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unquiet slumbers
1984
The wind whistled through the cornfields, fluttering the stalks like a restless ghost. Outside the tenant house, Floyd Earnshaw—Daddy to Cathy—raged as he banged on the front door.
“Get in the closet, babies,” said Mama Galloway to Heath and Cathy. She was already urging the children inside the linen closet and shutting the door after them.
Mama Galloway wasn’t really Cathy’s mother. She was a hired hand who lived on the tenant house of the farm. She did some cooking, some housekeeping, some cleaning, and she helped with the planting and harvesting. Heath was her son.
Daddy had been drinking whiskey that night. He drank a little bit of it every night, but some nights more than others, and some nights, it made him mean.
Some nights he only came down to kiss on Mama Galloway, in her little tenant house, right in the shadow of the big farm house. But some nights he yelled and growled, and then Cathy was afraid of him.
Those nights, when Mama Galloway heard his heavy fist on the door, his slurred voice outside, she would hide Cathy and Heath in the closet.
It was like that on this night. Mama Galloway shut the door after them. “Hush now, little ones,” she said. “Daddy won’t be happy to find you here.”
Cathy bit down on her fingernails, peering through the slits in the door to the closet. She was seven years old, and she wasn’t supposed to bite her fingernails anymore. But when she was nervous, she couldn’t help herself.
Heath was bigger than her. He was eight years old, and he was her favorite person on earth. They played together every day. Heath was never like her big brother Matt, who always pulled her hair and called her a sissy baby.
Heath touched her arm in the darkness of the closet. “It’s okay, Cathy. He won’t find us. He never does.”
She nodded. The closet was full of folded sheets and towels, and it smelled like laundry detergent.
She and Heath were quiet. They could hear Mama Galloway outside, opening the door.
“Floyd, what are you doing down here?” she said.
“I’m looking for my girl.” Daddy’s voice. It was heavy and slurred, the way it always was when he’d had a lot of whiskey. “My Catherine. Is she down here, Wanda? You know I don’t like it when you let her sleep over with that boy of yours. It ain’t right, boys and girls in the same bed.”
“Oh, they’re only children, you know that. They’re innocent little babes,” said Mama. “Why don’t you sit down here? I’ll get you some coffee. You could use it, hon.”
“Don’t want coffee. I want my daughter. Where is she?”
Daddy’s voice was getting louder as he got close to the closet.
“Floyd, calm down,” said Mama.
“You down here, Catherine? You naughty girl, running off like that on your old daddy. When I find you, I’m going to beat your backside black and blue.”
“Floyd—”
“No,” roared Daddy. “She’s not yours, you know, Wanda. That little girl is mine and her dead, sweet mother’s. And you ain’t nothing but hired help, when it comes down to it.”
“Sit down and stop it,” said Mama. “You been drinking, and you’re going to regret saying all this in the morning. Whenever you do this, you always apologize to me.”
“You force me to apologize, woman!”
“Ow, Floyd, don’t grip me so tight.”
A crashing noise.
Cathy squeezed her eyes shut. Heath wrapped his arm around her protectively. It was going to be a night where Daddy broke things, then. He got like that sometimes when he drank too much. Last time, he broke a vase that Mama Galloway had gotten from her grandmother. It had been beautiful, all purple and glazed and wonderful. Cathy missed it. But Daddy had called Mama Galloway’s grandmother a “gypsy whore” and smashed the vase against the wall.
Mama had cried. Cathy and Heath had huddled in the closet and listened, and they were both afraid. But the next morning, Daddy and Mama were all made up, kissing while Mama scrambled eggs in the kitchen.
“You do,” said Floyd. “You get inside my head, and I can’t stop trying to make you happy. You’re a witch. A gypsy witch, and you cursed me.”
“That’s right,” said Mama, but her voice was strained. “Cursed you with love, you big lug. Now let me go.”
Mama told them sometimes. She told them how she used to travel with her gypsy family, doing fortunes and making jewelry and working odd jobs. But she gave it all up after the night she met Daddy. She came to work on the farm, moved into the tenant house, and she never went back to her family.
“Shut up, you stupid bitch,” growled Daddy.
Another crashing noise.
Mama screamed. “Floyd, stop!”
“You stupid, stupid bitch,” said Daddy, and it sounded like he was concentrating real hard on something.
Mama was making gurgling noises.
Cathy pressed her eyes up against the flats of the closet and looked outside. Daddy had his hands wrapped around Mama’s neck really tight. Mama’s face was turning red.
“Heath,” whispered Cathy.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” Daddy was muttering, a slurred litany.
Heath saw what was happening. He opened up the door to the closet. “Stop it, Daddy.”
Daddy looked up to see Heath. He flung Mama away.
Mama fell into the end table, and the impact of her head against the wood made a loud cracking noise. It looked like it hurt. But Mama didn’t even cry out. She didn’t do anything at all.
“What are you doing in there?” said Daddy.
Heath ran over to Mama. “Mama? Mama?”
Cathy started to cry.
And then Daddy saw her. “Catherine? You are down here. Hiding in the closet with that boy.” He stepped towards her, but he was shaky on his feet.
Heath was shaking Mama. “Mama? Mama, wake up!”
“What did you do to Mama Galloway, Daddy?” said Cathy. “What did you do to her?”
Daddy advanced on Cathy. He pulled back his hand and slapped her hard across her cheek.
Cathy screamed.
Heath got up. “Don’t!”
Daddy looked at him.
“You killed her,” said Heath, his dark eyes flashing. “You killed my mama. You killed my mama!”
Daddy backed away from Heath. “I…” He looked afraid.



2013
“I can’t believe you’d do this,” said Eli Linton, Thera’s father.
“I don’t see what the big deal is,” said Thera. Her real name was Catherine, but she went by Thera. She was named after her mother, who had died of complications giving birth to her. Her father told her that he’d named her that because he wanted to honor Thera’s mom. But then he couldn’t bear to say her name out loud, so he’d started calling her Thera instead.
Thera thought it was weird. She was glad enough not be called by her mother’s name. It was kind of creepy, when she thought about it, having a dead woman’s name. And Thera didn’t know anything about her mother. Her father would never talk about her, since it was too painful for him.
They were in the kitchen. Sunlight was streaming through the window, and her father was holding onto her laptop, glaring at her as if she’d just committed some sin too horrible to name.
She was pouring coffee into two mugs—one for her dad and one for her.
“The big deal, Thera, is that I told you to stay away from these people.”
She opened the refrigerator door and got out some almond milk. “It’s not people, Dad, it’s only my cousin Linton. And anyway, what gives you the right to go through my facebook messages like that?”
“The computer was sitting open on your bed.” Eli folded his arms over his chest. He peered around her body. “Are you putting that almond milk crap in there?”
Thera turned to hide what she was doing from her father. He was watching his cholesterol, and the doctor had advised that he needed to avoid animal fats whenever possible. Her dad didn’t want anything to do with it, but Thera made sure to watch out for him when she could. Almond milk was just as good as cow milk in coffee. It was even vanilla flavored. “Why were you in my room?”
“It’s my house. I can go where I please,” he said. “And I should be able to have cream in my coffee if I want it. Real cream.”
“Daddy,” she sighed. “I’m worried about you. You have to start eating healthier. You promised you would make some changes.”
Eli’s nostrils flared. “Changes, sure. But I didn’t agree to tofu and almond milk and that quinoa stuff you keep trying to feed me.”
Thera squirted some agave nectar—a natural sweetener—into her father’s mug. She gave the coffee a stir and handed it to him. “It’s good for you.”
Eli made a face. He took a sip.
“Doesn’t it taste good?”
He set the mug down on the counter. “It’s not bad, I guess. But I don’t see how you have time to worry over what I’m eating and time to study for your classes. Your priority needs to be your studies, and you know that.”
Thera was only a few weeks away from her last week of freshman year of college. Living at home with her dad wasn’t the most exciting way to spend her undergrad, but she didn’t have the heart to leave him all alone. She was all that was left of her father’s family. He’d lost his sister and parents in addition to Thera’s mother. He’d be lonely without her, and she knew that.
She gave him a hug. “I couldn’t leave you alone, Daddy. But you could try to remember that I’m a grownup, and that you can’t snoop on my computer whenever you want.”
Eli sighed. “Maybe I did invade your privacy, but I can’t keep silent about this. Heath Galloway hates you, Thera. He wishes you were never born. Anything to do with him is bad news.”
“I told you, it’s not about that Heath guy,” said Thera. “It’s only about Linton. He’s your nephew. And he wants to meet me. I don’t see what the big deal is.”
Eli shook his head. “No, it’s not Linton. I read these messages, and Linton did not write them. Heath wrote them. He’s trying to lure you back, and god knows what horrible things he wants to do to you.”
“You can’t know that. You don’t know Linton.”
“I know Heath.”
“No kid my age is letting their dad write facebook messages for them,” Thera said. “It’s not Heath. It’s Linton. And you’re paranoid.”
“You don’t know Heath Galloway. He’s capable of manipulating Linton in ways you can’t possibly understand,” said Eli. “I got us out of that place because of what he did to my family. I never want to see him again, and I don’t want you to see him either. I’m only sorry that Linton is suffering the way he is, and that he’s trapped with that horrible man.”
Thera rolled her eyes. “You’re sounding crazy. You know that, right?”
“You won’t email Linton again,” said Eli. “And you won’t see him. Is that clear?”
“You can’t tell me what to do anymore, Dad. I’m—”
“Promise me, Thera.”
He seemed so serious. Fine. If it made him happy, she’d promise. But he was completely overreacting. She was sure there was nothing dangerous about going to meet her cousin. What her father didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.



1993
Heath was waiting for Cathy after English class. He was wearing a plaid shirt under his faded jean jacket, and he was leaning against the lockers, smirking at her.
He had a really sexy smirk.
Heath’s hair was dark. It had a little bit of curl to it. It hung around his face, reaching nearly to his shoulders. His skin was dusky and brown. His eyes were ringed in a dark fringe of lashes. He was beautiful and scruffy all at the same time. Her exotic gypsy and the boy she’d grown up with rolled into one.
She sauntered over to him. “Hey.”
He raised his eyebrows at her appraisingly, his idea of a greeting. “Want to cut sixth with me?”
“And do what?”
He shrugged. His shrugs were eloquence defined. She didn’t think she’d ever seen someone shrug quite like Heath Galloway. Whenever he shrugged, he looked intense and committed, but also aloof and disinterested. She wasn’t sure how he managed to effortlessly embody such polar opposites in a single gesture. “Hang out. Smoke cigarettes. Drive around.”
“I don’t know.” Cathy couldn’t figure Heath out. They’d been best friends since forever, attached at the hip when they were kids. But lately, she’d realized that Heath was attractive, and it had made everything extremely confusing.
She hadn’t meant to notice how gorgeous he was. It had happened by accident. They were hanging out in the barn, and Heath was draped over the loft, blowing smoke rings at the ceiling. He’d smiled at her briefly, and suddenly…
He wasn’t just her friend anymore. Suddenly, he was a man, with broad shoulders and blunt fingers and hair growing on his chin and on his chest and on his forearms. And he moved with this lithe grace that was extraordinarily masculine. His eyes were shadowed and expressive. His mouth was sensuous and inviting. His hesitance, which she’d always taken for granted, was now a tantalizing mystery.
Now, whenever she was around him, he dazzled her.
“Come on, Cathy,” he said, tugging up half his mouth in a wry smile. “You really going to miss anything in sixth period?”
She tucked her hair behind her ear, shy around him in a way she’d never been. “Okay.”
His grin widened, lighting up his whole face. He reached over and took her hand.
Shivers traveled up her arm. He was touching her!
She smiled up at him.
He looked down at her.
It seemed like they gazed into each other’s eyes for a long time.
Then Heath said, “We should go, huh?”
Cathy nodded wordlessly.
* * *
Cathy watched Heath park the truck at the edge of the cornfield. The sun was going down in front of them, and the sky had gone all neon pinks and purples. She and Heath had been driving around all afternoon, sometimes talking, sometimes not.
She spent time with him constantly, but it was different lately. She felt it in the way she looked at him. But she wasn’t sure if he felt it.
Sometimes, he looked at her in a certain way, and she thought maybe he was feeling it too. Like maybe he was seeing her differently as well. But then he’d do something like tickle her or burp really loudly, and it was just like they were kids again, like nothing had changed.
Heath took the keys out of the ignition and tossed them on the dashboard. He got two cigarettes out of his pack and lit them both. He handed one to Cathy.
She took it. Heath lit her cigarettes so often that she wasn’t even sure if she knew how to do it herself sometimes. She put in her mouth and took a deep draw.
This was touching his lips and now it’s touching mine.
The thought gave her flutters in her stomach.
“The, uh, sky’s kind of pretty,” said Heath, staring at it.
“Yeah,” she said. Since when did Heath care about sunsets?
They were quiet again, sitting in amiable silence, smoking and staring as the sun sank and the sky grew darker and darker.
All at once, she couldn’t handle the way she felt about him. It was tearing her up inside. It was crushing her. There was only one way to be free of it. She had to tell him.
She tossed her cigarette out the window of the truck. “I just keep thinking about how it’s always been you and me, Heath. You ever think about that?”
His face was shadowed, his eyes dark. “Sure. I guess.” He blew smoke at her face, utterly aloof.
She reached over and took away the cigarette.
“Hey,” he said. “What the fuck?”
She tossed it out the window too. “I think you should kiss me.”
His eyes widened.
She plowed forward before she lost her nerve. “To see what it’s like, you know?”
“You’re crazy, Cathy.”
“Like you’ve never thought about doing it,” she challenged him, acting more bold than she actually felt. For all she knew, he didn’t even see her that way.
He reached across the truck and touched her hair.
Shocks went through her suddenly. Oh.
His dark eyes captured her own, deep and endless, like staring into the blackest night, a void that went on for eternities.
“It just seems right, doesn’t it? Like we’re connected?” she whispered.
He swallowed. His face inched closer to hers.
She parted her lips.
He tucked her hair behind her ear, fingers trailing over her cheek. “Cathy. All I think about is you.”
And then he was kissing her.
His mouth was hesitant on hers, but he possessed her as well. Just like the way he shrugged, his kiss was a bundle of opposites. Sweet but hard. Slow but consuming.
And when their tongues touched, she felt herself fall apart inside. She’d never even imagined such a feeling. So pleasant, so pure. So raw.
His arms went around her, tucked her up against his chest, the smell of his jean jacket all around her, and she fit into him there. Perfect. Right.
It was like finding the place she’d always belonged, even though she’d never known what it would feel like to belong there.
She wrapped her arms around his neck. She thrust her fingers into his curls.
He gasped against her mouth.
And she kissed Heath until the sun was long buried behind the horizon and the sky was full of glittering stars.
* * *
Once Heath started, it seemed like he couldn’t stop kissing Cathy. He’d been thinking about it for so long. He wasn’t sure how long. Maybe a year. Maybe more. Maybe since the first time he’d noticed her mosquito-bite breasts, when she was eleven or twelve, and they were swimming in the creek behind the house in their clothes. Maybe he’d wanted to kiss her then.
Heath didn’t think so. That first realization had just been… strange.
She was Cathy. He hadn’t wanted to think of her as a girl. Not back then. He hadn’t wanted to think about girls at all. From what he could see, getting into it with a girl was the stupidest thing a guy could do. Girls made guys crazy. They made them do stupid things.
Like Floyd Earnshaw, for instance.
Guy’d killed Heath’s mother. In front of Heath. He’d been drunk and crazy and cruel.
Sure, he’d sobbed over it. Sure, he’d blubbered and apologized.
But Floyd should be in jail for that.
He would have been, if Heath hadn’t kept his damned mouth shut. If he and Cathy both hadn’t. They’d been kids. They’d been scared.
And damned if Floyd didn’t kiss his ass now. He treated Heath better than he treated his own son, Matt. Heath got whatever he wanted. The truck he drove, the new CDs of the bands he liked, the comic books he read. Whatever he wanted.
And what Heath wanted the most was for Floyd to keep his damned hands off Cathy.
Which he mostly did, except if he got too drunk.
Then Heath had to intervene. He’d yank Floyd away from his daughter, tell him to lay off. Always with that threat, Heath’s ace in the hole. You leave Cathy alone, or I’ll tell everyone how you killed my mother, you jackass.
But Heath lived down in the tenant house, and sometimes he didn’t hear it, or he didn’t know it was going on.
Cathy never complained, but he saw the bruises. She’d shrug and ask for a cigarette, saying, “I got in the way of Daddy’s fists again, you know?” And then she’d laugh, like it was a joke.
Heath didn’t think it was a joke. And he wasn’t going to let it last forever.
He hadn’t had a plan before. But now, with Cathy in his arms, her body small and sweet against him, he knew he couldn’t let her get hurt again. They were old enough. They could keep the farm going without Floyd. Heath was going to turn him in once and for all. No statute of limitations on murder, right? And there was no reason for Floyd to stay here, beating on his daughter and getting drunk night after night.
When they were little kids, Floyd had served a purpose. He’d allowed Heath and Cathy to stay together. He’d been a legal guardian. He’d fed them and clothed them. (Sort of, anyway.) Now, he wasn’t needed.
Heath guessed it had happened to him too. He was going crazy over a girl, willing to throw everything out of balance to keep her safe. But it was different. She wasn’t just a girl. She was Cathy. She was his everything. They’d grown up together. They were inseparable.
And now she was pressed close, her skin so soft under his touch, her lips eager against his. And he was trying his damnedest to say goodbye to her. But he couldn’t stop kissing her.
He’d managed to pull away long enough to drive back up to the farmhouse. Then he’d leaned over to give her a kiss goodbye.
That had been an eternity ago. All he wanted to do was kiss her forever.
The light on the front porch of the farmhouse came on.
Heath ignored it. And Cathy did too. She just moaned softly, running her hands over his back, making him feel shivery, making him want to pin her down and kiss her harder.
A banging on the truck’s window. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”
Heath raised his head from Cathy and glared defiantly at Floyd Earnshaw. “What’s it look like, Floyd?”
Floyd ripped open the door to the truck and yanked Cathy out of the cab.
She stumbled and fell onto the ground.
Heath leaped out after her. “Hey, watch it.”
“Watch it?” Floyd grabbed Heath by the collar and slammed him up against the truck. “You shut your mouth, gypsy trash. And you better keep away from my daughter from now on, you hear me?”
Cathy was tugging at her father’s sleeve. “Daddy, don’t. Just leave him alone.”
Heath grinned. “I’m not keeping away, Floyd. You can’t keep me away from her.”
Floyd shook Cathy off like an annoying insect. He dug his fingers into Heath’s neck.
“Oh, that’s the way,” Heath said, his grin widening. “Why don’t you just strangle me… Daddy?”
Floyd let go of Heath right away, like he’d been burned.
“That’s what I thought,” said Heath, shrugging his clothes back into place and stepping away from the truck. He looked over Floyd’s shoulder. “You okay, Cathy?”
She was brushing herself off. She nodded.
Man, she was so pretty, it hurt. Heath wished he could touch her again, just one last kiss before he left. But that would be pushing it. He didn’t need to make Floyd even angrier.
So, he jumped back into the truck. “I’ll pick you up for school tomorrow, all right?”
“Okay,” said Cathy.
“I don’t think so,” said Floyd. “Cathy, you can take the bus.”
Cathy rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Daddy.”
Heath would pick her up at the bus stop, then. And maybe they wouldn’t bother going to school. Maybe they’d drive to the police station instead, and maybe they’d tell them a little story about what happened to Wanda Galloway. Maybe Floyd would be in custody by tomorrow evening. Heath smiled grimly thinking about it.
He backed out of the driveway, watching as Cathy headed inside the farmhouse. Floyd shot a look over his shoulder at Heath. It was venomous—full of hate.
Heath fought the urge to flip the old man off.
He hoped Cathy would be all right. Ever since her older brother Matt had left for college, Cathy had been alone in that house with Floyd. Heath used to stay up there right after Mama died, but in the past few years, he found he couldn’t stomach being under the same roof with the man who killed his mother, and so he’d taken up residence in the tenant house, where they used to live.
Maybe it hadn’t been smart to make out with Cathy in front of the farmhouse, rubbing Floyd’s nose in it. But he hadn’t been able to resist kissing her again. God, kissing Cathy had been so good, more amazing than he could possibly have imagined.
He was at the bottom of the driveway when he heard Cathy scream.
As quickly as he could, he put the car in drive and sped back up the farmhouse. He barely put it in park before he leaped out, ran to the farmhouse, and ripped open the door.
Cathy and Floyd were at the top of the steps.
Floyd had her up against the wall. He was pummeling her, driving his fists into her stomach. “Why can’t you be a good girl, Cathy? Why can’t you be a good girl?”
“Get your filthy hands off of her,” Heath yelled, taking the steps two at a time.
Floyd didn’t stop. “Don’t you know what he is, Cathy? Do you know what you’ve been kissing? You know who you’ve been—”
Heath tore the man away from his daughter. “You bastard.”
“You shouldn’t touch her, boy,” Floyd said hoarsely. “It’s a bad business, I tell you.”
Heath didn’t think. He was full of rage at this man, who had murdered his mother, who was hurting the girl he loved.
Heath hurled Floyd down the steps.
Floyd cried out, a keening, rasping sound.
His body thudded against the stairs. There was a crunching noise.
Floyd tumbled over himself, head over knees.
Once.
Twice.
And then he was still.
* * *
Cathy rushed down the steps to her father’s inert form, screaming the whole time. She knelt next to him. “Daddy?”
She nudged him.
It was like poking bread dough. He didn’t move.
She let out a whimper, covering her mouth with one hand.
Heath was still at the top of the steps. He stared down at her with his black eyes.
Cathy put her hand on her father’s chest and shook him. “Daddy. Daddy, wake up.”
Heath moved forward, lithe as a cat. He began to descend the stairs with liquid grace.
She stood up, shaking. “You killed him,” she whispered.
Heath closed his eyes, his sooty eyelashes fluttering, dazzling her even now, in this moment of all moments. He paused on the steps, and he was hesitant again, slumping his shoulders, dropping his head. “I didn’t mean…”
She couldn’t hold herself up anymore. She fell back into the railing, and the first sob ripped through her body, echoing in the stairwell.
“He wasn’t exactly a very good father,” said Heath. “He was hurting you. He was using you like a punching bag when I walked in here.”
She turned on him, suddenly furious. The anger gave her strength, energy she didn’t know she had and she was on her feet then, running up the steps to meet Heath, pounding on his chest with tightly clenched fists. “He was my daddy. You never had one, so you can’t understand. But he was my only daddy, and you took him away from me.”
Heath grabbed her wrists. “Like he took Mama?”
She looked down at her father’s twisted body, remembered his rages. Remembered the sight of Daddy’s hands around Mama Galloway’s throat all those years ago. Hiding in that closet with Heath, both of them so afraid.
She turned back to Heath. “You planned this. You were waiting for this. You wanted to kill him.”
“No,” said Heath. “No, it was an accident. I wanted to report him to the police. I never… But he was hitting you, Cathy, and I couldn’t take it anymore. No one should ever hurt you.”
She peered up at him, and he wouldn’t meet her gaze. Instead he shoved his hair behind his ears and stared at his feet.
“You did it for me?” she said.
“Yes.”
She nodded. Of course he had. Heath was her protector. Hadn’t he stopped her father before, all those nights when Daddy had gotten drunk and taken his fists to her? Heath wouldn’t let anything happen to her. Ever.
So, he’d killed her father.
If she told anyone that, they’d take Heath away from her. And what would she do without her protector?
“It was an accident.” She nodded slowly. “An accident. He fell down the steps. He was drunk, and he lost his balance.” She looked up into Heath’s eyes, making it clear to him that she’d stick to that story.
Heath swallowed. “Thank you, Cathy.”
She cupped his cheek with one hand, his stubble tickling the inside of her palm. And she brought her lips to his—his sweet, sweet lips—and she kissed him.
His mouth was fierce on hers, his kiss like an uncontrollable whirlwind.
Her father was dead, but she had Heath. And that was the most important thing. Heath had done more for her than her father ever had. Heath was everything.
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“My father,” said Linton Galloway, “and your mother were childhood sweethearts. I suppose you didn’t know that?”
“No,” said Thera. She had defied her father’s wishes and gone to meet Linton at a coffee shop he’d told her about. It was about an hour away, in a little town in West Virginia. She’d thought the drive was pretty, the mountains rising up majestic and blue-green against the sky. Her father had told her that she’d been born in West Virginia, but they’d never visited. Eli said it was a dark period of time in his life, and he had no desire to remember it.
Linton wasn’t what she expected. He was blond and skinny, with mischievous blue eyes. He looked like her father Eli a little. Linton spoke in a funny way, overly precise, she supposed. He made sure to pronounce all the t’s in every word, which sounded awkward to her.
“You have to come back and see the house,” said Linton, sipping at his soy milk latte. He’d explained to her that he was lactose intolerant and allergic to gluten, but his father rarely made concessions for his allergies, and therefore he practically starved. He’d turned mournful blue eyes on her, as if he expected her to feel sorry for him, but she didn’t. She felt slightly repulsed by him instead. She’d almost walked out then, but he was her cousin, after all, and they had been sending facebook messages back and forth for months. She wanted to get to know him, and so she stayed.
“The house?” Thera asked.
“The farmhouse,” said Linton. “Where I live with my father. And where your mother grew up.”
She furrowed her brow. “How does your father own the farmhouse if it’s where my mother grew up? Shouldn’t her family have it?”
“Oh, your mother’s side of the family doesn’t really exist anymore,” said Linton. “Your grandfather, your uncle Matt… both dead.” He smiled a queer smile. “Father says that you wouldn’t have wanted to meet them anyway.”
“I don’t seem to have much family at all,” said Thera. “Most of my relatives on my dad’s side of the family are gone too.”
Linton thrust his hand across the table and grasped hers. “That’s why we have to stick together, Thera. It’s just you and me, if you don’t count our fathers.”
Thera nodded. Something about Linton rubbed her the wrong way. She wasn’t sure what it was. She moved her hand away from his and tucked it under the table.
“We have so much in common,” said Linton. “Both of us were only raised by our fathers. And our mother and father were in love. We could have been brother and sister, you know.”
“How do you know that my mother was in love with your father?”
“Because my father told me so,” said Linton. “He talks about her all the time, especially when he’s drunk. ‘Cathy this, Cathy that. Cathy was the love of my life and I’m a fool for losing her.’ That sort of thing.”
“How did he lose her?”
“Well, your father came along and stole her away, of course.”
Thera raised her eyebrows. “Really?” She chewed on her lip. “My father never tells me anything about her. He says it hurts too much. And he says that your father—Heath—hates me and wants to hurt me.”
Linton leaned forward conspiratorially. “Well, I guess they don’t really get along, our fathers.”
“They don’t?”
“Think about it. They were in love with the same woman. Probably doesn’t make them best friends,” said Linton. “But my father isn’t angry with you. He wants to meet you. He said I should bring you by the house. You’ll come, won’t you?”
Thera furrowed her brow. “If Heath loved my mother so much, why did he marry your mother?” She and Linton were cousins because Eli and Isabella were brother and sister.
Linton became interested in his coffee. “I don’t know much about my mother. I can’t remember her.”
That was another thing they had in common, she supposed. She and Linton really should be hitting it off. Why didn’t she feel like she should go back to that house, though? Was it her father’s warning? Was she being paranoid?
“My father says she was a spoiled bitch, and it’s good I never met her.”
“That’s not a very nice thing to say,” said Thera.
Linton shrugged. “It’s probably true. She killed herself, you know. She left me alone on purpose.”
Oh, how horrible. Thera’s heart went out to him. No wonder he was such a strange boy. Well, not a boy, exactly, she guessed. He must be about her age. Maybe a bit younger. She put her hand back on the table and touched his fingers. “I’m so sorry.”
Linton’s blue eyes met hers. They were like pools of deep blue water, infinitely deep. She felt like she was falling into them, being sucked down.
“You’ll come back to the house, won’t you?” said Linton.
“Of course,” she said.



1993
Soul Asylum was playing in Cathy’s room. She was lying on Heath’s stomach. They were both on her bed. He was idly tracing his fingers over her bare arm. She closed her eyes, thinking that it would be too cold for t-shirts soon. Fall would come, turning the leaves brown and crackly, and she’d have to bundle up in thick sweaters. She thought of snuggling close to Heath, and she liked it.
“You called him?” Heath asked.
“Like ten times,” said Cathy. “I kept getting his answering machine.”
“He’s the only person who can set stuff up?”
“Yeah.”
“He’s got to check his messages sometime, though, right?”
“I don’t know. He’s Matt. Maybe he won’t.”
“We could go find him,” said Heath. “I’ll drive you.”
“No.” That could end up being disastrous. Matt hated Heath, always had, probably because their father seemed to favor Heath over Matt. She didn’t want Heath around when she broke the news to her brother.
“Well, we can’t wait around forever, Cathy. There’s a dead body. Arrangements have to be made, and if you need Matt—”
“Don’t.” She sat up.
Heath shifted, propping himself up with one elbow. “What?”
“Don’t call him a dead body,” she said. “It’s bad enough what you did to him. Now that he’s gone, you don’t get to take away the fact he’s still a person.”
Heath’s jaw twitched. “He was a horrible person.”
“I know.” Cathy looked down at her fingernails. She’d chewed them all down to the quick. She hadn’t chewed her fingernails since she was a little girl, but she’d somehow started again. She was nervous a lot, she guessed. When the police had come, she’d been afraid that they’d know she was lying about what happened. Every time she told the story, she had to watch her inflection, wonder if she was believable. It wasn’t that she wished her father was still alive, because she didn’t. Maybe that made her an evil person, but she was glad he was gone. “I’m grateful for what you did, Heath. I know you were protecting me. But he was still my dad, you know?”
Heath shrugged, one of his complicated, elegant motions. “No. I don’t know. He was a monster, Cathy. He hurt you. He killed my mother. He was drunk all the time. He was worthless.”
“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t talk like that.”
He met her gaze, and she was trapped in his deep, black eyes. “He deserved it.”
“You aren’t sorry? At all?”
“Do you want me to be?”
She looked away.
And his arms came around her, his lips at her ear. “I’m sorry it hurts you. I’m sorry that you’re sad. I never want to hurt you, Catherine Earnshaw. I’d do anything for you.”
She tilted her head back, giving him access to her neck. “Anything?”
His lips trailed down her skin. “Anything.”
And the door to her room burst open. “Cathy?” Matt came inside.
She pushed Heath away, scrambling off the bed.
Matt glared down at Heath, who was still sprawled out, smirking up at Matt.
Cathy hugged her brother. “You’re here. I called you and called you, but you didn’t answer. Something happened to Daddy.”
Matt stepped out of her embrace. He wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at Heath. “The police called me. I know what happened.”
Heath ran a hand through his hair. “Hi there, Matt. Sorry about your loss.”
Matt’s face turned blood red. “Get off her bed.”
“Matt, don’t.” Cathy tugged at his arm. “Just let it go.” She looked over her shoulder at Heath. “You should go. Let us be alone.”
Heath took his time getting off the bed.
“What are you going to do now?” Matt asked Heath. “Without my daddy to give you all the toys you want?”
Heath stood up, straightening his jacket, nonplussed.
“Things are going to change around here,” said Matt. “I’m going to rent out the tenant house. You want to stay here, you’ll have to earn your keep.”
Heath raised his eyebrows. “Look, Matt, you’re upset. I’ll get out of your face. I’m sorry.”
“You’re not sorry enough yet,” said Matt.



1985
Matt pushed his bike over the trail. He’d gotten to the point where he didn’t let anyone else see his bike anymore, because it was so stupid looking. Everyone else he knew had small, compact bikes for racing and jumping ramps and stuff. Their bikes were black with super-cool spatters of neon green and yellow all over them. Matt’s bike looked like it had come from the dark ages. It was huge. And it was an ugly brown color. He rode it around the farm, but he didn’t let his buddies see it anymore. They ragged him too hard about it.
He’d asked his dad if he could have a new bike, but his dad never let him. He always said that they didn’t have enough money for stuff like that. But Dad always seemed to find money enough for more booze. His dad cared about drinking way more than he cared about his own son.
Up ahead of him on the trail, he saw someone else pushing a bike.
That was weird. Who else even knew about the farm trail besides Cathy and Heath? And they didn’t even have bikes.
Matt swung a leg up over his bicycle and pedaled close to the figure on the bike.
He couldn’t believe it. It was Heath. With one of those new, super-cool bikes.
How did that brat get one? He was only nine years old. He didn’t even need a bike like that. He was still a little kid.
Heath smirked at him when he saw him coming.
Matt got off his bike. “Hey, gypsy fuck. Where’d you steal that bike?”
“Didn’t steal it,” said Heath. “And don’t call me that.”
“You did so.” Matt propped his bike up against a tree and went over to Heath. “How else would you get this?”
“From your dad,” said Heath.
Matt clenched his teeth together. He ripped the handlebars away from Heath.
“Hey,” said Heath. “You can’t do that.”
“He’s my dad,” said Matt. “He’s not yours.” He started up the trail with Heath’s bike.
Heath came after him. “Give it back, Matt.”
“Eat shit and die,” Matt called over his shoulder. Why did his father always do stuff like this? Why would he give Heath a new bike and not Matt? Matt was his own son. Heath was just some orphan brat who lived with them. Matt hated that kid.
Heath launched himself onto Matt’s back.
Matt had to let go of the bike. He ripped Heath off of him and threw the smaller boy onto the ground. “Don’t mess with me, okay?”
“Give me back my bike,” said Heath, struggling to his feet.
Matt knocked him down again. He leapt onto the boy and pushed his face into the dirt. “Shut up.”
“I’m telling your dad,” said Heath, his voice on the verge of tears.
“Don’t be a baby,” said Matt. He got up and swung his leg over onto Heath’s bike. Then he rode away.
Later, his father took a belt to him drunkenly, scolding him that Heath didn’t have a family, that his mother was dead, and that they needed to treat him nicely.
Fuck treating that gypsy nicely. He’d already stolen everything Matt had. And Matt hadn’t had much to begin with.



1993
Heath stood next to Cathy, her fingers twined in his. They watched as the casket containing Floyd Earnshaw’s remains was lowered into the ground. It was a sunny day, still warm with late September heat. Cathy was crying, but Heath’s eyes were dry. He’d never cry for that man. Never.
He wanted to draw Cathy into his arms, hold her close, let her sob into his shoulder, and take all of her pain into his own body. But Matt was already glaring at them for holding hands, and Heath didn’t want to piss the guy off anymore than he already had.
He didn’t hold Matt any ill will. He was a bit of a prick, but he wasn’t a bad guy. He didn’t understand why Floyd had always sucked up to Heath. Matt took it as favoritism. He thought that Floyd liked Heath better. He was jealous.
Matt didn’t understand that Floyd’s kindness had been a bribe, buying Heath’s silence about what he’d done to his mother. Heath wasn’t going to tell Matt that either, because his mother’s death gave Heath a motive for killing Floyd. And Heath wasn’t about to hand out ammunition to anyone, especially someone like Matt, who already had it in for him.
Not that anyone seemed to suspect him. No, Floyd was a known drunk. The police bought Cathy’s story without any problem. Accidental death. End of story.
And Heath didn’t see why it shouldn’t be ruled that. He hadn’t gone in with the intention of killing Floyd Earnshaw. Even when he’d pulled the man off Cathy, Heath hadn’t been trying to kill him. He’d only been protecting her. She was the most important thing to him.
She leaned into him, and he put his arm around her.
She burrowed her face into the folds of his jacket. Her shoulders shook.
Matt’s eyes shot daggers at him.
Heath glared back, putting his arm around Cathy.
He needed to clear this thing up with Matt. But what was he going to do?
* * *
Heath slung the duffle bag over his shoulder. His clothes were all packed in it. He had two boxes of stuff with him as well. He stood on the porch of the tenant house, the place he’d lived since he was a little kid. There were so many memories here. All of his memories of his mother. But he was leaving.
Matt was standing at the edge of the porch, his arms crossed over his chest.
“You can’t do this,” Cathy said. She set down one of the boxes she’d helped Heath pack and went over to her brother. “This is his home.”
“I have to do this, Cathy,” said Matt. “You have any idea how much debt Dad left us in? This farm hasn’t made a profit in years. We’re behind on the mortgage. Renting to tenants is the one thing that can bring in income.”
“Fine,” she said. “Then let him stay in the farmhouse with us. He can use the guest room.”
Matt shook his head. “No, I’m turning the guest room into a playroom for Gage.”
Gage was the son of the woman Matt had taken up with a few weeks ago. Her name was Fran, and her tattoos looked leathery from too many trips to the tanning bed. Her hair was dyed white-blonde, and she wore too much makeup. Gage was still a baby, too small for a playroom, but Heath knew that Matt would never let him live in the farmhouse. He was getting revenge against Heath, and there wasn’t going to be any way to talk him out of it.
“You can’t make him stay in the barn,” said Cathy.
Heath hoisted up a box. “It’s fine, Cathy.”
“It’s not fine. It’s inhuman,” she said.
He strode across the porch. “I can handle it.”
“It’s going to be winter,” she said.
Heath hopped down the steps. “I’m sure Matt would like nothing better than me freezing to death.”
Matt chuckled. “He’s lucky I’m letting him have the barn. I should kick him off the property entirely. I don’t owe him anything.”
“He’s Heath,” said Cathy. “Daddy took care of him. For Mama Galloway. And you—”
“Listen to you, calling that gypsy bitch mama,” said Matt.
Heath set the box down. “You just called my mother a bitch.”
“And I’d do it again,” said Matt. “That’s what she was. My father’s whore. Kept her in that house to fuck her. She wasn’t—”
Heath punched Matt, driving a fist into his stomach. First one, then the other.
Matt made a whooshing noise, air pushed out of his mouth, and he floundered backwards.
Heath made an uppercut. His knuckles collided with Matt’s chin.
Matt’s head flew backwards.
Cathy ran between them, pushing Heath away from her brother. “Stop it. Stop it.”
Matt recovered, roaring. He charged Heath.
Cathy turned, hands out, stopping her brother. “No, Matt. You can’t. You took everything from him. You can’t.”
“Get off my land,” Matt growled. “Get off and don’t come back, you gypsy fuck.”
* * *
“You shouldn’t have hit him,” said Cathy. They were in the fields, tall stalks of corn all around them.
“You heard what he said,” Heath muttered. His face was a storm cloud.
“If you hadn’t hit him, I might have been able to fix it.” She’d tried talking to her brother later, the next day, after things had calmed down, but he was made of stone. And he had a bruise from where Heath had hit him. That wasn’t good.
Heath didn’t even have his truck anymore. Matt had taken that out of spite or anger or some stupid sense of justice, Cathy wasn’t sure what. So Heath had slept outside in the cornfield last night, but he couldn’t say there forever.
“He says you can still stay in the barn,” said Cathy. “But he says you have to drop out of school and work the farm, or he’ll kick you out.”
Heath dragged a hand over his face. “Okay. Fine.”
“Heath, you need to go to school.”
“Fuck school,” said Heath. “I cut half the time anyway. Did you bring me any smokes?”
She got the pack out of her pocket and handed it to him. “You need a diploma. You can’t do anything without graduating from high school. They won’t even take you in the army.”
Heath smirked. “I’m a lover, not a fighter, baby.”
“Don’t joke about it,” she said.
He put two cigarettes in his mouth and lit them both. He handed her one. “I can get that GED thing or whatever. It doesn’t matter. As long as we’re together.”
She took the cigarette. “He doesn’t have any right to do this to you.” She breathed in the smoke, letting it fill her lungs. “Maybe we should go to someone. Like child protective services or something.”
“No,” said Heath. “They’d take us away from him. And someone needs to take him away from the farm. We should have this farm, Cathy. You and me.”
She contemplated her cigarette. “Maybe.” She didn’t guess this was the right time to tell him that she didn’t want to live on this farm, that she wanted to go far away from this place, maybe even to a city. How were she and Heath going to get to a city if he didn’t even graduate from high school?
He grabbed her. “Look, he can’t keep us from each other. No matter what he thinks he can do, he can’t keep me away from you.”
She kissed him. He tasted like tobacco smoke. She wound his curls around her fingers. When she was this close to him, it didn’t seem like anything else mattered.
* * *
Cathy scuffed her toes against the ground. She was waiting for the school bus in the early gray morning light. The world was misty and cold. She tucked her hands into her pockets and shivered. If Matt hadn’t taken Heath’s truck, she’d be sitting with him inside it right now. He’d put the heat on or take her hands and rub them between his. He’d tell her that he’d keep her warm.
But Heath was in the fields right now. He’d been working since dawn.
Matt worked him hard.
She sometimes saw Heath after supper, when the sun was coming down, wandering back to the barn. Matt would feed him, but he wouldn’t let him eat inside.
Cathy went to him, but he was always exhausted. She’d lie down with him in the bed they’d set up in the loft of the barn. He’d hold her, kiss her a few times, and then he’d be asleep.
She missed him.
A car was coming up the road, something sleek and new and blue.
She watched as it slowed in front of her. The window rolled down.
A girl with long blonde hair poked her head out. She had a toothpaste-commercial smile. She was like a cross between Christy Brinkley and Kristy Swanson. “My brother thinks you’re hot,” she giggled.
She heard a male voice from the car. “What the fuck, Isabella?”
Not Christy then. She looked like a Christy.
The girl giggled harder. “You want a ride?”
Cathy considered. It was cold. She hated the bus. She scampered forward and opened the back door of the blue car. She slid inside. “Thanks.”
The guy driving the car was just as blond as his sister. His hair was carelessly tousled with gel. His eyes were bright blue. He looked embarrassed. “Hey. I’m Eli.”
“Cathy,” she said, pulling the door closed.
Eli turned to the road and the car sped off.
His sister turned around. “I’m Isabella. We’re new.”
“Um, I figured,” said Cathy. “I haven’t seen you around before.”
“But you do go to the high school, right?”
“Yeah, I was waiting for the bus.”
She smiled. “Good. It would be totally awful if we picked you up, and you were heading to, like, Tulsa or something.”
Tulsa? Cathy raised an eyebrow.
Isabella kept talking. “We’re always new. Our father is in real estate. We move someplace, buy up all the land, and then my dad sells it, makes a lot of money, and we have to move again.” She rolled her eyes. “Total drag. But I’ve learned that you have to be assertive if you want to make friends, so that’s why we picked you up. Anyway, it’s Eli’s junior year, and my sophomore year, so maybe we’ll actually finish up school here.”
“Okay,” said Cathy. She was at a loss to know what to say next.
“What does your dad do?”
“Um… he died.”
“Oh, God.” Isabella sounded mortified. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“It’s okay,” said Cathy. “We own a farm.”
“Oh,” said Isabella. “You want to sell it to my dad?”
Cathy bit her lip.
* * *
“She gets nervous around new people,” said Eli. It was lunchtime. Before Heath got exiled from school, Cathy had always eaten lunch with him. But now, she’d been eating alone. When she saw Eli sitting alone too, she’d thought it only made sense to join him. But all he’d done since she sat down was apologize for his sister. “Which I guess is everybody, because we move around a lot. She talks too much.”
“It’s okay.” Cathy poked at her lunch, some kind of taco casserole that was oozing red sauce onto her tray.
“No, it’s not. She made you uncomfortable this morning, and that’s not what I wanted to do.” He had a packed lunch. He was eating a sandwich and a pudding cup. “I probably shouldn’t even have stopped. I mean, you must think we’re both crazy.”
“No, of course not.” She smiled. “I’m glad you picked me up.”
“You usually ride the bus?”
She considered explaining that Heath used to drive her, but that her brother had made Heath drop out of school. She couldn’t bring herself to do it. Eli was embarrassed because his sister talked a lot. What would he think of her completely screwed-up family? “Yeah.”
“You don’t have a car?”
She shrugged. “I can drive and all, but I never got my license.” Heath had always driven her everywhere. It hadn’t seemed important. But now Heath didn’t have his truck anymore. And he didn’t have time to take her anywhere, anyway. He worked constantly.
“Really? Why not?”
She poked her taco stuff some more. “I don’t know. Guess there was no one to take me to the DMV or whatever. It can get busy on a farm, and it’s just my brother and me now that my dad’s gone.”
Eli nodded. “I can see that.” He took a bite of his sandwich, chewed, and swallowed. “I could take you sometime if you want.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, sure.” Eli set his sandwich down. “You know, it’s true what Isabella said. We’re always new. Doing nice things for people is a good way to make friends. And, um, I’d like to be your friend.”
She felt shy. “I think I’d like that too.”
* * *
Cathy shifted back and forth on her feet outside of Eli’s car.
“You can take the front seat,” said Isabella. “That way you and Eli can hold hands.”
Eli glared at her. “Stop being a twat, Isabella. I just met Cathy. She’s probably got a boyfriend, anyway.”
They were in the parking lot outside school. Eli had offered her a ride home. He was in her seventh period chemistry class, and she’d volunteered to be his lab partner. She liked the way he kept looking over at her during class. He thought she hadn’t noticed, but he had.
He was like the sun—golden, bright, warm. And he liked her.
Isabella rolled her eyes and got into the back of the car. “Do you have a boyfriend?”
Cathy looked at the asphalt. “I, um, nothing really official, I guess.”
Eli opened the door to the car for her. “Really?”
She couldn’t meet his gaze. She got into the car. It was only that the whole thing with Heath sometimes seemed like it was weighing her down. Heath talked like they were practically married, but he’d never even asked her to be his girlfriend. She was only sixteen. What if she wanted to kiss more than one guy before she died? Was that such a crime?
She buckled herself in.
“You, um, like Nirvana?” asked Eli.
She turned to him, surprised. He was so clean and preppy. “You like Nirvana?”
He laughed. “Yeah. And Pearl Jam and Smashing Pumpkins. Why wouldn’t I?”
“You just look like someone who listens to…” She cocked her head. “Boyz II Men or something.”
He laughed harder. “You don’t like the way I look?”
“I didn’t say that. I…” She felt stupid.
Isabella poked her head up between the seats. “I keep telling Eli that if he grew his hair out, he’d look like Kurt Cobain. What do you think?”
Cathy dragged her gaze over Eli, taking him all in. “No, you’re more attractive than he is.”
“What?” said Isabella. “Nobody’s more attractive than Kurt Cobain.”
Eli fumbled through his music collection and slid in a CD. He hunted through the tracks, and “About a Girl” started to play.
“I like this song,” said Cathy. But she felt like a traitor, because she usually listened to it with Heath, the two of them curled up together somewhere, his lips on her skin. She looked out the window.
Eli pulled out of the parking lot, and Cathy watched the trees go by as they drove away from the school. It was early fall. The leaves were starting to change. They listened to the music. The song ended and another started.
Eli asked her for directions to her house, and she told him.
“So, Cathy,” said Isabella, as they pulled up the driveway to the farm, “you got a brother or something? That way I can double with him when you and Eli go to the prom.”
“Jesus,” said Eli. He put the car into park. “You’re such an asswipe, I swear.”
Isabella giggled. “Oh, don’t be stupid. She totally likes you. You’ll be in the back seat of this car together by Halloween.”
Cathy blushed, thinking about kissing Eli. He had nice lips, and he was clean-shaven, not like Heath, who only seemed to run into a razor twice a month. She wondered if Eli’s skin would be smooth when she ran her fingers over it.
“So, do you have a brother or not?” said Isabella.
“Uh, he’s older,” said Cathy. “Like twenty-two. And he’s, um, seeing someone.” Fran had moved in, actually. Her and that squalling baby of hers.
“Too bad,” said Isabella.
“Thanks for the ride,” said Cathy. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“I could, um, pick you up?” said Eli.
“Um… okay,” said Cathy.
“Who’s that?” Isabella broke in. “I can tell he’s not your brother. He doesn’t look anything like you.”
Isabella was pointing at Heath, who was walking up the field. His shirt was off, and his hair was pulled into a ponytail at the nape of his neck.
Cathy’s lips parted. She hadn’t realized he was getting so… muscular. She guessed that would happen if someone spent a lot of time lifting things and working really hard.
He turned dark eyes on her. Sweat glinted in the afternoon sunlight, making his torso glow.
“That’s Heath,” said Cathy.
“Wow,” said Isabella. She fanned herself.
Cathy glared at her. “He’s not—” She broke off, looking at Eli. “He works for us.” She got out of the car. “Thanks again for the ride.”
She watched the car pull out of the driveway. Dust furled up behind it, and she felt a little bad because Eli’s bright blue car would be dirty now.
“Who the fuck was that?”
She jumped. Heath had appeared next to her, silent as a shadow. He was at her ear, his face close to hers.
“People from school,” she said. “They gave me a ride home.”
“Yeah?”
She backed away from him. “You’re sweating, and you stink.”
His jaw twitched. There was accusation in his black eyes. Hurt.
She turned away from him and ran towards the farmhouse.



2013
The farmhouse was gray and stately, tucked down a twisting road, behind fields and fields of unruly weeds. Thera parked her car behind Linton’s and stared at up at the house as she shut the car door. Stone siding, pillars holding up the porch, a high peaked roof, the house loomed tall over both of them. A breeze blew past, making the nearby trees whisper, and Thera felt as if the house were whispering a warning down to her.
Maybe she shouldn’t go inside.
Linton took her by the hand. “Come in, come in.”
She shot a look back at her car. Maybe she should get back inside it and drive back home.
Linton tugged on her.
She took a step. “Doesn’t anyone farm this land anymore?”
“Nah,” said Linton. “My father doesn’t need the money, and he says it was never profitable, anyway. We have a garden out back. He tends that some.”
She stepped up over the stone steps onto the porch. Instantly, the air felt cooler. They’d been sucked into the shade, the cool stone.
Linton swung the door open—a screen door, fairly modern. It stood out in high contrast to the rest of the house.
They stepped inside a tiny foyer. Steps wound up in front of her to the second landing, where there was a balcony. A set up like that generally made a house feel open, but this was too stifling and small. Even the open air above her head seemed oppressive.
To one side, she could see a living room. To the other, some kind of den or parlor. A narrow hallway between the steps and the den led into the depths of the house.
The wooden floor was warped and ancient under her feet.
And a man appeared at the top of the steps.
He was about her father’s age, but he was taller and darker. His shoulders were broader. His hair was very long. It fell in rich, black waves over his shoulders, reaching halfway down his back. He had olive-colored skin and huge dark eyes, fringed with such heavy lashes that it looked like he was wearing eyeliner.
He smiled at her, but his smile was cold. “Good work, Linton. Perhaps you’re not the most useless thing I ever brought into the world.”
He began to descend the steps. He was wearing leather pants and a black button-up shirt. There were silver rings on his fingers. He looked like an aging rock star. He looked like a harbinger of the apocalypse. He looked like a vampire from one of those shows on the WB. All he was missing was a flowing cape.
Cathy backed up, reaching for the door. “You know, I’m just realizing that I really do need to be getting back home.”
“But we haven’t even had the chance to meet.” He was in front of her then, offering her his hand. “I’m Heath Galloway.”
She put her hand in his. “Thera Linton.”
“Yes,” he said. “I would know you anywhere. You look like her. There’s not very much of your father in you at all, thank heaven.”
She tried to pull her hand away.
He held it even tighter. “Come with me, Thera. I’ll show you to your room.”
“My room? But I’m not staying.”
He raised his eyebrows. His dark eyes were empty and vacant, and they made her feel off balance. Linton has his eyes, she thought.
“You’ll make her stay, won’t you, Father?” said Linton, sounding delighted. “No one can say no to Father.”
Heath chuckled. He cocked his head to one side. “How do you suppose Eli will feel when he discovers you’re missing? Do you think he’ll feel even an ounce of the kind of pain he’s caused me all these years?”
Thera’s heart started to pound. It was very possible that Heath Galloway was insane. There was something in the way he was looking at her. Desperate now, she tried to pull her hand away from his.
Heath laughed. He tugged her up against him. “You’re not going anywhere, Catherine Linton. I’ve got a notion that I’d like to get to know you better.”
She struggled, thrashing in his arms, frantic to free herself.
But his arms were iron bands.
He threw her over his shoulder like she was a sack of grain, and he started up the steps, his laughter echoing in the stairwell—deep, rich, and full.
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Fran cocked her head. “You need more makeup.”
Cathy looked in the mirror. Fran was behind her, heavily lined eyes and dark red lips. “I don’t know.”
Fran chuckled. “Don’t worry. Not as much as me, sugar.” Fran’s voice was raspy, probably from too many cigarettes. She leaned over Cathy, her low cut shirt exposing her lacy red bra, and hunted through Cathy’s makeup bag. “This.” She held up an eyeliner pencil.
Cathy took the pencil. “You really think so?”
“Just lightly, sugar.” Fran called everyone sugar.
There was a loud wail from downstairs.
“Shit,” said Fran. “He won’t stay down for a nap, I swear.” She headed out of the room. “I’ll be right back.”
“It’s fine,” said Cathy, still surveying the eyeliner. She squinted at herself in the mirror, then uncapped the pencil and applied it around her eyes. She used her finger to smudge it. Then she drew back, considering.
She was getting ready for homecoming, and for a dress, she’d just gone through the attic until she found her mother’s old slips. She was wearing about three of them, layered on top of each other. Her hair was in a top knot, but she’d spent hours getting the right amount of tendrils to fall down around her face so that she looked disheveled enough.
She thought that Fran might have been right about the eyeliner.
But maybe she should go and ask her, just to make sure. Matt was no help whatsoever, of course, and there wasn’t anyone else around to ask. She guessed she could call Isabella and describe the outfit to her, but Isabella wouldn’t even get it. Isabella had probably bought her dress at the mall or something.
Cathy trooped down the steps. “Fran?”
“Out here, sugar!” came Fran’s voice from the front porch.
Cathy pushed open the front door.
Fran was standing at the edge of the porch with baby Gage on her hip. He was contentedly sucking on a pacifier and tangling his fingers in his mother’s hair. “Looks good,” said Fran. “Don’t you think so, Heath?”
He was staring at her.
He was dirty, smears of something black all over his face, hands, and white t-shirt. He held a can of soda in one hand. He leaned against the porch, his flannel tied around his waist. He watched her as he took a swig of soda.
“Um, hi,” she said, feeling stupid.
Fran looked back and forth between the two of them. “Maybe I’ll leave you two alone for a minute. You like the soda, Heath?”
“It’s good,” said Heath. “Thanks, Fran.”
“Don’t tell Matt I gave it to you.” She swept back into the house.
Cathy wanted to follow her. She wanted to run away.
Heath scratched the back of his head. “Why are you dressed like that?”
“It’s homecoming,” she said.”
He set the soda down on the porch. “Homecoming.”
“You’ve heard of it, haven’t you?” For some reason, it seemed easier to insult him than to talk to him.
“I didn’t think school dances were our thing, Cathy.”
“Maybe they’re not your thing,” she said. “But you never asked me if I wanted to go to a dance. You never asked me a lot of things, Heath. You just kind of assumed.”
Heath took another drink of soda. “Someone picking you up? That kid that always takes you to school?”
She shrugged. “What if he is? It’s not like you ever asked me to be your girlfriend or something.”
He laid his head against one of the pillars on the porch. He looked up at the sky.
And then, out of nowhere, she felt like crying.
“I guess I thought we were bigger than stuff like that. Labels. Girlfriend and boyfriend, whatever. All I know is I’m yours. And you’re mine,” he said.
“It’s a group thing.”
“A group thing?”
“Just a bunch of people going together,” she said. “I’m not… with him.”
“That supposed to make me feel better?”
Her mouth felt dry. “I don’t know.” She turned to go back into the house.
“Cathy.” His voice broke.
She stopped.
“You look beautiful.”
And she did cry then. Her tears were ruining her makeup. She turned back around. She wiped her face, and she went back to him, jumping down off the porch. “You could come get me. Later. Matt goes out on Fridays, and when he gets home, he’s usually wasted. He won’t notice if the truck’s gone. Just come to the parking lot around ten. I’ll meet you. We’ll drive around or hang out or something.”
His gaze flitted up to meet hers, and then he shrugged. And, as usual, his shrug was epic. “What about that guy?”
“What about him?”
He laughed a little, the sound almost bitter. “I’m just supposed to be okay with it?”
She swallowed. “Yes. There’s nothing going on with him and me.”
He picked up his soda and turned away. “Right.”
“You don’t believe me?”
“I’ll see you at ten.”
* * *
“Where are you going?” Eli was behind her in the empty hallway of the school.
Cathy hadn’t thought he’d seen her go. She’d been in the gym, at the dance. She’d even let Eli dance with her a few times. She’d been close enough to smell the mint of his toothpaste, the spicy scent of his aftershave. He’d smelled so… clean.
She stopped, turning back to look at him. “The bathroom.”
Eli grinned. He sauntered forward. “You walked by the bathrooms.”
“Did I?” She swung her purse into her bare knees.
“I can’t figure you out, you know that?”
She shrugged. “There’s nothing to figure out.” She started walking again.
Eli kept coming behind her. “You keep running from me, but I can’t help feeling like you want me to chase.”
“I’m just going to the bathroom, Eli. I don’t know why you’d want to follow me.” But she couldn’t help smiling. Maybe she did want him to chase. Maybe some part of her wanted that. Which part, she wasn’t sure. Everything was so confusing these days. She knew she loved Heath, that their connection ran deep. But Eli was exciting.
Heath was so intense. Eli was light and fun. He made her smile. Heath made her feel like her soul was being squeezed.
Eli caught her by the shoulder, turning her. “Cathy, why wouldn’t you come with me to this dance, just you and me? Why did you make me dig up all those people? Why’d it have to be a ‘group thing’?”
“I didn’t make you do anything.” She sashayed backwards, inching out of his grasp.
He caught her again, and he held her more tightly this time. “If you aren’t interested in me, just say so.”
She rolled her eyes. “Eli, don’t be so serious. We’re just having fun, right?”
“Why can’t you be straight with me?” he said.
“Maybe because you can’t catch me,” she said, laughing. She took off away from him, running down the empty hallway, streaming past the lockers and the silent, dark classrooms. Her laughter bounced off the ceiling, off the tiled floor.
And then she was at the door. She flung it open, bounding down the stairs and into the parking lot. She didn’t bother to look behind her.
Heath was parked across from the door. He stood outside the truck, leaning against it, smoking a cigarette. He’d cleaned up since she saw him last, but he was still scruffy, and he still hadn’t shaved. His hands were shoved in his pockets, and his posture proclaimed that he didn’t give a fuck about anything. But his eyes lit up when he saw her.
She skipped to him, and he opened his arms to her.
She melted into his embrace, his lips finding hers, the sensation of his fingers on her skin slicing through her, making her go weak.
But she still saw Eli, standing in the open door. Watching.
Heath saw him too. He smirked.
He shoved her into the truck, tossing his cigarette on the ground. He climbed in after her.
And then his mouth was on hers again, and she was lost to him. To the world.
* * *
Cathy’s dress was pushed down around her waist, and Heath was staring at her.
Cathy giggled shyly. She was lying under him in the cab of the truck. They were parked on the farm, out in the fields on one of the back roads.
He wasn’t sure exactly how he’d ended up like this.
He thought he’d just done it. Just picked up the straps on the dress and eased it over her shoulder. She hadn’t stopped him. And she hadn’t been wearing a bra.
And now he was supposed to be doing something, wasn’t he?
But he was just looking at her.
“Heath?” Her hand on his chest. He wasn’t wearing a shirt either, if it came to that.
“Uh huh.” He was whispering. He was pretty sure she was whispering too, but he wasn’t sure about that. He was a little distracted at the moment.
“You okay?”
“Yeah.” He smiled at her.
She smiled back.
He kissed her. His bare chest brushed her breasts.
She gasped.
He gasped.
He kissed his way down her body, trailing down her neck, over her collar bone, across the swell of them. He kissed one of her nipples.
She moaned softly.
His crotch throbbed.
He gathered her breasts into his hands, rubbing his thumbs over them. They were so soft. He hadn’t realized that anything could be quite that soft and wonderful.
She kept moaning through it. Her moans got louder and louder.
He liked making her do that.
He kept making her moan. He kept touching her, kissing her, running his tongue over her, listening to the noises that he wrung from her. They were turning him on so bad.
He didn’t think his cock had ever been quite this hard. It was uncomfortably hard. It was like there was some kind of stone monument sticking out between his legs.
She had to feel it. He was pressed up against her leg, the fleshy part of her thigh, and he couldn’t help thrusting into her a little bit, and she had to know, she had to feel what she was doing to him.
“Heath?” Cathy’s voice was thick and deep.
“Mmm?” He wasn’t about to take his mouth away from her breasts.
“Do you have, like, condoms?”
He shook his head into her skin. “No.” And he didn’t think he’d ever been more disappointed with himself than at that moment.
“Oh.” She sounded disappointed too. And a little winded. Had he been making her breathe hard?
He smiled, feeling proud of himself.
“We should probably stop then,” she said.
He groaned. Stop? Did that mean she was going to pull her dress back up? He didn’t want her to do that. He covered both of her breasts with his hands again, and waited for her to make noise.
She didn’t.
He pulled back. “Okay.”
“I don’t want to either,” she said. “But, I mean, there should be condoms.”
“It’s not like we have diseases.” He didn’t know why he was arguing about this. She was being perfectly reasonable, and he even agreed with her. But his cock throbbed, and he felt irrationally annoyed with her.
She slipped her dress back up over her chest, covering herself.
He sighed, missing the sight of her breasts already. “We’ve never been with anyone else. I mean I never have.”
She didn’t say anything. She rearranged her dress, smoothing out the skirt.
“Cathy?” he said. “Have you?”
“Have I what?”
“Had sex with someone else.”
“What?” She made a face at him. “Of course not, why would you say that?”
He rubbed his nose. Why? Maybe it was because he watched her getting out of that Linton boy’s car every day. He watched the way she smiled at him. Heath was losing her. He could feel it. It was Matt’s fault. Matt kept him working constantly. Heath barely saw Cathy anymore.
But there was still something powerful between them. They were still Heath and Cathy. When they were close, he could feel it. It was magic. She felt it too, didn’t she?
Fuck.
“Did that guy know you weren’t on a date with him?” Why was he bringing this up? He had her here. He’d practically had her naked. That should be enough, shouldn’t it?
“Eli?” She let out a sullen sigh. “What does he have to do with anything?”
“I don’t know, Cathy. You’re the one who’s spending a lot of time with him.”
“God, you’re impossible to please.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I thought what we did tonight would show you how I felt about you.”
He ran a hand through his hair. Fuck it. He needed to let it go.
“If you had condoms, I probably would have let you—”
“Let me? You make it sound like it’s something I want to do, and you don’t.” He fished his shirt off the floor of the truck. He shrugged into it.
“I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Do you want to do it?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I mean, I didn’t intend for us to do it tonight, but when we were in the middle of it, it felt really good, and I…” She touched his face. “I want you, Heath. You should get condoms.”
He closed his eyes. She wanted him.
He kissed her again, as deeply and as thoroughly as he could. He tried to kiss Eli Linton right out of her head. “I love you, Cathy. You know that right?”
“I love you too,” she murmured. “You’re my Heath. You’re my everything.”
* * *
Cathy opened the refrigerator in the kitchen and took out a can of beer.
“What do you think you’re doing?” came Matt’s voice from the kitchen table. Stacks of papers were spread out in front of him.
Cathy popped open the beer and took a long drink. “Like you weren’t sneaking beers when you were my age.”
Matt chuckled. “The key word there is sneak, Cathy. Walking into the kitchen and casually taking a beer is hardly trying to hide what you’re doing.”
“You gonna stop me?”
He rubbed his face. “Oh, Cathy, I don’t know what to do with you.”
“It’s just a beer, Matt.”
“Get me one?”
She grinned. “Sure.”
Matt took the beer when she handed it to him. He opened it and drank some, closing his eyes. “Thanks.”
She sat down next to him at the table. “What are you doing?”
“You would not believe what a mess Dad left this farm in.” He shuffled through the papers. “I don’t know what we’re going to do. I couldn’t find anyone to rent the tenant house, but I managed to get some extra hands for the harvest who’ll work for room and board, and they’re going to stay there. Thank god, because we can’t afford to pay them.”
She peered at the papers, but they just looked like rows of gibberish numbers to her. “It’s bad, huh?”
“It’s bad,” he said. “It’s bad enough that I doubt I’m going back to college any time soon.” He sighed. “Not that it matters, not with Fran here, and Gage, and… you.”
“Me?”
“I’m responsible for you, Cathy,” he said. “It’s like one morning I woke up, and I was an adult, and I spend every day wondering where the rest of my youth went.”
She felt sorry for him. “You don’t have to stay, Matt. I could manage without you. If you want to go back to school—”
“No money for school,” he said. “Add that to the pile of fucking debt I’ve inherited.”
She touched his arm. “Sorry.”
He patted her hand. “It’s not your fault. It’s Dad’s fault. He drank too much. He was either drunk or hung over, and he didn’t pay any attention to what was happening to this place.” He went back to his papers. “Don’t make a habit out of stealing my beer, okay?”
Cathy knew he was dismissing her, but she didn’t get up. She couldn’t help but think about how badly Heath wanted the farm. But Matt wouldn’t ever agree to let Heath run it, even if it meant it would give him freedom from the place.
Matt had never wanted the farm any more than she had. It was Heath who’d seemed interested in it, Heath who’d questioned her father on harvests and plantings and plowing and selling at markets. Cathy suspected that sometimes he’d done it because he wanted to distract her father, keep him from getting too drunk and angry, but he still knew things. And hadn’t he said that he wanted Matt off the farm?
If Matt wanted off the farm too…
“Hey,” said Matt. “Fran said you went to homecoming with that Linton kid last night.”
“It was a group thing,” said Cathy.
“But he was there? He takes you to school, right? You know him?”
“Yeah.” Why was Matt asking her this?
“You think you could get him to feel out his dad? Maybe we sell fifty acres or something, you know? We could use the money.”
“Sell the farm?” Cathy asked. Isabella had asked if they wanted to sell. But maybe she was joking. Isabella had a tendency to say whatever popped into her head.
“Not all of it,” said Matt. “You think you could do that for me?”
Cathy wasn’t sure if Eli was going to speak to her again, not after he’d seen her with Heath in the parking lot. But even if he hated her, he might still be persuaded to talk to his father. “Okay.”
“Thanks, Cathy.” Matt smiled. He downed the rest of his beer and crushed the can with his hand. “Get me another beer?”
She went to the refrigerator. “Hey, um, Matt? About the tenant house.”
“What about it?”
She handed him the beer. “Well, it’s going to get cold outside, and Heath’s still in the barn.”
“Not this again,” Matt groaned. “I don’t want you with that boy. He’s not good enough for you.”
She swallowed. “It’s not like that, Matt. I’m moving on, going to dances with other guys and stuff.”
Matt raised his eyebrows. “I thought it was a group thing?”
“You know what I mean,” said Cathy. “It’s only that Heath and I were friends as kids, and I still care about him. And there’s nothing in the barn. There’s no bathroom. There’s no heat. And there are four bedrooms in the tenant house, and if there’s space, I don’t see why he can’t have the same deal as the other workers. Why can’t he live there for room and board?”
Matt sighed. “Because he can’t, that’s why.”
“Because you hate him?”
“I don’t hate him.”
“Really?”
Matt opened his beer. “No, he’s just full of himself. He thinks he’s something he’s not.”
“You can’t blame him for what Dad did, you know. That’s on Dad, not Heath.”
Matt sighed. “He can move back into the tenant house. But only if he keeps working. I can’t afford any other hungry mouths that sit on their asses all day, like you do.”
“He can?” She hugged Matt as hard as she could.
He laughed a little. “Now you’re excited?”
She kissed his temple, a big smacking smooch. “And you know I always help out with the harvest. I’ll even stay home from school if you need me to.”
“Oh, you’re making such a big sacrifice, I can tell.” But he was grinning.
“Thank you.” She released him.
Matt took another drink of his beer. “Yeah, yeah.”
* * *
“You got the look about you,” said Saul Ford, one of the workers that Heath was now sharing the tenant house with. “You a gypsy?”
“Not really.” Heath pushed past him, carrying a box of his worldly possessions. He was glad to be moving back into the tenant house, as far as that went, but he wasn’t about to act grateful, like Cathy wanted him to. Letting him live here wasn’t some big concession on Matt’s part. It was only restoring what he’d had before. And even then, he wasn’t restoring it all, not properly, because he was sharing the house with three other guys.
“That’s good,” said Saul. “Never play cards with gypsies myself. They cheat.”
Great. More racist bullshit. Heath stomped up the stairs, determined to ignore Saul. He threw his stuff into one of the bedrooms. The smallest one.
He went back to close the door, but Saul was there.
“You know how to play cards?” Saul asked.
“I don’t know,” said Heath, leaning on the door. “What game?”
“Poker, of course,” said Saul. “Is there another game?”
“I don’t have any money,” said Heath. “Thanks, though.”
Saul got his wallet out of his back pocket. “Five dollar buy-in. I’ll spot you, if you want. You can pay me back.”
Heath furrowed his brow. “Why would you do that? What are you trying to pull?”
“Trying to be friendly,” said Saul. “Besides, the game’s better with four people instead of three.” He slapped the five dollar bill into Heath’s hand.
Heath looked down at it. “I never played poker in my life.”
“Well, it’ll probably be a short experience for you, then,” said Saul. “Like most things you do the first time.” He chortled.
“All right, I guess I’ll play,” said Heath.
“Good,” said Saul.
Heath followed him out into the hallway.
“How old are you, anyway, boy, that you never played poker in your life?”
“Seventeen,” said Heath.
“Seventeen. Shouldn’t you be in school or something?”
Heath wasn’t going to spin his personal sob story to this guy. “Fuck school.”
Saul laughed.
They descended the steps to the living room, where the other two workers were smoking cigarettes and drinking cheap beer. One of them was shuffling cards.
Saul was right. His first experience playing poker was short. He lost his first hand and the money that Saul had lent him. But he watched the next several hands, and he started to see that the game was less about what cards you were dealt and more about how you let those cards affect you. And about how much of the effect showed on your face.
Later, all of them with more beer in their bellies, someone spotted him another five bucks and dealt him back in.
He didn’t clean up, but he did better. He made enough money to pay back the ten dollars he owed and then some.
He went to sleep feeling satisfied with himself for the first time since he’d pushed Floyd Earnshaw down the stairs.
* * *
Cathy opened the door of Eli’s shiny blue car and slid inside. “I wasn’t sure if you’d come today.”
She had been halfway down the driveway when he’d pulled up, heading for the bus stop, even though she usually just sat on the porch until Eli showed up to pick her up.
“Here I am,” said Eli.
The backseat was empty. “Where’s Isabella?”
“I made her take the bus,” said Eli. “I wanted to talk to you alone. I feel like we never get to do that. You keep inviting Isabella whenever I try to ask you on a date. You turned homecoming into a group thing. And then you ran off with that Heath guy on Friday. What’s up with all that, Cathy?”
She sighed, scrunching down in the front seat. She wasn’t sure what to say. She didn’t know what was going on with her. Everything was too confusing. She felt like her life was simply sweeping her along, and it was all she could do to react to every crazy thing it threw at her.
She didn’t answer, and they drove in silence for several minutes. They left the farm behind, and the scenery outside the window changed to houses and trailer parks. The leaves were falling off the trees.
“You gonna give me the silent treatment?” asked Eli. “You think that’s the right thing to do in this situation?”
She laughed. “The right thing. That’s all you do, isn’t it, Eli? Whatever’s right?”
“I try to.”
“You wear your preppy little clothes and spike your hair and drive under the speed limit and listen to girls when they tell you they want it to be a group thing. You’d never do anything… deviant.”
“You’re saying that you want me to not do what you say?” He sighed. “You are the most confusing girl I’ve ever met.”
“So, why bother with me? Why’d you pick me up?”
“Because I can’t stop thinking about you. Because you intrigue me. Because you’re like this force of nature, this storm or something, and I want to get caught up in you.”
A force of nature, huh? That was almost poetry. Heath never said anything that sounded remotely like poetry.
Of course, she did remember the way it had felt when he’d told her he loved her. Like her insides had all been crushed for an instant, leaving her breathless and ruined.
But Heath wasn’t here, was he? And… it wasn’t like she and Eli couldn’t be friends, was it? They weren’t doing anything wrong.
“Turn here.” Cathy pointed at the next road.
“What?” said Eli. “That’s not the way to school.”
“Let’s not go to school,” she said. “Let’s do the wrong thing today, Eli. Blow it off.”
He looked startled. Then nervous. “I don’t know. They call your parents to confirm your absence when you don’t show up, you know?”
She rolled her eyes. “Forget it. I should have known that you’d never go for it. You play things too safe.”
Eli clenched his jaw. He turned the steering wheel hard.
The tires squealed. They barely made the turn. Dust kicked up behind the car. Cathy was thrown into the window.
She squealed.
“Whoa,” said Eli.
Cathy threw back her head and laughed. “All right, Eli.” She grinned at him.
He looked back at her, flushed and triumphant. His blue eyes were like the ocean in summer.
* * *
Cathy handed Eli a cigarette. She fumbled with her lighter. She wasn’t used to lighting her own smokes.
Eli turned it over in his hands.
They were sitting at the top of a mountain on a windy, country road. Cathy knew this place, because you could climb down over the guard rail and sit on the rocks. Then you could see the whole town laid out in front of you.
She hadn’t been sure if Eli would go for it. She thought he might be too afraid. Of falling. Of getting his clothes dirty.
But he’d surprised her, climbing down without any qualms, grinning the whole time, like he’d never had so much fun in his entire life. The wind had blown the gel out of his hair, and it looked actually messy, not artfully so.
“You never smoked before?” Cathy said, discovering that lighting a cigarette on her own was actually easy. She sucked in the smoke.
Eli put the cigarette in his mouth. “Never.”
She handed him the lighter.
He lit the cigarette and took a drag. Immediately, he began coughing.
Cathy laughed. “That’ll happen the first time.”
He tried again. Coughed again. “These things are disgusting,” he wheezed.
“Yeah.” Cathy contemplated hers. “I might quit, actually.”
Eli put his cigarette out. “Not for me, I don’t think.”
“Okay,” she said.
“Does that diminish me in your eyes?” he asked. “You think I’m a big wuss now, ‘cause I won’t smoke a cigarette? I noticed that Heath guy was puffing away.”
Cathy looked out over the cliff, down at the tiny houses so far beneath them.
“What’s going on with you and him?”
She shrugged. “Nothing.”
“Nothing?” He laughed in disbelief. “You were, like, mating with him.”
“I wasn’t…. we don’t…” She sucked on her cigarette. “It’s complicated.”
“You’re with him. Why’s that complicated?”
She blew out smoke. “He’s always been around. We grew up together, you know. And he takes care of me. But sometimes… sometimes, it feels like I’m inside this balloon, and someone’s sucking out all the air, and it gets smaller and smaller and smaller. And Heath is just part of all of that. But you…” She looked at him. “You’re outside of it all. You’re different.”
“So you want to break up with him?”
“We’re not together,” she said. “I mean, we are, but…”
Eli let out a long, slow breath. “So what you’re saying, Cathy, is that you want me to wait around while you figure out what you’re feeling.”
“You don’t have to do anything,” she said. “I’m not forcing you into anything. You can do what you want.”
“I want you,” he said.
The wind blew her hair into her face. She pushed it aside.
“If you don’t want me back, then tell me. Put me out of my misery.”
She took another drag from her cigarette. “I want to be able to breathe. I want to get out of this town. I want to go to a city. I don’t want to be tied down to anything. To anyone. Not Heath. Not you. Is that wrong?”
“I don’t know. Does it matter? I thought we were doing all the wrong things today.”
She stubbed out the cigarette. “We are.” She turned to him. And before she could talk herself out of it, she pressed her lips against his.
It was a short kiss. Just lips on lips, the wind whipping around them in the fall morning, the leaves crumbling as they were whisked through the air. And then she pulled away.
Eli touched his mouth.
Cathy hugged herself. She shouldn’t have done that. If Heath knew…
Heath was stuck working the fields. Maybe she’d gotten him back into the tenant house, but everything was shitty for Heath, and she was skipping school and kissing other boys, and she was probably the worst person that ever lived. What the hell was wrong with her? She’d practically told Heath she was ready to have sex with him. Shouldn’t that mean that she wouldn’t feel anything for Eli anymore?
She got up. “I want to go to school. I just remembered I have a test in French.”
Eli shook his head. “Oh, man. Cathy, you’re going to fuck me up, aren’t you?”
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Thera spent the first four hours screaming and pounding on the door of the room she’d been locked in. Then, realizing that no one was coming to help her, she curled up on the bed and cried.
Heath had taken her cell phone. When she looked out the window, she saw that he was moving her car too, as if he wanted to erase any trace that she’d ever even been there. Was he going to kill her? She couldn’t help but feel as if she’d somehow stumbled into a horror movie. Would Heath dress her up in her mother’s old clothes before he slit her throat?
Maybe he’d set her loose on the farm at night. She’d run through the fields in the darkness, trying to get free, but he’d be behind her, laughing that deep laugh of his, always on her heels. He’d wait until she got tired, and then he’d pounce on her like a wolf. He’d rip her apart with his bare hands.
She watched the sunset out the window.
It grew dark in her room.
There was only one lamp, a small one by her bedside. She turned it on, but it only illuminated a tiny circle of yellow light.
She should have listened to her father. Eli had told her that Heath hated her. But she’d thought the idea was too ludicrous to consider. Now, she was trapped here, and she didn’t know what was going to become of her.
There was a rattle at her door, the sound of a key in the lock. The door opened, and a boy came in.
Well, actually he was older than a boy. He must have been a few years older than she was. He wore a baseball cap, and his ponytail stuck out the back of it. His face was grimy, and he had an unkempt beard and mustache. He might have been halfway attractive if he wasn’t so dirty.
She let out a little cry.
“Dinner,” he said.
Dinner? They were letting her out for dinner? Or was this a trap? Were they going to lure her downstairs to their workshop of pain, hang her by a hook, and carve out her entrails?
The guy looked up at her from underneath the bill of his cap.
His eyes looked almost kind.
She scooted forward on her bed. “Do you know what they’re doing to me? You’re not one of them, are you? You could help me. Get me out of here, get me to my car. Please.”
He looked down, the hat obscuring his expression. “Dinner. Come on now.”
On the other hand, maybe she’d completely misread his expression. Maybe he was simple or something… mentally handicapped.
She folded her arms over her chest. “Tell Heath I’m not hungry.” She was starving. But she wasn’t going to make anything easier for her captors. She was going to fight.
“Come on now.” He gave her a plaintive look.
“Is that all you can say?” she asked. “That, and ‘dinner’?”
He sighed. “Just come on.”
“No.” She lifted her chin.
He crossed the room to her and grabbed her upper arm, forcing her to her feet.
“Ow, you’re hurting me,” she said.
He was strong. She tried to fight but couldn’t. He dragged her across the room, and she let him.
“Come on now,” he said.
“What are you, some kind of retarded lackey for Heath? Do you even know what he’s making you do?”
The man’s nostrils flared. He made a growling noise in the back of his throat. He looked at her, his expression intense. “Shut up.”
She quaked. Okay, whatever he was, he was scary.
He yanked her down the steps, through the little hallway at the bottom, and into a dining room. He shut the door behind them.
Heath and Linton were already sitting at the dining room table. It was covered in a red velvet tablecloth. There was an elaborate candelabra in the center, lit with candles that dripped wax down in white rivers.
Thera turned, scrabbling for the door handle.
The man pulled her away. He dragged her to a seat across from Linton. And then he sat down too.
“I see you’ve met Gage,” said Linton, his blue eyes sparkling.
So that was the oaf’s name. She shut her eyes. “I don’t appreciate being fetched down to dinner like a dog. And perhaps Gage would be better off in a facility or something. He’s clearly not all there mentally.”
Gage glared at her.
Heath roared with laughter.
Linton giggled. “You see, you idiot, even she thinks you’re stupid.”
“There’s nothing wrong with Gage’s mind,” said Heath.
Oh. Thera was embarrassed. “I-I’m sorry,” she said to Gage.
“Fuck you,” said Gage.
She blinked. Why was she being polite anyway? She was a prisoner here. These people were holding her against her will. She pressed her lips together in a firm line.
Heath passed her a platter of summer squash. It had been sautéed and buttered. Her stomach growled at the smell of it.
Defeated, she dipped some onto her plate.
“He likes being stupid,” said Linton. “He dropped out of high school and everything. Doesn’t do anything but work on cars and play poker.”
“Nothing wrong with poker,” said Heath. He passed her some wild rice.
She dipped that onto her plate as well.
“Gage does as he likes,” said Heath. “He’ll always have a place here. I’d never turn him out. I’m not his stepfather.” He turned to Thera. “Would you like some wine?”
Thera felt like she might be going crazy. This twisted domestic scene was disturbing. She didn’t like these people at all. “What I’d like is to leave.”
“Gage, take your hat off at the table,” said Heath.
Gage removed his baseball cap. There was a line of dirt around his head, marking where it had been.
Thera turned to her food. “If you kill me, people will find out. My father will have the police hunt you down—”
“Don’t be dramatic, Catherine,” said Heath. “I’m not going to kill you.”
“Father isn’t going to kill you, Thera,” said Linton. “We’re just going to keep you here. And toy with you a little bit.” He leered at her.
“Linton, shut your mouth.” Heath shot a withering glance at him and then turned back to Thera. “Ignore my son. Really, you should consider yourself a guest.”
“A guest who can’t leave?”
The sides of Heath’s mouth twisted into something resembling a smile. “You really haven’t given the place much of a chance. It may grow on you. Perhaps even Linton will grow on you.”
Linton eyed her hungrily.
Thera cringed. She didn’t think so. She really didn’t think so.
“I want to get to know you, that’s all,” said Heath. “You might not be aware, but I used to know your mother very well.”
“That’s what Linton says,” said Thera. “But I don’t believe it. You’re a horrible man, and my mother could never have loved you.”
Heath laughed. “Oh, but she did. Very much. Admittedly, she had a funny way of showing it sometimes.” He picked up his fork. “Of course, I guess I did too.”



1993
Cathy stood at the bottom of the steps in the farmhouse. Eli was at the door, looking at her. His eyes were so blue, it was painful.
The voices of Matt and Eli’s father filtered out from the den. They were talking about selling some of the farm, just as Matt had wanted. Cathy had mentioned it to Eli only yesterday. His father was apparently eager to buy up some of the land.
“I asked my dad if I could tag along,” said Eli. He looked around. “So, this is your house?”
She felt embarrassed. She’d never seen his house, but she’d seen his clothes and his car, and she knew he had money. All her family had was the farm. “You want to see my room?”
“Sure.”
She led him there. It was messy, and she found herself shoving discarded clothes in her closet to make room for him to walk across the floor. She threw the covers up over her bed. She pointed. “You can sit.”
He settled on the bed, looking around, taking in her Spin Doctors poster and the photos stuck to her mirror. There was one of Heath kissing her. She wanted to take it down, but she couldn’t without calling attention to it.
She sat down next to him.
“Hey,” he said. “I got you something.” He pulled a small black box out of his pocket and handed it to her.
“Why?” she said, feeling flustered.
“Just because,” he said. “I wanted to.”
She opened the box. Snug inside it were a pair of earrings, glittering with jewels.
“Isabella said you’d like these,” he said. “She said you were commenting on a pair of hers that were sort of like them.”
She gaped at them. “They’re beautiful.” Then she closed the box. “But I can’t take them. You can’t give me something this expensive.”
“Why not?” he said. “I want to. I want to give you all kinds of things, expensive or not. I want to give you whatever you want.”
She opened the box again. She touched one of the earrings.
“I wanted to talk to you,” he said. “We haven’t been alone since…”
Since she kissed him. She set down the box of earrings and exchanged it for her pillow, which she squeezed. “Look, maybe last time I was feeling a little crazy, and maybe—”
He caught her under her chin. “Cathy, don’t. Don’t try to minimize what happened. You always act like nothing means anything.”
She looked into his eyes. They were beautiful. He was beautiful. He was like a Ken doll.
His lips came for hers.
She closed her eyes.
She felt the brush of his mouth against hers.
And then she pulled away. “We can’t.” Heath! She had to remember Heath. She got up. “I don’t think we should be up here. My brother would get mad. He doesn’t want me to have boys in my room.”
Eli stood up too. “You make me crazy.”
“Stop it,” she said.
“I dream about you, you know that? I have these dreams where you’re ahead of me, and you’re running. You’re wearing this white dress. It’s all flowy. And you’re laughing. It’s like music, the way you’re laughing. And I’m running after you, running and running. But before I can catch you, I always wake up.”
She rubbed her neck. “Dreams are weird, right?”
“Cathy, I never wanted anyone the way I want you. You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever met.”
“Stop it.” She threw open the door. He had to stop saying things like that to her. Things that made her want him back. Things that made her feel cherished and special and beautiful.
She started down the stairs, fleeing him.
She heard him behind her. “Cathy, wait.”
And Heath was standing at the bottom of the steps.
She stopped short.
Heath looked over her, up at Eli. “What’s going on, Cathy?”
“Does Matt know you’re in the house?” she said. “He’s going to be pissed.”
“Was he in your room?” said Heath, still staring at Eli.
Eli held his hands up in surrender. He started to ease past Cathy. “Look, I’m not trying to get in the middle of anything here. I just think that Cathy should decide what she wants to do. That’s all.”
Heath laughed, a harsh, caustic sound. “You don’t want to get in the middle of things? Are you for real?”
“Heath—” said Cathy.
“Shut up, Cathy,” said Heath. He moved closer to Eli.
Eli backed up.
Cathy took Heath’s arm, trying to pull him back.
He shook her off. He took another step towards Eli.
Eli tried to back up but ran into a step. He lost his footing and fell backwards.
Heath smirked.
Eli scrambled to his feet, his face white.
But Heath had already turned his back on Eli, apparently deciding he wasn’t worth his time. “I didn’t come up here for this. I want to talk to Matt.”
“Talk to him?” said Cathy. “That’s a really bad idea. He’ll throw you back in the barn.”
“Is it true?” said Heath. “Is he trying to sell the farm?”
“Not all of it.”
Heath shook his head. “He has no right to do that.”
Cathy bit her lip.
“Where is he?” said Heath.
“Heath, don’t,” said Cathy. “You shouldn’t even be in the house.”
But at that moment, Matt and Mr. Linton came out of the den.
“I’ll be in touch,” said Mr. Linton. “I think we can do some business.”
“Great,” said Matt, all smiles.
“Come on, Eli,” said Mr. Linton. He nodded at Cathy and gestured for his son to follow him.
Eli looked at Heath, then at Cathy, then at his shoes. “See you tomorrow, Cathy.”
“Oh, he’s going to pick you up again, is he?” Heath shook his head.
Matt seemed to notice him for the first time. His face got red.
But he waited until the Lintons were gone before turning to Heath. “What do you think you’re doing up here? I let you back in that tenant house and now you think you can come in here anytime you want? Because you can’t. You’re nothing but trash, and I don’t want trash in my house.”
Heath didn’t seem affected by the insults. “You can’t sell the farm.”
“It’s none of your business.”
“I put more into this farm than you ever did,” said Heath. “Who do you think was keeping it afloat? Floyd?”
“Afloat? That’s a funny way to put it,” said Matt. “Because this farm is sinking in case you hadn’t noticed.”
Fran appeared at the top of the steps. “Hey, sugar, if y’all are gonna argue, can you do it in the kitchen? I just got this baby down, and I don’t want you waking him up.”
“You hear that?” said Matt. “Get out of my house.”
Heath stalked past him, down the hall and into the kitchen.
Fists clenched, Matt followed him.
Cathy ran after the two of them. This was bad. There was nothing good about this at all.
Heath paced in front of the refrigerator. “If you hate the farm so much, then why stay?”
“I don’t hate the farm,” said Matt. “I hate the debt I’m in. I’m not selling the whole thing. Just fifty acres. Maybe eighty.”
“Fifty acres?” Heath dragged a hand over his face. “You’re killing us. We need the land. How else are we going to grow enough food to make money at the markets?”
“We’re not,” said Matt. “If I sell this land, I can pay off the mortgage. I can pay off my school loans. I can put money aside for Cathy’s college. And then if we can keep the farm turning a profit, then maybe we can crawl up out of this hole that Dad dug us into.”
It actually sounded reasonable to Cathy.
But Heath was still pacing.
“I don’t know why I’m explaining myself to you,” said Matt. “You’re nothing but some gypsy bastard that my father felt sorry for. I don’t owe you shit.”
Heath stopped moving. He faced Matt. “Why you got to make it about that? You always got to put me in my place. You think if you do it enough, you’ll convince me I’m worthless?”
“You are worthless. You’re a sack of shit. I’d do anything to get rid of you.”
“Right,” said Heath. “Because you’d rather be taking care of some ugly bitch who’s spread her legs for half the town and raising some kid that’s not even yours. I’m a burden, but that cow and her spawn deserve play rooms.”
“Shut up about Fran,” said Matt. He picked up an empty beer bottle from the counter.
“Fran?” said Heath. “You said my mother was a whore. What do you think she is? You’re just like your old man, aren’t you, Matt?”
And then Matt smashed the beer bottle onto the counter.
Shards sprayed everywhere.
Matt held the bottle by its neck, pointing the jagged end at Heath. “I’m going to tell you one more time. Get out of my fucking house.”
“It shouldn’t even be your house,” said Heath.
Matt leaped across the kitchen, slashing with the broken bottle.
There was blood suddenly.
Blood splattering.
Heath screamed.
Matt yelled.
Cathy jumped at both of them, trying to stop it.
But she couldn’t tell who was who or what was going on. She was yelling both their names, screaming herself hoarse, pulling on Matt, trying to get him away from Heath.
And then Matt shook her off.
He dropped the bottle. He was shaking.
Heath lay on the linoleum. He wasn’t moving. There was blood everywhere.
“Fuck,” said Matt.
Heath drew in a noisy breath.
“Fuck,” said Matt. He walked out of the kitchen.
Cathy heard the door slam. The engine of a car starting.
* * *
Heath watched as Cathy applied the last of the bandages to his wounds. Most of them were on his arms and hands. He’d thrown them up as protection when Matt came at him. But a few of them were on his chest and torso. Even a tiny one on his chin. Luckily, none of them were that deep.
He’d been afraid. He’d felt like he was swimming in his own blood. He’d worried that Matt had cut a major artery or something. That he was bleeding to death.
But he was okay.
Cathy had cried over him while she cleaned him up.
Now he drew her into his arms, holding her gingerly so as not to hurt himself too much.
She kissed his forehead. The tip of his nose. His lips.
Then she stood up and led him down the hallway from the upstairs bathroom to her room. She shut the door. She kissed him again.
Her lips and tongue were sweet, even though he was in pain. He wanted to kiss her forever.
She pulled her shirt over her head.
He was surprised. “Matt—”
“He won’t be home until later,” she said. “And he’ll be drunk. He won’t know you’re here.”
She reached behind and unsnapped her bra, letting it fall away.
And there they were again. Her breasts. He let out a little sigh, and he covered one of them with his hand.
She shut her eyes.
He kissed her.
She tugged him down onto the bed. She unbuttoned his pants.
“I didn’t… I mean, I got them, but I don’t have them here.” He swallowed. “The condoms, I mean.”
She got up and went to her dresser. “I got some.” And she tossed them on the bed. “I just thought maybe you wouldn’t, and I didn’t want…”
He picked up the small, square package. Three lubricated condoms, it said.
She took it away from him. She put it on her bedside table. “Touch me,” she said. “Touch me like you did before.”
He did his best. He put his mouth on her breasts. He kissed her nipples. He ran his fingers over the swell over her stomach, traced her rib cage. She was soft everywhere. She was small. He felt hulking next to her tiny form, like he might smother her, hurt her on accident. So he was as gentle as he could be.
But she didn’t make as much noise as last time.
Heath guessed she was afraid Fran would hear.
He missed the noises.
Cathy touched his chest, careful to avoid the places where he’d been cut. Her fingers were hesitant. He liked them. They were feather soft, barely brushing him, making his skin contract in goose bumps.
She moved her hand lower, raking her hand through the hair on his stomach, making him suck in breath, and then her hands were at his zipper.
He licked his lips. He felt nervous. He’d never been naked with anyone. This was Cathy. If there was anyone he trusted, it was her. But it was scary.
She unzipped him.
Then there was awkward fumbling, both of them trying to get off his pants.
She collided with his bandages more than once, making him flinch back, making her apologize.
And somewhere in the middle of it, he decided that she shouldn’t be wearing pants either, but he was clumsier at getting hers off.
So it seemed like they thrashed around on the bed, accidentally bumping into each other for a very long time. And when they were finally both in their underwear, lying back down in each other’s arms, he was half afraid that he’d completely lost his hard on, because he hadn’t even been thinking about sex, not really. It had been such an ordeal to get their pants off.
But he pressed himself against her, and it was there. And everything was glorious, because there was nothing between him and her skin except the thin cotton of his boxers.
He gasped. He pulled her close and kissed her hard.
And that hurt, because he was covered in wounds. He cringed.
She caressed his face, stroking his stubble. “I’m afraid,” she whispered.
“Of me?”
“Of…” She looked tiny and vulnerable. Her eyes were so wide.
He wanted to protect her more than anything. He felt like he had to. By taking off her clothes in front of him, she’d offered herself up to him for safety, and he couldn’t let anything bad happen to her.
“I’m afraid it’s going to hurt,” she said.
Did that happen to girls? Maybe he’d heard that. Goddamn it, why didn’t he know anything about this?
He kissed her forehead. “I’ll stop. If it hurts, I’ll stop.”
“No.”
“No?” Why would she say that? He couldn’t stand the thought of hurting her.
“Because if you stop, then it’ll just hurt the next time. I think it has to hurt the first time. I think you should…”
Heath grimaced. This whole thing was starting to seem less appealing. He was going to hurt her? She was going to suffer through it while he did it?
“And we should put something down in case I bleed,” she said.
Blood? She was going to bleed? He rubbed his forehead. “You know, you don’t have to do this for me. I’m not…” He stared at the ceiling. “We don’t have to do it at all.”
“I want to,” she said. She got up and yanked a towel off of a hook on the door. She laid it down on the bed.
He moved out of the way to let her. “Really? Because I’m not sure if I do.”
What he was enjoying was watching her bare breasts bounce around as she moved. That was… mesmerizing.
She lay back down on the towel and put her head on his shoulder. “Gotta have a first time sometime. Might as well get it over with.”
He shifted, propping himself up so that he was looking down at her. “I don’t know if I want you to feel like that.” Getting it over with didn’t sound like she found the thought of it appealing.
She put her hand on his crotch.
His eyes slammed shut. He let out a little noise of surprise.
She peeled his boxers down, and his cock popped out, pointing straight at her.
They both stared at it.
“Cathy…”
But she wrapped her hand around him.
He groaned.
She guided his hand under her underwear, pushing him between her legs. “Feel,” she whispered. “I want it.”
His fingers slid against her. She was slippery down there. Wet.
And her hand moved on his cock, stroking him.
“Okay,” he managed. “I’m totally cool with doing it.”
She giggled.
He kissed her again, her mouth eager under his. He tugged at her panties, and they were both naked, their bodies close, her skin warm against him.
It was nice.
Really nice.
She gave him one of the condoms.
His fingers shook when he tore open the wrapper, and it took him a couple of times to get it go on right. He tried it backwards once, but then he figured it out. The lubrication got on his fingers. It felt waxy.
He knelt between her legs.
He kissed her again. Both her nipples. Her neck.
Then he looked at her.
She bit her lip. She still looked afraid.
“I don’t know,” he breathed.
She grabbed his cock. She guided him into her. “Do it.” She closed her eyes.
And so he did. He pushed into her body slowly.
And it was… it was absolutely the most fucking fantastic thing he’d ever felt in his entire life. She was soft and welcoming and snug around him. Shivers went through his body. He moaned.
And then he remembered that he was possibly hurting her.
His eyes snapped open.
She let out a slow breath. “It’s not that bad.”
“Do you want me to stop?” Please don’t make me stop, he thought, hating himself for it, but knowing stopping would nearly kill him. Already, he was itching to thrust. His cock was pulsing at him. He wanted to move in her body.
“Don’t stop,” she said.
He made his first shallow thrust. It was earth shatteringly good.
She made a sound, strangled, high pitched.
“Are you okay?” he whispered.
“Uh huh,” she murmured.
He moved again. He felt her hips move with him, cradling him. They were connected. He was in her.
He gazed into her eyes, and she looked back.
“You’re mine, Heath Galloway,” she said. “Say it.”
“I’m yours,” he gasped. “I’m yours.”
* * *
Cathy gazed down at Heath’s sleeping face. He looked so peaceful and young, curled up next to her, one hand possessively on one of her breasts. She tucked a lock of his hair behind his ear.
Well.
That was done then. She wasn’t a virgin anymore. And she didn’t feel any different.
Maybe a little sore.
All those romance novels she’d read where the girl felt a little stab of pain that faded into some kind of mind-blowing pleasure? They’d lied. Sex had hurt like fuck. The whole time.
Maybe it was a little less at the end. Or maybe she’d just gotten kind of numb towards the end. She wasn’t sure. She was sure that it hadn’t felt good. Like, not good in the slightest. And she couldn’t even blame Heath for it, because she didn’t think he could have done anything differently.
After all, everything that had led up to it had been really amazing. It had all felt awesome.
Maybe it was only because it was the first time. Everyone said the first time sucked. Maybe the second time would be better.
Heath stirred next to her, muttering in his sleep.
She kissed his forehead. Poor thing. At least he seemed to like it. She couldn’t believe what Matt had done to him, going at him with that broken bottle like that. She’d been so afraid that he’d killed Heath.
When she realized he was alive, that was the moment she’d realized that she was going to have sex with him. She’d thought, If I can get him cleaned up, and he doesn’t have to go to the hospital, we’re doing it.
And he’d been okay. So, they had.
She was glad. Not just because she got it over with, but because it made her feel closer to Heath, and it reminded her of everything she knew deep down. That she and Heath belonged to each other. When he’d been inside her, she’d felt complete. It had hurt, but the pain had been okay. Even the blood had been okay, though she wasn’t sure how she was going to explain she’d ruined her best towel. If it took a little pain and blood for the two of them to be fused into one being, then that was what it took.
And she’d make love to him again, over and over, even if it never felt good and it always hurt like that. Because when he was in her body, she was whole. He finished her.
She’d been confused before about the whole Eli thing, but she wasn’t confused anymore.
She understood her feelings toward Eli now. They weren’t anything like her feelings toward Heath. But they were useful feelings. Now Cathy saw what was important. And she knew what she had to do.
Heath wouldn’t understand, but in the end, he’d see. It was the only way.
* * *
Cathy set down the tiny black box on the counter at the pawn shop. “I have these. How much could you give me for them?”
The man opened the box and looked at the glittering earrings. He let out a low whistling breath. “Where’d you get these?”
“Are they worth a lot?”
He told her.
She bit her lip and nodded. “I’ll take the money.”
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Gage was unlocking Thera’s door again. She hadn’t been out in days. He usually just opened the door to hand her a plate of food, which she had to eat alone in her room. She guessed that being invited to dinner the first night had been a rare occurrence.
She ran to the door. “Gage?”
There was no answer. The door pushed open. Gage glared at her.
“You’ve got to help me,” she said. “Please. Call my father. Tell him where I am.”
“That’s why I’m coming to get you,” said Gage. “Heath’s going to call your dad.”
It was the longest sentence she’d ever heard him say. “He is?”
“You gonna come willingly, or do I have to drag you again?”
She straightened her shoulders. “Why should I do anything willingly? I’m being held prisoner. Surely you can see that isn’t right. Heath is insane.”
“He’s a hard man,” said Gage, “but he’s good in his own way. He’s like a father to me. I know he won’t hurt you. Not really.”
“Denying me my freedom is hurting me,” she said. “Please. You’re the only one who seems like a decent person.”
“Decent person? Not a retarded lackey?” he said pointedly. And then he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her out of the room.
“I’m sorry I said that,” she said, struggling to keep her feet moving at the same pace as Gage. “I was only afraid and angry. This situation doesn’t bring out the best in me.”
He didn’t say anything. He tightened his grip on her.
She bit her lip. It hurt. “Okay, okay, Gage. I’ll walk on my own. Let go of me.”
They were at the top of the steps. She could see the doorway to the outside from here. Maybe she could make a break for it, shoot down the stairs and out the door.
“I don’t think so,” said Gage. He held onto her all the way down the steps.
Heath and Linton were in the den.
Gage threw her down on a settee and stood next to her, blocking her path out of the room. Thera could see the way things were now. Heath was the brains of the operation, Linton was the sadist who enjoyed it, and Gage was the muscle. She was never going to get out of here.
“Well, hello, Catherine,” said Heath. “I hope you’re well.”
“Well?” she said. “I’ve been kidnapped by a bunch of sickos.”
“Sicko?” Heath considered. “Yes, I suppose that’s about accurate.” He sat down next to her. “He stole her from me, you know? Your father. I can’t forgive him for that. I don’t even want to. I just want him to hurt, the way I hurt. If you’re here, if you leave him the way that Cathy left me, then maybe that’ll hurt him. What do you think?”
“But I didn’t leave him,” I said. “You’re keeping me captive here.”
Heath shrugged. “It’s really all the same, isn’t it? I don’t see why it matters if you’re here willingly or not.” He took a phone out of his pocket. Thera recognized it. It was her cell phone. He dialed.
He had it on speaker phone, and Thera could hear it ringing.
Her father picked up. “Thera? Thera baby, is that you? Where are you, sweetheart?”
“Dad, I’m in West Virginia. I went to see Heath. I’m so sorry. I should have listened to you.”
Heath laughed, a low chuckle. “Nice to hear your voice again, Eli.”
“Heath?”
“Your daughter doesn’t look a thing like you, you know? She’s all Cathy.”
“You…” Eli seemed to be at a loss for words. “You bastard.”
“People have been calling me that my whole life,” said Heath. “Throw some racial slurs in there while you’re at it, huh?”
“What are you doing with her? What are you doing with Thera?”
Heath smiled. “Doing with her? Nothing. Nothing at all. She’s very comfortable. Catherine, tell your father we haven’t hurt a hair on your pretty little head.”
“I’m okay,” Thera said.
“But I’m not going to let her go,” said Heath.
“You want something?” said Eli. “You want money? I have money, Heath. I’ll give you anything you want.”
“Really?” Heath leaned back, relishing this. “Beg me, Eli.”
“Please,” said Eli. “Give her back. I’ll do anything. I beg you.”
Heath closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Oh, that was very nice. Maybe I’ll call you back tomorrow and get you to do it again.”
Heath hung the phone up. Then he took the battery and the SIM card out of it. “He’s probably going to call the police. I hear they can track cell phones.”
Thera shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why would you do this?”
“I thought you’d already figured that out,” said Heath. “I’m a sicko.” He smiled at her. “I went crazy when she died, you know.”
“But why now? Why me? After all this time, it doesn’t make sense,” said Thera.
“You’re eighteen,” said Heath. “That’s how old she was when she died. But I guess you knew that, didn’t you?”
She hadn’t.
“No.” Heath’s voice was like silk. “You didn’t know. How odd.”
“Dad doesn’t talk about her much,” she said. She looked up at Heath. “What was my mother like?”
“She was the cruelest person I ever met,” said Heath. “She was strong. She was beautiful. She was confused and crazy and reckless. She looked just like you.” His voice cracked. He stood up. His lip was trembling.
He turned on Linton. “What are you looking at?”
Linton’s eyes widened. He cowered. “I’m not. I wasn’t—”
Heath lifted his hand, heavy with rings, and backhanded the boy. The sound of the slap echoed in the quiet room.
Linton whimpered.
“Don’t mock me with your eyes, boy,” Heath growled. He left the room, slamming the door behind him.
Thera tried to melt into the settee.
He was insane.
* * *
Linton perched on the edge of her bed. “You don’t know what it’s like to live with him. You don’t know the things he’s done to me.” His eyes flitted around the room, as if he was afraid that Heath could hear him. “Sometimes, I think my mother killed herself just to get away from him.”
“Did he hit her too?” said Thera.
“I don’t know,” said Linton. “I don’t remember. He hits me, though.”
“A lot?”
“When he drinks,” said Linton. “Sometimes when he’s sober. He’s impossible to predict. Sometimes he’s fine, but other times, he goes absolutely crazy.”
“So why stay here?” said Thera. “Why not run away? You and I could go together. We could get away from him.”
“You’d come with me?” said Linton. “You wouldn’t try to get away from me once we were out of this house?”
“Of course not,” she said, but inwardly, she panicked. She kept forgetting that Linton was just as crazy as his father. He was cruel too. Maybe it was because he’d been raised by that man. She didn’t know. But it didn’t change the fact that she had to be wary of Linton. Still, if the two of them could get away, she could worry about dealing with Linton later. He had to be easier than dealing with Heath.
Linton eyed her. “I don’t believe you. We’d get away, and you’d abandon me. You don’t actually like me. You’re only pretending because you want my help.”
“I like you,” she said, desperation seeping through her.
He shook his head. “You’re a bad liar.” He got off the bed and walked to the window. “I hate my father. But he did get you here for me. I couldn’t have written those letters without him.”
Her father had been right. Heath had written the facebook messages. So, who was Linton, if not the fun-loving and interesting guy she’d chatted with? And if Heath had written those messages, did that mean that guy was hidden somewhere inside him? Was that why her mother had loved him? How could her mother have ever loved him?
“I’m not good with that kind of thing,” said Linton. “I don’t know how to seem… normal. My father says I’m soft like my mother. But I’m not soft.” He turned to her, his smile vaguely demented. “My father just doesn’t understand my strength.”
She swallowed. “Right. Well, I would understand.”
“Would you?” Linton walked over to the bed where she was sitting. He ran his knuckles over her cheek—a caress. Then his fingers traveled over her lips.
She shied away from him. “Linton. I’m your cousin.”
Linton smiled. “That’s right, you are. We have so much in common, Thera. We need to stick together.”
A tendril of horror wound its way up her spine. What the hell was going to happen to her here?
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The Linton house was enormous and modern. It was shaped like an “L,” with a three-story tower jutting up from the rest of the house, a long stretch of window-lined rooms. It was tucked into a valley, mountains looking down on it. The front lawn was landscaped—sculpted shrubs and autumn flowers. There was a pool in the backyard. Red and yellow leaves floated on its surface.
Isabella was lounging by the pool when Eli finished giving Cathy the tour.
“You two given up hiding that you’re madly in love with each other yet?” Isabella asked.
Eli blushed.
Cathy laughed. “Who was hiding anything? Not me. I’m an open book.”
“No,” said Eli. “You’re impossible to figure out.”
She raised her eyebrows.
“But I like that about you.”
Isabella got out of her chair. “I guess you two want privacy.”
“Don’t be silly,” said Cathy. “Stay right where you are.”
“I was going inside anyway,” said Isabella. “It’s a little too chilly out here.” She pulled her sweater tighter and started for the house. “Oh, Cathy, do you want to come shopping with me and some of the girls next week?”
Cathy knew what she meant by “some of the girls.” Isabella had taken to hanging out with the clique of doctors’ and lawyers’ daughters at their school. “No, I couldn’t. I don’t really have much extra cash right now.”
“Too bad,” said Isabella. “Let me know if you change your mind.” She disappeared into the house.
Cathy and Eli watched her go.
Then they were quiet.
He put his hands in his pockets and looked at the still surface of the pool.
Cathy took a deep breath. She closed her eyes. And then she pressed herself into Eli, finding his lips and kissing him.
This time, she lingered. She opened her mouth to him, teasing his tongue with her own.
It was different than kissing Heath. It was… lighter. Sweet like sugar. Not achingly, deeply pleasant. In some ways, that was a relief.
Eli crushed her close, one hand splayed against the small of her back, one hand tangled in her hair.
When she pulled away from him, his eyes were still closed.
“You taste like the wind,” he murmured.
She felt shy. He had a way with words, that was for sure. She tugged away from him. “You can’t be with me, though, can you, Eli? I mean, not really. I can’t even afford to go shopping with your sister.”
“You want to go?” asked Eli. He pulled his wallet out of his pocket. He took out several bills.
“Oh, no, I couldn’t,” she said.
He pressed the money into her hand. “Take it. I want to give it to you.”
And she smiled, feeling victorious.
* * *
Eli screeched the car to a halt, because Heath was in the middle of the road. He was lit up, the setting sun at his back, his hair a brilliant halo around his face. He looked like an avenging angel.
Cathy opened the door the car. “Heath—”
Eli put his hand on her arm. “You don’t have to do that, Cathy. You don’t have to soothe him. He’ll either accept what’s going on between us or he won’t.”
She’d been at Eli’s house. That was why she was so late.
But the money he’d given her was in her pocket. Safe.
And Cathy knew she was doing the right thing. But she had to figure out how to keep Heath from freaking out the way he was doing right now.
“Eli, just let me talk to him,” she said.
“No,” said Eli. “I don’t think you should be alone with him. He looks dangerous. I want to stay with you.”
She rolled her eyes. Like Eli was any kind of match for Heath.
But Eli was already getting out of the car and approaching Heath. “You’re in the way.”
Heath’s hands were clenched in fists. He was taking long, shuddering breaths.
Shit. Cathy got out of the car and ran between them. She touched Heath’s chest, stroking him. “Don’t. Please. Calm down.”
He looked at her, and there was heartbreak all over his face.
She felt like her heart was breaking too. She thought she might cry. She turned back to Eli. “Let me talk to him.”
Eli eyed Heath warily. “What if he hurts you?”
“He would never—”
“You’re the one I’m going to hurt.” Heath’s voice was gravelly. “You stay away from her.”
“He gave me a ride home, Heath,” she said, stroking his chest again, pleading with him. “Just calm down. Calm down.” She looked at Eli. “You need to go. Go, now. He will hurt you.”
Eli took a step back. He looked at her hand on Heath’s chest. A trouble expression crossed his blue eyes. “I guess you don’t have any illusions about me hurting him.” He looked at the ground. “Of course not.”
“I’ll call you later,” she said.
“You’ll what?” said Heath.
Damn it. Why did this have to be so difficult?
Eli got back in his car.
He backed out of the driveway, and she and Heath watched him go, the fading sunlight reflecting on the shiny paint job.
“Where have you been? What have you been doing? Were you with him the whole time?” Heath was agonized.
She hated for him to feel like that. She took both of his hands. “It was for school. We’re working on a project. I’m going to have to be at his house a lot.”
“Don’t lie to me,” said Heath.
“I’m not,” she said.
He thrust both of his hands into his hair. “You made me say I was yours. But you never said you were mine, did you?”
She touched his face. She ran her fingers over the stubble on his chin. “I’m yours.”
“Cathy, you’ve been with him all evening. For hours.”
“For school,” she said. She took him by the hand and pulled him with her. She led him to the tenant house, up the steps of the porch.
“What are you doing?” he said.
“Let’s go to your room,” she said. She started up the steps.
He hesitated, but then he followed her. When they got to the second floor, he followed her into his room. He shut the door.
She pulled off her shirt.
“Cathy, you can’t just…”
He always got stupid when she was half naked. She had to make him like that again. He couldn’t question things. She unclasped her bra.
“He thinks there’s something between you,” said Heath. “I can see the way he looks at you. He looks at you like he thinks he owns you and—”
She put his hand on her breast.
He stopped talking. He shut his eyes.
She kissed him. “I’m yours, Heath. Yours.”
He let out a shaky breath. He ran his thumb over her nipple.
That was bliss. She sighed.
He rested his forehead against hers. “I couldn’t understand how you could do it. Not after…”
“After we made love?” She peered into his dark, dark eyes. “I didn’t. I’m not with him.”
“Why does he have to take you to school every day? He wants you.”
“Well, I want you.” She pushed aside his shirt, slid a seeking hand under the waist of his jeans until she found him. He hardened at her touch.
He grunted. “Trust me, he thinks—”
“Stop talking about him and make love to me,” she interrupted, and she put her mouth on his.
And finally… he did.
She lay twined in his arms afterwards, both of them breathing hard, and two things were clear to her.
One was that sex did not become phenomenally pleasurable the second time, but that it did hurt less.
And the other was that she was tied to Heath Galloway with unbreakable bonds, stronger than the strongest iron, tougher than the toughest rope.
* * *
“You got a smoke?” said Saul. He was on the porch of the tenant house.
Heath dug out his pack and tapped a cigarette out. He handed it to Saul. Then he popped one in his mouth.
“That the boss’ sister I saw coming out of here earlier?” said Saul. “She the one making all that noise?”
Heath lit his cigarette. “Yeah.” He handed his lighter to Saul.
Saul shook his head, lighting the smoke. “Boy, you got any idea what you’re doing?”
“Not really.” Heath took a long drag.
Saul laughed. “Yeah, it don’t seem like it, I gotta say.”
“I’m in love with her.” Smoke trickled out with his words.
“Sure you are.”
Heath rubbed his face. He was royally fucked was what it was. He knew there was more to that shit with Eli Linton than Cathy was saying. But goddamn if it seemed to matter when she was kissing him. When she was fucking him.
Saul flicked ash onto the porch. “How ‘bout a hand of cards, boy?”
“Sure,” said Heath. He was starting to turn into a halfway decent poker player if he didn’t say so himself.
* * *
Cathy awoke to the sound of the phone ringing. She sat up. It was still dark outside.
Someone else would answer it. She lay back down.
The answering machine picked up.
Whoever was calling hung up.
The phone began ringing again.
Fine.
Cathy dragged herself out of bed and went downstairs to answer the phone. “Hello?”
“They took her, Cathy. They took her, and there was so much blood.”
“Matt?” she asked. Her brother’s voice was thick and slurred, as if he was drunk. But he also sounded agonized, as if he’d been crying.
“You got to get to the hospital, Cathy. It’s Fran. Oh god, it’s Fran. I think I killed her.”
And the phone went dead in her hand.
Cathy swallowed. Get to the hospital? Had Matt forgotten she didn’t drive? She needed to get Eli to make good on that promise to take her to the DMV for a license. But that didn’t help her now.
She went back upstairs and threw on some clothes, pulled her hair into a ponytail.
There was only one way she knew of to get to the hospital. But she didn’t think that Matt was going to like it.
She darted out of the farmhouse, running down to the tenant house in the darkness. She was surprised to see that lights were still on downstairs. She knocked on the door.
“Ho there!” called a voice.
She let herself in. The house was full of smoke. She coughed.
“Who’s there?” Heath appeared in the doorway to the living room, shirtless, holding a can of Miller Lite. “Cathy?”
“You’re drinking?”
He raised an eyebrow. “That a problem?”
“Can you drive?” She hugged herself. “I need to go to the hospital. Matt just called. Something happened to Fran. He’s freaking.”
“Shit,” said Heath.
“I know you don’t like her—”
“That doesn’t mean I want her hurt.” He scratched the back of his head. “Let me get a shirt. You got the truck keys?”
“I… I’ll get them. Meet me by the truck?”
He nodded.
“You sure you’re okay to drive?”
“Yeah,” he said.
The drive to the hospital seemed to take a long time. Heath flipped around the radio stations until she made him stop. It didn’t seem like the right time to be listening to music.
But then it was quiet except for the sound of the motor and the wheels on the pavement.
She fingered the edge of her shirt. “You stay up drinking a lot?”
“No,” said Heath. “We work early.”
“What were you doing?”
“They’re teaching me to play poker,” he said.
“Poker.” She was nervous. “But isn’t gambling, you know, messed up? Can’t you get hooked on it, like it’s addictive?”
“Maybe,” said Heath. He shot her a glance. “Why are you asking me this?”
“I don’t know.” She sucked in breath. Matt had sounded really upset. She’d never heard him that upset. Not even after Daddy had died. And she thought—suddenly—of Heath hurling her father down the stairs. She shivered. “Do you ever think about what you’re going to do with your life?”
“Beyond being with you and making you happy, not really. Where is this coming from, Cathy?”
“Well, what would it be like, Heath? I mean, if we had the life you envision? Would you go out all night and play poker with the guys? Get drunk? Come home and slap me around?”
“I would never hurt you.” He reached for her. “Are you okay? What’s going on?”
“Somebody’s got to be practical, Heath. You can’t stay on this farm. You have to go back to school. You have to do something with yourself.”
“I don’t want to go back to school,” said Heath. “I was no good at it anyway. I cut class all the time. I failed all my tests. It didn’t matter.”
“But now you’re trapped. You’re stuck on the farm, and you can’t get out.”
“I like the farm,” he said.
“Maybe I don’t,” she said. “Maybe I want to get away. Far, far away. Maybe I want to live in an apartment on the fifteenth floor of a building in Manhattan, and I want to take the subway to work, and I never want to come back here.”
He didn’t say anything.
God. Why had she blurted it all out like that? That wasn’t how it was supposed to work. She was supposed to wait, wait until she had it all set up, until she had the money.
She squeezed her eyes shut. Stupid. She was so stupid. She was always ruining everything.
“Okay,” said Heath.
“Okay?”
He nodded, looking sidelong at her, his expression confused. “Okay.”
She gazed at him, at his luminous black eyes. She drowned in them. “But you like the farm. Would you come to the city if I wanted it?”
“Sure,” he said. He put a hand on her knee and rubbed it. “Why don’t you take it easy, huh? I think you’re worried about Fran. We can talk about this another time.”
But she was too stunned. “You were so mad at Matt for trying to sell the farm. I thought you loved it.”
“I love you way more than the farm. If you don’t want to be there, I don’t want to be there either.”
She sank into her seat, relieved and anxious all at the same time.
* * *
Matt met Cathy in the lobby. He was holding Gage, and both he and the baby were sobbing. Matt thrust the child into her arms.
Cathy tried to calm the baby down. “Shh, shh.” She rocked him.
“He knows,” said Matt, his face crumpling. “He can tell she’s gone.”
“Matt, what’s going on?” said Cathy. “What happened?”
“I lost control,” said Matt. “I shouldn’t have had that last beer. I thought it would be okay. Just one more drink. But I was shaky, and I was having trouble with the car. The steering wheel was so hard to turn.”
The pieces were all coming together for Cathy. “You wrecked the car?”
“She’s dead, Cathy,” said Matt. “She’s dead.”
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The crawlspace above the front door was dank and dirty, and she barely fit in there with Gage, whose hand was clapped over her mouth. He held her tight against him, her back to his front. She could feel his breath on her neck.
She could smell him. He smelled like sweat and dirt and motor oil. She should have been repulsed by it. But for some reason, something about it was pleasant, just like there was something nice about the contours of Gage’s body against hers.
She was appalled by her enjoyment of it.
It was some kind of Stockholm syndrome or something. Or maybe she’d been in this farmhouse for so long that the craziness had worn off on her.
Gage was hiding her in here so that the police couldn’t find her.
They were here. Searching the house.
She could hear their steps as they wandered through the rooms, muffled laughter and voices from far away.
And Gage gripped her, held her tightly, and she was enveloped in his smell.
She shut her eyes.
Everything was too horrible for words.
The sound of a door opening. Close by.
The police were coming into the room. She was inside this crawlspace, only a thin wall between her and the police. Not that they’d see the opening. It looked like a panel of wood like all the others on the wall.
“Sorry again about this, Mr. Galloway,” a voice was saying. The man had a thick accent. “You know how those city folk are. We got to check everything out. He even tried to come down here with us, but we kept him out.”
He? Was that her father?
Thera struggled in Gage’s arms. She needed to make noise. She needed to let the police know she was there.
“I thank you for that,” said Heath’s voice. “Eli Linton and I have a bad history. I have to say I’m horrified to think that he’d accuse me of kidnapping, however. Especially when it was him who tried to keep my own son from me all those years ago.”
Kept his son? What was he even talking about? Did it matter?
Thera elbowed Gage in the ribs.
Gage made a soft sound of irritation. His grip on her loosened a little bit.
“Did he now?”
“Yes,” said Heath. “He tried to take Linton from me. I had to get the law involved. It was quite terrible. Especially after I’d been through so much, losing the boy’s mother to suicide and everything.” Heath managed to sound truly sad about it.
Thera hated him. She wrenched her arm free of Gage.
“What a nutcase. Well, Mr. Galloway, I assure you that we’ll take his accusations with a grain of salt from now on. Everyone in town knows what a great man you are. All the money you donate to causes. And taking in the son of poor Matt Earnshaw.”
“Stepson,” said Heath. “Gage has no living relatives.”
Cathy banged her hand against the wall of the crawlspace.
Gage wrapped his arm around her again, pinning her hand against her. He swore softly under his breath.
“What was that?”
“What was what?” said Heath.
“I heard something. In the walls.”
“Oh, well, we have a bit of a rodent infestation, I’m sorry to say,” said Heath. “These old houses, it’s hard to find every little nook or cranny they can get in.”
Thera tried to thrash, tried to get free again, but Gage held onto her so tightly she could hardly breathe.
“Right. Rodents.”
And the door closed.
No. Thera felt tears spring to her eyes. She was never going to get out of here, was she?
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Matt was drunk at Fran’s viewing, drunker than Cathy had ever seen him. He spent all his time standing byFran’s casket, sometimes bent over her body, weeping loudly, sometimes holding onto it for dear life. If he did let go, he was so drunk that he stumbled.
Cathy had to watch Gage the entire time. The baby was far too young to have any idea what was going on, but he cried too, piteously, and nothing Cathy did could make him quieter. Eventually, both Gage and Matt cried themselves out. Gage fell asleep in her arms, and Matt collapsed in a chair next to the casket, where he snored loudly.
Cathy supposed she would have been embarrassed if many people had shown up to the viewing, but it was a sparse crowd, only a few of Fran’s old friends and some neighbors.
The funeral the following day was even less well attended.
The pews of the church were mostly empty, but Cathy was surprised when she looked back and saw Eli Linton and his sister arrive. They were both dressed in black, and their clothes were so nice that they made Cathy feel self-conscious. She didn’t own a black dress, and so she’d been forced to wear the next best thing—a navy blue polka dot number. It was a little bit too small for her because she hadn’t worn it in years, and she couldn’t help but feel like it wasn’t somber enough. The polka dots seemed too festive.
Matt was even drunker than he had been at the viewing. Cathy had been frightened to have him behind the wheel of the car before they left. She’d tried to convince him to let Heath drive them, but Matt was adamant that Heath shouldn’t come anywhere near the funeral. Matt had thrust the keys into her hand. Which was sort of all right. She could drive. She’d been driving old, farm-use vehicles all over the property since she was twelve or thirteen. But if they’d gotten pulled over, she knew she would have been in trouble. Luckily, that didn’t happen.
The pastor droned on about Fran from the pulpit. He said she’d been a loving, Christian woman, and that she was looking down on everyone from her place with the angels.
Cathy couldn’t help rolling her eyes. The pastor had never even met Fran. He didn’t know anything about her.
He continued on with his sermon, talking about the fires of hell, and how he just knew that Fran wished each and every one of them would come to know Jesus as their personal savior.
Cathy hoped it would all be over soon.
And eventually, it was. They got into the procession and followed the hearse out to the graveyard. Fran was being buried in the family plot, because Matt insisted that she was like family to him. Cathy didn’t care one way or another. She thought that maybe everyone should be cremated instead of taking up all this space. If all the people who ever lived on earth got buried, how long would it take before there wasn’t any room to bury anyone?
She held Gage while the casket was lowered and patted Matt on the back while he cried some more. She’d never seen her brother cry this much.
After everything was over, Eli and Isabella came over to her.
Cathy wasn’t sure what to say to them. She supposedly had a relationship with Eli, but it was tough to be sure how to act in a situation like this. She bounced Gage on her hip and tried to smile at them.
Eli touched her shoulder. He looked like he was going to say something, but then he closed his mouth.
Isabella threw her arms around Cathy, however. “You poor thing. First your father, now this. It’s awful. And Fran was so young. And your brother is so sad. This is probably the worst thing that I’ve ever seen happen to someone. The absolute worst.”
Cathy looked at her toes. “We’ll be all right.”
“And this must be her baby,” said Isabella. “Little motherless thing.” She stroked the top of his head. “You poor, poor little guy.”
There was a light touch on Cathy’s shoulder. She turned to see Mrs. Dean, her neighbor from down the road. “Cathy, would you like to go off with your friends for a little while?” said Mrs. Dean.
“Oh,” said Cathy. “I have to stay with Matt. He probably won’t be able to drive home. And he can’t look after Gage.”
Mrs. Dean plucked the baby out of Cathy’s arms. “I think I can handle getting him home. You run along now. You’re too young to be dealing with all of this.”
Cathy was surprised. “Well, if you say so.”
“I do,” said Mrs. Dean. “Off with you.”
Cathy gave her the keys to the car. Then she turned back to Eli and Isabella. “Would you guys mind hanging out with me?”
“Mind?” said Eli. “You crazy?”
Isabella took her by the hand. “Come on, we’ll do whatever you want. We’ll take your mind off of it if you don’t want to talk about it. We’ll listen if you want to tell us everything. We’ll help you find angry music to fit your mood.”
Cathy couldn’t help but smile at Isabella.
“Our parents are out of town,” said Eli. “We’ll have the place to ourselves.”
* * *
Eli lay on the couch, staring up at the ceiling. His blue eyes matched the blue of his parents’ sofa. “You ever think about death?”
“Well, yeah.” Cathy was across the room from him, on a blue easy chair. It was overstuffed and comfortable. “I mean, I guess I do. Or whatever.”
“I don’t,” said Eli. “Not usually, anyway.”
Cathy hugged her knees to her chest.
“But then stuff happens, like this funeral and I’m forced to face it. You know?”
She bit her lip. “People die. It sucks, but it happens.”
He rolled over on his side, facing her. “Right. Everybody dies. I’m going to die. You’re going to die. My parents are. Isabella. Everyone.”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“No, really. It’s like guaranteed or whatever.”
She wasn’t sure what to say.
“Do you believe in Heaven?” said Eli. “The pastor at the funeral was going on and on about how we should all get saved, or else we’d go to hell. Do you believe that stuff?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “Do you?”
“Heaven, I could believe in. Maybe not with the angels and the choirs and the big, fluffy clouds. But a place where you go and you’re happy all the time or something? Yeah, I guess I could believe in that. I just can’t believe in hell, though. Like, why would a god who loves everyone make a place that’s all just torment or something?”
Cathy let out a bitter laugh. “You know, I’m not sure if God actually loves us. I think maybe he makes us suffer for his own amusement.”
He sat up. “Seriously?”
“When I think about Heaven, I think about being free. And I think that if I was trapped in some place where people were happy all the time, it would drive me crazy. If all they did was smile and be nice to each other and walk by pearly gates and things, I’d start throwing tantrums. I’d tell whoever was in charge that I wanted to be set out, back to earth. And then… I’d like to be the wind. I’d go wherever I wanted. Blow through things, blow around things. Have no shape. Just fly, free and bodiless, over the entire world. That’s my idea of Heaven.”
“Whoa.” Eli was quiet, gazing at her with something like adoration.
She hid her face, embarrassed.
“That’s really beautiful,” he said. “That’s how I think of you, too. You’re too wild to be contained, Cathy. Like the wind.”
“Whatever. I was only saying stuff.”
“I’m glad you did.” He crooked his finger at her. “Come here for a second.”
She chewed on her lip. Hesitated. But then she went across the room to him.
He pulled her down on the couch. He kissed her.
She closed her eyes. She bet the wind never felt guilty, even if it ripped the limbs of trees or the siding off of houses. If she was the wind, kissing Eli wouldn’t make her feel this way.
* * *
Cathy watched as Matt staggered into the kitchen. He’d been drunk for weeks now. It seemed like he was always drunk. He never left the house except for to get more alcohol, and he wasn’t in a good mood most of the time.
“Where’s Gage?” Matt asked her. She caught a whiff of his rank breath.
“You don’t need to see the baby right now, Matt,” said Cathy.
Matt opened the refrigerator door. He took out a beer.
“Hey, maybe you should lay off for a little bit, huh?” she said. “I could make you some coffee?”
“You want one?” Matt held out the can to her. “You can have a beer if you want, Cathy.”
“That’s okay.” She chewed on her lip. “Um, Matt, I know that you’re upset about what happened to Fran, but it can’t be good for you to—”
“Where’s Gage? I can’t find that boy.” He turned to Cathy. “You’re hiding him from me, aren’t you?”
“No,” said Cathy.
Matt’s expression hardened. He glared at her, but his eyes didn’t focus properly. “You’re poisoning him against me. Half the time when I pick him up, he starts crying, like he hates me. And he’s all I got left of Fran.”
“He’s a baby. He cries sometimes.”
“Why are you doing that, Cathy? Why you making him hate me?”
“I’m not,” she said.
Matt pulled a steak knife out of the dish drainer by the sink. He brandished it. “How would you like it if I stuffed this blade down your throat?”
Cathy left the room. Her brother was starting to get scary. She stopped in the den and picked up Gage, who was in his playpen. She’d take the baby upstairs and lock both of them inside her bedroom.
But Matt was waiting for her in the hallway. He pulled Gage out of Cathy’s arms.
Gage started to scream.
“Stop that,” said Matt. “Stop screaming at me. I’m all you got now. You better learn to smile when you see me.”
“You scared him,” said Cathy. “He can’t help it.”
“You going to cry?” said Matt. “I’ll give you something to cry about, Gage.” He started up the stairs, still holding the little boy.
“Stop!” yelled Cathy. “What are you doing?”
 Matt halted at the top of the steps, dangling Gage over the railing of the balcony. “See, little guy, this is something cry about.”
“Matt, stop it!” Cathy started up the steps.
And the door opened. Heath walked in, still dirty and sweaty from the fields.
Matt was startled, and he lost his grip on the little boy. Gage went into a free fall.
Cathy shrieked.
Heath moved forward, quick as a cat. He snatched the boy out of the air.
Gage gave a great heaving sigh, hiccupped, and smiled at Heath.
“You!” roared Matt. “It’s your fault I dropped him. I told you that I didn’t want you in the house.”
“If he hadn’t been here, Gage would be dead.” Cathy ran over to where Heath held Gage, checking the baby to make sure he was okay. In a lower voice, to Heath, “What are you doing here?”
“Looking for you,” Heath whispered back.
“I’m going to kill you all,” Matt said, leaning over the railing. “All of you. I’ll kill you myself.”
Heath inclined his head toward the door. “Come on, let’s get out of here. He’s drunk, and he doesn’t know what’s going on.”
“We have to take Gage.”
“Of course,” said Heath.
* * *
The truck bumped its way over the dirt road that wound through the fields. Alice in Chains was playing over the speakers. Cathy turned it up, resting her head against the window. Gage was in her lap. He seemed to like the music. She watched the scenery through the window. The farm looked the same as it always did. As it always would. Now, more than ever, she just wanted to get away.
Heath turned down the music.
“Hey,” she said. “I like that song.”
“I didn’t bring you out here with me so that we could listen to music.”
“Why not? That’s what we usually do,” she said. That and have sex. She was glad he wasn’t living in the barn anymore, because otherwise, she guessed they’d be doing it there. The tenant house was better.
“I haven’t seen you in days, Cathy.”
“I’ve been busy,” she said. “Everything’s crazy. Matt’s losing his mind now that Fran’s gone.”
Heath smirked. “Yeah, I could see that.”
“Heath!” She furrowed her brow. “He’s really hurting.”
“Good.”
“You can’t mean that.”
“Why wouldn’t I mean that?” Heath tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “He deserves it.”
“He’s my brother.”
Heath didn’t say anything.
She sighed. “You could pretend not to hate him, you know. For me.”
“Does he pretend not to hate me?”
She reached over to turn the music back up. This was turning into a conversation she didn’t want to have. It reminded her of the way Heath had reacted to her father’s death. Sometimes, she wondered how he could be so hard and unfeeling. He didn’t care about anyone except her.
Heath stopped her. “Hey, look, that’s not what I wanted to talk about either.”
Cathy pulled her hand back. “Fine. Then talk about what you want to.”
“I…” He let out a frustrated breath. “I wanted to see you. I missed you. That’s all.”
She felt guilty all of the sudden. “Oh.” She turned to look at him. “I missed you too.”
Heath pulled the truck over to the side of the road, but left it on so that the music was still playing.
She clutched Gage closer and scooted across the seat.
Heath gathered her into his arms.
She rested her head against his shoulder.
Heath held her. She held Gage.
“I’m sorry Matt’s so nuts right now,” Heath whispered into her hair.
She shut her eyes. “It’s not your fault.”
“I wish I could make everything perfect for you, Cathy. I’d do anything for you.”
She smiled. “And I’d do anything for you.”
His lips found her neck, just below her earlobe.
She gasped.
It was perfect, then. Right at that moment, she was secure in Heath’s arms, the stubble on his chin tickling her neck, his solid, firm chest cradling her. Stalks of corn surrounded them, and the breeze went through them, riffling them like strands of a little girl’s hair. Everything was peaceful and tranquil. She was safe. Happy.
She turned her head, letting her lips meet his.
Their kiss plunged her into dense pleasure, a world that belonged only to her and Heath. She couldn’t imagine being parted from him. Ever.
* * *
Matt riffled through his cash. “I’ll raise.” He slapped several bills down on the floor of the living room.
Heath considered his cards. “Too rich for my blood.” He put them down. “Fold.”
Matt sneered at him. “Gypsy coward.”
Heath shrugged. Matt was down here with them drinking every few nights or so since Fran’s funeral. According to Cathy, when he wasn’t with the guys, he was drinking at the house. Drinking didn’t improve his personality, Heath found.
Saul handed Matt a bottle of Jim Beam. “Boy’s not a coward. He’s got balls of steel that one.”
Matt took the bottle and took a drink. Grimacing, he set it down with a clunk. “I don’t even know if he even has any balls.”
One of the other workers laughed. “Why you got it in for Heath so bad, anyway, Boss? Is it just because he’d always banging your sister down here?”
Heath turned to him. “Shut up, man.”
“What?” said Matt.
“Oh yeah,” said the worker. “She’s a squealer, that Cathy.”
Heath rested his forehead against his knuckles. “Great. Just great.”
Matt shoved him. “You’re screwing my sister?”
“We prefer ‘making love,’” said Heath.
Saul snorted. The other workers laughed too.
“Balls of steel,” said Saul. “But you’re a stupid son of a bitch.”
Matt scrambled to his feet. He gathered up his stack of cash and waved it at the workers. “Hold him down. You hold him down, I pay you.”
Heath got up, both hands up in surrender. “Hold on, Matt. You’re drunk, you’re mad, but I don’t want to get into it with you.”
Matt unbuckled his belt. “Hold him down.”
Abruptly, there were strong arms on Heath. He tried to fight them off, but there were three of them and only one of him.
They slammed him into the wall face first, and held him fast.
He managed to turn his head, coming face to face with Saul. “You?”
“Money talks, boy,” said Saul.
Matt’s face, at his ear. So close he could smell the liquor on his breath. “You should never have touched her.”
“Fuck you, Matt,” said Heath. “You want to fight, then fight me. Don’t pay people to hold me down. You call me a coward?”
The belt bit into Heath’s skin.
Heath flinched, gritting his teeth.
“Gypsy bastard,” panted Matt.
The belt came down again. And again.
I’ll kill him, Heath thought. If I have to wait forever, I’ll get him back for this. For every fucked-up thing he’s ever done to me.
And there were a lot of things. A whole, long list.
* * *
Cathy shut her eyes, trying to pretend it wasn’t Eli touching her, but Heath instead.
They were in the backseat of his car, and his hand was down the front of her pants. His fingers were clumsy, and he was pushing too hard. She tried to writhe away from him, missing Heath’s gentle caresses.
But Eli misunderstood her movement. “You like that?” he whispered.
“Uh huh,” she lied.
He sighed into her temple. “You make me crazy, you know that?”
Goddamn it. It was getting harder and harder to put him off. Every time they made out, he pushed for more. She knew what he wanted, and she wanted to avoid going all the way with him if she could.
She put her hand on his chest and gently pushed him back into the seat. She reached for his zipper.
He gasped.
She freed him from his pants, and he was rigid in her hands. She rubbed him.
He moaned.
And then she bent down and took him in her mouth. It always shut him up, pacified him. And it was as far as she wanted to take things.
She bobbed up and down on Eli’s shaft, listening to his heavy breathing.
Let him do it fast this time, she thought.
But it wasn’t fast. It went on interminably, and she got a crick in her neck, and her jaw got sore.
Not to mention how boring it was. Moving her mouth up and down on him over and over again was monotonous. She didn’t hate it, not exactly, and it was more fun with Heath, for some reason, maybe because it didn’t take him so goddamned long to come.
Of course, they didn’t get to the coming part all that often when she did it to Heath, because he’d always stop her and put on a condom, whispering in her ear that he wanted to be inside her, which always made her insides go to jelly.
Finally, Eli spasmed in her mouth and pumped his come down her throat.
She swallowed it and sat back up, wiping her mouth.
Eli’s eyes were half-lidded in pleasure. “Fuck, Cathy.”
She did her best not to roll her eyes. She settled for a sexy-sounding, “Mmm…” instead.
“You’re too good to me,” he said. He kissed her.
At least he wasn’t a horrible kisser. If the kissing was as terrible as the way he tried to feel her up, she didn’t know if she’d be able to put up with him at all.
Anyway, she wouldn’t have to do any of it much longer.
“You should probably take me home,” she said. “I have homework to work on and stuff.”
“But you’re…” He touched her face. “You always go down on me, and you’re sweet about it, but I never do anything for you. And I want to. I want to make you feel good.”
She patted his cheek. “You do make me feel good.”
“I want to make you come.”
As far as Cathy could tell, her body could not have an orgasm in front of an audience. She couldn’t do it with Heath either, although she could rub herself under the covers at night when she was alone and be having an orgasm in five minutes flat. For some reason, when someone else did it, she felt too self-conscious, and she couldn’t get into it properly. It wasn’t the same.
“You will,” she said. “It’s harder for girls.” She smiled at him. “Come on, I really need to get started on my French.”
He rearranged his clothes. “You’re too perfect, you know that? I don’t deserve you.”
She blanched, looking away. Why did he have to say things like that? She was the one who didn’t deserve him. Hell, when it came down to it, she probably didn’t deserve either of them.
He kissed her forehead and crawled into the front seat of the car.
She followed him.
He drove her back to the farmhouse, pulled up right in front of the door.
She reached for the door handle.
He caressed her neck and turned her to him. His lips found hers, and he kissed her thoroughly. She touched his face, guilt thrumming through her like it always did.
But when he let go of her, she asked anyway. “Look, I don’t mean to be a big pest, but I was wondering if—”
He held up a hand and cut her off. “I was going insist you took this, anyway.” He took out his wallet and pressed money into her hand.
She looked down at it, the crisp green bills in her palm. They were worth all this, weren’t they?
“Thanks, Eli,” she said. “I’m sorry I’m such a mooch.”
“Are you kidding? I’ve got plenty of money. It doesn’t mean anything to me.” He kissed her again. “I just want you to be comfortable.”
She got out of the car smiling. She tucked the bills into her pocket and skipped up the steps. It was almost over. She wouldn’t have to do it for much longer.
She opened the door to the farmhouse.
Strong hands grasped her shoulders and propelled her into the wall.
It was Heath. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. His dark curls were hanging in his eyes. His black, black eyes. They looked wounded and lost, but the rest of his face was a mask of rage.
“What are you doing in the house?” she said. “Why aren’t you working in the fields?”
“I’m not working because Matt took a belt to me last night while everyone else held me down,” he said. “And I’m up here, because I saw Matt leave, and I was getting some salve for my back.”
She looked at him. She could see red welts hugging his torso, raised and swollen. “Oh, god, Heath, what did he do to you?”
“No,” said Heath. “Don’t try and pretend like you care about me. I saw you kiss Eli, Cathy. I saw it with my own fucking eyes.”
“I… I can explain.”
He shook her. “Explain? You going to tell me it’s another school project, Cathy? That what you’re going to say? You think I’m really stupid, don’t you?”
“It’s not what you think.”
“How could it not be? You were kissing him.” He shook her again, harder this time, and her head jerked back and forth painfully.
A jolt of fear ran through her. “Just… let go of me. Let’s go upstairs. I’ll explain all of it, I swear.”
He clenched his teeth together.
“Let go of me, Heath. You’re hurting me.”
He let her go. He stalked away from her, dragging his hand over his face.
She could see his back now. It was crisscrossed in welts. Some were broken open and weeping. She let out a little noise, covering her mouth with her hand. “Your back. Baby, your back—”
“Don’t call me that.” He snatched her by the wrist. “Let’s go upstairs. You said you could explain. I can’t wait to hear this.”
He dragged her to the steps. She almost lost her balance. His fingers dug into her wrist painfully. She was afraid.
But they got to her room. And she opened up her dresser drawer, and she took out the roll of bills that she’d been saving. Every dollar that she’d manipulated Eli into giving her was here. She’d been saving them all up.
Heath looked at the money. “Where did you get that?”
“From Eli,” she said. “I want to get out of here, Heath. I want to get you out, away from Matt. So he can’t do things like that to you anymore.” The sight of Heath’s back made her want to cry. “And it’s easier to get Eli to give me money if I’m kissing him.”
Heath stepped back, disgust all over his face. “No.”
She nodded. “I knew you wouldn’t like it, but I didn’t know what else to do. And if you don’t want me to do it anymore, I’ll stop. I almost have enough money anyway.”
He shook his head. “No, Cathy, no.”
She went to him. Wrapped her arms around his neck. “It was for us. You have to understand that. So that we could get away.”
He pushed her away. His face was twisting. “You smell like him,” he choked.
She bit her lip. “I didn’t want you to know.”
“You kiss him for money?” said Heath. “You do other things too?”
“I… not really.”
“You fuck him?”
“No,” she said. “I swear to god, no. Never.”
Heath laughed, a wild, maniacal sound. “You know what that makes you? Whether you’re fucking him or not?”
She cringed from him.
“It makes you a whore.”
She recoiled. The word was like a slap. “Heath—”
He took the money out of her hands. He threw it aside, and green bills fluttered everywhere.
She started to cry.
“Oh, and you’re crying.” His voice was sarcastic. He bit down on his fist.
She sat down on her bed. Sobs bubbled up in her, and she couldn’t stop them.
That was all there was for several moments. The sound of sobbing. Heath wouldn’t look at her.
Then he massaged the bridge of his nose. He came to her and knelt down. His voice was gentle. “Cathy, if you want money, I can get you money.”
“No, you can’t,” she said. “You don’t have anything, Heath. Nothing.”
His jaw twitched. He looked at the ceiling.
“I want to be with you, but I can’t. Not like this. Maybe if Matt hadn’t brought you so low. Maybe then you could have graduated from high school, and you could have done something with yourself, but now?” She shook her head. “What do you think it would be like, Heath? I’d marry you? Where would we live? The barn?”
He stood up. He ran a hand through his hair, turning away from her.
“I can’t be with some guy who never washes his hands and hangs out drinking beer and playing poker. You… you embarrass me.”
He whipped back around to look at her. His eyes shone wetly. “Embarrass you?”
She looked away.
He laughed in disbelief. In pain.
And then he swept out of the room.
She went after him. “Heath, wait.”
He went down the stairs. He didn’t look at her.
“Heath,” she said again.
He stopped at the bottom of the steps. He looked up at her. His voice was soft, barely more than a whisper. “You bitch.”
And then he was gone, out the front door, and the house was quiet.
She sat down on the top step.
She’d screwed everything up.
She sat there, staring after him, too stunned now to even cry. She felt broken.
A thin wail cut through the air.
Gage.
She got up numbly and wandered to the baby’s room. He was squirming in his crib, his face screwed up and red from his crying. She picked him up, held him close.
He cried even louder.
“Poor little guy,” she said. “You’re all alone, aren’t you?”
She changed his diaper and gave him a bottle. Eventually, he quieted. It was almost as if all the crying had exhausted him. He peered up at her with his baby blue eyes.
She rubbed his head. “Oh, Gage. I think I ruined everything.”
Gage just sucked on his bottle.
“Heath and me are forever,” she whispered. “I think that whatever souls are made of, his and mine are made of the same stuff. We’re the same.”
Hadn’t she felt it when they made love?
She rocked Gage. “He’ll come back when he’s cooled down. I made him angry. I hurt him. But we can’t be away from each other. We can’t be apart. He’ll see that. He’ll forgive me. He has to.”
* * *
But Heath didn’t come back. The hours ticked by, and the sun sank in the horizon, and the stars poked out of the dark sky. The night air was frigid, the first breath of winter. He was all Cathy could think about. Heath.
She got her jacket and went down to the tenant house.
Saul was standing on the porch, a blanket wrapped around his shoulders. He was smoking. “You looking for Heath?”
She nodded. “Is he okay?”
“Wouldn’t know,” said Saul. “Haven’t seen him. He wasn’t here when we got back from the fields today, but your brother sure gave him a beating last night. Maybe you should steer clear of that boy. For his own good.”
“He’s not here?” That didn’t make any sense.
“Nope,” said Saul.
Cathy turned and ran, without saying goodbye to Saul. She went to the garage, where the vehicles were. But Heath’s truck was still there.
Was he on foot then?
She felt frantic, thinking of him wandering alone along the highway. Could he even stand to wear a shirt over those welts on his back? Was he freezing to death?
How long had he been walking?
She wrapped her coat tight around her body and dashed down the driveway. He had a huge head start on her. What if she didn’t find him?
She ran as fast as she could, sprinting along the road.
When she got a stitch in her side, she kept running.
When she was gasping for breath, she kept running.
And when the icy air made her hands and nose go numb, she kept running.
She kept running until she dropped.
* * *
“It’s for you, Cathy.” Matt held the phone out to her, his face stony.
She didn’t respond. She’d been lying on the couch in the living room for what might have been days. She hadn’t eaten, but she’d had a little water at one point.
“It’s that Linton boy,” said Matt. “Again. He’s going to keep calling until you talk to him, you know.”
She stared through Matt. She didn’t want to talk to Eli. Eli had cost her Heath. He was gone, and he hadn’t come back. And it had been days. Weeks, maybe. She didn’t know what to think. She worried Heath was dead.
“If you won’t talk to him for yourself, would you talk to him for me?” said Matt. “I don’t want the family to have any reason not to go through with the sale. Please, Cathy?”
She reached out her hand for the phone. “Hello.” Her voice sounded strange and wooden.
“Cathy, are you okay? You haven’t been at school.”
“I’m sick.”
“Well, let me come over and cheer you up. I’ll bring movies. I’ll make you soup.” Eli’s voice sounded so alive, so golden. He was always sunny and bright, wasn’t he?
“No.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t need anything.”
He was quiet. “Did I do something? Are you angry with me? Do you want to break up or something?”
And there it was, so easy. All she had to say was yes, and she’d be free of him. She didn’t have any reason to lead him on, after all, if Heath wasn’t around. And her relationship with Eli had all been a sham. She’d only done it for his money. Now that she didn’t need that, she should end it.
“No, I don’t want to break up,” she said, her voice cracking.
“You don’t?”
She shook her head, then realized he couldn’t see her. “No.”
“Good, because I… I really miss you.”
“I guess you could come over if you wanted.” Guilt welled up in her. She really was the worst person in the history of the universe. She was dying inside because Heath was gone, and now she was using Eli as a bright distraction. All she did was use people.
“Yeah? Really?”
“Really.”
“I’ll be there soon.” He sounded so excited, like a puppy dog.
She shut her eyes. How was it that life kept happening even after everything important to her had been demolished?
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Cathy pumped at the keg and then put the trigger inside her red plastic cup. When she pushed, only a small trickle of amber liquid came out.
“Let me help you with that,” said a guy, coming over to pump the keg.
The stream began to pick up. “Thanks,” she said.
“You’re welcome,” he said. “I’m Trevor.”
“Cathy,” she said.
“You come to these parties often?”
“Oh, god no. I can’t stand fraternity parties. I got dragged here.” She winced. “Oh, you’re probably in this fraternity, aren’t you?”
“Actually, no,” said Trevor. “I’m, um, fraternity free. I got dragged here too.”
Her cup was full so she pulled it away.
Trevor stopped pumping. “I feel like I’ve seen you before, though.”
“Maybe on campus?”
“Maybe. What’s your major?”
“Business,” said Cathy. “You?”
“English Lit,” he said. “I think we’re on separate sides of the campus.”
“Well, who knows, then.” She shrugged.
“Did you come to the candlelight vigil for Kurt Cobain?” he asked.
She laughed. “No, I thought it was kind of hokey. I mean, he was a great musician and all, but I get don’t the idea of commemorating his death a year afterwards. People act like he was a religious leader or something.”
He clutched his chest. “You got me. I’m guilty. I’m actually a reverend of Cobainism. It’s better than Christianity, trust me.”
She laughed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you.”
“No, it’s okay,” said Trevor. “You’re not obsessed with Kurt Cobain. That’s a good thing. Everyone should be a little bit well rounded. Let me guess, you’re a gangsta rap kind of girl.”
“What? Little white bread me?” she said. “I don’t think so.”
“It’s amazing Kurt’s the one dead and not Tupac or Coolio, though, huh? They’re always rapping about shooting each other.”
She laughed again. “You don’t like gangsta rap?”
He shrugged. “I think it’s misogynist. Calling women bitches and hos. I’d never do something like that.”
“Yes, you seem like a perfect gentleman, Trevor.”
“Would you like to find out?”
“Find out?”
“Go out with me,” he said. “On a date.”
“Oh!” She turned away, embarrassed. “That’s so sweet, but—”
“But you’ve got a boyfriend.”
She nodded. “We’ve been together for two years.”
“Two years?” He shook his head. “You kidding me? I totally took you for a freshman.”
“Oh, I am.” She raised her eyebrows. “High school sweethearts.”
“Get out of here.”
“It’s true,” she said.
“That’s never going to last,” said Trevor. “When you dump him, come find me, okay? I’ll help you get over the breakup by making you a Nirvana mix tape.”
She laughed, looking away.
“I’m joking,” said Trevor. “Well, mostly, anyway. It was nice to meet you, Cathy.” He offered her his hand.
She took it. “Nice to meet you too.”
“This sweetheart of yours here tonight?”
“Yeah.” She pointed. “Over there. The blond.”
Trevor cocked his head. “Right. All-American. Looks like he just stepped right out of the 1950s.”
“What?” Cathy arched an eyebrow. “He does not.”
Trevor shoved his hands in his pockets. He fixed her with a mock-serious stare. “So I guess you’re in love with him, huh?”
Cathy peered down into her beer. “Of course.”
* * *
The door to Cathy’s dorm room swung open. “No sock on the door for once,” said her roommate Nelly. “I swear, you and Eli have more sex than is natural.”
Sticking a sock on the outside doorknob was the way Cathy communicated to Nelly that she and Eli were using the room to have sex. They almost always did it in her room, because Eli’s roommate wasn’t easy to get along with.
Cathy was sprawled out on her bed—the top bunk—with her biology textbook. This was going to be her last science final ever, since she was completing her requirements, and she was glad to kiss the entire subject goodbye. Freshman year had been a lot like high school, continued.
She didn’t even look at Nelly. “You shouldn’t talk, Miss I-Don’t-Remember-His-Name.”
“That was one time. I remember all my other sexual partner’s names.”
A pillow hit Cathy smack in the middle of the back of her head. She laughed and tossed it back to Nelly. “All of them,” she teased.
Nelly threw herself down on the bottom bunk. “I guess you’ve only ever been with Eli.”
“No,” said Cathy. “There was someone else.”
“Oh, two boys,” said Nelly. “Well, well. Haven’t you been a naughty girl?”
Cathy peered over the edge of the bed. “I’m trying to study here. I have a final exam tomorrow. It is finals week, you know.”
“Yes, that’s why I was at a party,” said Nelly. “The thing that normal college students do during finals week.”
Cathy rolled her eyes. “I was at a party earlier. And now I’m studying. So try to keep it down.”
“Excuse me,” said Nelly. “I didn’t realize you were being so collegiate.”
Cathy decided to keep her mouth shut. Maybe if she did, then Nelly would be quiet too.
No such luck. “So, who was this dark horse contender that preceded Eli? He did precede Eli, right? You weren’t banging them at the same time?”
Cathy covered her face with her hands. What Nelly didn’t know… “I don’t want to go into it.”
“Did you lose your virginity to him?”
She sighed. “Yes.”
“Was it awful?”
Cathy laughed. “No, it wasn’t awful. It was… intense.”
Nelly sighed. “Oh, of course it was. Because it’s always intense when you’re in high school. Everything’s intense. Like you can kiss for hours and hours on end, and you think that if he doesn’t call you, the world will end.”
Cathy turned the page in her textbook. “What do you care, anyway? Was your first time awful?”
“Are you joking? Terrible,” said Nelly. “It was with Marty Lansky, and he had braces. And he hunted around for my clitoris for like hours and still never found it. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that he was on the wrong continent.”
Cathy laughed. “Eli was kind of dumb about that too. Eventually, I had to speak up. Now, he’s well trained.”
“Eli was? What about the boy who took your maidenhead?”
“My maidenhead,” Cathy snorted. “Like it’s some epic novel from the 1800s.”
“Well? Did he know where your clitoris was?”
“Um…” Cathy smiled. “He was good at listening to my noises, I think. We were really in sync with each other.”
“Really?” Nelly pulled herself off the bottom bunk so that she was standing up. She propped her elbows on Cathy’s bed. “So, what happened to him?”
Cathy shrugged. “He left town. We got in a fight, and he ran off, and…”
“No shit. He left town because of you?”
“I don’t want to talk about this,” said Cathy, feeling uncomfortable. She hadn’t thought about Heath in ages. Trust Nelly to bring him back up now, right when she needed to be concentrating on studying biology.
Nelly put a hand over her mouth. “Oh my god, you’re not over him, are you? You still totally have it bad for that guy.”
“Stop it,” said Cathy, glaring at her. “And I do not. Eli and I are very happy together.”
“What was his name?”
Cathy sighed. “Heath. Heath Galloway.”
“Whoa,” said Nelly. “That’s just so tragic. It is like a novel.”
“It isn’t,” said Cathy. “It’s just… life. Now will you leave me alone? I really need to study.”
“Sure, fine,” said Nelly. “I’m heading to the bathroom anyway.”
She left the room.
Cathy rubbed her forehead. Jesus. All Nelly had to do was bring that crap up, and she suddenly felt it all weighing down on her again, like she was being crushed under an anvil. Damn it.
She tried to concentrate on her textbook, but the words looked like something in a foreign language.
The door opened again. “Hey Cathy, you have any tampons?” asked Nelly.
“Sure,” said Cathy. “Bottom drawer of my dresser.”
“Thanks,” said Nelly. “I hate when it surprises you like that.”
Cathy nodded.
Then she sat up straight on her bed. When was the last time she got her period?
* * *
Cathy pounded on the door to Eli’s dorm room. “Eli? We need to talk.”
The door opened. It wasn’t Eli. It was his roommate, bible-thumping Joseph. Cathy sighed.
“Well, hello there, Cathy,” said Joseph. “I’m so happy to see you. Eli’s not here right now, and I feel like that might be a sign from the Lord above for me to witness to you today.”
“No thanks, Joseph,” she said. “Do you know where Eli is?”
“I don’t know,” said Joseph. “Let me ask you a question of my own. Do you know what the bible says about pre-marital sex?”
“Can you tell him that I need to talk to him?”
“You and Eli engage in immoral behavior, as I’m sure you’re aware. And there will be consequences for sin in this life. But they’re nothing compared to the consequences you’ll suffer in the next life. When you’ll be thrown in the lake of fire for fornication.”
She smiled tightly. “Thank you, Joseph. As usual, you’re just filled with the love of Christ.” She turned on her heel and walked away.
“Turn from your sinful ways, Cathy. Repent,” he called after her.
She gave him the finger.
“You flipping off my roommate?” Eli was coming up the stairs. He was grinning. He had rows of perfect white teeth. His blond hair was longer now—no more spikes. Instead he had a bowl cut, his hair falling just to his cheekbones.
“Eli,” she said. “We need to talk.”
“What’d you say to her, Joseph?” Eli yelled. “You know we talked about how telling people they’re going to hell isn’t exactly polite.”
She grabbed his arm. “Leave it. Let’s go on a drive or something.”
He let her lead him. “You’re really shaken up. What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “Not here. I don’t want anyone to hear.”
Eli’s car was in the freshman parking lot, all the way on the other side of campus. They trekked there without talking. She walked so fast that they were both out of breath, and Eli couldn’t talk even if he wanted to.
When they got to the car, she held out her hand. “Keys.”
“Cathy, you seem upset. You sure you should drive?”
“Driving will calm me,” she said.
He dug the keys out of his pocket and handed them to her.
Then they were pulling out of campus. Cathy went a block and then they came to a stop light. She looked ahead at the rows of stop lights. Goddamn it, why had she come to college in a city? All she wanted right now was a nice country road somewhere, with twists and turns. And—even though she hadn’t had one in over a year—a cigarette. Of course, she really couldn’t have a cigarette.
She pulled over. “You drive.”
Eli looked at her. “Okay.”
She got out of the car and walked over to the other side.
When they’d switched, Eli pulled on his seatbelt in the driver’s side. “You know, one of the things that I love about you is that you always keep me on my toes. But I have to admit, I’m at a little bit of a loss right now.”
She leaned her head against the headrest. “Remember that time the condom broke, and you said there was spermicide on, it so it was no big deal?”
Eli had just started to pull the car back onto the road. It lurched, and he looked at her. “What?”
“I’m pregnant, Eli.”
He pulled the car over again. “What?”
She opened up her purse and tossed a pregnancy test at him.
He caught it clumsily, turning it over. “What does this mean?”
“It means pregnant,” she said. “That’s what.”
“But that thing with the condom, it was… a long time ago.”
“Yeah, I haven’t had my period since then. Because that’s how it works, Eli. You come inside me, and then your sperm swim all the way up into my—”
“I know how it works.” He was still staring at the pregnancy test.
“Fuck,” said Cathy.
“Maybe this is wrong,” said Eli. “Like maybe the test is wrong.”
“It’s not,” she said. She pulled two more tests of her purse. “It came in a pack of three. I tried all of them.”
Eli took the other tests from her. He held all three of them up in front of his face, blinking. His Adam’s apple bobbed.
“Say something,” she said.
He turned wide blue eyes on her. He sputtered. He didn’t say anything.
* * *
“Well, we’ll get married,” Eli said. They were driving again. Cathy had taken her last final the day before, and she was convinced that she’d blown it, considering the circumstances. But now the semester was over, and they’d been turned out of the dorms. She and Eli had packed up all their stuff, and they were headed home for the summer.
“Married?” said Cathy. “I don’t know.”
“You don’t want to marry me?”
“I…” She sighed. “I don’t not want to marry you. I just don’t want to marry you because I’m knocked up.”
“If we’re going to have a baby together, we should be married, though, right?”
“We don’t have to be,” she said. “Maybe we could wait. It just seems stressful, trying to plan a wedding and get ready for a baby all at the same time.”
“I guess that makes sense,” said Eli.
“It’s 1995,” she said. “We don’t have to get married.”
“Okay,” he said. “So we don’t get married.”
She rested her head against the window. They were on the interstate, and outside all she could see were cars and exhaust smoke. “Matt’s going to kill me. He’s going to be so mad at me. I feel like such an idiot. What a total hick thing to do. Get pregnant at eighteen.”
“Hey,” he said. “This is not our fault. We were careful.”
“I should have gone on birth control,” she said. “You wanted me to go on birth control. If I had listened to you—”
“You had very valid points about hormones and stuff,” said Eli. “Condoms should have been sufficient.”
She closed her eyes.
He reached over to grab her hand. “Cathy, I’m sorry if I’ve been freaked out about this. But I’m here, and I’m not going anywhere, and we’re going to figure this out.”
She bit her lip. “You promise?”
“I promise.”
She sniffed. She felt on the brink of tears all the time ever since she’d found out. She guessed it was hormones or something. “You haven’t even brought up the idea of my getting rid of it.”
He put his hand back on the steering wheel. “You mean like an abortion.”
“Yeah. Do you want me to get one?”
“No,” he said. “I don’t. At all.”
She swallowed.
“I mean I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to,” he said. “But… I mean, I’m no bible-thumping Joseph or anything, but I was kind of raised to think that it was... But if you want to get one, I’ll support you. I’ll help you.”
“I don’t want to,” she said. It was difficult to explain. In a theoretical sense, she’d considered abortion as a necessity before, but now that she knew she was pregnant, it was different somehow. She already felt connected to the tiny being growing in her womb. She wanted to protect it.
“Okay,” he said. “Then we’re doing this. I love you, Catherine Earnshaw, and I want us to have babies.”
“One baby,” she said. “And last I checked, I think I’m the only one who’s actually having it.” She rested her head on his shoulder.
He kissed the top of her head.
They sped down the interstate, heading back to West Virginia.
* * *
Cathy surveyed the kitchen, sink overflowing with dirty dishes, every available inch of counter space piled with empty beer cans or bottles. They were stacked in the corners as well. The overhead light flickered, and the room smelled putrid.
“Matt?” she called.
She backed out of the kitchen and went up the steps to Matt’s old bedroom.
He was lying there, face down, passed out. Gage was sitting on the floor in a pair of underwear. He had some crayons and a coloring book, but he was coloring more of the floor than the paper. At least the little boy looked clean. However, it didn’t look like his hair had been cut in months.
Cathy sighed. Matt hadn’t been in good shape when she left for college, but he’d been functioning.
She sat down on his bed and shook him. “Matt?”
“Wha—?” Matt sat up. He rubbed his eyes. “Cathy?”
“Hey,” she said. “Um, it’s two in the afternoon. You usually sleep this late?”
Matt tumbled out of bed. “I didn’t know you were coming back today.”
She nodded. “Have you fed Gage today?”
He glared at her. “I take care of the kid. I do. I just took a nap after I gave him lunch is all.” He shoved past her, out of the bedroom.
She followed him downstairs.
He went into the kitchen and got a beer out of the refrigerator. He cracked it open and took a drink. “That’s better.” He smiled at her. “Hi there, Cathy. How’s school?”
His drinking was worse.
“Look,” she said. “If you expect me to clean up this kitchen, you’re sorely mistaken.”
Matt looked around. “Guess it’s a little messy.”
The phone rang.
Saved by the bell, she thought. She answered it. “Hello?”
“You miss me?” said Eli’s voice.
“Yes, the thirty minutes since you dropped me off have been interminable. I wasn’t sure if I’d make it without you.”
He laughed. “I’m calling because I just found out from Isabella that my parents are spending the summer in the Hamptons, and so I think you should stay here instead.”
She peered around at the kitchen. “Yeah? That might not be a bad idea. I’m not sure this is the best place to be pregnant.”
“To be what?” said Matt.
“But I have to come back and check on Gage every so often,” she said.
“I take care of the kid,” said Matt indignantly.
“Hope you didn’t unpack your stuff,” said Eli.
* * *
She expected Matt to be more affected by the news of her pregnancy, but once he found out that she was moving in with Eli, he seemed fine with it. He mumbled something about not needing any more hungry mouths around the farmhouse and went back to his beer.
That was that.
The farm wasn’t in the greatest of shape.
She didn’t think that Matt had bothered with planting this year. He appeared to be living on the money he’d gotten from his last sale to the Linton family. The farm was shrinking slowly but surely. Unless someone came in to turn things around, it wasn’t going to be a farm much longer.
That was okay with Cathy, she decided. The damned farm was eating her family alive. Watching Matt drink that much reminded her of her father. It was eerie and disturbing.
But staying with Eli and Isabella was wonderful. She and Eli could share a bed, something they’d never been able to do permanently. She like waking up next to him, rolling over to kiss him awake or to snuggle close.
And she liked falling asleep with him as well, something that led to their messing around more often than not. At first, Eli was a little shy about it, claiming he felt like it was weird with the baby “in there.” But wriggling her naked body against his had soon cured him of his hesitancy.
Overall, they were probably having more sex than they ever had, and they didn’t have to bother with condoms anymore. Which was fabulous, because she hadn’t believed sex would really feel that much better without them. But it did. Way better.
It made her think about the first attempts at intimacy between her and Eli, when she was only getting close to him to try to get money for her and Heath.
Well, that was what she’d told herself, anyway. But if she hadn’t had any feelings for Eli, she wouldn’t have stayed with him.
Now, when she fell asleep wrapped in his arms, or when she ran her fingers through his blond hair, she thought about happy he made her. Being with Eli wasn’t like being with Heath had been. It wasn’t as intense or as exciting. But it wasn’t anywhere near as painful. With Eli, she could relax. She could be happy. And Eli would make a great dad for her baby.
She tried to imagine Heath as a father. She couldn’t do it.
May melted into June, and she and Eli were happy as peas in a pod. She put pictures of her sonograms on the refrigerator. Isabella squinted at them, trying to see the baby. No matter how many times Cathy pointed out the head and the toes to her, Isabella couldn’t see them.
“I’m hopeless with this,” Isabella said. “I’ll just plan out your baby shower instead.”
Which was fine with Cathy. She and Isabella poured over catalogs together, trying to decide if they wanted circus animals or Winnie the Pooh for the baby’s room. They folded down the corners of pages of cribs and strollers.
One afternoon, they were sitting out by the pool, drinking daiquiris. Cathy’s was nonalcoholic, but both Isabella and Eli were imbibing, and the alcohol made Isabella even more chatty than usual.
She sat at the edge of the pool, dangling her legs in the water. “So, what are you going to do about school?”
“We’re transferring to Shepherd so we can commute from here.” Cathy sat in the shade of an umbrella.
“I already started the paperwork,” said Eli. He was lounging in the sun, reading some thriller novel.
“And that doesn’t upset you?” said Isabella. “I mean, didn’t you guys go to Baltimore because you wanted to be in a city, Cathy?”
Cathy shrugged. “The city thing doesn’t seem as important anymore. I think it was some dream I had when I was a kid. I might be growing out of it. Besides, I hate driving there.”
Eli chuckled. “Always keeping me on my toes. That’s why I love you.”
She beamed at him. “I love you loving it.”
“I love you loving me loving it,” said Eli.
Isabella made retching noises. “Stop it. You guys are gross with your intense happiness.”
Cathy smiled. “I am happy. Really happy.”
“Didn’t I tell you that you guys were going to fall madly in love the first time I met you?” Isabella asked.
“Yes, you’re very smart,” said Cathy.
And then she looked up, and Heath was walking across the lawn towards the pool.
She recognized him right away, even though he looked different. He was taller, and his shoulders were even broader. He wasn’t wearing his ratty flannel shirt and jeans. Instead, he had on a button-up shirt and linen pants. His hair was longer, gathered into a ponytail at the nape of his neck, and he’d turned his stubble into a nicely trimmed beard.
She made a strangled, choking noise and got up out of her chair, knocking it over in the process.
Then she ran to him.
He caught her, pulling her into a tight embrace. “Cathy,” he whispered in her ear.
She couldn’t talk. There was a lump in her throat, and tears were spilling out of her eyes.
He squeezed her.
She buried her face in his shoulder.
He kissed her forehead.
She pulled back. “It’s you. I don’t believe it. I don’t believe…” She brushed at her tears.
He touched her face.
“Cathy?” Eli’s voice.
She turned.
He was standing a few feet behind her, his arms folded over his chest. His voice was like ice.
She looked at Heath. “You remember Eli, right?”
There was something hard in Heath’s black eyes. But he smiled, the rest of his face perfectly relaxed. And he walked past Cathy, holding out his hand. “Eli, good to see you. Long time.”
Eli stared down at Heath’s hand warily.
It was funny to see them next to each other. It was funny how Heath made Eli look so slender, so immature. Had they always looked so different? Or had Heath simply grown more than Eli in the past two years?
Eli put his hand in Heath’s. He glowered at him.
Heath grinned easily. “How have you been?”
Isabella scampered over, inserting herself in front of Eli. “Hi there, Heath. You might not remember me, but I’m—”
“Isabella Linton,” said Heath. “Of course I know who you are.”
She beamed. “Would you like a daiquiri?”
“I’m sure he doesn’t have time for that,” said Eli.
“I’ve got nothing but time,” said Heath. “I’d love a daiquiri.”
They all sat down together under the umbrella, their drinks melting on the glass table. It was awkward. Cathy wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t sure how she felt. But she couldn’t stop looking at him. She held his hand on top of the table, afraid that if she let go of him, she’d find out he wasn’t real.
“What brings you here?” said Eli.
Heath shrugged. “Well, I, um, have some business I’m going to take care of. And, of course, it’s always good to catch up with old friends.”
“Where have you been?” said Isabella. “It’s been two years.”
“Around,” said Heath. “All over, really.”
“You look good,” said Cathy. “You look like you’ve got—”
“Money?” said Heath, fixing her with a pointed stare. “I’ve been lucky.”
She bit her lip. There was something about the way he was looking at her. She wasn’t sure she liked it.
“So, you just came to my house,” said Eli. “Forgive me, but I’m surprised I warranted a visit.”
“Oh, I stopped by the farmhouse first,” said Heath. “Actually, I ran into Matt the other night at a poker game in town. He told me I should come to the house. Naturally, while I was there, I asked after Cathy. And he told me she was here. I wish I could say I was surprised, but somehow… I wasn’t.” That look again. Like he was staring into her soul, and he didn’t like what he saw there.
But wait. What had he said? “Matt told you to stop by?” said Cathy. “But…” Matt hated Heath. He’d never ask him to come to the house.
Heath smiled. “Matt is desperately in need of beer money, it seems. I’m going to be renting out the tenant house. I made him an offer he found agreeable.”
Isabella smiled. “So you’re going to be sticking around?”
“For a while,” said Heath. “Like I said, I have business.”
Eli grimaced. “How wonderful.”
And then there was more awkward silence.
Cathy smiled at him. “I’m not going to believe it tomorrow. I’m going to think it was all a dream.”
“Wouldn’t that be a shame,” said Eli.
She stirred her daiquiri, which was mostly melted by now. And nearly empty.
Heath pushed his toward her. “Would you like mine? It looks like you’re almost out. And I’m going to be driving, so it’s probably not smart for me to have too much to drink.”
“Oh… I…”
“She can’t drink that,” said Eli.
“She can’t?” Heath looked at Eli, mild amusement on his face. “I’d think she’d be able to decide for herself, wouldn’t she? Or do you give her permission for everything these days? For instance, if I asked her if she wanted to go on a drive with me—”
“She can’t drink alcohol.” Eli smiled at Heath—a smug, self-satisfied smile. “Because of the baby.”
Heath stiffened.
“My baby,” said Eli.
Heath glanced at her, and she saw that his calm demeanor had melted away. He looked completely shaken. At least for that instant. Then he looked away from her, and he was calm again. “Really.”
“Tell him, Cathy,” said Eli.
“I’m pregnant,” she said dully.
Heath looked down at his hands. “Congratulations.”
“Thank you.”
More silence.
Cathy cleared her throat. “I would go on a drive with you, though. I’m sure Eli would understand that you’re a very dear, old friend, and that we have a lot to catch up on.”
Heath curled his lips into something like a sneer. “Well, maybe it would be too much excitement for you. In your delicate condition.”
She was stunned. He didn’t want to see her anymore? She looked up at him, hurt.
He met her gaze fiercely, angrily.
She had to look away. She realized what the hard thing was that was hidden in his black eyes. It was hate. He hated her. And it was like something inside her had broken.
Heath stood up. “I’ve imposed on you too much. I’ll be going.”
“Oh, too bad,” said Eli, grinning.
Heath turned and walked away. On the other side of the pool, he turned back around. “I might come by tomorrow. If you wouldn’t mind my company.”
Eli clenched his jaw.
Cathy’s heart leapt. Maybe he didn’t hate her after all.
“That would be great,” said Isabella.
Heath smiled. “Have a lovely afternoon.”
* * *
Cathy shrugged her nightgown over her head. She was standing inside the closet in the room she shared with Eli.
“You’ve been quiet all afternoon.” Eli was lying on the bed wearing a pair of plaid pajama bottoms.
She looked at his bare chest, and she thought of Heath, and how virile and powerful he had seemed—hulking under his civilized clothes, like a beast dressed in silk. Eli was beautiful, she’d always thought so, but he was lean and sinewy, not burly. “Sorry,” she said.
“You’re thinking about him.”
She shrugged. “I’m happy to see him. We were very close friends.”
Eli snorted. “Friends. You think I’m an idiot, don’t you?”
She lay down next to him on the bed. “Of course not. I don’t think anything like that about you.” She put a hand on his chest. He was smooth and hairless, and she ran her fingers over his satin skin.
He caught her hand, stopping its movement. “When he left, you weren’t yourself for months. Maybe you thought I didn’t notice, but I did. You were a shell. You barely ate, you barely smiled. I had to force you to go back to school.”
She rolled onto her back, extricating herself from his grasp. She hardly remembered that period of time in her life. She thought perhaps that her mind had wiped it away because the trauma was too much for her. “And that’s when I knew how much I needed you. You were so good to me, and I wouldn’t have made it without you.”
“He wasn’t just a friend, Cathy. We both know that.” He sighed. “I don’t like him.”
“You don’t know him the way I do.”
“I think I know him well enough. I think you don’t see him clearly. I think he left you to punish you for choosing me. He’s got a cruel streak, and I don’t think he cares about you. Not the way I do.”
“He’s only a friend, Eli. It doesn’t matter who cares more about me. I’m your girlfriend. We’re having a baby together. You don’t have to be insecure.”
“I’m not insecure.” Eli was defensive. He rolled over on his side and gathered her into his arms. “Well, okay, it’s nice to hear you say that. I have to admit that I thought he’d snap his fingers for you, and you’d run to him.”
She snuggled into him, breathing in his mix of soap and deodorant. He always smelled so clean and fresh. “I didn’t. I’m here.”
But Heath hadn’t wanted her, either. She’d seen that look in his eyes. Eli was right. There was a cruel, vicious part of Heath. She’d seen him throw her own father down the steps. Admittedly, Heath had done it to protect her, but he’d never shown even the slightest bit of regret for his actions.
Eli’s hand stroked her skin, bringing her back to the present and away from thoughts of Heath. He kissed her, and she felt delight wash through her. Eli made her feel grounded and safe. He tethered her to the world. She was in love with him.
She opened her mouth to him and deepened their kiss.
His fingers traveled over her body to the hem of her nightgown. He gathered the fabric into a fist and eased it up over her thighs and hips, baring her stomach. He put his hand over the small swell of her belly.
She sighed. She loved it when he touched her like that.
He lowered his mouth, kissing her stomach. “Go to sleep, little one. Mommy and Daddy have things to do that you shouldn’t see.”
She giggled, shoving his shoulder playfully. “You’re so silly, Eli.”
He kissed her, his hands traveling inside her nightgown to find her breasts. “You love how silly I am.”
She gasped. “I do. I love it.”
His fingers found her nipples, stroking and teasing them stiff with the expertise that only came from the fact that he knew her body so well.
She gasped again, her breath getting labored. Since getting pregnant, her breasts had been so sensitive and tender, and even the slightest touch was magnified. What he was doing felt very nice.
She helped him pull her nightgown over her head. He put his mouth on her breasts, his tongue nudging her wetly, making pleasure run through her, making her feel tight and warm between her legs.
She ran her fingers over his bare skin, over his wiry muscles, slick and sinuous under her touch.
His mouth traveled down her body. He peeled away her underwear and planted a kiss on the skin he’d bared.
She shuddered.
There were different kinds of love, she mused as his mouth moved between the lips of her sex. There were loves that came on you fast and fierce, like raging fire. They burned everything in their wake and left you empty and dead afterwards. Then there were slower loves, loves that required tending, like a tiny campfire. They built slowly, and you had to watch them, feed them kindling and blow on them. But eventually, they burned bright and bold as well. And they gave off a warmth that sustained life rather than destroying it.
Her love for Eli was a slow growing fire. It had started weakly, but it was real now, and it made her happy. She didn’t want to lose it.
He dragged his tongue over her, and she cried out. “I love you, Eli,” she gasped. “So, so much.”
* * *
“I’ll raise,” said Heath, eyeing Matt over his cards. They were in the tenant house, and the game of poker they were playing was down to the two of them.
Matt was drunk. He reached for his beer and nearly knocked it over. One of the other men who’d dropped out of the game handed it to him.
There were at least four other guys there, watching the two of them.
“How much?” said Matt.
Heath put down two chips. He insisted on using the chips when he played poker these days. They were an important part of the experience. Playing with real money made it too real. Using the chips removed reality by a step. It was easier to bet a chip than a wad of cash.
Matt looked down at his own stack of chips, which were woefully depleted. But he had enough.
Heath had made sure not to bet more that Matt had. Not yet, anyway. He smiled.
Matt belched and wavered a little bit where he was sitting. Then, with lurching movements, he shoved forward his chips. “I’ll see that.”
Heath was dealing. He took a card off the deck and put it face up in front of Matt, and then put one face up in front of himself.
Matt’s was the King of Diamonds.
Heath’s was the seven of spades.
Matt crowed. “See that, gypsy? You’re at home now, and I can still put you in your place.”
Heath chuckled. He doubted that. He studied his fingernails. “I am back at home, Matt. And we both know the only reason you’re letting me play cards with you is because you like my money. And because you’re a crazy drunk, just like your father.”
Matt sniffed. “Don’t insult me.”
“Sorry. That was rude of me, wasn’t it?” Heath took a drink of his beer. “Say, Matt, do you remember my truck?”
“Truck.” Matt furrowed his brow.
“Yeah,” said Heath. “The one your father gave me. The one that you took from me after he died. That one.”
Matt grinned at him. “Sure, I remember that truck. It’s still parked in the garage.”
“Really,” said Heath. “You want to make this final bet a little more interesting? How ‘bout, if I win, I leave your money, and I take the truck back.”
“What if I win?” said Matt.
Heath slid the rest of his chips into the pot.
Matt looked down at the King of Diamonds. He giggled. “You’re a stupid fuck, Heath. Always were.”
“Oh, undoubtedly,” said Heath. “I’m just a stupid gypsy.” He took another drink of his beer.
“You’re on,” said Matt.
And they uncovered their cards.
Matt’s smile faded.
Heath sat back. “I’ll take the keys to my truck, Matt.”
Matt shrugged. “Sure, fine. It’s an old piece of junk anyway.”
“It’s a start,” said Heath. “Just so you understand, Matt, I’m going to get back everything you stole from me. And then I’m going to steal everything else from you. And there’s not going to be a damned thing you can do about it.”
Matt laughed. “Big talk, gypsy trash. But right now, all you got is a beat-up truck.”
Heath just smiled. That wasn’t all he had. He also had Matt Earnshaw exactly where he wanted him.
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Eli banged on the door of the farmhouse. “Give me back my daughter, you son of a bitch!”
The door opened, and Eli found himself face to face with Linton Galloway. Eli took a step backwards. The boy was a Linton from his head to his toe. It was incredible how little he looked like Heath.
“Linton,” sputtered Eli. “It’s you.”
Linton smiled, and then Eli saw his father in him. That was Heath’s cruel, empty smile. “Hello, Uncle. My father says he doesn’t want you to come inside. You understand, I’m sure, after you falsely accused him of kidnapping?”
“Falsely…” Eli could hardly speak, he was so frustrated. “He’s got her here, and we both know it.”
“Who?” said Linton, still grinning.
Then Eli noticed the faint outline of a bruise on Linton’s face. Heath’s handiwork, no doubt. “Listen, Linton, I know he’s got you twisted around his little finger. I know you must be afraid of him. But if you help me get my Thera out of here, I swear I will take you far away from him. You’ll never have to see him again.”
Linton leaned up against the doorjamb. “You’d save me then? Help me get away from him?”
“Yes.”
“Too late now, Uncle. Maybe if you’d kept me from him after my mother died, like you tried to do. I was young then.” He shrugged. “Father says he wonders if someone like you could have made a good boy out of me.”
Eli swallowed. He was realizing that there was something… off about Linton. It made his skin crawl.
Linton smiled, but his eyes just gazed out hollowly. “But you didn’t save me, did you? No, you’ve never been able to stand up to my father. You’re really pathetic, aren’t you?”
Eli clenched his hands into fists. “Just tell me where she is.”
“She’s tucked away,” said Linton. “Father says I can do things to her if I want. He says I can do anything—”
“I never said that,” said Heath, knocking the boy away from the doorway. “I think you have sick dreams, Linton. You imagine what you want to hear coming out of my mouth. I don’t want Catherine hurt.”
“Heath,” said Eli.
“Lovely to see you, Eli. As always.” Heath raised sardonic eyebrows.
“Give her back, Heath. You’ve made your point.”
“I don’t think I have,” said Heath. “How long have I had her here? Days?”
“Give her back.”
“How long did you have Cathy?” said Heath. “Years, wasn’t it? I think you’re only beginning to feel a fraction of the pain I felt.”
Eli dragged a hand over his face. “We both lost Cathy, Heath. She’s dead. You can’t blame me for that.”
“Well, it was your baby that killed her.”
“She wasn’t supposed to be out of bed,” said Eli. “You had her out in that storm. If anyone’s to blame—”
“Don’t,” said Heath. “I don’t think it would be wise to make me angry right now. After all, I do have your daughter. And Linton has some very… interesting ideas about ways he’d like to get to know her.”
Eli felt powerless. Goddamn Heath. He always made Eli feel powerless. He wished he had the strength, the courage…
Eli advanced on Heath. “So help me, if you hurt her, I will kill you.”
Heath laughed. “Oh, that’s more like it, Eli. I do love the way you get when you’re angry. It’s really adorable.”
Eli grabbed Heath by the collar.
Heath’s hands wrapped around Eli’s. They were so strong, Eli felt like Heath might crush the bones in his fingers. It was all he could do to keep from crying out in pain.
Heath’s voice was soft. “How does it feel? How does it feel knowing that I’ve got her, and you can’t get to her? Tell me it makes you miserable. Tell me it makes you half-mad with frustration. Tell me it hurts.”
“Yes,” choked Eli. Heath was still squeezing his hands.
“Good.” Heath released him. He took his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed. “Oh, hello, there. I want to report an intruder on my property. He’s making wild accusations, and I’d like him arrested.”
* * *
Thera struggled in Gage’s grasp, as she watched the police escort her father away from the farmhouse. Gage had let her see him in the window after she’d begged and begged. But then he’d clamped his hand over her mouth when she’d tried to yell at him.
She was exhausted from trying to break free of Gage. She felt hot tears leak out of her eyes. She was amazed she still had any left in her. She’d cried so often since she got here.
She went limp against Gage.
The police car drove away.
He let her go.
She pushed at him. “You know, if you’re going to grab onto me like that all the time, you could think about taking a bath every once and a while, because you stink.”
Gage shoved his hands into his pockets. “If you’d calm down and stop fighting so much, it wouldn’t be so bad for you, you know?”
She laughed in disbelief. “Oh, sure. I’ll just get comfortable here with my kidnappers. You really are an idiot, aren’t you?”
“I’m not an idiot,” Gage told her through clenched teeth. He headed for the door. “You’re exactly like Linton.”
“I’m nothing like him. He’s horrible. He hurts people for fun, and I…”
“Only insult me in retaliation?” said Gage. “Well, then you’re like Heath. He’s always got to get his revenge.”
“I’m not trying to get revenge. I’m trying to get away,” she said.
“Oh, okay,” said Gage. “So, how does calling me names help you get away again?”
“Shut up and leave me alone.”
Gage readjusted the brim of his baseball cap and went to the door to her room. Hand on the knob, he stopped. “You haven’t been hurt in any way, have you?”
She glared at them. “What?”
“Neither of them has hit you or cut you or anything like that.”
She drew back in horror. “Are they going to?”
“Never mind.” He yanked open the door. Then he looked at her. “If they try, you can yell for me, you know?”
And then he shut the door in her face.
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Heath opened the door of the tenant house and found Cathy there, flushed and nervous. It was late at night, and he’d been in bed. He was only wearing a pair of boxers. The only air conditioner in the tenant house was barely working these days, and it was too hot for any more clothes.
Her gaze flitted over his body, all his bare skin. She moistened her lips.
“Let me put something on,” said Heath. He walked away from the open door.
When he came back downstairs, she was standing in the middle of the living room, looking at the empty beer cans that had been left behind after the poker game.
“Do you have a cigarette?” she said.
“Actually, I quit,” he said. “But you shouldn’t smoke anyway, should you? Not in your… condition.” Thinking about her pregnant made him feel ill. It was wrong. All wrong.
She shrugged. “Just one wouldn’t hurt anything.”
He cleared the couch. “Do you want to sit down?”
She sat.
He stood.
She twisted her hands together in her lap.
“Why are you here, Cathy?”
“I couldn’t sleep,” she said.
“It must be so uncomfortable sleeping in that big, expensive house with your pretty little boyfriend. You do have such a difficult life.” He glared at her.
She bit her lip. “I… I guess it was a mistake to come here.” She started to get up.
He stopped her. “Tell me a little bit about how your relationship with Eli got so serious, Cathy. Because the last time I talked to you, you told me you were only interested in his money. That still true? Are you still hiding all the cash he gives you in a drawer somewhere?”
“Heath, you don’t understand.”
“No, I don’t. I don’t at all. Either you’re very shallow, which…” He laughed. “Let’s face it, maybe you are. Maybe I have very bad taste in women. I don’t know.”
“You were gone. You left. You didn’t even say goodbye. I had no idea if you were even alive.”
“Yes, and you drove yourself crazy looking for me, didn’t you?”
Her lower lip trembled. “I’m sorry.”
“Oh.” He gave her a mock-sympathetic pat on the head. “It’s okay, Cathy. I think everything will go much more smoothly if you admit to yourself that you were relieved I was gone, because you were free of me.”
She winced.
He felt her wince like a dagger in his heart. She had felt that way, then. Fuck. He walked away from her. He began to gather up an arm load of beer cans to take to the trash can. “Maybe you should go.”
He stalked into the kitchen and deposited the cans in a trash bag. When he returned to the living room, she was still there.
“I love him,” she said. “I do. And I thought that it wouldn’t matter that you were back. But I was lying to myself, because it does matter. Because you’re Heath, and I love you. It’s different than the way I love him. It’s like I’d forgotten that I was only half of something while you were away. But now, here you are, and I see you, and I notice the empty parts again. And I know you’d fill them up.”
He went to her. “Cathy.”
There was terror in her eyes.
He wrapped his arms around her. He kissed her, assaulted her mouth.
She dug her fingers into his shoulder blades, tangled her hands in his hair, pulled on it.
He groaned.
She yanked his shirt over his head, raked her nails over his chest.
He ripped at the buttons on her clothing, and they popped off. He bared her bra—black lace against her pale skin.
She unzipped his pants and took him out and wrapped her hand around him.
He moaned.
She stroked him. “I worry that I might not be a very good person, Heath.”
All he could think about was her hand on him.
She pumped at his cock, her hand moving faster. “I worry that I might be very, very bad. Because I don’t want to give you up.”
“You don’t have to,” he panted. “We can go away, you and me. To the city, like you always wanted.”
Her hand still moved in a brisk rhythm. “You’d do that? You’d be with me after everything?”
“Of course.” His balls felt tight. She was driving him crazy. It felt so good.
“You’re mine, aren’t you? You’re still mine.”
He grunted. It was hard to talk.
“Say it,” she whispered.
“I’m yours,” he managed.
She let go of his cock.
His breath came out in a loud huff. Why had she stopped?
She got up. “I am a bad person.” It was as if she’d just made the discovery, and it shocked and disgusted her. She started for the door.
Was she fucking kidding him?
He lurched to his feet, tucking his very hard penis back into his pants. Zipping up. Following her.
She was already out the door.
“What the fuck?” he said.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I think I’m losing my mind.” She got into her car.
He heard the motor come to life. He leaned against one of pillars on the porch, watching her drive away.
“Bitch,” he breathed.
* * *
Heath knocked on the door the next day. Cathy had somehow known he’d come by again. He’d threatened to, after all. But she’d hoped that he wouldn’t. After the absolutely embarrassing thing she’d done the night before, throwing herself at him like that, and running off before anything could really happen… well, she wished he hadn’t come back.
Everything was confusing now.
He gave her a knowing smile as she welcomed him into the house.
“Who is it?” yelled Eli from somewhere inside the house.
“It’s Heath,” she said.
Heath dragged his gaze over her body, still smiling at her.
It made her feel dirty and exposed.
Eli appeared in the doorway.
Isabella nearly knocked him over when she showed up right behind him. “Hi, Heath,” she said.
Heath looked at Cathy. “Well, I thought you might want to come on that drive with me today, after all.”
Cathy swallowed. “Only if Isabella comes along.” Maybe if she wasn’t alone with him, she could control herself. But then, she was being stupid, wasn’t she? If she didn’t want to see him, she should tell him to leave. Except, goddamn it, she did want to see him. He robbed her of her good sense.
“I can come,” said Isabella brightly.
Heath shrugged. “Suit yourself. Might be kind of a tight fit.”
“What?”
“I brought the old truck,” he said. “Thought it would be just like old times, when we used to skip school and go riding through the fields. Of course, not exactly the same fields, since half of them have been sold to your father.” He gave Eli a dark look.
“I don’t mind,” said Isabella.
Cathy looked at her sidelong. Isabella didn’t have some kind of crush on Heath, did she? No, that was ridiculous.
* * *
But they didn’t go to the fields. Instead they drove up on the mountain. Cathy made Isabella sit in the middle, between both of them. And she and Heath barely spoke. Instead, Isabella kept up her inane chatter about whatever popped into her head, like she usually did. When Heath stopped the car, they climbed down the cliffs to look down on the town below them.
“If it’s too difficult for you, then we don’t have to go down here,” said Heath.
“I’m pregnant, not an invalid,” Cathy told him. And she wasn’t even that pregnant. She could still move around fine.
It was Isabella who had trouble climbing down. She climbed over the first set of rocks and nearly lost her footing.
Loose stones skittered down over the cliff, falling into the valley.
Isabella shrieked.
Heath steadied her with one hand. He laughed. “Not like strolling through the mall, huh?”
Isabella’s face had turned white. “Why don’t we just stop here?”
“No way,” said Cathy. She pointed. “That ledge down there is perfect for sitting. There’s nowhere to sit up here.”
Isabella looked down at the ledge. She gulped. “All the way down there?”
Cathy nodded.
Isabella shook her head. “I think I’ll climb back up to the truck.”
Heath laughed again.
Damn it. Cathy had wanted Isabella there as a buffer. She considered climbing up after her, but she was already almost to the ledge, and it was a nice place to sit. Maybe she could be with Heath like she wanted to be, reminiscing about their childhood. “We won’t stay down here long,” said Cathy.
“Okay.” Isabella was already climbing back up.
Within a few minutes, Cathy was sitting on the ledge next to Heath. She looked down at the scenery. It was beautiful. She felt at peace for the moment. She turned to him. “Do you remember the time we decided to try to make our own spears for fishing after you read that survivalist book?”
Heath’s face lit up. “Oh, right. I do remember that. I cut myself trying to whittle the sharp points on the branches we were going to use as spears.”
“It scared me,” she said. “I thought you were going to bleed to death. But Mama Galloway put bandages on you, and you went back out and tried again.”
Heath picked up a small rock and hurled it out over the cliff. “That was before she died.”
Cathy felt like an idiot. Why had she brought up Mama? Thinking of Mama always made her think of Daddy, and thinking of Daddy… “I’m sorry,” she said softly.
Heath didn’t respond.
A pair of flies flew around each other in a circle and then alighted on the ledge. Cathy watched them, trying to think of something else to bring up, some happy childhood memory. But the more she sifted through them, the more she realized that everything was tinged with something unpleasant. Her father had beaten her afterwards, or Matt had gotten angry with Heath, or it reminded her of someone who’d been killed violently. She supposed she hadn’t noticed how bad their lives were when she was a kid, because kids just don’t see those kinds of things. But now, looking back…
“It’s probably best you left last night before anything could happen,” said Heath.
Cathy looked up for Isabella. Had she heard?
But Isabella was sitting up on the guard rail, and Cathy could see that she’d put in a pair of headphones.
“Things are complicated, like you said,” Heath continued. “I suppose the romantic thing to do would be for me to tell you that I’d raise his squealing spawn as my own, and that you and I could ride off into the sunset together.”
Squealing spawn? She didn’t know what he meant. But then, she realized. He was talking about the baby. Her baby. Instinctively, her hand went to her stomach.
“But it wouldn’t be that way, would it, Cathy? Eli would have visitations and weekends and holidays, and we’d always be carting his brat off to see him, and he’d always be in our lives. So, I can’t really have you at all. He’s stolen you from me.”
“Who said I wanted to ride off into the sunset with you, Heath? I never said that,” she said.
“You said things that were pretty fucking close,” he said.
“I didn’t mean them,” she said. “I was confused.”
“Oh, I was confused too,” he said. “It was very confusing, the way you jumped me and forced me to say things and got me all worked up before you ran off and left me there.”
She flinched.
“But whatever I said, I said under duress,” he told her. “I would have said anything you wanted at that moment. When your hand is on my dick, I’m easy to manipulate. But you know all about manipulation, don’t you, Cathy?”
“Fuck you.” She gritted her teeth.
“So, I’m not yours, you understand that? I’m never yours. Ever again.”
She glared at him. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you being like this?”
“Like what?” he said. “This is the way I am.”
“No, you’re being cruel,” she said. “Just because I came to you last night and said things I didn’t mean—”
“About how you were only half of something without me?” he said. “Are those the sort of things you didn’t mean? Or about how you didn’t want to give me up?”
She shut her eyes.
“The thing is Cathy, I’ve given it some thought, and I don’t want to run off with you. Not as long as that you’re pregnant with his child. The thought of that thing growing in you makes we want to vomit.”
She stood up. “I don’t have to listen to this.” He hated the baby that much?
“In fact, if you did want to come with me,” he said, “I’d have to insist that you get rid of it.”
“I don’t want to go with you,” she said. She started to crawl up the rocks. “I hate you, Heath Galloway. Stay away from me.”
He chuckled. “You don’t mean that, Cathy. I know you wish you did, but you don’t.”
She scrabbled away from him, tears pricking her eyes. He was being so ugly, and she hadn’t ever experienced that from him. It hurt.
Then her foot slipped, and the world turned sideways.
There was a horrible second, her heart in her throat, where she felt gravity pulling on her body, threatening to suck her down off the cliff.
But Heath was behind her, and he pulled her upright.
She put a hand to her chest. “Thank you.” She could hardly breathe.
There was sheer terror in his expression. “Be careful,” he said. “I thought you were going to…” He pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. “Don’t scare me like that.”
She gazed into his eyes. He didn’t mean half the things he’d just said either. She could see that in the way he was looking at her.
Oh, hell. Nothing made sense anymore. Being around Heath was like walking on a cliff all the time.
When they got back in the truck, she climbed into the center to be close to him and sat with her thigh pressing against his for the whole ride home.
* * *
“You’re in love with Eli, right?” asked Isabella. She was chopping up peppers in the kitchen. She’d insisted on cooking that night, saying that Cathy needed something home cooked for nourishment. “You and Heath are just friends?”
Cathy was washing lettuce in the sink. She turned off the water. “Why would you say something like that?” Were her feelings for Heath so obvious?
Isabella shrugged. “Well, I know that we’re friends mostly because of my brother, but we’re still friends, and I know that sometimes people get upset when friends go after other people’s exes, and—”
“Wait a second.” The thought she’d had earlier about Isabella having a crush. Maybe it wasn’t so ridiculous after all. “You’re asking for my blessing to pursue Heath?”
Isabella sliced into a pepper. “Basically.”
Cathy turned the water on. “Well, then my answer is no. Not because I still have any feelings for him. But because you don’t want to have anything to do with him, trust me. If you could hear the horrible things he’s said to me since he came back, you wouldn’t want to be near him.”
“He’s angry with you, Cathy,” said Isabella. “That’s all. He’s not such a bad person. He’s been through a lot. And I think it’s really admirable that he’s managed to make his own fortune in two years when he’s so young. I’m impressed.”
“He’s not a normal sort of guy,” said Cathy. “He’s very intense, and he can be violent, and he would chew you up and spit you out for his own amusement. Trust me, stay away from him.”
Isabella sighed. “You aren’t over him after all. I see how it is. I wonder if I should tell Eli.”
Cathy glared at her. “My god, Isabella, it’s not about that.”
“I think you just want both of them to love you,” said Isabella.
Cathy sighed.
“You don’t need to wash the lettuce anymore. I’ll do it myself.”
“Isabella, really—”
“Go away,” said Isabella. “I want to be alone.”
* * *
Matt stumbled, clutching the couch in the tenant house for support. One of the men came up behind him to help him up. “Come on, Matt, let’s get you back up to the house.”
“Oh, I’ll walk him up,” said Heath, looking up from his poker winnings, most of it from Matt. He was sorting the twenty dollar bills from the fifties.
“You sure?” said the man. “I didn’t think you liked him very much, and when he’s this drunk, he can be hard to deal with.”
“I’ll walk him home,” said Heath. “You don’t have to wait around.”
It was late, the poker game had broken up, and most of the other players had already gone home.
The man shrugged, deposited Matt on the couch, and walked out of the living room. Heath went back to counting his money. He heard the last of the men drive off. He and Matt were alone.
 “Dirty gypsy,” said Matt. “Stealing my money from me right under my own roof.”
Heath smiled coldly. “I think this money is the rent I gave you, actually. And I won it, Matt. You’re the idiot who gambled it away.”
Matt started to try to get up again, but he couldn’t stay upright. He went sprawling onto the floor.
Heath laughed. He got up and stood over Matt, his foot on his back. “It’s kind of disappointing how you’ve run yourself into the ground without me. My revenge would have been much more fulfilling if I got to destroy you. But you’re destroying yourself.”
Matt tried to get up, but Heath’s foot held him fast.
“Having some trouble there?”
“Let me get up,” said Matt.
“What was that?” said Heath. “Are you ordering me around? I don’t think you’re in the position to do that anymore.”
“Let me up.” Matt’s voice was a growl.
“No, I don’t think I will.” Heath grinned down at the trapped man, his black eyes gleaming.
Matt thrashed ineffectually. He tried to grab Heath’s foot, twisting around to get at it, but he couldn’t reach.
“Gypsy fuck,” said Matt.
Heath laughed again.
“You ruined everything. You stole my family from me. Daddy liked you better. Cathy liked you better. What did I have?”
“You expect me to feel sorry for you?” Heath’s voice was harsh. “You forced to me to live in a barn. I didn’t have running water. I went weeks without a shower. I had to shit outside. And I stole things from you?”
“Let me up,” said Matt.
“No.”
Matt’s voice broke. “Please.”
Heath ground his foot into Matt’s back.
Matt cried out. “Aw, god, Heath, you’re hurting me. Let me up, please, I’m begging you.”
Heath pressed harder.
Matt screamed. “Please! Please!”
“That’s more like it.” Heath removed his foot.
Matt tried to get up, but he was still drunk and unsteady.
Heath offered him his hand and hauled the man to his feet. He was surprised at how thin Matt was. He was a bag of bones, frail like a man three times his age.
“Thank you, Heath,” said Matt. He looked up at Heath drunkenly. “You’re right, you know. Back then, I was a dick to you. It wasn’t right. I’m sorry.”
Heath turned away. “Let’s get you up to the house.”
When he got Matt inside the farmhouse, he was surprised to find two-year-old Gage curled up on the steps asleep. He let go of Matt. “This is Fran’s little boy?”
“Yeah,” said Matt. “I take care of the kid.” He grasped the railing and began to stagger up the stairs.
“You just leave him up here like this while you’re drinking?” said Heath.
Matt belched. “I put him to bed, but sometimes he gets up. He’ll be fine there. He wakes me up when he’s hungry.” He continued his ascent.
Heath knelt down, eye level with the sleeping little boy. He hadn’t counted on there being a kid.
* * *
Eli hung up the phone. “Fucking prank calls. That’s the second one tonight.”
Cathy looked up from the magazine she was reading. “What do they say?”
“Oh, nothing, it’s just silence,” said Eli. “It’s annoying.”
“Weird,” she said.
Twenty minutes later, the phone rang again.
Cathy got up. “Let me answer it.”
Eli shrugged.
She picked up the phone. “Hello?”
“Make up an excuse, leave the house, and meet me at the cornfield in fifteen minutes.” It was Heath.
She hung up the phone.
“Another one?” said Eli.
“Yeah,” she said. Her pulse picked up. “Um, I think I’m getting a craving for ice cream.”
“There’s ice cream in the freezer,” said Eli.
“No, I think I want soft serve,” she said. “Something from Dairy Queen, maybe.”
Eli smiled. He got up and patted her stomach. “Well, if that’s what the little guy wants, then that’s what he’s going to get. I’ll drive you.”
“Oh, don’t bother,” she said. “I’ll just go myself. You don’t have to.”
“I thought that was my job. You, you know, gestate the baby. I run the errands for your weird cravings.”
He was so sweet. Why was she sneaking out of his house to meet another man? A man who seemed to hate her, who said awful things to her?
“You will,” she said. “Trust me, when I’m as big as a house, you will run errands constantly.”
He laughed. “All right, I’ll take a rain check. I was going to watch a baseball game anyway.”
Oh, good. He’d be occupied, then. She smiled at him and headed out of the room.
“Cathy?”
Her heart leapt into her throat. “Yeah?”
“You’re really going to get as big as a house?”
Relief flooded through her. He had no idea what she was doing. “Absolutely. And you are going to love it.”
He came over to her and kissed her goodbye. “I’m sure I will.”
* * *
Heath’s truck was already parked in the cornfield when she got there. Twilight was stealing over the world, and everything was tinged in blue, even Heath, who was lounging against the grill of the truck in a tank top and jeans. He was less coifed, and he reminded her of the boy he’d been before all this had happened.
She got out of the car and went to him.
He ran his hand through his hair. It wasn’t in a ponytail, and it fell in waves around his shoulders. He smirked at her.
His smirk was still as sexy as it had been when he was seventeen.
She swallowed.
“Just wanted to see if you’d come,” he said.
Bastard. She turned away.
He caught her by the arm. “How’s it feel to be manipulated, Cathy?”
“Let go of me.”
He tugged her close. He wrapped his arms around her, trapping her there.
But being trapped hardly mattered. She didn’t struggle against him. He was strong and warm, and she liked the feel of his body so close.
“You’ve treated me so badly,” he murmured. “I don’t know why I can’t let you go.”
“I’ve treated you badly?” she said.
“Yes, Cathy, you have. But you’re not actually a very nice person, as you pointed out to me the last time we were alone together.” He gave her a wry smile. “As it turns out, I might not be a very nice person either.”
“No,” she said, “you’re not.”
“It’s only that people have to pay,” he said. “After what they’ve done to me, I have to get revenge.”
“If you’re trying to get revenge on me Heath—”
“No, not you.” He shook his head. “That’s not the plan. You, Cathy, should consider yourself quite free to torture me as long as you like. If it makes you happy to make me squirm, have at it. I worship you, and I’d rather be near you while you cut me to ribbons then to be away from you.”
She kissed him.
He caught her by the neck and held her there. His mouth assaulted hers.
She pulled away, struggling for air. “Why did you leave, then? If you wanted to be near me, why did you go away?”
“For you, of course,” he said. “To be what you wanted. I thought I’d come back and sweep you off your feet, and we’d live happily ever after.”
“But on the cliff, you said—”
“Forget what I said.” He put his hand over her chest. “You feel what I feel, don’t you? Here. In your heart. You know how I feel about you.”
“And the baby?”
He grimaced.
She pushed him away. “I have to think about the future for my baby, you know.”
He shrugged—one of his eloquent shrugs. “Why does there have to be a baby?”
“Because it’s there,” she said. “I didn’t plan it, but I’m pregnant, and I can’t pretend I’m not.”
“It’s the nineties. Wake up and smell the feminist revolution. You don’t have to stay pregnant.”
“And aborting my baby for a man is feminist?”
He massaged the bridge of his nose.
She folded her arms over her chest.
His voice was quiet. “I can’t. I just can’t handle the baby. I know it makes me an asshole.”
“You’re damned right it does.”
“We’re too young for babies, anyway. Neither of us is ready for something like that.”
“I’m ready.”
“I’m not.”
“Eli’s ready.”
He licked his lips. “Well, I suppose the two of you will be very happy together, then.”
“Not with you calling me and telling me to meet you, we won’t.”
He chuckled quietly. “You didn’t have to come.”
Cathy shook her head. “I only wish I could tell Isabella about the way you’re behaving without making myself look bad. Knowing what a jerk you are would cure her of the stupid crush she has on you.”
“What?” Heath’s voice was full of amusement and interest.
She sighed. “Isn’t it ridiculous? I told her that you’d chew her up and spit her out.”
He stroked his chin. “Isabella Linton has a crush on me.”
“Don’t sound so excited about it,” she said. “I know you couldn’t be interested in her in a million years.”
“Oh, you’re right. You have ruined me, it’s true. I come back to find you knocked up, because you’ve clearly been spreading your legs for Eli Linton. Meanwhile, I’ve been away for two years, and I haven’t put my cock in anything except my own goddamned hand. Because no woman compares to you.”
She took several steps backwards, stunned. “That’s not true. You expect me to believe that?”
“Believe what you like,” he said.
“Heath…” She closed the distance between them again, putting her hand on his cheek. “I never asked you to do something like that. You don’t have to deny yourself—”
“It is what it is.” He rested his forehead against hers. “So, you’re right. I don’t desire Isabella Linton. I only want you. I always have. I always will.”
She let her eyes go shut, and she breathed in the scent of him, woodsy and spicy and familiar. “I can’t leave Eli.”
“Stay with him,” he rasped. “Birth his stupid brat. I don’t want any part of it.”
“But…”
He pulled away. “I won’t call you again. You’ve made your choice. I’ll respect it.”
She felt the pain inside her, like something had shattered. But what else could she do? He was a hard, horrible man. Her love for him was a curse. It was going to destroy her and everything she’d ever cared about. She could tell.
She fled from him, back to Eli, half afraid he’d be suspicious. Half hoping he would be. But he only asked if she’d enjoyed her ice cream.
She told him she’d eaten it too fast, and that she missed the sweetness, because everything tasted bitter to her right now.
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Thera woke up to find herself tied to the bed. Linton was sitting over her, smiling a strange smile at her.
“The problem was that they were deformed, you see,” he said.
Thera struggled, testing her bonds. They were strong.
“My father and your mother,” he continued. “My father says that they shared the same soul. And that must have been the problem, don’t you think? They each only had half a soul. Why else would they have done the things they did?”
“Linton, why did you tied me up?”
Linton caressed her face. “Your mother broke him when she chose Eli. She sent Heath right into the arms of my mother. If your mother hadn’t done that, then I would never have been born. And every day since I can remember, my father has told me that it would be better if I hadn’t. He hates me so much.”
“Untie me. Please?”
Linton’s fingers traveled over her chin and neck. “I hate him too, of course.”
Revulsion shot through her.
“He told me to stay away from you. But I didn’t help to steal you for his benefit. I did it for me.” His hand slid inside her shirt.
“Linton, I am your cousin. Please, don’t—”
“What’s this?” Linton pulled out her locket.
She’d forgotten it was there. She was grateful that something had distracted him, however. “It’s my locket. My father gave it to me. There’s a picture of him on one side and my mother on the other.”
“Really?” Linton opened the locket. He peered down at the pictures. “You do look just like her. It’s uncanny. But I look like Uncle Eli, I think.” He set the locket down on her chest, still open. “Let’s play a game of pretend, Thera. Let’s pretend that you’re your mother, and I’m Uncle Eli.”
She didn’t like the sound of that one bit. Sweat began to gather in the creases of her skin. She needed to stop him. She wasn’t sure what he had planned, but she had an idea, and she was terrified. “Linton, don’t you think we’re too old for games like that?”
He touched the locket. “Well, I didn’t have much of a childhood, cousin, so humor me.” His hands moved away from the locket, outside of her shirt, over the swell of her breast.
“Don’t!” Terror went through her like a jolt.
Linton giggled. “Don’t,” he mocked her, his hand covering her breast. He squeezed it.
It hurt. She cried out in fear and pain and panic.
The door opened. “What’s going on in here?” Heath stalked into the room.
Linton’s eyes grew wide. He stood up and ran for the door.
Heath caught him and hurled him down onto the floor. “You perverted little shit. She’s your cousin, for fuck’s sake.”
Linton went sprawling and whimpered. “That hurt, Father. Why are you always hurting me?”
Heath sneered at Linton. “Is it going to cry again?” He kicked the boy in the stomach. “Maybe I should give it something to cry about.”
Linton’s eyes bulged at the impact. And then he did start crying. Fat tears squeezed out of his blue eyes. “Why, Father, why?”
But Heath was no longer interested in Linton. He crossed to Thera, sat down on the bed, and began to untie her. “I’ll take away his key. He won’t get in to bother you again.”
Thera was still shaking.
Linton, seeing that his father was otherwise occupied, got up and hurried from the room, still crying.
Heath freed both of her hands.
She shook them, trying to get circulation to come back into them.
Then Heath stopped. He touched the open locket on her chest. “What’s this?”
“It’s my locket.”
Heath snatched it up and ripped it off her, breaking the chain.
She let out a little cry and touched the back of her neck where the chain had dug into her skin before giving way. “Please, it’s my only picture of her. Don’t take it.”
“With him? You wear her around your neck with him?”
“He’s my father.”
Heath snapped the locket in two. He put the picture of Cathy in his pocket. He dropped the other picture on the ground and stepped on it with his heel.
Cathy heard the delicate metal crunch. She glared up at him. “You’re horrible. Deep down, there’s nothing in you but nastiness. No wonder my mother didn’t choose you.”
Heath busied himself with the ropes at her feet. “Your mother chose your father because he was rich and white and blond. And because, unfortunately, he managed to accidentally put you in her belly. If it hadn’t been for you—”
“My mother would never have chosen you,” Thera said.
Heath slapped her.
Thera cried out. But she gazed up at him in defiance. “She must have seen inside you and known that you were nothing but a monster.”
“Careful, Catherine,” said Heath, raising his hand again. “Next time, I’ll strike harder.”
“Stop.”
Thera looked up. Gage was in the doorway. He wasn’t wearing his baseball cap. His hair was down in long, dark waves, and he was glaring at Heath.
Heath stood up and looked at him.
They were like mirror images of each other. Their features weren’t the same, but their demeanor and the way they looked at each other was. They stared each other down like wild dogs.
“You said you didn’t want her hurt.” Gage stalked into the room and positioned himself between Thera and Heath.
Heath had turned to face him. He was still staring Gage down.
Gage broke the stare to glance down at Thera. “Are you okay?”
She nodded.
Gage looked back at Heath. But a shadow crossed Heath’s face, and he was looking at the both of them differently now. He shook himself, and then he left the room, his shoulders sagging.
Gage untied her feet. “I told you to yell for me.”
“I…” This close, he smelled strongly of soap. He’d taken a bath, she realized. Without the dingy baseball cap, he was really very nice to look at. His dark hair was glossy and wavy and it fell around his powerful shoulders. “I didn’t think about it, I guess.”
“Make sure you do if anything happens again,” said Gage. “Call out my name. Call it loud.” He got up from the bed.
She sat up. “Gage? If you don’t want them to hurt me, then why won’t you help me leave?”
He shook his head. “Can’t do that to Heath.”
“But he’s horrible.”
“He’s not completely horrible,” said Gage. “He’s always been good to me. He took me in after my stepfather committed suicide, and he treated me more like a son than he treated his own son.”
If the way Heath had just acted towards Linton was typical, then Heath treated Linton like an animal. He’d called him an “it.” Maybe there were reasons that Linton was so screwed up. Thera felt sorry for him. But she was afraid of him as well.
“Look, Heath’s going to come around,” said Gage. “He’ll get tired of it, and he’ll let you go. I’ll talk to him.”
“I don’t think he’s going to let me go,” said Thera. “He hates me. You heard him. He blames me for my mother rejecting him. Please, just help me get out of here.”
Gage looked down at the floor. “I… I can’t.” He left the room quickly, locking the door behind him.
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Isabella was a big fan of shopping therapy. After her blowup with Cathy, she hadn’t wanted to be around either her or Eli. The two of them made her sick. Cathy was probably the worst thing that had ever happened to her brother, but her brother was completely blind to it. He’d always been that way when it came to Cathy. Even back when they’d first started dating, Eli had changed when Cathy came into his life, cutting class, giving her gobs of money, buying her extravagant presents. He only saw the best in her. He didn’t see that she was manipulative and selfish.
Isabella saw it.
But no one cared what she thought.
So, she was doing the best she could to forget about it, by buying new shoes. She’d come alone, because she couldn’t handle being around anyone right now. Her other friends wouldn’t understand any of it. They would think that Heath was too old, or too intense. They’d call him cleaned-up white trash. They didn’t see him the way she did. She thought he was tragic and admirable. She thought he was incredibly sexy.
But she was trying to drown all of that in a deluge of adorable chunky heels. She was sitting in a store, buckling a strap on a shiny, silver sandal, when she heard his voice behind her.
“I figured I’d find you in the mall.”
Heath was standing behind her. He was looking down at the stacks of shoe boxes with bewildered amusement. Was he mocking her?
Did she care?
She stood up, but she only had one heel on, and she nearly lost her balance.
He steadied her, and he laughed. Again, she wasn’t sure if the laugh was out of contempt for her or just gentle teasing.
“You were looking for me?”
He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Guilty.”
“But… why?”
He smirked at her.
He was gorgeous, with his dark hair and his dark skin and his dark eyes. Her breath caught in her throat. Being this close to him, having him pay attention only to her, made her feel nervous.
“You like shoes, I see,” he said.
“Um, yeah.” She sat back down and began to unbuckle the sandal she was wearing. She couldn’t think about shoes when he was here. “But I’m sure that you’d be bored. I can… stop.”
“Oh, don’t stop on my account,” he said.
She looked up at him again. “Why were you looking for me?”
He scrutinized her face. “You’re actually pretty.”
“Thank you?”
“Would you like it if I bought you shoes?”
“I have money,” she said. “I can buy them myself.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Suit yourself.”
She yanked the other sandal off and put it back in its box. “It turns out that I’m not really interested in the shoes right now.”
“That’s too bad,” said Heath. “I hope I didn’t distract you.”
“You did, but it’s a good thing,” she said. She was so confused.
“You want to go somewhere with me?”
“As long as we’re not climbing on cliffs again.”
He smirked at her. “All right, then.”
* * *
Heath hadn’t brought the truck. He didn’t think Isabella would appreciate it. In all honesty, he was really bad with women. He had no idea what he was doing. He hadn’t even been able to make the first move with Cathy, and she was the only girl he’d ever tried to make moves with.
Isabella seemed more comfortable in the convertible, but he wasn’t sure if they should drive with the top down or not. It was summer, and it was blazingly hot. Would she prefer air conditioning?
In the end, he decided for the top down, if only because the wind whipping by while they drove would be so loud, they wouldn’t be able to talk. He had no idea what to say to her.
He wasn’t pursuing Isabella because he liked her. He wasn’t even doing it because he thought it might make Cathy jealous, although that was a nice bonus if it came to that. Mostly, he was doing it because he hated Eli Linton, and he thought that fucking his sister would probably be the worst thing he could do to the guy.
Heath was lucky that Isabella seemed interested in him. It was just too bad that he had no idea how he would keep her interest.
He didn’t want to take her to the tenant house. It was grungy and dirty—no place for a girl like her. They couldn’t go back to her house. That would be awkward. But he wanted to be alone with her, not in some crowded restaurant or something. He couldn’t handle that.
So he took her to a spot that he knew on the farm. A little creek ran through a lush field, and there were shade trees overlooking a picnic table. He thought she would hate it.
But she settled on top of the picnic table and smiled down at the creek. “It’s beautiful out here.”
He nodded. He agreed with her. He’d never quite shared Cathy’s desire for cities, although he’d visited cities while he was away and found he didn’t have any aversion to them either. Still, the farm seemed like home to him, and he preferred the peacefulness of nature. He sat down next to her on the picnic table.
She smiled at him shyly. “Why am I here with you?”
“Because I asked you and you came,” he said. He wasn’t sure what she was after.
“So, you want to be friends, Heath?”
What was he supposed to do with that? Be coy? He wouldn’t have the slightest idea how to do that. “Not friends.”
Her eyebrows shot up.
Oh, damn it all to hell. He snatched her by the chin and held her face still. And then his lips met hers.
She was startled. He could tell. But she kissed him back eagerly.
He didn’t do it for very long. Kissing her didn’t feel bad or anything. She was an okay kisser. But it felt strange. He’d only kissed a handful of women in his life, and every time he kissed one that wasn’t Cathy, it never felt right. He pulled away.
She put her fingers to her lips. She was blushing and smiling a tiny, bashful smile. “Oh,” she said.
He glared at her. Her obvious pleasure at the kiss made him angry with her. “You act like you’ve never been kissed before.”
She looked down at her knees, her smile widening. “Don’t be silly, Heath. I’m seventeen years old. I’ve done a lot of kissing.”
He wasn’t sure if he believed her or not. “Are you a virgin?”
She turned scarlet. “That’s none of your…Why are you asking me…?”
He got up off the picnic table. Damn it. It wasn’t going to work unless he fucked her. Eli would be pissed off about some kissing, but knowing that Heath had screwed his baby sister would make him crazy. Still, Heath didn’t have much desire to go through another girl’s first time. On the other hand, popping her cherry was infinitely worse than just fucking her. He shrugged. He could handle it.
Isabella wrapped her arms around her torso. She wasn’t looking at him. She looked embarrassed and confused.
He should comfort her, right? He tried to ask himself what he would do if she was Cathy.
He considered. It was too hard to imagine.
He sat back down next to her on the picnic table. “I’m not very good at this.”
She gave him a hesitant smile. “It’s okay.”
He should probably kiss her again, shouldn’t he? He leaned in and captured her lips with his.
She sighed against him.
He felt something unpleasant go through him. Guilt, maybe?
He kissed her harder, trying to drown it out.
* * *
Matt ruefully counted his remaining chips. “I don’t have enough. I can’t see your bet.”
“Suppose you’ll have to fold then,” said one of the other men playing, reaching for Matt’s chips.
Heath stopped him. “Wait a minute. I’ll spot the money he needs if he puts something up for collateral.”
Matt’s eyes gleamed. “Ah, I knew you’d come through for me, Heath. What is it you want this time? Another truck?”
“The farmhouse,” said Heath.
Matt snickered. “You gotta be crazy. This pot isn’t near worth the farmhouse.”
“How about the skin on your back then?”
“What?” said Matt.
Heath leaned forward. “If you lose, you let me take my belt to your bare skin.”
“Man, that’s fucked up,” said the other player.
“You remember when you beat me like that, Matt?” asked Heath.
“You’re on,” said Matt, glaring at him.
“Seriously, Heath, what are you playing at?” asked one of the other men.
Heath just smiled grimly, handing a stack of chips to Matt.
Matt pushed them into the center. “All in.”
“You’re so reckless with my money,” said Heath.
“Got a good hand,” said Matt.
The other man tossed his cards on the table. “I’m out. You two are crazy.”
Matt raised his eyebrows at Heath. “You?”
“You think I’m going to fold after I gave you money to keep you playing? I know you’re drunk, Matt, but maybe you’re really stupid too.” Heath pushed chips into the center of the table. “I see your bet.”
Matt eyed the huge pot in the middle of the table with hungry eyes. He laid his cards down. “Four aces.”
Heath winced. Well, occasionally, the jackass had to get lucky, didn’t he? He tossed his full house on the table. “You beat me, Matt.”
Matt grinned.
Heath didn’t think he’d ever hated him more. He should have read the signs better, played the game smarter. He was letting his feelings for Matt cloud his judgment.
Matt raked his chips over. “Cash me out.”
The dealer, who’d dropped out of this game three bets ago, picked up the money box. It was locked, and they all took turns with the key, just like they took turns dealing. The money was counted and verified before each game.
“Wait,” said Heath. “Stay, Matt. You’re obviously on a winning streak.”
Matt chortled. “I haven’t been winning shit since you got back here, Heath. No, I’m getting out while the getting is good.”
The dealer began counting Matt’s chips.
Heath’s jaw twitched. He couldn’t stand to see Matt have one moment of triumph. That was not the way this was supposed to go. He stood up, taking money out of his back pocket. He looked back and forth between the dealer and the other player. “How much would it be worth it to you to hold him down?”
“Hold him down?” said the player. “You’re out of your mind.”
“Two hundred?” said Heath, flipping through his cash. “Five hundred?”
Matt swallowed.
Heath met his gaze, and he saw the fear in the man’s eyes. Matt remembered.
“Maybe I don’t need anyone to hold him down,” said Heath. He launched across the table, scattering chips everywhere. He seized Matt by the throat.
Matt scrabbled at Heath’s hand, his eyes bulging. He teetered on his feet.
They both went down, knocking over the table, Matt beneath Heath.
Heath began to punch him, raining blows on Matt’s stomach, torso, and face.
Matt gurgled, cowering, trying to duck away from the blows.
Heath took him by the shoulders and slammed him against the ground. “Hold still, you fuck.”
Matt’s head clunked against the floor. He looked dazed.
There was something in Matt’s expression that reminded Heath of the way Floyd had looked at him as he was falling down the stairs. An expression of bewilderment and fear. It enraged him. Heath roared.
He slammed Matt into the hard wood again.
Matt’s eyes went glassy.
Heath punched his face, his knuckles cracking against Matt’s nose.
Matt’s body jumped, but otherwise he didn’t react. He’d lost consciousness.
“Wake up,” Heath spat at him.
The dealer was at Heath’s back, trying to pull him off Matt.
Heath struck at him. “Don’t touch me.”
“Calm down,” said the dealer.
“Motherfucking shit.” Heath got up off Matt. He kicked the man’s inert body. “Bastard.”
“Whoa,” said the other player. “What did he ever do to you anyway?”
Heath laughed, and the laughter got away from him. It was a little too loud, a little too uncontrolled. “How much time you got? What didn’t he do to me.”
“We should call an ambulance,” said the dealer.
“No,” said Heath. “Just leave.”
“At least, I’ll take him up to his house,” said the other player.
“No,” said Heath. “I’ll do it.”
“But…”
“No.”
They both backed away from him.
The dealer gestured to the cash box. “We have to divvy up the money.” He looked back at the table. “But, um, the chips…”
Heath took out all the money in his wallet. He threw it on top of Matt’s body. “Take what you want.” He looked back and forth between them. “Then get the fuck out.”
* * *
Heath tossed Matt onto a couch in the farmhouse.
He wandered up the steps, onto the second level of the house. It was like he remembered. He crept down the hall, pausing outside the door to Cathy’s room. He’d made love to her for the first time here. He remembered the way she’d guided his hand between her legs, what it was like to touch her there for the first time.
A lump formed in his throat.
He pushed the door open.
It was dark inside. He found the light switch and turned it on.
The room was the same. Cleaner maybe. Less clothes in the closet, but it was still her bedspread, the one they’d lain on together. There was her mirror, jammed with photographs.
There was one of him. He was kissing her on the cheek. Her eyes were closed. She looked blissfully happy.
He pulled it off the mirror and brought it to his lips.
“Cathy,” he whispered.
How had this all gone wrong?
His chest felt tight, and he thought he might start crying.
But the door creaked, and he turned.
There was the little boy in the doorway. Gage.
“What?” said Heath.
The boy scampered over to him, holding up his arms. He wanted to be picked up.
Heath turned away. “Go back to bed,” he said gruffly. A tear was trickling over his cheek. He rubbed at it.
Gage cocked his head to the side. “You have a boo boo?”
Heath sniffed hard.
“Kiss it and make it better?”
“Goddamn it,” said Heath. He reached down and swept the boy up into his arms.
* * *
“So you just got hired as a roadie and went on tour with The Counting Crows?” said Isabella, looking at Heath in awe. They were in the shallow end of the pool at her house. It was late afternoon, and the sun beat down on them. The water felt good.
He shrugged.
She liked his shrugs, she’d discovered. They were so complicated, and when he did it, he’d look away, like he was embarrassed to have been asked something definite. He rarely met her gaze, and when she did look into his eyes, it made her feel weak inside.
“Well, they were just getting big around then,” he said, “and I played some poker with one of the guys in the band in the back room of a bar one night. Next thing I knew, I was sleeping in a bus.”
“That’s crazy,” said Isabella. “I can’t believe you just… did that. I could never take a risk like that. Go out in the world with nothing and hope everything turned out okay? I’d be terrified.”
“It’s not that big a deal. I didn’t have anything to leave behind. No home. No family. No money. It wasn’t that hard.”
She shook her head. “That must have been terrifying for you. All alone like that.” It broke her heart everything he’d been through.
He shrugged again.
Damn. He was so gorgeous.
He was only in swimming trunks at the moment, and she couldn’t help ogling his bare arms and chest. His upper arms were thick like tree trunks. He was so solid. And hairy. And tan. And… male. She found him dizzyingly attractive.
She sidled close to him in the pool, pressing her wet skin into him.
She was becoming more and more brazen with him lately. He seemed to like it when she was forward. When he initiated intimacy with her, he seemed uncomfortable.
He looked down at her body. She was only wearing a tiny green bikini. He bit down on his bottom lip. His voice was husky. “Aren’t you worried they’ll come out and see us?”
“Cathy and Eli?” she said. “I hope they do.”
He chuckled softly and eased a finger under the strap of her bikini top.
Her breath caught in her throat.
He pushed the strap off her shoulder and pushed the cup of the bikini out of the way.
She watched his face as he looked at her bare breast. It was the first time that any guy had ever seen it. She wanted him to like it.
He bit down even harder on his lip. His Adam’s apple bobbed. “You know, Isabella, I’m going to be very bad for you. You seem like a nice girl, and if you don’t want to be very badly hurt, you should cover yourself and run from me.”
“You shouldn’t say things like that about yourself,” she said. “You’re a good person. I think you’re amazing.”
He touched her nipple. “Is that right?”
She gasped.
He pinched it.
She groaned.
He laughed. “Amazing.” There it was again—that tone that sounded like he might be making fun of her. He pressed himself into her, grinding his pelvis against her body. His voice was harsh in her ear. “Do you have any idea what I’m going to do to you?”
Her pulse quickened.
“You couldn’t know. You with your perky little titties and your wide-eyed innocence. But this is your warning, Isabella. Get away from me while you can.”
Her breath grew shallow. What he said thrilled her, excited her.
He twisted her nipple.
A burst of pain followed by pleasure shot through her. She let out a choked moan.
He guided her hand to his crotch and she felt him, hard and hot just under a flimsy bit of wet cloth.
Her heart pounded against her rib cage.
“What are you touching, Isabella?”
She looked up at him in embarrassment. He couldn’t ask her to say that. She didn’t even know what to call it. Sure there were words—they all sprang to her mind unbidden—but she wasn’t sure which one to say. They all seemed silly or crude or clinical and—
He laughed, enjoying her discomfort.
She tried to move her hand away, but he wouldn’t let her.
“It’s my cock,” he breathed, his voice like black velvet. “Say it. Tell me you want it.”
“I…” Her face felt hot, like it was burning up. Her voice came out shaky and barely audible. “I want your cock.”
And something between her legs clenched. She realized she was incredibly turned on just then. She did want him. She moved her hand over him.
He let out a small grunt.
She looked into his eyes, searching for permission, for encouragement.
But there was nothing there. It was like staring into a dark void, like falling into a black hole.
“What the hell?” said a voice.
Eli.
Isabella threw herself away from Heath, yanking her bikini into place.
Eli and Cathy were standing at the edge of the pool. They’d both just come outside.
Eli’s face was so red that it was practically purple. Isabella thought that he might jump into the pool and strangle Heath.
Cathy looked like someone had punched her in the stomach.
Heath laughed, grinning up at both of them. “Hi there. Good to see you.”
Eli struggled to form words. He was too angry to do anything other than move his jaw, however.
Heath pushed himself up out of the water. His erection was very apparent.
Isabella hid her face, mortified. What had seemed sexy and exciting a minute ago seemed unbearably stupid now.
Heath picked up a towel and began drying himself off. “What’s the matter, Eli? You don’t look like you’re feeling too well.”
Eli looked down at Isabella. “Get in the house.”
“You can’t tell me what to do,” said Isabella.
“Fine then,” said Eli. He pointed at Heath. “You. Come with me. We need to talk.”
Heath’s grin widened. “This is better than I thought it would be, I have to admit.”
* * *
“My sister, Cathy. My sister,” Eli said, pacing in front of Heath, who was dripping on the cement floor of the garage.
Cathy was too stunned to know what to say. She couldn’t stop seeing the image of Heath and Isabella like that, her hand on him, her breast bare. He’d been going to…
Heath inspected his fingernails. “I realize you might not think I’m good enough for your sweet little sister, but—”
“Damned right, you’re not,” said Eli.
There was a pounding on the door. “Let me in, you jackasses!” yelled Isabella’s muffled voice. “This is about me too. You can’t lock me out of it.”
Eli ignored her.
“She’s crazy about me,” said Heath, shrugging is if the whole thing wasn’t his fault.
“No,” said Cathy. “Isabella didn’t start this. You did. But… why?”
Heath only smiled.
“Do you care about her?” Cathy asked.
“It doesn’t matter if he does,” said Eli.
She held up a hand. “If you care about her, if you two are happy—”
“I told you that you were the only woman I’d ever care about,” Heath interrupted in a low voice.
Eli took Heath by the shoulder. “What did you say to her?”
Heath turned on him. “Oh, did I upset you? I’d hate it if you were upset, Eli.”
He was so sarcastic, taking delight in all the pain he was causing. Cathy gaped at him. Who was this man? Had he been inside Heath all along?
Eli folded his arms over his chest. “I know you and Cathy have a history, and I realize that you’re having trouble letting go of her, but dragging my sister into all of that is unnecessary. Ever since you showed back up here, you’ve been screwing everything up. I don’t think I want you back in my house again.”
“Am I being given my marching orders?” said Heath.
“You get out, and you stay out. And if I see you near either one of them again, I’ll make you sorry.”
Heath dissolved into laughter. He doubled over from the force of it. “I’m sorry,” he managed, trying to straighten up. “But did you just threaten me?”
Eli’s nostrils flared. He stepped close to Heath. “I mean it. You stay away from the women I care about.”
Heath’s laughter died away. He feinted at Eli as if he was going to throw a punch. But he didn’t.
Eli still flinched away.
Heath laughed again. “Oh, Cathy, so this is what you prefer to me?” He shook his head at Eli. “I wish you were worth knocking down.”
Eli straightened his shoulders, trying to regain his dignity.
In that moment, Eli looked pathetic, and Cathy couldn’t help it. She hated him. She turned away so that she wouldn’t have to look at him.
Heath went to Cathy, roughly turned her face to him, and kissed her.
She pushed him off, shaking with anger. “Don’t touch me.”
And before she could see it, Eli punched Heath.
His fist collided with Heath’s jaw with a resounding crunch.
Heath grunted, reaching for Eli, who had backed away, cradling his hand and wincing in pain.
“Stop!” Cathy put both hands on Heath’s chest. “Don’t hit him, Heath. If you ever loved me, don’t touch him.”
Heath leered at her. “I hope you’re very happy with him, Cathy. Very fucking happy.”
He went to the door of the garage and threw it open.
Isabella was standing outside. “What happened? I couldn’t hear a thing.”
Heath threw an arm around her. “Your brother punched me. Let’s go.”
Eli scrambled after them. “Isabella, don’t you dare go anywhere with him!”
Heath didn’t look back. Instead, as he walked away, his hand migrated down Isabella’s body to squeeze her backside.
Cathy looked away. She felt sick.
* * *
Heath gripped the steering wheel and glared at the road. He still felt on edge after the confrontation with Eli. He should have gone ahead and beaten the pansy boy to a pulp. Let Cathy see exactly what it was she’d chosen. But she’d begged him not to, and goddamn it, he couldn’t resist her when she begged like that.
Not to mention the fact that he’d been worked up in the pool with Isabella. He hadn’t actually thought he could get quite so turned on for anyone but Cathy, but there was something about the way Isabella had responded to him. She was like a fluttering bird, and he found that the thought of crushing her wings stirred things within him. Fierce things.
He pulled her across the seat of the car and kissed her again, one eye on the road.
Like she was reading his mind, one of her hands wandered over his thigh and tentatively explored him between his legs.
He let out a low groan.
He slid a searching hand over her body. She was still only wearing her bikini, but she had a towel wrapped around her waist. “Show me your tits again,” he said in a hoarse voice.
She gave him a frightened look, but she did it, removing her bikini top.
He glanced at them and then glanced back at the road. They were small, like tiny upturned tea cups, her nipples pretty pink tips.
His swimming trunks felt tight on his groin.
Her hand moved against him, and he felt himself lengthening and hardening.
He took one hand off the steering wheel and opened his trunks.
Then he grabbed Isabella by the neck. “You ever give a blow job?”
Her lips parted and her eyes widened, but she didn’t say anything.
He pushed her head down.
* * *
“I’m calling the police,” Eli was saying.
Cathy watched him, and she couldn’t help but feel like he was nothing more than pathetic clown. He couldn’t take care of himself at all.
“She’s a minor,” said Eli. “She’s still seventeen. He’s nineteen. That’s illegal or something isn’t it?”
She shook her head. “Age of consent’s sixteen in West Virginia.” Not that she wanted to think about Isabella consenting to things with Heath. She kept thinking of the way they’d been together in the pool. Heath had been whispering something in Isabella’s ear, and he’d looked like he was having a pretty good time.
Well, of course he was. He was a man after all. Isabella had been touching him. All men liked being touched like that.
But he’d told her that he’d never been with anyone except her. And now…
He had every right, she supposed.
“What’s wrong with you?” said Eli. “You’re jealous, aren’t you? You still have feelings for him. I’m not blind, Cathy. I can see that.”
The sound of Eli’s voice was driving her mad. “I think I need some time alone. I’m going to sleep in one of the guest rooms.”
She started out of the room.
He followed her. “You thought he’d wait around for you, didn’t you? You thought you could go to him at any time.”
She whirled on him. “Shut up, Eli. You don’t understand a thing about him and me.”
“You think I don’t know that you were with both of us before?” said Eli. “You think that wasn’t vastly apparent to me when you fell apart when he left?”
“I was not with both of you,” she said.
“Of course you were. You were sleeping with him, and you were going down on me every day after school, and you couldn’t decide between us then, but you can’t keep doing that, Cathy. I’m not going to let you walk all over me—”
“You would,” she said. “You’d let me do anything I wanted to you. You’d forgive me. And I wasn’t with both of you. I was with Heath. I was only sucking your dick so that I could get enough money from you to run away with him.”
He drew back, hurt all over his face.
She felt horrible again. Between the two of them, they were going to kill her. She couldn’t be good to either of them. It seemed they all had to suffer. Her face crumpled, and she ran down the hall to the guest room, shutting the door and locking herself inside.
* * *
Heath pulled Isabella off of him and threw her across the car.
There were tears in her eyes.
He felt soiled. He couldn’t do it. As great as it would be to thoroughly use her, to send her back to Eli ruined and broken, he couldn’t handle forcing her to do that to him. He’d felt her resistance, her struggle, and he’d tried to just hold her head in place, to grab her hair and force her up and down on him.
But it was too ugly. There were things he couldn’t do, apparently. Lines he couldn’t cross.
“I couldn’t breathe,” said Isabella, accusation all over her face. Her tits bounced.
“I’m sorry,” he muttered.
“You just… you can’t… You have to work up to things,” she said.
He shot her a glance. What? She wasn’t spitting vitriol at him. He’d thought after that little experience, she’d hate him with a fiery passion.
She reached for him again. “Maybe if you didn’t grab my head.”
He stopped her. “Don’t. Probably not safe to do while we’re driving anyway.” He felt the guilt again. He managed to get his swimming trunks fastened again.
“Do you want me to…?” She gestured at her discarded bikini top.
“Leave it off,” he said. He was supposed to be fucking her, and he’d do it. He wasn’t sure how he’d do it yet, but he had to do it. It was the plan. It was the final nail. He had to follow through. Besides, he liked the way she looked topless.
He drove them back to the place where he’d kissed her the first time.
He led her to the picnic table, and he had her sit on his lap.
“Did you know you were hurting me?” she asked him.
“When?”
“When you pushed me down onto your…”
He raised his eyebrows.
She looked away. “Cock,” she whispered.
He should probably lie. But he wasn’t good at lying. “Yes.”
She gave him a startled look. “Why?”
“I thought it would turn me on,” he said. “It didn’t.” He put his mouth on one of her nipples.
She sighed.
“Don’t I frighten you?” he asked her.
Her eyes were closed.
He kissed her other nipple.
She gasped. “No, you don’t frighten me.”
“Then you’re an idiot,” he said. He slid one hand up her thigh, pushing aside her bikini bottoms. By some miracle, she was wet.
She moaned at the touch of his fingers on her. “Stop saying things like that about yourself.”
He sighed. “Isabella—”
“No, I mean it. I know you’re good. Deep down, I know it.”
He couldn’t look at her.
She touched his face. “Are we going to have sex?”
He laughed bitterly. “You want that?”
She nodded.
“You really are idiotic, Isabella.” He tugged the rest of her bathing suit off, and he took off his swimming trunks. He was only half-hard. He rearranged her so that she straddled him. He wrapped a hand around himself and stroked rapidly, needing to get stiffer if he wanted to perform.
“Do you want me to—”
“No,” he told her. Damn it, why couldn’t he get hard? He touched her breasts again, rolling one of her nipples between his thumb and forefinger. She was so tiny. Everything about her was small and vulnerable, and she was offering herself to him and—
He closed his eyes.
She let out a little sound of pleasure. She likes it, he told himself. She wants me to. It’s okay.
But if she knew that he was only doing it because he wanted to use her, would she want it then?
She was a very stupid girl. It was as if he hadn’t warned her.
“Have you done this before?” he asked her.
She laughed. “Of course.”
Was she telling the truth? Fuck. Did it matter?
She smiled at him. Oh, no, he couldn’t handle that. He didn’t want her to face him anymore. Her eyes were unsettling.
He stood up, and because she was on his lap, that meant he made her stand up as well.
She gave him a confused look.
He turned her around. He pushed her face down onto the picnic table.
Think of Cathy, he told himself, trying to bring to mind her full breasts in his hands, her mouth on his cock.
And then he shoved himself into Isabella.
She cried out.
He wasn’t using a condom. If she wasn’t a virgin, there were diseases and…
But he could see that there was blood on his cock.
The sight of it almost made him so soft that he couldn’t continue. But he squeezed his eyes shut, remembered Cathy telling him that she was his, that she’d always be his.
And it was over quickly.
Thank god.
He pulled out of her, staring dumbly at the red smear between his legs.
Isabella turned around to look at him. She didn’t get up. It was like she was asking him permission.
He picked up the towel she’d had wrapped around her waist. He thrust it at her. “I’ll take you home,” he said flatly.
* * *
There was a soft knock on Cathy’s door.
“Go away, Eli,” she called. “I don’t want to talk to you yet.”
“It’s Isabella.”
Cathy wasn’t sure that she wanted to talk to Isabella either. After all, she couldn’t stop thinking about Heath whispering in her ear. What had the two of them done together all afternoon?
“I need to talk to someone.” Isabella sounded on the verge of tears.
Cathy got up and opened the door. “Come in,” she sighed.
Isabella’s hair was wet. She smelled of shampoo. She’d obviously just gotten out of the shower. But her face was red and swollen from crying.
Cathy couldn’t be angry with the girl when she was so clearly miserable. She hugged Isabella. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
Isabella shook her head. “I’m so confused.”
Cathy led her to the bed. They sat down together. “Did Heath do something to you? Did he hurt you?”
Isabella looked away. “He was just so cold. After it happened, he would hardly look at me.”
“After what happened?” Cathy said.
Isabella wound a strand of hair around her finger. “We, um, we…”
“You had sex with him.” Cathy felt it like a blow to the chest. He’d told her that he’d never been with another woman besides her, but now that wasn’t true anymore.
“Yeah,” said Isabella. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m overreacting. All my friends say that the first time is awful, no matter what. I’m the last hold out of all of them. I thought that it would be exciting to be with someone like Heath, but…”
“I told you, didn’t I?” said Cathy, feeling flustered. “I told you to stay away from him.”
“He’s not so bad, Cathy,” said Isabella. “I think he’s confused. I think… I wish you’d let him go. Maybe if you did, he could love me the way I love him.”
Cathy glared at her. “You don’t love him.”
“You think only you could love him? That’s not true.”
“How can you be such an idiot?” said Cathy. “Can’t you see he’s only using you to hurt me? To hurt Eli? He hates us all, Isabella. He’s going to make us all pay for everything we’ve ever done to hurt him. Whatever love is in him is twisted.”
“You’re wrong,” said Isabella. “He’s twisted because of you. Let him go.”
“Oh, he’s all yours,” Cathy said. “I don’t want a thing to do with him.”
Isabella started crying again, and she left the room without saying anything else.
Cathy paced afterwards, feeling nervous and nauseous. She told herself it was only morning sickness, finally rearing its ugly head after four months of pregnancy, but she wasn’t sure if it wasn’t because of Heath and Isabella.
She wasn’t being fair, of course. She’d been with Eli, even back when she and Heath were still together.
But she realized that she was only now understanding how it must have made Heath feel. It was like something had gone wrong with the universe. It felt wrong to breathe. It felt wrong to move.
And, perversely, the baby started to move in her stomach. It had only recently started to do that. Usually, she liked it, but now it felt terrifying and alien. Had she made a terrible mistake staying with Eli, having this baby?
She thought about going for a drive, but that would mean that she’d have to get the keys from Eli, and she didn’t want to see him right now. The guest room opened onto a brick patio outside her room. She opened the glass doors and sat outside, watching the sun set.
It was peaceful outside, but inside her head, it was anything but.
* * *
Heath shut himself inside Cathy’s old room in the farmhouse. He hadn’t seen anyone on his way in, and he didn’t care if Matt confronted him. Fuck Matt.
He hadn’t expected that what he’d done with Isabella would make him feel so horrible.
It wasn’t a feeling he was used to feeling. He was used to acting with righteous certainty. Maybe he hurt people, but they deserved it.
And certainly, Eli deserved pain.
But Isabella really hadn’t.
She was annoying. She was insipid and shallow.
And what he’d taken from her she’d never get back.
He lay face down on Cathy’s bed. When he’d made love to her here, years ago, it had been beautiful and raw and real. He’d been in love with her. But now, he felt like he’d betrayed everything that they’d meant to each other.
Of course, it was ludicrous, considering Cathy had never considered their union sacred. She’d given her body to Eli Linton, and she’d never even thought what it might mean to him.
Now he’d lost her. To Eli. To the child that was growing inside her.
When he’d seen her today, he could see the way her body was changing. The roundness of her belly. The heaviness of her breasts. The way her face was fuller.
She was gone.
And the odd thing was that he’d been so certain that seeing evidence of her pregnancy would be revolting, but she was actually more beautiful than ever.
And he’d left her to bend Isabella over a picnic table and shred her virginity like he was an animal.
He shut his eyes against the quilt.
“You.”
It was Matt. Heath sat up. “I’m not leaving.”
Matt shook his head. He was holding a glass of whiskey. “Not trying to fight you again, Heath.”
Fight probably wasn’t the right word. Ambush was more like it.
Funny. He’d hated Matt for not fighting fair, but he wasn’t much better, beating on a man after he was already unconscious.
“You’re in her room,” said Matt.
“What’s it to you?”
“Come downstairs and have a drink with me,” said Matt.
Heath cocked his head. Was this a trap?
But in the kitchen, Matt simply poured him a glass and handed it to him. He sat down at the kitchen table. Gestured for Heath to sit down as well.
Warily, Heath picked up his glass and sat.
Matt took a sip of the drink. “My mother died when Cathy was born. I was six years old, so I remember her pretty clearly.”
“Is this going to be another sob story about why everything’s my fault?”
Matt shook his head. “No, this is something I held back from you for a long time, because I didn’t want it to be true. But right now, I want to hurt you. All the things you’ve done to me. I hate you more than ever. And this will hurt you. This might destroy you.”
Heath gulped his whiskey. “Sounds ominous.”
“I also remember when my father moved Wanda Galloway into that tenant house. Your mother.”
“I thought this wasn’t about how things are my fault.”
“Shut up and listen.” Matt poured him more whiskey. “I was five years old at the time when she moved in. Now, I’m not an expert on this sort of thing, because I didn’t understand it all back then. But I think we can both agree that couple things are facts. One, your mother and my father were shacking up. You deny that?”
“Why would I?” said Heath, glaring at Matt. It had gotten her killed, after all.
“Two, Wanda Galloway got here before my mother died.”
“Did she?” said Heath. What did it matter?
“Maybe my father wasn’t a complete jackass—” Matt shook his head. “No, we know that’s not true, don’t we? He was scum.”
“There we agree,” said Heath.
Matt raised his eyebrows. “Agree? But you were his favorite.”
“I wasn’t his favorite. He was afraid of me,” said Heath. He inwardly scolded himself. He’d resolved not to spill his guts about this before. There was no reason to bring it all back up now. Technically, he’d murdered Floyd Earnshaw, and there was no statute of limitations on murder.
Matt just laughed. “It hardly matters anymore, Heath. I don’t remember why I hate you, not exactly, only that I do. It’s part of me, like another limb or something.”
Heath nodded. He understood that exactly. He had that same steady hatred. It was hungry, and no matter how much he fed it, it never seemed satisfied.
“The point is that my father was probably sleeping with your mother before my mother died, given what a piece of shit he was.”
“Maybe,” said Heath.
“And your mother wasn’t pregnant with you when she showed up,” said Matt. “At least she didn’t look pregnant to me. I was a little kid, and I can’t be sure, of course, but for a long time, I’ve wondered about it.”
Heath set down his glass of whiskey, his head churning. “You’re not saying…”
“Maybe Floyd was your father too,” said Matt.
Heath shook his head. “No.” Couldn’t be true. Couldn’t.
But the way Matt was putting it, it seemed obvious now. Like he should have thought of it before.
“I don’t want to be your brother, Heath,” said Matt. “Trust me, I haven’t wanted to admit it either. But maybe now you can understand why I went apeshit when I found out about you and Cathy. Unnatural, man.”
Heath was trembling. He tried to pick up his glass of whiskey, but he knocked it over instead.
Matt laughed—a jeering sound. “I knew it would hurt you.”
Heath stumbled to his feet.
“You should leave her alone now, though,” said Matt. “She’s happy with Eli. And there’s no chance that they’re, you know, related. Obviously, the two of them are meant to be together. Don’t you think?”
Heath’s stomach lurched. On unsteady feet, he made his way out of the kitchen. Scrabbling at the walls, he propelled himself down the hallway and out the front door.
He leaned over the porch and heaved, vomiting everything that was in his stomach.
* * *
The clouds rolled in black and angry, blocking out the last of the sunset, but Cathy didn’t go inside. She sat on the patio outside the guest room when the thunder rumbled in the sky. When the lightning split the clouds, turning everything bright white, she only watched and waited. When the rain drops started to fall out of the sky, she didn’t move.
So she was there when Heath’s car pulled up.
Was he here for Isabella? It didn’t matter.
She ran out to him, the rain pelting her, soaking her hair, drenching her clothes.
He saw her, and he came to her, catching her in his arms.
He’d been crying. “Cathy,” he said, his voice agonized.
She ran her hands over his face, brushing away the rain. “What’s wrong, love?”
He buried his face in her shoulder.
She led him back into the bedroom, shutting the patio doors after them.
Outside, the storm raged, wind whistling and thunder crashing. The noise drowned everything out.
She went into the adjoining bathroom and brought out towels.
He didn’t want them. He put his hands on her stomach. Her shirt was plastered to her skin, and her pregnancy was very apparent.
“It’s good,” he said. “It’s good that you and Eli did this and not you and me.”
“Why are you here?” she said. “Do you want me to get Isabella?”
“Isabella can fuck herself,” he said.
“Well, that isn’t who she fucked, is it?”
He buried his face in his hands. “She told you.”
“You wanted her to tell me.”
“I wanted… It was a mistake. I don’t want to talk about it.” He thrust his hands into his hair.
“If you’re not here for her, then why?”
“I don’t know.” He looked lost. He looked like the little boy who had been her friend all those years ago.
She wanted to comfort him. She wrapped her arms around him.
He rested his forehead against hers. “I guess I came to say goodbye.”
“You’re leaving?” She shook her head. “No, you can’t leave me again.”
“I think I have to,” he said. “I think everything I’ve been doing here…” He let go of her. “Oh, Cathy, the entire universe has conspired to keep us apart. It’s not meant to be. I think we both see that. And yet… you’re all I want.”
He sank down onto the bed with a sob.
She sat down next to him. “What happened?”
He looked at her, his expression fierce. “I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you, but first, let me make love to you. I promise it’ll be the last time. I’ll never bother you after this.”
“Eli—”
“Eli can go to hell,” said Heath. His mouth was on hers, hot and urgent.
She felt herself softening against him. His tongue was magic, undoing her. She moaned.
He peeled at her sopping clothes, his fingers brushing her wet skin. His hands were large and tanned. His fingertips were calloused, but he touched her so carefully, as if she were the most precious thing on earth to him.
She caught the edge of his chin, ran her fingers over his jaw.
He closed his eyes. “I miss you. I always miss you.”
“I’m here,” she said, kissing him.
He pulled her shirt over her head and dropped it on the floor, where it lay in a wet heap.
She felt exposed and self-conscious suddenly, her swollen stomach unclothed. She wasn’t sixteen anymore, and she was pregnant with another man’s child. This wasn’t the body that Heath remembered.
But he simply rested his hand on the curve of her belly, almost reverently. “Does it move in there?”
“Sometimes,” she whispered.
He kissed her just below her belly button. “If things were different… god, I’ve been so stupid, Cathy. The things I said to you. I never should have—”
She silenced him, putting her fingers to his lips.
He kissed them.
He gazed into her eyes, and she felt their connection. It had been a long time. She’d forgotten how intense it was. She thrust her hands under his wet shirt, yanking it off. Her hands moved over the planes and valleys of his solid, smooth skin.
He groaned.
Outside, the wind roared, knocking tree branches into the windows. It sounded like the world was ripping itself apart.
His arms encircled her, and he deftly unclasped her bra. He slowly pulled the wet, satin fabric away from her skin, uncovering her slowly.
Her breath caught in her throat in anticipation.
And then her breasts were bare.
He tossed the bra on the floor with her shirt, his gaze never leaving her body. His lips parted, and he stared at her, taking her in. “You’re beautiful.”
She looked down at herself. She didn’t feel beautiful. She started to protest.
But Heath’s mouth closed over one of her nipples, gently tugging it into his mouth.
And she lost the ability to speak because of the pleasure that was moving through her, unraveling her.
His hand found her other breast, cupped it. He teased her nipple erect with his thumb.
She cried out.
And suddenly, she was in a frenzy. She had to have him. Now.
She ripped open his pants, tugging them off, wriggling out of the rest of her clothing.
He caressed her thighs, pushing her down on the bed.
She sighed, seeking his lips again.
His mouth was liquid heat. His body was firm and silken.
They slid against each other, and she remembered that she was tied to him with bonds that were unbreakable. She remembered that she’d felt that they were two parts of one being.
She shoved him into the headboard, straddled him, and took him into her body.
And then, she dissolved.
There was nothing but gasps and sighs, caresses and strokes, a tumbling together of their bodies, so sweet, so pleasurable.
She lost herself in him. He was inside her. She was gripping him. He moved in her, her hips undulated against him.
She wasn’t only herself anymore. Alone, she was hollow and halved. Now, she was complete and perfect. Joined to Heath. Her Heath. And their bodies were moving together as a new being. Whatever it was she and Heath made together. They were something transcendent, something beyond two human bodies. Something bigger than that.
How could she have thought of being away from him?
Their climaxes ebbed over them together, at the same moment, and there was no need to announce her orgasm, the way she did with Eli. Heath knew.
Belatedly, she realized it was the first orgasm he’d ever given her.
It was beautiful—achingly sweet like the sunset outside. Her body was splintered with pleasure the way the sun split the sky with color. Her climax rocked her to the core, trembling through her—earthquakes of aftershocks, one after another. She thrashed and moaned and sighed her way through it. It was an exclamation point to her connection with Heath. It blew through her like the storm winds, knocking her over, leaving her gasping.
But orgasm wasn’t the point of their love making. It was just part of the experience, the final cresting of their souls twining together. She’d had sex for the purpose of orgasm before. That was what she did with Eli. Now, it seemed somehow selfish and closed minded. The reason to make love was simply to be joined, to experience a spiritual connection. Orgasm seemed frightfully trivial and physical.
And afterwards, she collapsed on his chest, with him still inside her.
She breathed, and he breathed with her, their chests rising and falling in the same rhythm.
“You’re my sister,” said Heath.
The words didn’t register for several minutes. It took time for them to filter through her ears, descend on her brain, and then for her to react.
She sat up. “What?”
He pushed her off him. His penis slid wetly from her body. “Matt talked to me about my mother and Floyd, and it makes sense.”
She let her brain make the necessary connections. “Makes sense?”
“Matt doesn’t think my mother was pregnant when she moved into the tenant house.”
“Your mother and my father…” The realization of it settled through her, and it was painful, like jagged ice cutting up her insides. She drew into herself, hunching her shoulders, grabbing onto her elbows. “No.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before we…” His gaze raked her naked body.
“No,” she said. “No, that can’t be.” Being with Heath was the most natural thing on earth. And if he were actually her brother, that would be unnatural. So there was no way that it could actually be true.
There was a noise from the door—metal scraping metal. She turned at the sound of it, but didn’t know what it was.
“I think it is,” said Heath. “At any rate, you’re with Eli. It doesn’t matter. But I’ll go. I’ll give up. None of it matters.”
No. The way they’d made love… She’d remembered that she belonged with him. She and Heath were eternal. Somehow, she’d forgotten, but now she couldn’t let him go.
Her brother?
No.
The door opened, and Eli stood there, a key in his hand. That had been the scraping sound. The key in the lock.
He took them both in, made a strangled sound like a hurt puppy, and then shut the door without saying.
Heath started putting on his pants. “I’m going to go.”
“Please, wait,” she whispered. Everything was confusing. “Maybe I don’t care.”
Heath looked at the door. “I hope I haven’t screwed things up for you and Eli. We don’t have a future, Cathy.”
He buttoned his pants, picked up his shirt and shoes and went out the patio door, back out into the rain.
The door didn’t latch after him. The wind picked it up and slammed it against the house, again and again.
* * *
When Heath got back to the tenant house, Isabella was sitting on the porch.
He glared at her. She was the last person he wanted to see at that moment. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to see you,” she said. “I thought that maybe we could—”
He shook his head. “The first thing you need to realize, Isabella, is that it’s a mistake to refer to me and you as ‘we.’ There is nothing between us. You understand?”
She blinked, looking hurt. “I only thought—”
“Really, in all the time you’ve been alive, haven’t you realized that maybe thinking isn’t your strong suit?” He swept past her into the house. Maybe if he ignored her, she’d get the hint and go home. How much crueler could he be to the girl? Why did she keep coming back for more? Did she enjoy pain?
She followed him. “I know what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to push me away because you’re afraid of being close to someone. You’re afraid if you actually care, then you’ll fall apart, and everything will hurt. Well, it’s not going to work.”
He went up the stairs to the room he’d been sleeping in and began to shove his clothing into suitcases.
Isabella appeared in the doorway. “Are you leaving?”
“Go away, Isabella,” he said.
“Where are you going?”
He slammed the suitcase into the bed. “What is wrong with you? I don’t like you. I hate you. I only fucked you because I wanted to make Cathy jealous, and because I hate your brother. Go away.”
She squared her shoulders. “Nice try. I’m not going anywhere. I’m coming with you.”
He groaned. She was giving him a headache. “Leave this house, or I’m going to hit you.”
“Heath, I know that you and Cathy have this weird, twisted thing, but you have to realize it’s going nowhere.”
“Why do you think I’m leaving?”
“All I’m saying is that if you opened yourself up to the possibility of loving someone else, if you just tried, then maybe things would get better.”
He looked at her. She was a pretty girl, and she was kind of cute the way she was begging him. She was so… sweet. He swallowed. Could he do it? Could he try to be with someone that much like a little kitten?
No.
Definitely not.
He went to her. “I’m going to tell you one last time, Isabella. Leave.”
She shook her head defiantly. “I won’t.”
He turned away, dragging a hand over his face. “I warned you.” When he turned, he drove his fist into her pretty little face.
She shrieked, backing away from him, hand to her cheekbone, where he’d clocked her.
He laughed. “You stupid bitch. Get away from me.”
The look in her eyes made him laugh harder. She was so surprised. Hadn’t she been listening to a word he’d said?
And finally, she left, scurrying down the steps and out the front door.
* * *
Cathy felt like everything was closing in on her. The guest room, the patio, the furniture.
Eli was out there somewhere. He knew that she’d had sex with Heath. He was hurt. Angry, probably, and she’d have to deal with all of that.
But she couldn’t handle that right now.
She had to get out of the house, out from underneath the ceilings. She ran from the guest room, outside into the storm, into the rain.
She tried to run so fast that she didn’t have to think about it.
Heath her brother?
She couldn’t understand why she hadn’t seen it before. She knew that Daddy and Mama Galloway were in a romantic relationship—albeit a completely messed-up one, considering that Daddy was always beating Mama. And Mama Galloway had always treated her and Heath like they were brother and sister. She and Heath had often slept in the same bed up until they were seven or eight years old. They’d been so young.
God.
She had a memory. It was so strong, and so awful that it stopped her.
Daddy at the top of the stairs. Do you know what you’ve been kissing? Do you know who—
That was why he’d tried to keep them apart. He’d known.
But why hadn’t he said something? Why hadn’t he sat her down and explained that Heath was her brother?
Daddy was probably ashamed of the fact that he’d procreated with Mama. Her family had a touch of racism, deep seeded. She’d always seen it in the way that Matt had treated Heath. Even though it was ridiculous. Heath was dark-skinned, but he was Caucasian.
But now she could see it, and it was so obvious. Heath was her brother. She’d lost her virginity to her brother.
She’d spent most of her life obsessed with him.
He was the greatest love of her life.
She couldn’t bear it.
She ran again, fast as she could, screaming into the rain, shaking her fists at the lightning. She wanted to express what she felt physically, to somehow manifest her torment and agony. But there was no way to do it. No matter how she ran, or how she screamed—until her throat was sore and her voice was a rasp—or how she sobbed, or how often she tripped and fell, beating her hands on the ground, gnashing her teeth together. There was no way to let it out.
It was going to consume her.
She ran into the road, dodging headlights when they came for her, insensible to anything except her own anguish.
It was one physical feeling that brought her back.
Hot wetness on her thigh, leaking from her body.
She thought it was what Heath had left in her, but the lighting flashed, and she saw that it was bright red.
Blood.
The baby, she thought.
* * *
Eli crossed his arms over his chest.
“It’s a subchrionic hemorrhage,” said the doctor. “They aren’t uncommon in early pregnancy, and they often resolve themselves on their own, but it could be a worry. She may miscarry.”
Cathy was in another room, her eyes staring senselessly at the ceiling. His sister Isabella had come home with a black eye which Heath had given her. Apparently, after Heath had finished fucking Eli’s girlfriend, Heath had beaten up Eli’s sister. Then he’d run off. Isabella confirmed that Heath was gone.
Cathy was numb and miserable the last time that Heath had left. Eli remembered how depressed she’d been.
It wasn’t fair, Eli thought. It wasn’t fair that Heath got to destroy everything and run away, leaving Eli to try to put together the pieces. Why should he have to? What did he owe Cathy, anyway? Infidelity was cause enough for divorce. He could certainly just break up with her.
The doctor was still talking. “I recommend bed rest. She should avoid any strenuous activity or movement. No sex. And we’ll watch her and see what happens.”
Eli nodded. Whatever the doctor said. Maybe he’d just relay the information to Matt, and tell him that Cathy was his responsibility now.
“She seems… upset,” said the doctor.
That was an understatement.
“I’m sure you understand that hormonal changes during pregnancy can create emotional symptoms in women,” the doctor said. “So for her sake, and for the sake of the baby, it might be best to avoid subjects that would put her in a passion.”
Great. So, it would be a bad idea for him to confront her about the fact he’d caught her cheating on him. That was absolutely excellent. Eli rubbed his forehead, sighing.
“Would you like to see her?” asked the doctor.
Not really. I wish I’d never seen her. I wish I’d never stopped the car for her, never let her kiss me on that cliff, never pursued her. “Yes.”
The doctor let him into Cathy’s room.
She smiled when she saw him. “Eli, you’re here.”
He went to her bedside, staring down at her pretty face.
She reached out for his hand. Her other hand rested on her belly.
Where his child was growing. His child.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “About Heath. You should know that what you saw was a… goodbye, and—”
“Doctor says it’s best to avoid subjects that might upset you, Cathy.” He was trying to stay angry with her, but there was something about this woman that made it next to impossible. She was his wild slip of a girl, ready for anything, so alive it hurt. He stroked her cheek.
“But I don’t deserve you. I never have. I’ve been horrible to you. Always.”
“You’ve been amazing,” he said. He squeezed her hand. “Try not to overexert yourself, okay? For the baby’s sake.” She was right, he thought bitterly. He’d forgive her anything.



2013
Linton burst into Thera’s room, grinning like the Cheshire cat. “Heath’s gone out for the evening, and I have all the keys to this room.” He held them out to her. “We won’t be disturbed this time, cousin.”
Thera bounded off the bed. He hadn’t tied her down this time, and she wasn’t about to let him do anything to her without a fight. “Stay back, Linton. I’ll hurt you if you come near me.”
He giggled. “Don’t be silly. I’ll hurt you when I come near you. That’s why I’m here. I want you to scream at me, begging me to stop.” His eyes had lit up at the thought of it.
Thera was disgusted. “Why are you so sick?”
“Father says it’s because no one ever loved me,” said Linton. “But I don’t care about love. Love makes people weak. It’s easier never to care about anyone else.”
Thera collided with the wall of the room. “What if I loved you?”
“It would be too late,” said Linton. “Besides, you don’t love me. I could make you say it, though. If I wanted. I could make you do anything I wanted you to do.” He pulled a pocket knife out and slid up the blade.
It glinted dully in the scant light of the room.
“Gage!” she screamed. “Help!”
Linton laughed. “Oh, I told you, there are no keys out there. He can’t get in to save you.”
Thera looked around for a weapon, something she could use to slow Linton down, even stop him.
The room was sparse. Nothing on the walls, no furniture except her bed, the bedside table, and the lamp.
There were books—paperbacks that Heath had given her to assuage her boredom, but they were hardly heavy enough.
Linton lunged for her.
She dove out of the way. “Gage!”
He grabbed her ankle, tugging her towards him.
She kicked him with her free foot.
He squealed in pain and rage.
She scrabbled to her feet, reaching for the only thing that could possibly be a weapon in the room. The lamp.
Linton snarled, coming for her.
She smashed the lamp over his head.
The room was bathed in darkness.
Linton didn’t make a sound.
Had she knocked him out?
She didn’t want to say anything for fear of letting him know where she was in the room.
She didn’t move.
She didn’t breathe.
She waited.
She could hear sounds from outside now, the insects of early summer singing songs to each other in the night. The breeze whistling against the farmhouse.
The floorboards creaked under footsteps.
Linton?
The doorknob rattled. “Thera?”
It was Gage, outside of the room. Did she dare to answer him?
She was afraid to even let out the breath she was holding. She peered into the darkness, waiting.
The outline of windows above her began to grow clearer. Her eyes were adjusting to the dark.
“There you are,” whispered Linton’s voice.
Apparently, his eyes had adjusted too.
She screamed.
The door rattled. “Thera!” Gage yelled.
Linton’s fingers crawled over her torso like spiders. He moved over her, propping himself up, so that his face was close to hers.
Half his face was swallowed in shadow, but she could see one eye dancing as he leered at her.
She cringed, a sob escaping her throat. “Linton, please.”
A loud bang. The door strained against its hinges. Apparently, Gage was charging it, trying to break it down.
Linton’s knife moved quickly, winking at her.
She felt it bite into her flesh, just below her collarbone.
She cried out.
But that nick had just been an accident, she realized. Linton was using the knife to cut her clothes open. “Stop,” she whispered, her voice hoarse.
Another bang at the door. Would Gage be able to knock it down?
Would he be in time?
The cool metal of the knife against her chest. But not cutting her. Caressing. Exploring her curves.
She flailed out, striking Linton on the side of the head.
And he stabbed her.
Right under her rib cage. The knife was a small blade, maybe two inches. Half of it was buried in her skin.
She made a choking, scraping cry. Her breath started to come in gasps.
She could see the knife sticking out of her.
And only then did it hurt. Bright, angry pain.
Linton tugged the knife out. “Look what you made me do.”
Blood gushed out of her wound.
Another bang at the door. It groaned. And splintered. “Thera?”
“Help,” she moaned. “Help me.”
“Shut up,” said Linton, pushing at the tatters of her shirt, baring her skin. He put his finger in her wound and held it up, mesmerized by her blood. He smiled in wonder. Then he caressed her, smearing blood over her skin.
She was falling apart. “Gage, please!”
The door banged again. The wood splintered further.
And gave way.
Gage tumbled into the room, and light from the hallway spilled inside.
Linton looked up, like an animal of prey caught in a spotlight. He froze for a second, and then he leapt up and ran, yelping in fear.
Gage went to her. He fumbled with her shirt, trying to cover her.
She was stunned for a second, too horrified by all of it.
But then she realized.
This was her chance to get away. Heath wasn’t in the house. The door was open.
She jumped to her feet and took off, leaping over the splinters of the door and into the hallway.
“Thera, wait,” called Gage after her.
She didn’t pay any attention to him. She had to get away. She had to stop this.
Linton was at the top of the stairs, brandishing his knife, a wild look in his eyes.
She stopped short.
“Stay back, cousin,” said Linton. “You won’t hurt me. That big dunce Gage won’t either. I’ll kill him.”
Gage appeared behind her. “Linton, put down the knife.”
Linton waved the knife in Gage’s face. “Not fair, you know. I’m his son. Why did he love you and not me?”
Gage put Thera firmly behind him and advanced on Linton. “Put it down. We’ll talk about it.”
Linton slashed at Gage.
Gage caught him by the arm.
Linton twisted, driving the blade into Gage’s bicep.
Gage yelled, shaking Linton off.
Linton lost his balance. He screamed.
Gage grabbed for him.
But it was too late. Linton was tumbling backwards, free falling.
He hit the steps with a sickening crunch.
His body folded over itself, rolling down the steps as if it had become boneless.
Then he was motionless.
Thera put a hand over her mouth. “Oh god.”
Gage looked at her. “You okay?”
She nodded.
“You’re bleeding.”
She pointed at Linton. “I think he’s…”
Gage’s Adam’s apple bobbed. He started down the steps. He knelt next to Linton, touching his neck.
“Is he dead?” said Thera.
Gage recoiled, shuddering.
“Oh god,” she said. “Oh god.” No, did it matter? She had to get out of here. She sucked in breath, trying to gather herself together, and started down the steps.
Gage was in her way.
“Let me by,” she said. “Let me go.”
“J-just wait,” said Gage. “You can’t— I don’t—”
“Come with me, then,” she said. “But let’s go.”
The door to the farmhouse opened, and Heath walked inside.
No. She’d been so close. She sat down on the steps and began to sob.
Heath looked at Gage. At Thera. At Linton. He looked stricken.
“Heath, I didn’t…” Gage shoved his hands in his pockets. “He was hurting her.”
Heath walked up the steps to Linton’s body. He knelt down next to the boy. He took Linton by the chin and turned the boy’s lifeless face to him.
It was quiet. No one moved. No one spoke.
Heath straightened, letting go of Linton.
“It was an accident,” said Gage.
Heath smiled hollowly. “Yes, of course it was.” He looked at Thera. “You were protecting her.”
“Yes,” said Gage.
Heath walked down the rest of the steps. At the bottom, he thrust a hand in his hair and turned in a circle. “Take the girl back to her room and lock her in.”
“No,” said Thera. She shot a pleading look at Gage. “No, please, you have to help me get out of here.”
Gage’s jaw worked. “Heath, we can’t just keep her here. Besides, the door’s broken.”
Heath barked out a laugh. “Broke down the door for her, did you?”
“Linton was… He had a knife. She’s bleeding. She might need stitches or—”
“Take her to Cathy’s room, then,” said Heath. “Lock her in there.”
Gage hesitated.
“Please,” whispered Thera. “Help me.”
Heath’s voice rose. “Lock her in, because I’m calling the police about my dead son, and when they get here, she can’t be anywhere around.”
“No,” said Gage. “This can’t go on. We have to let her go.”
Heath turned on Gage. “You’ll lock her in, Gage. Because if you don’t, I’ll tell the police who’s actually responsible for the fact that Linton is lying here dead. And you won’t be able to help her at all if you’re in jail.”
Thera covered her mouth. Heath was too horrible to exist. She began to sob in earnest.
Gage clenched his hands into fists. “You manipulate me? Me?”
“Do it,” said Heath. “And keep her quiet.”
Gage shook his head at Heath. But he turned to Thera and gently helped her up. “Come on.”
* * *
Thera held up the shirt that Gage had given her to wear so that it bared her stomach. He was fitting butterfly bandages over the place that Linton had stabbed her. It was still bleeding, but Gage was stanching the blood as he worked.
Thera felt strangely calm. It was like she’d expelled so much emotion during the ordeal with Linton that now there was nothing left. She peered around the room. “This was my mother’s room?”
“Yeah,” said Gage. “I’m surprised he wanted you in here. He keeps it like a shrine, won’t change anything. Sometimes, he sleeps in here.”
“He’s disturbed,” said Thera, but she wasn’t upset by it. It was simply a fact. Nothing bothered her right now. “He’s obsessed with her. He’s gone absolutely insane.”
“Maybe,” said Gage.
“You can’t still be defending him,” said Thera.
Gage sighed. He began taping gauze over her wound. “I don’t know anymore.”
“We could go to the police anyway,” said Thera. “We’ll tell them our side of the story. They’ll believe us over Heath.”
Gage looked over her shoulder, staring into space. “I pushed him.”
“You didn’t,” she said. “It was an accident.”
“It was an accident that he died,” said Gage. “But it wasn’t an accident that I pushed him.” He finished bandaging her. “There, hopefully that will be okay.”
She touched it. She lowered the t-shirt. “Thank you,” she said softly.
“I couldn’t let you bleed to death.”
“Not for that,” she said. “Well, not only for that. For everything. For saving me from Linton.” She peered up at him and reached for his hand.
He let her take it.
She squeezed him.
He touched her face tentatively, pushing a strand of her hair out of her eyes.
Her heart sped up. He really was a very attractive man, wasn’t he?
His voice was husky. “I’ll get you out of here, don’t worry. I don’t know how I’m going to do it yet, but I will.”
She bit her lip. She believed him.



1995
Heath stumbled through his hotel room. There were cards and poker chips strewn across the table and the floor. He nursed a bottle of beer in one hand. He wasn’t nearly drunk enough yet, and the night was wearing thin. Music was pouring out of the stereo. Rage Against the Machine. Heath turned it down. The hotel room was empty. Everyone had left.
A caress on his bare back.
He turned. Not everyone. Some woman was here. He didn’t know if he’d ever paid attention to her name. She wore a skimpy short skirt and dark lipstick.
He pushed her away from him. “It’s not going to work.”
She raised her eyebrows. “What isn’t?”
He glared at her. “My dick. Why don’t you leave?”
He’d tried since leaving Cathy months ago. He’d figured the best thing would be to go out and fuck as many women as he possibly could, try to erase her from his head. But he couldn’t do it. He’d get close, and then he’d think about Isabella, face down on that picnic table, her legs spread, blood from her busted cherry all over both of them and…
Well, everything shut down around that point. Everything… shriveled.
He’d come to terms with it by now. He was going to live a celibate life. And hopefully, it would be short. He was planning to gamble away all his money and drink himself to death.
Which would be easier if he lost poker games more often than he did.
He could throw them on purpose, he supposed. But that seem disingenuous, like he was willfully trying to kill himself. Which he wasn’t doing. Not really.
“Too much to drink?” said the woman in the short skirt.
“Something like that,” said Heath. He set down his beer and slumped in the hotel room’s easy chair. It was lacking much cushioning, and it wasn’t very comfortable.
She knelt between his legs, running her hands over his thighs. “Sure you don’t me to try?”
Where had this woman come from, and why did she care? Was it because he’d won big at the game tonight? “Look, if you’re trying to steal from me, just take what you want.” He fumbled in his pockets for money. He shoved a wad of bills at her.
She stood up, offended. “No. I don’t want your money.”
He smirked. “But we barely know each other, and you’re just dying to suck my cock? Somehow I find that hard to believe.” He fished his beer back up off the table, guzzling it.
“You’re as much of an asshole as people say,” said the woman, looking down at him. “You gay or something?”
He gave her a withering look. “You think highly of yourself, don’t you? A guy says no to you, and you assume it’s because he isn’t interesting in women?”
She didn’t respond for a minute. And then she laughed. “You’re a funny asshole.”
Heath rolled his eyes. “Why don’t you leave?”
“If that’s what you want,” she said.
Heath shrugged.
She started for the door.
“Wait,” he said. Maybe he felt lonely. When the girl left, he’d be by himself in this hotel room, drunk and unable to sleep. Like he was locked up with ghosts. “You want to stay and have a beer?”
She laughed. “Really? You’re not good company, you know.”
“Fine,” he said. “Leave.”
“Did something bad happen to you? Did your mother die or your girlfriend leave you for another man?”
He drank more beer. “Stay and have a beer, and I’ll tell you my sob story.”
She considered. “All right.”
He tossed her a beer.
She caught it, popped it open, and perched on the bed, looking at him expectantly.
“What?” he said.
“I’m waiting for the sob story,” she said.
He laughed. He almost found himself liking this girl. He took another drink, and then he started to talk. It all poured out of him, even the part about his killing Floyd and beating on Matt when he was unconscious.
He talked and talked, and she listened.
She seemed very interested.
When he was done, they’d each had two more beers. He set his down. “And so I left, because I can’t be with her.”
The girl let out a long, slow breath.
“Thanks for listening,” said Heath.
She tossed her hair. “That’s tragic. Really. It’s like something out of a Greek play.”
“Well, I’m glad you find my miserable life entertaining.”
The girl got up off the bed. “I only think it’s kind of funny that you’ve tortured yourself about it for so long when you aren’t sure of the truth.”
“What?”
She headed for the door of the hotel room. “You don’t know that she’s your sister. What if she’s not?”
Why would she say something so idiotic? “What if she is? Just the possibility makes it disgusting.”
“Well, you should find out for sure,” she said.
“Find out?”
“Get a paternity test, idiot,” she said.
* * *
Isabella tossed a shirt across the room in frustration. Everything was getting too snug.
She gazed at herself in the mirror in her bedroom.
Her belly was really starting to stick out now. People were going to notice before long. When it had only been her boobs getting a little bigger, it had been easy to ignore. But it was getting obvious now.
She was going to have to stop ignoring it and admit it to herself.
She was pregnant.
She picked up a baggy flannel shirt and began buttoning it. Would it be big enough to hide everything? She surveyed herself in the mirror. It did. Mostly. And it was cold outside these days. She needed to wear something warm against the late fall chill.
She should have done something—said something—a long time ago.
But she couldn’t. Not after seeing the way her parents had reacted to Eli and Cathy.
Her parents had returned from the Hamptons to find that their son had impregnated Cathy, and that Cathy was on bed rest for fear of losing the baby. Eli had told them all of this in a matter-of-fact way, as if he’d expected them to take it all in stride.
Mother had sobbed and run off to her bedroom, locking the door and refusing to see anyone.
Father had spent all his time trying to get Mother to calm down. It was what he did most of the time. But he’d been furious with Eli. Absolutely furious.
When her parents had finally calmed down enough to talk, they’d been embarrassed and appalled. They’d bemoaned the loss of Eli’s future. They’d insisted that Eli and Cathy had to be married if they wanted to keep living under the same roof—especially if that roof was their roof.
Mother hadn’t seemed particularly pleased that Eli was marrying Cathy, who wasn’t quite an appropriate bride for her son. But there was nothing to be done about it now, of course.
Isabella had thought that was pretty silly, given the circumstances. Obviously, whatever her parents were trying to prevent from happening by keeping Cathy and Eli from living together had already happened.
But it hardly mattered, since the two of them had agreed to get married right away. Getting married was the respectable thing to do, and the Lintons were nothing if not respectable.
The wedding had been a joke, since Cathy was still on bed rest.
But her parents were so disappointed in Eli. So upset and sad. They’d shaken their heads and talked about how his future had been ruined and how their reputations would suffer and how they couldn’t figure out where they went wrong.
When Isabella missed her period, she was terrified. But she hoped that maybe it was happening for some other reason. Maybe she was too thin. She did feel hungry all the time, after all.
And when she started to gain a little bit of weight, she just put it down to eating a lot.
But then her period didn’t come again the next month.
And she knew. But she didn’t think about it. She didn’t say anything.
She was terrified.
Cathy was still on bed rest, and she was enormous and irritable, a mountain of a woman locked away in a room. Isabella didn’t want that to happen to her. She knew, maybe somewhere deep down she knew, that she had options, and that she could have gone to a clinic somewhere, and the thing that was growing in her could be sucked out and extinguished.
But she’d have to admit that it was there first.
She touched her stomach. She was pretty sure it was too late now. Things had gone too far.
She was going to have to tell someone, and she couldn’t tell her parents. She didn’t think her friends would be much help either, not that she’d been spending much time with them lately. For months, she’d been exhausted all the time. It seemed like all she’d done was eat and sleep. She bet her friends didn’t even remember her. Besides, they wouldn’t be able to help. Maybe if she’d said something earlier… But she hadn’t. She couldn’t go to Heath, of course, and this was his fault. No one knew where Heath was.
After the way he’d treated her, she doubted he’d be very supportive, anyway.
That only left Eli, but she didn’t want to bother him with it. He was going to classes, and taking care of Cathy, and he was busy. And on top of that, he didn’t seem like himself anymore. He was sad and tired, like he’d been beaten.
Maybe he had.
That was Heath’s fault too.
If she went to Eli and told him that Heath had knocked up his little sister, then what would it do to him?
And, good god, what were her parents going to say? Not just one of their children, but both of them? They’d be so mortified. They’d hate her.
Isabella pulled on the pair of stretchy pants she always wore these days and hugged herself. She wouldn’t say anything yet. She could hide it a little bit longer. She’d keep quiet until the very last minute.
* * *
Heath slapped the results down in front of Matt. “Thanks for your help, guy who is completely not related to me in any way shape or form.”
Matt was holding a glass of whiskey in the kitchen of the farmhouse. He sighed and picked up the paper. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing. I never wanted us to be brothers.”
Heath smiled. He hadn’t been in this good of a mood in a long time.
“But you remember the deal, right?” said Matt. “I gave you that DNA sample, and now you never come back to this farmhouse.”
“I remember,” said Heath. “I don’t ever want to come back here, anyway. Bad memories.” He picked up the results paper and folded it, tucking it away in his pocket.
“You’re gonna go to Cathy, aren’t you?” said Matt.
“I don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t,” said Heath.
“She’s eight months pregnant and on bed rest,” said Matt. “You think this is a really great time to mess up her life?”
“I already messed up her life by leaving her. I’m going to her to fix things. We’re supposed to be together.”
Matt laughed. “Right, because given the choice, she always picks you, doesn’t she?”
“She will now,” said Heath, his mouth dry. “She’ll have to.”
“She won’t,” said Matt. “But as long as I never have to see your sorry ass again, I don’t care.” He peered out the window. “There’s a storm brewing. They say it’s going to be a bad one. Leftovers from that hurricane off the coast. You can see the trees blowing around out there. We’re not going to have one leaf left after this is over.”
Heath rolled his eyes. “As fascinating as your weather report is, Matt, I think I’m going to be going.”
“Good riddance,” said Matt.
* * *
The rain was blowing sideways as Heath pulled up to the Linton house. He wasn’t sure the best way to go about this. Should he sneak into the house and try to find Cathy secretively or should he march up to the door and announce himself?
He liked the idea of shoving all of it in Eli’s face, and he’d like it if Eli answered the door.
But if Isabella did…
He didn’t want to see her at all.
So he parked away from the house, and he crept up to the room where he’d found Cathy before. He knew that there were glass doors there, and that it would be easy to break in.
When he got out of the car, the rain drove into him like icy needles. He thought it was interesting that it had been storming the night he left. Now, four months later, he was back, and there was another storm. Like they punctuated his and Cathy’s story.
As if to emphasize his thought, lightning forked across the sky above him.
He hurried through the rain, fighting against the wind, which was fierce and strong.
When he got to the glass doors, he was drenched and shivering. The wind cut into his wet clothes. He wouldn’t let any obstacles get in the way of getting to Cathy, though.
He busted open a pane of glass using a rock. He figured they’d think the wind had done it. He reached inside and unlocked the door.
He let himself in.
The room was dark and empty, but the door was open to the hallway, and he saw a sliver of yellow light out there.
Quietly, he crept to the hallway, and he peered out side.
Empty.
It was much warmer than it had been outside. He was grateful.
He stepped out in the hallway, realizing he was leaving a trail of wetness behind him because he was dripping on everything.
He ducked back into the room. He remembered there was an adjoining bathroom, with towels. Cathy had given him one before. He’d been soaking wet that night as well.
As he toweled off, he thought of the despair he’d felt then. Now, he was overjoyed and excited. He had to find Cathy. Everything was going to be okay now.
* * *
When the door to her room opened and Cathy saw Heath there, his hair and clothes damp, she thought she was dreaming. He looked almost exactly the way he had the last night that she saw him. She thought about that night so often. How she’d let him go. She shouldn’t have done that.
Things between her and Eli were strained, despite the fact they’d been joined in holy matrimony by a justice of the peace standing over her bed. She’d been married in her nightgown. Not exactly the wedding of her dreams.
She still loved EIi, and she knew that he loved her as well. And she knew that they’d be able to make it. What they had was strong enough.
But it would never be the same. She couldn’t forget the night she’d spent with Heath. She thought about it and missed him. Yearned for him. Eli couldn’t forget about it either. She knew he was hurt. She knew he thought about her infidelity. He seemed to have forgiven her, but it wasn’t without a price. Their relationship would never be as carefree or as easy as it had been before. Neither of them could truly heal.
Not that she expected Eli to bounce back as if nothing had happened. It couldn’t be easy for him. She didn’t deserve how good he was to her.
The way she’d behaved, she didn’t deserve any of the good things that had happened to her.
Maybe she was being punished.
She lay in bed. She wasn’t supposed to get up and move around very much. Sometimes, she felt like the baby was getting bigger and bigger and crushing her.
Sometimes, she only felt excitement at the prospect of meeting the tiny little being inside her. She whispered to her little girl, promising her all the things they would do together when she came out.
If she ever came out.
Sometimes, Cathy thought the pregnancy was never going to end.
She would lie in bed and daydream about being a little girl again herself, running through the fields with Heath, making mud pies on the bank of the creek, filling up water balloons and dropping them on Matt when he wasn’t watching. Everything was simpler back then. She and Heath loved each other the only way they knew how. There was nothing wrong or unnatural about it. It didn’t hurt anyone. They didn’t hurt each other.
And when she saw Heath standing in front of her, in the doorway to the room, she thought he was just a daydream, just her mind showing her the things she wanted to see.
But then he was next to her, on the bed, his arms around her, his mouth on hers. He was wet, and the coldness seeped through the covers on her bed, through her clothes. But she didn’t care.
She gasped. “Heath.” She touched his face. Was he really here?
“Oh, Cathy, I missed you so much.”
“You said you wouldn’t come back. You said you were gone forever.” He couldn’t be here after all. It was a cruel dream, and when she woke up, she’d sob for him.
“You’re not my sister,” he said. “Floyd wasn’t my father.” He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket, but it was soaking wet, and he couldn’t open it. It fell apart in shreds. “Shit.”
“What was that?” she said.
“It was the results of the paternity test I got done,” said Heath. “They were able to use Matt’s DNA to figure it out, and I wanted to prove it to you. But it doesn’t matter. There are other copies, and—”
She stopped his mouth by kissing him hard. She had known being his sister couldn’t be right. She knew that there was nothing unnatural about her and Heath together. They shared a soul. They were meant for each other.
He pulled back. “Come with me.”
“Where?” she said.
“I don’t know. Anywhere. Wherever you want to go.”
“When?”
“Now.”
“But… the baby?”
His hand caressed her swollen stomach. “If it’s part of you, I want it. I should never have been such an ass before. I love you, Cathy. I love everything that’s inside you and everything that pops out of you.”
She laughed. “Really?”
“Really.”
She kissed him again, and everything felt right, like the universe was realigning, like things were finally clicking back into place. The dark times were over. She and Heath would be together, and they’d finally be happy. After all this time, everything would sort itself out right. “Yes, I’ll go with you. Of course I will.”
He closed his eyes, sighed in relief and happiness. “Thank god.”
And their lips met again, slower this time. They explored each other’s mouths, sweet and slippery and soft, and she felt the bonds that tied them together again, so strong. Impossible to break.
“Only,” she said, “I sort of got married.”
He pulled her covers aside. “Doesn’t matter. You’ll get divorced.”
“And I’m not supposed to walk around a lot because I might lose the baby.”
“I’ll carry you.” His arms went under her knees.
“I’m kind of heavy right now.”
He picked her up anyway. He gave her a strained smile. “So you are.”
She laughed. “Put me down. I can walk to the car.”
“There’s a storm out there,” he said. “And there’s a lot of rain. Plus I parked the car down the road so no one would see it.” He put her down. “I’ll bring the car up. And then I’ll come back for you.”
“I’ll meet you at the front door,” she said.
“Does that mean there’s going to be messy confrontations?” said Heath.
She shook her head. “Eli has a class. He’s not home yet. And his parents will probably be glad to be rid of me.”
Heath took a deep breath. “You know I could give a flying fuck about Eli. But I know you care about him. So… do you need to say goodbye to him?”
She swallowed. “Yes. But not now. And… it’s like you said before. It’s his baby. He’s going to be part of our lives.”
Heath grimaced. “That’s true.” Then he brightened. “But if it means I get you, then I’m willing to handle it.”
“Get the car,” she said.
He kissed her again—a brief, bright bit of bliss. And then he was gone.
Cathy waddled around the room, packing herself a bag of some clothing. She didn’t want to leave completely unprepared.
She didn’t make it too heavy, however, because she wasn’t supposed to lift heavy things or strain herself too much. And she’d been on bed rest for so long that she wasn’t strong anymore.
She took her light bag and went to the front door of the house.
No one was there.
Good.
She could hear Mr. and Mrs. Linton in the den. They were watching America’s Most Wanted.
Cathy leaned against the wall and looked out the window in the door. It was raining really hard outside. She could see that the trees were being blown this way and that, bending over like old ladies. She bit her lip.
Was this a good time to be driving?
“What are you doing up?”
Cathy jumped, startled. “Oh. Isabella, it’s you.”
Isabella was standing across the foyer. She looked sullen and tired, the way she usually did. She was also putting on weight. It wasn’t that much, and Isabella had always been thin before, but Cathy had noticed.
“Why do you have a bag? Are you going somewhere?”
Cathy sighed. “Oh, Isabella, I don’t know how to tell you. I’m leaving. Heath is here and we’re going—”
“Heath?” Isabella’s voice broke. “You’re going with Heath?”
“I… I love him. I always have. And I couldn’t admit to myself how badly I needed him for so long. I’m so sorry. I know I shouldn’t just… go, but—”
“Heath is here?” Isabella darted forward, looking out the window.
“Yes.” Cathy twisted her hands together. “I was going to call Eli. I know I owe him more, but—”
“Oh, you’re such a selfish bitch,” snapped Isabella. “I don’t care about you, and I don’t care about Eli. You can both go to hell for all I care. And Heath… I want to kill him. I want to wrap my hands around his neck and squeeze until he stops breathing.”
Cathy furrowed her brow. “Isabella—”
“He hit me, did you forget that? Your knight in shining armor is violent and scary. His idea of fun is hurting people.”
“He doesn’t hurt me,” said Cathy. “And he only did those things because we were apart. When we’re together, everything will be okay. He’s the other part of me, Isabella. He makes me complete. I need him.”
“What about what I need?” said Isabella. “You’ll leave, and Eli will be so upset. And who will take care of me? Who’s going to help me? You’ll have Heath, but I’ll be alone.”
“No, I’ll still be… Isabella, we can be friends, even if Eli doesn’t want to see me. You and I—”
“I’ll be alone,” said Isabella. “With this.” She pulled up her shirt.
Cathy gulped.
The door opened.
A gust of wind blew in several dead, sodden leaves. Heath stumbled inside. He shut the door.
Cathy covered her mouth with one hand.
Isabella turned on Heath, her eyes flashing.
And Heath gaped at her.
“Hi,” said Isabella. She ran her fingers over her swollen stomach.
“Shit,” said Heath.
Isabella leaped onto Heath, pummeling him with clenched fists. “You bastard. You fucking bastard.” She was crying.
Cathy pulled at Isabella. “Stop. Stop, we’ll figure this out.”
Isabella hit Cathy in the face.
Cathy cried out and backed away.
Heath grabbed Isabella’s wrists. “Don’t hurt her.”
Isabella laughed at him. “Oh, of course, you only care about her. You did this to me to make her jealous. That’s what you said.”
Heath’s face twisted. “I’m sorry. I wish it had never happened.”
“Gee, thanks,” said Isabella. Her whole body sagged.
He let go of her wrists. “I’m sorry.”
Isabella looked at Cathy. “Are you jealous? Because I would hate for all of this to have happened to me for no reason.”
Cathy didn’t know what to say. Isabella was pregnant with Heath’s baby. It was awful. But was she jealous? She wasn’t sure. She only knew that everything was screwed up, and that it was somehow all her fault. She’s started all of this by getting involved with Eli in the first place. It was because of her that all of them were so entwined.
Cathy touched Heath’s arm. “Let’s go.”
Heath gestured at Isabella. “But… she…”
“Yes, she’s pregnant. She’ll still be pregnant after we get out of here and get a chance to regroup. And you’ll help her. You’ll be there. And we’ll all… work this out. But let’s go, now. Because I don’t want to be here anymore.”
Heath looked back at Isabella. “Isabella, I’m sorry—”
“Fuck you,” she said. “Fuck you both.” She threw open the door and ran outside into the rain.
Heath grabbed Cathy by the hand and dragged her out too.
“Isabella, wait!” Heath called.
But she was running, disappearing into the storm.
Cathy huddled close to Heath. The rain was cold and wet, and it was blowing in her face. “Leave her. Let’s go.”
He wrapped his arm around her.
* * *
Heath drove. The windshield wipers beat out an insistent rhythm, but it was still tough to see. Rain pelted the car in sheets, and the wind whipped at the car, making it hard to steer.
Isabella was pregnant.
He didn’t like to think about having sex with Isabella. It was that disgusting thing he’d done.
Well, that thing he’d done—the thing that made him sick, the thing he was the most sorry for doing—was now memorialized with living consequences, ensuring he’d never be able to forget it.
Irrationally, he felt angry with her. Why had she stayed pregnant? She clearly didn’t want the baby. She should have gotten rid of it. He would have helped her with that. Of course, she hadn’t known where he was. It wasn’t really her fault.
Except that she was stupid. And shallow. And the most frustrating girl in the history of stupid girls.
Goddamn her.
“I don’t know why she didn’t say anything,” said Cathy. “Maybe she was afraid of her parents. They weren’t very happy with Eli and me.”
No. Cathy didn’t need to do that. She didn’t need to say things that might make him feel sorry for Isabella. He was doing his best to hate her, to make all of it her fault.
“Heath?”
“What?” His voice came out harsher than he meant it to.
“Why did you hit her?”
“I told her to leave, and she wouldn’t,” he said. “I warned her. I told her I’d hit her if she didn’t go.”
“You shouldn’t have done that.”
“There’s a lot of things I shouldn’t have done.”
She was quiet for a minute. “Heath, I want you to tell me something, and I want you to be honest.”
“Okay,” he said.
“Were you planning to kill Daddy? Were you waiting to get revenge on him for what he did to Mama?”
He turned to look at her. Why was she asking this? “Of course not.”
“You swear?”
“I swear.” He turned back to the road.
There was a loud cracking noise, followed by the sight of a huge tree falling in the road in front of them.
Heath slammed on the brakes.
The car skidded, turning sideways, tilting up on two wheels.
For a breathless second, Heath was afraid that the car was going to tip over. But it didn’t.
Instead, it came to a stop, throwing him against the steering wheel and Cathy into the windshield.
Her head cracked against it, and it came back bloody.
God damn it. Why hadn’t he made her wear a seat belt?
He put the car in park. “Cathy?”
“I’m okay.” She leaned back, wincing. She touched her head. “Ow.”
He found a napkin on the floor and pressed it against the blood. “Hold that there.”
“Heath, I don’t think it’s bad.”
“You sure?”
She nodded.
He got out of the car, back into the rain, and went forward to inspect the tree.
It was huge. There was no way he was getting past it on the road. It covered both lanes. The terrain on either side was all woods, so there was no getting around it either.
Heath kicked the tree trunk. “Fuck.”
He went back to the car. “Is there another way out of here? That tree’s not going anywhere.”
“No,” said Cathy. “This road dead ends at the Linton’s house.”
He dragged a hand over his face. “Then we’re trapped.”
Cathy touched her stomach. “Something’s not right.”
“What?” He looked at her, concerned.
Abruptly, she threw her head back, screaming in pain.
“Cathy?”
She panted. “It’s the baby. I think maybe the accident knocked something—” She screamed again.
Heath felt panic shoot through him. “Cathy, you can’t do this right now. We’re trapped behind this fallen down tree.”
She let out another bloodcurdling yell.
Fuck. This was bad. This was very bad.
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Heath flung open the door to Thera’s room. “Hello, Catherine.” He was holding a gun. A pistol. It was dangling from his right hand. He wasn’t pointing it at her, but he wasn’t making any attempt to hide it.
She shrank backwards on the bed. This was it. He was going to kill her.
“Stop sniveling,” Heath said. “Get up. Off the bed.”
Her whole body shaking, she did as she was told. As she got closer to Heath, she realized he was dirty. His clothes were covered in mud, as were his hands. There were dark streaks on his face. His hair hung in tangles. He looked demented.
She stifled a cry.
Heath gestured with the gun. “Out of the room. Go on. You can do it.”
She walked out of the room. She was so shaky, she could hardly hold herself up. “Listen, Heath, please don’t kill me. I know I made you mad, and you probably think—”
“Stop being melodramatic,” said Heath. “We’re going downstairs. I’m behind you. Walk.”
She squeaked. She was too afraid.
He held up the gun. “Go, Catherine.”
She scurried forward.
The hallway seemed darker and smaller than usual. She noticed that the wallpaper was peeling off the walls at the corners. It was a little bit yellowed with age as well. It was old, maybe from the seventies judging from the color scheme.
The wooden floor was warped, and she stepped carefully, afraid she’d lose her balance.
“For god’s sake, you can go faster than that,” said Heath.
She looked over her shoulder at him. She tried to move faster, but it was hard. She was afraid of tripping. Her pulse was racing and her whole body felt stiff.
“You’re such a little scared bunny,” said Heath. “Sometimes, I see your mother in you, but other times, you’re so much a Linton, it makes me want to tear you to pieces.”
Thera was seized in an ecstasy of terror. It was impossible for her to move. “I don’t want to die,” she managed.
“Then go down the damned stairs,” growled Heath.
Pulling together every shred of courage she had, she managed to get moving again.
She made her way down the steps ahead of Heath.
“Into the kitchen,” he said.
Was that because it would be easier to clean her brains off of the linoleum when he shot her to death?
But she got in there. Gage was sitting at the table already, his face stone.
“Sit down,” said Heath, gesturing with the pistol.
Thera collapsed in her chair, her lower lip trembling. “Oh god, you’re going to kill both of us?”
“He’s not going to kill us, Thera,” said Gage, reaching for her hand. “Heath’s never killed anyone.”
Heath chuckled long and low, the laugh of a madman. “Of course I have, Gage. You really think your stepfather shot himself?”
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There was blood everywhere. Something inside Cathy had broken, and it had all come gushing out of her.
Heath had put the car in gear when it happened, going back to the Linton’s house. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe he could call an ambulance? Someone to move the tree? Maybe a doctor could drive to the tree and then walk the rest of the way in?
While he was driving, he’d seen the lightning. A huge, huge tongue of it, coming straight down in front of him.
And when he got to the Linton house, it was on fire. The whole place was ablaze. He thought maybe the rain would have put it out. But the wind must have done its work too well, spreading it everywhere. It was too much fire for even the rain to stop.
He didn’t know what to do.
Cathy was yelling and crying and moaning next to him, and there was so much blood. There was so much of it.
He drove back to the tree.
He tried to move it, tried to drag it out of the road.
But it was impossible. He couldn’t budge it.
When he came back to the car, Cathy was quieter. Her face was white, and her lips had turned a funny purple color he didn’t like.
She turned accusing eyes on him.
“You’re going to be okay,” he said, pulling her into his arms. He was lying. He knew it. If he thought she was going to be okay, then he’d be doing something right now. But he was giving up.
“I’m dying,” she said.
“No,” he said.
“You and Eli did it to me. It took both of you, but together you killed me.”
“Cathy.” His voice was anguished. “Don’t talk like that. You’re my life. You can’t die. I won’t let you.” But he was letting her. He didn’t know what else to do.
“You killed me.” Her voice was bitter. “How long do you think you’ll live after I’m gone? You and Isabella can raise your baby together. You’ll forget about me.”
“How can you say that?” he said. “You know I could never forget you. You know that losing you will drive me absolutely mad. You know I can’t exist without you. You’re the other part of me.”
She looked up at him. Her eyes were hollow. Her expression was desperate. “I’m going to hold onto you, and I’m going to take you with me. Or I’m going to stay somehow. I don’t want to be away from you. I just got you back, and I’m not letting you go.”
Tears started coming out of his eyes. He didn’t bother wiping at them. “You’re not dying. Stop saying it.”
“I am,” she said. And he didn’t like the way she looked at him, like she was looking through him, like her eyes weren’t focusing. “I can feel it coming for me. I’m weak. And everything’s cold.” She touched her stomach. “The baby’s probably dead too. They might have to kill me to get it out.”
“Never,” said Heath. “You’re not— You’re going to be fine. Just stop thinking, talking like you’re not.”
“When I’m gone, I’ll be free. Finally free.” She drew in a long, slow breath. “I always felt like I was being crushed, Heath. Like everything was suffocating me. I couldn’t get free of any of it. You did it. And Eli did it. And the damned farm. And my baby. My baby too. She crushed me. But I can see it now.” She got a very faraway look on her pale face. “I can see that I’ll be free. Nothing will hold me in anymore.”
He felt wild with terror, but he still didn’t know what to do. He kissed her lips. They were cold. “You can’t do this, Cathy. This is the worst thing you’ve ever done to me, and you’ve done a lot of awful things. You can’t leave me without you. How am I supposed to handle that? How am I supposed to keep existing in a world without you? If you die, I swear to god, I won’t be able to control myself. The things I’ll do. You can’t, Cathy. You can’t.”
She moaned softly. She lifted one hand, her fingers trembling. She touched his face. “Heath. My Heath. The other part of me.”
He kissed her again. “I won’t let you go.”
She smiled weakly. “Don’t worry. I know that you would stop it if you could.”
“I am going to stop it. You’re going to be fine. We’ll talk about this, and we’ll laugh. We’ll talk about how ridiculous it was that you thought you were going to die. We’ll talk about how scared I was…” He choked on a sob. “Jesus, Cathy, you’re scaring me.”
“I love you,” she said. “I’ve always loved you. So much it hurt.”
“I love you,” he said.
“But nothing will hurt anymore,” she said. “I’ll be free.”
“I mean it. Don’t say things like that.”
She didn’t respond.
He shook her. “Cathy!”
A sob overtook him. It felt like something inside him was breaking.
He shook her harder, making her teeth chatter against each other.
“Ouch, Heath,” she said, her voice quiet. “I’ll tell Mama if you do that again.”
He shut his eyes. No. “Cathy, stay with me.”
“Can you see it Heath?” she asked. With effort, she raised her hand and pointed. “It’s the fields in summer. And Mama is in the kitchen, making dinner, and Daddy is in the living room putting on a record.”
Everything inside him was shattering apart. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t. Things weren’t supposed to be this way. She wasn’t supposed to die.
A small smile played on her lips. “We can’t run around the house. We’ll make the record skip.”
He lay his face down next to hers, let the tears come.
She wrapped her hand around his, her grip weak. “I want to play, though, don’t you? Will you come play with me? Will you run with me?”
He couldn’t answer. He couldn’t breathe. His soul was dying.
* * *
It had taken Eli so much longer to get home than usual due to the storm, and when he came to the tree in the road, less than a mile from his house, he was frustrated and angry.
But there was nothing for it. He got out of the car into the wind and rain. He’d have to walk the rest of the way. He climbed through the woods to get around the tree, and when he did, he saw that there was another car parked on the other side.
He went over to the car. As he got closer, he recognized it.
Heath’s car.
What was that fucker doing here?
He yanked open the driver’s side door, sticking his head inside. “Listen, Heath—”
Then he saw them. Heath was holding Cathy, whose head was lying at an unnatural angle, her eyes glassy. She looked very, very pale.
Heath was stroking her cheek over and over, whispering her name. He was crying.
Eli dove into the car. He touched Cathy’s neck, feeling for a pulse.
Heath didn’t even seem to notice him.
Cathy’s skin was too cold.
“What did you do?” said Eli. “What did you do to her?”
Heath didn’t answer. He just stroked her face, whispering her name.
Eli slapped him across the face. “Snap out of it.”
Heath looked at him dully. “Oh. You.”
“What happened?”
Heath swallowed. He seemed disoriented. “The tree fell. And then Cathy started bleeding. And I went back to the house. And it was burning. And I came back here and…”
“Burning?”
Heath nodded.
“What about my parents? Did you try to get my parents out?”
Heath furrowed his brow in confusion.
“What about the baby?” Eli was starting to feel like he was going crazy.
“I think it’s dead too,” said Heath in an absent voice. “She said she thought it was dead.”
Eli drew in a shaky breath. What did he do?
“You have a car?” said Heath. “On the other side of the tree? We have to take her to the hospital.”
“You just said she was dead.”
“Maybe she’s not,” said Heath.
Eli got out of the car. He could see the smoke from here. His house was on fire. Should he go to his parents?
Or should he try to save his baby? Cathy?
He leaned back inside the car. “Isabella?”
Heath looked confused. “Uh… she ran off before the lightning hit the house. I don’t know. She’s pregnant.”
What?!
Eli took several deep breaths, trying to think, trying to decide what to do. He wasn’t good at this kind of thing. He wasn’t strong. He’d never been the one to take charge. He’d always been good little Eli, go-with-the-flow Eli. What did he do?
He marched around to the other side of the car and opened the passenger side door. “Help me get her out.”
Heath stared at him with uncomprehending eyes.
“We’re taking her to the hospital,” he said. “Like you said.” He couldn’t go into a burning building. But he could take Cathy to the hospital. Maybe save their baby. Maybe… He shook his head, feeling tears threaten. “Why was she out here? Why was she with you?”
Heath only shook his head.
“Come on, help me,” said Eli, reaching for Cathy, trying to pull her out of Heath’s arms.
Heath bared his teeth like an animal, tightening his grip on her.
“You have to let me take her,” Eli said. “We have to try to get her help.”
Heath’s eyes narrowed, but he slowly nodded.
* * *
The nurse appeared in front of Eli, holding a screaming baby. Eli could see her limbs thrashing out, as if she was struggling against the air itself. He was frightened. He’d understood the idea of the baby, the one that Cathy was growing inside her, but now he realized that his understanding had only been abstract, and that he hadn’t really understood what it meant.
A baby.
Flesh and blood.
Angry.
Pink.
Small. So small.
“You want to hold her?” said the nurse. “The other man said you were the father.”
Eli’d stayed out of the room where they took Cathy, watching instead through the glass. He’d watched as Heath had to be pried off Cathy’s lifeless body. Heath was in a frenzy. Eli couldn’t muster anything like that. Cathy was gone. She wasn’t in that body. The only thing that had been in there was the baby.
He held out his arms.
And the nurse set the weight of the tiny, squirming, screaming thing in them.
The baby stopped crying.
She blinked up at him with unfocused blue eyes.
Eli was stunned. She was beautiful.
The world kept going around him, but for Eli it seemed to slow down, like the tiny girl is his arms had anchored him, tied him down. She was the only thing that was important anymore.
He sat down on a chair, gazing down at her.
He wouldn’t look away from her face, even when the nurses brought him a bottle to give her, even when Heath was dragged out by the hospital security, shrieking and raving. The baby was his. She was the only thing that made sense. She was the only thing that had come out of this mess of his life. And she was beautiful. He didn’t think he’d ever loved anything quite like this.
He was so caught up in her that it took a long time before he remembered the rest of the world. All of the things that had gone wrong.
His parents.
The house.
When they’d brought Cathy in, Eli had reported the burning house, but he hadn’t gone back to find out what happened. When he got the news, it wasn’t good. The house was destroyed. His parents hadn’t gotten out. They were dead.
Cathy gone. His parents gone.
And no sign of Isabella anywhere.
He was alone, and he had nowhere to go. He had nothing. Everything had burned up.
But he had a baby he had to take care of. All her things had burned up too. The clothes and toys and the crib that Cathy had picked out. It was all gone. He didn’t have a car seat to transport the baby.
But it turned out the hospital wouldn’t let him take the baby anyway. She was a little bit premature, and she’d been trapped inside Cathy’s body after Cathy had died. The baby seemed strong, but they wanted to keep her in the hospital to make sure.
So Eli spent the night there, feeling numb and ragged.
* * *
At dawn, Heath burst into the farmhouse. He tore through the house, yelling Matt’s name.
Matt was in the den, a bottle of whiskey sitting on the edge of his desk. He went through his drawers. When Heath appeared in the doorway, Matt pulled his pistol on him.
“I told you never to come back here,” said Matt. “You’re trespassing, and I can shoot you if I want.”
Heath’s eyes were wild, bloodshot. There was blood on his face. It looked like he might have torn at himself with his nails. He looked disheveled and half insane. “She’s dead.”
“Who’s dead?”
Heath began to walk towards Matt like a zombie, deliberate and menacing. “Cathy’s dead.”
Matt’s voice got softer. “What? What happened to her?”
“It all started with you,” said Heath. “I took care of Floyd, and everything was going to be okay, but you came back.”
Matt tightened his grip on the pistol, narrowing his eyes. “What do you mean, you ‘took care of’ him?”
Heath kept coming. “You came back, and you forced us apart. If you hadn’t done that, none of this would have happened. She’d never have met Eli at school because I would have been there.” He banged himself against the chest.
“What did you do to my father, you son of a bitch?”
“She wouldn’t have met him, and he wouldn’t have put that damned baby in her, and it wouldn’t have killed her trying to come out.” Heath’s face twisted. He grabbed hunks of his hair and tugged on them. “It’s your fault she’s gone.”
“You killed my father, didn’t you?” said Matt. He pulled the trigger.
The gun went off, loud and brash, echoing through the house.
But Matt was drunk, and his aim was off. He didn’t even graze Heath. The bullet lodged in the wall behind him.
And Heath lunged at him, his movements graceful and fluid. He took the gun from Matt’s hand and pushed Matt down into the desk, the gun at the base of Matt’s neck.
Matt didn’t move, fear all over his face. “Heath, wait. Don’t do anything stupid, okay?”
Heath was sobbing behind him. “You took her from me.”
“Put the gun down. Let’s talk about this.”
Heath removed the gun from the back of Matt’s neck.
Matt got up. “That’s right. We’ll just calm down.” He turned.
Heath jammed the barrel into Matt’s face. “Shut up.”
Matt gulped. “Heath—”
“I said shut up!” Heath raged, his whole body shaking.
Matt clamped his mouth down.
Heath scrabbled on the desk, handing Matt a pen. “Take this.”
Matt took it.
“Where’s the deed to the farmhouse? It’s in here, right? It’s in this desk. Floyd kept that stuff in the desk.”
Matt shook his head. “I-I don’t know. I can’t think with that gun in my face. Why don’t you put it down, and then we’ll—”
“Fine,” said Heath. “I’ll find it myself.” He tugged open a drawer.
Matt tried to move away while Heath wasn’t looking at him.
Heath clubbed him across the face with the gun.
Matt went down, knocking over the whiskey bottle.
Heath dug through the drawer. Then he made a triumphant sound.
Matt got to his feet. “That’s not the deed. I don’t keep it—”
“Better,” said Heath. “It’s your will.”
Matt tried to swallow, but his throat was dry. “What are you doing?”
Heath gestured with the gun. “Sit down.”
Matt sat down. “Don’t do this, Heath. You’re not yourself. You’re out of your mind with grief—”
“I’m myself,” said Heath. “This is what I am. Now you’re going to add a little addendum, and you’re going to leave everything to me. And trust me, Matt, I am going to do a much better job with this farm than you ever did.”
Matt’s hand was sweating so hard that he couldn’t grip the pen. His throat felt thick. “Please, Heath. Stop it.”
Heath put the gun against Matt’s temple. “Do it.”
Matt started to cry. “Why should I? You’re going to shoot me anyway, aren’t you?” His voice came out high pitched.
Heath leaned close. “Well, you don’t know what I’m going to do, now do you? But if you don’t sign everything over to me, the lights go out right now.”
Matt sobbed. He began to write at the end of the will, doing as Heath said. “Please don’t kill me.”
“Sign it,” said Heath. If he was moved by Matt’s tears, it couldn’t be seen on his face.
Matt signed it.
Heath snatched the will away from Matt. “Good. Now get on your knees.”
Matt fell apart. “Please, Heath. We were like brothers growing up. You can’t do this to me.”
Heath kicked him out of the chair. “You took her from me. You treated me like trash. I don’t owe you anything.”
Matt thudded against the floor, falling into a heap. Tears streaked down his face. “Please don’t.”
Heath knelt next to him, and his voice was soft. “I’m not going to.”
Matt stopped crying for a second, hope in his eyes. “You’re not?”
“No,” said Heath, picking up Matt’s hand and wrapping his fingers around the trigger.
Matt looked at him with confused eyes.
Heath pushed the gun against Matt’s head, and using Matt’s finger, pulled the trigger.
The gun went off.
Blood sprayed all over the hard wood floor. Over the desk.
Heath let go, and Matt’s body hit the floor with a smack.
“You’re going to do it,” said Heath. He stood up.
Without giving the body another look, he left the room.
Only to come face to face with the little boy. Gage was standing at the bottom of the steps. His eyes were wide.
Heath swore under his breath. “I forgot about you.”
Gage took several steps forward, as if he was going to go into the den.
Heath stepped into the little boy’s path and picked him up. “You’re not going in there.”
He took Gage out onto the porch. He sat down, holding the boy on his lap, and stared out as the sun struggled into the sky, staining everything bright red.
“He was a drunk, and you’re better off without him,” said Heath. “He wasn’t even your father.”
Gage looked up at him with solemn eyes.
“He stole Cathy from me, and he deserved it. They all stole her from me. They’ll all pay.” He ruffled the boy’s hair. “But not you, Gage. Not you. I won’t let anything hurt you.”
* * *
Heath found Isabella wandering along the side of the road, nearly five miles from the Linton house. Her clothes had barely dried from the storm, and she looked as if she’d been walking all night. He pulled the car over. “Get in.”
She peered in the window, looking at Gage in the car seat in the back.
“He’s here because his stepfather committed suicide this morning,” said Heath. “He didn’t have anyone else. You don’t have anyone else either. Get in the car.”
She shook her head. “I’m not doing anything you say.”
He parked the car and got out.
She ran from him.
He ran after her and tackled her.
She scratched at his face.
He grabbed her hands and stopped her. He hauled her to her feet and stuffed her inside the car.
She started to cry. “The house. It was on fire. Do you know if my parents—”
“Dead,” said Heath, starting the car.
“Where’s Cathy? You were with her.”
“She’s dead too,” said Heath, his voice breaking. “Something with the baby. I don’t know. I think she bled to death.”
“Oh god.” Isabella shook. “And Eli?”
“He doesn’t want to see you,” said Heath. “I’m all you’ve got.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“You hate me,” she said. “I don’t want to be near you.”
He smiled tightly. “I feel responsible for you. And besides, I’m afraid if I don’t keep you close, you’d keep me from ever seeing my child.”
Isabella let out a disbelieving laugh. “You don’t care about the baby.”
“Maybe I will,” said Heath. “You can’t make me hate it just because you want me to.”
* * *
Eli paced. “I can’t believe Isabella didn’t want to come to the funeral.”
Heath smiled. “Are we here to talk about Isabella, or to do business, Eli? I would think this is a very simple transaction. I give you money, you give me all of your family’s land. You agreed to it earlier.”
“I’ve got no problem with selling it all to you,” said Eli. “I don’t ever want to come back here. I’m taking baby Thera to Baltimore. Cathy loved the city.”
“I couldn’t care less where you go, as long as it’s away,” said Heath. “Let’s get this over with, so that we no longer have to be in each other’s company.”
Eli sighed. “Well, it does seem we mutually despise each other.”
They were quiet. Papers were signed. Money changed hands.
Heath appeared satisfied. “You worry about Isabella, don’t you?”
“She’s my sister,” said Eli. “Of course I worry about her. And I haven’t seen her since this all started. I’ve only got your word that she even wants to be with you. Is she happy?”
Heath tucked the deeds into his pocket. “She’s miserable.”
“What?”
“I think it broke her heart when she found out that you’d turned against her.”
“I didn’t turn against her. What are you talking about?”
“Well, she seems convinced you hate her.”
“Why would she think that?”
Heath shrugged mildly. “Probably because that’s what I told her.”
Eli clenched his teeth. “You bastard.”
Heath grinned. “I’ve taken her from you, you see. The same way you took Cathy from me. And I swear, Eli, that I will take everything you care about. Just wait. You’ll know what it’s like to hurt the way I do.”
* * *
Heath didn’t let Isabella out of the house for any reason. He set up a room for her, made sure she was comfortable and healthy. He fed her, got prenatal vitamins, gave her books about pregnancy. She couldn’t go to a doctor, so he hired one of those hippie midwives to come and see to her. The woman assured him that everything was going okay.
The baby seemed healthy. Isabella seemed healthy.
“Only,” the midwife said once, “she seems a little listless. Maybe you could do something to cheer her up.”
Heath wasn’t about to do that. Isabella was only here to hurt Eli.
Well.
Maybe he was curious about his child as well. Sort of.
He didn’t try to cheer Isabella up. Whenever she spoke to him, something in her voice set his teeth on edge, and it was all he could do to keep from hauling off and hitting her. Shutting her the fuck up.
Mostly, he kept clear of her.
The more pregnant she got, the less she even resembled something human.
She was bloated everywhere. Her face swelled, obscuring her features. She moved slowly, a shuffling waddle that reminded him of the living dead. When she looked at him, all he saw in her eyes was emptiness.
He hated her.
When she went into labor, she was strangely silent. She hardly screamed. Mostly, she just grunted.
The midwife told Heath he could stay in the room to help. To watch.
But Isabella kept looking at him, and he wanted to cover up her face. He didn’t like the way it made him feel. He felt almost… guilty. He’d never meant to do this to her.
The baby came, a little boy. It screamed a lot.
He let Isabella name it, and she got a gleam in her eyes when she called it Linton, enjoying Heath’s grimace. But he didn’t really care what it was called, he discovered.
He was amazed at how little he felt for the thing. It put him in mind of larva or of the tiny hairless offspring of rodents. It was pink and squirming and ugly.
And from the beginning, it didn’t look a thing like him.
He was disappointed. He hadn’t realized how much he’d been looking forward to his own child. After all, he found that he got along pretty famously with little Gage, who was eager and obedient. Heath had thought that he’d feel something stronger for his own son. But…
He didn’t.
The worst of it was that Isabella didn’t either.
She refused to nurse the baby right after he was born. “Feed it from a bottle,” she said. “You’ve used my body enough, Heath.”
He tried to explain to her that breastfeeding was better for the baby, but she didn’t care. So Linton was bottle fed and not often at that.
Honestly, Heath tended to forget about it if it wasn’t crying.
So until it cried, it lay in its crib. Alone.
Then it would let out a tremendous wail.
At first, he didn’t go to the baby right away, because he had this idea that Isabella should shoulder some of the burden of taking care of the child. He went to her, knocking on her locked door. “It’s crying.”
“I hear it,” she said from inside the room.
“You should feed it,” he said.
“I don’t want to touch it,” she said.
“It’s your baby, Isabella. You’re its mother. You should feel something towards it.”
She opened the door. “You’re its father. Do you feel anything toward it?”
He looked away. “You have every right to hate me, you know, but I don’t think the baby did anything to you. Don’t you have some sort of instinctual—”
“No,” she said. “That thing invaded my body. You put it there, so it’s your problem.”
Heath glared at her. “Doesn’t look a thing like me.”
She snorted. “Don’t even try that, Heath. You are my one and only. It’s your problem.”
He felt it again. The stab of guilt. He thought about taking her virginity, how horrible it had been. He reached for her. “You know, Isabella, I really am sorry that—”
She slapped his hand away. “Forget it, Heath.”
And rage swelled up in him. He grabbed her by the throat and shook her.
The baby was still crying.
“You need to watch it,” he said, flinging her away. “Some time, I’m really going to murder you.”
But in the end, she beat him to it.
Linton was only four months old. Heath didn’t bother trying to talk to her anymore. He didn’t try to convince her that she needed to pay attention to the baby. He just fed it and cleaned it and left it to its own devices. It seemed to be growing fine.
He was in the kitchen of the farmhouse with Gage, who was coloring a picture in one of his books, and telling Heath some story about how he wanted to be a cowboy and ride horses, when Heath heard Isabella scream.
It had come from outside the house.
He ran for her.
She’d jumped from a window, face first.
Even so, she wasn’t dead when he got to her.
She was broken and bleeding, but she wasn’t dead.
He felt something he didn’t think he’d feel, seeing her like that. A kind of wrenching loss. He dropped to his knees next to her and pulled her into his arms.
“Why?” he whispered.
“It was the only way to be free of you,” she said.
Her saying that should have made him angry, but it didn’t. It only made him sad. He held her, and he cried. She didn’t last very long.
And holding her there, Heath thought about the fact that he’d only made love to two women in his life. And that both of them had died in his arms. Bleeding.
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“Dug her up,” Heath was saying. “It was amazing how well preserved she was. I suppose embalming really works. She hardly looked different.” He was standing in the kitchen, gesturing with the pistol, gazing over Gage’s and Thera’s heads.
Thera hugged herself in horror. That was why he was covered in dirt? He’d dug up her mother’s grave? He really was insane.
“I lay there with her. I thought maybe if I went there, I’d just… naturally fade back into her again. She and I were always part of each other. And that’s what’s been wrong all these years. She’s been gone, and I haven’t been whole. With her out of the world, I can’t…” Heath scratched the top of his head with the gun. “But I didn’t die. I couldn’t do it by force of will. I thought maybe being close to her… but…”
Gage stood up. His voice was soft. “Heath, maybe you should give me the gun.”
“No,” said Heath. “I can’t do that.” He waved it at Gage. “Sit down, I’m not done. There are things I have to say, and you have to hear them.”
“And then you’re going to kill us?” said Thera.
Heath chuckled. “I’m not going to kill you. You think I’m some kind of monster or something, don’t you?”
Thera froze. What was the right answer? If she said something that angered him, would he shoot her?
But Heath only shook his head. “I guess I’ve made myself worse than a monster to you.” He cocked his head. “Cathy’s daughter… You really do look so much like her.” He looked at the ceiling.
Thera realized that he was close to tears.
He sniffed, squaring his shoulders. “I’m sorry about your stepfather, Gage. I was angry. I’ve been angry at all of them. For everything they did.”
Heath shook himself. “No, maybe I was born angry. Or maybe I got angry that night, that night when Floyd strangled my mother in front of me.”
Thera didn’t even know who Floyd was.
Heath looked at Gage. “I’m not asking you to forgive me. I want you to be angry too. It will make it all easier.”
Gage cleared his throat. “I don’t even remember him. You said he was a drunk.”
“Yes. A worthless drunk,” said Heath. “It’s true. But I killed him.” He pointed at himself. “I just did it. Made him shoot himself. He was sobbing. Begging me not to. I did it anyway.”
It was quiet.
“Are you angry with me, Gage?” asked Heath.
Gage shook his head. “No.”
“Why not?” said Heath. “I killed Floyd too. I got him back. It seemed like things were always being taken from me. People were taken from me. And I felt so helpless. And the only I thing I could do…” He broke off, his voice choked with feeling.
“Give me the gun, Heath,” said Gage. “We’ll figure all this out.”
Heath pointed the gun at Thera. “It was when you saved her that I saw it.”
Thera cringed.
Gage put out a shaky hand. “Don’t—”
Heath moved the gun. “I’m not going to hurt her. Calm down.” He rubbed at his forehead with the back of the hand holding the pistol. “You pushed Linton down the stairs to save her. That’s what I did to Floyd. To save Cathy. Because he hurt her. I had to watch it, and one day, I just couldn’t anymore. So, I pushed him. I killed him. It was for her.”
Gage swallowed.
Heath kept talking. “I thought my son would be this extension of me. But he wasn’t anything. I would have had to put something of myself into him, and I couldn’t.” He looked down at his hands, which were shaking. “I couldn’t give him anything. I gave it all to you, Gage. So, it was never about Linton. It was about you.
“And Catherine.” He turned to look at Thera. “You even have her name. You two.” He pointed at them. “You’re the ones who fix it. You complete the circle. You end it.”
Then Heath was quiet. He looked at them expectantly.
If he really wasn’t going to kill her, Thera wondered if now would be a good time to make a break for it. She looked at the door.
Gage saw her. He grabbed her hand under the table.
She looked at him, and he barely shook his head. He didn’t want her to move.
Gage turned back to Heath. “I don’t understand.”
“I’m raving, aren’t I?” said Heath. He took a deep breath. “Let me see. I went to Cathy’s grave, and I held her, and I realized that I don’t want to be away from her anymore. I thought I had to seek out all the people who hurt me and make them pay. But… when Linton… when you saved her, Gage, it seemed wrong, somehow. I felt like I had become all the people that I hated.
“And that’s when I realized that I wanted to die,” said Heath. “But I didn’t die lying next to her. Then I came back here, and I got this.” He held up the pistol. “I was going to shoot myself. But I realized things were undone. I realized that all of this, everything that’s happened has been about getting to this point. This moment. For you. And her.”
“Heath, you’re not making sense.”
“It makes sense,” said Heath. “Of course it does. Whatever force was in Cathy and me, it’s now in the two of you.” He gestured wildly with the gun. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, kiss her already.”
Gage looked startled.
Thera felt her stomach lurch.
They glanced at each other briefly, then turned away.
She’d found Gage attractive a few times. And he’d saved her from Linton. But that hardly meant anything, did it? Of course, Heath was crazy, and if they didn’t do what he said, well, there was no telling what would happen.
“She doesn’t want that,” said Gage. “And after what happened with Linton, I won’t force myself on her.”
Thera licked her lips.
Heath laughed. “Of course she wants it, you idiot. Look at her.”
Gage turned to meet her gaze. His eyes were a warm brown—kind, concerned.
She swallowed. “It’s okay.” Heath was nuts. They didn’t have a choice here. She understood.
Gage tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, his knuckles brushing against her cheek. He moved his face closer to hers.
She slammed her eyes shut.
His lips touched hers quickly, a peck. She felt him start to pull away. And something—she wasn’t sure what—possessed her. She wound her hand behind his neck and pulled him back, opening her lips to him.
And his kiss was thorough and sweet—achingly so. She felt like a garden full of buds, and as Gage’s mouth moved on hers, they all began to slowly open into bright flowers. They basked in him, like he was the sun. It was intense. She found herself clinging to him, not wanting the kiss to end.
But it did.
Gage looked stricken. He backed away from her.
Her face felt hot. Jesus, she’d forced him to do that, hadn’t she? What was she thinking? She looked down at her hands. If it was possible, this embarrassment was worse than being trapped in a house by a madman. She had no one to blame but herself for the way she felt.
“Good,” said Heath. “Good. You see?”
Thera couldn’t look at Gage.
Gage spoke, his voice ragged. “You had your fun. Now put the gun down.”
Heath did. He set it on the table. “Pick it up, Gage.”
Gage looked at Thera, then back at Heath.
“I couldn’t shoot myself,” said Heath. “I tried to do it, but it didn’t work. Because I’m not meant to. That’s not my role. You have to shoot me. Save her from me, and win her.”
“That’s crazy, Heath. The whole thing is,” said Gage. “She’s not going to want to have a thing to do with me. Not after what I helped put her through. And I won’t shoot you. You’re the only father I’ve ever known.”
Heath laughed a little. “Then I’ll have to convince you.” He turned to Thera. “Don’t worry, sweet one. He’ll stop me before I really hurt you.”
What did that mean? Thera drew back.
Heath lunged across the table, wrapping his fingers around her neck, squeezing.
Thera coughed.
Gage stood up. “Stop it. Let her go.”
“Pick up the gun and make me,” said Heath.
Gage squeezed his eyes shut. “Don’t do this. Don’t make me do this.”
Thera’s eyes bulged. Her face was turning red.
“You can’t let her die,” said Heath. “It’s the only way, Gage.”
“Fuck you,” Gage gasped, grabbing up the gun. He put it against Heath’s head.
Heath smiled, and it was radiant. “Do it. Send me to her. Please.”
“Let her go,” said Gage, begging with his eyes.
Heath tightened his grip.
The gun went off.
Thera gasped, drawing in a lungful of air, massaging her neck.
Gage started to sob.
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“Well, I haven’t seen him since we got my dad out of jail,” said Thera. “Heath had him arrested, and we had to go down and clear it all up.”
“You haven’t?” said her friend Crystal Lockwood, furrowing her brow. “But it sounds like you sort of had a thing for him.”
Thera shrugged. “I don’t know. I was a prisoner. I was nearly raped. I got stabbed. I don’t know if I can trust whatever I was feeling at the time. I was pretty messed up, you know?”
“If you say so,” said Crystal.
“We’ve spoken on the phone a few times,” said Thera. “He invited me to Heath’s funeral. I didn’t go, of course. Gage cared about him, but I didn’t at all. I thought he was a horrible man. I still don’t understand how my mother could ever have loved him, but my father says it’s true.”
“How’s your dad?” said Crystal.
“Good. I mean, he’s probably never going to let me move out on my own. I figure I’m stuck under his roof for years. But he’s opened up a little bit. And he’s been telling me stories about my mom and his sister. And Heath. The whole thing is so twisted, you wouldn’t believe.”
“After what happened to you in that farmhouse, I’d believe it,” said Crystal. “That was some twisted shit you lived through.”
Thera laughed. “It was. Sometimes, I wake up, and I think I’m still there. I get so afraid.”
“I bet you’re relieved when you know you’re safe.”
“Yeah.” Thera bit her lip. “But, you know, it’s funny. About what you were saying about Gage. When I realize I’m safe, I’m also kind of disappointing that he’s not around.”
Crystal gave her a knowing look. “You are into him.”
“I can’t be, though,” said Thera. “We barely know each other. And we don’t have anything in common. He grew up on a farm, and he dropped out of high school, and he fixes cars for a living. What would we even talk about?”
Crystal shrugged. “From the way you described that kiss, maybe you wouldn’t have to do much talking at all.”
Thera gave her a withering look. “You’re bad.”
Crystal grinned. “And that’s why you love me.”
She smiled at her friend. “Maybe.”
“You have his phone number, right?” said Crystal. “Maybe you should call him.”
“And what would I say?” said Thera. “Hi. Remember how we were forced to kiss at gunpoint? I thought it was kind of hot. Did you?”
Lock laughed. “You could just ask how he is.”
“It’s odd, because I’ve been thinking a lot about him today,” she said. “Like, maybe I should see him or something? But… it’s too weird. It would never work. We’re too different.”
“Maybe different works,” said Crystal. “Your mom and your dad were different.”
“I don’t think they really worked, though,” said Thera. “And Heath and my mother were too much the same.”
“Maybe it’s about balance,” said Crystal. “If you think you want to talk to him, you should. Call him. See how he is. What’s the worst that could happen?”
Thera sighed. “All right, fine. You’ve convinced me. I’ll call him. But you stay right there, because afterwards, we’re going to analyze everything he says.”
Crystal laughed. “You got it.”
Thera took her phone out of her pocket. She scrolled through her contacts. “You know, maybe I should just text him?”
“Call him,” said Crystal. “Texting is chicken.”
Thera sighed. She selected his name and pressed send. She put the phone to her ear, her heart beginning to pick up speed.
The phone rang.
Thera bit her lip.
It rang again.
“Maybe he’s not going to answer.”
It rang again.
“If he doesn’t answer, should I leave a voicemail?”
Crystal shrugged. “Whatever you want.”
“I don’t know what I—”
“Hello?” said Gage’s deep voice on the other end of the phone.
She gulped. “Um, hi. It’s Thera.”
“Hi,” he said. “It’s funny that you’re calling me.”
“It is?”
“I’m, uh, in Baltimore.”
She got up out of her chair. “Why are you in Baltimore?”
There was a pause, then a nervous laugh. “I was actually coming to see you.”
“You were?” she said.
“I know it’s weird. Like, I should have called first or something, not just driven an hour and a half, but… I don’t know. I did it on a whim. You… busy?”
She grinned. “I’m not busy at all.”



…four months later…
Thera laid her head down on Gage’s shoulder.
She felt his arm tighten around her waist.
Together, they stared at the farmhouse.
“You’re not going to miss it?” asked Thera.
“Of course I am,” said Gage. “But this place is full of so much death. I can’t walk through rooms without thinking about Linton or Heath. And then Matt, Floyd, and Isabella too? It’s like the place belongs to the ghosts.”
“You believe in ghosts?” she asked.
He shrugged. “I don’t know one way or the other, I guess.”
She peered up at him. “Well, it’s a big step, coming to the big city, Gage. You sure you’re going to be able to handle it?”
He laughed. “I am going to have a native to show me the ropes.”
She thought of the apartment that they’d selected together, the one that they’d be moving into the following day. Her father had given her a long, boring, grown-up speech about how she was taking things a little bit too fast, and that she and Gage should try dating for a while longer before moving in together.
But Thera knew that this relationship was solid. She couldn’t explain how. It was a sensation somewhere deep inside her. Gage fit with her.
Or maybe it was only that they’d been through a traumatic experience together, and it had bonded them. Or something.
Whatever the case, her father seemed to like Gage, and it wasn’t as if she was moving that far away. She was going to be ten blocks from her father’s apartment.
Gage held her close. “This place should be boarded up. Left alone for a while. Maybe it needs to air out emotionally.”
“Maybe,” she whispered. Frankly, the farmhouse gave her the creeps. She was glad Gage didn’t want to stay here. She’d be happy never setting foot inside again.
He kissed her on top of the head.
She grabbed him by the hand and tugged him after her. Flattening herself against her car, she ran her hands over his firm chest. “So, you remember the time we were forced to kiss at gunpoint?”
He smirked at her. “Are you going to do this again? For real?”
“I thought it was kind of hot,” she said. “Did you?”
He pressed his body against hers. “I think you’re hot.”
She grinned up at him. “You want to try it again? Kissing, that is?”
He caressed her chin. “I never want to stop.”
His lips found hers, and she melded her body into him. It was always like this when they were close, like she was growing, strengthening, blossoming. She moaned softly and tangled her hands in his long, dark hair.
In the distance, the wind breathed through the abandoned cornfields, whispering like children’s laughter.



afterword
Wuthering Heights has been one of my favorite books ever since I happened to pick it up as a girl. I read it for the first time at about twelve years old and was enraptured and repulsed and disturbed and ultimately intrigued by the character of Heathcliff. I am wholeheartedly in love with him, but not because I’d ever want to have a relationship with him. More because he is complicated and frightening.He’s a challenging character that I have drawn from time and time again.
As a high school English teacher, I was overjoyed to find a stack of over one hundred Wuthering Heights books in the book closet of my new school. Ha! I thought. I’ll teach that to my seniors.
And I did. For six years, I reread and made notes on Wuthering Heights, and I struggled along with my Advance Placement 12th graders to try to figure out what the themes were in the book and how exactly we could use it to answer the open question on the free response portion of the AP exam. (I have yet to run across a prompt it doesn’t work for.) At first I floundered, but by the end of the fifth year with the book, I finally felt I’d gotten to its center. It was the story of the clash of elemental forces, and these forces were embodied in various characters over the two generations of Bronte’s story. It was a powerful novel, rough around the edges, and deeply unsettling still today. It was about obsession, about love that destroys and love that heals, about the cycle of abuse, about the wounds of childhood and their affect on adult life, about racism and classism and oppression.
I also thought it was rather flawed.
Poor Emily Bronte was younger than me when she died, and Wuthering Heights was the only novel she published. It’s not without its brilliance. In fact, the novel enthralls me. But, as heretical as it might be to say, it’s badly handled. It begins in a tangle of confusion. The handful of first chapters are only understandable upon reading the entire book and understanding, in fact, who all of the characters in Wuthering Heights are. Bronte obviously meant to entice readers, to whet their appetite to discover who these characters were. But it was a mangled attempt, and there were far, far too many people to know what was going on.
The climax of the book is misplaced. It builds like a steam engine to Cathy’s death, and then it begins a long, slow fizzle. All of the characters run out of steam. Even Heathcliff, whose machinations are the only thing driving what’s left of the plot forward, is muted and less bright. And the book ends when he eventually gives up and dies.
Because in the universe of Wuthering Heights, people seem to simply be able to will themselves to death. It’s very gothic of them.
The book functions in much the way that many novels from the 18th century did, as a found novel, the entire thing being (supposedly) the diary entries of a man named Lockwood. I can’t for the life of me ever understand why everyone felt the need to put on these kind of affectations back then. (The whole of Frankenstein is one letter from a captain of a ship heading to the North Pole, for instance.) Found novels are inherently problematic in that they require all kinds of strange bits of stretching to get to the story.
In one part of Wuthering Heights, we are expected to believe that we are reading the diary of Lockwood, who is recounting the story told to him by the maid Nelly Dean, who is recounting a letter she received from Isabella. We are removed from the characters we care about by at least two degrees at all times. Sometimes more.
Finally, my students and I used to joke about how strange it was that Cathy was suddenly pregnant out of nowhere. We discussed how much an unmarried woman during Bronte’s time period would actually understand about where babies came from. Was Bronte ignorant? Or was it common during the time for women to hide their pregnancies so well that no one knew about them until the mother was about to deliver? Was it possible that Cathy simply gained no weight when she was pregnant? How had it not been worth mentioning that Cathy was pregnant until two paragraphs before the baby was delivered?
But all throughout my teaching career, I never had any intention of modernizing Wuthering Heights. I never even thought of doing it, even though I positively adore modernizations of classics, and my favorite might be Clueless.
I guess I didn’t realize that people did it very often with books. I thought it was kind of a movie thing. It never occurred to me.
But then I started to run into various modernizations of Wuthering Heights. I read Catherine by April Lindner and The Heights by Brian James. I was reading them for my own enjoyment, because I adore Wuthering Heights.
But I began to get frustrated. No one seemed to be doing it right, I thought. For one thing, I was annoyed that the modernizations tended to overly demonize the Hindley character (Matt in my incarnation). I thought that Hindley was a complicated character, but that he was ultimately pitiful. Too often, he came across as the villain in the books.
Similarly, I wasn’t finding that Cathy and Heathcliff were demonized enough. I found that they were too sympathetic, when they were meant to be vicious, selfish characters.
In fact, all of the main characters in Bronte’s novel seem to be horribly flawed in various ways.
I wanted to capture the flaws.
And then, when I decided I was going to do it, I realized I had a chance to slightly adjust the way that Bronte had told the story.
I jettisoned any bit of found story from the novel. For a little while, I toyed with the idea of Thera finding her mother’s diary or something. But I decided against it. I didn’t want the story from Cathy’s perspective. At least, not completely from her perspective.
Instead, I decided that I would jump back and forth between the past and the present, and that I would jump into anyone’s head that I felt like, and the story would be from multiple points of view.
And as I began, I ran into all kinds of problems. The class divide was next to impossible to duplicate. The idea of being married simply isn’t the same in today’s day and age. And there was incest between cousins to be contended with. And there was the fact that everyone died from being sick, which made no sense in a contemporary setting.
While I was fixing those things, I added something else. On a whim. Just for myself, I suppose.
I added a mother for Heath, and I made Mr. Earnshaw kill her. For no good discernible reason. I just did it.
But as for the idea that Heath and Cathy are brother and sister? That’s so ingrained in speculative criticism that a hint to it actually shows up in the latest Masterpiece Theater movie version. (The one with Rick from The Walking Dead as Edgar Linton).
I changed some names for clarity. I cut a lot of boring stuff.
And Linton turned into a sociopath.
In the end, as much as I wanted to retell Wuthering Heights, I have to admit that I have taken Bronte’s characters and plot and used them as a jumping off point for my own imagination. I hope it was as enjoyable for you as it was for me.
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Crimson, Chapter One
Teagan
I’d been having the dream about the dark man since I was thirteen. It was always the same. I was in the woods in the darkness. The moon was bloated in the sky, full and bright.
I was lying on a raised dais, tall trees surrounding me.
And the dark man was... on top of me.
We were doing it. Getting it on. Having sex.
I called him the dark man because he was wearing a dark hooded robe that hid his face.
But right at the end of the dream, he would lean down and our lips would meet.
And I’d see his face.
I’d reach up and push back his hood. I’d gasp.
He was beautiful. He had light blue eyes the color of a summer sky. His hair was sandy and cropped short. His jaw was firm and strong. His nose was straight. I would put my fingers on his lips, and he would kiss them.
And something would stir inside me. Pleasure and desire and emotion. It would build, like a gathering storm.
Then I would wake up.
Like I did that morning, feeling as frustrated as I always did. It wasn’t just that I was so obviously about to have an orgasm in the dream, and that I’d woken up before it happened, it was that I’d felt so connected to the dark man in that moment. I was half in love in him, and he wasn’t even real. I didn’t like leaving him behind.
But it was morning. The sun was pounding through the window in my bedroom, illuminating the dust on all my antique furniture. My aunts, my mother, and I all lived in the old Moss mansion, which was the only thing of value my family owned anymore. Generations ago, the Moss family had been rich.
But that was before the Evil Ones started stealing our power.
If you listened to my aunts. And they were crazy.
Not as crazy as my mother, of course. My mother was the real deal. Schizophrenia. She saw things that weren’t there and had paranoid delusions about people trying to capture her.
It wasn’t exactly the easiest place to live. And I had been trapped here for all of my twenty-one years.
Until today.
Today. Crap. I was supposed to wake up early today to get ready for the car Thornfield College was sending for me. I twisted in bed, looking at my clock.
That late?
I threw myself out of bed. I was never going to get ready in time.
* * *
Carter
I dumped several heaping spoonfuls of coffee grounds into the coffee maker in the faculty room in the theater department. Usually, I came in hours later than this, and by then, someone else had started the coffee. Not today.
“You’re up early, Carter,” said a voice behind me.
I turned. “Oh, good morning, Marcus.” It was Marcus Bancroft. He was the head of the department. We were also both members of Scales and Fangs, the secret society on campus. We’d been members as students, but Scales and Fangs membership was a lifetime deal. The benefits continued until death, as did the responsibilities. “Just had some stuff to get together today, that’s all.”
He smirked. “Wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain scholarship student that’s showing up today, would it?”
I went back to the coffee, so that he didn’t see my expression tighten. Was Marcus jealous or something? Even he must see that he was too old to perform the ritual himself. I’d worked hard to prove myself worthy of this honor. Well, I’d lied, cheated, and stepped on people. Same difference. I earned it. “Oh, does she arrive today?”
He laughed. “As if you aren’t aware.”
I slammed the coffee maker shut. “I haven’t seen her since the auditions. She did a very good job. Quite talented, actually. I didn’t have to work that hard to make sure the others on the committee agreed to give her the scholarship.”
Marcus settled at the round table in the center of the room. “How long do you think the coffee will take?”
I crossed to the sink, filling the pot with water. He was planning on staying then. Wonderful. “Not long.”
“You haven’t made it too weak, I hope.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You know me better than that.”
He rummaged through his briefcase, coming out with his laptop. Opening it, he said, “Well, you’re playing it cool, Carter, but I can tell you’re excited.”
I gritted my teeth. “I’m an instrument of the society, sir. I do as they will me to.”
He snorted. “Stop it, Carter. Humility doesn’t suit you. Anyone in your position would be looking forward to what will happen a few months from now.”
Well, he was right about that, at least.
“How often are you handed an excuse to have sex with a young, nubile—”
“The power’s what I’m excited about.” Certainly, I was going to have sex with her. The ritual demanded it. But the ritual wasn’t about sex. It was about the acquisition of power.
“This one ugly, then?”
I poured water into the coffee maker. “No.” She was stunningly gorgeous, if he really wanted to know. She had very light skin and very dark features, and she resembled a porcelain doll, pretty and delicate. And then there was her body, her genuine hourglass figure, like something out of the Civil War, with an impossibly tiny waist and swelling hips and breasts and... I turned the coffee maker on. “Personally, I’ve really never been attracted to younger women.”
“Oh, that’s right. I forgot about you and Adelaide.” He raised his eyebrows. “I wouldn’t think she’d be very excited at the prospect of your ogling this girl for weeks. The girl’s in your freshman acting class, isn’t she?”
“Adelaide and I haven’t been seeing each other for months,” I said. I thought he would have noticed, but either Adelaide and I had been more discreet than I’d thought, or Marcus didn’t pay much attention to my love life.
Adelaide was the dean of students. She was an attractive woman in her early fifties, and we’d been occasional lovers last year, my first year teaching at Thornfield College. I’d always been more attracted to older women, even when I was younger.
That didn’t mean I only had sex with middle-aged women. Certainly, when I’d been in college myself, I’d had a few encounters with my peers. But girls in their early twenties had no idea what they were doing. They seemed to think that because their bodies were so firm and supple, all they needed to do was show up. And they were clingy and insecure.
No, I’d much rather be with a woman who knew what she was doing. I preferred mature women, like Adelaide.
Hell. Maybe I kind of liked the fact that they seemed a little bit... well, grateful. I was twenty-six and a fairly attractive guy if I didn’t say so myself. I liked being appreciated.
Adelaide had broken it off with me. I didn’t really remember what excuse she’d given. Considering our relationship had been primarily physical, I wasn’t too upset about it.
“Months ago?” Marcus showed me a leering grin. “Then there’s nothing standing between you and that girl.”
I sighed. “She’ll be in my class. She’ll be my student. Besides, I don’t have any interest in her besides as a means to an end. You seem intrigued. Why don’t you fuck her?”
He went red suddenly, opening his laptop in a hurry. “Of course not. I’m a happily married man.”
Of course. I was beginning to think that I should go on a quick walk until the coffee was done. I didn’t feel like talking to Marcus anymore. There had to be some excuse I could make up to get away from him. Something in my office, maybe?
“I will say that the society chose wisely in you,” said Marcus, his voice quieter. “I was here the last time, you know? I was a junior professor, like you. I think Todd had a much more prurient interest in completing the ritual than you seem to.”
Todd Armstrong. He was the last member of the society to complete the ritual. He’d died in the spring, and because of his death, the energy he’d funneled into Scales and Fangs was fading. That was why there was a need for another ritual. Another girl. “Well, I assure you, I won’t let the guilt eat into me the way he did.”
Armstrong had shot himself. His suicide note detailed how guilty he felt over what he’d done to that girl twenty-one years ago.
I found it astounding. Armstrong had money, houses, cars, and power. And it hadn’t been enough for him. I wasn’t going to go soft the way he had. I’d give the society its due. And then I’d enjoy the fruits of the ritual. Teagan Moss? I wouldn’t give her another thought.
Marcus wasn’t looking at his laptop, I realized. He was looking at me, his expression thoughtful. “I don’t believe you will be guilty, Carter. The society chose you precisely because of your lack of scruples.”
* * *
Teagan
“You’re flushed,” said Aunt Libby. “You had the dream again, didn’t you?”
I pushed past her to the refrigerator. “Don’t be silly, Aunt Libby. I’m fine.”
Aunt Libby raised her voice. “Kate, Sarah, get in here. She’s had the dream again.”
I got out some jam and butter and set them on the counter. I wished I’d never told my aunts about that dream. But I was thirteen when I got it, and I wasn’t entirely sure what was happening.
I’d had a very sheltered childhood. My aunts insisted on homeschooling me until high school, and they only gave in then because I begged and pleaded. Public school was a culture shock for me, but a welcome one. I finally had been able to hear other viewpoints besides my aunts’. And I’d had the chance to join the theater department. Acting had saved me. It was my passion and my joy. I’d known from the first time I stepped on stage that it was the place I belonged. It had been like coming home.
I’d been considered weird in high school, and I hadn’t had many friends. Afterwards, I was still solitary. I left the house to go to work and for the community theater productions that I did. Acting was still the only thing I wanted to do.
That was why this scholarship to Thornfield was so wonderful. I finally had a shot at doing what I loved, and I got to get away from my aunts in the meantime.
But when I’d first had the dream, I’d only been thirteen. I didn’t even know what sex was. I didn’t know what the dark man was doing to me, I only knew that I liked it. And back then, I told my aunts everything, because they were all I knew.
But the minute they heard the dream, they freaked out.
It wasn’t a dream, according to my aunts. It was a vision of the threat of the Evil Ones. And the only way to make sure that these threats never came to pass was to keep me close.
After high school, I would have moved out if I’d ever been able to save up enough cash to do it. But the little money I made always ended up getting eaten up in various ways. Helping my aunts with grocery money, paying for my mother’s medication, taking care of the electric bill. I had begun to think that I’d never get away from them.
And then... the scholarship.
I pulled out two pieces of bread and put them in the toaster.
Aunt Kate and Aunt Sarah rushed into the room.
My aunts all resembled me. We were all dark, round women. When I looked at them, I saw exactly what was going to happen to my ass in twenty years. I wasn’t looking forward to it. One of the few things I had going for me was the fact I was relatively attractive.
Thinking about the size of my ass, I put the butter back in the refrigerator. Two pieces of toast with jam was about... three hundred calories? The butter would pack another hundred on there, and I’d barely taste it. I could let it go.
I turned from the refrigerator, and I was swarmed by my aunts. Kate and Libby grabbed my wrists, and they tugged me out to the kitchen table, where they forced me to sit down.
“I’m running behind as it is,” I said. “Can’t we skip the purification thing?”
“Teagan Angela Moss,” said Aunt Kate, “you have no idea how much danger you are in. Every second of every day, the Evil Ones seek you out.”
“They want your light,” said Aunt Libby.
“That’s precisely the reason you shouldn’t be going to this college,” said Aunt Sarah.
My shoulders slumped. I wasn’t going to get into the argument about going to Thornfield again. I’d won a full scholarship from that monologue contest. It paid for everything—my books, my lodging, the whole nine yards. If my aunts thought I was going to give that up, they were crazy. This was my ticket out. I was twenty-one years old, and I was finally going to get to go to college. They weren’t stopping me, especially not with their crazy talk of the Evil Ones. But if I had to pick between getting the purification chant or arguing about Thornfield, I’d pick the chant. It was quicker.
Aunt Libby bent over me and made a cross on my forehead with scented lavender oil.
Kate and Sarah lit smudges of sage, and they began to swirl the smoke around my body.
I shut my eyes. I wished they’d hurry up already.
“Teagan Moss, answer yes if you are a servant of the sky,” Sarah’s voice rang out.
I sighed.
“Teagan,” prompted Kate.
I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I serve the goddess of the sky and clouds, of the storm and rain.”
The smoke enveloped us in a sweet-smelling haze. My aunts’ voices joined together, swirling around me as well. “Mother Innarra, Serpent of the Sky, we offer your servant Teagan into your protection. Coil her in your body, keep her safe from the schemes of the Evil Ones. Purify her thoughts, take from her temptation, wipe from her mind the sensation of evil.”
My aunts drew back.
My toast popped up from the toaster. “Thanks,” I said. “I feel very pure. Very protected.”
“This is not a joke,” said Aunt Kate. “You haven’t experienced the Evil Ones firsthand—”
“And thank the goddess for that,” said Libby.
“But they are very real, and they seek to harm you,” said Kate.
I went to get my toast out of the toaster. “I’ll be careful.”
“You mustn’t allow them to steal your light,” said Sarah. “Guard yourself, Teagan.”
I smeared jelly onto my toast. “I’ll smudge myself with sage daily.”
Aunt Kate covered her mouth with one hand. “We really don’t think it’s a good idea to leave this house. This building protects us, you know.”
“And you know what happened to your mother when she went to that college,” said Libby.
I swallowed a bite of toast. “Mom’s sick. She’s mentally ill. She got worse away from home, but the Evil Ones did not muddle her brain.” I glared at them. “I wish you guys could join the rest of us in the real world.”
They folded their arms over their chests.
* * *
My mother stayed in one wing of the house. She wouldn’t leave because she wasn’t convinced anywhere else was safe. We couldn’t even get her out to visit a therapist or anything. In all honesty, she’d probably get better care in a facility somewhere, but we couldn’t afford that. And my aunts were convinced that our house offered a protective bubble against the Evil Ones, whoever they were.
It was very unfortunate that my mother seemed to have taken my aunts’ weird New Age religion and incorporated it into her delusions.
Right then, I was standing in the doorway to my mother’s bedroom. She hadn’t seen me yet. She was crouching on the floor wearing the white nightgown she refused to take off. We kept her hair short because it was easier to take care of it, so she resembled a little boy. She was clutching a crayon, and she was writing something on the floor.
The entire room was covered in her scratching. She liked to draw pictures of snakes and write, “Don’t scream, Angela” all over everything. Angela was her name. My aunts used to try to keep writing implements away from her, and they used to paint over the walls, making everything fresh.
But Mom always found pens or markers or pencils. Eventually, they gave up and let her have the crayons.
My aunts claim that my mother was not sick before she left for Thornfield College, the same college I’d won a scholarship to, when she was eighteen years old. They claim she was a normal, bright, happy girl. And that she came home two years later at the Christmas holiday broken and raving, three months pregnant with me.
She’d never explained how she got pregnant, so, of course, I had no idea who my father was. And she’d never recovered.
My aunts insisted that something happened to her at college that destroyed her. I’d spoken to a doctor though, and he assured me that it wasn’t the case. He said that the stress of being away from home must have pushed my mother too far. She was always schizophrenic, he said, it simply hadn’t shown itself yet.
She turned in the direction of the doorway, and she saw me. “Teagan?”
I walked across the room and sat down on the floor next to her. “Hi, Mom.”
She cocked her head at me. “They’ve been here today already.”
“Who has?”
“The snakes,” she said. “They come in through the walls.” She pointed to her pictures of snakes, decorating the area above her bed.
“But they’re gone now,” I said.
She nodded. “I guess so. Or maybe we just can’t see them anymore. Do you see them?”
It was best not to answer questions like that. It made her mad when I told her I couldn’t see her hallucinations. But if I pretended, she wouldn’t believe me and would ask pointed questions about their appearance until she caught me in a lie. So I simply gave her a hug. “I came up to say goodbye, Mom. I’m leaving for college as soon as the car they’re sending shows up.”
“Leaving.” She handed me her crayon. “You should be careful, Teagan.”
“I will, Mom.”
She leaned forward like she was telling me a secret. “What’s yours is always more powerful if it is given than if it is stolen.”
Was that supposed to mean something? I handed her back the crayon. “I’ll miss you.”
She shrugged. She turned back to the floor, where she was coloring in the “A” in Angela.
“Bye, Mom.” I kissed her on top of her head and stood up. I started out of the room.
“Oh, Teagan,” she called after me.
I stopped. “Yeah?”
“They give out free birth control at the health center on campus,” she said. “Take advantage.”
I choked. My mother had never said anything like that to me before. It was a surprisingly lucid thing for her to say. And really embarrassing. “Actually, I’ve been on birth control for years, mom.”
She smiled at me brightly. “Really? Well, then have fun.”
I cringed.
* * *
“This wing is for upperclassmen,” said the girl at the door. She had long red curls, and she was glaring at me.
I’d just climbed up three flights of stairs in an old, dark building with very few windows. The walls were stone, and the air smelled just a touch musty. Now I was standing on the landing and there were three oak doors. The girl was standing in front of one of them. The door to the wing where I was trying to go.
I fumbled to look at the slip of paper I’d been given with my dormitory assignment. “It says I’m on the third floor of Slayton Hall.”
“Well, there’s some kind of mix-up then.”
I peered at the girl. “I remember you. You were at the monologue contest. I remember seeing you while we were all waiting outside for our turn to audition.”
“Yeah, I was there. I’ve been there for three years in a row. I thought that this year, I was going to get the scholarship. Do you have any idea how unlikely it is for them to award it to someone who isn’t even in the program yet?”
Oh. She was angry. I’d beaten her out of the scholarship. “I guess you know who I am.”
She folded her arms over her chest.
“What’s your name?” I said.
“Reba Keir,” she said. “And the last I checked, you were a freshman, and you didn’t belong in the upperclassmen wing.”
I showed her my assignment paper. “It says I’m living here.”
She huffed.
“Look, I’m sorry you didn’t get the scholarship, and that I did,” I said. “I know how you feel. I’ve been auditioning for things since high school, and when you don’t get things that you want, it’s disappointing.”
“Don’t do that,” she said. “Don’t try to say that we have things in common. We don’t.” She pointed at me. “You don’t belong here.”
The door opened behind her. “Who are you yelling at, Reba?” said a girl with blonde hair and a cute pug nose.
“Um,” I said, “I think I’m supposed to be on this wing?”
“Are you Teagan?” said the girl.
“Yeah.” She knew who I was. Did everyone know who I was?
She grinned. “I’m Nell. Nell Sutton. I’m your roommate.”
Reba put her hands on her hips. “She’s a freshman, Nell. She can’t live here.”
“She’s an older freshman,” said Nell. She reached out a hand. “Can I take one of your suitcases?”
Reba moved between us. “So what? She’s still a freshman.”
“She’s our age. They thought she’d be more comfortable here.” Nell grabbed my suitcase and yanked it back so that it hit Reba’s legs.
Reba leaped out of the way.
I squeezed by her. “It was, um, nice to meet you.”
Nell led me down a hallway. There were identical doors lining it. Each one was thick and heavy, made from dark wood. There was only one window, and it cast a gloomy light over the darkened hallway. “Don’t listen to Reba,” she threw over her shoulder. “She’s a diva in training.”
There were paintings hanging on the walls. One was a landscape, with a crumbling castle against the setting sun. Another was a picture of a bunch of men on horseback, hunting a wild boar. Dogs were leaping at the animal, frozen in midair. I wrinkled my nose.
“You looking at the paintings?” said Nell. “Yeah, they’re weird, right? But they were all painted by Thornfield alumni, so we’re stuck with them.”
I nodded. “Oh, right. Because a lot of successful artists and performers come from this school.” It was one of the reasons why I’d been so pleased to get a full scholarship here. It seemed like Thornfield was the place to go if you wanted to find success in the art world. While actors from Thornfield rarely made it to Hollywood, I’d heard that nearly fifty percent of the actors on Broadway had graduated from Thornfield. Authors, publishers, and gallery owners often had ties to Thornfield as well. I was very fortunate.
She grinned. “Yep. It’s really a great place for networking. Last spring, Thomas Ricter was a guest director, and, of course, Carter Alexander started teaching here last year.”
I knew who Thomas Ricter was, and I’d even heard about his stint as guest director here. “Carter Alexander?”
“Oh, he graduated from here a few years back,” she said. “He directed the premiere of, um... what’s it called? Oh, Scats and Dreams.”
My eyes widened. “That was him?” It was a brand new play, but it had taken the Tonys by storm. It was being adapted into a movie now. I’d wanted to go so badly, but, of course, I couldn’t afford it.
“Yeah,” she said. “So, it’s a good school.” She stopped and opened a door. “And this is our room.”
The room contained two beds with wrought-iron headboards, two large desks, and two chests of drawers. One side was covered in open, overflowing boxes.
“I took the left side,” said Nell, “but if you want to switch...”
I stepped inside. “No, it’s fine.”
“We can’t make bunk beds, as you can see.” She gestured to the iron headboards. “But it’s okay, because our rooms are a little bigger up here, and we have our own bathrooms.” She pointed.
There was a door in one corner. I looked inside to see black and white tile, a claw foot tub and a toilet.
“Plus, I totally got us an adorable shower curtain,” she said. “Do you like Disney villains?”
“Um...” I was a little overwhelmed. I was going to live here. Really. I’d somehow made it out of my family home, away from my crazy aunts and my mentally ill mother. This was happening. I smiled at Nell. “Yeah. Absolutely. This is great.”
* * *
I gazed up at the cathedral ceilings in the theater. It was the most gorgeous place I’d ever been in, nothing like the rinky-dink community theater I’d been performing in for years. This theater had been built sometime in the 1700s. It was ornate and opulent. The chairs were red plush, the curtain on the stage the same. The vast expanse of the audience spread out in front of the stage. Eventually, the seats climbed high above, so that sitting on the top row meant an audience member would be peering down at tiny actors. Dripping, jeweled chandeliers hung from the high ceiling to light the theater. But right now it was dark. Only tiny house lights on the wall illuminated its splendor.
I stood with Nell on one of the balconies, looking down on the stage, which looked so small.
“This theater can be hard to fill,” she said. “It really only gets used for the big play in the spring.”
“The musical?” I said. “The one done in tandem with the music department?”
She nodded. “Yeah. It depends on who’s directing. Two years ago it was Bancroft, and he’s a pushover, so none of the theater majors got big roles. But last year when Ricter was the guest director, I got cast.”
“You did?”
She grinned. “Yeah, it wasn’t a big role or anything, but I got to work with him, and it was awesome.”
I looked down at the ornate theater. “This theater is beautiful.”
“Come on, if we go to the other side of campus, I’ll show you the two black box theaters where most of the plays get put on throughout the year. And your classes will be in there too, probably, or in one of the practice spaces.”
“Okay,” I said, following her out.
The outside of the theater building was just as imposing as the inside. Like all the buildings on campus at Thornfield, it was old and stone. The theater was even decorated with gargoyles though. They perched on the edges of the building, grinning madly down on me.
Nell was still talking. “The black boxes are cool because they’re really versatile. Like we can change the configuration of the audience really easily. My freshman year, we did theater in the round all year long, and it was so weird to block.”
“In the round? I’ve never done that.”
We started down a set of ivy-covered stone steps, descending down off the hill where the theater was located. “Oh, it’s so cool. It’s like the audience is everywhere. You feel completely surrounded. It’s a rush.”
“Sounds cool.”
“So, did you mostly do community theater before coming here?”
“Yeah,” I said. “I’ve done every Rogers and Hammerstein musical ever produced.”
She laughed. “The Sound of Music?”
“Liesl,” I said.
She pointed at herself. “Greta.”
“When you were younger?”
“When I was in high school,” she said. “I was even shorter then. This is the way I look after a growth spurt.”
She was fairly short, but I hadn’t thought she was abnormally so. “Short is good, though. I mean, you don’t want to be taller than the male lead.”
She shrugged. “I’m not a lead actress. I don’t even want to be. The way I figure it, the lead is always the most boring character. The villains are always cooler than the heroines.”
I considered.
“Don’t say it,” she said. “I know I’m too cute to be a villain.”
“I wasn’t going to say that,” I said.
We reached the end of the steps and waited at a crosswalk to go across the street.
“This way is quicker,” said Nell. She pointed. “You can walk all the way around, and you’re on campus the whole time, but this is a quicker walk. However, it does mean that you have to walk through a little bit of the residential part of town.”
We crossed the road and were on a house-lined street. The houses were stately, with wraparound porches, several stories, and tall, reaching towers. Thornfield’s architecture seemed halted in time, like it had never quite entered the twenty-first century.
“You can see Professor Alexander’s house, too,” she said, pointing.
The house was set back from the street a bit, shrouded in tall, willow trees. Their fronds brushed against the ground. A man was standing on the porch. I couldn’t see his face, but at the sight of him, a jolt went through me.
“Professor Alexander,” I said. “The one you were telling me about.”
“Yeah,” she said. “That’s him on the porch. He’s young, but he’s tough. I’ve never had him for class, but he was an assistant director for one of the shows I did last year, and he doesn’t hold back. He sent the main actresses home in tears more than once because they weren’t giving him what he wanted.”
I squinted. Why did he look familiar?
He moved forward, out of the shadows, and I saw his face.
I gasped.
It couldn’t be.
He was waving. “Hello there, Miss Sutton.”
“Hi Professor,” she called back. To me, quietly. “He’s really formal. Some of the professors let you call them by their first name, but not Professor Alexander.”
He stepped off his porch. “Is that Miss Moss with you?”
How did he know me?
He was coming closer.
My heart thudded. Sweat began to bead up on the back of my neck.
Nell nudged me. “Say hi.”
I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. No way could I talk.
Professor Carter Alexander was the dark man from my dream.
Keep reading. Buy it
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