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Twins always finish each other’s sentences.
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NOTE ON AI
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Unfortunately, or fortunately, we live in an age of AI.

Every day, more and more services spring up promising revolutionary and innovative results using artificial intelligence.  The authoring industry is not immune to this.

I want every one of my readers to know that not once did I employ, nor will I ever employ, the use of AI to sculpt any part of any of my stories.  Those who know me know that I am staunchly and adamantly opposed to such cheats.

I’m very proud to be a verified human.  The ability to create is a gift that I was endowed by my Creator, and I will never forfeit that nor set it aside to propagate something synthetic and imitative.

Everything you’ve read by me in this novel, and in my other works, is 100% entirely created by me, the genuine article.  I’m a verified human and always will be.

To my fellow authors, I urge you to preserve the sacred gift of human creation and never stoop to such lows.  Always cherish this gift you’ve been given.  If you encounter writer’s block, take a break.  Don’t cop out.  Don’t take the road more traveled by.  Don’t cheat.  Toe the line for all of us, and keep creation – true unadulterated creation – alive.

Long live humanity.

Also, if you’re an author – or even a budding one – I’d love to personally extend an invite to you to join me in a unique group on Facebook: the Authors & Writers ONLY group of which I am the admin.  This group is one where you can connect with thousands of other authors across the globe, ask questions, learn and grow as a writer, and network.  

Grapes grow best in bunches, after all. 😊

Keep it up. This dream of authoring is so worth it.  Keep your humanity as you do so.  God bless you as you use the gift of creation to sculpt your stories.  May they, and you, be utterly successful.

Sincerely,

[image: A black background with a black square

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Aaron Ryan,

Verified Human
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JOIN ME!
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You are cordially invited to join me in my private and exclusive Facebook group.

This is a group where no scammers nor spammers are allowed, where you’ll find information about upcoming releases, news on my screenplay adaptations, discount codes, giveaways, and, for authors, encouragement and tools.  I hope to see you there! Visit: authoraaronryangroup.com (the link will forward you to Facebook).

Thank you so much.

​
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PART ONE: THE BRICKERTS
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NOTE: Carefully observe the dates following each chapter heading.  There are two running timelines: one from August 2020, and one from January 2021.  (The past timeline is in italics.)  With this clarification, you’ll better understand the complete story. Enjoy Blood Echoes!
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1: THE NOW
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Present: Monday, January 4th 2021

––––––––
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I never said I was guilty, but that doesn’t make me innocent, either.

The whole experience is something that I would never wish upon anyone, not even those I’ve despised.  

And there have been many of those. Many.

Being a security guard wasn’t my first choice for a career.  Not in a million years.  Not after the Marines. It isn’t something I’d wish on my worst enemies.  It’s provided a cesspool of people to despise; a melting pot of abominable individuals; a revolting horde of detestable sub-humans and people that should never have been born.

There are the thieves, the rapists, the murderers, the armed robbers, and their ilk.

Then you have the cyberstalkers and embezzlers and blue-collar criminals and their type.

And finally, you got those guys who seem sweet at first, like they wouldn’t harm a fly, you know?  Those are the worst.  They lull you into a false sense of security because they seem so innocuous, so neutral and anodyne.  But just when you’re starting to let your guard down, you catch them on a bad day, and that’s when they strike, surprising you with a toxic brew of horrific violence and repressed emotions.

Elias Brickert was one such guy.

I’ll always remember the day the guards brought him in, and he was strip-searched and had his intake just like the rest of the meatheads at Airway Heights Corrections Center.  He was processed, got his number, and was given his cell in medium custody, shared with inmate 9254381, Trenton McAllister.

McAllister didn’t last long in the cell with him.

Sure, Elias said he was innocent.  Maybe, in the end, he was.  Maybe he truly didn’t do what he was convicted of.  But history tells another story, and so do forensics.

Blood never lies.  Fingerprints don’t tell tall tales.  Strands of hair don’t exaggerate.  Blood, fingerprints and hair were all present at the scene with one Elias James Brickert, and that was enough to convict this guy and send him to the slammer for two life sentences, consecutive.  Not that concurrent would even matter.

Elias was an attractive man.  I say ‘was,’ because he’s dead now.  His identical twin brother, Gabriel Titus Brickert, isn’t... but I don’t ever want to see him again.  Ever.  Creepy as all get out.  He was like Elias, and unlike him.  Someone killed Elias’ cellmate.  And someone killed many others there.  They say it was Elias, but I’m not convinced.  I’m still not entirely sure he did, but I don’t even care anymore.  I know the truth, but I’ve had to let the truth go and move on.  All of it – all of it - was the most gruesome and unnerving experience I’ve ever had, and I don’t ever want to lay eyes on anything that evil again.

How could he have done all that from his cell?  I sigh and shake my head.  I’ve more or less stopped wondering.  I know now. But the thing is, I have bigger fish to fry and better people to love.

Better people such as Lela.  She’s twelve, and that’s a basket of emotions all wrapped up in a burgeoning combination of glittering nail polish and raw angst.  She needed me through all of it, and I wasn’t there for her.  Never again.  I love my daughter, and I’ll be there for her now.

But there was one more that I loved... and the sad reality is that it was Elias himself.

Did I love him?  Yes, I did.  Or, at least, the part of him that I remember being human.  It’s a long, dark tale of confusing teeter-tottering, manic swings, and dark interludes permeated with alternate personalities and demons.  I don’t talk about it much anymore because...what’s the point?  It’s all over now.

Or, at least, I think it is.

With demons, you never really know.

[image: ]

Tomorrow’s the deposition.  I don’t want to go, never did.  But the powers that be still hold sway, and, though I no longer work at Airway, I’m a witness, answerable to the courts for what happened there, and I have memories, regardless of what I look like or who I am.

I saw both of them... and what they both did.

I’m not even sure they’re going to believe my story, but I can’t even tell them the full truth.  Besides... that’s where the luxury of the security cameras works in my favor.  Don’t believe me?  Check the tapes.  Tapes also don’t lie.  Not blurry, gritty, grainy tapes un-doctored by AI and cheap CGI tricks.  I saw them myself, and so did they.

The days of Airway Heights are behind me, and for that, I’m grateful.  There was no air there, and there was no way out.  It was inaptly named: we weren’t on the heights.  We felt like we were in the depths of depravity and hell the entire time.  All of us guards did.  The inmates too.

You know those times where something just feels tangibly wrong, but you just can’t put your finger on it, but it’s in the atmosphere around you, and the air is so thick you can chew it?  That palpable sense of unease and lack of peace.

That was Airway Heights for me in the summer of 2020.  As if we didn’t have enough to contend with Covid-19, then we have the case of Elias Brickert on all our hands, and it was something I will never ever forget.

The things I saw...

The sounds I heard...

The things that happened to those inmates.

And the things that happened outside these walls.  They defied belief.  All of them.  Dr. Eggers really helped; I’ll give her that... but there are things that are definitely beyond the purview of your average shrink, and, though I appreciate her demeanor and her approach, she couldn’t put a label on any of it either.

Except unexplained.

She and her ‘pastor partner’ work inside Airway.  Her partner is Pastor Rosie Campion.  They’re both nice, I suppose, but I’m glad my days on the wireframe un-comfy couch of Dr. Penelope Eggers are over, and the staunch prayers of her devoted pastor friend Rosie haven’t driven away the dark at night, or silenced the whispers that still haunt my dreams.  I’ve seen and learned too much.

Because, when you get right down to it, I had a part to play in everything that went down, and I was compelled to do things that no guard there – or anywhere – should ever have to. Ever.

I just hope I make it through the deposition tomorrow and that I can grab a nice burger afterwards.  And a smoke too, as long as I can get away with it without Lela noticing.  I haven’t been able to eat since Thursday.  Good thing Lela’s got an appetite. But she didn’t see what I saw.

I take a deep breath to eject the weight off my lungs: the weight that seems to be compressing me into a stifling box daily.  The weight that’s going to return with a vengeance tomorrow as I sit there and desperately try to get their sharp, pointed questions answered as quickly as possible so I can get the hell out of there and dress up my burger.

One more sigh as I clench my eyes closed and shut out the demons.  Or at least try to before I lay back down and venture another desperate attempt at sleep.  It was never this way in the military. But it is this way now.  Insomnia is even worse than demons sometimes.  

After all, I won’t say I’m completely innocent, but I’m not exactly... not guilty.
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2: THE THEN
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The Past: Tuesday, July 21st 2020

––––––––
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He’s cute, this one.

Not exactly my type, with all those scars – or whatever they are – on his arms.  And chest.  And neck.  And legs.  And everywhere.  But... whatever.  I wish that mask didn’t cover half of his face, because I’d love to see all of it.

He’s got lanky brown hair and a solid build under that jumpsuit.  Grizzled, that five o’clock shadow is really starting to show.  Couldn’t have been a nice ride all the way from King County Jail.  Can’t blame him for not being able to shave yet.  I’m sure he’ll clean up nicely.

I need to make this quick because my shift ends in 15 minutes.  I hate these intakes as I’d much prefer to be roaming the grounds and making sure these yahoos stay in compliance and out of trouble.  That’s where my military training makes me feel safer than Betty, Janice or even Big Shirley.  Shirley is ex-military too, but she’s lost touch with who she is, and she doesn’t remember even simple stuff like high-impact strikes to vulnerable areas like eyes, throat, groin, knee strikes, or even double-leg, steering wheel technique, stuff like that.  She’s getting old and crusty.  I fear for that one.

But this guy?  Brickert, Elias James is what his file reads. Age 33, same as me!  Grew up in North Bend, Washington, moved to Seattle, and that’s where the crime took place.  Second-degree murder and conspiracy to commit murder.  Conspiracy with whom I don’t know.  Right now, it doesn’t matter, because he’s here, and I’ve got to process him.  I look him over quickly, before returning to his prisoner intake folder.  Seems easy enough, and his file reads straightforward: mother and father passed, only a twin brother on the outs named Gabriel.  No other biological family members.

His tattoos are weird.  They look like protective sigils or something.  I’ve seen those kinds before, I mean, we get all kinds of characters in here.  One guy was so marked up with these things that he looked like a freaking black raccoon.  They called him ‘black rac’ in here for a while.  Dude was white – or so they say – but you would never know it.  Those eyes.  They were white as a soft, quiet snow and reached out for you with a devilish iciness.  But these marks covering Elias Brickert are more patterned, nuanced.  They look like something out of the occult, like protective sigils, if you ask me.

I’m no expert, but I’ve seen enough TV, and I remember something on the X-Files or whatever it was.  These look like those.  His file says his brother has a lot of the same marks, tattoos, whatever, faded from childhood.  Hope we don’t ever mix them up and bring the wrong guy back in, yuk yuk yuk...

But maybe Gabriel is as cute as Elias.

“Vossler!  Hey – Tracie! You wanna speed this up?” Cathcart shouts with a repugnant grin that I can totally make out behind his mask.  I hate that guy, but he’s also a friend. It’s like he reads my mind and knows when I get the hots for some dude in here.  Maybe he was a clairvoyant in another life.  I’ll have to ask Dr. Penny what she thinks about that kinda crap.

“Yeah, yeah,” I bark back.  “Shut it, Howard.”  I sit down and briefly pour over the last bits of info in this guy’s file.  Different from the last one, but same as him.  And he’ll be just as different and just as same as the next inmate I process in here. A criminal, with his own particular crime and rap sheet, his own particular habits, hurts and hang-ups.  But he’s still a criminal, and this is where he’ll stay until the end of his days.

I fear for him.  He’s cute. And you just know someone’s gonna wanna mess up that pretty face.  With a shake of my head, I close the file roughly and motion to McFarland to bring him in.  He’s cuffed.  I’ll be fine.  I toss one more contemptuous grin over at Cathcart.  “That one’s for free, butthead,” I say, and he scoffs, shakes his head, and moves on.

One last peek at the file while McFarland has Brickert sit in front of me.  The pungent aroma of BO hits me hard, and my eyes flicker up to the beefy man in front of me in his prison regulation orange jumpsuit.  He manages a weak smile.

Maybe underneath all those tattoos is a softy.

Careful, Tracie, I chide myself.  Don’t melt too early.

Brickert studies me for a second, like he’s got ears inside my head.

“Alright, Brickert, nice to meet you,” I manage, with my best I’m-friendly-but-we’ll-never-be-friends face.  “Did you get everything you need for your cell?”

He nods quickly.

“Alright.  You got Number 9254381.  Nuttin’ lucky about that, but memorize it, k?  He take his photos?” I ask, flicking my head up McFarland.  The guard nods.

“Alright, good.  Any allergies, special diets, gluten-free stuff we should know about?”

“Uh, no, thank you.”

Hmm.  Nice voice.  Gravelly.  Stop it, Tracie.

“Alright, good.  Any meds?”

“Uh, yes,” he says quickly.  “Risperidone and olanzapine.  2 milligrams daily each.”

Anti-psychotics, I think to myself.  Great.  Okay, so he’s cute but weird.  Suddenly his cuteness factor plummets.  Those are for paranoid schizophrenia and other nice dispositions, hallucinations, anxiety, all that.  Wonderful.

Still, I nod politely, recording it down.  “We’ll take care of it.  Any other special needs?”

“Uh, when can I see my brother?”

“Guard for your section’ll brief you on all that.  Orientation for Medium Custody is pretty brief.  You’ll find out visiting hours and all that.  It’s different for each block, and it’s different for minimum security and work crew.  K?”

“Alright, thanks,” he says, softly, resigning himself to not knowing everything yet.

“Anything else?”

He shakes his head vigorously, and tufts of his lanky hair fall back into his face, masking his eyes.  He’s got nice eyes.

Tracie!  Enough already.

“Alright.  McFarland is the guard for your block for now, but they got a rotation I’m not familiar with.  He’ll keep you posted on the names of the other guys and you’ll get acquainted.  Your cellie,” -here I peek back down at my logs and search for Brickert’s name- “yeah, he ain’t here yet but you’ll meet him soon.” I glint at him, but I can’t hide a bit of a mischievous smile behind my mask.  “Be nice, eh?”

He smiles back weakly.  “Yes, ma’am.”

“Alright.  Good luck,” I say, and that’s it.  McFarland motions for him to get up and start heading back to the line for all those heading to Medium Custody, R building.

As for me, I’m heading home to my daughter.  But first, a burger on the way.  I can’t shake his face as I hang up my hat and stuff my locker, grabbing my keys and shouting a see-ya-tomorrow to Marge at the front.

Such a nice face.

He was cute, that one.
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3: THE QUESTIONS
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Present: Tuesday, January 5th 2021

––––––––
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This place is stuffy, and I hate it already.

And I don’t like this guy, this Mitch Landon court reporter or deposition reporter guy, whatever he is, with his snotty questions and his over-the-glasses piercing glare and his repugnant overage of cologne. Reminds me of the time I felt like I was interrogating somebody unjustly, peppering them with all these questions and making them squirm.  Now I know how it feels.

The questions are getting harder and more pointed, and someone is obviously behind this puppet, trying to put me on the spot.  He’s clearly got some kind of agenda, and I wonder if he’s been paid by someone in the system.  These guys are supposed to be neutral, but his snide looks and muttered comments speak volumes.

I knew I should have retained an attorney.  Glad I spoke to those Avvo attorneys before this; I gleaned what I could as far as how to handle this deposition and keep myself out of trouble.

“Would you like to take a break?” Mitch asks me, numbly and completely devoid of empathy.

“No,” I say, flatly.

“Fine.  Let’s continue,” he says, and the room settles a bit.  It’s only him and me in here.  Well, and his ego takes up all the other chairs, leaving only the floor for my pride.

I count the seconds.  Thirty-four go by before he even ‘continues.’  He’s staring at his own notes the entire time.  Maybe he doesn’t have the compute power to keep track of where he was.  At least those precious seconds allow me to take a deep, frustrated breath and let it out audibly like a bubbling cauldron of discontent.

“Keeping you from something?” he asks, punching keys into his laptop and not meeting my eyes.

“Yes. I need to get my nails done,” I stab.

The faintest flicker of a sly grin teases at the corner of his lips as he types.  Finally, his fingers slow to molasses and he looks up and resumes.  “Okay.”

“Okay,” I agree coldly.

“On the night of August 2nd, do you know where the inmate Elias Brickert was?”

“He should have been in his cell, like the rest of them.  At least, he was there at first.”

“And what happened at 8:03pm?”

I flick my eyes around.  I’ve already covered this.  “What I heard was that he was suddenly not there.  That’s when the staff alarm went off and everyone was told to report to R building.”

“And is that where Trenton McAllister was in the cell with Elias Brickert?”

“So I’ve heard.  Except Elias was apparently no longer there in his cell.”

“And when you say he was no longer there, where did he go?”

“Asked and answered,” I say, using the Avvo attorney’s recommended phrase.

“Can you elaborate please?”

I sigh, and though I try to control it, my head shakes in frustration.  “I said this already.  They said he was no longer there, and no one knows where he went.  He disappeared.”

“He wasn’t anywhere else on the grounds?”

I stare icily at him.  If my eyes could shoot stalactites into his stupid frown, they would.  “Isn’t that what disappeared means?  Come on, man.  I’ve been here for seven hours already.  Your repeating questions are starting to run circles around each other.”

“Please cooperate.  I’m just trying to do my job and get the full record,” he grunts mechanically, devoid of pathos.  I scoff.  “For the record, please state where you believe inmate Elias Brickert went.”

“For the record, Mitch, I do not know where he went.  He simply disappeared. That’s what I heard.”

“I see,” Mitch says with a patronizing air of clinical snootiness.  “And who did you hear all this from?” he pries.

“Asked and answered,” I grunt once more.

“So, in your opinion, an inmate in Medium Custody vanished into thin air straight through cinderblock walls and climbed a razor-wire fence, escaping Airway Heights Corrections Center on October 12th.”

“Sure,” I fire nearly instantaneously, sensing his entrapment and sarcasm.  “Go with that.”

“Ma’am, I just-”

“Look, Mitch, you’re a court reporter, right?”

“Of course.”

“Good.  Just checking.  Because this ‘prosecuting attorney’ act you’re trying to pull off just comes across like a cheap hustle.  Why don’t you drop it?”

He just stares at me with a stupid condescending grin, and it’s all I can do to restrain my ex-military training from slapping it off his rosy friggin’ cheeks, not that my body is anywhere the shape it was in during my stint in the Marines.  I long for the days... I’d take care of him.

“Fine.  Let’s get back to your knowledge of-”

“Knowledge of what?”

“Of the incidents at Airway Heights, of course.”

“Do you think I’m responsible?”

“It’s not my place to-”

“That’s right.  It isn’t.  So, Mr. Court Reporter, why don’t you just ask the questions without all the attitude.  It’s getting old.”

“I can do that.”

“Great.”

“Great.  So, back to the main situation, it seems as though, according to the authorities,” -here he reads from a report below him- “Guard Tracie Vossler may have covered for Mr. Brickert in the murder of Mr. McAllister.”  He stops reading, and returns to me.  “The plaintiffs would like to know if you had anything to do with his disappearance, on the record.”

At this point, since he’s clearly insane, I decide to give up, throwing my hands up in the air and rolling my eyes noisily. “Sounds like a great story, Mitch.  Run with that, since that’s the narrative you’ve all decided to run anyway,” I say sharply, rising up, wrenching my coat off the chair and throwing it over my back.  The chair falls behind me and thuds to the floor on its side, one caster spinning lifelessly.

“Just a minute – we’re not done here.”

“You’re.  You’re not done here.  Me?  I’m well done.  Take care, Mitch.”

“So, you refuse to answer the questions?” he asks, presumably to present my answer to the judge.  He leans toward me as I leave.  “You realize that non-compliance with discovery so you can get your nails done is grounds for sanctions and a Motion to Compel?” he threatens.

I tremble theatrically and make sure he sees it.  “My nails look better when they’re not being deposed.”  I push the door open in front of me and head out.

“Enjoy your manicure,” he offers, dryly, as it closes.

I let him hear my sneer and grunt.

“Idiot.”  I don’t let him hear that.  I don’t want that on the record of course.

But he is one.

I don’t care anymore; time for that burger, and a smoke.

That guy tried, but I beat him already.
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4: THE DAUGHTER
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The Past: Tuesday, July 21st 2020

––––––––
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I love my daughter.

“Hey, baby girl,” I ooze.

“How did it go, mama?”

I roll my eyes, but try not to let her see it.

My 12-year-old is lying sideways on the couch against Concepción, her babysitter whom we both love, and they’re watching something on Disney+.

Concepción is practically Lela’s grandmother at fifty-eight, she’s that old, but she’s feisty and young in spirit, and we both knew that she’d make for the best person to watch Lela when my shifts at Airway run overtime. She has always loved Lela like a mother.

I should get my nails done, I think to myself.  Actually, that’s an appointment that Lela never lets me go to by myself.  She eats it up.  And that’s just what we’re going to do.

“Oh, man, let’s just say that I’m glad it’s over.  Long day,” I breathe, ripping off my Covid mask with gusto, as Lela rises and hugs me.  I lift up what I was holding behind my back – a bag of oversized chocolate chip cookies someone brought into Airway today.  I ate one on the way.  Lela squeals with delight and rips the bag out of my hand, returning to the couch to scarf one down.

“Don’t you feed my daughter when you’re here?” I joke to Concepcion with a side-eye.  She giggles.

Lela grunts.  “Mom, I can make lunch myself.  Besides, you said you were bringing these home. Leave Conchita alone.”

I chuckle to myself.

Concepción is struggling to get up from the couch.  Lela shifts and gives her an arm to steady herself, but it’s not enough, so I walk over and help her up.  I called her to let her know I was inbound, so she could start preparing.  I glance over and her things are behind me by the door.  There’s a fairly large and transparent tub containing a large assortment of colorful objects under her purse.  I hadn’t even seen them lying there when I walked in.  “It was a long one.  Thank you, Conchita.  Thanks for staying with her so long.”

Concepción waves me away.  “Oh, ffft.  It was nothing.  Always my pleasure, Tracie.  Mija knows I love her.”  Our babysitter winks at my daughter, and Lela runs over and hugs her.  Just then I notice that she’s wearing some strange new beads around her wrist that match some that Concepción is sporting.

“Oh, look, what are those – are those... new?” I ask, pointing my daughter’s adorned wrist.

“Yeah, mama, aren’t they pretty?”  Lela holds them up proudly, pivoting her wrist so that I can see every colorful angle.

“Wow!  Very nice.  Thanks again, Conchita.”  Never got used to that being a nickname for Concepción.  Doesn’t seem like it works, but it does.

Concepción holds up her own wrist and shows her own beads, grinning at me.  Her puffy black hair has tracing zips of silver through it, and her eyes shine brightly. It’s then that I realize what that tub by the door contains.  The beads. The ladies made matching bracelets.

“Oh, very nice!” I exclaim.  “They are pretty!”

“Look, mama, we made one for you,” Lela chirps, reaching back onto the end table and fetching one more.  “Here, put it on.”

I oblige, sliding it over my wrist and letting the thin elastic snap it firmly in place.  The beads are translucent, multi-hued, and they grace my arm just like they grace theirs.  For a moment the thought runs through me that we all will have to adopt some cutesy girl group name, like we’re in a club or something.  “Aw, thank you guys.  That’s sweet.”

“Yes, we had fun, didn’t we, mija?”

Lela turns and nods to Concepción emphatically, a huge grin plastered across her face.  They hug.

Concepción turns to hug me as well.  “Thank you once more for allowing me time with her!”  Her cheek touches mine, and I catch that strong gust – it’s not a whiff, it’s a gust – of Estée Lauder White Linen.  It’s sweet, but it’s a bit much.  But then again, so is Concepción.  She’s always been ‘much:’ much love, much presence, much help, much friendliness, much sweetness.  And she’s been so good with Lela for going on four years now, ever since I started working at Airway, transferring over from Kent Regional after that crappy divorce.

Even thinking about him for a second...

“You’re so welcome, Conchita!  Thank you, love.”

“No problemo.  You have to do the hard thing, I’m here for you.  You know that.”

I nod.  She’s right.  Concepción pulls away and heads for the door, mustering up all her belongings under one shoulder and slinging her old-lady purse over the other.  “Adios, amigas! Hasta la próxima!”

Until next time.  She always says that.

“See you, Conchita!” Lela says.

The door closes, and it’s just the two of us once more.  Lela melts into me, and I hold her tightly.  She’s up to my nose now, having spurted up practically a foot literally overnight.  And she’s got my muscles too.  I wouldn’t tangle with her.  God be with any boy who tries to.  She’ll mess them up something awful.

“Sorry I’m late,” I whisper into her hair.

“It’s okay.  I’m sorry it went so long.”

“Yeah.”

“Why do your days go overtime so much?”

I shake my head and pull away, heading to the kitchen to pour myself some Country Time lemonade.  “I don’t know, honey.  The whole damn schedule is a jo-”

“Aha!  That’ll be one dollar please.”

I roll my eyes.  I knew it before I even said it.  The profanity fine.  I haven’t even been home for five minutes and she already got me.  I dig into my pockets and pull out a flimsy dollar, shaking my head.  Good thing I got a cluster of ones a week ago so that I’m ready, at least.

Lela stands there before me, her eyebrows raised, her lips pursed into a thin grin of victory.  Her eyes squint triumphantly out at me as she holds her hand out flat and takes my stupid dollar.  I slap it into her hand gruffly.

“Well, thank you, ma’am,” she utters professionally and then scurries off to her bedroom piggy bank.

“Don’t spend it all in one place!” I shout down the hall as I continue to head to the fridge.  “Kids and money,” I mutter.  “God bless ‘em both.”

Darrell didn’t leave me much, the deadbeat jerk.  I get DFAS payments and separation payments from my time in the Marines, and I guess Airway pays me okay, but Darrell made plenty of money in Seattle as an investment banker, and, truth be told, we should be in better housing.  These apartments are fine, but when I think that he got to keep the house up on the hill, it gets under my skin.

Whatever.  That was nine years ago.  Lela was barely even three when we split. Thankfully, the animosity turned to contempt, the contempt turned to a separation, and the separation turned to a divorce finalized within only a five-month span, so I didn’t have to tolerate any more of his crap. Still: being in the same state as him bugs me, however.  He didn’t even want custody of Lela.  Just wanted to snip ties so he could be with her.  I grit my teeth.  Cheating jerkweed.

Lela jars me out of my memories, practically skipping back into the kitchen, one dollar richer and owning it theatrically.  I mock-glare at her, but can’t suppress my smile. We stare at each other for a moment, connecting telepathically as only mothers and daughters can.  I practically know how her whole day went before she says a word of it.  She smiles sheepishly.

“So, it was pretty dumb today?  Did you have to process a lot of new guys”

I flick my eyebrows up as I plop down heavily onto my dining table seat.  “Yep, as usual.  Lots of weirdos out there doing lots of weird things.”

“But don’t they know you’re an ex-Marine and can kick their butts?” she asks, feigning incredulity.

I chuckle, slugging down my Country Time bottle.  “They don’t care,” I finish after a hearty swallow.  “Some of the other guards are as well.  Semper fi.  Doesn’t matter.  They still got inmates to process, so a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do, right?  It is what it is.”

“Why don’t you just show them all your military Judo moves and all that stuff?  Then they’d do whatever you say.  Right?”

I chuckle.  “You watch too many movies,” I chide.  “I don’t know, sweetheart,” I answer tiredly, because I am.  I’m tired after ten hours of work.  It couldn’t have been any more tolerable even if I had been licked by kittens the entire time.  It’s the grind.  Gotta do the grind.  “It’s all good, honey,” I breathe out.  “All good.”

“Well, you did kinda ask for some hot guys,” she says to me with a tilt of her head and a shrug of her shoulders.  “See any today?”

I let my lemonade bottle fall from my lips as I stare at her under my eyebrows.  “And just whose side are you on, anyway?”

Lela giggles.  “Yours!  Totally yours, mom.  You know that.  You just said that you get cute guys in there sometimes, and you deserve someone nice, that’s all.”

I squint my eyes at her.  “Your mama deserves a nice convict, does she?”

She shrugs again.

“Yeah, well, I’m sure there are some outside that I could find just as easily.”

“Like that guy you met at the store the other day?  Bill?  You mean Bill, mama, the hot guy?  Bill?  Billllyyyyyy?  Oh, Billllllyyy!” she moans, hugging and rubbing her own shoulders and licking her lips.

“You are so gonna get it.”  I point my Country Time bottle at her.  She’s unfazed.

“I told you, woman,” she says, with a very adult, tired sigh, rising from her seat and practically prancing out into the living room with her soapbox ready to go.  “The minute you came home from the store telling me that you thought he was the cutest one yet...”

“I’m gonna beat you,” I joke, dryly.  “Don’t make me come over there.”

“Whatever!  You’re crushing on store randos and cons, and you just can’t do that, not with the job you have, girlfriend.”

“Oh, it’s girlfriend now?” I say, staring her down.

“I’m tellin’ ya!  You kids.  You just never listen.”  She shakes her head and turns her back to me.  “Oh, Tracie, Tracie, Tracie,” she says, clicking her tongue in theatrical disapproval.

“What?!” I cry, pretending to be outraged.  It’s working.  She maintains her act, showing me only her disdain with her face turned away from me.  “You little fart!” I yell, and she peers carefully around her head, seeing me sprint toward her.
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