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    I am dedicating this book to Mr. Conrad Willems. 
 
    His pleasant smile, wonderful sense of humor, 
 
    and strong desire to do right should be 
 
    inspirational to all who know him. 
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    1: Trespassers 
 
      
 
   Once again, Collin’s paranoia had crashed a Pearson family affair. Scottie couldn’t take it anymore. Slipping his bony fingers under the edge of the dark walnut dining room table, he flipped it on its end, sending his delicious home-made ice cream cake as well as several unopened gifts plummeting to the bare hardwood floor below. It was Scottie’s thirteenth birthday — was enjoying it with his family too much to ask for? 
 
    The heartbroken teen knew what everyone was thinking. He was acting like a baby. Why couldn’t he be as mature as Remington? His anger was out of control. Their criticism had been drilled into his thick skull many times before; he was sick and tired of hearing it. 
 
    Scottie didn’t care how much effort his mom or dad put into explaining things to him. No matter their words, Mr. Paranoid Collin knew it was not only the anniversary of the boy’s birth, but the celebration of his officially becoming a teenager. 
 
    There was absolutely no excuse for Collin interrupting his party due to another one of his stupid suspicions. What is it this time? Scottie contemplated. A bad guy peep in their dirty windows? Somebody tap their phone line? Maybe he noticed a footprint he didn’t recognize. 
 
    Irritation oozed from nerve to nerve, magnifying as it circulated. Scottie gritted his teeth in a last-ditch effort to keep his feelings bottled up. A blue vein surfaced in the center of his forehead. If he didn’t do something to vent some steam, he feared his brain was going to erupt like a juicy pimple. An angry shout forced his lips open. “CAN’T YOU JUST TELL HIM NO?” 
 
    “I cannot fulfill that ultimatum,” his dad replied. “The Russells have been permitting us to reside here without requiring monetary contributions. When they desire a service, it is our place to oblige. That’s precisely the methodology of things.” 
 
    Blah, blah, blah, Scottie thought. It was far from the first time he’d heard that pathetic excuse. Balling both fists, he hollered, “MAYBE IT’S TIME WE GET OUT OF THIS DUMP AND GET OUR OWN PLACE!” 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    In the two months since relocating to Farmington, Connecticut Brock had heard nothing but grief from his family. The crackerjack house they were living in was too cramped for a hermit crab to make himself comfortable, Collin wouldn’t allow anyone a moment’s rest — habitually having flashbacks to what happened in Clayville and certain someone was out to get him or his family, and Remington had the audacity to drop in unannounced on a regular basis. The struggle was real, but Brock felt he owed the Russell family a great deal of gratitude. He found himself coming to their defense even when he could easily understand where his own family’s complaints stemmed from. 
 
    Ditching his wife and Scottie, Brock threw his heavy winter coat on and started for the door. 
 
    The all-too-familiar sound of screaming sirens penetrated his ears before he could get the door open. How probable is it for a town with a population of 25,000 people to procure such a multitude of emergencies? he questioned himself. I don’t surmise this neighborhood has had one exhaustive day of neutrality in the entire period we’ve resided here. 
 
    Smoke filled Brock’s lungs and nostrils as he stepped onto the porch. Using his coat, he covered his mouth and put his best effort into not breathing until he had shut himself up in the SUV. 
 
    Brock sputtered his way to the rickety old barn to find out why Collin’s lone security camera wasn’t functioning properly. He was sure it was weather-related, but the overly suspicious Collin feared something was amiss, claiming he had detected a person’s shadow on the ground moments before losing the live feed. 
 
    At least the earth is not blanketed with snow, he told himself, stepping out of the truck. 
 
    Expecting to find a chewed-up wire or something of a similar nature, Brock wandered into the drafty barn. Why his landlord even had a surveillance camera there was beyond him. The items Collin was storing were about as valuable as an ultra-thin snot-filled tissue. Oh well, Brock told himself. Each individual is entitled to his own inclination. 
 
    Inside, he didn’t find a frayed cord after all. The camera had been fully dismembered. Collin’s suspicion had been right for once — someone had been messing around. Presumably an adolescent, Brock thought, cautiously scanning his surroundings to make sure he was alone. 
 
    Everything looked normal. A pile of broken cinderblocks occupied the corner next to him, a few dozen moving boxes were scattered around all over the place, a few containers of rat poison, the sound system… Wait! The sound system? A tingle crawled up Brock’s spine. 
 
    When they left Clayville, Collin had shown him some outdated, non-working audio equipment he couldn’t stand the idea of abandoning. It didn’t have any sentimental value to it — Collin had found it along the side of the highway years ago and had always hoped to get it fixed. There it was, sitting out in plain sight on a make-shift table Brock had never seen before. The table legs were blocks of firewood, and the top was a hideous collage of scrap lumber. 
 
    Brock recalled helping Collin lug the audio equipment into the barn. If his memory served him correctly, it had been concealed by an enormous pile of boxes — not left out on a table. Upon closer inspection, he noticed the system was plugged into an electrical outlet, the speakers were hooked up, and a microphone was attached. 
 
    Hmmm, he thought. Collin hadn’t vocalized a recent visit to the farm building. His tinkering with this equipment is questionable. 
 
    Brock reached toward the power button; a sudden movement in the loft caused him to withdraw his hand. “Is someone occupying a portion of this building?” he called out. “Reveal yourself.” 
 
    Sounds of creaking boards and light footsteps overhead confirmed Brock hadn’t imagined things. The sirens, he suddenly remembered. What if an escaped convict’s out here concealing himself from law enforcement? 
 
    Brock felt his whole body beginning to tremble. He was a stout guy, but his muscles wouldn’t withstand a bullet. If by some chance Collin’s apprehensions were accurate, an enemy might have tracked them down. That could spell serious t-r-o-u-b-l-e. 
 
    Within seconds, a figure appeared at the top of the ladder. Brock watched as the young man swiftly descended the stairs before pivoting to face him. 
 
    His pale face was unreservedly void of expression. Everything about the boy’s appearance was startling: his shaggy, messed up coal black hair, the small gauge in his right ear, the stud in his lower lip. It wasn’t simply his physical features that were unsettling; it was his clothing. The young man wore an incredibly thin long-sleeved silky black shirt, a pair of loose-fitting black leather pants, and his bluish-colored feet were downright bare. 
 
    Without speaking, the homely teenager traipsed stiff-legged toward Brock, creepily staring him dead in the eyes as he drew closer. 
 
    Uh-oh, Brock panicked. My suspicion may have been scrupulous. He surveyed the area for a weapon of defense, but there was no time for that. Preferring not to make an enemy of the trespasser, Brock pretended to be thrilled to see him. “I fathom you detected our sound equipment,” he said. “Is it now operational?” 
 
    Coming to an immediate halt, the zombie wannabe smiled while his dark chocolate eyes widened. Shrugging his shoulders, he shyly responded, “Yeah,” in a slightly deeper voice than Brock had expected. 
 
    More sirens could be heard in the distance. Another reminder he could be in grave danger. 
 
    “So…?” Brock tried to buy some time so he could contemplate the situation. “You are proficient in overhauling electronics?” 
 
    Once more, the young man smiled. “If you say so.” 
 
    Brock stuck his hand out and introduced himself. 
 
    The stranger took his paw; it was as cold as ice. 
 
    “I’m Titus; Adam and Keagan are up in the loft.” 
 
    Adam and Keagan? Brock questioned. Three against one. Oh, my expectation through optimism is that these chums aren’t up to devilment. Don’t show fear, Brock. Don’t show fear. “Come on down, fellas!” 
 
    While he waited to meet his additional guests, Brock tried to ignore the eyes that appeared to be locked on his. Is he attempting to frighten me? Brock asked himself. Perhaps he’s drugged out of his head? Brock looked up at the ladder, curious as to who the kid was keeping company with. 
 
    Moments later, the other guys made their way down. One of them, tall and somewhat scrawny, crossed his arms and wore a scowl on his face. The other flexed his muscles and put himself in a fighting stance. Titus didn’t look at either of them. He just continued staring Brock down. 
 
    “Gentlemen, this is a private estate,” Brock said, attempting to sound as firm and confident as possible. 
 
    “So?” Titus responded. 
 
    “Wanna make something of it?” The young man in the fighting stance interjected. 
 
    “I am not searching for any trouble,” Brock replied. “However, I have to ask you to leave the premises.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” 
 
    “Lighten up, guys,” Titus said. “This guy’s just protecting his effects.” 
 
    As the exchange of words took place, none of the young men took their eyes off of Brock. For a few moments, the silent tension in the barn was nearly unbearable. 
 
    “It is not my intention to be cruel, gentlemen. But my landlord is very particular about who dwells on his realty.” 
 
    “Have you no compassion, dude?” Titus asked. “We don’t have any place to go and it’s freezing out here. You’re just gonna turn us away?” 
 
    Brock took a deep breath, remembering how it felt to be run off when he was destitute of a roof over his own head. He had sympathy for the young men but feared them nonetheless. 
 
    After giving the situation some thought, Brock apologized for being so quick to judge. Slowly, the friction began to eradicate and they told Brock their stories. 
 
    It turned out Adam was nineteen and Keagan was twenty. They had both been kicked out of their homes when they had become adults and just floated from place to place. Titus, on the other hand, had run away from home and was only seventeen-years-old. 
 
    Keagan, undeniably the leader of the group, told Brock not to worry about anything. He and his buddies were about to move on anyway. 
 
    Although Brock appreciated his willingness to move the group elsewhere, he was struggling internally. Titus was barefoot in twenty-two-degree weather. None of the guys had jackets or gloves on. It didn’t feel right to allow them to wander off — especially at their ages. But two of them are legally adults. I can’t force them to stay. 
 
    Nervous, Brock cleared his throat and addressed Keagan. “For you and Adam, that is perfectly unobjectionable. You have aged out of adolescence and are unrestricted from continuing your exploration of society. Circumstances are marginally unsimilar with Titus. He’s a juvenile delinquent and you guys will unequivocally become incriminated by permitting him to reside in your company. It is imperative for me to take him inside to telephone his guardians.” 
 
    “Nah, man, it’s cool,” Keagan replied. “Just pretend you never saw us.” 
 
    To Brock’s surprise, Titus told his buds everything was going to be fine and he’d return in a few minutes. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    2: The Favor 
 
      
 
   Victoria was relieved to hear Brock clopping back up on the porch. Out of breath and tired of sitting on top of Scottie, she stared at the entryway anxiously awaiting her husband’s intervention. 
 
    As soon as the door opened, a whiff of smoke forced her into a brief coughing frenzy. Through watery eyes, she saw Titus spookily following Brock through the door. Who is that? she wondered. 
 
    Scottie took advantage of the unexpected interruption and jerked one of his hands free. “I wish that smoke was comin’ from this house. It’d be nice if it’d burn down with all of you in it!” 
 
    Victoria grabbed Scottie’s hand before he could put up much of a fight. “Nice try, kiddo,” she told him. “You’re not getting up until you calm yourself and agree to clean up the mess you made.” 
 
    Grunting and groaning, Scottie attempted to wiggle his way free, but he was no match for Victoria. She had gotten quite experienced at defending herself and their home against his attacks. 
 
    While tightening her restraint, Victoria looked at Titus. “Please accept my apologies for this awkward introduction.” 
 
    A woman’s enraged voice filtered in from outside. “You bought a new TV? We can’t afford that!” 
 
    Brock moved to the window. “Just the Harrisons again,” he mumbled. 
 
    Victoria sighed, “Big surprise there.” 
 
    “LET GO OF ME!” Scottie demanded. 
 
    “Not hardly!” Victoria replied, before facing Brock and Titus. “We’re in this position because I told him to clean up the cake and the gifts he threw in the floor.” 
 
    Titus smiled. “The little guy wouldn’t listen, huh?” 
 
    “Oh, he picked up the cake alright! Bombed it at me and darted to his room.” 
 
    “SHUT UP!” Scottie demanded. “Stop telling everybody my business!” 
 
    Victoria raised her voice above Scottie’s, “I don’t take orders from thirteen-year-olds.” Defying his wishes, she continued the story, talking much louder than she had been before. “I ordered him to return to the table, but he ignored me. So I stormed after him and Scottie plopped himself down on the floor, unwilling to get up—” Scottie interrupted his mom’s story by spitting toward her. The loogie missed her by a long shot. “That’s not going to help you get out of this any sooner, Scottie. Anyway, I physically wrestled him to his feet and dragged him back out here. The more I demanded he clean up the mess, the more he rebelled. I’ve offered him chance after chance to cooperate, but no, he’s too stubborn!” 
 
    Victoria had managed to give her report loud enough that she had been able to drown out the Harrisons’ feud. Just as she finished, however, the sound of squalling tires met their ears. Some people, Victoria thought. I can’t imagine behaving like that. 
 
    Peeking out the window again, Brock said “Mrs. Harrison just propelled a garbage can at her husband’s automobile!” 
 
    “That woman is a nut!” Victoria exclaimed. 
 
    Scottie tried again to free himself while shouting, “No bigger of a nut than you are! Sitting here abusing your own son! Squashing the breath outta me for no reason!” 
 
    Brock had had enough. “It lies within my power to compel the impudent child to comply with your directives. Let me take over.” 
 
    Victoria had no objections. Even though she had easily overpowered the birthday boy, she was exhausted both physically and mentally. 
 
    Brock firmly gripped both of Scottie’s arms. With a sigh of relief, Victoria released her own grasp, pushed her hair out of her face, and quickly adjusted her skirt to ensure she was semi-presentable. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Victoria,” she announced, extending her hand toward the mysterious young stranger. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Titus smiled, raised one eyebrow, and remarked, “Same here, I’m sure.” 
 
    Victoria eyeballed Brock who nodded toward the living room. Getting the gist, Victoria led Titus out of the room and asked him to tell her a little more about himself. 
 
    Titus’s mom and dad had been in and out of prison since he was a toddler — they were missionaries with a burden for seeing inmates give their lives to the Lord. His folks didn’t approve of the friends he associated with, had forbidden him to get the piercings, wouldn’t allow him to date until after he finished high school, “and… they just wouldn’t let me be… well, me,” Titus told her. 
 
    The boy’s poor parents, Victoria thought to herself. They’re probably worried sick about him. Struggling to pinpoint the right words, she eventually came out with, “It sounds to me like your parents love you an awful lot.” 
 
    “Nah, it’s not like that,” Titus countered. “They only care about their reputation. I was an embarrassment to them.” 
 
    Victoria attempted to console him for half an hour. That’s how long it took Scottie to finally cave in and tend to his mess. 
 
    Brock trampled into the living room and handed the phone to the runaway. “Thank you for agreeing to telephone your guardians. I desire to converse with one of them before you disconnect,” he instructed. 
 
    Titus nodded, dialed his number, and nervously waited for someone to pick up. 
 
    A siren blared in the distance. Seriously? A new truck just now heading to the scene? How big is this fire anyway? 
 
    Victoria listened as the creepy runaway casually uttered, “Hi, Mom… it’s Titus.” She could faintly hear his mom’s voice, but couldn’t tell what she was saying. After a moment, Titus said, “Yeah, I’m still alive... There’s a man here that wants to chat with you.” 
 
    Titus handed the phone to Brock, who told the lady how he had found her son in the loft of the barn and about who he was hanging out with. Toward the end of their twenty-five-minute conversation he went so far as to offer to drive Titus back to his house. 
 
    “No, don’t do that,” his mother asserted. “He’ll undoubtedly run off again. I understand it’s a lot to ask, but is there any possibility you and your wife could let him stay with you? I’m certain he won’t remain here with his father and me, but I don’t necessarily want him running the streets with those heathens either.” 
 
    Brock didn’t know what to say. He knew what Collin would have done. Collin would have taken the attitude that he was the man of the house and as such, he would have simply made a decision on his own —that is after he made the boy put some shoes on and shot him a lecture about how “shoes say a lot about a man.” Brock wasn’t used to operating that way though. 
 
    “It would not be plausible for me to make any asseverations. I’ll have to converse with my spouse and with Titus and see what developments come from those communications. Would you like to converse with your offspring before we disconnect?” Brock asked. 
 
    “No, that’s okay. He doesn’t sound like he’s up to talking. Please call and let me know whatever decision you make so we can know how to pray for him. Would you, please?” 
 
    After getting off the phone, Brock told Scottie to go to his room. 
 
    “Why?” Scottie asked. “I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “Advance your scrawny embryonic rump in there, pronto,” Brock demanded. “Don’t propel me to reiterate this proclamation.” 
 
    “Fine!” Scottie yelled. “Whatever!” 
 
    As he angrily huffed and puffed his way out of the room, Brock took a seat. He relayed the request Titus’s mother had made. Even though Titus appeared to be listening, he didn’t utter a word. 
 
    I’m not so sure about this, Victoria thought while eyeing him from head to toe. I’m not sure what kind of an influence he might be on Scottie. Then again… what is it the Bible says about not being a respecter of persons? “Titus, what do you think about the idea?” she asked. “Do you want to stay with us for a while?” 
 
    “Nah. I’m good. My buds and I’ll be on our way.” 
 
    Victoria started to try to sway him, but Brock spoke up before she could get a word out. “I can’t permit you to do that.” 
 
    Titus’s eyes appeared to glaze over. “You can’t permit me? You’re not my father,” he scoffed. “How you gonna stop me?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    3: Intensifying Friction 
 
      
 
   Asudden onset of queasiness brought Titus’s hands to his belly as he crept through the empty loft. His gut told him he had been abandoned, but he did everything he could to convince himself otherwise. 
 
    Surely the guys had hidden in the neighboring pine thicket in case Brock had called the police. Titus descended the half-rotten ladder and meandered outside. “ADAM?... KEAGAN?” he yelled in a wavering voice. “It’s cool… You don’t have anything to worry about.” 
 
    With no answer tickling his ears, Titus wandered into the evergreens, continuously shouting their names for a few moments before swallowing a harrowing reality. Freezing in his tracks, he found himself at a loss. They left me. Those cowards were afraid of gettin’ in trouble with the law, so they bolted and left me to fend for myself. 
 
    Slipping his hands in his pockets, Titus prowled around the barn a few more times, hoping to spot a note or some kind of sign as to where they had run off to. But there was nothing. He was alone — again. 
 
    Without delay, the teen made his way back to the Pearsons’ place and lightly tapped on the door. He waited a few moments before knocking a little louder. 
 
    Victoria answered with a puzzled expression on her face. “Where are your friends?” 
 
    Clearly shaken, Titus dejectedly uttered, “Gone.” 
 
    The young man stood silently for a moment until Victoria invited him inside. She didn’t have to ask him twice. He walked past her and invited himself to sit on the sofa. 
 
    I’m at a loss, he reasoned within himself. The guys are not gonna come back for me. Dad and Mom are both glad I’m gone. I don’t even know these people and I have no idea why I came back to their house. 
 
    As negativity cluttered in his mind, Brock and Scottie joined him in the living room. “You gonna be my brother?” Scottie asked. 
 
    Titus chuckled sarcastically, “Nah, I doubt it.” 
 
    Sitting next to Titus, Brock asked, “Are you reconsidering our proposition?” 
 
    Titus ran his fingers through his oily hair. Peering straight ahead, he replied, “Maybe. What would the conditions be?’ 
 
    “I have not yet had an opportunity to ruminate upon that subject. We would have to decipher the intricate details as we progress. But first, it is imperative for you to be bona fide with me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Have you conducted any illegal operations?” 
 
    Titus chuckled. “Me? Why would you even ask such a thing?” 
 
    “Well… you were occupying the barn void of my assent. The atmosphere is polluted with smoke. Sirens were blaring during the moment I discovered you and your playfellows. Those chaps darted when you approached the house. Why were they so disinclined to the notion of you contacting your begetters?” 
 
    Wow. I guess this does look kinda bad, Titus realized, chuckling again. He glanced over at Scottie and mockingly asked, “Is your dad always like this?” 
 
    “What do—?" 
 
    Brock cut Scottie off before he could answer. “Scottie, it would presumptively be best if you departed to your own quarters for a bit.” 
 
    “WHY?” 
 
    “Vamoose, Scottie!” Brock ordered. 
 
    “WHY? Why do I always have to leave the room whenever anything important is going on?” 
 
    Brock stood to his feet. “Scottie, you’re preparing yourself for an indefinite grounding.” 
 
    Scottie jumped up, knocked the lamp off of the table, and stomped out of the room. 
 
    “Sorry in respect to that occurrence,” Brock remarked. “Scottie’s slightly temperamental.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d say,” Titus replied. “I’m not worried about it though… What would I be allowed to wear?” 
 
    Brock scratched his chin. “Explain your meaning.” 
 
    Titus looked him in the eye and questioned, “If I live with you, can I dress the way I do now?” 
 
    Brock hesitated for a moment as he looked the boy over again. “It would be my preference that you not consistently attire yourself in dark array,” he said. “To be honest, the leather doesn’t suit you exceedingly well either, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I wouldn’t permit you to appear in it.” 
 
    Titus brought his right hand up to the gauge in his ear. “Gonna give me a hard time about my piercings?” 
 
    “I don’t have an appreciation for them, if that’s what you are referring to. But… for now… no. I’d like to see you partially mature and to comprehend the principle that the manner in which you are presenting yourself to people is going to slaughter your future… but it’s your existence, man.” 
 
    Titus continued interviewing Brock for fifteen minutes, spewing out question after question. 
 
    Eventually, Brock turned the tables and started firing back at him. “Would you be amenable to frequenting church with our household?” 
 
    Titus smiled. “I grew up in church so… sure. Why not?” 
 
    “You would be expected to perform your fair share of labor around here. You disposed to accomplish chores?” 
 
    “If you don’t expect me to be everyone’s maid. I’ll do my fair share, but I’m not going to be the family workhorse.” 
 
    “Are you drug and alcohol-free?” 
 
    Titus smirked. “No, man. I’m a pothead… completely messin’. Yeah, I’m clean.” 
 
    Brock didn’t return the smile. “One more inquisition and I’ll leave you unaccompanied.” 
 
    “Shoot,” Titus replied. 
 
    “If you reside here, you’re going to be expected to adhere to our directives. If you infringe upon them, you will be expected to accept whatever consequences we deem appropriate as well.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    ✽✽✽ 
 
    Not wanting Titus to hear his phone call, Brock stepped outside. Even though he couldn’t see it, the repugnant stench of smoke attempted to choke the life out of him. He could only assume another house had been converted to ash. Pressing redial, Brock buried his face in his coat until Titus’s mother picked up. 
 
    “Hi, Mrs.… uh… I speculate I am unaware of your name, but this is Brock, the gentleman who conversed with you earlier in regards to your son Tim… Tom… I mean, Titus.” 
 
    “Yes,” the lady affirmed. “I guess we didn’t have much of an introduction, did we?... I’m Heather and my husband’s name is Fred. Anyway, what can I do for you?” 
 
    Brock paused for a moment, inhaled deeply, and ambled a few steps further from the house. 
 
    “Are you there?” Heather asked. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m accounted for… I unpretentiously desire to bring to light that I’ve been conversing with Titus; my wife and I would envisage it an honor to authorize him to reside in our dwelling.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s wonderful!” Heather exclaimed, sounding like a giddy teenage girl. “You and your wife are Christians, right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Oh… I’m sooo excited. My husband and I will send you a check to cover some of his expenses, but don’t tell Titus about it, okay?” 
 
    Brock nearly laughed. He treasured the opportunity to help a family in need. “That’s not quintessential, ma’am. We want to aid him in rebounding to his feet.” 
 
    “No, no. I insist. Give me your address.” 
 
    Brock couldn’t seem to find his way out of that one. The next thing he knew, he was giving the stranger his address without speculation as to the amount of money she would be forking out. Brock couldn’t have cared less — if she never paid a dime, he would count it an honor to contribute something back to society. 
 
    “There is one more thing,” Heather added. “Titus is… well… I don’t believe in backbiting. Let’s just say Titus is… he can be… how can I put this nicely?... Um… a real stinker sometimes.” 
 
    “Weren’t we all at his age?” 
 
    “Not quite like Titus. I think part of the problem is his good looks. I’m not just saying that because I’m his mother. Titus has been able to fool people his whole life. They see his charming smile, his bright eyes, and his bubbling personality and they think he’s a little angel who’s not capable of doing anything wrong… well, again, I don’t believe in speaking badly of folks… especially not of my own son. So I’ll just say looks can be deceiving if you get my drift.” 
 
    “Heather, your statements force me to question you regarding a certain matter.” 
 
    “Sure,” Heather said. “I’ll help any way I can.” 
 
    “I do not possess any knowledge as to the length of time Titus and his comrades have been maintaining occupancy in the vicinity, but Farmington has been haunted by an arsonist for a while now and—” 
 
    A crackling sound came over the phone. “I’m sorry, I think I’m losing you,” Heather told him. 
 
    Before Brock could say another word, he heard a beep followed by dead air. What rotten timing, he thought, before dialing her number again. It went straight to voicemail. Must have gone out of range. 
 
    Before returning inside, Brock decided he had better call Collin with a camera update. Wiping his highly irritated eyes, he dialed his landlord. 
 
    “Hey Brock…,” Collin answered. “What’d you find out?” 
 
    Brock told him all about the guys. Collin’s initial reaction was the same as Brock’s had been. “Could those runaways have anything to do with all of the fires that have been occurring lately?” 
 
    Brock wasn’t about to tell him what happened when he asked Titus’s mother the same question. Instead, he answered, “I have obtained zero misgivings. Anything is conceivable, but they fail to present themselves as the type.” 
 
    Somehow Collin’s mind failed to be at ease. “So… I get the feeling your feathers get ruffled a bit when I ask this kind of question, but what style of shoes were they wearing?” 
 
    Brock chuckled. “I was expecting that inquisition. The one boy was barefoot, claiming he chooses not to wear shoes. One wore sandals, with socks underneath. The third boy was sporting some older, worn out tennis shoes.” 
 
    “Hmmm…,” Collin remarked. “Shoes say a lot about a man, don’t they? The boy that’s barefoot is probably pretty careless. The one with sandals and socks has no class. More than likely the guy in tennis shoes is quite the character — willing to trespass on private property but not shoplift a pair of shoes? Doesn’t add up. At any rate, I’m assuming you ran ‘em off?” 
 
    “The older two have departed,” Brock informed him. Taking a deep breath, he hesitated for a moment before continuing in a softer tone, “We telephoned the juvenile’s mother and, well, to minimize an extensive story, Titus intends to reside with us transitorily.” 
 
    Brock coughed a couple of times. 
 
    “Sounds like you’re getting a bit choked up,” Collin said. “You’re not outside in all of that smoke, are you?” 
 
    “I am. But I’m okay.” 
 
    “Well, let’s cut this short then. Let me just make something clear here. You are not to allow any of those young men to reside with you. We were doing your family a favor by allowing you to move into our rental property free of charge. We did not authorize any additional parties to move onto the premises. We’re not running a homeless shelter here, Brock. My wife and I aren’t going to pay all of the bills and allow a bunch of freeloaders to come on board and take advantage of our generosity.” 
 
    Brock couldn’t believe his ears. The rental property his family was living in was a fixer-upper and that would have been putting it nicely. Even though he hadn’t been paying monetary rent, Brock had invested a lot of time and effort in that property during the last sixty days — replacing damaged drywall, repairing the leaky roof, replacing rotting steps, and tearing out the grossly stained carpeting. “In excess of my contracting services, I have been waiting on your family hand and foot. I am the man of the dwelling and I’m prepared to manufacture purposed judgment calls of my own accord. Collin, you may be my landlord and even a trusted friend, but it’s not your position to apprise me as to who can or cannot abide under my roof.” 
 
    That was the first time Brock had ever stood up to Collin — at least the first time he had done so in such a confident, bold manner. 
 
    Collin was not the type of guy who appreciated a tenant being so crude. “Brock, I understand where you’re coming from,” he replied, “but technically it is my house you’re living in. We don’t know anything about this kid. With him being a minor and you not having legal custody of him, if something goes wrong I could be held liable. Not only that, but he was barefoot. If he doesn’t care enough about his own feet to guard them, he’s not going to protect our house either. You have no choice — tell him to hit the road.” 
 
    “Collin, that’s not civil,” Brock replied. “You can’t attribute judgment on a juvenile you haven’t even encountered. Am I authorized to bring him over?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. I don’t want some runaway brat to know where I live. But I want him outta there. Is that clear?” 
 
    Brock was devastated. Why was it okay for the Russells to take him in when he was in need, but it wasn’t okay for him and Victoria to do the same for Titus? He had gotten out of the habit of petitioning God as fervently as he had in Clayville, but it was time to get in touch with his Creator. 
 
    There in the yard he knelt down, bowed his head, and closed his eyes. “Dear Heavenly Father,” he began. “I will never contain the ability of thoroughly expressing the gratitude I possess for the wage you permitted Your son to compensate for my offenses. You have blessed me far beyond my worth. You attended me when I couldn’t fend for myself. You brought my wife and son back. It overcomes my being with guilt for requesting anything else. But God, Titus requires help precisely as I did. He demands a roof over his being and a guardian to watch over him. I feel it’s only appropriate, after everything that’s been provided for me, that I donate something back. Lord, I petitioned you before to use me in whatever way You desire. I’m still inclined to serve You and if that explains why You brought Titus to our residence, thank you! Please help Collin see it too, Lord. I ask these things in Jesus’ name, Amen.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Titus’s sketchy appearance didn’t phase Scottie in the least. Regardless of how anyone else perceived the situation, he was excited. Being the only kid in the house, everything that went wrong was invariably pinned on him. He was constantly being accused of having far worse behavior than Remington. The newcomer looked like a handful and in comparison, Scottie would resemble an angel (as long as he kept his hair long enough to cover up his horns anyway). As soon as his dad came back inside, Scottie anxiously asked where Titus was going to be sleeping. 
 
    “I’m uncertain of the precise arrangements,” Brock responded. “We will decipher the particulars as promptly as is conceivable.” 
 
    “I can just sleep on the floor,” Titus told him. “I’m not picky.” 
 
    Even though Brock himself had slept on floors many times in the past, he had no intentions of allowing Titus to do the same. That, he insisted, was totally out of the question. 
 
    Scottie remembered hearing how Remington had willingly slept on the couch so Brock could have a bedroom at the Russells’ place. But I’m not Remmy, he snarled. I like my bed. I’m not gonna be sleepin’ on the couch. Titus is the one who ran away. 
 
    A moment later, Scottie was surprised when his parents announced they were going outside so the boys could have a chance to get better acquainted with one another. He knew what they really meant. Mom and Dad wanted to discuss something in private. Oh well, the boy sighed. Nothing new about that. 
 
    Once the door closed, Scottie initiated a conversation with his new brother, as he liked to fancy him, “Do you have a girlfriend?” 
 
    Titus smiled playfully, “Do you?” 
 
    Somehow Scottie didn’t appreciate his question being answered with another question. Smile or no smile, that was plain rude. “I asked you first.” 
 
    Titus raised both eyebrows, chuckled, and questioned, “So?” 
 
    That did it. Scottie was officially annoyed. So much for having an older brother he could look up to. He tried to control himself. He really did. But he had to say something and before he knew what it was going to be, his jaw came unhinged. “So?... So… when somebody asks you something first, you have to answer first.” 
 
    Titus appeared to take pleasure in watching Scottie’s temperature rise. Grinning with the cheesiest grin he could muster, he responded, “Nah, not necessarily my friend.” 
 
    This dude has no clue who he’s messing with, Scottie thought. I ought to… I ought to… ugh! He had to say something. As long as it was mean and nasty, he didn’t care what it was. “No wonder your parents don’t like you,” he finally managed. “You’re a barf bag.” 
 
    Titus chuckled without saying a word while trying to dodge the death rays Scottie was firing out of his eyeballs. 
 
    Titus may have been able to ignore the insult. He may have been able to pretend he didn’t see those rays of death. But that wasn’t about to stop Scottie from doing everything in his power to get under his skin. “Why do you have your ear stretched out like that? Do you think it’s gonna make you popular somehow?” 
 
    Still no response from Titus. That is, unless another mischievous smile counted for anything. 
 
    “Are you too stupid to recognize the difference between ears and lips? You have an earring in your lip, you freak,” Scottie continued. 
 
    Titus turned his eyes toward the floor, having no desire to debate with an extremely immature thirteen-year-old. 
 
    “No wonder you wear those sissy clothes. They match your personality to a T. Maybe I was wrong to say I wanted you for a brother. You’re more like an annoying SISTER,” Scottie retorted, refusing to retreat from his plan of destroying the newcomer. 
 
    Finally Titus spoke up, “Look kid, you’re not hurtin’ my feelings. Ya don’t intimidate me. Ya might as well give it up.” 
 
    Words don’t hurt you, huh? Scottie reasoned. Then will sticks and stones break your bones? Ah... these’ll do! With that, Scottie took his left sneaker off and hurled it at Titus, hitting him square in the nose. 
 
    Scottie succeeded — he found exactly the right button that needed pushing. Huffing and puffing, Titus jumped to his feet, stomped across the floor, and had the birthday boy in a choke hold before he knew what had happened. “I’m not your mommy or your daddy, kid. I don’t do crazy,” he warned. 
 
    Scottie squirmed, pinched, and attempted to bite Titus — determined to escape from his grasp. “You haven’t seen crazy, yet. When I get loose, I’m gonna kill you.” 
 
    Titus wasn’t one to back down very easily. “The longer it takes you to calm yourself, the longer you’re gonna be in this position. I don’t play, kid.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Did you hear what I said earlier about wanting the house to burn down with everybody in it? I could make it happen, you know.” 
 
    “You don’t have the guts, kid.” 
 
    Scottie stomped Titus’s toe and spit on his leg. “You’ll find out. You better watch your back.” 
 
    Titus chuckled and sarcastically said, “You’re such a tough guy. If I was a gnat, I might have trouble sleeping tonight.” 
 
    Scottie continued issuing threats and attempting to escape for several more minutes without any response whatsoever from Titus. Eventually, he mumbled, “I’m sorry, okay? Just let me go!... I’ll quit... I promise!” 
 
    “I’ll let you go, but you better not start with me when I do.” 
 
    As soon as he was free, Scottie bounded to his feet and flipped the coffee table over before skirting into the dining room, grabbing a chair, and chucking it at Titus. 
 
    The chair missed the seventeen-year-old by less than an inch. Titus charged at him a second time. Before he could lay a hand on him, however, Brock and Victoria returned to the house. 
 
    “Whoa!” Brock hollered. “What’s progressing in here?” 
 
    Titus stopped running, turned around to face the Pearsons, and ever-so-innocently shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    Scottie whined, “I didn’t do anything, Dad. He’s being mean to me for no reason.” 
 
    Even though Titus didn’t attempt to defend himself, all Brock had to do was glance around the room to know his son had just had another episode of what he referred to as mania. 
 
    “Stand in the corner, Scottie,” Brock ordered. 
 
    “No!” the thirteen-year-old yelled. “I’m too old to stand in the corner. Sissy Boy over there started it anyway! Make him stand in the corner!” 
 
    Brock, perfectly in control of his emotions, marched over to Scottie, wrapped his arms around him, and dragged him to an empty corner of the living room where he literally forced him to do as he was told. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    4: Splitting Up 
 
      
 
   Somehow peace and quiet didn’t mesh in Farmington. Horns honking, sirens blaring, fires constantly breaking out, and of course… doorbells. 
 
    “Who is it?” Victoria called. 
 
    “It’s me!” Remington’s voice bellowed as deafening as if he had been shouting through the world’s largest megaphone. 
 
    He had stopped in for one reason and one reason only; he had heard about Titus and wanted to meet the runaway before Brock kicked him to the curb. Just like when he first met Brock, he had a ton of questions. Why had Titus run away? Did he have any brothers or sisters? Did he miss his mom and dad? What was it like living on his own? 
 
    After getting through the majority of his interrogation, Remmy threw another inquiry out there, “So… since you can’t live here, where are you headed next?” 
 
    Brock jumped in. “Um, on the contrary, Remmy, Titus is settling.” 
 
    Remington shrugged his shoulders and stared at Brock as if he had lost his mind. “That’s not what Dad said.” 
 
    Victoria spoke up before Brock had a chance to respond. “Your father is mistaken, Remmy. Brock and I agreed to allow Titus to stay.” 
 
    “But Dad insisted this isn’t a homeless shelter and he didn’t agree to —” 
 
    “That’s not a decision for your father to make,” Victoria snapped. “Perhaps it’s time for you to run along home now.” 
 
    Remmy was shocked. He had always gotten along well with Brock, but Victoria was one temperamental lady as far as he was concerned. She reminded him of the loud, clamorous woman referred to in the book of Proverbs. Brock would not have ever spoken to him in that fashion. Beyond the shadow of a doubt, he knew it was Victoria who had decided to disobey his dad’s instructions — it certainly wasn’t the guy his family had sheltered and bent over backward to help. “Brock,” he remarked. “You’re the man of the house. Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    Victoria offered both Remington and Brock an evil glare. 
 
    “Remmy, I conceive the notion that would be superb,” Brock replied. “We have much to tend to presently and do not entirely have time for company.” 
 
    I can take a hint, Remmy thought. You don’t want me here. You don’t like me anymore. “Can I ask you one question before I leave?” 
 
    “Assuredly, buddy. Ask away.” 
 
    “Why are you not obeying my dad? He’s the boss because he owns this house. The Bible says you’re supposed to submit to those that have the rule over you. Remember?” 
 
    “Return to your own residence, Remington. Don’t come back unless in your parents’ presence,” Brock growled. 
 
    Wow, Remington thought. Am I that annoying? Nobody wants me around anymore. Hanging his head, the boy traipsed to his house on the other end of Swim Street. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Neighbors’ homes and businesses burning to the ground was unsettling enough, but the smell of something burning inside his own home was a bit much. Collin might have been paranoid, but there was no way that stench was filtering in from outside. 
 
    Tossing down his newspaper, he leaped to his feet and headed down the hall, stopping off at each room and sniffing the air. The odor grew stronger the further he made it down the hall. 
 
    Oh, I hope there’s not a fire in here. We don’t even have an extinguisher, he told himself, feeling the doorknob to Remington’s room. 
 
    The vacuum suddenly shut off. “Honey!” Alayna yelled. “The belt’s burning in the sweeper!” 
 
    Collin let out a sigh of relief. “On my way—” 
 
    He couldn’t finish his sentence before hearing the front door fling open. 
 
    “Dad, Dad!” Remington hollered, rushing into the house completely out of breath. 
 
    Collin spun around and jogged toward the living room, hoping Remmy wasn’t about to tell him a neighbor’s house was going up in flames. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Titus… Brock… Victoria…” 
 
    “Slow down, Remmy. What’s the matter?” Collin asked. 
 
    “They’re not listening to you. Brock and Victoria told Titus he can stay. I told ‘em you said he couldn’t and they yelled at me to get out of their house.” 
 
    Alayna’s eyes rolled and she felt her jaw getting tight. “You don’t have to put up with that, Collin. It’s our property. If the Pearsons don’t appreciate what we’re doing for their family, it’s time to show them the door.” 
 
    Alayna had felt that way for quite some time but had been afraid to say so. As much as she had finally learned to appreciate Brock, his family was another story altogether. She feared Scottie was going to destroy their rental property and she couldn’t stand Victoria, or “the mouth of the south,” as she often viewed her. She felt like the friendship they had with Brock had come to an abrupt end when they left Clayville. 
 
    “You might be right, dear,” Collin replied. “I’m beginning to feel like they’ve outstayed their welcome.” 
 
    “I’m upset too, but Dad,” Remington interjected, “is it right to throw somebody out in the cold simply because you have a disagreement with them? Is that would Jesus would have done?” 
 
    “Not for disagreeing with someone, no,” Collin asserted. “But when someone defies the authority in their lives, they do sometimes have to pay the price. He’s not even taking into account the warning I’ve shared with him about that kid’s choice of leaving his feet unprotected.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to argue, but I asked what Jesus would do,” Remington reiterated. 
 
    “What did Jesus do when people were selling things in the temple, Remmy?” 
 
    For once, the Bible scholar had been outmaneuvered with the Word of God. He had forgotten all about Jesus knocking over tables and seats and running the salesmen out of the temple. 
 
    Without offering an apology, Remmy retreated to his bedroom to sulk. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
      
 
    Bitterness has a tendency of destroying people. That was something Brock and Victoria knew firsthand. Home was not supposed to be a place filled with stress and turmoil, yet the Pearson residence was becoming permeated with both. 
 
    Allowing Titus and Scottie to stay home, Brock and Victoria marched down to the Russells’ place and rapped on the door. 
 
    “We are delivering our intention of vacating the premises,” Brock thundered the second Collin answered. “Things are no longer interlocking.” 
 
    Collin and Alayna communicated with one another with their eyes. 
 
    “Do you want to come in and discuss this?” Collin asked. 
 
    “Definitely,” Victoria replied, anxiously awaiting a chance to release some steam. 
 
    Inside, the four adults discussed the tension between both parties. It was evident that the longer the Pearsons lived on the rental property, the worse their relationship was going to get. Collin and Brock agreed they wanted to rebuild their friendship, but recognized that could not be done unless they afforded each other some space. 
 
    Realizing there was no reason to continue their gripe-fest, Brock and Victoria claimed they had to head back to the house to check on the boys. 
 
    They left the Russells’ place with an air of confidence. It didn’t matter that they had no place to go. They knew God was watching over them and they were certain He would provide. 
 
    Upon arriving at their rental property, Brock told the boys what had transpired and asked his household to take part in a group prayer. To his pleasant surprise, Titus volunteered to pray first. 
 
    “Dear God,” the young fellow began, “Thou hast been most kind to Thine servant. I love Thee with all of my soul. Thou hast been with me even when I have turned my back on Thee. Please forgive Thine servant for straying. These kind people who have taken me in are in need of Thee. It is Thou and Thou alone who art able to direct the paths of Your sheep. We ask Thee now to point this household in the direction You wish us to go.” 
 
    Wow, Brock noted. My ears have never beheld such a supplication as that. Since no one else jumped in, Brock spoke next, “Dear Heavenly Father, once more we find ourselves in a distressing situation beyond the scope of our reasoning. We have established a meager amount of revenue while I have been performing manual labor for a multitude of individuals, but that revenue will not endure forever. What can we do, God? Is there another place of dwelling in which you want us to reside? An assignment you desire us to complete?” 
 
    Scottie barged in before Brock could even finish his invocation, “Okay God,” he announced, “I guess it’s my turn to pray now. I don’t honestly see the point in talking to You because You never answer my prayers anyway, but Dad says I have to pray, so here goes nothin’. Collin has some kind of a foot fetish and he and Alayna are fatheads. Remington is a blubbering crybaby. We can’t stand any of ‘em and we need to get away from here as soon as possible. Are you gonna do anything about this, God? We sure hope so.” 
 
    As grueling as it was to follow that eloquent prayer, Victoria put forth her best effort, “Oh God, Creator, Friend, we beg you to aid us. We made a tough decision and—” 
 
    The sound of a police siren interrupted her prayer, but only for a moment. “I realize we should’ve talked to you about it first. Please forgive us for not asking You before deciding to move away. But now that we’ve put ourselves in this situation, can You direct us to our next move? We don’t have any idea what to do, but like my husband stated, we are willing to do whatever You want us to. Just show us the path and we’ll roam it.” 
 
    All four of them followed her prayer with a hearty “Amen.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    5: Opportunity Knocks 
 
      
 
   Ten days and two house fires after the big confrontation, Collin stopped by the Pearsons’ for an unannounced visit. 
 
    Victoria answered the door. A wave of fury pummeled over her the moment she beheld Collin’s face. “What do you want? Are we not getting out of here fast enough for you?” 
 
    Collin chuckled. “Cute slippers.” 
 
    Victoria glanced down. How had she managed to put on two different house shoes? One was purple and the other was white. What in the world? 
 
    “I’m not here to make things any harder for you,” Collin said. I just wanted to run something by Brock for a minute. Is he available?” 
 
    “Hold on,” Victoria said with a sigh, shutting the door in Collin’s face. She couldn’t stand that man. He’s probably here to ask for another favor. Probably had the notion his shadow was gonna kill him in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Who was that, hon?” Brock called from his bedroom. 
 
    “Mr. Paranoia himself. Do you want to speak with him or do you want me to tell him to get lost?” 
 
    “What does he require?” 
 
    “How should I know? Collin said he wishes to talk to you and promised he’s not here to make our lives any more difficult than they already are.” 
 
    “Hmmm…,” Brock replied. “We’ll see. I’ll be out momentarily.” 
 
    Better him than me, Victoria told herself. I’ll find something to keep myself busy until they’re through talking. With that, she grabbed her Bible off the mantle and sauntered out to the back deck. It was a bit nippy out, but she didn’t care as the low temperature somehow helped calm her nerves — even if a faint smell of smoke was still lurking in the air. 
 
    Opening to the book of I Peter, she started to read in verse one but couldn’t make herself do it. I wonder what that imbecile wants now? She raised her eyes just in time to catch sight of a female cardinal swooping down to the birdfeeder. “Stupid bird. Shouldn’t you have flown south for the winter?” Still, she watched as the cardinal ignored her and continued pecking at seeds for a few seconds before flying away as quickly as she had arrived. 
 
    Victoria glanced at her Bible again, but only for a moment. Something in her peripheral vision caught her attention. “GET OUT OF HERE!” she fussed at the neighbor’s cat. 
 
    Bible reading seemed next to impossible in light of the circumstances. Thankfully, it wasn’t long before Brock joined her on the deck. 
 
    Apparently Collin remembered a conversation he and Brock had back in Clayville — about Brock’s desire to work with folks who were terminally ill. Even though it wasn’t exactly the same thing, Collin had heard about a local pastor who was seeking out the right candidate to take over the ministry he had been overseeing. For decades the man and his wife, along with the help of volunteers, had constructed houses for families who had lost everything due to floods, fires, or other dire circumstances. The pastor and his wife felt they were getting too old to continue that portion of their ministry and were hunting for a Christian contractor who might have the heart for that type of work. 
 
    “So… what do you conjecture?” Brock asked. “Should I look into it?” 
 
    Victoria sighed. “I don’t know. Consider the source, Brock.” 
 
    Brock appeared to be annoyed. “Explain your meaning.” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe Collin is worried about your best interests right now? He’s simply in a hurry to get us out of here.” 
 
    “Aren’t we in a rush to secede?” 
 
    “Well… yes, but—” 
 
    “Then it’s determined. I’m calling them.” 
 
    Victoria crossed her arms and let out another sigh. “If you presume that’s a wise idea, go for it. Who am I to stand in the way?” 
 
    Paying no attention to her sarcasm, Brock whipped the phone out of his jacket pocket right then and there. 
 
    “Hi, I’m pursuing an opportunity to commune with Pastor O’Malley… this is Brock Pearson… I was inquiring about the construction ministry…” 
 
    Victoria watched her husband intently for a couple of minutes — that is, until the anxiety on his face became alarming. His expression told her he was buying into whatever that pastor was trying to sell. I can’t look at him anymore. If I do, I’m gonna say something I’ll regret, she told herself. 
 
    Forcing her eyes to the pages of her Bible, Victoria pretended to read. She wasn’t about to let Brock know she was actually interested in his conversation. For ten minutes, she ran her finger along the scriptures, turned pages, and absorbed absolutely nothing. 
 
    Finally Brock hung up the phone. That’s when she found out the guy owned a five-bedroom, three-bath home in the middle of Farmington — right next door to the guy’s church. Whoever assumed the role would get to live in that house and would be able to treat it as if it was his own. The ministry was funded by more than three hundred supporting churches from throughout the United States. That support paid for all pertinent building materials and allowed the ministry’s director to receive a meager salary of $1,200 per month in addition to having free room and board. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If anyone had ever despised checking their mail, it was Brock. Bills, bills, and more bills. That’s the way it incessantly advances, he told himself, stopping at the box on his way out to the car. 
 
    Grabbing a handful of mail, Brock closed the lid and begun pilfering through the assortment of clutter. One envelope caught his attention; it was addressed to him, but there was no return address. Puzzled, Brock opened the envelope carefully. Inside was a money order for $500 along with a short note which simply read, “Thank you for taking care of our son.” 
 
    Wow, Brock reflected. $500? I didn’t foresee that converging. 
 
    With a smile on his face, he hopped in the car and rushed off for his meeting. 
 
    I’m going to envisage this as a stupendous manifestation, he told himself as he drove along. This is potentially the recess we’ve been awaiting. 
 
    Ten minutes later he pulled into Paul’s Taco Stand, where it didn’t take long to notice an older gentleman leaning up against his car. The man smiled as Brock pulled in next to him. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Pastor O’Malley greeted as Brock stepped out of his vehicle. 
 
    “Pleasure to make your acquaintance as well,” Brock replied, unable to ignore the preacher’s attire. “I wasn’t cognizant this was a formal occasion. Please exonerate my appearance.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me any apologies young man. I didn’t expect you to dress up. This is what I habitually wear when I’m out in public — unless I’m working on a project of course.” 
 
    A full suit? Every time you’re in public? That’s… distinctive, Brock told himself. 
 
    The men went inside and were pleasantly surprised to find no one in line. “Order whatever you want. It’s on me,” Pastor O’Malley offered. 
 
    “Oh, that is nonessential,” Brock replied. 
 
    The pastor smiled and motioned toward the register. “I want to and I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    Right after Brock placed his order, Pastor O’Malley addressed the cashier. “Excuse me, ma’am, can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Absolutely. What can I help you with?” the lady replied. 
 
    “Ma’am, this is a crazy world we’re living in. People are dying every day.” 
 
    The woman began to show signs of concern and possibly even sympathy. She’s probably vaulted to the conclusion Pastor O’Malley is expiring, Brock theorized. 
 
    The lady didn’t say anything. She silently locked her eyes on the pastor, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    Continue, he did. “Now I understand nobody likes to ponder death, but it’s a reality — for all of us. Ma’am, this could quite possibly be your last day on earth. Are you confident that if you died, you’d spend an eternity in Heaven?” 
 
    Brock, too uncomfortable to continue standing there, sauntered over to the drinking fountain so he could observe from a safer distance. 
 
    “What kind of question is that?” the lady responded. 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m concerned about your soul. When I die, I know —" 
 
    The cashier cut him off. “Sir, we have other customers coming in. Can I take your order?” 
 
    Pastor O’Malley took a deep breath. “Yes, ma’am. But if you choose to die without accepting Jesus into your heart, your blood won’t be on my hands—” 
 
    HONK! HONK! A firetruck’s screaming siren and blaring horn made its way through the street just outside the restaurant. Another one followed close behind. 
 
    Pastor O’Malley used the interruption to his advantage. “I tried to share the gospel with you and you chose not to listen… There have been a lot of fires breaking out lately — fortunately, to my knowledge every one of them have been put out without any fatalities.” 
 
    “So?” the lady remarked, looking frustrated. 
 
    “The flames of Hell will never be quenched. Those who make their home there by rejecting the gospel—” 
 
    The cashier cut him off. “That’s enough, sir. Either place your order or move out of the way so the people behind you can place theirs.” 
 
    Brock felt his own face turning red and he wasn’t even a part of the conversation. How embarrassing! 
 
    After finally giving in and telling the lady what he wanted, the pastor joined Brock by the soda fountain. Neither of them mentioned what had taken place with the cashier. As a matter of fact, they didn’t speak to each other at all — not until they sat down with their orders a few minutes later. 
 
    “When we spoke on the telephone, you mentioned your construction experience, but other than that I don’t know a whole lot about you. Would you mind telling me a little more about yourself?” 
 
    Brock smiled nervously. “The crinkled pages of my existence are outstretched for public display.  What information would you prefer I disclose?” 
 
    Pastor O’Malley’s eyes lit up. “Tell me about your background. Do you have a criminal history of any kind? How stable is your marriage? I want to hear your testimony of salvation… Just tell me all about yourself.” 
 
    Brock, as usual, spared no details. He told him about the cannibalism accusations, about how he had previously run out on Victoria and Scottie and had become homeless, how he had gone out with another girl while he was still married, how he had gotten saved and put his marriage back together, and even about the challenges he had been facing with the Russells. 
 
    Pastor O’Malley seemed somewhat surprised at some of the stories Brock shared with him, but he appeared to appreciate his honesty. “Had you told me your life was perfect, your wife is perfect, your son is perfect, and your parents are perfect, I would’ve doubted your integrity. You do seem like you’ve endured quite a few trials, but I have a strong feeling about you,” he complimented. “What’s your assessment of this venture?” 
 
    Brock shifted in his chair, improved his posture, and tried his best not to appear overly excited. “My wife and I have conversed in depth about this favorable opportunity and we are very much enticed. However, if it’s not too much to petition, we would appreciate our family having the privilege of inspecting the house. Is there an acceptable time within the next few days when you could assemble with us over there?” 
 
    O’Malley suggested he could do better than that. He reached in his pocket, pulled out a key, and handed it to Brock. “The house is located at 452 Ball Lane. Check it out at your convenience and let me know your thoughts.” 
 
    “Just that plenary? You’re going to transfer me the keys and trust me for their safekeeping?” 
 
    Pastor O’Malley grinned from ear to ear. Lightly tapping the side of Brock’s shoulder, he answered, “Absolutely. I trust you. As I expressed on the phone, if you accept the position you can do anything to the house you want to. Leave it the way it is, repaint, remodel… I don’t mind as long as you keep it in tip-top shape.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    6: Unnerving Hearsay 
 
      
 
   The idea of squeezing out from under Collin’s thumb was invigorating. One more fresh start could be just what the Pearsons needed. 
 
    “Wow!” Victoria exclaimed before her mouth dropped in awe. “This place is enormous! And did I mention it’s beautiful?” 
 
    If the outside was any indication of what the inside would look like, Victoria’s yearning had come to fruition. It was an enormous one-story red and white brick home complete with newer double-hung windows and an oversized two-car garage to top it off. The lawn was small but meticulously kept. 
 
    On the way through the front door, Scottie hollered, “I get to pick my room first!” 
 
    “Scottie, we haven’t made any—,” Victoria tried to tell him. It was too late; the boy was out of sight. 
 
    “Check out this kitchen!” Victoria exclaimed as she gently slid her hand across the top of the stainless-steel range. “It’s stunning!” Glancing around the room in amazement, she found herself fascinated by the recessed lighting, textured ceilings, and the newly refinished hardwood floors. Victoria was in love and not just with her husband. She had never envisioned herself living in such a luxurious home. If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is, she reminded herself. “Brock, are you sure this guy’s legit?” 
 
    “He possessed the keys, didn’t he?” 
 
    Victoria shot Brock a doubtful look. 
 
    “We can request documentation establishing ownership before we arrive at any conclusions. What do you surmise?” 
 
    Victoria showed no expression for a moment. But that zeal — she couldn’t hide it long. Grinning from ear to ear she contended, “We’d be foolish to pass this up. Can’t you visualize yourself training Scottie how to build houses?” 
 
    Titus, who had quietly followed them into the house, suddenly perked up. “Can I help?” 
 
    Brock delivered the seventeen-year-old a confused stare. “Are you knowledgeable regarding construction?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Titus replied. “Did you forget about the camera and the sound system?” 
 
    Brock smiled. “In that case, you’ve got yourself a job!” 
 
    Victoria felt as if she had died and gone to Heaven. But there was a problem. “Honey, our old furniture is going to look pretty out of place in here. We’re going to have to upgrade as soon as we can afford it.” 
 
    Brock’s smile nearly doubled in size. “About that… well, it’s scarcely much, but this morning there was an unforeseen endowment in the mailbox of $500. I would have no objections to you utilizing it for whatever you’d like.” 
 
    Victoria giggled. “Anything?” 
 
    “That’s what I vocalized.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rooting out good deals was Victoria’s specialty. In three hours, she managed to acquire a stainless-steel wastebasket, exquisite window dressings, and a used sofa in near mint condition. And I still have enough money left over to get a manicure, she thought. 
 
    After driving up and down several streets, she managed to find a nail salon. It had been quite some time since she had gotten her nails professionally done. 
 
    It didn’t take Victoria long to get the car parked and to sashay to the door. Once inside, she was asked to sign in and wait for her name to be called. Alluring little place, she told herself while glancing at the serene paintings donning the wall in front of her. 
 
    “You must be new in town,” another customer said. 
 
    “I am,” Victoria replied with a smile. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, I’m Brandi.” 
 
    “Hi Brandi, I’m Victoria.” 
 
    “Victoria?” the lady repeated. “The Victoria who moved in next to the Baptist church I presume?” 
 
    Gotta love small towns, Victoria told herself. “Word gets around pretty quickly, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Not always,” Brandi replied. “But word has it your husband is the new director of Laborers for God and around here, that is something to talk about.” 
 
    Hmmm… Victoria thought. “And why is that such significant news?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” the lady said. “So… it’s a pretty day out, huh?” 
 
    Okay, something’s up, Victoria told herself. “Oh, yes, beautiful. But… I’m curious. Why is my husband’s choice of work such a hot topic in these parts?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said anything,” Brandi replied. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Look,” Victoria snapped. “My family and I have been through a lot. If this ministry isn’t on the up and up, I’d like to know about it right now.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s perfectly legit. It’s just that… well, you all must have some guts. I’d be terrified of what people would think of me if I linked up with that group.” 
 
    “If you have something to tell me, please do. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    The woman took her glasses off and wiped the dust from her lenses. “Someone affiliated with that ministry is a wolf in sheep’s clothing. Building houses during the day and burning others by night.” 
 
    “You think someone in the ministry is responsible for arson?” 
 
    “I am certain of it,” Brandi said. 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “Stick around a while. You’ll see that I’m right.” 
 
    Victoria glanced down at her watch. “Look, I didn’t realize how late it was. I’ve got to go.” With that, she wandered out of the salon in a state of bewilderment. What will Brock think when he hears about this? she questioned herself. No, I can’t tell him. After everything he went through in Rhode Island, the last thing he needs is more drama in his life. 
 
    Victoria got in the car and slammed the door much harder than was necessary. Gripping the steering wheel, she bowed her head and closed her eyes. “Dear God, please tell me Brandi’s mistaken. My husband and I have both made some terrible decisions in the past. It would destroy Brock to have to face any more difficulties right now. We just got out from under the foot of the Russells, and now these rumors are floating about. Lord, I need your help.” 
 
    A pecking on the window startled her. Victoria stopped praying and upon opening her eyes found a female police officer standing at her window. “Everything alright, ma’am?” 
 
    Victoria giggled. “Yes, officer. I was just praying.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with prayer. I’m a believer as well. Is there something I can do to help or something I can pray with you about?” 
 
    That was the last thing Victoria expected to hear coming from a lady in uniform. “I don’t want to burden you with my problems.” 
 
    “Ma’am, my job is to protect and serve. If I can serve you by lifting your needs up before a holy God, it would be my honor.” 
 
    Victoria got out of the car. “My husband just accepted a position as the director of the Laborers for God ministry and —” 
 
    “I understand,” the officer told her. “Our God is able.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you what the problem is.” 
 
    “Everybody in this town knows about that ministry and the trouble that seems to follow it. I feel for you. I really do.” 
 
    “So you believe there’s something to the rumors?” 
 
    “That I can’t say, ma’am. But I will pray with you if you’d like.” 
 
    After a short prayer, Victoria hugged the officer and thanked her for caring. 
 
    Following her uniformed friend’s departure, Victoria resumed her prayer. “Father, thank you so much for sending that kind lady here to pray with me. I’m more afraid now than I was before. I don’t know what to do. I don’t want our family to be thrown into another quandary. Please, God. Do something.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After spending a couple of months snoring and drooling all over park benches, hiding out in sheds and barns, and resting beneath bridges, Titus had been a pretty happy camper when he had been afforded the opportunity to move in with the Pearsons. It may have been a dump to them, but in comparison to where he had been, it was fabulous. He wouldn’t have dared ask for more, but he had to admit, even if it was only to himself, that he was more than excited that the Pearsons had gotten a bigger place. 
 
    Finally! A bedroom all to myself, he thought, sitting on the corner of his new queen-sized bed. I can’t believe this actually happened. What are the chances? 
 
    As usual, his alone time was minimal. Brock peeked his head through the door and announced, “Titus, your presence in the living room is required for an abbreviated family assemblage.” 
 
    A family assemblage? Like a meeting? Titus scoffed. I’m not technically in the family, but if you say so. 
 
    Down the hall, he made himself comfortable in the Lazy Boy chair and quietly listened as Brock reminded the clan they owed God an enormous deal of gratitude. “Two weeks ago we cried out to the Lord, imploring Him for guidance. Observe our present state of being! God is unconditionally meritorious of our praises!” 
 
    “Amen to that!” Victoria exclaimed. “I’ve never experienced a miracle anything like this one.” 
 
    Scottie didn’t share the enthusiasm. “It was probably a coincidence,” he mumbled. “God never answers my prayers.” 
 
    Beep! Beep! Beep! The sound of a fire alarm suddenly interrupted their conversation. Brock and Victoria looked at each other with wide eyes, hoping one of the detectors simply had a low battery. 
 
    Instructing the boys to wait in the driveway in case, Brock and Victoria split up to check the residence from top to bottom. 
 
    Outside, Titus and Scottie turned to face the house. Fortunately, there wasn’t any smoke pouring from the top or seeping out around any of the windows. They could only hope that was a good sign. 
 
    “BROCK, I SMELL SMOKE!” they suddenly heard Victoria shout. 
 
    With that, Titus completely forgot about his directions to stay outside. Rushing in to see how he could help, he found Brock and Victoria in Scottie’s room, disabling the smoke detector. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Looks like Scottie left his window open and smoke from the neighbor’s fire came in and set off the alarm,” Victoria told him. 
 
    “Do us a service, and advise Scottie to rejoin us so we can conclude our discussion,” Brock added. 
 
    It took a few minutes to get everyone settled back down, but when they did Brock reminded the family he had called them together for a time of praising God. 
 
    “I still say it’s a waste of breath,” Scottie fussed. 
 
    Titus didn’t say a word. He did what came naturally to him — listened and pondered what everyone else was saying. My parents would never believe this was a coincidence, he told himself. I’m not sure what conclusion to draw. It seems miraculous, but I suppose it could have happened even if we hadn’t called upon Him. We’ll probably never know. 
 
    Titus continued listening as Brock began scolding his son, “Scottie, you must cease from your ungratefulness. The honorable Lord both delivers and seizes. He promotes and demotes. If we fail to appreciate His mercies, we shouldn’t be surprised when He stops showing them.” 
 
    “Daddy, I’m not even sure there is a God,” Scottie replied. 
 
    Uh-oh, Titus contemplated. Things are about to get heated up in here. 
 
    Victoria spoke up, “That’s probably my fault, baby. Your dad and I didn’t raise you in a Godly home — we weren’t Christians until here recently. We knew God was real, but we didn’t introduce you to Him. But I was pleading with God to bring your dad and I back together and look at us now. We prayed about finding another place to live and God provided.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Scottie stated sarcastically. “Sounds like when you convinced me Santa was bringing me gifts for being added to his nice list. You told me he knew when I was being good or bad and you brainwashed me into believing he slid down through the chimney to cram all those presents under our tree. I believed you for years and that turned out to be nothing more than a big, fat lie. Now Dad’s telling me God’s just like Santa. ‘If we fail to appreciate His mercies, we shouldn’t be surprised when He stops showing them’ sounds similar to, ‘If you’re not a nice boy, you’re gonna get coal in your stocking.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    7: The Byrd House 
 
      
 
   Moving to a new neighborhood didn’t necessarily help the Pearsons escape the chaos they had been getting more and more accustomed to in Farmington. Actually, the fun was only beginning. 
 
    “Sorry to intrude on you, Brock,” Pastor O’Malley said. “I understand you folks just moved in a couple of days ago, but there’s a family over on the west side who has been living in a motel for the last month. It’s a single mom and three children.” 
 
    O’Malley paused for a moment. Nodding toward the door, he hinted, “You’re gonna end up wasting a lot of electricity if you don’t close that door.” 
 
    Well, reprieve me, Brock thought. I can’t begin to fathom instructing somebody to seal their door. Especially somebody I’m barely even acquainted with. 
 
    Brock’s pessimism didn’t have time to fester as O’Malley jumped right back to the topic at hand. “Anyway, the mom’s been puttin’ food on the table by serving folks at a local diner and our ministry has been payin’ for their room and board until we could gather enough materials and build up a team of volunteers to get their new house built. I am aware of the fact that we’re dead in the middle of winter, but we finally have the finances in place. She already owns the property. Are you ready to begin your first project?” 
 
    Brock hesitated for a moment as he had mixed feelings. A part of him wanted to jump right in and take that bull by the horns. Another part of him screamed “No! You haven’t even secured your family in your own dwelling yet. How are you going to devote time to constructing anything?” 
 
    It was okay that he didn’t answer. O’Malley wasn’t the kind of guy to fret the smallest details. Particulars like whether or not someone was ready to get to work meant nothing to him. He went right on explaining Rachel Byrd’s situation. She and her family had been living in a property her and her husband had inherited back in 2003, several years before he passed away due to an unexpected illness. Several weeks ago Mrs. Byrd was awakened in the middle of the night to the sound of a beeping smoke alarm. She rushed to get her children outside and their single-wide trailer had burned to the ground in less than twenty minutes. 
 
    Mrs. Byrd, along with her son and two daughters, had lost all of their possessions. The only thing they had left was each other. The Byrd family, as far as Pastor O’Malley knew, were not Christian people. They didn’t go to church and never spoke of God. He had tried to bring up the subject of salvation multiple times when visiting, but every time he did Mrs. Byrd had hastily jumped to a new topic. 
 
    The longer Pastor O’Malley spoke, the tenser Brock began to feel. It’s not that he wasn’t anxious about diving into a project — he was. It had more to do with a fear of the unknown. “I would be most enthused about commencing, but I fear I lack the knowledge to begin,” Brock finally managed to spit out. 
 
    “That’s why I showed up in person. Can I come in?” O’Malley asked. 
 
    “Oh, I offer you my sincerest apologies. I didn’t mean to keep you loitering out here on the porch indefinitely,” Brock apologized. “Things are disorderly inside though. We still have an immense amount of unpacking to do.” 
 
    Pastor O’Malley had well prepared himself for the visit. He handed Brock a large manila file folder containing the contact information of every man, woman, and teenager who had ever volunteered to work on any of his past projects. It also listed all of the companies who had either offered him discounts or had donated building supplies. That wasn’t all — he even included phone numbers and addresses for all of the churches who had faithfully supported his ministry over the years. 
 
    O’Malley had already informed his supporting churches he was stepping down and Brock was taking over. However, he advised Brock to contact each of them, either by telephone or letter to introduce himself and to ask if they would continue supporting the work under his leadership. 
 
    Pastor O’Malley recommended commencing the new building project before contacting any of the supporters. “That way,” he suggested, “those churches’ll see you’re jumpin’ right into the ministry. If you allow ‘em any reason to believe you’re gonna sit back and do nothing while they stuff money into your bank account, they’ll drop their support in a heartbeat. Gain their confidence with your actions, not with your words.” 
 
    Finally, after a thirty-minute mentoring session, O’Malley tearfully pulled out his billfold. “This is the debit card for Laborers for God. The account presently has a balance of $436,202 sitting there, waiting to be used. I stopped by the bank on my way over here to have ‘em add you as a signer on the account. They need you to affix your signature to some paperwork at your earliest convenience and then you’ll be able to use this card to acquire necessary building materials.” 
 
    Wow! Brock mused. I will have nearly half a million dollars at my fingertips. This is preposterous! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, the Pearson household moseyed next door to attend the Wednesday evening prayer meeting at Central Baptist Church. 
 
    It was Brock’s first time stepping foot in the building. He was quite impressed with the size of the sanctuary — it was one of those buildings that was much larger inside than it appeared on the outside. At first glance, Brock assumed it had a capacity of seating at least six or seven hundred people. 
 
    It was twenty minutes before church time and people were already filing in. Brock couldn’t help but notice how spread out the congregation seemed to be. Each pew was long and appeared as though it could easily hold thirty adults, but for the most part, no more than six or seven people sat on each one. Exceptionally few people came by to introduce themselves and shake his hand. But that was okay. Brock already felt nervous and he truly appreciated the space he and his family were allotted. 
 
    If Victoria, Titus, or Scottie tried to converse with him, Brock didn’t notice. He was too intent on observing the finest of details. In particular, he paid attention to the number of crosses in the sanctuary. One was engraved on the end of each pew. There were sixteen windows and each one of them had a cross painted on it. The light fixtures had been aligned in such a way that they formed a cross, another one decorated the front of the pulpit, three crosses were hanging on the wall behind the main platform and the hymnals… even the hymnals had crosses on them. 
 
    When the pianist began to play, Brock glanced up at the clock, finding it hard to believe it was already time for the service to start. Pastor O’Malley led the congregation in a verse of “Amazing Grace.” For the most part, the people sang so softly they could barely be heard. Brock was afraid to sing out because he felt like he would drown out everyone else in the sanctuary. He never liked hushed churches and hoped this wasn’t an indication of the body’s level of spirituality. 
 
    “You all may be seated,” Pastor O’Malley announced. 
 
    Brock picked up his Bible and waited for the pastor to tell the church where to turn. 
 
    Pastor O’Malley had something else in mind. “At this time, I’m going to ask my new friend, Brock Pearson, to come up to the pulpit to introduce himself.” 
 
    Brock shook his head and smiled nervously. Public speaking had never been abundantly high on his bucket list. 
 
    “You might as well get used to this,” Pastor O’Malley spoke as Brock began making his way to the platform. “Missionary work requires a great deal of speaking to crowds.” 
 
    There has to be an excess of at least two hundred people here, he realized. I am incapable of performing this feat. 
 
    Mounting the platform, Brock was shocked to see Pastor O’Malley step down and have a seat among the congregants. 
 
    I lack an alternative, Brock reasoned with himself. I am being required to do this. I have to utter something. Brock opened up with, “I have not publicly articulated in the past. I’m frightened to obliteration.” 
 
    The congregation sat in silence, which only made the situation more taxing. Brock glanced at the crowd. What did Mrs. Evans used to instruct me when I was required to present book reports in middle school?... Oh, I desire her presence right now. Brock’s pulse was racing. He wanted to bolt down the aisle, out the door, and never to return. But he knew that would be quite the childish thing to do. Oh, I recollect now. Imagine all of the males wearing tutus and all of the ladies dressed like grease monkeys. I got this. Brock almost snickered when he caught a glimpse of Pastor O’Malley. Of everyone there, he would definitely be the most amusing in a pink tutu. Don’t convulse with laughter, Brock. Don’t even smile. You’ve got this… Here goes. 
 
    “As Pastor O’Malley informed you, my name is Brock Pearson, and my spouse and household just relocated next door,” he began, wondering how much or how little he was supposed to say. “We had been pursuing direction in our lives like your pastor had been hunting for the correct party to appropriate the Laborers for God ministry. I am entirely convinced God joined the two prayer petitions together, and that’s why we’re here.” He hesitated before adding, “I’m not sure what more to say, Pastor.” 
 
    Pastor O’Malley stood to his feet and the congregation applauded. 
 
    “Very well,” Pastor O’Malley voiced as he and Brock exchanged places. “I forgot to ask, do you or anyone in your household sing? We would be honored if one or all of you would belt out a special for us.” 
 
    What? Brock questioned. No way! Pleadingly, he looked to Victoria for help. 
 
    Before he knew what happened, Titus sprang up and marched confidently toward the church’s grand piano. 
 
    What is he doing? Brock questioned as the Pastor again took a seat. I can’t believe that boy’s going up there as unkempt as he is. Titus hasn’t combed his hair or even taken that gauge out of his ear. He hasn’t uttered a syllable about having any musical talent whatsoever. Again, Brock felt humiliated. He wished there was a place where he could safely hide his head. 
 
    Titus sat on the piano bench with his back perfectly erect. Brock watched as he stretched his fingers as if he were a concert pianist. This will be interesting, he told himself. 
 
    The Pearsons all gawked at each other when Titus began playing the chorus of “Come and Dine” — they couldn’t believe how eloquently he could play. Then, as if that wasn’t a big enough surprise, he burst into joyous song. “Jesus has a table spread, where the saints of God are fed, He invites his chosen people, come and dine.” 
 
    I am undecided which is more sublime, Brock thought. His playing or his vocalization. That is astounding! I find myself in a state of bewilderment! Brock began to weep and Victoria joined in with him. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” Scottie asked loudly. “He’s not that bad!” 
 
    After Titus’s special, Pastor O’Malley asked the church to spend time fellowshipping and welcoming their visitors. Person after person hugged their necks and assured the Pearsons they were glad they had come. Over and over again folks asserted they would be willing to do anything they could to help with their new endeavor. 
 
    The Pearson household felt right at home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where did you acquire a voice like that?” Brock asked when they got back to their house later that evening. 
 
    Titus smiled and shrugged his shoulders without uttering a word. 
 
    “You were fabulous,” Victoria told him. 
 
    Again Titus grinned. “Thanks.” 
 
    Show-off, Scottie scowled. You’ll do anything for attention. 
 
    “Would you mind singing something else for us?” Victoria asked. 
 
    Oh, please! Scottie thought. Haven’t we heard enough? 
 
    Titus nodded his head and bellowed out, “Glory hallelujah, I shall not be moved; Anchored in Jehovah, I shall not be moved; Just like a tree that’s planted by the waters, I shall not be moved.” 
 
    Scottie didn’t appreciate the smile on his face. As a matter of fact, he didn’t appreciate the sound of his voice either. Come to think of it, Titus dressed like an idiot. The guy was a total loser. Trying to irritate, Scottie howled like a dog gazing at a full moon. 
 
    Brock stared at Scottie and shook his head, silently telling the boy to knock it off. 
 
    While Titus continued trying to sing, Scottie hissed, “It’s not my fault he’s singing through his nose!” 
 
    Titus stopped singing, allowed the smile on his face to flip upside down, and said, “I can take a hint.” 
 
    That’s surprising, Scottie scoffed. I wasn’t so sure you were smart enough. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    8: Following Noah 
 
      
 
   While Scottie was frying his brain in school and Victoria was running errands, Brock escorted Titus to the site of their first construction project. He was relieved to find it had already been cleaned up and a foundation had been poured. That’s a beginning, he told himself. 
 
    Working together, Brock and Titus measured the footer so Brock could later determine the amount of materials needed to construct a three-bedroom, one-bath home. O’Malley hadn’t given him instructions on how to build; that had been left up to Brock’s ingenuity. Trying to be a wise steward, Brock judged it fair for the two girls to share a bedroom, the boy to bunk alone, and of course for the mom to have the master bedroom. 
 
    Later that evening Brock asked Victoria if she’d like to start calling some of the potential volunteers for him. 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks,” Victoria replied. “This is your ministry, Brock. My mind is completely void of knowledge when it comes to anything construction related.” 
 
    Somehow Brock had already known the answer to that question before he had even asked it. Grabbing his file folder, he picked up the phone and headed for the one still empty bedroom that would eventually become his office. Sitting on the floor, he nervously dialed the first number. 
 
    “Hi, this is Brock Pearson, the new director of Laborers of God—" 
 
    “We’re on the ‘do not call’ list. Take me off of your list and don’t call here again or I will report you to the Better Business Bureau!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    The woman hung up before Brock could even tell her what he was calling about. 
 
    That wasn’t an extraordinarily encouraging first contact, he admitted before dialing the next number on his list. Unfortunately, it was no longer in service. 
 
    Two down. This might be more herculean than I presumed, Brock told himself before dialing the third number, only to be told the teenager had moved away for college. 
 
    Over and over again Brock punched in numbers, getting nowhere. He couldn’t find a single person ready and available for work. He even resorted to phoning members of Central Baptist Church — the folks who had said to get in touch with them if he needed anything, but every member had one reason or another that they wouldn’t be able to assist with the project. 
 
    Brock felt discouragement settling in. Why had God opened a door for him to take over this ministry if no one was going to work with him to get the job done? How could he be the director if there were no workers to direct? 
 
    As the cynical thoughts performed a rain dance through his brain waves, Victoria hollered, “Honey, we have company. Those obnoxious Russells are pullin’ into the driveway.” 
 
    The Russells? For what is the purpose of their stopover? Brock asked himself as he stood and plodded his way to the door. 
 
    Remington ran up on the porch; as soon as he saw the door open, he wrapped his arms around Brock. “I hope you’re not still mad at me,” he spoke softly. “I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you too, buddy,” Brock replied. “And of course I’m no longer distraught.” 
 
    Collin and Alayna hesitantly made their way out of the car and up to the house. “We understand how draining it is moving into a new place, so we brought you a home-cooked meal,” Alayna offered. 
 
    Victoria turned to Brock and rolled her eyes. Facing Alayna again, she said, “Oh, isn’t that sweet? Thank you so much. Do come in.” 
 
    Things were somewhat awkward for a little while, but eventually they were able to engage in some decent conversations. 
 
    “I am uncertain of what to do,” Brock told them. “Nobody is stimulated to assist. It causes me to speculate the reason for O’Malley’s forfeiture of directorship. Perhaps he simply grew weary of individuals neglecting involvement. Society is changing and not for the finest.” 
 
    Remington rubbed his imaginary beard. “Have you considered Noah?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “God told Noah to build an ark. People probably assumed he was some foolish old timer. It had never even rained before, but Noah had to go out there and start building that ark anyway. You should do like Noah did — just get out there and start constructing, even if you have to build all by yourself.” 
 
    Titus smiled and commented, “He won’t be alone. I’ll help.” 
 
    Remington turned toward to Collin. “How about me, Dad? Can I help too?” 
 
    Collin and Alayna looked at each other and then questioningly at Victoria, who gingerly nodded her head. 
 
    “If Brock can use your help, we’ll drop you off at the site every day after school,” Collin said before addressing Brock. “And we’ll make sure he wears steel-toed boots fit for the occasion. Proper footwear says a lot about a man and we’re determined to teach our son the proper values in life.” 
 
    “If he’s helping, I’m not,” Scottie muttered. “It would be bad enough if it was just Dad and Titus. But I’m not working alongside a crybaby.” 
 
    “That settles it,” Brock insisted. “Titus, Remington, Scottie and I will commence the project tomorrow afternoon. I’ll assemble a tabulation of materials and have the wood transported in the morning. Maybe God’ll send us some additional laborers after we take the leap of faith and begin working.” 
 
    “Are you deaf?” Scottie scoffed. “I said I AM NOT helping!” 
 
    “Yes he will,” Brock asserted, without as much as glancing in his son’s direction. 
 
    Collin had been trying to mask his frustration, but something had to be divulged. “Brock, I’m not trying to put my nose where it doesn’t belong, but you shouldn’t let your boy mouth off to you that way.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Victoria snapped. “That is putting your nose where it doesn’t belong. The way we raise our son is entirely up to us. Just so you’ll know, we’ve tried everything with him. We’ve taken him to counseling, we’ve had him on medication for ADHD, we’ve tried reward systems, we’ve taken away privileges. Nothing works with him.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried God’s way?” Collin asked. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Collin, realizing he had taken some liberties he shouldn’t have, didn’t speak another word. He pondered what he could say to smooth ruffled feathers. 
 
    Remmy wasn’t about to let that happen. “I would imagine he’s referring to spankings,” he blurted out. 
 
    Scottie’s face turned red, and it wasn’t from embarrassment. He was angrier than a hornet. “Shut up! I’m way too old for a spanking.” 
 
    Remington laughed sarcastically. “No you’re not; I got one two days ago, and I’m older than you are.” 
 
    “So…” Alayna spoke, changing the subject. “How are things going over at the church? Have you made any new friends yet?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    9: Detective Pearson 
 
      
 
   When he got to school Friday morning, all Scottie could think about was how he was becoming the black sheep of the family. Dad’s the expert carpenter and the director of Laborers for God. Mom’s becoming some super prayer warrior. Titus is a gifted singer. With his construction experience, he can help Dad more than anybody else probably can. Remington isn’t really living here, but still... he’s famous for always giving sound advice. He knows how to relate every situation to somethin’ in the Bible. And here I am — who am I exactly? The one nobody wants around? The one who’s consistently annoyed about something? The one nobody can get along with? 
 
    “What are you staring at?” he growled at the blonde cheerleader sitting next to him. 
 
    Giggling, she answered, “I was wondering if there’s a reason your shirt is snaking its way out of your zipper.” 
 
    Scottie’s face turned redder than a beet. Attempting to be inconspicuous, he felt for his zipper. Sure enough, the girl had been right. Scottie was humiliated. “At least I don’t eat my boogers.” 
 
    Winding her hair around her pointer finger, she said, “You’re hysterical.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting. I saw you do it while ago. I wasn’t gonna say anything, but that’s gross!” 
 
    His irritated classmate picked up her purple three-ring notebook and walloped Scottie on the nose. Impulsively, the boy jumped out of his seat and attempted to shove her, but Mrs. Schwanson intervened. 
 
    “BOTH OF YOU TO THE OFFICE ON THE DOUBLE!” she demanded, pointing toward the door. 
 
    Why do I always have to go to the office? Scottie whined internally. Nobody likes me. Not Mom, not Dad, not Remmy, not Titus… not even Mrs. Schwanson — and she gets paid to like me. 
 
    In the office, Little Miss Pom-Poms was told it was inappropriate to hit other students, “no matter how obnoxious they are behaving.” She was assigned one hour of after-school detention. Scottie, on the other hand, was told it is never appropriate to lay a hand on a girl, not under any circumstances — especially not after provoking her to the point she felt she had to clobber him with her notebook. After his firm talking to, he had to call home. 
 
    “Hi, Mom… Is Dad there?” Scottie asked. 
 
    “No, he’s over at the work site,” Mom replied. “What’d you do?” 
 
    “Jenny was chewin’ on her boogers and got mad when I told her that was gross. She hit me with her notebook and I got in trouble for fighting,” Scottie complained. 
 
    “Hmm…” Victoria sighed. Let me speak to Mr. Daniels so I can hear the rest of this story.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I don’t know what I’m gonna do with that child, Victoria sighed as she hung up the phone. 
 
    Getting on Facebook, she logged into a support group for parents of behaviorally challenged children where she created a post about how she and Brock had recently taken in another teenager, how they had moved on multiple occasions, and about how Scottie was having trouble adapting. She ranted about her son’s violent temper tantrums and verbal abuse. 
 
    In no time, several comments appeared beneath her post. Suggestions that she consider altering his diet, that she take his bedroom door off the hinges until he started following the rules, that he needed to start seeing a new therapist, that she enroll him in a residential treatment center, and then there were those who demanded Victoria stop making excuses for his behavior. 
 
    What do they know? Victoria asked herself. All of these people have misbehaving kids like I do. I need to find someone who’s already successfully raised respectful kids or who is currently parenting teenagers who seem to be decent people. 
 
    With that in mind, she deleted the post and removed herself from the group. 
 
    Scottie is truly wearing me out. I’m going to have to do something to get my mind off of it. I need to think about something else… anything else. Oh, I know! That Brandi woman from the salon. She was telling me someone affiliated with the ministry is a wolf in sheep’s clothing. The police officer didn’t deny it. I wonder. 
 
    With that, she sneaked into Brock’s office and got out the file folder Pastor O’Malley had handed him. There might be a clue in here, she told herself. If I can get to the bottom of this, maybe I can put a stop to the criminal activity before Brock knows anything about it. 
 
    Flipping the folder open, she began skimming the pages. Names, addresses, and phone numbers. That’s it? How is this going to solve anything? 
 
    A car door slammed out front. Oh, no! Brock’s back. 
 
    Hurriedly, Victoria closed the file folder, put it back in its place, and rushed to the living room where she sat on the couch and pretended to read the newspaper. 
 
    Brock and Titus dragged themselves through the door looking as if they had worked themselves to death. 
 
    “Guess whose school just called?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “What did he accomplish this time?” Brock replied. 
 
    Victoria told him all about the phone call, about her frustrations, and even about her post on the Facebook group. “I feel like nothing we do is working,” she complained. “I’m at my rope’s end with him.” 
 
    Brock shook his head. “I am uncertain of the solution either. Instead of maturing out of it as he increases in age, he seems to be worsening.” 
 
    Titus developed a persnickety expression on his face. “Maybe Collin was onto something the other night,” he suggested. 
 
    Victoria locked eyes with him. She couldn’t believe her ears. “Are you serious, Titus? Spanking a thirteen-year-old? That is absurd!... Who does that?” 
 
    Titus smiled and shrugged his shoulders. “Just an idea.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    10: Roasted Parrot 
 
      
 
   Brock said, “Okay men, what we’re going to be accomplishing today is preparing the cardinal framework for the dwelling. Scottie, you and Remington are going to be the gophers.” 
 
    “If I’m gonna be a gopher, what are you gonna be? A weasel?” Scottie retorted hatefully. 
 
    Brock laughed, “Not that species of gopher. A gopher is someone acquiring the role of going for this and going for that. In other words, you and Remington are going be responsible for delivering the necessary materials to their proper positions.” 
 
    Scottie threw his hands up in the air. “Oh, so we’re supposed to be the slaves while you and Titus do the fun stuff?... I told you I didn’t wanna do this! Why do I constantly get stuck with the hard stuff? And why do I have to work alongside Mr. Crybaby?” 
 
    “WOULD YOU SHUT UP?” Titus snapped, unable to mask his annoyance. 
 
    Brock was shocked. It was the first time he heard Titus exercise such an attitude, but he was glad he did as Scottie actually listened to him. 
 
    “To start with, Remington can you deliver us about a dozen 2x8s, and Scottie… we’ll need about a dozen 2x4s as well. Titus, I have some measurements jotted down here. Keeping safety in mind, I want you to trim this lumber down to size while I finalize the strategy for the installation of the sill plate.” 
 
    Remington eagerly picked up a few 2x8s and carried them over to Titus. He didn’t care how Scottie felt about it; he enjoyed being a gopher. I’m gonna develop some massive muscles carryin’ all this lumber, he told himself. People won’t ever bully me again. 
 
    Scottie was determined not to allow Remmy to show him up. Grabbing five 2x4s, he headed toward Titus. A few steps into his walk one of the boards started sliding off of his stack, then another, and then… he found himself in a pickle. Dropping them all on the ground, he stomped his right foot and yelled, “Forget this! I’m done!” 
 
    “Back to work!” Brock ordered, glaring at the boys. “We’re not having any slackers on this venture.” 
 
    “No problem. I quit then!” Scottie fussed. 
 
    Titus was not in the mood. “And you called Remington a crybaby?... Grow up already, will ya?” 
 
    Brock didn’t say a word but silently observed as Scottie angrily picked his boards up and began trodding lightly again. 
 
    Titus nervously laid his first 2x8 across the sawhorses and measured it off. Putting the circular saw in place, the teen glanced around to make sure no one was watching. Carefully he squeezed the trigger and began sawing across the line he had drawn. Three seconds in, the saw shut off without warning — Titus had cut right through the power cord. 
 
    “What transpired?” Brock called out. 
 
    “Um, I —" 
 
    “The dummy can’t tell the difference between a board and an electrical cord, Scottie insulted. 
 
    Remington was curious as to how Brock was going to handle the situation. My dad would have killed me, he asserted. Better him than me. I’m glad I’m just the gopher. 
 
    “Have you never utilized a circular saw before?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I, um, well… no.” 
 
    “You informed me you had labored in construction before.” 
 
    “No I didn’t,” Titus replied. 
 
    “You must certainly did!” 
 
    “Did not.” 
 
    “I recall it quite certainly, young man. I questioned if you had ever labored in construction.” 
 
    Titus cut him off, “And what did I say? I told you to remember the surveillance camera and the soundboard. I never spoke a single word about construction.” 
 
    Brock could have spit nails. “That has the same equivalency of lying. You intentionally led me to conclude you possessed construction skills, which you unmistakably do not have.” 
 
    Titus smiled and shrugged his shoulders, “Sorry.” 
 
    “Why do you smile about everything? Nothing is charming or even remotely humorous about deceiving someone!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    While the guys were engrossed in their project, Victoria was involved in a covert operation all of her own. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Victoria and I’m new in town,” she told the postmaster. As she suspected, that introduction worked like a charm. 
 
    “Victoria? Brock’s wife, Victoria?” 
 
    “The one and the same.” 
 
    The postmaster removed some large boxes from the counter. “How’s that new ministry working out for you?” 
 
    “Things are going great! My husband is in the process of building his first house for the ministry as we speak.” 
 
    “A lot of good that will do,” the postmaster grumbled, resuming his place at the register. 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “Another house’ll burn down before he even gets that one up. That’s the way things go around here.” 
 
    There were advantages to small towns. Everybody talked about everything. Victoria was going to do everything in her power to get to the bottom of things and if she had to use the mouthy people of Farmington, she would do just that. 
 
    “So who do you suppose is responsible?” she inquired. 
 
    “Could be anybody. My guess would be money’s a key factor. The Good Book says money is the root of all evil, you know.” 
 
    “Not to be argumentative,” Victoria corrected him, “but the Bible actually says the love of money is the root of all evil.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “It is indeed. But who could be making money off of the fires?” 
 
    “Who knows? An insurance broker? A sawmill owner? A seller of building materials? Someone higher up the ladder in a ministry that receives donations based upon the number of houses that need to be built perhaps?” 
 
    Victoria sighed. “You’re not suggesting the pastor has something to do with this?” 
 
    “I’m not insinuating anything. I’m just saying I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes. Sooner or later the truth is going to surface. When it does, the names of everyone involved in that ministry will be ruined for life — and that most certainly includes the director and his wife.” 
 
    Victoria didn’t like the tone of the guy’s voice, but what he said made perfect sense, whether she wanted to hear it or not. Somehow she had to figure out who the arsonist was and she had to do it before Brock got wind of her detective work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning while the boys were in school, Brock decided to make a second round of phone calls in efforts to locate competent helpers. He started dialing everyone he hadn’t been able to speak with on his previous day of calling — the ones where either no one answered or where a voicemail had been left but had yet to be returned. 
 
    It was during one of those phone calls Brock found out he was going to have his work cut out for him. Another fire had broken out the night before — an elderly widow’s house had gone up in flames. She had managed to get herself out of the house, but not her parrot. Peanut had been roasted by the fire. 
 
    With no family in the area, she was void of a place to go. The worst part was, upon investigation it was believed her house had been intentionally set ablaze. It was an act of arson. 
 
    “There have been a few mysterious fires in the past, but they almost invariably find a way to justify them. Either the house had faulty wiring or someone had left the oven turned on. This time, they aren’t saying what they found. Just that it appears to be the work of an arsonist,” the man suggested. 
 
    Brock was flustered. He was calling to find help… not to increase his workload. He tried not to show his frustration. “We will provide aid as promptly as we can, but I’m experiencing complications in finding laborers. Can you assist me with the project we’ve undertaken?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I’d love to,” the man replied, “but I threw my back out a couple of days ago and I can’t even go to work. I’ll pray for you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    11: A Dark Secret 
 
      
 
   For three weeks Brock and his teenage crew exhausted themselves building a house for Rachel Byrd and her offspring. After getting the sill plate installed, they put in a band joist, the floor joists, added the bridging, and installed the subfloor. 
 
    They were in the process of framing up the wall one afternoon when an older mini-van pulled up. “Could you use some help?” a lady asked. 
 
    “We’ll receive all of the assistance we’re offered,” Brock told her. 
 
    “$15 an hour sound okay with you?” 
 
    “$15 an hour? No, I’m apologetic, ma’am. We’re a ministry comprised of volunteers.” 
 
    “A person can’t pay her bills by volunteering,” the lady retorted, speeding off. 
 
    Brock bowed his head and called upon the Lord, “Dear God, please grant us assistance! It’s going to take us forever at this rate of progression. When that lady stopped, I had elevated anticipations that she might be able—.” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” a man uttered, tapping him on the shoulder and carelessly interrupting his prayer. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I need to see your building permit.” 
 
    My building permit? Brock worried. O’Malley didn’t deliver me the building permit. I sure hope he has one. Hesitantly, Brock answered with, “I don’t have it in my possession, sir.” 
 
    The man chuckled, “Hi, the name’s Edward. You’ve left me a couple of voicemails now. I got in touch with Pastor O’Malley, and he supplied me with this address. How can I help?” 
 
    God had done it again! He had answered another petition — and had done so while Brock was still lifting it up. 
 
    Titus gave Scottie a persnickety raise of the eyebrow. “Let me guess; you suppose that was another coincidence, right?” 
 
    “Could be, Cord Cutter.” 
 
    “That’s substantial, guys. Back to work,” Brock snapped. 
 
    Edward appeared to be peering clear through Brock as he spoke, “I was hesitant about helping out on any more projects. I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    Brock shifted his feet. “For what purpose were you hesitant?” 
 
    “I guess the rumors were gettin’ to me. I’m smart enough to know better than to listen to gossip, but sometimes I tend to let things get to me.” 
 
    A questioning expression surfaced on Brock’s face. “I’ve only resided in Farmington for a couple of months. I am unaware of the rumors you are referencing.” 
 
    Edward looked around him before speaking in a quieter tone, “Well, I don’t like to spread things around, but since you’re going to learn about it eventually, you might as well hear it from me.” 
 
    Supposedly, someone associated with Laborers for God had a dark secret. No one knew who it was, but everyone recognized it was happening. Someone affiliated with the ministry had a blazing passion for burning houses down. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason. Some of the homes were occupied by singles, others by couples, others by families — some were vacant. 
 
    Brock wasn’t the only one listening intently to the rumors Edward didn’t like to share. All three boys had their ears tuned in as well; they couldn’t believe what was falling out of the man’s loose lips. 
 
    “How would somebody keep avoiding repercussions with something like that?” Brock asked. 
 
    “Pretty simple. All of the evidence gets destroyed in the fires. Kind of hard to convict somebody unless they’re seen in the act.” 
 
    Edward went on to blab about how more and more volunteers and supporters of Laborers for God had been pulling away. They were scared not only of what might happen to them, but also that they might become the target of unfounded community speculation. 
 
    Brock shifted his feet again, growing rather uncomfortable with the conversation at hand. “Why are people under the assumption it’s someone affiliated with the ministry who’s setting the fires? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    “When suspicions first arose, people suspected it might be someone connected with the fire department. You know, some thrill-seeking young person who enjoyed battling the flames. But the fire chief does his homework before permitting anyone to join his crew. If he gets wind of any potential foul play, he won’t hesitate to kick a guy off of his squad in a heartbeat. When people started up rumors that it might be one of his men, he rechecked the character references of each volunteer. Not one of them received a single negative reference. It doesn’t seem likely.” 
 
    Edward went on to say there were multiple possible motives for it being someone affiliated with Laborers for God. It could be a prideful individual who enjoyed bragging rights for their ministry’s accomplishments. Perhaps someone had found a way to embezzle funds from supporting churches. It could even be some sicko who enjoyed watching others in despair and as a part of the ministry, he would get a chance to meet many of the fire victims and hear them pour their hearts out. There were some twisted people in Farmington — anyone could be the culprit, but more than likely whoever was involved had some kind of a personal connection to the fires. If it wasn’t a firefighter, the only other possibility was Laborers for God. At least, that’s the only other option the townsfolk were willing to consider. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Victoria would have been much more comfortable sitting atop a rat’s nest than listening to her husband repeating Edward’s suspicions. 
 
    As he rambled, she pretended to listen while thinking, I am not willing to lose my husband again. If he starts taking this thing seriously, he might be tempted to flee. He could even join Collin in the paranoia stage. I will do everything I can to ensure our family remains together. 
 
    Victoria was so deep in thought she hadn’t even heard Brock ask, “What assessment do you possess of the man’s theories?” 
 
    Brock waved his hand in front of Victoria’s face. “Anybody present?... What do you surmise?” 
 
    Victoria pretended she had been deeply considering his every word. “Sounds to me like the guy has watched a few too many movies. Or maybe he’s a drama king?” 
 
    Brock chuckled. “You don’t buy into his tales then?” 
 
    “I’m not worried about it at all. Things happen, Brock. Just because a lot of fires have broken out doesn’t mean an arsonist is involved. And even if there is, it’s probably just some kid playing with matches — not someone involved with Laborers for God.” 
 
    Scottie knocked on the door to their bedroom. “YES,” Victoria called. 
 
    “The toilet’s overflowing and I didn’t do it!” 
 
    “Never a dull moment,” Victoria said as she sprang to her feet and jogged to the restroom. 
 
    The toilet was overflowing alright. The floor was soaked and the sea was continuing to overflow its banks. Worse, a chocolate submarine was teetering on the edge. Wasting no time, Victoria uncapped the tank and lifted up on the toilet ball float to stop the overflow. 
 
    Brock joined her and Scottie in the restroom just as she pulled up on the ball. “Can you hold this up while I try to plunge it?” she asked. 
 
    Victoria and Brock exchanged places. Victoria plunged and plunged, but did nothing more than add to the mess already on the floor. “Okay, Scottie. Fess up. What did you put in the toilet?” 
 
    “Poop. That’s all. I promise.” 
 
    “Scottie. We’re going to find out what it is, so you might as well be honest.” 
 
    Scottie looked down at the floor. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “You didn’t mean to what, son?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “I, uh… well.” 
 
    “Well, what, Scottie?” 
 
    With his face turning red, he said, “I thought I was just going to toot and… and…” He covered his face with both hands. 
 
    “Scottie, you are thirteen! Tell me you didn’t have an accident at thirteen.” 
 
    Scottie didn’t speak. 
 
    “Answer your mother,” Brock said firmly. 
 
    Still concealing his face, Scottie mumbled, “I was embarrassed and I didn’t want anybody to know, so I tried to flush my boxers.” 
 
    Titus burst into a fit of hysterical laughter from behind them. “And you made fun of me for cutting a cord? At least I know the difference between a toilet and my undies.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    12: Lessons Learned 
 
      
 
   Sunday morning, Pastor O’Malley bragged about Brock as if he was the best thing to ever come to Farmington. “I’m telling you, folks, this man is a Godsend. I believe you will observe greater things happening through his efforts than you ever saw through mine. I’ve witnessed it, folks. Brock has the touch of God on his shoulders. If you haven’t seen it yet, I highly recommend you go over and examine the house he’s been building. I drove over this morning and it was spectacular! Keep up the outstanding work, Brock. You too, boys.” 
 
    Scottie rolled his eyes. We do all of the hard work and Dad’s the one that gets praised? Pastor O’Malley doesn’t even know my name. He acts like Titus and I are equals — like we’re both Pearsons. I don’t even wanna work on that stupid house anymore. Nobody cares that I’m over there anyway. 
 
    Pastor O’Malley dismissed everyone to their Sunday School classes. Yesss! Scottie thought. At least I can get away from everybody for a little while. 
 
    A younger-appearing man approached Scottie as soon as everyone stood up. “What grade are you in?” 
 
    “Seventh.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured. You’ll be in my class.” 
 
    Looks like a push-over, Scottie told himself as he stood to follow the man. 
 
    As they began walking, his teacher said, “You can call me Brother Kyle.” 
 
    Confusion manifested itself across Scottie’s face. “We’re not brothers.” 
 
    The man grinned. “Are you saved?” 
 
    After a brief moment of hesitation, Scottie asked, “From what?” 
 
    “Are you a Christian?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. Why else would I be here?” 
 
    “Okay. Sorry if I stepped on your toes a bit there, guy. You can call me Kyle if you’re more comfortable.” 
 
    Scottie nodded but didn’t respond audibly. Together, they followed the crowd out of the sanctuary and down a flight of stairs. Scottie watched as young people began to filter into different rooms. 
 
    “Our classroom is through the last door on the right,” Brother Kyle told him. 
 
    Scottie tried to see, but his view was blocked by a group of older teens poking along in front of him. He still didn’t speak. Even though he wasn’t showing it, he was somewhat anxious about going to class — hoping to make some new friends who might live close by. 
 
    When he got there, Scottie was shocked to find the door decorated somewhat like the head of a dinosaur. The entire thing was green. Giant dark brown eyes stared down at him, smoke was coming out of the beast’s nostrils, and he wore somewhat of a goofy grin on his face. That got Scottie’s attention like nothing else had. “What’s up with the dinosaur?” 
 
    “That’s Leviathan,” Brother Kyle replied. 
 
    “Levi..thi… who?” 
 
    “Leviathan. He was a dragon who lived during Bible times.” Brother Kyle closed the door behind them and addressed the class. “Top of the morning everybody. Please take a seat.” 
 
    The young man went on to ask the seventh and eighth graders to open their Bibles to the ninth verse of Psalm 119. He read the verse aloud, “Wherewithal shall a young man cleanse his way? By taking heed thereto according to thy word.” Then he posed a question, “Who wants to guess what that means?” 
 
    Three students raised their hands. “Dori?” Brother Kyle called, motioning toward the rebellious-looking brunette. 
 
    Dori grinned, “It’s saying boys need to straighten up their lives more than girls do. That’s why it mentioned young men instead of young ladies.” 
 
    Brother Kyle laughed, “I should’ve known better than to call on you, shouldn’t I?” Turning, he offered a petite girl by the name of Lily the opportunity to provide a more accurate answer. 
 
    “Isn’t it saying a person can get right with God if they obey the Bible?” 
 
    “On the surface, yes,” Brother Kyle agreed. “How about any of the guys? Any of you want to take a stab at this?” 
 
    Scottie raised his hand. Without waiting to be called on, he blurted out, “It’s saying if there’s an enormous pile of steaming dog poop in the path you’re about to stomp through, you should listen to your mom and dad and clean it up so you don’t track it in the house.” 
 
    The room burst out into a hysterical fit of laughter. 
 
    Awesome, Scottie smiled. Maybe I can make some friends here. 
 
    “That’s pretty funny there, guy,” Brother Kyle told him. “Even though you were probably trying to be cute, you’re actually right!” 
 
    The Sunday School teacher went on to explain how every man, woman, boy, and girl is prone to sin. That sin would get in the way of the abundant blessings God would like to award them. Brother Kyle shared a story with them regarding a time when his own sin of greed had hurt him greatly. At twenty-years-old, he had landed a job as a bookkeeping assistant. 
 
    He was making good money — so much, as a matter of fact, he had been able to obtain a mortgage at an exceptionally early age. Hearing other people brag about stacking more papers than he was, he decided to seek other employment opportunities. He was awarded another position that paid another dollar on the hour — that wasn’t enough; he wanted more. Brother Kyle changed roles again and again. Eventually, he wound up with a job he hated. He and his boss fought like cats and dogs and he was let go under the pretenses of the company not being able to afford him. No reputable company would even consider him because he had developed a reputation of job-hopping. No one wanted to invest their time or money into training a known deserter. 
 
    “My greed caused me to trade in a line of work I enjoyed for flipping hamburgers. You see, I had a bright path in front of me. But sin… like the pile of steamy dog poop Scottie was talking about, got in my path. I didn’t stop to clean it up. I paraded right through it and that sin trailed me like the repulsive odor of dog feces on the bottom of your shoe. Sin of any kind will do that to you. As young people, you can straighten up your lives by diving into the Bible, studying it, finding out what God’s will is for your life, and abiding in it.” 
 
    Interesting lesson, Scottie said to himself. I’m glad I’m not greedy. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    After church, Victoria asked Scottie what he learned about in Sunday School. 
 
    “That Brother Kyle’s a greedy person and he kept wanderin’ around with dog poop on his shoe, which cost him his job.” 
 
    Victoria crinkled her nose. “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “Yeah… What’d you learn about?” 
 
    “Pastor O’Malley taught on how to resist temptations,” Victoria replied. “He explained how without fail God provides a way for us to escape our own evil intentions, but first we have to search for the way out.” 
 
    “Cool,” Scottie mumbled, before turning to Titus. “What about you?” 
 
    Titus grinned. “We were learning about forgiving immature little rascals like you.” 
 
    “Titus, that’s enough of that,” Victoria scolded. “You’ve been giving him a hard time for weeks now.” 
 
    “He started it,” Titus replied lightheartedly. 
 
    “And I’m finishing it,” Brock contended. “Perform in your age bracket, buddy. You’re not thirteen.” 
 
    “And even if you were,” Victoria added, “thirteen-year-olds have better social skills than insulting people like that.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    13: Prowler Alert 
 
      
 
   Three am was not the time for the doorbell. Brock tried to keep an optimistic attitude. I hope it’s someone volunteering to assist on the Byrd’s house, he told himself as he rolled out of bed and wrapped himself in his tan-colored robe. 
 
    Rubbing his eyes and fumbling his way through the dark, he cautiously made his way to the front of the house. Flipping on the porch light, he was surprised to see Scottie perched on his tip-toes as a muscle-bound woman arrayed in a tattered purple bathrobe and with strands of silver hair hanging down over her face stretched his left ear while simultaneously giving him a chicken wing. 
 
    As soon as the door opened she began nagging in the most high-pitched, irritating voice Brock had ever heard, “Your little demon here was sneaking around behind my house. My dogs were goin’ crazy. I asked him what he was up to and the little hoodlum told me to get a life.” 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m—.” 
 
    “I’m not finished yet; don’t interrupt me! I started to call the police on this young’un but then I came to a better conclusion. Cops’d probably just slap him on the wrist and let him go. If you’re anything like my dad, I’m confident you’ll teach him a thing or two.” Releasing Scottie, she added, “If I ever catch you around my house again, I’ll rip your arm off and beat you upside the head with the bloody end of it. And don’t you doubt me either!” 
 
    When the neighbor’s tongue eventually stopped wagging, Brock turned his attention to his son. “Scottie, why were you lurking about in the middlemost portion of the night?” 
 
    “I dunno.” 
 
    “You oughtta beat the answer out of him, mister.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Brock said. “Thank you for delivering Scottie back to our residence. He will be dealt with — firmly. Why don’t you go back to your dwelling place and acquire some shut-eye?” 
 
    “Me? Shut-eye?” The lady gasped. “After having a prowler or a Peeping Tom on my property? That’s not likely.” 
 
    “He will not be disturbing you again, ma’am. Thank you,” Brock muttered, closing the door between them. 
 
    Motioning for Scottie to have a seat on the sofa, Brock asked, “How were you occupying your time, son?” 
 
    Scottie’s fear had escaped through the holes in his ears and had been replaced with a sense of all-out rebellion. “I, um… it’s none of your business.” 
 
    “It is now. Don’t converse with me in that tone again.” 
 
    “Or what?” Scottie asked. 
 
    Storming out of his bedroom, Titus warned, “Or I’ll deliver you the whippin’ the lady said you need.” 
 
    Brock ordered Titus back to bed. 
 
    “I’ll go, but if I hear any more lip… Scottie, you’re gonna get it and I don’t make threats.” 
 
    Victoria entered the living room, “Who was at the door? What’s all the commotion about?” 
 
    Scottie, speaking as quietly as he could in hopes of avoiding a beating from Titus, argued, “Everybody’s getting’ all bent out of shape cause I took a stroll and got some fresh air.” 
 
    Brock and Victoria questioned Scottie for hours. During that time his story consistently changed — he saw a deer and wanted to pet it, a pretty girl was calling his name, he had the notion Titus had sneaked out of the house and he was trying to see what he was up to. 
 
    “Stand up and reveal the contents of your pockets,” Brock eventually demanded. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Titus opened his door and gave the boy an intimidating scowl. 
 
    “Fine,” Scottie mumbled, rising to his feet. Sticking his hands in his jeans pockets, he flipped them inside out. 
 
    “That’s a lighter!” Victoria gasped. “Why on earth do you have a lighter, young man?” 
 
    “Because I do.” 
 
    Brock and Victoria were beside themselves. Scottie had been behaving that way ever since the allegations had been made against Brock. It was like there was something inside of him that would not allow him to be polite, obedient, loving, or caring. 
 
    “Can I confer with him for a while?” Titus asked. “By myself?” 
 
    “I suppose. We’re not arriving anywhere with him. No brutality though, okay?” Brock insisted. 
 
    “Deal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where’d you put the gum?” Titus asked when the room cleared out. 
 
    “Gum? What gum?” 
 
    “You know, the gum you chewed to cover up the cigarette stench?” 
 
    Scottie had not been smoking — not that time anyway. However, he was not about to tell anyone what he had been doing. That was between him and God; nobody else needed to know. If he had his way, God wouldn’t be aware of it either. 
 
    “What were you doing, then?” 
 
    “None of your—.” 
 
    Titus cupped his hand over Scottie’s mouth. “Say the rest of that sentence and I’m gonna wear you out within an inch of your life. By the time your dad gets in here, it’ll be too late.” 
 
    Scottie closed his mouth and pondered for a second. “I’m not comfortable talkin’ about it,” he answered. 
 
    “That’s better, but it’s still not what I wanted to hear. That’s okay. I’m not gonna force it out of ya. But promise me you’re gonna stay in the house for the rest of the night. Will you do that?” 
 
    “Sure,” Scottie agreed. “But I’m tellin’ Dad you threatened me.” 
 
    “Tell him if you don’t wanna be able to sit down tomorrow. It’s your backside.” 
 
    “Did you threaten me again?” 
 
    “I’m telling you how it’s gonna be. If your dad isn’t gonna put you in check, somebody sure needs to.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    14: Parenting 101 
 
      
 
   The morning after their rude awakening, Victoria went grocery shopping and nearly came unglued when she bumped into Alayna. Seeing her wasn’t the problem. It had more to do with the first words that shot out of her mouth. “I heard you had a rough night.” 
 
    Somehow, Alayna always knew which buttons to push. What went on in the Pearson household was none of her business. Shouldn’t she be at home babysitting her paranoid hubby? Victoria asked herself. She bit her tongue, paused for a moment, and then softly spoke, “It was a long night indeed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Victoria sighed. “It’s okay. I’d rather not talk about it. How are things in your world?” 
 
    “To be honest, things have been going pretty well for us lately. Moving to Farmington was the best thing that could’ve happened to us. Collin’s shoe store is starting to pick up business, I’ve finally gotten the house arranged the way I want it, and Remington is growing closer to the Lord every day.” 
 
    Brag, brag, brag! Victoria thought. She was certain Alayna wasn’t making any of it up. Remington spent enough time helping on the building project that she knew he was doing well. It seemed every day Brock was coming home and sharing some little tidbit of information Remington had shown him in the scriptures. She had heard people from their church boast about the fantastic deals they were getting at Collin’s store. But still, was it necessary to rub it in her face like that? 
 
    Victoria donned a feigned smile and said, “I’m glad to hear it… I’ve got some shopping to do... See you later.” 
 
    Entering the cereal aisle, Victoria kept reflecting on their conversation about Remington. He really was a sweet kid. Yes, the boy was whiny, but he was exceedingly well-mannered. Remmy was always polite — maybe not always, but at least most of the time. He rarely back-talked, almost never got in trouble at school, and had a fantastic work ethic. She wished she could somehow instill his character into Scottie. But how? 
 
    A couple of aisles over, she bumped into Alayna again. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Sure, what do you need?” 
 
    “Well, how do you do it? How do you get Remington to behave so well?” 
 
    Alayna nearly giggled, being wholly taken off guard by that question. “It took a lot of training, a lot of patience, and a lot of consistency.” 
 
    Victoria gripped the handle on her cart a bit more firmly. “I’ve heard things like that before, but to be perfectly honest I don’t think we’re first-rate parents.” 
 
    Alayna tried to console her. “Sure you are. Scottie just didn’t have the same foundation Remmy had. I mean, Collin and I were both saved before we had him. Our boy grew up in church, hearing the Word of God. We raised him according to Biblical principles.” 
 
    “So you and Collin did everything right while Brock and I failed miserably? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “No, honey. Stop being so hard on yourself. I’m not judging you at all… I’m trying to get you to realize—" 
 
    Not needing an explanation, Victoria cut her off. “Would you and Collin be willing to teach us how to improve our parenting skills?” 
 
    Victoria tried to ignore the funny looks a couple of teenage girls gave her as they passed by. 
 
    “Like a Parenting 101 class?” Alayna asked. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    Alayna smiled, shrugged her shoulders, and agreed she would mention it to Collin and they would see what they could work out. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All was quiet at Collin’s Shoe Store. With no customers coming in for the past twenty minutes, Collin was keeping himself busy doing a bit of reorganizing, while praying aloud, “…and You saw that guy that came in here earlier, Lord. I don’t know what it was about him, but I just got the feeling he was up to no good. Please protect my family. Don’t let us ever go through—” 
 
    Ding. Ding. The bell on the front door announced someone’s entrance. “Gotta go God. We’ll wrap up this conversation later,” Collin said quietly as he hollered, “BE RIGHT THERE,” and headed toward the front of the store. 
 
    By the time he got there, Alayna was sitting on the counter with her legs crossed. “There’s my hunk of love,” she said with her face aglow. 
 
    Collin couldn’t help but smile. “To what do I owe the privilege of this visit?” 
 
    Alayna stood up, looked deep into his eyes, and took a few slow steps toward him with a huge smile on her face. “I love you, baby. Isn’t that reason enough?” 
 
    Collin chuckled. “It’s reason enough, alright. But something tells me you didn’t stop in just because you love me.” 
 
    “Well, Mr. Know-It-All, why don’t you tell me why I stopped in then.” 
 
    “Hmm…,” Collin snickered. “To ask me how much money we have in the bank because you just found a fabulous deal on something?” 
 
    Alayna lightly smacked his arm. “No!... Not even close.” 
 
    Ding. Ding. Another customer entered the store. “Good afternoon, how can I help you?” Collin asked. 
 
    “Just browsing,” the customer replied. 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Once the customer was out of earshot, Collin said, “Okay, now my time’s going to be somewhat limited. What’s up?” 
 
    Alayna eagerly shared the news of her encounter with Victoria and told him it looked like God was going to answer their prayers about helping them rebuild their relationship with the Pearsons. 
 
    Collin listened to her account with great interest. “Wow! God is good… but we must not forget that the devil sometimes has a way of making things look like they’re from God when they’re not.” 
 
    “You’re doubting this is God’s answer to our prayers? Collin, where’s your faith?” 
 
    Collin snickered. “I agree. The Pearsons are in need of some intense spiritual training — especially in the area of childrearing.” 
 
    “But?” Alayna questioned. 
 
    “But… if we agree to train them on parenting, we’re going to be dealing with some touchy situations and we’re going to have to exercise extreme caution in our wording of things.” 
 
    Collin went on to say he was willing to work with the Pearsons but he was certain hard feelings would arise. Still, he promised to hope and pray for God to prevent misunderstandings and to use their Parenting Class 101, as Alayna referred to it, in a compelling manner. 
 
    Later that evening Collin phoned Brock to see if he was on board with the idea or if it was one of those little impulsive things Victoria had rattled off in the heat of the moment. The last thing he wanted to do was meddle in Brock’s family affairs. Brock had already made it crystal clear he wanted to be a man and stand on his own two feet without having someone else breathe down his neck. 
 
    “We actually just finished discussing the idea before you called,” Brock said. “Collin, we do require collaboration — not only with Scottie but even with Titus. Titus isn’t technically a child. He’s practically developed into adulthood, but he has the potential to be somewhat garrulous at times, and he relishes in tormenting Scottie by bombarding him with invectives. My wife is correct; we are shoddy parents. What can you do to aid us?” 
 
    “Well,” Collin answered, “this whole idea of training someone on how to parent is new to me too. I’ve been giving it some heavy consideration throughout the afternoon and I do have a few ideas of how it could work. So I decided I’d run some different options by you and then leave the final decision up to you. If you have an idea that’s different than mine, share that with me too. We’ll do whatever we can.” 
 
    Collin suggested three options. The first consisted of Collin and Brock having one-on-one meetings while Alayna and Victoria did the same. During those meetings, they would discuss some of the behavioral issues they were dealing with and talk about effective ways of handling them. They would keep the Bible at the forefront of their discussions and apply as many scriptural principles as possible. 
 
    The second option would be for all four adults to sit down together for meetings. It would be somewhat of an open forum and everyone would have to agree to respect the opinions of everyone else in the room. Collin told Brock he wasn’t sure how well the group meeting would work because he feared tensions might arise when four different opinions were floating around the room. 
 
    His last proposition was the one he feared even to mention — that the Russells would spend one entire weekend per month at the Pearsons’ residence. During that time, the Russells would evaluate the Pearsons’ parenting methods and coach them on alternative ways of dealing with situations as they would arise. 
 
    “I am filled with uncertainty, Collin. I would not desire to be too much of an imposition.” 
 
    “It may be a slight imposition, but if it helps your family, I’m all for it,” Collin replied. 
 
    “Well, I’ll converse with my spouse. Even though that last alternative could potentially be awkward for all of us, I’m contemplating it might be the most advantageous.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    15: A Little Digging 
 
      
 
   Victoria had never ridden a town bus in her life, but there was a first time for everything. Nervously, she took a seat near the back of the bus. It seemed that everyone quieted down as she approached. 
 
    It was then she heard someone whisper, “I’m telling you, that’s the woman. I saw her coming out of the house just the other day.” 
 
    Victoria pretended not to hear a word as she casually looked out the window, awaiting an opportunity. She listened to more whispering, but couldn’t make out what was being said. 
 
    “Excuse me,” one of the women finally addressed her. “Didn’t I see you over by Central Baptist the other day?” 
 
    Victoria turned to face the short and dumpy woman whose face was decorated with frown lines. “Yes, ma’am. My family attends church there.” 
 
    “Really?” the woman asked. Victoria had no trouble recognizing her as someone who loved to meddle. “How long have you been attending?” 
 
    “Not very long. We’re new to town,” Victoria played along. 
 
    “Told you so,” the woman said, gently elbowing her friend who sat beside her speechless. 
 
    Victoria pretended she had no idea what they had been gossiping about. “Told you so, what?” 
 
    “Your family is taking over that ministry that’s building houses for folks, right?” 
 
    “We sure are,” Victoria said confidently. 
 
    The woman looked at her like she was a complete idiot. “Are you folks temporary or are you here for the long haul?” 
 
    “We hope to be here for a long time,” Victoria told her. This old lady’s a piece of work, she thought. I have got to find a way to drag some information out of her. 
 
    “Isn’t that nice?” the woman replied sarcastically, looking at her buddy. 
 
    Her friend jumped into the conversation. “Aren’t you afraid something horrible might happen to you or your family?” 
 
    Birds of a feather flock together, Victoria thought. Now we might be getting somewhere. “Why would I worry about something like that?” 
 
    “Well, that ministry doesn’t have a very solid reputation around here. I bet you’re having a hard time finding people to help out with the construction projects. Right?” 
 
    Victoria scratched her head. “We are struggling a bit, but God will provide the laborers in His time.” 
 
    “Another brainwashed soul,” the woman scoffed. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. It’d take some kind of religious nut to believe she’d be safe in a town where houses are burning to the ground all of the time and her husband is trying to be the hero.” 
 
    When the bus stopped, the ladies got off. Wow, Victoria thought. This is going to be tough. It seems everybody thinks the culprit is someone affiliated with Laborers for God. I’m just not convinced. It can’t be. 
 
    No more than a minute passed before a young man who appeared to be in his early twenties spoke up. “So… um…,” he chuckled creepily, revealing a mouthful of blackening rotten teeth. “I couldn’t help but to overhear your conversation.” 
 
    Don’t let him scare you, Victoria. The only way you’re going to figure anything out is to talk to these people. Don’t be a respecter of persons. Cut right to the chase. See what you can find out. “Seems like there’s some hostility around here regarding Laborers for God. Do you know why that is by any chance?” 
 
    The eerie chuckle returned. “A little.” 
 
    Creepy, Victoria thought. “Could you maybe elaborate on that a little?” 
 
    “Elaborate? What’s that mean?” 
 
    Oh, my. No wonder the guy’s teeth are rotting out. He probably doesn’t know what the word ‘brush’ means either. No, Victoria. Stop being so judgmental. “In other words, why don’t people support the ministry?” 
 
    “Oh, gotcha,” the man grinned. “Cause of the fires I reckon.” 
 
    Where did this guy come from? Jupiter? Come on, Victoria. You can get something out of him. Don’t give up. “Any idea who the arsonist is?” 
 
    The man looked confused. “Arsonist?” 
 
    “Arsonist… you know, the person responsible for starting the fires?” 
 
    “Oh,” the guy replied. “Yeah, I have an idea who he is.” 
 
    “You don’t talk much, do you?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “I’m talkin’ right now, ain’t I?” 
 
    Is this guy all there? Victoria was beginning to have her doubts. Even if he’s not, he said he has an idea and I want to follow up on every lead I can get. “You sure are, buddy. What’s your name anyway?” 
 
    “Herbert.” 
 
    “Well, Herbert, my name is Victoria. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    Herbert chuckled, but not quite as creepily this time. 
 
    “Who do you think is behind the fires?” 
 
    “Right now, prolly nobody.” 
 
    “Nobody? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I don’t think there’s any fires burnin’ right now. So the fires ain’t in front of nobody. Nobody can be behind ‘em if they ain’t burnin’, miss.” 
 
    I could scream, Victoria thought. No. No. You can do this. Pretend he’s three, Victoria. You got this. “Some houses have burned down before. Who started those fires?” 
 
    With yet another creepy chuckle, Herbert said, “Prolly somebody who feels like he’s all alone. Like nobody likes him. You know? Like a guy who feels like he don’t belong?” 
 
    Oh, no, Victoria thought. “Herbert, do you have very many friends?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Tell me about them.” 
 
    “Well, there’s Billy and Tyler… and Hunter.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Victoria said. “What can you tell me about your buddies?” 
 
    “They’re my friends. They’re fun to hang out with.” 
 
    Somehow I think I’m being lied to, Victoria thought. “So what kind of things do you do with Billy?” 
 
    “Lots.” 
 
    “Lots? Like what?” 
 
    “Like… swimming in the clouds.” 
 
    Victoria giggled. “Swimming in the clouds, huh? Do you mean flying in an airplane?” 
 
    “No. I mean… we go up to the top of the mountains and jump off into the clouds and go swimming.” 
 
    “Is Billy a friend you can see? Or is he an imaginary friend.” 
 
    “Got me there,” Herbert chuckled. 
 
    “What about Tyler and Hunter? Are they imaginary friends too?” 
 
    “Yep. But they’re good friends. They’re never mean to me.” 
 
    Victoria was beginning to feel sorry for the guy, but at the same time she realized there was a real possibility he was the man she was looking for. “Herbert, I’m going to ask you a very direct question. Do you promise to tell me the truth?” 
 
    “I didn’t do it,” he told her. 
 
    “You didn’t do what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Whenever people start asking me to tell them the truth, they always blame me for doing something wrong. I didn’t do nothin’. I promise.” 
 
    “Listen, Herbert. I’m not here to try to get you in trouble. I just want to know who keeps starting those fires. Have you or any of your imaginary friends had anything to do with them?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say,” Herbert replied. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Cause… I’m not my brother’s keeper.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me you don’t know what your imaginary friends do?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Victoria was beginning to understand why private detectives got paid the big bucks. After solving this mystery, she had no intentions of ever taking on another case as long as she lived. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    16: Training Session 
 
      
 
   Scottie was about as uncomfortable as a soldier sporting a malfunctioning rifle when the Russells pulled into the driveway Friday evening. Collin’s gonna try his best to get Dad to bust my behind. I just know it, he told himself. 
 
    After lugging their belongings to the guest room, Collin asked the three boys if they could play a board game or to do something quietly while the adults had a private discussion on the porch. 
 
    As soon as the door closed, Remington sneaked over to the window and peeked at them through the wooden mini-blinds. Within seconds, Titus and Scottie joined him. 
 
    “He did not just say that!” Scottie whispered. 
 
    How dare his own father call him a spoiled brat! Dad was supposed to be taking up for him, not putting him down. He wasn’t spoiled, and he most certainly was not a brat. 
 
    In their eavesdropping, the boys heard the entire plan for the weekend. Collin nor Alayna had any intentions of disciplining Titus or Scottie. However, they were going to coach the Pearsons on how to handle unruly behaviors. If they felt the discipline could wait, they would try not to say anything in front of the boys but would later discuss it in private. If, however, it was something that couldn’t wait, they would deal with it immediately. 
 
    Without warning, Scottie lost his balance and nearly fell. He would have if he didn’t catch himself with the mini-blinds. Unfortunately, the blinds came tumbling down on top of him and the commotion brought the focus of all of the adults to the boys. 
 
    “Okay,” Collin spoke. “That didn’t take long. So now we have a situation. The boys were told to play a board game or do something quietly. Instead, they intentionally eavesdropped on our conversation. Brock, you’re in charge. To make things fair, while we’re here you will be disciplining Remmy as well as your boys. How are you gonna handle the situation?” 
 
    Without answering, Brock trudged inside. “Scottie… fellas… what enticed your intrusion of our conversing?” 
 
    To no one’s surprise, Scottie was first to speak up. “Remmy started it. Titus and I… we just followed his lead.” 
 
    “Remington, is that a valid assessment?” Brock asked, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Do you comprehend the importance of confidentiality?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I intend to deliver you a sheet of paper and it is my expectation that you compose, ‘I will comply with the confidential interests of others,’ fifteen times. Comprehend?” 
 
    Sounding pleasantly surprised, Remmy agreed, “Sure.” 
 
    With a smug countenance, Brock returned to the porch. “What impression did that leave you?” 
 
    “Too soft,” Collin replied. “Fifteen sentences will be completed in short order. Punishment has to outweigh the pleasure of sin. Knowing my boy as I do, a light punishment like that won’t deter him. If you’re certain the punishment should be a writing assignment, it should be somewhere between one hundred and five hundred sentences. But it’s too late now. You’ve already assigned his consequence. But… how do you plan to deal with Scottie and Titus?” 
 
    Brock seemed perplexed, “Remington instigated it. They were just succeeding his lead.” 
 
    Scottie continued listening through the window. He could tell Collin was not backing down. “If I see several cars speeding down the highway, is it okay for me to speed because I’m simply following the lead of other vehicles?” 
 
    Collin hates me, Scottie thought. He wants me to get punished. 
 
    “I comprehend your meaning,” Brock said. 
 
    “Titus and Scottie each deserve a consequence for eavesdropping. Had Remmy received a severe consequence, I would’ve suggested the other two receive a less stiff penalty. However, you can’t get much less severe than fifteen sentences. At this point, I would suggest giving them the same consequence as Remmy but making it acutely clear this will only serve as a warning. Tell all three of the guys that any further misbehavior will result in much harsher discipline.” 
 
    Brock took his advice and was surprised when both Scottie and Titus cooperated with the sentences. Even more surprising was the fact that Victoria didn’t interfere. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The little episode with the mini-blinds was a good warm-up for the remainder of the weekend. 
 
    What is that? Victoria questioned about an hour later, lifting her bare foot from the sticky mess on the floor beneath her. “Okay guys, who made a mess and didn’t wipe it up?” 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “Guys, I asked a question — someone made a mess in this kitchen and I want to know who it was RIGHT NOW!” 
 
    Everyone in the house scurried into the kitchen to see what mess Victoria was talking about. Apparently someone had spilled an entire two-liter of soda right in front of the refrigerator. “Scottie, to be honest, it looks like something you would do,” Victoria accused. 
 
    “Constantly blaming me!” Scottie yelled. “I get blamed for everything!” 
 
    Sounds like what Herbert told me on the bus the other day, Victoria thought. She didn’t have to say a word though as Brock jumped right in. “That’s due to your historical record of escaping from your disarray.” 
 
    “I’m not the only kid here. It could’ve been Titus or Remington. Why does everybody always point their fingers at me? Cause I’m the youngest?” 
 
    Titus grinned, “No, it’s cause you’re the clumsiest and laziest.” 
 
    Scottie lowered his head, squinted his eyes, and charged into Titus like his entire body was a battering ram. Titus was thrown several steps backward and hit the wall behind him. With his reflexes kicking in, he put Scottie in a headlock with his left arm and punched him in the mouth with his right fist. Brock and Collin broke them up before any further damage could occur. 
 
    “Send your boys to their rooms,” Collin instructed, glaring at Brock and Victoria. 
 
    “You heard the man,” Victoria snapped. “Go to your rooms and close your doors. Don’t come out until I say so.” 
 
    “Okay,” Collin stated. “Now we have a more serious situation. The easy thing to do is to react. That’s when our emotions take over and we automatically kick into gear. Instead, we have to respond. In other words, we have to reflect on what actually transpired and deal with it accordingly.” 
 
    “Makes sense to me,” Victoria agreed. “Titus deserves to be punished since he insulted Scottie and caused the entire altercation.” 
 
    Brock was in complete agreement, “Not exclusively that, but he’s considerably older and should be more knowledgeable than to bash someone in the chops — especially one so much smaller than he is.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Alayna chimed in. “We need to throw this train in reverse. First of all, someone left a mess on the floor, right? Who do you believe to be responsible?” 
 
    In unison both Brock and Victoria answered, “Scottie.” 
 
    “Did Scottie admit to making the mess?” Alayna asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then he should be disciplined for not cleaning up after himself and for fibbing about it.” 
 
    “We can’t do that,” Victoria replied. “He didn’t confess and nobody saw him spill the soda. You can’t punish a kid without evidence.” 
 
    Collin chuckled. “This isn’t the court of law; it’s your house. If Scottie has a history of spilling things and not cleaning them up and he never admits his wrongs, you can’t let him get away with it. You both know he’s guilty so you have to punish him regardless of proof.” 
 
    “And that’s not all,” Alayna added. “Not only did Scottie deny making the mess, but he was backtalking. That cannot be permitted. He needs to understand that one hateful word toward either of his parents results in discipline — every single time!” 
 
    After much debate, it was agreed that Scottie should have to write Victoria a one-page letter of apology for backtalking, scrub the kitchen floor by hand for being a slob, and have to go to bed one hour early for lying. In addition, for attacking Titus he would have to do all of Titus’s chores on Saturday. 
 
    Titus, for making fun of Scottie, would be required to compose a one-page apology letter to Scottie. For the fight, Brock would give him a stern verbal warning. He had the right to defend himself, but in the future he needed to learn how to do so in a more controlled manner as to not intentionally inflict injury. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Titus was sitting on his bed, hugging his knees when Brock ambled in and sat down next to him. “You understand physical battling is inappropriate, right?” 
 
    Titus peered directly into his eyes and mumbled, “Yeah.” 
 
    In a calm, yet firm voice, Brock continued. “You comprehend it was unbecoming of you to reference Scottie as being clumsy and lazy?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Even though his answers were short, Titus appeared to recognize he had been at fault. His eyes and even the tone of his voice seemed to fill with remorse. 
 
    “You are knowledgeable I am required to deliver a penalty to you, right?” 
 
    The remorseful expression on Titus’s face disappeared. His eyes narrowed sharply and his posture stiffened. “Why? Because you think I deserve it or because Collin thinks I do?” 
 
    Brock grinned, “You should be compelled to appreciate Collin’s presence, man. Had he been absent, you would be in receipt of far less favorable consequences. Collin brought my attention to some things that verifiably enhanced your cause. Don’t be so hasty to judge.” Brock went on to explain the right and wrong ways to defend himself and told him he had to write Scottie a full-page apology. He had to write legibly, in regular size print, and could not double space the lines. 
 
    Exiting the room, he crossed the hall to find Scottie’s bedroom empty. His window was open and a note was laying on his pillow, “I’m outta here. Nice knowing you. Your unwanted son, Scottie.” 
 
    Exceptional, Brock thought, storming into the hallway. That was the last thing he wanted to deal with — especially with the Russells present. Then again, that’s what they were there for. “Guys, Scottie sneakily departed. He left a note,” Brock announced. 
 
    The entire household split up and searched the neighborhood for hours. They checked out the local stores, spoke with neighbors, strolled through the park, and drove up and down narrow alleyways. Eventually they decided to return to the house in hopes that Scottie had returned on his own. 
 
    Sure enough, they found the boy sitting on the couch, oinking out on a bowl of ice cream that had been drizzled with caramel syrup, and watching TV as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay!” Victoria cried, running to Scottie’s side. 
 
    “Me too,” Brock agreed. “I’m apologetic for forcing you to feel undesirable.” 
 
    Scottie grinned and shot Collin a look that said, “I outsmarted you, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Guys,” Collin retorted. “Do you realize what you’re doing? Scottie spilled something on the floor and didn’t wipe it up. He mouthed off, lied, assaulted Titus, and ran away from home. Now you’re hugging him and telling him you’re sorry when the boy hasn’t apologized to anyone for anything. You have to learn how to stand up to him.” 
 
    Before Brock or Victoria could say a word, Scottie went on the defensive, “I’m not the only one who’s lying. Who do you suppose you are accusing me of running away when I did no such thing?” 
 
    “Your window was ajar and you left a note,” Brock reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah, but I did that to trick you. I hid in my closet until you all left just to show you how it feels to have somebody be mean to you for a change.” 
 
    Brock and Victoria looked at each other and then at Collin and Alayna. “What proceedings should we follow?” Brock asked. 
 
    Collin didn’t need any time whatsoever to ponder that one. “This is when you need to administer that spanking he believes he’s too old for.” 
 
    Victoria shook her head. “I don’t see that as an effective approach. I’m not sure either of us is in agreement with the idea of hitting a child to correct him. It only serves to teach violence.” 
 
    “Violence?” Alayna asked in disbelief. “The kind of violence Scottie just exhibited toward Titus? Did spankings teach him that violence?” 
 
    “No, we don’t—” 
 
    “Exactly, Victoria. You don’t spank your son, but he is violent. Spankings don’t teach violence. Lackadaisical parenting does.” 
 
    “Alayna,” Collin shook his head. “Remember what I told you before we took on this parenting class?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Alayna agreed. “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    Victoria rolled her eyes, obviously angry. 
 
    Brock didn’t help matters any. “Victoria, I presume the Russells are correct. Perhaps it’s time for some old-fashioned discipline to be instituted in our dwelling.” 
 
    “NO, BROCK!” Victoria shouted. “I’m not having that in my house. Absolutely not!” 
 
    “Victoria,” Alayna interjected calmly. “You admitted you’ve tried everything with Scottie. You asked us how we get Remington to behave as well as he does. You know your way isn’t working. Why won’t you try things our way?” 
 
    Collin butted in. “Actually, it’s not our way. It’s God’s way. Why won’t you try it His way?” 
 
    There was a brief pause. Then Titus jumped in, “If you keep on doing what you’ve always done, you’ll keep on getting what you’ve always got. That’s what my folks quoted all of the time.” 
 
    “I don’t agree with this!” Victoria snapped. “You are all crazy.” She stormed out of the room. 
 
    Brock sighed, but let her go. “How do we perform this necessity?” he asked. “The boy’s never had a hand applied to him in his life.” 
 
    “Take him into a private room and tell him to bend over. Take your belt off, double it over, and give him three hard licks,” Collin instructed. 
 
    Scottie jumped up and made a mad dash for the door. “I’m too old for that!” he yelled. The boy didn’t get far before Titus grabbed him and held him in place with a cocky expression on his face that said, nice try, kid. 
 
    “At this point Brock, I would forget all about taking him into a private room. Now he needs three licks for making you believe he ran away and three more for trying to escape his consequence. He’s already made it clear he’s not going to bend over voluntarily. If I were you, I would take him over my knee right here in front of everybody, hold him in place, and spank the foolishness out of him.” 
 
    Nervously, Brock took his belt off and laid it on the couch before motioning for Titus to escort Scottie over to him. As they got closer, he grabbed Scottie’s arm and forced him across his lap. 
 
    Remington grinned nervously as Brock raised the belt and lightly smacked his son’s backside with it. 
 
    “No!” Collin insisted. “Harder!” 
 
    How much harder? Brock questioned internally before tapping him again, slightly harder than he had the first time. 
 
    “May I?” Collin asked, standing to his feet. 
 
    Titus and Remmy exchanged smiles of approval; it was about time Scottie got what he had coming to him. 
 
    With Brock’s permission, Collin pulled Scottie up and bent him over his own lap. “Hand me the belt.” 
 
    Collin issued an extremely hard lick. 
 
    “STOP! THAT’S CHILD ABUSE!” Scottie yelled, kicking his legs and trying to free one hand to protect his behind, while Remington snickered and Titus attempted to hide his own amusement. 
 
    Collin raised the belt and gave him five more licks, equally as hard, resulting in Scottie crying like a two-year-old. 
 
    “That, Brock, is discipline. Whenever he crosses the line, you need to bust his behind. Show him who’s in charge.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    17: Left In Ruins 
 
      
 
   What on earth? Brock wondered as he and the rest of the Pearson-Russell Clan arrived at the building site Saturday morning. Edward, their new volunteer, stood as stiff as a board, gaping at the disaster in front of him. It was as if he hadn’t even heard the two families pulling up. 
 
    As Brock approached what used to resemble a house-raising, he felt the tension building in his face. After all of the money, blood, and sweat he had poured into his first building project — who would do such a thing? It appeared as if an army of sledgehammer-toting psychopaths had gone hog-wild on the place. The entire project had been busted up without a single board being left unharmed. 
 
    Edward slowly turned to face Brock. “This is why I was hesitant to volunteer. I knew something would happen. I can’t be a part of this, man. I should’ve known better.” 
 
    “It’s not your transgression,” Brock told him. “The project isn’t a wasted effort. We’ll just have to clean up and get a fresh start.” 
 
    “Not with me, man. I’ve had enough of this. I’ve been through it too many times before.” 
 
    “This has happened before?” Brock repeated. 
 
    “No. Not this per se. But something consistently crops up. I’m starting to wonder if perhaps this ministry is not meant to be.” With that, Edward sauntered back to his car, got in, and slowly drove away. 
 
    For several minutes, no one dared to speak a word. That is until Victoria remembered what had happened the night before. She didn’t even want to consider it — but he could have been responsible. He wouldn’t do that. Surely not. 
 
    Still, she had to address it. “Scottie, um… last night… you claimed you didn’t really sneak out of the house. You were pretty angry… Did you leave home for a little bit?” 
 
    Scottie lowered his eyes to the ground, but didn’t utter a word. He appeared to be frightened or hurt — possibly even guilty. 
 
    “Scottie, answer your mother,” Brock scolded, quickly understanding his wife’s reason for questioning him. “Did you or did you not weasel your way out of the dwelling last night?” 
 
    Continuing to stare at a few pebbles on the ground, Scottie solemnly shook his head no. 
 
    Before any adults had a chance to reply, Remington had to interject his thoughts. “All of us were together last night except for you, Scottie. You were mad. Your window was open. None of us could find you. Did you take your anger out on this house we’ve all been workin’ on? It’s obvious you didn’t want to work on it anyway and you hate working with me. Why would you do this?” 
 
    Scottie, acting entirely out of character, quietly answered, “I didn’t do it. I promise it wasn’t me.” With that, he slowly spun around and moseyed back to the car where he climbed in the back seat to sulk. 
 
    “Brock,” Collin directed, “this is another one of those situations where you are certain your son is guilty; he doesn’t have to say so. You don’t have to have proof. Pay attention to his actions — it’s as clear as the muddy boots on your feet. You need to tan his backside and put him to work.” 
 
    Brock eyed Collin questioningly. “It definitely appears like he did it, but… what if he’s innocent? I don’t want him to hate me forever if I discipline him erroneously.” 
 
    “He did do it!” Remington blurted out. “When have you ever known Scottie to be so quiet or to walk away so nobody’ll ask him any more questions. He’s as guilty as sin.” 
 
    Brock looked to Victoria for support. Instead of siding with him, she turned her gaze in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Collin, I’m not comfortable administering a strap to him. I dread the possibility of it wrapping about him and connecting with more than his posterior. I recollect getting thrashed with a strap when I was growing up and occasionally it would twist around and leave whelps on me.” 
 
    “He’s your son and your responsibility, Brock. You have to make the right decision. Making the wrong one is going to help your boy continue down a road that’s gonna ruin the rest of his life. I’m not going to say another word about it. My family and I are gonna head home. Call me when you decide what to do about this project.” 
 
    “Collin, wait,” Brock argued. 
 
    Collin, acting as if he didn’t hear him, continued his course to the car with Alayna and Remington following close behind. 
 
    “So what do you suggest, Victoria?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. You know how I feel about spankings. I don’t approve at all. Nor do I appreciate our son sneaking out at night, destroying property, and lying about it.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you believe he’s guilty?” 
 
    Victoria sighed. “Yes, Brock… I do.” 
 
    Brock stood speechless for a moment, before plodding around the site and surveying the damage. It would take at least an entire day’s worth of work just to pick up after the vandal(s). He would have to order another delivery of lumber and start all over. He glanced toward the car to find Scottie leaning forward, resting his cheek against the seat in front of him. 
 
    “SCOTTIE,” Brock called. 
 
    The boy glanced up. 
 
    “COME OVER HERE.” 
 
    Brock turned around, again staring at the damages while waiting for the thirteen-year-old to arrive at his side. It took the boy about five minutes to hike a distance that should have taken less than two. Scottie stood next to him, without saying a word. 
 
    “Scottie, I don’t believe you’re telling us the truth about last night. Your mother nor I give credence to the notion you’re being forthright. We surmise you did pussyfoot out of the house. We suspect you purposefully destroyed these accommodations and that you’ve stated mistruths about it.” 
 
    Brock thoroughly expected Scottie to yell at him and insist he hadn’t done anything wrong. Instead, the somber thirteen-year-old muttered, “Punish me if you want to. I promise I didn’t do it.” 
 
    “Nice try, pal,” Brock told him. “Reverse psychology doesn’t have an impact on me. I want you to arch your back and grip your ankles.” 
 
    “Dad, no. Right here? We’re in public!” 
 
    “Right here. Right now. Bend!” 
 
    Titus ambled closer, knowing beyond the shadow of a doubt Scottie was going to try to either run or at least resist. To everyone’s surprise, the boy bent over. 
 
    Instead of applying his belt, Brock picked up what was left of a 2x4 — the whole eighteen inches or so of it. He swung fairly hard and it landed with a thud. Scottie jumped up and stared at Brock, but didn’t run and didn’t argue. Brock nodded his head toward the ground and Scottie resumed the position. Another whack and Scottie gritted his teeth and groaned while forcing himself to stay in place. Brock gave him a third powerful whack and Scottie could no longer retain his composure. Red-faced and teary-eyed, he stood and briefly peered at his dad, his mom, and then at Titus, who wore a look of satisfaction on his face. 
 
    “Come over here, boy,” Brock directed, leading Scottie to a couple of sawhorses. “You’re getting further and further out of control, son. It’s not going to be without complication, but we’re going to bring a halt to it one way or another.” Brock laid the broken piece of 2x4 across the saw horses and fastened one end down with a vice. “Observe sharply, son,” he spoke before cutting out a handle on the bottom of the board with the new circular saw he had brought along. 
 
    “ARE YOU MAKING A PADDLE?” Titus hollered over top of the saw’s screaming. 
 
    “Sure am,” Brock replied. “And it’s not for decoration.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    18: Red-Headed Angel 
 
      
 
   Sunday morning, Titus woke up feeling a bit groggy. Between tossing and turning and allowing his mind to dwell on everything that had gone on the past few days, he hadn’t slept well at all. Slightly stressed, he asked Brock if it was okay if he skipped breakfast and headed over to the church to have some alone-time before the services began. 
 
    Although Brock found his request a bit unusual, he conveyed his blessing; Titus wasted no time in heading out of the house. As he approached the church, the sound of a guitar began tickling his ear. Creeping up to the window and glancing inside, he spied an angel — the most gorgeous creature he had ever laid eyes on. He observed for a moment as the young lady strummed. Peace was written all over her glowing face as she appeared to be singing softly while she strummed. He couldn’t help but notice how her fiery-red hair brought out the fairness of her complexion. 
 
    Titus moved his eyes away from the angel and glanced around the sanctuary. No one was in there but the girl. My, my, my, he said to himself, stepping away from the window and heading for the door. 
 
    He felt his palms getting sweaty simply dreaming about her. Perhaps God had told him to go over to the church early so he could have a little bit of alone-time with such a ravishing piece of His artwork. His pulse began to race as he placed his hand on the doorknob. What’s wrong with me? I’ve never been shy with the ladies. But there was something different about her. He couldn’t place his hand on what. But she wasn’t like the others. 
 
    I can do this, he thought, opening the door and proceeding inside, all the while pretending he hadn’t realized anyone was in the sanctuary. The girl stopped playing and peered at him through the deepest hazel colored eyes he’d ever seen. She grinned and he couldn’t help but notice her adorable little dimples as she did. Loverboy couldn’t have hidden his own smile if he had tried. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Titus.” 
 
    “I’m Ericka, Pastor O’Malley’s granddaughter.” 
 
    Her voice was as sweet as any Titus had ever heard. She sounded kind, compassionate, and mature. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ericka.” Titus’s smile brightened as he promenaded over and shook her hand. Wow! Just touching her sent a tingle crawling down his spine. Titus didn’t necessarily believe in love at first sight, but attraction — definitely! “You can keep playing,” he uttered. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your rehearsal.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I was just finishing up. Grandpa wants me to play a special during the offering.” 
 
    “You play beautifully. Do you sing too?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    Just then, the door to the church opened again and another stranger appeared — a guy. He didn’t have anywhere near as soft of a countenance as Ericka did. Shooting Titus a dirty look, he approached the front. 
 
    “Titus, this is my brother — Steve.” 
 
    “Titus,” Steve asserted, sticking his hand out. 
 
    Titus met his hand and the two shook, competing to see who could squeeze whose hand the hardest. Steve’s presence put a damper on the flirting Titus was trying to do with Miss Ericka. He would have to await another opportunity. 
 
    Throughout the morning services, Ericka occupied every ounce of space in Titus’s brain. There was no doubt about it. He was falling and falling fast. When the services were over, he still didn’t feel up to eating and obtained permission to take a stroll around town. 
 
    He started off wandering back toward the building site so he could check out the destruction once more. On the way, he glanced at himself in the side view mirror of a car parked next to the sidewalk. Whoa! If I’m gonna get a girl like Ericka, I’m gonna have to fix myself up a bit. Running his fingers through his hair, he told himself, this mop has to go. 
 
    He continued another block or so but his plans of checking out the building site went out the window when he caught sight of a drunken hobo staggering up the road with a bottle of booze in his hand. Titus watched him for a moment, chuckling to himself and remembering the times when he had gotten himself plastered in the past. 
 
    “Hey buddy,” the guy spoke when he saw Titus approaching. “Appears as though you could use some of this here tainted water. Want a sip?” 
 
    Boy did he ever want to take that man up on his offer. It had been several months since he had tasted even a drop of alcohol. Titus scanned the area to see if anyone was watching. The coast was clear. “Yeah dude, I’ll take a swig.” 
 
    Titus took the bottle and began chugging. Before he knew what happened, he had completely drunk it dry. His new-found friend wasn’t too happy about that. “I’LL KILL YOU!” the man shouted, smashing the bottle against a corner of a building before attempting to run toward Titus with it. 
 
    “Chill man. You’ve had enough to drink already anyway,” Titus assured him, picking up a faster pace to escape the drunken madman. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Titus began questioning why he had reintroduced himself to the taste of beer. Sure, he had had cravings from time to time, but it had been getting easier and easier to resist that urge. Perhaps though, he now realized, it was only getting easier because he hadn’t had the means of obtaining it. In a way, Titus felt ashamed of himself for giving in to his flesh so quickly. On the other hand, however, he was thankful for the old man’s generosity. 
 
    Titus popped a couple of pieces of gum in his mouth and headed home, hoping the Pearsons wouldn’t notice the odor on his breath. When he arrived, he tip-toed into a quiet house — everyone was enjoying an afternoon nap. Titus breathed a sigh of relief before heading to the restroom to brush his teeth as an extra precautionary measure. 
 
    Catching a glimpse of himself in the mirror, Titus thought back to Ericka. A virtuous girl like her would definitely not be into a guy with a pop star’s hairstyle. I don’t have a lot of time before church tonight, but—” 
 
    Titus opened the medicine cabinet hoping to find a pair of clippers. To his dismay, there weren’t any — but he did find some scissors. They’ll have to do, he told himself, removing them from their shelf and closing the mirrored doors. 
 
    Lifting a tuft of hair with his left hand, Titus placed the scissors in his right and began snipping carefully. That’s a decent length, he told himself before releasing that tuft and grabbing another. He trimmed his hair down for twenty minutes or so before realizing how horribly he was botching it. 
 
    Oh, man. I’m in serious trouble now. Alcohol and scissors don’t mix well. The unevenness of his hair would have been bad enough, but the bald spots nearly brought tears to his eyes. He was sure to see Ericka in less than an hour and his hair was a complete mishap. The last thing he wanted to do was wake anybody up. 
 
    He furiously searched the restroom and managed to find an electric razor. I don’t have any choice, he told himself. Plugging it in, he slowly raised it to the middle of his head and gave himself an inverted mohawk. Watching in the mirror, he was shocked at how low his hair went. It’s not like there were any other alternatives. Titus buzzed all of his hair off and could only hope Ericka wouldn’t be completely turned away by it. As soon as he shut the razor off, Victoria’s voice blasted through the house, “Time to get up everybody. We’ve got to be in church in 10 minutes. Time to move!” 
 
    Titus unplugged the razor and threw it back under the sink. He cleaned up his mess as quickly as possible, ran out of the room, grabbed his Bible, and followed Brock out the door. 
 
    Without even glancing in his direction, Brock asked, “Savor your walk?” 
 
    “Yeah. Allowed me some time to clear my head.” 
 
    “You’re not getting sick or anything, are you? You’ve been kind of different today.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m hunky-dory. Just needed some me-time. That’s all.” 
 
    As they approached the door, Ericka was getting out of Pastor O’Malley’s SUV. Titus couldn’t help but smile and give her a flirty wave. 
 
    Pretending not to notice, Ericka grabbed her purse out of the car. 
 
    Brock spun around to see Titus’s reaction. “Oh, my! What happened to your hair?” 
 
    Titus chuckled. “Took you long enough to notice.” 
 
    “Perhaps… but seriously, what transpired?” 
 
    “Just decided it was time for a change,” Titus replied. “That’s all.” 
 
    “It’s undeniably a change. I’ll grant you that,” Brock teased, rubbing the top of his head. 
 
    The two continued into the church and sat on their regular pew. After sitting there for about thirty seconds, Titus said, “I’ll be right back; I need to run to the restroom.” 
 
    “Sure,” Brock responded. Ensure you’re back prior to the start of the service, okay? 
 
    Knowing Brock was onto him, Titus chuckled, “Of course.” 
 
    With a bit of pep in his step, the cocky teen quickly made his way to the back of the church in hopes that Ericka would follow his lead. Passing her and her grandparents as they were entering their pew, Titus winked at his red-haired angel. She smiled and blushed as she took her seat next to Pastor O’Malley. 
 
    A moment or so later, she stole a peek at him over her shoulder. Titus tried to communicate with her via his eyes, but she wasn’t getting the message. He finally held out his pointer finger and motioned for her to join him in the back of the sanctuary. 
 
    Ericka’s face turned red again as she smiled and turned back toward the front. A few seconds later, Titus saw her whispering something to her grandfather before getting up and joining him. “You need something?” she asked, acting as if she didn’t notice anything different about his appearance. 
 
    “Yeah. I kinda… need your phone number,” Titus chuckled. 
 
    “My phone number? Why? Can’t you speak to me about whatever it is right now?” 
 
    She’s playing hard to get, Titus told himself.  I like it!... Now I gotta figure out how to win the game. “I’d love to chat with you right now, but church is getting’ ready to start. I’d like to be able to speak with you during the week too though — not just at church. I guess what I’m saying is… you’re an interesting young lady and I’d like to get to know you on a more personal level.” 
 
    Pastor O’Malley looked back to see what the two young ones were up to. “You’ll have to talk to my dad before I can relinquish my number.” 
 
    “Your dad? I’ve never even met him. He’s not here, is he?” 
 
    “He’s not here yet, but he’s supposed to be on his way. He doesn’t attend the services often so tonight might be your best chance.” 
 
    “So you seriously won’t give me your number unless your dad approves of me?” Titus asked in disbelief. 
 
    “That’s right,” Ericka asserted, shrugging her shoulders. “But… the piano’s startin’ to play. I’ve gotta go sit down. Church is about to st—” 
 
    Just as that final word tried to drip from her tongue, the sanctuary door opened. Ericka’s brother, Steve, barged in along with their old man. From the way their father carried himself, Titus was sure he must have formerly been a marine. His dark, piercing eyes seemed to be penetrating deep into Titus’s mind. 
 
    The piano was playing, but Mr. O’Malley paid no attention. He and Steve quickly approached and the man spoke right up, “Ericka, who’s this?” 
 
    Steve piped up on her behalf, “His name’s Twit.” 
 
    “Actually, it’s Titus,” Ericka interjected. “And he’s just a new friend.” 
 
    Titus stood at near perfect attention while Ericka’s father walked a circle around him, silently, menacingly inspecting him from head to toe. 
 
    Once he completed his inspection, Titus addressed him, “Sir, I understand we don’t really know each other, but I’ve been speaking to your daughter here and I was wondering if you’d mind if she and I talk on the phone to get better acquainted with one another.” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Steve replied. “Stay away from my sister.” 
 
    The drill sergeant offered Steve a hateful eye for a moment before turning to Titus. “I will deliberate on it, son. Allow me some time.” 
 
    Sure, Titus thought. How much time? All I want is her phone number. How difficult is it to say yes? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    19: Free Money 
 
      
 
   For once, Titus didn’t mind that Brock had given him a huge assignment. Grant it, it was his first time cleaning a church building alone, but Brock had provided him pretty clear instructions. He knew he didn’t have to tackle the chore until Monday, but figuring it would be just as easy to get it done right after the service, he stuck around after everyone else had left. 
 
    Grabbing a washcloth and some furniture polish, he made his way into the sanctuary and began wiping down the first wooden pew he came to. I wonder how often Ericka comes here? he pondered as he methodically dusted the seat. I hope she’ll be back Wednesday. That girl could quite possibly be my one and only. Titus found it a real struggle to concentrate on his chores, but he did the best he could. 
 
    The teen didn’t get far before the roar of a firetruck’s siren distracted him even further. Tossing down the rag, he ran to the window just in time to catch sight an ambulance whizzing by. I don’t see any smoke, he thought. A police car joined the parade. Must be an accident. Titus stayed glued to the window for a few moments just in case anything exciting happened. When it was clear things had calmed down, he continued dusting the sanctuary before grabbing the vacuum cleaner from the supply closet. 
 
    The church already looks presentable to me. I don’t see a speck on the carpet anywhere. What were Brock’s exact instructions? Oh yes, I remember. Run the vacuum. Titus chuckled as he plugged it in. Okay, Brock. As you wish. He started it up, let it run for five seconds, and shut it off. The vacuum has now been run. 
 
    After putting the vacuum away, Titus headed into the ladies’ room to take out the garbage, replenish the toilet paper, and wipe down the sinks and toilets. 
 
    Why does it feel so weird to enter the ladies’ room? I know nobody’s going to be in here. I’m the only person in the building. 
 
    Once inside, Titus felt uneasy. All of the stall doors were closed. Somebody could be hiding in here. He knew it was silly, but he always hated being in a room with several closed doors. He kicked the first stall door – whew! Nobody in there. He kicked the second one — empty! Opening the third door, he was amazed to spot a twenty-dollar bill laying on the floor. Twenty bucks? Free for the taking? 
 
    Titus picked it up and clutched it in his palm. It had been a while since he had twenty dollars. He meditated about what he should do with it. He could take it to Pastor O’Malley. He could slip it in the offering plate the next time it came around. But if God wanted it to be used by the church, surely He wouldn’t have let someone just leave it laying here on the night He knew I was going to be cleaning. God probably wanted me to have it — as a tip for working on His house maybe. Titus had no idea what he was going to use the money for, but the one thing he was sure of is that he was not going to tell anyone about it. It was between him and God. 
 
    Why is the ladies’ room so much nicer than the mens’ room? he asked himself, noticing how much larger the ladies’ restroom was. They even have automatic air fresheners in here. 
 
    The sound of feet coming down the stairs suddenly startled him. Oh, man. The only thing worse than being alone in a room full of doors is knowing someone else is in the building with you when it’s supposed to be empty. 
 
    Titus crept out of the restroom and into the hall. A moment later, Keagan sneaked around the corner and was taken back when he saw Titus. “Whoa! What are you doin’ here, man?” 
 
    Titus balled his fists. “You guys ran off on me. I thought you were my friends. The question isn’t why am I here? The question is… why are you?” 
 
    “Look, man. Adam and I thought you were gonna be sent back to your parents. We thought that guy might get you to rat us out and we didn’t want any trouble.” 
 
    “Rat you out? You think I’m a snitch?” 
 
    “Nah, man. It’s not like that. But things happen,” Keagan replied. 
 
    “So what are you doing here now? And where’s Adam?” 
 
    “I’m… uh… wait. I asked you first. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I’m cleaning.” 
 
    Keagan smirked. “Same reason I’m here, man. How about that? You must’ve beat me to it.” 
 
    “I think we’re talking about two different kinds of cleaning, Keagan.” 
 
    “Right… Titus, a changed man? Where’s the loot, guy?” 
 
    “I’m straightening up my life, dude. Really, I am. I go to church here now and it’s my turn to clean… Where’s Adam?” 
 
    “He got some erratic idea that people were onto us, so he split. I guess all of us are on our own now, huh?” 
 
    Brock’s voice suddenly boomed down the steps from the sanctuary. “ABOUT FINISHED IN HERE, TITUS?” 
 
    “You didn’t see me,” Keagan whispered. “Just go back upstairs, tell the guy you’re done, and I’m as good as outta here.” 
 
    “TITUS? YOU IN HERE?” Brock hollered again. 
 
    Titus glared at Keagan for a short moment. A part of him wanted to see him fry. On the other hand, he was ready to move on with life. “YEAH, I JUST FINISHED UP. BE RIGHT THERE!” 
 
    “Thanks, man,” Keagan replied. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    20: Thumper 
 
      
 
    “Hey Bible Thumper,” a cruel classmate called out to Remington Monday morning. “Do you think Saint Peter’ll let me into Heaven when I get there?” 
 
    “Saint Peter has nothin’ to do with it. Jesus is the way, the truth, and the life. If you believe in Him and ask Him into your heart, He’ll let you into Heaven.” 
 
    “So even though everybody else says Saint Peter’ll be standing at the gates, you’re smarter than they are?” 
 
    Here we go again, Remmy thought. How does this always happen to me? “Let’s not argue.” 
 
    Just as the last word dove off of his tongue, a girl’s slobber-covered finger forced its way into his ear. Remmy’s eyes widened as he knocked her hand away. Several other kids began mocking him. 
 
    Sometimes I hate my life, he thought. Seems like everybody’s always bullying me. 
 
    Another girl seemed to read his thoughts. “Quit letting everybody treat you that way,” she suggested. “Stand up for yourself once in a while.” 
 
    Remington considered her statement, but didn’t utter a word; he didn’t have to. He, like everyone else in the room, knew he was too straight-laced to do anything that could possibly get him in trouble at school. He wasn’t about to get in a fight — no matter what. 
 
    Fortunately, Mr. Rhymes marched in before things could go any further. “Morning, Class. Please take out your assignment books.” 
 
    As Remington reached into his desk, a series of negative ideas stampeded through his mind. Why do I always get picked on? Why do I always get made fun of? I don’t have to be so different. I don’t always have to talk about the Bible. I don’t have to be the obedient kid all of the time. Maybe people would leave me alone if I wasn’t such a nerd. Maybe if I would just, on occasion, do something to get detention… or to at least have a teacher yell at me. 
 
    Mr. Rhymes wandered around checking everyone’s assignment books to make sure they had filled them out properly from the previous week. Remington waited patiently as he heard Mr. Rhymes lecture students about sloppy handwriting, incomplete written logs, misspelled words, and poor grammar usage. Then, as he suspected, Mr. Rhymes patted him on the top of his head, “Excellent job, Remmy. I thoroughly enjoy checking your assignment book. Your writing is invariably as neat as can be. Your spelling is right on target. Everything is so detailed! You are going to go somewhere in life young man.” 
 
    “He’ll go somewhere all right,” a boy toward the front of the class retorted. “Probably to his home planet, wherever that might be.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Mr. Rhymes fussed. “Another insult and you’ll spend your lunchtime in detention with me.” 
 
    “For what? Joking about the teacher’s pet?” 
 
    “Congratulations Alan, you just got yourself detained for the remainder of the week. See you at lunch.” 
 
    Serves him right, Remington thought, while trying not to smile. 
 
    Alan was far from being done with Remington. When it was time to change classes, he sneaked up behind Remmy and knocked his books out of his hand. “Oops!” 
 
    Another boy coming toward him said, “What happened, BIBLE THUMPER? Seems like you can’t ever get to class without dropping something.” 
 
    Without answering, Remmy squatted down to pick his books back up, but before he could, a girl gave the stack a good kick, spewing them everywhere. 
 
    Great! Remmy thought as he watched his books and homework assignments getting trampled. I hate this school. 
 
    Alan harassed him as he gathered his books. Stomping his foot in rhythm, he began chanting, “THUMP-ER, THUMP-ER, THUMP-ER.” 
 
    Remmy hoped no one else would join in, but the thought was useless. Two or three boys joined in, then a couple of girls, and before he knew it Remmy had his books in his hands and was making a mad dash toward the stairwell with more and more students chanting, “THUMP-ER, THUMP-ER, THUMP-ER.” 
 
    Entering the hall on the third floor, one of the football players plowed into him and laughed menacingly. His books flew out of his hand again. Come on! Remmy thought, letting out a sigh and trying to gather his books as they were being kicked around like a soccer ball. 
 
    By the time he got to class, Mr. Davenport was in the middle of taking roll. “You’re tardy, Russell.” 
 
    Remmy felt like crying, but he knew better than to let his emotions show. 
 
    “Everything okay, Russell? You’re not being bullied, are you?” 
 
    Remington glanced at his peers who were already sitting in their desks. Oh, what evil glares he received! “No, sir. I just had to… I don’t have any good excuses, sir. I’m sorry for being late.” 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    While the boys were at school and Brock and Titus were working, Victoria was busy in her detective work. 
 
    Talking to civilians is no use, she told herself, driving around town hunting for the police officer who had prayed with her. 
 
    After half an hour of searching, she caught sight of her strolling down Main Street. 
 
    Taking no chances on losing her, Victoria pulled her car over to the curb. Rolling down her window, she said, “Hi, do you remember me?” 
 
    The officer smiled. “I sure do. How are things going in your new line of work?” 
 
    Huh? Victoria thought. “My line of work? You mean the ministry?” 
 
    “No,” the officer teased. “I mean your private detective work.” 
 
    Victoria blushed. How does she know about that? “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, sister. I’d probably do the same thing if I were in your shoes.” 
 
    “You would?” 
 
    “Probably,” the officer replied. 
 
    “Will you help me, then?” Victoria asked. 
 
    The officer smiled. “Of course. My job is to protect and serve, remember? How can I help?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just feed me some information. Give me a place to start.” 
 
    The officer giggled. “I’m bound by a code of ethics. I can’t release personal details of what I know about individuals if that’s what you’re asking for.” 
 
    Victoria hesitated for a moment. “No, I’m not asking you to do that. Just to give me a lead or two I can follow up on.” 
 
    “Ma’am, we’re doing everything we can to solve this case. I promise you it’s all being looked into.” 
 
    “Do you have any serious leads?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “Are they affiliated with the ministry?” 
 
    “Code of ethics, ma’am. Code of ethics.” 
 
    Victoria looked flustered. “Please. Our family could be in danger. We need to know what’s going on. Please. Surely you can tell me something.” 
 
    The officer laughed. “You’re a persistent little thing, aren’t you, sister?” 
 
    Victoria didn’t answer. Instead, she sat in silence awaiting a real response. 
 
    “I’ll tell you this and nothing else. We have reason to believe the arsonist who has been targeting our town has moved on and a copycat has now picked up where he left off.” 
 
    “WHAT?” Victoria exclaimed. “That’s crazy!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    21: A Dirty Bet 
 
      
 
   Brock set his paddle on the hood of the car as a reminder that he was not going to take anything whatsoever off of Scottie. He knew the boy had just gotten out of school, it was Monday, and he was tired. That didn’t excuse him, however, from being required to work harder than he had ever worked in his life. The thirteen-year-old would not be permitted to take a break until the entire clean-up job was complete. 
 
    Scottie, as surprised as Brock was, continued to insist he was wholly innocent. He claimed he had no idea what had happened to the work site, but Brock didn’t care. His actions spoke a lot louder than his words did. Just as he got Scottie started with his work, Remington showed up and asked how he could help. 
 
    “We’re going to go about things a bit differently today, bud,” Brock told him. “I’m going to be maintaining a close eye on Scottie, so you will be working exclusively with Titus. Titus, that means I’m trusting you to guide Remmy as to what needs to be completed in order for things to get cleaned up.” 
 
    “So I’m in charge?” Titus asked. 
 
    “No. I’m saying I’m ordering you to guide him.” 
 
    Titus smiled and said, “Same difference. Come on, Remmy. Help me pick up all of these broken pieces of 2x4s. I’ve been stacking ‘em up along the edge of the driveway.” 
 
    At first, the two boys worked almost in silence so they could overhear the discussion between Brock and Scottie. But eventually, they began to do a little conversing themselves. 
 
    “So is this all you’ve been doing today? Straightening up this mess?” Remmy asked. 
 
    “Yeah. But I’d rather be working on this than doing school work any day,” Titus replied. 
 
    Remington tossed a few broken boards onto the stack. “I kind of like doing school, but I hate being in class.” 
 
    “Why’s that, big guy?” 
 
    “Cause everybody makes fun of me. They call me Bible Thumper and say I’m too afraid to be a real boy.” 
 
    Titus picked up a few more boards and repeated Remmy’s phrase, “Afraid to be a real boy? What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “They say real boys don’t regularly do everything their teachers and parents tell them to. They live on the edge.” 
 
    Titus stopped walking for a moment. With a smile he said, “Well, I can see where they’re coming from. You are a little on the… well… studious side.” 
 
    Remmy didn’t say anything for a moment. He added a few pieces of broken lumber to his armload. He could hear Brock commanding Scottie to work faster and insisting he put his best foot forward. Brock was threatening to wear his backside out if he didn’t stop loafing. So Scottie’s a real boy, Remington thought. He gets in trouble and lots of it. I’m not a real boy because I do what adults expect of me. I guess if adults like a kid, he’s not a real kid? 
 
    Titus’s chuckle crashed his thought train. “How much you wanna bet he gets his behind toasted before the day’s out?” 
 
    “I don’t bet,” Remmy replied. 
 
    “Why? Cause you’re afraid of gettin’ in trouble?” 
 
    Remmy hesitated for a second before answering, “No, cause I don’t have any money to wager.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all that’s stoppin’ you? Let’s bet something else then.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like… if he gets his pants set on fire, tonight you and I are gonna sneak out and see what we can get into.” 
 
    The look on Remington’s face was priceless. “Sneak out? Like… outta the house?” 
 
    Titus showed him a mischievous smile and nodded, “Yep.” 
 
    Remmy’s words left him for a moment. He wanted to fit in with the other guys. He was tired of being a square. But leaving home behind his parents’ backs? That was a bit extreme. 
 
    Remington decided he would rather contemplate the alternative. “What happens if he doesn’t get spanked?” 
 
    With a sly grin, Titus replied, “In that unlikely event, I’ll sneak out by myself… and if you wanna snitch, you can without fear of repercussions.” 
 
    Appearing and sounding doubtful, Remington questioned, “So I can tell on you, and if you get in trouble, you’re not gonna beat the snot outta me?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Remmy turned around to face Brock and Scottie in the distance. “I don’t know... I’ve never sneaked out before.” 
 
    “First time for everything. You wanna be a real boy or not?” 
 
    The power of peer pressure was immeasurable. “Of course I do... It’s a deal,” Remmy grumbled. 
 
    The next hour and a half was filled with sounds of boards banging into each other, loose nails pinging in a bucket, and the occasional reminder to Scottie to get himself in gear. Somewhere around 6 pm, Brock received a call on his cell phone and sauntered back to the car to speak in private. 
 
    Desperate to win the bet, Titus encouraged Remmy to keep working while he went over to check on the subject of their wager. 
 
    Remmy kept working, but couldn’t help but to watch and listen to what was transpiring on the other end of the lot. Scottie was raking up what was left of some nails on the ground. Titus interrupted him, “Your dad’s up at the car right now. You can take a break if you want to.” 
 
    That is so low, Remington thought. He knows Brock told him not to take any breaks. He’s trying to cheat to win the bet and he doesn’t even care if Scottie gets in trouble for it. 
 
    Remington was thrilled when he heard Scottie reply, “He’s probably watching.” 
 
    Good job, Scottie! Way to see right through that one. 
 
    Titus didn’t give up easily. “I wouldn’t be so sure. Check it out; he has his back turned.” 
 
    Scottie shifted his gaze and sure enough, Titus was right. Brock wasn’t paying attention to anything but his phone call. 
 
    Don’t do it, Scottie. Please don’t do it, Remmy thought. 
 
    Scottie grabbed a few more nails and dropped them in the bucket. 
 
    “So why’d you do it anyway?” Titus asked him. 
 
    Scottie stood perfectly still. “Do what?” 
 
    “You know what I’m talkin’ about. Why’d you destroy this place?” 
 
    Scottie lowered his eyes to the ground. “I didn’t.” 
 
    “Right,” Titus chuckled sarcastically. “Who did, then? The Easter Bunny?” 
 
    Remmy knew exactly what Titus was up to. Now he’s trying to get him to surge into a fit of mania. I can’t believe how far he’ll go just to win a stupid bet. Unbelievable. 
 
    Scottie wasn’t going into a rage, but his temperature was definitely rising. In a hateful, cracking voice, he asked, “How would I have a clue who did it? I was in the house just like everyone else!” 
 
    You’re about to fail, Remington thought, taking notice that Brock was in the process of wrapping up his phone call. 
 
    Unfortunately, Remmy wasn’t the only one who noticed. In a last-ditch effort, Titus picked up the bucket of nails and flung it around, scattering them everywhere. 
 
    “What’d you do that for?” Scottie asked. 
 
    Titus didn’t have time to answer before Brock’s voice boomed, “WHAT’S TRANSPIRING DOWN THERE?” 
 
    Titus replied, “Scottie threw another temper tantrum. He wasn’t workin’ so I came over here and told him to get to it and he started throwin’ things around. You got off the phone just in time.” 
 
    Oh, that dirty liar! Remington thought. I’m gonna tell Brock what really happened… but if I do… no, I’m just not gonna do it. I don’t have to be a nerd for the rest of my life. If Scottie gets in trouble, it won’t hurt me any. 
 
    “That’s not what happened!” Scottie yelled. 
 
    Remington watched as Brock took the paddle off the hood of the car and approached the two boys on the other end of the lot. “Scottie, I forewarned you I am not going to tolerate any furtherance of your naughtiness. Just because I meander away to partake in a telephone call—” 
 
    “Dad, I didn’t do it! He’s lying.” 
 
    Brock wasn’t in the mood for conversation. Using his left arm, he forced Scottie to bend over and laid five hard swats on him with the paddle. “That was for loafing.” He issued three more and announced, “that was for denying the truth.” He added three final licks and said they were making false allegations against Titus. 
 
    Remington felt ashamed. Not only did Scottie just get a whipping for something he didn’t even do, but now I lost the bet and I’m gonna have no choice but to pay the price. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    22: Anaphylaxis 
 
      
 
   It was midnight. Remington’s eyes hadn’t strayed from the clock since hitting the sack two hours before. He didn’t want to sneak out of the house, but he had lost the bet — even if Titus had double-crossed Scottie to win. Quietly slipping out of bed, he threw on his tennis shoes and a thin jacket. Knowing his mom was a light sleeper, he decided it wouldn’t be wise to chance exiting through the front door. Instead, he ever-so-graciously slid his window open and jumped out. 
 
    The boy’s heart was throbbing. I can’t believe I’m doing this, he told himself. He was doing it though. After dawdling several blocks, he met Titus at the building site as planned. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you’d actually show,” Titus told him. 
 
    “I’m here. What are we gonna do now?” 
 
    A mischievous smirk appeared on Titus’s face. “I’m glad you asked, man. Follow me.” 
 
    The two strolled another block or so before coming upon a dimly-lit bar with boarded-up windows. “We can’t go in there,” Remington argued. 
 
    “We’re not, man. Just trust me, okay?” 
 
    Remington slipped his hands into his pockets and mumbled, “Sure.” 
 
    As they approached the establishment, a wild looking woman in her mid-twenties pulled up in a hot-pink convertible with black eyelashes painted above the headlights and sporting heavily tinted windows. “Hey cuties,” she spoke, stepping out of the vehicle. “A little young to be hanging out at a saloon, aren’t ya?” 
 
    “Got us there,” Titus answered. “Hey, could I get you to do us a favor?” 
 
    “Depends. What kinda favor you hopin’ for, honey?” 
 
    “I’ve got a twenty-dollar bill here, but they won’t sell me any alcohol on account of me being a minor. I was wondering—” 
 
    “Sure thing, hon. No problem,” the woman volunteered, holding her hand out for the cash. 
 
    Reluctantly, Titus handed it to her. The lady told them to wait across the street so it wouldn’t be so conspicuous when she returned with the beers. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Remington asked once the woman was inside. 
 
    “Seeing what we can get into. What else?” 
 
    Remmy removed his hands from his pockets and crossed his arms. His eyes grew as wide as quarters. “I don’t like this — not one bit.” 
 
    “A bet’s a bet man. You lost and now you gotta pay up. Chillax a little. Will ya?” 
 
    Remington thought he was going to throw up. He couldn’t believe he had allowed himself to get into such a terrible situation. Sneaking out was bad enough. But drinking? 
 
    It wasn’t long before the woman came back out with three open bottles of beer — one for her and one for each of the guys. Titus and the wild woman banged their bottles together and exclaimed “cheers” while Remington hoped he was having a horrific nightmare. 
 
    “Come on, buddy. Don’t be shy,” Titus told him, raising his own bottle in the air toward Remington. 
 
    Remington, not knowing how else to respond, met Titus’s bottle with his own and reluctantly said, “cheers.” 
 
    Titus wasted no time in taking a sip. The woman wasn’t letting the grass grow under her feet either, but she didn’t only take a sip. She started chugging and had one-third of the bottle down in a matter of seconds. Both of them stood still, watching Remington. “What are you waiting for?” the woman asked. 
 
    “I’ve never drunk before… I’m a little nervous.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s normal. I was nervous my first time too. But once you’ve had your first swig, you’ll be hooked! Come on… Drink some, fella... Live a little,” she pressured. 
 
    Remington pressed the bottle to his lips and started to barely wet his whistle to make both of them happy. When he did, Titus grabbed the lower end of the bottle and turned it up, forcing a generous amount of beer into his mouth. Remington choked and began coughing his head off. The woman smacked him on the back and laughed, “That’s some powerful stuff, huh fella?” 
 
    Remmy didn’t agree. He considered it downright nasty. Nodding his head, he responded with a touch of sarcasm, “Yeah. Amazing.” 
 
    “Chug some more then. This time see how much you can take in at one time.” 
 
    That pukey sensation in Remmy’s stomach was worsening by the second. I am an idiot. This is not me. What am I doing here? Raising the bottle, he took a long swig, chugging down as much as he could before coming up for a breath of air. 
 
    The woman and Titus both laughed as if it was the funniest thing they had ever seen. That is until Remington put one of his hands up and began rubbing his throat. “I don’t feel too well,” he moaned. “It’s getting hard to breathe.” 
 
    “Hard to breathe?” Titus replied. “I don’t remember feelin’ that way after my first drink.” 
 
    “Me either,” the woman agreed. “Are you exaggerating? If you don’t like the taste, say so and you don’t have to drink anymore. I’ll take what’s left.” 
 
    Remington began wheezing and brought his other hand up to his throat. 
 
    “Whoa!” Titus exclaimed. “What’s goin’ on? Why’s he acting like that?” 
 
    “Are you alright, fella?” the woman asked. 
 
    Remmy endeavored to answer her, but he could scarcely get a word out. With profusely watering eyes he was in panic mode. A car driving past came to a screeching halt and a middle-aged woman called out, “Is everything okay? Do you all need some help? I’m a nurse.” 
 
    Titus’s entire body began to tremble. “Ma’am, please don’t report us. We made a big mistake and we’re sorry.” 
 
    “Have you boys been drinking?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Please don’t call the law.” 
 
    “Let’s not concern ourselves with that right now. Let me have a peek at this guy,” the woman insisted, nearly sprinting out of her car. 
 
    Placing two fingers on Remington’s wrist, she checked his pulse before instructing him to open his mouth. He did, but before she could get a close look, he snapped it shut again. 
 
    “This boy’s having an episode of anaphylaxis,” she concluded. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Titus asked. 
 
    “He’s having a serious allergic reaction to something — probably the alcohol. He needs help and I mean now.” 
 
    “People can’t be allergic to alcohol,” Titus argued. 
 
    “Listen to me. We don’t have time to debate. This boy’s life hangs in the balance.” 
 
    The beer-buying woman appeared as though she was about to have a panic attack of her own. “If we call 9-1-1, we’re gonna be in terrible trouble.” 
 
    The nurse repeated the sentiment that Remington needed immediate intervention. “Do either of you have any Benadryl or anything for allergic reactions?” 
 
    Fortunately, the woman who had brought them the beers consistently carried an EpiPen in her purse. She whipped it out in no time and the nurse administered an injection to the panicked teen. Within a matter of minutes, both his rapid breathing and out-of-control pulse calmed down to a manageable level. 
 
    Once things had deescalated, the nurse upset everyone by saying, “Folks, I’m sorry. As much as you don’t want to hear this, I have to call an ambulance. This boy needs to be checked out to make sure he’s gonna be alright.” 
 
    Titus and Remington stared at each other. “You okay, buddy?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Peachy,” Remmy replied. 
 
    Titus looked at the nurse, glanced over his shoulder, returned his eyes to Remington, and then said, “Awesome... Let’s make a break for it!” 
 
    With that, Titus made a mad dash into an alleyway and Remington stayed right on his tail. The concerned citizen hadn’t had time to catch their full names or to find out where they lived. They could only hope Remington would be okay and not have a relapse once the injection wore off. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    23: The Fight 
 
      
 
   Titus was impressed to find Ericka practicing her guitar when he meandered into church a wee bit early Wednesday evening. As she had done before, she paused when he traipsed through the door. She smiled nervously as Titus approached her. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” he asked. 
 
    Instead of answering, Ericka began strumming the guitar while keeping her eyes practically glued to her fingers as she played. 
 
    “Ericka?... Is everything okay?” Titus asked a second time. 
 
    Ericka didn’t raise her eyes, but a voice suddenly thundered from behind him. “WHAT PART OF ‘STAY AWAY FROM MY SISTER’ DO YOU NOT UNDERSTAND?” Steve’s face was full of anger as he awaited a response. 
 
    Titus moved his eyes toward Ericka, expecting her to come to his defense. She continued watching her fingers and strumming her guitar as if she was in the sanctuary all alone and the world around her was silent. 
 
    “My sister doesn’t date knuckleheads who’ll end up hurting her. She’s not gonna get involved in a relationship with the likes of you,” Steve insisted. 
 
    “With all due respect, I believe that’s between your sister and me,” Titus replied coldly. 
 
    “You have no idea who you’re messing with here, dude. I’m tellin’ you one last time, LEAVE… MY SISTER… ALONE!” 
 
    Titus shrugged his shoulders and with a menacing grin turned toward his angel. “Do you want me to leave you alone, Ericka?” 
 
    Ericka remained speechless — it was almost as if she had gone deaf. Titus turned back toward Steve, only to have a fist land square between his eyes. The force combined with the unexpected shock of being physically assaulted in church knocked Titus backward, causing him to stumble and fall into a pew. Before he had time to get up, Steve grabbed him by the hair atop his head and threw him to the floor where he proceeded to kick him in the face. 
 
    “STOP IT!” Ericka shrieked, finally coming out of her trance. “Leave him alone! He didn’t do anything to you!” 
 
    Titus rolled to one side only to have Steve lift his foot high in the air and stomp on the left half of his face. Ericka grabbed a music stand and repeatedly bludgeoned her brother in the back and ribs with it while screaming at him to stop and to leave Titus alone. 
 
    Pastor O’Malley came through the back door just as Ericka clubbed Steve in the back of his knees. “That is ENOUGH!” he yelled, rushing to the front of the church and tackling his grandson to the ground. Steve swung at Pastor O’Malley and Titus scrambled to his feet. Together, he and the pastor were able to physically pin Steve to the floor. 
 
    After several minutes of pure hysteria, a parishioner entered the church. Seeing Steve held down, the bruises and cuts on Titus’s face, and Ericka sobbing wildly, she pulled out her cell phone and frantically called the police. “Hi, I’m over at Central Baptist Church. Pastor O’Malley and another young man are holding a teenager down on the ground. I believe there’s been some kind of a fight or something. We need help over here right now.” 
 
    Overhearing her phone call, Steve went into another fit of rage and began trying to free himself with all of his might. Pastor O’Malley overpowered him — between him and Titus, there was no way he was going anywhere. 
 
    “GRANDPA!” Steve screamed. “She called the COPS! If you don’t let me go, they’re gonna haul me off to JAIL! You love me too much to let that happen, Grandpa. Let me go! PLEASE!” 
 
    For several minutes Steve continued fighting his restraints as well as yelling, screaming, and using inappropriate language. More members were coming into the church and several gathered around in case the pastor needed help. It wasn’t long before three police officers barged into the facility. 
 
    “What seems to be the problem?” one of them asked. 
 
    Ericka whimpered through her tears, “My brother attacked Titus because he didn’t want Titus talking to me.” 
 
    The officer turned to Titus. “Why didn’t he want you flapping your gums to the girl?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Titus replied. “Honestly… I have no idea.” 
 
    Pastor O’Malley spoke up in his defense. “Officer, I doubt there’s any logical explanation for my grandson’s behaviors. He has a quick temper and I believe he’s been experimenting with drugs. To the best of my knowledge, Titus hasn’t done anything that would have led to this attack. I’m willing to testify in court on behalf of the victim.” 
 
    “GRANDPA!... What are you doing?” Steve yelled. “You’re gonna take his side? You don’t even know him!” 
 
    “I’ll testify as well,” Ericka agreed with tears streaming down her face. “This is the final straw! My brother needs help and I’m willing to do whatever it takes to see him get the assistance he needs.” 
 
    Two of the officers placed Steve in handcuffs and dragged him out of the church. The third officer stayed behind to obtain official statements from Pastor O’Malley, Titus, and Ericka. He told them they could expect to receive notification of an upcoming hearing via certified mail. 
 
    Once the officer left, Pastor O’Malley apologized to Titus and the entire congregation for what had taken place. Then, he turned to Titus and asked, “Son, what can I ever do to make this up to you?” 
 
    Titus didn’t miss a beat. With a blood-dotted smile, he suggested, “You could talk Ericka’s dad into lettin’ me call her on the phone.” 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The dinner table at the Pearson household was thoroughly silent as plates were filled with fried chicken, mashed potatoes, green beans, and fresh corn on the cob. The appearance and aroma of the food were delicious, but an unsettling eeriness lurked in the air. 
 
    Without as much as waiting for someone to be called on to say grace, Titus shoveled a heaping spoonful of mashed potatoes in his mouth — that’s when he noticed. “What are you staring at, pipsqueak?” he growled at Scottie. 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” 
 
    “That’s enough, boys,” Victoria scolded. “Let’s discuss something meaningful, okay?” 
 
    “Like what? How Titus got a beat down at church while ago?” Scottie asked. 
 
    Titus glared at him through squinted eyes. He wanted to tell him to shut his trap, but for whatever reason he kept his own mouth closed. 
 
    Brock took a bite off of his corn cob and as he did, a smidgen of butter flew across the table, making an emergency landing on Scottie’s eyebrow. 
 
    Titus and Victoria both chuckled, but Scottie didn’t see anything even remotely humorous about it. With steam boiling up and nearly rolling out of his ears, he grabbed a handful of potatoes and chucked them at his dad’s face. Sliding his chair back from the table, Brock shot Scottie a glare that should have sent shivers down his spine. 
 
    The boy knew no fear. Picking up his glass of water, he splashed it on Titus’s chest before throwing the small amount of food he had left. Scottie bolted from the room and Brock jumped up to go after him. In the process, his ankle twisted and he came crashing to the ground. Wouldn’t you know it? Just about that time, the doorbell rang. 
 
    “Who could that be?” Brock grumbled, getting up and hobbling toward the living room, followed closely by both Victoria and Titus. 
 
    Peering through the peephole, Brock turned to face his family with a slight glint of amusement on his face. 
 
    “Who is it?” Victoria whispered. 
 
    “Titus, why don’t you answer the door?” Brock suggested. 
 
    Titus stood perfectly still for a moment, waiting for an explanation. When none came, he answered, “Okaaayyyy,” dragging out the word for effect. 
 
    The seventeen-year-old knew he should have looked through the peephole for himself, but he didn’t. He opened the door and lo and behold there in front of him stood the one and only girl of his dreams, Ericka. She wasn’t alone; she brought her father along. 
 
    “Did we interrupt a food fight?” Ericka laughed, glancing at the food and water all over them. 
 
    What horrible timing, Titus realized. Of all times to stop by, why now? 
 
    “Confessions are probably unnecessary at this point,” Brock replied. “How can we help you?” 
 
    “Can we come in?” Ericka’s father asked. 
 
    “Please do,” Victoria replied. “Would you like a glass of water?” 
 
    “Uh,” Ericka gulped, catching another glimpse of Titus’s drenched shirt and then snickering. “No, I’m under the impression we’d better pass. Thanks for the offer though.” 
 
    The party of five meandered into the living room and took a seat. “I don’t suppose we’ve ever been formally introduced,” Brock spoke. 
 
    “No, we haven’t,” Ericka’s father replied. “I’m Jim and this, as you probably already know, is my daughter, Ericka.” 
 
    “I’m Brock, this is my wife, Victoria, and the guy who’s drooling all over his shoes over here is Titus.” 
 
    Titus tried not to allow his face to color, but he couldn’t help it. 
 
    “Guys, the reason we stopped by is to apologize on behalf of my son. Steve tends to act impulsively. He is hugely protective of his sister and it doesn’t take much to set him off.” 
 
    “Where’s Steve now?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “Right now, I believe he’s having a psychiatric evaluation performed. I’m not sure what will happen from here. We’re playing somewhat of a waiting game.” 
 
    Ericka nudged her father with her elbow, clearly hinting about something. 
 
    Jim, pretending to have no idea what she was getting at, continued speaking. “We’ve tried everything with that boy over the years. Placed him in counseling, had him put on a whole slew of mood stabilizers, enrolled him in an alternative school, taken away all of his privileges at home, provided him with incentives for doing right… he’s as stubborn as a mule.” 
 
    Ericka cleared her throat and shot her dad another suggestive look, obviously tired of waiting for him to spit something else out. 
 
    Jim didn’t cooperate. “But this girl here’s another story. She’s the total opposite of her brother. Always follows the rules. Loves reading her Bible. Enjoys serving God any way that she can. Ericka’s a sweetheart. Never gives her mother or me any trouble whatsoever. Never even had a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Daddy,” Ericka laughed, nudging him with her elbow again. 
 
    “Okay, sugar,” Jim said, turning to Brock. “After talking to my dad, my wife, and my daughter I have concluded that I am willing to allow my daughter and your son to have the opportunity to get better acquainted. If you’re okay with it, I am officially giving my permission for the two of them to start talking on the telephone.” 
 
    Brock’s countenance was taken over by an ornery expression. “I don’t know,” he claimed. “I’m not sure if lover-boy here is knowledgeable of his numerals yet. He might not possess enough intelligence to call her.” 
 
    Even though Titus had a great sense of humor, he didn’t find the situation even the slightest bit amusing. “Really, Brock?... Seriously… is it okay with you?” 
 
    “Sure, bud. It’s okay. Just don’t violate my trust.” 
 
    “I hate to be the party pooper here,” Victoria interjected. “But what about Steve? I don’t want Titus to cause divisions in your family. If Steve can’t accept the fact that Ericka and Titus are getting better acquainted with one another, I’m not so sure this is a sensible plan.” 
 
    The enthusiasm drained from Titus’s face. What is she saying? 
 
    “To be frank with you, Steve is never going to accept Titus, nor anyone else for that matter. He is an immensely untrusting young man who doesn’t like anybody. Somehow, the boy’s going to have to learn how to let go. We’ll do everything in our power to keep him from interfering in their relationship.” 
 
    Relationship? Titus liked the sound of that. I was of the understanding we were just gonna be talkin’ on the phone... A relationship? Oh yeah! 
 
    “What about the other part, Dad?” 
 
    “Oh, you mean the embarrassing stories about you I haven’t told yet? Well, let’s see here,” he chuckled before making eye contact with Titus. “A couple of years ago…” 
 
    “Dad!!!” Ericka laughed. “Stop it already!” 
 
    “Okay, okay. Ericka’s interested in joining your building crew if you’re willing to put up with her. I grant you my word, she’s a hard worker and I bet she can out-work anybody else on the crew.” 
 
    I doubt that, Titus pondered. No girl can out-work me. Besides I’m the master of winning bets. 
 
    “We’ll accept all of the aid we are offered,” Brock agreed. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Jim said. “And so we’re all on the same page, I have made it clear to my daughter that if she’s going to work on the crew, she is not going to be taking advantage of her position to flirt with Titus. She’s there to be used of the Lord and to give something back to the community. She can flirt on her own time.” 
 
    “I concur,” Brock replied. “I’ll ensure the two of them stay as far apart as is feasible while we’re at the work site.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    24: Mr. Attitude 
 
      
 
   One would suspect the Pearson household would have noticed how quiet Scottie was during their meeting with Ericka and her father. Somehow that tiny little detail had not entered anyone’s mind — not until their company left anyway. 
 
    Victoria headed toward the restroom. On the way there, she noticed the door to Scottie’s bedroom was closed. For her, that was a red flag. Attempting to enter his room, she found he had locked the door. After giving it a few hard knocks, she hollered, “SCOTTIE, I NEED YOU TO OPEN THE DOOR PLEASE.” 
 
    With no answer, she knocked again — much harder than before. “Scottie, open this door or I’m gonna ask your dad to get the paddle.” 
 
    Not a sound escaped from his room. Hearing the commotion, Brock and Titus entered the hall. “What’s transpiring?” Brock asked. 
 
    “Scottie’s decided to barricade himself in his room. He won’t unlock the door and refuses to even speak to me.” 
 
    Titus grinned. “SOMEBODY’S GONNA HAVE TROUBLE SITTIN’ DOWN TONIGHT,” he roared, in hopes of getting a reaction out of Scottie. 
 
    No response came. 
 
    Brock was quickly becoming agitated. “Open this door or I’m busting it down,” he demanded. 
 
    Fifteen seconds later, he made a fist and began pummeling the door with all of his might. Being no match for Brock, it came off its hinges in no time. Instead of hiding a defiant teen, however, it had been concealing a different scene altogether. The window was ajar and Scottie was unaccounted for. 
 
    “Scottie, where are you?” Victoria asked loudly, whipping his closet door open. No Scottie there. 
 
    Titus checked under the bed — nothing but a smelly assortment of dirty clothes. 
 
    Before heading out to find him, Brock slid Scottie’s window shut and locked it. He, his wife, and Titus combed the house from top to bottom to make sure Scottie wasn’t playing a rebellious form of hide-and-seek. Once they determined he was not in the house, they made sure every door and window was locked up tight before heading out to search for him. The last thing they were going to do was return home to find him sitting on the couch enjoying his alone time. 
 
    Brock, Victoria, and Titus split up and searched the entire area for over an hour without finding a trace of him. “What if he didn’t run away? What if a kidnapper snatched him?” Victoria asked as fear began to cloud her judgment. 
 
    Titus sported a playful smile. Speaking slowly, he asked, “What if he… killed himself?” 
 
    Victoria scowled. “That’s not funny,” she scolded. “Where could he be? We’ve searched everywhere!” 
 
    Brock called Collin. “Have you caught a glimpse of Scottie perchance?” 
 
    “We sure haven’t. Everything okay?” Collin asked. 
 
    “No. He departed again and we can’t locate him.” 
 
    Collin hollered and asked Alayna and Remmy if they had seen or heard from Scottie. He wasn’t too surprised when both insisted they hadn’t seen hide nor hair of him. 
 
    “We’ll join you in the search and we’ll give you a ring if we find him,” Collin offered. 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Oh, one more thing. If we find him and he tries to run, do you want us to call you or you would prefer we physically drag him back to you?” 
 
    “It is imperative for him to come home. Do whatever it takes,” Brock asserted. 
 
    Victoria decided to take the car further into town in case he had hitched a ride somewhere. She asked Brock and Titus to continue combing the immediate neighborhood and promised to check in with them within thirty minutes. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Tears welled up in Victoria’s eyes as she drifted out of the driveway. Her little boy meant the world to her and she hated what he was becoming. Inwardly, she blamed Brock. When a boy accused him of cannibalism in the past, he took off. Vanished without a trace. It was also Brock who had made the decision to take Titus in — a known runaway who had probably planted the idea of taking off in Scottie’s head. Her husband was ruining her son and it seemed there was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    Rounding a bend, Victoria thought she caught sight of a dumpster lid slamming shut. Hoping with everything in her that Scottie had climbed into the garbage bin to hide, she pulled her car off to the side of the road, jumped out, and rushed to the container. Pounding on the side, she thundered, “SCOTTIE? Come out of there! It’s Mommy.” 
 
    She waited a whole three seconds before flipping the lid open. The dumpster was filled to the brim, but there was no sign of her baby. Discouraged, she made her way to back to the car where she fell apart at the seams. The tears were no longer welling up in her eyes. They were staining her face and soaking her shirt. “Why, God? Why couldn’t he have been in that dumpster? Why did you let me get my hopes up for nothing?” 
 
    It took Victoria at least ten minutes to regain her composure enough to start the car and continue searching. She was still crying, but not so exuberantly that her entire body was shuddering. Driving around several more blocks without seeing any signs of him, she began to think the worst. 
 
    What if those people were right? What if my family is in danger because of the ministry we’re directing? I haven’t even told Brock what I know. If something happened to Scottie and I could have prevented it by sharing information with my husband — “No, God! Please, no! That would be too much for me to bear. If something happened to Scottie, I’d never be able to forgive myself.” 
 
    After another round of searching, Victoria headed back to the house in anticipation of finding a miracle. 
 
    When she arrived, she was thankful to see Collin’s car there. The Russells must’ve found him, she told herself, wiping the tears from her face. 
 
    Titus met her at the car with a spark in his eyes. “Scottie’s safe, but he’s about to get it good.” 
 
    “Where was he?” Victoria asked, quickly making her way to the house. 
 
    “About a block away from Collin’s Shoe Store I assume. I guess Collin told him to get in the car and he bolted. Collin parked, chased him down, and dragged him back to the car kickin’ and screamin’. Alayna had to drive over here cause Scottie kept tryin’ to jump out and Collin pinned him down so he couldn’t move.” 
 
    What on earth has gotten into that kid? Victoria asked herself as she marched inside to find Brock firmly holding Scottie down on his lap. It looked incredibly awkward, but at least there was no chance of him running off — not for the time being anyway. 
 
    “He alleges he departed immediately after throwing his temper tantrum at the table,” Brock told her. 
 
    “Where’d you go?” Victoria asked coldly. 
 
    “Nowhere really — just loafed around,” Scottie claimed. 
 
    “Why? What were your plans?” 
 
    “I didn’t have any. Just needed some time away. That’s all.” 
 
    “So you’re of the opinion it’s okay to leave this house anytime you feel like it? Something terrible could’ve happened to you!” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have cared,” Scottie mumbled. 
 
    “If that was the case, then why was I out hunting for you for the last hour and a half?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Probably so you wouldn’t be considered such a bad parent if the police found me.” 
 
    Brock tightened his grip on Scottie’s arms. “Cease conversing with your mother in such a disrespectful tone, young man.” 
 
    “You’re hurting me. Let go!” Scottie ordered. 
 
    Brock let go alright — but only for a second. He raised his right hand and brought his open palm swiftly down on Scottie’s thigh. “DO NOT tell me what to do and DO NOT backtalk your mother or I ANYMORE!” he scolded, while re-gripping his son’s arm. 
 
    “That’s child abuse!” Scottie hollered. “You just hit me! That’s illegal!” 
 
    “Titus, go to my room and retrieve the paddle, please,” Brock stated firmly. 
 
    “My pleasure,” Titus replied, almost chuckling as he watched Brock force Scottie to bend over his knee. 
 
    Scottie tried to wiggle his way free, but Brock wasn’t having it. He held him down in such a fashion that Scottie knew he had been had. “Okay, I’ll behave. I’m sorry,” he whined. 
 
    “You’re unquestionably correct about that, bud,” Brock warned as Titus returned with the paddle in hand. 
 
    “Can I say something?” Remington asked as Brock took the board of correction. 
 
    “What’s that?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I’ve learned that spankings hurt a lot more when they’re all given on the same cheek.” 
 
    “I’ll etch that in my memory,” Brock agreed, not sure how else to respond to such a statement. 
 
    Brock brought the paddle down hard. “That was my leg!” Scottie yelled. 
 
    “That was your behind and you know it!” Brock argued, swatting him a second time in the exact same spot. “You will assuredly learn to behave. I bet Remington’s never ran away in his life. He would never even consider treating his parents the way you treat us.” 
 
    There was a lot Scottie wanted to say back, but he was in an exceptionally vulnerable position. He glanced over at Titus who was busy trying to hide the smirk on his face. Without warning, Brock delivered him another swat. That was three on the right cheek. Titus’s grin turned into a full-fledged smile when he saw the grimace on Scottie’s face. Scottie turned to face the floor but didn’t say a word. He did his best to stifle the groans that seemed to be spewing out of his lips involuntarily. 
 
    After two more swats, Brock laid the paddle down, but kept Scottie across his lap. “Now we’re going to converse and you will show us some respect or else.” 
 
    A forty-five-minute discussion ensued about obedience, gratefulness, maturity, and safety. Not to mention the frequent reminders Scottie was provided about how he was so much worse behaved than Remmy and about how much he could learn from him. 
 
    Before he was allowed up, Collin added his two cents worth as well. “I’ll tell you one thing, Scottie. You had better be glad you’re not my son. I would tan your behind all day, every day if I had to. I would fathom your dad here is getting super close to that point and to be honest, I hope he gets there sooner rather than later. Your dad’s right — Remington is much better behaved than you are. That’s because my wife and I have never allowed him to get away with anything. Remmy is very trustworthy whereas you can barely be trusted to tie your own shoes.” 
 
    Somehow, Scottie managed to keep himself quiet throughout all of the lectures he received, no matter how he felt about what was being said. Something about being held down across Dad’s lap even helped him promise never to run away or sneak out of the house again — no matter what. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    25: He Couldn’t Have 
 
      
 
   Around 6 am Monday morning the doorbell rang several times and someone frantically pounded on the door. Brock jumped out of bed, grabbed a baseball bat, and ran to the living room. Peering through the peephole, he saw Alayna and fury was written all over her face. 
 
    Opening the door, Brock started to ask her what was wrong, but Alayna didn’t permit him a chance to speak. “WHERE IS HE?” she shouted. 
 
    “To whom are you referring?” 
 
    “Scottie… Who else?” 
 
    “Scottie?... What’s the matter?... Alayna, are you okay?” 
 
    “He… lit… the shoe store… on… fire. It burned all the way to the ground! WHERE’S YOUR SON?” 
 
    “Oh, Alayna!” Brock exclaimed. “I find it incomprehensible that someone would do that to you folks. I’m—” 
 
    Alayna’s eyes grew wider than saucers. “WHERE… IS… HE?” 
 
    “He’s still in bed, but I assure you Scottie had nothing to do with this. He’s been here all night.” 
 
    Alayna put her hands on her hips and words shot out of her mouth faster than a bull could break out of a chute, “Scottie threw a temper tantrum yesterday. He ran away from home. We found him about a block from the store. Scottie’s mad because Collin and I dragged his little behind back here and now he’s gone and burned our store!” 
 
    Titus dragged into the room rubbing his eyes. “What’s all the noise about?” 
 
    “The store burned last night,” Alayna snapped. 
 
    “The store? Which one? There’s only like a few dozen of ‘em in Farmington.” 
 
    “OURS!” Alayna shouted. 
 
    Victoria stomped into the room. “What is all of this shouting about?” 
 
    “YOUR SON…,” Alayna began to yell before pausing and calming herself down. “Your son… is an arsonist. He burned Collin’s store to the ground an hour or so ago.” 
 
    “Do you have evidence to support your allegation?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I will have. Get your son out here — that is, if he’s even here.” 
 
    “Want me to get him?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Brock instructed. 
 
    Within thirty seconds, everyone in the living room heard Titus wake Scottie up by saying, “Did you not get your backside beat hard enough last night or what? You must have buns of steel!... You better hurry up and march out to that living room.” 
 
    Moments later, Scottie made his way out front and asked what everybody was so upset about. 
 
    “Don’t play stupid with me, you little fire-starting maniac,” Alayna snapped. “You destroyed our livelihood!” 
 
    Scottie took a step back and in almost a whisper answered, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You didn’t sneak out again in the middle of the night? You didn’t go to Collin’s store? You didn’t light it on fire?” 
 
    Scottie looked at his mom and dad, hoping one of them would say something. When they didn’t, he argued, “No! I’ve never done anything like that. Why does everybody always blame me?” 
 
    Titus couldn’t help butting in. “Probably cause you’re the only one here who’s insane. Why do you think?” 
 
    “Titus, you’re not improving matters. Depart from this room and allow us to deal with this situation,” Brock ordered. 
 
    As Titus obediently walked away, Victoria attempted to empathize, “Alayna, I understand how you feel. And I can definitely understand why you would suspect Scottie… but he wouldn’t do that. You have my word.” 
 
    “You better hope you’re right,” Alayna scoffed before turning her wild glare to Scottie. “If she’s wrong, we’ll be pressing charges and we’ll see to it you’re behind bars until you’re twenty-five.” 
 
    Turning, Alayna made her way to her vehicle where she sped off in the direction of the shoe store. 
 
    As soon as she was out of sight, Brock placed a firm hand on Scottie’s shoulder. “A while back we discovered a lighter in your bedroom, son. Why’d you possess that lighter?” 
 
    “I found it and was playing with it. That’s all.” 
 
    Titus hesitantly glided into the room with one hand behind his back, while giving Scottie a playful wink. He then gave Brock a once-over and said, “I decided I’d bring this out here just in case you need it.” Pulling the paddle out from behind his back, he laid it on the arm of the sofa, offered Scottie another wink, and quietly headed back down the hall toward his room. 
 
    “Do I need to apply this, son?” Brock asked, motioning toward the paddle. 
 
    Scottie glanced over at the board for a second. “No. I’m telling the truth. I was here all night. I don’t have a lighter — you took it from me, remember? I couldn’t have started the fire. I didn’t have anything to start it with!” 
 
    “Hon, would you mind rummaging through his room while I check his person?” Brock asked. 
 
    “On it,” Victoria replied, slipping out of the room. 
 
    “Clear the contents of your pockets,” Brock ordered. 
 
    Scottie turned his pockets inside out; they were empty. 
 
    “Shirt off.” 
 
    Hesitantly, Scottie complied while insisting, “Everybody blames me for everything. It wasn’t me. I promise!” Once he got the shirt off, he tossed it to his dad. 
 
    “Now the pants.” 
 
    Scottie’s face turned red and a tear dripped from his left eye. “No, dad. This is embarrassing... I don’t have anything on me... Please believe me.” 
 
    “Take ‘em off,” Brock insisted. 
 
    Scottie bit his trembling lip as he shifted his gaze toward the floor. 
 
    “NOW,” Brock ordered. 
 
    Scottie directed his eyes up at Brock with tears running down his face. He then glanced at the floor and then back at Brock. 
 
    “Don’t even envisage running. If you have something in those pants, you better forfeit it now.” 
 
    “I don’t. It’s just that, well, I—” 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, Victoria stormed into the room bawling. “Where did you get THIS?” she asked, holding up a small box of matches. 
 
    “I… I… um… they’re not mine… Where… were they?” 
 
    “In your pants pocket — the jeans you were wearing yesterday evening.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen ‘em before. Honest. I haven’t!” 
 
    Victoria wiped the tears from her eyes. “What do we do, Brock? Do you want to whip him within an inch of his life or make a report to the police?” 
 
    Brock, for the first time in a long time, was speechless. He never imagined the day would come when he might have to call the cops on his own boy. He didn’t want to do it, but if Scottie were guilty of arson, he would be legally obligated to turn him in. His boy was owed a sound thrashing, but if he delivered him as hard of a spanking as he deserved, it would probably leave a mark or two and then if the cops searched him… he didn’t even want to speculate on that potential outcome. 
 
    Victoria, obviously reading Brock’s mind, took up for him, “Honey, just because he has the matches doesn’t mean he started the fire. Lots of boys go through stages of playing with matches. Didn’t you do that when you were his age?” 
 
    “They’re not my matches!” Scottie whined. “I’ve never seen them. I have no idea how they got in my pocket. Why won’t you believe me?” 
 
    “Deliver me the paddle, son,” Brock directed. 
 
    The tears had not stopped flowing, but Scottie did as he was told. 
 
    “Drop your pants and grab your ankles.” 
 
    “Drop my pants? Noooooo!” Scottie yelled. 
 
    “Remove ‘em now and you can keep your underwear on. Make me drop them for you and you’ll have no protection whatsoever.” 
 
    Scottie offered his dad a sorrowful look, hoping the tears in his eyes might somehow convince Brock to either believe him or at least lighten the sentence. Seeing the callousness on his dad’s face, he could tell that was not going to happen. 
 
    Sobbing, the boy pulled his pajama pants down, grabbed his ankles, and held his breath while waiting for the first swat. A second later, he felt a worse sting than any of the other spankings his dad had administered to him. He jumped up, rubbed his backside, and begged his father to believe his innocence. 
 
    Victoria left the room to do some crying of her own. 
 
    “Resume the position,” Brock commanded firmly. 
 
    Trembling, Scottie shook his head no. 
 
    “Resume the position or we will progress to bare flesh.” 
 
    Scottie let out a grunt of frustration and bent over. Brock administered ten solid whacks before asking about the matches again. 
 
    Scottie’s eyes darted back and forth from the paddle to the intimidating expression on his dad’s face. “Please don’t whip me anymore. But I… I… found the matches down at the work site the other day and I put ‘em in my pocket. Then, yesterday when I ran away, I found half of a cigarette laying on the sidewalk and I tried to smoke it.” 
 
    “Tried to smoke it?” 
 
    Scottie’s eyes were drawn to the paddle again. “I… um… tried to, but after I took one puff I started coughing so I put it down. I’ll never try one again, Dad… I… promise.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    26: T.K.O. 
 
      
 
   Striving to keep her mind off of the allegation against her son, Victoria decided to join Brock and Titus for their work at the construction site. She insisted on Scottie playing hooky from school so she could personally keep an eye on him all day in case anything else was to happen. 
 
    The day went reasonably well and got even better when Ericka showed up around 3:30 pm. “Hi everybody,” she spoke in as chipper of a voice as she could muster. “What can I do to help?” Even though she was speaking to everyone, her eyes were glued to a certain teenager she had a major crush on. 
 
    Titus started to speak, but Brock cut him off. “Why don’t you assist my wife? She’s over there knocking nails out of some damaged lumber. Are you skilled with a hammer?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t necessarily say I’m skilled with one, but I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Victoria took a liking to Ericka right away. The two of them chit-chatted the entire time they worked — discussing the latest fashions, things going on at the church, their families, and on occasion Titus’s name happened to slip into their conversations. 
 
    Around 5:15 pm, Victoria noticed a car pulling off next to theirs. “Who’s that?” she asked. 
 
    Ericka looked up. “Oh no! It’s Steve — my lunatic brother. What’s he doing here?” 
 
    Steve practically leaped out of his car and rushed toward Titus. He shoved him backward with both hands. “I’m quite certain I told you to stay away from her!” 
 
    “Stop it, Steve! Don’t do anything stupid!” Ericka shouted, sandwiching herself between her brother and Titus. 
 
    Steve grabbed a piece of a broken 2x4 and held it up in the air. “Ericka, you have two choices. You can move out of the way and let me clobber him, or I’ll clobber you first.” 
 
    Ericka raised her knee and firmly connected with Steve’s groin. He dropped the board and fell to his knees. Titus grabbed the 2x4 and belted him upside the face with it, knocking him unconscious. 
 
    “OH, MY GOODNESS! I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU DID THAT!” Ericka screamed. 
 
    “I did it for you! He threatened you, and I’m never going to let anyone hurt you — no matter who they are,” Titus bragged. 
 
    “What if he’s dead?” Ericka cried. 
 
    Victoria was already checking his pulse. “He’s not,” she assured her. “Just a temporary black-out more than likely.” 
 
    Victoria placed her ear to Steve’s mouth; fortunately, he was still breathing. 
 
    “Titus,” Brock lectured, “Ericka’s right. You could have exterminated that boy and then you would have been rotting in jail for murder.” 
 
    “It’d be worth it to keep this young lady safe.” 
 
    “You sound like him,” Ericka fussed. 
 
    “Like who?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Him!” Ericka insisted, pointing to where her brother lay on the ground. “I have to get out of here. I’m gonna call Mom and have her pick me up.” 
 
    “No, Ericka… please… let me explain,” Titus pleaded. 
 
    “There’s nothing to discuss. I witnessed the whole thing. You don’t get what it means to turn the other cheek. You don’t understand longsuffering or patience. You’re just like my brother. I can’t be with someone with that kind of temper.” With that, Ericka stomped toward the driveway. 
 
    “Hold on, Ericka!... I’ll give you a ride,” Victoria called after her. “I’m too shaken up to do much else.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ericka replied. “I don’t want to put you out. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    “I know, but I want to help. Scottie, come on. You’re coming with us,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    In the car, Ericka opened up more than she had at the worksite. She told Victoria horror stories about Steve. When he was seven years old, he found out his mom had initially been pregnant with twins; even though his brother was carried to full term, he was stillborn. At first, Steve seemed like he took the news well, but within a year of finding out, he started having violent anger outbursts. He felt like it was his fault his brother died. Steve claimed he was the only one who had been in the womb with him. The only one who could have protected his brother. He failed. His parents took him to counseling to see if a therapist could help him understand there was nothing he could have done about it, but Steve convinced himself it was his fault and no one could persuade him otherwise. 
 
    Since that time, Steve went through cycles. He would be manic depressive one day and homicidal the next. Her dad was telling the truth about the family trying everything. Ericka felt her parents had bent over backward trying to help Steve, but her brother refused to accept their help. He somehow convinced himself it was his responsibility to be Ericka’s protector. Whenever he sensed anyone might be a threat to her, war was looming. She, her parents, friends, and multiple therapists tried to encourage Steve to think before he acted, but his adrenaline seemed to kick in at all the wrong times and there was nothing anyone could do about it. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    A furious fit of sneezing brought Steve back into a state of consciousness. His nose not only hurt, but it was so swollen it was partially obstructing his vision. Out of instinct, he brought his hand up to touch his nose, which forced him to let out an incessantly loud groan. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Brock asked. 
 
    “What… what happened?... Where am I?” 
 
    “You tried to bully the wrong person,” Titus proclaimed firmly, standing over him. 
 
    A look of panic filled Steve’s face. “You did this to me?” 
 
    “I did. Don’t mess with me, man. And don’t you even dream of hurting or even threatening to hurt Ericka.” 
 
    Brock put a firm hand on Titus’s shoulder and told him, “That’s enough. You’ve magnified your point. We need to ensure this guy’s alright.” 
 
    Steve pulled himself into a seated position. “I’m okay. Just a bit sore.” 
 
    “You should be,” Titus replied coldly. 
 
    “Titus, that is enough!” Brock scolded. 
 
    “Actually… I deserve it,” Steve interjected. “This kid has guts. I think I like him.” 
 
    Throwing his hands up in the air, Brock turned his back and ambled away. 
 
    “I don’t believe I’ve met anybody else with a temper like mine before,” Steve chuckled after a brief moment of silence. 
 
    Titus smiled and let out a short chuckle himself. “To be honest, I wasn’t aware I had it in me.” 
 
    “You mean to tell me you’ve never done anything like that before?” 
 
    “Never… But I’ll tell you one thing — if you ever cause me any reason to believe you’re gonna hurt Ericka, you’ll look back and see this little episode like it was nothing. I love that girl and I’d offer my life for her.” 
 
    A cross between a smile and total confusion donned Steve’s face. “Guess we have something in common. The reason I came after you is because I felt like you were gonna hurt my sister.” 
 
    “Hurt her? Why would I do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess maybe I’m a bit quick to judge.” 
 
    “Is that an apology?” Titus asked. 
 
    Steve held out his hand and Titus helped him to his feet. “I’m sorry, man. I’ve been a real nimrod.” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Titus replied. 
 
    “Hey now! I’m tryin’ to make things right.” 
 
    “I know. It might take me a while though.” 
 
    Steve lowered his eyes toward the ground for a moment before slowly bringing them back up to meet Titus’s. He felt tears of shame forming. “Look, man. I messed up big time. I’ve had a problem with my anger for a long time. It controls me! I’ve tried to get rid of it, but I can’t. It’s a part of who I am. I’m sorry for what I did and I promise I’ll never… well, I promise I’ll try to never do anything like that again.” 
 
    Titus grinned. “It’s not every day somebody offers me that sincere of an apology.” 
 
    “Does that mean you forgive me?” 
 
    “Look, Steve. If God can forgive me for all of the stupid things I’ve done, I’d be a fool not to accept your apology.” 
 
    Steve reached forward and offered Titus a hug. Titus appeared as though he felt a bit uncomfortable about it, but he cooperated nonetheless. That two-second embrace was all it took to cause the tears Steve had been holding back to begin trickling down his face. “Can you tell me something?” he asked. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “How do you know God forgave you?” 
 
    “Cause I believe the Bible,” Titus replied. 
 
    “I believe it too. But that doesn’t mean I know God forgave me.” 
 
    “Steve, are you sayin’ you’re not sure if you’re saved?” 
 
    “Grandma and Grandpa have taken me to church on and off for years,” Steve replied. 
 
    “I’m not talkin’ about church attendance. I’m talking about salvation — you know, asking God to save you.” 
 
    “I repeated some words when I was a kid. Grandpa asked me if I had a desire to get saved and I wanted to do anything to make him happy, so I told him ‘sure.’ He told me to repeat after him and he advised me what to say so I could get saved. So yeah, I’ve done that.” 
 
    “You’ve done that, but you aren’t positive God’s forgiven you?” 
 
    “It’s impossible to know that, man.” 
 
    “You said you believe the Bible, right?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Of course. Who wouldn’t?” 
 
    “Well, I John 5:13 says ‘These things have I written unto you that believe on the name of the Son of God; that ye may know that ye have eternal life, and that ye may believe on the name of the Son of God.’ I know God forgave me when I called on Him to save me. I know I have eternal life in Heaven. I’m 100% confident of that, man.” 
 
    Steve’s gaze moved to his feet and he didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Steve… when you uttered those words when you were little… were you truly speaking to God or were you only repeating your grandfather?” 
 
    Still facing the ground, Steve replied, “I recited what he told me. Why?” 
 
    “Salvation doesn’t come about by simply saying words. It’s a heart issue. You have to believe in God. You have to believe Jesus is God’s Son. That He died on the cross and was resurrected three days later because of your sin. When you believe that, you have to pray and ask God to save you. Is that what you did?” 
 
    Slowly, Steve raised his eyes to meet Titus’s again and shook his head. 
 
    “That means if you would have died while ago when I hit you with that 2x4, you’d have gone to Hell.” 
 
    Steve began to tremble. “I need to get saved. I don’t want to go to Hell.” 
 
    Titus dropped to his knees, bowed his head, and closed his eyes. “God, Thou art worthy of our praise! Thou hast given me an amazing opportunity here. A chance to see someone born into Thine family! I have never led anyone to Thee before and I fear I will fail Thee. Father, please grant me the right words and help me not to stumble. I don’t even have my Bible here to guide me. Oh Lord, please be with us now. I ask these things in the name of Your Son Jesus. Amen.” 
 
    Titus raised his head back up and as he did, Steve knelt on the ground next to him. “Whatever it is you’ve got, man… I want it. Tell me how to get saved! I want to have a personal relationship with God. A real one.” 
 
    Steve was no longer the only one with tears in his eyes. “Do you believe Jesus died for you and He’s now up in Heaven with His Father?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you know you’re a sinner and you’re on your way to Hell?” 
 
    “I know I am, but how do I get saved?” Steve asked anxiously. 
 
    “All you have to do is talk to God then. Just bow your head, close your eyes, and tell him you know you’re a sinner and want to be saved. The Bible says all who call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved. If you believe the Bible, it’s plain and simple.” 
 
    Steve dropped his chin and shut his eyes. “Dear God,” is all he managed to spit out before trembling and tears overtook him. “Oh… oh God… what a mess I’ve made. I’m always mad. Always ready to… kill somebody. I hate people… even when there’s no reason to.” His sobbing lightened a little and his words became clearer. “I knew I wasn’t saved, God, and I wasn’t even good at pretending. I know I’m a sinner and I don’t deserve to come to Heaven. I know where I deserve to go and, God, I don’t want to go there. Please come into my heart and save me so I can come up there with You when I die.” The sobbing became more intense again. “I love you, God. Thank You for saving me. In the name of Jesus I pray, Amen.” 
 
    Titus initiated the hug this time and there was no awkwardness about it whatsoever. He wrapped his arms around his new brother in Christ and the two cried and laughed together as if they had been life-long friends. 
 
    Upon separating, they found Brock standing behind them appearing more confused than a chameleon trapped in a bag of skittles. “What occurrence did I miss?” 
 
    “Steve just—” Titus broke into a new bout of tears, stood, and gave Brock a bear hug. 
 
    “I got saved!” Steve exclaimed as the tears streamed down his face. 
 
    The three spent several minutes praising God for His greatness. Then, out of nowhere, a lightbulb went off in Steve’s head. “Uh… where’s my sister?” 
 
    Titus told him how angry she had gotten about the fight and about how she stormed off saying she didn’t know if she could handle being in a relationship with someone who didn’t know how to be longsuffering or to turn the other cheek. 
 
    “Let’s go see her. Maybe I can help straighten things out,” Steve volunteered. 
 
    “I don’t know, man. She’s pretty angry right now.” 
 
    “Come on. She’ll listen to me. She’s got a soft heart. I’m sure she was scared, but when she finds out you led me to the Lord… buddy, you have no idea! That sister of mine loves Jesus so much she’s gonna be ecstatic and there’s no way she’ll be upset with you.” 
 
    Titus grinned. “You sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely! If I’m wrong, you can whack me upside the head with that board again.” 
 
    Brock laughed. “Nobody’s gonna hit anybody with a board again. But you two are released to depart. I’m about ready to wrap things up for the day anyhow.” 
 
    Steve and Titus chatted and laughed all the way to Steve’s house. 
 
    Ericka came running out on the porch as soon as the truck pulled in. “STEVE? I’m so glad you’re okay! I’ve been praying and praying for you!” she yelled. Then she saw Titus. “What is he doing here?” 
 
    “We have something exciting to tell you,” Titus announced with joy radiating through his face. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it. You can leave now,” Ericka fussed. 
 
    “Ericka, I know you’re upset, but—” 
 
    “Titus, I already made it clear you can leave now and I meant it.” 
 
    Steve decided it was time for a little bit of intervention. “Ericka, what Titus is trying to tell you is—” 
 
    While he was in mid-sentence, Ericka turned and ran back inside. 
 
    Steve was furious. “Who does she suppose she is talkin’ to me like that? I’ll show her a thing or two!” 
 
    “NO!” Titus raised his voice. “Steve! Don’t do it! Don’t let your temper get the best of you. You just got saved, man. You’re different now.” 
 
    Steve glared at the house and then back at Titus. “What do you mean, I’m different?” 
 
    “You’re saved. You’re God’s child now. He doesn’t want you letting that anger control you. He wants you to live for Him.” 
 
    “So what am I supposed to do? Just let her walk away like that while I’m talking to her?” 
 
    “Yep,” Titus nodded. “She’ll come around.” 
 
    “What if she doesn’t? What if she won’t offer you another chance?” 
 
    “If it’s in God’s will, she’ll come around. If it’s not in His will, well… I don’t know. We’ll have to trust Him.” 
 
    Steve and Titus stood in silence for a few minutes, both secretly hoping Ericka would wander back outside on her own. When she didn’t, Titus slowly got down on his knees, bowed his head, and closed his eyes again. “God, I know Thou art the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. I know the devil’s gonna fight me because of what just happened down at the work site. But I also know Thou art much stronger than that ole serpent. Father, wilt Thou please show Thy servant what I need to do to prove my love to Ericka? To show her I’m the right guy? God, I’m willing to accept Thy will, whatever it is. Please direct my paths. I ask this now in the name of Thy Son, the One who died for me. Amen.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    27: Hypocrite 
 
      
 
   All evening Titus tried to figure out the right way to win back his angel’s trust. I remember Mom teaching me that Bible verse… oh, what was it? Somethin’ about putting God first?... Oh yeah! That’s it. Somethin’ about if I seek God first, He’ll add the other things into my life that I’m desiring. Hmm… Okay… so in order to get Ericka back, instead of pursuing her, I have to develop a closer relationship with the Lord, and then God’ll bring her crawlin’ back to me. 
 
    Reaching under his bed, Titus pulled out a notebook and a pen. I have to come up with a plan, he told himself. Seek God. Seek God... How do I do that exactly? He wrote a number one on his paper. Well… God already saved me, so I have previously sought God… No, I have to take action. I have to draw closer to Him somehow. I’m already going to church. I never miss any of the services. I pray. Man, this is hard. But I want Ericka to approve of me. I have to seek God. Beside of the number one, he quickly scribbled down “pray more.” 
 
    It took him about half an hour, but Titus finally managed to jot down several ideas. He needed to spend more time in prayer, to start studying his Bible, to incorporate singing praises into his daily routine, and to tell more people about God’s love.  It’s a tall order, but if it’ll help me get Ericka back, it’s worth it! 
 
    “Wow!” Titus heard Victoria exclaim from the living room. “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    Since he had finished his list anyway, Titus got off of his bed and scurried out to see what was going on. The news had just reported the cause of the fire at Collin’s Shoes was indeed arson. As usual, no details were being provided other than that an investigation was underway. 
 
    “What’s arson?” Scottie asked. 
 
    “It means you burned the building down on purpose, you little pipsqueak.” Titus snapped. 
 
    “I did not!” 
 
    “Are you not tired of getting your behind busted for lying?” 
 
    Scottie turned to his mom, waiting for her to jump to his defense; she didn’t say a word. Scottie got up off of the couch and stormed to his room without giving Titus any response whatsoever. 
 
    “You know he did it, right?” Titus asked. 
 
    “I hope not,” Victoria spoke softly. “I earnestly hope not.” 
 
    Titus excused himself so he could return to his room for some Bible reading. The faster he put his plan into place, the faster God might grant His petition. 
 
    Taking the Bible off of his dresser, he stretched himself out on his bed and decided to flip it open to wherever it landed. 
 
    Joshua 17, he said to himself. “There was also a lot for the tribe of Manasseh; for he was the firstborn of Joseph; to wit, for Machir the firstborn of Manasseh, the father of Gilead: because he was a man of war, therefore he had Gilead and Bashan. There was also a lot for the rest of the children of Manasseh by their families; for the children of Abiezer, and for the children of He-lek—” 
 
    Titus closed his Bible. Study my Bible? Maybe I should scratch that off my list! That’s about as boring as all get out. Why do I care who got what lot? How is that supposed to teach me anything? 
 
    He pulled out his notebook and perused his list. Prayer. Now that’s something I can do. “Gracious Master, Mighty God, The Great I Am, The Rock in Which I Hide, oh I come before Thee now to praise Thee for creating me, to honor Thee for saving me, to magnify Thy name for the many blessings Thou hast bestowed upon me.” 
 
    Titus paused for a moment and his mind began to wander. Why do I speak like that when I pray? That’s not how I speak. I thought prayer was talking to God. Why do I keep saying ‘thee,’ and ‘thou,’ and ‘thine?’ I don’t know how I got started doin’ that. Maybe that’s how I heard somebody pray when I was little. Oh yeah! I’m supposed to be praying right now. 
 
    “Sorry about that Almighty Father. I have decided to seek Thee with mine whole heart. I want to grow closer to Thee than I’ve ever been before.” 
 
    Should I tell Him how much I really want to be close with Ericka too? Nah, not right now. Right now I’m supposed to drawing close to Him. I have to seek Him first if I want Him to bring Ericka back to me. 
 
    “Will Thou please help me grow closer to Thee?” 
 
    I’m doing it again. Why can’t I quit saying ‘thee’ and ‘thou?’ I’m getting on my own nerves with this. 
 
    “God, okay, let’s be real. I’ve been fake for a long time. I like to sound eloquent when I pray. I need to learn how to actually speak to Thee… I mean… to You. Please provide some guidance here, Father. I know practice makes perfect, but I don’t spend much time truly talking to Thee… I mean to You — not just the two of us. Usually when I pray it’s only when I have an audience and as much as I hate to admit it, I kind of show off when I pray.” 
 
    Before he could say another word, Scottie interrupted, “Hypocrite! Hypocrite! Titus is a hypocrite!” 
 
    Titus’s eyes popped open to find Scottie standing next to his bed. “Get outta here! I was praying!” 
 
    “Doesn’t change the fact that you’re a hypocrite!” 
 
    “That was between God and me.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault you left your door unlocked. And I didn’t make you pray out loud. That was your choice.” 
 
    “VICTORIA!” Titus shouted. “If you don’t want this kid to be thrown through a wall, you might wanna come get him outta my room!” 
 
    Victoria came down the hall and yelled at Scottie to leave Titus alone. She apologized for the intrusion before closing and locking the door behind her and Scottie as they left the room. 
 
    Titus got down on his knees. “God, I’m sorry about that. That little brat gets on my nerves sometimes. Do you ever get tired of the people You created? I mean, seriously, doesn’t he get on Your nerves too?” 
 
    Am I truthfully praying now? No, I believe I’m just speculating. Sure, I used God’s name, but I’m not speaking with the Lord. Maybe I should try the whole Bible reading thing again. I’m too upset to pray. 
 
    Titus flipped his Bible open again — this time it landed on Matthew 5:22. Titus read it out loud. “But I say unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment—” 
 
    He closed his Bible. “God, that’s not fair! You know good and well that I have a cause! He interrupted my prayer! He’s incessantly getting in the way. Forever causing trouble. He’s a spoiled brat! It’s not that I choose to be angry with him for no reason. He drives me up the wall!” 
 
    Oh, my! That time I really was talkin’ to God. But was that being disrespectful? This seeking God first thing is gonna be harder than I ever would have dreamed. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    28: Another Chance 
 
      
 
   Three months passed without Titus seeing even the remotest signs of forgiveness from Ericka. She acted as if she hated him… or maybe like she was hurt. Every time he saw her at church, she did everything she could to show him the I-detest-everything-about-you look. 
 
    But that was old news. Not that he had retreated effortlessly. He was still seeking God and waiting for a miracle, but he had to move on with his life and Saturday was one of those important moving-on kinds of days. 
 
    Rachel Byrd had gotten herself all made up for the ribbon-cutting ceremony. Her makeup was beautiful, she had gotten her hair done, she was wearing a cute dress, and Titus couldn’t help but notice how her smile lit up the yard. All of their hard work had paid off. 
 
    “It’s time, friends!” Pastor O’Malley announced. “If you folks wouldn’t mind, please pay attention. I’m going to have the new director of Laborers for God say a few words… Brock?” 
 
    Brock had Victoria help him write his speech. Well, truth be known, he wrote it, but he knew the majority of the crowd wouldn’t understand his choice of vocabulary, so Victoria helped him tone it down a notch. “Hi everybody. I count it a great pleasure to be here this afternoon. Farmington has been going through some serious trials for quite some time and I’m thankful God has allowed this ministry to step up and make a difference. We have faced some hardships, but God has brought us through each and every one of them. Here in a moment, we’re going to cut the ribbon and allow Rachel Byrd and her family to enter their new home. Before I do that, I’d like to ask Rachel and her children to come up here with me for a moment.” 
 
    Rachel smiled nervously as she slowly approached the front. Her two daughters wasted no time — they made a mad dash toward the front of the crowd. Her son, on the other hand, was a different story. At four years old, Carson didn’t understand what was going on. He cried and yelled “No!” while trying to move backward as Rachel attempted to gently pull him toward the front without creating a scene. “No, Mommy! No!” 
 
    The audience laughed as Rachel picked him up, tears and all, and joined Brock and her daughters in front of the yellow ribbon. 
 
    “Would you like to say anything?” Brock asked. 
 
    “How could I ever express my thanks to such a wonderful group of people? This house looks gorgeous and I haven’t even seen the inside yet. It’s like a dream come true!” Rachel sniffled a couple of times and tried to keep her emotions under control. “This is the best thing that’s ever happened to my family. I don’t want to bore you all with our story, but we’ve been through…” she sniffled again, “we’ve been through things I hope none of you ever have to experience.” 
 
    Shaking like a leaf Rachel continued, “But today… today my children and I have hope for a brighter future. We owe that to Laborers for God.” 
 
    Rachel took a step backward and Brock motioned Titus to the front. “Folks, I promise we’re going to get to the ribbon cutting here in a moment, but before we do that, I want to recognize this young man formally. Titus, at the age of seventeen, has been my right-hand man on this job. He has poured his heart and soul into this place and I could not have gotten the job done without him. Titus isn’t much of a public speaker, but I did ask him to make one final announcement for us before we cut the ribbon.” 
 
    Titus grinned and his face turned a light shade of red as he faced the crowd. “If you all will glance over your right shoulders, you will see a moving truck over there. Ms. Byrd has been so excited about this house, that she already has all—” Titus stopped speaking mid-sentence. That’s because his eyes caught sight of her. Ericka was in the crowd. She had come to the ceremony and was hanging onto his every word. Titus would never have expected that. Wow, God’s answering my prayer! I’ve been seeking Him and there’s my angel! 
 
    Brock tapped him on the shoulder. “You okay?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry about that folks… as I was saying, Ms. Byrd already has all of her things packed up. After she and her family have had an opportunity to explore the house—” he stopped when his eyes met Ericka’s again. She was so beautiful. So perfect. Brock tapped his shoulder. “Sorry, folks. As I was saying, we would appreciate it if as many people as possible could help us CAREFULLY move her new belongings inside.” 
 
    Again, the crowd cheered, while Rachel bawled like a baby. 
 
    “Rachel,” Brock announced, “It’s time!” He picked up a giant pair of scissors. He held one handle and asked Rachel to take the other. 
 
    Her smile seemed to swallow her tears as they ran freely down her cheeks. Those emotions couldn’t be held back any longer. “Breathe,” Rachel told herself out loud. “Breathe.” 
 
    “On three,” Brock called. 
 
    Rachel laughed out loud. “Somebody pinch me. This has to be a dream,” she exclaimed as the tears continued to flow. 
 
    “ONE!” the crowd called…“TWO!”… “THREE!” 
 
    Together, Brock and Rachel brought the two handles together and the ribbon fell to the ground surrounded by an eruption of applause and whistles. 
 
    Brock encouraged Rachel to take her children inside to explore the house on their own. No one else would come in until she gave the word. 
 
    As soon as the Byrds entered the house, Edward, the building permit guy who had chickened out of the project, approached Brock and Titus. 
 
    “Hey guys, first and foremost I want to congratulate you on a job well done. The place looks great.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Brock said. 
 
    Titus nodded. 
 
    “I… uh… well, I want to apologize to you gentlemen for backing out on you. That was wrong of me and I’d like to make it up to you. Do you have any other upcoming projects I could help on? You have my word — I’ll stick it out this time.” 
 
    “We definitely have additional projects coming up and we can undoubtedly use the assistance,” Brock replied. 
 
    “Isn’t the parrot lady next on the list?” Titus interjected. 
 
    “The parrot lady?” Brock responded. 
 
    “Yeah. That old lady whose parrot died in the fire.” 
 
    “That’s right. She’s next on the list,” Brock agreed. “I suppose our next step will be to conduct a face-to-face conference with her to determine how we can best build a dwelling to her exact needs.” 
 
    Edward smiled. “I would love to go with you to meet her. It would probably help me if I had a face to put with the project we’re working on.” 
 
    About that time, Rachel popped her head out of the front door. “This place is fabulous! People… what are we waiting for? Let’s get that truck unloaded!” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Titus caught sight of Ericka sauntering away from the crowd. He sneaked away from Brock and the others and trotted up behind her. “Ericka!” he called. 
 
    She turned to face him, but only for a second. She picked up her pace and continued walking, without speaking a word. “Ericka, please! Can I speak with you?” 
 
    His red-headed angel stopped but didn’t turn around and still didn’t speak. 
 
    Titus caught up with and jumped in front of her. He couldn’t help but notice how she purposefully kept staring over his shoulder to not become mesmerized by his eyes. “Ericka, I know I was wrong. I let my temper get the best of me. But I’m a changed man. I’ve been—” 
 
    “No, Titus!” 
 
    “No? What do you mean, ‘no’?” 
 
    “I’m not interested in being in a relationship with you.” 
 
    “But… but… Ericka, come on! Please forgive me.” 
 
    “Now that is something I am willing to do. Your apology has been accepted.” With that, Ericka stepped aside and continued marching. 
 
    Titus followed her. “Thanks for forgiving me. But if you forgave me, why don’t you want a relationship with me?” 
 
    “I told you before — I’m patiently waiting for a Godly man and to be honest, you’re not him.” 
 
    Titus ran around in front of her and stopped again, forcing her to stand still for a moment as well. “Doesn’t the Bible say not to judge?” 
 
    “It does. It also says to judge righteous judgment and to come away from those who are ungodly. In this case, that is you and I have to pull away.” 
 
    Titus was quickly growing flustered. “But we haven’t been around each other much for the last three months. I’ve been changing. I’ve been reading my Bible, crying out to God, and telling people about Jesus.” 
 
    “Why Titus? What made you change?” 
 
    Titus smiled. I’m getting somewhere now. She’s listening to me; I got her curiosity up. “I… um… remembered back to when I was a little boy and my mom taught me about seeking God first and—” 
 
    “Oh, I’m picking up what you’re putting down! You decided to manipulate God!” Ericka scolded before stepping aside and picking up her pace. 
 
    “Manipulate God?” Titus yelled back, practically jogging to keep up. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You tried to manipulate God. You didn’t truly seek after Him. You were seeking after me. You wanted a relationship with me so badly that you used God. You weren’t reading the Bible and praying and telling people about Jesus so you could develop a closer relationship with Him. You were using Him. ‘God, I’m gonna do everything you want me to do for a while so in return you’ll bring Ericka back to me.’ That’s not changing, Titus. Quit following me. I wanna be left alone.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    29: Put The Gun Down 
 
      
 
   On Monday Brock and Edward met in the parking lot of Mrs. Hackney’s hotel at 1 pm. Together, they talked their way down the sidewalk until they came to room 113. 
 
    Brock rapped on the door a few times before calling out, “Mrs. Hackney, my name is Brock Pearson. I’m the director of Laborers for God.” 
 
    “Be right there,” she called in a raspy voice. “Just be patient. These old legs of mine don’t carry me as fast as they used to.” 
 
    “No problem, ma’am. We’re not in any rush,” Brock replied. 
 
    A couple of minutes passed before Mrs. Hackney managed to get to the door and slowly swing it open. “Come on in,” she offered. “There’s not much furniture in here.” 
 
    “It’ll be splendid, ma’am,” Brock replied. 
 
    The room was pretty small and quaint, but at least it was clean and smelled fresh. Brock wished she didn’t have the heat turned up so high — but it was her room. Not much he could do about that. 
 
    “Ma’am, this gentleman who came with me today is Edward. He’s one of our volunteers who will be helping with the building project.” 
 
    Mrs. Hackney eyed him from head to toe. “Let me see your hands,” she insisted while reaching toward Edward. 
 
    Edward shot Brock a questioning glance before extending both hands toward her. She reached out and felt his palms. “Not a very hard worker,” she remarked. “Soft hands.” 
 
    Looking offended, Edward pulled his hands back. 
 
    “Mrs. Hackney,” Brock said, changing the subject as quickly as possible. “Our funding is somewhat limited. We intend to build you a dwelling, but it’s not going to be anything extravagant. We know you live alone, but do you ever have anyone who dwells with you? You know, like to take care of you?” 
 
    “Take care of me?” Mrs. Hackney laughed. “Why would anyone need to take care of me? I’m 82 years old, as healthy as a horse, and a harder worker than your friend Nellie or whatever you said his name is.” 
 
    Brock chuckled — due more to the disgusted expression on Edward’s face than her comment. “Okay, Mrs. Hackney. Please embrace my expression of regret.” 
 
    “Sure thing, sweetie.” 
 
    “What I was trying to ask is if a one-bedroom, one-bathroom home will be adequate or if you require additional arrangements for any purpose. 
 
    “Honey, I grew up sharing a bedroom with five sisters and we were too poor to even have an outhouse. Just went behind the bushes. I live all by myself. What would I need more than one bedroom for?” 
 
    Before Brock could respond, Edward butted his way into the conversation. “So what happened, Mrs. Hackney? I mean, did they ever figure out what caused your house to burn down?” 
 
    The friendliness of Mrs. Hackney’s demeanor disappeared from view. “I… I don’t know if I’ll ever understand it. They claim somebody burned my house down on purpose. I ain’t never done nothing to nobody. Nothing worth burning my house down for anyway. What is this world coming to?” 
 
    “Wow! That must have been terrifying,” Edward replied. 
 
    “Oh, it was. Believe you me. Peanut woke me up. That bird was having a fit. Startled me, I’m tellin’ you. When my eyes popped open, that smoke was so thick I couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of me. It was a real struggle to find the door. By the time I got outside, the firetrucks were pullin’ up out front. One of those guys, a handsome fellow he was, came running up to me and asked if I was okay. I told him I was, but Peanut was still inside. Apparently those attractive features were only skin deep. That guy was nothing but a coward. Told me he couldn’t go inside and get my bird cause the house was gonna cave in. I tried to go back in to get Peanut myself, but he grabbed hold of me and wouldn’t let me go in.” Mrs. Hackney burst into tears. “And Peanut. Poor, poor Peanut.” 
 
    “Peanut lost his life?” Edward asked. 
 
    “Sure did. I’ll never be able to replace him. He was one of a kind.” 
 
    “I’m sure he was, ma’am,” Brock interjected. “I decipher you’re upset, but we genuinely need to converse regarding this dwelling place we’re going to be—” 
 
    Edward cut him off. “Now Brock, this lady needs somebody to talk to. Let’s allow her a few minutes.” He turned back to Mrs. Hackney. “So what’s it like now? Do you reflect on Peanut often? Have nightmares about the fire?” 
 
    Mrs. Hackney’s lips began to tremble. “Why yes. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about Peanut. He was my best friend. I taught him to talk when he was just a baby. Still remember his first phrase.” The lady chuckled. “He said, ‘Don’t forget your dentures. Don’t forget your dentures.’ So cute!” Mrs. Hackney paused for a moment. 
 
    “And… nightmares… you have no idea how hard it is simply to go to bed at night. I can’t help but to fret over that house burning down. What if whoever done it wanted me dead? They might follow me and burn down this hotel. To be honest with you, that’s why I didn’t answer the door when you guys knocked the first time. I’s afraid it might be the bad guy, whoever he is.” 
 
    “I’d be worried about that too if I were you,” Edward replied. “There’s some pretty creepy people in this world.” 
 
    Brock extended Edward a look of disdain while cutting him off, “About the dwelling… um, I’m envisioning it with one bedroom, one restroom, a kitchen, a dining room, and a laundry room. Would that be sufficient for you, Mrs. Hackney?” 
 
    “Sure, sweetie. Whatever you think. Beggars can’t be choosers.” 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    After departing from the hotel, Brock’s mind wandered to the Russells. He missed their friendship and hated hearing about the shoe store going up in smoke. He tried not to worry about the suspicion that his own son had something to do with it. Brock soon found out that pondering deep subjects while driving is not among the best of ideas — he figured that out when he accidentally pulled into the Russells’ driveway. 
 
    Their mini-van was parked out front. At least I know they’re home, Brock told himself while unbuckling his seatbelt. 
 
    As nervous as a fox in a henhouse, he sauntered to the door, hoping Alayna wouldn’t start screaming at him at first sight. Appears kind of dark. Hope they’re not sleeping. It was too late in the afternoon for a nap and too early for them to be in bed for the night. Brock rang the doorbell. 
 
    Within a matter of seconds, the sound of footsteps could be heard coming toward the door. He could only hope it wasn’t Alayna or at least that she had calmed down since the last time he saw her. The door flew open and a colt 0.45 was immediately pressed against his forehead. “Don’t move!” Collin ordered. The man standing in front of Brock didn’t look anything like the Collin he had ever seen before. He had puffy bags under his wide eyes, a scruffy beard, and his hair was racing off in a gazillion different directions. 
 
    “Collin?... It’s me… Brock. Disarm yourself.” 
 
    Instead of putting it down, Collin pulled the hammer back and his hands began to waver. Alayna ran into the room, crying, “No, Collin! No! Don’t do it! He’s your friend. He’s not gonna hurt us!” 
 
    From his frozen position in the doorway, Brock could do nothing but observe as Alayna gently placed her hand on Collin’s shoulder and smoothly glided it down toward the pistol. Lowering her voice to a whisper, she pleaded, “It’s okay, honey. Put the gun down.” 
 
    Slowly, Collin lowered the pistol while keeping his eyes trained on Brock. 
 
    “Hand me the gun,” Alayna whispered, holding out her hand. 
 
    Collin complied without uttering a word. He stepped around Brock and headed to the driveway. 
 
    “Collin? Where are you going?” Alayna called after him. 
 
    Instead of answering, her husband got in the car, started the engine, and peeled out of the driveway. 
 
    “What was that experience concerning?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s having somewhat of a mental breakdown. Remember how bad he was when we first moved to Farmington? Constantly afraid the human traffickers were coming back? Terrified we had been followed?” 
 
    “I recollect,” Brock agreed. 
 
    “He was doing better, Brock. He honestly was. But now that the store’s gone, he’s gone off the deep end.” 
 
    Brock shuffled his feet. “Do you all still speculate Scottie had something to do with that?” 
 
    With a sigh, Alayna said, “It doesn’t matter who it was at this point. All I care about is getting my husband back before he hurts himself or somebody else.” 
 
    Brock left the Russell house feeling about as tall as an earthworm scooting around on his belly. It would have been bad enough if Scottie was responsible for burning down the store had it only been an act of arson and no one was hurt. But the idea of Collin losing his mental stability as a result of the fire — it couldn’t be Scottie. Brock was convinced his son would not have caused such agony of the man who had so graciously taken him in and who had labored so hard to clear his name. 
 
    When he got home, Brock called an emergency family meeting. Not only were Collin, Alayna, and Remington in desperate need of divine intervention, but so was Mrs. Hackney and the Laborers for God ministry. Brock had seen God answer many inexplicable prayers and he needed, more than anything, to see another one answered. 
 
    Brock went first, begging God to speak to Collin’s heart while he was all alone. Knowing God speaks in a still small voice, he asked the Creator to talk to Collin while he was in the car by himself, to comfort the sorrow and sadness Mrs. Hackney was dealing with, and to bless his ministry with the finances and volunteers they needed in order to take on new projects. 
 
    Titus spoke next and instead of just praying for the things Brock mentioned needed to be prayed for, he added one of his own. “Ericka still doesn’t trust me, God. You know I would make a respectable husband for her someday. Please, Lord, if it’s in Your will, let her see that. I haven’t given up. Deep within me, I know she’s the one.” 
 
    Somehow Titus’s selfish prayer served as an inspiration for Scottie, who was quick to follow his lead as soon as Titus said Amen. “Okay God, it’s me again. I know before I told You I wasn’t even sure You existed. I’ve been working on that and I’m startin’ to think You might be real. So if You are, will You please help Collin not go crazy again? When he was goin’ through stuff like this before, he drove us all nuts. I know Alayna and Remmy are probably about ready to gouge his eyes out, so if You could help them find a way to ignore him, that’d be appreciated too. Oh, and God, I have one more thing I’d like to ask. Sometimes I feel like it’s not fair that I’m always the one gettin’ in trouble and even gettin’ blamed for things You know I didn’t even do… so God… would You… would You make it so Titus gets in trouble? Like seriously bad trouble? I’d honestly appreciate it. Thanks.” 
 
    Brock couldn’t help but smirk as he barely opened his eyes and glanced over at Titus to see his reaction. Titus had his eyes open as well. Both of them grinned and closed their eyes back waiting for Victoria to pour her heart out. One thing about Scottie was for certain — his prayers were one-of-a-kind. 
 
    Victoria completed the prayer circle by bragging on how God had brought her family back together again, about how He was growing them spiritually, and about how she knew He could put the pieces of the Russell household back together. She thanked Him for allowing her family to have a part in the Laborers for God ministry and asked Him to fill it with His blessings to ensure its continued ability to be a blessing to others. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    30: Remorse Sets In 
 
      
 
    “Alayna, it’s Victoria. Just wanted to let you know we’ve been praying for your family. If there’s anything we can do to help, please give us a call. Talk to you soon.” As much as Victoria hated talking to answering machines, she had a solemn desire to be a blessing to Alayna. Well, that and she was hoping Remmy would be able to help with the building project and simultaneously serve as a positive example for Scottie — but that wasn’t the primary focus of her call. It was the gravy spooned on top of the mashed potatoes. 
 
    Less than two minutes after hanging up the phone, it rang back. “Sorry I didn’t answer when you called. Remmy was sitting right beside me and I didn’t want to speak where he could hear me. I’m outside right now so I believe I can discuss things a little more openly.” 
 
    “Does that mean things aren’t going any better?” 
 
    “Victoria, I’m scared. I’ve never seen Collin act this way before; I don’t trust him. It’s almost like he’s suffering from PTSD or something, but he refuses to talk to anybody. Remington’s miserable. He wants out of the house so bad he can’t stand it. He’s even asking if he could go stay with his uncle out in Montana for a while.” 
 
    “You’re not gonna let him do that, are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m gonna do at this point. I don’t know if being around Collin is safe for either one of us, but at the same time I’m under the impression Collin needs his family. If either one of us turn our backs on him, it could plunge him even further into his… his… whatever it is he’s struggling with.” 
 
    “Alayna, what if… for now, you find ways to cut Remington a break. To get him out of the house doing something after school. That way, it won’t feel like he’s moving away — but like he’s developing some new interests.” 
 
    “I’ve considered that, but there’s not a lot to do in this town. Well, except for… I don’t know.” 
 
    “Except for what, Alayna?” 
 
    “Laborers for God… but I don’t know if Collin would go for that. I don’t suppose he wants Remmy around Scottie at all.” 
 
    The ladies chatted for twenty minutes or so before Alayna broke down into uncontrollable weeping and had to get off of the phone. Victoria understood. She remembered how it felt when Brock had been accused of cannibalism and would disappear without warning. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Around 4 pm, Brock and Titus were floored to see Alayna’s vehicle pulling in at the new building site. Remmy jumped out of the car and ran straight to Brock. “Mom gave me permission to help out on the project. Do you need me?” 
 
    Brock grinned from ear to ear. “We’ll receive all the help we’re offered, young man.” 
 
    Turning to face Alayna, Remmy hollered, “I can stay, Mom! See you after a while!” 
 
    Without saying a word, Alayna drove away. 
 
    “Presently we’re trying to dig the footer. Unfortunately, the backhoe’s broke down so we’re excavating by foot. Grasp a shovel and begin digging,” Brock told him. 
 
    “How deep do I go?” 
 
    “Well, stay right here by Titus and he’ll let you know when it’s deep enough,” Brock replied before heading over to his truck for a drink. 
 
    “I hear your dad’s having some problems,” Titus said, throwing some dirt out of the trench. 
 
    “That’s putting things mildly. He’s afraid of anyone and everyone. Sometimes I’m not even sure he knows who I—” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Titus interrupted. “Who is that?” 
 
    Edward staggered over, drunker than a skunk. “Told ya I’d be here to help with the project,” he stammered. 
 
    Brock quickly put himself between Edward and the boys. “Have you been drinking, pal?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “A little? How much is a little?” 
 
    “I dunno. Not much. I’m not drunk or anything.” 
 
    Titus watched — Edward was having a hard time even standing still. He wobbled around like he was about to fall over at any second. 
 
    “Edward, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to leave. You’re no longer welcome to be a part of this construction team.” 
 
    “Who do you think you are?” Edward grumbled. “The new guy in town reckons he can tell ole Edward what he can and can’t do. Heh. You don’t know who you’re messing with.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I don’t make threats,” Edward replied before laughing and staggering his way back to the road. Glancing back, he yelled, “It sure would be a shame if something terrible happens to this site or to that house the Byrd family just moved into, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Brock didn’t respond. Nor did he say a word about it after Edward’s departure. Instead, he made his way back to the truck, sat on the tailgate, and appeared to sink into deep thought. 
 
    “That sure brought back some memories, didn’t it?” Titus laughed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Remmy agreed, continuing to dig. 
 
    “That was a pretty short answer. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Remmy, come on. What’s eating you?” 
 
    “It’s just that… what we did was… wrong.” 
 
    “I know that, but you were tired of being seen as the kid that doesn’t know how to be a real boy, right? That day you proved you know how to live a little.” 
 
    “I almost died, Titus.” 
 
    Titus stopped working for a moment. “Do you mean to tell me you didn’t enjoy the thrill? I know it was a scary ordeal, but isn’t there a small part of you that’s happy about the fact you did something normal for once?” 
 
    Remmy took his foot off of his shovel. “It was inappropriate. Not only because I almost died. The whole thing was wrong. We made a bet and I know better. Not only that, but you cheated to win — and at Scottie’s expense. You lied on him and made him get a spanking and didn’t think twice about it. We sneaked out. We drank. We ran when that lady was gonna call an ambulance—” 
 
    Titus started shoveling again while trying to come up with a decent response. Sure, he had done wrong — but admitting it was a whole different ballgame. The way Remington was talking though, the older boy was afraid he might get tattled on and the last thing he wanted to do was get kicked out of the Pearson household. Titus had to think and think fast. “You know if you snitch on me, you’re gonna be snitching on yourself as well.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Remmy admitted. 
 
    “And due to my age and the fact that I’m not Brock’s son, I’m probably just gonna get a long talking to and you’re probably gonna get your behind toasted.” 
 
    Remington shot him an angry stare, but didn’t speak. 
 
    “Your dad probably wouldn’t let you come over here and help with the ministry either. I mean, he already sees Scottie as a bad influence on you. If you make him view me poorly, you know he’s not gonna want you around either of us. Do you really want to have to stay in that house every evening with your dad acting the way he is? I sure wouldn’t want to.” 
 
    “Titus, I know what you’re doing. You don’t wanna get in trouble so you’re trying to convince me not to confess what I did wrong. I read my Bible every day and I know I’m supposed to make my wrongs right.” 
 
    “Even at the expense of your dad’s well-being?” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Right now it sounds to me like your dad has basically fallen off of a cliff. Somehow he’s managed to cling to the edge. He hasn’t fallen so low as to make your mom run off and leave him yet. He still has the hope of pulling himself back up and not dropping to his demise. But… another untimely blow… that’s probably all it’s gonna take to make him lose it. Do you want to be the one responsible for that?” 
 
    The two boys worked in silence for the next fifteen minutes or so. Then Remington brought up the idea of moving in with his uncle. He had only met Uncle Brad one time and he was too young to remember that meeting thoroughly. All he knew is that Brad lived alone on a ranch somewhere in Montana. His family frequently told him Brad was a wonderful man and the reason they never heard from him was because he lived off of the grid. He was kind, but preferred to be alone. Ever since his wife and daughter had passed away, he never went to visit people and never invited company over. The man didn’t own a phone because he claimed it wasn’t worth having. 
 
    “How do your parents feel about you moving across the country?” Titus asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. But I believe it’d be better for everybody.” 
 
    “Including your dad? Including your uncle?” 
 
    “I suppose so. I’ve been praying and I truthfully think it’s something I need to do.” 
 
    “You’d be okay living with an uncle you don’t even know out in the middle of nowhere and having no communication with your family?” 
 
    “I could do it.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    31: Awkward Moment 
 
      
 
   Thursday morning Brock was startled when the phone rang at 5:30 am. In case it was vital, he jumped out of bed and sprinted down the hall. Grabbing the phone, he pretended to be wide awake. “Hello?” 
 
    “Well, poop on my boots if it isn’t the hero of Farmington!” 
 
    “Nikki?” Brock gasped. 
 
    “Bet you thought you’d never hear from me again, didn’t ya?” 
 
    “How did you acquire my number?” Brock asked in almost a whisper. 
 
    “Wasn’t too hard. Our local news media aired a story about Farmington the other day. Reported some arsonist is up there burning down houses and businesses. They said you’re leading some rescue mission or rebuilding ministry or something like that… so I researched the ministry, and there you are! I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    “Thanks,” Brock chuckled. 
 
    “Do ya miss me?” 
 
    Brock hesitated for a moment. “To be honest, yeah. We shared some delightful times.” 
 
    “Like that whole thrifting thing. Remember convincing that woman we had busted out of a nut house and that we’d drowned our caretaker?” 
 
    Brock chuckled. He couldn’t enjoy the memory for long though because he suddenly felt God’s presence. Deep inside something bellowed, “You’re married. Happily married. Don’t wreck your family over this girl. She’s not worth it.” 
 
    Brock tried to convince himself it was only a friendly phone call. But to play things safe, he decided he had better mention Victoria. “My wife and I have met a lot of great people out here.” 
 
    “Oh, her… How’s the bimbo librarian doing anyway?” 
 
    “Nikki, she’s my wife and she’s not a bimbo.” 
 
    “My bad. So are you two… happy?” 
 
    Titus sneaked into the room behind him; Brock didn’t even notice his presence. 
 
    “We are happy. I can’t honestly say we never have a disagreement. Sometimes each of us gets on the other person’s nerves a bit.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that. To be honest, she doesn’t actually seem like your type.” 
 
    “Not my type, huh?” Brock chuckled nervously. “So I’m assuming you’re going to inform me you’re more suitable for me?” 
 
    Titus had a confused look on his face; Brock still had no idea he was there. 
 
    “Well, yeah. I mean, your wife seems kinda on the boring side. You’re more of the adventurous type. The kind of guy who likes to play around and have some vigorous times — like I do.” 
 
    Brock was quiet for a moment before saying, “Nikki, I’m an improved man. It was erratic of me to go on a date with you. I am and was married.” 
 
    Titus cleared his throat loudly. Brock, terrified, turned to face him and continued explaining to Nikki, “It was fallacious then and it would be equally fallacious to mislead you now. I am not going to depart from my wife. I adore Victoria with all of my heart and I made a vow to God that I would remain with her until we are parted by extinction.” 
 
    “Okay… I understand that, but couldn’t you and I still talk on the phone? Couldn’t we be friends at least?” 
 
    As much as he hated to do it, Brock hung up the phone and unplugged it from the wall. He turned to Titus, ready to provide an explanation. 
 
    Titus spoke before Brock had the chance, “I know how she feels.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” Brock asked. 
 
    “Having your heart attached to somebody else who doesn’t seem to care that you’re alive.” Still wearing his pajamas, Titus stormed outside without offering any explanation as to what he was doing or where he was going. 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    It was a bit chilly out that morning, but Titus didn’t care. Brock’s phone call upset him in more ways than one. He couldn’t believe Brock, a guy heading a Christian organization, had cheated on his wife. Nor could he believe how cold Brock could be to someone who obviously adored him. He didn’t know how he would have behaved if he was in Brock’s shoes, but still. 
 
    Not only that. His own heart was broken. The phone call made him think about Ericka — her adorable smile, her innocence, her desire to marry the man God wanted her to spend the rest of her life with and no one else, the way she strummed her guitar, and her brutal honesty. He didn’t just want to date her. Some girls were good dating material and some were marriage material. Ericka was definitely of the latter sort. 
 
    For a couple of hours, he lollygagged around town until he was confident the O’Malleys would be up and about. It was then or it would never be. It was time to make another move. Time to show Ericka he loved her and he wasn’t some guy who was out of control. He loved God just as much as she did and he had to prove himself to her. 
 
    His heart began to flutter as he knocked on the O’Malleys’ door. A few seconds later it opened and he was ready to pour his heart out to her — but it was Steve. 
 
    “Hey man, is your sister home?” 
 
    “She is, but I’m not so sure she’ll speak to you. Her feelings haven’t changed at all, bud.” 
 
    Titus glanced down for a moment and then back up at Steve. “Would you mind asking her if she’ll come out and talk to me?” 
 
    “Sure… ERICKA!” Steve yelled. “YOUR BOYFRIEND’S HERE!” 
 
    Titus turned red. “I’m not her boyfriend.” 
 
    “I know,” Steve laughed. “Just doing what brothers do best.” 
 
    One minute later Ericka appeared, glaring at Titus as if he had stolen her purse for the fifth time. “Titus, how many times do I have to tell you? I’m NOT interested. You ARE NOT the guy for me. Period.” 
 
    “Ewwww…,” Steve said. “I bet that hurt.” 
 
    Titus ignored his remark. “Ericka, can we at least talk?... One time? That’s all I’m asking. Hear me out. If you’re still not convinced I’m the right guy for you afterward, I’ll leave you alone. I promise.” 
 
    Ericka paused for a moment before asking, “Forever?” 
 
    Titus sighed. “If that’s how you want it.” 
 
    Ericka eyeballed him for a moment as she considered. “I’ll tell you what, Pajama Man. If you genuinely wanna talk to me, you can do so — but only if you’re willing to speak in front of my parents.” 
 
    “Your parents? Why? Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    “I trust you alright. I just want to see how serious you are.” 
 
    Titus grinned. “Have it your way.” 
 
    Ericka giggled. “Have a seat on the porch and I’ll get my folks.” 
 
    Titus eased himself up on the banister, dangling one leg off the side. It’s a start. She’s playing hard-to-get, but she’s willing to hear me out. Now, it’s all up to me. This is THE moment that’s going to make or break our relationship. I can do this. I know I can. 
 
    Waiting was the hard part. Titus had to sit there for more than ten minutes before Ericka and her parents came out. 
 
    “Sorry for the delay,” Ericka giggled, pushing the door open. 
 
    “My daughter’s one persistent girl, isn’t she?” Mr. O’Malley asked. 
 
    “She sure is,” Titus agreed, wanting to shoot her a wolf whistle. Refrain yourself, Titus. Refrain yourself. 
 
    Ericka sat on the porch swing and her parents eased themselves down on the glider across from her. “What is it you want to discuss with me?” Ericka asked. 
 
    Titus nervously stood to his feet and approached her. Dropping to his knees, he clasped both hands in front of him and pleaded for her forgiveness. “I… I have never met anyone like you. You’re beautiful, talented, and your sense of humor is astounding.” 
 
    Ericka fidgeted uncomfortably on the swing but kept her eyes on Titus’s. 
 
    “I know I messed things up pretty badly. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ve never acted like that before and I’ll never do it again. I care about you — a lot! I do want to protect you as any guy should. Ericka, I know I don’t deserve you. You’re pretty much perfect in every way. I know you wouldn’t act out in anger. I know you wouldn’t hurt somebody. You wouldn’t say foolish things. 
 
    “I’m far from that. I’m nowhere near on the same spiritual playing-field as you. Even though I know I don’t deserve you, I would sincerely appreciate another chance — even if you’re not willing to consider me as a potential soul-mate, I will settle for just being your friend.” 
 
    Titus saw a tear in Ericka’s eye. She stood to her feet, directed her eyes toward her parents, and whispered, “I need a few minutes to myself.” 
 
    Without another word, she walked off of the porch and down the street. 
 
    What is that supposed to mean? Titus asked himself. At least she didn’t say no. 
 
    He sat back down on the railing; Mrs. O’Malley stood and ambled over to him. She placed her hand on his back and attempted to comfort him, “Honey, Ericka’s a bit confused right now. Inside, I believe my daughter has feelings for you. But she’s afraid of getting her heart trampled on. Ericka doesn’t want to get too serious about you if there’s even a remote chance you’re going to disappoint her or her family.” 
 
    “I would never hurt her,” Titus argued. 
 
    “Never’s a big word,” Mr. O’Malley interjected. 
 
    “He’s only giving you a hard time,” Mrs. O’Malley replied. “Listen, we know you’re an upstanding guy. You’re sweet, a hard-worker, you came to our daughter’s defense… and you’ve got good looks too I might add. Ericka knows you’re a catch. It just might take her a little bit of time to come around.” 
 
    Titus smiled. The O’Malleys had known Ericka a lot longer than he had. It sounded as if they knew sooner or later she was going to say yes. He could only hope and pray they were right. 
 
    “By the way,” Mr. O’Malley spoke, “I want to say thank you for leading Steve to the Lord. His whole life has changed more than we ever dreamed possible.” 
 
    Even though Titus felt awkward sitting on Ericka’s porch with her parents, he was thankful their conversation was pleasant. Had he had to sit there in complete silence or had they been lecturing him or trying to scare him away… he may not have been able to control himself. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later Ericka returned with a covering of peace on her face. As she ascended the stairs, she told the group, “I spent some time in meditation and prayer.” 
 
    The porch was silent. After a brief pause, Ericka said, “I am 100% positive I know what God wants me to do.” 
 
    Another silence. Titus locked his eyes on hers. Please say you’ll give me another chance. Please. 
 
    “I am willing to… obey God and not my flesh. I cannot bring myself to be in a relationship with someone unless I know beyond the shadow of a doubt that he’s God-fearing. Right now, I don’t see that in you. I’m sorry, but no. I’m not going to offer you another chance — not now anyway.” 
 
    Titus was devastated. He climbed back up to his knees, clasped his hands in front of him like before, and wept bitterly. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I—” 
 
    Ericka wasn’t having it. She turned and marched inside, leaving the pajama wearing, brokenhearted Titus sobbing on the porch with her parents. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    32: Answered Prayer 
 
      
 
    “Where have you been?” Brock growled when Titus returned to the house. 
 
    Titus slipped both thumbs into his pockets. “Out.” 
 
    “Why are your eyes bloodshot?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Titus replied, looking toward the ground. 
 
    Victoria scowled at Brock. “Can’t you see he’s been crying?... What’s wrong, bud? What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t wanna discuss it,” Titus replied. 
 
    “Have it your way,” Brock retorted. “We won’t converse regarding what occurred. What we will address, however, is the fact that you are not permitted to depart from this dwelling anytime you desire without conferring with us regarding your whereabouts.” 
 
    “There is a God,” Scottie mumbled. 
 
    “What’s that?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I said… there… there is a God. It’s about time Titus got busted doin’ something he’s not supposed to.” 
 
    “Scottie, depart the room!” Brock ordered. 
 
    “You never make him leave the room when I get in trouble.” 
 
    “Scottie, NOW!” Brock commanded. “Titus, HAVE A SEAT!” 
 
    Titus sat and directed his eyes toward the floor. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry doesn’t perpetually cut it. Just because you’re seventeen doesn’t qualify you as being an adult. When you reside beneath someone else’s roof, you are required to adhere to their guidelines.” 
 
    Tears began welling up in Titus’s eyes. He was broken-hearted over Ericka and the last thing he wanted to do was return home to be lectured about his misbehavior like a naughty little boy. He did everything within his grasp to permit Brock and Victoria from seeing the tears he was trying to hold back as Brock continued scolding him. 
 
    “Even if you were an adult, the responsible thing to do is to apprise people of your whereabouts. If something would have befallen you, we would have had no inclination where to even commence searching.” 
 
    “I apologize already. Okay?” Titus replied. 
 
    Scottie’s voice suddenly sounded from around the corner, “Here, Dad. Just in case you decide you need it.” He entered the room with the paddle in hand and laid it on the couch in front of Brock. 
 
    “Scottie, I believe I told you to depart.” 
 
    “You did, but I was trying to be helpful.” Following Titus’s example from before, Scottie granted Titus a playful wink and left the room. 
 
    “What do you have to say in your own defense? I deserve an explanation,” Brock insisted. 
 
    Titus sat quietly for a moment before saying, “I’ll tell you where I was, but can we wait a little while? I’m kind of upset right now.” 
 
    “What do you suppose would befall Scottie if he departed the dwelling without informing us of his abode?” 
 
    Titus nodded toward the paddle. “He’s your son and barely thirteen, so he’d probably get a warm backside.” 
 
    Scottie peeked his head around the corner, hoping Titus was about to get it. 
 
    “What if Scottie was older? Let’s say seventeen. Then what do you speculate would transpire?” Brock asked, picking up the board. 
 
    Titus squirmed around nervously. “I would hope you would realize that he’d be too old for a spanking and you’d deliver him a grand lecture or perhaps take away some privileges.” 
 
    “You’re under the impression a seventeen-year-old’s too old for a paddling, huh?” 
 
    Titus didn’t know how to answer that question. If he responded with a yes, he was certain Brock was going to tell him he was wrong or that maybe he was way overdue for one and he was going to wear him out. If he responded with a no, he’d be telling Brock it was okay to deliver him a whipping. 
 
    Seeing Titus wasn’t exactly ready to answer, Brock continued, “You know how old I was the last time a belt was administered to my flesh?... Nineteen.” 
 
    Titus let out a gasp of disbelief. 
 
    Brock continued, “I’m entirely austere. I was a legal adult and my grandfather most thoroughly tanned by posterior.” 
 
    “Your grandfather? Not even your dad?” 
 
    “Nope, my grandfather. He caught me drinking and offered me two options. I could sanction him to thump the fire out of me or he was going to notify the authorities and I would have to explain to them where I got it. I didn’t want to snitch on my friend and his parents, I didn’t want my folks to know what I did. So I consented to the strapping.” 
 
    “But he was your grandpa. Probably didn’t use too much force, huh?” 
 
    “You would be surprised. Grandpa labored on a farm most of his life. He knew how to swing that belt and believe me, it left a lasting impression.” 
 
    Titus’s eyes hit the floor again as he reflected back to his own drinking escapade with Remington. Nope, he was not about to confess to that. No way, no how. “So you’re saying if a man who wasn’t your own father whipped you when you were nineteen, there would be nothing wrong a man who’s not my father whipping me when I’m seventeen?” 
 
    “I didn’t say any such thing. Just telling you a story. So what do you presume? Do you deserve a paddling?” 
 
    Titus glanced up at Brock and then over at Victoria. His face turned red out of pure embarrassment that the conversation was even taking place. “I don’t know how to answer that.” 
 
    “Sure you do. Let’s reverse roles. Let’s say you are the adult. I’m seventeen and you let me come and stay in your house. You set rules for me and I flagrantly violate them. You’ve tried conversing with me regarding things in the past. You’ve had me compose statements. But you’re not confident I’m taking you seriously. Would you consider taking a paddle to me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never been a parent,” Titus challenged. “This conversation is just gettin’ weird.” 
 
    “Is it that you’ve never been a parent or is it that you don’t want to answer the weird question because you are afraid of the consequence?” 
 
    “Please, Brock. I’m seventeen. I haven’t been spanked since I was probably eleven or twelve. I’m almost a grown man. Please don’t paddle me.” 
 
    Brock dropped the paddle on the floor. “I’m not intending to — this time. But I want to make it crystal clear that you’ve not aged out of that possibility. You had better not depart from this dwelling again without consent. You know the rules and we expect them to be fully adhered to.” 
 
    “But Dad!” Scottie protested, coming around the corner. “He took off and you don’t even know where he was. If you let him off the hook, he’s gonna do it again.” 
 
    Brock bent down and picked the paddle back up. “Scottie, march to your room. You and I need to have a chat about disobedience. It’s not acceptable for you to continuously interfere while I’m trying to deal with Titus.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    33: Turning Point 
 
      
 
   Read my Bible? For half an hour?... Why? Scottie questioned internally. I didn’t even deserve the spanking. Let alone to have another consequence dumped in my lap. 
 
    His dad opened his door back up. “I might ask you to summarize what you’ve been reading so make sure you don’t just lay there pouting… and actually, now that I think of it, leave this door open.” 
 
    Scottie rolled his eyes and picked up his Bible. Flipping it open, he began skimming for a story — preferably a familiar one in case he was asked to summarize it. 
 
    Before long he stumbled upon the book of Jonah and began half-heartedly reading about the preacher getting swallowed by a whale. This one’ll be easy enough, he told himself. I’ll just stare at it til Dad tells me the time’s up. 
 
    He glanced at Jonah 1:1 for five minutes and had to nearly force himself not to read it. He won’t know if I’m reading or not. I don’t have to do this, he told himself. At the same time, his eyes were tired of staring at the same phrase. 
 
    After another minute or so, he began reading. Before he knew what had happened, he had read the entire book of Jonah and found himself intrigued by the fact that Jonah had been so angry with God for sparing the people of Nineveh. 
 
    Jonah was a baby. Those people hadn’t done anything to him. He hated them for no reason and wanted to see God wipe ‘em out… I’d never do that. 
 
    He flipped back through the pages again as he continued in thought. Then again, why did I hand Dad the paddle? Why did I get mad when Dad didn’t whoop Titus? 
 
    Not sure why, Scottie flipped back to the first chapter and read the story through a second time. Jonah didn’t want to preach to those people because they were wicked. Cause they were doing everything God didn’t approve of. Wonder how Jonah would’ve felt about me?... Wonder how God feels? 
 
    “Okay, God. It’s me again. Look, I know you’re real now. But I think I’ve been doin’ some things I shouldn’t. Always talking back to Mom and Dad. I’m sure you’re not mad at me about standing up for myself when I get blamed for things I didn’t do. But sometimes you know I lie when I do get caught in things and well, God, I guess what I’m tryin’ to say is I’m sorry.” 
 
    Scottie opened his eyes and looked down at the Bible in his lap. He thought back to that conversation he had with Brother Kyle over at the church. The one where Kyle asked him if he was saved. I’ve heard quite a few messages preached since that morning. I know how a person gets saved and what they get saved from. But if I died right now… I wouldn’t go to Heaven. I’m not God’s child. My soul belongs to the devil. 
 
    Getting down off of his bed, Scottie knelt, bowed his head, and closed his eyes. “God, now I guess I understand why my prayers aren’t very good ones. I’ve never accepted Your gift of salvation. I’m not a Christian like everybody else in this house. No wonder I’m always in trouble. God, I’ve been told there’s not any magic words I have to say to get saved. Good thing cause I don’t have a good memory and wouldn’t be able to recite ‘em anyway. So I guess what I’m sayin’ is this — I know I’ve sinned. Lots and lots of times. I know I deserve to spend the rest of my life down below. I don’t even want to say the name of that place. I definitely haven’t done anything good enough to get to go to Heaven. But, if I understand it right, You sent your Son to die for me. You said I could go to Heaven if I just believe He died for my sins and rose again. Well, I believe all of that. And I want to be saved. God, will you save me? I’m ready to accept Your gift of salvation.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    34: Blame Game 
 
      
 
   Sunday morning Titus couldn’t help but notice Ericka wasn’t with her grandparents. Wasting no time, he approached Steve and asked if she was okay. Unfortunately, Steve provided him the answer no one ever wants to hear — “I’ll fill you in after church, man. Okay?” 
 
    Great, Titus told himself. Something’s wrong. He had a terrible time paying attention during the service. His mind was reeling. Is Ericka so upset with me that she won’t even come to church? Is she sick? Did she and Steve get in a fight? I love that girl. I know I promised to leave her alone if she heard me out and still didn’t want to give me a chance, but my heart aches for her. 
 
    The Sunday School service didn’t go quite as long as usual, so it was announced there would be a ten-minute break before the Morning Worship hour began. Titus went straight to Steve and asked if they could chat outside. He was relieved when Steve obliged. 
 
    Once in private, Steve informed him Ericka was okay but was seriously struggling emotionally and wasn’t sure if she could handle being in the same building with Titus — not just yet anyway. That’s not all he had to say. Steve claimed his family had been having some interesting discussions around the dinner table — about the fires. Rumors were circulating. Somehow people found out that the Russells suspected Scottie had burned down the shoe store. “You live with the kid, man. What do you think? Did he do it?” 
 
    “Scottie?... Well, it’s a possibility. Brock’s already whipped him for being out of the house and for getting caught with a lighter in his pocket.” 
 
    “So he was caught sneaking out and had the means to do the damage, but you still only say it’s a possibility?... Why’s that? Do you have reason to believe it could’ve been somebody else?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I try not to get too involved, but something did happen the other day that Brock’s not talking about.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Do you know a guy named Edward?... He’s been a part of several building projects before.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah... He’s definitely a bit on the odd side. Arsonist? Not so sure. But odd, definitely.” 
 
    “Well, get this! The other day he showed up at the building site. He was plastered! Brock told him to leave and the guy claimed it was a real shame that the last building site got destroyed and he hoped nothing happened to this one. He was threatening Brock and telling him he didn’t know who he was messing with.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Steve replied. “I expect that guy’s all talk. Personally, I feel like it’s Scottie. But to be completely honest, my family has a couple of other ideas in mind.” 
 
    “Really? Like who?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Remington for one. It’s usually the quiet ones you have to watch out for. Think about it — the pleasant, quiet, straight-laced kid. Nobody would ever suspect him… The last structure that caught fire just happened to be his father’s store. Coincidence? Maybe, but some people aren’t so sure.” 
 
    “Nah, man,” Titus chuckled. “Definitely not Remington. He doesn’t have it in him. Believe me, I know.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Cause I’ve spent a lot of time with the kid. I would dare to say right now we’re all suspicious of everyone. Even though I hadn’t mentioned it, for a little while I kinda reasoned it might be you.” 
 
    “Me?” Steve asked. “Why me?” 
 
    “Gee, I wonder!” Titus laughed. “The guy who attacks people in church. The guy who comes down to a building site to try to kill a guy for talkin’ to his sister. Not to mention the fact that ever since you got saved, nothing else has burned down or been destroyed.” 
 
    Suddenly Steve’s face got a little serious. “You said you used to think that, but it sounds like you still consider me a suspect.” 
 
    “Not really, man. Just saying I understand why you would have reservations about Remington. We all jump to conclusions.” 
 
    “No hard feelings. I get it. Just like how my sister worries about your potential involvement.” 
 
    “What?... Are you serious?... Ericka suggested that?” 
 
    “She sure did. I doubt she meant it though. She’s hurt and is trying to figure out how to justify her feelings.” 
 
    Pastor O’Malley interrupted their conversation. “Time for the service to start guys,” he hollered from the door. 
 
    Titus thought it had been hard to pay attention during the Sunday School hour. That little chat with Steve didn’t help matters. During Morning Worship, he couldn’t get his mind off their conversation — especially about the fact that Ericka had suspected him of committing arson. 
 
    The day was far from over though. When the services let out, Titus and the Pearsons were shocked to find Collin on their porch. “Guys, I need help,” he pleaded. “My family’s conspiring against me.” 
 
    “How so?” Brock asked. 
 
    “They’re following me around, eavesdropping on my phone conversations, making up stories about me. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re planning to have me committed to some kind of insane asylum. Can you imagine that?... Me?... Collin Russell?... Locked up like some lunatic?” 
 
    Scottie giggled. 
 
    “What’s so funny, little man?” Collin asked. 
 
    “You sound like the kids at school. Everybody constantly accusing people of talkin’ bad about ‘em. You sound like a big baby.” 
 
    Brock and Victoria eyed one another for a second; Victoria ordered Scottie into the house. 
 
    “Why am I always being sent away? Just for tellin’ the truth? No! I’m not going this time. That’s not fair!” 
 
    “You know better than to speak to me in that manner,” Victoria snapped. “Go inside, NOW.” 
 
    “So Titus gets to stay out here and I don’t? That’s not fair!” 
 
    “Okay, pal. That does it. After our company leaves, your dad is going to issue you a good, hard spanking. You cannot mouth off to us like that. Do what you’re told, NOW.” 
 
    “No! I’m not going and you can’t make me.” 
 
    With that, Titus grabbed Scottie’s arm. “I’ve got this,” he volunteered. He dragged Scottie into the house and forced him to sit on the couch. “You’ve got to grow up, man. Can’t you see Collin’s struggling? He’s been going through a lot. Cut the guy some slack.” 
 
    “Why should I?” 
 
    “To honor your parents if nothing else.” 
 
    “Like you honored yours by running away from home? Why should I listen to a runaway?” 
 
    “Cause I messed up and I regret it. I don’t want you to make the same mistakes I did.” 
 
    Scottie was determined to get the last word. “If you regret it, why don’t you go back home then?” 
 
    Titus paused for a moment — that was a well-thought-out question. “This isn’t about me right now. It’s about you. You need to submit to the adults in your life. I shouldn’t have had to drag you in here. As a matter of fact, you should’ve kept your mouth closed on the porch and nobody would’ve told you to come in the house to begin with.” 
 
    Before their conversation could go any further, the boys heard the sound of tires squalling out of the driveway. Ordering Scottie to sit still, Titus meandered to the window and peeked out to find Brock and Victoria kneeling on the porch, praying together. He wasn’t sure what had been spoken by whom or where Collin had taken off to, but he knew it must have been bad. 
 
    Several minutes later, Brock and Victoria stepped back inside and told the boys Collin needed divine intervention. They had no idea if or when he might return, but whenever that happened, they were both to stay in their rooms. 
 
    “Speaking of rooms,” Brock directed, “Scottie, you and I have some business to tend to.” 
 
    “Ah, Dad!” Scottie whined. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “Too late for that. You’ve merited yourself a paddling and you’re going to get it. To make the implication sink in a little more, after church tonight you’re going to proceed straight to bed without banqueting.” 
 
    “Without dinner? That’s abuse! You can’t do that!” 
 
    “I can and I will.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    35: Fiery Double 
 
      
 
    “Church, I’ll tell you what’s missing in the lives of a lot of Christians,” Pastor O’Malley thundered during the evening service. “PRAYER. I don’t mean this ‘Now I lay me down to sleep’ garbage. I’m referring to real, genuine, life-changing prayer.” 
 
    For twenty-five minutes, the pastor hammered on prayer and the impact it can have on a person’s life. He talked about how the Bible says a person ought to speak with God in secret and about how God would reward them openly. 
 
    Victoria got a lot out of the message. She realized she had been falling short in the area of prayer. Of course she asked God to bless her meals. She always called on Him when she needed something. But to simply thank God. To praise Him through prayer. To get alone with Him. Yes, something was missing alright. 
 
    “Brock,” Titus asked as they were heading out the door, “is it okay if I hang out here at the church for a bit? I’d like to try what the pastor suggested. To pray out loud where I know nobody’s gonna hear me.” 
 
    Brock looked at Victoria to try to read her brain waves. She smiled and nodded in the affirmative. 
 
    “Sure, bud. Lock up when you’re finished,” Brock told him. 
 
    Victoria was thrilled. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one God had spoken to through Pastor O’Malley’s sermon. Between the lesson and Titus’s obedience to it, she found inspiration and told Brock she planned on locking herself in their room as soon as they walked in the door so she could pray as well. 
 
    Inside, she did just that. “Dear God,” she began, “I love You and I’m sorry I don’t spend enough time with You. You’ve brought us through some difficult times. You’ve put us in a great area. Yes, there are problems here, but there are problems everywhere. I’m thankful for the gift of salvation. Thankful for a husband and a teenage boy. Thankful for the sensational family I was brought up in.” 
 
    Victoria continued speaking with God for at least fifteen minutes before Brock interrupted her by beating on the door. “THE APARTMENT COMPLEX ON THE CORNER IS ON FIRE!” he yelled. “I’m going to get Scottie and we’re going to try to aid in its extinguishment. Call 9-1-1!” 
 
    By the time she was on her feet, Victoria heard the front door slam. She peered out the window and sure enough, smoke was pouring from the small apartment building. 
 
    In somewhat of a panic, she dialed 9-1-1 and reported the fire. Once the dispatcher assured her emergency vehicles were in route, she bolted out the door to see if she could join her husband and son in their endeavors. By the time she arrived at the scene, three firetrucks were already pulling up with their lights flashing and sirens blaring. 
 
    Titus arrived shortly after Victoria did. Upon hearing all of the commotion, he said he had run to the parsonage. Finding it empty, he had rushed over to the apartment to see how he could help. The fire chief quickly ordered all of the civilians to get out of the way so no one would get injured. 
 
    Victoria watched as the firemen began stretching their hoses and dousing the flames. She prayed no one was stuck inside and for the families to be well taken care of. More than anything, she prayed that the children living there wouldn’t be scarred for life. 
 
    “FIRE!” someone shouted. 
 
    Well, duh! Victoria scoffed. Is that supposed to be funny? 
 
    “FIRE!” he shouted again. “The church. It’s on fire!” 
 
    The church? Victoria turned around. Sure enough, a cloud of black smoke was coming from the church house. 
 
    Brock bolted toward Central Baptist and Titus ran right behind him. 
 
    Victoria dropped to her knees and called out to God. “Lord, please don’t take away our church! Please help them put it out. Oh, God. I don’t know why this is happening, but please, please do something! Not the church. Please, not the church!” 
 
    Wiping the tears from her face, she tried not to think about the spectacle she was making of herself. “God, I know I’ve been going about this whole thing the wrong way. I’ve been taking matters into my own hands. Going behind my husband’s back and snooping around trying to figure out who’s responsible for everything that’s been going on. What has happened to my faith? Why haven’t I just allowed things to rest in your lap? God, you know who has been causing havoc in Farmington. You’ve been watching every step he’s been making. I’ve been so foolish. God, please forgive me for not letting you take care of it. This thing with the church is the final straw. I can’t take any more. I’m through with detective work. I’m ready for You to show us Your power. God, I am asking You through the power of the blood of Your Son Jesus… either let that guilty person get busted or convince him to turn himself in. Please don’t allow anyone else to be hurt by this maniac. Please God! Please show this town your favor!” 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Before additional emergency vehicles could make it to the scene, Brock and Titus hooked up garden hoses and began trying to spray the church down. Within minutes Pastor O’Malley, Steve, and Ericka showed up with five-gallon buckets. 
 
    “Let’s start a chain,” Brock hollered, running toward the spigot on the side of his house. “Throw me a bucket!” 
 
    Brock filled a pail of water and gave it to Steve, who handed it off to Titus, who passed it to Ericka, who threw it on the fire and then tossed the bucket back toward Brock. Bucket after bucket they did all they could to get the fire under control before emergency vehicles pulled up to the scene. 
 
    As soon as the firemen took over, Ericka broke down in tears. “I can’t believe this! Grandpa’s church? How could this happen? Churches aren’t supposed to catch fire.” 
 
    Impulsively, Titus opened his arms, inviting her to lean on him while she was falling apart. Still crying, she took a step toward him and stopped. “Titus, why did this happen? Why would God let His house be engulfed?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Titus answered, taking another step toward Ericka. 
 
    “Don’t touch me.” 
 
    Titus looked offended. “I wasn’t trying to be forward.” 
 
    “I know. Just please… don’t touch me,” she asserted. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    36: Brutal Honesty 
 
      
 
    “Wow! You guys are getting this up in record time. Lookin’ great!” Ericka exclaimed after Steve dropped her off at the construction site. “You did all of this in the last week? Amazing!” 
 
    “Thanks, Brock replied. Can I aid you with something?” 
 
    “Well…” Ericka hesitated. “Is it okay if I talk to Titus alone for a bit?” 
 
    Brock smirked. “Sure.” 
 
    “Can we go for a stroll, Titus?” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he replied, surprised at the difference in the way the girl of his dreams was speaking to him. 
 
    For the first few minutes, the two walked in complete silence. Then Ericka got up her nerve. “Titus, I’ve been studying my Bible a lot this week. I was reading where it says I’m supposed to forgive a brother if he asks forgiveness. I have been treating you horribly. You’ve apologized to me over and over again. You’ve even humbled yourself so much as to get down on your knees and beg my forgiveness, and I’ve basically ignored you—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Titus told her. “No hard feelings.” 
 
    “Please let me finish,” Ericka said as she began to cry. “I accused you of not behaving in a very Christian-like manner… that was true. You weren’t. But neither was I and I’m sorry.” 
 
    Titus didn’t know what to say or how to act. All he had wanted was for his own apology to be accepted. To be provided another chance. Not to have her apologize to him. That was slightly awkward. “Don’t worry about it,” he told her. 
 
    “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    Titus smiled. “There’s nothing to forgive.” 
 
    “Right… You and I both know I treated you wrong. Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “Alright,” Titus chuckled. “I forgive you already.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “So was it simply reading your Bible that changed your mind about me?” 
 
    “I didn’t say I’ve changed my mind about you. Just that I forgive you and I realize I was wrong as well.” 
 
    “So… you’re still not willing to be friends or to even consider the possibility of ever being more than friends with me?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that either.” 
 
    “Ericka, you’re confusing me. What do you mean, then?” 
 
    “It’s like this, Titus. You were honest with me. You confessed your faults and asked me to forgive you. That’s a wonderful thing! I appreciate it greatly. One thing I can’t stand is a liar. Any relationship that’s built on anything less than trust is a relationship that won’t last. So you took a giant step in the right direction by saying you were sorry. But for now… I need more time.” 
 
    “More time for what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just more time. That’s all.” 
 
    Titus pondered for a moment and then stopped in his tracks. “Ericka, you’re right about the whole honesty thing, and I need to tell you some things about me that you don’t know. I’m not the nicest guy out there. I make a lot of poor choices.” 
 
    “I’ve seen that,” Ericka agreed. 
 
    “You’ve witnessed a little maybe, but I’m worse than you’d ever guess I am. I’ve done some pretty awful things.” 
 
    “Like?” Ericka asked. 
 
    “Promise not to hate me?” 
 
    “As long as you’re truthful and you’re learning from those bad choices and aren’t going to repeat them, I won’t hold anything against you. You have my word.” 
 
    “Okay,” Titus replied, taking a deep breath. “Here goes... I… um… well, a while back I made a bet with Remington. If I won, he had to sneak out with me one night, and we were going to see what we could get into. And… well, I won.” 
 
    Ericka paused for a second. With a faint smile, she asked, “What’d you bet on?” 
 
    Titus snickered for a second. “Whether or not Scottie would get paddled that day.” 
 
    Ericka’s smile broadened a bit. “And he did?” 
 
    “Well, he wouldn’t have, but I… I kinda cheated.” 
 
    Ericka’s eyes widened like she didn’t know what to think. “Cheated, how?” 
 
    “I… uh… led Brock to believe Scottie had thrown a temper tantrum. When he wasn’t watching, I threw a bucket of nails around and told him Scottie did it out of anger.” 
 
    The smile drained from Ericka’s face. “And Scottie accepted a whipping without arguing about it?” 
 
    “No! He tried to argue, but Brock didn’t believe him.” Titus paused and smiled mischievously. “He paddled him for throwing a temper tantrum, again for denying his actions, and a third time for accusing me.” 
 
    “And you allowed that without telling the truth?” 
 
    “I did and I know it was wrong.” 
 
    “You bet it was. You were a real lamebrain. Have you ever apologized to Scottie?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you going to?” 
 
    Titus slipped his thumbs in his pockets. “I don’t know. It’s in the past.” 
 
    “In the past? I bet he’d disagree with you on that one. That’s awful!... Okay… so tell me the rest of the story. Did Remington really sneak out with you?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, yeah, he did.” 
 
    “Titus! Really? So you made one boy get a spanking he didn’t deserve and then you talked another boy into sneaking around at night? What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Titus was no longer showing amusement on his face. “I don’t know what I was thinking… but it’s worse. Remington and I got some beer and—” 
 
    “Titus, I don’t want to hear any more of this,” Ericka interrupted. 
 
    “You promised not to hold anything against me as long as I’m being honest and promising I’m learning from it, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I promised, but that doesn’t mean I want to hear it.” 
 
    “I need to get everything out in the open. I don’t want to build a relationship on anything other than trust,” Titus insisted. 
 
    “Okay… so you got some beer,” Erick sighed. “Then what happened?” 
 
    “Remmy had an allergic reaction to it and his throat started closin’ off. I just knew he was gonna die. But a nurse stopped by and she took care of him.” 
 
    “And you nor Remmy ever told anybody about this?” 
 
    “Nope. Remmy wanted to fess up, but I manipulated him a bit. I told him Collin’s not ready to hear about something this bad and it’d probably send him over the edge. I told Remmy I wouldn’t want him to feel guilty if something terrible happens to his dad because he shocks him with that kind of news.” 
 
    “That is terrible. Titus, I can’t believe you would stoop so low… but I promised. I’m not going to hold it against you. But I do suggest you come clean with the adults about what you’ve been up to.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Titus contorted, kicking a gravel. 
 
    “Understand what?” 
 
    Titus smiled. “Never mind.” 
 
    “No, tell me. What?” 
 
    Titus smiled and gained some extra color in his face. 
 
    “Tell me already. What do I not understand?” 
 
    “So… remember when I came to your place real early that morning a week or two ago?” 
 
    “Yeah, what about it?” 
 
    “I didn’t have permission to leave the house. When I got home, Brock threatened to paddle me.” 
 
    “To paddle you? No way!” 
 
    “Yes way. Can you believe that? I’m seventeen and I’m not even his kid. We got in this deep, uncomfortable conversation about it. He told me his grandpa whipped him for drinking, of all things, when he was nineteen. He insisted I’m not too old for a spanking and that I better follow his rules or else.” 
 
    Ericka couldn’t contain herself. She giggled. 
 
    Titus grinned uncomfortably. “You find that funny?” 
 
    “Well, kinda. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t I?... Find it funny that a man wants to take a paddle to me when I’m nearly an adult? No, I don’t think that’s funny.” 
 
    “Not even a little?” she teased. 
 
    “Not at all,” Titus insisted, not the least bit amused. 
 
    “Look, I agree with you. I can’t imagine my parents whipping me or my brother at our ages. But… the fact of the matter is, you are living with the Pearsons. You ran away from your folks because you didn’t like their rules and didn’t want to accept their consequences, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but this is totally different.” 
 
    “No it’s not, Titus. When people develop habits of denying their wrongs, hiding them, or running away from the consequences of their actions, it not only affects them but everyone around them. If you continue going down the same road you’re on, I’m afraid it’s only going to further convince me you’re not the right guy.” 
 
    “So, you want me to tell Brock what I did, knowing he might actually spank me like some kind of a little brat?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Ericka asked. 
 
    “I would say that’s absurd.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you feel that way,” Ericka replied, turning back toward the construction site. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Just that. It would be nice if you could see it a different way.” 
 
    “What if I promise to take it into consideration?” 
 
    “Titus, pondering it is marvelous, but I’d rather you pray about it.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll think and pray about it.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Ericka said, grinning. 
 
    Titus knew it was bad timing, but he couldn’t help himself. “Would you be interested in rejoining the work crew? It would be a lot easier to tell you my answer if we could talk about it in person.” 
 
    Ericka laughed. “I was wondering when you were going to invite me.” 
 
    When they arrived back at the building site, Remington was there working alongside Brock. Well, he wasn’t exactly working. Neither one of them were. Remington was in the middle of telling Brock he hadn’t gotten any sleep the night before. His dad had kept him and his mom up all night long. If he wasn’t accusing them of trying to poison him, he was claiming bad guys were lurking about in their yard. 
 
    “I know I’m not supposed to invite myself places, but Titus, could you invite me to spend the night at your house?” 
 
    Ericka giggled. “Remmy, don’t you know Titus is a bit older than you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I need to get some rest and I can’t get any at my house.” 
 
    Titus glanced over at Brock who silently mouthed, “Go for it.” 
 
    “Remmy, do you think your folks would let you spend the night at our house tonight?” 
 
    “Thanks!!! I’ll ask them when they come to pick me up in a little while.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    37: Uncle Brad 
 
      
 
   Wow! Collin said to himself, pulling up to the site. These guys are speed demons. I can’t believe how quickly this place is goin’ up. By the time he killed the engine, Remington was at his door. “Ready to go, bud?” 
 
    “Uh… Dad?” 
 
    “Son?” 
 
    “Titus invited me to spend the night at his house. Can I?” 
 
    “First of all, where are the steel-toed boots your mother and I bought for you? You can’t wear tennis shoes to a work site.” 
 
    “I know, Dad. Sorry… but, please, can I spend the night at Titus’s house?” 
 
    “Titus invited you? You’re sure you didn’t invite yourself?” 
 
    “No, in all actuality he did invite me. You can ask him!” 
 
    “I don’t know, Remmy.” 
 
    “Please, Dad. I’ll be on my best behavior. I promise.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m worried about. Titus is a lot older than you. Scottie’s already been a horrible influence. I don’t know that it’s such a wise idea.” 
 
    Remington paused and tried to present the saddest puppy dog eyes he knew how to muster. “But it’ll allow you and Mom some alone time.” 
 
    “Nice try, bud. But I’m gonna have to say no this time.” 
 
    Remington cast his eyes toward the ground and slowly spun around to face Brock. “Sorry, guys. Dad says I can’t come over.” 
 
    “Get in the car, boy. It’s time to head to the house,” Collin insisted. 
 
    Remmy moped to the passenger side and got in. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Why so gloomy?” 
 
    “Dad, can I be really honest with you?” Remington asked. 
 
    “You know you can,” Collin agreed, turning the car around. 
 
    “I… um… I’m not comfortable living at home anymore.” 
 
    Collin chuckled nervously. “With your own family? Why not?” 
 
    “Dad… you know why. You always feel like somebody’s trying to do us wrong. You accuse me and Mom of being out to get you. You claim Scottie burned down the shoe store. You say bad guys are spying on us. You’re fearful the human traffickers have followed us to Farmington. You pulled a gun on Brock a couple of weeks ago. I just… don’t feel safe right now.” 
 
    “So now you’re gonna tell me you want to go out and see Uncle Brad for a while? Is that it?” 
 
    “Please, Dad. Can I?” 
 
    “Remington, how many times do we have to have this conversation? We haven’t seen or even spoken to Brad for years. We don’t have any way of contacting him. He doesn’t have a phone. He doesn’t have a computer. He’s thousands of miles away.” 
 
    “What if I write him a letter?” 
 
    “Remington, Uncle Brad lives so far out in the middle of nowhere, that the mailman doesn’t even bring him the mail. He has to go into town to get it and he only does that once in a blue moon.” 
 
    “Can I try?” Remington persisted. 
 
    “You want to write him a letter and ask what?” 
 
    “If I can come out and visit him for a while.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “I don’t know? The summer?” 
 
    “All summer?” 
 
    “Yeah. Why not?” 
 
    Collin’s face reeked of exasperation. “Why not? Remmy, you don’t even know the man! What if you don’t get along?” 
 
    Remington glanced out the window for a minute. “Dad, come on. I get along with everybody.” 
 
    “You can write him a letter. I doubt you’ll hear anything back, but if he’s okay with it, I’ll let you spend three weeks out there this summer. But that’s it, Remmy. No more than that.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad!” 
 
    As soon as he got home, Remington made a mad dash into his room to grab a sheet of notebook paper and a pencil: 
 
      
 
    Uncle Brad, 
 
      
 
    How have you been doing? You probably don’t know who I am. I’m your nephew, Remington. But you can call me Remmy. That’s what everyone else calls me. 
 
      
 
    I’ve been thinking about you lately and believe it’s a real shame that we have never gotten a chance to know each other. So I talked to Mom and Dad and they said it’s okay with them if it’s okay with you. What I mean is… can I come visit you for a few weeks this summer? Like as soon as school lets out? I’m a real hard worker and if you live on a ranch, I would love to learn how to help you with the animals. 
 
      
 
    Please write me back and let me know. 
 
      
 
    Thanks! 
 
      
 
    Your Nephew, 
 
    Remington 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    38: Odd Turn Of Events 
 
      
 
   The mid-week church service was a little different than usual. The sanctuary needed a lot of work after the fire, so the congregation had to meet in the fellowship hall. Pastor O’Malley didn’t have any sound equipment down there, so the church had to sing acapella. The pastor didn’t preach as loudly as normal and it seemed the congregation was slightly less enthusiastic than they normally were. 
 
    When the service ended, Titus asked if he could accompany Ericka home so they could have a little bit of time to chat. Her grandpa and the Pearsons granted them permission and the two headed out before any of the other vehicles had left the lot. 
 
    “So, um… Ericka,” Titus began, nervously clearing his throat. “I… um… need to talk to you and I don’t want you to get mad at me, but I know you’re going to.” 
 
    Ericka smiled softly. “Relax. I’m sure whatever it is isn’t that bad. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Well,” Titus stammered for a moment. “I’ve been thinking and praying, like I told you I was going to and… you’re right. I need to admit my faults and be ready to accept the consequences for them.” 
 
    Ericka giggled. “Even if that results in a paddling?” 
 
    Titus was more solemn than he had ever been in his life. “No matter what,” he answered. 
 
    Ericka giggled again. “Way to go, Titus! Why would I be upset about that? It’s wonderful news!” 
 
    “Because… I… didn’t tell you everything.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Ericka exclaimed. “Titus, tell me you’re kidding. There’s more?” 
 
    “There is… remember me telling you about how I framed Scottie for a temper tantrum and about how Brock wore him out because of me?” 
 
    “Yeah. And?” 
 
    “And… that wasn’t the only time I did that to him.” 
 
    Ericka silently waited to hear the rest of the story. 
 
    “Well, before you can honestly understand the whole gist, I need to explain something to you about myself.” He paused, giving Ericka time to respond, but she didn’t. “I’m a missionary kid. I could never live up to my parents’ expectations. I didn’t like being held to such high standards so I ran away. I came out here and met Brock and Victoria and, well, I really liked them. I wanted them to be my family.” 
 
    “But don’t Brock and Victoria have similar rules to your parents?” 
 
    “They do, but somehow I needed to get away from my folks. I don’t know how to explain it… But that’s beside the point. Even though I appreciated their hospitality, I wanted to belong and I was afraid they would eventually kick me out. I didn’t want that so I did everything I could to make them turn against Scottie… and that wasn’t hard. The first time I saw him, his mom was restraining him in the floor — it was obvious he had major anger issues.” 
 
    “So that’s why you got him in trouble all of the time?” 
 
    “I know it probably doesn’t make any sense to you, but I was trying to bond with the Pearsons by showing them I was the more mature one.” 
 
    “By being extremely immature. Smart plan,” Ericka remarked sarcastically. 
 
    “It gets worse... I wanted to belong. I wanted to be needed. I wanted to be thought highly of.” 
 
    “Then why get Scottie in trouble? Why not just do things the best way you knew how?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Titus admitted with a tear trickling down his face. “But I still haven’t gotten to the worst part… Scottie told his folks he wished their house would burn down with all of us inside and I—” 
 
    Ericka stopped dead in her tracks. “Titus, tell me this isn’t going where I think it is.” 
 
    “Steve told me you were suspicious that I might have something to do with the fires.” 
 
    “But you don’t,” Ericka said. “I only voiced that opinion because I was angry. But I meditated more on it. Those fires were going on before you all even moved to Farmington.” 
 
    “They had been. I worked that to my advantage too.” 
 
    “You what? Titus, tell me you’re not a copycat arsonist.” 
 
    Titus lowered his eyes to the ground. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Titus, how could you?” 
 
    The seventeen-year-old stood speechless. 
 
    “How could you be such a monster? People have gotten hurt. Animals have gotten killed. How many of the fires are you responsible for?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ericka. I truly am. I don’t know what’s happened to the original arsonist, but to be honest with you I’ve been starting all of the recent fires.” 
 
    Ericka’s face turned pale. “You burned the church, Titus!” She smacked him as hard as she could. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Instead of answering her question, Titus mumbled, “I deserved that. I’m gonna turn myself in. You’re the first person I’m telling. Then I’m gonna confess my wrongs to Brock and his family, then the Russells, and then I intend to call my parents. After telling everybody, I’m going to the cops. They’re probably gonna throw me in jail… I deserve that too.” 
 
    Ericka smacked him a second time. “That you do!” 
 
    The two continued another block without speaking to each other. Then, without warning, Ericka stopped in her tracks again and a single tear rolled down her cheek. “Do you realize what you’ve done?” 
 
    “Yeah... ruined a lot of people’s lives.” 
 
    Ericka hesitated for a moment, wiped away her tear, and said, “That too… but you’ve taken a stand. You’ve not only admitted to me what you’ve been doing, but you’re getting ready to turn yourself in. You’re getting ready to accept the consequences for what you’ve done.” 
 
    Titus partially grinned. “I had an exceptional mentor.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    39: Ashamed 
 
      
 
   After departing Ericka’s place, Titus took his time returning home. His mind raced back to the many times he had gotten Scottie in trouble. Even though it had been a long time since his mom or dad spanked him, he remembered how it felt. Somehow he had been able to find it amusing so see Scottie writhing in pain. To see him humiliated. To see him getting disciplined for things he didn’t do. 
 
    Titus could grasp why Scottie had prayed and asked for him to get in trouble. He could understand why the kid had brought the paddle out to the living room and why he had encouraged Brock to bust his behind. Even if Scottie didn’t know the truth — that Titus had set him up many times over — he had every right to want Titus to get a taste of his own medicine. 
 
    By all rights, I ought to let Scottie watch while Brock paddles me, he told himself. Nah. I’m gonna be goin’ to jail soon enough anyway. That’ll be sufficient punishment. I’m sure Scottie’ll be thrilled to death to see me locked up. That’ll have to suffice. 
 
    As he continued moseying, he thought about how he was going to tell Brock what he had done — after everything the Pearsons had done for him. Let’s see here. “Brock, um… I don’t know how to tell you this, but I’m the one who destroyed the first building site. I set the fire where the parrot died and the one where the apartment complex burned… and yeah, even the church.” No, that won’t work. Too direct. “Hey Brock, um… I’ve been seriously thinking things over and I need to come clean with you.” Better, but no. “Brock, do you remember that day when we found the building site all torn up? Well, about that.” Nothing sounds right. I don’t know how I’m gonna pull this one off. 
 
    It’s not just the buildings. I’m gonna have to tell him the whole truth — about all of the times I set his son up, about getting Remmy to drink with me, and of course about the arson. Brock might blister my behind before I go to jail anyway… Nah, he wouldn’t do that. He’ll let the legal system handle it. That’s the right thing to do. 
 
    When he got to the house, the Pearsons were sitting at the table eating lunch. “You got here just in time,” Victoria said. “Make yourself a plate.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m not hungry,” Titus replied. “I’m gonna go hang out in my room for a few. Okay?” 
 
    “Everything alright?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I just need a few minutes to myself.” 
 
    In his room, Titus buried his face in his pillow. I am such an idiot. How did I ever manage to sink so low? How am I going to look anyone in the eye ever again? 
 
    Titus didn’t know what he felt worse about. The lying, the manipulation, the fires, or allowing Scottie to take the blame for everything he had been doing wrong. Honestly, I probably feel the worst about Ericka. So much to the dream of ever having a relationship with her. 
 
    He thought more about everything he had done wrong before arriving at a tremendously difficult decision. Sneaking into Brock’s room, he reluctantly grabbed the paddle. This is the right thing to, he told himself. You can do this. 
 
    It was awkward, but definitely necessary. Titus carried the board into the dining room and placed it on the table next to Brock. Scottie glared at it nervously as Titus informed him, “I’m confident you’re gonna need this. Can you and Scottie come into my room with me for a minute? We need to talk.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything, Dad!” Scottie objected. 
 
    “We need to talk,” Titus repeated. 
 
    “Can it rest until after lunch?” Brock asked. 
 
    Titus wanted to crawl into a hole somewhere and die. “Yeah, it can wait. I’ll be in my room.” 
 
    His feet began to turn cold as he traipsed back to his room. What was I thinking? I’m too old for a spanking. Way too old. And who asks for one? I can’t go through with this. 
 
    By the time Brock and Scottie came into his room, Titus felt sick to his stomach. “Uh… you guys might wanna sit down,” he suggested, standing to his feet. 
 
    Brock and Scottie sat next to each other on Titus’s bed. 
 
    “I… um… have some confessions I need to make… Remember that lighter Victoria found in Scottie’s pant pocket?” 
 
    “What about it?” Brock asked. 
 
    “I put it there. I set him up so he’d get a spanking.” 
 
    Brock let out an exasperated sigh of unbelief. “You did what?” 
 
    “That’s not the only time he got spanked for things he didn’t do.” 
 
    Brock rolled his eyes while Scottie looked at Titus blankly, uncertain of how he should respond. 
 
    “Remember the first time Collin and Alayna came by the house for the parenting course? You guys punished Scottie for spilling soda on the floor and for lying about it. Then he sneaked out of the house cause he was mad and you and Collin both took the belt to him… I’m the one who spilled the soda. It was me. He would have never run away had I not gotten him in trouble.” 
 
    “The picture is becoming clearer,” Brock replied, lightly tapping the paddle against his knee. 
 
    “I could go on and on and it would probably take all day. The truth is I was jealous of Scottie. I wanted you and your wife to like me better than you like your son. So I did whatever I could to come between you. I wanted to impress you, so I took advantage of the fact that Scottie behaved so poorly and I set him up over and over again. 
 
    “Scottie, I’m sorry you’ve received a lot of whippings you didn’t deserve. I don’t know if I could ever do anything to make those up to you, but I do feel bad. There’s only one thing I can think of to show you how sorry I am.” 
 
    With that, Titus backed away from the bed, bent over, and grabbed his ankles. With his voice trembling and his heart pounding something fierce, he managed to squeak, “Brock, I am seventeen but I have been acting more like I’m twelve. I want you to paddle me and I don’t want you to hold anything back… I don’t want you to stop until Scottie decides I’ve had enough.” 
 
    Brock stood to his feet. Nervously, Titus glanced over at Scottie. He only hoped his victim would not let Brock beat him black and blue before deciding enough was enough. Brock moved over behind him with the paddle in his hand. Titus closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. 
 
    “You’re certain you desire me to do this?” Brock asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Titus replied quietly. “I de… deserve it.” 
 
    Brock brought the paddle back. 
 
    “Stop, Dad!” Scottie interjected. “He said I get to decide when he’s had enough. I don’t feel he needs a paddling.” 
 
    Titus stood to his feet and turned to face him. “Why not?” 
 
    “A spanking’s to teach somebody a lesson. Titus already knows he did wrong. He’s already apologized and everything.” 
 
    Titus knelt down in front of him. “Scottie, what I did to you was wrong. I want you to remember back to the situation with the matches. I sneaked in your room and I put them in your pants pocket. Then, when I heard your dad jumping on your case, I went into their room and got the paddle. I knew you hadn’t done anything wrong, man. But I wanted you to get your behind busted. Your dad stripped you down to your underwear lit you up while I laughed at your misery. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    Titus turned around and bent over again. 
 
    “No, Dad. I don’t want him to get paddled,” Scottie insisted. 
 
    Still holding his ankles, Titus said, “Scottie, do you remember that day when we were down at the building site? The day I threw around that bucket of nails and told your dad you did it in a fit of anger? You know I at least deserve the same kind of paddling you received that day. Come on Brock, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Titus closed his eyes again and felt a bead of sweat popping up on his forehead. 
 
    He remained in that position for thirty seconds before Brock told him to stand up. “Scottie’s relentlessly shaking his head no. I don’t comprehend his reasoning, but he wants nothing to do with this.” 
 
    Titus stood back to his feet. “Scottie, I’m not gonna get mad at you over this. I’m giving you permission. This is your opportunity to pay me back for the way I’ve been treatin’ you for months.” 
 
    “Your apology was enough for me,” Scottie replied. “A while back I was reading my Bible and couldn’t believe how babyish Jonah had been, wanting God to punish the people of Nineveh even after they said they were sorry. If this had happened a week ago, I would have told my dad to whip you extremely hard. But I don’t want to be a baby like Jonah was. I want to be bigger than that.” 
 
    Titus shifted his gaze to Brock. “Can I speak with you for a moment — alone?” 
 
    “Sure, bud… Scottie, why don’t you help your mom clean off the table?” Brock suggested. 
 
    As soon as he was alone with Brock, Titus began weeping. “Brock, there’s more I haven’t told you yet. I’m going to tell you, but I want you to paddle me first. I deserve it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just tell me everything now?” 
 
    “I just don’t feel like that would be appropriate. You’ve whipped your son repeatedly because of me setting him up. I feel like I need this in order to satisfy some of the guilt I have. Please, Brock. I know it’s weird for somebody to ask for a paddling. I feel as stupid as all get out right now. But I’m begging you, please. Please wear me out.” 
 
    Brock sat back down on the bed. “Titus, I’m not of the presentiment that’s the befitting indictment to make.” 
 
    “Brock, please! I’m telling you. I need this.” 
 
    “Nope. Not going to materialize.” 
 
    Titus sat down on the opposite end of the bed. “Look, the reason I want you to paddle me before I tell you the rest of the story is because when I tell you the rest, you’ll probably not see me again for a very long time. I’d rather get the paddling first. Please, Brock?” 
 
    Brock silently shook his head. 
 
    “Fine. I’m gonna tell you the rest then and you’re not gonna like it.” 
 
    “Assess me.” 
 
    Titus told him everything. Brock appeared to be in shock. He kept shaking his head and saying, “Oh boy.” 
 
    “So… I’m gonna turn myself in. But I still think I deserve a licking, first. You know I deserve it.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. But I refuse to punish you corporally at this moment.” 
 
    “Brock, please. I’m begging you. I need this.” 
 
    “If I whipped you right now, it would be abuse. I am so enraged that I would not be able to deliver only the discipline you deserve. It would be far too severe. I do have to notify the police, Titus. It’s my moral duty. Surely you know that, right?” 
 
    Titus shuttered. “I know, but if it’s okay I’d like to talk to the Russells and my folks first. And then I’d rather turn myself in. Is that okay?” 
 
    Brock was too stunned to speak. Slowly, he nodded his head. Titus wrapped his arms around him and extended him a small hug before heading out the door. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    40: Change Of Heart 
 
      
 
   Collin met Titus halfway up the driveway. “I already told Remington he’s not ever going to be allowed to spend the night with you. If that’s what you’re coming to ask, forget it.” 
 
    “No, sir. I came over because I have something I need to say to you and your family. Can we go inside?” 
 
    “Are you planning to side with them? Saying I need to be institutionalized?” 
 
    “No, sir. It’s about the store. I know who burned it down.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to tell all of you at one time. Can we please go inside, sir?” 
 
    With that, Collin turned and headed toward the house with Titus following close behind. 
 
    Inside, Collin hollered for Remington and Alayna to join them in the living room. “Titus here says he knows who burned the store,” he growled. 
 
    “I do, but if you all don’t mind, I’d like to back up a little first.” 
 
    “Keep it short,” Collin insisted. 
 
    “Actually, Remmy, would you like to tell ‘em about what happened that day down at the construction site? The thing about me and Scottie and about how I dragged you into something?” 
 
    “I thought you told me—” 
 
    “Never mind what I said. I was wrong. Either you can tell them or I will.” 
 
    Collin and Alayna exchanged expressions of concern. 
 
    “One day,” Remington began, “Titus and I made a bet. To win, Titus made it look like Scottie threw a temper tantrum so he’d get a spanking. Then, that night, since I lost the bet I sneaked out of the house. Titus and I drank some beer and well… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight, son,” Collin replied. “You watched Titus trick Brock into spanking Scottie for something he didn’t do and you didn’t come to Scottie’s defense? You allowed him to get in trouble for something you knew he didn’t do?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dad. I wanted to tell you about it, but—” 
 
    “I told him not to,” Titus interjected. “I convinced him it would only cause more harm than good.” 
 
    Collin could not even begin to hide his anger. “And you drank beer? At your age? Son, you know better than that!” 
 
    “It’s not his fault,” Titus said, coming to his defense. “It’s mine. I’m the one who pushed him into doing it.” 
 
    “He has a mind of his own,” Collin retorted. “Yes, Titus, you were wrong. You had no business taking our son out in the middle of the night. I trusted you. But Remmy knows right from wrong and he could have said no.” 
 
    “Dad, I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    “I know what you’re going to be thinking after Titus leaves. You’re going to be thinking you don’t want to sit down for a while.” 
 
    “Sir, please,” Titus begged. “It was my fault. Please don’t take it out on Remmy. I’ll gladly take his punishment.” 
 
    “You leave my parenting decisions up to me. I’m his father and believe me when I tell you he’s gonna get what he has coming to him.” 
 
    “But sir—” 
 
    “But nothing. Okay, let’s move on. What happened to the store?” 
 
    Titus hung his head. “I knew you had found Scottie close to the store earlier that day so I… I framed him. I lit it on fire and then planted a pack of matches in his pocket.” 
 
    Collin jumped to his feet and ran at Titus. He stopped when their noses were about two inches apart. “You burned our livelihood? I ought to skin you alive!” 
 
    Alayna grabbed the back of Collin’s shirt. “Calm down, honey. Let’s call the police. We have a confession. They’ll take it from here.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that. I came over here to tell you because I’m turning myself in.” 
 
    “Get out! Get out of my house right now!” Collin ordered. 
 
    Cautiously, the repentant teen stepped backward until he got out the front door. He closed it behind him and started down the walkway. 
 
    “Please Dad… I’m sorry!” he heard Remington yell before it sounded like a belt was being used for something other than holding up someone’s pants. 
 
    Great, Titus told himself. Now because of me, two different kids have gotten their behinds wore out, while nobody’s laid a hand on me. I’m pathetic. 
 
    He broke into a jog, hoping not to hear any more of the whipping than was absolutely necessary. 
 
    When he got back to the Pearsons’ house Brock, Victoria, and Scottie sat on the couch motionless — not even glancing in his direction as if they were afraid of him. Titus picked up the phone and called his folks. 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    “Hi, bud. How are things going?” 
 
    “Not so well, Mom. Is Dad there?” 
 
    “He is. What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Can you put me on speaker phone?” 
 
    His mom obliged. “Mom, Dad, I have something terrible to tell you. I know you’re gonna be ashamed of me and I’ll understand if you never want to speak to me again.” 
 
    “What’d you do?” his dad asked. 
 
    “I... uh… well… lots of things, Dad. But the worst part is committing arson.” 
 
    “Arson?” Heather shrieked. “I better sit down.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I want details, son,” Fred spoke firmly. 
 
    “I… um…,” Titus’s voice cracked. “I burned down some buildings. One of ‘em was a church.” 
 
    “You burned a church?” Fred sounded furious. 
 
    “Not all the way to the ground. I lit it on fire though. Dad, I’m soooo sorry.” 
 
    “So what are you gonna do now, son?” 
 
    “I’m getting ready to turn myself in.” 
 
    The phone went silent. What was there to say? 
 
    “Well… Mom, Dad… I love you both. And I’m sorry. I know I let you down. Bye.” 
 
    With that, Titus hung up the phone and broke down in an uncontrollable sob. 
 
    Victoria stood up and hugged his neck. “It’s gonna be okay—” 
 
    Before she could say another word, a knock came to the door. It must be the police. Somebody snitched before I could turn myself in, Titus fretted. 
 
    The door burst open before they had time to answer it — it was Ericka. “Titus! You’re still here. Have you told them yet?” 
 
    “Everybody but the cops,” he told her, still crying. 
 
    “Titus, before you call them, there’s something you need to know. I have been praying and praying. I’m pretty certain God is telling me something.” 
 
    “Like what? That I’m a complete idiot and you should never speak to me again?” 
 
    “No! That you’re growing up. That you’re maturing. That even though you did some horrible things, you’re serious about turning your life around and living for God. Titus, I believe you’re going to be locked up. I have no idea for how long, but I want you to know this. I’m going to be praying for you every day. And I’ll come to visit you whenever I can. And… I’ll wait for you.” 
 
    “You’ll wait for me? What does that mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I’m not going to see any other guys until you get out of jail. I’m starting to think you might just be the right guy for me.” 
 
    Titus couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You deserve somebody a lot better than me,” he told her. “You shouldn’t have to waste your life waiting on a jailbird. You shouldn’t have to suffer because of me.” 
 
    “God wants me to be patient and longsuffering. If you’re the right guy for me, you’re worth the wait.” 
 
      
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Police cars swarmed the Pearsons’ street. Six officers made their way to the porch where Titus was waiting. “Put your hands where we can see ‘em,” one of them shouted. 
 
    Scared out of his mind, Titus raised his arms high in the air. “I’m unarmed,” he announced. 
 
    The officers approached cautiously and began frisking him. “He’s clean,” one of them told the others. 
 
    Another officer placed him in handcuffs and read him his rights. 
 
    “TITUS, I’LL WAIT FOR YOU!” Ericka cried, running out of the house behind him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Preorder Terrors of Troy, the next book in the Harmony Series 
 
    if you dare. It’s the most intense of the books in this series. 
 
    If you’re a bit squeamish, you might want to pass on this one.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A request from the author: 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Fighting for Farmington. I truly hope you enjoyed it! If you wouldn’t mind, please let me know what you thought of it by leaving a review on Amazon. I love to hear from my readers! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As a side note: 
 
      
 
    You can receive exclusive information regarding the author’s upcoming works as receive special offers and notifications of free and discounted books by subscribing to his electronic newsletter. It’s free, so why not? 

  

 
   
    The third book in the Harmony series is scheduled for release in February of 2018. 
 
    [image: ]Terrors of Troy: Despair is Inflicted 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    If you are enjoying this series and are considering purchasing another book by this author, be sure to check out Revenge Fires Back. 
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    Author JR Thompson is active on social media. To learn more about him and his writings, please check out his website at www.jrthompsonbooks.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A PERSONAL STORY FROM 
 
    AUTHOR JR THOMPSON 
 
      
 
    [image: ]My life has been filled with many trials and victories. I was born prematurely with a lot of health problems, but the grace of God kept me alive. 
 
    When I was four years old, our church was having a revival service and an evangelist asked if anyone in the crowd was interested in getting saved. I raised my hand, but I was such a little guy the preacher man didn’t see me. When we got home from church that evening, my dad sat me down and asked me some questions trying to see if I had matured enough to understand the whole concept of salvation. Once he determined I got it, he read me some passages of scripture and then asked me to pray by repeating his words. Something like “Dear God, I know I’m a sinner and I believe Jesus died for my sins. I believe He is Your Son, that He died for me, and that He rose again three days later. I would like to ask Jesus to come into my heart and save me. Amen.” 
 
    That happened on a Saturday night. The next morning, we went to church and my parents asked me to tell my Sunday School teacher what had transpired the night before. So, I did. 
 
    In grade school, I was not the most popular kid there ever was. Kind of clumsy, shy, not very athletic, and somewhat on the nerdy side. Somewhere around the fourth grade, I began taking my Bible to school with me. I read it on the bus and during any free time I had during class. It sometimes opened the door for me to have conversations with my classmates as they would ask me why I was reading the same book every single day. Unfortunately, those conversations never led to anyone receiving Christ as their Saviour. 
 
    By the time I hit sixth grade, the idea of fitting in was becoming more appealing to me. To impress my classmates, I began using foul language. Then I learned that if I made fun of other people, it helped take the attention off of myself and it kept me from being the target of ridicule. 
 
    That continued into middle school. I began hanging out with the wrong crowd — people who smoked cigarettes, experimented with marijuana, and engaged in inappropriate romantic relationships. No matter how hard I tried, I could not fit in. There was something about me that was different, even though I had no idea what that was. 
 
    In high school, I was still somewhat of a misfit. I became a part of a small clique and in that clique, we didn’t like anyone who wasn’t just like we were. Somehow our tiny circle of friends were the only people that mattered to us. 
 
    We intentionally provoked others to anger. We did a lot of things I’m still ashamed of to this very day. 
 
    When I turned sixteen, I started working at my first job in the evenings after school. The next thing I knew, I developed a crush — on a nineteen-year-old who was already unhappily married to someone else. We didn’t date or anything, but we did take our lunch breaks together — including going out to eat. I never saw anything wrong with it… that is, until the one evening when she said “JR, duck! There’s my husband!” We were riding in her car and she was scared to death of what her husband might do to either or both of us if he saw us out together. That’s when it hit me. Even though we weren’t dating, I was playing with fire and could easily have gotten burned. 
 
    My mom had a Christian novel laying around the house and one afternoon I picked it up and read the back cover. I wasn’t much of a reader, but the book captured my attention. I began reading and the next thing I knew, I was hooked. 
 
    Somehow, God spoke to my heart as I read that novel. I began feeling like something was wrong inside of me. At work one afternoon, I told my crush that I was seriously considering trying to change the way I talked. To this day, I remember her response. “You wouldn’t be anywhere near as funny if you didn’t cuss.” 
 
    Not too long after that, the company I worked for got bought out and all of the employees were let go. I was devastated. I loved my job and I adored my co-worker. What I didn’t know was that God was protecting me from ruining my future. I needed to lose that job, whether I knew it or not. 
 
    I continued haphazardly reading my mom’s novel and one day something really clicked. My soul was in trouble. Something was wrong. Really wrong. 
 
    Without saying a word to anyone, I locked myself in my bedroom and knelt down on the floor. I cried out to God and told him I wasn’t sure if I was really saved. What kind of a Christian would use foul language, lie, skip church without thinking twice about it, and take part in a whole host of activities he shouldn’t be without thinking twice about it? 
 
    I apologized to God for the way I was living my life. I told Him I remembered repeating some words after my father when I was a little boy, but that I wasn’t sure if I had really meant those words when I said them. I was doubting my salvation like I had never doubted it before. 
 
    I told God I knew for certain that He was real. I knew for sure Jesus was real. I knew I was a sinner who deserved to die and spend an eternity in Hell. 
 
    Then I said something like this, “God, I don’t know for sure if I got saved when I was a four-year-old little boy or not. I might have and I might not have. If I got saved when I was little and I have been living the life of a hypocrite, I am sorry. You have been so kind to me and I have taken that kindness for granted. 
 
    “But God… if I didn’t truly get saved, I am ashamed of myself. I don’t want to go to Hell. I want to know that when I lay my head on my pillow each night, I don’t have to fear dying in my sleep and going to Hell. Lord, please save me. Please give me the strength to live for You.” 
 
    I’ll tell you one thing, something happened that day! My life has never been the same since. I still don’t know for sure if I got saved when I was four or when I was sixteen or seventeen. But I know I’m saved. I know God did a huge work in my heart and He has carried me through many storms and many trials of life. Oh, what a difference He made in my life. 
 
    So why am I sharing all of this with you? Because I realize someone might be reading this book who has never truly accepted Christ into their heart. If that’s you, I would like to encourage you to give your heart to the Lord. 
 
    There aren’t any magical words you can say that will get you into Heaven. Let me show you, using scripture, how easy it is to get saved. 
 
    The first step is realizing you’re a sinner. I have met people who believe they’re going to Heaven because they haven’t murdered anybody. Because they’re generally good people. But the Bible says every human being who has ever been born has sinned. 
 
    Romans 3:10 “As it is written, there is none righteous, no not one.” 
 
    Romans 3:23 “For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God;” 
 
    Once you realize you’re a sinner, the next step is understanding that sin has a price that has to be paid. 
 
    Romans 6:23 “For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.” 
 
    In other words, for sinning we deserve to die spiritually. We deserve to spend an eternity burning in Hell. 
 
    The price paid for sin can either be paid by us spending all of eternity being tormented or we can accept the gift God gave us. The gift of His Son dying on that cross of Calvary for our sins. 
 
    Romans 5:8 “But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” 
 
    You know what? God didn’t have to send Jesus to die for us. But He did! He made a way for us to go to Heaven when we had no way of getting there. Look, Jesus already died for you. Are you going to allow His death to be in vain or are you going to accept that He suffered that cruelty because of the love He has for you? 
 
    To accept the free gift of salvation God is offering you, simply call upon His name, ask Him to forgive your sins and save you… and He’ll take care of the rest. 
 
    Romans 10:9-13 “That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with the heart man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is made unto salvation. For the scripture saith, Whosoever believeth on him shall not be ashamed. For there is no difference between the Jew and the Greek: for the same Lord over all is rich unto all that call upon him. For whosoever shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 
 
    So, you’ve just read the gospel message. Are you ready to take that step? If so, don’t put it off. That’s a trick the ole devil uses to keep people from ever accepting Jesus. You took the time to read this book. You even went so far as to read this note from me. So why not take the time to pray and ask God to save you? 
 
    When you do, He is faithful to do everything He said He would do. You’ll be born into the family of God. A new creature. Oh, there’s nothing like being a child of God. 
 
    Why not find out for yourself? 
 
    If you choose to accept Christ into your heart, please let me know. I’m active on social media and would love to hear from you. Look me up. 
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