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CHAPTER 1
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HANNAH STARR DIDN’T expect her mother to die that day. 

It was a day that started like so many others with an early morning breakfast conversation before her father Harold set out to tend to the family ranch and seventeen-year-old Hannah bussed off to her last days of high school. Her mother, Moli, a tall woman with wavy black hair and exquisite green eyes that radiated even during the harshest of life’s trials, drove off in her shiny new SUV. She had a doctor’s appointment at the hospital in Deerfield, a one-stoplight town in eastern Washington State. Afterward, she’d start her shift there as an intensive care nurse. 

Barely a mile from the paved Starr driveway, a mud-dirty green sedan with two men inside sped up behind Moli then darted past her before abruptly pulling in front of her at a steep angle and forcing her to stop. The driver jumped out, ran back and quickly tapped his gun barrel on Moli’s side window. 

“Open it,” he roared. 

When Moli reached for her phone the man fired. Her breathless body slumped forward, the radiance in her exquisite eyes vanished.

Later, Hannah fell to her knees at the news, sobbing in anguished disbelief. She had no idea how to face the loss of the pillar in her world that was her mother. Hannah was beautiful and smart, and she possessed an intuition so potent it bordered on the unexplained, but it did not slow the dismantling of her world into chaos. Indeed, her intuition seemed to her to be flickering off when it never had before. 

Her father was no help soothing her. In the dark days that followed, he sat in his den and stared off as if he were searching for one last glimpse of his wife, or maybe even her ghost. Hannah didn’t know which it was. 

Despite the emptiness they endured, the good folks of Deerfield streamed out to the ranch to pay their respects. Many came to express genuine, heartfelt loss. Others appeared from a sense of obligation. A few wanted to honor the deceased among the family’s circle of friends. But Hannah saw more. She saw eyes that shamelessly cast looks at her and demanded, why didn’t you see it coming and stop it? 

In a move straight from Moli’s playbook, Hannah smiled back at the accusatory eyes and nodded. She knew her empty smile pleased no one, certainly not herself, but it carried her through a moment when she had nothing else to give. “Good enough” Moli would have said.

The Starrs had been the perfect couple—Harold was handsome, country-rugged, and successful. Moli’s strength of character, together with her natural beauty, elevated her to a state of grace. When she smiled at you, you felt the flittering excitement of a kid on Christmas morning. And when differences arose in the decision-making of the family business, her smile announced that sugar, not vinegar, was the arbiter-in-chief. She was the heartbeat of a model family, never to be called perfect, but always considered the envy of everyone around.

***
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POLICE CHIEF RAMSEY Myer, with a voice so raspy it could grate cheese, had grown up in Deerfield but went west to Seattle five years earlier to gain big city policing experience, all the while claiming he’d be back. Months ago, he kept his word and started barking orders locally, but with the whiskers and carriage of a seasoned homicide detective. 

It took a few days for Chief Myer to come to the Starr ranch house. “I wanted to tell you myself. We have two prison escapees in custody.” 

Harold stood in the farmhouse doorway, staring and speechless. Like Hannah’s vaunted intuition, his good manners had taken leave. Hannah, spoke up from behind, “Chief Myer, come in, please. Would you like coffee?”

“No thanks, Hannah, I’ll be just a minute. I must say that you’ve grown to be a tall young woman in my absence.”

“Escapees from Hendricksville?” Harold interjected, as Hannah led them from the front porch to the living room. 

“Yes, sir. They got away from a work detail. The County, as you know, is installing new sewer lines. These two managed to crawl the length of fresh-laid pipe about one-hundred-fifty yards to the other end, and then took off in a stolen car parked there.”

“Did you find a connection to my mother or to us?” Hannah asked.

“No, this looks random.”

“How often do we need to suffer for living near the prison?” Harold said, slapping his knee. 

“We haven’t found anything else,” Ramsey replied, missing the point.

“That doesn’t help me, Chief,” Harold barked.

“Father,” Hannah said, “the Chief meant that no one else was hurt.”

“Correct,” Chief Myer said, “but I didn’t say that so how would you know that?”

“It was a just a hunch.”

“And I’m sure you would have gotten around to telling us,” Harold added.

“Probably,” the Chief said, but then took to spinning his cowboy hat in his hands. “I have something to say. Moli treated my wife at the hospital not long after we got back from Seattle. Her sickness came so sudden, we didn’t know if she would make it. But then Bunch started to improve. I’m thankful to the doctors but I think it was Moli that helped her get better and I’m grateful. She spent hours talking to Bunch, soothing and holding her hand when she was so damn scared. Kidney disease is tough. Without Moli, I don’t know if she would have had the strength. I am...deeply grateful. I can’t say the right words.” Ramsey’s upper lip quivered. 

The two men’s eyes met, sharing their emotions.

Harold blinked first. “Thank you, Chief. Very kind words.”

“Why’d they choose my mother?” Hannah asked.

“Temporary license plates,” Meyer said. “They might of guessed they would slow police tracking, making the SUV harder to locate.” 

“Where were they found?” Harold asked.

“Southern Idaho. They ran out of gas. No credit card, couldn’t buy more.”

“Will they be put back in Hendricksville?” Hannah asked.

“Probably,” Myer said, standing. The Starrs stood, too. “I’ve got to get back. I’ll let you know if we get anything more.”

As Hannah watched Chief Myer leave she knew that neither she nor her father could escape their pain by stealing off to another state. Moli wouldn’t have approved of such a low-bar action, wishing instead for them to live life with courage and to stand tall and face all threats. 

But Hannah believed she fell short of her mother’s level of courage. Sometimes, she was willing to face her loss, sometimes not. Sometimes she was strong. Other times not so much. She’d get lost in the moment, then remember that Moli said that attention was at its best when fixed in the present. 

But mostly, Hannah was finding that her broken heart would swell up in sorrow until, she came to believe, she needed to exhaust her anguish through an offering of something given. It took a while before she knew what that something might be, and then it was clear. She would turn a plot of their land into a memorial to honor Moli. She would provide fencing to protect it, ground lighting to illuminate it, and irrigation to nourish it. And she would build it herself as an act of giving something of herself. 

“But what will it accomplish?” Harold asked. 

“It will honor her forever and help me through this dreadfulness.”

Harold’s lip quivered so he looked away. “We could have something made, a statue or something. She liked that young animal sculptor over in Tacoma. It would be easier.”

“I’m not looking for something easy, father. I want to do this.”

“You’ll dig the holes, run the lines, order the materials, all of it?”

“Yes.”

“Your extra set of hands agrees?” Harold liked this term for Hannah’s bigger-than-life intuition.

“I don’t know. It’s not around right now. Building the memorial lets me burn off my anger and pain so maybe my intuition will come back.”

“Moli said that it’s good to take on an impossible task once in a while.”

“This won’t be that, father. This will just be hard. I’ll save the impossible for later.”

***
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THE DEERFIELD MIDDLE school building was a featureless, long and low, one-story brick structure with sixteen classrooms typically filled with bored-to-the-bone students. Thirteen-year-old Hannah Starr wasn’t one of them but she tried to look and act like she was. She routinely shrugged her shoulders at questions her eighth-grade teacher asked in class, when she could have easily answered. On her exams, she diligently marked wrong answers for questions she knew the answers to. If her maneuvers earned her a B rather than an A grade she was pleased. Being branded as a “straight-A” student would seriously affect her social standing. 

But her teacher, Mrs. Crocket, wasn’t buying her guise and pushed her to do better. “There will always be someone smarter, Hannah, in any group. Dumbing down to fit in won’t help you one bit so what’s the point. Be the smartest, you’ll see.”

But to Hannah, Mrs. Crocket seemed indifferent to the peer pressure rampant in a teenager's world. She had no choice but to ignore her advice. And while Mrs. Crocket nodded as if she understood Hannah’s resistance, she didn’t ease up. “You won’t be social with more than three classmates in ten years. Think about that. Push yourself now, push harder.”

Nevertheless, knowing that Mrs. Crocket had her back gave Hannah confidence, which she didn’t realize she needed. One day at lunch, an argument broke out when Jenny, an unpopular girl, was shoved by Trisha, one of the popular girls. A boy she liked had paid too much attention to her. 

“Stay the hell away from him,” Trisha barked. Trisha was built much like her older brother Richie and was only marginally prettier. “He’s just being nice to you because you’re such a clueless bitch.”

Jenny, with light brown hair and a slight build, was unsure she wanted to demolish her social standing by shaming one of the popular girls. But then, for reasons she did not understand, she countered her anyway. “Brett had a homework question, Trisha, that was all. Ask him.”

“You’re a liar. He asks me questions, not little shits like you.”

“Well, Trisha, since you never listen in class, I can see why he would ask someone else.”

Trisha’s dark eyes flared. She glanced around to see who had seen her get dissed, while Jenny looked around for help. She spotted Hannah. 

“Hannah was right there. She heard my answer. The assignment was to read six chapters for tomorrow and a possible quiz.”

All eyes turned to Hannah. “That right, smarty pants?” Trisha asked. “Which side you on?”

“No sides needed. What Jenny said was what I heard. Now it’s up to you to do what you want about it.”

Trisha furrowed her brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that since you have the correct information, you’re free to do what you think is right.”

“What does smarty-pants think is right?”

Hannah said, “What I think has never mattered to you before, so why would it now?”

Trisha didn’t like the way this was going. “Y’all friends now?”  

“Look, Trisha,” Hannah said, “that doesn’t matter. All that does matter is that you see that nothing happened that threatens your relationship with Brett. Talk to him. He’ll tell you the same thing.”

As soon as she said it, she regretted it. It sounded like she had been talking to Brett. Trisha thought so, too.

“So you’ve been sneaking around talking to Brett? No way you’d know that otherwise.” Trisha took a step closer to Hannah. “You’re just another lying bitch, aren’t you? You and your high and mighty act is total horseshit.” 

Trisha huffed off. Jenny looked at Hannah. “Thanks, but I don’t think you helped yourself. How did you know it wouldn’t matter to Brett?”

“Lucky guess, Jenny.” 

The fact was that too-handsome Brett was so hung up on himself he never worried about who he talked to. He largely assumed everyone wanted to talk to him. Hannah’s intuition was clear on that point.

“Well, it sounded like you knew it as a fact.”

“If you think that, keep it to yourself. I helped you, but you could hurt me.” 

“No worries.”

But Jenny couldn’t resist. Needing social points, she talked it up. It wasn’t long before Hannah was marked as a sorceress capable of doing all sorts of shady and weird things. The next week, when Moli heard the rumors at the hospital, the story had grown. By then, Hannah had used secret powers to rescue a girl from certain death. Was she even human?

And yet, these rumors paled in comparison to the eventual truth.

***
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A FAMILIAR FEELING from deep within woke fifteen-year-old Hannah. She popped up in bed and saw the light of roaring flames reflected on the walls of her second-floor bedroom. She rushed to peek out the window as Push, her Collie, barked at her feet. A bolt of fear streaked through her. Oh, my God! The barn! 

Push yelped as Hannah threw on her long blue jeans, leather work boots, and denim jacket. She triple-stepped down the wood stairs to the first floor and palm-struck the red electronic release button on the mudroom wall that remotely opened the barn’s stall doors. She flew out of the house onto the grass between the house and the barn into the cool night as Push chased and barked at her heels.

Hannah gasped. The fire had already taken the barn’s second story. She sprinted toward what remained of the first floor but the fire’s raging heat and billowing smoke stopped her short. Then she heard the horses inside snorting and screaming—she had to get them out. She dropped to her knees where the air wasn’t as thick with smoke and breathing was easier then flopped onto her stomach and elbowed Army-style toward the barn. The heat was intense, so she used an arm to protect her face as she reached up and yanked on the door latch. The door popped open and three panicked horses burst out, missing her by inches as they stampeded to safety. 

Push herded the horses away from danger into the nearby corral. But he raced back in a flash and barked as he jumped up and down in front of Hannah.

“Push! What is it? Show me!” 

Push barked and never let up as he raced around the corner of the barn to the door in the back. He barked impatiently as Hannah caught up. Coughing with eyes burning, she threw herself to the ground and crawled to the galvanized water trough a few feet from the door, where she splashed water on her head and exposed backside. She heard sirens approaching as she elbowed toward the barn’s metal-cladding door. 

As she crawled closer, she heard the barn’s timbers groan. Drawing breath low to the ground and through her nose, she inched up to the door latch, lunged to grab it, and screamed. The hot metal handle blistered her bare palm. Her coat sleeve wasn’t long enough to cover her hand so she shrieked as she grabbed the red-hot latch again and pulled harder. It seared her hand again but wouldn’t budge. She drew in a deep breath, hopped up on her knees for better leverage, and heaved with all she had on the latch with her good hand gripping the burnt one. The door sprang open. A black colt kicked the door as it erupted out, followed by a black Labrador puppy. Push herded the squealing colt into a corral before tending to the puppy.

Hannah crawled back to the water trough. She turned on the faucet and sprayed at the barn’s flames with a green garden hose. 

As the fire trucks arrived, volunteer Fire Chief Fred Jimmy of the Deerfield Fire Brigade hopped off and waved at his men to hook their four-inch hoses to the trailing water tender.

“Hannah!” he shouted, spotting her. “Are you hurt?”  

“I’m okay,” she said, ignoring her throbbing hand. She choked on the smoky air.  

“Get back. That barn is too dangerous to be that close!” Jimmy yelled. He turned off the faucet, grabbed her by the shoulders, and pulled her away from the barn’s flames.

“Any fuel storage inside?”

“No, Fred, you know. The fuel is in the fuel shed.” 

“You get back in town yesterday afternoon?” Fred asked. A large man with a protruding belly and deep-set eyes, Fred was dressed in full fire-fighting attire. Before she could answer, Fred instructed his crew to spray lower on the burning building. Hannah saw the flame’s reflection light up the side of his red helmet. 

“I did, Fred,” Hannah said, wondering why he asked that question at a time like this. “Remember, your daughter Mary was on the bus with me.” 

“Your parents still off at the rancher’s convention?”

“Fred, yes! You know this, too. They left yesterday with half the town. They come home tomorrow.”

Hannah decided to redirect the conversation to something more relevant. “I got the horses out.”

“How many?”

“Three, plus the new colt and black Lab puppy. Do you know them?”

“Heard about them. You didn’t?”

“They got them when I was at camp. Mom told me on the phone. The horses are out back, thanks to Push.”

“That right?”

Hannah nodded. “Who called it in?”

“Your new neighbor, Emmitt Bogsdale. He said he couldn’t sleep and went to the kitchen for water. He saw the fire through the window.” 

Hannah watched as the firefighter’s spray-soaked the barn’s charred timbers. The second-floor support posts were standing but wouldn’t be for long.

“I’ll will run over and thank him today.”

Hannah’s pulsing hand intensified. She grabbed her left forearm to ease the throbbing, prompting Jimmy to notice the damage and call for the medical technician. The young MT dropped the back end of a fire hose and quickly came over. He knelt to tend to her hand.

“Can you tell where the fire started?” Hannah asked.

“Can’t be sure, but I’d say up in the loft.”

“What started it? I need to tell my father when I call him.”

“Tell him we’ll have the prelim tomorrow afternoon.” Jimmy looked away. “Where were you when it started?”

Hannah expected this. “Upstairs, asleep. Push started barking.”

Hannah was growing tired of his inane questions but felt compelled to give him an honest though incomplete answer. The full truth was her intuitive impulses woke her before she heard Push barking but she certainly wasn’t going to tell that to Fred. The townspeople would know by breakfast about her strange premonitions if she said anything like that.

“That right?”

Hannah planted her potent, compelling eyes on Fred. “Okay, Fred, what do you think I was doing at four a.m.?”

The MT stood. “Leave this on for forty-eight hours, then re-bandage it with these.” He handed her a small bag containing gauze, tape, and first aid cream. She nodded and looked at her hand. The big white bandage fit like an oven mitt.

“You were lucky getting the horses out,” Fred said, ignoring her question.

“That wasn’t luck, Fred. Luck would have been no fire in the first place, or a sudden downpour that would have put the fire out before my father’s prized, one-hundred-year-old barn burnt to the ground. What I had, Fred, was just enough time.”

“Is that what you’ll tell your father—that you had the time?”

“I always tell my father exactly what happened. Just as I did for you and will for anyone else that wants to know.”

That wasn’t entirely true, she knew, but given this town’s willingness to dwell on and fear her intuitive abilities, it had become necessary. She’d tell father and mother that, too.
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CHAPTER 2
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THE PLOT OF LAND HANNAH chose for Moli’s Memorial was covered in field grass. She scalped it with a riding mower, an easy first task. But her hands shook as she spray-painted the ground with landscaping paint to mark the perimeter and arrows for power and water lines. Knowing that she couldn’t go into the kitchen tonight and tell her what she did today kept crossing her mind and it hurt. 

With tears rolling down her dusty face she sprayed the boundaries of the two ponds, five concrete benches, and a monolith that may or may not have a waterfall. She sprayed Xs to mark their placements by going over and over each X until green paint pooled. Seeing what she had done angered her. Dust clouded her eyes and trying to wipe them clean smeared paint on her face. That enraged her so she threw her hands in the air, screamed, closed her fists and pounded at the sky. 

When that didn’t ease her anger, she stomped her feet and kicked at a shrub, but it shook and wouldn’t move, so she kicked it again, yelling the whole time, and when it still wouldn’t move, she dropped to her knees and let her aching heart have its way with her. And it did. She knelt down and pressed the top of her head to the ground and sobbed. 

Life in her view didn’t figure in losing a scrimmage with shrubbery, but here she was. 

Spot painting pillar placement for the ell-shaped stone and wood fence came next. This time she finished without incident. The fence, she decided, would run along a portion of the driveway until it intersected with the main road, and then run along it for quite a distance.

To build the framing for the concrete fence footings, she would dig down two feet to the frost line. This was her first real hard work. The ranch had a tractor-mounted post hole digger she could use but she had decided against short cuts and would dig them by hand. This risked the appearance of an odd choice but she had to dig in the earth for Moli as part of the something given. That the hard work would exhaust the pain of her mother’s death was part of her plan, but now she wanted more than that. She wanted to give Moli a clear, heart-rendered, sweat-of-the-brow tribute for the life she had given her. And maybe it would induce her intuitive senses back to life.

She set forty-six fence footings with rebar by the end of the second week. Using a concrete mixer, she mixed the concrete and shoveled it into place and trawled it at grade. In two more weeks, timber sized fence posts stood aligned and tall at over six feet. She would add the heavy wood fence rails later.

After trenching for water and power lines, she laid the irrigation pipe, controller wire and underground wire. She brought wire to each devise—outlets, switches and transformers—leaving the ends exposed for the electrician. She then cut and filled the site for a groomed appearance. 

The arborist trimmed the trees the next day—the first of three annual cuts to get the groomed look Hannah wanted. The electrician finished the next day and Hannah actually smiled. The project was taking shape.

Meanwhile, she decided that the monolith would have a portal—a long teardrop-shaped hole from the top down to the middle—but no waterfall. It took two weeks to build including the time to carve Moli’s name onto the face and adjust the monolith’s up-lighting.

Satisfied, she fell into a routine of planting shrubbery in the mornings and taking naps in the afternoon under the shade of her trees. When she slept in the tree shade she would cry, and when she cried she’d burn off a bit of anger. Calmed, she could sleep in the tree shade. Sometimes, she didn’t sleep but dug in the sand and rock of the earth with her hands, knowing that not far away Moli was laid in the same mixture of earth. 

But with no sign coming from her intuition, she felt the rage rise up for another round, so she gave in. This time she grabbed a shovel and swung it as hard as she could at a rock until she broke the shovel head. Seeing what she had done, she dropped to he knees in frustration. Grief, she thought, may not keep a schedule but anger does and it’s back. 

To her intuition, she yelled: “Where the hell are you? I could use some help right now. Why aren’t you here, helping me? How do I do this without you when you’ve always been part of me? In case you missed it, I finished the damn memorial, but I’m still mad as hell. You hearing me?”

***
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HANNAH WOULD HAVE DIVIDED Washington State into two states for a better-managed world, though Moli would have dissented. The western side was coastal, urban and swarm-full of those working at Boeing, Microsoft, Amazon, Nordstrom, and Starbucks—a life Hannah couldn’t imagine. Congestion was perpetual with crowded streets, five-way stop lights, parking lot freeways, no parking at all, and articulated city busses big enough for zip codes. That life, in Hannah’s view, had nothing to do with Deerfield.

But on this, the land-rich side of the state, the landscape burst with long views, horses, cattle, crops, open range land, fenced gardens, roadside stands, and section-line roads taking nature-seekers to new country vistas. In her properly run universe, this is where life was to be lived. 

Was it still? 

She felt different about her world now that Moli was gone, as if a stranger in Harold’s world, and not in hers any longer. He lived for this world and she no longer knew where hers was.  

***
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AS FOR THOSE IN HER father’s world, such as local merchants, ranchers and politicians, they came by the ranch for counsel on ethics and the proper operation of their businesses and political campaigns. But to Moli, who sat in to hear those words to help her make her own, now solo, life decisions, she realized he was recycling Moli-isms. He, like her, was trying to keep her alive in his mind.

She had mulled over life direction decisions at Moli’s Memorial and during extended walks through the fields behind the ranch house and over on the eastern cattle pastures and down the foothills to the southern cropland. These walks hadn’t reengaged her intuition, but now, as she walked the flatland past the southern cropland it returned without warning, fanfare, or apology. It simply regained voice. Hannah did not question it—rather, her tears flowed in relief and she smiled at the sky, then said through streaming tears of appreciation, “My life has regained its heartbeat. I am whole again but feel very alone.” 

As faint reply, she sensed the need to examine her life rather than her pain, even if it meant enduring more painful change. It didn’t take long for her to plot a new course but it meant she needed to tell her father.

***
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HE SAT IN HIS DEN’S green leather chair, his ranch-weathered face stoic. As they had done so many times before, he set his eyes on her as she set hers on him.

“It’s time I go away to a full university,” she started. “We’ve helped each other since mother died but it’s time that I make my own life choices. I want to learn to make good choices so that I always have my freedom. I’ll always want my freedom.”

“You’re enrolled here this year,” Harold protested, referring to the two-year community college program he helped build and where she had planned to attend. Then he stopped. His stoic face shifted to the look of a father viewing a gifted and maturing child ready to leave home before he had hoped.

“We’re past that, don’t you think?” Hannah asked. She reset her eyes on him as he did on her. This wasn’t daring each other. This was a prelude to a decision. 

“You’re right. Going away for education helps you reaffirm your reasons for living.”

His words startled Hannah. Even the loss of a mother hadn’t shaken her enough to harbor those kinds of questions.

“Life isn’t what it seems,” Harold said. “Your mother and I have done our best to nurture your gifts, and now you want to learn to use them on your own. It's a good call. I’m proud of you for seeing it. Your mother would be, too.”

As they had many times, they felt each other’s loss as their own. 

“It’s harder for me to leave you now that Moli is gone,” she said. “It’s very hard for me to leave you alone.” She took a deep breath that sounded like a sob.

“I’ll be fine. I miss her deeply and will miss you the same, but this is a part of life and we’ll manage. Your extra set of hands agrees?”

“They are back in the saddle, dad, and ready to ride.”

“Well, then, that’s settled.”

By then, Hannah had grown to be beautiful, much like her mother was, and like her mother her beauty wasn’t of the overtly striking kind. The health and glimmer of her shoulder-length chestnut brown hair may grab attention, for it sparkled with youth and vitality, even as the twinkle in her deep-set brown eyes was flat and seemed distant. But when her eyes came alive and she cast the fullness of her being on you, you may be charmed or bewitched but either way her eyes twinkled like sunbeams off the water. And when they shone, you regarded her as a precious construct of nature. Not many could let the spirit of their inner being shine through as strongly as Hannah Starr, and for her it was just the beginning.

***
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THE CALL CAME AT THE ranch during the summer before her final quarter of university. She had finished inscribing the numerals 23 into the base of the monolith, her age at graduation from college in the fall, as further tribute to Moli. She sat on a sun-dried bench at Moli’s Memorial to take the call.

“Professor Laney,” Hannah said. She had chosen journalism as her area of study. She liked the freedom to explore new topics it gave, and it was the perfect outlet if not cover for her instincts. Moreover, Professor Laney recognized and embraced her traits. 

“Have you been enjoying your summer break?” he asked.

“I have been, thank you. What do you have for me?”

“The story that needs telling concerns Warden William Abbott and his modern style of prison-keeping at Hendricksville Prison. He’s been on the job three years and has dramatically lowered recidivism from the rigorous application of his ideals. So, is he, in fact, changing the DNA of prisons and prisoners? Or, is he just the latest in a string of overhyped penal jive-talkers? The story, location, and investigative challenge are suited to your hunch-based skills. I’ve posted the details if you want the assignment.”

“How have the negatives been handled?” Hannah asked.

“Well, there are several,” Laney chuckled. “You’ll need to spend time in a prison cell. For the article's sake, you need to experience the isolation and grim life behind bars. The compromise is a short stay, but any length of stay exposes you to risk, even though the warden assures me that you’ll will be safe in his newly built, isolated cluster cells. He also guarantees you’ll have one-hundred percent privacy when you need it. You can leave whenever you want, but you won’t be permitted to wander around the prison. And you won’t have a prison job where inmates get into trouble. As I said, you can bail....pardon me for the pun, at any time. Are you in or out?”

“I’m in.”

“Do you understand the risks?”

“No, of course not. No one can unless they are or have been in prison. But, I accept what you’ve said.” 

Hannah saw a hawk land in a tree along the county road in Moli’s Memorial, which struck her as meaningful. “Professor, let me explain. We grew up with Hendrickson near—it’s thirty miles from where I sit—so it’s always been in the background of my life. I accepted some of the risks about prisons long ago.” 

Hannah believed that Professor Laney had no knowledge regarding her mother’s death or that they were caused by two escapees most likely housed in that prison. She doubted that there was any connection to this assignment.

“The end product—a fairly long article—completes your course work for your major and for your graduation. I stand ready to offer letters of recommendations to future employers—just provide me with details.” 

“Thank you, professor. I am in your debt.”

“My pleasure, Hannah." 

“Anything else?” Hannah asked. Professor Laney typically saved his rally points for the close.

“There’s potential for greatness here, Hannah, both in the discovery of the warden’s recipe for success and in the leveraging of your inexplicable ability to drag deeper truths into the light. Maybe a few inmates who read your work will see that the warden’s game plan is real and will be inspired to improve themselves.”

“I’ll do my best. When do I interview the warden?”

“Morning of the day after tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER 3
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HANNAH WAS WAIVED DIRECTLY through the entry gates to visitor parking. After she parked, she rolled down her side window to study the grounds and buildings around her, looking for the single word that described what she saw. It was dismal. The buildings looked every bit like shut-in places of suffering and pain; indeed, the word became somewhat visceral and it scared her. Her fingers curled into a fist when she was scared, and they were now. Red bricked, multi-story and big, the small-windowed buildings screamed 1920s except for the low-rise, 1950s era Administration Building directly in front of her. She saw vast, unkempt, weed filled lawns and narrow sidewalks rife with weeds, untrimmed trees and litter. She thought it has probably looked like this since the fall of Saigon.

“Hannah? Are you Hannah Starr?” she heard a woman asking. 

Nancy Fayez, dressed in a grey skirt and heavy black sweater, stood in front of the Administration Building door as Hannah locked her car.

“I am.”

“I’m Nancy Fayez, Hannah. I’m am Warden Abbott’s assistant.” Nancy, a short, black-haired woman with dark, inquisitive eyes, smiled. “It’s my pleasure meeting you. The warden is excited that you’ve come. It means a lot to him. Here, put this on.” 

Nancy handed Hannah a stick-on visitors tag as she led her to the warden’s outer waiting area. Her desk sat in an inner, alcove-like room distinguished from the outer waiting area by a triple-wide doorway. “Coffee and tea are on the counter. Please, serve yourself. Restrooms are down the hall on the right.” 

Nancy introduced Hannah to Correctional Officer Rachel, seated in the waiting area.

“Well,” Rachel said, looking Hannah over, “you don’t seem like a prisoner, yet you have an appointment with a Warden that’s very hard to get. May I ask why you’re here?”

Hannah thought Rachel was small to be a CO, although her red hair flared like it was ready to beat the air out of the wind on a motorcycle, imbuing her with a daring if not larger stature. Hannah sensed that even so, Rachel was easy to talk to.

“You’re correct, Rachel. I’m not a prisoner. I’ve come as a journalist to write an article on Warden Abbott’s style of prison keeping. I’ll be staying in a cell for a short while.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear about the article. He deserves it.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, why are you meeting with the Warden?” Hannah asked.

“I’m transferring here from another state prison. This is my first day.” 

“Did you choose this prison for a special reason?”

“I like the warden’s management style so I came to support it.”

“What do you like, specifically?”

“That he cares about his inmates. He thinks most are or can be decent human beings if the prison doesn’t mess them up too much. I like that attitude.” 

“Can you give me an example?” 

“Well, he built a special cell wing here to save select prisoners from the home-study course in criminality that prisons teach when no other warden could have. This wing caused a big uproar but he’s a star and this state needs a star. Still, people bitched that helping prisoners was a waste of money because taxpayers don’t care about prisoner welfare. Abbott got it done despite all that.”

“Are you referring to 4-C?”

“You’ve done your homework.” Rachel smiled in appreciation.

“How long have you been a CO?”

“Eight years.”

“Did you lose seniority transferring here?”

“Some of it, but I want my life’s work to mean something. I want to make a difference, ya know?”

”You’re a rare breed, aren’t you? This isn’t just a job for you.”

“Nope. That may be fine for other COs but not me.”

“I wish you the best on your new assignment,” Hannah said, as Rachel spotted Nancy’s nod beckoning her to the Warden’s office. 

Hannah looked around. The word she chose to describe the prison’s interior was grim, and it was all around her. She saw correction officers walking handcuffed inmates and heard the irritating buzz of doors opening and slamming close, and started to sense being shut in from the lack of windows and views of open space. The longer she sat, the more she saw—a CO sneeze and a hand too late to cover it, a CO fingering his nightstick, a prisoner being shoved forward by a CO, a CO staring at her with icy menace. Her acute awareness of his non-stop stare and the chaotic movement all around was beginning to disassemble her. She began to sweat and her left hand curled into her palm scar from the childhood fire. Her heart beat like jungle drums. She was more afraid than she expected.  

“Hannah, it’s my pleasure meeting you,” the warden said moments later. He stood by his office door. Rachel nodded at Hannah as she passed.

“Thank you for seeing me, Warden,” Hannah said, standing.

“I understand your father is a great man, and Professor Laney speaks highly of you. I’ll will help you with your article however I can. Please, come in.”

Warden William Abbott sat behind a large, state-issued wood desk. Aged-hardwood floors, heavy wood shelves, and high ceilings dotted with a grid of bulbous light fixtures dated the office. An ancient, floor-standing air-conditioning unit sat in the corner. Hannah thought all of it was typical for a warden’s office, but when she discovered the view out the rear window behind his desk, her perspective changed. Indeed, the view above the prison walls was of mounding, undulating, grassy foothills whose tops ascended as they grew distant. It was a postcard view of hills that seemed to be alive and even emotive! Unlike the warden’s office, the view of these hills wasn’t typical, and it was available from from the handmade wood conference room table at the far end of his office, and the matched pair of grey couches in between. She realized then that the warden patiently watched as she made her initial observations.

“If you wouldn’t mind, Warden, let’s start with 4-C. Describe it for me.”

“4-C is the first phase of a prototype cell wing that, when finished, will have eight cell clusters of four cells each. The first cluster, 4-C, is where you’ll will be staying. It is the only cluster completed so far.”

“Why build these? What is the gain compared to cells on the tiers?”

“The cluster design aims to provide a socially self-contained, interactive place that improves inmate interaction and yet provides privacy. Due to these design goals, cell occupants spend additional time in the cell rather than roaming the facility where they learn the ways of criminal method and expose themselves to harm. This cell design offers safe and easy interaction without the educational opportunity to learn and commit violence. With a sentence served in one of these cells, we believe an inmate can and will want to contribute to society once released.”

“Do I understand that I will be one of 4-C’s first occupants?”

“That is correct.”

“Was 4-C designed to house men and women? That is certainly controversial.”  

She took a moment to size up Abbott. He wasn’t muscular for a man about forty-five. Rather, he was built like a distance runner or a man disciplined with food. He had light brown hair cut short, a soft jaw, and an intense curiosity written in his small brown eyes. Hannah thought it all added up to fluid confidence.

“Controversial without question,” Abbott answered. “But not all inmates fit the common inmate persona. Some will act decently when not under constant fear for their life. Don’t get me wrong. Open these cell doors, and every violation possible will occur, but not from everyone.”

“So, 4-C encourages inmates to live according to best behavior?”

“To be clear, 4-C occupants are short-timers because their crimes are less egregious to begin with. With that as our base, we want fluid interaction between men and women so they can ease back into society and not suffer from the effects of social isolation that damage all relationships, including those between men and women.”

“Is this what you tell the questionably guilty?” Hannah added.

“And the clearly guilty ready to do good time. The spiel I give sets the tone. My message to repeat criminals packs a lot more thunder.”

“Are you the sole decider of who occupies 4-C?”

“I am.”

“Do you worry that an article written by me, a young journalist and a woman, about your prized project is a risk to the project?”

“A story written fairly from a woman’s perspective, no matter her age, is good for the program. I read your ranching and water rights articles. They were well-researched and well-written. I believe your article on us will be the same. All I ask is for it to be factually correct, fair, and balanced.”

“I assure you those are my goals, too. By the way, the article will actually be a series of three mid-length articles, so longer than usual. Tell me about the 4-C inmates you’ve chosen.”

“Jake Matteson is a young artist, an animal sculptor. One of his sculptures caused a young woman’s death. That’s all I’ll say. He can tell you the whole story.”

“Is Jake Matteson commercial grade? Did he have shows featuring his art?”

“Yes, US and Europe, but I’ll let him tell you.”

“Is that his real name, no nicknames?”

“Correct.”

“Is he from Washington State?”

“Yes, Tacoma, if I recall.”

“Who is next?”

“David Spence. He was a history student involved in a car accident and store robbery. He can tell you his somewhat odd story.”

“Is he from Washington State?”

“Everett,” the Warden said, “and no nick names. Doc, the last one, is a veteran prisoner. He’s the prison librarian and he has everyone’s respect, including mine. I moved Doc to 4-C because I want a prison-wise inmate in each cluster. He’s also one of the smartest guys I know. He’ll protect you and explain how things work.”

“What’s Doc’s full name?”

“Doc Majors. Doc isn’t a nickname.” 

Hannah believed she was listening to a caring man, not an iconic, steel-hearted warden. CO Rachel was right—Warden Abbott attached importance to the well-being of his inmates. 

Abbott poured them coffee, giving her the chance to recast her attention out the rear window. Again, she was drawn in by the play and depth of shadows, and the layered contrast with each rolled-off front edge of the mounded and half-mounded foothills. These foothills seemed to be alive, but why? 

“Describe what you would like the article’s central message to be.” 

“Too many prisoners repeat crime after doing time. This harms everyone. I want to stop that by providing conditions that support the inmate’s dignity and improve their interaction skills so they’ll be more productive and better-equipped post-release. I know this sounds idealistic, but preserving self-worth is critical to a better life. If we are successful, their lives and those in society will be better and safer.”

There had been no tension in the warden’s voice, but Hannah felt it now. She wondered if his goals clashing with the harshness of the prison were affecting his demeanor.

“No one, including wardens and prison administrators, has the right to kill the spirit of a good man or woman, even if that person made a mistake. Again, I’m not talking about serious, repeat offenders and those committing the worst crimes. They’re a much different problem. I’m talking about the good ones that made a mistake, like occupants of 4-C.”

“Commendable goals, Warden, who can argue them? But aren’t prisoners responsible for their behavior after their release? Why should the DOC or State be burdened with fixing those problems?”

Abbott smirked. “How do you think that’s been working?”

Hannah’s eyes went wide. “You make a fair point. Millions of families wouldn’t have suffered from a repeat crime—the designed intent of the cluster cells—had they had better conditions here. Okay, I see what you’re saying, so why is the DOC making you prove the concept again before funding more clusters?”

“New administrators and new politicians want their own proof. Your behavior, but more so that of Jake, David and Doc’s, will off that proof. Good question.”

“Let’s say the 4-C program was one-hundred percent successful,” Hannah said, ignoring the warden’s compliment, “and there were zero post-release crimes, won’t there be too few released 4-C inmates in the public to make a meaningful difference? 

“We take our wins one well-adjusted ex-inmate at a time. You may have researched this, but one crime not committed can save twenty people from harm. One crime, Hannah, just one. I have postulated that ten to fifteen 4-C released inmates who don’t get re-arrested, pay for one cell cluster.”

“Repeat crimes cost that much to adjudicate? That surprises me.”

“On average, yes.”

“Even so, won’t proving 4-C success require help, maybe even a little divinity?”

Warden Abbot smiled. “I’ll take all the help I can get.”

“Let’s shift gears. I want to be kept safe but I don’t want special treatment. I need to make my stay here as real as possible.”

“Agreed. Your day will be the same as the other 4-C inmates. You’ll get daily exercise, a shower, a counseling class, and you’ll share the same personal jailer, CO Inman.”

“I do have one request. I’ll need access to the internet for background information on Jake, Doc, and David, now that I have their names.”

Abbott frowned. “That’s special treatment, Hannah.”

“Haven’t you granted it for prisoners to research their legal defense?”

“Okay, agreed, but minimally. To know prison life your sense of isolation must build.”

“Thank you. One last thing, do Jake, David, and Doc know why I’m here?”

“Doc knows. To the others, you’re presumed to be an inmate. I left the rest up to you.”

***
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HANNAH DIDN’T EXPECT the walk to her cell in 4-C to be horrific, but CO Inman took every opportunity to stare high and low, so much so that he became visibly aroused. She slapped his hand away when he tried to grope her but he responded by draping an arm over her shoulders with his hand barely an inch from her breast. That was enough. She stopped, turned hard, and stared at him. 

“Touch me again, and I’ll scream my head off and point at you before I yell rape and start to cry. I’ll then report your actions directly to the Warden.”

Inman tried to smile her remarks away but lacked the character, so he turned and headed down the hall. As he opened her cell door, his cheeks were red and his face solemn but he still couldn’t help but glue a mannish glare on her again, making her skin crawl. As the cell door closed, she took note that CO Inman was in his forties with male pattern baldness and a heart attack stomach. His weight surprised her. She somehow expected the warden to demand better fitness for 4-C jailers, if for nothing else, for the image. But Inman had the skin tone of an overworked undertaker, and his grey, government-issue glasses rode down his stubby reddish nose like a motorcycle parked too far from the curb. Inman was no prototype jailer. 

She pulled out her notebook and wrote down the dialogue between her and Abbott, her observations so far, and her description of Inman. 

Hannah saw nothing in the cell she hadn’t expected. Small, wall-hung sink, stainless toilet, one short stainless shelf, and a single electrical outlet. Privacy came from a closable, heavy fabric curtain. She pulled it closed, and it did, as billed, hide her from view. She pushed the curtain open to see that the cell across the narrow corridor from her, and the cell to her left, were both empty. Overhead, she observed a large skylight. It was a relief to know she wouldn’t be cut off from sunlight. Then Hannah saw white-socked feet extending past the front edge of the bunk in the cell to her right.

It took that inmate a while to come to his cell front where she could see him, and she could not see anyone from her adjacent cells unless she stood at the front of hers. 

“Since we’re going to be here awhile,” he said, “I’ll introduce myself. I’m Jake.”

The young man Hannah saw through the plexiglas was about her age and had short, blondish hair and an angular jaw that spoke to Scandinavian roots. His was an intelligent face whose brown eyes had seen the crosscut rigor of life yet remained in harmony with it. He flashed a partial, engaging smile. 

Her instincts were to shake his hand but the plexiglas prevented it. “I’m Hannah.”

“Okay,” Jake said, “do we say: what are you in for, or do we let it come up in conversation? For me, I’ll just say it. I made a metal sculpture of a floor-standing hawk. The headdress for the top was bolted on so I could disassemble it to move it. Despite my warnings, my girlfriend tried to polish the headdress before I could replace the failed safety bolt. When she loosened the only bolt holding it together, the large, heavy headdress pivoted down and struck her on the head. She died from the injury.”

Hannah stared. She imagined the constant stream of sad stories that washed through this place. “I’m so sorry.”

“The judge decided that I showed caution but not enough. My negligence contributed to her death. That’s why I’m here.”

“Well, Jake, my story is different, I’m not a prisoner. I’m here to write an article on 4-C inmates and the warden’s style of prison-keeping.” 

“Cool! So you agreed to be put in a cell?”

“I did, I need to experience prison at least a little to write a believable piece. I’m hoping to interview you, David and Doc.” 

“Pretty sure I’ll be available. Have you met David and Doc?”

“I haven’t.”

They heard voices approaching. A young man came into view in the corridor with CO Inman trailing. Inman opened the cell door and pushed the young man in. His face brightened when he saw Hannah.

“Now ain’t this a sweet little love nest,” Inman barked. 

Syrup knew no sap thicker than Inman’s cynical words, Hannah thought. 

“This here new jail bird scum is, umm,” Inman muttered, “David Spence.” 

Hannah first noticed David's jet black hair, worn college professor style back and long. His his pale white skin suggested to her that he preferred the library over the lake. He was toothpick lean and not athletic. 

She didn’t miss that CO Inman hated making the introduction. She didn’t know the warden required it.

“You three cozy on up to each other,” Inman said. “I’ll be home watching the 8K HDTV. Maybe get me a little sometin sometin from the wife.” He glared at Hannah. “You all stay put, don’t be running off on me.” He laughed at his stab at prison humor.

Hannah found his laugh repulsive and ill-fitting, as if he were afraid. She had seen this before in the men her father counseled at home, men given a measure of authority but were at odds using it. 

Hannah observed that Jake held himself expressionless against Inman’s foulness while David gave the CO a cross-eyed look. 

After Inman walked out, David said, “I’m David.”

“I’m Jake.”

“I’m Hannah.” She rubbed her eyes from the dusty air.

“Abbott seems all right given the job he has,” David said, “but this Inman dude is a walking freak show. I do believe they should put him behind bars right now before he hurts somebody.”

Hannah heard the opinion of a self-assured guy in his twenties that asked for no confirmation. Father would have liked these guys.

“You two already trade war stories?” David asked. 

“Yes,” Hannah said, then sneezed. “I’ll go first this time.”

David looked disappointed when he learned that her stay would be short, and he then told a short summary of his story. He didn’t ask Jake for his. 

Instead, Jake said, “We’re missing only Doc. ”

“Who’s Doc?” David asked.

“He’s the veteran inmate assigned to 4-C,” Hannah said. “Doc will be our protector.”

Hannah saw David puff his chest out as if he doubted the need for a protector. She glanced at Jake who offered a small crooked smile that showed no such tension. Hannah’s second look at David showed her something more. She wondered if he might house demons not unlike she did after her mother died. She couldn’t tell yet but she’d know soon enough.

Dinner, carried in by two CO’s, was served on divided gray metal plates: green beans, a clump of dry, fried potatoes, applesauce, and a ginger snap cookie. They ate quietly as outcries from inmates sounded off in the distance. The lights blinked as they finished eating before slamming off in a loud, click-bang-buzz. Night lighting was dim and no words were said. 

Laid flat, uncomfortable, and trying to breathe normally in the dark, gritty air, Hannah whispered to herself, I am as scared as I’ve ever been. I’m trembling and I am too afraid to keep my eyes closed.

She sat up and leaned against the cinderblock side wall. She thought of Moli—about her wanting her to face all threats with boldness but she was coming up short. She tried to assert Moli’s strength but was disrupted by a shrilling scream of an inmate on the tiers as if he was losing his mind, and it derailed her. The sound’s distance kept her from trembling uncontrollably, but it reminded her that while 4-C was separate and the distance between them did protect her, she was probably the only woman sleeping in a building housing over two-thousand men, most of whom had already proven a willingness to break the law to get what they wanted. Since Doc hadn’t arrived, that creepy CO was her sole life support. The thought of that alone was terrifying. It would be a long night.

***
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HANNAH JUMPED COMPLETELY out of her cot. From a dead sleep, fire-alarm blasts of sirens and squawkers scared her upright. She stood in the dark trembling with eyes saucer wide and hands curled tight. Suddenly, the overhead lights blink-banged on and she heard distant CO’s bark orders. The sirens changed from long infuriating blasts to short maddening bursts.

Hannah went to the front of her cell. She saw Jake, who shrugged, and David with his hands over his ears. 

Getting no relief, she sat on the cot and plastered the thin prison pillow over her head and ears. She curled up into a ball, her legs to her chest like she did after her mother died. But she was too agitated so she sat up and placed her feet on the floor. Was anyone coming to check on their well-being? 

Hannah scoffed. This was prison, not day camp. 

She laid down again and decided to complain to herself about the sad excuse for a pillow to block out the screams. But she was too exhausted, she heard the sirens stop and then fell asleep. Sometime later in the night she woke to a much different sound. This one was soft, unobtrusive, and comforting. Listening harder, she thought she heard a faint whisper. She sat up and looked around 4-C but saw no one.

Counselors.

She heard this as a woman’s whisper. It sounded as if it came from the corridor between her cell and Doc’s, but how? No one was there. 

When she heard nothing more, she scrunched down to sleep. 

***
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“Y’ALL JAKE?” THE MAN whispered. He placed a box of personal effects on his cot.
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