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      “He’s mine!” Phil Daynton slammed down his whiskey glass. The golden liquid erupted, splattered over his hand and soaked into the plush carpet in the warden’s office at the Chicago prison. “Clarence Timmelsen thinks he can keep my little girl, Bea, from me.” He stood, holding his hand away from his clothes. “Well, I’ll cut him in half! And you can’t stop me.”

      Warden William Ralston smirked as he sipped his drink, then quietly rested the crystal glass on his knee. Leather stretched and moaned as he leaned back in his chair.

      “Don’t look at me like that!” Phil stabbed his finger onto Warden’s desk. “I get first crack at him!” Booze dripped onto the fine woodwork. His tongue flickered inside his mouth. Ohh. What a waste. He started to lick the back of his hand, but instead, wiped it on his jeans, then used his sleeve to mop the desk surface dry, bumping a family photo into another one right next to it. He caught them before they crashed to the floor. Damn.

      Warden sat as calm as the calm just before dawn on every day. The calm before Phil knew his dad would be rising out of his drunken stupor soon. Just before the fear and chaos began. Just before the firing squad … fired.

      Phil stomped toward the windows. Things had changed since Ralston had taken over the warden job.

      For one thing, a new mahogany desk with leather bumpers had replaced grey metal government issue furniture from the last warden. Phil tapped the leather bumper, as he passed the desk. Should have been a pool table—it would have been a better use of beautiful wood and leather. The ceiling fan quietly sliced the heated air; the brass blades reflected the green desk lamp below.

      He scanned the grounds outside, as he leaned against the rich wood framing the window, sipping what was left of his drink. Inmates lounged in the fenced-in commons area. Must be break time. Most sat at picnic tables or on the sidewalk, leaning against the brick building. Only a couple seemed to be running laps along the fence.

      The fence wasn't your everyday-white-washed picket fence. Razor wire topped off the chain-link mesh in endless circles.

      Phil shook his head. Who would try to escape over that?

      What a kingdom.

      The office wing formed its own three-story lookout tower, and crowning it was the warden’s office on the third floor—with a view of the prison yard, parking lot and entrances in three directions.

      Maybe after Clarence was dead and he had Bea all for himself, Phil could get his own warden position and they’d be set for the rest of their lives. He’d show this pansy-faced warden how to take control. Kill or torture off the weaklings and create his own powerful legion of cold soldiers. He straightened, chin jutted. Then he’d rule. Then he’d be the kind of leader this place was worthy of.

      Warden stirred the ice in his glass with his finger, his gold rings glinting on his brown skin. “You’ll have to get through me, first.” He sucked the liquid from his finger and licked his lips.

      Something was … was Warden mocking him? “You think you’re so damn smart.” Phil faced him and folded his arms across his chest. “I used to be dead drunk, but I ran circles around you—got the girl and the drug money. And still stayed ahead of the cops.”

      Warden slowly lifted his head, his eyes locked on Phil.

      Something tickled at the back of Phil’s neck, like a fly had landed there. Or a feather drawn across his skin. He tried to lift his hand to brush it away, but he just trembled.

      He couldn’t move his hand.

      He turned.

      Someone had snuck up behind him.

      But no one was there.

      Cold chills traced up his back and shoulders, like the caress of a lover, only this was no lover. It was a sinister presence he had only encountered once before. Memories cut through his mind. Hot hands from his past raked over his arms and squeezed at his neck, teasing and taunting him into submission.

      Warden was still staring at him—eyes piercing.

      Phil tried shaking it off—residual twinges skittered in places he couldn’t scratch in public. His face burned as he turned away too late.

      “Reliving your past?” A deep voice spoke, but it wasn’t the warden’s. The voice vibrated every cell of Phil's body with an evil frequency.

      Phil shivered and faced the warden. He couldn’t help himself. The past pressed into … now. He was that little boy who had been harshly disciplined—picked up physically and planted in front of his dad—knowing what came next.

      All the Warden had said were three words, but Phil knew the voice. Same one from every time he’d been hurt, taunted, or abused. Those deep gravelly words accused him, pulled a tarp over the truth, and buried the trail of pain.

      Phil shuddered, shaking himself out of the sensations and sounds. “Get outta my head.” He kicked the desk.

      Warden snarled.

      Phil dropped onto the chair across the desk from the warden and tossed the name plaque to the side. “That man. Clarence Timmelsen.” He swung his arm wide. “You have hundreds of men to torture. Why do you need him?”

      Warden’s eyes narrowed. A glint of raw emotion, Phil guessed pure hatred, poured from those dark pools. They turned from black holes to blood red.

      Phil’s eyes locked on him. The walls, the ceiling fan, desk, even the carpet blurred, until all Phil could see in the room was Warden Ralston.

      With each breath Warden blew out, the air grew thick, like 4th of July firecracker smoke. His whole appearance seemed to change. Were those faint outlines of scales and horns materializing through the smoke?

      Phil shuddered and rubbed his eyes. His empty glass found its way to his lips, like a baby's thumb finds its way to her mouth.

      A sick grin twisted Warden’s lips. He sucked in a deep breath and the smoke disappeared. “I want Timmelsen, because he killed my brother. It doesn’t matter how it happened.” He shuddered, shaking off whatever had enveloped him, like a dog shakes off water. “He killed my brother, Lewis, and I want Clarence Timmelsen dead.”

      The door burst open and a skinny weasel of a guard entered. His filthy grin turned to horror as he realized his blunder. He quickly backed out, closed the door and knocked. “Um, Warden?” He cleared his squeaky voice. This time a deeper voice came out, only it wasn’t the effect he had obviously hoped for.

      “What a dork.” Warden shook his head and shifted his shoulders, adjusting his tie. “Enter, Blockhead.”

      “I’ve told you and told you. Don’t call me that.” The guard glared at Phil. “It only undermines my authority.”

      “Okay, Tay. Baby Tay. Baby Brudder.” Warden grinned, his teeth sparkling. “That better, Tay? Tay?”

      Warden's brother, huh.

      Tay’s brown face turned red. His eyes clouded over. “All I want to tell you is,” he straightened, “we are ready to go get that … that Clarence guy.” His chin jutted out when he glanced in Phil’s direction. “Van’s all gassed up and Randy is getting the paperwork fixed.”

      Warden snorted. “You have any brothers, Phil?”

      “Nope.” He might have had a brother, but the kid wouldn't have survived his father. How had he, himself lived? How had Bea slipped through?

      Tay’s chest caved in like a popped balloon. His naturally dark skin took on a gray hue, his eyes appeared wet, but he gulped in a deep breath and his eyes turned hard. “You are a b-bastard!”

      He turned and tripped on the expensive oriental rug, falling into the desk. His hands bumped the whiskey carafe. He desperately tried to keep it upright and he almost saved it, but a last grab sent it flying, soaking the paperwork on the desk and sloshing onto Warden’s expensive suit.

      Phil jumped away to avoid the flood, but Warden’s anger activated more scales, this time visible to all. No smoke or mist to hide behind. They shimmered green and gray and gold. Flickered and reflected light. Warden’s whole face changed. His eyes bugged out, cheeks stretched flat and his nose grew to a snout.

      But those teeth.

      Quickly, it all morphed back into Warden’s handsome but cruel dark features.

      Phil lifted the empty glass to his mouth again, fingers trembling. The booze must be affecting his imagination.

      From the look on Tay’s face, he guessed he’d seen those scales, too. Growing up with the Warden must have been quite interesting.

      Warden smirked. “I’d fill that glass for you, Phil, but as you can see, I’m all out.” He calmly tapped his ear and spoke. “Carmile, please bring the necessary equipment.”

      Interesting. No earpiece. No wires. Must be some sort of implant.

      Someone knocked on the door and Warden nodded.

      A striking person entered. Almost air-brushed light brown skin. Smoky dark eyes perfectly outlined—resembled an Egyptian goddess. The suit was tailored to fit her … his body. Hair dangled long around a woman’s chest. But lower there was—

      “Thank you, Carmile. We had a little mishap.” Warden stepped away from the desk, brushing at his pants.

      Phil couldn’t take his eyes off the secretary.

      Tay couldn’t either.

      She moved with the grace of a woman, but with a man’s stride. Lifting one end of the solid wood desk, she sopped the whiskey from the carpet.

      What was … he? She?

      Warden cleared his throat. “Time to roll. Gather in the Timmelsen man. Bring him to me.” He glanced out the window. “Tay. Load up the van. If you leave now, you can drive all night and get there in the morning.”

      “Yeah.” Tay turned to the door. “Whatcha say we don’t drive all night, Bro, and get a motel halfway there?”

      Tay’s hand seemed to freeze on the doorknob.

      “You will do as I say, Baby Brother.” Warden’s voice grew softer, with a growl, his eyes still on something outside. “You will leave now and drive all night. Gather Mr. Timmelsen and bring him to me by morning.”

      “Yeah. Okay, Bro.” He stood, hand still frozen on the knob “You can let me go now. We ain’t no kids in the backyard anymore.” He squealed. “Let me go!” The door opened and he leaned into the opening but appeared to be suspended mid air—as if held by some unseen force—like a rubber band stretched tight, ready to shoot its missile. Suddenly, the force holding him seemed to release and he shot into the hallway. He picked himself up and ran.

      Phil snorted a laugh but restrained himself. He stood and followed where Warden stared. One inmate was out of line, weaving back and forth. A guard abruptly turned toward the window where Warden stood and stared back. He then signaled for the other guards to handcuff the inmate. They took him out of Phil’s line of vision. A sharp pop made the others in line jump, but none looked away from the guard in charge. All stayed obediently in line, eyes straight ahead. Intent on staying at attention. The other man never came back.

      Phil disengaged himself from the scene outside to find Warden smiling at him. Eyebrows raised.

      And a plan dropped into his mind. Why not let Warden have Timmelsen? Why fight over him?

      If Warden arrested Clarence … then Bea and Katty, but especially pretty little Bea, would be unguarded.

      And vulnerable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Noell Carpenter sighed. Day off. Weekends were so long.

      She stretched. Nice not to go to the Roads Department, but she missed the guys. She missed the camaraderie and the joking. The family atmosphere. Even Rat.

      The family.

      She supposed everybody had questionable members in their family. One might be nice, another maybe from a different culture. And everybody had a Rat. Her work family had one; he had tried more than once to interest her in his idea of love.

      Ick. Hence the name.

      Her room upstairs was pristine, as always, but today it seemed empty. She liked the clean feel—just a couple things on the bedside table—her Bible from Gamma, the “Osceola Times” cup from the porch and her baby bracelet. She rolled over and picked up the bracelet. So tiny. The smallest pearls she’d ever seen and little pink beads mixed in. A small round locket out of what looked like silver, created a center showpiece.

      When she opened the locket, a photo of herself as a baby was on one side and Mommy’s picture was on the other.

      Noell hovered her finger over both photos, letting the emotion flow until she snapped the locket shut. Even though she had touched the bracelet many times, still she could discern other voices—Gamma’s most of all. “My baby girl. You are so precious.”

      She blew out a breath and blinked back tears.

      Before Gamma died, when grief and fear pulled her down, she could run downstairs and snuggle with Gamma and everything would be all right.

      But not anymore.

      Gamma was gone and so was Grampa.

      And so was Mommy.

      Loneliness.

      Noell had never known Mommy by any other name than … Mommy. She couldn’t remember her face, except from photographs like the one in the locket.

      And the nightmares.

      Gotta get up and focus on something.

      Anything, other than loneliness.

      Anything, other than nightmares.

      As soon as she got dressed and went downstairs, more emotion flooded her. The stairway descended into the living room and Gamma’s beautiful red leather sofa sat front and center. Her empty spot still … empty. Even though one end was piled with magazines and old mail, and boxes surrounded the sofa, Gamma’s spot was always open. Waiting.

      A sob rose in Noell’s throat and she swallowed it. She didn’t need to go down that road now, with no one to pull her back from the edge of pain and nightmares.

      Get busy.

      Do something.

      Breathe.

      The room was stuffed. Barely space to walk from the bottom of the steps to the dining room in front of her. Or from Gamma’s sofa to the enclosed front porch or to Gamma’s bedroom at the back of the house. At least from the bottom of the steps, it was just a right turn into the kitchen. She had used that well when freshly baked chocolate chip cookies still cooled on the counter. Just nab four or five, whip around the corner and zoom up the steps. Gamma never saw. But she knew.

      She leaned around the corner now.

      No cookies.

      Books piled to the ceiling against the back kitchen wall, framing the back door. Gamma had always said they were good insulation.

      Noell shrugged. Maybe.

      She loved to read and was forever checking books out from the library or buying softly used books from Mrs. Bertrand’s thrift store. Seemed like Mrs. Bertrand always found some that spoke to Noell. She loved that store.

      Maybe she could give back. Her eyes skimmed the walls. Give back stacks and stacks of books to Mrs. Bertrand.

      When Gamma was still alive, Noell had tried to get rid of some of the clutter by sneaking items out. She had donated them to the thrift store. Mrs. Bertrand and the other ladies working there promised to never tell. Anything to try and clear the house out.

      She shook her head. Hadn’t helped. She couldn’t tell if it had made any difference or not.

      She blinked. Really emotional today. She wiped her face with her sleeve.

      Breathe.

      She could go to the Roads yard and rake, whether they were open or not. She knew how to get in. Anything but stay here. It felt like every box and stack in every room had tumbled down on top of her.

      Maybe Fletch could come over later after he got off work and they could … go for a walk or watch a movie at his house. There was no room here to do anything.

      What if she cleared away clutter around the TV? They could watch a movie together.

      If she picked up the magazine piles on the sofa and moved them to the kitchen, that would help clear room for one more person on the sofa. Cozy.

      She hauled the magazines to the kitchen but when she got to the back door, she realized there were two more piles she’d put there yesterday. One pile was already sliding into the narrow path to the backdoor. She slid them as best she could with her foot, but the other stack started sliding until there was a mess of magazines covering her feet.

      She needed a recycling bin. No, she needed one like at the dump for newspapers, magazines, cans, everything.

      Good idea. Note to self. Call Monday and see if they could pull one here.

      Noell had been working for an hour before her stomach growled. Breakfast. Taking the steps two at a time, she went up to her room for a book to read while she ate.

      Two more doors opened off the landing hallway and Noell became distracted by them. It had been a long time since she had explored.

      This house was all hers now, so she ought to find out what she owned.

      She jiggled the doorknob to the first room, but it was locked.

      What?

      She dug around the boxes on the floor, felt along the doorjamb, the baseboards and finally produced a key stuck in a crack between the doorjamb and the wall. What on earth? What would Gamma have had that needed to be locked up?

      She examined the key—a little bread wrapper twisty looped through the hole. Gamma used those for everything—from hangers for keys, to tighten an old screw. The twisty had been barely sticking out from where the key was hidden—just enough to be able to slide the key out. What if it had fallen further behind the wood?

      Flipping the key one way and then the other, Noell inserted it in the door lock. Wrong way. She flipped it again, wiggled it back and forth and the lock clicked.

      The door opened a crack—purple rug. Noell had to give the door a kick to get it open all the way. Cobwebs hung as if protecting the entrance, until she swung her arms, breaking through.

      A bedroom. The bed was still made up with a pretty quilt, splashes of yellow sunflowers and green leaves outlined in purple and lavender.

      Oh. No.

      Just leave. Just close the door and pretend she’d never found that key. Go downstairs and cook. Go outside to the camper and forget this house was here. Some people actually did that.

      But she couldn’t. Her feet were stapled to the floor. She glanced at her feet. No. To purple carpet.

      Deep breath.

      Stay here.

      Don’t run.

      Her hand still grasped the doorknob.

      She knew where she was.

      A movie of people played in her mind—a much younger Gamma, Grampa, others she didn’t know or recognize. All moved together through time—through this house. The same house, the same rooms—only no clutter.

      No boxes or stacks of books.

      Anywhere.

      The steps were beautiful, all cleared off and newer supple wood, instead of tired and dried out. And dirty.

      She blinked.

      Time dropped her back into the current day.

      This room—she knew instantly whose room it had been, and that knowledge dropped her to her knees.

      The quilt pattern blurred. The photos on the bedside table swam before her brimming eyes.

      Mommy’s room.

      Breathe.

      She couldn’t move.

      The movie played again.

      Someone was crying. Dishes clattered. Telephones rang. A deep voice, “I’m sorry. We can’t talk right now. We’ve … our daughter … ” A little voice, “Where’s Mommy? Gamma? Where’s my mommy?”

      Oh God.

      Why had she never explored? Had Gamma told her not to—to protect her—to keep her out of Mommy’s room?

      A stronger will pushed her to her feet. Gave her strength to inch slowly to the bed. The old quilt was soft under her fingers. She traced the pattern of leaves and stitching. Gamma must have made this.

      Or Mommy?

      Noell held her breath as she sat on the bed. No springs squeaked. No sounds.

      Just soft.

      And comforting.

      She willed herself to lie down, then curled on her side, hugging the pillows. Pulling the quilt around her shoulders, she breathed it in. A little musty but somehow so fresh.

      Mommy had slept here.

      As the quilt warmed her shoulders and back, the love she had longed for from her mother’s arms surrounded her. Tears held back for so long spilled out.

      This was not how she had expected this day to start.

      “Mom. Gamma. Grampa too. I feel you all here somehow. Something here is so warm and comforting.” She wiped her face and sat up. “Why Gamma? Why didn’t you … ”

      Noell realized for the first time why Gamma had left this room intact. The pain had been too real. And as the years crawled on, grief grew into a formidable monster that Gamma couldn’t fight by herself.

      As she began to explore the room, she realized something else. Maybe this room had been preserved … for her.

      For now.

      She picked up a small framed photo and plunked herself back down on the bed.

      Mommy.

      Her nightmares were still there, slithering into her sleep, flooding her tormented nights. Mommy’s face still screamed out at her, her hand still reached for her.

      But this photo …

      Mommy had been pretty.

      Noell combed through her own hair as she noticed Mommy’s long blond hair.

      Her eyes. Kind. Loving. Same clear blue as her own.

      Mommy’s eyes in the dreams were terrified.

      Mom, what did you go through that day?

      She lifted her head to study the room.

      Gamma … and Grampa, what did you go through that day?

      Noell still had the nightmares, but her grandparents had lived with the cruel daily reality of that pain. Their daughter had drowned.

      She pressed the photo to her chest as she wandered about the room, touched curtains, sniffed a bottle of perfume.

      She reached the closet and paused, her hand on the doorknob.

      No voices. No visuals.

      Deep breath as she opened the door, not knowing if she wished it would be full or empty.

      Creak.

      Full.

      So many revelations hit her as she explored—Gamma, to keep her own sanity, had held onto everything, so she wouldn’t have to part with her memories.

      Oh Gamma.

      Noell gently touched each garment, releasing the fragrance of her mother. She closed her eyes, waiting for the onslaught of powerful visions and voices.

      What she heard instead was laughter so melodic. Bubbles of it.

      Dancing and laughter.

      “You’re so pretty little one.”

      “Look at your curls dance!”

      “I love you.”

      Oh God.

      Blinking back more tears, she slowly closed the door.

      Turned into the room again. No clutter. No hoarding. Almost as simple as her own room.

      She was beginning to understand Gamma even more.

      While Noell had struggled with her own problems—germaphobia, nightmares—Gamma had been in such pain.

      She treasured seeing this intact room and felt it was meant to be. She needed to experience her mother’s things and let the voices speak to her heart.

      Someday she would need to take all this down.

      Just that thought was enough to make her heart hammer in her chest.

      Pictures flooded her mind of the rest of the house and she gasped. Struggled to breathe. She closed her eyes.

      In that moment she knew she had to face what Gamma wouldn’t.

      Couldn’t.

      She had to clean out this house and get rid of it all. Sell it.

      She couldn’t let it be a noose around her neck. She couldn’t let it trap her and paralyze her whole life, like Gamma had.

      She knew now that Gamma had been trapped by her grief, but Noell realized she couldn’t let herself do that.

      She had to find release and get free.

      She had to sell this house. Clean it out and sell so she didn’t end up the same way.

      She walked to the door spurred on by those thoughts, the photo of Mommy cupped at her chest.

      She could do this.

      Until she saw the steps. Each step had stacks on it. Books. Magazines. Boxes.

      How on earth … ?
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      Katty yawned. Good to sleep in today. She checked her phone. Wow.

      Bea slept in too? It was seven o’clock and she wasn’t begging for cereal and juice. Maybe she was growing up. Oh, for when Bea was sixteen and slept till noon.

      Katty slipped out from under the sheet and stretched. So much she should do today.

      Laundry. Always laundry.

      What she really should do was work with Bea—let her practice writing her name. While she did that, Katty loved to draw. Bea always wanted to draw too—cute trees and sunshine, but Katty made her write her name several times before she turned her loose.

      She glanced at all the drawings Bea had taped up in the living room, as she zipped up her hoodie.

      Everywhere. Above the doorjamb. Down the legs of the kitchen table.

      Well, she had taped the ones above the door. Bea had done all the rest. Tape was cheap.

      She opened the refrigerator door. There was even a picture in there. Oh, so cute. A belly laugh rose up from her toes. A drawing of a cow was taped to the milk jug.

      That Bea!

      Katty took the milk and juice out. When had Bea done that? She left the drawing taped to the milk. Wouldn’t be long till the tape got too wet, but for now—

      “Mommy! Look!” Bea raced to Katty. “Look! I drew a Mommy cow and her baby! Can we go to a farm and see them?”

      About a dozen paintings were scattered on the dining room table, the floor and on each chair. “How long have you been up, Bea?” She placed the milk and juice on the table.

      “I just got up!”

      “Right.”

      Katty picked up one picture and put it on the stove to dry. “Reminder. Don’t turn on the burner without moving the picture.” She pulled out bowls and spoons, muttering to herself. “I remember a day, not so long ago, when I started a fire doing just that and the fire department—”

      “What, Mommy? Fire?”

      “No Baby Bea. Just talking to myself.” She poured cereal in both bowls and then the milk. “I also remember the days when we were always out of milk and cereal and you, my beautiful child had to fend for yourself.”

      She cupped her hands around Bea’s full cheeks. “I would wake from my drunken stupor to find you eating peanut butter on stale, moldy bread.” She wiped her eyes.

      Bea stood up on her chair. “Mommy. You’re crying. Can we have peanut butter?”

      Katty hugged Bea. “So thankful, Baby. So thankful.” She checked the cupboard.

      “Yeah. Thankful.” Bea nodded. “To Jesus. To Clarence. To the birds. To God—”

      Katty burst out laughing. “Oh, I love you!” She moved some cans around and mumbled. “I don’t see any peanut butter.”

      “I love you too, Mommy.” Bea slurped her cereal. “I love peanut butter too.”

      “We’ll have to get some, okay? Sit down and eat and I’ll go out and get the mail. I forgot to get it yesterday. Be right back.”

      Katty peeked outside to make sure no one was outside. There had been a day also, when she wouldn’t have cared, or even realized that she was outside in her pjs. She used to go to the store in these same shorties. Just roll out, grab Bea and go. She cringed, hoping people had either forgotten, or they had forgiven her.

      She opened the door and stepped outside on her beautiful new wooden deck. Clarence was so generous. He had said they needed to be safe and to be honest, the old deck had been falling apart. New pots of lavender drew her, and she pinched a leaf, sniffed it as she went down the steps to the mailbox. She opened it and pulled out more than a days worth of mail, when she noticed a little red bike with a huge bow the size of a dinner plate tied around the handlebars.

      She gasped. So shiny. She walked around it and patted the seat. “It’s beautiful, but—”

      Bea screamed from the door and ran down the steps. “Mommy! Is this for me? Did it come in the mail? How did they fit it in the mailbox? Mommy, it’s beautiful!”

      Katty shushed her. “It’s seven o’clock in the morning.” She glanced at the neighbors across the road and next door. Ugh. He was up. The guy next door had never done anything to them, but he still gave Katty the willies. He waved from the window. Shirtless. Ick.

      “Did he give me this bike?” Bea pointed.

      “No!” Katty shushed her again and gripped Bea’s pointer finger in her hand. She lowered her voice. “No. I’m sure he would like you to think he did.” She pulled at the bow, revealing an envelope.

      She handed the envelope to Bea, shoved up the kickstand with her bare foot and pushed the bike to the deck. Bumping up each step, she steered it to the door.

      “Mommy! My bike?” Bea followed her. “In the house?” She grinned. “Cool!”

      Katty slammed the door. “Open the envelope Bea. See who it’s from.”

      Bea tore it open and squealed as a ten-dollar bill floated to the floor. She held up the card for Katty to read.

      “To Bea—”

      “Bea! That’s me! That’s my bike!”

      “Wait! There’s more.” Katty grabbed the card. “I can’t read it while you’re jumping up and down.” She squinted. “To Bea. From your Secret Admirer.” She flipped the card over and over. “Who on earth would do this?”

      Bea stopped bouncing. “Clarence! He would. It’s from him!” She started dancing around the bike. “Clarence would do it! Can I take it out and ride it? I rode Alexander’s bike … one day.”

      “You rode his bike?” Katty leaned over and looked into Bea’s eyes. “After I told you not to go over there anymore?”

      “Well … only once.” She brightened. “But I could ride it!” She hopped on the seat. “Can I?”

      “No! We have to call Clarence first and make sure it’s from him. Otherwise we don’t know who did this. And if we don’t know who gave it to you, then you can’t ride it. Or keep it.”

      “What?” Bea’s lower lip trembled. “The card. It said to me.” She pointed to her chest. Her face crumpled and she stomped her feet.

      “Bea!” Katty’s hand swung but she drew it back. “Bea! Stop that right now!” She realized she had left the front door open and just her luck, a cop drove by.

      God!

      She slammed the door and scrambled for her phone. “I’ll call Clarence and find out.” She checked the time. “Almost eight o’clock. He’ll be up.”

      Bea hopped on the bike, almost knocking it over.

      Katty steadied the bike. “Hello Clarence?”
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      Clarence Timmelsen tilted the coffee carafe toward Harold. “More?”

      Harold shook his head and covered his cup. “Naw. Takes me too long to get to the bathroom. Sure is good, though. Better than down at the dining room. Theirs is like pee water.”

      “The very reason I make my own.” Clarence filled his cup. “Coffee at prison was sludge. You didn’t need a spoon to stir sugar in, you needed a concrete mixer.”

      Harold laughed and tipped his cup way up to get that last drop.

      Old geezer. Wore his upside down American flag pin everyday. Did he have one for every shirt or did he take it out every night? Bet the nurse did it.

      Clarence reached over and righted the flag.

      “Bothers you, huh.” Harold tucked his chin down to try and see the flag. “I do that every morning.”

      “What? What do you do every morning?” Clarence picked up his cup.

      “I turn it upside down just to piss you off.” Harold chuckled. “I know it bothers you, so I make sure, before I leave my room, that I turn it upside down.”

      Clarence slammed his cup down. “Isn’t there something about that in the Bible? You’ll go to hell for doing that.” He bounced his head up and down.

      Harold choked.

      “Whoa!” Clarence patted him on the back. “Don’t die on me.” He looked toward the hallway. “Nurse!”

      Harold waved him back, laughing. “I’m fine.” He blew out a breath. Chuckled again. “Thanks for telling me that.”

      “Telling you what?” Clarence cupped his hand around one ear.

      “I don’t want to go to hell.” Harold laughed again. “Damn. We’re like a couple old ladies. Can’t hear. Can’t breathe.”

      Clarence chuckled, too. Good to laugh these days. Good to have a friend to laugh with. Sigh.

      They settled back and watched the morning traffic pass Clarence’s open door in Hillcrest nursing home.

      “Do you really turn it upside down every morning?” Clarence peeked at Harold.

      Harold broke out laughing, slamming his hand on the desk.

      Clarence wiped his eyes. Belly laughs. He coughed to clear his throat.

      “Everyday we can have one more laugh is a good day.” Harold nodded and glanced out at the hallway.

      People in wheelchairs, either being pushed or self-mobilated, headed to the dining room for breakfast. Nurses rushed past the door with med cups or charts or bedding.

      Busy. Busy.

      Clarence turned to gaze out the window. The maintenance man crouched in the corner, digging in the brightly colored chrysanthemum bed. Weeding? The guy was always quietly digging somewhere. In fact, he’d been there before—digging. Clarence leaned forward and pointed. “Wha—”

      “Hey!” Harold waved at someone passing by in the hall. “We should start an agency together.”

      Clarence swiveled in his office chair. “A what? A government agency, insurance agency? We could run one better than that bastard Pete … Pete—”

      “Pete Malovitch.”

      “That bastard Malovitch.” Clarence shook his head. “One bad dude. Almost killed me.” He leaned his head back against the headrest. “Thank God for Sheriff. That man saved my life.”

      “No. An agency. What if—what if we started with who we are? You’re a lawyer and I’m a detective—still have my certification.”

      Clarence lifted his head. “You do? That’s … awesome.” He leaned forward and peered at his framed law certificates. He pointed. “Those haven’t expired. I renewed that just before I was kicked out of prison.” He shook his head again. “You think we could really do that?”

      Harold shrugged. “Why not? We ain’t dead yet. People hide from life and the law in small towns. Why not in a nursing home?”

      “Yeah.” Clarence jutted his chin and nodded. “Why not?”

      “Think of the damsels in distress we could save.” Harold flicked his eyebrows up and down.

      The door pushed open.

      “Clarence!” Carol rushed in. Her eyes appeared red; black smudged her cheeks. She was a beautiful woman normally, but right now, something had either scared her or hurt her, and it gripped his heart.

      Clarence jumped up and grabbed her shoulders. “Is Joe okay? Carol, what happened?” He searched her face. “What happened to Joe?”

      “Joe’s like always … he’s worse … but it’s not him.” She gulped. Tears spilled from clear green eyes onto fair cheeks. “It’s you, Clarence—” She pushed past him to the TV and turned it on. The screen flashed. She flipped channels and Phil Daynton and Lex Forte’s faces filled the screen, with a byline below looping their names.

      Clarence pointed. “What are they doing on TV?” He leaned closer, reading. “And when did they become prison consultants?” He fumbled with the remote and volume blared. He punched it down.

      The camera panned to the announcer interviewing Phil. “And Mr. Daynton, when did Mr. Timmelsen escape from Chicago prison?”

      Clarence growled. “I didn’t escape. Judge Green had it set up way back … he had me kicked out.”

      Carol shushed him.

      A photo of Clarence flashed on the screen.

      Every cell in Clarence’s body went rigid. His jaw dropped and he grabbed at his coffee, only to knock it over.

      Carol rushed to pull paper towels, but stopped and stared at the TV.

      Harold pointed. “Look! They have a picture of you, Clarence!”

      Phil looked full into the camera. “He was kicked out—”

      Clarence nodded. “There you see? Damn right I—”

      “—by mistake. He killed a man while incarcerated.”

      Clarence slowly lowered himself onto his chair, his fingers massaged the scar on his cheek. “I killed … it was self defense.” He pointed at the TV. “He was going to kill me and … and—”

      The announcer had asked Phil another question.

      “Oh, he’ll pay all right.” Phil looked straight into the camera. “A posse was sent out overnight to the nursing home to bring him in.”

      A small crowd had gathered behind Phil and Lex on screen and they began murmuring. “A posse?”

      “Where?”

      A woman right behind Lex gasped, her hand over her mouth. “He’s in the nursing home? A murderer loose in a nursing home?”

      Loud voices could be heard from the hall.

      Clarence’s phone rang and he picked it up. “Hello?” He listened for a minute. “Katty. Hi. It’s crazy here right now.” He pointed to the TV. “What?” He listened again. “No, Hon, I didn’t give her a bike. Why?”

      The voices from the hall grew closer.

      “Turn on your TV. That bastard Phil Daynton and Lex Whathisname are on.” He nodded. “The same. They are saying they sent a posse out for me and they’re gonna take me back to prison.” He leaned forward. “What? It’s awfully noisy right now.”

      Sheriff Dennison pushed through the door, talking to someone behind him. “He’s innocent. I’ve read his files.” He stepped in front of Clarence. “You have to have papers. Authorization.”

      Harold set his chin. “Sheriff’s here. He’ll straighten things out.”

      A puny, dark-skinned prison guard followed through the door. Full prison uniform. Hand at his gun. Face stern. Another followed close behind, double the size. Same evil.

      Clarence stiffened and backed his chair up, pulling Carol with him. Six months since he had seen a guard. Six months!

      Randy Gerald followed, a brown envelope in his hand. Same guard uniform stretched over an expanding belly. His brown eyes determined.

      “Randy!” Clarence dropped his phone and started toward him. Something else lurked in Randy’s eyes. Frustration? Embarrassment? Yes, but something more. Randy almost growled.

      “Clarence—” Randy handed the envelope to Sheriff.

      Miss Oster, Administrator, flew into the room and butted in front of Randy and the guards. “I knew it! I knew it was a bad idea to let you live here, much less open your law office here.” She planted her feet in front of Clarence and Carol.

      “Clarence?” The phone spoke.

      Clarence tightened his grip on Carol’s arm. “Randy, what is all this?” He stepped in front of Carol and pushed Miss Oster aside.

      The skinny guard flinched and drew his gun. The other guard followed suit.

      Sheriff dropped the paperwork and drew his.

      Everyone in the room immediately raised their hands in surrender, except Clarence and Randy.

      The door pushed open to the tallest guy in Osceola, Nebraska and probably this side of heaven.

      “Michael!” Clarence breathed a sigh of relief. Good timing, Buddy.

      “Clarence. How’s it going?” Michael ducked through the doorway and scanned the room. “This a party?” He slid around the guards to Clarence. “A costume party.” He patted the guard’s hat and tapped his gun. “Realistic. Guns look real.”

      The guard jumped. “Who’s Michael?”

      “Stand down.” Randy stepped between the guards and Clarence and Sheriff.

      The phone again. “Guns? Clarence, what is going on?”

      Clarence bent to retrieve the phone, but the guard kicked it away.

      Someone knocked, pushing the door open.

      “You boys need any … ” Lisha Hall stuck her head in, surrounded by three more aides. “prune juice?”

      “Eek!” An aide pointed. “They have guns!”

      Randy hefted his large chest and planted his feet, pointing at his guard. “Stand down! This is a nursing home. Old people live here!”

      The guards backed down and holstered their guns.

      Sheriff holstered his and gathered the papers.

      Clarence pointed his crooked finger at Randy. “Randy, what gives?”

      “I’ll take some prune juice.” Michael piped up.

      Harold started to stand. “I’m a detective and I’ll—”

      Tay pulled him up by the collar and shoved him out the door. “Detective. My eye. Shut-up old man.”

      “Excuse me ladies.” Randy escorted Lisha and the aides out the door. He bumped into Miss Oster as he turned into the room. “Ma’am, excuse me. This is private business.” He shoved her out the door.

      She stomped her foot. “I am Administrator of this nursing home and I have a right—”

      Randy stood firm. “I have jurisdiction here. Clarence is my prisoner.”

      Clarence froze. Every vein turned to ice. “P-prisoner?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Katty switched the phone to her other ear. “Phil? And Lex? Posse? What is going on?”

      “It’s awfully noisy right now.” Clarence’s voice sounded tense.

      Someone—sounded like Harold—said, “Sheriff’s here.”

      Katty held onto the bike. “Sheriff?”

      Clarence had obviously forgotten all about her and their conversation. “Randy!” Then clunk.

      Katty jerked her head up and stared at the phone. “Sounded like he dropped the phone.” She put it to her ear again. “Clarence? Clarence? What is going on?”

      Bea climbed off the bike. “Mommy? Clarence dropped the phone? Is he—”

      “Shh, Baby.” Katty checked her phone. Still connected. She slowly sat on the sofa. “Clarence?”

      Voices she had never heard before. A deep voice—Michael?

      “… guns ….”

      Katty froze. “Guns? Clarence what is going on?”

      Bea climbed onto her lap and leaned toward the phone. “Clarence? You there? He’s playing with guns? I want to!”

      “Shh. Bea, stop!” Katty listened again. Sounds of sliding, scraping along a surface and a bump into something.

      She kept listening in spite of Bea pestering her.

      “Did you ask him about the bike?” Bea slipped off her lap, almost knocking the bike over.

      Katty steadied the bike, phone still at her ear. “More guns?” She stared at the phone. “At the nursing home? Oh my God!”

      Bea, back on the bike, feet on the pedals, set the bike in motion, rode around the kitchen table and down the hall toward the bedrooms.

      Crash!

      Katty jumped up. Prune juice? “Bea? You okay?” She ran to see the damage.

      She got to Bea in time to see her in the bathroom, crawling out of the toilet, splashing water onto the floor. “Bea! Are you alright?”

      Bea was grinning. “I rode the bike, Mommy.” She pointed. “Into the potty.”

      Katty put the phone to her ear. “Clarence?” She wiped her cheeks and hugged Bea. Then pulled away. Clarence’s voice was shaking. Prisoner? “What? Prisoner?”

      “What’s a prisoner, Mommy?”

      Katty tried to suck in a breath but couldn’t. She blew out through her mouth.

      Breathe!

      “We’ve got to go!”
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      Click!

      Clarence stumbled. The room blurred. Breakfast oatmeal fought its way up. Cold metal encased his wrists. Handcuffs.

      “Michael! Help!”

      Michael just stood there beside the door, head bowed.

      The guards backed away a step but kept a tight grip on his arms. “Who’s Michael?”

      Clarence swallowed and cleared his throat. “Randy. What the hell?” He coughed. “Randy. Why are you doing this? What did I do?”

      All three—Randy and the two guards—blended together. They wore the exact same uniform: drab brown with patches on the sleeves, ball hat. Same old uniforms Clarence had stared at for the past sixty years in prison.

      One guard’s eyes flitted to everything in the room but Clarence. The skinny one glared, eyes boring into Clarence as if he had a personal vendetta against him. An evil amusement. Name tag: Tay Ralston.

      And Randy. His voice was firm, almost sharp, but his eyes betrayed him. Wouldn’t look Clarence in the eye. He pulled out papers and unfolded them, reading, making it official, “I have been sent to retrieve one Clarence Timmelsen—”

      “One Clarence Timmelsen! Randy, it’s me, Clarence!” He struggled with the handcuffs. “What do you have against me?”

      “ … to be brought before the Chicago State Prison Board on the matter of the death of inmate Lewis Ralston.”

      Something in Clarence shifted. His right cheek prickled where Lewis’s knife had sliced his skin. That had been almost twenty years ago.

      Clarence read the guard name tags again.

      Ralston’s glistening eyes glared pure evil. Something else. He had a vendetta, all right.

      Clarence struggled against the guards. “He was your … your—”

      “He was my brother.” Ralston grew taller. A mist enveloped him, like steam off a boiling kettle. An unmistakable sour stench filled the room.

      Randy stepped between them, paper at his side, facing Ralston. “I told you if you became a problem today, no matter your relationship with Warden Ralston, I would report you.” Face to face. Randy’s barrel chest touched Ralston’s belt. “You understand?”

      Ralston didn’t nod. He didn’t relax. “I understand.” His eyes still pierced with evil intent, voice mocking. “Sir.”

      Randy turned to face Clarence, still scanning the document. “The case went before the board and they determined—”

      “They determined that you killed him in cold blood.” Ralston finished with a squeak.

      Ralston hadn’t moved, but Clarence’s skin crawled.

      “It was self-defense. His brother was there. He saw it all.” Clarence’s voice rose in pitch. “They attacked me.” He tried to point to his right cheek, but the handcuffs held. “D-Dirk was there. He saw.”

      “Dirk is dead.”

      Clarence stumbled back. The atmosphere took on an icy chill. “He’s dead? Can’t be!” He searched each face.

      Ralston confirmed it, nodding his head, chin jutting out.

      “This can’t be happening.” Clarence glanced at his rooms, one for the office—desk and all—and one for a bedroom.

      How had this become home?

      “Let’s get going. It’s a long way back to Chicago.” Randy doffed his ball hat.

      “But I’ll need my stuff, my—”

      “You’ll get all prison issue again, just like before.” The evil guard laughed. “Only this time, you ain’t gettin’ out.”

      “Enough.” Randy pocketed the papers. “We don’t know that. We have just been ordered to bring him in.”

      “But why didn’t this come up when I was sent here? The warden didn’t have a problem with it.”

      “There’s a new warden in charge.”

      “In the last few months?” Anger began to boil. Clarence’s old friend, rage, punched him in the gut. “He just figured this all out in the last few months?” His voice broke.

      Ralston hooked Clarence’s arm and towed him along. “Like the man said—let’s get going.”

      Randy stood firm. “I have been delegated to bring you in Clarence. But be assured, you are under my care. Nothing’s going to happen to you. This will be over soon.”

      “Oh it’ll be over. I’ll be back here tomorrow night.”

      A deep chuckle sliced through the silence. “I wouldn’t count on it. If you have any hot dates, you’d better cancel them for the rest of your life because you’re not go—”

      “That’s enough, Ralston. He’ll be back here. I guarantee it.” Randy opened the door. “Now let’s get going. Lots of miles to drive.”

      Michael stepped aside.

      “Michael.” Clarence choked and leaned toward him.

      “Who’s Michael?”

      Michael bowed his head. He seemed to diminish in size.

      Clarence tugged at the handcuffs, looking up into Michael’s face. “Michael. Why can’t you help me?”

      No answer.

      No movement. Curly brown head still bowed.

      Clarence waited.

      Ralston pulled at his arm.

      Randy pushed from behind.

      Oatmeal threatened.

      Michael looked away.

      Clarence shuddered.

      As they dragged him out the door, his eyes never left Michael’s bowed head until the door silently swung shut.

      Down the hall.

      Carol hovered. “Clarence. You’ll be back. You’ll see.” Her chin quivered.

      A light touch on his back. Her touch tingled, sending a vibration through him, ending at his soul. Hit its mark.

      Residents had gathered in the long hall, in the living room, on their way back to their rooms after breakfast.

      “There he is.” One pointed. “I knew he was no good.”

      “This mean our pool game is off?” No one laughed.

      “Clarence … ”

      No.

      Mrs. Hatly. She was openly weeping, standing next to Harold. Her glasses were off, in Harold’s hand. Her skinny arm reached to Clarence.

      He choked and gasped a sob. And another. “Harold … please … ”

      Harold nodded. “I’ll watch over her.” He cleared his throat. “Until you get back.”

      The guards pushed him toward the door.
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      Katty plunged her hand into her bag, digging, throwing tissues onto the floorboards of her car. “Where are my keys?”

      “Mommy?”

      Out flew her make-up bag and a half-empty pack of cigarettes. “I didn’t know I still had those.” Out went a brush.

      Bea kicked the back of Katty’s seat. “Mommy?”

      “Bea! Not now!”

      “But—”

      Katty turned in her seat, her hand swung wide to strike.

      Bea, wide-eyed, opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her pointer finger slowly lifted off her leg, arm rising. Eyes still wide open. She continued to raise her arm, finger pointing above Katty’s head.

      Katty sputtered. “What?”

      “You told me you were going to keep them in the sun shade thing, so you wouldn’t loose them.” Her arm straightened, finger trembling.

      Katty faced the windshield and looked up. There were her keys dangling from the visor—right where she had put them.

      She wiped her eyes, started the car and hesitated. She turned to Bea. “Bea. Baby. I’m sorry.” She could barely reach Bea’s cheek to caress it.

      Bea leaned into Katty’s hand and kissed it. “It’s okay Mommy. You didn’t hit me. You haven’t in a long time. I’m proud of you.”

      Katty wiped her eyes again. “You. Are so good. You. My Bea.” She blinked. “Now we have to go to Clarence. Guns. Prisoner.”

      She backed out slowly. A cop was always patrolling their little trailer court. Must live close or have a girlfriend nearby.

      At the highway, they waited for three semi-trucks and five cars, one pickup. “Good grief. Hurry!”

      She crossed the highway and drove into Hillcrest parking lot. A huge white van was parked out front.

      She got out, released Bea’s carseat straps and lifted her.

      “What’s that van for Mommy?” Bea pointed. “What’s it say?”

      “It says, ‘Chicago Pri … .’” That would break Bea’s heart.

      “What, Mommy?”

      “Umm.”
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      Michael still stood in Clarence’s room behind the open door. He and the angels around him were the only beings there.

      Awful visuals of what had just happened swarmed his mind.

      “P-prisoner?” Clarence had blinked.

      The guards had each grabbed Clarence’s arms and stretched them behind his back.

      “Agh!” Clarence grimaced and almost fell to his knees.

      “Sheriff! Do something!” Carol pointed to Clarence. “They’re hurting him!”

      “Guys. He’s eighty years old.” Sheriff shook his head. Papers dropped at his side.

      “Stop them!” Carol pulled at Sheriff’s sleeve.

      “I can’t.” Sheriff held up the envelope. “It’s all here. I’ll have to go to the office and get this cleared up.” He shook his head. “But for now—”

      Clarence shook his head. Arms behind his back. Eyes wild. Jaw jutting.

      Michael wiped at his eyes. That moment had been the worst. Clarence’s eyes.

      “No! No!” Clarence had wrenched one hand free and slammed his fist into the guard’s jaw. “You can’t do this!” He screamed. “Michael!”

      Michael flinched. His warrior buddies tightened their grip around his huge arms.

      One guard popped Clarence on the head with his beat stick and wrestled his hand behind him.

      Clarence had pulled loose and punched him in the chin, pushing him into the wall, knocking a couple framed pictures and law documents to the floor. Glass shattered and the balloon frame with Bea’s photo in it flew apart as it hit the floor.

      Michael flinched and tore at the other angels.

      The three muscular angels, bigger than he, circled him, pinned him to the wall, smothered him with their fragrance. Fresh from Father.

      Electric jolts zapped his body, electrifying the human skin, the whole body, until he shuddered.

      Restoration. Crucial for the ever-present evil on this earth.

      One angel, Zahab, blond and full of Golden Light, spoke in his ear. “My brother Michael. Listen to the voice of the Father. Go not against Him. He has a divine plan and you are a part of it. If. If you will obey and not interfere. We know not the future but can minister with the humans to bring in Father’s plan. Help Clarence now by walking alongside, bringing messages to him, flowing strength from above. If he receives, all well and good. If he does not, that is not your concern.”

      Noises filtered in from the hallway. Gasps as people must have seen Clarence in handcuffs.

      A shriek.

      Mrs. Hatly. Poor precious woman. Michael didn’t need supernatural powers to discern her love for Clarence.

      Michael ached inside. “Father. Let me … ” He shook his head. “I will not disobey. Please, Father.” He wrestled his own will. Wanted to rush down the hall and throw the guards to the floor, freeing Clarence—but desperate to obey Father.

      Zahab and the other angels released him. Sounds of an army preparing for battle—clattering swords and shields, horses stomping—layered over sobbing from the hallway.

      The battle was on.

      His sword slowly extended out of his right hand, as his human body deferred to the angelic. A shield appeared from his left. Powerful wings unfurled from his shoulders and back.

      Head still bowed, he commanded the center of the room.

      As he kept his head bowed, he grew even taller, through the ceiling. Feet apart, sword and shield above his head.

      His face to the heavens, he cried out, his sword pointed heavenward. A tear tracked down his rugged cheek. He bowed on one knee and pounded his right arm across his chest. “Not my will, Father.”

      As soon as he said it, he appeared beside Clarence.

      “Gonna go with me after all?” Clarence glanced sideways at Michael. “God, I need you.”

      “I’m with you for the long haul, Buddy. Only this time, it’s not repairing old buildings.” Michael’s hand hovered just above Clarence’s shoulder. His brother angels surrounded them as they walked.

      All except for the guard, Ralston. He had his own entourage—demons, hissing and spitting at Michael and the other angels.

      Clarence shifted his shoulders. “I can’t believe I’m going back.” He choked.

      Residents gathered in the dining room. Wheelchairs glutted
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