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The door was locked. Windows barred. The sun shuttered away behind dark clouds. Through the rusted wrought irons bars that stretched across Billy Lucas’s bedroom window, he watched the little girl across the street. She skipped along the sidewalk, her gaze fixated on the chalk outline game she drew minutes earlier. Her short crimson curls bounced atop her head, mirrored in the polka dots on her dress while bright white dress shoes tapped the concrete. From inside his bedroom, where stale air met dried urine, Billy envisioned the earthy smell of geraniums lined along the walk path to her front porch, could feel the warm air infused with fresh cut grass and leaf laden trees skitter across his flesh. 

From the front door a woman emerged. She wore a matching floral dress, her crimson hair, streaked with white, tied up in a neat bun. Lifting a hand to her mouth, she cupped it, hollered for the girl. 

“It’s time, Elsie. Come on,” Billy whispered as he watched the little girl stop her game, pivot in place, and take one last leap out of the chalk outline into a beeline for the front door.  

Billy pulled away from the window, gaze lowering to his drab two piece pajamas, complete with missing drawstring and matching socks. No color, no life, like Elsie and her mothers dresses. He ran a hand down the front of his pocket-less shirt, stopping over a small tear he’d worked at most of the day. With little to do but stare at four grey walls, Billy’s days, weeks, and months blurred together. He wondered if he ever wore colors as bright. Had he once hopped along the sidewalk, warm sunshine spilling over bare arms? 

Billy lifted his head to the world beyond the window, caught sight of Elsie and her mother exciting the front of the house hand in hand, smiles exchanged lovingly. Had there once been a time where he smiled like that? Held hands with someone who loved him? 

Behind him, the familiar slide of metal on metal followed by a click warned that the lock on his door was disengaged. She was coming. Billy spun in place, gaze trained on the metal door. The silver doorknob turned, creaked in protest, then stopped. He shivered, his breath caught as voices trickled through the door. 

“I know it’s not my place, but maybe after all these months of trying, we should use a different tactic,” a male voice sounded, one he knew belonged to the man who reeked of coffee and cigarettes.  

Silence.

“You’re right it’s not your call,” a female replied, her tone cold, voice unmistakable.

Billy swallowed past the lump in his throat. 

“It’s just,” the male voice continued. “With his history...”

“Everyone has a history,” the woman interrupted. “My job is not to judge on that. I have my orders, as do you.”

Billy’s knees shook as the door opened and she stepped into the room. Dressed in her usual floor-length white dress, her hair pulled back tight enough to stretch aged skin, she turned her attention on his empty bed, then to the window where he stood motionless. Even from the distance of several feet, he felt the cold grey of her eyes penetrate his flesh, piercing his soul. 

“Jesus, he pissed himself again.” Behind her, donned all in white, his usual taunting green eyes now narrowed in disgust, Cigarette-Man crossed into the room behind the woman. He scowled at Billy, motioning to the pristine white ceramic toilet and matching sink nestled in one corner. “It’s not like he doesn’t have a damn toilet in here.”

The old woman, as if unaffected by the outburst or uncaring, kept her vigil. She did not curse like he did, instead she closed in on Billy as if she were a witch floating on a layer of air, her thin fingers clasped before her. 

Behind her, the Cigarette-Man disappeared back through the door only to return seconds later, fresh bed linens draped over one arm. “Why did I ever agree to this bullshit? I’d like, for once, to see someone else have to clean up the messes.” He grumbled and cursed as he made quick time yanking the metal bedframe away from the wall, disrupting the wooden end table at its side. 

“Goddammit,” he hollered as the corner stubbed his toe, toppling a half-full glass of water. He stumbled, fumbled to catch it only to end up standing in the middle of a glass storm, chunks and shards strewn halfway across the room, his uniform soaked to the bone. “Can this day get any fucking better?” He grumbled as he kicked at the glass, all the while leering at Billy. 

Billy shivered, but not because of his tirade, but at the old woman who through it all stood as rigid as a mighty oak, her gaze studying him. 

Several profane-filled minutes later the sheets were changed, Billy’s thick black bedspread draped across the top, the nightstand back in its place, and glass swept up. Once the man disappeared back into the hall, Billy raced past the woman, jumped back into bed, and pulled the covers up to his chin. Only then did she move, pivoting in place, gliding towards him on that same ghostly layer of air, stopping only when she reached the side of his bed.  

His heart pounded in his chest, hands shook as he cupped his knees to his chest. 

She lowered herself to the bed, leaned close enough that he could make out every wrinkled line on her face, her perpetual frown accentuated. With a tug, she ripped the blanket from his grip, reached for one of his arms, and pulled it towards her. 

At the doorway, Cigarette-Man returned, his brows knit in disgust, a sly grin on his face. He crossed his arms across a broad chest, leaned against the frame. “Those restraints sounding any better yet?”   

She did not acknowledge him with a response, instead she pressed cold, bony fingertips into Billy’s flesh. Gaze still locked on him, she held the pressure at his wrist until his fingers began to go numb. Just then, she released her grip, sat back, and stuffed one hand into a pocket in her dress, withdrawing a small translucent pill bottle. 

Billy’s heart skipped, legs twitched.

She unscrewed the lid, popped three blue pills out into the palm of her hand and held it out with a nod. 

The sight of the pills sent a skitter to Billy’s heart, pang to his chest. His fingers began to shake, eyes water. He didn’t like the pills, not one bit. They made him happy, sad, mad, and scared all at once. He would end up as he always did when she produced those pills, alone in the corner of the room, arms wrapped around his legs as he rocked back and forth fighting the chill in his flesh, the fire beneath. And all the while, his mind flitted through scenes in a horror movie—thick red blood splattered on the floor, horrifying screams that sent a chill to his flesh, the lifeless, bloodied arm of...

Billy shook his head. He didn’t want the pills, didn’t want the visions. He lifted his hands to cup his ears, squeezed his eyes shut, and whimpered. No, no pills. They were killing him, he knew it. Slowly each time, they were killing him. 

From deep inside the darkness of his mind where Billy tried to hide away from what was to be, the old woman’s ice-cold fingertips on his chin sliced through. They dug in, forcing his eyes to open, her face inches from his.

“Why do you even give him the option?” Cigarette-Man complained as he pulled himself from the doorway and stepped into the room, his narrowed gaze fixated on Billy. “Just shove them down his throat and we can move on,” he added. 

Again, the old woman did not react to his tone or curses, instead her gaze stayed locked on Billy’s, her brows snapped together, lips pursed into a thin line. Billy’s heart picked up pace, his palms dampened as tears he fought to keep at bay clouded his vision. 

And that was when he saw Elsie from the corner of his eye. Outside the window, bloodied palms pressed to the glass. The once pristine white dress dotted with flowers now streaked with blood. Her mouth widened on a scream he could not hear, eyes widened in fear. 

Red on white.

“Billy,” the old woman spoke, pulled him from Elsie, jumpstarting his heart. “The longer you wait, the worse it will be.”

Tears trailed down his cheeks. In the back of his mind, a blood curdling scream caught
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