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Joey Turner frantically pulled his duffel bag from the closet then tossed it onto the bed.  He quickly emptied his drawers onto the floor and clumsily began stuffing the bag.  He pushed and tucked the clothes into one bulging mass and quickly moved to the bathroom where he filled the side pockets with toothpaste, deodorant, and other toiletries.  He returned to the bedroom and scanned it for anything he might have missed.  He checked under the bed and in the nightstand drawer.  He hoped he had everything.  He sat on the bed and tried, with difficulty, to unscramble his thoughts.

The first eighteen years of Joey's life had been a discouraging trial.  As a result of difficulties during birth, a lack of oxygen had left him with a mental disability.  Consequently, his speech was slow, and his ability to cope in life was severely hindered.  He had struggled through years of public schooling only to find himself frustrated.  He never felt comfortable in the special education classes and most days the kids would tease him about his drooping eye and his slow speech.  He had grown used to being called a retard or a dummy.  During the past twenty-two months, he had been living at the Crawford Center.  He was a member of the Lifehope program.  The program was designed to help the mentally disabled become completely independent.  It wasn't until he joined the Lifehope program that he had learned to have confidence in his abilities.  The program had given him the necessary training to deal with his everyday challenges.  He had learned that he wasn't stupid, or a retard.  He was a human being like everyone else, and he could make it through life on his own.  He had been looking forward to his final two months of training, but his hope of completing the program had come crashing down, just a few minutes before.  He chewed on his knuckle and replayed in his mind the events that led up to his current situation.

Joey's roommate, Shawn Stewart, had completed the two-year program the day before.  Joey had watched with pride as Shawn received his official Lifehope certificate of completion in the small graduation ceremony. He had said goodbye to Shawn before lights-out that night.  On their final night, each of the graduates slept on the first floor in the extravagant farewell suites.  It was the program's way of giving the graduates a good send off.

Joey had gone to sleep that night alone in his room with thoughts of what his new roommate would be like.  He and Shawn had become very good friends.  Joey smiled as he thought of the water fights they weren't supposed to have, and the cupcakes they used to sneak from the cafeteria.  He drifted off quickly as his pleasant memories turned into dreams.

A few hours later, Joey had awakened with a start--just a bad dream.  He sat up in bed and stared into the darkness waiting for his heart to settle.  He got up and washed his face with cold water in the bathroom.  As he was turning off the light, he noticed a pair of shoes by the shower.  They were Shawn's.  Joey knew that Shawn would want them, and had probably left them there by mistake.  

Joey scooped them up and headed for the door.  He wasn't feeling tired so he was going to make sure Shawn got his shoes before he left in the morning.  Besides, he thought it would be fun to say goodbye one last time.  He walked out into the dark hallway, being led only by the soft orange glow of the night-lights that lined the floor.  He walked as quietly as he could because if someone heard him, he could get into trouble.  No one was supposed to leave his room after lights-out.  But Joey felt this was important enough to take the chance.  

He entered the elevator and pushed the button for the first floor.  As he descended, his thoughts turned again to all the fun times he had spent with Shawn.  He would miss him very much.

The doors opened, and Joey began his search.  The hallway on this floor was brightly lit.  He rubbed his eyes and realized he was more tired than he thought.  He shuffled along the carpet in his bare feet and pajamas looking for Shawn's room.  He had no way of knowing which one Shawn was sleeping in, so he decided he would just start at the first door.

He opened it slowly and watched as a dagger of light pierced the dark room, illuminating the large bed.  "Shawn," Joey whispered.  "Hey Shawn, are you in there?"  After no one responded, Joey tried the next door.  A girl with long blond hair sat up and sleepily told Joey to please go away.  

The next door proved to be the one.  From the light of the open doorway, Joey recognized the Dallas Cowboys sticker on the side of a brown trunk next to the bed.  Satisfied, he closed the door behind him and felt his way through the darkness with only the glow of the moon coming through the curtained window.  He dropped the shoes by the trunk then approached the bed.  

"Hey Shawn.  It's me.  Wake up."  Shawn continued to lay motionless in the bed.  Joey was about to turn on the lamp beside the bed when he heard someone turning the doorknob.  He quickly darted for a corner of the room and held his breath.  Maybe someone had heard him and had come looking for him.  He would be okay if he just stayed completely quiet.

Joey watched silently as a dark figure closed the door and clicked on a flashlight.  He couldn't see who it was, but he followed the beam with his eyes as it slowly panned around the room, finally settling on Shawn's sleeping body in the bed.  The figure then approached the bed, and Joey could see the person reach into a pocket and pull out an object.

He watched in confusion as the figure shined the light on Shawn's face then brought the object into the beam of light.  It was a large syringe filled with a clear liquid.  The person carefully placed the tip of the needle into Shawn's neck then depressed the plunger, emptying its contents into the bloodstream.

Shawn sleepily shifted positions in response to the sudden prick, but didn't wake up.  Joey fought back a gasp and tried to keep his breathing steady.  His confusion quickly turned to fear as he realized that whatever was happening wasn't normal.  

Shawn suddenly started showing signs of waking up and a flash of hope passed through Joey.  But the hope died when he realized the movements weren't natural.  They almost seemed involuntary.  First his arms and legs started to twitch.  Then the twitching spread throughout Shawn's entire body.  The spasms forced the sheets off of the bed and onto the floor.  The figure stepped back to get out of the way as Shawn's body convulsed uncontrollably.  His chest rose and fell in a rapid rhythm then he spun off the bed and onto the floor.  His head hit the corner of the trunk then without warning, all movement stopped.   

Joey wanted to jump up and help his friend, but he knew he must stay quiet.  He felt the tears well up in his eyes as he watched his friend's lifeless body slumped on the floor.  He was dead.  He knew he was dead.  A silence surrounded them that was broken only by a sound that came from the dark figure before him.  Joey couldn't believe what he was hearing.  The man that had killed his friend was laughing.  A quiet laugh as if it was a joke shared only by him.  

The man fell silent then turned his attention to the lamp beside the bed.  He reached under the lampshade and turned it on.  The sudden rush of light caused Joey to shield his eyes with his hands.  After a few seconds he removed his hands and saw that the man was also adjusting to the new level of light.  He could now see the face of the man clearly.  Joey knew him well.  It was Jack Skinner.  Jack lived at the Center also and was always teasing Joey and pushing him around.  

Joey suddenly realized something.  If he could see Jack, then Jack would be able to see him.  At that moment, Joey panicked.  Without thinking he jumped to his feet and ran toward the door.  Jack saw him immediately.  

"What do you think you're doing?" Jack snarled.  "Don't move.  We need to talk.  You just stay right there."  Suddenly he changed.  He seemed nice, like an old friend.  Joey wasn't sure what to do.  Jack was slowly walking toward him, smiling.  

"What did you do to Shawn!" Joey blurted out.  Jack stopped and held his hands out, palms toward Joey.

"Wait a second, keep it down.  We don't want to wake anyone up now do we?  Just relax.  Don't worry about your friend.  I work here for the Center you see, I was just giving your friend something to help him sleep."

"He didn't need any help," Joey said as tears ran down his cheeks.  "What did you do to him?"

"I'm telling you it's okay.  He's going to be fine."  Joey didn't believe any of this.  Jack took another step toward him and Joey started to walk toward the door.

"Stop where you are!" Jack said, his anger returning.  "You're not going anywhere."  Joey didn't listen.  In an instant, he was racing across the room, yanking the door open and darting through the open doorway into the hall. 

Now, as Joey stood, he fought to control the fear that swirled in his stomach.  He did another quick check around the room.  It had only been three minutes since he left Shawn's room and he figured Jack would be coming through his door any second.  He must leave now.  In his training, he had learned not to panic in an unfamiliar or scary situation, but no training could prepare him for something like this.

He heard a sound coming from the hallway and stopped in his tracks.  He nervously watched the door, waiting for it to burst open and for his escape to be foiled.  A painful, silent minute followed, but nothing happened.

He put on his backpack and dragged the duffel bag across the room.  He slowly opened the door and peered into the dimly lit hallway.  He chose to take the stairs instead of the elevator.  He didn't want to chance running into someone.  He quietly descended the stairs, pushed through the back door, and vanished into the night.

Jack turned his attention back to the body on the floor after his surprise visitor ran out the door.  He wished he could have taken care of him, but it was too late for that.  He had gotten a good look at the kid and would report seeing him later.  For now, he needed to attend to the business at hand.

Moving quickly, he locked the door that led to the hallway.  He placed the pair of shoes on top of the trunk and dragged it across the room and through another door that led to an adjacent room.  He returned and repeated the same action with Shawn's body.

He cleared the bathroom and the closet of Shawn’s belongings then returned to the room for the last time, making sure he hadn't missed anything.  He looked under the bed then turned off the lamp, surrounding himself in a blanket of darkness.  He felt his way across the room then accidentally kicked the end table.  Anger rose with the pain, but he quickly stifled it.  He needed to have a clear head.  He had work to do.  

Joey put his duffel bag down and sat on the curb to rest.  He had been walking for almost an hour.  The sun was still hiding behind the mountains, sending pink streaks across the sky.  A car approached then zoomed past sending dust particles into Joey's red eyes.

He had been crying since he left the Center.  He cried for his friend, he cried because he couldn't believe what he had just seen, and he cried out of fear for his own safety.  Nothing seemed to make sense.  It was like a bad dream.  

Joey had been walking aimlessly for the past hour, but now he had a plan.  He was on his way to the Albertson's Super Market where he had been working for the past ten months.  He knew he could hide there until he figured out his next move.  At least that is what he hoped.  If someone from the Center did come after him, he wanted to be ready.

He checked his watch.  Bob, his boss, would be opening the store for employees soon.  He could sneak in through the back entrance and find a good hiding place, hopefully without being seen.  He remembered that there was a storage loft at the back of the store that might be just the place.  With renewed vigor, Joey wiped his nose on his sleeve, hefted his duffel bag, and continued walking.


An icy wind began to swirl as Joey approached the Albertson's loading dock.  His feet were almost numb, but the long walk had calmed his nerves and he was now thinking a little more clearly.  The manager's car was parked by the large dumpster so he knew the door would be open.  He gingerly approached the entrance, hoping that he would find no one directly on the other side.  He opened it a crack and saw that it was clear.

He slipped inside, closing the door quietly behind him then headed for the loft at the other end of the vast storage area.  As he strode across the smooth cement floor, he remembered all of the times he had come back there during his shift.  Most of the time he would use his fifteen-minute breaks to explore the storage area.  It didn't take him long before he knew the place inside and out.  He had spent time in every crack, crevice, and corner.  The loft had been his favorite of all places.  It was there that he felt he could truly get away and be by himself.  That is why he chose this spot to hide himself.  

Just before he reached the wooden ladder that led to the loft, he passed a table covered with out of date and damaged food of all kinds.  The food was perfectly okay for consumption, but it wasn't a high enough quality to remain on the shelves.  So, as a rule, all employees could eat what they chose from the table while they were working.  Joey took advantage of the moment and snatched a box of powdered doughnuts.  He carefully tucked the box under his arm and, leaving his duffel bag behind, climbed the ladder.

When he reached the top, he surveyed his surroundings.  Everything was as it always was.  Hundreds of flattened, dusty boxes stacked on wooden pallets.  Very few employees had been up in the loft.  Some of them probably didn't even know it was there.  

He descended the ladder then lugged his duffel bag to the top.  He walked to the back of the loft and lay the bag down behind a stack of wooden pallets.  By doing this, he hoped that if someone did come up, they wouldn't notice that he was there.  He returned to the edge of the loft and peered over the edge to make sure he was alone.  Then he greedily reached into the box of doughnuts and stuffed one into his mouth.  The powder generously coated his lips and cheeks, but that was taken care of with a wide arcing swipe of his tongue.  He quickly chewed and swallowed, then repeated the process.

He didn't like the circumstances that led him there, but he was going to enjoy it while he could, however long that might be.  He would just have to hide out until he came up with a better plan.  Maybe he could just go home.  But Florida was a long way.  He wanted to talk to his sister.  She would understand.

He stuffed in another doughnut then lay back on his duffel bag.  He wondered what would have happened if he hadn't left.  Maybe Jack would have found him.  Then he would be like Shawn.  The morning schedule was well under way in the Lifehope program by now.  Everything had an exact time and place.  Had they realized that he was gone?  Probably not yet.  It was a big place, and he was just Joey.  Nobody ever worried about Joey.

"How did he get into the room with you?" Doctor Luther Wells exclaimed.  "I can't believe this is happening," 

"Relax," Jack Skinner said.  "It won't be a problem."

"Relax?  How can I relax!"  Wells shouted.  "He watched the kid die and now he is nowhere to be found!  We checked his room, and he's gone.  We looked everywhere.  There's no telling where he could be.  We'll probably have the police all over this place before we know it."

Don't worry about the police showing up.  The kid didn't even know what was happening.  He probably just took off for a while to calm down.  He'll be back and we can forget about the whole thing."

"I'm glad you're so confident.  You don't have as much to lose as I do so you obviously don't care what happens.  I don't like that attitude very much Jack," Wells said with a sneer.  "As of right now, you're finished.  Your out."

"You can't do this to me!" Jack protested,  "You need me."

"I shouldn't have involved you in the first place."

"Come on Luther.  I want to help.  Give me another chance."

"You've had enough chances.  It was your own fault for not checking the room more thoroughly.  That should always be the first thing.  Always.  We can't risk another screw up."

"Fine.  I guess I'll have to go to the police myself."

"You wouldn't."

"Watch me.  With one little phone call I can bring this operation to its knees, and put you, the famous Doctor Luther J. Wells, in jail for the rest of your life.  And of course, they'll go easy on me.  I'm the one blowing the whistle.  They'll give anything to hear what I have to say."

"They'll never believe you," Wells said evenly.  "They'll look into your background.  You have been put under the care of the state for a reason.  And I could easily give my professional opinion that you are, in fact, crazy and dangerous and that they should believe nothing you say."

"Yeah, but there's a chance I'll at least get them thinking, then maybe they'll figure things out on their own."

"There's not much chance of that," Wells said, faltering.

"I'm willing to take that chance," Jack said.  "Are you?"

Wells sighed in frustration.  A man sitting in the corner of the room who had been watching the entire exchange finally spoke.

"Give him what he wants, Luther.  It's not worth the risk."

"What if---"

"Just do it," the man said.  "We have other things we need to address."

"Okay," Wells relented.  "You're still in, but on one condition--"

"No.  No conditions," Jack said.  "I've changed my mind.  I don't need either of you.  I don't want to be involved anymore, but since you see it my way now, I want something else."  Wells looked into Jack's eyes with exasperation.  "I want out of this place completely," Jack said.            "I'm sick of living in this Center.  All I do is eat, sleep, and occasionally play a game of chess.  It's not enough.  I need more.  I need to get out on my own and live a little.  Really live."

"You know I can't allow that."

"Why not?"

"Jack, if we let you out of here, there's no telling what you might do.  You are in here because you belong here.  The only reason we can even have this conversation is because you are being forced to take your medication.  If I let you go, you won't take it.  And you know how you get without it."

"No.  I'm better now.  Trust me.  Look, you get me out of here and I promise I'll be a good little boy.  I'll take my medication, I won't cause any trouble, and you can even put me in your work program.  That way you can keep an eye on me.  How about it?"

Wells looked over at the man in the corner.  The man nodded.  

"Okay," Wells said.  "We own some deserted apartments.  You can live in one of those.  You'll be working at the high school.  We just had a spot open up after yesterday's graduation.  You're going to be doing janitorial stuff, so I don't want to hear any complaints."

"I don't care what I'll be doing.  Anything is better than being in here."

"And Jack, if you screw up even once, I'll bring you back here before you know what hit you.  And you think it's bad now, just wait and see what will happen if I have to reel you back in.  Am I making myself clear?"

"Yeah.  I hear you."

"Now get out of here.  We've got to figure out how we're going to clean up your mess."  Jack left satisfied, knowing he got exactly what he wanted.  The man in the corner rose from his chair and planted himself on the large desk in the center of the room.

"We can't waste any time Luther," he said.  "That Joey kid could be in a police station even as we speak.  We've got to find him and get him back in here to find out how much he knows."

"I know.  I'll get right on it.  I think I can get the cooperation of the security staff.  They won't have to know any details.  I'll just tell them to find him and bring him back safely."

"Just take care of it," the man said.  He shifted his weight and looked at the door.  "Do you think we're shooting ourselves in the foot by letting Jack go?"

"Probably, but what choice do we have?  We try to keep him in here and he'll talk.  We let him go, and maybe, just maybe he'll behave himself and stay out of our hair."

"Or maybe the freedom will go to his head and he'll lose it entirely.  I can only imagine what kind of mess he could make out in the real world."

"Don't remind me," Wells said,  "I'm trying not to think about it."

The man stood up to go, then turned to face Wells.  

"Just keep an eye on him.  But right now, your main focus should be on finding Joey.  He's much more of a threat to us than Skinner right now.  Do whatever it takes to find him."

Wells looked the man directly in the eyes.  "Consider it done."

