
		
			[image: Dont-Open-the-Door-1440x2240-Embed-Inside-Epub.jpg]
		


		
			Table Of Contents

			Also by Kathleen Irene Paterka

			Dedication

			Author Note

			Prologue

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Chapter Sixteen

			Chapter Seventeen

			Chapter Eighteen

			Chapter Nineteen

			Chapter Twenty

			Chapter Twenty-One

			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Chapter Twenty-Five

			BONUS READ

			About the Author

			Connect with Kathleen Online

		


		
			[image: ]

		


		
			Don’t Open the Door

			Copyright © 2023 by Northern Ventures Literary Group

			 

			ISBN:  978-0-9892838-8-5  (Ebook)

			ISBN:  978-0-9892838-9-2 (Print)

			 

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. All situations in the books are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance in situations to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

			 

			All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

		


		
			​Also by 
Kathleen Irene Paterka

			Saturday Night Sisters

			The Other Wife

			Royal Secrets

			Deep Fried Reservations

			For I Have Sinned

			Lotto Lucy

			Home Fires

			Fatty Patty

			Nonfiction

			For the Love of a Castle 

			For the Love of a Castle II … The Romance Continues

		


		
			​Dedication

			Grandchildren fill a space in your heart that you never knew was empty

			~ Unknown

			 

			 

			 

			Desmond and Ryan Carter, this one is for you.

		


		
			​Author Note

			This book has been long in the making. Nearly three years, but who’s counting, right? Except that I was, and perhaps you were, too. When’s your next book coming out? readers would ask, forcing me to admit that I just didn’t know. Talk about embarrassing. I was constantly dreaming up imaginary conversations my readers were having. You’d think, after eight books, she’d know what she’s doing. She should be a whiz at drafting plots, writing rough drafts, dealing with all those pesky edits…yada, yada, yada. But here’s the thing: when I started writing Reet’s story of Don’t Open The Door in 2020, I was also committed to another writing project. A non-fiction work with a firm deadline. It shouldn’t take long, I reasoned. I can write two books at the same time. But guess what? I couldn’t. 

			Poor Reet. Don’t Open The Door started strong but floundered as I grew more focused on the other writing project. And with a deadline looming, it became obvious I needed to put Reet’s story aside and focus solely on my non-fiction work. When For The Love of a Castle ~ The Romance Continues was published in the summer of 2022, I was ecstatic. No more divided loyalties. No more scrambling to find time for both books. I could concentrate all my time and efforts on Reet.

			And finally, one day, Don’t Open The Door was finished. I hope you love Reet’s story as much as I do. 

			But before we start the story, please indulge me as I offer a few words of thanks. 

			First and always, to my readers. Thank you for being there with me on the journey. Thank you for helping me remember why I do this in the first place, and that my words and what I do are making a difference. That’s all any of us can ask. 

			I owe a great debt to certain individuals who provided backstory and feedback on the plot and character development, including Barb Godwin, Chris Krajewski, and Catherine Chant. I know absolutely nothing about guns, but happily for me, my friend Katie Bee does. Katie deserves a huge shout out for instructing me on how to safely handle a weapon, followed up by an afternoon on the firing range. Beta reader commentary proved crucial to Reet’s story. Special thanks to Peggy Kusina, Haley Georgi, and Deb Aeling, especially in those final chapters as I struggled to find my way to The End. 

			I’ve been working with the same editor for years. A talented author in her own right, Catherine Chant is a brilliant editor. She knows me, she understands my writing process, and she catches all those irksome boo boos. Best of all, she’s not afraid to tell me when things aren’t working. I’ve done my best to make things right. Any mistakes you find in this book are mine alone. 

			A note about the language found in this book. My apologies if you find it offensive, but I’m afraid it couldn’t be helped. The world is full of people spouting profanity, and Lloyd Walsh is one of those people. If I’d tried to tame the words coming out of his mouth, he wouldn’t have been Lloyd, and it wouldn’t have been the same story.

			Finally, a word about my guy Steve. The fact that he loved books and reading just as much as I did was what immediately attracted me to him when we met in March 1979. We married in September 1980, and we’ve been writing our own version of Happily-Ever-After ever since. Steve’s my biggest critic, my biggest fan, and none of this would be possible without his patience, encouragement and support. I love you, Steve.

			 

			Kathleen Irene Paterka

			September 25, 2023

		


		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			There’s no place like home, except Grandma’s house.

			 

			—Unknown

			 

			 

			There is a bit of good in the worst of us and a bit of bad in the best of us.

			 

			—Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous,
 pg. 417

		


		
			​Prologue

			If only.

			If only our UPS driver hadn’t been running late. If only I’d taken time to peer through the peep hole. If only I hadn’t opened the door. 

			I was in the kitchen when I heard the doorbell ring. And about time, too! I thought to myself as I headed into the hallway toward the front door. I’d been expecting the UPS driver since that text Out for Delivery popped up on my phone yesterday morning. Twenty-four hours later, I was still waiting for him to show up on my front porch with his customary smile, friendly nod, and my package in hand. 

			Signature required, I’d noted when placing the order for this special delivery. A very special gift, from all the way across the ocean. I neared the door, thinking about the delivery guy on the other side. Out in the cold, shifting back and forth on his feet, waiting for me to sign for my package. Poor guy. I didn’t envy him, driving around in that big drafty truck, delivering packages in all kinds of weather. It must be a tough job, especially in winter. Here in the Midwest, only an hour or so from Chicago, we’ve already seen a few snow flurries, despite the fact we’re barely into November. Thanksgiving is still a few weeks away, but tomorrow is Tiffany’s birthday. 

			Birthdays are special, especially for sweet little girls like my granddaughter. I’ve been planning for weeks, determined to make her birthday dreams come true. A fancy cake with frosted pink roses and Happy 6th Birthday Tiffany! in elaborate swirls. Balloons, streamers, and party hats all around for the three of us. And Tiffany’s birthday present, ordered weeks ago, now finally arrived all the way from England: a vintage-style ballerina doll, just like the one I had as a child. A sparkly ruffled tutu, jointed legs and arms, a jeweled headpiece as a crown. I couldn’t wait to see Tiffany’s face when she unwrapped her present. Tiffany loves ballerinas and that little girl deserved to have an extra special birthday. Especially given the past few months, with all the things she and her brother LJ have been through. Life is tough enough for adults; kids shouldn’t have to suffer. 

			“Am I glad to see you!” I yank open the wide wooden door. “I’d started thinking—”

			My words disappear as I come face to face with the man. Not the UPS driver, not a substitute. Not a stranger, either. He’s broader, bulkier, since the last time I saw him, and sporting a buzz cut. But I know who he is. Four years has done nothing to erase the sullen frown on his face or vanish the mean glint in his eyes. 

			A warning not to cross him. 

			And I won’t…so long as he doesn’t step foot in my house. 

			“Hello, Marguerite. Been a long time.”

			Not long enough, I think, and grip the doorknob tighter. Lloyd Walsh is the last person I’d expect to see at my front door. The faster he’s off my porch, and out of our lives, the better off we’ll all be.

			“Aren’t you going to ask me in?”

			“No.” I step forward, plant myself firmly in the doorway, cursing my foolishness for not taking the extra minute to peer through the peep hole. One look at his scowling face, and I would have thrown the lock. The front door is made of good solid wood. The deadbolt would have held. He has no business being here. No business in my life. Not in any of our lives. 

			Lloyd Walsh can go to hell.

			He scuffs a hand against his head, as if trying to stir up something inside an empty brain. He shifts on his feet, peers over my shoulder into the house. 

			“Where’s Dee? She here?”

			“No, she is not.” I have no intention of volunteering information. Hopefully, once Lloyd figures out that he’s reached a dead end, he’ll go away. 

			“That’s not what I been hearing,” he says in a deep threatening baritone. “They tell me Dee and the kids have been staying with you.”

			“She isn’t here. She isn’t…and she hasn’t been,” I reply, slightly fudging the facts. My daughter DeAnna hasn’t been here for more than two weeks. 

			He squints at me suspiciously, then plants a massive foot halfway over the threshold. His grimy leather jacket reeks of dirt and stale cigarettes. I step backward as he leans in closer.

			“Wanna know what I think, Marguerite?” 

			The nasty half-smile on his face sends a shiver down my spine. “Not particularly. But you’re going to tell me anyway, right?”

			Lloyd’s smile broadens. “I think you’re lying.” 

			I bristle. He’s got some gall, calling me out like that. 

			“I don’t appreciate being called a liar.”

			He hangs there another moment, silently quizzing me, then draws back. 

			“What about the kids?” he asks.

			“They’re not here, either. Not right now.” 

			That much is true. They missed the bus this morning, and I had to run the school bus route. I’d dropped Tiffany and her big brother LJ off at school more than an hour ago. But once the school day is over, they’ll take the bus home, to me. Lloyd needs to go.

			He folds his arms across his chest, leans against the door frame.

			“I got time. Guess I’ll wait.” 

			“Don’t bother,” I say, summoning up all the bravado I can muster. “I already told you DeAnna isn’t here. But even if she were, it wouldn’t matter. This is my house, and I’m the one who gets to say who can come in, and who can’t. And I don’t want you here, Lloyd. I suggest you turn around, walk down the driveway, get in your car and drive away.”

			He chuckles. “That’s what you suggest?”

			“I do,” I say, taking note of the grimy four-door parked curbside. Typical Lloyd, to show up in a rust bucket replete with dings and dents. So much for DeAnna’s knight in shining armor.

			“You’re not welcome here, Lloyd. You need to leave.”

			His eyebrows arch high over the smirk on his face. 

			“What I need, Marguerite, is for you to quit telling me what to do.”

			If Lloyd Walsh thinks that making a few intimidating threats will scare me into doing what he wants, he should think again. He might have no intention of leaving, but I have no intention of allowing him to get under my skin…or into my house. I’ve had enough of him swaggering his way through our lives. For years he’s been bullying my daughter, scaring my grandchildren, doing his best to destroy our family. The best way to deal with bullies is to stand up to them, hold your ground. Whatever it takes. 

			Lloyd towers over me, but I draw myself up straight and tall, fix him with a cold gritty stare. 

			“We’re done talking, Lloyd.” 

			“I don’t think so, Marguerite,” he says cooly. All the studied amusement drops from his face, leaving him with a flat deadpan look. “In fact, I think our little conversation is just getting started.”

			“Go away.” I move to shove the door closed, but he proves too fast. His one-foot-in-the-door gives him extra leverage and his other foot quickly follows. Reaching inside his jacket, he pulls out a gleaming piece of cold, hard steel and aims it at my chest.

			Gun in hand, he forces his way inside.

		


		
			​Chapter One

			When I was little, I’d drift off to sleep at night dreaming of the happy life promised to good little girls. Sugar and spice and everything nice, Aunt Sis would say, that’s what little girls are made of. Little girls just like you, Reet!, she’d add, and wrap me in one of her big hugs. Aunt Sis was my mother’s sister. She lived alone in an apartment near downtown Chicago, and she gave the best hugs. I loved Aunt Sis as much as if she were my very own mother. Even more, though that was something I never dared say out loud. It was painfully obvious, even to me as a child, that there was no love lost between my mother and Aunt Sis. And while I thought Aunt Sis was one of the most wonderful people in the world, it was my mother who made up the rules that governed my everyday life. Rules I was constantly breaking, according to her. No wonder I loved Aunt Sis. She seemed to think I could do no wrong, and I worked hard to live up to her image of me. I tried my best to be kind and good, each and every day. And every night, after climbing into bed, I’d close my eyes, rest my head on the pillow, and dream of all the bright and beautiful things Aunt Sis promised were surely in my future.

			Some of them came true. 

			The first day of first grade, and a beautiful blue dress plus a brand-new pair of glossy black patent leather shoes, all courtesy of Aunt Sis. Way too fancy for school, my mother fumed, quickly banishing the shoes to the dark prison of my closet floor. And though she allowed me to wear the new dress to school, she insisted that on my feet would be the same ugly oxfords I’d been wearing for months. Much more sensible, she proclaimed as I silently laced up my scuffed shoes and headed off to school. I wasn’t about to sass back. My mother had a quick temper, and her frequent tirades were often accompanied by a sudden smack of her hand against my bottom. And while my mother the warden had decreed that my new shoes must remain doomed in their closet prison, I often snuck out of bed at night, creeping to the closet and drawing out the shoes. Putting them on, I would parade around the bedroom, admiring how the patent leather gleamed in the moonlight. I would have slept in those shoes if I thought I could get away with it. But I didn’t dare. I wasn’t brave enough. But I loved those shoes. Wearing them gave me a thrill and made me feel as if I was someone different than my mother’s daughter. That I counted for something. That, despite what my mother said, I could do anything. Anything, that is, except wear those shoes to school. The night I discovered them finally too small to fit my feet, I cried myself to sleep.

			My very first kiss. Too bad it wasn’t Alan who was doing the kissing. Ralphie Bennett and I had been practicing kissing out behind his father’s garage since Kindergarten. But Ralphie’s kisses didn’t count. First, because he lived next door. Second, because I’d known him all my life. I had no intention of growing up and marrying Ralphie. How could I? Everyone knows the man is supposed to be older and smarter than the woman he marries. But I was two weeks older than Ralphie and knew tons more stuff than he did. Plus, Ralphie picked his nose.

			My future husband would be handsome, heroic, and the perfect man for me. And after our wedding—me in a shimmering white gown and flowing veil, him in a snappy tux—and a glamorous honeymoon, the two of us would settle down in a cute little house and live a life of happy bliss. I’d learn to cook, and our house would be filled with fragrant smells of delicious dinners and fresh baked goods. I would also learn to sew, and I would fix up our little house exactly as I pleased. Arriving home from work, my Handsome Heroic Husband (HHH) would pronounce my efforts brilliant! 

			Except that’s not the way things turned out. I’m not sure how and where and when my life veered off kilter. Yes, the designated HHH did appear, but Alan’s flaming red-orange hair and some deep facial scars due to a severe bout of teenage acne completely shut him out of the Handsome category. Not that I cared. Alan was my husband and hero (HH) for over thirty years. Alan’s been dead nearly three years now, but I still wear his wedding ring and I always will. There’ll never be another man for me. Alan was kind and decent, a generous man who everyone loved, and most of all, me. Together we made a happy home where I could putter to my heart’s content. Children would make our lives complete, but Barry, our firstborn, caught us off guard. The surprise news that we were expecting so soon had family and friends busy ticking off the months on their fingertips. Barry arrived ten months after our wedding, and despite all the gossip, everyone was delighted. He was a perfect baby, the kind of son any parent wishes for. Eventually, after years of trying, DeAnna arrived to join our family. A precious baby girl to cherish and adore. A little sister for Barry, people gushed. How sweet! But not all little girls are sugar, spice, and everything nice. DeAnna grew up pushing the limits, constantly testing our patience right from the get-go.

			And now, because of DeAnna, there’s a man in my living room. 

			A man with a gun in his hand. 

			A gun pointed directly at me.

			“Sit.” Lloyd uses his gun to point at the couch.

			It’s a command, not a choice, given the gun in his hand. I quickly obey, drop onto the floral cushions before my legs give out. They’re feeling wobbly and I’m feeling frantic, trying to remember where I put my phone. I cast a wild glance around the room. Where is it? Where is it? I’m not the type of person who has their phone permanently attached to their hand, but usually it’s nearby. Where did I put it? I glance down at the sweater I’m wearing; it’s an old one, my favorite, and it has no pockets. My corduroys have pockets, but they’re way too snug for a phone. I sink back against the cushions, usually so comfy and embracing, but not today. My heart is pounding hard and heavy in a way that scares me, hammering against the wall of my chest. I force a deep breath, then another, try to slow my breathing. How much stress can a heart take before calling time out and going into heart-attack mode? I try not to panic. I know little about cardio health and hearts. 

			And I know even less about guns, only the little bits here and there that I’ve picked up from TV crime shows. The police, detectives, and crime scene experts are constantly flouting their knowledge. And while I’m no expert, Lloyd pointing his weapon directly at me has upped the danger level. I’m not scared of Lloyd, but I can’t say the same about his gun. I have no clue if it’s loaded or not, but I’m not about to take any chances. 

			If he pulls the trigger, I doubt his gun will be firing blanks.

			Lloyd takes a long sweeping glance around the living room, as if he’s never seen it before. 

			“You alone in the house?”

			What does he expect me to say? Yes, I’m alone… for now. But wait a few hours and the kids will be back. Wait two more weeks and DeAnna might be back. 

			“There’s nobody here but me.”  

			I watch as he stalks the room, halts at the curved archway, glances into the formal dining room. An antique sideboard, six wooden chairs gathered round an oval table, a small glass chandelier hanging above. I’d planned to turn the dining room into party central later tonight, once LJ and Tiffany were asleep in their beds. I’d decorate by hanging streamers from the chandelier and drape the table with glitzy beads and ribbons. Balloons, party hats. I’d stashed all the decorations and party supplies in the tiny pantry off the kitchen. If Lloyd were to venture into the kitchen and open the pantry door, he’d see the party favors and know what’s up. Lloyd isn’t stupid. He might not remember tomorrow is Tiffany’s birthday, but seeing the decorations will jog his memory. 

			He’ll know the kids have been around. 

			He’ll know they’re coming back.

			“What do you want, Lloyd?”

			He doesn’t bother answering, but steps away from the dining room arch and heads to the living room staircase. He pauses at the bottom, glances upward, past the landing, listening intently. 

			I hold my breath, wait for his next move. All he has to do is take a good look around and it will be obvious the kids are staying with me. The house is loaded with clues. Once he climbs those stairs, searches the bedrooms, he’ll spot the evidence. Tiffany’s clothes neatly arranged on hangers, her few pairs of shoes lined up underneath. My granddaughter likes things neat and tidy, but her big brother LJ is a different story. When it comes to messy, he’s definitely DeAnna’s son. 

			Lloyd shrugs out of his leather jacket. He’s dressed casually in worn jeans and a black t-shirt under a faded flannel shirt. One side of his neck is covered in ink; an elaborate tattoo of a fierce black snake slithers from underneath his shirt collar, up the side of his neck, behind his ear. He tosses his jacket over the banister, but it slides to the floor. He turns back to face me without bothering to pick it up.

			Poor LJ. There’s little hope for him, stuck with a messy mother, and a messy father, too. 

			“Like I said, I’m looking for Dee. I been trying to call her, but something’s up with her phone. She ain’t answering.”

			They’d taken her phone away, I silently reflect, and she wouldn’t get it back until the day she left. But he doesn’t need to know that. He doesn’t need to know anything about DeAnna.

			But my phone! Where is it? What did I do with it? My eyes sweep the living room, but I come up empty. Did I leave it in the kitchen? Maybe on its charger?

			“I hear Dee and the kids have been living with you.”

			“That’s true,” I reply. “DeAnna stayed here for a few months. But not anymore,” I add. “She’s gone.” 

			He turns, gazes up the stairs again. 

			“I already told you, there’s no one here but me. But go ahead, look around all you want.”

			It’s a gamble, giving him permission to search my house. Then again, what choice do I have? Lloyd doesn’t need my permission. The gun gives him that. But if he goes upstairs, then surely he’ll insist on me going with him. And if I somehow manage to slip away, I might be able to get into the bedroom, lock the door, call 911. 

			There’s still an old-fashioned rotary phone, hooked up to a landline, on the nightstand next to my bed.

			Lloyd turns away from the stairs to face me. 

			“So, if Dee’s not here, where is she? When did she leave?” 

			“Almost two weeks ago.” I answer his second question while ignoring the first, watching carefully as he prowls throughout the living room. It’s almost as if he finds it impossible to remain still. He puts me in mind of one of those tigers LJ loves to watch on our frequent visits to the zoo. Confined to its cage, stalking the perimeter, eyes wary and alert as it paces back and forth. Lloyd obviously has been sprung from a similar captivity. How long has he been out of prison? 

			I ransack my brain for details of his sentence. He was nothing but a small-time drug dealer, looking to make some fast money by getting involved with big-time dealers. But Lloyd hadn’t counted on the undercover narcotics squad also in play, which is what eventually took him down. Hard drugs equaled hard time. He’d been sentenced to ten years in a maximum-security prison.

			“I didn’t realize they’d let you out already,” I venture.

			He lifts one shoulder, blows me off. “I got out yesterday. I had to get some things straight before seeing DeAnna and the kids.”

			“It hasn’t been ten years,” I say, ignoring his reference to his family. “Not even five.”

			He shoots me a hard look. “You ever hear of parole?”

			I’ll bet it wasn’t for good behavior. I’d love to fling the taunt right in his face, but I bite back my words, swallow my anger. The last thing I need to do is make him madder than he already is. Especially given the gun in his hand. 

			I nod at it. “I thought once you’re convicted of a felony, you’re no longer permitted to own a firearm. Is that true?”

			“Maybe. Guess I forgot to ask,” he says with a sly smile. “I left in a hurry.”

			I gasp. “You escaped?” 

			“Same old Marguerite, never cutting me a break.” His eyes narrow. “Assuming I’m the bad guy, up to no good. But someone has to be the bad guy in your world, right? That someone will always be me.”

			Lloyd is right. As far as I’m concerned, he’s always been the bad guy. I’ve never liked him, not since the day we met. It was a rainy Sunday evening when DeAnna brought him home after work, nervously joking meet the parents as she introduced him to Alan and me. We’d already heard plenty about her new boyfriend. He flipped burgers at the fast-food restaurant where DeAnna worked. It was my fault the two of them had met. I was the one who insisted she get a part-time summer job. It would be a good thing, I’d told Alan; it would give her some pocket money and hopefully teach her some responsibility, too. She’s still in high school, he’d cautioned, but I’d persisted, and eventually got my way. 

			Hamburgers and French fries brought DeAnna and Lloyd together, but their romance was fueled by alcohol and drugs. He’d wreaked havoc from the get-go, and nearly destroyed our daughter’s life. But I’ll be damned if I’ll simply stand aside and allow him to destroy my grandchildren’s lives, too. Tiffany and LJ are barely more than babies. They deserve better.

			I take a deep breath, try to gather my wits together before speaking. 

			“I’m sorry if you took what I said the wrong way,” I say. “That’s not what I meant. And please don’t think that I’m judging you, either. Because I’m not. The truth is, Lloyd, what I meant to—”

			“The truth?” he chortles, slapping his thigh in glee. “Marguerite, you wouldn’t know the truth if it bit you in the ass. Don’t go getting pissy with me…and don’t sit there preaching about what I’m supposed to think. I don’t need you yapping at me. And I’m not answering any of your stupid questions, either.”

			“But—”

			“Maybe I got paroled. Or maybe they let me out early for good behavior. Bet you never thought about that, did you?”

			“No,” I admit. 

			He’s right about one thing. The minute I saw him, I automatically jumped to the worst conclusion. Then again, who would blame me? This entire situation is his fault. Lloyd used force to barge his way into my house this morning. He’s been here numerous times throughout the years, but today is different. 

			Today he is armed and dangerous. 

			“Do me a favor? Please put the gun down.”

			“You don’t like it?” he challenges with a sneer. 

			“No, I don’t. Would you please put it down? It’s making me nervous.”

			His smile widens. “Here’s the thing, Marguerite: making people nervous is what guns are designed to do.”

			“If you won’t put it down, would you at least not point it at me? Please,” I add softly, lifting my gaze to meet his.

			We stare at each other for a long moment before he finally lowers his weapon.

			“Thank you.” 

			Thank you, thank you, dear God! Now please help me find my phone! 

			“Man, it’s hot in here. How about turning down the heat.” He runs a finger under the collar of his flannel shirt. 

			“It’s that time of year. We had snow on Halloween.” Neither Tiffany nor LJ had been happy when I’d insisted they wouldn’t be stepping one foot outside the house for trick-or-treating without their winter coats. It was a blustery night, with high winds and a wintery rain/snow mix. The last thing I wanted was one of them getting sick. Either you wear your coats over your costumes, or you don’t go out at all, I warned, despite their loud protests and teary faces. I hated playing the bad guy. One of the best things about being a grandparent is having the time to play and have fun with your grandchildren, indulging their whims and desires, while letting someone else handle the disciplining. Except in this case, I was the one responsible, and would be for the foreseeable future. God forbid something should happen to one or both of those two little kids on my watch. I’d never forgive myself, and guaranteed DeAnna wouldn’t forgive me, either.

			“The thermostat control is over there, on that wall by the stairs,” I say, directing him with a nod. 

			Lloyd moves to the wall, resets the control, then throws me a quick sideway glance.

			“Well?” he prompts.

			He’s waiting for something. But as to what that might be, I have no idea.

			“Come on, Marguerite. I just did you a big favor. You got nothing to say?” 

			His words fill me with an uneasy dread. What favor?

			“I’m sorry, Lloyd.” I shake my head slowly, completely baffled. “I’m not sure what you mean.” 

			“Dial down that thermostat, isn’t that what they say? I figure, I just probably saved you a couple dollars, right? And I’m thinking a little gratitude is in order,” he continues in a happy drawl. “I’m thinking, right about now, what I oughta be hearing out of your mouth is Thank you, Lloyd.”

			“Thank you, Lloyd,” I say, gritting my teeth. What a small, petty man he is. The heating bill is the last thing on my mind right now.

			“You’re welcome,” he says with a smug smile. “See how easy that was? That’s the way it works, Marguerite. You be nice to me, and I’ll be nice to you. We can get along, right? Just don’t go doing something stupid to make me mad. If you do that, whatever happens next will be all your fault. Remember: I’m not the bad guy here. Do what I say, and nobody gets hurt.” He shoots me a meaningful look filled with menace. “Capisce?”

			“Capisce,” I reply in a faint voice. 

			His grin widens, and he nods. “Good. We understand each other.”

			“Yes, we do,” I say, exhaling slowly in small, shallow puffs as I watch him draw the gun’s aim off me. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath. I squirm where I sit, shifting side to side for a better seat. Though Mother Nature has provided plenty of padding to my bottom half, I can still feel the couch’s springs poking through the cushions. 

			“Where’s your phone?” he asks abruptly.

			I draw in a deep breath. 

			“Come on, no stalling,” he warns. “Let’s have the phone.”

			“I’m not sure where it is,” I say carefully. “Somewhere here in the house. Maybe on the charger?”

			He checks the window once more. “So, you’re all alone.”

			“I am.”

			“Alan at work?” 

			Lloyd’s words stopped me cold. He doesn’t know that Alan is dead? Oh, but if only he wasn’t! Alan would know exactly what to do, how to handle this situation. He’d always been good at managing people. Managing me, managing Lloyd. The two of them had gotten along as much as anyone could get along with Lloyd. Plus, Alan would know what to do about that gun. He’d been a peace-loving man, but he’d also enjoyed hunting trips with his buddies.

			“Alan’s been gone nearly three years.”

			“Ha! He finally got up the nerve to leave?” He slaps his thigh with a loud chortle. “Good for him!”

			I flinch. Lloyd might think he’s being funny, but I’m not amused. 

			“Obviously, no one told you. Alan is dead.”

			“Dead?” He halts mid-step, glares at me in seeming disbelief. “You gotta be shitting me.”

			“No, I am not shitting you.” What is the matter with him? Doesn’t he know any decent language? Right now, I’d like nothing better than to—

			“What the hell?!” Lloyd sputters as a shrill whistle begins shrieking from the kitchen. He flinches at the unexpected noise, and I cringe as he whips around and once again points his gun directly at me. 

			“It’s a clock,” I quickly tell him. “It’s a little train clock hanging in the kitchen. DeAnna gave it to Alan one year as a Father’s Day present. It has a little engine on the hour hand; it chugs around the face of the clock, and it whistles when it reaches twelve. That’s what you just heard.”

			“Pretty stupid, if you ask me,” he mutters.

			I nearly laugh out loud. For once, Lloyd and I can agree about something. That stupid little train clock drives me crazy, too. Such a silly thing, but Alan had always loved it, especially since it came from DeAnna. He’d hung the clock on a wall near the kitchen door, and I didn’t have the heart to take it down after he died. Seeing it was a daily reminder of what a good man he’d been. Plus, Tiffany and LJ had always been fascinated by Grandpa’s clock. It had a little switch on the back that I normally kept set to silent, but when they were around, they’d beg Grammie, turn on the whistle! I’d turned it on the day they moved in with me, and it was on now. Anything to keep those kids happy.

			Thank God for that stupid clock. It’s a good reminder not to waste time.

			Clocks run on schedule. Trains run on schedule. 

			So does the school bus.

			Five hours until school is finished, and the bus drops the kids off here at home. 

			Five hours is all I have to get Lloyd out of this house.

			“There’s an on/off switch for sound. I can turn it off if you like,” I offer.

			“Doesn’t matter.” He rubs his neck with his free hand, wipes the sweat beads from his forehead with his shirt sleeve.

			He’s nervous, I suddenly realize. Maybe as nervous as I am. But why should he be nervous? Lloyd’s the one calling the shots. He’s the one who pushed his way inside my house. He’s the one with the gun. 

			But what if my gut reaction when I first saw him was correct? What if Lloyd did escape from prison, and now he’s on the run? 

			Which makes total sense, especially given how he looks. He’s sweating profusely, with big wet stains spreading under his shirt sleeves and across the back. His eyes dart continuously back and forth around the room, and I suddenly wonder if he’s scared that he might be caught. 

			If I were in his shoes, I’d be scared, too. 

			“How about some coffee?” 

			“Coffee?” I stutter, surprised by the ask.

			“Yeah, I could use some.” He gives me a pointed stare. “You got coffee, right?”

			“Sure I do.” I nod. “Why don’t you sit down? I’ll run into the kitchen—”

			“…and straight out the back door?” Lloyd taunts with a grim smile. “I don’t think so. You get me that coffee, and pour yourself a cup, too. We’ll sit together at the kitchen table, and we’ll talk about old times. And you can tell me where Dee went.” He waves his gun toward the back of the house. “The kitchen’s that way, right?”

			What would it hurt, him being in my kitchen? He won’t find any sign of the kids. I’d wiped down the counters, loaded their cereal bowls in the dishwasher before driving them to school. Cleanliness is next to godliness, my mother always preached, and today I’m glad I heeded her lecturing. Being a clean freak might help keep his suspicions from growing.

			“Don’t go trying anything funny,” he warns as I inch my way off the couch. “No fast moves.”

			As if! What does he think I might do? Throw him a body chop? Kick the gun out of his hand? It’s not as if I have a black belt in karate or spend my evenings attending Self Defense classes. The only class I attend with any regularity is a knitting class at our town’s community center every other Thursday morning. My neighbor Millie loves to knit, and the two of us usually end up driving together. We trade gossip and knitting patterns with other members of the class, knitting needles flying as we work up our latest creations. I think about the chunky cable sweater I’m making as a Christmas gift for DeAnna. I’m using size fifteen needles; they’re nice and thick. Perfect for stabbing someone in the neck. 

			“How do you like your coffee? Black?” I ask, conscious of Lloyd close behind me. I wrack my brain, trying to remember where I’ve stashed my knitting bag as I shuffle baby-steps into the hallway. Dragging my feet is the only way I know to stop myself from acting on my instincts, which are currently shrieking Run! Run! Run! 

			“I don’t buy cream, but I think there’s some flavored vanilla half-n-half,” I add as we reach the kitchen. “The caramel was better, but it’s all gone.” LJ likes to dump it on his cereal, something I personally consider quite gross. Then again, I’m not ten years old. “And I have milk.”

			“Just sugar.” Lloyd halts at the kitchen table. Grabbing one of the chairs, he turns it around, straddling it so he can watch me.

			I move to the counter, turn my back to him, purposely blocking his view. I don’t want him to see how bad my hands are trembling, how I’m shaken to the core. Lloyd is like any other bully, relishing the power he thinks he has over me. But I refuse to give him the satisfaction of seeing me scared. And I am scared. More scared than I’ve been in my life. 

			The coffee is still hot and fresh from when I made it earlier this morning. I pull a clean cup from a cupboard, reach for the coffee pot, and stop dead as I see my phone. It’s sitting exactly where I left it, next to the coffee pot. I feel a hot flush race up at my face at the glorious sight of freedom directly in front of me. Reaching out, I slowly, softly, finger the phone. Do I dare take the chance? I’ve never been particularly brave. Grabbing it will require every single ounce of courage inside me. And if by some miracle I do manage to dial 911, the police would never get here in time to prevent Lloyd from taking his revenge. 

			I’m suddenly aware of how small my kitchen is. There’d be plenty of time for Lloyd to grab me, hurt me, before the police show up. Not to mention the damage his gun could do. Maybe it’s best not to tempt fate. 

			Meanwhile, I have to keep my options open. 

			I use a finger to nudge the phone partially out of sight behind the coffee pot. I don’t dare chance making a further move, or he might notice. I pour us both generous cups, spoon a few tablespoons of sugar into his. On second thought, I dump the same amount into my own. Normally I drink my coffee black, but I could use an energy boost. What with the late start this morning, getting the kids off to school, playing chauffeur, I had no time for breakfast. 

			“Here you are. Coffee, sugar.” I stand in front of him, his coffee cup in hand. Briefly I consider throwing it in his face. The steaming coffee would stun him momentarily. Long enough for me to bolt out the back door, make my escape.

			But what if my aim is off? I’ve never been good at baseball or contact sports. What if, instead of scalding him, the coffee only splashes his shirt? Lloyd would be furious. He’d point his gun at me. Maybe this time he would pull the trigger. 

			“Careful, it’s hot.” I place the cup directly before him, then slowly back away. Back to the counter, back to the sink. Back to my phone and the promise of freedom. 

			“You think I’m gonna sit here all by myself? I don’t think so.” Lloyd uses the weapon like a traffic wand, signaling me back to the table. “Grab your coffee and take a seat, Marguerite. The two of us aren’t done talking.” 

			The last thing I want to do is rile him up. For now, at least, I need to do what he says. I collect my cup, pull out the chair directly across from him. It’s my chair, the one I always sit in. It’s a comfy chair and I like this spot. From here, I can easily see the stove, keep an eye on whatever I’m cooking. Sitting here also offers me a good view of the backyard and its elaborate playset. Alan built it one weekend for LJ and Tiffany, and they love playing on the swings and slide. I glance through the kitchen window, gazing at the slide which stands in empty silence; the swings, which hang abandoned, clinking together as they catch a faint breeze. The morning sun frames the backyard lilac bushes. Lush and fragrant in the springtime, their twisted wooden branches are bare. How could everything outside look the same as it did yesterday, while inside the house, things are so very different?

			Lloyd changed everything.

			I steal a glance at him over the rim of my coffee cup. Being confronted with a gun (especially when it’s pointed directly at you) makes one painfully aware of how short and sweet and fragile life can be. If provoked, who knows what Lloyd might do? In the blink of an eye, anything could happen. I never realized how good I had it. Tucked away in my cozy little house, surrounded by the familiar comforts of an ordinary life, I took it all for granted. And then, in one brief moment, I ruined everything. Poof! The doorbell rang and stupid me rushed to open the door without looking. 

			What if this turns out to be the last day of my life?

			Things like this aren’t supposed to happen to people like me. If I’m being totally honest, I’ll admit that, until today, on some subconscious level I’d assumed that I deserved the normal peaceful life I was leading. I didn’t go looking for trouble. I didn’t put myself in harm’s way. So how could it happen that I’m the one who ends up sitting in my kitchen staring down a gun? How is this fair? 

			No one ever promised life would be fair, my mother liked to lecture. Thanks a lot, Mom.

			I do my best to be a good person. I try to be kind and loving, generous to everyone I meet. Even to people who constantly try my patience. People like Lloyd. I’m as civic minded as anyone else. Rummaging through closets, bundling up old clothes for donations to local shelters. Volunteering is easier than writing a check, especially now I’m retired from my job with the school lunch program. Money is a concern, but I do what I can to support various charities and causes. Donating empty soda bottles to the Veterans of Foreign Wars. Buying a poppy from The American Legion. And I never pass by the Salvation Army Christmas kettles without searching my purse for spare change. So many people need help. They struggle to find jobs, to try and keep themselves and their children warm and fed. How can I not help?

			But there are other people out there, too. People beyond the fringe. People who’ve dropped out of society and will never show up on a do-gooder’s radar. Shadow people. Vicious people. People who wouldn’t think twice before lunging out in anger, burying a knife deep in someone’s chest. People who are coldblooded and ruthless, who could aim a gun, pull the trigger, go for the kill. 

			Is Lloyd one of them?

			I stare at him over my coffee cup, watching as he slouches in his chair. One hand holds the gun, and the other his coffee mug. He takes a fast sip, winces, re-parks the mug on the table.

			“Do you need more sugar?” It’s critical that I try and keep him happy, at least until I can come up with some kind of action plan that will save me and the kids. “I used three spoonsful, but—”

			“Too hot.” 

			“Sorry. Let me get you some ice. That will cool it down.” I start from my chair. “I’ll—”

			“Stay where you are,” he barks, training the revolver back on me. “I’ll drink it when I’m good and ready. You sit there and keep your hands on the table where I can see them. The two of us need to finish up our little chat, remember? You got the answers, Marguerite, and you better start talking.”

			“What do you want to know?” I ask, blinking in innocence even as my heartbeat accelerates into guilty overdrive.

			“I got lots of questions.” A smoldering anger slides across his face. “Let’s start with Dee. Is she still in town? Or did someone tell her I might be getting out, and she went into hiding? And don’t go pretending like you don’t know what I’m talking about,” he adds. “You can’t fool me. You know where she is, and you better tell me.”

			“But I—”

			“Has she got the kids with her? LJ and Tiffany? I’m warning you, Marguerite: if you don’t start talking, things are gonna get ugly. Real ugly.” Lloyd’s eyes narrow in a dangerous squint. “Where’s Dee? Where are my kids?”

		


		
			​Chapter Two
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