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          1 AUTHORS NOTE:

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mom, please don’t read this.

      

      

      

      I will never forget the day. I don’t remember exactly how old I was but I was at least sixteen. I do remember exactly what happened. I was reading Robert A. Heinlein’s book The Cat Who Walks Through Walls. I finished the chapter I was reading and left the book on my bed when I went out.

      If you have read Heinlein you know that his books are far from free of controversy. Little true science fiction is. The man is hardly an erotica author but there are occasional love scenes. Nothing too racy but sex is present. The chapter I had just finished had such a scene at the end of it. Racy or not it was too racy for my mother and her fundamental tastes.

      I know I will get letters that tell me she was just trying to do what was best for me. You don’t have to write and tell me. I already know. Without asking for explanation and without apology she took the book and threw it away. I never finished it until a few years later when I moved out of the house.

      She threw away my collection of rock music too. I bought it with my money but it was in her house. She wasn’t going to allow the devil’s music inside those walls. My mom would have thrown a fit if she knew I started drinking while I was living in that very house and even smoked now and then. Not only tobacco either. Unlike the illustrious politicians of our great country, I admit I did inhale.

      As a result of this strict upbringing I was taught from a young age to censor my voice. There were words we were not allowed to say because we were Christians, things we were never allowed to do, feelings we should not feel. If because of the Evil One we did feel them we were to turn our back on them and flee. We were to repent so that we could be redeemed.

      As I grew up and embraced the dark voices within I began to better understand those words. I understood what it meant to repent. I understood what it meant to be redeemed. As the saying goes, “I learned so much from my mistakes I am thinking of making a few more.”

      This book is about that kind of Redemption. It is a book about real people and repentance. The characters are people who have screwed up their lives in a variety of ways. In other words people like me. Probably like you too.

      They are flawed. They cuss. They fall into bed with each other. They are selfish and abuse those around them although not always intentionally. They are human. They want to make the things they have done wrong right again. Just like you and I do.

      This book contains sex, violence, and harsh adult language. If you hate those words and if you loathe books that deal with sex at all please don’t read this story and then write telling me how you hate such things. Put it down now and pick up another book. Stop reading this sample and move along to another less racy thriller. Mom, please don’t read this book.

      If you know life is dark and you often wonder if redemption is possible turn the page and start reading. This book will be a journey for both of us.

      Come along with me dear reader. Take my hand. Peer into the darkness. For in there somewhere may be a flicker of light. Together we may find it yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART I

          

          
            INNOCENCE AND GUILT

          

        

      

    

    
      “We can know only that we know nothing. And that is the highest degree of human wisdom."

      
        
        - Leo Tolstoy, War and Peace

      

      

      Seeking to forget makes exile all the longer; the secret to redemption lies in remembrance.

      
        
        - Richard Von Weizaeker

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 DOUBT

        

      

    

    
      Samuel Elijah Johnson

      It’s hard for me to know anything beyond the shadow of a doubt, but my mother was different. She knew and believed many things with all her heart - including that I was to be the next Messiah. She thought I was born to save the world and redeem humanity from itself. She fully expected that I would solve world hunger, bring world peace, and lead thousands to salvation. My mother was insane.

      My name is Samuel; I go by Sam. That alone was enough to drive her over the edge, but that’s part of why I started using the nickname. I was born in Bethlehem, not because I’m Jewish but because my parents happened to be there - on vacation. Why they went halfway around the world when my mother was that pregnant, I will never know. My mother said it was a miracle, but I argue for poor planning. Either way, it sealed her ideas for my life.

      My father’s name was Joe. He’s dead, too, so I can’t ask him, but my mother insists that Joe was short for Joseph. Her name was Mary. You can see where this is going even if you’re not a Bible scholar.

      I knew she and my father were not married at the time of my birth. I figured out the difference between their wedding anniversary and my birthday early on. Even with my clumsiness at math, I had that story problem figured out. She told me it was so that she could stay pure. I figured it was because she couldn’t convince Dad to marry her until she had me, and I was why he stayed.

      I was born in May, and they weren’t married until February of the following year. I’m not sure why they waited, but my Aunt Beth and my cousin Jonathan always looked down on my mother for “living in sin” with Dad for nearly a year. Beth never liked him, I guess, and I never really knew him. I found his tools when I was five, about three years after he died. They were in a small pile in a corner of the garage. I’ve been told he was a good carpenter. He fell to his death, framing a three-story mansion in Scottsdale, Arizona. Immediately, my mom moved closer to her parents in southern Idaho, where I grew up.  She never remarried, and she celebrated their anniversary every year until her death.

      Shortly after my twenty-ninth birthday, she pulled me aside from the family celebration and said, “Samuel, Daddy and I would have been married for twenty-eight years today. And I have something important to tell you.”

      “What’s that, Mom?” I asked.

      “I have been waiting for the right time to tell you this, but there’s no more time. When you were born, I was a virgin.”

      “There’s no way that’s true,” I answered.  

      “It is. That’s why you’re so special. If not the Messiah, you are destined to be a great prophet.”

      I didn’t tell her she was insane. I just nodded, then gestured at the prison yard around me. “I don’t think so, Mom.”

      “Doesn’t matter what you think.”

      “I don’t know if I believe in God anymore even.”

      “Doesn’t matter, Samuel. He believes in you.”

      “Why are you telling me this now?” I asked. A breeze tickled my ears and ran through my short hair. Goosebumps rose on my skin, and I shivered despite the stuffy warmth of the room.

      “I have cancer,” she said. “And it doesn’t look good.”

      I went into a sort of shock. Then she told me to straighten up and left. She came back with the same message at least once a month, at least until the last few of her life.

      On the day of her last visit, I held her thin hand in the visitation room. I’d always held her hand every chance I got. She looked awful and could barely walk out on her own. The buzzer sounded when my time was up, and they took me back to my cell. Two weeks later, they let me out under guard to attend her funeral. The following week, I started reading the Bible for the first time on my own. I had heard all the Sunday School stories but had never really read it for myself. I figured it was a bunch of fucking nonsense. No wonder Mom was confused.

      The preacher man tells me I have to have faith. That I won’t understand ’til the Spirit opens my eyes. I keep reading and waiting, but no understanding comes. Perhaps I should have started somewhere other than the Old Testament, but I always start books at the beginning and read straight through. Doesn’t matter if it is recreational reading, research materials, law books, or textbooks. That’s why it has taken me an eternity to get through law school. I am set to graduate this month, though, twelve years after I started my first class.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 FILTHY BOY

        

      

    

    
      Arthur Creed

      Philtheeeee! Philtheee boyyy!

      The memory.

      The pain.

      He was — where?

      Obedience. Bending the body to the will of the mind. This his father had taught him, and this he would do.

      “Head turn,” he commanded hoarsely. He heard dryness in his throat and felt his voice crack. His vision did shift. He had some control.

      Some is all it takes, he heard his father’s voice say inside his head. His father had been wrong, Arthur mused. Sometimes, it took more than some; sometimes, it took all.

      An I.V. stand with two bags and multiple tubes entered his vision. Silently, he commanded his head to stop. He stared at the bags, trying to remember their why for being.

      Use your senses but do not always trust them, he heard his father’s voice say. Look deep inside yourself. Trust only what you see within.

      Arthur Creed was nothing if not obedient. He closed his eyes and looked for the why within himself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There was no reason to vary a routine because the calendar said it was a new day. From a childhood of disorder had come a life of order. From unhealthy to healthy, he had come. And healthy he would stay. Routine was the key to vitality.

      Vitality is the key to long life, his father said inside his head.

      His father talked to him often, even though he had been dead for a year now. It was his home Arthur lived in. It was his memory he must honor.

      The eyes looking back at him from the mirror were bloodshot and the severe light of the four bulbs above it had dilated his pupils to almost nothing.

      Too much alcohol, his father scolded him.

      “Yes, sir,” he answered out loud.

      You have to knock that off. Remember “What Would Jesus Do?”

      “I know that, Dad.” He wanted to tell his dad to shut up and get the fuck out of his head, but he couldn’t. His dad was dead, and he should be free for Chrissake. But he wasn’t.

      Not that he hadn’t tried. He had told his dad to get out of his head about six months ago. And his father had listened.

      For four days, he had not heard from him. It had been the worst four days of his life.

      He opened the medicine cabinet door, admiring the rippling of his muscles in even this tiny motion. He removed some eye drops, rapidly placing one in each eye. He closed the cabinet and looked at his reflection again.

      “Better,” he said.

      He filled the sink with warm water. He spread shaving cream on his chin and cheeks with a brush, rapidly scraping it off with his razor. He looked at the red numbers of the clock on the bathroom counter. Right on time. Seven seventeen.

      He walked over and started the shower, testing the water temperature with his foot. Just right.

      Steam rapidly obscured his view of himself in the mirror. He left the shower running. With shame, he walked back to the edge of the sink and glanced at the half-empty bottle of lotion there. Wincing, he squeezed a little into his hand.

      Dirty boy, the voice came. Don’t touch yourself there! You’ll go blind!

      It was the voice of his mother. Twenty eight years old and he still lived with his parents even though his mom had disappeared ten years ago now. He would never be free of them.

      He closed his eyes and pushed her voice away. He imagined a young red-haired woman with sun-kissed skin and pale breasts hovering above him. Slowly he began touching himself, moving faster as his fantasy swallowed him. He bucked and twitched as he came into his hand.

      There was no pleasure when he was done, only guilt. He climbed into the shower. He was under the water for precisely seven minutes. When he shut it off, he carefully hung his washcloth over the rail in the tub.

      He dried himself, glancing only for a moment at the mirror. He hung the towel with precision, folding it precisely.

      Good boy, his mother’s voice said. Cleanliness is next to Godliness.

      He pulled on his clothes slowly, making sure the creases were just so, the buttons straight, and his belt buckled right in the center.

      He would make his parents proud. He plucked his keys from the hook where he hung them daily and walked out to his immaculate Ford truck.

      His father had been a Ford man, and so was he. He turned the key, and it came to life immediately. He backed out of his driveway and headed for the First Baptist Church on the Hill as he had every Sunday for as long as he could remember.
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      Sam

      “Where’d ya’ get that?” a newbie asks, pointing to the tattoo on my forearm. Faded blue ink shows Goofy fucking a dreadlock-wearing Snoopy. Below it, a crude caption says, “Fuck Snoop Dog!”

      I shrug and look him in the eyes. I am making notes for my next parole hearing in a yellow-lined steno pad. His orange jumpsuit is bright and fresh, and his prisoner number is dark black - 40627. I can still smell the starch in it. My number – 28511 – is faded to near invisibility, the orange of my clothing dull and thin. It has been forever since I was handed a fresh uniform full of starch.

      “C’mon,” he persists. “You have to know where you got it. That’s fuckin’ awesome!” His voice irritates me. At the end of his plea, it rises to a girlish pitch.

      I set the notebook aside. “You want some advice, friend?” The handwriting in the notebook is neat and close. I have learned much since my seventeenth birthday. I am a better reader and writer due to prison, something the Arizona or the Idaho school system never taught me or what I never bothered to learn from them. I was already a college graduate. Soon, I would have my JD. Not that I ever intended to pass the bar and practice. I studied to help myself and only myself.

      “Sure,” he said. The newbie did not sound sure.

      “What’s your name, fish?”

      “Peter.”

      “You are fucking kidding me,” I respond, thinking of the Sunday School shit I had heard in my youth and more recently read in the Bible.

      “Nope,” he said, grinning and holding out his right hand.

      I let it dangle in the air momentarily, then slap it away. “You aren’t at the country club, fool. We don’t shake hands here. You never know what somebody’s got or what they have up their sleeve. How long you in for?”

      “Five.”

      “What for?”

      He grinned. “Assault and battery. And you?”

      I stand to my full height of six-five and look down on his five-eleven. “Murder,” I say. “In year twelve of twenty to life. But I’m innocent.” I grin and spit into the dusty ground. “I have a hearing coming up. I gesture at the notebook. And I got a good fucking attorney, so I think I will probably get off.”

      “Who’s your attorney?” he asks.

      “Me,” I say. “I graduate law school this Tuesday.”

      “You are fucking kidding me,” he says, echoing my earlier words.

      “Nope,” I say.

      “What a coinky-dink,” he says. “I’m innocent, too.”

      “Ain’t we all?” I say, dropping him a wink.

      “No, really,” he says, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I really didn’t do it.”

      I raise my voice. I can project when I want to. Mom said I should’ve been a preacher. I don’t think she was proud of my new occupation. “Who in here is innocent!?” I ask the whole yard.

      A collective voice answers, “I am!” Roars of laughter follow the statement. It always is. A few isolated shouts follow.

      “I’m fucking innocent!”

      “I was screwed by the man!”

      “I was framed!”

      “That asshole cop planted the gun.”

      “I was just holdin’ the weed while my brother took a shit!”

      “Yeah, all four pounds!” a voice shouts back.

      “Shut up, asshole! What about you?”

      “She told me she was eighteen. I could have sworn your sister was at least that old!”

      “You shut up about my sister!” the first voice counters.

      “Or what?”

      A scuffle breaks out. A circle forms around the two, and I go to watch, leaving my notebook lying on the bleachers. No one will bother it. Over half the guys in here can’t read anyway.

      The two circle each other, trading blows. One takes a hit to the eye, and the lid immediately starts to close. The crowd jeers. He returns the punch to the other guy’s nose, and blood starts to flow. A sharp blow to the mouth, and the first guy adds a fat lip to his swollen eye. The assailants’ knuckles bleed into the dirt. The fighters stand, eyeing each other warily, both hurt and panting.

      Two guards push through the circle, elbowing their way past me.

      “C’mon, Brady,” I yell. “It was just getting good!”

      Swollen Eye gets hit with a baton and goes down. Brady places a knee in his back, pinning him. Bloody Knuckles kneels quickly with his hands on top of his head. The veteran wants no part of additional injuries. Another guard named Long secures his wrists quickly with a zip tie, and the prisoner grimaces in pain but says nothing.

      Swollen Eyes spits at Bloody Knuckles. “You’ll get yours!” he snarls.

      Bloody Knuckles grins back.

      “C’mon, Long,” I say, “let ’em loose for a couple more minutes.”

      “Sam,” Brady responds.

      “Yeah?” I grin back.

      “Shut the fuck up!”

      “Sure thing,” I say, turning my back on him.

      I turn and see Newbie Peter with my notebook, reading it. I cross the yard in six long, fast strides. I snatch it from his weak grasp.

      “What the fuck!” I yell.

      He recoils as if I am going to hit him. I am too much of a veteran for that. I don’t want the treatment those across the yard are getting. I’ve gotten it before and even been to solitary. I spent a whole month there once, but not with a hearing coming up. A chance at freedom? Worth more than fucking up this newbie puke, that’s for sure.

      “It’s good,” he says. “Real good.”

      “It fucking better be,” I say. “It’s my ticket out of here.”

      “So how much?”

      “How much what?” I don’t get it.

      “How much do you charge?”

      “Charge for what?”

      “To represent me. You said you’re graduating from law school, right? All you gotta do is pass those bar doohickeys ...”

      “Exams, dipshit!”

      “Okay, exams. Whatever. But as soon as you do, you can practice law, right? And I want you to be my lawyer.”

      “And if I don’t wanna be?”

      “You got another career in your back pocket there? It seems to me you’ve been in here damn near your whole adult life. You can’t be more than thirty ...”

      “Twenty-nine.”

      “So you were seventeen when you came in?”

      “Yep. Tried as an adult. Even though I’m innocent.”

      “Whatever. You spent your whole time here in law school, and you’re telling me when you get out, you’re gonna do - what? Go work as a greeter at Wal-Mart? With that shit on your forearm?”

      “What’s Wal-Mart?”

      “Oh fuck me! They probably weren’t even big when you came in here. It’s a big chain store. Kinda’ like K-mart. Trust me, you don’t want to work there, and they would never let you with those tats.”

      “So?”

      “So whatcha gonna do for work if you ain’t gonna be a lawyer?”

      “I dunno. Didn’t think about it. I hate lawyers.”

      “Which is why you’ll make a damn good one and why I want you as mine. My family has money, and they can pay you. Just think about it.”

      “Sure,” I say, dismissing him.

      “Meanwhile, show me around?”

      “Not unless you join my crew.”

      “What do I gotta do?”

      “Take up your cross,” I say, lifting my left arm. On the back of my tricep is tattooed a huge Celtic cross. Underneath, it says Sam in beautifully scripted capitals.

      “Awesome!” he says. “You gotta know where you got that one!”

      “Yeah,” I say. I point across the yard to an extremely large black man sitting at a table. “He’ll give you one. Just tell him I sent you.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Call him Rosie,” I say.

      He nods, lookin’ nervous.

      “Look me up at breakfast,” I say.

      He doesn’t know Rosie will give him the tattoo, alright, but he will have to pay. And in Rosie’s book, the currency is ass.

      I chuckle as he walks away. A fucking lawyer? Yeah right. But I think about it just the same. Dinner sucks, sleep comes hard, and ever faithful to finish every book I start, I read further in my Bible. I am in a book called Job that tells of a cruel God and a crueler Satan who tortures a man to test his faithfulness. He lost everything, just like I have. Screams come from the laundry, a floor below my cell, as I drift off and smile. My hearing is only a few days away.
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      Aurthur

      He had first seen Sally at a youth group function about fifteen years ago, and he had fallen in love. The Baptist church they attended was small, and the pastor was dull and unimaginative, but the moral standing of the members was tremendous. They had been in junior high school, and thirteen had been awkward for him. Hell, his whole childhood had been awkward.

      His mother had not liked her. His mother had never liked any girl prettier than herself. As a consequence, she had liked very few girls. The ugly crones in her bridge club had been her only friends. A year after she disappeared, we had a funeral for her, and they had all wept into their proper white handkerchiefs plucked from their proper little black purses that matched their proper mourning dresses.

      Sally’s parents were progressive for the Baptist community. She often wore makeup and skirts that barely touched the top of her knees. Miniskirts, his mother called them with a scowl. Her father seldom wore a tie, and it was rumored that her mother wore pants in public, sometimes even at the grocery store. Of all the mothers in the Baptist church, she was the prettiest.

      If not for their at-odds parents, theirs would have been a match made in heaven. He was a football player, and Sally was a cheerleader. However, he had to wear ties everywhere at his mother’s behest. He wasn’t allowed to have his own car, and he was never allowed to pick up girls by himself.

      “The lust of the eyes!” his mother would screech. “It will be the undoing of every man!”

      His dad would wink but knuckle under to his mother. “You are gonna have to obey her on this one, Arthur,” he would say, socking him in the shoulder. “She won’t budge an inch.”

      Sally had awakened something inside that he had never felt before. His mother called it lust, but lust was a sin, and he thought this felt much too good to be a sin. It was indeed a soul-felt longing.

      Longing was a feeling he could trust, embrace, and even cultivate, even when he was forced to push it away and not act on it. If his mother even caught him looking at Sally, she would slap him on the arm or reach up and cover his eyes, even if they were in public. It shamed and humiliated him, so he stopped looking and started masturbating. He thought of Sally often then. She was the young lady he still thought of now.
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        * * *

      

      It was too late by the time his mother was gone, and he could have acted on his feelings. They both still went to the same church, but Sally married Randy right out of high school.

      Randy - the fucking nerd! he thought.  Randy was a plain-looking kid with exaggerated ears, droopy eyes, and unhealthy skin and hair. The kids had tortured Randy in school, poking fun at him, locking him in the girl’s restroom, and giving him wedgies. Arthur ignored him, the same treatment he gave nearly everyone.

      But Randy had a car. Randy was allowed to date. Randy even had a job and his own money in high school. Pretty soon, even those jocks who had made fun of him were his friends. Randy grew into his own. His skin did not improve, though. And he still looked like Dopey. Arthur would never know why he did not take better care of himself.

      So did I, Arthur thought. I came into my own, too, if a little later than Randy. I came into my own when Mom went missing.

      He distinctly remembered one Sunday morning, Sally had been holding Randy’s hand in church. They had to have been married for nearly ten years now and still acted like a couple of love-sick teenagers. It was disgusting, and Arthur could hardly bear to watch.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was a memory within the memory. He knew this, and it disturbed him deeply. But once it came, he could not push it away.

      He was a high school sophomore and left the gym about two hours after school. The gym had become a refuge for him, a place where he could escape his home.

      At first, his mother and father disagreed quietly about him not coming straight home. His mom and dad fought often, almost always about him. His dad had always knuckled under, and his mother had won every argument. But he thought his dad had started to see his discomfort and the fact that he was not “normal.” Dad won this one.

      “We must protect him from the world!” his mother would screech. “The world and the evil one sent to seek out and destroy us all!”

      “We have to teach him to live in the world but not be of the world,” his father would answer. “We must teach him to deal with evil but not give into it. You cannot shelter him forever!”

      “No, but I can shelter him for now!”

      The argument carried on nightly. He stayed at the gym as long as he could. His body was getting stronger, and he was getting better and better as an athlete, except for one thing. He had few friends, even on the football and basketball teams.

      “Chemistry! Teamwork! That is what this game is about!” his coaches would shout.

      He would nod. Would even “Whoop!” in all the right places. But he would not drop his guard and really let go.

      “You’re almost there,” his basketball coach told him. “You are in great shape. But you have to want basketball more than anything. You have to live, eat, drink, and sleep basketball!”

      He didn’t want it.

      But he kept playing so he had access to the gym. Every night, he stayed a little later. Girls had started to look at him, but he only had eyes for Sally. She ignored him. She looked away nervously when he looked at her. He kept his distance - still fearful of his mother and her response.

      Sally liked Randy, though. He had seen them hanging out even though they seemed such an odd match. He and his car and his money. To say he was jealous would be an understatement.

      His bike was locked to the rack beside the track that surrounded the football field. He had to walk by the tunnel under the bleachers to get it so he could ride home. As he walked towards his bike, he heard giggling, and then he heard her voice.

      “Randy, stop! We’ll get caught!”

      “Relax!” he assured her. “Everyone is gone. Come on!”

      She giggled again, and although everything within him told him not to look, he peeked around the corner and headed down the tunnel. He measured every step and slowed his breathing. His heart sounded like a bass drum in his own ears.

      He saw them then. She was on top of him, rocking back and forth. Her skirt was bunched around her waist, and her milk-white back was bare. Randy was bucking like a horse under her, his jeans down around his skinny knees and his dirty, unkempt hair standing up in all directions.

      He gasped but not loud enough for them to hear. Randy saw him. He only paused for a moment in their fucking, but their eyes met before Arthur could back away. He turned and left the tunnel as quickly as possible without making any noise. The echoes of their grunts and moans bounced off the walls and drilled into his skull.

      Sally did not see him. That was the day he realized he would never have her. He stopped hoping and started acting.

      Never again did he look at her the same. He avoided her and Randy, and they both seemed equally happy with that situation. He masturbated nearly every night to the memory of her bare shoulders and back for an entire year until the inevitable happened.

      His mother caught him.
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      Sam

      Peter slaps me in the back of the head and then sits down next to me. I smile. His left eye is swollen shut, and he is going to have a nice scar across his jaw. “You set me up!”

      “You asked for it,” I chuckle. “You wanted that tattoo really bad.”

      “Not that way, I didn’t.”

      “How do you think I got mine? Did you have another way to pay for it?”

      “If I was outside ...”

      “Yeah, outside. Whatever. But you‘re not. Maybe you are a big shot out there but in here? You’re just like everybody else. You got no money, and the status you do have you earn. How do you think I got my first tat in here?”

      “Jesus, how old were you?”

      “Seventeen. First week here. Do you think they care how old you are or whether you are innocent?” I incline my head toward Rosie and the rest of the queers sitting with him. They wink at me, point at Peter, and grin. I smile back. What else am I going to do? Been there before, but they are bored with me, and I sure don’t want to get their attention again.

      “Listen, I got a lot to learn here, okay? But you have to believe that I am innocent. I am telling the truth.” His one good eye pleads with me for belief.

      “Lean closer,” I whisper, and he does. “I don’t give a fuck!” I shout in
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