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          ARBON VALLEY, IDAHO, DECEMBER 2008

        

      

    

    
      It had snowed over five inches the day I was born, and it wasn’t until the day I was saved that the snow was as deep or as blue.

      I was intrigued and scared when I saw them approach the house. The cars wore the seal of the Power County Sheriff’s Office on the doors. The woman looked angry and cold. She wore the same uniform as the men, but hers looked bulky and ill-fitted. She adjusted the holster around her waist and put her hand on the butt of her gun. As she did this, I looked at the pistol in my own hand and marveled at how heavy it was. I ran my thumb along the textured handle and contemplated my father’s instructions. It’s up to you now, he said. It didn’t make sense, but much of what had happened the past two days didn’t. My world was shattered.

      The woman officer drew her gun. Another officer followed. Thin, plain and determined, he pushed against the wind toward our front door. Two other cars with two other officers were parked at odd angles in the driveway. The officers stepped onto the snow-crusted gravel, but stayed back and watched.

      His voice startled me. “They’re here,” my father said calmly. He stood in my doorway. My gate was still locked. He shook his head, seeing I was drawn to the same window that started this terrible chain of events.

      “I’m sorry, Papa,” I said, looking into his eyes, hoping to see some inkling of forgiveness.

      He sighed, defeated. “It’s not your fault. This is my doing, but remember what I told you about us.” He kept looking down the hall toward the front door. “This is what I’ve been warning you about all these years. None of this would be happening if I had done the right thing. It’s up to you now….”

      “Yes, Papa,” I answered, softly, completely unaware of just how alone I was going to be.

      “I love you, Sophie. Please know that. I’ve always loved you. It’s why this is happening now.”

      It was the only time my father told me he loved me, and now he did it with such fervor it made my skin prickle. The words didn’t comfort, they left me feeling scared and abandoned. I nodded and sat on my bed. He looked at me one last time, then put his hand to his mouth and left my doorway. I knew we were in trouble, but I didn’t know what would happen next.

      A loud pounding and a muffled demand came from just outside the front door. I heard my father walk toward it. I unlocked the gate and stepped from my room into the short hallway.

      He saw me and stopped. “This is what I’m talking about. You don’t listen. Being disobedient to your parents is like being disobedient to God.” His face was pained as he lowered his head. “I didn’t listen either.”

      I looked at the floor, the gun still dangling heavily in my hand.

      Low and demanding, a man’s voice called from outside. “Miguel Sanchez, open the door! We need to talk to you!”

      Papa’s face turned into a death mask. “Sophie, stay in your room. Pray for strength to do the right thing. Pray for me and what I didn’t do.”

      The pounding came again. “If they ask questions, stay quiet. It must always be our secret.”

      “Why will they ask?”

      “They’ll ask because of what I did to that boy. I was trying to protect our secret. That’s all I’ve ever done.”

      I turned to go back in my room and paused to ask another question, but he was already opening the door. He was thrust backward by the officers, guns drawn. His shoes scraped against the linoleum of our foyer as he struggled against them. I jumped back into my room without them seeing me.

      “My daughter is in her room. She has a gun!” I heard Papa yell in the struggle.

      I went to my closet and crouched in a corner. I tried to close the folding doors, but it was difficult from the inside. I dug in the carpet for my secret place and quickly disposed of the gun. My lips felt dry from breathing through my mouth, and I pulled a folded flannel blanket around my legs and over my head. My back was pressed against the wall and I heard them yelling at my father to stay still. I tried not to breathe so I could hear what was happening over my fear and panic.

      I heard shuffling and then noises outside. The slam of a car door made me pull the blanket from my face, wondering if they knew I was there. Even with my father’s warnings, I hoped they’d find me and wondered what to do if they didn’t. I cautiously stood up and left the closet. At the window I peeked out to see a man put his hand on my father’s head and direct him into the back seat of the patrol car. Papa’s hands were fastened tightly behind his back and his face was a mixture of weariness and worry. I felt like I should scream or cry, but instead I worried about being abandoned.

      The floor creaked in the front hallway. Someone was still in the house. I slinked back to the closet and pulled the blanket over my head. The floor moaned with each step that came closer and my heart started pounding so loudly I could feel it in my head. The front door closed and I heard a second set of footsteps.

      “Do you think she’s still in here?” the man asked in a loud whisper.

      The woman hushed him. The creaking made its way into my room. Someone was just outside my closet door and I bowed my head, praying for help. I closed my eyes tightly and wished myself away. Then a voice called to me from behind the folding doors.

      “We have guns. Open the doors and throw yours out,” the man demanded.

      “I don’t have a gun,” I said. It wasn’t completely a lie, but I was terrified that God would view it as such. “Please don’t shoot me.”

      “It’s okay. We’re not going to hurt you.” It was the woman. Her voice was soft, but resolute.

      “We’re here to help,” said the man, trying to sound genuine, but failing miserably.

      I pulled the blanket tighter around me. I cleared my throat and tried to sound serious. “Please leave me alone. I can’t talk to you.”

      There was a long pause. Then the woman spoke again. “You can’t stay here alone. We want to get you some help. I promise we won’t hurt you, but you must open the door and put your hands up so we can see them. Okay?” Another pause. “We’re here to help. You don’t need to hide. Please come out and talk to us.”

      Talk to us. The words sounded heavenly. For so long I had been lonely and wishing for more people to simply talk to, and now I was afraid to leave the closet and face these strangers.

      “Where’s my father?” I asked the question out of concern for him, while at the same time fearing that he’d catch me talking to people. I had witnessed what he had done to the last person I spoke to.

      “He is in the car. He’s going for a drive, so he can talk to some people about what he did to that boy. You must talk to us about what happened. Please come out.”

      I didn’t want to talk about what happened because I wasn’t really sure. I knew it was my fault, but the reason still puzzled me. Papa had said I couldn’t have friends, and I didn’t listen, and now my world was melting around me.

      In the books I read, all the girls had friends. They laughed and played together. They told each other secrets and they went places…outside. My father told me so many times why I couldn’t be like the girls in my books, but I still prayed every night that someday I would be.

      I heard the door open further.

      “It’s okay,” the voice said, calmly. “But please put your hands where I can see them.”

      “It’s cold,” I said. My hair fell around my face.

      “It is cold,” the woman agreed. “And I have a coat on. Can I get you a coat?”

      I shook my head, and then peered at her. Through my hair, I saw them both staring back. The woman holstered her gun and crouched on her knees. The man stood behind her, his legs apart, his gun still drawn.

      “You’re going to be okay,” the woman said.

      She leaned forward and put her hands on her legs. Her fingers where long and thin and her nails were cut very short. Her round face spread out from an uneven nose, and her small, round eyes looked at me with true concern and interest. I felt safe in her gaze, and my fear subsided.

      The man relaxed his stance and put his gun away. He crooked his head at me. I sat up straight, and with a small sweeping motion I lifted my long hair away from my face. I blinked up at them, and for a moment we all sat staring at each other.

      The man’s eyes grew large and his hands fell to his sides. The woman gasped. She sucked her breath back into her body with a long, low gasp.

      Suddenly I felt naked. I retreated and dropped my face into the flannel blanket.

      “No, it’s okay,” she pleaded.

      I wondered what horrific thing they had seen. Was this why my father kept me a secret from the world? I rattled through my mind the few encounters I had with others and thought about their reactions, too. I realized Damien had gasped when we first met, but he came back. Over and over he had made his way through the fields and waited behind the hay pile in the pasture for my father to leave and for me to come outside. He no longer gasped, but he did stare. At first it made my stomach uneasy and I wanted him to stop, but I knew his reasons for it. He loved me, but that wasn’t the case for the others.

      The man’s voice cracked oddly. “Don’t be scared, little lady.”

      I gathered courage and looked at them again. The woman bit her lip, trying to hold her composure, but the man again let his mouth go limp and his eyes grew. I held my gaze, challenging them. I studied her face and then switched my focus to his. Wide eyes and gaping mouths.

      She broke the silence. “Callidora,” she said, softly. It wasn’t to me or to anyone, just into the silence that surrounded us.

      Her partner broke his gawking trance. “Yes—and Miguel Sanchez is Luke Theotokis.”

      The woman turned back to me. “Callidora, is that you?”

      “No. My name is Sophie.”
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      She was whispering, but I could hear everything she said. “There were bars on the windows of her room and a cage-like door that locked…but from the inside. She wasn’t locked in, but others were locked out.”

      The woman officer was named Ellen. She sat with three others in the room with me. “She had a suitcase packed, but there were only a few things inside…a book, a drawing pad, a Bible and an old toaster. No clothes or toiletries, especially odd for a girl. In fact, I think she had one tube of toothpaste and a comb in the bathroom, but that was it. It wasn’t like she was going on a trip, but she had packed what was sentimental to her from the house. I still don’t understand the toaster.”

      The others scribbled notes.

      “Escape,” a tall man with dark hair and perfect skin announced from behind her. I eventually learned that his name was Anthony Carponelli, but he was known as Carpo, and he had been an investigator with the Idaho State Police for fifteen years. It was his one big case if, in fact, I turned out to be the girl they all thought I was. “It shows she was ready to make her escape.”

      “I wonder why now?” Ellen asked. “What pushed her to finally do it?”

      Julie Doherty was the social worker assigned to my case. Julie was quiet and simple, with hair that fell past her waist. She pulled it together in a long tight braid held with an ornate clip at the base of her neck. She had light green eyes that smiled even when she frowned, and pale freckled skin.

      Ellen introduced everyone as we gathered my things from the house. “This is Officer Burns, and this is Julie Doherty. I’m Officer Richards, but you can call me Ellen. Okay?” I nodded, but said nothing. Even on the car ride over to the police station, I sat silent, wondering what was going to happen.

      The ride was exhilarating. I hadn’t been in a car for years and had forgotten what it felt like to travel that fast. When we pulled on to the main highway that led to the city, I saw houses everywhere. There were people who lived just a few miles from me and I never knew. I had never asked Damien how far he traveled to see me. Part of me was afraid that if he realized how long the journey was, he would stop. I couldn’t bear the thought. I wondered where he was now and if he hated me for getting him shot. I bowed my head and prayed for him. My father would be furious if he knew I asked God to help Damien…but Papa was gone.

      Julie gave me a pat on the head before leaving me in a hospital-like room. “Please take your clothes off and put this gown on.”

      I glared at her.

      “It’s okay, Sophie, it’s just a checkup. I’ll be right back,” she assured me. She, too, had given me a strange stare when we first met, but then her demeanor had turned sympathetic and kind. I decided I liked her.

      I did what she told me, feeling cold and vulnerable. I pulled the gown tightly around me like a shield, as a light knock came from the hall and the door opened. A woman in a long white coat stepped in; Julie followed.

      “Sophie, I’m Dr. Thayne,” the woman announced.

      I looked at her and then to Julie, who smiled and nodded, giving me some comfort. Dr. Thayne did what the others did, stared at me oddly. She cleared her throat and asked me to ‘hop up’ on the table that looked like a hard leather bed. The strange paper sheet rustled underneath me as I followed her instructions.

      “Dr. Thayne is going to check you to make sure that you’re healthy.” Julie offered a comforting smile, so I allowed her to continue.

      The doctor listened to my chest and back. I started to panic.

      “It’s okay, Sophie.” Julie turned to Dr. Thayne. “I don’t think she’s ever been to a doctor.”

      She nodded. “Sophie, I won’t do anything that you don’t like. I’m just checking your heart and lungs. It won’t hurt, so just breathe normally.”

      I tried, but I found myself forcing each inhale and exhale.

      “Sounds good,” she announced.

      She tapped my knee with a little hammer, giving it a tingle and making it jump. It gave me the giggles; I tried to muffle them, but found Julie and the doctor both smiling. She had me open my mouth wide and pressed a wooden stick in my mouth. She shined a light in my eyes and stuck a small tube in my ears as she looked closely inside.

      “Looks good so far,” Dr. Thayne announced. “Have you had a period?”

      I looked at her strangely.

      “What the doctor means is, have you started menstruating?” Julie moved closer. “Menstruating, or having your period, is when you have blood.” Her eyes fell. “Down there.”

      “Blood?” Then it came to me. “You mean the curse.”

      She flinched. “Curse?”

      “Yes, the curse of Eve. It comes every month to remind us that we are sinners.”

      Julie looked at Dr. Thayne. Her eyes and forehead looked strained.

      “How old are you, Sophie?” asked Dr. Thayne.

      “I’m almost seventeen.”

      “When was the last time you had the curse?”

      I admitted the curse was on me as we spoke. I was certain it had something to do with all the trouble I was causing.

      The doctor smiled and then turned to Julie. “We’re fine. She’s good to go. Will she be seeing a counselor?”

      “I’ll recommend it highly.”

      “That’s good.”

      I looked back at Julie, who put a hand on Dr. Thayne’s arm as she opened the door to leave.

      “Good luck to you, Sophie. It was nice meeting you,” she said, giving me a smile.

      “Yes,” is all I said back. I liked the doctor.

      Julie stayed in the room with me.

      “Why did she ask me about the curse?”

      “It’s a normal thing that happens to all girls, especially when they’re your age. She was just checking to make sure you’re okay. It’s not really a curse.”

      “Papa says it’s a sign from God. Bad things will happen if you disobey God. Eve did and she was cursed, so all her daughters are cursed, too. That is why we bleed every month. It’s to remind us.”

      Julie looked nervous. “I know what the Bible says, but menstruating is something that simply means you are becoming a woman. It’s what happens to all women. I don’t believe it’s a curse.”

      “Don’t you believe in God?”

      “I do, but it’s all a part of nature. Get dressed. We’re going into a room and talk for a while, okay?”

      “Talk about what? When am I going home?”

      Julie looked pained. “We’ll talk about that after you get dressed. I’ll wait outside the door until you’re done.”

      “Where’s my father?”

      “He’s with the officers in another building.”

      “Is he okay?”

      “Yes. Sophie, everything will be all right. You’re safe now.”

      How could I be safe when Papa wasn’t there to protect me?

      I was ushered into a small room. There were easy chairs with worn padded seats, a large coffee table in the center, and a huge mirror that made my skin prickle when I saw it. Carpo and Ellen were waiting in the room. I heard them whispering.

      “She’s facing away from us,” Carpo said in a frustrated whisper.

      “Be careful what you wish for,” Ellen mumbled.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Carpo asked with a huff.

      They were talking about me as if I weren’t in the room.

      Ellen sighed. “It’s strange, but I can’t explain it.”

      She held a tattered flyer in her hand and looked at the picture. She turned to Carpo.

      He shook his head. “You’re kidding, right? That flyer is a joke. It was a source of humor and probably hindered this investigation more than anything.”

      They were referring to Callidora’s “Missing” poster. I learned later that it had been age-progressed from a day- old baby picture with the help of old photos of my mother. The image was scattered all over the state and most of the country. When people saw it, they saw what Carpo did…an unrealistic idea of what the baby had grown into. The poster had become fabled, and so it often was shuffled to the back of the missing children files.

      Julie took her chair and placed it at the side of the coffee table. “Sophie, come sit over here so we can talk.”

      As if on cue, Carpo and Ellen leaned forward, straining to see my face.

      I sat beside Julie. My hair was in my face, so I raked a hand through it and moved it aside. The table was scratched and worn. My lips were dry and I needed water, but I waited for Julie to speak.

      A light tap was heard and the door opened, revealing a small man in a tan suit. “Sorry I’m late. Have you started yet?” He was pleasant looking, carrying a notepad and smiling at Julie.

      Julie stood up to greet him. “No, we were just about to begin.” She turned to me. “Sophie, this is Officer Degraw. He is going to talk with us. Is that okay?”

      “If I said no, would it matter?”

      The same stare spread across his face, wiping the smile from it. I quickly realized that what Papa said was true. He rid our house of mirrors for a reason, and now I was appreciative of that.

      “Sophie,” Julie said softly. “Officer Degraw is a friend of mine, and he helps children like you. He just wants to ask you some questions about what happened this morning.”

      I felt my chest heave from the stress of the day. Again, I felt an overwhelming desire to go home and be with Papa. “If I answer the questions, can I go home?”

      Officer Degraw took a seat across from me. “Sophie, there’s a lot that’s happened to you and we’ll try to do everything we can to get you somewhere safe.”

      “What does that mean? Can’t I go home?” I turned to Julie. “Where’s my father?

      “That’s what we want to talk to you about. We need to know what happened. So, Sophie,” Officer Degraw said, as he scooted his chair closer. “Tell me what happened early this morning at your home.”

      I shrugged, not knowing where to start. I felt ill from guilt and kept wondering if I was in trouble for causing the incident. Had my father told them what I did, how I disobeyed? “I didn’t know Papa was going to shoot him,” I said, defensively.

      “Why did your father shoot that boy?”

      Julie sat close, with her arm around the back of my chair. I wondered if that’s what my mother would be doing. I started to talk and then bit my lip.

      “Do you know that boy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is he your friend?”

      The word hit me like a cold slap. Damien was brilliant and strong, and he was in love with me. He talked to me and made me laugh. Papa had told me often that I wasn’t to talk to strangers, or to venture from our small fenced-in yard, but I didn’t listen. I had to be with Damien. I felt tears rush to my eyes and a thick ball of emotion welled up in my throat. “Why are you doing this? What have I done wrong?” I cried, burying my face in my hands.

      Julie wrapped her arm around my shoulders and pulled me close. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Then why can’t I go home?”

      I could tell she had no answer, or at least no good answer that would calm me down. “It’s important that we find out what happened today. That’s why you must try and answer Officer Degraw’s questions.”

      “I don’t know what happened. All I know was Papa caught Damien and me at my window. He yelled at him to stay away, then I heard a gun right behind me and something whiz by my ear. I saw Damien running from the house, holding his arm. There was blood on the snow.” Then the most horrifying thought struck, and I let out a high pitched moan. “Is Damien dead?”

      Julie pulled me tighter. “No, sweetheart. He’ll be fine.”

      I felt my body collapse into her. For several minutes, we just sat in silence. “I need a tissue,” I said.

      “Sure,” she said. “I’ll go get you one. Officer Degraw, please come with me. Ellen and Officer Carponelli, let’s all talk for a moment outside.”

      There I sat, trying to avoid and forget about the mirror, the thing that was luring me to stand up and find the answers to my questions. I had seen my reflection in dark windows and the shiny metal of the toaster, but I had never viewed my image in a mirror. I wanted to know what they saw, what made their eyes widen and their faces flush. I walked carefully around the table, keeping an ear out, hoping they didn’t return and catch me in my act of vanity.
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          EARLY SPRING, MALAD, IDAHO, 1991

        

      

    

    
      The town of Malad is nestled in a valley at the southernmost border of Idaho. It’s a small village made up of less than three thousand people. Everything from the old houses to the hospital to the cemetery has the stamp of early Latter-Day Saints influence. Schools are extensions of the Church. Each Sunday, the townspeople make their way to one of the many ward houses to take the sacrament.

      On Wednesday nights, teenagers attend youth activities called Mutual, in which adult members of the ward oversee games, service projects, or lessons to reinforce what is taught on the Sabbath. The workings of Malad’s culture and society have gone unchanged for decades. Without some updates in photography and a few changes in clothing and hair styles, pictures taken in the late 1800s don’t vary much from present day.

      Being a teenage boy and Greek Orthodox in this solitary village was like being a piece of coal dropped in the center of a snowfield.

      Luke Theotokis was seventeen and the only boy at Malad High School who could grow a full mustache. It was just another thing on a long list that made him feel like an outsider. With his olive skin and straight black hair, he was often mistaken for the Mexican migrant farm workers who worked at numerous farms in Eastern Idaho. But the name Theotokis removed any questions about his ethnicity.

      It wasn’t his choice to move to the small Oneida County valley. The land was rolling and fertile. And his father Thomas was an efficient ranch manager who also raised sheep, another reason for the snide whispers at school. But the valley gave the small Greek family a stretch of land to graze their flock.

      Gene Richardson, owner of the large ranch that Thomas managed, gave Luke’s father free rent and use of a small house in exchange for his work and some simple chores on his homestead. The chores ended up being Luke’s contribution to the family. He didn’t mind, because he was able to escape the small confines of his family’s isolated home in the hills and spend his afternoons at the immense and lavish ranch of the fifth generation Richardsons.

      Luke worked hard, and he enjoyed garnering the attention and praise he sought from Mr. Richardson.

      “I think you’re hoping to take over the place,” Mr. Richardson chided, as Luke worked even harder. “I better watch my back or you’ll steal it out from under me!”

      Luke only smiled and continued spraying off the circular drive. He loved the ranch and took pride in his upkeep of it, but his real love was the ranch owner’s youngest daughter Vee. If Mr. Richardson had any idea of the thoughts and emotions that welled inside his heart for his precious girl, Luke would be banned from the ranch and probably the county. So Luke kept his feelings hidden.

      Vee was short for Veronica. She had an independent streak. Her mother had admitted that she found the streak to be humorous and part of Veronica’s will to be something more than just the baby of the pampered and affluent Richardson clan. However, she also admitted that as her young daughter grew and matured, the stubborn independence was becoming a concern. The precocious, apple cheeked little miss had sprouted that year into a svelte and fiery-eyed young woman. She wasn’t mouthy or defiant, but something that Molly Richardson feared even more. She was inquisitive.

      Vee’s questions had started early and now, as a teenager, her queries had turned toward the very things the Richardsons lived for and lived from. She questioned their very beliefs. They feared she might turn, throw her salvation to the wind and become an unbeliever. They had begun regular meetings with their bishop to help find the answers to her questions and hopefully keep her faith from veering off course.

      Vee was angelic in Luke’s eyes. Her beauty bubbled up from her very soul every time she laughed or even sent a glance his way. He kept back when anyone else was present, but in the long corridor of the indoor arena, she appeared one afternoon looking contemplative and distant.

      “You’re walking in the water,” Luke pointed out as he held the hose, spraying out the stalls.

      “I don’t care. These are my old shoes,” she called over to him, as she continued to stroll along, running her hand over each of the oiled wooden gates.

      Luke found himself looking at his own shoes. They were permanently scuffed and the soles were worn crooked.

      Vee realized what effect her comment had made and tried to correct herself. “I mean, these are the shoes that I wear when I’m working outside.”

      Luke smiled at her and raised an eyebrow.

      “What?” she asked, stopping near him.

      “What work do you do? Outside…”

      She looked at the muddy mess on the path. “I work with the horses. I ride English.”

      Luke smiled again.

      “Why do you keep doing that?”

      “Doing what?”

      “That smile. What does it mean?”

      Luke grinned. “Riding a horse isn’t working. It’s playing.”

      “It’s not just riding. I take care of my horse.”

      “What do you do?”

      Vee scoffed. “I do a lot. I brush it and I train it.”

      “Do you scoop its poop?”

      Vee looked at him with disgust. “No.”

      “Do you feed it?”

      “I give it oats.”

      Luke smiled again.

      “Why does that matter anyway? Just because I don’t shovel out the stalls or pitch hay doesn’t mean I’m lazy.”

      “I didn’t say you were lazy.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      Luke wondered if making her angry was a smart thing to do, but he was enjoying just being able to speak to her. “I said you don’t work…at least outside.”

      “Most women don’t work outside.”

      “So do you work inside?”

      Vee threw her shoulders back. “What’s it to you what I do? You’re supposed to be working and you’re wasting time bothering me.”

      Luke shrugged. He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. He flicked the top of a shiny metal lighter with a green clover on the front, and lit the cigarette. “I’m sorry. Did you have other plans besides wandering through the arena?”

      She stared at him, incensed. Her long blonde hair was perfectly pulled back with a pink and white headband that matched the pink in her sweater. Luke was transfixed on the smoothness of her face and the color of her eyes. They weren’t just blue, they were the color of the sapphire in his mother’s wedding ring. So deep and rich, they were almost violet.

      “What now?” she asked, shaking her head.

      Luke blinked, realizing he was in a daze. He flicked the ashes from the cigarette and ran his fingers through his mop of thick black hair.

      She pointed to the ground. “You missed a spot.”

      Luke gave her the same mocking smile as before, then pointed the hose and shot a loud and full gust at the ground beside her.

      Shocked, Vee jumped to the side with a shriek. “You’re crazy,” she said, and walked off.

      “Wait,” he said, trying not to laugh.

      She stopped, but didn’t turn around.

      “Will you get me some water?”

      She turned, staring down at the running hose in his hand.

      “To drink?” he replied. “If it’s not too much… work.”

      She huffed in exaggerated frustration, and headed toward the house. She turned back to find him staring at her, the hose still hanging at his side. She quickly gave him another exasperated glare, but turned back.

      Luke sprayed the corral with fervor, but kept looking over the rail to see if she had returned. After fifteen minutes his hopes were crushed, and he simply continued with his chores. He lit another cigarette after he filled the troughs with hay and sat on a stool, next to one of the stalls. A voice of forced friendliness startled him.

      “Luke, you are sure a hard worker.” It was Gene Richardson holding a glass of water in his hands.

      “But I wish you wouldn’t smoke on my property. It’s your free agency to do that, but your free agency stops here.”

      Luke snuffed it out quickly and stood up, facing Mr. Richardson. His heart dropped, knowing that his adoration and sometimes inappropriate desire for Vee were blazoned across his forehead like a sign. His face went hot and he stood straight, wishing he could drop the pitchfork and run. “Thank you, Sir.”

      Richardson smiled and calmly set the glass on the wooden stool next to the stall. He was a tall man with thick graying hair, neatly oiled and combed back. He had unruly eyebrows, but the rest of his face was docile. Luke wondered where the blue of Vee’s eyes had come from. Richardson’s eyes were a mousy brown; his cheeks weren’t the same peachy hue, nor was his skin as smooth.

      Luke waited as Richardson went to the next stall and stroked the neck of the horse that stood waiting its turn for hay. His jeans fit snug on wiry legs and were belted with a large silver buckle; his shirt was pressed and tucked in tightly.

      “This is a Barr Colt.”

      Luke nodded, acknowledging the young horse.

      “I have had three horses that came from the Barr line and all three won races that made me a lot of money.”

      Luke just watched and nodded.

      “It’s breeding. This is Kreios Barr Ditto. Do you know what that means?”

      Luke shook his head.

      “Kreios is Greek.” He nodded at Luke.

      Luke looked him in the eye and wondered where this was leading.

      “It means, ‘lord and master.’ Alcippe Barr Dayton over there is his mother. Alcippe is Greek for ‘mighty mare.’ You see, Luke, I admire the Greek people. I lived around them in Pocatello for half my life. It’s how I met your father. I’ve known Thomas for years. Did he tell you how we used to ride through Yellowstone?”

      Luke shrugged. His father didn’t say much about his past. Frankly, he didn’t talk much about anything anymore.

      Richardson cleared his throat and Luke felt the stale, uneasy pause of reproach about to begin. “Like horses, people have different paths in life.” Richardson ran his hand down the length of the horse’s back. “They may all be horses, but there are differences. That’s why I paid fifty grand for this colt. It’s in his blood to be something great. Do you understand?”

      Luke knew there was a point about to be made.

      “Do you know why it’s so important for Barr horses to be treated a little differently?”

      Luke looked at the ground, searching for the right answer.

      “Take Marty over there,” he said, waving at a large and ragged draft horse. “He’s hard-working and certainly pulls his weight around here, but we certainly won’t be letting him get close to Alcippe, now will we? Even with her good bloodlines, the foal wouldn’t be worth feeding. A mule would be better.” He laughed loudly, eyes wide. He turned to Luke and laughed again, encouraging Luke to join him.

      Luke tried to laugh, but his throat was dry, and all that emerged was a fake, mumbled chuckle.

      Richardson leaned over the rail and gave Luke an intense gaze. “What I’m trying to say is I’d do anything to keep the things that are valuable to me safe and untouched. If a cougar came down from the mountains and tried to hurt one of these babies, I’d be out here with my rifle, no questions asked.” He lifted his eyebrows. “I wouldn’t even think twice.” Lifting his hand with the finger pointed and the thumb bent up like a pistol, he smiled and aimed it at Luke. “Boom!”

      Luke flinched, which made Richardson laugh. He put his hand into an imaginary holster, holding their gaze. “Don’t look so scared, son. You’d think I was talking about you.”

      Luke knew that he was. He looked at the water glass poised on the stool.

      Richardson caught his glance. “You need some water?”

      Luke shook his head.

      Richardson gave a forced, “Hmm.” He put his hands on his hips and furrowed his brow in thought. “I thought that’s what you asked for. Didn’t you ask Veronica to bring you a glass of water?”

      Luke stood numb.

      “I thought that’s what she said. I figured I’d bring it out here so she wouldn’t have to walk through all the mud and manure.” He looked around the corral and then back to Luke. “I wouldn’t want her in this mess, would you?”

      “No, Sir.”

      “Good. Well, I can see I’m boring you with all my stories. I’ll let you get back to work so you can get home. Please tell your father I think you’re doing a great job. I keep a close eye on my place, and even when you don’t realize it, I see what you’re doing.” He looked at Luke and nodded.

      Luke had enough innuendos, and as he watched the lanky, polished cowboy walk off down the long arena corridor, he started to spray the hose toward him. He pressed his thumb down onto the flow and made it hit the concrete with a steady stream. His temper boiled and pushed his sensibilities aside. With each solid click of the man’s boots, Luke aimed the jet of water closer. He stood transfixed, wishing he could knock him flat.

      The veiled threats started his heart pounding with a mixture of anger and insult. Then the clicking stopped and Richardson started to turn back. Lines of water dripped from his boots and Luke turned quickly to the side, the hose followed. He had let his emotions go too far, and his forehead burned as he tried to act as though he were fully engaged in his work. He felt the stare bearing down on him, but he stayed still, hoping the man would give up and leave.

      Luke felt the weighted tingle of regret. Then his rile boiled up again. He put the hose down on the floor and still, without acknowledging the boss he’d been goading, walked to the stool and picked up the glass of water. He looked at it and smiled before taking several long, deep gulps. He let out a loud “Ah,” as though it was the most refreshing and enjoyable glass of water he had ever drank. He put the glass back on the stool, picked up the hose and continued with his chore, adding in a whistle to let the boss man know that he’d won.

      The clicking of Mr. Richardson’s boots began once again. As the sound grew distant, Luke turned and watched him leave the arena. Luke gave him a disgusted huff. He was no second class mangy horse. He might not be blond and blue-eyed, but he refused to be treated like an ill-bred animal.

      Luke spent the next hour going over his work and making sure there wasn’t a speck of manure or debris anywhere. He patted the horses and gave an extra flake of hay to Marty, stroking his chest and telling him what a fine looking horse he was.

      He had to flip on the lights as he coiled up the hose and placed the pitchfork in the shed. Night had come upon him quickly, but he felt invigorated in the cool breeze that came with it.

      As he walked from the arena back to where he had left his bicycle, Luke cut through the patio area and around a large spruce tree next to the house.

      Out of the darkness came a whispered, “Hey.”

      He looked back toward the house and saw nothing. “See you tomorrow,” said the soft voice.

      Luke knew it was her, and took a cautious step toward the house. “Where are you?” The glare of the porch light came on and Luke backed up quickly; squinting, he expected to see the looming figure of Gene Richardson. His heart pounded, but he stood waiting. When nothing happened he asked into the night, “Is that you? Where are you?”

      He strained to hear a reply. When nothing came, he walked slowly to his bike, turning back with each couple of steps he made. He aimed the bike toward the road home. He took one last look back to where the voice had come from. The porch light went out.

      When he arrived home, Luke told his father of his desire to quit, but was shot down.

      “You would have us kicked off this land. Is that what you want?” his father asked.

      “How can you let him treat us like this? He threatened to shoot me if I talked to his daughter.”

      “What daughter?” his mother broke in. “A girl? This is caused by a girl?”

      His mother Theta was short and round with a mass of black curls tied back at her neck. She looked much older than her forty-two years. Her eyes were dark and large, but the lines around them told the story of a rough life.

      Luke moaned in frustration. “It’s not just a girl. He thinks we’re not as worthy as his family. He compared us to his horses. As far as Richardson is concerned, his family is comprised of expensive racehorses and we are nothing but dirty mules.”

      “You don’t need a girl from this town. You need a good Greek girl,” his mother continued without notice of what he’d said.

      “There are no Greek girls here.”

      “There are Greek girls in the upper county. If you went to church, you’d see.”

      Luke threw up his hands. “That’s over an hour away! I won’t find anyone unless I move away from this place.”

      “What?” his mother shrieked. “Thomas, don’t let him talk like that!”

      “Why do you make your mother worry?” his father said softly. Luke knew that Thomas had spent much of his time keeping the peace and controlling the things that would send his wife into ‘death mode;’ this involved panting, moans, waving of a handkerchief in front of her face as she collapsed on the floor, absolutely convinced her life was over.

      “Well, it’s true.”

      His father shook his head. “You have less than a year before you graduate. Then you can leave and work for the railroad in Pocatello. There are Greeks there. Right now, this is what we must do. We need to pay off our debt. It won’t be long. Keep to yourself and do your work and troubles won’t come.”

      Thomas carried a weight that was obvious in his tightened neck and the slumping of his shoulders. The once jovial risk-taker was now a hunched over, droopy-eyed shell of a man. Luke didn’t understand the family’s quick departure from their home in the northern part of the state, but knew it was urgent and not a topic of discussion. What he did understand was his father’s unwavering appreciation for Richardson, even though he was now working for a man who referred to him as “the boy.”

      Luke shook his head. A year seemed endless, but he knew what his father said was what had to be.

      His mother placed a large plate of stewed tomatoes and roasted lamb in front of him. “You’ll meet Talia soon. She’s strong and smart, a good Greek girl. Then you’ll see.”

      “See what, Mama?” Luke picked up his fork and waved it as he spoke. “Do you really think I’m going to fall in love with a girl I’ve never met? It doesn’t work that way. This is the nineties. People don’t have arranged marriages anymore. I don’t want to meet this girl and I’m sure she doesn’t want to meet me.”

      “She does so.” Theta leaned in and looked him in the eye. “It’s not an arranged marriage. Parents just know what is best. Look at us,” she waved a hand at Thomas. “Twenty-five years and we are still married. Your Aunt Mary and Uncle Don are married almost thirty years. All our parents, brothers, sisters--they are all married and still happy. All of us listened to our parents and married right.”

      “How can you marry someone you don’t love?”

      “What? I love your father.”

      Luke smiled and shook his head. “You didn’t even know Dad when you married him. How could you love him?”

      Theta stood up straight. “The love comes later. Marriage is the vessel used by God to put children here, to make families, and have a life. The love comes later.”

      “What if it doesn’t? What if you marry and have children and never end up in love with your own wife or husband? Or don’t have any children? What then? I don’t want to take that risk. I want to be in love when I get married. That should come first.”

      Theta rolled her eyes and sighed. “You don’t talk of love. You talk about passion. Passion turns to trouble. Men fight and kill each other over passion. Life isn’t a fairytale, Luke. Love comes because of what you have in the marriage. You make children together, you have a home together and you take care of each other. In God’s eyes, that is what is important.”

      God? Luke tried not to flinch. In his eyes it was God that was the fairytale. From the time he was young, he hated attending church. And once he could stay home alone, he refused to go. He saw it as a bunch of odd chants, folk tales, and superstitious nonsense, and he sure as hell didn’t want it influencing his decisions when it came to marriage and love.

      Then his mind was filled with one thought, the soft whisper of, “See you tomorrow.” It made him smile as he ate. His eyes gleamed and he let his mind wander. He knew he would be prodding the bull by even talking to her again, but the hormones coursing through him pushed rationality aside, allowing that gush of foolish passion to overtake him. There was no way he would enter a marriage without this fervent stir.
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      Julie returned to the room.

      Officer Degraw came in and took a seat, trying not to make eye contact with me. “Sophie, how old are you?”

      “I’ll be seventeen next March.”

      “Do you go to school?”

      “Yes.”

      Officer Degraw looked puzzled. “Where do you go to school?”

      “At home...Papa is in charge of my schooling.”

      “Do you know how to read?”

      “Of course. I’ve known how to read since I was four.”

      “Really? That’s very impressive. What books do you read?”

      “I’ve read all of Jane Austen’s novels. I love them. Papa had me read Shakespeare. And I’m currently reading Charlotte’s Web.”

      “Shakespeare?” he asked surprised. “Do you watch television?”

      “Not really. Papa watches the news sometimes, but he says it isn’t something that I should see.”

      Officer Degraw nodded. “When’s the last time you left your house?”

      “You mean outside?”

      “Yes.”

      “I was outside this morning.”

      “What were you doing?”

      “Feeding the chickens.”

      “When was the last time you went to town?”

      I hadn’t been to town in years. The last time I remember going was at night. I sat in the car and waited while Papa went into the store and got what we needed. He parked away from the entrance and told me to stay down and look away if people walked by.

      The last time I saw the town in daylight, I was very young. It was a warm day, but Papa still made me wear a hat that almost covered my eyes. Even though it was so many years ago, I still can see the anxiousness in his face as we drove, and the worry in his eyes every time someone glanced at us. It made me feel that going there was scary and uncomfortable. Although the outside world fascinated me, I was also afraid of what I would find.

      “I don’t remember.”

      “Has it been longer than a year?”

      “Yes.”

      Officer Degraw bit his bottom lip. “How long have you lived in the house in Arbon Valley?”

      “Forever.”

      “Is that where you were born?”

      “I was born in a hospital.”

      Officer Degraw chuckled. “What I meant to say is, were your parents living there when you were born?”

      “No.”

      “So you really haven’t lived in that house forever.”

      I realized he was right. It was where my earliest memories came from. The crowds of cottonwoods and spruce trees behind us and the willows that lined the creek below had always been my view of the world. In the spring, green spread over the hills and pastures, and the pink and whites of Morning Glories twisted their vines around our fences. In summer, the ground crunched when I walked, because the grass had dried in the arid Idaho heat. In the fall, the valley turned orange and yellow, and sunsets were vivid pinks. In winter, snows covered the land, and hoar frost transformed the brush and bare trees into sparkling ice palaces.

      “I don’t remember living anywhere else, but I know we moved there after my mother died.”

      Both Julie and Officer Degraw looked at each other before Officer Degraw continued, “Were you happy at that house?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why did you want to leave?”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You had a suitcase packed. And what about Damien? Wasn’t he trying to rescue you?”

      “Yes, but…”

      They nodded toward me, coaxing me, waiting for my response.

      “Papa didn’t mean to shoot Damien.”

      “Why did he have a gun?” Officer Degraw asked.

      “He wanted to scare him. It’s dangerous to be near us.”

      “Near who?”

      I knew I’d said too much, so I stopped and sat back.

      “Why is it dangerous to be near you?”

      “Papa said not to tell.”

      “Why did he do that?”

      “He is worried about me.”

      “Is that why he kept you in that house away from everyone?”

      I nodded.

      “Sophie, do you know that you have a family that has been looking for you for years?”

      My family was Papa. “Your mother died when you were a baby,” he’d said. “Her family doesn’t like us and will tear us apart. I no longer have any family left…you are all I have.”

      “I don’t want to see them.”

      “Why? They’ve missed you.”

      “They don’t miss me. They just want to hurt me.” Officer Degraw sat up, looking concerned.

      Julie leaned in and took my hand. “Why do they want
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