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“Dark, bold, shocking, riveting, violent, and wonderfully written.... This is one of those books you will want to read again and again, each time getting something different from it.” –  Anne Boling for Readers' Favorite

“Once I started reading this book there was no way that I was going to do anything short of finish it!” – Audrey Semprun

“Way beyond five stars.” – Sandra Lynne Padgett

“...I was crying at the end of the book.... I definitely count myself blessed to have read this book.” – Logan Nance

“This book is a good vs. evil literary wonder.” – Cindy Holdmann

“Disturbing, sad, dark and at times-just plain creepy, but always a great read.” – Claire C Riley

“There were even moments during the book when I wished I could have called Nancy on the phone to plead with her to stop torturing her characters. That is a testament of how emotionally invested I became....” – Elise Fallson 
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PREFACE
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Thank you for taking the time to read the literary, Christian speculative novel, Anticipation of the Penitent.

This is a dark story that gives you a glimpse into the lives of the main characters, Alezea and Thomas, who are living in unacceptable situations. It is also a Christian and inspirational novel with elements of spiritual warfare. It demonstrates the power of prayer, and shows how God works in everyday lives, directly and through others.

My initial questions when writing this story were, why is there evil in the world and can a sociopath be saved? There is no end to the evilness some people allow themselves to inflict on others. Fortunately, all the answers I needed to explain this behavior are in the Bible. 

As you read, many questions arise, from the beginning to the end. It was very important to me that by the end, all of the questions I intended to be answered are. Any others are meant to be resolved within the readers themselves. 

I hope you enjoy this journey.

––––––––
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Nancy LaRonda Johnson
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BOOK I  THE PENITENT

PROLOGUE

No one knew the whole story of the caged woman. She appeared to be a living receptacle for the shipment of evil in today’s society. Keep her caged and everyone could be safe. Let her escape and everyone would be doomed. This seemed true even though most people in the world never knew she or her son existed. Blind and maimed, she was displayed in the center of town for anyone to see, understand and experience how close she had come to being extinguished. 

Her empty eye sockets were permanently stained with the blood that once seeped from them as tears had before, and sat amongst welts that inched outward from the vacant pockets. More apparent were her arms, one which had a twisted hand with gnarled protrusions in the place of some of her knuckles. The other lacked a hand at all, being void midway down her forearm. Her lower extremities tapered to scarred, knobby ends just below her knees.  

​People almost laughed at her. Some of the children, not bold enough to get too close, while posturing in their ignorance, actually did. Those in charge, who somehow blamed her for the traumas of the last few days, were thankful for her survival and did not develop even a glint of humor. 

At the moment, some art students were drawing her, creating sketches in charcoal and ink, and masterpieces in watercolors and oils. Her beauty was most visible through their creations, as they could see beyond the empty, stained orbs and imagine the fullness of her whole body, even if they had never seen it as it once was. 

As it started to rain, the artists packed away their gear. The health care workers covered her display cage with a tarpaulin and placed a heater just outside of her reach, enabling her to use it only for its warmth. The old grandparents and caregivers sheltered themselves under the awnings of the nearby structures. The salt of their tears mixed with the rain that dripped down their cheeks. It was hard for them to watch a woman suffer in her existence and do nothing to comfort her; even her, who had caused so much turmoil. Life was difficult for the ignorant and the wise, the beloved and the evil, and especially for those torn between what was good and evil to the extent that the conflict became alive on their bodies. 

Eventually, all turned away and left her in the center of Gabriel and to her own memories, hoping that she would deliberate on how her actions had brought her to this point. 

Inside her cage, she clasped a woolen mantle as best she could, savoring the scratches its coarse fibers caused on her skin, already raw from the violence she had undergone. The stinging kept her thoughts at bay, gathering and undulating as though they were waves at the shores of her consciousness. The waves would ultimately grow, forcing their way through the barriers of her mind. For now, the thrashing of her thoughts, as with the scrapes of the blanket on what was left of her once supple skin, was comforting. She reached for the heater, longing for the sear of its touch, but it was just close enough to allow the warmth to flow to her. 

The heat did touch her and entered through her nostrils and mouth as she breathed and gasped. Her head tensed back as she strained to keep the calming sensation away. Instead, her thoughts bombarded through the walls of her brain as the warming heater tempered her fight, and she lay still while the accounts of her life flooded and overpowered her. 

~ ~ ~
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Chances were there was no one who could understand how clean things had to be. Not only the floors needed to be scrubbed, then oiled and polished so as not to leave scratches, but all of the counters, including the hutch and the porcelain and crystal figurines inside of it, needed to be and remain dust free. The walls, too, needed to be washed, the clothes laundered.

This led Alezea to getting herself cleansed. Cleansed, not just washed, first using the luffa sponge with oatmeal soap, which in itself could take up to twenty minutes to get everywhere, every curve and fold and unseen place. Then the brush was used to remove as much of the loose and dead skin cells as possible, with extra attention paid to her heels and elbows. Next came the washing of her hair with prescribed antidandruff shampoo, although she had not suffered from dandruff since she was a teenager living in the humidity of the Bayou. It still had to be done. The conditioner, infused with an extra moisturizing formula, had to be used as well. She finished with another washing of her body with moisturizing soap.

No matter how hot or cold it was, Alezea dried in front of the heater, sans a towel.  There could be no towel lint anywhere. By the time she dressed, with clothes preselected, it was close to ten o’clock, just enough time to go over her hair and outfit once more to ensure all was in place.

Then came the hollow knock on the door, which would be inaudible if there was the slightest of sounds, be it the hum of the TV or radio, or the clang of pots and pans during their wash.

Alezea went toward the door, ready to open it, even though it was always opened before she raised her hand to the knob. As the door opened, she could see him there, appearing to get larger and grander as the door swung wider. His eyes were the first things noticed. They were blazingly crimson, fierce with bloodshot anger and eager to focus accusations and disparagement.

As always, she wondered why she had to go through such a stringent cleansing ritual, when even before he stepped through the door, he slid his large, scabbed, nearly scaly hands under her blouse to her waist, leaving smears of mud and whatever else was raised up with him. It seemed that bugs and, God forbid, worms transferred to her skin while he continued to slide the length of his arm around her torso.

Although not a slender woman, he lifted her with no noticeable effort and carried her to the newly washed, starched and ironed sheets in the bedroom, while tracking in clumps of mud and other sediment with every step. He laid her on the bed, where he took her, seemingly with no pleasure, other than that gleaned by those who reached their peak of excitement only by delivering the pain inherent with sadism and torture. For Alezea, the pain was intermixed, slightly, with pleasure. When it was done, there was only pain, her body covered with mud and grime from his body.

He then left, without having said a word, until right before he closed the front door. His final instructions sounded more like the grumble of a traveling earthquake, which she was sure everyone would swear they heard, although no one else could comprehend the message hidden within it:


“The next one will be a little girl; angelic... smart, but doomed. Let Thomas bury her at the Sarmeno’s tonight, behind the shed. After the burial, but before you send Thomas home, tell him you will quickly finish your work and get home early. I want a show tonight.”


Alezea would likely be at her workplace slightly before Thomas, who would have the innocent in hand. Now, she had to put out of her mind this innocent one and the countless other victims, as well as their disposals and burials. It was time for Alezea to prepare for her next penance.

THE ABETTOR 

The night air was stuffy, and it seemed that not enough oxygen reached Alezea’s brain. She breathed in more of the thick air, allowing herself the illusion that the moisture could dampen her dehydration.

Despite the mud covering much of her body, the little girl, now forever age nine, was beautiful. The aura of her innocence surrounded her, and her dirtied, pale face seemed to shine with tender energy, even against the backdrop of being in Thomas’ strong arms. Her small, stiff index finger pointed toward the ground, as if asking whether that was to be her eternal resting place. Her long black hair, matted with sweat or blood, swayed like a paintbrush stroking the earth.

Instead of being appalled by the scene, Alezea tried to imagine how this little angel would find her way to heaven’s gates. That was her holding solace: that the dead did find their way and were not trapped in a purgatory state, wandering the earth or haunting those who gathered around their place of death. 

Not knowing how much the devil knew of her heart, Alezea gave a short, silent prayer that this unnamed girl would find her way quickly to God. Could she forgive Alezea for her part in this? Could God forgive her?

She rarely gave much thought about where Thomas apprehended his victims. When she did, the weight of their fear and the sorrow of their families overwhelmed her. She knew she would never have such feelings if Thomas were taken from her. There would be loss, but not the devastation that she knew these families suffered. She almost felt they were lucky, both the victims and their families. Those murdered had people who would miss them and crave to have them back. The families, in their intense sorrow, at least had the ability to feel intense sorrow. Not many understood how precious that ability was.

Thomas never discussed with Alezea how he chose or captured his prey. She heard him use that term before. When she did, her heart dropped another level into the unreachable depths which arrested her senses. How could people become the prey of another human being? Sadness began to overwhelm her to the point where she wanted only to sit in one place and molder, letting go of any will to continue.... But, she realized, Thomas was not quite human. It then almost made sense to her, and the sadness gradually evaporated. At least until she saw another soiled, tender face of someone else’s child, like tonight. At those moments, she allowed soft prayers to come.

By the time Thomas finished burying his prey, Alezea was inside the grand kitchen of the widowed Mrs. Sarmeno. Mopping the floor, Alezea’s thoughts returned to her need to rush back home and begin her rituals.  

But this night he wanted extra of her. It was not enough that he was able to take of her whenever he chose, demanding from her the inane rituals of cleanliness, as if he were next to godliness. Tonight, as ever so often, he demanded another performance. She was sure the performance was to prove to him that she was faithful, that he had full, unwavering dominion over her, and that she would do anything for him, even that deemed by all living creatures to be the vilest act one could do to another. 

After Thomas left and all was complete in the home, Alezea took time in the guest bathroom to force penance upon herself; a purge prior to the other act of evil she had to perform. She took the tiny razor from the pillbox she hid in the coin pocket of her skirt. The razor was disinfected since its last use five days ago and shined in the light as if proud to carry out its obligation.

With her foot supported against the toilet seat, Alezea guided the razor toward her toes, slightly spreading apart the baby toe from its counterpart. The gentle glide of the razor drew a barely visible red filament, which liquefied into tiny drops and made nearly silent plops into the toilet bowl. Three drops were enough in that spot, and she placed a small wad of tissue to clot the slow stream.  

Still feeling heaviness in her heart, she spread apart the next digits and performed the same sacrament. By then, it was time to return home, whether or not she felt sufficiently atoned. With rubbing alcohol and a cotton swab, she wiped the razor clean, let it dry and returned it to the pillbox and her pocket. Alezea used tissue to wipe the seat of unseen dirt, dropped both the swab and tissue into the toilet, flushed it once more and closed the lid. She slipped on her loafers and meekly made her way to the car to return home.

Looking in through the living room window of her home, Alezea could see Thomas slowly making his way downstairs with a towel wrapped around his waist. The house was hers, decorated by her and kept up by her, and was well insulated in a cul-de-sac with only her house settled within its arc.  

Even to Thomas, this next function was demeaning and against his core self. Despite the enormity of his size, the musculature of his chest and back, and his formidable arms, which functions were to cause devastation and not comfort, he submissively performed any duty prescribed to him by his father. He never rebelled, never raised his voice and never questioned the purpose of any of his duties. He was a good son to his father, obeying without hesitation, even when it was clear that this act was not part of his desires. “Honor thy father and thy mother,” was how he was raised. As his mother’s dictum was to obey his father, he had only to know and perform the requests of his father.

In her soul, Alezea acknowledged that Thomas was her son, but her heart was shut off from that awareness. Their interactions were those of coworkers, who although were not friends, worked well together and trusted each other’s ability to perform necessary tasks. From the time that he was a baby, suckling her tit, she felt like only his wet nurse, and later his nanny. She was there for him whenever he needed to be fed, changed and when he cried. She taught him what he needed to know in order to survive in their limited world. Their roles had been established and executed ever since. 

The bond that never developed between them formed in her a void, leaving her detached, not only from Thomas, but from the rest of the world. Knowing this, Alezea carried out her social tasks as an unseen figure which donned acceptable masks to interact with others. Afterward, she again became immediately invisible to everyone else. 

Their lack of resemblance lengthened the distance between her and her son. Although Alezea was not short, he was gigantesque. Unlike Alezea’s dark brown skin and slightly graying hair, his skin shaded no darker than that of field straw, which contrasted with his full head of wavy black hair.

When Alezea entered through the doorway, they stared at each other, their eyes exchanging no communication, other than acceptance. There was no choice in the matter. Thomas held out his broad hand to her, not to grab hold onto for comfort, but to lead her to the bedroom. They rarely spoke anymore. Their roles made it unnecessary. 

Seeing his jagged nails from his work earlier in the night, Alezea fought the urge to tend to him. Her desire to minister to him was not because his nails scratched the skin of her hand, but because she tended to his needs. That was who she was. But now she geared herself to function outside of her usual role, and she did not tend to him. 

As she followed him, he turned, entered the bedroom and turned on the dimmer. She knew he did it to satisfy his father. She entered the bedroom after him and immediately began to undress. It had to be done, but it did not have to be done with showmanship.  

~ ~ ~
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Thomas continued looking at the girl from his metallic-blue Capri sedan that was parked around the corner, across the street and half a block from where she sat on a bench, waiting for a bus or other ride. She was nervous being there by herself on a Sunday afternoon, with the hastening of sunset, especially because the last straggler on that cold day passed by over ten minutes ago. The blowing leaves, mostly dried and breaking apart by the frigid wind, encouraged Thomas, but must have left her feeling even more alone. The scene was beautiful, and he enjoyed this moment observing her.

He liked her and licked the tips of his fingers, savoring the flavor of the kill yet to happen. In that quick taste, his tongue delighted in the wetness of the dirt she would finally lie in. There was also the slickness of her blood – if there would be any. Sometimes Thomas wanted it cleaner, at times feeling fretful of the germs, sickness and even purity that might travel to him from the blood. The imagined sweat he also tasted on his fingers could have been his or hers. It was often hard to distinguish between the two. The intensity of his prey’s fear caused as much of the heavy scent of musk as his exuded sweat.

Tonight, Thomas did not want to do a drive by pick-up. Although he was becoming more adept at grabbing a small body into his car, across his lap and driving away before his prey could make any significant sounds, it could get sloppy and dangerous. Some bigger prey jammed the driver’s side door open with their kicking feet and sometimes with their legs, which caused nasty bruises or lacerations, and once resulted in a fracture.

Thomas did not care about the injuries, just the sloppiness of his execution, and it affected his game. He liked trying to be graceful and clean, unless his planned capture and kill necessitated otherwise. This time he wanted grace. If done right, it could almost seem like a dance. He was still learning, but he felt pride in his skills of apprehension.

He had the bus schedules and, unless she was waiting for someone to pick her up, he had at least fifteen minutes to get her. He started his car and drove to the corner, still significantly far from where she sat. Behind her, about 100 feet inward, was a large, drab government-looking building. Its only pleasing feature was the stone statues of children on an awning over the high doors, whose faces seemed to beam despite the gloom of the day. The two sitting children were cradled by a bed of flowers, books opened over their laps and eyes wide with delight. The other child stood behind them looking eagerly down at patrons as they entered and left.

In the space between the building and curb were two large patches of grass framed by cemented walkways. Two trees stood strategically in the midst of each of the grass beds. The girl took furtive glances every now and then at her surroundings, but Thomas used the trees and the masking wind as cover and came up beside her unnoticed. He quietly withdrew his taser, which was modified with a sharp needle-like protuberance attached to its underside.

Before towering over her 4’7” frame, Thomas slightly stuck her with the pointer under her thick Parka, just enough to cause pain and an indentation on her waist. At the same time, before she could make a sound, he said in a mellow, conversational voice, “Don’t make me cut you.” With his free hand, he held hers in the way an older brother or protective uncle would, and led her from the bench to his car, the pointer near to drawing blood.

Laughing with glee on the inside, he took the necessary steps to keep her calm by saying to her, “You will be okay. I’ll let you go soon. Sooner if you’re quiet. I don’t like to hurt people if I don’t have to.”

Surprisingly, that was true. He enjoyed killing, not inflicting pain. Most times he even tried to reduce the emotional distress. On rare occasions, when anger built inside of him, he did like to cause fear, even terror.

Nearer to the car, he felt her body tense, not enough to suggest that she might try to escape, but tense with her desire to say something. He squeezed her hand slightly, like a brother cautioning her behavior in a tender manner, and leaned over to her. “Don’t say anything. You will be alright. I will hear what you have to say in a little while.” All just to keep her calm.

Once he placed her in the back seat of the car, he quickly, but with fluid motions, tasered her in the neck. She would be passed out long enough for him to take her where he wanted. She slumped over to the other side, her head resting on the next seat. He covered her up to her shoulders with a throw blanket, got into the driver’s seat and drove to his bungalow.

Alezea had purchased the small, two-bedroom bungalow for Thomas so that he would have a place to do his work. It was another demand by Thomas’ father. Most nights Thomas slept in his room at his mother’s home, because it was more comfortable and had history, but mainly because he wanted to keep his workplace separate from where he lived. For that, the bungalow was perfect. 

It was an A-framed structure with a stone foundation and a dark wooden door in the center. Two small windows were placed at either side of the door with over-hangings that could be pulled down to cover them, although they only looked into empty closets. Inside, down a short hallway, was a living room with a lower level that slanted down ten feet and extended out under the backyard. This was where Thomas brought his captives.

As usual, the elation he received from the plan and execution of the capture morphed into somewhat of a disappointment. This young girl, Erica, she finally told Thomas, fluctuated between a shy, almost coy quietness and a frightful screaming mess, with tears and snot smeared on her face and dripping from her chin. At that point, Thomas got a bucket with warm, soapy water and nonchalantly washed her face with a sopping sponge. He wore thick, latex gloves for this. 

Erica would not be violated. He never did that. He never wanted to because it was not part of the game. Death was the game, and finding new ways to reach that goal was his methodology. Torture was not part of his scheme either, unless he was in that particular mood, which usually occurred close to a year apart. With that thought, a solemn and short-lived trance overcame him. He realized the torturing usually occurred after his required liaisons with Alezea. Immediately, he turned his thoughts back to his conquest and again enjoyed the rushing heat of her fear. The conflicting goals of killing the prey and attempting to keep them calm and relaxed were challenging and thrilling.

After Thomas washed Erica’s face, he cooed to her, “That’s okay. You do not need to cry, but that’s okay. I know you don’t want to be here, but you are not hurt and you can go home soon. I will not hurt you.” He refrained from using her name, as she flinched every time it was emitted from his lips.

Some people were like that. They never warmed up to him, never believing they would leave from him alive. Hearing their names coming from his lips was like hearing themselves cursed by him. Which, of course they were. His thrill, however, was getting them to believe otherwise and then killing them before they knew what was happening.

Erica’s shaking diminished and she turned back into a placid figure of peace. Her mouth bobbed open and closed, as if she desperately wanted to say something, but knowing in her heart that asking it would be useless, even hurtful. The death of hope was always hurtful.

Later that night, Thomas disposed of Erica’s body in the woods well behind his cottage and showered at Alezea’s house. 

Afterward, he went to a crowded sports bar for a beer and to feel like he was experiencing the company of others. He rarely felt alone, but at times wanted to feel the presence of others around him. He kept a patch of his secret life with him to acknowledge that he was only pretending to be someone else. After digging the hole, but before placing Erica inside of it, Thomas grabbed some of the soil from within the grave and hid it in the pocket of his jean jacket. To gain more of a sense of himself, he would rub some of the dirt on a finger or two and bring the fingers to his mouth. He was happy then, basking in all the sensations of his kill, enjoying the camaraderie of strangers as they intermixed, liking the inner warmth of the beer and the darkened ambiance of the bar. 

To prevent people from talking to him, he brought along a book on divorce law. He was not planning to stay long, and the last thing men at a sports bar wanted was to talk about divorce. With the book in hand, he bypassed the tables and sat at the end of the bar. He slowly drank his one beer while pretending to read and watch the game. It did not matter what game it was, because he hated sports. He simply longed to feel like he was part of the crowd, even if only slightly. 

THE WITNESS

Alezea was being her usual, busy self. She was always such a helpful, modest and strong woman. Yet, she was much quieter than Martha ever knew anyone to be, especially a helper... helper, aide or homecare worker, whatever people called them nowadays. It was late, much later than Martha had been up in many years. Something made her wake up. That had not happened since right before she gave premature birth to her son. That was some forty-five years ago. 

Now living in Maine with his wife and three children, her son, Lisandro, phoned Martha on occasion. She was sure the calls were to assure him that she was still around, and to alleviate some of his guilt at having moved across the country from her. Lisandro had love for her, she was sure. It was a love that was hard expressed, but she accepted whatever he could give.  

The feeling that woke her up now was different from the fear and pain that had awakened her from a deep sleep long ago, causing her to call 911. While trying to explain that it was too soon for her to have her baby and that she was afraid, Martha suddenly felt she was being ripped from the inside out. She could not say anything more and was just able to belt out a whopping screech. The phone receiver dropped from her hand and fell heavily to the floor. 

Whether Alezea ever felt similar pains in her life was what rattled Martha’s subconscious now. 

Outside, Alezea tended to the garden, even though it was dark. The floodlights were on, dimmed by the blockage of the shed, and she was hard at work. This was not one of her duties, but being as efficient as she was and never able to sit still, she always found other chores to do. Although she never asked for more money, Martha could not take advantage of her resourcefulness, and would give Alezea a Christmas bonus or a special Easter gift.  

The flowers and plants flourished with the guidance of Alezea’s hands. It seemed this woman could do anything, except provide a bit of conversation. Attempting to talk with her was like trying to speak with someone new to the language. Although she said “yes” and nodded in response to a question, it was hard to tell whether she truly heard or understood. Only when Martha saw that the work was completed precisely as asked was she sure that she had not been talking to herself. 

Martha understood the mentality of being a hard worker. Both of her parents were just that, and remained so after having two children. Theirs was not an affectionate family from the beginning. Her parents worked constantly just to subsist. Martha and her little sister, Laura, were often left with neighbors when they were young, or alone once they got older. Her parents crossed paths only when one had to make room for the other in bed. Her father was the first one up to grab toast and coffee and head out of the house before anyone else to start another fourteen hour or longer day of work. 

Although her parents were not sentimental, Martha never felt a lack of love. Her mother worked hard, but fewer hours than her father, and she always had a word of encouragement for them to continue to do well in school. As her mother was often tired, ever since she was a young girl, Martha did much of the housework. She did this with little prodding from her mother, because she felt this was her duty within this working family. And it was working. They did not have much, but they were not hungry. Both girls received high marks in school, and they celebrated meager holidays, often times with scattered appearances from their father.

The memories from years before began to drift away. She had no idea why the feeling that woke her persisted. If it was important, she would learn the reasoning behind it, and she did not let herself be taken over by her lack of understanding. It could have even been from some strange dream she had but could not remember, although she did not think so. With the odd feeling still within her body, Martha’s mind began to slow itself back down into sleep. 

Thank goodness Alezea was there. Martha remained in the same position for nearly an hour, not sure if she had a stroke or a heart attack. When she sat down at the foot of the bed to kick off her slippers, a piercing pain soared up her leg, to her thigh and to the side of her ribs. Whatever it was, the pain kept her paralyzed on her back. The tears that streaked her age-spotted cheeks had long dried, and she slowly learned to block the pain to a dull numbness.  

Unable to move, Martha tried to call out. Alezea did not always check on her before starting on her chores, especially during her late shifts. Martha did not have the energy left to make little more than a dry moan. Tears began to well again in her eyes as she feared that she would have to wait in this position for another hour before Alezea came up the stairs and peeked into her bedroom.

Once again, however, Alezea must have sensed that she was needed. She quickly crept up the stairs before she even took off her coat.  

The tears spilled down Martha’s cheeks when she saw Alezea look in with a worried frown that impinged on her usual placid features.  

Still weakened, but now hopeful, Martha was able to eke out a grateful plea, “Oh, Alle. Thank God you’ve come. I can’t move.” The stream of tears was more from feeling like a burden to her helper than from the pain, which she was still able to endure.  

~ ~ ~
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Alezea moved with a brisk gentleness and spoke in a mellowing voice, “Don’t worry, Mrs. Sarmeno, I’m here.” Alezea quickly scanned her over to check for any swelling or discoloration. She checked her pulse and pupils. It seemed to her that Martha would be fine with immediate help. She saw this same look of fear frozen on the faces of some of Thomas’ victims. Without medical care, however, Martha could die. For some reason she could not understand, it was important to Alezea that this did not happen.

She called emergency from the phone on the antique nightstand at the head of Martha’s bed, telling the operator that her elderly employer appeared to be suffering from shock. She then went to the adjacent master bathroom for a warm, wet towel to use as a compress. 

Alezea continued her calming discourse with Martha, not making her use the effort to answer so much as to keep her mind focused away from her pains and worries. “Don’t be concerned about me. I can still complete my chores, Mrs. Sarmeno. You’re lucky you have such a strong spirit about you. I knew I had to come right up here. You were either not here or....” She let her words fall short, not filling in her next thought. Instead, she provided Martha a knowing smile that appeared to bolster her weakening spirit. 

Alezea held her hand and said, “You’ll be just fine; safe and comfortable in no time.” Alezea placed a warm hand on Martha’s side, directly on her skin, where she could feel her tightened muscles, and gave an easing massage.  

Martha visibly relaxed, closed her eyes and uttered, “Thank you, Alezea. Thank you.”  

~ ~ ~
[image: ]


The garden light was on again, Martha noticed when she awoke and viewed the glow that reached out over the shed in the backyard. Again, she had an uneasy feeling that caused her to wake with a bit of a start at 3:00 o’clock in the morning. Martha lifted off the white flannel sheet and down comforter and pushed herself up to a sitting position, her legs hanging down the side of the bed. Her toes snuggled inside thick cotton socks and just touched the hardwood floor, which was illuminated by the soft halo of light entering through the window.  

Gazing at the ugly bandage on her left shin, warmth stirred her heart as she remembered how Alezea had taken charge, calmed her fears and guided the emergency personnel to her room. And Alezea was correct. It was shock caused from a spider bite. Some rare, poisonous spider having no business being in her house bit her as she sat reading the paper. Now, she felt only a slight itch, which she ignored. Alezea took it upon herself to contact an exterminator while Martha remained in the hospital for two days, being injected with anti-venom to flush the toxin from her body. 

Impeding the tenderness she felt for Alezea, the feeling that woke her left Martha with confusion that did not go with such a beautiful night. She learned throughout her seventy-two years to pay attention to such feelings. Even if they did not reveal their meanings right away, they eventually always did, and to her detriment if she ignored them. 

Martha remembered back in Mexico when, after returning home from a part-time job as a clerk at a local ophthalmologist’s office, she had a surreal feeling when she entered the small house. Instead of investigating the reason behind her feeling, she went to her room to wait out painful cramps after having taken several ibuprofen pills. Later, she woke up to five policemen staring at her.

Martha lifted herself off the bed and reached out to the reading chair in the corner to the side of her nightstand. It slid easily on the polished floor, and she rested herself in its soft cushions in front of the window looking out to the backyard. She had no trouble seeing through the sheer curtains, which were more for decoration than blocking out light. She could see Alezea’s feet sticking out from the other side of the shed while she worked on the flowers in the garden. Again, Martha was amazed at the amount of energy Alezea had to work so hard, day and night.  

After several minutes, Martha almost drifted off to sleep, her head began nodding irregularly. Her head jerked up and she was brought out of her dozing. Her eyes opened in time to see a humongous man walking steadily, almost stealthily, toward where Martha knew Alezea had to be. She could no longer see Alezea’s feet or any part of her. The shed must have blocked her completely. 

Martha’s heart began to beat harder and faster than it had in many years. She stared at the man, who must have been in his twenties, Hispanic or of mixed race, with dark features and thick, black hair.  He stood well over six feet tall and was more muscled and massive than she had ever seen. She feared he would cause Alezea violent harm.  

Several seconds passed before the message went through Martha’s mind that she had better call the police. Just as she was about to push herself up from the seat, she saw Alezea’s hand reach out from behind the shed and motion the huge man to move over. Alezea appeared from behind the shed. She walked hastily toward the far east corner of the garden and motioned the man over to her.  

Unnoticed before, Martha now realized that the man was carrying something which draped over his broad shoulder. When he turned to follow Alezea, the dim light shone on what resembled legs flung over the man’s shoulder. Immediately, Martha knew this was the reason for her strange late night awakenings. It was a dead body the man carried. 

Alezea and the man walked outside of Martha’s line of sight, and she could no longer see what they were doing in her yard. Her mind’s eye continued to visualize, however, how Alezea silently guided the man to a spot between her imperial bluebells of Scotland and festive painted nettles where he could bury the corpse. She visualized how he effortlessly lifted the body off of his shoulder and dropped it to the side of a bed of her ivy geraniums. He soon re-entered her view and took a shovel from the shed. Afterward, he returned to her blind spot, from where Martha would have sworn she could hear the crunch of the earth giving way to the shovel’s penetration, again and again.  

Martha was frozen in the chair. With all the lights off in the house, she knew neither of them could see her sitting there. She remained still, with her eyes opened wide, and her shaky fingers gripped the upholstered arms of the chair. Her back was as straight as a dancer’s, while she strained to make out what was impossible to see behind the shed. Nonetheless, Martha saw how the man laid the body in the freshly dug hole. She then imagined hearing the shuffling and thud of the dirt as he used the shovel to fill the callous grave.  

She replayed the scene of the burial in her mind, not noticing exactly when the shed light went out. Alezea had gone home. She could see the dark, grand figure of the man walking to the shed where he returned the shovel and left the property.

When her fingers finally loosened their grip on the chair, Martha did not know whether thirty seconds or thirty minutes had passed since he left her backyard. Tears welled and spilled out of her eyes. Alezea... she was a good person and had a good heart. Martha knew it. That man... that man was more than a man. He must have had control over Alezea for her to participate in this wickedness. She had never seen anyone that grotesquely masculine and huge. He could have easily eradicated Alezea, who Martha figured was the strongest woman on the planet, at least in her ability to survive. But Alezea was guiding him. She showed no fear or discomfort being next to him or the dead body.  

Courses of action that Martha could and should take shuffled through her mind like scenes from a movie. The police were the obvious and most sensible choice, but definitely not the one Martha would choose. Martha had to find a way to be there for Alezea, partly for the selfish reason that she relied heavily on Alezea for her own survival and way of life. Mainly, it was because Martha believed Alezea must be trapped to commit this act and needed help. She understood Alezea’s heart, maybe better than anyone. Martha remembered how she cared for her after her medical crisis, all the extra work Alezea put into looking after her and the tender way she helped her to move when she needed it. Martha saw nothing evil in those eyes.

She had known evil, an insane evilness, and saw how it ambushed her overly tired, but otherwise calm father. It was weeks after the resulting havoc that she learned the whole story of what caused the ruin of her family. Alezea was a different species and far removed from that kind of evil. She had to be.

Martha pushed the chair back to the corner of the room and returned to her bed. Temperately, as if in a trance, she covered herself with the flannel sheet and down comforter, and sank into a fitful sleep.



THE AFFIRMATION


Not wanting to let on to Alezea what she knew, Martha incessantly studied her with a new sense of wariness and guilt, feeling she was betraying her faith in her decency. Softness remained in her heart for Alezea, for the person Martha knew her to be. She was the person who had saved her, who was there to handle her most intimate hygienic affairs, and who was more tender than her beloved husband.  

She allowed Alezea to continue working, her mind looking for the slightest change in her behavior. But Alezea worked as hard as always. She came to check on Martha like normal, only more often after her episode.  

A week passed and the man did not return. She had no idea what she would do if he returned with another body to be buried in her much-loved garden. The garden was no longer the beholder of the loving memories of her and her two sons working summer mornings before the sun’s heat pushed them into the cool of their house. On rare occasions, her husband, Daniel, would join in, no longer willing to be isolated from the family scene. It was from their gardening that her children received such a passion for nature. Jonathan learned to enjoy its diversity, and Lisandro developed the need to protect it. 

As it was, Martha eyed the garden through her many windows as if it were a dear friend who let slip an awful secret that changed its status into that of a diseased entity she did not want to go near. Martha considered Alezea to be a true friend, even though she was as shy and quiet as a mole rat, and their only interactions were as employee and employer. Alezea had free roam of the house, and Martha never questioned her loyalty or goodness of heart. Until now.  

Martha had all the faith in the world and believed in trying to live a life without sin. She believed in heaven, and she believed in hell for those who did not accept Jesus Christ as their savior. She gave little thought to the hordes of people who seemed to truly believe in Jesus Christ but did horrendously evil acts. She believed some people chose evil while others did not. But again, she did not believe that Alezea fit into either of those groups. She had a good, if not godly heart. She was loving, if not affectionate. She was not evil. Martha trusted that as a certainty, despite the horror she had witnessed.  

An answer came to her one morning when she was awakened by Alezea’s gentle hands folding down the night blankets. Alezea gave her a soft smile, then turned and opened the drapes to the window looking out to the garden. She seemed to pause there as she never had before.  

Right before Alezea turned to continue with her care giving, Martha spoke without knowing the exact words she would say. “You’ve read the Bible, haven’t you, Alle?”

Alezea turned with a look that belied the calmness of her voice. “Epic and poetic; a repetitive yet interpretive guide to live one’s life. Several times.” 

“Do you have a favorite passage?” Martha was intrigued, but not with the fact that Alezea had read the Bible numerous times. Martha read it many times herself, counting it as a life study. She was enthralled with the manner in which Alezea described the wonderful book, as if she gave her life to learning its many lessons and believed in it whole-heartedly. If that were true, how could she have committed that act?

Alezea continued with her chores, putting away Martha’s washed and ironed clothes, and responded, “Oh, there are many.” She stood still and turned again, with a contradicting look of strength and meekness. “‘For a man indeed ought not to cover his head, since he is the image and glory of God; but woman is the glory of man. For man is not from woman, but woman from man. Nor was man created for the woman, but woman for the man. For this reason, the woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head, because of the angels.’”  

Alezea glanced over at Martha. This was one of the few times she looked at Martha without the concern of a caregiver. It was a look of enjoying a conversation with a newly recognized friend. “First Corinthians, chapter eleven, verse seven. Don’t ask me what it means. I just love the angels part.” She smiled sheepishly. “But one of my favorite stories is that of Job.”

“It seems to me, Alezea,” Martha said with a soft, curiosity probing and heavily accented inflection, “that you sure know how to play the submissive. Or maybe you are one to sacrifice yourself too much?” She did not want to appear too prying, but wanted to continue with this rare conversation and gain some insight into Alezea’s life and the scene she happened to witness.

Unfortunately, Alezea’s smile faltered, her eyes shielded over and her voice returned to that of the caregiver. “You had better get some rest. It hasn’t been that long since your episode.”  

Even her body seemed to shrink within itself, protecting her inner self. Martha was sorry to have spoken so quickly and feared that Alezea might think she was being judgmental. That was the last thing she would be to anyone, especially a Black woman who had undoubtedly lived through amazing hardships, probably even worse than her own. 

It was hard to imagine what could be worse than being awakened by hard-eyed policemen who questioned how someone could sleep through the murder of her sister and near death of her mother. They did not know at the time that Martha did not sleep through it all, but had ambled into her bedroom in pain and fell asleep after the bloody and murderous attack by her father against her sister and mother. A neighbor called the police after hearing the unusual, violent raucous thundering within their small house and seeing her father rushing off into a nearby field with bloody hands. His pants were soaked with the dark red liquid, and his black shirt clung to his skin when he rushed into the woods. The neighbor was too afraid to go into the house, and waited inside for the police to show, missing Martha’s entrance.

Alezea spoke up again, pulling Martha away from her reveries, “You are a special lady, Mrs. Sarmeno. Please, just keep me in....” 

Alezea fell silent. It surprised Martha that she nearly opened herself up to request empathy from another. But Alezea did not complete the plea she must have made in her heart, Please keep me in your prayers. 

“If you ever need someone to talk to about anything, anytime, don’t be afraid to see me. Although old and weary, I know that even someone as strong as you can at times use a kind ear, which is about all I have left. And a twist of wisdom.” 

Martha only wanted to plant the seed, to let her know that she was there. With a deep draw on her will, Martha closed her eyes and said no more. She was still tired. Prior to her eyes closing, she saw Alezea give a soft, weary smile. Right before Martha drifted asleep, she heard Alezea sigh a deep, “Thank you.”

Later that afternoon, Martha knew what she had to do. Kicking on her slippers, she trotted over to her large walk-in closet, which was more like a storage room that held important papers and special memorabilia of her life. In the back-sectioned area, Martha slid her hands inside the portal of a hide-away and withdrew a lockbox that was the length and width of a large manila envelope and a foot and a half deep. She situated herself in a chair nestled in the corner of the sectioned area and placed the box gingerly on the small desk in front of the chair. 

The box was not locked, for there was no reason to lock it. The information inside was nothing that could be used against her and had no monetary value. Instead, it held important information about the settlement of Gabriel, including contact information, and the various ministries and compounds that made up Gabriel. 

Warmth filled her, which seemed to emit from the lockbox, but instead always surged up inside of her when she thought of Gabriel and its significance in her life. 

Although Martha knew the Bible stories of the angel Gabriel, the people of Gabriel focused on her healing and not the Biblical representation. Over the years, she was able to associate how in the Bible, Gabriel was the hero of God, the able-bodied one who aided in society’s salvation. He was the angel who told Mary of her ultimate virgin birth of the Christ Jesus, and who told of Mary’s aunt Elizabeth’s conception of John the Baptist despite her old age. Gabriel was the angelic messenger of the ultimate good news. 

Now, Gabriel was the location where people went to receive good news, guidance and
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