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—Kris Wilson, CBA Magazine
“It’s a real ‘what if?’ book with plenty of thrills…that will definitely create questions all the way to its thought-provoking finale. The success of Myers’s stories is a sweet combination of a believable storyline, intense action, and brilliantly crafted, yet flawed characters.”
—Dale Lewis, TitleTrakk.com
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“Strong writing, edgy…replete with action…”
—Publishers Weekly
 
FIRE OF HEAVEN
“I couldn’t put the Fire of Heaven down. Bill Myers’s writing is crisp, fast-paced, provocative…Avery compelling story.”
—Francine Rivers Siddons, author
 
BLOOD OF HEAVEN
“With the chill of a Robin Cook techno-thriller and the spiritual depth of a C.S. Lewis allegory, this book is a fast-paced, action packed thriller.”
—Angela Elwell Hunt, author
“Now this is innovative. Bill Myers has played the game of ‘what if?’—creating a compelling story of grace triumphing over judgment…A bold new twist on an age-old theme. Blood of Heaven is an enjoyable and provocative read. I wish I’d thought of it!”
—Frank Peretti, author
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“Myers weaves a deft, affecting tale.”
—Publishers Weekly
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—Brian Reaves, Fuse magazine
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For Marta Haley Fields.
Who knows faith, persistence and, most of all, love.



 
 
“Love each other as I have loved you.” 
— Jesus Christ



INTRODUCTION
I first met Beth and Lewis 25 years ago. An established ministry had asked me to write and direct a film on their lives. After spending a week grilling Beth, visiting Lewis in prison, speaking with another family member, and later reading Beth and Lewis’s letters to each other, I wrote the synopsis. But when the producers read it, they felt the story had too much of the miraculous. We asked Beth if we could remove some of those elements, but despite financial pressures and the desire to see her story on the screen, she held her ground, saying she’d rather the movie never be made than to water down God’s glory. The movie was never made.

To respect several of the participants’ privacy, the characters’ names have been changed and incidents have been altered or combined. Also, since I’m a novelist and not a reporter, I’ve taken artistic liberties to get inside the characters’ heads. And, finally, to spare Lewis embarrassment, I’ve altered some of his prison interaction. These are the reasons I’m saying this is ‘based’ upon a true story. Nevertheless, all the supernatural occurrences are depicted as accurately as Beth and Lewis recounted them to me.
I hope this will be the first of many stories I write of God’s supernatural encounters in modern lives. If you have a true story or know of a story that can be vetted for accuracy and that deals with God and the miraculous, please drop me a line. My website is: www.billmyers.com
Thanks!
Bill



CHAPTER ONE
 
MARCH 19th
6:45 PM
THE PAPER-THIN PORK CHOPS hissed and spit as Beth Miller turned them over in the skillet. She’d added a couple extra just in case Sean should swing by. All day long she’d been thinking about him and about the dream. It was so real, so vivid. And the voice. There was no other explanation. It had to be God’s.
Robert was in the other room, parked in front of the tube, putting down his daily allotment of Buds. With luck, he’d be passed out before Sean ever showed. Things would be more peaceful that way, especially after their last encounter. It had been New Year’s Day when Sean accused his stepfather of sleeping around town and cheating on Beth. After a shouting match that turned the air blue with oaths, Robert grabbed her skinny 22-year-old son and threw him out onto the lawn. But then he made a mistake. He threatened Sean. That was all it took. The little spitfire of a woman was instantly in Robert’s face, standing toe to toe with him and quietly vowing, “If anything happens to my boy, I’ll kill you.”
She meant every word and he knew it.
That had been two weeks ago and tension still filled the house. You don’t come between a mother bear and her cub without paying the price. And when it came to her kids, no one was more protective than Beth Miller.
She’d just placed the cover over the skillet when she heard the screen door groan and the back door open.
“Hello, Momma.”
As always, her heart tripped just a little at the sound of her eldest child’s voice. “Hi, sweetheart,” she said as he approached from behind and wrapped his thin arms around her. “You staying for dinner?”
“Can’t.” He kissed the top of her head and stepped back. “I was wondering if you had, like a twenty or something I could borrow?”
She sighed, knowing full well that, “can I borrow” meant, “can I have.”
“I’ll pay you back. You know I always pay you back.”
She gave him a look.
“Last time, I swear.”
With a heavier sigh, she nodded to her purse on the kitchen counter. “Over there.”
“Thanks.” He crossed to it and started rummaging inside.
Figuring she’d purchased enough equity to do a little prying, she asked, “You’re still not running with Tommy, are you?”
“Gotta sleep somewhere.” He flipped his blond, surfer bangs out of his eyes and grabbed a chunk of boiled potato waiting to be mashed. He popped it into his mouth then cried, “Ahh!” as he sucked in air to cool it. “Hot! Hot!”
But Beth would not be sidetracked. “You know what I think about Tommy and his drugs. Someday that boy is gonna—”
“Momma, please don’t start.”
“I’m just saying—”
“Momma.”
So much for equity. She lifted the lid to the pan of green beans and checked on them. She always had a bad feeling about Tommy. She knew from the neighbors the kid was dealing. And she knew Sean knew.
Reading her silence, Sean replied, “I told you, I’m gonna start a new life. I just gotta tie up some loose ends.” He found a five and a ten and pulled them from her wallet. “After tonight, I’ll be free and clear. I promise.”
She said nothing as she stirred the beans with a fork. She’d heard this before, a half dozen times. And each time she heard it, she believed him. Faith, hope, a mother’s love? She didn’t know. But she always believed him. Or tried.
She replaced the lid and turned to him. “I had another dream. And this time, God spoke to me. I’m sure of it.”
Sean leaned against the counter and chuckled softly. “Always hearing them voices, aren’t you?” Over the years, like the rest of the family, he’d learned to patiently endure his mother’s special ‘revelations.’
“No, really. He told me that you would be walking with Him soon.”
“Momma, I already gave my life to God, you know that.”
“I know, I know, but this was different. It was like you were going to start serving Him, to be part of His work. Isn’t that exciting?”
He flashed her that lopsided grin of his. “I can’t wait.”
“No, seriously. And He told me, He said...‘I’ll make you the mother of many children who will know Me.’ Isn’t that exciting?”
“Yeah . . . exciting.”
“No, don’t you see? That means you, Trev, Heather—you’re all gonna get right with Jesus again.”
Sean rose from the counter. “That’s terrific, Momma.” He shoved the money into the pocket of his faded, skintight jeans. “Listen, I better get going.”
“Tonight? Are you sure you have to go tonight?”
There was that lopsided grin again. “I’m sure.”
“Can’t you stay for—”
“Not tonight, Momma.” He crossed back and kissed her head again. “It will be my last time, I guarantee it.”
An inexpressible heaviness began spreading through her chest. “You promise?”
He smiled gently at her. “I promise.” Then, giving her another peck, he turned and sauntered toward the door.
“Sean?” She couldn’t hide the concern in her voice.
He turned back.
“Be careful, all right? Promise me you’ll be careful?”
“I will, Momma.” He flashed the grin one more time, stepped outside and shut the door.
Beth stared in silence as the screen door slapped shut behind him. The heaviness in her chest rose into her throat as his footsteps moved down the porch and faded away.
“Please, Jesus,” she whispered hoarsely. “Please watch over him.”



CHAPTER TWO
 
THE LYRICS TO “HOTEL California” blared through the speakers of the parked car as Lewis Prescott adjusted his rearview mirror. He squinted against the glaring headlights parked directly behind him and watched as the deal went down between Freddy and the two kids. He didn’t like the kids, either of them. Didn’t trust them. Especially the blond, skinny one. Too jumpy. Too nervous. Rumor had it he also carried a chrome plated .38. Not a good combination. But Lewis suspected there was even more. Call it a dealer’s instinct...or druggie paranoia. Either way, something in his gut told him the kid was a narc. That’s why Lewis had insisted on bringing the 12 gauge. And that’s why he’d chosen to stay in the car. To keep an eye on things.
The four of them had tried making the deal last night, but Lewis called it off when he spotted the police cruiser. Coincidence? He didn’t think so. And if it weren’t for Freddy’s nagging, they would have quit the kids altogether. It wasn’t worth it, not the money they’d make selling five pounds of pot. But Freddy was adamant, insisting the kids were clean. And money was money.
Freddy opened the trunk of the car, blocking Lewis’s view. Stupid move. Lewis grabbed the shotgun, opened his door, and stepped into the thickening fog of the forest. The song’s guitar solo began. Rhythmic, hypnotic. He saw the faces grow angry, heard the shouting begin. But the music was too loud to make out their words. As a precaution, he brought the gun up onto the roof, resting his elbows on the cool, wet metal. He pointed the weapon directly at them. It was supposed to be a warning, but no one saw.
The guitar riff continued and the shouting grew louder. Suddenly, the skinny kid, whose back was to Lewis, made a quick, unexpected move. There was little doubt he was reaching for his gun. Coolly, calmly, Lewis squeezed the trigger and fired a round into the back of the kid’s skull.
 
Sixteen miles away, Beth bolted up in bed with a scream. Later, she would explain, “It felt as if a bomb had gone off in my head.”
 
“What are you doing?” Freddy shouted. His eyes were wide with terror and disbelief. And for good reason. The kid’s blood and brains were splattered across his shirt. “Are you crazy?”
Lewis barely heard. His thinking grew cold, focused. It would be necessary to eliminate the witness. Calmly, he injected another cartridge into the chamber and stepped around the car toward the other kid.
“No!” The kid started backing away. “Please, no!”
It had to be done.
The kid stumbled backwards then reached out his hand. “Here!” He held a
wad of bills. “Take the money! Take it all!”
Lewis raised the gun.
“I don’t need it!” the kid cried. “I can get you more. Please, don’t! Please—”
Lewis fired a second round. It struck the kid directly in the chest, throwing him to the ground.
Freddy grabbed Lewis’s arm, spun him around and screamed into his face. “Are you nuts? Are you crazy?”
Miraculously, the kid managed to rise to his hands and knees. He tried crawling away, but Lewis spotted him. He shook off Freddy, pumped the gun and fired again. The kid fell. This time he didn’t move.
The woods grew eerily silent—except for Freddy who was leaning over, puking out his guts, and the guitar solo that continued to play.
 
Barefoot and with Bible in hand, Beth paced the worn carpet of their living room. Everything was dark, save for the light of a distant street lamp. “Please, Jesus…” She had no idea what had happened, only that the explosion in her head had been Sean’s. Someone had killed her baby boy. No one had to tell her. She knew. And with that knowledge came the weeping. So hard she could barely breathe. “Not my first born...” She wandered into the kitchen, lost, turned, stumbled back into the living room, the hallway, her room, back to the hallway. “Please...please...”
Lewis lay sprawled out on the sofa in front of the blue-green flicker of the TV. He was clueless as to the number of beers he’d put down when the news report brought him to a stop. The bodies of two local kids had been discovered on a rural, backwoods road. To his astonishment, his name and photo, along with Freddy’s, flashed on the screen. Only later would he learn both boys’ phone lines had been tapped by undercover cops who had been pressuring the kids to make the deal.
If there was more to the news report, Lewis didn’t hear.
 
Beth had moved to the backyard, her feet soaked from the dewy grass. She paced back and forth along the sagging fence, past the kids’ rusting swing set, the broken-down sandbox, the vegetable garden overgrown with weeds. Her face was wet with tears, but now they were tears of rage. “I’ll kill them!” she hissed. “No, I’ll kill their loved ones! I’ll make them suffer the way I’m suffering!” She raised her head toward the night sky, “YOU PROMISED ME!”
There was no response.
She stood, trembling in anger. She looked down at the Bible in her hands. She gripped it firmly, then threw it against the fence. It hit hard and slid down, landing face-first in the grass and mud.
“YOU PROMISED!”
Again, there was no answer, save for the distant barking of a neighbor’s dog. How long she stood there in the predawn light, she had no idea. But sometime, between the weeping, the shouting and the shaking, she heard it. A very still and very small voice. The one she’d heard in her dream:
I want you to forgive him.
Her jaw slacked. But her rage continued to burn white-hot. “No!”
She resumed pacing. What type of God would ask this? What type of monster would demand she forgive the very person who destroyed her life? She needed comfort—not some impossible-to-obey command.
“No!” She continued pacing, head down, unable to see the ground for her tears. “No! No! No!”
Then the Bible verses began. Inside her head. Soft and gentle, but unyielding:
Blessed are the merciful for they shall receive mercy . . .
“No!”
Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors . . .
“No!”
Forgive and you shall be forgiven . . .
“I can’t! Don’t you understand? He’s my firstborn! I can’t forgive!”
 
Lewis reached to the back of the kitchen cupboard and dug out the baggie of dope. He pulled open a nearby drawer to get the paper. And there, in the dim morning light, he methodically rolled his last joint.
They had his name and they had his picture. There was no place to go. Nowhere to run.
He turned on the gas burner and bent down to light the joint. He took a long, deep drag, holding it in his lungs. Finally, he stepped over to the table, pulled out a chair and sat, waiting.
 
Beth did her best to ignore the Bible each time she passed it. But she could not resist its draw. That iron will of hers was slowly beginning to crack. She stopped at the swing set, the one they’d built for Sean on his fourth birthday. Leaning her head against the rusty bar she whispered, “I love you . . . but I—I can’t do this.” Her breathing grew ragged. She clutched the bar and dropped her head. “Please, don’t make me do this . . .”
 
The front door rattled loudly under a pounding fist. “Lewis Prescott!”
Lewis sat at the table, not answering.
More pounding, this time at the kitchen door a half dozen feet behind him. He closed his eyes.
“Lewis Prescott, this is the police!”
“Come—” He coughed slightly and tried again. “Come in, it’s open.”
The kitchen door flew open and morning light spilled into the room. Lewis lifted the joint for one last toke but his hand was smashed down onto the table with the butt of a rifle. “You’re under arrest.”
 
Sunlight was just peeking over the distant poplars and into her yard when Beth lifted her eyes from the ground to stare at the Bible. With effort, she pushed away from the swing set and started toward it.
A flock of crows began their mocking caws from the wires directly overhead.
She arrived at the book and stood over it. Then, haltingly, clumsily, she lowered to her knees, the wet grass cold against her bare legs. She hesitated then scooped up the Bible and began straightening its bent and muddy pages. When she had finished, she clutched it to her breast, much as she had Sean when he was a baby.
Tears streamed down her face, but she had made up her mind. She could barely speak, her voice a clogged whisper, but she had decided. “Your will . . .” she choked out the words. “Your will.”
“Momma?”
She looked over her shoulder. Heather, one of the twins, was standing on the back porch.
“You okay?” the fourteen-year old asked.
Beth wiped her face and nodded.
“You sure?”
“I’m fine, baby girl.” She struggled to her feet. “What are you doing up so early?”
“The police. They’re at the front door. They want to see you.”
Beth gave another nod. She took a deep breath and ordered her legs toward the house. She already knew the information awaiting her. And she’d already made up her mind what she would do. She would forgive whoever was responsible. At least she would try.
Little did she realize how much that decision would cost her . . . and the amazing results that would follow.



CHAPTER THREE
 
BETH DISCREETLY ADJUSTED HER thin, cotton blouse, allowing the Mercedes’s air conditioning to cool and dry her sticky body. Even though the vehicle’s system was set on high, it barely held back the outside heat and humidity. The car rounded a thick grove of sycamores and a dozen white, low-lying buildings came into view. They were separated by neatly mowed fields which reminded Beth of elementary school playgrounds. Except for the fence. The entire complex was surrounded by a twelve-foot high, hurricane fence toped with rows of coiled razor wire, the morning sunlight glinting off their shiny blades.
“That’s it?” she asked.
“That’s it,” the attorney said from behind the wheel.
Beth tried to relax and leaned back into the plush, leather seat.
Reading her uneasiness, the attorney continued, “This will take less than an hour, Mrs. Miller, I promise.”
She nodded and closed her eyes. The visit had not been her idea. She was in no mood to see Robert again. Ever. But her ex had begged that she attend his parole hearing and she eventually gave in. He was a good man. Underneath all that troubled meanness there was good. Unfortunately, the judge never saw it that way. At the moment, he was back in prison for breaking parole. “Pimping,” the charges said. It may or may not have been true, but the court believed it. So did the community— which made her life anything but easy.
Besides being the mother of a drug dealing son who was killed in a multiple murder, she was the wife of a man who supposedly ran a prostitution ring. It was more than the little Midwestern town could handle. No one ever confronted her directly, but it was impossible not to notice the declining business in her boutique-clothing store as it shrank from a stream to a trickle to nonexistent. And it broke her heart when she finally had to sell it.
It was not one of her better years.
The trial and conviction of Sean’s killer had been a blur. The police had an airtight case and justice was swift. Beth attended one or two of the trial days, but she didn’t have the strength to continue. In fact, she made a point of sitting in the back of the courtroom so she barely saw the killer’s face. And that was fine by her. She’d forgiven him. That was enough. She prayed for him every night. She asked to see him through God’s eyes. That was more than enough.
The lawyer parked the car and they stepped out into the muggy heat. It felt like someone had thrown a wet blanket over them. The sun shimmered off the parking lot into Beth’s face and had softened the new asphalt until it practically stuck to the heels of her pumps.
Once inside, Robert’s lawyer handled all the security questions. Beth’s only responsibility was to sign a couple forms and give up her driver’s license.
“My driver’s license?”
“It’s just routine,” the attorney said with a smile.
What was not routine was the guard, a big Latino woman with broad shoulders, who suddenly appeared at her side. “Will you come with me, ma’am?”
Beth turned to the attorney who remained smiling. “Not to worry,” he said. “They’re just going to give you a quick body search.”
“A what? Why?”
“Lewis Prescott is here.”
Beth blinked, certain she’d misheard.
“Not a problem,” the lawyer said. “They’ve moved him to the opposite end of the complex. There’s no way you’ll see him.”
“Ma’am?” The guard gently touched her elbow, directing her forward. “If you’ll come this way?”
“Lewis Prescott?” Beth repeated. “Sean’s killer?”
The lawyer shrugged as if it was no big deal and motioned to the guard. “They’re required by law to do this. It’ll be over before you know it.”
Still numb at the news, Beth allowed the woman to escort her into a small room. The guard was polite, almost apologetic as she ran her hands over Beth’s body, asking for permission before touching the more sensitive areas. When they had finished, they stepped back into the lobby to join the lawyer who was still wearing his smile.
“All set?” he asked.
Beth nodded.
The three approached a heavy, steel-mesh door. To their left was a small booth made of green-tinted glass, which Beth later learned was bulletproof. A woman inside pressed a series of buttons and the door buzzed, then clicked and slid open. They stepped through to face another door. More buzzing and clicking as the door behind them slid shut and the door before them opened.
A dazzling bright hallway stretched before them. The walls were beige cinderblock, the floor sparkling white linoleum. Everything was coated in layers of paint—so many times and so thick it was as if all sharp edges had disappeared. The pungent smell of disinfectant filled the air, so strong it made Beth sneeze.
At the end of the hallway, the guard unlocked a steel door and the three of them entered a large visitors room. It was much like a school cafeteria—except for the steel tables and stools that were bolted to the floor. Along the top of the wall ran wire-meshed windows, crystal clean and glowing with the morning sun. Thirty or so hard-core, middle class people—nearly all women—sat at the tables, doing their best to look calm and casual.
“What do we do now?” Beth asked.
“Now, we sit and wait,” the lawyer said. He eased down onto one of the stools and leaned against the table. Beth sat on the stool beside him. She was surprised to see the guard did not leave, but remained standing beside her.
“Just protocol,” the lawyer explained. “Nothing to worry about.”
As they waited, Beth rechecked her hair, then her blouse, then her hair again. She didn’t give one whit what Robert thought about her, but she didn’t want to look unpresentable either.
Eventually the door reopened and two male guards stepped in. Behind them followed a line of twelve prisoners, each wearing orange overalls. Many had shaved heads. Nearly all sported goatees, beards, soul patches or mustaches. Some glanced about, feigning dull indifference. Others broke into grins when they spotted friends and loved ones.
But it was the young man in the middle of the group that took away Beth’s breath. Unlike the others, his head was bowed and he was shackled from head to foot in thick ropes and heavy chains. Like Jacob Marley’s ghost, they hung from his neck and shoulders, draping over his arms, crisscrossing his chest, wrapping around his hips, thighs, and calves. The vision—and Beth was sure it was a vision—lasted only a second. But it was so heartbreaking that tears immediately sprang to her eyes. She’d never seen anyone so bound and so utterly hopeless.
Then the words came—the same audible voice she’d heard so many months before:
“Beth, the young man who killed Sean is in this room.”
She felt her throat tighten, her heart begin to pound. Unsure what to do, she looked up to the female guard. “Do you know the man who killed my son is in this room?”
The guard frowned, then bent down to her and spoke. “That’s not possible.”
Beth gave her eyes a swipe.
The guard continued. “We’ve taken every precaution.”
Beth nodded and looked to the floor, but the tears continued. “Lord,” she whispered, “am I losing my mind?”
Again the voice spoke:
“The man who murdered Sean is in this room. Will you love him for Me?”
She shuddered, the tears came faster. She knew the lawyer and guard were staring at her, but she couldn’t seem to stop.
“Beth, do you love Me?”
“Lord,” she gulped, “you know I love You.”
“Then love Lewis for Me.”
She raised her head and saw the lawyer’s face wavering through her tears. “Mrs. Miller, are you all right?”
She tried to speak but could barely find her voice. “Sean’s murderer, he’s in this room.”
The lawyer glanced over to the guard, then spoke, “That’s not possible.”
The guard nodded in agreement and Beth looked back to the floor. “See, Lord, I am losing my mind.”
“Do you love Me?”
“Lord,” she sobbed, “You know everything. You know I love You.”
“Beth, do you love Me?”
Why was He torturing her like this? “Yes,” she choked. “You know I love You.”
“Then love Lewis for Me.”
She sat another moment, tears running down her face. But there was no more voice. No more words. Realizing what she had to do, she slowly, almost against her will, rose to her feet. She was shaking. Hard. She looked back to the guard, but for some strange reason the woman didn’t seem to notice. She turned to the lawyer. He was equally oblivious. She turned to the rest of the room. No one was moving. It was as if they were frozen. As far as she could tell, they weren’t even breathing. There was no sound, just the roar of the AC, which grew fainter and fainter, farther and farther away.
“Go ahead, Beth,” the voice said. “Walk.”
She started toward the center of the room, unsteady, barely able to see through her tears. No one acknowledged her. No one spoke. Only the voice.
“Stop now, Beth.”
She slowed to a stop. After a moment’s hesitation, she looked down. And there, sitting on a stool directly in front of her, staring at his palms, sat Lewis Prescott. What happened next, Beth was never able to explain. But a compassion welled up from deep inside her—one she did not create, nor could contain. Slowly, she reached out her hand and touched his shoulder.
The young man flinched and looked up.
Barely above a whisper, she croaked, “I’m Sean Miller’s mom.”
Startled, he pulled back, then searched the room for help.
“Lewis . . .”
He spun to her.
“Lewis, Jesus loves you.”
His eyes grew shiny and he blinked several times. He tried looking away, but could not.
She continued, “And I . . . love you.”
He swallowed.
The voice spoke again. “Ask him if he killed Sean.”
Beth frowned, hoping she’d misunderstood.
“Ask him.”
She took a breath, then forced out the words. “Did you . . . kill Sean?”
With eyes still locked onto hers, he shook his head.
“He’s lying.”
Beth took another breath then gently said, “That’s not true.”
Lewis hesitated. Finally he was able to look away. He stared down at the floor then slowly began to nod.
“Ask him why.”
More tears filled Beth’s eyes. Why did she have to inflict so much pain on the boy?
“Ask him why.”
She cleared her throat and said, “Why?”
He looked up to her and mumbled, “He had a gun.”
“He’s lying.”
Beth shook her head at him and said, “That’s not true.”
Lewis’s chest heaved once, then again. Finally, almost imperceptibly, he began to nod. And with that admission, that confession, something inside of him broke. He started to weep, barely able to catch his breath.
Something inside Beth broke as well. Crying even harder, she kneeled beside him. “You need to know . . . I forgive you.”
He was too overcome to answer.
“And Jesus . . . He loves you, too. Ask him to forgive you, Lewis. He wants to forgive you.”
The young man opened his mouth, but could not speak. Suddenly, everything in the room shifted, snapping back to life. Beth heard sounds now, felt arms wrapping around her, yanking her to her feet.
Another guard was stepping between them, shouting at Lewis. “What’s wrong? Are you okay? Where are you injured?” He saw the tears and had reached the only plausible conclusion, “Where did she hurt you?”
The room was electrified—guards yelling, the lawyer yelling, everyone moving in to help. Now Beth was being dragged toward the door and out of the room. She turned and twisted, trying to catch a glimpse of Lewis. But there was too much chaos, too many people between them.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD TREVOR MILLER’S JAW dropped open. He nearly spilled his soda as he rose from the kitchen table. “You told him what!?”
It had been a long day for Beth and this was not exactly the response she was hoping for. “Sweetheart, you’ve got to understand—the love of God, it was so strong, I could feel it. I couldn’t say anything else.”
Trevor stood speechless, then spun around and headed for the sink. When he turned back, his voice quivered. “But . . . ‘you love him?’” Those dark, sensitive eyes searched hers. They were Sean’s eyes. He may have been Heather’s twin, but he resembled his older brother—physically and emotionally. “Momma, he killed my brother.”
“I know, but—”
“He killed your son!”
Beth rose and started toward him until he stiffened and stepped back. “Trev, God answered my prayer. Don’t you see? I asked to see him through the Lord’s eyes and that’s exactly what happened.”
He was breathing hard, trying to make sense of it. She wanted so badly to take him into her arms, but he’d have none of it. They were a yard apart, but in two separate worlds.
Finally, he turned and stormed toward the back door.
“Trev!”
He yanked it open, threw open the screen door, and ran down the porch steps.
“Trevor!”
The screen door slapped shut behind him and he was gone.
Beth stood a long moment. She had no idea where he was going. She had little idea about anything now. They had entered some very deep and very uncharted waters.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
LEWIS SAT ON THE cracked, vinyl seat of the bench press. With chest still heaving, he stared down at his blistered palms, his blood-engorged veins. He’d worked out like a madman, trying to exorcise her voice, to erase the memory of her face. He’d never experienced such love before, never felt so vulnerable. And to have wept right there in front of the population? Not good. He’d worked too hard to establish a rep. Not good at all.
“Came down just like you said, bro.”
He looked up to see Tucker approach him, the man’s nappy gray hair glowing in the late afternoon sun. He was a smart lifer who had seen Lewis’s potential and agreed to show him the ropes . . . for a piece of the action
“Razor, he was on the road crew this afternoon. Found it right where you said.”
Lewis had nearly forgotten. Last week he’d put in a call to a business partner on the outside. The associate agreed to hide a stash of blow where a work detail would find it and smuggle it inside.
“No problems?” Lewis asked.
Tucker shook his head. “You’re on your way, son. We’ll soon be rollin’ in clover. But you got to play it smart. Can’t be doin’ nothing stupid.”
Lewis nodded. He knew exactly what Tucker was saying. After his performance in the visiting room with the mother this morning, he’d have to work all the harder to prove he was tough enough. Running a successful, in-house drug cartel would be dangerous and there would be plenty of challenges to his authority. But that’s okay. Lewis was never afraid of challenges.
He just didn’t know how soon they would come . . .
The very next morning, when he was heading up the steel girder stairs to his cell, he ran into Big Red Barstow. Since the beginning, Lewis had been warned to avoid the leader of the Aryan Brotherhood. Bald and tatted out with red and black crosses, the man’s biceps were as big as Lewis’s thighs. He appeared out of nowhere and was suddenly blocking Lewis’s path.
“Good morning to you, sir.” Big Red always spoke with an affected elegance. As leader of his own drug ring, he was aware of Lewis’s growing success. Apparently he felt it was time to nip the competition in the bud. “A very touching scene you provided us with yesterday. Very touching, indeed.”
Lewis chose to remain silent.
“That wasn’t your mother, was it?”
“Just some old lady,” Lewis said as he started to pass.
But Red would have none of it. “Are you certain? Because she appeared ugly enough to be. Genetic traits can be so difficult to hide, you know.”
Lewis spotted other inmates turning, moving to watch. It was a showdown. He checked the floor below, the catwalk above. Every hack was conveniently out of sight—either influenced by Red’s favors, or threats to their families from his outside connections.
Checking his cuticles, the big man continued. “There are rumors, inconsequential I’m sure, that you are attempting to begin a minor league operation.” As he spoke, his number two, a tall lanky fellow with white, jailhouse skin, eased behind Lewis, blocking him in.
Lewis’s vision narrowed, his senses tightened the way they always did before a fight.
“Don’t misunderstand me. I am impressed by your entrepreneurial spirit. In fact, I am so impressed that I should like to discuss a partnership.”
Lewis’s heart pounded in his ears.
“It could become a sizeable enterprise—you continuing to utilize your outside connections of supply, while I continue to protect you here on the inside from any unforeseen accidents.”
Lewis took a slow, deliberate breath. And then another.
“I just love capitalism, don’t you? It’s what makes our country great. And Monopoly. You ever play Monopoly? I so enjoy that game.”
His voice faded, replaced by the hammering in Lewis’s ears.
“And I always play to win. Isn’t that right, Sidney?”
The tall man behind them grunted a chuckle.
“And I’ll tell you something else.” Big Red moved in closer and whispered. “It is not a game for momma’s boys.”
Lewis exploded like a coiled spring. The heel of his hand slammed into Big Red’s nose, shattering his cartilage, blood spewing. The man grabbed his face, shouting an oath of surprise as he staggered back against the stairs . . . but not before Lewis drilled his knuckles deep into his larynx. Sidney caught Lewis’s arm but Lewis slammed his foot into the skinny man’s kneecap, snapping it backwards like kindling, causing him to scream and tumble down the stairs. Deliriously out of control, he leaped onto Red, punching him in the temple, kneeing him in the groin. When the man pulled into a ball, Lewis went for the kidneys, kicking him there, in the spleen, anyplace left open and unguarded . . . until the hacks descended.
They beat Lewis with their batons until he dropped to his knees. And still they continued, unmercifully, blow after blow. But it didn’t matter. Because even as he was losing consciousness, Lewis felt the satisfaction. He had regained control. He was back on top.
Any rumors of him going soft would soon be forgotten.



CHAPTER SIX
 
“PUSH! PUSH!”
Beth bears down with everything she has. Pain fills her body—searing, excruciating.
“Push!”
But there is no progress. Drenched in sweat, hair plastered to her face, she can no longer continue.
“You’re not giving up?”
In the glare of the delivery room’s light, she catches a glimpse of the OB/GYN staring down at her . . . until a rivulet of sweat trickles into her eye, burning and causing it to close. This is nothing like Sean’s delivery, which had been tough enough. Or the twins’, Heather and Trevor, which had been relatively easy.
The doctor is relentless. “Are you ready to try again?”
She takes a cleansing breath, and then another.
“Beth?”
She nods and clenches her jaw. She begins to push. Harder and harder, her head growing light. The delivery room shifts. Then shifts again. She gulps in another breath. She hears someone screaming. Louder. Until she realizes it’s her own voice. She tries to stop, to hold it back, but it’s impossible. The scream fills her body, all of her being until, suddenly . . .
 
Beth Miller woke up.
She stared at the ceiling of her bedroom as the pain slowly ebbed. She lay there a long moment, trying to sort reality from the pieces of the dream world that still clung to her. It had been months since she’d had the dream. But tonight it had returned . . . with a vengeance. More real than she had ever remembered. She turned and looked at the radio alarm.
It glowed a ruby-red 4:08.
She looked back up to the ceiling. There was no way sleep would return; she knew that. Finally, pulling away the blankets, she swung her feet over the side. Her cotton nightshirt was soaked in sweat. She slipped out of bed and lowered to her knees. The hardwood floor was anything but kind. But there, as the last wisps of the dream faded, she began to pray.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Dear Lewis:
In my last letter I tried to explain what I felt when we met. I don’t know if I did a very good job at it, but I still feel that same love rising up inside of me. I know it’s not mine because I never felt anything so powerful like it before. It’s the Lord’s love, Lewis. He loves you so much and He made me feel that love. I could also see by the look on your face that you felt it, too.
Lewis adjusted the letter in the light filtering through an opaque, wire-meshed window high overhead. Prisoners in solitary confinement were never permitted to receive mail. But, thanks to Tucker, their drug enterprise continued to thrive and they were making some influential friends. And it didn’t stop with the staff or the dope. Following Lewis’s instructions, inmates who worked the kitchen were using his recipe of sugar and juice, then storing it to ferment in jugs hidden in the ceiling. At last count they’d sold 16 gallons of the hooch and demand was growing every day.
My dreams are still coming. I know now, more than ever, that they have to do with you. The Lord told me you have a heart like David’s. He was a tough warrior, but underneath he had a big love for God. The Lord also told me you were like Paul. I don’t know what that means, but I think it means you’ll be ministering to lots of people and bringing them to Him some day.
The steel door to his cell rattled open and Lewis shielded his eyes from the bright light.
“Let’s go, Prescott.” It was Hensley, one of the few hacks Lewis respected. “Move your butt.”
Lewis slipped the letter into the back of his waistband and rose stiffly from the cot. He followed the guard out through the corridor and up the stairs to his cellblock. There were plenty of encouraging nods and, “Sup, bros,” from the population, but he knew Big Red was still out there. And still waiting.
* * * * *
You’ve got to pray to Jesus, Lewis. You’ve got to ask Him to forgive you of your sins and be your boss. That’s what Lord means: ‘Boss.’ He loves you so much that He died for you. He took the punishment for all you’ve ever done wrong so you don’t have to. But He’s a gentleman and He won’t force you. You just got to ask and then He’ll start changing you. He’ll give you the same love for others that He has for you.
The words still rang in his head as he walked the yard with Tucker. Both men were careful to keep their eyes on the Aryan Brotherhood huddled in the northwest corner. As they talked, Tucker flipped through the letter’s handwritten pages.
“How many of these you get?”
“That’s six,” Lewis replied.
“And they’re all full of this love and forgiveness crap?”
Lewis nodded.
“I don’t know. Sounds like she’s settin’ you up.”
“How so?”
“You killed her kid, man. Who’s she kidding? She ain’t gonna forgive you.” Lewis scanned the yard as the old man continued. “We’re losers, murderers. God don’t love us. And this woman sure don’t. You gotta face it, the only ones we got to look after us is us. No one else. Just us.”
Lewis blinked. Then blinked again. It felt as if he was waking up from some fantasy-filled dream. Of course. What was he thinking? The old timer was right. What was he thinking?
But Tucker wasn’t finished . . . “Word has it, you’re already too soft, lettin’ payments slide.”
Lewis looked to him and Tucker nodded across the yard. “Horton over there, Montrose.”
“I heard Horton was sick,” Lewis said. “And Montrose, he just lost his ol’ lady to cancer.”
“Don’t make no difference. Business is business. ‘Specially in here.”
Lewis searched Tucker’s face, trying to reconcile the old man’s truth with the mother’s letters. But there was no reconciliation. It was one or the other.
Tucker folded the letter and shoved it back at him. “Show softness now and kiss it all goodbye. We made some powerful friends, but we got some powerful enemies, too. You ain’t careful, you’ll not only lose your business, you’ll lose your life.”
Without another word, Tucker turned and started across the yard toward the buildings. Lewis stood in the silence and watched as the old man limped away.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
BETH REACHED INTO HER mailbox. As always, she prepared for the worst and, as always, she was not disappointed. Amidst the supermarket coupons and the furniture store going-out-of-business flyers, there was her daily allotment of overdue notices. Time had passed — the days blurring into weeks and then months of unemployment lines, food stamps, and hanging up on bill collectors.
She headed back to the house, flipping through the envelopes and sidestepping weeds pushing through the cracked sidewalk, when a flimsy blue envelope slowed her to a stop. It was handwritten with the return address of a prison and inmate number. She started opening it, then quit. The paper was too cheap and thin; she might tear the letter. She raced into the house, grabbed a knife from the kitchen drawer and carefully slipped the blade inside the envelope to slice it open. With trembling hands, she removed a single, onionskin page and began to read:
Dear Mrs. Miller
Thank you for your letters. They were very thoughtful. I also felt something very strong that day we met. I know all about Jesus and God. I used to go to church all the time as a little boy. My mom used to say I had a special call on my life. But it obviously did not stick.
Beth eased herself into the kitchen chair and continued to read:
I appreciate what you are trying to do but you got to understand it is impossible to live a Christian life in here. There is no love and forgiveness inside these walls.
Heather shuffled into the kitchen and opened the fridge. “What are you reading?”
Beth looked up, moisture welling in her eyes. Before she could answer, her daughter scooped the envelope from the table and read the return address. She looked up, incredulous. “He wrote you?”
Beth wiped her face and nodded.
“You gave him our address? You wrote him and gave him our address?” Heather looked back at the envelope. “I can’t believe you gave him our address! What if he breaks out of jail or something? What if they let him out and he comes after us?”
“He . . .” Beth cleared her throat. “He needed to know. I had to tell him—”
Heather’s voice rose, high and thin with emotion. “I can’t believe you did this! You’re like, what, his pen pal now?”
Outside, Beth heard gravel popping underneath the tires of a car.
Her daughter continued. “Have you gone crazy?”
“I . . . had to let him know.”
“You’re insane!” Also hearing the car, Heather crossed to the window to have a look. She swore in anger.
Beth winced. “Who is it? What’s wrong?”
The girl shook her head and continued to swear.
“You know what I think about that language,” Beth said, rising to her feet to investigate. “Your friends may talk that way, but—”
She stopped as she saw the police cruiser pulling up to their back porch. The front doors opened and two officers stepped out. The driver opened the back door and dragged Trevor to his feet. The boy’s clothes were a crumpled mess and his stringy black hair hung in his face. Beth covered her mouth and said a quick prayer as she raced to the kitchen door and pushed opened the screen. She recognized the first officer—a pudgy man with buttery jowls who attended her church. He’d been involved in Sean’s case and had dropped by the house more than once.
“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Trev, are you all right? What happened?”
“We found him down by the river with some other kids,” the first officer said.
She held the door open for them to pass and immediately smelled the stench of beer.
“Drinking?” she asked. “Trev, have you been drinking?” They stopped in the middle of the kitchen and she moved to confront him. “Have you been drinking?”
He stared at the floor and said nothing.
“Answer your mother,” the first officer ordered.
Trevor remained silent.
The officer tightened his grip. “Answer her.”
“Yeah,” Trevor mumbled without looking up.
“She can’t hear you.”
He raised his head—eyes glassy and bloodshot. “Yes, I have been drinking.” He tried covering his shame with attitude but didn’t quite pull it off.
Beth could only stare. It was happening all over again. This time with her second son. It was happening all over again and she didn’t know how to stop it.
“We could have taken him in,” the officer said, “but I figured this might be something you want to handle on your own . . . considering what you been through and all.”
Somewhere, far away, Beth heard herself answer, “Thank you, Officer.”
He looked back to Trevor. “Next time we won’t be so considerate. You hear me, son? Next time we’re taking you to jail.”
“Whatever.”
“What’s that?”
“Yeah, I hear you.”
The officer released him none too gently.
“Thank you,” Beth said, trying to compensate for her son’s rudeness. “I’m very grateful.”
The men nodded, preparing to leave, but not before the officer addressed Trevor one final time. “You listen to your momma, you hear me. ‘Cause if you don’t, mark my words, there’ll be trouble.” He gave another nod to Beth, “Ma’am,” and turned with the other officer to head back outside.
She followed them to the door. “Thank you, officers. I’m really sorry. Thank you.”
They moved down the steps and entered their car. Beth pretended to watch as they pulled away. But in reality, she was struggling with what to do next. Finally, with resolve, she stepped back into the kitchen to face her son. “What do you think you were doing?”
The boy was clinging to the back of the kitchen chair to hold himself up.
“Answer me.”
“Pigs,” he mumbled.
“What?”
“They’re all pigs.”
She felt her face growing hot with anger. “They pick you up for breaking the law? They take you home instead of throwing you in jail . . . and you call them that?”
He continued staring down at the chair.
“What were you thinking?” She was starting to tremble. “Answer me!”
“Mom, knock it off.” She turned to see Heather approaching. The girl laced her arm through her brother’s and the two started out of the kitchen. “You don’t know nothing.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Beth demanded.
The twins entered the living room and she followed after them. “Heather?”
The girl shook her head as she helped Trevor toward the stairway.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
Trevor grabbed the railing and the two slowly began to work their way up
the steps.
“Heather? Trevor?”
Neither answered, as they took one stair at a time, leaving Beth standing
alone in the living room, lost and confused.
* * * * *
The hours passed slowly. Heather’s curfew was 11:00 PM. It was now 3:35 AM. Sitting in her overstuffed rocker, Beth’s late-night vigil was broken only by the slow and methodic ticking of the mantel clock. She looked back down at Lewis’s single page letter. She’d read it a dozen times that day.
Since I am what they call an all or nothing man, I cannot be like the Christian hypocrites I have seen. I can only choose one life and that life will be one of survival. Here, only the strong survive, and I will survive. I am a fair man, but if revenge and violence are what I must partake in order to survive, then so be it. If I have to kill again, I will kill.
Two hours later, Beth was kneeling beside her bed—the letter in front of her, the worn, chenille bedspread damp with tears. Outside a violet, night sky was turning the first shade of blue.
I do not mean to hurt you with these words. I am only trying to be honest and tell the truth. Please do not waste any more of your time on me. You are a good woman and I am sorry to have caused you and your loved ones so much pain.
Beth’s prayers were interrupted by the gentle closing of car doors. With effort, she rose to her feet and shuffled to her bedroom window. A thin smear of pink spread across the horizon. And down below in the driveway was her baby girl, giggling, trying to shush some boy Beth had never seen. A moment later they were in each other’s arms, their mouths devouring one another, his hands roving under her clothes as they laughed and giggled and groped.
Beth stepped back from the window and rested her forehead against the wall. She didn’t think it could be possible, but another wave of tears filled her eyes. God’s promises had never been so far away.
“Dear Jesus . . .” she whispered. “Dear Jesus, dear Jesus, dear Jesus . . .”



CHAPTER NINE
 
“I’M TELLIN’ YOU, YOU gotta get her out of your head.”
Lewis looked up from the latest letter and over to Tucker. White puffs of breath hovered around the old man’s head. The outside temperature was 26 degrees. But no one ever sacrificed yard time, not even in the dead of winter.
“She’s puttin’ you off your game.”
Lewis folded the letter and stuffed it into his pants pocket. “You worry too much.”
“That’s my job. Makin’ sure you, me, the rest of the fellas don’t do somethin’ stupid so we can keep the business goin’.”
Lewis looked up to the pewter, overcast sky. A dim light glowed where the sun was supposed to be.
Tucker continued, “We got everything going for us. Don’t want to see you blow it by lettin’ some old lady mess with your mind.”
“She’s not messing with my mind.”
“Which is why you always got your nose stuck in her letters.”
“She says some interesting stuff, that’s all.”
The old man snorted in disgust and looked the other way.
Lewis checked his irritation. After all, Tucker was only looking out for him. “No one ever talk to you about Jesus before?” he asked.
“Who hasn’t?”
Lewis nodded. Jailhouse conversions were as common as head colds . . . and lasted about as long. He thought back to the letter. “You know, some of the greatest heroes in the Bible were murderers.”
Tucker said nothing.
Lewis continued, “Like Moses—you know he popped a guy right in public. And David, he was a murderer and an adulterer. And that Paul guy. Before he got saved he was killing Christians right and left.”
“It don’t work in here. You know that. You start talking like that and you’re history. We both are.”
Lewis scanned the dead, winter grass. White frost coated patches that were still in the shade. “Any particular problems?” he asked. “Or you just feel like whining?”
“A couple slackers. Nothing serious. Not after we made Horton and Montrose our audiovisual aides.”
Lewis nodded. Earlier, when he was still in lockup, he’d given orders for the two men to be hospitalized. The edict was passed down to the foot soldiers who carried it out—perhaps a bit too enthusiastically. It gave Lewis no particular pleasure, but he knew it was necessary. Because there would be others. There would always be others. And not just slackers. He looked across the yard to the far corner where the Aryan Brotherhood had gathered, smoking, stomping their feet, warming their hands. “Small crowd today,” he said.
Tucker followed his gaze. “Don’t see Big Red, neither. Probably too cold for his delicate constitution.”
Lewis gave another nod. Oddly enough, the big man had never made his move. And it was a fact that weighed more heavily on Lewis than if he had tried. Because he would try. Everyone was certain of it. Time inside was different than out. You had more opportunity to play with a man’s head, to melt his mind a little before you got around to business. And he would get around to business. Or, as Tucker was so fond of quoting, “Revenge is a dish best served cold.”
Lewis stuffed his hand into his pockets and prepared to go inside. “Anything else?”
Tucker motioned to a new fish—blond, scared, and hovering alone near the fence. “Gonna introduce myself. I’ll join you a little later.”
“Always workin’,” Lewis said as he turned to walk away.
“That’s why you pay me the big bucks.”
Lewis crossed the frozen mud and brittle grass toward the building. As he walked, his mind once again drifted back to the letter. As always, he wrestled with the impossible paradox—what he felt inside when he read her letters pitted against the reality of the world around him. Love and forgiveness verses power and vengeance. Two opposite and opposing truths that could not both be true. Or could they?
He pulled open the rusting, steel door of the entryway and stepped inside.
The mother had refused to take no for an answer. How many times had he written her telling her to stop; that he wasn’t interested; that he’d even started looking into Buddhism and Eastern religions? And how many times had she come right back to tell him she had no choice; that God’s love was so intense she couldn’t stop it?
The door at the other end of the entryway opened and he came to a stop. Two, three, four of the Aryan Brotherhood moved into the room. Lewis stiffened, cursing himself for his stupidity, letting himself be isolated like this. There were hacks inside the building and there were hacks outside. But none in this small corridor. He threw a look to the security camera in the corner. As if it would do any good. It would all be over before anyone arrived.
The fifth and final person entered—Big Red. “Well, Mr. Prescott.” He gently closed the door behind him. “Good afternoon to you, sir.”
Lewis’s heart raced. He’d go down, but he’d take as many with him as possible.
“I hear your business has improved considerably.”
“We’re doin’ all right,” Lewis answered as the men circled him.
“Please, this is no time for false modesty.” Big Red stepped closer. “I’d offer a congratulatory handshake, but I’m afraid you may misinterpret my greeting and do something ignorant.”
“I might.”
Big Red smiled, showing his newly acquired dental work that was just a little too big and just a little too white—courtesy of the second-year dental students from the local university. “Your thinking is so old school, feeling a need to compete. But there is a new business model in town that would do you well to heed.”
Lewis watched, his senses continuing to tighten.
“‘Consolidation,’ that’s the word for today. For enterprises to survive, alliances must be made, resources combined.”
Lewis’s breathing grew deeper, more deliberate.
“And for that reason, I should like to propose a partnership.”
“I’ve got partners.” Lewis’s voice was low and controlled.
Big Red paused, searching for any dirt under his nails. “Which, in my humble opinion, is hampering your productivity. I, on the other hand, could provide far better distribution, thereby allowing you to concentrate solely on increasing your outside supply connections.”
“Like I said, we’re doin’ all right.”
“I’m afraid you don’t fully appreciate what I can bring to the table. Nor my powers of persuasion.” Looking to his fellow ABs, he said, “Gentlemen?”
The men descended upon Lewis in a fury, but not as he expected. Instead of punches and blows, the two on his left and right grabbed his arms and turned him toward the door of the exercise yard. Lewis instinctively resisted, until another man scooped up his feet from behind and the fourth pinned his legs together so he could not kick. He did manage a backwards head butt, but only one, until he was suspended midair, horizontal to the ground.
Big Red moved past him and opened the yard door. He did not step outside, but gave a low whistle.
Still squirming, Lewis raised his head. At first he saw nothing, until he heard a croaking yelp over by the fence. He turned to see Tucker grabbing his throat. Blood gushed between the old man’s fingers as he staggered backwards, the young fish stepping aside, the glint of a shank in his hand.
“Tucker!” Lewis fought like a madman, twisting, writhing.
Their eyes connected for the briefest moment, before Tucker dropped to his knees.
“Tucker!”
The hacks raced in, beating the fish with their clubs and assisting Tucker. But they were too late. The cut had been thorough, ear to ear. The man would bleed out within a minute.
Big Red turned back to Lewis and calmly spoke, “Now, about our arrangement.”
But Lewis barely heard as he struggled, fighting and swearing, tears of rage filling his eyes.



CHAPTER TEN
 
“PUSH! PUSH!”
Beth is dreaming again, she knows that. But everything is so real—the glaring lights of the delivery room, the silhouette of the OB/GYN staring down at her. And the pain, always the pain.
She sucks in a breath, then another, trying to clear her head. As she does, the conversation with the prison superintendent returns. The one she’d endured just twelve hours earlier when she’d been awake. Yes, it had been a stupid move, presumptuous, taking that 90-minute bus ride to the prison. But she’d thought—she’d hoped—God would answer her prayers and allow her to see Lewis.
She could not have been more mistaken . . .
“If you need a man,” the superintendent said, “it would do you well to look on the outside.”
She remembered staring at him—a wiry man in his fifties, face ravaged with the scars of teenage acne. Was he making a joke? Did he really think that’s why she was there? He was either joking with her or mocking her, she couldn’t tell. Either way, it didn’t stop her face from growing hot.
“Oh, did I embarrass you?”
He was mocking. She’d met men like this before . . . as far back as grade school. Emotional bullies who tore people down to build themselves up. And she’d dealt with them before—going toe to toe with the best of them. But she had come for help. And, as long as he knew that, as long as he sensed her need, she had to play the beggar hoping for crumbs from his table.
“Ready to try again?”
She looks up to see the doctor. She is back in the delivery room.
“Beth?”
She nods, takes another gulp of air and bears down, crying out, trying not to scream.
“Lady . . .” It was the superintendent again. “I don’t know who you think you are.” He took off his glasses and began cleaning them. “I’m a good Christian. Go to church every Sunday. And I tell you this: Any S.O.B. killed my son, I’d blow him to kingdom come.”
“But—”
“So don’t try pullin’ this holier-than-thou forgiveness crap with me.” He held his glasses up to the light, checking for smudges. “’Cause you ain’t no better than the rest of us.”
Beth scooted to the edge of her chair. “I’m not saying that. I’m just saying that God wants me to—”
“Ahh!” the pain of a contraction fills her body.
“Push, Beth! Push!”
A moment later she was back in the superintendent’s office. He had returned to his paperwork, not looking up. “Don’t get me wrong,” he said. “If it were my call, I’d say go ahead and cap him right now. He ain’t nothing but a troublemaker. Ain’t worth the powder to blow to Hell.” He reached for another set of papers. “But it’s my job to protect him from people like you.”
She swallowed back her anger. “Protect?”
He nodded. “And you have my word, as long as he’s in my prison, you’ll never see him. Are we clear?”
“I am not here to try and hurt—”
“Are we clear?”
Beth clenched her jaw, giving its muscles a workout. She wanted to jump into his face, to shout that if God Almighty chose to do something, the man best get out of the way before he got hurt. And if God wouldn’t put His fear into him, then she would. Yet, somehow, she managed to stay in control, looking down at her hands like some unruly school kid and answering, “Yes, sir.” The words felt like broken glass in her throat, but she managed to choke them out.
He continued his paperwork.
Finally, she clutched her purse and rose from the chair. She’d let the little man win his little battle . . . at least for now. “Thank you,” she said. “For your time.”
“You’re welcome, Mrs. Miller. I’m sorry we couldn’t be of any more help.”
“I understand.”
“I’m glad.”
The meeting was over. She’d been dismissed. But she’d be back. One way or another, she’d be back. She had no choice. The man may have won his battle, but God had her fighting a much bigger war.
“Beth?” The doctor is speaking again.
She opens her eyes and looks up into the delivery room lights.
“I know you’re exhausted, but you can’t stop.”
A nurse wipes the sweat out of her eyes.
“How much . . .” Beth tries again. “How much longer?”
The doctor exchanges looks with those around the table.
“How long?” Beth demands.
“I don’t know. But nobody here’s giving up. You don’t, either.”
Beth nods and is hit with another contraction, the pain rolling through her body, sucking away her consciousness until . . .
She woke up in her bedroom, fighting for breath, her sweat-sodden nightshirt clinging to her.
“How long?” she whispered. “Dear God, how long?”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Dear Lewis:
I understand that you’ve heard the Gospel before. Probably lots of times. But sometimes, when you hear something so much it loses its meaning. If you could just stop and really understand that God loves you so much that He killed the most precious thing in the world so you could be with Him. He killed His own boy, Lewis. For you, for me. That’s the love I felt for you when we met.
 
Lewis carefully wrapped the glue-soaked paper around the bristle end of the toothbrush. He had worked hours, patiently building layer upon layer, until he had created a handle thick enough to grip, and padded enough to protect his hand when jabbing the other end—the one he had filed to ice pick sharpness—into a man’s throat, or eyeball, or through the back into a kidney.
Trouble was brewing. Everyone knew it; inmates, staff, the superintendent. Without Tucker and without the proper retribution, Lewis’s business was faltering. Big Red and his boys were already stealing customers. Customers and associates. Lewis had less than half a dozen foot soldiers maintaining their loyalty. But that was okay. A half dozen was all he needed.
Trouble was brewing, which is why the cafeteria had switched from metal to plastic eating utensils—an effort to reduce the number of potential weapons in the block. But there were plenty of other sources for shanks, and Lewis was industrious…
—Ballpoint pens reinforced by melted plastic from board game pieces.
—A sharpened pencil strengthened by multiple wrappings of copper
filaments from the electrical cord of his razor.
—Even the cardboard spine of a hardback book, honed to a point, dipped
in melted plastic, re-honed and fortified with masking tape.
Tucker had been a good teacher.
That’s what He has for you, Lewis. Love. And if you open up your heart to Him, He will give you that love for others. His love, not yours. It is not something we can make up on our own. You say you aren’t good enough. Of course not. None of us are. That’s why He died for us, to take our punishment. And to change us on the inside. He’ll even help us have faith in Him. He says He’s the ‘author and perfecter’ of our faith. We can’t even do that on our own. But He can. All you have to do is ask. Lewis, just ask.
Trouble was brewing, which is why the hacks prevented him from mingling with the other inmates. Not for Lewis’s protection, but to prevent him from passing communication to organize a counterstrike. Because one would come. And everyone knew it would be bloody.
But they didn’t know the sewer system—how the toilets were connected by the same pipes. They didn’t know how messages could be rolled up and put into pen caps sealed with tape. They didn’t know how dental floss could be tied to them and how, at the precise moment a toilet was flushed, another inmate further down line could snag it with ear buds stiffened by duct tape and fashioned into a hook.
Hiding and distributing the shanks was another problem.
Nearly every day they tossed his cell, searching his clothes, under the bed frame, behind the medicine cabinet, inside his closet, behind the toilet, inside the tank. But they never thought of searching inside the toilet bowl. Inside where, tucked neatly under the rim, Lewis kept his latest work in progress.
Distributing the weapons should have also been difficult, considering the daily pat downs and frequent orders for him to squat and cough—a procedure that would force the shank, if he’d hidden it inside his body, to poke through and cut his colon. They even checked inside the soles of his shoes—a place once used to hide and smuggle dope. But they did not check the flip-flops he wore to the showers—the hollowed-out compartment inside their soles. Nor did they notice the inmates’ subtle exchange, as Lewis slipped into their pair and they slipped into Lewis’s, before heading back to their cells to unpack and reassemble the weapons.
In less than two weeks, each of Lewis’s remaining soldiers were armed and awaiting his signal.
Dear Lewis:
I can understand why you are not writing me anymore. I imagine I am quite the pest. My children say the same thing. But that doesn’t stop my love. Or His. He wants to be your friend, Lewis. Not some impersonal God who doesn’t care, but your friend. Imagine being friends with God. That’s how much He loves you. A love that wants to forgive you of EVERYTHING. A love that will help you love others.
Wednesday 2:30 PM.
The first cry was not heard. It came from the laundry room. No weapon, no shank. Just two of Lewis’s men slamming the steel door of a giant dryer into the head of one of Red’s boys who had forced Lewis to watch Tucker’s death. Again and again they slammed it until he lost consciousness. And then a few more times to make sure the message was clearly sent.
At that exact time, a shank found the space under the right rib of another AB member who had forced Lewis to watch Tucker die. It punctured the man’s lung, dropping him to the smooth concrete floor of the metal shop.
Payment was also required of the other two men who had held Lewis. One by a ballpoint pen imbedded in a trachea, missing the carotid artery by a fraction of an inch. The other by losing sight in a left eyeball.
That left only Big Red.
Although schedules had been carefully arranged to assure the two men never shared the same shower time, there had been some sort of logistical error. Such things can happen when a hack is short on his mortgage payment and associates on the outside are willing to make a small, interest-free loan.
As always, Lewis had been thoroughly searched before leaving his cell. But no one noticed the electrical wire he’d slipped into the ribbing of his towel. When he entered the white, tiled room, he spotted Big Red, eyes closed, lathered up and beginning to rinse, water pounding his face. As soon as the other inmates spotted Lewis they stepped back and quietly disappeared.
Slipping the towel around each hand so the wire would not cut his own flesh, Lewis created a garrote. He not only planned to choke Red out, but to hold him until the man’s face went from red to blue to black. Of course there would be kicking and thrashing, but the same hack who reworked the schedules had conveniently posted himself to the day’s shower detail—which sometimes meant briefly leaving to get more shampoo and soap.
Love, Lewis. That’s what He has for you.
The words of the letter surfaced, giving him pause. He pushed them back. But more returned.
And He will give you that love for others.
Tucker’s own voice joined in:
We’re murderers, man. God don’t love us.
Lewis remained standing. Any second Big Red would pull his face from the water and open his eyes. Lewis had to act and he had to act now. Strengthening his resolve, he re-gripped the towel and stepped forward.
A love that will help you love others.
He hesitated, unsure.
It don’t work inside here. She’s messin’ with your mind.
That’s what He has for you, Lewis. Love.
Big Red opened his eyes. Realizing he was alone, he turned to see Lewis standing not six feet away. Then he saw the towel, suspected the garrote.
Lewis expected the man to come at him. This would give him an excuse to defend himself. To drown out the words and return to the action.
But Big Red chose another route. “Guard!” he shouted. “Guard!”
Lewis started for him and again recalled the woman’s words:
He will give you that love for others. His love, not yours. It’s not something we can—
There was shouting from behind—someone yelling his name. Two men yelling. He barely had time to look over his shoulder when a baton caught him in the side. Another smashed down onto his shoulder once, twice, dropping him to his knees. More blows came. Then the butt end of a baton hit his temple producing pinpoints of light as the room grew white, the floor shifting and floating toward him . . . until he saw nothing at all.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
LEWIS PACED THE FIVE-BY-EIGHT concrete cell like a caged animal. How could he have been so naïve, so weak? Everything Tucker said was true. The woman had gotten into his head, messed with his mind. Well, he would have no more of it. No more! When the letters came he would toss them without reading them. He would rebuild the wall—thicker, stronger. Impenetrable. No more God. No more double- thinking. He was an all-or-nothing man and he had made his decision. It would be nothing.
* * * * *
Beth turned to her pastor, confused. “What exactly are you saying?”
“I’m just saying you might be getting a little carried away with this whole forgiveness thing.” Pastor Larson took a sip of coffee and nodded a greeting to an elderly parishioner across the fellowship hall.
Beth stared at him, not believing her ears.
He reached for another cookie. “These butter pecans—nobody makes them better than Mrs. Albert.”
Beth cleared her throat. “Are you saying I shouldn’t forgive him?”
“No, no, of course not. But all of these letters, telling him how much the Lord loves him, how much you love him.” He wiped the crumbs from the corner of his mouth. “Look what it’s doing to you. Look what it’s doing to your family.”
“But . . . it’s true.”
“And this prayer group you’ve started up.” He took another sip of coffee.
“It’s just a couple of us getting together at noon.”
“Oh, I’m a big advocate of prayer, you should know that. But it’s . . .” He let the sentence trail off.
“But it’s what?”
“Maybe you’re trying too hard. In your attempts to make sense of Sean’s death, maybe you’re . . . overcompensating.”
“What about my dreams?”
He smiled. “Ah, yes, your ‘dreams.’”
She felt her chin jutting out.
“Beth, you’ve lost your son, your treasured first born. And now you’re dreaming about giving birth to another. Is that really so unusual? I’m no psychologist, but it seems only natural. Part of the process.”
“You think I’m trying to replace Sean with Lewis?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“What are you saying?”
The man hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “I’m saying human emotions are very fragile and can at times be . . . deceptive.”
Bonnie Morgan, a heavyset woman appeared at their side. She had a reluctant teen in tow. “Pastor Larson? I want you to meet my niece, Natalie.”
He smiled down to her. “Hey, Natalie.”
The girl’s eyes, outlined with enough makeup to pass for a raccoon’s, glanced to the floor as she mumbled what may have been a greeting. Pastor Larson smiled, then turned back to Beth to finish their conversation. “All I’m suggesting is that you keep all things in moderation, Beth. All things in moderation.”
* * * * *
Lewis was surprised that he had not seen it before.
In the dim light, the edge of a small book showed under the corner of his cot. He sat up and reached over to retrieve it. Its cover had been ripped off and several pages were missing. But he’d guessed right; it was a Bible. He stared at it until, refusing to be intimidated, and more out of contempt than anything else, he yanked it open.
* * * * *
“And, Lord, we don’t know what’s going on.” Abigail, one of Beth’s dearest and oldest friends sat at the table, head bent over a mug of lukewarm tea. “It’s been so long since Beth has heard from him. But we know you know. And we know you are faithful.”
Lori, a newer member of the church, whose grandson was in county jail agreed with a quiet, “Amen.”
Abigail continued, “And, Lord, You promised that if we abide in You and Your words abide in us, we can ask anything and it will be done for us. And the three of us ask right now, together we ask that you move on Lewis’s heart.”
Beth took a deep breath. She should join in. After all, these women had devoted their entire lunch hour to come over and pray with her. She should say something. And she would, just as soon as she swallowed back the tightness in her throat. Just as soon as she could trust her voice.
* * * * *
Lewis looked up from the Bible and quietly swore. He was somewhere in the middle—a book called Isaiah. What garbage. What nonsense.
But for some reason, he was drawn back to it:
“Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffering, yet we considered him punished by God, stricken by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to our own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.”
What was going on? Lewis had been careful not to go to the New Testament. That’s where all the Jesus stuff was. And yet, Jesus seemed to be here, too—right in the middle of the Old Testament. What was going on?
That was it. He’d read enough. With another oath, he threw the book across the cell where it fell splayed-open on the floor.
* * * * *
Another dreary morning had broken. Beth leaned her head against the doorframe of Trevor’s empty bedroom. A room he had once shared with Sean.
“Please, Jesus. I know you’re faithful. I just . . . I just don’t know how much more of this I can take.” She hated self-pity, loathed its weakness. But she was so weary and exhausted. “You promised not to take me beyond what I can bear, but I . . . I’m sorry. I can’t go on. I know I’ve said this before, but I’ve got nothing left.”
 
Lewis lay on the cot, staring up at the ceiling. Morning light had begun filtering in, highlighting the cracks in the plaster overhead. He’d not been able to sleep. All night his thoughts had been chasing each other.
His thoughts and the words of Isaiah.
He sat up and ran his hands through his buzz cut. Why was it so difficult to shut down his mind? He took a breath and blew it out. Then another. His eyes drifted back to the Bible on the floor. This was ridiculous. He was a grown man, for crying out loud. And it was just a book of fables and fairy tales. What was he afraid of?
To prove his point, he rose and crossed to it. It was just a stupid book. He’d meet it head on and be done with it. And he wouldn’t hide out in the Old Testament. He’d go toe to toe with Jesus Christ and be done with him. Angrily, he scooped up the Bible and returned to his cot. He sat on the paper-thin mattress and flipped the pages until he came to the Gospel of John. He let his eyes randomly fall where they would and read:
“For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”
The phrase stopped him cold. Lewis actually held his breath as he went back and reread it.
“For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”
Why hadn’t anybody ever told him this? Sure, he knew all about Jesus saving
the world and stuff. But the part about not condemning it? Wasn’t that the whole point of Christianity? God telling everyone what vile sinners they were? At least that’s what Lewis had always thought. What he’d always heard.
But this . . .
He reread the verse a third time and looked up. If it was true, then God wasn’t some angry, cosmic judge, waiting to punish him. If it was true, it meant God didn’t want to punish him at all, but that he actually wanted to help him. That he actually was trying to . . . save him.
Was such a thing possible?
Lewis felt his heart pound harder, his breathing grow faster. He slid down to the other end of the cot where the light was better. And there, hunched over, he greedily gulped in the words. Like a thirsty man who’d found a cool spring in the middle of a desert, he drank them in. Suddenly things started making sense. Suddenly, he began to understand what it was that God was offering.
And the more he read, the more he knew it was an offer that he had to accept.
* * * * *
“Push! You’re almost there!”
Sweat streams down Beth’s face and into her eyes.
“Push!”
She tries swallowing back the scream, but cannot. It explodes from deep inside her, someplace deeper than her body. And it seems to last forever. Finally, it begins to fade. But not really. It is replaced by another. The scream of a newborn infant.
“Congratulations, Beth,” the doctor says. “You’re the mother of a baby boy.”
Beth’s heart leaps at the news. After all these months of waiting. After all these years.
The crying continues, loud and relentless, and the doctor chuckles, “Well, we can certainly say he has a healthy pair of lungs.”
She closes her eyes, too exhausted to smile.
“Hello, what do we have here?”
She re-opens them in concern.
“Looks like we’re not entirely finished. Beth, it looks like you have twins.”
Without being told, she bears down again, and two and a half minutes later the cries of a second infant join the first.
“Wait a minute.” The doctor sounds incredulous. “Another? You have another baby. Triplets!”
Again Beth pushes and a third child is born.
“And another? This is unbelievable!”
Beth pushes as yet another baby is born. And then another, and another. They are coming faster now, and with less effort.
“I need another nurse!” the doctor shouts. “I need help here!”
And still Beth continues giving birth. One after another. She closes her eyes, and despite the pain and exhaustion, a peace deeper than she can imagine begins filling her.
“Nurse! I need more nurses!”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
Dear Mrs. Miller:
I did like you said and prayed for Jesus to forgive me and be my boss. I do not feel anything like I expected. I guess it happens different ways to different people. But I do feel ‘lighter,’ like there is this dark, heavy weight lifted off me. It’s like I have taken a long shower, but on the inside. I don’t get why He forgave me, it’s not like I have done anything to deserve it. And I sure didn’t do anything to deserve it from you. It’s like you both gave me this million dollar check that I have been carrying around in my pocket and I finally got around to cashing it. That is all I had to do, just cash it.
Lewis and Chaplain Smalley worked their way to the front of the prison chapel gathering Bibles from the morning service.
“And did you write her?” the chaplain asked. “Did you tell her what happened?”
“I’m working on a letter now. But I feel like I should be doing something else, something more.”
“Forgiveness is a gift, Prescott, you can’t earn it.”
“Yeah, but—”
“You’re God’s friend now.”
The words stopped Lewis cold. They were the same words Mrs. Miller had used. He pulled himself together and continued up the row. “So what do I do?”
“What do friends do?”
Lewis frowned. “Nothing. They just hang out, shoot the breeze.”
“Then that’s what you do. You just hang out with Him and shoot the breeze.”
“With . . . God?”
“You talk, He listens. He talks, you listen. Just like you would with any friend.”
Lewis remained standing.
“You do know how to talk to God?” the chaplain asked.
“Well, yeah. Prayer, I guess.”
“And listening?”
Lewis’s frown deepened.
“What do you have in your hands?”
Lewis looked down at the Bibles he’d been collecting.
“That’s God’s Word, Prescott. One of the ways He talks to His friends.”
They finished gathering the books and placed them on the floor beside the rickety, wooden pulpit.
The chaplain nodded to the stack. “You’re welcome to keep one if you want.”
“Really?”
“I’m guessing you’ll be putting it to better use than most.”
Lewis looked at the books and quietly mused.
“What?” the chaplain asked.
“What you said.” Lewis shook his head. “Seems like God’s the one doing all the work. You’re sayin’ I’m just supposed to hang out with Him and that’s it?”
The chaplain flashed him a grin. “It’ll get real interesting real soon. Trust me.”
“How so?”
“You’ll start doing things for Him—not because you have to, but because you want to. And because He gives you the power to do them.”
“What sort of . . . things?”
“You start changing. Becoming a better person.”
“That’ll take some doing.”
“It’s already happening, Prescott. More than you know.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
“CHANGING . . . BECOMING A BETTER PERSON.”
Chaplain Smalley’s words were nearly identical to Mrs. Miller’s. And Lewis was so busy mulling them over that he barely noticed Porter. The new man had just stepped out of the cafeteria line, letting other inmates pass, until he rejoined the line directly in front of Lewis. He was in his mid-thirties, lean, and looked like he’d been chiseled from rock. The prison ink covering his body said he was a veteran, which meant he knew he had to quickly establish his place in the prison hierarchy.
And what better place to start than the top.
Without a word, he turned to Lewis’s tray and scooped up his dish of chocolate pudding. He’d no doubt heard Lewis had gotten religion and obviously hoped he’d be an easy mark. The action surprised Lewis but it didn’t slow his reflexes. He had Porter’s wrist in his hand before the man could pull away. Each eyeballed the other until Porter said something incredibly stupid:
“That’s my pudding, punk.”
‘Punk’ was another term for prison hag, someone’s lover boy. And that was all it took. Adrenalin surged through Lewis. Still holding the man’s wrist with one hand, he grabbed the fork from his tray with the other. In one continuous move he jabbed the tongs through Porter’s left cheek. He was aiming for his eye, but it was close enough. Porter cried out as his tray clattered to the floor. Other men in line stepped back, some shouted. Lewis was in full-attack mode.
Porter was no novice. Despite his pain and surprise, as Lewis spun him around into a choke hold, Porter bit hard into Lewis’s right forearm, tearing away a mouthful of flesh. Lewis felt nothing. He was too pumped as he hit the man with his other hand, again and again. Still, it wasn’t until Lewis grabbed the dish from the inmate behind him and slammed it into Porter’s face two, three times, that he began making real progress. Eventually the guards swooped in, grabbing the two men and pulling them apart, batons flying. Lewis never lost consciousness—though all the blood made it clear Porter had bitten through a major artery.
But the pain Lewis felt had little to do with his arm or the swinging clubs. It had everything to do with the lies he’d been believing, his gullibility. And most of all, his hypocrisy.
Who was he fooling? He hadn’t changed. He wasn’t becoming a new person. He could play the part all he wanted, but the truth is he was now and always would be the same Lewis Prescott. Lewis Prescott, multiple murderer. Lewis Prescott a man of vengeance and violence.
Later, as he lay in the hospital bed for overnight observation, arm bandaged, filled with antibiotics, he knew he would never send the letter he had written to Mrs. Miller. He would throw it away. And he would make certain the book of fairy tales the chaplain had given him would be returned.
* * * * *
It was almost midnight. Trev and Heather were having a shouting match down the hall over Trevor’s music. But at least they were home. She didn’t know how it had happened and they didn’t feel like telling her. But both brother and sister seemed to have had their taste of the world and both had come home. For how long, she didn’t know. But at least they were home.
As she lay in bed, open Bible on her chest, Beth drifted into another very strange dream . . .
She is walking through a hospital. Directly beside her is a presence, a light so intense, she can’t look at it. But she doesn’t have to. She knows it’s the Lord.
They enter a dormitory-like room, beds on both sides. As they walk, Beth begins to hear voices. Men sobbing, crying. She turns and sees the patients reaching for her, some lying down, some sitting, others have crawled to the foot of their beds, stretching, pleading for help.
But the two of them continue forward, not stopping.
Finally, a patient to the right catches Beth’s eye. He is bandaged from head to toe. Unlike the others, he is not crying or reaching out. Instead, he lies on his bed face down. And, although no one tells her, she instantly knows who it is.
“Lewis!” she cries out. Tears spring to her eyes. Because she knows something else as well. Feels it, really. In her gut. “He’s given up!” She spins to the light. “He’s quit trying.”
A voice from the center of the light gently speaks. “Call his name.”
She turns back and calls out, “Lewis?”
The bandaged form stirs and slowly raises his head, looking for whoever had called his name. Now she can see his eyes. They are swollen, red from tears. As he searches the room, a robed hand reaches out from the light and touches him on the forehead. A glow, some sort of energy, flows from the hand into Lewis’s face. And then everything dissolves . . .
And Beth was back in bed listening to the pounding music and her fighting children.
* * * * *
After his night in the hospital, Lewis was returned to the hole, his home away from home. He had barely entered the cell, his eyes still adjusting to the dimness, when he spotted it—the Bible the chaplain had given him. Lewis had made it clear he wanted nothing to do with it and yet there it sat in the middle of his cot.
Apparently Mrs. Miller wasn’t the only one persistent with her faith.
For the first few hours he avoided it. But gradually, as boredom set in, he picked it up and began to read. And read. And read some more.
He read about Peter, a coward who denied he was even with Jesus—not once, or twice, but three times. And not to tough soldiers or powerful officials. No, the man had crumbled under the questioning of a woman servant.
He read of the other followers, men who were with Jesus for over three years, but when things got uncomfortable, they turned tail and ran.
And he read how these “mighty men of God” were huddled in a room, fearing for their lives, afraid of their own shadows . . . until something called the Holy Spirit showed up and gave them so much power they suddenly became willing to die for the very leader they had once abandoned.
No, these were definitely not heroes. They were not great, holy men. They were just like himself—men who tried and failed, then tried again and again, until God did something miraculous. Until he touched them.
“ . . .not because you have to, but because you want to.”
“. . . that’s the love He will give you for others.”
Eventually, he was interrupted by the jangling of keys followed by the opening of the small trapdoor.
“Chow time, Prescott.” It was Hensley’s voice. One of the few guards he respected.
Lewis was on his feet and received the tray; a feast of roast beef, green beans and mashed potatoes and gravy. “What’s the occasion?” he asked.
“Got ourselves a new warden. His way of sayin’ howdy.” The man closed the door and locked it.
“Hensley?”
“’Sup?”
“If you see the chaplain, tell him thanks for the book.”
“You mean the book you don’t have that I ain’t seen?” The guard started walking away. “I’ll tell him.”
“And if you get the chance . . . will you ask him for some paper and a pencil I ain’t supposed to have, either?”
“Eat your supper, Prescott.”
As the footsteps faded, Lewis dug in, enjoying every bite. But as soon as he finished, he’d return to his reading.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
THE MAN ON THE bus beside her reeked so badly Beth had to turn her head to the window. She wasn’t being rude. She just had to breathe. She stole a look at her watch. She’d been riding just over an hour. Another thirty minutes and she’d be there. She reached into her purse and pulled out the letter. It made no difference that she nearly had it memorized; every time she read it, it encouraged and gave her comfort.
 
Dear Mrs. Miller:
I hope you and your children are doing good. Things are getting better here. I did what you’ve been saying. I asked Jesus to forgive me of my sins and take control of my life. It’s not as hard as I thought. I mean it is and it isn’t. People say I’m changing, but I don’t see it. The chaplain here, he says it’s like a tree growing. It can happen slow and gradual without a person noticing.
* * * * *
Lewis moved down the aisle, scooping up Bibles from the pews. He’d been out of lockup going on seven weeks now and so far there had been no incidents. There’d been a few challenges and some bluffs he had to call, but ever since he’d given the business over to Razor, people had started leaving him alone. Jailhouse religion was common. Cons were always playing that card to family, inmates, and the parole board, trying to use it to their advantage. But giving up a lucrative drug trade? That was serious business. Serious enough to convince more and more of the population that, at least for Lewis Prescott, Jesus might be the real deal.
Of course he still had to be careful, particularly in giving the AB a wide berth. Sometimes the precautions humiliated him. But it seemed small potatoes compared to what he’d begun to experience. That thing Mrs. Miller called “friendship with God.”
The concept still left him amazed. Especially on clear nights when he looked out his window into the starry sky. God? The creator of all that? His friend? He’d not believe it if he hadn’t read it himself . . . if Jesus hadn’t said it . . . if he wasn’t starting to experience it.
“Prescott?” the chaplain called from across the room.
Lewis turned to see the man speaking with a new inmate—some kid the AB had been trying to recruit.
“You want to join us a minute?”
Lewis set down the stack of Bibles next to the pulpit.
“Bring one of those with you.”
He obliged and headed toward them.
The chaplain continued. “Connelly here, he’s got some questions about God that I thought you could answer.”
“Me?” Lewis said as he joined them.
The kid held Lewis’s eyes with the false bravado typical of new and frightened fish.
“Yeah,” the chaplain said. “I’ve got some paperwork I’ve got to do. Figured you could help him.”
Lewis slowly nodded. The chaplain never put paperwork above people. What was he doing?
The chaplain turned and started to leave. “Swing by my office when you’re done.” Then, calling over his shoulder, he added, “You boys play nice, hear?”
* * * * *
To answer that question you asked so long ago, yes, I’d like you to come visit. I’d like that very much. You said there was some problem with the warden. If it makes any difference, we got a new man in charge. He’s tough, but he’s fair. And the chaplain here, he says he’ll put in a good word for me.
The passenger beside Beth had dropped off to sleep and his snoring filled the front half of the bus. As the vehicle lumbered down the interstate, his head lulled further and further in her direction until, inevitably, it rolled onto her shoulder. She cringed and reached up to gently redirect the noise and breath in another direction. For a moment she was successful, but like a compass finding true north, his head soon rolled until it found her shoulder again. She turned away, squirming and adjusting herself, until her entire body faced the window. And there, more than a little uncomfortable but able to breathe, she drifted back to her thoughts.
It had not been easy, getting permission from the new warden. But her letters, her phone calls and her persistence had finally paid off. With certain restrictions and under careful supervision, he had agreed.
She wished it had been that easy with her children . . .
* * * * *
“I can’t believe it!” Heather stood trembling in the hallway. It was over a hundred degrees upstairs and not much cooler down. But she trembled like she was freezing. “You’re going to go see him?”
“Baby girl, I—”
Heather’s voice rose loud and shrill. “You’re going to visit my brother’s killer?”
“Sweetheart—” Beth took a step toward her but stopped when her daughter recoiled. “He’s a Christian, now. God’s forgiven him.”
“And that makes everything all right?”
“No, of course not, but—”
“You tell that to Sean, okay? You go to my brother’s grave and tell that to his body rotting under that ground.” She angrily swiped at her tears. “You tell him that, when he never had a chance to live a life, or get married, or have kids, or anything. You tell him that, Momma!”
“Heather—”
“I hate you!”
“Baby girl, you don’t—”
“I hate you and I hate your God!”
The phrase was like a punch to the gut. “Don’t say—”
“You’re a traitor! You’re a traitor to Sean, you’re a traitor to this whole family! You make me wanna puke!”
Beth took another step toward her and again Heather retreated, her voice dark and seething. “Don’t you dare.” The tone frightened Beth. It was like someone else talking. And it didn’t stop. “I hate you.” It was practically a growl. “I hate everything about you.”
Beth stood at a loss for words.
Heather hesitated, almost as surprised as her mother. Then she turned, spotted the stairway behind her, and headed for it.
Beth didn’t move. Wasn’t sure she could.
At the top of the steps, the girl turned for a final assault. “I hope you die! I hope you die an awful death and rot right alongside your new son!” She spun around and dashed down the stairs.
Beth wanted to call after her but could not. She felt the hallway shift, then shift again. She reached out to the wall to steady herself. She heard the screen door open and slam shut, her daughter’s footsteps fading away.
“You’ve made up your mind, haven’t you?”
She turned to see Trevor, stripped down to boxers, standing in the doorway of his room. She may have nodded an answer, she wasn’t sure.
“How you getting there?”
“I’m . . .” The words stuck in her throat and she tried again. “The bus.”
If she’d expected any comfort or understanding, she was mistaken. Travis stepped back into the room and shut his door.
Slowly she slid down the wall until she was sitting on the floor, tears streaming down her face.
It took another forty minutes to fix her makeup, gather herself together and step out onto the front porch. The bus would be leaving in half an hour and if she hurried she could still make it. She was surprised to see the family Toyota parked out front, Trev sitting inside with the engine idling. Stepping off the porch, she called through his open window. “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”
“Thought you’d need a ride to the station.”
“But—”
“Work can wait. Hop in.”
“It’s not that far. I can walk.”
“And I can drive. Hop in.”
The door creaked loudly as Beth opened it and climbed inside. Without a word, her son put the car into gear and they started down the gravel drive.
“This is very sweet of you, Trevor.”
He said nothing and an uneasy silence grew between them.
She turned to him and tried again. “Heather . . . do you think she’ll—”
“You know Heather. She’ll be fine.”
She squinted against the sun, studying his profile. Every day he looked more and more like his older brother. Realizing there was nothing left to be said, she settled back into her seat and let the hot wind blow against her face. Trevor’s gesture had spoken volumes. It would take time, but right then and there, she knew. Her children would come around. It would take time, but they were family. Like so many other things they’d faced, it would be hard. But they were family.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Dear Lewis:
I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to our meeting. It sounds like we’ve both been through a lot. Good days and bad days. But God is faithful. If we just lean into what He’s promised, it will happen. He does all the work, but we got to do the leaning. Like you said, He writes the check, but we have to cash it. It seems like centuries since we met. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous but I’m also looking forward to it. God is faithful.
 
Lewis checked his hair a final time before turning from the mirror . . . then looking back, he checked it again.
Williams, his bunky who was thumbing through the latest Penthouse, scoffed without bothering to look up. “You wash behind your ears?” He turned a page. “You know how them mommas can be.”
Lewis ignored him and stepped back to check out what he saw, though it was hard to get a full view in the cracked, four-by-six-inch mirror.
An inmate passed by on the outside catwalk and called, “Getting ready for your big date?”
“Don’t forget to brush them pearlies,” a voice called from an adjacent cell.
“And try using some deodorant,” another added.
They’d been going at him like this all day. But he didn’t mind. It was their way of wishing him luck, of saying they admired what he was doing. It’s not every man who has the testosterone to face his victim’s relatives. Let alone their mother.
It had taken time, but all the phone calls, letters, and forms to be filled out had been completed. If there’s one thing you could say about Mrs. Miller, she never gave up.
“Let’s go, Prescott.” He turned to see Hensley opening the cell door.
“She here?” Lewis asked.
The guard nodded.
Taking one last look at himself, Lewis turned and stepped out onto the catwalk.
“Good luck,” Williams said, still pretending to study his magazine.
The two continued down the catwalk toward the stairs.
“How do I look?” Lewis asked Hensley.
“Like you’re going to your funeral.”
 
Dear Mrs. Miller:
I get what you’re saying about being nervous. I can’t believe it’s going to happen. Seems like it was another lifetime since we met. In a way, I guess it was. I honestly didn’t think it could happen. Don’t get me wrong, I have had my setbacks. But like you and Chaplain Smalley keep saying, the old Lewis Prescott is dead and Jesus keeps taking ground inside the new one every day.
 
Beth sat at the same visitors table where she’d first seen Lewis. Except for the extra coats of paint, the room was pretty much the same. Instead of one guard, she was accompanied by four—after she’d been carefully searched and introduced to the warden for a personal review of the rules:
—No touching.
—No exchange of items.
—All conversations must be loud enough to be heard by your escorts.
. . . and the list went on.
The visitors room was filled with inmates and their families. And, though she couldn’t be certain, it had seemed more than the usual number of heads had turned when she’d entered. That had been 45 minutes ago and there was still no sign of him.
She looked to the clock on the wall. It read 3:18.
The guards took little notice as they continued joking and bantering with one another. She adjusted her blouse, straightened the pleats in her skirt. She opened her purse and removed a tissue to blot the perspiration from her forehead. Despite its dull roar, the air conditioner was little match for the heat.
She looked back at the clock. It still read 3:18.
Suddenly, the metal door clicked and she turned to see yet another guard enter. He stood in the doorway until he spotted Beth, then stepped inside. Lewis followed behind. But it was not the Lewis she had seen before. There were no chains, no shackles. This was an entirely different person.
Before she knew it, she was up on her feet.
The guards immediately sprang into action, joining her on either side. But she barely noticed. Lewis’s eyes had connected with hers. He gave a shy, self-conscious smile and her heart swelled until she thought it would burst.
At last he arrived. They stood facing one another in silence, not three feet apart, the guards poised should there be any incident. No introductions were made, no one attempted to break the ice. There was only an awkward silence.
Finally, she swallowed and managed a husky, “Hello . . . Lewis.”
“Hey.” He nodded then glanced down. But only for a second. When he looked back up she saw it—the sheen of moisture covering his eyes. Unable to contain herself, she stepped forward and threw her arms around him. Guards from both sides reached for her, but they were immediately stopped by Lewis’s guard.
“Stand down!” he ordered. “We’re all right here. Everything’s all right.”
Lewis returned the embrace and she tightened her own. That’s when she felt something else. In his chest. A tiny convulsion. Then another. He’d begun to weep. The realization brought even more emotion from her—a wellspring of feelings rising from deep inside. She was sobbing now, too. Lewis’s grip tightened, as did hers—each clinging to the other, crying like children.
How long they stood there holding one another, she did not know. But when they finally separated, both were red-eyed and embarrassed. A quick glance to the guards showed the couple wasn’t the only ones moved by the experience. Finally, clumsily, a host offering his guest a seat, Lewis motioned to the table. Beth accepted the offer and they both sat.
To be honest, she didn’t remember much more of the meeting. Nor how long it lasted. She was sure she covered the points on her list, the ones she’d written down . . . how was he faring, what were his days like, his struggles, his victories, what could she do to help, and how could she pray?
She also remembered that he hadn’t said much, although he did ask about the twins.
“Oh, they’re coming around,” she said. “Slow, but they’re coming around.”
He nodded.
“Changes that big, they take time.”
He nodded again and she realized that he, more than anyone, knew about big changes.
She also recalled the end of the meeting. How they stiffly stood, still self-conscious, and how she asked if she could see him again.
“Yes,” he said, holding her gaze. “I’d like that.”
She reached out and they shared another embrace, more controlled and reserved than the last, until Lewis’s guard touched his elbow indicating it was time to go. Finally they separated, Lewis wiping his face as discreetly as possible. Then, forcing a smile, he gave her one last nod, turned and started for the door.
The meeting had taken a lot out of him, Beth could see that. And, though it may have been her imagination, she thought she saw something else as well. As he walked away he seemed just a little more confident, a little stronger. Before he stepped through the door, he turned back to her one last time. She gave him a smile and he broke into a grin.
And that’s when she knew. That’s when she realized he was really free.
He turned and stepped out of the room. The door behind him closed with a loud thud and click.
Beth remained standing, watching after him, until she realized how drained she was. Reaching for the table, she eased herself down and sat. It had been a long fight. And though she’d lost many of the battles, she had won the war. She had overcome every obstacle thrown in front of her. She had succeeded in doing what God had asked.
She had been able to love with the supernatural love of her Lord.



EPILOGUE
 
Over the following months and years, Beth made that 90-minute bus trip to see Lewis more times than she could remember. Eventually the two were given permission to walk about and visit other prisoners. God talk can be cheap. Especially in prison. But when the mother and murderer of her son spoke to these hardened criminals about the forgiving love of Jesus Christ, the men paid attention.
The battles weren’t over for Beth and Lewis, not by a long shot. But eventually Beth’s family came around and accepted their new brother in Christ. And Lewis? There were plenty of pitfalls waiting . . . some he avoided, some he did not. But gradually, month by month, year by year, he continued to grow into all that God knew he would become.
And Beth’s dream? It came true in ways she could not possibly have imagined. Not only had she given birth to one spiritual son, but as the two of them continued sharing their story throughout the prison, one inmate after another turned his life over to Jesus Christ. Soon, she became the spiritual mother of dozens of men, as evident by the numerous cards she received during the following Mother’s Days.
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Sample from, “Supernatural Warfare,” the second true story in the “Modern Day Miracles” series
CHAPTER THREE
Santa Monica, California
Saturday, 6:50 PM
“Are you sure those were the words he used? ‘I am?’”
“Yes,” Simon answered, his voice a little unsteady. “Is that significant?”
I glanced at the paper in my $69.95 portable typewriter, grateful I’d found yet another excuse to stop writing. It was my first contracted book, pretty heady stuff for a 22 year old. But even then I’d discovered that writing wasn’t nearly as exciting and glamorous as it sounded — especially on a thin sheet of plywood stretched between two, empty, moving boxes. Actually, the makeshift desk was pretty ingenious, particularly if you’re going for the got-no-bucks, newlywed look. But typing could be a problem. The little bounce the plywood gave with every keystroke didn’t always work to my advantage. But, thanks to Liquid Paper® (proof there was a loving God in heaven) I was slowly making progress. Emphasis on the slowly.
It had been a week since Simon’s first call. I rose from the borrowed, kitchen chair and walked around my desk. “I am,” I said. “That’s the name God used when He spoke to Moses up on Mount Sinai. It’s also what Jesus called himself when He told the people, ‘Before Abraham was born, I am.’”
There was nothing but silence on the other end of the line. I wasn’t sure what was going through Simon’s head so I continued, “Actually that’s pretty cool. It means like maybe it really was God talking to you.”
He cleared his throat. “And that could possibly explain . . .” His voice trailed off.
“Explain what?” I asked.
“My writing. I’m writing a fascinating paper on prayer and the power of God. I mean I am, but I’m not.”
“How’s that?”
“I hold a pen on a piece of paper. Then I close my eyes and —well, then I sort of lose consciousness.”
“You lose consciousness?”
“Yes, partially. My hand starts moving across the page and I write these remarkable passages . . . but I have no idea what I’ve written until I’ve finished and read them.”
“That’s incredible,” I said. “Then maybe, you know, maybe that really does make you like a prophet or something.”
“Would you like to hear it?”
I glanced at my typewriter. “Sure. You bet.”
So, for the next 30-40 minutes, Simon read me the paper he’d been writing. Quite frankly, many of the words and concepts were too lofty for me to understand – though I was struck by his constant use of the phrase, “The Christ,” and his repeated reference to, “letting God rule by deflating our egos.” But, what I did understand was insightful and sounded very spiritual. When he finally finished, I told him what I thought and also added, “But there’s one area you left out.”
“What’s that?”
“Worship,” I said. “Instead of just talking about prayer and God’s power, why not include something about worship?”
“I don’t . . . What do you mean?”
“You know, where we spend time telling Him how much we love Him, how cool we think He is? That’s part of prayer, too.”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
His response caught me off guard. We’d discussed it during his first call. And since worship had become such an important part of my life, I was always surprised when others didn’t get it. But, knowing he was one week old to the faith, and not wanting to embarrass him, I said, “Well, here, let me show you. I’ll just start to thank and praise Him over the phone, and then when you feel like it, you can join in. How’s that sound?”
He agreed and we began. Well, I began. He said nothing. I finally stopped to encourage him to join me. But the other end of the line was absolutely silent.
“Simon? Are you there?”
I strained to listen and then, ever so faintly, I heard a quiet groan.
“Simon, what’s wrong?”
“Cramps,” he moaned. “I’m getting these terrible cramps. I — I have to . . .” The receiver dropped and clattered to the ground.
“Simon? Simon!” I waited several more moments before he returned. When he spoke, his voice was raw and husky. “I’m sorry?”
“What’s wrong, what happened?
“I . . . had to throw up.”
“Are you sick?”
“I’m okay,” he answered. “It’s just . . .”
“What?”
“When you were praying I saw these . . . creatures.”
“Creatures?”
“Yes, they were circling me.”
“What do you mean, creatures? What did they look like?”
“Some were beautiful, but the others, they were awful. Grotesque.” He gave a little shudder. “One was half animal, half man.”
Always the optimist (after all, we had been praying) I asked, “Did they have wings?”
“No. They were frightening. Terrifying.”
I thought back to the Bible and remembered how nearly every encounter with the supernatural was filled with terror. It seemed everyone’s first reaction was to do a face plant on the ground until they were told to get up and, “Be not afraid.” If that was the case, Simon was in good company. So, I encouraged him to join me again.
“No,” he said, “you don’t understand.”
“It’s okay,” I insisted. “Telling God how much we love Him is a good thing. I don’t know what’s going on, but worshipping Him is good.”
Simon was still pretty shook up, but after several minutes of arguing and encouraging him to try again, he finally gave in. But, I’d no sooner started to pray before the moaning resumed. This time with words. “No,” He pleaded. “Please, please . . .”
“It’s alright,” I said. “Just let yourself go, just worship God.”
“No . . . you don’t understand.”
“Just let go, Simon. Trust Him.”
“No, please . . . please—”
Until, suddenly, he was cut off. And I heard a different voice. It was still Simon, but now he sounded confident, in control. “Bill . . .”
I gripped the phone a little tighter. “What’s happening? What’s going on?”
The voice continued, “I am an emissary of the Christ.”
“What are you talking about? Simon, what’s going on?”
“Simon is here, but now I am the one speaking.”
“I’m sorry — what?”
“Listen very carefully, for I have come to deliver you a message from the Christ.”
If I said anything, I don’t remember. If he said he was an angel, I don’t recall. I only remember that for a very long time he explained in great detail the paper Simon had written. I also remember Brenda coming in and asking if I wanted to join her and a friend. They were going to the Daisy, a Christian Nightclub in Beverly Hills where an acquaintance of ours, Keith Green, was performing.
I shook my head and when she persisted, I covered the mouthpiece and said, “Brenda, please, I’m talking to an angel.”
She looked at me kind of funny, but hey, it was the 70’s and we were new to California. Maybe this sort of thing was common.
But, as the voice continued speaking, I felt my suspicions begin to rise — especially when he said I would become Simon’s “father,” that I would instruct and direct him as we delivered this great, earth-shaking message to the world. It wasn’t so much the words he spoke, as the pride I felt rising up inside of me. I was going to be somebody special, a great teacher. Somebody others would respect and revere.
Not exactly the response Jesus had in mind when He called us to humility.
And with that realization came the first red flag.
Cautious, but still hoping I was listening to a real angel, I began to quietly whisper words of praise to God. The voice never acknowledged what I was doing and I remember thinking it odd that a holy “emissary of the Christ” would not acknowledge the worship. I also remembered part of a Bible verse that said, “Do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God.”
So finally, at an appropriate pause, I stepped in and asked, “Is Jesus Christ your Lord?”
There was a moment’s hesitation. And then, very clearly the voice answered, “Yes, he is my Lord.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. That was it. He’d passed the test. I had all the proof I needed. Still, I couldn’t shake my suspicions, particularly as he continued to feed and stroke my pride.
Eventually, Simon’s voice came back on the line. He sounded like he’d been drugged or was half asleep when he asked, “What happened?”
I explained as best I could, but in the middle of my explanation he dropped the receiver a second time and raced off to vomit.
When he returned I had no idea what to think or do. Actually, I did have an idea what to think . . . but I didn’t like what I was coming up with. I was way out of my league and knew that when all else fails, prayer is never a bad idea. So I asked Simon if he would join me. Maybe we could even worship a bit more.
“Why?” he asked. He was leery and exhausted. Who could blame him?
“I don’t know,” I said. “I just, I’m not so sure I like what’s going on.”
After several more minutes of coaxing, I again convinced him. But we’d only prayed a few words before he started to groan, “Please, don’t hurt him. Bill’s my friend. Don’t hurt him. Please, don’t—”
Suddenly, another voice broke in. Much stronger and far more commanding than the first.
“Hello, William.” Before I could answer, he continued, “There is no need to ask, because Christ is my Lord . . . and my brother.”
Red flag number two. Wasn’t claiming to be Christ’s brother close to claiming to be His equal?
The second voice repeated much of what the first had said, but in even greater detail. With suspicions continuing to mount, I again dropped into quiet praise and worship. But unlike the first voice, this one stopped and waited until I finished before he continued. We did this, starting and stopping, half a dozen times.
Then came another twist . . .
“One more thing, William,” he said. “You are too hard on yourself. You are human. Like the proverbial coin, you consist of a good side and a bad side. Do not be so demanding of yourself. The bad side is merely part of the same coin. You must learn to embrace both sides.”
Red flag number three.
He continued to talk. “I shall give Simon a dream tonight and you will have the ability to interpret it. That will be the beginning, the first stage of your new partnership together.” He went on to repeat how great I was and how I would change the world by sharing Christ’s love. Finally, after another impossibly long monologue, he ended the talk and Simon resurfaced, once again asking what had happened.
By now I was confused, suspicious and, like Simon, exhausted. So I gave him a quick recap, promised to call him in the morning, and we hung up. In all honesty, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted and moved by all the predictions of my greatness and the promises that I’d be drawing people closer to God. After all, wasn’t that why I’d studied acting and directing at the University of Washington? Wasn’t that why I went to film school in Rome? Wasn’t that why Brenda and I had moved to LA?
But there were those flags.
I glanced at the clock. It was nearly 11:00 PM. We’d been on the phone over four hours. Apparently time flies when you’re tempted to sell your soul. I took a deep breath, said another prayer, and reached back for the phone.
It was time to call in the big guns.
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