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FAITH DEPARTED




“Forgive me,”
Edward Gulf said as he stared up at Jesus. The savior’s eyes were
turned away, refusing to stare back at him, refusing to answer
him.

Two hours had passed since the morning
service. Sitting alone in St. Mary’s cathedral, Edward thought back
on the life he had led up to this point. The voices he heard
outside walking by and the cars driving past sounded like music
streaming through his life, asking him to join the world again.

He fingered the old rosary for the tenth
time and asked the heavens for guidance. There was no answer from
the savior hanging above.

After twenty more minutes, he stood on his
cramped legs and hobbled toward the center aisle. Staring at the
maroon carpet that ran from the double doors straight to the altar,
splitting the church in half, Edward clutched the rosary and weakly
made the sign of the cross with his right hand. He crossed the
maroon carpet and ran his hand along the back of the pine-scented
pew as he approached the stone statue of the Virgin Mary. Searching
for something he couldn’t express, he stared into her eyes.

He had always done the right thing. Or at
least, he had never done the wrong thing. He had been an honest
man.

He’d been divorced, but that wasn’t his
choice. His wife had decided she could no longer wake up next to
him, could no longer eat dinner across from him, but he still loved
her. He knew he would keep his vows and never want another woman.
In his eyes, she would always be his wife, the mother of his child,
the only woman who truly understood his pain.

He had been a good father. He was patient
and understanding. He had been a good friend and a teacher to his
only daughter. He’d listened and he learned as much from his
daughter as she had learned from him.

He was a good man. He knew this. It just
wasn’t in his nature to do anything bad.

But now his family was gone. His religion no
longer filled the empty hole in his life. As he held the old rosary
his daughter had given him, he knew he had only one thing to hold
onto.

The Plan.

Edward walked away leaving the rosary
dangling from the Virgin’s outstretched palms.

 


“Did you know in the eyes of God, suicide is
just as bad as murder?” Edward asked trying to focus his mind.

The nine-millimeter pistol felt heavy in his
hands. Edward tightened his grip reminding himself again to keep
his finger away from the trigger. Stick with the Plan.

“Can you believe that, Tom? All human life
is in God’s hands. Anytime we take that power away from him, it
could be considered a sin.”

Trying to slow his racing heart, Edward took
a deep breath and shrugged.

Despite the cool house, his starched white
shirt, drenched in sweat clung to his back. The silent room stared
back at him, his ragged breath the only sound.

“You’ve got a nice place here. I guess I
didn’t expect that.” He closed the shades. He looked around the
room. His thumb tapped the handle of the gun, a nervous twitch. The
gun was warm in his sweaty palm. He stared at the freshly painted
walls.

“But I can’t really appreciate it because
the only thing I keep thinking to myself is whether my daughter
died in this room.” Edward turned toward Tom. “Did she? Was this
the room you killed her in?”

There was no answer. Tom sat at the dining
table, silent, and immoveable. His empty eyes stared back at
Edward. Reminding himself to stick with the Plan, Edward turned
away, the gun down at his thigh.

He stared at the old movie posters framed on
the wall and wondered if Tom had some connection to the movie
industry. Why would someone collect movie posters and put them
on their living room wall?

He stopped in front of Marilyn Monroe
staring back at him on the Seven Year Itch poster. The
actress had been so beautiful, her eyes inviting yet dangerous,
telling of an untold adventure that Edward knew nothing about. He
couldn’t remember when he had first seen the movie.

Edward started to pace. Sweat dripped from
his balding head. He wiped it with his free hand. He needed to
relax and do what needed to be done. He raised the gun and pointed
it at Tom’s face, but the weak gesture went ignored. He pressed on
anyway.

“I loved my daughter. Not a day, no, not a
minute goes by in my life where I don’t think about her. I wonder
where she is and what her last thoughts were. I wonder why she left
with you.”

He lowered the gun, his finger off the
trigger. He began to pace again, thinking. He knew Tom wouldn’t
answer him. The minutes dragged on as Tom sat motionless at the
table.

Edward stopped pacing. “I wonder why you
took her from me. I’ve lost everything that matters to me. Jill has
moved on. I know she misses our daughter as much as I do. I know
the pain she feels from that loss. I see it in her eyes every time
she looks at me. I think she blames me, but I don’t know why. I
didn’t murder her. You did.”

Edward rubbed his face, sweat and tears
colliding. “She was a good girl. The best daughter a man could
have. She gave me a rosary for my birthday. She told me I should go
to church. I hadn’t been since my mother passed. It was a difficult
time for all of us, but she understood me. She knew I needed God’s
guidance.”

Hearing a sound outside, Edward froze and
listened. Minutes passed in silence, and then Edward resumed his
pacing reminding himself of the Plan.

“I’m a very spiritual man, Tom. I’ve prayed
every day since my daughter disappeared. At first I prayed that she
was safe somewhere, but as time went on I knew she wasn’t coming
home. I’ve been to church every day since that Tuesday morning when
she didn’t come home, looking for solace, looking for forgiveness,
looking for a meaning in all this. Do you know what I
discovered?”

Edward stopped and waited for an answer.
Silence was the only thing returned.

“I’ll answer for you. I realized I have a
building hatred of you and what you’ve done to my family. The
police may never find the evidence they need to send you to prison
for the rest of your life,” Edward said. “You may never be punished
in this lifetime for what you’ve done, but I had faith that God
would find a way to punish you.”

Remember the Plan. Stick with the Plan.

The Plan was simple. All Edward had to do
was to give Tom the gun and let him do what was obviously in his
nature. He had killed before, he can kill again, but Tom had killed
in the hopes of never being caught. Edward couldn’t guarantee Tom
wouldn’t be arrested and charged in this murder. In fact, he hoped
he would. It didn’t matter to Edward why Tom was imprisoned. He
just wanted to be with his daughter again. It was the only thing
that mattered to him now.

Edward knew he’d have to persuade Tom to
pull the trigger. He would have to convince him that he had a
choice between dying and killing. It should be an easy choice.

He just had to stick to the Plan.

He let the silence sink into the room.
Walking to the window, he glanced outside. There were no cars on
the quiet suburban street, no screaming children playing in the
yards. It was a peaceful fall evening, like all the others that had
passed since his daughter went missing. The other households were
busy preparing a family meal or watching the evening news, without
the worry that someone was missing. Without the pain of knowing
that their loved one was dead and would never return home. Without
the anger that the one responsible for their pain was walking free
in this world to do it all over again to another family.

The evening news would bring stories of
crimes just outside their grasp. The Republicans questioned the
President’s decisions, the Democrats complained about Congress
inaction. The national news would lead into the local news, the
rising crime rate, and the falling budget for education. Mental
health was being ignored, as was religion. They’d switch to sports
or the weather. People would complain about it all, but move on
with their lives, without seeing the impact in their individual
lives.

Edward returned the shade. The room grew
dark. Once again, he found himself looking up at Marilyn Monroe.
Then he noticed the man on the poster, turned slightly away as if
he had somewhere to be, but couldn’t help looking back at the
amazing woman. His hands were in his pockets, but his eyes revealed
he was haunted by his dreams.

He turned away from the poster. Time was
running out and he had to stick to the Plan.

“I’ve lost my family because of you, Tom.
Jill is dating someone, someone that doesn’t remind her of pain,
sadness, and murder. I remind her that our daughter is dead. I
remind her of you. This new relationship is good for her, I know,
but she still loves me. She needs her escape from this. I’ve
accepted it’s best for her.” He wiped the sweat from his empty
palm, then switched the gun to his left hand and wiped his right as
well. “I have no escape from this.

“Killing you will send me straight to Hell,”
Edward continued. “I think about these things. Not that it could be
worse than what I’m living right now, but I have to weigh my
options, you know. If I kill you, I go to Hell. I know my daughter
is waiting for me in Heaven. Killing you won’t unite us.”

 

He picked up the cordless telephone with his
left hand, cradled the phone with his shoulder and dialed 9-1-1. As
he waited, he looked over at Tom sitting quite still at the dining
table. He listened to it ring. He counted. He realized he was
hungry and couldn’t recall when he had eaten last.

“I can’t kill myself and I can’t kill you,”
Edward said. “For the past two years, I’ve fought with this
dilemma.” He checked the pistol. One bullet left. It was all he
would need.

He heard the cranky dispatcher on the other
line. He placed the telephone down in front of Tom.

“I no longer have faith that everything will
work out on its own, Tom.”

Edward sat down at the table across from Tom
and stared at his nemesis. He heard the clock behind him tick off
the seconds. His eyes watered and fatigue flooded him. It was
almost over.

Placing the gun on the table, he said, “It’s
time to make a decision.”

He pushed the gun to the center of the
table, scratching the wood. “My life or yours.”

The room was still. Edward looked at his
watch. The hands moved slowly, but he felt each second countdown in
his heart beat. Time was almost up.

The room grew darker. He closed his eyes and
waited.

“Take me to my daughter,” Edward
pleaded.

Only silence returned. Finally he heard the
sound of cars. He closed his eyes and remembered sitting in St.
Mary’s Cathedral that morning begging for guidance. He heard the
car doors slam, the muffled voices, and he could hear the music
calling to him.

 


Sitting at his gray, metal desk, Detective
Jeff Walters ignored the growing pain in his lower back and hip.
The air conditioning unit above him churned on and rattled every so
often to ensure there was never silence in the room. He could hear
the light sound of typing from other detectives and someone on the
phone behind him, but in general the room was unusually quiet for
this time of day.

Walters shifted in the ergonomic-government
issued chair. He knew he’d need to get up and walk off the
stiffness soon, possibly to have a cigarette, but since he was in
the middle of an argument with his partner, the walk outside would
have to wait.

“Kurt Cobain killed himself,” he told his
partner. “You don’t accidentally shoot yourself in the
face.”

“I’m not saying it was an accident. I read
the report same as you, but I have questions, and I think someone
needs to look closer at the evidence.”

“You think the singer was murdered?” Walters
laughed. “You’ve been a detective for two months and now everything
is murder.”

The conversation had started over the word
‘certainty.’ Detective Walters was certain. He’d been a detective
for over ten years and he knew guilt when he saw it. Proving it was
his only issue, but Detective Ross had gone on for almost an hour
on every conspiracy theory he could remember, ending with the famed
musician.

“I don’t think everything is a murder, but
you’ve been in homicide for a decade now and you know if something
doesn’t add up, you have to investigate.”

The older detective looked across his desk
at his rookie partner and shook his head. The young man was too
clean cut and proper to know how to detect guilt, he thought. He
still walked like a patrol officer, and talked like he knew
everything. He had yet to see what Walters had seen.

Walters closed the case file. He was
convinced of guilt and had told the family of his certainty. He
wouldn’t back down now. Besides, who could it hurt?

Ignoring the sudden urge to leave the
conversation and have a smoke, he leaned back in his chair and
offered the palms of his hands. “Give me something to make me
interested.”

“Cobain had three times the lethal dose of
heroin in his body. If he was trying to kill himself, there was no
need for a gun. He could just close his eyes and pass out of this
world and on to the world of the dead quietly and with a lot less
mess.”

Walters laughed again. “So you’re saying
someone interrupted his suicide to murder him?”

“Let me finish. Many doctors state that that
much heroin would not only kill someone it would make them unable
to pull the trigger of a gun. There is no way, as high as he was,
he’d be able to pull the trigger of a shotgun. So if we can state
that someone else shot the gun, then we have to ask whether he also
injected the heroin himself.”

Walters shrugged. “And how do the doctor’s
know how much heroin is too much in somebody who is a perpetual
user?”

“Excuse me, Detective Walters.”

Walters looked up at the female patrol
officer, a smile still on his face. “Officer Cane, do you believe
Kurt Cobain killed himself or was he murdered by some unknown
assailant and covered up by the entire Seattle Police
Department?”

The officer looked confused. She looked from
Walters to Ross and shrugged. “There’s been a call from the Hanes
residence.”

Walters straightened in his chair. “Tom
Hanes?”

The officer nodded. “Dispatch has an open
call. We already have two units on the scene. Edward Gulf’s car is
in the driveway and no one is answering the door.”

Detective Walters jumped up, his back and
hip no longer a concern. He grabbed his service weapon from his
drawer and ran out the door. Detective Ross followed close behind
him.

 


Detectives Walters and Ross arrived on the
scene just as the sun was setting behind the large house. He saw
neighbors peeking out their windows, with worried looks on their
faces. A single officer was putting up barricades at the end of the
street, even though the streets were empty. Other than the flashing
lights from the patrol cars, the neighborhood seemed serene.

Walters directed Ross to Edward’s car in the
driveway.

“See what you can find in there,” Walters
said as a patrol officer approached him.

The officer didn’t offer his hand or his
name. “The call was placed about an hour ago, but whoever called
must have placed the phone down. The dispatcher can hear someone
talking sporadically but it’s low and she can’t make out anything
that’s being said.”

“Do we know if Tom Hanes is in there?”
Walters asked.

“The neighbor said he usually stays home on
Sundays and she didn’t see him leave today. She doesn’t know when
Edward arrived, not that I think she’d help us anyway. She’s
rooting for Edward.”

Walters looked at the officer. “Get the
medics here.”

“Do you think he’ll actually do it?”

Walters didn’t answer. “I’m going up to the
door. Edward might listen to me.”

“I got two officers at the back door and
three up front. Let me know what else you need.”

Walters nodded. He passed his partner on the
way up the driveway. Detective Ross shook his head at the car.

“Take the back,” Walters instructed. “There
are two officers already there.”

As he approached the door, he found it odd
that his thoughts returned to Kurt Cobain. Walters nodded at the
officers. They had their weapons drawn and were ready for the
worst. Walters pulled out his own weapon but kept it at his side.
He was certain he wouldn’t need to use it.

Walters called out as he reached the door,
“Edward.”

There was no response. He listened hard, but
heard nothing. He banged on the door with his fist and called for
Edward once more.

He looked back at the officers concentrating
on the door. Only one glanced at him and shook his head once.

The detective knocked again. “Edward, we
talked about this,” he pleaded. “This isn’t what you want to do.
We’ll find your daughter and bring her back. I promise you, we’ll
find her. Please come out here so we don’t have to come in.”

He thought he heard Edward’s voice. He
listened hard.

He jumped when he heard the single gunshot
ring out. As the officers rushed past him into the house, Detective
Walters holstered his weapon and walked down the driveway, ignoring
the shouting from the officers. In silence, his partner met him and
they walked together back to their car.

Detective Walters stopped at the door as the
ambulance rushed down the street toward them.

“It’s over now,” Walters said.

“You didn’t go inside. How do you know what
happened?”

Detective Walters sighed. “I don’t need to
see it. I know exactly what happened.”

“Are you certain?” his partner asked.
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THE OTHER SON




The old man looked
ill. He was very gaunt with deep wrinkles pocketing his pale skin.
His blond hair had been thinned over his head. The black, velour
sweat suit he wore, hung loosely on his body. He sat very still in
the hard metal chair in the waiting area, his eyes staring blankly
straight ahead.

Detective Will Stellar watched him as his
coffee cooled in the mug in his hand. He gripped the mug tightly as
he tried to recall if he knew the man as the seconds ticked away on
the wall clock.

“Did he say what he wanted?” the detective
asked.

His partner, Sergeant Morgan shook his head.
“Just said he needed to speak to you.”

The old man moved slightly as he took a deep
labored breath.

“He doesn’t look well,” Detective Stellar
said, thinking the man could keel over at any moment.

Sergeant Morgan raised his shoulders in a
half-shrug. “Do you know him?”

“I don’t think so. What did you say his name
was?”

“Calvin Tomlinson. He lives here in Lake
City, down on Oxford Street.”

Stellar blew on his coffee and thought about
the area. There was a growing older population on Oxford Street.
They were coming together and becoming stronger in coordinating
their vote. They were vocal about politics and laws protecting the
elderly. Stellar’s interest was now moving toward the annoying
phase. If this meeting was about politics, it would be a waste of
his time. He had criminals to catch. If the public wanted to talk
about politics, they could reach out to the sheriff. He sure had
enough time on his hands.

Putting the coffee mug down, he surrendered
to the meeting. “Bring him to my office.”

 


Detective Stellar looked at the small old
man now sitting in the comfortable leather chair and the warm
inviting office. Detective Stellar’s office was the only
comfortable room in the entire police station. It was small, but
inviting and much plusher than even the Sheriff’s office. That was
because Stellar came from money and paid for it himself.

In fact, most of the equipment and furniture
in the police station came from the Stellar family. His family had
discovered Lake City over one hundred years ago, and with oil money
from Texas they had built up Lake City, Nevada into their own
little oasis. Detective Will Stellar’s father had encouraged others
to come here fifty years earlier with his ranch. He helped build
the medical center, the schools, and the tract homes so people
would come and live in his town. And people did come, mostly for
the jobs, and stayed for the small town community living.

Now retired from ranching and construction,
Will’s father was locked away in a home trying to remember his own
name. He had left the town to his three sons. Lincoln, the oldest
son had followed in his father’s footsteps and expanded the family
empire. Frank Stellar, a year younger than Lincoln, had escaped
Lake City for the big city. He moved to Houston and was now running
his own oil empire.

Will, the youngest had escaped his family
clutches and decided law enforcement was his calling, but couldn’t
leave Lake City, and saw the city much like his father did. It
belonged to the family and it was his responsibility to keep it
safe.

Although he knew many of the people living
in Lake City, he didn’t know everyone. The town had grown larger
than his father had anticipated and was now bursting at the seams
with people fleeing Las Vegas for a more secluded desert lifestyle,
just as Las Vegas was being inundated with Californians.
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