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Two weeks ago, on the morning I turned sixteen, Ma handed me a folded wool sweater that had belonged to Imogene. It was faded at the elbows and smelled like cedar and lard, but it was warm. Pa gave me a quiet nod over his black coffee, and Tommy asked if he could have my slice of salt pork.

That was the whole of it. In a house where six older brothers and sisters had already grown up, gotten married, and moved out, birthdays were just another chore to work around before the ground froze solid.

Now it was a week before Christmas, and the kitchen glass was frosted over so thick you couldn't see the barn unless you scraped a patch clear with a butter knife.

"Faye, get down in the cellar and fetch two jars of tomatoes and the green beans," Ma said.

She didn't turn around from the stove. Ma was forty-two, but her hands looked sixty—knuckled heavy and red from lye soap, butchering chickens, and scrubbing work clothes on a corrugated board in the washhouse.

I pulled my cardigan tight across my chest and lifted the heavy oak trapdoor in the pantry corner. The cellar smelled like wet dirt and old potatoes. Down there in the dark, I could hear Grandma Esther’s rocking chair thumping on the pine floorboards right above my head. Thump. Creak. Thump.

When I came back up, Grandma’s milky grey eyes tracked me from her corner by the wood stove. She was seventy-four, wrapped in three shawls, and hardly ever left that chair.

"Put that hatch down tight, Faye," she rasped, her knitting needles clicking like dry bones. "Draft’s coming up through the cracks. A house this old draws the cold right out of the ground."

"Yes, Ma'am," I whispered.

I never talked much if I didn't have to. Being the seventh child taught me that if you stayed quiet and did your work, nobody fussed at you. With Glenda, Jeanette, Peggy, and Imogene all married off to local boys over the last few years, I was the last girl left in the house. Ma watched me closer now—checking to see if I was sweeping the corners clean enough, making sure I knew how to stretch a pound of lard through a week’s worth of biscuits.

The back door slammed open, bringing a bitter blast of December air that made the kerosene lantern flame flicker blue.

Pa came in first, stomping heavy manure from his boots onto the burlap mat. Behind him came my older brothers—Earl, twenty-four, and Willis, twenty-two—along with my little brother Tommy, who was fourteen and trailing behind them like a shadow. Earl’s wife, Mary, came in right after with their two toddlers bundled up in wool scarfs, followed by Willis’s wife, Linda.

Even with most of us grown, supper in the main house was always crowded.

"South pasture pump is frozen tight," Pa said, hanging his canvas coat on the wooden wall peg. His face was lined deep from fifty years on this dirt, his beard dusted with gray. "We'll have to haul hot kettles down there come morning."

"It’s going to drop lower tonight, Pa," Earl said, pulling out a bench for Mary. "Sky’s clear. Moon’s out sharp."

I moved between the stove and the long table, setting down tin plates and pouring chicory coffee. I watched Earl and Willis talk about the winter feed, their voices loud and easy in the small room. They owned their own lives now—living in the smaller houses down the farm lane, married, building their own herds.

I wondered sometimes if this was all there ever was for me, too. In two or three years, some local boy from the neighboring farms would come around, talk to Pa on the porch, and I’d move a mile down the road to another drafty kitchen with another wood stove to keep fed.

After supper, Earl and Willis gathered up their wives and kids, wrapping the toddlers tight against the freeze before stepping back out into the black night.

By nine, the house went dark. Pa banked the kitchen stove with hickory logs so it would burn down to coals by dawn, and Ma helped Grandma Esther into her small room behind the parlor. Tommy scrambled up the wooden ladder to his bed in the low loft above the kitchen.

I walked down the short hall to my room.

Because the upstairs bedrooms were closed off all winter to save wood, I slept in the ground-floor lean-to tacked onto the back of the house. It was small, drafty, and unheated, with a low, sloping ceiling and a single wooden window that faced the woods behind the barn.

I undressed fast in the dark, my breath clouding white in the bitter air. I pulled my heavy flannel gown over my head and slid under the pile of quilts—four layers of thick wool and patched cotton that weighed down on my ribs like sandbags. At the foot of the mattress, my bare toes found the hot brick Ma had wrapped in a flannel scrap.

Outside, old Buster gave a single, lazy thump of his tail against the back porch floorboards. He didn't bark—just settled back into his box of dry corn husks near the mudroom door.

I pulled the quilts all the way to my chin, listening to the house settle. The pine joists groaned in the sub-zero cold, a sharp crack echoing through the walls now and then as the timber froze tight. I closed my eyes, letting the heavy quiet sink in.

I was almost asleep when the air changed.

It wasn't a noise—it was a sudden, icy draft sweeping across the floor, cold enough to bite through the blankets.

My eyes snapped open. The latch on my back bedroom door had clicked.

Before I could draw a breath to call for Pa, a huge, dark shape blocked out the pale moonlight from the window. Two thick, heavy hands slammed down on my shoulders, pinning me flat against the mattress under the crushing weight of my own quilts.

I opened my mouth to scream, but something wet and freezing was jammed violently down over my nose and mouth.

The stench hit me like a physical blow—a sweet, sickening, chemical burn that scorched the back of my throat and filled my lungs with liquid fire. I thrashed wildly, my fingers clawing at the rough, coarse wool of his coat sleeves, trying to find leverage, trying to pull his hands away.

"Pa!" I tried to cry out, but no sound came—only a ragged gulp of the heavy, sweet fumes.

My head spun into a blinding, white-hot roar. The dark beams of the ceiling tilted and dissolved into blackness, and the freezing room slipped completely out from under me.
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Waking up felt like drowning in cold grease.

My head didn't just hurt; it throbbed with a heavy, sickening heat that made my eyeballs ache behind my shut lids. That sweet, rotten chemical taste was thick on the back of my tongue, making my stomach churn so hard I dry-heaved into the rough wool beneath my face.

It wasn't my bed. It was a thin, lumpy mattress on a dirt floor, smelling of mildew, old straw, and the wool quilt he’d ripped off my bed at home.

A harsh yellow glare burned through my eyelids before I could even open them.

Then came the cold.

Something thick, heavy, and freezing clamped violently around my right wrist. A sharp, metallic click-snap echoed through the space, biting straight into the bone.

My eyes snapped open.

The light hit my pupils like a physical blow, blurring the world into a swimming haze of yellow and deep shadows. Right above me, bathed in the glow of a kerosene lantern resting on the dirt floor, was a broad, towering figure in dark, grease-stained work coveralls. His face was entirely hidden behind a rough black cloth mask with crude eyeholes cut into the fabric.

His heavy, leather-gloved hands grabbed my left arm, dragging it back over my head.

"No!" I tried to scream, but my throat was so swollen and scorched from the chemical fumes that the word scraped out as a thin, broken rattle.

I thrashed wildly, kicking my legs against the quilt, trying to pull my arm away from him. But his grip was like an iron vise. He pulled my wrists around the thick metal pipe that ran straight up into the dark timber above, aligning the steel jaw of the second cuff.

Click-snap.

The iron locked tight around my wrists, encircling the heavy metal pipe that ran straight from the dirt floor into the timber ceiling. My hands were trapped together, free only to slide up and down the post, but anchored tight to it. Every time I yanked against the pole, the sharp steel bit viciously into my wrists.

I dragged the chains up and down the pipe, my bare feet clawing uselessly at the damp dirt floor. I tried to yell at him—to shout that my Pa was gonna come kill him—but forcing air across my raw throat felt like swallowing broken glass. What came out was a breathless, ragged croak that broke into a hard, racking cough.

He didn't rush. He didn't flinch when I kicked out. He simply set a battered tin cup of water down on the dirt floor, just within reach of my fingers.

"Who are you?" I gasped out, my voice so raspy and weak I could barely force the words across my lips. "Please... I won't say nothing. Just let me go back home. Please."

He crouched down, his leather-gloved hands resting flat on his knees. When he spoke, it was a low, dry whisper, barely louder than a rustle of dead leaves, completely stripped of tone or accent.

"Drink the water, Faye," he whispered. "It’ll help your throat."

Hearing my name come out of that masked shadow sent a fresh wave of ice straight through my chest.

"How do you know me?" I tried to shout, yanking the handcuffs against the pole until the metal shrieked. But my vocal cords wouldn't grip the air. The names I tried to scream—Pa! Willis!—died in my throat as thin, choked wheezes.

The mask shifted slightly, his eyes invisible behind the dark cutouts. He didn't answer. He didn't raise his voice or show a single flicker of anger.

His hands didn’t stay flat on my knees; his gloved hands dug in and pulled me flat against the mattress as he straddled me, my wrists straining against the cuffs as he did.

He ripped off my nightgown, tearing it down the middle, and pulled out a knife. I started kicking my legs behind him. 

“Stop, Faye,” he whispered calmly.

He put the knife up against my chest. My breath hitched, and my legs stopped moving. I was totally frozen with fear. 

Snip. 

The sound I heard as his knife cut through the middle section of my bra before it snapped away on each side, exposing my breasts to him. 

“No!” I tried to shriek but my voice didn’t come. 

He slid down, keeping my body pinned under him as he straddled me. I tried moving my arms. I tried turning my body, thrashing to get him off of me. 

He lowered the knife again. This time near my thigh. Another snip and then another. He stood up then and pulled the ruined underclothes away from my body. 

I turned, sitting up, and put my knees up, trying to cover my nakedness. He walked over to the lantern and lowered the flame. The room was pitch black. 

I heard the zipper on his overalls. I heard the rustle of the fabric, his boots hitting the ground, and more rustling.

I couldn’t see him. I stayed by the pole where my hands were cuffed, sitting on the lumpy mattress. My breathing came in hard, ragged gasps. 

It wasn’t a gloved hand that I felt; it was his hand. Hard and coarse. He grabbed my ankle so hard it felt like he had bruised the bone before he pulled me back down onto the mattress. I tried kicking with my free leg, but he caught it, like he was anticipating it. 

He was on top of me in seconds. My arms stretched out to the point the cuffs were cutting into my wrists. His hands were like iron vices against my thighs as he maneuvered my legs to where he could access me. 

The entire experience was rough and painful. So much so that I threw up during. He turned my body slightly so I wouldn't aspirate, but he didn’t stop. Not when I was choking on air trying to scream. Not when I was crying. He just took, unbothered. It felt like it took hours even if it was minutes.

When he finished, he didn’t turn the lantern back up until he was fully clothed and hidden. I lay there on the damp mattress, broken, crying, and unable to move without hurting. I could feel the sticky wetness on my thighs that was left behind. He leaned down, undid my wrists from the cuffs. 

“There ya go,” he whispered when my arms fell limply. “Get some rest. I’ll be back in the morning to clean you up. You bled since it’s your first time.”

He stood up, picked up the lantern by its wire handle, and turned toward a rough set of wooden steps leading up to a low ceiling.

He stepped up the ladder. The heavy oak door at the top scraped shut, and an iron bar slid into place with a definitive, hollow thud.

The yellow light vanished.

The blackness closed in over me as I lay there curled up crying, feeling the pain of what he had just done.
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Time stopped having a name.

Down in the dark, there was no morning and no night—only the heavy throb behind my eyes, the damp, bone-soaking chill, and the wooden latch sliding open above. A day could have been three; a week felt like a year. I stopped trying to count after the second or third time the lantern went out. I had no idea how many days were slipping away outside.

He had unlocked the iron right after that first night—after he took what he wanted and left me shivering in the dark. He knew he didn't need the iron anymore. I couldn't have dragged myself up those wooden steps to the barred oak door if my life depended on it.

I was kept down there on a lumpy, straw-filled mattress, wrapped in the single wool quilt he’d pulled off my bed the night he took me. In the pitch black, sight was useless. I had to learn my tiny world entirely by touch, keeping one hand anchored to the rough wool of my quilt while reaching out into the dark to feel for the cold, sharp rim of the galvanized slop bucket he’d left on the dirt floor. Doing anything was a terrifying ordeal—crawling by feel on weak, trembling knees, never knowing if he was standing at the top of the ladder listening in the dark. Every few days, he’d drag the bucket up the steps to empty it and slam it back down on the dirt.

Overhead, the heavy floorboards creaked under slow, muffled footsteps. Now and then, the low, dull hum of voices or the thud of cattle hooves drifted down through the ceiling cracks. Whenever I heard those sounds, I’d freeze, turning my ear toward the dark timber, straining until my eyes watered just trying to make out a single clear word or a name. But the voices were always too thick, too buried in the wood. I’d open my mouth to scream for help, to yell at the ceiling, but no sound ever came—just a dry, scraping croak from a throat already shredded raw.

Every couple of days, he brought down a bucket of ice-cold water and a harsh bar of sweet-perfumed soap that smelled unnaturally like a store shelf. He’d slosh the water over my lap, scrubbing violently between my thighs with that bar—keeping that part of my skin clean for himself while leaving the rest of my body in the damp dirt. My pink flannel nightgown was torn to rags. My hair turned into a filthy, matted nest of cellar dust and dried sweat.

At first, I fought him every single time. I thrashed, kicked, and clawed wildly, trying to twist my hips away or find any shred of leverage against his weight. But he was too big, his hands too heavy. He would simply pin my shoulders flat into the dirt, trapping both of my wrists in a single massive grip until my lungs burned and my muscles completely gave out, leaving me trembling, sobbing, and spent.

Day after day, he came down those steps in his dark cloth mask, using my body however he wanted, drilling it into my head until my mind went numb: Get used to it. This is your life now. This is what you’re for. Every joint, every muscle, and especially my lower body ached with a deep, sickening soreness that never went away.

Then came the day he changed the routine.

Instead of leaving me on the mattress, his heavy, gloved hands dragged me up onto my feet. In the dim yellow light of his lantern, he shoved a pair of rough, oversized men’s work pants over my raw legs, cinching the waist tight with a piece of rough twine. He forced my arms into a stiff, threadbare flannel shirt that smelled of old tractor oil, then shoved my bare feet into heavy work boots three sizes too big, leaving the laces dangling loose.

Before I could force out a single croaking question, a thick cloth was pulled tight over my eyes, tugging hard against my matted hair.

Then came the familiar, terrifying weight on my shoulders, pinning me down as the chemical-soaked rag slammed down over my nose and mouth. The sweet, rotten fumes scorched my throat one last time, and the dark cellar dissolved into nothing.

Waking up felt like breaking through a sheet of ice.

The first thing that hit me wasn't the chemical taste on my tongue—it was real wind. Sharp, knife-cold air rushing across my face.

I gasped, a dry, ragged cough tearing out of my chest. My hands were free. The blindfold was gone.

The winter light hit my eyes like a physical blow, so bright and searing I had to squeeze them shut, tears streaming down my dirty, hollow cheeks.

I was lying on my side in frozen mud and dead weeds at the bottom of a ditch, right along the edge of a gravel county road.

The sun was a pale, icy disk high in a grey sky, glinting off patches of crusted snow along the wire fence. My whole body was stiff as a fence post. When I tried to push myself up on my hands and knees, a wave of agony shot through my hips and pelvis, my legs buckling under me instantly. However long he had kept me down in that damp dark, compounded now by the bitter outdoor cold, made every movement feel like snapping bone.

I lay there in the slush, my chest heaving, looking down at my arms. The sleeves of the stranger's flannel shirt hung past my knuckles, but where the cuffs rode up, I could see my wrists—crusted, scabbed, and stained dark purple from where the iron had bitten down that first night.

I forced myself up again, dragging my knees through the weeds until I could haul my weight up against the wooden fence post at the top of the ditch. My head spun wildly.

I looked down the long, empty stretch of gravel.

Half a mile away, sitting quietly against the timber line, was the high, pitched tin roof of our barn. Smoke was curling lazily out of our kitchen chimney.

Home.

A sob tore out of my throat, but no sound came—just a broken gasp. I took one step toward the lane, but my left leg gave out entirely, sending me crashing hard onto the frozen road. Sharp gravel bit into my palms.

I pushed myself back up, swaying like a sapling in a storm, and took another step. Then another. I stumbled forward, the oversized, unlaced boots dragging through the slush, my matted hair whipping across my face in the wind.

Every fifty yards, my knees folded and I hit the dirt again. I crawled on my hands and knees until I could drag myself back up against the fence wire, my eyes locked on that rising grey smoke.

I was maybe fifty yards from our driveway, my vision swimming in white spots, when the sound of an engine rumbled up from behind me.

Tires crunched heavily on the frozen gravel. A beat-up green pickup truck slowed down, its brakes squealing in the bitter air, before pulling to a sharp halt right beside me in the road.
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The truck door threw open with a screech of rusted hinges.

Heavy work boots hit the frozen gravel. A man stepped out into the road.

My brain didn't register a face. It didn't register a name. It registered a shape—broad shoulders, a heavy dark work coat, and two hands reaching toward me in the cold air.

A man.

A surge of pure, animal panic slammed through my blood, burning away the weakness in my legs. I scrambled backward into the ditch, my knees digging into the ice, my hands clawing wildly at the frozen mud and rocks.

"Don't!" I tried to scream, but only a wet, bloody rasp tore out of my throat. My vocal cords were completely wrecked, shredded to raw ribbons after a month of screaming into the dark.

"Faye? Faye?"

The voice was loud, cracked with sudden shock. He took two fast steps toward the edge of the ditch.

I didn't care who he sounded like. I didn't care if I had known him my whole life. I saw a man coming for me, and my mind snapped. I was thrashing violently against the weeds, kicking my heavy, unlaced work boots into his shins, my fingernails—caked with dirt and old blood—clawing blindly at the air.

"Don't touch me! Don't touch me!" I croaked, the words coming out as broken, silent gasps.

"Faye, stop—it’s me! It's Carl!"

He dropped to his knees in the slush right in front of me, his hands held up flat, palms out, frozen in terror. He didn't grab me. He didn't reach for my arms. He just sat there on his knees in the freezing mud, staring at me like he was looking at a ghost dug out of a grave.

Carl. My brother's friend. Jim and Diane's quiet boy from the farm next door.

I lay flat on my back in the frozen ditch, my chest heaving, my teeth grinding together so hard my jaw throbbed. I was terrified, trembling so hard the dead weeds around me shook.

Up close, in the harsh glare of the winter sun, the shock in his eyes told me everything. I didn't need a mirror to know what he was looking at. I could feel the raw, blistered skin around my nose and mouth, hot and sloughing off from where that foul rag had been shoved over my face. My lips were split and swollen, heavy with the taste of crusted blood and old chemicals. When his eyes dropped to my hands, I looked down too—my oversized flannel sleeve had pulled back, exposing the raw, weeping purple gouges where the iron had carved into my wrists.

Every joint in my hips and legs screamed with a sickening, deep-tissue ache—the permanent reminder of what he had done to my body every single day on that lumpy mattress.

Carl’s face went dead white. The color drained completely out of his cheeks, leaving him looking hollow and sick. His hands were shaking worse than mine.

"Oh God," Carl whispered, his voice barely a breath. "Faye... what happened to you?"

He reached out a single hand toward my shoulder—just an instinct to help me up out of the dirt—but the second his gloved fingers brushed the flannel fabric, I let out a sound like a wounded animal. I jerked back so violently my head slammed against the frozen fence post behind me.

"No!" I rasped, tears scalding my raw cheeks. I pressed myself flat against the wire fence, my hands curling into tight, bruised fists in my lap. "Don't touch me. Don't touch me."

Carl flinched like I’d struck him across the face. He pulled his hands back instantly, tucking them tight against his own chest, taking two steps backward in the slush to give me space.

"Okay," he said, his voice cracking, completely panicked. "Okay, Faye. I won't touch you. I swear I won't touch you."

He didn't try to touch me again. He didn't try to drag me toward his truck. He looked down the gravel road toward my house—just fifty yards away, where the gray smoke was curling up from our kitchen chimney—and realized he couldn't do this alone.

Carl turned toward our farm, cupped his hands around his mouth, and screamed at the absolute top of his lungs.

"VIRGIL! EARL! GET OUT HERE!"

His voice cracked against the freezing air, echoing across the open pastures.

"VIRGIL! COME QUICK! IT'S FAYE!"
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The front door of the farmhouse slammed open with a sound like a gunshot.

Through the white blur of my vision, I saw two figures vault off the back porch and sprint down the gravel driveway—Pa and Earl, their heavy work boots kicking up clods of frozen dirt. Behind them came Ma, running full tilt across the frozen yard, not even stopping to grab a coat, her graying hair flying loose in the wind.

"Faye? Oh God, Faye!"

Pa’s voice wasn't his normal voice. It was a strangled, terrified shout. He reached the edge of the ditch first, his face pale and twisted, his large, calloused hands reaching down to scoop me up out of the mud.

"Don't!" I shrieked into the dirt, but it came out as a bloody, silent gasp.

I kicked my unlaced boots wildly against the frozen earth, scrambling backward until my spine slammed hard into the wire fence. My whole body shook so violently my teeth clicked together. I squeezed my eyes shut, shielding my face with my hands, weeping silently in the freezing mud.

Don't let them touch me. Don't let a man touch me.

Pa froze on his knees right in the slush, his hands suspended in the cold air, completely paralyzed. He stared at my face—at the raw, red skin sloughing off around my mouth, the split lips, and the dark purple bruises on my neck.

I had been gone. They had probably thought I was dead in a river somewhere. Now I was back, sitting in a ditch in a stranger's oversized clothes, looking like something dug out of a grave.

"Virgil, get back!" Ma’s voice tore through the cold air.

She drove right past Pa and Earl, dropping to her knees in the freezing weeds directly in front of me. She didn't reach out to grab me. She smelled like cedar woodsmoke, lard, and lye soap—the only scent in the whole world that meant pure safety.

"Faye," Ma wept, tears streaming down the deep lines of her face. She kept her hands open, palms up, right in front of my face. "It's Ma, baby. It's just Ma. Nobody's gonna touch you. Look at me, Faye. Look at Ma."

I opened my eyes through the tears and the stinging white glare.

When I saw her face—her worn, familiar eyes flooded with pure horror and love—the terrifying wall inside my head finally cracked. I let out a broken, ragged sob, leaning my forehead forward until it pressed into the rough wool of her apron.

Ma didn't hesitate. She wrapped her arms tight around my shivering shoulders, pulling me against her chest, shielding my ruined face from the wind and from the men standing above us.

"Carl, keep that heat cranked in your cab!" Ma barked over her shoulder, her voice shaking with a fierce, protective edge. "Virgil, help me get her into Carl's truck—carefully!"

Pa was still on his knees in the mud, staring down at me as the full horror settled into his eyes. But at Ma's command, he snapped out of his daze. Keeping his hands off my bare skin, he helped Ma steady me as she pulled me up into the warm, gasoline-scented cab of Carl's idling pickup.

Earl sprinted up the lane ahead of us to throw open the farmhouse door and shout for Grandma Esther to get hot water on the stove. Carl threw the truck into gear, spraying gravel as he drove the last fifty yards straight up to our front porch.
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The heavy oak front door slammed shut, instantly cutting off the freezing winter wind and the helpless, terrified men out on the porch.

Ma threw the deadbolt. A second later, Pa’s heavy palm hit the outside wood, pounding twice, desperate, making me flinch.

"Myrtle!" his voice boomed through the pine panels, muffled and raw. "Myrtle, let me in! Let me help you!"

"You stay out there, Virgil!" Ma screamed back, her voice shaking with an angry, ragged sob as she leaned her back against the locked door. "All of you! Stay on that porch! Don't none of you men come in this kitchen!"

"Myrtle—"

"I said stay out!"

The porch went dead quiet, save for the heavy, pacing crunch of work boots on the frosty floorboards.

The second Ma stepped away from the door to hold me, my knees buckled completely. I slid straight down toward the pine floorboards, a dry, silent gasp tearing out of my throat as my hips hit the wood.

Grandma Esther was already moving. Despite her age, she moved with a cold, frantic speed, dragging the big sturdy wooden kitchen chair over right beside the wood stove, where two giant iron kettles of water were already spitting and steaming.

"Help me get her up into the seat, Myrtle," Grandma Esther said, her voice low and sharp, totally stripped of tears. "She can't hold her own weight."

Together, Ma and Grandma hooked their arms under my shoulders, hauling me up into the chair. I couldn't
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