
  
    [image: BURNING MUSES]
  


  
    
      BURNING MUSES

      
        MUSE & MUSIC

        BOOK 1

      

    

    
      
        J. R. ROGUE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Warning:

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        FINISH YOUR SENTENCES

      

      
        LADY LIKE

      

      
        GREW UP ON THAT

      

      
        SMALL TOWN HYPOCRITE

      

      
        HANG IN THERE GIRL

      

      
        RUNNIN’ OUTTA MOONLIGHT

      

      
        SOMEBODY’S BEEN DRINKING

      

      
        WOULDA LEFT ME TOO

      

      
        ASKING FOR A FRIEND

      

      
        I’M ABOUT TO COME ALIVE

      

      
        WE MUST BE THINKING ALIKE

      

      
        TIME MARCHES ON

      

      
        A STRANGER IN MY PLACE

      

      
        I FOUND A REASON

      

      
        SATURDAY AFTERNOON

      

      
        SAME OLD YOU

      

      
        ONE FOOT IN FRONT OF THE OTHER

      

      
        ARE YOU GONNA KISS ME OR NOT

      

      
        WE’RE NOT FRIENDS

      

      
        HEART’S DESIRE

      

      
        LOVE ME LIKE A GIRL

      

      
        CRAZY GIRL

      

      
        PEOPLE CHANGE

      

      
        MAKE OUT WITH ME

      

      
        SPEECHLESS

      

      
        I DON’T REMEMBER ME (BEFORE YOU)

      

      
        GATEWAY LOVE

      

      
        LOVE DON’T LIVE HERE

      

      
        I KNOW WHERE I’M GOING

      

      
        MAY 14TH

      

      
        JUNE 20TH

      

      
        JULY 11TH

      

      
        AUGUST 30TH

      

      
        SEPTEMBER 29TH

      

      
        OCTOBER 23RD

      

      
        YOU WERE MINE

      

      
        LOVE CAN BUILD A BRIDGE

      

      
        MOTHER

      

      
        MAKE IT TO ME

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by J. R. Rogue

      

      
        I MET A GIRL

      

      
        DELICATE

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2016 by J. R. Rogue

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales

        is completely coincidental.

      

        

      
        J.R. Rogue

        PO Box 984

        Lebanon, MO 65536

        www.jrrogue.com

        contact@jrrogue.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        mentions of sexual abuse

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I've burned muses.

        I've felt little remorse. 

        I stored our tales. 

        I sold them for this life⁠—

        this luxury,

        this ease. 

        Their sighs and lies

        led me to believe they

        enjoyed the dance too. 

        I've burned muses. 

        I laughed at those tales.

        Then I met him.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the survivors.

        You are good.

        Never forget this.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          A SHITTY SUNDAY, I THINK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        some people are born fractured.

        demons deposited here among us.

        I like to think I was born pure.

        that for a while I was like an angel.

        (my mother named me after one, after all.)

        I guess it wasn’t in the master plan for me to stay that way.

        this sickness was put inside me by familiar hands.

        I walk with the pretty people now.

        the good.

        but I am not.

        I am not good.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FINISH YOUR SENTENCES

          

          MARCH 1ST

        

      

    

    
      If I were the author of my own life, I would not be here, in a Las Vegas hotel room, crying, as a beautiful stranger tries to bring me to orgasm. I would be anywhere else, anywhere my imagination could take me. But, unfortunately, as of late, I’ve come to the stark realization that though I am the author of internationally bestselling books, I am not the author of my own fucking life. And that needs to change.

      In everyone’s life, there are definitive moments that change everything. There are lows you reach that ultimately kick off the cycle of change. Sometimes you forget those moments; sometimes they stay with you forever. Like this sad, sad moment. One that’ll stay with me until the day I fucking die. To make matters worse, the man on top of me is taking longer than I’d like to notice my tears. When he does, he calls me by the ridiculous nickname he’s been using for the past week, making the whole scene even more laughable.

      “Aw, Ser-bear. What’s wrong, babe?”

      He sounds genuinely concerned, I’ll give him that, but we’re both trashed. Babe, too? I find it hard not to groan.

      “Nothing,” I mumble, pushing against his chest.

      He disconnects then rolls onto his back, raking his hand across his face.

      I wonder if he’ll ask what’s wrong again. I told him there were to be no emotions between us, and he’s kept to that, but my actions now are screaming comfort me, burrow inside of me. I’m not holding up my end of the bargain.

      My current breakdown has nothing to do with him, though. Earlier in the night, I received a text from my best friend, who still lives in my hometown.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have news.

      

      

      

      

      

      Despite my incessant begging, she wouldn’t divulge the information, instead saying she’d call me in the morning.

      I only have one guess that feels right.

      She’s pregnant.

      Kat’s been married for five years now, and I know she and her husband have been trying for the last two. She’s the mothering type; she’s looked out for me most of my life. She always knows what to do. In high school, our friend Chelsy found herself pregnant during our sophomore year and the first person she ran to was Kat. Not her parents, not her boyfriend, not the school counselor. But Kat. Because she’s always had an answer for everything, a soothing voice, and a level head.

      If Kat had her way, a baby would have arrived much sooner. Her husband wanted to wait, arguing that his new law firm had to be more financially secure. Despite how this frustrated her, she was supportive of him in every way. If there was any role besides mother that Kat was born to play, it was wife.

      I’ve never been jealous of the life she has. I know it’s wonderful and she’s lucky, it’s just not for me. I had zero boyfriends in high school and dated little in college—not for lack of attention. I hated the idea of being tied to anyone. Plus, my attention was hard to hold.

      And, it all made for great writing.

      I suppose even the most inexperienced woman can write erotica, but I find real-life experience helps immensely—at least to some extent—and is terribly fun. Until you’re crying during sex, which brings me back to my current predicament.

      After predicting Kat’s big news, I felt elation for her. I bought everyone in the bar a shot, even though she hadn’t officially told me. I hooted and hollered; I laughed and told everyone fond stories about her. My companions listened to me, drank with me, and eventually grew weary of the stories about some chick from the Midwest they didn’t know and couldn’t care less about.

      Slowly, fear and melancholy crept inside. My intoxicated thoughts ran wild. I’m in the last half of my twenty-ninth year alive—wasted on a Tuesday night. I’ve never been in a serious relationship, and my current fling with the lead actor of the Vegas show that’s been running in my hotel certainly doesn’t count.

      In truth, I’m full of overwhelming fear when it comes to my profession—a truth that’s led me to this sad state I’m in. This is the proverbial straw on the damn camel’s back.

      In hindsight, I should’ve known heading to Vegas for a one-month bender was not the cure to any of my problems.

      At the time, it seemed like the perfect solution, but I’m too old for this shit, I think, groaning loudly into the room. I throw the covers off my legs before heading to the bathroom. A scalding hot shower always helps to sober me up, and I desperately need to look at this situation with clear eyes.

      My companion pays little attention to me as I leave the room. From the corner of my eye, I spot him picking up his phone, sending out a text. On to the next, I suppose.

      Once I’m inside the bathroom, I set the water to the hottest setting and begin to undress, spotting a fresh bruise on my shin and cursing aloud in the process. Why am I so clumsy when I drink? I wonder, sinking down onto the cool porcelain floor, flipping through images of the night. Every picture in my head makes me cringe. Nothing is worth writing about—the same as every night this past month. Same as every night for over a year.

      I’d flirted endlessly with the hot bartender at Gilley’s. He was delicious; if any of my readers read about a man who looked like him, they wouldn’t be able to control themselves and just might jump their husbands. But, I’ve done that trope before. I’ve written about the hot-as-fuck bartender who seduces the young, innocent protagonist off her feet, introducing her to new and exciting sexual desires. I won’t let myself write about the same thing twice. It’s a writer’s suicide.

      I’ve also already written about the sexy singer, so the delicious man in my bed is a waste of my time. Still, I doubt he’ll complain about the time we’ve spent together, minus my tiny breakdown earlier.

      This is all getting old fast, and I’m running out of ideas to help with the writing process.

      My name is Seraphina Daniels, and I’ve become the bestselling erotica author in the world. My chart-topping trilogy, Pinned, is in production stages for the film adaptation of the third novel. The first movie was a mind-blowing success, and I was able to collaborate with the filmmakers on countless aspects, which is rare for an author. It was one of the most thrilling experiences of my life, as well as one of the most damning.

      My name is everywhere, my work is discussed constantly, and, in turn, sales for the rest of my catalog have skyrocketed. All eyes are on me for my next project.

      And I can’t write a single fucking word.

      I’ve tried everything I can possibly think of. I flew to my summer home in Florida, spending night after night upon the beach, day after day living life with the locals. Nothing. Frustrated, I flew to Alaska, always finding the state to be fascinating, armed with an excuse to spend more time there than my book signings would allow. It was beautiful, romantic, and splendid. Still, nothing.

      Growing more agitated, I flew to the one place I’d always wanted to visit—Ireland. That trip was one I would never forget or regret, but no story came from it, and I was left at the end of my rope.

      Back when I was a struggling writer, I always dreamed of visiting beautiful locations to base my stories on, always jealous of those successful enough to be able to do so. Now, I’m one of them, and I can’t squeeze a hundred measly words out a day.

      I never saw writer’s block coming. When the movie rights to the first book were purchased, the trilogy was unfinished; the first book had been released and the second nearly written. The whole world became obsessed with the story as I wrote the third book. None of it stifled my creative eye. I thrived in it. It motivated me, knowing the entire world was in love with the characters I created.

      The words spilled from my fingertips, and onto the screen. The third book came out timed with the release of the second movie. The worldwide frenzy—and my newfound success—was astonishing. I started writing less, traveling, and basking in the glow of what my life had become.

      When filming began for the third movie—hot on the heels of the second’s success—I stayed close to the set. The movies, with my help, remained beautifully faithful to my books. The female director of the films became one of my closest friends. Months passed by in a blur, and I didn’t have a care in the world.

      I attended red carpet premieres for the films, the first taking place where I lived, in New York City. I loved the glamour of it all. Each day I’d be pampered by hairstylists and makeup artists, dolling me up like a star. As a child, I saw myself on stage in beautiful gowns, singing before audiences of thousands; that little future was quickly forgotten when I realized I couldn’t sing worth a damn. This is the closest I would get.

      The film’s sinfully beautiful British star, Tristan Kane, was my date for each premiere in the various cities we visited. He was, without a doubt, the hottest celebrity in the world at the time. When buzz began over the casting of the first movie, his name was thrown around more than others. My readers knew he embodied every physical characteristic of the lead in my books. I agreed, fantasizing about him starring in the film.

      I fantasized about other things too.

      We weren’t dating, but the two of us walking the red carpet together sent tongues wagging. Tristan, extremely private about his love life, would never bring an actual woman in his life to one of those events. The speculation over whether or not he was dating the author of the books was great for ticket sales, though. We maintained that we were just friends—the truth—but the tabloids never believed it.

      It didn’t bother me. If the whole world wanted to believe I was sleeping with one of the most beautiful men alive, then they could go for it. It certainly wasn’t difficult to gaze at him adoringly for the camera.

      The final premiere for film number two was expected to be just like any other. I’d been prepared for the onslaught of questions about my next project, remaining coy about the subject and giving no details—mostly because I had none. But I assured everyone I was hard at work. I didn’t feel as though I had writer’s block and convinced myself I was merely busy, ignoring the fact that I’d never gone that long in my life without at least filling my journal.

      I began writing as a young child to pass the time in our old country home. With no siblings to keep me company, it was one of the many ways I stayed busy. Still, the seed of fear was planted within me and I’d yet to admit its presence to myself. I knew I needed a place to hide, but I never expected where I’d find it that night.

      I’ve never been a particularly brave girl when it comes to men without some liquid courage. Small talk isn’t one of my specialties, and flirting has never been second nature to me, but give me a couple of Long Island iced teas and I suddenly morph into a much smoother version of myself. Give me too many Long Islands and I become a much sloppier version of that seductress—a mistake I learned the hard way.

      I’ve always been told I’m too uptight, so a little bit of alcohol goes a long way to calm my nerves. That night, I got my hand on those drinks and got in bed with Tristan.

      Now, here I am. I stretch my legs out in front of myself in the shower, letting the hot water beat down on me, soaking my hair, soaking my fear. I don’t want to think about that night, but I can’t stop myself. Memories from the night of my book’s movie premiere come flooding back to me in warm waves.
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          PAST

        

      

    

    
      There were three cranberry vodkas in my system before we sat down to watch the film that night. I’d been on set for most of the filming and viewed bits and pieces during pre-production, but this would be my first time seeing it in its entirety. I was nervous, tipsy, and pissed that I hadn’t been writing—too busy with the damn movie, letting it consume my life.

      I found my seat next to Tristan just as the room went dark.

      Although I write erotic fiction, sex can make me blush, and I was sitting in a dark theater next to the man starring on the screen before us. I was each of my leading characters, basing them off my real-life experiences, and seeing the man next to me act out the actions from my past—act out my fantasies—was too much for me that night. I’d been through this scenario with the first film, but at a safer distance from him. Factor in the alcohol I already consumed, and I was screwed.

      The first sex scene began ten minutes into the film. At this point in the series, our lovers were more than acquainted.

      They began to slowly strip for each other, and fuck, the scene was too much. I felt my face redden and my breathing pick up slightly. Next to me, I sensed Tristan noticing my reaction to him on the screen, so I slowed my breaths, reminding myself the room was pitch black and he couldn’t see my crimson cheeks. He couldn’t tell that the palm of my hand resting next to his arm was beginning to sweat.

      I focused on the screen, and he was too fucking beautiful.

      Thirty minutes passed and we came to another sex scene. Jesus. Okay, yeah, this movie wasn’t based on Shakespeare, it was based on my smut book, and I screwed myself with this one.

      I uncrossed my legs, then crossed them on the other side, but it wasn’t helping. Tristan was watching the screen just as I was, but I felt his awareness of me. I felt him inside my head. He must have sensed my frustration; it was tangible.

      It was one thing to lust after the man voted People Magazine’s Sexiest Man Alive in the privacy of your own home, but panting like a rabid fan right next to him was a whole other level of crazy.

      Suddenly his arm came up to rest next to mine, his pinkie grazing the side of my hand, and I lost it. I jumped—well, what I felt was—three feet out of my seat. The person in front of me slightly turned their head to the side, showing me the furrow of their brow. So I mumbled an apology, rose to my feet, and motioned for Tristan to move his legs so I could exit the row. The second from the front.

      “Everything all right?” he whispered, with a smile in his voice.

      “Yes, just need to get to the restroom.” I brushed past him, practically running to the exit.

      The large bathroom down the hall was empty. Thankfully, everyone else was still glued to the huge screen.

      I turned the cold water on, bracing both of my arms on the side of the sink, and watched the water swirl around before spiraling down the drain. I focused on the circular motion.

      Why was I avoiding writing? My success had been unlike anything I could have imagined as a little girl, though I never set out for it.

      I wrote my first novella in college. At the time, I was casually dating a senior named Adam who was fun, funny, and never spent a moment of his life being serious. Getting a job? Not important. Making it to class? Maybe tomorrow.

      I knew he wasn’t forever, but he helped me let loose. And he loved that I enjoyed writing. I would let him read my writing assignments, but never my poetry. I didn’t love him, so he could never see that side of me.

      One night he had a crazy idea. We could pretend to be different people. We could role-play and leave all our inhibitions behind, and then I could write about it. I resisted at first. I couldn’t fathom writing about our sex lives.

      “But it won’t be us,” he argued—and it was an argument he won.

      When Adam graduated, he moved away and we parted on good terms. In truth, our story had grown stale. I needed a new muse. It didn’t hurt much to see him go.

      My cheeks flushed in the mirror in front of me at the thought of my past, the beginning of all this madness. If I didn’t have tons of expensive makeup expertly painted on my face, I would’ve splashed the cool water on my cheeks.

      I told myself I was going to pull it together, go back to my seat, and watch this movie like a damn adult.

      The door behind me whooshed open, the sound of footsteps closing in on me. Jesus, that was a heavy-footed woman. I looked up into the mirror and Tristan’s face stared back at me.

      “Son of a bitch!” I yelped, my heart in my throat. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I was worried about you,” Tristan said with a smirk.

      “This is the women’s restroom. Why didn’t you just text me? Creeper.” I feigned a casual tone, hoping it stuck.

      “Good point,” he said, blushing, so close to me.

      I felt his fingertips on my forearm, and it pulled my stare to his green eyes in the mirror.

      “You okay to go back out there?” he asked, husky and low.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I guess.” I looked back down at my white knuckles gripping the porcelain.

      “We don’t have to. We can stay here,” he offered.

      His breath was on my neck. My own came in a hiss. We missed the rest of the movie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GREW UP ON THAT

          

          MARCH 9TH

        

      

    

    
      After my shower, and a long night’s unrest, I get myself out of Vegas and fly back to New York. I book a flight for the next week as well—for Missouri. I’m going home. I can’t write in New York City. I can’t write anywhere. The last possible option is to go home.

      I escaped years ago, and I don’t want to go, but I need to. Kat needs me.

      I called my friend the day after her vague text, learning I was wrong. There’s no baby on the way, but there is a divorce in the works.

      I didn’t know what to say when we spoke, didn’t know how to comfort her. Words are my life and I had none for her, so I decided the best thing I could do was go home, be there for her, and be her best friend again. She can face her future while I confront my past.

      Besides, I can’t stay in New York. Tristan’s there filming. With her. The last thing I need is the paparazzi catching a photo of me with anything but a smile on my damn face. Oh, how I love their clever captions. Fuckers. I’m no longer the “girlfriend of a celebrity” and done with the scrutiny that came along with the title.

      I spent a week preparing my apartment to be unoccupied for an undetermined amount of time. I ripped my closet apart and ultimately donated half my wardrobe to charity, before purchasing every outfit I could find online and shipping it to my old home in the Midwest. Shopping made me happy for a minute. It was better than a Vegas bender.

      I walk off the jet ramp with my carry-on, making my way through the tiny Springfield-Branson National Airport. The smallness of the building closes in on me immediately as I saunter toward the exit, spotting my mother right away among the few people waiting for arrivals.

      She’s wearing a navy, knee-length dress covered by a lavender cardigan and cute Oxfords. She always looks like a teacher, even when she isn’t in her classroom. Her shoulder-length raven hair frames her beautiful, familiar face. A smile spreads ear-to-ear when she catches sight of me.

      Her prodigal daughter has finally returned, I think, choking down my guilt as I close the distance, wrapping my arms tightly around her delicate frame.

      “I’m so happy to have you back home, dear,” my mother whispers into my ear, warming me.

      “Thanks, Mom. Me too.” I’m not sure if I mean those words just yet, but I am happy to see her.

      “Let’s get out of here.” She links her arm with mine and we set off.

      March’s crisp Missouri morning air whips my long jet hair around as we make it outside. I pull my sleeves down from my elbows, one by one, covering the ink on my arms.

      “I’ve made up the spare room for you. It looks nice. Redecorated it just last month.”

      My mother's voice soothes me, so I lean into her. “Mom. I told you. I want to stay at Grandma and Grandpa’s old house. I’ll need plenty of quiet time to write. This isn’t a vacation.”

      The only one in the city who knows about my childhood is my therapist. I’m an avoider, something she reminded me of, every session. She didn’t treat me with kid gloves during our sessions. I distract myself with men and liquor, with casual phone conversations with my mother, always avoiding the truth of my dark heart.

      During my last therapy session, she reminded me of my strengths. I felt like she was talking about a stranger when she listed them, but I listened. She believed going home would be helpful for me. I’m still not sure I agree, but I’m here nonetheless.

      “Well, I was just thinking it’d be nice to spend time together and have you in the same house,” my mother said, pulling me from my thoughts.

      “We’ll spend time together, Mom. Don’t worry. This isn’t going to be a short trip.”

      “Be sure to make time for other things while you’re here too,” she baited. “Maybe you can find a nice guy to settle down with.” My mother cocks an eyebrow at me and I trip over the sidewalk curb, aiming an annoyed set of eyes at her.

      “I seriously doubt there’s anyone in Missouri I’d like to date. Plus, I just got out of a relationship, and this isn’t the fifties. There’s no certain age I need to be married by. That’s the way small little towns like this are, but not where I live. Too many people settle. They settle for just about anyone who’ll have them. It’s sad. And nope, I’m not doing that crap. There’s a whole big world out there with millions of people. I don’t need anyone to take care of me, so I’ll get married when I want.” My voice is a little loud, a little defensive.

      My mother gives me a stern look. “You know I don’t believe women need to marry young. I didn’t—I’m just saying, I’d like to see you as happy as I am.”

      “No men right now.” It’s firm. A reminder for her as well as myself.

      “Regardless, I hope you end up staying through summer. I miss you so much, Seraphina. Everyone does.”

      I give her a side hug. “How are you feeling about this school year coming to an end? No more teaching?” I still can’t believe she’s retiring. I always assumed she’d continue until she was white-haired and arch-backed.

      “I’m ready. Emotional, too. It’s…hard.” She waves her hand in the air absently, and I know the sign—she’s more upset than she’s letting on. “Now why did I see only one small suitcase in your hand? Are you going to wear the same outfit over and over?”

      “Look who you’re talking to.” I shoot her a look, adding, “No, I plan to go shopping as soon as I can. I figured it’d be easier than lugging a bunch of my stuff down here. I’ll hit the mall once I’m settled. Plus, I did some online shopping before I left. A bunch of boxes should be arriving soon. You know me and retail therapy.”

      “Oh yes, dear. You’ve never grown out of that one. And about Grandma and Grandpa’s, I need to tell you something. We have someone living there.” She reaches into her purse for her keys, unlocking her SUV.

      “Who?” I stop at the back of my mother’s vehicle.

      “Andrew’s friend, Chace. They’ve been attached at the hip ever since they were kids. Remember the one I told you about that lived with us his senior year? You’ve heard me talk about him. He was living with us for quite a while.”

      I stare back with a blank face, having no earthly clue who she means.

      “Anyways, I told you the house needed work. And the landscaping is downright scary. He’s taking care of all that, on top of his job and schoolwork. I promise you’ll have quiet time out there, though. He’s going to school to be a teacher.”

      “Oh. You must love him, then.” I laugh, making my way for the passenger door.

      “He’s a fine young man,” my mother replies as she gets behind the wheel. “I wish Andrew would take after him more.”

      My stepbrother, Andrew, isn’t exactly on the “right track” in life. After flunking out of his freshman year of college at USC, he moved back home, quickly getting a job at one of the local furniture factories. Six months later, he was fired from that job and spent the next four months unemployed. From what I hear, he’s now doing construction for the father of one of his high school friends. Growing up didn’t seem to be a priority of his. I love him dearly, though. Despite our seven-year age difference, I still consider him as close as any blood relative I have. Maybe closer.

      “That would be nice,” I reply, not wanting to dwell too much on the subject. He’ll figure it out. I hope.

      “If you need Chace to help you with anything around the house, I know he’d be more than happy to. He’s a good kid. He went to Lowe’s with me last week and helped pick out all the flowers for the front of the house. I believe they’re actually delivering those today.”

      “I bet Paul was glad to get out of that duty.” My stepfather never got in the way of my mother’s projects, but he tried to get out of helping at all costs.

      My mother laughs. “You know he never much cared for decorating, or any of the house stuff.”

      “Well, I’m already loving seeing all this wide-open space. And the woods. I can’t wait to see our woods again.”

      “Be careful out there, hun.”

      “Mom, I’m almost thirty. You let me run all over that property when I was a kid! And I’ve been living in the city for years now. I think if anything was to happen to me, it would have happened there.”

      “True.” She laughs in response.

      I’ve missed my mother’s laugh. So, the long drive flies by.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SMALL TOWN HYPOCRITE

          

          MARCH 9TH

        

      

    

    
      After an hour and a half drive on the interstate, we find the exit to my hometown. It’s smaller and dirtier than I remember. We pass through the lone stoplight and out of town, and my stomach starts to ache as we pass the city limit sign.

      My grandparents’ home is located just five miles from town, but it feels like another world. When we turn to make our way down the mile-long driveway I feel my heart twitch. Maybe this is a bad idea.

      The three-story farmhouse is located on eighty acres, and only twelve of those are free of woods. On that land, you can find two creeks, three ponds, and hundreds of places for a child to run wild. Without a brother or sister to play with, I was often left to my own devices, with nothing more than my imagination to keep me entertained. Luckily, that was something I had in abundance.

      My mother always encouraged regular reading, but like any kid, I would get restless and crave the outdoors. I spent my weekends outside all day long, only briefly coming inside to eat my meals, shoveling down my food just to rush back out and into my own world. I was warned to always stay close enough so someone could yell for me to come inside—a rule I didn’t always adhere to.

      I carried a notebook with me, something else my mother encouraged. I would write plays and act them out for the squirrels jumping from tree to tree, fancying them enjoying my shows from their screaming, although now I know they only wanted me to get out from under their tree.

      Sometimes I’d climb those trees, and then write stories about a group of survivors living in the treetops in a world overrun by zombies.

      In the winters, I’d cross the frozen ponds—something I was later forbidden to do—and write about a woman joining hundreds of men braving the elements in the time of the Alaskan gold rush.

      As a child, I couldn’t travel the world for my stories, but I could bring any place I dreamed of to life on my grandparents’ land. When I was young, my journals and stories were always shared with my grandparents and my mother.

      Well, almost all of them.

      On Friday nights, the four of us would gather in the living room after dinner to read. Even though we owned a television, it wasn’t our primary source of entertainment. I read a new story aloud for them most weeks, never shy about sharing my words with a room full of teachers. My mom was my thesaurus, often taking notes and suggesting new words for me to use when I was done, while never pressuring me to change anything.

      All those pleasant memories come back to me as the large house comes into view, pushing down my dread—but only momentarily.

      In the beginning of my career as a writer, my mother found it hard to let me buy her anything. She was as stubborn as an ox, reminding me constantly that I was the kid and she was the parent. If there was anything she was ever passionate about, besides teaching, it was this house we grew up in. Interior decorating is a talent of hers. I can recall countless Saturdays begrudgingly accompanying her to antique malls and swap meets. The home was once an old farmhouse and she wanted to keep that look.

      For years, she fantasized about turning it into a bed and breakfast, eventually deciding something inside the city limits would be more suited for the project. After over a year of pleading and explaining to her that it would be an investment for me, she let me buy our old home from her, which freed her up to buy a house perfect for the B&B. I wanted to own this house. I wanted to be in control of its future. I wanted to have the power to burn it to the ground if I saw fit.

      My mother finally gave in so that her parents’ home would stay in the family forever, something she’d always hoped for.

      I can see now that it needs some work. Time and weather have left their marks. Leaving an older house uninhabited will change it. For years, I considered having it leveled with a bulldozer, but the happy memories I have there always swayed me.

      There
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