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Winds of Hope, the prequel to the Kate Neilson Series, is followed by Winds of Wyoming, Winds of Freedom and Winds of Change. I hope you enjoy all four novels. To join my mailing list and receive updates on new books via my rare-and-random newsletter, please click the link at the end of Winds of Change. As my “thank-you,” you’ll receive a free short-story collection titled Passageways.
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This book is dedicated to the memory of my homesteading grandparents, the Careys and the Chisholms, who risked all to establish a future for their children on the windy Wyoming prairie, where wheat grows tall, meadowlarks sing, and the deer and antelope play.

I’m fortunate to live in Wyoming, one of the most beautiful, pristine places in the world.

John Barrasso, Wyoming Senator
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In Wyoming, the beauty of our mountains is matched only by the grit of our people.

Liz Cheney, Wyoming Congresswoman
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It’s kind of a Wyoming thing to push the whole ‘Wild West’ routine to its limits.

From Glass Girl by Laura Anderson Kurk
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THE PRISON GATE CLANGED SHUT behind Kate Neilson, the sound as loud and harsh in her ears as coupling train cars. She’d heard that clatter of metal against metal hundreds of times during her five years of incarceration. Yet with each slam, her stomach lurched and her shoulders jerked. Try as she might to steel herself against the jarring crash, she couldn’t help but react like a startled bird.

For the first time, Kate stood on the visitor side of the barred gate that separated the reception area from the wide fluorescent-lit hallway leading to the cellblocks. She still had to walk out the front door of the building and through a gate in the fence that surrounded Patterson State Penitentiary. But she’d crossed the final interior barrier.

The female correctional officer who escorted her, Officer Arledge, paused and spoke into the radio clipped to her gray shirt, notifying the control desk of their location. Kate clutched the plastic sack that held the meager possessions she’d accumulated during her time at Patterson and took a steadying breath. The room smelled vaguely familiar.

Floor wax. That’s what it was. The smooth surface at her feet was so highly polished it reflected the ceiling lights. On the other side of the bars, the gray concrete floors were mopped by inmates but never waxed.

She could have turned for one last glimpse through the gate. After all, the building housed the culture that had transformed her from a lost-and-lonely Pittsburgh street tramp into a college graduate with a marketing degree. Instead, she focused on the double glass doors at the other end of the room, doors that led to freedom and to her future.

Unlike the muted light that filtered from the glass blocks imbedded in her cell wall, sunshine streamed through the doors, illuminating columns of dust motes. But as much as she itched to dart across the room and charge outside, she had one more hurdle to clear. Between her and liberty stood a reception desk staffed by two male COs seated before computer monitors.

She had a side view of the men. Like the female officer, they wore light gray shirts, dark gray pants and black duty belts. Loops and pouches attached to the belts held flashlights, pepper spray, eye protection, handcuffs, handcuff keys and more—but no guns. Kate couldn’t see their feet, but she’d never seen COs wear anything but black work boots identical to what the officer beside her had on her feet.

Arledge motioned her toward the desk. “The last phase of your checkout is here.”

Earlier that morning, just before she left her unit, Kate had been strip-searched. She’d endured the humiliating contraband hunt on more occasions than she cared to remember, and she hoped to never again hear, “Strip, Neilson.” But right now, she would comply with everything the COs asked of her—whatever it took to walk out those doors today.

At the desk, Arledge stated Kate’s last name and inmate number. One of the men said, “I already have your file pulled up, Ms. Neilson.”

Kate smiled for the first time since she’d started the nerve-racking trek from the far side of the massive compound. Whether intentional or not, he’d called her Ms. Neilson, not just Neilson or her number.

The printer behind the man whirred to life and spit out two sheets of paper, one after the other. He pulled them from the tray. “We have two final forms for you to sign.” Sliding one of the papers onto the counter, he said, “This one says we returned all the items you had with you when you were admitted.”

Kate pressed her lips together. Admitted suggested she’d been checked into a hospital for short-term care, not into a prison for five mind-numbing years of incarceration. She kept her thoughts to herself and placed the bag she’d carried across the complex on the counter.

The other officer produced a sealed plastic pouch from beneath the desk. The clear pocket on the front had also been sealed. Inside was the card Kate filled out when she first entered the facility. He pulled scissors from a drawer, cut the bag and the pocket open, and shook out the contents.

A lacy red thong landed on top of the pile. The corner of his mouth twitched and he glanced at the other male officer before giving her instructions. “Check the contents against the card. If everything is there, sign the form.” He handed her a pen.

Kate ignored his smirk and pushed aside the underwear, along with the skimpy tank top and threadbare cutoff shorts she’d been wearing when she was arrested. The clothing still held a hint of the perfume she favored back then. She checked off the items. No bra was listed because she hadn’t worn one that night—she never wore one when she worked the streets.

The collection was small. She was glad to see her watch, a birthday gift from her Great-Aunt Mary, but the screen was blank. Probably needed a new battery. She picked up her driver’s license, saw that it had expired, and made a mental note to stop by the DMV to pick up a manual.

She would have to take the driver’s test again to get a valid license so she could drive to Wyoming. Her stomach jumped again, but this was a happy jolt because she’d been accepted for a marketing internship at a guest ranch. Her girlhood dream of visiting a Wyoming ranch was about to come true.

Worn black sandals, a comb, lip gloss, two condoms and a mascara tube were the only other items on the counter. The money she’d had in her pocket had been deposited into her commissary account. Kate checked the final box. “Everything’s here.” She took a moment to read the form before she signed it.

“Place your possessions in the bag,” Arledge said, “and take it to the restroom over there. After you change into street clothes, return the bag, shoes, socks and uniform here. You may keep the underwear.”

Kate started to go, but Arledge stopped her. “Leave your ID.”

Kate pulled the lanyard over her head and around her long hair. The ID tag dangling from the end weighed no more than a credit card, yet she felt as though a boulder lifted from her shoulders. To rid herself of prison ID meant she really was on her way out of Patterson.

The restroom looked nothing like the other bathrooms in the prison and smelled a whole lot better. Kate was about to enter a stall, when she glimpsed herself in the bright, clean mirror. Caught off-guard, she stopped and stared. She hadn’t seen a clear reflection in years. The scuffed stainless-steel rectangles that served as mirrors in the inmate bathrooms blurred every image.

She squinted. So that’s what prison food does to a person. She appeared older and heavier, her dark hair and dark eyes had dulled, and her face was... She grimaced. Pasty, puffy, haggard...guarded.

Sighing, she turned away. Time to make some changes. She’d walked the track around the yard almost every day of her incarceration. But apparently fifteen minutes twice a day wasn’t enough exercise or sunshine.

Kate tossed the thong into the trash receptacle, slipped off the shoes, socks and elastic-waist orange pants, and pulled the orange shirt over her head. She folded the clothes and set them aside. Never, never again would she wear orange. She pulled on the tank top and then the shorts, which she managed to zip and button only after she sucked in her stomach.

Stepping into the sandals, she thanked God she hadn’t been released in winter. Her clothes barely covered her. She was also grateful she didn’t have to walk out of prison braless and embarrass Aunt Mary. Even so, she would dump the prison undergarments the moment she unboxed her clothes, which were stored in her aunt’s attic, last she knew. And she’d drop the extra weight. In the meantime, she hoped she’d fit into at least a few things.

Kate fastened the watch onto her wrist and stuffed the other items into her skintight pockets before she returned to the reception desk. After years of wearing loose prison uniforms, she felt like a sausage in the close-fitting clothes. Averting her gaze from the male officers’ appreciative glances, she laid the bag and prison garb on the counter. “Anything else?”

The CO with the paperwork handed her a check for her commissary balance and had her sign a form stating that the prison returned the correct amount to her.

Kate thanked him, folded the check and shoved it into a back pocket. The digital clock on the wall behind the reception desk flashed eight-eleven in large red numerals. One of Aunt Mary’s friends from church, Gertie Mae Spaulding, was driving her to the prison. They’d been advised to arrive by eight-thirty.

“I’ll accompany you to the entrance,” Arledge said. She turned to the men. “Please let the front gate know we’re coming.”

The two gave each other side glances, as if they didn’t care to take orders from a woman. Kate had seen similar standoffs between other female COs and the male COs who outnumbered them two to one. She glanced at the clock and then back at Arledge.

The woman eyed the men until one of them reached for the phone. Apparently satisfied he’d do what she asked, she strode toward the glass doors, her sturdy body outlined by sunshine. She opened one and motioned Kate through.

The dazzling sunlight blinded Kate. She sneezed and nearly ran into Officer Strunk, an obnoxious man the women in her unit had nicknamed “Skunk” his first day on the job.

Strunk inspected her from head to toe and up again. “So, they’re letting you out, Neilson.” With an arrogant rise of his eyebrows, he added, “Going back to your old occupation?”

She didn’t respond.

“I’ll give you a month.” He sneered. “By then you’ll be working the streets again, ‘cause we all know you can’t make it in the real world. Hill District, right?”

Kate, who was well-practiced at maintaining a deadpan demeanor, hoped he couldn’t see her inward cringe.

Arledge glared at him. “One of these days...” Her voice was tinged with disgust. “That mouth of yours will get you fired, Strunk.”

He pushed past them into the lobby.

Arledge motioned with her chin. “This way.”

Together, they walked toward the wide front gate. As far as Kate knew, it was one of six gates in the sixteen-foot-high chain-link barrier that surrounded the compound. Miles of razor wire topped the fence all the way around the complex.

She shivered, partly from the cool air and partly from knowing the metal fence was wired with an electric current powerful enough to kill a person with one zap. She hugged her bag against her ribs. The spring morning was warm but not warm enough for the way she was dressed.

“This should be one of the best days of your life,” Arledge said. “Forget Strunk. He’s a jerk destined for self-destruction.” She flipped a backhanded wave at the building.

“But you?” She looked at Kate. “You followed the rules, you completed the twelve-step recovery program, you attended chapel services and you were in the computer room almost every day doing classwork. Plus, you helped the other girls with their studies.” She smiled. “I could tell you were trying to better yourself, and I wish you the best.”

Kate studied the CO’s eyes, seeing her in a new light. She’d had no idea the woman was observing her as well as guarding her. “I appreciate how you always treated us with respect,” Kate said, “like we’re human.”

The officer tilted her head. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Sure.”

“It’s none of my business, but I’m curious to know where you’re going from here.”

Kate shrugged. Her plans were no secret. “I just completed a marketing degree online, but I still need to do a three-month internship, which will be at a Wyoming guest ranch called the Whispering Pines. I’ll stay in Pittsburgh with my aunt for a few weeks and then drive west for the ranch’s summer guest season.”

Arledge’s face brightened. “Congratulations, but...” Her brow furrowed. “Considering your circumstances, how was that approved?”

“Chaplain Sam says it was a God thing. The application form didn’t have a section for arrest history and my advisor must not have mentioned my background. Or maybe she did, and the rancher hired me anyway.”

“I bet it’s pretty there.”

Kate smiled. She couldn’t help herself. “If it’s anything like the pictures in their brochure, it’s a beautiful ranch.” She’d stared at the tiny pictures for hours, trying to imagine what it would be like to live in the mountains and wake up to such gorgeous scenery every morning.

They stopped at the brown guardhouse that sat just inside the fence. The red flowerbox beneath the austere building’s window ledge looked to Kate like an afterthought meant to provide visitors with a positive first-impression of the prison. Purple and yellow pansies, their colorful faces lifted to the sun, were surrounded by a mix of white and lavender sweet alyssum. Some of the tiny blossoms draped over the side of the box.

Arledge turned to her. “The best of luck to you. Just remember, focus on your future, not your past.”

“Thank you.” Kate thought of Chaplain Sam’s final words to her. Live in the light, Kate. Bury the past and live in the light.

The CO inside the guard house opened the window. “Good morning.”

Arledge handed him Kate’s ID tag. He made a notation on a chart before scanning the tag’s information into a computer and depositing it in a drawer.

Kate assumed the scanner read her number as well as the awful picture that reflected how frightened and forlorn she’d felt the day it was taken. But that was old news. This was a new day and a new life.

Praying no last-minute glitches would prevent her release, she lowered the sack and held it with both hands. The bag was heavy. In addition to her toiletries, it contained her Bible plus several inspirational books Aunt Mary had sent through prison channels.

A breeze fluttered the flowers and goose-bumped Kate’s arms. She breathed in the fragrant aroma. Pansies’ happy faces always made her smile and she loved the smell of alyssum. But these flowers seemed out of place in the prison. In fact, they were the first flowers she’d seen at Patterson. The administration probably thought the inmates would smoke the leaves or stick them up their noses if they were accessible in the exercise yard.

Even so, she’d had flowers in her life. Kate smiled. Along with other minimum-security inmates, she had escaped Patterson’s confines twice a week during the growing season to work at a community garden in the heart of Pittsburgh. Running soil through her fingers, planting seeds and pulling weeds calmed her spirit and reminded her that life went on outside prison walls.

The experience wasn’t all sunshine and roses. Her orange-suited crew was routinely ridiculed by passersby, who called them names and spit at them. Some people even threw rocks. The abuse traumatized several of the inmates, who requested different work assignments.

But Kate had endured the same and worse when she worked the streets. For her, the few hours of normalcy, along with the joy of tending plants and working alongside volunteers who appreciated their help made it worth chancing an assault, verbal or otherwise.

The guard turned from the computer. “You’re good to go.” A buzzer sounded, and the pedestrian gate adjacent to the driveway gate slowly swung open.

“This is where Patterson State Penitentiary releases you back to the world,” Arledge said. “Like I said, move forward with your life, not backward.”

Kate responded with a solemn nod. “I will remember your words.”

The officer pivoted and Kate hurried through the open gate. Another buzz, and it closed quietly behind her, unlike the noisy gates inside the facility. She glanced at the guard tower above her head. Although she couldn’t see into the darkened windows, she knew at least one CO scrutinized her every move. Soon, she’d no longer be under twenty-four-seven surveillance.

A small car entered the large, crowded parking lot and slowly drove her direction. Was it Aunt Mary and Gertie Mae? Kate clasped her bag of books and toiletries close again. What was this jitter in her stomach? Excitement to finally be released? Anticipation to see her sweet aunt again? Or, was it fear of the future? She’d blown it so many times. Would she continue to mess up?

She thought again of Chaplain Sam, whose steady, wise counsel she would miss. “Once you belong to Christ,” he’d said more than once in chapel, “it’s not about what you can or can’t do. It’s what he can do in you and through you.”

Sucking in a lungful of fresh air, she raised her face to the sun. Like the flowers that depended on God for sunshine and rain, she needed him now more than ever. Without him, she would wither into the addicted, delinquent person she was when she entered Patterson five years ago. “You know how weak I am, God,” she whispered, “and how many times I’ve stumbled and fallen. Only you can keep me on my feet and on the right path.”

A car horn honked.

Kate blinked and glanced around.

“Katy girl, over here, over here!”

She pivoted.

Her great-aunt was standing between cars in the middle of the lot, waving an arm high above her head.

No longer caring what the guards might think, Kate ran toward her aunt, her possessions tight against her chest. When she reached the car, she dropped the bag and hugged her aunt for the first time in years. Although Aunt Mary had been a frequent visitor, prison rules prohibited physical contact between inmates and visitors.

Kate held her fragile, precious aunt close. “I’m so happy to see you again, Aunt Mary.” As always, her elderly relative, her only relative, smelled of wintergreen breath mints. She had “freshened her breath” with the pink Canada kind as long as Kate could remember.

“Katy, my sweet Katy!” Aunt Mary’s sea-green eyes sparkled in the sunshine. She kissed Kate’s cheek. “I’m so happy I can take you home today, sweetie. I hated all those times I visited and had to leave you behind. But Jesus answered my prayers, and today you’re free for good.”

“That’s right.” Kate reached for her bag. “I did my full time. No more Patterson, no parole, no parole officers.” Only one caveat hung over her head. She was a two-time serious offender. Thanks to the “three strikes, you’re out” law, one more arrest could mean she’d spend the remainder of her life behind bars.

But that wasn’t going to happen, and it certainly wasn’t something to think about right now. She opened the back door to put her things inside. Leaning in, she greeted Gertie Mae. “Thank you for coming to pick me up, Gertie. I really appreciate it.”

“My pleasure.” Gertie grinned. “I’d say, ‘anytime,’ but I’d rather not come here again, if you know what I mean.”

Kate nodded and stepped around the door to help her aunt sit in the front seat and find her seatbelt. “I’m impressed you stood without your walker, Aunt Mary.” Her aunt had had multiple sclerosis for years and was becoming more and more dependent on her walker and sometimes a wheelchair.

“I was too anxious to see you to bother with the walker. Besides, I had the door to hang onto.” She looked Kate up and down.

Before her aunt could comment on the way she was dressed, Kate said, “I was super excited to see you, too.” She closed the door and climbed into the backseat, pushing her bag and the folded walker to the other side. “Any chance we can stop by the DMV, Gertie? I need to pick up a driver’s manual to study, so I can renew my driver’s license.”

Gertie backed out of the parking slot. “Sure, be glad to.”

“First...” Mary touched Gertie’s shoulder. “Let’s stop by a department store to get Kate some warmer clothing.”

“I have clothes at your house, Aunt Mary. I’ll change when we—”

“The shopping trip is my treat, Katy dear.” Mary peered around the headrest, waggling her finger. “I felt those goose bumps on your arms. We need to celebrate this wonderful occasion with a nice outfit you can wear to brunch. Gertie and I already picked the place. Right, Gert?”

Gertie glanced at Kate in the mirror. “You’ll love it. They make the best omelets in town.”

“No matter what they cook,” Kate said, “I guarantee it’ll be better than prison food.” She twisted for one last glimpse of the penitentiary, surprised by the mix of emotions that flooded her chest.

Leaving the institution that had been her home for the past five years was a more nostalgic experience than she could have ever imagined. Not only was she leaving three squares and a cot behind, she’d left a circle of friends and a rigid routine. The security of knowing what tomorrow held—and the next day and the next—was something she hadn’t had when she lived on the streets.

The car bumped out of the parking lot and onto the highway. She turned to face the front window. She would have Aunt Mary’s prayers and support, like always, but the fact was, she was on her own again. Could she handle life on the outside? Or was Strunk right?
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KATE SWIVELED ONE WAY, then the other, studying her reflection in the dressing room mirror. “What do you think, Amy?” She’d met Amy Iverson in prison. In no time, the two of them had become best friends who vowed to continue their friendship on the outside.

Amy grinned and tossed her auburn hair. “I love that shirt, Kate, and those Levis fit perfect.” She pretended to aim a camera at Kate. “I can picture you sitting on a beautiful horse, dressed in those clothes plus the hat and boots the clerk took up front for you. Of course...” She winked. “A handsome cowboy would be seated next to you on a magnificent stallion. He’d notice how pretty you are and only have eyes for you.”

Kate shook her head. Amy, the hopeless romantic, was fully aware she had no interest in men. “You need a new camera.” She changed the subject. “I can’t believe you found a western store in the middle of Pittsburgh. I love the leather smell here.”

“Actually, I didn’t find it. A guy I dated...” She made quotes with her fingers. “BP...was into western stuff.”

Kate knew what she meant. “BP” was a common abbreviation among the inmates for “Before Patterson.”

“He was into John Wayne and Clint Eastwood movies.” Amy laughed. “We watched every single one of them, I think. Anyway, I came here a time or two with him, and I was always surprised at how busy the store was, like today.”

“Who knew that locals have western yearnings?”

“Just like you.” Amy grinned.

“Yeah, just like me. Three shirts should be plenty, don’t you think? In addition to my other clothes, that is. Thank God I can finally fit into them again.”

“You certainly worked hard enough to get back into shape. I lost ten pounds within the first two weeks after I got out, probably because I didn’t eat all the carbs they fed us in prison. What’s it been, a month since you were released?” 

“Five weeks.”

“You look great. And if you need more shirts, I’m sure you can buy what you need in Wyoming.”

“After a paycheck or two.” Kate turned for a last glance at herself, and her stomach did another flip-flop. Today, she could pass for the real deal, and soon she would be the real deal. She might not be an authentic cowgirl, but she’d be living and working on a Wyoming guest ranch.

Whispering Pines, here I come!

At lunch, Amy said, “This has been so much fun, Kate—not just being together again without COs hanging over us, acting like we’re plotting to burn down the prison...”

A woman at the next table glanced at them then quickly turned her head.

Amy rolled her eyes. “I’ve never shopped with you before.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice. “I mean, real shopping, not the commissary. That doesn’t count. And we got to ride together on a bus that wasn’t a work-crew bus.”

“Yeah, it’s been great,” Kate said. “I appreciate all your help with decisions, ‘cause I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed right now.”

“I remember that feeling. When I got out, I wasn’t sure which way to turn. Thank God I got the job at the horse stable, so I have some structure in my life. Plus, I can afford my own place and I don’t have to live with my dad, which would have been miserable, at best. He’d nitpick my every breath and kick my dogs around.” Her forehead puckered. “I hate to think what he’d do to my birds and cat.”

“You’ve accumulated quite a menagerie in the short time you’ve been out.” 

“I already had my cat and the dogs. A friend kept them for me while I was in the pen. I got the birds to celebrate my release.”

Kate reached for a cucumber slice topped with cream cheese, a sprinkle of herbs and a carrot curl. “We can thank Aunt Mary for the shopping spree and for lunch. She even made the reservations for this place.”

“I wondered why you picked it, ‘cause it’s a bit girlie...” Amy deepened her voice. “For a couple tough-as-nails ex-cons like us.”

The woman next to them shifted her chair farther away from their table.

Amy snickered. “But it’s nice. You’d think we were inside a quaint little English cottage. And it smells delicious in here, like crumpets and strawberry jam, or whatever they eat over in the mother country.” She pooched her bottom lip. “I just wish your aunt had come with us. She’s such a darling.”

“She wanted us to have a ‘besties day out,’ as she called it.” Kate wiped the smear of cream cheese she could feel at the corner of her lips. “I think she learned that word from the girls in the fifth-grade Sunday school class she teaches. But mostly, it was the multiple sclerosis that kept her home. She tires easily and was worried about getting on and off a bus with her walker. I offered to bring her wheelchair, but she didn’t want to bother with it.”

“What do you think of this idea?” Amy leaned across the table. “Like I told you, I’m planning to buy my cousin’s car when I have enough saved for a down payment, which should be soon. He said I can pay the rest month by month. What if I drove your aunt to Wyoming to visit you? After you get settled, of course.” She gave Kate a side glance. “You know I’m dying to see the ranch—and all those good-looking cowboys.”

“Aunt Mary would love that, and so would I.” Kate grinned. “I’m sure the cowboys would be thrilled to meet you, too.”

Amy lifted a flowered teacup from a gold-edged saucer and crooked her little finger. “Here’s to the two of us living the good life on the outside, and to your grand Wyoming adventure.”

Raising her cup, Kate said, “Oh, give me a home, where the buffalo roam—and where my best friend comes to visit me soon.”
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KATE CLOSED HER HONDA’S hood, wiped her fingers on a paper towel and got inside the car to test the new battery. Pleased the motor turned over on the first try, she backed out of the garage onto the driveway, set the brake and turned off the engine. With the new license plate and a screwdriver in hand, she knelt behind the car to remove the outdated plate.

The next-door neighbor boy, Jake, stopped bouncing a basketball against his parents’ house and wandered over. “Want me to help you?” Sunshine brightened his copper hair.

“Sure.” Kate handed him the screwdriver. “You can loosen the screws for me.”

After they’d removed the old plate and Kate was pulling the new one from the envelope, Jake asked, “Are you going to live with Miss Mary now?”

“Only for a short time. I’ll be working on a Wyoming guest ranch over the summer.” 

Jake’s eyes widened above his freckled cheeks. “With real cowboys?”

“It’s a working guest ranch that has horses and cattle and even bison, so I suspect they’ll have a cowboy or two to keep track of the animals.”

“Cool.”

“Aunt Mary told me you mow and water her lawn in the summer, rake her leaves in the fall and shovel her walks in the winter. I really appreciate you doing that for her.”

“I don’t mind.” He ducked his head. “She gives me lemonade and hot chocolate and cookies—and pays me five dollars. But I’d do it even if she didn’t pay me, ‘cause she’s so nice.”

“She’s a special lady, and I know your family will watch over her when I’m gone, like you always have.” Guilt plucked Kate’s heartstrings. She was her aunt’s only living relative. She should be the one taking care of her. In fact, she’d offered to find a local business for the internship, but Aunt Mary was as excited as she was for her to go to Wyoming. Kate had a feeling she wanted her to get as far away from her old crowd as possible.

She rubbed at a rust spot on the trunk. Thanks to being locked inside the garage for the past few years, the car didn’t have much more rust than it had before she was arrested. However, she’d had to dig a mouse nest out of the backseat and vacuum hundreds of droppings.

Amy said they used aluminum foil at the stable to discourage mice from making new nests. And Aunt Mary had told her mice hate the smell of peppermint. Taking their advice, Kate stuffed the hole in the upholstery with a big wad of foil plus a cotton ball saturated with peppermint oil and spread a blanket across the seat. If nothing else, the car smelled better.

“Were you living in Wyoming before?” Jake gave her a shy glance. “I haven’t seen you in a long time.”

“No. I’m sorry to say I’ve been in prison, a place I trust you’ll never go.”

“That’s what I thought,” Jake said, “‘cause I heard my mom talking to your aunt once and she said something about prison. So, that’s what I told the man.”

Kate frowned. “What man?”

“A guy in a uniform. He came here two times.” Jake held up two fingers. “Well, I talked to him two times. He could have come more.”

“Was he a policeman?”

“No, the writing on the sleeve said he was from a prison, but I don’t remember which one.”

“What color was his uniform?”

“The pants were dark and the shirt was a lighter color, kind of like this shirt I’m wearing.” He poked his forefinger into the middle of his gray t-shirt.

Patterson COs wore gray, but Kate had never heard of them doing house calls. “Did he wear a big black belt with pouches on it?”

“Yeah, and he kept patting his gun, almost like he was trying to scare me.”

Kate tilted her head. Patterson guards didn’t carry weapons. “Can you describe his face?”

Jake squinted at her like she was giving him the third degree, which she was. “Sorry,” Kate said. “I’m just trying to figure out why someone from the prison I was in would be asking you about me while I was still there. Doesn’t make sense.”

“I guess not.” Jake scratched his head. “His hair was black and shiny-like. And combed the same as the Fonzie guy on that old TV show my mom watches. He wasn’t real tall, but taller than you, I think.”

Kate sucked in a breath. She knew a former CO who fit that description.

Jake raised his eyebrows. “Do you know him?”

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “Anything else?”

“Well...” The boy thought for a moment. “Oh, yeah. He smelled. Whew, did he smell!”

“Like he hadn’t showered?”

“No, like he used too much of that stuff men put on after they shave. My dad only uses a little and my mom says she likes it. But this guy...” Jake pinched his nose.

Kate picked up the screwdriver. The guard she was thinking of drenched himself in Brut. But he’d been fired months ago by the prison and would no longer have a uniform. Unless...unless he’d somehow managed to keep one for whatever nefarious con-job he might concoct in the future. She stood. What in the world did he want with her?

Jake got to his feet. “Did Miss Mary tell you he knocked on her door and talked to her?”

“He did?” Kate stared at the boy. “What did he say to her?”

“All I heard was that he wanted to make sure her niece didn’t return to her old ways, whatever that means.”

“Did you hear my aunt’s reply?”

“Her voice was too soft, but I think she said something about Wyoming.”

If the man was who she thought he was, Kate didn’t like him being anywhere near her aunt—or Jake. She hated that her past behavior put others in potential danger. “Did you see what kind of car he drove?”

“It was a brown pickup truck. Not real old, but not new, either.”

“Did it have the prison name on the side?”

“No...” Jake’s brow furrowed. “That’s weird, huh?”

“Yeah, that is strange. Do you remember anything else about the man?”

“He didn’t seem like a nice person.” Jake bounced his ball on the cement. “He sort of scared me.”

Kate nodded. “I understand.” During her years of living on the streets plus jail and prison stints, she’d met plenty of people whose demeanor frightened her. They didn’t have to say a word. She just knew to avoid them, which wasn’t always possible, especially with men like the one Jake described.

“He asked if you had a car. I said ‘yes,’ and he wanted to know where you keep it. I told him it was in there.” Jake pointed at the garage. “I see it when I get the snow shovel and the rake. Miss Mary told me it was yours. After I showed him, he walked around the garage, like three times, and even peeked in the window.”

Bouncing the ball again, he said, “And he had on black boots.”

Kate bent down to make sure the last screw was tight. “Thanks for your help, Jake, and for telling me about that guy. Please let me know if you see him again.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“I believe Aunt Mary has some peanut butter cookies in her cookie jar.” Kate smiled. “Can I interest you in a couple?”

After she and Aunt Mary washed the supper dishes that evening, Kate filled the teapot, set it on the stove and turned the knob to high. She pulled two mugs from the cupboard before she sat across from her aunt at the kitchen table. “Jake helped me put the license plate on my car this afternoon. He’s a sweet kid.”

“Yes, he’s a wonderful boy,” Aunt Mary said. “He’s been a big help to me.” She straightened the paper napkins in the holder that had sat in the middle of the table for as long as Kate could remember. “Did I tell you that Gertie drove your car around the neighborhood once a month before the license expired? She thought that would keep it in good running condition.”

“No, you didn’t tell me.” Kate smiled. “That was really thoughtful. I’ll have to thank her.” She pulled chamomile tea bags from a box and placed them in the cups. “Jake told me a man in a uniform was here asking about me. He talked with Jake and also knocked on your door. Do you remember that?”

“Yes, I do.” Mary nodded. “It was shortly before you were released. His uniform was similar to those the guards at your prison wear.”

Ignoring the urge to tell her aunt that Patterson was no longer “her” prison, she asked, “What did he want?”

“I’m not sure.” Mary rubbed her chin. “He seemed confused about when you were getting out, so I told him.”

“That’s all he wanted to know?”

“He was quite curious about your plans for the future. But even though he was a prison official, I didn’t like the looks of him—or his smell. He must have bathed in cologne.” She wrinkled her nose. “I told him you were going to Wyoming, so he wouldn’t come here thinking he could find you after you were released.

“But...” Her eyebrows tightened. “Maybe I didn’t do the right thing. Maybe I told him too much. I wanted to be honest so you wouldn’t get in trouble with the law again.”

Kate got up to hug her aunt. “What you said was perfect.” If the man was who she thought he was, knowing she’d moved away would keep him from bothering Aunt Mary. “Please let me know if he returns.”

The tea kettle began to vibrate. Kate turned it off before the whistle reached siren level. Her aunt said the loud noise was helpful when she was in another room, but the intensity could be ear-splitting. She poured the boiling water over chamomile tea bags and checked her watch so she wouldn’t steep the tea too long. Aunt Mary, who was as mild-mannered and easy-going as a kitten, had specific requirements when it came to tea.

Kate stirred honey into each cup. In a moment, she’d add the dab of cream her aunt liked in her tea. She inhaled the soothing aroma, wishing she could tell Aunt Mary to call the police if the ex-CO knocked on her door again. But that would alarm her, and she would ask questions, questions Kate preferred not to answer.
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LEAVING HER DEAR, SWEET aunt and her best friend behind was hard for Kate. Amy had arrived at six a.m. for breakfast and they’d all shed tears when Kate said her final goodbyes two hours later. But she’d see them soon. And she’d call them daily to give them a trip update.

Kate didn’t relax until she’d crossed the Pennsylvania/West Virginia border on I-70 and had driven the fifteen or so miles into Ohio. She wasn’t far from home, yet being two states away somehow helped her psyche accept the fact she was no longer a ward of the State of Pennsylvania. Ditching her past and the man who’d been asking about her allowed her to breathe a bit easier.

Her little red Honda wasn’t the speediest car on the road, yet the wind in her hair, her favorite music on the radio, and knowing she could go anywhere and do anything she wanted made the miles fly by. She’d never been outside Pittsburgh city limits. Every mile of scenery along I-70 was new to her. She reveled in the spring green that colored the fields and tinged the hills and the trees. She gloried in the fresh smell of new life that blew in the window—and the daffodils and tulips that graced the rest stops.

Her only regret was that I-70 would take her through large cities—Columbus, Indianapolis, Kansas City and Denver. She’d spent her entire life in a big city. Time for a change.

But that would come soon enough. She’d leave the interstate somewhere west of Denver and drive two-lane highways to her final destination. Although the ranch was in Wyoming, it was situated near the Colorado border, not far from Steamboat Springs.

Aunt Mary had packed enough food for three people and given her cash for gas and lodging. If she could have made it to Wyoming without her aunt’s money, Kate would have refused it. However, licensing and insuring her car plus paying for new tires and minor repairs had added up. The expenditures consumed her commissary check as well as most of the funds in the account where the state had deposited her work-crew income. She’d been paid less than fifty cents an hour, which wasn’t a lot, but it was better than nothing.

When her aunt gave her the money, she said, “This makes up for not being allowed to raise you when you were young. The state thought my age and health would hinder me. I know I could have taken care of you, with God’s help, but apparently, that wasn’t meant to be.” She smiled and patted Kate’s cheek. “Consider this your college fund, sweetie.”

Her aunt’s unspoken intention, Kate knew, was to prevent her from running low on funds and reverting to the thievery and other illicit activities that had landed her behind bars time and time again.
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NOT FAR FROM ST. LOUIS, Kate stopped at a motel in Illinois where she had a reservation. She got out of the car and stretched her back, studying the tall building. After all the negative encounters she’d had in motels during her BP days, she had considered driving straight through or sleeping in her car. But Aunt Mary insisted she stay in a motel, a nice one. This one would meet her approval.

Ignoring the tremor in her stomach, she grabbed her purse and suitcase and rolled it into a lobby crowded with people and luggage. The purse strap riding on her shoulder felt odd. Even if purses had been allowed in prison, she’d had no use for one there.

She stopped at the rear of the long line and waited, grateful she had a reservation and more than ready for a relaxing hot shower. When she reached the counter, the clerk, an older man with beautiful white hair, perfect teeth and a carnation in his lapel, greeted her with a smile. But after a quick check of his computer, he informed her she’d lost the reservation. She hadn’t called to say she would arrive after six.

“I don’t travel much,” Kate said. Understatement of the century. “If I’d known, I would have checked in before I gassed my car and ate.”

The man offered a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry about the confusion. Tell you what, miss. I’ll give you a voucher for a free stay the next time you come through here. A return trip, perhaps?”

“I need a place to stay tonight. I can sleep in my car if I have to, but I’d rather not.” Her dream of a hot shower was quickly sliding down the drain.

He turned his attention to the computer screen again.

Kate hoped he’d see he was mistaken, but he shook his head.

“I’m afraid,” he said, “that all of the three-, four- and five-star accommodations in the area are booked.” He glanced at her over his bifocals. “That’s due to our annual tulip festival, which happens to be this week. People come from all over. It’s quite a celebration.”

Despite the growing line behind her, Kate put her hands on the counter. “I’m willing to stay at a one- or two-star place. All I need is a bed. Nothing fancy. Can you check your computer for me, please?”

He started clicking again, his eyes shifting back and forth as he read the screen. He frowned.

“What?”

“There’s one room left in town, but I wouldn’t recommend a nice young lady like you take it. The facility is on the seamy side of the city.”

Seamy side of town? She’d done plenty of seamy. And she wasn’t the nice girl he thought she was. “Would you please call and tell them I’ll be there as fast as I can drive there?”

He peered at her beneath his thick white eyebrows. “Are you sure, miss? As I said, it’s an unsavory sort of place.”

“I know martial arts.” She bent closer. “I can take care of myself.”

A doubtful expression flicked across his face. “Why don’t I call my wife and ask if—”

Kate shook her head. “Thank you for your concern, but I’d appreciate directions to the hotel. What’s the name?”

“Drag-In Bar and Hotel.”

“Drag-In?”

“I believe it’s a play on words. Their logo has a dragon on it. It’s not a pleasant locale. You’d be better off driving to the next—”

“Where is it?”

He sighed and told her how to get there, then lifted the phone again. She thanked him, grabbed her suitcase handle and hurried past curious stares. The automatic doors swished open before her.

The Drag-In Bar and Hotel’s faded front door was propped open by a barstool with a torn cushion. Light from the setting sun highlighted smeared fingerprints around the edges of the door. Kate jerked her suitcase over the half-rotted threshold and squinted, adjusting to the dim lighting beyond the swath of sunshine.

One of her street friends had once said, “If it doesn’t smell like puke and piss, it ain’t a dive bar.” This one definitely qualified for “dive.” She hated to admit it, but the stinky, smoky place felt like home, a home she hadn’t visited for several years. After the long drive, the thought of sitting down with a cold beer—

“You the one who wants the room?”

She turned in the direction of the voice. A hazy but bulky male figure was outlined by the soft glow coming from the mirror behind the bar. “Yes. My name is Kate, Kate Neilson.” In the corner, a jukebox flashed muted rainbow colors and someone—she couldn’t tell if the person was male or female—slouched in a nearby booth.

“Want to see it first?”

“Does it have clean sheets?”

“Far as I know.”

“I’ll take it.”

The room didn’t cost much, which made Kate feel like she was handling Aunt Mary’s money wisely. But the low price made her nervous. How bad was the room?

Trailing behind the man, Kate bumped her suitcase up two flights of stairs. When they reached the second landing, he turned down a long hallway that was almost as smoky as the bar. The suitcase wheels rattled over the uneven floor.

At the end of the hall, the bartender stopped before a dingy door and inserted a key. At first it didn’t work, but he jiggled the key several times and the lock released. He didn’t wait for her to enter. Instead, he stepped inside to switch on a lamp and open the drapes. Late-afternoon sunlight accented the nose prints on the dirty window.

“Phone’s over there by the bed.” He pointed at the nightstand. “If you need anything, dial zero and I’ll answer...until two a.m., that is. After that, you’re on your own.” He plopped a bottle of water on the nightstand and handed her the key. “Water’s on the house. It’s cold. If you need more, call me.”

As soon as the big man left, Kate triple-locked the door and hurried to the window. The place reeked of cigarettes and body odor. She flipped the latch then slid the window as far as she could, which wasn’t far. But at least it allowed a breeze to flow into the stuffy room. She twisted her torso to lean her head and shoulder out.

Below her, a fire escape ran beneath the window, and below that, a mangy dog sniffed the trash bins that studded the alley. A huge, rusted, metal building sat across the alley. Above it hung a darkening but clear blue sky.

Kate straightened. Not bad for the unsavory, seamy side of town. She’d seen worse, much worse. She turned from the window to survey the room. Not bad at all. It even had a beach picture hanging over the bed, but...

She glanced from one side of the small, musty room to the other. Where was the bathroom? In the hall? After she unhooked the chain lock, released the deadbolt and unlocked the doorknob, she peeked into the hallway but saw no sign of a bathroom.

Frowning, she redid the locks and picked up the corded phone. The bartender answered on the third ring. “Yeah?”

“Where’s the restroom?”

“At the end of the hall.”

“I didn’t see it.”

“The other end.”

Someone must have put money in the jukebox, because she heard a drumroll through the phone, followed by a guitar twang. “Do you have any rooms with bathrooms?”

He grunted. “You got the best room in the house, sister.”

Kate replaced the phone in the receiver. So, that’s why the room was so cheap. She sighed and reminded herself she’d told the first clerk all she needed for the night was a bed—and that he’d said this was the only room left in town.

Pulling back the covers, she sniffed the threadbare sheet, made a face and stood. She would cover the pillow with a towel, if the bathroom had clean ones, or her jacket while she slept.

She unfolded the luggage rack and set her suitcase on it without opening it. The less exposure to smoky air the better. Her original plan had been to check into the hotel and then return to the car to get the muffins and fruit her aunt had packed for her breakfast.

But she knew better than to walk through the bar again. The temptation to have “just one beer” was too strong. Stopping at one had never been her strong point. She’d eat breakfast in the car while she drove tomorrow.

Because the room had no chair, she sat on the end of the bed and dialed her aunt’s number on the cell phone she’d purchased shortly before the trip. Aunt Mary answered almost immediately. “Is this my sweet Katy?”

Kate smiled. Her aunt had been sitting by the phone, waiting for her call. “It’s me, Aunt Mary. I stopped in western Illinois for the night, just before the Missouri border.”

“Sounds like you’re making excellent progress. Did you have a good trip?”

“Yes. Spring is everywhere. I’ve seen calves and lambs and baby goats playing in the fields alongside the highway, and I’ve also seen lots of flowers, including daffodils and tulips. In fact, this town is hosting a tulip festival right now. I might check it out before I leave tomorrow.”

“That’s wonderful. Is your motel room nice?”

The edge of the drape ruffled with the breeze.

“It’s not fancy, but it’s adequate.” Kate stood and walked over to the window. “I’m ready for a good night’s sleep.” A bass thump from the music downstairs rattled the window. She’d been able to sleep through a blaring television and bickering women while in prison. She could sleep through this.

“I’ll let you go then. This is your nickel.”

Kate grinned. Her aunt was still counting pennies for her—or in this case, nickels. But she couldn’t let her off the line quite yet. “Has that prison guard knocked on your door again, Aunt Mary?”

“No, I haven’t seen him. Why do you ask?”

“I just want to be sure he’s not bothering you, that’s all.”

“I told him you were leaving. He has no reason to come around here.”

Kate prayed that was the case, but she hadn’t forgotten how persistent he could be.

“I’d better let you go. Sleep tight, sweetie.”

“You, too, Aunt Mary. I love you.”

“I love you, too, and I’ll be anticipating a call from you tomorrow evening.”

After they said their goodbyes, Kate called Amy, who didn’t answer, so she left a message. Amy had told her she’d be working late due to a horse show and might not be able to answer her phone.

Kate laid her phone on the bedside stand and checked her watch, which now worked, thanks to a new battery. She was tired, but it wasn’t dark yet. After a trip to the bathroom to brush her teeth and wash her face, she would read a few chapters in the Billy Graham book Gertie had given her as a going-away gift. Tomorrow night, when she had a private bathroom, would be a better time for a shower.

She gathered her things, including her purse and the sheathed knife she’d dug out of a box in the back of her car before entering the bar. She’d found it in Aunt Mary’s attic and recognized it as her Great-Uncle Dean’s hunting knife. Slipping it into her purse, she switched off the lamp and stepped into the hallway. She pulled the locked door shut behind her and started toward the bathroom.

Televisions announced their presence in some of the rooms along the way and snores and conversations came from others, but no one was in the hall. The closer she got to her destination, the louder the music grew. Maybe she did have the best room in the place—the one farthest from the bar noise.

The bathroom door was open. Kate stuck her head in, fearful of what she might find. Like her room, the bathroom wasn’t fancy, but it appeared clean. She stepped inside and locked the door. The white washcloths and towels, though almost as thin as prison towels, were stain-free and smelled okay, if she ignored the hint of smoke. And the combination bathtub/shower was spotless. Sampler-size soap bars and small bottles of conditioning shampoo sat on the counter next to the sink.

Why not? She kicked off her sandals and slipped her t-shirt over her head. Nothing like a shower to relax after a long day in the car.

By the time Kate towel-dried her long hair and dressed, the light coming through the opaque window was fading into dusk. As she was about to leave, she pulled a dry towel from the rack to cover the pillow in her room, hung it on her arm and exited the restroom, purse and toiletry bag in hand.

This time, she heard voices downstairs and the music was louder. But again, the hallway was empty. She had a feeling that as the evening progressed, the place would come alive. In her tired state, she’d probably sleep through the commotion.

Unlocking her room required a great deal of key wiggling, like before. She was glad she’d watched the bartender work the lock. Finally, she was able to twist the knob and push the door open. She stepped inside, closed the door and was reaching for the chain lock when a hand covered her mouth and an arm clamped across her chest.

Kate dropped her things and drove her elbow into the intruder’s ribs.

He gasped, wheezing alcohol breath, and loosened his hold.

Spinning around, Kate thrust her other elbow upward into his chin.

The man staggered backward, landing with his back on the bed.

She kicked him in the groin for good measure.

He moaned, reached for his crotch and crumpled to the floor.

Kate switched on the lamp, whipped the knife from her purse on the floor and unsheathed it. Standing above the motionless man, breathing hard, she examined him in the lamplight. Skinny and pock-faced, he had a sharp nose and greasy blond hair that fell over his eyes. She’d never seen him before.

She stared from the window to the door. How did he get in her room? The door was locked, but he could have easily jimmied the flimsy lock, snuck inside and relocked it. A wind gust fluttered the drape. She should have closed the window...yet, she was on the third floor. Even with a fire escape, how did a drunk man climb that high and squeeze through the narrow opening?

She stared at the window and then at the man. Was she a random target or did he know what room she was in—and that she was gone, taking a shower? The only one who knew her room number or that she’d asked about the bathroom was the bartender. Oh, yeah...and the person she’d noticed in the booth by the jukebox.

Stepping over his inert body, she reached for the phone on the nightstand but then hesitated, hand in midair. Had the bartender sent him to her room to steal her valuables? She shook her head. As big as the bartender was, he didn’t need for someone else to do his dirty work. Of course, that would keep his hands clean if the person was caught.

She dropped her hand. What now? Calling the police was out of the question. An ex-con/former prostitute who’d just been released from prison would either be ignored by the authorities or arrested for solicitation and assault. With her “three strikes, you’re out” status, she couldn’t take any chances.

Kneeling beside the man, who showed no sign of awareness, she watched his chest rise and fall twice. Thank God he was alive, even though he smelled half-dead. She stepped over him again and walked to the window to suck in a breath of air. A homicide charge would not be good. Not good at all. She stuck her head through the opening and peered along the fire-escape walkway. A drape blew out of a window at the far end.

She straightened. Maybe he was sitting on the fire escape and saw her open window. But he was inebriated and couldn’t have known she’d only be gone a short while. Maybe he happened to look out his door when she was walking to the bathroom.

He moaned and Kate turned. Where the creep came from didn’t matter. She wanted him out of her room. Now. She laid the knife on the window ledge and crawled across the bed to snatch the bottled water from the nightstand. It was no longer ice-cold, but that was okay. It was cold enough. She twisted the cap off the bottle.

The man shifted.

Kate retrieved the knife and moved to stand above the intruder. Holding the bottle over him, she tilted it.

The water splashed onto his face, and his eyes blinked open.

She brandished the knife. “Get out.”

He squinted at her, mouth open.

She dumped the rest of the water on him.

He sputtered and tried to sit up but then yelped and grasped his crotch.

Kate towered over the scrawny, squirming man, the water bottle in one hand and the hunting knife in the other. “I can finish what I started...” She thrust the knife at him.

He scooted back, his gaze shifting between the knife, her face and the door.

“Or I can call that big burly bartender downstairs to deal with you however he pleases...”

His eyes widened. “No,” he stammered. “I’ll leave.” He tried to get up but groaned and fell back against the bed.

“Or, better yet, I’ll call the cops. I have a feeling they know you well.”

“No! I have money.”

She threw the bottle at him.

He flinched.

“I don’t want your drug money. But I bet the cops would like to get their hands on it—and you.” She reached for the phone.

He rolled over, and on hands and knees started for the door.

“Stop.”

He kept going.

Kate kicked him, knocking him into the clothes strewn about the room. For the first time, she noticed he’d emptied her suitcase.

He lay on his side, shaking.

“You know what I want?” She waved the hunting knife.

He didn’t respond, just eyed the knife.

“I want you out of here as much as you want out of here. Tell you what...” She picked up the phone, waited several moments, and then dropped it back into the receiver. “You leave the way you came, and we’ll both be happy.”

His wide-ranging expressions almost made her laugh. Hope. Disbelief. Relief. Suspicion.

He glanced at the window before pointing a trembling finger at the door.

Kate shook her head and indicated the window with the knife. “Get. Out. Now. Before I change my mind.” She inched closer to the phone.

He twisted to his knees and crawled toward the window, moaning with every movement. Kate didn’t know much about anatomy, but she had a feeling swelling had set in.

Grasping the window ledge, the intruder pulled himself up. Again, he stared longingly at the door.

Kate stepped from beside the bed and stood between him and the door. She motioned with the knife. “Go.”

His already pallid features paled. He shoved the window to open it farther, but it barely budged.

Good, thought Kate, more fingerprints. Just in case she needed proof of breaking and entering.

He turned sideways, put one leg over the ledge, let out a garbled scream and fell onto the fire escape, one foot still inside.

Shoving his foot out, she slammed the window shut, latched it and yanked the curtains closed. Despite the wall between them, she could hear him cursing her and calling her vile names. She turned her back—and the room closed in on her.

Kate frowned at the bed. She couldn’t sleep here. This was a return to her old world, her old nightmares. For all she knew, the jerk would return with a weapon or an accomplice. She couldn’t stay. Even if he didn’t come back, she wouldn’t be able to sleep.

Her heart pounded. Her hands shook. She needed a drink or a hit, something to calm her mind and body. Kate gathered her things from the floor and threw them in the suitcase. Purse, water bottle and room key in hand—and the knife’s leather sheath between her spine and the back of her pants, she opened the door and checked the hallway.

Again, she saw no one. And she no longer heard her assailant’s yells. Was he still on the fire escape? Or was he in a nearby room? Either way, he was likely curled in a fetal position.

Rather than banging her suitcase down the stairs one by one, she carried it. This was not the time to call attention to herself. The smoke grew denser and the music louder with each step. She realized no one could hear her, yet she continued to carry the suitcase. At the landing, she stopped to survey the packed bar. The jukebox pulsed and a disco ball, something she hadn’t seen in years, rained sparkles on the handful of dancers swaying in place on the small dance floor.

From a nearby table, a man got up and staggered her direction. Before he could reach her, Kate wheeled her suitcase across the room. The bartender, who’d been talking with two men seated at the bar, turned to her. “Ah, Ms. Neilson. What can I get you?”

The other men eyed her, curious expressions on their faces.

Kate cringed. He’d remembered her name—and shared it with his audience of two. She held up the water bottle. “Would you please refill this for me?”

“I can do better than that.” He opened a cooler, pulled out a fresh bottle and set it on the counter with a thump. “Can I get you anything else? This is two-for-one night. Buy a house beer and get one free.”

Kate tilted her head. Two for one? A cold beer—two cold beers—would be heavenly right now. Just what she needed. She slid onto a stool. “Sounds good.”

The bartender held a mug under the tap and pulled the handle. A spurt of liquid bubbled out, then nothing more. “End of that,” he said. “I’ve filled a lot of mugs tonight. But no worries. We have refrigerated cans in the back. I’ll go get you a couple.” He pushed through swinging doors at the side of the bar.

What are you doing?

Kate turned to the two men, but they were deep in conversation and no one sat on the other side of her.

You promised.

And she knew. She’d heard that voice before, a voice that had come to her more than once after she met Jesus in prison. She sighed. Yes, I promised. I’m sorry.

The bartender returned and plopped two cans in front of her.

Kate swallowed. “Thanks, but I changed my mind. That’s not why I’m here.”

“What?” He squinted at her.

She held up the room key. “I’m checking out.”

He arched a thick eyebrow. “Something wrong with the room?”

“Couldn’t sleep.” She shrugged. “But that’s okay. I need to get down the road.”

He studied her for a moment. “Did you use the shower?”

She nodded.

He opened the cash register drawer and pulled out the check-in form she’d signed, along with several bills. “Here’s your money back, minus five dollars for the shower. Fair deal?”

“Fair deal.” Kate laid the key on the counter and stuffed the cash in her pocket along with the check-in form.

“Sure you don’t want the beer? As long as you don’t open the cans, you can take them with you.”

“Want? Yes. Need? No.” Ignoring his mystified expression, she took the cold, damp water bottle, grabbed her suitcase and hurried out the door. As she maneuvered past a cluster of
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