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This one's for you, Mom








  
  Author's Note


A large part of the Tales from the Sheep Farm project is about racial justice. To that end, most of the characters you will encounter do not have their race identified. Only a few must be entirely white, and it should be evident who they are. Likewise, only a few must be other races or ethnicities. It should be evident who they are, as well. 
This goes for a character’s sexuality and gender identity, too.
The rest? That is up to you.
And if you feel inspired to tell a story of your own in this world, or if there’s a character you want to know more about, I want to hear about it.
Your voices matter. Your stories matter. This story, hopefully, continues to lay the foundation for my firm belief in that.






  
  ONE  

Chad


Chad Flaherty had been beaten up before. Twice, in fact, and both times were the fault of Delia Ford, that bitch. 
She hadn’t even been good in bed.
But she’d been hot, and she’d had an attitude that he’d thought he’d liked—and yeah, there was no way he’d been thinking clearly when he’d asked his dad if he could move her into the condo, do some renovations to keep her around for a while, and flash her around town and let her reinforce his clout.
And that was it: She’d felt like a prize. Like something that should have been unattainable that he’d gotten hold of anyway and made his.
At least until he’d gotten tired of her.
Problem was that she’d gotten tired of him first.
And that, too, was a problem. He was Chad Flaherty, the closest thing this God-awful city had to royalty. What was she thinking, stealing his dad’s condo out from under him and Dad both and changing the locks? Boy, she’d made it clear that she was done with him. She’d all but come out and said she was on a higher level of existence than the Flahertys.
The Flahertys. One of three families who’d founded Port Kenneth.
All of that was what had resulted in the first beating and Chad’s longest-running fall from his father’s grace. Dad hadn’t been happy to have lost that particular condo. It had been in the Flaherty family since the building was conceived of, although it wasn’t the only Flaherty conception to have taken place there, if family legend was to be believed.
The only good thing was that before it had all gone down, Chad had taken out a new mortgage to pay for the renovations he’d forced on her, and she’d been stuck with it all—the mortgage and the renovations. He hadn’t bothered to hire the best people to do the work. That much, at least, his dad had approved of, especially in hindsight. It hadn’t been enough to let Chad back into his dad’s graces, though.
The second beating had come after he’d hired a couple thugs to shake her up a bit and put her back in her place. They’d been supposed to talk like they’d been sent by the art thief, who’d stolen all of her ugly pictures from this one gallery in town and left a bunch of them all over the place, like it was funny or something.
They’d been supposed to steal her cameras, not slice her face open.
And he’d thought he’d paid them enough to keep their fool mouths shut about the whole thing.
But as soon as word got out and video got shared and people cared about Delia Fucking Ford, the idiots he’d hired had sung. And his father had issued the order to drag his ass back to the basement and teach him a thing or two.
At that point, there was no redemption. William Flaherty was done with his only legitimate son. He’d never had anything to do with the illegitimate ones, come to think of it.
Chad tried to take a deep breath. It wasn’t easy; they’d done a lot of damage to his ribs this time, during this third beating, and he was probably a day or two away from his father sending a doctor over to make sure he wasn’t about to die. Because William would eventually send the doctor—but only after he’d given Chad enough time to want to die.
He hurt too bad to die. Besides, he’d had enough of this bullshit with Delia Ford, even though his father had made it clear there was no way out from under it. Which was why he was lying in bed, in too much pain to breathe.
This time, he’d tried to say no to the old man. Tried to tell him that fucking with Delia Ford was like going down to the crossroads and selling your soul directly to Satan, except without those months or years where the devil granted you the good things so you got seduced into thinking it was all going to be okay.
“She’s friends with Cartieri, who’s married to Mackenzie,” his father had insisted, slime and dislike dripping over the names, as if Chad hadn’t known any of that. At least his father hadn’t reminded him for the millionth time that Mackenzie was the ultimate goal. Stopping him from reopening the sheep farm was only the first step, but it was the one William was obsessed with.
Chad tried shifting on the bed, letting out a moan as he did, all of which only made him hurt worse. His place had been stripped clean of any sort of painkiller—even the booze—before they’d brought him back.
The price for actually saying no to his father.
The fact that he was Chad Flaherty was the only reason his bed hadn’t been removed. Or that he hadn’t been dumped on the street somewhere and told to stay put until they came for him.
This wasn’t the life he wanted. Not anymore. Not since Delia Ford had taught him that he wasn’t as golden as he’d thought, and his father would gladly turn his wrath on his own son.
Chad Flaherty needed to find a way out.
And God help him, but Delia Ford might be the key.







  
  TWO

Tess


It was a warm evening, even for early June, and Tess was glad to get outside for porch time. The farmhouse never felt overly air conditioned, but it was still always nicer to be able to spend time in the fresh air. If that meant an evening on the porch swing at the rowhouse or what had evolved during the pandemic to be porch time here, Tess didn’t care. A day without breathing fresh air was a day wasted. 
No wonder, she thought in retrospect, she walked around town as much as she could. She’d never thought about it until they’d been locked up here on the farm and walking to the office or the incubator had become part of the before times, but maybe she was hardwired to want to be outside.
Taylor was already in their spot on the front stairs, Gray in his chair on the far side of the windows of the front room, and Tess had thought Mack had come out already, but he wasn’t visible. 
She took her usual seat on the near side of the stairs, facing the yard that led to the lower pasture and the old Mackenzie cemeteries. Taylor turned to her. “Are you sure it wasn’t my turn to wash?”
Tess waved them off. “I like the way the water feels. You know that.” She paused. Her mother and Thomas had dried, and the conversation had, as always with Thomas, been a bit odd and had set her on edge. “But I didn’t bring the end of the wine. Should I—” She put a hand down, ready to push off the step and go get it, but her mother came through the door, carrying the bottle and a few glasses.
“Good timing,” Tess told her.
“I noticed you’d left it.”
“I hate this not drinking business,” Tess said, wrinkling her nose as she frowned. “Why can’t I be pregnant already?”
“Oh, honey, it’ll happen. Give it time.”
“It’s been a year, Mom.” She wasn’t looking forward to what came next: fertility experts, the invasiveness, the discomfort. At least they were lucky enough that the cost wouldn’t be an issue.
But that had been the deal: They’d had one year after their wedding to not worry about kids. And then one year to either get pregnant or figure out what was wrong. Maybe it was just pandemic stress; this past year hadn’t been easy, watching the battles over taking care of each other versus what people called personal freedom, watching hospitals and morgues fill, watching, worrying, mourning, and watching and worrying and mourning some more.  
Tess wasn’t good at watching. She was good at doing, and she was good at succeeding, which made the lack of being pregnant even stranger. She’d never expected to fail at being fertile.
Mack came around the side of the house. “Tink, do you think—”
“No,” Taylor said, closing their eyes and turning their face away from him, lips pursed. “We are done working for the day and I refuse to assist you in anything further until tomorrow.” They nodded once as if it were settled.
Mack gaped at his assistant. “You don’t even know—”
Taylor shook their head slowly. A bit dramatically, even, Tess thought. “Doesn’t matter,” they said and, in typical Taylor fashion, stuck their nose in the air.
“It’s about the records boxes,” Mack said, putting his hands on his hips and glowering.
Taylor opened their eyes. “You get one sentence.”
Tess bit back a smile. This was Taylor playing with Mack more than anything else, but it was also nice to see them enforcing time off. It hadn’t been easy to separate work and life when everyone was in the same house.
That went for Tess, too.
Mack took an exaggeratedly deep breath. “Do you think you’ll go out looking for the last records boxes this weekend?”
It was, Tess thought, a very short sentence, given that Taylor had allowed him one. She looked Mack over, trying to gauge his mood. It wasn’t like him to not try to cram a thousand words into one sentence when that was all he had to work with.
“Now that the rainy season has ended, I see no reason to spend a weekend inside,” Taylor said.
“Want company?”
“No.”
“Mack?” Tess asked softly. Ordinarily, he would have mentioned something about this idea to her, made sure it was okay. Which meant that either it was a spontaneous question or he was expecting to be shot down.
Mack jammed his hands in the pockets of his shorts. “I just want to be doing something. I feel like everyone’s locking me up here, keeping me safe, keeping me at stud”—Tess smiled; Mack had listened to more than one rant of her own about feeling like a broodmare—“and Ultimate’s not back yet and even if it was, I’m not sure I’d want to be breathing hard in other people’s faces, just in case—” He trailed off and turned around, staring down the hill, toward the cemeteries and town.
“We can go into town more often,” Tess told him. “While case numbers are down, maybe we should spend some time at the rowhouse. I miss it there.” At one point, before they’d had to move into the farmhouse, the house in Woolslayer had been her dream home. Now, she just missed the space—and the privacy.
“Me too,” he said over his shoulder.
She got up and went to him, wrapping her arms around his waist and propping her chin on his shoulder. “Let’s do it,” she said softly. “Maybe a change of scenery is what we need.”
He nodded, wrapping his hands around hers. “It might be the best we can do right now.”
When they turned around, Tess was surprised to see Thomas was standing on the porch, a wine glass in hand. He rarely joined them for porch time, preferring to plant himself in front of one cable news channel or another, content to have a one-sided discussion with the talking heads on the screen.
“This wine was particularly good,” he said to no one in particular—but then again, that was how porch time worked. Someone said something seemingly out of the blue and everyone else just went with it.
“We’ll be in town this weekend,” Tess told him. “We can pick up another bottle or two then.”
Mack nuzzled her. “It sounds hot when you say it like that,” he whispered.
“Not if it’ll interrupt that,” Thomas said, flapping a hand at them.
“Or pick up a bottle just for that,” Gray said, as Tess had expected he would.
“We’ve tried that more than once,” she said, gently pushing Mack aside so she could see the older man. “It hasn’t worked.”
“Once a day, at least, for thirty days,” Thomas said with a nod. “I guarantee you it’ll work.”
“That’s high romance,” she said and noticed her mom’s mouth was pinched and she was shaking her head, her arms folded across her lap, her legs crossed at the knee. It was a defensive position, and Tess wasn’t sure why.
She hoped it didn’t have anything to do with a negative memory about Dan, Mom’s previous boyfriend. Or that Gray, who Mom sat beside, hadn’t said something to upset her.
“Maybe the idea is to be so busy making sure you don’t miss a day that all the stress of wondering if it worked vanishes. Because,” Mack said with a glower over his shoulder at Thomas, “you’re too busy worrying about making time and keeping it from turning into a senseless, mindless motion you go through, kind of like brushing your teeth before you go to bed.”
“Yeah, pass,” Tess said, glancing at Taylor to see how all the talk of sex and baby-making was affecting them. They’d come a long way over the past year, but that didn’t mean they were totally over their issues.
But Taylor was sitting calmly, looking up at the sky, their face composed. “Mack,” they said, as conversationally as ever, “maybe this weekend, I’ll go up toward the tip of the north end of the property again. It’s been dry, so I’m confident I can get up there before dark if I leave right after work on Friday.”
“But . . . ” He cut himself off and paused. “We’ll miss you at dinner.”
“We all have hard choices to make.”
Tess bit back a smile at that. Taylor sounded so serious and yet Tess knew it was meant entirely in a lighthearted manner.
“We need those records boxes.” It sounded, Tess thought, like Mack was reminding himself of that.
“And maybe you and I will head to the city for dinner Friday night,” Tess said, hoping he wouldn’t reject the idea out of hand. A quiet dinner, just the two of them, sounded like heaven right then. It was a chance to escape back into the before times, before the pandemic, before their anniversary, before five housemates and worries of killer viruses.
Yes, Tess decided. She needed to go back to what, in retrospect, was a simpler time, even if it hadn’t felt simple at the time. 






  
  THREE

Chad


Chad wasn’t healed nearly enough yet to join his weekly basketball game. Hell, his father hadn’t even sent his goons over with some ibuprofen and someone to check his ribs, but he didn’t care. Hanging around, not getting out of bed, wallowing in feeling like he’d been beaten up was exactly what his father wanted him to do. Well, maybe not that wallowing part. 
All the more reason to haul his sorry ass out of bed and go sit on the sidelines and jeer at his friends.
“Yo, what happened to you?” Hyron asked when Chad got there. Thankfully the basketball court had bleachers, and thankfully at least three rows were usually open. The gym looked like some public high school, with the bleachers that opened out of the wall for events.
This wasn’t a school, though. It was the Y in Larimer.
William Flaherty would have a few more cows if he knew Chad hung out here. And with—horrors—Black people and Latino people. They might contaminate him so badly, William would have to put Chad out of his misery.
“My dad’s not happy with me,” Chad said, gingerly taking a seat on the bottom bleacher. A few of the others clustered around to hear the story. “It’s nothing,” he said, shaking his head. “Go play. I just needed to get out of my house.”
The game was hard that day, as if everyone was channeling Chad’s mood and working to get aggression out. Chad was just as glad to be on the bench. He didn’t consider himself the least bit of a prima donna, but when the games got chippy like this, he often sat out. Larry and Enrique already were.
The guys still on the court were playing too hard, too aggressively to stop and taunt the few on the benches.
Or maybe, Chad mused, they didn’t care. Or—horrors—they respected the guys who chose to sit out.
Even though he’d done nothing but sit and watch, Chad’s soreness had ramped up by the time the game ended with handshakes and man hugs, like it usually did. No matter how ugly the game got, they always ended it with the ritual.
Chad liked that. It was a lesson his father could learn from. More than one, really.
But just then, he was too sore and exhausted to care about his father.
Go-fer Stanley was waiting, leaning against the trunk of Chad’s car, when he came out of the Y.
“What?” Chad asked him, trying to be edgy and nervous but instead, what came out was tired and resigned.
“I won’t tell him you’re here,” Go-fer Stanley said, and Chad took another look at the guy. This wasn’t one of William’s usual interchangeable go-fer guys. It was Neal, his right hand. Hardly a go-fer at all. “I needed to talk to you.”
“How’d you find me?” Chad asked, all alerts on high.
“Don’t ask.”
Chad groaned. “Where’s the tracker planted?”
“Not telling. But listen, this thing with Mackenzie and the farm? It’s gonna be his, I don’t know what you call it. That thing that’s your peak and you go out in flames. You know what I mean.”
Neal was known for his loyalty, not his brains.
“What am I supposed to do about it? You know he hates me.”
“It’s a front.”
That was news to Chad’s ribs.
“Really,” Neal said.
Chad still wasn’t buying. “All right. You’re here; I’m here. What do you want?”
“Your help.”
“Stopping him from his noble quest to end the Mackenzie farm.”
“Exactly.”
Neal, Chad thought, wasn’t long on words. Maybe that shouldn’t have been surprising, given that he’d been around for Chad’s entire life and Chad didn’t think they’d ever spoken to each other before now.
“And how am I supposed to do this?” Chad asked, wincing slightly as he tried to jam his hands into his pockets. “I have zero power in this situation. I’m the whipping boy, the one he hates.”
“It’s a front,” Neal said again. He closed his eyes briefly. “But you’re right,” he went on. “William won’t listen if you come at him directly. You’ll have to be underhand.”
That idea made Chad want to puke. He didn’t want to be like his father. He also didn’t particularly want to save the Mackenzie farm; he hated that Emerson asshole, and he wasn’t big on what the guy’s wife was doing to change Woolslayer. Empowering women? That was asking for trouble, right there.
“You helping?” Chad asked him.
He was rewarded with a nod. “Where I can.”
“Does that include advice?”
“That girl. The photographer. Use her.”
Chad groaned again. Even though he’d come to the same conclusion, hearing it changed things.
And it sounded worse when the words were spoken aloud.






  
  FOUR

Mack


If Mack could add one other thing to the rowhouse, he decided yet again on Friday night, it would be space to properly dance with Tess. The farmhouse had the one front room, the one across from the makeshift PharmaSci office, that he liked to think had been used as a ballroom although it probably hadn’t been, and the Mackenzie Manor up in New York definitely had a ballroom. That was where he’d first danced with Tess when they’d gotten back together. 
But the rowhouse was too small. Not that it was a small house by any means; it was three floors. It was just that the rooms weren’t large enough for a big, sweeping waltz. He’d tried, back before they’d put furniture in. If it hadn’t worked when unfurnished, it certainly wouldn’t work now.
So instead, he pulled Tess into his arms after they’d eaten dinner and he held her close, swaying to music neither of them could hear, not that it mattered. After so long together, they knew each other’s base rhythms.
“We should have done this sooner,” Tess sighed, her head on his shoulder. 
He pulled her closer, but she winced and backed off, rubbing her chest. “I’m sore.”
He frowned. “You’re due soon, right?”
She nodded, not meeting his eye.
“Hey.” He reached for her again, wanting to comfort her but also just wanting her back in his arms, but she shook her head and left the room.
As much as he wanted to go after her and do whatever she needed in order to feel better, the simple truth was that she wasn’t going to let him. The wise thing to do was give her space. When she was ready, she’d be back.
He plopped down on the couch and pulled out his phone, looking for… he wasn’t sure what. Certainly not work; that could wait. Maybe friends, but it was still a pandemic. No one was doing much of anything. And Ultimate was still on hold until after the vaccines had been developed and approved.
Taylor had, as usual, sent him a message with the time they’d set out from the house, the coordinates they were headed toward—roughly speaking—and a promise that yes, they had picked up one of the radios, and that Thomas, April, and Gray were all going to stand by, just in case.
Once bitten, twice shy was how the cliché went, although Mack was grateful that there had been no biting the day Taylor had wiped out on an uphill climb and landed not far from a frightened rattlesnake that supposedly had been coiled and ready to strike.
Not that Taylor was the type to exaggerate, and not that Mack had any reason to doubt them. Sima had backed up Taylor’s story, saying of course there were rattlesnakes in the area. Copperheads, too—and just over twenty nonvenomous snakes.
Mack wondered how monitoring Taylor’s radio was going to work overnight and who would be nearby in case Taylor needed anything. He considered reaching out to April to ask, then decided to trust them all. More than once, Thomas had stood in for Roger with the security stuff—including that day Taylor had fallen and needed a rescue. And it wasn’t like Taylor was a novice in the outdoors. Backpacking was one of their top passions.
Mack scrubbed at his face. It had been such a simple idea: Open the farmhouse, take in a few people, get through it together. He’d never expected April to wind up homeless, for Taylor to be carrying such secrets, and he certainly hadn’t expected Thomas and Gray to feel so utterly at home, they had moved in permanently. Thomas had put his place up for sale and Gray hadn’t done it yet, admitting he was dragging his feet even though he had no intentions of living there again.
And Mack had certainly never expected to feel such a level of responsibility for them all.
Voices seeped into the front room as people walked past outside, and Mack wondered if Henry Mackenzie had felt like this toward the people who’d become his treasure. He had to have; you didn’t tell people that you’d take care of them for generations and not care.
Could you?
Tess came into the room, rubbing her arms. “The dishes are done.”
“Oh. Did… Did you want me to help you with them?”
“No. Well, at first I did, yeah. But then I figured that even though we’re here and we’re alone, it’s okay to be completely alone, you know?”
“Yeah.” He did. They didn’t get a lot of time by themselves at the farmhouse. It was a huge amount of space, but there weren’t a lot of rooms. That equaled not a lot of privacy. 
“Do you think,” he asked, “your mother will be okay at the house with Gray and Thomas? I feel like we deserted them up there. We’re here, Roger’s off, and Taylor’s reveling in sleeping in a hammock.” He liked to pretend he didn’t understand that, but the truth was that he’d fallen asleep in the hammock Taylor had set up near the house more than once. It was the whole out in nature with the wild animals part he didn’t fully understand.
“If they’re going to make a permanent home of it,” she said, coming to sit beside him on the couch, “they’d better get used to it. I like this house, and if we can figure out how to spend more time here again, I want to.”
So did he, and not just because of the privacy issue. This was their house. Tess had found it, but he’d agreed to live here, the token rich white guy in a diverse, working-class neighborhood. In a lot of ways, it reminded him of the neighborhood he’d lived in during college, an off-campus house he and his best friend had rented. He’d taken care of the elderly neighbors next door when they’d needed him to change a high lightbulb, or on the rare day when it snowed, and he’d done his best to handle their trash cans for them, too. They’d taught him what it meant to be neighbors, not the rich kid and the older couple, and when he and Mary had been gone over the same weekends, or home on school breaks, Sal and Gloria had gotten their mail and kept an eye on their place.
Living in Woolslayer was in many ways like that. 
“Jamie asked if we wanted to do anything tonight, but I pushed her off to tomorrow,” Tess was saying.
Mack told himself to tap back into the conversation. “Yeah, that’s fine,” he said. “Do they have ideas? I’m not so sure I want to sit in some restaurant and linger over wine.”
“Here or their house. Maybe here, so we can sit on the side porch and they can have her mother babysit.”
“Sounds like we’re not the only ones who need a change of scenery.”
“I think everyone does, after the past year.”
He bobbed his head in agreement. The news reports of the 1918 flu hadn’t made it seem this difficult. Maybe it hadn’t been, but in all honesty, he thought it had probably been harder. They hadn’t had the internet and remote work and all the other ways they’d used to connect to others around the world and keep each other sane. 
Tess curled up beside him, the remote in her hand. “We have an entire weekend to ourselves,” she said, “and no one to fight for the TV. Are we watching anything?”
“Are we trying Thomas’ thirty-day plan?”
“Mack…” It came out as a sigh.
“We’re not that far off schedule.”
“And maybe that’s part of the problem.”
“Maybe the only problem is the amount of stress we’ve both been under.”
She turned to him. “I really don’t want to do this fertility thing.”
He took a deep breath, but she was holding a hand up, stopping him, and he let his breath out without saying what she probably expected him to: They needed a new Mackenzie. They needed an heir. “Let’s just,” he said instead, “wait and see the next week or so.” He gave her a long look and she rubbed her chest, above her breasts, and he knew she was thinking what he was. 
Maybe they wouldn’t need thirty-day routines or fertility experts. 
Maybe.  







  
  FIVE

Tess


Their nice, mellow weekend alone in Woolslayer was a nice idea, but it wound up being anything but mellow. As soon as they set foot outside—Mack to go running early Saturday morning and the two of them together to pick up more wine and some groceries for dinner with Hank and Jamie—the neighborhood started buzzing. And while Tess had expected it to buzz with the news they were back, she wasn’t expecting the other part of the excitement to be about what it meant.  
As various members of the neighborhood stopped by to say hello, Tess found herself deflating hopes about the end of the virus until she felt blue in the face. 
They were back inside, setting the table before Jamie and Hank showed up, when Tess said, “I can’t believe we’re trying to bring a baby into this craziness. What are we doing?”
Mack turned to her, grabbing her gently by the upper arms and taking the knives out of her hand, setting them on the table behind him. “Making sure there are fighters on our side when the time comes.”
“Oh, that’s a lovely thought.” She considered grabbing him and skewering him with one of the knives for that, but he did have some good qualities, and there was that whole love of her life thing—not to mention the end of an entire pharmaceutical company to consider.
Dinner with Hank and Jamie was wonderful. Comfortable, familiar, and totally without pretense. “I didn’t realize,” Tess said as the meal was winding down and Hank was teasing Jamie about drinking more since her mom had their twins for a sleepover, “how much I’ve missed just . . . hanging out. Dinners at the farmhouse are comfortable and not terribly formal, but they’re not like this.”
“You have no idea how lucky you are to have five other people you can talk to. It’s been just us and the boys, and now Mom and Matthew, and let me tell you, that small group of people gets old fast.”
Hank nodded. “Jame and I knew how each other tended to think before the shutdown orders, so a lot of times, it felt like talking to myself, except I’d answer in a feminine voice.”
“And from another part of the room,” Jamie added with an eye roll.
Tess guessed this too was an old routine. “I can’t even imagine,” she said. 
“You don’t want to,” Jamie told her. “Just count your blessings that you’ve had a group of people to get yourself through this mess with. It’s made things easier. I promise it has.”
Tess didn’t answer, wishing it was helping with the whole pregnancy thing. But the truth was that she felt so watched by everyone, especially her mom and Thomas. Okay, she told herself, particularly her mom and Thomas. Gray was, of course, supportive, and Roger and Taylor both acted like they didn’t know anything about it. 
Which, oddly, wasn’t the gift it should have been.
By the time they said goodnight and Tess stopped to chat with a neighbor who was out with his young daughter, giving their dog one last walk for the day, Mack was busy cleaning up from dinner. “My turn,” he said when she carried the wine glasses into the kitchen.
“I’m not sure you’re any good at this,” she said, waiting for him to back down. He always did—and rightfully so. Mack in the kitchen was still a disaster.
“Fine,” he said in his most fake petulant voice. “I’ll rinse everything and you can scrub it. Happy?”
That was something he’d never offered before. “Just don’t break anything.”
“I’m not that—Oh, wait,” he said, eyeing the wine glasses. “I am.”
“You are.” She hated that it was the truth, not something to tease him about.
He turned and winked at her. “It’s an act, you know.”
“No, it really isn’t.” She closed her eyes, not in the mood for this. She just wanted to get the kitchen cleaned up.
“Tess. C’mon. Work with me here.”
“You are better than you were before we moved into the farmhouse. I’ll give you that.” She paused, considering him. “And you are kind of sexy, standing here and not looking like you’re lost and overwhelmed and terrified. Of dishes.”
“They have sharp edges when they break,” he said solemnly, and although she smiled, she used her hip to bump him out of her way.
He kept her company as she washed what couldn’t go in the dishwasher, grabbing a clean dish towel and drying the way they had trained him to do at the farmhouse.
“I kind of like this more helpful Mack,” she said when they were done and had put away the dry pots and pans. She looped her arms around his waist and looked up at him. “Maybe he’ll help put me to bed?”
“He’ll take you to bed,” he said, holding her tightly and pressing into her waist with his fingertips, a signal to stretch so he could kiss her.
Instead, Tess pulled back and invited him to lead the way.
They were upstairs and clothes were coming off slowly, as if they had all night—which, Tess figured, they did—when her phone rang. 
“It’s Saturday night,” Mack groaned, sitting back on his heels.
“Which means it’s important,” Tess said, twisting to look at her phone, which was sitting on the night table on her side of the bed. “And it must be, because it’s Delia, and she’s allergic to anything that’s not texting.” She picked it up. “Hey, what’s going on?”
“Hope I’m not bugging you; Meter wanted me to wait until morning, but I don’t think I should.”
“Trust your gut.”
“Well, then, brace yourself. I got a glimpse of the editorial the Daily Record is going to run in the morning, and it’s all about how and why you shouldn’t reopen the farm.”
Tess paused. She’d expected about as much from the conservative yet inflammatory paper owned by part of the Flaherty family. “Is this more than their usual?” she asked carefully, glancing at Mack, who was still sitting on his heels on the bed, watching calmly. He’d gone rather still, and Tess wondered if he could hear Delia.
“Yeah. There’s more than a hint that the Mackenzies used to be into human trafficking and are going to get back into it and use the farm as your front.”
It wasn’t quite a gut punch, but it was close. “Are you kidding me?” She glanced at Mack. He could hear; the dark cloud on his face was proof of that.
“Wish I was.”
Tess was still watching Mack.
“Now you see why I didn’t want to wait until morning,” Delia went on. “I figured you’d want to marshal some troops and have a response prepared, since there’s only a few hours until this thing drops. Ashley’s already waiting for it.”
Mack hung his head and shook it.
“Now?” Tess asked, looking at the general state of undress that had been happening. “We were . . . ”
“Yep,” Delia laughed. “I’ve tried to warn you about the Flahertys. They have a way of knowing when it’s the absolute worst time to strike.”
“It’s not the absolute worst, but it’s not great,” Tess said as Mack backed off the bed, still shaking his head as he headed for their closet. Or he was starting to shake it again; she wasn’t sure which. It didn’t matter. He wasn’t happy. She didn’t blame him. She wasn’t happy about this either.
But she couldn’t take it out on Delia. She’d been right to call right away.
Mack came back out dressed in a pair of lounge pants. He tossed a bralette at her.
“Well, have a wonderful, romantic night,” Delia chirped, almost as if she knew what she’d interrupted. “May you have the slowest, sexiest of sex tonight, complete with multiple orgasms, and may it be half as good as what we’re about to get up to over here.”
Tess laughed, thanked her, and hung up, then went to go troubleshoot with Mack. Hopefully they could get this done and get back to the whole baby business—although why she was eager to do so had more to do with Delia’s suggestion for slow sex and multiple orgasms than it did with an actual baby.
She thought.






  
  SIX

Mack


The promised editorial didn’t run.  
Mack had spent a sleepless night, pacing the first floor and refreshing the stupid Daily Record website until it updated the editorial page. And then he’d run out to Vera’s when she opened the café—at seven instead of five because it was Sunday morning—to ask if she had a copy he could look at. She handed it over, holding it between two fingers and with a stiff arm, as if it smelled bad.
Mack understood.
The promised editorial wasn’t in the print edition, either. 
“I don’t know what happened,” Delia said over speakerphone when Tess called her. “I saw it.” She sent over the message she’d gotten.
“Trace the message?” Mack asked tiredly, sitting on the bed behind Tess and smoothing the fabric of the t-shirt she’d slept in. Marriage hadn’t changed her, and nor had the Mackenzie fortune. She still slept in crummy, soft, beat-up t-shirts.
“I got it from Ashley,” Delia was saying. “I don’t know if we can trace who sent it to her, but I’ll ask her to try. I hate that we all might be getting played here.” She paused. “Fucking Flahertys. This is what they do, you know. They want something from you, so they’re fucking with you. And me and Ashley, too.”
“Don’t feel too used,” Tess told her.
“Oh, I do.” There was a warning in Delia’s voice, and Mack wondered what she’d do about it—but had no doubt she’d do something. Delia wasn’t someone to mess around with. It was one of the reasons she and Tess got along so well.
“Well, thanks for being in this mess with us,” Tess said softly, hugging herself. She’d managed to sleep, although she said it hadn’t been good sleep.
“Sisters in solidarity,” Delia answered, surprising Mack with the amount of bitterness she put into those few words. “I wish there was a way to have a better enemy, if we have to have one at all.”
“At least you earned it the honest way,” Tess said. Mack looked at her. Stealing the guy’s real estate out from under him wasn’t exactly honest, even if it had been done legally.
“Yeah,” Delia said. “You married into it. I guess Mack has to have one flaw.”
“I’m right here,” he called in the direction of Tess’s phone.
“Did I say anything? I did not,” Delia said, and her switch to being lighthearted was so complete and genuine that Mack had to smile. “Let me go deal with this,” she said and hung up before either he or Tess could answer.
Mack shook his head. “Sometimes, I wonder where we found her.”
“If I remember right, I was headed to Vera’s to get coffee and ran into the scene outside the gallery when the art thief first struck.” Tess cocked her head as if thinking, then shook it. Her hair, long and dark, curtained her face as she looked down and Mack simply stared at her for a long minute, drinking her in.  
“What?” she asked him, raising her head.
He started. “Just thinking how amazing you are.”
She unfolded her legs and got off the bed. “You tell me that all the time, and strangely, I never get tired of hearing it.” She crossed to him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and gave him a soft kiss. “I think I’m going to shower. Maybe you should see what Krista can make of this whole thing. She’s always good for ideas.”
“And by ideas,” he said, frowning as she pulled away and wishing he’d held her tighter while he could, “you mean sources to see if she can learn anything.”
“Always,” Tess called and disappeared into the bathroom.
Mack debated following her, then decided that calling his mother was actually, surprisingly and uncomfortably, the priority.
“Emerson, really,” she said once he’d explained, “if I had foreseen this kind of accusation, I would have warned you.”
“You warned me that people wouldn’t be happy.”
“Happy and… and this are two entirely different scenarios.”
His mother wasn’t one to sputter, and the fact that she just did told Mack pretty much everything he needed to know about her mindset. She’d been caught as off guard as he and Tess had been.
“Let me think,” she said, “and see if there’s anything to be learned. Unfortunately, I don’t have the resources in Port Kenneth that I do here. But Thomas might.”
“I’d already thought about that,” Mack told her. “Tess and I are heading back over there now.” He made a face. “So much for another quiet dinner, just the two of us.”
“Take as much time as a couple as you want or need,” Krista said, and something in her voice softened, as if her compassion weren’t just real, but something she understood. “It’ll all change soon enough.”
He sighed.
“I know,” she said gently. “I am aware of the calendar.”
“Mother—”
“I’m not saying anything,” she said in her usual crisp, businesslike tones, all traces of compassion gone. Oddly, Mack could better deal with her when she was like this. “I do remember teaching you to read a calendar,” she said.
He chuckled, told her he loved her, and said goodbye.






  
  SEVEN

Chad


“For God’s sake, Chad. How naïve are you? It wasn’t ever going to get printed. Accusations of human trafficking? That’s a lawsuit that was probably drawn up and ready to be filed.” Sophie snickered. “At least, I hope it was. I hope it cost them a nice chunk of change to get all that in place so quickly. I have yet to meet the lawyer who doesn’t charge an arm and a leg for a rush job.” 
Chad stared at his older sister. Her smirk had gotten so big, it threatened to fill the room they were in. He had no doubt she’d been in on this with their father, and that the whole strategy had been to do exactly what she was saying: waste Mackenzie money and the patience of his lawyers.
An old story about a chicken who ran around screaming that the sky was falling came back to him. It wasn’t a strategy he thought was particularly smart, clever, or original.
“If you had a brain in your head,” she went on, “you’d know that.”
That wasn’t worth an answer, and Chad was willing to bet she knew it.
“Right?” she prodded.
He stood up and left, heading out of her apartment and toward the elevator.
“Chad!” She actually chased him down. “Okay, fine. I’m sorry. Come back; we have to discuss this.”
“You sure I’ve got enough brain cells to discuss anything?” The smartest thing to do would have been to not answer and, instead, keep walking, even if it meant giving up on the elevator and jogging down the eleven floors. It wouldn’t be the first time, although truth be told, he still wasn’t fully over that last beating and it would hurt.
“I truly need your help,” Sophie said.
Chad knew better than to buy that. She was every bit as bad as their father, which meant she was as trustworthy as a pathological liar.
“Please? I’m your sister.”
With a snort, Chad turned for the stairs.
“Chad! Seriously! Dad’s out of control and it’s up to us to stop him.”
That made him stop; it was too close to what Neal had said to him just days before. Maybe something was legitimately going on. Or maybe Neal and Sophie were both playing him, for whatever reason he hadn’t figured out yet. What was there to be gained by doing that? He was the spare; Sophie was the one who’d be inheriting the family business.
“Come inside,” Sophie said.
“No,” Chad said and walked back toward the elevator. Maybe by the time it showed up, he’d have gotten more information out of Sophie. “If you actually want to talk, we need to do it someplace where Dad’s not watching and listening.”
She made an exasperated sound and tossed her head, her eyes rolling upward. The disgust rolled off her in waves. “He’s not going to bug my place. He trusts me.”
Chad considered her. She’d been dying her hair auburn and wearing it long. He had no idea how she got the waves into it; maybe they were real but they probably weren’t. She’d had her nose done, her boobs enhanced, and her chin chiseled. She said it made her feel better, more attractive, more at home in her body. Too bad she had focused on her looks and not her own brain. Clearly, she’d gotten out of the habit of using it.
“Well, he doesn’t trust me,” Chad said, “and I don’t trust him right back. If you want to talk, we do it someplace he can’t listen in.”
“I’m telling you—”
She was interrupted by the arrival of the elevator. Chad stepped onto it.
As the doors closed, he heard her snap, “Fine! Wait for me!”
Truly, he didn’t want to. But if Neal was really playing both sides, if his dad was truly out of control in his quest to end the Mackenzies, he probably needed to know. His non-life was based on William’s generosity—or, more specifically, his need to keep the spare out of the way but under control. It was a crummy life, and Chad was over it.
For what might have been the first time in his life, Chad began to wonder if he could turn this to his favor somehow. If he could use the situation and find a way to get out from under his dad’s—and Sophie’s, too—control and maybe, somehow, find a better life.






  
  EIGHT

Tess


“I know you’d rather we’d stayed in town,” Tess said after dinner that night. She sat on their bed at the farmhouse, petting Scram. The cat’s eyes were closed, his head was up, and he was purring so loudly, Mack said he could hear him across the room.  
“I thought you needed a change of scenery,” he told her, sounding hurt.
“I did. I do.” She rubbed her arms. “But we had to talk to Thomas. And you know Mom and Gray won’t let us come for dinner and then leave. We’re stuck.” She made a face, wishing she could thank whoever had started that rumor about the editorial. It would be one of the most sarcastic thank yous she’d ever uttered; she’d truly wanted to spend the entire weekend at the rowhouse.
Scram opened his eyes and gave her a haughty look, as if asking why she had deigned to stop petting him. “Oh, fine,” she said with a sigh and got back to work. Maybe if they’d taken him with them when they’d gone back to the house in Woolslayer, she’d have had a better reason to stay there too. 
“I already miss our porch swing,” she said and shook her head. “C’mon.” She kissed the top of Scram’s head, dodged his smacky paw, then got off the bed and brushed at some of the cat fur she’d acquired. Of course Mack had wanted a black cat, which had been fine until they’d realized how little black was in their wardrobes.
“Where are we going?”
“For a walk,” she said, grabbing a pair of socks.
“Another one? To anywhere special?” he asked hopefully, his whole face lighting up.
Tess had to smile.
It had been a while since they’d spent time in that tiny little clearing they’d found, and the weather was pretty perfect for heading that way. “I hadn’t been thinking that, but yeah, why not?” They stopped and grinned stupidly at each other. 
“Keeps our thirty days fresh,” Mack said with a wink and a leer.
“I think I should be flattered by how you’re acting right now.” She paused to cup his cheek, then give it a pat. “But honestly? I never thought turning you into a horny idiot would get old.”
Mom and Gray were on the porch when they walked outside. Tess was about to acknowledge them when her phone buzzed. She took a look. “It’s Serenity?” she asked, giving everyone on the porch a bewildered look.
Mack eyed her.
Tess, are you available? A few of us would like a word and we heard you are in town.
We are actually back at the farm. Tess sent the message and looked up, considering what to say next, but her phone buzzed quickly.
We would like to speak to you about the farm.
That wasn’t what she was expecting—or was she, she realized as she related that part of the conversation to Mack. There was no reason to think others hadn’t heard about the editorial; it had probably been extraordinary gossip around town. Were the Mackenzies really going to support slavery again?
As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she could hear people asking that question—and not just the people who’d thought it would be a good idea to throw a couple of rocks through Vera’s café’s windows.
“Have them come on up and we’ll go to the gazebo,” Mack suggested. “Sunset’s not quite as nice, but it’s better for talking.”
Gray nodded his agreement. “May I sit in?” he asked as Tess answered Serenity.
“Of course,” Mack said.
Tess noticed he glanced at Mom, but she didn’t say anything. Maybe, Tess figured, she was going to stay behind. That would make sense, as she didn’t want to get too involved in the Mackenzie family situation, as she called it.
After a bit, Serenity and old Harald came up from the cemeteries, along with two women and a man. Mack took charge, shaking hands and welcoming everyone to the farm. “Or, the farm above the cemeteries, anyway,” he added with a conspiratorial grin.
The two women smiled back in a way that told Tess that, once again, Mack’s charm had come out the winner.
Serenity, Harald, and the third man were harder sells.
With Gray, they headed to the gazebo, Mack explaining about the sunset. “We watched it every night during the pandemic,” he said and paused. “Well, every night that wasn’t raining. It’s a habit now,” he went on as they crossed the parking pad. Plans were being drawn up for a multicar garage on the site.
“So when we’re in town,” Tess said, “come walk by. I bet we’ll be out on the swing.”
“I would enjoy that,” Serenity said. “I have missed you, Tess.”
“I’ve missed you.” She wasn’t surprised by how true it was. Serenity was always calm, always had answers and a positive outlook—and a will of iron. “As things keep calming down,” she added, “we should plan lunch. I’m only in the office one day a week, though. We’re spending most of our time here still. Until the vaccine’s ready.”
“What we’d like to talk to you about, as I mentioned, is this farm.”
“Of course,” Tess said, her stomach sinking. “We’ve talked about a variety of things to do with it, but for the longest time, we kept running into the same problem. Namely that we didn’t want to ask the people of Woolslayer to work for us in potentially menial roles, even though we’re committed to paying a living wage.”
“As I would expect,” Serenity said, giving Tess a stink eye.
“That’s the minimum,” Tess said as they approached the gazebo.
Harald paused. “This place’s looking good.”
“Thanks,” Mack said. “We’d started fixing it up before the virus hit, so it was a matter of finishing it once we locked ourselves in.” He gestured around. “Make yourself comfortable.”
Serenity and Harald chose to sit on the same side at one of the picnic tables, stepping carefully over the bench seat. Roger had, Tess noticed, swapped out one of the tables for an upholstered bench. The other table had been shoved into a corner, and Tess suspected Sima used it as a desk.
The other three people with Serenity and Harald simply stood behind them.
Mack gave Tess an uneasy look, and then they took seats across from Serenity and Harald, Mack raising his hand to steady Tess as he always did when she stepped over the bench seat. Not that she needed it, but she appreciated the gesture.
“So what’s going on?” Tess asked, cocking her head and preparing to listen.
“Word of the editorial has, of course, spread,” Serenity said.
Harald bobbed his head. Tess watched him, thinking again how his white hair grew in tufts that reminded her of cotton—and what a problematic thought that was. Or was it?
She’d have to think about it later.
“Who?” Mack asked with a heavy sigh that felt like it wanted to weigh all of them down.
“Who what?” Harald asked, pulling back a bit as if startled.
“Who heard about it?”
“All the ministers and pastors at all the Black churches in town. And down in Knoxville. And probably beyond,” Harald answered, indicating the three people behind him. 
Tess closed her eyes as she absorbed that. All of them. And three of them had come here to settle this situation.
Mack, though, chuckled. Without opening her eyes, Tess knew he was shaking his head. “What a piece of work,” he said softly, then took a deep breath.
Tess opened her eyes and focused on Mack’s hands, which he’d spread, palms down, out in front of him on the table. He was sliding them forward as if to meet Serenity and Harald halfway, but he stopped before that point. “Okay,” he said and shook his head. “Nice move by the Flahertys; I’ll give them that much.”
Serenity was watching him carefully. “We need to hear it from your mouth and your lips that this isn’t real.”
Mack’s laugh was brittle. “Of course not.” He glanced at Tess, then gave her his attention more fully.
She knew what he was asking. “I think it’s time,” she said.
“Yeah,” Mack said and lifted his left hand off the table. He wiped at his face. “I just hope it’s not too late.”
“This has been a secret for a century and a half,” Tess said. “I think too late expired a long time ago.”
His smile was wan.
Serenity, Harald, and the other three were eyeing them, suspicious.
Mack took another deep breath, which he let out as heavily as he always did when faced with the legacy of the Mackenzies and this nonoperational sheep farm that spread out all around them. “Okay, so. You know this was a working sheep farm prior to the war and all through it.”
“Which war?” Harald asked, his suspicion growing.
“The Civil War,” Mack said with a nod. “And you know that my forefather, Henry, was involved in the slave trade.” He held up a hand as if to stall any replies, but there weren’t any. Just a gentle shifting among the people—the clergy—they hadn’t yet been introduced to.
“Here’s the thing, though,” Mack went on. “Yes, people were bought by Henry and his son Everett. We’ve been learning that it actually started with Henry’s father, William.” He held up a hand again, but still, no one was ready with the questions Mack was anticipating.
“The farm was a front, of a sort. Yes, it was a working sheep farm, and the Mackenzies sold meat to the locals. From what we’ve uncovered so far, they fed both the Confederate and Union troops if they came through, but they were few and far between; this wasn’t a hot spot in the war, as you all know.” He looked at each of the five.
“The people?” Serenity asked.
“Right,” Mack said, giving her a head bob to acknowledge the request. “This is where it’s both simple and complicated.”
“And what does that
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