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Dedication



Danger in the Clouds is dedicated to the color blue and to all the awesome children who are on the spectrum. 







  
  
Chapter One




While Major Dave Elliott rocked on the back porch of his old farmhouse and gazed at the blue sky, a feeling of dread washed over him. He frowned as he leaned to scratch his dog’s ears. “Sometimes the loneliness drags me down, Shadow. I’m sure glad my son and his family will visit us next month. It’s been too long.” 

The ringing phone interrupted their afternoon break. The retired Florida Highway Patrol officer stretched before he rose from his comfortable position and strode inside. His eyes widened. Why would my son’s law partner call me?

“Major Elliott, I have sad news about Ted and Merilee. They were involved in a multi-vehicle crash on the interstate near their home and were killed, but thankfully, your granddaughter has only minor injuries. Ted was a close friend; I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”

Major frowned and shook his head, so he could focus on the lawyer’s next words.  

“You’re the guardian for your seventeen-year-old granddaughter. I assume you know she has autism. I must tell you Aimee Louise is a brilliant, delightful young woman.” 

After he hung up, Major shuddered. The one call no parent wants to receive.

“How are we going to do this, Shadow? What do a couple of bachelors like us know about teenage girls?” 

The young German shepherd leaned against Major’s leg and laid his head on Major’s knee.

“The last time I saw Aimee Louise, she was six years old. And Trish...” Major’s voice cracked, and he rubbed his forehead. “Trish was still alive. Ted and his family visited us for two weeks that summer. Trish loved little Aimee Louise. They were something to see the two of them were inseparable. Trish and I were excited when Ted called us about their next visit, but Trish died. After that, Ted said he couldn’t...” 

Major cleared his throat and scratched his dog’s ears. “We need to get a room ready for Aimee Louise.”

Shadow followed Major as he trudged up the stairs to the second story of his three-bedroom farmhouse. When Major opened the door to Ted’s old bedroom, he sneezed. “Been a long time since we were in here. Let’s open the windows and air out the room.” 

Major stripped the two single beds and carried the bedding downstairs then slumped against the washer. “This is all wrong. Trish should be doing this, and Ted should be coming here.” He tossed the sheets into the machine and sobbed.

At day’s end, Major collapsed onto his chair on the back porch, and Shadow flopped next to him. The sun lingered on the horizon, and the sky changed from pink to orange. When the darkness crept in, Major hesitated as he walked into the house. How many new state trooper recruits did I train in my career? Hundreds, but I’m not ready for this.


      [image: ]Major stood near the gate when Aimee Louise’s plane landed. He strained to see her as each person came through the door from the plane, then he saw her. I’d recognize those blue eyes anywhere. Her eyes widened, and she froze in the doorway. All the people crammed into the small Florida terminal have overwhelmed her. The stream of passengers behind her jostled and bumped into her, and she covered her ears and clutched her backpack to her chest for protection, then she reached the wall.

Major pushed his way past the crowd as they rushed to the terminal then called out in his booming voice, “Aimee Louise.”

Her voice was weak, but he heard her. “Pops?”

Major wore an olive drab T-shirt, faded blue jeans, and scuffed work boots and reached her in three strides. “I’m glad you’re safe and here,” he said.

While they waited for her luggage at the baggage claim, Major said, “Aimee Louise, did you know your blue eyes are the same color as Gram’s? You’re tall and lean like your dad, and your mama’s hair was dark brown, almost black, like yours. I would have known you anywhere.”

Aimee Louise gazed over his head. “You too, Pops. I would have known you anywhere.”

As they walked to the truck, Aimee Louise said, “Florida is hot. I can feel the heat through my boots.” Major nodded as she pulled up her sweatshirt hood to protect her neck from the scorching sun.

“I found a close parking spot,” Major said. “Today’s warmer than usual for this time of year; it must feel really warm to you. I hope you like dogs because Shadow couldn’t wait to meet you. You aren’t allergic or anything, are you?”

“Can’t I get shots if I’m allergic?” She pulled and twisted her sweatshirt neckband. “I like dogs, but pets weren’t allowed in the apartment.”

Major lifted her suitcases into the bed of the white truck before he unlocked the doors. “I’d forgotten about the apartment rules. I left the engine on to run the air-conditioning for Shadow.”

When Aimee Louise opened the passenger door, the gush of cold air and the strong dog odor startled her. She put out her hand for Shadow to smell, like Dad showed her. Shadow sniffed her hand, her arm, and her ear, and he sneaked in a tiny lick on her neck. Aimee Louise giggled because it tickled. After Shadow shifted to make room for her, she climbed into the truck. “I like dog smell,” she said.

Shadow moved closer to Aimee Louise and put his head on her lap; She rubbed his ears and stroked his neck.

Major maneuvered through the airport parking lot and pointed at the Mickleton Airport sign. “This is our closest airport. It’ll take us a little over an hour to get home. The farm is near the town of Plainview.” 

Aimee Louise stared at the passing fields and sides of the roads. “It’s all sand. How could anything grow in sand?”

“It’s difficult, but there are some crops that thrive here,” Major said.

When they reached the outskirts of Plainview, Aimee Louise searched the horizon for tall buildings.

“This town is small. It looks like the entire town could fit into our subdivision in Cincinnati,” she said.

Major chuckled. “I suspect you’re right.”

She gawked at the grocery store, the library, the Sheriff’s Office, and the few shops. Major pointed out the hospital and, down the road from the hospital, Pete’s Diner. 

“The diner is where everybody goes for breakfast, coffee, and local news,” he said.

Major returned to the middle of town and then continued to a county road. The road was asphalt, but it was narrow and didn’t have much of a shoulder. 

Aimee Louise tensed to prepare for a crash. “Is this road safe?”

She gripped the armrest with her right hand and wrapped her left arm around Shadow’s neck. Shadow leaned on her, and she took a breath, exhaled, and relaxed.

After six miles, Major turned onto a gravel drive, the tires crunching as the truck bumped along. “In two miles, we’ll turn onto a dirt road,” he said.

After Major slowed his truck then turned, Aimee Louise said, “This isn’t exactly a dirt road. It’s a sand road with patches of whiter sand.” 

“This soft white sand is called sugar sand. Tires sink in and spin because they can’t get traction,” Major said. “I carry boards and a shovel in the back of the truck in case we get stuck.”

“I’d call it snow sand because it looks like fluffy snow surrounded by brown sand,” Aimee Louise said.

When they arrived at the two-story farmhouse with a metal roof and a spacious porch, her eyes widened. “Pops, where are the rest of the houses?” 

Major chuckled. “Houses aren’t as close in the country as they are in the city, are they? Our farm has lots of land around it.”

A wooden fence surrounded the farm across the front, then on the side, wire fencing went into the woods. A wide metal gate was open at the driveway. The yard in front of the house was sand and grass, mostly sand, and beyond the yard were tall trees and trees with thick branches. 

“Pops, this is almost looks like a campground. I always liked to go camping with Dad and Mama.”

Major parked in a sandy spot next to the farmhouse. “This is a Florida cracker house; it was originally a square house, like an old-fashioned cracker box. I added rooms on the sides, a second floor, and the wraparound porch.”

Major and Shadow escorted Aimee Louise inside. Major held his breath when she inhaled the distinctive pungency of the old farmhouse. What would this house smell like to a young girl who has lived in a city apartment all her life?

“Pops, Mama liked the apartment to smell like flowers. Dad said when he got his man cave it needed to have man odor. Now I know what he meant: doggy smell and no flowers.”

Major smiled as he pointed to the left. “This is the living room, but I call it my computer room. On the other side of the hall is my bedroom.”

Aimee Louise followed the hall to the family room and breathed in the distinct smell of the fireplace, and Major frowned. Does she hate the lingering odor of coals and creosote on the firebox?

“Pops, can I lay the fire? I always cleaned out the ashes and set up the kindling and firewood at home.” 

“I think that would be great. It will be nice to share some chores around here.”

The long, wooden dining table served as a divider between the family room and the large kitchen. “I thought stoves were supposed to be electric; your stove is huge and looks like an antique.” 

Major chuckled. “It’s a gas stove. I have a large propane tank behind the house. Gram always loved her gas stove, and when your mama came to visit, she loved to cook on it too. Your dad always talked about building a house out in the country, and your mama would always remind him she needed a big, oversized gas stove with two ovens.”

The kitchen door led outside to a substantial back porch lined with five wooden rocking chairs. Aimee Louise picked the middle one and rocked.

“Is this where you sit to watch the sunset? Now I know why Mama said she wanted a porch with rocking chairs.”

“Ready to see the upstairs?” Major asked.

Aimee Louise patted the wide arm of the chair and rose to go inside. “I’ll be back, chair.” 

They climbed the stairs to the second-floor bedrooms and bathroom, and Shadow followed Aimee Louise. Major pointed to a spacious bedroom on the left.

“This was your dad’s room. It isn’t fancy, but we can paint the walls or change whatever you like, or you can have the other bedroom. It’s smaller, but we can fix it up for you. Whatever you want. We can do it.” Major furrowed his brow as he watched Aimee Louise.

Aimee Louise looked around the room. She sat at the old wooden desk and ran her fingers over an airplane carved into the desktop.

“Did Dad carve this when he was a kid? It looks like the plane that brought me here.” Aimee Louise peered over Major’s head. “Dad left me an airplane, didn’t he? Thank you, Dad.”

A braided rug in the middle of the wooden floor dominated the room. Aimee Louise knelt to rub the dark floorboards. “Smooth and silky.” 

She lay down on the twin bed next to the window and put her face into the worn, handmade quilt and inhaled its aroma. “The quilt smells like comfy, and I love it is so soft and has different shades of blue.”

Major stood in the doorway. “My mother made the quilt for your dad when he was only five or six years old. She said it was a Cloud Nine pattern. We can get you a new bedspread for the bed if you like.”

“Dad said you made the twin beds; they looked like they belonged in an old Western movie.” 

Aimee Louise reached up and ran her fingers along the smooth wagon wheel curve of the wood headboard. The low footboard and sideboards were barn planks. She rolled over and peered through the bare window. The blue sky with puffy clouds welcomed her. 

“I don’t need any changes because this room is perfect for me; it’s mine.”

“Your mama told me once that when you couldn’t find the right words in all your thoughts, you would say I’m good or I’m fine.”

“I’m good,” Aimee Louise said.

Major chuckled and waited while Aimee Louise explored the room. Shadow lay on the rug and watched her as she put her plush rabbit on the bed. 

“Soft Bunny has been with me for as long as I can remember,” she said.

“Gram gave you Soft Bunny when you were three,” Major said softly.

Aimee Louise hugged her rabbit. “Gram gave you to me; I always knew you were special.”

Major followed her and Shadow to the porch as they dashed down the stairs. 

When he reached the porch, he asked, “Like a tour of the farm?”

They started with the well and pump behind the house.

“Our water comes from an underground spring. If the town water system broke down, we’d still have water.”

“Can water from the ground be safe?”

Major said, “Our water is as safe as city water, maybe safer. Our water doesn’t go through miles of underground pipes.”

“I need to read about well water,” Aimee Louise said.

“I think that’s smart. The tall trees around the house,” he swept his arm in a wide arc, “are longleaf pines, and the trees with spreading branches are oaks.”

When they reached the chicken coops, Pops said, “Three might seem like a lot of coops, but it takes a while for older chickens to adjust to younger chickens. We have three different ages of chickens: older hens, teenagers, and babies. Two of the coops have roosters. No roosters in the baby coop unless a baby is a rooster. We won’t know until one crows.”

Major opened the door to a coop. Aimee Louise peeked in. Her nose twitched, and she sneezed at the smell of the straw in the nest boxes, the pine shavings on the floor, and the poop in the bins under the roosts. Major smiled. At least the smell didn’t make her sick to her stomach.

The chickens cooed and clucked while they scratched in the leaves.

“I like chickens; it sounds like they are speaking their own language,” Aimee Louise said. “Do you suppose I can learn to understand them?”

“Pawwwp,” the chickens said, and Aimee Louise laughed.

“Are they talking to me or about me?” Major asked.

“I’ll have to think about it,” she said.

As they walked past the barn, Major said, “I’d like to get some goats someday.”

When they reached the equipment shed, Aimee Louise climbed up onto the tractor and wrapped her hands around the metal steering wheel.

“I want to drive the tractor someday.”

“We can certainly make that happen. The farm is big, but most of it is woods: oak trees, pine trees, and underbrush. A lot of wildlife live here. Your Gram wanted a place with wildlife. National Forest surrounds most of the farm.”

Aimee Louise scanned the area. “This is where old-time pioneers walked.” 

“You’re right.” He waved toward the west. “That way is the power-line easement. It runs parallel to our property line, and beyond the easement is another state road. The house we passed when we turned onto the dirt road is the Gastons’. They’re our nearest neighbors.”

When Shadow stood next to Aimee Louise, she reached down and scratched his ears. 

“There aren’t any houses nearby, and that’s a little scary, but I’m safe with you and Shadow,” Aimee Louise said.

“You certainly are, and I’m glad you know that.”

Toward the end of the day, Major prepared supper. “Would you like to set the table?” He pointed. “The plates are in that cupboard, and silverware is in this drawer.” 

After they ate, Major asked, “Ready for some rocking chair time?”

The three of them settled down on the back porch as the sky turned from pink and orange to the muted gray of dusk.

Major rocked in his chair. “Hear the cicadas? This light breeze keeps the mosquitos away. Air’s still muggy, though.”

Aimee Louise matched his rocking pace. “Mama said I don’t do well with conversations, but I talk a lot about things I like or know really well.”

Major chuckled. “I’m not all that great at conversations either. I talk about Shadow, the farm, and the weather; just like you said: things I like and know really well.”

Aimee Louise gazed over his head. “Dad would want me to tell you about clouds. You have a strong cloud.”

She leaned back in her rocking chair and took a deep breath while Major waited. She rocked forward and gazed at Shadow.

“I don’t see people’s faces: no eyes, no noses, and no mouths. When people say a dog is smiling, I see the dog’s teeth and its tongue hanging out, so when I was in second grade, I guessed people would smile like dogs do. You know, show their teeth and hang out their tongues. I tried it once, but it felt weird; my friend said it was a good silly face, but it wasn’t a smile.”

Major nodded as he slowed his rocking.

“Because of the autism, my brain isn’t wired like other people’s. Mama said I have a gift. People have clouds, and I see them. The clouds kind of hide their faces. There are different types of clouds. Happy, strong, caring.” Aimee Louise sighed. 

Shadow rested his chin on her knee, and she scratched his ears. “People don’t always act like their clouds. I’ve seen sad clouds on people who were laughing and saying happy things. I used to be confused, but I learned the clouds are true and not fake because Mama said people can fake talk.” 

Aimee Louise rocked in her chair and gazed at the sky. “I can see farther in Florida. There are no tall buildings in the way.”

Major cleared his throat. “I think your mama was right; your clouds are a gift. Thank you for telling me about them.”

“I like to hear about Shadow and the farm.”

“Good. Then I’ll talk about Shadow and the farm when I feel like talking, and you can talk about whatever you want when you feel like talking.”

Aimee Louise nodded.

Major continued, “It might take me a while to understand the clouds, but that’s okay. We’ve got time.” 

After the mosquitos chased them into the house, the electricity suddenly went off, and it was dark.

“Are you okay, Aimee Louise? Give me a minute, and I’ll light a lantern. I keep one on the fireplace mantle, so I can find it easily.”

“I’m good.”

After Major lit the lantern, he said, “We don’t lose our electricity very often, but I’d like to be more prepared than I am. Maybe you can help me with that. I’ve been meaning to set up the well with solar, but I just haven’t done it yet. I do have a large fuel tank for the tractors and my farm truck to get around the property and for my generators in case we lose electricity for an extended period, but there are a lot of other things that I could do that I just haven’t done.”

“We lost our electricity for three days once at the apartment during a severe snow storm. We had our fireplace for heat, but Mama didn’t really know how to cook on a fireplace. The elevator didn’t work, so Dad used the stairs when he went to the store to get food, but when he came home, he told us the shelves were empty. Mama and I stayed in the apartment. After the lights came back on, Mama told him she didn’t want to do that again, and that’s when they talked about building a house in the country.”

“Your dad told me he really liked his job, but he didn’t care for living in the city.”

“Pops, Dad always told me I would like living on a farm, but I’m worried about school.” Aimee Louise pulled at her shirt neckband.

The lights flickered then came on a little before bedtime, and Major extinguished the lantern.

“What if the electricity doesn’t come back on for a long time?” Aimee Louise asked.

“Hadn’t thought about that in a long time; your gram was the best planner I ever knew; I guess we need to plan more like she would.”








  
  
Chapter Two




Major woke early the next morning and fretted about Aimee Louise and school while he fried bacon for their breakfast. When Aimee Louise bounded down the stairs and into the kitchen, she was dressed in her jeans and her blue sweatshirt; she stopped to scratch Shadow. 

“Pops, I can see the sun come up from my bedroom window. I like the Florida sunrise; My first morning in Florida officially began when the daylight popped out of the darkness.”

“I’ve got eggs with yolks that are as golden as the sun. One or two eggs?’

“Two, please.”

They ate breakfast in silence, and Major smiled. Trish never liked a lot of chatter during meals either.

After breakfast, Major said, “There’s a school bus that you can take to school that would come here if we asked, or you could catch it at the Gastons’ house, but this morning, Shadow and I will take you to school then pick you up. We can talk about the school bus later.”


      [image: ]When she entered the school, Aimee Louise focused on the tiled floor and her feet in her effort to avoid touching anyone and to shut out the overpowering odor of teenage bodies and the roar of unintelligible conversations as she maneuvered her way to her English class. She paused to maneuver around a cluster of girls who had gathered in the hallway and blocked the classroom doorway. A girl grabbed Aimee Louise’s arm as she sidled past them. “Hey, new girl. Why don’t you talk to anyone? Do ya hate school or something?”

Aimee Louise flinched at the rough touch and jerked her arm away before she continued to her desk.

One of the other girls said, “Cheryl, you gonna let her walk away like that?”

After Aimee Louise hung her backpack on the back of her chair and sat, Cheryl marched to Aimee Louise’s desk. “Well, I know I hate school, and I can’t stand to get up in the morning while it’s still dark, and I’m not too stuck-up to talk to people.”

Cheryl slammed her books on Aimee Louise’s desk and planted her hands on the desktop. When she leaned over Aimee Louise, her group murmured in admiration.

“I like mornings,” Aimee Louise said. “The sun pushes away the dark.”

Cheryl sneered. “Did you hear that, ladies? New girl talks. She likes mornings. And the sun.” She leaned closer to Aimee Louise’s face.

Interesting, her breath smells like chocolaty cereal, bubblegum toothpaste, and cigarette smoke. Angry cloud with an edge of sadness.

“Well, Sunny, no one else is a morning person here. Anyone? Morning person?”

Her group shook their heads. The rest of the class ignored her.

“We’ll call you Sunny. Sunny Sunshine. Yep, that’s it. New girl is Sunny.” Cheryl smirked as her group laughed.

Aimee Louise examined the small band of girls. Some clouds are angry, some are lonely, others are frightened.

When the teacher came into the classroom, Cheryl’s followers scrambled to their seats.

“Something I need to know about?” the teacher glanced at the fleeing girls and Cheryl, who snatched up her books from Aimee Louise’s desk.

“We were getting better acquainted with our new friend, Sunny.” Cheryl strolled to her seat. “Tried to make her feel welcome.”

The teacher narrowed her eyes and tapped her finger on the open book on her desk. “I’m sure you did; let’s focus on English.”


      [image: ]Major and Shadow went to Pete’s Diner after they dropped off Aimee Louise.  

While Major sat at the counter and sipped his coffee with Shadow at his feet, Pete asked, “How are you doing so far?”

“I don’t know; I’m worried about Aimee Louise and school.”

Pete refilled Major’s cup and poured one for himself. “Adjusting to a new school is tough enough, but high school is brutal. You have any spies that can keep an eye on her? I have a feeling her guardian angel will be working overtime today and wouldn’t mind the extra help.”

Major nodded. “That’s a good idea. I’ve got a couple of kindhearted souls in mind.”


      [image: ]The following week, the math teacher asked, “Sunny, can you explain how to solve question four?”

Aimee Louise had her elbows on the desk, her head down, and her hands over her ears to shut out the ongoing classroom whispers so she could focus on question four.

The teacher stepped closer to Aimee Louise and raised her voice as she tapped on her desk. “I asked you a question, Sunny. Can you explain how to solve question four?”

Aimee Louise thought about the different ways to answer question four: three ways...six, if each step had to be explained. Which one do I pick? Is there a right answer? Aimee Louise frowned as she inhaled then glanced at the floor. Teacher smells like coffee with a whiff of body odor, and her right shoe shows heavy scuff marks on the toe.

“Okay, I guess you can’t. Cheryl, can you answer?”

Cheryl said, “Well, I started with...”

Aimee Louise cleared her throat. “My name is Aimee Louise.”

“Excuse me, Sunny,” the teacher said. “You had your turn to speak. Now it’s Cheryl’s turn.”

Aimee Louise nodded. New rule. No talking at school.

“It’s okay, Sunny.” Cheryl turned her head toward her friends and snorted. “I’ll help you later if you like.”

The teacher frowned. “That’s enough, Cheryl. Back to question four.”

On the way to the next class, three girls came up behind Aimee Louise and pushed her into a wall. One of them said, “Oh, sorry. Dark pushed Sunny.” They giggled as they scurried past her. 

Aimee Louise picked up her books that she had dropped then gazed at the girls who disappeared into the hallway crowd. The three-banded armadillo rolls itself up as protection against predators. I can be three-banded.

Aimee Louise heard stealthy footsteps behind her. When a hand reached toward her, Aimee Louise instinctively pulled her elbow against her ribs as she sidestepped to see who it was.  Cheryl sneered as she slammed herself into a locker and slid to the ground. 

“New girl pushed me,” she wailed. Two teachers rushed to the fallen girl, and the math teacher said, “Come with me, Sunny. We’re going to the office.”  

While she waited outside the assistant principal’s office at the end of the week, a school aide sat next to her. “Aimee Louise, I don’t think your new plan to wait until no one was in the hallways before you go to class worked. That’s what you’ve been doing, isn’t it? Cheryl and her friends laugh that you’ve been a regular in detention. Are they targeting you? I’ll give your grandfather a call, but you’ll need to talk to him.”

Aimee Louise glanced at the school aide. Kindness cloud. 

“Again, Sunny?” The assistant principal shook her head. “Detention.”

That evening Major said, “A friend of mine who works at the school called me about your detentions and told me the school has a bullying problem. Is school a problem for you?”

Aimee Louise thought about being pushed and being blamed for pushing, being late for class, the noise and crowds, angry teachers, no friends, and getting lost in the maze of hallways. “Yes.”

“I’ll take you to school tomorrow and talk to the principal.”


      [image: ]The next morning, Shadow trotted to the truck behind Aimee Louise. 

“Sorry, boy,” Major said. “You’ll need to stay home today. I’m going to drop Aimee Louise off at school before I drop by to see Pete at the diner; he said he wants my opinion on something.”

Shadow returned to the shade of the porch and flopped down.

After Major accompanied Aimee Louise to her first class, he strode to the principal’s office.

“You here about Aimee Louise, Major?” The principal motioned toward the visitor’s chair in his office. “I hear she’s been quite a problem; I’ll bet she’s been a handful at home too.”

Major stepped into the office but remained standing; he narrowed his eyes, and his voice was cold. “She’s having trouble getting used to this larger school. Maybe we can come up with some ideas to help her adjust.”

“Let me see what’s going on.” The principal stepped to the file cabinet and pulled out a folder. He glanced through the papers and frowned. “Major, I didn’t realize she’s had six detentions this week for arriving late for class. I wonder if she’s getting lost. We’ll get her a map to help her find her routes. Do you think that will help?”

The principal pointed to a page in her folder. “A teacher mentioned that Aimee Louise waits until everyone clears the room and hallway before she leaves for her next class. She’s obviously trying to avoid the rush out of the classroom and the crush in the halls.”

Pops frowned. “She waits until everyone leaves? My experience as a cop indicates that’s a behavior to avoid being bullied. You have anything like that going on around here?”

The principal’s face reddened. “Of course not. We don’t allow bullying in our school at all. We received a grant this year because of the success of our anti-bullying program.” 

Pops crossed his arms and scowled. “Let me know immediately if she’s assigned to detention again, and be sure you’re using your grant wisely. If you need a professional assessment of the compliance of your program to the grant requirements, I know some good people. There’s no shame in improvement.”

When Major parked at Pete’s Diner, he saw his neighbor, Russell Gaston, head to the diner door. Russell wore a white, short-sleeved shirt and tie. Russell had spent his boyhood in Plainview and returned four years ago as the Operations Manager for Southeastern Electric. 

Major shook his head and smiled. Only Russell runs errands in office attire. Even as a kid, he always wanted to dress nicely. Only four-year-old I ever knew that always wore a suit to church. 

Major walked in as Russell was hailed from the circular booth unofficially reserved for the locals who met at Pete’s. “Hey there, Russell. Haven’t seen you in a while. Join us. We were talking about the psycho county commissioners. Heard the latest?”

Pete motioned for Major to sit at the far end of the counter away from the booth. “Major, I’ve got something I’d like for you to look at. Be right back.”

He picked up the coffee Pete had poured for him and leaned against the counter while he scanned the room as Russell made his way to the booth in the back of the diner.

The old men scooted around to make room for Russell. As he slid in, he leaned down and the vapor from the hot coffee steamed up his glasses.

“One of us now. Blind leading the blind.” The farmer next to Russell elbowed him with a grin, and Russell chuckled.

The man across from Russell slurped his coffee. “They made big reversals in the county zoning and land taxation. Tremendous loss of revenue for the county and doesn’t benefit anybody but a new out-of-state land developer.”

“Town council gave the same yahoos incentives to build an apartment complex.The council bought into the phony claim it’s good for the town because it means more jobs,” another man said, “but the jobs are mostly construction, which means temporary. And I heard yesterday they’ll bring in their own people for the work.”

The farmer scooted the cream pitcher over to Russell. “Yep, and I heard they got a big government loan. I wonder who they’ll find to rent all those fancy apartments. Are we about to have a population explosion I didn’t know about?”

“Been meaning to ask you, Russell.” The man across from him set his empty cup close to the edge of the table for a refill. “I read some big city out west had a huge power failure, and thousands of people were without power for four days. Could that happen here?”

“It could, but it’s unlikely,” Russell said. “Our smaller power systems are easier to manage, and if ours had a failure, we could connect with one of our other smaller systems for power until ours was repaired or whatever was needed.”

The farmer next to Russell nodded. “That must be why my brother’s farm north of here was out of power for only thirty minutes while the big city north of him was out for seven hours.”

While the old men continued their conversation, Pete returned and handed Major a paper with a land listing. “I’ve got an option to buy this property. What do you think?”

Major read the description. “Hunting land? Looks like an excellent piece of property. Nice that it backs onto the national forest. Might want to check a flood map with the creek so close, but that’s the only thing I can think of.”

Russell excused himself and rushed out of the diner. 

“He was always in a hurry even when he was a kid,” the farmer said. The rest of the men nodded.

“I need to head home too,” Major said. “Hope that property works out for you, Pete.”


      [image: ]That evening, Major asked, “Did things improve at school?”

Aimee Louise thought about no more pushing, teachers not so angry, still noisy, and still no friends.

Went from one hundred percent to fifty percent awful.

“Yes.”








  
  
Chapter Three




Russell rushed into his house, unlocked his desk drawer, and flipped through the papers he’d mailed to a company at his stepbrother’s request: names, addresses, home phone numbers, and spouse names of the county commissioners and members of the town council. 

He researched the company on his computer and discovered it was a paper entity with no history. A search of the officers referred to the company, nothing else. He called his stepbrother, but Lee didn’t answer, and his voicemail was full. Russell’s stomach churned.

I should have been more suspicious. Lee was always getting into trouble, but he never dragged me in before now. Why would I need to give anyone public record information? And I sent it to them and signed it...like I was a part of whatever this is. Wonder if I should talk to the sheriff?

His wife interrupted him at sunset. “You’ve been working on your computer all day. Come to the table. Dinner’s ready.”

“Just a few...”

“Russell, we’d enjoy your company.”

He tore himself away from his computer and bolted down his food then returned to his office and closed the door.

Margo tapped on the door, and Russell glanced at the clock as the door opened. Almost ten.

“The children are ready for bed. Can you say goodnight?”

He rubbed his eyes and stretched. “Yes. I need to tell my little Floridians goodnight.”

Margo chuckled. “Would you believe we’ve been here four years? I was so worried about a small town in Florida accepting us, and now our Michigan-born children complain when it’s cold.”

Russell closed his laptop, kissed his wife as he hurried past her, and bounded up the stairs.


      [image: ]Two weeks later, Russell’s office phone rang, and the caller ID showed Private Caller. “Gaston,” a distorted voice said, “the Board needs your cooperation. You need to keep this quiet. We have your brother and don’t want to hurt him. We just need your help with a few things.”

The next day, Russell got a box in the mail with Lee’s old baseball glove in it. The thumb of the glove had been roughly cut away, and an included note read: Memento for you. Russell shuddered.

The person with the distorted voice called again. “Did you get the box? Thought you’d appreciate a little preview. The Board needs schematics.”

Russell cleared his throat. “You know you can get the schematics on the internet or any Electrical Engineering 101 textbook.”

“We need it from you. Don’t make me repeat myself.”

When Russell went to bed, he stared at the ceiling. After two hours of shifting from his left side to his right and back again, he eased out of bed then paused and listened to his wife’s breathing. Still asleep. He tiptoed downstairs and sat in his recliner in the dark family room.

Whatever happens, my priority is my family.

He sent the schematics to the email address the voice had given him. If I talk to the sheriff about a hypothetical situation, how do I phrase it? He made a pot of coffee then sat in his chair and sipped coffee the rest of the night.

The next morning, he strolled into the Sheriff’s office. “Can we talk privately, Sheriff?”

“Sure thing, Russell. Let’s go into my inner office.”

While the sheriff closed the door behind them, Russell scanned the office. Wait. These people are smart. What if they bugged the Sheriff’s office? 

The sheriff sat at his cluttered desk and cleared a section to set down his coffee cup. “Do you want some coffee? What’s on your mind?”

“I’ve had my day’s quota of coffee. The town spring festival is in a couple of months. Wanted your opinion on my staff doing some demonstrations to get kids interested in science.” Russell chuckled. “I know it’s never been done before.”

The sheriff laughed. “You’re right. It hasn’t been done before, and there’s a certain reluctance to do new things around here. I think it’s a great idea, so you have my support. I suggest the best person for you to talk to would be Pete, at the diner. He’ll help you, and I’ll help however I can. Let me know.”

Russell was disheartened but not surprised when the next call issued a warning.

“Careful what you say to the sheriff, Gaston. We’re everywhere.”

Subsequent calls demanded confidential files and passwords. Russell’s step slowed, and he slumped at his desk.The escalating level of these threats against my wife and children is dragging me down.

After two weeks of sleepless nights, Russell gazed in the mirror as he brushed his teeth. “Face it. This will not end well. Whoever this board is, I know too much.” 

“How’d you sleep last night?” Margo asked while she cooked breakfast.

Russell cleared his throat. “Oh, you know. I was a little restless. There are a lot of things going on at work, but I’m fine.”

Her back stiffened.

She doesn’t believe me.

The next night, he walked to the road and around the house to clear his head. I need to do something. Anything would be better than nothing, which is what I do when I sit in my chair all night and worry.

He powered up his computer and documented everything they had asked him to provide. Over the next few weeks, he contacted his peers in the industry and not only uncovered the collection of additional related data, but also traced the destination for the information.

It feels good to put my research and analytical skills to work.

He pressed on at an almost maniacal pace, consumed by the compulsion to untangle the sinister web and its implications.

After three weeks, he leaned back in his chair and stared at his computer. “I wouldn’t believe it myself if I didn’t have this paper trail to back up all my findings. I might not live to see it, but you’re going down, Board.” 

He copied everything from his laptop to two thumb drives, wiped his computer, sold it, and bought a new laptop.

Late the next night, Russell sat in his home office. The glow of the computer screen was the only light in the room. He inserted the thumb drive and read through all his documents, even though he had them memorized. He wiped away the sweat dripping down his face, but he couldn’t wipe away the dread. His hand trembled.

Indisputable. But when I think about the people who are involved, where can I turn? Maybe Major? No, I’d bring him and his family into this circle of terror. These people are too high up, and they’re everywhere.

He slammed his fist on his desk.

It’s like I walked into a room and turned on a light, and the cockroaches didn’t even bother to run. State and federal government agencies, law enforcement, judges...all are involved. I’m a dead man. All I can do is save my family.

Russell placed his head on his arms and sobbed.

The next morning, Russell met with one of his most trusted childhood friends. “I have a USB flash drive, and I need to be kept safe for a while. It’s highly confidential, and I know you understand confidentiality. I’m taking my family on a short vacation. See you when we return.”

Russell called his stepbrother again and was surprised when Lee answered.

“Lee, we need to talk.”

“Sure. Anytime. Got some work stuff going on right now, though. Can I get back to you? Say hello to your wife for me.”

Lee hung up. Russell called back. No answer.

God, help me save my family.








  
  
Chapter Four




Margo Gaston knocked on the Teagues’ front door and bit her lip as she waited for Jolene to answer. Might as well answer the door, Jolene; I’m not going away.

Margo held her breath then exhaled when she heard movement inside the house. Without opening the door, Jolene said, “Now’s not a good time, Margo. I’m not really dressed for visitors, and the house is a mess.”

“That’s okay; I’m your friend, not the white glove home inspector, so you don’t have to worry about a little dust and clutter. I’m wearing my old jeans not a skirt, so I’m definitely not dressed to be a visitor.”

“I don’t know…”

“It’s cold out here; can I come in to argue with you, please?” Margo asked. Wonder if I stepped over a line there.

Jolene cough was wet as she cracked open the door. “Margo, I never knew before what a pest you are; come on in.”

Jolene stumbled to the sofa then sunk into her seat. “Wore myself out getting to the door.”

“I stopped at the bakery and bought vanilla scones. Shall I make some coffee?” Margo asked.

“I don’t suppose you’ll take no for an answer, so suit yourself.”

Margo smiled as she hurried to the kitchen then her brow furrowed at the dirty dishes on the table and piled in the sink. 

“I’ll get the coffee going then straighten up in here a little while it perks.”

“Fine,” Jolene mumbled.

Margo found the garbage sacks under the sink and quickly scraped the food on the plates into a sack then rinsed the dishes, loaded the dishwasher, and started the machine. After she found a bottle of cleaning spray in the pantry, she sprayed and wiped down the counters and the table before the coffee was ready. Margo pulled out two coffee cups and two small plates from the cupboard that were relatively clean and rinsed them out.

“Coffee’s ready. What do you like in your coffee?”

“Plain is fine,” Jolene said.

Margo carried the coffee and plates into the living room; she cleared dirty clothes from a chair then set Jolene’s cup on top of magazines on the table in front of the sofa. 

“I’d forgotten what a steamroller you are.” Jolene’s smile was weak.

Margo chuckled. “It’s my best skill.”

When Margo picked up the bakery sack, Jolene said, “I can’t eat anything.”

Margo put the two scones on the plates and broke one scone in half. “Maybe after you’ve had a little coffee, you can try a bite.”

Jolene picked up her cup with two hands and held it close to her chest. “I’ve been so cold lately; this feels good.”

“How long have you been sick?” Margo sipped her coffee then pinched off a bite of her scone. “Mmm, this is good.”

“I’m not really sick; I’m just so tired all the time. Marty says I need to take my vitamins.”

Margo waved her hand. “Ha, he’s a husband and a doctor; what does he know?”

Another coughing spell interrupted Jolene’s chuckle. When she caught her breath, her mouth twitched a smile. “That’s a funny thing for a pharmacist to say.”

“It’s true; it’s like the old saying about the cobbler’s children and shoes. Marty’s an outstanding emergency department doctor; an internal medicine specialist is more experienced in diagnosing ongoing medical problems. I love the new doctor here; she’s been practicing women’s health medicine for fifteen years and always takes the time to listen to me. Let me know when you have an appointment; I’ll be happy to drive you.”

Jolene rolled her eyes as she pinched a piece of her scone then put it into her mouth. “Mmm. It is good. You’re so subtle.”

“Subtle steamroller.” Margo smiled. “I like it.”

After Jolene ate almost half her scone and drank her coffee, she put her head on her pillow, and Margo pulled her blanket over her. 

“I’ll just rest my eyes for a bit,” Jolene mumbled.

Margo finished her scone and coffee then gathered up the dirty clothes in the living room and the towels from the downstairs bathroom and tossed them into the washer. After she started the machine, she swept and mopped the kitchen then cleared and dusted the coffee table and stacked the magazines on a bookcase. When the washer finished, she threw the clothes into the dryer then swept the living room.

She put her trash sack and the one from under the sink by the front door then put a fresh trash sack into the trashcan.

Margo sighed as she gazed at the sleeping Jolene. You’re so sick, honey. I wish I could do more.

When Jolene woke later that afternoon, her eyes welled up then the tears ran down her cheek. Margo is such a good friend. It’s so relaxing with the clutter gone. Jolene made her way to the kitchen and smiled. Even the kitchen is sparkling; I think I’ll have a sandwich and take a shower.


      [image: ]The next morning, Jolene woke before Rosalie was awake. She quickly dressed in her blue church dress then gazed down and frowned at her once formfitting dress that hung from her bony shoulders. I didn’t realize how much weight I’ve lost.

She pulled out a pot and the box of oatmeal then smiled as she heard Rosalie creeping down the stairs.

“Mom, you’re wearing your favorite dress. Are we going somewhere?”

Jolene turned and smiled at her sixteen-year-old daughter. “Well, I don’t know, honey; do you plan to stand around all day or get dressed for church? Oatmeal’s almost ready.”

“Mom, your smile is the most beautiful smile in the world.”

Rosalie dashed upstairs; when she returned to the kitchen, Jolene laughed.

“You’re wearing your red dress. That’s my favorite of all your dresses. Let’s eat.”

While they ate breakfast, Jolene said, “Rosalie, you are my ‘mini-me’ with your bright red hair and green eyes, and we’re both short and slender. You know my friends used to call you J.J. for Jolene Junior.”

“I didn’t know that. When did your friends call me J.J.?”

“When you were three. You were as sassy then as you are now. You got it from me.”

After they arrived at the church, they sat near the front in their favorite pew. Jolene put her arm around Rosalie and pulled her close. Rosalie closed her eyes and inhaled then whispered, “Mom, I love your sweet fragrance of vanilla and raspberries.”

The service began with a hymn, and Jolene sang alto in harmony with Rosalie’s clear soprano voice. Jolene smiled at the scuffling noises of the older women behind them that were jostling one another to be close enough to hear Rosalie sing. 

The choir director joined Rosalie and Jolene after the service. “I was tickled by the competition in the pews to sit close to the two of you. Did you notice? Rosalie, what do you think about singing in the choir? Or maybe a solo at Christmas? I’d love for you to sing ‘Do You Hear What I Hear?’ It’s perfect for you.”

Jolene said, “Oh, no. Rosalie needs to focus on her...”

Jolene gazed at Rosalie and cleared her throat. “Could certainly be a possibility. It’s up to Rosalie, of course.”

Rosalie’s face lit up, and the choir director beamed as she squeezed Rosalie’s hand. “Sounds wonderful. We’ll talk more, Rosalie.”

The choir director hugged Jolene and whispered, “Let me know how I can help.”

When they got home, Jolene said, “Thank you for going to church with me. It was wonderful to sing with you again, but I wore myself out.”

The next day, Jolene woke when Rosalie came into the house after school. 

Jolene rubbed her forehead when Rosalie asked, “Can I tell you what happened today at school?” 

“I’m really sorry, honey. Today’s not a good day for me.” Jolene rolled over to hide her tears of pain. 

Before Rosalie went upstairs for bed that evening, she sat on the sofa next to Jolene.

“Mom, nights are the worst for me because I’m alone upstairs, and you’re alone down here.”

I wish I was strong enough to do something for my daughter. “I’m so sorry, honey. Maybe I’ll be better soon.”

Jolene held Rosalie and hummed an old lullaby she used to sing to her baby daughter, and Rosalie relaxed. After Jolene ended the tune, Rosalie said, “Thanks, Mom; that helped.”

A little after midnight, the scrape of a door key downstairs woke Jolene. Marty comes home in the middle of the night then leaves before anyone else gets up. I wonder if he’s slipped back into his old habits. I need to protect Rosalie.


      [image: ]Jolene woke early the next morning when Marty tapped his fingers on the kitchen counter while the coffee maker gurgled. She tried to rise when she heard Rosalie scramble down the stairs, but she was too weak.

Rosalie cleared her throat. “You know, Dad, sometimes I don’t see you for weeks. Where do you sleep when you don’t come home?”

Marty snapped at her. “It’s not your business, but when the night shift runs over, I grab a nap at the hospital before my next shift.”

Rosalie continued, “It is my business. I’m worried about Mom.”

Marty opened a cabinet door, slammed it, and opened another. “Is something wrong? Is she sick?”

“She must be sick; I know she’s more than tired,” Rosalie said.

“Doesn’t sound like much to me. She gets tired if she doesn’t take her vitamins. Well, I have to run; I’m late. Tell her I said to be sure to take her vitamins.”

When Rosalie raised her voice, Jolene pushed herself to a sitting position and fought the nausea. 

“You need to be here,” Rosalie shouted. “You need to check her yourself.”

Mary banged his cup on the counter and growled, “You’re not a doctor. Gotta run.”

“I never said I was...”

Marty slammed the door as he left, and the coffee maker beeped to signal the end of the brewing cycle.

When Jolene heard Rosalie sobbing, she called out in a weak voice, “Rosalie.”

Rosalie stumbled into the living room and dropped onto the sofa next to Jolene, who wrapped her frail arms around her daughter, and they sobbed together.

“I’m so sorry, honey; this is so awful for you.”

Rosalie sniffed. “I just don’t know how to help.”

“I understand. Neither one of us can fix your dad because he has his own problems that only he can fix. We know I need more than vitamins. I’ll work on that, and I’ll work on making things better for you. Go to school and work hard. I’ll rest this morning, so I’ll have some energy this afternoon. I just need to be stronger.”

Jolene hugged Rosalie, then Rosalie grabbed her backpack and left.


      [image: ]As she ran to school, Rosalie tried to dodge the young boy on his bicycle as he careened down a driveway, but the bike’s front wheel struck her knee. After the handlebars slammed into Rosalie’s ribs, the force of the bike knocked her across the sidewalk onto the curb.

She lay on the ground, trying to catch her breath. Ugh. Kicked to the curb. Not funny.

The bicycle flipped toward the lawn and dumped the boy onto the wet grass. The boy removed his superhero helmet. He was red-faced, and tears streaked down his cheeks.

He rubbed his elbow and sniffled. “I couldn’t stop.”

Rosalie splinted her ribs with her hands as she got up. “I know. Don’t worry, Champ. It’s okay.”

The boy’s mother ran to Rosalie. “Is that blood on your jeans? I can call your parents. What’s your number?”

“I’m fine. Got a minor scratch on my knee,” Rosalie said. “I’ll be okay.”

“If you’re sure.” The mother turned to her son. “You need to come inside, Logan. We have to change your clothes. You’ve got grass stains on your new pants.”

Rosalie waited until the boy and his mother went inside before she limped away. She broke out in a sweat in her efforts to avoid putting any weight on her right knee without further aggravating the pain in her left hip from landing on the concrete. To ease the pain in her ribs, she bent her arm and held it tight against her chest.

Breathe. Take it slow and easy.

When Rosalie reached school, a small group of girls stood near the front steps.

“What’s wrong with you?” Cheryl said. “Trying to get out of a math test? You write with your hand, not with your foot.”

The group howled with laughter, and Rosalie glared as she struggled up the steps to school. “Ha ha, very funny.”

Later, when Rosalie hobbled to the cafeteria down an almost-empty hallway, her focus was on the throb of her swollen knee, the pain in her hip, and the ache in her ribs.

A sudden push to her back threw her off-balance, and she collapsed onto the hard tile floor. Rosalie looked up in time to see a group of girls scatter. She remained on the floor and closed her eyes as she worked on breathing through the pain.

Where’s a kid careening on his bicycle when you really need one? Coulda bowled them all down for me, Logan.

Someone sat down on the floor next to her. “I am Aimee Louise. What do you know about armadillos?”

Rosalie opened her eyes. Everybody in school knew Aimee Louise didn’t talk. Rosalie squinted to examine Aimee Louise’s face and switched her gaze back to the floor.

She matched Aimee Louise’s intonation. “I am Rosalie. I would like to hear about armadillos.”

“Well, friend, only one kind of armadillo can roll up into a ball to protect itself from predators.”

I can’t believe Aimee Louise talked to me. She called me friend. I wonder if she can’t remember names. I don’t care; I have a friend.

Rosalie listened while Aimee Louise said, “The secret of the three-banded armadillo is that its defense against predators is to roll into a ball, so the predator can’t find anything to seize onto. Predators don’t know what to do if they can’t find anything to grab.” 

Rosalie nodded. It’ll work. Never give a predator anything to grab. Absolutely brilliant.


      [image: ]When it was time for Rosalie to be home from school, Jolene padded to the bathroom, washed her face, and brushed her hair. After she changed her shirt, she returned to the sofa and sighed. I have to keep pushing myself for Rosalie.

Rosalie grinned when she came into the living room. “Mom, can I tell you what happened today? I have a new friend; she’s Major Elliott’s granddaughter.” 

“Come sit with me, and tell me all about her.” Jolene patted the sofa next to her.

“A kid knocked me down with his bicycle on the way to school. I’m fine, but I was limping when I reached school.”

Jolene shook her head as Rosalie told her about the girls who ambushed her then Aimee Louise’s story about three banded armadillos.

“Everybody at school says that Aimee Louise is autistic, and maybe she is, but she’s also brilliant. She has a hard time with loud noises, so we took our lunch outside. She loves to run too, so we run after we eat.”

“I’m glad you have a friend at school, honey.” 


      [image: ]The next day, Jolene woke when her phone rang. Why is the school calling me? Panic rose in her chest. I hope nothing has happened to Rosalie.

“Mrs. Teague, I’m calling on behalf of the staff because we’re concerned about Rosalie. She and Major Elliott’s granddaughter are outside on the playground eating lunch, and it’s raining.”

Jolene glanced out the window. “You’re right; it’s raining. She has always been very interested in the weather, so I’m not surprised because she left this morning with her raincoat. It wasn’t forecasted, you know. She’s been my most accurate source of weather since she was five. Has someone stolen her raincoat? She told me about the girls who have been bullying her at school. I had assumed you’d have that under control by now.”

“Bullying is not allowed at our school, Mrs. Teague. You need to tell Rosalie that she isn’t allowed to take her lunch outside. She must eat in the cafeteria with everyone else.”

“What’s wrong with being outside during her lunch break?”

“It is raining very hard; some of us are concerned about her well-being.”

“Well, look into that bullying and ask the principal to call me to discuss Rosalie’s well-being.”

The caller hung up, and Jolene shook her head. Busybodies are everywhere.


      [image: ]A week later, Jolene heard Rosalie come in the back door and drop her backpack. Rosalie came into the living room with two glasses of water and handed one to Jolene.

Rosalie sat next to Jolene. “Mom, Aimee Louise wants me to go home with her and meet her dog.” 

Jolene sighed as she set the glass on the nearby table and shook her head. “I’m really glad you have a friend at school, but you know our rule: you’re not allowed to go to other people’s houses. Besides, Major Elliott lives out in the country; it’s just too far away, and I’d worry about you. You need to focus on your schoolwork.”

Rosalie snorted. “There’s nothing wrong with my schoolwork or my grades, and you know it. I don’t understand why I’m being punished. Oh, forget it.” Rosalie grabbed her glass from the table and stomped toward the kitchen then stopped and returned. 

She softened her tone as she sat on the sofa at her mother’s feet. “If you want company, I’ll go with you to the doctor. Schedule an appointment or tell me who you want to see, and I’ll make the appointment.”

Jolene sat up, gazed at Rosalie, and a single tear slid down her face. “Thank you. I’ll think about it. No, I’ll do it. I’ll call today.”

“You won’t forget?”

“I won’t. I promise. Love you, sweet girl.”

Rosalie’s eyes twinkled, and she grinned. “I guess I better get to that dreadful mountain of homework the hard-hearted teachers assigned.”

Jolene’s eyes widened then she chuckled. “Oh, I get it, funny girl.” 
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