
  
    [image: Where Secrets Stay]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1962

      

      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            ***

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            ***

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            ***

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

      
        
          Part III

        

        
          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Chapter 45

          

          
            Chapter 46

          

          
            Chapter 47

          

          
            Chapter 48

          

          
            Chapter 49

          

          
            Chapter 50

          

          
            Chapter 51

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by CherAnn Wright

      

      
        Also by CherAnn Wright

      

      
        Also by CherAnn Wright

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1962

          

        

      

    

    
      1962

      

      Dark creeps in as Marge treks through the woods between her house and Dotty’s, following a path they used often as teenagers to sneak out of the house. Most nights she has to use a flashlight, but tonight the moon is full. As she walks, the woods hold an eerie brightness. She has no trouble finding her path as a breeze whistles through the trees.

      As young girls, Marge and Dotty had been taught that they could do anything a boy could, only better. Each came from a long line of strong-minded women, each of whom made her own way in this world, often without the help of a man. For them, most men had proved to be nothing more than an Achilles’ heel, like a piece of candy that starts off sweet in the beginning but turns bitter and sour in the end. Now Marge and Dotty are full-grown women, and life and hard work have proved them to be as strong as their ancestors.

      Earlier today, Dotty endured another of Tom’s drunken beatings. As the stronger of the two, Marge has pleaded with Dotty on several occasions to get rid of him for good. Seeing her best friend’s face and body looking like a used-up punching bag more than once was enough to convince Marge. But Tom’s vile final act has sent them both over the edge. There is no way they can allow him to live.

      The closer she gets to Dotty’s, the more Marge senses a shift in the atmosphere. As she steps out of the woods, she sees a congregation of dark clouds lit by sporadic flashes of lightning—a change will soon come. The faint sound of thunder rumbles in the distance. It’s as if the storm is coming to join them.

      Marge pauses to watch the brewing storm. Then she takes in a deep breath and closes the rest of the distance to Dotty’s house. She enters through the front door and sees Dotty waiting in the kitchen. Two shots of Jack Daniel’s stand ready for them on the table.

      Her arrival sets their plan in motion.

      “Did you find us a rug big enough?” Marge pulls one of the shot glasses close.

      “Yep, and it’s under the shed waiting for us.”

      “What about the gun?”

      “Right here.” Dotty walks to the pantry just off the kitchen and then emerges with a shotgun clutched in both hands. She breaks open the gun and tilts it toward Marge. “I loaded it with the same buckshot Tom uses to kill deer.”

      “That’ll work. You’re going to be standing at close range, so it will be sufficient for a slow and painful end.”

      They look at each other and take deep inhales in unison as they raise their shot glasses, nod their heads to say they are ready, then down the whiskey.

      Nerves and anticipation hang in the air as they pour themselves one more. They wait with patience for the man outside to drink himself into his usual coma. Night deepens into the sounds of frogs and crickets, telling them it is time.

      They tiptoe out the back door, easing it closed. The humid air that greets them is thick and stale. Their skin turns clammy. By the time tonight’s chore is done, their clothes will hug their bodies in displeasing ways; they don’t care. The end of something ugly is within their reach.

      Dotty’s hands are clammy as she clutches Tom’s shotgun close to her chest. They tiptoe across the yard as the drizzle mixes with the sweat trickling down Dotty’s bruised cheek. They pause and watch the ego-sized toolshed for any signs of movement. Through the window, they see a lantern illuminating the ceiling, shadows dancing up and down the walls. It all seems to invite them to come inside, or perhaps it’s warning them to stay away.

      Peering in, they decide that the booze-soaked human inside is oblivious to everything. Marge pulls the rug from beneath the shed and rolls it out on the ground. To ensure accuracy, Dotty counts ten quick paces as she walks backward away from the rug, then rests the shotgun on the ground where she stands. She joins Marge, and they ease the side door open. The door creaks but he doesn’t stir. They tiptoe inside. The worthless lump lies on a cot in the corner, his mouth gaping open, breathing out a sour stench that has been festering in his stomach from days of drinking. They grab his wrists and ankles and drag his dead weight across the shed and out the door. They have braced themselves for a struggle, but it’s more like wrangling a sloth. They let his feet and arms thud onto the ground next to the old rug.

      Tom surprises them by beginning to stand up. He teeters but then finds his footing, though his body sways in slow motion as he tries to remain vertical.

      “What the fuck?” He slurs the words.

      Dotty steps her ten paces backward without removing her eyes from Tom, and her fingers find the twelve-gauge. As she levels it, she’s reminded of her swollen eye and busted lip. With a clear focus on what she has to do, her anxious inner chatter shifts; it feels like the calm before a storm. She plants her feet wide and twists her body to support her elbow on her hip. As she looks into her husband’s eyes, he stares cruelly back at her.

      Marge moves behind Dotty, holding her hands up to catch Dotty when the gun recoils. Feeling the adrenaline pump through her veins before she even pulls the trigger, Dotty hears Marge yell, “Do it!”

      A clap of thunder rips through the air at the same time, the sounds joining. The butt of the gun sends Dotty’s body backward into Marge, and she feels her heart thump. Immediately following the unison of sounds comes another flash of lightning, and they see that Tom’s body has landed right where they’d planned it to be. Scattered across Tom’s abdomen are red holes that expand, coloring his midriff.

      Dotty and Marge roll him up in the rug, his head and feet protruding from the ends.

      Dotty glares at Tom. He has stolen her happiness. Even worse, his evil has spread beyond their marriage and to her best friend, which is unforgivable. She tries for a moment to understand the rapid shifts of emotions flooding her mind as she looks at him. She thinks of the love that once was, but now it is nothing more than lies, bitterness, and hate. There is a pounding in her ears like a bass drum, so loud that she isn’t sure if it’s an echo of the shotgun blast or if it’s her heart continuing to work overtime.

      Marge steps around Dotty to walk toward Tom.

      “I told you I would kill you,” she says to him.

      Marge’s words seem to echo through the air as Dotty steps beside her. They stare into Tom’s eyes. Neither sees repentance there. Just a deep hollowness that someone absent of a soul would possess.

      Marge looks at Dotty and asks, “You ready to finish this?”

      Dotty finds her voice. “I am.” She leans down, her face close to her husband’s, to speak her final words to him. “It’s time for you to go to hell, Tom.”

      The AM radio in the filthy work shed behind them belts out the chorus of “Rhythm of the Rain” as they work. The sound effects embedded in the song and the thunder in the distance merge in harmony.

      Dotty breathes in sweet victory. With her husband’s last breath, her universe has shifted. What she does tonight is personal, yet she is doing the world a favor.
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        And, when you want something, all the universe con spires in helping you to achieve it.

        —Paulo Coelho, The Alchemist
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      Kevan Renee Copeland

      Early Summer

      

      “Dollar for your thoughts?”

      I snap back into my physical world, naked and coming down from the high following the raw fucking I have just laid on this young man. “I don’t need any money. Shhh.”

      Arms thrown over my head and eyes closed, I enjoy every sensation in my body as my breath slows back to normal. I allow myself to feel the smoothness of the satin sheets against my bare skin and to swim in the tingling sensations of my muscles, down my legs and arms. My whole body is as relaxed and loose as a bowl of Jell-O. I feel Kyle’s eyes scan me up and down like he’s some lust-struck puppy.

      Kyle knows how to please a woman. Of course, a man twenty-three years old has all of his parts working at full throttle. This one is the bad-boy type I seem to find myself drawn to these days. I’ve found that distracting myself with temporary situations keeps me moving. It helps me avoid the things I don’t want to face—relationships—memories.

      I’ve also learned that, regardless of distractions, memories often have their own structures and rules. Regardless of attempts to forget them, escape is only temporary. Our minds behave as they want to. I often wonder why my mind misbehaves like a disobeying child who refuses to play nice. It opens and shuts doors deep within its walls, even though I tell my memories to either stay in or stay out. Some memories are less cruel by nature but are still unpleasant. The forbidden ones are hidden in little crypts far back in my mind, but they still threaten to surface. These keep me alone, not needing anyone. They’re also why I welcome easy distractions.

      Kyle is the love ’em and leave ’em type, and his witty personality can lighten any mood. He doesn’t mind cuddling and having conversations, and he also doesn’t require it. It’s just part of his charm to keep a girl coming around until he’s finished playing with her. Luckily for us both, I don’t mind either way. Affection can be like a pair of slippers—it wears out and fades with time. I have never been one to wear slippers, nor have I ever needed them. How can you miss what you’ve never had? In fact, romantic relationships never make the book’s cover in my life.

      “Damn, that was good. What other tricks are you hiding?” Kyle rubs his hand up the inside of my thigh.

      I grin. “I’ll show you next time. I have to go.”

      “Okaaay.” He drags out the word with pretended disgust, followed by a perfect pouty frown. “See you at school on Monday?”

      “Only as my student. If the college finds out, it’s my job.”

      “Grad student! I am a grown man. Fuck ’em if they can’t handle it,” he says, shrugging one shoulder.

      “It would be very serious if they discovered it.”

      I bounce twice on my bottom to the end of the bed, in search of my clothes on the floor. I bend forward to retrieve my garments, ease back to standing with a straight spine, and end it with a hair toss, channeling my inner stripper. I feel sexier when I’m with Kyle.

      As I slip my sundress over my head, he comes up from behind, wrapping his arms around me, pressing his naked body into mine. I breathe in his scent as I press my shoulders back into his chest muscles. I fumble with my panties and roll them upward as he leans down to kiss the side of my neck. After I pull away to grab my phone and keys from the nightstand, I give him a quick kiss on the cheek and dart toward the front door of his tiny apartment.

      “Oh, come on! Look at him! He’s standing at attention for you,” Kyle jokes behind me.

      I pause and turn. Kyle swings his hips from side to side, letting his penis swing back and forth. It thuds against his hip bones while making the sound a seal makes in an aquarium act. “Ow, ow, ow. Your little friend and I will be right here.”

      I laugh. “Hardly a little friend.”

      I step outside and a gentle breeze tickles my face. The horizon is swallowing the sun as dusk takes its turn. The start of summer is always my favorite time of year. Classes at the college are minimal, allowing me to focus on myself. I stroll down the front walk of the apartment building to my car.

      Treating myself to a fuck-and-run is easier than worrying where things will go next. I’m fine with being alone most of the time; in fact, I bask in it. Isolation has a way of soothing something inside me. In fact, the quiet is my favorite orchestra. When silence becomes too loud, I hang out with Kyle, which is just fun, easy, and convenient.

      At one point in my life, I convinced myself that I needed someone. That only led to an unsuccessful, boring marriage. It’s a mistake I’ll never make again. The entire marriage, from legal beginning to legal end, spanned two years, three months, and two days. It only lasted that long because divorce is slow torture. I kept the last name Copeland, because I had no desire to go back to living my life as a Mays. It isn’t a last name I want to associate myself with.

      I plunged myself into wedlock for the sake of escape and convenience. Where I grew up, getting married at seventeen, even without the consent of your parents, was legal. I did it to escape the home that had me trapped. However, it granted me a start toward a college degree—so it wasn’t entirely useless.

      Our marriage was as exciting as a pair of nun’s undies—practical, predictable, and sexless. In its last year, I could count on my fingers how many times my ex-husband and I had sex. On the rare occasions that we did, intercourse lasted, from start to finish, a grand total of about twenty seconds. Combined, that’s three minutes and thirty-three seconds of wedded bliss. Eventually I found that he wasn’t living a nearly sexless life after all, and in the end, neither was I.

      My thoughts flutter around in no particular direction. Still wearing the elated smile from my evening, I enjoy a pleasant drive down the quiet streets of Vinbrooke toward home. I grew up in the small town of Bitterton just to the north but have lived in this small town outside Savannah for almost ten years. As in Savannah, towering trees graced with garlands of Spanish moss line the streets. Something about the way the moss clings to the trees gives them an elegant yet haunting appearance—as if they have their own stories of sorrow.

      As a girl, I struggled to fit in and was never treated as an equal. In the eyes of my father and three brothers, being a girl meant you were weak and stupid. My ambition in life was to become anyone other than the person I had been while I was growing up. Even more, I didn’t want to be the person my mother was, or is. We women all become either exact copies of our mothers or the complete opposites. I strive to be the opposite. However, I haven’t always made myself known in the politest ways. I learned to fight hard and dirty. My Gammie taught me that.

      In the town’s heart is a beautiful historic cemetery—loved by the living and, I suppose, the dead. Tourists travel for miles to see the massive oaks and willows and the intricate floral gardens. Savannah is a beautiful city, but it’s burdened with too many tourists and transplanted residents. What I love about Vinbrooke is that it’s tucked away from the city, protected from the clutter of overcrowding. The only outsiders here are a few tourists passing through and the college students who come to study art. The students move away with their memories, and new students temporarily move in. The town starts over every year.

      I drive past the archway of the cemetery, and something under a streetlamp catches my attention. As I strain to focus on who or what is standing there, I blink rapidly, trying to determine whether it is a trick of the light. It creeps into view and I slow my car to a crawl. A boy stands alone in the streetlamp’s shadow, one hand resting against the pole. He raises the other hand in an attempt to wave but then drops it to his side. He looks familiar. His hair is light, his skin pale. Khaki shorts hang loose around his legs, and he wears a striped shirt and brown Jesus-like sandals. He is similar to my little brother, Tommy, as a boy. I scan the surrounding area, then turn my eyes back to him. He continues to stand there, motionless. I roll down my passenger window and stop my car in front of him.

      “Are you okay? Do you need some help?”

      The boy nods his head and turns to walk toward the entryway of the cemetery. I put my car in reverse and back up several feet, keeping him in view. He stops and turns toward me once more, face solemn, eyes dismal, then disappears under the stone archway. I’m not sure if I should follow him or drive like hell. Had I seen him, or had I imagined him? I hear the quick toot of a horn behind me and see headlights in my rearview mirror; I am blocking the road. I drive on.

      Dazed, I pull into the parking lot of my weekend spirit store to pick up a bottle of Shiraz. Wine is definitely what I need right now, and lots of it. I take a moment to compose myself before I get out of my car. As I prepare to open the door, my phone vibrates inside my purse. It isn’t Kyle as I expected, and I don’t recognize the number. I look at the screen as something in the pit of my stomach stirs with a familiar burn that tells me I shouldn’t answer it. Shaking myself loose from the dread, I answer anyway.

      “Hello?” I muster, and before he even speaks, I know who it is.

      “Kev-ree?” comes the lazy pronunciation of my name on the other end. The caller is Matthew Shawn, my oldest brother, who only calls when he is drunk and wants to reminisce down what I only remember as nightmare lane. He has changed his phone number again, always avoiding the law or bill collectors. I’m quick to hang up. The phone immediately vibrates again. I toss it into the glove box. Conversations with my brother accomplish only one thing: digging up a forgotten past I wish to keep buried. Tearing open old scars is not on my to-do list.

      A dark cloud has quashed my earlier mood as I walk into the store. Behind the counter, the owner sits on his usual pub chair, smoking a cigar and watching a baseball game on the television in the corner. The lights on the ceiling are blurred by the cloud of smoke. Another man stands at the end of the checkout counter, engrossed in the TV. He turns away, glances at me, and then turns his body as if to get a better look, making me self-conscious.

      “Hey, Ms. Kevan. How are you?” says the store owner in his Italian accent, raising his cigar. He bears the same name I do, only spelled differently.

      The other gentleman gives Kevin a look when he speaks my name—the name that usually belongs to a man.

      “Hey, Mr. Kevin. I’m doing fine. How are you?” I say.

      The other man doesn’t attempt to hide his persistent observation of me. He is standing tall but relaxed, leaning with his hip propped against the counter, one hand relaxed to the knuckles in his jeans pocket, the other gripping a beer. His navy blue T-shirt is tucked into the belted waist of his pants. The pleasing way he wears this attire shows off a nice V-shape from his shoulders to his lower torso. When our eyes meet, his are a deep blue that could strike anyone’s interest. I look away despite my curiosity, and I feel my face shade with an involuntary flush. I wish he would stop looking at me.

      I turn away and walk down an aisle of assorted red wines, feeling the man’s eyes still fixated on me.

      “Hey, Mr. Kev,” I call, “are you out of my usual?”

      Kevin makes his suggestion for an alternate red wine. As I search, heat continues to rise in my face, and I fear it will show. My heart thuds so hard that I can hear the blood in my ears make a swooshing sound with every beat. I haven’t experienced this adolescent sensation since early high school, when a crush gave me my first smile. Frantic, I search for the wine Kevin has suggested, pick the bottle up by the neck, then send my gaze down to the floor. As I walk toward the counter, I want nothing more than to forget the bottle of wine and leave the store. Why is one stranger having such an effect on me? Reluctantly, I approach the front of the store, my eyes directed toward Kevin, and place the bottle with a gentle tap on the counter.

      “You will like this Renzo, Ms. Kevan,” Kevin says as he looks down at the bottle and gives it a nod of approval.

      I feel my confidence shrink to the size of a needle hole when I make eye contact with the other gentleman again. I flash him a fake, sheepish smile and shove my money over the counter. “Keep the change, Mr. Kevin,” I blurt and bolt for the door. Flustered, I push the wrong side of the door, scramble to correct my error, and finally exit the store. I stub my toe on the edge of the concrete bump at the end of a parking spot, nearly falling, as I race to the safety of my car. What the hell is wrong with you, Kev? Something about that man addled me, and I have no idea why. 

      I take a moment to gather myself. As I back my car out, I steal one final look at the man through the store window. Driving away, I feel myself calming to normal, but I can’t help thinking that I am losing my mind. There was something about his eyes. I swear I have seen them before.

      The drive home ends with no recollection of the trip itself as I pull into my driveway and exhale a sigh of relief. I reach into the glove box to retrieve my phone, tapping the screen to see ten missed calls and three voicemails. I’m not surprised.

      In my kitchen, I set the bottle of wine on the counter alongside my vibrating phone.

      Eleanor meows and slides the side of her body against my leg, back and forth.

      “Hello, Miss Eleanor. Come here.”

      I hug my overweight, gray-striped cat to my chest. She purrs and then meows, only a partial sound this time.

      Eleanor is the sort of cat who takes her eating seriously. I rescued her from a shelter not long after I bought this house. Life before that must have been traumatic for her. She eats her food like it’s going to be her final meal. I set her down and walk over to give her some food. Turning back to the bottle of wine, I pour myself a large glass and take a soothing gulp. With reluctance, I retrieve my phone and retire to the study, sinking into my favorite chaise lounge, delaying the inevitable. After one long exhale, I tap my phone to listen to the past.

      Message one: silence. Delete. Message two: the sound of a disgusted exhale, then silence. Delete. With an aggravated sigh, I tap the third one. There he is, malice driving his voice. “Kev-ree, it’s Matthew. You’ve left me no choice but to tell you this on voicemail. Gammie Frances is dead!”
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      I stand waist-deep near the edge of a pond—the surface of the water reflects a smudged image of the gray sky above and hides what lies below. The cold water drains the heat from my body and the wind stings my face. My reflection resembles a woman, yet it appears much, much younger. My eyes are blackened and smudged as if I have been crying. I am wearing a white sundress that feels too snug around my chest and waist—small enough to fit a little girl.

      Everything around me is dead. The tall weeds are dry, and they droop as if only standing against their will. Deadened trees reach their branches outward as if pleading for the life they once embraced. To my right is a wooden dock, only a few feet above the water, looking as if it could descend and disappear forever. Straight in front of me is an abandoned house, aged and alone. Its tall roof sags in the middle. It has two eyes as windows along the front. Honeysuckle vines, with only a few blooms—so few that their scent can’t escape—have taken over the wall.

      This place isn’t all that strange to me. I wonder if it was more inviting when it was new.

      A small splash brings my attention back to the pond. A bright green frog with a humped back creates tiny waves as it swims toward me. Its legs sprawl out from side to side as it kicks itself forward, separating a tiny path through the duckweed and algae. The small creature pulls a long, slender object along the surface of the water with its mouth. More dull than shiny, the object is a silver necklace with something dangling from it.

      I bend forward to see. Frightened, the frog dives, pulling the necklace under the water with it. “Wait,” I say, reaching out to grab it, but the frog and its gift disappear into the darkness. Frantic, I reach below the surface with both hands, moving my arms as quickly as the water will allow. Nothing but cold water slides between my fingers.

      You need to grab it, something inside my head warns.

      I take in a deep breath, hold it, and immerse myself, eyes open, as I flip my body in different directions. Through the murky water, I see the frog kick away from me. I paddle harder. Fixated on the frog and its baggage, I see a key attached to the necklace. I swim faster and deeper, eyes ahead and focused. Something solid slams into my left side. Instinct and adrenaline take over. I jerk away as my heart pounds.

      Two black, hollow eyes stare into mine as a hand reaches toward me. Horror rushes in. I try to move away, but the faster I paddle, the more immobile I become.

      I am looking at a dead woman.

      Her hair is brown, knotted, and caked with mud. She reaches toward me with dirty fingernails as my eyes dart from her hand to the rest of her body. She is swollen and blue. 

      The woman moves her lips in an attempt to speak, but in the water, I cannot hear. She raises her other hand. Drifting from her fingertips are the necklace and key.

      I hesitate, afraid to move, but I understand this must be important. Despite my fear that she will grab me, I reach for it anyway.

      I cup my hand around the key as the woman pulls her own hand away. Her empty eyes stay locked on to mine as she sinks deeper and darkness swallows her.
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      Nathan Thomas Hill

      

      Damn! The word draws out in my mind the second I lay eyes on her. As she walks in, a breeze flows across the room, carrying her sweet scent with it. I unscrew the top from my bottle of beer and turn away, taking on a casual posture. This woman has grabbed my attention as quickly as if I were a kid spotting a colorful candy store. Despite my efforts to seem aloof, I realize I am staring at her like some creepy old man as she speaks to Kevin and walks toward the back of the store.

      “Hey, Mr. Kev, are you out of my usual?”

      “Sorry, Ms. Kevan. Try the Renzo Masi. It’s close to what you like,” Kevin suggests from behind the counter.

      God, even her voice is intoxicating. She is quite small—not much over five feet tall—and her floral summer dress hugs her perfect curves. Her auburn hair cascades across her shoulders, ending in the middle of her back. 

      As the woman approaches the counter, she glances at me briefly with coffee-colored eyes, but her head remains tilted toward the floor. When I realize I’m staring, I gulp a large swig of beer, which goes down hard and makes my eyes water. I look away. Now she looks at me again, and like a moth unable to avoid the light, my eyes find their way back to hers. I find their color crazily fascinating. I swing my head back to the TV, and when I look back, she is gone. I examine my behavior as my mind scolds me: Well, that was pathetic, Nate. Since when do you allow a good-looking woman to intimidate you?

      I turn back to my friend behind the counter. “Hey, Kevin, who was that lady?”

      “She pays me a visit sometimes on the weekends.” Kevin’s eyes remain glued to the game on TV. “She’s a photography professor at the art college.” Turning to me, he asks, “Why?”

      “No reason.” I shrug, nonchalant. “Just looked familiar, that’s all.”

      She hadn’t looked familiar, but there was something about her that sparked my curiosity. I slide my fingers through my hair, trying to tame the wild, windblown look from my drive earlier. Often I don’t care what I look like, but now I acknowledge I am a little disheveled as I run my fingertips over three days’ worth of stubble.

      I’ve always enjoyed getting to know new people—especially women. Conversation with anyone has always been easy for me. This woman made my confidence teeter just a bit.

      “She caught your eye, didn’t she, Signor Nathan?” Kevin asks with his slight accent, eyes devilish.

      Kevin is somewhere in his mid to upper forties. He came to America with his parents when he was a boy. His accent is slight but has a distinct difference to the local Southern twang. His parents wanted him to be a true-blooded American, so they gave him a basic American name when they arrived; I don’t know his original name. Kevin draws you to him right away—it’s not unusual for people to hang around the store and drink a cold beer with him—but I’ve never really asked him much about his personal life. During one of our conversations he told me his parents left Italy because of some family feud. He hinted that it wasn’t your typical family rivalry.

      “There’s something about her that makes her stand out. Who wouldn’t give her a second glance?”

      “Aww, you should have said something. I would have introduced you,” Kevin offers with a wry smile. “Why are you single, signore? Good-looking man like you. You should have women falling all over you.”

      I laugh. Most men my age are married, have two kids calling them Daddy, and are already thinking about retirement. I have none of these things. Sometimes I like it this way. Then there are times I wouldn’t mind coming home to a how-was-your-day kiss and a couple of youngsters swinging from my arm.

      I finish my beer, then stroll to the back of the store to retrieve two bottles of Chardonnay. The wine is for my landlord and godmother, Dorothy Ivymond. She insists that the wine in Vinbrooke is better than the wine close to home, so I buy some for her each week when I drive here to visit family graves in the local cemetery.

      I say goodbye to Kevin and start heading home. The stretch of road from Vinbrooke to Bitterton is an endless display of plantations and farms with marshland in between. I’ve lived here most of my life, with the exception of college and a yearlong job in upstate New York. Moving somewhere else has crossed my mind occasionally, but this is the only home I know. When the roots of your whole life are planted in one place, it’s hard to dig them up and transplant yourself somewhere unfamiliar and strange.

      My godmother is the only family I have left. Even though I’m grown, she takes her role very seriously. Dorothy June Ivymond is a woman to be reckoned with. She is nosy, crabby, demanding, and stubborn—but I love her. She knows what she wants, and she gets it. She speaks her mind—even when you don’t want to hear what she has to say. To this day, Dorothy reminds me of the character Ouiser from Steel Magnolias, as played by Shirley MacLaine. As with Ouiser, a permanent frown has made itself at home on Dorothy’s face. It’s deceiving, because she has a heart bigger than anyone’s, but her big heart doesn’t stop her from being stern.

      I press in the code that opens the massive iron gate at the entryway of the property. When I was a child, there were no fancy codes to open this gate—you just pushed or pulled it—but after my mother’s death, Dorothy had one installed. The Ivymond plantation, which has been in Dorothy’s family for generations, is one of the largest and grandest in the area, making it the envy of many.

      I pull my truck through the gate, pause at the entrance, and look down the beautiful, tree-lined lane toward the faint lights of the main house in the distance. The massive oak trees that line both sides of the front drive are awe-inspiring. As a young boy, I often ran down this private drive, mesmerized by the moss hanging from the trees. My mother and I took many walks through here too, stopping before one tree and then another, finding imaginary creatures in the shapes of the hanging moss as if finding shapes in the clouds. The most distinctive shapes were massive dinosaurs that appeared to be roaring. I can still see them today. The beauty of this place, and the memories, have both played a role in my staying.

      I was just a little boy when my pregnant mother and I moved onto the plantation. My memories are vague before that. Childhood memories are like puzzle pieces that are spread apart in the mind and don’t always fit together to complete a clear picture. Some fragments, you aren’t sure if you imagined them or if they’re real. When I moved here, I remember thinking that we had somehow struck it rich. I later came to learn that Dorothy was the one who was rich, and that we worked for her to cover rent for the house we were living in. Of course, Dorothy owns the house—she owns several similar houses on the plantation. She let my mother and me live in the largest of the homes aside from hers.

      I pull in front of the old Victorian manor house and walk up the steps. Dusk hands itself over to darkness as the songs of night creatures become the dominant ones. The sweet scent of honeysuckle wafts from the edges of the veranda. The wraparound railings embrace the front of the house in a circle, rather than your typical rectangle shape. It seems a lifetime since I first walked on to this porch, though age hasn’t discriminated against the details that mold and shape the entire house. It must have taken years to carve the many spindles lining the porch. I stop and look at the huge wooden front door, with its intricate, raised carvings of a massive oak. Its details are so vivid that it could make a person wonder if the leaves come to life sometimes and flutter in the breeze. I grab the cast-iron knocker and tap it on the door three times. Even after all these years, I always knock before I enter. 

      Dorothy opens the door with her usual half smile, half scowl. Regardless of the time of day, her lips are always shaded in red lipstick and her cheeks blushed a shade lighter. She reminds me of the sophisticated version of a grandmother, only without the grandchildren. Two things you never see Dorothy without: makeup and shoes.

      “Evening, pretty lady,” I say as I hand her the canvas bag holding the two bottles of wine.

      “Took you long enough,” she gripes as she takes the bag. “My damn pantry door is squeaking again.”

      “I’ll take care of it first thing in the morning.”

      “I’ll have to listen to it in the morning. What’s wrong with right now?” She turns to walk toward the kitchen. Dorothy gets around quick for someone her age and is far stronger than most older women. Age and time have been kind to her. I fall in behind her as she scurries through the house. She walks over and opens the pantry door wide, then swings it back and forth, forcing a barely detectable sound. “Do you think I want to hear this before my morning coffee?”

      For someone who claims to be losing her hearing, Dorothy doesn’t miss a thing.

      “It’s okay for the doors that lead outside the house to squeak,” she says. “Lets me know if I’m being intruded on. It’s not okay for the inside doors to be heard. I’ll be in the sitting room when you finish.”

      As I turn, I give her an eye roll like an annoyed teenager not getting his way. I go out to my truck and retrieve my toolbox. I’m not sure why I don’t just bring it in. Every time I come inside, I either have to fix, tweak, or inspect something before I can leave.

      The task doesn’t take very long, but I hang in the kitchen for a bit, not giving Dorothy the chance to complain that I did a poor job since I finished so quickly. Before entering the room, I tap on the sitting-room doorframe. Dorothy is sitting in her favorite chair, in the corner, holding a leather-bound book that resembles a journal or sketchbook. I see another one just like it on the table next to her.

      “Door is good as new,” I announce. 

      When visiting, I don’t frequent this room often. Dorothy has always been private about her personal life. I know little about her past or what she does in her spare time. Regardless, she can be a busybody to those around her. She knows everything about everyone. If she doesn’t know it, she finds it out. She keeps a close eye on me and on her workhands. She employs them to do specific jobs and trusts that they will keep the knowledge they acquire private. She keeps everyone in place. If they get out of line, I hear about it—then I take care of it.

      Dorothy looks up from her book, and I am certain that she has been crying. For Dorothy, crying isn’t normal in any situation.

      “Are you all right?” I ask. 

      “I’m fine,” she says, making a swift wipe of her face. “Come in. Please. Sit. I’m just looking through some old journals and reminiscing.”

      “Yours?” I ask as I step into the cozy room. The furniture consists of a small floral couch and two matching high-backed chairs, in one of which Dorothy is seated. Beside each chair is a table with a lamp, each of them lit. They are the only lighting being used at the moment, and the room has a warm feel, kind of like visiting your favorite grandmother.

      “No, no. These belonged to a very dear friend of mine,” she says, motioning for me to sit in the other chair. “I guess the old hag had enough and checked out.” 

      “I’m sorry. Did I know her?”

      “Nah. You might have met her once or twice. She’s the girl in the picture with me here.” Dorothy picks up a silver frame from the table next to her and hands it to me. “Of course, she was much younger there—we all were.”

      The frame contains an old photograph taken when color film was new. As I glance at the picture, I see three young ladies wearing trousers and riding boots—each with a horse at her side. All the young ladies are beautiful in their own ways. Each of them stands with a sassy posture, and all are wearing mischievous grins that spell trouble. I pick Dorothy out right away. Age hasn’t changed her as roughly as it does most people. The girl to her right is petite, with curly brown hair. The girl on her left appears smaller, and her hair is long and red. She reminds me of the woman in the spirit store. Maybe it’s the hair or the way she is standing. My thoughts wander off to the way the woman walked, her hips swaying. Her walk reminded me of the sass of Scarlett O’Hara, with just a hint of tomboy hidden underneath. She walked with confidence, but there was something about her that seemed . . . lost.

      “The brunette on the right was timid and a follower, unless what we were doing was wrong,” Dorothy is saying. “Then she was only a rule follower. The girl in the center is me. I was sometimes a follower, but I could also be stubborn, which got me into trouble. The red-headed girl on the left—she was a mean, tough bitch.” Dorothy chuckles. “I guess you could say that she was the ringleader. Rarely ever followed the rules. At least when we got into trouble, she bailed us out. I once saw her take a young man twice her size to the ground.”

      Dorothy’s gaze is aimed at the picture, but it’s obvious her mind is somewhere else. 

      Shaking the effect the mystery woman still seems to have on me, I say, “She sounds interesting.”

      “She was.” Dorothy looks down at the journal, rubbing her hands over the cover. “I acquired her diaries years ago. She knew they were safe with me. A lot of our history is in these books. Most of it would make your hair curl.”

      “What can I do to help, Miss Dorothy?”

      Dorothy looks down at the journal for another moment and then brings it up to her chest, hugging it close to her heart. “I need a ride into town tomorrow. Can you take me?”

      “Me? Of course.” I agree, but I’m confused, since she usually doesn’t ask me to chauffeur her around. I look from Dorothy’s face to the journal she holds. Engraved on the front cover are the words Frances M. Mays.
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      Kevan awakes to the sound of a fly buzzing close to her ear, a window fan humming, and her heart pounding in competition. The effects of the dream linger as images replay. The faceless man pins her mother to the ground, one knee pressing into her chest, his hands on her throat. Kevan attempts to drag him off her, screaming and begging for him to stop, but to no avail. His words sound cold and harsh but are unrecognizable as the loud cries of cicadas ring in her ears.

      She sits up in bed, ready for the images to leave. Closing her eyes, she chants a favorite nursery rhyme to push them out of her mind. One, two, buckle my shoe. Three, four, shut the door. Five, six, pick up sticks. Seven, eight, lay them straight. Nine, ten, a big fat hen.

      It doesn’t make the images from the dream go away, so she repeats it, only this time she changes the words in hopes of distracting herself more. One, two, where are you? Three, four, behind the door. Five, six, stop playing tricks. Seven, eight, it’s not too late. Nine, ten, to start again.

      This version seems to work better, so she repeats it.

      She hates dreams like this. Gammie Frances tells her she should listen to her dreams and that, for her, they mean something. In Kevan’s case, something terrible tends to follow one of her dreams. The intensity of this dream seems particularly threatening.

      She repeats her newly made rhyme one last time. Kevan is very good at morphing the words of happy nursery rhymes to whatever she wants. Something about it distracts her when she feels scared or upset. When she finally shakes off the dream, she kicks back the sheet, walks over to greet her pet rabbit, Whiskers, through its cage, then goes straight to work on her chores. Afterward, she finds her mother.

      “Mom, can I please go out and play?” Kevan pleads. “I finished cleaning up the kitchen and my room.”

      Her mother looks around and sighs. “Yeah. I guess I’ll let you this time, since your father isn’t home.”

      Kevan often has to spend her entire day indoors, doing chores, because she is a girl and that is what’s expected. Being a girl in the Mays household means you are stupid and useless, other than cooking, cleaning, and being a man’s servant. A woman’s place is at home, according to Clyde Mays. This means Kevan as well. Her father believes he is “king of his castle” and that females are beneath him. Kevan assumes that he gave her a boy’s name because he wanted another son instead of a daughter. Her middle name, Renee, came from Kevan’s mother. The statement You’re a girl, you can’t do that, is something Kevan hears from her father almost daily. She’s glad he isn’t home to say it today.

      She runs down the hall into her brother’s bedroom, flips on the light, and shakes the bed. “Come on!”

      “What do you want, Kev-ree?” Matthew groans, squints, and throws an arm over his face.

      “Come on! Let’s go out and play.” Not waiting for him, she squeals as she runs back through the house. Her two other brothers are already outside on their bicycles, dodging junk in the front yard. It’s early morning and already hot outside, but Kevan doesn’t mind. She runs behind the rickety, two-room shack her parents use as a workshop, where they fix things they’ve bought secondhand and then sell them—sometimes—at a small profit. To an outsider, items exchanged from the shack usually just look like junk. Most of it belongs to Kevan’s father and clutters the whole yard—back and front.

      Parked behind the shop is an old car Clyde claims to be restoring. Not much work has been done, since it has remained parked in the same spot for as long as Kevan can remember. She climbs into the old car and pretends to drive while making motor-revving sounds deep in her throat. Her brothers James and Tommy hop in and pretend to go along for the ride. They lean to one side and then the other, speeding around curves, and they make their own revving sounds.

      They bounce from one pretend game to another as the morning wears on.

      Kevan’s oldest brother, Matthew Shawn, is eight. James Dustin is seven, less than a year older than Kevan, who just turned seven. Tommy Dale is six. Barely eleven months separates any of them from the next in age. The four of them are close, but they often have little sibling duo cliques. Their cliques change when a conflict arises and one of them uses the other to get what they want. Kevan uses this tactic often, which could be the reason her brothers call her the evil, red-headed stepsister.

      When Matthew comes outside to join them, they sit in a circle, making mud pies and fake beans for their pretend dinner. The sun beats down on their heads as sweat beads trickle down Kevan’s scalp. It feels like bugs are crawling in her hair. As she packs mud into a rusty pie-pan, Tommy lets out a frightened murmur: “No.”

      A sound registers with each of them after Tommy says the word, and they look at each other in fear. A car stops in front of the house, and then its engine dies. As the car door creaks open, it sounds as if it might fall from its hinges. A boot stomps onto the dirt. Another sound carries on the sultry breeze, darkening the surrounding air: their father’s drunken voice. Clyde has been on one of those three-day binges to Whiskeyville that always brings him home wanting to pick a fight. With one glance around the sibling circle, each of them knows what’s coming. The tone of his voice tells them they are in for another of his damned rampages.

      “Where are they at, Edith? Tell them to get their sorry little asses out here!” Clyde slurs as his other boot stomps the ground. Kevan wonders what they’ve done wrong now. She hears the car door pop from the weight of his body as he leans on it to stand.

      “Clyde, don’t come home and start this! We’ll talk about it when you’re sober.”

      Kevan hears fear and pleading in her mother’s voice. The siblings exchange long looks. Kevan immediately wishes she could send herself somewhere else. After a long silence, they begin to whisper.

      “Go look,” Matthew says.

      “No, you!” James and Tommy say in unison. 

      “No! Why do I have to?” Matthew asks.

      “I’ll go.” Kevan wants to get it over with.

      She swallows hard and squeezes her eyes shut for a moment, making a wish that this is just another of her stupid dreams. She crawls as quietly as she can to the other end of her parents’ shop and peeks around to locate her father. There he is, still by the car. He sways and struggles to hold his body upright as if his upper body is too heavy to balance on his bony legs. He’s wearing the same shirt and the same pair of droopy blue jeans from three days ago, dirty and sweat-stained. Kevan smells his body odor, sour skin
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