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Chapter One
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Benjamin could remember as far back as seven years old when his father was still with them. They were happy then. They spent so much time together. His father even bought him his first camera—it was something he always cherished. Then things began to change. He didn’t know what he didn’t know. He wasn’t sure what lead to it or why but his mother kicked his father out of the house a year or so later. That was when his life became a living Hell.

“Ben, you waste of air, get over here and finish these dishes!” his mother yelled.

Benjamin rushed into the kitchen and tried to dodge his mother’s hand. He got it right on the cheekbone. He was a teenager, just beginning his freshman year.

“Rub it, and I’ll do it again.” She held up her fist like she meant what she said. Benjamin didn’t doubt. Whenever she said she was going to do something, she did it.

He fought back the pain and began washing the dishes. He listened as she opened the freezer door, grabbed a handful of ice, and filled her glass with something from a tall bottle. He knew what it was without seeing it—alcohol. Ever since the day his father left, she’d been drinking. It had been a few years since that day happened. He was afraid to ask her why he left but it didn’t matter because he knew she’d blame him for it like she did all the times before when he started to ask. Everything else was Benjamin’s fault too.

“Did you get your homework done?” A trace of the anger was still in her voice.

“No,” he whispered.

“Speak up, boy. I didn’t hear you.”

“No, ma’am,” He saw her shadow come closer to him and flinched.

“What’s wrong with you? I told you to finish your homework an hour ago.” She smacked him on the back of his head. He was thrown forward, into the counter. His hand slid into the sink with the dirty dishes. Luckily there weren’t any knives in the sink and his hand was saved from any sharp edges.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’ll finish it. I promise.” 

“Get those dishes done. Then get your homework and bring it to the table. I want to make sure you’re not cheating. You know how much I hate it when you cheat.” She began to walk out of the kitchen but stopped. “You better get those dishes clean. The last time you missed a spot and I had to redo it. You know how much I hate doing those damn dishes.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Benjamin rushed to get the dishes finished. He checked to make sure every piece was clean before putting them away in the cupboards. Then he went to his room and gathered up all of his books and took them to the table to finish his homework. He could feel his mother’s eye on him the whole time but he ignored her as he studied.

Benjamin Williams was the smartest in his class but he was also the quietest. Every year, he was at the top of his class. He excelled in all of them. Being afraid to fail, he studied late into the night when his mother thought he was asleep. He became used to fewer hours of sleep and focused on being a good student. He only hoped she would be proud of him.

He hid his bruises and kept his mother’s secret. As the years passed him by, her drinking became worse and so did the beatings. It had become difficult to hide the evidence. Recovery was also getting more expensive which made her even angrier. “Ben, if I have to fix another tooth, I’m going to pull them out one-by-one. Do you hear me?” His mother, Anne, always yelled at him for his injuries. If she wasn’t yelling, she was beating; and sometimes it was both.

“Yeah, I hear you.” He held in what he wanted to say. That she shouldn’t have punched him in the mouth in the first place. For whatever reason, he loved his mother and did what he was told. By the time he was eighteen years old, his mother became ill but he stayed to take care of her. He lost his scholarship and his only ticket to leave home. Benjamin was crushed but he didn’t let on. She was his mother and the only person who would care for her was him. He didn’t have a choice.

Between mopping up the vomit every day, washing his mother, and keeping the house clean; he had no time for anything else—except for the occasional shopping spree when she needed another drink and a job that was used as an escape. 

“Mother, didn’t the doctor tell you to stop drinking?”

“What did you say?” She had been having a good day so she was sitting in the living room in her favorite chair by the window. The TV was turned on to her favorite soap. She jumped up and was about to smack him on the back of his head when she collapsed.

Benjamin rushed to the phone and dialed 9-1-1. “9-1-1, what’s the emergency?”

“My mother just collapsed.” His voice was shaky.

“All right. Calm down. Is she breathing?”

Benjamin looked down at his mother. He could see her chest moving up and down. “Yes.”

He answered a few more questions as an ambulance was sent to his location. The woman on the other end stayed on the line until they arrived. Benjamin made sure he thanked the woman before hanging up. He watched them work on his mother as he stood in the background. Before they pushed her out of the front door, he ran to her bedroom and grabbed her medicine. He took it with him as they rushed to the hospital. He looked down at his unconscious mother as the ambulance rushed down the street.

They arrived at the hospital and two men rushed out to help bring Benjamin’s mother inside. A small group of nurses began attaching things to her as one nurse pulled Ben aside to get her information. He watched the group as he answered the questions. 

“I need your attention on me. Your mother is going to be all right,” she told him. Her voice was soothing but firm.

Benjamin apologized and turned away to face her. “This is the medication that she’s on. I should tell you she drinks a lot but you didn’t hear that from me.”

“All right. That information is going to be a big help. We won’t tell her it came from you. How are you holding up, Ben?” They lived in a small town where everyone knew everyone, and rumors traveled faster than any virus. But it was a clean town and they were a peaceful community. Crime simply didn’t happen and people looked the other way when a child was abused. It wasn’t in their place to do anything about it; it was a part of raising a child. But it didn’t stop people from caring, secretly.

“You know the history. I’m doing as well as I can. But she’s my mother.”

“I know. Come on, let’s leave them be.” The nurse was young, just a few years older than Benjamin. She had a light shade of brown hair and hazel eyes. Other than a couple of freckles on her face, her skin was smooth and clear. She was just a couple inches shorter than Benjamin and he wasn’t that tall—about five-eight.

“No, I need to stay here. If she wakes up and I’m not here, she’s going to try to leave, and then she’s going to be pissed.”

“We’re not going to let her leave. You need to sit down. Ben, you look a little pale.”

“I’m all right.” Benjamin finally listened to the nurse and left his mother’s side. He waited in the visitor’s lounge as the nurses and doctors looked over his mother. It felt like an eternity. He was pacing the floor when the doctor finally walked into the room.

“Her liver is failing. Lucky for her, it was caught in time. We’ll give her dialysis and see if that works. She should stay here for a few days.”

“Thank you.”

Benjamin stayed in the hospital with his mother during the few days she was being taken care of. Her liver returned to normal but there had been a little damage. She was lucky. The doctor explained to him that she needed to stop drinking or the next time, she wouldn’t be so lucky. “Would you like someone to come in and check on the two of you every now and then?”

“No, I can manage. But thank you for the offer. I don’t want to make things worse for her.”

“All right. She’s getting dressed now so give her a moment and you’ll be able to take her home. If you need anything please give me a call, Ben.”

“Thank you, Dr. Adams.” He was fidgeting with his camera as it hung around his neck. He accidentally snapped a picture of the doctor.

“Make sure I get a copy of that picture, will you?”

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t even realize I took that picture. Yeah, I’ll get you a copy.”

Dr. Adams had been working for the hospital for years, probably longer than Benjamin breathed air. He had been the one doctor who saw him the most and he had gotten to know him. His white hair made him look older but Benjamin guessed he was just a few years older than his mother. She was forty-three that year.

When Anne walked into the hallway, Benjamin stopped talking to the doctor. The doctor smiled and walked away. “Mother, would you like some help?”

“Why do you think I would need help? Do I look like a child to you?” she whispered to him angrily.

“No, you don’t. I was just offering a hand.”

“Well, I don’t need any help. Just get the door. Did you get the car?”

“The neighbor brought the car. He’s in the parking lot now.”

“Why the Hell did you call the neighbor? Now everyone’s gonna know. Do you ever use that brain of yours, Ben?”

“I didn’t call him, the nurse did.” He was quick to answer.

“You should have told them we’d take a taxi or something.” 

Benjamin didn’t reply. He held the door open for his mother and walked behind her as she walked out. The car was waiting for them just beyond the entrance. Benjamin rushed over to the car and opened the front passenger door. He waited for her to climb in and gently closed the door. He jumped into the back seat, making sure the camera didn’t jump around too much.

John smiled and turned the engine on. He didn’t speak as he drove them home. When he pulled into the driveway, Benjamin thanked him. “No problem—anything for a neighbor. If you two need anything else, just come on over.”

“Thank you.” Benjamin helped his mother inside. Once they were in the house, Anne laid it in on him.

“Why did you have to get the neighbors involved? Are you really that stupid?” She began hitting him until he coward down. She walked away.

“If you don’t need anything, I need to go to work,” He yelled into the next room. He tried to keep his voice steady but it was a little shaky as he spoke. It was hard.

Benjamin didn’t hear a response so he quietly approached her bedroom door where he saw her taking a sip straight from the bottle. He shook his head in disgust and left the house. Working at the Tasty Freeze was his only escape from his mother. He knew he needed to take care of her but he wanted out. He loved her and that was the only thing keeping him at home.  As the days passed, he secretly wished she’d stop drinking and become the mother he had always wanted and needed. 

A few years passed as Anne’s drinking only worsened. Her health began to show it. He tried throwing away all the alcohol but it only made her more violent. Finally, she was too weak to throw a punch. On the good days, if she couldn’t hit him, she threw things at him and forced him to replace the dishes that broke.

The doctors ordered her to rest. At first, she refused but then she collapsed forcing her to take a rest. It was at that time when a nurse began coming by a few hours at a time to check on her and help Benjamin around the house. In the end, Anne lost her anger and finally confessed something to her son that changed his life forever.

“What is it, Mother? I’m late for work.” It was the first time; he was ever short with her and he immediately felt bad for saying it. He hung his head because he knew a remark like that would have given him a black eye or an injury somewhere else. The memories were still vivid in his mind.

Benjamin had grown tired of the days missed from work because she needed him but he would never tell anyone this because he did love his mother. But he was tired of the bathing, cleaning up after her, and making sure she ate when the nurse wasn’t there. He was just tired.It was the insurance company who suggested he hired a nurse since she had gotten worse. It helped but it didn’t save him from the exhaustion it caused. And today, the nurse was running late too.

“Benny, sit down. Right here.” She softly patted the side of the bed, inviting him to sit down next to her.“I want to speak to you.” Her voice was quiet and sweet. She hadn’t called him Benny since he was a small child. He wasn’t expecting it so it caught him off guard. It brought some good memories back up—ones he had missed dearly. Those were the times when they were a family and his father was there. She patted the side of the bed one more time and asked again. “Please sit down, Benny.”

Benjamin didn’t recognize the woman who lied in that bed at that moment. She was fragile and pale. She had been slowly losing weight but he never really noticed until that moment. He couldn’t believe how small she had become.

He lowered his head and sat down. She coughed a little blood into a napkin and set it down. She tried to sit up. Benjamin stood back up and reached behind her to fix her pillows. All the anger was changed into sadness as he tried to make her feel more comfortable. He had always been a good son to her but this time, he meant it more than before. He wasn’t sure why but he felt like she was going to tell him good-bye. He tried to prepare himself for it.

“Thank you, son,” she whispered. Her eyes appeared sad.

Benjamin was in shock that she thanked him. He was saddened even more as he looked at her. “What’s going on, Mother?”

“I need to tell you something. I know I don’t have much time left so I need to make my peace.” She patted the side of the bed again since he hadn’t sat back down yet.

He sat back down and waited. She slowly pulled his hand into hers and held to it. Her weak hand squeezed his hand in a last attempt to show him, love. He looked down at their hands and then back up to her.

“I know I’ve been rough on you and I am so sorry for that.” She paused. “I was never a good mother to you. But you were always there for me. I didn’t deserve to have a son like you, always eager to help me even with the abuse. I want you to know that your love meant so much to me. I love you so much, Benny.”

“I love you too, Mother.” Benjamin often wondered why but he truly did love her.

She smiled at his comment but it faded as she spoke again. “When you were little, I caught your father having an affair. I couldn’t bear to look at him anymore. He had no intention of leaving the woman so I asked him to leave. It destroyed me.” She paused for a moment to catch her breath.“I blamed you for his affair and I know it wasn’t your fault. It was just so much easier to blame you than admitting that I was the reason he went to her in the first place. I pushed him into her arms. I drove him away. I should’ve spent more time with him, given him what he needed.”

“Don’t say that—it wasn’t your fault, Mother.” He patted her hand trying to show her affection but wasn’t sure if it was enough. It was nice to hear the truth about why his father left but he couldn’t understand why she felt it was her fault. The blame belonged to his father, not either of them.

“No, Benny, it really was my fault. I only wished I had caught on sooner. Maybe if I had seen the signs, I could have saved our marriage. Maybe I could have been a different mother or something.” She began coughing hard, losing her breath. Benjamin handed her a box of tissues so she could cough into one. She placed the box next to her as she continued to cough. The box shifted as her body moved between each cough. When she regained her composure, she continued speaking. “But that isn’t what I needed to tell you. There’s something else.”

“What is it?” He whispered to her.

“When your father and I were married, we tried for a long time to have children.” She coughed into a tissue leaving a spot of blood behind. Benjamin handed her a glass of water and she drank a small sip. She coughed again.“When I found out I was barren, we decided to adopt.” A tear formed in her right eye but she didn’t raise her hand to wipe it. She continued.“We met you three years after the day we said our vows to each other. You were two years old.” Anne coughed again, trying to hold the tissue on her mouth but her weak hand began to tremble so Benjamin helped her. “Thank you.” She paused to take in a breath.“Your father fell in love with you the very moment we saw you. I knew we had to have you. You were in foster care and we fought for you.” Another tear came. She reached for a clean tissue but she couldn’t quite get to it. Her frail body was failing. Benjamin picked up the box, pulled out a tissue, and handed it to her. She revealed a weak smile as she wiped away the two tears. As she dabbed her eyes, more tears formed. “We didn’t know who your parents were but we didn’t care because you would be ours. But you were your father’s son and he wanted to take you with him when he left.” The tears continued to fall as she spoke. Her eyes even revealed something Benjamin hadn’t seen before—pain as she choked out the words.“I think that was why it was so easy to blame you when he left us.”

Benjamin stood up and looked out of his mother’s bedroom window. “Would you have told me if you weren’t sick, Mother?” He felt angry that she waited so long to tell him the truth. But he was also sad because he wasn’t going to be able to ask her all the questions that were forming in his mind about who he really was. He couldn’t look at her for a moment.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was a whisper.

He waited for a moment to answer back. At least she was being honest with him, even if it was a little too late for their relationship. “All right.” He looked at his watch and noticed thirty minutes had slipped away from him. He was already late for work as it was; now he was really late. “Thank you for telling me, Mother. I need to head to work now. Are you going to be all right while I’m gone?”

It took her a moment to answer. “Yes.”

He adjusted the blankets on the bed and kissed her forehead, and then removed all the used tissues from the bed. He walked over to the door, tossed the tissues into the wastebasket next to the door, and began to leave the room. He closed the door to her bedroom and left for work. He couldn’t get their conversation out of his mind. He went over it several times in his head, trying to figure out why she waited until now to tell him.  An hour later, he received a phone call from the nurse. His mother had passed away. He was expecting it to happen soon but he wasn’t expecting it to happen this soon. He felt she must have known which brought on the tears. He felt embarrassed that he cried in public, something his mother always yelled at him about but he had no control over it now. His mother was gone. The abuse was finally over. And he wasn’t even sure if he was happy about that—it was something he had gotten used to.

The funeral was set a few days later. No one showed up which wasn’t a surprise to Benjamin. He watched them lower his mother into the hole. He tossed a handful of dirt onto her open grave and walked away. He didn’t stick around to hear what the preacher would say about her. He knew her better than anyone else did so there wasn’t anything the man could say that he hadn’t heard about before.

When he returned home, he began thinking about what his mother told him. He was adopted. It was all he had been thinking about since the day she told him.

He finally decided to reach out to the family who never wanted him. He needed to know why.
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Chapter Two
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His mother’s words wouldn’t leave his mind. Was she being truthful—that she needed to get it off her chest? Or was it her last abusive move towards him? As he sat in his mother’s bedroom, he pondered over the thought. The room was filled with empty boxes, waiting to be filled by her things. He was finally free of her but he wasn’t free. He couldn’t help but wonder if that was her intention. Did she find a way to keep him under her thumb? He hated the feeling and didn’t know how to shake it.

The radio in the next room played away and a commercial caught his attention. He stood up and walked into the kitchen to catch the information. His camera was sitting on the table so he picked it up as he listened to the radio. The picture of his mother caught his eye. Adopted. He was thrown away and put in the arms of a woman who would beat him until the day she died. He listened to the words on the radio as his mind went over the memories.

“Do you have questions that need answering? Call me today and we’ll find out together,” the voice on the radio said. Benjamin put the camera down and wrote down the numbers at the end of the commercial. It was more of a show than a commercial but it was long enough to get his attention. He stared at the phone number for a while as the words repeated in his mind. “Call me and we’ll find out together.”

Benjamin picked up the phone and started dialing. He stopped before he reached the final number. He hung up the phone. “This is stupid. There’s no way he’s going to find anything about my biological parents.” He picked up the scrap paper and tossed it into the trash, and walked away.  He left the radio on. By the time, he reached the next room; he decided to give it a chance. He rushed back to the trash can and picked up the note. He made the call and set up the appointment. He hung up the phone and began to feel better already. Even if the detective didn’t find his biological parents, at least he would give it a try. It was better than not doing anything at all.

Two weeks later, Benjamin found himself sitting in the waiting room with a few other people. To his right, was a young lady holding a napkin to her nose as she cried. She was a beautiful woman with long blonde hair wrapped in curls. Her face was pale and smooth with just a little pink in the cheeks. Her other hand held a magazine turned to the middle where she was reading an article of some kind. He got a glimpse of the article but it didn’t look interesting to him so he continued looking around the room.

Next to her with an empty seat between them, was an older man. He was sporting a soft white beard that was braided. He wore a black bandanna on his head and his white hair stuck out in the back. He looked like he could be in his sixties.  His head was bent over as he slept quietly.

On Benjamin’s left, there was a young couple. They sat close together as they shared a magazine of their own. Every now and then, he heard them whisper to each other and she’d laugh. They both had brown hair. His was short, more of a buzz hair cut, and hers was long and tied up in a ponytail. They had matching outfits on, dressed in jeans with a red t-shirt. He had a pocket with a soft pack of cigarettes in it. It looked like it had been opened with a few missing. He hadn’t seen too many people smoking out of a soft pack so he thought it was rather amusing.

Benjamin turned his attention to the secretary who was busy answering phone calls. He couldn’t tell what she was wearing due to the big wooden desk she was sitting behind. What he could see, was her purple blouse with a strand of pearls hanging over it. Her hair was a golden blonde that was tied up in some kind of bun. A couple of strands fell and hung loose next to her ears which she wore diamond-like stud earrings. She wore a wire set of glasses that made her look smart but he wasn’t sure if she was or not. 

The door leading to the detective’s office opened and a man walked out. The young lady sitting next to Benjamin stood up. “Was it good news?” She had a southern drawl—sounded sexy.

“We can talk about it in the car. Let’s go.” They walked out of the waiting room.

The phone rang and the secretary answered. When she hung up, she looked up. “Benjamin Williams?”

Benjamin stood up. “Yes, that’s me. Weren’t these people ahead of me?”

She looked at the others. “No, they aren’t scheduled to be seen yet. You’re up. Are you ready?”

“I guess.” He dragged, feeling more nervous now that it was his turn. He wasn’t ready for this.

“Well, go on inside. He’s waiting for you.”

Benjamin entered the second room. A gentleman sat behind his desk. He was writing something down. “You may be seated,” he said without looking up. Benjamin just stood there. He couldn’t believe he was there. Was this a mistake? The man looked up. “Well, are you coming in or aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry.” He walked over to the chair in front of the desk and sat down. He heard the secretary closing the door. “I’ve never done anything like this before so I’m a little nervous.”

“I can tell.” The detective had salt and pepper hair, cut short. He was dressed in a grey suit with a black tie over a white buttoned-down shirt. He pushed his paper aside and put down his pen. Then he looked up and found eye contact. “So what can I help you with today?” His voice was deep yet it wasn’t so deep that it was frightening. 

“I was adopted and I would like to know about my biological mother—if it’s possible.”

“All right. What information do you have for me?”

That wasn’t something Benjamin was prepared for. The only thing he knew was his birthday and he wasn’t even sure if that was correct, now that he was thinking about it.

“Do you have a birth certificate?” the detective asked.

“Oh, yeah, I do, but I didn’t bring it.”

“All right, that would be a start. Find anything you can and bring it with you during our next visit. I will get started on research and see if there is anything I can find for you. Do you remember my fees? 

“Yes, I brought that with me. Do I pay you or pay the secretary when I leave?” Benjamin wasn’t sure how all of this worked. He didn’t realize how unprepared he was until he met with the detective.

“She handles all of that for me. Mr. Williams, I’ve found lost loved ones before so relax. It takes time but I do find them. Find what you can and we’ll get started for you.”

“Thank you, sir.” They shook hands and Benjamin was on his way. He paid the woman—a sum of three hundred dollars which was only a down payment, made another appointment and was on his way. 
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