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Prologue

Fear seized him, which was rare, but up until that point he had nothing to be afraid of aside from the occasional nightmare. He had heard stories about children who had vanished without a trace but never dwelled on it. He stared at their helpless faces on the posters at the department stores while getting gum from the glass machines and still it didn’t register. 

This could happen to you. 


It did happen to him. David Ferris. David. He had been in a place alone out of sight from anyone in the world except the one person who would dare take him away from everything he had ever known and loved.  Oh, how he had loved it all, but thought as he sat bound and gagged in the belly of an old caravan nobody could possibly know that he loved his life. He had lied to people, put on a show for everyone he knew since the day his father left the family. He had been angry all that time and now he would surely pay a horrible price. Who would look for such a terrible boy? He remembered watching the news after a disappearance not too long ago and police with volunteers searched hours, days, months, tirelessly and without losing hope that they would find the lost girl. 

Who would search for him? He taunted his sister. He bullied his classmates, and sassed his hard-working mother every chance he got. They would more than likely celebrate this disappearance with a fete. They might go on to make the day of his disappearance an annual holiday with fireworks and a picnic. 

No. Nobody would search. He would die for sure alone and frightened. And what would occur before that was more terrible to think about than death itself. It wasn’t likely this horrible person at the helm wanted him because he never had a son and wanted one to love, nurture, and protect. There had to be other reasons for this theft of human life. 

David curled into the fetal position and cried silent tears that seeped through the cracks of the duct tape covering his eyes. They were tears for the unknown. Tears for the visions in his mind of all the people he wanted to touch and beg for forgiveness. Tears for what was and what would be. 

The van rolled along exactly as it was commanded. David was on the floor. A bench had been removed. He had been in many caravans to know that there was more space than usual. Everything was well planned. When he stopped to think about where he might be going or how long it might take to get there he was able to determine various tidbits related to the dark journey using only his ears. A long highway. A few red lights. A stop for gas. Strange that this monster in the night would have planned everything so perfectly but not have gotten enough gas for the ride to wherever they were going. 

The stranger must have watched him take the route home from Bear’s more than once to know that he would be on that dark street alone. His mother told him on several occasions not to go to the south end of the city at all let alone at night, but he didn’t obey her. In fact, he felt his urge was spurred by a need to be defiant— an I’ll-show-her attitude. The regret. The horror. It is what they called poetic justice. 

The stranger had everything ready. David even helped him by walking the length of the vacant street on the curb, as was his habit. He performed the thrilling balancing act every time and never once fell. He noted the caravan on Fourth Street, the only vehicle, and his first thought was to scoff at it. I’m not moving. If he had, he might have had half a chance. As it was, the van door slid open as he walked by and the large hands grabbed him. It took less than a second. Zip. His hands were bound. Zap. His feet were bound. Stuff.  His mouth was gagged. Snap. His eyes were covered—all before he could register the event. It was the price for being so predictable. Too much a cruel price. 

Now what? This was the question. Torture. Death. The end of the end. The beginning of the beginning. He would go where souls fly, angels wait, and God smiled upon the righteous. 

ACT 1: 1-3

Look to Me, and be saved, all you ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no other.

--Isaiah 45:22

Chapter 1

David was happy once. It was during a period of time on which he reflected fondly, though not realizing that he was unhappy at present. To him the world was simply a bad place in which he felt trapped. Bitter people often looked outward instead of inward for the source of their pain and suffering, confused over why nothing ever changed. 

David wouldn’t have understood what this meant. At twelve, he saw only what was clear. His first ten years were marvelous, but as soon as his father drifted away from the family everything changed. He no longer had this once wonderful and attentive man in his life, his mother started working longer hours, and the family didn’t seem to be a family anymore. Now the world was his enemy, and would remain so until his father returned to take him home to that place he remembered so vividly in his mind—vacations, nighttime games, pizza nights on Fridays, and weekend outings.  

Being so young, David couldn’t possibly have scrutinized his family change as the beginning of another beginning—a new path that promised bright rewards with courage and the right attitude. Perhaps he wasn’t supposed to. After all, to realize grace one must experience life without it. Much like the adage which says one must lose before he can win. 

The man he loved had vanished like a premonition. Once there for anything and suddenly gone for everything. He felt the scars of his abrupt departure in every part of his being, often crying out to him when only the moon and stars were there to listen. He had so many questions, but the main one was the biggest of all. Why? Whereas his mother may have seen it coming in the man’s change of behavior over the course of the weeks before he left, David was blindsided. 

One evening while the three were eating dinner together his mother tenderly stumbled through an explanation by gazing into his broken eyes and saying simply, “You know how important religion was to your father . . . finding answers. . .” She shook her head at that point and turned away from him. “Oh, forget it. There’s nothing religious about a cult.”

 “That’s a baby horse,” Toni, present at the time, stated proudly.


“Dad left on a horse, Ma?” David inquired. “Where the heck is he going on a horse? We live in the city? I never saw him riding a horse.”


This is about when their mother laughed. It was more like a half laugh half cry. “God, help me,” she finished while the kids simply stared at her with wide eyes, the way kids do when they’re grasping at comprehension.


Yes, the once happy family knew God. At least, they were acquainted with Him through church and Sunday school. They weren’t much different than most Catholic families of the day. They lived the word of God when it suited, served others when it was convenient, and knew the most popular Bible stories by heart.  That pattern had not changed much through the years. For most everything else new patterns emerged, new responsibilities, new personalities, and new behaviors. 


Breakfast. 

Toni was munching on a piece of toast. David was blowing chocolate milk at her through his straw. Mrs. Ferris was eating a bowl of oatmeal, pretending not to notice David’s obnoxious behavior.


“Tell him to stop, Mommy,” Toni whined, her voice an awful shrill. 


“I’m not doing anything, freak.” David hissed. He dipped the flexible straw back into the chocolate milk to reload.


“Then what is this brown stuff all over me?” Toni asked holding out her shirt, which was freckled with small brown spots.


David laughed. “It looks like your shirt has the chicken pox.”


“Knock it off,” Mrs. Ferris yelled, “the both of you.”


“I’m not doing anything,” Toni cried, curling her lip in disgust. “He’s the one blowing chocolate milk on my school clothes.”


She glowered at Toni. “You’re whining is giving me a headache. I spoke to you about that. You’re seven now and don’t need to be crying over every little thing.”


“Yeah, you freaking baby,” David sneered. He adjusted his voice by pinching his nose. “My name is Toni and I’m afraid of everything that moves including dogs, cats, and flying chocolate milk drops.”


Mrs. Ferris redirected her stare at David, though she knew she could not intimidate him with an angry scowl. “And you don’t need to tease her every chance you get. Now, keep that straw in your milk and use your manners. Chocolate milk stains.”


“So what,” David remarked with conceit. “She’s got a million of those ugly shirts in her closet.”


“You’re mean,” Toni shrieked.


“That’s enough,” she repeated, this time tossing her spoon into her oatmeal. “What I wouldn’t give to have one minute of peace in this house.”


“I’m going to the south end after school today,” David said, slurping up the last of his milk through his straw in ignorance of his mother’s anguish. 


“Absolutely not,” Mrs. Ferris snapped. “You’re grounded from the last trip you took there. But I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know.”


David slammed his elbows down on the table. The bowls and glasses rattled. Toni snickered, satisfied with David’s punishment. “This stinks. You think we’re so much better because we live in a nicer section of the city. Well, we’re not.”


She pointed her spoon at David. “It has nothing to do with that David William, and you know it. I don’t like you wandering through the city on your own. It’s dangerous for an adult let alone a child, especially after dark.”


“It’s not dark after school,” David retorted. 


“I don’t like you going to the south side, period. It’s unsafe, even with your friends. The local paper gets half its news from that side of the city . . . shootings, robberies . . . I don’t want you there, and if I hear about you going there again you’ll be grounded for the rest of your childhood.”


“What childhood?” David grumbled. 


His mother ignored his comments and added, “Who’s over there that you need to see so badly anyway? Your close friends are right here in the neighborhood.”


“Bear,” David said, leaning back in his chair and folding his arms in a fuss. 


“What in the h—,” his mother said. “Well, don’t plan on seeing him again. Anyone with a name like that has got to be a drug pusher.”


David laughed and shook his head. How little she knew, he thought. Why didn’t she ask? David wondered.


“Oh, that’s funny, is it?” she asked. “Well I’ll have you know that kids younger than you are on that side of town every day running drugs for the pushers. That’s a reality, buddy. Your father and I worked hard to buy a house on this side of the city, so I expect that whatever you do to entertain yourself when I’m not around that you do it no further than a quarter mile radius from this house. Our house.”


“Oh, that’s fun,” David said. “Maybe I should go to the baby park on Kinlock. They have a nice sandbox to play in. I’ll bet Dylan and the others would love to make some sand castles for fun.”


“I don’t care if you stand in the front yard and pretend to be a lawn gnome—”


David jumped out of his chair and slammed both hands on the table. “Maybe you would actually notice me more if I was a lawn decoration!” 


She stood to match his intensity. “You ungrateful little brat—”


“Stop fighting,” Toni interrupted. Fights unraveled her, but it was so easy for the feuding pair to forget she was there. David and Mrs. Ferris turned to her at the same time. David let out a loud puff of air and stampeded off, shoving his chair into the table with a bang. Mrs. Ferris sat back down and buried her head in her hands. She hated power struggles with David but had difficulty avoiding them. He challenged her every decision, and she was convinced that most of the time it was for the sport of it. The long and short—it was not unusual to begin the day with such a dispute.


School. 


Toni tried her best to keep up with her brother as the two jumped off the bus together, but David wasn’t one to wait. She didn’t like getting jumbled up in the crowds. It often caused her to panic. “Let go of me and stop being such a baby,” David said to her, shaking her grip loose of his backpack in what was a daily ritual. 

“Just until I get off the bus,” she replied with a shaky voice. 

David obliged with a huff, but never looked back once they parted. She veered off toward the elementary building while he went the opposite way toward the junior high school building. 

David greeted his motley crew as they got off the other buses. They swarmed to him like a flock of seagulls to a piece of bread. He and his buddies did not comprise the most wholesome crowd, yet Mr. Fitzgerald, the seventh grade guidance counselor, pointed out once to Mrs. Ferris that it was probably more because of David’s leadership than anything else. By and large his friends had potential, but never cared to rise above the standards David set for them. They were a trio of sidekicks a leader short of many good deeds. 


Tommy Williams always had a Charms lollipop in his mouth. He sucked on them even while talking. They called him Charms. Dylan Miller was the oldest and enjoyed dressing in head to toe black, while Tyler Benton was the baby who often conspired to do bad deeds, but rarely participated in the act. 


Fulton Junior High had so many kids that the group rarely found time together outside of the noisy lunch period, during which they strived to cause as much trouble as possible without getting caught. On this particular day they isolated their harassment to one student. Someone they viewed to be vulnerable. An easy target.  


“Who’s going to do it?” Charms asked in a cluttered slur of words, courtesy of the pop dangling from his mouth. Slobber hung from his bulging bottom lip beneath the stick. He slurped it back into his mouth with one gruesome suck.


“I thought of it,” Tyler said, “so one of you has to do it.”


“You’re just too scared to do it,” Dylan barked over the mayhem.  


David watched his three friends bicker, not wanting to be the culprit in this instance but having to be the one. In the middle of his counterparts’ lively decision-making process he leaned over and grabbed the pop from Tommy’s mouth and flung it over the table at Jim Varton with one quick thrust. 

Jim had his Sloppy Joe in hand when the pop smacked him in the face. He dropped the sandwich onto the tray and the meat splattered on his shirt in fine specs that were not apparent in the distance, but up close were quite disconcerting. 

“I wasn’t done with that,” Charms uttered.  Tyler struck a pose so as not to be implicated in the crime, but David could never turn away. Dylan not only held his unflinching gaze but roared an obnoxious laugh. They gawked in Jimmy’s direction and Jimmy caught their devilish stares as soon as he glanced up from the mess. His eyes dilated and his face went flush. He slid from his spot and charged over to them with his hands balled into meaty fists. David watched him with much amusement, convinced that he would do nothing more than blow hot air on them before turning around and leaving. 

Jim stopped in front of David who stared up at him from a seated position with a sneaking smirk on his face as if to say, “Try something and I’ll beat the heck out of you.” Dylan had his gangly hand over his mouth stifling the laughter while Tyler and Charms kept on eating their lunches as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening.


“Do you have a problem?” David finally asked after ten seconds of awkward silence between them.


“Why did you do that?” the boy screeched madly between intense exhales. David wished he had an answer to give him that made any sense. Anyway, he had no time to respond for Dylan jumped to his rescue, the faithful body guard that he was. He gave Jim a hard shove backward, from which Jim recovered. He returned to his menacing position appearing even angrier.


David pursed his lips before stating in quiet calm, “Stepping off would be smart. Running would be smarter.” 


Still, like a bull, Jim remained wrought with tension. The skin on his face was constricting and his blood vessels protruding.


David scoffed, a bit befuddled by Jim’s stubbornness. He adjusted his tone, now in diffusion mode. “It’s no big deal, Superman. I was only fooling with you.”


 “How about I hit you in the face with a lollipop,” he hissed. “Then we’ll see who the baby is . . . Superman.”


David sized Jim up from head to toe, wondering if he had made a mistake in pelting him with the lollipop. His nemesis was definitely bigger height and girth wise, but David knew he was quicker and as a crazy as a cat. Having Dylan with him also guaranteed success if it came down to a fight.


 “Just beat it,” David said lightly, hoping to avoid a physical conflict. 


“Yeah,” Dylan said. “Beat it. Go back and finish your Sloppy Joe, and don’t forget to lick the leftovers off your queer little polo.”


Jim’s face tightened and he started to sway on his feet. David never thought it would have escalated so far and was quite intrigued. “Lick this!” Jim then did something nobody expected. He grabbed the half eaten Sloppy Joe from Charm’s tray and threw it at David. It hit him square on the chest. David reacted without regard. He jumped from his seat swinging his fists. Bam. One connected with Jim’s cheek. The boy fell backward onto the table behind him. Dylan leaned in and delivered an additional punch in the center of Jim’s flabby stomach. Jim doubled over and fell on the ground making an awful thudding sound. By that time, one of the lunch attendants had witnessed the violent episode and rushed to the scene.


David reviewed the incident in his mind while sitting in front of the principal beside his mother, a smug look etched across his face.  The principal’s words were not registering in his ears. He was hearing the adult dialogue like a muted trumpet.  Occasionally his mother turned to him with her stare. Her silence said so much. Anger. Disappointment. Helplessness. 


David wondered why he did this to her. He wondered why he tormented her so. No doubt his antics meant another suspension. More counseling. More quiet tears from his mother at night. Why? Why? Why?


His father never cried. He smiled. His smile was like a thousand fireworks going off on the clearest of nights. It was strange that he saw it that way, but that is exactly the way he described it in a poem he wrote when he was eleven. The poem was this. 


His hands are soft like a pillow. He uses them to hug me and to give me a high-five. His legs are fast and swift. His eyes are kind and true. His smile is like a thousand fireworks going off on the clearest of nights. Maybe one day he’ll come back home. 

Of course, David had this poem in his secret book, which he never shared with anyone. He couldn’t share his writing. To him they were like wishes, which once revealed, would have no meaning. He kept the composition notebook beneath a big rock under his front porch and would go under there to read or write and be alone. Who would have figured?


“What?” he asked when he realized the two adults were done speaking, and now focusing their befuddled glares on him. Neither responded. They kept staring. Staring at him. Staring through him, perhaps trying to see beyond what was apparent. The grungy clothes. The moppy hair and dark eyes. The fragile smirk. If the mind was as easy to see as all that how simple it would be to fix the problems. Comb the hair and patch the jeans sort of thing. What does one do for a troubled child to keep him from slipping further into the dark abyss? How does one give hope to a child who seems to have lost faith?


“We’ll see you back here on Monday, David,” Principal Baxter said, his eyes despairing. “Hopefully you’ll be making better choices.” He was a nice man with a calm voice and caring touch. He knew how to say things in such a way that made everything seem natural. Yet, he had given up on David. The boy could read this in the man’s round eyes and humoring expressions.

“He’s the one who threw the sandwich on me,” David muttered, wondering why Jim would get away with what he did. Not even Dylan would meet with consequence, though he took active part in the assault. David was the one they went after each time. The leader of the pack. It had something to do with cutting the head off the snake, but it didn’t make David feel any better. Yet, he couldn’t make a fuss about it. Was he supposed to throw his friend’s name into the mix? The mafia killed people for that disloyalty. 


As he left the office dragging his feet he had already started to plot his revenge against Jim. He would get even with him for what he did. He would find a way to pay him back. His heart rarely felt sinister. He did and said a lot for sheer kicks, but typically that is where it ended. He didn’t wonder if this might be one step closer to a higher level of delinquency. His twelve-year-old mind did not work like that. Ironic though that he could sit in shame over the trouble he caused his mother while plotting to do something even worse. 

Chapter 2

Easter was in a week. The day of Jesus’ resurrection. The holiest time of the church year. David no longer looked forward to the Easter Bunny. He was even less thrilled with egg hunts and candy. Charms would get an entire basketful of pops and it would be the highlight of his year. What did candy have to do with Jesus’ resurrection anyway? 


David felt his mother’s elbow in his side halfway through the Mass. He had fallen asleep. It was a long Mass. The Passion. Jesus was arrested for proclaiming to be the Son of God. The people would rather see him killed and see a thief set free. And so it was, he was tortured and crucified. Yet, according to scripture, he had the last laugh. 

Father Williams asked to speak with David after the Mass. His mother had laid a trap and the traditional shake-of-the-hand exit turned into a therapy session, only the room was a lot less comfortable. The confessional. Face to face. He remembered as a smaller boy waiting with his father in line and examining his conscience. What to tell. What to ask God forgiveness for. Lying. Swearing. Picking on his sister. Smoking. Stealing his mother’s alcohol. All of the above. It was not the way it used to be. David realized this, but tried to ignore it. Life had gotten so complex in such a brief period of time that he often felt helpless to prevent the momentum from building. His day to day was like riding a bike down a steep hill without any breaks. 


Father Williams clasped his hands together and bowed his head. He folded one leg over his lap. “Lots of people like to visit me in confession at this time of year. Spring is a season of growth and hope, David. A time for purification of the heart and soul.”


David was immediately uncomfortable. He wondered how he should respond. He hadn’t spoken personally to Father Williams in years except to say hello and goodbye. His father always had lots to say. People had to wait several minutes behind him after church because the man would never stop prattling. Always questions. Tons of them. 


“So, David, where’s your slingshot?”

“Slingshot?” David echoed. 


Father laughed. “It’s a joke, but I guess you don’t remember the story of David and Goliath.” He stifled his laughter and rested his hands on his raised knee. “So, how have things been?”


David pondered this question. It was a trick question because Father already knew the answer. He endured a similar weekly ritual with Doctor Les and didn’t know that he could do it now. Surely a man of God saw through his little charade. Priests knew more than the average man. They had all the secrets of heaven and hell. They were blessed with a profound grace that filled them so much with the Holy Spirit that they would give up everything to follow in His footsteps.


He put on a fake smile. “I guess my mom told you I got in trouble.”


Father Williams returned a smile. It hinted pity. “She told me it has been difficult for you since your father left. It hardly seems like two years.” He glanced upward as if reaching for words from God. “I remember you and he were like magnet and steel. You know it’s odd, David, but I read once that kids get over a parent’s death more quickly than a divorce.” He uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “But you have a chance to turn to the lessons in scripture for strength and hope. Jesus reminds us that no matter what obstacles we face we can always count on Him to lead us through them.”


He didn’t want to feel moved by these words, but he did. Father Williams might well be worth in one free session more than Doctor Les was worth in fifty paid sessions. 


“God is a friend who never abandons us, always forgives, and is always there as a reminder of how we should live our lives. He is in the faces of all those who radiate love, in the natural beauty of the world around you, and in everything that is good about this challenging world.” He wagged a slender finger in front of David’s face. “Love is the key, David. Love is the key to change. Jesus considered the Laws of Love to be the most important commandments.” His voice was smooth and relaxing. It was as if he was singing a lullaby rather than reciting a soliloquy. As the man spoke David felt his limbs loosen. “Let love surround your life, David. Let it take you in. Let it wrap you like a warm blanket.” He leaned back satisfied. Was he pleased with his own words or with the expression on David’s face? A distant stare. A reflective gaze. “You do this and your anger will disappear. Your resentment will fade. Your purpose will be clear.”


It sounded simple. Love and you will be loved. Love and you will be filled with so much comfort that it will make every other emotion an afterthought. How to live that simple ideal seemed to be more challenging than it sounded, however.

Father Williams raised his eyebrows. “The Holy Spirit is more powerful than any force in this world.”     


It sounded too much like Science Fiction to David.

He thought about his meeting with Father Williams when he visited Bear that evening against his mother’s orders, of course. He sneaked through the hole in the fence and greeted his friend who was eager to see him. The Retriever wagged his tail with unfettered excitement. The way David saw it, he was the only good thing in the dog’s wretched life. His owners left him chained in the yard day and night, through the foulest weather. The yard was dirt-filled and strewn with old junk. When it rained it became nothing more than a mud pit. Bear’s fur was always caked with dirt, which grimly accented his emaciated frame. 


He started to yelp when David pushed his head through the hole in the chain-link fence, but David quickly put a finger to his lip. He had seen the owners whip Bear for barking and he didn’t want the dog to stir their attention. 


“Shh,” he warned. He put his arm around the dog’s neck, the whole time keeping his eye on the old rundown house that overshadowed them. “That’s a good boy.” He pulled on the heavy collar that was latched around Bear’s neck and attached to a thick chain. “One of these day’s I’m going to cut you out of here, Bear. I’ll take you home with me.”


Bear whimpered and licked David’s face. David laughed. “Silly boy. I’m going back to school tomorrow, you know. My mom told me I couldn’t come see you anymore.” He laughed again as Bear continued to lick his face. “She doesn’t even know you’re only a dog. Nobody does. You know what, though, you mean more to me than any of my other friends. I think we have a lot in common.”


A light turned on inside the two story house. David kept an eye on it. He had been visiting Bear for months and never had the owners spotted him in the yard. He was careful to come after dark. He first spotted the mangy dog when he was walking through the neighborhood with the guys. Dylan had stolen a tennis ball out of David’s hand and threw it into the yard. It was his idea of being funny. The rest was history. It always surprised David how tame the dog was considering the treatment he endured. It was amazing how some creatures survived the harshest cruelty yet still managed to give love back to the world. Most things deprived of love could never truly love. 


David stroked the dog’s fur. Bear panted tenderly. “I talked to Father Williams today. He has lots of strange ideas, boy. I guess he makes sense, but I can’t just sit back and let that Jim kid get away with embarrassing me in front of my friends. Now, Father Williams talked about Jesus and how he took all kinds of abuse and didn’t do anything. He never once fought back. You’re a little like that, Bear. Me . . . I’m not that strong. I want to get even. I have to get even.”


Bear nuzzled David’s ear. David closed his eyes, lowering his guard. “You know what I’m going to do . . . I’m going to pass his house tonight on my way home and he’s going to get a big surprise. I already talked to the guys about it. He deserves it. He really does.”


A small part of David yearned for Bear to be a wise human at that moment. A caring individual who would slap him lightly across the cheek and tell him his idea was foolish. At the same time the other part of him knew he was revealing his plan to the dog because he couldn’t talk him out of it. 


He opened his eyes and noticed the light on the second floor had been switched off. He all of the sudden got an instinct to flee. He hugged Bear tightly and promised to make his return as soon as he could. Seconds later he dashed through the hole in the fence and into the parking lot beyond. His friends were waiting patiently for him several blocks east. They had a mission. 


“Let’s get this straight,” Charms said whipping the pop out of his bulging mouth to offer his bit of wisdom. “It was only today that your mom let you off punishment for going to the south end, and the first thing you do when you get off punishment is go back there.”


“Really, man,” Tyler added. “You’re bad. Mr. Black over here is the one who’s supposed to enjoy the dangerous life. The couple times we went as a group I almost wet my pants.” He shuddered. “You crazy fool.”


Dylan shook his head and pulled a package of cigarettes from his back pocket. He removed two of them from the small box and handed one to David who accepted it without a word. “There’s nothing dangerous about the south end unless you’re a baby. David’s been there plenty of times alone. Just because you and Charms here are a couple of pansies doesn’t mean the rest of us are.”


Charms tossed his lollipop at Dylan. It whirled over his head. 

“Nice try, fatso,” he laughed. Charms charged him and Dylan backed away laughing the whole time. “It’s true. Why are you going to attack me when you know it’s true?”


“Well, I’ve never seen you take a stroll alone through the south end,” Charms blared. “You think you’re so cool because you steal your mother’s cigarettes and do your best to puff one down without gagging. You’re pathetic.” 


“Shut up, Charms,” David said. “Give me a light, Dynamite,” he said to Dylan.


Dylan pulled a lighter from another pocket and lit his and David’s cigarettes. The foursome stopped under a streetlamp on First Street, a half mile south of their neighborhood. The sky was black and the stars plentiful.


“I don’t view it as a huge challenge, Charms,” Dylan boasted, referring again to the lone walk through the city. “Nobody’s gonna bother you if you don’t bother them first.” He leaned over so that his mouth was nearly touching Charm’s ear. “Those times when we all went together what did we see?” He didn’t wait to respond. “We saw kids our age playing, little stores, small parks . . . it’s no different from anywhere else.”


“It’s just a whole lot more disgusting looking,” Tyler said. 


“No kidding,” Charms said. “Dilapidated buildings, narrow alleys loaded with trash, and hoboes living on the park benches.”


Dylan waved them away. “Please. That’s what gives the city its character.”


David scoffed and flicked his half lighted butt at Dylan. “Give it up, doofus, the city’s a dump.” Dylan jumped out of the way and it soared passed him like a shooting star. David redirected his attention to the others. “Listen, we have something to do before we go home tonight. It’s perfect timing because Jim is at the school concert with his family. I’ve done my research.”


“Who the heck is Jim?” Tommy asked.


“It’s that kid that slopped up King Cool’s shirt in the middle of lunch last week,” Dylan reminded, a thin cloud of smoke circling his head. He put a hand on David’s shoulder. “That must have been quite embarrassing, my friend.”


David forgave Dylan’s mockery, as he knew his friend was getting even with him for tossing the cigarette butt at him. “I didn’t see any of you pansies throwing a lollipop at his head,” he reminded with bitter recall. 


“You must have been practicing that line all week,” Tyler said. He shrugged. “Not bad.”


“What are we going to do?” Dylan asked, rubbing his hands together. The streetlamp glistened off his smoothly polished nails painted the color of night. “Throw rocks at his house?”


David stuffed his hands into his pockets. Love is the key, David. “We’re going to throw them through his house. I want to break every last window. His house is on Hendricks Avenue about five minutes walk from here.”


Dylan smirked demonically. Charms and Tyler stood aghast. Charms chimed in without delay—the nervous one of the group. “Won’t it be obvious that we, at least you, were responsible?”


“It doesn’t matter what they know,” David said. “They won’t be able to prove a thing. The little twerp deserves it. If we don’t retaliate we’ll lose face in the school. The little scuzz licker threw a sandwich at me.” As if anyone had forgotten. David wore the incident on his sleeve.


“I’m out of this one,” Tyler said. “It’s too late. I’m already past curfew. I don’t know if I want to break windows anyway. I would consider throwing eggs at the house, but rocks?”


“What if someone is home, David, and we end up hitting someone?” Charms asked.


“You guys are a bunch of whiners,” Dylan said. He circled around the others like a wolf waiting to leap at its prey. “Don’t you remember what that little reject did? Do you want every geek in the school throwing fists at us because they think we’re soft? We own that place, but not if we don’t continue to show everyone else who’s boss.”


Charms unwrapped another lollipop and stuffed it into his mouth. He took one suck and then withdrew it, savoring the initial taste. “This is much better than a nasty cigarette. Anyway, I do remember what he did, but I also remember what David did to him? I would say they’re even.”


“We’re not even!” David shouted, stretching his face so that he looked possessed. “We are not even!” The two faces of David. It was like that picture of the young lady who actually was an old woman if you looked at her another way. The blood surged through his veins. He felt the anger overcoming him. He was aware of its power but couldn’t stop it. “Nobody does that to me and gets away it, especially a little dweeb like Jim Varton. Now, I’m going over to break the windows in that scumbag’s house with or without you.” He walked to the side of the road and kicked the streetlight post three times. “With or without you!”


The boys, including Dylan, stood amidst the dull moonlight, silently watching their friend blow a fuse. Each had his own feeling about the display, but none would disagree that he wasn’t appearing totally mad. Dylan walked over and patted him on the back. “Relax, brother,” he said. “I’m in.” He stooped over and exchanged his cigarette for a rock the size of a bar of soap. “Let these little cowards go home. They can hold hands the whole way.”


Tyler and Charms regarded one another. Their self-assurance bothered David at times.


“What about that Bear kid you’re always visiting?” Dylan asked. “Maybe he can take their places. You want to go back and get him? If he’s older maybe he can even get us some booze. I figure coming from the south end he can’t be all that reputable.”


Let it surround you. David never took his eyes off his friends. He trusted them. He knew they were more squeamish with certain things than he was, but he thought they would stand by him. Part of him was mad that they had dissented from the retaliation, but another part of him was jealous that they had the power to tell him no, and make a decision that he himself knew he should make but for some reason couldn’t. It was the devil on his left always whispering louder than the angel on his right. Both bore the face of his father, an image that had never faded over time. Each spoke to him as he teetered on the edge of self destruction. In this instance the angel was telling him to go home with Charms and Tyler, but the devil was telling him to be thankful that he had such a loyal friend in Dylan.


He dwelled momentarily on the angel’s point of view, but then realized if he went home nothing more would welcome him except a cold dinner. His mother worked until ten o’clock this night. Mrs. Greely, the old sitter would be asleep on the sofa and Toni in her room dreaming of the next day. This was no incentive to go home. The devil would win by default.


“Snap out of it, David,” Dylan said. “What about Bear?”


David turned away from his friends. “Bear’s a dog,” he offered quietly as a van rolled by, slowly passing them. 


“A dog?” Tyler asked, sneering. “You walk a mile to the south side five nights a week to visit a stupid dog? Now I know you cracked up.”


“That explains it,” Charms said throwing up his arms. “I knew there had to be a reason you never introduced us.”


“I never said you couldn’t come see him, fool” David protested. “You were all with me when I met him. Remember when I fetched the ball from that yard on Eighth Street?”


Charms crinkled his nose. “You sneak into that ratty yard to visit him? You must have a death wish. That street is worse than Fourth. I thought sure the day you paraded us through that area would be our last on earth. It’s like Halloween all year on that street. Crazy.”


“For sure,” Tyler added. “It’s loaded with all the crooks and criminals you read about in the news. No wonder your mother—”


“My mother has no idea where I am half the time so let’s leave it at that.”


Charms and Tyler shrugged their shoulders simultaneously in mutual agreement that no more should be said on the issue.

The streets on the south side worsened as they increased in number. Fourth Street essentially separated the first three streets, which were fairly respectable, from Fifth through Thirteenth, which were rundown and chock full of bad element. 


“Okay,” Dylan said. “So I guess that leaves Bear the dog out of it.” He put a hand on David’s shoulder. “It looks like it’s just you and me kid.”


“We’ll see you later, David,” Charms said. “We’ll be thinking of you when we walk home. I can’t wait to see the look on his big round face when he comes in tomorrow. I hope he doesn’t come over and throw another sandwich at you.”


Let it wrap you up like a warm blanket. “If he does, I’ll nail him to the wall,” David said. “Give me another cigarette,” he said to Dylan who promptly removed another one for David and himself.


A cool breeze brushed by with a passing van. Charms and Tyler stole off into the night headed back home, while Dylan and David fixed their headings on Jim’s house. They walked in silence through the dead of night until they reached the little yellow home, neatly trimmed and glowing under the moonlight. They stood on the street corner silently prowling and finishing their cigarettes. The air was cool and the surroundings alive with silence.


It is this little home that felt the wrath of David that night. He and Dylan put holes in nearly every window. The shattering of the glass echoed through the once noiseless street. The two boys stole off when a neighbor, curious about the sounds, came out onto her porch to inspect. 


When David arrived home it was nine thirty. Mrs. Greely was dozing in the recliner as predicted, but Toni was awake, curled up in a blanket and watching television in the living room with the sound turned down. David knew it was so that she didn’t disturb Mrs. Greely. Mrs. Greely had been watching them for years. Their father found her through an agency and they never used anyone else. “She’s boring,” the kids would protest in those initial months. “She’s responsible,” was the answer they got. David laughed in thinking about this now, hovering above the spinster who was fast asleep and without any real knowledge that he had been wandering the neighborhood and putting windows out with stones. 


“What are you still doing up?” he asked Toni with an even tone.


She continued to stare at the television, her face enveloped in a soft glow. “Why are you coming in an hour late?”


David pursed his lips. She never stayed awake. She always fell asleep. That is the way it had been since they were little. He was the night owl like his father and she was the one who enjoyed an early to bed like their mother. “What time did Sleeping Beauty conk out?” he asked.


Entranced by the silent program, she said meekly, “She fell asleep before you were supposed to come home.”


David closed his eyes. Mrs. Greely always took it for granted that he was going to come home when he was supposed to. She had no reason to doubt him. He rarely caused her trouble, in part because he wanted to earn her trust for such occasions. He glanced at her on the chair, breathing in and out, her leg twitching every few seconds. Good old Mrs. Greely.


“I don’t like it when you stay out late, David,” Toni said, her voice fatigued. “I’m scared. Remember when Dad left? He didn’t come back.”


David remembered better than anyone. It seemed over time that everyone had forgotten but him. Even the man’s parents—their grandparents. They only had occasion to visit their paternal grandparents a couple of times a year since they lived out of town, and they were as vexed as anyone about their son’s behavior. He had saddened so many people. For what? A new religion? A cult? What was the difference?


“You should just go to bed when you’re supposed to, Toni, and you won’t be sitting up all alone worrying about things that don’t concern you. Turn off the TV and get to your room before Mom gets home.”

   
David said nothing more to his little sister. He walked to his bedroom and changed into his night clothing. Afterward he sneaked one of his mother’s wine bottles from the cabinet and emptied it into his stomach while reflecting on what he had done. As a sleepy buzz dulled his senses the incident seemed more like it had been a dream . . . something he fantasized about doing but didn’t. 

When his mother arrived home a half hour later he and his sister would be safely tucked into bed and she would tell Mrs. Greely what a good job she had done keeping them in line. Mrs. Greely would ponder those compliments, not especially understanding the comments David’s mother would make about her challenging son. Mrs. Greely didn’t see David in the same light. “He’s always polite and well behaved,” she would say. And for the ten minutes the two actually spent in a room together while she was there, this was the truth.


David heard his mother enter, followed by some verbal exchanges which, barring the half bottle of wine he drank and its effect on him, he might have ran to the door to listen to. Seconds later, the front door opened and closed again. He turned over in his bed and awaited his door to sneak open, as was the norm. She made the rounds, maybe only to steal a glimpse of her darling angels or to make sure they didn’t vanish in the night like her husband had done two years before. 

Had she taken a couple of steps through the door she would have noticed the empty bottle of wine beside his bed, but as it was she was oblivious to it, which gave David a chance to get rid of it when he woke the next day. 

Chapter 3

David never prepared for what consequence his actions would bring. He had committed a crime for which he could be arrested and charged, but Monday was simply another day to him no different than any other. And it was the day after he had perpetrated a terrible act of vandalism upon his enemy’s home. He never asked himself why Jim was his enemy. He reacted to losing face with his friends at the hands of this boy who was no different than any other boy wandering the halls of their school except that he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Though Jim was not like most of the other boys who would have ignored being hit in the head with a lollipop by the schoolyard bully or acknowledged the incident with a no-big-deal-all-in-good-fun smile. Jim was smart. Jim was proud. No, he was not the geeky blowhard for which David’s crew had mistaken him.
The pride Jim wore on his sleeve for having tussled with David Ferris faded quickly when he returned home from the school concert with his family to see that his home had been violated. His living room was littered with shattered glass and his house cold from the chilly spring air. Eight of eleven windows were broken, and the family, never victimized by crime in the past, was desperately confused. To Jim, the answers to this mystery did not come to him until the morning after having slept on it a night, and by then it was too late to tell the police of his suspicions. They had made their report and left. Jim decided he would wait a school day longer to fill them in. By then he would know the truth of things.

David put on a solid face for his friends as Jim approached him in the cafeteria. Inside, however, he felt a twinge of regret that he had added to the friction between them, and this was for many reasons.  Granted, it was only the slightest feeling of guilt that David easily managed to bury deep within himself. 

Jim did not appear happy. His eyes were little slits and his mouth twisted into a scowling frown. Tyler and Charms walked away from David’s side, but Dylan waited without a hint of emotion to betray them. Jim proceeded to confront David, not stopping until he was within whisper distance of his nemesis. “Do you know what JO means?” he asked, his eyes fluttering madly. He was so close that even Dylan couldn’t hear. He was so close that David could smell his minty breath. He was so close that even the air between them had to depart. 

“No,” David said sternly. 

“Juvenile Offender,” Jim offered calmly and with much confidence. “By this time next week my windows will be fixed, but you . . . you’ll still be in jail. Then we’ll see who has the last laugh.”

With that bold statement, the doughy lad turned his back to David and headed toward the lunch line. They wouldn’t meet again until later during lunch when Jim visited the bathroom. Dylan alerted David and the two sneaked in behind him. Neither had a plan, but each new the exigency of convincing Jim that they were innocent of his charges. 
Jim was at the sink washing his hands when David and Dylan entered. Jim turned confidently toward them and leaned against the sink. He certainly was cocky though clearly outmatched.  “Leave me alone or I’ll report you,” he said flatly.
“You don’t seem so tough when you’re not in a crowd,” Dylan remarked. “We just want to make sure you understand that we didn’t break you’re stupid windows and that you better not go around spreading rumors that aren’t true.”

“Well, you’re in luck,” Jim said. “I only spread rumors that are true, which is why everyone is going to know, including the police, that you guys broke my windows with rocks. Rocks that are being dusted for fingerprints as we speak.” 

David now regretted for the first time what he had done, and maybe it wasn’t because of the act itself, but because he hadn’t been more careful to cover his tracks. In spite of how he felt at that moment, he covered his emotions with a face void of emotion. “They can dust for prints all they want. They won’t find my prints.”

“We’ll see about that,” Jim said. “For now, get out of my way.”

“Make us,” Dylan hissed.

Jim shook his head in disgust then attempted to walk past them to the door. They might have let him go if Jim hadn’t said, “You guys are pathetic,” as he slid between them. For David, this was all it took—a small reason to act on his impulses. 
He hit Jim in the square of his back with a closed fist as he reached for the door handle. Jim let out a short wail, like one might after stepping on a tack. The blow forced him onto his knees, and when he glanced up from that position he was greeted by David’s fist, which landed on his right cheek. The boy crumpled to the floor groaning. David hammered his stomach with a flat foot as Dylan backed away against the wall, watching with a pleasured smirk. 

“I said I didn’t do it!” David yelled as he kicked Jim in the stomach again. Jim clutched his midsection and curled into a fetal position. “I didn’t. I didn’t. I didn’t!” With each testimonial he kicked Jim with the toe of his sneaker. 

As Jim rolled around on the aged tile floor, squealing with closed eyes, David gathered his breath. He knelt down beside the fallen boy and grabbed his hair. “I said I didn’t do it. And if you tell people I did . . . this won’t end.”
“You better believe it won’t,” Dylan chimed. “It’ll get a whole lot worse, right David?”

“A whole heck of a lot,” David answered still breathing heavily, and shaking the pain from his hand.

Jim didn’t answer the threat. He was too busy catching his breath from the attack. Dylan and David left him there and returned to lunch.

Jim walked out of the bathroom a short time later, bearing the facial scars of a terrible retaliation. Would he tell? Would it matter? What had started as a silly prank had escalated into a series of malicious acts that had even caused David to wonder what he was capable of if pushed to his limits. 

He was called to the office shortly after lunch and after Jim’s visit to the nurse. Principal Baxter called his mother again, this the same day as his return from the last suspension. The scene was similar to the last one, except his mother’s demeanor was icier. Her eyes were not red and her hands were not shaking. She appeared numb, unblinking with pursed lips.

“He’ll be suspended indefinitely this time,” Principal Baxter said morosely. “He really did a number on that boy,” he added. “Jim Varton is such a nice kid too. I can’t imagine what the problem is between the two, but his parents wanted to get the police involved. I managed to calm them down, but they believe David is responsible for breaking windows in their home last night while they were here at school attending the concert. I can’t say whether or not they plan on going to the police about that issue.” Principal Baxter looked to the floor in a brief pause and then returned his gaze upon Mrs. Ferris. “They’ll be a Superintendent’s hearing in the near future regarding this case and when he’ll be able to return. In the meantime we’ll provide him with a home tutor. Someone will be calling you soon.”

David heard the words, yet they carried fathomless meaning, for David always seemed to live in the moment, never considering the future until it was a thing of the past. He was smart enough to know this was his way, and got so used to it that whenever thoughts of consequence entered his mind he quickly suppressed them so as they did not interfere with his instincts. 

His mother said nothing to him all the way home and David dared not antagonize her. She was behaving differently than usual. Her normally predictable response pattern seemed askew and this worried him. Had he finally driven her to the edge? He wondered.
Once in the driveway of their home she turned off the car ignition, but did not attempt to get out of the car. David sensed that she was about to make her move and so waited until she started her rant. She turned to him with hollow eyes. Eyes that said more than he wanted to hear. She had given up on him. He had given up on himself.

“David,” she started. “Out of all the hell you have put this family through since your father left I have only one question . . . why? Why, David?”

She had paid therapists to discover that truth and had even enlisted Father Williams to intervene. Did she think demanding a sudden answer would be that easy? It wouldn’t be that simple because David couldn’t answer it. He knew his father’s departure had left a deep void in his heart, a loss so tremendous that he would do horrible things to illustrate how he had been damaged, but this reactive nature was more unconscious and the answer of how to fill that void again was even more difficult. 

“I didn’t mean to . . .”

“Didn’t mean what?” she hissed. Another question. He knew there had to be more than one. “To beat the heck of out of one of your classmates? To get suspended a half dozen times this year? To vandalize a neighbor’s house? To fail half your subjects this year? To treat your sister like she doesn’t exist? What, David? What didn’t you mean?”

He crossed his arms and huffed. It was the only possible way of defending himself against this more than justified attack. His mother leaned her body over the center shift stick so that her face was close to his. He noticed her peripherally the same way he noticed Mr. Walker watering his flowers next door. He was always watering flowers. Mr. Flowers is what he and Toni called the old man. Spring was his favorite time of year. 

“Forget all the therapists, David. There is only one reality that is plain in all of this mess and that is that your father is gone. You can go on feeling sorry about that and regretting the loss of all those things you think you would have if he had stayed, but it’s not going to do you any good. It’ll eat you alive. There has to come a point in your life when you wake up and decide to forget him. He’s gone. It’s in the past and there is no reason you should ruin your future with regret. So, tell me now what you want, David? What is going to save you? What can I say to you that will help you move on? Because you’ve been stuck at ten for two years now and I want the little boy back that used to be. Remember those days?”

The poems he wrote in his book reminded him of those days. The photo albums that he previewed in secret also provided him with memories of those better times. He had always thought that it was the times that had gotten worse and never realized that it had been him that had gotten worse. 

His mother buried her face in her hands. She was back to frustration mode. “I’m sorry, David. I’m sorry that I can’t give you what you’re looking for. I love you. Your sister loves you. It’s so hard to watch what you are becoming.” She lifted her head. “And as much as I want to blame your father I can’t. You have to take responsibility for you.” She glared at him. Her eyes were bloodshot. If one hadn’t known the source of her anguish it might be assumed that she hadn’t slept for a year. She threw back her long, twisted hair. “Take a good look at your classmates and count the number of them that have fathers in their homes. What about Dylan, Tyler, and Tommy?” She grabbed David’s arm and clenched her teeth. “You’re not the only one in the world who has lost a father. You have to make the choice to accept it and that is that.”

She knew nothing about his friends. They all had fathers in the home. Tommy’s father was a drunk, though, and Dylan’s father was a former convict. He didn’t speak much to his mother about his friends, or any other matter. He rarely saw her with the schedule she kept. When his father had left his mother did too in many ways, as she had to pick up the load. It wasn’t her fault, David knew, but still it was something else to contend with.

David said nothing in defense of himself the entire time. He was a good listener. He absorbed all the advice and pondered its meaning. There were times when he thought the people in his life had infinite wisdom and that he would be foolish not to heed their advice, but always pulling him back to reality was the fact that none of them lived in his twelve-year-old body. None of them knew how hard it was to make everything so simple.

That night he slipped from his room after hours. With flashlight in hand he escaped to his comfort zone beneath the front porch. He lay on his back in the dirt, staring at the aging planks which held the structure together. He always enjoyed the hollow space, enclosed by a thin piece of wooden lattice. When he was there nobody could find him. Nobody could touch him. He watched many people pass from that secret spot, shuffling by on the stretch of sidewalk that connected Kinlock and Excelsior, not realizing he was there watching them. More often than not he paid them no mind. He was too often engrossed in a new story or poem. 

That night David turned over the large stone to unearth his journal notebook. He blew loose dirt from the cover and opened it. While on his back he focused the flashlight on the pages as he turned, reliving in his mind the days that he wrote each one. Sunny Days Haiku. Sunny Days are nice. Swimming and having great fun. Loving each minute.   
“Friends.” I have good friends. They are always quick to defend. They make me happy when I’m sad. But sometimes we are bad. Isn’t it weird how bad friends can be good?
Quietly Waiting. The wind blows and the cars go, but here I am quietly waiting. People pass and some mow their grass, but here I am quietly waiting. Dogs bark and daylight fades to dark, but here I am quietly waiting. All is gone, but here I am quietly waiting.

David flipped through dozens of pages, reading silently and forgetting his problems for a spell. At one point he fanned the book out across his chest and turned off the flashlight. In listening to the darkness he heard distant cars, chirping crickets, and the music from someone’s house.  The streetlamps offered a bit of light beneath the porch, but not enough for him to see his hand in front of his face. It was ominous, but still he was at peace. He nearly fell asleep, but then jumped up with a start, only missing the top of the porch with his head. He placed his book of stories and poems back under the rock and crept out from underneath the porch by sliding underneath the lattice. He brushed the dirt from his clothes and headed off.
He made the walk to the south end to visit Bear. It was lonely, but he enjoyed the peace of night. It was quiet and the world that troubled him so did not seem to exist under the stars, much as it didn’t exist under the porch. Nighttime was simply an extension of his little crypt and he let it entomb him. 
Bear greeted him with a short yelp. The dog didn’t need to see him to know that he was there. All it took was a little noise from beyond the fence, the snap of a twig, the shuffle of feet, for him to sense that his special visitor was there. David popped his head through the fence and Bear stood to greet him, wagging his tail with an exuberance of energy. It was the canine equivalence of rolling out the red carpet. 

David sat with him in the light of the moon stroking his fur, humming soft tunes and pretending that he had not a care in the world. Feeling Bear’s warmth beside him offered him a peace he could find nowhere else. David never wondered how the world found peace from him. He was always too busy dwelling on his own desires, and at that moment he needed companionship, as silly as it seemed that one could find solace in a mangy animal. He stayed by the dog’s side for next to an hour, nearly dozing off at one point. During that hour he pondered all of the possible ways he could escape the troubled world he had created for himself. 

He could run away. If he fled for awhile, maybe a year, he could come back and all would be forgotten. He could start fresh and everybody would want to know where he had gone. They would all be too preoccupied by his return to care what he had done. What would he do while he was away for the year? One thought that crossed his mind was to hitch a ride with a truck driver. Wouldn’t it be amazing to see places in the Unites States many dreamed of visiting? He would eat at a thousand diners, help unload the truck, count the miles he had traveled, and journal all of his adventures. 

Another possibility was to take a bus to some city he never heard of and explore. He would earn money on odd jobs, enough to move to another city when he lost interest. The whole time he could send postcards to his mother so that she would know he was well. 
Then again he could jump a train and let it take him wherever it stopped. He could make friends with other train riders like the Boxcar Children and live happily ever after. 

David scoffed.

It was what fairy tales were made of, and he knew his life was anything but a fairy tale, yet he refused to acknowledge that his road had been paved largely by the choices he made. 

“Shoot, Bear,” he said at the peak of night after realizing time had slipped away from him, “I have to fly, boy. It’s late and I’m already in deep water.” David hugged him tightly as he rose. “I’ll see you same time next week.”

Bear whimpered, and had he been a human he might have grabbed onto David and kept him there. As it was, all the mutt could do was watch as his friend departed through the hole in the fence. Gone again. 
It was a quiet walk back from Seventh Avenue for David. He stopped once to glance at the clear sky. The streets were quiet enough to hear the rats rummaging through the trash three blocks north. It was eerie and peaceful at the same time. A few houses emanated the blue glow of a television set that was never turned off for the night. It offered him a sense of comfort given his bleak surroundings. 

He continued his walk from Seventh Avenue down to Fourth Avenue, which was the road he always used to crossover on his way back home. It was the least or most intimidating street of them all from First to Thirteenth depending on one’s perspective, but by far the shortest. It was largely uninhabited, due to most of the buildings having been condemned or torn down. Only one streetlight worked on the entire stretch, but it was too tempting not to take because it cut his travel time in half.
David stood on the corner and peered down the length of the desolate street. He noted the caravan parked on the curb halfway between his corner and the corner he needed to get to on the other end. He didn’t think much about it aside from realizing its presence on a normally empty street. 

He headed down the shadowy concrete trail with his hands in his pockets, shuffling along and kicking a bottle that was in his path. The small glass container hopped down the sidewalk in front of him clanking as it went. Eventually it submitted to the friction created by the concrete, but it waited patiently for David to catch up to it. The second time around David lifted it like a soccer ball on his toes and flipped it high above his head with a quick snap of his leg. He paused to watch the shimmering beauty fly into the air like a rocket and come back down. It shattered on the craggy sidewalk a few feet in front of him. David smiled, pleased, as shards of green glass littered the sidewalk. 

His bottle breaking feat inspired a bit more craziness even in the late hour and he leaped onto the high curb that ran along the side of the road. With his arms out on either side he walked the surface of the curved stone, wobbling but maintaining his balance. He was used to this challenge. His friends competed all the time. Who could walk the longest distance without falling? With their eyes closed? On one foot? Usually it was David who took the prize. Mostly because Dylan could have cared less, Tommy was too chunky to be nimble, and Tyler always went too fast. 

David smiled thinking of these competitions and began to speed onward. He lifted his head to see how far he could get without watching his step, and this is when he noticed the van for the second time only ten steps ahead, cluttering the curbside. He paused on top of the curb and put his hands on his hips. At first he was discouraged then he thought it could be a new challenge to get past the van without detouring. 
In his mind he had it all planned. When he reached the van’s bumper he would turn sideways and creep along the curb with his back to the van. No, the obtrusive vehicle would not stop him from riding the curb to the end. 

With his plan of action in mind, David continued his curb-walking endeavor, and as soon as he reached the end of the van he flipped sideways with a little “Wah,” noise like the ones the Ninja warriors made in the movies. Side-stepping his way past the van would be a cinch, he thought. 

What he never anticipated, however, was the van’s door opening as he was directly in front of it. He heard the metallic slide action of the door, and it had only registered with him that he was in trouble when he lost his balance and fell backward into the black hole left by the opened door.  Was it a coincidence that the door opened only as he passed? Would the person inside be shocked and rush to help him up so that he could continue his journey? These weren’t his first thoughts. 

David’s first instinct that he had been caught in some sort of deranged spider web was correct. This played out more literally as the stranger, who had been lurking inside the confines of the van the entire time waiting, bound his hands and feet with zip ties, and covered his mouth and eyes with duct tape. 
In less than seconds he was the helpless prisoner of a beast from whom he feared their might be no escape. 

ACT 2: 4-8

Chapter 4

The ride was endless for David. Terror, grief, fear, anticipation, and regret were among the many emotions he contended with all at once as the van drove an endless road to some unknown place. Nobody would know he was gone until the morning, and by then he would be long gone. They would seek, but they wouldn’t find. More than likely they would believe he ran away. Here he was a troubled boy with a string of recent suspensions and a possible criminal charge for vandalizing JimVarton’s house. The police would jot down their notes and close the case faster than it took them to ride the distance from the station to his house. Twenty-four hours. He had heard that’s how long police waited before doing anything about a missing kid. 


His mother would realize this was not a runaway case. Mothers knew these things about their children. She would sense that he was in danger and demand that the police act quickly. Wouldn’t she? This was his mother. He called to her in his mind, hoping that she would somehow answer him. Mom. Help me. I’m sorry. If you come and get me I promise I’ll be better. I’m in a van traveling . . . somewhere. Find me. Find me.


The hum of the tires on the road was sickening because it reminded him that with every passing minute he was getting further away from the place he belonged. Might a police officer pull them over? He could make some sort of noise to alert him that he was there. Might he somehow wiggle from his bindings and then leap out of the van as soon as the man opened the door to get him? Surely there had to be some hope that he could escape the clutches of this beast. It couldn’t truly be the end of the end. 


Toni would miss him, though he tormented her regularly. She needed him there because he made her feel safe and secure. He wasn’t the best of big brothers but he was someone else with whom to share the same experiences—a mother who worked around the clock and a father who abandoned them. David was a presence that Toni could never replace, like an old tattered stuffed toy. The thought of never seeing her again brought more tears to his eyes. He hurt all over and his heart was beating at a rapid pace. If he were lucky he would have a heart attack before he arrived at the kidnapper’s domain. 


He struggled to free his hands or feet from the zip ties. He couldn’t get anywhere. They were too tight. His mouth was gagged with something soft and fluffy. It was halfway down his throat. He wanted to puke but knew that if he did he would choke to death. His eyes were sealed with tape and the tears were backing up on him, soaking his face and hair. He was a prisoner. No escape. No chance. The man knew what he was doing. 


It was hours later when the van at last reached its destination. David’s heart stopped with the van’s engine. The air grew colder, and he began to shiver. What next? Had he only been able to shake free this would be his moment. He pitied himself for not having done more in the hours he spent traveling. Had he only exerted more effort at loosening his bindings he could be free. Foxes gnawed their own limbs off to escape hunters’ traps and yet he could do nothing more than lie on his side helplessly in the most excruciating car ride in his life. He tried one last desperate time. Stretch. Pull. Stretch. The ties only cut into his wrists more. He grunted wildly, fearfully.


The front door slammed shut and the sound of the man’s footsteps crackled over a gravel bed, one after the other. Crunch. Crunch. Like someone chewing a cube of ice. Then silence. David held his breath, wondering what was next. The door slid open and a pair of large hands grabbed and pulled. He grunted more and struggled as best he could, but it did little other than to say that he wasn’t going without a fight. The man had him in his arms, moving him like a caring parent would transport his sleeping child to bed. With each second that passed the entire ordeal grew more surreal. He had to be dreaming. It had to be a joke, someone teaching him a lesson. Yes, his mother paid someone to take him. She told the person to wait for him on Fourth Street when he came by. He heard her remark in his wary mind. “Grab him and give him a scare. I can guarantee he won’t ever go to the south end again.” 


His mother would never say such things. She would never put him through such an ordeal as rotten as he had been. Which only meant that the entire kidnapping was real. As the man walked with David secure in his arms the boy grew limp. He gave up the struggle for the time being, as he had no energy left with which to fight. 

   
How different life would be for everyone now that he was gone. His mother would stress less, his sister would smile more, and his friends might find better kids with whom to socialize. He remembered watching that movie during the Christmas season about the man who got to see what life would be like if he had never been born and then realized that he had made a positive impact. The disappearance of David Ferris would have no such impact. The sun would shine again for many who had waited a long time for the dark clouds to part. Perhaps this was a good thing. Perhaps it is what God wanted. The only hope for mankind in Fulton was to remove David from the picture. 


Crunch. Crunch.


The man carried him over the bed of gravel, stopped to open a door that led to somewhere unknown. A shed? A house? A dungeon? It wouldn’t be long before he would cut the bindings. His mother would be there. His sister would be there. The joke would be on him. 


He heard a screen door creak open, keys jingle, another door swoosh open and soon after the screen door thwacked closed. It was a house, more than likely. It was hard not knowing. The pictures he had in his little mind of where he was were quite horrifying. He had watched too many movies he shouldn’t have. People taken, tormented, and tortured. His mother would never have allowed him to view such material, but she never knew. David thought these movies were simply fantasy and enjoyed them as such. Now, the memories of each one haunted him as if they represented long forgotten memories that had suddenly returned.


More jingling. Locks clicking and turning. Another door. Another creak. He sensed no light. Though his eyes were still covered with tape he would have detected slivers of light had there been any to perceive. His body bounced as the man walked briskly down a flight of stairs.  Thump. Thump. Thump. A basement? His immurement would be anything less than horrifying no matter where it happened to be. On the other hand, maybe imprisonment is not what the man had in mind. 

He released David gently, placing his body on a cold, dirt-covered floor. David heard the rattling of chains shortly before the man grabbed his wrists and cut the plastic zip ties that held them snugly together. He had two seconds of relief before the man placed a metal cuff  around each wrist, which were connected by a chain between them. The bindings were a bit more comfortable than the ties, but comfort was the last thing on his mind. He replaced the zip ties on his legs with a set of cuffs on his ankles. It was official. He was a prisoner in this monster’s jail. This was no prank. 



The man ripped the tape from David’s eyes with one swift pull, like a band-aid from an old cut. I promise it won’t hurt, Davey. It will only take a second. His father always had band-aid duty. David blinked fiercely to adjust to the darkness. There before him in the shadows of some dingy unknown place was the hulking figure lurking and breathing heavily. The man reached forward and pulled the gag from David’s mouth. David immediately fell to his knees and vomited. He was finally free to be a prisoner. 


The man waited patiently as David hunkered over in agony, coughing and spitting. His chains rattled as he wretched much like the chains of Bob Marley in Scrooge. It felt good to be able to breath through his mouth again. He took in the dusty air and sneezed heavily. As he leaned over only a breath away from the dirty ground he saw the bolt that held the leg irons to the ground thanks to the shards of light that emanated from some unknown place.  It was large and not so much screwed into the cement as it was a part of it, as if the man had poured the basement floor around it. The boy thought, in a single instance, that escaping from the bindings would be impossible.


“Oh God,” he muttered, coughing up the remaining vomit from his throat. He wanted to stand, but this would mean having to face the beast. David knew he was still there in the dark watching him struggle. He waited as long as he could before deciding that it might take standing before he would leave. Once gone, David could concentrate on how he would escape. Yes, there had to be a way to break free. Given a will there is a way. 


David rose to his feet shakily, feeling the weight of the heavy chains on his wrists and ankles. He reached a straight pose and before him stood the shadow of the beast, his hands on his hips. David’s eyes were adjusting more fully to the grey surroundings. It wasn’t absurdly dark after all. Light seeped in from various corners of the basement and gave hints as to what was there to keep him company.


“Take me home,” David said, though it seemed silly to suggest. It came more naturally out of fear and loss of words. The man listened, breathing heavily but did not agree to this command. “Please.”


“Don’t scream.” The beast sounded more like a poet with his velvety first words, so calm and commanding. “If you scream I’ll gag you again.”


Oddly, David hadn’t thought of screaming. The man’s advice gave him a clue that he may be in a location where other people lived close by. He was so close, but so far away from the one person who might be able to save him from the nightmare.  “What do you want?”


This request for information went unanswered. The man turned around and made his way up the basement steps as David watched awe-stricken. His stomach trembled and he realized in the heat of the moment that he was wetting his pants. “Jesus,” he screeched in a half cry. Urine trickled down his legs as he fumbled to undue his pants. “Come on,” he said. 


“Who are you?” asked a nearby voice.

The whispered inquiry spun him around on his feet as he was in the middle of relieving his bladder. His chains rattled and he backed his body against a cold brick wall. Once again seized by terror he buttoned his pants, though he wasn’t finished urinating. With vomit and urine soiling the area it wouldn’t be long before the damp air clouded with foul scents. 

“Who’s there?” David cried.


“I’m over here,” said the voice. David didn’t know whether to feel relieved or frightened. This was not the same voice that had first called to him. One came from his left and the other his right.

“What’s going on here?” David asked. “Where are you? Who are you?”


He heard chains that weren’t his own shake and spin on either side of him. Slowly through the shadows two figures emerged, one on either side of him. He saw them, but couldn’t make out details. He loosened his grasp on the wall and swallowed to get control over his breathing. 


“We were brought here like you,” said the voice to his right. It was the voice of a young girl. “I’ve been here the longest,” said the voice on his left. It was a boy. David didn’t know which way to turn. He did know that he was relieved not to have to endure such horror alone.
“How long have you been here?” David asked, grabbing deep breaths of musty air. He pulled toward his left as far as he could, but the chains kept him from getting more than a foot. He judged that each of his fellow inmates was about two arms lengths away. 


“Six days,” said the boy. David was hoping he was going to tell him he had been there a month or two. He had been there the longest, but six days wasn’t a long time at all. His stomach fluttered. 


“Three days for me,” said the girl. Her voice was trembling. She sounded younger than him.


“There was another kid here when I first got here, but the guy came and got him. I heard screaming upstairs.” David quickly read between the lines, as painful as it was to do so. “We’re in trouble.”


No kidding. Did he only realize this?


David swallowed hard. The beast was a serial kidnapper. How could one person abduct so many children and get away with it? The question haunted him as he relived his own experience in his mind. A man as cunning as this could do it repeatedly and escape detection each time. 


David licked his lips. They were dry. He hadn’t eaten or drank anything in what seemed like days. “I’m thirsty.” He recalled his last drink. It was a Dixie cup filled to the brim with Pepsi. He had gotten it before going to his room for the night. His mother preferred him to drink milk, but he never did. Wine, yes. Milk, forget about it.

“He comes regularly with food and water,” the girl said. “What’s your name?”


David hardly heard her question. He was plotting an escape. He pulled his hands back in hopes of freeing them from the binders.  There had to be a way to beat this guy. The binders dug into the base of his hands above the wrists as he pulled futilely. A surge of pain shot up each arm. His wrists were too thin. He remembered reading about Billy the Kid and how he was able to escape handcuffs easily because he had thick wrists and small hands. Had he only been blessed with such attributes. 


“My name is Sarah,” the girl said. 


David relaxed his hands in temporary defeat. “Oh,” he returned. “Sorry. I’m David. David Ferris.”


“I’m Sam,” said the boy. “I live in Scranton.”


Who cares? This was David’s first thought, but he remembered he wasn’t in the school lunchroom. He sucked in a deep breath. “Where’s that?”


“Pennsylvania,” the girl answered. “I live in Virginia. What about you?”


David pondered, putting the pieces together. He swallowed hard. He felt tears welling in his eyes again. “New York.”


Chains rattled in despair to his left. “That means in six days this guy has been cruising all over the east coast grabbing kids from the streets.”


David hunkered down on his bottom and wiped his eyes. He didn’t want to speak. He didn’t want them to know that he was crying, though he sensed their understanding. 


“Are you okay, David?”


He wasn’t okay. He was on the edge of a new life. A new world. Nothing in his wildest dreams could have prepared him for having to face his own demise. “I thought my mother was behind this.” He laughed awkwardly. “She was only teaching me a lesson not to walk dark streets alone at night. I was so stupid.” He buried his head in his knees and sobbed. Nobody spoke while David basked in misery. They had gone through the same motions on their first days. 


“He grabbed me in the daylight,” Sarah said, breaking the short silence. “He pulled up alongside my bike that I had parked on the curb. I almost finished the combination . . .”


“He did the same thing to me,” Sam added with a whisper of regret. “He’s going to kill us if we don’t get out of here.”


This bit of insight did not sound proper coming from the mouth of someone so young. Kill. It wasn’t simply a meaningless word tossed about in the paper or in the movies. In the context of his own life it was quite frightening to hear. Images of his demise at the hands of a gun or knife caused him to shudder. He felt the pain physically and mentally. 


“Okay,” David said, stifling his own fear, “What do we know that will help us here, guys?” David wondered aloud. He paced back and forth going as far left and right as his chains would allow. He rattled like Casper the Friendly Ghost.

“Um,” Sam pondered. “He comes usually once a day, but sometimes every two days.”


“He’s big,” Sarah said. “Very big and strong.”


David stopped while facing his right. He squinted to see the small figure beside him. He knew nothing about this kid, yet their fates had been intertwined and that was all he needed to know for the moment. “I can see you a little.”


“I can see you too,” Sam said. “When you go pee you have to face the stairs otherwise you’ll have to sit in it. He never let’s us out to use the levorotary.”


David wondered if the boy could smell his recent excretion or if he was giving advance notice of what David had already learned on his own. “Levorotary? Pee? You must have grown up with the Cleaver clan.”


“Who’s that?” he asked, his voice sounding as dry as David’s felt.


“Never mind,” David said, picking up his pace again. “What else do we know that can help us? Think?”


“There is no way out of these chains,” Sarah said, pulling her hands apart until the chain between them became taut. 


“Right,” David noted. He pulled at his hair. “Oh, my God, how did we let this happen? Those classes we took never prepared you for the guy who sneak attacks you. They should have had a scenario that dealt with that.”


“I keep thinking about the one thing I did learn from those safety lessons that might have helped me . . . be aware of your surroundings. I wasn’t paying any attention to my surroundings, and if I had paid better attention it might have made a difference.”


David remembered seeing the van from a distance before deciding to venture down Fourth Street. His only thought was that is was unusual, but he never imagined there would be someone inside waiting to take him. Who would think of that?


“Well, I was paying attention and it didn’t help. You can’t possibly be worried every second of the day that someone is going to kidnap you. What kind of life would that be?” 


“Did you watch the stranger danger video with the kid who was tricked into the van thinking he was going to be on television?” Sam asked, almost as if they were chatting over Sunday brunch.

David wondered what this had to do with anything. “You remind me of my little sister,” he said.


“I think that’s the same one I saw,” Sarah offered.  David figured she was trying to be kind.

The floorboards creaked above their heads. The three waited patiently and listened, as if hearing the footsteps would give them some secret as to how they should pursue their plot. The beast wandered from room to room upstairs, and with each creak David flinched. 


“I don’t know if it’s better to hear him or not hear him,” Sarah remarked, her voice anxious. 


David, tired from an exhausting and uncomfortable trip, dropped to the ground and dragged himself to the wall. Sam squatted on the dirt floor as close as he could get to David. Sarah sighed. 


“Whenever I was in school,” Sam began, “I used to think I would rather be anywhere else. My teacher, Mrs. Carlson, is kind of strict, but I guess she’s not that bad. I would go to school every day of every year to get out of this place.”


David recalled Fulton. It was sometimes crazy, but he enjoyed it there. He didn’t find attending school a burden, but an odd pleasure, like the buzz he got from a glass of alcohol. 

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” David asked, feeling as if he might drift off. He hadn’t slept in a long time, though he lost track of the hours. 


“No,” Sarah answered.


“I have a little brother, Will,” Sam said. “He’s probably asleep now. We share a room. Our house has three bedrooms, but he he’s not ready for his own room so my mother and father make me stay with him.” After a brief pause he added,  “I’ll bet he’s sleeping with them now.”

Six days without Sam. Six long days. David only imagined there was a national manhunt on for the guy who took him, while in the meantime David’s disappearance probably hadn’t even been realized. 


“I have a sister,” David said, thinking of Toni and how she was probably asleep having no idea what she would wake to discover. “She’s a good sister.”


David’s eyes slid shut, and though he heard Sarah saying something in the background he could not comprehend what it was because his mind went into shutdown mode like a computer that had been on idle for a long period of time. All went dark as he retreated within himself in spite of the uncomfortable conditions.


There in that world of sleep he saw a series of haunting images. There was no sound, but only flashes, as if he were peering through a view master. Him, at six, sitting on his father’s shoulders. Toni and he posing for their first day of school. Him at the river bank holding up the fish he had pulled from the water. His father feeding his mother a piece of wedding cake. Toni asleep in the car after a day at the beach. Him in his Halloween costume . . . an Army soldier. 


The stills flickered endlessly through his rest, and he enjoyed each one because they were real and brought the past close to him at a time when he needed it most. In the same instance, the stills made him wonder about the reality of the present. Even in the absence of his father why couldn’t they have had more moments like those featured in those past glimpses?

Sometimes I feel like I would rather be at work. His mother told him this one day. She worked so much, and this he sometimes regretted, but did he ever give her reason to stay home? The way you torment her it’s so wonder she has anxiety. Could his sister’s problem be his own fault? 


David woke with a start and began to sob. “I’m bad,” he said, though he didn’t think anyone was listening. 


“No you’re not,” Sam said softly, with much care. His encouragement went straight to David’s heart, and it was rare that anyone had this effect on him. 


“No, Sam,” David said. “I am. It’s all my fault. Everything. This whole kidnapping might just be the best thing to happen to my family. Does that give you an idea of how bad I was?”


After a short pause Sam said, “Well, sometimes kids think they’re bad, but they really aren’t. Only the day before I was taken, do you want to know what I did?”


David did not respond, though it wasn’t from a lack of curiosity. Sam didn’t come across to him as the type of boy who did anything wrong. Surely his sins paled in comparison to David’s.

“I pitched a bunch of stones at the aluminum door in the front of my house and left about half a dozen dents in it. My parents were as mad as I ever saw them. They asked me if I did it and I didn’t know what to say so I blamed Will.”


David laughed, surprising himself with this unexpected emotion. “Did he get in trouble?”


“Grounded,” Sam stated without a hint of remorse. “I never said a word, but I gave Will five dollars from my bank.”

“I guess money does solve all problems,” David mumbled.


Sarah, who had remained silent through their conversation added, “Even a pocketful of cash would do nothing for us now. I probably couldn’t even bribe my way out of here and I have lots of money in the bank.”


David took the bait. “How much is a lot?” he asked, thinking about how Dylan always boasted a large bank account even though he knew Dylan would be lucky to have a quarter in savings.


“I would say about seven thousand dollars,” she said. “My mother makes me save everything I get from birthday funds to allowance.”


“What good is allowance if you can’t spend it?” Sam asked with a snicker.


“Really,” David stated. “It’s like buying worms to catch fish, but then letting them go in the woods before you drop a line.”


“I’ll get it someday,” Sarah stated, not convincing them that she was happy with the situation. “Still, it would be nice to get a few bucks to spend every once in awhile.”


“Spending is like an addiction,” David said. “Like gambling or drinking. You’re either a spender or you’re not. Once you start spending, you don’t spend only a little. You spend it all.”


Sarah sighed. “You sound like my father. He still has the first penny he made, and he earned it when he was six selling lemonade. He’s an accountant now.”


Upstairs the beast began to stir again. As he walked, the floorboards vibrated ominously, and the three paused to hear where those steps were headed. Each hoped they didn’t lead to the basement door. 


“What does an accountant do?” Sam asked, finally breaking the silence.


Sarah didn’t answer right away, as her ear was still to the ceiling. When finally she felt reassured that the beast was not paying them a visit she whispered, “Counts money,”

“It sounds like the perfect job for him,” Sam said.

“How long was I asleep for jus then?” David asked yawning. 


“About a half hour,” Sarah answered. “And don’t yawn because it makes me want to.”

“A half hour!” David exclaimed. “My God this day is endless. I thought I had been asleep for at least ten hours. “Don’t you two ever sleep?”


“Not really,” Sam said. “It’ll be daylight soon. The windows down here are painted, but you can tell when the sun is out.”


David, finding renewed energy said, “Then we better start thinking about what we’re going to do to get out of here before that maniac comes back to get one of us. Here we’ve been acting like we’re in a support group for lost kids and that guy is up there deciding when the best time is to come fetch one of us.”


He sprang to his feet. He kicked up his right leg and then his left. The cuffs tore into his feet. He pulled back his arms as hard as he could, but only managed to do more damage to his hands. He felt that his wrists were torn and mangled. Even if he succeeded in getting his hands free he would still be stuck.


“There’s no way out unless I cut off my feet and hands,” David complained, panting heavily. “We’ll have to be more creative.” He turned in Sam’s direction. “Did you see him take the other kid?”


“It was dark,” Sam said. “He warned him not to run or make a sound and then he unchained him. He had to unchain him to take him.”

David licked his lips again. His stomach growled. His pants were wet. He ignored it. Nothing mattered except getting free. Not simply to save his life, but to return home and show the world who he could be. “Our only chance then is to make a move when he takes the chains off. We did learn something from that safety class, even it wasn’t how to avoid capture. We have to kick, scream, and run. The others probably went without a fight because they were scared and thought if they listened to him they would be safe.”


“I don’t know if I can fight him,” Sarah said, her voice trembling with a mix of fear and excitement.


“You have to!” David hissed. “It’s your only hope, Sarah. If you go without trying to get away you’ll never make it. Those screams aren’t coming from kids he’s letting walk out the front door.”


“You can do it, Sarah,” Sam encouraged. “The first one of us to get free will try. It’s a good plan. At least it’s better than nothing.”


David felt his first surge of hope since the beginning of the ordeal. He didn’t want their plot to end with a simple plan of action. As long as he could stay awake he intended to add to it. “Can you find stones in arms reach to throw at him?”


None of his two new friends answered with words, but with action. He heard them scramble to the floor in frantic fervor. He did the same, dropping to his knees and spreading his hands out flat over the floor searching for anything that he could use as a weapon.


“I can’t find a stone, but I think I have a stick,” Sam said. “A long one.”

“I found a rock,” Sarah said. “It’s a small one, maybe the size of a golf ball.”


“It’ll work if you make it count,” David said.  


He continued to search but the ground had nothing to offer except handfuls of powdery dirt. Then it occurred to him that the dirt might work as a useful tool. He could toss it in the beast’s eyes after getting unchained. Yes, it would work. He made a pile of dirt at his feet. He smiled. Yes, a smile for his cleverness. David would not go down without a fight. In the end, if anything, he would leave the world with his dignity.


“This is scary,” Sam said. He held onto his stick tightly. It was the size of a ruler, but splintered. “This piece of wood has a pointy top too.” 


“We’re all scared,” Sarah said, wrapping her fingers around the stone. She sat back down, and propped herself against the wall. David and Sam did the same. 


“I wonder if I’ll really be able to stab him with this thing,” Sam said. He pantomimed the thrust action several times as if his target were in front of him.


“Just keep telling yourself that it’s either him or you, and don’t hesitate because you’re not going to have all day to make a move.”


“What if he doesn’t come to me first?” he asked. “The stick is no good unless he’s close enough to reach with it.”


“I don’t know,” David said. “Take off your shoes and throw them at him. Heck, we can even use these chains. Just wait until he’s so close that you can smell his breath. Stab him or hit him with that rock, Sarah, and then after he lurches forward jump up and wrap your wrist chains around his neck. Hold on and squeeze as tight as you can. If he—”


“We get it,” Sarah said. “Spare us the details, please. We don’t need to hear about his face turning blue or him gasping for air.”


“You seemed to have covered that one just fine,” David answered. “Let’s just rest for now.” He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the cold stone. The silence of the other two indicated they were in agreement with his suggestion. 

David had no idea if his wild ideas of overcoming their captor would work, but he knew if the man came to him first he would use every ounce of his strength to make him suffer, even if it didn’t lead to his vindication. As angry as he had been these past couple of years it did not compare to the rage that was sweeping through every part of his body in thinking about this man who was trying to steal away his life. 

The beast wouldn’t get him without a fight. That much David knew. 

Chapter 5

As hard as he tried and as exhausted as he was, David couldn’t fall asleep in the hours after his previous half hour long catnap. Sarah managed to drift in and out, but Sam didn’t blink the entire time. He admitted that he only slept when his body gave up on him. He worried about not waking. His fear was like a speed drug and it kept his adrenaline pumping to the point where he was in a state of continuous alertness. 


As the sun rose, shards of light brightened the drab room. He could see Sarah and Sam along with his surroundings with much more clarity. The basement didn’t look any differently than most basements he had seen in the past. Old junk like bed frames, tools, and boxes cluttered large portions of the space. Aside from his set of chains and that of his friends he saw three other sets spaced evenly apart down the length of the far wall on which they all waited as prisoners in a twisted and deadly game. 


He saw only two basement windows to his right and each one was covered with black paint except for small portions here and there where the light sneaked through. It was as Sam had described. The painted windows signaled to David that they were probably not far from other houses. Those windows called to him, and it ached not to answer their beckon to freedom. Ten feet away awaited the promise land with little hope of reaching it. 


David remained on his bottom with his back against the wall. He eyed his pile of dirt, which kept him hopeful that he would be able to use it as an aid in his escape. He yearned for food or drink, but thought he would rather starve to death than have the man pay them a visit. His need to go to the bathroom became so frequent that he was forced to sit in his own puddles of urine, which he eventually had to regard as an insignificant detail compared to the bigger problem. He had to remain focused.


He reviewed the escape scene in his mind repeatedly. He wouldn’t waste a second after those cuffs came off. He would throw one hard foot into the man’s groin, and haul off with a vicious fist to the cheek when he slumped forward, much the same way he had unloaded on Jim Varton the previous day. Was it only a day ago? It seemed like years since then. The incident reminded him of his troubles back home, which he knew he did not want to dwell upon given his current and more serious situation. First things first.

“Listen,” Sam called frantically at one point. Sarah popped up from her sleep with a start. Footsteps clomped across the wooden planks after a long period of silence. “He’s in the kitchen. He’ll probably bring us something to eat.”


David honed in on the creaking floorboards, the sound of which raised his skin. He was up there lurking, creeping, waiting to pounce. “How do you know he’s in the kitchen?”

“Because you can hear him doing the dishes every now and again. He always uses the microwave too. The thing is always beeping.”


“He’s too busy kidnapping kids to prepare home cooked meals,” Sarah said.


“Yeah,” David acknowledged. “I wouldn’t think three course meals would be his thing.”


“He won’t be up there long,” said Sam. “He’s usually home only at night.”


“Did you get a look at him?” David asked holding his gaze upward.


“He’s scary,” Sarah added hugging herself. “It’s horrible when he comes because you don’t know what he has in mind. When he brought you down here last night I thought he was coming to get me or Sam. I almost screamed, but thought if I did he would remember I was there and take me.”


“You’re not going to be able to hide from him forever,” David said. “Just keep telling yourself that it’s either you or him. Get mad.”


“I am mad!” she said.


“Good,” David added, the intensity building between them.

The footsteps gradually faded as the beast moved to some other part of the house. The three stood anxiously in wait, wondering if he would come down. After a minute or so David dropped onto his bottom, damp and sore though it was. He leaned his head against the wall.


“So, how old are you guys?” he asked, intent on forgetting he was in a life and death situation and wondering why he hadn’t asked them sooner. “No, let me guess . . . Sam, you’re thirteen and Sarah, you’re eleven.”


“Just the opposite,” Sam said. “I only turned eleven last month. At my party my mother buried all these prizes in the backyard and my friends and I went on a treasure hunt. She gave us all maps and it felt like we were real treasure hunters. I had ice cream cake. You know the kind with the cookie pieces in it? It was sooooo good.” Sam recited those last lines as if even heaven’s embrace couldn’t compare to the luxury of a piece of ice cream cake.

“I had a sleepover at my last party,” Sarah said sullenly. “It was me and seven other girls running around like lunatics and talking about boys.” She laughed. “My mother and father went crazy. We stayed up all night.”


David saw visions of their memories in his mind and those pictures took him to another place not so scary.  Then he saw his own cozy house complete with his mother and sister sitting at the kitchen table and smiling at one of his silly faces. David wasn’t bad every second of the day. Occasionally he entertained them. Yes, in his mind he was there and he had never been happier. It was strange how loss brought realization of what was had. 

“What about you, David?” she asked. “What was your last party?”


It didn’t come to him straight away. He had turned twelve six months before and it was a hazy memory, but still it was there, buried beneath so many other things. “It wasn’t anything special, I guess. It was only me and my friends from the neighborhood. Cake and ice cream. Nothing over the top.” He wanted to tell them about how he checked the mail days before and days after his birthday in hopes that his father wrote to him or sent him a card, but he resisted. Yet, he couldn’t help but think in his present situation if his father might show up after hearing of his disappearance. Would he ever know? How would he feel when he learned that it was his departure from the home that caused it all to happen? Maybe not directly, but in a butterfly effect sort of way.  Then again, had he only listened to his mother and stayed away from the south end things may have been different. Where indeed had the path to the present moment begun? Birth? At ten? At the street corner when he decided to take the shortcut? Philosophers would debate.  


“I think next year I’ll do something more exciting, like a theme park or something,” Sam said. “I’ll go on all the rides until I’m so sick that I can’t move.”


“I’ll probably just have a regular party with friends and family,” Sarah said, clearly savoring the thoughts. 


David thought that this made sense. What else in the world could matter more when given a serious chance to reflect upon it? David scowled at the things taken for granted by the everyday person who dared to treat life as if it were a forgone conclusion to having been born. He knew better now and yet what did it take? What a world it would be if one could possess the wisdom and insight of somebody who has lived through a thousand tragedies. He had been selfish. He had been mean. He knew it then and now even more so.


David thought deeply about what he would do at thirteen. Part of him wondered if it mattered. Sam must have been thinking the same thing because he allowed the conversation a dark turn when he said, “I think we should do something . . . we should all think of something we want our families to know in case . . . one of us escapes and the rest of us don’t. I mean, that way our families—”


“I get it,” David said, hesitant to deal in such negativity. 


“I’m sorry,” Sam said, his voice growing shaky. “But it might be a good thing to do.”


“Just shut up, Sam, will you,” David retorted. “Stick to the plan.”

Their conversation ended abruptly, led by David who fell out of it quick after Sam’s suggestion. Silence followed, and then several more tiring and mind bending hours characterized by bouts of talking and waves of quiet time. When David felt his body cramping he rattled his way through a series of awkward jumping jacks, which drew laughs from his new friends.


“What?” David inquired with insult. “At least I’m not just sitting there. I need to keep my blood pumping. It’s the only way I’ll have enough energy for the big fight. I’ll tell you this guy has no idea what he’s in for. Not to mention, I feel like I’m starting to go crazy just sitting here. I’m seeing things in the dark that aren’t there.” He pantomimed a series of punches into the air.

“Did you ever get in a fight, David?” Sam asked, his innocent curiosity bubbling. Sam didn’t know the life David led. With two white collar parents in the home who doted on him and his little brother, the only adversity he had ever needed to overcome was his booster shots.


David continued his rattle fest in earnest. “I’ve been in a few,” he boasted, though omitting his most recent scuffle. He wasn’t as proud of that fight as he had been a day earlier.


“You don’t look like a big tough guy,” Sarah giggled. “You look kind of lanky.”


David paused in his exercise routine. “You mean I have to be big and muscular to be tough?” 


“I suppose not,” she answered shyly, “but it helps.”


“Listen, little lady,” David said mockingly. “I’ll have you know that being a good fighter has nothing to do with muscle power. It has more to do with how far you’re willing to go to win. Besides, I look pretty good without a shirt. I got a six-pack going on like you never seen.”

Sarah immediately burst out laughing. 


“What?” David said offensively. Was it that evident he was full of baloney? He wondered.


“You don’t have any drinks over there,” Sam stated, referring to David’s six-pack.


Sarah laughed even harder. “It would be easier to find a six pack a soda down in this place than it would be to find a six pack of abs.”


“Laugh it up,” David said with a smile as he started his jumping routine again. After ten minutes of continuous bouncing he dropped like a stone, panting like a dog in summer. “Holy cow.”

Sarah started clapping. “Good job, David. You’re ready for the Olympics.”


Sam giggled. “The Special Olympics.”


David scooped up the pile of dirt he had waiting for the beast and threw it at Sam. The handful of powdered earth crossed over the gap and clouded Sam’s face. “Hey,” he said. He began coughing. “That’s disgusting. Aren’t you saving that for him?”

“Look around buddy. We may not have a toilet, food, or clean clothes, but we have plenty of dirt. So show some respect for your elders.”


“How old are you anyway?” Sam asked. “You sound like you could be nine or ten.”


David couldn’t tell if the boy was serious or if he was only playing with him. “I’m nearly thirteen, Sherlock, and I’ve been told my voice is extremely masculine.”


“Oh sure,” Sarah said. “I’ll bet you sing soprano in the choir.”


“First of all,” David said raising a finger that nobody could see but him, “I refuse to have anything to do with a class that involves singing, and second of all, I don’t even know what soprano means.”


“It means you have a girl voice,” Sam said. “That’s okay, though, I’ve been told I have a girl voice too. My mother told me it would get deeper when I went through puberty.”


“I don’t have a girl voice!” David shrieked, suddenly not liking the idea of being teased. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been the brunt of a joke. Surely it had been years. Back home, had anyone said the things Sam had said, David would have knocked his block off.


“Well, Sammy, I have to tell you, one day ago had I seen you on the street and you said that to me I would have beaten the heck of you.” David was speaking more for himself to hear than anyone else. He wondered if he really had changed that much in twenty-four hours or if he was only kidding himself. He wondered what life would be like if the beast upstairs handed him the key and sent him on his way. Would he return to his old ways? 

“Why?” Sam asked.  


“What?” David said, sidetracked.


“Why would you want to beat me up on the street?”


There came a short pause. “I told you . . . I’m bad.” David spoke not in pride, but shame. “Not cool bad. Just bad.”


“Not as bad as the guy upstairs,” Sarah suggested. David turned toward her voice.


He smiled with new perception. “That’s right, Sarah. Not as bad as him. So, I guess in some sense I’m good.”

“Better than some, but worse than others,” she said, her voice traveling through the dark like a priest’s voice in a confessional. 


David repeated her words silently. He contemplated their meaning. Was it a good thing that there were other people out there worse than him? Sure, he knocked a couple of kids around and did some lousy things, but murder? Terror? A sin was a sin, was it not?


David shook his head. “Bad is bad, Sarah. There’s no difference. It’s just that bad at twelve looks different then bad at forty or fifty. But it’s all the same.”


“There is one difference,” she said, as David began to despair. “You’re not bad. You’re good and only acted bad.”


It was like catching a shooting star to listen to her words of encouragement. He thought maybe he would learn a lesson much too late to do anything about it. “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s play a game. I played it once in a while at home with my sister Toni. It’s called Would you Rather.”

“I know that game,” Sam chimed. “Let me go first. Would you rather . . . spend a week underwater in a glass dome or spend a week on the moon?”


“Underwater,” David said. 


“I think I would rather go into outer space for a week,” Sarah said. “Imagine being among the stars and looking down on the earth from inside a vast crater. There’s nothing to see underwater except smelly old fish.”


“There’s nothing smelly about fish,” David defended. “Some of them glow. There’s an entire world at the ocean floor that most humans never get to see firsthand. To be part of that would be an awesome thing. We would take trips to the ocean when my father lived with us and everyone would be freezing within minutes of stepping in. I would spend two hours at a time floating and diving through the waves. There’s something so peaceful about ocean. When you’re out there on your back looking into the sky the only thing you see is water on every side of you and it’s like you’re alone and at peace,, but safe at the same time . . .that was a good question, Sam.”

“Thanks,” he said cheerfully. “I pick Sarah to go next.”


“Oh, joy,” she said. “Would you rather live without being able to walk until you were eighty or live healthy until seventy?”


“Oh, boy,” Sam said. “That’s a tough one. I guess if we’re talking a whole life time I would rather live with the use of my legs until I was seventy. Seventy is a long time.”


“I don’t know,” David thought. “Ten years is a long time to deduct from your life. People who can’t walk can do lots of things.”


“I think I would rather live until eighty without having the use of my legs,” Sarah said. “It’s your turn, Dave.”


“Don’t call me, Dave,” David remarked with a sneer. “I hate that. It’s a pet peeve. It literally turns my stomach to hear someone call me Dave. Even Davey is better than Dave. Yuk.”


“What’s so bad about, Dave?” she asked. “It’s not a big difference. “It’s not like your name is Richard and someone is calling you—”


“I get it,” David said. “I just don’t like it. Call me David. Now, for my turn . . . would you rather we never have met, or all of us get out of this safe and healthy?”


“Well,” Sam said. “I guess if we can get out of here safe and healthy than the rest will be worth it. I feel like you guys are my best friends.”


“Imagine that,” Sarah said. “We would never have met if it weren’t for this terrible thing. We would have lived worlds apart never knowing that each of us existed. Yet, here we all are from Pennsylvania, New York and Virginia living a lifetime together just because . . . don’t you think there’s more to this than coincidence?”


“You didn’t answer the question,” David reminded.


“Well of course if we get out safe I wouldn’t regret what happened. Meeting you guys isn’t the big problem here. It’s probably the only thing that’s keeping me sane.”


David closed his eyes and buried his face in his knees for a couple of minutes. The other two fell silent as well. When he picked his head up again he was ready to move on. “All right, Sam, go ahead then with those words you wanted to say earlier. Just in case, I guess.”


“What?” Sam asked. “

“Go ahead if you want to say something to your parents. We’ll listen.”

There was a short silence, during which David heard sniffles in Sarah’s direction. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” she said. “I mean, we have our escape plan. We can all get out of here.”


“No, no,” came Sam’s voice. “I want to. Um . . . just tell my mother that Will can have my bike. He’s not old enough to ride it, but when he’s a little bigger.  Tell my father that I’m sorry. I know he’ll be sad. Tell them I said I love them and that they were the greatest parents and brother I could have.”


David shook his head, despondent. What were they really accomplishing? Were the last words only a way to grab a bit of comfort or did Sam truly believe his words would reach his parents ears by some other means than through his own mouth? David felt the answer was quite simple. They would all get out or none would.  


“Sarah,” David called. “Are you okay?”


“No, I’m not okay,” she wailed. “This is it. We’re going to die in this house and our parents will never know what happened to us. It’s just like on the news when you see it happening. Our lives are over. Their lives will never be the same. I’m so scared and the last thing I wanted to hear were last words. We have to get out. We have to.”


David heard the commotion with her chains, and though the area was dully lit he could see her pulling at them frantically. He knew it would do her no good.  “Calm down, Sarah,” he offered. 


“I don’t want to be calm!” she screamed. “I want my family. I have to get out of here.”


As Sarah bellowed in self pity, the basement door opened with a menacing squeal. Sarah froze in her spot. A splinter of light from above crept down the stairs one step at a time. David’s heart stopped. He swallowed hard and grabbed a handful of dirt from the floor. 


“Get ready,” he whispered as low as he could to the other two. 


Peripherally he saw Sam rise to his feet. Sarah leaned over and got back up quickly. 


“Stay calm,” David whispered. “Remember the plan. This is it.”


The stairs creaked as the man proceeded down them slowly, indulging in the torment he was causing them. David could never imagine, not in his wildest dream day or night, a more frightening situation. His eyes were wide and his hands shaking so badly that the dirt was spilling from them with every tremble. The horrible figure reached the bottom of the steps and walked over to them holding two plates of food, which he promptly set on the ground without a word. When the plates were issued, he remained there, staring, his arms folded or perhaps at his sides. David focused on the plates of food, while inching back as close to the wall as he could get. The man had placed the plates in between him and Sarah. David couldn’t tell what was on them. As hungry as he was, he had no interest in the food at all.

After a minute or so of unbearable silence the man retrieved a set of keys from his pocket and turned on Sam with much reserve. In a sense, he was relieved that it was Sam being unshackled and not him, but his mind raced with thoughts of what Sam must be feeling. He had his stick, hopefully, and would use it as planned. David squeezed the dirt in his hand, prepared to throw it at the right time. 


The beast proceeded to unshackle Sam’s hands and then his feet, taking for granted that his prisoner would simply follow some unwritten rule of conduct out of fear. Sam would do no such thing.  He would fight. He would kick. He would run. Then what if he escaped? Would the beast flee to avoid being captured? If so, would he leave he and Sarah or take care of business before he left? It didn’t matter, he thought. It was too late to do anything about it. All he could do was watch and wait. 

The beast unfastened Sam’s shackles and the boy didn’t waste a second of unhindered time.  He let forth a war cry that filled the basement as he raised his arm with lightning speed and thrust the jagged stick into the man’s chest, striking true.  The beast bellowed and immediately grabbed for the object, which remained buried in the meat of his chest. Sam tossed out one of his feet into the man’s groin and David threw his handful of dirt. 


“Run, Sam!” Sarah cried. 


Indeed, Sam pushed by the injured maniac and fled to the stairs in frantic motion. He clomped up each step statically and was only halfway there when the beast stumbled after him. Sarah tossed her stone at him and it struck him on the back. He wailed hard, but kept going, fast enough to catch up with Sam. He snagged one of the boy’s feet as he charged through the door at the top of the stairs and pulled it out from underneath him. Sam fell to the floor with a thud and with this victory the man screamed, but not in pain. It was an anger cry. 



“Kick him, Sam!” David screamed. “Get out!”


Sam struggled to break free, but the beast’s grip was too tight around his leg. His hand was large and overpowering. He gave Sam one swift yank and the boy’s entire body slid back onto the steps.  With his other hand the man grabbed Sam’s shirt collar and tugged it with so much force that it catapulted him backwards down the steps. He landed on his side at the bottom of the staircase, a crumpled heap. 


“Get up, Sam,” David called. It was a death match without the ring. David saw that Sam’s only chance was to recover quickly, and it didn’t look too promising that this would occur. He was coughing and pushing off the ground with his hands when the man brought a solid foot down upon his back. 


“Oh, God,” Sam said chocking up either dirt or blood. He peered up at David and though David couldn’t see his eyes, he felt them piercing his body.  “Help.”


Those were the last words he heard from Sam. The beast reached down and grabbed him from the floor. He slung him over his shoulder like a lumberjack would carry a log and toted him up the stairs. Sam screamed the entire way.  Sarah stood frozen against the brick wall as if it she could become part of it by will alone. David grabbed his hair with both hands and squeezed his eyes so tightly shut that he thought his eyeballs would implode. His static breathing gave way to a scream that erupted from the depths of his being.

Chapter 6

When David woke up he was surrounded by darkness. He didn’t remember falling asleep and assumed he had fainted shortly after Sam was taken away. The food the man had served was still on his plate, but the other plate was clear. He had never been hungrier in his life, but he didn’t feel like eating. His lips were cracked and bleeding and his throat nearly swollen shut. His head pounded as if he had been hit with a sledge hammer. 


He sat up straight and leaned his back against the wall, wincing from the pain in his muscles and bones. Tears immediately spilled from his eyes as he thought of Sam. He almost made it. He had given it his best shot and almost made it. He had only known the kid a day but felt like they had known each other for years. What was it that he wanted his family to know? David kept track of it in his mind, as if it mattered. He had to start contemplating what he wanted his own family to know. 

“You better eat your food,” Sarah uttered from her spot to his right, obviously hearing his stirring. 

David shook his head vehemently. “No. No. If I’m going to die it’s going to be of starvation. That guy can’t take me. I have to die here. Down here. Now.”


“He’ll get you before that happens,” she said warily, her tone indicative of hopelessness. He could picture her sitting in the dark against the wall staring blankly into the abyss which would eventually consume her, daydreaming of her last dreams and picturing the nightmares that she would have before the end. 

“Then I’ll bash my head against the wall, Sarah.” David resented her casual conviction that the psychopath would have the final word. “Mark my words, he’s not going to get me up those stairs alive.”


She fell silent for a short period then said, “I heard him up there while you were asleep.”

“I don’t want to hear the details,” David snapped. He covered his ears. “Keep them to yourself.” He raised his foot in the air and brought his heel down upon the plate of food. The ceramic dish cracked into several pieces and the food flew in various directions. “I’m sorry.”


Sarah did not respond. Might she have eaten the food he discarded in protest? He wondered. How would it help her? It would only keep her alive to serve his purpose. David uttered a number of expletives as he went back to stomping on the pieces of the shattered plate and the food that was on it. Sweat poured down his face from his long, greasy hair and clouded his vision, which angered him even more. “Son of a . . . I’m going to pull this freaking hair out. No, I’m going to pull his hair out.” He jumped to his feet and yanked on his chains until he thought his wrists were broken. “Come get me!” he yelled. “I’m ready for you. I’m ready!” David turned his body toward the wall and began hammering it with his feet, though not able to lift them extremely high. First his right, and after it became sore he worked on it with his left. “I’m going to kill you.”

In due course, David broke down, exhausted. He fell to the ground on his back and lay there panting. Crying and panting. “I’m gonna . . . kill . . . ”


“Now you have a real weapon,” Sarah said at the height of his breakdown. He had forgotten she was there. He rolled onto all fours, inspired, and savagely grabbed a piece of the broken plate that was nearby. It was a long sharp piece. “I’m sure next time he’ll be more careful,” she added.

“I don’t care about him,” David growled. “I can do it. I can use this to take care of myself before he comes back. There’s an artery in the wrist you can cut. I’ll bleed out. I can do it. I can do it.” He started to cry. 

David flipped his arm over and fanned out his mangled wrist, surprised he hadn’t bled out already. He held the ceramic knife to the emaciated skin beneath the cuff and closed his eyes. He had been in that place before, months after his father left. He remembered vividly holding the Swiss Army knife up to his soft skin, wondering what would happen if he ran it across and trying to decide if such a desperate cry for help would pay off. Back then he knew it was only fantasy that he would follow through, but now he was more than ready to do the job, if only to have the last laugh. 


“I’m sorry, Sarah,” he said, preparing to dig into the heart of his pulsating arm.


“Please, David, no,” she begged. He heard her move for the first time since he had awoken. “Don’t leave me.”


David tried to ignore her, but he couldn’t. He swallowed hard. He added pressure to the knife until he felt it cutting into his skin. One slice. It was all he needed to do. One quick slice. Like his father. The band-aid man. 


“David,” Sarah pleaded. “He’ll take me first.”


He heard her. He couldn’t not hear her. He wanted her to stop talking. Fall asleep for God’s sake. She never slept. It was either she or Sam constantly blabbing. He couldn’t understand how she made it day to day without sleeping. 

“He takes us in order,” she said. “At least that’s how it’s been. If you want to do it then wait until after I’m gone.”


He thought about this proposal. What did he care? He was David Ferris. He didn’t care. Or did he? He pulled the ceramic knife away from his fragile arm. No. He didn’t want to leave her in the dark alone. It would be nobler to wait for her demise. It would mean having to endure another horrific visit by the beast carrying only one plate of food, but he couldn’t ignore Sarah’s request as much as he wanted to. 
Then again, his state of mind was such that he could easily commit to death at the moment, but what about later? He worried. Suddenly, another idea stirred him into action. He didn’t want to give up. He grabbed a second piece of the broken plate and held it out toward her.

“We can both do it,” he said, his hands shaking furtively, still crying. “There are two pieces here. We can do it at the same time. When he gets back he won’t know what to think. We can have the last word.”


“Oh, David,” she said with pity. 

He wondered what this was for. Did she think he was crazy? Could she blame him if he was? Did she really think she was better than he was for being able to remain so calm through all the horror while he fell to pieces? 


“What’s the matter?” he asked. “You’re too good for an end like this?”


“David . . . I don’t think I could bring myself to do that, for one, and anyway I was told that people who commit suicide go straight to hell.”

David lowered his arm. He had expected her to say anything other than that. The face of Father Williams passed through his mind. He hadn’t thought about his religion during the entire time of his captivity. Not for a prayer or anything. “Well . . . I’m a Catholic,” he said, feeling instantly calmed. 

He quickly remembered the necklace his father bought him when he was nine. It was a chain with a medallion on it. On the front was a cross and on the other side a note to anyone who intervened on his behalf should he be stricken somehow. I’m a Roman Catholic. In case of an emergency please contact a priest. 


He thought of this chain and how he wore it for a week then put it aside. Didn’t all kids ignore things of that nature? Out with the old and in with the new. He knew exactly where the chain was, though, and he thought of it tangled up with his socks in the top drawer of his dresser. Even if he had thought to take it out again he probably wouldn’t have put it on, given that the sight of it reminded him of his father, which was too painful.


“Then you should know that you’ll go to hell if you kill yourself,” Sarah said plainly. “Now is a time when we have to trust God most of all. If there is a hell, I don’t want to go there when I die.”

David pondered this notion. Was he not in hell? It hardly seemed fair that in order to earn the respect of the Lord that he had to accept being tortured and killed at the hands of a man who may very well be an incarnate of Satan. 


David fell backward onto his bottom with a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Where was God during his plight? He wondered. He hadn’t thought to ask. He hadn’t remembered to pray. In his faith formation class this past year his teacher taught them how to meditate by closing their eyes and in their minds visit a special place where they could meet Jesus and talk with him. His place was the field where he used to have picnics with his family all those years ago. He hadn’t been there in a long time, but he saw it now in his mind. The tall grass was blowing in the breeze, and the sun sinking beneath the horizon. His heartbeat slowed.


“Sarah?” he called sullenly.


“What?” she answered.


“I’m no good,” he said simply and with conviction. “I mean, I used to be, but the truth is the world would be a better place without me.”


“You’re only twelve,” she said. “Our lives haven’t even begun.”


David shook his head. He wanted to understand. Hadn’t they already agreed that twelve year old kids could be bad too? Sin was not reserved for adults. “I smoke, drink, and get bad grades. Heck, just before I was taken I had broken out half a dozen windows at this kid’s house because he stood up to me at school. I’m a bully. I’m a rotten brother and son and you think you know me because I’m here. Well, maybe I’m supposed to be here. Maybe this is like a punishment.”


Sarah chortled. “Well, I’m in the church choir, get straight A’s, and volunteer at the nursing home every Sunday, so if this ordeal is a punishment for being bad then God made a terrible mistake with me.” 


Did God make mistakes? Did God fit into this puzzle? “I should have been better,” David offered. That’s all I’m saying. I was mad at everyone for a long time and it was all my stupid fault. My father just left one day. He said goodbye like he was only leaving for work and he never came back. He was always there. All the time. Piggy backs to bed, family picnics, school events and church. It was like every kid’s dream.” He had never so much as whispered his father issues to his doctor at home, though they all knew it was at the heart of his troubles. 

His pause was long enough such that Sarah interjected. “So, what happened?”


David shook his head in wonder. “I don’t know. My mother never likes to talk about it, but I think some religious cult brainwashed him. He was big on church, but sometimes he wanted more answers. He asked lots of questions.” David pushed the cuffs up on his arm as far as they could go and rubbed his sore wrists.  “The thing is, I got mad at him the day before he left and I told him I hated him. I never said that in my life. It was over something stupid. I said it, and he left the next day. I never got to apologize. I guess I had it in my head that he left because he thought I didn’t love him.”


“He would have left anyway, David,” Sarah said reassuringly. “Kids say that stuff all the time when they’re angry. Parents understand this. I’ll bet he didn’t think twice about it.” 


David felt tears well in his eyes and for once they were not tears for his fears but for his regret. Not even his mother knew what he had said to his father. It had been a deep dark secret. The kind of secret that would have answered all the questions anyone in his life had about why he couldn’t bring himself to forget those damaging days. 


“It still matters to me,” David said. “It always has.”


Sarah held her silence a bit longer then suggested something he might not have thought of if he had been a prisoner for a year. “Let’s pray together, David.”


David wiped tears from his eyes. He leaned back his head and took in breath through his clogged nose. The power of prayer. Father Williams spoke of this in one of his homilies.  Uncle Charlie, his mother’s brother whom they saw every few months, said that prayer was answered by the mind and not some omnipresent God.  His father argued with Charlie all the time about faith and spirituality. 

“What prayer do you want to say?” David asked, knowing only those few that he learned as a child from the first book of prayers that he got when he was Baptized. 


“I know a Guardian Angel prayer,” she said. “Our angels will listen to us.”


David snickered. What little he knew of his own faith he learned from his father, and he recalled that his father scoffed at the notion of there being a guardian angel for each person. Nowhere in the Bible does it imply that humans are assigned a guardian angel. “My father believed in lots of things, but he didn’t believe in guardian angels.”


Sarah sighed. “Did he believe in angels at all?”


You guys are daddy’s angels. The thought pierced him like a dagger through the heart. “Yes. He believed in angels, but he said they weren’t spirits of humans that God created them separately from humans and that they had special jobs. “


“Then we can pray to the angels who might help us, whether or not they are our personal guardians.”


David could see Sarah in his mind turning her head upward in girl fashion, allowing for a bit of attitude even in these dire moments. He felt guilty for doubting the worth of the prayer he would utter to an angel, but allowed for flexibility given the situation. There truly is no such thing as an atheist in a foxhole. 

“Okay, then,” David said. “What is the prayer?”


“Repeat after me,” she said. “Angel of God, my guardian dear.”


“Angel of God, my guardian dear,” David repeated.


“To Whom God’s love commits me here.”


“To Whom God’s love commits me here.” David thought this line hinted irony to say the least.

“Ever this day be at my side.”


“Ever this day be at my side.”


“To light and guard to rule and guide.”


“To light and guard to rule and guide.”


“Amen,” she said matter of fact.


David didn’t know what he believed in because he hadn’t dwelled upon it his entire life. Not even when his father tried to impart religious wisdom upon him. And anyway, would a prayer make a difference, even if his mind believed it would? What good were angels if they couldn’t intervene when something bad was about to happen? Horrible things happened all the time and the best way Catholics could explain it was to say that it is all part of God’s big plan for us. Couldn’t it be that God’s plan called for some other kid to be kidnapped other than him? It seemed a lousy deal that some had to suffer while others benefited from that suffering. What good would come of David Ferris’ death? He would probably never know. 


“David,” Sarah said, though her voice came as a distant echo.


“Amen,” he offered quietly while closing a fist tightly around the ceramic knife.
Chapter 7

Later that evening David woke up with sharp pains in his stomach. He felt dizzy, and as he lifted his head off the dirty ground he vomited. The liquid was hot and burned his throat. 


“David,” Sarah called. “Are you okay?”


David tried to talk, but found it difficult. His throat was swollen to the point that his wind pipe was nearly closed. He swallowed several times in hopes of lubricating the back of his mouth, but could muster only small amounts of saliva. “S-ar-ah,” he said hopelessly.


“Oh, David,” she said. “You fainted earlier.”


David rolled over onto his back. He cried out, but the scream only leaked from his mouth as a squeal, much like that of a mouse. Hunger and thirst gnawed at him until he thought he might not be able to take it. Part of him was laughing inside, as it was what he wanted, to die before the man could get his hands on him. Then there was the other half of him that wanted to continue believing he could escape. He had hardly lived yet he felt the circumstances chipping away at his life. He heard Sam calling out for help as if there was something David could have done to save him. 


“I think I can handle it,” he said. “Death isn’t so bad. It’s thinking about it. But once it’s here . . . ” 


“Please, David,” she cried. “Don’t talk about dying. You can’t leave me.”

He swallowed hard. There were words he wanted to say. “Sam was right. We . . . should say . . . things.”


“What do you want to say, David?” she asked, sounding full of pity and remorse. No time for sassiness. How did she seem to have so much energy? She had been in the basement a couple of days longer than him. 

“My mother, He whimpered. “God, I’m sorry.”

David realized in his state that he was not holding the ceramic knife and put his hands beside him to scrounge for it blindly. He seized it madly from beside his hip and held it in his palm. He would use it when the time was right. He would ask God for forgiveness.


“Our Father,” he said with renewed strength. “Who art in heaven. Hallowed be thy 

name . . . ”


Sarah picked up on David’s prayer and joined him. “Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power, the glory forever . . . Amen.”


“David,” Sarah said, and he realized with not much more pep than what he could offer. The days in darkness had taken its toll on her as well, but she had been stronger. Mentally and physically he had been beaten by a girl. He envied her strength at the moment. “I love you.”


David opened his eyes and dwelled upon this admission and had to think quickly if it made sense. She was full of wisdom, nearly an angel herself. He loved her too. He had seen a vision of her heart and soul in merely two or three days, and delighted in what she had given to him. “I love you too, Sarah.”


What kind of love was this? A sisterly love? A love forged by and destined only to survive through their turmoil? Or was this an everlasting love that would sustain on earth and beyond? Whatever it was it felt good to David. It was all he had left to hold onto and felt it was enough. 

“I miss Sam,” she said. “I miss him so much.”

David wanted to acknowledge her sentiment with some words of his own, but try though he did, he couldn’t push any more sound from his mouth. He was tired. If he could have, he would have told her that she and Sam were the best friends he ever had. How strange it was to feel closer to two strangers than his friends back at home. But in all the years he had known them, they had not given him what, in two days, Sam and Sarah had. They were a special gift to him.  


“I drank your water, David,” Sarah uttered as David was on the edge of unconsciousness again. “I’m sorry. He brought two cups while you were asleep, but I knew you wouldn’t . . . I thought you wouldn’t . . .”

David waited for her to say more. He pondered what his response might have been if he were able to speak. He was satisfied to know that she did not have to endure the torture of starvation and wondered what she must have felt watching the man return again, knowing that she was most likely next on his list of victims if their logic held. 


“I thought my time was up,” she admitted softly. “I worried you would wake to find me gone and be here all alone. It will only be the matter of time anyway, David.”


“Well, no matter how tired you are,” he said. “Don’t let him take you quietly. Remember that.”

 David wondered what he would do if he was still alive when the beast came for him. Would he have the energy to fight back? Scream? It was unclear to him, but the ephemeral wait for that moment, he felt, would soon be at an end.


With that, he fell to sleep.  Actually, he never truly slept, but more or less lie in a trance, able to process what little was going on around him, but unable to respond to it. He did not recognize the passage of time while in that place, but it felt like an eternity. He heard Sarah call his name a few times to see if he could hear her, and he wanted so much to answer. He hated how scared she was with nobody to talk to, fearful of the beast’s return. This stress translated in her voice with every word she uttered. Are you awake, David? David, please. Did you cut yourself? I think he’s coming. How long is he going to keep us here? David? David?

Time continued in slow motion for hours, days, who knew, and there on the dirty floor David remained until the door creaked open at the top of the stairs. That dreadful sound acted physically upon him. It lifted him up, and he felt air rush into his lungs. It was as if he had been underwater for a long duration and suddenly returned to the surface to breathe. “Sarah!” he cried.
“David?” she said awkwardly, as if surprised he was still alive. 


David tossed her his ceramic knife. It landed by her feet. “Don’t let him take you . . .fight.”


Sarah pursed her lips, beaming with new hope. Why did she have to simply wait to die? Why not fight him to the end. She was strong for a girl and her rage would make her even stronger. She grabbed the knife as the man crept down the steps, illuminated by the light that followed him down from the top of the stairs.


“I thought you were dead,” Sarah said. “You didn’t answer for so long.”


“Listen,” David said, feeling strangely alive. “Keep him thinking . . .you have little strength. You have to—”


“Shh,” she said. David turned and saw that he was at the bottom of the steps. Had he heard them? Did it matter?


Part of him wanted for the beast to be coming for them. Their fate rested on them either escaping with a fight or not. He felt not like waiting any longer. He wanted his misery to end one way or the other.


The beast entered the bowels of the basement with another victim. David’s spirits sank. In part for the life of the new child, but also in realizing the purpose of his visit did not include him or Sarah. He wanted so badly to have at him. It might be his last chance.

The kid was unconscious as the beast lugged him in by the waist. He put him down on the ground where Sam had been, and affixed the chains to his feet and wrists. David sat frozen in his spot, gripping his knife so tightly that his hands began to bleed. Sarah, he was sure, had hers ready as well. David watched as the man hovered over the sleeping child as he had done to David on his first day. What was he watching? Did he enjoy observing the calm before the storm? Was he thinking how fragile the lives of his victims were, and how he could just as simply let them go as to kill them? What did go through his psychotic mind when standing there with his hands on his hips, passively staring? 


Minutes after his return, the beast turned away from his newest prize. David assumed he would return to his business upstairs, but instead he started to walk toward Sarah and him. An Oh my God alarm went off in David’s mind and he quickly prepared to do battle, though he questioned his own ability to fight back effectively. He shouldn’t have used his time to sleep, he thought. He should have continued his exercise routine and ate and drank when possible. He could have kept his strength instead of losing it. Sarah was stronger, though. She could do it. 

David’s heart raced as the beast paused in front of him. It was a tense moment of anticipation that ended when the beast picked up his feet and moved down the line. Oh, no, David thought. The worst was about to happen. 

David saw his shadow in the dark stop in front of Sarah and his heart stopped. What would she do? He hadn’t heard her make a single sound. He listened for the man’s keys and in fact they did jingle in customary fashion, but the familiar jingling was followed by a sharp bellow that cut through the recesses of the dingy basement. Sarah ignited into a series of desperate screams as she repeatedly plunged the ceramic tool into the man’s back. David heard her chains rattling with each raise of her hands. 


“Sarah,” David cried. “Kill him!”

David could not tell how many times she had managed to stick him, but it appeared as if she had started her work on him before he had even a chance to unlock her chains. He realized even in the heat of the moment that if she succeeded in killing him that they would still be locked down in the basement until someone found them. That would be a problem he would love to have to deal with.

“You little . . .” It was the first time he heard the monster utter words since his first day. If you scream. I’ll put the gag back on you. The man was angry. His words were followed by an awful smacking sound, like a yardstick hitting a desk. He heard Sarah’s muffled cry and knew she had been attacked. He pinched his eyes shut, not wanting to deal with the beast’s victory. He sat against the wall for several minutes, plugging his ears and offering silent prayers, and when he felt safe again, he opened up his senses once again to his surroundings. 


His heart was with Sarah. Like Sam, she had fought, and David couldn’t be more proud of her. With every strike of the beast’s armor he would become weaker. Yet, he would become more cautious. David was sure not to get away with anything when his turn came. The man would have to be stupid not to prepare better on his next visit. 

“David,” Sarah said. Or did she? David thought he was hearing things. He stumbled as far left as he could manage and squinted through the darkness. He saw here there on the ground and smiled his first smile in a long time.

“Sarah?” David said. “What happened?”

“I kept my hands low,” she said unnerved. “When he bent over to unlock them I slammed that knife into his back three or four times. He hit me in the face, but he left without me.” She was crying. “He didn’t take me.”


David squinted back tears. “Awesome,” he said. “So awesome. Maybe he’ll die up there.”


“Either that or fixing up his wounds,” she said breathing heavily and choking back tears. “I’m afraid of what he’ll do when he comes back.”


“No,” David encouraged weakly. “He’s dead.”

No sooner did he finish his assertion that they heard footsteps above their heads, traipsing across the kitchen floor. His muffled cries from above gave hint that he was not pleased. And why should he be? David swallowed hard. Sarah shuddered. 

“Hello,” David called to his right. He wondered about the quiet new arrival. Name. Age. Location. “Must be asleep.” David resumed his earlier position on his back, his renewed energy giving way to exhaustion.

“Who?” she asked. 


“He just brought somebody else down here,” David replied. “He’s here beside me.”


“Oh, God,” Sarah said. “Will this ever end? How many more lives is he going to take?”


“We may never know,” David said.


 “I need water.”

“I need the key,” David replied.

Immediately Sarah let go a scattered stream of gravelly bellows. She sounded like someone with laryngitis the hour after surgery. For the first time David felt some sliver of awkward contentment. It was the best it was going to get. He joined Sarah in her enjoyment of the moment and the two laughed in unison. It was the darkest moment of comedy since the beginning of their pairing and it was clear they had accepted their fate together whatever it should be. David thought maybe the world would one day know how brave he had been, laughing in the face of his demise, and it would make them forget everything else that he had done to cripple his reputation over the years.

When their laughter faded, David stretched his body as far to his left as he could. “I’m here,” he said. He fanned out his arm until it was straight as an arrow. From her spot Sarah did the same thing, and though it took some doing, the two managed to grab each other’s hand. The warmth of her touch caused a flood of tears to surface to his eyes. He let them roll over the crests of each cheek. It was unlike any feeling he had ever had. Touch. Love. Understanding. It took death to find all of these. 

David said one final prayer before falling asleep again. This was a prayer he did not want to share. A prayer he said while half asleep or perhaps even in the twilight of his own passing, for he was certainly weary and his words came from a place that he barely recognized. 


Dear Lord, forgive me for all my sins. Let my family somehow know how much I loved them. Let them be at peace even if they never find out what happened. Accept me into heaven when my time comes. Amen, my Lord.


Amen. 

Chapter 8

When David woke again he was rather surprised. His body had endured so much and he was never sure which sleep would prove to be his last. He could not gather how long he had been asleep, and he didn’t feel half as bad as he thought he should.

“Sarah,” he whispered from his place on the ground.  She did not reply and in the course of sleep their hands had become untangled. “Sarah,” he said again. He reached for her, but her hand was not there. He squinted to see through the darkness and he was relieved to find her lying on the ground. He assumed she was asleep and thought it was about time she rested. He dwelled momentarily on the beast’s last visit and couldn’t believe he gave up the struggle and left Sarah in chains. It was a minor battle won, and for that he felt pride in spite of his misery. 


In moving limply against the wall he caught glimpse of a plate to his left and a cup along with it. He pushed his head forward to make sure he wasn’t seeing things, but his eyes were not deceiving him. David licked his lips and tasted blood. He knew he had no willpower left to deny whatever food was there for him. He leapt for the plate unable to ignore the offering any longer. The first thing he grabbed was the cup and emptied it into his stomach in less than five seconds. It was warm stale water, but it tasted like the crispest, most pure water he had ever consumed. He swished it around in his mouth, gargled, and applied some to his lips after dipping his fingers into the cup. His moment of blissful consumption was pure ecstasy. A delight. He cried and choked it down. When he had finished every drop he tossed the cup aside and dove at the food on the plate. Chicken? Rice? His sense of taste had waned, and he was eating it too fast to make an accurate determination as to what he was chewing on, but it mattered little. It could have been rotten bologna and he wouldn’t have even noticed. He simply pushed it into his mouth and swallowed it bit by bit, as his throat was mutilated, making it difficult to pass anything through. He winced at the pain, but didn’t regret causing it. 


“Slow down, cowboy,” came a voice from his left. David shimmied away from it. It couldn’t possibly be the beast’s latest victim. He sounded too old. 


David swallowed the last bit he had in his mouth and waited.


“You’re like a pig at a sty,” the voice said again. It was a healthy voice. A carefree voice. 


“He took you?” David asked, cutting his words down to as few as possible.


“I didn’t volunteer for the job, if that’s what you’re asking,” he said. “You totally missed that rat come down with the food.  He cursed you and the girl and said he’d be back for the both of you.”


“I . . . suppose he’ll throw you a party.”


David heard the boy’s chains rattle. “Shoot, no, kid. That crackpot isn’t getting me. I’m almost his size. Let him try to wrestle me up those stairs. I’m going to kick his butt all over this basement.”


David listened to his story with much amusement. David remembered having the same attitude not too long ago. He pitied the newcomer. “How did he get you?”


David couldn’t see the boy very well, but he could hear him pacing as his feet shuffled across the dry earth. “Hit me in the bean with a shovel. Can you believe that? I was cutting through his yard to get to the next street over and next thing I know he’s coming at me like a loon. I tried to get out of the way, but he had me by surprise. Man, my head is killing me. You know, that was my food you just ate. He ain’t giving you guys nothing after what you all cooked up for him.”


David wondered quietly what the boy could possibly know about what he and Sarah had done. Wasn’t he asleep at the time?

“What’s your name?” David asked, thinking how little this person understood of his situation. Thinking how he didn’t even really seem to care. Did he realize that he was in the dungeon of a murdering kidnapper? David wondered. 

“Who cares what my name is, kid!” the boy shrieked. “We’re chained up here like nineteenth century slaves and all you got to care about is my name and how I got down here. What’s the difference how I got down here? The point is, I’m here. We’re both here. What else matters?”


David felt the boy could be going crazy. Odd to him, it seemed, after only a day.

“Well, how old are you?”


“One things for sure . . . I’m a darn bit older than you sound. How old are you? How did you get here? Maybe you can answer some of my questions for a change. What’s your race, religion, and favorite baseball team?”

David turned in Sarah’s direction, hoping she would soon wake up and help him with this cocky boy. “He took me from New York. That food I just ate was—”


“Holy crow,” the boy said. “New York. God, I love New York. Start spreading the news. I’m leaving today . . . ” David listened to this boy sing the entire Frank Sinatra tune as if he were on stage performing for a live benefit and for a few seconds he forgot that he was physically and mentally at the final frontier. There was something truly strange about this kid. As he held his last note the beast stomped on the floor from upstairs—a warning for him to shut up.


“He’s going to come down here,” David said frightfully.


The boy jumped up and down like a monkey. “Then let him come!” He pointed his head to the ceiling. “Let him come to get me so that he can suffer my wrath!”


David’s nerves titillated. “You’re crazy,” he uttered, though he thought it was under his breath.


“If I’m crazy what does that make the big guy upstairs?” he said. “I’m going to hit you in the head with a shovel!” he yelled again. “Then I’ll bury you with it. You’re a loooooser! You steal little kids. Coward. Cock-a-doodle-doo!”


“Shut up!” David said sternly, feeling slightly energized by the food and this boy’s antics.

“Will you just shut up?”


After a short silence the boy said, “Well, if that’s the way you feel I won’t talk, but let’s just see if I help you out of this mess.”


“I didn’t mean to—”


“Who are you talking to, David?” said Sarah, finally awake.


“This new kid that’s here. I’m surprised he didn’t wake you up. He’s going crazy.”


“I didn’t hear him,” she offered. “Hello,” she said.


There came no reply. David sighed. “Come on, kid. Don’t be like that.”


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


“He said he wasn’t going to talk because I told him to shut up,” David said with a sharp tongue. 


“You told him to shut up?” Sarah asked, accusingly.


“Well, he was singing and screaming. He’s going to get the beast down here. We need to think of another plan before he comes back down here.”


“Well, look at you,” Sarah replied. “When last we fell asleep I worried you weren’t going to wake up, and now you sound like you had intravenous vitamins. You must be feeling stronger.”


David thought of the food he had ingested. He hadn’t even considered saving any for Sarah. “He left food for this new kid, but I beat him to it.”

“Why didn’t he leave any for us?” she wondered aloud. 


“We just rallied to kill him,” David said. “You stabbed him ten times. Do you think he’s going to feed us now?” 


“It wasn’t ten times, and what was I supposed to do? Let him get me?”


“No,” David said. “That’s not what I’m saying. You did great. Next time, though, we have to kill him. I don’t know how. But we have to kill him.” He turned to the boy on his right with clenched fists. “Do you hear that kid? We have to be smart. You’re standing in the same spot as the last kid he took and . . . ” He heard Sam’s voice in his head. Oh, God. Help.


“He’s not very personable, is he?” Sarah noted. “Maybe he doesn’t like girls.”


“What’s your name, kid?” David asked. “Stop being so stubborn. We’re all in this together.” He huffed and collapsed to the ground clutching his neck. “My God, my throat is on fire. I’m so tired.” He pounded the ground with his fist. “How can we be tired not doing anything but sitting here and sleeping?”


“One meal is not going to keep you from starving. You got a burst of energy.”

David agreed silently. It wouldn’t last. The temporary relief would soon give way to the reality that his body was shutting down. In the dark there was nothing to see. Nothing to taste. Nothing to smell. He was a fish without water. 


The new boy didn’t speak again until after Sarah fell asleep. She was sleeping more and more and sounding less healthy with each conversation they had. For as long as he had suffered she had suffered for days longer.

The boy started humming a song as David was nearly asleep. The tune drew him back to consciousness and he sat there listening in quiet. The boy’s tuneful humming segued into words that were sung softly, but with much passion. “I will come to you in the silence. I will lift you from all your fear. You will hear my voice, I claim you as my choice. Be still and know I am here. Do not be afraid, I am with you. I have called you each by name. Come and follow me, and I will bring you home; I love you and you are mine.”


How appropriate. David wanted more, but the boy stopped abruptly and said in teasing fashion. “I think someone has a girlfriend.”


“What would you know about it?” David said, tired of the boy’s ignorance. “You didn’t even speak with her.”

“You told me to shut up and that’s exactly what I did. Don’t say it if you don’t mean it.”


David shook his head. He still didn’t know how to feel about this new kid. On one hand he was annoying, while on the other hand he gave David renewed energy. On top of it, they were in the same seemingly hopeless mess together. “I like the song you were singing. I remember it from church.”


“Well, Howdy Doody we have a church boy here,” he mocked. “Praise the Lord.”


David said nothing.


The boy jumped onto his feet and David braced himself for another show. “I said praise the Lord!” he screamed. “Give me an hallelujah.”


David’s stomach fluttered. “Please, kid, don’t scream like that.” 


“Then get up on your feet and praise the Lord,” he demanded. “You don’t have to be afraid. God is here. We can’t deny him now in our moment of need. We have to praise the Lord.”


“I will if you sit down,” David whispered. “You have to—”


“Praise God!” he yelled.


“Shut up,” David retorted then covered his mouth with his hand, realizing his mistake.


“There you go again,” the boy said. “We’re in the moments of our final hour and you want us to be silent? You want us to shut up? You know that lunatic upstairs wants us to be quiet. He wants us to die silently. We will do no such thing.”


“We don’t have to be silent,” David said. “We need—”

“Praise Him!” the boy said. “Praise Him now or I won’t be quiet.”


“All right!” David said. “Praise God.”


“Louder,” he burst. “He needs to hear us.”


David wanted to cry. If he had a shovel he probably would have clocked him with it too. The only thing he knew to do to resolve the situation was yell, “Praise God!”


“Yes,” the boy said, as if he was an Evangelist preaching to a crowd. “One more time.”


“Praise God!” David screamed, though it caused a terrible pain within his throat. 


“My God, David,” Sarah said. “What are you doing? Are you crazy? He’ll come down here.”


David rubbed his forehead. His hand was soaked. He was panting like a dog. “It’s not me, Sarah. This new kid is absolutely nuts. He’s going to get us all killed.”


“The only one I hear ranting is you,” she said with a series of deep coughs. David noticed she was getting worse.


“Well, quit falling asleep and leaving me up to deal with this alone.”


“My God, David,” She said, a hint of anger in her voice. “Are you serious?” 


He hardly heard her, as his mind was preoccupied with the new circumstances. “This is all a big game to him. He’s local, you know. He did say we’re in a neighborhood. Maybe if we do scream it’ll get some of the neighbors over here to have a look.”


“Screaming will get us nowhere, David,” she said. “Nowhere.”

David resented her attitude. He pulled at his greasy hair. “Well, we can’t stop thinking of a way out of this mess. Sleeping isn’t the answer.”

“And neither is talking to people who aren’t there,” Sarah said, sounding guilty by this admission.

David paused in thought then said, “What are you talking about?” 


“There’s nobody here but us, David,” she stated emphatically.


David’s jaw dropped. He was stupefied. “He’s right here,” David pointed, forgetting that she couldn’t see all that way. “He’s playing games. He was talking up a storm while you were asleep.”


“I wasn’t asleep,” she said. “I haven’t been asleep for some time. The only one I here is you.”


David didn’t know how to respond. His lips went numb and his body tensed. He reviewed in his mind the past conversations he had had with the boy.

“I’m sorry, David,” Sarah said, as he mentally rewound time.

Could it be? He wondered. Was this new kid only imagined? But he heard his voice as clear as day. He was singing. He was dancing. “No, Sarah. He’s here.” He said it, but he could not hide his own doubt.

With less conviction, he turned his head to the dirty ground and said, “I heard him.”


Sarah did not respond. 

Chapter 9
“I am hope for all who are hopeless. I am eyes for all who long to see. In the shadows of the night, I will be you light, come and rest in me . . .”


David’s eyes were wide as he listened to another verse from the boy’s song. He couldn’t possibly be hearing things. It was so clear. So true. “Sarah,” he called. “Are you awake?”

In return he heard her cough, and was confident she was asleep. It gave him more confidence to talk with the boy, while keeping in mind he might be having a conversation with two parts of himself. He didn’t care. The stranger’s voice was comforting, and his personality contagious. For once in his life David felt like a follower instead of a leader. Could it be that his first role model was a crazy imaginary teenager? 


“Are you still there, kid?” David asked leaning forward a bit.


Immediately the song continued. “Do not be afraid I am with you. I have called you each by name. Come and follow me, I will bring you home; I love you and you are mine.”


“Are you real?” David whispered when the boy finished the song. The boy didn’t respond. “I said are you r—”


“I’m as real as you believe me to be,” the boy said. “Like God. Do you love God? Are you in love with your savior? Is He the most important thing in your life?”


David heard his chains rattle. Was he also imagining that? David was aware that the mind could play tricks, but it seemed impossible that he could be so far gone that he was inventing a person. He had Sarah? Why would he need anyone else?

“Why do you care?” David asked, turning the tables. Who was this boy, a possible figment of his imagination, to question his beliefs?

“Because God loves you and he can save you,” the boy answered, more even toned that he had sounded in any other conversation. 


“You sound like a priest,” David said. “I don’t understand you at all.”


The boy laughed then began to sing again. “I am strength for all the despairing. Healing for the ones who dwell in shame. All the blind will see, the lame will all run free, and all will know my name.” He stopped suddenly and asked, “Do you dwell in shame, David?”


David bowed his head. It wasn’t a question he expected, but a concept he had explored in recent days. “Only since being down here I guess, and thinking I’ll probably never have a chance to make things right. I guess that’s why they say first impressions are so important. What if you never get a chance to make a second one?”


“And what kind of impression have you made on the world?” the boy asked, sounding solemn. Sounding years older than he claimed to be.


David didn’t need much time to think about this. He had come to terms with his own wretchedness a half dozen times since his abduction. “If you’d been here earlier with us, you would know I haven’t lived the most charmed life. I’m tired of going over it. It is the way it is, and I can’t go back and change it.”


“Okay, Mister Ferris,” the boy said gleefully. “Forget about going back then. How about going forward?”

David lifted his hands. The chains felt like cinderblocks on his wrists as weak as he had become. He would guess he must have lost thirty pounds since being taken. “Sure. Just take these chains off and I’ll be happy to make it all right.”


“Why should I?” came the quick retort. 


David snorted, and decided to play along. Why indeed should he be saved? What was it about him that should make him more valuable than Sam or Sarah? “Because I wasn’t really anything like that kid I was pretending to be,” he said sweetly, tearing up. “I love things. People and animals.” He chortled. “I have a dog at home, and oddly he’s waiting for me to come and free him?” The tears spilled down his cheeks. “I can’t even save myself. Anger . . . made me sometimes forget who I was supposed to be.”

He remembered how Sarah had helped him figure out who he was during his lowest moments in the basement. It all made sense. She was right about everything. 


“Jim Dandy,” the boy said. “You figured out who you really are and who you would suddenly be if given the key. Hey, that rhymed.”


“Yeah,” David said. “So, how about it then?”


The boy did not reply. Instead, David heard the door open at the top of the stairs and the familiar sound of the beast creeping down one step at a time. Sarah sprang from the ground in a fit of coughing. “Oh, no,” she said.

David froze in his spot as the beast moved toward her. He turned his head and uttered her name under his breath. “Sarah.” Terror seized him, and though he dreamed about being her savior he knew there was nothing he could do to help her escape his clutches. 


The beast advanced upon her. In the dark David heard her cries and the rattling of the chains. He plugged his ears. He was a coward. The first time she had been attacked he did the same thing. He felt a sudden burst of shame. This shame caused a surge of courage and he stumbled to his feet. “Take me instead,” he demanded.

For an instant, the noise stopped. No chains rattled. No scuffling took place. “I said leave her and take me if you must have one of us now.”


“David, no,” Sarah uttered. He was relieved that she had heard his request. He wanted her to be proud of him. 


The beast advanced on David and stood before him, a hulking and menacing shadow in the darkness. Yet, for the first time David felt no fear. He had suffered through many states while a prisoner including hope, despair, self-pity and anguish. He had reached the point mentally where he could finally stand up and admit that he believed in, with much fear, his destiny. 


In return for his newfound wisdom, all he got was a smack to the face. He felt the man’s hand across his cheek as a hot sting. He crumpled to the ground, his face hitting the dirt floor. He tried to get up, but couldn’t. His opponent had landed a knock out punch. All he could do was listen to Sarah’s pleas as she was taken from the basement and into the lion’s den. 


Some time passed before it dawned on him that Sarah was gone. She had finally been taken. How many days had it been? Much less than if felt, he was sure. He was alone, or perhaps in the company of some strange boy that he invented. It all amounted to the same thing. 


“I’m not some strange boy you invented, by the way,” the boy said as David lay with his face to the floor, basking in gloom. Not even the boy’s voice could lift his spirits or the fact that he had just read his thoughts. 

“You really would have traded places with her, wouldn’t you have?” he asked. “Oh, the joys of true friendship. There are so many wonderful songs about friendship. One that comes to mind is—”


“My God,” David pleaded. “Enough with the songs.”


“Music makes the world go round . . . and round and round until you’re dizzy and want to puke.” A short pause. “What are you doing on the floor anyway?”


“She’s gone,” David said. “I would have sworn it wouldn’t have come to this.”


“Ah, yes,” the boy said. “Your soul knows its complete destiny, but it doesn’t tell you. It keeps the plan a big secret so that you’ll constantly be surprised.” He took a deep breath. “Your father. Your friends. Your kidnapping. Sam. Sarah. All big surprises.”

His voice was haunting, and David questioned how he could have known about his father, friends or his life at all. David hadn’t shared any of it with him. It proved even more so to him that Sarah was right in saying the boy didn’t exist. That he was only an extension of David’s desperation. His mind had fragmented. 


“Do you want to know what your mother has been doing these past five days, big man on campus?” the boy asked. “She’s been praying. P-r-a-y-i-n-g. That’s right. She’s hardly left the church. She never once believed that you ran away. That there is one faithful mother you got.”


David opened his eyes and licked his lips. They were caked with dirt. He spit it forward as he sat up on his bottom. “Did you say that he hit you over the head with a shovel?”


“Right on the noggin,” the boy said, making a strange noise with his lips that sounded like a bubble popping. “What a story that makes when you’re trying to get someone’s attention.”


David stared at the voice streaming through the darkness. “I’m going crazy.”


“David,” the boy said. “Don’t make me break into song. You’re good. You’ve learned so much about yourself these past days, but you’re so stubborn.”


“You’re talking crazy again,” David said. “I’m talking crazy. I’m talking to myself!”


“Am the Word that leads all to freedom. I am the peace the world cannot give. I will call your name, embracing all your pain, stand up, now walk, and live!”


With the last line of the verse, David saw the boy, the figment of his imagination, step from the darkness and appear in front of his eyes. He was pale with a delicate face and melancholy eyes. David had pictured this person in his mind looking a thousand different ways, but his visions never came close to the reality. 
“Come and follow me,” the boy whispered. “I will bring you home.”


Within seconds, David’s shackles slipped from his bloodied wrists. He lifted his legs and the cuffs slid from his feet as if they had never been locked. Just like that, he was freed. Days of begging, straining, horror, and pain climaxed in one miraculous second. 

The boy grabbed David’s arm and led him through the dark basement to the stairs before he even a moment to digest what had happened. One by one they climbed them to the top. The boy pushed open the basement door and it swung open with a creak. David did not kid himself into believing that any of it was truly happening. In his mind he was escaping to freedom, yet at the bottom of those steps he still lay, close to death. Still, the dream was pleasant enough that he didn’t want to wake from it. 


The journey continued through a dimly lit living room, furnished with and old couch and chair set surrounding an ancient television that sprouted rabbit ears, which cast ugly claw-like shadows against the pale wall. Luckily the beast was not there or surely he would have seen them.

David stayed close to the boy while they moved into the kitchen, tiptoeing over ghastly yellow linoleum that was ripped up in several places. This was the room where they always heard him doing dishes and walking across the floorboards. The room affixed directly above where they had spent so many miserable days. The door to the free world was squeezed between two garbage strewn countertops, and once David located this exit he did not turn away from it. It meant keeping to his leader’s side rather than behind, which was fine because he once learned that true friends do not lead or follow. 

With each step closer to the promised-land he became more unnerved, for he expected the beast to appear from behind a door or from out of a kitchen cabinet. He wouldn’t simply let them leave, would he? Surely he must be aware of what was happening. It was only minutes before that he took Sarah away. Sarah? He thought of where she might be and if it would be the right decision to turn around and hunt for her. Though, he felt that even if he wanted to, his guide wouldn’t have allowed it. Not that he would have physically restrained him, but David felt that this boy had some sort of hold on him outside the realm of the physical world. 


When the boy made it to the kitchen door he turned back and raised an eyebrow. He turned the knob and pushed. The door glided open with a swoosh, and a rush of cool spring air nearly caused David to drop to his knees there and then. He resisted this urge and followed the boy out of the house and into the gravel driveway.


Crunch. Crunch. He recalled the sound and it brought back memories of his first day with the beast and that terrible van ride that ended with the horrible sound of crunching gravel. 

He continued to follow the boy down the driveway and into the street. Stopping in the center of the road the stranger turned to him and smiled. “The future is yours,” he said. 

David held up his arms to make sure he was truly free. “How did you do this?” he asked. “Who are you? And don’t tell me some story about getting hit in the head with a shovel.”


“I can be whoever you want me to be,” he shrugged. “A singer. A screamer. Or just some kid whose food you steal. It’s not important who I am. What’s most important is who you are. Who you were, that is, and who you’ll be.”


The boy began taking steps backward, away from him. David walked toward him so as the gap between them remained even.


“Please, you’ll have to go to get help with me. Sarah is still in there.”

The boy smiled reassuringly and David watched as he backed away further and further until the night swallowed him whole. He wanted to regret this abrupt departure, but he knew that there was no time to lose. There was still a chance to save Sarah if he hurried. Where? He glanced around to get a feel for his surroundings. He was in the middle of a residential neighborhood. Houses upon houses were all at rest in the middle of the quiet street and in the middle of the unsuspecting night. 


He stumbled directly across from his captor’s house. 37. He ran the orange glowing doorbell, still feeling as if he was in the middle of a dream. He rang it twice. Three times. A middle-aged woman answered the bell cautiously peering out of the crack beneath the chain lock. When she saw that it was a beleaguered child calling to her she slid the chain lock from its place and opened the door. David did not know how he appeared to her, but the expression on the woman’s face gave him a hint of this.


“Oh, my goodness,” she said. “What happened?”


David felt his lips trembling. He raised his arm and pointed to the monster’s house across the street, which was aglow with the blue light from the television. David remembered the delicacy of the situation, as Sarah and the latest victim were still imprisoned in the basement. “I escaped.”


She leaned over and closed her distance between them. “Escaped from where?” 


“Across the street,” David whispered. “He had me in his basement for days. He has another kid in there. You have to call the police before he kills her.”


The woman looked over David’s shoulder at the monster’s house. “Phil Jones?”


Was that his name? It sounded like a human’s name. The name of someone who would love and protect children at all costs. 


“He took me,” David said. “He took us all. Please, call the police.” David held up his hands so that she could see his tattered wrists. He had not seen them in the light before then. The porch light reflected the physical torture that he had suffered.


“Oh, my God,” she said clutching her heart. “Come in. Quickly.”


She made a motion to escort him into the sanctity of her home, but David pulled away. Other duties called him at that time. He backed away slowly as she watched him in horror. “No, wait. I need your name. You need medical attention.” 


David stumbled down her steps as she called after him. He had done the job he needed to do and was confident she would call the police. He couldn’t stay. He was compelled elsewhere, and so headed off down the street reflecting on the circumstances that had led to his escape.


Escape? Oh, my God. David realized on this numb journey down the quiet dark street that he was free. Safe. He was going to live. But how? What happened? He wondered. The boy had saved him. The boy with the pale face who annoyed him with his singing and who Sarah attested wasn’t real. Was he? 


As he fumbled aimlessly down the length of several blocks he came upon a small church in the middle of the neighborhood. As soon as he saw it he knew it was where he was supposed to be. For a short time he stood in front of the church in awe, still trying to absorb the significance of his rescue. Still trying to fathom its reality. The church’s peaceful aura surrounded him, and he swore he could stand for hours in its loving shadow and never once feel an ounce of pain. 


It was at this location that it dwelled upon him that what happened was no figment of his imagination. He was not unconscious in the beast’s basement dreaming about his rescue. He was alive and well thanks to a strange child who appeared to him, caused his chains to fall off, led him into the safety of the night, and then disappeared before his eyes. Disappeared? Yes. The boy disappeared. 

With the church a looming presence, watching him in his moment of wonder, David determined that what happened . . . this boy, was no boy at all. He was an act of God. A messenger. A guide. 

“An angel,” David whispered. “It had to be an angel.”


This insight brought tears to his eyes. It was the first time his tears were for joy and not sorrow. He was chosen. He was saved. God wanted him to live. He had actually come face to face with an angel of the Lord. 


Some time passed before David finally opened the large doors of the church and entered with much anticipation. The glorious glow of dozens of candles welcomed him. They were the intentions of dozens of people who wanted dozens of unselfish things. He walked clumsily down the aisle toward the altar, relieved and feeling that every minute and every breath was a precious gift not to be wasted. 


As he walked his eyes wandered to the Stations, which were portrayed with a series of statues that surrounded the perimeter of the church. Each station was a reminder of how Jesus suffered for the sins of man. He was stripped, tortured, and nailed to a cross only to rise from the dead. 


He made it to the altar and stood painfully at peace before the crucifix. He held up his hands in praise and immediately after fell to the floor, finally at rest. 


Minutes later several police cars zoomed by the church. They arrived without sirens to 37 Winslow Avenue. After speaking to the woman about David’s arrival on her front porch they focused their attention on the quaint house across the street. 38. Phillip Jones. After waiting for a tactical unit to arrive they stormed the home. Seconds after the siege Mr. Jones was killed by gunshot wounds and a child was removed from one of the rooms in the house. The search for the mystery child who fled in the night began, and a once quiet community became the target of an international media frenzy, which would later heighten as David told his miraculous tale.

ACT 3: 10-20
Chapter 10
“When residents of the quiet community of Millcrest in suburban Pennsylvania awoke this morning they were shocked to learn that, while they slept, a storm of police officers had converged on the home of 42 year-old Phillip Jones who was shot and killed during the invasion. An early morning tip that the part time driver for Wilson Meats Inc. was holding several kidnapped children in his basement prompted the siege, which resulted in the rescue of at least two children who are not being identified at this time. 


Sources say the tip came from a child who had somehow managed to escape and alert a neighbor, but has not been seen since. Police are now engaged in an intensive search for a ten to twelve year old boy with long sandy-brown hair and dark eyes. He had injuries to his wrists and was wearing blue jeans with a black pullover sweatshirt. If anyone has any information as to the whereabouts of the child they are encouraged to contact authorities immediately. 


Excavation and forensic teams arrived at the modest home at sunrise, which hints that there may be many victims spanning a very broad area since Jone’s job took him through many states.  


Though not many details have been revealed at this time one thing is for sure, this story is in a very early stage of development. Once again local police are searching for the mystery boy that brought this unspeakable atrocity to the attention of authorities. Officials are worried about his health and safety.


‘Right now we need to find the boy. According to the woman who spoke with him he was in need of medical attention. Given that he refused help from her we’re worried he might not be in the right state of mind. The community needs to be aware that he is out there and that we need to be vigilant in finding him. Given his age and state, we don’t believe he has gone far.’”


The media broke the story only a few hours after David had retreated to the small church down the road. There he lay in peaceful slumber until the priest stumbled upon him while preparing for the ten o’clock service. The young reverend ran to David when he saw him on the floor in front of the altar and knelt beside him. He grabbed one of David’s torn wrists to assess his pulse, and this action stirred David from sleep. The priest smiled, elated that David was still alive.


“You’re the boy who escaped that house down the road, aren’t you?” he whispered carefully, fearing that David’s sense of hearing might be as fragile as the rest of him appeared to be. 

David had not the energy to respond verbally so he nodded his head. His muscles were sore and his bones ached, but if felt good to be alive. He kept his head on the altar floor and stared up at the young man, thankful to be alive and remembering the vivid details behind his escape. In fact, he hadn’t escaped at all. He was freed, like a pearl extracted from a clamshell.

“I’ll go contact the authorities,” the priest said. 


David grabbed the man’s arm before he could leave. His grasp was weak, but the priest was not trying to get away and so his move served its purpose. “I think I need a blessing, Father,” David said weakly. “And to receive Communion.”


 The priest glared at David with an eyebrow raised.  David was solemn, and how many children did he cross with this characteristic? David guessed not many. 
“Of course,” he said. “But shouldn’t I contact the police first? They’ll want to know where you are. There is a search for you as we speak.”


David peered wholesomely into the priest’s eyes from the floor. They reflected a warmth he had not seen in many days. His father said of eyes that they were windows to the soul. “I haven’t eaten or drank in days. Shouldn’t I start with Communion?”


The priest smiled while still ambivalent. “Yes. First things first then. I will need to visit the tabernacle to get the blessed hosts.”


It was an odd perspective lying on his side and watching the priest retrieve the host, but humbling. He returned seconds later and knelt beside him again. “Dear Lord, you have delivered this child from the evil clutches of the devil’s servant. We honor you for having spared him and will count our blessings from this day forth that he is able to grow in your love and service.”


“Amen,” David said weakly. It was a word he had come to know intimately.


“My name is Father O’Leary,” he said. He held up the blessed host. “And this is the Body of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.”


David whispered softly, “Amen.” 

Father O’Leary placed the unleavened bread upon David’s tongue and there it sat until it was fully dissolved. Father sat beside him with one hand in his own, quietly humming the tune to Jesus Loves the Little Children. 


“I was so close to God this entire time,” David remarked. “So close, but so far.”


Father O’Learly stroked David’s hair as an offer of solace and comfort. He knew little of David’s journey yet obliged his reflection to the point of curiosity. 

“How did you get out of there?” he asked with the completion of his tune.


David smiled with pride. God had saved him. It was clear. It had to be. “It’s too confusing for me right now,” David said in reply. There would be a time for all to hear the confusing truth. 

Father O’Leary chuckled warmly. “Then let me go alert the authorities that you are here,” he said. He stood and placed David’s hand gently on the ground.


“Father,” David said. “I’d like a Bible please.”


“Absolutely,” Father said. “And I would like you to keep your word that you will come back to chat with me no matter whom else comes knocking at your door to hear your story.”


“I promise,” David said and closed his eyes. 


His eyes remained fastened shut for many hours after that point, during which time his body and soul healed. When he woke up he could not remember his dreams but he knew that they had been good because he was happy and refreshed, though still feeling hungry. He was in a hospital bed in the middle of a white room, his arm connected to an intravenous line and his legs and wrists bound once again, only this time with bandages instead of chains. He searched for his mother, absolutely knowing that she would be somewhere near, shocked that he was alive. And what an ordeal he had to share with her. A haunting story that he would never forget. 


David dwelled upon all the things he would tell her. He was excited about wronging all the rights and being the child that she had sought for years. But where was she? He wondered. Surely she wouldn’t have left his side for even a breath while he slept. Her absence bothered him. He saw a doctor and a police officer in the corridor at the threshold of his room and he stared at them, hoping they would notice his eyes locked upon them.


Minutes passed before the doctor glanced over and caught sight of David’s silent cries for attention. He tapped the officer on the shoulder and yelled down the corridor, “John Doe is awake. Can you phone Doctor Carlson, please?” The two then sauntered in, the doctor in the lead. He leaned over David’s bed and flashed a penlight into his eyes. He ruffled David’s long hair. 


“You’re looking much healthier now, young man. We’ll get you some solids now that you’re awake, but not much to start. How are you feeling?”


David peered at the bald man’s nametag. Dr. Wallis. He seemed friendly. He wondered why the man had called for another Doctor. Why were two needed for the occasion, and why did Doctor Wallis refer to him as “John Doe?” 


“My throat hurts,” David said, though it felt a heck of a lot better than it had. His voice was still raspy and worn. 

“I’ll get you some water. You were dehydrated. I don’t know how much longer you would have survived without water down there.” His smiled faded. His expression intensified. “Listen, kiddo, you were unconscious when you were brought in and we didn’t even have a name for you. We had no way of knowing who to call or—”

“David Ferris,” David said without delay. “My mother is Lisa Ferris. Why do I need two doctors?”

Doctor Wallis stared at him blankly for a second and then shook his head. “Oh, you mean Doctor Carlson? She’s a different type of doctor. She helps children through difficult circumstances by talking to them.”

David thought of Doctor Les at home. He couldn’t escape the shrinks no matter where he went.

“Do you live in Pennsylvania?” Doctor Wallis asked.

“New York,” David said. “Trent. It’s a small city outside of Albany. I can give you my home number.”

Doctor Wallis gave the officer a look. The officer withdrew his cellular phone in preparation for the number.

“Can I call her?” David asked.

Doctor Wallis put a hand on his head. “I want you to rest your voice, David,” he said. “Let the police contact your home. We’ll get your family down here immediately.”

David was disappointed, but he figured it may come as too much a shock for her to hear his voice on the other end and in the middle of such a story. “2-8-3-6-4-0-9,” David recited. “That’s in area code 5-1-8.”

The office completed the dialing and left the room with the phone to his ear. “Let me get you that water,” said Doctor Wallis.

David didn’t want him to leave. He had so many questions and only imagined the officer did as well. He blurted out the first thing that came to his mind. “Sarah?” He left her in the house alone. How could he live with himself, he wondered, if she hadn’t made it?
“Sarah Mason?” he asked. “The girl in the house?” 

David nodded, curious as a kid standing before a heap of birthday packages.

The doctor leaned forward and put a hand on David’s cheek. David expected the worse. “She made it,” he said.

David cried. He sobbed like a small child. It was more miraculous than his own escape.

“She’s on this very floor, is the matter of fact,” he said. “When you’re feeling a bit better you can see her.” Doctor Wallis, halfway to the door, walked back to David’s bedside, his expression anxious. He turned his eyes downward for a few seconds and then spoke. “David, I’m going to warn you now that you should get as much rest as possible. There are things you probably aren’t aware of, and though it hasn’t even been a day your story . . .this entire tragedy is national news now. When you leave here you’re going to be the center of national media attention. You’ll have to contend with reporters, police, investigators, and every other person on the street who recognizes you. It’s crazy out there. I’m sorry about that. It’s the day and age we live in.”


David knew more than the good doctor realized. He saw Sam’s face at that very moment as he was being carried off to his execution and he shuddered. David knew why it was such a big story and it had less to do with his escape, which was a whole other tale that even he didn’t quite understand fully. “I know he was a killer,” David whispered, wiping the tears from his eyes. He swallowed, remembering that ominous figure lurking in the darkness like a wolf between the trees. Doctor Wallis turned away toward the doorway. He was probably searching for Doctor Carlson to relieve him. “He took Sam while I was there and we tried . . .” David could not reveal anymore lest his emotions get the best of him. Instead he asked, “How many kids?”


The color drained from Doctor Wallis’ face. It was clear he didn’t want to answer that question. He glanced to the doorway again. David ignored the man’s discomfort. He had endured real discomfort, far greater than the doctor would ever know, so it didn’t bother him to be so forward. “The news report says they’ve recovered the remains of eighteen victims so far. They’re still excavating.”


David laid his head back on the soft hospital pillow. Seventeen kids just like Sam, terrified and desperate to live, and yet not allowed. To think it was all part of God’s plan seemed hard to fathom, yet David knew it was so. 


“He’ll go to jail then?” David said, stifling his tears. 


Doctor Wallis grabbed David’s bony hand. He smiled. “The guy who did this was shot by police. He’s gone.”


Wow. It was like being in a movie. Kidnappings, miraculous escapes, home invasions and shootings. He had watched several such movies, but never sensed a reality beyond the television waves. He closed his eyes with a light shake of his head. “I need more sleep,” he said. And so he fell back to sleep before Doctor Carlson had a chance to arrive.

Chapter 11
While sleeping peacefully he saw the boy again, a flicker of a memory as if to remind him never to forget his face. It was a haunting vision, but a pleasant one at that, like being in a place you haven’t been to in years and seeing how it has changed. David had no intention of forgetting why he was alive. He owed his life to an enigma that he could only assume had its answers in looking to God.

When he woke up the second time it was late afternoon and his mother was sitting in a chair beside his bed with Toni in her lap asleep. Their eyes connected, but neither said a word. It was a moment of speechlessness where their souls did the talking. Did she stave her want for waking him as soon as she came in? Did she cry endless tears upon his chest as he slept? These questions lingered in his mind as they absorbed the silence as one.


David felt the tears streaming quietly down his cheeks, in a race with the tears of his mother who was white and dreary as if sleep had eluded her for days. How many more tears could possibly be shed? He wondered. Sad ones. Happy ones. Confused ones. They all came from the same place. 

And that is how their reunion went. They bawled for several minutes. She grabbed his hand and squeezed it as if to never let go again. Toni woke up in the middle of it all and said as innocently as anything, “Hi, David.” This caused David and his mother to laugh, which was short-lived, as it was tough keeping to a state of laughter during such a trying time. Six days had seemed like years to all involved.


In due course, David’s mother rose from her chair and leaned over his bed. She buried her face in the crook of his arm and cried some more. After gaining her composure she brought her soft lips to his ear and whispered, “You’re my one and only David. My dream. My love. I would have died without you.”


Toni remained at the bedside awkwardly peering at the two. When his mother regained her stance David said, “Come here, Toni.”


Toni slid nearer. David raised his hand. Toni smiled and put her small hand in his. She surveyed the bandages around his wrist with astonishment. 


“I love you,” David said, squeezing her hand. 


Toni bowed her head, uncomfortable in the moment, but enjoying it at the same time. “I know, silly.”


“Things are going to be different now,” David continued. 


“Okay,” Toni whispered, probably not understanding what he meant by this.

Doctor Carlson came in a half hour or so after David reunited with his family. She was accompanied by a police investigator who was wearing his badge on a long brown coat. “I take it you all had some time to catch up?”


“I’m still in shock,” David’s mother said, clutching her heart. “When I got that call if was like being raised from the dead.” They all laughed. She choked back more tears.

“This is the time of year when that happens,” said Doctor Carlson. “Listen, I’ve done my best to keep the media at bay, but this is only the beginning of a story that is going to be in every newspaper and magazine from here to China. I just want to prepare you for that. The good news is, David is safe from the sharks while he recovers. I expect we’ll keep him here a couple of more days.” Doctor Carlson put her hands in her pockets. David focused on her nametag, which was hanging on a ribbon around her neck. “So, have you guys been able to discuss any of the events surrounding the incident?”


David’s mother shook her head. “We mostly cried the whole time.” She laughed uncomfortably. “I didn’t know what to ask.”


“Okay,” Doctor Carlson nodded, as if her response was typical. “Well, as you know by now the story goes above and beyond David and if he’s feeling up to it, the investigator would like to ask him a few questions to help them fill in the details, mostly for the sake of the press.”


The investigator, a tall man with wire framed glasses stepped into the fray adding, “Actually, we’re still investigating the crimes and we need all the details we can get. I did speak with  Sarah, but she was upstairs in the house when David escaped, so I guess he’s the only one who can tell us how he got out.”


David’s mother folded her arms over her chest. “Is it normal for you to still be investigating even though the guy is dead?” David’s mother asked. 


The investigator nodded. “Well, yes. We want to close the case as soon as possible, but not before we have the answers to all the questions we write down in our little books.” He laughed and offered his hand. “I’m sorry for not introducing myself. I’m Wayne Henson. I’m so proud of your little boy.” He turned to David. “You saved lives, kiddo. Sarah and so many others.”


David wanted to protest and tell them all about the stranger, but didn’t feel it was the right time. He had not the foggiest idea of what he would tell the investigator when he started his line of questioning. Mr. Henson proceeded to his bedside. The others followed, all taking a position beside his bed. 


“Why don’t you go get a soda from the machine,” Mom said to Toni. She handed her over a dollar bill and Toni skipped away humming a song from The Little Mermaid. 


Mr. Henson smiled, his mustache turning upward like a smile. Thus began a long line of questions that filled three pages in the man’s black notebook. How did he kidnap you? Did you ever see his face? How were you treated? Did it look like the same person each time you saw him? Did he touch you inappropriately? Then finally it came . . . How did you manage to escape? He expected that one would be followed by, “Why did you hide in the church after your escape?”


David searched his soul. He fidgeted in his bed, turning to his left then his right. His first defensive motion was to not answer the question at all. Doctor Carlson put a hand on his arm. Her touch was warm and comforting. “It’s okay, David. You’re in a safe place now.”


She mistook his discomfort for trauma. Such was not the case. David glanced around and saw three faces peering down at him. They were all waiting and expecting. How should he respond? He wondered.

“I can’t talk about it right now,” David answered. Honesty was the best policy. He had to think about when the right time would be. He shifted his eyes fiercely in their sockets. Mr. Henson cleared his throat and stole a glance at the two ladies. 


“I know you’ve been through a lot, David,” the man said, “but I need your help now.”


David was more than ready to proudly state the facts of his miraculous getaway, but he wasn’t sure that Mr. Henson would be ready to hear and accept his account. 

“I need to speak with Sarah before I get into all that,” David said, suddenly feeling like some sort of criminal for not coming forth with the information Mr. Henson sought. He was hindering an investigation. Didn’t people get arrested for that?


“Sarah?” he asked quizzically. “The little girl that was with you in the house?”


“Yes,” David replied leaning forward. His mother pushed him gently back. 


“You’re too weak,” his mother said. 


“I’m strong enough,” David said. “I need to see Sarah before I answer any more questions.”


“We can get him a wheelchair,” Mr. Henson said. He dashed out the door. He would carry David on his back if it meant getting the answers he wanted. 


“Are you sure you’re all right to get out of bed, David?” his mother asked. Before he had a chance to answer Mr. Henson returned with a wheelchair and a huge smile. 


“Let’s go for a ride, Davey,” he said. “I promise I’ll keep her below sixty-five.”


Once in the chair, Mr. Henson sped out of the room, pushing the chair briskly across the tile floor. At the end of the hall he veered right and then directly left into Sarah’s room. As soon as David saw her sitting up in her bed watching television he shuddered as if seeing a ghost. It was the first time he was able to put a face to her voice. With dark curly hair that fell past her shoulders and a radiant complexion, her smile should have been less conspicuous, but it wasn’t. It spoke a thousand words. She was beautiful, David thought. She stared at David, seeing him for the first time. 

Mr. Henson stopped the wheelchair at the threshold of her door as if to introduce them. 


“Can we be alone?” David asked, though he wasn’t expecting anything other than an affirmative response. Mr. Henson backed out the door and David put his hands down in search of a means to steer himself.


Sarah beamed. “It’s the handles above the wheels,” she said.


David found the handles and pushed on them until he rolled gently forward, arriving timidly at her bedside. He did not know what came over him, but immediately he began to cry. He wiped the tears away quickly, but he could not hide his emotions. Sarah too found herself in an awkward state of affairs and soon there was not a dry eye between them. They had survived when so many others hadn’t. When neither expected to see the light of day again they somehow ended up in the embracing arms of freedom and safety. 


“I’m sorry,” David said, covering his eyes with his arm. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”


“You know perfectly well what’s wrong with you,” she said, clearing her eyes.


“Yeah,” David said. “I needed to see you. They’re asking me questions about everything.”


She shrugged and then used the remote to turn off the television. “They asked me too. It’s no big deal. Just tell them what happened. It’ll be okay.”


He thought it must have been easy for her. She had only half the story he had, though she had no idea what David had gone through in the late hours of that last night. Though he remembered how devoted she was to her belief in God and religion. He had hope that she could give him some insight. 

“You first,” he said. “Where did he take you? I thought you were—”


“No,” she said. “If the police had gotten there any later, yes, I don’t think I would have made it. He brought me into a spare room. It didn’t look like any room. It was only a room. I thought that so many others must have been in that room. It was the last stop, that much I knew.” She shook her head free of the memories. “It doesn’t matter. Everything’s fine.”


David licked his lips and put a hand over the side of her bed, ready to push forward. “I have to tell you what happened. You before anyone else.”


She eyed him curiously. His eyes were glassy, reflecting wisdom beyond his years and she saw truth. “I asked that guy that wheeled you in here how you got away, and he said they hadn’t talked to you yet.”


David nodded. “He just came in a short time ago. I told him I wanted to see you before I answered questions about what happened.” He looked downward, searching his soul for the humility he needed to translate the story to Sarah. “The truth is I had nothing to do with you surviving, Sarah. I don’t want you to ever thank me. Thank God. You prayed to him and he answered your prayers.”


Sarah smiled and put her hand on his arm. “You’re right, David,” she whispered. “He sent you. From the first day you were there you had us all trying to figure a way out. You gave us hope when there was none and at the last minute—”


David pulled away at the thought of it. “No,” he stammered. “No, you’re wrong. I didn’t deserve anything from God. It should have happened to you.”


After a brief silence she said, “What should have happened to me?”


David stared her in the eyes. The time had come. “The kid. He should have come to you instead of me.”


Sarah did not speak, though she did bear an expression of surprise and intrigue. David knew not to keep her guessing. He leaned forward and took in a deep breath. “That person . . . his last victim. I know you didn’t hear him, but I heard him all right. I saw him. He was there and after you were taken he slipped his own chains and then took mine off too. He led me upstairs and out of the house and then left. Just, disappeared.”

 Sarah remained silent, quietly contemplating the story. “How did he get out?” 

David shook his head with mild frustration. “No, Sarah, you don’t understand. I tried to think of this a thousand different ways. You couldn’t hear him. You didn’t see him brought down. He sang this church song . . . I knew it. He knew things. He was telling me things. He made those chains slip off my wrists and legs without even unlocking them. Then he disappeared once I was free. I saw it in his face. He knew you would live too.”


Sarah registered with a blank stare. “So the boy from your imagination rescued you?”


David sighed. He hated to be short with her, but thought she would be more open-minded. “He wasn’t some imaginary figure. And he wasn’t a boy. I mean, he was, but he was older. Or maybe he didn’t have an age. Sarah, he was angel. God sent him. I know it.”


Sarah sat quietly for a moment, taking it all in, and on a whim blurted out, “We did say that guardian angel prayer.” She stared at him with a smile. She grabbed his arm, frenzied. “David our prayers were answered.”


“No kidding,” he chuckled. Sarah put her hand over her mouth. In an instant she was convinced. 

“Oh, my God,” she shrieked. “David, is that what really happened?”


David laughed. She was so excited. Would it be this easy to convince everyone, he wondered? “Well, you didn’t think he just let me go, did you?”


She shook her head wildly. “I didn’t know what to think. I guess I was just waiting to find out.” She cast her eyes aside. “It’s amazing. I mean, I believe in miracles and angels and stuff, but it just sounds so . . . amazing.”


“So, you don’t think I’m crazy then?” he asked.

Suddenly she stopped smiling and too his hand. “David,” she began. “Let me make something loud and clear. I’m always on your side and I’ll never think you’re crazy.”


David felt relieved. “But an angel?” He thought it was weird how he came in trying to convince her he had been helped by an angel or spiritual guide and after convincing her, decided to convey his self-doubt. Yet, it was part of his strategy for gaining approval. 


“What else could it be?” she said. “I guess I just wasn’t listening hard enough when it was happening. I might have heard him too if I had been. You listened.”

David smiled. “Thanks, Sarah.” He threw his arms around her and the two hugged. Seconds later they pulled apart. She was blushing. “I wanted you to hear this first,” he said. “Soon everyone will know. God saved us. Not some metaphor, but the real thing. That doesn’t happen all that often does it?”

She blinked back tears. “No. Or maybe it does and people don’t realize it as well as you have.” She pushed her long locks aside and sniffled. “Now, are you sure you want everyone to know about this? I mean, it seems to be more of a personal story. Plus, I don’t want everyone thinking your just some screwed up kid.”

David was taken aback. He was convinced that she believed him fully even as he doubted himself, but now it was clear she was still unsure. “I could avoid telling them the truth, but then I got thinking maybe I’m supposed to tell people. Maybe that’s why I was given another chance.” He grabbed her hand, his excitement causing a smile to emerge across her face. “How could I turn away from God by not telling people my theory? It would be like the ultimate slap in the face.”


She nodded. She understood, though she may have feared the outcome of his testimony. “You do what you have to do, David. I’m with you.”


David let go of her hand and relaxed his shoulders. He was relieved to have found a direction to go. He had witnessed a visitation by an angel. He was freed by him. He was going to tell the world all about it, though he realized it may stand to provide more questions than answers. 
Chapter 12
Mr. Henson broke up the party only a few minutes after David’s revelation to Sarah. He was drawn in by their excitement and laughter, smiling warmly as if he had half a clue of what knowledge they shared. He stepped into the room with his hands in his pockets. 


“Are you ready to answer some more questions, David?” he asked, taking delight in David’s mood. 


David wheeled himself backward then spun the chair in Mr. Henson’s direction. “I’ll tell the news people what happened if you bring me out there.”


One of Mr. Henson’s eyebrows went up and the other one stayed in place. He shifted in his spot. “I don’t think it’s the right time, kiddo,” he said. “They’ll attack you if you go out there. Those people don’t care about your health and recovery. They’re interested in a story, which you haven’t even shared with me yet. Before you see them you’ll need to talk with me.”


Mrs. Ferris arrived on the scene thereafter. “What’s going on?” she asked. 


Mr. Henson cleared his throat. “David said he wanted to speak to the media, but since we’re still in the middle of investigating it’s probably not a good idea to let too much information about the story leak.”


“What investigation?” Mrs. Ferris demanded, beleaguered. “That animal is dead. The kids were found in the house and David told you that he escaped from that house. As far as I’m concerned the case is closed.” She turned to David, softening her tone. “That doesn’t mean you’re ready to go out and talk to the press, honey.”


Mr. Henson raised his arms in defensive fashion. “We’re still in the process of clearing up some final details before we move on, Mrs. Ferris. We have to make sure we have all of our bases covered.”


David started to wheel forward. “I want to talk to them,” he said, ignoring the bickering between the two adults, both of whom turned to him when he headed for the door. 


“It’s not a good time, David,” Mr. Henson said. He motioned to Mrs. Ferris. “Can you go back and get Doctor Carlson?” he asked.


“You go get her,” Mrs. Ferris said with a bit of attitude in her voice. “I need to speak with my son.”


Mr. Henson stepped in front of the door before David could reach it. “Wait a minute, David. You have to talk to me about that night before you talk to the press. We can go somewhere private if you would like, but I have to have my questions answered.”


“What questions?” Mrs. Ferris asked, throwing up her arms. 


Mr. Henson shook his head in frustration. “What questions?” he said mockingly. “The most important question of all, Mrs. Ferris. Don’t you want to know how he got out of the house when his arms and legs were shackled with steel chained cuffs that were fastened to a bolt embedded three inches into the concrete?”


Her face turned red and she closed the distance between them. David sat in his chair, fascinated by his mother’s defense of him. “Is it a crime that he escaped?” she asked. “Would you rather he had not figured a way out and died in that dungeon?”


Mr. Henson shook his head. “That’s not what I’m—”


“Then what’s it matter how he did it?” she asked. “The point is he did it, and managed to save lives in the process. Now, it looks as if he’s finished with your questions for now, Mr. Henson. As for the press, he and I will discuss it between us. Now, if you wouldn’t mind . . . ”


Mr. Henson stared at her with wild eyes. He wanted to say more, but his integrity as an investigator kept him humble. His time was up, and they all knew it. Mrs. Ferris positioned herself behind David’s wheelchair and pushed him into the hallway. He heard Sarah offer a quick “goodbye” as he was leaving and thought she must still be beaming from the news she had gotten. Mrs. Ferris planned on making a fast getaway back to the room, but had no such luck. 


“There was more than one person in that house, wasn’t there, David?” the desperate man called from behind. Mrs. Ferris stopped the wheelchair in the middle of the floor and turned toward the man, leaving David facing the opposite direction.


“More than one?” she said, now interested. David cringed. Mr. Henson shot out of the room toward Mrs. Ferris. 


“David was in leg and wrist irons. Now, nobody short of Houdini could have escaped without someone helping out. A partner of the guy we shot, maybe, who had an attack of conscience?” The man inched closer until he and Mrs. Ferris were nearly nose to nose. “I just want to ask him how he got out of that house. It’s not too much to ask.”


“Why would he hide the fact that someone helped him if that were the case?” she asked, speaking almost out of reach of David’s ear. He wouldn’t allow for their conversation to go unobserved, however. 

Mr. Henson shrugged. “That’s what we need to find out.”


David was no fool. While his mother and Mr. Henson were having a powwow steps away from where he was waiting, he decided to kick his wheelchair into quick motion. He zipped down the corridor to the first stairwell he could find, managed out of the wheelchair, and into the stairwell. He was not feeling at all comfortable, as he was weak and his body ached in so many places. His ankles and wrists still bore the scars of his horrid confinement, but the reality that he was still alive outweighed the burden of scars. 


He stumbled down the hollow stairwell gripping the steel banisters tightly all the way down. He didn’t realize how weak he was until he arrived at the bottom. He didn’t know if he could physically make it to the lobby. On top of it, he had no idea where the media was camped, so going out the front would have to be a guess. When he pushed through the doors on the first floor the receptionist was to his right. Her head was all that he could see behind the circular desk and she was on the phone. David let the door close behind him. The clanging echoed through the main lobby and caught the woman’s attention. She peered at him curiously. David only imagined what was going through her mind. Here he was in hospital dress, his arms and legs bandaged and limping around like Peg Leg Pete. 


David thought it best not to meet her gaze, as it would be a dead giveaway that he was breaking out. Instead he hobbled along as if he were taking a leisurely stroll through the park. As he passed the desk he smiled at her and nodded. He wondered if it would be enough. Not if she had any brain in her head. The mere sight of him raised a red flag. 


Sure enough, as he approached the main doors she hollered, “Wait a minute, little boy.”

David pretended he didn’t hear her and kept strolling toward the exit. He pushed the metal doors open and entered a short tunnel, at the end of which was a secondary set of doors that would hopefully bring him out to the front. As soon as he was out of sight of the woman at the desk he began to sprint, which more resembled a one-legged-race. He heard her burst into the hallway behind him.


“Wait a minute, boy,” she said. “You can’t leave the hospital alone.”


David kept going. He arrived at the second set of double doors and thrust them apart. Running horizontally in front of him was a narrow road that spiraled around into the parking lot beyond. It was chilly, and he wasn’t dressed for middle spring, but the sun was bright and glowing and he soaked up the rays like it was a day at the beach for him. His eyes were strained from the bright light, still sensitive from having been in the dark for so long. A few times during his stay in the basement he would have sworn he had gone blind. 

The receptionist arrived behind him seconds later, bursting through the doors huffing and puffing. She leaned on her knees after spotting him in arms reach. “Oh, thank God,” she said. “I was so worried. What . . . are you doing? Do you know we can be liable if something happens to you?”


David turned to her sullen. “I needed some air,” he said. 


She regained her stance and reviewed him cockeyed. A few seconds of silence between them followed as the woman regained her regular heart beat. In that time he breathed in the fresh air, realizing it for the first time in many days. He was but a small dot in the middle of a place he had never been and may never have seen in his life had the circumstances not been what they were. As it was, he got to come face to face with a place he wasn’t supposed to ever have known. How many places like this existed in the world? He wondered. How many of them would he see in his lifetime? 


“Excuse me,” called a soft voice from his blind side. 


David shook free of the moment and turned in answer to the call. It was a young lady holding a pad and pencil. She had a small face with long blond hair. She was neither young nor old but in between. 


“Are you with the paper?” David asked, a twinge of hope surging through his bloodstream. This could very well be the moment he was waiting for. 


“The Chronicle,” she said. “It’s a regional paper. Are you the boy that escaped the house?” She seemed delighted, as if she had stumbled upon a lost treasure. 

Just then the receptionist stepped forward and grabbed David’s arm. He eyed the nurse with malice and shook free of her. 


“You’re not supposed to be talking with the press,” she warned. 


David ignored her and stepped forward. “I’m the one they want to talk to,” David said. The way reporters and camera people suddenly found there way to his side reminded him of a time he was on the beach with a bag of popcorn searching for seagulls to feed. Lo and behold he spotted one nearby and thought how nice it would be to toss it some bread. One piece was all it took and within seconds the lone seagull was in the company of no less than two dozen who had come for the feast. How did they know? Did they smell the bread? Did they see it from the skies? Did they sense one of their own was being fed while they were getting nothing? 


It was quite alarming how rapidly the media honed in on the one young lady’s discovery, and she was soon overrun by many. He saw her getting squeezed to the back of a noisy horde. Her efforts to maintain her ground was thwarted by hungrier journalists awaiting a story they would never expect.


 David stood there stupefied the entire time, reviewing the picture he had in his mind of this moment and realizing it did not resemble what he was seeing at present. They completely surrounded him. Men, women, young, old. Cameras, microphones, flashes. Was it a bad idea to leave the safety of the hospital? He wondered where the receptionist was in all the mayhem. And what of his mother and Mr. Henson?


David nearly panicked, but then he remembered why he had escaped in the first place. A sense of peace overwhelmed him and he smiled. He could have made up some story for Mr. Henson that would satisfy his need for answers, but it wouldn’t have given appropriate homage to the heavenly stranger whom was responsible. 

“Quiet, please,” he said softly. He doubted that anyone heard him. On the other hand, it did seem to get quieter. They were trained to listen. They probably had his first two words already recorded in their little notebooks. David waited as the questions waned. In less than a minute it was silent. “David,” he heard from beyond the crowd. It sounded like his mother. “David.” His mother broke through the crowd somehow, and was in front of him with excited eyes. He had seen them before, but felt comfort in that he hadn’t provoked her state by being that other kid.  The old David was gone, though it wasn’t fully realized, to be sure.


Mrs. Ferris leaned in as close as she could get to block her words. “David, honey, please. It’s not the right time for this. You need to get some more strength back.”


David smiled at his mother. He saw the tension lift from her face. She saw something in him that she hadn’t seen before and was soothed by it. “I’m only going to tell them what everyone wants to know.”


Mrs. Ferris closed her eyes, shook her head, and stepped beside him. David faced the media proudly, lifted his weary body and said, “I’m David Ferris. I was kidnapped six days ago while I was walking home from a friend’s house.” Bear. He couldn’t wait to see him again. “He chained me in his basement and I met some other kids while I was down there.” He saw his friend’s face as he was being dragged away following his escape attempt. “Sam,” he muttered without thinking. He shook his head. “Anyway I waited. Waited for it to be my turn.” David held up his arm as if holding something. He wasn’t speaking for the media anymore, but reliving the horror in a fog. “I . . .I had a sharp piece from a plate and I was going to kill myself so he couldn’t . . . get me. I would have.” He remembered how desperate he had been in those moments. “I would have. Then it happened.” David paused. He searched the heavens. Some of the journalists looked into the sky in search of what he was staring at. “There was an older boy brought down.” With this admission David felt tears roll down his cheeks. “He talked to me, sung wild songs. . . ” David laughed recalling the kid’s New York, New York rendition. “Then he saved me.”


The media remained silent, waiting for the details. Who was he? How did he set you free? How did he get free? 

“When he was ready . . . he simply made the chains slip off my feet and arms and led me to the street.” David faced the crowd eye to eye, now confident in what had truly happened, even if not fully understanding why it happened. “He was an angel. I saw him disappear that night. Sarah and I prayed. We prayed, and God answered our prayers. When I left that lady’s house after getting out that night I didn’t even know what I was searching for, but when I saw the church I knew. I knew it was where I was supposed to go.”


David released the breath he had been holding since that strange night. 


The storm of questions began directly after he concluded with his statement. There was no way he could have figured out whose questions to answer. Voices were the only thing he heard. Lots of them, there words mixing together causing them all to sound like a swarming cloud of bees. It was at the height of the buzzing that he turned to his mother, asking her with his eyes to get him out of there. He never intended to field questions. He only wanted the media to know what happened. He was urged by an inner sense to proclaim his story before anyone else could tear it apart. He thought of Mr. Henson, whom he had lost track of in the crowd. 

They were reunited again once inside, and he appeared less than enthralled. As Mrs. Ferris ushered David to the elevator he gave hot pursuit. “Wait,” he called.


The two stopped at the elevator. His mother depressed the button. She looked in just as much a hurry as David wanted her to be. 

“Why did you do that?” he asked in desperation. “Why did you tell the media that story before you would tell me? We need to find out who this kid is and where he went.”


David shook his head, awed that this man only heard from his admission what he wanted to hear and nothing more. Did anyone actually hear him at the press conference, or did they miss the point? He hoped and wondered.


“You can’t look for someone who isn’t there,” David said with an air of sassiness. “I told you who he was.”


Mr. Henson squeezed air out between his pursed lips. “David . . . I know what you believe happened, but I hope you understand we’ll need to talk some more about all of this.”


The elevator dinged and the door slid open with a whoosh. Mrs. Ferris escorted David inside while Mr. Henson made no attempt to follow. “I’m sure we will talk to you later,” she added curtly.


“No doubt,” Mr. Henson said as the door slid shut.

Chapter 13
David was proud. He had done what God would have expected him to do in giving him rescue. He still did not have the answers as to why He had chosen him above all the others that had passed before him at the hands of the killer whom papers had dubbed the, “Monster of Millcrest.” The thought of it made him quiver, and his mother did her best to shield him from the reports and the papers, but David was no fool. In the few days following his television debut he read everything he could in his long visits with Sarah. Her parents made sure she had a copy of every paper, magazine or digest that reported the story, which was all of them. 

David recalled the first time he met Sarah’s parents. It was the day after David met with the press. They came to his room. Her mother was speechless and her father constantly making the sign of the cross as if he was in the presence of the Almighty. “God bless you,” he said. “I knew she would come back to us. We prayed and we prayed. You were the answer.”

David didn’t feel he was the answer to anything. There wasn’t a parent with a missing child who didn’t pray for his safe return. Father Williams used to say of prayer that they are all answered, but sometimes in ways we might never know or understand. “You were meant for great things,” her mother said. 

Sarah and he laughed about that as they discussed this encounter four days after “They think you’re the second coming of Christ, David,” Sarah said.

David shook his head, staring out the window at the parking lot below. “Not a kid like me,” he answered sullenly. It was a sunny day. On the table beside him was an Easter basket full of candy, pink artificial grass sprouting out on all sides. It was the most unusual Easter he had ever known. Each time he thought of it he recalled what Father Williams had told him the last time he spoke with him. Spring is a season of growth and hope. A time for purification of the heart and soul. “Anyway . . . what if I was the second coming? People would only think I was crazy. It’s so weird how all these millions of people go around trying to live their lives according to what the Bible says, but you tell them you saw an angel and they lock you up in the loony bin.” He turned toward her in question. “What do people really believe when it boils down to it?”
She jumped off the bed and started hopping from one square floor tile to the next. “They believe all the things that are easy to believe. When believing becomes more difficult, most people give up and don’t even bother.” She shrugged. “That’s what I think anyway.”
David sighed. “What are we still doing here, Sarah? We’re both well enough to go home.” He flicked the pink grass in the Easter basket with his hand. “I feel like a prisoner.”

Sarah jumped back onto her bed and sat there, swinging her legs back and forth carelessly. “This little hospital has probably never had something so big happen to them. If they let us go then everything goes back to normal. They’re probably waiting for Ophra to show up and invite you on her program. With a story like yours you know she’ll be calling.”

David stared out the window longingly. “My mother hasn’t said much to me since that day. She walks around me as if she’s afraid of me. Like if she does or says the wrong thing God will zap her with a lightning bolt. Mr. Henson growls at me and the crowds are growing bigger down there.” He turned around to face Sarah. “I’m doing what I think I’m supposed to do. Is this what was supposed to happen?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know,” she answered. “You didn’t think people were going to hear a story like yours and then go back to their normal business? You read the papers . . . they think your so-called angel is real as life and still out there. They have people out searching for him, and they’ll crown him with thorns before they’ll wash his feet.”

David sighed. It wasn’t enough. Telling them wasn’t enough. He should have figured they would rationalize it in some way. He understood the way Doctor Carlson talked with him about the ordeal, and the whispered conversations she had with his mother after each visit. They thought he was traumatized. They believed him to be a little boy who became so overwhelmed with the circumstances that he invented or imagined a wild escape tale. For all he knew Sarah felt the same way. David had to convince himself occasionally that this was not the case. There was not a second person. There was only one beast and he was dead. He wondered about the person they would come to accuse of being the other guy. Mr. Henson hadn’t spoken to him since that first day, but he knew the man would not give up that easily. It was his job to fight for the answers he wanted or expected. He had to find a logical and earthly answer to what happened. It was David’s biggest challenge—how to convince the world that he wasn’t crazy. 

That’s not to say that everyone thought he was a traumatized kidnapped victim. According to the news, people had traveled long distances to camp outside the hospital for a chance to see him. Touch him. Zealots who believed heart and soul that David had seen the face of God. 

“I don’t know what they want me to say,” David admitted. “I have no other way to explain how I got out of my chains and past that guy. How do you think they’ll explain that?”

Sarah sprang from her bed. She was healthy as a horse and in good spirits. No reason was good enough to justify their stay in David’s mind, but a week later they still waited. “They’ll think of something.”

David shook his head. “I have to stop dwelling on it. It’s over. I’m safe. I have lots to do back home. I just have to get out of here.”

Sarah crept up to him slowly with her head bowed. When she could go no further she stopped and grabbed his hands. She lifted her head and peered into his eyes. They were the same height. “We’ll be so far apart,” she said softly.

Her discomfort with parting ways was his as well, though she was better at expressing her anxiety. Perhaps the other adults sensed their need for one another, and so gave them the extra time they needed to say goodbye.

“Never further than a dream,” David returned, thinking of his poetry book that was hidden back home where nobody would have ever discovered it had he been killed. Or maybe one day someone would have found it and published it. The Diary of Disappearing David. He would have left his family rich. 

“Or a nightmare,” Sarah said.

David smiled. It reassured her. “It’s all dreams from this point forward.” It sounded good, but he wasn’t so sure it was as rosy as all that. 

The pair held their gaze until disturbed by a knock on the door. They never had more than fifteen minutes of peace at a time. On this occasion it was Doctor Carlson escorting a weathered couple into the room. The man was small and balding with a long brown raincoat and the woman a heavy set blonde with sunken eyes. David was at a loss of ideas as to who they could be. So many had asked to come up and visit and were denied each time. 

Doctor Carlson stopped in the middle of the room and the couple split, flanking her. “Hi, David,” said Doctor Carlson. “We haven’t been letting visitors up, but we made an exception in this case.” She cleared her throat and raised her arm to introduce the man on her right. “This is Mr. Friedken and his wife. They wanted to talk to you about their son Samuel.”

Sarah and David exchanged glances, wondering and knowing at the same time. Samuel. David didn’t want to know. Sam. He saw the boy’s face as he was being dragged off after nearly escaping. It couldn’t be that kid’s parents. The boy with the brother, Will, to whom he was going to pass along his bike. How could he tell the boy’s parents the last words of their son? The son that he was only a day late in saving. 

David swallowed hard. Did they see the panic in his face? He wondered. His heart felt as if it had been twisted like a towel being wrung to squeeze out the water. Sam’s mother approached mildly, seeming more grandmotherly than otherwise. She was hunched over and pale. “You were with him,” she stated. “My boy.”

David wondered why she wasn’t approaching Sarah. She was there just the same. Why was it he that she focused upon?? The man hanged back, expressionless. Doctor Carlson stood erect, poised to psychoanalyze the event, no doubt. 

“You were with my boy, Sammy,” she said again. Her eyes were wide and expectant. “I heard you say his name on the news and the doctors told me . . . ” Her bottom lip quivered. “They told me about the autopsy. He hadn’t been dead for more than a couple of days.”

No he hadn’t. He had been with them all along—chained in the basement with the rest of them. Tired, hungry and frightened. Plotting and planning an escape that didn’t come to fruition. Passing along his final words that they be told and held for years to come. David never actually believed the circumstances would have lent themselves to that responsibility. At the time, he was thinking that they were all going to escape or none of them would.  Why couldn’t his rescuer come earlier?
“Sam was with us,” Sarah offered, which pleased David because he didn’t know that he had the nerve to tell her because admitting that fact meant facing the circumstances of his last moments. 

Sarah took the woman’s hands in hers. The woman shifted her eyes back and forth from David to Sarah, as if confused. “We were all there,” Sarah added, pushing her long hair from her eyes. 

The woman expressed shock in learning this. She smiled as if relieved, but then broke down in tears. She quickly composed herself as the rest of them waited patiently for her. She wiped tears from her eyes and David thought how much sadness there had been mixed up with the happiness over his return. He felt guilty for being safe and alive. He bowed his head in shame, in fact, wondering what it must have been like to receive the news that their son had been murdered. In the end it was Sam’s wrist bracelet that matched him with his family so quickly. For the other kids discovered it might be months before their families were discovered. 
“I’m glad he wasn’t alone,” she said to Sarah, her voice wavering. 

Sarah didn’t answer. David saw Sam in his mind again. He shook his head violently and turned away from them. 

“Can you tell us anything about your time with him?” Sam’s father asked, finally breaking his silence. His voice was gravely and deep—full of remorse. He was a man who had lost his oldest son at the hands of a child killer. David wanted to answer him, but couldn’t. He hoped Sarah would save him, but she didn’t. David held his back to them.

“I don’t want to talk about it now,” he said. “I can’t.”

A long silence followed. He felt their piercing eyes on his back and he tried to rationalize his response. What did he owe them? They were interfering with his recovery time. He didn’t invite them. They shouldn’t have been allowed into the room without his knowing they were coming. He would have told Doctor Carlson that the timing was wrong. He wouldn’t have seen them. 

“Perhaps when you’re feeling up to it we’ll see you again,” she said. 

“Yeah,” David said, though not fully sure he was loud enough for them to hear. He never turned back around to face them. He heard them shuffle away quietly then breathed a sigh of relief. “Why didn’t you tell them?” David asked of Sarah.

“I figured you didn’t want them to know,” Sarah said. “Anyway, I forget what Sam said.” Sarah put a hand on David’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault . . . what happened to Sam.” She sensed his remorse like nobody else could. She was the only one who knew what they had witnessed. Sarah hadn’t even told her parents. Perhaps she told Doctor Carlson. He couldn’t be sure what she passed along to her, though he doubted it was much. They offered each other more than any doctor was able to. They both knew this. 

David felt tears yet again. How many more would he shed over this ordeal? “He almost made it.”


“Because of you,” Sarah reminded. “Without your idea to fight back he wouldn’t have had a chance in the world. Everything good that could have happened in that basement happened because of you. We were dead before you got there. We had no hope. We were only waiting.”


David was feeling peaceful and calmed. It was like in the movies when the hypno-therapist tells the patient to close his eyes and relax. One…two…three….he might have fallen asleep standing had another interruption not broken the silence. It was Sarah’s mother holding the daily newspaper, but seeming a bit edgier than normal. She thrust it open and held it up for them to see the front page. David squinted from his place near the window. What was getting her?


On the cover was a sketch of a young man’s face in black and white. David moved forward with his eyes focused as if he was studying one of those magic eye posters in hopes an image unseen would pop out at him. In the end it was only the sketch with a caption. This young man, estimated to be between the ages of sixteen and twenty-one in a picture composed by police sketch artists, is wanted for questioning in the Millcrest Murders and kidnappings. Anyone with information is encouraged to contact authorities. David took the paper from the woman’s hands and stood with his mouth agape. 


“They say they have an eye witness,” she said, her voice wavering. “According to the police this lady said she saw someone leaving the house before the police got there.”


David felt his face turning red. He knew this moment would come, but never imagined it to be so soon. An eye witness? Who would attest to seeing a person that wasn’t there? David felt the fury burning in the pit of his stomach. He was no longer afraid to face the public. No longer timid about relating the facts as they were. In fact, he wanted to scream at the world for not only disbelieving his story, but for going so far as to inventing an entirely different story that contradicted his own wonderful truth. 
Who was this person he was staring at in the sketch? Though it did vaguely resemble his angel there were other features that didn’t seem at all to fit his memory of him. It was madness. David had no intention of letting such ignorance stand. He owed it to God. He owed it to himself to be portrayed not as a victim but a boy spared by the grace of the Lord.


David clenched his teeth and stole off, possessed by energy that, while in that basement, he never thought he would possess again. It was the fire of the Holy Spirit burning deep within his soul, urging him onward. He ran. He never looked back to see if Sarah was following. He sprinted down the corridor to that same set of stairs he had used a week earlier in his escape from the hospital. This time he did not need to stumble. He was back. A normal twelve-year-old once again. 

He bolted out of the stairwell through the front doors and within seconds it was a media blitz. Behind them were hordes of onlookers. People wanting to see him. People wanting to know what he knew. It was so loud. So intimidating, but he faced them anyway, renewed. 

He lost his senses momentarily as he absorbed the crowd. He needed them as much as he was disappointed in them. How many of them saw the sketch and accepted it as the answer. He felt the newspaper in his hand and spasmodically realized what he had returned to the media scene to do. He lifted the paper up so that everyone in the crowd could see the sketch. The outrage. They had all seen it so it was no surprise. It was time to fight back.

“This is a lie!” David shouted, his shrill little boy’s voice suddenly growing much like that of a young man’s and reaching out to all the cameras, microphones and beyond. He pointed to the sketch with his free hand. “Whoever said they saw this person is a liar! I told the truth! God sent an angel to save me. There was nobody else helping the guy that kidnapped me. He was alone, and I hope the police don’t dig up some person that looks like this just to explain how I escaped.”


“Did your angel look like the man in the sketch?” asked one reporter.


“The angel wasn’t a man!” David hissed. “This picture is a fake! You won’t believe me because I’m a kid? Or because I said I was rescued by an angel? Is this why people had to lie?” David tore up the newspaper and threw the separate halves into the crowd. “It’s a lie!”


The crowd went wild. Questions, more than he could answer in a lifetime were hurled at him and he didn’t know where to turn. Mr. Henson made his way quietly through the crowd. Once to the front lines he stuffed his hands in his pockets and cocked his head gently to the side. He seemed at a loss of will or desire to stop David from testifying once again and so he stood there beside the horde, passively observing.

David saw him there and thought it would have been easier if he had advanced on him and tried to remove him from his platform. He so much wanted to dislike him. 


“David,” called a woman from the shallow end of the crowd. “Is there any possibility that someone did rescue you and that maybe you’re confused about the facts?”

A skeptic. Or maybe not. Perhaps she wanted him to say something so definitive that nobody could argue with his story. David volleyed her question with an immediate response. “If some guy let me out then maybe the police should tell the media why the shackles on my hands and feet were not unlocked. Let them explain how some guy freed me without unlocking my shackles.” David recalled how they had slipped off without any pain and fell to the ground still locked. He couldn’t fathom then how this happened, but it had never been a big concern.

Mr. Henson offered a half smile and closed his eyes. He tossed his head lightly from side to side. “David,” he retorted lazily, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. “You’re compromising an ongoing investigation.”


“There doesn’t need to be an investigation,” David said to him. “You can tell them about the shackles. You can tell them they were—”

“Unlocked,” Mr. Henson said, softly, but loud enough so that those standing in the immediate vicinity could hear. “They were unlocked, David.” 


David felt a surge of electricity to his heart. He felt the blood leave his face. “No,” he said.


Mr. Henson held out his hand. “Please, David. Come with me and we’ll work this out together.”


“You’re a liar,” David said, half crying. “You’re lying to protect your reputation. I’m young but I’m not dumb.” David turned back to the media. “He was singing to me. He told me about my mother . . .he, led, me, out.”

His mother arrived in the midst of the mayhem and pulled him away from the crowd. In a final attempt to win the crowd David cried out to the horde in his departure.  “There is no other guy. There was never any more than one. An angel saved me.”


“David, stop it,” his mother said. “Stop it. You’re creating a scene.”


David ignored her as she pulled him away. “It was an angel,” he yelled. “Tell that lady she’s a liar! God saved me! She’s lying through her teeth!”


As David’s mother pulled him away by his arm, Mr. Henson followed. The trio retreated to the elevator, and this time Mr. Henson followed them into the compartment. It was in this seclusion that the second show began.

“Why can’t you let this go, David?” Mr. Henson said pleadingly. “You can’t speak to the press about these matters now. You simply can’t. Even if you believe us to be wrong.”


“I can talk to them if I want,” David screeched, his lips curled venomously. “You don’t know what happened down there. You didn’t spend six days with that guy. You didn’t see what I saw or feel what I felt. You think you can keep me a prisoner in this hospital while you and your team weave a bunch of tangled lies to make you look good and me look bad.”


“That’s not what’s happening,” David’s mother reassured wearily, a hand on his shoulder.


“That guy was alone,” David yelled. “An angel saved me. He was young and funny and knew things he couldn’t have known. If you think I can sit back and watch an innocent person be put in jail you’re crazy. I’ll fight this. I will fight you all until I’m dead because I’ve already been there and the Lord brought me back to tell the world.” David wondered where those words had come from. They didn’t seem like his own.

“So that’s it,” Mr. Henson said with a new edge to his voice. “Well, let me tell you something, David. You think we weren’t there? You think we’re a bunch of dummies? Well let me assure you that forensic science tells a much better story than a twelve year old child who was on the brink of a nervous breakdown the result of living in darkness for six days without food or water. How much more do you really think you know than us?”

“You watch your tone,” his mother scolded, pointing a slender finger in his face. “You don’t talk to him like that, Mr. Henson. He’s a child. My son.” She pulled David to her side and he put his arm around her waste. “He’s gone through a traumatic ordeal and you’re not helping him any with your fixation on this case.”

“It wouldn’t be an issue if he would just keep quiet,” Mr. Henson said searching for an ounce of support. The elevator doors opened and a few people were standing there staring with wide eyes. “Excuse us,” Mr. Henson said as he pressed another button. The doors closed on them and he continued where he left off. “David is talking angels and God while I’m trying to make real world sense of all this. The people don’t want to hear about angels. They want to know that there is a rational explanation so that we can say the case is closed and that their kids have nothing else to fear.”


“You don’t know what the people want,” David said. “It’s what you want that matters.” David leaned against one of the elevator walls. “Do you know how many people out there want to see me? People who don’t want to hear anything more than what I’m telling them. And by the way, you’re not saving children by telling them there is no God. You’re feeding them to the wolves.”


“Well,” his mother said with firm support. “How did David get freed by some guy if his shackles were still locked when they found them? It’s a detail you conveniently left out of the press releases.”


Mr. Henson pushed himself away from the wall on which he was leaning. “Oh, but Mrs. Ferris, you arrived late to the last press conference. Those chains were unlocked when the team of investigators arrived. David made a mistake about that little detail. Now is it any surprise why I’m pursuing other possibilities outside his miracle rescue? That detail should never have been shared.” Mr. Henson shook his head in desperation. “Oh, God, I’m going to face the guillotine for this.”


“Yeah,” David said. “Well I know some kids who faced a lot more than that.” He positioned himself in front of the double doors. “You can say anything you want about those shackles. They were locked when they fell off my legs and wrists.”


Mr. Henson slid beside him and arched his head until he knew David could at least see him peripherally. “Look, David . . . I have a son and only ten years ago he was your age. I love him and God willing if he ever had to go through what you and those other kids . . . I’m not a bad guy. I go to church. I read the Bible. I want so badly to believe or at least understand better what you went through down there. While I do that I want you to please forgive me for having to search for other answers. It’s not only me working on this thing. There are dozens of peoples working in teams to sort this whole thing out. You’re only one part of this whole tragedy.”


The door opened no sooner with a ding.


David turned to his mother on the other side of him. With his head held high he said simply, “I want to go home.”
Chapter 14
Home sweet home. His mother accepted his plea to leave the hospital in Pennsylvania the next day. The doctors conceded that he was on the road to recovery. The media was allowed to take pictures of him and Sarah before they parted ways. The parting was bittersweet. 
“Virginia is not very from where I live,” David said. “We can call and email.”

Sarah nodded tearfully. “Thank you,” she whispered and then enveloped him in a large hug, a move that the media promptly captured. 

“We made it,” David said. “Never doubt the reason why,” he reminded softly.

“Never,” she said. Though David wondered what she was really thinking. After all, his angel never spoke to her, and she admitted that she never heard him even when David claimed the kid was singing and screaming. 
They held each others gaze for several seconds afterward. David didn’t realize how painful his leaving Sarah would be. He leaned in and kissed her gently on the cheek and said, “goodbye.” He turned away quickly and headed off in the opposite direction, not wishing to display his emotions for her or the crowd. 

When finally in the back seat of his car he hunkered down and closed his eyes. He hadn’t been free since the day he was taken. Being in the hospital was only a slight upgrade from being in the pits of the kidnapper’s home. For the first time in nearly two weeks he felt like the worst was behind him. Toni was beside him in the backseat and his mother at the helm. All was silent for the trip back to Millcrest, a final pit stop to fulfill a promise. 

Father O’Leary was more than happy to see David in good health and spirits. He was equally stunned that the boy had returned to bid him farewell. “Okay, you got me,” he said with a large smile. “I never thought you would come back. In fact, I thought you’d run away as soon as they let you go.”

David shook his head. He pulled from his pocket the small black bible Father O’Leary had given to him the morning they met. It was wrinkled and tattered with a rubber band wrapped around it vertically to mark his place. “I’ve been reading it.”

He nodded. “I can tell. Looks like you’ve made some progress.”

He stuffed the book back into his pocket. “I don’t understand a lot of the words, but most of it I do.”

Father O’Leary smiled. “Want to toss a football?”

David turned back to the car where his mother and sister waited. “For a few minutes, sure.”

Father O’Leary disappeared back into the rectory. David signaled to his mother with a single finger to indicate he needed more time. Father O’Leary returned looking as if he was going to the park for the day. He had a Yankees cap on his head and a football in his hands. 

“You have a baseball hat on, but we’re playing football,” David noted. “Not only that but it’s a Yankees cap. I’m the one that should be wearing that.”
“Yeah, kind of weird, huh,” he said, dashing past David and onto the bright green grass. “Is that your mother over there?”

“Yeah,” he said. 

“Does she mind?” He turned and waved to her. She returned the wave. 

“She’s okay,” David said. “She’s just glad to have me back. She would sit here all day without a word.”

Father O’Leary laughed as he tossed a perfect spiral at David. David jumped up to get it, but it bounced off his chest. 

“You have to tuck it into your chest,” Father said. “Use both hands.” 

David tossed it back, and though it wobbled all the way, it landed perfectly in the priest’s arms. The game continued and served as the perfect catalyst for a conversation. 

“So, you created quite a stir with your story, David,” he said. “I have to say I’m a bit jealous of you.”

“You believe me, then?” David said.

“Of course I do,” he said. “In fact, in the New Testament you’ll read that a very similar thing happened to Peter when he was imprisoned by King Herod.”

David held onto the ball instead of throwing it back. “He was saved by an angel?”

“From chains and everything,” he added. “You’ve never heard that story?”

David tossed the ball back. “No, but when people read that story they believed it. They don’t all believe me, though.”
Father O’Leary scoffed. “Lots of people didn’t believe Jesus either when he told them he was the Son of God.” He pulled back his arm and launched the ball with a puff of air. “In fact, they killed him for saying it.”

David was forced to run back for the ball, but never made it. He managed both hands on it, though it slipped from his grasp. He retrieved it and threw it back. A perfect spiral. “Is that my fate?”

His throw landed directly into Father O’Leary’s arms, and he held it against his chest. “Unfortunately, people really haven’t changed much in two thousand years,” he said. “You’ll have an uphill battle to face, for sure, but you’ll grow from it and in the end be a stronger person.”
David strode over a bright green carpet of grass, closing the distance between them. “I think I better go,” David said. “Thanks for the Bible. Maybe someday I’ll come back.”
 “You do that, David,” he said, offering his hand. The two shook hands and David headed off to the car. 
Father O’Leary watched him depart, and offered a final wave as they drove off. David was sitting beside his sister in the backseat. She had a Barbie doll in her hand and was pretending to walk it down the street. David watched her play, enjoying the moment. He felt at peace.

“Toni, Toni, bo boni, banana fana fo foni, fe fi mo moni, Toni!” he sang.

She turned to him and laughed. Her front tooth was missing. The last he had seen her she had both teeth. “A man took you, didn’t he?” she said, still twisting her Barbie in ten different directions.

David peeked at the rearview mirror and saw his mother’s eyes glaring back at him. 

“Yes, he did,” David said. The car pulled up at a red light. The motor hummed in wait. 

“But now your back,” she commented.

“Yeah,” he said. 
“Did God really send an angel to help you?” she asked, dropping her Barbie doll onto her lap and giving her full attention to her big brother. 

“I think so,” he said. He felt good confirming this fact with his doe-eyed sister. In telling the media of his fortunate encounter with a heavenly host it felt only half as real, like getting in a simulator to fly a plane. 
“Well, I’m glad you’re back,” she said, retrieving her doll again. “Even though you are a pain in the butt.”

David and his mother started laughing in unison. It was the first time in weeks that they had all shared a positive experience together. He prayed silently that there would be plenty more of those moments in the future. It was but a few quick seconds so full of love and life so as to make it clear it had its root in a bond so deep that nothing would ever destroy it. 

David finally understood at last what Father Williams was talking about in their last meeting. For some reason he could never connect with the simplicity of the notion that loving for the sake of love could bring true joy and meaning. He had come to realize his views as well as his inability to feel that connection was because of nothing more than pure selfishness. It all made sense to him as if someone had injected him with a syringe full of wisdom. This was God’s grace—his new vision and understanding of the world as many sought to understand it. 

“Your friends are anxious to see you,” his mother said from the front seat. 

David hadn’t thought about his friends much while recovering. He only imagined what life would be like with his friends and at school once he returned. He was an overnight celebrity. Would his first day back be like any other day? He wondered. Of course it wouldn’t for many reasons, but mostly for the reason that he had many things to rectify, including the trouble he had gotten into at school and with Jim Varton for breaking his windows. Yet, he didn’t fear the consequences of either situation. He was going to face it head on in a way he could have never done prior to his life changing ordeal. 

“The school repealed their decision to suspend you, David,” his mother said. “In light of the situation.”

Go figure. If you want out of a suspension you simply need to get kidnapped and escape and all is forgiven. “I’m sorry, Mom,” David said in thinking for the first time about everything that waited for him at home. He had created a mess at every corner.

She caught his eye in the rearview mirror. “We’re going to be all right, babe,” she said. 

Chapter 15
Coming home was like stepping into a dream world. Everything seemed so different to him. His street. His home. His bedroom. It all looked like something from another universe. It felt as if he had been away for years. He stood in each room for minutes at a time simply taking it all in as if trying to recover from amnesia. Everything was as he left it in his room. The bed unmade. The dresser drawers ajar. The eeriness of the return gave him goose bumps. They consumed his flesh like a disease. 


“We thought you ran away,” his mother said, sneaking into his room behind him. “Actually, I didn’t know what to think. I guess I first started getting nervous when your friends told me they had no idea where you were. I figured if you were going to run away you would have told someone.” David listened with his back facing her. He closed his eyes and tried to contemplate her experiences, and in many ways he understood that her horror was as probably as bad as his own. “I was so scared. I felt something terrible had happened. I knew you weren’t going to listen to me about the south end . . . ”

Mothers always sensed danger. He knew his mother wouldn’t think he ran away. She knew all along.


“I prayed like I never have before, David,” she said. “I left Mrs. Greely here with Toni and spent hours at night sitting in the church. I fasted. I didn’t want to do anything.”


David finally faced his mother as she began to cry. “That’s what I was told,” he said. “By the . . .” He was ashamed because he felt odd saying it. 

She wiped her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me what happened?” she asked. “Did you think I wouldn’t believe you?”


“Do you?” he asked solemnly.


She looked away. “You’re my son,” she uttered. “Of course I believe you.”


David shook his head. “I don’t want you to believe me because I’m your son. I want you to believe me because it’s the truth. Look, Mom, I needed to tell what happened before I forgot or someone convinced me that what happened wasn’t real. It was real. That kid was in the cellar with me. Sarah didn’t hear him, but I heard him. I saw him. I wondered the whole time why he was so . . . carefree. He wasn’t worried at all. He just waited for the right moment.”

What was the right moment? David wondered. God wanted him to learn something from his experience, and perhaps reach a new level of spirituality. He was never meant to leave that basement until this was accomplished. 

She grabbed David then and pulled her close. “I’m just glad your back, David. We have a second chance now. We’ll make everything right.”


David returned her hug and it was a happy moment. Still, he thought about Sam and the image of his face still burned in his mind and it kept him up many nights. Some part of him held on to those desperate moments and wouldn’t let go. It was the only part of the nightmare that gave him shivers to recall. That an angel would save his life only after Sam’s life had been taken was the only part of his experience that he couldn’t resolve. The rest of it he retold with little reserve when needed, those moments of his rescue growing more vivid in his mind, as opposed to dimming over the course or time. 

Then there was his special place underneath the porch where lie his journal notebook that he longed to see. He had so many more things to write with his new experiences. Eventually he made it outside to retrieve it, but a funny thing happened to him as he was on his hands and knees ready to crawl into the space through the wood lattice. Fear seized him and his legs locked. His heart began to race and his mouth turned to cotton. The darkness that awaited him inside the crypt was like a force field protecting it from his intrusion. David tried several times to push into the void, but had no success. 

He swallowed his pride after a long waiting period and asked Toni to come outside with him. She was captured by wonder and pride. David couldn’t remember the last time he had asked her to do anything with him or for him.


“There’s a big rock under the porch,” he told her. “I have a special book under the rock and I need you to crawl under there and get it for me.”


Her eyes were wide and bright. “Under there?” She pointed to the space under the porch with her top lip curled. “Aren’t there spiders under there?”


He understood her reservation. Had he asked her to venture such a task two weeks earlier it would have been so that he could trap her in there for a good laugh with his friends. 


“There are spiders everywhere,” he reminded. 


“It’s dark under there,” she whined. 

“It’ll only take a minute and I’ll wait right here,” David pleaded.

“Why don’t you go under and get it?” she said. “You put it there.”


David took in a deep breath. He peered into the darkness one more time thinking that maybe with her standing there he could venture in to do the job on his own. He gave up fast, as the mere thought of going into that space caused his heart to jump. “I just can’t go under there anymore.”


“I don’t know—”


“Look, Toni, I’m scared, all right?” he admitted sternly.


She regarded him with pity. She took his explanation as it was meant to be taken. She was no fool, and though she didn’t want to get under that porch she did it for her big brother. She did it for peace. She did it for love—the new love that warmed her heart. He stopped her as she was about to go in by putting a hand on her shoulder. “It’s a poetry book I write in. I’ll read you one poem from it for helping me.”

Toni smiled and shimmied through the wood lattice. Within a minute she was back, holding the book in her hand. She passed it to him and he led her to the stoop where they sat for quite some time reading from that book that he thought would be a secret forever. When they were done reading they used the stairs on the porch for a little game.

“Okay, Toni,” David said with much enthusiasm. He leaned over and grabbed a small stone from the ground. He held out two fists, one which held the secret stone. Toni sat at the bottom step wondering what hand held the treasure. “You get three tries to make it to the porch. Each time you guess right you can move up a step, but if you guess wrong you get a strike. Three strikes and you’re out.”


Toni smiled and clasped her hands together. “That one.” She pointed to his left hand. David revealed an empty palm and she huffed. He hid his hands behind his back and reshuffled.


The scene repeated itself several times until Toni made it to the porch. She threw up her arms in celebration. “I graduated!”


“Just barely,” David laughed. “You had two strikes. I thought you weren’t going to make it.”


She danced around in a circle singing obnoxiously. “I did it, oh yeah, I did it, oh 
yeah . . . ”


David shook his head. “Give it a rest.”


She sat back down and sucked in a few deep breaths. “Are you going to go back to school soon?”


David pondered, tossing the stone into the air and then catching it. “Of course I’m going to go back to school. I’m wondering if we’ll hear from Dad after what happened. My face is all over the news. Wherever he is he should see it.”


“That would be awesome if he saw it and came back,” she said. “I kind of forget what he looks like, though. I remember the picnics and how he used to pretend he was a vampire and bite my neck.”

“Oh, yeah,” David said. “I remember that.”


The two sat on the porch in quiet for a few minutes. The neighborhood was alive with sounds. The wind blowing. The cars passing. The birds singing. It was a peace David wanted to hold forever. He wondered if it meant the same to his sister. Could anyone ever truly appreciate the grace of the things taken for granted without having to earn the privilege by enduring hardship? He wondered about this. 


“Why did that guy kidnap you anyway?” she asked. “Mom said he was bad, but I already knew that.”


David sat down beside his sister, buying some time in responding to her curiosity. It was a good question, and one that he didn’t even know if he could answer. Man did terrible things sometimes in the name of God and country, and other times simply to satisfy some selfish need, like a child that throws a tantrum until he gets what he wants.  “Sometimes, Toni, it’s hard to understand why people do the things they do. What happened to me doesn’t happen often, you know. People can be snobby, rude, angry, or bold as much as children can be, but not many people would do a thing like that man did. He took children like a thief might walk into a store and walk out without paying for what he put in his pocket.” He saw Toni peripherally, watching him, hanging on every word. “People who steal want something they can’t have. The guy wanted a kid, Toni. That’s why he took me.”

A soft breeze kicked up a piece of paper in front of the house and tossed it into the air. “What was it like seeing an angel?” Toni asked.


David felt like he had just taken first place in a race against the rest of the world. “It was cool,” he said simply. That description of things was enough for his sister. “I didn’t even know he was an angel until he was gone.” He said this with much regret. Why couldn’t that kid have told him the truth? He wouldn’t have believed him if he had.

These were the quietest moments they were to have for a long time, for when the local media discovered that David had returned home they swarmed his house like the cloud of locusts that plagued Egypt in the Old Testament. They called incessantly and attracted the masses from their hometown. The whole time David’s story never wavered. 

“I’m just happy they haven’t found anyone from that sketch,” he stated, feeling much like an adult, in one instance to a local reporter. “I keep telling them there was no partner and that that sketch is just a dumb drawing. It hardly looks like the angel I saw.”

“So, how do you explain your account that your shackles were removed from you body while locked and yet the police have reported that they were discovered unlocked?”

David snickered. “They have their facts mixed up. It was a tough six days, but I had company down there. If Sarah hadn’t been there I might well have gone crazy, but I wasn’t crazy on the night of my escape. I know what happened down there.”
David answered so many questions his first day back that he thought his tongue was going to fall out of his mouth. He wouldn’t have minded if it did. He didn’t want to avoid the media even though he repeated many of the same answers to them frequently. It was his job to keep his story alive and the only way to do that would be to get as much attention as possible. 
The guys visited David during the evening of his first day home. It was all three of them together, appearing shocked, staring at him as if he was an apparition or a rock star. Each was gawking at the new and improved David Ferris perhaps even worried about how he had changed. Charms was still sucking lollipops while Dylan still fighting the evil of color. 
David regarded his friends with an amused air, almost as if he were watching a cartoon on the television. It was a no holds barred encounter. The entire time David frantically addressed the disorder in his room as if trying to win a contest.  His friends clustered up on his bed watching him and talking. It was like old times, but lurking beneath the surface of the same old routine was something deeper that they all sensed but didn’t approach. 
“Sit down and chill, dude,” Tyler urged. “Your room looks fine. Same old pigsty as before.”

David slammed a dresser drawer shut. He walked briskly to his desk, pulled out the top drawer, and dumped the contents onto the floor. Pencils, papers and markers fell in a pile like pick-up sticks. 

“It’s a mess,” David said. “Hideous.”

“I thought that’s the way you liked it,” Dylan said. “Forget about your dumb room and tell us what happened. You’re killing us here.”

David sat down at his desk, the empty drawer remained on his lap. He thought of Dylan’s choice of words. It had only been a couple of weeks but the trio was like strangers to him. “Haven’t you been watching the news lately?”

Tyler sat up on the bed and rubbed his hands together. “I’m sure you didn’t tell them everything. There must be something you left out. Something you saved just for us.” His eyebrows raised and his mouth turned upward in a huge grin.
David had no idea what more they wanted to know, and tried to hide his frustration. Did they think he had been away on vacation all this time? “Okay, I wet my pants my first night in that creep’s basement.”

The guys gazed at him with blank stares. Charms finally said, “Well . . . I’ve done that before.”

“You do it every night,” Dylan laughed. “Okay, okay . . . you peed your pants and what else?”

“Were you scared?” Tyler asked. 
Dylan shrieked. “The poor guy just told you he wet his pants, for God sakes. What more do you want?”

“That doesn’t mean he was scared,” Tyler defended. “People wet themselves all the time when they’re not scared.”

“Yeah,” Dylan scoffed. “Old farts in nursing homes, moron.”

Tyler rolled his eyes. “I’m just saying, I know I would have been freaking out. You were in a killer’s house. A killer. You came this close to being snuffed out.” He held out his index finger and drew an imaginary line across his neck while sticking out his tongue sideways.
“That’s close,” Charms’ added.

“Way close,” Dylan finished.  “So then tell us what happened . . . an angel you said . . . why are you telling everyone that an angel saved you?”

Tyler hit him on the side. “Because that’s what happened, stupid.”

“An angel didn’t save him for crying out loud,” Dylan said. “It was just a story he told them.”

“It wasn’t a story,” Tyler shouted from the far corner of the bed while playing Twenty Questions on a handheld computer orb. “Why would he need to make up a story like that?” He pressed a button on the gadget. “Would you say that carrots are crunchy?”
“Oh, be quiet,” Dylan said. “As if you have any clue.” He turned back to David who was sitting passively watching them bicker. He couldn’t blame them for their silliness. It was the bliss of ignorance on which they indulged. If roles were reversed, it might be him sitting on the bed laughing about it all. “So, tell us the truth, Mister.”

“I told you everything, Dylan,” David said meekly. “You’re starting to sound like the police now.”

“Are carrots root vegetables?” Tyler asked.

Dylan sneered. His mouth drooped into a frown and his shoulders fell a bit like wax melting on a candle. “It just sounds too much like a movie you go see. You’re telling us a real angel . . . an angel with wings floated out of the sky, sucked you out of your cuffs and carried you outside.” Dylan recoiled in a quick shivering motion. “That is freaky.”
“The angel didn’t have wings, dope,” Charms said. “Didn’t you read the papers or watch David on the news the hundred times he’s been on? It was like a man.”

“I thought all angels had wings,” Dylan said. “I never heard of an angel without wings. Did he have a halo?”

“Carrots don’t have seeds do they?” Tyler asked, not minding the conversation.
“Shut up with that stupid game, twit,” Charms yelled at Tyler before redirecting to Dylan. “Halo? You’ve got to be kidding.”

Dylan huffed. “So this angel had no wings or no halo?” Dylan repeated, more to himself than the others. 

“That Clarence angel from It’s a Wonderful Life didn’t have wings,” Charms reminded. “He looked like a regular person.”
“That’s just a dumb movie, lollipop!” Dylan hissed.
Tyler raised a finger as if making a brilliant discovery. “I got it! Maybe the angel was trying to earn his wings. By helping David he probably got them. I saw that on a movie too.”

“It’s the same stupid movie, dope,” Dylan said. “Go back to your twenty questions about carrots game.”

“Movies aren’t reality, and reality doesn’t involve angels,” Tyler said. “I believe in angels though. I think we all have a guardian angel that protects us.”

David thought of Sam with Tyler’s remarks. “Angels are messengers from God and the lowest in the angel hierarchy below archangels. Nowhere in the Bible does it suggest that every person has a guardian angel.”

The boys stared at David quizzically. “I guess you know better than us.” Dylan passed Tyler and Charms a get-a-load-of-this-guy look. 

Charms broke the silence a short time later. “Where do you think they got the name angel cake from?” he wondered aloud. “It looks like a regular cake to me.”

Dylan laughed. “It’s too bad David didn’t think to ask when he had the chance.”

“I’m sure cake was the last thing on his mind during the rescue,” Charms laughed.

David leaned over and started sifting through the items he had dumped onto the floor. Some he tossed into the waste basket next to his desk and the others he put back in the desk. 

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m wondering why the angel came to you and not the others. If that really was an angel sent by God from heaven to free you, then what do you think he freed you for?”
David closed his eyes, thankful to finally have some thoughtful remark considered. He was delighted and surprised at the same time. “I thought about that for awhile. I’m still thinking about it actually. I think I’m doing exactly what I’m supposed to be doing. We live in a 

world . . . ”


Without warning, Dylan sprang from the bed. “Blah, blah, blah,” he said. “I’ve heard enough about angels for now. We’re glad you’re back, Davey boy. What do you want to do?”


Tyler threw a pillow at him. “You’re rude.”


Dylan threw up his arms. “I’m sorry. It’s just that this angel business freaks me out. If there really is a God up there who uses his angels to watch and protect us then I have to think he probably isn’t too happy with me.”


David scooped the rest of the pens into his drawer. “Then do something about it,” he said in jest. 


“I will,” Dylan said. “Just as soon as I’m done peeing on the next door neighbor’s car. I had enough of that Mr. Flowers squirting me with his hose every time I pass. He always acts as if it’s an accident, but I know he does it on purpose. Why does he spend so much time out there anyway spraying his corny little purple flowers?”


“You got every news channel out on David’s front lawn and you’re going to pee on Mr. Walker’s car?” Charms posed.


“I’d like to see that one on the six o’clock news,” Tyler said, tossing Twenty Questions aside. “That thing is smart.”

David shoved the drawer back into his dresser. “Look, I’ll see you guys later. I’m kind of tired right now. Plus I need to finish this room.”

Dylan glanced around David’s bedroom, eyeing it head to toe. “This room is cleaner than a military urinal. What else is there to do?”


David’s face turned red and he darted to his bed. “This bed for instance. You guys wrinkled the covers.” He pulled at the edges of the quilt to undo the creases. “The walls over there are streaked and look at this carpet. It’s a mess.”


“It’s nothing that can’t wait,” Dylan said. “We haven’t seen you in two weeks. We want to hang out. Maybe we can go to the south end and you can show us where the psychopath snatched you.”


David turned his head from side to side. “Okay, Dylan. So after we’re done reliving the worst terror in my life what should we do? Smoke? Drink? Break windows? Break curfew? Curse and swear and see who we can torment?” David inched closer to his friend. “I can’t hang out anymore. I don’t want to.”


Dylan swallowed hard. His head shrunk into his neck. “Why don’t you just call me when your room is clean.”


“Come on, Dylan,” Charms said. The two left together while Tyler hung behind. He put a hand on David’s shoulder. “Do you want me to help you with your room?” he asked.


David felt tears welling in his eyes. “The others will want you to go with them. I’ll be fine.”


Tyler nodded and headed off. 

Chapter 16
They let him back in school as simple as that. They welcomed him back with open arms, never once mentioning the events surrounding his suspension. It was a relief to David to have a fresh start, but part of him felt guilty. Part of him wanted to be punished. It was what he deserved. Principal Baxter put it another way. “He’s suffered enough. I’m in definite support of giving David another try.”

David didn’t feel as enthusiastic about making a return to school. A week later he still resisted attending, preferring rather to sulk at his house. The media coverage thinned during that time, but his family still received many calls about making appearances on television, from local to national programs. David had not accepted any invitations. He spent the larger part of each day in his bedroom scrubbing the walls with a washcloth, cleaning his window with window spray, and vacuuming his rugs. In the meantime early spring was maturing. The weather was getting warmer each day, the flowers blooming, and the grass growing long enough to be touched by the wind. 
“When do you think you’ll be ready to go back, baby?” his mother would ask. “Would you like me to schedule an appointment with Doctor Lester?” was another favorite. David listened and responded thoughtfully, wondering what the best response would be to such inquiries. He didn’t want to go back to Doctor Lester. Not because he had nothing to say, but because he didn’t care for the man. He made no connection with him and maybe if he had things would have been different all along. 
For the time being, David put his life on hold, thinking that if he didn’t resume his normal life that time would simply freeze until he felt ready to face the world again. From that little place he did lots of soul searching, which included frequent calls to Virginia. He could not let a day slip by without talking with Sarah. How he wished she lived closer. She had done a better job at getting her life back to normal. She had returned to school. She had started some counseling sessions. She had told the world about the mighty David Ferris.

“Stop it,” David answered in response to her latest attempt at flattery. He was happy she couldn’t see him blush when she complimented him. “It’s not like I’m a celebrity.”

“Speak for yourself,” she returned. “You’re in New York and people are talking about you in Virginia. They don’t give a hoot about me, though. The first word out of anyone’s mouth who recognizes me from the news is ‘David’.”
This should have made him feel like a star, but each time he wanted to feel an ounce of pride he saw Sam’s face in his mind. It forced his silence—in this instance prolonged silence that Sarah had to interrupt in order to further their conversation. “Are you all right, David?” Her voice was so compassionate. 

“Of course,” he replied distantly. “I’m just working through some things. Listen, Sarah, are you sure you never heard that kid down there? Not even once?” He ground his teeth in anticipation of her response.
“I wish I had,” she said longingly. “That doesn’t mean he wasn’t there. Don’t doubt what happened. I know it happened just the way you said.”

David listened to her words of encouragement, but he couldn’t tell if she was sincere when she said them. “I think about some details of my conversations with him and I think that there is no way I could be mistaken, but then I think about the shackles being found 

unfastened . . . it’s not what I remembered.”


“Oh, please, David,” Sarah said. “You actually believe that Henson guy? Believe in what you saw, not what other people tell you is the truth. That snake is only trying to mess with your head. It’s all part of his plan. Don’t you ever watch Law and Order?”


David smiled. Did she know he was smiling? He wondered. “Still, he has a kid. He doesn’t seem like a totally bad guy.”


“It’s all an act!” she retorted. “They’re trained to get inside your head. Forget about him. Listen . . . to . . . me. Believe in yourself.”


“And if they arrest someone who looks like that sketch?” David said. They had had this same discussion ten times in previous conversations. She didn’t answer the question this time. Instead, she lightened their exchange. “Okay . . . would you rather eat a worm or a fly?”


David cringed. “I guess . . . a worm. Aren’t they cleaner?”


“I don’t know about that,” she said. “I think I would rather eat a fly, though. Not one of those horse flies, but a little fly. A house fly.”


“My turn,” David trumpeted. “Would you rather live without your ears or your nose?”


There was a short pause. “Are you talking about your sense of hearing or smell?”

“No,” David barked. “Literally your ears or your nose?”


“Oh, God,” she remarked. David pictured her expression. “I’d definitely rather live without ears than a nose,” she said. “I can’t even imagine what I’d look like without a nose. Ew.”


David laughed. “I agree. I wouldn’t want to walk around without a nose. But without ears I couldn’t hear. I’d rather not be able to smell than hear. It’s a tougher decision that it sounds.”

“Not for me. I’d rather be deaf with no ears, but still have a nose.” She giggled. “All right, that’s enough for me. Call me tomorrow,” she said. “And don’t forget . . . I had my angel too down there. It was you.”


As always, David part their conversation happier than he was before he called. It always worked.

One of the things he set himself to resolve after his first week back included a trip to Jim Varton’s home. He had not spoken to the boy since the bathroom on the day of their last fight. He remembered vividly what he had done to the boy and his house and though the school forgave him he had not forgiven himself. 
He walked the road to Jim’s house alone, avoiding the curb but rationalizing that the same thing could not happen to the same kid twice. Traffic was light and the skies blue. He reached Jim’s house and knocked on the door with much confidence. He was doing the right thing. The only thing he could do. It didn’t matter whether they called the police on him or that Jim hauled off and slugged him in the face. Whatever the consequence he felt he would be ready for it. 

Jim answered the door that afternoon, chewing on something unknown. His mouth locked, though, when he saw David standing proudly at the front door, his eyes speaking new truths. It was clear Jim had no idea how to react to this visit. Did he see the newfound wisdom in David’s eyes? He stood at the threshold of the door until David finally offered up a word. “Hi.”

It was so simple—the power of a friendly or shy hello. It could turn night into day and hell into heaven. 

Jim didn’t respond. He nodded. It wasn’t the slug David had expected. An older gentleman appeared behind Jim, curiously gleaming over his shoulder. He was well dressed and quite sophisticated looking, from his neatly trimmed mustache to his well managed head of wavy brown hair. David offered him a half smile, now feeling a shade uncomfortable. 

He swallowed long and hard. “I’m here to say sorry, Jim. About everything.” He shifted in his place, but kept his eyes on Jim so as not to come off as being insincere. “I broke your windows that night. You can call the police, if you’d like and I will tell them what I did.” David felt tears in his eyes. Too many tears for having been saved. He wiped at his eyes. “I want to pay for the windows with chores. I can mow the lawn or weed. Whatever you want me to do.”

“Are you here alone?” the man asked, glancing past David to the street. 

“I came on my own,” David answered. “I hope you can forgive me for what I did, sir.”

“It was quite irresponsible, David,” Jim’s father said sternly. “I have to add that I wasn’t too pleased at all with the trouble you caused for Jim at school.”

The man knew his name. To think he had been a topic of conversation in their home for reasons such as the ones in question was too much to bear. He closed his eyes, finding some bit of peace that someone out there still felt the need to hold a grudge even knowing what he had been through. 

“It’s all good,” Jim said hurriedly, as if trying to skirt past his father’s scolding. 

“I only hope your turn of character is not short-lived,” The man said, again with an unwavering tone. “An older buddy of mine, Frank Montgomery, smoked a pack a day since he was eighteen. He had a major heart attack when he was forty-nine. This guy spent a week in the hospital recovering and do you want to know the first thing he did when he got out?”

David waited, unblinking, while this man pushed past Jim and pointed a slender finger at David.  “Started on another pack. Can you even imagine?”
Jim rolled his eyes, but David dared not laugh or show any sign of amusement. In fact, he was taken by the man’s analogy. 
“What I’m saying by telling you this, David, is that you’ve been through quite of a lot. Heck, I’ve seen the news. You are darn well lucky to still be alive. You have a chance to start fresh making a difference in this world. If you throw it away then you’re basically kicking dirt in that angel’s eye.”

He believed in David. It was a relief.

“I’m here aren’t I?” David said strongly.

Mr. Varton eyed him with one eyebrow raised. “I can see that, and I think I’ll take you up on your offer to repay us with chores. The ones you suggested are just fine. But you screw up once you’ll have me to deal with. My son’s black eye is only now just healing.”

“Dad,” Jim pleaded. “It’s fine.”

Mr. Varton gave David one last eye over. “Yeah, well, I hope so. I’ll see you here tomorrow for lawn mowing duty, kiddo.” He started to turn away but then thrust his body back around in a shocking twist of events. “Oh, by the way, you’re story’s incredible. It’s a bittersweet thing, though. No child, however troubled, deserved that. I think I speak for the community when I say we’re glad to have you back here safe and sound.” He patted David’s shoulder. “I see that you’re a good kid who made some mistakes.” 
“Thank you,” David said. Those were hard words for people to say often times. As hypocrisy is part of human nature so too is humility when being complimented even when it is deserved. 

Jim and David remained on the front porch as Mr. Varton retreated into the house. David had no idea what to expect as to any conversation they might have, but he hoped any words between them would help mend a broken acquaintance. 

“When are you coming back to school?” asked Jim shifting in his spot.

David shrugged as he took a seat on a wicker chair that beckoned his attention. “I don’t know. I’ve got a lot going on in my head right now.”

“They’re letting you return, though?” he asked.

David leaned back, thinking about how they had rescinded the suspension. “Yeah. Do you think they should have?”

Jim sat across from him in a second chair that was beside a small table, which was part of the set. “I guess. I suppose they figured going through something like that would make you want to try harder.”
David blew out a puff of air. “I don’t know, Jim. You heard your father. There are people in this world, lots of them, that would go through what I did and worse and never change a bit. Why do people assume I’m this new kid?”

“I don’t think anyone assumes anything?” Jim said. “I certainly never expected you to show up on my doorstep. At the same time I wouldn’t have expected you to pick a fight with me your first day back after telling the world that story.”

David smiled. “You thought I’d at least wait two days.” 
Jim shared this joke, offering a wide grin.  

David waited until this moment faded then said, “I’m very sorry, Jim. When I was in that guy’s basement I thought about you and how I would be remembered by you and others if I never returned and let’s face it, I didn’t think I was going to get out of there. It didn’t make me feel too happy.” He turned his head to the side lazily and softly whispered, “And I thought I was going to die down there.”

Jim wiggled around in his chair a bit, but acknowledged his apology with a nod. “Part of you did.”

“The evil part, right?” David laughed. 

“That’s what it looks like from where I’m sitting,” Jim added. 

David’s Friday journey took him to an old friend’s house, though he didn’t use Fourth Street to get there. He didn’t know if he would ever venture down Fourth Street again, but the risk of going further seemed nearly as dangerous. He was compelled, however, and felt nothing else in the world could rattle his cage more that what had already happened to him. 

He arrived on the doorstep of 87 Seventh Street at the break of the evening. The neighborhood was half as scary as its reputation. There were people, children and adults alike out enjoying the spring air. They were on stoops, playing in the streets and talking beside trees. It was like a day in the park. So what was it that was so scary? What happened to him could have happened anywhere, as it had with Sam and Sarah.

He pressed the doorbell and waited a minute or so before a young man, half as prim and proper as Mr. Varton answered the door. He appeared to be wakling asleep, dressed in an old white tank top and blue jeans. His eyes were only partly open and his body swayed subtly from right to left as he glared at David through a screen window. “What do you want?”


Manners obviously weren’t his forte, but he knew from those many visits with Bear that he would not be greeted with a saint when choosing to ring this particular doorbell. “Is the dog out back yours?”


The man crinkled his lip and forced his eyes open more fully. “Did he get loose? I swear I’ll—”


“I want him,” David stated much in a tone that left little to discussion. 


The man froze, wobbled, shook his head, and pushed the screen door open all the way. “You shot ‘em?”


“No,” David said. “I . . . want . . . him.”


He scratched his head and burped. “What do you want a mangy old fleabag like that for?”

“I love him, and you don’t,” David stated.


The man let the door close behind him and put a finger to David’s chest. David was not feeling threatened, as he knew all he had to do was blow on the man to knock him over should he get out of control. “Don’t tell me I don’t love that dog,” he sputtered. “I let him lick my wounds following a wrestling match I got into with a porcupine. Tell me that ain’t love.”


David cringed. He didn’t know if he should make this deal today. Or maybe it was the best day to make the deal. By the time the man recovered from his state of mind he would wonder what happened. In the meantime, Bear would have a new home. 


“That isn’t love,” David said, partially amused by the imp.


“Don’t tell me about love, boy. I don’t need no advice about love from a ten year old boy. My wife . . . now she loved me. Comforted me through the rickets and the scabies. Fed me when I broke both my arms in a bar brawl. If my brother hadn’t beaten her up for taking up with my father-in-law she would be with me right now.” His eyes began to water. “My darling Charlene. Why? Why?”


“I’m sorry about all that, Mister,” David said. “But I’m begging you . . . I want him. I promise I’ll take good care of him.”


The man eyed David once over. Beneath the horror that was his life David sensed the human being beneath the shabby exterior. “Well . . . if you really want ‘em then you can have ‘em. I haven’t had the cash to feed him anyway. I don’t think the mutt’s eaten in a week.” The man dove into his stained jean pockets. First the left and then the right. He removed a loaded keychain and managed to fumble around with them long enough to get the key that would unlock Bear from his chains. David felt anxious, hoping that Bear would still be alive. A week without food. David had a small idea of what that was like. 


“It’ll be good riddants to that smelly beast,” the man said slapping the key into the palm of David’s hand. “Oh, Charlene!”

David marveled at how easy it seemed. He regretted not having done it sooner. 

He wasted not a second in departing from the man’s presence. He stole off into the backyard, the first time he had ever entered from the front, and didn’t stop running until he reached Bear’s side. The creature was limp, panting heavily. He was emaciated. He lifted his head when he saw David and whimpered.

“Oh, God, boy,” David cried in a whisper. “I’m taking you away from here.”


David reached forward with the key in his hand, preparing to unlock Bear’s collar from the chain, but then realized he wasn’t locked at all. “What the heck did he give me a key for?” David wondered aloud. He went to throw the key, but stopped short, noticing the padlock on Bear’s tiny doghouse. He walked over to the decrepit hovel and shoved the key into the padlock keyhole. A perfect fit. 


David shuddered. He envisioned Bear locked in that little doghouse for hours perhaps days without food or sunlight. In turning back to Bear he regarded him with much pity, an understanding that he could have only imagined a month ago, but had a full grasp and unearthly insight into now. 

“Let’s get out of here, Bear,” David said, helping the animal to his feet. He unhooked the chain from its collar and led the way to the hole in the fence. Bear followed, surprisingly, though it wasn’t without much effort. He was hobbling weakly, but never second-guessed his place. 


“You can do it, boy,” David encouraged, slapping his hands on his knees. “When I get you home I’ll clean you up and ask Mom if we can take you to the vet.”


This scene perpetuated during the long walk home where David was greeted by his friends, his sister and his mother. They were all perched on the stoop like a flock of birds, sharing the day’s beauty. David strolled up to them with Bear in tow.  When Toni saw the animal she fled from the stairs to the back of the porch.

“It’s okay, Toni,” David offered, remembering that Toni was petrified of dogs. “He’s not going to hurt you.”


Dylan walked past David and pat Bear on the head. “So this is Bear.”


“Bear is a dog?” Mrs. Ferris asked. “You were going to that side of town all that time to visit a dog?”


“I guess I should have mentioned that,” David said awkwardly. 


“It seems a bit odd that you didn’t,” she said. She turned around and beckoned Toni down from the porch. “Come on, honey. He’s not going to bite you.”


“The thing looks like it’s about to drop dead,” Charms said. 


The group formed a circle around Bear and he turned his nose on each one. Toni crept to the edge of the porch with caution, but refused to come down.


“What did you do?” Tyler asked. “Steal it?”


David shrugged. “The guy gave him to me. I walked to his house, rang the doorbell, and told him I wanted to take him. After he got done crying about his lost wife, Charlene, he said I could have him.”


“Just like that?” Dylan said.


His mother then turned on him. “Don’t you think you should have asked before you brought a dog back to the house? Especially knowing your sister has a phobia of dogs.”


David patted Bear on the head. “I had to take him, Mom. He would have died and I promised him before everything happened that I would come get him. I wanted to rescue Bear the way . . . ” David’s lips locked and he didn’t know why. Was the truth of things starting to sound silly even to him?


“Okay, okay,” his mother conceded. “We’ll clean him up and feed him, but he’ll have to stay in the basement until your sister gets used to him.”


“Mommy!” she whined from the porch. “I don’t want a dog in the house.”


“It’ll be fine, Toni,” her mother said, seemingly ambivalent about her decision to keep it. 


“Don’t be such a chicken,” Tyler teased. “Dogs like Bear only bite once in a while.”

“Give it a rest, Tyler,” Mrs. Ferris scolded. “Let’s get him into the house, babe. Then we need to talk about some of these shows that are calling every day for you.”


“What about school, man?” Dylan asked. “When the he—” Mrs. Ferris shot him a don’t-you-dare look. “…heck are you coming back to school? Everybody wants to know.”


David smiled mockingly. “Like who? Who cares that I’m coming back to school? Everybody hated me. They hated us all and I’m not blaming them for a minute. They’re probably all thinking their peace is going to end.”


Dylan shrugged. “What are you talking about, Davey boy? You didn’t think because you were gone that I’d allowed anyone a day’s peace, did you?”


David escorted Bear into the house with Dylan and the others trailing. “Well that’s the whole thing, Dylan. If you think I’m going back to school acting like I did before you’re crazy. Everything is going to be different. I’m studying hard, I’m making good friends, and I’m living my life the way I’m supposed to.”


“Hey,” Tyler said. “We’re not good enough for you now?”


“That’s not what I said,” David replied.  “I’m simply saying that if you want someone to cause trouble with than you better find yourself a new partner in crime.”


“Oh, come on, David,” Dylan replied. “We weren’t so bad.”


David spun around, his eyes wide, daring anyone to challenge him. “We were wrong, Dylan.”  he said. “You were wrong.”


“I tried telling you that,” Charms said. “Actually, Tyler and I both did.”


David sneered, confident in his wisdom. “You two weren’t any better because you went right along with whatever we did . . . well, almost everything. You laughed with us and did nothing to stick up for the people we trashed. You did nothing to try and stop me and Dylan from being jerks. That makes you followers. Being a follower is worse than anything else.”


“Oh, and now Mister high and mighty saw an angel and is suddenly a perfect person,” Dylan said. Bear growled at him.


“Calm down, boy,” David said. “I did see an angel, Dylan, and it changed my life. I’m far from perfect, though.”


“Ah, forget it,” Dylan said. 


“What are you going to do, David?” Tyler asked. 


“I’m going to give Bear a bath and then clean my room,” he answered.


Dylan tossed up his arms. “There he goes with the room again. Your stupid room is so squeaky clean that if you clean it for one second longer it might disappear.”


Mrs. Ferris stepped into the room with an armload of laundry. “Yes, David. We need to talk about your cleaning habits and going back to school. I agree with Dylan on that one.”


David suddenly felt trapped. He felt his new little world suddenly caving in and he started to feel dizzy. “You always wanted me to clean my room, Mom.”


“David, you’re obsessed with it. I didn’t want you obsessed with it.”


“That’s a perfect word for it,” Dylan said.



“You don’t know what that word means, Dylan,” Charms added.


“Be quiet, fat stuff,” Dylan returned. 


Flustered, David shook his head. “Okay, you guys have to go. I need space right now.”


Mrs. Ferris grabbed the dog’s collar. “Why don’t you go out with your friends, honey, and I’ll clean up Bear.”


David grabbed the other side of Bear’s collar and pulled the animal toward him. It was a tug-of-war that Mrs. Ferris was not likely to win. “I don’t want to go out now, Mom.”


Mrs. Ferris offered the trio of boys a quick thrust of her head, a signal that they should leave. With quick goodbye’s they departed. Whether or not they would ever return David could not be sure, but he didn’t think it would matter either way. 


When the coast was clear the two brought Bear into the bathroom and lifted him into the tub. Mrs. Ferris cringed, as if she were swimming in raw sewage. The dog was docile, his tongue hanging from his mouth. He didn’t react when Mrs. Ferris turned on the water though it splashed on his dirty short fur. He had probably never known a feeling as soothing as warm water on his body.

“Okay, David, it’s time to talk. I mean really talk.” His mother turned to him with a stern but caring eye.

David ran a bar of soap vigorously over Bear’s body, avoiding eye contact with his mother. “What do you want me to say?”


“I want you to talk to me,” she said. “There’s obviously something going on in your head and for once I want you to tell me what it is?”


He didn’t answer, but continued to scrub Bear as the dog sat on his back legs, playing the part of a prince. 


“Look, baby, if it has anything to do with those days before all this happened you know I’m trying hard to change things. I’ve gotten different shifts and I want to talk with you guys about selling the house to move into an apartment. It’ll mean less work for me and more time we’ll have together. You keep saying you want to change, well I want to change too, but most importantly I need to know that you’re okay. So much has happened in the past month. It’s like we were all swept away in a gigantic whirlwind and  put down in a foreign land.”


David refrained from scrubbing the dog. He sat back on his own legs and let a thousand thoughts dance through his head likes rain drops in hopes of grabbing one to speak of. 


His mother leaned close to his ear. “Talk to me, David. Please.”


David turned to his mother and at that moment realized how much he loved her. He actually realized that he loved her. He couldn’t recall the last time he looked at her and thought how much he cared for her. It was a good feeling. “I can’t . . . stop seeing Sam in my head. I feel like it’s his ghost haunting me.” David’s lips trembled. “When I clean my room I don’t think of him. It’s like, I get so lost in my head that I can’t see him.”

Mrs. Ferris let out a large breath of air. “Sam is the boy you were with down there?”


She knew he had been, though David didn’t mention much of him to anyone. Perhaps that was his biggest problem. Sarah talked about him. She went to a counselor and probably told her everything. “Yes.”


“He was the last one that died,” she stated sadly. “I’m sorry about, Sam, David.” She put a hand on his shoulder. David noticed Bear turn to him, yet he didn’t act impatiently. He simply sat in the warm bath gazing with his dark, knowing eyes.


“Mom, I tried to save him. I had this big plan. Sarah and I found some things on the ground to attack that guy with when he came for one of us and it almost worked. We threw rocks and jabbed him with a stick and . . . Sam ran to the top of the stairs but the guy was too fast for him. He pulled him down the stairs and just before he grabbed him again Sam glanced up at me and asked for help.” Soft tears ran down David’s cheeks. “He asked for help and I couldn’t help him.”


Mrs. Ferris had gone to covering her mouth with her hand, experiencing the shock of the reality. David’s rescue had not left him without affliction. All this time she had thought her son had returned from that dark place in which he disappeared, but in reality only part of him had. He was different. He was afflicted in ways she might never have guessed.

“Oh, David,” she said. She scooped him into her arms and rocked him. “I had no idea.”


David enjoyed the warmth of her embrace, and having offered her the knowledge of what he had endured in its fullest version gave him comfort. Knowing that she knew and didn’t think him terrible lifted a tremendous weight from his shoulders. 

“I want to share something with you, David,” she said as he remained in her clutches. David shut out the world for that moment, including Bear bathing in the tube and simply tuned in his ears. “David, being a good Catholic woman and mother always translated to me as making sure you went to church when we could get there. I don’t know that I ever prayed hard for a thing in my life. I can’t say if it was because I didn’t know how to pray or that I didn’t think it would help to pray. But when you didn’t come home, David, I didn’t stop for a second. I prayed with every ounce of my being. The thoughts and words poured from the depths of my soul like I never imagined possible. I spent a lot of time at church. I lit intention candles, went to reconciliation, and spent more time on my knees in that church than in my whole life. I think I didn’t share that with you right away because I was a little hurt that you withheld such an amazing experience from me until you told the world. I guess it was then I realized more than ever that we had a rift between us that needed healing.” She stroked his hair gently. “I never doubted your story. I secretly rejoiced when I heard it, in fact. My God, my prayers were answered. An angel rescued my baby. I can’t stop thinking about it, and when I hear people on the streets doubting it I want to grab them and scream in their faces . . . ”


Calmly, David said, “You don’t have to scream. They’ll hear you if you whisper. The truth is hard to escape.”


She rested her chin on his head. “Yes, it is. It is, David. And I have one more truth I have to tell you. It will add more pain to your life, but I can’t avoid it any longer.”

David rested, unmoving. It was almost as if part of him knew what she was about to say. He had thought about his father quite often since his safe return home. He wondered if the man had seen him on television, and if he had would it cause him to emerge from the shadows from where he had departed two years prior. It was yet another thought that kept him awake at nights. 


“Your father left with a group of people that were part of a cult . . . a bunch of religious fanatics seeking answers to God only knows what, but led by someone who really wanted to control people more than anything else. I think now, what if your father was around to hear your story, David. He left in search of something that he could have found in you had he only paid more attention.”


It may have been so, but things would have been so significantly different had his father never left that the likeliness that he would have even been kidnapped in that parallel world was remote. Still, there is only a single path that one is destined to take, for once it is carved there is no way to go back. 


“Less than a year after he left, David, your grandparents phoned to tell me that your father had passed away.”

With a knee-jerk reaction David lifted his head, now staring at his mother with wild eyes. Immediately his response caused tears to flow within her eyes. “It was a cold telephone call, David. They had him cremated at his request. He took his life, David. I didn’t know how to—”


David plugged his ears and dashed to his room. Bear jumped from the tub soaking wet and gave chase. David waited for Bear to enter his room before slamming the door closed behind him. 

Chapter 17
Confession is always weakness. The grave soul keeps its own secrets, and takes its punishment in silence.

And so she had suffered in silence for a long time, never once parting with the news of her husband’s demise, though inside she felt ravaged over one day having to confront her children with the news. It was inevitable. She amazed herself in having held back for so long. He was dead. The man she once loved. The father of her children, both of whom still called out to him, hoping that one day he would come back so that life could be the way it once had. 


David saw not her pain though, but his own. How often he had looked upon the stars to make a wish that he be able to hug his father one last time or tell him that he was sorry for that little fight they had had the day before he left. For one year he prayed in vain, for that man had been gone from the earth. 

He had taken his own life. Did he hang himself? Take pills? Jump off a building? In David’s mind it mattered little how it happened. The point is he was gone. He had been gone for a long time. Yet for all his longing David wasn’t even sure if he would recognize him if he did return. He held onto those days long ago, but they grew hazier with each passing week and month to the point where he wondered if those days had happened at all. Could they have only been a dream that vanished upon his waking one morning two years ago? 

David remembered his last conversation with Father Williams and the statement the man made about a child being able to cope with the death of a parent more easily than a divorce. It resonated with him as he reflected on his life past and present. Was it possible that the old priest knew the truth? Was this memory to serve him by offering him some closure to the anguish that had plagued him for so long? David wondered. He prayed. He asked God for answers. His mother tapped on the door only once during his silence. “I’m here, David, if you want to talk to me,” she had said. 

Bear waited patiently at David’s bedside while he not so gracefully danced through a variety of emotions, some to ballads and others to rock and roll. The latter being the fun things he remembered of his life. He emailed Sarah several messages, not feeling in the right state of mind to call her on the phone. By morning his stomach ached for food and his need to use the bathroom began to grow urgent. He caved to the demands of his body close to noon the day after he received the shocking news. 


Click.


“There you are, David,” his mother said. “I was worried about you.”


David winced at having been caught. He wanted to torture her as he had done in the past. Not with action but inaction. He wanted his silence to fall upon her like a sword striking true to her heart. But when he saw her standing in the hallway, a thin veil of light from the sunshine outside accentuating the paleness of her cheeks, she appeared so fragile that even a whisper might cause her to break. Vulnerable. She had suffered too. They all had. David felt deep down the suffering had to end at some point if life was ever going to return to normal.  He let his body fall sideways against the hallway wall and he took in a deep breath at that time. He released it and shook his head from side to side. He was tired. Exhausted in fact. 

“It’s like . . . he never existed.” David said this thinking of the ashes scattered to the wind, and how that urn full of bone fragments represented the last physical evidence that his father had ever been a real person. 


“He existed, babe,” his mother said. “We all loved him. But when he left he wasn’t the same person. The person we loved died months before he left.”


David closed his eyes. Yes, there were rough times during those last few months. David denied they ever existed. He would never have admitted that his father was anything less than wonderful. There were so many perfect years before he started becoming obsessed with his new “family” as David remembered he called them. He vaguely remembered meeting them. 


“I remember one of the last fights you had with him,” David said in a whisper. “You were mad because he took me to one of his meetings. I couldn’t understand why you were so mad.” David added a light laugh to his anguish. He turned to his mother. “Those people killed him, didn’t they?”


She shrugged, standing her ground in the sunlight passing through the windows. “In some ways, maybe, but your father was a grown man with a mind of his own. Our religion calls it free will. He made all the choices and in the end those choices . . . ”

“Yeah,” David said. 


It didn’t need to be said. They both knew where those choices had led him. David remembered so much more after having had the blinders removed from his eyes. As horrible as the news was that his father was dead it also came as a relief in many ways. It was like the closing of a chapter, but in the middle of a long book and not the end.


“I’m so sorry, David,” his mother said to him. “If I could have spared you this I would have. “

“What about Toni?” he asked, feeling the pressure of his full bladder as a sharp pain in his midsection. 


Mrs. Ferris wiped a tear from her face. “I’ll tell her. When I feel the time is right. Just give me time.”


“Not too much I hope,” David suggested before crossing the hallway into the bathroom.


His sister would take the news in stride. She wasn’t as close to her father. She was younger when he vanished and didn’t know him as well. She never longed for him once he left. Still, David thought she should know there was once a great man in their family who gave them life before giving his own in hopes of finding something better. That would be easy to understand and easy to forgive.  


The phone rang shortly after lunch time and David thought sure it was going to be another national program wanting to interview him, but upon screening the call he was happy to realize it was Sarah. He grabbed the line quick as she was starting her desperate message. “What the heck is going on, David? Are you okay? What’s up with the twenty emails you sent? Why didn’t you call? What are you doing?”


“I’m fine,” he argued. “Calm down.”


“You had me freaking out over here,” she said. “I thought it was about the latest news, but your emails said something about your father.”


David’s heart skipped a beat. “What’s the latest news?” he asked.


“What’s going on with your father?” she asked, ignoring his inquiry.


“I’ll write to you about that,” he said. “It’s too much to just say over the phone. Now, what are you talking about with the latest news?”

“They arrested somebody,” she said. “Seventeen years old and only living a few streets over from where we were held. It’s the person they think the lady saw who had the sketch made. The sketch looks just like him. Michael Johnson is his name.”


David was speechless. They arrested someone. He foresaw it. They couldn’t handle the truth. Who wanted to believe in angels and miraculous rescues? Who wanted to believe in the wonders of God’s plan? They wanted something real. They wanted something they could put their hands on. 


“I’ll . . .call you back,” David said quietly before gently putting down the receiver. 


He stewed in his place for a period of time and realized that what mattered most at that moment wasn’t the latest news about his father or his own grief about what happened to Sam. It surely wasn’t the question as to when he was going to return to school or how clean his room would have to be before he would stop scrubbing. 


David felt his focus needed to shift to the miracle that had spared him his life. It was clear to him no matter who believed him or not. One man had kidnapped him. One man had done all those horrible things. An angel saved him and he told the truth about that night. He wondered for so long why God would have chosen him above all the others and the answer was said to him countless times, yet he ignored it. David Ferris would act upon his newfound blessings. He would make the world understand that what had occurred had not been a fluke, a dream, or a human being and accomplice. His own passionate stance against anyone who dare contradict him would turn skeptics into believers, thirsty to hear more about the mercy of the Lord.  If he ran away from the truth he would always be doubted. 


“Mom!” he called with much excitement. She fled into the room in a frightful manner, saw him standing beside the phone with purpose.

“What’s up?” she asked curiously in a tone that ached to sound normal, but revealed uneasiness.


“I just got off the phone with Sarah,” he stated. “They arrested somebody else.” He contemplated this fact while in awe. “They actually grabbed some kid off the street and are trying to say he was an accomplice.”


She lowered her head. “I know. I saw the news and I was afraid to tell you. I’m sure you’ll be hearing from Mr. Henson before long.”


“No way,” David stated emphatically. “He’ll be hearing from me first. I need you to get me on one of those national shows. A good one. I’m going to get a paper.”


David passed by her into the kitchen corridor. She called to him before he could depart. “David . . . ”

David turned around and the two exchanged glances. No words were spoken between them, but David read her gaze, sweet and telling like pink skies at night. It was as if he was seeing the angel again, shining through her warm aura. He felt safe and empowered. 

“I’ll be back,” David said simply and life for the corner store. When he returned he had a newspaper tucked neatly under his arm. He spread the front page out across the table as his mother hovered over his shoulder. The headline read Alleged Accomplice Arrested in Millcrest Child Murders. In scrolling over, David viewed the two side-by-side pictures of the supposed accomplice. One was the police sketch and the other the actual mug shot of Michael Johnson. They appeared to be one in the same, but Michael was not the boy David remembered from that night, which caused him to smile. 

“My God,” Mrs. Ferris whispered. “Those sketch artists are good. Honey . . .” She paused briefly, which signaled to David that she was about to raise a serious thought. “I don’t want to get you angry, but aside from the fact that you had an amazing spiritual experience during your ordeal, do you think there might have been more than one person? And I’m not implying that he felt guilty and let you go. I believe your story, but still, might there have been more than one person? Someone who fled after realizing you had escaped.”


David shook his head while reviewing the article. “They guy who took me was alone. He was alone when he took me and it was the same guy who came down into the basement each time. It was dark, but it wasn’t so dark that I couldn’t tell if there was more than one person. The floors creaked with only one set of footsteps. In the six days I was there I never heard one conversation through the floors, but the television, I could hear that. The police aren’t trying to find an accomplice. They’re trying to spare their own egos by pretending to solve the mystery of my escape.”

“That may very well be,” his mother said, “but surely they must have some evidence that links this kid to the crime scene. How can they just arrest some innocent kid and charge him with murder?”


David sighed. “It happens all the time according to the shows I saw on the History Channel. Oh, and Law and Order too.”


David returned to reading the article, often shaking his head while trying to figure out what was going on. 


The FBI along with state and local authorities concluded a manhunt last night for the alleged accomplice in the Millcrest Child Murders after closing in on seventeen year old high school dropout Michael Johnson of Wade Road in Miilcrest, Pennsylvania. A tip led authorities to the boy’s quiet home just before midnight. The suspect was taken into custody without incident.  


The apprehension of Johnson was the climax of an intense search after a witness allegedly saw him fleeing the scene of the crime shortly before police closed in on the Millcrest home of Phillip Jones, who was shot dead following a raid on his house. Jones, said to be responsible for the kidnapping deaths of close to twenty children who were found buried in his backyard may have never been caught if it weren’t for the controversial escape of one of the young victims, David Ferris, of Trent, New York. Ferris has avidly defended his publically announced escape as being at the hands of an angel who he described as a young boy. 

In defending the arrest, Detective Morris Henson of the Pennsylvania State Police Department issued this statement. “With all due respect to David and his family the investigation has led us to believe that more than one person was involved in the crimes perpetrated against the victims in this case. We do have other evidence aside from the witness identification that places Michael Johnson at the scene of the crime. This evidence was significant enough to get a warrant for his arrest. We will present it at a preliminary hearing next week.”


In a brief statement Johnson professed his innocence, noting his acquaintance with Jones. “I stop by Mr. Jones house a couple of times a week to do chores, but I was sound asleep that morning. I wasn’t at his house when all this happened. I was as surprised as anyone to hear about it on the news and even more surprised when they came knocking on my door. I have nothing to do with any of this.”


Detective Henson added, “We’re going to talk with Mr. Ferris again in the near future and see if he can lend anything else to the case. He’s a brave kid and right now I think he needs time to heal.”


While the investigation continues there seems to be more questions than answers. In the meantime, Michael Johnson remains behind bars in the Bucks County Jail pending his preliminary hearing.” 


David lifted his eyes from the paper after having read the article. “Nonsense is a good word in this case.” 

“So this kid’s picture doesn’t ring a bell?” his mother asked now holding the front page in her hands. 


“Mom!” David said. “Didn’t you read the paper? This kid is a patsy. Did you contact one of those television shows?”


“Is the matter of fact I did,” she boasted, tossing the paper aside. She put her hands on his shoulders and smiled. “How about telling your story on Early Morning with Maci?”

David smiled. Maci Green in the Morning was a national program and it was exactly the forum he needed to gain more attention. Though telling his story was the last thing on his mind. He had told his story until he was blue in the face. There was nothing more to say about his ordeal. It was time to show people how much he believed in his story. It was time to convince people that an innocent man was behind bars. If he remained in the shadows than a grave injustice would take place. 


His battle would not be hard to wage. He had supporters. People wanted to believe him. People did believe him. 


“When?” David asked.

“Tomorrow,” answered his mother, a smile etched across her face. “The producers were elated that you, that is I, chose them. We have to be in New York City by six tomorrow morning.”


The timeline couldn’t have been better. He thought of all the things he needed to do before leaving. It was going to be a busy week, he knew, for New York City was only the first stop on his trip. 


“This will work out perfectly,” he told his mother, rubbing his hands together excitedly. “We can travel to Pennsylvania when we leave New York.”


His mother stopped in the middle of the kitchen. Toni barreled down the kitchen corridor screaming as Bear chased after her. It was more like a scamper, as he was still weak from the neglect.  “Bear won’t leave me alone!” she yelped.


“He likes you,” Mrs. Ferris stated. 


“It didn’t take her long to adjust to having a dog,” David remarked, noticing how Toni’s smile betrayed her fearful act. 


“He’s dirty and his nose is wet,” she complained. “He’s always trying to touch me with it.”

Mrs. Ferris shook her head and returned to her conversation with David. “Did you say you wanted to go to Pennsylvania after New York City?”


“We’re going to New York City?” Toni asked. They had lived a few hours away from the city that never slept, but had never been there. 


“Shush, Toni,” Mrs. Ferris scolded lightly.


“Yes. We need to go to Bucks County,” David stated firmly. “To the prison. That’s where I’m going to tell people to meet me when I get on Maci’s show tomorrow.”


His mother still seemed confused, but to David it was all too clear. “I’m organizing a protest against Michael’s arrest. I want him set free.” He nodded with a hint of cockiness.


“Honey, a twelve-year-old kid organizing a protest to have a convict released may not be the best . . . ” She paused and regarded her son lovingly. Since she had been reunited with him her emotions had gone wild. Before his kidnapping she would have written in her secret diary that she disliked her only son immensely in spite of her love of him. She had thrown in the towel on him a long time before he had been taken, but in a few weeks time she had rediscovered everything she remembered about the boy she loved. Yet, the boy that stood before her at present was not that boy anymore. He was a young man full of wisdom, trapped inside the body of a small and fragile looking child. She promised God in her prayers while David was gone that she would do anything for him if she could have him back. Now, she knew, it was time to honor that promise so that David could honor his promise to give homage to the angel who had saved not only his life but his soul.


“HE will come for Michael too,” she uttered softly. “That’ll look nice on a sandwich board.”


David smiled. He knew it was time to drive his point home. He had promised Detective Henson that he would fight to the death to defend his story and the life and dignity of anyone they tried to arrest as an accomplice. He intended to do just that.

Chapter 18
Later that evening after the sun fell but before the stars came out David returned to his church for the first time since he last sat with Father Williams and listened to him talk about love and renewal. He had been to the church a million times, but on his latest visit everything seemed different. He was noticing things he hadn’t cared to in the past. It was normal for any kid to ignore the writing on the walls, but David had no interest in missing the slightest detail anymore. One particular feature struck him above all else. It was the wooden doorways that separated the church from the foyer. On the first door in fancy red lettering were the words I am the door. On the other door in the same fancy lettering were the words You will find salvation if you make your way through me. 

David pondered this phrase, finding it quite relevant, then pushed open the double doors that led the way into the church. Father Williams was on the altar arranging a vase of artificial flowers. The church was peacefully quiet like a dove flying, and Father Williams paused in his work when he saw David enter. 


“David!” he cried in sheer delight. He stepped away from his work and skirted down the center aisle. David waited next to the holy water font for him. “Oh, David. I’m so glad to see you. Is the rest of your family here?”


“My mom dropped me off,” David said. “She ran quick to get me poster board. I kind of need them for a protest I’m leading this weekend in Pennsylvania.”


Father Williams placed his hands on his hips. “Leading a protest, huh?” He snickered lightly. “You had me worried last time I saw you. I tell you the Lord does work in mysterious ways. Your story has so amazed me David. I lie awake at night wondering what it must have been like to have experienced what you did.”

David side-stepped into one of the pews and took a seat. “I want to have a confession, Father,” he said. 


He eyed him for a quick second, trying to see the new David through the old one, but soon took his own seat in the pew in front of David. “Okay, David. Do you remember your—”


“My father,” he started, “I am sorry for having offended you whom I love above all things. In choosing to do wrong, and failing to do good, I have sinned against you whom I should love above all things. I promise with your help, to sin no more and to avoid whatever leads me to sin. Amen.”


Father nodded to David wide-eyed. “That’ll be fine then. What sins would you like to confess to David?”


David hunkered down in the pew. He pointed his head upward and gazed into the arched ceilings, feeling a bit dizzy as he did so. “If I were in a movie theatre alone or in my house alone I would probably be a little scared. But here, I don’t think I would be scared alone. There seems to be no fear here. As if I could live forever if I only stayed right in this place.” 


“I know what you mean, David. The church effect. But fear doesn’t kill you, it only makes you worry about death. God is present in this house. You feel His warmth and protection when you’re in here. Evil doesn’t enter. Evil is afraid of God’s house. Your soul knows it, which is why you feel safer than in most other places.”


David regarded the crucifix behind the altar in a new light. “I saw the words on the doors when I came in. They were always there, but tonight is the first time I saw them. Those words are true.”


“They’re written in the Bible,” Father Williams said. “John 10, Verse 9. Jesus saves people. It’s the simple truth that requires nothing of us other than to trust in God.”


David drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes. He thought hard about why he wanted to come. “I wasn’t a good kid to my family before recently, Father. I cursed, smoked, drank alcohol and caused others pain. I didn’t honor my mother. I didn’t think to believe in the power of prayer until I needed to. Even while I was with that guy I watched a kid get dragged away to his death and I couldn’t stop it from happening.” David buried his face in his hands. He bit his bottom lip to avoid crying. 


“God saw your sins, David,” Father Williams said in his calm way. “He saw them and he forgave them.” He tilted his head to one side, smitten by this concept. “He always forgives. But not only did he forgive, he allowed you to see Him in all His glory by sending an angel to you. Yes, God knew about the boy named David who needed to be saved, not only from a beast, but from himself. God saw your future and liked it so much that he decided to give you more time on earth.” 

“I think I know what he saw,” David said. “I have to continue to let my voice be heard so that an innocent kid doesn’t go to jail for something he didn’t do. I think this whole thing has been a test. I’ve been thinking that maybe my life isn’t about me. It’s about something above and beyond me. How about that?”


Father tossed his head from his left to his right, a light smile on his face. “It’s funny how people who don’t get what they think they should be getting out of life run around trying to figure out what life is all about, never thinking that they may just be part of the big picture that is God’s plan. Perhaps your grandchild will find a cure for cancer. Maybe in your death something profound will have been realized. Children who die tragically often serve as the catalyst for some new law that saves the lives of others. Humans are selfish by nature. If it isn’t about them then it is about nothing. This isn’t the way God sees it. Everything that Jesus ever taught to us can be summed up in one single concept . . . trust in God. If we trust in God, which means living the life Jesus instructed, then life is simply a ride to enjoy. Why make it more complicated than that?”

David thought of life and how small it was compared to the whole of the world and it the history that led to his sitting in the church at that moment. If he had died in that basement the world would have lost the opportunity to have their faith tested. To think God saved him for others seemed arrogant, but plausible. 


The two sat in silence for a short period of time, David leaning back in his pew fixated on the altar. Father Williams patted the top of his pew to signal the end of his quiet time. “Well, David, take all the time you want.” He made the sign of the cross. “You’re absolved from your sins. As far as a penance, none I can give you will be more powerful than the one you’ve given yourself.”


Was he that good to be above full repentance? David wondered. He said his own prayers as Father Williams went back to his business on the altar. Shortly thereafter he left the church renewed.  


He called Sarah after dark. Nighttime creatures were astir and Toni fast asleep when he made his departing call to her. On his bed lie three brightly illustrated posters that he planned to use in his protest outside the Bucks County Prison on Sunday. He had spent a good portion of the night working on them. 


The prisoners will soon be set free! Isaiah 51:14.


 Praise Michael, suffering for the Gospel!


The Devil will put you in prison to test you. Revelation 2:10


Sarah sounded groggy when she answered the phone. “Do you know what time it is?” she asked sheepishly, but not angrily. “You hung up on me earlier.”


“I’m sorry,” David said. “I’m going to New York City tomorrow. I’m making an appearance on Morning with Maci Green.”


“Are you serious? That’s the coolest thing. It’s almost midnight and you are making an appearance on the show tomorrow morning? They must have bumped everything else aside. Those shows are planned out well in advance. What time is it now?”


“I know what you’re thinking. I’ll sleep on the way. We have to be there early.”


“Well, yeah,” she answered sarcastically. “Hence the word ‘morning’ in her program’s title. Not only do you have to get up but so do I in order to see it.”


“I’m going to Pennsylvania directly after,” he said bluntly. “I’m going to Bucks County to protest the imprisonment of that kid they arrested. I’m going to announce that on the show tomorrow in hopes of drawing other people to come.”


Silence filled the other end of the phone. 


“Sarah?”


“I’m here. I guess you have to,” she said. 


“I was hoping you could meet me there,” David said.

Another long pause.


“David . . . I have to put this behind me. You think this is easy for me, having survived that I could simply wipe my forehead and go back to the way things were. I have nightmares. All the time.”


David paused, though he wasn’t sure if it was because he was shocked over having been turned down or to learn that Sarah had nightmares as well. He also wondered if her lack of enthusiasm reflected on her belief in him and his rescue story.

“Me too,” he said. “I don’t think we’ll ever forget what happened there no matter how hard we may try to forget. I wish you had seen what I saw. I’m doing this because I saw it. I have to help others to understand and fight for what’s right.”

“You’re so brave, David,” she offered sullenly. “That’s why God chose you. You’re not the terrible boy you thought you were.”


David felt a tear in his eye. It was those words, those things she knew that made him feel that he needed her at every moment. He would be alone this time.

“Goodbye, Sarah,” David said. “Just pray on Sunday for me and whoever else may show up. I could very well be standing in a field alone.” He laughed. It was a nervous laugh. An attempt at humor when he truly didn’t feel in a joking mood.


“See you tomorrow,” she said. “Tell Maci I said hello.”


David fell asleep a short time after their conversation and slept peacefully for a few hours before being awakened by his mother. This was the start of the weekend journey. He was excited and nervous, but ready. 

Chapter 19
Being on the set of the show was surrealistic. They did up his hair and face for an hour before the show started and reviewed some of the questions Maci was going to ask him. David brought in his posters and shared them with producers who mumbled and grumbled, perhaps worried the segment was going to get away from them. They never told him he couldn’t bring his posters, and if they had he would have cancelled the interview. His mother stood by his side the whole time, often with her hand on his shoulder. Toni hadn’t made the trip. It was David that suggested she not come with them, so Mrs. Ferris left her with friends.


David thought he would feel a heightened sense of nervousness prior to going before the cameras, but he was oddly at ease, perhaps because the lack of sleep acted upon him like a sedative. On occasion he felt ready to nod off while having the makeup applied. He should have gone to bed earlier, but there had been too much to do.

Maci came in and introduced herself for a couple of minutes. She appeared shorter in person than on television, but was friendly enough to him. Her disposition hinted that she had experience with children, either that or a natural way with them. She was bubbly and cheery with a large smile and sparkling teeth. She ended their meeting with a big hug. It wasn’t show business then, but true affection. She felt for what he had gone through and desired to cure all his pain with a magical embrace. The worst things bring out the best in people, but what a world it would be if love and affection were simply part of everyday life even when things were going well.

David was lucid before the cameras, pretending that he was only having a backroom chat with one of his friends. Though, part of him thought of all the people who would see him and hear him. He clutched the edges of his cozy chair until his hands began to cramp and occasionally turned to his mother who was in the seat beside him. In between their chairs were the posters. They reminded him why he had chosen to do an interview show in the first place.


“So, David, I want to thank you for having the courage to talk to us about your ordeal. Your story is truly one of the most amazing I’ve heard. Here you are grabbed off the streets not five minutes away from your home, locked in a dark basement for six days and then escape with this miraculous tale. How did it feel when you first walked out that door knowing that you had escaped?”


The lights were hot on his face and the bottom of his feet itched. He wanted to scratch them. 


“I didn’t believe I was free,” David said. “I thought I was dreaming. But when I realized I was actually free the only thing I could think of was my friend, who was still inside the house.”


Maci twisted her face to reveal horror. “I can only imagine. You walk across the street to a neighbor’s house and tell her what’s happened, but before she calls the police you disappear. Where did you go?”


David swallowed. He glanced at his mother who smiled. “I went down the road and found a church. I wasn’t thinking clearly, but felt I was expected somewhere. When I saw the church I knew it was where I should be. Father O’Leary gave me Communion.”

“Wow,” Maci said. “And then after several days in the hospital you come forward with your story about an angel helping you escape, and how do the authorities deal with this news?”


David smiled. “I . . . wondered what people would think of my story.” David’s eyes filled with tears until they looked like two bubbles about to burst. He cleared his throat. “I told my friend Sarah before I told anyone. Sarah was in the basement with me. She was so excited.” Maci put a hand on David’s knee.


“Take your time, David,” she said hypnotically. “I know how hard this must be for you.”


“I thought, this will be so easy. They’ll all feel the way Sarah feels.” After a short pause David continued. “But the police kept wanting to believe that some other person was there. Someone had to have let me go.”


“And you don’t think there was,” Maci stated.

David squinted the water out of his eyes then wiped his face with the sleeve of his shirt. “I know there wasn’t. Mr. Jones was alone. My chains were never unlocked. I reminded people of this on the news. I know what the police say they found, but I know what happened. I wasn’t out of my mind. I was hungry, tired, and hurting, but not crazy.”


“Why don’t you tell us what it was like, this angel you saw.”


David wondered if he wasn’t being patronized. He couldn’t tell where Maci stood on this issue, but it didn’t matter because this was his chance to tell the whole story. With everything he had told the press he had never described his encounter with the angel. This was his one shot to make them see what he saw.


Entranced, David began his story in all its vividness. It was only a thin veil that separated his public reflection from reality, and it was behind that veil he could safely watch that night again as if it were only a television program. “I spent six days in that basement. Two other kids were with me. The guy came only once or twice with food and I only ate once. We planned out this entire escape plan for when he came to get us . . . I guess in the end I had run out of hope.” The veil lifted temporarily and David saw shadowy figures in the audience. He pulled it back down. “I broke the plate he served to us with the food and I held a shard of it until I got up the courage to kill myself. I was ready.” David’s lip trembled. He shouldn’t have gone there. He was trying to convince people that he hadn’t gone crazy and at the same time admitting he was suicidal at one point. He wouldn’t have done it. He was never supposed to do it. It was only a thought, and it wasn’t because he was crazy it was because he wanted to beat the psycho at his own game. 


Not a sound was to be heard in the studio. “Sarah,” he whispered. “She told me not to do it until . . . until after she was gone.”


“When did you first see this boy, the angel, whom rescued you?” she asked.


David saw the beast pulling him by the waist. Did he imagine that? Sarah hadn’t seen him. “The guy brought him into the basement. He was unconscious. He chained him up.” Why hadn’t Sarah saw this? It was dark. She wouldn’t have seen him bring the kid in. The boy was unconscious, so she wouldn’t have heard him. It was easy to understand why she hadn’t known he was there. “He was next to me.”


“So you thought it was another kid he had kidnapped?” Maci prodded.


“Yes,” David nodded. “I remember feeling sorry for him. Later, though, when he woke up we were talking. He was very loud . . . singing and telling me how he lived nearby and that Mr. Jones discovered him cutting through his backyard and hit him over the head with a shovel.”

“So how long would you say this kid in the basement with you before the escape?”


“Probably a day, I guess.” He waited until dark for the escape. It made sense. 


“Now,” Maci said, “Did Sarah talk with this person while you were down there?”


David shook his head. “No, actually. She was asleep when we spoke usually, but one time she was awake and said . . . ” David didn’t want to say it. He knew it would sound bad, but it was the truth. “She said she didn’t hear anyone talking but me.”


Maci’s expression hinted at how engrossed she was in trying to sort through the details. “Did you ever, at any point, think maybe you were imagining this person?”


David felt like he was in court on the stand, but he had to tell the story as it was. He needed to. Trust in God. “No. And anyway, if that person was a real person I was talking to, like Michael Johnson, wouldn’t Sarah have heard him? The way I see it, someone took me out of those chains, right? It wasn’t a figment of my imagination. If it was a real person instead of an angel wouldn’t Sarah have heard him?”


Maci laughed. “You thought a lot about this, haven’t you?”


David shrugged nervously. “Well, yeah.”


“So, tell us how he eventually got you out of there.”


David swallowed. He turned to his mother who grabbed his hand, then back to Maci. “After Sarah had been taken upstairs we started talking again. He told me things . . . he didn’t seem nervous. He asked about my life and why I think I should be saved? Then he simply appeared in front of me. He wasn’t chained or anything. He said, ‘follow me, and I will lead you home.’ It’s a song I knew from church. The next thing I knew my chains were off.  It was
like . . . magic. He led me upstairs, out onto the street and told me that my future was mine. He smiled and then disappeared into the dark.”

David connected with Maci for the first time since relating his story after the veil lifted. She had goosebumps covering her arms. She was silent, waiting for more. 


David pulled himself upright and curled his lip. “The police want to say that some other person let me go because he felt guilty. They want to say I slipped the cuffs. They want to arrest someone to make the public feel more safe, but they’re wrong. I told them what happened and they don’t believe me.”


“Now, how did how did you feel when you heard they had arrested someone that might have been the person who freed you?”


“I had my mother call you up,” David laughed. The crowd laughed. Maci looked at Mrs. Ferris for the first time.


“And we want to thank her for that decision,” Maci joked. “I’ll get to you and your story after we talk with David, Mrs. Ferris, but I can’t imagine how you must be dealing with all of this.”


“I was angry when I saw they had arrested someone,” David went on. “Then I saw the picture of Michael Johnson and I was relieved, somewhat, because he didn’t look anything like the kid I saw down there. I have his picture in my mind all the time and he doesn’t resemble him even slightly.”


“So you’re convinced,” Maci said, “That the boy they arrested was not the one who freed you.”


“No way, no how,” David stated emphatically. “And that is really why I’m here today. I wanted to be on a show to say thank-you to God in a way that every could hear. I wondered for this past month why he chose me. I cried for those kids who didn’t make it home. To tell the public again what really happened, and to invite all those who can to support me in my protest at Bucks County Prison tomorrow. I will be standing out in front of that prison until the police start listening to me.” David reached for his posters and held them up for the cameras one by one. 

The prisoners will soon be set free! Isaiah 51:14.


 Praise Walter, suffering for the Gospel!


The Devil will put you in prison to test you. Revelation 2:10


“I wrote these posters by myself. I’ve read the Bible. Parts of it anyway. It talks a lot about the saving power of God. I think I was chosen to live because I’m not like the smoker who has a heart attack and then keeps on smoking a pack of day.” David smiled at having recalled the source of the analogy. “I’m the smoker who has a heart attack and then never smokes again.” 

Maci offered her viewing audience and awkward well-what-do-you-say-to-that look.


“Well, David, for a boy of twelve you certainly are impressive. Most junior high kids are skateboarding and hanging out with friends and you’re organizing protests in the name of God.”

Some in the audience laughed, but David kept the tone of the interview serious. “I can’t let that kid sit in prison when I know he doesn’t belong there. That angel freed me from my chains, and it’s my turn to do the same for Michael. When people see that he is innocent they’ll also see that my story is true. We can’t, as a Christian community, treat God as if he is only a notion. God does exist. He gives us evidence of this in so many ways. Some more obvious than others. If everyone watching this program saw what I saw, knew what I knew, they would be there tomorrow. The next best thing anyone can do is to believe in me. If you can do that, then meet me at the prison tomorrow with your own sign. If not, then I’ll be there alone. Either way, I’ll be there.”


I’ll be there.


David left the interview, confident with the response it would provoke. His mother offered him an “I’m proud of you,” compliment and this made David feel proud. With his mother’s support he could ride his wave of cockiness to Pennsylvania and further. 


“I got that address for you, David,” his mother later told him as they were on the highway leaving New York for Pennsylvania. “Are you sure you’re ready to face them again?”


David became entranced with the road ahead, hopeful for the future that lie somewhere beyond the horizon, and thankful for having the opportunity to experience the present day.  The car devoured the yellow lines as the pair zipped down the highway. David imagined the car to be a hungry monster gobbling up its dinner. “Do you want salt with that?”

“What?” his mother asked.


David laughed. “I was just pretending the car was a monster eating up the yellow lines. Remember like we used to do on long trips?”


His mother laughed. “Oh, my God,” she said. “You have a good memory. Your sister used to freak out. ‘It’s not a monster!’”


David shook his head and kicked his feet up on the dashboard. “She’s afraid of everything. At least she’s not really afraid of Bear now.”


He missed Bear and thought it would be a good idea to take him, but decided against it. Too much of a chore. He left him with Jim, thinking it would be a good way to secure mutual trust. His father stewed over it, but relented in the end. “I guess you’ll have to do your promised chores next weekend,” he had remarked. Yes, David still owed them and he wouldn’t forget.


“So, did you hear me when I asked if you were ready to go see Sam’s parents?”


“I’m ready,” David said. “They deserve to know what Sam wanted them to know.”


Tell my mother that Will can have my bike. He’s not old enough to ride it, but when he’s a little bigger.  Tell my father that I’m sorry. I know he’ll be sad. Tell them I said I love them and that they were the greatest parents and brother I could have.

David pulled at his hair. “God, it’s crazy to have to tell his parents that. It was a silly game. I never thought I would get out of there.”

His mother took her eyes from the road and caught a glimpse of her son tapping his foot to a silent beat. “What were your last words?”


David leaned his head against the passenger side window, thinking it strange that she would want to know. “I never said. Neither did Sarah. Only Sam. The one who didn’t make it. Isn’t that weird?”


“It was the way it was supposed to be,” she said longingly, possibly wondering what his last words would have been had he chose to share them. Would he have willed his possessions to his sister? Would he have wanted his mother to know that he truly loved her? She imagined it was all of the above.

They arrived at Sam’s little home, a yellow ranch surrounded by an old fence, in the middle afternoon. It was in the center of an aging neighborhood filled with quiet side streets. Children scurried to and from on skateboards, bicycles, and on foot. It could have been any one of them that was taken that fateful day, but it was Sam. Was it by chance or design? To David, nothing seemed random anymore. Not the trees, sun, or the decisions he made. He felt he was but a vessel being used for some greater purpose.

Mrs. Ferris pulled her car in front of the little home and shut off the engine. It was eerily quiet all of a sudden. The hustle and bustle of the neighborhood children seemed to fade near Sam’s house. Perhaps the kids were afraid to go near it. Afraid to remember what happened. Afraid that it could happen to them. 

David shuddered to think he was in the very place that Sam had once played. For an instance he dreamed he could see him in the front yard engaged in a game of catch with his brother Will. He saw him walk his bike out of the yard. He hopped on and took off. 

David jumped out of the car as if to catch him. Warn him. He stood beside the car and stared after him. He was too late. His mother exited the car on the other side and asked over the hood, “Are you all right?”


David answered, yet he didn’t take his eyes away from Sam as he pedaled down the street. Goodbye, Sam. It was painful watching him depart, much like experiencing his last moments all over again. David shook it off and stepped away from the car toward the yellow house. He passed through the open gate of the fence and up a short stone stairway to the aluminum door. He glanced back at his mother who remained at the car watching him. Then he gave the door a few good whacks. It sounded like stones hitting a trash can. 

While he waited for an answer he noticed the dents in the aluminum door and recalled Sam’s story about how he had done it with stones and blamed Will. He rubbed one of the dents with the palm of his hand as if it might help him channel the lost boy. “Sam,” he whispered, feeling a sudden guilt again. 


After a few minutes without an answer he opened the aluminum door and pounded the wooden one with closed fists. He listened for stirrings inside the house, but heard nothing. Frustrated, he sat down on the top of the steps and buried his head in his knees. 


He had come so far. Now when he was ready to tell them what Sam wanted them to know they were gone. Like Sam. 

The wind stirred. In the distance children laughed. Were they memories he was hearing? He wondered. 


“Write them a note,” said his mother, sneakily and unexpectedly imposing upon his quiet time. He lifted his head to meet her gaze. She held out a hand, and in it was the notebook he had brought for the ride down. A chewed pencil was stuffed into the notebook’s spiraled spine.  He took it from her hands. She ruffled his fine head of hair and returned to the car. Things were so different between them now. He had no desire to anguish her anymore, and she embraced his reserve with new appreciation and affection.  


David opened the notebook and began to write, and thought it was a good idea, maybe even a better idea than meeting Sam’s folks face to face. For quite some time he sat upon the stone stairway and composed a heartfelt letter that would answer the questions that Sam’s parents had about their son’s last moments. It would be a terrifically hard letter to read, but one that they would, with little doubt, appreciate. 


When he was done he tore the pages, four in total, from his notebook, folded them in half and shoved them under the wooden doorway. A big wind kicked up behind him and rattled the aluminum door. David imagined it was Sam thanking him for the disclosure. He thought it might be nice to come back one day and meet Will. Perhaps help him ride the bike his brother wanted him to have. 

When David returned to the car he felt relieved. 


“Maybe they’re headed toward the prison,” his mother suggested.


David hadn’t thought of that possibility. He might see them yet, but who else would be there? He wondered if he might end up at the Bucks County prison alone. Was it possible? “Do you think anyone else will come?” he blurted out as his mother was about to start the car. 

She put a hand on his knee. “I think they will,” she said. 


David believed she was right, but wanted to avoid jinxing himself, so he scoffed at the possibility that more than a few people would join his effort. Who would come to help save a someone accused of being a child murderer? 

“You never talk about what I told you happened to me, Mom,” David said as the car rolled along. “You have been there for me through all this, but you don’t act like a kid who believes in Santa Clause acts.”


She laughed. “How do kids who believe in Santa act?”


“With fascination,” he said. “They want to know where he lives. They want to see him for themselves and feed his reindeer. They want to stay up late to sneak aboard his sled and go back to the North Pole with him. Everything they know about him makes them want to know more and they never question why he does what he does. They simply know he’s there and long for him to make that yearly visit.”


Mrs. Ferris pondered momentarily. “Well said. Honey, it’s a little different when you compare fantasy with reality.”


“But my story is a bit fantasy, isn’t it?” he asked. “We don’t see angels everyday. People who believe my story have to put away their doubts. Let’s face it, no matter what I say there is part of you that wonders if it’s real or imagined. I could have been traumatized like the doctors said. There could be a more scientific reason as to how I escaped, couldn’t there?”

She shrugged and David saw in her face that she was feeling trapped. “I guess, David, but what are you going to do? Sometimes it’s easier to believe science over less rational notions, yes, but in the end a person is going to judge for themselves. I might have had doubts in the beginning, but I listen to you and how you talk about it, the unopened cuffs, the escape, my praying in the church while you were gone . . . for me it’s pretty obvious that something happened down there that went above and beyond what can easily be explained so I believe you. I believe you saw an angel and that that angel saved your life, David. And there’s another reason why I believe it . . . ”


David saw her lips begin to tremble as he listened intently to her spiel. 


“I firmly believe that . . . only an intervention by God could have fixed our family. I didn’t want to face it for the longest time, David, but deep down I knew I had lost you. I thought it was only the matter of time before you did something so bad that you would be taken away. I felt it was going to happen sooner than later.” Suddenly, Mrs. Ferris pulled a hard right to the side of the road. She put the car in park and grabbed his shoulders. “David, God saved you. He saved our family. All of this other stuff . . . it’s just extra. God sent that angel to fix our family. What you’re doing now is how you’re paying Him back for it. I know this is true, David, and it’s as simple as that.”


He was surprised that she had tackled the subject with such intensity. Until that moment he could only guess what she did and didn’t believe about his experience. All this time not only did she believe him, but she rationalized the reasons why it had happened in the first place, and they weren’t the reasons David would have thought. Was it truly that simple? Was God only trying to repair a family that He believed could be fixed with a little tough love?  

“Well,” David whispered. “I don’t know if you’re right about why that angel came to me or if it was to fulfill some bigger picture, but I do feel that this road we’re on is the road God put me on. It’s at the very least a part of His plan.”

Mrs. Ferris let go of her grasp on David. “Then you shouldn’t worry about being alone when we get there.”


David shook his head. “No. I guess not. I’m only nervous.  This is only the beginning of something big.”


She smiled softly. “Which is why having a strong family will be so important.”


This made the most sense of all to David. His mother was wrong in thinking that God’s plan was anything less than a complex one. Their God saw an opportunity to free a child from earthly pain, reunite a family, and reinvigorate a world with renewed faith in His power and grace. 

Chapter 20
On the last leg of the journey David fell asleep. When he woke up they were stuck in a traffic jam. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and stole a glance out his window. They were surrounded by farmland, stuck in a single line of traffic that seemed to be at a standstill. He was groggy and the sunlight spilling through the front window challenged him to keep his eyes open. He pulled down the visor and shifted to his left on his chair. His bottom was sore.


“You’ve been asleep for a couple of hours, kiddo,” she said. “But I have some good news.”


David closed his eyes, still feeling sleepy, only half wondering what the news could be that had his mother so cheerful. She hadn’t rested in some time, and he wondered how she was able to keep going without even a hint of tiring. 

“What’s the good news?” David asked.


“This traffic jam is for you,” she said. 


David found it easier opening his eyes on that note. He jostled himself from sleep and jerked his body in several directions to get a second look at the line of traffic, for now it had new meaning for him. “This is a line to the prison?”


“This is the road,” she said. “The prison is eight miles from here. The radio reports are saying the line of traffic is over twelve miles long. There’s been helicopters flying over us.”


“You let me sleep through traffic jams and helicopters?”


“You were tired, besides, we’re moving pretty slow. You did it, baby,” she said. “You led the Lord’s Army to Buck’s County and they are here to fight.”


David fondly recalled one of his favorite Sunday school songs. I have never marched in the infantry, fired the artillery…but I’m in the Lord’s Army. Yes, I’m in the Lord’s Army. 


“I’m sure they’re wondering where the guest of honor is,” his mother laughed. 


David joined her and the two shared a moment of success. David had visions of what lie at the end of the eight mile trip. Thousands of people. Hundreds of signs. A thunderous protest.
In the moment of his glory his mother’s cellular phone rang. She fished around in her purse for it and handed it to David. “It’s probably your sister,” she said. David grabbed the phone from her and answered it.


“Hello,” he said, stifling his enthusiasm. 


“David,” came the voice. “Where are you?”


“Toni?”


“It’s Sarah,” she said. “Where are you?”


David’s heart jumped into his throat. She couldn’t have picked a finer moment to call. “I’m almost at the prison,” he said. “Is it on the news? There’s going to be tons of people here. It’s crazy. There’s a line of traffic—”


“I know,” she exclaimed. “I’m in it.”


David paused, as if he didn’t fully register her statement. “You’re in what?”


“The traffic jam,” she said. “I’m here, David.”


David searched the area around his own car. “Where?”


“I’ve just passed the sign that said ‘Bucks County Prison 8 Miles’,” she said.


David lowered the phone. “When did we pass that 8 mile sign, Mom?” he asked.


“It was about a half mile back, I guess,” she returned. “Who is that?”

  
“It’s Sarah,” David added, bouncing out of his seat. “It’s Sarah.” He returned to his conversation with elation. “Hold on,” he said. “I’m coming.” David snapped shut the cellular phone and put it back in his mother’s purse. “She’s here.”


“Well . . . got get her.”


David jumped into his mother’s arms. He heard her laughter like fireworks on the Fourth of July. “I love you,” he said.


“I love you too,” she added.


Do not be afraid I am with you. I have called you each by name. Come and follow me, and I will bring you home . . . I love you and you are mine.

David jumped out of his car and stood on the side of the road. In the distance he saw the sign, a small spec on the horizon. He fled for it as if in a marathon. Of everything that had happened since he left New York this was the most exciting for him. When talking with her on the phone he tried not to let on how disappointed he was that she wasn’t going to meet him at the prison. She had gone through as much as he had, and he wanted to let her come to terms with it all in her own way. Still, he dwelled on what the trip would be like without her alongside him and thought it could never be as good. He was never sure what God had planned for him, but was always confident that Sarah would be part of it. He wasn’t wrong. She believed him. 

And so he ran. He darted past the line of cars patiently waiting to fill the space in front of the prison. As he passed vehicle after vehicle he heard various people announce their recognition of him. Some honked their car horns. Some waved. Some cheered. David blew past them all, focused on that one thing. 


As he ran, the sign in the distance got bigger and bigger. His lung capacity lessened, but he didn’t stop until he saw her. Halfway between his car and the sign she came into focus, running in his direction. He leaned over briefly to catch his breath and then continued his journey, walking toward her. She walked toward him, and with each step they took there became two less steps between them. 


As the gap closed David remembered where it had all began. He thought about where he was in his life only a month earlier and couldn’t fathom how much had changed in that short magical time period, and how that time period set a tone that would sustain him for the rest of his life. He was only twelve, but understood the significance and the impact of it all. The sign on his church doors said it all. You will find salvation if you make your way through me. Never had there been a greater truth.

The two stopped about five feet apart and reviewed each other as an impossible intersection of lives—an impossibility that was made possible because of a horrible man, an act of God, or both. As it seemed, even the beast was part of the ugly paradox that would change the perspective of thousands. So, it could even be said that the worst in the world serve some purpose, as in their aftermath they make people rise to new levels of awareness, hope, forgiveness, and understanding.  


It was a lesson that the two children now understood in reaching out to each other beneath a beautiful sky. It was a lesson they would teach to others. And because of this, they would be saved. 

THE END
