
Debbie 

A short piece by James Windale 

The blue lights of the cruiser brought Debbie to a slow, careful stop on Route 19 just 

outside of Summersville, West Virginia. She knew he hadn’t been speeding but that she had 

probably been swerving. Something in her wanted to put the reason she was stopped on a 

broken tail light or the noisy exhaust pipe hanging from the back of her car. 

The cruiser’s headlights blinded her and she fumbled for her driver’s license and 

registration. The cab of the car spun slowly and she dropped the paper registration onto the 

floor. She reached down to pick it up and felt the vibration of the officer’s flashlight as it 

wrapped against her window. 

She brought her head back up and felt her balance waiver again. A second set of 

headlights coming from the opposite direction sprouted a set of blue and red lights on its 

roof, passed the scene, spun around and parked behind the other cruiser. 

She rolled her window down slowly and felt the chill of the winter night air as it blew 

inside and made her shiver. The officer inspected the car quickly with the flashlight as he 

instructed her to hand over her driver’s license and registration. She did as she was told and 

placed her head against the steering wheel. 

“Are you feeling alright Miss?” he asked shining the light on her. Debbie heaved a sigh 

and shook her head. A second flashlight shone in from the other side of the car; the other 

officer. 



The officer looked over her credentials and asked her to step out of the vehicle. She did 

as she was told, unbuckled her belt and started to put her hand out the window. The officer 

backed up a pace and she noticed his hand was on his gun. 

Debbie sighed again even more ashamed. “I have to open the door from the outside, the 

inside handle is broken,” she explained. The officer processed this information and nodded 

allowing her to do what she needed to get out of the car. She fumbled with the outside latch 

but was finally able to wrap her fingers around the icy cold metal latch and pull it skyward. 

Her sneakers crunched under the packed snow and she felt the wind blow past her nylon 

covered legs and the knee-length shirt she wore. Her parka was zipped tightly around her 

chubby chin and the hood with the faux fur brim flopped behind her onto her shoulders. 

She followed his fingers with her eyes as she was instructed and then tried standing on 

one foot, touching her nose and attempted to recite the alphabet backwards. Failing all three 

gloriously she began to cry. 

“Tears won’t get you out of a DUI, Miss,” the officer scolded. Debbie shrugged her 

shoulders but didn’t bother to stifle the salty flowing water beginning to freeze on the bottom 

of her chin. She was guided with a firm, steady hand to the back of the first patrol car. 

Through the plastic divider she could see the second officer searching her car. She wasn’t 

worried though, knowing that there was no possibility of the finding anything in her car that 

might be incriminating. 

Alcohol was new to Debbie, and her co-workers should have done better by her than 

encouraging her to have “Just one more,” over and over again. She’d felt fine up until the 

point when she stood up, but was far too embarrassed to ask for a ride. She was twenty-five, 



sixty pounds overweight, and living on the couch of someone who was basically an 

acquaintance. A DUI was a small bump in the road at this point. 

Both officers returned to the cruiser and opened the door she was sitting at. They found 

her hands neatly folded on her lap and the tears still streaming down her face. 

“How much did you have to drink tonight, Deborah?” the first officer asked. She thought 

for a second but wasn’t sure how to answer the question. 

“I had three different kinds of beer. I know the first was a pretty amber color. I didn’t like 

the second because it was very dark and heavy. That one was dark, almost black.” She wiped 

her face with the palm of her pink-gloved hand and could feel her nose running. “The last 

one tasted sort of like tangerines. Then I had something with sour mix in it and a cherry…” 

“I want to know how many drinks you had Deborah,” the officer said as he wrote on his 

note pad. 

Debbie thought a moment. It seemed like a silly question because they were all so 

different and they all must have had different alcohol contents. She counted the different 

glasses that were put in front of her as she recounted the night. 

“Seven,” she said but then thought again. “Does the tan cream that gets dropped into an 

Irish Car Bomb have alcohol in it?” she asked. 

The officer’s eyes went wide at her honesty. “Yes,” he said. 

“Then I guess I had eight,” she admitted. 

“Are you trying to be funny?” the second officer asked shining his flashlight into her 

face. 



“No!” she insisted and began to sob. “I’m scared and confused. I’ve never been in trouble 

before.” 

The first officer had to agree, Debbie had nothing against her: no outstanding warrants 

and not so much as a parking ticket against her driving record. 

“That will be good for you then,” the second officer said. “The judge might go easy on 

you since you’re a first time offender.” 

“It’s not that,” Debbie cried. “I have basically nothing. I work at a grocery store and sleep 

on the couch of someone I hardly know. I literally got my license a month ago because I was 

so scared to get it, and my parents don’t even talk to me anymore because of our…” She 

paused to wipe her nose and redirect her point. “Their stupid religion.” 

“What religion is that?” the second officer asked. 

“They’re Jehovah’s Witnesses,” Debbie answered. “I’ve been disfellowed and now I’m 

not even allowed in the house I grew up in. I can’t see my mom or my brothers anymore. I 

am completely alone and haven’t got a clue what I’m doing in the real world.” 

The second officer tugged at the first’s jacket sleeve and beckoned him away from the 

car. The first shut the door leaving Debbie in the cruiser. 

“I know this sounds bad but I think we should give her a break,” the second officer said. 

“I know what you mean, but you got the memorandum just like I did, no more breaks for 

DUIs. There’s also no way she’s able to drive home on her own.” 

“I think we should see if she can call someone to come get her,” he second insisted. 

“That’s too risky on our end. The Lieutenant was specific, no breaks. Besides there’s 

probably no one she could call to come to get her anyway.” 



“What about the people she was out with tonight?” 

“If they let her drive home like this they probably aren’t good friends of hers anyway. 

She’s looking at the world with a new set of eyes and has no one to point her in the right 

direction. The people she was out with tonight probably just wanted to see how she’d act 

when she was drunk. She’s probably a social misfit when she’s sober.” 

“So we’re going to crucify her on her first offense? You know that’s going to follow her 

where ever she goes and she has enough stacked against her as it is.” 

The first officer blew hot air into his hand to warm it and sniffed his nose as he thought. 

“I think she might have a diabetic problem,” the officer explained in triage. The ER 

waiting room was crowded and the roar of a room full of people kept the conversation 

between the officer and the nurse quiet. The officer must have known her because she said, 

“Thanks, Brad” when he stood up to leave. 

Debbie’s situation, per Officer Brad, was that she had been pulled over for weaving on 

the road, and found to have strange smelling breath and altered mentation. He cited that her 

skin was red and felt warm, another classic sign of high blood sugar. 

He said that he didn’t call an ambulance because he was so close to the hospital. In fact 

the hospital was ten miles from where she had been pulled over, and her car had been towed 

to an impound lot and she would be able to pick it up when she got out of the hospital. 



The nurse instructed her to lie on a stretcher in the back hall, to stay there and not make 

any noise. An ER technician placed an IV in her hand and ran saline into her vein. She put 

her head back on the firm stretcher mattress and faded off to sleep. 

At shift change in the morning the triage nurse woke her up and placed a bus token in her 

hand. 

“You’re lucky,” the nurse said. “The police could have, and should have, booked you last 

night.” In the nurses hand was a packet of papers which she presented to Debbie. On the 

bottom of the page was a blank line with an X beside it. “Sign here and you’re free to go.” 

“I’m not under arrest?” she asked. 

“Nope, but I wouldn’t push your luck. Don’t do this again,” the nurse warned. Debbie 

signed the papers and was led out the front doors to a bus stop where she sat, the wind 

blowing stinging snow around her as she waited for the bus. She tried to stifle the tears of 

relief, but quickly gave in to them. It felt good to be given a second chance, and she wouldn’t 

let Officer Brad down. 

When spring came she met her father, in secret, at a Starbucks in Richmond, Virginia. 

John Meyer was playing over the speakers in the ceiling and she was purposefully late so that 

she wouldn’t be trapped if her mother walked in with him. If Mom became involved the issue 

of her separation from The Slave would become heated, but she’d still try to bring her back. 

Her mother was a rare and wonderful person to the Witness community. She, Francis 

Becham, wife to Arnold Becham and mother to Debbie, Mark and Paul Becham, was one of 

144,000 people preordained to enter heaven and be with God at the end of the world. To be 



anointed with this honor and have a child defect from the faith was a serious blow to her. For 

this reason Debbie avoided contact with the woman. 

As she entered the Starbucks she looked around the room and found her father sitting at a 

table, green L.L.Bean coat and tweed had sitting on top of his head accentuated by his salt 

and pepper beard. He waved to her and smiled widely. 

She had always been Daddy’s Girl, and that was an easy roll to fill when she had been his 

only daughter. He had been liberal about the faith and its practices before his wife had 

discovered her true purpose as an anointed person. After Francis had blossomed into her new 

persona, sleepovers stopped, scary movies could no longer be watched, and all holidays and 

birthdays were observed strictly by the book. That is to say, not at all. 

Arnold Becham had married into the faith, which meant he was required to adopt it. 

Francis’ father had been a Watchtower contributor and so was strict about the faith’s practice 

in the house. Arnold had been interested in Francis from a distance and his own open-minded 

curiosity had allowed him to be exposed to their propaganda. What it came down to, in the 

end, was that if Arnold expected to remain with Francis he needed to get in line and become 

subject to the slave class. 

Debbie remembered her father in good ways, and tried to keep him as she liked in her 

mind. There was little contact with his parents because they were not true believers, and were 

thusly doomed to eternal damnation. They died, first his father, then his mother, both weak 

and needy because the rules of the faith dictated that if they were not part of the faith they 

would corrupt it. Arnold loved his wife and children so much that he allowed this to happen. 



He had been a fan of Cat Stevens once, and Debbie remembered her father singing along 

to “Morning has Broken” on his fathers old vinyl records when he made them breakfast on 

Saturday mornings. The music stopped when Francis discovered she was anointed. 

The children were all home schooled after the fourth grade. Until then, they had been 

allowed to interact with others and receive the foundations of education until it was time for 

them to begin learning about the teachings of Christ. They were pulled out of public schools 

and given a proper Christian education at home by video cassette. 

Another change that occurred when Francis became anointed was that she didn’t work 

anymore. One income would suffice because God would provide if Francis was able to stay 

home and study The Bible. Again Arnold bowed to the ultimate reason of faith and picked up 

extra hours at the plant to make up the difference. 

The family had one car, an old beat up station wagon with wood paneling that they used 

to go to church meetings and study groups. Other than that they didn’t go anywhere and so, 

Francis and the Elders justified, it was unnecessary for Debbie to get a driver’s license. Her 

brothers who were younger had them, providing they worked only part time as to devote 

most of their time to Bible study. The idea of higher education was not only out of the 

question financially but absurd given that the only truth was God’s Truth, and nothing else 

mattered except that. 

Debbie was allowed a part time job at a grocery store, ringing on a register, providing 

that she handed over her paycheck to her mother every Friday. The money went to pay the 

household bills and fund Watchtower projects that Francis’ father supported. Arnold himself 



was not as active in the faith and therefore any and all matters of faith went either through 

Francis or her father. 

Her new job afforded her an opportunity to interact with other people, though she found 

this hard. Years of conditioning combined with lack of societal interaction proved to be a 

problem for her social graces. When those around her cursed she became offended, and 

customers complained when they found religious pamphlets tucked in beside their eggs and 

bread, promising salvation to the faithful and eternal damnation to those who didn’t embrace 

the Lord. The manager called her out on it and warned her never to solicit religious material 

on the premises again. Her coworkers giggled at her as she looked at the floor ashamed. 

A bagger named Elroy befriended her, as much as he could. Elroy was older than her, at 

thirty-one, and liked to tell her how pretty she was. She didn’t feel pretty, especially 

compared to the normal girls she worked with who wore makeup and skimpy clothes when 

not at work. They went to parties and probably had sex with their boyfriends too. They also 

smoked cigarettes, which were strictly forbidden by her faith because of the health hazards. 

Elroy didn’t laugh at her though. He sat with her on her breaks and they made small talk 

about the weather and the goings on at the store. He asked her if she had a boyfriend and she 

blushed and said no. He asked her out on a date but she refused. It was preferable for her to 

stick with her own kind but the nice guys had already been picked over. She wasn’t all that 

much to look at and she hated trying to compete with the other girls at events that encouraged 

mingling between the youths. It was easier for her to be funny rather than attractive because 

despite what her parents told her she was fat. A big girl. Fat girls didn’t attract nice guys, 

according to what she’d heard and seen. 



She would see Elroy mopping in the aisles and feel angry that she couldn’t respond. She 

weighed the issue of bringing him home to meet her parents. Naturally that was going to be 

the first step in dating, and one of two things would happen there: (1) He wouldn’t be good 

enough because he wasn’t a member of the faith, but then again Dad hadn’t been either so it 

might have been overlooked if he became a Witness too. (2) People were known to look at 

Jehovah’s as a cult and feared them and liking the attention from Elroy she decided not to 

risk it. 

He asked her out for a beer one day and she declined. She declined subsequent offers for 

coffee, tea, and hot chocolate, cheeseburgers, and pizzas. The constant offers began to bother 

her, not because she didn’t like Elroy but because there was nothing she could do about it. 

“Just go out with him,” a coworker told her. 

“It’s not that simple,” Debbie explained. “There’s a religious issue.” 

“What’s that got to do with it?” 

Rather than go into it with another outsider, Debbie dropped the topic. Elroy persisted 

and when she was about to tell him no for the final time, she asked herself “What’s the harm 

of having coffee with a friend?” 

“It has to be right after work,” she explained to him. “One hour, that’s all.” Elroy was 

elated and promised that it would be no longer than an hour. She told her father that her shift 

ended one hour later than normal and to pick her up at that time. It would give her an 

opportunity to get back from coffee with Elroy and be waiting for him when he arrived at the 

store to pick her up. 



Coffee with Elroy was a resounding success. He was interesting and stimulating and she 

wished that she hadn’t waited so long to say yes to him, but she was glad she’d held out to 

know him as well as she did. Their first coffee date became a regular occurrence and she let 

her family know that it was a permanent part of her schedule. They must not have noticed the 

difference in her paycheck. 

Elroy asked for more access to her but going out on coffee dates without her parent’s 

consent was one thing, an actual date would require her to bring the two worlds together and 

she didn’t want to risk that. 

“My parents are… funny,” she explained. “They don’t like strange people so it would be 

better not to meet them yet.” She told him to pick her up down the street from her house at 10 

PM after her parents had gone to bed. She would sneak out the back window and as long as 

she was home before morning they’d be none the wiser. 

Courting was a slow business for Debbie and Elroy. She finally let him kiss her on the 

mouth, but then he did this thing with his tongue and she didn’t like that. He explained that it 

was the way everyone kissed. Wanting to be more like “everyone” she let him do it. The next 

adventure was his hand up her shirt but her flabby belly, his cold hands, and the fear of 

premarital fornication and what that would mean in the eyes of God scared her. She pushed 

him away at first but when he became distant at work she let him under her shirt again. As 

promised by the Elders, and their many lectures on premarital sex, one thing led to another 

and brought her farther and farther away from God’s Light. 



“Can a man rake together fire into his bosom and yet his very garments not be burned? 

Or can a man walk upon the coals and his feet themselves not be scorched?”—Proverbs 

6:27,28 

Nope. But holy shit it was fun! Of course sin is fun, that’s why it’s a sin. People aren’t 

supposed to enjoy themselves because they can’t control their desires. If they could do 

anything they wanted then there would be pandemonium and there would be no order in the 

world. She knew she needed to stop but it felt so good to do something bad! 

She’d never seen one before the first time she showed it to her. He helped her put her 

hand on it and it felt warm, soft but firm. Pliable might have been the word she wanted. It 

wasn’t a word she wanted though, it was a desire to be normal for a moment, normal like the 

other girls she rang on the register with, normal like the people on TV. She knew that if she 

brought Elroy home her mother would never accept him. The reason being that thus far she 

hadn’t needed to lie about anything, and when she was asked if she’d known this man 

intimately she’d have to tell the truth and then Elroy would be gone forever. Like a limp doll 

she let him do what he wanted, and truth be told, she enjoyed herself. 

“I’ve met someone,” she told her father. She decided that telling her dad about Elroy was 

easier than broaching the topic with her anointed mother. Dad had always been her dad 

before being a member of the faith. Dad of course told Mom who immediately wanted to 

know the circumstances surrounding the special someone. 

When she let it slip that they had been secretly meeting for coffee her mother was angry. 

Dating was strictly on a permission only basis even though she was twenty-three. The fact 



that she lived at home still made her subject to their rules. Arnold tried to quell the matter but 

when Francis inquired about matters pertaining to a sexual nature Debbie couldn’t tell a lie. 

Elroy could be no more. She was told to break off the relationship with him, to make a 

separate peace with God, and to sweep the matter under the rug. The topic was not to be 

brought up again. The sad glances from Elroy were too much for Debbie and she finally 

began to question exactly why sex was a sin when it required for children to be born. She 

knew there were redundant instances of hypocrisy in The Bible when it came to sex. 

Situations when it was acceptable and when it was not. Not just hypocritical but also 

conflicting messages. 

She pined for Elroy in secret and cried in her room at night. Her eyes pleaded towards her 

father for sympathy, which he might have given were her mother not in the picture. He might 

have been afraid of her in some way. He knew that because her attachment to the church was 

so strong they would support her in keeping his children from him if he left. He’d already 

lost his parents and must have held an insurmountable level of guilt over that. Losing his 

wife and children would have been too much. 

“I’m leaving,” she said walking into the living room of their house. 

“Where are you going?” her mother asked barely looking up from her Bible. Her father 

put down his tools he’d been using on a model sail boat. 

“I love Elroy and you can’t tell me I can’t be with him,” she said beginning to cry. “If that 

means I have to leave then I am leaving.” 

“You can’t leave!” her mother exclaimed. Debbie had her hand on the door knob. 



“Yes I can,” she said controlling the pentameter of her voice. “I’ve always had a choice. 

Your faith is sick, Mom. It locks people up and doesn’t let them out. It’s poisoned your mind 

against all the good things in the world and you can’t see how great the outside is…” 

“There is no goodness but what is found in God, Debbie!” her mother shouted. 

“I love him!” Debbie screamed. “But I hate you! I hate your religion because it robbed 

me of a normal life! I’ve never known anything but God, and it’s designed that way! Why 

does everyone else go to school and meet people, explore ideas? Because that’s what we’re 

supposed to fucking do! Not spend your life with your nose in a holy book!” 

Francis was across the room in an instant and slapped Debbie with the full force of her 

arm. 

“Do not bring blasphemy into this house!” Francis warned. “God does not take pity on 

those who bastardize His word!” Debbie could still feel the sting of her mother’s hand on her 

face as she repositioned the bag on her shoulder. She opened the door and saw the sunlight 

outside. It was warm on her skin. Her upper lip began to swell, and with her wavering voice 

Debbie offered her mother one final insight. 

“May God take pity on you, Mom.” 

Elroy broke her heart. In the months that had passed since she had broken it off with him 

he had found another special girl that he called his own. She knew that he did the same things 

with her that they had done together and it made her feel cheated that she’d given him 

something so important to her and her understanding of herself that to know it wasn’t 

reciprocated crushed her soul. Homeless and soulmateless she began to move on. 



In a year she found a new job away from Elroy and moved onto the couch of an 

acquaintance. The acquaintance was actually a former Jehovah’s Witness just like her, and so 

understanding the loss of family and purpose was communal between them. This however 

was the limit of their understanding. 

Her roommate, Alexandra, was brutishly unfair to Debbie. She forced the girl to reside on 

a dirty couch, and only afforded it to her when it didn’t have people sitting on it. Debbie 

provided her own food but only after a few checks came in. Until then she paid Alexandra for 

what she took, and Alexandra was a fierce bean counter. 

Getting out of the work environment and the apartment was necessary. A few months into 

her new situation a letter arrived from her father. She had not told anyone where she was but 

he explained the he’d hired a special investigator to find her. She felt violated in her privacy, 

but in a later phone conversation she was assured that her mother didn’t have knowledge of 

her whereabouts or her father’s activities. A meeting was arranged when he claimed to be at 

work, in similar fashion to Debbie and Elroy. 

“Are you OK?” he asked. “You look like you’ve lost weight.” 

“I’m fine,” she assured him. “I’m trying to eat better. I’ve gotten better at the games Alex 

plays with the food. All my stuff is labeled and I’m trying to eat healthier, so thanks for 

noticing.” She smiled sipping at her macchiato. She decided not to tell Dad about the incident 

with the police because she didn’t want to worry him. He had enough on his mind with work 

and the delicate balance between family and faith. 

“How’s Mom?” Debbie felt the need to ask. Her father sighed and answered. 

“She’s Mom. Worried about you, and very busy with the Church.” 



“She’s more concerned with the Church than with her harlot daughter,” Debbie 

countered. 

“That harlot happens to be my daughter and don’t you forget it,” her father said scolding. 

“You shouldn’t speak about yourself that way. Anything from Elroy?” 

Debbie shook her head sadly. “No, he’s long gone.” 

“There’ll be others,” he reminded her encouragingly. “I should know, I had another life 

before I met your mother.” 

“I had a life before I gave it up,” Debbie countered. 

Her father considered her remark. 

“I wish I’d been stronger,” he lamented. “I should have been a man instead of being so 

congenial toward your mother’s fanaticism. I would have kept you in a public school the way 

I had been and I would have let you decide, when the time was right, how much effort you 

wanted to put into religion. I would have let you date whomever you wanted and let you have 

friends, go on sleepovers…” he choked up and recovered with a sip of his coffee. 

“But then you wouldn’t be who you are,” he said taking her hand. “Despite the setbacks 

that I allowed, I’m proud of all my children. I think you set an example for your brothers. I 

would say their eyes have been opened.” 

“They’ve left too?” she asked both frightened and hopeful. 

“No, but they aren’t so easily swayed. Paul actually questioned a piece in the Watchtower 

and got a good tongue lashing from the Elders. They threatened to reproof them if they spoke 

out again. Good thing your mother is who she is.” 

Debbie rolled her eyes, “I wouldn’t say that.” 



“Debbie your mother cares, she means well.” 

“She’s lost her senses. The anointed stuff, all the Kingdom Hall bullshit, Bible Study 

three to five times a week, and if you don’t then they single you out. It’s a cult Dad, and it 

poisons people against their own families.” 

“Yes it’s a secular society,” her father admitted. “But they look out for their own and take 

care of them when things get tough. All faiths offer a greater sense of family.” 

“Is it the same family your parents gave you? They encouraged you to go to college while 

I was told that higher learning was as dangerous as drinking and drug use.” 

Arnold nodded slowly and looked down at the table. 

“And so you see how it’s made me feel as though I’ve failed my children in some way. 

I’m torn between loyalty to my wife and my children, two camps that seem to grow farther 

and farther apart every day. Mark brought home a course catalogue from the junior college 

the other day and your mother chastised him for going against the will of God. She genuinely 

fears for your souls, so much so that it eats her up inside. I can’t see my wife that way, the 

way she hurts.” He began to get emotional and fixed his posture in the seat. “You see how 

this is difficult for me.” 

Debbie folded her hands and leaned forward on the table and spoke sympathetically to 

her father. She could recall the red night shirt and jogging shorts he wore while making her 

breakfast. The smell of bacon and eggs and the steam emanating from the cup of tea sitting 

beside her plate. Cat Stevens playing on vinyl while her father sang along. The smile on his 

face when he turned around, skillet in hand and deposited her breakfast onto her plate. That 

grizzly beard smiling wide showing all his teeth, happy to pamper his children. 



“You can’t spend your life trying to salvage the souls of those who have strayed from the 

flock. I’ve considered my faith and I can tell you I still have a faith in God, but it’s a God of 

my own understanding. I can’t believe in a God who damns those who have premarital sex, 

practice homosexuality, smoke cigarettes, and go to college, but at the same time condones 

slaughtering children who disrespect their parents…” 

“That’s the Old Levitical Holiness Code, it’s not meant to be taken literally,” he reminded 

her. 

“It’s just amazing that Leviticus says men and women aren’t supposed to have sex when 

the woman is on her period, we can’t eat pork, cut our hair, or eat shellfish, and planting two 

different kinds of seeds on land is an abomination in addition to homosexuality. Scripture is 

used to corrupt people’s minds; I’m on the outside looking in now dad. You worry about my 

soul, but I’m worried about your mind. And by the way, you cooked bacon for us when we 

were kids and you order shrimp when you eat out, if you’re going to practice tyrannical 

Biblical codes at least practice all of them and not just the ones that fit you best.” 

Arnold nodded quietly, brought his head up and smiled at his daughter. 

“Would you want to have sex while on your period?” he asked smiling. He did have a 

point, unbeknownst to her father she had typically heavy visits from Aunt Flo. 

“I worry about you, your soul is another matter,” he said. “I think you get that from me. If 

we’re going to offer each other insight into religion, I will tell you that I agree with your take 

on God. I can’t believe in a God who condemns good natured people because they don’t 

subscribe to the right metaphorical, and in our case literal, magazine. Yet at the same time 

evil people who repent on their death beds receive forgiveness just as much as any Bible 



thumper who ever walked the earth. The whole 144,000 thing, to be frank, is completely 

absurd, just as much as those predicting the rapture. You can’t predict the rapture any more 

than you can predict that your one of the special club of anointed getting into Heaven.” 

Debbie became excited at the blasphemous ideas coming from her father. If he left the 

faith, became disfellowshipped, then she could have part of her family again. The way things 

looked with her brothers they were having their own second thoughts as well. She might have 

a family again! She squirmed in her seat and smiled encouragingly at her father. 

“It’s your mother though. I can’t abandon her because she couldn’t survive on her own. I 

bring in the income, I pay the bills. I knew all along that something was up with your 

paychecks, working later but not being paid for it. I was glad when you told me. You’re 

taking care of yourself better than your mother can take care of herself, and that’s why I 

haven’t left. It hits me every time I look at that door to the outside world, the face of your 

mother when I met her. When I think of that face I see yours and I can’t leave. There’s so 

much of your mother’s willpower in you that I know you will be fine. You’ll survive…” 

At the door he reached into his jacket pocket and produced an envelope. The name Hank 

was scribbled across it. Arnold handed his daughter the envelope which she took feeling a 

thick mass inside. Opening the envelope she found $100 bills, one after another in a thick 

green stack. 

“I opened a separate bank account years ago after I took part in a Hall meeting to 

disfellow someone. I saw the way they treated this person and I realized then that I never 

wanted to be without a parachute in case I needed to get out. There’s more where that came 



from if you need it.” Debbie stopped counting after fifteen bills and brought her attention 

back to her father. 

“The name Hank is on the envelope. Hank was a guy I worked with years ago at the plant 

who isn’t there anymore, but I still have his phone number saved in here,” he produced a cell 

phone from his pocket. “It’s prepaid and your number is listed as Hank. Don’t worry about 

calling the phone because your mother has no idea how to work it. Try to text before you call 

if you can help it so I can take it out of earshot.” 

Debbie smiled and hugged her father. She kissed his face feeling the familiar scratch of 

his beard. His scent was comforting. 

“You need anything, call me” he said. “No religion can tell me I can’t love my child.” 

With the money Debbie had gotten from her father, she was able to find her own 

apartment to have for herself; a small studio in Quinton. She found a new job working as a 

waitress at a T.G.I. Friday’s, pulling in good money on tips. Opening a bank account she 

loaded money into a savings account in case her father ever found himself on the same side 

of the fence as her. The money she planned to invest in a house that they could share after the 

fallout of disfellowshipment. 

In their weekly meetings conversation would come back, as it always did, to Francis. She 

had concluded that the disease coming from China was God’s wrath on the sinful of the 

world, and that salvation could only be gotten by accepting God as one’s personal savior. 

Simultaneously a drug craze had hit the streets on the East Coast that had made its users 

hostile and belligerent. Watchtower, Arnold reported, had reaffirmed their condemnation of 

all drug substances and reminded its faithful that they were not to accept blood transfusions. 



In some quiet circles it had been suggested that some followers had been seduced by the drug 

or the Chinese disease and in their madness had consumed human flesh. This information, 

while kept surprisingly quiet amongst the Witness community for its obvious vulgarity, was 

considered a shunable offense since human life was a gift from God and that consuming or 

medically accepting blood was a violation of this gift. God choses who lives and who dies 

and it is not man’s place to interfere with that. 

“Mrs. Sutherland asks about you from time to time,” her father told her. “Her brother was 

shunned and disfellowed years ago so she is familiar with what has gone on in our family.” 

He glanced out the window at the traffic and the people passing by on the sidewalk. “I think 

she knows I’m in contact with you, because she never brings the topic up around your 

mother. It might be out of respect but I can’t help but wonder if she’s fishing for 

information…” 

“You’ve always been paranoid,” Debbie reminded him. 

“Oh is that how it is?” he remarked laughing. 

A thud against the window broke their quite conversation. A gray faced man stood 

outside the Starbucks glaring down at them. Mucus dribbled from his mouth and he clawed at 

the window as if trying to breach it. He growled and snapped his jaws at them. People sitting 

nearby stood up and moved toward the counter away from the glass. Arnold took hold of his 

daughter’s jacket and brought her to her feet and guided her away from the scene. 

“Another junkie,” lamented the manager as he moved toward the door. The figure 

followed the movement of the manager as he made his way to the door to lock it. 



“Sorry about this folks, we’ve got to call the police and have him removed,” he dialed his 

cell phone and brought it to his ear. “I’m calling the police!” he warned the man who tried his 

best to make the door open from sheer brute force. The man banged on the door rattling the 

glass ignoring the managers warning. 

Two bystanders stopped outside the Starbucks and moved to intervene. They approached 

the man and took him by the arms. The man struggled and lashed out at the men who 

wrestled him to the ground. As they brought him down one of the men leapt back holding his 

forearm. Everyone in the Starbucks heard what he said.  

“The son of a bitch bit me!” 

“We’re gonna whoop your ass boy,” the other man was heard to tell the figure. The figure 

struggled at the other man, trying to free itself and gnashing his teeth at him. 

“Grrrr!” the bitten man rebuked. He showed his own teeth to the figure and then kicked 

him in the head. 

The police arrived, cuffed the figure, and placed a spitting and biting prevention mask 

over his face. 

“I wish I owned stock in these,” and officer commented examining the bitten man’s arm. 

“We’re ordering so many of them it’s ridiculous.” An ambulance was called to examine the 

bitten man further. At first he denied transport and treatment, saying it was nothing, but 

shortly thereafter began to feel ill and asked to be transported to the hospital. The scene over, 

the manager reopened the doors and released the customers. 

“You’d better go,” her father advised. “I’d rather know your home safe with people like 

that running around.” Debbie nodded, kissed her father goodbye, and told him she loved him. 



The T.G.I. Friday’s televisions paid no attention to the world of sports but were tuned to 

the local and national news feeds. Rioting had erupted in nearly every major American city. 

Not just in America but in London, Paris, Berlin, Moscow, Tokyo… the list was seemingly 

endless. 

Fires in Richmond had closed off most access in and out of the city. The story was that 

protestors had clashed with police and while it was unclear who shot first, the National Guard 

had been activated to help put down the crisis. 

“It’s hard to see outside,” a line cook commented. “The smoke coming from Richmond is 

so thick.” It was true; a thick white fog had rolled through the area and had distinct odor of 

char on it. To make matters even more suspicious, and deplorable, their patrons were far and 

few between, especially on a Saturday night. 

“This sucks,” another commented. 

A waitress looking at a local news channel called for everyone’s attention. She told them 

to watch the screen. Debbie put down her order book and stuffed her hands into her apron 

feeling the wad of tip money she’d stashed in it. 

A military helicopter hummed over the Richmond skyline seemingly unaffected by the 

thick smoke pouring out of the city. It hovered momentarily over an area, while in the 

background a news reporter was continuing to comment on the fighting between rioters and 

the local authorities. The helicopter dipped in the skyline and flashes of yellow tails streaked 

away from it. 

“What are they doing?” Debbie asked, already knowing the answer to her question. 



“The military is shooting at the rioters!” someone said. Debbie watched in horror as the 

helicopter unloaded its payload onto an unseen target, the sounds of its report hitting the 

ground out of sight of the camera. 

The news anchor confirmed their suspicions and cited that the rioters had pinned down 

local authorities forcing the military to react with lethal force. This explanation was soon 

disqualified when more helicopters appeared and began to fire indiscriminately at target 

unseen on the television screen. Debbie, unable to cope with what she was witnessing, 

covered her mouth with a napkin in the event that she vomited. A glass of ice water was 

brought to her by the line cook. 

The smoke getting thicker around the restaurant the manager began to send the wait staff 

home. He called the regional corporate office for permission to close the store but no one 

answered, not even the personal cell phone of the regional manager. As she gathered her 

messenger bag from behind the bar, Debbie heard a news anchor report that the rioting had 

now spread beyond the Richmond city limits and was quickly spreading to the outlying areas. 

Martial law was now in effect throughout Virginia, a curfew established as well as 

checkpoints on all major roadways. 

As she reached the door she decided it would be wise to call her father to be sure he was 

safe and at home. She also knew that he would want to know that she was safe. Selecting 

“Dad” under her contacts she walked out into the smoky air. 

An eerie calm lingered over the city of Quinton and the parking lot of the T.G.I. Friday’s. 

The bushes planted on the islands in the lot seemed to be consumed by the smoke and only a 



sliver of light broke through the smoke cover. Debbie coughed, made it to her car door and 

fumbled with her keys while the phone rang on the other end of the line. 

“Hello Deborah,” her mother’s satisfied voice said on the other end of the line. She nearly 

dropped the phone. Forgetting who she was speaking to, she offered a “Hello” in response. 

“It’s not too late sweetheart,” her mother told her. “You can still come back into the fold 

if you ask God for forgiveness. God forgives those who truly ask.” 

“Mom, where’s Dad?” she asked fighting against the Witness conditioning well 

established in her brain. 

“Your father isn’t here, he went out to get other members of the flock about an hour ago,” 

her mother explained. Debbie could hear people praying in synchronization in the 

background. 

“Where are you?” Debbie asked as she climbed into her car. 

“Where else would I be at the apocalypse?” Francis asked incredulously. “I’m at the 

Kingdom Hall with the rest of the faithful. You still have time to get here, repent and be 

saved.” 

“What do you mean the end of the world?” Debbie asked turning the key in the ignition. 

The car roared to life and she quickly backed out of her spot. Peeling out onto the main drag 

in Quinton she headed toward her parent’s home in West Virginia. 

“The armies of the Lord are marching on humanity, Deborah,” her mother explained. 

“Even now they’ve begun to congregate outside the Hall, listen!” Debbie heard her mother 

move the phone and position it next to what could only have been on open window. From the 



other end she could hear the sounds of people moaning. A scream was heard and the 

occasional burst of gunfire, then her mother brought the phone back to her ear. 

“Now I know that your father has been in contact with you, and I’ll tell you I’m glad. The 

world is too scary a place, much too dangerous and it was right of him to seek you out.” 

“He didn’t seek me out to bring me back Mom, he wants me to stay away. Your faith is 

sickening, it corrupts and destroys. It’s just lies meant to keep people controlled…” 

“People need to be controlled, Deborah. It is God’s will that his flock follow the example 

of scripture.” Sounds of shrieking filled the Hall and Debbie heard her mother call attention 

to the congregation. She must have lowered the phone to her side because her voice was 

diminished when she began to quote Revelation to them: 

"Do not be afraid; I am the first and the last, and the living One; and I was dead, and 

behold, I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of death and of Hades...” 

“Mom!” Debbie shouted into the phone. “Mom!” Francis came back onto the line 

“Deborah, the time is near. Judgment Day. I promise to look down upon you from God’s 

Glory…” the sounds outside the Hall had grown louder and louder. It was then that she 

realized the organist had been playing loudly, as if trying to draw attention to the Hall for 

some reason. 

“I love you, Deborah,” her mother said. 

“Mom…” Deborah pleaded. 

“Open the doors,” Francis instructed an unidentified Slave. 

“Francis don’t!” Debbie screamed. 



The Kingdom Hall she’d grown up in was then flooded with the cheers which were short 

lived and followed by the screams of patrons. A fire alarm began to sound in the background 

and the horrific, painful screams of the congregation were only heard by Debbie on the other 

end of a phone line. 

“Come. Take me,” the anointed Francis proclaimed to an unknown minion of God. 

Debbie heard the sound of a scuffle, and then the line went dead. 

…and I heard a voice of many angels around the throne and the living creatures and the 

elders, and the number of them was myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands…


