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Prologue:
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Often we consider a 'loved one' as our child—-who we show love to. Also don't forget our beloved spouse, parents, special aunts or uncles, grandparents, or perhaps a special friend—-someone who has had a significant impact upon our life.

Sometimes life does not seem to be significant ...and we go to great lengths to make it so.  At times our view of a 'loved one' is that first person who shows us that they care. And that person can be a very nice person, but shouldn't become our whole life. Allowing another person to be our whole life may be deeply significant at the time, but it can also be deeply fragile. 

Yes, love is an experience ...and may be the best you will ever have in your life.  And I recommend seeking out love.  But, that seeking may require a bit of wisdom.  There is a delicate balance between strength and the fragileness of a loving vulnerability.

War is fragile also. 

It is often thought of as nation against nation, but it is not just about strength. 

We see the images of war.  Hooded captives silently cry out for freedom, knowing perhaps that hope is lost, and having only to look forward to the swift judgment of a razor sharp sword. 

The healthy perspective is when these images horrify us. The unhealthy, when these realities numb us. 

Death by any means may seem near impossible to deal with, but death as a result of war is often slated as more acceptable. When war is entered as a nation the words honor, bravery, sacrifice, and loyalty come to mind ...and one honored by one nation may be despised by another. 

But war doesn't begin with nations. 

It begins with individuals. 

And often we war against ourselves, holding onto our own grief, not willing to let reason enter. I'm talking about the war that ignites and often rages within oneself—-and the effect it has on each and every one of us—-which tragically is seldom fully realized. 

These images can be just as horrifying. The individuals at war within themselves are not always easy to identify. Some insist that their pain be known, dragging others into their insane campaign. Others suffer within themselves with no interest in sharing the pain. They just want to end it all. 

But there's one fact that neither of these individuals may realize. 

It doesn't end. 

––––––––
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Yet, reality to an increasing number of people means something quite different, and they don't acknowledge this.

As terrible scenes visit our television screens in the name of entertainment, how does that affect us?  Does it desensitize us, making light of the horrifying realities we admit do exist? 

And when the news presents realities taking place in another corner of the world, do we feel far removed from them? Do we seek out to deny the news, or state those insensitive words: "It isn't any of my business. I have enough of my own problems."  

I challenge you to ask yourself why that would be a more comforting reality. 

––––––––
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Tired of always watching the same old gloom and doom on the news?—-and reading it in the newspaper? 

––––––––
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Tired of reading books that show the grim realities? 

So am I ...but I can't hide within an ivory tower. 

––––––––
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Whether I'm struggling with something, or whether you are the one who is struggling ...we both need each other.

And am I fully aware of how significantly we both fit into the grand scheme of things?

How would I respond if our roles were reversed? 

Circumstances can change quickly, and may not favor me.  

––––––––
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Can I really know 

what may become of me,

or who I may become?

––––––––
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All these people could be me.

––––––––
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All these people could be you.

––––––––
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Truly our emotions matter to each of us, 

but don't let those feelings rule the day.

––––––––
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But by the grace of God, I am what I am ...(1 Corinthians 15:10)  
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I.
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Major puts the gun to her head. She is dying anyway, so why not make it dramatic. Darin had made his exit that way.  Not with a gun, but in a dramatic fashion nonetheless.

––––––––

[image: ]


She thinks back. 

Life has been simple for her and Darin. They are not like the rest, and stand as conscientious objectors in this social war. Of course, it has not always been so cruel and calculating. And its tactics have grown more sophisticated over time. 

Will Darin and Major be totally immune to this, or will they in time succumb to that ever existing outside pressure, enlisting themselves in what they'd otherwise view as a mindless game?  She is certain they never will.

They've had as much outer turmoil in their lives as anyone, but they are mindful enough not to allow their struggles to cause grief in others’ lives. And though everyone also seems to go through at least some phase of inner turmoil, they've kept most of theirs under control ...relying on the strength of each other and that of their friendship. 

Darin is her best friend, and the closeness is evident. Their camaraderie is to be admired. Major longs for the day when feelings will express themselves in more intimate ways, but for the moment she’s content with being just best friends.

Finally the day comes when Darin expresses the emotions she had been waiting for ...but the feelings are not for her. 

She is devastated. She begins to panic. Her emotions can no longer be trusted ...and she doesn’t know what to do. But she does know how she feels. She feels betrayed.

There is not a person around who'd truly felt more secure in a friendship than Major had. Now all her emotions and everything their friendship had stood for has been violated. Her emotions are scrambling, desperately seeking an outlet, an explanation. 

To her, love is supposed to grow out of a shared friendship, not spring forth out of nowhere.  But, when experience speaks, its words often usher in more wild emotion than wisdom.  And without warning, everything has turned around ...and it seems so very wrong.  She was blindsided, and now faces a life she is totally unprepared for. Confidence and trust are replaced by a well-known fear ...the fear that the ones we love will one day leave us.

That fear had certainly been no stranger to her home, but she had turned to Darin for the support that was absent within her own family ...and Darin was the only stability she knew. She never believed he'd leave her.  She thought they both felt the same way about each other.  But suddenly, the only guy she ever loved is obsessed with another girl.  

This fear dominates her thoughts. Nothing else seems to hold quite as much significance. Maybe they had taken each other's friendship too much for granted. She can't figure it out.  Maybe Darin can't either, but it is still happening. 

Darin has his mind set on this girl, Nicole. Major admires Darin's determination, but in this case it is tearing her apart. She wants Darin to be happy, but she wants to be a part of that happiness. And the fear of losing Darin to Nicole is a present force that is causing an erosion of faith in Major's own friendship ...in her total reality. 

Then the evening comes. That very special evening that Darin is sharing with Nicole ...is going all too well for them. Major fears that all her dreams will stroll off in another girl's arms. The thought terrifies her.  How can Nicole rob her of this dream ...a dream she had nurtured, and put her whole heart into?  

She had told Darin that Nicole didn't love him, hoping he wasn't so dense and could see who really did care. But she fears that with each passing moment Nicole is with Darin ...that she too may realize how really special he is. 

Will Nicole fall in love with Darin? Major fears for her life ...Darin has been her entire life. She knows she is overreacting, but this is the way she feels ...like being mortally wounded, and left out in the streets to be exposed to the elements. Is there an element of truth to Darin's feelings toward Nicole? Does he truly love Nicole?  

Major's throat knots up. She is filled with intense anguish. She knows she'll survive ...she always has.  But this time the cuts run deep. It will take a long time for the wounds to heal. 

She fights back the tears, but almost chokes on them. It is no use. She is not prepared for this. How can anyone prepare for something like this? 

Tears stream down her face, begging the question: "Can life be any worse?" 

It will take a bit longer to answer that question; but suddenly her desperate plea appears to be answered. 

What she had dreaded would be the worst day of her life, turns into a dream come true. As the evening draws to an end, she is in Darin's arms, not Nicole.

What a miraculous turnabout of events! 

Major feels reborn. It is as if the universe loves her in a special way. Every star in the sky celebrates the tremendous joy she feels in her heart as they wink at her saying, "You didn't really think we'd let you down, did you?" 

Major laughs. Then she cries and says to herself, "How little faith we have. We torture ourselves needlessly when we give up on our hopes and dreams before time has had a chance to unfold them."

Major had learned that love can be quite hard, and those experiences work to challenge our development. Some let their feelings die. Some convert hurt into hate. But when we don't abandon love, it can show us new dimensions of love; and can later intensify our happiness. And Major is intensely happy. She has never known a moment as great as this. 

The tears this time are tears of relief, thanks, and joy. Her dream is alive and she is living it. 

The next morning she is awakened by the rain. Nothing can dampen her spirits. She laughs and runs barefoot in the rain. 

She had planted some flowers in the back of the house. There is only one flower left that the dog had spared in his massive excavation efforts. Major figures the rain had interrupted the poor mutt from completing the dig. But the dog will surely return after the rain, so she snatches up the flower and holds it near her heart. The flower is much like Darin ...the only precious one left in a world that, like the dog, doesn't really know what it is doing. 

No, she doesn't believe that! People do know better. But it doesn't matter at this point. They can't hurt Darin. He belongs to her, and she will protect him from the cruel world. 

The sky darkens as the rain increases, but to Major everything is still bright. She carries the flower inside as the sky lights up, then the thunder is heard. She will match the thunder with drumming up a little storm of her own.

Major had been unable to drum lately. It might work for some people, but she was never able to drum out her frustrations. But now that she is on top of the world, she and the drums can once again become one. 

She seems to outperform the storm. The skies clear, and the sun comes out. But the sun cannot even complete its path from east to west before her dream fades. 

––––––––
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That's how brief she had lived her dream. 

Her dream is over now. No hope or faith can change that. Nothing can bring Darin back.  

The deep love she believed had brought her happiness, now leaves her open to intense hurt. That's one of the cruel pitfalls of life for those willing to risk that depth of emotion. 

Major hollers at the sky, "Why did this have to happen!" 

Life had betrayed her in the cruelest of ways. She was not a stranger to hardship. Her family had experienced many struggles ...though, as painful as they were, she could understand that lot in life.  She'd learned to cope, looking beyond the difficulties, and finding some enjoyment out of life.  But what she always detested was blatant deceit, where one gets set up with happy moments only to compound the hurt later.  What kind of life allows you to begin to believe, only to eventually destroy everything that you believe in? 

The ultimate horror of deceit poisons her blood. It rushes to her brain. This is insanity! What is the purpose of her life? To be tested and tortured, to see how long she can endure the pain? It's simply maddening to think her dreams had come true, only to die so quickly! 

Well, she will die with her dreams ...quickly. The loaded gun will cry out, and it will be finished.

Death is cruel to everyone, but Major isn't thinking of everyone. She is thinking of Darin Daniels. Those two words, 'Darin Daniels', had made her the happiest person on earth. But now they've plunged her into inescapable misery. He had given her life just a short time ago. Now, his death is certain to bring hers. 

And the words she'd heard at the cemetery the day before, keep repeating themselves ...playing cruel torment in her mind.

Major hadn't heard one kind word, except from Darin's family.  Though they hardly acknowledged her either ...they were at least polite.  They didn't need to speak the words, she knew they had not been thrilled about her and Darin being together. She tried not to think this way, but she felt they did not think much of her ...as if she'd experienced hardship because no one in her family tried hard enough.  

Major had never viewed herself as a victim of her upbringing, and she also felt she wasn't just destined to suffer the same fate as those who brought her into this world. Yet, she didn't embrace the philosophy of Darin's family either ...that everything in life had to be earned.  They seemed to believe this ...until their son died, then certainly they'd have to question their belief that people simply got what they deserved.  And when she saw them at the funeral, they seemed so sadly lost ...it was doubtful they believed anything at all. 

The others who knew both her and Darin ...they were of no comfort, standing there with stone faces as cold and hard as the gravestones themselves. Major had broken into tears and nearly collapsed, but she had heard the whispers. They said that she loved Darin too much, and had set herself up for a fall. Darin did not ever care for her, they said. Darin had gone after Nicole. Next week he would find another, and pursue that dream. He used Major because he knew she'd always be there. Another voice said that it was best for Major that Darin died, because that way she could lay claim to his love, and pretend he cared the same for her. If he had lived, he would have left her behind for someone else, and Major would be in agony again. But as they saw it, Major could grieve the loss, suffer her misery, and then go on with life in a real way ...not living in empty hopes for Darin.

Shallow is too kind of a word for them, Major convinces herself. They feel no remorse. She has no friends here. She has no friends anywhere. How can they say she was wrong to love Darin so much? She has to love to the fullest, or life isn't worth much. But there's a time when life's worth runs its course ...and maybe those who profess there is no reason to live, maybe they are right. 

Major had thought she'd die when Darin had been in Nicole's arms, but now that Darin had met the arms of death, the feeling isn't even comparable. 

Major is beyond hurt. Pain is too light a word for it. Each breath brings on increased mindless torture. It will not change ...it will just take more victims as time goes on. There will be no more healing. Life has nothing to offer her, but more of what she is already feeling. Trying to escape this reality will be just living in denial. To deny her true feelings will be no less than sacrificing the pure purpose of life itself. 

Death is a state of no feeling ...no more pain, no more deceit. She has to end it all somehow. Reality is spreading like a cruel infection that has now entered her bloodstream. Her emotional immune system is broken down. How much more can she take?  

No more. 

The gun is the only way she can stand in defiance to all this. Major presses the hard cruel barrel against her temple. 

She holds the gun against her head for a moment, then pulls it away. She feels faint. Lightening up on her grip, she focuses to keep from falling. 

Her life is not void of feeling, but all the feeling she has permitted in her life is now causing her pain without ceasing. She has to get beyond that. She has to numb her emotions. She has to face the facts. Life is meaningless to her now. But death has meaning. Death means the end to it all. 

She presses the gun tightly against her head again. She can barely feel it. Everything is numb. 

Major tries to imagine already pulling the trigger. Okay, she is dying now. Death will come soon. Thoughts and feelings will cease to exist. Major tries to focus on nothingness, but the same thoughts and questions keep bombarding her. Questions she is certain she'll never find the answers to. But she is also certain she knows the life ahead for her. And her answer to that is the gun held to her head. 

Her thoughts run wild. Why is her mind filled with so many countless diversions? Why can't she just pull the trigger? 

Actually, her thoughts are not that diverse. It is rather simple. Her life was centered around Darin. And now that Darin is dead, life has rapidly moved from meaningful to meaningless. 

Major's life is out of control. She screams inwardly, "This is insane ...thinking the same things over and over again. I know what I have to do, ...what's so hard about doing it?"  

Her finger is frozen on the trigger. The anxiety is paralyzing. The gun feels cold and heavy, but nothing compared to life itself. 

Her hand begins to shake as she feels the tension of the trigger, "I can't put this off any longer. There is no future for me." She flashes evidence of this through her mind, but realizes why she can't pull the trigger just yet. She will be acting out of emotion and impulse; and she doesn't want to do that. These will be her last thoughts, and she will allow them their time. When her mind runs its course and has rationalized every thought, and when her mind is finally void of any thought except that of opposing life, then she will pull the trigger. But first, just like everything else she does, she has to think this thing through. 

It isn't that Major enjoys the Shakespearean style of drama and has to playact the famous soliloquy, "To be or not to be ...", but she does have to weigh everything. She realizes she has to push emotions aside. She has to make a logical decision, not an emotional one. 

Major takes several deep breaths. She stops choking and begins to breathe easily. The tears dry. As always, she is going to think this thing through logically. You have to be confident with your decision, she is certain of that. You can't change your mind at the last second.

––––––––
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Major thinks back to what happened to Carrie.

Carrie was the only real friend of her brother, Len. They had been close like Darin and her. Major liked Carrie. Most everyone in the sector they lived in liked Carrie. She was like the spiritual leader of the camaraderie. But no one knew how Carrie suffered inside. She appeared so confident and secure on the outside. 

Then one day the girls were going to have a sector party at Carrie's house. Major stopped by the sound shop to see Darin and lost track of the time. When she reached Carrie's house, Major went into shock. She was greeted by a babbling, delirious girl with a backdrop of motionless bodies throughout the room. The poor panic-stricken girl babbled on and on. Though Major couldn't make out what she was saying, she could see the obvious; and she began to panic too. 

Major found a note lying beside Carrie. The note was very personalized, and addressed each one of them. Beside the only girl still alive and breathing this madness ...was a bottle. 

It was obvious what they had tried to do. One last time, they had reached out to Carrie as their spiritual leader and followed her example. One by one, in horrendous fashion, the other girls had also defied the skull and crossbones warning. 

Now this girl was alone to testify. She'd grabbed Major in desperation. Her eyes had expressed the horror. She had changed her mind. She suddenly did not want to die ...but it was too late.

The girl babbled on and on, but Major could only imagine what her thoughts were. Seeing Major alive, the girl seemed to want to live. She felt the love flow out from Major, and held her tight. Had this girl witnessed the others as they died, or had she arrived late and found the others as Major had? 

It didn't matter how ...however it happened, nothing could be done now.  

It was by far the worst thing Major ever recalls experiencing ...seeing this girl cry out desperately as she held her in those last dying moments. She hadn't wanted to die. 

Major knows she can't go that way ...she refuses to die with uncertainty. If Major does it, she will be sure. She will not change her mind. She will die with peace and confidence. She is sure of that. 

––––––––
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Or is she? 

Major tries to move her finger on the trigger, but she can barely feel it. 

She can barely feel anything, so why can't she just do it? 

She can feel the inward screams, "You're stalling again. You got off on another tangent. You're feeding your emotions again." 

Major feels her emotions rise. She can't stand the constant deliberation ...that alone kills. I've got to quickly make up my mind and do what I decide, she again tells herself. We all search for reason and purpose in life; and if I can't find any, then I'll pull the trigger. So get it together Major ...clear your mind and just summon up the facts.   

Major lowers the gun to her side while she stares at Darin's gravestone; her mind transforming it into a witness stand in a courtroom. Witnesses will be called up to testify to the worth of her life, and a jury will carefully listen to each testimony before deciding her fate. 

She focuses on the jury to see who will determine her fate. Her eyes fix on her dad. He is passing out drinks to his buddies in the jury box. His eyes meet hers. He shows no recognition. He stares through his daughter as if she were a stranger. He doesn't say anything, but then again he doesn't have to. He said it by leaving home and leaving them without a dad, shortly after their mom died. Her dad takes a long deep gulp of liquor.  

The first witness is being sworn in. Major's brother, Len, listens as he is asked, "Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth ..." 

Len is wasted again. He asks, "What truth?" Len is sincere. He doesn't know what 'truth' is. He doesn't know what reality is. Their dog, Huck, knows more about what goes on than Len does. At least the dog knew something was up. Huck could sense Major was in pain. Len had been wasted a lot lately. He didn't know what had happened, and was in no shape to console his sister even if he had heard about Darin. Len is in no shape to testify about anything. 

Major closes her eyes. 

She and Len had been real close. Ted was more quiet and always to himself, but Len was always interested in what his sister was going through. And he was always there for her like a true brother.

That was until mom died. Dad was not coping well with her death, and Len got real close to dad during those next several months. And he stopped being the brother Major could always turn to. She tried to turn to Ted, but he was the loner.  Ted slipped into a state of non-presence ...well, not really, there were always his studies. It was Ted's way of coping.  

Dad and Len seemed to suffer silently together. Major was never really close to her dad, and though she really would have liked to be at this time, the distance between them seemed to grow. Grandma had always said that Major was like her mom; and maybe when mom died, it was too much for dad to handle.

Major could have used a brother at this time, but with neither of them to turn to, she had no family support, except grandma who was not doing too well in fighting her bout with cancer. This was when Darin had come through for her in a big way. 

Maybe Len had gotten real close to dad because he could see something that her and Ted couldn't see. Len seemed perceptive about the future. He feared the future. He knew what was coming ...for him. 

Then it happened. Dad left. 

Len searched desperately to find their dad. Maybe he could convince dad to come back home. Len tried to bring hope back to the family, but that was not an easy task. Hope was hard to come by. Grandma's death didn't help heal their outlook either. But Len still tried to carry the torch for the family. He talked of grandiose plans of how the three of them were going to make it on their own. 

––––––––
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Len began working two jobs. He wanted his brother and sister to concentrate on school. He said college was important. He wanted them to be successful. He said all the things that dad had never said. But he was so oriented towards success that he failed to make note of their greater emotional needs. 

No one could be a better brother than Len during that brief surge of purpose he committed to ...but that soon faded.  He focused heavily upon being a provider and working two jobs, then wasn't even able to keep one job. He had meant well for each of them, but had fallen short of seeing their real needs ...and had totally neglected his own. 

That's when Len lost his best friend Carrie. Major knew Len had taken partial blame for dad leaving. Now much in the same way he was suffering silently with guilt over Carrie's death. Best friends somehow feel they share everything. Carrie had not shared the turmoil inside her. It wasn't Len's fault that he couldn't see what was going on inside Carrie. But Len wouldn't face the fact that he could not have stopped Carrie. Len felt that a best friend should have been able to prevent it. 

Len seemed to bury his own hopes with Carrie. He showed no consideration for himself anymore, but again, he seemed to get another surge of purpose and responsibility ...for that brief time.  He was actually making it to work on time again. Len seemed addicted to the desires of success and happiness for his brother and sister. In his eyes, success and happiness were the same thing. It had not always been that way, but Len seemed to have lost his sense of happiness. 

A few short months ago this idea of 'success & happiness' had sadly succeeded in further splitting the family apart. A special program for high achievers was discussed in Ted's school, and Len convinced his younger brother to look into it.  

Ted was not putting much hope in being accepted. It was like a foreign exchange student program, but only different. There was no exchange. A foreign family was willing to take in a student for a trial experience, then after a year if both of them enjoyed the arrangement, the student had the option to stay on to further his education.  

Ted was accepted into the program. It seemed to lift a great burden off of Len's shoulders. He wouldn't have to worry about providing for his younger brother. Len had only his sister to provide for. He had not been taking the burden well lately, but he'd taken on the load himself. He wouldn't let her drop out of school to get a job, nor would he let her get a job after school. He told her that her future was with Darin, and not to let a job get in the way. He didn't want his sister to lose a best friend.

Major slowly opens her eyes. But she doesn't see rows of headstones. The courtroom still occupies her vision. Nicole is on the witness stand. Major doesn't want to see her there, but she is there. 

Major had been quite surprised when she saw Clint Davis at Nicole's place the day after Nicole's big date with Darin. Clint had been deeply humiliated by Nicole. But it wasn't the slap across the face from Nicole that wounded Clint the most, it was Darin's moment of glory. Darin rubbed it in Clint's face with the parting words, "The game's over Clint. You're a fake. And they all know it." 

Not that Clint believed he was finished. He was not dumb. He felt the group he hung around with were a 'bunch of losers'. He had taken advantage of that. They wanted a leader to guide them, and to show them how they could be 'a somebody'. Darin had temporarily challenged him, but Clint was certain Darin was never interested in leading the pack. Clint was best at that ...and they needed him.  

As far as Nicole was concerned, Clint knew Nicole had stood strong in taking that stance against him, but the strength had come from Darin. Darin was strong. Nicole was weak. Clint had seen Nicole's reaction when Darin's car wouldn't start. Darin lifted up the hood to see what was wrong, and at that point Nicole suddenly realized she and Darin were wrong together. Hardship sent chills throughout Nicole. She was insecure. Darin couldn't offer her the level of security she needed. She needed someone with lots of money. She wouldn't tolerate hardship. Major, on the other hand, seemed to thrive on hardship ...and she just happened by as Darin was working on the car. She just happened to know a thing or two about cars. She also knew a thing or two about compassion.  

The very next morning, Major couldn't believe her eyes. Clint was at Nicole's doorstep with flowers of forgiveness. And Major couldn't hear what Clint was saying to Nicole, but she didn't believe any words would be good enough. Major hoped Nicole would slam the door in his face. Or slap him again, then slam the door in his face. 

But she didn't. 

Nicole accepted the flowers and invited Clint in. Clint must have known that Nicole would be lonesome for some of his easy living.

Major looks into Nicole's eyes. As Nicole sits boldly on the witness stand, it is as if she can read Major's thoughts and speak them aloud, "I had to go back to Clint. I couldn't chance a life of suffering. Suffering is not living. Life isn't worth it if you have to suffer." 

Nicole's expression penetrates Major. It is as if she is speaking of Major's life now that Darin is no longer alive.  

Major finds no reason to disagree. 

Major had been on her way to Darin's place when she'd seen Clint with the flowers. When Major got there, Darin's sister was in the yard practicing some weird ritual with pompoms. With that Daniels smile, she tells Major that Darin went in to do some overtime, and that she thinks Darin may have something special planned for Major when his next pay day comes around.  

Major smiles. She will have to act surprised. Darin's sister is never able to keep a secret. She is a cute kid though, and she is happy for her brother. She knows where her heart is. Major has seen the way her classmates abuse her verbally, but she doesn't retaliate. She is much like her brother in that way. 

Darin's sister says that Darin had just left for work a couple of minutes ago. Major has a little extra bounce to her step as she heads towards the train tracks. Darin always goes that route. 

Suddenly a car screeches in front of Major, blocking her path. Major looks up. 

Clint is on the witness stand. He has a big smile on his face. The big smile on Clint's face bothers Major. Nicole had forgiven him. Soon all of Clint's parasitic friends will follow suit. But Major doesn't really care. Only Darin is important to her.

Still, Major wonders how someone like Clint can stand being seen in a neighborhood so below his class. The answer is simple ...Nicole is beautiful. Beauty crosses all barriers. The concept stinks, but its track record is long. 

Clint still has that ridiculous smile on his face; his arm stretched across the seat, "You're on top of the world aren't you Major? Well, that's okay. The top is only temporary, and no one knows that as well as I do. But I'll work my way back up there. You? You'd better enjoy it now while you can. You're a loser. You'll only get to see the top once." 

Major screams at him, "It's your kind that are losers Clint. You use people, things ...you even use yourself. But you're so obsessed with what you think you are, you'll never know what you really are. In truth, you're the real loser." 

Clint does not break his smile. He seems to enjoy Major's infuriated response. He laughs, "You're a loser Major because you hang out with a loser. You're the type that goes big one time in life, and if you do it right then you've got it made; but if you don't do it right, you'll be crushed and it will destroy you for the rest of your life. You make love a hard thing ...if everything goes your way, you'll have what others can't imagine; but you are going to lose it because you are in love with a loser. Darin is a loser. If you hang on to that dream, you'll destroy yourself. Darin is the type that goes to the top of the mountain, but is not satisfied when he sees the next peak. Before long he will self-destruct. He will kill himself, you'll see. Then where will you be?" 

Deeply angered, Major shouts, "You think you know how it is, don't you? Well you're wrong Clint. You're wrong!" 

Clint smiles, "I admire you Major. I just don't want to see you get hurt. Give it up, Major. Don't let Darin drag you down." 

Clint squeals his tires, burning a patch of rubber to mark his departure. Major looks at the tire marks. Typical. He makes his cruel marks, and then leaves. 

Doesn't want to see me get hurt? What does he take me for? He can't con me like he does his friends. 

Major runs towards the railroad tracks en route to the sound shop where Darin works. Barely visible about a half mile down the tracks is a figure hopping up on a rail with arms stretched out. Major is sure it is Darin catwalking down the rail. 

Suddenly Major sees a train coming down the tracks towards Darin. Darin hops off the rail and walks down the middle of the tracks towards the train. 

Major knows all too well this game that Darin plays ...where he will step out of the way at the very last instant as the train unsuccessfully tries to screech to a halt. 

Major hears the train blast its first warning. Her thoughts are thoughts of reason. I know how you feel, Darin. You must feel on top of the world. I know I do. I feel so powerful with you in my life. We can take on anything, but don't mess with that train. 

Darin keeps walking towards the train. The whistle continues to blast. 

The whistle echoes behind Major. She doesn't know why, but she looks back. It wasn't an echo she had heard...another train is coming down the other track from the opposite direction.

Major screams Darin's name as she runs frantically towards him, but the sound of the train smothers her voice. Her heart pleads desperately, "Please step the other way!" 

The train that Darin is dangerously playing his game with begins to screech in applying its brakes. At the last instant, Darin steps out of the way of the oncoming train, stepping to what he thinks is safety. But Darin steps into the other track. 

The train whistle fills the air. Major screams, but it's futile against the roar of the train. Major gasps for breath as she reaches back for something extra as she continues to run towards Darin, screaming her lungs out. But it's not enough. 

There are also silent screams, "Please look back!" 

He does not.  

The train whistle blasts once more ...but it's too late. 

Her legs collapse as she stumbles on the loose rock along the tracks. She falls down the embankment, losing consciousness. 

––––––––
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All last night Major had tossed and turned fitfully in her sleep. Every time she'd attempted to close her eyes, this unbearable reality threatened to revisit her. There would be no rest, nor sleep. Sleep had entered the realm of dread, torment, and night terrors.  

Major raises her head slightly, still shielding her vision with her hands. Tears burst out from between her fingers. She calls for her key witness. 

A train whistle announces his entrance into the courtroom. Death owns him. He shows no emotion. Death does not permit emotion ...but he is still permitted to testify.

Darin takes the stand. He looks directly at Major, "I was born to die, Major. We both were born into a life of nothingness. At school we were social zeros. We didn't even exist. As fate would have it, now I don't ...only you exist. But no one cares. At home, my dad suffered each day with my failures. He only lived on with hopes that I would succeed where he didn't. Now it's over. The suffering I caused him is over. Now it's up to my sisters to not fail him. He can try to find happiness through them ...even though his happiness may not be theirs. I don't want to make it sound so bad, Major. I know you don't even have your parents around. Your Mom was such a good person, and your Dad likely would have been okay, if your Mom hadn't died ...she was his strength. Fact is, now you don't have anyone. What do you have to live for Major? We were good together, but two zeros still add up to zero. No, I can't tell you that. We were not zeros ... they were. We were what life is all about. I can't deceive you as death itself does. I didn't want to die. I didn't know that other train was coming. I admit it was stupid to play that  game ...I don't know why I did it.  It was wrong to toy with emotions that way ...and I can't imagine what the train engineer was feeling. That can cause someone a heart attack.  I was about to commit to the biggest step in our friendship. You can call me crazy ...but, you know how I am.  I wanted to symbolize my stepping out of the past. The train represented the cruel, cold aspects of my past. When the whistle blew its warning and the cold steel against steel bit the air, I leaped out of that path, leaving that cruel past behind. It was like a leap from death into life for me. With you in my life I felt there was nothing we couldn't overcome."  

Major gasps. She is now certain Darin's big step was to ask her to marry him. How long had she longed for that moment? Now it is no more!  What was almost hers ...so quickly slipped away.

Major whispers tearfully, "You knew I'd say 'yes', didn't you!" 

Darin's loving eyes touch hers, offering a plea, "Well, we can only join in marriage if you join me! I miss you terribly. Don't wait too long ...and one more thing, you know that I love you!"

Major's tears scream out, "I know, Darin. I love you too." 

Major allows herself one last cry. Choking on her tears, she gasps to regain her breath. She gains composure temporarily, and a frightening expression introduces itself. She has heard several testimonies. She had told herself that she would look at them objectively, and not let her emotions rule. But presently she is completely drained. When she thought she had turned away all of her emotions, suddenly another one boldly introduces itself ...one of defiance.  

Major has a stern look on her face. She raises the gun back to her head. She cringes, "No further witnesses Your Honor." 

Major pulls the trigger.
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II.
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The bullet ricochets off a headstone and whistles past an old lady placing flowers on a grave. The old lady quickly grabs her cane and stands up to look about. A good stone's throw away, she sees a figure standing deathly still. 

She approaches the youthful figure. She sees the youth raise a gun to her head. The old lady wobbles into view, "I know most of the people here are dead, but you almost increased that number by one. Were you aiming at me or you trying to do yourself in?" 

Major just stares at her. The old lady isn't finished, "If you tried to shoot yourself, you are the absolute worst shot I've ever seen. Even at my age with my arthritic condition, I could have done better than that. Why don't you let me try?" The old lady pauses, "How many bullets do you have left?" 

Major offers a brief answer, "Two."

"Great. I'll tell you a great way to do it. But first you have to promise to play a game with me." The old lady extends her hand, "Now give me the gun." The old lady leans forward on her cane as Major does not respond, "What's the matter, you afraid I'm going to shoot you with it?" 

Without emotion, Major offers a brief answer, "No."

The old lady shows great emotion, "Oh, I get it. You don't trust me. You think I'm going to take the gun from you, then turn my cane into a broom and fly out of here." 

Major just stares as the old lady speaks, gesturing with her cane. Then with one surprisingly swift motion, the old lady strikes Major's hand with her cane, knocking the gun out of her hand. The gun barely has enough time to hit the ground as she hooks it and slides it towards her with the end of her cane. 

The old lady reaches down to pick up the gun, "Still pretty good with the stick, huh? I used to play hockey with Gordie Howe. I used to beat him too. Of course, he was only eight years old then. When he got so he could match me, he decided it wasn't cool playing with the girls. And besides, the league wouldn't take women, especially older women like me. But we can still show the youth a thing or two." 

Major raises her eyebrows ...the first hint of emotion offered to the amazing old lady. 

The old lady points the gun at Major, "Now don't try anything or I'll have to shoot you. I've been waiting all day for someone to play my game with me and you are the first one to oblige me." Glancing at the tombstones, "These stiffs here aren't too sociable, but I see you talk about as much as they do. What's your name?" 

Rubbing her hand where the cane had struck it, "Major."

"My name's Olga. So what d'ya say, Major? Got any money on you?"

Major laughs halfheartedly, “You going to rob me or you selling me my gun back?” She reaches in her pocket and fishes out a nickel, holding it in view in her hand, “Either way, you hit the jackpot.”

Olga motions with the gun, “Flip it here.”

Major flips the nickel to the strange old lady.

Olga calls it in the air, “Tails.” She lets it land at her feet. She looks down, “Tails it is ...and I win.”

Major looks on as Olga picks up the coin and tosses it in the air. Instinctively, Major calls “Heads.”

“Tails again ...you lose.”

Major finds this lady strangely interesting. She looks into Olga’s eyes, “That’s me, a loser.”

“Well, I might as well give you the gun back so you can kill yourself then. I hate associating with losers.” Olga offers Major the coin back instead of the gun, “Sure you don’t want to try it again? See if you are a big time loser or just a mediocre one?”

“No, I’m tired of playing games. I’ve had a rather rough time of the game of life. I’d appreciate my gun back.”

Olga almost screams, “Rough life? When you get my age, then you can complain. One thing I can’t stand is selfish people; and the young inconsiderates really irk me! You think you’ve been through it all? I hold seniority over you here. You said you have two bullets left ...I should be able to go first.” 

Olga tosses the coin in the air, “I’ve always been lucky at the coin toss, but unlucky at life. Something as important as life shouldn’t be a game of chance, but it is.” 

Olga stares at the name and dates on the headstone, “I know the agony. My dream was to get married, have children and live to a ripe old age ...so I could see my children get married and have kids. Well, I got pregnant, ...never did get a commitment out of him though. But I still had joy out of seeing my beautiful little girl grow up. I lived for that girl of mine. She was all I had. Then when life was just beginning for her, the cruel game of chance cashed in on my precious girl.”

Major just stands there, staring into the poor old lady’s eyes.

A solo tear emerges, “It was my fault. If I hadn’t had such an obsession for cakes ..."

Major prepares for a long story.

“I began making cakes while I was pregnant. And I vowed that I’d make a cake every week for my little girl. She wouldn’t have a daddy, but every week I’d make sure she had a cake. Her birth made my life special and I wanted to celebrate and make hers special too. I think she learned how to mix a cake before she learned to walk. Her first words were “angel food”. She was such an angel. We both loved to make the cakes and eat them together in front of the fireplace. On her 18th birthday we made a cake and she invited her boyfriend over. It was a great time. After he left, we talked for a couple hours. There was some serious talk, but mostly we laughed about things that had happened over the years. We talked about when she was little and she would crawl up on my lap to hug me and say “angel food”, which meant “I love you”. I made the mistake of suggesting a rum cake, since it was her first adult birthday. It was late at night. I should have never sent her out late at night." 

Olga fights off the tears, "She walked in on a robbery at the liquor store. My precious darling was shot. She was injured badly. The doctors said she didn’t have much of a chance. She tried to make me laugh, but I could see how much pain she was in. I just held her quietly and told her she was going to live. I didn't believe God would take her from me. Her last words were “angel food”, before she died in my arms." 
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