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MORE THAN A PICNIC
“Watch out. These rocks are slippery. I don’t want you to fall and get hurt; and I surely don’t want to carry you all the way back to where we parked,” Alan warns as he and Burnadette wade barefoot across the stream to what he describes as ‘the perfect spot for our picnic’.”
“Wow,” she says, “This brings back such memories. How slimy and slick the rocks feel and how cool and refreshing it feels on a hot day. I think we’re going backward in time. It’s like being a kid again.”
Funny that she should word it that way since all that Alan has wished for in recent years has been to escape the painful reality of life’s sad events and return to a simpler way of life – innocence, like that of a child’s existence. He had pondered, “Oh, if there was only some way to find a fold in time and escape through that fold. If only there was some way . . . “
Fate had definitely not been kind to Alan. He was devastated by his wife becoming ill and passing on only a few months after their marriage. He nearly did not survive it. A scar remains long after a wound has healed and, even though those long and painful days are now a memory, Alan carries that scar.
It’s the scar that has prevented him from allowing himself to be involved with anyone else. Love had left him shell-shocked and for too many years he had remained a loner. Admired, respected and befriended by nearly everyone in Gretchen Falls as sheriff, he was just that - someone that they could depend upon. He was a rock, and all viewed him as solid and as someone they could turn to if help was needed - even in matters that did not require law enforcement.
He was a rock . . . but rocks do not feel; that was what he had used to protect himself. His self-defense mechanism was merely to remain romantically uninvolved. However, time has a way of changing things; and even though years had gone by he and Burnadette were mutually attracted to one another – her working at the diner and he as sheriff and both of them attending the same church. It only seemed natural that they would become involved but for Burnadette the time was far too long. The torch she carried for Alan was carried nearly to the end, to that place when he finally made the decision to succumb, to go to that place that would jeopardize his feelings.
That is his fear at this time. His emotional wounds from so long ago had healed but the reminders are still there because he is now allowing feelings to stir that had been dormant for so long. He is completely infatuated – no, in love with - Burnadette. Coupled with those strong feelings are the fears - the ‘what ifs’ that can haunt one’s self.
He had heard Pastor Veed say on numerous occasions, “We can’t live our lives worrying about what ‘might’ happen. We are allowing Fear to dominate us when we do so and that’s not faith.” So here they are. Alan emerging from his emotional stasis and Burnadette thrilled that he has finally decided to return her feelings – the two of them as giddy as teenage crushes.
“We’re almost there,” Alan says as they come out on the other side of the stream and sit on a large rock to put their shoes back on. “Just a short distance on this path and you can see the place I’ve chosen.”
“It had better be good. This is quite a little trek,” Burnadette jokingly scolds. It really isn’t a long trek unless someone is taking it with a special individual and wants it to take longer by going slowly. It wouldn’t matter where they were, as long as she was with him. She, and everyone else in Gretchen Falls, is aware of his painful past and it is easy to forgive the time taken by him to arrive at this point. Her heart is overflowing, not only because of her present company, but because of everything around them. The lush woodland setting with a distinct smell created by the laurels and the pristine, unspoiled waters rushing amid the rocks, the sounds of the jays and woodpeckers, unaccustomed to people, sounding their alarms to the forest creatures; it all is providing a feast for the senses. The forest canopy serves as a welcome shade from the heat of the day.Alan hadn’t exaggerated since he now announces, “This is it.” Only a few feet higher than the stream, they stop on a large moss covered rock that overlooks, not only the stream, but the place that is the headwaters of the stream. “Did you know that this place is how Gretchen Falls got its name?” He points to the water issuing out of the side of the hill in two small places to form two tiny waterfalls.
“So this is it!. Okay,” Burnadette exclaims, “I knew that the town’s name was from the falls that the founder had named after his daughter; but it never occurred to me to see them. It's strange that I never took the time to see them. You live in a place your whole life and just take for granted how the name came about. I guess I've always been too occupied with school or friends or work to take the time. Cool. Thanks for bringing me here and for showing them to me.”
“You’re quite welcome. And this is the perfect spot for our picnic. Do you agree?” he suggests as he looks down to where they stand – the large rock thickly carpeted with a layer of green moss.
“Most definitely,” is her answer. As they settle down to a comfortable sitting position, they enjoy more of a snack instead of the traditional picnic of chicken and potato salad. The distance walked is such that a lot of things are not carried to weigh one down. Frozen bottles of water were slowly melting all along the way to provide periodic sips for refreshment and now they are ready to enjoy a long and leisurely time together as they crack pecans and walnuts to go along with the cubed cheddar cheese and potato chips. The forest’s sights and sounds along with the sound of the stream fill one’s senses.
Small birds chirping and the occasional chipmunk, that wanders too close and is startled away, are enough to keep them entertained. A large part of the enormous rock juts out of the hillside and overlooks the stream and there are lots of ferns to either side of it which perfectly frame their mealtime location.
After much time is spent laughing and, at times, silently staring into each others eyes they communicate on other levels as well and Burnadette finally states, “I brought along a surprise.” She brings out a small container from her backpack and pulls off the lid as she asks, “Peanut butter fudge?”
“Oh wow,” Alan answers, “You brought my favorite. Yes!” They both savor the creamy deliciousness and he finally adds, “My mom was the only other person that could make it this good.” It would seem like the perfect taste to cap the perfect combination of company, surroundings and mutual affection.
The time getting there and the time spent there eventually require them to get ready for the return trip. Neither of them is anxious to leave but necessity prevails and as they take one final gaze at the waterfall Burnadette quietly announces, “I’m never gonna forget this day or this place.”
“Me neither,” Alan replies, “My dad used to bring me here when I was small. You can see why I wanted to introduce you to this place.”
“Yeah,” is her answer as she remains looking at it, unwilling to go.
Alan interrupts her hypnotic gaze with, “Time is wastin’ . . . and we can’t ignore the fact that I’m on duty tonight.” She reluctantly turns away from the sight when Alan suddenly says, “Oh wait. You’re gonna trip if you leave your shoe untied like that. Let me get it for you.” He bends down to tie her shoe . . . which really isn’t untied . . . and on one knee he looks up and with a small box in his hand (that was brought out of his pocket while she gazed at the waterfall) he looks up to her and opens it.
Burnadette looks down at his offering and realizes that this is the day that she knew would eventually take place. How and when she knew not – only that it would; with tearful eyes and a sniff she smiles widely as Alan simply asks, “Will you marry me?”
Getting down on her knees she hugs him and with her mouth at his ear softly answers, “Yes. I said it to myself long before you gave me the option to say it to you. Yes. I will marry you.”
“I want you to know,” he continues, “that I know that this is God’s will. There was a time in my life when I didn’t know how I could possibly survive. I looked to God for help and with time He did help me and I slowly recovered; but I’ve only recently realized that what He wanted to do was incomplete . . . until now.”
With the two of them on their knees at a place that holds so much meaning for them they linger for a few moments before starting back. Alan had wished to go back in time; and although he did not return to his boyhood, he had returned to a time when he could, through romantic involvement, feel young again. After all, some people say that is what keeps them young.
GASSED UP
Gassing up the car is one of those things that must be done no matter how much it is hated or dreaded as anyone will tell you that has ever risked going just a little too long between fill ups. One way or another everyone learns this hard lesson and the result is either calling a friend to bring gas or hoofing it down the road with gas can in hand.
One of the busiest people in all of Gretchen Falls is Pastor Veed and so he is always on the go. This morning he has already been out and about seeing one of his church members who is in the hospital in a nearby town. Now he is back in Gretchen Falls and the lunch hour has arrived. He wants to get home and have lunch but the car needs gas and there won’t be enough time before church tonight to stop for that purpose. Besides, he has other things to do the rest of the afternoon.
So, having satisfied the car’s craving, he makes his way into the convenience store to pay for his fuel and as he enters he raises his hand as a ‘hello’ gesture to Tamara Lopez who is behind the counter. She is accustomed to seeing him, and his own cravings draw him to the freezer where he intends to indulge in his favorite guilty pleasure. He’ll pay for his banana popsicle along with his fuel but his empty stomach will not even allow him time to get back to the counter.
The sound of the paper tearing makes a promise of a taste sensation. Even before he puts it to his mouth he can smell the cold, sweet aroma. The pastor is health conscious and does daily cardio walking so the sugar in this cold treat poses no threat to him. He lingers in front of the freezer as he savors the cold deliciousness. Besides - he just might want a second one since his stomach is so empty. There’s something special and unique about a popsicle . . . the way it breaks apart in one’s mouth to release any of several fruity flavors.
The store doesn’t seem at all busy with the lunch time rush having come and gone. In fact, no one else is in the store at all except for Miss Lopez. As the last bite goes into his mouth and the wooden stick is cleanly removed Pastor Veed fully intends to take another one from the freezer case when he hears another person enter the store and demand, “Take all the money out of the register and put it in a bag and give it to me.”
His demand is made as he moves his right hand into the pocket of his hoodie. The potential for danger is immediately felt by Pastor Veed, who stands at a distance; but more so by Tamara at the register, as she is the victim of his robbery and the threat of whatever he has in his pocket. The young man looks in the pastor’s direction and nervously adds, “Nobody move. Just do like I say and everything will go off smooth. I don’t want to hurt anybody.”
There’s something ’not quite right’ about all of this, the pastor tells himself. A robbery is taking place right before his eyes. Yes, he is nervous; but he is more concerned about Tamara who is making slow deliberate motions as she puts money into the check out bag. Maybe she doesn’t want to make any sudden moves to cause him to shoot . . . or . . . maybe she is stalling in hopes that someone will arrive to prevent the robbery. If so, it isn’t likely; he had obviously waited for the appropriate time.
But there is still another element to this unusual turn of events - something ’not quite right’. As the young man continues to make occasional glances in Pastor Veed’s direction, he begins to look a little more familiar. “Jamie?” Pastor Veed suddenly, softly suggests, “Jamie Comer?”
It is abundantly clear that the robber hadn’t thought this out very well. No mask – carrying out a crime such as this in a town where he can be recognized . . . and in broad daylight. “Yeah. It’s me,” he sheepishly answers, “Just leave me alone Pastor. In a minute I’ll get outta here and I won’t ever bother anybody any more.”
Pastor Veed, nervous beyond description, now feels a mix of concerns, emotions and a sense of duty. Tamara is hardly moving and remains silent. Jamie certainly doesn’t look like or act much like a robber and yet he is ultimately in control. Whatever has caused him to take this course of action may have left him unstable enough to inflict injury upon another person. “Jamie, I can see that you’re very upset over something,” the pastor calmly continues, “Can we talk about it? You know I would never turn you away if you ever wanted to talk.”
“That won’t help. It’s too late to talk. Everything’s fallin’ apart,” Jamie answers.
“Jamie? Sometimes it helps . . . just to have someone who will listen,” Pastor Veed urges on looking for a way to penetrate the confused demeanor of this unlikely robber, “I remember when we used to sit on the church steps, when you were younger, and talk about everything. Do you remember that?”
A couple of people outside can see that something is wrong. Their distraction soon gains the attention of others who join in the observance. It doesn't take very long for a midday crowd to begin forming and soon a deputy becomes aware and attempts to quiet them. Pastor Veed sees them and hopes that no one interrupts the event that is unfolding. If anyone comes through the door Jamie might react unfavorably. Someone could be hurt or killed.
“I remember that like it was yesterday,” Jamie replies. “You were real easy to talk to.”
Veed goes on, “I still am. I haven’t changed. I’m still the same long winded preacher that you used to listen to . . . and I’ll tell you Jamie. I miss those times.”
“Me too,” comes the answer, “those were good times.”
“Why did you stop coming to church Jamie? That’s something else that I miss,” Pastor Veed prods.
“I don’t know. I guess when I got older I just figured it was for little kids and old people,” offers Jamie as he looks past Tamara as if looking into the distance, his thoughts taking him to other places and times.
“Maybe if church is for kids and old people, someone can help himself to stay young by attending,” the pastor says softly, trying to ease the situation, “Jamie, talk to me now. This doesn’t seem like you. Tell me why you’re doing this. I promise that I’ll try to understand.”
“I just wanna get some money so I can go to Canada and get away from this place and everybody that knows me – somewhere that I can just start over,” Jamie answers, sniffing a little.
“Surely it’s not that bad,” Veed consoles.
Jamie goes on, “I been trying to get a good job ‘cause you gotta plan for the future. Right? Anyway, I didn’t get the job. They gave it to somebody else. And it doesn’t matter anyway because my girl dumped me. I tried and tried to get her to come back, but she said ‘it’s over’.” Jamie sniffs more as his emotions begin to overtake him.
“I’m not diminishing your pain but everyone experiences setbacks such as this at some time or another,” Pastor Veed softly says as he begins to slowly step in Jamie’s direction. Tamara is motionless and speechless and more people are gathering outside where the deputy struggles to keep them hushed.
“That’s a tough thing for a girl to tell ya. It’s over. I love her and she said ‘it’s over.’ That’s why I need to get away. If I can just get away from here and forget,” Jamie says as he turns to face the pastor, not caring that the concerned pastor is slowly stepping in his direction.
Finally getting close enough to reach out and put a hand on Jamie’s shoulder, Pastor Veed replies, “Even if that’s true, even if you must get away, there must be some other way than this”. Pastor Veed pauses, looking for words. “Jamie? Will you give me the gun?”
The distraught young man, heartbroken and confused, looks down at the pocket of his hoodie that is extended in front of him and slowly pulls his hand out. That’s all that it is; his empty hand with a pointed finger to threaten and give the impression of a weapon in the pocket.
“Do you agree that we can find some other way?” suggests the pastor. The boy nods and Pastor Veed further suggests, “Let’s go and talk it over. We have to talk to the sheriff first. Okay?” He nods again and the two begin walking out as the concerned pastor puts an arm of consolation around the young mans shoulder. The small crowd parts to give them passage as Veed says to the deputy, “It’s okay. We’re going to go and talk to the sheriff.”
Tamara breaths a sigh of relief as she starts putting the money back into the register and glances out through the large windows that make up the front of the store. Tragedy has been averted due to the Pastor’s dutiful diligence. As he and the young man slowly make their way down the street, the deputy follows at a distance and the crowd of people turn a watch the departure. No doubt their whispers will become the talk of the town today, and for days to come in Gretchen Falls – the town that, on this particular day, is not so sleepy . . . after all.
HEART OF STONE
There’s an old adage that says, “It takes all kinds.” In order to prove such a statement one need look no further than Harold Craigs. In an earlier century he would likely be a hermit, hidden away on some mountain in a cave or cabin. But in this modern time, people who are introverted seem to be able to make a life for themselves, and yet still attempt to isolate themselves by avoiding, as much as possible, the rest of the population.
“How is somebody like Harold able to meet and marry a wife,” many people had, no doubt, spake in conversations about him. That question will likely never be answered considering the only source with which the answer lies. He had, though, married and raised children, watched them move out and start their own families. He and his wife now enjoy the quietness of their home— just the two of them.
But how does one use the word ‘enjoy’ when speaking of a man who, most of the time, appears to be completely without emotion? It has been said of this man, who epitomizes introversion, that he would almost rather die than to have an actual conversation with another human being. He carries the same blank expression on his face everywhere he goes.
His wife has definitely lived a quiet life with him as her mate. Words are few from his lips. Now retired, he is able to avoid just about all interaction with people outside of his family. His wife does all shopping and Harold makes his daily visit to the post office. He could easily walk three blocks and be there but that act carries with it the possibility that another person would be encountered along the way; so his habit is to drive his car three blocks in order to avoid as much human contact as he possibly can.
The causes for personality manifestations of this sort are best left to discussions between trained psychological minds. For our own purposes, herein, we only need to know about his behavior patterns. As long as he has lived this way, and as much as he keeps to himself, there should be little to challenge his simplistic lifestyle. But as we all know, challenges lay in everyone’s path and they can present themselves at the most inopportune times. For Harold Craigs, today is one of those times.
For certain outpatient procedures a person might drive himself or herself to and from the Doctor’s office. That is not the case on this day as Mrs Craigs is having a procedure that requires a drug. She would be rendered unable to drive and, so, Harold has driven her to the Doctor’s office. Attempts to have one of their children take her, or even the oldest grandchild that drives, had failed due to problems with schedules. Regardless of how he conveys to his wife his love for her, he demonstrates it today by going far, far away from his comfort zone.
He has only been in the waiting room for half an hour but, for someone such as himself, it seems like hours. He naturally chose the farthest corner in which to wait. It’s funny but most people do that anyway. They automatically sit away from people who are already there, whether it’s a restaurant, bus station or other public place. Maybe there’s a little of Harold in all of us.
With his face hidden behind a hunting magazine, from the ever present assortment of reading material, he attempts to be invisible to the others waiting. A woman waiting with her toddler is joined by someone who comes in and recognizes her. “Claytina!” Janine exclaims as she walks in and sees her friend, “I haven’t seen you in ages. And this must be your little one.”
“Yep. This is Barry. He sounds a little congested this morning. I though it best to bring him in and make sure that it’s nothing serious. You know, with all the stuff that’s been going around,” Claytina answers, “And what about you? Why are you here?”
“Just following up on the results from my lab work,” replies Janine.
It’s nearly impossible for Harold to concentrate on his magazine with the ladies’ conversation going on across the room but it really doesn’t matter anyway. The magazine is merely his shield. It is symbolic of his nature and refusal to interact with others. It is a sign: “DO NOT TRESPASS”, “KEEP OFF THE GRASS”, “NO SOLICITATION”.
But whatever he has attempted in his symbolism, it is about to fail. The little boy, as most kids do, moves about the room under the watchful eyes of his mother. The child’s attention is drawn from one thing to another while he expends nervous energy. This further agitates Harold as he makes another attempt to shut all of them out and concentrate on his magazine. The ladies continue bringing each other up to date on recent personal events. Harold is startled when he feels something moving up the side of his leg. The subsequent sound made by his rapid movement of the magazine catches the attention of Barry’s mother.
In shock, Harold looks down to see Barry moving a toy car up his leg. The boy had been pretending that the car was driving along the floor and now it is driving up Harold’s leg. Like Harold’s own grandchildren, this little boy somehow sees through the hard exterior to recognize, simply, another individual. With nearly everyone, Harold’s “KEEP OFF THE GRASS” attitude works. But Barry hasn’t yet been programmed to recognize or exhibit such behavior. His young, innocent, unspoiled mind is still forming; and he sees only another person.
“Barry! Come back over here and leave that nice man alone,” scolds Claytina. The child quickly scurries back to his mom but his act has made impossible any attention that Harold could give to the magazine. His shield has been permeated and will now only serve to hide his face. No glances will be exchanged. No words will be passed across the room.
A few more minutes pass while Harold listens to them discuss their activities. “After I get finished here I’m going to go and help with the fundraiser for the women’s and children’s home,” Janine says, “They’re in the middle of a very ambitious goal of collecting ten thousand dollars.”
Claytina asks, “Do they have something special in mind for the funds?”
“Oh yes. It’s still early enough in the year,” answers Janine, “And they’re planning well in advance for this Christmas. They want to make this Christmas really special. There are always a lot of needs there but they’re putting extra emphasis on this holiday season to try and do it up really nice for the residents there.”
“That will be great. They’ve already been through enough. They need something special,” Claytina adds, “During the Christmas season they’ll have a lot of thoughts of the past. They’ll need something a little extra to help cheer them.”
Janine answers, “Exactly. And the goal is only half met.”
The words and pictures in front of Harold’s face fade away as he hears statements that conjure unescapable images. Those displaced children being discussed across the room bear too much resemblance to the boy that Harold once was.
Unfortunate circumstances had put him in the care of his uncle and aunt who finished raising him. To make matters worse, the circumstances were never revealed to him. He only knew that his parents were no longer around and that his uncle and aunt would care for him. Such details weigh too heavily on the mind of a child and create doubt and questions in the mind. Had they explained to him the reasons for his parents absence, he might be a different person today.
Harold never really felt like he was part of his uncles family either. They raised him along with their own children but he felt different. A number of these factors had contributed to Harold’s odd character. But as odd as he might be considered, a heart still beats beneath that shield.
The words that he is now hearing carry him back to that time. Families being separated and trying to find a place to live and then having enough to get by on, once they’ve found a place. It’s just too familiar. That was decades ago when he was only a boy. How can this affect him so strongly after he had buried those thoughts.
Now, suddenly, he is reminded of what it’s like at Christmas not to have as much as other people. Other children in other families sported their nice toys and told of happy gatherings. Harold and his step siblings received more meager gifts, if anything at all. In his own mind, at the time, he knew that his presence took away a little of what the others might have received.
Now, here he sits; reliving those difficult memories. Time that passed slowly, before, is now passing more quickly— but not with pleasure. It carries with it unpleasant memories.
Eventually they finished the visit and came home; but Harold brought some other people home that he had not intended to. From the sterile environment of the Doctor’s office Harold had brought something with him that was germinating inside of him - cares about others. The statements made about the women’s and children’s home kept echoing in his ears. Harold’s wife is now resting as the Doctor ordered but Harold remains in a state of unrest. The thoughts of those displaced children are inescapable.
With enough of the day now past, their daughter is able to stop in and see how Mom has fared from her procedure. Knowing that his daughter will be there a good while, Harold tells them abruptly, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He goes to his car and sets out on what will be another huge challenge for him.
The difficult childhood he experienced made him leave his Uncle’s house as soon as he was of age. He was out on his own to battle his demons single-handedly. No more guilt. Just him. He would find a job and work hard for many years.
One of the advantages of living a life of isolation is that you don’t spend as much money as other people. Harold had worked hard and saved a lot. Now he is drawing a generous retirement and as he makes his way to the bank he begins to imagine faces of children who live at the shelter. He begins to imagine smiles coming on their faces as they receive something at Christmas time that could content them and encourage them. They need something to help distract them amid their unfortunate circumstances and, in some way, hold them over while they wait for their circumstances to improve.
The fundraisers are five thousand dollars shy of their goal but that is about to be remedied. Now it is time for Harold to overcome an even bigger challenge than accompanying his wife to the doctor. With his car parked at the facility where those kids and their mothers are housed, Harold begins summoning the courage to walk in and to give them his gift. The decision has already been made. The money has been withdrawn and he holds it in his hand in an envelope marked “FOR CHRISTMAS”.
Several minutes are required for him to build his courage sufficiently. Now it is time. Sweating bullets, he makes his way to the entrance and goes in— heart pounding and nerves frayed. Near the entrance is an office that is continuously manned by one of the administrators. As Harold steps in he manages something that slightly resembles a smile. Without saying a word he places the envelope on the desk in front of the black haired lady who is unsure how to respond. She can clearly see what is boldly written on the envelope so there’s no need for her to panic.
Harold doesn’t linger more than a second after releasing it and turns to leave while the administrator responds, “Thank you for your contribution.” She nearly has to shout her thanks because Harold is practically bolting to the exit. She opens the envelope and begins to count the money and is astounded to learn the amount. She jumps up from her seat and rushes to tell some of the others what has taken place.
Without a doubt, they will speak of this much and for a long time: how the strange, voiceless man mysteriously came and went so quickly, leaving behind the generous gift. This would not be the first time anyone has spoken of Harold Craigs’ strange behavior; nor would it be the last.
With a great deal of dread he took his wife to the doctor and endured being in the presence of other people— strangers. But in doing so, he went away with the knowledge of some others who had a need. Had he not gone so very far outside his circle of comfort, he would not have learned and these children might have suffered.
His rocky exterior had been fractured. Would it change how he interacts with people in the future? Maybe. Would he remain the rock that, seemingly, cannot be pierced? Perhaps … but any geologist will tell you that within, what we refer to as ‘rocks’, there is much value. They would tell you that the things we prize most in this world … come from rocks.
CROSSROADS
“Well, that has all the yard work caught up, I think,” Lynn says to his wife Kate as she comes out of the house with a tray of snacks and refreshments. He sits down on the patio glider beside her and as he looks at the tray adds, “I knew you would fix that today.”
“Really? Did you smell the apples and cinnamon all the way out here while it was in the oven,” Kate asks referring to the dessert pizza she is serving up.
Lynn stops her in mid serve and puts an arm around her to pull her close to his side and answers, “No. I didn’t need to smell it to know that you would prepare it on this day – her day.” Sadness glazes over his eyes.
Kate rests her head on his shoulder and goes on to say, “Thanks for staying home from work today. I don’t think I could have made it here alone today by myself. It still seems like a bad dream, even after all these months. I keep asking myself ‘how is this possible’. It really is a nightmare – one that there’s no waking up from.”
“She would be eighteen today,” Lynn adds, “An age that is always looked forward to by every kid. I wonder how long it will take for this fogginess to go away – this feeling of being in a daze.”
“I don’t know. I’ve already asked myself that question a thousand times,” Kate replies and as she leans forward again to pick up a plate says, “but I do know one thing. Katelyn would not want this to cool off before eating it. It had to be piping hot.”
They both smile upon remembering their daughters preference regarding her choice of birthday treats. Lynn answers, “That is an absolute fact. She would complain if it wasn’t hot. And it had to be your recipe. We couldn’t just go out a buy it somewhere.” (both of them picking up a plate) “Here’s to Katelyn’s memory.”
They both take a bite and in the silence slowly enjoy the hot dessert. At the same time their minds recall her habits, they take in the fruity, spicy aroma which is even detectable outdoors. As they listen to birds chirping and a lawn mower in the distance they taste the apples – cooked to perfection and breaking apart as the whole of the dessert is enjoyed. Many memories are evoked just as they have been every day over every little detail of each day.
“I’ll never forget the first time she tasted this,” Kate says as she reaches for her glass of iced milk, slippery from the beads of moisture forming on the sides of the glass, “We ordered it at the pizza place that day during lunch. (laughing a little) She went wild.”
“She talked about it all that day. Even when she rode her tricycle with the neighbors’ kids,” Lynn recalls, “And it just wouldn’t do if she couldn’t have it for her birthday every year after that. She always said that yours was even better than what they make at the restaurant.”
Kate brings her glass near her lips for a sip of cold milk before staring into the distance and declaring, “I’d give anything if I could hear her say that today.”
The Biddles remain silent for a moment before Lynn finally speaks, “Remember the time when Katelyn wanted us to go driving, when she was small, and she wanted it to be somewhere we had never been before?”
“Yeah,” answers Kate, “As she said, ‘on a new road’. That’s how she said it. She wasn’t old enough to know exactly how to say it; but she wanted us to explore. (laughing and putting her glass down) We ended up two counties over without a clue as to where we were. She certainly got her wish that day.”
“That’s the day I’m talking about,” replies Lynn, “One part of it that stands out in my mind so clearly was when we came to a four-way intersection . . . and none of the roads were marked at all. Not another living soul in sight anywhere to get directions from. We just sat there. I didn’t know which road to take. I didn’t know where any of them would lead us.”
Kate picks up on his thoughts, “You’re thinking of what Katelyn said while we were sitting there, aren’t you? Even though we weren’t in any danger, I think she must have realized at least some concern because she said, ‘I’m glad we’re together’.”
“Right. She wanted us to go on a ‘new road’ and we had a lot of fun that day and we eventually got home safe and sound,” Lynn stops smiling and gets a little more serious, “I think that’s where we are right now. We’ve come to this juncture in life where, no matter where we look, there is only uncertainty.”
“I’m glad we’re together,” Kate repeats her daughter’s historic comment.
Lynn puts his arm around Kate again and answers, “Me too. And, in a way, Katelyn is with us too.” They’re silent for another moment as their minds continue to run through mental event files of various birthdays and related memories. They both turn to the right when they hear the mailman stop to put mail in their box. Then Lynn continues, “People often talk about their family memories and they use the word ‘treasure’. They might say how much they ‘treasure’ a particular memory or their family, in general. What if, when a child is born, the parents of that child had an actual container – a ‘treasure’ chest.”
“Almost everyone keeps things as mementos as their children grow. We have lots of those things that were Katelyn’s,” interrupts Kate.
“I know. I know. But I’m speaking figuratively,” Lynn explains, “It’s not the tangible things that I’m talking about. It’s anything and everything that someone remembers about the person. The memories that they ‘treasure’. We’re not always going to have our parents with us. They’re getting up in years. Sooner or later everybody meets to recall those events that surround someone who has passed on. They open up that treasure chest that has so much value inside.”
“Oh! I see the point you’re making,” Kate beams, “You’re just comparing it to a literal chest.”
“Yes. Exactly,” answers Lynn, “We’ve just been forced to open it sooner than expected.”
Kate adds, “There sure is a lot of value in there.”
Lynn changes the subject somewhat, “I’m remembering something that was told us by the sheriff from Gretchen Falls when he came to offer his condolences.”
“About time being our best friend?” Kate says, “That’s it, isn’t it? That’s what you’re referring to.”
“Precisely,” Lynn answers, “Does it still hurt? It’s almost unbearable. But we’re sitting here and enjoying the food you’ve prepared. The first few days we could only force down a few bites of food. I’m sure it’s going to hurt for a long time to come. That’s only natural. A person would have to be completely devoid of feelings to react any other way; but time is going to gradually make it easier. It already has . . . a little. In the meantime, here we are – at this juncture. Not sure what’s around the bend.”
Kate smiles a little and repeats, “I’m glad we’re together.”
BEN
One never knows who might be watching from the darkness. This fact, for the most part, is a disturbing one and is also one that can strike terror into an individual’s heart. But not everyone who watches does so with evil intent; this is the case with Benjamin Stanham. Everyone in Gretchen Falls knows him simply as Ben.
As he goes about his duties as deputy he quietly, calmly walks the streets of the sleepy little municipality. Whenever his duty shift has him working the overnight hours and whenever the weather is not so harsh as to confine him, he meanders the town streets. Gretchen Falls is a town that many would find dull and boring but from the standpoint of law enforcement officials it is a paradise.
As Ben makes his way from street to street his footsteps quietly echo into the past when he looked at these same streets through different eyes. The night sounds are familiar and are easily carried by the cool, dew-laden air. A dog in the distance can be heard fearlessly guarding its owners from would be attackers – if there were any; but its bark is the unmistakable sound of a yapping lap dog which barks at everything and everyone. Maybe it is alarmed by an owl’s, “Who . . . who.”
Eventually his meandering brings him within sight of the elementary school. He has been left alone with his own thoughts to enjoy the darkness and distant sounds. His only sound has been his breathing; but approaching the school is a group of youngsters and they are not so quiet. Their laughing and joking and romping is enough to quickly attract Ben’s attention.
They haven’t broken any laws by being up later than they should be. Their parents, for whatever reason, are not keeping close enough tabs on their own children. It's common for kids to sneak out and look for mischief. They haven’t broken any laws by being loud or by romping, but Ben knows where they are going, and they will soon become law breakers.
A favorite place for teenagers to drink alcohol is behind the bleachers at the school. Not only are they so foolish as to be drawn to such an unhealthy habit, but they continue to use this same location. Foolishness manifests itself in many ways. Again, their parents are failing them. Too many lives are ruined by drink and their parents are surely aware of instances that have resulted in this sad reality.
As Ben makes his way in their direction they go out of sight, having reached their intended location. His heart hurts for them as he thinks about what he will say to them. He is more qualified than anyone else to warn them about the life that awaits someone who gives himself to this demon. As he cautiously looks around the back corner of the bleachers he sees them sitting on the ground to form a circle, oblivious to the fact that anyone else can see them.
The same damp, night air that brought their laughter to his ears now brings an odor to his nostrils – one that is so familiar that it terrorizes him. Even now, the aroma is a haunting one. The smell of the booze, as they pass the bottle, is the smell that he had worn for too many years. Someone who survives a shark attack might be fearful to ever go back into the water. Ben is all too familiar with the perilous waters and the hidden danger that these youths have exposed themselves to.
“I guess you know that we’re going to have to call all of your parents, don’t you?” Ben says, surprising the foolish group of four. His approach had been with enough stealth that they weren’t aware of his presence. Had they known he was there, they likely would have bolted away and Ben is too old to attempt to chase down a bunch of teenagers. So he is practically on top of them before they realize it. “Nope! Just stay put,” he warns, putting a hand on top of one’s head as he starts to jump up, “You’re already in enough trouble without making it worse. Do you want WANTED posters all around town with your pictures on them?” Ben continues. It’s an absurd statement on his part but it’s one that he is using to plant a seed in the weak minds of these kids who look as though they are fourteen or fifteen.
There’s nothing like a good old fashioned dose of fear in situations such as this and Ben intends to lay it on heavy - not with loud threats. His approach will be a psychological one. Before losing his daughter to a chronic illness Benjamin Stranham had taught at the state college. Not only had his attempted escape from life’s sadness robbed him of his wife and profession, but also, eventually, every shred of self respect. Ben had run the gamut when it comes to one’s place in society. Rise, fall and rise again as the mythical phoenix - he is more than qualified to counsel these youngsters who are so easily influenced.
Understanding more than the average person about the workings of the human mind he continues, “Now let’s see. None of you are old enough to buy this stuff and that means that someone had to buy it for you. That person has put himself in danger and can be jailed for, among other things, contributing to the delinquency of a minor. (Ben knows that the more legal terms he uses will only add to the experience and make a heavier imprint on their minds) Or maybe the store owner sold it to you. That means that he will be jailed and his business will be closed. You know. You guys might have just ruined things permanently for somebody. Did your parents give it to you? I doubt that; but we’ll find out when they come to get you from the jail. You’ll be temporarily incarcerated until they pick you up. I certainly hope you didn’t steal this. That’s going to add additional charges to an already growing list. I have to say. For such young fellows as yourselves you sure have made an awfully big mess of things just for the sake of ‘being cool’ or ‘part of the gang’. How many of you have grandmothers? What are they going to say?”
They boys already know that they weren’t supposed to do this. That’s why they sat hiding behind the school in the darkness. But neither Ben nor any other person can convince them simply by telling them that it is the wrong thing for them to do. They must decide, in their own minds, that this is a mistake. The conclusion must be arrived at by them. The average teenager is rebellious enough to do the opposite of what he is being told. But if the teen decides, “This isn’t going to help me. This is the wrong road for me to be on,” maybe a lifetime of turmoil can be avoided.
“I don’t like doing this but you guys leave me no choice,” Ben goes on to say, “I’ve got to call the sheriff at his home and wake him up. See? Everything you do affects somebody else.” In so many words Ben suggests to the sheriff over the phone that the lights on the patrol car need to be flashing when he arrives to take the kids in. This will make the imprint even stronger. For years, they will carry in their minds the unpleasant image of the lights from the police car lighting up the area around the school bleachers.
By now, none of the boys have any thoughts of trying to get away. Their thoughts are more about what they will say to their parents or what kinds of legal matters threaten them. Ben knows that it will be a few minutes before the sheriff arrives and so he does what none of the boys expect – he sits down on the ground to complete the circle. They timidly look at him unsure what to say or do. After a moment of struggling about what to say Ben continues, “Guys . . . I’ve been telling you all of this to help you. You don’t understand how easy it is to lose yourself to this stuff. All of you know me. You know how I used to be. But do you know how I got that way?”
“People drink for different reasons but none of those reasons are good ones. Somebody might say ‘I like this stuff’. He’s just going to want more of it. Maybe somebody wants to fit in with the crowd. That makes him a puppet and he lets other people control him. What’s the difference in being controlled by someone or by what’s in that bottle? Maybe someone is like I was. I wanted to get away from the pain of losing my daughter. But over time I lost even more. I lost everything – my wife, my home, my self respect, my job. Do you remember that guy that used to lay around town drunk? Do you think I planned that when I opened the first bottle? We are always going to have disappointments and we can’t run from them each time they arise.”
The silence of the boys ends when one of them asks, “What changed you?”
“I found something stronger than what was in the bottle,” Ben answers. “The bottle could only take more and more control over me. It couldn’t give me anything to help. It was unhealthy and I don’t know why I’m not dead today as a result. The change came when I saw something that was the opposite of all those things. Something that was more powerful. Something that could add to me instead of taking from me. I saw something in someone else that made me want to be the same. I saw Jesus in someone else and knew that there was a better way, and a better life for me. I knew that I also wanted other people to be able to see that in me. That’s why I’m not bumming around town now to get more money for booze. And I don’t want any of you guys to go that way.”
Ben sniffs and wipes a tear, much to the surprise of the boys, and finishes, “If you saw someone drive off a cliff and crash and burn, would you then get in your car and drive that same road knowing where it leads and what is at the end? Show me how intelligent you are. You’ve just heard what happened to me. Don’t go down that same road.”
As the silence settles around them faint flashes can be seen in the distance as the sheriff is about to arrive. Whether or not Ben’s words carry any meaning remains to be seen. Years will reveal if any impact has been made. For tonight, though, much remains to be done. Phone calls have to be made. Forms must be filled out. Facts must be documented and at least some investigation will be made.
Maybe somewhere else in another town things happened differently. Another group of kids in an identical situation. No one interrupted their drinking. Maybe on their drive home their car wrecked and killed some of them, leaving the others crippled. Maybe they survived the drive home and have merely taken the bait that will ensnare them for the rest of their lives.
HOLDING OUT
“The usual?” Burnadette suggests as she places a cup of steaming hot black coffee down at the table where Eli has just seated himself. He’s a few minutes early to avoid the lunchtime rush of a dozen or so people.
He politely answers, “How about a roast beef sandwich? I’m in the mood for something a little different today.”
“Great. I’ll have it out to ya in a jiff,” Burnadette replies with her characteristic beaming persona. She glides in the direction of the kitchen with coffee pot in hand. The diner is customarily quiet; so much so, that the sizzle of the beef hitting the grill can be heard by Eli as he picks up the cup of coffee. He attempts a sip but it is still too hot to enjoy. The aroma, however, is pleasing as it promises the taste of coffee that has just been brewed. One can also detect the lingering smell of breakfast items such as bacon and sausage. A moment or two later the door opens as a couple enters for lunch and they find their way to a table and are soon greeted by Burnadette.
An overhead TV screen is mounted in the corner for customers to watch while they enjoy their meals. As it is today, the TV is normally on a news channel so that headlines from around the world are made available to the viewer. Another moment allows Eli to begin sipping his coffee that has cooled sufficiently enough for him to partake of it. As he watches the news headlines depicting world events and domestic issues, he is shown subjects such as earthquakes or floods, drought and civil unrest . . . war.
In stark contrast to those cataclysmic or disturbing headlines is the newspaper lying on another table. He reaches over to the neighboring table to retrieve it and as he takes another sip of coffee looks at the front page and its main story. “The Gretchen Falls Examiner” in bold, large print is the prominent wording at the top of the page. “State Funding For Schools – Passed, by Eli Claret” is the front page story.
All that Eli had ever wanted or dreamed of was to be in the newspaper business and to break that big story that would help him to gain notoriety and establish himself in his chosen field. So far all that he has accomplished is to take over the running of the small town paper. Unfortunately, for a news man, Gretchen Falls does not provide very much news. The few pages that make up the paper have little news in them at all. If it wasn’t for the sports, comics, classified ads and national stories that come via wire, it could probably fill one page . . . probably.
Without goals to hope for and reach for, there would be little to motivate an individual such as Eli. Those things that he dreams of have not been realized but somehow he keeps going; and he is well into his middle years with a grown child out of college and starting a family. Eli drops the paper back onto the table and turns in his chair to find a more comfortable position. Restaurant chairs are never comfortable; and the image that looks back at him from the mirrored wall is somewhat discomforting as well. Eli has always been thin, which is a feature that is even more pronounced on a short person. His glasses do little to hide the lines that now are increasing on his face with the passing of years.
He is haunted by the thought that he will live out his life here without ever progressing past the place where he is right now. The average person might have, long ago, changed directions or moved on. There are larger towns and cities where bigger stories will be reported . . . by someone. His musing is interrupted by the sound of a car which stops outside. The sound of all four doors slamming shut suggests that the quietness of the establishment will soon end.
Four young guys come in and are obviously hyped up over something which is evidenced by their level of excitement. They take on a quieter attitude while Burnadette gets their order. She is more professional and courteous now as opposed to being friendly. These guys are out-of-towners; and a lady as pretty as Burnadette would not be wise to do anything to encourage four college aged men who are complete strangers.
Once their orders have been taken they pick up the same line of conversation. “My psychology professor was saying something the other day that came to my mind as soon as this happened,” one of them says.
Another replies, “Hey! Maybe we can figure out some way to get extra credit for this.” All of them laugh in response. Eli can hear them easily in the quiet, little diner but really isn’t all that interested in their remarks.
“Man! You don’t ever expect something like this to happen to you,” one of them adds, “You think it’s always gonna be somebody else.” Eli begins to be intrigued just out of normal curiosity.
Then another answers, “Yeah! I know! Right? But all of a sudden somebody’s pointing a gun at ya. The guys at the fraternity are gonna say that we made it up.” Now Eli is more than intrigued. He gulps one last big mouth full of coffee and sets the empty cup down as he starts across the dining room to speak with the young men. He whizzes past Burnadette who is bringing his sandwich and a coffee refill. She looks bewildered and continues on to his empty table.
“Excuse me,” Eli says to the boys, “I couldn’t help but overhear some of your remarks. It sounds as though you’ve just had an unusual experience.”
“Oh yeah. For sure,” one answers, “We were out on the interstate and up ahead a little ways we saw two cars bump into each other. One of them lost control and went off the side of the road. We saw what happened and we got off the road. You know – the whole good Samaritan type thing. Anyway, we thought we might be able to help. He was spinning his tires because he was out of the road and in the dirt. He couldn’t go anywhere. The woman in the other car had stopped too and was walking back to see if he was hurt. When he saw he was stuck he jumped out of the car and got real nervous.”
He continues, “He wanted us to push his car so he could get going but by now the woman is there and she’s upset because he bumped her. She said he couldn’t go anywhere until the cops got there. That’s when he pulled a gun on us. She was so freaked out she was afraid to talk at that point. But she had already called it in because her phone was in her hand. I’m guessing more people called too because with cars passing by, nobody is gonna see someone pointing a gun at a group of people and just ignore the situation.”
By now Eli’s eyes are as big as saucers and he exclaims, “And then the cops came and got him?”
“Yeah. They got there pretty quick,” another boy says, “But we already had him under control.”
“What? How did you do it?” Eli excitedly questions.
The first one resumes his account, “Well, nobody pulls a gun just because they’re in a wreck. Right? So I guess we all knew something was wrong. I took a chance and grabbed the gun. All I needed to do was make sure that I turned it towards the ground. Brad, here, my new best buddy, is the star of our school’s wrestling team. Before the guy knew what hit him, Brad had him on the ground and made a pretzel out of him. The cops got there, did their bit, got everybody’s names and phone numbers and after about an hour it was over with. They busted the guy. He had drugs in the car.”
“I can easily see why you’re all so excited,” Eli states, “My name is Eli Claret and I’m over the newspaper in this town. I would very much like to go over this all again and in better detail and make it the front page story in our paper tomorrow . . . if you have the time. What do you guys think?”
“Yeah!”, “Cool!”, “Alright,” are their responses. Brad adds, “Any way we can have a copy sent our way?”
“It will be my pleasure to send it to you,” answers Eli. His sandwich will likely get cold and remain uneaten while he takes care of the big story.
Any of the people involved with the stories coming across the TV screen would gladly trade their place in a war torn region of the world or a flood ravaged or earthquake stricken area for the boring way of life that exists in Gretchen Falls. In this town the biggest news of the day is something that hadn’t even taken place in this town.
LUKE
It’s hard to describe but there’s just something about brightly colored falling leaves and the smell that they give off. Maybe it’s as simple as the life juices within the tree being released into the air when the leaf drops free and calmly floats to the ground in a back-and-forth pattern. Morning dew seems to intensify the pleasant aroma and in the autumn season, the dew always seems heavier. Whatever the reasons, the combination of these elements is a feast for the senses. Yellow and reddish brown foliage blanket the ground in many places while the more stubborn trees maintain their dark green leaves until they are forced off by freezing temperatures.
Such is this day in Gretchen Falls as some of its residents prepare for their annual church picnic. Scattered around town, and in various homes, people have finished their breakfast and are thinking about the day’s event. In one place potato salad is being busily prepared. “Make sure you get enough mustard in it. You know I don’t like it if it doesn’t have enough mustard,” a husband reminds his wife.
Elsewhere ham is being taken out of the oven and in another home one can smell baked beans bubbling away. All around town the excitement is building and people walking down the street, even though they will not be in attendance, are treated to aromas of fried chicken, cookies and pies and many other delightful smells that waft from the houses to delight passers by.
“I have really been looking forward to this more than usual,” Pastor Veed says as he and Sheriff Budis sweep and tidy up the public shelter which is centrally located in town for various civic events. The brooms make a scratching sound on the concrete floor and a spider or two scurry away, having made their residence here since the shelter was last used.
Sheriff Budis replies, “Me too Pastor. The town has finally returned to a more normal atmosphere. With everything that happened a few months ago, I welcome what some people refer to as ‘boring’. In my line of work boring is preferable.”
“That’s all behind us now, Alan. We are all glad for that. But one thing that has caused some new excitement around town is your recent announcement. I’ll tell you again. I couldn’t be more pleased for you and Burnadette. Are you still deciding on the date?” the pastor inquires.
“Thank you Pastor, and yes, we’re still trying to decide on just the right date. There are a lot factors to consider,” answers Alan, “Her parents will have to come from Florida. Everything has to be timed just right. But that doesn’t make us any less anxious. We’re both very happy.”
Pastor Veed adds, “And I’m happy for you. I’ve said several times to different people: it fits like a glove. You two being together.” About that time a car pulls in and Burnadette gets out, goes to lift the hatch and begins taking out some decorations. She makes her way to where the men are working.
“Speak of the devil,” Alan jokes as he lightly puts a kiss on her forehead and takes the box of decorations to help her.
Pastor Veed laughs and adds, “I’m sure he meant to say angel.” They all chuckle a little and smile back and forth. The pastor begins examining the contents of the box and, with delight, exclaims, “Oh Burnadette! These are going to look wonderful. I’ve never been a fan of paper and plastic decorations. These vine wreaths are nature’s decorations; and the way you’ve adorned them will fit perfectly with the fall theme.”
“Thank you Pastor. I'm glad you’re pleased,” she turns to see another vehicle arriving, “There’s Janet coming with some more decorations. I’ll talk to you two after a while. She’ll need some help with those things because of the joint pain she’s been having.” She darts away before they can respond.
Over the course of a couple of hours all preparations have been completed, people have arrived bearing everything from centerpieces for the tables to musical instruments. And then . . . there’s the food. A smorgasbord of teasing, tasteful delights are at hand for the participants to indulge in. Except for the occasional experimental casserole, every dish seems to be popular enough to entice someone. At gatherings such as this one there always seems to be someone attempting to impress the crowd with something new. It doesn’t always work out for the better. Sometimes people look at a dish with a strange expression and continue on to the next one.
People find their way, plates in hand, to their various groups – the friends that they normally hang with and talk to. Laughter is everywhere on occasions such as this. It is a time to be relished. It is a time for food, fun and fellowship. It happens one time per year and there’s no other time like this . . . which is evidenced in the children at play. Running and playing, laughing and chasing; the kids are the center of attention. More obedient children have sat and finished their meal and are now playing. Others are being scolded by their parents to, “Eat something.”
“I don’t know where these kids get all their energy from,” Jerry Whitten says to the person sitting next to him as one of the children whiz by, “Wouldn’t it be nice to have all that energy?” Jerry takes time from his gossiping to make the observation. As postmaster he sees anything and everything that happens in town,. and he makes no hesitation, whatsoever, in passing along the information. Most people avoid him because of that very fact but there’s always someone who is hungry for that sort of pastime; and they are also having their feast today.
Jerry again interrupts his endless chatter to say in his worrisome, frantic fashion, “Oh no! Look. Here comes Luke. There’s bound to be trouble.” Luke, of course, is known all around town and, although he isn’t trying to cause trouble, his mere presence can be a disturbance. Decades before, his mind had succumbed to substance abuse and now he lives in a confused misty world. One wonders if he is aware of the difference between day and night. Such a state of mind leaves him feeling paranoid because he is isolated from everyone else – mostly because of the fear they have of him.
His close proximity is soon known to all and the laughter soon turns into whispering as parents go and snatch their children from the open lawn and bring them to safety. No one feels particularly threatened by Luke; they just don’t understand him and, so, are not sure what he might do.
Alan realizes that there will be no more enjoyment here on this day unless he is able to deal with the problem of Luke’s presence. “Hey. Will you put a plate of stuff together for me and bring it to me when it’s ready? I’m gonna go and try to talk to Luke,” Alan says to Burnadette as he rushes in Luke’s direction to head him off.
“Sure thing,” she answers as she puts down her own plate and prepares to grant Alan’s request. Pastor Veed goes with her as she does so. “Do you think Alan can get anywhere with him?” Burnadette asks the pastor.
“Maybe,” replies the pastor, “If anyone can . . . it’s Alan. He has a heart for people. A friendly gesture and someone handing you a plate of food can go a long way with an individual. That is, if he’s even hungry in the first place. He still lives with his dad. He has a place to live where he can wash and have clean clothes to wear and food to eat. But he might go days on end just wandering around. Who knows when he last ate?”
It isn’t that Luke is not welcome at the dinner. His poor choices, made so long ago, have put him in a very awkward position. Even if he intends no harm towards anybody, they have no way of knowing because of his strange demeanor. Luke cannot contribute anything to the festivities; he can only detract from them . . . and that, unintentionally.
As Burnadette quickly assembles the meal on a plate and rushes in the direction of Alan and Luke, Pastor Veed recalls a similar incident in which Luke disrupted a Sunday morning church service. The pastor’s mind vividly replays the events. No one was able to concentrate on the sermon and it was somewhat difficult for the pastor to deliver it. Luke’s presence, although he only sat there, was more than enough to break everyone’s concentration.
The gatherers are calmed a little knowing that their dutiful sheriff has matters under control. As Pastor Veed watches Burnadette hand off the plate and timidly leave the two men alone, he wonders if there is something in Luke that is crying out. Perhaps that mind isn’t so misty that he knows he still has a need inside. Alan will definitely attempt to pierce the confusion and speak to Luke about spiritual matters. Is it too late? Will Luke be able to comprehend the facts and scriptures being presented to him? Have his poor choices in life already taken him to irretrievable and unrecoverable depths?
Jerry Whitten sidles up along side of Pastor Veed to suggest in his gossipy manner, “Well, I guess that's the end of our festivities, huh?”
“Not necessarily Jerry,” returns the Pastor, “We can't really reach people unless they are able to reach out to us. We've got to make ourselves available to them. This is a great big cruel world and it has claimed more than its share of victims. I prefer to think that, even in his compromised mental state, that Luke is reaching out to us because of a need that he has. You have to remember. Jesus wanted little children to come to him. His message is one of childlike simplicity. It's us grownups who complicate things.”
“I suppose,” Jerry reluctantly agrees.
“Let's just watch and listen for a while and see what comes of this unexpected addition to our dinner,” Pastor Veed suggests, “Everyone makes his or her own choice whether or not to follow God. (then lowering his voice) Choices,” Pastor Veed mumbles to himself.
Choices make up every day of every person's life. Gretchen Falls is a town too tame for some and they choose to move to a place that is bigger and more exciting. For that contented soul who values simple pleasures and a simpler way of life, it is the perfect fit – an oasis in a dry, unfeeling world.
Wading barefoot in a stream or enjoying a picnic in a quiet serene location. Maybe the busy world all around us has moved too far from these simple pleasures. Maybe some of the people in those big cities yearn to escape to such a place as Gretchen Falls.
"For all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God," Romans 3:23
"Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin: and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned:" Romans 5:12
"But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us." Romans 5:8
"For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our lord." Romans 6:23
"For whosoever shall call upon the name of the lord shall be saved." Romans 10:13
Place your faith in the finished work of Christ and His sacrifice for our sins. Pray something like this from your heart:
"Dear Jesus, I confess that I am a sinner. I believe that you are the son of God and that you died on the cross for my sins and was buried and rose again. I am placing my total trust in you. Come into my heart and forgive me of my sin and save me. Thank you Lord Jesus. Amen.
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