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	This book is dedicated to Lorie…my soulmate.


	 




Chapter 1


	 


	Dust lingered behind the Ellis Bros. truck as it meandered down oil-topped and gravel patched roads. It was early morning in the Dan River Valley and sunlight had just peaked through morning fog to paint tops of pine, tupelo, and cypress trees. Gentle coastal breezes eased through North Carolina woodlands, filling air with sweet lavender and liquorish. It was springtime in early April and the region was awakening to a splendor only blossoming foothills of Blue Ridge country could offer. Wood-Pewees, warblers, and Summer Tanagers flew in and out of tree gaps with sprightful acrobatics, while plump squirrels scurried here and there, chasing each other with comical exuberance. A plethora of hardwoods and grasses were bursting across the land with new growth, while pines beckoned nutrient rich sap they had saved up over a long winter. Even the switching of gears and engine inertia of a belabored Ford added rhythmic notes and balance to the spring symphony as it rambled around corners and gassed up elevations. Too sparse for approaching cars to pass easily, Ells positioned his truck in the road’s center mound and watched carefully for oncoming traffic around blind curves and steep hills.


	 Jasper Ellis was a stoutly built and amiable man, who filled the cab of a one-ton truck generously. Even though years of hard labor had taken its toll and shrunken his massive frame from the time of his prime, Ells still commanded a certain reverence. His size alone demanded respect as his barrel-chested physique and thick neck were only subdued by a 6’ 4” stature. This morning he wore a denim shirt, like he always had, with the top button undone, sleeves rolled up, and shirttails out. “ELLIS BROS” was proudly embroidered on his left pocket where a carpenter pencil was surely to be found. Blue denims covered broad and meaty legs with leather work boots to complete his daily uniform. Ells’ enormous forearms and face were almost completely black from daily exposure, making the denim appear lighter, juxtaposed against his skin. His close-cropped hair and whisker stubble was peppered white, indicating his advanced years and justifying the multiple lines of a coarse and crows-footed complexion.


	Ells was the younger and more likeable brother of Ellis Bros. Carpentry, who had added brawn and determination to the owners’ savvy duo. His elder brother Henry had been the brainier sibling, who provided the focus required to make their livelihood a success, a fact both siblings would eagerly admit. When it came to figures and accounting, Henry was in his element, which suited his slim build and deliberate disposition. Being leaner and spryer than Ells, he could tap in top plates of wall frames with little effort and secure long roof trusses with ease. As sure-footed as a mountain goat, there wasn’t anyone on the Ellis Bros. crews who could walk or even run joists with more alacrity then Henry Ellis. Because of his size, Ells tended to remain on the ground levels of construction most of the time and provided heavy lifting of materials jobs demanded. His intimidating appearance also proved affective when an occasional push of laborers became necessary to meet deadlines. Remarkably, as a minority contractor, the Ellis Bros. had earned fair opportunities to bid against much larger construction outfits and had solicited a decent stream of contracts over past decades in the Greensboro area. For over thirty years, the two men had worked together in harmony and produced a dependable living with a certain prestige that comes from owning and controlling one’s own livelihood. 


	That is, until Henry Ellis was diagnosed with leukemia. Attending physicians had called it the bad kind, the kind you don’t walk away from. Henry didn’t last a year after the grim verdict and Ells had buried him beside their parents’ graves on the old place atop Piney Bluff. “Dying at forty-five jus’ ain’t fair!” townfolks would say, but Ells would simply reply, “Yep, but fair comes in the fall and it ain’t here yet…it ain’t here yet.”


	Ells’ elbow was bent outside the truck window as he maneuvered down the rough roads that wound back and forth. He loved this time of morning and inhaled deep gulps of rich spring air, admiring the splendor of countryside all around him. On the drivers’ door exterior, faint red letters of ELLIS BROS. was still legible on faded and oxidized paint. Henry, who was always thinking ahead, had organized a sign painter all the way from Norfolk to add a ‘professional’ flare to their company vehicles and Ells never had them refinished—and he never would. Ells tended to like things the way they were and always had been. Life seemed easier to digest that way, in small pieces, you might say. Not that he was an unsatisfied man; on the contrary, he was exceptionally content and thankful for the many blessings afforded to him. 


	Turning sixty this past winter had caused Ells to become more reflective of his former self and perhaps more intuitive of his daily surroundings. He daydreamed happily as he drove along and hummed to his own unique beat, repeating often, “I’m a happy man─sho’ is!” It was sort of a self-help therapy routine. “If you say something long enough, it becomes habit and eventually, you’ll convince yo’self of its truthfulness,” he loved to say. He thought about his sweet wife at home; how he enjoyed Marion and her antics for the past thirty-eight years. What a good mother of their three children she had been, and now the kindest grandmother any child could ever hope for. Two grown sons and one daughter, all with acceptable spouses and good jobs, lent particular satisfaction to Ells and he grinned thankfully, pondering his good fortune. He reminisced of the past weekend’s excursion with grandchildren and extended family. How he enjoyed those sweet get-togethers. Life was good to him, he thought; it sure was. Ells felt rooted in this land, as much as any old oak could ever plant itself in red earth. These daily drives along the narrow oil tops and gravel roads were like driving heaven for him. After all, he belonged here and was quite satisfied with the small carpentry or roof repairs he obtained along the way. It didn’t take much money for he and Marion to live and these odd jobs were just enough to get by. Besides, he cherished the intense socializing, which was surely to come with good riverfolk he had known all his life. 


	“My, it’s a fine marnin! Ain’t it a fine marnin? Sho’ is!” he answered himself. Ells persisted to hum happily shifting gears around each bend, keeping an eye out for an occasional deer or unexpected car that might stray warily in his path. “What a beauty this morning is!” he repeated as sun beams shined though openings overhead, giving spatterings of light on the road in front of him. Upon cresting a small hill, Ells down-shifted the old Ford gingerly and came upon a flat stretch of road with an old bridge crossing in the middle. Long wooden bridges were rare in modern times, even in the Carolina backwoods; they were almost a complete relic of a bygone era. But this bridge was a good one and still served its purpose well, remaining dependable for the past half-century. With no guard rails and about a hundred feet of length, the crossing seemed ominous, even for experienced low-country drivers. Ells braked and clutched sharply as the old V8 revved and labored when a lower gear took hold. 


	Suddenly, something moved; only for a split-second by the water edge. Ells looked closely and strained to focus on what caught his eye. It was just under the bridge in murky water below a mounded ravine. There it was again! It appeared to be a tuft of hair barely visible above a clump of reeds on the embankment. The auburn colored scruff shone brightly in the speckled sunlight against the bridge buttress. “Beaver─a big ‘en!” he stated loudly, while force-pedaling the truck to a stop to get a better look. He set the brake and slowly opened the cab door, as not to scare the animal away. Stepping out, he reached behind the seat and removed a baseball bat from behind. Ells had beat varmints to death before─one good pop and it’s over. But to be on the safe side, he crept cautiously to the creek bank and slowly peered under the bridge. There─it moved again! Just above the bank sedges and debris, then was gone. “Is it…a child?” An uneasy apprehension came over Ells as he sloshed down the bank to get a closer look. “What in the world?” he whispered. The silhouette of a child could barely be made out crouching under the bridge in the dark water and mud. “BOY…are you OKAY?” Ells cried out. “Come on out here now, I ain’t gonna hurt yeh! Come on now, it’s alright.” Gradually the figure crept into the dim light and stood upright. Ells was taken aback. “Dear Lord in heaven!” he gasped. 


	A young boy, small in stature and slight in build, stood with shoulders hunched forward, head hung low, and eyes upward. He was completely brown in appearance from the dirt and grime that covered him. He had no shirt and wore trousers of rough-hewn material that came down just below his knees. His feet were indistinguishable from the muck that was caked about them and shins were dark and bloody with deep cuts that oozed. Some wounds were more severe than others as they criss-crossed his legs, tangled like briars from his bruised feet to the bottom edge of his trousers. Some of the gashes were actively bleeding, while others had scabbed over with small bits of grass and dried leaves stuck to them, creating a strange paste on his lower extremities. The boy’s ribs protruded grotesquely and could be seen easily through the filth that covered his abdomen. The remainder of his body appeared grossly thin, malnourished, and ill-formed. His chin was pronounced and large green eyes were sunken somewhat deeply into his skull. Even through a grimy facade, a large discoloration could be detected on the right side of his face. Black and purple bruising under his right eye was so swelled; it made his head appear lopsided. Dirt completely covered his face with only eyelids to reveal a fair complexion somewhere under the obscenity of his deprived condition. His hair was matted, coarse, and mounded upward on his head with clots of dried blood in tangles at the ends. The boy’s dirty arms and hands were trembling as he breathed laboriously, like a dog panting after a long run.


	Ells looked at him for what seemed an eternity, attempting to grasp what he saw. “Lord have mercy! Boy─how’d you get way out here?” Not uttering a sound, the child gave a feeble shrug and wrapped his arms around a frail torso and shivered uncontrollably. He squinted narrowly at Ells, glancing from side to side, as if to find an answer to his question. “Well, first thing is─we gotta get yeh outta this crik!” Ells reasoned. He held out his large calloused hand for the boy to grasp and moved toward him cautiously. He lifted him out of the water easily and held him gingerly through heavy steps up the creek bank and toward the truck, still running.


	Ellis opened the cab door with one hand and set the boy down with the other. He managed to locate a windbreaker out of the passenger side and slipped the large black jacket around the child’s meager frame, swaddling him like a blanket. “Can you tell me where you live? We need to get you home to your momma or somebody, okay? Do you live around by here somewhere?” The boy made no sound or gesture. “You’re in a fix─ain’t yeh? I’ve been there my’self! I’m gonna help yeh out now, yeh hear?” After closing the truck door, Ellis walked around to the other side and pulled out a cell phone from his back pocket and climbed into the cab.


	 “Yes ma’am─this here’s Jasper Ellis and I’m over here on Sand Flat Road by the Dan. Yes ma’am,” Ells explained to the emergency operator on the other end. “I am at the old wood bridge at Brushy Creek. Yes ma’am, that’s the one. I found a boy out here unda the bridge. Yes ma’am, I said a boy─‘bout, maybe 8 or 9 years old. He’s hurt pretty bad though, an’ ain’t got hardly no clothes own. He look like he been in tha crik fo’ awhile an’ all cut up an’ ever-thang. Yes ma’am, I can meet tha officer at Trudy’s─it’s up on River Road in Carlisle at tha crossin’. That’s right. Alright ma’am, sho’ you can tell ‘em; I’m headed there now.”


	 Ells disconnected the call and turned to look over the boy’s condition once more. He was shocked to notice an indention along the child’s face. It started at the corner of his mouth and traveled across his cheek to just underneath the left earlobe; an earlobe partly missing at the bottom. Ells realized the anomaly was actually a deep scar from some terrible wound he had suffered in his young and apparently, tormented life. Gearing forward, he wrapped his right arm around the boy and pulled him closer to shift gears without hitting his legs. 


	As the truck lunged ahead, the ragged youth leaned against Ells and pulled the black jacket around him tightly. As his bare hand was exposed clinching the jacket, Ells noticed something odd. His fingers were unusually knobby and bulby between the knuckles, too thick for their length. They looked malformed, morose, and grubby. Ells shook his head slowly, “Everythang gonna be okay now, lil’ man. Tha’ po’lice is meetin’ us up here at tha station and can git yeh someplace safe. You gonna be al’right now.” He pulled the fragile child tightly against him and geared the reluctant Ford quickly. Ells tried to sooth the best he could in his deep and husky voice, “I don’ know what happened to ya lil’ man, but we gonna fix it─yeh hear? We gonna fix it! Ever’thang gonna be alright!”


	Trudy’s Station was a staple for upper riverfolk, as it provided not only fuel, but small grocery conveniences, cold cut sandwiches, and dramatic socializing as well. It seemed that everyone, regardless of their particular status or circumstance, was always and undeniably welcome at Trudy’s. Crusty old men, who had nothing better to do, or had annoyed their wives too long and briefly exiled from their residences—usually ended up at Trudy’s. They would gather and congregate together like gaggles at tables at the end of grocery aisles. Here, endless cups of coffee were consumed over a multitude of exaggerations and bold-face lies jeered at each another. During these immeasurable periods of fraternizing, the subject matter ranged from politics to toenail fungus and usually persisted late into afternoon, until someone became angry enough to actually leave the premises.  Outside the store, another group of temporarily homeless men monopolized another assembly point at the storefront under a massive elm tree, shading the sidewalk and parking lot. Several round tables were utilized by this domino-thumping patronage, who staged rich and competitive bloviations, succumbing to the same lying and far-fetchedness as the inside group. Consistent year round, normality had survived within these social parameters over the past couple generations of Carlisle inhabitants.


	As a whole, Trudy’s could be considered an appropriate model for social interaction and justification. It seemed to rise above pettiness of racial tension or political affiliation that grew rapidly in other less civilized communities. Proving indispensible to the good riverfolk of Carlisle, one person was not held above another because of how they looked or what race they happened to belong—no, not at Trudy’s. The mere idea of a person discriminating against another or being prejudice for whatever reason would be considered hateful to Trudynites and shunned quickly. Dissent over ethnicity had been subdued long ago in Trudy’s mother’s day and no one wanted to go back to that despicable time again. As in most southern communities, some tendencies had to be overcome by the sheer goodness of people who lived there and their own zeal for common decency. 


	The first Trudy was a prime example of an individual who orchestrated a powerful difference in a small community. She had been an influencer, not only by words, but by personal example and deeds. Being one of the first business owners of African descent of the local community, Trudy, the original had been in a rather exclusive position to model, motivate, and perpetuate social harmony among brethren. The elder Trudy’s charity and genuine moral character was still tightly woven into the pervasive memory and social fabric that still clung to Carlisle’s inhabitants. After all, we are all creatures of our habits and those social parameters, either good or bad, which have been handed down from previous generations for others to follow. For example, if the topic of conversation at one collection of men at Trudy’s became too boring or heated, it was perfectly acceptable for any member of a party to get up and join the opposite loitering area. There was no set place for folks intended at the establishment and patrons landed where they felt most comfortable─and often did─with little thought as to where they belonged; it was strictly a matter of preference. 


	Not only were the local suspender-wearing males allotted dawdling privileges at Trudy’s, a local lady’s chapter resided at the social house as well. But, positions of one’s seat at this locale did have deliberate and weighted design. Miss Trudy herself, the younger, presided over the assembly comfortably in a tall swivel chair behind the register, elevated a few inches taller than the counter. At this perch, she could plop down and see the goings-on of gas pumps through a large storefront window to her left and greet customers as they walked by. To her right, six chairs were placed in front of cigarette shelves, facing her in a horseshoe pattern. The lady’s seating hierarchy was deliberately designed by Trudy herself, according to each individual’s wit and ability to converse in elaborate joke-telling. Trudy equated laughing to living and surrounded herself with others who relished the endeavor as much as she did.


	Trudy was in her usual chair when she noticed the Ellis Bros. Ford pull up and wondered why hazard lights were on. “He never does that,” she said, noticing Ells pull his large frame out of the cab and walk around to the passenger side. Just then, strobing lights reflected inside the store as a highway patrol cruiser screeched to a stop. “What in the world?” Trudy asked as she stood up quickly and headed out the door. All the store patrons became fixated immediately on the front parking lot and began to gather behind Trudy around the blinking cruiser. 


	Ells reached from the passenger side and collected the wrapped boy in his arms to transfer him through an open back door of the cruiser. Both patrolmen stared dumbfounded for a few seconds, until Ells passed between them. He soothed the child gently, “These is good folks now lil’ man; they gonna take good care of yeh, fo’ sho.” He set the child on the bench seat and tried to position him as comfortably as possible. The boy reached out a dirty paw for Ells’ arm and clinched his wrist tightly. His deep seated eyes were open wide with expression and upper lip quivered lightly. Ells slowly got down on his knees across the backdoor opening and held the child’s hands. “Now it’s okay lil’ man, these men are helpers, yeh see? They help folks; that’s what they do. An’ they gonna see to it nobody hurts yeh no mo’. An’ when you get better an’ get a lil’ bit settled, Big Ells is gonna come see yeh now. An’ see how you gettin’ along an’ such. Would that be okay wid yeh? The boy gave the slightest nod, but spoke more with his eyes. “Okay then─we gotta deal.” He took the boy’s dirty hand and opened his palm to sure a handshake with his. “Thaz it! Now, you keep warm as you kin’ till they get yeh where ya goin’ okay?” Ells snapped the seatbelt around the boy’s shoulder, stood up and closed the door gently. He smiled through the glass while the child watched him intently before pulling the black jacket tightly around him again. 


	Officer McMichael approached Ells about the same time as Trudy and the crowd behind her. “Mr. Ellis…dispatch gave us your name and number, but I need to take a statement from you sir, alright?” Ells nodded while still looking through the back door window of the cruiser. “Yes suh! That’ll be fine…whatever yeh need.” The other officer inside the car was talking on the radio back and forth and abruptly yelled out to McMichael, “STEVE, he’s going to Danville Memorial; ambulance is meetin’ us on 700! We gotta ROLE!” Officer McMichael opened the backdoor and glanced at Ells before climbing alongside the child. “Mr. Ellis, will you be available by phone in half an hour?” 


	“Sho will─jus’ give me a call,” Ellis replied. The crowd watched as the patrol car sped away quickly, leaving Ells standing there beside Trudy, who had been abnormally silent during the whole affair. He turned toward her and saw the anguish across her face.


	“Somebody’s been beaten that chil’ half ta death!” she lamented. “What did they do? Beat him up all the time an’ lock him in a closet or somethin’. Then, they pull ‘em out one day, drag ‘em behind a car…an’ throw him in a ditch somewheres? Lord Jesus, have mercy! That’s jus’ pitiful’,” she muttered. “Where on earth did you find ‘em, Big?”


	“Sho enough is. I found ‘em in Brushy crik under that ole rickety-rack bridge. Can yeh believe that?” Ells put his hands on hips and lowered his head soberly. “I ain’t never seen nuttin’ like that befo’ an’ I sho didn’t wont ta see it this mornin’…I sho’ didn’t wont to see that.”


	 




Chapter 2


	 


	A mourning dove cooed from a hidden perch amidst the branches of an oak. It cooed softy, high above the entry gates of Beckham Park across from Guilford County Annex. The notes were low, exact, and smooth...as smooth as an oboe playing prelude to a drama or somber scene.  The rhythmic timing was perfect and artfully choreographed, as if the pairings had been rehearsed to precision. The coos seemed to ask a question and beckon a reply as they gently cascaded down from above. 


	Jess didn’t stir on the bench below to reply. Her gaze was fixed forward, observing nothing and responding to nothing. She was numb to the morning’s existence around her and seemed dumbfounded to all immediate awareness. Everything was red and burned inside her. She felt unprotected, stinging, and exposed. Nothing felt right anymore; nothing felt pure anymore…and it may never again. She seemed to be helplessly straddled between her mind and emotion. She was trying to hold on. Where was the cord that could bind her—bind her to what she’d chosen? Had she chosen it, or had it chosen her; she knew not. Her house had crashed this morning on top of her and now she writhed through its ramparts and debris. What on earth was she going to do? The indecision in her brain pressed down upon her like a vise and suffocated the breath from her swollen body. 


	She leaned forward and covered her face. How many people in her profession had reached a breaking point like this? She rationalized the number. Most hoped, as she did, they would be strong enough to withstand the inclination to choose what seemed easier, less challenging, or less painful. If she abandoned her commitment now, would it tip the scales against her? Would she totter on this tragedy helplessly and tragically forever? Or would it lead to a dark place where despair could consume the rest of her pathetic life? Would departing now leave her broken and bleeding, like the hapless and hopeless she tried to help? 


	Taking a deep breath, Jess sighed a long and mournful sigh. All these things weighed heavily on her mind as she sat heartbroken, struggling to make a decision. She breathed in and out laboriously and attempted to gain command of her senses. Swallowing hard, she fought back the sensation of fragility that had come upon her—the one successfully resisted for so long. The bulk of her tears were pressing down now, ready to burst uncontrollably. All it took was one small push more and they were over. Jess strained with all she had to hold them back. Feeling this deeply was a fearful thing for her. How she hated being out of control and vehemently guarded divulging any form of weakness or emotional displays, determined to never be one of those bawl-bags she despised.  However, profound sadness was once again upon her; she had seen its ugliness before and recognized its strength. 


	When her father died, Jess was only fourteen and the abruptness and finality of his death had eluded her. She needed the world to stop moving for a moment, just for a moment to give her time─time to grieve. But it didn’t stop. Instead, it hurried along paying no mind to a teenage girl’s pain, as if her agony and desperation were of no consequence at all. He had been her pops, her confidante and her best friend. But in an instant he was gone. A drunk driver took him from her forever, with only memories now to comfort her in these trials of life. Part of her seemed to die with him. Her innocence had died, she decided. The part of her that believed in miracles and the sanctity of hope had left her, possibly forever.


	Her expectations of life were shattered and she had struggled for years to put them back together; in order to feel whole again and sense some sort of goodness still existed again. She had done that, she thought, with her education and career. She had done that. Her choice to become a social worker and especially helping abused children had been her calling, her duty…and perhaps, her own salvation. If she could only save a few desperate children from cruelty, if she could just save a few; helping them might heal her own wounds and restore what had been ripped away from her. But in spite of these efforts, in spite of all she had done to mend herself, the angst of humanity had brought her here once again to this horrid place. 


	Anya was dead…and nothing could change that. The truth of it lay just beyond her reckoning and its finality pushed down upon her like a stone. “Anya is dead and nothing can change that,” she whispered slowly, mouthing each word as if to supplant their meaning into her dull brain. The sweet little girl with the big white smile was gone forever. The dike of tears had broken now and flowed freely down her face. Big heavy tears, too long restrained, flooded her cheeks and ran down her neck onto her blouse. She looked upward and closed her eyes. It didn’t help; the water continued to flow. She made no attempt to wipe her face, being oblivious at this point. She was completely engulfed in grief. 


	Jess had known Anya well and had been assigned to her case for the past three years. From when the child was only five years old and her teacher at Roosevelt Elementary had discovered the bruises. The whelps swelled just under the collar of her shirt and continued all the way down her side, evidence of her father’s scourge and premeditation to conceal it. She had been kicked and shoved so hard that three of her tiny ribs had been broken. The judge reluctantly took her out of that terrible home for the awful abuse she endured. It was a home of extreme poverty, neglect, and violence; where drugs, alcoholism, and strange men came in and out routinely. While her mother, a heroin addict, found any means necessary to support her morbid habit. 


	Regretfully, it was an often repeated saga among the lowest socio-economic class of the greater Greensboro area. Violence endured here as it always had, continuing to triumph in these grim surroundings. Hopelessness was abundant in this cycle of death, but not for Anya. The little black girl of Project Row A-15 was not defeated by the hell that existed around her. She was not downcast or downtrodden by misery she had grown to know and expect. In fact, she was incredulously hopeful, transcendent, and pure─as pure and unblemished as her coal-black skin. So black, her grandmother had nicknamed her Tarnya for the tar-black color she emulated. 


	Anya was an exceptionally beautiful child and the splendor of her complexion was only matched by her contagious grin. Her nose was small and well-formed, eyes big, brown and deep. When she smiled, it was an infectious smile, which seemed to wrangle away the turmoil that encapsulated her short life. Jess had smiled along with her…and in time, had grown to love her. How precious was this child, who possessed an uncanny ability to rise above misfortune, cruelty, and despair she witnessed daily?


	Even as Jess conducted her first interview at Anya’s school, she was amazed at the child’s intellect and countenance. Vividly, she described her biological father’s abuse and his absurd reasoning for punishable offenses. Jess recorded statements and helped bring charges against him, later dismissed because of legal technicalities. By court order, the paternal grandmother had retained custody and Anya was remanded to live on Second Street with her. Jess had routinely checked on the child and maintained their unique relationship over the years; she had been Anya’s confidante, her role model, and protector. In return, Anya loved her Miss Jess and greatly anticipated her weekly visits. 


	Unfortunately, the grandmother illegally permitted Anya’s father to sleep off his various afflictions repeatedly in the dwelling where Anya lived. Upon learning of the violation, Jess had struggled to alert authorities and enforce a restraining order against him. But during the previous night, time ran out for Anya…as her malevolent father in a drunken rage, shot and killed his mother, Anya, and himself with a pistol he had stolen. 


	Upon reading the news of Anya’s death, Jess did not hear the door shut behind her as she left the County Annex. She left her computer up with the police report displayed on the monitor. She didn’t remember walking down the hall unresponsive to coworkers and morning chatter. She didn’t recall crossing Commerce Street with busy morning traffic, or walking along the sidewalk to a shaded bench. All she knew in this instant was that agony consumed her and she graveled to escape the horror it inflicted. She stroked her arms unconsciously to console her body as it convulsed with sobs on the park bench. There was no solace in her heaving and no yield to contractions as she rocked back and forth with her head in hands.


	Mrs. Addams made her way to the side door of the Annex and looked down both directions of Commerce Street. The morning sun shone brightly on her face and she covered her eyes to deflect it with her hand. Upon seeing Jess, she walked over slowly to the park bench where she sat. “Jessica, may I sit with you?” she asked cautiously. Jess did not reply and only glanced in her direction. “I know about Anya…I just read the incident report from last night. Jessica, I realize this is hard to take right now, but it’s going to get better and you are going to get through this…it’s just going to take time,” she soothed.


	“I don’t know if I want to get through it!” Jess answered laboriously. “I don’t really know if I can do this anymore. I can’t make a difference…that’s for sure.”


	“You certainly are and can make a difference…you’re one of my best. Don’t talk like that! It’s the pain talking; you don’t really mean it. This is what you’ve worked for. This is what you have trained for…and you will get through this, I promise.” Mrs. Addams moved closer and tried to put her arm around Jess’s shoulders.  


	“No, I’m not ready for that,” Jess exclaimed as she brushed aside Mrs. Addam’s arm. “I don’t want anyone to console me! Who was there to console that baby last night…huh? WHO!” Jess cried.  Her tears began to flow again and she struggled to resist the heaving her sobs required. “She trusted me! She trusted me to protect her. Now she’s gone and I couldn’t save her. All this time…and it’s like I didn’t achieve anything at all to help her. She would have been better off with someone else.” 


	“Jessica Bradley, that child’s death is not your fault,” Ms. Adams replied emphatically. You can’t take the weight of the world onto yourself, you just can’t! It’s too big.” You did all you could! We all do what we can…and you achieved as much as anyone could have ever done to defend that little girl. We can only do what we can; only what the law allows us to do—and what’s humanly possible to do. The rest is in God’s hands.”


	“GOD!” Jess screamed. “Where was God last night! Where was God when that precious baby was shot through the head while she was just trying…to sleep?” Jess whined and gasped for air between sobs. “I can’t get it out of my mind—I can’t! The image of a bullet going through that precious baby’s head. Oh my goodness—it’s killing me! I don’ know…I just don’ know anymore. I may be done with all this!” Jess looked up and wiped smeared mascara across both sides of her cheeks and leaned over to bury her face in her hands once again.


	“I don’t have all the answers Jess, but I do believe God exists…and he’s very good.” Mrs. Addams voice was soft and smooth. “Anya’s father made a choice to kill two people last night and then himself. Two people he should of loved; two people he should have cherished. But instead, he ended their lives in a few seconds. I would be lying to you, Jessica, if I tried to explain why her father did it, because I simply don’t know…or can I make sense of it. Was it evil on its own merit or was he evil or psychotic and out of his mind? I don’t know. Did he realize on some level what he was doing when he stole a gun the week before? We can’t know for sure the answers to why these things happen…we can only speculate.” Ms. Addams placed her hand on Jess’ knee. “But, this I do know…you are not responsible for it in the least; any more than I’m responsible, or any of the rest of us, for that matter. The responsibility for Anya’s death lies with the man who chose to pull the trigger and end her life…and I believe he will ultimately be judged accordingly.”


	“Mrs. Addams, I like you…and I know you are just trying to help me. But, I really don’t want to talk about God right now. And please don’t say you will pray for me. Please don’t say that. Everybody says that. Don’t you think I prayed for Anya? For three years, I prayed over that child and look what it’s come to? What good did any of it do? What difference did it make? All I know is that this innocent and beautiful child was killed for absolutely no reason, whatsoever! What kind of a God would allow that to happen? Tell me that…would you!” Jess grabbed her purse at her feet and fumbled inside.


	“Here, I have something…take this.” Mrs. Addams handed Jess a stack of folded napkins.


	 “I’m sorry.” Jess shook her head. “I haven’t cried like this in a long time...I’m sorry. I’ve got to get away from this awhile.” She pulled out her compact mirror and observed her face. “What a mess. Oh! This is the first day I’ve worn makeup all week…and look at me now?” she managed a chuckle and a red grin through the wetness and swollen cheeks.


	“That a girl.” Mrs. Addams hugged her tightly. “Do you remember when I first met you at the job fair on campus in Raleigh?” Jess nodded while attempting to pad and clean her face. “You were so confident and assertive; I thought you really had the smarts and perseverance to do well. You spoke with such enthusiasm and I knew you could summon the energy required to make a great social advocate. Not only were you passionate about the mission, but you also realized how hard the work could become. But, that aside, I really found out about you and what you’re made of when your packet arrived to me two days after we met.  Do you remember what you sent me?” 


	“Yes, I do,” Jess nodded again and smiled.


	“Not only did I get a complete application neatly and perfectly filled out…and not one or two, but nine reference letters. And not just any old copied transcript, but an official document with the seal and all,” Mrs. Addams continued. “I knew in order to get a packet to me that quickly, you had saved up all those references from professors when you finished courses and maintained a high level of rapport throughout your education. You also would’ve had to have gone to the registrar’s office in person and ask for a transcript the same day we spoke and remain persistent enough to wait for it. Your entire packet had to be together and in the mail the very afternoon after we met; it’s the only way it could have gotten to me in forty-eight hours, with snail mail.  


	As I thought about it, I realized I had a gem in you. I had someone who would be able to handle the state’s paperwork and understand the urgency of getting things done, but also doing them correctly at the same time. So, that’s why I offered you the job right away. And Jessica, you have never let me down. Your files and updates are flawless and you never fail to have documents in on time. In fact, you handle your case load so well; you’re able to help others with theirs.” Jess looked at her inquisitively. “Yes, I know you’ve been helping Carter and Jackie too sometimes.” Ms. Adams shook her head. “I know more than you guys think I know. I’m proud you chose to work in my office, Jessica…and I’m so proud of the job you’ve done. I know most of the time I don’t tell you that enough. We should always compliment twice as much as we criticize, but I seem to be lacking in that capacity. You see, this is what you are supposed to be doing. And you are needed here much more than perhaps you realize. Hear me out a minute…alright?” Jess nodded. 


	“When the news came in on the wire about Anya, I was on the phone with a colleague from Danville. Apparently, there was a boy picked up a couple of hours ago along the Dan River backroads. He looks to have been badly abused over a long period of time. I’m waiting for more information on him, but Dr. Hulhouser informed me it’s a very severe case. Well…he’s ours Jess. He was found in Caswell, one of our counties. He’s at Memorial Hospital right now until well enough to travel. And at this point, we don’t know where he will go from there. He appears to have been abandoned or managed to escape from whoever had him. He may be a missing child or runaway; Danville is working it across the federal database now. Jess…he hasn’t spoken a word to anyone; they don’t know if he can speak.” 


	Mrs. Addams changed her position on the bench again. “I’m assigning him to you, Jessica…you’re my best interviewer.” Jess listened intently and stared forward unblinking. “I want you to take the day off and go home and try to get some rest,” Mrs. Addams continued. “You won’t be docked a day or anything, but in the morning I want you here early to go over the boy’s case with me. Then, you will drive up to Danville and see him at Memorial. You will work only on this case until further notice.” Mrs. Addams demeanor became firm and direct. “The rest of us will share your other cases until we find out who this child is, where he came from, and who did this to him.” Mrs. Addams stood up emphatically and placed her hand on Jess’ shoulder. “I need you on this one.”


	“Alright then...alright,” Jess replied softly. “I’ll see you in the morning.”    


	 




Chapter 3


	 


	Charlie usually enjoyed driving as it gave him time to consider his thoughts randomly from different perspectives and organize them into a coherent plan. He liked to plan. Things seemed to make more sense to him when laid out plainly; laid out in an orderly fashion, strategically, with rules and dissension. He had always been like that, he decided, even from a very young age. But today was different. It was an anxious day, but Dr. Snyder was correct, he needed to get out and into the field. It was time for him to discover if he could ‘make a go’ of Psychology after all. “If only I was more passionate about something, this wouldn’t be so difficult,” he surmised while driving along. Charlie often analyzed his university classmates’ behavior, but seemed less intuitive of his own. Many graduate students were more empowered; more invested, and displayed a gravity of ownership in their studies he couldn’t seem to muster. He often wondered why he felt unsure and not fully dedicated to academics. Why did his papers, although technically sound, lack a certain clarity, focus, and depth? Charlie remembered how Dr. Snyder had chosen his words carefully: “Charles, it is high time you experienced the reality of the human condition first hand…and discovered what it is that will bear the most profit from your inclination and most challenge to your consternation. Only then, will you truly believe your efforts are meaningful and worthwhile.” Charlie was about to enter the last two years of doctoral studies and his lack of a dissertative focus weighed heavily on his mind. These thoughts labored repetitively as he viewed blindly the rolling foothills of upper Carolinas shining and reflecting in the dew of a cool morning.


	This was usually a peaceful drive, a drive Charlie enjoyed. Up from Chapel Hill early this morning at daybreak along 69 and then north along I29 was especially beautiful in spring. This was the land of his rearing, where he and Frank grew up together. How he missed those days; those glorious days with Frank, where his fondest memories were born. Frank had been older, larger, and stronger than his younger brother, but he never sought dominion over him. Instead, Frank introduced Charlie to all his friends as, “The smartest kid you’ll ever meet.”  His affirmation of his younger brother was genuine and most unique among boys, especially older brothers. Charlie remembered Frank’s kindness; he had never forgotten it and was still enamored by its legacy. Even as Frank lie consumed with fever when his strength was almost gone, it could not keep him from listening intently to his beloved brother for hours at his bedside. Charlie would inform him all about his day and the goings on at school while Frank labored to narrowly miss a word. “No two brothers were ever closer,” their mother often recalled. “Never a discerning word between them,” their father fondly recanted. It was indeed a most unusual brotherly love they shared, one that transcended all that was trivial and bound them together eternally.


	“I’m sorry Frank, I haven’t spoken to you in a while,” Charlie whispered. “I wonder what you would make of all this?” he chuckled a bit. “What are you going to do with yourself, Mr. Maiken?” he said, imitating Frank’s voice. He grinned at the prospects of what his older brother’s responses would have been and relished his memory a few moments more. Charlie began to feel calmer and more akin to the passing countryside, which seemed to become brighter and greener with every mile, until Danville was upon him. 


	Danville, Virginia was quite familiar to Charlie, as he and Frank had shared many summers with grandparents in farmland outside the city. He loved the historical feel of the town and many antebellum homes of the area. Being familiar with Memorial Hospital, Charlie hardly glanced at his smart-phone directions while navigating city streets and in short order, he approached the parking garage. He came to a stop and slowly emerged from the rental sedan and stood to his full height of just under six feet. 


	Charlie was a nicely proportioned young man, well-formed and lean. He had brownish- black hair, which lay neatly parted with a slight kick at the ends. His dark eyes were positioned nicely under a pronounced brow, which balanced a strong chin. Being a neat dresser and clean shaven, he was the epitome of a modern southern gentleman; always observing good manners over haste and displaying a calm and dependable demeanor in most circumstances. He was truly old fashioned regarding the concept of chivalry, especially when it came to the opposite sex, as he never minded opening a door for a woman or waiting patiently in line for his turn. Being decent was far more important to Charlie than proving a point, even at his own expense. His voice was fairly deep and mustered a slight southern drawl, but could converse with delicate precision and moderate agility when needed. He certainly had the appearance of a deliberate and prudent young man and in most respects, concealed insecurities well.  


	After locating the room number, Charlie was encouraged when learning the boy had been transferred from ICU into a private room. As he navigated the many halls, corridors, and turns of Memorial, he seemed to move with more enthusiasm and purpose as his adrenalin began to surge with anticipation. He entered the 5th floor waiting room and noticed there was only one other person there. She was sitting cross-legged reading a notebook in her lap. The young women had her hair pulled back in a ponytail and wore a loose white blouse with a dark skirt. She was in deep concentration on the task at hand and seemed oblivious to having one foot out of her low-heeled shoes. She had sandy brown hair with a hint of strawberry-blonde and darker eyebrows to match her brown-rimmed glasses. Her well-formed and pleasant face was partially concealed by a loosened bang which hung just below her spectacles on one side. As Charlie closed the door slowly, the woman looked up and their eyes met. Her soft brown globes met his with a sense of familiarity, which caught both slightly off-guard, leaving them to stare at each other for an instant. Charlie cleared his throat, “I’m sorry, you look familiar to me─and I was trying to place where. But, I suppose we haven’t met? Would you happen to be Jessica Bradley?”
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