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      My eyes blurred, jolting me from my trancelike state into reality. In the darkness before me, the two-lane highway beckoned me home. Its reflectors tapped in to my idle imagination. All I had to do was pull up on my steering wheel, and my car would take off like an airplane whose destination would be my private island away from it all. I could relax for those few seconds as I flew over the precipice. I was turning the steering wheel toward the cliff when a bright light blinded me. My foot slammed on the brake pedal. The car skidded to the side of the road in a cloud of dust as a feather landed on my windshield.

      “What was that? A spaceship?” A shudder coursed through me. My heart pounded against my chest. I peered into the night. Nothing. The cliff was right next to me, bathed in the moonlight. I sucked in air, trying to make sense of what had happened. Would I be at the bottom of the canyon if I hadn’t seen that flash?

      Another white feather landed on my windshield. I hoped I was under a tree or utility line where a bird might be perched. I wasn’t.

      “Maybe an owl or . . . ” I carefully got out of the car and retrieved the two feathers. It was me, my old Subaru, and the road. No alien invasion in sight. “I must be seeing things.”

      The cool air cleared my head. I didn’t want to die, even if the thought had crossed my mind. I was almost entirely sure I wouldn’t have done it. But I didn’t have time to reflect on that as I studied the two white feathers in my hand. A message from the angels. Isn’t that what my grandma used to say? She had told me solemnly to pay attention when I saw them unexpectedly.

      “All right, I’m listening.”

      I slid back into the driver’s seat and locked the door. I waited, but the night didn’t offer anything new.

      “Figures.” I put the car in drive and headed home.

      Even a miracle was as elusive as a successful diet. The six-hour round trip every week didn’t help and filled me with anxiety. The worst part was that it didn’t matter which direction I was going. At one end, a dying parent and the family’s favorite sister fighting me on every decision about our alcoholic father. I had to be three steps ahead of her to protect the man who’d abused us. On the other end was a job I hated, a cat who avoided me, and my twin teenage boys, who were living with their father during their final year of high school. The cat and I had something in common—our loved ones had left us behind.

      Being single grew on me in the same fashion as mold grows on shower grout. I kept trying to scrub it off, but it kept growing back. But if being solo was mold, then being in another dysfunctional relationship would be toxic mold. Besides, no one wanted to date a bitter, middle-aged, overweight woman with kids and a messed-up family, at least not in our small, upscale, ski resort town. Not that I had to worry about that since my schedule only allowed me to sleep, work, clean, do the British literature and biology homework that would put me one step closer to my master’s degree and teaching certificate, and make this drive once a week.

      I pulled into my pine tree–lined driveway with shame weighing me down. What had I been thinking? I wasn’t living, only existing. The tidy brown contemporary house, which I’d had no say in selecting, didn’t greet me. It was dark and forbidding. No surprise, my cat Frosty wasn’t waiting for me in the front window. Still, I hoped he’d warm up to me someday. Quit whining. At least I had a roof over my head, a job, and two healthy kids—who lived with their financially thriving father.

      “Too bad my dad isn’t financially thriving.”

      To be honest, Dad’s money was running out. Soon the only option left would be to sell his house to provide for his care, which he was entirely against. That reality seemed to fuel his desire to drink himself to death. Comfort care was the last step—making him as comfortable as possible. I felt the weight of the business card the hospice nurse had given me in my pocket. I was going to call in the morning.

      “I don’t want to end up like him,” I told myself as I entered the frigid house, where I immediately dropped my purse on the floor and turned on the heater.

      In our family, it came down to trust. Dad trusted my mom’s terminal cancer would improve without all that doctor interference. All she needed to do was ask God for his forgiveness and send a hefty check to the man on TV. My mom trusted my drunken father and his lopsided beliefs. She would, not so delicately, tell me to mind my own business when I suggested she try some of the medical suggestions or at least get another opinion. Mom never got her forgiveness and died six months later.

      My sister trusted all the wrong men. Three marriages had put her in debt and created an addiction to not only alcohol but substances from her doctor and drug dealers. She’d become a stranger to me, even though she claimed to be in recovery for the last six months. I didn’t trust that or Dad’s need to help her until he was broke. To continue the family trait, my blind devotion had gone to a man who said all the right things. Boy, did that backfire.

      “Frosty!” I called out.

      When I entered the kitchen, the spoiled orange cat didn’t greet me, but stacks of dirty dishes and a basket of dirty clothes did. There was no relief in returning to a place that had lost its home status long ago. Now it was a place to stay until house prices increased and we could sell it. The profit would be shared between my undeserving, cheating ex-husband and me.

      In the meantime, I had agreed to pay him half the mortgage payment while I lived in the house. I might have trusted the wrong divorce lawyer too. At least the boys came to stay with me every other weekend, and this was my weekend. I’d stay up late every night the week before their visit to get ahead on my homework so they could have my full attention.

      The answering machine was blinking. I grinned, recognizing the number that came up when I pushed the button.

      “Hey, Mom. Sammy and I are going to spend the weekend at Dad’s cabin. We came and got Frosty to join us. Dad’s missed him, and we didn’t think you’d mind. Sorry we won’t see you as planned, but Dad finished a big case, and we thought it might be the last time we could all hang out this summer. See you in two weeks. Love ya.”

      I moaned at the machine’s hollow click and sank into the old blue rocker I had rocked the boys to sleep in as babies.

      “Why did I bother coming back?”

      I swiped away the tears filling my eyes, pushed myself up, and focused on cleaning the kitchen.

      “I guess it’s good for the boys to spend quality time with their dad.” A fake cheerful voice emerged that didn’t match my actions as I slammed the dishes into the dishwasher.

      Heaven knows he wasn’t there when they were growing up. I was. Now he could buy their affection. I couldn’t compete with that. Each dish and bowl survived my anger, but the last glass did not. It shattered on the fake brick floor.

      “Great.” I grabbed the broom.

      I thought life would turn out differently for me. When the boys went to college, I imagined Sam cutting back on his time at work. Things would go back to how they were before we had children. I would be part of his focus over work and golf—and later, his girlfriends.

      I even caught him with one of those young women in our bed. She was the biggest cliché of all—his secretary. She had brought some papers by. He was alone, and things happened—by accident. Stupidly, I forgave him that first time after he explained it wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t devoted all my time to raising toddlers. I apologized to him, if you can believe that. He bought me a massive diamond ring to signify our new start.

      The second time, I saw his car parked at the local hotel. He insisted it was for work. Yes, I bought that too. He was an excellent lawyer. I give him that. Years passed, and I ignored the little things that warned me he wasn’t a loyal husband.

      I emptied the glass shards into the trash and uncharacteristically flung the broom on the floor. I took out the overflowing garbage—something my boys could have done for me when they picked up the cat but didn’t.

      At least I could take care of myself. The old Kelly of the past, who had been so naïve, was gone. I was no longer the girl who stayed home with the kids and dropped out of college because Sam didn’t want his wife to work outside the home. I thought it would work because it was the opposite of what my mom had done. I was so youthfully confident that things would be great if I did things the right way, the opposite of what my parents did.

      My reasoning needed to be revised. All that time, Sam said he was working overtime. He wasn’t. This went on for fifteen years until he wanted his space. I was stunned. Then came a call from the latest girlfriend he’d met at the gym, Belinda. She didn’t know about his family, she assured me. Belinda had already broken it off with him by the time he’d left me and moved on to the next woman’s waiting arms. Oddly enough, we became good friends. She’s the one who helped me get a job and filled in the blanks of his past several years.

      It took a long time to get to where I didn’t regret my marriage, but only because of my boys. Plus, I developed that so-called backbone I’d been missing. Yes, it’s made me more cynical, but the old doormat me still tries to make an occasional appearance.

      “Ha!” My voice echoed hollowly as I lined the can with a fresh bag.

      Then I poured myself a large glass of boxed white wine. A flash of light lit up my glass for a moment. A quick scan showed nothing was out of the ordinary, like on my ride home. I shook my head and finished my drink in three gulps. Maybe I needed to eat. I made a quick peanut butter sandwich and consumed it as enthusiastically as I poured the next glass of wine.

      Responsible should have been my middle name for so many years. I’ve worked hard not to be that person anymore. I rolled my eyes at the laundry and ignored the empty refrigerator and stack of bills. Seeing a bright light on that stretch of highway broke something free that I had buried deep inside—me. My philosophical side awoke as I poured another glass of wine. Sanity and normalcy were overrated was my conclusion.

      Another flash of light came from the hall closet, and I dumped my full wineglass in the sink. Was I getting a migraine, or was it something else? I approached the closet with a kitchen knife in hand. Carefully peeking inside, I saw only years of living: board games, snow gear, a box of CDs, record albums, and my pink suitcase. Another feather landed on the luggage. I checked my pocket and found one of the two from the car.

      “What’s going on?” I asked the empty house.

      Thankfully, there was no answer. I added a third feather to my growing collection. A smile crossed my face as I made a quick decision. I filled the old suitcase from our honeymoon with shorts, tank tops, T-shirts, sweats, jeans, undergarments, and a bathing suit. I packed sunscreen and my e-reader, filled with books I wanted to read. With a smile, I added some PJs—not my comfortable ones, but the ones I’ve kept for a special occasion that never happened—and that dress I bought in case I needed something fancy. Maybe I’d need a coat too. I wasn’t sure.

      I crammed all my favorite clothes into the large suitcase. In a small bag, I added my makeup, cleanser, and creams. The rest of my toiletries fit inside the travel kit I had bought way back when but never used. On a whim, I grabbed the photo album of the boys growing up and a small box of pictures they’d drawn for me when they were little.

      I glanced at my jewelry chest. My ex had gotten me some lovely pieces over the years. I should look my best. I stuffed them in my carry-on, along with the necklace my grandma gave me on my sixteenth birthday. A feather landed on the essential papers on my desk, and I added it to the ones already in my pocket. Maybe a bird was molting in the house. My full laugh filled the room. This was the most laughter it had heard since we moved in.

      With a new spring in my step, I crammed those papers into my oversized purse, the one that my boys nicknamed “the suitcase.” Relief flooded through me like an electrical current. I dialed my fully charged phone to call my job. I never missed a day, even when I was sick.

      “I’m sorry, Dave. I won’t be in on Monday. I quit.”

      I grinned. Next, I left a message at the hospice with instructions. I went on my laptop and stopped our—I mean my—newspaper and mail. I paid my bills and canceled the cable, electric, propane, and phone services. I made sure I had my car’s pink slip in my purse and packed my laptop into its case. I was ready to go.

      Sam loved the modern art in the beige-and-black living room—I considered it dull. It was devoid of the blues and greens I had always found soothing. I never wanted to see that room again. Dragging my luggage, I shut the door on my old life.

      Feeling as light as the feathers I kept finding, I quickly maneuvered back onto the two-lane highway. I only stopped to get gas, pick up some snacks, and make my highest daily withdrawal possible. It comforted me that I’d accumulated the small savings printed on the receipt. I tucked it into my wallet next to my brand-new Visa with a $5,000 limit I had saved for emergencies. Today had become just that. Sam couldn’t get a judge to order me to pay child support when the boys moved in with him last year, so there was no need to contact him further except to tell him to keep the cat and tend to the house.

      My sister could take care of our childhood house—sell everything, for all I cared—and watch over Dad, or not, in hospice. I was done. I sent those texts and let Belinda know I was leaving town. I’d update her later. Then I shut off my phone.

      When I got to the spot where I had seen that flash of light, I had the urge to pull back the car’s steering wheel again, but this time to take off into my new life. I wanted to live. I always had. I had forgotten that. I had already wasted enough time taking care of a man who had abused me growing up, pining after a man who had left me, and raising boys who now were under the supervision of their father. Frosty was where he wanted to be. I was one semester away from becoming an English teacher. I could finish that online from anywhere. Yes, anywhere!

      A highway patrol car drove by, and I checked my speed. I wasn’t speeding, but his lights flashed on. I pulled over, and he kept going.

      “That’s all I would have needed after that wine! Kelly, you are out of your mind. You are running away from home. You’re too old for that.”

      I smiled at myself in the rearview mirror. The face that looked back at me was happy, not out of her mind or even drunk. The green eyes were open with joy, the wrinkles weren’t so bad, and the hair was still bottled blond. Maybe it was time to embrace the red hair Sam had never liked.

      I didn’t see the tramp my father had called me as a teenager or the lazy, boring, stay-at-home parent Sam had decided I was. There was no sign of that clingy woman who needed her man to care for her. I didn’t want to become the woman my mother had been—old and bitter. I did not plan to die as she had. She’d seemed happy telling me she had cancer.

      I looked down at my hands on the steering wheel. “No. You will not let that happen to you. You will be happy, starting with getting rid of this wedding ring.”

      I pulled it off, rolled down the window, and hesitated. I put it in my purse. I should sell it.

      Three hours later, at 2:30 a.m., I ended up in front of my dad’s house. It was dark because Dad was in the hospital until they set up hospice at home. My sister would be with her new guy, the same as every other controlling boyfriend she had ever had. I lost track of their names a while ago.

      I wanted only one thing from that house, and my sister could have the rest, including my old car. My grandma had wanted me to have her bible, but my mother insisted it stay in her house. It was a book I had never seen her open, as much as she claimed to believe. Mom and I were never close like Grandma and I were. My mom wanted the bible because it meant she was important too. I understood that too late. On her deathbed, I forgave her. I will apply that to my abusive father and my ex-husband. The most important person to forgive was me. I deserved to be happy. I smiled as I unlocked the front door and stepped into the stale scent of cigarettes and whiskey.

      The lights bathed the room that appeared the same as when I was a little girl. I had cleaned up my father’s mess, but that didn’t remove the heaviness the house held inside. I pulled my grandma’s leather-bound bible from the top of the hall closet. I stroked the familiar book and smiled, remembering her reading from it daily. It reminded me of better times. When Grandma and Grandpa came over, Mom and Dad put on their “everything is just fine” act. I knew Grandma saw through that, but there was nothing she could do or say to change anything. She was the one who had been there for me until I lost her right before I got married. She was the only person who gave me unconditional love.

      I sighed and turned on my mom’s old computer. While it slowly started, I made a strong cup of coffee and grabbed a handful of pistachios and a bag of barbecue chips. When the desktop loaded, I quickly booked a flight, found a ride, signed my pink slip, and turned the computer off. I left the pink slip on the kitchen counter with a note to my sister.

      It’s yours. I hope you find some happiness someday. It’s never too late.

      Then, with my bible in hand, I left my family home. Under the yellow glow of the porch light, I left my house key under the welcome mat, just where I told my sister I’d leave it. For the last time, my belongings and I drove away from the family house in an older black Mercedes with a taciturn Uber driver. I glanced back again as we turned onto the main road, leaving behind the street where I learned to hate myself.

      The driver dropped me off at the airport around four. I’d never been to an airport at this hour. It was quiet. There were a few hours until my flight, so I tried to make myself comfortable in the uncomfortable blue vinyl chair by using my coat as a pillow and closing my eyes.

      I was startled out of sleep when a briefcase slammed to the floor across from me. I studied the man in a dark suit, who pulled a newspaper in front of his pasty, stern face. Steam rose over the day’s headlines. Coffee. That was what I needed.

      I sat back down with my cup of wake up. The man didn’t appear to have moved. The only thing different was his empty coffee cup on the yellow side table next to him. I picked up the bible. I wanted to read the words my grandmother had read to me as a child, but after I had untied and opened it, I didn’t get that far. Inside were hundred-dollar bills tucked between pages.

      “No way!”

      The man looked up from his newspaper and sighed but didn’t comment.

      My grandma had told me she left something for me and then added, “Read the words.” There were thousands of dollars. My parents had never looked inside. All this time, my sister had been stealing and this was right under her nose.

      On the last page was a note:

      Dearest Kelly,

      I wish I were sitting next to you as you read this. I’m sure you’re surprised at what I left you. It was the safest place to leave it. I knew no one else would look inside. You’ve grown into a beautiful woman, and I can only imagine the wonderful life you will have. Hang on to this for a few years. If life treats you well, then you won’t need it. Maybe you could pass it on to your future kids. But don’t give up if you ever find yourself in a spot as your mom did. I tried to help your mom, but she didn’t want our help or anyone else’s. She stayed in that horrible marriage and kept you kids in it too.

      Use this to find the life you want if you don’t have it. I hope I was wrong about Sam and he actually treats you well. Live your happily ever after. My days are limited, but know I’ll watch over you and always love you.

      XOXO

      Grandma

      A tear ran down my cheek. That confirmed everything I was doing right now.

      “Flight 232 to Honolulu is boarding now at Gate 6.”

      It was six fifteen. The man behind the newspaper and I made our way to the gate. Because of the one person who had loved me unconditionally, I had enough to start over and come back and watch my boys graduate high school. This had turned into more than an escape. It was about creating a new life. I wasn’t sure where I’d end up except sitting in the warm sun on a beach. I had an old male friend from high school who lived in Honolulu. He kept in contact, even though Sam had never approved of me having male friends. I would take him up on his invitation to stay in his guest room when I visited and then go from there. Maybe Belinda could come hang out with me. She had always talked of moving there too—the one place my ex refused to visit and I had always wanted to go.

      I smirked, thinking about Sam’s response and his sudden responsibilities with the house. When they graduated, the boys could visit anytime and spend the summer with me. Maybe they could go to college where I lived. You never know. It would be up to them, but for now, life was finally up to me, thanks to a feather, a flash of light, and a bible—gifts from the angels.
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      The old gray tux cat sits on the deck’s wooden railing. His body’s thin, but his fur is luxurious. He delicately sniffs the air, searching for his youth while observing the birds and butterflies. He’s never been a hunter. The small animals he saved were in distress. He brought them to me with pure trust, knowing I’d try to save them. Today his green eyes reflect memories as he basks in the summer’s sun. He knows what I know. The forest has a magic to offer. While his journey in my world might end, a new one awaits him.
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      I forced a smile and turned away from the picture. The yellow eyes were watching me. I nervously stuffed a cucumber sandwich into my dry mouth. Big mistake. It caught in my throat and then burned. I could taste the hot peppers as I coughed. I was positive I was going to die.

      “Are you okay, Sandy?” Jessie’s clear blue eyes showed concern as she handed me a glass of water.

      “Yes, I swallowed wrong.”

      Bobby clung to my arm while Freddie sat on the couch, wearing a frown. This playdate was a huge mistake.

      “Freddie, honey, why don’t you show Bobby your room.”

      Freddie’s face lit up. “Sure. I can show him my new ax!”

      I cleared my throat. “Ax?”

      “He asked for it for his birthday, but it’s been put away. He knows we don’t play with weapons when we have guests. Right, Freddie?”

      Freddie let out a loud sigh. “Yes, Mommy. No weapons on playdates. I remember. But can we show him later?”

      Jessie winked at me. “Maybe later.”

      I gently detached myself from Bobby’s tightened grasp. “Maybe we should go with them.”

      “We’d be in the way.” She waved. “You two be good.”

      Bobby followed Freddie down the hall like he was on death row making that last walk to his end. I was with him. They decorated the place like a haunted house, and the windows had dark drapes keeping the light and the world out. What wasn’t black was gray, and the pictures! I shuddered. These were things of nightmares, including the so-called school picture of Freddie.

      I sipped my water, trying to think of something to compliment in her house, but I drew a blank. “It’s so kind of you to have us over. You didn’t need to go to all this trouble with these sandwiches.”

      Jessie offered another one. “Please, help yourself.”

      “I didn’t know we’d be eating. We just ate lunch, and I’m stuffed.” I patted my stomach.

      “I forgot to say something. My fault. Can I get you more water?”

      I set my empty glass down. “No, I’m fine, thank you. So, are you an artist?”

      Jessie set down the platter of little cucumber sandwiches. Her face brightened, and she clasped her hands together. “I am! I did all those photos and would love to make it into a business someday.”

      “Your own business. What a great idea.” I jumped up and walked over to a wall covered with shots of Freddie. All had the same theme, him holding an ax in what looked like a torture chamber. “So, you take the pictures and then add the effects?”

      “Oh, I never Photoshop a picture.”

      I held a frown behind my plastic smile. “You certainly have a way of capturing the shot.”

      Jessie squeezed next to me. “Thank you. Would you like to see my studio?”

      I glanced at the old grandfather clock. Only fifteen minutes had passed since we had arrived. “Sure, I’d love to, but maybe we should check on the boys first.”

      “I say when it’s quiet, you leave them alone, right?”

      Against my better judgment, I nodded. She led me down a dark hall into a lightless room and flipped on a light.

      I gasped.

      “I know, isn’t it wonderful? I’ve got it just the way I want it.”

      “Wonderful,” I mumbled, taking in the horror.

      The walls and ceiling were black, and two round lights on a stand looked like angry headlights waiting to shine on their victim. A rounded black chair was pushed against the gloom, while off to the side was an assortment of black clothes and props that included hands, legs, guns, knives, axes, and a guillotine. The farthest wall had metal shackles. A potent scent of copper hit my nose as pain tore through my gut. I needed to get Bobby out of this madhouse.

      Jessie smiled and put a hand on my shoulder. “That will pass.”

      The room spun as I sank to the floor. “What?”

      “Your humanness, silly. What I put in your water is returning you to your beautiful form. I tried to make it easier by showing you the pictures of Freddie and my studio.”

      My muscles spasmed like a seizure, and suddenly the room was too bright. I closed my eyes.

      “I’ll get the light. Earth is bright for us. You’ll stay here until the ship arrives. That way, you won’t have to wear all that makeup and those contacts and worry about the sun damage.”

      When the spasms stopped, it all came flooding back to me. I volunteered for this. I secured a relationship with and then married a top-ranked government employee. They could extract the important secrets from my brain implant during my sleep cycles. Of course, Bobby wasn’t supposed to happen, and the poor thing would have to live with the shame of being part human. I reached up and stroked my leathery face. I was back.

      “Feeling better?” Jessie wiped off the rest of her makeup and popped out her contacts. It was a relief to take in the beautiful deep red around her yellow eyes and almost-transparent white skin.

      “Yes, much. Is Bobby . . . ” I couldn’t find the words to ask.

      Jessie smiled. “He looks like us, thankfully. However, we had to give the poor baby the human drug immediately after birth and adjust some memories. But that doesn’t matter now that he’s back in his true form. Freddie knows how to help him during the change, don’t worry. Nothing can pierce his skin now—like those old axes. I’m sure they’re having a lot of fun.”

      I grinned. “Thank you, Jessie. When does it all start?”

      “In a week. We are gathering our spies and have all the necessary information to simplify it. This planet will make a great second home once humans have been rendered docile for our food supply. We found the perfect virus that won’t affect us, thanks to you. Our alliance appreciates your service.”

      I straightened up, slowly finding my balance again. “Thank you. It was an honor. I’m glad you could continue your artwork—the humans must have made great subjects.”

      She smiled brightly. Her pointed teeth shone like stars. “Yes. Their surprised look when they realized what was about to happen was the best. Let’s get the boys and have a nice snack. Too bad no one will get their mail today.”

      I laughed and swayed my tail. “Great! I’m hungry.”

      It was good to feel myself again, and I couldn’t wait to return home. Bobby had a new world to explore, where beautiful darkness ruled.
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      Zelina the angel stood by Lisa’s side in the darkness. Lisa’s quivering body was bathed in sweat as she pulled on her green robe and headed to the kitchen. Zelina regretted the dream that had terrified her, but there was no other way to warn her. Would it be enough? She hoped it would be.

      Zelina wasn’t the only one there with her. Evil was there too.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa’s hands trembled as she poured the boiling water into her favorite rose china teacup over a bag of Earl Gray. The citrus smell calmed her racing pulse but didn’t push away the nightmare’s images. That terrifying dream was back, with a new ending. It started with her in the middle of an unfamiliar forest. She was surrounded by blowing snowdrifts. As the storm raged on, she trudged through knee-deep snow. The trees thinned ahead, and she stepped into a clearing where light beckoned from a log cabin.

      The house drew her like a magnet. She needed to know what was inside for no logical reason. The snow stopped falling, and the plummeting temperatures seeped through her snow gear. Her boots crunched loudly in the frozen snow instead of sinking into it as they had in the forest. The steps of the wraparound porch were free of snow. A wooden bench draped in a neatly folded red plaid blanket and a matching rocking chair showed the owners liked to relax outside. A statue of an angel reading to a small child stood on a small stone table. It made Lisa smile.

      She approached the stunning wooden door with a mother bear and two cubs carved into it. This is a door I’d love to have gracing my entry.

      She grasped the silver knocker with her gloved hand and knocked twice without response. A chill shot up her spine, and her curiosity turned into concern. She pushed the door open with a loud creak.

      “Hello? Is anyone home?”

      No answer as she wiped her feet on the bear welcome mat and stepped inside. Just ahead was her dream kitchen, glimmering with new stainless steel appliances, a fireplace, and a white farmhouse table. The house was cozy and welcoming, yet the urge to escape nudged her.

      “Hello?”

      Four steps in, the entry opened into a huge family room—and death.

      “Oh, no!”

      Lisa froze, but her body was fully alert as she took it all in. Dark blood flowed out in all directions across the beige carpet like a malicious flower growing from the two adults and two children. No one moved. The father’s right hand still grasped a gun. Pulling off her glove, she rushed to check their pulses, starting with the children. Her fingers met cold skin and four lifeless bodies.

      This can’t be happening. She backed away from the empty blue eyes of the boy, who had to be around seven years old. His cowlick and freckles reminded her of her younger brother.

      She turned away as her stomach heaved. The large brown-haired man lay face down next to his wife. The mother still clasped the Spiderman PJ top of the youngest, while the older boy was several feet away from his family, as if he’d tried to escape. Thankfully, she could see only one face, but that image would haunt her forever.

      She carefully picked up the gun. The metal was heavy in her hand, and she found one bullet in the chamber. Her stomach settled, and she set the murder weapon down. She gently covered the family with a large blue blanket draped over the couch.

      What if the killer is still here? With renewed urgency, she picked up the gun and searched the house.

      Her snow boots echoed off the wooden floor, and she narrowly missed tripping over a baseball bat. She picked up the wooden bat as tears flowed. Quietly sobbing, she checked the three bedrooms, closets, bathroom, and laundry room. Each room, filled with loving details of family memories, sent a stab of pain through her heart. She was the only one alive. She dropped the gun and bat by the bodies.

      There was nothing else she could do. She averted her gaze as she passed by the family with a frantic hope that they would be sitting on the couch sipping hot chocolate instead. Her wish wasn’t granted, and she turned her attention to the father. Was he the killer or the protector? Was he the one who woke his family up and—no, she couldn’t think about that.
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