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Chapter
One—Homesick

 


The tree stood hollow and beautiful
and dominant. When Caine was seventeen, he felt the tree embodied
everything he’d experienced. Not because he’d seen the tree as
beautiful then, but because he’d seen it as an ugly
eyesore.

It was only after a year of distance
that he came to see the beauty in something so flawed. The same
could be said for his life, that now he knew every pain and
heartache held meaning and purpose. Because they led him here, to
Tree Hollow, to adulthood, to freedom—a place where he could live a
life without angst or regret.

He felt a world apart from the shape
he’d been in when he first arrived in Tree Hollow last year,
guilt-ridden and drowning in regret because he’d let his father go
to jail for a crime he committed. It was only after meeting Hannah,
the kind, and charitable preacher’s daughter, that he finally
gathered the strength to turn himself in.

And now, he was completely free,
released a year early on good-behavior, and he was back with one
goal on his mind—make things right with Hannah. Even though she’d
promised to stay in touch, she hadn’t, and Caine knew
why.

It was because of the monster that
lived inside of him, the ghoulish creature who fed on Caine’s anger
and then clawed its way out of his body to cause destruction. That
monster was on a leash now—completely controlled by willpower after
a year to focus on anger management and meditation. He was
confident he could keep the monster at bay for the rest of his
life, and now, he just needed to prove that to Hannah.

Granted, he didn’t have much of a
plan, he mused to himself as he walked away from the hollow tree
and climbed on his motorcycle. He rode to the diner his grandmother
had told him about when he’d been searching the employment
listings. With barely a hundred dollars to his name, he desperately
needed a job. He wanted to be able to take care of himself—he
didn’t want to live with his dad in that little apartment for long.
But, he’d only been out of jail for two days. He still had time to
figure things out.

Walking into the diner, he noticed two
girls in blue uniforms. Behind the bar, a waitress with red and
purple streaks in her black hair tried to stuff napkins into an
uncooperative napkin holder, while a blond one carried a tray full
of food to a table in the back.

He walked up to the bar and slid onto
a stool. “Excuse me, miss.”

“What?” With a sigh, the
girl turned around, her blue eyes widening when her gaze landed on
him. If it hadn’t been for those eyes, he wouldn’t have recognized
her. Outlined in dark makeup, they still gleamed bright and intense
like the sky. Haphazard strands of hair strayed from her low
ponytail, the frizzed pieces flying around her face as if she’d
been working for hours. Hannah—the girl who’d changed his life, the
one who’d convinced him to take responsibility and get his innocent
father out of jail. The only girl who’d ever believed in
him.

“Caine…” she said, blinking
as if he might be a dream, her face falling in shock when she
realized he was real. “What are you doing here?”

“Applying for a job,
actually.”

Face flushed, she nervously glanced
around as she fiddled with the towel in her hands. “But, shouldn’t
you be…”

“In jail?” He shook his
head, leaning his elbows on the countertop. “I was released early.
Good behavior.”

She turned, wiping down the counter as
if cleaning it was her most important duty and called for undivided
attention. “I heard. What I meant is what are you doing here? You
always hated this place. Getting out was all you talked
about.”

“I didn’t say I was here to
stay. I might just be visiting. To be honest, I haven’t thought
that far ahead. What I do know is I need some money,
so...”

“When you mentioned the
application, I guess I just assumed...” Blowing a stray strand of
hair out of her face, she reached underneath the counter and pulled
out a sheet of paper. “Fill this out and I’ll get the manager when
you’re done.”

Pulling a pen out of his pocket, he
watched her whisk down to the other end of the counter, loading her
arms with dirty plates and empty cups before she disappeared into
the kitchen.

Weird was all he could think. It was
just weird to see her looking so drained and tired, working in this
little diner. Weird that she hadn’t even said hello or seemed happy
to see him.

In the year he was away, she’d only
sent one letter a few weeks into his sentence, and every letter he
mailed after that was returned unopened. So, he’d taken the hint
and focused his energy on getting his GED and learning anger
management techniques. In the darkness of his jail cell, while the
other inmates slept, he practiced controlling the monster inside
him. He’d let it take over, and then take control again in a matter
of seconds, until finally he possessed the strength and ability in
his human form. So it was by choice that he waited until he’d been
paroled to come home—he could’ve broken out anytime he
wanted.

***

Caine took a deep breath, inhaling the
scent of bacon, eggs, toast and orange juice as his bare feet
padded along the polished hardwood floors of his grandmother’s home
the next morning.

The food in jail had been so
disgusting he didn’t want to let the memories taint his thoughts,
and now he couldn’t wait to get a delicious, bad for your health
breakfast into his stomach. He grabbed a piece of bacon off a plate
on the counter as he entered the kitchen, then plopped down at the
table in front of a large pitcher of orange juice.

“Morning, Grams,” he said
as he swallowed a bite of bacon and reached for a glass.

Grams turned from the stove, using the
spatula to dish a heaping pile of eggs into a large bowl. “Morning
honey, how’d you sleep?”

“Like a baby,” he said with
an exaggerated groan. “I missed that bed.”

Grams laughed and set a plate of eggs
in front of him. “Well, it’s yours whenever you want
it.”

“Thanks,” he said, leaning
over his plate. It seemed like the more he ate, the hungrier he
became. Of course, the constant self-control could be responsible
for the growing appetite. “So...when you sent me to the diner
yesterday afternoon...”

Caine watched his grandmother smile a
little as she turned to the cabinet for another plate.

“So you did know Hannah
works there?”

“Charming girl, isn’t she?”
Grams asked, avoiding the question with grace. “Although, I have to
say I’m not crazy about the new hairdo. It’s so
unbecoming.”

Charming wouldn’t really describe what
he’d seen yesterday, although he had to admit he thought Hannah’s
new hairstyle looked pretty cute. “Sure. I just wasn’t expecting to
run into her, that’s all.”

“Well, you had to have
known it would happen eventually, after all, this is such a small
town. How is she anyway?”

“I don’t know.” He
shrugged. “I only saw her for a minute. Say, Grams, do you have any
ketchup?”

“Ketchup?” She repeated,
startled. “What do you need ketchup for?”

He glanced up innocently and pointed
to his plate. “The eggs...”

She laughed. “No, honey, I’m fresh
out. Of course, there could be a packet or two in that junk drawer
over there.” She pointed to a drawer on the far left hand side of
the room. “You never know what you’ll find in that
thing.”

“Thanks.” He walked across
the room and pulled open the drawer. Still gnawing on another piece
of bacon, he rummaged through random items like straws, mail from
last year, a wrench, a few broken pencils. Finally, he found two
small packets of ketchup toward the back of the drawer.

He pulled the drawer open a little
further, reaching for the ketchup, surprised to see Hannah’s face
staring back at him from a missing person’s flyer.

Picking up the flyer, he scanned over
the information, confused. Hannah’d been missing? And nobody told
him? Apparently, she disappeared in the middle of the night, about
a month after he turned himself in to the police. “Grams, what’s
this?”

Turning, she spotted the flyer he held
and her mouth dropped a little in recognition. “Oh, um...” Stepping
forward a couple paces, she rested her hand on the back of a
kitchen chair. “Well, honey...you could say Hannah’s had a rough
year.”

“What’s that mean?”
Grabbing the packs of ketchup, he folded the paper up and stuffed
it into his back pocket, although he wasn’t sure why he wanted to
keep it.

“I don’t know much, really,
I’m sorry.” Sitting down at the table, Grams took a small bite of
toast. “Some people said she ran away, others said she was
kidnapped. She returned a few weeks later and graduated high school
early, took a job working in the diner. That’s all I know. No one
ever really found out where she was—when she came back, she acted
as though she’d never been missing.”

Concern for Hannah filled his mind as
he thought of the change in her appearance—and more notably, her
attitude—and he wondered if he had anything to do with when she’d
disappeared last year, or if it’d been his psychotic brother,
Sean.

***

When he reported for work the next
morning, he was surprised when Vic—the tall, burly owner of the
diner—assigned Hannah to train him. He was a little relieved
though, because he’d been dying for an excuse to talk to
her.

Leading him through the kitchen, she
rattled off random procedures that he tried his best to listen to,
but it was in no way more interesting than the way the light danced
on the purple and red streaks in her hair, or the way her eye
make-up looked glittery when she glanced at him.

Following Hannah into a small room
that branched off the kitchen, he held the door open for her,
gesturing for her to proceed first. She hesitated, as if surprised,
before finally stepping over the threshold. Walking in behind her,
he let the door swing shut behind him. “So, how have you
been?”

“This is where we keep all
of the supplies.” She pointed to a row of shelves to the left to
show him.

“That good, huh?” He joked,
giving her a small smile.

“And here’s where you can
put your stuff. Just pick a locker.” Placing her hand on a row of
lockers, she tapped the door of one of them, the thin metal making
an echoing ding in the quiet room. “Of course, buy a lock for it,
too. You’ll need one around here.”

“Isn’t it a Tuesday?” He
asked, feeling a little insulted now. She didn’t need to completely
avoid him...couldn’t they just be friends? “You’re a year younger
than me. Shouldn’t you be in school or something?”

“I’m sure Rose told you I
graduated early.” With an annoyed sigh, she led him back into the
kitchen. “Vic gets upset if you let the dirty dishes pile up, so if
we get really busy, make sure you get one of the other waitresses
to help you.”

He
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