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Chapter One




“The voices say we need to move.” Shorty picked up her tray, and I followed her. Shorty was one of my few friends in the Ohio prison where I’d spent the past eleven years, eleven months, three weeks, and one day of my life. She was a dozen years younger than me, but we were staunch friends. We dropped off our breakfast trays and strolled toward the exit. 

A woman two rows from us shouted and flung her tray at the inmate across the table from her. The edge of the tray caught the second woman across the bridge of her nose. Blood gushed down her shirt, and she collapsed to the floor. Someone slashed the first woman from her cheek to her ear, and a skirmish erupted at the farthest table from the exit. Shorty and I scooted out of the cafeteria. According to prison lore, whenever there’s a fight, there’s a murder. 

“It’ll be a rough ‘un. Catch you later.” Shorty scurried to the left, and I headed right. When I pushed open the prison library door, I paused and scanned the room. The welcoming fragrance of apples and cinnamon belied the cafeteria melee and stark surroundings beyond the library. 

“Morning, Teach.” The tall librarian had twisted her gray-streaked brown hair into a bun on top of her head, but unruly wisps escaped. She worked out in the gym every evening and was muscular from lifting weights and lean from running. “Nobody here except for me. It’s either a good sign or a bad sign.” 

The labels on my clothing read O’Brien, Karen with my inmate number, but in my current world where everyone had a prison name, Teach worked for me.

Charlotte set a carton on the counter and brushed hair away from her face. “Here are the books you asked me to order, Karen. Are you sure about this? These are children’s comic books, not adult paperbacks. I’m not sure I could have gotten these books approved if the captain had been in his office when I ordered them. Aren’t you worried somebody will take offense and get the idea you don’t think they’re smart enough to read? Easy way to get a knife planted in your kidney.”

I shrugged. “Isn’t that a possibility every day? I discovered in my years of teaching children that a graphic novel was less intimidating for a reluctant reader with a short attention span than a book with pages full of words. Research shows adult learners are just as receptive because of the depth of the storyline and characters in graphic novels. We’ll see, won’t we?” 

“I’m sure you’re right. I admit I had my doubts about the advisability of teaching inmates to read when I first came here, but you’ve turned me into a believer. The desire to learn and the level of confidence that literacy has brought to this facility is amazing.”

I reached into the opened box and stacked the books on the book cart. “I’ve cleared a shelf for the graphic novels and plan to showcase books on a table for curious readers.”

As I loaded the books onto their new shelf, Shorty sauntered into the library. “Looks abandoned.”

“You’re here early, Shorty.” Charlotte’s peevish tone startled me. “You’re not scheduled for library duty until this afternoon. You know my rules. Come back…”

“I wanted to get a peek at those newfangled books Teach ordered. She around?”

“Back shelf with the books,” I called out. 

“Shoulda known.” Shorty chuckled as she headed my way. Shorty told me years ago that prison makes everybody crazy, but she was crazy before she came to prison. “The rest of them is amateurs,” she cackled. Books were the basis of our friendship, at least in the beginning. Shorty was a voracious reader and an avid supporter of my efforts to teach women to read.

Shorty pulled an envelope out of the top of her shirt, set it on the cart, and handed me books as I put them in order. We wore the same gray uniforms, but because she was under four-foot ten inches tall, she rolled up her pants legs three times. I was a few inches taller and needed to turn up my pants legs only twice. Shorty didn’t shower often, and her rank odor burned my eyes. 

“You’re extra ripe today, Shorty. You about due for a shower?”

“Somebody might try to sneak up on me. Like my old classmate, Ivy Gold. Her given name is Idella Violetta, but she is Poison Ivy. The voices say that’s how I’m going to die. Crazy, right?”

“Maybe to the amateurs.” I smiled.

Shorty snorted. “You remember everything, don’t you, Teach? That’s a talent. I see patterns. Patterns of death. Strange talent, but there I am.”

“I heard rumblings about a grudge match today.” Charlotte joined us.

Shorty flinched and dropped the book she held on top of the envelope. “Don’t sneak up on folks, Charlotte. I’m not the only one who gets nervous when people show up sudden-like behind a person.”

“Sorry, Shorty. You must be extra anxious because you’re here off schedule.”

I side-glanced at Charlotte then returned my attention to shelving books. Strange comment. But who am I to judge strange?

“You’re the schedule person, Charlotte, not me, but if the staff’s aware of more trouble, guess I better get to the kitchen. Don’t want to get caught up in no mess,” Shorty said.

After Shorty left, Charlotte said, “Sensible. Take a break for the rest of the day. I wouldn’t mind locking up the library.”

“I never turn down the offer of a break. Thanks.”

I strolled past the door that led to the outside exercise area and stared out the window.

“What’s up, Teach? Looking for somebody?” A guard asked.

“Thinking about fresh air and a little space.”

The guard opened the door, and I stretched then headed to the track. When I first came to the prison twelve years ago at forty-seven, I jogged the track. I snorted. Not anymore. 

When the warning horns blasted, the doors locked. I moved away from the doors but stayed near a wall where other women huddled in loose groups to avoid any fight that might break out in the common area. The potential of murder existed, but we counted on the rule of safety in numbers, the herd mentality. A killer is less likely to single me out in this sea of gray. 

We held our collective breath until two blasts signaled the all-clear then we resumed our activities. After I finished my exercise circuit, I returned to the library and discovered Charlotte had not returned to unlock the doors.

Is she coming back? Should I wait for her?

Three women bustled past me. “Go home, Teach,” a woman I knew from my hallway hissed, and I rushed to my cell as the loudspeakers announced lockdown.

The somber mood of the hallway spoke to the common belief of the inevitability of a murder. That evening, we were still in lockdown, and a guard rolled a cart with our meals to our cells. The guard avoided my gaze. His mouth was tight.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Sorry, Teach. Can’t say,” he whispered and pushed his cart to the next cell. 

A woman toward the end of the hallway shouted. “Who was it? Tell me. Was it Ruby? Say it wasn’t Ruby.”

The hallway exploded in a guttural response of fear with the cacophony of women crying out names. I sat with my tray and pushed my corn into four neat squares then covered my plate. My shoulders tensed, and I shuddered. The shouts and screams turned to wails. “No, no,” reverberated in the hallway.

I sat on my bed and covered my ears. As the lights dimmed then went out, the whimpers and moans replaced the shouts and loud cries, and I lay my head on my pillow. Screams and a familiar, rank odor woke me. Shorty stood by my bed.

“How did you get in here?” I whispered.

Shorty screamed, and I tried to shush her until I noticed the blood that soaked her shirt and dripped onto the floor. The bloody tip of a knife stuck out on the left side of her chest and pulsated with every heartbeat. 

I gaped in horror. “You were stabbed in the back. The tip…” I covered my mouth to stifle my scream.

Shorty lost her balance and grabbed onto my bed to keep from falling. She spoke in such a soft voice that I leaned closer to hear her. “Never interrupt your enemy when she is making a mistake.” She pushed away from my bed and screeched as she lurched through my cell bars to the hall. Shadows billowed into my cell, and I couldn’t breathe.

I sat up and gasped for air as sweat rolled down my face and back. I wrapped my arms around my knees and rocked to stay awake.


      [image: image-placeholder]Sobs from the hallway woke me early the next morning. I had fallen asleep against the wall with my knees bent and my feet flat on the bed. My neck, legs, and back ached, and I moaned as I stretched. My food tray from the night before was still in its slot. Voices from the hallway increased in volume as the rattle of the food cart announced breakfast. Shorty said not all the voices in the hallway were real, and she knew the difference. “You can do it, Teach. Just listen.”

Maybe I will, Shorty.

A guard I didn’t recognize removed my tray from the night before and slid in the breakfast tray. I uncovered my breakfast and found a small box of cereal, a carton of milk, and coffee. No one cooking in the kitchen this morning.

I cleaned up for the day at the tiny metal sink then sipped on the lukewarm coffee and munched on the dry cereal.

“Any news?” someone called out.

“Heard it was Shorty,” someone else answered. 

“I knew that,” I mumbled. “She came to see me. So I’d know.” 

I pushed away my tray and rushed to the toilet where I lost my meager breakfast. 

After the staff picked up our breakfast trays, two blasts of the all-clear horn sounded the end of lockdown, and our version of normal life resumed.

When I entered the library, Charlotte beamed. “Morning, Teach. Big event coming up, and we can start the thirty-day countdown. Do I have the dates right?”

“Hard to believe.”  And hard to believe Shorty’s dead.

“I hear the last month is the longest, but you’ll be fine. Three people signed up for reading lessons this morning, and the two who missed yesterday will be here too. Need any help with the books we got in yesterday?”

“No, I’m almost finished.” I returned to my cart near the new books, and everything was as I’d left it.

Two women came into the library in a heated conversation.

“I’m turning this book in,” one said as she dropped a book on the counter.

“So I can check it out,” the other added.

“You know we have two additional copies of this book on the shelf,” Charlotte said.

“I read faster than she does, and she gets mad when I get ahead of her,” the first woman said. “She reads the book after I do, so it isn’t a competition…”

“That way we can stay friends.”

Someone dies, but we slip into our routines the next day. For sanity’s sake?

When I picked up the book that was on the cart, I stared at Shorty’s envelope and stacked the remaining books on top of it. After I shelved all but five of the books, I rolled the cart toward the library table I’d designated for graphic novels. On the way, I stopped at the reference section and selected a dictionary to add to the table then slipped the envelope into a thesaurus. I arranged four books and the dictionary in the middle of the table then returned the cart to the front with a graphic novel under my arm.

My new reader, Duchess, waited for me in the reading room. She sat with her back straight and her hands in her lap. Always poised. 

“Good morning, Teach. I’m here for my first lesson. Have you selected a book for me? I think I might like historical fiction.”

“I have a surprise for you. You are the first to read our new books.”

She beamed. “It’s only right. I should be the first.”

I sat next to her and placed the graphic novel on the table. As Duchess opened the book and flipped through the pages, her eyes widened.

“This can’t count as reading. It’s got pictures.”

“It’s my reading secret. The pictures help you learn to read faster.” I smiled with more confidence than I felt. If Duchess buys into graphic novels, her followers will too.

She gazed at my face. “Okay. You’re the expert, and I want to learn to read. Let’s do this, Teach.”

At the end of our forty-five-minute session, I had read the first chapter to her, and she had struggled through the first three pages with help. Duchess dabbed at the beads of sweat on her forehead and patted her neck with a ripped piece of cloth she called her handkerchief.

“That was intense,” she said. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Same time tomorrow.” My slow nod was solemn even though I was singing a song of triumph in my heart. I glanced up and squinted at the shadows dancing in the corner. Shorty heard voices, and I have nightmares and see shadows? 

Duchess paused and gazed at me before she opened the door. “Shorty was my friend. She told me last week the voices said I could trust you.”

I bit my lip. Shorty tried to prepare her friends.

At the end of the day, I stopped by Charlotte’s desk with the thesaurus. “Check this out for me?”  

“I’ve already turned off the computer. Nobody else has even touched that book in the three years I’ve been here. Take it.” Charlotte waved as I headed to the door. “See you in the morning.” 

“Have a good night.” I carried the thesaurus to my cell. I sorted through the Christmas cards I had received from my former home insurance company and slipped Shorty’s envelope in with my meager stack of mail. I added the thesaurus to the four other books on my shelf. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I read each Christmas card and examined the inserted advertisement sheets. When I opened Shorty’s envelope, I found a page with addresses and dates marked from and to for each address. The first date was twenty-five years ago, and the latest date was three years ago. The most amount of time between the start and end dates for any one address was five years. Places where Shorty lived? I copied the information inside three of my Christmas cards and returned the envelope to the thesaurus. 

After breakfast, a guard asked, “What’s the first thing you’ll do when you get out, Teach?”

“Move to my hometown in Georgia where it’s warm.”

He chuckled. “Smartest thing I’ve ever heard.”

When I reached the library, Duchess waited in the reading room. Her face was flushed, and she fanned herself with a pamphlet.

“I am agitated today, Teach, but I will strive to focus on reading. My handkerchief is missing.” She pulled a piece of cloth out of the top of her shirt. “Twitch gave it to me. It’s threadbare but soft. She found a ripped sheet in the laundry and fashioned a new hanky for me.” She waved it and smiled. “The stray threads remind me of lace when I flutter it.”

I returned her smile. “I like the delicate look it has.” 

I sat next to her and opened our book to the first page. “Let’s see how far you get then I’ll read the second chapter.”

Before we started, Charlotte tapped on the door jamb. “May I speak to you for a moment in my office, Teach?”

After she closed her office door, she sat at her desk and drummed her fingers on her calendar pad as she glanced at her computer. “Is everything okay? Are you safe? Duchess seemed anxious today, and I was worried you might be in danger.”

“She’s fine.” I gazed at her face. “Are you doing okay?”

She rose and leaned against her desk, and her eyes narrowed. “Why wouldn’t I be? What do you know?” 

“Haven’t you noticed the tension in the air?”

“You’re right, Teach. There are several unpredictable, violent inmates that make me nervous, and Duchess is at the top of that list. Just be careful.”

I reached for the doorknob and paused. “Have you had a problem with her?”

“Only once, and I reported her immediately; three days in her cell settled her down. I monitor her because I never know when she might retaliate.”

Charlotte shifted away from her desk and assumed a relaxed stance. “Shorty’s voices said I was in danger. If they hadn’t forewarned me, it might have been much worse.”

“I’ll remember that. Thanks.”

I returned to the reading room. “Sorry about the interruption. Ready to read?”

After Duchess finished the sixth page, she beamed and patted her face with her new handkerchief. “The pictures are an excellent memory-jogger for the written word. You are a brilliant educator.”

“I know it’s hard work for you, but your progress is amazing.” I turned the pages to chapter two but paused. “Your vocabulary is excellent. I can’t help but wonder why you never learned to read, but I don’t mean to pry.”

“My story is not unique. I can never remember a time that my mother was not ill or injured. She had her fourth child, my baby brother, when I was seven. My father left before the baby was born, and I was glad. He was a leech and a brute. I never attended school because I supported the family with three paper routes. Mother told me to listen to educated people and emulate their language. She died when I was nine, and I talked my way into a housekeeping job at a fancy hotel to support my siblings.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Nine?”

She smiled. “I was always big for my age and spoke with confidence.”

“I can imagine. What an insightful gift your mother gave you.”

At the end of chapter two, Duchess rose. “Thank you, Teach. I’ll read chapter one to you tomorrow. One more thing. Shorty’s voices said it’s important to know where a person comes from. I reminded her only short-timers talked about the outside. She nodded and said she was from Tennessee. I’m from West Virginia.”

“I’m from Georgia.”

Duchess nodded. “Thank you. It’s been a pleasure to have made your acquaintance.”

After my last morning reader left, Twitch met me at the library door on my way to lunch.   

“Ain’t quite ready to learn to read them words, Teach,” she said. “I brung you a sandwich. Would you read to me?”

I turned back to the reading room, and Twitch followed me. “What kind of story would you like?”

“I’d like a story from one of them pitcher books Duchess tole me about. Can we sit on the floor? Me and Mama sat on the floor when she read me a story. She always said someday I could learn to read too.”

“She was right. We can sit on the floor if you’ll help me back up.” 

Twitch chuckled. “That’s what Mama always said.”

Twitch sat on the floor. “Criss-cross, applesauce,” she said in a sing-song voice. 

“Ring-around-the-rosie, all-fall-down for me.” I held onto the table as I lowered myself to the floor. 

Twitch giggled.

After I settled into a position with the least amount of pain, I opened the book and pointed to each word as I read. I glanced at Twitch while she focused on the words. At the end of the first page, Twitch said, “Read it again so I can read with you. That’s what Mama did, and I learned some words.” 

I pointed and read the first word, and Twitch parroted me. After we read the first page, I asked, “Ready for the next page?”

“Yes.” 

After an hour, we were on page ten. “You are picking up lots of words, Twitch. Well done.”

“Shorty told me I needed to learn to read. She said that every day. I miss Shorty.”

“I do too. She was a good friend.”

“She told me her voices wanted me to know falling was dangerous. She said the voices only cared about her friends. I’m glad I was Shorty’s friend. I’m careful on the stairs.” She pursed her lips. “I’ll be back again. Maybe tomorrow or next week.” Twitch hopped up then helped me to my feet. 

I groaned as I struggled up. “Thanks, Twitch. Someone wise said the best exercise is to get on the floor and back up again three times a day. That’s one for me.”

Twitch giggled. “Want me to hang around? I could help you up two more times.”

“We could do that, but I’d need a nap first.” I chuckled.

The sound of footsteps approached the reading room, and Twitch’s face paled.

“I was worried when you weren’t at lunch, Teach.” Charlotte stood in the doorway with her arms crossed. “You need to manage your time better.”

She strode away, and Twitch peeked out from the doorway. “She’s in her office. I can get away now.” Twitch dashed out of the library. 

No love lost there on either side. I ate the ham and cheese sandwich Twitch had brought me. 

Bribes work. I’m on Twitch’s side. I snickered.

After I straightened up the reading room, I found a guard and asked if I could speak with a supervisor.

“Complaint about me? Because if it is, I’m a supervisor,” she winked.

“Are you in training for customer service?” I smiled. “I have an idea, but everything goes through channels.”

“Isn’t that the truth? I’ll get the process started for you.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Two days later, a guard stopped by before I left my cell on my way to breakfast. “Ready for a meeting?” 

I grabbed a list I’d prepared, and he led the way to the captain’s office.

“Come on in, Teach. Whatcha got?” Captain Littlefield waved at a chair. “Have a seat.” The guard left and closed the door. 

The captain’s gray hair had remnants of dark-brown, and he wore dark-framed bifocals and a white long-sleeved uniform shirt with a captain’s badge on his pocket. His chair creaked when he moved, and his desk was gray government-issued metal and littered with framed snapshots of families with children and the captain with a woman whose smile lit up the no-frills office. A formal photo on the wall over the metal file cabinet was of a dark-haired, thinner captain in dress uniform. 

“I’m scheduled to be released in less than a month and have a proposal to continue the reading program. I’d like to recommend five women to continue teaching others to read. They are patient, mature, and have demonstrated a talent with dealing with the younger, angry women in particular that make up the largest population of nonreaders.” I handed him a sheet of paper with five names.

“Good choices. You didn’t list Charlotte. Any reason?”

“Charlotte manages the library. She’s available if any of the tutors have a problem with a student and can serve as an advisor for the new reading teachers.”

“Makes sense. What’s your plan?”

“I’d like to get together with the new teachers as a group for three days for train-the-trainer sessions. Then they can work with readers on their own, and I’ll be available in the library for consultation. We’ll have regular meetings as a group to discuss progress and answer questions.”

“I’ll get back to you by tomorrow with official approval. Meanwhile, you can approach your new teachers and schedule a meeting. Is it okay if I sit in on your first meeting?”

“I think word would get out, and nobody would show. Too much brass. Give us a guard we know and trust to represent you.”

“McMillan?”

“Perfect. I plan to meet with the group at two o’clock today in the library.”

He reached into his desk and handed me a business card. “This is my cell. You probably will never need it but consider it a link to an old friend.” 

The guard accompanied me back to my hallway. “Good luck, Teach.” He saluted and sauntered down the hall.

I hurried to breakfast and made it in time to talk to each of the five women and invite them to meet at two. When I arrived at the library, Charlotte was in the history section. 

“I have a plan to develop new reading tutors,” I said. “Can we talk in your office?”

After I explained my plan, Charlotte asked, “Do you mind if I sit in on your meeting and training sessions? I could help as a mentor, and I’d like to write an article to share your process with librarians at other institutions.”

“I’d love for the program to have formal documentation of the process, and others may have a program in place and could share best practices. I need to prepare a handout for today’s meeting. Is there a computer and printer I could use?”

“The only computer connected to a printer is mine. You could use it if you don’t mind me in the office while you’re working. I have reports I need to complete by the end of the day, and I’ve procrastinated as long as I dare. I could pull the data together while you work then enter my final when you’re done.”

“Won’t take me long, thanks.” 

I composed the first page of my handout while Charlotte sat next to me at her desk. I typed, and she shuffled and flipped through papers. I bumped her with my elbow as I typed because she was sitting so close.

“You have enough room?” I asked. 

“I’m fine. Thanks,” she said.

I’m not. I completed the second page, proofread my document then asked, “Can I save my document before I print?”

“Sure. Let me set you up a folder.” She leaned on me, and I cringed from the invasion of my personal space. Charlotte took over the keyboard and created a folder on the desk. “Here you go. Easy to find.”

I saved and printed copies of the document then left her office. 

Two weeks earlier, I had designated a table near the reading room as my “office” and placed fourteen books on the table. I read a book every day then returned it to its shelf. I discovered not even Charlotte interrupted me while I read at my office table, my magic privacy bubble. Or if she does, I don’t hear her. 

On my way to the reading room, I picked up my day’s book and shook off my peevishness. Once inside, I relaxed at the table and jotted notes on my copy of the handout then read.

At one thirty, Duchess glided into the reading room. “I don’t mean to disturb you, Teach, but I understand you have a meeting at two with five potential candidates to serve as reading tutors. First, it's a most admirable endeavor. I applaud your dedication to keeping the program alive. Second, I desire to continue our lesson after your conference. What time shall I return?”

“I expect the meeting to last forty-five minutes to an hour at most.”

“I shall return at three-ten. Thank you.”


      [image: image-placeholder]At ten minutes until two, doubt washed over me, and my stomach churned. Will it work? What if the tutors all quit? Or don’t even show up? Will women continue to learn to read? 

“It’s a good plan.” I took in a good breath through my nose and pursed my lips to exhale as slowly as I could. 

McMillan sauntered into the room two minutes early. He was one of the new guards, a recent graduate of the University of Cincinnati criminal justice program. His serious medium-brown caramel face broke into dimples when he smiled. 

“Where do you want me to sit?” His soft Alabama drawl reminded me of home.

I counted the chairs. “Didn’t think about seating. We need two more chairs. One for you and one for Charlotte.”

“I’ll grab them,” he said. When he returned, we set the chairs together against the far wall, and Charlotte and the five prospective tutors spilled into the room.

After everyone selected a seat, I passed around the document. 

“If you have questions as we go along, please ask. I won’t answer questions; instead, I expect you to discuss the question and come up with your own answers.”

“Teach is getting lazy,” a woman said, and we laughed. After a half hour, we had covered the first page and moved on to the second. The discussion was animated and productive, and the five individuals moved forward in the bonding process of a support group. McMillan gave me a thumbs up and excused himself before we ended.

The women established a schedule for each one to provide tutoring sessions, and we agreed to meet the next two days at the same time for the trainer sessions.

After the group left, Charlotte said, “That went very well.”

“I agree.” I returned the two extra chairs to the library then recorded my thoughts for the next two sessions. 

At three-ten, Duchess sashayed into the reading room. Charlotte hovered outside the room.

“Ready for my fool-hardy self-challenge?” Duchess asked.

“I’m ready, but it isn’t fool-hardy. I know you’ll do it. Give me a minute. I think Charlotte wants to talk to me.”

I stepped outside the room and closed the door. “Is there something wrong? You’re hovering. Do you have something to discuss that can’t wait?”

“I was trying to guard you. The voices said I needed to stay close to you so you don’t get hurt. Leave the door open, and I’ll sit right outside.”

I shook my head. “Now you’re making me nervous. Go to your office. I’ll be fine.”

When she reached for a chair to scoot to the door, I raised my eyebrows. “If you’re that worried, I’ll get McMillan and ask him to sit in with us.”

She slammed the chair into the table. “That’s unnecessary.”

After she stomped to her office, I returned to the reading room. 

“Sorry. I owe you five extra minutes.”

Duchess struggled through the first chapter. When a word frustrated her, and she couldn’t figure it out, she’d say “cantaloupe,” and we’d giggle. I wrote the words she missed, and when she ended chapter one, she had a vocabulary list. We reviewed her list then I read chapter two.

“Thank you, Teach. This is very hard work. Almost harder than anything I’ve ever done before.” She chuckled. “I consider hearing the next chapter my reward. Will you assign me a tutor? How will that work?”

“We haven’t decided yet. That’s on the agenda for tomorrow. What would you suggest?”

“Whatever you do, there needs to be an understanding that if the reader and tutor combination isn’t working, there is no shame in changing. Put your smart team to work on that.”

“I like it. Thanks.”

“Folklore dictates it is bad luck to mention how many days are left before a person’s release; however, I rejoice in your reading progress.” Duchess gazed at me. “I will miss you, Teach. You’ve been an inspiration to me.”

We strolled out of the reading room and past the library desk. “Your support made a difference. Thank you and good catch on my books. Only wish I’d thought of it earlier.” 

Duchess paused before she reached the door. “You’ve been far more patient than I would have been.”

As she left the library, I stared after her. Why did Charlotte want me to think Duchess was dangerous?


      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I awoke before dawn. One more day, Lord. Keep me out of trouble. I washed my face and made up my bed. As the lights came on, the voices of women waking to yet another day in prison drifted down the hallway, and shadows skimmed the floor outside my cell and whispered, “Murdersss.” I glared at the shadows, and they dissipated.

When I returned to the library with the thesaurus after lunch, Charlotte waited for me at my personal office table. Her eyes twinkled with excitement. “Tomorrow’s your big release day. Are you thrilled?” 

I returned the book to the reference shelf and joined Charlotte. “You know it’s bad luck to mention a release day.” 

She dismissed my comment with a wave of her hand. “That’s a silly superstition, but you’re right. I’m sorry.” She cleared her throat. “Did you hear the news?”

I narrowed my eyes. This can’t be good. 

“The captain charged Duchess with Shorty’s murder this morning. Gossip says it was drugs or a love triangle. What do you think?”

“I think it’s a mistake.” I picked up my last book. 

“Not surprised. Duchess was your special pet reader, wasn’t she?” Charlotte flounced to her office.

I opened my book to read, but I seethed instead. 

McMillan opened the door to the library. “Need to chat with you, Teach.”

So much for my magic privacy bubble. I snorted.

He led the way but stopped after we passed the door to the exercise yard. “This is unofficial. It’ll break later, but a guard found a handkerchief with blood on it hidden near the murder scene yesterday.”

“Handkerchief? Duchess had her handkerchief after Shorty was killed. Duchess would never have allowed blood on her handkerchief. Not her style. Someone must have stolen it.”

“We heard that too. Everything’s preliminary.” He strode away while I stared at his back. Never had a guard trust me before.

That evening, the whispers in the cafeteria buzzed with the news Duchess had been arrested for Shorty’s murder and moved to a different prison. Framed was the consensus. Twitch threw her plate onto the floor, covered her ears with her hands, and screeched. A guard hurried to her and spoke in a soft voice as he guided her out of the cafeteria. 

At lights-out, I lay on my bed and stared at the dark. My eyelids drooped. 

I blinked. The dim light of a lantern hung in the corner of my cell. I tilted my head at the sound of the soft lapping of waves that licked against my bed. When I rolled to peer under my bed, water splashed onto my face. My bed floated on the lake in my cell. 

My heart pounded. Where are my oars? Who took my oars?

My cell walls slid away and transformed into a narrow canyon with steep sides. The only light was a glimmer high above my head. The lake emptied into a rushing river, and my bed lurched against the rocks as it careened down the rapids. Faceless figures perched on the rocks and reached out to me as I sped past them. I grabbed the hand of a small figure and pulled it to my raft, but I lost my grip. I dived into the icy water to save the drowning creature, but I sank to the bottom where the small figure waited for me.

“Are we dead?” I asked.

“Only if we don’t live,” the creature said then it died, and the body drifted away.

I screamed and tried to swim after it, but I woke on the floor of my cell. I sobbed for the small figure that drowned. I should have held on tighter.

After my tears subsided, I leaned against my bed and stretched out my legs on the frigid concrete floor. Shadows slid into my cell, and when I waved them away, they hovered in a corner.

I’ll wait here for morning.


      [image: image-placeholder]At eleven o’clock, I sat in a straight-back chair with my hands folded in my lap while the warden processed my release from prison. He tapped his pen on the last page. “You’re a nice lady, O’Brien. Find something nice to do. You have a plan?”

“Yes, sir. I do.”

“I tell everyone not to look back. Nobody listens.” He chuckled as he signed the last page. He rose and shook my hand. “I know I won’t see you again.”

“No, sir, you won’t.” 

I had my savings, my retirement check, and the proceeds from the sale of my house. I planned to start fresh in my hometown in southern Georgia, far from where I met, married, and, according to my court conviction, murdered my cheating husband, Terry. 

I carried my few possessions out to where a cab waited for me. Don’t look back. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The faded blue taxicab with rusted fenders pulled up to a modest motel an hour from the Ohio prison where I’d lived for the past twelve years. The gray-haired cabbie jumped out with more energy than I expected for his age and weight, opened my door, and grabbed my suitcase out of the trunk. I gave him the prison voucher and a tip.

“Thanks, kid. Good luck to ya.” He gave a quick salute and hopped into his old vehicle.

Long time since anybody’s called me kid.

When I opened the lobby door, the sweet aroma of the vanilla candle at the desk wrapped around me. The pale green overstuffed visitors’ chairs and the ink and watercolor drawings of boats and the ocean added to the atmosphere of serenity. 

A young clerk with untamable curly dark hair pulled into a bun stood at the registration desk. She wore a crisp white shirt with the motel logo on the pocket. Her eyes crinkled with her smile. “Ms. O’Brien? Just need your signature.”

After she completed my registration and handed me a key, she pointed to the hallway. “Turn right for your room, ma’am, and left for the business center.”

I glanced over my shoulder to see who was behind me. It’s been a long time since anyone called me ma’am. 

When I opened my room door, I gasped. Somebody made a mistake; this room’s the luxury suite. My room was three times the size of my cell and featured a double bed with a white comforter and a bathroom with a door that closed. I caught a whiff of lavender. Duchess would love this.

I pressed my hands against the mattress and marveled as my handprints slowly disappeared. The cream background and pink and yellow flowers of the overstuffed chair near the window gave the room an inviting, homey look. I rubbed my fingertips over the scarred wooden desk. I love the patina and the feel of old wood. I put my hands on my hips and surveyed the room. No dirt, no stains. Everything’s clean.

I picked up the remote and sat on the flowered chair then slid the faux-leather footstool closer for my feet. After I turned on the television and changed channels, I lifted my chin and surveyed the room. “Any complaints?” No one answered.

With a flourish and a flick of my wrist, I turned off the television. No groans or shouts. I am the ruler of the controller.

When I peeked into the bathroom, my hand flew to my mouth at the sight of the white, fluffy bath towels, extra toilet paper, and full tissue box. I had forgotten what it was like on the outside. By contrast, my six-by-eight-foot cell had a metal sink, a toilet with no privacy, a threadbare once-white towel, and the pervasive odor of disinfectant. 

The signs in the hallway pointed to the motel’s business center. The empty room had a computer and paper for the printer. When’s the last time I used a computer and a printer? I snickered. Without a certain librarian making sure I didn’t snoop through her files, that is.
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