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Epigraph

[image: ]


“Pride goes before destruction and a haughty spirit before a fall.” Proverbs 16:18

“But know this, that in the last days perilous times will come. For men will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, unloving, unforgiving, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of good, traitors, headstrong, haughty, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God.” 2 Timothy 3:1-4

“But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which the heavens will pass away with a great noise, and the elements will melt with fervent heat; both the earth and the works that are in it will be burned up.” 2 Peter 3:10

“I looked when He opened the sixth seal, and behold, there was a great earthquake; the sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon became like blood. And the stars of heaven fell to the earth, as a fig tree drops its late figs when it is shaken by a mighty wind.” Revelation 6:12-13
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Karen sat in the passenger seat of the truck, her hands folded and resting on her belly in a protective pose that would become more common as her baby bump grew. It had been a whirlwind 24 hours. She had left her house the day before sick and single and now returned home pregnant and married to Enoch IV. The suddenness of it all and the ramifications now swiftly hitting her.

“Oh my God, Enoch. My mother is going to freak out when I tell her we’re married and I’m pregnant.”

“I thought you said she was always badgering you to get married and have kids,” he replied, not wanting to mention how his father and grandfather would likely freak out or worse.

“Yeah, she has, but she hasn’t even met you. Not to mention, she probably was hoping I’d have a traditional church wedding. You don’t know my mother.”

“Well, I can’t wait to meet her and get to know her,” he replied.

“Be careful what you wish for,” Karen responded with a chuckle. “Are you sure your parents are going to be okay with this? I know you said they would be, but,” she said, trailing off.

“Yes, yes, of course, they’ll be all right with it,” he said, sounding more as if he was trying to convince himself than his new bride.

“Okay, well, I hope you’re right. I don’t want to start off on the wrong foot with them.”

“I’m right. You’ll see,” he replied, trying hard to sound confident.

Enoch IV felt his stomach lurch. Recalling his grandfather’s threat to “make sure she’s no longer available” if he didn’t break off the relationship. But, if he was wrong about how his family would react to this new development, things could get ugly quick. And if Karen ever found out they asked him to dump her just hours before he proposed, at best, he’d lose her trust. He didn’t even want to think of the worst-case scenario. And now, he was wrestling with how best to break the news.

“Where are we going to live?” Karen asked, interrupting Enoch’s thoughts.

“I don’t know. Your place is bigger, but my place is closer to my parents.”

Her question spurred the memory of the elders’ plan to bring all the Slaughter families under one roof until additional homes could be built on the 5-acre estate. Yet another complication he hadn’t thought about. Just amping up the pressure of marrying Karen without first preparing her for some of the realities of being a Slaughter.

“I guess we don’t have to make the decision right away,” Karen replied. Giving him a temporary reprieve from an uncomfortable conversation.

“So when are we going to tell your parents?” Karen asked, putting him immediately on the spot again.

“Well, we’re invited to dinner at their house on Tuesday,” he offered, not having had the opportunity to come up with a better option.

“You want to wait for two days to tell them?”

“Well, I’d like to tell them sooner, but I have to go to work later today. And besides, I want to buy you a ring before telling them. How would it look to say we’re married and you don’t even have a ring?”

His response only dug him a deeper hole. Not only was he not anxious to tell his parents, but he wasn’t scheduled to work and didn’t have enough money saved to afford a diamond ring. He lied about work, hoping it would give him the time to set things right with his parents and grandfather. He didn’t dare break the news with Karen present for fear of their reaction. He was playing a dangerous game, but the web of lies would be worth it if he could smooth the waters with his kinfolk. He was asking a lot. Not only did he have to change their jaundiced opinion of her, but he had to ask for money for the ring and exemption from the requirement of living at the estate.

“I guess that makes sense. I want to call and tell my parents and grandma, though. Is that okay?”

“Whatever you think is best,” he replied, relieved she wasn’t protesting his plan to wait until Tuesday.

“Well, better they freak out over the phone than if we visited them and told them out of the blue.”

“You know them best.”

“Yeah, and I’m sure they will insist that I introduce you to them soon. Are you up for road trips to Duluth and Richfield? Or maybe we could invite them to come here and introduce them to your family,” she suggested.

“Whatever you’d like,” he replied matter-of-factly, despite not feeling at all comfortable with the prospect of their families meeting.

“Oh, this is so exciting, isn’t it?” Karen exclaimed, bouncing up and down in her seat with unbridled enthusiasm as they pulled into her driveway.

Enoch strained to smile in response, despite feeling quite the opposite and knowing he had to work some magic to keep his new bride happy and perhaps alive.
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While Enoch IV and Karen anticipated welcoming a new life into the world, the Slaughter elders, Enoch Jr., Esau, and Ezra, prepared a place for the Slaughter Family Cemetery. They had the foresight to consult their wives, which considerably increased the size and grandeur of the cemetery. Owing to the wive’s desire to have gardens and a water feature in addition to the gravesites. 

However, they conveniently left out the spouses and descendants of Enoch Sr.’s two brothers Jeremiah and Abraham. Effectively neglecting two-thirds of the Slaughter family. Even Enoch’s parents, Elias and Sarah, were omitted. Despite the fact that without their financial support, Enoch would never have discovered the iron ore that produced his wealth and allowed him to create the town of Slaughter. If nothing else, it was true to how Enoch Sr. would have decided who should be privileged to gain entry into his cemetery.

The elders chose a half-acre plot on the south side of the mansion. Reserving the north side of the property for the new homes and the schoolhouse they hoped to build. With winter just around the corner, a mausoleum to move, and eleven burial plots to excavate, they set an ambitious schedule.

Moving the granite mausoleum in which Enoch Sr. and Lila Slaughter were entombed proved impossible. Instead, the elders postponed moving their parents’ remains until spring, when a larger mausoleum would be built at the center of the Slaughter Family cemetery. Choosing to prioritize finally laying to rest Sigmar Slaughter, Anna Slaughter, Soren Slaughter, and Eli and Anika’s stillborn baby boy. Once this was accomplished and weather-permitting, they could exhume and relocate the seven caskets of Eben Slaughter, Lee and Ester Brandon, Elizabeth and Paul Altemeyer, Bobby Briars, and Alan Dinkeldorf.

But concentrating only on burying the dead was depressing. So the elders simultaneously debated how many private homes to build on the property. Enoch Jr. lobbied for starting construction on 6-8 houses and a school, true to his grandiose nature. Esau and Ezra argued for a more modest plan starting with two homes that would accommodate their two families and progressively building additional homes as the family grew. 

Their arguments began sounding like a debate between the Big Bang theory of creation versus evolution. With Enoch Jr. espousing his case for a build-it-and-they-will-come approach. While Esau and Ezra advocated a more conservative, incremental methodology. But Esau and Ezra were never going to win that battle. As much as it galled them, the mansion and the land were legally Enoch Jr.’s. A fact he threw in their face multiple times during their deliberations. Nevertheless, Esau and Ezra felt they won a moral victory when Enoch Jr. agreed to start construction on 3 homes and hold off temporarily on the other houses and school. But their triumph was short-lived because Enoch Jr. had other plans up his sleeve.

“I want to start construction of a driveway gate and a wall around the estate,” he added just as the two brothers thought they were about to adjourn the meeting.

“Whoa, whoa, Enoch. We never discussed that as part of the plan.” Esau protested.

“Yeah, and why? It’s not like Slaughter’s a haven for criminals that we have to keep out,” Ezra added.

“And yet, eleven of our family members died in the last year,” Enoch Jr. blustered. “What’s the use of bringing everyone up here if we can’t protect them from any Tom, Dick, or Harry who might want to come up here and do us harm?”

“I don’t have a problem with a gate, but a wall? Around the whole property? Don’t you think that’s overkill?” Esau replied.

“The only overkill I’ve seen is what has happened to our family,” Enoch responded with a sneer.

“Why not a fence? Something that doesn’t look like we’re trying to insulate ourselves against the world,” Ezra suggested.

“But that’s precisely why we’re doing this, Ezra! To protect our family from all the elements out there that pose a potential danger to us.”

“What elements are those, Enoch? Other than that school teacher we think might be bad news, we don’t even really know,” Esau said, challenging his brothers’ response.

“And that’s the point. Because we don’t know all the potential dangers, we have to take extra precautions. Ever hear of the saying, better safe than sorry, boys?” he replied sarcastically.

“How big a wall were you thinking? And what’s it going to cost?” Ezra asked.

“I haven’t got that far. But I was thinking maybe a 10-foot granite wall.”

“Jeezum Crow, Enoch. Do you want to make this place look as imposing as the St. Cloud Reformatory?” Ezra exclaimed.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Ezra. The reformatory has 22-foot high walls. This would be less than half that.”

“Oh, I see you’ve already been doing your homework,” Esau responded.

“I have not,” Enoch objected.

“You mean to tell me you knew how high the St. Cloud Reformatory walls were without asking someone?”

“Asking someone isn’t doing homework. It was just to give me an idea of what we might consider.”

“That’s homework, Enoch. Pure and simple. I’m against it,” Esau replied.

“Me too,” chimed Ezra.

“Well, it’s my,” Enoch began.

“It’s your property,” Ezra interrupted, finishing his sentence. “We know, we know. You’ve told us a million times.”

“Well, it is. And I’m going to do what I think is best for the family. So thank you for your opinions, but I’m going to do it. And don’t forget to thank me when that gate and wall saves your ass or one of your kinfolk.”

And so, the more things changed in the town of Slaughter, the more things stayed the same in the balance of power in the Slaughter family. Or perhaps more accurately, the imbalance of power. Yet, Enoch Jr.’s power advantage over his brothers and influence over Slaughter as the former Mayor didn’t impress one particular resident living at 33 Tailings Way. Hagatha Ketchel looked on with amusement at the elders’ machinations as she sipped her tea.

“They shall besiege you at all your gates until your high and fortified walls, in which you trust, come down throughout all your land,” she crowed the verse from Deuteronomy. “Build your gate and your walls Enoch Slaughter Jr. I will take pleasure in knocking them down when the time is ripe.”
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Enoch IV had just left Karen’s house to supposedly go to work when her phone rang.

“Thank God, I finally reached you. Where have you been? I’ve been worried sick,” Karen’s mother blurted out.

“Well, good afternoon to you too, Mom. What’s wrong? I just got home.”

“I know. I’ve been calling you almost every hour on the hour. Please tell me you’re all right.”

“Of course, I’m all right, Mom. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“I mean, you’re not pregnant or anything, are you?” her mother asked out of the blue.

Karen didn’t know what to say. Shocked that her mother must have been tipped off by a Hagatha-induced vision. Her pause was just long enough to answer her mother’s question.

“Oh my God, you are pregnant. Aren’t you? So that means you probably got married over the weekend, too, doesn’t it?”

Karen started crying, overwhelmed by the dual feelings of not having control over her life or privacy.

“Oh, honey. I’m sorry. Your grandmother and I had a vision the other night, and we were worried.”

“Yes, I’m pregnant,” Karen snuffled. “And we got married. But I’m happy. Why are you worried? What did you see?”

“Oh, that’s not important now. I’m glad you’re happy. When am I going to meet this young man?” her mother backtracked, not wanting to dampen her daughter’s mood further.

“Mom! Just tell me. Why were you worried?” she asked, not letting her mother off the hook that easy.

“Oh, sweetheart. It was nothing, really. We were just shocked and wanted to know you were all right.”

“No, you must have seen something that concerned you. What was it?”

“Stop already. It was nothing,” her mother tried once again to brush off her question.

“Fine! I’m hanging up and calling grandma. She’ll tell me,” Karen threatened.

“Go ahead. There’s nothing to tell,” her mother replied matter-of-factly, hoping her daughter wouldn’t see through her bluff.

“Are you sure? Because if you saw something bad, I’d rather know about it sooner than later.”

“There was nothing bad. Surely you can understand why Grandma and I would be surprised and concerned. We haven’t even met your husband.”

Her mother’s use of the word husband surprised Karen, the reality of being married still new and novel to her.

“Yeah, I understand. It’s all been a bit of a whirlwind, roller-coaster ride. But we’re happy. Plus, now you’ll get that grandchild you’ve always wanted.”

“Well, you’ve always done things a little unconventionally. So I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. You’re a lot like Grandma in that respect. She ran off to New York City with Grandpa Cyril the day after meeting him. And she was only 16.”

“Really? You or Grandma never told me that before.”

“Well, it’s not like I wanted to encourage you to follow in her footsteps,” her mother chuckled. “She was fortunate he turned out to be a good man. Not every man who smooth talks a young girl has her best interests at heart. If you know what I mean.”

“Yes, Mom. But I’m almost 24. And I don’t have to tell you I’ve learned how deceitful men can be.”

“Yes, Tad had us both fooled. Good thing you didn’t marry him.”

Karen didn’t even want to think about Tad or say his name.

“Enoch suggested we invite you, Dad, and Grandma to visit so you can get to know him. We have enough space in my house for all of you to stay over. At least until the baby comes.”

“Oh, that sounds delightful, dear. When were you thinking of having us up?”

“We haven’t identified a date yet. He just left for work, so we’ll talk about it when he gets home. I’ll let you know. We still have to tell his parents.”

“You mean they don’t know either?”

“No. But we’re having dinner with them Tuesday night. He’s sure they’ll be ecstatic. They’ve been badgering him to get married and have grandchildren too.”

“Badgering? Is that how you characterized my gentle hints.”

“Gentle hints? Saying they were gentle hints is like saying a wrecking ball makes minor modifications to buildings!”

“Oh, you exaggerate. Well, I hope your meeting with his parents goes well. I’m sure they’ll love you.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart. Now, do you want to tell Grandma the news, or would you like me to?” she asked, taking a calculated risk.

“You know, why don’t you call her. I’m a little tired and think I’ll take a nap. Tell her I’ll call her later, okay?”

“I’ll be happy to, dear. You get some rest. Pregnancy does a number on your energy level, diet, moods, you name it.”

“You’re not kidding. Thanks, Mom. I’ll talk to you soon.”

Her mother breathed a huge sigh of relief after hanging up the phone. Then picked the receiver off its cradle to dial Grandma Hilda’s number.

“You were right, mother. Karen’s pregnant and got married, just like in the vision,” she announced the moment Grandma picked up the phone.

“You finally reached her?”

“Yes, I just got off the phone with her.”

“Is she all right? You didn’t tell her everything we saw, did you?”

“No, mother. She was upset just because we knew she was married and pregnant. I think I convinced her we didn’t see anything terrible in the vision. But she will call you later, and I’m sure she will interrogate you. So be ready. And don’t say a word.”

“Have you forgotten that I had to convince you not to tell her all the details of the vision?”

“No, I haven’t forgotten, mother. I just don’t want you to slip up.”

Grandma Hilda laughed.

“Slip up? I may be old, but I’m not senile, dear. Having had visions of that old witch my whole life, I’ve learned a thing or two about not letting it get to me. Let’s just hope that what we saw was one of her exaggerations designed to scare us.”

“Well, she scared the hell out of me! I’m just happy you talked me off the ledge the other night.”

“Just remember, the good news is that your daughter has the baby, and it’s healthy. Everything else may be fabricated by my mother’s craziness. She may want to scare the pants off us, but she has never done anything to harm us.”

“Never successfully done anything to harm us, mother. Have you forgotten she tried to drown you?”

“No, dear. I haven’t forgotten, but I’m beginning to believe she knew all along I would be saved.”

“Well, I hope you’re right.”

“Me too, dear. Me too.”
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Enoch IV left Karen and tried to muster up some courage as he drove to his parent’s house. He knew they’d be home. Sunday afternoon’s, especially in late September, guaranteed that his father would be sitting in front of the TV watching the Minnesota Vikings. His mother, now 5 months pregnant, wasn’t likely to be out. He took a few deep breaths after parking in front of their house, trying to rid himself of the butterflies fluttering in his stomach.

He had second thoughts as he made his way up the walkway until he heard his father yell “Woo Hoo” and clap loudly – a telltale sign that the Vikings must have scored. He opened the door, and his father was still celebrating. Upon seeing his son, he couldn’t contain his excitement.

“Kapp just threw his fourth touchdown of the half. We’re kicking the Colts’ asses 31-7. You should have seen Kapp’s 83-yard touchdown to Washington earlier. They’re going to the Super Bowl, I tell ya. Woo,” he shouted.

“That’s great, Dad,” Enoch IV said, still standing inside the door, trying to sound enthusiastic despite not sharing his father’s adoration for the Vikings or football.

“Do you always have to scare me half to death every time your football team makes a score?” Margaret exclaimed, walking into the living room from the kitchen. “The baby kicks me every time you scream.”

“They’re the Vikings, and it’s called a touchdown, Margaret,” Enoch III replied. “How many times do I have to tell you?”

“Oh, I couldn’t care less about a bunch of grown men smashing into each other.”

“Hi, Mom,” Enoch IV called from the other side of the room.

“Oh, I didn’t even hear you come in. What a nice surprise. Enoch, turn that stupid game off,” she demanded.

This would have been a nonsensical request he would have ignored if it hadn’t been close to halftime and the Vikings weren’t blowing out their opponent.

“You must be heartbroken,” his mother continued. “Your father told me about your girlfriend. I’m sure you’ll find someone else, honey.”

Neither Enoch III nor Enoch IV was prepared for what Margaret Slaughter had said. Enoch III was still experiencing the glow of the Vikings performance, and Enoch IV was hardly heartbroken but was now very much on the spot. He had no choice but to fess up.

“I’m not heartbroken, Mom. She’s pregnant, and we got married this weekend. We’re going to give you a grandson,” he exclaimed bluntly.

Even his mother braced for her husband’s anticipated outraged reaction. And when it didn’t come, both had to encourage him to speak.

“Dad? Did you hear me?” Enoch IV said.

“Enoch, answer your son,” Margaret chimed in.

“Yes, yes, of course, I heard him. That’s terrific news, son. Just terrific news,” he repeated.

“Really?” Enoch IV replied. “It’s terrific that I married the teacher that you and grandpa wanted me to dump?”

“Oh, I never said that. And you know Grandpa. Always thinking no one’s good enough for his grandson.”

“Well, will you talk to him then? Because it sounded like he was going to put a hit on her if I didn’t break it off with her.”

“Oh, nonsense. Grandpa’s not some mob boss. I’ll talk to him. Everything will be just fine.”

Enoch IV felt like he was in some alternate universe. He wasn’t about to argue, but he wasn’t sure he could trust what he was hearing.

“So can we still have dinner together on Tuesday so you can meet her?”

“Absolutely,” his mother replied, as flummoxed by her husband’s response as her son. “I’ll make my famous hot dish.”

“Wonderful. I can’t wait. Oh, there’s one other thing.”

“What’s that, son?” his father said, looking antsy to turn the TV back on.

“I need to get Karen a ring. Could you help me out?” he asked.

“Help you out? You mean you got married to her without having a ring?” his father asked.

“Dear, have you forgotten?” Margaret interjected.

“What?” Enoch III asked, sounding irritated by her interruption.

“That thing your father gave you,” she replied.

“What thing?” he asked, losing his patience. “Oh, that thing,” he said, as her obtuse reference suddenly clicked in his brain.

“Wait here, one second,” he told Enoch IV.

He returned a couple of minutes later.

“Here,” he said, handing his son a velvet ring box. “This was your grandmother’s. Your mother used to wear it, but as you got older, we knew someday you’d probably get married. So I bought your mother a different ring.”

Enoch IV opened the box and was taken aback.

“Jeez, this is huge,” was all he could muster.

“Just promise that when your son gets married that you pass it on to him,” his father added.

“Of course, of course.”

“That’s a 2-caret diamond flanked by two rows of channel-set rubies with cushion cut, single and rose-cut diamonds,” Margaret rattled off. Details that were lost on her son, who only heard 2-caret diamond.

“Wow, this is amazing. Thanks!”

Enoch III’s response was to turn on the TV. “Do you want to watch the second half with me?” he asked.

“Thanks, Dad. But I have to go to work. Karen and I will see you both on Tuesday, okay?”

“Okay. Suit yourself, but Kapp’s gonna take this team to the Super Bowl,” Enoch III said, turning his attention back to the TV. “Margaret, can you get me another Hamm’s? The game’s about to start.”

Enoch IV gave his mother a hug and left before the magic that transformed his father had a chance to wear off. Then, instead of praying to God, he got in his truck and thanked Joe Kapp, the Vikings quarterback. Kapp would finish the Viking’s demolition of the Baltimore Colts that afternoon with 7 touchdown passes and a 52-14 victory.

The looming question in Enoch IV’s mind was, would his father be able to turn his grandfather’s opinion of Karen around? He didn’t know if his grandfather was a Vikings fan, but if he was, he hoped his father talked to him soon.

But Enoch IV and Karen’s fate was not in the Viking’s or Joe Kapp’s hands. Their fate was sealed long ago when Hagatha first dreamed of their union while a patient at Fairdale Falls State Hospital. And Hagatha knew that the only thing that could sway the opinion of a Slaughter was the promise of a male heir.
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Etan Slaughter was three weeks into his involuntary commitment at Fairdale Falls State Hospital to treat his sexual orientation disturbance. And from Etan’s perspective, the only benefit incurred was that the birdshot wounds on his back and buttocks had healed, allowing him to finally sleep on his back. Otherwise, aversion therapy, medications, and forced incarceration were tantamount to torture. As you might expect, his psychiatrist didn’t share Etan’s perspective.

Dr. Fleming Stockton fancied himself and his aversion therapy as God’s gift to curing the insidious ravages of homosexuality and other problem behaviors. Never mind that an objective assessment of his cure rate would have revealed abysmal results. In fact, he hadn’t truly cured anyone of their sexual orientation disturbance. At best, you could say his treatment may have caused some of his patients to avoid homosexual acts for a brief period. In other cases, his treatment caused other more serious behavioral, psychological, or physical symptoms. Making homosexuality the least of their concerns. Chronic anxiety and tremors, explosive angry outbursts, confusion, erectile dysfunction, and heart rhythm problems were common. Yet, no one attributed any of these to Dr. Stockton’s treatment. As Flem would say, they were underlying conditions that his treatment uncovered. Contributing factors to the patient’s sexual disturbance, rather than caused by the electrical shocks and boatload of medications he commonly prescribed.

Yes, Dr. Stockton asked that people address him as “Flem” despite sounding like an unsavory allusion to mucus. And while colleagues may have called him that to his face, behind his back, they called him Dr. Lemming Shockem. A reference to how he prescribed the same treatment regimen regardless of the patient’s problem. On the other hand, patients called him by more colorful and profane terms. All which he deflected and seemed to take great pleasure in.

Etan’s plan to will himself not to react to stimulating photos of men had failed. While he could feign disgust with the images. The EEG and EKG they hooked him up to would tell the truth. Triggering an electrical shock from the oversized underpants he was made to wear.

As Dr. Stockton had told him, Etan started to become acclimated to the shocks that were initially set to “low.” Now, three weeks in, the dial on the little box that controlled the intensity of the jolts was on “Medium,” halfway to “High.” He had also been started on Amitriptyline, an antidepressant that his psychiatrist claimed would accelerate the effectiveness of his treatment. But all it seemed to do was give him nightmares, headaches and make him sleepy, nauseous, and constipated.

“I’m concerned that you’re not responding to treatment, Mr. Slaughter. You stubbornly seem to be clinging to your deviant, homosexual proclivities.”

“That’s because your so-called treatment doesn’t work, asshole,” Etan exclaimed, having just pissed himself again after receiving the first shock of the day.

“Au contraire, Mr. Slaughter. My experience tells a much different story.”

“Yeah, well, your story is fiction, Dr. Fraud.”

“Oh, aren’t you clever?” he laughed. “I see what you did there. Dr. Freud, Dr. Fraud. Good one. Now maybe you should put some of your energy into cooperating with treatment instead of trying to be a witty wordsmith.”

“And maybe you should sell used cars instead of parading around acting like you actually have a medical degree and know what you’re doing.”

“Which reminds me,” he replied with a smile and turned his attention to the little control box. “It’s time to crank this baby up a bit.”

“You’re going to hell, you sonofabitch.”

Dr. Stockton’s response was to hold up a picture of two men in bed kissing. Before Etan could look away, it was too late.

“Ahhhhhhhhhhh,” he screamed, his body shaking and contorting from the electrical current running through him for the entire 10 seconds.

And just as the shock subsided, Dr. Stockton held up another picture of a man performing fellatio – with a predictable response from Etan triggering another 10-seconds of anguished cries. Followed by more images and more shocks until Etan was silenced from exhaustion and brain-scrambled confusion.

“Better try harder tomorrow, Mr. Slaughter,” Flem said with a smile, standing up to leave.

“Oh, and Nurse, let’s double his medication dose.”

“But doctor, he’s already at the maximum allowable,”

“I said double it,” he barked.

“Yes, doctor.” 

“And call me Flem, or you’ll be working elsewhere,” he commanded, leaving the room.

The Nurse laid a reassuring hand on Etan. “You’re right, Mr. Slaughter. That sonofabitch is going to hell. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to give you twice the maximum dose.”

He stared at her blankly. Her lips had moved, but he hadn’t heard a thing. Tears ran down his face. Fearful that the repeated shocks had somehow caused him to become deaf.
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Margaret and Sonja Slaughter expected to deliver babies shortly after the New Year. However, you couldn’t find two more disparate approaches regarding their pregnancies. And in both cases, it was starting to wear on their husbands.

“I thought you said you were going to stop drinking and smoking,” Enoch III confronted Margaret one evening when he returned home.

“I will,” she replied, exhaling a stream of smoke while emptying the remains of a wine bottle into her glass.

“When, Margaret? I asked you to stop two weeks ago.”

“I’ll stop when I’m ready to stop. It relaxes me.”

“But it can’t be good for the baby.”

“My doctor said it was okay,” she countered.

“I called your doctor. He said it would be better if you didn’t smoke or drink, but moderate consumption probably wouldn’t hurt.”

“You called my doctor?”

“Yes, and I don’t think two packs and two bottles of wine a day are moderate.”

“So first, you insist I get pregnant 10 years after I didn’t want any more kids, and now you want to take away the two things that are keeping me sane?”

“It’s just for another 4 months, Margaret.”

“Just another 4 months he says. That’s where you’re wrong, Enoch. It’s four more months, and then the real work begins and doesn’t stop for 18 years. If you had lifted a finger to help raise our son and daughter, you wouldn’t say such foolishness.”

“Now, that’s not fair, Margaret. I did help raise them.”

“Ha, that’s a laugh. Do you mean the times I can count on one hand? Those rare occasions when I was sick or dared to ask you to watch them so I could visit my parents? I hope you didn’t strain yourself.”

“I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.”

“When I’m like what, Enoch?”

“Drunk and disrespectful.”

“Well, for your information, I’m not drunk, and if anything, you’re the one who has disrespected me.”

“Now, who’s talking foolishness? I’m going downtown to have dinner,” he shouted and turned to leave.

“That’s my Enoch. Runaway when it gets a little too hot in the kitchen. When the truth is a little too inconvenient or honest.”

“You’re harming our baby, and that’s all on you, dear. So go ahead and relax with your cigarettes and booze. But don’t be surprised what happens to you if our son isn’t born healthy,” he called as he was walking out the door.

She ran to the door, threw it open, and yelled.

“What the hell does that mean, Enoch? Now you’re threatening me?”

But he was already in his car and couldn’t hear her.

She turned, marched back into the house, and slammed the front door.

“I didn’t want to have this fucking baby, anyway. Damn Slaughters and their stupid legacy. I hope I have a girl,” she said to herself while tapping a cigarette out of its pack and grabbing another bottle of wine. Then, erupting in tears as memories of her daughter Anna and the guilt from losing her flooded in.

Meanwhile, Elijah and Sonja were locked in their own battle across town.

“I’m done stripping off my clothes before I come in,” he said, walking into the kitchen from the garage fully dressed.

“Elijah, get out! You’re going to infect the baby,” Sonja cried, pointing her finger in the direction from where he just came.

“No, I’m not doing it, Sonja. Besides, it’s almost October, and it’s cold in the garage.”

“You can’t tolerate a little cold for your son?”

“Sonja, this is nonsense. You act as if I’m disease ridden or something,” he replied, continuing to approach her.

“Don’t come any closer,” she exclaimed, backing away and holding her hand out, signaling him to stop.

“No, Sonja. I’m going to come into my house after a long day of work, kiss my wife, and sit down and have dinner with her, just like millions of other guys do every day. And guess what? Nothing bad will happen.”

“You don’t know that. Stop!” she screamed as he continued to advance.

“Nope. I’m going to hug and kiss you, and there’s nothing you can do about it,” he replied, fending off her outstretched arm and wrapping her in an embrace.

“Stop, Elijah. The baby,” she protested, trying to wriggle free from his grip. But he was too strong, and despite arching her back away from him, he persisted. Finally, placing one of his hands on the back of her head and drawing her into a kiss. She struggled momentarily but then felt a wave of desire. Realizing she had missed his touch.

“See, was that so bad?” he said, releasing her from his embrace.

He didn’t know the fire he had ignited and wasn’t expecting her reaction. She threw herself into his arms, pulled him in tight, and kissed him with an insatiable hunger. Elijah never made it to the dinner table, and this time took off his clothes for a different purpose. They did it right there on the floor of the living room, devoid of a couch that Sonja had made him throw out for fear it was germ-infested.

“Does this mean I don’t have to undress before coming into the house anymore?” he asked as they laid on the floor together after their furious reacquaintance session.

“Yes, but you might have to undress when you get into the house,” she said with a devilish smile.

“Can I at least buy a couch now, so we don’t have to do it on the floor?”

She nodded her assent. “I’m sorry I made you do all that crazy stuff before,” she said.

“I forgive you,” he said, giving her a kiss. “Can I have dinner now?”

Suffice to say, Elijah and Sonja’s evening ended more favorably than Enoch III and Margaret’s.
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Chapter 7
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After Enoch IV left his parents’ home with their blessing and his grandmother’s wedding ring, he had too much time to kill and a dilemma. He wanted to go over to Karen’s to tell her the good news and give her the ring, but he was supposed to be at work. 

“What will one more lie hurt?” he thought to himself.

“I’ll just kill another hour and say I got to work, and they didn’t need me,” he said to himself.

“Wait, I told her I wanted to buy her a ring before we told my parents,” he said, suddenly realizing the quandary he was now in. 

“I could never afford a ring like that. And if I went to work, how did I get the ring? And what happens Tuesday when we arrive for dinner and my parents already know we’re married?” he said, wondering how to untangle his web of lies.

“Okay, I’ll tell her I lied about work so I could retrieve my grandmother’s ring. She’ll be so impressed and excited about the ring she probably won’t even care about my little white lies. Yeah, that will work,” he thought, putting an end to his internal dialogue.

Armed with his alibi, he drove back to Karen’s to surprise her. Only to find her taking a nap. He was hungry, and rather than clatter around in the kitchen and risk waking her, he decided to go to the Downtown Diner. But before doing so, he hid his grandmother’s ring behind some books occupying a shelf in the living room.

He hadn’t anticipated running into his grandfather and granduncles at the Diner. They appeared to be locked in an intense conversation, and he was about to turn to leave when his grandfather spied him and waved him over.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” his grandfather cracked. “Have a seat,” he commanded, patting the empty chair at the table.

“I’m surprised you aren’t home watching the Vikings game,” Enoch IV replied, hoping to avoid any conversation about his girlfriend, now wife.

“Ah, we have better things to do than watch them,” his grandfather replied. “What brings you here? Don’t you have a girlfriend anymore to make you lunch?” he chuckled.

“Yeah, something like that,” he said, straining to smile and hoping his response would avert an inquisition.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t joke,” his grandfather exclaimed. “I know you were sore at me for making you dump your girlfriend. But it’s all for the best. She was bad news. Can’t be welcoming the fox into the henhouse, as they say. Right?” he asked, clapping Enoch IV on the shoulder.

All Enoch IV could do in response was nod.

“Go ahead and order your lunch. Your granduncles and I were just discussing plans for the Estate.”

“Yeah, your grandpa was just taking issue with my suggestion to call it the Slaughter Compound,” Esau announced.

“Well, compound sounds too much like a prison,” Enoch Jr. retorted. 

“Well, you’re the one building a 10-foot wall around it. So it’s going to look like one!” Ezra countered.

“Oh, nonsense. I say we just call it what it is, the Slaughter Estate. What do you think?” Enoch Jr. asked, turning to his grandson.

“You know Grandpa, I think I’ll let you three fight it out. I’m just going to grab something to go. I need to get to work soon,” he said, getting up from his chair.

“Oh, all right. I guess you’re smart not getting in between us three. It was good seeing you, young man,” he said, then immediately turned to resume the debate with his brothers.

Enoch IV left the Diner without getting anything to eat. Not that his grandfather or granduncles would have noticed, given their heated discussion. And while he breathed a sigh of relief, he knew it was only temporary. He hadn’t lied outright to his Grandpa, but he also didn’t do anything to refute his Grandpa’s assumption that he had dumped Karen.

He wondered if he should tell his father about the interaction or just let the cards fall where they may. Either way, the optimism he felt after meeting with his parents was flagging. Now, it seemed more likely that World War III would erupt.
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Chapter 8
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While Enoch IV was sweating it out at the Downtown Diner, Karen took an afternoon nap. Her sleep was fitful until she awoke with a start from a vivid dream she hoped was only a figment of her fears and not reality. But before she could devote time to dissecting its meaning, she heard Enoch IV’s truck pull into the driveway.

“What’s he doing home already?” she asked herself.

She rolled out of bed and descended the stairs just as Enoch came through the front door.

“What are you doing home?” she asked.

“I have a confession to make,” he replied.

“You lied to me about your family being excited about marrying me,” she said, her dream still fresh in her mind.

Enoch’s face could not hide the truth of her statement. And before he could come up with a response, she continued.

“They wanted you to break up with me, didn’t they? They think I had something to do with all of your nephews who died who just happened to be in my class, right?”

Enoch was taken aback. He thought he would only have to confess to a couple of white lies. But was now faced with the conspiracy of major falsehoods he had committed.

“How could you know that?” he asked, stunned into a question that was as good as an admission of guilt.

“Enoch, don’t you think their deaths have been weighing heavily on me?” she asked. “I didn’t even know they were related to you at first. And when I learned they were, I thought you might hold it against me,” she choked on her last words as her eyes glistened with tears.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he said, wrapping her in his arms. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even know. Not until,”

He stopped.

“Not until what?” Karen asked.

When he didn’t immediately respond, she pushed herself out of his embrace.

“Not until what, Enoch?” she repeated. This time with a sharper edge in her tone.

“Not until the family meeting,” he said. Looking down at his shoes, unable to meet her eyes.

“You mean the family meeting this past Saturday morning? The morning before you took me to the doctor and proposed to me when you learned I was pregnant? That family meeting?”

“Yes, that meeting,” he answered almost too softly for her to hear.

“And yet you reassured me that your family would be delighted by our marriage and my pregnancy,” Karen exclaimed.

To this point, everything Enoch had conveyed had confirmed the veracity of her dream. And she was determined to get the whole truth and nothing but the truth out of her husband of 24 hours.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do. My grandfather asked me to break it off with you, and I knew I couldn’t do that. At first, I thought I’d ask you to run away with me. But when you said you were pregnant, I
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