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CHAPTER 1 – UNFORESEEN COMPANY

“What is piled up on our porch?” Alayna squawked as the Russell family bumped along their rocky driveway.
Visible only in the dim headlights of their old, beat-up Jeep Wagoneer, was what appeared to be a heap of filthy blankets.  Collin turned to their thirteen-year-old, “Remington, what kind of fort were you building this time?”
Remington answered with a powerful snore.  He had fallen asleep just minutes before reaching their turn-off.
The dilapidated rags suddenly sprung to life, unveiling a helpless looking man who appeared to have been there for hours. Oh my, Alayna thought. What is going on here?
Collin asked her to stay in the Jeep and not to wake Remington, while he stepped out and cautiously approached the stranger.
“Can I help you with something, buddy?” he called out.
A weak, exhausted voice barely managed to rasp, “Your assistance would be most beneficial. I’m drenched, cold, and ravenous.”
Attempting to rise, the man tumbled back to his space atop the wooden stairs.
Grasping the door handle, Alayna started to get out. Then, she came to her senses. Apprehensively, she watched as her husband sprinted to the shivering, obviously homeless, middle-aged fellow. Collin knelt down next to the man, spoke a few words, and then motioned for his wife to join him.
Wasting no time, Alayna rushed to the porch. The stranger’s gentle, needy eyes demanded her attention. Looks can be deceiving, she cautioned herself. Stay strong.
“Hon, this harmless guy is worn clean out. He’s going to have to stay here tonight. Why don’t you go inside and I’ll get Remington?”
Alayna wasn’t keen on the idea of a drifter dozing on her porch, not even for one minute.  We don’t know this man from Adolph Hitler or Jeffrey Dahmer. This is definitely not the way I planned on spending my Friday night.
Without a telephone, the internet, or even a close neighbor for that matter, if the transient wound up being a sociopath, the Russells were on their own.  Alayna took comfort in knowing Collin was strong and courageous, but he didn’t even own a gun. Right or wrong, she feared for her family’s safety.
She had married an enormous hearted, yet incredibly obstinate salesman. Collin had already made a decision and it was set in concrete. It would be a waste of her sweet-smelling breath to try to dissuade him. Without uttering a word, she ascended the stairs — being sure to step as far away from the beggar as possible.
◆◆◆
 
Opening his eyes, Remington knew he wasn’t in his bedroom. Where am I? he wondered.
It only took a matter of seconds for his eyes to adjust. Why did they leave me in the car?
Putting his glasses on, Remington sat up. He looked through the windshield just in time to see Mom going inside. Then he caught sight of Dad and the unexpected visitor.
“Who’s that, Dad?” the boy called as he opened his door.
“Don’t worry about it right now, Remmy,” Collin said, turning to face his son. “Just go inside and get into your pajamas.  We’ll do our devotion here in a few minutes.”
“But Dad —,” the inquisitive teen began.
Collin shut him down firmly, “Get inside, now!”
Dad had given him the look. Remmy knew what that meant. His toothpick frame bolted across the lawn, up the steps, and into the old farmhouse, where he was certain he would get the full scoop from Mom.
◆◆◆
 
“Listen, buddy, I don’t know what to do,” Collin said.  “I have a wife and a son that I’m responsible for — I can’t bring you in the house. Surely you know that.”
With disappointment forming in his eyes, the beggar slowly nodded. It certainly wasn’t the first time he had been turned away. He had visited the only homeless shelter he knew of within a twenty-five-mile radius; they were full. The Clayville Motor Lodge kicked him off of their parking lot. He had attempted to hide in a dumpster, but an angry store owner caught him and literally ran him out of town.
He fully expected Collin to turn him away — but he didn’t. “For tonight, you can sleep out here on the porch,” Collin told him. “In the morning, after you’ve regained your strength, you will need to be on your way.”
Again, the transient nodded, this time with quivering lips. At least I can get some sleep before I have to move on, he thought, as he pulled the blankets tight around him, laid on his side, and curled himself into a tight ball.
He listened as Collin moseyed inside and locked the deadbolt behind him.
◆◆◆
 
Collin didn’t have time to inhale a single breath of air before Remington started in on him, “Mom wouldn’t tell me what’s going on. Who is that guy, Dad?” he asked.
To say Collin was annoyed would be like saying a woman giving birth was slightly discomforted. Does that boy’s mouth ever close?
Even though Remmy had already changed into his blue and white striped jammies, he was nowhere near ready for bed. Collin had no doubt his son had become obsessed with their mysterious guest. Perhaps I should have had him take a bubble bath.
Trying to refrain from hurting Remmy’s feelings, Dad attempted to provide a simple answer to his question, “We don’t know anything about the man, buddy. He’s just a guy who is down on his luck. He’ll be leaving in the morning.”
Oh no, Collin thought, as he saw the expression that manifested itself on his son’s face. It’s going to be a long night.
“He’s down on his luck? Do you mean he’s homeless?” Remington asked.
Dad hesitated for a moment. “Yes, Remmy. He’s homeless.”
“How did he get that way?” Remington asked.
Collin explained the situation the best way he knew how, “Some people can buy a pair of shoes and have them last forever,” he began. He went on to explain how caring properly for shoes was similar to a person maintaining their finances. Taking care of things made them last while acts of carelessness caused deterioration. He said people lost their homes for a variety of reasons. Sometimes, it was because of addictions to drugs, alcohol, or gambling. Other times it was just due to poor budgeting. Every person’s situation was different.
Collin knew it annoyed Remington when he used shoes for analogies. As a matter of fact, he annoyed himself by always talking about footwear. But what could he do? Shoes were his life.
Remington was anything but out of questions. He asked Dad why the man’s family hadn’t taken him in, how he had found their house when they lived three miles outside of Clayville, and how long he had been homeless.
Over and over again, Dad responded with as short of answers as he could muster. He knew Remington had a soft heart. With a lot on his plate already, the last thing he wanted to do was console a broken teen.
◆◆◆
 
More than anything, Remington wanted to go outside to interview the stranger; Dad would never allow that.  That is — unless he could come up with a clever way to do it. “Daddy, isn’t it my turn to lead the devotion tonight?” he asked.
“It sure is.  Do you have a message prepared?”
“Yeah, let me get my Bible,” Remington replied, before running to his bedroom.
He grabbed his Bible off of his dresser and flipped to the concordance. Where is it? he asked himself. What should I look under?
It didn’t take him long to find the passage he was hunting for. With a persnickety expression on his face, he scampered back to the living room and began his message, “Tonight, I’m going to read from Matthew 25. Verses 42 and 43 say, ‘For I was an hungred, and ye gave me no meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me no drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye clothed me not, sick, and —”
Alayna placed her pointer finger tight against her lips before softly saying, “We understand how you feel, Remmy, but we aren’t living in Bible times anymore.  We can’t just bring a homeless man into our house; he could rob us blind.  He could murder us.  We don’t know anything about him.”
Her reasoning made no sense to Remington. We don’t live in Bible times anymore? Then why do we have to obey other parts of the Bible?
This was one time when he couldn’t keep his thoughts to himself, “So, you tell me I have to go to church because the Bible says I should.  You want me to pay tithes, even on my birthday money, because that’s what the scriptures say to do.  You tell me it’s not right to talk bad about people behind their backs, that I’m supposed to be careful what kind of friends I hang out with, that I should go soul-winning with the youth group — and you tell me the reason for all of this is because I should always do what the Bible says.
“Why is this different? The Bible says we’re not supposed to send people away on empty stomachs; we’re supposed to take people in who don’t have places to stay; we’re supposed to give people clothes when they don’t have any. So what are you saying, Mom? We can just pick and choose which parts of the Bible to obey now that we’re not living in Bible times?”
Standing to her feet and crossing her arms across her chest, Alayna bellowed, “That’s enough, Remmy!  Go to bed!”
The tension in the room could have been cut with a plastic butter knife.  Not being a whiner or complainer, Remington stomped to his bedroom, nearly tripping over his drooping bottom lip.
He didn’t understand — his parents had dragged him to Sunday School since he was in diapers; they had taught him to never fear man more than he feared God. What ever happened to practicing what you preach?
Remington slammed his rugged door shut and threw himself face down on his bed to sulk. Unlike a lot of kids his age, he thought highly of his parents. Generally speaking, they were fun-loving, sweet, and kind-hearted. They didn’t have a lot of money, but that didn’t matter to them. Through the years, they had learned that having faith in God was more important than anything money could buy.
Their way of handling this situation, however, was disheartening. A human being was stuck outside with no place to call home. He could catch a cold or even wind up with pneumonia. Oh, but they’re being charitable. They’re letting him sleep on their porch.
After a few more minutes of sulking, the thirteen-year-old’s investigative ears intercepted a quiet debate taking place in the living room.
Mom wanted the visitor gone before they went to sleep. She had heard far too many horror stories to feel comfortable with a strange man on her property.
Dad, on the other hand, appeared to be thinking along the same lines as Remington — he didn’t like leaving the transient out in the elements. Putting a roof over his head seemed to be the Christian thing to do.
At the same time, Dad could understand Mom’s viewpoint as well.  If they were too kind to the visitor, he might be overly appreciative of their generosity — so much so that he might never leave.
Remington listened to their dispute for more than an hour before finally walking into the living room, “Mom, Dad, I know I’m supposed to be in bed, but I can’t sleep.  I just keep thinking about that guy out there — it’s not fair!”
“What’s not fair, bud?” Dad asked.
“I’m in there in a warm, comfortable bed.  I have a pillow to lay my head on, nice clothes, and a full belly. I can’t sleep knowing somebody is outside freezing and hungry without a comfortable place to lay down.”
“We know,” Mom said, gently hugging him from the side, “but we have to do the responsible thing.  We don’t have a big house.  We don’t have any extra bedrooms for him to sleep in.  We don’t have stockpiles of food in the house —”
“He can sleep in my room — please!  I’ll crash on the couch in the living room; he can have my bed.  Please don’t make him stay outside.  I’ll fast tomorrow.  He can eat my meals.”
Remington broke his daddy’s heart.  Something was about to give. Before it did, Mom retired to the master bedroom.




CHAPTER 2 - ROOMIES

“Let’s create a temporary guest room,” Collin said.
“Are you serious?” Remmy exclaimed.  “Dad, you’re the best!”
Collin traipsed into Remington’s room. Even though it sometimes frustrated him that Alayna insisted Remington keep his room spotless at all times, on this particular occasion, Collin was grateful.
He told Remington to take his blankets and pillows out to the living room and to make himself a place to snooze on the couch.
While Remington joyfully complied, Collin went into the hall closet and got out a couple of blankets. He quickly threw them on Remmy’s bed.
The father and son team then went outside to welcome their homeless friend into the house.
◆◆◆
 
Overwhelmed with excitement, the man tried once more to stand. Not eating a single meal nor receiving much sleep in two days had taken its toll on him. His strength had been all but depleted.
“Help me,” Collin said as he gently lifted the stranger’s left arm and wrapped it around his neck.
He didn’t have to say it a second time. Remington wedged himself under the man’s right arm and together, they were able to get him up to his feet.
Utilizing his human crutches for support, the homeless fellow staggered into the house. Slowly, yet carefully, he was led passed Remmy’s new sleeping quarters and into the “guest room.”
Collin and Remington worked together to help him get into bed.
The stranger didn’t speak — he didn’t have to.  His tears showed the appreciation he had for such a hospitable family.  It had been a long time since he had known such compassion.
Snuggling under warm, dry, clean blankets, his tears drops became fountains. Finally, he thought. Finally, I picked the right place to turn to.
Seconds into his crying spell, the man found himself being slightly distracted by a quiet conversation taking place just outside the guest room door. With a humongous, suffocating squeeze, Remington had said, “Thank you, Dad! I’m proud of you.”
How delightful is that.
I always speculated it was the fathers who were supposed to be proud of their offspring. I guess it takes all species to enable the world’s revolving.
“Good night, Remmy,” he heard Collin whisper in reply. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 
◆◆◆
 
As Collin approached the master bedroom, one end of a conversation fell on his ears — he quietly cracked the door and peeked inside.
With her head bowed, Alayna was on her knees next to their bed.  She was crying while speaking with God, “…and I know I made a vow when I married him.  I know I said I would obey him.  That’s hard for me sometimes.  God, I know he loves me.  I know he’s supposed to be the leader of our home.  But Lord, it’s so, so hard to obey him when he’s making such a horrendous mistake.  Lord, will you please speak to his heart? Will you please give him wisdom?”
A horrendous mistake? Collin thought. You think I’m making a horrendous mistake because I let a homeless man come inside and get warm?
At first, Collin found himself beginning to get righteously indignant. That was, until guilt began to settle in — that was Alayna’s personal conversation with God and he had no business eavesdropping.
Creeping down the hall, Collin stepped just outside the back door.  Following his wife’s example, he knelt down on the porch and began to pray himself — asking God to show his wife where she was wrong. He begged God to help Alayna believe in him like she did when they first got married. “And Lord,” he added, “please help me love my wife the way you want me to. Help me not let her down. Please prevent me from making any decisions that could potentially bring harm to the family you have entrusted me with.”
When he returned to the room, Alayna tossed him a concerned look, but didn’t say a word.
“Hon, you know we’re doing the right thing,” he assured her as he began changing into his night clothes.
“Hmmm,” Alayna replied. “Are you sure you’re thinking things through?”
“Absolutely,” Collin told her.
“Then why didn’t you insist he take a bath before getting into Remmy’s bed? The bum could have lice or worse. Did you think to search the man? He might have drugs on him. Did you give him anything to eat?”
“Point taken,” Collin mumbled.
◆◆◆
 
“Breakfast is ready!” Mom shouted bright and early the next morning. “Come and get it!”
The aroma of sizzling bacon, scrambled eggs, and buttermilk biscuits saturated the house. Dad didn’t hesitate to get himself into the dining room to give his digestive system something to break down.
Remington, on the other hand, needed some additional persuasion. Okay, Remmy. Here we go again, Mom thought.
Taking a pot in her left hand and a pan in her right, she marched into the living room with a mischievous smile on her face. Banging her instruments together, she sang, “It’s a great day to praise the Lord!” at the top of her lungs.
As Remmy’s eyelids popped open, he cupped his hands over his ears. “I’m awake, I’m awake,” he moaned. Within seconds, the breakfast aroma inundated his nostrils. He raced into the dining room, where he asked, “Where’s the guy from last night?”
That’s a good question, Mom thought. “Collin, sweetheart, would you mind seeing if our guest needs some assistance getting out here?”
“Sure thing, hon,” Collin said.
“I’ll come with you,” Remmy volunteered.
Not thinking that was the best idea, Mom insisted Remington wait in the dining room with her.
As she and Remington sat down at the table to wait, muffled voices filtered in from the other room.
Come on, Collin.
Our breakfast is getting cold.
A few minutes passed before Collin came back into the room. Alayna gave him a concerned, questioning glance, but didn’t speak a word.
In a hushed tone, Collin said, “That guy is quite interesting. When I went in there, he appeared to be gazing right through the ceiling. I asked how he was feeling and you would not believe the answer he gave me. He said something like, ‘Exceptionally well, due entirely to the hospitality provided by your exquisite household.”
Alayna giggled, “No way! He didn’t talk like that?”
“Oh, yes he did,” Collin chuckled.
“What’s his name, Dad?” Remmy interrupted.
“Brock Pearson.”
“Is he coming out to eat breakfast with us?”
“I asked him that — using some fancy words, he admitted he was famished and asked if it would be too uncouth for him to remain in his ‘divine bed’ a little while longer. He suggested we save a portion of the cuisine for his later consumption,” Collin said, not really meaning to mock the odd visitor.
Alayna wasted no time in reminding her dear, sweet husband that Brock needed to be driven into town as soon as he was up and about.
Remmy, on the other hand, made it known that he did not agree. The thirteen, going on twenty-five-year-old, insisted Brock needed some help. If he had a job, he could support himself financially, find his own place, buy his own food, and maybe even get married and have his own family. He couldn’t do that on his own though; he needed help. Brock needed an address so he could apply for jobs. He needed clothes so he could go in for interviews. He needed transportation to and from work. He needed a lot of help, “and” Remington added, “God brought him to us for a reason.”
“I understand where you’re coming from, son,” Mom told him, “but you’re not an adult. You haven’t seen the things your Dad and I have seen. This is not a decision for you to make. Let the adults worry about it.”
As the words slipped off of her tongue, Brock sauntered into the room wearing the clothes Collin had laid out for him. Apparently, the smell of food was more appealing than remaining buried beneath his blankets. The transient reeked worse than a five-gallon bucket filled with dead night crawlers. His shaggy, greasy hair remained uncombed, his face and arms were covered with layers of dirt, and his beard was anything but neat or trimmed.
“Morning,” he said.
“You can sit next to me,” Remington offered, pointing to the empty chair next to him.
Shrugging her shoulders, Mom raised one eyebrow and gave her son a look that said, “You are definitely your father’s boy.”
After breakfast, Alayna insisted on staying behind to get caught up on her homemaking duties while Collin and Remington gave Brock a ride into town. She still wasn’t comfortable with the man, no matter how the rest of her family felt. The less I have to be around him, the better, she thought.
◆◆◆
 
About ten minutes into their drive, Remington broke the silence. “Brock, do you like being homeless?”
“Remmy, that was completely inconsiderate and uncalled for! Don’t talk to our guest that way,” Dad scolded. He was humiliated. Have we not taught him better social skills than that?
“Your young man didn’t run astray. Boys will be boys,” Brock responded. “No, I don’t revel in being devoid of my own place of residence; it was never my intention to partake in this category of meager existence.”
Remington, obviously appreciating the man’s openness, fired off another question, “Well, if you could have a fresh start, what would you rather be doing with your life?”
This will be interesting, Dad thought. That boy of mine. What will he think of next?
Chuckling, Brock replied, “No one has ever presented me with such an inquiry as that. However, the subject is one which I have pondered. If I could cast one aspiration upon a star and reel it back in as a reality, tomorrow morning I would wake up as the director one of those foundations which make dreams come true for those plagued with terminal illnesses. I presume that’s where the depth of my heart could be discovered.”
The Jeep was filled with silence again. Collin nor Remington had expected such an answer to come from a man who would have been content counting sheep on their doorstep the night before. They were beginning to see homeless people in an entirely different light.
No one spoke a word until they arrived at the bus station. Then, Collin made a proposition that shocked his two passengers, “Brock, I’ve been praying most of the way here. I don’t want to just pay for a bus fare to get you out of Clayville and into a more populated part of Rhode Island where you can start crashing in a homeless shelter. I want to help you get back on your feet. What do you think?”
Brock looked confused, “Would you mind elaborating on that inquiry? I fear I may have misunderstood.”
“What if we let you live with us for three months? During that time, we will help you find a job, get back and forth to work, set up a bank account, and get some money saved up. At the end of those three months, we’ll help you get a place to stay and make sure you have transportation. Would you work with us to improve your life?”
Brock teared up again, “How might your helpmate view this proposition?”
Hesitating for a moment, Collin said, “My wife will be very supportive. She’s a wonderful Christian lady; I’m certain she will want our family to do everything in our power to help a person in need.”
With that, Brock agreed to stay.
Collin spouted off some rules Brock would have to follow while residing in their household — there would be no drinking of alcoholic beverages, no illegal drugs of any kind, no cigarettes, and no cursing. Furthermore, Brock would attend church with them three times per week and take part in their nightly family devotions.
The trip home was full of excitement and planning.
◆◆◆
 
Strolling out on the porch to greet her family, Alayna’s defense shield engaged the moment she saw Brock sitting in the passenger seat. What has my foolish husband gone and done now? Why did he bring the beggar back to our house?
Alayna quickly stole Collin away from their guest, insisting they needed to have a chat. She told Collin she feared he had made a horrible decision. Her gut screamed something wasn’t right. She couldn’t place her finger on what was wrong, but something about this arrangement made her downright nauseous.
Collin begged her to trust him on this one. He told her he had talked to God; he hadn’t acted irrationally. He insisted the decision he made was the right one.
“I’ve got my work cut out for me today, hon,” he told her. “I’m going to help prepare this guy for the working world.”
◆◆◆
 
After getting his hair cut and his beard trimmed, as well as acquiring several new changes of clothing, it was time for the real fun to begin.
“So, tell me,” Collin said with pen and paper in front of him, “what kind of work experience do you have?”
Brock told him he had owned his own contracting business. “That’s really all I’ve done for the last ten years or so,” he said.
“So you don’t have any previous employers that could serve as references?”
“Not really employers so to speak, but my former customers could vouch for my work ethic.”
From the semi-scowl on his face, Brock could tell that wasn’t the answer Collin was hoping for.
After a brief silence, Collin asked, “If we use your customers for professional references, who do you have for character references? You know, non-relatives you weren’t employed by, who will have nothing but glowing things to say about you?”
Brock’s eyes moved toward the ceiling, then toward the window beside of him. “I don’t know who to list,” he said. “Will you be a character reference for me?”
“Brock, you know I would in a heartbeat, but the truth is I haven’t known you very long. You need to be ready to supply references of people who have known you for a minimum of two years. Even if I had known you that long, I don’t have a phone. They couldn’t contact me if they tried to.”
All afternoon Collin sat with Brock trying to prepare him to reenter the work force. He prepped him with potential questions employers might ask, made sure he knew his address, and stressed the importance of maintaining good eye contact. “Oh, and one more thing,” Collin told him before breaking for the evening. “Those shoes have to go! You walk into a job interview sporting those things, and they’re going to laugh you right out of there. Shoes say a lot about a man. If you want to be respected, your footwear must look and smell nice. Shoes that say, ‘I take myself seriously and I take care of my belongings.’ Come in here and I’ll let you borrow a couple pairs of mine. I’m sure we’re similar in size.”
◆◆◆
 
Alayna tossed and turned all night. I can’t believe my precious little boy is going to be sleeping on the couch every night for three months! Our finances are already tighter than a tourniquet and Collin thinks it’s the right thing to do to take on additional responsibility. I’m supposed to be okay with us paying for a complete stranger’s food and transportation for ninety days?
When the alarm clock sounded, Alayna whispered, “Collin, I think I’m sick. I’m not going to be able to go to church this morning.”
She told him her stomach had been in knots all night long and she hadn’t slept well. She had kept the belly ache; her head was spinning and she thought it best to stay in bed. Alayna apologized and asked Collin to have the church pray for her.
As soon as her husband left the room, Alayna began to imagine what her kitchen was going to look like after Collin had finished making breakfast — that is, if he didn’t burn the house down. She remembered the last time she had been sick. Collin tried to bring her breakfast in bed, but he forgot one small detail. Aluminum foil and microwave ovens don’t mix any better than water and electricity. He had completely destroyed their microwave.
As she worried, music filled her ears. “All right, fellas,” she heard Collin say. “Breakfast is served. On today’s menu we have two choices — Cheerios with milk or Cheerios without milk. By the way, I promise I didn’t burn them!”
Atta boy, honey, Alayna thought. If you can make meals without cooking, we’ll both be better off!
◆◆◆
 
Arriving at Shooting Star Baptist Church, Brock insisted he would sit on the back pew by himself; he didn’t want to be too close to the preacher.
Pastor Brown taught a sermon on God’s ability to transform trials into blessings. On the way home, it was all Brock wanted to talk about. He couldn’t believe how much wisdom that preacher had. His message was just for me, he thought. I wonder how God is going to flip around the hardships I’m facing.
“Brock, can I ask you a question without being offensive?” Collin asked as they pulled up to the house.
“The crinkled pages of my life are available for public display. Ask whatever pleases you.”
“Well — what happened? I mean, how did you become homeless?”
Brock’s face turned a creepy pale color. He made eye contact with Remington in the rearview mirror, glanced over at Collin, and kind of nodded toward the boy as if to say, “I don’t really think Remington needs to hear this.”
Collin didn’t take the hint. He just sat there, awaiting a reply.
“Well,” Brock said, “First, I must provide you with information pertaining to my background. My father was a professor at Harmony Community College. It became his desire to have me trace his footsteps with my career choice. Being the cantankerous young man I was, I dove into an entrepreneurship – against my father’s desire, I became a handyman. I was married and my wife and I had a twelve-year-old son. To make a long story short, a false allegation was spoken of me. It was said I had been… that I was a…,” he stammered, glancing back at Remington again. “They accused me of being an anthropophagite. Please tell me you know what that is.”
◆◆◆
 
Collin had never heard of an anthropophagite in his life. However, he was not about to allow his son to see that a homeless man had a higher vocabulary than he did. Collin lied through his pearly whites, claiming he knew exactly what an anthropophagite was.
Brock went on, “Well, my wife and my son were deceived by those terrible untruths. My wife perceived a notion that I wasn’t safe around our son and —”
Afraid of where the conversation might go, Collin cut him off and said they should probably continue the discussion one-on-one some other time.
Later that evening, Collin sat down with Brock to schedule Monday’s activities.
“Listen, I have to be at work tomorrow morning at 10:30 am. That means we’re going to have to get up early so you can do your job hunting. I’ll go with you to show you around town and to help you pick up some applications. While I’m at work, I’ll let you drive the Jeep, but you’ll need to pick me back up at 6:30 pm.”
Collin was about as comfortable allowing Brock to drive his Jeep as a computer nerd would have been playing football. However, he was itching to see Brock reenter the workforce and make something of himself. It was something that had to be done.
Immediately following that conversation, the guys decided it was time for bed. Morning would arrive before they knew what had hit them.
When Collin entered the master bedroom, he interrupted Alayna’s Bible reading, “Hon, we need to talk — it’s about something Brock said a little while ago.”
“What’s that?” Alayna asked.
Collin shook his head. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything. Alayna is a worrywart. If she knows what I know, things could get pretty hairy.
“Collin, what did he say?” she asked.
“I was questioning him about how he became homeless and — well, just forget it. It’s not important.”
Alayna raised one eyebrow and allowed it to do all of the talking for her.
Collin was not going to be able to keep quiet on this one. He had already said too much. “Okay, he said an allegation was made against him.” He paused for a moment before continuing, “I didn’t let him tell the whole story because Remmy was right there and I didn’t want him to get scared. Brock said his wife didn’t feel like he would be safe around their twelve-year-old son after the allegations were made.”
“Okay. What kind of allegations? Are you saying he is a pedophile?”
“Of course not, Hon. He said he was accused of being a… um, well… I don’t remember what the word was; I had never heard it before. I don’t even know what it means.”
“You don’t know what the word means, but you’re certain he’s not a pedophile? Now that is reassuring!” Alayna griped. “So he’s been accused of something and his wife believed the allegations. Those allegations obviously involved a child. And he’s in our house, sleeping in our little boy’s bed while our son is in the living room alone!”




CHAPTER 3 – UNSETTLING FEAR

Collin was beginning to feel sick. What have I done? he asked himself.
He walked out to the living room to check on his boy, “Remmy, you awake?” Collin whispered as he touched his shoulder.
As he suspected, Remington was dead to the world.
Not knowing what else to do, Collin picked him up, flung him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes, carried him to the master bedroom, and gently laid him in their floor. At least that way, they would know Mr. Sleepyhead was out of harm’s way.
Collin assured Alayna he would find out what the allegation was about and that he would not allow Brock to stay in their house if he felt Remington was in even the most remote form of danger.
The following morning, Alayna fixed everyone another delightful breakfast and sent Remington out to catch the school bus. Half-heartedly, she wished Brock good luck and gave Collin a quick, yet unaffectionate goodbye kiss before the men headed out for the job hunt.
Collin took Brock to the Clayville Service Station, Clayville Lumber, Clayville Grocery, and the Clayville Tree Nursery to pick up applications. One thing is for certain, Brock thought. The people of Clayville aren’t very creative when it comes to naming their businesses.
Collin drove to the Just Right Shoe Department, where he was known as the master salesman. There was good reason for that! For three years in a row, Collin had broken records for Just Right. He had repeatedly turned down managerial positions — not because he couldn’t use the money, not because he didn’t like the idea of being in management, but because managers were required to work on Sundays. That was a compromise he was not willing to make, no matter how much money they offered him.
Getting out, the master shoe salesman reminded Brock he needed to be picked up at 6:30 pm sharp.
◆◆◆
 
“Business has been slower than an Amish drag race all morning,” Nikki told him as soon as he walked in the door. “If things don’t pick up soon, I don’t know how we’re even going to stay in business.”
Collin shrugged his shoulders, but didn’t say a word.
Trying to make conversation, Negative Nikki decided to ask an open-ended question, “So what’s new in your world?”
Inwardly, she regretted asking. I’m sure he’s going to start telling me all about his sales totals for last week. For once, it would be nice if he had something besides shoes or numbers to talk about.
It wasn’t so much that she was jealous — even though she was, at least a little. Nikki had worked alongside many business types before. Most all of them, at least on rare occasion, had something interesting going on in their lives. A kid that broke his leg, a wife that burned their dinner, a puppy that ran away, a neighbor that kept them up by throwing a wild party the night before, something.
Not Collin. Collin was business. All day. Every day. He was more predictable than the ending of a Hallmark movie.
When Collin told her about Brock, she looked at him as if donkey ears had suddenly sprouted from the top of his skull, “So you come home to find a strange homeless dude, probably an ex-convict, on your deck? Instead of phoning the PoPos or training your gun on the dude and telling him to get to steppin’, you brought him into your crib? Now he’s chillin’ with you and you just gave the dude the keys to your rig?”
Collin told her he knew it sounded crazy, but Brock seemed like a good guy.
“If you say so,” Nikki told him.
“Actually, now that I think of it, he did say something kind of bizarre. He said he became homeless because of an accusation that was made against him. He used some frilly word that I don’t remember but I think it may have involved his son or another child.”
With her eyes growing wide, Nikki pulled out her smartphone and got online. Sounds like a job for Super Nikki, she thought. “What’s this dude’s name?”
“Brock Pierce, or something like that.”
She typed it into her phone faster than a toddler could eat his boogers, “No results found for a Brock Pierce.”
“Try Pearson instead of Pierce.”
Several listings popped up. Nikki began clicking on different links and then said, “Well, poop on my boots! You gotta kick this freak outta your crib now!”
She handed Collin the phone. A news article from January of 2017 had a headline which read, “Local Handyman Investigated For Possible Cannibalism.”
◆◆◆
 
Collin laughed out loud when he saw the headline. This has to be a joke. There is no way Brock is a cannibal.
Perhaps there is another handyman named Brock Pearson. Still chuckling, he clicked on the article and began reading.
“An eight-year-old boy, whom we will refer to as John Doe, has informed authorities that he was grabbed from behind and dragged into a dark alley on his way home from school. He said the man covered his mouth to keep him from screaming. Once he got him into the alleyway, he told the boy he didn’t need to be afraid. He was not going to kill him, as long as he kept quiet. Doe says the man uncovered his mouth and explained that he hadn’t eaten human flesh for several years, but he was suddenly craving it. His attacker’s cell phone started ringing and for a split second, the perpetrator looked down toward his pocket. Doe said he kicked the attacker in the groin and ran out of the alley as fast as lightning. He described his attacker as being in his early to mid-thirties, being somewhere around 6’0” tall, and weighing roughly 160 pounds. He had dark hair and a goatee; he believed the attacker had a unibrow. An unidentified witness saw the man leaving the alley. Said witness believed she recognized the perpetrator. That individual provided the name of local handyman Brock Pearson, who fits the description given by Doe.”

With a rapidly increasing body temperature and a rumbling tummy, Collin dropped the cell phone and ran toward the men’s room — he only hoped he could make it to the toilet. He darted around the employee counter, passed the discounted shoe rack, rounded the corner where the children’s shoes were located, and… it was too late.
Partially digested grits and salmon patties erupted out of his mouth and nose. Without meaning to, he had managed to redesign half a dozen pairs of furry pink house slippers. Yellowish-whitish looking gunk oozed its way from the shelving to the newly carpeted floor below.
Collin’s temperature disappeared immediately, but his stomach continued to churn. Leaving his repulsive masterpiece, he rushed into the men’s room where he humbly knelt before the white porcelain throne. How he hoped no customers would be coming into the store any time in the near future.
It appeared Alayna’s gut feeling had been right. Collin must have allowed his emotions to guide him instead of the Holy Spirit. He had been more than confident that God had told him to help Brock — then again, it wouldn’t be the first time he misunderstood the will of God.
Feeling his body temperature skyrocketing again, Collin was terrified. Alayna’s home alone, with no one to protect her. Brock knows she doesn’t have a telephone or any way of contacting anyone for help. If he truly is a cannibal, would he be such a monster as to return to the house and kill my wife?
The grits and salmon mixture that had been swishing around inside of Collin’s belly suddenly shot up his throat and gushed out the doors of his face. At least this time, the only thing to change colors was the pond inside the throne.
Nikki knocked on the door, “Collin, you ain’t kickin’ the bucket in there, are ya?”
“No. I’m okay,” he said. “Just give me a few minutes.”
“Okey dokey, artichokie. Just keep in mind, the longer your puke sits out here, the harder it’ll be to clean it up later.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Collin grumbled, truly appreciating his co-worker’s concern for his health.
As Nikki walked away, Collin’s thoughts continued to haunt him.
He needed to leave work to check on his wife, but the rent was due on Friday. They were living paycheck to paycheck — if he missed even an hour worth of work, they wouldn’t be able to pay their landlord. He was trapped between an eighteen-wheeler and a coal truck. If he stayed at work and Brock killed his wife, how would he ever live with himself? If he left work and Brock turned out to be innocent of the allegations made against him, he could cost his family the roof over their heads because of a mere rumor.




CHAPTER 4 – ODDBALLS ATTRACT

“God, please help me; I don’t know what to do. I tried to honor your Word by helping a man in need. I may have acted impulsively, but you know my heart was in the right place. Please, God, don’t let this man kill or hurt my family. Please show me what to do.”
As he prayed, a bitter memory suddenly popped into his mind. When Collin was seven years old, he heard his big sister, Susan, running through the house. She screamed, “Mom, look what Collin did to my hair!”
Collin had been in bed all night; he hadn’t touched her. In a defensive state, he jumped out of bed to see what was going on. Shuffling past his dresser, he caught site of a pair of shiny metal scissors covered with hair. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but it didn’t look good.
Picking up the scissors, he stared at them intently, hoping to find a clue. While studying them, his door burst open and there was his mom with Susan just behind her, “Collin, you know better than this! Why did you cut your sister’s hair?”
Collin insisted he didn’t touch her hair — he didn’t even know it had been cut until he heard the screaming.
“I have no idea how those scissors got in my room,” Collin told her.
Susan’s hair looked like someone had taken a weed whacker to it; she appeared as if she could kill anyone who looked at her the wrong way. Whatever had happened, Collin hadn’t done it; he was certain of that.
No matter how much he insisted on his innocence, Collin’s mom thought otherwise. She grounded him for three weeks. Every day after school he had to stand with his nose in the corner for one hour. He was not allowed to have friends over, to watch TV, or to use the telephone. He couldn’t use the computer or listen to music. He had to go to bed at 7 pm every night. It was twenty-one days of total misery.
The truth about what happened didn’t come out until both Collin and Susan had reached adulthood. Then, and only then, did Susan admit she had cut her own hair. It had been an accident; she was pretending to be a hair stylist when she had accidentally gotten a little too close with the scissors. She then tried to even it out, which only made things worse. It was much easier to let Collin take the blame than to face the embarrassment of admitting her own clumsiness.
A false allegation had been made against Collin, his mom had found him guilty, and years later his innocence was proclaimed.
“Thank you, God. Thank you for bringing that back to my memory. I know what you’re telling me. You’re trying to get me to realize Brock is guiltless. It was a false allegation, wasn’t it, God? Thank you so much for being my Father and for giving me direction.”
With a more settled stomach, Collin flushed his recycled breakfast down the toilet and returned to the employee counter. Nikki asked him if he was going to have to leave work.
“No. I’m going to be all right,” Collin told her.
“Good. In that case, here’s a roll of paper towels,” she said. “Have fun.”
Collin detested the stench of vomit, even when it was his own. The thoughts of cleaning it up made him want to hurl again. Still, he knew he had to do it. Taking the paper towels, along with a trash bag, he took his time walking over to the spill on aisle three.
He set the bag down, soaked up the vomit, and threw the soiled paper towels in the garbage bag. The house shoes still looked awful. They would take a great deal of cleaning and sanitizing, as would the carpet and shelving.
There was always a lesson to be learned from everything — in the future, if he had to throw up, he would make sure he made it to a trash can or a toilet! Or, he thought, I could just aim for Nikki’s shoes.
Around 4:00 that afternoon, Collin began feeling a bit nervous again. In only one hour he would find out if Brock would return to pick him up with the Jeep, if he had stolen it, or worse. He watched the minute hand slowly tick by. It seemed to be the slowest hour he had ever lived through.
◆◆◆
 
At 6:25 pm, Brock excitedly bounced into the store, “What good fortune do you suppose fell on me today? — You’re looking at the newest, yet oldest newspaper delivery boy in town.”
Nikki gave Collin a surprised look. This is Brock? Well, poop on my boots!
All day she had been trying to guess what Brock looked like. She imagined him to be tall, dark, and somewhat overweight, with a huge scar down the side of his face. This guy, on the contrary, looked more like a cuddly teddy bear. Under normal circumstances, a unibrow would be a huge turn-off. Oddly enough, somehow on Brock it was attractive — it gave him a distinguished look. The neatly trimmed beard made him look mature, yet mysterious. It didn’t take her very long to notice he wasn’t wearing a wedding band.
“Brock, this is Nikki,” Collin said.
“How thrilling it is to make your acquaintance, cutie,” Brock said as he reached out to shake her hand.
Not only is he cute, but he has a deep voice too. And boy, does that man have a way with words!
“Somebody better get the umbrellas out,” she replied while fanning herself with a sales paper. “The sprinklers are about to go off up in here.”
◆◆◆
 
As far as Collin was concerned, both Mr. and Miss Flirtatious had lost their minds. Brock was a suspected cannibal and Nikki was… well, Nikki. The two would go together like crunchy peanut butter and chili dogs.
Still worried about Alayna, and not wanting to hear any more of their mushy talk, Collin wasted no time in clocking out so he could head back home to check on his bride.
All the way to the house, he listened as Brock bragged about his new job. He talked about the company vehicle he would get to drive, how kind his boss was, how many newspapers he would deliver every day, the benefits Clayville News offered to their employees — he rambled on and on and on.
“I’m not trying to be a Negative Nellie here, Brock, but doesn’t the thought of working for a newspaper bother you a little bit?” Collin asked.
“No,” Brock replied. “Why would it?”
“Well, wasn’t it a newspaper that basically ruined your reputation?”
Brock thought for a moment before saying, “The reporter simply fulfilled the duties of her employment. She was asked to investigate an innuendo. In compliance with her employer’s request, she divulged her findings. Even if her story was lacking in accuracy, Clayville News cannot be severely reprehended for an article published by a different organization. It’s that unscrupulous delinquent I’m distressed with.”
Collin dropped the subject faster than a hot potato. Obviously, Brock was ecstatic about his new job and nothing he could say was going to change that.
When they finally arrived at the farmhouse, they found Alayna and Remington ripping crabgrass out of their perennial garden.
Collin hadn’t seen his bride look so beautiful in years. He admired her naturally curly, golden hair. She wasn’t wearing any make-up, but she didn’t need any — she was positively, without a doubt, stunning! Alayna’s rare green eyes matched her unique character. And those shoes —
they’re darling on her.
Alayna was the only woman within a thirty-mile radius who wasn’t afraid to work outside in the dirt while dressing like a classy lady. There was something extraordinary about Alayna; everyone knew that. Collin was thankful God had kept her safe.
Running to her side, he wrapped her tightly in his arms and gave her a soft, gentle kiss on the cheek.
“What was that for?” Alayna asked with a giggle.
“I just missed you, that’s all,” Collin said, looking deep in her eyes.
The moment of romance wouldn’t last long — not if Remington had anything to do with it anyway. “How did the job search go?” he asked.
Brock told his story all over again and with even more detail than he had shared before. Collin and Alayna found it almost whimsical to hear how excited a grown man could be about delivering newspapers.
They were, however, quickly put to shame by their thirteen-year-old. Wiping the dust off of his glasses, he said, “Let’s thank God for answering our prayers. It’s a miracle to find a job on a person’s first day of looking.”
Brock gave him a puzzled look, “Prayer is not in the neighborhood of my expertise, little man.”
“Here, let me teach you,” Remington replied. “Everybody bow your heads.”
Remington spoke with such confidence, that no one even thought about questioning him. All three adults followed his instructions.
“Dear Jesus, thank you for being you. You are incredible. You created the heavens and the earth. You created the trees and the flowers. You make it rain and snow. You made the sun, the stars, and the moon to shine. You came to the earth and died for me because my heart was so dirty that I deserved to die and spend an eternity in Hell.
“Thank you not only for all of those phenomenal things you did in the past and for the huge miracles you still perform, but thank you for answering even our smaller prayers. God, we wanted to be a blessing to Brock. We wanted to help him. You took matters into your own hands. You had him stop at the right place at the right time. Now he has a job and he can get his life started back in the right direction again. Lord Jesus, we appreciate your love. Amen.”
No sweeter prayer could have been spoken. Remington had gotten saved two years before at a youth rally he attended at Calvary Baptist Church without his parents. Since that time, his spiritual growth had spiked to an all-time high. He loved reading his Bible, cherished their nightly family devotions, found prayer exciting, and began to view life from a completely different perspective.
His prayers were more than genuine; they were innocently spoken with a child-like faith — with the kind of faith that was known to produce miracles. His parents could have listened to him pray all day, every day without ever growing weary of hearing him talk with the Lord.
Collin wore a smile to bed that night; a smile that would have lit up the deepest cave in the Middle East. He informed Alayna about his conversation with Nikki and about the article they found about Brock online. He told her how ill he had become because he was worried so much about her and about how God had comforted his fear by bringing back a memory from his own childhood — he hadn’t experienced that kind of intimacy with God in a long time.
Alayna seemed unmoved by her husband’s story. It was possible she had only listened to him with her ears and not with her heart. It appeared that the entire time he was talking, she was simply waiting for her turn to speak. “Nikki was right,” she said. “Brock has to go. He has to go tonight! We can’t have someone who’s quite possibly feasted on or at least attempted to feast on other human beings in our home. My son is not going to be his next victim. Collin, I’m not asking anymore; it’s time to make a wise decision. You can’t save the world! Not at the cost of losing your own family.”
Collin’s glowing countenance grew dim. After the experience he had at work, he was more convinced than ever that Brock’s showing up at their doorstep was anything but coincidental. Perhaps he was an angel they were attending to unawares. He wasn’t about to push away someone God had sent to him for help — he couldn’t.
Collin lay in silent disbelief. Generally speaking, he and Alayna always agreed on everything. They had made oodles upon oodles of crucial decisions together. He remembered when Alayna had developed hyperemesis gravidarum during her pregnancy with Remington. For more than two months she had suffered with relentless vomiting and ended up losing weight during her fourth month of pregnancy. Not only had she been so ill that she required hospitalization on multiple occasions, but the doctor had assured them Remington was going to have down syndrome and had recommended an early termination of the pregnancy.
Even during that stormy trial, Collin and Alayna had been in perfect agreement. They refused to take matters into their own hands. Through prayer, they asked for God’s will to be done and Remmy was born in perfect health.
They also made another difficult decision — Remmy was going to be their last child. Fearful that if they got pregnant again, Alayna’s complications would be more severe, or that they might create a child with debilitating medical problems, Alayna chose to get sterilized.
If he and his wife could be in agreement on difficult decisions like that, why was this situation so challenging?
They both lay there thinking for a few minutes and then Alayna reached over and placed Collin’s chin in the palm of her hand, “Maybe there’s something I need to tell you.”
“Please do,” Collin said, trying to understand the concerned look in her eye.




CHAPTER 5 – SEEKING DIRECTION

“Several years before I met you, something horrible happened to me. I never talk about it because I still have flashbacks to this day.” Alayna paused and turned away from him for a moment, “I’m sorry I never told you about it. I really am.”
Taking her hand in his, Collin said, “It’s okay, hon. What is it? What happened?”
Alayna turned to face him again, “I met this guy — his name was Grant.” She sniffled a bit while fighting back her emotions as she explained how she had been driving home from work one evening when her tire flattened out like a frog splattered on the highway. It had been a rainy, foggy night. She was terrified to get out of her car. She got out, however, dug around in the trunk and found the jack. She had never changed a tire before in her life and dreaded trying to learn how on such a night as that. Several cars passed by, but no one stopped to help except for Grant.
He seemed like the perfect gentleman. He told her to get back in the car out of the rain and he would change the tire. He did exactly that. Alayna remembered checking him out in her sideview mirror as he struggled to get the tire off. Before leaving, he gave her his phone number and asked her to let him know she made it home safely so he wouldn’t have to worry.
“What kind of shoes was he wearing?” Collin asked.
Alayna smiled in disbelief, “Really, Collin? How would I know what kind of shoes he was wearing? Is that all you think about? Shoes?”
“Sorry babe. It’s what I do. Shoes say a lot about a man.”
Alayna continued her story by explaining that as soon as she got home that night, she called Grant for what she expected to be a very short conversation. They chatted for hours, as if they had known each other their entire lives. The next thing she knew, she was head over heels in love with a random stranger.
When she got to work the next day, Alayna was bragging to some of her co-workers about her new beau. One of the ladies said she knew who Grant was and claimed he had a poor reputation. She said she didn’t want to gossip and she didn’t even know if the rumors were true. However, she feared for Alayna’s safety so she told her what she had heard.
Apparently, some people who went to college with Grant suspected he had gotten involved in drugging and sexually abusing women. They said he was good at wooing young ladies with kind deeds; once he had gained their trust, he would find a way to sedate them and then have his way with them.
“I had never heard such a ridiculous story,” Alayna said. “I mean, Grant was just not that type of guy. He was humorous, kind, and a true gentleman. I had always been an excellent judge of character. I knew beyond the shadow of the faintest doubt he wasn’t capable of doing anything like that.”
She tensed up and Collin’s skin began to crawl. He didn’t even know if he wanted to hear the rest of the story. He didn’t have much say so in the matter, though. Alayna had held this in too long and it was well beyond the time to get it off of her chest.
She told him about how Grant would open her car door for her, how he would pay for her meals, how he took her on moon-lit strolls, and how he had even cooked Chinese for her.
Apparently, while she was on the phone with Grant one night, she heard a lot of commotion. It sounded like Grant dropped the phone. She heard some powerful, booming voices. Someone had knocked his door in. A man was screaming at him to get on the ground. Then, the call went dead.
She tried to call him back. Over and over again she dialed his number, but the calls went straight to voicemail. Minutes later, her sister called.
“Oh, thank goodness, you’re okay,” she shrieked.
“Of course I am,” Alayna had told her. “What are you talking about?”
You haven’t watched the news?” her sister had asked frantically.
Grant had not only been a sexual pervert, but he had a rap sheet three miles long. Had Alayna spent much more time with him, more than likely she would have been his next victim.
“You see,” Alayna said, patting her chest, “I take accusations seriously. I didn’t in the past and it could have cost me a price I would not have wanted to pay. I understand that you have been falsely accused of things in the past and feel Brock may be innocent like you were — but, Collin, what if he’s not? What if he does have an appetite for human flesh?”
◆◆◆
 
Collin was dumbfounded. How had Alayna kept such a dark secret for fifteen years of their marriage? He certainly hoped there weren’t any more noose-dangling skeletons lurking about in her closet.
Without warning, a heavy thumping came to the front door. Both Collin and Alayna jumped. Collin grabbed a baseball bat from his closet and headed toward the living room. Peeking out of a window, he couldn’t see anyone on the porch. Quietly, he walked over to the door, flipped on the porch light, and peered out again. Still no signs of life.
Switching the light back off, he turned toward his bedroom. Before he could even complete his third step, he heard the rapping again – even more emphatic than before. This time, the knock was followed immediately by a barbaric shout, “Open up, it’s the police!”
Collin’s heart skipped a couple of beats. He froze in his tracks. Were the police there to arrest Brock? That had to be it. There was no other explanation.
Hesitantly, he put the baseball bat down in the corner before opening the door.
Two officers stood there. “Is this the Brussel residence?” one of them asked.
“It’s the Russell residence,” Collin replied, noticing, but not mentioning the fact that the officer had failed to properly lace his left shoe up all the way.
“We’re trying to find a Tony Brussel.”
“I’m sorry, sir. You’ve got the wrong house. I can show you some ID if you’d like.”
Fortunately, dispatch radioed the officer as he was standing there. The suspect they were looking for had been apprehended.
Nothing like a false alarm!
Collin returned to the bedroom to provide Alayna with an update on what had taken place. She was already fully dressed, apparently expecting the worst.
Being wide awake, Mr. and Mrs. Russell vowed to work together to figure out what to do about Brock. They both knew what the other person’s thoughts were, but neither felt they were wrong. It was not the kind of situation they could simply agree to disagree on.
“What if we find him a motel to stay in?” Alayna suggested.
“A motel? We can’t afford to pay $100 per night for this man. That would be about $3,000 per month.”
◆◆◆
 
Remington, now wide awake thanks to the officer’s error, suddenly chimed in on the debate, “Why don’t we do what Gideon did?”
“Gideon who?” Dad asked.
A smirk appeared on Remmy’s face as he said, “The one from the Bible,” as if Dad should have already known that.
“I’m willing to try anything,” Mom said. “What do you think, Collin?”
Collin ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m okay with it, but first I need to know something — do you think they had different brands of sandals back then or were they all the same?” he joked.
“Dad! Come on, this is serious,” Remmy whined.
Remington had less patience than a bus driver with diarrhea who had been caught in a traffic jam. He was a boy who knew what he wanted. More than that, he expected to get what he wanted, when he wanted it.
That was partially his parents’ fault. They had a habit of letting their bossy teen take charge. Collin did it again, “Okay. So what do we do?” he asked.
It quickly became obvious that Remington had already given the whole idea a great deal of thought. Since his family didn’t have any sheep, he suggested they ask God to perform an unusual act that would let them know whether or not it was safe to continue allowing Brock to reside in their home.
“Let’s ask God to give us an unusual, unexpected blessing tomorrow if he wants us to let Brock stay,” he said. “We’ll ask God to let tomorrow just be an ordinary day if he wants us to ask Brock to leave. What do you think?”
After some discussion on the matter, the family bowed their heads, joined hands, and prayed together.
Collin prayed first, “Heavenly Father, you already know what we have been talking about. We need some wisdom. We took in this stranger and we don’t know if that was the right thing to do or not. Normally, I can tell a lot about a guy from the shoes on his feet, but all Brock’s shoes said to me was, ‘yuck.’ Can you please make it easier for us to know what to do?”
As soon as Collin got quiet, Alayna continued where he had left off, “We want to abide in your will, God. We don’t want to turn our backs on someone in need of help, but we’re scared. We’re afraid of what Brock might do to any one of us at any time. We don’t know the things you know. We are weak, but you are strong. Will you guide us?”
Remington finished the prayer, “God, do you remember that time when Gideon left a fleece on the ground overnight? You remember that, right? When he asked you to give him a sign by putting dew on the fleece in the morning, but not on the ground? Well, God, the Bible says you are still all powerful. We believe that to be true. We were wondering if you would be willing to make it really clear if Brock should stay or if he should go. If you want him to stay, can you make something amazing happen tomorrow? Give us some kind of an unexpected blessing? And God, even though you, Dad, and I already know that Brock is supposed to stay here, can you convince Mom? I told her I would ask you to let tomorrow be a normal, ordinary day if you want Brock to leave. So, God, I’m asking that, but only to make Mom happy. Not because I think you’re going to do that. We pray all of this in Jesus’ name.”
Together, in unison, the Russell family said a loud “Amen.” They believed by calling out to God together as a family, He would be in their midst.
Remington lay awake that entire night wondering how God was going to convince Mom to allow Brock to stay. Deep inside of his heart he knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that Brock was going to stay; he just didn’t know how that was going to come about.
When he finally heard the front door bang shut around 7:00 in the morning, he knew Dad and Brock had left for work. Remington didn’t wait for Mom’s traditional one-woman parade routine to wake him up. He got up on his own and trotted out to the kitchen, “Mom, can I check the mail? There might be a special blessing in the box!”
“Sure, honey, but don’t get your hopes up,” Alayna cautioned while giving him a quick pat on the back as he scurried past her.
Remington hadn’t even taken the time to get dressed. Still wearing his pajamas, he darted out the door, down the steps, and out to their rusty farm-tractor mailbox. Opening the hood-shaped cover, he found nothing but an empty box.
The pep in his step vanished. Glancing up at the dreary-looking cloud-filled sky, he meandered back to the house. On his way up the stairs, he tripped over his own two feet and fell flat on his face, breaking his glasses, biting his tongue, and giving himself a monkey lip all at the same time.
He didn’t cry; he didn’t even say ouch. He got up, dusted himself off, picked up his glasses, and made a trail of blood back to the kitchen.
“What happened?” Alayna asked, rushing over to him.
“No biggie, Mom. I just fell. I’m fine.”
Alayna quickly wet a wash cloth and cleaned up his face. “Open up. Let me make sure you didn’t bite a piece of your tongue off.”
Remington opened his mouth and said, “Ah,” as if he was at a dentist.
“Looks like you put a nice tooth mark in your tongue, but it’s still attached. Let’s put some ice on your lip to get the swelling down.”
“Mom, there’s no time for that. I’ll miss the bus.”
Alayna was more concerned about the fat lip and the hurt tongue than she was about him missing one day of school. She insisted he stay home so she could baby him. Oh, the privileges of being an only child.
“Are you mad about my glasses?” he asked.
“Of course not, honey. It was an accident.”
“I hope Dad sees it that way too.”
◆◆◆
 
Mom kept herself busy by deep cleaning and rearranging the living room. The walls needed wiped down, the ceiling fan needed dusting, the windows needed to be cleaned, and something had to be done with the way the furniture was arranged. The same ole, same ole was wearing on the few nerves she had left.
To have some fresh air circulating when the dust began to fly, Mom opened a few windows. She decided to start with checking the change stealer, better known as the sofa. She removed the cushions and sure enough, it was guilty of theft. Quarters, dimes, nickels, and pennies along with a pizza crust, a few M&Ms, and a couple of gum wrappers had been hidden in its cracks.
With that much clutter being easily found, she decided the change stealer could probably use a more thorough searching. She went around to one end and carefully turned it upside down. There was even more clutter under the couch. A few mismatched socks, a sticky cup, and too many dust bunnies to count had apparently been playing hide and seek with the Russell family for quite some time. They had been found at last!
Alayna started to flip the couch back over, but something caught her eye. It was a neatly folded piece of paper barely sneaking its way out of the couch cover’s lining. She carefully pulled it out and opened it up.
My Dearest Alayna,

Can you believe we have been married for twelve whole months? God sure knew what He was doing when He brought us together. You make me smile, you make me laugh, you make me feel like I can accomplish anything. I have no doubt in my mind that God created you with me in mind. He knew from the beginning of time that you would be my helpmeet. My only regret in marrying you is that we didn’t marry sooner. I love spending my life with you Hon.

Your Lover Boy,

Collin

My lover boy. He’s such a cutie. He used to sign all of his notes that way.
She thought that love letter was lost and gone forever. Sometimes that worn old couch amazed her with how well it could hide its stolen goods. The letter brought back a flood of memories. She remembered the night when she and Collin were looking at her Uncle Bobby’s pigs out at the farm. She had been out to the ranch many times before, but not Collin. He had been more of a city boy. He thought the pigs were fascinating, even if their stench was nearly unbearable. 
She remembered him pointing to a sow off in the distance and saying, “Whoa! That guy over there is enormous!”
Alayna glanced over at Mrs. Chops for a moment and when she turned back around to inform Collin the large guy over there was really a large girl, she was shocked to find Collin kneeling on one knee. He literally had his knee resting in a slush of warm pig manure when he had asked if she would marry him. What a memorable proposal that was! Surprisingly, she said yes and allowed him to slip the ring on her bony little finger.
Alayna remembered their wedding day, their honeymoon, and the day she found out she was pregnant with Remington.
Wow, was that ever an exciting day, she reminded herself. At her bridal shower, two different ladies had given Alayna home pregnancy test kits. Once before, she had told Collin she thought she was pregnant, did the test, and the results were negative. This time, she had decided to do things differently. She wasn’t going to get Collin’s hopes up. She was going to find out before saying a word about her suspicion.
While Collin was outside working on the car, she performed the test. Sure enough, it produced a blue line. Running outside, she excitedly shouted, “Collin! Collin!”
Her lover boy was so startled by her hysteria that he raised up too quickly and clonked his head on the hood.
“Ow!” he growled as he turned to face her. “What’s going on?”
“I have something to show you sweetie,” she had told him.
When Collin saw the test strip, he forgot all about his head hitting the hood. As a matter of fact, he forgot to breathe. He had passed out right there in the driveway!
Oh, the memories. It was amazing how something as small as a letter could bring so much back to a person’s mind.
Her few moments of reminiscing came to an abrupt end with Remington shouting, “Mom! Somebody’s walking up the driveway.”
Alayna put the letter down and moseyed over to the living room window. It had started raining since she looked out last. She couldn’t make out who it was, but in the distance she could see the figure of a person walking toward the house. She kept watching; in no time, his identity became clear.
Why would Brock be home so early? she wondered. He was supposed to wait until Collin got off of work so they could ride home together. Either something had gone wrong at work or — Alayna decided not to think about the other possibility.




CHAPTER 6 – OOPS!

Alayna walked out on the porch. Brock didn’t appear to be angry; he looked cold, wet, and perhaps a little on the depressed side. He didn’t appear to be planning any malicious activity, “Everything okay?” she hollered out to him.
“Sure,” Brock replied.
That wasn’t much of an answer, Alayna thought. It was pretty clear Brock didn’t want to yell back and forth through the downpour about what was bothering him; she decided to wait.
A minute or two later, he walked up on the porch and said, “My employment came to an unexpected end.”
“Oh no!” Remington said as he came out and stood next to Alayna. “What happened?”
Walking inside, the three of them stood just inside the doorway while Brock shared his horrible experience. He had gotten to Clayville News twenty minutes early, had a clear map of his route, and arrived on East Main Street at the right time. He parallel parked, grabbed the satchel of newspapers, and made his rounds.
Brock said he had been kind of nervous with it being his first day so he had exercised extreme caution in distributing the papers. He had checked his customer list many times over, making sure to only leave papers at the doors of paying customers. Instead of tossing the publications, he walked up to each house and placed them where he wanted them to go. When he saw people outside, he placed papers right in their hands.
He hadn’t encountered any problems until he arrived back at his vehicle. A short, gray-headed, exasperated woman was leaning against his car. “You the driver?” she asked impatiently.
Before Brock could answer, she continued, “I’ve a bone to pick with you, young fella!”
“Did I erroneously fail to provide you with a paper to which you are subscribed, Ma’am? If so, I am terribly sorry. This is my first day on the job,” he told her.
“If I have my way, it’ll be your last as well. Look what you did, you careless idiot!” The little old lady was getting louder. A couple of her neighbors wandered over to see what was going on.
There, where she was pointing, he saw it. He had parked the Clayville News delivery car right on top of Grandma’s Chihuahua. He could see a part of the mutt’s tongue sticking out from under one side and a smidgeon of her foot jutting out on the other. That dog was as dead as crisp brown leaves on a painted canvas.
Brock had never hit an animal before; he felt horrible. Looking at the mess beneath his tire, he couldn’t decide what to do or even to say for that matter.
“What kind of person are you? On your first day at a new job you run over somebody’s best friend and don’t even have the decency to tell them you did it? Or to at least hide the evidence? Seriously! Just leaving your car right on top of my dog! You are the rudest, most inconsiderate excuse for a human being I’ve ever met. I’ve already called the paper and it’s my understanding you’ll be getting an earful when you get back to the office.”
Brock said he got a lot more than an earful. When he arrived, his boss greeted him at the door by saying, “Give me the keys and get your behind out of this building. We told you when you got hired that we don’t put up with careless jerks here. Our paper has integrity and class. Since you don’t, we don’t need you. Get lost.”
Brock tried to apologize, but the boss wasn’t about to hear it. He did promise, however, to mail his paycheck to him within two weeks.
“I’m so sorry,” Alayna said.
“I must needs sentence myself to solitary confinement for a spell,” Brock told her before heading to his bedroom to sulk.
◆◆◆
 
Remington began feeling a bit discouraged. He had asked God to make it clear if Brock should stay with them. So far, he had fallen and bit his tongue and had a swollen lip and now Brock lost his job. It was certainly not looking like the kind of day where a special blessing could be born.
He didn’t say a word to Mom about his discouragement — he decided to take the optimistic approach. Perhaps, just perhaps, the good news was going to come home from work with Dad. Maybe he had gotten a promotion or a raise or something even better than that! He wished they had a telephone so he could call and check on him. He would have to practice being patient.
To keep himself busy, he got out a dull pocket knife and whittled a few sticks that had been laying out in the yard. That lasted for a whole twenty minutes before he found himself being bored out of his mind. He put the knife in his pocket, laid back, and looked up at the sky.
That one looks like a baby dinosaur. A cute one. Not too far behind that cloud, another one caught his eye. Wow. It looks like a girl is riding her bicycle right toward him.
Remmy continued cloud gazing for hours. He didn’t stop until he heard Collin’s Wagoneer coming up the road toward their driveway. It’s about time!
He rushed down to Dad’s parking space, eagerly awaiting the good news. Collin pulled in, turned the engine off, and opened his door. With a smile, he said, “Hey buddy, how was your day? And more importantly, what did you get on your shoe there, son?”
Remington hadn’t even noticed. “My day was okay, Dad. I must have gotten some blood on my shoe earlier when I fell and busted my lip. But enough about that. Dad, how was your day? Did God answer our prayer? Did you get a special blessing today?”
Collin chuckled. “Slow down a little bit there, buddy. Where are your glasses?”
Nervously, Remington told him the nose piece had broken in two. Dad had just bought him new glasses three months ago after he had accidentally sat on top of them.
“Remmy, you are going to have to start being more careful.
Putting his head down, Remington mumbled, “I know, Dad. Sorry.”
“Sorry is good, but you’re going to have to be taught a lesson young man. I’m not buying you new glasses this time. We’re just going to use some duct tape and put them back together.”
Remington looked horrified. “Dad, please don’t. The kids at school will make fun of me.”
“They probably will. Maybe that will teach you to take better care of things from now on.”
Remmy was hurt. How could Dad not care if people make fun of me? I get bullied enough the way it is now!
After a brief silence, Remmy returned to his original question. “Did you get a special blessing today, Dad?” he asked.
Collin couldn’t decide if he should answer that question or not. He wasn’t sure if Remington truly understood the importance of taking better care of his things. Not only had he broken his glasses, but he gotten blood on his shoes and hadn’t even cleaned them off.
After a moment of thought, Collin chuckled, “Not unless some unexpected laughter counts as a blessing?”
Remington’s face lit up, “It might count. What happened?”
“Well, a teenage girl came into the store today and tried to pull a fast one on us. She was in the ladies’ department for at least an hour, trying on shoe after shoe. That didn’t seem that unusual; we see it all of the time.”
“Go on. Tell me about the blessing! What brought on the laughter?”
“She decided to trade the shoes she had on for a brand-new pair. She sneaked her tennis shoes into the box, put on the brand-new pair, and intended to walk right out of the store with them.”
Collin paused for effect, “The poor girl was rounding a corner getting ready to head out the door when she plowed right into a police officer. I don’t think anyone would have even noticed the theft, but the girl got so scared her face turned red; she literally peed herself right there in the middle of the store. Busted was the word!”
Even though the story was funny, disappointment overwhelmed Remington. He wanted, more than anything, to have an opportunity to help Brock. Why did God not want them to help? He just didn’t understand.
The embarrassed girl wasn’t the only one crying. Remington burst into tears and ran toward his parents’ room.
◆◆◆
 
Collin went inside, spoke to Alayna for a moment, and then went to check on Little Mister Sensitive. When he got to the door, he wasn’t too surprised to find Remington curled up in a corner crying and begging God to let Brock stay.
Kneeling next to him, Collin gently placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder. Remington didn’t even look up. Somehow Dad’s presence made him cry even harder than he had been.
Just as he started to let it all out, they heard a soft knock on the door. “Hon, can you get that?” Collin called.
“No problem. I’ve got it,” Alayna yelled back.
Remington finished up his prayer and wrapped his arms around Dad’s neck. Neither of them said a word. A moment later, Alayna came into the room. With a seriously concerned look on her face, she motioned her husband and said, “Collin, we need to speak privately.”
Collin asked what was wrong, but she insisted she couldn’t talk about it in front of the boy.
The two of them walked outside; Remington ran over to crack the window so he could listen. “A process server just dropped this off,” Alayna said, briefly flashing a piece of mail before him. “He said it’s some kind of a notice from the landlord.”
“Hon, please tell me you mailed in the rent check last month?”
Alayna buried her face in Collin’s chest and began to sob, “I meant to; I knew the money was there. But we were running low on groceries; I didn’t think it would be the end of the world. We’ve gotten behind on our rent before; I never thought in a million years that he would evict us.”
Giving her a hug, Collin all but guaranteed his wife everything was going to be okay. He was disappointed in Alayna’s decision to not pay the rent and wished she had at least discussed it with him first. Somehow, he knew God would make a way.
After a few moments of embracing and leaning on one another for support, Alayna opened the envelope and began reading the letter to herself. It was worse than she thought.
Charles, their elderly landlord, had passed away. All of his properties were being sold. Not only were they going to lose their home, but they had already lost their friend and had probably missed the funeral.
I sure hope they didn’t bury him in those old worn out loafers he was always wearing, Collin thought. I bet he bought those things when he was a teenager. He knew the timing was bad, so he kept his thoughts to himself.
“Wait a minute!” Alayna suddenly blurted out. “What’s this?”
Collin’s eyes followed along as Alayna dragged her finger beneath a portion of the text. Charles had willed the property they were staying in to them. When does that ever happen? No more paying rent!
That was a blessing no one would have expected! There was no way to deny that was a sign from God! Brock was staying,
◆◆◆
 
Remington scurried outside at a pace a lightning bolt would have been jealous of. “I knew it! I knew it! I knew it!” he shouted.
Like a toad leaping off of a lily pad, Brock hopped off of his bed and made his way outside to see what the commotion was about.
The Russells all just looked at each other. What could they say? They couldn’t tell Brock they had been thinking about booting him. Nor could they tell him they had asked God to show them a miracle if he could stay.
Alayna quickly blurted out a partial truth. She told him about inheriting the house, but left out the extra details.
Looking toward his feet and not saying a word, Brock moped back to his room.
“What was that all about?” Alayna asked.
Know-It-All Remington replied, “He’s jealous. Think about it; bad things keep happening to Brock and something wonderful just happened to us. Wouldn’t you be jealous?”
Dad shrugged his shoulders. “If I was an immature little pansy, I guess.”
“Would you call Rachel a pansy then?” Remington asked sarcastically.
“Rachel? Rachel who, son?”
“Jacob’s wife — from the Bible, Dad, remember? Jacob married both Rachel and Leah, but only Leah had children. Rachel got jealous because she wanted to be a mom too.”
“Point taken.”
◆◆◆
 
After Brock was out of ear-shot, Alayna whispered, “Should we be scared? This is a side of Brock we haven’t seen before.”
“Mom,” Remington replied, “Don’t you trust God? God just gave us a special blessing to show us we’re supposed to let the man stay. Remember?”
“Yes,” Mom nodded. “That is true, but we weren’t very specific with our prayers, now were we? All we asked God to show us is whether or not we should allow Brock to stay; we didn’t ask Him to show us whether or not Brock was guilty. He may have murdered people in the past and eaten their bodies for all we know. Just because God wants him to stay here, doesn’t mean we should let our guard down.”
The slamming of a door interrupted their conversation. Collin and Alayna gave each other the look that said, “Please tell me Brock didn’t hear what we were talking about.”
Collin hurried inside, calling Brock’s name — the house was silent. Running through, he found the back door unlocked and quickly ran out onto the porch; Brock was nowhere in sight.
Alayna and Remington joined him out back. “Shouldn’t we go and look for him?” Remmy asked.
“Definitely. But let’s stay together,” Dad insisted.
The three took turns yelling Brock’s name as they walked along various trails through the woods. There was no answer. It appeared that Brock had vanished from the face of the earth.
They wandered along the creek bank, scanned the trees, and peeked inside of shallow caves, but wherever Brock was hiding, he did not intend to be found. No matter how much yelling they did, he was not answering.
After about half an hour of searching, Alayna pointed off in the distance and spoke in a loud, excited whisper, “Look! I think I see him!”
Collin followed his wife’s gaze and sure enough, there was Brock. He was lying face-first in the grass; his body looked as stiff as a board.
“Brock?” Collin yelled out. “Are you okay?”
When no answer came, Collin, followed closely by Alayna and Remington, rushed to his side. Collin checked his pulse and it seemed normal, yet Brock didn’t move. He lay motionless as if he had no idea anyone was around.
“Oh my,” Collin said.
“What?” Alayna asked.
“He stepped in dog mess somewhere. Look at the bottom of those shoes I lent him.”
Alayna gave her husband a dirty look before gently placing her hand on Brock’s shoulder, “Brock, can you hear us?”
He didn’t move. From careful observation, it was obvious he was breathing. Collin had checked his pulse and they knew his heart was beating; still, he feared something was awry.
Alayna’s womanly instincts kicked in — there is nothing wrong with that man! She was certain of it. Reaching over, she pinched the back of his knee. Sure enough, he flinched and hatefully uttered, “Just leave me alone!”
Remmy replied, “Brock, we just want to help you. What’s wrong?”
Just as before, Brock didn’t make a sound. It was like he had the ability of muting anyone and everyone around him.
“Brock, listen to me,” Collin said. “My family and I are heading home. You can stay out here as long as you need to. After you’ve had enough alone-time, you’re welcome to return to the house. We’re not going to stay out here and pester you now that we know you’re okay.”
When Brock didn’t answer, Collin stood back up to his feet and motioned for his wife and son to follow him.              
“Why is he acting like such a baby?” Remmy asked.
“Shush!” Alayna snapped, giving him the death stare.
The rest of the walk home was in complete silence. What do you say after seeing a grown man behave like that?
Once inside, things changed rapidly. “It’s time we have a family meeting,” Collin said. “Will you both please have a seat on the couch?”
Alayna was surprised at Collin’s tone, but decided to sit down since he had used the magic word. She crossed her arms and waited for the bawling out she was certainly about to receive. Remington nervously sat down as well.
With a tear forming in Collin’s right eye, he said, “I want to apologize to the two of you. I have not been the kind of husband or father that I know I ought to be.”
Pausing, he stuck both hands in his pockets. He had found himself completely overwhelmed by emotion.
Without waiting for an explanation, Remington stood up from the couch, strutted over, and hugged his daddy. “What do you mean? You’re the best dad ever!”
Collin patted him on the head and motioned for him to return to his seat before saying, “No, actually —.”
Alayna interrupted him, “You’re the sweetest man I have ever known. You’re a wonderful husband — even if you do have an obsession with people’s feet.”
Her comment helped lighten the mood for a moment, “Not with their feet, dear; with their shoes. Huge difference,” Collin said. “Seriously, even though I appreciate your support, I know I have not been leading this family the way I should be. God has an order in the Bible. God comes first and then the husband is supposed to submit himself to God’s authority. The husband is also supposed to love and honor his wife. The wife is supposed to submit to her husband’s authority as the head of the household. Then the children are supposed to submit themselves to both the mother and the father. Somehow, that’s all gotten messed up in our home and I’m the one to blame.”
Silence again filled the room. Collin sat down on a chair facing Alayna and Remington. He looked down toward the floor, not knowing what else to say.
Alayna pushed herself up from the couch, ambled over to him, and plopped herself down on his lap. “I love you baby. I haven’t made it easy for you to be the leader of our home, have I?”
She paused, but Collin didn’t answer. Alayna sweetly wrapped both arms around Collin’s neck and continued, “I wasn’t comfortable with Brock staying here. I wasn’t going to argue about it, but I didn’t comply with your wishes very gracefully either. I know it’s not the first time we’ve had differences of opinion. I know I’m supposed to let you lead our house and I’m sorry for not being the right kind of follower.”
Alayna didn’t have to pause that time; Collin jumped right back in. He wanted to make sure she understood that even though he was supposed to lead, he didn’t mean their house was a dictatorship. He pointed out that God was the king of the castle and he was just one of God’s loyal subjects. “My job is to submit to Him and to love you. You and I have to work together, but I am responsible for the final decisions that have to be made. I want you to share your opinions with me, but I have to learn how to lead.”
There was another brief, awkward silence and then Remington chimed in, “I guess it’s my fault too, huh, Dad?”
“No Remmy, it’s not your fault or your mother’s fault. I’m the one who has not been filling the role God assigned me. It’s on my shoulders.”
“But Dad, I pushed you because I wanted you to let Brock come in the house. I tried to convince you and Mom to give him a chance. I should have just listened to you and let you make that decision.”
Collin lovingly explained to both Alayna and Remington that he was ready to be the man God wanted him to be. Some changes needed to be made in their household. He insisted it was time that each and every member of the house began to walk by faith; not by sight or by fear. It was time for each of them to put God first and foremost in their lives.
Alayna hadn’t been so proud of her husband in years. His take-charge attitude was a welcome change.
As if it was planned, Brock clopped back inside just as the last words were spoken. He started to sneak past the family to head into his bedroom, but Collin stopped him. “We’re having a household meeting, Brock. Please have a seat.”
The expression on Brock’s face was somewhat amusing; it was slightly child-like. He looked like he was expecting to hear the lecture of his life-time. Obediently, he sat down next to Remington.
Collin looked down at his feet. “If you didn’t clean off those shoes, you need to take them off before you track anything,” he fussed.
Frustrated, Brock kicked his shoes off and scooted them out of the way.
“You know, a person’s shoes say a lot about him.”
Brock rolled his eyes and looked at Remington as if to say, “How have you put up with this man all of these years?”
Collin changed pace and apologized to Brock for the conversation he had overheard earlier. He explained about how Nikki had found the news articles about the allegations that had come up against him and admitted to sharing that information with his wife. He told Brock he was certain God wanted him to stay in their home for the time being and they would do whatever they could to accommodate him.
“My brain is extremely perplexed at this moment,” Brock said. “The reason I was lying out in the grass is because I had a grave desire to be exterminated. I find myself becoming increasingly nauseated because of people believing grotesque untruths about me. I never attacked that kid; he had never wandered into my vision before. I thought your household was of a rare breed; I now see that my theory was erroneous. I appreciate your desire of providing aid to me, but if every person in your household doesn’t trust me, this arrangement will certainly fail.”
Collin sensed the conversation was about to get sticky. He told Brock about the discussion he had with his wife and son moments before. He told him as the head of the household, it was his decision as to whether or not Brock could stay. He had made that decision and his wife would support him one hundred percent.
Brock didn’t respond. He looked at Alayna as if he was trying to read her.
Alayna spoke right up. She told him she had made some mistakes. She had allowed her mind to go places it shouldn’t have gone. She had allowed a fear of the unknown to take over her emotions. She had failed to trust the husband God had provided to lead her. She said she too was ready for Brock to stay in the house.
“May I address you with an inquiry?” Brock asked.
“Sure. Anything,” Alayna replied.
“Do you know I’m innocent?”
Alayna was speechless. She looked at Collin with eyes that screamed, “Help!”
Collin was just glad it was his wife on the hot seat instead of him. That was a difficult question and he wondered how she would respond.
After taking a moment to gather her thoughts, Alayna said, “I won’t lie to you, Brock. I’m not completely confident that you’re innocent. However, I trust my husband’s judgment. I believe with everything in me that he’s been talking to God and submitting himself to God the way that I would want him to. My husband would not allow someone to stay in our home who was going to hurt me or my son. I want you to stay and I am not going to worry about you hurting us. I trust my husband too much for that.”




CHAPTER 7 – OOH LA LA!

Before dismissing the family meeting that evening, Collin thought it would be best if they held a devotion time. He opened his Bible to the third chapter of Mark and reminded them about how Jesus had taught that a house divided could not stand. He emphasized the importance of unity in the home.
After the devotion, as he often did, Collin opened the floor for questions and, as usual, Remington had one, “I’m afraid this issue is going to keep coming up until someone is charged with kidnapping and trying to cannibalize that boy. Our house will always be divided until that happens.”
Collin attempted to console him by explaining that there are many people throughout the world who have been accused of crimes and sometimes no one is ever prosecuted. They could not hold their breath indefinitely waiting on a guilty verdict. They had to simply move forward.
Brock sided with Remington, insisting his innocence should both be proven and proclaimed. He said he would never be able to move on with his life until his reputation had been cleared. He didn’t want the Russells to always have to wonder about his trustworthiness.
Alayna hesitantly spoke up, “I will do everything in my power to help — to make sure the truth behind that boy’s accusations is uncovered.”
Brock wasn’t stupid; he read between the lines. Even though Alayna had found a new sense of trust in her husband’s leadership abilities, she was still not convinced Brock was an honest individual. Still, he had no other place to go. Since Collin had taken charge of the family, Brock agreed to stick around for a while to see if things would improve.
The next morning, Collin woke him up at the crack of dawn; it was time to go job hunting. After his last experience, Brock didn’t really feel up to looking for another job just yet. However, Collin hadn’t asked him if he wanted to go; he told him.
◆◆◆
 
Getting ready to go into work, Nikki glanced behind her when she heard Collin’s jalopy coming across the parking lot. Her face lit up when she saw Brock in the passenger side. That dude’s adorable and he is all mine!
Nikki didn’t even try to suppress her smile. She traipsed right over to the truck. “Hey thief,” she said with a wink. “Why’d ya have to go and steal my heart like that?”
With a surprised look on his face, Brock said, “Hi.” That was all he could muster.
Nikki knew what that meant. Brock had fallen so hard for her that he was speechless. He was so madly in love with her that he was afraid to say much. He didn’t want to make a mistake and run her off. She knew because she had been in that predicament herself before.
Understanding Brock’s shyness, Nikki decided to take over. “What are your plans for this evening?”
Brock didn’t have a clue how to answer that question. Should he tell her he planned on washing his tennis shoes to make Collin happy? No, he decided, that would make me sound like a geek. Trying to save face, he said, “Life is too delicate for plans; moment by moment is how I choose to utilize my being. How about you?”
Nikki smiled. I don’t know what it is about that man, but he is a stud. “Oh, I have plans. That is, if you don’t ruin them.”
Brock didn’t understand Nikki at all. “How would I ruin your plans?”
Giggling, Nikki said, “By saying no, of course. Would you like to go out with me this evening? I get off work at 5:00.”
Brock hesitated for a moment before shyly uttering, “I’m actually supposed to be picking Collin up at 5:00.”
Isn’t that cute? No car? That’s okay. I got this!
“So you don’t have a rig of your own, huh? Do you have a driver’s license?”
“Of course.”
“How about a library card?”
“How are those two things even remotely connected?”
“They’re not. I was just hoping you have a library card because I would be honored to check you out anytime, baby.”
Nikki had set the hook and reeled him in.
◆◆◆
 
After leaving Just Right, Brock began driving up and down side roads looking for “Help Wanted” posters. He filled out several applications, but didn’t see signs of any doors opening. That is, until he went into the Clayville Tree Nursery.
Stephen Malloy, the hiring manager, just happened to be in the office when Brock walked in. Brock thought he looked like a giraffe on steroids — long legs, average weight, overly stretched neck, weird looking ears, a mouth that was disproportionate to his face, yet having muscles Goliath would have envied.
Stephen asked Brock to go for a walk with him so they could discuss the position; he pointed out a warehouse about thirty yards away and told him that’s where the trees and plants were stored during the winter months. While Stephen walked Brock toward the building, he asked him some personal questions. He asked if he was married, if he had any children, what he enjoyed doing in his spare time, who he lived with, and what made him tick.
Brock answered his questions, without realizing he was actually being interviewed for the position. Stephen swiped his badge at a card reader and slid the door to the warehouse open. Inside, he flipped on the lights and then closed and locked the door behind them.
That’s kind of creepy. I’m now locked inside of a warehouse with Giraffe-Man. Looking around him, Brock tried to familiarize himself with everything in the room. If he tries to attack me, I’m going to clock him with that 2x4, he thought, glancing at a board laying a few feet from him.
The warehouse was huge, but relatively empty. Stephen walked him toward the back of the building where Brock could see a large room of some kind. Stephen continued asking questions while they walked — the questions helped alleviate Brock’s uneasiness.
Stephen asked if he had any history of health problems, if he had a strong back, if he was a hard worker, if he would be willing to perform monotonous work, and how well he could get along with people from diverse backgrounds.
As Brock answered the last question, they entered the large room he had been keeping his eye on. It was an employee break room. It housed a couple of snack machines, two refrigerators, a microwave, and some tables and chairs.
Stephen asked Brock to have a seat, “I’m going to be honest with you. This job is not for the faint of heart. It is difficult, monotonous work and it only pays minimum wage to start with. We are used to guys getting hired, working a couple of days, and quitting because they can’t take it. We’re looking for someone who is willing to make a commitment, for someone who will be willing to put their all into it. If you’re willing to put your best foot forward no matter what, you’ve got the job.”
First, a girl flirted with and then asked him out. Now an employer wanted to hire him after a casual non-official interview. Brock was certain a full moon must be in the forecast. He wasn’t sure he wanted this job. The way Stephen spoke was somewhat of a turn-off. It sounded like a job that might be steady with good hours, but possibly harder work than he had ever done in his life.
He needed a steady income and no other doors were opening, so he accepted the position and agreed to return to the office at 7 am the next morning for his first day of work.
Brock didn’t leave the tree nursery quite as excitedly as he left the newspaper office, but at least he had a job. That was the main thing!
Hoping to find a better door of opportunity, Brock began driving around looking for more “Help Wanted” posters. He stopped in a bakery, a candy shop, and a dollar store. Just like before, even though he turned in applications at all three places, he didn’t get any good vibes. It looked like the tree nursery was what was meant to be.
After leaving the dollar store, he rounded a bend and saw the local library. He drove by, but a small voice inside said, “Go back.”
Brock kept driving for a few minutes. He hadn’t been inside of a library for years. Why would he go back? Then a cinderblock fell on his head; he had some time to kill. Maybe in the library he could come up with some ideas as to how to convince Alayna of his innocence.
Whipping the Wagoneer off the road, he headed back to the library. Once inside, he glanced toward the main desk and had to do a double-take. The librarian looked like she could have been his grandma. She had the same silvery hair worn in the same type of bun, the same enormous rectangular bifocals, the same arched back, and even wore the same kind of plaid dress.
Smiling, she asked, “May I help you?”
Wow! She even sounds like Grandma. What a strange day this was turning into.
Trying to ignore the similarities, Brock asked her if she had any books on mystery solving. Sounding confident, she smiled and said, “Right this way.”
The lady took him to a shelf containing at least fifty murder-mystery type of novels. “This is what you were looking for, right?”
Brock glanced at the books for a moment and said, “Not particularly. Literature regarding how to solve mysteries is what I am seeking.”
The librarian’s eyes widened a bit, “How interesting! Are you considering becoming a private investigator?”
Brock couldn’t bring himself to tell her about the allegations made against him. He didn’t want to scare Grandma into having a heart attack — so he went along with her idea, “Yes, Ma’am. Investigative work sounds like just the type of challenge I am ready to welcome.”
The cordial lady walked him across to the other side of the library. In the careers section, she picked up a book titled All You Need To Know About Becoming A Successful Private Eye. Grandma told him it was the only book in their library on the subject; she hoped it would be helpful.
Brock asked her for some paper and a pencil so he could take notes and she obliged. He studied for two hours, scribbling down notes so rapidly he nearly caught his paper on fire. Brock would find a way to gain Alayna’s trust if it was the last thing he did.
He would have studied longer, but when he looked up at the tacky multi-colored butterfly clock, Brock knew he had to get going. It was already 3:15 and he wasn’t sure if he would even know his way back to the shoe store.




CHAPTER 8 – THE RENDEVOUS

Brock took off in the direction he thought he had come from. I’m sure this is the right way, he told himself. I remember seeing that little brick house over there. He drove a few more miles and began to doubt himself. I don’t know. Surely I would have remembered that glass blowing factory, he told himself.
It was getting to the point that nothing looked even vaguely familiar.
Brock pulled off the road to turn around; he must have come from the other way.
As he switched directions, his eyes fell on a sign for the Rose Pedals Flower Shop; there was no way that was a coincidence. The chances of accidentally pulling off the road that close to a flower shop right before a first date were slim to none.
Brock drove up to the shop and went inside. He didn’t have a lot of money, but they had an awesome special going. One dozen red roses were on sale for only $9.99. Knowing that was a bargain, Brock made the purchase and couldn’t wait to take them to his special new lady friend.
He hopped back in the truck and headed down the road. In a matter of minutes, he came to a familiar looking intersection. Turning right, he drove a couple of blocks, and arrived at the shoe store at 4:00 on the dot.
Putting the bouquet behind his back, Brock marched inside. Nikki was in the process of clocking out when he walked in. She spun around when she heard the door open, grinning from ear to ear. Nikki immediately noticed Brock’s hand behind his back. “Well, poop on my boots if you didn’t bring me something, sweetie,” she said with a smile. “You didn’t have to do that!”
Collin wanted to laugh out loud. Poop on my boots, he thought. Now there’s a way to get and keep a guy. Trying to stay out of the way, he gathered his belongings and headed to the time clock.
Brock brought the roses out from behind his back. He was disappointed to see the beam on Nikki’s face mellow a little. She reached out and took the bouquet, sniffed the roses, and casually said, “Thank you.”
Brock didn’t get the feeling she was thrilled about the gift. Her baby blue eyes reflected a huge letdown in her soul. “Is something amiss?”
“No, not at all. That was very thoughtful of you,” Nikki said, still in a quiet voice. The flowers were obviously not what she had been hoping for.
“Your sinuses are not inflamed by the fragrance of flowers, are they?”
“It’s not anything like that. Flowers are just a bit too cliché. Every guy gets every girl flowers. I’m not trying to be rude or mean or anything like that — but flowers are for pimple-faced teenagers. We’re both grown-ups. A mature young lady wants a mature guy to recognize her unique qualities and to bring her well thought-out gifts. I’m not saying I don’t appreciate the roses though — that was very sweet of you.”
Brock couldn’t decide if he was hurt or embarrassed. Had it been that long since he had dated? He apologized for not being more thoughtful and promised to put more brainpower into anything he bought her in the future.
This is quite entertaining, Collin thought. If I was Brock, I would have bought you some shoes to get you out of those tacky crocs you wear all of the time. Collin knew Nikki could be particular, but wow! Had Alayna acted that way on their first date, there would not have been a second one. He didn’t say a word about it though. He just took the keys from Brock, clocked out, and headed out the door.
◆◆◆
 
Too afraid to make a suggestion for a date, Brock asked Nikki if she had anything in mind.
“I’m so glad you asked, sweetie. “I thought it might be fun to go thrifting. Have you ever done that?”
Thrifting? Brock thought for a moment. Does she mean shopping at thrift stores? Surely not. “I’m not positive if I understand your proposition. Would you mind elaborating?”
“I’ve never done it either, but I’ve read about it. We’ll go over to Tammy’s Secondhand Shop. We’ll separate and each of us will spend between $5 and $10 on the most hideous looking outfit we can find. It’s a contest — I try to find an uglier, crazier set of cloths than you and vice versa. We buy the rags, go into the powder room and change, and then we go down to Town Central Plaza to see what kind of crazed reactions we get from people. Are you game?”
Brock’s idea of a first date was something like going to a movie and having dinner afterwards or perhaps going ice skating or to see a play. No wonder Nikki was upset by the flowers; she was definitely anything but the ordinary girl. As uncomfortable as he was with the idea, Brock agreed to go thrifting with her.
Since Brock didn’t know where anything was in town, Nikki drove. She went about three blocks down the road and pulled into Tammy’s, a bigger thrift store than any he had ever seen before. Nikki said she would leave the car unlocked and they would both meet in the car wearing their hideous outfits.
Once inside, the two separated. Brock went to the men’s section to browse. He saw a grape juice stained, torn orange t-shirt that was big enough to fit Shamu. It looked hideous alright, but he was sure he could find something better. He found a brown corduroy jacket.  Too boring, he thought. He considered a tight spandex-looking neon-green shirt — weird, but not really hideous.
Then he saw it — the perfect top! It was the worst looking Christmas sweater he had ever seen. The background was dark green. The belly part of the shirt was covered with an ugly gingerbread man that looked like it had been drawn by a kindergartener. There were huge white snowflakes that weren’t printed on the sweater, but that had been sewn on separately so they appeared to stick out from the rest of the material. Around the entire neck of the shirt were what looked like huge Christmas lights of various colors. It was most certainly the worst looking shirt he had ever seen. Someone obviously made this thing themselves — perhaps as a punishment for an unruly teenager? The sweater alone would certainly win the contest. Even better was the price; it was only fifty cents.
Now for the pants. Brock walked down the next aisle. There were plaid shorts, extremely wrinkly khaki pants, and some grease stained white sweats. Any of them would have looked hilarious with the sweater, but he continued walking. Brock was a competitor; if he was going to enter a contest, he was going to win!
After searching for about ten minutes, he found a pair of tree-trunk colored bell bottoms straight from the ‘70s. He didn’t know who had cleaned out their closet for the first time in decades, but he was pleased they did. The pants were $2.50. He still had $7.00 left and he planned on spending every red cent.
He found a Davy Crockett-style raccoon hat for $3.00 and a pair of house slippers that looked like giant grey rats for $2.00. He only had $2.00 left and he was determined to spend it wisely. Brock walked several laps around the men’s department, determined to find a winning idea and sometimes catching himself chuckling at the thought of wearing such a ridiculous outfit.
He finally settled on a pair of white boxer briefs that he would put on over top of his bell bottoms and a red bow tie with white stripes. Brock laughed his way to the checkout line. His face turned slightly red as he began emptying his shopping basket onto the conveyor belt.
The teenage cashier wore her blonde hair in pig tails. She donned wire-framed glasses and her jeans rose way above her belly button. At least she’s not attractive, Brock thought.
He quickly explained to the cashier why he had purchased such hideous clothing. She laughed like a hyena and snorted like a pig. She told Brock he was more than welcome to use the restroom to change; she couldn’t wait to see him in costume.
Taking the merchandise into the restroom, Brock was disgusted — someone had tinkled on the toilet seat and the floor had quite a bit of what he hoped was mud scattered across it. As nasty as that restroom was, Brock knew he had to go through with the plan.




CHAPTER 9 – SOUNDING THE ALARM

Keeping his shoes on to avoid having his feet touch the grimy floor, Brock attempted to take his pants off. It was easier said than done. He closed the lid on the toilet and sat on top of it while trying to force his jeans to come off over his shoes. They got stuck — majorly stuck. Brock tried and tried, but they wouldn’t come off. Fine, I’ll put them back on and then take my shoes off, he decided.
Nope, that wouldn’t work either. The pants were so connected to his shoes that they wouldn’t go on or off. He could feel his face turning as red as a beat. He was thankful the door had a lock on it. If someone came in and saw him in that position, he would be humiliated. This was a story he probably wouldn’t be sharing with Nikki.
After several minutes of wrestling with his clothing, he finally pulled his shoes off, while they were still wrapped up in his jeans.
He glanced at the items he had purchased – in particular at the well-worn underwear. He shook his head, perhaps this is going a bit too far. He finished getting undressed and then put on the ugly Christmas sweater and the clashing bow-tie. Checking himself out in the mirror, he had trouble not bursting into loud laughter. He couldn’t believe he had allowed himself to be talked into this.
Brock grabbed the bell bottoms and slipped into them. They were significantly smaller than he realized. He struggled to get them up to his waist. Even after sucking in his stomach, he was unable to fasten them. Not to mention they were way too short. Perhaps I better model the unmentionables after all.
At least they’ll cover up the open fly and people won’t have any cognizance of their tenaciousness about my midsection.
If Superman could wear red briefs over top of his tights and that was okay on national television, then surely it would be okay for Brock Pearson to wear white boxer-briefs over top of bell bottoms. He put them on, no longer being able to contain his laughter.
Starting to put his slippers on, Brock realized it would look even funnier if he took his socks off since the pants were now high-waters. He took his socks off and slipped his feet inside of the rats. Brock was scared to death to walk out of the restroom — he sure hoped Nikki wasn’t playing a prank on him. He feared he would walk outside to find her still in her normal clothing and he would look like a fool. After throwing the raccoon hat on his head, it was time to become the center of attention.
When Brock opened the door to the restroom, the studious looking cashier was standing close by with her cell phone camera aimed right at him. She laughed hysterically, snorted multiple times, took a picture, laughed and snorted some more, and said, “I hope you don’t mind! I couldn’t resist.”
If Brock thought his face had been red before, he hated to think how it looked now. Other customers stopped in their tracks when they saw him. They pointed. They laughed. It was humiliating! One thing was for sure — Nikki had better be wearing something ridiculous as well!
Brock hustled to the car as quickly as possible. As long as he had taken, he was sure his date would be waiting impatiently for him. To his surprise, she wasn’t there yet. He got in the passenger side and slid as far down in the seat as he could, hoping no one would see him.
A few minutes later, Nikki came out of the store. He looked her over from head to toe. Had she been wearing a regular outfit, her camouflage work boots would have looked hilarious. Her green and black striped panty hose somehow managed to lessen the hilarity of the boots. Funnier still was the flowy bright yellow skirt sporting a huge black smiley face that covered the entire thing. The top was a long sleeved white turtle neck with giant angel fish of various colors swimming sporadically across it. To top it all off, she was wearing a pink ball cap with white lettering that read, “Your sweater is ugly.”
Brock got out of the car so she could see his outfit. The two of them laughed so hard their stomachs hurt. This was going to be one date neither would ever forget. As a matter of fact, it was a date that no one in the mall would ever forget either.
Town Central Plaza was only minutes from the thrift store. They laughed their whole way there. When they pulled on the lot, Brock thought, Great. Here we go.
“This is awesome! I can’t wait to see the expressions on people’s faces,” Nikki said.
Brock laughed as he and Nikki stepped out of the car. A family of four was walking past them. Pointing, a little boy said, “They look weird, Mommy!”
Nikki nor Brock knew what was funnier — the words of the little boy or the response of his momma. Knowing they could hear her, she said, “Honey, it’s not nice to judge people. I think their outfits are lovely.”
Once inside, they stopped by a coffee shop where they ordered a couple of lattes. There was no line, but the guy working the register certainly noticed their outfits. “Ya’ll headin’ to some kind of party? Or are ya goin’ through some kind of initiation?” he asked.
Brock replied, “No, we are just out on our first date.”
◆◆◆
 
Nikki looked at him as if he was a complete moron. Of course, they were on a date. He was right about that, but he should have had some fun with the guy. Instead of getting a cool reaction, the guy just rolled his eyes and said a long, drawn out, “Okay.”
Next, they headed into a men’s suit store. A salesman looked their direction, cleared his throat, and coughed a couple of times trying to get his manager’s attention. Eventually, the manager saw them. “I’ve seen it all now,” he muttered, while approaching them.
“This store is for paying customers only!”
“Who says we’re not paying customers?” Nikki replied.
“Get out of my store or I’m callin’ the cops!”
Nikki interlocked her arm with Brock’s. “We don’t have to take this. Brock, will you kindly escort me out of this fine establishment?”
A kind, concerned citizen followed them out of the store. They couldn’t help but to notice the way she was looking at them. Thinking it was slightly humorous, they continued their journey.
After about a five-minute walk, they passed three boys around Remmy’s age. They looked at Brock and Nikki and then at each other and busted out laughing. A minute or so later, one of the boys ran up behind them, yanked Brock’s boxer briefs down to his knees, and took off running and laughing. Brock tugged them back up and he and Nikki joined in the laughter.
Looking back over her shoulder, Nikki saw the concerned citizen again. Realizing she had been seen, the lady shyly asked, “Are you okay? Are you lost? Do you want me to call somebody?”
It was obvious she thought they had broken out of a psych ward or something.
Nikki decided to play along — using the slowest speaking childish voice imaginable, she said, “Cud you call Santa Kwaus? He forgetted to bwing me my pwesents wast night.”
The lady’s concern grew, “Do you have a guardian here? Who did you come with?”
“Can you keep a seqwet?”
“I sure can.”
In as low of a voice as she could muster without laughing, Nikki said, “We dwown-ded-ed him in the wivver. He was very funny wooking. He was yelling, ‘Help, help!’ We frew mud balls at him. It was so funny.”
The concerned citizen took a step backward. It was obvious she didn’t know what to do.
“Don’t forget — you pwamissed not to tell,” Nikki added.
The lady turned and high tailed it toward the security desk.
Brock and Nikki decided to get out of there. They ran so fast they could barely breathe!




CHAPTER 10 – HARMONY’S SECRET

When Nikki dropped Brock off at the Russell house, Collin and Alayna were anxiously waiting to hear how his date went. That is, until they saw him walk in dressed like a drunken clown. They looked at each other and then burst into laughter. Partially covering her mouth with one hand, Alayna said, “What in the world?”
Trying to figure out what all of the laughter was about, Remington sneaked down the hallway sporting his brand-new dad-designed nerd glasses. Fastening his eyes on Brock, he started to snicker. Not wanting Mom or Dad to know he was awake, he tried to hold it in. His whole body began to tremble and just as his parents’ laughter subsided, he chuckled out loud.
Collin turned to Remington and said, “Boy, you better —,” but he couldn’t continue without bursting into another bout of laugher. It was just too funny. Still chuckling he continued, “You should have been asleep an hour ago. I’ll deal with you in the morning, young man. Get to bed.”
◆◆◆
 
In the morning, Collin had to leave for work a little earlier than usual so he could drop Brock off at the tree nursery by 7 am. He hadn’t forgotten about Remmy’s escapade from the night before. Should I wake him up and deal with him before I leave? he asked himself. After all, I did tell him I would deal with him this morning.
After thinking it through, Collin decided to go with another option. He wrote him a note detailing his discipline. Remmy would be grounded until he wrote, “I will stay in bed when I’m supposed to” one hundred times, washed the Jeep, scrubbed the toilet, cleaned every pair of his shoes by hand, and mowed the lawn. If it took him one afternoon, wonderful! If it took three weeks, oh well.
Collin attached the note to the refrigerator. If there’s one place a teenage boy would see a note, that’s where he would see it. Remmy stopped at the fridge every time he passed through the kitchen.
On their way to work, Collin told Brock about a conversation he and Remmy had while he was out on this date with Nikki.
Remington wanted to meet the boy who had been kidnapped — to see if the kid could provide him with any clues as to who the real assailant was. Collin thought that perhaps Brock could tell him the boy’s name so on Saturday he could take Remington to the kid’s neighborhood and see if he could arrange an “accidental meeting” of the two.
Looking out the passenger side window, Brock complained, “It’s just too risky. I don’t like the idea.”
Suspicious, Collin glanced over at him. Brock was still looking out the window and didn’t notice. “Too risky?” Collin asked. “Too risky for who? Are you hiding something, Brock?”
That got Brock’s attention. He turned and gave Collin an infuriated glare. “Did I not tell you before that the pages of my life are available for display? I thought you knew I have been telling you the truth! Are you suggesting I am guilty of anthropophagitism?”
Collin didn’t want Brock to take off again. However, it did seem a bit far-fetched that a man who wanted to have his reputation restored wouldn’t want more facts to be gathered. He convinced Brock that he trusted him, but in all reality he didn’t understand why Brock was opposed to Remington meeting the boy who had been attacked.
After quietly thinking for a few moments, Brock expressed concern for Remington’s safety. “What if the real assailant lives in the area? Remmy might become his next victim.”
“Besides,” Brock added, “I want to be involved in the investigation myself. If I show up in that boy’s neighborhood, with or without you guys, it might look like I’m stalking him or additional accusations could be made against me.”
Collin agreed to take his concerns into consideration, but reminded him that he was the head of the household and he would have to make the decision he felt was best. The words Collin had spoken at the family meeting had not been empty; he wanted to honor God by being the leader God had called him to be.
◆◆◆
 
It didn’t take long before they arrived at the tree nursery. About a dozen men and three or four women were standing outside talking. Not seeing Stephen, Brock walked over to ask the group where he needed to go to clock in.
“Oh, you must be the new guy?” one of the ladies asked. “Brock, right?”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“Ma’am?... Did you all hear that?” the lady asked. “He called me, Ma’am.”
Brock didn’t understand she was insulting his manners. He got the wrong idea entirely. I thought she looked like a woman. She certainly sounded like a woman. I didn’t mean to be offensive.
“I’m sorry, Sir,” he attempted to correct himself.
The group laughed — Brock was the only one who was not amused. “You must be some kind of stupid; the time clock’s over there, dummy,” the woman said, pointing to a small building next to the office where he had originally met Stephen.
As he was making his way toward the building, a bald man whose face was partially hidden behind a thick rusty beard came up beside of him. “Brock, my name is Salem. I’m going to be your supervisor today,” the man said as he put his hand out.
Brock shook his hand and said, “Nice to meet you, Sir.”
Salem smiled and showed Brock how to work the time clock. He then told him to join the group to wait for Stephen’s announcement of the day’s plans.
Minutes later, Stephen marched out of the office. “Good morning, everybody,” he said before pausing and looking around. “Jim, where are your gloves?”
A chunky guy with a mouth full of beef jerky replied, “I forgot ‘em at home.”
Stephen’s eyes turned to giant saucers. The adam’s apple stuck in that long neck of his began to bulge out even further than normal. A purplish colored vain suddenly appeared in the center of his forehead. “That’s the third time this month, Jim. I’m not giving you another pair. You can either pay for another set or you can work without them,” he barked.
“Fine; have it your way! I quit!” Jim yelled, before turning and stomping off.
I’m gratified he’s not going to be overseeing me personally. That guy has some unresolved animosity issues.
“Good riddens,” Stephen muttered under his garlicy breath before dividing the group into companies. He ordered Brock to crowd into a pick-up truck with Salem and three other men. Brock observed as other people were divided into groups and placed in different vehicles. He didn’t ask any questions; he was just going to go with the flow. This job had to work out — it just had to.
Salem fired up the truck and began sputtering down a dirt road. A rowdy looking guy with long green and purple striped hair looked at Brock and said, “This is going to be the hardest job you’ve ever worked. You’re going to hate it.”
Before Brock could even think of a response, Salem chimed in, “It sure is better than being in jail though, ain’t it Brandon?”
“Oh yeah! That’s for sure. I just wish I could get a job anywhere else. Nobody’ll hire me ‘cause of my record.”
Brock wanted to ask what he had been in jail for, but knew better than to ask something he was sure to later regret. Instead, he sat in silence, hoping their conversation would reveal more information. They sat in the truck for about ten minutes; during that time, Brock quickly figured out he was the only one there who had never been charged with a crime. He was going to be working alongside a drunken thief, a batterer, a drug addict, and a guy who considered himself to be a jack of all crimes.
When they got out of the truck, Salem took out a clipboard. He said their group had been assigned to strip the leaves from all of the baby pear trees in Section A and there was no time to waste.
“Follow me,” Salem told Brock before walking him over to an area where none of the other guys were working. “Before you get started, I want you to notice what we have over there,” Salem pointed to a tiny building off in the distance. “That is a one butter bathroom, do you know what that means?”
“No, Sir. What is that?”
“It only fits one butt at a time. In other words, I wouldn’t walk all the way over there unless you absolutely have to. And if you do have to go, go quickly to free it up for others.”
Brock smiled. A one butter bathroom. That was pretty clever terminology.
“Put your gloves on,” Salem said. “Bend over and wrap both hands around a sapling, like this.” Salem bent down and grabbed the bottom of the sapling and demonstrated what Brock was going to be doing. “Then you take your hands and slide them up the tree; that will shuck all the leaves off. Move to the next sapling and repeat the process. You will continue in this fashion until every tree in this section is stripped bare.”
It sounded easy enough. Brock bent over and stripped the first sapling. Then a second and a third. After about thirty-five trees, he felt a slight throbbing in his lower back. Realizing it was foolish to continuously bend over to strip the trees; he got down on his knees.
“Don’t be lazy,” Salem ordered. “Get on your feet, boy.”
Brock had not been lazy at all. He had just lost one job in this town and was not about to lose another. He didn’t make excuses; he didn’t talk back. He simply got back to his feet, bent over, and stripped another tree. He looked across the field and saw the other men doing the same. He felt like he was on an old cotton plantation somewhere. Never in his life had he ever performed any kind of work that was even remotely comparable to this.
By lunch time, Brock thought his back was going to snap like a twig. He was thrilled to hear Salem say there would be a change of pace after lunch. A change of pace there was indeed.
“Janet’s going to come by in a minute with the tractor,” Salem said. “She’s going to drive down this line of saplings we just stripped and the tractor will pull ‘em up by the roots. Bill’s going to follow her with a dump-truck. You’re going to pick up arms full of the saplings and throw them in the bed of the dump-truck.”
Again, it sounded easy. At least he wouldn’t stay bent over for hours at a time. A moment or so later, Janet came by with the tractor and Brock watched as the trees were uprooted. Other guys started heading out to pick up the saplings and Salem demanded Brock jump right in, “You’re new and if you want to keep your job, you better work twice as hard as these guys who are your seniors. Get to it, boy.”
Brock hated it when Salem referred to him as “boy,” but he knew better than to say so. He jumped in and picked up an armful of saplings. He walked them around to the back of the dump-truck and was surprised at how high he had to lift the trees before someone in the truck grabbed them from him. Now, instead of being bent double all day, he was going to be bending over, grabbing armfuls of trees, then stretching up as high as he could. This would be repeated over and over again throughout the entire afternoon. Why on earth is this a minimum wage job? he asked himself.
His back was ready to quit. It felt like it was going to break. Cold chills ran along his spine. Brock was determined to not be a quitter. His back would just have to adjust to this new style of work. He tried to look on the bright side — at least he didn’t have to spend too much time chatting with his ex-convict co-workers.
◆◆◆
 
By the time Collin arrived to pick him up, Brock was ready for some shut-eye. He couldn’t wait to get in the Jeep and head for home.
Collin, on the other hand, was in a highly talkative mood. “How did those shoes hold up for you today?” he asked.
Who obsesses about shoes like this? Brock thought.
Before he could even reply, Collin continued. “If they’re not comfortable enough, just let us know and we’ll get you a new pair.”
Brock smiled politely and said, “That’s okay. I’ll save up and buy my own.”
Collin was glad to hear that. He had a lot more on his mind than shoes. He told Brock that he and Nikki had done some research using Nikki’s smartphone. They found out the name of the boy who had made allegations against Brock — Malachi Crowley. More than that, they discovered that the town where Malachi was assaulted, Harmony, had a history of strange occurrences. Collin told Brock five unusual disappearances had been documented during the ten years prior to Malachi’s report.
A fifteen-year-old boy had walked home after basketball practice one Friday evening. Around 9 pm that night, his mom called the police to report him as a missing person. Twenty-four hours later, his basketball jersey and one of his shoes was found about a block away from his house. Other than that, there were no traces of him. There were several leads in the case, but none of them panned out. His disappearance was still a mystery.
A thirty-four-year-old Harmony High School teacher didn’t make it to work one morning. The principal called her house and her cell phone, but got no answer. He called an emergency contact person who went out to her place. He said her car was in the driveway, but she wouldn’t answer the door. The police could find no signs of forced entry, no signs of a struggle, no signs of foul play. Her whereabouts were still unknown.
A mother was reading to her four-year-old daughter while she was taking a bath when someone rang the doorbell. The mom went to the door, but no one was there. She thought it was just some neighborhood kids playing a prank. When she got back to the bathroom, her toddler was gone. At first, the police suspected the mom was making up the story. However, they could not find any evidence that the mom had committed any crime. No one has ever found any answers as to what happened to her precious baby girl.
A family had gone camping in the Mighty Oak Wilderness one weekend. A dad took his ten-year-old son to the outhouse — they never returned to the campsite. The mom and their other son were terrified. They checked with neighboring campsites; no one had seen or heard anything. All of the other campers were investigated by police. There were still no answers.
Brock listened attentively as Collin told him the stories. He didn’t ask any questions or seem surprised at the news he was hearing. He took it casually, almost as if the information he was hearing was coming to him straight out of a novel or as if it was a movie. He didn’t seem to be moved by any of it.
When they got home, Brock said he didn’t have an appetite. He took a shower and went straight to bed. It could only be assumed he was upset because Collin was moving forward in obtaining information about Malachi. For whatever reason, Brock was not fond of that plan.




CHAPTER 11 – INEVITABLE WAR

Once Brock was in bed, Collin cornered Remington. “Did you see the note I left you this morning, boy?”
“Yes, Sir. I wrote my sentences and scrubbed the toilet this afternoon.”
“That’s a good start. You do understand that you will remain grounded until everything on the list is done, right?”
“Yes, Sir,” Remington said. Trying to get on Dad’s good side, he added, “Oh, I almost forgot. I did wash all of my shoes by hand too.”
Collin looked down at Remington’s feet, “Let me see the soles.”
Remington raised his right foot into a position so Collin could see the bottom. “Not good enough. Shoes say a lot about a boy. People will pay attention to what you wear. Those shoes need to be clean inside and out. You know better than that, kiddo.”
After a brief pause, Collin turned to Alayna and began telling her about the information he and Nikki had uncovered.
Alayna scratched her head, “That’s creepy. Are there still open investigations on any or all of these cases?”
Collin told her the investigations were all still supposedly open, however they were inactive. There were no leads to be followed up on so the cases were just sitting idle, collecting dust. The longer they sat, the less likely the perpetrator would be to get caught.
“So, there’s a serial killer on the loose?” Remington asked.
Collin told him the government has not been able to make an official determination on that — no one had been found dead. Well, that wasn’t completely true. Quite a few people had died in Harmony over the years, but according to the coroner, all of the deaths were explainable. All the state had to go on was missing people and an allegation from one boy who had allegedly escaped a fate of being eaten by a cannibal.
“When can I meet Malachi?” Remington asked.
Alayna walked her fingers through Remmy’s hair, “Honey, I don’t think…,” she stopped herself midsentence. “Actually, honey, I think we need to let your dad make that decision.”
Although Collin appreciated Alayna allowing him to lead the home, he wished she had chosen a better time to do so. Something terrible was going on in Harmony. There was a chance they could run into trouble if they started snooping around. Oh, but his own words started echoing around in his head, “Every member of this family needs to learn to walk by faith and not by sight or by fear.”
Collin told his wife and son that it was too soon to make that determination. He needed to have some time to talk to God, search the scriptures, and think before making a decision. He would let both of them know what they were going to do as soon as he possibly could. Collin was certain of one thing; he was thankful God was the ultimate leader of the home. He was going to let Him be the decision-maker on this one.
After dinner, Collin took his Bible and walked outside. He knew exactly where he was going. There was a special place down by the creek where he loved to sit alone and talk with the Lord. It was a private place, only a couple of minutes’ walk from their front door.
When Collin got there, he immediately felt a peace about him. This was a place he went for no other reason. It was his own personal prayer closet. Getting down on his knees, he whispered a quick prayer, “Sweet Heavenly Father, I need your direction. You know everything about my life. You know what will happen if we take our son over to Harmony. You know what will happen if we don’t. Lord, please show me what to do. I ask this in the name of Jesus, Amen.”
He opened his eyes and then sat on the creek bank. “God, please guide me to the answer in your Holy Word.”
Collin briefly closed his eyes again and flipped the Bible open to a random page. The first verse he saw was II Chronicles 32:8a “With him is an arm of flesh; but with us is the LORD our God to help us, and to fight our battles.”
His body trembled with excitement and relief. God made it as plain as the freckled nose on his face. There was a battle going on; a battle that could either land an innocent man in jail or a battle that could result in a guilty man being free to continue killing. God wanted Collin to lead his family into the battle as a Christian army. God was going to give them the victory. God was going to protect them.
Collin set his Bible on the ground, stood to his feet, and raised both arms high in the air. He shifted his eyes upward and shouted, “Praise the Lord God Almighty! You are worthy of our praise! You are the best, God! Thank you for answering my prayer so quickly!” Chills began running up and down his spine. A waterfall of joy streamed down his face, “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! I love you, God! Thank you for loving me!”
Picking up his Bible, still sobbing, he ran as fast and as hard as he could back to the house. He burst in the front door and as soon as Alayna saw him, she knew he had had a powerful meeting with the King of Kings. She didn’t even know what God’s answer was, but she began to cry with him.
“God wants us to go into battle. Saturday is the big day —” He paused and looked over at his son before continuing, “That is, if Remmy has his work done by then. God has promised to protect us, Hon. We have nothing to fear!”
Inside, Collin knew good and well that they were going to go investigating Saturday regardless of whether or not Remmy had gotten himself ungrounded. It wasn’t for Remmy’s entertainment — it was for the sake of his family, for the sake of his town, and for the sake of satisfying his own morbid curiosity.
This time Alayna had no doubt God was in control. She was one hundred percent certain Collin was not making a foolish decision. There was nothing as encouraging as being married to a man wise enough to take important matters like this to the Creator.
Remington was excited as well. He had always enjoyed reading books about detectives and about solving mysteries. He had always wanted to take part in something like that. Now though, it was more than just a mystery. It was more like an assignment sent from God. He was about to be used of his Maker in a mighty way.




CHAPTER 12 – THE FIELD TRIP

In the morning, Brock struggled to get out of bed — his back hurt profusely. Collin had to help him rise to his feet. After swallowing some over-the-counter pain killers, he insisted he was ready to go to work. Their departure signaled it was time for Remmy’s wake-up call.
Alayna grabbed her pots and pans. “It’s a great day to serve the Lord!” she shouted as she paraded into the master bedroom. Slam! Bang! “It’s a great day to serve the Lord!” Slam! Bang!
“Okay, Mom! I’m awake!” Remington grumbled.
After getting dressed and eating breakfast, he headed out the door for school. He was thrilled Friday had finally arrived. Only one more day to wait!
When he got to school, however, he found it difficult to concentrate. While Miss Aragon was teaching the class about Honest Abe, his mind was occupied by detective work. Remington pictured himself going under cover — he would pretend to be Malachi’s friend, gain his trust, and find out if perhaps he had exaggerated his story. Maybe he had left out some details. Whatever the case, he was certain he could figure it out.
“If you know the answer, please raise your hand,” Remington suddenly heard Miss Aragon say. She was walking across the front of the class, trying to decide who to call on.
Glancing around the room, Remington noticed that every hand in the room was up, except for his. He raised his hand as well, hoping to not be called on since that last question was all he had heard his teacher speak during the last fifteen minutes of class.
“Remington,” she said.
He knew it! He knew he was going to get picked. Whenever he knew an answer, he never got called on — only when he didn’t have a clue, only when he was daydreaming or drawing or whispering to a friend.
When he didn’t know the answer, Miss Aragon was angry. She said she was going to send a note home to his parents and that she expected it to be returned, signed, on Monday morning or else.
That’s not fair, Remington thought. You never send notes home with anybody else’s parents because they don’t know an answer.
Somewhere buried extremely deep within him, Remington knew why the note was being sent home. He was making a habit out of disrupting the class, not turning in his homework assignments, coming in late from breaks, and, of course, daydreaming. At least I don’t backtalk, he told himself.
Remington did not want to take that note to his parents — he would not take it to them; not until after Saturday anyway. There was no way he would take a chance on getting grounded. He was determined to play detective.  Nothing was going to get in his way. Especially not some stupid note from Miss Aragon.
Remington stuffed it into his backpack and promised to deliver it to them as soon as he got home. What Miss Aragon didn’t know is he had his toes crossed, which totally cancelled out his promise. Well, it cancelled it out as far as he was concerned. It might not have necessarily cleared the slate with Miss Aragon or with God, whom Remington knew was watching and listening to every word.
When he got home that afternoon, Remington asked Alayna for advice. He was not typically the most out-going child when it came to strangers. He was nervous around his peers and even with kids younger than he was. Somehow he needed to meet Malachi and somehow he had to befriend him.
Alayna told him the best thing he could do was to allow God to work through him. He shouldn’t plan anything ahead of time; he should just pray and wait upon the Lord.
The advice was simple, but following it was quite difficult. How would he recognize the kid? How would he initiate a conversation? What if Malachi didn’t like or didn’t trust him? Remington wanted to put together a plan. However, he asked his mom for advice and she had given it. How silly would he look if he made plans after she had already given him advice that said not to?
A couple of hours later Collin returned with Brock and announced there would be a family meeting right after dinner. Dad had some ideas and he wanted to make sure everyone was on the same page. Failure was not an option.
◆◆◆
 
Saturday morning, Alayna got up at 5 am to bake some mouth-watering breakfast burritos for the road. The aroma of food stirred the entire house. To be fair, it was probably a combination of the smell as well as the fact that no one slept very well because they were full of anxiety about what Saturday might hold.
Around 6 am, Nikki pulled into the driveway; she was right on time. During Friday night’s family meeting, Collin had announced that Nikki would be joining them for their day of adventure. She was going to take Brock downtown to the Providence County Courthouse to see what additional information they could dig up regarding the other missing persons. If they could find a lot of information, they were going to spend the day outlining disappearance patterns. If not enough information was available, they would try to track down as many families as possible that had missing family members and would question them thoroughly.
The rest of the household was going to head to the Crowleys’ neighborhood. Collin knew it would be difficult or awkward for him or Alayna to attempt to approach a young boy to ask him questions; that’s the only reason they agreed to allow Remington to do the dirty work.
I’m glad we’re splitting up. I can’t believe Nikki’s wearing those crocs to the courthouse. How humiliating.
A couple of hours later, they arrived in Malachi’s neighborhood. Collin drove by his house — it was small and quaint; it looked well taken care of. He pointed the house out to Alayna and Remington, then drove around to the Harmony Community Park.
After finding a place to park and turning off the engine, Collin reminded his family of the plan, “We will walk around the playground together. When you’re comfortable, Remington, you need to approach boys that appear to be between the ages of about seven and ten. Ask if you can play with them and then introduce yourself. Hopefully they’ll return the favor. If you’re sure Malachi is not in the group, you’ll need to find a way to get out of there so we can move further through the park. To avoid suspicion, you might have to play with them for a few minutes. But don’t stay longer than you have to.”
Remington finished the rest of the spill for him, “And if I find him, I need to be careful to not come on too strong. I need to get him to talk about the kidnapping, but I can’t appear too nosy.”
The Russell family got out of their hooptie and headed into the park; it had a paved walking track that extended the whole distance around its perimeter. The Russells stepped onto the track and began a casual stroll.
They hadn’t walked far before Remington noticed a couple of boys playing basketball. “I’m ready,” he said.
Placing her hand on his shoulder, Alayna said, “Are you sure? You don’t have to do this if you’re not comfortable.”
“I want to do it, Mom!”
“Okay then. Go for it.”
For a moment, Collin and Alayna stood still on the track and observed. They heard Remington ask permission to join their game. The boys stopped playing for a minute and approached Remmy. Unfortunately, their voices didn’t carry and they couldn’t tell what was being said.
A minute later, Remington returned to his folks. He said neither of those guys was the boy they were looking for. They told him they were already in the middle of a game, but if he wanted to hang around, he could join the next one. That was an easy out for him.
They walked a ways further around the track; Collin pointed out a boy, “Right there,” he said. “See the kid wearing the red Nikes?”
“Where?” Remington asked.
“He’s the only one on the playground wearing red Nikes, boy.” Collin said, sounding annoyed. “Over there on the swing.”
It would have been a lot easier just to tell me to look at the kid on the swing, Remmy thought. He knew better than to share his thoughts out loud, so instead he replied, “I’m on it.”
He ran over to the boy and sat on the next swing over. “Hey, I’m new to town. My name’s Remmy.”
“I’m Seth,” the boy replied without even looking up.
Seth was not the kid he was looking for. “Nice meeting you,” Remington said before walking back to his folks.
Over and over again Remington introduced himself to different boys — there was no luck. Malachi was not in the park. It was time to move to Plan B.
The Russells left the community park and walked back to the Crowleys’ neighborhood. They walked around the block a couple of times, hoping to casually run into Malachi or at least into Mrs. Crowley. They saw plenty of people outside; an older teenager mowing grass, a couple of little girls jumping rope, an elderly couple sitting in a porch swing gazing into each other’s eyes — but no boys in the right age bracket.
◆◆◆
 
As much as he hated to admit it, Collin said it was time for Plan C. They walked up to the Crowleys’ house and rang the doorbell. A few seconds later, a thirtyish-looking woman came to the door with a fashion magazine in her hand.
Alayna introduced herself, “Hi, we’re sorry to bother you. We saw a house for rent around the block. We’re just trying to see what kind of neighborhood this is. Have you lived here very long?”
The lady looked down at Remington and smiled. “We’ve been here for about five years. What would you like to know?”
I’d like to know how long you’ve been wearing those house slippers, Collin thought. I think my great-great grandma had a pair just like them.
Before he could say anything, Alayna replied, “Well, for starters, are there very many children in the neighborhood that Remmy could play with?”
The lady’s face lit up. She said there were a few other children in the neighborhood, but she had a son who was somewhat of a loner who could really use a friend.
Looking past her, the Russells could see a handsome blonde headed boy who was in the right age bracket. For a split-second, he turned to face them, but quickly spun back around to continue playing his video game.
Mrs. Crowley asked him to come over to the door to introduce himself. Reluctantly, he paused his game, and ambled to the door. “Hello, I’m Malachi.”
Yes! Alayna thought. I knew it was him!
“What are you playing?” Remmy asked.
“Football. You any good?”
With that, Mrs. Crowley invited them inside. Collin and Alayna were glowing. They weren’t the only ones. Remington was on cloud nine. On his first undercover assignment, he had won and won big, as President Donald Trump would have said it.
The boys played together for about an hour while the Russells made small talk with Mrs. Crowley. Afraid of overstaying their welcome, Collin apologized for their intrusion and said they had to leave.
“We could bring Remmy back over sometime though. We don’t know when we might be moving, but it would be great if the guys could get to know each other before then,” Alayna suggested.
“We’re free next Saturday. Would that work for you?” Mrs. Crowley asked.
“Absolutely!” Alayna said. “That would be perfect.”
◆◆◆
 
After leaving Malachi’s house, the Russells headed back for Clayville. They hadn’t really gotten any new information, but they had made contact. That was a start and for one day’s work, they felt it was enough. They hoped Brock and Nikki had made additional progress.
When they arrived home a couple of hours later, Nikki’s car was there. The Russells went inside to find the odd couple sitting at the kitchen table comparing notes. They had nothing concrete, but they had a little more to work from.
All of the disappearances had a couple of things in common. For starters, Harmony High School. The fifteen-year-old basketball player was a sophomore at the school. The thirty-four-year-old teacher taught at Harmony. The four-year-old girl had an older sister who was a cheerleader there. The father and son who went missing while camping lived right next door to the school.  The eight-year-old boy who was attacked in the alleyway was being read to on a weekly basis by a senior at the high school who was doing community service.
From the information they could gather, it appeared that none of the families attended church. They realized that may not be significant, but they wanted to analyze every detail of the case.
Lastly, Officer Edward Branham had been an investigating officer on all five disappearances. They realized it was a small town, but it still seemed unlikely that the same investigator would have been involved in that many disappearances with no one ever being charged with a crime.
Brock seemed disappointed with the fact that the Russells had gone to the Crowleys’ residence. He felt their time would have been better spent contacting the families of the other victims as opposed to trying to get close to the boy who had falsely accused him. Something about that still didn’t set right with Collin, but he didn’t make a fuss about it this time.
Collin asked Brock and Nikki to join their family in an evening prayer. Locking hands, they all bowed their heads. Collin prayed out loud, thanking God for keeping everyone safe during the day’s activities. He asked God to bless their efforts and to show them fruit for their labor.




CHAPTER 13 – PLAYING WITH FIRE

At church Sunday morning, Pastor Brown preached a daunting sermon on everlasting damnation. “There will be wailing and gnashing of teeth. Lost individuals will be falling through a bottomless pit while they are being burned for all of eternity!” he said. “There won’t be any parties going on down there. I don’t care what people tell you. People that make their bed there won’t see another soul. They won’t burn up like a marshmallow. They will be there for every second of eternity.”
Brock had heard about Hell many times in the past. Somehow, it had never hit him quite as hard as it did that Sunday morning. He kept thinking about the fact that if he died, he was going to split its flames wide open. For the first time, the reality of his own sin and the penalty he owed for his wicked ways was real to him.
When the pianist started tickling the ivories during the invitation, Brock leaped out of his seat and made a game winning, touchdown sprint for the altar. The pastor knelt down beside of him and asked if he would like to get saved.
Brock didn’t even have to think about that one. That’s why he had went to the altar. Of course he wanted to be saved!
He nodded his head, but couldn’t seem to get a word to escape his lips. The pastor walked him through a series of Biblical passages and showed him how to get saved.
Bowing his head, Brock closed his eyes, and uttered a silent prayer.
When Pastor Brown questioned if he had asked Jesus to save him, Brock suddenly found his words and shouted, “I did! Not only did I ask Him, but He saved me!”
Pastor Brown asked the church to come forward to congratulate Brock on his decision to accept Jesus Christ into his heart. Brock watched as every member of the congregation stood to their feet and formed a line. One by one they shook his hand, hugged his neck, and welcomed him into the family of God.
Afterwards, Pastor Brown invited the Russells to his place for dinner to celebrate the new Christian birth. Thrilled for what God had done in their lives, there were no objections. God was doing great things in their midst.
◆◆◆
 
Approaching the parsonage, Remington asked Collin if he could stay home from school the next day so he could go investigating again.
Collin gave Remmy a look that said he should close his mouth and not bring the subject up again. It was too late — the pastor’s wife had overheard, “Go investigating? That sounds like fun. What have you all been up to?”
Alayna told her they had heard about several disappearances that had occurred over in Harmony and they were trying to figure out what was going on. Remington had always enjoyed reading mysteries and they thought it might be fun to do some detective work of their own. If they were able to solve the mystery, they could bring a lot of peace of mind to the community. If not, what harm could be done?
Pastor Brown’s face reeked of disapproval. He looked at Collin and said, “You are not being wise, my brother. When you play with fire, you’re going to get burned.”
Collin seemed confused, “Did we do something wrong, Pastor?”
Pastor Brown just glared at him for a moment. His wife spoke up in his stead, “I’m sure what my husband means is that things have been quiet for a while now. If you stir a septic tank, it’s going to stink. If you give this guy attention for making people disappear, he’s probably going to strike again. You don’t want to be the blame for another person coming up missing, do you?”
Remington never knew when to keep his fat trap shut, “I would rather be blamed for trying than to not try and something terrible happen to someone else. It has already happened at least five times. Somebody has to do something; it might as well be us.”
Pastor and Mrs. Brown exchanged looks of concern. Neither spoke a word.
Feeling completely uncomfortable with the topic at hand, Brock changed the subject, “Pastor, now that my soul has been born anew, what is the next step in my journey? Should I get baptized?”
The pastor, agreeing there was no use debating the other topic, gave him a thorough understanding of baptism and spiritual discipleship.
“Can you immerse me in the river at the present time?” Brock asked him.
“I appreciate your enthusiasm, young man,” Pastor Brown said, “but let’s wait until next Sunday morning. That way the rest of the church can accompany us to the river. They will want to be there to celebrate with you!”
◆◆◆
 
When things quieted down that night, Remmy’s mind began working overtime, but this time it wasn’t because of the investigation — he needed to have a note signed. It was getting later. So late, in fact, that Mom was lightly snoring. He knew he couldn’t wait any later. It was now or never.
“Dad,” he whispered, “are you awake?”
“I am. What do you need, son?”
“Miss Aragon asked me to have you sign a note that I need to return to her in the morning. I forgot about it until just now,” he lied.
“It is 11:30 pm Sunday night and you are just now remembering?”
“Yes, Sir. I’m sorry. I’ll go get it.”
Walking out to the living room to get his backpack, Remington’s heart was racing. He knew Dad was not going to be very happy with him when he saw the note — especially considering the fact he was still grounded.
He unzipped the main compartment and pulled out the note, realizing he hadn’t even read it himself yet. He started to unfold it when Collin came into the room and said, “Hand it over.”
Collin finished unfolding the note and read it silently, “Not paying attention in class, huh? So not only are you getting into the habit of breaking rules at home, but now you’re not listening to Miss Aragon either?”
“I’m sorry, Dad.”
“It’s too late to deal with this tonight, son, but tomorrow evening when I come home from work, you’re going to get it. If I was you, I would make sure to have the lawn taken care of before I get home.”
Remington had a pretty good idea what that word “it” meant when Dad said he was “going to get it.” It wasn’t something he wanted to get. That was for sure.
Collin signed the note and watched Remington put it back in his backpack.
◆◆◆
 
The next morning, Brock woke up before Collin came into his room; he appeared to be excited about going to work. His back was getting stronger by the day. He knew what he was doing and seemed to be respected by management as well as by his peers.
He and Collin got in the old Wagoneer and headed out to the tree nursery. All the way to work, they talked about the mysterious disappearances and the dinner conversation they had with the pastor and his wife the night before. It was all either one of them could think about.
After dropping Brock off at the tree nursery, Collin went in to Just Right early. He didn’t clock in or start working; he just unlocked the doors, went inside, and read his Bible for a little while.
Eventually, Nikki meandered into the office.
“Well, how about that?” Collin said, glancing at her feet.
“How about what?”
“You actually have something on your feet besides those crocs. Miracles never cease, huh?”
“That is beat up, Collin! Why don’t you shut your face and listen to me for a change?”
Nikki told him she had become so intrigued by the disappearances that she had been doing more research. She was beginning to think Malachi was lying about his allegation. The other disappearances appeared unrelated to cannibalism. She feared a human trafficker may have been working the area. It was just a hunch — she had no way of proving it. Nikki insisted she would continue digging until she found out exactly what had been taking place for the last ten years.
Around 2 pm, a customer came into the shoe store ecstatic. “Have you all heard about Dr. Fennell?” she asked.
Collin and Nikki were both acquainted with Dr. Fennell. Everyone from Clayville knew him quite well; by far, he was the best eye doctor in town. Not only that, but he was the only eye doctor the Russell family ever patronized. “No. What about him?” Collin asked.
“He’s vanished without a trace. Rumor has it, he went out to lunch around 11 am and didn’t come back. The police say they can’t do anything about it until he’s been missing for at least forty-eight hours.”
Nikki pulled out her smartphone and looked it up online. Sure enough, people were blowing up her social media accounts. Everyone was asking if anyone had seen Dr. Fennell. Apparently, he had appointments scheduled at noon, at 12:45, and at 1:15 and he hadn’t shown up or called any of his patients to say he wasn’t going to be in. Something smelled like moldy cheese.
Feeling queasy, Collin borrowed Nikki’s phone and walked outside.
“Clayville Tree Nursery, this is Stephen,” the manager answered.
“Stephen, hi, this is Collin Russell. There is a family emergency and I need to speak with Brock Pearson right away.”
“He’s already aware of the emergency, Mr. Russell. He left here around 10 am and said he was heading over to the hospital. He borrowed a co-worker’s car.”
Dropping the phone, Collin thought he was going to hurl again. He had to hold it in. How could Brock have done something like this?
He had just started to believe him. All of the pieces had been coming together to show he was innocent. Now this!




CHAPTER 14 – SAY WHAT?

Going back inside, Collin tossed the phone to Nikki, briefed her on what was going on, and insisted he had to leave immediately. He had to make sure his family was safe.
“Collin Russell is going to skip out on work? You’re going to risk losing a sale just in case Brock was involved in a crime that may or may not have taken place?”
“Nikki, I can’t take any chances,” Collin told her.
“I understand. Just don’t get into a habit of it,” Nikki nagged.
Collin told Nikki to call the police if Brock showed up and not to trust him, no matter what he had to say.
“Sure thing, Daddio,” Nikki teased.
◆◆◆
 
Collin was relieved to find Alayna folding laundry. “Why are you home so early?” she asked.
Instead of answering her question, Collin fired off one of his own, “Has Brock been here?”
Hearing the concern in her husband’s voice, Alayna worriedly asked him what was going on. She hadn’t heard anything about Dr. Fennell. Shocked at the news, she said, “Doc Fennell? No way! When? What happened?”
Collin told her the details were currently unknown. “But that’s not the worst part,” he continued. “Brock isn’t at work. I think he might have something to do with it.”
Alayna was speechless. I told you so. I knew there was something about that man that wasn’t right. But you’re the leader of the home.
“Let’s pray,” Collin said.
Still unable to find her words, Alayna knelt on the floor. Collin knelt next to her.
“God,” he said, “we might be in trouble. What should we do? I don’t expect you to answer me audibly, but, Lord, we need some direction. The guy we took into our house may very well have taken another man’s life today. God, I don’t even know what to ask for. Just please keep my family safe.”
The Russells stood back up and began pacing the floors nervously. Things were hitting too close to home. Kidnappings and disappearances were supposed to happen in highly populated cities. Not in places like Clayville that were barely big enough to even earn a spot on the map.
◆◆◆
 
A short time later, Remington’s bus stopped out front; Collin and Alayna strolled out to meet him.
“Why are you home so early, Dad?” Remington asked nervously, hoping it had nothing to do with the discipline he was supposed to be receiving.
“Don’t worry about it, son,” Collin responded. “Sometimes a guy just needs to take a little bit of time off.”
What else could he say? He definitely wasn’t ready to upset his son with the news about Doc Fennell. Remington loved the man to death. He idolized him. Only a year or so had passed since Remington had finally stopped wanting to grow up to be an ophthalmologist.
Once inside, Remington slapped some peanut butter on an apple for an after-school snack while Mom poured him a glass of Kool-Aid and waited to hear about his day.
As soon as he swallowed his first hunk of apple, the stories began to roll. John and Seth had gotten into a major fist fight and had both gotten suspended. At lunch time, Allison spilled her milk and got it all over Becky. Most importantly, Shelby had a thing for nerds and she thought his newly designed glasses made him look as cute as a bug’s ear.
About fifteen minutes into his story-telling, Alayna interrupted by asking Collin how Brock was going to get home. “I mean, if he goes back to the tree nursery to return his co-worker’s car, isn’t he going to be expecting you to pick him up?” she asked.
Collin hadn’t thought of that. In all of his excitement, that idea had never even crossed his mind. He ran to the Jeep, jumped in, threw his seat belt on, and bolted to the tree nursery. He arrived right on time.
Sure enough, Brock walked out to the jalopy as if nothing had happened, “How was work today?” Collin asked him.
“Identical to other days of my employment,” Brock told him.
Are you kidding me? Collin thought. Somehow, he wasn’t surprised that Brock hadn’t volunteered any information.
Giving him a chance to dig himself into a deeper pit, Collin asked, “Did anything unusual happen today?”
“Something unusual occurs every day.”
“True, true. What happened today?”
“Stephen hired a new guy on. I believe he’s an illegal immigrant and I think Stephen’s planning on paying him under the table,” Brock said matter-of-factly.
Collin was quickly growing impatient, “Really? You didn’t have to leave due to a family emergency?” he asked.
“So what? You are spying on me now? Yes, if you must know, a brief absence from work was necessary. It does not need to become a concern for you.”
Collin told him about Dr. Fennell and asked what he knew about the disappearance. Brock claimed he had heard nothing about it and had never even heard of Dr. Fennell.
Collin questioned him intensely. Brock admitted to leaving work early. He said he had been awake all night Sunday night thinking and worrying about the outcome of the investigation they were completing. He thought it strange that the pastor and his wife seemed so opposed to their investigative work.
He claimed he left the tree nursery to do some more digging at the library. At first, Collin didn’t believe him. That is, until Brock continued his story.
“Did you know Pastor and Mrs. Brown adopted a troubled lad nearly a decade and a half in the past?” Brock asked.
“He’s never mentioned it.”
“That would be evidence of an intelligent man. He was a troubled kid whom some would refer to as a brat. One decade ago that boy, Donovan, left his comfortable nest. Would you like to share your theory of what town he relocated to?”
“Harmony?”
“Ding, ding, ding! A winner has been found! The story takes on one more point of interest! Donovan has been bathed in legal trouble. He’s been arrested for drunk driving, shoplifting, physical assaults, and more. Incredibly, he has gotten off the hook with no charges being filed for any of those offenses.”
Brock could not have made up all of those details. Collin could tell he had truly been at the library. However, he had watched enough movies to know that a true investigator would not stop there. Dr. Fennell had disappeared on the same day that Brock had left work for a “family emergency.” Even though Brock had gone to the library, who was to say Brock hadn’t had a run-in with Doc Fennell either before or after? It was even possible the only reason he had gone to the library was to give himself an alibi.
When Collin and Brock returned home, they found Remington mowing the lawn. That’s right, Collin reminded himself, that boy is owed some discipline.
He and Brock walked past him and went inside. There, together they told Alayna about Pastor Brown’s adoption.
“Gentlemen,” Alayna said, “I’m afraid you might be barking up the wrong tree here. Let’s not be so quick as to judge a book by its cover.”
Looking irritated, Brock said, “With all due respect, isn’t that what you’re doing?”
“What I’m doing? I’m not the one making accusations here.”
“No, but why are you so hasty to conclude I’m blameworthy and yet so quick to discredit the potential guilt of any member of the pastor’s family? Who is judging what book by what cover?” The more Brock spoke, the louder his voice was becoming.
“That’s enough,” Collin said. “You will not speak to my wife in that tone of voice ever again.”
Afraid of being homeless again, Brock closed his mouth and walked to his bedroom.




CHAPTER 15 – NOT THE BELT

With a few beads of sweat popping up on his forehead, Remington entered the house. Remembering Dad’s warning from the night before, he nervously approached him. “Dad, I’m finished with the lawn,” he said with his eyes involuntarily gluing themselves to Collin’s tan colored leather belt. In a quiet voice, he managed to squeak, “I’m ready for my discipline.”
Alayna nor Brock spoke a word.
“Let’s step outside,” Collin said.
I was right, Remington thought. I am going to get it.
Walking out the door, Remington half expected to hear the ghastly sound of Dad fumbling with his belt buckle. He hadn’t been spanked for at least two years, but he could feel it coming and feared Dad had no intentions of taking it easy on him.
Once off the porch, Collin put his Daddy voice to work. “There is no excuse for you consistently staying up past your bedtime. It is ridiculous that you are ignoring your teacher in school. You are long overdue for some harsh, and I mean, very harsh discipline.”
Remington cringed. Dropping his eyes to the ground, he felt a tear forming in his right eye.
“Look up here at me, boy,” Dad snapped.
Remmy didn’t hesitate. He looked Dad right in the eye.
“Before you get what’s coming to you,” Collin continued, “you need to get that Jeep clean.”
That not right, Remington thought, as he glanced at the Wagoneer. It hadn’t been washed for months. The dirt road had done a number on it. It looked like someone had taken the stupid thing mudding.
That wasn’t the part he was upset about though. If he was going to get the belt, he wanted to get it over with. He didn’t want to think and worry about it for however long he was washing the Jeep.
Glancing at the belt again, Remmy said, “Yes, Sir.”
Remington filled a five-gallon bucket with water, put some soap in it, and got a rag out of the shed. He decided to scrub that Jeep down with all of his might. If he did a good enough job, perhaps that would dissuade Dad from letting him have it. If nothing else, maybe he would at least go a little easier on him.
Where do I even start? Deciding to spray it down first in hopes of knocking as much dirt off as possible, he dragged out the garden hose and began spraying down the driver’s side.
Oh, no! he said to himself. How had he been so careless as to not see Dad’s window was down?
I’m dead. I am so dead, he panicked. So good to getting Dad to go easy on me.
Remmy stood there, staring at the Jeep in disbelief. Maybe, just maybe, he convinced himself, I noticed it before anything got soaked.
He nervously approached the vehicle and looked inside. It was damp, but it could’ve been worse. Hoping it would dry out on its own, Remington rolled the window back up and closed the door.
Starting over, he sprayed down the entire Jeep.
He filled his cloth with soapy water and began scrubbing the hood. In less than one minute, the rag had changed from yellow to brown. Instead of cleaning, it was beginning to transform the dirt into mud.
This is going to be harder than I thought. Remington knocked the dirt out of his rag, got it soapy again, and repeated the process.
After scrubbing the entire body of the Jeep, he gave it a good looking over. The rims. I didn’t get the rims.
He scrubbed the rims, the tires, and even the mud flaps. Walking back up on the porch, the teen turned to look at the Jeep one last time before announcing the job had been completed.
Oh, man! he said to himself. How could I be so stupid? He hadn’t touched the top of the Jeep. With his back already killing him, he tried to just spray it off with the hose.
Boy, was that a mistake. Mud ran off the top alright. It streaked pretty much every inch of what he had already cleaned.
Remmy was about to cry. He didn’t have the strength or even the desire to start all over.
Before he could come up with a plan, Dad came out the front door. “Are you about finished yet, son?” he hollered.
Remington panicked, “Not yet, Dad. I’m doing the best I can.”
Dad gave him an evil glare. “You better do a lot better than that, Remmy. It looks like you’ve barely even touched the thing and you’ve already been out here for an hour and a half. Hurry it up!”
I can’t do anything right, Remington cried as Dad went back inside. I’m a complete idiot.
By the time he finished cleaning the Jeep, it was nearly dark out. Not only was his back hurting. He had worn blisters on both hands. He was sop and wet. His feet were tired of being stood on. He sure hoped Dad would be impressed with his cleaning skills.
Nervously, he reentered the house to find his father sitting on the sofa.
“Finished, Dad,” Remmy said sheepishly.
“Good. Let’s go back to my room,” Dad said sternly.
Your room? What about all the work I did? Remington’s body began to tremble — he wasn’t sure if the trembling was because of being cold, because he was scared to death, or because he was starting to get a little hot under the collar.
“Don’t you want to see how I did with the Jeep first?” Remmy asked.
“Nope. It’s time for you to learn your lesson. Come on,” Dad told him.
Remington’s eyes hit the floor as he followed his father into the master bedroom. Dad closed the door behind them and sat on the edge of the bed. Remington glanced at that thick, wide belt again and thought his heart was going to explode.
“Why do you think I brought you in here, Remmy?” Dad asked.
Looking at his feet, Remmy mumbled, “Because of the note.”
“I’m not on the floor, kiddo. Look at me,” Dad snapped.
Remmy looked up, trying his hardest to not look at that belt anymore. Just the thought of it sent shivers down his spine.
“I brought you in here to teach you a lesson,” Dad scolded. “A lesson about unconditional love. Come here, boy.”
Unconditional love? Remington knew exactly what he meant. The last time he had been spanked, Dad read him a passage from the Bible. A passage that basically said a father who loves his son punishes him before his behaviors get too far out of control. Not so sure he wanted to be the recipient of such unconditional love, Remington took a couple baby steps closer. Dad grabbed him and hugged him tight. “Life is short, kiddo, make the most of it.”
Remington freed himself from the embrace and looked Dad in the eye, waiting for the punishment to take place.
“That’s it, kiddo. I hope you learned your lesson,” Dad told him.
Collin didn’t have it in him to give Remmy the discipline he knew he should have given him. He understood Remington was surrounded by so much drama that nothing in his life was normal. No, it wasn’t a good excuse and no, he didn’t want Remmy to grow up playing the victim card. But he couldn’t take the belt to him either — not for letting his mind wander.
While they were alone, Collin thought he had better tell Remmy about Doc Fennell before rumors started circulating at school.
“Our Doc Fennell?” Remmy asked. “Maybe he just went on vacation?”
Collin knew the boy was in denial. “No, unfortunately that’s not the case. Something has happened to him. He had appointments scheduled and never showed up to meet with his clients. That’s not like him.”
Remington thought for a few minutes before saying, “I’ll pray for him Dad. God protected Jonah when he was in the belly of a whale and God can take care of Dr. Fennell wherever he is too.”




CHAPTER 16 – NAUGHTY BOY

By the time Collin and Alayna went to bed that night, Collin was mentally exhausted. So much had gone on that evening, he hadn’t been able to converse with his wife at all. He wanted to hear her thoughts regarding Brock and Pastor Brown.
Alayna wanted to share her thoughts as well, but not the thoughts Collin was expecting. “I didn’t want to say anything earlier, but we had a visitor stop by the house today while you were at work,” she told him.
“A visitor. Who?” Collin asked.
“A lady by the name of Victoria Pearson,” Alayna replied. She paused before going into more detail.
Victoria was Brock’s ex-wife. She had supposedly come by to see if she could patch things up with him. The lady claimed she had been working tirelessly trying to locate him when she had gotten wind of his staying at the Russells’ place.
The problem, Alayna told him, was that the story Victoria shared with her didn’t exactly line up with the story Brock had told. Their accounts about the cannibalism allegation were in perfect harmony; the part about how they split, however, was where their stories went in opposite directions.
According to Victoria, the allegations had made her nervous. She had noticed odd things about Brock’s behavior. Sometimes he would say he was going for a walk and then not come back for hours. She would ask him where he had been and he would tell her some story that didn’t make any sense. For example, one time he said a neighbor’s cow had gotten loose and he had spent an hour and a half trying to help the neighbor lure her back into the fence. The problem with the story was that they lived in town and none of their neighbors had cattle. It was things like that she didn’t understand.
When Brock came under the eye of detectives and their neighborhood was buzzing with gossip, she decided to stand by her man. Even though she wasn’t one hundred percent sure of his innocence, she had married him. She had made a vow that she would be with him until death parted the two. She wasn’t raised in a Christian home or trained up in church, but she understood that vows were promises. Brock had never mistreated her or their son, Scottie. The last thing she wanted to do was break a promise she had made to God.
Victoria claimed Brock had a meeting with an investigator one afternoon and never came home. She said Scottie was devastated and blamed himself. Scottie had been getting teased by a lot of kids at school. They asked him if he followed in his daddy’s footsteps, how many people he had eaten, and questioned him about what kind of meat they had in their freezer.
It was wearing thin on Scottie and the night before Brock ran out the door, Scottie told him about it. He asked Brock some difficult questions. He asked him why the investigators thought it was him. He asked why, if he had a look-alike that had committed the crime, nobody in town had ever seen the look-alike. He wanted to know why he sometimes left for work a couple of hours before he had to.
Brock seemed offended by the questions. Victoria nor Scottie had any idea why he had left. They didn’t know if it was because of Scottie’s hard questioning, the investigators, the rumors floating around, or if it was a combination of all of those things. She had come to the Russell house looking for answers.
Alayna said she had invited Victoria to stay for dinner, but Victoria didn’t want Scottie to know she was there. She didn’t want to get his hopes up until she had a chance to actually sit down and talk with Brock. She wanted, more than anything, to believe her husband was innocent. She wanted to be a family. She appeared to be genuinely in love with him, but feared he no longer felt the same way about her.
Alayna also took advantage of her time with Victoria. She talked to her about God and invited her to church. Victoria did not seem opposed to the idea of finding a babysitter for Scottie so she could meet them at church Wednesday evening. She had asked that they not mention her visit to Brock. She was afraid he would skip town if he figured out he had been tracked down. Alayna promised not to say a word about it.
Remington, who should have been known as Big Ears, lay awake listening to their conversation for hours. His parents thought for sure he was asleep and had kept their voices at a low whisper at all times.
After a while, Collin and Alayna finally fell asleep. Remington could tell they had drifted off because Collin was snoring like a hibernating black bear and Alayna wasn’t talking. It seemed like she talked herself to sleep every night.
Remington’s eyes refused to close. He thought about Dr. Fennell’s disappearance, how Victoria had shown up at the house, and about Brock seeing Nikki. He wondered what information he could pry out of Malachi. He wondered if Officer Branham was just not good at investigating cases or if he was a bad cop. He wondered why all of the victims seemed to share the connection to Harmony High School and if Dr. Fennell had a connection to Harmony as well.
Curiosity was killing him. Even though he had just gotten ungrounded for sneaking up a few days ago and even though he had barely escaped a thrashing a few hours before, the boy slowly crawled out from under his blankets. Quietly, he stood to his feet and tip-toed out of his parents’ bedroom. He sneaked into his own bedroom where Brock was sleeping soundly.
With his heart racing fast enough to win the Daytona 500, Remington used the moonlight shining through the window to snoop around while trying to keep his breathing to a minimum. Surely Brock had left some kind of a clue laying around — something that would tell him whether or not he had been at the library all day — something that would tell him if he knew Doc Fennell. Brock used a lot of big words, but Remmy doubted he was intelligent enough to cover all of his tracks. Even if he’s more intelligent than he looks, nobody is perfect. If there is a clue to be found, I am going to find it.
Getting down on his hands and knees, the boy crawled ever-so-quietly to the foot of the bed. Laying down, he looked underneath. Nothing there, not even a crumb. He pushed himself back into a standing position and just as he did, Brock rolled over, with his eyes popping open for a second. Brock closed his eyes and Remmy let out a sigh. He thought his heart was going to completely drop out of the race. He pretended to be a statue for about a minute, just in case Brock was awake.
When he was convinced it was a false alarm, Remington carefully shuffled over to the dresser. He opened the top drawer, only to discover it was a disaster. The clothes weren’t neatly folded the way Mom insisted he keep his drawers. How unfair was that!
He carefully lifted each t-shirt and slid his hand along the bottom of the drawer; he found a couple of quarters, but that was about it. Determined to find any shred of evidence, he moved to the next drawer down; it was Brock’s underwear drawer. Remington hated the idea of looking through an adult’s unmentionables, but if he was hiding something, he knew that’s where he would put it. He shuffled through the drawer as quickly as possible — nothing there either!
He checked the third and then the final drawer; not one piece of evidence. That didn’t mean anything. If Brock was guilty or even if he was innocent, he was going to find something that would at least point him in the right direction. His investigation was far from over.
He peered around the room. How had he forgotten to check the dirty clothes hamper? Remington wished it wasn’t snuggled in that corner right next to Brock’s bed. Still, he had to check it.
He tip-toed, still barely breathing, to the hamper. Fortunately, it was over-piled with dirty laundry and the lid was open. He picked up the pair of blue jeans on top, which still had a belt in them; they were obviously the pair he had just taken off before climbing into bed.
Remington held them up to his own scrawny waist. These are huge! If he didn’t know Brock so well and had just saw the pants laying somewhere, he’d have thought they belonged to a much larger man. Looks could be deceiving; that was for sure!
Poking his fingers in one of the back pockets, Remmy was thrilled to find Brock’s wallet. He took it out and opened it up. Inside, he found a photograph of a boy he assumed was Scottie. It was hard to see the picture by moonlight, but he was pretty sure that’s who it must have been. He also saw a photo of a woman he believed to be Victoria. He opened the main compartment and found a couple of dollars as well as a receipt for gasoline — nothing too helpful in there!
Remington checked the other back pocket; it was empty. When he stuck his hand in a front pocket, he discovered a wad of papers. Pulling them out, he attempted to keep them from making any sounds; it was useless. There were too many papers and the harder he tried, the louder the noise was becoming.
The sneaky teen, who apparently loved living life on the edge, decided there was no choice but to sneak out of his room with the jeans in hand. He would have to continue this investigation out of earshot of any of the adults. Continuously looking over his shoulder, Remington crept to the living room.
He looked around one last time just to make sure he hadn’t been followed before reaching back into the pocket and pulling out the whole handful of papers.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Dad whispered as he entered the room from behind him.
If he had any hair on the back of his neck, Remington was sure it was now standing straight on end. Why can’t I do anything right? he asked himself. I’m an idiot!
“Would you believe me if I said I was… uh… sleep walking?” Remington asked sheepishly.
Collin gave him the look that no boy likes to receive from his father. “The truth please.”
Remmy’s voice cracked, “I heard you and Mom talking before you went to sleep. I wanted to find out if Brock went anywhere else besides the library. All of these papers were in his pocket and I was going to see if any of them are clues.”
Dad glared at him for a moment, “Why didn’t I bust your behind earlier? I should have known that hug wouldn’t teach you anything, but… I have to give credit where credit is due. You were using your head with this one.”
Looking around to make sure Brock, nor Alayna for that matter, was lurking about, Dad whispered, “Let’s take them out on the porch just to make sure he doesn’t catch us.”
◆◆◆
 
Collin soon discovered his son had been onto something after all. In the mess of papers from Brock’s pocket, they discovered an odd note. It read, “11:30 am Tuesday — empty house on Spudd Avenue.”
That’s tomorrow, Collin thought. What is Brock up to?
Collin knew exactly the house it was referring to; it had been vacant for years. It was one of those houses that exists in every community — the one no one would buy because of a mysterious death that had supposedly occurred there decades ago. Everyone referred to the shack on Spudd Avenue as “The Creepy Masselli Place.”
Rumor had it a young, ambitious journalist, fresh out of college had purchased the house back in the ‘70s. No one seemed to recall his first name. The residents of Clayville all knew him as Duke Masselli. He was a tall, muscular guy; the kind of guy you wouldn’t want to have as your enemy. They said he worked out at the gym five days per week. When he wasn’t working out or attending to a story, he frequently volunteered his time to mow his neighbors’ lawns. He didn’t even charge them for the gasoline.
Masselli was a well-respected neighbor. Everyone liked him — that was, everyone except government officials. The majority of his articles exposed political corruption. He set his sights on uncovering mounds of manure hidden beneath the beds of mayors, governors, city councilmen, and those just beginning to run for office. It would be safe to say Duke had an abundance of devoted friends and a battalion of enemies.
One afternoon, strange sounds were heard reverberating from his house. Neighbors hadn’t seen anyone go in or come out. The police received multiple phone calls from concerned neighbors.
About ten minutes later, a squad car pulled up to the scene. When the officer knocked on the door, he heard nothing. He hollered, “Is anybody home?”
After waiting another minute or two, the officer rammed his way through the door. Inside, he found Duke’s body. At first glance, it appeared his death had been caused by a fall down the stairs. He was laying with his head on the bottom step and his feet several steps higher. It looked like he had possibly broken his neck.
When an autopsy was performed, the coroner claimed he had found nothing suspicious. However, the noises the neighbors described did not match up with an accidental fall. Multiple witnesses had heard what sounded like someone taking a baseball bat and whacking something or someone several times. One lady thought she heard a terrified voice crying out, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to,” somewhere in the middle of the thumps.
Soon after his death, unusual occurrences started being reported at The Creepy Masselli Place. In the middle of the night, when no one was home, passersby would see strange lights in the windows. The police were called multiple times with reports of breaking glass, but nothing broken was ever found. On a couple of occasions, different people saw smoke coming out of the chimney. When it was checked out, the fireplace seemed cold; there was no evidence of a fire.
There were so many rumors floating around about that house that no one within a two-hundred-mile radius would even think of buying it. So why would Brock have planned to be there at 11:30 am? Something didn’t feel right.
◆◆◆
 
Collin ordered Remington to get back in bed. He stuffed the papers back in Brock’s pocket, insisting he would be the one to sneak the jeans back into the hamper. Like his son had moments before, he tip-toed into Brock’s room, stopping just inside the doorway to observe Brock for a moment — he was definitely still sound asleep.
He crept to the hamper and dropped the jeans on top. Turning to leave the room, Collin stumbled over a pair of Brock’s shoes. Seriously,
what grown man leaves his high-tops laying in the middle of the floor? Doesn’t he realize they could get trampled? Of all things to leave out, shoes? Really?




CHAPTER 17 – THE KNOCK OUT

Fortunately Collin didn’t fall, but the stumble was enough to wake Brock up, “Whoa! What has brought you into my private area of dwelling?”
Collin froze like a popsicle, gazing at him blankly; he didn’t know what to say — things must have looked pretty awful. Being caught in another man’s bedroom in the middle of the night was humiliating. If Brock knew why he was in there, his life as well as the lives of his family members might be in danger.
Collin remembered Remington’s pathetic excuse of sleep walking. That was it! Maybe he could convince Brock he was sleepwalking. He continued the deer-in-the-headlights look. Brock asked, “Collin, has your brain ceased normal functioning?”
Collin didn’t move. He just kept looking off into space. Remington had heard the commotion. Being the bright boy he was, he figured out his dad’s game plan. Walking into the room behind Collin, he said, “Is Dad walking in his sleep again?”
Brock chuckled, “That really transpires? I was under the assumption it only occurred in cinematic venues.”
“No, Dad does this every now and then. Usually when he’s really tired or under a lot of stress.”
Remington was quite the young actor. Grabbing Dad’s hand, he pretended to lead him back to the master bedroom.
Brock bought into the whole charade hook, line, and sinker! In the morning, as a matter of fact, he asked Collin if he remembered walking into his room in the middle of the night. Of course Collin pretended to know nothing about it whatsoever.
◆◆◆
 
After dropping Brock off at the tree nursery, Collin decided to play hooky from Just Right Shoes. Borrowing a cell phone from a complete stranger, he left a voicemail for Nikki, claiming he was having car trouble and would be there shortly.
Then, without telling a single soul what he was up to, Collin drove to Spudd Avenue. Parking nearly one block away from The Creepy Masselli Place, he was confident his presence would go unnoticed. He ambled down the sidewalk toward the house, not seeing a soul anywhere. He passed the house and walked another half of a block just to make sure no one was around.
Seeing the coast was clear, he turned around and went back to The Creepy Masselli Place; he walked a complete circle around it. There were no broken windows. The doors seemed intact. There was no evidence of anyone being there in years. Hesitantly, Collin walked up on the porch and rapped on the door.
As he had anticipated, no one answered. Checking to make sure the door was still locked, he turned the doorknob. To his shock, it wasn’t secured. Collin released the knob and stood there for a few seconds trying to decide if he should call the police. What would I tell them? “Hi, uh… I just came over to The Creepy Masselli Place and the door is unlocked?” That would have been about as stupid as trying to play fetch with a mountain lion.
I should probably go back to the Jeep and forget the whole thing. Somewhere hidden away inside of him, however, was that ornery little boy that always had to go one step further than his conscience said he was allowed to go. He placed his hand back on the doorknob, turned it ever so slowly, and opened the door.
“Hello?” he hollered from the entryway.
There was no answer. Just like he had previously thought, no one was in the house; there couldn’t be. There was no furniture. Cobwebs decorated practically every corner. It was dusty. There was mouse poop on the floor.
Collin stepped inside, closing and locking the door behind him. He wanted to make sure no uninvited guests could follow him inside. Watching his every step, Collin crept through the living room and found his way to the kitchen. About half of the cupboards were open. All of them were empty, with the exception of the one just above the refrigerator that had a dead, stiff, half decayed crow lying in it. Creepy was the word.
He left the nasty old bird and reluctantly climbed the stairwell. Aged blood stains spotted several of the stairs, probably from the Duke’s fall. Collin felt a slight ice-cold breeze rush by him. Looking around, he saw no place wind could have been blowing in from; he hoped it was only his imagination.
At the top of the stairs, he saw a room off to his right. Even though the rest of The Creepy Masselli Place had been empty, this room had a queen size bed in it. The odd part was, the mattress didn’t appear dusty. There were no mouse droppings on it. It looked kind of… new.
Collin spent a short amount of time in the bedroom checking for signs of recent activity. He couldn’t find anything besides the too clean bedspread.
Moving on, he entered the restroom across the hall. He turned on the faucet, but the pipes had been winterized. The ceiling was starting to come down as the roof appeared to have been leaking for quite some time.
Seeing a small closet in the restroom, Collin decided to have a peek inside — that was the last thing he remembered. He had opened the door and the next thing he knew he was waking up in a dark place. Where am I? My head is killing me. Why does my stomach feel like it’s been beaten to a pulp?
Somehow, he had gotten out of the house and into a garbage dumpster about three blocks away. Collin’s assumption was that someone must have been hiding in that closet. He, or she, must have hit him over the head and then given him a good beating to make sure he was dead. Perhaps he drifted out of consciousness, which had inadvertently saved his life. Like a bag of garbage, his lifeless body had been tossed in the dumpster to be transported to a dump completely undetected.
Collin pulled himself up to a standing position, where he discovered it wasn’t only his head and stomach hurting — he was sore all over. He hoped it was just from lying in such an uncomfortable position for who knows how long. Climbing out of the dumpster, someone shouted, “Get out of there, you old bum!”
Collin was too tired, sore, and confused to even bother with a response. He gave himself a once over — he was filthy dirty. His polo was covered with a thick slime, the seat of his khakis was covered with what felt like spaghetti sauce, and my shoes, he panicked, what happened to my shoes? The one on his right foot had a small hole just above his big toe and the left one had turned from black to gray. Collin smelled like a combination of rotting hamburger meat and sour milk; there was no way he could go in to work until he had a long, hot shower.
He got in the hooptie and turned on the motor. Glancing at the clock on the radio, he was shocked to discover it was already 3:55 pm — his shift was almost over. Brock was going to be expecting a ride in twenty minutes. There was no time to go home and shower. He would have to pick Brock up looking and smelling like trash.
Collin drove to the tree nursery and sat in the parking lot to wait on Brock. He watched three vehicles come down one of the dirt roads about ten minutes after 4 pm. He watched for Brock to get out. One by one, each vehicle emptied; Brock was not there.
“Can I help you?” A man asked.
Collin looked down at the man’s feet. At least he has some style.
“I’m here to pick Brock up.”
“He doesn’t work here anymore, pal.”
Collin asked for an explanation, but the man said he was not at liberty to discuss the details. Collin asked if they could at least tell him when his employment ended, but the man firmly told him he would have to ask Brock for that information; it was not his place to discuss a former employee’s business affairs.
Things were not looking good for Brock. First, Doc Fennel had disappeared on the same day Brock had a family emergency and left work. Now, Brock was not at work again and someone tried to kill Collin at the same address that had been on a note inside of Brock’s wallet.
Collin drove home, hoping with everything in him that Brock wasn’t there. He needed time to tell Alayna what had taken place; he needed time to bathe and to put on some fresh clothes. He prayed Brock hadn’t done anything to his family. He was beginning to fear he had made a very bad decision in allowing Brock to live with them.
Unfortunately, he didn’t have the time he needed. On his way to the house, he caught sight of Brock leaving their driveway on foot. He looked madder than a teenage cowboy who had just been thrown from a bucking stallion.
His eyes were wide and a little bit bloodshot, his face was a deep shade of angry red, and instead of walking, he was stomping. Collin threw the Jeep into park and got out, frightened that something terrible had possibly just taken place.
Seeing Collin’s physical state, Brock temporarily forgot whatever had angered him. “What catastrophe entangled you?” he asked.
“Never mind me. What did you do to my family?” Collin barked, without thinking twice about it.
“Your horse, I believe, is prancing backwards. It is your family who has provided an offense to me,” Brock snapped back.
Collin was more confused than ever, “What are you talking about?”
“Ransacking my room was out of line. Alayna nor Remington should find satisfaction in destroying our home before leaving the premises.”
Collin was scared out of his mind. Alayna was always home. She never went anywhere without telling him ahead of time; she couldn’t. They didn’t have a vehicle and the nearest neighbor was miles away. How could Alayna and Remington both be gone and why would they have ransacked Brock’s room?
Collin convinced Brock to go back to the house so they could look things over together. He wasn’t sure if Brock had been victimized or if he had been the perpetrator of a crime. Either way, he wanted to know his whereabouts at all times.
Inside, every inch of the house looked normal. Nothing but Brock’s room appeared to have been touched. His mattress had been thrown off of his bed, his dresser had been turned upside down, his clothes were thrown all over the room, his closet doors were wide open, and holes had been knocked in the bedroom walls. If it wasn’t Brock trying to pull the wool over his eyes, someone had been in Brock’s room looking for something.
That was not the most important question left to be answered. Where were Alayna and Remington?




CHAPTER 18 – CAUSE FOR CONCERN

“Okay, Brock. Tell me everything. When did you find the house like this and furthermore, why are you home so early?”
Brock, as usual, had a story to tell and as usual, he spared no details. Shortly after Collin had dropped him off for work, Victoria showed up at the tree nursery; he had no idea how she had found him.
“A finger rapped me on the shoulder, I turned about, and there she was,” Brock said. “She insisted our conversing was vital, but I contested the notion on account of my employment. She said, ‘It’s never a good time, is it, Brock? Never a good time to take care of your wife and son? Never a good time to make things right with the people who love you?’ I was ambivalent, Collin.”
Brock said Stephen wasn’t having any of it. He walked out into the field and said, “Lady, you need to be moving along, now. My guys have work to do and you’re getting in the way.”
Victoria apologized for interrupting, but insisted it was important.
Stephen, getting more hateful, snapped, “Miss, nothing you have to say is worth the money I’m losing right now by these guys not working. They’re on the clock. Beat it.”
“Suddenly, it was as if a foreign spirit bedeviled me,” Brock continued. “My wrath became excessive. I pressed my nose tight against Stephen’s. Belligerently, I cautioned him to never elevate his epicene voice at my wife that way again — not if he desired all of his limbs to remain intact.”
Collin didn’t say much of anything. He couldn’t. Brock’s mouth was running faster than a hare at a greyhound track. “Victoria attempted to make amends with Stephen and blamed herself for my misconduct. She withdrew herself from the premises and I started to go back to work. Stephen said, ‘Not so fast, Brock. The way you talked to me a moment ago could easily be considered insubordination.’
“I implored his pardon, but he wouldn’t hearken unto me, Collin. I even gravitated to my knees.”
With his eyes growing wide, Collin said, “Tell me you didn’t.”
“Perchance that was a slight miscalculation, but I did implore him. I’m sorry Collin. I know I deflated your assessment of me.”
Brock said he had hitch-hiked his way back to the Russells. “A teenager, of all people, picked me up. He said he had only had his license for two weeks. It was obvious too. You should have saw the way that kid hit the brakes. Wow! I don’t know how he passed his test,” he said.
Collin loved how Brock felt the need to share every detail of every minute of his experiences. He continued, “He was a nice kid though. I gave him a few bucks for his gas and invited him to church. He said he might come sometime.”
Eventually, Brock got to the part of the story Collin had been waiting for. He said he had gotten to the farmhouse around 4 pm and had found the front door unlocked, just as it always was when Alayna and Remington were home. Walking in, he had no reason to suspect anything was amiss other than the fact that the house was so quiet.
He had been flabbergasted when he walked into his bedroom and automatically assumed Alayna and/or Remington had trashed it.
“You should never assume something so horrible about my family,” Collin scolded.
“Should I hide from the example of you and your wife assuming I’m an anthropophagite? Or from the way you just assumed I had perpetuated an act of violence upon your family?”
Collin cleared his throat. “Yes, you should ignore our mistakes,” he said with a slight smirk on his face.
Somehow, Collin was suddenly penetrated with a sense of peace; his family was safe. In a calmer fashion, he began perusing the house for a note. Alayna would definitely have left one if she had departed from the house willingly.
In a matter of minutes, he found one on the coffee table, in plain sight, “Collin, I got stung by a hornet and started swelling profusely; I couldn’t find my EpiPen. I am heading out to Remington’s bus stop. If the driver will cooperate, I’m going to see if he can drop me and Remmy off at the Waldorf Clinic. Can you please come by and pick us up when you get home?” A short distance below the note was a P.S., “In case you’re wondering, and I know you are, I’m wearing those gorgeous pumps you bought me for my birthday.”
Collin laughed, How did she know what I was thinking?
At least, if nothing else, Collin knew his family’s whereabouts and that they were safe. He asked Brock to leave his room like it was and to just try to think of any ideas as to who might have been in his room. Collin was not about to pick up his family still looking and smelling like a hobo.
After showering, he informed Brock they would be going together to pick up Alayna and Remington. On the way there, he dodged Brock’s questions about what his day had been like. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to talk about it —it had more to do with the fact that he feared Brock might have had something to do with how he ended up in that dumpster and he was not about to help Brock inwardly glory in the monstrosity if he was indeed responsible.
When they arrived at the clinic, Collin asked Brock to stay in the Wagoneer so he could have a few moments of privacy with his family. He didn’t say so, but he wanted to talk to them about how Brock’s room had gotten ransacked.
Inside, he found his wife and son sitting alone in a corner of the lobby; no one else was in sight.
“I’m so sorry,” Alayna apologized. “I know better than to not keep my EpiPen handy.”
After the hornet had stung her on the shoulder, the swelling had made its way up into her neck. She was thankful the clinic was willing to see her on such short notice; the doctor probably saved her life.
After listening to her story, Collin asked if she or Remmy knew what happened to Brock’s room. Alayna said the room was fine when she left the house and Remington had not even been inside after school.
Alayna admitted to leaving the door unlocked before rushing out of the house. As far as whether Brock trashed his own room or someone else got in the house and did it, she had no clue.
Collin didn’t know how to transition from that topic to his experience at The Creepy Masselli Place — he decided to save that conversation for another time.
When they got to the Wagoneer to head for home, Brock was gone. Unlike Alayna, Brock did not leave a note; they had no idea where he had disappeared to. For a little while, they sat there on the parking lot thinking he had just gotten out to stretch his legs.
After ten minutes of waiting, Remmy started complaining that he was hungry.
“That’s right,” Alayna said. “He didn’t get his after-school snack.”
Collin took some change out of the glove compartment and walked Remmy over to a snack machine just outside of the clinic. Remmy got himself a Reese Cup and a can of soda.
After getting back in the Jeep, they waited twenty more minutes before reaching the conclusion that Brock must not have been planning to return. They could only assume he left angry, still not trusting that the Russells had not demolished his room.
The only other possibility that made any sense, even though Collin was the only one who knew about it, was that Brock had attempted to take Collin’s life earlier on Spudd Avenue. Perhaps he was worried that he was about to be caught and he disappeared before another investigation could transpire.
When they arrived back at the house, Collin convinced Remington to take a bubble bath. Remmy usually took showers, but everyone in the family knew if he took a bubble bath, he wouldn’t come out for at least an hour. That would give Collin plenty of time to tell his wife what had happened to him earlier in the day.
◆◆◆
 
Alayna couldn’t decide how she felt after hearing his story. On the one hand, she was furious. As far as she knew, Collin was at work all day. Had an emergency arisen, she would not have known where to even look for him. Had he gotten killed at that house, the police wouldn’t have even known where to begin looking for his body. Collin had committed a crime by entering a house that didn’t belong to him; he could have gotten locked up.
On the flipside of that coin, she was more than thankful that Collin was safe. She knew it was only by God’s grace that she had not become widowed.
Then there was the fear factor. Why did Brock have information about that house in his wallet?
Was it Brock hiding in the bathroom closet? If so, why did he try to kill Collin? If it was him and he really was a cannibal, why did he not try to eat him when he thought he was dead? Could it have been someone else? If so, who?
Whether it was Brock or someone else who destroyed the bedroom, would the person come back? What should they do if Brock returned, claiming he had nothing to do with it? What if he had some kind of logical story about why he wasn’t in the Wagoneer when they came out of the clinic?
Too many questions and not enough answers. Alayna thought it was time to notify the police.
“I don’t know,” Collin told her. “If we get the law involved, we are going to have to tell the whole story — including the part about me being inside of a house I didn’t belong in. We would have to tell them about how we pretended to be moving into a neighborhood we weren’t really planning to move into. They would undoubtedly ask why we took in a man suspected of trying to eat other human beings. Honey, do you want the law to know our son has been sleeping on our bedroom floor for this length of time?”
Alayna was frustrated. Why did Collin always have to be right?
He wasn’t finished yet, “We would look like horrible people. I could quite possibly get arrested and there would be a high probability that Remington would be taken away from us.”
◆◆◆
 
Remington didn’t stay in the tub as long as he would have normally. He came out after about twenty minutes and he immediately sensed something was up. He could feel the tension or fear or whatever emotion was polluting the atmosphere. “What’s wrong?” he asked.
“We’re just trying to figure out what happened to Brock. That’s all,” Collin said.
As the words seeped out of his mouth, Brock hobbled through the front door with a blood-stained shirt, a black eye, and a busted nose.
“Alayna, take Remington with you and go to our room,” Collin ordered.




CHAPTER 19 – FACT OR FICTION?

Collin stood to his feet and told Brock to follow him back outside. “Where have you been?” he asked.
Brock couldn’t believe the first question he was asked was where he had been. What about asking if I’m okay or what happened to my face? He could tell where Collin’s mind was.
“You think I exterminated human flesh tonight, don’t you?”
“The thought had crossed my mind. Look, Brock, questionable things are going on around here and you need to level with me. Where were you and how did you get so beat up?”
Frustrated, Brock explained that a masked man had ripped the Wagoneer door open and put a gun in his face. He forced Brock out of the vehicle and into his own.
“The automobile departed. We journeyed a short span of only five or ten minutes. He maintained a sidearm in my face while he was driving and cautioned me not to move or I would become a corpse.”
Brock said the man forced him out behind an abandoned building where a couple of other masked men joined them and started pounding on him. They insisted they knew who he was, where he lived, and who he lived with. They knew Collin worked at the Just Right Shoe Department, Remington attended Clayville Middle school, and that Alayna spent most of her days home alone.
More importantly, his attackers had warned him to back off of the disappearance investigations. They said if he or any of his friends got the police involved or continued snooping around, there would be trouble. Brock claimed the men could have killed him. He felt like the only reason he was still alive was because his attackers had wanted to use him as an example to scare everyone else away from their investigative work.
◆◆◆
 
Collin was aghast — it sounded like something off of a movie. It was possible he was telling the truth, but it was probable he was making up a pretty good whopper. He may have quite possibly returned bloody because he had just killed and maybe even devoured someone.
Collin tried to dismiss the thought. Cannibalism in Clayville? It sounded like the title of a horror flick. He refused to allow himself to even consider that as a possibility. Murder, maybe. Cannibalism, no.
Abruptly changing the subject, Collin asked, “Brock, after you got fired this morning, did you go anywhere else besides coming home from work?”
“No. Why?”
“Have you ever heard of The Creepy Masselli Place down on Spudd Avenue?” Collin asked.
“Rumors of it have fluttered into my ears. Some of the ruffians at my place of employment have shared its legend. What does that old empty shack have to do with anything?”
Collin still didn’t want to share any details — especially not the part about he and Remington going through Brock’s things. Instead, he told him some rumors were going around that people had been seen going in and out of that house.
If Brock had been in there, he was good at covering his tracks. He said, “Why would any coherent individual infiltrate that building? I drove by it the other day just to catch an impression of its majesty because I’ve heard so much speculation about it. The outside was so eerie, I wouldn’t even halt the Jeep in front of it. I expeditiously escaped the scene.”
Collin wasn’t convinced. Brock was an excellent storyteller. However, Collin had met a host of phonies in his day and he didn’t believe everything that rolled off of another man’s tongue.
He chose to deal with Brock the way he would normally deal with Remmy if he thought he was being dishonest. Perhaps if he asked the right question, he could trip Brock up and get the truth out of him. “Do you think we should call the police about someone ransacking your room?” he asked.
“No — definitely not,” Brock replied instantaneously.
That’s what Collin expected to hear. Why would a serial killer or a serial cannibal or whatever he was want any interaction with the police? Not knowing how to leave well enough alone, he asked, “Why not?”
Brock hesitated for a moment before answering, “I’m apprehensive of what the barbarians that attacked me might do to you, your helpmeet, or your offspring. Your household has already catapulted through flaming hoops for me. It’s not worth the risk.”
Spinning his tricycle wheels and getting absolutely nowhere, Collin changed the subject and told him about the happenings on Spudd Avenue. He wasn’t completely honest; he started off by saying, “The real reason I asked you about The Creepy Masselli Place is because I went by there earlier today. I don’t know what came over me, but something compelled me to go inside.”
Brock listened attentively to every word. This time, he had some questions to ask. “Do you have any idea who attacked you?”
Collin told him he didn’t have a clue who it was.
“Did any neighbors see you go in or out of the house?” Brock asked.
Collin found that question a little on the suspicious side. It sounded like Brock might have been wondering if there were any witnesses. “No, I don’t believe so. Why do you ask?”
“Well,” Brock paused for a second. “I was just thinking. What if somebody reports you to the police for trespassing?”
Brock went on to ask Collin if he was sure he never caught even a slight glimpse of his attacker. Several times he questioned if he had contacted the police or if he planned to do so in the near future.
His line of questioning completely creeped Collin out. However, Collin was a cricket trapped in an empty bathtub — he hadn’t and couldn’t tell Brock about the note he found in his pocket. He couldn’t tell him to leave the house without providing an explanation. He sure didn't want to let him sleep in their house that night, but it seemed there was little to no choice.
At bedtime, Collin had Remington climb in bed beside Alayna. He claimed he couldn’t sleep and he was going to stay out on the couch for the night. First though, he pulled an old golf club out from under his bed and carried it to the living room with him — at least that would provide some form of protection.
Collin thought about reading a book, but that would be too distracting. He had to keep his eyes and ears alert. He wasn’t sure if it was Brock he had to watch out for or if it was someone else — or possibly even a whole group of people. He was more frightened than he had ever been in his life.
By 3 am, Collin’s eyelids had grown so heavy that the toothpicks could no longer hold them open. Unwillingly, he drifted into a deep sleep. Fate has a way of changing things like that at times.
Shortly after dozing off, heavy footsteps clopping through the room startled him. Sounds like work boots. A man’s work boots. As his eyes opened, the figure of a larger fellow lurking in the shadows shook him up. Those aren’t work boots. Looks like he only has socks on. Forgetting all about the golf club, he screamed like the prissiest of little girls.
Alayna’s alarm instincts were somewhat different than Collin’s. Grabbing her curling iron, of all things, she charged into the room. She pointed her make-believe gun at Brock as if it was a 9-millimeter and shouted, “Don’t move or I’ll blow your brains to kingdom come!”
Remington stood just out of sight, peeking his head around the doorway. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he would have given anything to have had a video camera set up. The entire scene was hilarious.
“My brains are going to be shot to kingdom come — with a curling iron?” Brock laughed. “Seriously, what has possessed the members of this household? I was just going to get a beaker of water.”
It didn’t matter that it was 3:00 in the morning. It was time for the entire deck of cards to be sprawled out on the table. Collin told Remington to come out of his hiding place so they could all have a long talk at the kitchen table.
“I feel like we have all been suppressing our true feelings and fears about things. We are not being honest with one another. I don’t like what is happening in this household. It’s time we change that and I mean change it right now, for good. It’s time we put all of the cards on the table. Any lies or untruths that have been told need to be made right, tonight. Starting right now. Who wants to go first?” Collin asked.
The room was so quiet a person could have heard a fly struggling to free herself from a spider’s web.  Everyone looked around the room, hoping someone else would volunteer to go first.
Collin couldn’t take it anymore — since the meeting was his idea, he made the first confession, “Brock, the other day when I was at work and heard about Dr. Fennell’s disappearance, my mind instantly went to the allegations that had been made against you. I called the tree nursery and your boss told me you had left earlier that morning; that terrified me. It confirmed in my mind that you had something to do with his vanishing.”
Alayna jumped in, “That same day, Victoria came by the house looking for you. She said you ran out on her and Scottie one afternoon and they weren’t even sure why you left. She’s planning to come to church tomorrow night to talk with you, but I promised I wouldn’t say anything.”
Remington interrupted her, “I guess it’s my turn. I heard Mom and Dad talking that night when they thought I was asleep. I decided I was ready to play detective. I sneaked out of bed and came to your room while you were asleep. I went through all of your things to see if I could find any clues as to where you had been that night. Dad caught me —.”
Collin interrupted him, “And I didn’t do the right thing, Brock. I should have stopped my son. Instead, I helped him go through some papers he found in one of your pockets. You had a mysterious note in there about being at the abandoned house on Spudd Avenue at 11:30 am. After we found the note, I tried to put it back in your room without you finding out about it.”
“Oh, I get it,” Brock speculated. “So you weren’t really sleepwalking? And your son told mistruths to cover up your sins?”
“That pretty much sums it all up,” Collin said.
“Under normal circumstances, I would gather my belongings and withdraw myself from the premises immediately. You all started out being exhaustively cordial to me. Now, instead of accepting me for who I am, you interrogate and investigate me; you speak untruths right to my face. That is despicable; I thought you were my friends.”
The annoying silence filled the room again for a moment. Then Brock continued, “But I suppose I have a few confessions I need to make as well.”
Brock told them he had lied about his wife leaving him; he was too embarrassed to tell the truth. His father had run out on him when he was three years old and he knew how that felt. He always looked down on parents who would leave their children and on husbands who would leave their wives. He didn’t want to admit to anyone, not even to himself, that he had followed in his father’s footsteps.
He claimed there was more to Victoria than would meet the eye. Before he met her, she had quite the checkered past. She had been arrested and had served time for grand-theft auto. More importantly, she had been placed on home confinement for violating a restraining order her ex-boyfriend had placed on her. He had broken up with her for whatever reason and she couldn’t accept that. Victoria continuously went to his house harassing him both day and night. One evening, she snapped; she took a long t-shirt of his that she had worn around town on a regular basis over to his house. She soaked it in gasoline, rang his door bell, dropped the shirt on his doorstep, and lit it on fire.
Victoria had gone through a lot of counselling since that time. She was honest with him about her checkered past and he had every reason to believe she had changed. The only reason he was bringing it up now is because he was beginning to be suspicious about her possible involvement in the things that had taken place.
There was always a possibility that she had snapped again. After all, Brock had run off on her, which might have brought back the pain she had experienced when her former boyfriend had broken up with her. If she snapped, he didn’t know how far she would go. She may have been the one who went through all of his belongings and destroyed his bedroom — unless whoever did it was not really targeting Brock. After all, it was really Remmy’s bedroom.
That brought him to another confession. Even though Brock had appreciated the hospitality shown him by the Russells, he needed his own space; he needed a place where he could simply be himself. He needed to be the man of the house, but as long as he was staying under another man’s roof, that wasn’t going to happen.
One of Brock’s co-workers had told him about The Creepy Masselli Place. He said he knew the guy who owned it by means of an inheritance and that he would be willing to rent it out to him dirt cheap. Brock was supposed to have met the owner there the day before at 11:30 am. After Victoria showed up and he lost his job, he decided to forget it. He couldn’t afford to live on his own if he didn’t have any money coming in.
Collin had another question on his mind that he just couldn’t let rest, “Brock, you told me before that you hadn’t heard of Dr. Fennell’s disappearance and went so far as to say you had never even heard of the guy. Was that true?”
Brock hesitated for a moment before saying, “I deceived you purposefully. I had met Doc Fennell several years ago. He diagnosed my mom with glaucoma and attempted to do a surgery, but something went awry and my mom became permanently destitute of her vision.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that before?” Collin asked.
“Presumably for the same reason you failed to inform me about you and your offspring pilfering through my appurtenances.”
“Listen here, buddy. You can’t always justify everything you do wrong by bringing up another man’s errors. I guess it doesn’t matter why you didn’t tell me before; I’m just glad you told me now. Did you see Doc Fennell on the day he disappeared?”
Brock lowered his eyes toward the floor. He struggled to find the words, “Yes. Yes Sir. I did.”
With a lot more questioning, Brock admitted he had been holding a grudge against Dr. Fennell ever since his mom had lost her vision. On the day he left work to go to the library, he saw the doctor acting somewhat irrationally. There weren’t hardly any cars on the road for whatever reason. Brock claimed Dr. Fennell looked worried and had been somewhat out of breath. He said Fennell had tried to flag him down.
Brock admitted that for a moment he thought about stopping to help him, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He had too many hard feelings. He convinced himself whatever was going on, Doc Fennell could handle it himself.
“So when you saw Doc—” Collin began to question before being interrupted.
Brock answered his question before he could get it out of his mouth. “I have no idea what kind of shoes he was wearing,” he said.
Brock said he heard about the disappearance a couple of hours later. On the radio, the disc jockey asked for anyone with any information about the disappearance to call the local sheriff’s department. Brock said he couldn’t do that; he couldn’t withstand another investigation. He couldn’t handle being the last person to see Doc Fennell alive. The rumors would start up all over again. When they started investigating him and his alibi, they would undoubtedly find out about the former allegations and investigations and he would be done for.




CHAPTER 20 – PAYBACK TIME

Several hours after their “all cards down” session, Collin had Brock get in the Jeep with him. Collin had to go to work and Brock had to find another job immediately.
As soon as they left the driveway, he gave Brock quite the talking to — reminding him that the agreement was for him to stay three months while he was getting on his feet. Brock was supposed to be earning an income and saving up money so he could afford his own place. Getting a job was a wonderful thing, but he had to learn to maintain steady employment.
“If you want to continue living under this roof, you have to have another job within the next seven days,” Collin said firmly. “And you must remain employed full time for the remainder of the three-month term we originally discussed.”
Brock, with a worried countenance, said, “I understand, Sir.”
“Good. Now that we’re clear on that, there is a new rule that we’re going to put into place as well.”
“I’m not a wee youngster,” Brock mumbled. “I don’t require an abundance of guidelines to adhere to.”
“Whether or not you believe you need rules is irrelevant. If you want to stay under someone else’s roof, you have to abide by their wishes. I’ll tell you the rules. If you like them, wonderful! If you don’t like them, then you have to decide whether you’re going to follow them anyway or if you’re going to hit the road.” Collin meant business and Brock knew it.
“Until further notice, I don’t want you to ever step foot in this house unless I am present. If something happens and you have to leave work early for any reason, you must find a phone and call me at work or come over to the store to tell me in person,” Collin said.
Brock looked annoyed, but what could he do? He didn’t want to be back on the streets again. He simply nodded his head to indicate he had heard the rules.
“One more thing,” Collin added. “Violation of these additional terms will force our agreement to be nullified and will bring about an immediate eviction.”
The rest of the trip to work was fairly quiet. Collin got out at Just Right and Brock took the Jeep, as he had in the past, to find another job.
◆◆◆
 
An extremely irate Nikki looked as if she had been doing nothing but waiting for Collin to walk in just so she could pounce on him. She had been pacing back and forth so quickly it was surprising she hadn’t worn a hole in the carpet. As soon as she saw Collin, she stopped pacing for a second and rolled her eyes back in her head like a crocodile would do before attacking its prey. She took a deep breath, put her hands on her hips, and resumed pacing.
Collin knew why she was upset — he had told her he was coming in to work late Tuesday, but he never showed up; she had to do his job in addition to her own. There was no reason to ask what her problem was. Collin walked past her and punched the time clock.
“Well poop on my boots if you dare to think, even for one hot second, that you can tip-toe in here all quiet and everything and that all will be forgotten or forgiven. Yesterday was the half-off sale, remember?”
Poop on your boots would probably make them look nicer than they do right now, Collin thought.
Nikki was furious, “That’s why you skipped out, isn’t it? You knew we would be slammed and you were afraid of breaking a nail — so you thought it was okay to just chill back at your crib? Before you inherited that house, you wouldn’t have missed a day’s work for anything. But now that you don’t have to pony up the dough for rent, you think those big boy pants you put on make you better than the rest of society that has to work to earn a living — is that it, Collin?”
The half-off sale always brought in a truck load of customers. While Collin was out, Nikki had to deal with lines practically going out the doors. Babies had been crying, older children had been fighting with their siblings, teenagers had been trying to shoplift, and adults griped and complained. Collin was the one absent, causing the lines to be longer and the service to be slower, but Nikki was the one who had borne the brunt of their customers’ wrath.
Collin knew from past experience what kind of day Nikki had had. Instead of exploding back at her, he practiced being the master of patience. He just stood there, looking at her with an apologetic expression on his face.
“Why isn’t anything shooting out of that pie hole of yours?” she yelled.
Nikki wanted a fight. She wanted Collin to justify his actions just so she could really put him in his place. Collin, on the other hand, had no intentions of falling into that trap.
“Oh, I didn’t realize it was my turn to speak yet,” he said calmly before turning and casually walking to the boys’ section to do some shelf straightening after the big day. Nikki followed him. Standing behind him, she crossed her arms and presented him with the most evil look she knew how to give. She didn’t say a word. She waited for his response, but he refused to give her one. They didn’t speak a word to one another until the unthinkable happened.
About an hour after Collin’s shift began, he was working the register while Nikki was inventorying their stock. An elderly couple placed a pair of girls’ tennis shoes on the counter. “Do you accept Hawaiian money?” the man asked, while leaning his cane against the counter.
Hawaiian money?
When I was in training, no one had ever gone over anything with me about what to do when someone wanted to pay with a foreign currency. To Collin, it seemed obvious that if you enter another country, you should get your money exchanged for that nation’s currency.
He asked the customer to hold on for a moment while he conferred with a colleague. He went back to Nikki. “Sorry to bother you,” he said. “I’ve got some customers out here who are trying to pay with Hawaiian money. I don’t know what to do.”
With a puzzled look on her face, Nikki accompanied Collin to the front of the store, “I’m sorry folks, we only accept American currency. Do you have a credit or debit card you could use for this transaction?”
The man’s wife couldn’t keep a straight face any longer; she burst into laughter. The man followed suit. The couple left the shoes on the counter and walked out the door, laughing and poking fun at the incompetent sales people who didn’t realize that Hawaii was a part of the fifty United States of America and used the same currency as the rest of the nation.
Somehow the humiliation experienced simultaneously by both Collin and Nikki diffused the tension between them. For the next fifteen or twenty minutes they talked about how foolish they must have looked in front of the elderly couple and about how funny it was that people of their age would come into Just Right simply for the purpose of making them look like idiots.
Eventually, however, the conversation grew stale and Collin decided it was time to let Nikki in on what had happened the day before. She seemed to absorb everything he said until he got to the part about waking up in the dumpster.
Her mouth appeared to come unhinged. Her jaw dropped further than would appear humanly possible, she brought her hand up to her chin and pretended to be pushing her jaw back in place. “Well, shut my mouth!” she said. “You’re a bigger bonehead than I thought. You actually went into Duke Masselli’s crib? And alone?”
“I know, I know. It was a stupid thing to do. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“Did they run out of brains on the day you were born, Collin? For crying out loud, didn’t your momma ever teach you to think before you act?”
Collin laughed, “Sorry, Mommy. It won’t happen again.”
“Sorry isn’t good enough, Little Collin. Momma ought to whoop your behind!” she teased. “Instead, for your punishment, you’re going to take my place until I say so. I covered you yesterday. Now it’s your turn to cover me.” Nikki grabbed her purse out from under the counter and put it on her shoulder.
“What’s that supposed to mean? Where are you going?” Collin asked.
“I’ll see you in a bit… maybe,” Nikki giggled, before leaving the store.




CHAPTER 21 – FINAL WARNING

Even though Nikki thought Collin was crazy for putting himself in danger, she found herself being sucked into his mystery — it was time for her to become a bit of a fact-checker.
Let’s see here. Brock is trying to make it look like Victoria is the one who is off her rocker. That seemed like a great place to begin, especially since her baby brother worked at the courthouse.
She wasted no time in driving downtown and finding the records room. She laughed when she saw Chet. “Aren’t you adorable in your little penguin suit,” she teased.
Chet was all business. “Nice to see you Nikki. What brings you here?” he asked.
Nikki could tell where humor was or wasn’t wanted. She moved past the small talk and got right to the point, requesting any records he could pull up on Victoria Pearson. Chet told her to have a seat and he would be back with her momentarily.
Nikki watched him intently as he walked into a back room. She hadn’t talked to Chet for at least six months. It was hard to believe he had grown up into such a fine looking young man. Not only was he dressed in a three-piece suit, but his shoes were shined and he didn’t have a single hair out of place. He still had his baby blue eyes and his dimples still accentuated his captivating smile. If he wasn’t my brother, I might be interested in that, Nikki thought for a second, before realizing how vile her own thought process had become.
Several minutes later, Chet returned with a printout, “Here’s everything we have on her. Hope this helps.”
Nikki looked over the documentation. On her first self-assigned fact checking assignment, it appeared that Brock was telling the truth. Victoria had indeed been arrested multiple times in the past and she had undeniably been on home confinement.
She looked over the paperwork for a few minutes and then it dawned on her — “Chet, while I’m here can you look up one more thing for me?”
“Sure. What do you need?” he asked.
“See if you can find out who owns the Duke’s crib down on Spudd Avenue.”
“Do you know the address by any chance?” Chet asked her.
“No. Sorry, dawg,” Nikki replied.
Chet told her that was okay. He was probably going to have to make a couple of phone calls — property deeds weren’t really something his department specialized in. Several minutes and a few phone calls later, Chet handed her another printout.
On her second round of fact checking, it turned out Brock had provided some false information. He had claimed he was planning to rent out the place from the guy who had inherited it — according to the paperwork she received from the courthouse, the property had never been inherited by anyone. Duke Masselli still owed a lot of money on the property when he died; the finance company had taken it back and had held possession of it ever since.
Feeling accomplished, Nikki left the courthouse and headed over to the library. The elderly librarian was washing the windows when she walked in. “Can I help you find anything?” the lady asked.
Nikki was smart enough to know she couldn’t just come right out and ask if Brock had been there. She had to be more creative than that.
“Do you all have computers the public can use for research purposes?”
“We sure do. Follow me,” the lady said with a smile.
When they arrived at the computer center, Nikki was thrilled when she was asked to sign in on an old-fashioned logbook. If she had to sign in, Brock would have had to do the same thing. She convinced the librarian she was excellent with computers and could figure things out from there on her own. She signed in, with the librarian watching, and then proceeded to sit down in front of one of the computers.
The librarian left the area and went back to her window-washing duties.
As soon as the coast was clear, Nikki returned to the logbook and began shuffling through pages. Sure enough, Brock had been there, just like he said he had been. There was just one slight problem. According to the logbook, Brock had only been there for an hour.
Well, poop on my boots!
She returned to the computer and went online, where she did a search for “Brock Pearson + Harmony High School.” In a matter of seconds, an interesting headline appeared on her screen. “Local Contractor, Brock Pearson, Fired From Harmony High For Misconduct.”
She clicked on the link to find a poorly written article that never told what the exact allegation was. She returned to the search engine. There we go.
Another article on the same topic.
Not knowing if she really wanted to see what Brock was guilty of, she clicked on the link and nervously waited for the page to load. Are you kidding me? It’s the same stupid article as on the other site.
Nikki tried several more searches, but couldn’t find any details as to why Brock had been let go. However, she found the fact that he had even worked at the high school to be a little on the creepy side.
Not wanting to leave Collin in the store alone too long, Nikki decided it was time to return and share her findings with him.
Things had been fairly slow at Just Right. Collin had found some time for having a one-on-one with God. He had prayed and asked God again for assurance that Brock was not going to hurt him or his family. Just like he had done at his special prayer place, he had placed his hands on the Bible while he prayed and asked God to comfort him with the scriptures.
When he flipped the Bible open this time, he began reading Psalm 27. The second verse said, “When the wicked, even mine enemies and my foes, came upon me to eat up my flesh, they stumbled and fell.”
Collin had been meditating on that verse for at least twenty minutes before Nikki arrived back at the store.
Nikki didn’t give him a chance to tell her about what he read in the Bible. She got straight to business, “Check this — I decided to do a little bit of investigative work myself. Brock and I are over; he is one shady dude if you ask me!”
◆◆◆
 
Nikki pulled out all of the documentation and began pouring over it, detail by detail. The whole time she rambled, Psalm 27:2 spun around and around in Collin’s mind. The verse had begun by speaking of the psalmist’s wicked enemy. Perhaps Nikki was right. Maybe Brock was a wicked individual. Maybe he was even secretly Collin’s enemy. The verse, if it did apply to Brock, clearly meant he was planning to attack Collin. There was a chance the poor, homeless, desperate man he had taken in was planning to kill him and eat his flesh. But that verse also provided hope. The psalmist had said when his enemy that planned on eating his flesh came, he stumbled and fell. If that was the case, there was nothing to worry about as far as his or his family’s safety was concerned.
If Brock is a cold-blooded murderer, he is going to slip up before he has a chance to hurt anyone in our household, Collin assured himself. That didn’t mean he didn’t want to know who was living in his house. It didn’t mean he didn’t care who was driving his vehicle around town. Collin wanted to know, desperately. However, at least with the hope given him by the scriptures, he would no longer have to live in fear. Everything is going to be okay.
While Collin’s thoughts and Nikki’s words were battling over who was going to keep Collin’s attention, the phone rang.
Collin answered, “Just Right Shoes, how may I help you?”
“Is this Collin?” A low, raspy, masculine voice asked.
“Yes it is. Who might this be?” Collin asked.
The raspy voice was replaced with a robotic sounding recording, “Happy Wednesday to you. You are not a very fast learner, are you Mr. Russell?”
“Who is this?” Collin asked again.
Nikki put her paperwork down and scooted closer, trying to hear what was being said on the other end of the phone.
“You have too many people putting their noses where they do not belong. You should have stuck to your footwear obsession, but no, you had to cross the line by immersing yourself in matters that did not concern you. We are going to give you one final warning — if any more investigating takes place, someone WILL get hurt.”
There was a brief pause and then the recording continued, “Incidentally, this phone call is not the warning we are referring to. You will recognize the warning when you see it. We offer no apologies. You can only blame yourself for what has or what is about to happen, Mr. Russell.”
The call disconnected before Collin had time to even process the threat that had been made against him. He stammered while trying to tell Nikki every word that had been spoken.
Collin and Nikki discussed the threats and whether or not they should contact the police. Neither one trusted law enforcement.
Nikki’s parents died when she was a little girl. Her parents were farmers and had no form of outside employment. One day, she and Chet went off to school like they normally did, and when they got home, they found both of their parents lying dead in the middle of a corn field. She ran inside and called the police, who claimed the cause of death was undetermined.  Nikki and Chet had to move in with their grandparents. The property was sold shortly after her parents’ deaths — sold to the local chief of police. Coincidence? Nikki thought not.
Collin, on the other hand, had heard too many stories. Rumors of people disappearing from prisons, of crooked cops planting evidence on innocent individuals, and of judges and juries sentencing people to incarceration simply because they were pressured to do so.
Neither were big fans of the government and for good reason. They were quickly getting in over their heads. Something had to give — perhaps it would be best, they began to think, to just convince Brock to move on, and to forget anything had ever taken place.
After discussing possibilities, their conversation stayed pretty quiet until a few minutes prior to the end of their shift. That’s when one of those lovely last-minute shoppers came into the store. Well, Jake wasn’t really a shopper. He was known as the Clayville busybody. He wasn’t there to buy shoes; he came in simply to share some bit of news or perhaps a rumor he had heard — that’s what Jake did best.
“I think I know who placed the bomb,” he said, without even pretending to be interested in looking for a product.
“What bomb might that be?” Nikki asked.
“The one down at the school. It’s been all over the news for the last couple of hours. Nobody’s told you guys about it? You haven’t heard anything on the radio?”
“Which school, Jake? We don’t know what you’re talking about,” Collin said.
“Clayville Middle. A robotic voice called the guidance counsellor’s office and said, ‘If your students and faculty wish to live, they should depart from the building immediately. A bomb is scheduled to go off somewhere in your building in the near future.’ Even though they assumed it was an idle threat, they emptied out the school pretty quickly. All of the students and staff walked about three miles away from the building. By the time they arrived at their safety zone, the bomb squad had arrived at the school. It turned out, there really was a bomb. It was found inside of a boy’s locker. The most interesting thing is, there aren’t any finger prints on the locker. Even the boy’s prints aren’t on it. But I think I know who it was.”
Clayville Middle? The words rang loudly in Collin’s ears. That’s Remmy’s school. He tried not to panic, but how could he not? The robotic voice had called and threatened him. The same voice had called the school and reported a bomb being in a student’s locker at his son’s school. It sure didn’t sound like a coincidence.




CHAPTER 22 – DROPPING A BOMBSHELL

Before Jake could make his allegation known, Brock came in the door. “Hi Nikki,” he smiled, while giving her a wink.
Nikki rolled her eyes and walked away sheepishly.
“Is the damsel in distress?” Brock asked.
Jake didn’t hesitate to jump in, “I was just telling them about the bomb down at the school. I think it’s just too much for her.”
“Oh,” Brock said. He paused as if not sure how to respond to such a statement. “Well — shall we begin our journey to the house, Collin?”
Collin glanced at Nikki, who was giving everyone the cold shoulder. Then he made eye contact with Jake. If I ask him any more questions, I’ll never get out of here.
Quietly, yet quickly he made his way to the time clock and punched out. He took the keys from Brock and the two made their way back out to the Wagoneer.
As soon as they got in the Jeep, Brock began telling Collin all about his unsuccessful job hunting trip. He said he had spent the whole day putting in applications, but hadn’t landed a single interview. Several stores had told him they didn’t have any current openings and he thought it might just be because he had already lost two jobs and perhaps he was getting a bad rap around Clayville.
“Probably has something to do with your shoes,” Collin remarked. “You haven’t cleaned them in at least a week. Shoes have a lot to say about a man.”
Brock turned and looked out the passenger side window without uttering a word. He should have saw that response coming.
All the way home, Collin thought about how odd it was that Brock didn’t seem interested in the bomb at Clayville Middle. He had noticed how when Jake brought it up, Brock didn’t ask any questions. Nor did he seem alarmed. It was like it was an everyday occurrence.
Collin drove a tad over the speed limit. He couldn’t wait to get home and make sure his little boy, his wife, and their house were safe and sound. He could only hope that bomb was the end of the warning his family would receive.
When they pulled up to the house, they were surprised to see the sheriff’s car parked in the driveway. No one was sitting in it, but the cruiser was idling.
Instead of being curious about what was going on, Brock said he was going to take a walk while Collin checked things out. He didn’t ask Collin’s opinion on the matter — he bolted as soon as he got out of the Jeep.
Inside, Collin found Alayna sitting quietly on the couch while the sheriff appeared to be questioning Remington.
“What’s going on?” Collin asked.
“Sir, there’s no easy way to say this,” the officer said. “A bomb was found in your son’s locker today. We’re trying to figure out how it got there.”
“You don’t think Remington put the bomb there?”
“I certainly hope not. However, I have to investigate all possibilities.”
Alayna silently mouthed, “Maybe we should tell him about Brock.”
Collin pretended he was unable to read her lips. He told the sheriff he would prefer his son not be questioned until they had time to hire an attorney.
Collin knew the family didn’t have the resources to acquire a lawyer, but he also knew he was a child of The King. God was able to take care of all of their needs. If it was in God’s will for them to obtain legal counsel, God would make a way. If it wasn’t in God’s will, well, at least he would have time to figure out what to say or not to say about Brock.
Once the sheriff left, Remington told his side of the story. Miss Aragon had been out sick and a substitute teacher, Mr. Twang, had filled in for her.
Mr. Twang was a new substitute — one Remmy had never seen or heard of before. He was a short and stout man and Remmy guessed he was in his mid-twenties. He described Mr. Twang as being quite different. “He brought a two liter of orange soda to class,” he said. “He didn’t pour it in a cup. He chugged it straight from the bottle.”
Remington went on to explain that Twang had been wearing two jackets, but at the same time he had shorts on — and no socks. Before Dad could ask, Remmy informed them he had been sporting a pair of black cleats. Not only were his mannerisms and dress different, but Twang didn’t seem to know what he was doing. He appeared nervous, as if it was the first time he had ever subbed anywhere.
“Anyway,” Remmy continued, “Mr. Twang said he wanted to get to know us. So he went around the room, asking all of us to tell a little bit about ourselves.”
Collin was concerned, “What kind of information did he ask you to share?”
“Just basic stuff — our name, age, who we live with, where our parents work, and stuff like that.”
Remmy said Mr. Twang jotted down notes on their answers — not on every student’s answers though, just on some of them.
“Right after I answered him, he excused himself for a moment to go to the restroom. The next thing we knew, Mrs. Randolph came over the intercom system and said there was an emergency evacuation and that we all had to leave the building. Mr. Twang rushed back into the room. He led us outside and we just mixed into the crowd of students and teachers.”
Apparently, the sheriff showed up at their safety zone and talked to Mrs. Randolph. Mrs. Randolph took the officer to Remington.
He asked Remmy if he knew how a bomb had gotten into his locker and when he told him no, the officer doubted his honesty. He then asked him if he had given anyone else his combination. Again, he told the officer no. Other students, and even a few teachers, kept coming close, trying to see what was going on. Mrs. Randolph would tell them to walk away and they would for a moment or two, but then they would come right back.
Eventually, the school busses arrived at the safety zone to take everyone home. “The sheriff said I couldn’t ride the bus, so he brought me home,” Remington said.
Brock suddenly crept in from the back door. “What was that all about?” he asked.




CHAPTER 23 – TURNING UP THE HEAT

The locker bomb caused Remington to be suspended from school for the first time in his life. No concrete evidence of his involvement with the bomb had been found, but the school said they could not take any chances. They had already received numerous phone calls and until the source of the bomb had been discovered, Remington would not be permitted on school grounds.
The boy felt horrible. It wasn’t so much that he was being punished for something he didn’t do; it was more the enormity of the accusation that had been placed against him. For the school to suspend him meant they thought there was a real possibility he had done it. The teen wondered why anyone would want to frame him.
“The only thing I can think of, is that God wants to get glory out of this,” he said. “He has a great plan of some kind. He might be planning to use this whole thing to make us all better people, like he did with Joseph.”
“Is this Joseph you reference someone from the Bible?” Brock asked.
If there was one thing about Brock that Remington enjoyed the most, it was definitely his ignorance of the Bible. Remington loved knowing more about a topic than an adult. “He is. He was his father’s favorite son. His brothers hated him because of the favoritism his dad showed him.”
◆◆◆
 
Remington paused for a second.
Realizing his son was about to rattle out a story that was going to last an hour or more, Collin dismissed himself from the living room.
Unlike Remmy, Collin knew exactly why his boy had been framed. It was to tell Collin, “I wasn’t bluffing. I know where your family is and I have access to them.”
Collin told Alayna he had to visit his prayer closet. Planning on being gone for a while, he ordered her to keep Remington inside and to keep the doors locked.
Taking his Bible with him, Collin headed out to his special prayer place. When he got there, he found a piece of paper tacked to a beech tree right at eye level. Each word of the note had been cut out of various magazines and newspapers — someone was careful to not use their natural handwriting or even their computer to print the note. Collin was certain it had no fingerprints on it.
The note read, “Collin, Collin, Collin. I certainly hope you got the message. No one has gotten hurt, yet. Call off the investigation or you will be sorry.”
Collin was shaken. Whoever had called the store knew where Remington went to school and even which locker he used. They also knew where Collin’s special place of prayer was — the Russell family had a stalker.
Nervously, Collin looked around him. Was it possible he was being watched as he took down the note? He peered up in the trees, looked over the creek bank, and glanced around in every direction. He saw no signs of life, but there were trees everywhere. It would have been simple for someone to have been watching him.
He sat down, clutched his Bible in his hands, and began to pray, “God, things are getting worse. I don’t understand. Why did you allow us to take Brock in, knowing what was going to happen? You knew Brock was going to be there that night when we got home. You know I prayed and asked you what to do. God, I thought you told me to take him in. I thought you told me everything was going to be okay. I thought you showed me in the scriptures that you brought Brock to us for a reason. Why, God? Why aren’t you blessing us? Why are you letting us go through these trials?”
Collin wasn’t praying silently. He prayed out loud, fervently. After about an hour or so of praying, Collin flipped his Bible open; he turned to one of his favorite stories. The one about Paul and Silas being whipped and thrown into prison for preaching the gospel. He had loved that story for years. It never ceased to amaze him how God allowed the two men to be arrested, beaten, and fastened in the stocks – all so the prison keeper and his family could end up getting saved.
Tears began to swell up in Collin’s eyes. He was so thankful for the precious Word of God. If it wasn’t for that Living Book, he didn’t know how he would ever know what to do or where to turn.
He had never been much of a decision maker. Before he met God and learned to seek and understand God’s will, he had made a lot of foolish decisions. Decisions that had cost him jobs, relationships, and a horrible reputation. It was a comfort to have the omnipotent, omniscient, all powerful, mighty God aid him with his decisions.
A snapping twig startled Collin. He closed his Bible and hopped to his feet. About one hundred yards to his right, he caught sight of Brock.
“What accomplishment are you seeking to master out here?” Brock called out.
Why is Brock out here? Collin thought. Shouldn’t he still be listening to Remmy’s story? Collin didn’t know what to do or what to even think for that matter. Even though God had showed him several times through scripture that he and his family would not be harmed, he also felt Brock was a danger and he had to be cautious at all times.
“I just came out to get a breath of fresh air. You ready to go back to the house?” Collin asked.
Without mention of the mysterious note or how Brock had gotten out of the house so quickly after Collin’s departure, the two men began their journey back to the residence. The brief walk gave Collin just the amount of time he needed to ask Brock about one of the things Nikki had mentioned to him at Just Right. “Brock, I have to ask you something. I hate to bring it up, but I don’t want things to stay bottled up anymore. No more secrets,” he said.
“Ask away,” Brock replied.
“Nikki happened upon an old newspaper article. It said you had been dismissed from Harmony High School for some kind of misconduct. Would you mind telling me what that was all about?” Collin asked.
Brock chuckled nervously. “It was a huge misunderstanding.”
“Well, tell me about it.”
Grinning from ear to ear, Brock began telling him how the school had hired him to build a greenhouse for their community service class. Somehow, Brock said he misunderstood the whole concept of a greenhouse. “My contemplations were off kilter. I grasp the concept of a greenhouse. But without reason, for that juncture of time, my brain forsook me.”
Brock said he built a small cabin behind the school and painted it green — he literally built a green house. The principal of the school felt like Brock was being a smart aleck. She had told him no one in their right mind was stupid enough to not understand those simple directions.
“How is that even possible, Brock? How could you have misunderstood what kind of a greenhouse they wanted?”
“I am as perplexed as you are. My only supposition is perhaps I was stupid enough after all,” Brock chuckled.
Collin thought back to the allegations Victoria had made — the ones about Brock telling stories that made no sense whatsoever. This sure sounded like one of those “luring the neighbor’s cow back in the fence” kind of tales.
By the end of their conversation, they began smelling something burning. With everything that had taken place, Collin sped up and Brock stayed by his side.
As the house came into view, they could see a small cloud of smoke hovering just above the roof.
“Alayna? Remington?” Collin called.
There was no answer.
“Wait here!” Collin ordered before running into the house.
In the living room, he found both Alayna and Remington. They had been hogtied, blindfolded, and gagged. Alayna was tied so tightly her wrists and hands were beginning to turn blue. Remington was crying hysterically; his whole body was trembling.
With the house quickly filling with smoke, Collin quickly picked Alayna up and carried her out into the yard. “Untie her, now!” he barked at Brock before running back into the house for Remington.
He scooped the frightened teen up in his arms and ran him back out to the yard. Glaring at Brock, he warned, “You had better not have had anything to do with this. Get the ropes off of both of them!”
Collin darted back into the house and grabbed the fire extinguisher. He rushed into the kitchen to find smoke rolling out of the oven. Apparently Alayna had been cooking a meatloaf when she had been grabbed from behind. At least there wasn’t a fire — just a Crispy Meatloaf Casserole.
Collin turned the oven off and opened all of the doors and windows before going back outside to check on his wife and son. They were both sobbing and hugged his neck tightly, while Brock stood silently gazing at the house.
Alayna said she hadn’t even seen her attacker. Someone, male or female she wasn’t sure, had ran up behind her and covered her face with a towel or some other kind of cloth. She remembered letting out a scream, the cloth dropping away from her face, and something being stuffed in her mouth and tied around her head. In what seemed like only seconds, she was dropped to the ground, had her arms pulled behind her, and her hands tied together. She had been so terrified she hadn’t even had time to think about how to defend herself. The attacker quickly blindfolded her before binding her feet and tying her wrists and ankles together. She couldn’t move.
Remington, on the other hand, had a slightly different story to tell. He had been using the restroom when Alayna screamed. After pulling his pants back up, he ran toward the kitchen and got there just as the attacker was finishing with the hogtying of his mother.
The attacker had a black ski mask on; he was facing the doorway and saw Remington. Remington screamed and ran back to the restroom where he locked himself in. The attacker didn’t speak a word; he just started ramming his body into the door. Remington said he was terrified. He cried and begged the person to leave him alone.
There was no response. The attacker slammed himself into the door a few more times. Remmy tried to unlock the bathroom window, but his fingers wouldn’t cooperate. Before he could get the window open, the door burst open. He said he was certain the attacker was a grown man. He couldn’t see his face and never heard his voice, but he could tell from the build. He said, as much as he hated to admit it, that the guy was built somewhat like Brock.
“He was wearing black gloves and a dark colored hoodie,” Remmy said. “I tried to push my way past the guy, but he was much stronger than me. He twisted my arms behind my back. I screamed and told him he was hurting me. He pinned me down and tied my hands behind my back. Then he tied my feet together and connected the rope that was on my feet to the one on my hands.”
The silent attacker didn’t take anything from the house. He didn’t hurt either one of them. All he did was scare them within inches of their lives and left.
As soon as everyone had calmed down, Collin said he felt it was time to involve the police. He knew there was a chance he could go to jail or at least get fined for breaking and entering. Protecting his family would be worth the risk. Alayna was in complete agreement.




CHAPTER 24 – DIRECTIONALLY CHALLENGED

“Dad,” Remington objected, “I know I am supposed to submit to authority, but is it okay if I voice my opinion?”
“Sure, Remmy. What’s on your mind?” Collin asked.
“Won’t it look suspicious if we call the police and report this on the same day I was questioned about a bomb?”
That thought hadn’t crossed Collin’s or Alayna’s minds. They were speechless.
Brock, on the other hand, wasted no time in joining Remington’s side, “Your boy’s veracious. With all of the outlandish events that have recently transpired, the police are going to be suspicious of why we chose today of all days to report anything.”
Not knowing what to think, Collin broke his pattern of going to his special prayer place alone. He told everyone to get their Bibles and follow him. They were all going to accompany him to the creek side for some prayer and Bible study. There was no way Collin could go by himself and have to worry about the safety of his family at the same time.
When they got to his prayer closet, Collin asked everyone to sit down. He said a quick prayer out loud and asked God to guide them to the scriptures they needed for the moment.
After the “Amen” had been spoken, Brock said, “When I was a little boy, I recollect a loyal companion informing me of a sonnet in the scriptures. It told of cattle pastures and flowing creeks. I presume it was intended to be a comforting sonnet to aid us when enduring harrowing tribulations. Are you familiar with the sonnet I am referencing?”
“I don’t have a —,” Collin started to say before Remington jumped in.
“Do you mean about green pastures and still waters?”
“That’s it!” Brock said, excitedly.
“The 23rd Psalm! Can we read it, Dad?”
With nothing else in mind, Collin agreed and everyone opened their Bibles to the book of Psalms.
Collin asked Brock if he would read it aloud.
“The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”
Alayna interrupted the Bible reading with a loud whisper, “Did you hear that?”
“What?” Collin asked.
Alayna held her pointer finger up to her lips, “Everybody be quiet. Listen,” she whispered.
There it was. A creepy, serial-killer-in-the-midnight kind of whistle. It was a tune of some kind. Someone was in the woods whistling, as if to say, “I’m still here. I’m watching you.”
“Keep reading Brock,” Collin said.
Nervously, Brock continued to read, while the rest of them looked around, “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.”
There was the whistle again. It sounded even more sinister the second time. The worst part was, all four people thought it came from a different direction. The only thing they could agree on is that it was close. Whoever that was wanted them to know they weren’t alone at the creek.
Collin told the group it was time to stick together and head back to the house. They would have to continue their prayer service behind closed and locked doors.
As they walked back to the house, they heard unusual sounds that seemed to come from every side. Sticks cracking, things dropping out of trees, and every now and then, the scarier than all get-out whistle nightmares are made of.
It seemed like it took forever to get back to the house. As soon as they got inside, Collin locked the door behind them. If nothing else, he now knew Brock was not the person responsible for all of the weird things that had been occurring. At least, if he was responsible, he knew he wasn’t acting alone.
Collin asked everyone to sit on the couch for a family-devotion type of meeting, “Okay. Before we left the creek, Brock had just done a wonderful job of reading the 23rd Psalm. Does anybody have any thoughts on what was read? In particular, does anyone feel like they could relate that Psalm to what we’re facing right now and the decisions we need to make?”
The room was silent, but only for a moment. It was filled with a loud banging on the back door.
Alayna was more frightened than she had ever been in her life. Remington was scared as well, but tried to not let it show. Brock didn’t move a muscle.
Collin told everyone to stay as still and as silent as they could while he went to check it out. He couldn’t have walked quieter if he had been walking barefoot on clouds. Collin sneaked to the kitchen counter and got a butcher knife for self-defense before making his way to the back door.
He got about three steps away when he heard a loud thump in the living room and a brief scream from Remington. Collin ran back to the living room. Everyone looked safe, but their eyes were wider than ever.
“What happened?” Collin asked.
“It sounded like somebody threw something at the front of the house,” Alayna replied, crying and holding Remington as tight as she could possibly hold him without smothering him to death.
Collin walked to the front door and peered out, still clutching the butcher knife. There were no cars in the driveway. No signs of anyone on the porch. Ever-so-quietly, he turned the doorknob and cracked the door.
With his heart racing, he opened it and stepped out on the porch. “Who’s out there?” he hollered.
His question was answered with the mysterious whistle.
Collin stepped back inside and locked the door behind him.
He told everyone to stay together in the living room while he attempted to make the house more predator-proof. Collin taped black trash bags up over all of the windows to make it harder for anyone to see in — inadvertently making it impossible to see out. He shoved a heavy bookcase against the front door and wedged the kitchen table between the back door and a kitchen counter. He armed Brock with a metal baseball bat, Alayna with a frying pan, and Remington with a golf club.
“If somebody gets in this house, I expect every one of you to leap into action. Don’t let fear cause you to freeze. We have to work together as a team. We cannot let whoever is out there hurt anyone in this house. Does everybody understand me?”
Three heads slowly nodded up and down, but not a single word was uttered.
The house was silent for several minutes. “Daddy, I’m scared,” Remington finally cried.
“I know, bud. Everybody’s scared. Let’s try to sing a song to get it off of our minds. How about ‘Amazing Grace?’”
Collin started the song out, but quickly realized he was singing a solo. He stopped after the third word and said, “Come on, guys. Sing.”
He started singing by himself again. This time he didn’t stop. A minute or so into the song, Alayna began to hum along. Brock started to clap his hands and sing. Remington tapped his foot, but couldn’t seem to get a word out of his mouth.
They managed to get through the entire song with nothing unusual happening. “Remington, your turn to pick a song,” Collin said.
Remington thought for a moment, before choosing “Count Your Many Blessings.”
Again, Collin began the song. This time, he wasn’t alone. Alayna, Brock, and Remington all joined in. They started off singing quietly, then got a little louder, and a little louder. Somehow their fear seemed to disappear. The more they sang, the higher their spirits seemed to soar.
That is, until someone started beating fiercely on the back door again. Collin grabbed the knife and ran to the back door. With the plastic bag covering the window, he couldn’t see anything. That is, he couldn’t see anything outside. What he did see was the doorknob trying to turn.
“I’ve got a gun!” Collin lied. “I don’t care that we don’t have the Castle Doctrine here in Rhode Island. You open that door and your shoes will belong to a corpse.”
The doorknob stopped turning. The house grew quiet. The rest of the night was silent, but the quietness did not provide enough serenity for anyone to sleep. The entire night was spent with everyone sitting in the living room making eye contact, then looking off to one side of the room and then to another. No one even dared go to the restroom, no matter how badly they felt like going.
◆◆◆
 
At 7 am, Collin took Alayna outside to talk in private.
“I don’t know about you,” he told her, “but I’m starting to believe Brock is innocent. What do you think?”
“I don’t know what I think, Collin. There is just too much going on. My brain can’t even comprehend all of it,” Alayna replied.
“Oh, no,” she suddenly remembered. “Victoria! She was supposed to meet us at the church last night!”
“Victoria?” Collin repeated. “Now she might be involved in all of this. I don’t know how or why, but I don’t have a good feeling about her. Not at all.”
When he was a boy, Collin’s mom had taught him to always trust his gut feeling. His dad, on the other hand, had taught him not to judge a book by its cover. In this case, those lessons were somewhat contradicting one another. He hadn’t even met Victoria, but just from the things he had heard about her and due to the odd things going on, her presence just didn’t feel right.
“Did I mess up in telling her where we go to church?” Alayna asked.
“I don’t know, hon,” Collin replied. “Like you, I don’t know what is right or wrong anymore.”
“Well, what are we going to do, Collin? Are you going to go to work and have Brock go out job hunting again? After everything that happened last night, I’m scared.”
“Me too, babe. What do you think we should do?”
“Collin, Collin, Collin,” Alayna said. “You’re trying to set me up, aren’t you? You’re the one wearing the pants in the family. What do you think we should do?”
Decisions sure were easier to make when I was a kid, Collin thought. Their electric bill was due in two weeks. Their refrigerator and cabinets desperately needed some restocking. The Jeep was going to require some gasoline in the near future. None of those things could be purchased by good looks or a charming personality.
At the same time, Collin was terrified of leaving Alayna and Remington home alone. What if whoever had attacked them planned on coming back? For that matter, why had they tied them up to begin with?
After much deliberation, together they agreed it would be best if Collin went on to work as normal and if Brock could just stay there at the house with Alayna and Remington. After everything that had taken place the day before, even though he was still slightly leery of Brock, both Collin and Alayna trusted him more than the mysterious whistler creep any day.
◆◆◆
 
“Good morning, Nikki” Collin said when he got to work. “How’s your day going?”
“I think I’m the one that should be asking you that question. Your life is the one that’s da bomb, these days. Get it? Da bomb?”
“Nikki, that’s not funny. They’re accusing my boy of trying to blow up the school yesterday.”
“Well, poop on my boots, Collin! Who taught him how to assemble bombs? You or Alayna?”
Collin went on to tell her what all had transpired the night before.
“You need to write an autobiography about this stuff,” Nikki said.
Shortly after they finished their conversation, a customer walked in. “Can I help you?” Nikki asked.
Ignoring Nikki altogether, the lady looked at Collin’s name tag. “Hi Collin,” she said. “I’m looking for good pair of shoes for my son. He runs track in high school. Could you help me find something for him?”
Collin led the lady to the athletic department. That’s when he found out she wasn’t really who she said she was. She introduced herself as a reporter for Clayville News.
At first, Collin told her he wasn’t in the mood to answer any of her questions. That is, until she quickly flipped the pancakes by telling him she already had her own ideas as to what his son was guilty of and why he had planted the bomb. She said he could choose to cooperate and get his side of the story out there or she could simply make it up as she went.
She started off by asking him how obedient Remington typically was to those in authority over him. Then she asked how he was able to support his wife and son with the limited income of merely selling footwear. She wanted to know if they were sheltering Remington from the real world and suggested that is why they chose to live so many miles outside of town. Her questioning lasted for a good thirty minutes before she finally chose to leave the store.
“Thank you so much for your cooperation,” she said.
“My pleasure,” Collin replied, hoping with everything in him that her reporting would accurately reflect his responses and that nothing would be taken out of context.
Once she left, Nikki asked, “Collin, did I just hear what I thought I heard? Was that lady interviewing you?”
Nikki was no longer amused. “This is some serious stuff,” she said. “Once word gets around Clayville that your son may have had something to do with placing a bomb at the school, your reputation is history. And what about Just Right Shoes? If she tells people you work here, we might lose our customers.”
“Nikki, grow up. Everything in life is not about you,” Collin spouted off.
Nikki, not used to having Collin stand up to her, didn’t know what to say. She crossed her arms, thought for a second, and then tried to lighten the mood by jokingly saying, “I’m telling!”
Even though Collin could usually tolerate Nikki and sometimes even enjoyed her company, there were times when he felt like tying a giant boulder around her neck before shoving her over a cliff. That just happened to be one of those times. Nikki would have been alright had she ever been taught that there are different times for different actions. It wasn’t a time to make wisecracks when his family’s lives were being disrupted and it most certainly wasn’t a time to joke when she had just been so incredibly selfish.
◆◆◆
 
“Dad, I’m so glad you’re home,” Remington said later that evening. “Some lady from Clayville News came out here today.”
Are you kidding me? Collin thought. How far are they going to take this thing?
“Did she talk to your mom?” Collin asked.
“For a few minutes, but she mostly wanted to talk to me. Don’t worry, Dad. I didn’t say anything that would get any of us in trouble.”
Collin questioned both Alayna and Remington intently, wanting to know exactly what was asked and how they answered. It sounded like she asked them a completely different set of questions than they had asked him at work. The lady had asked Alayna if it was against her religion to work outside of the home, if she ever had any reason to believe Collin would be unfaithful to her, and if she was aware of any criminal history he may have had.
When she had talked to Remington, she asked him about both Collin’s and Alayna’s temperament, how he got along with Miss Aragon, how many friends he had at school, how often he went to the doctor for checkups, what his daily schedule was at home, and an onslaught of other questions that Remmy couldn’t even remember.
How Collin hoped that reporter would somehow lose the article. He was terrified to see what was going to be written about him and his family.




CHAPTER 25 – MEET THE PRESS

The Friday morning edition of the Clayville News made the Russell family famous.
On the front page was a picture of Remington, just under a caption that read, “Thirteen-Year-Old Terrorist Attempts To Bomb Clayville Middle School.”
The article read:
“Anything is possible here in the small town of Clayville. Yesterday, Clayville Middle School had to be evacuated on account of a bomb scare. Thirteen-year-old Remington Russell planted the bomb shortly after his teacher, Miss Aragon, sent a note home to his parents regarding his misbehavior in class.

Remington said, ‘Dad told me I was going to get it,” for getting in trouble at school. The dad he spoke of is none other than local Just Right Shoes salesman Collin Russell.

Collin, who, according to his family, has a shoe fetish, forced his son to scrub his shoes inside and out as a punishment for acting out in class.

Alayna, the boy’s mother, said Collin is too controlling — not just of Remington, but also of her. For example, she can’t hold an outside job. She is never allowed to leave the house unless Collin is with her.

Remington, undoubtedly having low self-esteem as a direct result of his father’s poor parenting skills, decided to take matters into his own hands. Acting as a suicide bomber, he could have taken out two hundred and fifty other students, while taking his own life as well.”

“Looks like you’re becoming quite infamous,” Nikki teased.
Collin thought he was going to be sick. How had an ordinary, average Joe become an overpowering lunatic over night? How would he be able to face his customers? How would he tell his family?
“I can’t believe Alayna thinks I’m too controlling. Do you think I’m controlling, Nikki?”
Nikki laughed sarcastically before asking, “Do you want my honest opinion?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact I do,” Collin replied.
“In that case, you are one of the biggest control freaks I’ve ever met. You control your wife, your son, and even Brock. You need to lighten up a bit and learn how to chill.”
That was harsh, Collin thought. But doesn’t the Bible teach me to be the leader of my home? Am I misinterpreting something?
Thinking more about it, he remembered that Nikki wasn’t a born-again Christian. She knew nothing of the Bible. Therefore, as far as he was concerned, her opinion on the matter was irrelevant.
◆◆◆
 
At home, a sleepy-eyed Remington said, “Tomorrow is Saturday! Do you know what that means?”
Alayna had forgotten all about their promise to go back to the park so Remington and his new friend could get better acquainted. After everything they had gone through in the last week, that had been the last thing on her mind.
She didn’t know if Collin had remembered their promise or not, but she could only imagine that he would not be interested in going – not after the warnings and threats he had received. She told Remington she thought the trip would have to be postponed indefinitely.
“But a promise is a promise, that’s what you always say.”
Alayna crossed her arms, “You can take it up with your dad when he gets home this evening — why don’t you run out and check the mail?”
Brock interceded, “Let’s all go check the mail together. None of us should be alone, not even for a second.”
Alayna felt foolish — why hadn’t she thought of that? The trio walked out to the mailbox, cautiously looking around them every step of the way. When they got there, they found a notice from the courthouse. Remington had been scheduled to take a polygraph test regarding the bomb in his locker on Tuesday morning at 9 am.
This is terrible, Alayna thought. A thirteen-year-old boy taking a lie-detector test? I don’t even want to break the news to Collin.
Throughout the day, the three prisoners of war took turns napping. The two who were awake kept themselves busy by having a Who Can Be The Jumpiest Contest and by nearly hyperventilating every time they heard the floor squeak or whenever the other person stood up or sat down too quickly. It was a miserable day to say the least.




CHAPTER 26 – TOO DANGEROUS, MY FOOT!

When Collin finally returned home that evening, he was relieved to find his house and everyone inside of it still alive and well. After giving everyone a hug, and everyone most certainly included Brock, Collin fell down on his knees and cried out, “God Almighty! You are worthy of my praise! Thank you for protecting my family while I had to work! Thank you for keeping them safe! Thank you for not allowing anything bad to happen! Thank you for being our fortress, our shield, our buckler!”
Collin’s prayer seemed to last forever. It was okay though; no one seemed to mind. By the time he said, “Amen,” there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.
God is good, Alayna thought. She appreciated the fact that God was growing her husband. She enjoyed seeing him humbling himself before the King of Kings. She appreciated seeing him develop a mountain-moving faith. She took pleasure in seeing Remington and Brock cry as Collin prayed. As difficult as it was to understand, it appeared that their trials were bringing about a great revival in the Russell house.
As the four sat down at the dinner table, Alayna said “Dear, I think Remmy has something he wants to talk to you about.”
Collin gave the boy a perceptive look and said, “I bet I know what he wants to talk about. Come here and let me see how tight those shoes are young man. Have you outgrown them?”
“No, Dad. Everything in life doesn’t revolve around shoes.” Sporting the best puppy dog look he could muster, he added, “Dad, do you think it’s always important for a person to keep his word?”
Without catching on to his manipulation tactic, Collin said, “Of course I do.”
“Then, Dad, we’re not going to break our word about going to the park tomorrow, are we?”
Collin was silent. He looked over at Alayna, who purposely kept her eyes everywhere except on Collin’s. She was determined to not influence him at all. If he wants to be the head of the household, who am I to get in the way? she thought to herself.
◆◆◆
 
After a brief silence, Collin told Remington he was concerned for their safety. He had been warned that if any further investigations took place, his family could be in danger. He wasn’t so sure they should continue pursuing this.
Remington looked brokenhearted. He had been looking forward to meeting with Malachi again all week. He couldn’t believe Collin would back out the night before. Malachi would be expecting him. What a horrible way to begin a new friendship.
Hoping to prevent additional hurt feelings, Collin changed the subject, “I believe there is a more pressing matter we need to discuss. The whole bomb scare episode is far from over. I’m afraid the state isn’t going to give us much time before they show up again. We need to have a plan.”
“Sweetie,” Alayna said, “you’re right. It isn’t over. Remmy has to take a polygraph test Tuesday morning.”
Wow! They are moving pretty quick with this thing, Collin thought. “Great, when did you find that out?”
“This afternoon,” Alayna said.
“Wonderful. More than likely this will only be the beginning. We all need to make a pact that we are only going to answer direct questions that are asked — no matter who is asking the questions. We don’t need to provide them with any extra information at all. We don’t need to tell them about the threats and warnings we have received. We don’t need to tell them about Victoria coming to the house. It’s none of their business that Brock was formerly accused of cannibalism or that Remington has been sleeping in our floor. The less information we provide, the better off we will be in the long run.”
Even though it felt like they were being dishonest, the entire household was in one accord. They would be as silent as a church mouse hiding under a piano.
Usually on Friday nights, the Russells stayed up late — that night was different. They were all beat and went to bed at 9 pm. Everyone went to sleep soon after their heads fell on their pillows — everyone, except for a certain little boy whose heart seemed to be ten times the size of his brain.
Remington lay there thinking about his family’s broken promise. The Bible made it clear that a man’s name was more valuable than the greatest of riches. Whether or not it was important to the rest of the household, knowing the truth was crucial for Remington.  He had never been one for quitting when things got rough. He wasn’t about to let some idle threats scare him. Well, they had scared him, but not badly enough to make him sit back and just allow someone to continue hurting people.
Around midnight, the boy got up and quickly got himself dressed. Grabbing a bag of potato chips and a water bottle from the kitchen, he sneaked his dad’s flashlight from the cabinet above the refrigerator. He crept out of the house and down the driveway. Even though he occasionally saw glowing green eyes watching him from behind the trees, he made sure he was far away from the house before turning the flashlight on.
No matter what Dad and Mom thought about it, Remington was not going to break his promise. He said he was going to go spend time at the park with his friend and he meant it.




CHAPTER 27 – SHAMEY, SHAMEY!

For at least two hours, Remington walked at a steady pace, frequently spinning around with the flashlight to make sure no one was following him. Then, he saw a set of headlights coming his direction. Turning off the light, he cowered behind a large oak tree.
Who would be out at this time of night? It was too dark to make out the type of vehicle or even the color. Remington didn’t do as much as blink his eyes until it was out of sight. Then, slowly and carefully, he came back out of the woods and turned his flashlight back on.
He continued walking for another hour or two before his feet began to ache. Sitting down next to an old stump, he took his shoes off and began rubbing the soles of his feet. The next thing he knew, a younger woman was standing over him saying, “Wake up. You okay?”
Remington had fallen asleep. He told her he was okay and claimed he had been playing a game of flashlight tag with some friends and must have fallen asleep. He convinced the lady he was going to walk back to his house, just a few hundred yards away.
“Why don’t I walk you over there?” she asked, sounding doubtful that he was being honest with her.
“No, that’s all right. Mom’s sick and I’m sure Dad is in bed. I’ll just go in quietly.”
Hesitantly, the lady drove away and left him there.
Remington let out a sigh of relief, threw his shoes back on, and stood to his feet. In the process of getting up, he had forgotten that his flashlight was on his lap. It fell onto a hard rock and the light went out. Remington picked it back up and turned the switch on and off, but it made no difference — it was broken.
After walking a while longer, he saw a mountain bike leaning up against someone’s porch; it was just his size. That would get me there a lot faster, he contemplated. But stealing is wrong. That bike belongs to somebody. It’s not mine.
Remington froze in his tracks. It was just him and the bicycle. No one was watching. Stealing would not ever be something he would have considered in the past — but desperate times call for desperate measures, he told himself. He swiped the bike and off he went!
As he pedaled down the road, his conscience bothered him. Rules were rules. If it was okay to steal for the sake of convenience, would it be okay for someone to murder or to commit some other crime for their convenience as well? It’s too late now, the boy convinced himself. What’s done is done.
He pedaled non-stop for hours. Finally, a little after daybreak, Remington arrived at Malachi’s house. He knocked on the door and Mrs. Crowley opened it with a smile, “Hi there, Remmy. Where are your folks?”
Remington caught himself glancing down at her feet for a second, where he noticed she was wearing boys’ tennis shoes. Oh no. Dad is wearing off on me.
He refused to say a word about the shoes. Nor would he ever tell Dad, Mom, Brock, or anyone else for that matter that he had actually paid attention to someone else’s footwear. From that second forward, he was determined to never again judge what was on anybody else’s feet.
Remmy quickly shifted his eyes back to Mrs. Crowley’s. “They dropped me off and said they’ll be back around in a little while. They had to run a few errands.”
Mrs. Crowley said that would be fine. She offered to give the boys a ride to the park, but Remington insisted they would be okay getting there on their own.
Malachi threw a light jacket on and was raring to go. Even though the park was not too far from the house, he hadn’t been there in quite some time. He kind of liked the idea of having an older friend to hang out with — somehow it made him feel more mature.
“So where are your parents really at?” Malachi asked as soon as they left the house.
Remington was taken back by his question, “What do you mean? I already told your mom — my folks had to run some errands.”
Malachi may have been young, but he was anything but stupid, “I know that’s what you said. What I asked is where they really are. Adults might be naive enough to believe everything you say, but I know a lie when I hear one.”
Remington had never been spoken to so harshly by someone he just met. Especially not by a kid so much younger than he was. He told a partial truth — that his parents had decided not to bring him over that day after all, but he was a man of his word so he came on his own.
Malachi seemed to respect that answer. He dropped the subject and the two headed off to the park, talking about random topics that included everything from how Mrs. Crowley already wore false teeth to how Remington was a real ladies’ man.
When they got to the park, they played a couple of rounds of hide and seek before sitting on a bench to take a break. That’s when Remington began his detective work.
“How did you know I was lying about my folks earlier?” he asked.
“It was pretty simple, actually. When you told my mom your folks were running errands, you started looking at the doorway instead of at her face. Well, that, and I noticed your voice sounded like it went a little higher when you told her that,” Malachi said.
“I don’t remember doing either one of those things. But if I did, how did you know that’s what someone does when they lie?”
Malachi told Remington about a time when he used to tell a lot of lies. He made up stories about being the most popular kid in his class, having a girlfriend, being the teacher’s pet, and about stray dogs following him home no matter how hard he tried to make them stay behind.
Most of the time Malachi had no trouble fooling his mom, but there was an exception to every rule. One time he came home from school with a twenty-dollar bill in his pocket. Mrs. Crowley asked him where he got it and Malachi insisted he won it as a prize for being the school spelling bee champion — Mrs. Crowley didn’t buy it. She contacted a friend who worked in a detective agency. The guy came over just to scare him, really. But it worked. Every time the boy tried to misrepresent or distort the truth, the guy would make him do twenty-five pushups for lying before explaining which of his actions gave away his dishonesty. The truth was, Malachi stole the twenty dollars out of his teacher’s desk drawer. Not only did he have to do quite a few push-ups because of all of the lies he told to Mrs. Crowley’s friend, but after the guy left the house, he was dealt with rather harshly for stealing and for lying to his mother.
Malachi learned a major lesson that day — but not necessarily the lesson his mother had attempted to instill in him. He learned that if he was going to be dishonest, he would have to drastically improve his skills. His mom had heard all of her friend’s tricks in distinguishing the differences between a truth and a lie. He would have to be careful to not touch his nose as often, not to rub his eyes, not to blink too often, not to provide too much detail, and to use the right amount of eye contact. It was a lot to remember, but slowly he was becoming a master at pulling the wool over his mom’s eyes.
Remmy was listening closely and it didn’t take him long to pick up a clue. Malachi is a great liar and proud of it.
“What is the biggest thing you’ve ever gotten away with lying about?” Remington asked him.
Malachi thought for a moment, “That’s a tough one. One time I convinced a girl at school that a spider was in her desk. She wouldn’t get any of her books out until the teacher emptied her desk out to prove it wasn’t true.”
Remmy laughed. That was pretty funny,
but that’s not quite what I was looking for.
“That’s a pretty good one. Tell me another one,” Remmy said.
Not thinking quite as long this time, Malachi said, “A couple of months ago, I called my neighbor while he was at work and told him somebody broke into his house. Not only did he leave work, but he called the police too. The expression on his face was hilarious!”
“No way. I bet you got in big trouble for that one.”
“Gotcha!” Malachi chuckled. “You had no idea I was lying, did you?”
Remington could tell it was going to take some time and creativity to get Malachi to open up about the accusation he had made against Brock.
For the next twenty minutes, he and Malachi talked about different lies each of them had told. Getting nowhere, eventually Remmy came up with a plan. He decided to tell Malachi about a lie he had heard about in school — one where a false allegation was made.
He told him that a girl in his class had been smoking a cigarette in her bedroom one afternoon. Her little brother was standing there watching her, but not saying a word. She heard her dad coming up the stairs and said, “Here, Chris, hold this for a second.” When her dad came in the room, he didn’t ask any questions. He bent Chris over and gave him a harsh spanking. She said Chris was yelping and crying while promising he hadn’t been smoking the cigarette, but her dad wasn’t having any of it. She said Chris was known for his dishonesty and she knew her parents would never believe anything he had to say.
“She didn’t tell the truth even when he was getting a whipping? How old was he?” Malachi asked.
“I don’t know, nine or ten, I think,” Remmy told him.
Things were quiet for a minute before Malachi spoke again. “I did something kind of like that once,” he said.
“You did? What?” Remington asked, hoping with everything in him that he was about to open up about the accusation.
“Well, do you promise to never tell my mom, no matter what?”
“Yeah, I promise,” Remington said.
“For that matter, you have to promise to never tell anyone.”
Remington crossed his toes, “Why would I tell anybody? Your secret is safe with me.”
Sure enough, Malachi told him just the story he needed to hear. He said he was on his way home from school one afternoon when a strange man approached him and asked him if he wanted to earn some easy cash. Malachi said yes and the man told him he would have to keep his proposition quiet. It was top secret. He threatened to kill Malachi if he ever dared speak a word of the deal to anyone. Malachi promised to keep it quiet, no matter what.
The man told him all he had to do was pose for some photographs in a back alley. Malachi followed him into the alley and the man had him pose in a couple of different positions. After each picture, he handed Malachi a $5 bill. After several pictures, he told him to take his shirt off. Malachi was reluctant, but he wanted the cash. He took his shirt off and did a few more pictures. Then, the man told him to take his pants off as well.
Malachi didn’t want to cooperate. He told him he had made enough money and he just wanted to go home. The man upped the rate. He promised him $10 per picture, for every one he posed for in his underwear.
For six months Malachi had been dreaming of buying himself a new art set. His mom didn’t have enough money. What are a few pictures? he convinced himself.
He cooperated. After the first picture though, they heard someone coming and the man told him to hurry up and get dressed. The photographer then grabbed the neck of his shirt and held him firmly against the wall. “You ever tell anybody about this, and you won’t live to see your next birthday.”
Malachi ran out of the alley as fast as he could. Another man stopped him and asked if he had been hurt. The photographer came out of the alley, giving him a look that said, “Keep your mouth shut, kid, or you’ll be sorry.”
Fearing the photographer could hear him, Malachi told the stranger nothing had happened. He then continued on toward his house.
The photographer got in a car and left the scene.
Malachi thought everything was over, but a couple of hours later a police officer showed up at his house. Malachi didn’t know his name, but Remington assumed it was officer Branham.
He said the officer told him a concerned neighbor had called the police after seeing something suspicious taking place in the alley. At first Malachi tried to deny that anything had taken place, but the officer kept questioning and re-questioning him.
“Finally, I just had to make up a story. I promised that photographer I would never tell anyone about the photos he took. I didn’t want him to kill me,” Malachi said. “Besides, would you want to tell everybody you stripped down to your underwear and let some stranger take pictures of you?”
“I don’t know what I would have done. So what did you tell the officer?”
Malachi smiled confidently. “I told him a man had grabbed me from behind. And the night before this happened, I saw something on TV about a cannibal, so that was the first thing that came into my mind. I told him the man was a cannibal and he wanted to eat me.” Malachi said the officer kept questioning him and the more questions he asked, the more detailed of lies he began to tell.
Wow!
I wonder if Malachi is telling the truth now or if he’s making up another whopper?
Playing stupid, Remmy asked, “So what happened to the guy you made up the stories about?”
“How should I know? He was a creeper anyway. Somebody taking dirty pictures of little kids like that deserves whatever he got.”
Yeah, unless that guy had a look-alike or something. Unless somebody was framed. Unless there was a case of mistaken identity.




CHAPTER 28 – MISSING IN ACTION!

After a sound sleep, Alayna’s eyes didn’t open until much later than she had anticipated Saturday morning. She was shocked when she rolled over and noticed it was already 11 am; Collin was still snoring next to her.
Alayna glanced down to see if Remington was still sleeping as well — it looked like he had already gotten up. She assumed he had already gotten himself some cereal or something for breakfast. She stretched and yawned and stretched again.
Collin was awoken by all of her fidgeting. “What time is it?” he groaned.
“11:00.”
“Wow! I must have been pretty worn out. That was the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a long time,” Collin told her. There was a brief silence before Collin added, “Hon, while we’re laying here, something has been on my mind.”
“What’s that, babe?”
“The newspaper article said you told the reporter that I’m overbearing. Do you really feel that way? Do you think I’m power hungry?”
Alayna gave Collin a surprised look and said, “Master, is it okay if I answer that question honestly? I don’t want to upset your royal highness.”
“So you do? You do think I take things too far?”
“Lighten up. I’m only kidding. All I told the reporter is that we have met people in the past who did not understand the Biblical order of the home and that some of them have felt like I’m crazy for allowing you to lead. She twisted my words.”
Collin knew that happened. Everybody knew that happened. Still, it had planted a seed of doubt in his mind.
After lying in bed and talking for a little while, they agreed it was time to make their lazy bones get up out of their bed.
After their normal routine of getting dressed, making their bed, and taking care of their hygiene, Alayna made her way to the kitchen. Passing through the living room, she was surprised to not find Remington sitting on the couch or playing with blocks or matchbox cars in the floor.
She peeked into Brock’s room; he was still snoozing — no sign of Remington there. She checked the doors; both of them were locked. Getting nervous, she headed back down the hallway and checked the restroom. The door was open and no one was inside. With her breathing becoming more intense, she went back into the master bedroom and looked under the bed.
“Collin, I can’t find Remmy. I’ve looked everywhere,” Alayna said with obvious concern in her voice.
Collin rechecked the house and walked around outside. It was as if their little boy had vanished without a trace, just like Dr. Fennell and just like so many people in Harmony over the past ten years. Collin woke Brock up, “Hey, have you seen Remmy?”
“Not since last night,” Brock moaned.
“REMMY?” Collin yelled while running toward the front door.
Hearing the panic in Collin’s voice, Brock jumped up. He volunteered to take the Wagoneer out looking for him. Collin agreed that would be a wise idea. He said he would walk down to the secret prayer place and he asked Alayna to stay home in case Remington came back on his own.
My baby, Alayna said to herself. Where is my baby? After everything they had gone through, she had held herself together. All of that had changed in the blink of an eye.
With everything that had happened, no one had a peace about the situation. Alayna paced back and forth nervously through the house. Occasionally she uttered a few words or prayer, asking God to please let her baby boy be found safe.
Alayna was not the only one praying. Collin communed with God every step of the way to his prayer closet. When he got there and saw no signs of Remington, his heart dropped. He was certain someone had sneaked into their house in the middle of the night and kidnapped his one and only child. With a broken heart, he fell face first on the ground and begged for God’s intervention.
In the Jeep, Brock found himself pleading with his Heavenly Father as well. It was the first time, other than the night he got saved, that he prayed so fervently. He wanted, more than anything, for that little fellow to be okay. Not only was he concerned for Remington, but he worried what would happen to him if Remington wasn’t found.
After driving around aimlessly for a little while, Brock saw a small object lying next to the road. He stopped, just in case it was a clue. It turned out to be Collin’s flashlight. Brock had only seen it once, but he knew who it belonged to.
He put it in the Jeep and raced back to the house. As he jumped out of the truck, Collin had just come into view. “Did you find him?” he hollered.
“No, but I made a discovery!” Brock said, holding up the flashlight.
That did it! Knowing Remington had left the property, Collin took the keys and drove to the nearest neighbor’s house to phone the police. Things had gone far enough.
As he dialed 9-1-1, his words from the previous night made their way back into his mind. He had to tell only the minimum amount of information — nothing else.
“9-1-1, what is your emergency?”
“My son is missing,” Collin said in somewhat of a hyper voice.
The dispatcher wasn’t quite as excited. Sounding as if she had just woken out of a power nap, she asked, “How long as he been missing, Sir?”
“I don’t know. He was here when we went to bed last night. When we woke up, his bed was empty.”
The dispatcher said he was probably a runaway. She would put in a report and an officer would come out later in the evening to obtain additional information. She said they could not organize a search party unless the boy remained missing for at least forty-eight hours.
In anger, Collin slammed the phone down and apologized to the neighbor. He asked the neighbor to please let them know immediately if they saw or heard anything from Remington or if they saw any suspicious characters in the neighborhood.




CHAPTER 29 – GONE!

By the time Collin returned home, Alayna was on the porch, still pacing. She said Brock had went out on foot trying to make sure Collin hadn’t missed anything.
“Have you checked the house to see if there are any notes anywhere?” Collin asked.
Alayna chuckled with relief. How had she been so silly? “No, I didn’t! Surely he left one. Let’s check!”
The two split up, checking every room of the house, to find nothing. No notes, no signs of forced entry, no signs of a struggle. Nothing!
Alayna sat on a counter stool and rested her head in both hands. Tears dripped from both eyes. She sobbed uncontrollably for a moment before raising her head up and smiling, “I’ve got it! Collin, I bet he went to visit Malachi! We’ve got to get over there!”
Collin knew she was right. He wrote a note for Brock and he and Alayna jetted off in the Jeep. On the way there, they talked about how foolish they had been in jumping to the wrong conclusion. They also talked about the fact that Remington was becoming more and more disobedient. This was, without a doubt, the most defiant act he had ever performed. It was agreed that this time no mercy would be shown. No excuses would be accepted.
Knowing the original plans were for Remington and Malachi to hang out at the Harmony Community Park, they headed straight there. It seemed like it took forever to arrive at the park. When they finally pulled in, they went straight for the paved track and speed-walked around the park. When Remington wasn’t there, they knew just where to find him.
They drove back over to the Crowley’s house and knocked on the door, but there was no answer. They knocked again, but more rambunctiously this time. Still, no answer — that’s when Alayna noticed it. There were fresh pry marks beside the doorknob. Someone had pried their way into the house and had done so recently.
Forcing the door open, Collin hollered, “Hello? Is anyone here?”
The house was silent. He and Alayna walked through the place looking for any signs that Remington had been there. They found a sign alright — but not the kind of sign they were looking for.
Sticking out of a high heeled shoe, of all places, was the same style of note Collin had found at his outdoor prayer closet, “Some people just don’t learn, do they? Didn’t we warn you to call off the investigations or someone was going to get hurt?”
There was no way to ignore that note. They could no longer be as quiet as the hiding church mouse. Alayna picked up the phone and called the police.
In a matter of minutes, an officer arrived on the scene. Collin took him over to the house and pointed out the pry marks. The officer took a couple of photos and made a notation.
Then he asked what they did upon seeing the house had been broken into. He seemed more than agitated when they told him they went inside to look for any signs that their son had been there.
He told them it was illegal to enter a crime scene. That could be considered tampering with evidence. While the officer took notes on the horrible illegal actions of the Russells, Alayna spoke up and offered him the note they had found inside, “We found this, officer.”
“Interesting. Sounds like someone had been threatening Mrs. Crowley. I suppose you all don’t know anything about that?
Collin and Alayna both wanted to conceal as much information as they could, but with their son’s life at stake, they knew it was time to tell the truth in its entirety.
The officer listened intently as they began telling him about Brock showing up on their doorstep and about all of the odd things that had occurred since his arrival.
Just as Collin began to tell him about Nikki’s involvement in their investigative process, he noticed the officer’s name tag. It read, “Deputy E. Branham.”
He wasn’t one hundred percent sure, but Collin was pretty certain that was the officer who had investigated all five disappearances. Worse, he realized he had just given him a lot of information — information that could have put him and his family in more danger.
Suddenly, another officer showed up on the scene. Collin was relieved. Deputy Branham excused himself for a moment while he went over and spoke to the other officer. While he was away, Collin quietly told his wife about the name tag.
The second officer left the scene without speaking to the Russells or even entering the house.
“Officer,” Alayna asked Branham as he approached them, “we know a lot of people have come up missing in Harmony over the last several years. What are the chances our son will be found alive?”
With a serious expression on his face, Deputy Branham said, “Folks, there is no easy way to say this. You have made some very unwise decisions and it may very well have cost your son his life.”
Alayna burst into tears, “Officer, we’re so sorry. What can we do?”
“Missing persons reports have been filed on all three missing individuals. The media will be asked to assist us in getting the word out there so people can be on the lookout for them. We will be following up on all possible leads. In the meantime, you can put up missing posters, keep your eyes open, and report any and all other suspicious activities.”
The Russells cried until their tear ducts were raw. They combed the streets all night in hopes of finding Remmy. They developed a pattern of driving along every street in Harmony, parking, checking inside of garbage cans, in alley ways, under bridges, and inside of any unlocked buildings, and then driving to Clayville to repeat the process.
Every now and then something would get their hopes up. They would see a shadow that resembled their son or they would run into someone who would swear they had just seen him a couple of blocks away. Their search, however, appeared meaningless. The only thing it seemed to accomplish was keeping them from staying home having a pity-party. At least they were doing something.
◆◆◆
 
Around 9 am Sunday morning, they went back to the house to get a bite to eat before heading back out on their search.
To their shock, as they pulled into the driveway, they noticed a police cruiser sitting in front of their house. They could only hope it was good news.
When the officer saw them coming, he opened his car door and got out. He waited patiently for the Russells to exit the Jeep. “Good morning, folks. I’m here regarding the missing person report. I need to ask you folks some questions.”
The officer began by separating Collin and Alayna. He said he would have to interrogate each of them individually — the questioning would begin with Collin.
“Would you mind if I make a recording of this interview?” the officer asked.
“I have no problem with that.”
“When is the last time you saw Remington?”
“Right before we went to sleep Friday night.”
“Had Remington gotten in trouble for anything? Had you all been fighting? Was he upset?”
“No, Sir. Nothing like that was going on.”
“Does he have any history of running away?”
“No, Sir.”
“I understand a bomb was found in Remington’s locker a couple of days ago and he was scheduled to take a polygraph test Tuesday morning. Is that correct?”
Collin was careful to not share any information that was not asked for, “Yes, Sir. That is correct.”
“Do you believe his disappearance is connected?”
“Mr. Russell?” The officer said.
“I have no idea.”
“Why would your son put a bomb in his locker? Is he an angry young man? Has he ever been abused in any way?”
“Sir, my son didn’t put a bomb in his locker. He was framed.”
“You didn’t answer my question. Is Remington an angry young man — perhaps I should be asking a different question. Have you ever mistreated or hit your son?”
Collin began to get irritable. He could feel his blood pressure beginning to rise. He was upset about Remington’s disappearance, terrified about his son’s safety, and now he was being questioned as if he had something to do with it.
“Mr. Russell?” the officer said. “When is the last time you physically disciplined your son?”
This is ridiculous, Collin thought. How is this common protocol? Shouldn’t he be out there trying to find my son?
“Mr. Russell?” the officer repeated. “By not answering my questions, you are making yourself look guilty.”
“I want a lawyer.”
“You want a lawyer? I thought you gave me permission to ask you folks some questions? Why do you want a lawyer now? Are you hiding something, Mr. Russell?”
“I don’t want to be questioned any further without an attorney.”
“That is your decision. I have this much on recording and what you say can and will be used against you in the court of law. You wait here while I go in and speak with your wife.”
“No, Sir. You are not going to speak to anyone else in this household until a public defender has been assigned. You need to go out there and find my son and stop wasting your time with this ridiculous line of questioning.”
The officer looked stunned, “I will leave your property at once. When I take this information back to the station, they may issue a warrant to search this property or to take any or all of you into custody.”
“Is that a threat, officer?” Collin asked.
“No threat. I’m simply telling you how the system works.”
“Do what you have to do. This conversation is over,” Collin said.
He wasn’t very happy about it, but the officer got back in his cruiser and peeled out of the driveway.
Alayna came back outside, wondering why she hadn’t been questioned. She didn’t know what to think when Collin told her what had transpired. She only hoped her husband hadn’t invited more trouble by telling him to get lost.





CHAPTER 30 - SUSPECT

Brock volunteered to create some missing posters. He took one of Remmy’s recent school pictures, scanned it into the computer, and created a semi-looking professional flyer. Unfortunately, because the Russells didn’t use their computer very often, they didn’t have much ink. Brock had to print the flyers in black and white.
Instead of going to church, he, Collin, and Alayna would go into town together to put them up everywhere they could.
On their way to Clayville, they caught sight of a Ford Explorer with a blue canoe on top pulled off in a wide spot next to the road. Collin stopped and Alayna rolled down the passenger side window.
“Excuse me, Sir,” she said.
Three things immediately stood out about him. He was alone, he had no shirt on, and he had the curliest brown hair they had ever seen on a guy. It doesn’t matter, Alayna thought, we’ll take any help we can get. Who cares what the guy looks like?
“Our son is missing. Have you seen him?” she asked, showing him one of her flyers.
“Cute kid.”
“Thank you,” Alayna said. “Have you seen him? We’re afraid he might be in serious danger.”
At first, the odd man didn’t respond. He looked at the picture and grinned. “How old is this boy?”
“Thirteen. He disappeared without a trace,” Alayna replied.
Again, the stranger paused. Once more, he appeared to be studying Remmy’s picture. After a whole minute had passed, he finally asked, “Where did he go missing from? Somewhere in this area?”
“Yes, we live about two miles up the road.”
Alayna thought she had caught a faint smirk on the guy’s face before he said, “That’s a shame. A real shame. I’ll keep my eye out for him.”
She didn’t want to alarm Brock or Collin, but Alayna didn’t trust that man. Then again, she was not usually a trusting individual and with good reason. She knew she sometimes had a tendency of reading too much into people’s behaviors.
It was hard to keep the canoe guy off of her mind as they proceeded into town. He could have Remington hidden in the back of his truck for all we know.
She knew creepy, odd individuals were everywhere though. They had to do everything in their power to find their son — even if that meant trusting people who could be kidnappers and/or pedophiles.
◆◆◆
 
Pulling onto Main Street, Collin’s face lit up. Looking straight ahead, he asked, “Do I see what I think I see?”
“Oh my goodness! It’s Remmy!” Alayna squealed.
She started to jump out of the Jeep while it was moving, but when the boy turned around, she realized they had made a mistake. He was the same age and the same build, but he wasn’t their precious little angel.
Collin pulled up next to the boy and rolled down the driver’s side window. “Hey buddy,” he said.
Looking like he had seen a ghost, the boy turned tail and ran as fast as he could in the opposite direction of what he had been walking.
Brock chuckled, “That boy thought you were trying to kidnap him.”
At least something brought a little humor into the vehicle. “He’s right, sweetheart,” Alayna said. “We can’t approach children. Just adults.”
After rounding a corner, they found a place to park. Staying together for safety, they began walking up and down the streets of Clayville, pinning posters to every bulletin board and telephone pole they could find. They asked every adult they saw if they had seen any signs of Remmy. Someone, somewhere had certainly seen something. Someone knew where Remmy was.
It only took a few hours to penetrate the entire town with posters.
“What do you think we should do now? Head over to Harmony to see if anyone over there saw anything?” Collin asked.
“Sounds like a great plan to me,” Alayna replied. “But we should probably stop in at the house first just to make sure he hasn’t returned on his own.”
“Hon, face it. He was kidnapped. He’s not coming back on his own,” Collin said.
If looks had the power to kill, Alayna would have been in trouble for murder. “You don’t know that! That note could have been for anybody! Our baby boy might not have even went to Harmony. We don’t know that! Don’t be so negative!”
Collin waited a minute for the tension to die down. “You’re right, hon. I’m sorry. We will go by and check the house.”
◆◆◆
 
As they headed for home, they saw Canoe Man still sitting where he had been earlier. He stuck his hand out the window, motioning for them to stop.
Collin pulled up next to him and got out. The man spoke up as soon as Collin opened his door, “Any luck?” he asked.
“Not yet,” Collin replied, continuing to walk toward the Explorer.
A short-lived eerie smile manifested itself on the guy’s face. “How is he dressed?” he asked.
Alayna was no longer the only one who found the character to be suspicious. Collin wanted to look inside the Explorer, but the back windows were tinted too dark for him to see in. That figures.
“We don’t know. He disappeared in the middle of the night,” Collin replied.
“Oh?” The man said, again with an odd smirk on his face. “In that case, what does he normally sleep in?”
Collin gave him a no-nonsense kind of stare.
Taking the hint, the canoer said, “It’s a scary world out there. Do you think he ran away or what happened?”
“We don’t have time to chat right now, buddy. If you see him, please call the police or let us know,” Collin said before turning back toward his Jeep.
“Don’t worry,” the man hollered after him. “I’ll keep my eyes out for the little guy.”
Somehow that didn’t make Collin feel any better. Earlier he referred to our boy as being cute. He asked where we live. He wants to know what kind of nightclothes Remmy wears.
As far as Collin was concerned, the effeminate man might as well have had a sign on the side of his truck that read, “Free ice cream to cute little boys. Come and get it!”
◆◆◆
 
When they got to the house, Remington was nowhere to be found. Alayna began to cry. My baby has to be okay. He just has to, she told herself.
Not even sticking around long enough to grab a snack, they headed over to Harmony.
As they reached the blacktop, however, a police cruiser coming up the street turned his lights on.
It was the same officer Collin had spoken with the day before. “Where are you folks headed?” he asked.
“We’re going to put up some missing posters,” Collin told him.
“You’re going to have to postpone that little trip, guys. I have a warrant here to search your property. You can either turn around and head back to your house so you can let me in or I’ll bust the door in. It’s your choice.”
Collin and Alayna looked at each other for a moment. “We’ll be right there,” Collin mumbled.
◆◆◆
 
The officer waited patiently as Collin unlocked the front door to the house. “I need you all to wait in your vehicle,” he said.
“In our vehicle? Why?” Alayna asked.
“To make sure you don’t interfere with my investigation.”
Walking inside, he closed the door behind him. Clean house. I wonder if it’s always this clean or if they spruced it up trying to cover something up?
Not expecting to find anything in the living room, he gave it a quick search. He checked the closet, under the end table, under the couch and chair, but as suspected, found nothing out of the ordinary.
Going further, he found the master bedroom. Twin size blankets on the floor, huh? He questioned within himself. What teenage boy sleeps in Mom and Dad’s room?
He picked up the blankets, checking them carefully for any signs of blood. Seeing nothing, he continued his search.
He pulled every article of clothing from the dresser drawers. He didn’t leave a single pocket unchecked. He pulled the blankets off of the bed, carefully examined them, and threw them in the floor.
Eventually, giving up on finding any evidence in the master bedroom, he moved into the bathroom. Everything was neat and tidy, just as he thought it would be. No evidence there.
Going into Brock’s room, the officer became concerned. The boy doesn’t have anger issues but his walls have holes punched in them?
Looking closer, he began to realize the clothing in the room didn’t belong to a thirteen-year-old. He searched the room as thoroughly as possible, but still found no solid evidence to go on.
 When the officer came outside, Collin stepped out of the Jeep.
“I’m not finished yet. Get back in that broken-down truck of yours!” the officer commanded.
◆◆◆
 
Collin watched in silence as the officer went into the shed. Thirty minutes later, he came out and walked over to the Jeep.
“Folks, I’m going to be heading back to the office for a bit. Don’t go anywhere. I may be coming back later this evening for further questioning, or possibly even to make an arrest.




CHAPTER 31 – ONE ANGRY MOMMA

Once inside, Collin, Alayna, and Brock plopped themselves down on the sofa.
Alayna’s blood began to boil. My son is out there somewhere. The longer he’s missing, the less likely it is he will ever be found.
She couldn’t believe she and Collin had been confined to their home. They should have been out there hunting for their son. She knew there wasn’t even a search party looking for him yet.
Glaring at Collin as if he was a red flag and she was a rodeo bull, Alayna asked, “Now what? Are we supposed to just sit here and do nothing while our son is missing?”
Mesmerized by a salt shaker on the coffee table, Collin didn’t hear a word she said. He was too upset to listen. Too upset to speak. Too upset to do anything but stare at the grains of salt.
Brock spoke up in his place, “If we violate the patrolman’s orders, we might be placed in a correctional facility.”
Alayna said, “You’re right, Brock. And what did he say might happen if we stay here? He said he might come back to make an arrest. So, what? We’ll go to jail if we stay and we’ll go to jail if we leave. I say, it’s time to go out there and find my boy.”
With an open palm, she smacked Collin in the back of the head. “Come out of it!” she snapped. “We are not just going to sit here waiting to see if or when that stupid police officer might come back. Our son is missing. It’s our job to protect him. Collin, we are going to leave here right now to go look for our son. Let’s go!”
For thirty seconds, the room was silent. Then Collin spoke up, “Hon, you don’t wear the pants in this family. I do.”
Alayna stood up and crossed her arms, “Then perhaps you better start acting like a man and making some good decisions. The first decision you need to make is for all of us to get out of here and continue looking for Remmy.”
Brock tried to deescalate the situation, “This disturbing matter has muddied the waters of your relationship,” he began to say.
“Shut up!” Brock and Alayna shouted at him in unison.
They looked at each other for a second and Alayna smiled. “You owe me a coke,” she said softly.
Collin tried to stay mad, but he couldn’t do it. He chuckled a bit.
Brock said, “I’m going to leave you two alone to talk this over. I’ll be in my room.”
“Alayna,” Collin said as soon as they were by themselves, “I really don’t know what to do. You’re right, Remmy is missing. I love him so much that it hurts. He’s as much a part of me as he is you. He’s my own flesh and blood. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for him.”
“What about me, Collin? Is there anything you wouldn’t do for me?”
“Of course not. When we got married, we became one.”
“Then what’s stopping you?” Alayna asked.
“Stopping me from what?”
“From doing anything for me. I told you I want us to go out and look for Remmy. What is stopping you from doing that? You said there is nothing you wouldn’t do for me, remember?”
Collin smirked. “Hon, you know that’s not fair. I thought we had come to an understanding. I’m the man of the house. God gave me the responsibility of making decisions.”
“There was more to our understanding than that dear,” Alayna said softly. “You said, and I quote, ‘Even though I’m supposed to be the decision maker, this house is not a dictatorship. I’m not the king. God is.’ Sound familiar?”
Oh, that woman — does she have to hang on to every single word that I ever speak?
“Let’s pray, hon,” Collin said, reaching for his wife’s hand.
“What if I don’t want to pray right now?”
“Have it your way, dear. I’m going to pray.” Collin laid himself flat on the floor. “Dear God,” he prayed out loud. “Please help us! I’ve always believed that you never put more on a person than they can handle. This is too much for us. I know your Word says we can do anything in your strength. Please give us that strength. Give us that wisdom.”
Collin began weeping. Not because God had answered him, but because he felt like his prayers weren’t going anywhere. He felt like he was saying idle words and nothing was changing.
Alayna stood up and walked out of the room, leaving Collin there on the floor by himself.
He laid there for more than an hour before finally crying himself to sleep.
When he woke up, Brock was sitting on the sofa where his wife had been earlier.
“Where’s Alayna?” Collin asked.
“Uh,” Brock stammered. “Um, she left you a note. It’s on the fridge.”
“She left me a note?” Collin asked. Where is she, Brock?”
Cringing, Brock replied, “Out looking for Remmy.”
◆◆◆
 
Alayna was a basket full of mixed emotions. She was terrified, hurt, confused, determined, angry, depressed, and anxious at the same time. She didn’t understand Collin’s hesitance to leave the property — regardless of what the officer thought about it.
I’m going to find my baby, even if I have to find him all by myself, she thought, while strolling through the Harmony Community Park. “Good afternoon,” she said to a lady pushing a stroller. “My boy is missing. Can you help me?”
“Sure. What can I do?”
“Well, first of all, have you seen him?” Alayna asked, handing her a flyer.
The lady gave it a quick once over. “I’m sorry, but no. How long has he been missing?”
“About twenty-four hours or so. I’m terrified,” Alayna began to sob.
The young mother gave Alayna a warm embrace and assured her everything was going to be okay. “I know it’s hard, sweetheart, but just give it time. He’ll come back.”
“You don’t have a clue what I’m going through, do you?”
The lady looked hurt. “No, I’ve never had a child missing. I don’t know how you feel. But if something were to happen to my baby, I would be petrified.”
After Alayna finally pulled herself together, the lady volunteered to walk around the town with her, aiding her in the search for Remmy.
◆◆◆
 
“Brock, is somebody out front?” Collin asked. “I thought I heard something.”
“It’s the law,” Brock replied, staring out the window. “What are we going to do?”
Don’t panic, Collin told himself. Everything will be fine.
“Brock, why don’t you go hang out in your room? Say a prayer, please.”
Collin forced himself to remain seated until the officer knocked on the door. Playing stupid, he hollered, “Who is it?”
“Open up. It’s the police,” a voice thundered.
Opening the door, Collin felt a bead of fearful sweat rolling down his spine. “How can I help you, officer?”
“I’m here on an informational visit only. Since you don’t have a phone, I had to come out in person to let you know a search team will be going out looking for your son in about an hour. We are doing everything in our power to find him,” the officer said.
Collin was relieved. “Are we still considered suspects or have we been cleared yet?”
“You will be considered a suspect until that child is found.”
“So if Remmy remains missing for five years, we’re never allowed to leave our property?”
“I apologize. I misspoke earlier. You are free to leave your property just as long as you do not leave the state.”
“Thank you, officer,” Collin said.
◆◆◆
 
After several hours of searching, Alayna decided it was time to head for home.
“If you give me your phone number, I can call you if I see him,” her new friend said.
“I don’t have a phone. Just call the police if you find him, okay?”
“Sure thing.”
All the way home, Alayna thought about the fact that she had sneaked out of the house while Collin was asleep. How terrible.
I was so upset with Collin before when he left work and went to The Creepy Masselli Place and look what I’ve gone and done. Hypocrite much?
Her behavior reminded her of the time, as a teenager, when she had sneaked out of her mom’s house to attend a party. She couldn’t believe she was stooping to the same level of immaturity now that she was not only an adult, but a wife and a mother.
Alayna had gotten to the place in her life where she had been enjoying allowing Collin to lead her home. How had she permitted negative circumstances to completely knock things out of whack?
She knew Collin would forgive her, but how would she even begin to apologize? Collin was probably worried sick. She could only hope the police hadn’t returned.
A few miles from her turn-off, Alayna saw Mr. Canoe Guy again. Like before, he stuck his arm out and flagged her down.
“Found your sweet little fellow yet?” he asked.
“No, I haven’t. Have you seen him?”
“I’ve been keeping my eyes out for him.”
Pulling out, Alayna thought she was going to burst into tears again. That man is a pedophile. I wish we had never even stopped to talk to him. He’s hanging out in our neighborhood now. What if he finds Remmy before we do?
◆◆◆
 
“Collin, your wife is back,” Brock said a few minutes later.
Good, he thought. I have a few things I’d like to say to her.
He sat at the dining room table for fifteen minutes waiting for Alayna to walk in the door. She didn’t come in.
Collin, beginning to worry, walked out on the front porch. Alayna was sitting on the steps with her head on her knees. Tears were running all over her face.
“I’m so sorry, Collin,” she said. “I am a horrible wife. I don’t know what I was thinking. I hope you can forgive me.”
Everything Collin had planned on saying fled from his mind. He wrapped his arms around her and said, “I love you, honey. It’s going to be okay.”




CHAPTER 32 – TOLD YOU SO

For the next week and a half Collin forced himself to go to work every day. While he was busy selling shoes, Brock and Alayna kept the Jeep and searched for Remmy.
From time to time, the police would show up at the house or even at Just Right Shoes to touch base. In other words, to let them know nothing had been found.
On a regular basis, different members of the household would have terrible nightmares — that is, when they were fortunate enough to even fall asleep. Nightmares involving Remington being murdered or about someone breaking in and kidnapping one or all of them. Sometimes they would dream Remmy had come back and would wake up to find out he was still missing.
◆◆◆
 
“Collin, did you see this yet?” Nikki asked one morning, waving a newspaper in front of him.
On the front page was a headline — “Two Badly Beaten Bodies Discovered In Dumpster.” Those bodies weren’t just found in any random dumpster. They were in the dumpster behind Tessa’s Café, the same one Collin had woken up inside of. The bodies belonged to an adult female and a juvenile male. The article also described an unusual piece of hand-written paper found in the boy’s front pocket which read, “I told you this would happen.” The press was not releasing the victims’ names until the families had been notified.
Collin read the article in disbelief, dropped the newspaper, and fell backwards, hitting his head on some metal shelving as he went to the floor. Nikki screamed and called 9-1-1.
Fortunately, while she was waiting for the paramedics to arrive, an emergency room doctor just happened to enter the store. He wasted no time in rushing over to Collin and checking his pulse. He asked Nikki to hand him several boxes of shoes so he could elevate his feet.
Keeping Nikki’s mind occupied, the doctor grilled her with questions. He wanted to know if Collin had been sick, if he had a history of seizures, if she saw him hit his head, and if she was aware of any blood pressure issues.
The questioning continued until Collin regained consciousness about a minute later. The doctor did everything he could to keep Collin alert until the paramedics arrived and the questioning began all over again.
They started to help him out to the ambulance, but Collin refused to go to the hospital. He told them he was fine and he did not have time for a thorough medical examination.
“While you’re here,” Collin moaned, “could we interest either of you in purchasing a new pair of shoes? Both of you look like you could use a pair.”
The paramedics gave each other a look that said, “This guy is nuts.” Once they left, Collin reread the article. This time, instead of passing out, he seemed to be taken over by an uncontrollable rage. He dropkicked a box of shoes as if he was trying to kick a field goal. The shoes slammed into a mirror, cracking it in two. Collin was far from done. He ripped what was left of the mirror off of the wall and flung it in the opposite direction. He went to one of the shelves and started knocking a whole row of shoes off into the floor.
Nikki started screaming at him to stop. She grabbed his arm, but he jerked away and continued his rage of fury. Nikki went back to the employee counter and grabbed her thermos of Mountainberry Blast Powerade. She ran back over to Collin, called his name, and then splashed the Powerade right in his face.
Collin stood still in his tracks, staring at her like a deer caught in a four-wheeler’s headlights. He stayed that way for a moment, before coming back to his senses. He asked Nikki if she would mind cleaning up his mess while he tried to find out if one of those bodies belonged to Remmy. He promised to secretly replace or repair the damages if Nikki could keep management from finding out about his temporary loss of sanity.
Borrowing Nikki’s phone, Collin called the newspaper reporter. He told him his son had been missing for three weeks and he needed to know if it was his son’s body that had been found. The reporter told him he would have to obtain that information from the police. He was not at liberty to disclose the information to anyone until he had received word from higher ups.
Collin dialed the police department, just to be bounced from person to person and eventually to a voicemail box; he didn’t leave a message. Instead, he called the same number again and told them he needed to talk to whoever the highest-ranking official was who was currently on duty.
The call was transferred to Sergeant Leon Mahoy. Sergeant Mahoy said he could not release the names of the deceased to any non-relative. He did, however, confirm that neither of the bodies was Remington’s.
Although that was somewhat of a relief, Collin was certain he knew who the bodies belonged to — Malachi and Mrs. Crowley. They were both murdered because of the investigations Collin and his family had undertaken. Worse still was the fear that if Remington had been with Malachi and his mother at the time they were killed, where was Remington now?
Collin left work early again and drove home to tell Alayna and Brock about the news.
Brock seemed devastated, “These transgressions are all on my account. Had I not invited myself to your house, none of this would have transpired. Because of my feeble-mindedness you’ve lost your son and two homicides have occurred. Perhaps it’s time for me to withdraw my presence from your company.”
Collin and Alayna just looked at each other. They had both had that same thought many times. But they had come through too much together. They must have been getting close to solving the mystery of the disappearances. Someone knew they were getting too close and they didn’t like it.
The one thing Collin didn’t understand was why whoever it was hadn’t already killed him. Yes, they had attacked him at The Creepy Masselli Place and had left his lifeless body in the garbage, but couldn’t they have killed him at his special place of prayer? Couldn’t they have killed Brock when they had dragged him in an alleyway? Or couldn’t they have killed Alayna and Remington when they tied them up? Something wasn’t adding up.
◆◆◆
 
Two days later, Collin and Nikki were startled by a professional looking woman in a business suit who entered Just Right Shoes. Holding a clipboard in her hand, she paraded over to the desk. “Hi, I’m Savannah. I’m with corporate.”
Corporate? Why are they here? Collin thought. And why on earth is somebody from corporate wearing those dreadful platforms?
“Collin, let’s go in the back. We need to talk,” she said.
Once they found a place to sit down, she continued, “I’m here because rumors about you have made it all the way to our office. They say you have come under investigation about your son being missing. That your son was under investigation for possibly trying to blow up his school. That a guy staying with you was previously investigated for Cannibalism. It’s even been said that you had some connections to the mother and son whose bodies were recently found in a dumpster.”
Savannah didn’t beat around the bush at all. “We’ve been reviewing records and, quite frankly, your work is leaving a lot to be desired. You have been leaving the building sporadically, your sales totals are slipping, and Collin, when we’ve been reviewing surveillance footage, it appears you have been having some anger outbursts and taking unnecessary breaks. What do you have to say for yourself?”
Nikki had to have snitched me. Why would she do that?
“Well?” Savannah asked.
“I’m sorry. You’re right. I will be more responsible,” Collin told her.
“Glad to hear it. I have, here in my hand, a written warning for you to sign. It states that your employment is on probation for the next one hundred and eighty days. Should you miss any work, destroy anything, miss your sales quotas, take any unnecessary breaks, or upset any customers during that time frame, your employment with Just Right Shoes will be terminated.”
Collin told her he understood and he willingly signed the warning.
Seconds later, they walked back to the front desk together where Savannah told Nikki to keep up the good work.
Once Savannah was out of sight, Collin looked at Nikki and said, “You snitched on me?”
Nikki denied it to a T, “Why would I do that? I have never worked with anyone that brings so much excitement to the workplace. I wouldn’t trade you in for the world.”
Collin questioned her with his eyes. How would corporate know about all of this without an informant? he asked himself.
“Do you know why Savannah was here?” he asked her.
“I have no idea.”
Collin wanted to believe her, but he wasn’t sure if he should or not. At the same time, he needed to vent and Nikki was the only person in the building he could blab to. “Well, in case you are telling the truth, I’ll fill you in,” he said. “I’m on probation for the next six months. I’m under corporate’s microscope. I can’t miss any more work or express my emotions within the next six months or I’ll get canned.”
“That bites. You can do it though, dawg. Before Brock moved in with you, you were the most straight-laced, hardworking shoe salesman this store had ever known. Be that man again — you’ve got this.”
◆◆◆
 
Collin worried about corporate’s warning all the way home from work.
I’ve never been written up in my life. I’ve never been fired. I can’t get fired. I’m a good employee. I’m the master salesman for crying out loud.
Deep inside, he knew that the business could easily go on without him, just like it had gone on for years as one employee after another had left to assume other positions.
Anyone and everyone can be replaced, he reminded himself. You need to keep your job to support your family. The Bible says a man that doesn’t do that is worse than an infidel.
He wondered how Alayna was going to feel about the news or if he should just keep the information to himself. What good would it do to tell her anyway? Just to give her something else to worry about?
Then again, if things were the other way around, wouldn’t he want Alayna to tell him?
A few minutes from home, he remembered the lecture he had given Brock before about the importance of learning how to hold onto a job no matter what. What will Brock think when he hears about this?
◆◆◆
 
Brock greeted him on the porch. “Good evening, fine sir,” he said.
“Good evening to you,” Collin replied, pretending nothing was wrong. “How was your day?”
“Interesting. Do you remember that customer that had my employment with Clayville News terminated?”
“I remember,” Collin told him, wondering what that lady could possibly have to do with anything.
Brock couldn’t wait to fill him in. Boy, did he have a story to share, “While we were seeking Remmy today, I encountered that antique bat. I didn’t recognize her at all. When I revealed the poster and inquired if she had detected Remmy, she said, ‘Did you look under your tires? You probably parked on top of him, you big idiot!”
“Oh, no! That’s terrible. What did you say?”
Walking out the door behind him, Alayna interjected, “He didn’t have to say a word. I took things from there.”
I can only imagine, Collin thought.
He didn’t even have to ask for an explanation. Brock and Alayna both burst into laughter. “I told that lady that a human being is worth much more than a yappy little Chihuahua.”
“Alayna, you didn’t?”
“Sometimes, Collin, I just have to get rid of steam. I would go insane if I didn’t.”
“You should have shared in the experience, Collin,” Brock said. “I speculated they were going to exchange punches right there in the street. That woman said ‘Miss, I don’t know who you think you’re talking to that way, but you better watch your step.”
Alayna cut him off, “That’s when I told her she’s the one that better learn when to keep her fat mouth shut — unless she wanted to be the next one to get splattered underneath somebody’s car tire.”
“Alayna, you didn’t threaten her?”
“Oh, she most assuredly did,” Brock laughed.
“I most certainly did not. A threat is idle words, trying to intimidate someone,” Alayna said. “What I said wasn’t a threat. I meant every word of it!”




CHAPTER 33 – TAKING A TRIP

A few weeks after Remington’s disappearance, Brock asked Collin and Alayna what they thought about the idea of him getting baptized. “I was perusing my Bible last evening,” he said, “and I discovered this verse in Romans that says ‘And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to his purpose.’ Through the midnight hour, I laid there arduously attempting to comprehend that passage.
“I mean, what good can be concluded from a kidnapping? Or what exceptional feat can arise from erroneous allegations?”
Brock paused as if he was waiting for some type of an answer from Collin or Alayna. Unfortunately, both of them were too mentally drained to even have an opinion on the matter. All they had thought about for weeks was their missing little boy.
“Well,” Brock continued, “I can’t convey thoughts for anyone but myself here, but I have been experiencing exponential spiritual growth through all of this. I have been schooled on how to pray and how to increase my faith. I have missed Remmy’s Bible stories so I have been getting in the Bible and uncovering them for myself. I guess what I’m trying to ask, is this. Would it be considered inappropriate for me to get baptized while Remmy is still at bay?”
Brock and Alayna just looked at one another. What could they say? It was never wrong to do something for God. Their world had pretty much ceased to exist outside of the idea of trying to figure out if Remmy was okay. They had completely forgotten about Brock getting saved and about his conversation with Pastor Brown about the baptism.
“I don’t have a problem with it,” Collin told him.
“Do whatever you think is right,” Alayna agreed.
Understanding the Russells were not really in the mood for a lengthy discussion on the topic, Brock took the Jeep and headed over to Pastor Brown’s.
◆◆◆
 
Pastor and Mrs. Brown were surprised to see Brock. He had been to their home before, but never without the Russells.
They welcomed him into their home and offered him a cup of hot coffee.
“So were you just in the neighborhood or is there something we can help you with?” the pastor asked.
When Brock brought up the subject of baptism, the pastor’s face lit up. “Brock, I would be honored to baptize you,” he said. “How about this coming Sunday after the morning service?”
Brock didn’t even have to think about it. “That would be stupendous.”
Pastor Brown volunteered to text all of the church members to give them a heads up of the baptism so they could plan on staying a little after church on Sunday.
◆◆◆
 
Sunday morning, Brock woke up with a lot on his mind. Today, I’m going to be getting baptized. I’m going to show the world that I am ready to follow Christ.
There was also some sadness associated with the baptism. I wish Remmy was here to see this day. He would be ecstatic.
Brock thought about his own parents and about his ex-wife and son. There were so many people he would love to share the occasion with. But, with or without them, he was ready to take another step toward living for God.
Instead of waiting for Collin to wake him up, Brock got out of bed and made his way out to the dining room. Looking out the window, he saw a beautiful sun beaming down on him. What a perfect day for this!
A short while later, Alayna walked into the room. “I’m sorry, Brock. I’m running late this morning. You can eat some cereal or Pop Tarts if you want to. I’m not going to have time to cook breakfast.”
Brock told her that was okay — he wasn’t even the least bit hungry. All he wanted to do was get to church and take that giant leap of obedience. He was so anxious, in fact, that he couldn’t even sit down. After getting dressed, he paced back and forth throughout the house up until it was time to head out the door.
When they arrived at church, Mrs. Brown was just getting out of her car. “I hope you brought some towels. It’s kind of chilly out here.”
“We brought some,” Alayna told her. “Besides, Brock’s a big boy. He can handle it.”
Brock smiled, but didn’t say a word.
Throughout the service, Brock didn’t hear a word Pastor Brown spoke. He couldn’t get his mind off of that baptism. He thought about the baptism of Jesus that he read about in the Bible. He thought about how the Spirit of God came down on Jesus in the form of a dove. He was in awe imagining God saying to Jesus, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”
It reminded him of his first night at the Russells — the night when he overheard Remmy telling Collin he was proud of him. It also reminded him of the times when he used to tell Scottie he was proud of him.
He wanted God to be pleased with his life. He wanted to obey Him in everything.
“Please stand to your feet,” the pastor said at the end of the service. “Let’s have a song of invitation.”
Brock remembered the altar call, just like that one, when he had so eagerly rushed forward and asked Jesus to save his soul. It was going to be another special day for him. Another powerful, joyful day that he would never forget.
After the invitation, Pastor Brown said, “Don’t forget, church, Brock Pearson is going to be getting baptized in the river behind the church right after we dismiss. We hope you will stick around for his baptismal service.”
◆◆◆
 
Standing on the bank of the river, someone in the congregation began singing, “Shall We Gather At The River.”
Brock had never heard the song before, but it was music to his ears. He watched as Pastor Brown and one of the church’s deacons waded into the water.
After a minute or two, the pastor motioned for Brock to join him.
Taking a step into the water, Brock instantly realized it was colder than he thought it was going to be. It was okay. He was excited! Like Alayna had said, he was a big boy. He could handle it.
Brock took about ten steps into the water when his foot kicked a rock and he stumbled. He fell face first into the water.
This is humiliating. It could only happen to me. He stood up and looked at Pastor Brown, who was chuckling.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m good.”
Once he got out to where Pastor Brown and the deacon were standing, he was told to turn sideways so the church could see him better.
“Just so you all will know,” Pastor Brown said, “we are not going to be starting any kind of new traditions at our church. We aren’t going to have members baptizing themselves like Brock tried to do. That’s just not the Bible way.”
Everyone laughed. Brock doubted anyone had ever fallen on their way to their own baptism before. Oh well, at least it gave them something to smile about.
“Brother, I now baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost,” Pastor Brown said, before taking him under the water.
When he raised up, Brock shouted, “Praise the Lord! Praise His Holy Name!”
◆◆◆
 
That afternoon, while Collin and Alayna were napping, Brock decided to see just how close to God he could get. He took his Bible and walked out to the shed. He wanted to be completely alone with God, hoping to pray out loud without worrying about anyone hearing him.
He knelt on the dirt floor, resting his arms on a piece of firewood. There, he thanked God for allowing him to meet the Russells and the wonderful folks at Shooting Star Baptist Church. He thanked God for saving him and for allowing him to get baptized. Then, he made a vow to God, “I will complete any assignment you direct me to, Lord. If you desire to utilize my vessel, it is available. Just enlighten me of your intended strategy and I will be in full compliance. If you desire to utilize me for something miniscule or something vast, I am willing. It doesn’t matter if it’s today, tomorrow, or a decade in the future. Whatever your timing is is okay by me.”
Without saying “Amen,” Brock opened his eyes and flipped his Bible open to the sixth chapter of Matthew. Taking his time, he read through the entire chapter. Some of the verses he read only once, while others he read over and over again.
Throughout the chapter, there was one passage he kept returning to. It said he was supposed to forgive others and that if he failed to do so, God would not forgive him.
Brock thought about the detestable allegation that had been made about him. Not only had it scarred his reputation within the community, but it had caused a division in his family. It had caused him to lose the roof over his head.
How could he forgive someone who had been so cruel to him? Harder still, Brock knew Malachi had been murdered. He wasn’t even alive. He didn’t have the ability to say, “I’m sorry.”
Brock bowed his head and closed his eyes again. “God, I don’t know how to forgive someone who hasn’t even asked for my forgiveness. I know he’s just a boy. I understand that. But God, he ruined my life!”
Getting quiet for a moment, Brock remembered one of the first passages he had ever heard preached. The one where Pastor Brown talked about how God could turn trials into blessings.
If Malachi hadn’t lied about me,
I would still be lost and on my way to Hell.
What a revelation! God had turned a devastating allegation into an eternal reward.
“I forgive him, God!” Brock said. “As a matter of fact, I owe him a debt of gratitude. Thank you for honoring your Word, Lord.”
Opening his eyes, Brock flipped the Bible open again. This time, he ended up at Psalm 139, which would soon become his favorite chapter in the Bible.
In essence, God told Brock he had been watching over him from the time he was conceived in his mother’s womb. God knew about the first lie he had ever told, every curse word that had ever slipped out of his mouth, and about the time when he puffed on a cigarette as a twelve-year-old boy. God had saw every move he had ever made.
Not only that, but Brock came to understand that God not only observed everything he had ever done, but He had also heard every thought that had ever gone through his mind. He knew every secret he had ever listened to and every lustful imagination of his heart.
“God, I’ve been a wicked individual,” Brock cried out. “Why were you amenable to rescuing me, knowing my every transgression?”
He reread the passage. Not only has God witnessed every abominable thing I’ve ever accomplished, but He’s observed the exceptional things. He’s noticed the trials I’ve endured. He’s mended my heartaches.
Brock suddenly felt like God had wrapped his arms around him. Tears swelled up in his eyes.
“Oh, God, I don’t ever want this feeling to depart. I desire this close of a relationship with you every day. Thank you for being my Father!”




CHAPTER 34 – SHE’S WATCHING

That evening, when Brock got to church, he opened up his hymn book to find a sticky note inside the front cover.
“I heard about your baptism this morning,” it read. “Congratulations. I love you.”
Beneath that last line, the note had been signed by Victoria.
Brock hurriedly stuffed the note in his pocket, hoping no one had seen. Victoria was here? How did she know where I sit and which hymn book I use?
After the hymn, Pastor Brown asked the congregation to turn to Mark chapter ten.
While they were turning, the pastor said, “This evening I had planned on preaching a message on stewardship. However, God changed my plans. About an hour before church started, the Holy Spirit touched my heart. He told me that someone in this room needs to hear this particular message tonight. I don’t know who it is. Maybe there’s even more than one person here who needs it. But God would not give me comfort about preaching anything else.
“Now that you’re there, let’s begin in verse seven,” Pastor Brown continued. “For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and cleave to his wife; And they twain shall be one flesh: so then they are no more twain, but one flesh.”
Brock listened intently as the pastor preached hard on God’s idea of marriage. He preached on how a husband is to love his wife. On the beauty of two souls becoming one, with Christ in the center of their home. He spoke about how every marriage comes with difficulties and doubts. He emphasized, however, that a man and a woman should never marry unless they were completely settled on the fact that they would keep their pledge to God and remain with one another until one of them had passed away.
Glancing over at the Russells, Brock saw Collin had his arm around Alayna. He thought back to the times when Victoria would curl up next to him in front of their fireplace. He remembered when they used to be able to stay up all night long talking and laughing.
What happened?
How did we go from being one flesh to being separated and not speaking to one another?
◆◆◆
 
“Everything okay, Brock?” Collin asked when they got home.
“Sure. Why?” Brock asked.
“I don’t know. You just seem a little down tonight, that’s all,” Collin told him.
Brock told Collin he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the pastor’s message. Even though Victoria had her problems, he still loved her. He was ashamed of himself for leaving her. He missed Victoria more than anything — actually he missed her and Scottie equally.
The pastor’s message had cut him right to the heart. “I am uncertain of how to behave, Collin,” he said. “I wish to find myself in God’s divine will and I believe a part of that will is for Victoria and I to become reunited.”
Collin was at a loss for words. He had no idea Brock still had any feelings for Victoria whatsoever. He simply said, “That’s a tough one. Sounds like something you need to pray about.”
Alayna, who had appeared to be in her own world throughout the rest of the conversation suddenly jumped in. “Brock, I believe you’re right. I think you and Victoria need to get back together.”
She continued on, explaining how her parents had separated when she was ten years old. They had gotten to the point where they fought about anything and everything. “They couldn’t stand each other,” she said.
Alayna remembered her mom’s friends encouraging her to leave her dad. They would tell her it wasn’t good for her or Alayna to be in a house where so much feuding was going on day in and day out.
Eventually, Alayna’s mom caved into peer pressure. She took Alayna and fled. Her dad sent her birthday cards every year and he sent child support, but she rarely saw him.
“It hurt me so badly,” she said. “Every year at Father’s Day, I would go through stores and see all of the things people could buy for their daddies, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t get to see my daddy. Sure, I could have mailed something to him, but it wouldn’t be the same.”
She said Christmas was just as bad. For that matter, every holiday was bad. When she would go to stores with her mom, she would see a little girl holding her daddy’s hand and would find herself getting jealous.
On a regular basis, Alayna said her mom and grandparents would speak negatively of her dad. They tried to not do it right in front of her, but she overheard a lot of it.
Her mom got remarried a couple of years later. The guy she married was good to her mom and good to Alayna, but he would never be able to replace her daddy. She loved him. He belonged to her and she belonged to him.
“It wasn’t fair,” Alayna said. “I know they argued a lot, but they could have worked it out. Collin and I have had our arguments at times too, but marriage involves a commitment. During good times and bad times.”
“So you are declaring my leaving Alayna is ruining Scottie?”
“Ruining might be a strong word. A lot of kids grow up in broken homes and are just fine. I don’t have psychological problems because of my parents’ separation. I’m okay. But it did hurt.”
Brock knew Alayna was right. He remembered what it felt like when his dad ran out on him and his mom. That’s why he had said he would never follow in his daddy’s footsteps.
Brock excused himself from the Russells and went back out to the shed.
“Dear God, please pardon me for withdrawing myself from my wife and my son. A big part of my identity desires to be with them, but I’m not apt. I don’t have any income. I don’t have my own place of residence. Emotionally, I’m a wreck. How do you desire me to behave, God? If you desire Victoria and I to get unite, you’re going to have to make it occur. I’m scared, God.”
◆◆◆
 
As days and weeks passed, Brock drew closer and closer to God. He developed a routine of praying for an hour every morning, another hour in the afternoon, and another hour every evening.
He set a goal of reading a minimum of ten chapters of his Bible every day. It was a goal he often exceeded.




CHAPTER 35 – MY BABY

While Brock was in the shed praying one Saturday afternoon, a police car pulled into the driveway. Collin and Alayna stepped outside, hoping for good news.
The officer took his hat off and walked toward them slowly.
This is not happening, Alayna told herself. I’m having a nightmare.
“Folks, I don’t quite know how to say this —,”
Alayna turned and ran into the house crying, “No! No! Not my baby! It isn’t fair! Not my baby!”
“Mr. Russell, the body of a young, unidentified teenage boy has been located in the Mighty Oak Wilderness. From what I understand, it appears the boy has only been dead for a couple of days.”
“No,” Collin said. “It can’t be Remmy. Remmy is still alive. I know he is!”
The officer hung his head. “I’m sorry, Sir. But we need you and/or your wife to come down to the morgue with us to identify the remains.”
“Wait here, officer. Let me have a word with my wife,” Collin said.
◆◆◆
 
I’m not going down there, Alayna told herself. She had heard every word. I can’t see my baby like that. Why? Why Remmy?
“Hon,” Collin said as he approached her in the living room.
“No, Collin. No. I’m not going.”
“Hon, it’s not him. Remington is alive. I can feel it!”
“No he’s not. Somebody killed my baby. My baby is dead,” Alayna shrieked. “Somebody murdered him!”
For ten minutes, Collin held her snugly in his arms. He told her she didn’t have to go if she didn’t want to. He could go alone, but he would prefer to have her there. If he was right and the body did not belong to Remington, she would know for sure and wouldn’t have to wait until he came back home with the news. If, on the other hand, Alayna was wrong, Collin didn’t want to be there alone. He wanted his wife there for support.
Alayna didn’t say anything. She released herself from Collin’s hug and walked to the door. I can do this. I’m a strong woman, she told herself.
The cruiser was silent all the way to the morgue. Upon arriving, the officer opened Alayna’s door, but Alayna didn’t move.
“We’re here, Mrs. Russell,” the officer told her.
Alayna didn’t speak. She wasn’t crying. It was as if she was in shock. Collin wrapped her hand in his. “Sweetheart, we have to do this. Come on,” he told her.
Somberly, Alayna stepped out of the car. I can do this, she told herself. I can do this. I am a strong woman.
Collin got out and stood beside her. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it as tight as she could without breaking any of his bones.
The officer led them into the morgue to a private room where a body was covered with a pure white cloth.
“My baby!” Alayna screamed. “My baby! Who would do this to my baby?”
“Officer, can you give us a minute?” Collin asked.
“Yes, Sir.” The officer said before walking away from the grieving parents.
Collin and Alayna hugged each other and just looked at the figure before them. It had to have been the hardest thing they had been through yet. Children weren’t supposed to die before their parents — it just wasn’t natural.
After several minutes, Alayna whispered, “I’m ready. Let’s get the officer.”
Collin gave her an odd look and said, “Hon, do you want me to do that or would you rather be alone with me when we find out?”
“Are we allowed to do that, Collin?”
“He didn’t say we couldn’t.”
Together, they walked to the gurney, trembling. Reaching toward the boy’s head, Collin pinched the sheet between his thumb and forefinger. Ever so slowly, he pulled it back, revealing the boy’s face.
“Oh my goodness!” Alayna screamed. “It’s not Remington! It’s not my baby!”
The officer ran back into the room. “Are you folks okay?”
“Officer, we’re wonderful! It was a false alarm. This is not Remmy.”
The officer scratched his head. “If it’s not Remington, we know who he is. We had it narrowed down to either your son or a boy who lived over in Harmony. He disappeared a few days ago.”
Alayna’s joy vanished just as quickly as it had appeared. “That boy’s poor parents,” she said, while looking at his body. “Such a nice looking young man. Why, officer? Why did this happen?”
In almost a whisper the officer said, “I only wish I knew, Ma’am. I only wish I knew.”
◆◆◆
 
Arriving back home, the Russells noticed the Wagoneer was not in the driveway. What now? Collin thought.
Before they could even get in the house, Brock started coming down the driveway. Nikki was following him in her car.
Collin and Alayna had no idea why Nikki was with him or where Brock had been, but they stood still, patiently waiting to share their news.
Nikki got out and walked to the trunk of her car. Brock got out of the Wagoneer and joined Nikki. Seconds later, the trunk closed and the two approached the Russells with several bags full of groceries.
“We are so sorry,” Nikki said.
Brock hung his head, unable to speak.
“It’s okay, guys,” Collin said. “Remmy is alive!”
“He’s alive?” Nikki asked excitedly. “What? Did they revive him?”
“No,” Alayna said. “The boy at the morgue wasn’t Remington. He was a boy from Harmony.”
“But you know Remington’s alive? They found him?”
“No, they haven’t found him,” Collin said. “But they will. Remmy is alive! I feel it in my bones!”
◆◆◆
 
Even though Collin was confident that Remmy was alive and well, Alayna was not so sure.
That boy could have been Remmy. Malachi and his mom disappeared from Harmony. They’re both dead. This kid disappeared from Harmony. He’s dead. Who am I kidding? The chances of Remmy still being alive are slim to none.
Alayna, afraid of spreading her negativity, walked into her bedroom without saying a word to anyone.
There, she laid down on Remington’s blankets. She smelled his pillow, hoping to get a scent of her boy. Then she kissed it. “Remmy, my precious Remmy,” she sobbed.
Nikki tapped on the door. “Alayna, are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m okay. I just need some time to myself,” Alayna said, sniffling.
Nikki opened the door and walked in. “It’s okay, girl,” she said, sitting down next to her. “You just hold that head up high.”
Alayna wanted to smack her. Hold my head up high? What are you? Some kind of an idiot?
Alayna didn’t say a word. She just continued sobbing.
“Mrs. Russell,” Nikki said. “What you need is some girl time. Let’s go out and get our hair and nails done.”
What is wrong with you? I am in here crying because my baby has probably been murdered and you think I need to go out and get myself dolled up?
Nikki gently rubbed Alayna’s back. “I’ll leave you to get yourself together. When you’re ready to go, just come out and let me know.”
Alayna couldn’t have been happier when Nikki left the room. Finally, she thought. She caressed Remington’s blanket, while thinking, I would do anything to get him back. A moment later, she had a brainstorm. Nikki wants us to have some girl time. Maybe, just maybe.
Wiping her tears with Remmy’s blanket, Alayna grabbed her purse and walked out to the living room.
“Collin, Nikki and I are going to go out. We need some girl time,” she said.
“Where are you going? How long are you going to be gone?” Collin asked.
“I don’t know. We’re just going to go into town and we’ll see what we can get into.”
◆◆◆
 
Nikki drove straight to the Clayville Hair Salon. “This is going to be so much fun,” she said.
Alayna didn’t understand how Collin could possibly put up with Nikki five days per week. She had to be one of the shallowest women she had ever met.
The good side to that is she will probably fall for just about anything.
Once inside, Alayna told Nikki she should go first. “I need some time to decide what I’m going to have done,” she said.
Sure enough, Nikki fell for it. As soon as the hairdresser led her around the corner, Alayna left the salon. Something had been on her mind for weeks. She just had to check it out for herself.
She walked a few blocks over to the Creepy Masselli Place, in hopes of figuring out what had happened to Collin when he had been inside. Perhaps he missed something. Maybe there’s something hidden away in there that would be a dead giveaway as to who was behind the disappearances.
◆◆◆
 
Arriving at the house, she almost chickened out, but then she asked herself, What’s the worst that can happen to me?
The only answer that came to her mind was death. She thought about Remington. His life was at stake as well. He might have already been killed. Other people were disappearing and some were even dying. Someone had to be willing to stand up for what was right — regardless of the risk. That somebody was going to be Mrs. Don’t-Mess-With-My-Family-Russell!
Angry Momma confidently walked up to the door and let herself inside. The mildew stench nearly knocked her off her feet. As her husband had done previously, she walked through the house checking every nook and cranny. Something had to be in there. She was sure of it.
When Alayna got to the restroom, she nearly hyperventilated. This is where Collin got attacked.
Picking up the plunger for protection, she whipped the closet door open. Thankfully, no one was in there this time. She put the plunger down and gave the closet a quick going over.
What’s that? she asked herself, looking toward the ceiling. It looked like the entrance to an attic. Who puts an attic entrance in a closet?
Using the plunger handle, she pushed on the odd-looking board. Sure enough, she was able to lift it up and slide it to one side. It was an attic indeed!
Alayna remembered seeing an old step ladder hanging on the side of the house when she walked up. She ran down the stairs and out to the side of the house.
As she was taking the ladder down, a voice called to her, “Lady, what do you think you’re doing?”
Looking over her shoulder, she saw none other than Gossiping Jake. “Mind your own business for a change,” Alayna said.
Angry Momma was on a mission and nothing was going to get in her way. She toted the ladder back inside, up the stairs, and into the restroom.
After setting it up, she slowly and carefully made her way up the steps. When she peeked her head into the attic, she was surprised to find a little bit of light shining through a vent on the end of the house. She was also surprised to see it had solid, carpeted flooring. It was more like a loft than an attic.
She spun her head around in different directions. The loft had a small desk and chair sitting in it. Alayna had to get a look at that desk.
Struggling to lift her own body weight, she managed to pull herself up into the attic. Unfortunately, just as her foot came off the last step, the ladder went crashing down. Oh, no! How am I going to get myself out of this mess?
   For a few moments, she sat there contemplating her next move. I’ll figure that out later, she finally convinced herself. For now, I’m going to make the most of my time.
Alayna walked over to the desk. Testing the folding metal chair, she discovered it was still strong enough to support her. She sat down and tried to think. Why would a desk be up here in an attic like this? Maybe Masselli liked to write his articles in a more remote part of the house?
Expecting it to be empty, she opened the top drawer. Inside, she found a spiral notebook. Wow!
I bet this contains notes on some of the stories Duke was working on before he died.
Flipping it open, she found notes that made no sense. Notes that said, “CA = 675, BM = 450, RR = 700, GL = 1200, MC = 325.”
Algebra? Geometry, maybe? Turning pages, she found several phone numbers and a few addresses written down. Probably sources.
Not finding anything useful, she flipped the book closed and continued pilfering through the desk.
Now this is weird, she thought, as she picked up a large manila envelope with Dr. Fennell’s logo and address in the top left-hand corner. What is this doing here?
Inside, there were several photographs. Curious, Alayna pulled them out and held one up to the light. The picture was of a girl, probably somewhere in the vicinity of eight or nine years old. It looked like a newer photograph. Alayna flipped it over to see if there was a date on the back. No date. Instead, she saw the initials BM written there.
She turned it upside down and held the next picture up to the light. A boy, close to the same age as the girl, was leaning up against a brick building dressed in nothing but his underwear. Wait a minute!
Could that be Malachi? In the dark it was difficult to tell, but it sure did look like him. She flipped the picture over. On the back, she found the initials MC.
A chill ran down her spine. She was onto something. No wonder someone didn’t want Collin in that house.
The next photo contained a picture of a woman in her early to mid-twenties. Looks like a cheerleader. On the back, she found the initials CA.
She placed it on top of the others she had already viewed. The next picture was turned upside down. The initials were RR. She flipped it over and screamed, “Remmy?” Dark or daylight didn’t matter. She knew that face — it was definitely her son. It was a headshot. Looking closer, she figured out where the picture had been taken. A few years back, Dr. Fennell had gotten a new computer system in the office, which required a headshot to be taken of each of his clients. But how did that picture of Remmy end up in The Creepy Masselli Place?
◆◆◆
 
The sound of footsteps downstairs suddenly made their way to her ears. Oh, no! Alayna thought. I am trapped in the loft. What if somebody’s coming back up here?
Looking around, there was no place to hide. Alayna quietly walked over to the attic entrance and closed the wooden door, hoping no one would notice her presence.
Oh, they’re going to see the ladder, she suddenly remembered.
She picked up the folding chair and decided she would bash someone over the head with it if they tried to come into that attic.
The footsteps sounded like they were coming up the stairs. Whoever it was, they were getting closer.
Angry Momma’s adrenaline was kicking in. Whoever was in that house was probably the person who had attacked her husband. It was probably someone involved in Remmy’s disappearance. Maybe even someone involved in murdering that boy from Harmony. They weren’t going to walk back out of that house alive. Not if Alayna could help it!
“Well, poop on my boots!” Alayna suddenly heard. “You okay in here, girl?”
“Nikki?” Alayna called.
“It’s me. Are you in the attic, girlfriend?” Nikki replied.
“Yes! Please help me. The ladder fell,” Alayna told her.
“I can see that,” Nikki laughed.
Once Nikki got the ladder back in place, Alayna asked her how she had been found. “Pretty simple. I was driving around looking for you and I saw Jake.”
“Figures,” Alayna mumbled.
◆◆◆
 
Nikki loved solving riddles. “Let me see those coded messages again,” she told Alayna.
She held the notebook next to the photos. “MC = 325. MC is obviously Malachi Crowley. But what’s the 325?”
“I don’t have a clue,” Alayna said. “Unless it’s some kind of a rating scale.”
“Hmm…, You might be onto something.”
Nikki kept studying the photographs, initials, and numbers for a few minutes. “I hope I’m wrong, girl, but I told Collin before that I think there might be a human trafficker on the loose. Those numbers might be price tags.”
“Let’s take them to the police,” Alayna said.
“Take them to the police? And tell them what? That we were snooping around on private property? I think we should take it back to the guys and show them what we found.”
“No way!” Alayna said. “If Collin knew I came in here, he’d kill me.”
“Then what do you want to do? Just forget we ever saw it?”
“I have an idea,” Alayna said. “Why stop here?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, Remmy’s picture came from Dr. Fennell’s office. This envelope has Fennell’s logo on it. So either Fennell is involved in this or whoever kidnapped Fennell got into his files.”
“Oh, I’m picking up what you’re putting down. Let’s do it!” Nikki said.




CHAPTER 36 – BREAKING AND ENTERING

Nikki parked her car out behind Dr. Fennell’s office, hoping to avoid suspicion.
She and Alayna walked around the building, attempting to turn doorknobs and trying to lift windows. Unfortunately, the building was locked up tighter than a bank vault.
Nikki tried to pick the lock on the back door with a bobby pin. It was no use. “Let’s just get out of here,” Nikki said after twenty minutes of trying to break in.
“You can leave if you want to. I’m going to find out where my baby is if it’s the last thing I do.”
Nikki laughed. “It’s true when they say opposites attract, huh? Collin is always all straight laced. Look at you! You’re a wild woman — but I like it! What do you have in mind?”
“It’s a good thing I know Doc Fennell is too cheap to invest in a security system. What I’m about to do could get us both in a lot of trouble, Nikki. If you’re afraid of the law, you might want to leave now.”
Nikki was having the time of her life. She wasn’t about to go anywhere.
Alayna dug in her purse for a moment. “Emergency toilet paper,” she said as she pulled out a miniature roll and began wrapping it around her hand.
With Nikki watching in disbelief, Alayna walked up to the back door and punched a hole right through the glass. She reached her arm through and unlocked the door.
“You did not just do that?” A wide-eyed Nikki questioned.
“Oh, I did! My baby is worth more to me than my freedom and this little bit of blood. There might be something in this building that will help him be found.”
Inside, the ladies decided to stay together. They didn’t know what they were looking for, but they didn’t plan on leaving empty handed.
“The file room,” Alayna said. “Let’s start with the file room.”
Nikki agreed. If Fennell was involved, that would be the perfect place to begin their search.  Nikki started to open the door. “It’s locked,” she said. “Do you want me to try to pick it?”
“Forget that.” Angry Momma turned around backward and kicked the door with all of her might. It was such a powerful kick that the door came off the hinges.
“Check that!” Nikki said. “It’s true what they say. Don’t mess with Momma Bear.”
Once inside, Alayna immediately found the file folder marked REM. She had to see what it said about Remington. Inside, it looked like a typical file folder. It contained his address, his photo, and his records. Nothing out of the ordinary here.
Together, Nikki and Alayna skimmed through most of the files in the records room, only to find disappointment. The files were all clean.
“Let’s check the lab,” Nikki said.
Before they could take two steps, a police officer barged through the door. “Put your hands where I can see them!” he shouted.
◆◆◆
 
“Who would you like to call, Mrs. Russell, your husband?” A security officer at the Clayville Correctional Center asked.
“No, we don’t have a phone. I don’t know who to call,” Alayna replied.
“What about your pastor?” Nikki suggested.
Now there’s an idea, Alayna thought. Wouldn’t Pastor Brown be proud? Then again, there wasn’t really any choice. Nervously, she dialed his number. When Mrs. Brown answered, Alayna told her what was going on and asked if she and the pastor could bail her out. Mrs. Brown told her she would have to talk to her husband and if possible, someone would be there within the hour.
How humiliating.
“How about you, Ms. Barkley, who would you like to call?”
“Ghost Busters,” Nikki said, as if the whole thing was a joke.
The lady didn’t even crack a smile. “In other words, you don’t want to make a phone call?”
“No, I do want to make a call. Do you have the number for the governor’s mansion?”
“The governor’s mansion? Why?”
“I’m the governor’s daughter, why do you think?”
With a questioning, yet alarmed expression, the officer said, “You’re not?”
“Gotcha!” Nikki laughed.
What is wrong with her? Does she not have any idea when it’s appropriate to play games and when it’s not?
Alayna listened as Nikki harassed the woman for about fifteen minutes before finally deciding to just wait and see if whoever bailed Alayna out would bail her out as well.
An hour later, a guard came to their holding cell and said they had both been sprung. After being escorted to the lobby, they found Pastor and Mrs. Brown, Collin, and Brock waiting for them.
“Enjoying your girl time?” Collin asked.
Alayna blushed. “It’s been an adventure, right Nikki?”
“Absolutely,” Nikki laughed. “Let’s do it again sometime.”
◆◆◆
 
Back at home, every eye stayed glued on Alayna as she told her story. There was a lot more to Alayna than would meet the eye.
“Remind me not to ever be a part of awaking your ferocious motherly instincts,” Brock said.
“Guys, seriously, I know what I did was wrong,” Alayna said. “I know we’re supposed to obey the laws of the land. Lately my emotions have been getting the best of me. Sometimes I don’t even feel like I’m me anymore.”
“Perhaps you should assemble with a counselor,” Brock told her.
“Over my dead body,” Collin said. He had never liked counselors. They’re just a bunch of quacks, he thought. They get paid $40 an hour just to sit there and listen to people vent.
“Collin’s right. I don’t need a counselor. What I need is to get my son back,” Alayna said.
“But you’re not going to do that if you get yourself locked up,” Collin said firmly. “This is twice now that you’ve went out and done something crazy like this. No more, Alayna. Agreed?”
“I’m sorry, Collin, but I can’t promise you anything. I would love to say you’re right and to tell you that I won’t put myself in danger again, but I just can’t make that promise right now. I need answers. I need some closure.”
“Okay, where are the papers and the photographs you found at the Creepy Masselli Place?” Collin asked.
“I think they’re still in Nikki’s car, but I’m not sure, why?”
“I’m going to help you get that closure. Let’s anonymously mail your evidence into the police station. Maybe one of those addresses or phone numbers will be just the break we need.”
Alayna’s face lit up. “I love you, Collin,” she said. “That’s a wonderful idea!”
◆◆◆
 
Later that night, unable to sleep, Alayna determined in herself that she would not act outside the scope of the law anymore. She couldn’t do anything about what had already transpired, but she had to exercise self-control — no matter what.
That didn’t mean she was giving up on Remmy. She would continue putting up posters, continue asking every person she met, and continue seeking God’s face.
Somewhere, there was an answer. She didn’t know if her boy was dead or alive, but she would never give up on finding out what had happened to him.




CHAPTER 37 – THE ASSIGNMENT

Three months passed after they mailed the documentation into the police station. It seemed there were no more leads. Things were looking absolutely hopeless.
That is, until Friday, October 13th. Collin was assisting a customer in trying on a pair of shoes when Nikki rushed over to him, “Poop on my boots, Collin. You better take this call — I think it’s about Remmy.”
Collin’s heart sank. Had his baby boy’s body been found? Where was he? What had happened? He wasn’t even sure if he would have enough strength to answer the phone.
“Hello?” He spoke softly.
“Daddy?” The voice sounded broken and scared.
“Remmy? Is that really you?” Collin asked.
“Daddy, help me! Please help me!”
Before Collin could get another word in, a woman’s voice came on the line, “If you ever want to see your son alive again, you better not go to the police. I won’t hesitate to kill him. He means nothing to me!”
“If you hurt my son —,” Collin began.
“How are you going to stop me? Listen to this,” the woman said before laying the phone down.
Collin heard some scuffling around and then a horrific scream that he recognized was coming from his son.
“You can threaten me all you want to,” the woman said when she picked the phone back up, “but I have your son. You don’t know me. You don’t know where I am. His life is in my hands. You gonna cooperate?”
Collin was stunned “Yes, but please don’t hurt my son. Please! I’ll do anything! How much money do you want?”
“Money will definitely come into play later, but that’s not all I want,” the woman said. “I need names, addresses, and photos of one dozen other boys between the ages of twelve and fifteen. They must be in good physical condition. Every boy on the list needs to come from either low-income homes or from dysfunctional families. Don’t even think about providing false information.”
“Why? Why do you want that information?” Collin asked.
“I’m the one asking for information here. Not you! Someone will get in touch with you tomorrow and you better have some information for us. Keep it with you at all times!” the woman warned.
“What if I call the police?” Collin asked.
“Call them; I don’t care. Your son will die. Your wife will die. Brock will die. Even your co-worker Nikki will die. I view death the way you view shoes. Death is a beautiful thing! The blood of every one you are close to will be on your hands. You tell one single soul about this phone call, and there will be bloodshed. You aren’t to tell anyone and I mean anyone about what we’ve discussed. You are being watched and you have been warned.”
The line went dead. Collin turned whiter than a ghost and sank down into the floor. Covering his face with his hands, he had a nervous breakdown, crying uncontrollably.




CHAPTER 38 – MAKING THE LIST

Nikki and the only customer currently in the store ran over to him. “Are you okay?” Nikki asked.
“Just leave me alone. I can’t talk about it,” Collin muttered between sobs. “I’ve got to get out of here. I’ve got to go home.”
“Collin, you can’t. Remember what corporate said? If you leave work before the end of your shift again, you’re not going to have a job,” Nikki reminded him.
“I know; it doesn’t matter. My family is more important than this job — I quit!”
Nikki looked shocked, “You can’t quit with no notice or anything! Collin, please use your head.”
“Look, Nikki. I know you’re the one who reported me to corporate a few months back. I know my working here is making your life more difficult. I’m done. Report that to corporate!”
Collin threw his keys on the counter and stormed out the door. He didn’t want to do anything for the woman who had called him on the phone, but he feared her. To save his family and friends, he was going to have to put twelve other boys at risk. With all of the disappearances that had been occurring, he knew this was no joke — it was serious business!
Low-income or dysfunctional families?
How am I supposed to find names, addresses, and photos of a dozen boys in that type of living environment? Collin wondered.
He could watch for the bus kids that attended various churches Sunday morning; a lot of them went just because free meals were offered. A good percentage would obviously be from low-income families. But that wouldn’t be until Sunday — he only had twenty-four hours. That plan was a no go!
He could just walk through poor communities and hope to start up some small chat with some teenage boys. That might work, but how would he get a chance to take their photos? He would look like a creeper and would undoubtedly find himself being questioned by law enforcement.
Perhaps, he could go down to the local welfare office and try to meet people in the lobby. There would be too many social workers there. Someone would figure him out.
There had to be a way. There just had to be. Collin drove around town, trying to brainstorm. Then, it hit him. It was risky, but he had to do it!
He went to a local thrift store and bought a black ski-mask and gloves. He paid with cash.
Collin drove to Clayville Middle, where he sat and watched the building until the dismissal bell rang at 3:30 pm. He watched students pour out of the building to board busses, to walk toward their homes, and to get in their parents’ vehicles. If I was a kidnapper,
this is where I would look to find my targets.
After ten minutes or so, things quieted down and he began seeing teacher after teacher come out of the building.
An hour passed before he finally saw the custodian lock up and drive away.
Collin walked around toward the back of the facility. When he was certain no one could see him, he put the ski mask on and started trying different doors and windows. Surely with a building that size, there was at least one opening. After several attempts, he finally found one unlocked window. Hoping and praying there wasn’t an alarm system turned on, he pushed the window open, crawled inside, and shut the window back behind him — no alarm sounded.
Love knew no bounds. There was nothing Collin wouldn’t be willing to do for his son. He stealthily made his way through the halls and eventually to the office, where he tried to get into the computer system — everything was password protected.
He began looking through the filing cabinet. He was looking for anything that could be of a help. Seeing hundreds upon hundreds of student files, he wondered how he could ever know which kids were from low-income or dysfunctional families.
Collin picked up a random file and began flipping through the pages. This kid’s got pretty good grades. He’s only been in trouble one time in three years? Must be a nerd. His picture was attached. A nerdy basketball player, huh?
No indication that he’s from a low-income or dysfunctional family.
He returned the file and selected another one. The file was much thicker than the first. The disciplinary record was three times the size of the first student’s. He had issues with truancy and classroom behavior; he had horrible grades. The only thing he was passing was Phys. Ed. As he flipped through the file, he found an application form for free or reduced lunch. Collin’s face lit up, He is from a low-income family alright. He found an enrollment form that contained his name, age, address, telephone number, and even a photo. He swiped the enrollment page and returned the file. One down, eleven more to go!
He began pilfering for another file when the sound of footsteps in the hall startled him. Great! I’ve been followed.
Carefully, he slid the drawer closed. He dropped down onto his hands and knees and quietly crawled out of the office. Peeking down the hall, he saw a young teenage couple getting into a locker. At least it’s only kids.
Collin watched until the kids were out of sight. I wonder how they got in here, he thought while returning to his file cabinet research.
It took Collin every bit of an hour to find solid information on twelve qualifying boys. He could only hope he wasn’t doing this for nothing. He could only hope all of these boys wouldn’t become victims and that somehow Remmy would be returned to him safely if he cooperated. Once he had Remmy back, he could inform the police and the school of what had happened and then maybe he and his family could pick up and run to a new location where they would no longer be in danger. It was his only hope!
◆◆◆
 
When Collin got home that evening, he pretended everything was hunky-dory. He tried to converse with Alayna and Brock, but inside he was dying. He wanted to tell them what was going on, but he didn’t know who was watching him or how they were watching him — his entire house could be bugged for all he knew. He didn’t tell them about the phone call. Didn’t tell them about quitting his job. His lips were sealed.
Saturday morning, Collin woke up early. Folding the enrollment forms up, he put them inside his tennis shoe before heading out to his prayer closet.
As he approached, he saw a man from the back and at first thought it was Brock. He was about the same height and build — but Brock was still at the house. Collin was certain of that. The man turned to face him.
He greatly resembled Brock; he even had the unibrow. The biggest difference between the two was muscles. Brock was pretty stout but this guy looked like he could be a bodybuilder. Collin had known a great number of people in the past who had look-alikes, but this was a bit creepy. They could have been twins. Not identical, but certainly fraternal.
“Nice to see you there, Collin. You have the information we requested?”
“Yeah, I have it,” Collin said.
“Good. Let’s see it.”
“Where’s my son?”
“He’s safe.”
“I’m not telling you where I put the information you requested until I see my son.”
“Don’t play with fire boy or you might just get burned,” the man said hatefully. Collin tried to recall where he had heard those words. The pastor. Didn’t the pastor say that same thing when we told him we were investigating the disappearances?
Collin stood firm. He didn’t say a word, but with his body language, he said, “I’m not going to cooperate until I know my son is okay.”
“It’s cool, man. You can see and talk to your son on my cell phone. Check it out.”
The man tossed his cell phone to Collin. Sure enough, he could see Remington; he was blind-folded. It was obvious he had a busted lip. It looked like he had either been beaten up or like he had been fighting hard to escape. He had a cloth gag in his mouth. Three men were standing around him, each of which were wearing masks so their identities would not be known.
“Remington, can you hear me?” Collin asked.
“Daddy?” Remington cried in a muffled voice. “Daddy, help me!”
One of the men smacked Remington in the face with an open palm. “Stop being such a sissy, boy!”
“Leave him alone!” Collin ordered. “I have the information you requested. Don’t hurt him!”
The man looked at the camera for a second and shrugged his shoulders. He turned back around and punched Remington in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him.
“You’re not in a position to tell us what to do, Collin. Give our associate the information, NOW!”
What choice was there? There were no guarantees that Remington would be kept alive even if Collin cooperated, but these guys obviously had no character about them whatsoever. If they could beat up a thirteen-year-old for no reason, they wouldn’t hesitate to take his life either.
Collin took off his shoe and gave the information to Brock’s look-alike. The man snatched his cell phone out of Collin’s hand and laughed before grabbing his arms and forcing him to stand up.
“Whoa! What are you doing?” Collin panicked.
The muscle-bound punk let go of him and then shoved him backwards multiple times until Collin fell into the creek behind him. The water was only three or four inches deep — just deep enough to get him sopping wet.
The man thanked Collin for his cooperation, said they would be in touch, and went on his way.
More emotional than ever, Collin sat up. Still in the chilly, slow moving water, he began crying out to God, “It’s been months now, God. My baby is being tortured. He’s my only son, God! I just put the lives of twelve other boys at stake because Remmy means so much to me. God, you entrusted us to raise this child that you created. Please bring him back to us. Please free him today. I don’t know how much of this I can take.”
Collin stopped praying for a moment and just allowed his tears to run freely. It was then he felt God nudging his heart. It wasn’t an audible voice, but inside he felt like God was saying, “You’re not the only one who gave up his only son. There’s a big difference here though. You sacrificed twelve people to redeem your son. I sacrificed my son to redeem millions of others. I know it’s hard. It broke my heart to see my son abused as well. But I forgave the men who abused him. Forgiveness is hard, but you need to forgive just like I did.”
Collin couldn’t say much of anything. He just cried until he couldn’t cry any more. Then he headed back to the house, where he found breakfast sitting on the table waiting for him. Alayna was wearing a gorgeous black sequin dress and had her hair all made up. “Did you decide to take an early morning swim?” she chuckled.
Collin couldn’t help but to smile.
“Let’s not worry about that right now. Why are you so dressed up?”
“To impress my man. I missed you, baby.”
What was Alayna thinking? He had only been gone a short time to pray.
“While you were outside, I was talking to God,” she said. “He told me everything is going to be okay. I think something is going to happen today. I feel it!”
The two sat down together to eat breakfast and were shortly joined by Brock. As he moped his way into the room, he seemed quieter than normal. He too had been on his knees in prayer. For whatever reason, everyone in the house felt God stirring that morning. It wasn’t that they hadn’t prayed every day about Remington coming home, but something seemed more pressing that day.
God was planning to do something and He wanted every one of them to prepare themselves for whatever was about to transpire.
◆◆◆
 
Later that evening, Pastor and Mrs. Brown came by for an unexpected visit.
Pastor Brown said he owed the family an apology. “Listen,” he said. “I just got wind that something is about to go down. I don’t know what all is going to come out of this, but you need to hear this from me before you hear it from anyone else.”
The pastor confessing something to his parishioners?
How unusual.
“It’s my fault,” Pastor Brown spoke sheepishly. “We could have done something about it, but we didn’t.”
“If you’re talking about those funny looking shoes your wife wore Sunday morning, don’t worry about it,” Collin teased.
The pastor nor his wife looked even remotely amused. “We knew about Officer Branham’s connection to the human trafficking industry. We should have told you. We should have told someone — but we were scared.”
Through more questioning, the story began to unfold. Shortly after the pastor’s son, Donovan, moved to Harmony, he crashed into a tree while driving drunk. Officer Branham took him to jail where he was to be charged with a DUI. The Browns did not want the church to hear that their son had a DUI, so to protect their reputation, they talked Branham into somehow wiping his slate clean. Those talks involved a large monetary bribe.
Since that time, Donovan and Branham had become business partners in the human trafficking business. The Browns didn’t know all of the details, but for years there had been conflicts between them, their son, and Officer Branham, with each occasionally threatening to go to the press about everything that had gone on, threatening to ruin the reputations of everyone else involved.
The threat the Browns heard the most frequently was, “Play with fire and you’re going to get burned.”
Sometimes the threats went further than that. Sometimes they included violence and so the Brown’s would know the threats weren’t idle, sometimes people were kidnapped or even killed and little notes were left that would make it clear the disappearance or death was a direct result of their conflicts.
“When we found out you all were investigating the disappearances, we got scared. We told Donovan about it and the threats against us started back immediately. Then we heard about Remington disappearing and we were told to keep our mouths shut or worse things would happen. We were scared to death! You have to believe us. We are so sorry.”
Collin was speechless. His pastor, the man he had trusted for so long, knew a human trafficker was on the loose and hadn’t done anything about it. He was more interested in protecting his own reputation and his own family than he was about anyone else.
Alayna interrupted the silence, “I’m not mad. I’m hurt. I’m scared. I’m shocked. But I’m still confused. Do you have any idea why with all of the disappearances and deaths, we weren’t killed? I mean, people came into our house and tied Remington and I up. Why are we still alive?”
“We had a deal,” Pastor Brown replied. “I would keep my mouth shut as long as Branham and his goons didn’t take the lives of any of God’s people.”
Another silence filled the room. For several minutes, no one spoke. They all looked at the floor to avoid having eye contact with anyone else in the room. It was an awkward moment.
A look of terror suddenly overcame Alayna’s face. “So the reason you came here now to confess all of this is because Branham didn’t keep his word? Are you going to tell me he took the life of our son? Are you here to say Branham has killed Remington and that’s what’s about to go down?”
“No,” Mrs. Brown said. “This afternoon, one of Branham’s goons rounded a corner too fast and nearly had a head-on collision with a state trooper. They searched his person and his car for narcotics and they found a list of boys and their personal identifying information on him — information he apparently obtained from Clayview Middle School.”
Collin thought he was going to pass out. He hadn’t told anyone about the files — not even his wife.
Before he could say anything, Pastor Brown continued where his wife left off, “It’s just a matter of time before they get a confession out of that man. It will be linked back to Branham, which will link it back to Donovan, which will link it back to us.”
Oh, what a tangled web had been weaved.
Brock, who had been silent throughout the entire conversation, finally spoke up, “I feel it is expedient that we pray for Remington — it has been impressed upon my heart that we have all become narcissistic here! Now that we know Remington is with a human trafficker, it is of paramount importance that we pray for his invulnerability. Horrible things could be happening to him right now. He could even be… well, deceased already.”
“He’s not dead,” Collin replied softly.
Every eye in the room turned toward him.




CHAPTER 39 - INTERROGATION

Collin began telling his story of how he too had been blackmailed. All of the pieces were starting to come together. Human trafficking was a growing field. Officer Branham probably had dozens of people working under him and they were all getting filthy rich at the expense of innocent families.
Honoring Brock’s request, everyone in the house got down on their knees and began praying fervently for Remington’s safe return.
Brock began the prayer, “Most precious, mighty, glorious, loving Heavenly Father, we know your Word says to approach your throne boldly. It says where two or three are gathered, you will be in the midst. God, we are faced with a dilemma that is well beyond our maximum capacity of withstanding. We have been fervently petitioning you for months. We have acquired unsettling information and are exceedingly distressed about Remington’s welfare. God, we need him to be released from those wicked, evil hands today. Please honor your Word and our prayers. In Jesus’ name I pray, Amen.”
While everyone was still kneeling, Collin prayed next. “God, we thank you for being faithful to hear and answer our prayers. God, you saw that man beating on my little boy. I don’t know where he is. I don’t know how to stop that abuse. But God, you do! You are an omnipresent, miracle working God. What are you going to do about this, Lord? Will you get glory out of this situation? Please get my boy out of there alive. Please return him to us. In the meantime, please protect him both physically and mentally. We will anxiously be awaiting your handling of this matter. We’re asking this in the name of your amazing son, Jesus Christ. Amen.”
Alayna, already feeling the moving of the Holy Spirit, cried out in a loud voice, “God Almighty, we need your intercession. You heard the prayers of my husband and of Brock. Lord, please don’t delay our answer to this prayer. We need action and we need it now.”
Before she could continue her prayer, a car was heard pulling up in the driveway — it was the police. They could only hope the officer was bringing them the answer to their prayers.
Collin and Alayna practically raced out the door to see if Remington was in the cruiser. The officer wasted no time in getting out of the car and approaching the house.
“Sorry to bother you folks so late, but I’m looking for a Collin Russell.”
“That’s me, officer. How can I help you?”
“I have some questions I need to ask you about a break-in down at the middle school.”
“Am I under arrest?” Collin asked.
“Not yet. But I need to take you down to the station with me.”
As the words rolled off his tongue, two more vehicles pulled into the driveway — the news media.
The press got out of their vehicles with their cameras rolling. Seeing Collin was being questioned, they went directly toward Alayna. “Mrs. Russell, did you know about your husband providing information about Clayville students to human traffickers?”
“Yes I know about it, but —”
The reporter cut her off. “Did your husband sell your son off to human traffickers as well as or was he only trying to make a profit off of other people’s children?”
Pastor Brown walked out onto the porch. Addressing the press he said, “This is private property and we need you all to leave at once.” Next, he turned to the officer and said, “Perhaps we all need to come to the station with you. There is a lot going on here and you need to question each and every one of us.”
The press refused to leave. The reporter addressed Pastor Brown, “Why do you want us to leave, Pastor? Are you in on this as well?”
“I’ve asked you to leave. You are not welcome here. Officer, we are going to go inside to get away from the press. You are welcome to come inside to question us if you would like.”
Fortunately, the officer did not object. He decided to do the questioning inside of the Russells’ house. Fortunately, the press left once everyone had gone inside.
One by one, the Russells, Brock, and the Browns poured out their heart wrenching stories and confessed their wrongdoings. The officer got teary eyed himself on several occasions; he didn’t know what to do.
That is, he didn’t know what to do until his cell phone rang. The officer excused himself for a moment and walked out on the porch. He came back in with a grin on his face that would have lit up the entire White House. “Remington has been located! He’s alive and in the care of the Houston Law Enforcement Office. Who wants to talk to him?” the officer asked, holding the phone up in the air.
Collin grabbed it first and put it on speaker phone, “Remington?”
“Dad! God answered my prayer. I have been asking God to deliver me from those people and He did!”
Alayna broke down in tears, “We serve an amazing God, honey! Don’t you ever forget it!”
The police officer fell to his knees. The Russells had never trusted any government official. That was about to change.
“Dear God, oh Lord, where do I even begin? I have been calling on your name ever since I heard about that little boy’s disappearance. I was doubtful that you were going to come through. You know that. But you were faithful! You were faithful to me. You were faithful to that little boy’s mommy and to his daddy. You were faithful to this man staying with them. You were faithful to that little boy. Oh, God Almighty, help me to never forget this incredible moment. There is certainly no mountain you cannot move!”
“Officer Dorsey, come in please,” suddenly blurted through his radio.
The officer paid no mind, “You truly are our rock, our refuge, and our defense. It is you and you alone who can save. Lord, God, you know this family is far from out of the woods yet. They are undoubtedly going to have many battles coming their way. Lord, I ask you to protect them. I ask you to give them strength. I ask you to bless them without measure. I know what you did for Job in the days of old. You’re still the same God. We’re trusting you to do it again Almighty God! Thank you for sending your son Jesus to die for us. It is in His name that we pray, Amen.”
After his prayer, the officer walked out onto the porch to reply to dispatch. He came back in a few moments later. “I hate to leave this joyous celebration, folks, but duty calls.”
He went around the room and hugged each person prior to leaving the premises.
◆◆◆
 
At 10:00 am the following morning, the police department transported Remington back to his house — escorted by half a dozen reporters.
The boy had quite the story to tell.




CHAPTER 40 – GET OUT!

Remington said he knew it was wrong to sneak out and apologized for running off to meet Malachi. He made it clear that spending several months in captivity had taught him the toughest lesson he had ever had to learn.
Moving on, he told them about the things he and Malachi discussed while at the park. He said they had been there for an hour or two when they started feeling like someone was watching them. They didn’t see anybody, but could feel someone’s stare. Convincing themselves they were only imagining things, they continued playing for another half hour or so before heading to the Crowleys’ house for a drink.
They had no more than stepped inside the house when a tan colored Suburban screeched into the driveway and three bulky men in masks jumped out. Locking the door, Mrs. Crowley told the boys to hide. The men pried the door open and made their way into the house where one of them held a gun on Malachi while Remington and Mrs. Crowley were each tied up. Remington was forced to turn around and face a wall. He heard Mrs. Crowley squawk, “Please, no! Please don’t do this!”
There was a brief silence, followed by a loud thumping sound. Malachi screamed, “No! Mom! No!”
Seconds later, Malachi cried out, sounding as if he was in horrible pain. Remmy tried to turn around, but the man held him so tight he couldn’t budge. Remington said he just knew he too was going to be killed, but he wasn’t.
One of the men picked him up and carried him outside where he was crammed into something that looked kind of like a dog carrier — it was a bit sturdier and was padlocked shut. The defenseless teen was unable to see or hear what they did with Malachi or Mrs. Crowley.
When the Suburban peeled out of the driveway, Remmy fell from one side of the crate to the other and it nearly toppled over. A man sitting in the back seat leaned over, shook the crate violently, and ordered him to stay still. Remington said that happened a few times when they rounded sharp curves. Eventually, he fell asleep in the crate and when he woke up several hours later, he was lying down in the floor of an older house, still bound in ropes.
He was surprised to see Dr. Fennell there. Fennell brought him a stale piece of bread to eat. He refused to untie him though, so Remmy had to figure out how to eat it without using his hands.
For about half an hour, he sat there staring at Dr. Fennell in disbelief, hoping somehow to make Fennell feel guilty enough to release him — it didn’t work.
At the end of that half hour, the three men from the Crowleys’ place walked in. Dr. Fennell held out his hand, apparently looking to receive a payment. One of the guys pulled out a handgun and shot him in the eye. The guys didn’t speak a word, but hastily dragged his body out of the house.”
“Honey,” Alayna interrupted, placing one hand on each of his shoulders and leaning in close, “Did anyone touch you inappropriately? Did anything of a sexual nature happen?”
“They did touch me inappropriately, but not sexually,” Remington told her. “One of them burned my thigh with a cigarette a couple of times, I was punched and smacked pretty much all over, and they didn’t let me eat very often. Those guys made me do a lot of work for them — I had to pack a lot of boxes. I don’t know what I was packing or what they were doing with them. But whenever I didn’t work fast enough, they would beat on me.”
Remington dealt with more at the age of thirteen than most adults have ever had to deal with. Had he not had a close relationship with God, he would probably never have been able to deal with all of the trauma he had to endure. But God was with Him and he knew it!
◆◆◆
 
Several hours after Remington’s return and everyone else leaving their property, another knock came to the Russells’ door.
Peering out the window, it became obvious the Russells had a battle on their hands. It looked like half of the town was on their lawn.
“Get out of Clayville!” they chanted. “Child stealers deserve to die!”
Colllin walked out on the porch. There, he saw multitudes of folks whom he had been friends with for years. The crowd grew silent. “Please don’t believe everything you hear. There is more to this story than the news media shared,” Collin told them.
“Get out of Clayville!” someone shouted. Another yelled, “Get out or die!”
A high schooler picked up a gravel from the driveway and chucked it at Collin, missing him by mere inches. Others began following the boy’s lead and hurled rocks in Collin’s direction.
Collin ran back inside and told his family to get away from the windows. People began beating on the door, the windows, and even the walls. The Russells feared they were in grave danger, yet they had no way of contacting anyone for help.
“Stephen, Dad. Don’t forget about Stephen,” Remington said.
“Stephen who?” Collin asked.
“From the Bible!”
Oh, it was so good to have Remington back at home. “Stephen didn’t let people throwing rocks get him down. They were killing him, but he looked up to Heaven and saw the glory of God. He told the people about it.”
People continued pounding on the walls. “Paul and Silas — they sang out loud when they were placed in prison,” Remington added.
“He’s right,” Alayna said. “Let’s stop cowering and start praising!”
It was a difficult thing to do, but Brock bellowed out, “Some glad morning, when this life is over, I’ll fly away.” The others joined in. Before long, their singing grew so loud they could no longer hear the commotion from outside.
After what seemed like hours, their singing stopped. They looked outside, and the lawn was empty.
“See, God came through for us again!” Remington exclaimed.
Things remained quiet until early the next morning. That’s when Brock was awoken by the sound of someone trying to break through the front door. “Hey!” he hollered, hoping to scare them away.
Brock’s yell woke everyone else in the house.
Collin warned them to stay away from the windows while he sneaked out the back door to surprise the intruder.
Sneaking around the corner of the house, he found a middle-aged woman trying to ram her way through the door. “What do you think you’re doing?” Collin screamed at her.
The woman turned to face him; she had the look of Satan himself in her eyes. “I will purge this house from evil!” she snapped.
“This house has no evil in it. You are trespassing. Get off our land!” Collin ordered.
“Do you think I’m afraid of you? You no good for nothing, human trafficking wannabe!” She pulled a switchblade out of her jacket and started toward him.
Alayna quietly opened the door behind her. She charged at the wild-woman and knocked the knife out of her hand by a sneak attack from behind.
Brock ran out behind her and took the crazed woman to the ground. “You all are evil! You are evil!” she cried. “You all must die!”
The Russells and Brock attempted to calm her down for quite some time, but she refused to listen to reason. Eventually, Collin decided it was time to notify the police. He and Brock said they would hold her down while Alayna and Remington took the Jeep into town to get the sheriff.
They struggled with her for approximately thirty minutes before the police finally arrived and took her into custody.
The wild-woman was only the beginning of their troubles. For weeks following the news media reports, random strangers showed up at the Russell residence. Some came with the intentions of doing harm while others came to take pictures or to simply harass them. No matter what they said or did, their name had been ruined in Clayville.
Tears were shed by at least one person in their residence on a daily basis. They trusted God, but didn’t know how to continue living their lives while being hated by everyone around them.
They were afraid to go to church, terrified of going into town, and didn’t even want to leave the confines of their four walls.
Collin continued to insist the family hold their daily devotions and that they spend much time in prayer. With no one in the house working, there was zero cash flow and their groceries were quickly becoming obsolete.
◆◆◆
 
One afternoon, however, while they were praying, they heard a car door slam outside. Collin ran to the window to see a lady pulling out.
“Who is that?” he asked.
Brock followed him to the window, “Victoria — what is she doing here?”
Brock’s eyes were then drawn to something sitting on the porch. It was a large box of some kind and there was a note attached to the top of it.
He and Collin went outside together to check it out. The note read, “Brock, I heard what was going on out here. I had to do something to help. I hope you all can use these groceries. Just so you will know, God got a hold of my heart. I asked Him to save me a few weeks ago. Brock, God has showed me the error of my ways. I’m sorry for not believing you and I hope you can forgive me.”
Brock was speechless. He didn’t know what to say or what to think. He helped Collin take the box inside. It was filled with milk, cereal, sandwich meats, bread, eggs, and too many other foods to mention.
It was time for another prayer – a prayer of thanksgiving. Not only would they give thanks for the food, but also thanks for Victoria’s salvation.




CHAPTER 41 – ALL THINGS ARE POSSIBLE

Throughout the new few months, many court battles ensued.
The first person to take the stand was Officer Edward Branham. The Russells, nor Brock or Nikki for that matter, would have missed that court hearing for anything in the world.
Branham entered the court room wearing a new black Armani suit. His hair was slicked back, his face was clean shaven, and he was sporting the shiniest pair of dress shoes a person could imagine. He was accompanied by his attorney, Elisabeth Malibu, who looked like she was ready for war.
Across the room sat Prosecutor Timothy Loudenmere, wearing a look on his face that said, “Bring it!” Loudenmere was known as the toughest prosecutor in the region. He didn’t pursue a case unless he was certain he could win.
Prosecutor Loudenmere confidently stood to address the court. “Ladies and gentlemen, the reason we are here today is because a missing person has recently been found alive. That young boy is in this courtroom today. His family, like the rest of Rhode Island, was tired of seeing people disappearing at record numbers and nothing being done about it.
“As they illegally took the law into their own hands, they discovered some vital information. Branham and his hired hands did everything within their power to stop this family from pursuing them. We also have witnesses who are willing to testify that when they found out about Branham’s involvement in human trafficking, that he began blackmailing them and has continued to do so for several years.
“Every single time this county has had anyone disappear, Branham has been the officer who investigated the crime. In every single one of those cases, no one has ever been found guilty. Never. Check the court records.”
Loudenmere warned the jurors that Branham was a dangerous wolf in sheep’s clothing and that if they failed to convict him, the next disappearance could very well be someone in their immediate family. He told them not to be surprised if Branham or one of his hired men threatened them during the course of the trial. However, he insisted they stay strong so justice could be served.
◆◆◆
 
In response, Ms. Malibu said, “Good morning folks. My client has been wrongfully accused of partaking in the human trafficking business. Although there is no doubt that our area has had numerous unexplained disappearances and deaths spanning the last decade, there is absolutely no evidence of my client’s involvement in any foul play. There are multiple families in this courtroom today who are looking for answers. Not one of them could look you in the eye and tell you they saw Officer Branham commit any criminal act.
“Yes, my client has investigated multiple disappearances over the years. That’s his job! We live in a small county and different officers are assigned different tasks. Officer Branham has the most experience in these types of investigations, so obviously he would be assigned to disappearance cases. Officers do not choose their own assignments. They trickle down from higher ups.”
Ms. Malibu went on to make it sound as if Branham was a saint. She said he was a family man who had raised three children. Two had grown up to be doctors and one had grown up to be a school teacher. He had consistently given large contributions to several charities throughout the state. In his twelve years of duty for Providence County, he had never had an accusation brought against him.
◆◆◆
 
Not far into the trial, Prosecutor Loudenmere called Pastor Brown to the stand.
Pastor Brown hung his head in shame as he approached the bench. He put his hand on the Bible and swore an oath, “To tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.”
On the stand, Pastor Brown was forced to testify against Officer Branham. To do that, he had to report his own misdeeds in bribing an officer of the law. He had to tell of Donovan’s employment working under Branham. Shamefacedly, he explained to the court about the deal he had made with Branham — that he would keep his mouth shut as long as Branham didn’t hurt any of God’s people.
Upon cross examination, things grew more intense for the shaken pastor. The defense attempted to trip him up with questions like, “So you’re the pastor of Shooting Star Baptist Church and as that pastor you are given charge of protecting your flock, is that right?”
Pastor Brown obliged and then the next question came. “The Russells are members of your church, correct?
“Have you met with them privately in recent months? For example, in your home or in theirs?”
Ms. Malibu made it sound as if Pastor Brown had made up the allegations against Branham trying to keep the Russells out of trouble for the crimes they had committed in trying to find Remington’s whereabouts.
Pastor Brown refused to crumble. He said he would be willing to take a polygraph test. He assured the court that his word could be trusted, even though the defense reminded them he had previously bribed an officer to keep his son out of trouble.
◆◆◆
 
Branham’s trial went on for two weeks. Person after person was brought to the stand for questioning and for cross examinations.
For a while, it would appear obvious that Branham was guilty as charged. At other times, it appeared certain he was going to get off the hook.
Finally, on November 25, 2017 Officer Branham was indicted on more than fifty counts of human trafficking — not only had it been proven that he been trafficking kids, but even adults from throughout Rhode Island. Some had been trafficked for sexual exploitation, while others had been trafficked for forced labor.
Branham would spend the rest of his life behind bars.
◆◆◆
 
Donovan Brown’s trial was harder to witness.
Mrs. Brown cried when she saw her son traipse into court wearing a pair of Bermuda shorts and a red t-shirt. Instead of hiring an attorney, he had decided to go with a public defender.
The lady defending him resembled a turtle. Her body was well rounded like a shell, her neck was barely visible, and it looked like she could slide back into her shell at any time.
No wonder she’s a public defender. Who would hire someone who looks like that? Mrs. Brown thought.
On the stand, Donovan confessed to being a part of the human trafficking ring. He said, “I was one of the lower guys on the totem pole; in other words, I had to do the dirty work. I was in on many of the kidnappings. Wearing a mask and gloves to conceal my identity, I would break into houses, snatch people from parking lots and curbsides, and did whatever it took to pad my pockets.”
Pastor Brown was stone faced, but his wife was falling apart. We failed to raise him right, she thought. There are so many things we could have done differently.
When asked if he had killed anyone, Donovan said he had never gone that far. He admitted there were other people in the human trafficking ring that had killed folks, but he was never a part of it.
“Usually, the only people who were killed were ones that we couldn’t find a high enough bidder for,” he said. “It was never our intention for anyone to die. But if we couldn’t get cash for them, what choice did we have? If we let them go, they were going to run to the police and we would be out of a job.”
Donovan had become desensitized to the value of human life. He admitted that he had gotten to a place where he could not look at anyone without wondering how much money he could get for them.
His confession made it easy for the jury. Donovan was convicted on fifteen counts of kidnapping and was sentenced to twenty-five years behind bars.
Several of the jurors felt he may have also been guilty of murder, but there was not enough evidence to convict him on any murder charges.
◆◆◆
 
As more of Branham’s associates were placed on the hot seat in coming weeks and months, the story began to make national news.
One of the most popular newscasts involved Dr. Fennell. A story collaborated by several of Branham’s goons shocked Clayville, Harmony, and the entire nation.
Dr. Fennell’s primary role in the venture was to locate human merchandise. He had an arrangement in place with Harmony High and Harmony Middle schools. When a school nurse felt a student had less than perfect vision, they would refer them to Dr. Fennell in exchange for getting a cut of his profits. The schools had no idea that Fennell was in the human trafficking business. They thought he was just using them to get more patients.
Fennell photographed each of his clients. He would ask them for their history. If a child, or even the child’s parent, appeared marketable, Fennell would provide that individual’s photo and personal information to Branham.
“Basically,” one of Branham’s associates confessed, “he was looking for certain types of people. He tried to find individuals whose families didn’t have a lot of money. Branham had given Doc Fennell that directive, fearful that private investigators might be hired to track them down.
“Fennell sought strong, healthy individuals who could be forced into servitude. People who could work on farms or in small, private factories. He also sought attractive individuals who could be sexually exploited.”
Witnesses said Fennell was not alone in his role. Everyone in their ring of human traffickers was responsible for seeking out potential merchandise.
It was believed that Fennell had been killed because Branham feared he was the weakest link. Fennell had become uneasy about Remmy being kidnapped. It wasn’t so much that he knew the Russells — he knew the families of most of his victims. It was more because the Russells had been among his favorite patients. He had grown to love and respect them. Branham was afraid he was going to spill the beans, so he ordered his life to be taken.
◆◆◆
 
During another trial, a trafficker said Branham had reportedly bragged about killing Duke Masselli himself.
“From what I understand, someone had put Masselli on Branham’s tail. Masselli tried to question Branham, but Branham dodged his phone calls. Duke was not one to give up easily. He shot him an email, showed up at his house, and even tried to pay him a visit at the station.
“Branham said Masselli had even went so far as to contact his parents trying to get information about him. He knew sooner or later, Duke was going to find his story and he would be done for.
Branham said he hadn’t planned on killing Duke. He went to his house just to scare him a little. He wanted to convince Masselli that he was not a man to be messed with. When he got there, however, he said something inside of him snapped. The next thing he knew, Duke was dead.”
◆◆◆
 
The small towns of Harmony and Clayville would never be the same.
Eleven other traffickers were put on trial, but charges were only brought against six of the eleven. Without enough concrete evidence of their direct involvement, the others were free to live out the rest of their lives however they wanted to.
The human trafficking business in both towns was officially stopped. However, the hard feelings toward Collin Russell for betraying the families of twelve middle school boys did not cease to exist.
The Russells were the most hated family to ever reside in Clayville. They were frequently subjected to ill treatment. No one would hire any member of their household. They were not welcome in the town and no one attempted to hide those feelings.
The Russells and Brock prayed and prayed and prayed, begging God for direction. They begged for the people’s compassion and forgiveness, or at least for an opportunity to move on, but it just wasn’t happening.
Then, one afternoon, all of that changed. Cleo Aurelius, a bank executive from Clayville, came out to their house.
Collin stepped out on the porch to see what kind of trouble was awaiting him this time.
“Collin, you know as well as I do that no one in this town wants you to be here. People have tried everything to run you out, but you stay put. Why?” Cleo asked.
“Cleo, we’ve been praying about it. We want to leave, but we can’t afford to move. We don’t have any money at all. We can’t even pay our electric bill any more, let alone afford moving expenses.”
“Is that all that’s stopping you?”
“Yes, Sir. We have been praying about it.”
“Then your prayer and mine have been answered at the same time. What if I offer you $250,000 for this house and property? I’ll give you cash.”
“You want to give me $250,000 for a property that is worth about $35,000?”
“I don’t want to, but I will. It would, of course, be under the agreement that you and your family would move out of the county and never come back.”
“It’s a deal!” Collin said. “You give us $250,000 and we’re out of here. It may take us some time to find a new place, though.”
“I’ll bring a contract out tomorrow. I’ll give you $50,000 as an advance payment and the other $200,000 when you leave. You’ll be given 30 days to get out.”
“Praise God!” Collin said. “Alayna, Brock, Remington, get out here!” he shouted with joy.
The three came running outside. “We’re getting out of this dump! We have a quarter of a million dollars at our disposal! God is good!”
Alayna, Remington, nor Brock had any objections. Clayville was old news. It was time for a fresh start — somewhere bigger, better, and brighter.
As soon as Aurelius left the property, Collin told the family they had no time to lose; it was time to figure out where they wanted to go and what they wanted to do.
With no friends or family in or around Clayville and no jobs to worry about, they could go practically anywhere.
“First things first — Brock, when you first arrived, we said you would be staying with us for ninety days to get back on your feet. We are well beyond that time frame now,” Collin said.
Brock looked worried, “Is it your preference that I not relocate with your household?”
“That’s not what I’m saying at all — well, not really,” Collin said. “We have accepted you as our family. We don’t want to turn you away, but we do want you to prosper. You are not going to learn to run unless you first throw on some running shoes.”
Collin went on to explain what he would like to see happen. He wanted to purchase a large piece of property with two houses on it. He and his family would reside in one and for the first ninety days, Brock could live in the other rent free. After those first ninety days were up, however, Brock would be required to start paying rent. He wouldn’t be able to set an amount for the rent, of course, until after he had found out more about the property his family would be purchasing.
Brock didn’t know what to say or what to think. For the first time since the mob had shown up at their place, he asked if he could take the Jeep into town; he needed some alone time to sort out his feelings.




CHAPTER 42 - SURPRISE

“Creeper!” A teenage girl yelled as Brock walked along Spudd Avenue.
Trying to ignore her, he continued walking. He didn’t know why, but he was headed straight toward the Creepy Masselli Place. Just as it came into sight, a man hollered, “Is it true? You folks really leaving town?”
That didn’t take long to get out. He turned to face the man. It was Jake, the town gossip.
Brock chose not to answer him. He continued walking, wishing he could somehow be invisible. Seconds later, a passing vehicle honked its horn. Brock looked over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t in danger — the Jetta was turning around.
Great! What now? Instead of continuing his walk, Brock turned completely around and faced the vehicle. He wanted to know what was coming.
Slowly, but surely the Jetta approached. It slowed as it got closer to where he was standing. Looking closer, he recognized the driver — it was Nikki. He hadn’t seen or heard from her in months. He wondered how she felt about him with all of the rumors circulating.
She pulled up next to him and rolled her window down, “Are you a parking ticket?” she asked.
“A parking ticket? Of course not. What kind of foolish question is that?” Brock replied dryly.
“Are you sure about that? It looks like you have ‘fine’ written all over you, stud,” Nikki winked.
Brock smirked. “Cute,” he said, while turning around to continue his walk.
Nikki scooted the car up beside of him. “What knocked the wind out of your sails?” she asked.
Brock briefly told her about the decision he had to make. Nikki had heard what people had been saying about the Russells and about Brock, but she didn’t care. She had never bought into media lies. She was a bit disappointed to hear about them moving though. She had high hopes that somehow she and Brock would become an item.
“I’m heading over to the library, do want to go with me?”
“Some quietude would be marvelous,” Brock said as he walked around to the passenger side.
Minutes later, Brock and Nikki entered the library. Each expected to find Grandma Librarian working away, but she wasn’t there. Excusing himself from her presence, Brock made his way to a sofa where he planned to simply sit and meditate on his future.
He sat there for a whole two minutes, before a familiar voice from behind him asked, “May I help you find anything, Sir?”
It couldn’t be!
This is not happening. He turned around and sure enough, there was a new librarian in town — Victoria!
“I hear you’re moving,” she said.
“Are you stalking me now?” Brock asked. “You know with whom I reside, whom had employed my services, where I attend church, and even that I’m moving. Speaking of moving, you left Harmony to move to Clayville?”
Victoria sat down next to him, “Can I help it that I want to spend some quality time with my man?”
Before Brock could answer her, Nikki walked around the corner, “Are you about rea—, who is this?”
Brock was confused and speechless. I should have stayed home.
“Hi, I’m Victoria.”
“I’m Nikki. Don’t you think it’s a little awkward for a librarian to be snuggling up on a sofa next to one of her patrons?” Nikki growled.
“Perhaps, but not when he’s as sexy as this macho man,” Victoria teased.
Nikki was not amused, “Don’t think you’re going to move into town and steal MY man!”
My man, Brock thought. We aren’t dating. Still he didn’t say a word. He sat shell-shocked.
Victoria rose to her feet. “Listen to me, little missy, this man is mine. We have been married for fifteen years and have a child together.”
“Well, shut my mouth!” Nikki said. “Brock, tell me she’s lying.”
Brock raised up a little, reached behind him, and pulled out his billfold. He opened it up, reached inside, pulled out a ring, and placed it in the palm of his hand.
Nikki’s face turned a light shade of green. She ran out of the store, pledging to never speak to Brock again.
Surprisingly, Brock did not chase after her. Instead, he placed the ring on his finger, “I’ve missed you.”
Brock and Victoria stayed at the library talking for hours. When it closed at 5 pm, she asked him if he would like to see Scottie.
Wow! Victoria and Scottie in the same day? I don’t know how much my heart can take. “Without question.”
“What if I go home and talk to him alone and then bring him out to your place in an hour or so? Will that work?” Victoria asked.
“I’ll be there,” Brock said, scared out of his mind.
◆◆◆
 
When Brock arrived back at the house, Remington met him on the porch, eager to hear Brock say he was going to move with them; he was disappointed to hear Brock had yet to make up his mind.
Brock quickly made his way inside and told Collin and Alayna about the company which would be arriving shortly. They received the news well; Alayna said she would set a couple of additional plates out for dinner.
Brock ran to take a shower, shave, and put on a fresh change of clothes. He wasn’t sure if he was trying to impress his estranged wife or his son or both, but he fixed himself up nonetheless.
The hour passed before Brock knew what happened. Victoria knocked on the door. She too had changed clothes. She was wearing a pink dress with white polka dots. A white beaded necklace adorned her neck. She was gorgeous. “Scottie’s in the car. He was too —,” Victoria began to say.
“Daddy!” Scottie yelled, opening his car door. He ran as fast as his little legs would carry him.
Brock scooped him up in his arms and held him so tight Scottie was afraid his ribs might break. After a short embrace, Brock set him back down and the two stared at each other for a moment.
“I drew some pictures for you,” Scottie said, pulling some papers out of his back pocket.
Scottie had enjoyed drawing since he was in preschool. His skills had greatly improved, but Brock asked him to explain his drawings just in case.
“This one is Mr. Duffield, my teacher at school. This is our dog, Ralphie. This is me, you, and Mommy living together again, and —.”
“I didn’t know that was in there,” Victoria said. “Honest, I didn’t.”
Brock got teary eyed — he wasn’t the only one. Tears were building up in the eyes of every person there.
It turned into a very long, extremely pleasant evening. As a matter of fact, Brock’s love for Victoria was rekindled. He, V
ictoria, and Scottie were going to be a family once again.
Knowing how the town felt about her husband, Victoria urged Brock to take Collin up on his offer. She felt a new start was just what her family needed. Brock agreed.
The Russells and the Pearsons would all be leaving Clayville together to go wherever God would direct their steps.




A note from the author:
 
Thanks for taking the time to read “Hidden in Harmony.”
So what did you think? Love it? Hate it? I truly enjoy hearing from my readers. Please leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads to let me know what you thought of my book. I would be most appreciative of your feedback.




The sequel to Hidden in Harmony is now available.



FIGHTING FOR FARMINGTON


 

Brock Pearson, the new director of Laborers for God, has more on his plate than he can chew as private homes and businesses are becoming engulfed faster than his ministry can possibly rebuild.
 
Blazing properties form only a small part of the equation in this intriguing, clean mystery. The Pearson household has recently added a new member to their ranks — a runaway named Titus who brings a wealth of surprises to the table, including a quickly developing crush on their pastor’s granddaughter, Ericka. He’s going to have a difficult time winning her heart because she’s an extremely Godly young lady and Titus… well, let’s just say he hasn’t hit his spiritual growth spurt yet.
 
Order your copy today!
 


 


 
If you’re enjoying this series, you’re sure to love
 


 

Brady Clark endangers his family’s very existence with devastating lies. At fourteen, he has physically assaulted his father and is justifiably frantic. As local authorities find him racing through the woods with bloody bare feet and dressed in nothing but his unmentionables.
He finds himself nearly crippled with fear and begins impulsively spinning a web of deceit—a web he soon finds himself caught up in. Brady’s not-so-innocent mistake forces his parents and his little brother to join him in a horrific nightmare where God is their only hope for survival.
Get your copy today!
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