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			Dedication:

			To those who fight tirelessly for social justice, for every refugee who has ever searched for a home; to the dreamers, the believers, and the fighters; for those that we have lost and for those who carry on their fight; and to the generation that will fight to keep our Democracy strong.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1: The Beginning of the End of Democracy

			A movement swept through the country. 

			The America First Movement quickly became a rallying point for those who felt overlooked by mainstream politicians and alienated by shifting economic realities. As the movement grew, its leaders deployed sophisticated propaganda campaigns and leveraged social media to amplify their message, sowing distrust of established institutions and convincing many that drastic change was not only necessary, but inevitable. This sense of urgency and disillusionment helped unify disparate groups under a single banner, making the movement a formidable force in American politics.

			As the rhetoric intensified, protests and counter-protests erupted in cities across the nation. News outlets struggled to keep pace with the unfolding events, often reporting conflicting accounts that further polarized public opinion. Behind the scenes, politicians scrambled to adapt their strategies, fearing the rapidly changing landscape threatened to undermine the very foundations of the country’s democracy.

			Amid this turmoil, grassroots organizers and rival factions clashed in public squares, each side convinced of the righteousness of their cause. The country’s sense of unity eroded as neighbors turned against one another, and longstanding alliances fractured beneath the weight of suspicion and fear. The pervasive uncertainty left many Americans searching for clarity in a landscape increasingly dominated by political extremism.

			Few anticipated the extent to which these divisions would permeate daily life. Families found themselves at odds over dinner tables, friendships dissolved over political allegiances, and workplaces became battlegrounds for ideological disputes. As uncertainty gripped the nation, even casual interactions bore the weight of suspicion, with trust becoming a rare and fragile commodity.

			The America First movement was planned over years by a select group of wealthy Americans seeking power, revealing its darker aspects only when it was too late for most to notice.

			As the movement’s influence expanded, whispers of shadowy meetings and secretive funding began circulating among political insiders. Rumors spread that key figures were orchestrating events behind closed doors, manipulating public sentiment to serve their own interests. While some dismissed these claims as conspiracy theories, others became increasingly convinced that democracy itself was being subverted by unseen hands.

			Connor Bourne became aware of the movement before they acquired sufficient influence to take control of the country. Drawing on decades of investigative experience to piece together the connections others missed, he recognized the signs of a nation on the brink. Connor watched as alliances shifted and old friends became adversaries, aware that the consequences of unchecked ambition could be catastrophic. Every day brought new revelations and tangled motives, fueling his determination to uncover the truth before the country reached a point of no return.

			Connor’s suspicions grew as he pieced together subtle warnings and coded messages from contacts within government circles. Despite mounting threats and the apparent danger surrounding his investigations, he refused to abandon his pursuit of the truth. Each new revelation hinted at a deeper, more coordinated effort to reshape the nation’s future, fueling Connor’s determination to expose those responsible before their plans could come to fruition.

			He described the risks of the movement and the racism and hatred behind it. 

			He understood that time was running out. With each passing day, the movement’s grip on the country tightened, and the window to intervene narrowed. Connor knew that any misstep could jeopardize not only his own safety but the fragile remnants of democracy itself. Driven by a sense of duty and haunted by personal loss, he resolved to pursue the truth at any cost, even as the risks mounted and old allies turned away.

			He spoke candidly about the movement’s divisive tactics, noting how its rhetoric stoked prejudice and deepened existing social fractures. Connor warned that the unchecked spread of intolerance could have devastating consequences, not only for marginalized communities but for the nation as a whole. His investigation revealed a pattern of hate-fueled actions, orchestrated to turn neighbor against neighbor and erode the ideals of equality that once united the country.

			Connor faced ongoing challenges as distinctions between allies and adversaries became increasingly unclear, and the stakes rose with each piece of evidence. Nevertheless, his dedication to uncovering the truth intensified, driven by the awareness that both numerous lives and the nation’s prospects were at risk. This steadfast determination distinguished him, prompting carefully measured actions even as the risk of disclosure continued to mount.

			He and his supervisors at the Washington Post received threats, but his main concern was his family’s safety. His wife, Nancy, and daughters Aly, Maya, and Kira were targeted with threats and hate mail, leaving them socially isolated.

			Two weeks before the Presidential election, a drive-by shooter fired into the Bourne home, nearly hitting their daughter, Kira, as she studied in her bedroom.

			That night, the Bournes were shaken to their core. Police scoured the scene, searching for clues but offering little hope of justice. The attack intensified Connor’s fears, and the weight of responsibility pressed heavily on his shoulders. He spent sleepless hours strategizing how best to shield his family, knowing that his pursuit of truth now carried consequences far beyond his own safety.

			As a precautionary measure, Connor and Nancy decided to have their daughters reside with their grandmother in St. Louis.

			The decision was agonizing, but Connor and Nancy knew it was the only way to keep the girls safe. Packing hurriedly, they tried to reassure Aly, Maya, and Kira, even as uncertainty clouded each conversation. The separation weighed heavily on the family, turning their once lively home into a place marked by absence and worry. Connor felt a new level of isolation, but the safety of his daughters became his unwavering priority.

			It was anticipated that the girls would return home following the conclusion of the election. Connor believed that America First would not succeed in the election and expected circumstances to resume their usual course.

			He was mistaken. Despite his articles and TV warnings about the America First movement, Glen Hunt, the America First nominee, won the presidency by a wide margin, and America First candidates secured majorities in both the Senate and House of Representatives.

			Connor watched in stunned silence as the news networks carried images of cheering crowds and triumphant speeches by America First leaders. The mood in the country shifted overnight; uncertainty and fear pervaded even routine interactions. Friends who once supported Connor’s work now distanced themselves, wary of association as the new administration consolidated its power. He found his resolve tested like never before, questioning whether his efforts had made any difference or if the ideals he cherished would survive in the coming years.

			Connor Bourne was identified by the America First Party and the new administration as an adversary due to his actions against them. The girls stayed in St. Louis, as it was considered safer than Washington, D.C.

			Connor and Nancy struggled to adapt to life apart from their daughters, maintaining daily phone calls and sending reassuring messages to bridge the distance. He tried to focus on his investigative work, but the persistent anxiety for his family’s safety never truly faded. Every new development in the political turmoil reinforced how quickly their world had changed, and Connor found himself clinging to the hope that someday they could reunite under safer, more stable circumstances.

			Nancy often traveled to St. Louis to visit their children, while Connor remained at home, coping with loneliness and writing about shifts in democracy under the new administration.

			Connor’s days blurred together with endless phone calls, anxious nights, and the constant hum of political tension in Washington, D.C. He threw himself into research, seeking any sign of hope or resistance amid the sweeping changes brought by America First. The isolation was profound, but he found brief moments of solace in the routine exchanges with his daughters and the steadfast support of Nancy, even from afar.

			Writing became both his refuge and his weapon, as he documented the rapid erosion of democratic norms. Each article was crafted with care, balancing truth-telling with the risk of drawing unwanted attention from those now in power. His sense of purpose was at war with his fear, yet Connor knew that silence was not an option for him.

			The America First Party assumed control of the Supreme Court, resulting in judicial decisions that reflected the priorities of President Hunt.

			The Supreme Court’s new composition led to swift reversals of landmark rulings on civil liberties and government authority. Connor tracked these changes obsessively, noting how the judiciary’s independence seemed to erode with each new decision. The repercussions rippled through the nation, emboldening those aligned with the administration and intimidating dissenters into silence. Ordinary citizens grew increasingly cautious, aware that even the smallest criticism might be construed as opposition.

			Connor’s anxiety grew alongside the relentless pace of change. News reports detailed new laws restricting protest and dissent, while familiar faces disappeared from public life. Rumors spread about journalists and activists being detained, and Connor worried that his next article could put him directly in the crosshairs of the administration. 

			The atmosphere grew steadily more oppressive as the administration tightened its grip on information. Connor noticed familiar journalists vanishing from broadcasts, their bylines replaced by new names he didn’t recognize. Whispered conversations among colleagues revealed fears of surveillance and retribution, making every interaction feel fraught with risk. Even small acts of resistance—leaving anonymous tips or sharing uncensored news—carried the threat of severe consequences.

			Outspoken critics of the administration were jailed or disappeared.

			Fear and uncertainty permeated every part of daily life. Even trusted neighbors grew suspicious, and small acts of kindness became rare as people looked over their shoulders, worried about who might be listening. The city’s familiar rhythms were replaced by a tense quiet, broken only by the occasional sounds of protest quickly silenced by authorities. Connor realized that the country he loved was changing irrevocably, and each day brought a fresh reminder of how fragile freedom could be in the face of unchecked power.

			The government closed or threatened universities.

			News and social media platforms came under the control of the government or Party affiliates. Shortly thereafter, The Washington Post underwent a change in ownership, and Connor Bourne was dismissed from his position.

			The loss of his job at The Washington Post marked a turning point for Connor. Stripped of his professional identity, he struggled to adjust to the abrupt silence and uncertainty that followed. Yet, the dismissal only fueled his determination to uncover the truth, no matter the personal cost. He resolved to continue his work independently, relying on trusted contacts and clandestine meetings to gather information in an increasingly hostile environment.

			The nation was no longer democratic, and few opposed the tyranny of its new regime.

			Those who did went into hiding, afraid for their safety.

			Those who remained visible in public life did so at great personal risk. Whispers of betrayals and secret informants circulated, making trust a scarce commodity. Connor knew that at any moment, a careless word or a misinterpreted gesture could lead to ruin—or worse.

			Government police patrolled the streets looking for troublemakers and those who dared to criticize the government’s actions.

			

			Paranoia became routine. Connor changed his routes home, avoided his favorite cafés, and even stopped using his phone for anything sensitive. He bought burner phones with cash and met sources only in crowded, noisy places, trying to stay one step ahead of the ever-present threat of surveillance. Each coded message or anonymous tip felt like a lifeline—and a risk, a reminder that the truth now lived in the shadows.

			Nancy could have left her husband and returned to St. Louis, but she respected his determination. She recognized that democracy depended on people like him who opposed injustice.

			Nancy became Connor’s anchor in these turbulent times. Despite the ever-present anxiety, she offered quiet reassurances and shared in his hopes for a better future. Their late-night conversations, once filled with laughter and everyday worries, now revolved around coded messages, contingency plans, and the risks they both faced. Together, they navigated the new reality, their partnership growing stronger as the world around them unraveled.

			The oppressive atmosphere made every day a test of endurance. Connor and Nancy adapted their routines, constantly watching for signs of surveillance or betrayal. The smallest comfort—a quiet meal together, a shared glance—became precious in a world where trust was vanishing, and threats lurked in every shadow. Even so, they refused to let fear dictate their lives entirely, clinging to the hope that resistance, no matter how dangerous, was still possible.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2: The Informant

			Connor was concerned that he might be targeted by an assassin. He limited his time outside and varied his travel routes, preferring to remain in populated areas. He asked Nancy to travel to St. Louis as a precaution, citing potential risks associated with staying with him.

			“I’ll come see you and the kids when it’s safe,” he would tell her.

			He hated the idea of being apart, but the weight of responsibility pressed on him. The threats felt more real with each passing day, and Connor could not shake the feeling that every outing, every conversation, might be his last. He reassured Nancy that their separation was temporary—a necessary measure for her safety.

			She decided to visit her mother and children, booking a flight for the following day.

			The night before Nancy’s flight, they spent hours talking quietly, holding each other close, aware that the world outside was growing more dangerous by the day. Connor packed a small bag for her, slipping in a note with a promise to call every night if it was safe. They sat together on the couch, exchanging memories and words of comfort, drawing strength from their shared resolve. 

			Then his burner phone rang. Only a handful of trusted people had the number.

			A high-level Hunt administration informant, who had provided reliable tips before, claimed to have evidence that would prove the full extent of the government corruption and President Hunt’s true intentions.

			Connor’s pulse quickened as he listened to the informant’s voice, tense and hurried. The details were sparse, but the urgency was unmistakable—someone high up was orchestrating the cover-up, and evidence had already started to disappear. Connor scribbled notes, feeling a chill settle over him. The risks were mounting, but his commitment to exposing the truth only deepened. He promised the informant he’d be careful, though he knew caution was no guarantee of safety.

			The informant suggested meeting in a location previously used by both parties, situated in southeast Washington, and stated that this area would be the safest place to speak with the reporter.

			Connor left soon after one, silently kissed Nancy goodbye, and locked up. He arrived early at the abandoned gas station, where his informant insisted on meeting. It was eerily quiet that night. The calmness unsettled Connor. He had met the informant at that same abandoned gas station on two other occasions. But this night felt different. His gut sensed danger, and his gut was rarely wrong. He pulled out a flashlight from the glove compartment as he exited the car. The dark, overgrown area made it difficult to see ahead. The flashlight would guide his path.

			Feeling uneasy about the situation, Connor quietly walked around the rear of the station rather than enter through the front as he had previously done. On the back of the gas station, Connor spotted several loose planks. He peeked in with his flashlight and called for his informant, John, a name he suspected was fake.

			There was no response, so he said the name again, a little bit louder. Again, there was no response. He walked slowly inside the building, shining his flashlight in every direction. He saw nothing. He ripped off three of the wood planks and crawled inside, keeping his flashlight raised straight ahead as he did. When he stood up and moved his flashlight around, he could see that the area he entered was a small office in the rear of the station. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, and mice scampered around the concrete floor. He called his informant’s name again, but there was no answer. Connor’s uneasy feeling grew more intense. He considered leaving, getting in his car, and driving off. Every instinct inside him told him that was the smartest idea. But his curiosity and investigative nature caused him to continue. 

			Eight, ten, twelve feet, the garage area was straight ahead. He took three steps inside the garage, pointed his flashlight slightly to the left, and there was his informant on the ground, lying in a pool of blood.

			Connor rushed forward, dropping to one knee beside John and checking for a pulse, but it was futile—the informant was already gone. His hands trembled as he scanned the scene, searching for any sign of what had happened. The silence was overwhelming, broken only by the distant hum of traffic and the soft drip of water from a leaking pipe overhead.

			Connor ran quickly out the front door of the gas station, where he was stopped by two police officers, guns drawn and pointing directly at him. “Hands in the air,” one of the officers screamed. “Get down on the ground,” the other officer demanded. 

			His hands were cuffed behind his back. He was patted down and taken to the backseat of a patrol car by one of the officers as the second one called for back-up and then entered the gas station.

			A few minutes later, two more police cars showed up, and two more officers raced inside the gas station.

			Connor would be taken to the D.C. Police 2nd District Police Station. He was read his rights and taken into an interrogation room. He sat there, handcuffed to a table for what seemed like hours.

			Finally, the door opened, and a large, intimidating man wearing a wrinkled gray shirt and red tie walked in and sat down across from Connor. “My name is Detective McClain,” he said as he set down a recording device on the table.

			The meeting started with an offer of coffee to Connor. The detective gathered information such as name, address, phone number, and occupation, then moved on to the primary questions.

			“Why were you there, Mr. Bourne?”

			“I’m a reporter,” said Mr. Bourne. “The deceased called me around midnight, saying he had important news but wouldn’t elaborate.”

			“Why you?”

			“He’d shared info with me before. He trusted me.”

			“What info?”

			“I don’t really know. He only mentioned having newsworthy information.”

			“Such as, Mr. Bourne?”

			“I said that I don’t know.”

			“You said he had shared information with you before. Can you give an example?”

			“I never published his information because I couldn’t verify it.”

			“Now I’m curious—what did he tell you?”

			“I can’t disclose that.”

			“You mean you won’t.”

			“Correct. As I said, I couldn’t confirm any of it.”

			“So, an unreliable informant calls you late at night to meet at an abandoned gas station in a dangerous area, and you decide to go?”

			“Yes. I didn’t claim his information was unreliable, just that I couldn’t verify it.”

			“Was the individual alive at the time of your arrival?”

			“No, he was not.”

			“So, you were unable to ascertain what information he deemed significant enough to insist on meeting you in an area of D.C. that is widely known for its high crime rate, and where even law enforcement typically exercises caution?”

			“That is correct; I did not.”

			“Did you kill him, Mr. Bourne?”

			“No,” Connor said forcefully back.

			“Did you have a gun with you tonight?”

			“No.”

			“Oh, come on, Mr. Bourne. Do you expect me to believe you came to an abandoned gas station in a dangerous part of town in the middle of the night and didn’t bring a gun for protection?”

			“I did not bring a gun. I don’t even own a gun.”

			

			“Who else came with you, Mr. Bourne?”

			“No one. I was alone.”

			“Did you see who shot the deceased?”

			“He was shot?”

			“Yes. In the back of his head.”

			“I didn’t know. I saw him lying on the ground in a pool of blood, but I didn’t know how he was killed.”

			“Were there any unusual observations?”

			“Like what?”

			“A speeding car or suspicious person—anything? You must have seen or heard something, Mr. Bourne.”

			“No. I did not.”

			The interrogation went on for nearly two hours, and many of the questions were repeated two or three times.

			Finally, as the sun began to come up and with Connor tired and concerned that Nancy would be worried that he hadn’t arrived home yet, Connor asked.

			“Am I under arrest?”

			“No. Not yet, Mr. Bourne.”

			“Then I’m done talking, and I want to go home.”

			The detective smiled briefly as he looked directly into Connor’s eyes. 

			“Okay, Mr. Bourne. But don’t leave town. I’ve got a feeling we’ll be talking again real soon.”

			“By the way, detective, out of curiosity, how did the police show up at the gas station so quickly?”

			The detective’s expression darkened for a split second before returning to his usual guarded calm. “Let’s just say, Mr. Bourne, we had our reasons to be in the area. Sometimes, luck is on our side.” He gathered his notes, offering Connor a final, unreadable look. “Stay out of trouble, and remember: don’t leave town.”

			A patrolman drove Connor back to his car, and he got inside and immediately called his wife. There was no answer, so he drove quickly home, calling her three more times while he drove. She did not answer. He pulled into the driveway and ran to the door.

			The front door, locked when he left, was now unlocked. Connor immediately noticed the smell of gas inside. In the kitchen, the stove was on, and a pipe showed a small, drilled hole. He turned off the stove, covered his mouth and nose, and headed to the bedroom.

			“Nancy, Nancy,” he hollered. 

			Connor rushed into the bedroom, his heart pounding. The room was heavy with lingering gas and silence. The bed was empty, sheets untouched, and Nancy’s perfume still hung in the air. As he searched the house and called her name, each echo increased his fear.

			His mind raced through the possibilities—had someone broken in while he was gone? Had Nancy left for some reason, or had something far worse happened? Connor checked every room in a frantic search, his calls for Nancy growing more desperate with each unanswered plea. The sense of dread grew heavier as he pieced together the strange events: the unlocked door, the gas leak, her sudden absence. Fear and uncertainty pressed in on him, suffocating and inescapable, as he realized something terrible was unfolding beyond his understanding.

			He found Nancy’s lifeless body submerged in the bathtub in the upstairs bathroom, her nightgown lying on the floor next to the sink. He rushed to her side, shook her, and screamed her name. There was no response. In a panic, he picked her up and ran his wife outside and away from the toxic fumes. Desperate to revive her, he blew into her mouth and slammed down on her chest. Four, five, six times he attempted to revive her.

			Connor’s hands trembled as he realized the magnitude of what had happened. Panic and confusion collided inside him, the world spinning as he struggled to process the horror before him. He dialed 911 with shaking fingers, pleading for help, his voice raw and desperate. The moments that followed blurred together—sirens in the distance, authorities swarming the scene, and questions he could barely answer as shock numbed his senses.

			For a brief moment, Connor knelt beside Nancy, overwhelmed by a sense of disbelief. Everything had changed in an instant, and the future he had imagined for his family was gone. As the paramedics arrived and took over, he was ushered away, numb and shivering in the early morning light. Neighbors began to gather, their faces a mixture of curiosity and concern, but Connor could barely register their presence. He felt utterly alone, with only the sound of sirens and his own labored breathing anchoring him to the reality of that terrible morning.

			The police cordoned off the house, and Connor could only answer their questions in fragments, his mind stuck on the moments leading up to that terrible discovery. The morning sun cast long shadows over the yard, marking the beginning of a day that would change everything for Connor and his family.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3: Life After Nancy

			Connor faced the difficult task of informing Nancy’s mother and his three daughters of their mother’s passing. The news was deeply distressing for them. Nancy had been a central figure in maintaining the family’s cohesion, especially given Connor’s frequent work-related absences. She consistently provided support throughout both positive and challenging times, fulfilling the roles of both parent and confidante to her children.

			Connor found himself haunted by the memories of that morning, the echoes of loss reverberating in every quiet moment. He tried to hold his family together through sheer will, but the weight of grief was relentless. Friends and relatives reached out in the days that followed, offering condolences and meals, but nothing could fill the hollow that Nancy’s absence left behind. Connor’s nights grew longer, filled with restless pacing and unanswered questions, and the sense that life would never return to what it once was.

			The grief weighed heavily on Connor, and it was clear that the family’s foundation had been shaken to its core. The girls clung to one another, their sorrow drawing them together even as uncertainty loomed over their future. Each daughter processed the loss differently—some withdrawing in silence, others seeking comfort in shared memories of their mother—but all were unmoored by the sudden absence of Nancy’s steady presence.

			Connor felt responsible for his wife’s death, believing his presence might have changed the outcome. He also sensed his daughters, and his mother-in-law quietly shared this view.

			The girls left for St. Louis with their grandmother immediately after the funeral. They said that they couldn’t bear to be in that house where their mother died any longer than was absolutely necessary. Besides, they had to get back to school. 

			But Connor felt the true reason was that they blamed him for their mother’s death, and they didn’t want to be around him. The goodbyes were brief and rather cold; none of the daughters hugged him. The girls resumed their lives, while Connor was left grieving. Regretful and lonely, he began drinking, sold his house, and moved back to St. Louis.

			It was the only home he knew besides Washington. Connor was born and raised there, on the southside, in a middle-class neighborhood of God-fearing Catholics and blue-collar workers employed at many of the factories and the brewery that dotted the southside.

			Nancy was raised on the northside in a similar neighborhood of hard-working blue-collar Catholic families. The two never met until college. Both attended the University of Missouri. Connor attended journalism school. Nancy planned to be an accountant. 

			They first met at a local bar, popular with students. Neither wanted to be there. Friends convinced them to come.

			Their first conversation was awkward, both of them unsure of what to say, but there was an immediate sense of understanding between them—an unspoken recognition of shared values and similar upbringings. Over the next few months, their chance meeting blossomed into a deep connection, strengthened by long walks across campus and nights spent talking about their dreams for the future. By the time they graduated, Connor and Nancy knew they wanted to build a life together, finding in each other a partner who could weather both the joys and sorrows that life would bring.

			Six months later, they were married and settled in a small two-bedroom home on the south side. Connor went to work at the St. Louis Post. Nancy took a job at a large accounting firm. They had little money, but it didn’t matter. They were together, and they were happy. Eighteen months after their marriage, Aly was born. Nancy quit her job to take care of her daughter. A year later, Maya was born, and a year after that came Kira.

			

			Connor had several successes at the Post as an investigative reporter. One story about local government corruption that led to murder resulted in national notoriety. That got the attention of the Washington Post and landed him a job there. The family moved when the girls were in elementary school. 

			Life had come full circle for Connor after his move back to St. Louis. But it wasn’t the same without Nancy. He tried to reconnect with his daughters, but his attempts failed. His drinking got worse, and so did his apathy toward life. 

			The country was divided. Most states fell in line with the new government. A few resisted and became isolated from the rest of the country. Missouri was an America First State. But within it were pockets of resistance. A small but strong wave of resistance formed soon after President Glen Hunt of the America First Party took office, and the reality of the government’s actions began to take hold. 

			Those who supported his actions were rewarded. Opponents were silenced.

			The Resistance, a small group of Americans who refused to accept the new government and, fearing retaliation, went underground. 

			Connor’s apathy and drinking would bring him to a community in South Central St. Louis that declared themselves neutralists. They supported neither the government nor the resistance. It was a community of apathetic souls that just wanted to live life in peace. 

			At the heart of the community was Joe’s Bar, where cheap bourbon and beer fueled a spirit of apathy.

			Connor spent most days at Joe’s Bar, nursing cheap bourbon and smoking cigars, his appearance disheveled and his spirit diminished. His only companion was Jacks, a loyal stray dog he found behind the bar, who never left his side.

			Connor’s daily life followed a simple routine. Drink alone in a dark corner of the bar all day and all night, Jacks by his side. Then, at closing time, he stumbled upstairs to his modest apartment above the bar. Then he would pass out, sometimes in bed, but usually he wouldn’t make it that far. He would wake to Jacks licking his face, nurse his headache with aspirin and coffee, and feed Jacks whatever leftovers he could find. The apartment reflected his state—worn furniture, stained carpets, and an overall sense of neglect.

			After cleaning up, Connor would return to the bar, retrieve a newspaper from a nearby stand, and settle into his familiar corner. Joe would often bring snacks for Jacks, sparking the usual gruff exchanges between the two men.

			Besides Jacks, Joe was Connor’s only friend, although neither man would admit it. They both acted like they disliked each other. It was a defense mechanism of sorts. Both men were stubborn; both were loners; and both were lost souls. 

			Joe had lost his wife of forty-two years to cancer. She was his rock, his moral compass, and his soul mate, just like Nancy had been to Connor. Since their wives’ deaths, both men were walking dead. They cared about no one and nothing. They went through the motions of life with complete apathy. 

			Somehow, life had brought the two men together. Connor had grown up in the Southside neighborhoods. Thirty years earlier, the neighborhood was filled with young, blue-collar families. Many of the men worked at Anheuser-Busch or one of the other dozen or so factories that called Southside their home. There was plenty of work and decent pay, enough to raise a family and enjoy the simple luxuries of life, baseball games, hockey, football, friendly bars, potluck dinners, and neighborhood barbeques. Wives stayed home and raised their families. They were active in the PTA and various church committees. They played bingo on Friday nights, had potluck dinners or barbeques on Saturday nights, and went to church on Sundays. Almost everyone in the neighborhood was Catholic and went to St. Marks Catholic Church. It was the neighborhood church, and at the center of most neighborhood gatherings. Father Michael was the pastor and had been for over twenty years. He and the church were the foundation of the neighborhood.

			He knew everyone in the congregation by first name, heard their confessions on Saturdays, and learned of their discretions the following week. He was a kind, gentle soul who never judged anyone and was beloved by everyone in the community. Whenever there was a sickness or death, he was there to provide comfort and hope. 

			Nearly all the neighborhood children went to St. Marks school. They were raised to love God, respect others, and to always put family first. It was a happy neighborhood full of laughter where children were safe to walk, and crime was almost nonexistent.

			Joe, nearly twenty years older than Connor, had also been raised in the neighborhood. His father, Joe Sr., owned Joe’s Bar, a small neighborhood bar that had been in the family since the Great Depression. It was a friendly place where blue-collar workers came after their work shifts for a couple of cold, cheap beers and to hear the news and gossip of the day before going home to their families for dinner. 

			The place nearly cleared out at supper time and then got busy again later in the evening when many of the men would return.

			Despite the close-knit community, Connor never knew Joe when he was growing up. Connor’s father, Ron, did, though. Ron was a frequent customer of Joe’s, and the two got to be good bar buddies. Connor’s dad worked at the Switzer licorice factory in St. Louis. His shift ended at 3 pm, and by 3:30, he was seated at the bar.

			Connor never really knew his dad. It was his mom who raised him and his mom who went to Connor’s sporting events and school functions. Still, he knew his dad to be a hard worker and a kind, loving person. 

			Throughout his childhood, his father only went to church twice a year, Christmas Mass and Easter, and he only did that because his wife forced him. Father Michael was a frequent visitor to Connor’s home, invited by his mother often for dinner, and with the hope that the Pastor could convince her husband to go to church. It never happened.

			When Connor was thirteen, his father passed away. A sudden and massive heart attack took his life one night while sitting at Joe’s Bar. The days that followed his death were the time Connor realized what a close-knit community the Southside was. Connor’s mom, Janie, was devastated. 

			Her husband of fifteen years was gone and had left her with almost nothing. No life insurance and less than twenty dollars in the bank. She not only mourned her loss but also had to worry about how she would be able to live and raise her only child, Connor. She had never worked outside the home, and now she would need to.

			That’s when the community stepped up. Father Michael and St. Marks Parish raised enough money to pay for a Catholic funeral and burial. For months after Ron’s death, parishioners brought food to the house. House payments and utility costs were paid from donations made to the church and Joe’s Bar, which collected donations from its patrons. Connor’s school tuition was paid by the church.

			A job opened up for Janie at the local bakery, and slowly the family got back on their feet. 

			The first time Connor met Joe was to thank him for the donations he had raised to help him and his mother. They would soon become friends as Joe became a sort of substitute father, helping him with homework, giving him guidance, and even attending many of his school and sports events. Between Joe and Father Michael, Connor kept on the right path and eventually went to the University of Missouri to study journalism thanks to scholarship money raised by the church and Joe’s Bar. 

			It was Connor’s junior year of college when his mother passed away. Pneumonia was the official cause of death, although Connor suspected her death was caused more from a broken
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