, you’ll either be set free or sent off to another more-long term prison facility.  This section of this facility is known as ‘Mike mod’ but more formally it’s the mental health unit.  It’s where we house all those prisoners who have confirmed or suspected mental health issues.”

Rick wanted to puke.  He could only imagine the types of deranged lunatics that surrounded his cell.  He’d heard the stories, he watched television; he knew the types they kept here.  The fucking crazy bastards.  What he did was wrong, he admitted that, but he didn’t belong here.  Not with them, and especially not as a sixteen-year-old kid.  Fuck.

“You’ll be kept locked in your cell for twenty-three hours a day for the next week for observation purposes.”

“Observation purposes?  What does that even mean?  I thought that already happened right after I was arrested?  I don’t understand?”

She could only offer Rick a non-committal smile.  “If you need to talk to someone or you feel as though you want to hurt yourself, you need to let us know right away.”

“I’m fine,” Rick snapped.  The last thing he needed was to open up to some shrink, say the wrong thing, and end up in a strait-jacket and padded cell for the rest of his life.  He was prepared to pay for his crimes, but not like that.  Not in that way.  He’d never let them in.  He’d do everything possible to convince them he wasn’t crazy.  But it was too late.  Opinions had already been formed.

The newspaper headlines screamed about the ruthlessness of his ‘execution style’ crime, and how only someone cold-hearted and crazy, could have committed such horrendous acts.  Nobody killed their parents.  It was practically unheard of, especially from such a quiet, slender, compliant sixteen-year-old with no prior issues.  What made him do it?  And if he snapped once, there was a very good chance he might snap again, only this time taking his own life, which according to public opinion was too good an ending for the little self-serving bastard. 

Breakfast, lunch, and dinner was served through the little slot in the door, and three times a day a nurse came around to ask if he was okay.  He always answered yes.  Very polite.  Very forthright.  His arraignment was held at two in the afternoon on December 11, but on the advice of his public defender, he didn’t attend.  The public defender entered the plea of ‘not-guilty’ on his behalf, not because he wasn’t guilty, but because it was the only plea that would preserve his legal rights as a criminal defendant, and his defence team needed time to sort through the circumstances of his case.  All this was new to Rick.  He had no idea how the legal proceedings went, and he had to place all of his faith and trust in the legal team appointed to him by the state.  

Did they even give a shit about him?  Would they believe the events leading up to the murders?  Were they really on his side or were they just saying that to fuck with him?  Really, what did it matter to them?  They were going to get paid one way or the other, and because he’d already confessed, it’s not like they could proclaim his innocence.  He just had to trust them and hope for the best.  Hope for a little understanding.  Hope that they’d look after his best interests, at least from a legal perspective.  But they couldn’t help him, especially not in Mike mod.  He was on his own, trying to manoeuver through the unknown surroundings; uncertain, uncomprehending, and completely lost.  For a boy used to roaming the forests, sailing the seas, and flying the open skies, Rick knew freedom, now, could only be a state of mind.

The first week in Mike mod gave Rick a chance to get settled and survey his surroundings.  Because the front of his cell was a clear four by four foot Plexiglas window, he was afforded no privacy, which also meant he was privy to what was going on in many of the other cells in the mod.  The first thing he noticed was that he seemed to be one of the only prisoners who didn’t take some sort of medication.  Some took a little, and some took a lot.  The prisoners however weren’t really what he expected in a stereo-typical ‘crazy’ sort of way.  There was one older gentleman who sat in the corner under the stairs and talked to himself, and another tall balding, goofy-looking guy who staggered across the mod like a zombie, only to stare at the same bulletin board for the twentieth time that day.  The little Buddha-like native guy just sat still for hours, with his chin resting in his hands, before breaking out into a fit of laughter for no apparent reason.  They were weird, but none of them seemed all that psychotic to an unfamiliar Rick.

About one in the morning on his fourth night of residence, a huge banging jolted Rick from his sleep.  Someone was kicking the snot out of their cell door, and getting pretty pissed because it wasn’t breaking.  From his vantage point, Rick could see everything.  The cells were all locked so everyone was safe, but this bastard, a kid in his early twenties, just wouldn’t shut up.

“You’re all just fucking with me!” he screamed, mule kicking the door.  “I’m going to kill you all!”

“Settle down,” answered the mod-cop who’d rushed in to take control.

“Fuck you!  Fuck all of you!”  With hands and feet flailing, the guy threw his weight against the door.  “I’m gonna get out of here and fucking kill all of you!”

Rick watched from the shadows of his cell, unsure of what to think, captivated by the action.  It was obvious this guy was having some sort of mental breakdown.  His strength was deceiving.  In a flash, a sergeant and three more corrections officers bolted into the area.  The sergeant quickly took control, sent the nurses out of the area, and told one of the COs to ready the hand-held video camera.  Rick was about to witness his first cell extraction.

“Oh no you don’t,” screamed the guy, suddenly realizing they were coming in to get him.  “You can fuck right off.  I ain’t going nowhere!”  Quickly, he tried jamming his mattress against the door to block their view and their path, throwing his full weight against the mattress.  Big mistake.  Rick watched the Sergeant break into tactical mode, giving his troops hand signals and whispering instructions.  With two officers to either side of the cell door, he slowly and quietly slid the key into the lock.

“Quit blocking the door!” screamed the Sergeant.  “Quit blocking the door!”

The kid pressed every ounce of strength against the mattress, mounting his best defence against the impending intruders.  Except, he didn’t realize the door swung out and not into the cell.  As soon as the Sergeant turned the key and flung the door open, both the kid and mattress plowed through with the force of a ram.  In a blink, four guards were on his back.  The kid did his best to fight back, even trying to bite one of the guards, but with four full grown men digging their knees into your kidneys and shoulder blades, it’s pretty much game over.

They cuffed him behind his back, then with each officer grabbing a limb, they picked him up and carried him across the mod toward the exit.  Out of his view now, Rick could only listen as they threw the kid into Mike 1, the ‘full restraint room’.  The ripping of what sounded like Velcro strips from their base, and the rattling of wood peaked Rick’s curiosity, and he ventured to the very edge of his cell.  Rick couldn’t see them strapping the kid to the wooden board that was bolted securely to the concrete floor, and he couldn’t see the nurses ready the ‘rig’ by inserting the syringe in one of the bottles from a drawer in the medical cart.  All he could hear was the kids’ frantic and desperate screams.

“Don’t you put that shit in me!  Don’t fucking touch me bitch!”  He just kept repeating the words over and over.  Then there were tears.  Sobs actually.  Great big sobs, followed by more sobs.  Rick figured the kid must have cried his eyes out for more than ten minutes.  Then silence.  Rick stood there just staring out from his cell, not uttering a sound, too stunned to even breathe.  

“Nothing to see Watkinson,” said one of the CO’s as he walked by Rick’s cell.  “Get back to bed.  Show’s over.”

But the show wasn’t over, and every day there’d be something, someone screaming their guts out, someone laughing like a fucking hyena, or someone just walking, back and forth, and back and forth, going nowhere, but arriving late when he got there.  Rick tried to shut it out, tried to keep his mind clear and focused.  He couldn’t succumb to the madness; he couldn’t let the underworld take control.  He had to be strong.  He had to fight, and the only way to fight was to turn the emotion off.  The only way to survive was to go Ghost.  
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Rick had witnessed firsthand the effects of the ‘devil juice’ and he wanted nothing to do with it.  The incident with the kid had scared the shit out of him, one minute he’s got the strength of Zeus, the next minute he’s crying like a baby for his momma, then he’s silent, dead to all the senses except maybe the beating of his own heart.  All because of the syringe.  No fucking thanks.  From that moment on, Rick vowed to never let them get him, and he would never give them the excuse to use it.  Never.  It wasn’t for lack of trying on behalf of the medical staff though.

“What is that?” Rick asked as the nurse slid a small cup filled with a clear thick liquid.

“Oh just something to help you calm down if you’re feeling stressed.”

“Well I’m not, but what is it?”

Her voice sounded a little nervous.  “Just a low dose of Thorazine”.  

“Thorazine?”  Rick’s blood began to boil at the mere thought of them offering him an anti-psychotic drug.  He stood as tall as his small frame would allow, and looked the nurse dead in the eye.  This time, he wasn’t backing down.  

“Check this out, I have been perfectly behaved and haven’t acted out towards any of your staff.  I don’t need any medication.  I’m not going to take any medication, and if you force me to, I will sue the fuck out of this place!”  He spun on his heels and sat back down at the desk, refusing to acknowledge her response.  It wasn’t until she was completely out of sight that he finally realized how lucky he’d been.

“Jesus, Rick,” he thought.  “She could have called the CO’s on you, you stupid prick!  And then there might have been some serious trouble.  You have to be more careful.  Do not let them get control.  Don’t give them a reason.”

Already, after just three weeks in prison, Rick was in full survival mode, and he hadn’t even made it into the general prison population yet.  Every word out of his mouth had to be calculated, nothing rash, nothing hasty.  He didn’t deny that he’d become a mouthy kid over the past few years, especially with his father and Rosemary, but he’d have to keep that impulsivity in check, and harness the bitterness of his situation.  This was prison, this was Mike mod, and no matter what, he’d never have the upper hand.  It was just something he’d have to deal with.  

Later that evening, one of the other nurses stopped by, one that Rick liked and for the most part trusted, and he told her what had happened.

“I heard they tried to give you meds,” she sighed.  “You did right by saying no.”

“I was scared,” said Rick.  “I was only supposed to be in ‘observation’ for a week, but it’s been like three, and I have no idea what’s going on, or what the hell is going to happen to me.”

The nurse flipped her blonde hair to the side and motioned for Rick to come closer.  “Brandenburg has ordered us to keep you here until at least the end of the month, and if you don’t act up, or cause any trouble, then you should be out of Mike mod and placed in general population.  But there’s a catch.  You are supposed to participate in the programs the prison offers.  You know, like twice a week they have Narcotics Anonymous and once a week there’s Alcoholics Anonymous.  And the ‘Wellness Checks’.  You need to do those.”

“Is that where everyone sits around and just talks about how they feel?”

“More or less,” she answered.  “But even if you keep quiet and to yourself like you are now, going to the groups is going to get you out of here faster.  Do you have a GED or high school diploma?”

“Not yet.  I’m only sixteen.  I didn’t get a chance to finish high school.”

“Okay, well I can get in touch with the Education supervisor for you.  I think it’s a good idea to start working on your GED.  Something to keep you busy at least.”

“I’d like that, thanks.”

“Oh, and one other thing.  Be careful of some of the other inmates...even the ones who appear all friendly.  There are some serious sicko’s in here Rick, in a real sexual predatory way, and you need to steer clear.”

“Thanks for your help and the advice.  I really appreciate it.  You didn’t have to be so nice to me but you were, so thanks.”

“Well I like you Rick, and despite what you did, I think you’re a reasonably good kid.  I’m not sure what happened, and really it’s none of my business, but you’re young, and you’re small, and I’m not saying you couldn’t defend yourself because I don’t know you all that well, I’m just saying be careful.”

Rick’s first day out of isolation came on December 16.  The morning nurses had stopped by the cell to tell him that he’d be let out for lunch, and if he behaved, he’d be allowed to stay out of his cell the rest of the day.  When lunch rolled around, his cell door slid open and he was ‘free’ for the first time since his incarceration.  Keeping to himself, he picked a tray of food from the mobile cart and found a seat at the edge of the mod.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want to mingle or get to know anyone, but with so much unknown about his surrounding mod mates, playing it safe and cool seemed like the best option.  Rick sat at the four by four steel table, and began to eat.  He tried to ignore the short, fat man who sat down in the chair directly across from him, his eyes bearing down on Rick like a tiger.

“Hey youngster.  Let me get that tray.”  The man’s tone wasn’t overly aggressive but it was harsh enough to prick the ears of both the nurse and the CO sitting at their desks about fifteen feet away.

“I’m eating this dude,” said Rick passively, shoving more food into his mouth.  He didn’t want a confrontation.  Not on his first day out.

“I’m not asking.  I’m telling you to give me the tray you little punk.”  

“Hey!” yelled the nurse to the man.  “Knock it off.”

All those years of being the underdog, playing hunt or be hunted, and honing his fighting skills percolated in Rick’s rising blood.  The adrenaline was kicking in.  Survive.  This man wasn’t his father, he could fight back, he could defend himself, take a stand.  He stopped eating and looked the man dead in the eyes.

“And I told you, I’m eating this food, now get lost.”

The man half-smiled.  “You can get lost when you give me your food.”

Before the man’s smile had a chance to creep full out to the corners of his mouth, Rick was across the table, his hand finding the back of the man’s head, thrusting it downward, slamming him face first into Rick’s own tray of food.  The man bounced back off the table, falling ass first on the hard concrete floor, bits of food dangling from his chest and forehead.

“Have it then you stupid mother fucker.”  Rick turned from the table and headed back across the mod towards his cell.

“Watkinson go lockdown!” screamed the CO in the midst of the stunned and silent room.

“Jesus!” said the nurse making her way to check on the guy.

Rick calmly entered his cell, sat on his desk, and put his feet up on the bolted stool.  He’d made his point.  No one was going to fuck with him.  

“Control!  Close Mike 7!”  

Rick’s cell door slammed shut.  He didn’t care.  He had no idea what was going to happen to him for assaulting another prisoner, the only thing that mattered was that everyone had seen how he didn’t back down.  He didn’t back down from anyone when he was a kid on the streets, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to start in prison.  Rick wasn’t going to be the prison bitch.  No fucking way.  He may be young, and he may be scrawny, but life had taught him to be scrappy.  After all, he was a warrior.  God’s Little Warrior.

***********************************************************
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On the surface, Ricky’s childhood seemed idyllic; planes, boats, running free in the woods, hanging with his little brother.  But for some the surface isn’t really what it appears to be, and that surface can just be a mask for the many layers that lie underneath.  While the sun shines, and the rain, rains, the world spins, and nobody seems to notice the forces that drive the heavens and the earth.  But the forces are there, hidden, yet lurking in the shadows, visible to only those who have ‘the gift’.  For those that believe, the world is in a constant state of warfare between the forces of good and evil, and the only way to win the war, was to arm yourself and those you love with the proper tools.  Spiritual warfare is not fought with bullets or spears, it’s fought with fire and brimstone, and prayer.  Lots and lots of prayer.  And those that have ‘the gift’ are relied upon to take the reins, and lead the charge as God’s warriors on earth, fighting the demons, and ridding the world of Satan’s mischief.

Religion had always been a part of little Ricky’s life.  His father was raised in a conservative Christian atmosphere, while his mother began to embrace a more experimental progressive form of Christianity.  The two didn’t mix, and soon became a source of anxiety in the marriage and the family.  The Watkinson house was a solid Christian stronghold, with church every Sunday, and Bible stories and verses for the children to memorize.  Like a good Christian boy, Rick could easily convey the story of Abraham and Isaac, Moses and the Red Sea, or Joseph and his coat of many colours.  Over time, the learning of these stories and verses all became much more structured and almost rigorous, taking a distinct turn from simply learning about the Bible to applying the lessons and the Word.  For Brenda, religion quit being about just going to church and having a belief in God.  It became the focus of her entire life; God and His Will.
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