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Dedication

To my husband Andy – I can’t think of any better
person with whom to share this adventure called life.

 



“And quake, thou quaker, before the majesty of the
law.”

 


--Response of Justice Gervaise Bennett to George Fox
when Fox exhorted him to “tremble in the fear of the Lord.” The
judge sentenced Fox to spend almost a year in the Derby jail on
charges that included blasphemy.

 



Prologue

Hide me in the shadow of Thy wings from the wicked
who obstruct me, from deadly foes who throng round me.

--Psalms 17:9

 


“We can’t just call Social Services.” Maddie
spoke her words into the night as though challenging its
darkness.

Paxton shifted uncomfortably from one foot to
the other. His distress was not from the way he was standing, but
rather from the way this conversation on their front porch was
going. “This is why we have Social Services.”

“We have it because there are people like
Shad’s mother.” Maddie turned her head to look at him. Light from
their living room window cast illumination across the concrete
porch, so Paxton could easily see her as Maddie stood at the white
railing. “In most cases I would whole-heartedly agree that’s what
we should do. But in Shad’s case I have a concern that he is so …
unique, he’d be lost in the system.”

Paxton exhaled as he thrust his hands into
the back pockets of his well-worn blue jeans. I have
a concern. Any time a woman descended from Margaret
Leeds uttered those words, anyone wanting to argue against her was
wise to keep in mind that he might be arguing against a will that
was bigger than both of them. When their older daughter used the
phrase a couple of weeks ago, Paxton had been more inclined to
dismiss the notion. Erin was only twenty-two years old and not as
experienced in responding to that silent voice, which was why she
had sought her parents’ advice in how to deal with this
dilemma.

“Every child is unique in some way.” Paxton
reminded her.

Maddie regarded him pointedly. “There’s
something about Shad. A formal institution isn’t what he needs
right now. He’s a very troubled child –”

“Which is why we should call Social
Services.”

“– and he needs far better than to be
shuffled around to foster homes while case workers poke and prod
him.”

“So just where do you propose we should send
him?” Even as the words left Paxton’s mouth he felt his stomach
flutter with trepidation.

Maddie returned her gaze to the darkened yard
for several seconds before responding. “Shad’s mother agreed to let
him spend a week with strangers once school let out for the summer.
She hasn’t been in contact with Shad these three days we’ve had him
even though we called her. I’m half ready to believe
we could keep him all summer and she wouldn’t care.”

Paxton’s agitation kept growing. “And then
what? Wait to contact child welfare until school starts up again?
They’re gonna look at us funny, and it’s not like we can fix
him in three months.”

“No.” Maddie’s tone became more solemn. “It
will take a lot longer than three months.”

Paxton could hardly believe she was coming so
close to saying exactly what he didn’t want to hear. “We aren’t
qualified to take in a special needs child. They train foster
parents to do that. We wouldn’t be fair to Shad as well as to
ourselves.”

“It isn’t fair.” Maddie spoke those words as
though she were confirming a profound judgment. Then she locked her
gaze on Paxton’s. “I didn’t ask for this, either. When I told Erin
to ask Shad’s mother if she would allow him to spend a week with
us, I truly expected we would make the call ourselves.” Maddie
turned her face back toward the darkened yard. “But Erin was right.
As well-intentioned a program it is, it isn’t for Shad. He needs
stability right now.”

“What stability can we possibly offer?”
Paxton yanked his hands from the jeans pockets and folded his arms
over his chest. He leaned back against the railing to face the
front of their farm house. “It’s not like we can just ask his
mother if we can keep him longer. There’s all the issues about
guardianship and power of attorney and all that.”

“She might give him up for adoption.”

Paxton could have sworn his stomach just did
a back flip. “I’m not making myself clear.” He looked directly at
Maddie. “We can’t keep him.”

She didn’t return Paxton’s gaze but remained
standing straight and still at the railing. Even though Maddie was
dressed in the pullover blouse and khaki shorts she had worn to
work about the house and garden today, she possessed the same
tranquility Paxton was accustomed to seeing on her at First Day
meeting when she would wear a dress. A few escaped tendrils of her
upswept hair swayed gently in the breeze, but otherwise Maddie was
as calm as stone.

Paxton knew to respect her silence, but at
this moment it unnerved him. As he scratched at his trimmed
salt-and-pepper beard just to work out some nervous energy, Paxton
found himself yet again contemplating that great unanswered
question.

Why?

His conscience was bothering him, and that
only irritated Paxton all the more. How could they hurt anything by
contacting Social Services? Shad – whose real name was Shadow but
Paxton had immediately decided that sounded too much like a dog’s
name – was only one of unfortunately thousands of children who
suffered in neglectful or abusive homes. Why did this
eleven-year-old boy start spending all his non-school time at the
library in St. Louis where Erin worked? Why was she the only one in
the staff to take notice of the quiet child who never bothered
anything? Why was it this skinny, dark-haired, brown-eyed youth
whose olive skin was already acquiring a distinct tan from his few
days spent outdoors, caused the descendants of Margaret Leeds to
have a concern about his welfare if they logically alerted the
state to remove Shad from his so-called mother?

It wasn’t that Paxton didn’t like the boy.
His heart went out to Shad. The usually silent child seemed most
content to have his nose stuck in a book or newspaper or even an
instruction manual. Paxton had him tag along during chores around
the farm, and Shad would do anything asked of him without a murmur
of either consent or complaint. To some people he might initially
seem to be an okay kid.

But Shad was socially deficient. He never
made eye contact, initiated conversation, or showed any emotion
beyond his, well, emotionless demeanor. He did have a
tendency to tremble for a couple of seconds whenever they placed a
hand on his shoulder or back, yet still there was no change in
Shad’s expression. It was as though he went through the motions of
living in this world when in actuality Shad lived in a world within
himself.

“I honestly don’t know how long we’ll need to
keep him.” Maddie’s words jolted Paxton from his stewing. “But
right now Shad is in our care. He was given over to us.” She
cast a sidelong gaze toward Paxton. “You don’t believe in
coincidence any more than I do.”

“You’re right. I believe he was given over to
us so we could call Social Services.”

“Sometimes children fall through cracks in
that system and I truly fear Shad will be one of those children.”
Maddie remained placid but her gaze was locked with his.

As much as Paxton wanted to argue against her
premise, he was also humbled by the fact he was squaring off with a
“Leeds Woman.” From practically anybody else he would have regarded
such words as crazy talk, but he had known Maddie for most of his
life and spent over half of it in holy matrimony with her. Maddie
had earned her family’s reputation for being able to hear that
quiet whisper most others remained deaf to. Then again, there was
another descendant of Margaret Leeds who didn’t share Maddie’s
view.

“Jill thinks we should call the department.”
Even as he invoked his sister-in-law’s name Paxton realized it
didn’t give him additional leverage.

Jill had been at their house today – without
her nearly nine-year-old daughter in tow for a change, Paxton
noticed – to help her sister finish butchering the meat chickens
Maddie raised to supplement her laying hens and Jill’s turkeys.
Jill could always be counted upon to give her opinion about any
subject.

“Jill isn’t in my situation.” Maddie smiled
ever so slightly. “She’s not the one being asked to take care of
Shad.”

Her last remark sent a tremor through his
stomach. Asked? So he really was trying to defy divine
will?

Why? What was it about the two of them that
this withdrawn waif, one out of too many needy children, had to
intrude upon their lives? What was it about this boy who now slept
in their younger daughter’s recently vacated bedroom upstairs that
it was necessary for Shad to disrupt their plans? Paxton had
enjoyed his role as a father, but his task of rearing children was
already fulfilled. Now he was supposed to be able to enjoy the
fruits of his labors: Smile for his daughters’ wedding photos
whenever that time came, then eventually bounce grandkids on his
knee. He and Maddie were supposed to be entering the next phase of
their lives together, and now they were supposed to backtrack and
take on the care of this distressed boy who was going to hit
puberty any second now? There were people who volunteered to do
this sort of thing. Why did it have to be thrust upon them?

“None of this makes sense,” Paxton grumbled.
“There’s laws about this sort of thing. Laws society made based
upon the laws of God. Why should we disregard them now and
arbitrarily take Shad ourselves?”

Maddie turned to lean against the railing and
also face the front of the house. She didn’t speak immediately, and
when her words finally surfaced they proceeded slowly and with
consideration.

“Since when have the laws of men attained the
perfection of the laws of God?” She turned her head to face Paxton.
“You’re a Delaney.” Maddie paused. “You take care of your family.”
A gentle smile played on her lips. “And you’re just as determined
to uphold the Delaney notoriety as well.”

The uninitiated would wonder why Maddie was
speaking so deliberately, but Paxton knew that words inspired from
a source greater than any mere person were examined and never
rushed.

Maddie continued talking, her words slow and
solemn. “Those two aspects of your family reputation are just what
you’re gonna need right now.”

Although Paxton was acquainted with
revelation on this level himself, he knew darn good and well why he
wasn’t experiencing that now. Stiff necks were a dominant trait in
the Delaney genealogy. Therefore, yet again Maddie had to
intervene.

She proceeded. “It’s what Shad needs right
now.”

Paxton refused to look at her. The Bible was
full of stories about the prophets who warned Israel to repent or
they would be dispersed to the corners of the world. The thanks
they usually received from the populace for this act of obedience
often meant a thorough stoning. Paxton wasn’t about to throw rocks
at Maddie, but he was starting to feel an appreciation for why the
people of Israel became upset.

Maddie fell silent. Paxton didn’t know if she
had returned to that inner struggle or was simply contemplating the
words she’d spoken. Either way, Paxton knew he was licked. As much
as he resisted the idea, as much as it didn’t make any sense, he
was as trapped as Jonah had been in the belly of the fish. Grandpa
had warned him that marrying a Leeds Woman would make Paxton bow to
the will of God more than he would otherwise. And to think at the
time Paxton actually believed that sounded like a good thing.

But this wasn’t fair. What on Earth could he
and Maddie, simple crop farmers, offer to Shad that others
couldn’t? Come to think of it, since when had a Delaney credited
the Creator with being fair ever since Paxton’s great-great
grandfather Quaid Delaney lost his family to famine in Ireland?
Even though Quaid made his peace after settling here in central
Missouri, in the generations that followed him fathers repeated to
their children that they would be tested relentlessly throughout
their lives. Even someone as righteous as Job couldn’t escape
events that seemed like divine cruelty. And Job, while heartbroken
and sitting in ashes, had asked the logical question “Why?” The
eloquent answer he received basically boiled down to “Because I’m
God.”

A memory surfaced in Paxton’s thoughts as his
gaze slid toward Maddie. There were plenty of times when their
daughters were little that Paxton would set them to a task that
seemed unreasonable to the girls. Often they seemed to challenge
him with the question of why they had to do it. Unwilling or unable
at the moment to effectively explain how their participation was
necessary for their growth and development or the family good,
Paxton had been known to fire back “Because I’m Dad.”

Oh. So that’s the way this was going to be.
Thanks to his mule-headedness, Paxton was used to being sneaked up
on like this, so he immediately recognized that particular memory
wasn’t just a random thought. This was the most explanation he was
going to get. At least afterwards Paxton had made it a point to
explain to their daughters the significance of their cooperation.
Maybe, just maybe, when that day came that Paxton stood before God,
he’d get the answers to all his whys.

Paxton watched Maddie turn her head slightly
toward him, and he could see that well-known glimmer of
determination in her eyes. Even though she’d professed her personal
opinion was closer to his, Paxton knew what she was going to do.
Even though they both knew what lay ahead would most likely be
difficult, even though the timing of this event in their lives blew
chunks big time, Maddie was going to obey. Paxton could either make
their lives more miserable by resisting her charity or he could try
to salvage what dignity he had left. Experience had taught him that
Maddie was consistently right, and ultimately, eventually, just
shutting up and going along with what she told Paxton to do would
work out best. One of the many reasons he married her was because
Maddie was a virtuous woman, and that made her the sacred vessel
through whom God worked to bring out the best in him.


Chapter One

All cruelty springs from weakness.

--Seneca the Younger

 


That familiar anxiety wrenched Shad’s stomach
as he watched the patrol car cruise toward the park. Using a
well-practiced deep breath to settle his nerves, Shad stood from
the bench where he had been sitting and shifted the strap of the
leather carrying case for his laptop computer more comfortably over
his left shoulder. With his other hand Shad jostled a firmer grip
on a pink and purple day pack. He drew a second deep breath,
noticing again faint petroleum fumes on the humid mid-July air in
this St. Louis suburb, and began walking toward the white sedan
that slowed into a parking space as they approached each other.

The car stopped and its driver, a uniformed
policeman, still looked to Shad like the officer could be a recent
graduate from the police academy. Initially this had created some
concern for Shad, but he told himself to get over it. This man had
been trained for handling such duties, and besides, Shad had plenty
of familiarity with the fact there also were folks out there who
looked younger than they really were.

The two men nodded to each other, and Shad
asked, “So how did it go?”

“Simms was cooperative although it was
obvious he didn’t like it at all.” The officer glanced toward his
front-seat passenger, an older woman in civilian clothes who was
getting out on the other side of the car. His voice lowered a bit.
“Little girl’s eyes have been big as saucers the whole time.”

Shad nodded again and watched the woman open
the back door of the vehicle.

“Here you go, sweetie,” She said in a kindly
voice as she stooped toward the passenger. “This is where Mr.
Delaney picks you up and you get to go see your mom.”

The social worker fumbled for a minute with
the child restraints while continuing a friendly though one-sided
conversation with the occupant. Shad moved around the car to her
side and watched as she helped the five-year-old girl step out of
the sedan.

Charissa Simms immediately locked her gaze
upon Shad as she stood beside the vehicle. Before he habitually
shifted his own gaze away from hers, Shad noticed that Charissa’s
eyes were so dark they were almost black. Her long brown hair
cascaded halfway down her back in loose ringlets except for locks
on the sides of her face that were pulled back with a blue bow. She
wore red shorts and a white, collared blouse which seemed to
suggest Charissa had been dressed as a statement of how well-taken
care of she had been for the last month and a half. Even though
Shad was looking more at her mouth, he could see Charissa’s
attention shift to the day pack. As she started to look up again,
Shad offered a gentle smile and lowered himself to one knee before
the child.

“Hello, Charissa.” He set the day pack on the
pavement and offered his hand to her while briefly meeting her gaze
again. “I’m Mr. Delaney.”

Charissa glanced at his hand and slowly
extended her own as Shad continued. “This is all a little spooky,
huh? I bet you’ve got all kinds of questions.”

Charissa’s hand settled in his, and Shad gave
it a quick and gentle squeeze. She spoke as he released it, her
voice soft and quiet. “Mom’s alive?”

The nature of her question made him want to
shift into his more analytical ego, but Shad tried to keep it
balanced with his social self. “Oh yes, she’s alive.” The
analytical personality flexed some muscle. “Has someone told you
otherwise?”

Charissa continued to scrutinize him as
though still trying to decide whether Shad was friend or foe. “Dad
said she’s dying.”

That wasn’t a lie. What concerned Shad more
was just how Charissa’s father was relaying this information.

“The sickness your mom has ... it doesn’t
change how much she loves you. She wishes she could’ve come to St.
Louis with me, but since she couldn’t, she sent this for you
instead.”

Shad picked up the day pack and offered it to
the girl. With her gaze never leaving his face, Charissa gingerly
took it from him.

“Your mom packed all kinds of goodies in
there for you.” Shad offered his best version of a reassuring
smile. Then he decided to imply a new concept Charissa was going to
need to adapt to. “Your Uncle Eliot and Aunt Tess put some things
in there for you, too.”

Eliot Weller was supposed to be here with
Shad today, but he was a veterinarian and received an emergency
call concerning a prize brood mare this morning. Thus Eliot was
unable to meet Shad at the train station in Jefferson City, and
Shad had been forced to show up alone for Charissa’s scheduled
pickup. Having never done this sort of thing before, Shad was a
little more than annoyed by Eliot’s absence. Although he usually
preferred solitude, Shad had learned to value someone else’s
company whenever he was thrust into new situations.

Charissa didn’t say anything as she studied
the day pack without opening it. Shad stood again while the woman
was taking a small blue suitcase from the car’s back seat.

“I’ll take that.” Shad offered.

After settling some final details with the
officer and the social worker, Shad thanked them and guided
Charissa toward the playground area of the park as the patrol car
drove away.

“We have about half an hour before we need to
go to the train station.” Shad set his carrying case and her
suitcase on the first bench they approached. “Have you ever ridden
the train before?”

He already knew the answer, so when Charissa
shook her head it was the response Shad expected.

“You want to play on the playground while we
wait?”

The girl only stared at him in response.

Shad sat next to the cases. Charissa remained
standing at the other end of the bench. Her day pack was sitting on
it although she still gripped the top strap while never removing
her gaze from him.

Now that he was getting back into something
more familiar, Shad drew a cleansing breath and offered another
reassuring smile to Charissa. This would be much easier for the
girl if Eliot were with him to provide her with somebody she knew.
Too bad he didn’t have the option to pull his wife Dulsie out from
her job to tag along. Dulsie would still be a stranger to Charissa,
but at least Dulsie had a winning personality and a shared gender
with the child. If nothing else, Shad was certainly more at ease
whenever Dulsie was around.

“Or would you rather talk about what’s going
on?” Sure, he was trying to obtain additional testimony, but Shad
also recognized the value of allowing Charissa to speak her
concerns.

Charissa’s grip on the pack tightened for a
second, but then her eyes seemed less wide. “You don’t look like a
lawyer.”

Shad’s response was deadpan. “I’m traveling
in disguise.”

He was conscientious of speaking the truth,
even in jest. Shad had purposefully worn tan slacks and a sage,
short-sleeved, button-down shirt because a suit might be
intimidating to the child. He also didn’t want to look “official”
to others as he (and Eliot, originally) escorted Charissa back to
her home. Besides, Shad hated wearing suits and welcomed any
opportunity to eschew them.

The girl seemed to consider his answer for a
minute before speaking again. “How much money you gonna make?”

If ever there was a question he hadn’t
expected her to ask, that would be it. It was Shad’s turn to stare
at Charissa with some bemusement before he responded.

“Why do you want to know?”

“Dad said you’re hauling me away only because
you figured out a way to make a bunch of money.”

Demetri Simms’s evaluation fell in line with
what most people, Shad included, thought about lawyers. But Shad’s
motivation for tackling a situation other attorneys had dismissed
had nothing to do with money and everything to do with ... justice.
And it had been his thirst for justice that had driven him to this
occupation. Distilling the complexities to the level of a
five-year-old, however, wasn’t going to be easy.

“I’m not here for the money.” Shad leaned
forward, propped his elbows on his knees, and rested his chin on
clasped hands. “I’m also not hauling you away. I’m taking you
home.”

Charissa regarded him with unwavering
wariness. “I don’t have a home back –” She seemed to reconsider her
choice of words but couldn’t settle upon an appropriate substitute
quickly enough. “– home.”

“Did somebody tell you that?”

Charissa finally stopped looking at him and
lowered her head to study the day pack. Her slender, tanned fingers
kneaded at the hanging loop on top.

Had she been coached, or more likely
threatened, not to say too much? The last thing he could risk was
pushing too hard, which luckily Shad was better at catching himself
when working with kids than adults.

“How do you feel about going back to see your
mom?”

Charissa looked back up at him, and for the
split second that Shad met her eyes he thought he noticed a flash
in them.

“Why do you care?”

If only Eliot hadn’t run off to save that
mare there wouldn’t be so much antagonism to deal with. Charissa’s
father had probably done his best to fuel the fire against her
mother’s attempts to regain their daughter.

“I have every reason to care.” Shad drew
another deep breath as he tried to collect his thoughts. Details
were no challenge to him, but trying to distill them to others was
much more difficult. “Or rather, you see....” He leaned against the
backrest of the bench and stretched one arm across the top, still
struggling to come up with the right words. “Let’s put it this way.
Your mom hired me. But I’m not working for your mom to make money.
I’m not even working for her just so she can get you back. I don’t
–” Shad caught himself. He was about to say “I don’t care about
your mom,” and this was the wrong level to make that statement. He
leaned forward again. “The only reason I decided to work for your
mom was because she convinced me it was in your best
interest to bring you back home. I don’t care –” Shad took a couple
of seconds to reconsider his words before proceeding with them. “–
So much about what your mom wants or what your dad wants. What
matters more to me is what you want.” He clasped his hands together
in front of his knees. “Did any of that make sense?”

She studied him for enough seconds that Shad
started to wonder how he was going to manage trying to rephrase
that babble into something more comprehensible.

“I want Mom and Dad back,” Charissa finally
said. “Together.”

Shad looked down at his hands and blew out an
exhale. “You and a million other kids.” He looked at her again,
managing to bring his gaze as high as her nose. “I can’t do that. I
can’t make them get back together. So I have to come up with the
next best thing for you.”

Charissa lowered her gaze again. “If Mom
wasn’t dying, they’d be together.”

When Monica Simms first approached Shad about
getting Charissa back, he was initially interested in her situation
for two reasons. First, it reminded him of the story about Pap’s
great-great grandfather. When the potato famine of the 1840’s
struck Ireland, Quaid Delaney’s father abandoned the family because
he couldn’t bear to watch them starve to death. For the rest of his
life Quaid despised his father for this penultimate act of
cowardice. He was so outspoken about his opinion that to this day
getting called coward by a Delaney was equivalent to be
being called something rather excremental by anybody else. If
Demetri Simms could walk away from his wife and take their child
because he didn’t want them to watch her die, Shad initially
believed he might have the same color of belly as Quaid’s
father.

The other reason was simply because there
could be a child’s welfare at stake, which was very much of the
foundation for why Shad had accepted the ludicrous idea of becoming
an attorney. At first he didn’t see much hope for Monica’s goal.
The couple was still legally married and Demetri didn’t have any
kind of criminal record, so Shad had little grounds to initiate a
custody battle.

During his initial consultation with Monica,
however, Shad began to notice “red flags” in her description of
their relationship with Demetri. So he asked Monica certain
questions he’d devised whenever Shad wanted to verify if abuse was
an element in a case he was considering. Even though she didn’t
realize it herself, Monica confirmed Shad’s suspicions. If Demetri
could convince a woman in her twenties that she was “crazy,” Lord
knows what harm he could do to the mind of a child.

Shad’s pet questions wouldn’t work on a
child, however, and he also had to take care that he neither led
Charissa nor set himself up for the accusation of contributing to
alienation of her father.

“Why do you think that?” Shad simply
asked.

“It’s a bad thing, dying.” Charissa looked up
at him.

“Tell me what’s bad about dying.”

Shad could read a river much more effectively
than he could people’s expressions, but he suspected the slight
frown that furrowed Charissa’s brow indicated she thought his
request was a bit odd. Then her gaze lowered to the day pack, and
her voice was softer when she spoke.

“It’s bad people who die.”

Shad was so consumed by all the ramifications
of that answer it took him probably thirty seconds to respond.
“Only bad people die? Don’t good people die too?”

“If you’re good, you get to die when you’re
old.” Charissa didn’t look up. “If you’re bad, God makes you die
sooner.”

On the one hand, it was a philosophy that
might offer comfort to a child. Wouldn’t the world be safer if all
the bad guys were struck down before they could harm the innocent?
On the other hand, it negatively judged everyone who faced an
untimely death.

“Why do you believe that?” Shad asked.

This time Charissa did raise her head to look
at him, and her eyes shimmered. “Dad told me so.”

This was a hollow victory for him. Shad was
indeed obtaining the type of testimony he needed against Demetri,
but Shad realized he had a bigger issue to tackle at the
moment.

“Your mom isn’t bad.” Shad knew he was
notorious for getting to the point, but this seemed like one
circumstance he could indulge that tendency.

Charissa regarded him for a few seconds
before responding. “Then why is she dying?”

The phrase “life isn’t fair” immediately came
to mind, but Shad knew he had to come up with a better answer.

Luckily Mam and Pap had already answered the
same types of questions for him. “There ... is a purpose.” Shad
took a deep breath as he tried to figure out how to simplify
something deeper to the level of a five-year-old. “I can’t begin to
understand it, because the way of God is not the way of man. But
when bad things happen, if we can make good come of it, then we
have done the work of God.”

He couldn’t decipher Charissa’s slight frown,
but Shad doubted he had made much headway.

“The truth is ... the truth is good people
die too. It doesn’t seem fair, I know. Lord knows we need all the
good people we can get.” Shad didn’t consider Monica to be anywhere
near sainthood, but that wasn’t his concern right now. “Your mom
will always love you. And anybody who loves you has got to be good,
right?”

It bothered him that Charissa didn’t respond
right away, and even then she sounded uncertain. “I suppose.”

Now seemed as good a time as any to continue
building on that new concept she would need to get used to. “And
your Uncle Eliot and Aunt Tess love you, too. They’re gonna help
your mom take care of you.”

After a few seconds of silence, Charissa
spoke with the hint of a plea in her voice. “Don’t make Mom and Dad
get a divorce.”

“I have to if I can.”

“Why?”

How was he going to explain the most complex
case he’d yet handled in Shad’s three years of being an attorney to
a mere child? “Because the law says that everything will go to your
dad when your mom passes away. Including you. Normally that’s not a
problem. But....” Shad shook his head as he took another deep
breath for a long exhale. “I have to take appropriate measures to
insure your rights are protected.”

Charissa looked up at him with a slight
frown, and Shad realized he’d just spoken above the girl’s
comprehension. Shad also quickly ascertained why he had just made
that slip. The child’s relatives had mentioned to him, as though it
were a positive thing, that Charissa acted older than other
children her age. While her pseudo-maturity was easier to handle
than hyperactivity, Shad knew both could be symptoms of abuse.

That gut feeling which usually eluded him
during most of his interaction with others never failed Shad when
he suspected any kind of abuse. He could only figure it was the
result of a well-worn survival instinct, and feeling it stir again
increased his concern for Charissa.

The girl had been served an awful lot. Her
mother was dying. Her father was verbally and emotionally abusive.
The only relative who could, or would, take her in was Monica
Simms’s brother Eliot and his wife Tess. Although they seemed like
kind people, Monica had informed Shad that Eliot was much like
their father. On the positive side he was a good worker and
provider, but Eliot also wound up not being home a lot. Tess was
also devoted to her own job with the Department of Natural
Resources. Shad wasn’t completely content with the prospect of
placing Charissa in a home where she might feel second to her
adoptive parents’ jobs, but it was better than being belittled,
berated and bullied throughout her childhood.

“I’m here to protect you.” A flicker of an
idea surfaced in his mind. “All of us, your mom, Uncle Eliot, Aunt
Tess, we all want to do what’s best for you. You’re very important
to all of us. And anytime you want to talk to me, I want to listen.
I’m your lawyer, really. Your mom hired me to protect you,
and that’s exactly what I’m gonna do.”

Charissa looked up and studied him for a few
seconds before speaking. “You’re my lawyer?”

“That’s right.”

“Does that mean you have to do what I
say?”

“If I agree it’s in your best interests.”

“Will you stop the divorce?”

Shad shook his head again. “I’m sorry.
Stopping the divorce is not in your best interests.”

Charissa frowned as several more seconds
passed. Then her expression became more thoughtful.

“So I could fire you if I wanted?”

Shad was as impressed as he was taken aback.
For a girl who was just going to be starting kindergarten at
summer’s end, Charissa was developing keen problem solving
skills.

Of course that could also be an indication
she had too much practice at being thrust into problems children
shouldn’t have to handle.

Shad hated to just tell Charissa no. He was
too familiar with the powerlessness of childhood, and Charissa
would be overwhelmed if she truly knew how many powers were pulling
at her now. He also didn’t want to mislead her with a yes. This was
one of those times he had to find a compromise.

“Only if you give me two weeks notice.”

“What’s that?”

“That means if you fire me, you’re still
stuck with me for two more weeks.”

Charissa thought about his explanation before
reaching her conclusion. “I guess I’d better fire you now,
then.”

Well, this wasn’t the first time an idea he’d
thought was reasonably bright turned out to be more dim witted.
“Already? You haven’t even given me the chance to prove my worth to
you.”

“No chance.” Charissa shook her head. “I want
to get it over with.”

Shad studied her as Charissa actually looked
over toward the swing set. His gut stirred again. Why? What was it
about that choice of words she’d just spoken that he recognized yet
couldn’t name? The combination of personal experience and formal
training enabled Shad to comprehend the subtleties in all levels of
abuse. It was the one aspect of human behavior he had a good grasp
on.

Yet those words “get it over with”
reverberated in Shad’s memory. Charissa wanted to “get rid” of him,
and do so quickly. That was understandable. He was, after all, the
big, bad lawyer who was apparently tearing her family apart before
its appointed time. But his gut told him there was more. As much as
Shad knew, he realized he only knew just enough to suspect he was
missing something.

“Will you push me?” Charissa glanced back
toward him.

Shad immediately processed her question
beyond its face value because he suspected that he was going to
have to dig for more than just testimony. But right now his
analytical side needed to take a break. It had a way of
overshadowing his social obligations, and Shad knew in order to
satisfy it, he was going to have to build a rapport with the girl
first. His response, however, was still grounded in the underlying
complexities of her question.

“Only as much as you need me to.”

 



Chapter Two

Knowing your own darkness is the best method for
dealing with the darkness of other people.

--Carl Jung

 


The train station was an easy walk from the
park, but Friday afternoons there could be busy, especially in a
suburb of St. Louis. Shad didn’t like crowds, but taking the train
was infinitely preferable to the alternative of driving for two
hours back to Jefferson City. Not only would he and Charissa have
the freedom to move around instead of being trapped in a car
together, Shad could avoid stressing out over a commonplace
activity most people took for granted.

He could operate a combine in an open field
of corn, soybeans, or oats with confident ease. Shad could also
drive a car on back country roads in relaxed comfort. Traffic in
the town of Linn where his office was located could start making
him jittery, but the traffic in Jefferson City would almost bring
him to his breaking point. Thus there was no way on Earth Shad
would even consider trying to negotiate with what seemed like
millions of vehicles on the unfamiliar streets or highways of St.
Louis. His aversion to crowds in general convinced Shad he was
mildly agoraphobic, but the throng at the train station was a
lesser evil to him than traffic on the streets.

The train also provided the appeal of
granting Charissa a request she’d had for at least the last couple
of years. Like most kids she harbored a desire to ride every mode
of locomotion available to her, and trains were high on her list.
The schedule was accommodating to what Shad needed to accomplish
today’s task. Only Eliot Weller’s last minute failure to accompany
him had been a drawback.

Charissa took a window seat when they boarded
the train, and shortly afterward the diesel engine pulled them away
from the station. By the time Shad presented their tickets to the
conductor she was ready to explore beyond the scenery that flashed
by the window, so he took Charissa to the café car where she could
enjoy a bag of pretzels and some apple juice while sitting at one
of the tables.

Soon after they sat, Shad noticed that the
landscape zipping by their window was suddenly closing in as though
the hillside were trying to engulf them.

“We’re coming to a tunnel,” he commented.

“Where?” Even as Charissa turned toward the
window the car suddenly became darker. At the same instant her hand
knocked against her plastic bottle of juice, tumbling it to its
side.

Shad snatched the bottle and set it upright,
but since it was nearly full about a fourth of its contents had
spilled on the table. He plucked a few napkins from the dispenser
under the window and mopped up the juice. As he reached for a
couple more napkins to wipe the area dry, Shad noticed that
Charissa’s attention was focused on him instead of the dark window.
Her eyes were a bit wide again.

“No harm done.” Shad smiled even though there
was a slight tremor in his gut. “You’ve still got most of your
juice. I’ll throw these away and be right back.”

The train car brightened again as he rose
from his seat to walk toward the trash can. As Shad dropped the wet
napkins into the container a memory from his early childhood
suddenly burst into his conscious thinking.

The event seemed to screen itself in his mind
at supersonic speed, yet it left out no detail. Shad could see the
clear glass of water that his elbow accidentally struck. Shards and
droplets burst in every direction as it crashed to the kitchenette
floor. Shad didn’t believe the last flying fragment had yet been
overcome by gravity when the boyfriend of that woman who gave birth
to Shad swore vehemently and grabbed Shad by the neck to slam the
child down on the wet and littered linoleum. Pain shot through
Shad’s head as it collided with the surface, momentarily dulling
the bite of a glass sliver that pierced his upper arm.

He banished the memory before it could
continue. Although Shad couldn’t control when those images surfaced
in his mind, it was his decision whether or not to linger on them.
And since he didn’t like to remember those episodes, he never
lingered. His full attention belonged to the present, and Shad
turned away from the trash can to return to the table where
Charissa sat.

She was still staring at him as Shad seated
himself across the table from her.

“Did you see the tunnel?” He asked. “Or was
it too dark to see anything?”

It took her a few seconds to reply. “I ...
didn’t see it.” Her tone was low and soft.

Shad suspected it was distraction, not
darkness, which impeded Charissa’s experience. “Well, don’t worry.
We’ll go through another tunnel before we get to Jeff. In fact it
should come up in just a couple of minutes. How’re your pretzels?
Crunchy?”

Charissa nodded, her eyes less wide but still
regarding him cautiously.

“How’s your juice? Crunchy?”

Her brow furrowed slightly but her lips
twisted upward a little. “Of course not.”

“Chewy?”

“No.”

“Oh, then it must be fuzzy.”

Charissa finally cracked a small grin. “Juice
isn’t fuzzy.”

“I’ve seen fuzzy juice.” Shad rested his arms
on the table and leaned forward slightly. “Of course it hadn’t been
in the refrigerator for a few days.”

The rest of snack time proceeded smoothly,
and when they returned to their seats in the passenger car Charissa
was ready to look through the items in her day pack. At first she
commented on the toys and booklets to Shad, but then became more
involved playing with a cloth doll and a stuffed penguin. Shad
initially paid attention to the antics she acted out with her toys
in case she revealed something about her family life, but when it
became obvious Charissa had the doll and bird staged as friends who
got along splendidly, he decided to read the newspaper he’d bought
earlier that day.

Shad had purchased the paper with the
intention of looking through it while he waited for Charissa to be
brought to him at the park. But Shad had been too uptight to follow
through with that plan, so he was glad to have the chance to look
through it at all. He wasn’t particularly interested in St. Louis
news, but interest had little to do with Shad’s perusal of the
written word. Reading had once been a form of escape for him. And
although Shad no longer needed to escape, he was still a compulsive
reader.

He skimmed over the usual doom and gloom of
the national and local news, and even more quickly flipped through
the business section since he doubted there would be any articles
of relevance there. Just as Shad started to scan as quickly through
the sports section he suddenly hesitated.

His memory stirred. It beckoned him to return
to the business section and take a closer look at the
photographs.

Shad turned carefully through the pages in
reverse order. He looked closely at each picture until one near the
bottom of a middle page caused a ripple in his memory again.

There were two men in the snapshot. They were
standing on either side of one of those old fashioned arcade-style
video games, leaning toward each other and smiling at the camera.
The man on the right was a middle-aged fellow that Shad didn’t
recognize, but the man on the left....

His memory was a funny thing. Shad could
recall names almost reflexively, but assigning them to faces was
another matter. Whenever he initially met people Shad always had
trouble remembering what they looked like, and all the mnemonic
devices he tried didn’t help much. But once Shad actually got to
know people, their faces were forever etched in his mind. The man
on the left looked like he might be a little younger than his
partner. His appearance was distinguished with blonde hair trimmed
quite short and a generally athletic build except for a bit of a
bulge in the belly. But his eyes, his nose, his mouth, the shape of
his face....

Not even the passage of over twenty years had
changed those features on this person.

A dull tingle began creeping through Shad as
he turned his attention to the accompanying article. It discussed
how a once local computer game business had evolved into a
successful St. Louis chain of technology stores. Now the stores
were going to begin popping up all over the state. One of the two
original founders was the man pictured on the left, and his name
was Walden Palmer.

Walden Palmer ... Walden ... Walden...

...Wally.

Complete numbness settled over Shad as he
stared at the man in the photograph. It had probably been around
seven years since he’d even bothered to think about Wally. Even
whenever he had to consider the subject of child molestation, Shad
managed to not recall those three youthful years Wally “took care”
of him.

Now, over the next couple of minutes,
memories flooded into and flashed through his mind like images from
a very disjointed dream. Then Shad caught himself and with a little
more effort than usual banished those recollections.

A sort of eerie sickness crept through him,
the sensation one felt when he knew trouble was about to land on
him with both feet and there was no way to escape. Shad focused all
his cogitation on the present. But contemplating the present was no
better than remembering the past.

The man he’d always known only as Wally was
still loose in the public and still living in St. Louis and was
currently a successful chain store owner. How many young boys
frequented that business? How many were granted special favors
around the premises in exchange for “special favors” in private
with Wally?

How many boys had been subject to Wally’s
attention over the past twenty years?

A wave of guilt washed through Shad. It was
true that nearly ten years ago, after he turned eighteen, Shad
tried to track down Wally. He had even gone so far as to make
contact with that woman who gave birth to him. The only information
Shad had on Wally was the mere nickname, and he'd hoped that woman
would be able to provide him with more clues. But all she could –
or would – tell him about Wally was about how self-centered the man
was, which sounded to Shad like a serious episode of projection.
After she changed the subject to monopolize the conversation about
how Shad shouldn’t be wasting his money and other people’s time to
go to college, he was glad to end the only meeting he’d had with
that woman ever since the Delaneys brought him into their home.

With the miserable failure of that attempt,
Shad had given up trying to find Wally. He counseled himself with
the hope that even though Shad would be unable to turn Wally in for
prosecution, perhaps somebody else would.

Except now he could make up for his earlier
failure – no, wait, he couldn’t. Over a couple of months ago, when
Shad turned twenty-eight, the statute of limitations ran out for
him to file criminal charges against Wally. A surge of guilt pulsed
through him again.

He should have kept trying to locate Wally.
Over the past several years, in connection with his work and his
proficiency with computers, Shad had been able to track down
several people with no more than a name and a last known address.
It was no excuse that he had even less information about Wally.
Shad should have done ... something more.

Then again, Wally wasn’t that bad.
Yes, there had been a price for his attention, but of all the
boyfriends that lived with Shad and that woman, Wally was the only
one who never ignored him or yelled or struck Shad in any way. Shad
had been young enough when Wally was living with them he’d come to
the conclusion Wally was actually his father. When Wally had been
gone for a few days and some other guy moved in with them, Shad had
asked that woman where his father was. Once she figured out he was
talking about Wally, that woman informed Shad how stupid he was for
believing such a thing. For nearly four years after that, Shad
occasionally inquired about Wally whenever the boyfriend of the
time became especially unbearable. And because of his situation in
those days, Shad didn’t even realize that what Wally had done with
him was wrong.

When, years later and under the care of Mam
and Pap, Shad did learn that such actions were deviant, he didn’t
tell them about Wally. He never told them about any of that woman’s
boyfriends. Talking about the boyfriends would only make him think
about them, and Shad was determined to ignore that part of his past
as much as possible. He didn’t even tell them about Brody, the
other boyfriend Shad had bothered to track down.

Shad immediately suppressed memories of Brody
that started to percolate to the surface of his conscious. Ten
years ago he discovered that Brody was already in jail on multiple
charges. Shad became determined never to waste even seconds of his
life to any thought of Brody again.

With Wally untraceable for him and Brody
already incarcerated, Shad had managed to maintain his silence
about that dark era of his childhood. There was only one interval
of a few months he ever broke it, and that was only with Dulsie.
Even then all he mentioned to her was about the other boyfriends,
and Shad was relieved that Dulsie didn’t obsess on encouraging him
to divulge more. She respected silence. Her father Karl didn’t say
much about certain aspects of his own childhood, either, so Dulsie
understood such reluctance.

Of course Shad knew how the field of
psychology encouraged one to speak up about such issues in order to
better grapple with them, but he dismissed it as a generalization
that didn’t apply to everybody. What could possibly be healing
about burdening the people he cared for with knowledge about
something they couldn’t do anything about? He had spoken about a
few episodes to Dulsie only because he was courting her at the time
and Shad knew he had to show willingness to share himself.

Discovering Wally now could mean Shad might
have to break his long-held silence. A sizable part of him wished
he’d unpacked his laptop computer and worked on another case or
played a few games of solitaire instead of reading this newspaper.
If only Shad had wound up throwing that paper away without ever
having looked at it.

But there was no such thing as
coincidence.

He had to turn Wally in, but how? With the
statute of limitations already passed, Shad had little legal
recourse. It was true victims had the option until the age of
thirty-one to file civil claims in order to recover damages for
either physical or psychological injury. But that didn’t do Shad
any good.

Wally had never physically hurt him. And
despite all the shortcomings that happened in his head, Shad had
worked too hard at presenting himself as a relatively balanced
individual to claim Wally had caused him psychological harm. There
was one problem he used to have that some theorized might be evoked
by past episodes of molestation, but Shad didn’t believe that
theory and it was no longer a problem for him anyway. Even if it
were, he would never divulge it to anyone besides Dulsie.
And thanks to the grace of God, he’d never had to tell even
her.

Although Shad did suspect it was that very
problem that had soured his relationship with Dulsie’s mother,
Jill.

The train began slowing for the second time
since they’d left St. Louis to come to a stop. Shad found himself
snapped back to the present as Charissa scrambled to her knees to
better peer out the window.

“Where are we?” Charissa’s nose rubbed on the
pane as she turned her head to the left and then the right.

“Hermann. Our next stop will be in Jeff.”

Charissa turned her attention from the broad
and shimmering Missouri River on their side to the brick depot on
the other side of the car. “Are there any more tunnels?”

“Not on this trip.”

Charissa plopped back down on the seat. “Why
do they make tunnels?”

“Sometimes it’s easier to go through the
mountain than around it.”

Charissa frowned slightly as she stared at
the wide river outside the window. “I don’t see any mountains.”

“Well, today we call them hills.” Shad
realized he was grateful for the distraction Charissa was bringing
him.

“What happened to the mountains?”

“They’re hills now. In this area they were
eroded down from mountains. And before that a lot of this area used
to be under water.”

She looked out the window again. “The river
was bigger?”

“It wasn’t the river.” Shad bent over to pick
up a plastic horse that had fallen to the floor. “It was the
ocean.”

Charissa’s face brightened. “The ocean is
near here?”

Shad smiled. “Not anymore. Not for a long,
long time.” He set the toy back beside her. “It was back around the
time of the dinosaurs.”

“Oh.” Charissa looked disappointed. “I wanted
to go to the ocean.”

“I’m sure you’ll get to someday.”

“I hope so.” Charissa turned her attention
back to the window and her tone became a bit somber. “Maybe if I’m
good I’ll get to go to the ocean. I want to go out on a boat.”

His analytical ego shifted back into gear as
Shad contemplated her recent remark for a few seconds. Verbal abuse
was a foundation for other forms of abuse. Although Monica
confirmed that Demetri had never attacked her or Charissa
physically, it could sometimes take months or years for abuse to
progress to other levels. And Shad’s recent discovery made him
contemplate yet another possible violation Demetri could commit
against his daughter. Shad took a few more seconds to decide how to
word his question.

“What do you have to do to be good?”

Charissa didn’t look at him as she picked up
the doll she’d dropped to the seat when the train stopped. “What
Dad tells me.” Her earlier enthusiasm had vanished.

“What does your dad tell you to do?”

“To be good.” Charissa looked at Shad a bit
earnestly. “Read me a story.”

This had to be payback for all those times
Mam and Pap had gently tried to question Shad about his life before
he moved in with them, and he always found a way to avoid
answering. If only they’d been able to hire a good lawyer, Wally
might already be in jail by now. Of course Shad probably wouldn’t
be here, then, but rather at a career in computer
technology.

That gut feeling haunted him again as
Charissa picked up one of the books pulled from the day pack and
handed it to him without even looking at which one it was. Her type
of case was exactly the sort of situation that made Shad accept the
incongruous idea of becoming an attorney. His practice in private
and family law usually involved mortgages, property, estates and
wills. Shad didn’t handle nearly the number of adoptions he would
have preferred, but since becoming a small town attorney in a
two-office partnership a year and a half ago, Shad knew that would
be the case. Plenty of people came through his door seeking a
divorce, but Shad would only take cases that involved protecting
the rights of the victimized.

As he accepted the book from Charissa,
another memory pushed to the forefront of Shad’s mind. Wally had
always been good about reading to him. They used to make trips to
the library together and Wally was instrumental not only in
teaching Shad how to read but also instilled his love for the
written word. Once Wally was gone Shad never got to go to the
library anymore. Then Brody moved in four years later. Spurred by
memories of the library as being a safe place, Shad began to spend
all his free time there in order to keep away from Brody as much as
possible. There Erin Delaney noticed the quiet boy who never
bothered anything.

Of all the boyfriends that woman had, Wally
had been the kindest. But that one component of Wally’s personality
made him dangerous. If Shad had been the only boy Wally molested,
he’d be more than glad to let the man go. But he had to protect the
other boys. He had to stop Wally, but how?

Why did everything always have to be done the
hard way?

 



Chapter Three

Learn to do good. Devote yourselves to justice; Aid
the wronged. Uphold the rights of the orphan; Defend the cause of
the widow.

--Isaiah 1:17

 


Shad immediately spotted Monica Simms
standing outside the Jefferson City train station with her brother
Eliot and his wife Tess. They were in a scattered crowd of around
twenty people, and as Shad stepped off the train with Charissa he
located Monica’s flowery headscarf. Although her hair started to
grow back when the chemotherapy treatments ceased, it was still
very short, so she preferred to keep it covered.

When Shad reached the ground he turned to
assist Charissa, who had the day pack slung over her shoulders, hop
down the metal grate steps. When he grasped her hand the girl
simply let him hold it, but when Charissa also stepped onto the
concrete Shad felt her grip tighten in his palm.

“There’s your mom.” Shad returned a wave with
his other hand to Charissa’s family, although it probably looked
more like he was brandishing her suitcase at them. “Uncle Eliot and
Aunt Tess are here too.”

Charissa didn’t release his hand.

They strolled toward the family who took a
few steps as well toward them. Monica was absolutely beaming, and
Eliot and Tess were grinning happily.

“There’s my girl!” Eliot nearly shouted. He
was a tall man with a barrel chest and thick blonde hair. He was
wearing his usual attire of blue jeans and a polo shirt. “How’d you
like your train ride?”

“Welcome home, sweetie!” Tess, a full-figured
woman with shoulder-length brown hair, bent over to place herself
more at Charissa’s level. “We’re all so happy to see you!”

Monica seemed overcome with joy. Her eyes
kept blinking and her hands were clasped together against her
chest. Shad had already informed Charissa that her mother would
look a little different from the last time the girl had seen her.
In seven weeks, her condition probably aggravated by the trauma of
losing her daughter, Monica had lost more weight and the joints of
her bones seemed to protrude a little. The billowy red blouse and
long white skirt she wore helped to conceal how thin she really
was.

Charissa’s grip on his hand tightened even
more as Shad halted before her mother.

“Here we are, Monica.” Shad nodded to her,
then cast a quick glance toward Eliot. “Nice to see you found a way
to make it to the station sometime today.”

Eliot started going into a story about how
the mare got tangled in barbed wire but Shad didn’t really hear
him. Monica was lowering herself to her knees and Charissa’s grip
in his hand managed to become even tighter. Shad wondered if she’d
be able to cut off the circulation to his fingers.

“I’m so happy to see you, baby.” When Monica
finally spoke her voice was hardly more than a whisper, making it
even more difficult for Shad to understand her through Eliot’s
monologue. “Having you back is an answer to my prayers. Did you
have a good trip on the train?”

Charissa stared at her mother’s slightly
gaunt face for a few seconds before silently nodding.

Monica glanced up at Shad briefly before
returning her gaze to her daughter. “I see you’ve made friends with
Mr. Delaney.”

After a few seconds of Charissa’s silence,
Shad cleared his throat slightly before speaking. “Actually, she
fired me.”

A bemused expression crossed Monica’s face as
she looked up toward Shad again. Eliot’s voice was becoming quiet
because Tess was tapping her husband on his arm.

Monica’s attention returned to Charissa.
“We’re gonna need Mr. Delaney for a while, honey.”

“Two weeks.” Charissa’s grip relaxed and her
voice was soft yet firm.

Monica tilted her head slightly. “What was
that?”

“Two weeks.” Charissa pulled her hand away
and used it instead to reposition her day pack. “He said I had to
give him two weeks....” She glanced up questionably at Shad.

“Notice.”

Monica’s gaze returned to Shad again, and for
the first time ever since he’d met her she began to chuckle. The
mirth rippled slowly and softly from her, and in those few seconds
Monica seemed like she just might manage to beat this cancer after
all. The renewed animation clung to her as Monica’s attention
returned to Charissa.

“I do admit he takes some getting used to.”
Monica’s face was aglow with both joy and amusement. “But you seem
to be getting along with him now.”

Charissa frowned slightly. “He’s still
fired.”

Monica’s brow furrowed a bit as she glanced
up at Shad.

“Don’t worry.” Shad didn’t want the situation
to become more significant than it actually was. “She just needs
time to get settled in.”

Monica’s frown vanished. “Of course, you’re
right. Just like you’ve been all along.” She beamed at Charissa
again. “You’re back with your real family, now. You’re back with
the people who are gonna take care of you. I love you so much,
sweetie, and I’m so very, very happy to see you again! I hope you
brought your appetite with you because you get to pick which
restaurant we’re gonna eat at before we go home.”

“Ice cream?” Charissa asked with
hesitation.

Monica grinned. “If that’s what you
want!”

“Ice cream for dinner?” Tess shook her head.
“Don’t you want some real food first?”

Charissa looked at her aunt as though the
woman had asked if there had been any shaved monkeys wearing fezzes
and dancing the Watusi on her train seat. “I want ice cream.”

“Then that’s exactly what you’ll have!” Eliot
stooped to pat Charissa on the shoulder.

“Can I get one thing before we go?” Monica’s
voice softened. “I’ve really missed getting hugs from you.”

Charissa gazed at her mother for a few
seconds, and then reached out for an embrace. The two hugged each
other while Monica indulged in another gentle chuckle. She kissed
Charissa on the side of the forehead before they released each
other.

“Let’s go get that ice cream.” Monica was
radiant.

“Yay!” Charissa nodded, her attitude the most
childlike Shad had seen since meeting her.

Eliot helped his sister get to her feet while
Tess offered to help Charissa carry the day pack. Shad quickly
wrapped up some details about what they should expect over the next
few days and managed to thrust Charissa’s suitcase into Eliot’s
grasp. As Eliot and Tess bid their farewells and started to leave
with Charissa, the girl suddenly stopped and turned back toward
Shad.

“Goodbye, Mr. Delaney.” Her expression was
oddly somber again.

“So long, Charissa.” Shad smiled. “Have an
extra bowl of ice cream for me.”

What Monica did next caught Shad off guard,
and he had to choke back his initial revulsion. She suddenly
wrapped her arms around his shoulders. As Monica’s head pressed
against his neck, Shad managed to stand completely still instead of
recoiling from her embrace. There were only a select few persons he
could tolerate such displays of emotion from. Yet Shad knew he’d
better return some kind of gesture, so he reached out with the hand
that wasn’t resting on his laptop case and patted Monica on the
back.

“I’m so glad Vic told me about you.” Monica
murmured just before she released him. “He said you were the kind
of bulldog lawyer I would need that wouldn’t bleed me dry.”

Vic Phillips was Tess’s brother. He worked at
a hospital, and when Monica started bemoaning she couldn’t find a
lawyer who would work with her at a price she could afford, Vic
asked his coworkers if they could recommend somebody. One of them
lived in the Linn area and had become one of Shad’s clients shortly
after he moved his practice to that town. Shad definitely
remembered the case, which involved the man’s wayward ex-wife
trying to move the kids with her to the state of California.

Shad stammered a little. “I’m glad to
help.”

“We’ll see you next week.” Monica smiled
warmly at him as she turned to leave with the rest of her
family.

Shad’s attention centered on Charissa as the
little group strolled away. What was he missing? On one hand the
girl seemed eager to get rid of him. On the other hand Charissa
seemed to display a rather quick attachment to him, which could be
another expression of her abused background. Once she officially
“fired” Shad back in St. Louis, Charissa had seemed more at ease
with him. Monica’s allusion that Shad was not relieved of duty
caused Charissa renewed concern.

Hello again, gut feeling. Why couldn’t he put
his finger on what was causing it?

The crowd was thinning as people dispersed
and the train began pulling away from the station. Shad turned away
from Charissa’s departing family, released an exhale of relief to
be finished with this specific responsibility, and took a couple of
steps toward the brick depot. Shad halted when he spied Dulsie.

She was standing at the corner of the station
and broke into a broad grin as soon as Shad saw her. Dulsie’s long,
sandy brown hair was twisted in the upsweep she preferred to sport
during the summer’s heat. The green, short sleeved pantsuit she was
wearing had been her day’s attire for Dulsie’s work at a financial
counseling service near the downtown district of Jefferson City.
Because she stood at only four-foot-ten, a full foot shorter than
Shad, and weighed about ninety pounds dripping wet, Dulsie liked to
refer to this particular outfit as her leprechaun costume. Most of
the time when Shad saw her wear it, he remembered how Dulsie once
commented that the Irish trickster look was appropriate for
somebody named Delaney – although with a name like Dulsie Delaney,
she felt as though she ought to be hanging out with the likes of
Clark Kent, Peter Parker and Bruce Banner.

Frankly Shad had no idea if there was even a
drop of Irish in his blood, and he claimed the surname Delaney only
because he had it legally changed after he turned eighteen. Dulsie
had quipped during their engagement that if he had just been
patient, Shad could have changed his surname to hers, which was
Wekenheiser. And considering the word many people corrupted it
into, Shad could have been a “wisenheimer” just like her.

They closed the gap between them as each took
a few casual steps toward the other.

“How was the trip?” Dulsie’s voice was soft
and its pitch was just high enough to belie her diminutiveness.

“It went well enough, considering. Have you
been waiting long?”

Shad had called her on his cell phone during
the time he knew Dulsie would be off for lunch and informed her of
Eliot’s truancy. She was here now to take him home. Earlier that
morning Shad accompanied Dulsie on her trip to work, and he knew
she would have got off over an hour ago.

“You know I’m good at entertaining myself.”
Dulsie’s grin had a mischievous quality to it. “I hung out at the
museum in the capitol to see how long it would take for somebody to
ask if I’d lost my parents.”

Besides her short stature, Dulsie’s
heart-shaped face, small nose, and dark blue eyes highlighted with
minimal makeup guaranteed she would get carded every time Dulsie
made a liquor purchase. Because her appearance was very much
inherited from her dad Karl, Dulsie knew she had many years ahead
of her to deal with misconceptions. And like her dad she’d decided
to accept her circumstance with humor.

“That’s better than finding out how long they
take to try to throw you out of the mall.” Shad’s smile deepened.
“And at least the train didn’t get here terribly late.”

“Only ten minutes. Not bad at all.” Dulsie
stepped beside Shad and slipped an arm into the crook of his as it
rested on the carrying case. “Remember that time we took the train
to visit Russell? We were over an hour late getting to Kansas
City.”

Russell was one of Dulsie’s two brothers,
both several years older than her. Like both of Shad’s “sisters,”
none of their siblings still lived in the area.

Shad grasped Dulsie’s hand in his, and their
fingers intertwined. They strolled together past the brick depot
and toward the row of cars parked along the street. Just a few
blocks ahead of them towered the crystalline limestone marble dome
of the capitol building where Dulsie had kept herself occupied.

“Wasn’t that the trip when we all went to the
zoo?” Shad asked.

“Yeah,” Dulsie replied. “But I remember it as
the trip when you reminded me of Dad.”

Shad liked Karl, but he couldn’t entirely
take her remark as a complement because he knew what Dulsie was
referring to, and he didn’t doubt that Karl was someone who could
be dangerous if sufficiently provoked. “Oh.”

“I’m pretty sure you wanted to rip that guy’s
arm off and beat him with it.”

After the train had arrived at Kansas City,
the station was so crowded that Shad and Dulsie drifted apart from
each other as they searched for Russell. Some greasy looking fellow
who probably assumed Dulsie was an insignificant teeny-bopper
nearly knocked her over as he pushed by and snapped for her to get
out of his way. Shad immediately zipped to Dulsie’s side, and he
remembered the impulse that shot through him when he looked into
the crowd after the thug wasn’t much different from what Dulsie
just described. And of all the emotions he strived to keep subdued
lest they became an overreaction, anger was the one Shad kept
tightest rein on.

“It was very subtle,” Dulsie continued. “The
only thing that gave you away was your eyes. I swear they got
darker. Oh, and you did refer to him as a coward who was missing
part of his genitalia.”

Dulsie was as adept at sensing people’s
feelings as Shad was inept. Except in situations he was already
acquainted with and could therefore draw upon empathy, Shad had to
rely on the more obvious physical cues that betrayed a person’s
emotions: the position of the brows, the turn of the mouth. Dulsie
had told him the key to reading somebody was to look at the eyes.
Since Shad already had an aversion to gazing into most people’s
eyes, he remained at a disadvantage.

“Isn’t it funny how people aim for the groin
when they really want to insult somebody?” Shad hoped to steer the
conversation toward a more philosophical discussion.

“Except Dad would’ve said what you said a
lot louder, to see if it would bait him into a fight. But
even though you kept your cool, I was glad to see you do have a
fire in your belly.” Dulsie gave his hand a squeeze. “It was part
of what convinced me I still wanted to go out with you.”

They’d made that trip together shortly after
the rest of the family figured out Shad’s and Dulsie’s “hanging
out” together had evolved into something more serious. Not that the
two of them had tried to keep their relationship a secret, but
nobody had foreseen such a change in their personal dynamics.
Actually, by that time Dulsie was just the slower of the two to
realize their comradery could lead to commitment. Shad was relieved
to discover his efforts at courtship were working. But that was
also when Jill began to speak up against him.

Shad frowned slightly as they approached
their car, a bronze-toned Buick. “I would’ve thought that’d make
you worry about me.”

“I would’ve worried about your
genitalia if you hadn’t got pissed off.” Dulsie grinned.

“Well ... it takes balls to be a man.”

Dulsie laughed. Shad had simply quoted what
was known as the Delaney family motto. Quaid imparted those words
to his sons and grandsons, and they had done the same. Any
repetition of it was usually done humorously, but Dulsie was easily
provoked to laughter even though Shad didn’t consider himself to be
particularly witty. And Dulsie’s love of laughter was one of her
many endearing qualities.

“But it’s also to your credit you didn’t do
anything to warrant spending the night in the pokey.” Her grin
became more mischievous. “Rather pacifist approach for a
Delaney.”

Dulsie didn’t let go of his hand as they
slowed to a stop at the front of the car. Shad smiled warmly at
her.

“We Delaneys have managed to stay outta
jail.”

Dulsie chuckled as she placed her other hand
over their clasped fingers. “Only because you haven’t been
caught.”

Shad wondered if she was referring to a
certain computer activity he had started in high school, and for
many reasons still practiced to this day.

Dulsie’s gaze locked with his. “I also talked
to Mom this afternoon.” Shad could tell by the drop in her
joviality although she continued to smile that Dulsie was becoming
serious. “It’s time the two of you called a truce.”

Dulsie’s words caught Shad a bit by surprise
even though this was a familiar topic. “We are keeping the
peace.”

“It’s more like a cease fire – or a cold
war.” Dulsie’s smile sharpened. “Both of you have gotten
comfortable with the way things are. Ever since we got engaged I’ve
been waiting for this to blow over. I see now that’s not gonna
happen unless one of you changes something.”

“And by one of us you happen to mean me?”

Dulsie smirked. “I have more influence over
you.” She sighed slightly. “I kept thinking that when you
never wigged out Mom would finally agree you were the right man for
me. But I’m tired of waiting, and I don’t wanna have to explain to
our kids why there’s this weird dynamic with their dad and
grandma.”

Shad almost blurted out “What kids?” before
he realized Dulsie was referring to the future. Back in the fall,
while she was still twenty-five, Dulsie informed Shad that she was
beginning to hear a ticking noise. They were still young enough she
was content to let nature take care of itself, but also fully aware
they were old enough that success at conception might take several
months.

Shad harbored some reservation about his
ability in regard to that goal – no, he wasn’t going to think about
Brody – but they had been married for just over six years and had
been incredibly successful at contraception, despite a few “risks”
taken over that time which often bequeathed other couples with
babies. Jill must have said something today that caused Dulsie to
reconsider the merits of their family status.

“You know,” Shad replied, “in some Native
American cultures, the husband is supposed to avoid his
mother-in-law at all costs.”

“We aren’t Apaches.” Dulsie removed her hand
from his and reached into one of her slacks pockets. “Remember when
the two of you used to like each other?”

“I still like Jill.”

Dulsie locked her gaze on his again as she
pulled a set of keys out from the pocket. “You have a funny way of
showing it.”

“It’s because of respect I stay outta her
way.” Shad shook his head. “And she doesn’t play mind games with
me. Believe me, it could be much worse.”

“Like I said, both of you have gotten
comfortable with this little arrangement.” Dulsie stepped toward
the driver’s side door of the car. “I’ve figured out the only power
I can sway in this matter is to make it uncomfortable.”

Shad watched Dulsie unlock the car door and
open it. “Are you going after her, too?”

Dulsie’s eyes rolled before she looked at him
again. “I’ve been working on her all these years. Pointing out all
the great things you do. Singing your praises every chance I can
get. What I’ve finally figured out is that Mom isn’t going to
believe you’ve changed unless you change
something.”

Shad almost hated to admit it, but what
Dulsie just said was brilliant. If anything, he was surprised it
had taken her this long to come to that conclusion. It certainly
would never have occurred to him.

Shad stepped over to the passenger side door
as Dulsie slipped behind the steering wheel. After getting seated
and closing the door, he leaned into the back seat area to place
the leather case on the upholstered bench. As Dulsie clicked on her
seatbelt, Shad turned toward his wife and gripped the steering
wheel with his right hand.

“I love you,” Shad murmured as he leaned
closer to Dulsie.

“Don’t change the subject,” she growled just
before they kissed. As their lips parted she smiled at him. “I love
you, too. But you’re not off the hook.”

Shad settled into the seat and fastened the
safety belt as Dulsie started the car’s engine.

“Anyway, it’s time for you to quit dodging
her,” Dulsie stated as she steered the car into the street and
began their drive home.

“Umm....” Shad figured he had to respond, but
he had no idea what to say.

Why couldn’t he just handle one thing at a
time? While Shad knew he needed to follow through with Dulsie’s
request – Pap had warned him never to disregard the instructions of
a Leeds Woman – his larger concern was figuring out what to do
about Wally.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Shad finally
replied a few seconds after his stammer.

Although Dulsie’s revelation was one of the
last things he wanted to hear about right now, Shad knew she was
looking out for his best interests. Dulsie, after all, was the
unexpected answer to his most desperate prayers.

 



Chapter Four

A man is what he is, not what he used to be.

--Yiddish proverb

 


Dulsie thought about the future as usual that
Saturday morning while she harvested some vegetables from the
garden with Shad’s help and the dog’s supervision.

The garden was the only cultivated ground on
the little five-acre farm the two of them rented. It was a small
plot, not nearly as large as Dulsie planned on tending someday, but
this morning she still had a decent harvest of squash, beans,
tomatoes and okra. The garden was laid out behind and to the side
of the compact, single-story farmhouse they lived in. More directly
behind the house was a modest and weathered wood shed where they
kept the lawn mower and garden tools. Farther back and to the other
side of the home was the gate to the turkey pasture which claimed
most of what remained of the land. Since they lived on the backside
of the property owner’s farm, there was plenty of other land around
them, with the nearest neighbor living half a mile down the
road.

With the owner’s permission they improved the
fencing around that field when Dulsie and Shad moved in three years
ago. Immediately afterward they built a simple shed that was just
large enough to house thirty turkeys. Finally Dulsie purchased
twenty-five poults and a Great Pyrenees puppy, and began the task
of establishing her future heritage turkey farm.

These weren’t the commercial, broad-breasted
white turkeys like Dad raised for almost forty years. During her
childhood Dulsie wondered where all the turkeys were that looked
like the ones decorating the school around Thanksgiving, so she
developed a quest to find them. Dulsie received an education on the
history of turkey raising and eventually discovered the foundation
stock for the commercial birds were the “standard” bronze variety
that were more reminiscent of the wild turkeys. This variety had
become rare, so Dulsie became part of a group dedicated to
preserving the old-fashioned birds. As an added benefit their silly
antics amused her, and Dulsie was convinced that turkeys were proof
God had a sense of humor.

The numbers fluctuated as surplus toms and
cull hens were sold or butchered and more poults hatched in the
spring. But Dulsie’s little flock had grown to the size their small
acreage could handle. When her parents proposed earlier this year
to sell their own farm to Dulsie and Shad next spring, after Mom
retired from her job with the electric cooperative, Dulsie was
elated.

Dad was sixty-three years old now, and her
parents had more stumbled into turkey farming than planned on it.
While they were a young couple looking for a farm to buy, an
eighty-acre place with four barns and a rather neglected house came
up for sale. Since Dad had heard that the only thing dumber than
turkeys was the person who raised them, he figured he qualified for
the work. Unlike Uncle Pax, who planned on remaining with the
family farm until he was either too weak or too muddled to labor in
the fields anymore, Dad always planned on retiring while he had
many good years left in him. Her parents hoped to buy a nice little
house around the nearby old German community of Westphalia.

Since both of Dulsie’s older brothers had
relocated into other parts of the state and were leading lives that
didn’t involve turkeys – at least not the feathered variety – and
Dulsie apparently had succumbed to some kind of genetic defect that
caused her to be interested in turkeys, her parents figured she
would have use for the farm. When Dad told them a few months ago
that by spring next year they’d like to move on, he pointed out
that Shad, who had lots of experience in property transfers, could
take care of the legal aspects. Shad hemmed and hawed for a few
seconds before commenting that Dad was proposing the kind of
situation Shad would never advise a client to do: conduct business
within the family. Dad laughed and remarked, “That only applies to
normal families. We aren’t normal!” Shad got her father’s point and
agreed to take care of the paperwork.

Dulsie always appreciated how things had a
way of working out for the best. They would be getting a bigger
farm where she could really develop her efforts to help preserve a
heritage breed. And hopefully soon after she and Shad got settled
in they could get started on a family, whereupon Dulsie would leave
her job as a financial counselor and devote her time to their home
and farm.

Shad’s income in the last year and a half was
more modest than it had been during his first year and a half as a
staff attorney, but Dulsie had learned thrift at Mom’s knee. She
also figured his earnings would go up as Shad became more
established, whether in spite of or because of his insistence to
keep himself affordable to the middle and lower earning classes.
Dad claimed his current farm did only a little better than break
even, which was why he did side work as a self-employed handyman
and Mom worked in an accounts receivable office. It was hard for a
family farm to thrive in these modern times, but it was a lifestyle
Dulsie didn’t want to give up.

When she moved into a dorm in Columbia for
her freshman year of college, Dulsie quickly confirmed that she
didn’t like city life. It was nice that Shad, who’d already
completed a couple of years in college and had moved into an
apartment in Columbia the previous year, was there to show her
around, run errands with her, share rides.... Dulsie had never
imagined they would wind up getting married less than two years
after that. And to think she once believed there was no way Dulsie
would ever get married before actually graduating from college.

It was one of the arguments Mom used when
Dulsie and Shad got engaged. Dulsie was too young. And although
Dulsie agreed that only twenty years old qualified as young, she
wasn’t getting married for the same reasons as many other women who
married so youthfully. She wasn’t fleeing a bad home life or
seeking someone to help her achieve “independence” from her
parents. Dulsie and Shad were both fully aware that “young love”
was more like a stream – all bubbly and exciting but lacking in
much practical use – while mature love was more like a major river,
which might look slow and a bit dull but was the force that
contained enduring power. Shad wasn’t trying to rush her into
anything and was absolutely determined that Dulsie’s own studies
would continue unabated. They shared the same values, and Shad was
showing all the qualities of a reliable family man. After all, he
had learned to be so at Uncle Pax’s knee. Getting married just
before Shad started law school would be both convenient and
challenging, although Dulsie now admitted she didn’t fully realize
just how consuming law school would be, even for someone as bookish
as Shad. She quipped that if their marriage could survive that
first three years, it could survive anything.

As they both scanned about the garden for a
ripe vegetable that might be hiding, Dulsie remembered how nice it
was that Shad no longer had to contemplate any free time as a
chance to catch up on lost sleep. He’d dared to also continue
working as a part-time night janitor while in law school, which
probably only “brainiacs” like him could get away with.

“I think we got it all,” Dulsie glanced at
Shad. Because they were working in the garden on a morning that was
quickly getting hotter, they were dressed in summer work clothes.
Shad was wearing denim shorts and a light green tee shirt, and
Dulsie had on tan cotton shorts and a yellow tee shirt.

Dulsie turned her attention toward Sadie. The
large white dog was lying outside the garden. Not only did the
short fence keep her out, Sadie knew better than to try coming
through the gate to join her masters. The dog was too bulky and
klutzy to avoid trampling the plants. Her thick white coat looked
pretty rough this time of year because the dog would pull out her
own shedding hair as a way to cope with the heat, which actually
sort of added to how intimidating Sadie could appear when she
started to bark.

Barking was the first recourse in Sadie’s job
to guard the turkeys. Although actually quite friendly, especially
to people she knew, Sadie left no doubt in a coyote’s or stray
dog’s mind that she would shred it to bits if it ventured too
close. Dulsie was also quite proud that the dog had even mauled a
couple of opossums and a raccoon in the past three years.

“What’re your plans for all this?” Shad
glanced between their baskets of produce.

“Make fried okra and tomatoes for lunch.”
Dulsie looked down at her own basket. “Have green beans with supper
tonight. Make a squash casserole to take to dinner tomorrow.”

Every Sunday after First Day meeting, their
families would gather at either the Wekenheiser home or the Delaney
house to share a meal and visit.

“You sure about the casserole?” Shad asked.
“You know we’re all eating squash these days.”

Dulsie laughed. “If we don’t eat them,
they’ll take over the planet.”

“Maybe you could take some to work after this
weekend and give them to your coworkers.”

“Are you kidding?” Dulsie grinned at him.
“This time of year they make sure they lock their cars so nobody
can leave a bag of squash in there.”

Dulsie led the way out of the garden, and
after Shad closed the gate they walked together toward the house.
Sadie lumbered to her feet and trotted over to one of the oak trees
beside the house to lie down again in a shady area.

There was a stoop on the back corner of their
house closest to the turkey gate. The door there opened into the
kitchen, and when Dulsie and Shad entered they set the baskets on
the counter beside the sink.

Dulsie had nicknamed this place the
Handyman’s Delusion. It wasn’t a bad house, really, but it had
issues related to both its age and the changing styles of the
times. From the outside it was sort of cute with its broad front
porch and white clapboard siding. But the inside showed either
signs of wear or evidence where past repairs had been performed.
The house was also a testament to modeling changes over the last
eighty years.

With its two bedrooms and one bathroom it was
only one room larger than the apartment they had rented while still
living in Columbia. There was still no central air or heating
installed, so a small furnace stood in one corner of the living
room and a window air conditioner was perched at the side wall.
Dulsie and Shad had added another cooling unit to one of their
bedroom windows.

Every room but the bathroom had two windows,
and all had all been replaced with aluminum storm windows over
thirty years ago, adding to the eclectic timeframe of the house.
The windows really did need replacing again. They were drafty and
provided, Dulsie suspected, some of the many entryways the mice
used to regularly show up in the house. At least during the
summertime her discoveries of mice were much rarer because the
snakes were as adept at getting in. Dulsie decided she preferred
snakes to mice, but the first time somebody offered her a free
kitten she would snatch it up.

Shad started taking tomatoes out from their
baskets and setting the fruits closer to the sink while Dulsie
picked up the wooden cutting board and drew a chef’s knife from the
block at the other end of the counter.

“Beat it.” Dulsie walked around Shad and set
the implements to the other side of the baskets.

Shad arched an eyebrow at her as he set the
last tomato on the counter. “Looks like you mean it.”

Shad deferred to Dulsie in the kitchen.
Although he could cook – his parents had seen to that – Shad needed
a recipe and the right ingredients for any dish beyond “the
basics.” Dulsie could look in the pantry and the refrigerator, fix
items together and produce a meal. She would ask for Shad’s help
whenever she had multiple tasks in operation, but otherwise like a
typical Leeds woman Dulsie preferred to hone her cooking skills
without someone less inventive in her way.

“I want to get all this stuff ready to go.”
Dulsie began setting out the squash. “Maybe after lunch we can head
over to your folks and see what the river’s doing.”

The back side of Uncle Pax’s farm was
bordered by the Osage River. She and Shad had spent many hot
afternoons swimming there.

“You want me to snap beans?”

“No.” Dulsie smirked as she glanced at him.
“I’ll take it from here.”

Shad saw his opportunity to begin taking
action on his discovery about Wally. Before he could do anything
else, he’d decided, Shad needed to collect more information on the
man. “How long are you gonna take?”

“This won’t take long.” Dulsie’s smirk
deepened. “But I have some other things to do, so you have time to
go play on the computer.”

Shad couldn’t figure out how it seemed Dulsie
would keep reading his mind. “How did you know...?”

“My spider senses are tingling.” Dulsie
glanced at him. “You asked how long it would take me, not if there
was something else I wanted you to do. That means there’s something
else you want to do, and usually that’s work on the computer.”

Shad half wondered how long it would be
before Dulsie started finishing sentences for him. “Oh.” He turned
away to leave the kitchen but glanced at her again as Shad
approached the doorway to the living room. “You didn’t have to make
it sound so obvious.”

He heard Dulsie chuckle as Shad entered the
living room and immediately turned right to step into a small
hallway. The door in front of him led to the bathroom. On his right
was their bedroom, and to his left was the spare bedroom they used
as an office.

After washing up in the bathroom, Shad went
into the bedroom to retrieve his laptop before strolling into the
office. He sat at the scraped up but solid wood desk he’d bought at
a garage sale nearly ten years ago and pushed back the monitor of
their desktop computer to set the laptop in its place and switch it
on.

The laptop was newer and more powerful, a
gift from Dulsie and both their parents when he completed law
school but before he passed the bar. Dulsie had been able to learn
from Shad exactly what he would want in a personal computer and saw
to it this laptop filled the bill. It was the perfect gift. Before
he gave in to the insane idea of becoming a lawyer, Shad had
figured on going into computer programming as a career.

Actually he had originally wanted to be a
farmer like Pap, but Pap told Shad to “get a day job” because it
was increasingly difficult for a family to survive exclusively from
the earnings on a family farm, even one as large as theirs. Pap had
managed to remain a full-time farmer because Mam held a job at the
school. The only reason Pap didn’t feel somewhat emasculated by the
fact his wife was the first one in generations to have to hold a
job was because Mam actually enjoyed her work as a secretary.

The choice for Shad’s career had seemed
pretty obvious. He had no trouble spending long hours completely
alone, and Shad preferred to deal with facts rather than more
subjective problems. His talent surfaced only months after his
parents brought him into their home. Mam got a new computer in the
school office where she worked, and the change in programming was
giving her fits. One day after classes she asked Shad if he wanted
to look at it and see if the contraption made any sense to him.

It made perfect sense. Computers were utterly
logical with their specific commands and predetermined responses.
By the time Shad entered high school his parents bought a used
computer which he managed to hone his skills on despite its
obsolescence. And as soon as Shad was able to get on the internet
regularly after Mam and Pap bought a new computer, he indulged in a
personal challenge that was his worst ever defiance of the law.

He became a hacker. Shad never tampered with
the files of another system or used confidential information
unethically, but he took satisfaction from being able to break into
programs that were designed to keep him out. Shad suspected his
enjoyment of this form of rebellion was rooted in the abuse of
authority he’d suffered in his earlier childhood. Although his
parents were aware of what sites Shad would go into, it wasn’t
until he was a junior in high school they figured out how he
was getting into them.

“Isn’t this illegal?” Pap asked him that
evening when they realized what Shad was doing.

Shad was scared they were going to take the
computer away from him, but he was more concerned about the
consequences that naturally came from a lie. “Well ... yeah.” He
quickly added, “I’m not messing with anything, though. I’m just
looking.”

“It’s an invasion of people’s privacy.” Pap
frowned. “I know you wouldn’t want your privacy
invaded.”

The discussion continued for at least an
hour, and Shad became more convinced his parents were going to shut
off their internet access. Pap had Shad show him how he managed to
get past the security on the sites, then Pap sat in silence for
what seemed like an eternity to Shad as the man stared at the
monitor and absently stroked his beard.

“Tell me this,” Pap finally said. “When you
become a programmer, you’re gonna use your knowledge about this
stuff to come up with technology that will stop people like
you.”

Shad agreed. His parents allowed him to
continue, and Shad sometimes wondered if this was Pap’s way of
encouraging him to keep up the Delaney notoriety. When Pap went
into the hospital the following year, however, it started the chain
of events that turned Shad away from the technology profession to
actually consider law.

Ironically his questionable talent was an
asset to Shad in his work as an attorney. Although illegally
obtained information wasn’t admissible in court, for Shad just
having the knowledge was a powerful advantage. Research was one
aspect to his job Shad actually liked, so he had a tendency to
overindulge in it.

Right now he needed all the information he
could get on Walden Palmer.

It was easy enough to start with the website
Shad had learned was associated with Wally’s business. From there
he began delving into information that wasn’t normally available
without paying a fee or hiring a detective. He already knew Wally
was still living in the St. Louis area, and before very long Shad
had his mailing address and phone number. Then he discovered Wally
owned the property with his wife.

Wife? Had Wally merely altered his
modus operandi to actually marry a woman instead of
simply move in with her to gain access to a young son? Was the
marriage a better front for the public persona that would make
people believe Wally would never do such a thing to a child? Was it
possible the wife belonged to the ranks of those few women who were
also molesters? Such females were a minority, but they often got
started by pleasing male molesters they became attached to.

Shad did a background check on the wife,
Lynette. She had been formerly married and given birth to two sons
... but both were legal adults now. A search on the sons revealed
that neither was married, so Wally apparently wasn’t preying on any
grandkids. And Lynette’s record was clean in regard to any run-ins
with the law.

Could Wally be putting together a personal
harem from boys drawn to the business? Shad’s research on the
history of the chain revealed Wally opened the original store eight
years ago, five years before his marriage to Lynette.

Further focus on Wally gave Shad his
political party affiliation, former addresses, when and where he
was born, what vehicles he owned and even some banking information.
Shad also confirmed this was Wally’s first marriage.

Most frustrating, but unsurprising, was the
fact Wally’s record was clean.

Shad leaned back in his chair and stared at
the screen of latest information on the laptop. Wally had been a
rather young man when he had access to Shad, perhaps barely in his
twenties. He’d probably starting molesting boys back in his teens.
The best case scenario was that Wally managed to find a woman with
a four-year-old son whom he would live with until the son was
seven, then Wally would move on to a new hunting ground. That could
possibly reduce the number of Wally’s victims to around twelve to
fifteen.

The numbers were of no comfort to Shad. He
was convinced Wally was a molester because first he was a pedophile
– someone who was physically attracted to children, usually of a
specific age and gender. And Shad had no guarantee that even while
he was such an easy target for Wally the man didn’t turn his
affection toward a few boys on the side. Odds were Wally had
molested more than fifteen boys. At least Shad was also convinced
that Wally wasn’t simply an opportunist who took advantage of any
child just because he or she became accessible to him. Those types
of molesters usually turned out to be the really dangerous ones
because their motivation wasn’t based on attraction. They committed
the act because those children were simply there and convenient to
victimize.

He wasn’t going to think about Brody.

The one thing the different types had in
common was their ability to continue their lives in relative peace
and security while upsetting the lives of victims. They were able
to keep the children silent by abuse of power. The control might be
as blatant as threatening to hurt or kill the child or a family
member or a pet if the victim told anyone. It might be as subtle as
Wally’s technique of convincing the child this was normal behavior,
and also by keeping the boy’s trust with attention and gifts.
Children were commonly told that nobody would believe them if they
said anything, and unfortunately this could easily be the case if
the molester were a friend or part of the family ... and many of
them were.

There was, however, another possibility for
Shad to consider.

Often when these predators were caught they
were sent into counseling. Statistically the counseling didn’t seem
to help much because the majority of perpetrators would commit the
same offense again. Occasionally counseling did seem to help when
certain individuals voluntarily entered therapy even though they
weren’t caught. But those people genuinely wanted to stop that
activity. Regardless, as far as pedophilia went, nobody knew what
caused it and therefore nobody had figured out how to eradicate
it.

There was no such thing as coincidence. Shad
figured there had to be a reason he discovered Wally now, only
weeks after he could no longer press criminal charges. Maybe Wally
had changed his ways ... but if that were the case, why did Shad
have to stumble upon that article at all? Was this some kind of
trial to determine if Shad was becoming the kind of lawyer his
parents should have been able to get seventeen years ago? Was he
being challenged to think outside the boundaries of the law in
order to secure justice?

Wasn’t he getting enough of that already with
Charissa’s case?

Because Shad wound up adopted into a branch
of faith that proclaimed God was still an active participant in
humanity’s affairs, and it was the responsibility of humanity to
respond to His calling, Shad became a lawyer. As much as that
sounded like an oxymoronic statement, it was still the result of
Shad’s first discernment that he was actually receiving divine
inspiration. Although the Society of Friends affirmed that everyone
had equal access to God, Shad often doubted he shared that much
potential. Certainly he had benefited from the inspiration received
by others, but his personal experience demonstrated more “quality”
than quantity. Begrudgingly he became an attorney. At least his
marriage to Dulsie seemed like a celestial reward. But now he had
to struggle with what to do about Wally.

And the very fact he harbored reluctance
about investigating the man produced evidence Shad had been
assigned the obligation to do exactly that. For many reasons it
would be easier to turn his back on this discovery and convince
himself that Wally was no longer a threat, rather than contend with
such a difficult assignment.

But children’s lives could be at stake. And
if Shad became an attorney because he was supposed to defend the
rights of the disadvantaged, then he had to fulfill his
responsibility. Giving up this challenge would only be an act of
cowardice and a mockery to his family.

 



Chapter Five

See, I refine you, but not as silver; I test you in
the furnace of affliction.

--Isaiah 48:10

 


The meeting house for the local congregation
of the Society of Friends, better known to most of the world as
Quakers (when they weren’t being confused with Amish or Mennonite),
was a simple, white, rectangular building that stood amidst trees
along the rural highway. There wasn’t any kind of signage to
designate the structure’s purpose, and this was mostly because no
name had ever been assigned to it. The Friends of Osage County
didn’t need to differentiate themselves from any other groups of
Friends in the area because there were none. In a county where the
Catholics outnumbered every other variety of denomination, the
Osage Friends congregation was the smallest of the small.

Comprised of never more than a dozen
families, mostly farmers, they were one of the groups that
continued clinging to many of the old traditions while other
Friends churches across the country had changed. These people still
revered silence. Naturally there had been a few changes over the
years. The men and the women no longer sat on opposite sides of the
room. Family and friends stopped referring to each other as “Thee”
long ago. And nobody dressed like the dude on the oatmeal box,
although simple, “classic” clothing was preferred.

Once upon a time the group eschewed wedding
bands with all other jewelry, but Margaret Leeds had been the first
to break that tradition in this congregation. Her argument was that
marriage was a sacred state of union instituted by God from the
beginning to bring humanity closer to Him. For a husband and a wife
to make and keep a promise to each other was a reflection of the
promise God makes and keeps with His people. The Church was, after
all, the bride of Christ. Therefore married people should have an
outward “sign of the covenant” to silently proclaim God’s
promise.

Margaret Leeds showed up in the congregation
shortly after war broke out between the states. She was still only
a fourteen-year-old girl. Margaret was from Kentucky, the daughter
of a “mixed-blood” Cherokee mother and a slave trader father.
Unfortunately for her father’s profession, Margaret had become an
abolitionist and even helped some slaves to escape. When her father
discovered Margaret’s “treachery,” he threw her out of the
house.

Margaret stayed only briefly with some
Friends she had come to know while helping with their “line” of the
Underground Railroad. She feared if she lingered too long, her
father would cause them harm. The Friends told her they had some
relatives who lived in Missouri, in a town near that state’s
capital, which was surely far away enough to keep everybody safe.
While en route to her destination, Margaret received divine
inspiration that she should become a member of the Society of
Friends. Thus convinced, she entered the congregation and
eventually gained such renown locally that Margaret continued to be
referred to as “Leeds” even when she got married shortly after the
war ended.

Shad couldn’t imagine belonging to any other
denomination, or, for that matter, to the “programmed” Friends who
had preachers and sang hymns and pretty much looked like any other
protestant flock. He had a little experience with other expressions
of faith thanks to his participation in Boy Scouts, where Shad was
exposed to ecumenical meetings and occasionally a few services at
“steeple houses” where other members of his troop worshipped. He
once attended a Catholic Mass when Dulsie’s Grandma Wekenheiser
passed away a few months before their wedding. Although his
acceptance of his family’s faith – of faith in general – hadn’t
come easily, he finally embraced the quiet gathering of the
unprogrammed Friends.

Even though it was only country roads between
their home and the meeting house, Dulsie drove because that was
their habit. She wore a light maroon dress and Shad was attired in
tan chinos and the usual button-down shirt, this time teal in
color. When Dulsie parked the Buick in the gravel parking lot there
were eight other vehicles present, two of which belonged to her
parents and Shad’s.

As they exited the car and strolled toward
the building, Shad found his attention drawn to the small cemetery
maintained in a clearing behind the church. With its low tombstones
it was easily overlooked, but the wood fence surrounding the
graveyard had been repainted in the last few days so it was a more
gleaming white than usual. The cemetery was a topic of current
debate among the members of the congregation.

Dulsie smiled as she shook her head. “They
just had to go and get uppity.”

“The fence?” Shad turned his attention toward
her. “Roscoe and his people used their own time and money to paint
it. No reason for the rest of us to stand in the way.”

Although their congregation had always been
small, enough members had passed away in the last one hundred fifty
years plus that people realized the cemetery at its current size
could accommodate only a few more graves. One group wanted to begin
felling trees to enlarge the graveyard, which would also mean
dismantling and rebuilding part of the fence. The fence as a whole
already needed a paint job, however, but it was a task the first
group decided should wait until after clearing more land for the
cemetery.

The second group didn’t want a larger
cemetery. They believed it should be retired and when members
passed away in the future they could be interred in any of the
public graveyards in the area. So they believed the fence should be
painted immediately.

Of course nobody received any divine
revelation about the best way to handle this matter, and true to
tradition the Osage Friends didn’t simply take a vote.

“Do you think they’re gonna hold their
tongues when we start dismantling the fence this fall?” Dulsie’s
brow furrowed slightly.

“They did what they want and we’ll do what we
want,” Shad reminded her.

“Have they forgotten that people are just
dying to get in there? Promise me you’ll see to it I get buried
with my ancestors.”

“You forgot I’m the one who’s going
first.”

“Let’s agree to go at the same time, and that
way they can just stick us in the same box,” Dulsie said as they
reached the two concrete steps that led to the door.

Shad realized her statement reminded him of
one of the many attorney jokes he’d memorized, so as he opened the
door for her Shad responded, “But then when the tombstone reads
Here lies a lawyer and an
honest person, there really will be two people in the
grave.”

Dulsie laughed as she stepped through the
doorway.

Her laughter announced their entrance. There
were roughly four clustered groups of people scattered around the
large but plain room. The walls were also painted white, and except
for the windows, a door on the back wall, and in one corner a
bulletin board pinned with a few postings, remained unadorned. The
hardwood floor was the naturally buff color of well-worn oak, and
the forty seats were a mix of antique wooden folding chairs and
modern steel folding chairs arranged in a circle around the
room.

Several people glanced toward their direction
and smiled, some nodding their heads in greeting. Shad’s and
Dulsie’s parents were in a smaller group at the other end of the
room, and their mothers waved but their fathers seemed too engaged
in conversation with a third person to have noticed the couple’s
arrival.

Dulsie seemed to chatter in endless greetings
to people they passed as they walked toward their parents. Shad
mostly nodded. When they reached the moms, who were standing beside
each other, Shad habitually stepped out of Jill’s line of sight to
stand on the other side of Mam. Jill as always ignored him while
she started talking to Dulsie.

Mam smiled at Shad, exchanged a “Good
morning” with Dulsie, and redirected her attention to him. Shad
glanced over at Pap and Karl, who were still occupied with their
conversation. Karl, as usual, was doing most of the talking, but
all three men were smiling and laughing.

At five-foot-four Karl Wekenheiser was three
inches shorter than his wife Jill. Although he was a bit stocky in
build compared to Dulsie’s petite frame, they had the same large,
dark blue eyes and sandy brown hair. Dulsie’s hair was thick and
wavy like her mother’s, while Karl’s hair was straighter and short
cropped. Even in his sixties he still had no gray in it, and most
people would have guessed that Karl was in his forties. He claimed
that the older he got, the younger he looked. Karl was wearing his
“Sunday best” – clean blue jeans and a pressed, short-sleeved,
button down shirt that was white with thin blue stripes.

“Ken’s got a clear path,” Shad murmured to
Mam about the third fellow in the group, a middle-aged cattleman.
“Why doesn’t he make a break for it?”

Mam chuckled. “He’s probably too confused by
now to know which direction to run.”

Mam was an attractive woman. Her once light
brown hair was now well streaked with gray and today was pinned in
a braided bun. She and her sister Jill had the same green eyes,
fairly tall height and slender build. True to her family’s
tradition Mam wore a simple skirt and blouse to First Day meeting,
and every day wore no jewelry other than her wedding band.

Dulsie looked past her mom toward the men.
“What are those guys carrying on about, anyway?”

There was slyness to Jill’s smile that
reminded Shad of Dulsie. “Things that go bump in the night.”

Jill appeared to be taller than she really
was, and not just when she stood next to Karl. She carried herself
with a dignity that prevailed through any emotion. Her brown hair
was also streaked with gray and combed into a flattering upsweep.
Jill was often immaculately groomed and well dressed, but she also
wasn’t afraid to get dirt under her fingernails. The lavender dress
she wore was simple but also complimentary. Jill also actually wore
a little makeup, just enough to accentuate her already natural
beauty.

Pap happened to glance toward their direction
and seemed a little startled to see Shad and Dulsie. He stepped
away from Karl and Ken and gave Shad a pat on the back.

“Mornin’.” He grinned at Dulsie before
looking at Shad. “You two sleep in today?”

“Dulsie was putting finishing touches on a
squash casserole.” Shad leaned toward Pap and lowered his voice
slightly. “Are you tired of squash yet?”

Pap’s grin broadened. “Love the stuff.” He
fixed his gaze on Shad. “And so do you.”

Pap had all the characteristics of a Delaney
except for his lack of brawniness; his lighter build was inherited
from his mother. But at six-foot-four Pap still carried the Delaney
height. At sixty-five his once dark hair had lightened considerably
and thinned just enough in the back to make Pap admit he was bald,
while his beard was completely gray and trimmed neatly along his
jaw. His brown eyes often sparkled with a mischievousness that
probably explained why Pap got along so well with his
brother-in-law Karl. He also wore blue jeans and a short-sleeved
shirt, which was light blue.

Shad glanced over at Dulsie, who had watched
their exchange. “Don’t you ever get tired of being right all the
time?”

Dulsie laughed, and this time Karl heard her.
He muttered something to Ken about “They’re here,” and turned
toward the rest of the family.

“There’s the experts.” Karl raised his hands
in the air as though surrendering to the group. “Tell me, Dulsie,
Shad, what would Sadie do if an armadillo came into the yard?”

Dulsie frowned slightly. “Armadillo?”

“Your dad got a surprise when he went out to
check on the turkeys last night.” Jill’s smile became amused again.
“Of course he wasn’t really using the flashlight he took out with
him.”

“Don’t blame me.” Karl folded his arms over
his chest. “You’re the one always telling me not to waste the
batteries.”

Jill shook her head and continued. “So as he
was taking his memorized path down to the barns, he found an
armadillo.” She looked directly at Karl. “By stepping on its
tail.”

Karl’s eyes widened. “Do you know how high
those things can jump?” He threw his arms back into the air.
“Almost as high as I can jump!”

Dulsie chuckled with the rest of the family.
“What were you so spooked about? The armadillo’s the one who got
stepped on.”

“For all I knew it was gonna turn in midair
and fly toward my jugular – or somewhere worse!”

“So you were wanting a big white dog for
protection about then?”

“I wanted a crucifix and a silver bullet
about then. But what would Sadie do with an armadillo? It’s not a
predator unless you’re a bug. Would she just bark at it or try to
make it into armadillo burger?”

Dulsie thoughtfully rubbed on her chin. “Hmm.
Interesting question. I can tell you this for sure.” She grinned at
her dad. “She’d have sense enough not to step on its tail.”

A geriatric gentleman who was one of the
church elders walked to the center of the chairs and spread his
arms apart as he glanced around at the scattered groups.

“Friends.” His tone was warm and solemn.

That single word was all he needed to say.
The talking throughout the room quickly subsided as some of the
members took their seats and a couple of adults led about half a
dozen kids through the door on the back wall. It led into a smaller
room that was also used as an office. As Shad approached the chairs
the entire family sat in a predictable order. Dulsie took a chair
to one side of him, and today it was Pap instead of Mam who sat on
Shad’s other side. Karl took the chair on Dulsie’s other side and
Jill sat next to her husband. It was the farthest she could sit
from Shad while remaining with her family.

One of the changes initiated by the Osage
Friends was they now began each meeting with about thirty minutes
of discussion on a scriptural passage. Karl was usually very active
in these examinations, sometimes earning a dig in the ribs from
Jill’s elbow. The congregation had long ago surmised that Karl’s
decision to become “convinced” as a Friend after he left the
Catholic Church had more to do with Jill than with God. Only
immediate family members knew the real reasons why Karl had left
his church of origin in the first place.

After the discussion the children and their
keepers returned to the main room, and everybody settled into
worship for around an hour. This was when silence reigned, to be
broken only when someone was inspired to reveal the word of God.
This belief of the Society of Friends that what they spoke and
wrote was as true a declaration as any part of scripture was part
of what led to their persecution hundreds of years ago. Even the
founder, George Fox, wound up in jail a few times for his beliefs.
But there was also much about this faith that people found
appealing, causing it to once be the third largest religious group
in the colonies before the American Revolution began.

The original congregation that settled here
less than a decade before the Civil War broke out were adherents to
the teachings of Elias Hicks, a man whom many people claimed had
strayed from orthodox Quakerism. His ideas were popular enough to
become fairly widespread, especially among rural folk. No sooner
did the congregation get established in their new location than
Quaid Delaney made his appearance.

And he’d made quite an entrance. One October
morning three Friends who were traveling together found an unknown
man lying in the middle of the road. His spent horse was standing,
barely, nearby, and Quaid had been shot five times. They hauled him
to the nearest house and brought in a doctor, who dug out three
bullets that were still lodged in his flesh. Next the congregation
held a meeting in order to decide what to do with the stranger.

There was not a line of volunteers eager to
keep Quaid while he either recuperated or expired. They suspected
he was a man of violence, and the people who shot him up might come
looking to finish the job without regard to anyone they thought was
in their way.

But Grace Riggs offered to take him in. She
was a widow whose husband had died of lockjaw while Grace was still
pregnant with their daughter, who upon Quaid’s arrival was less
than three years old. And because Grace had a problem, her charity
was not altruistic. Her late husband’s family never liked that he
became a Friend, and his brother claimed the man had borrowed money
from him. In his effort to obtain repayment of a loan Grace was
certain never happened, the brother-in-law was in the process of
taking her farm away. Grace hoped that keeping a convalescent in
her home would buy her some time, especially with winter coming
on.

The brother-in-law remained obstinate. But
luckily for Grace the burly Irishman under her roof decided to come
to her aid. Quaid, it turned out, was a riverboat gambler and a
conman’s conman. His victims were other miscreants whom Quaid felt
obliged to relieve of their ill-gotten booty as he traveled up and
down the Mississippi and Missouri rivers. His current predicament
was the result of his latest scam not going entirely the way he’d
planned, especially the part about getting shot.

Grace figured out that Quaid’s apparent
hedonism had roots in more noble sentiments. He was mad at God for
allowing his mother and siblings to die of starvation in Ireland.
He was mad at his father for abandoning them. And Quaid was mad at
himself because he questioned his decision to come over to this
country when he was only thirteen in order to earn money that would
bring the rest of his family out of Ireland. But the person to whom
Quaid entrusted the money had instead taken off with it.

So Grace’s brother-in-law fit right into
Quaid Delaney’s grudge.

For years afterward people in the community
would theorize what it was Quaid did that made the brother-in-law
pack up and leave town. What made their tongues wag faster,
however, was the news Quaid and Grace were going to marry
immediately. After all, why else would Grace burden herself with
the whiskey-drinking, gun-toting, smoking and gambling Irishman?
Some gossip mongers were no doubt disappointed when their first
child was born more than a year after the wedding.

Quaid, who was neither a drunkard nor an
addict, had given up gambling and used his gun only for hunting and
dispatching varmints ... except for that one time during the war he
had to take out some two-legged varmints, as his descendants liked
to refer to the incident. He embraced his second chance to take
care of a family, and although many in the community considered
Quaid to be quarrelsome, he had one trait nobody could fault him on
and it undoubtedly helped the Friends congregation tolerate him
better. Quaid was a very generous man.

Pap’s Grandpa Ward confirmed to him that the
rumors were true about Quaid having amassed a small fortune during
his riverboat days. Quaid’s own family never directly benefited
from the defiled money – Grace wouldn’t allow it – but he was quick
to help anyone, known or stranger, who was in need. And Quaid was
especially fond of giving support to widows and orphans.

Four generations later when a woman from the
respectable Leeds family married a man from the suspect Delaney
clan, the old people who remembered childhood stories told to them
about the exploits of Margaret and Quaid jested it could only
signify a beginning and an end to both ancestral legacies. Shad
wasn’t entirely sure what that was supposed to mean, but he did
know the first born child of that union was instrumental in
changing his life completely. Had Erin not intervened in her
unique, divinely inspired fashion, Shad was certain that if he
survived childhood he would have become someone horrifying as an
adult.

And that reminded Shad he still had to do
something about Wally.

Shad’s gaze slid to Karl, who was sitting
with a slouch that kept him propped in his chair while his arms
were folded over his chest. Karl’s head was tilted back, eyes
closed. The man was known to sometimes start softly snoring during
a meeting, earning him another dig in the ribs from Jill’s elbow.
Otherwise quite vocal, Karl was one of the few, including Shad, who
was never moved to speak in these meetings. Of course, Karl liked
to remind people that everybody knew how folks who claimed God
talked to them had to be schizophrenic.

When Jill first started to murmur that Shad
wasn’t “good enough” for Dulsie, the family was a bit baffled by
her conclusion. After all, Jill herself had married Karl, who was
another upright individual who unfortunately came from an unsavory
past. Jill pointed out they knew what Karl’s past was, but why did
Shad remain so tight-lipped about his own history? What was he
hiding?

Shad suspected that Jill’s maternal instinct,
which was said to run strong in her family, had tapped into that
threat which once lingered in his psyche. It made sense to Shad,
except there was one thing about her intuition he couldn’t
understand. Jill didn’t seem to sense this threat until after it
had left him.

Now why was that?

 



Chapter Six

Peace hath higher tests of manhood than battle ever
knew.

--John Greenleaf Whittier

 


Located on a back road just a couple of miles
from the Meeting House, the home where Dulsie grew up had
originally been built as a 1920’s bungalow on the side of a hill.
It was basically a single story home with a pebbly concrete
basement, but Dad, who had once worked for a contractor, changed
the entire character of the place. He built an additional wing
which gave the house its current mutated L-shape. Dad also widened
the porch so that it spread the full width of the original house,
and built a bigger back porch and pantry on the side opposite the
new wing. There was little left that suggested the original
bungalow.

To one side of the house was Dad’s sprawling,
metal-sided workshop, and behind it sat an old, single-car,
clapboard garage that now served as the wood shed. Farther back on
the next hill were four long turkey barns. The driveway that led up
to the house was long and a bit meandering.

Throughout her childhood Dulsie considered
this place to be her primary home and the Delaney farm as her
secondary home. She had been a “surprise baby,” born when her older
brothers were eight and ten years old. Apparently this had caused a
bit of financial hardship for her parents because Mom quit working
for a few years in order to tend to Dulsie. Aunt Maddie and Uncle
Pax were always very generous with Dulsie’s family, and also
watched Dulsie whenever Dad was unavailable after Mom went back to
work. This favor wound up being “returned” when Dulsie was in high
school and Uncle Pax’s hospitalization caused financial hardship
for the Delaneys. Although Shad didn’t need to be watched, he was
around Dulsie’s family more simply because her parents were there
to help out. That was how Shad learned just what his parents had
gone through to keep him away from that woman – Dulsie also refused
to give her any maternal title – and out of state custody.

The weekly dinner after First Day meeting had
been going on since before Dulsie was born. It used to include her
maternal grandparents’ home, but in the years of their failing
health the dinner became restricted to her home and Shad’s home.
Her paternal grandparents were never included because Dad was
estranged from them. People who bothered to notice that he had
nothing to do with his family of origin used to sometimes inquire
about this, and Dad simply stated they had a falling out when he
left their church.

Dulsie knew that was a cover story with only
a seed of truth, but Dad had to appear as the “bad guy” to preserve
the family reputation. She did have some memories of her Grandma
Wekenheiser from when Dulsie was around four or five years old, and
she remembered liking the woman. But she never met Grandpa until
the day of Grandma’s funeral.

It wasn’t much of a meeting. Shad and her mom
looked cozy compared to Dad and Grandpa. The two men barely
acknowledged each other and no introductions were made. There was
one time the aged but still hulking man scrutinized Dulsie with
such intent that she became uncomfortable and stepped behind Shad
to escape his gaze. It probably had something to do with the fact
Dulsie’s resemblance to Dad meant she also resembled his
mother.

Grandpa was so large that Dulsie did wonder
how her father had survived his abuse, but then again none of the
very few accounts her parents had related to her compared to the
slightly more numerous but definitely horrific stories Shad told
her. At least Dad could entertain them with humorous events that
even involved Grandpa, who apparently had the public persona of
being a really fun guy to be around ... a lot like Dad. Of course
Dad’s philosophy was that this world was spinning at over a
thousand miles an hour, so he was going to enjoy the ride before
something crashed and burned.

Years ago, shortly before Shad proposed to
her, she asked Dad why he didn’t share Mom’s concern that Shad
harbored something dark and dangerous.

Dad explained that boys who grew up with
abuse usually turned out as one of three kinds of men. Some
continued to be victims throughout their lives, setting themselves
up over and over to be taken advantage of. Some believed power was
attained by becoming abusers themselves, so they continued the
cycle. The third kind became protective. Whether they simply broke
the cycle and became good men, or went a step further and also
tried to help others beyond their family, they could be depended
on.

“Shad’s not trying to be a lawyer because
he’s a greedy shyster,” Dad said. “We all know the last place he
wants to be is in front of a group of people where he has to
argue a point. I’m not denying there may well be a venomous
snake lurking inside him, but I think he’s found someplace else to
use it, and that will never be against his family. Your mom may
always be right, but that just makes her kind of annoying.” Dad
then grinned fondly at Dulsie. “Don’t you turn out like that.”

While Dulsie helped Mom and Aunt Maddie get
the food out on the table in the dining room, which was part of the
original house and located between the kitchen and living room,
Shad hung out with Dad and Uncle Pax. The men were gathered around
the empty fireplace and discussed the misbehavior of squirrels.
Dulsie contemplated that thus far today Shad hadn’t altered his
behavior with Mom one bit.

“Isn’t it squirrel season yet?” Dad asked
Dulsie when the guys were called in to the dining room.

“Has been for well over a month.” Dulsie
smirked as she stepped over to the chair that would seat her at
Mom’s end of the table. “You know I prefer to wait until the
weather cools off. If you’re so mad at them right now, you go hunt
them yourself.”

“Yeah, right.” Dad strolled over to the other
end of the table. “Like I’m gonna waste my time chasing squirrels
when I’ve got a deadeye daughter who can blow away every one that’s
fool enough to think his nuts are safe.”

Dad had a tendency to brag about Dulsie’s
shooting ability. For one thing, she was the only person he knew
who could match Uncle Pax during target practice. But it was one
thing for Delaney men, who had already been “dismissed” as rabble
rousers by the pacifist congregation, to take up arms. It was a bit
scandalous for a woman descended from Margaret Leeds to be so
proficient with a weapon. Dad did question how Dulsie’s ability to
bring in game of all sizes was any different from Mom’s and Aunt
Maddie’s pragmatic approach to slitting the throats of chickens and
turkeys.

“They taste better in the fall, anyway,” Aunt
Maddie commented as she took the chair across the table from
Dulsie.

Mom sat at the end of the table, to Dulsie’s
right, and Shad sat in the chair on her left. Uncle Pax took the
chair beside Aunt Maddie and across from Shad.

“If I’m gonna slow roast them in the oven, I
definitely prefer to wait for cooler weather,” Mom commented to her
sister.

“I like it to be cooler even if I’ve got one
tender enough to just fry,” Aunt Maddie replied.

Uncle Pax smiled as he leaned forward and
rested his elbows on the table while clasping his hands together.
“You two are giving me a hankering for squirrel meat.”

Dad grinned as he glanced at everyone around
the table. “As we say grace we can thank the Lord for His wisdom in
making an animal that deserves to be shot to taste so good.”

Everyone bowed their heads and after about a
minute of silence Mom murmured, “Amen.” The rest of the family
responded in kind, then began spooning up food and passing around
the dishes.

The conversation jumped from hunting stories
to animal antics to childhood memories. Shad as always didn’t
contribute much other than to respond to a direct question. Mom as
always never acknowledged Shad was even sitting at the table.

Uncle Pax finished a story about the time his
Grandpa Ward was a kid and found a black snake in the chicken house
on the farm where Quaid and Grace Delaney, who were Ward’s
grandparents, lived. Ward had moved in with his grandparents during
his adolescence to help them run the farm during their waning
years. In return they willed that property to him. After Ward
received his inheritance he quickly sold the place and had a very
nice down payment on the current Delaney farm.

Without it ever being his intention, Ward
Delaney set something of a precedent. Uncle Pax’s dad got a job
down in the southwestern part of the state while Uncle Pax was
still in high school. Since the lad was already in the habit of
helping his grandparents around the farm it wasn’t a difficult
argument for him to make that he should be able to finish his
junior and senior years at the same school if he just stayed with
them. So Uncle Pax moved in with his grandparents and wound up
taking over the family farm. Of course Aunt Maddie was another
incentive for Uncle Pax to want to stay around.

“Say....” Dad leaned back in his chair and
leveled his gaze at Uncle Pax. “We aren’t messing up any plans of
yours by selling this place to Shad and Dulsie, are we?”

“I left enough in the will for all three kids
to fight over.” Uncle Pax smirked.

“Well, I don’t know how much actual use Erin
and Iona would be able to get out of your place.” Dad’s gaze veered
toward his son-in-law. “Shad’s the only one who hasn’t moved away,
nor do you seem to have any intention to.”

“Not since I became a turkey farmer.” Shad
glanced at Dulsie.

“You didn’t have to remind me of
that.” Dad leaned forward. “You know, the kind of turkeys
Dulsie raises don’t need to be confined to barns like mine do. She
could do something like that on your dad’s place.”

Dulsie leveled a pseudo frown at her father.
“Is there something you’re trying to not tell me?”

Dad waved away her question. “Don’t worry,
you’re still getting this place.” Dulsie didn’t miss the glance he
shot toward Mom. “But I know you always thought your aunt and
uncle’s place was even better.”

Dulsie shrugged. “It’s got lots of great
outbuildings. And I’ve always loved that old house.”

Mom spoke up in a tone that mocked betrayal.
“Your dad and I put a lot of work into this place.”

“And Shad and I are gonna put a lot of work
into this place, too.”

“And you know what the first thing is she’s
gonna do?” Dad leaned forward with apparent eagerness. “She’s gonna
break your rule that there can be no liquor in this house! Probably
stock up half the pantry with the stuff.” He turned toward Shad.
“The first time we come to visit you after you guys move in, I want
you to offer me a beer.”

Shad had a bit of that
deer-caught-in-the-headlights look as he stopped chewing and his
gaze moved from his plate toward Uncle Pax. Mom had stuck to her
family tradition of being a teetotaler. She didn’t bother trying to
forbid Dad from imbibing, but Mom was also firm there would be no
such spirits brought under the roof of her house. Aunt Maddie
shrugged off that tradition when she married a Delaney, and Dulsie
had already been corrupted by Dad, so Mom stood alone on that
issue. Dulsie wasn’t sure what help Shad thought he was going to
get from Uncle Pax, but he finally swallowed with what seemed like
more effort than required.

“Deal,” Shad muttered.

Dad leaned forward to gaze at Mom again.
“Whaduya think of that?”

“When it’s Dulsie’s house she can do whatever
she wants,” Mom replied nonchalantly.

“Shad’s gonna offer me a beer. Right here
under this roof.”

This was not the first time Dad tried to get
Mom to acknowledge Shad’s existence, but Mom made a pretty
formidable opponent. If nothing else, Dad’s needling might remind
Shad of the task he was supposed to be working on.

Dad’s attention was locked on Mom. “Whaduya
have to say to that?”

Mom looked up from her plate and leveled a
look at Dad that was almost chilly. “You’ll finally be able to
drink somewhere else besides Maddie’s, but you’re still not gonna
drink in our new house.”

Yep, Mom was good, especially when she could
deflect somebody like Dad, who sat back in his chair and pursed his
lips while Mom resumed eating with the same indifference. And Shad
no longer seemed concerned about the skirmish that just
occurred.

Dad, as irreverent as ever, had to add
another comment.

“You know, I can’t understand how a woman
with that much Scotch in her could be so much against
drinking.”

 


Dulsie waited only until she backed the car
out the driveway and began the drive home to speak her mind. “Did
you forget?”

Shad frowned slightly. “I must have. Forget
what?”

“You had many opportunities to say something
to Mom during the day today.”

A few seconds passed before he exhaled and
responded. “I’m sure there was. You know I tend to miss those kind
of things.”

“Be that as it is, you could’ve made your own
opportunity as well. It’s nothing harder than anything else you’ve
already done.”

It took Shad a few seconds again to respond.
“I’ve never done any of them quickly.”

“That’s fine. I’m just a little curious on
when you intend to start.”

“First I’ve got to figure out how to
start.”

Dulsie shook her head. “Just start a
conversation with her. You get to pick the topic.”

“You know, the last time I had a conversation
with her, Jill told me she had nothing more to say until she
accepted an apology from me.”

Dulsie pursed her lips. The only reason she
knew about the discussion Shad just mentioned was because Mom, who
had assumed Shad already told Dulsie all about it, let it slip
shortly before their marriage. Even as his relationship with Mom
got flushed, Shad made it a point not to damage what Dulsie had
with Mom. Dulsie pointed this out to her, but Mom remained
dubious.

“Maybe you should try an apology,” Dulsie
suggested.

She was accustomed to Shad’s habit of
considering his answers before speaking. “The chance to apologize
is long gone. I married you. And I’m not sorry I did it.”

Dulsie couldn’t resist smiling. Shad wasn’t
trying to be charming, but his blunt honesty sometimes came out
that way.

“You could try a different angle.” Dulsie
glanced at him. “Say you’re sorry you’ve waited for so long to try
to patch things up with her.”

Shad took time to think again. “Jill
specifically said I had to apologize for being so selfish I would
put you at risk.”

Dulsie’s exasperated exhale was caused less
by what Shad said than by what she knew about his history. As
wonderful a man as he was, as much as he had overcome, Shad still
occasionally exhibited results from having once been an abused
child. He was no longer a victim, but in his effort to be
protective Shad was willing to do anything short of exposing his
soft underbelly if it meant keeping peace in the family. And he
probably believed he deserved Mom’s ostracizing because Shad had
dared to “defy” her. For someone whom survival once meant being
unheard and unseen, Shad had perfected it to an art form in regard
to Mom.

“You don’t have to take her so literally.”
Dulsie kept her attention on the rock-packed road. “Mom isn’t a
rigid ramrod.”

“I know that.” His response was quick that
time.

“The fact you’d offer her any kind of apology
is gonna make Mom have to soften up a bit. It’ll at least be that
start you’ve been looking for.”

Shad had to think again. “How? Where? There’s
no way I’m gonna wind up being alone with your mom to say anything
like that to her.”

“You can do it in front of Dad. He’s on your
side anyway.”

A few more seconds passed. “I don’t know if
having your dad around is a good idea.”

Dulsie had to chuckle. As much as Shad
claimed he had trouble understanding people, he had their family
dynamics pretty well figured out.

“How about when Erin comes to visit next
weekend?” Dulsie knew Shad had a rather unique relationship with
her oldest cousin. “We’ll be a pretty big crowd, and it’ll kinda be
like old times. Just make it a point to say something to Mom during
that time. Pretend it’s like the good ol’ days when she used to be
nice to you.”

“I don’t want to impose on her.”

“This isn’t the first time she’s been a mama
bear. When Aunt Maddie and Uncle Pax first took you in, Mom kept me
away for the first couple of weeks. Once she apparently became
convinced that you weren’t going to pounce on anybody with a tire
iron or nail clippers, she finally let us start playing together.
You can get her to trust you again. Just use those memories of
better days to your advantage.”

Shad seemed to consider Dulsie’s suggestion
for a few seconds before responding. “I can’t help thinking it’ll
be like an invitation to her to start sprinkling arsenic on my
plate every weekend.”

Dulsie cast a sidelong gaze toward him. “You
know, sometimes you set the bar really low with your
expectations of some people. You know how direct Mom is. She’d
stick a bratwurst up your butt and sic starving dachshunds on
you.”

“And that’s supposed to encourage me?”

“I know you’re up to the task. We both know
you’ve survived far worse.”

Again a few seconds passed before his
response. “I think the difference here is I actually do have a
relationship with Jill. Right now it’s just repressed. When I don’t
care about somebody’s thoughts or feelings, it’s a lot easier to do
something. But I don’t want to put your mom in a worse place than
she already is, which by backlash would also put you in a worse
place. And you’re definitely the last person in the world I could
bear having harm come to. So you see why I’m so hesitant with
this?”

Shad sometimes used that bachelor’s degree in
psychology like a defensive weapon, but Dulsie had lots of
citations to fight back. “It’s you and me against the world,
remember? I’m watching your back, and what doesn’t kill us will
only make us stronger.” She smiled at Shad. “It’s worth a little
hardship to repair your relationship with Mom. Say something next
weekend.”

“Maybe so.” Shad seemed to study the scenery
out the windshield. “But if she offers me a bratwurst, I’m getting
the heck outta there.”

 



Chapter Seven

The more laws, the less justice.

--German proverb

 


Shad was reaching the conclusion he was once
again going to have to do something he would really rather not
do.

He could credit Dulsie with giving him the
idea that Shad was just going to have to talk to Wally. If the man
was still preying on young boys, Shad was obligated to stop him.
But if Wally had actually repented and was no longer a threat, Shad
saw no reason to harass the man, regardless of the limitations
statute. The only way he was going to be able to ascertain what
course to take next was by determining which path Wally had
chosen.

That wasn’t going to be easy. But thanks to
his very thorough experience and training in the dynamics of abuse,
Shad was reasonably sure he’d be able to see through Wally’s
barriers. This time Shad wouldn’t be able to rely on his gut
instinct, since that one flicker of insight he possessed was based
on empathy with victims. Those who were being abused could tip Shad
off, but abusers could fool him as easily as they did everyone else
– unless he was able to pick up on some of the warning signs he had
acquainted himself with so well.

Shad did have the advantages of surprise and
knowledge about Wally. He would keep in mind that Wally had the
reputation of being a liar. And with the change in his surname and
use of his legally given name of Shadow basically limited to Karl
calling him “Shady” in reference to Shad’s law practice, Wally
would never realize who he was until Shad told him.

His profession as an attorney could also
provide a convenient screen for wanting to meet with Walden
Palmer.

That Monday Shad donned a dark grey suit with
a light blue shirt (he wore the white shirts only on court days)
and as always left his tie, which was maroon today, draped
unknotted around his neck as he drove the Ford pickup truck to his
office in Linn.

Since his office and Dulsie’s job were in
opposite directions once they reached the highway, Dulsie drove the
car because it was newer and less likely to suffer a mechanical
failure. Shad drove the old blue pickup because his route took him
closer to the feed store and he could pick up grain and dog food.
Both of them were in the habit of leaving for work early. Shad
wanted to miss the rush hour traffic and Dulsie liked being able to
take off early from her job whenever possible.

It wasn’t even seven-thirty when Shad parked
the truck at the back corner of the old single-story red brick
house with a black hip roof. Over twenty years ago the home had
been converted to an office building. Since he was the first one
there Shad had to unlock the back door to enter the structure. The
back door didn’t have any sign, but at the front door a large wood
sign was mounted under the window, and a year and a half ago it had
been repainted to read “Harcourt and Delaney – Attorneys at Law.”
Before that the names had read “Martin and Harcourt,” but when
Martin prepared to retire, Nolin Harcourt began looking for a new
partner.

At that time Shad had been working for a year
and a half as a staff attorney in Jefferson City. He and Dulsie
often got to ride together, but otherwise Shad started to question
why he had chosen this profession. He had to take whatever cases
were assigned to him, which made Shad feel like just another cog in
the wheel, even though he knew he would benefit from experience
before trying to strike out on his own.

Then opportunity masqueraded as coincidence.
Shad happened to cross paths with Nolin while both men were
attending a continuing legal education seminar in Cape Girardeau.
Nolin had hoped to take on a young attorney as a partner whom he
could mentor as Martin had once mentored him. Shad’s “home boy”
qualities definitely piqued Nolin’s interest, and he invited Shad
to give the partnership a try.

The back door led into what was once a small,
screened-in back porch which was now totally enclosed. As soon as
Shad stepped in he faced the back of the rock chimney of the now
defunct but still regal fireplace which sat in the rear of the
reception room, formerly a living room, on the other side of the
wall. To Shad’s right was the entry to the kitchen that also
provided the access to the basement which was used for storage and
where the second bathroom was located. To his left was the entrance
to a long hallway that connected to the first bathroom, a
conference room, and finally Shad’s own office at the front of the
building.

Nolin’s office, which had once been the
dining room but now the kitchen access was walled off, was located
directly across on the other side of the reception area. Nolin now
had the larger office but agreed that Shad’s office had the better
location. The joke was Shad could sneak out the back if he wanted
since he had a door to the hallway as well as the entrance to the
reception room.

Shad made a right turn into the kitchen which
was now set up more as a break room. After making himself a glass
of tea and dropping off his lunch, Shad strolled through the
hallway and into his office where he removed the laptop from its
case and opened it on the polished wood desk. Then Shad stepped
over to a nearby mirror on the wall and fastened the top button of
his shirt so he could finish knotting his tie. Once it was properly
adjusted, Shad loosened the tie, undid the top button, hung the
suit coat on a rack beside the mirror, and rolled up his sleeves.
Now he could get to work.

The door to the reception room was ajar, so
Shad knew when it was about five minutes before eight o’clock
because he heard Francine unlocking the front door. He continued
updating files on the computer as Shad listened to their
receptionist put away her things at her own desk, then walk through
the building and turn on lights to the rest of the rooms. As always
she worked her way down the hall and finally stopped to stand at
the entrance to his office.

Francine was a regal woman with short, curled
gray hair. Today she was wearing her own suit, a matching
peach-colored blazer and skirt with a ruffled white blouse.
Francine was old enough to have retired last year, but she didn’t
seem to be in any hurry to leave her job. Ten years ago she became
a widow when her husband died of a long-term illness, and they had
no children. So Francine seemed to be one of those people who
viewed retirement as a threat. Shad was already making plans for
retirement, assuming he made it that long in this profession.

“Mornin’, Francine.” Shad glanced up only
briefly from the computer screen.

“Good morning to you.” Francine’s demeanor
was usually quite dignified, and when he initially started working
here Shad used to be a little wary of her. Then again, his standard
procedure was to initially distrust people. “How was St.
Louis?”

Shad stopped typing on the keyboard and
leaned back in his chair as he leveled his gaze at her. “Hot.”

“Then you didn’t miss anything here. Get to
do anything over the weekend?”

“Swim.”

Francine waved her hand as though she was
trying to shoo him away. “Why do I even ask? That’s all you ever do
is fish and swim.”

“Sometimes I float.”

“Which includes fishing and swimming.” She
proceeded to inform Shad about her own weekend, which he patiently
listened to and remembered to occasionally respond with “Oh yeah?”
and “uh-huh.” Then the phone rang.

Francine glanced at her wrist watch, muttered
“It’s Monday,” and reached for the phone on Shad’s desk. In this
office Francine answered any telephone that was closest to her and
not already in use.

The call wasn’t for Shad, so Francine had to
put the person on hold and return to her own desk to finish
handling it. By the time she wrapped up the call, Shad heard the
front door open again and Nolin entered the building. After a quick
greeting to Francine, he immediately stepped into Shad’s
office.

Nolin Harcourt was the same height as Shad
but was a broader man overall. His hair was dark blonde except for
his graying temples, and his eyes were a lighter blue than Dulsie’s
and Karl’s. The suit he wore today was darker than the one Shad was
wearing, and Nolin’s red striped tie was already fixed over his
shirt, which was always white.

“Mornin’.” Shad looked up from the computer
and even pulled his hands away.

“And how are you this morning after all your
traipsing across the state?” Nolin asked.

As partners they kept each other informed
about their clients so that one could step in if the other became
unavailable. Shad gave Nolin his latest news on the Simms case.

“Man.” Nolin shook his head as he slipped his
hands into the pockets of his pants. “Think you oughtta double your
fee? You’re doing the work of at least three people.”

“That little girl needs all the help she can
get.”

“I appreciate your tenacity.” Nolin offered
Shad a tight-lipped smile. “And I do appreciate that you’ve got a
soft spot for kids. But lately you’ve been taking on more scale
work, and I don’t want you to short yourself. Remember, you’ve got
your own family to take care of, too.”

Then the phone rang again, and it turned out
to be a call Nolin had to take. As Nolin left to go into his own
office, Shad considered his partner’s allusion. The older man had
been divorced for many years because his wife wearied of Nolin’s
self-imposed long hours. Although at this point in time Dulsie’s
steady income kept them comfortable, Shad knew she planned on
staying home when they finally did have children. He was determined
not to thwart her plans.

But Shad was also determined to stick to the
crucial reason he submitted to this career. The only way he could
uphold this country’s promise of equal access to justice was to
keep his services affordable to its more desperate citizens. Court
decision shouldn’t be based on who could afford the more expensive
lawyer. And that was why despite his continuing reservations about
this job, Shad promised to push himself to the fullness of his
abilities.

 


Shad wasn’t sure whether or not to be glad
Wally was actually in his office when Shad called there that
afternoon. His heart pounded the whole time Shad was on the phone
with the man, but when the conversation was ended and he hung up,
Shad felt as though he was finally making some progress. He was
deliberately vague about “business opportunities” he wanted to
discuss with Wally in person, and managed to arrange a meeting with
the man at the anchor store on Wednesday. Wally’s office would
provide privacy yet had the security of being located in a public
setting.

The next day, Tuesday, Monica Simms arrived
at Shad’s office for a quick appointment to sign some more
documents and update Shad on Charissa’s progress. Tess’s brother
Vic Phillips and the girl were both with her as they entered the
reception room.

This was the first time Shad actually met the
man who was credited so often with helping Monica find the lawyer
she needed. Since Vic worked nights at a hospital as a
phlebotomist, he was able to use some of his daytime hours to help
out, such as driving Monica to her appointments.

Vic and Tess did share a family resemblance.
He had the same brown hair, which was cropped in a buzz cut, and
had a somewhat thick girth. Shad guessed the fellow was close to
his own age. Vic wore dark-striped shorts and a red tee shirt. The
two men shook hands as Monica introduced them.

“I hope you don’t mind.” Shad never liked to
bother with small talk. “I’ll try to get Monica in and out as
quickly as possible.”

Vic smiled broadly. “Whatever it takes,
dude.”

Shad smiled as he glanced down at Charissa,
who stood beside Vic. She was wearing light blue shorts and a
yellow tank top.

“Hello, Charissa. Did you enjoy your ice
cream?”

She nodded slowly, and her regard seemed wary
again.

“What kind did you have?” Shad asked.

Charissa replied softly. “Chocolate.”

“Yum. That’s one of my favorites. I’m gonna
talk to your mom for a few minutes and then I’ll give her right
back to you. What are you gonna do while we’re talking?”

Charissa glanced up at Vic. “Go buy
candy.”

Shad smirked at the man. “Well, that’s not
original, but it works.”

Shad led Monica into his office and closed
the door. It had a large window, so although nobody could hear his
conversations with clients, the window insured no woman could
accuse him of chasing her around his desk. Shad motioned for Monica
to sit in one of the two leather armchairs in front of that
desk.

She was wearing her usual flowery headscarf
and a long pink sundress, the skirt of which Monica adjusted around
her legs as she settled into a chair.

“How’s Charissa making out?” Shad asked as he
took his own seat.

“She was glad to be back in her old room.”
Monica smiled faintly. “And she and Vic seem to have hit it off.
But she’s also been, well, distant.” Monica’s smile faded.
“Sometimes I wonder where’s that sweet little girl I used to
have.”

“I would’ve been surprised if she didn’t show
behavioral changes.”

“I know. It’s just ... my time left with her
is limited. I want to be able to make the most of it.”

From the way her lips tightened up and her
eyes began blinking rapidly, even Shad could detect the swell of
emotion triggered inside Monica. He quickly diverted her attention
to the papers she needed to sign, and they had a quick discussion
about the next tier of strategy. Vic returned with Charissa just as
they were finishing up, sparing Shad the necessity of having to
come up with small talk.

“Here’s your mom back, Charissa.” Shad smiled
at the pensive girl. “Think you’ll share a piece of candy with
her?”

“Maybe one.” Charissa actually smiled a
little, but she still stood slightly behind Vic.

As Shad watched them leave he felt his gut
stir again. What was his limited intuition trying to tell him? What
important detail might he be missing?

 



Chapter Eight

Right is right, even if everyone is against it; and
wrong is wrong, even if everyone is for it.

--William Penn

 


Wednesday Shad drove the pickup to the train
station in Jefferson City. All he’d told Dulsie was he’d be getting
home an hour or so later than usual that day. Hopefully the train
wouldn’t run very late.

During his wait at the depot and while riding
to St. Louis, Shad used the laptop to review and update files on
his other clients in an effort to distract himself from the
upcoming meeting with Wally. But as the train drew closer to his
destination, Shad’s thoughts turned more to the matter at hand. He
remembered the first time he had to participate in a moot court
while in law school. Shad’s nerves got wound up so tightly he had
to duck into the bathroom just as the session was getting started
because his impulse to throw up was too strong. He was glad his
breakfast today had been no more than a bagel slice with cream
cheese and a glass of vegetable juice cocktail.

It was after lunchtime when Shad got off at
the final station, but between his anxiety and the fact he had long
ago become hardened to missing meals, Shad wasn’t interested in
food. He called a taxi, and it took him to the anchor store and
home office of Wally’s industry.

It was a modern metal and brick building that
composed part of the lineup of businesses bordering the busy
parking lot. There were no trees to offer any respite from the heat
that seemed magnified by radiating from the sidewalk and pavement
and automobiles. In his charcoal suit and mint green shirt, Shad
doubted that little less than a blasting air conditioner would
offer him any relief anyway.

He drew in that well-practiced deep breath to
steady his nerves, and entered the front door of the
techno-store.

Business seemed to be pretty good for a
Wednesday afternoon. There were maybe around a dozen customers
lingering at various games and merchandise shelves, about half of
them adult and the majority male. The shine and the glitz
permeating the interior gave him the impression of old sci-fi
movies where everything was new and squeaky clean. Shad approached
the front counter and informed a young woman with a ponytail that
he was there on an appointment to see Walden Palmer. She relayed
his message to an older woman with short hair at the other end of
the counter. The second woman picked up a telephone receiver tucked
underneath and out of sight, spoke briefly into it, and told Shad
Mr. Palmer would be there directly. After a wait of only a couple
of minutes, a man whom Shad recognized more from over twenty years
ago than from the recent photograph walked over to him.

“Good afternoon. I’m Walden.” Wally nodded
politely and offered his hand, a formal smile barely curving his
lips. He was wearing khaki slacks and a light blue button-down
shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. Shad remembered how
the man would prefer to wear jersey shorts and tee shirts in the
summer time. Obviously Wally was going for a little more
professional look these days.

“A good day to you.” Shad nodded with the
same level of formality and shook Wally’s hand. Now that there was
no turning back, his nerves started to settle down. “I’m Shad
Delaney, as I suppose they warned you.”

“Glad to meet you.” Wally glanced around the
store. “I confess I’m quite curious about what brings you halfway
across the state to see me today.”

“We can take care of your questions all in
due time.”

“Did you want to take a look around the
facilities before we go back to the office?”

“Not necessary.” Shad shook his head. “I’d
prefer we just get down to business.”

“I’ve no complaint about that.” Wally jerked
his head toward the direction he’d come. “Office is this way.”

As Shad accompanied the man toward the back
of the business he glanced around at the patrons. None of the boys
were as young as Wally preferred, which didn’t surprise Shad since
this was a weekday and most families would have parents at work. At
the end of the hallway they entered an office, a small room with a
laminated wood desk and metal filing cabinets, where Wally offered
him some coffee. Shad wasn’t a coffee drinker, but he did accept a
paper cup of water from a dispenser in the corner only to keep his
mouth from being so dry.

Shad seated himself in the one upholstered
metal chair sitting across from the desk. A flat screen computer
monitor, several piles of paper, and a wood picture frame he could
only see the back of took residence on its surface. Wally sat in
the swivel chair on the other side of the desk.

“So what is this little business venture you
wanted to talk to me about?” Wally leaned forward and clasped his
hands together on the desktop.

Shad set the paper cup on the front edge of
the desk. He could feel his own heart hammering away inside his
chest, and although Shad didn’t feel shaky he was a little
concerned he might look that way if he didn’t keep his hands
clasped together between his knees. “I’m sure it must be a little
unsettling to meet with an attorney under rather vague
pretenses.”

Wally shrugged. “Are you representing a
client?”

“I’m representing myself. But I suppose there
would be reason why you might anticipate someday having to face
someone associated with the justice system. Do you ever have
nightmares about it?”

A subtle frown creased Wally’s brow. “I’m
afraid I don’t follow where you’re trying to lead me, Mr.
Delaney.”

“As I mentioned before, I saw the article
about your business in last week’s paper.” Shad didn’t want to
reveal his identity abruptly. He wanted to see how soon and in what
manner Wally would acknowledge what he was talking about. “I’ll
admit I was a little surprised you agreed to have your picture put
in there. Did you presume that nobody would recognize you, or that
if they did, it wouldn’t motivate them to have you
investigated?”

Wally’s frown deepened as he raised his
clasped hands to his chin and propped his elbows on the desk.
“What’s this about an investigation? About what?”

“I know you have a very good idea what I’m
talking about.” Shad found himself balancing between trepidation
and gratification. “You might as well speak freely. You’re not
under formal testimony. We just need to clear the air.”

Wally looked puzzled. “I think you could
clear it best by telling me why you’re here.”

“Go ahead, Wally. You know what I’m referring
to.”

Upon hearing his nickname, Wally furrowed his
brow again. “I don’t know what game it is you’re trying to play
with me, but I can assure you I don’t have time for games.”

Shad leaned forward slightly. “It doesn’t
surprise me you’ve forgotten who I am.”

Wally’s expression became perplexed. “Have we
met before?”

“Think back over twenty years ago. It was in
a seedy little apartment in the downtown area. Remember the woman
you lived with?”

Wally stared at him. Shad was perfectly
comfortable with the silence that remained between them while the
seconds passed. Every cut-throat lawyer and journalist was well
acquainted with this little trick.

And Wally did finally break the silence,
although it wasn’t as revealing as Shad hoped it would be. “So why
are you here?”

“Have you forgotten that little boy you took
care of for her?” Shad was feeling the same kind of anticipation he
got while fishing and tentative tugs came from the end of the line.
“Or do you even remember me?”

Several more seconds passed. Then Wally
leaned forward, his gaze studying Shad’s face. His frown faded into
surprised disbelief. When Wally finally spoke, his voice was low
and raspy.

“Shadow?”

“I don’t go by that name anymore.” Shad kept
his own voice low and calm.

Wally stared for a few more seconds before
speaking again. “Your last name also wasn’t Delaney.”

“It’s the name of the family who adopted
me.”

“Adopted?” Wally’s reaction probably wouldn’t
be more credulous if Shad had told him he’d been abducted by
aliens. “When were you adopted?”

“Four years after you left.”

Wally continued to stare at him. Silence
passed again between them, and Shad started to realize how hard it
was going to be to get him to admit anything.

“Have you figured out now why I’m here?” Shad
asked.

Wally’s expression didn’t change. Many
seconds passed again before he finally spoke.

“Not really. It could be one of many
reasons.”

“Now you’re trying to play games with me,”
Shad continued. “Denying what you did when you lived with us won’t
change the truth.”

Wally leaned slightly to one side and
continued to gape at Shad. “What happened to your mom?”

“Admit it.”

“She didn’t die, did she?”

Shad folded his arms over his chest and
managed to lock his gaze on Wally’s. Seconds passed again, but Shad
didn’t waver. He didn’t believe he’d ever managed to hold a gaze
this long before with anyone besides Dulsie, and his motivation
with her was entirely different.

Wally glanced down and shifted to the other
side in his chair. “I don’t understand why you seem so ...
aggressive. I took care of you. Don’t you remember all the places I
took you? The toys I bought you? I was the one who cooked your
meals and read you stories.”

Shad didn’t budge. Time continued to
pass.

Wally shook his head. “Why won’t you talk to
me?”

“Admit it.”

“What do you want me to admit?” Wally leaned
back in his chair so far that he pushed it back slightly from the
desk. “That I cared for you? I did, you know. I wished I didn’t
have to leave you when I did.”

“You wished I hadn’t grown older.” Wally’s
reluctance to respond couldn’t be a good sign.

“Your mom didn’t want me around anymore. She
threw me out.”

Shad suspected part of his mounting annoyance
was caused by Wally’s insistence at calling that woman his mom.
“Either you talk about what you did, or I’m gonna walk outta here
and you won’t know what I’m gonna come up with next.”

Wally seemed a little stunned. “What happened
to you?”

Shad started getting to his feet. “The fact
you won’t admit it tells me you’re still doing it. What you’re
doing is a criminal offense, by the way. Since that’s all –”

“Wait!” Wally sat up and held out an upright
palm. “You’ve got it wrong. You’ve got me wrong.”

Shad stood and leveled his gaze at Wally
again. “I know what happened.”

“You don’t know everything. Please.” Wally
turned his palm down and lightly patted empty air. “Sit down.
You’re right. We do have a lot to talk about. You need to know that
things have changed.”

As Shad settled back into the chair he felt
his eyes narrow as he locked his gaze on Wally’s again. “Go
on.”

“I had just graduated high school when I met
your mom. You see, I wasn’t more than a kid myself. I guess you
could say I hadn’t really found myself yet, so I was totally
unprepared for what effect you would have on me. You were such a
... independent child. Your mom seemed to ignore you most of the
time, and when she did pay attention it was usually to scold or
criticize you. I felt sorry for you. When I did things to make you
happy, it just brought out ... those warm, fuzzy feelings, I
suppose. I had a sense of purpose. And my concern for you, well, I
just acted on what I felt. It’s not like I forced you. And you
didn’t mind it.” Wally seemed to study him. “Until now.”

Shad felt as though a dozen emotions were
wrestling around inside him, too tangled up to sort out. “I’ve
minded it ever since I finally came to understand that you used me
to satisfy yourself.”

“Used?” Wally shook his head. “I’ll admit I
made a mistake. I shouldn’t have done it. But I mean it when I say
I cared for you. It broke my heart when your mom told me to pack up
and move out.”

“If your interest in me had been anything
more than physical, you wouldn’t have so easily left me there.”

“It wasn’t easy! I missed you a lot. Thought
about you for a long time.”

“Before or after you found another boy to
diddle?”

Wally’s expression registered mild shock.
“I’m not one of those perps who hang around playgrounds with a bag
of candy and a tube of lubricant.”

“Why waste your time at playgrounds when you
can find an easier child within your circle of family or friends
to, as you put it, take care of?”

Wally studied him for several seconds before
continuing. “It was a phase. After I had to leave I realized that
what we did wasn’t ... what we should have done. It wasn’t really
something I wanted to do for the rest of my life. It was more like
... an experiment. I was still figuring out who I was. Just because
we did that a few times doesn’t mean I’ve done it for life.”

“Three years does not equal a few times.”

“A few years then. I’m not the same person I
used to be. I’m settled down now. I’m even married.” Wally held up
his left hand to display an ornate gold band. “I let my picture be
put in the paper, as you pointed out, because I don’t have anything
to fear or to hide. Don’t condemn me on a misjudgment I made in my
youth.”

“Pedophilia isn’t a misjudgment. It’s a
psychosexual disorder than doesn’t just go away.”

“I thought so.” Wally nodded. “You’ve put me
in a category, made an armchair diagnosis without consulting me.
What happened with you hasn’t been going on for all my life.”

“Who in their right mind would be attracted
to a child?” More conflicting emotions tumbled inside Shad.

“A confused young man who probably isn’t in
his right mind at the time. Listen, what is it you want from me? A
settlement?” Wally’s eyes narrowed. “All you’d accomplish is
tearing my life apart by dragging me into court. I know you can’t
be so angry at me you’d put yourself through that kind of hell just
to make me suffer. Extortion, then? Who here is the lawyer?”

Shad frowned. “I’ll do whatever it takes to
end the suffering of others.”

“What others?” Wally leaned forward. “My
wife? Your wife? Aren’t they innocent? Do you really want to
drag them through the chaos you’d put them through?”

Shad realized Wally must have noticed the
plain gold band he wore on his own left ring finger. “I know single
mothers with young sons aren’t that hard to come by. Why did you
marry an older woman with grown sons?”

“Excuse me?”

“Have you decided the gaming store is a
better place to pick up new victims?”

“Victims?” Wally leaned back in his chair
again. “First, I keep telling you I haven’t done anything like that
since your mom threw me out. Second, I can’t believe you would
think of yourself as a victim. I never forced you to do anything.
In fact, there were times you were the one who started
something.”

Wally’s accusation was a bad, bad sign. “I
was a child behaving like a child. You were the one interpreting my
actions the way you wanted to.”

Wally shook his head. “You’ve bought into the
hysteria.”

A chill settled over Shad. “Are you about to
tell me that adults and children should have equal access to each
other? Are you gonna give me the spin that children should be given
the right to express their affection physically?”

“No, no, of course not. But there is a
hysteria out there. These days a teacher can’t even put an arm
around a student as comfort without getting fired. People condemn
everything in one broad sweep rather than looking at individual
situations. What happened to you was one situation –”

“Three years.”

“You were the only one.” Wally leveled his
gaze with Shad’s. “I was wrong to bring you into my confusion, I
suppose, but I never meant you harm. I never did you any
harm. So you got some experience maybe a little younger than some
other kids. People will experiment, play around. I did nothing
worse to you than kids often do with each other anyway.”

“Oh, you did more.” Shad’s eyes narrowed.
“Those were no innocent games of playing doctor. You also robbed me
of freedom of choice. It wasn’t my choice as a child to engage in
the kind of activity that as an adult I would choose to save for my
wife. You used me for your own pleasure, plain and simple.”

Wally shook his head. “It didn’t bother you
then. It only bothers you now because others have convinced you
that you’re supposed to feel ashamed by what happened. Probably
have some religious guilt built in there, too. Remember, I was
barely more than a kid myself.”

“What was your motivation to change? What
steps did you take to bring about that change?”

Wally stared at him for a few seconds before
replying. “I don’t go looking for boys. I know who I am now. What
happened with us is in the past and has nothing to do with the
present.”

“You didn’t answer the questions.”

“Here’s a question.” Wally leaned forward
again. “Are you still beating your wife?” In the couple of seconds
that Wally waited for his words to soak in, Shad felt a sickening
sensation almost like nausea sweep through him. “You see, not all
questions have a simple answer. I went through a process, a
journey. I can’t recount it off the top of my head because I didn’t
have a problem I was dealing with methodically.”

Lies. Bald-faced lies. Shad knew too much
about the challenges of pedophilia to accept any of Wally’s claims.
He also had studied too much about molestation to doubt his
conclusion about Wally.

“If I was so special and the only one, how is
it you were able to abandon me so easily?” Shad still tried to pry
out a sliver of truth. “You never came back to check up on me or
try to reconnect in any way.”

“You got to remember I was still pretty young
at the time. I didn’t know what I was doing. And after what we’d
done, well, I kind of figured it would be best if we stayed away
from each other.”

“You knew what that woman was like. I was
practically gift-wrapped for you. Did you really think you could
leave me with her and I’d be fine?” An irritation Shad hadn’t
experienced in a long time began squirming to the surface of
tangled emotions.

“I guess I just figured ... she’d find
somebody else to take care of you.”

“Take care of me?” Shad’s voice rumbled lower
than he’d expected. “The parade of men that passed through her bed
convinced me we didn’t need to keep our relationship such a secret.
She did nothing to stop them when I was punched and kicked and
burned and strangled.” Shad caught himself. Something too much like
rage threatened to break to the surface, and he drew a deep breath
to quash the writhing emotions back into the depths of his
soul.

Wally stared at him for a few seconds before
responding. “Then why are you on my doorstep instead of
theirs?”

“Abuse is abuse but the nature of yours is
especially pernicious.” Shad was relieved to hear that his voice
wasn’t so low anymore. “Yours is one case where I might be able to
save the future for others.”

“From what?” Wally sat up. “You rate the care
I gave you as worse than the beatings those cretins dished out? You
really have been swept up in a witch hunt if you think I’m more
dangerous than they are.”

“The ramifications of abuse are all the same,
no matter what form it takes.”

“That’s ridiculous. I didn’t abuse you.”
Wally leaned forward. “Honestly, Shadow –”

The growl erupted from Shad without warning.
“Don’t call me that.”

Wally’s eyes widened for a second before he
nodded. “All right. But just think about it. Everything I did with
you was an act of love. Everything those bastards did to you was an
act of violence.”

“Acting on a sexual impulse doesn’t equal
love.”

“I was always careful. Made sure I didn’t
hurt you.”

“How gentle you are doesn’t change the
confusion, the helplessness, the betrayal felt by those boys.”

“Dammit!” Wally hissed, and the expletive
sparked a flash of alarm in Shad as they always did. But then Wally
drew a visible breath and leaned back in his chair. “How can I
possibly prove a negative to you? There are no other boys. It was
you and me. That’s all. If you think you need to come riding in
here on some great white horse, you’re wrong.”

“The odds you changed are not in your
favor.”

The two men stared at each other for a few
seconds, and then Wally shifted in his seat and briefly glanced
down before returning his attention to Shad.

“Can’t you at least agree that people
can change?”

Of course people could change. Shad himself
was living proof that a person’s life course could change a whole
one hundred eighty degrees. But Wally had given him nothing to
suggest the man had made such changes. Instead, Wally refused to
take responsibility for his actions. And his arguments in defense
of this “phase” Wally insisted he was done with rang too much like
the activist arguments Shad had become familiar with.

And pedophilia didn’t just go away. Wally’s
claims of experimentation might even suggest that his condition
coexisted with other paraphilias like fetishism or voyeurism, which
was commonly the case. All psychotherapeutic studies confirmed it
was a markedly pervasive disorder that persistently defied
eradication. Wally was still a liar.

“People can change,” Shad replied. “But you
aren’t one of them.”

“Why won’t you believe me?”

Shad frowned. “I didn’t become a lawyer on a
whim. In a way, I have you to thank for my choice of profession.
And if I want to see to it that people like you get put away, I
have to know what to look for.”

Wally stared at him for a few seconds before
replying. “Don’t assume you know everything. You can’t judge me
based on books you’ve read. If you bring up charges because you
think I still do that stuff, you won’t be saving innocent lives.
You’ll be tearing them apart. I admit we shouldn’t have done what
we did, but otherwise you have to admit that I did take care of
you. On the basis that I was always kind to you, can you at least
show a little kindness to me now?”

“You abused me and then you abandoned me. The
kindness was just to facilitate getting what you wanted.”

“I didn’t know any better. Your mom made me
leave. How many times do I have to say that? I was young and I was
stupid. After all, I didn’t come from such a great background
myself, you know.”

Part of what Wally said echoed in Shad’s
memory. Considering his own background, if Mam and Pap hadn’t
brought him in and taught Shad to bend to divine will, his own will
would have led him to a much darker place. And Shad could have
believed that what he was doing wasn’t really harmful ... just like
Wally. It was unsettling they could have that much in common, yet
there remained one glaring difference between them even if Wally
ever did overcome his disorder.

“Is this the part where you claim you were
molested too?” Shad asked in a flat monotone, but he could feel the
prickling of something unpleasant beneath the question.

Wally seemed to study him for a few seconds
before replying. “There was this cousin who would babysit me. I
think he was just ... a confused young man. I don’t harbor any ill
will toward him. In fact, I’m glad to see that he moved on with his
life, too. Went out and got married. Actually a couple of times, I
think. Had kids of his own.”

A ripple of nausea swelled inside Shad. “And
you continued to keep his secret, I presume.”

“I didn’t feel the need to rip up his life.”
Wally’s gaze seemed to sharpen on Shad. “Have you told anybody ...
about me?”

If a bowlful of water left out in the depth
of winter, when night temperatures would plunge below zero, could
feel the water freeze so hard the container would break, Shad could
relate to what that might feel like. A flicker of panic that seemed
to hold off the impending hard freeze warned him not to answer that
question at its face value.

At least he’d had many “dark watches of the
night” when Shad spoke to the only other One who was there.
“Yes.”

Wally frowned slightly. “Is this supposed to
be part of some kind of therapy you’ve been through?”

“The one thing you and I agree on is that
this doesn’t concern us anymore. But I can’t allow you to
continue.”

“Continue what?” Wally sat up. “Do you intend
to file a complaint against me?”

Shad grappled for a response. Maybe Wally
wasn’t entirely familiar with the law, or maybe Wally had already
done the math and knew Shad could only file a civil suit against
him. But unless Shad hired a private investigator to tail Wally,
which also wasn’t an option, he had no evidence to prove Wally was
lying to him.

The truth actually turned out to be his best
answer. “I don’t know yet what I’m gonna do with you.”

“So you admit it?” Wally leaned forward. “You
don’t need to rip our lives apart by accusing me of something I’m
not doing?”

Shad decided he’d reached his saturation
point. There was no way he was going to extract a confession from
Wally, and this conversation would only continue going in circles.
He wished he hadn’t come here. Shad wished he’d never opened that
newspaper on the train.

“I’ve got nothing else to say to you,” Shad
said bluntly as he got to his feet.

Wally’s eyes widened. “You’re leaving?”

“We’re done.”

The man scrambled to his feet as Shad turned
away from the desk. “That’s it? You’re going to leave just like
that? You aren’t going to give me any explanation? You’re just
going to leave me hanging?”

Shad hesitated at the door and glanced back
at Wally. When the man had left that seedy apartment over twenty
years ago, he left during the night while Shad was asleep. The boy
had been given no warning of his departure. Shad had simply
awakened to discover that Wally was gone.

“And that still doesn’t make us even.” Shad
stepped out the door.

 



Chapter Nine

I form light and create darkness, I make weal and
create woe – I the LORD do all these things.

--Isaiah 45:7

 


After Dulsie left for work the next morning,
Shad lingered at the house a little longer than usual to review
some of his books on psychology and abuse. Everything he read
confirmed his prognosis about Wally, which meant Shad needed to act
if he was going to stop the man’s predations. But he was still
stumped on just how to go about that action when the law stood in
his way. Shad didn’t miss the irony that he had become an attorney
in order to find ways that procured justice when the law was too
rigid, and now he was personally in such a dilemma ... again. And
although his role the first time had been more passive, it was
those events that led him to this career.

Shad was convinced God had a wicked sense of
humor.

His plan to linger involved missing most of
the morning traffic, so it was actually ten minutes after eight
o’clock when Shad stepped through the door of his office into the
reception room. Francine looked up from typing at her computer.

“Flat tire or dead starter?” She asked.

Shad realized Francine was referring to the
only other two times he had arrived after his coworkers, and he had
been late by a much wider margin than this morning.

“Preoccupied driver,” Shad replied.

“I was wondering at what point do I start
worrying about you.” Francine regarded him with a slight frown.
“You didn’t call, so I was starting to think you had a bad
encounter with a deer or a semi.”

“I’m sorry, but I knew I wasn’t gonna be
that late.”

“Do you know how much insurance paperwork
I’ll have to fill out if you get crunched?”

Shad smiled a little. “It’s nice to know you
missed me.”

“I’m not the only one. You’ve already
received two calls this morning.” Francine glanced down at her
desk.

Shad’s stomach did a couple of rollovers. Did
Wally call here wanting to discover what Shad’s plans were?

“Who are they from?” He asked casually as
Shad stepped closer to her desk.

Francine picked up a couple of message slips.
“One is from a gentleman wanting to discuss lease termination. The
other is from Monica Simms.” Francine’s gaze switched to Shad’s
face. “She says it’s urgent.”

Shad was relieved it wasn’t Wally, but also
disappointed that he was stuck with expecting a call from the man.
Since his home and cellular telephone numbers were unlisted, Shad
knew Wally would be able to reach him only at the office. He
thanked Francine and took the slips into his own work area. Shad
set up his laptop computer, turned it on, and dialed Monica’s
number on his office telephone.

He knew it was probably too early in the
morning for Vic to be there and answer the phone, so Monica was the
one who picked up.

“It’s Charissa,” she replied to Shad’s
inquiry. “You said, and she said, that you wanted to listen to her
whenever she wanted to talk. Well, yesterday after our meeting with
the psychologist, when she was going to bed, she said she wanted to
tell you something.”

“Do you know exactly what about?”

“It’s the darndest thing. She absolutely
refuses to tell me.”

“Will she talk to me on the phone?”

“I’ve already asked her. She said she doesn’t
want me to hear, so no, not on the phone.”

As Shad began pulling up his schedule on the
computer he tried to analyze Charissa’s change in behavior. Was it
a change in strategy?

A definite side effect of being away from the
office for a day was the pileup of work which would always greet
him upon Shad’s return. He also had a court appearance this
afternoon. “I’ve got too much going on today to see her this
morning or afternoon. I suppose if I must, I could come out this
evening.”

Monica didn’t respond for a couple of
seconds. “Lawyers will make house calls?”

“This one does.”

“Well, it’s just that tonight we’d promised
Charissa to take her out to the movies.”

“Don’t break your promise.” Shad pulled up
his schedule for Friday. He knew there would be spillover from
today, which made tomorrow’s itinerary chaotic but doable. His
difficulty was determining when to make time for Charissa.

“I should be able to fit you in tomorrow, but
I’m probably gonna have to grab the first opportunity that pops up,
and I don’t know when that’ll be. I think it would be easiest if I
just make that house call when the chance comes up. I’ll give you a
call when I can head out.”

“That works for me.”

After he hung up the phone, Shad proceeded to
plunge into his work, but the matter about Wally kept infringing on
his thoughts, making Shad almost cringe every time the phone rang.
He was actually glad for the court appearance that helped Shad to
stay focused on matters at hand, but that only lasted for a couple
of hours. When he returned to the office the work load didn’t seem
any lighter, and it was five-thirty before he was able to start
wrapping things up. Then his cell phone rang.

Since the office called him on that line only
when he was out of the building, Shad knew it had to be someone in
the family calling him. When Shad answered it he was pleased to see
that it was Dulsie calling him from their home phone.

“Hiya, toots.” Shad began shutting down his
laptop.

“Hi, Hon. Have you left your office yet?”

“Just getting ready to.”

“Perfect. I need you to run by the store and
get three avocados.”

Shad’s heart sank slightly because he wasn’t
thrilled by the prospect of going into the grocery store. It was a
small sacrifice to help Dulsie, however, besides the fact such an
action would be beneficial to Shad if he was inclined to eat.
“That’s it?”

“That’s it.” Dulsie’s voice took on a tone of
sarcasm. “The ones I bought yesterday have too many black spots in
them to salvage enough for supper.”

“What are we having tonight?”

“Salmon salad sandwiches by the
seashore.”

“Just what I’d expect to hear from somebody
named Dulsie Delaney.”

“Hey – you wouldn’t like me when I’m
angry.”

Shad smirked. “I’ll try to pick out good
avocados.”

“I’d give you some tips on how to do that,
but obviously I wouldn’t know what I’m talking about. Just be sure
they aren’t bright green and hard.”

“Dark and mushy. Got it.”

Shad locked up the office since he was the
last one to leave, and on his way home drove to the supermarket on
the edge of town. He knew the store would be filled with the
typical afternoon crowd of people swinging in after work, so Shad
braced himself to maneuver through the mass of humanity. After
selecting three firm but yielding avocados from the produce
section, Shad went to stand in line at the express checkout
counter. He stood behind a slightly plump woman who looked close to
his age and also looked like she might have three or four more
items in her cart than express checkout customers were supposed to
have. But Shad’s attention was quickly diverted to the little girl
he presumed was the woman’s daughter.

She looked like she was probably around four
years old and was bouncing behind the cart her mother was standing
in front of. Actually the child was bouncing a rubber toy frog back
and forth along the handle. Her body moved in sequence with the
toy, and her blonde, pageboy haircut bounced in unison as well. She
was wearing a summery outfit of a pink cropped blouse, matching
ruffled shorts, and flip flop shoes. As her mother pulled the cart
forward to start unloading groceries on the conveyor belt, the girl
arched her slender body as she made the frog bound over to one side
of the impulse items display.

In a series of rapid hops across the gum and
candy she approached Shad, who was blocking the end of the aisle.
The girl paused for a few seconds and looked up at him before
flashing a grin. Shad smiled back.

With what was apparently a simulation of the
mighty leap her frog was taking, the girl held it as high above her
head as she could reach while swooping toward the other side of the
aisle. She was moving in slow motion to increase the dramatic
effect, her lithe limbs stretched out and her soft belly drawn
taut.

An intrigue Shad hadn’t felt for over seven
years pulsed through him.

Horror immediately followed the first
sensation but didn’t abate it. No, this couldn’t be happening. His
fascination for the girl and her form was inappropriate, but even
as Shad told himself that the jolt of attraction asserted
itself.

The frog landed safely on the other side and
the child looked up at Shad again. His expression probably belied
just enough shock for her to interpret as his being impressed by
the frog’s athletic ability, and she grinned at him again.

As Shad watched her bounce the frog back
toward the cart he momentarily felt as helpless against the force
of this physiological response as he had since this affliction
first surfaced in junior high school. Then Shad remembered how he
learned to fight it in college.

He could see Dulsie as clearly as though this
were that fateful, rainy day eight years ago. They were in his
apartment shortly after she’d started her freshman year. Dulsie
told a joke, but she imitated a little girl as she delivered the
punch line. Her impersonation was so good and the subject of the
joke was perhaps just titillating enough that Shad actually felt a
tremor of attraction toward her.

Shad’s gaze was ripped away from the girl
while he stared at the floor. Yes, it was Dulsie’s emulation of a
child that had stirred him, but she was eighteen at the time. It
was her womanly qualities that he learned to desire and embrace.
And as Shad’s attraction for Dulsie grew, his interest in little
girls diminished.

“Sir!”

Shad looked up. The woman and her daughter
were several feet beyond the register and the cashier was leaning
over the counter and beckoning to him. The sight of the girl
skipping away caused that intrigue to tremble again.

Shad lowered his gaze, stepped forward, and
set the flimsy plastic bag with avocados in front of the cashier.
Never looking up, he wordlessly paid for them and left.

Shad’s attention remained downward as he
walked across the parking lot toward the pickup. Desire still
lingered in his flesh even as his soul was terrified at the
prospect of seeing the girl and again experiencing that offensive
response. When Shad unlocked the truck door and slipped in behind
the steering wheel, he pulled his gaze up only then in order to
drive home.

What was happening? Why was this
happening again after all these years? More importantly, why had
this happened again at all? Shad was supposed to be cured. He had
considered himself healed by none other than the Master Physician.
For years he had wrestled with this affliction, vacillating between
acceptance and abhorrence. When Shad resolved to spurn its
influence he utilized both prayer and psychotherapeutic approaches.
He hadn’t even thought about this maladjustment for years ... until
recently. Since Shad’s discovery of Wally he’d recalled his own
instability several times in less than a week. His meeting with
Wally yesterday had been extremely emotional in ways Shad hadn’t
even anticipated. The recent events must have been sufficient
enough a force to uproot his old nemesis.

Uproot? Then that could only mean ... oh, no.
Dear God in heaven, no.

That could only mean he was never really
cured, but that the paraphilia had merely gone into latency, where
it could wait for the right conditions in which to resurface.

No wonder Jill never stopped distrusting
him.

Shad felt as though his stomach rolled over
to play dead as he realized those few seconds in the store had
forever changed the rest of his life. Whether he had to fight this
malady again for years or for minutes, even after he subdued it,
Shad would always have to live with the knowledge it could
return.

This wasn’t fair to him or to Dulsie.

And completely unknown to her, Dulsie still
had a crucial role to play. Now she was his wife, not just a
memory, and Shad took great comfort in that fact. His grip
tightened on the steering wheel as Shad determined to drive this
aberration back into the abyss where it belonged. Even under the
threat of its eventual return, he preferred to at least have it
under submission than running amok.

By the time Shad parked the pickup in their
driveway he was over the initial shock of the experience and
instead was nursing a determination to drum this malady back into
hiding. When he walked near Sadie as she sat under an oak tree in
their yard, the dog paused from pulling out shedding hair with her
teeth to wag her tail. Shad absently ruffled the huge canine’s ears
and realized he could hear music coming from the house.

Dulsie enjoyed all kinds of music, and Shad
never knew if she was going to play modern or classical or ethnic
or ethereal. As he approached the porch Shad determined he was
hearing the lead singer of the old group First Edition belt out how
he was just dropping in to see what condition his condition was in.
Dulsie usually listened to rock when she was feeling feisty. Good.
Shad liked it when she was feisty.

He entered the living room, turned the CD
player down a couple of notches, and then met Dulsie in the
kitchen. Because of his frame of mind Shad immediately noticed that
Dulsie was wearing her usual at-home summertime outfit of a tank
top and wispy shorts. Otherwise modest in dress, the scanty raiment
Dulsie now wore was something she would don only when Shad was the
only other one around.

“Hey.” Dulsie smiled at him and stepped away
from the counter where she had been chopping tomatoes to meet Shad
halfway across the room. “So how was your day?”

“Busy.” Shad admired the view. Although he
understood that many people would have called Dulsie “cute” because
of her youthful appearance, she was to Shad the most beautiful
woman in the world. More importantly, it was a beauty that came
from the inside. The temple of flesh that enshrined her soul was a
reflection of the divine mysteries which dwelt within.

“And I thought you napped all day.” Dulsie
tilted her head back and placed her hands on his chest as Shad
stooped to kiss her. He briefly placed his free hand on the small
of her back but was conscientious that the carrying case hanging
from his shoulder didn’t accidentally slide down. Shad wanted to
press her closely to him but he had taught himself long ago not to
rush things.

Dulsie immediately reached for the plastic
bag in his other hand when their lips parted. “Let’s see what we
got here.”

“Dark and mushy avocados.”

Dulsie smirked as she took the bag and
returned to the counter.

Shad immediately followed her, removing the
case from his shoulder and hanging it on the back of one of the
kitchen chairs at the table as they walked by. “So how was your
day?”

“Busy.” Dulsie tossed a glance back at him.
“I didn’t get to nap either.”

Her attention returned to the avocados. As
Dulsie removed them from the bag and began rinsing them at the
sink, Shad studied the supple curves of her exposed limbs. Dulsie
moved about gracefully and confidently. Her skin was tanned a light
brown from all of Dulsie’s summer activities, but Shad’ interest
quickly diverted to the parts of her that didn’t get tanned. He
stepped closer to Dulsie when she returned to the cutting
board.

It was a technique he had perfected during
his courtship of her. Shad stood directly behind Dulsie, very
closely to her yet not touching. He placed his hands on the counter
edge on either side of her, effectively impeding any escape she
might try to attempt. As Shad lowered his head closer to Dulsie’s
upswept hair he drew a long, slow inhale that filled his sense of
smell with the softly sweet aroma he associated with her, like the
scent of a large patch of blooming clover on a warm spring day. And
Shad began to detect warmth from her agile body radiating through
his shirt to intermingle with the heat from his own skin.

As subtle as he was, Dulsie had known Shad
long enough to know exactly what he was up to. “Do I detect a side
effect from your handling my avocados?”

The light tone of her voice was pleasing to
him, and Shad also appreciated how her words were so often
well-seasoned with humor. He lowered his mouth to the same level as
Dulsie’s ear.

“I like it when you talk dirty to me.” His
own voice was slightly hoarse from the now welcomed sensation that
was increasing within him.

“How’s this for dirty: If you don’t clean up
your act I’m gonna use you to mop the floor.” Dulsie finished
slicing open the avocado. “Ooh, nice. I do have to admit you seem
to really know your fruit.”

Shad’s mouth lowered to her shoulder. His
lips lightly settled on the base of her neck and the tip of his
tongue pressed just enough against her skin for him to experience
the subtle saltiness of it. Shad almost had to catch his breath as
he contemplated tasting more of her.

“Speaking of fruit –” Dulsie shoved her back
into his chest and stomach. She was trying to push him away, but
Shad wrapped his arms around her torso and he could feel the
roundness of the lower part of her breasts pressed into his right
forearm. The pressure of Dulsie’s body arched against him made Shad
ache to move his hands under her shirt, but Dulsie was meant to be
savored.

“Don’t make me slap your hand,” Dulsie
growled.

Shad responded by nibbling on her
earlobe.

“This is not the time or place!” Dulsie’s
voice betrayed both amusement and annoyance. “I don’t know about
you, but I’m hungry. Let me finish getting supper ready and satisfy
my own appetite first. As for your appetite, you just go rip off
your clothes someplace else.”

Shad rested his mouth beside her ear and
softly murmured, “Then do I get to rip off your clothes?”

“Sustenance first, debauchery later! Now
scat!”

“It’s a deal.” He kissed Dulsie on the jaw
and released her.

She turned around and pushed on Shad’s chest
to insure he would actually leave. Shad stepped back and for a few
seconds watched Dulsie return to her work.

He remembered in his youth that Pap sometimes
referred to Shad’s future as “when you have a family of your own,”
as though it were a given that he would marry someday. For years
Shad doubted such an event would ever occur for him since he just
wasn’t interested in adult women. Then his relationship with Dulsie
went through a couple of transformations, and she completed his
understanding of the concept of “oneness.” As Shad reluctantly
turned away and picked up the computer case he offered thanks again
for this unanticipated blessing. For someone who once thought he’d
never get married, Shad now couldn’t imagine life without
Dulsie.

 



Chapter Ten

There is blunt talk like sword thrusts, but the
speech of the wise is healing.

--Proverbs 12:18

 


Monica Simms lived in the same vicinity just
south of Jefferson City as her brother and sister-in-law. Actually
Monica’s home was within the town of Wardsville while Eliot lived
outside the city limits. If Shad could have simply crossed the
Osage River where it bordered Pap’s farm, it would have been
possible for him to make it to Monica’s in a matter of minutes. But
since the highway north of home that provided a direct link between
Linn and Jefferson City also provided the only bridge, albeit over
the Missouri River, Shad had to take the “longer” route over that
river and then drive on a back road that snaked into town.

Monica’s house was a newer model with a brick
foundation and vinyl siding and a small concrete porch, but it
seemed to be only a little larger than the place Shad and Dulsie
rented. Demetri Simms had been a high school basketball coach so
his income was modest, and it was at his insistence that Monica
stopped working outside the home shortly after they married. At
first that seemed just as well since Monica became pregnant five
months after the wedding. But in retrospect she now realized it was
part of Demetri’s efforts to keep Monica isolated from family and
friends.

When Demetri decided to start seeking
employment elsewhere, he didn’t tell Monica until the end of May,
after he was already hired at a school in St. Louis for the next
academic year. This was the same time Demetri informed her he would
take Charissa with him but leave Monica behind so their daughter
wouldn’t have to go through the trauma of watching her mother die.
Immediately afterward he loaded Charissa into the car with the rest
of the belongings Demetri would need over the summer, and drove to
the apartment he had arranged to rent in St. Louis.

Monica’s days left living in this home were
numbered by how long she could get by before needing hospice care.
She agreed with Shad that Charissa should be able to come home to
the room she knew, and then gradually the two would move into
Eliot’s house. That way Charissa would already be settled into her
new home when she became the official dependent of her uncle and
aunt.

As Shad walked along the driveway toward the
front porch, he couldn’t miss the dark red, late model pickup he
had parked his own truck behind. Shad rarely made assumptions, but
he presumed it must belong to Vic. The truck, unlike his own, was
immaculate and shiny and dent free. Vic worked as phlebotomist in
the hospital, so Shad presumed Tess’s brother was one of those
people Pap once complained about who would steal into his room at
wee hours of the morning and draw blood. When Pap griped about the
procedure to Karl, Jill’s husband leaned toward the bed and asked
if Pap wanted him to bring a braid of garlic and his old rosary
with its crucifix to hang around Pap’s neck.

At least Vic’s night hours freed him up
during part of the day to assist Monica. That also allowed Charissa
to become better acquainted with the man she had formerly met only
a few times at large family gatherings. Shad wanted to remove as
much trauma as he could from Charissa’s transition.

Shad left his suit coat in the pickup, and
the afternoon heat made him not only roll up his sleeves but also
loosen his tie more than usual and undo the top two buttons of the
light purple shirt. As Shad strode up the two steps of the
shadeless porch it crossed his mind that a century ago, in days
without air conditioning, people wore full-length underwear to
protect the clothes they wore from their own sweaty and oily
bodies. No wonder people had shorter life spans back then.

He rang the doorbell, and only a few seconds
passed before none other than Vic opened the door.

“Oh yes, Mr. Delaney.” Vic smiled broadly.
“It’s good to see you here.”

“Good afternoon.” Shad nodded. “I hope I
haven’t missed out on the opportunity to speak with Charissa.”

“I don’t think so.” Vic stepped aside and
motioned into the house. “I asked her about it earlier today and
all she would say was you were the only one she could tell.”

“Doesn’t sound like much has changed.” Shad
stepped into the carpeted living room and immediately felt a little
crowded. There seemed to be plenty of matching furniture in the
room accompanied by more accoutrements than he was accustomed to.
Tables grouped around the chairs were generally filled with doilies
and cloths spread underneath the lamps and knick-knacks. The walls
were also bedecked with pictures and photographs, and shelves
displayed even more items that probably reflected memories or
interests. “Where’s Monica?”

“She went to lie down in the bedroom right
after you called.” Vic closed the door. “Her energy level is
starting to drop. Usually takes a nap around this time of day or at
least has to get some rest.” Vic shook his head. “I’ll go see if
she’s fallen asleep or not. She told me if she did to go ahead and
send you to Charissa’s room, and she’d talk with you when you’re
done and she has more time to wake up.”

Shad nodded. “I’ll wait right here.”

As he watched Vic stroll into a hallway to
the right side of the room, Shad felt a tremor of apprehension.
After what happened to him yesterday, he only now realized that his
discussion with Charissa would probably be conducted in private.
Before yesterday evening that event wouldn’t have caused him any
concern, but now dread crept upon him as Shad wondered if the old
adversary would surface again.

Vic returned in less than half a minute.
“She’s asleep. I’ll take you to Charissa.”

“Thank you,” Shad muttered.

He followed Vic down a hallway to the left
side of the room. More pictures and shelves adorned the walls.
Three doors broke up the pattern of the decorations, and all were
ajar. Vic stopped at the last one and softly rapped on the painted
trim.

“Charissa? Sweetheart? Mr. Delaney is here to
talk to you.”

Shad didn’t hear Charissa’s response but Vic
nudged the door wider and stepped into the room. When Shad followed
him in he saw the girl curled in a sitting position on the floor at
the foot of her twin-sized bed. She wore green jersey shorts and a
light green tee shirt with a print of a kitten on the front.
Charissa had a picture book opened on her lap, and other books as
well as toys were scattered around her on the bed and on the floor.
She watched them with a somber expression that didn’t change.

“Hello, Charissa.” Shad smiled although he
still felt crowded. Charissa’s room was disheveled as kids’ rooms
often were, but the sheer volume of toys and furniture and
decorations on the walls seemed to close in on him. It was as
though that mild agoraphobia of his was now reacting to
objects.

The most toys Shad ever had as a child was
when Wally lived with them, and even then he never had this many.
After Wally left, all of Shad’s toys were thrown away, or those
that could bring money were sold by one of the boyfriends so he
could buy more cigarettes. When Shad moved in with the Delaneys he
mostly “inherited” the same few classic toys that had been kept
around the house for generations.

Charissa looked from him to Vic and back
again. “I wondered if you’d really come,” she said in a voice that
matched her expression.

Shad almost felt that knife-to-the-heart
sensation. “I said I’d be here. And I really do wish we could’ve
talked yesterday.”

Charissa stared at him but didn’t answer.

“I’ll let you two get down to business.” Vic
shrugged and slipped behind Shad to step out of the room. “Should I
close the door?”

“No,” Shad immediately replied as a flash of
panic shot through him.

“I don’t want it left open,” Charissa stated
bluntly as she continued to gaze at Shad.

“Why not?” His question was genuine.

“I don’t want them to listen.” Charissa
looked down at the book in her lap. “Especially not Mom.”

Shad blew out a long exhale and glanced at
Vic. “Leave it ajar.”

“You’re the boss.” Vic shrugged and pulled
the door until only a crack of light was left between it and the
frame.

As Shad’s attention returned to Charissa he
fervently hoped the brewing terror inside him would overcome any
other physiological response he might have. When the malady had
haunted him years ago, an opportunity like this had never presented
itself before either naturally or through Shad’s orchestration.
Although he didn’t question his ability to control his conduct,
Shad also didn’t want to encourage this disorder to continue
reestablishing itself.

A few seconds of silence passed before
Charissa spoke. “You’re not really fired, are you?”

A twang of guilt added to his discomfort.
“Not legally, no.” Shad wasn’t comforted with the thought that the
more he practiced law the better he got at dodging around the
truth. “I was ... sort of playing a game. I wanted you to feel
better. So I let you dismiss me even though ... your mom is the one
with the ultimate authority to do that. Legally.”

Charissa looked down at the book again. “I
would hear Mom talking with Uncle Eliot and Aunt Tess. They talk
about you a lot, about things you’re gonna do.”

Shad wondered if the adults were discussing
this openly in front of Charissa or if she was eavesdropping on
what they believed was a private conversation. “I’m sorry. I
thought it would help you to feel better. I know things are hard
for you right now, and I’m just trying to make some of it a little
easier.”

Charissa’s gaze returned to his face. “Did
you mean it when you said you’re my lawyer?”

Shad didn’t feel right gazing so far down at
the child. “I meant it.” He lowered himself to the floor and sat
with his legs crisscross. “The reason I’m working for your mom is
because I wanna be sure you’re gonna be taken care of.”

“Then you have to stop the divorce.”

Shad wished he was more adept at reading
expressions. “Why?”

Charissa looked at the book again. “If you
really want to do what’s best for me, you’ll stop the divorce.”

Shad stared at her as Charissa continued to
gaze downward. It was natural for children to resist divorce. They
didn’t want to see their family, which was their world, torn apart.
They didn’t want to feel abandoned by a parent. They didn’t want to
feel guilty because they suspected they were the cause of the
breakup. Charissa was completely powerless to stop her mom from
dying, so why wouldn’t she grasp at one thing where she might be
able to exert some control? Why wouldn’t she try to get rid of the
attorney who had initiated those proceedings?

Shad’s gut stirred.

There was something he was missing. Shad’s
experience had made him sensitive to abuse upon others, but
apparently his formal training was unable to identify and name what
was prickling at his conscience right now.

“I’ve told you why I believe the divorce is
in your best interests.” Shad studied Charissa’s face in the hope
he might be able to ascertain something in her expression. “Now you
need to tell me why you believe it isn’t.”

Charissa stared at the book on her lap.
“People aren’t supposed to get divorced.”

“I agree.” Shad noticed that her statement
seemed to settle into his subconscious as though it were another
ingredient added to the simmering pot of his limited intuition.

“Then why are you a divorce lawyer?”

Shad’s smirk was entirely involuntary. “I’m
not a divorce lawyer. Most of what I do has nothing to do
with divorce. And when I do take on a case like that, it’s only
when I need to make sure that the kids don’t pay the full
price.”

Charissa frowned. “Whaduya mean, full
price?”

“Sometimes ... one parent is so mad at the
other one, they ... forget that as a parent they’re supposed to put
their kids’ needs ahead of their own wants. My goal is to make it
less hard on the kids.”

“But if you believe people shouldn’t get
divorced, why don’t you just, you know, stop it?”

“I don’t have that power.” Shad wanted to
spend less time explaining himself and more listening to Charissa,
but he had to use his words to finish building this bridge between
them. “Even God allows for divorce when someone breaks the covenant
of marriage, and He Himself established that covenant.”

Charissa frowned as she looked at him. “God
doesn’t like divorce.”

“I agree.” Again her statement lingered in
his subconscious. “But God gave us free will, and due to the
hardness of our hearts he gave us a way to escape a broken
covenant.”

Charissa’s frown melted slightly into a more
quizzical expression. “I don’t get it.”

“I don’t blame you.” Shad drew a deep breath
as he tried to distill what his family had taught him. “You see, if
we all followed God’s law, there would be no need for things like
jail or even divorce. But God gave us the freedom to make choices,
and some people choose to do what feels good at the moment instead
of what God would want them to do. Some people choose to break
their marriage vows and refuse to stop breaking the vows, which
makes it actually better for their spouses to be away from them
than to stay married to them. You see, the covenant is already
broken. The divorce just makes it final, or at least that’s the way
it’s supposed to be.”

Charissa’s gaze seemed to be directed at the
door behind him. Several seconds passed before she responded.

“Who broke it?”

“What?”

Her gaze redirected to Shad. “Was it Mom or
Dad who broke the coven-tent?”

Shad stared at her. He didn’t want to answer
the question. Although he unequivocally placed the responsibility
upon Demetri, Shad also didn’t want to alienate Charissa from her
father. As cruel as the man could be, Demetri also exhibited warmth
that Charissa could benefit from. If she had supervised visits with
her father, Charissa would at least experience the best Demetri had
to offer. Children needed fathers.

“It doesn’t matter,” Shad finally replied.
“All that matters is that we’re gonna take care of you.”

Charissa’s gaze drifted back to the book but
she didn’t really look at it. When she spoke, even Shad could
recognize the sorrow in her voice.

“I know why you don’t wanna tell me. It’s why
Mom’s dying, isn’t it?”

That feeling in his gut started to scramble
like a frantic animal trying to escape. “What?”

“Mom broke the coven-tent. So God’s making
her die.”

A different sensation of horror began seeping
through him. “No. That’s not why she’s dying.” Shad also sensed
that the unknown identity of the abuse that eluded him was drawing
a little nearer, but it was still like a chink in the wall the
animal couldn’t quite reach. “Is that what your dad told you?”

“Dad said ... he said she’s a slutty bitch
that only thinks about herself. He said she wants me back just to
be mean to us. He said she wants to get a divorce because that way
you’ll make more money. And she’s mad at God for making her
die.”

Shad stared speechless at the girl for many
seconds as a chill crept through him. Language, one of those
characteristics of humanity that separated us from the animals and
was part of our likeness to God, escaped him as Shad considered the
power of words.

God spoke, and the world became. Many Native
American tribes concealed their children’s true names so that
witches couldn’t use that knowledge to conjure curses against them.
Celtic peoples believed that talented “poet-seers” could wreak
havoc against kings by chanting satires about them. Among the Jews
gossip was considered to be the verbal equivalent of murder. And
Demetri Simms, using words filled with malice, made his daughter
believe that her mother was a rebellious infidel who deserved to be
struck down by a vengeful god.

Many people didn’t believe that verbal abuse
was true abuse. Everyone knew the rhyme about sticks and
stones. But verbal abuse wasn’t the kind of banter that Karl and
Jill sometimes traded. Insidious on its own, it was also the
foundation for other expressions of abuse. Shad would have dared
anybody to sit in the same room with him right now and deny that
words had the power to maim and even kill.

“That’s not true.” Those were the only words
he could finally think of.

“It has to be.” Charissa gazed at her book.
“And if I don’t make you stop the divorce, something bad will
happen to me, too.”

So that was it. Demetri had threatened her.
He had placed adult responsibility on the small girl’s shoulders
and then warned of dire consequences if she didn’t succeed. In that
one statement Shad found himself beginning to understand Charissa’s
behavior and other things she’d said.

He found words came more readily now. “Your
dad can’t hurt you. I’ll see to it you’re never left alone with him
again.”

“Not Dad.” Charissa shook her head. “God will
do it. He’ll make something bad happen to me. Like how He’s making
Mom die.” Her expression was somber again as she looked at Shad.
“You can’t keep God away from me.”

Shad’s breath seemed to become thin as though
somebody had knocked the wind out of him. He remembered something
else about Demetri Simms. Monica admitted that in high school and
shortly afterwards she had been a “wild child” who partied with
friends because it was usually how she could get her father’s
attention. When her own mother suddenly died of a bacterial
infection, Monica decided to turn her life around, which included a
new routine of attending church. That was where she met Demetri,
and Monica believed she’d found her dream man. He was handsome,
athletic, intelligent, fun-loving ... and devout. How could she go
wrong with someone who was so obviously pious and still willing to
overlook her former transgressions?

“I don’t want to keep God away from you,” he
replied. “God is your protection, not your adversary. He isn’t
gonna punish you, and He isn’t punishing your mom.”

Charissa frowned again, but sadness still
lingered on her. “Dad said He is. But you can’t say why she’s
dying.”

“God does things we don’t understand. But my
parents taught me that when bad things happen, that gives people
the chance to do something good. And every time people do something
good, they’re fulfilling God’s will. And every time God’s will is
fulfilled, that’s a miracle. So every time something bad happens,
it gives us the chance to perform miracles.”

“Only the doctors can give Mom a
miracle.”

“That’s not true.” Shad shook his head. “Your
mom loves you with all her heart and soul, and so for her it’s a
miracle that your Uncle Eliot and Aunt Tess are going to bring you
into their home when she does finally pass away. It’s a miracle to
her that somebody will take care of you when she can no longer do
it herself.”

Charissa shook her head in return. “That’s
not a miracle.”

“Yes, it is.” Shad leaded forward. “I’m gonna
tell you a story I’ve read about. Do you remember the part in the
Bible where Moses leads the Hebrews out of Egypt, and God parts the
waters of the Red Sea so they can escape from Pharoah’s army?”

Charissa nodded slightly.

“As the people of Israel are walking between
the two walls of water on either side of them, they gaze at those
walls in amazement – except for two men. Those two men keep looking
down at the mud they’re walking through, and complaining to each
other how it reminds them of the mud they used to make into bricks
while they were slaves in Egypt. There they are in the middle of
perhaps the most famous miracle ever known, and they don’t see it.
Miracles are no different today. We’ve just got to see them.” Shad
leveled his gaze on her. “People who love you want to take care of
you. That in itself is always a miracle.”

Charissa shook her head. “That’s the way
things are supposed to be.”

Shad stared at her. “You’re exactly right.
But the way things are supposed to be is not always the way things
are. We broke the world and now it’s up to us to repair it. We have
to put things back the way they’re supposed to be.”

“But only babies are supposed to be
adopted.”

“That’s not true. I was eleven years old
before I was adopted.”

It was Charissa’s turn to stare at Shad, and
when she spoke her tone was almost hushed. “You’re adopted?”

“When I was even older than you. And still I
didn’t wind up with three heads and seven eyeballs.”

Charissa almost smiled. But then her lips
pursed downward and she lowered her attention to the book in her
lap.

“I don’t know when I can believe you.”

Her words hit Shad like a right cross from
out of the blue. “I’m sorry about the firing thing. I wasn’t trying
to lie. I was just trying to help you feel better.”

“Dad’s lied to me, too.”

His analytical side couldn’t leave that
statement untouched. “How?”

“He promised me we would go to a special park
where I could go on a pony ride. A real live pony. He said we would
go after lunch. Lunch was over, and he wasn’t ready to go. He kept
working on his sound system. I asked him when we would go and he
kept saying later. Then he got mad and said if I didn’t stop
asking, we wouldn’t go at all. I stopped asking.” Charissa’s
fingers lightly tapped the pages of the book. “We still never
went.”

Shad was thoroughly familiar with that type
of episode. “I’m sorry that happened to you. I know it was very
disappointing.”

“At bedtime I asked him if we could go the
next day. He got mad again. He said ... he said I was acting like
Mom. Always wanting stuff. That if I didn’t stop acting like her I
was gonna wind up dead, just like her....” Charissa’s voice trailed
off.

A few memories tried to clamor to the surface
of his thoughts, but Shad pushed them back into the depths. “That’s
not gonna happen. You’re a very special person. And your Mom is
very nice.” The analytical ego still hadn’t retreated. “Your Dad
usually says things like that whenever he gets mad, doesn’t
he?”

“I don’t like it when he’s mad.” Charissa’s
voice was beginning to squeak. “I try to be good. I really do. But
I just can’t be good enough –” Her voice cracked.

Shad felt himself leaning toward her. “It’s
not your fault.”

“If I could be good enough – he won’t get mad
anymore.”

“You’re good enough, Charissa. You’re very
good. He’s the one who’s broken, not you. Nobody can ever be good
enough to keep him from getting mad.”

“And if you don’t stop the divorce –”
Charissa’s voice cracked again. “– I wasn’t good –”

A sound like a strangled hiccup erupted from
her, and Charissa’s hands flew to her face as soft sobs shook her
shoulders. Before Shad even realized what he’d done he scrambled
across the room, pushed a pile of dolls and stuffed animals out of
the way, and sat beside Charissa as he placed his left hand on her
back between her shoulder blades.

“It’s alright,” Shad muttered as he gently
patted her with outspread fingers. “You’re gonna be okay.”

Charissa shook her head slightly as she
continued to weep into her hands.

“You’re a good kid and nothing bad’s gonna
happen to you. You’re going through tough times right now, I know,
and that’s bad enough. But nothing really bad is gonna
happen to you.”

She began to sniffle and wipe at her nose.
Shad removed his hand from her back and pulled a folded, plain
white handkerchief from his left slacks pocket. He silently thanked
Pap for having ingrained the habit in him to always carry a
handkerchief and a pocket knife.

“Here.” Shad shook the cloth open and handed
it to her.

Charissa took the handkerchief and wiped at
her face. When she tried to give it back to him, Shad motioned for
her to keep it.

“You might need that for a while.”

“I’m ... I’m supposed to tell you ... I don’t
want Mom and Dad to get a divorce. And I don’t.” Charissa blew her
nose into the handkerchief. “But Mom’s dying. And Dad –” Her voice
cracked. “I want my dad ... when he’s not mad. If I would be good
enough –” Charissa took another shuddering breath. “He just gets
mad when I’m not good. I want my dad –” Her voice cracked again.
“But I want my mom, too!”

Shad blew out a slow exhale as he began to
softly pat her on the back again. “You can’t stop your dad from
getting mad. That’s why it’s better for Uncle Eliot and Aunt Tess
to adopt you.”

Charissa wiped at her nose as she hiccupped
again. “They’re not just being mean to Dad?”

“No. They love you and they want to do what’s
best for you.”

She sniffled into the handkerchief for
several seconds before speaking again, and Charissa’s voice was
less tremulous. “Did your mom die, too?”

He shook his head. “Remember when we were
talking about people who are supposed to love you and take care of
you? The woman they adopted me from, she wasn’t like that. She
didn’t take care of me.”

“What about your dad?”

Shad drew a deep breath and slowly exhaled as
he found the words to explain his situation. “I never knew him. He
left us before I was born.”

Charissa frowned slightly. “So when you said
your parents told you about miracles, you were talking about the
people who adopted you?”

“They’re the only real parents I ever had.”
Shad smiled. “And you know what? They didn’t just tell me about
miracles. They showed me miracles by teaching me how to see them.
And one of the biggest miracles I’ve seen was when they adopted me.
Actually, I think all adoptions are miracles.”

Charissa twisted a corner of the handkerchief
around the tip of her index finger. “I already have real
parents.”

“I know.” Shad sighed. The idea that suddenly
hit him renewed his encouragement. “That makes you lucky, you know.
What a blessing it must be to have not only natural parents, but
also have people who love you and take care of you even when your
natural parents can’t. You can give them special names if you want,
because they’re special people to you. You know what I call my
parents? Mam and Pap.”

“Mam and Pap?” A faint hint of a smile
trembled on her lips. “Those are funny names.”

“My mom, Mam, came up with the idea. Since I
was so old when they adopted me, they thought I might not feel
right calling them Mom and Dad, so they asked if I wanted to call
them Mam and Pap.” Shad smiled again. “Maybe one day, at the time
it feels right to you, you’ll want to call Uncle Eliot and Aunt
Tess by different names.”

Charissa looked down at the handkerchief she
grasped. “I want to believe you when you say things like that.”

“I’m really, really sorry I said you could
fire me. If it will make you feel better, just burn that hanky when
you’re done with it. While you’re at it, burn this tie, too. And my
socks. No, maybe you’d better hold off on those. Might release too
many toxic fumes.”

A peep escaped from her. Shad wasn’t sure if
Charissa had laughed slightly or was starting to cry again. But
when she returned her gaze to his face there was a little more of a
smile on her lips.

“You remind me of Dad when he’s nice.”

Shad stopped patting her back. He wasn’t
entirely sure how to take that comment.

“Except Dad never said he was sorry.”
Charissa leaned against him and her head rested under his left
shoulder.

“I’m just a sorry son of a gun,” Shad
muttered. Her proximity to him was beginning to sink in. And there
was an eerily familiar sensation stirring in his core.

“Do you mean it, Mr. Delaney?” Charissa
wrapped her arms around his left thigh. “Nothing bad is gonna
happen to me?”

That despicable longing ache unfolded within
him as Shad became acutely aware of every point of contact she was
making with him. The poor child was reaching out to him because she
saw Shad as one of the few people who might actually fulfill her
needs, and that was exactly what the demon within him wanted to
take advantage of.

“I’ll do everything in my power to keep
anything worse from happening to you.” Shad’s voice was a bit
hoarse as he decided to end this session as quickly but delicately
as possible.

“You’re not gonna tell Mom, are you?”

“I have to.”

“Don’t.” Charissa sat up to look at him but
left her arms around his leg. “She’ll think ... I’m bad.”

“Charissa.” Shad managed to keep his voice
steady as his empathy for the girl struggled with a less noble
impulse. “I’m not gonna keep a secret from your mom. She’s your
mom. Part of being a parent is ...” Shad tried to come up with
something a little less colorful than Pap or Karl would say. “...
you’d face down the devil himself to do what’s right for your
child. The things we’ve talked about might hurt your mom’s
feelings, but she’d rather have her feelings hurt than let anything
happen to hurt you. She loves you. Nothing’s gonna change
that.”

Charissa studied his face. “It would make me
feel better if you didn’t tell Mom.”

If he were an actual molester, this would
have been a dream come true. Her maneuver was a perfect setup to
establish a “secret” between them. Charissa might as well have been
gift-wrapped for him.

Gift-wrapped ... gift ... a gift from God ...
Dulsie.

His resolve not to give in to temptation just
got its reinforcements. “You don’t keep secrets from your
parents.”

She frowned slightly. “Even if it’s a
surprise?”

“What surprise?”

“Vic is gonna take us to his friend Drake’s
houseboat one day. But he said not to tell Mom because it was a
surprise.” Charissa’s face brightened. “I’ll get to ride in a
boat.”

“Then that’s different.” Shad removed his
hand from her shoulder. He felt as though there were two dueling
forces within him. For the moment they seemed evenly matched but he
wasn’t sure how long that would last. He placed his hand over
Charissa’s wrist but didn’t immediately move her arm. “Thank you
for talking to me about this, Charissa. It will help me to help
you.”

“Do you have to go now?”

Shad moved Charissa’s arm to her side and
released it. “I have to. I ... have other clients I have to
see.”

“Can I talk to you again?”

Shad hesitated in the process of getting to
his feet. His side of light urged caution while the demon was
intrigued by her question. “If you want to tell me more ... to
build my case, sure.” He didn’t look at Charissa while he stood,
but then glanced down at the child with an expression Shad was
certain to be grave. “Remember, though, about your mom. No
secrets.”

Charissa frowned slightly as she gazed up at
him, then with a sigh she returned her attention to her book.

As Shad turned to leave the room his memory
dredged up various aspersions the boyfriends had used against him.
Only this time Shad used the most hateful remarks he could think of
against himself.


Chapter Eleven

Great is peace, seeing that for its sake even God
modified the truth.

--Babylonian Talmud

 


To this day Shad didn’t trust anybody
immediately. Before he turned eleven, Shad assumed anybody who made
pretensions of friendship toward him would either try to take
advantage of him or decide he was unlikable and mistreat him. When
Erin began visiting with him at the library, Shad believed she
would figure out he was a twerp and quickly distance herself from
him.

So when Erin started giving him food, Shad
got a little confused. He definitely appreciated the sandwiches and
fruits and vegetables she would hand to him, but Shad told himself
Erin had to have an ulterior motive. One evening she showed him
pictures of her parents and of the farm where she grew up, and then
asked Shad if he would like to go there for a week. Shad figured
something terrible would happen to him if he went, but just the
night before Brody had launched a particularly vicious attack on
him, so Shad decided he could either be killed by Brody or killed
by strangers. At that point in time discomfort of the unknown
became actually preferable to the pain of the familiar. He chose to
go to the strangers.

So that woman sent him off with this person
she didn’t even know, and Shad was a little surprised when he
actually arrived at a real farm. Erin had to go back to St. Louis
after the weekend, but every night during the remainder of the week
she would call and chat with him on the phone. Every day Shad did
wonder when Erin’s parents, especially Mr. Delaney, would turn on
him and do something like slice open his throat the way Mrs.
Delaney and her sister did with those chickens on the third day of
his visit. When on the fifth day they asked Shad if he wanted to
stay longer, like for the duration of summer vacation, Shad took
that as a sign he was doomed. But he replied in the affirmative
because Shad figured his fate was sealed, and until they actually
did him in life wasn’t so bad. Besides, he still didn’t want to
return to Brody.

Erin’s contact with him became less frequent
but remained steady and dependable. It took nearly a year before
Shad decided that these people he started calling Mam and Pap could
actually be trusted, but he also developed a solid anchor of
respect for Erin. When he could finally take his new lifestyle for
granted, Shad never forgot it was Erin’s intervention that had
brought him here.

It wasn’t until after Pap’s hospital stay
that Shad learned how divine that intervention had really been.

When he got up from bed that Saturday
morning, Shad told himself to be cheerful. He was always glad to
see Erin again, especially since her younger sister Iona had a
friendly, but not as close, relationship with him. Shad had moved
in on the heels of Iona’s move out to begin college early, so he
never got to know her as well as the rest of the family.

Erin and her husband Stan had two children
and lived in the Rolla area, about an hour south of Jefferson City.
Stan was an instructor at the university and Erin was still a
librarian. Their son, Grady, was ten years old, and they had a
daughter, Ida, who was six. They were coming out to visit this
weekend since they had spent the Fourth of July weekend with Stan’s
family. As Shad got dressed in chino shorts and a light green,
button-down shirt, he thought again how there was a certain
convenience to his and Dulsie’s families being so close.

Around mid-morning Dulsie drove to the
Delaney farm after Mam telephoned to tell them Erin’s family had
arrived. The farm was located on yet another back road, and the
driveway that led up toward the house was about half the length of
the Wekenheiser’s driveway, but it was still considered long. The
land was a mix of crops, timber and pasture in a patchwork quilt
pattern on river bottom and hills. The Osage River, outsized in
this state only by the Missouri and Mississippi rivers, created a
physical border on the back side of the farm. On the hills at the
front of the property sat the house and various outbuildings:
garden shed, chicken coop, well house, granary, machine barn, and
most impressively the enormous timber frame barn. Although the
exterior of the barn was covered with sheet metal to protect the
over one-hundred-year-old oak planks, the interior was all wood and
dirt and hay with a ground-floor plan that accommodated horse
stalls and milking stanchions for an era long ago.

The two-story house was the second largest
building on the farm but shared the barn’s venerable age. Like many
of the older homes in the area the house sported a corrugated steel
roof that had weathered to a dull gray. It was a roughly T-shaped
building, although the lower floor had an additional room on either
side of the back wing. Its newer but still older-looking clapboard
style siding was a soft wedgewood blue and the railing that graced
the semi-wraparound porch and the trim around the windows were
white with red accents. At the beginning of World War II, in a fit
of patriotic fervor, Pap’s Grandpa Ward originally applied the red
paint to sections of the columns on the porch and the windows, and
Pap felt duty-bound to keep it maintained.

The silver, mid-sized SUV parked near the
faded green Delaney pickup belonged to Erin and her husband Stan.
After Dulsie parked their own car near the other vehicles, Shad
helped her carry the food they’d brought toward the porch. No
sooner did they reach the front steps than the two kids raced
around the corner from the other side of the house. Mam’s and Pap’s
two dogs, one that resembled a border collie except its coat was
uniformly red, and the other a beagle, were gleefully running
alongside them.

Ida almost bumped into Dulsie as the girl
sprinted up the concrete steps and grasped the first column on the
right when she reached the short distance to the top.

“Safe!” Ida gasped as she hugged to the post.
Then she grinned at the adults. “Hi Uncle Shad! Hi Aunt
Dulsie!”

“Ida cheated!” Grady was more winded and he
grasped the railing that bordered the steps. A brown-haired boy
with his grandmother’s – and mother’s – green eyes, Grady was
wearing denim shorts and a blue tee shirt with a Chinook helicopter
pictured on the front.

Both Dulsie and Shad greeted the kids. Then
Dulsie spoke again. “Ida has to cheat. She’s younger than you.”

“No she doesn’t.” Grady frowned up at his
sister. “Mom told me not to run as fast as I really can.”

The dogs sniffed around Shad’s and Dulsie’s
feet, but neither patted the animals because their hands were full
with boxes or bags. Ida continued to hug the post as though her
well-being depended on it.

“Bull hockey!” Ida replied. She was also
wearing denim shorts but her tee shirt was green with white
stripes. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail and her eyes
were brown. “You still run fast.”

Shad regarded Ida with false seriousness.
“Does your mom know you use that kind of language?”

“Hockey isn’t a swear word,” Ida replied
earnestly.

“Do you know what it means?” Shad asked.

“Poop!” Grady blurted.

Dulsie smiled. “Really? I thought it was a
game you play on ice with sticks and a puck. Or is that hooky?”

“Hooky’s skipping school.” Ida grinned.

“Do either of you ever play hooky?” Shad
maintained his demeanor as he glanced at both kids.

“Ida does!” Grady looked at his sister.

She gazed down on her brother in defiance.
“Bull hockey!”

They finally made it past the kids and into
the house where Mam and Pap were visiting with Erin and Stan in the
living room. Shad and Dulsie took the food to the large dine-in
kitchen that spanned the width of the home before Shad was able to
hug Erin and shake hands with Stan while Dulsie hugged both. Their
visit didn’t last long because both kids burst into the house and
reminded everybody they were supposed to go fishing after Uncle
Shad and Aunt Dulsie arrived.

So Pap loaded fishing poles, tackle boxes and
a small cooler full of dirt and earthworms into the bed of his
pickup. Behind the barn and next to the woods bordering the pasture
was a three-acre fishing pond that Shad had always known as a sure
source to catch bluegill, bass, or catfish every outing. They did
fill a stringer which Mam said they could fry for supper that
night, and then the kids wanted to go out in Pap’s two canoes he
kept in a shed on one side of the pond bank. Shad and Grady went
out in one canoe and Pap took Ida in the other.

Then it was time for lunch, and Jill and
Karl, also bearing food, arrived at the home. In the kitchen
everybody sat at the large oak table which Quaid himself had built
from lumber produced on the very farm he had saved for Grace. It
was just large enough to accommodate all ten of them, although the
kids had to sit in wooden folding chairs. Pap and Mam took opposite
ends of the table, while Shad, Dulsie, Stan and Erin sat on one
side. Grady, Ida, Karl and Jill filled the other side.

About fifteen minutes into the meal and
conversation, Ida asked in a clear voice, “Why is everything around
here so old?”

The adults chuckled and Erin replied, “It’s
an old house.”

At first glance people might think Erin
looked like Jill because they both had dark hair and green eyes. It
was actually Pap’s side of the family whom Erin favored however,
including the Delaney height which made her the tallest woman in
the family. She also had on denim shorts and wore a red button-down
blouse.

“It is like coming to a museum.” Grady looked
around at the yellow pine floors, natural black walnut trim, and
white bead board ceiling. “Even your TV is old.”

“It still works.” Pap smirked.

“Do you even have a computer?” Grady
asked.

“Thanks to your Uncle Shad, I do.”

Shad cast a glance toward his nephew. “It’s a
dinosaur.”

“How come you don’t have email?”

“We got rid of all that internet stuff after
Shad moved out.”

“How come?”

Pap smirked again. “Because Shad moved
out.”

Mam chuckled. “If Grandpa can’t fix it with a
wrench or a welder then he figures it’s not worth having.”

“I think your grandpa’s on to something
there.” Karl leaned forward. “My truck’s not so new, either, but
it’s still got computer chips and high-tech gizmos that keep me
from just fixing it with a wrench. Most of that stuff is probably
surveillance equipment for the government to keep tabs on us.”

Most of the adults smirked because they knew
Karl got a kick out of conspiracy theories. Jill just shook her
head.

“All those computer components are supposed
to be there to make your truck safer to drive.” Stan shrugged. His
hair was not as dark as Erin’s and he had brown eyes. Like
everybody else he was wearing shorts, and the polo shirt he wore
was blue.

“Safer?” Karl jabbed a thumb toward his
daughter. “Shad and Dulsie can’t even buy a used car these days
without it having airbags all over it. But they have to turn around
and get the airbags disabled because those things could kill
Dulsie. No, the government is sticking its nose more and more into
our business.” He suddenly twitched and then looked at Jill beside
him. “Hey, that one hurt.”

“You know how to stop those,” Jill replied
nonchalantly.

“Kinda like the joke about what’s the
difference between a politician and God.” Dulsie had come by her
Weisenheimer nickname honestly. “God doesn’t think he’s a
politician.”

“I thought that was a lawyer and God,” Shad
muttered.

“You know what they say about the End Times.”
Karl wagged a finger at everybody else at the table. “Religion will
be replaced by a man-made institution. And the government will
impose more laws because people won’t restrain themselves anymore.”
His attention suddenly snapped to Jill. “Would you cut that
out?”

“Don’t give me any ideas,” Jill murmured.

“You know.” Karl pointed a finger directly at
her. “That’s exactly the kind of suppression of freedom I was just
talking about.”

That sly smile of hers curved Jill’s mouth.
“And the pot called the kettle black.”

“Are you insinuating something?”

“Whatever would give you that idea?”

“I can’t ever get a straight answer outta
her.” Karl switched to jiggling his thumb at Jill while he
addressed the others at the table. “It’s like living with a secret
agent. I’ll ask her ‘What’s for lunch?’ And then she comes back
with something like ‘The monkey is in your pants.’”

Shad almost choked on the salad he was
unfortunate enough to be swallowing right when he felt the impulse
to chuckle. He coughed and sputtered a bit, then reached for his
glass of tea to help finish washing the lettuce down.

Karl’s thumb redirected toward Shad as his
attention returned to Jill. “See what you made me almost do to poor
Shad?”

Jill completely ignored the question and
asked Stan to pass her the rolls. Shad, naturally sitting as far
away from her as possible, noticed the butter dish had remained at
his end of the table, and he suddenly remembered what he had been
assigned to do. Shad picked up the butter dish and held it in front
of Dulsie.

“Jill, you want some butter with that?” His
voice was still a little raspy.

Hopefully Shad was only imagining that
complete silence reigned at the table. Two seconds, three
seconds....

“Mom.” Dulsie spoke up. “Shad asked if you
wanted any butter with your roll.”

Jill glanced toward Dulsie and demurely
replied, “No thank you.”

Shad set the butter dish down, and then he
felt Dulsie’s leg rub against his calf.

 


The opportunity arose again the next
afternoon following First Day meeting. The families had lunch
together before Erin’s group would head home, and Shad started
passing out drinks of tea or juice. He asked Jill if she wanted
anything. And again Jill didn’t respond.

Dulsie was just as quick to challenge her
mother’s selective hearing. “Mom,” she said in a clear voice, “Shad
asked if you wanted something to drink.”

Jill glanced casually toward her daughter and
nonchalantly responded, “No thank you.”

Shad wondered how long Jill would give up
food and drink just to keep ignoring him. Maybe trying to reconnect
with Jill wouldn’t be so unsettling after all. Dulsie had his back,
and Shad had to admit he was starting to find Jill’s response – or
lack thereof – a bit humorous.

Then the time came for Erin’s family to
leave, and they all exchanged hugs with her group. Ida was the last
of the family to give a hug to Shad. He had stooped to be more
accessible to the kids’ levels, and when Ida wrapped her arms
around his neck she playfully jumped toward Shad, knocking him a
little off balance and causing his own arms to tighten around
her.

“Easy,” Shad gasped.

To his dismay, the primal urging flooded
through him.

 


The waters of the Osage River were not
consistently clear. Only ten miles or so downstream of the Delaney
farm it entered the Missouri River which had long ago earned the
nickname “Big Muddy.” Upstream the flow of the Osage was impounded
twice to create Truman Reservoir and the Lake of the Ozarks.
Therefore the river was rather rich in nutrients, which encouraged
the growth of algae that often cast a greenish murk to the water
that would limit visibility below its surface. It was clean enough
to swim in, however, and even though any rain had stayed to the
north and west for several days, feeding the river’s tributaries,
the water was reasonably clear as the level lingered at the lower
stages and the current was gentle.

The three couples had planned on an afternoon
of swimming at the river after Erin’s family left, so Shad brought
a pair of blue swim trunks for him to wear at the Osage. As he
basically swam diagonal laps to the middle of the river and back,
Shad simmered mentally on the episode he’d experienced with Ida.
For him, swimming or hiking were both executed automatically, and
his mind could usually focus more effectively during these
activities.

Pap had seen to it all his kids became
efficient swimmers, and Shad, who seemed to lack refined athletic
ability even though his physique might suggest otherwise, had
exceeded expectations. Wally had taken him to the pool when Shad
was little and even enrolled him in some lessons. Then for four
years Shad did no swimming at all until he was brought to the
Delaneys. Under Pap’s tutelage and a few sessions with a private
tutor, Shad became as proficient as Pap, who had long held the
record on being the strongest swimmer in the family. Shad knew he
excelled at this one skill because he enjoyed swimming so much and
had therefore worked on it, much as he was more of a fisherman than
a hunter. When Shad went fishing he focused on trying to catch
fish, but whenever he would go hunting Shad was more content just
to be out in the solitude of the wilderness and didn’t care if he
bagged any game or not.

While Shad swam, instinctively working with
the currents of the river, he pondered a reality that had surfaced
in his conscious after the experience with Ida. His demon gave no
quarter to family members. Not only was Ida his niece, she was
Erin’s daughter. Erin, who could have simply alerted Social
Services to Shad’s situation, had instead turned him on a path that
not only saved him but saved God only knew how many others. Shad’s
gratitude to Erin only deepened his shame about Ida, and the
veracity of his shame made him contemplate a possibility so
horrendous he couldn’t bear to examine it in detail.

Shad and Dulsie planned on having a family
someday. They could have a daughter.

Even though Shad was determined to never
exploit a child’s vulnerability, the mere idea he could feel that
impulse toward his own daughter sickened him. Yet Shad had learned
today his perfectly natural revulsion had no suppressive power over
the unnatural force that lurked inside him. Even if the disorder
went back into latency, Shad had no guarantee if or when it could
surface again. All he knew for sure was that he didn’t want to live
with the specter of harboring something so vile toward his own
children.

Shad now hoped that Brody did injure him
enough to eliminate any chance of paternity, but he also couldn’t
take chances on hope. Shad was going to have to say something to
Dulsie, and he’d better say it quickly since they’d already ended
their efforts to avoid just such an event. But the truth was too
terrible to share, so how was he going to explain his sudden change
of heart?

It was true everybody knew he was a proponent
of adoption, so to some extent it would make sense if Shad said he
wanted to adopt. But how would he explain a preference for children
over six years old or only males? Besides, he knew Dulsie looked
forward to the experience of childbearing. And she was quite keen
on bearing his children, despite the matter that Shad had
little knowledge of what exactly might be lurking in his genes.

Maybe now would be a good time to assign more
importance to that hitherto mild reservation. Link that to the
desire to adopt ... yeah, he could give reasonable arguments why
they would be better off not beginning with an infant ... and Shad
believed he might be able to convince Dulsie she didn’t need to
experience pregnancy.

His flash of relief was quickly dimmed by a
subtle but sudden new dread.

He was plotting subterfuge against his own
wife. One of the basic cornerstones of Friends belief Shad had
taken to heart first was the exhortation to adhere to a single
standard of truth. One must speak plainly and honestly. Yet here he
was, contemplating the fabrication of an alternative “truth,” and
Shad intended to use it as a means to persuade Dulsie to deviate
from their original plan.

But he couldn’t tell her the real truth. It
was too personal to both of them. Dulsie’s image of him would be
shattered and she would be thrown into a nightmarish angst about
what she had married. No, Shad would cause less harm to her
by crushing some of her dreams in order to urge Dulsie to replace
them with new dreams.

This wasn’t fair.

Shad felt distinctly trapped in a situation
that seemed to condemn him to hurt Dulsie no matter what he did.
All Shad had control over was to what degree he would hurt her. It
would appear that Jill, as always, had been right.

 



Chapter Twelve

My God, My God, why have you abandoned me; why so far
from delivering me and from my anguished groaning?

--Psalm 22:2

 


Monday morning Dulsie left earlier than usual
for work, and Shad decided to go in earlier as well. Although his
impending discussion with Dulsie was largely what simmered in the
back of Shad’s mind, another matter he had been delaying over
occasionally surfaced in his thoughts. Wally was still out there.
And Shad had been a little too willing to focus on his other
problems instead of how to handle this dilemma.

Wally also wasn’t trying to contact him. Shad
wasn’t sure if he should find this recalcitrance on Wally’s part
unusual or not. But that fact did keep popping up occasionally in
his thoughts, so Shad figured even he had been able to assign some
kind of meaning to it.

Despite the fact it was a typical Monday at
the office when everything seemed to not work out the way it was
supposed to, Shad was able to head home by four-thirty. Upon
arriving at the house he saw Dulsie had beaten him there, which she
often did. He was still going to wait to broach the topic about
their family plans until after they had eaten and were ready to
start settling in for the evening.

When Shad walked into the living room, Dulsie
walked out from their bedroom. She was still wearing the purple
blouse and green skirt she had worn to work this morning, so Dulsie
apparently hadn’t been home very long.

She greeted him with a sparkling grin. “Hey
there, stud.”

“Hey there.” Shad placed his hands on her
hips as Dulsie stepped up to him and gave him a kiss. Then she
clasped her hands behind his neck and beamed up at him.

“I have a little surprise for you.”

There was no telling what she’d come up with
this time. “And what’s that?”

“I’ll give you a clue. Right now it’s smaller
than a breadbox.”

Her clue only mystified him more. “Right
now?”

“And in about nine months, actually less,
it’s gonna be a little bigger than a breadbox.”

Nine months. The significance
of those two words weighed heavily in his mind. No, surely not. Not
now.

“You mean you can’t guess?” Dulsie smirked
when Shad hadn’t responded for several seconds.

“I don’t dare.” His voice was almost a hoarse
whisper.

Dulsie chuckled. “Then I’ll end the suspense
for you. Before work today I swung by the store to get a pregnancy
test. And according to it, we’re having a baby.”

Shad stared at her. The entire world seemed
to have fallen away and all that was left was the two of them ...
and the truth.

The truth was staring Shad in the face as
intently as Dulsie was smiling up at him. Why did this have to
happen now? Why were all these things happening to him now, piling
upon him as though trying to crush Shad under their weight? Why
couldn’t he have more time to take care of each crisis in its turn?
Why did time seem to be so rapidly running out on him?

“When?” Shad croaked.

“Oh, in more like eight and a half months.”
Dulsie’s smile was almost smug. “I’ve never been more than two days
late before, so I had a pretty darn good idea what was going
on.”

“Is there ... a chance the test could be
wrong?”

“Not when the result is positive.” Dulsie
leaned against him while continuing to hang from his neck. “Stop
acting so surprised, Daddy. It’s not like we don’t know how
it happened.”

As Shad stared at Dulsie the numbness that
started in the pit of his stomach crept into his torso and limbs.
The world seemed to have fallen away because his world was falling
apart. What if Dulsie had a daughter? Actually, the way his life
had been going lately, Shad was inclined to be convinced they were
going to have a daughter. And that could only mean he was going to
have to choose the path that would make him hurt Dulsie more.

Dulsie was still smiling, but it had faded
slightly and her brow furrowed. “Shad? This is the part where
you’re supposed to say how happy you are.”

Shad could only stare at her. Words evaded
him as though he were trying to grasp fluffy cottonwood seeds that
darted about just out of reach on the breeze. The happiness he was
supposed to experience had been stolen from him by the accursed
demon which lurked inside.

Dulsie stopped leaning against him but left
her hands clasped behind Shad’s neck as she peered up at him.
“What’s going on with you?”

This wasn’t fair. This was supposed to be one
of the brightest moments of Shad’s life, and yet all he could feel
was dismay and remorse and lots and lots of guilt. His time had run
out. Shad’s plans lay in ruins on a scorched plain, no longer
protected or concealed. But worst of all he was going to have to
drag Dulsie into this devastation he’d created.

Dulsie took half a step back as she moved her
hands to his shoulders. “You’re starting to freak me out a little
here.”

“I’m sorry,” Shad murmured.

Dulsie cocked her head to one side as she
studied his face. “I think we qualify as co-conspirators.”

“I can’t....” The words he needed to say were
so awful that Shad couldn’t bear to speak them.

Dulsie frowned. “You already did.”

“I don’t ... want to do this.”

Dulsie stared at him as though Shad had
sprouted antenna. “It’s a little late to change your mind about
this.”

“It’s not....” Shad reached up and clasped
Dulsie’s wrists in his hands. As he took a step back Shad lowered
her arms and released them. “I haven’t changed my mind ... exactly.
Something else changed.”

Dulsie stood with her arms at her sides and
was momentarily the one at loss for words. Years ago Shad would
occasionally drop an emotional mask over his face, making him
inscrutable even to her. Usually he did this whenever Shad was
undergoing extreme personal duress, and she could see that mask
settling over him now. Dulsie focused on the ripple of pain in his
eyes because she knew it would be the last flicker of his
personality before Shad completely shut her out.

Pain? Why?

“What change?” Dulsie could feel her stomach
twinge. His last emotional flat line had been before they were even
married, but this one somehow seemed to loom as threatening.

“I thought it was gone. I never told you
about it because I thought I would never have to deal with it
again.”

“It? What’s it? What are you talking
about?”

“There was ... there is ... I have this....”
Shad’s eyes became dull as his gaze drifted downward and to the
side like a wrecked ship being swallowed by the depths of the
ocean. Dulsie knew she’d lost him.

“Tell me what’s wrong.” Dulsie made sure her
demeanor remained calm even though an unknown panic had been
sparked inside her.

As Shad spoke again his voice was monotone
and completely devoid of emotion. “I have issues with
pedophilia.”

Dulsie could practically feel the weight of
his statement settle on her chest. Was she hearing him correctly?
Surely Shad didn’t really just say that?

“What do you mean?” Dulsie’s own voice seemed
to be scarcely more than a whisper, as though the wind had been
knocked out of her.

“I mean ... I experience the symptoms of
pedophilia. Again. I thought it was gone. I haven’t felt this way
for years. But last week.... It’s happened more than once. It’s
back. Definitely.”

Some sort of eerie sensation began spreading
through her, starting in the marrow of Dulsie’s bones and working
its way to her skin. How could this be? How could Shad actually be
attracted to children? Then her panic flared.

What exactly did “It’s happened more than
once” mean?

“Have you ever ... touched a child like
that?” Dulsie heard the words come from her mouth in a hoarse
whisper but they seemed to arise by their own accord. A very
unpleasant sensation prickled through her as she braced to hear an
answer Dulsie almost feared.

“No.” Shad’s response was immediate and there
was even some emotional force behind it.

Dulsie felt as though she’d been holding her
breath for the last minute, and relief swept through her as she
drew in a lungful of air. All right, he hadn’t done anything
wrong. But still that eerie sensation writhed within her as Dulsie
tried to better grasp what had just happened.

“How is it – that is – how can you get
something like that?” Some of the strength had returned to her
voice, but Dulsie noticed she now felt a little weak in the
knees.

“I don’t know.” Shad was flat again. “Nobody
knows.”

“What do you know?”

“I know it started by the time I was twelve.
I know I lived with it every day until college. I know it was a
particularly pervasive manifestation.”

“A what?”

Shad’s gaze rose slightly but he still didn’t
make eye contact. “It’s not the same for everyone. Some people have
it with a regular sex drive and some people have it with other
problems and some people have it ... like I did. It was exclusive.
I ... wasn’t attracted to any adult women.”

Dulsie stared at him as their history flashed
through her memory. When their relationship started to grow closer,
he had always been the perfect gentleman. It wasn’t until they were
engaged Shad did a bit of a “Mr. Hyde” turn. Although he always
immediately obeyed her “Stop,” Dulsie quickly figured out he
assigned her with full responsibility of saving anything for their
wedding night. If she understood him correctly, Shad shouldn’t be
as interested in her as he had proven himself to be for over
six years. Then she remembered a little fact about herself, and the
eeriness rippled through Dulsie again.

“But you were attracted to me because I
reminded you of a child?”

“Not anymore.”

“Not anymore?”

“It started one day you were at my apartment.
You told that joke about the girl who fell in the mud hole, and you
imitated a little girl. I ... had a response to that.” Shad’s voice
was not quite so monotone, but it remained low and hushed. “It was
a response to the wrong stimulus, but at least you were actually an
adult woman. You were the first adult. You’ve been the only
adult....” His voice trailed away as Shad’s gaze returned to the
floor.

Dulsie continued to stare at him as she tried
to piece together what Shad was saying. The memory that was so
obviously burned into his brain was elusive for her. Dulsie wasn’t
even sure what the joke was Shad had referred to. But this event
apparently happened shortly after she started college. So that
could only mean –

“That was why you started going out with
me?”

There was a flicker in his eyes as Shad
removed the carrying case from his shoulder and took a step toward
the couch to deposit it there. “At first I hoped to use that memory
to help condition me toward preferring adult women. It didn’t work,
and what I didn’t foresee was that focusing on you in that way
would make me ... want to be with you.” Shad seemed to stare at the
far end of the couch. “I had a choice. I either had to get over you
or win you over. I chose the second option because....” A tremor of
tenderness stirred in his voice. “It seemed like it was meant to
be.”

Dulsie wished those words could have lifted
the weight from her heart, but she was still trying to comprehend
how Shad could be the way he was. “How did you manage to hide it so
well? Why didn’t I notice something wrong?”

“I believed it was abolished. There came a
point that I realized ... a few weeks had passed where I wasn’t
having those impulses anymore. We had just started actually going
out, and time went on and it never came back. By the time we were
engaged I was convinced it was gone.” Shad’s voice cracked a
little. “So I never told you.”

Dulsie could tell this revelation was even
harder on Shad than when he recounted years ago some of the abusive
events of his childhood. Back then he’d been able to keep his
emotions perfectly neutral, as though Shad was sharing a story that
he actually found a little boring about somebody else. The
breakthroughs of emotion Shad was experiencing now proved how hard
he was struggling to keep them at bay. When they were kids Dulsie
had started to good-naturedly refer to him as Spock because she had
been mystified by his reserved behavior. The confirmation Shad had
been abused helped to explain that, and suddenly Dulsie remembered
there was much about his childhood he still hadn’t told her.

Her voice became hoarse as Dulsie found
herself contemplating that yet another act of evil had been
perpetrated against Shad. “So did you ... could this be ... were
you molested as a child?”

Shad’s focus remained on the end of the
couch, and for several seconds he was as still and as quiet as a
stone statue. When he finally spoke, only Shad’s mouth moved, and
his tone was low.

“It hasn’t been proven that childhood
molestation leads to pedophilia.” The fact he tried to skirt her
question confirmed what happened even before Shad added the next
statements. “Don’t worry, you’re safe. I got myself tested for
everything. They all came back clean.”

Her heart ached from more than just the
crushing weight. And her sympathy for him only made Dulsie’s next
question even harder to ask.

“So ... is it only girls? Or do you also ...
what about boys?”

“Only girls.” Shad was as still and
emotionless as she’d ever seen him. “Four to six years old.”

Dulsie was starting to feel a little sick to
her stomach. Why did he have to be like this? Of all the
psychosis and neurosis out there, why did Shad have to be stricken
with something so abhorrent? Of all the abuse he’d suffered as a
child, why was it only the molestation seemed to stick to him?

“Why girls?” Dulsie could hardly believe she
was trying so hard to understand something she found incredibly
detestable. “Weren’t you molested by men?”

Shad actually seemed to twitch. Then after a
few more seconds of silence he replied in a maintained
monotone.

“What happened to me may not be the root of
the problem. For all I know, I could have been born this way. I’m
not exactly descended from people who would be regarded as pillars
of the community.”

A tremor of nausea crept through her again.
But Dulsie had to keep seeking answers.

“So what happened to make it come back after
all this time?”

Shad inhaled a long, deep breath while his
gaze rolled upward slightly as though he’d found something of
interest on the wall. Dulsie stepped a little forward and to one
side because she could see there was emotion breaking through in
his eyes. It wasn’t pain this time, and it wasn’t exactly panic,
but it did remind her of the gleam in an animal’s eyes when it
sought escape. More seconds passed, and then the mask fell back
into place.

“I found one of them.”

Her spine prickled. “What do you mean? Who
did you find?”

“The man ... who was with us the longest. I
spoke with him.”

Disbelief struck Dulsie again. “You spoke
with a man who molested you?”

“I wanted to find out if he had
reformed.”

“And?”

“He hasn’t.”

A flicker of rage passed through her.
“Prosecute him.”

“I can’t. The statute of limitations is
up.”

“Go to the police. Tell them what he did and
that they need to investigate him.”

“It doesn’t work that way. I need
evidence.”

Dulsie was stunned. She knew that defying the
killing letter of the law was the basis for Shad’s decision to
become an attorney, but she still found it difficult to believe
that the law was more interested in protecting an abuser’s rights
because one of his victims had grown too old, yet the perpetrator
could continue to obtain fresh victims. And now Shad believed that
his frustration at being unable to press charges against the man
initiated the recurrence of his ... condition. That led to another
question.

“If you got rid of this problem before, can
you get rid of it again?”

Shad drew another deep breath before
responding, and there was hint of resignation in his voice. “Don’t
you see? I never truly got rid of it. It could go back into
latency but it will always be there. There’s always the chance it
will return, again.”

That unpleasant feeling reestablished itself.
“But can you get rid of it? Could you actually take therapy this
time and make it go away?”

“I don’t know. I obviously can’t tell the
difference between eradication and suppression.”

The truth in his words renewed the weight in
her heart. And a realization dawned upon Dulsie that made her feel
as though a knife had also been plunged there.

She couldn’t believe this was happening. Only
a few minutes ago Dulsie had been on top of the world, but now it
had just crashed and burned. The love of her life was no longer the
same man she’d married. He had changed into something ...
repulsive. Dulsie still cared for him, but ... she owed Shad the
same truth he had just given her.

“I’m not sure where we can go from here.” A
tremor crept into her voice. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, but
you’ve got to understand ... we’re talking about children.
When you can – even if you don’t ... I just don’t think....”

There was still resignation in Shad’s voice
as he offered her the words Dulsie couldn’t speak. “Do you really
want to live with a pedophile?”

Dulsie bit her lower lip as her chest
tightened and her eyes misted. She drew a deep breath, but her
voice was still hoarse. “I don’t know.”

Shad’s gaze lowered to the case on the couch
and Dulsie saw him also inhale deeply. Then he nodded, once and
slowly, and he turned toward the bedroom.

“You need time to think. I can at least give
that to you.”

She wasn’t entirely sure what Shad meant as
he strode into the bedroom, but when Dulsie heard him open the
closet and then open a suitcase, she realized what he was doing.
This felt more like some terrible, awful dream Dulsie should awaken
from and discover that everything was still all right. But the
truth was, there was a part of her that was relieved Shad was
leaving.

Dulsie wasn’t sure how much Shad packed, but
it took him less than two minutes to return to the living room with
a forest green suitcase in his left hand. Shad slipped the strap of
the carrying case back over his right shoulder, and without any
word he reached for the knob of their front door.

“Where are you going?” Dulsie impulsively
asked even though she wasn’t sure why she cared.

Shad hesitated for a few seconds, and Dulsie
could easily believe he hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. His
reply was back to the monotone.

“The motel.”

Then Shad stepped through the doorway, and he
was gone. Soon thereafter Dulsie heard the engine of the pickup
turn over and eventually fade away. He was truly gone. The man she
had fallen in love with was gone.

Never before had Dulsie ever felt this
alone.

 



Chapter Thirteen

Force always attracts men of low morality.

--Albert Einstein

 


When Tuesday morning dawned, Shad found
himself skipping several of his usual routines. For one thing he
realized he had packed only clothes and no toiletries. That
discovery was the least of his worries, except Shad didn’t like how
his mouth felt. So he dressed without taking a shower and wet his
hands in the sink to run damp fingers through his hair, which
luckily being coarse and thick and trimmed fairly short cooperated
with his half-hearted efforts. On the way to work Shad swung by the
grocery store and bought a toothbrush and toothpaste so he could
brush his teeth in the office bathroom in the basement. Shad
skipped breakfast.

During the course of the day he kept to
himself, which wouldn’t draw the attention of Nolin or Francine
because Shad was known to occasionally withdraw whenever he became
particularly focused on a case. And since they were familiar with
the challenges he was facing in regard to Monica Simms, they could
easily assume he was just going through one of those phases. Shad
skipped lunch.

Once he got back to the motel room Shad
changed into the only non-office clothes he had packed, a plain
blue tee shirt and khaki shorts, and did exactly what he did last
night after Shad checked in. He skipped the evening meal and lay on
the bed in the darkening room while Shad tried to figure out what
to do with the mess that had become his life.

Something he hadn’t thought possible was
actually happening. His marriage was in jeopardy. Shad knew that
Dulsie regarded holy matrimony with the same reverence he did, but
the truth was, the deception he had perpetrated upon himself made
Shad deceive Dulsie also. He knew her well enough to correctly
predict Dulsie’s reaction to the revelation of his affliction. All
he could do now was hope she would be able to work through the
shock of discovering what he really was.

Prayer was not in his efforts. Last night
Shad decided that he was done talking to the One who kept sending
plagues. The Almighty seemed to have overestimated how much he was
capable of taking on. If Shad had anything left to pray for, it was
that he would be struck dead.

He didn’t consider his thoughts to be
suicidal, but Shad suspected that if he stepped out onto a street
right now and realized a bus was barreling toward him, he wouldn’t
try to dodge. And the absence of skid marks would be the only clue
to identify Shad’s remains as those of a lawyer and not a
skunk.

It would be better for Dulsie if he were
dead. That way she would honorably be out of this marriage and free
to resume her life without Shad throwing in complications. He had a
decent insurance policy that should help keep her supported, and of
course Dulsie had both their parents to turn to for any other
assistance she might need.

Shad turned his cell phone off for the night
because he’d also forgotten to pack the charger.

 


That Tuesday morning Dulsie took sick leave
from work so that she could stay in the quiet of her home and try
to decide what the best approach was to handle this crisis.

Years ago, when Mom started warning that Shad
posed a threat to her, Dulsie didn’t turn a deaf ear to that
insight even though everyone else argued in Shad’s favor. Through
quiet contemplation and pensive observation, Dulsie determined her
attraction to him was grounded. All of Shad’s good points came to
mind: His patience, kindness, humility, generosity, honesty – and
humor. It seemed, as Shad said last night, their union was meant to
be. What everybody else said must be true, that whatever Shad
harbored he would never wield against her. Considering what he’d
been through, Shad was amazingly normal.

From what little Dulsie knew about Grandpa
Wekenheiser, he had been a more “traditional” abuser who did things
like pin Dad down in order to flay his back and behind with a belt
that left bloody bruises. What that woman allowed those villains to
do to Shad made the term deranged psycho seem like an
understatement. Dulsie couldn’t see how Shad could have any chance
to avoid harboring something dark and dangerous deep in his psyche.
Maybe there was some kind of twisted logic that someone whose
innocent youth had been ripped away from him would yearn for the
innocent youth of others.

At first glance the threat he posed seemed to
be based on the fact Dulsie would be devastated if Shad ever gave
in to his grotesque impulse, especially if their own children were
involved. But Dulsie doubted that was really what Mom’s warning had
been about.

She believed him when Shad denied ever
violating a child, and Dulsie honestly believed he would never give
in to that baser instinct. Her parents had given her plenty of
warning about the male sex drive, which seemed to be otherwise
working perfectly well for Shad. Now that she knew his original
motivation to court her, probably like that of many men, had been
initiated by lust, Dulsie had to credit him on Shad’s conduct
during the months before they became engaged. The agony she was
wrestling with now involved the fact Shad was cursed with something
so vile.

Dulsie wasn’t sure she could ever share a bed
with him again. If only Shad had been a pyromaniac instead. If he
refrained from starting fires even though his libido was ignited by
spectacular conflagrations, she would find that particular deviance
easier to accept. But Shad was drawn to children. Every time Dulsie
considered that fact she felt a new wash of revulsion sweep through
her.

The fact they had a baby on the way further
complicated her consideration. Dulsie knew the value of children
having fathers who were accessible and involved. And one of the
reasons she married Shad was because Dulsie knew he offered many
qualities as a dad. One might suggest they could stay together but
not sleep together. But living in a screwball marriage harbored its
own set of complications.

In her heart Dulsie knew she was going to
have to work through her distaste, but that task wasn’t going to be
easy. It made no difference that Shad was a handsome man, one that
she noticed other women taking second glances of, and yet true to
form Shad remained oblivious to their attention. Dulsie decided she
needed to immerse herself in his qualities that truly made Shad
attractive.

One of the tasks Dulsie tried that day was
pulling a half-inch thick pile of small papers from the bottom of
her cedar chest. They were notes Shad would leave lying about in
their apartment during the first three years of their marriage,
when between their studies and part-time jobs didn’t get to see
each other that much.

“Your value is more precious than
jewels.”

“Your love is more delightful than wine and
there is honey under your tongue.”

“If I do not have love, I am nothing.”

They had weathered those first three years
together, defying the odds against what happened to around eighty
percent of relationships when one partner was in law school.
Perhaps Dulsie’s independence combined with Shad’s insularity
provided them additional fortitude, but ultimately their positive
attitudes bore them through. As much as Shad claimed he had trouble
grappling with the more mystical aspects of faith, these notes
proved he had a better grasp than some people.

Her ancestor Margaret was keenly aware of the
spirituality of marriage. Although the Society of Friends believed
in living daily with God, making ceremonial observances such as
baptism with water unnecessary, even they observed the sanctity of
the wedding. Margaret pointed out that if society continued to take
marriage for granted and demean it as common, one day
humanity could lose sight of how God instituted marriage as
something special. And once that happened, all matters of faith and
the freedom to practice it would come under fire, because faith
found its home within marriage and the family.

Try as she might, however, Dulsie couldn’t
push beyond the unsettling fact Shad was attracted to children.

By nightfall she had had gained no ground, so
Dulsie dressed in her satiny, green, spaghetti-strap nightgown and
climbed into bed. It took a while for her to fall asleep because
she kept asking to find that strength which seemed so determined to
elude her.

Dulsie only knew she had finally dozed off
some time ago when Sadie began barking. Dulsie opened her eyes and
turned toward the clock radio on the nightstand to see it was after
one o’clock. What was attracting Sadie’s attention?

Dulsie listened to the tone of the dog’s
barking, and it puzzled her. If Sadie was barking at distant
coyotes, it was a booming challenge. If a possum or coon or stray
dog was slinking toward the turkeys, Sadie would go ballistic. But
tonight the dog’s barking was hesitant and choppy. Dulsie had never
heard her do that before. Did Sadie see or smell something she
didn’t recognize?

Maybe it was Dad’s armadillo.

Dulsie wasn’t going to take the chance of
some unidentified varmint getting into the turkeys and wreaking
havoc. She slipped out of bed and opened the nightstand drawer to
grab a small headlamp and snap the elastic band around her head.
Then Dulsie reached under the bed and pulled out a footstool that
she carried to the bedroom door and set in front of it.

Dulsie stepped up on the footstool to grab
the .223 rifle perched on forked sticks nailed over the door.

If Shad, who was a light sleeper so he would
also get up, were here, he would pull on some pants and hold a
flashlight for her so Dulsie would have complete freedom to shoot
any treacherous predator. The headlamp would help if Dulsie needed
light, but it would limit her range of sight. At least the skies
were clear tonight and there was half a moon out, and her eyes were
already accustomed to the dark. Dulsie hoped to locate whatever was
agitating Sadie without having to depend too much on the
headlamp.

She pushed the stool aside with her right
foot and got a box of ammunition from a drawer in the nearby
dresser. Dulsie loaded three cartridges into the rifle. It was a
number she could load quickly and Dulsie knew from experience it
was all she needed: one to drop her target; one to be sure it was
dead; and one as back-up.

Dulsie stepped through the bedroom door and
padded quickly through the living room and kitchen. At the back
door she slipped on the flip-flop shoes she kept there, and then
quietly opened it. When she stepped out on the tiny porch, Dulsie
could see Sadie standing to the back and side of the house, between
it and the turkey pen. The dog’s white coat dimly glowed in the
faint moonlight, and she was staring directly toward their
driveway, which was at the front corner opposite Dulsie’s location
and therefore beyond her sight. Sadie glanced toward Dulsie, and
then barked a couple more times toward the road.

Dulsie started to step off the short stoop to
see if she could spot anything without using a light. No sooner did
both her feet hit the grassy ground than Sadie erupted into a
vicious snarl and charged forward.

A loud shot cracked to Dulsie’s right, and
from the corner of her eye she spied a flashpoint beyond the corner
of the house and near the road. Dulsie spun toward the disturbance
and felt herself squeezing the rifle trigger even as she heard
Sadie yelp in a pitiful wail.

Another shot echoed in her ears, but Dulsie
couldn’t remember seeing anything because at the same instant a
horrific explosion of pain shot from her left shoulder. Dulsie
staggered against the stoop. The excruciation seemed to course
through every fiber of her body. Her right hand was still grasping
the rifle but Dulsie’s left arm was dangling almost uselessly at
her side.

In her agony and confusion, one reality shot
to the surface of her mind: She needed to protect the baby. Dulsie
had to get herself under cover to keep her unborn child safe.

She lunged over the stoop and toward the
door. Dulsie had to drop the rifle so she could turn the knob with
her right hand because her left arm wasn’t working right. So she
kicked the gun into the house with her and slammed the door. Dulsie
engaged the deadbolt, grabbed the rifle, and staggered through the
kitchen. That was when she realized her gait was probably affected
by the fact Dulsie was becoming light headed.

She stumbled through the living room and into
the bedroom. Dulsie slammed the door shut by throwing herself
against it, and dropping the rifle again, turned the lock on the
knob.

She dropped to her knees beside the bed. Was
she safe yet? Dulsie looked up, and in the dark bedroom determined
that the air conditioner was blocking the window on the wall at the
foot of the bed. If she stayed low beside the bed, Dulsie would be
blocked from the window on the other side of the room.

She felt soaked and was trembling. Dulsie
could feel her head growing even lighter, and the waves of pain
were causing her to feel queasy.

Dear God, she couldn’t pass out and choke on
her own vomit. She needed help.

Luckily her side of the bed was closer to the
door, so Dulsie could easily snatch her cell phone from the
nightstand. As she pressed against the mattress and wedged her
throbbing shoulder into the space between the bed and the
nightstand, Dulsie realized the wetness covering her was too thick
to be sweat.

Call the sheriff.

No. There was no telling how long it would
take for the nearest deputy to drive out here to the house.

Call her parents.

No. Mom and Dad lived nearly twenty minutes
away.

Call Pax. Yes, Uncle Pax and Aunt Maddie
lived only ten minutes away. Surely that time was short enough.

Dulsie opened her phone and was grateful to
have their number on speed dial and she could actually remember
what it was. The room seemed to be swimming around her, and
Dulsie’s light headedness and nausea were increasing.

She held the phone to her ear and the
electronic ring Dulsie heard only seemed to increase her urgency to
hear Uncle Pax’s voice.

 



Chapter Fourteen

Therefore was the first man, Adam, created alone, to
teach us that whoever destroys a single life, the Bible considers
it as if he destroyed an entire world. And whoever saves a single
life, the Bible considers it as if he saved an entire world.

--Mishnah

 


The clanging jangle of the cradle phone on
their bedroom nightstand made Paxton awake with a start. As he
grabbed for the receiver without sitting up, Paxton glanced at the
alarm clock and saw that it was nearly one-thirty.

A phone call in the middle of the night
couldn’t be good. Trepidation already began fluttering in his
stomach as Paxton pressed the receiver to his ear.

“Hello?”

“Uncle Pax!” The gasping voice on the other
end of the line was panicked and breathless. “Call the sheriff! Get
over here! Somebody’s here with a gun! I’ve been shot!”

Paxton sat bolt upright. “Dulsie?”

“Please be careful! He’s got a gun! Get the
sheriff over here, but I need you!” Her voice seemed weaker.

“I’m coming right over!” Paxton scrambled out
of the bed and grabbed at his jeans and light brown shirt hanging
at the foot of it while the cord of the phone pulled taut. “Where
are you exactly?”

“Be careful! Please be careful....”

“What is it?” Maddie was wide awake and
already swinging one leg to the floor.

“Where are you?” Paxton didn’t like the way
Dulsie’s voice had trailed off. “Can you hear me? Dulsie, where are
you? Dulsie!” Paxton yelled into the phone as he began
pulling on his jeans with his free hand.

“What’s happening?” Maddie asked urgently as
she finished getting out of bed.

“Dulsie!”

When silence remained his only response,
Paxton slammed the receiver into its cradle.

“Call the sheriff!” He gasped to Maddie.
“Dulsie said there’s an intruder at the house with a gun. She’s
been shot.”

“My God!” Maddie scrambled across the bed to
grab for the phone.

Paxton shrugged on his shirt but didn’t
button it as he strode toward the bedroom door. “And tell the
sheriff not to shoot me when he gets there!”

“You can’t go by yourself!” Maddie froze in
the midst of dialing as she looked at him.

“I have to!” Paxton grabbed the rifle hanging
above the door.

“Let me call the sheriff and then I’ll –”

“NO!” Paxton thundered. “I need you to
stay here!” He darted out the bedroom, through the hall, and down
the stairs without looking back.

As he entered the kitchen and yanked open a
cabinet drawer to grab a box of ammunition, Paxton noticed a slight
trembling in his hands. He assumed it was caused by the terror that
flashed through him from the thought Maddie could get hurt – or
worse – if she came along. But Dulsie was already hurt. Paxton had
to pull himself together for her.

Where was Shad?

Paxton disregarded a few gun safety rules by
going ahead and loading the rifle before pulling on his boots and
running out to the pickup.

By disregarding a few traffic laws he made it
to Shad’s and Dulsie’s house in a very long five minutes.

He saw only their Buick at the house as
Paxton slowed the truck to pull into the driveway. He also saw
something white lying off to the other side of the house. Paxton
squinted at it as he drove past. The house was completely dark.

Paxton could feel his heart pounding in his
chest and hear the blood roaring in his ears as he braked the
pickup to a stop. He turned off the engine and took out the keys
but left the headlights on, and tightly gripped the rifle as he
stepped out of the truck.

So far, so good. Paxton wasn’t shot at
yet.

The headlights illuminated the front of the
house and their car parked to the side. As Paxton stalked to the
porch, fiercely trying to hear above his own heartbeat, he noticed
he couldn’t see their pickup.

Dulsie hadn’t mentioned Shad. Where was
Shad?

Paxton sidled up the steps of the porch and
cautiously slinked to the far end of it to peek around the corner
and see the other side of the house.

The white mound was still there. It looked
suspiciously like their dog. It looked suspiciously like the dog
was dead.

A chill crept through his bones.

Paxton scrambled to the other end of the
porch and peeked around that corner as well. This side was lit up
by the headlights, and he still saw nobody skulking around.

Paxton strode to their front door, and the
storm door readily opened. The entry door was locked.

He fished out the keys he had dropped in his
pocket and found the spare that Shad had given him to this door.
Paxton unlocked it and stepped into a dark room.

He immediately turned on the light. Paxton
wasn’t about to make himself into a lovely backlit target for some
lowlife that might be hiding in the corner. There was no intruder
lurking about, but what Paxton did see made him gasp in horror.

Smudges and drops of blood stained the floor
from the kitchen through the living room, and ended at the closed
bedroom door.

Paxton strode toward it, and as his heart
managed to beat even harder he called out.

“Dulsie?”

She didn’t respond. Nobody shot him.

Paxton grasped the doorknob. It was
locked.

Still grasping the rifle in one hand, Paxton
took a couple of steps back into the short hallway. He lunged
forward and kicked the door with all his strength just below the
knob.

The door jamb splintered, and with a second
kick Paxton stumbled into the room.

Dulsie was right in front of him. She was
collapsed on the floor, next to the bed, a varmint rifle in front
of her and the cell phone near her limp hand. Most of her torso was
covered in blood, and blood stained the bed and floor around
her.

“Dulsie!”

 


Paxton never liked hospitals. He became less
fond of them during the time he actually had to stay in one to get
his tumor removed. They were dreary and somber in spite of trying
to decorate themselves in cheerful colors. And at three o’clock in
the morning hospitals were even worse.

He, Maddie, Jill and Karl were the only ones
in the waiting room. Dulsie was still in surgery, and all they knew
at this point, besides the fact Dulsie was still alive, was the
surgical team was making sure they removed all the fragments of the
bullet.

Nobody felt like sitting. All of them were
roaming around the room and keeping a lookout for a nurse who might
have some news for them. Paxton knew that Maddie was as
particularly agitated as he was.

Where was Shad?

Paxton was wearing a different pair of jeans
and a dark blue shirt. His other clothes became bloodied when he
held Dulsie in his arms and tried to stop the bleeding. Luckily the
ambulance arrived on the heels of the deputy, and Dulsie was
quickly transported to the hospital.

Paxton answered what questions he could, then
hurried home to inform Maddie and change clothes. Maddie had
already called Jill and Karl, and when she discovered Shad was
missing, she called his cell phone. But her call went directly to
voice mail.

Paxton and Maddie had arrived at the hospital
shortly after Jill and Karl.

They both wanted to hear everything Paxton
knew, and the more Paxton told his story, the more frustrated he
became at knowing so little. When he informed them that Shad was
missing, Karl looked stunned and Jill looked, well, angry.

The nurses were remaining scarce, and once
the family members ran out of questions that still didn’t have any
answers, nobody seemed very inclined to talk for a while.

Karl was the first to finally break the
silence. “I’ve just realized I haven’t thanked you yet, Pax.”

Paxton shrugged. “We’ve all got a lot going
on.”

“But I really appreciate what you did. If it
hadn’t been for you....” Karl seemed to become at a loss for words,
which wasn’t usually like him.

“Yes.” Jill spoke almost absent-mindedly
while she gazed down the hallway from the entrance of the waiting
room. “Thank you.”

Karl’s tone took on a slight growl. “And
thank God we live in a country where not only the outlaws get to
have guns.”

Jill glanced over at her husband. “We don’t
know if Dulsie ever actually fired that rifle.”

“There were only two shots loaded in it.”
Karl had also had a little talk with the deputy. “Dulsie always put
in three. One way or another the scumbag found out she had a gun,
too. You know the reason he left was because he didn’t want a
showdown with Deadeye Dulsie.”

“Maybe she didn’t have time to load her usual
three.” Jill sounded contemplative. “Maybe the scumbag left because
he already knew what a good shot she is and he realized she’d
gotten that rifle.”

Jill’s comment caused a chill in Paxton’s
blood, and he glanced at Maddie to see if she also determined there
was an accusatory insinuation in Jill’s words. The grimace that
flashed across her face confirmed Paxton’s concern.

“We don’t know if the gunman was an actual
prowler or some drunk out hunting for snipe or just another doper
who got lost on his way to the meth lab.” Paxton tried to divert
Jill’s ruminating. “Maybe he just got spooked by the dog and
Dulsie, and started shooting.”

“That still doesn’t explain why Shad isn’t
around.” Once again Jill proved her tenacity for speaking her
mind.

Karl shot a warning glance at her.

“You know how he travels sometimes.” Maddie’s
voice was unusually stiff. “He could be out late or even for the
night.”

“Then why would his cell phone be turned
off?” Jill mused.

“Maybe he forgot to charge the battery,” Karl
almost growled as he looked at Jill.

Paxton wanted to defuse the situation as
quickly as possible. “There’s no use for speculation right now. We
all need to stick together for Dulsie when she comes out of surgery
and wakes up.”

“All of us but Shad, of course. He isn’t even
here.”

“Jill.” Karl’s voice had a serious tone that
Paxton hardly ever heard. “Put a cork in it.”

Jill finally diverted her attention from the
hallway, and her eyes flashed as she turned toward Karl. “Don’t
tell me you’d stand up for that man before you’d stand up for your
own daughter!”

“I won’t stand here and let you start
throwing accusations around. And that’s exactly what Dulsie would
want me to do!”

“Maybe before tonight,” Jill replied
authoritatively. “She may have a completely different story when
she wakes up.”

“This is ludicrous.” Maddie’s eyes were
smoldering but her demeanor remained calm. “You know Shad had
nothing to do with this.”

“I know Shad always keeps his history hidden,
and now he himself seems to be in hiding.” Jill glared at
Maddie.

“Dulsie is the world to him.” Maddie returned
the expression. “Even you have to admit to that. He’d sooner cut
off his own hand than ever do a thing to hurt her.”

“He’s also emotionally repressed and socially
challenged, and under the right – or wrong – conditions, Shad could
react to an event in a way that reveals how unbalanced he really
is.”

“Hold on there.” Paxton shook his head. “This
is Shad you’re talking about. This is the most submissive kid I’ve
ever seen. I spent years trying to get him to finally be
assertive.”

“Congratulations.” Jill murmured. “You
succeeded.”

As soon as those words were out of Jill’s
mouth Paxton shot his attention to Maddie because he knew he might
have to intervene.

“Don’t you talk to him like that.” Maddie
growled. “If you need share your petty spite somewhere, you bring
it to me.”

“Petty?” Jill turned toward Maddie with a
renewed flash in her eyes. “My daughter is lying in there on an
operating table, and you think that’s petty?”

“She’s my daughter too.” Karl stepped between
the two women as he faced off with Jill. “At least we know
where Dulsie is. Did it ever occur to you that Shad might be gone
–” He glanced quickly between Paxton and Maddie, and his voice
dropped. “– because something happened to him?”

Jill seemed to scrutinize Karl, and then the
agitation faded from her expression. She glanced from Paxton to
Maddie with just a hint of chagrin before Jill turned back toward
the doorway.

“We’ll see,” she murmured.

The next half hour or so passed in relative
quiet, and then a young man in surgical uniform stepped into the
waiting room. Paxton wondered how many hours had passed since the
doctor had graduated from med school.

Karl and Jill immediately met him at the
doorway, and Paxton and Maddie stood closely behind them.

“Are you all here for Dulsie Delaney?” The
doctor regarded them through the top part of the lenses in his wire
rim glasses.

“Yes.” Jill nodded. “What’s the news?”

“They’re preparing to take her to recovery.”
He glanced at the clipboard of papers in his hand. “All the bullet
fragments have been removed, and we didn’t find any sign of chest
penetration. That’s the good news.” He glanced over the group.
“Upon impact, though, it shattered her upper humerus, and the
fragments shredded her rotator. We patched it up the best we could,
but she may need subsequent surgery. Physical therapy will help her
regain some use of her shoulder, but she’ll never have the same
range of motion again.”

Paxton released a slow breath of relief. At
least Dulsie’s condition wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

“Sounds like he used a damn elephant gun,”
Karl growled.

The doctor shrugged. “We’ll turn over our
findings to the police. I did want to find out, though, if any of
you can tell me how long she’s been pregnant?”

There was a split second of silence, and then
all of them responded almost simultaneously “She’s pregnant?” The
four members glanced around at each other as though trying to
determine who among them had been keeping the secret.

“I see.” The doctor made a note on the top
paper on his clipboard. “I’ll presume from your reaction that she’s
still very early in her term.”

Maddie and Jill asked their questions in
unison.

“Will the baby be alright?”

“Could this hurt the baby?”

The doctor seemed to regard the two women a
little warily before he responded. “That depends on a lot of
factors. She did lose a lot of blood, but the female body is
already hardwired to divert blood to the uterus during physical
trauma. The fact it’s early in her term does give the pregnancy
some advantage since it doesn’t need as many resources to sustain
itself. But it’s too early for me to say for sure one way or the
other.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Even after they wheel
Dulsie into recovery, she might not awaken immediately when the
anesthesia wears off. You folks should have time to go get a bite
to eat or catch a little sleep or anything like that.”

“I want to go there as soon as she gets to
recovery,” Jill informed him.

“Then we’ll make that arrangement.” The
doctor nodded. “You folks take care.”

Somewhat numbly, they thanked him as the
doctor left, and then the four began to look at each other
again.

“Boy,” Karl muttered. “Dulsie could’ve come
up with a less dramatic way of letting us know.”

“My poor baby.” Jill seemed lost in her
thoughts.

Paxton looked at Maddie and she returned his
gaze. He was glad this was one of those moments when neither of
them needed to speak because their thoughts were as one. Maddie
stepped toward Paxton to lean against his side and they wrapped
their arms around each other. As they stood in silent embrace
Paxton rested one cheek against Maddie’s head, and he contemplated
what was supposed to be a joyous occurrence: Shad had given them
another grandchild.

But where was Shad?


Chapter Fifteen

If you are going through hell, keep going.

--Sir Winston Churchill

 


When Dulsie first became aware that she was
hearing muffled voices, she wasn’t sure if they were just the
beginning of yet another bizarre dream. Everything felt strange and
unreal. Even when she began to make out whom each voice belonged
to, Dulsie doubted this was reality. All the talking seemed
garbled. So she opened her eyes to check.

She saw a ceiling, tubes, and the upper part
of a wall.

“Oh!” Aunt Maddie’s voice actually made
sense. “She’s awake!”

Aunt Maddie, Uncle Pax, Mom, and Dad all
crowded around her.

“Honey?” Mom cupped her hand along Dulsie’s
jaw, but Dulsie hardly noticed the touch. “Can you hear me? Can you
say anything?”

Dulsie tried to focus on Mom’s face.
Somewhere in the fog of her mind a single reality rippled to the
surface. Dulsie tried to speak it, but her mouth seemed too dry to
allow the words to pass. She swallowed, and managed to get them out
in a squeaky croak.

“My baby?”

The relatives glanced around at each other.
Dulsie took a breath and managed to speak more clearly.

“My baby ... okay?”

Mom pressed her lips together and she blinked
a few times. “The baby’s fine for now, honey.”

“She already knew.” Dad almost sounded
amazed. He placed his hand on Dulsie’s forehead and brushed back
some of her hair as he did so. “Sweetie, you picked a heckuva way
to tell us you were pregnant.”

Dulsie shifted her gaze to him. Images
started flashing through her memory. The positive result on the
pregnancy test, Shad’s reaction to her news, then her reaction to
Shad’s news....

Something else struggled out from the fog
that seemed to enshroud her mind. She couldn’t tell them about
Shad. Dulsie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She opened
them again to stare directly at the ceiling.

“I feel weird.” At least her voice seemed to
be recovering. “Like I’m not really here.”

Uncle Pax’s voice conveyed certainty brought
on by experience. “It’s the pain killers.”

Pain killers? No, she shouldn’t be taking
pain killers! There was new life growing inside her. Dulsie was
supposed to be a teetotaler consumed with label reading and eating
nothing but organic and natural food right now. Her gaze shot back
to her dad.

“Don’t let them give me pain killers. No
more.”

Dad’s expression softened. “You may be
needing those for a while, honey.”

“They aren’t good for the baby.”

Her father looked across the bed at her mom,
who started stroking her thumb across Dulsie’s cheek.

“The doctors know you’re pregnant.” Mom’s
voice had a consoling tone. “They wouldn’t give you anything that
would hurt the baby.”

Dulsie closed her eyes again. “No more pain
killers.”

She barely noticed her dad’s hand stroke
through her hair again. “Dulsie ... do you remember why you’re
here?”

Misty images staggered through her mind.
Sadie was barking toward the road. The dog snarled and began
charging. A shot cracked, and Dulsie saw the flashpoint. The dog
wailed....

Her eyes opened. “Sadie?” Dulsie began
glancing back and forth between her parents. “How’s Sadie?”

Uncle Pax, who was standing beside Dad,
leaned forward and patted her gently on the knee. “I’m sorry,
honey. Sadie ... was killed.” Then he looked across the bed at
Maddie.

Her aunt also leaned forward and lightly
placed her hand on Dulsie’s hip. “Dulsie, honey ... do you know
where Shad is?”

Dulsie stared at her. More images began
playing through the obscured screen of her mind. Shad walking into
the bedroom and then coming out with a suitcase, Shad pausing in
the doorway to answer her question just before he left....

“The motel.”

Aunt Maddie’s gaze shot from Uncle Pax back
to Dulsie. “What motel?”

“In Linn.”

Aunt Maddie’s eyes widened and she looked at
Uncle Pax again.

“What’s he doing in a motel?” Mom asked.

She couldn’t tell them about Shad. Dulsie
closed her eyes again and struggled with this hateful haze that
kept clouding her mind.

“Dulsie?” Her mom’s hand remained cupped
against her jaw, but she was no longer caressing Dulsie’s cheek
with her thumb. “Why did Shad go to a motel tonight?”

She couldn’t tell them.

A female voice Dulsie didn’t recognize at all
broke into her muddled thoughts. “Excuse me, folks. We need to take
a look at her.”

 


The Wednesday morning for Shad dawned bright
and clear and as desolate as the previous morning. He brushed his
teeth, got dressed as far as his gray slacks, light blue
button-down shirt, and shoes, and then decided it was time to turn
on his cell phone which had been sitting on the stand beside the
bed.

No sooner did the phone beep upon returning
to service than it chirped with the signal there was voice mail.
Immediately Shad vacillated between hope and dread. Did Dulsie try
to call him last night? If so, why would she have waited until
after ten o’clock, when he turned off the phone? Then Shad saw it
was Mam’s and Pap’s telephone number displayed on the readout of
the screen he pulled up, and his dread thickened with
perplexity.

What was even more disconcerting was the time
the message had been received, which was after two o’clock this
morning. Shad could feel his hands tremble as he selected the
command to listen to the message and raised the phone to his
ear.

“Shad? Shad, it’s Mam.” Her voice was tense.
“If you get this message, you’ve got to come to the hospital. There
was a prowler at your house tonight. He shot Dulsie. She’s going
into surgery and we’re all going to the hospital now. Please, Shad,
you’ve got to come as soon as you get this!”

Shad stood, stunned, for a couple of seconds
as the phone started going into its automated query about how he
wanted to respond. This couldn’t really be happening. This had to
be an awful dream Shad would wake up from any second. Surely, but
surely, the events of his life weren’t taking yet another turn for
the worse.

Yet somehow, inexplicably, beyond his
endurance and against all odds, they were. The weight of this new
burden was crushing, so much so that Shad found himself back on
speaking terms with the Other as he turned the phone back off and
grabbed the keys to his pickup before striding out the door.

 


Paxton and Karl paced through the hall while
Maddie and Jill stood beside each other and occasionally made
comments about Dulsie’s welfare. Paxton glanced at a clock hanging
high on the wall at the end of the hallway. It was a little past
seven-thirty.

This was the second time this morning they
had been thrown out of Dulsie’s room. The first time the medical
staff evaluated her condition now that she was awake. Only twenty
minutes after the family was allowed back in, not just one but two
deputies arrived to interview Dulsie, so they were tossed out
again. Unless the deputies were able to come up with even more
questions than Karl, Paxton didn’t figure the interview would last
much longer. It took Dulsie only about ten minutes to tell her
father everything she could remember. Whenever anybody inquired
about Shad, however, Dulsie would become silent.

The first time they were thrown out of the
room, Maddie borrowed Karl’s cell phone and tried to call Shad
again. And again it went straight to voice mail. So Maddie borrowed
a phone book from the nurse’s station and got the number to the
motel in Linn. When she called there, the front desk confirmed that
Shad was checked in, but when they forwarded her call to his room
Maddie still received no answer.

What the devil was going on with Shad? Paxton
knew his son wasn’t involved in any wrongdoing, but right now the
evidence was stacked against him. There was obviously something
going on between Shad and Dulsie. Jill had been quick to point out
how Dulsie asked about the baby, and then about the dog.
Paxton tried to tell her it was just the effect of the pain killers
muddling her mind. He remembered how they had messed up his own
thinking, and because the doctors had just drilled into his head
Paxton had been half afraid he’d be goofy like that the rest of his
life.

The deputies came out of Dulsie’s room. Yep,
it had only taken a little over ten minutes.

After the deputies confirmed with the family
that Dulsie hadn’t revealed anything differently from what she’d
told them, the officers left. The family returned to the room, but
a nurse was starting to tell them that Dulsie needed rest. The
group should go get some breakfast for a while. Jill asked if at
least she could just sit in the room while Dulsie slept.

Maddie suddenly gasped, “Shad!”

All eyes turned to the doorway.

The only respectable appearance about Shad
was the fact he was wearing suit slacks and dress shoes. His shirt
was untucked, his dark hair was tousled, and there was a hint of
stubble on his chin. But what Paxton noticed most was the haunted
expression in Shad’s eyes.

Shad glanced at the family, and as he stepped
into the room Maddie strode to him and placed her hands on his arms
as she gazed into his face.

Shad raised his own hands to her elbows, but
he immediately asked, “How’s Dulsie?”

“She’s awake,” Maddie murmured and stepped to
one side.

Shad strode to Dulsie’s bed. The nurse seemed
flustered to have yet another intruder in the crowded room.

Shad stood with his thighs pressed against
the side of the bed, and he placed a hand on his wife’s right arm.
“Dulsie?”

She looked at him, and there was something
strangely ... distant ... in her eyes.

Shad leaned forward and placed his other hand
on the top of Dulsie’s head. When he spoke again, his voice was
hoarse.

“I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.”

The nurse scowled slightly. “You’re Shad
Delaney?”

“Yes.” He never removed his gaze from
Dulsie.

The nurse left the room without another
word.

Paxton glanced at Jill. She was staring at
Shad, and her eyes were smoldering.

But when Paxton looked at Shad he wondered
how Jill could be so angry. As Shad gazed down at Dulsie his
expression was part adoring, part heartbroken. His left hand began
to slowly, gently stroke his fingers through Dulsie’s hair.

“I can’t lose you.” Shad’s voice cracked.

Dulsie slowly blinked, but perhaps because of
the pain killers, that distant look was still in her eyes.

“But I don’t even deserve you.” His voice was
still hoarse.

Dulsie still didn’t say anything, and Shad
seemed at a loss for any more words. Then Jill spoke up.

“What are you doing here, anyway?”

Shad froze. He even stopped stroking Dulsie’s
hair. His gaze never left Dulsie’s face.

Karl looked a bit exasperated at Jill. “He’s
the father of her child, remember?”

With a hint of panic, Shad suddenly turned
toward the family. “How is the baby?”

“The baby’s fine,” both Paxton and Maddie
assured him.

Jill frowned. “So you did already know she
was pregnant.”

Shad returned his attention to Dulsie.

Jill took a step toward them. “Why weren’t
you home last night?”

“Not now, Jill,” Karl muttered.

Shad gazed at Dulsie and didn’t answer.

“Still working out your alibi?” Jill
growled.

Shad’s attention was affixed to Dulsie, but
his voice was still hoarse. “I wasn’t home because I’m a lowlife
scum.”

Jill initially seemed to be a little
surprised by his answer, but she quickly overcame it. “And what
lowlife scum activities were you involved with?”

“No.” Maddie stepped forward and placed
herself between Jill and Shad. “You can leave this room if you
can’t hold your tongue, but I’m not gonna stand by and let you
needle him.”

Jill folded her arms and calmly returned her
sister’s gaze. “How much longer are you gonna make yourself blind
to his faults?”

Maddie’s eyes narrowed. “Remove the plank
from your own eye, first.”

“Stop it!” Shad’s voice cracked again as he
turned toward the elder women. That haunted look in his eyes had
only grown wilder. “I’m not worth tearing this family apart over.
The last thing I want to do –” His voice cracked again. “– is tear
my family apart.”

“You’re a few years too late,” Jill
grumbled.

Maddie’s eyes flared.

Paxton started to step between the two
sisters.

“Shad Delaney?” Both of the deputies were
back, and all attention was diverted to them.

Shad stared at them for a couple of seconds.
“Yes?”

For an instant Paxton was astonished they had
returned. Then he remembered how the nurse confirmed Shad’s
identity before leaving the room.

“Would you come with us, please? We need to
ask you a few questions.”

Shad stared a while longer, and the wilder
expression in his eyes subsided. He took a noticeably deep breath,
nodded, and turned his attention back to Dulsie.

“I’m so sorry.”

Without another word or even glance toward
their way, Shad walked past the family and followed the deputies
into the hall.

Paxton’s heart sank. Somebody had almost
killed Dulsie. And because he was her husband, Shad was the prime
suspect.

 



Chapter Sixteen

The difference between a stumbling block and a
stepping stone is the way you approach it.

--Anonymous

 


Shad decided that “We need to ask you a few
questions” qualified as the understatement of the year.

The interrogation was somewhat sympathetic
but quite thorough. Shad was cooperative with all the questions
except why was he staying at the motel. Still unwilling to
reveal his disorder to public light, Shad maintained his right to
remain silent until consulting his own counsel, even though he
really had no plans for such an arrangement. Shad also consented to
search of his motel room, truck, and self. To his surprise the
immediate search involved removing his clothes for a fairly cursory
examination, but since the police didn’t press Shad on why he
wasn’t home, Shad didn’t press for why they needed to see his
skin.

The one thing Shad didn’t give them
permission to search was his computer. There was incriminating
evidence of a totally unrelated activity in its files, but it was
an illegal activity just the same. He didn’t need yet another
problem added to his growing list, although Shad suspected he was
probably only delaying the inevitable. Odds were the sheriff would
try to obtain a search warrant even though Shad used client
confidentiality as his reason for refusing them access.

When the deputies released him, Shad was lost
about where to go next, except he did finally call the office to
notify Francine that he wouldn’t be coming in that day. Shad wanted
to go back to the hospital and be with Dulsie, but after having
seen how his presence affected the rest of the family Shad decided
against it. When he noticed it was after nine o’clock, Shad
realized that nobody had been home to feed the turkeys and Sadie.
And he knew Dulsie would want them taken care of.

As he drove to the house, Shad was almost
relieved to have something normal to do in the midst of all this
destruction and chaos. In the last week and a half or so, he had
discovered the identity of the man who molested him but couldn’t
file charges against; experienced a relapse of the disorder he
thought was eradicated; decided not to have children just before
Dulsie told him she was pregnant; was facing the possible end of a
marriage he’d always believed was secure; was suspected of a crime
he didn’t commit; and in spite of his inclination to embrace death,
had just missed out on the chance to be outright murdered.

Was God finding any of this funny yet?

When Shad neared the house he recognized
Karl’s gray pickup parked in the driveway. His stomach knotted and
fluttered, and for a split second Shad considered driving past the
home. His reaction was inappropriate, Shad tried to tell himself.
Karl had never done a thing to him to elicit such trepidation. Then
again, this was just the sort of incident that might get Karl
sufficiently provoked.

As Shad steered his truck into the driveway
to park it behind the Wekenheiser pickup, he saw Karl standing on
the porch. The man seemed to be watching him, and he also looked as
though he might be talking on his cell phone. When Shad stepped out
of the truck he saw Karl lower the phone and clip it back to his
belt. The two men approached each other.

“Glad to see you here, Shad.” Karl smiled as
he descended the porch steps.

Shad still wasn’t sure if he should take
Karl’s greeting at face value, even though his uncle/father-in-law
had never done a single unkind thing to Shad before.

“I’m ... surprised to see you here.” Shad
glanced around, half expecting to discover that Karl kept a spare
bratwurst in his pocket in conjunction with a secret army of
starving dachshunds.

The two men came to a stop to face each other
just a few yards away from the steps of the porch.

“You can’t go in the house.” Karl looked more
solemn. “The sheriff still has it taped off.”

“I came to feed the turkeys and Sadie.”

“Beatcha to the turkeys, Bub.” Karl frowned
slightly. “You don’t know about Sadie, do you?”

Shad regarded him with a sense of both
inquiry and frustration. “All the police did was ask me questions.
They didn’t tell me a single thing about what happened here.”

“Of course they didn’t.” Karl nodded. “Wanted
to see if you’d let a detail slip that only somebody who’d been
here last night would know.”

“So ... you don’t think ... I had something
to do with last night?”

Karl smirked. “Of course I don’t. That’s the
whole reason you aren’t swinging upside and naked from a honey
locust tree about now.”

Shad drew a deep breath inspired by both
relief and the need to calm his nerves. “What happened to
Sadie?”

“She was shot, too. And it killed her.”

Shad felt a welling of yet more sadness
inside him. He lowered his head and stared at the ground.

“Sheriff hauled her off for evidence,” Karl
continued. “Luckily I got here just as they were finishing up their
investigation of the crime scene. I told the sheriff I wanted her
body back after they got what they needed. I’m gonna bury her on
the farm.” Karl’s voice momentarily became just a little hoarse.
“She might’ve saved Dulsie’s life.”

Shad looked back up at Karl, his gaze meeting
the man’s eyes for a few seconds. He didn’t think he had ever heard
Dulsie’s father get choked up before.

“Saved her life?”

Karl nodded, and took a deep breath himself
before continuing in a normal voice. “Dulsie said she heard the dog
barking, so she went out on the stoop back there with the rifle.
Then Sadie suddenly became ferocious and started charging whoever
was down there near the road.” Karl nodded toward the front corner
of their yard. “That’s when he shot Sadie. Now, that right there
tells me you weren’t the one skulking around with a gun.”

Shad was appreciative for the information,
especially from someone as astute as Karl. “How so?”

“That dog was damn smart. She not only
recognized people, she recognized vehicles. She never barked at
anybody who wasn’t a stranger. So that means she wouldn’t bark at
you.” Karl looked more pensive. “In a way, Sadie wound up being too
smart for her own good. She was barking at a stranger, and Dulsie
came out ... that must be when he aimed for her. The dog recognized
an aggressive move on his part, so that’s when she got
aggressive.”

A chill settled over Shad. “So he shot Sadie
instead.”

Karl nodded again. “Dulsie acted
instinctively. She told me she could remember swinging her rifle
toward the flashpoint, but couldn’t remember if she got off a shot
because ... that’s when she got shot.” A rueful smile curved his
lips. “Well, I know for a fact she did.”

“How?”

“The advantage of being a distraught father
is the sheriff was willing to share some information with me. They
found a blood trail in your yard.”

Shad’s eyes widened.

“It’s just a few drops, but they led back to
the end of your driveway. Apparently the bottom-feeder parked
there, and the barking dog was causing him to approach the house
with care.” A hint of pleasure crept into Karl’s smile. “Dulsie
winged him. So he oozed back to his car and got out of here.”

That would explain the strip search. But Shad
knew the fact he didn’t have a gunshot wound didn’t release him
from suspicion. He wasn’t the trigger man, but the police knew he
could have arranged for somebody else to do the job. But if Dulsie
had wounded her attacker....

“Then the sheriff should catch him.” Shad
felt an almost forgotten flicker of hope. “Medical institutions
have to report all gunshot wounds to the police.”

“Assuming he goes to a doctor.” Karl shook
his head. “It could be minor enough a wound he might reckon on
patching it up himself. With any luck he’ll get an infection and
die anyway. I just wouldn’t have the satisfaction of knowing he’d
become maggot food.”

Shad regarded his father-in-law with a little
renewed wariness. “You know ... one theory is I might’ve sent
somebody out here to ... do the shooting.”

Karl tilted his head and pressed his lips
together. “Shad ... I know for a fact you’d never hurt Dulsie. I
got no idea what it is that’s going on between the two of you right
now, especially outta the blue like this, and I’m not even gonna
ask. A man deserves his privacy.” He drew a breath before
continuing. “Jill wanted me to run you off when she found out you
were dating Dulsie. But you know why I refused?”

Shad shook his head.

“I knew you’d be good to her. That was the
most important thing to me, and you filled the bill. I know how Pax
is with Maddie, and I saw he taught you to do the same. And I saw
you in that room this morning.” Karl smirked slightly. “And I know
you’re a terrible actor.”

Both appreciation and guilt swirled inside
him. Shad lowered his head again.

Karl continued. “I also do realize that you
have all the makings of a serial killer, except as far as I know
you weren’t into torturing animals and wetting the bed during your
childhood.” He tilted his head. “Although Pax did tell me that you
took to fire building like a skunk takes to stink.”

Shad looked up to regard Karl a bit warily
again. Not only was the man known to be insightful, Karl had his
own penchant for feeling out certain aspects of a person. Just as
Shad could empathize with other abuse victims, Karl was quick to
determine how much of a threat someone else posed and the best way
to deal with it. That probably influenced why his sons became a
park ranger and a conservation agent. Shad had heard the stories.
Another nervous flutter beat through his stomach as Shad realized
that if anybody could figure out his secret, it could be Karl.

“But who am I to hold that against you?” Karl
smirked. “Fact is, if you weren’t a little dangerous you’d just be
a doormat, and Dulsie doesn’t need that either. You just know how
to point that aggressive streak elsewhere, and it would never be at
her.”

At least Karl seemed to be veering in another
direction now, but Shad wanted to back him even farther away from
the truth. So he decided to counter with another truth.

“I still managed to hurt Dulsie.”

“Whatever you did, I know it wasn’t
intentional. It’s only if you set out to hurt her on purpose that
I’d have to haul you out on a back road one night when the mother
ship’s due to come in.”

Shad resumed staring at the ground. He didn’t
feel worthy of the kindness Karl was extending to him. And that
reminded Shad of something else he’d witnessed this morning.

“I’ve also hurt the rest of the family. Mam
and Jill are fighting because of me.”

Karl let out an exhale before he responded.
“Do you remember what the most dangerous animal in the woods
is?”

“A mother defending her young.”

“And once a mom, always a mom. It doesn’t
matter that you and Dulsie are all grown up now. Dulsie is the
daughter Jill finally got.” Karl’s voice seemed to become even
gentler. “And you’re the son Maddie finally got.”

And Mam and Pap were the parents Shad finally
got. Had it not been for them, the trouble he was in right now
would seem miniscule to the trouble he could have created entirely
on his own. Yet this mess was the only reward he had to give them
for their efforts.

Karl continued when Shad didn’t respond.
“Jill and Maddie are evenly matched. They just have different
styles. Their maternal instincts have got the best of them lately,
but believe me, the bond that ties them isn’t any weaker. In fact,
this could make it even stronger.”

Shad was familiar with the concept Karl was
sharing with him, but this morning it sounded more like empty words
of consolation than encouragement that all would work out for the
better.

“It’s still all my fault.”

“Speaking of which....” Karl cupped his elbow
in one hand and the other hand curled around his chin as he studied
Shad. “You got any ideas why someone would be after you? I mean,
besides the fact you’re a lawyer and somebody’s just starting on
you before they get to the rest. Do you have any idea why somebody
would want to kill you?”

Shad looked up with a start. “What?”

“It wasn’t just a potential burglar out here
last night. He began shooting as soon as a person came out of the
house. He was here to kill. Dulsie doesn’t have an enemy in
the world, but – you are a lawyer. You have the potential to get
people upset with you.”

Shad gaped at Karl in disbelief. The deputies
had also asked him if Shad had any enemies, but the way Karl was
phrasing it, especially when Shad finally had some information
about the night’s events, the possibility seemed more concrete,
except –

“I mostly handle family law. Wills, real
estate, that sort of thing. The family’s more likely to get upset
with each other than with me.”

“You handle a few divorces, too. And from
what I hear, you pick out the dicey ones.”

Shad frowned. He didn’t handle many divorces,
but it was true he gravitated to those that were highly charged,
like Charissa’s case, for example. Yet it was precisely for
children like her that he devoted himself to the insane goal of
becoming a lawyer. Why else would someone as conflict shy as he was
get entangled in such hostile affairs? It could only be that
aggressive streak Karl mentioned earlier.

“Nothing immediately comes to mind,” Shad
murmured, although the complexities of Charissa’s case naturally
lingered in his thoughts. The next realization that surfaced was
the possibility that Shad’s “choice” of career had contributed to
Dulsie winding up in the hospital. A fresh wave of guilt surged
through him and Shad wondered how Karl was managing to remain so
benevolent toward him. He was really more deserving of the man’s
vehemence, although Shad figured he’d rather face the mother ship
than the honey locust.

“It might not be a current client.” Karl
seemed to scrutinize him. “It might be a case you thought was all
settled and done and over with.”

Shad shook his head. “Nothing seems
obvious.”

“If they’ve got any intelligence at all, they
want to not be obvious. Think about it. And I mean really think
about it. You want the goon who did this to Dulsie to get what he
deserves, don’t you?”

Something new flickered inside Shad.
Actually, it wasn’t so much new as rather disused for a while.
Somebody besides him had been instrumental in hurting Dulsie, and
Shad had been so busy berating himself that Karl’s question was
almost like a revelation to him. There was somebody else that
justice needed to pursue. There was somebody else that needed to
pay for his actions. And if Shad possibly held the key to
identifying who that person was, then he owed it to Dulsie to
utilize every means available to discover that person.

Before Shad got to express any of these
thoughts to Karl, they heard the drone of an engine approaching
them. Shad looked toward the road and immediately recognized Pap’s
pickup coming toward the house.

Shad looked at Karl, who shrugged and
smirked.

“Sorry, son. I finked you out.”

 



Chapter Seventeen

A person is obligated to bless God for the evil that
befalls him just as he blesses Him for the good.

--Berakhot 9:5

 


Pap was all business when he stepped out from
the truck. It was an attitude Shad had seen a few times, but not
since he’d graduated high school.

“Thanks, Karl.” Pap nodded to his
brother-in-law, then turned his attention to Shad. “Come on. Hop in
your truck and we’ll get back to the house.”

Shad felt as though he’d just been snagged
into an intervention. “I need – I’ve got stuff back at the
motel.”

“We’ll leave your truck at the house and both
go to the motel to get your stuff.”

Shad wasn’t inclined to argue. Pap had used
this technique in the past whenever he needed to impress something
upon Shad and wasn’t about to let the boy get by with avoiding
something he needed to do. Having never dealt with this action
before as an adult, Shad could only respond to it as he did when a
kid. Besides, with his life currently at the mercy of the currents
of chance or destiny, Shad figured he might as well let this newest
wave carry him wherever it willed.

So he drove to his childhood home, parked the
pickup, and got into the truck with Pap.

“Where’s Mam?” Shad asked as Pap drove back
out to the road.

“Still at the hospital with Jill.”

Shad had another twinge of guilt. “Is that a
good idea?”

“They seem to think so.” Pap glanced toward
him. “It pleased Jill satisfactorily when you left with the
deputies, so she won’t need to vent so much. And Maddie can take
her grumblings better when you aren’t there to hear it. Maddie
reckons you heard enough put-downs when you were younger, so it
gets her ire up that you should have to hear any more.”

“So you and Karl left to get the chores
done?”

“That, and we hoped between the two of us
we’d be able to catch you up once the sheriff was done with
you.”

On the way to the motel Pap quizzed Shad
about the interrogation, then inquired about Shad’s conversation
with Karl. When he told Pap about Karl’s assertion the gunman was
really there to kill Shad, Pap pursed his lips together.

“I wondered about that, myself,” Pap
murmured.

A new realization sent a flash of panic
through Shad. “If somebody’s trying to kill me, I can’t stay with
you!”

“Yes, you can.” Pap’s eyes narrowed.

A fresh wave of guilt washed over him. “You
and Mam would be put in danger. I’m not gonna do that.”

Pap stayed focused on the road and his voice
was gruff. “I’d rather face down a passel of assassins than have to
worry and fret again about where you are and if you’re safe.”

Shad lowered his head and rested it in his
hands. Why did he have to devastate the lives of the people he
cared about? He was like a vector of ill fortune, unable to refrain
from harming others no matter what he did or tried to do.

Pap’s voice became steady again. “Besides, I
doubt there’s that much to worry about. Whoever shot Dulsie wasn’t
any pro. He’s probably scared off for good and he’s not likely to
find you when you aren’t home.”

“I wish I’d been home last night.”

Pap released an exhale before he responded.
“Why weren’t you?”

Shad cursed his disorder and himself as well.
“I’m a waste of flesh.”

“We’re gonna start laying some ground rules.
First one is you aren’t allowed to drag yourself through the
mud.”

This was all feeling familiar. Not only had
he regressed in his perversion, Shad realized again his behavior
was reverting to his youth with Mam and Pap. He was dragging Pap
back into the role of paternal counselor, and that only added to
the shame Shad already carried.

Pap continued. “Second one is you don’t have
to answer any questions you don’t want to.”

He really didn’t want to answer that
question, so Shad silently continued to berate himself.

After several minutes of this, Pap spoke
again. “You and Dulsie always did plan on having a family
someday.”

Shad turned his head slightly to glance
between his fingers at Pap. “What?”

“I know Dulsie wouldn’t sit on news like that
very long. Naturally she’d tell you first. So was it Monday or
yesterday she told you she was pregnant?”

Shad was so baffled by Pap’s new topic of
discussion that it distracted him from his misery. “Monday. After
work.”

“Does the pregnancy have anything to do with
why you two have a problem all the sudden?”

A hint of panic started to swell inside him.
Had Dulsie said something? And if she hadn’t yet, would she say it
later? It had never occurred to Shad before that Dulsie would ever
betray anything he’d told her in confidence, but Shad remembered
the distant look she gave him in the hospital. He had been the
first to break the trust between them. It would only serve him
right if Dulsie told all his secrets to the rest of the family.

“I wasn’t ready for it,” Shad mumbled.

Pap frowned slightly. “From the day you were
married you took the chance of having a baby. I know you knew that.
I find it hard to believe that just because Dulsie got pregnant
when you weren’t planning on it, you’d – do whatever it is you’re
doing.”

Pap was just as crafty as ever. Shad
remembered the ways his father would try to turn up information
about the existence Shad led when he lived with that woman. And
now, as then, Pap was getting too close to the answers he sought,
so Shad remained silent.

Pap waited a few more minutes before trying
the next angle of approach, which Shad knew he would do.

“I have a confession to make.” Pap glanced
toward him. “I didn’t want you.”

“Who would?” Shad mumbled.

“Hear me out. You came to us, in my
consideration, at the worst possible time. I was looking forward to
being an empty-nester. The last thing I wanted to do was take on
the care of some kid who, well, quite frankly, scared me.”

Shad raised his gaze to the glove box. How
could Pap have possibly ever been scared of him, especially when
Shad wasted his first year with them being scared of Pap?

“I kept expecting you to lash out,” Pap
continued. “Start fights, act out, lie, cheat and steal. You had so
much bottled up I just knew you were gonna detonate one of these
days.” Pap glanced toward him. “But you never did any of that.”

Shad’s initial thought was he never acted out
because the boyfriends had taught swift and terrible retribution
followed such behavior. And then, when Shad finally did learn to
trust his parents, he didn’t act out simply because he didn’t want
to. Actually, there was one aspect of acting out he
didn’t succumb to only because Shad had never been given the
opportunity during those years.

Pap continued. “And then one day I realized
that the very thing I didn’t want, that the very challenge I railed
against so much, was one of the most significant blessings in my
life. One day I realized that you weren’t just the kid I was
raising as my son.” He glanced at Shad again. “You are my son. And
you’ve made your mom and me proud of you.”

As Shad allowed those words to soak in he
realized what a revelation Pap’s confession was. Never, ever, in
his wildest, most delusional imaginings, would Shad have ever
theorized that Pap didn’t want him around. When he was a kid, when
he finally became convinced they weren’t just “fattening him up”
for some seasonal human sacrifice that was required by this bizarre
religious cult they belonged to, Shad believed his parents had
always wanted him. Even when he was a senior in high school, when
Shad learned that they had risked so much for him and why, it never
occurred to him Mam and Pap were “only” following divine will.

“You still paid too heavy a price,” Shad
murmured.

Over ten years ago Shad left a school
assignment at home that morning, but a few minutes after he and Mam
had left home in the car, Shad discovered it was missing while he
was thumbing through his notebook. Since Mam had the time to turn
the car around so he could retrieve his homework, she did so, with
only a couple of comments about ways Shad could work out to keep
him from forgetting such things.

When Mam stopped the car in front of their
house, Shad hopped out and sprinted through the front door. He
found Pap lying face down in the living room, just in front of the
kitchen doorway. Shad ran back to the porch to yell for Mam. Then
he dashed back to Pap and confirmed the man was unconscious but
breathing.

They drove him to the hospital themselves
because it would take too long to wait for an ambulance. Shad sat
in the back seat, cradling Pap’s head in his lap, and desperately
prayed to a God he was just coming to terms with not to take his
father away. Pap regained consciousness during the trip, but he was
groggy and disoriented.

At first the doctors thought Pap had a
stroke. But when those tests turned out negative, they investigated
further and discovered the tumor growing near the base of his
skull. They removed it and were able to inform the family it was
benign.

But Mam’s and Pap’s problems weren’t over
with yet. The only insurance they had was through Mam’s job with
the school. It didn’t cover much, and they were left with large
medical bills.

Shad, who was usually obtuse about such
matters, actually noticed the increased frugality and overheard
parts of muttered conversations that were meant to be out of his
earshot. Mam and Pap assured him everything was all right, but Shad
wondered how these people who were so thrifty and conscientious
about saving money were struggling to pay the bills. He wound up
taking his concern to Jill.

His aunt believed that since Shad was nearing
eighteen, and the truth would be more reassuring to him, he might
as well know everything. So Jill told Shad that Mam and Pap
shouldered the responsibility of rearing him because the task had
been ordained to them. They approached that woman with the offer of
adopting Shad from her and paying for the resulting legal expenses.
She refused that offer, but told them she would take money
for herself if they really wanted to adopt him.

But when Mam and Pap checked into this
arrangement with an attorney, they were told unequivocally the law
forbade them to pay that woman specifically to give up her child.
That constituted purchasing a human being, and thus was considered
a black market adoption.

But that woman refused to compromise. So Mam
and Pap turned their backs to the law and paid her off.

Mam used – there were plenty who would say
“abused” – her position as a school secretary to transfer Shad’s
records from St. Louis to the school where she worked. Everything
seemed to fall into place, and the Delaneys simply never bothered
to go into detail with friends and members of the church how they
“adopted” Shad into their home. One of the advantages of living in
a rural community was there were few prying eyes to discover their
secret.

Then five years later that woman contacted
them again, and she demanded more money or else she would turn them
in. At first Mam and Pap dismissed her threat – she was as culpable
as they were regarding this felony. Then they discovered her tight
scheme which did put that woman at risk, but guaranteed Shad would
be taken in by the Social Services system they were meant to
keep him out of. Besides, they didn’t want to lose him. For Shad’s
protection they gave her what she demanded. But it left them ill
prepared for Pap’s hospitalization a little over a year later.

When Shad pondered how that wasn’t fair, he
got mad at the One who had effectively set his parents up for their
financial hardship. If only they had been able to get hold of a
lawyer that would have fought to help them achieve their goal and
not charged them as much or more as that woman took off with, they
wouldn’t be in this fix now.

Well, if the world needed more lawyers like
that, then Shad should become one.

Of all the crazy ideas he ever had, Shad
dismissed that notion as his most deranged. Yet the idea dogged
him, seeming to pop up most readily whenever Shad considered his
parents’ circumstances. Obsession wasn’t anything new to him, but
there was something different about this one.

A year and a half before Pap went into the
hospital, Shad finally figured out that hearing God had to be a
more profound experience than hearing Charlton Heston’s voice in
one’s head. So he asked Pap just how it was supposed to work. It
turned out the experience could manifest in several ways, and one
was a compulsion to do something that served others – especially if
it was something the person didn’t want to do.

Great, Shad figured. He was finally able to
get in touch with his inner light, and it had to be
this.

But Shad figured he owed it to Mam and Pap to
give in to divine will. Not doing so seemed like a mockery of all
they had sacrificed. And now ... and now Shad felt like he had been
set up, as well.

Pap’s voice broke up Shad’s thoughts. “I
expect the reward in the end will be of higher value than what I
paid.”

“And if you’re wrong?” Shad muttered into his
hands.

“Well, I’m not.” Pap smirked. “But even if I
were, what legacy would I rather leave behind? That I gave in to my
weaker self, or that I defied the odds to give a child in need a
better future?” He glanced toward Shad. “I have absolutely no idea
why we had to keep you out of state custody, but I gained a fine,
honorable son by doing so. Yeah, the reward outweighs the
price.”

Pap’s words were supposed to be uplifting,
but Shad felt more weight added to his guilt. He knew the reason
why he had to stay out of foster care, and if Pap knew that reason,
he wouldn’t be so proud of this twisted, wicked son he had been
burdened with.

A couple of minutes of silence passed before
Pap spoke again. “Maybe I should just let you figure out who tried
to kill you and almost got Dulsie instead.”

There was that sensation again. It had to
work its way through all the layers of despair and misery and
torment, but it also caused a bit of distraction from them. It was
that element Shad usually tried to keep tightly reined, so it
wasn’t used to coming out much. Even now, as it tried to flex some
muscle, Shad told himself to keep it on a short leash. If it
controlled him instead of the other way around, Shad wouldn’t be
much use to Dulsie. But he also realized he’d have to cut it a
little slack if Shad wanted to accomplish more than claim her
assailant was a coward missing part of his genitalia.

“We’re coming up on the motel.” Pap broke
into the latest round of silence. “Which room is yours?”

 



Chapter Eighteen

A man that does not know how to be angry does not
know how to be good.

--Henry Ward Beecher

 


After Shad gathered up the few things he had
in the motel room, most of which had never really been unpacked,
Pap commented on the scarcity of his belongings, especially
footwear appropriate for a farm. So on the way back to the house
Pap stopped the truck at a sundries store and Shad bought a comb
and cheap pair of deck shoes, which he could wear without socks and
therefore avoid having to buy any of those as well. Pap agreed Shad
could probably borrow a few of his clothes until Shad could
retrieve more of his own garments. Even though Pap was taller, they
were still able to wear basically the same size.

Shad’s need for clothes quickly became
apparent when they returned to the farm and Pap commented that he
needed to take a shower and suggested Shad do the same. So after
Shad got a pair of olive shorts and a khaki shirt from Pap, he
deposited his few belongings in the bedroom that used to be his and
took the change of clothes to the downstairs bathroom to clean
up.

As Shad looked in the medicine cabinet mirror
he debated whether or not to shave. His beard was light and slow to
grow, which was the main reason Shad had never grown one although
he was inclined to copy Pap. He couldn’t look scruffy in court. The
combination of his thin beard, hairless chest, and propensity to
readily turn brown come springtime, had caused some speculation
about the ethnicity of the guy who sired him. Although that woman
was a brunette with brown eyes, it was obvious the Y half of Shad’s
DNA had been provided by someone even swarthier. Although his birth
certificate stated that he had been born in Tulsa, Oklahoma, the
identity of the father was designated as “unknown.” Shad considered
it par for the course that the genetic material provided by some
dude he didn’t know or care about prevented him from emulating the
appearance of the man whom he considered to be his father. He might
as well shave.

After his shower Shad draped the slacks,
which could only be dry cleaned, over his shoulder, and carried the
rest of his clothes to the nearby laundry room. As he tossed them
into the wicker hamper Shad caught a glimpse of some clothes
soaking in the utility tub next to the washer. He froze when Shad
realized what he was seeing.

The blue jeans and tan shirt were darkened by
stains that also left wispy trails in the water. Blood. They were
Pap’s clothes, but Shad quickly surmised whose blood was on them
and how it got there. Nobody told him just how Dulsie made it to
the hospital. He closed the lid on the hamper and walked into the
kitchen where Pap was heating something in the microwave.

“Dulsie called you, didn’t she?” Yet more
guilt washed through him.

Pap was wearing different jeans and a
burgundy button-down shirt, and he glanced almost nonchalantly
toward Shad as he opened the refrigerator.

“You know I can get to your place faster than
the sheriff.”

“You could’ve been shot. Or killed.”

“You remember one of the reasons why we
Delaneys are considered to be such a contrary lot?” Pap began
pulling various containers from the refrigerator. “We’ve always
maintained that while pacifism was an ideal, until the rest of the
world embraced that belief, we’d fight anybody who threatened our
families. Luckily none of us since Quaid have ever had the need to
pull a gun on another person, but I was ready to do whatever it
took to protect my family.”

Shad shook his head. “This is all my fault. I
should’ve been home. I shouldn’t even be here. You’ve already
risked too much.”

Pap shot him that familiar glare as he closed
the refrigerator with his foot because his arms were full of
sandwich fixings and a pitcher of tea. “We’ve already been through
that weed patch.” He set the containers on the counter as the
microwave went off. “I’ll agree with you that you’ve made a
mistake. But if you learn from it and make amends, you’ll have
grown. It’s all part of being human. It’s the reason we keep
hitting those road bumps in life.”

“Road bumps sown with nails and knives and
broken glass,” Shad grumbled. “Rusty razor blades. And trip
wires.”

“Don’t forget the land mines.” Pap stepped
over to the microwave. “You can make yourself a sandwich. And we’ve
got mixed vegetables left over from last night.”

At first Shad wanted to refuse to eat, but it
had been two days since his last meal and his stomach started
pulsating at the prospect of food. He also hadn’t had anything to
drink all day.

After Shad fixed his lunch and sat at the
handmade table kitty-corner from Pap, they bowed their heads in a
silent grace before eating. Or rather, Shad prayed for Dulsies’s
recovery and didn’t even mention the food.

When Shad and Dulsie were beginning to do
things together that resembled “going out” more than just “hanging
out,” Dulsie once commented at a restaurant how Shad had a rather
“interesting” relationship with food. He was fearless of trying
anything new, yet Shad was quick to turn down food, even his
favorites, if it didn’t meet some kind of predetermined parameters
he seemed to cherish – the biggest one, she noticed, being time to
enjoy the meal at leisure. Shad used her comment as the springboard
to begin sharing a few episodes about his abuse as a child.

Whenever Shad, at irregular intervals, did
get fed, it was usually something dumped out of a can or a box. If
he didn’t eat it quickly enough, the rather sorry food might be
taken away. One time he tried to retrieve a half-eaten hamburger
tossed into the trash can by a boyfriend. When the boyfriend caught
Shad he flew into a rage and called Shad names like “greedy turd”
and even more obscene as he twisted the boy’s arms behind his back
and made him lick other things from the trash can.

When he moved in with the Delaneys, Shad was
almost overwhelmed by the abundance of food. It not only grew out
in the garden, it walked around on the farm or nearby farms. It was
gathered from fields and the woods. It was pulled from rivers and
ponds. More amazingly, it was brought into the kitchen and actually
prepared into aromatic and filling meals that were provided on a
regular basis. And what couldn’t be eaten immediately was stored in
large freezers or canned or dried for later use.

Shad appreciated food too much to rush
through it, squander it, or eat it in any way without enjoyment.
His only regret about sharing this information with Dulsie at the
restaurant was the fact Shad sort of compromised her own enjoyment
of their meal.

Even now the vegetables Shad ate with his
sandwich were a medley of seasoned okra, beans, tomatoes, onions
and squash from the garden, which soon made Shad feel sufficiently
full because his stomach had shrunk from the past couple of days.
As Shad sipped on his glass of iced tea, Pap, who had allowed the
meal to proceed in silence, leaned back in his chair and stretched
his arms over his head.

“I hate to admit it, but I’m gonna have to
take a nap.” Pap rested his hands on the table. “Maddie wants us to
pick her up this evening. What’re you gonna do until then?”

Shad regarded him a bit blankly. “I haven’t
the foggiest.”

“Well, you’ll come up with something.” Pap
got to his feet and carried his plate and utensils to the kitchen
sink. “Do you mind putting this food away?”

“No. I’ll do it.”

Pap rinsed his dishes and placed them in the
dishwasher. “I should be up in a couple of hours.” The glance he
shot toward Shad was halfway stern. “Don’t go anywhere.”

Shad shook his head, and Pap walked up the
stairs at the side of the kitchen.

He sipped on his tea for a few more minutes,
and then Shad got up from the table to clear away everything they’d
used for lunch. He then wandered over to the kitchen doorway and
stared into the living room, feeling lost.

Yeah, he’d been reviewing divorce cases Shad
had handled throughout his somewhat short career, but as Karl had
pointed out, none of them were obvious. Shad supposed he could
follow up on what became of some of these people, but since Mam and
Pap didn’t have internet access, that wasn’t something he could do
now.

Maybe Pap had some wood that needed
splitting. Or maybe there were some weeds in Mam’s garden that
needed to be pulled. But for some reason the idea of doing these
activities fell flat as soon as Shad thought of them. At first he
blamed the depression, but as Shad tried to come up with other
ideas he realized he was seeking to do something with more ...
purpose. He wanted to do more than just keep busy.

Shad found himself retrieving the pants he
had left on one of the kitchen chairs before climbing up the stairs
and returning to his old bedroom.

He hung his three suits in the closet, and
then gathered the rest of his clothes, most of which qualified as
needing to be washed.

As soon as Shad considered doing some
laundry, he remembered Pap’s bloodied clothes in the sink and
almost changed his mind. But then he gritted his teeth and took a
deep breath, and carried the clothes back down the stairs and into
the laundry room.

Shad opened the lid to the washer, started
the water running, dumped in detergent, and dumped in his own
clothes. Figuring he might as well do some of Mam’s and Pap’s
clothes to top off the load, Shad pulled more laundry from the
hamper before turning to the bloody jeans and shirt in the utility
sink.

With a deep breath and a desire to shudder,
Shad started scrubbing the material of Pap’s shirt together. The
mixture of water and blood flowed over his hands, and Shad found
himself scrubbing more slowly until he finally stopped and simply
stared at Dulsie’s blood.

Her blood was literally on his hands. No,
somebody else had done this. Shad had his part in it, but somebody
else had almost taken Dulsie’s life. Who?

The rage stirred again. Shad’s grip on the
material tightened. More watered-down blood trickled over his
knuckles.

It was true he should have been home last
night. Shad had withdrawn to give Dulsie space and time to come to
grips with what she’d married. What she’d married. Shad
remembered that distant look in her eyes when he arrived at the
hospital. This wasn’t fair. Of all the disorders he had to be
stricken with, why did it have to be this one? Why had he been led
to believe it was gone, only to have it return? He should have been
home last night. He should have taken the bullet. Why did Erin
rescue him from one path of destruction only to have Shad wreak
havoc upon her own family? Somebody shot Dulsie. Maybe it was
because Shad chose to obey divine inspiration and become a lawyer.
Maybe he had been mistaken. That power never spoke to him before or
since – that is, until Shad discovered Wally.

Wally. Shad wadded another section of
the shirt in his hands, squeezing out more bloody water.

This began with Wally. There was no such
thing as coincidence. Shad had been maneuvered by unseen forces to
discover Wally that day. But Shad was just a pawn. Why couldn’t he
press criminal charges and be done with it? Why did he have to try
to investigate Wally, to dig up evidence before he could have one
more predator removed from some of society’s most helpless victims?
Why did he have to meet with Wally only to have all the stress and
frustration pry his disorder back out of latency? Shad was trying
his best with all the limitations he had, yet apparently that
wasn’t good enough. He had to be punished with something that
pushed Dulsie away, and then she was shot. The sheriff would soon
obtain that warrant to search Shad’s computer. How was he supposed
to figure out who might try to kill him? Why did he have to find
Wally?

A chill settled over Shad.

Wouldn’t it make sense that Wally would want
him silenced? And speaking of silence, Wally was sitting awfully
tight over there in St. Louis, apparently content with just waiting
to see what Shad decided to do about him.

Or maybe Wally figured the best way to avoid
any attention from the police if Shad wound up murdered would be to
stay out of the picture altogether. Wally was a liar, but Shad was
also convinced that Wally wasn’t a killer, at least with his own
hands. It would take a few days to arrange a hit, especially since
Wally most likely didn’t hang out with mobsters. This assailant was
no pro, Pap said. What was the gunman’s motivation to accept this
job? He wanted the money obviously, but did he need it to support a
drug habit or gambling debts?

Only it had been Dulsie who was caught in the
line of fire. Shad’s grip on the shirt became its tightest yet.

Shad couldn’t prosecute for child
molestation, but he would be just as satisfied to put Wally away
for attempted murder.

Ironically, his situation hadn’t changed
much. Shad still couldn’t just go to the sheriff because he had
nothing but conjecture. He still had to investigate Wally. But the
main change Shad was noticing was in his determination to have the
man put away. Any quarter he had been willing to grant to Wally was
now completely nonexistent. Wally almost got Dulsie killed. Wally
was going to pay for this. By the time Shad was done with him,
Wally was going to wish he’d only had his arm ripped off and been
beaten with it.

Shad stared at the blood and water slowly
dripping from his hands. The washer had finished filling some time
ago and shut off. He had a target. He had somebody to focus on. He
was going to get the man who hurt Dulsie.

Shad finished scrubbing out the shirt and
jeans with intensive vigor. He sprayed the clothes down with a
stain remover before tossing them into the washer and nearly
slammed the lid shut. Then Shad strode through the house and out
the front door. He stopped at the white railing, gripped it in his
hands, and gazed across the landscape of the farm.

As much as he relished the thought of hanging
Wally upside down and naked from a honey locust tree, Shad had to
figure out a plan to turn the man over to the police. When Pap said
not to go anywhere, Shad knew that didn’t include hiking around on
the farm. He needed to do some of his best thinking.

 



Chapter Nineteen

For it is not My desire that anyone shall die –
declares the LORD God. Repent, therefore, and live!

--Ezekiel 18:32

 


When Pap was ready to go to the hospital to
pick up Mam, Shad requested to be dropped off at the bookstore. As
he expected, Pap scrutinized him with a furrowed brow as they stood
in the living room.

“Don’t you want to see Dulsie?”

“What I want and what needs to be done aren’t
exactly the same.” Shad steadily returned Pap’s gaze. “Except for
the part about tracking down what happened to her last night.”

Pap’s frown deepened. “Back up the buggy a
minute.” He briefly glanced at the carrying case hanging from
Shad’s shoulder. “How is the computer gonna help figure that
out?”

Shad drew a deep, calm breath before
responding. “I finally determined who would want to see me
terminated right now.”

Pap arched an eyebrow. “Sounds like you
should be having a chat with the sheriff.”

“It’s not that easy. This person is in a
different jurisdiction and will be regarded as a low priority
there. Time is of the essence.”

“Attempted murder is a low priority?”

Shad fixed his gaze on Pap’s. “Trust me.
Until the police have more to go on than my word, they’ll consider
the other person to be a low priority.” Shad stepped toward the
door. “I’ll explain more in the car.”

Shad knew his explanation wasn’t going to be
entirely to Pap’s satisfaction, but his goal right now was just to
make it to the bookstore so Shad could have the internet access he
needed. Pap didn’t take long once they got into the maroon Toyota
to follow up with his questions.

“So who became your prime suspect?”

“Someone from my past.” Shad already had
determined just what information he was willing to release.

Pap glanced at him as he steered the car
toward the road. “Why would they be after you now?”

“I had a chance encounter with him about a
week and a half ago. I know from my past he was involved in
criminal activity. I have knowledge but not evidence he’s still
involved. In order to obtain that evidence as quickly as it needs
to be done, I’m gonna have to get it myself. If you’ll drop me off
at the bookstore I’ll be able to begin that process. This is the
best thing I can do for Dulsie right now.”

“How is the computer gonna help you?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

Pap frowned. “Aren’t there legal issues about
obtaining evidence illegally?”

“Why do you assume I’ll be hacking?”

“Why do I assume the bear takes a dump in the
woods?” Pap glanced at him again. “In your current situation maybe
you shouldn’t be flirting so much with law breaking.”

“You realize I know this is coming from a man
who risked being prosecuted on a felony to keep me out of the state
system.”

“That was different.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Yes, it is.” Pap’s frown deepened. “Your mom
and I had a choice to obey man’s law or to obey ... why ever it had
to be us to take you in.”

“My encounter with this person really wasn’t
chance.”

“Come again?”

“It’s not for my own sake I need to turn him
in. It’s not even just for Dulsie’s sake. This guy needs to be
removed from society. I was meant to find him.”

Shad watched Pap during the seconds that
passed. Pap stared at the road and the furrow in his brow seemed to
vacillate between increasing and decreasing. A good half minute
elapsed before he finally replied.

“Great,” Pap grumbled. “Now you’re starting
to sound like Maddie.”

Shad felt a smile creep upon his lips
entirely of its own volition. “I knew you’d see things my way.”

 


Pap didn’t give up trying to wrestle more
information from Shad, but he did agree to swing by the bookstore.
Once there Shad strode directly to the little café established in
the corner of the building and ordered an iced tea. He then set the
beverage and his incriminating laptop on a small, white table and
seated himself in one of the two imitation wrought-iron chairs
around it.

Phase one of his plan involved gaining access
to Wally’s computer. There were several ways this could be
accomplished, but Shad chose to try what could get him in the
fastest. A Remote-Access Trojan, otherwise known as a RAT, had been
an almost natural evolution from the earlier Trojan horse programs
used to sneak into computer systems. But such programs, thank God,
didn’t work until they were activated, which was why they had to
masquerade as games or in attached files. So if Shad wanted the RAT
he sent to Wally to start work right away, he had to deliver it
under a guise Wally wouldn’t suspect.

Shad also had to assume Wally would be up to
date on such security as virus detection and firewalls. Both the
man’s business and his personal interests, especially the prurient
ones, implied Wally would be very “computer savvy.” But the mind of
a hacker was a different animal from that of someone simply
proficient in technology. The particular little rodent Shad planned
on using was one of his own creations, used only once before to
show Nolan what vulnerabilities were actually in the office system.
Its unique signature should get it by the virus scans and remain
unnoticed by the firewall. But Wally would still have to activate
it.

Shad’s exploratory hacking over a week ago
had already gotten him into the intranet used by Wally’s business.
During that perusal Shad did notice employees sending email that
included proposed improvements and new gaming technology. And a
look at Wally’s mailbox had revealed he sometimes forwarded such
postings to his home computer. One store manager in particular came
across as an efficient and communicative woman who kept abreast of
the latest trends. Shad used her email address to bundle up his RAT
as an attachment so he could launch it as a forward from Wally’s
work computer.

Then all he could do was wait for the rodent
to emerge from its lair.

Shad was just getting the RAT sent from the
intranet site as Pap returned with Mam. Pap stood behind Shad and
watched the monitor of the laptop.

Although his dad could identify virtually
every fauna and flora that crossed his path, the digital realm
remained a bit mysterious to him. But Shad still didn’t want Pap to
have any knowledge of what he was doing.

“You’re making me nervous,” Shad
grumbled.

“Come on, Dear.” Pap imitated Shad’s tone.
“We aren’t wanted.”

They drifted to the nearby magazine section.
Shad finished getting the RAT kicked off and made a quick job of
looking over lodging options in St. Louis before he closed down the
computer. Shad strode over to his parents and shrugged before
opening his arms.

“Sorry about that. I do usually try not to be
such a knot head.”

Mam took that opportunity to finally hug him.
Shad wrapped his own arms tightly around her. It had been a long
time since he’d hugged her like this – probably not since his
wedding day. Then Mam shared news about Dulsie as they headed back
out to the car to return home.

Dulsie was determined to dodge the pain
medication. Any time the staff showed up in her room, Dulsie would
put on a cheerful face and persuade them she really wasn’t in that
bad a shape, acetaminophen would be fine, thank you. Whenever
Dulsie thought no one was looking, though, Mam could tell that her
daughter-in-law was becoming more aware of the pain. Both she and
Jill tried to tell Dulsie there were stronger medications available
that would still be safe for the baby, but Dulsie was determined to
not take any chances.

That was Dulsie: brave, selfless,
bull-headed. Shad found himself contemplating that if he could only
give Dulsie back peace in her life, he’d take on even more agony to
give that to her. Let God do with him what He willed, just spare
Dulsie.

After supper, Shad went to his room and
finished packing the clothes he’d washed earlier that day plus a
couple more outfits from Pap. He had formulated a plan, and he had
to be packed. Now he also had to share just a little more
information with his parents.

When Shad went back downstairs, he found Mam
and Pap exactly where he expected to. They were out on the front
porch, sitting in the wooden lounge chairs Karl had built several
years ago. Both were in a semi-reclined position, and Pap was just
starting to light his pipe. Pap smoked an average of only two or
three times a week because there were plenty of evenings he didn’t
have time to indulge in that notoriety. Mam was reading a book, the
pages of which were pinned down with her thumbs to keep the breeze
that was blowing across the porch from flipping them untimely.

Shad half sat, half leaned on the railing,
just to one side of them. He took a moment to appreciate the spicy,
fruity aroma from the smoke before speaking.

“I’m leaving tomorrow morning.”

Pap looked up from his pipe in surprise and
Mam closed her book.

“Now what are you up to?” Pap frowned.

“I have some unfinished business to attend
to.”

“As in continuing what you started at the
bookstore?”

Shad leveled his gaze at Pap and met his eyes
for a few seconds. “There’s little else I can tell you.”

Pap and Mam looked at each other, and then
returned their attentions to Shad.

“Why are you so secretive?” Mam asked.

“Complicity.”

“More hacking?” Pap narrowed his eyes. “When
are you finally going to turn this over to the authorities?”

Shad took a deep breath. He’d rehearsed many
times in his head what he had to say, so now seemed the time to say
it.

“You two have done more for me than you’ll
ever really know. Thank you. Now I get to return some of that
favor.” He glanced toward Pap. “Most likely the sheriff will show
up tomorrow with a warrant to seize my computer and give it a high
tech combing through. You’ll be able to honestly tell them you
don’t know where I went, and they’ll have to take time to look for
me.”

Mam frowned. “Shad?”

“Don’t worry, I do want to talk to them as
soon as I finish this business. I’ve got this planned out. I’ve got
a backup plan. I’ll be back within a couple of days.”

“What about your excursion to the book
store?” Pap’s eyes were narrowed.

“You can tell them about that. Believe me,
the more they want my computer, the better for Dulsie.” Shad
smiled gently. “I just wanted to give you the benefit of knowing
I’m gonna leave before dawn. Don’t worry about me.”

“Oh sure.” Pap threw his hands into the air.
“We won’t worry about you one bit.”

“Are you absolutely sure this is what you
have to do?” Mam asked.

“I’m gonna use the law against itself. Hey, I
gotta do something to keep up the Delaney notoriety.”

“Oh great,” Mam muttered to Pap. “Now he’s
starting to sound like you.”

 



Chapter Twenty

There is always a right and a wrong way, and the
wrong way always seems the more reasonable.

--George Edward Moore

 


Shad had to kill a little time around
Jefferson City before he boarded the train, which included
withdrawing a few hundred dollars at an ATM. If he was going to
leave a trail for law enforcement to follow, it would be both
convincing and convenient to pique their interest and make it a
challenge. They would figure out that he went to St. Louis, but St.
Louis was a mighty big place.

After he arrived at that destination, Shad
had plenty of time to walk with his overnight satchel and laptop
over twenty blocks to the hotel. During his online time at the
bookstore Shad selected this establishment as his base of
operation.

Since this was Thursday afternoon he had no
trouble acquiring a room and paid for it with some of the cash.
Despite his leisurely walk, July’s heat and the concrete conspired
to make him sweat through the tan shorts and olive button-down
shirt Shad wore, so he took a shower. After pulling on denim shorts
and a teal tee shirt, he figured it was time to carry out the next
part of his plan.

Shad took a nap.

Luckily his early morning and the afternoon
heat combined into enough of a force to overcome Shad’s anxiety if
the RAT had been activated, allowing him to fall asleep. When he
awoke early in the evening, Shad took a stroll to a nearby burger
joint to get a meal to take back to his room and eat. One of the
reasons he didn’t dine at the restaurant was the storm blowing in.
Large drops of rain began pelting the window in his room soon after
Shad started eating, and he spent a while after his meal standing
at that window and watching the wind create undulating curtains of
water while lightning intermittently brightened the sky with
outstretched bony fingers.

It seemed a bit odd that things like crowds
caused him emotional discomfort, but Shad was actually fascinated
by storms. Loud noises always gave him an adrenaline jolt, but Shad
learned long ago to suppress any reaction more active than a slight
wince. He had made use of an unseasonable storm that wasn’t
predicted to propose to Dulsie.

Early in November, on a beautiful, bright
day, they went hiking at a state park. They saw the storm blowing
in and tried to retreat to the trailhead, but it was fast and
overtook them just as they reached a small pavilion that was still
a few hundred yards from the parking lot. The wind blasted rain and
twigs into the shelter that provided little more than a roof, so
Shad immediately turned his back to the gale and clasped Dulsie to
his torso. It lasted only a few minutes, and Dulsie got wet, but he
got drenched. After the isolated thunderstorm blew over, Dulsie
laughed while she plucked off leaves and sticks that were plastered
to his shirt. Shad told her that he wanted to always be there for
Dulsie and share the rest of his life with her. Dulsie’s laughter
faded into one of the sweetest smiles he’d ever seen.

It was the same smile she beamed at him on
their wedding day as they stood at the front of the worship house,
and before a room full of witnesses solemnized their commitment to
each other. Shad unequivocally rated it as the best day of his
life, but he knew it should lead to other “best days,” such as when
they had children.

Shad stared into the storm and contemplated
how much he had been ignoring the fact he and Dulsie really did
have a child on the way. It was a reality almost difficult to wrap
his mind around, yet in another sense it was a reality so stark he
knew his life was forever changed. With an all too familiar twinge
of guilt Shad remembered that for a split second, after he learned
Dulsie had been shot, the thought surfaced in his mind things would
be better for them if Dulsie lost the baby. Some father he was
turning out to be.

The rain began falling more smoothly and the
rumble of thunder was no longer preceded by loud cracks. As Shad
watched the halos of light caused by the streetlamps try to
penetrate the early darkness, he pondered the concept that for the
next eight and a half months Dulsie and the baby were physically
one. What she benefited from, the baby benefited from. Shad
remembered the pure joy Dulsie was expressing just before he blew
her world to bits. She would be a wonderful mother, which was one
of the many reasons he’d married Dulsie.

Most people had to wait for a second chance
at a better family life until after they grew up and had a family
of their own. Quaid Delaney saw the opportunity when Grace offered
him shelter and he seized it. Shad was one of those few people
given a second chance during his childhood. Quaid’s legacy had
drawn him in and turned Shad from the path of being a destroyer of
families and childhood innocence to a defender. Now he stood here
with a third chance, and Shad admitted he wasn’t getting off at a
very good start.

His concern for Dulsie now included concern
for their child. When somebody had almost killed her, he almost
killed their first child. Their child. He had a child. It
wasn’t on the ground yet, but Shad was responsible for their child.
It needed him now to take care of its mother just as it would need
him later to take care of it. It. Him. Her.

Shad told himself he had been flirting with
cowardice. On the fifty percent chance he had a daughter Shad had
allowed fear and anxiety to dictate his actions. His determination
to bring Dulsie’s attacker – their child’s attacker – to justice
had finally moved him to where he was supposed to be. He couldn’t
allow fear to rule him again. After all, every Delaney knew it took
balls to be a man.

Tonight’s storm subsided and finally midnight
came. Shad sat at the small desk in the room and linked his
computer to the hotel’s internet access.

The dirty rodent had performed its duty
admirably. In a matter of minutes Shad had as much access to
Wally’s computer as though he were sitting in front of it instead
of his personal laptop in a hotel room.

First he perused Wally’s email even though
Shad knew he wouldn’t find any messaging about arranging a hit on
him. But there might be contacts to make note of. As Shad sifted
through the different folders of the mailbox he began to notice
patterns of people both Wally and his wife Lynette kept contact
with. One address that drew Shad’s attention was for a young woman
who made frequent references to “Tyler” and Lynette’s older son.
Shad delved deeper and made a discovery that made his blood run
cold.

Although not married, Lynette’s son and this
woman had a son themselves. Shad berated himself for assuming that
because the sons weren’t married they didn’t have any children.
Worse yet, Shad discovered through more investigation that this
Tyler was almost five years old. And late in the afternoon his
mother was going to drop the boy off to spend the evening with his
grandparents while she went shopping.

A whole new wrinkle had been added to Shad’s
agenda. He couldn’t let Wally have access to this boy for even one
more day. He was going to have to move more quickly than originally
planned, but Shad needed to gather the incriminating evidence he
had come here after.

So he proceeded to tap into what websites
Wally had gone to. There might not be anything on Wally’s computer
about attempted murder, but Shad was confident he could find
something to support Wally was still engaged in other criminal
activity.

The internet was a boon to molesters. Before
the 1990’s they had been relegated to personal contact in
back-alley bookstores and secret mailings to support their sense of
community and gain access to images that offenders seemed compelled
to hoard and share. But the internet, with its apparent anonymity,
removed many of those earlier risks. It provided the means for them
to swap and purchase pornography portraying children, as well as
interact with each other.

The first few sites revealed standard fare
about technology and gaming, but then Shad ran across something
that immediately raised the proverbial red flag.

Wally had a slew of foreign proxies at his
disposal. Proxies, which were also a hacker’s best friend, muddied
the trail if someone tried to trace the user’s activities. Shad’s
own warm relationship with them enabled him to fairly quickly pick
up on a trail which eventually led to what was known as a floating
site because it stayed at one address only temporarily, thus making
it harder to track. He was delayed for a few minutes because he had
to break the encryption for a password, but Shad finally got
in.

As soon as he saw the words on his computer
screen that touted childhood advocacy, Shad knew he’d struck the
mother lode.

It was one of those activist websites that
also operated as a message board. The language argued along a sort
of reverse logic. Shad read through several tracts purporting
arguments he was already familiar with.

“What parent hasn’t noticed children touching
themselves during bath time? How long have they denied kids will
look at each other in the famous game of doctor? Children are
curious and wish to explore their sexuality, but the prudes who
fear their own sensual feelings externalize that conflict and tell
children to be sexless automatons. When they realize there are
adults who are willing to help children in this exploration, they
panic and demonize those who love children. Worse yet, they create
feelings of guilt and shame in children for wanting and
participating in this contact.”

He’d heard these arguments before. It seemed
like another lifetime ago Shad had actually taken them under
consideration. Now the misconceptions were so clear to him that
Shad ruminated how lost a person must be to give credence to such
ideas.

“The truly healthy pedophile will advocate
lowering the age of consent laws and support other pedophiles who
wish to do the same. They must assert their rights as well as the
rights of the children they love.”

A realization stirred in the back of Shad’s
mind that both before and after his disorder had come out of
latency, he was actually offended that people used the term
“pedophile” when they really meant “molester.” Although Shad
couldn’t deny being one he was certainly not the
other, and he didn’t appreciate the assumption that
everybody with his disorder got lumped with the misbehavers. It was
as bad as assuming someone who had been molested was more likely to
become a molester in turn. The victim became the accused.

More lines of argument were familiar to
him.

“Sexual activity is private and the
government should stay out of the bedroom.” And yet the site also
insisted, “The pedophile is an object of discrimination and
therefore must demand the same freedom to human rights which are
the pillars of our democracy.”

The activists desired more than to make their
behavior legal and protect their privacy. They really wanted to
transform society’s view of reality by eliminating any judgment
that such actions were wrong. Heck, not only was this activity
normal and natural, they claimed, children should be taught in
schools this was an acceptable standard of behavior. And any
troglodyte who continued to insist such actions were wrong must be
silenced or legally forced to embrace it.

In other words, once “child love” became
legal, perpetrators still should rally to compel legislation that
any resistance to it must be made illegal.

Eventually Shad had enough of the misguided
defenses and he clicked around to see what other offerings were
available. Both a chat room and a bulletin board were accessible.
Shad was particularly wary of the chat room, especially this late
at night. So he surfed to the bulletin board to see what messages
had been posted.

The wording was somewhat cryptic and evasive,
but Shad knew exactly what was being offered. There were
announcements for buying, selling, and swapping pornography. But
worse yet, there were posts of times and places other children
would be available for access to members of this website – and any
other takers informed of the opportunity.

Shad’s blood ran cold. Merciful God, he’d
uncovered a sex ring.

Part of the bond for this particular group of
offenders was location. Most of the places advertised were in the
St. Louis area. Others were scattered across the state or the
neighboring state of Illinois. For Shad’s purposes, they had the
quality of providing information that would allow law enforcement
to track down their identities and save their victims sooner.

Shad began copying pages of the bulletin
board to the flash drive in the USB port. As he moved further back
in the board’s timeframe, a particular message from about a week
ago caught his eye.

“Need assistance concerning a former
candidate. May try to upset the apple cart. Any suggestions that
can be offered will be greatly appreciated monetarily.”

Shad recognized Wally’s alternative messaging
address. Had he just found the link to attempted murder?

He copied the message and exited the website.
When Shad opened the folder for the messages, however, he was
disconcerted to discover most of the correspondence older than a
couple of days had been deleted. But nothing was really deleted
unless....

Shad delved deeper into the computer’s files
and managed to uncover the remnants of discarded data. There seemed
to be significant activity associated with Wally’s message.

At first Wally seemed to solicit several
responses to his post, but Shad determined there was one that Wally
had more contact with than the others.

“I can’t help you myself, but I know of a
couple of people who could do whatever you need done. Location is
Jefferson City, what travel is involved?”

Wally responded. “Jefferson City would be
perfect. Target actually lives in that area. Time to come to the
end of his road. Can your people do that?”

The reply was, “I’ve talked it over with
someone. If the price is right he’ll take care of it for you.” It
listed a phone number and time to call, but no name.

Looking up the phone number would be child’s
play for Shad, but he needed to save that task for later.
Incredible. Not only had he proven Wally was still an offender and
a participant in a sex ring, Shad also had evidence Wally really
was connected to trying to murder him. This was enough to put the
man away for a very, very long time. This was for Dulsie and their
child.

Shad copied the messages. He glanced at the
clock in the lower right corner of his computer screen and was
surprised to see it was already after four o’clock. He’d better get
out in case either Wally or Lynette was an early riser. The rest of
what he needed to do, he could do on his own computer.

When Shad looked up the phone number, he was
disconcerted again to see it was one of the business lines of a
local department store at the mall, and the time given would have
been after hours. That wouldn’t give him any name. But he could
look up the identity of the correspondent in the messages. That
person would be complicit in the conspiracy of murder as well.

It required some more of his hacking skills,
but Shad finally uncovered the information that revealed the
identity and location of the person Wally had been in contact with.
Shad already knew he was in Jeff, but when he saw the name, his
blood ran cold again.

Victor Phillips. Victor Phillips?
Vic Phillips?

The same Vic who was helping out with
Charissa?

 



Chapter Twenty-One

Ordinary people may settle for the appearance of
truth more often than truth itself.

--Rene Descartes

 


Hoping he was wrong, Shad dove into
confirming Victor Phillips’s identity and to his horror discovered
he was right. He looked at the time and debated whether anybody
would be up this early at either Monica’s or Eliot’s home.

If Shad remembered correctly, Vic would sleep
at his apartment in the mornings after getting off work at the
hospital. He didn’t get to Monica’s until late morning, in time to
help prepare lunch.

How would Vic fit into a molester’s profile?
Did he actually have a preference for children? Or, more worrisome,
was Vic a situational offender? He might take advantage of a
helpless adult just as easily. That would make Monica a target as
well. And then there were those patients at the hospital Vic would
have access to.

Shad could have crawled out of his own skin
as he thought about Dulsie being in the hospital. No, no ... Karl
and Jill were keeping a tag team vigil on her. Besides, she was
probably too alert for someone who wanted to keep his activity
hidden. Dulsie should be all right.

Dulsie had to be all right.

Shad looked at the clock again and noticed it
still wasn’t long after six o’clock. He couldn’t stand it any
longer. With his cell phone Shad called the number to Eliot’s
house.

It was Tess who answered, and she definitely
sounded like Shad had roused her from bed. “Hello?”

“Tess? This is Shad Delaney, Monica’s
attorney. Listen, I’m sorry to be calling so early, but I really
need to talk to Eliot. Is he available?”

“Eliot? No. No, he got called out for a
calving complication or something like that.”

Of all the.... Even Shad knew he couldn’t
tell Vic’s sister what he had just discovered. There could be a
variety of reasons why she wouldn’t take the news very well. Shad
did make a mental note to tell his child one day never to marry a
veterinarian.

“All right. Okay.” His mind raced for a
solution. “I’ll try his cell phone. But in case I have trouble
reaching him, would you still give him the message to call me?”

“Is there something I can help you with?”

“No, no, except – why don’t you call Vic and
tell him he doesn’t need to go to Monica’s today? I’m gonna be
there later. And there’s something I need Eliot’s help with, so Vic
doesn’t need to go there. You got that?”

“Well ... yeah.”

“Thanks, Tess. Thanks a whole lot. And I’m
sorry again if I got you up.”

Shad did try Eliot’s cell phone number after
he got off with Tess, but as he suspected Shad had to leave a
message with voice mail. If Eliot had an armful of newborn calf
slime right now it might be a little while before he returned
Shad’s call.

He took a deep, cleansing breath, and Shad
returned his attention to his original purpose for being here.
After freshening up in the bathroom and making sure everything was
packed back up to leave, Shad made a call to Wally’s home. Luck
finally favored him when the person Shad was trying to reach
actually picked up at the other end.

“Hello?”

“Good morning, Wally,” Shad responded
casually. “This is Shad Delaney. Remember me?”

A couple of seconds passed before Wally
replied. “Oh. It’s ... a surprise to hear from you.”

“I bet it is. You and I need to talk. Now.
But not over the phone. I’ve got a place for us to meet.”

 


Even though Dulsie had clearance to leave the
hospital Dad said it would probably be an hour before somebody
showed up with a wheelchair. Dulsie tried to dismiss the need for
such an apparatus, but Dad convinced her to wait. Mom wasn’t there
that morning, and Dad said she’d have his hide skinned off and
tacked to the back wall of the workshop before dinner if he let
Dulsie walk out of there.

What wasn’t quite right about this scenario
was that Shad wasn’t there to take her home, and right now “home”
was returning to her parents’ house. As Dulsie sat up in bed while
Dad sat in a chair beside her, she remembered when Shad walked into
this room a couple of days ago. To her chagrin, the very first word
that flashed through Dulsie’s mind when she saw him enter was
pedophile. When Shad stroked her cheek Dulsie wanted to
recoil. And yet she couldn’t deny still feeling some sense of
obligation to him.

Dad leaned back in the chair and stretched
his legs out. “You know, I’ve been thinking. And I think I’ve been
doing you and Shad a disservice.”

His words were a bit of a jolt to her. “How
so?”

“I should’ve told you more about your
grandparents. What happened between them and me. I always kinda
figured I’d need to someday, and I think I waited too long.”

Dulsie frowned slightly as she studied him.
“What did I need to know before now?”

“There are different reasons for keeping
silence. I don’t want to tell you a whole lot about your grandpa’s
bad points because I wanted to keep the door open. I wanted
forgiveness to have a chance. Actually, your mom’s the one who told
me to give forgiveness a chance, so I didn’t want to ... turn you
against your grandpa if he ever wanted to reestablish a
relationship. Even now, if we have to wait until he’s on his
deathbed, we have to give forgiveness a chance.”

Dulsie was still a little puzzled why Dad
felt the need to share this revelation now. “Are you saying ... I
need to forgive Shad?”

“That’s a good idea, but no, that’s not what
I’m saying. Where this becomes a disservice to Shad, though, is I
think I unwittingly encouraged him to keep his own silence. Maybe
if I’d talked more about your grandpa he would have been more
willing to open up about his own past. Maybe the two of you
wouldn’t have had this bomb go off between you.”

“We knew Grandpa would beat you.”

“But I didn’t talk about it.” Dad
crossed his arms behind his head, stretched, and then clasped his
hands in front of his chest. “I think it’s ingrained in the male
noggin to be quiet about those touchy-feely things. Pax, God love
him, is better at it than most of us, but he had a happy childhood.
He just couldn’t connect with Shad on that level. Sympathy
is one thing but empathy will give you a lot more mileage. I did
try a little bit, I did. From my own lips Shad heard about how my
dad lashed a coiled rope across my shoulders, and a few other
things like that. But I was also afraid if I said too much I’d just
add to the boy’s trauma.” Dad looked at her. “It’s very easy to
come up with reasons to support why you shouldn’t do something you
don’t really want to do.”

“I know.” Dulsie was well aware of her own
situation.

“And that’s how secrets get kept. Secrets are
very powerful.” Dad’s gaze seemed to drift back to the wall across
from him. “My father didn’t hit Mom or my sisters, but he could
still be very intimidating. But Mom didn’t want his secret to get
out. They were upstanding members of the church and unfortunately
appearances were more important to her than truth. And she was also
generous to a fault, wanting to keep his public persona safe. When
I was around twelve I did go to a priest about what was going on in
my family, but unfortunately he was a product of his time. For one
thing he didn’t believe me, and he said even if it were true it was
just the cross we had to bear and depend on God to help us work
through it. Needless to say, on my eighteenth birthday I was outta
there, and my drift from what heritage I had with them got sealed
when I met your mom.”

Dad redirected his attention to her. “My
father’s a control freak. I still don’t have contact even with my
sisters because of the mind games he keeps playing with them,
telling everybody how I’m the black sheep of the family. And as
much as it hurt my mom’s heart, I had to break contact with my
family. That way nobody will blame them, and especially not
him. And to protect my own family I had to keep you all away
from him. So he keeps the world revolving around him, and his
secret is safe.”

Dulsie’s thoughts turned to the day of
Grandma’s funeral. How Grandpa scrutinized her, and she became
uneasy enough to step behind Shad....

“But you did get together with Grandma.” Her
gaze locked on Dad’s. “I have a few vague memories of having visits
with her.”

“You remember that?” Dad smiled a little, but
then he shrugged and shook his head. “For a few weeks I got to talk
with Mom again. You weren’t even five years old. We had a chance
meeting at the grocery store and you happened to be with me.” He
smiled again. “You were the perfect bait. Your grandma was happy to
see me, but she was absolutely tickled to see you. We did start
trying to find ways to get together, and she finally met your mom
and your brothers.” Dad’s smile vanished as he sighed again. “But
then my father found out, and that ended that. But I’ll always be
grateful to God we at least had those few weeks. Mom and I were
able to ... get some closure. If she’d died without us having that,
I think I would’ve been more devastated.”

How strange that Dad would draw a parallel so
close to what Dulsie was going through now. She could easily
believe he didn’t feel love for his father, and yet love was
the only reason that could explain his willingness to give Grandpa
the chance to apologize and accept that apology with grace. Right
now Dulsie felt no warmth toward Shad, yet love made her determined
to guard his secret. Shad wanted to make amends, and Dulsie knew
that was what she should do, but it was proving to be quite
difficult. This was so personal.

A nurse suddenly arrived with a wheelchair,
and Dulsie wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disappointed that
her current chat with Dad would have to be interrupted. She only
knew this struggle wasn’t going to end soon, and Lord only knew
what Shad was up to now.

 



Chapter Twenty-Two

I count him braver who overcomes his desires than him
who conquers his enemies, for the hardest victory is over self.

--Aristotle

 


Wally arrived at the hotel lobby wearing
brown slacks and a striped polo shirt that wasn’t tucked in. He sat
at the table across from Shad in the corner of the dining area
where the hotel offered a complimentary continental breakfast to
their guests. There were only a half dozen tables in the room, and
four were occupied even though this was a Friday morning.

Shad had already eaten a bagel and finished
sipping his cup of orange juice as Wally sat down.

“I’m glad you agreed to come,” Shad stated
matter-of-factly as he set the cup back on the table. “You’re doing
yourself a favor.”

Wally frowned and glanced around the room. “I
expected something a little more private.”

“You would’ve liked something a little more
private. I really don’t believe you have it in you to finish the
job yourself, but obviously I have a whole new reason to not want
to be alone with you.”

Wally’s gaze locked on his face. “Now what
are you going on about?”

Shad couldn’t resist smirking. “I hope you’re
not dedicated to playing that role to the bitter end, or else it
will be bitter. Your secret’s out, Wally, or it will be very soon.
You see, your little plan to keep me silent has sorta rebounded on
you. I wasn’t home the night your hired gun showed up, so he missed
me entirely and shot my wife instead.”

As Shad spoke those last few words he was
inundated with the urge to hurl the table over and grab Wally by
the throat before pounding his head into the drywall. But this
public setting was as much to help Shad maintain control as it was
for his safety. The lines in Wally’s brow furrowed even deeper.

“Sorry about your wife, but I don’t have any
idea what –”

“Shove it. I’ve already had an interesting
conversation with the sheriff. You see, the spouse is always the
prime suspect in this sort of scenario. Naturally they wanted to
search everything I have, even my computer. But my computer is the
one thing I didn’t let them search, which naturally raised their
interest in it so they’ve obtained a search warrant by now to seize
it. So yesterday I skipped town, which naturally will make them
even more interested in catching up to me. And I came here, Wally,
so I could be closer to you.”

Wally kept a pretty good poker face, but Shad
was certain that wouldn’t last much longer.

Shad continued. “I figured since they’re
gonna search my computer anyway, I might as well give them
something to look at. So last night I hacked into your
computer, and I found files and internet data which I saved and
backed up all for the benefit of the police. The twist here is that
the evidence I obtained illegally will be discovered by them in a
legal manner, and they’ll be very interested in talking to
you – especially after I’ve sang like a canary about our recent
history.”

Wally visibly swallowed and glanced around
the room before he spoke. “You can’t threaten me. This is all a
bluff.”

“I never bluff.”

“You’ve got to be. I keep all the security on
my computer updated. You couldn’t hack in there in one night.”

“Well yeah, you’re right.” Shad smiled even
as he envisioned landing a good right punch on Wally’s nose. “But
you seem to have forgotten I’ve had several days to set up for my
invasion last night. How else would I find out about your little
organization? Part of the beauty of this scenario is that all your
cronies with the children’s rights advocacy group will go down as
well. Many children across the state will finally be safe.” He
locked his gaze with Wally’s. “Especially Tyler.”

Wally actually looked worried enough for Shad
to notice it. “Then why are we having this meeting? Why are you
letting me in on your plan?”

Shad continued to smile. He hadn’t expected
to actually experience some enjoyment from this conversation. Maybe
this was what it had been like for Quaid as he conned swindlers on
his stream boat voyages. “Because it’s one thing to sacrifice
myself and another to take a flying leap into the lions’ den. You
just heard plan A, the one with the bitter end where you wind up in
prison because I see to it the prosecuting attorney slams you with
maximum everything. And I’m sure you’ve heard the stories about
what the other prisoners do to child molesters.

“But I’m giving you the option to choose plan
B. You turn yourself in for attempted murder. And beg to go into
psychotherapy. And I’ll not only keep the prosecuting attorney on a
leash, I’ll help you to secure the very finest counsel money can
buy. You can get a lighter sentence, maybe get to spend time
protected in a psyche ward. Then you can get out and basically be
left alone as long as you don’t try to live too close to school
yards.”

Wally studied him for a few seconds before
replying. “I’d rather take plan C.”

Shad anticipated this. “Illuminate me.”

“Turning myself in won’t get you off the
hook. I’ll tell them about your hacking. I’ll take you down with
me.”

Shad smiled. “Remember the sheriff’s warrant?
I’ve already figured I’ll be disbarred before this is all over
with. But I’ve come to appreciate that I’m a man of many talents.
I’ll just get myself a less stressful job and move on with my life
while in the meantime yours just rots.”

“I can even get creative with what I tell the
police about you.” Wally looked determined. “Once they know about
our distant history it’ll be a cinch to insinuate there’s even more
they’ll need to investigate you for. Going after youth-lovers is
like a witch hunt in this country. Think about what your family
will go through.”

Wally did have some ammunition there, and
Shad flinched inwardly for a second. But he thought of Dulsie on
the hospital bed and remembered he was here to atone for that.

“You don’t get it, do you? I don’t care what
happens to me. And you’ve already done the worst you can to my
family.” Shad’s urge to simply knock the table over on top of Wally
and begin a stomp dance was getting harder to keep reined in. His
voice started to get gruffer. “I’m already a man with nothing to
lose. If you try to screw with me anymore I’ll rip your head off in
front of a mirror so you can watch me do it.”

“Are you threatening me?” Wally’s own tone
was serious.

“Freedom of speech, baby. Now which is it
gonna be? Do I hold your hand down to the police station or do I
get to start tenderizing your face with my fists so that the police
come here?”

Wally’s eyes widened slightly. “You
wouldn’t.”

“I’m looking forward to it. Don’t forget I
learned from the masters.”

“You’ll be the one hauled in by the police if
you assault me.”

“Did you forget the police are already
looking for me and my computer?” Shad leaned forward. “I promise
I’ll try to give you such a thrashing you’ll need to go to the
hospital, which will make it harder for you to make a run for it.
And even if you do, you’ll be forever looking over your shoulder
because you’ll finally be on their radar. And I’ll never give up
looking for you. I’ve found you once, Wally. I’ll find you
again.”

Wally regarded him for a while, then drew a
deep breath and lowered his head into his hands so that his fingers
raked through his hair.

“You really don’t give me any choice, do
you?” Wally muttered to the table top before he looked back up at
Shad. “Then we’ll go to the police station. But be assured –”

“Squeal all you want. You’d disappoint them
if you didn’t. In the meantime I’ll arrange our
transportation.”

With his hands still clasped to the sides of
his head, Wally stared almost blankly at Shad while the younger man
pulled his cell phone from his shorts pocket. While still keeping
one eye on Wally, Shad noticed that Eliot had returned his call,
but because Shad put the phone on silent to keep his conversation
with Wally uninterrupted, his necessary conversation with Eliot was
going to have to wait a little longer. Shad called the cab company
while maintaining a close watch on Wally. When Shad was done
arranging to have a taxi pick them up, Wally lowered his hands to
the table.

“Can I at least get something to drink while
we wait?”

Shad immediately suspected his motivation and
almost snapped back “No.” But his desire to wring Wally’s neck
convinced Shad to respond otherwise. “I’ll go with you.”

He followed Wally very closely as the man
ambled to the counter and approached the coffee pot. As Shad
watched him pour a cup of the steaming beverage his wariness and
readiness increased.

Fascinating, he felt so alive at this moment.
All of Shad’s senses were on high alert, and he believed he could
dodge an airborne stream of scalding coffee while simultaneously
tackling Wally to pummel any more such notions right out of his
head. Was this the kind of power trip that made the cycle of abuse
so addictive to those who joined sub-humanity? Was his brain
experiencing the same neurochemical wash that created people who
became predators? It was an alluring sensation, tantalizing, and
Shad knew he could grow to like it even as a small voice in his
conscience whispered caution.

Wally half-turned and his gaze met Shad’s. In
that couple of seconds Shad actually believed he saw a flicker of
fright in the man’s eyes before he looked away and shuffled back to
the table. Almost disappointed, Shad tailed him back, and as he did
so realized how aware of the room he was. The family with a couple
of chatty school-age kids seemed unaware of them, but the elderly
couple at another table and the three young women at the last table
would occasionally cast a furtive glance their way.

Shad watched Wally silently sip his coffee,
and part of Shad wished Wally would try something. That other dark
demon that had been lurking within him all these years, the one he
always knew was there, raged against being so close to freedom and
yet still held in restraint. Surely Wally would try to escape. This
was too easy.

The taxi finally arrived and again Shad was
disappointed when Wally left his unfinished cup of coffee on the
table as they rose to leave. He slung both the laptop carrier and
satchel over his left shoulder and continued to shadow Wally. The
hotel lobby was quite empty as they walked to the doors. Not even
the clerk was behind the counter. Shad told Wally to open the glass
door and keep walking to the cab. Wally pushed the door open and
stepped outside with Shad right behind him.

Wally suddenly spun back. Shad tensed in the
split second it took Wally to drive his elbow into Shad’s
stomach.

 



Chapter Twenty-Three

Surely, if you do right, there is uplift. But if you
do not do right Sin couches at the door; Its urge is toward you,
yet you can be its master.

--Genesis 4:7

 


Wally sprinted toward the back of the cab.
Some of the wind was knocked out of Shad, but his instinctive
tensing left him with enough breath to drop both bags and charge
after Wally.

The older man galloped past the rear of the
taxi and into the nearby parking lot. Shad, focused so intently on
Wally that his awareness of their surroundings had vanished,
pursued him and was gaining. He could hear Wally’s gasps as the man
hurtled toward a black, mid-size sedan.

Wally had to swerve around the rear of the
car to dart toward the driver’s side door. He practically slammed
into the vehicle’s side as Wally grabbed the door handle and yanked
open the door.

Shad almost clipped the rear bumper of the
car as Wally dove inside and Shad leaped toward him. The interior
side of the door struck Shad’s hip as Wally tried to slam it
shut.

Shad grabbed the front of Wally’s shirt with
both hands. With his rage in full force he wrestled Wally out of
the sedan in a matter of seconds and shoved him against the rear
door of the car.

“Dulsie could have died because of you!” Shad
snarled as he hammered Wally repeatedly against the window. “What
lies are you gonna tell me now? That it was Dulsie’s own fault?
That trying to have me killed is completely normal? That society is
too uptight about murder?”

Wally sputtered and tried to grasp at Shad’s
wrists.

Shad growled, “You black hearted, dickless
coward, you’d better pray for the police to get here before –”

He was ready to try to ram Wally right
through the window. Wally looked up as he finally clasped Shad’s
wrists. Immediately his mouth twisted into a distorted gape and an
odd, strangled moan escaped. His eyes were wide, and Shad realized
without a doubt they shone with abject terror.

For a split second his demon rejoiced and
poised for satisfaction.

Shad froze as he realized Wally was looking
at that demon. Its face had broken through Shad’s own visage, and
its darkness was so complete it threatened to smother any flicker
of light.

“The only thing
that gave you away was
your eyes. I swear they
got darker.”

Dulsie’s voice emerged from a memory that
seemed to come from a lifetime ago. His rage surged again. This
cretin deserved to be pounded to a bloody pulp for what he did to
Dulsie.

But Dulsie wouldn’t want this. She
believed that the man she’d married had a fire in his belly but the
fortitude to keep his cool. Shad had already thrown her a curve
ball with his affliction and now he was about to make himself even
more of a stranger to her. Dulsie couldn’t be won back by a
stranger.

This isn’t me.

With considerable effort to push back down
the raging demon, Shad drew a deep breath as he slowly straightened
but kept a tight grip on Wally’s shirt. His focus began to spread
again, and Shad became aware that a small crowd of people from the
hotel were gathered around the taxi. With another deep breath Shad
tried to both steady his hands, which had begun to shake, and
remove the hoarseness from his voice.

He looked at the crowd and shouted, “Call the
police!”

 


 


Shad fully expected to be detained by the
police until he was “extradited” back to Osage County. By the time
a squad car arrived he was back in complete self-control and calmly
and rationally told the officer everything about his run-in with
Wally. Shad then practically volunteered to go to the police
station where the pertinent paperwork was filed. To his surprise
they basically wound up releasing him on recognizance. Apparently
the St. Louis police had a chat with the Osage County sheriff, who
in turn had probably chatted with Shad’s parents.

That left him with about three hours until
time to catch the afternoon train back to Jeff City.

The cab dropped him off at the train station
and Shad found a nearby bench to sit at with his satchel and laptop
case. His stomach was sore but Shad also realized he was getting
hungry. There were plenty of shops in this neighborhood for him to
get something to eat, but now that he had some privacy Shad wanted
to get back to his call to Eliot. True to his usual luck he got
Eliot’s voice mail again, so Shad decided to try calling Monica’s
phone.

His luck remained consistent. Shad heard four
rings and then the messaging service picked up. So he decided to
try Eliot’s home phone.

Shad got the same response.

This was starting to buffalo him. Shad stared
at his cell phone for a while, and then decided somebody would
surely try to call him back while he was on the phone with anybody
else. The people he most wanted to talk with, besides Dulsie, were
Mam and Pap.

Incredible. Nobody answered at home,
either.

Shad glanced around at the other patrons
milling around the stores that lined the streets and half wondered
if he’d missed out on the rapture. All right, he decided to try
Karl’s cell phone.

Shad finally got a break. Karl answered the
phone and immediately sounded quite cheerful.

“We got to bring Dulsie home today.”

Shad’s stomach fluttered, which also reminded
him of its other issues. “That’s great. She’s doing fine,
then?”

It turned out Mam and Pap were at the
Wekenheiser home as well, so Karl loaned his phone to Pap. Shad was
brief about his escapade to St. Louis and confirmed he’d be home
that evening. But the matter with Charissa nagged at him, so Shad
cut the conversation shorter than he preferred.

Well, that trick didn’t work. Nobody tried to
interrupt his dialogue with the family. Shad decided to try
Monica’s phone number again.

Answering service. Shad stared at the phone
for a minute, and then on impulse decided to try her a third
time.

After the third ring, just as he was certain
of getting the answering service again, Shad heard the line pick up
and Monica’s voice seemed a bit groggy.

“Hello?”

“Monica? It’s Shad Delaney.”

“Oh, yes. What did you need?” Monica still
sounded only vaguely coherent.

“I’m sorry to keep you waiting so long, but I
need to talk to you about Vic. We won’t go into it over the phone,
but are you going to be free this evening?”

“Vic?” Monica was apparently still trying to
process only the first half of what Shad had said. “He should be
around here somewhere.”

A chill flashed through Shad that actually
competed with the humid summer air. “Say that again?”

“Vic should be here. I’m surprised he didn’t
answer the phone.”

“Monica....” Shad’s heart began to hammer.
“Vic wasn’t supposed to be there today. Didn’t Tess call you?”

“Oh yeah, that. Vic came later, said there’d
been a change in plans. He would still watch Charissa until after
I’d slept.”

The tone in Shad’s voice dropped. “Where’s
Charissa?”

“She should be around here, too.” Shad heard
the soft crackling of the receiver being muffled while Monica
called, “Charissa?” Then her voice became sharp and clear again,
and Monica seemed a little more alert. “Just a minute.”

Shad heard the thump of the receiver
set down. For what seemed an eternity he listened to silence. A
couple of times Shad thought he could hear a voice in the distance.
It seemed like a lifetime passed before Monica returned to the
phone.

“I can’t find him.” There was tenseness in
her voice. “And I can’t find Charissa either.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Four

There is mother’s heart in the heart of God.

-- Hebridean proverb

 


If Shad were a swearing man he could have
made the nearby pedestrians scatter with their hands over their
ears. He told Monica to call the sheriff and that he would do the
same. Shad knew he had the information the enforcement agency would
need, and the rather long conversation he had with a deputy
involved Shad doing a lot of explaining.

The battery of his phone quite low after all
that use, Shad dropped it into his pocket and had that sensation
again of needing to crawl out of his own skin. He sat on the bench
for a few minutes with his arms propped on his knees and head held
in his hands.

Why was this happening? How was this
happening? Apparently Tess did call Vic, but the man decided to
show up at Monica’s anyway and hang around until Monica needed to
lie down and take a nap. So why would he, today of all days, decide
to take off with Charissa? Why wouldn’t Vic have tried harder to
cover his tracks?

Perhaps Shad should start with what he did
know. Vic was the one who got the recommendation about Shad as an
attorney for Monica. As part of the family and with his medical
training and work hours, Vic was selected to help out with Monica
and Charissa. Vic was familiar with the activist website. Vic was
the go-between for Wally and the hired gunman.

Vic was already an accessory to attempted
murder. Why add kidnapping to his rap sheet?

Kidnapping ... children abducted by relatives
were at high risk for both abuse and murder.

Shad had to get to his feet upon that
thought. He snatched up his satchel and laptop, and simply started
walking because he felt compelled to move.

If Vic was associated with somebody who was
willing to kill for hire, Vic was also very dangerous – birds of a
feather. But if he was a situational offender who had been
violating oblivious patients or anybody who couldn’t report his
activities, why kidnap Charissa when everybody would know it was
him?

Did Vic know the jig was up? When Tess called
him this morning, what did she say that might have tipped him off?
Shad had told Tess so little. Unless.... Shad hesitated and stared
down the street.

Did Vic know that Shad had been Wally’s
target? But that didn’t make sense. Why kill off the lawyer that
was practically providing new victims for him? Shad felt a little
sick to his stomach and knew it had nothing to do with injury or
hunger. Then again, Vic might not have known the identity of the
hit until ... until Dulsie’s attacker showed up with a gunshot
wound he needed medical attention for.

The thought spurred Shad back into striding
down the sidewalk.

Even if that were the case, why wouldn’t Vic
just make a run for it and try to start a new life elsewhere? Then
again, why should Shad assume that anybody who hung out with
killers and could easily be a killer himself would think like a
person who valued life? There were too many unknowns for Shad to
get a solid grip on Vic’s motivation.

And about motivation ... Shad noticed that he
didn’t know or care where he was going, but he was making good
time. Shad was also headed away from the train station, but that
didn’t matter much because it was well over two hours before the
train would arrive. Here he was, stuck in St. Louis, trying to
puzzle out why Vic would snatch Charissa and where he would take
her.

Where? If Shad could only answer that
question, he could send the authorities swooping down upon Vic and
they would whisk Charissa to safety. But Vic could be anywhere.
Shad didn’t know enough to even begin guessing where Vic would hide
out. And Vic probably had at least a good thirty-minute head start
before Shad roused Monica from sleep.

Shad proceeded to mentally thrash himself for
not doing things differently this morning. If only he could have
talked to Eliot or Monica, Shad might have been able to keep
Charissa out of danger. After a few minutes of this Shad realized
it wasn’t getting him anywhere. But what could he possibly come up
with here in St. Louis that would be of any help to Charissa?

Shad hesitated, drew a deep breath to try to
reorganize his thoughts, and then noticed he had stopped in front
of a car rental agency.

He could rent a car and leave St. Louis now
instead of later.

Now why on earth would Shad want to do that?
Not only was he practically phobic of St. Louis traffic, getting
back to the Jeff City area wasn’t going to help Charissa. If he did
come up with any brilliant ideas a phone call was much faster than
a road trip.

But he really wanted to leave St. Louis.
Now.

This didn’t make sense. Shad wasn’t going to
discover anything about Charissa’s abduction by heading home any
sooner. Was he?

Shad stared at the rental company and felt an
odd sensation that his need to keep moving hadn’t been random. Of
all the directions he could have headed, Shad had managed to wind
up here.

But that was ridiculous. He was uncomfortable
in crowds and mortified of vehicular congestion. Under those
circumstances it was even crazier of him to consider driving.

But if there was any chance at all Charissa
might be saved if he headed toward home now, Shad should do it.
This was insane. He couldn’t do it.

In the depths of his memory Shad heard
Charissa’s trembling voice. “And if I don’t make you stop the
divorce, something bad will happen to me, too.”

This had to be the right action to take
precisely because it was so hard to do. Hoping against hope that
the variety of madness Shad was experiencing was truly divine, he
drew another deep breath to steady his nerves.

Don’t be a coward
Shad told himself, and he walked into the establishment.

 



Chapter Twenty-Five

I would agree with St. Augustine that “An unjust law
is no law at all.”

-- Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.

 


Luckily the interstate access was only a few
blocks from the rental agency, but it was many miles later when
Shad was able to exit onto a two-lane highway that led to Jeff
City. Only then was he able to go off high alert and begin to
ponder again about matters other than traffic.

Shad’s first thought was that Dulsie was
going to tan his hide in the literal sense and sell it to the
highest bidder in order to recoup from his recent spending spree.
The medical bills they would be facing soon wouldn’t help, but at
least they had good insurance so they shouldn’t wind up in the same
straights Mam and Pap did when Pap had the tumor.

Pap’s tumor. That one event changed the
course of Shad’s career. No, it wasn’t just the tumor. If anything,
the final blow for Shad’s intentions of going into computer science
was Jill’s revelation of what his parents had sacrificed for him.
Opinionated, outspoken, wonderful Jill. There were several ways
Dulsie was like her.

Shad’s discovery that Jill had unwittingly
referred to his hidden affliction one day emerging again made Shad
more appreciative of Jill’s intuition. But even with the gift of
insight that ran deeply in the women descended from Margaret Leeds,
none of them had guessed why Shad was brought among them. Erin was
the first to sense he shouldn’t go into state custody, and Mam
followed through. They didn’t know why it was important, they
simply obeyed. Shad hoped they would never find out, at least not
before the day they stood before God.

He could have been born with his affliction,
but the darker demon had been nurtured through Shad’s suffering.
Without serious intervention the two would have combined to make
Shad into a predator of dreadful stature – of this he was certain.
Mam and Pap had no idea the meek child they brought into their
lives harbored a pestilence that grew as Shad grew older. It wanted
Shad to accept his affliction because through it the demon would
prosper.

So until Shad’s senior year in high school he
struggled back and forth with the pedophilia, which seemed to match
his struggle with accepting faith. Sometimes he mastered it as
wrong, but more often he flirted with the notion this was the way
he was made, so Shad should allow that impulse to eventually be
satisfied. Had he gone into foster care, Shad knew he would have
remained in an urban or suburban atmosphere. He would have been
where little girls would be accessible. He would have given in.

Mam and Pap provided more than a stable,
loving home life, which even a foster family could have given him.
The gift that kept Shad from becoming a monster was the isolation
that their rural lifestyle and peculiarly old-fashioned ways
enforced. School, church, and Boy Scouts comprised Shad’s social
life. Otherwise he was with his family or alone. Never, ever, did
the opportunity present itself for Shad to give in to his baser
self, and thus he was able to say that he had never inappropriately
touched a child ... thank God.

Shad was more Jungian in his approach to
psychology, but there was one aspect of Freud’s theories he had to
admit wasn’t so nuts, after all: The fabric of society all boiled
down to sex. Culture was the main difference that separated
humanity from the animals, and culture existed because primitive
women gave birth to the most helpless infants of all Earth’s
creatures. Survival of the fittest meant she who selected the man
who consistently dragged something back to the cave was able to
rear their children to adulthood, who in turn would have children
of their own. And by giving herself exclusively to that man,
guaranteeing the children he provided for were his, relationships
became based on bonding and trust. Families expanded into societies
that flourished through cooperation, not by submitting to the will
of the guy who could beat everybody else up. Virtuous women kept
men civilized. Shad knew he was no saint, yet he made many
improvements in his life in order to meet the standards Shad knew
Dulsie would have, and there was no measuring his gratitude that he
was the one she selected.

Back in the mid-eighteen hundreds Quaid
promptly married Grace because it was scandalous for him to
otherwise remain under her roof after he healed from his wounds.
And while it was true people had misbehaved throughout history, it
was also true that expectations had changed. Today the denizens of
popular culture saw nothing wrong with cohabiting before marriage,
assuming they bothered to marry at all. Physical intimacy was
quickly wrested from its practical, more evolved application, and
became demoted to recreation or self-realization. Thus began the
slide back to the “Dark Age” as each variant of sexual misbehavior
accepted by society led to another, unraveling its very fabric.

Today most people were scandalized by the
thought of adults having sexual relations with children. But Shad
could see how in another century or two the efforts of the
activists could pay off. “Child Love” might be the last aberration
admitted, but once every other “alternative” became approved, why
not? Their plea for tolerance would become accepted in a culture
that had already decided sex was just another commodity anybody
could enjoy in any form they could imagine.

The consultation in Charissa’s bedroom had
been the most challenging event for Shad in regard to the
pedophilia, and he felt an extra dose of self-loathing as he
reconsidered her dilemma now. But what about all that time she had
spent with Vic before today? After an initial flash of panic, Shad
consoled himself that if there was any intuition he did possess, it
was the ability to pick up cues from abuse victims. At least as of
the last time Shad was with her, the only symptoms of abuse he
noticed were those imposed by her father.

So what had Vic been waiting for? Shad felt
distinctly uncomfortable trying to analyze this criminal’s mind. He
was still convinced Vic’s motivation was rooted in entitlement, not
attraction. In other words, Shad was dealing with somebody like
Brody, not Wally. That urge to crawl out of his own skin swept
through him again.

Vic had obviously been one to play it safe if
he chose victims who were unable to divulge his activity. His
initial interest in the ring’s website was probably just to indulge
in another genre of pornography. But he would have recognized
Charissa’s vulnerability and most likely found it provocative.
Maybe Vic had been biding his time, waiting for Charissa to reach
some opportune moment that would keep his assault hidden.

For Vic to break out of his routine he had to
decide this action was worth the risk. If he figured the police
were going to come after him anyway for his involvement in a murder
conspiracy, Vic might have decided to take Charissa with him as
“consolation” while he went on the lam. Shad berated himself for
his knee-jerk reaction of trying to keep Vic away from Charissa.
His request had probably alerted Vic that the secret had been
uncovered.

So many secrets and so little time. Everybody
including Shad had something to hide. Secrets were really such a
simple thing, but they added complications in so many ways. As
often as they were used to conceal something dark and despicable
they were also useful in plans to share joy and celebration.

Secrets....

Charissa’s voice drifted to the surface of
his memory. “Vic is gonna take us to his friend Drake’s houseboat
one day. But he said not to tell Mom because it was a
surprise.”

Charissa had told him one of Vic’s secrets.
Could that be the clue Shad was looking for?

But what houseboat? Like any other vehicle it
would have to be registered, but in a region with two large rivers
and a nearby reservoir, that meant there could only be, what, a
thousand or more? And who was this friend named Drake?

If Vic decided to lay low for a while, maybe
wait for the cover of darkness, he would need somewhere private to
stay. Could it also be possible that as the accessory Vic would
hide out with the actual triggerman? Shad felt the rage stir and
pushed it back down.

It was a long shot, only one of many
scenarios Vic might decide to play out, and one that law
enforcement might not be able to investigate immediately. Even if
Shad tipped them off, he’d never forgive himself if that trail
proved to be cold while the police missed the one that led to
Charissa. Let them follow the more promising leads, but Shad owed
it to Charissa to ensure no stone was left unturned.

Hopefully a name like Drake would prove
unique, but Shad needed access to the internet. Everything
metropolitan was behind him – there were only small towns on this
highway from here to Jeff. Restaurants, book stores, and hotels
were few and far between. Shad pulled the car off on a little side
road long enough to unpack his laptop and open it on the seat
beside him. He was about to give the term “drive-by download” a
whole different meaning.

When Shad neared the next town he turned the
computer on and monitored it while he coasted the car well below
the speed limit. His gamble paid off. The laptop connected to a
signal and Shad immediately turned the car toward the building that
had to be its source. Parking was located right in front of the
shop, and as Shad looked up while he turned off the engine he
noticed it was an antique store. The irony didn’t escape him.

Shad diverted full attention to the computer
while he hacked into the website that would give him the
information he needed. On one hand it didn’t take long because it
was a domain he’d trespassed many times, and the Department of
Revenue would probably be the highest bidder for his hide if they
knew how often he’d been here. On the other hand the connection was
a bit weak and Shad had to endure frustration as the computer
occasionally stalled.

It didn’t take long at all for the car to
heat up. Shad rolled down the windows and continued to scan the
listings for that one name. After several more minutes he had to
pull out his handkerchief in order to dab his brow
occasionally.

Nothing, nothing, nothing.... Time kept
ticking by and still Shad didn’t see the name he was looking for.
The sweat was beginning to soak through his shirt and his mouth was
unquestionably getting dry. What if he never found it? What if he
missed it?

And then there it was. Houseboat owner Drake
Anderson lived in the next county south of where Monica lived.

Shad copied the address and switched to his
favorite map program to locate how to get there. He did make a
quick stop at a nearby convenience store to get a drink of tea and
a bag of peanuts before Shad drove toward the residence with the
car’s air conditioner on full blast.

 



Chapter Twenty-Six

Peace is a gift, but it does not come magically
through our passivity. Only in our faithful response to God’s call
do we receive God’s peace.

--Sandra Cronk

 


The house Shad sought out looked the way he
expected, except there were no other houses nearby, which did
surprise Shad a little. The light blue, frame structure was built
up on pilings, which anybody who dared to live right next to a
river as dynamic as the Osage would be wise to have. And as Shad
approached the premises he noticed there was a white houseboat
docked at a pier behind the house.

There were no vehicles parked in front, and a
closed garage didn’t offer much suggestion if anybody was already
here. Shad parked the car and shut off the engine. He picked up his
cell phone and dialed the number to the Sheriff’s office. When the
dispatcher picked up Shad gave his name and the address of his
location, and then simply stated, “Send a patrol car out here if I
don’t call back in five minutes. It’ll mean there’s been a
disturbance.” Shad hung up.

His heart seemed to be pounding at its
regular rate but with more effort than usual. The logical place to
go would be the boat. Even if there was anybody at the house,
talking might be useful only if the boat were empty. So Shad left
the car and walked down beside the house and into the back
yard.

His phone in the shorts pocket began to ring,
and Shad quickly glanced at it to see the sheriff’s office was
calling him back. Shad ignored the call and set his phone to
silent.

A patio that sloped up to the house on one
side led toward the large floating dock on the other side. At the
end of the dock was moored the large, white, tiered boat. A
ten-foot jon boat with a prop motor was tied to the other side of
the dock. His heart still thumping, Shad stepped over to the patio
and walked out on the dock.

The river was a little higher than it had
been lately, the current swifter. Last night’s rain had been
widespread, and it was possible the electric company had also
released water from the dam upstream to keep everybody’s air
conditioners running. These were not prime conditions for swimming.
He stopped at the edge of the dock, looked back at the house, then
hopped down onto the deck of the boat.

The vessel seemed well cared for although it
did show signs of wear over the years. Shad stepped over to the
entrance of the boat’s cabin and ducked his head inside. The
interior had the ambience of twilight, and Shad scanned over the
kitchen and dining area. There was nothing more than small cabinets
around a tiny sink and a table set only with an empty, black bowl
in its center.

Shad stepped inside and realized he was
barely breathing because he was listening so intently. The murmur
of the river was almost a distraction. The inside of the cabin was
otherwise silent.

There was a small wooden door at the other
end of the cabin which Shad figured led to the sleeping quarters.
It took him only a few steps to reach it, but when Shad placed his
hand on the knob to open it, he discovered it was locked. Shad
placed an ear against the door, listened, but still didn’t hear
anything.

Shad kept his voice clear and low.
“Charissa?”

A muffled squeal erupted from the other side
so immediately Shad almost jumped. He rattled the doorknob again,
and then banged his shoulder against the door. The squealing
continued unabated as Shad stepped back and kicked the door in.

Charissa was kneeling on a platform bed just
inside the door. Duct tape was wrapped around her mouth and her
hands were bound by thick cording behind her back. Her eyes widened
as her squealing became louder.

“Charissa!” Shad strode to her and starting
picking at a corner of the tape near her ear. The girl cringed as
he tugged at it, but Shad realized what he was going to have to do.
“I’m sorry.”

He didn’t give Charissa time to wonder what
he meant. Shad ripped off the tape with a swift pull.

“Ow!” Charissa winced and pulled away
from him.

Shad started digging out the buffalo-horn
handle pocket knife he always carried from his shorts pocket.
“Everything’s gonna be all right. I’m gonna get you outta
here.”

Charissa stared at him as Shad opened the
pocket knife. “He lied to me!” She practically wailed.

“I know.” Shad grasped Charissa’s wrists and
began cutting at the cords while taking care not to cut the girl.
“But you’re gonna be all right now. I just need you to stay calm so
we can get out to the car.”

“He said we were gonna see the boat.”
Charissa whimpered. “And when we got here, he said he had a game
for us to play. I thought the tape was funny but I didn’t like it
when he tied me up. But I couldn’t even tell him to stop! And then
he left me here!”

The rope snapped apart and Shad began pulling
it loose. “Is that all? Did Vic do or say anything else?”

“He told me to be quiet or he’d go back and
hurt Mom.”

Thank God he’d gotten here in time. Shad
tossed the rope aside and grabbed Charissa’s right wrist.

“Why did he do this?” Charissa gasped.
“Why?”

“Later. Right now we need to go.” Shad nearly
pulled the girl off the bed.

He stepped through the splintered doorway
first, but movement out on the deck caught the corner of Shad’s eye
as he glanced back to be sure Charissa passed through without
bumping into the mangled door frame.

Shad turned and saw Vic step to the doorway
of the cabin. He had a pistol pointed at them.

Charissa yelped as soon as she saw Vic. Shad
immediately pushed the girl back behind him, his left hand darting
from her wrist to Charissa’s left shoulder.

“Don’t do this!” Shad barked.

Vic stared at Shad with what had to be
shocked disbelief. “What are you doing here, Delaney?”

“Stopping you. You’d better not shoot. The
sheriff’s been notified and he’s on the way.” Now would not be a
good time to get killed. Charissa was nowhere near safety. “You
don’t want to add murder to your charges.”

Vic continued to stare at him. He seemed to
take a few seconds to think about what Shad said before tentatively
shaking his head.

“It’s all because of you, Delaney. You’re the
root of all my problems. Thanks to you I’ve got the cops looking
for me, because every time I turn around, there you are. And now
you’ve found me out here where nobody else would look.” Vic’s tone
got gruffer. “Now how the hell did you do that?”

Shad could feel Charissa’s hands clenching
his shirt at the small of his back. From his grip on her shoulder,
Shad knew she was trembling.

“It’s a long story.” Shad hoped a little
conversation would gain him some time so he could figure out how to
get off the boat with both of them alive. “But I’ve got a few
questions of my own. How involved is Drake Anderson in all this? Is
he the one who took on the hit job?”

“Drake’s not even in town,” Vic growled. “So
he had nothing to do with that bitch wife of yours who showed up
shooting everything in sight.”

The derogatory term sparked anger in Shad,
but he wasn’t sure if that was the most useful emotion right now.
“So you’re borrowing the houseboat until he gets back?”

“I was gonna shove off tonight and make our
way down the rivers until I could ditch the boat outside the
state.”

Shad hated to admit he was impressed.
“Clever. While everybody’s on the lookout for your pickup, which I
presume is parked in Drake’s garage, you escape by a method they
won’t immediately think of.”

“And you won’t be able to tell anybody about
it,” Vic snarled as he raised the pistol a little higher so it
pointed at Shad’s upper chest. “Since you’re finally gonna be
dead!”

Charissa jumped and Shad started. He
tightened his grip on her shoulder.

“Killing me won’t help you one bit.” Shad
still looked for any other exit besides trying to crash through the
small windows. “I can even help you. If you’ll surrender, if you
won’t shoot me, I’ll help keep the charges to a minimum and I’ll
even recommend a good lawyer for your defense.”

“What do you take me for?” Vic snarled. “I
don’t need your charity and you’ll say anything right now to save
your skin!”

“You can’t argue that keeping me alive means
you won’t have a murder charge. You can turn back right now. You
can keep this from becoming worse.”

“Shut up!” Vic straightened to a true aiming
stance and the pistol was pointed at Shad’s sternum. “Let Charissa
go!”

“What?”

“Let her go! Send her over here!” Vic
actually smiled. “You don’t want her to be in the line of fire, do
you?”

“I’ve got a better idea.” Shad noticed again
the bowl on the table and remembered his suspicion about Wally’s
coffee that morning.

“I’ll bet you do!”

“You don’t wanna mess up your friend’s nice
boat. Let me step outside.”

“Nice try,” Vic growled. “But your time is
up!”

Shad released Charissa as he dove forward but
he felt a tug on the back of his shirt. The table was only one step
away, and in one motion Shad grabbed the bowl and hurled it at
Vic.

In that same second he heard the crack of the
pistol and Charissa’s scream. Shad’s lunge was already in progress,
however, and he tackled Vic in the stomach. The two men tumbled to
the deck outside.

If Shad had been shot, he didn’t know it yet.
He scrambled to pin down Vic’s arms. But Vic’s right hand, still
grasping the pistol, struck Shad in the left temple. The force of
the blow knocked Shad back as pain flashed through his head. Vic
lurched to his knees.

Shad lunged forward and tackled Vic again.
Although Shad had the more athletic form, the bulk Vic had was a
force to be reckoned with. Shad wrapped his right arm around Vic’s
neck and with his left hand grasped the man’s right wrist, just
below the pistol. For a few seconds they struggled over the gun.
Then Vic boxed Shad in the right ear.

New pain coursed through his head, but Shad
pressed that side of his face into Vic’s chest and focused on
trying to force the man’s right hand lower and closer to them so
Shad could grab the pistol.

Vic punched him in the ribs. Shad realized
he’d forgotten how excruciating beatings could be.

Vic grabbed for the pistol himself. As Vic
yanked it from his right hand, Shad reached up with his other arm
and grasped Vic’s left wrist. For a few seconds the two men
strained against each other.

Vic pummeled Shad in the face with the top of
his head.

Most of the blow centered on the right side
of his mouth, adding another dimension of misery to Shad’s
experience. But it was the shift in weight that caused Shad to fall
backwards as Vic fell on top of him. Even as he gasped for breath
Shad kept a tight grip on Vic’s wrists.

Realizing only his left leg was pinned under
Vic, Shad drove his right knee into Vic’s tailbone. The man grunted
and recoiled enough for Shad to release his wrists. With a quick
roll to one side, Shad tried to spring on top of the man. In the
same instant he spied Charissa standing in the doorway to the
cabin, grasping the side frame as though she needed it to hold her
up.

“RUN!” Shad bellowed as he dove for Vic.

Charissa darted to his right, but that was
all Shad saw. Vic lurched to his knees and slugged Shad in the ribs
again. The blow knocked Shad back, and Vic scrambled to his
feet.

But Vic didn’t have the pistol.

Still on his own knees and short of breath as
spasms of pain pulsed through his head and body, Shad fully
expected Vic to start laying into him. But the man dove to one
side, snatched up the pistol that had fallen near the cabin, and
darted in the same direction Charissa had gone.

Shad spun to see where that was as he
clambered to his feet. He spied Charissa near the stern of the
boat. She screamed again as Vic overtook her and grabbed the back
of her shirt with his free hand.

Shad lunged forward. Vic roughly yanked the
girl back and raised his pistol hand to strike her.

The rage inside Shad snapped free.

He sprang at Vic and drove his right elbow
into the left side of the man’s face. The blow nearly toppled Vic
over the side railing and the pistol clattered back to the floor.
He released Charissa, who scrambled to the back corner and slid
along the side railing.

Shad grabbed Vic by the shirt and slammed him
against the side of the cabin. Just as he drew his arm back to
deliver another blow to Vic’s face Shad heard Charissa scream.

He spun his head toward her just in time to
see Charissa’s outstretched hand disappear behind the boat. The
girl hadn’t noticed that the railing ended. Shad heard her hit the
water just before Vic boxed him in the jaw.

Shad staggered back. He could hear Charissa
sputtering and shrieking. Vic charged him, but Shad ducked to one
side and sprang to the back of the boat. The current had already
pulled Charissa a few yards downstream, and her struggles to stay
afloat were drifting her toward the center of the river. She was
sputtering much more than shrieking now.

Shad leaped feet first into the river. The
water was just deep enough to be over his head this close to the
bank. He kicked off the deck shoes and Shad buoyed back to the
surface of the river to gasp a lungful of air and start swimming
toward Charissa.

The simultaneous crack of the pistol and a
high-pitched whine near his left ear reminded Shad that Vic was
still out there.

He had his lungful of air. Shad submerged. He
dove toward the bottom of the river and took a few strokes toward
its center. There was less than two feet of visibility in the
water, which would help conceal Shad from Vic but would also
conceal Charissa from Shad. Shad normally didn’t like to open his
eyes much in the Osage River, but he had to try to get some bearing
where Charissa was. Partially blind, with only the gurgling roar of
the moving water for him to hear, Shad swam in the direction he
prayed Charissa would be.

He surfaced in order to gulp more air and get
his bearings. Shad immediately spied Charissa, who was only a few
yards downstream from him, but frantic splashing was the only noise
she could make. Shad heard the simultaneous crack and whine again
as Charissa sank into the river.

 



Chapter Twenty-Seven

He protects and defends the weak and helpless. He
aids and comforts the unfortunate and oppressed. He upholds the
rights of others while defending his own.

--One of the obligations from Eagle Scout Court of
Honor

 


Shad dove again and swam directly toward
where he believed Charissa had submerged. His breast stroke became
a bit inefficient as Shad began groping in the water. He was more
likely to find her by feel than by sight. Please, please, let his
guess be right. Shad knew this river. He knew its currents and
eddies and how they could change. He knew about buoyancy and drift.
He should be in her vicinity by now but time was slipping away.
Shad plunged even deeper into the water and groped again as his
lungs began to burn.

The side of his right hand bumped something
thin and soft yet firm. Shad immediately grasped what felt like an
arm and pulled it toward him. Charissa’s face emerged from the
darkness. Her eyes were closed and her lips were slightly
parted.

Shad erupted to the surface of the river with
Charissa in his grasp.

With his left arm crooked under her arms and
his lungs hurting almost as much as his head, Shad began swimming
with the best side stroke he could manage at the moment toward the
nearer bank.

Already wearied from fighting with Vic, Shad
found himself stretching his feet down when he was still a few
yards away from shore in the hope he could touch bottom. His third
attempt was successful, and Shad staggered out to the bank which
was slightly overgrown with brush. Rocks and sticks dug into his
feet. He set Charissa down in a grassier area and immediately
checked for breathing.

As he feared, she wasn’t. Shad immediately
gave Charissa fifteen chest compressions, then mouth-to-mouth
resuscitation. The pain that shot through his lip upon this act
reminded Shad it was split.

By the time Shad gave Charissa ten more chest
compressions, she suddenly gagged. He quickly rolled her to her
left side, and Charissa coughed up water as she continued to gag
and sputter.

“It’s all right. You made it,” Shad gasped as
he thumped her on the back. “Cough it up. Take a breath. You’ll be
okay.”

Charissa wheezed and hacked. Shad realized he
heard the drone of an approaching motor, and he remembered the
smaller boat tied at the dock.

Shad almost wished he were a swearing man.
Why couldn’t Vic just make a run for it? But the man was coming,
and Shad was going to have to deal with him. It didn’t help that
the rage that motivated Shad earlier was now spent and ready to go
back inside for a glass of milk and some cookies. And in the back
of his mind Shad realized his phone was now toast.

“I’m coming back,” Shad said to Charissa, and
he hoped those wouldn’t be his last words to her.

His lungs still desirous for a steady supply
of fresh air, Shad waded back into the Osage and saw Vic sitting in
the motorboat as he steered it along the center of the river.
Apparently Vic hadn’t seen them emerge from it. But he saw them now
and turned the boat toward the bank.

The idea that flashed through Shad’s mind was
just as dangerous for him as it was for Vic, but he really didn’t
have the time to consider any other options.

Shad muttered, “God, I’m Yours,” before he
drew a deep breath and plunged into the water.

He had the rumble of the boat’s motor to help
guide him this time, and as Shad swam far enough below the surface
to prevent himself from being seen, sound was about all he had to
go by. Vic didn’t seem to be slowing the boat down, and Shad knew
he’d have to surface quickly if his plan to topple the boat would
work. He would have to take care to not be chopped up by the
propeller blades. At least he wouldn’t have to stay under water as
long.

As Shad and the boat approached each other,
Shad began swimming toward the surface. He felt more than saw the
boat start passing over him. Shad kicked to the surface and broke
through directly beside the boat. Even as Vic swung the pistol
toward him, Shad grabbed the side of the vessel and pushed it down
by raising himself.

The boat capsized and spilled Vic into the
river while Shad was busy trying to avoid them both. He dove
underwater, resurfaced again a couple of yards from the boat, and
saw Vic sputtering and starting to swim toward the bank. It didn’t
look like Vic still had the pistol.

Shad took a few strokes toward Vic and dove
again. He plunged underneath the man and then with as hard a kick
as Shad could muster, breached beside Vic with a momentum that
would probably make whales burst into laughter and threw himself on
top of the man.

Shad managed to gulp more air before they
both went under. Still on Vic’s back, Shad tightly wrapped his arms
around the other man, pinning Vic’s arms to his sides. Their
combined weight kept pulling them down. Vic struggled, and Shad did
get his legs buffeted by the man’s shoes, but the density of the
water dulled the blows.

Shad believed there was nowhere on his body
that didn’t hurt, especially his lungs. He and Vic touched bottom,
and Shad couldn’t see a thing but there was no question Vic
continued to franticly struggle. Shad was good at holding his
breath for a long time when he had the chance to prepare for it,
but his already straining lungs felt like they were trying to
burst. Shad released a slow, partial exhale, and in the back of his
mind took comfort in the fact that if he drowned soon, at least
Charissa should be safe. Perhaps because his brain was starved for
oxygen Shad also thought of the joke “Do you know how to save a
drowning lawyer? No? Good!”

Vic suddenly stiffened, jerked, and then
trembled.

That was enough for Shad. Crooking one arm
under Vic’s, Shad kicked to reach the surface. Vic was much heavier
than Charissa, and for a couple of seconds Shad considered leaving
him at the bottom so Shad could breathe before he blacked out.

But they were only a few feet below the
surface. Shad broke through, noisily gulped air, and coughed and
sputtered as he dragged Vic toward the bank. By the time his feet
were able to touch bottom, Shad was grateful to have the water to
buoy him even as it pushed against him because he wasn’t sure he’d
be able to stand on his own.

The rocks cut into his feet as Shad dragged
Vic toward the brushy land. Shad didn’t even get Vic all the way
out, but was able to lay the man’s head on a rock sticking out from
the shallow water just before Shad collapsed to his hands and
knees.

Gasping, coughing, blessing every breath that
filled his lungs, Shad tried to take as little time as possible to
pull himself back together. He looked over at Vic, and too weary to
groan, Shad forced himself to stand and pull the man farther up on
the bank. Once he had Vic laid out, Shad began chest
compressions.

He was actually relieved that Vic started
gagging and coughing after only a few compressions. Shad wasn’t as
motivated to go through life-saving heroics this time, but he knew
he wouldn’t want the man’s death on his conscience either. Shad
rolled Vic to his side to cough up water, and quickly decided he’d
better find a way to detain the fellow.

Still kneeling beside Vic, Shad glanced up
and down the bank, not really expecting to find anything. He did
see Charissa about forty yards upstream. She was still partially
lying on her side and looking their direction.

Shad waved one arm. “It’s okay,” he
croaked.

Since there were no convenient coils of rope
lying around, Shad unbuckled his belt and pulled it free from the
loops of his shorts. He immediately realized that a belt cut for a
thirty-two inch waist wouldn’t be enough length to bind Vic’s hands
securely, so Shad used it to shackle Vic’s feet together. Shad then
ripped off his shirt, possibly popping off a button or two, and
twisted it into a ropey form. As he tied Vic’s hands behind his
back Shad realized he was going to owe Pap a new shirt.

When he finished restraining Vic, Shad rested
his hands on the ground to keep himself propped up. His head
throbbed, his sides ached, his legs were sore, his feet were cut
up; Shad wanted to just collapse on the bank and pass out for a
while.

“Mr. Delaney!”

Shad looked up. Charissa was stumbling toward
him, tripping over some of the brush. Still on his hands and knees,
Shad staggered more than crawled in her direction.

“Take it easy, Charissa. Don’t hurt
yourself.” His voice was still hoarse and raspy.

Charissa was easily covering more ground than
Shad. He had floundered only a couple of yards when she reached
him. Shad managed to sit up to a kneeling position and Charissa
threw her arms around his neck.

“It’s all right,” Shad croaked as he wrapped
his arms around her and patted Charissa’s back. “It’s over.”

She was snuffling but not fully crying.
Charissa clung to him as though her life still depended on it, and
Shad only had enough strength to keep patting her while he watched
for red and blue flashing lights to finally appear at the house
upstream.

 


The deputy called in an ambulance, and while
the EMT ministered to the cut above Shad’s left eye, Charissa
informed him that he was rehired. Shad’s first thought was that
Demetri’s counsel was going to have a field day with the fact Shad
had nearly delivered Charissa to a sex offender.

He accompanied the girl to the hospital in
order to keep Charissa company, not because of the EMT’s insistence
Shad should get that cut stitched. It was just an inch long slash
on the corner of his brow, so the only good stitches would do was
prevent a scar. Shad decided the butterfly bandage would be good
enough. One more scar was the least of his worries.

Tess, Eliot, and Monica arrived at the
hospital to see Charissa. That was Shad’s cue to leave with the
sheriff and answer a few questions – this time as a witness instead
of a suspect.

So Shad was able to get some information.
Wally, back in St. Louis, apparently figured he wasn’t going to go
down alone and was readily naming names. The sheriff already had
the hit man in custody. He worked in security at the mall, which
Shad found rather scary. When Dulsie winged him along the jaw, the
would-be murderer hightailed it to Vic to get patched up. That was
when Vic learned the identity of Wally’s target.

It was late evening by the time Mam and Pap
picked Shad up in Jefferson City after he dropped off the rental
car. Still sore and bruised, he couldn’t be very exuberant about
getting to see them again, but Shad was more grateful than he was
able to show. It had been a long two weeks.

And he still had one more matter to take care
of.

 



Chapter Twenty-Eight

Hence a man leaves his father and mother and clings
to his wife, so that they become one flesh.

--Genesis 2:24

 


When Shad parked the Buick in the Wekenheiser
home’s driveway the next morning, his fluttering stomach was just
another item to add to his list of ailments. Shad drew that
well-practiced deep breath to steady his nerves, and walked up the
driveway and onto the front porch.

He was wearing a lime green button-down shirt
and blue jeans – because of Shad’s bandaged brow, black eye, and
busted lip, Shad figured his face was enough of a distraction
people didn’t need to see the scrapes and bruises on his legs, too.
Shad knocked on the door.

In a few seconds Karl opened the door. He
didn’t try very hard to conceal his surprise when he saw Shad’s
face.

“I see you’ve taken up sorting wildcats,”
comprised Karl’s greeting.

“Something like that.” Shad nodded. “I came
to see Dulsie.”

Karl broke into a grin. “You can do more than
that, you can even talk to her.”

Karl stepped aside so Shad could walk into
the living room. Karl shut the door behind him.

“She’s in the kitchen.” Karl nodded toward
the rear of the house. “Jill took off to get her some things. She’s
kinda reckoning Dulsie’s gonna stay here for a while.”

Not if he could help it, Shad thought.
“That’s ... nice of her.”

Karl regarded him a bit curiously, and Shad
wasn’t sure exactly what that was in response to. “Uh-huh.
You know, you’ve always been my favorite son-in-law. I figured on
keeping you around for a while.”

Karl almost sauntered through the kitchen
doorway, and his voice was cheerful when he spoke up.

“Dulsie, you’ve got a visitor.”

Dulsie was sitting at the small kitchen table
that Jill and Karl used for everyday dining. Her left arm was
bandaged in a navy blue sling across her chest, and her right hand
was resting upon the newspaper she was reading. Dulsie was wearing
an untucked button-down blouse and jersey shorts in differing
shades of blue. She looked up as Shad followed Karl into the
kitchen, and Dulsie raised one eyebrow when she saw Shad’s face.
Other than that, her expression remained impassive.

Shad’s heart drummed harder for a few beats.
“How are you doing?”

“Not too bad.” Dulsie sounded perfectly
normal. “Considering this time I wasn’t faster than the speeding
bullet.”

Guilt surged through him again. “How’s the
baby?”

“Hanging in there.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t get to stay longer at the
hospital. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to see you again before
now.”

Karl suddenly coughed and started heading
toward the back door. “I’d better go count the turkeys, make sure
they’re all there. It’s gonna take me a while ‘cause I gotta take
off my shoes after I run outta fingers.”

One corner of Dulsie’s mouth twitched upward,
but Shad knew it was for her dad and not him.

Karl stepped out and shut the door without
another word and Dulsie continued to regard Shad with an expression
that was so neutral his heart began to hammer harder. She was the
first to speak, however.

“Did the dogs drag you out from under the
porch?”

Shad stepped closer to the table. “I had a
busy day yesterday.”

“Going for the understatement, aren’t you?”
Dulsie tapped her forefinger on the newspaper. “They actually got
some of your story in here already.”

Shad started to raise his eyebrows, but that
hurt just enough to make him quit.

“Don’t worry.” There was something rueful in
the slight smile that finally formed on her lips. “They don’t
mention you at all. It’s just a little article buried inside about
the arrest of the guy who shot me.”

“There’s a lot more that happened.” Shad
rested his hands on the back of the chair next to Dulsie. “There’s
a lot I need to tell you.”

“Sit down, then.” Dulsie motioned toward the
chair where he was standing. “I can tell this is gonna take a
while.”

Shad told her everything that happened
yesterday, even including his darkest moment when he was ready to
reduce Wally to a grease spot on the concrete. Dulsie listened but
didn’t say much except to ask a couple of questions for
clarification. Shad finished with describing how he comforted
Charissa on the riverbank while they waited for law enforcement to
arrive.

“I was already back home with Mam and Pap
before I realized what had happened.” Shad looked down at his hands
clasped together on the table. “I had the wrong feelings about this
girl only last week. But nothing like that happened yesterday.” He
looked back up at Dulsie. “I know I was exhausted, I know I was in
agony, but I would like to think something ... paternal ...
asserted itself instead. I’m not gonna claim this thing’s gone back
into latency, because it just isn’t that easy. But I have hope
again that I haven’t had in many days.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” But Dulsie’s voice
matched her expression.

“We know this is gonna haunt me for the rest
of my life, but it doesn’t have to haunt you. I’ll go into therapy
if you want me to. If we have a daughter and it makes you feel
better, we’ll establish some ground rules about what I’m allowed to
do. And if you feel comfortable enough to leave her alone with me,
I promise I won’t even have so much as one beer. I’m at your mercy.
What you say is law.”

Shad reached out to place his right hand upon
Dulsie’s left, but as soon as his fingertips touched her, Dulsie
pulled her hand away. Shad left his hand where hers had been and
stared at Dulsie.

“I came to take you home.” A hush had settled
on his voice. “Actually, we’re going back to my parents’ until our
house gets cleaned up.”

Dulsie gazed at Shad with his beat-up face
and realized she was still having trouble accepting what she had
learned about him. What she said next was painful, but it was the
truth.

“I can’t. At least, not now. I need more
time.”

Shad studied her face for a few seconds
before speaking in a calm and quiet voice. “I’m not leaving here
without you. We need to talk. We need to work this out. We can’t do
this each on our own any more. I know I’m the one in the wrong but
we need to start now on patching things up.”

Dulsie’s gaze slid down to the hand she had
pulled away ... the one with her plain gold wedding band. Shad was
saying all the right things, but she still wasn’t able to shake off
or subdue the repulsion that lingered despite everything else she
knew and felt.

“I know you’re right.” Dulsie looked back up.
“But I’m just not ready. I need more time. I am trying to come to
terms with this, but ... it’s not easy.”

They both heard the front door open abruptly.
Dulsie could immediately tell that wouldn’t be her dad.

Mom, grasping a few plastic bags filled with
various supplies, strode into the kitchen with a scowl on her face
that anybody could interpret. She locked her gaze on Shad the
instant he came into her line of sight, but for a split second
looked startled by his appearance.

“You’re not welcome here,” Mom stated
matter-of-factly.

“I know,” Shad replied calmly.

If the situation were only better, Dulsie
could have rejoiced that her mother finally spoke to Shad. But
there was something else that was different.

“Then why aren’t you leaving?” Mom set the
bags on a counter top while never removing her gaze from Shad.

“I’m not leaving without Dulsie.”

Dulsie stared at him. Shad was completely
calm and rational. This wasn’t the emotional suppression she had
grown used to. There was something almost professional in his
attitude, as though he were arguing a case in court.

Mom’s attention snapped to Dulsie. “What’s he
talking about?”

Dulsie stammered a bit. “He’s here ... he
wants me to go back with him.”

“To what?” Mom’s gaze returned to Shad. “Have
you actually changed anything?”

The back door of the kitchen opened abruptly.
Dad, breathing just a little hard, glanced around the room as he
stepped inside and shut the door. Apparently he really had been out
at the barns, and had sprinted to the house when he realized Mom
was home.

Mom shot a glare at him. “And what are you
doing in leaving him alone with Dulsie?”

Dad’s expression was his usual What?
Little ol’ me? response. “They had some things
to talk about.”

Mom’s attention returned to Dulsie. “I hope
you’re thinking good and hard about this.”

Shad spoke up. “You were right, Jill. You
always are.” Mom frowned at him, and Shad continued. “I wound up
hurting Dulsie despite my best efforts not to. And I’m very, very
sorry. But everybody was wrong about who your warning was
aimed at. It wasn’t meant for Dulsie. It was meant for me.”

Maybe it was because Mom still wasn’t used to
speaking to him that she remained silent. But her expression became
a bit inquisitive.

Shad continued. “You were right that I was
hiding something, but at the time I really didn’t realize that was
what I was doing. It wasn’t until recently that I realized I was
hiding it from myself as well. That was what your warning was. If I
had told Dulsie then instead of now I wouldn’t have hurt her like
this.” Shad’s gaze moved to Dulsie. “She would have had more time
to make a decision about it.”

Dulsie stared at him.

Shad’s gaze remained steady with hers. “God
knows I don’t want to hurt her.”

Dulsie felt the proverbial chill go down her
spine. God knew. In the tale that Shad recently told her, he had
been the right person in the right place at the right time. What
often appeared as a bad event had been turned to good fortune
because Shad had a part in it. It was true he was flawed, that some
of his imperfections were atrocious, but he was able to work
miracles and therefore was still a son of God. And if the Almighty
could love him without reservation, then who was she to judge what
Shad was so ashamed of?

And Dulsie also had to accept that Shad was
still in the right place at the right time. Just because she didn’t
feel ready yet was no reason to put off what Dulsie knew needed to
be done. The road ahead would not be easy, but she had faith it
would be rewarding.

Shad turned his attention back to Jill. His
heart had started hammering again when she came into the house, but
he had already prepared this revelation in expectation of seeing
her. He just wasn’t sure if he was getting through to either of the
women in the room.

Jill regarded him for a few seconds before
returning her gaze to Dulsie. “And what do you have to say about
all this?”

Shad realized that Dulsie was looking at him
instead of her mom when she said, “I’m going with him.”

Shad’s heart soared.

Jill’s gaze locked on Shad. “Don’t think I’ve
let you off the hook yet.”

Shad realized he was smiling. “I wouldn’t
have it any other way.”

“We’d better get going now,” Dulsie
stated.

Shad’s heart fell slightly. She still seemed
a bit distant, but he of all people should understand her reaction.
What mattered now was they were making that first step.

He helped with gathering up a few things for
Dulsie to take, and Jill was cordial even if she still wasn’t
chatty with him. When Shad grasped Dulsie by her good arm he felt
her stiffen, but it was only for a second. He helped her with
walking out to the car. Karl seemed to convince Jill to stay in the
house.

When they reached the Buick Shad opened the
passenger side door for Dulsie and helped her to slip into the
seat. He took the seat belt and gently guided it under her injured
arm to buckle it in place, and then stopped where he was and gazed
into her eyes.

Dulsie gazed back at him, and Shad could
detect a flicker in her eyes that had been evading him for too
long.

“I love you,” he murmured.

Dulsie’s smile was slight but at least it was
for him. “I love you too.”

Shad slowly leaned closer and very gently
touched his upper lip, which wasn’t split, to her mouth. He was
ready to draw back if Dulsie turned away, but to his relief her own
lips pressed softly against his.

Shad stepped back to shut the car door. Next
he strode around the front of the Buick, and hopped into the
driver’s seat.

There was light in his life again. Dulsie was
restored to Shad, back in her role not only as his best friend and
wife, but now fulfilled as the mother of his child. In spite of his
shortcomings, Shad was the lucky one that Dulsie had selected, and
that made her the sacred vessel through whom God worked to bring
out the best in him.
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