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Alex

By Dianne Hartsock


Chapter 1

Her skin was soft under his fingertips. Her
bare shoulders, the curve of muscle in her arms, her slim fingers;
all so soft. Alex stared at her lips and trembled as her breath
caressed his cheek. He wanted to kiss her. It was a risk, he knew,
but he ached for someone to break the loneliness. Bending his head,
he ran his tongue tentatively over the sweet fullness of her mouth.
As her tongue met his he was unprepared for the fire that tore
through him. She pressed against him to deepen the kiss and a wild
madness surged through his blood.

But something was wrong. She cried out as she
struggled in his arms; then raked her nails across his neck. He let
her go instantly and watched in bewilderment as she scrambled back
from him, her breath coming in sharp gasps. He reached out a
tentative hand, wanting to explain—apologize, but she stepped
hastily out of reach.

“Freak!” she spat out, and quickly fled.

He jerked as the word struck him, and dropped
his arm to his side as the pain of her rejection flooded him. He
touched his mouth and wondered desperately what she’d seen as he’d
kissed her.

She stopped at the end of the bridge and
looked over her shoulder. He couldn’t make out her expression, but
he hoped to God it wasn’t pity. He took a hesitant step toward her
but she tore her eyes away and rushed off.

He watched her follow the road back to town,
hurrying as the sun sank. The far side of the road was already lost
in darkness. Alex slumped his shoulders in defeat when she
disappeared into the gloom.

Dejected, he sat on the edge of the bridge
and dangled his feet over the swift current. The sound of the
rushing water echoed under him, filling his ears. It dulled the
edge of his pain, making him forget his humiliation as he listened.
He could almost make out a voice resonating from the river.

* * * *

Jane felt the loneliness of the country lane
as the shadows crept up from the ditch. The only other soul on the
road was a girl hiking in the opposite direction. She recognized
Sarah Gladstone, one of the girls Alex worked with, and waved as
they passed each other. The uneasiness at the approaching dark kept
her from stopping to talk.

She frowned as she hurried on, wondering if
the girl had been up at the house. She’d noticed Alex talking to
her after work recently. She pressed her lips together, not liking
the idea of him bringing girls home when she wasn’t there. Not that
it was her business…

Impatient with where her thoughts were
headed, she pushed them away and broke into a trot. The two miles
had been a pleasant walk in the morning but, as the light faded,
she regretted not taking the car into town. She’d forgotten it
would start to grow dark before she reached the house and she
didn’t like to walk alone at night.

Relief flooded her when she reached the
bridge. It was only another quarter of a mile until she was home.
But her brisk steps slowed as she spotted someone else on the
bridge. She suddenly remembered the news report she’d heard that
morning and stopped, a spurt of fear running down her spine. The
person was sitting with his back to her, watching the water. But
that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous. Women had gone missing from
the Fort Collins area. What if this…

She jumped when the person raised his head
and then laughed in sudden relief. She’d recognize that profile
anywhere. She’d studied it for years, hoping to understand the
complexities of the mind behind it.

Slowly, she approached Alex, trying to read
his mood. Concern quickly replaced her apprehension. Something had
upset him. He always ran his hands through his hair when he was
disturbed and she could see it was a tangled mess on his
forehead.

She sat beside him and swung her legs over
the stream. “Are you coming home?”

As fond as she was of her adopted brother, it
would be the last straw in a trying day if she had to argue with
him. Especially over some flighty girl he shouldn’t have brought
home in the first place. She sighed. Maybe that wasn’t fair. Alex
grew more independent every day and could pick his own friends.
She was the one reluctant to let go and give him space.
Especially since his return from the hospital…

When he didn’t answer, she leaned forward to
look at his face. His blue eyes focused vacantly on the water as it
slid under his feet. From his distant stare, she knew he was going
to have one of his troubled nights. She laid a hand on his arm.
“Alex?”

“There’s a boy in the water,” he murmured.
His words were slurred, dreamlike.

She sat quietly and watched the moving
stream. “There’s no one there,” she said after a moment.

Doubt crept over his face and he shrugged his
slim shoulders. “I hear him.”

He leaned farther out and tried to look under
the bridge, and she grabbed the back of his shirt to prevent him
from falling in.

“He wants me with him. He’s scared.”

She shuddered at the all too familiar slur in
his voice that warned her his thoughts were far away. She’d learned
long ago not to ignore it. The times in the past when she had, he’d
grown frantic and uncontrollable. He’d hurt himself, acting on some
image in his mind.

Abruptly, she pulled him to his feet, knowing
she’d have to be harsh to catch his attention. She changed her
tone, as if speaking to an errant child. “It’s time to go home.
Come on.”

He didn’t seem to hear her as he swayed on
the edge of the bridge. For one terrifying second, she thought he
was going to tumble in. He could swim, but she wasn’t sure if he
would.

“Alex!” She jerked him roughly to face her.
They stood eye to eye, both of them the same medium height. Many
people mistook them for fraternal twins. They both had black hair,
blue eyes, and slender bodies. Yet, she was always disconcerted by
the intense blue of his eyes whenever they stood so close. They
were the color of the evening sky; hers had a more greenish cast to
them.

“Janie?” he said in bewilderment.

His baffled tone reassured her. It meant he
was coming back from whatever strange place his mind had wandered
to. His eyes blinked and refocused. Her heart skipped a beat as the
Alex she knew smiled sheepishly at her. She was suddenly aware of
how close they were standing, and pressed a hand to her fluttering
stomach when she felt his breath on her cheek.

“I’m sorry; I must have been dozing.”

She grimaced as he quickly averted his face.
It was a blatant lie and she knew it, but hiding it was his way of
trying to protect her. He did it all the time. But she’d much
rather he let her into his world, however divergent it might
be.

She slipped her arm through his and turned in
the direction of home. “Never mind. Are you ready for dinner?”

He hesitated, looking at the black water. She
tugged a little harder and he didn’t resist. Glancing back herself,
she drew him gently away.

* * * *

Late in the night, Jane heard the stifled
groans she’d expected since the episode on the bridge. She drew on
her sweatpants and shuffled down the hall. As a precaution, she’d
kept the stove light on in the kitchen, and it spilled across the
dark living room. Giving a troubled sigh, she retrieved a damp
cloth from the refrigerator and padded back to Alex’s room at the
end of the hall.

She knew better than to call him, so she
gently tapped on the door instead. Knowing a light would be like a
sword through his skull, she tried to find the bed in the dark. She
stumbled over clothes and books strewn across the floor and swore.
One would think, at the age of twenty, he’d be able to keep his
room in order.

Her eyes adjusted to the dark and found him
curled up on the sheets, his face pressed against the mattress. He
had a pillow clutched tightly over his head in an effort to keep
out all sensory stimuli.

She set the cloth on a nightstand. “Hush.
It’s just me.” She ran her fingers up his spine and pressed her
thumbs into the stiff muscles between his shoulder blades. The
knots loosened as she kneaded them, and she silently thanked the
nurse who’d shown her the technique years ago. Alex’s migraines had
grown so severe that a specialist had been called, but it was the
daily nurse who’d taught her how to care for him.

In a few minutes, the tension drained from
his body, and she was able to push him onto his back. She took the
pillow from his face, but he threw an arm over his eyes. Patiently,
she pulled his arm away and placed the cloth over his brow. His
hair was damp with sweat, his lips white, and his breath came in
sharp gasps through tightly gritted teeth.

He put his hand over hers and pressed the
cloth to his eyes. The gesture was intensely intimate, sending a
shock through her. The warmth of his skin traveled up her arm and
heated her body.

“Did you forget your pills?” she asked
unsteadily, and he nodded under her hand. She wasn’t surprised. He
was always leaving them somewhere or forgetting to take them, even
when they both knew a migraine was coming.

She settled on the edge of the bed and gently
stroked his hair. Her heart ached for his suffering, and she
marveled at the strength that got him out of bed every morning, not
knowing when the pain would strike him next.

He moaned, and she impulsively kissed his
glistening forehead. She murmured comforting words in his ear, and
for just an instant, allowed herself the pleasure of feeling his
body against hers. His breathing became more relaxed as the worst
of the pain eased, and she drew away from him.

“Can you sleep now?”

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. She knew
speech was beyond him at the moment, so she simply brushed her
fingers over his cheek. She fought the sudden urge to lie down
beside him and hold him in her arms. There’d been many nights she’d
sat with him, and all those nights her father had done the
same.

She panicked at the thought that life would
never change. If she gave in to the emotions she unwillingly felt,
neither she nor Alex would be able to move on. She’d promised
herself long ago to start a new life once he no longer needed her
care. That day had come and gone. She needed to leave soon, for
both their sakes.

She brushed impatiently at her eyes and left
him to fight the rest of his battle alone.

* * * *


Chapter 2

Alex dragged himself out of bed the next
morning. He hadn’t slept well and didn’t feel rested in the least.
He nearly fell asleep under the shower and again while eating
breakfast.

He was groggy at work and couldn’t focus on
what he was doing. But to his relief, his energy picked up a little
after lunch. He sat on the floor in the back room and slit open a
box of new books, breathing deeply of their freshly printed scent.
The girls he worked with laughed at him whenever he did this, but
he didn’t care. There was something satisfying about filling the
empty spaces on the bookshelves, making sure the titles were in
order, and straightening the crooked ones.

He felt safe in the store with its walls of
nonthreatening books and familiar routine.

“Alex!”

Mary’s usually kind face looked impatient,
and he jerked to his feet. From her tone, she’d probably been
calling him for some time. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Sarah hasn’t come in yet, and Becca and I
have our hands full with another shipment. Will you read to the
children today?” At the look of panic probably on his face, she
smiled encouragingly. “Now, don’t be afraid,” she said as she took
his arm, giving it a motherly pat. “It’s only three chapters of
Lone Wolf. When you’re done, you can let them have
cookies.”

She guided him to the room where every
Saturday afternoon during summer the bookstore hosted a reading for
kids who had nothing better to do. Before Alex could draw a breath,
she pushed him onto a stool and pressed a book into his hands. He
gaped as she abandoned him in front of an audience of expectant
children. A dozen kids of various ages sat on a rug at his feet. He
gave them a quick glance and then opened the book to the marked
page.

The light radiating from the children hurt
his eyes, and it took him a moment to focus on the print. The
children stirred restlessly in the awkward silence until he cleared
his throat. As he began to read, even Brian Edwards stopped hitting
his neighbor to listen.

Alex’s voice grew low and intense as he
immersed himself in the story. His tone became so expressive that
the more sensitive children seemed able to see the action unfold
behind their eyes, same as he could.

He reached the end of the second chapter
safely and began to hope he might make it through the rest without
mishap. He turned the page to continue, but then a shadow appeared
on the paper. He rubbed his eyes, wanting it to be his imagination,
but the shadow spread across the print. He struggled to ignore it
for a few more sentences, but the growing darkness teased his eyes
away from the page. He spotted the source instantly: a boy near the
door whose black aura coiled tightly around his body.

The blackness seeped from the boy until it
dimmed the brightness of the other children.

“Rabbit,” Alex whispered in horror, his eyes
going wide. In his mind, he saw a rabbit tied to a board in a dark
place, its paws bound with gray tape. A scalpel glittered in the
boy’s trembling hand. With his gaze intent on the heaving chest of
the helpless creature, the boy licked his lips in anticipation of
doing something cruel.

Alex’s sharp whimper of distress broke the
unnerving stillness in the room. He covered his face to wipe the
disturbing image from his mind.

Mary appeared out of nowhere and snatched the
book from his hand, startling him. She pulled him off the stool and
half-dragged him stumbling to the back room, stopping him inside
the doorway. “What’s gotten into you? You scared…” She closed her
mouth abruptly. “Just stay here,” she said firmly. “I’ll see to the
children.”

As the door clicked shut behind her, Alex bit
his lip. But no matter how hard he burrowed his teeth in, the pain
would never be enough to drive off the waking nightmare.

* * * *

The morning had been a nightmare. Jane stood
beside Mrs. Albritch with a pleasant smile, but inside she was
seething. What did this woman know about art? She probably had
sunflowers painted on her kitchen walls.

“Clever use of color, Ms. Elson. Is it a
waterfall?”

“If you like. The painting is open to
interpretation.”

She had imagined it as a stained-glass window
from a church so old the colors had melted together, but who was
she to contradict her only customer of the week?

Creg Bradley, the director of the Preston
Gallery, quietly joined them. His impeccable linen suit accentuated
his stature and complemented his gray eyes. Jane had met him
through a mutual friend. Creg had taken an instant liking to her
paintings, and to her. As for her, she had mixed feelings about him
since he was a decade older; but at twenty-six, she felt her
options were limited.

“You have a phone call, Jane.”

She gave him an entreating look.

“Mrs. Albritch, may I get you a cup of tea
while Jane takes her call?” He took the stout woman’s arm and
surveyed the large canvas appreciatively. “I see you’ve found our
prize painting.”

Jane mouthed a ‘thank you’ and hurried to his
office. Alex was the only one who ever called her at work, and only
when something was wrong. And he would have called her cell phone,
being one of a handful who knew her private number. She picked up
the gallery’s phone with a sinking feeling in her stomach.
“Hello?”

“It’s Mary. Can you come down here right
away?”

Her stomach knotted. “What’s happened?”

“Alex was reading to the children and started
acting strangely. He frightened them, and you told me to call
if—”

“Is anyone hurt?”

“Of course not.” Mary sounded surprised. “He
just isn’t acting like himself. I think he might be having an
episode.”

“I’ll be right there.”

She frowned at the receiver after she’d put
it down. Then, taking a moment to tell Creg where she was going,
she gathered her purse and hurried to the car.

She fumed on the way to the bookstore. Mary
was probably overreacting. Even though Mrs. Albritch was in Creg’s
capable hands, she hated to leave her work to the lady’s sharp
tongue. It would take some finessing on Creg’s part to make the
sale.

Mary met her at the door of the bookshop and
led her toward the back room.

“I told the children that Alex wasn’t feeling
well when I sent them home,” she said over her shoulder. “But I
hate to think what their parents are going to say. You need to take
Alex home. I don’t think this is the best job for him.”

“You’re letting him go after only one
mistake?” Jane asked, incredulous.

“I can’t have him around the customers. Not
if he’s going to have these episodes. You know this isn’t the first
time I’ve had to explain his behavior.” Mary flung open the door to
the back room and eyed the forlorn young man slouched on a stool.
Her expression softened as he glanced up, then he turned his face
away.

Jane thought quickly, knowing how much this
job meant to him. “Isn’t there anything else he can do, where he
isn’t with customers?”

Mary’s face brightened. “I might be able to
use him back here. And he could help Angie in the coffee bar,
mopping the floor and such.”

Jane’s hackles rose. “You want him to be the
janitor?”

Alex stood and snatched her hand before she
could say anything more. “I can do that.”

“I’m not going to let you be the janitor.
It’s absurd. It’s not what you were hired to do.”

“I have to work.”

He breathed hard and his face was flushed.
She’d hurt his pride. Regretfully, she gave in. “Okay, if that’s
what you want.”

Alex gave Mary a nod. “I’d like the job.”

Sighing, Jane pushed the hair out of her
face. “I’m sorry for losing my temper. I don’t know what came over
me.”

Mary took her arm and drew her out of the
back room, leaving Alex to his work. “That’s all right. He’s been a
heavy burden for you ever since your father passed away.”

* * * *

Alex hung his head as their voices faded. A
heavy burden? He’d been called worse.

He cringed when Angie and Becca stuck their
heads into the room. But if they’d heard Mary’s remark, they didn’t
show it. Angie grinned as Becca pushed him off the stool. “Come
on,” Angie commanded. “We’re celebrating.”

“We are?”

“Yes, idiot! You’re not leaving. This calls
for drinks.”

The women traipsed out with him in tow. Becca
pushed him onto a stool at the counter of the coffee bar and
climbed onto the one beside him. Angie went behind the counter to
serve.

Jane joined them, taking the empty seat
beside him.

He glanced at her from the corner of his eye
and realized all was forgiven when she offered him a smile.
Relieved, he reached for a spoon and stirred the drink in the mug
Angie set before him. As he watched the cream swirl through the
dark chocolate, he had a random thought that Jane was like that,
adding light to the dark corners of his mind.

Angie threw a rag at him, startling him out
of his contemplation. “Come on, lazy bones. I’ll show you the
ropes.”

She led him around the counter and acquainted
him with the things he could do to help clean up. She broke off
when she saw his troubled look. “What’s wrong?”

He laughed a little. “I sure made a mess of
things today.”

She took his arm. “Don’t worry about it, and
if you get into trouble back here, I’ll cover for you.”

“You’ll cover what for him?” asked a husky
man as he took an empty stool next to Jane. He eyed Alex dubiously.
“You flirting with my girl again?”

Alex grinned and blushed as Justin hid an
accompanying smile.

Angie leaned across the counter to kiss
Justin’s freckled nose and mess up his sandy hair. “I wish.”

“Hey!” Justin flattened his hair, laying it
back in place. He glanced to his side. “Hi, Jane.”

She looked up from her drawing. “How’s the
tire business?”

He shrugged. “We’re having a busy day. Mr.
Gardinar brought his Jeep in again. Seems we can’t get the idle
right.” Justin had recently been promoted to head mechanic at his
uncle’s garage and, if all went well, he planned to buy him out in
five years.

Alex perked up at the name. “Is Mr. Gardinar
still at the garage?”

“Are you looking for him?”

“I need to ask him something.”

“Yeah, he’s still there. He’s waiting for the
work to be done. You can walk back with me, if you want.”

“Do you mind, Jane? It’ll only take a
minute,” he said, purposefully cryptic.

“Not at all. I’ll go to the post office and
meet you there afterwards.”

Justin, Angie, and Alex headed out into the
warm Colorado afternoon. Becca Jonson followed them to the
sidewalk, then waved as she hurried on to meet her latest
boyfriend. Her bright orange hair was a flame in the sunlight as
she swung off with an easy stride.

Alex hesitated in the doorway of the garage,
quickly spotting the tall man standing by the tires. When he caught
Mr. Gardinar’s eye, he beckoned to him. Gardinar nodded and
sauntered over, and Alex asked eagerly, “Do you have them with
you?”

Gardinar chuckled. “They’re in my
briefcase.”

They moved to a side table. Gardinar drew a
chair close and spread the contents of a folder onto the laminate
surface. Alex kept an eye on the window as he looked over the
papers. When he spied Jane approaching, he quickly gathered them
up. He couldn’t hide his excitement as he shoved them at
Gardinar.

“You won’t tell her, will you?”

Gardinar offered him a sly smile, a gleam of
laughter in his brown eyes, and opened his leather case to slide
the folder back in.

“Of course not. I should have an answer for
you in about a week.”

“Thank you.” Alex shook his hand, then
hurried to meet Jane at the door, where he ushered her outside
without giving her a chance to say goodbye to the others.

“What did you need to see Mr. Gardinar
about?” she asked suspiciously as they walked to her car.

“Nothing important.” He slid into the
passenger seat, offering nothing else. He’d found in the past that
she wouldn’t pry if he kept his answers vague. He didn’t like to
deceive her, but also didn’t want her wondering how he knew
Gardinar, the art teacher at the local community college. It would
be curious, to say the least, since he didn’t take classes
there.

He felt her eyes on him as he looked
pointedly out the window. It was hard, but he managed to resist her
sigh as she started the car and pulled into traffic. He settled
more comfortably into his seat, glad he could keep his secret a
little longer. This way, he wouldn’t have to be embarrassed if it
didn’t pan out.

He rolled down the window and let the wind
play with his hair.

When he made a choking sound and turned a
disgusted face to her, she erupted into laughter. “I think I just
swallowed a bug.” He made a pretense of coughing up the insect.
“Remember when we claimed there was a beetle in the pea soup at
Ben’s house so we wouldn’t have to eat it?”

Her eyes sparkled at the memory, and they
spent the rest of the drive laughing at past escapades and plotting
new ones.

Once home, they settled into their usual
Saturday evening routine. Jane made a big bowl of popcorn after a
light dinner and joined him in front of the television. They’d just
started their first movie when Creg pushed open the front door and
stuck his head in.

“Hi. Did you forget we had a date?”

Jane looked at her sweat pants and the
popcorn in her lap, then at Alex’s disgruntled face. “Tonight?” She
turned back to Creg with a slight frown. “I don’t think we did, but
you’re welcome to join us.”

“No, thanks. You haven’t been out in weeks,
and I need to talk to you about Mrs. Albritch.”

She quickly scrambled off the couch,
thrusting the popcorn at Alex. “Did she like my painting?”

“I’ll tell you over coffee.”

She took two steps toward him before she
stopped. She turned guiltily to Alex, sounding anxious. “Do you
mind?”

He struggled not to show his disappointment
in front of Creg, although his heart twisted painfully when he
thought of them together. He didn’t want her to go. Controlling his
voice made him sound careless. “No, go ahead.”

He kept his eyes intently on the television
when she darted off to get dressed. He felt Creg watching him from
the doorway. A faint buzzing grew in his head; he hardly breathed.
He hated being stared at. Creg probably knew that.

When Jane came out to leave, she looked
closely at him, as if waiting for him to say something. He kept his
eyes riveted to the screen.

“Goodnight,” she said quietly, without
offering any apology for cutting their evening short.

He shut his eyes as the door closed behind
them, then slouched down in the cushions. Maybe it was time to
admit defeat. It had taken a while, but he finally realized one
thing: it would have been better if he’d gone to live with Justin
after Jane’s father died. Instead, he’d hoped that if he stayed
with her, and she saw how he was trying…

He’d made progress; he believed that. He had
a job; and sometimes, he could go a whole week without having that
other part of himself emerge—the frightened boy who was tormented
by horrible visions and memories.

Covering his face, he groaned into his hands.
It wasn’t enough for her. She wouldn’t forget what had happened
last summer. It was just too hard to fight the past all the
time.

Moaning to himself, he gave in to the
memories pounding for release…

The little boy hunched over the book as close
as he could without the words blurring.

If he could only climb into the pages, he’d
be on a ship sailing in the South Pacific, instead of in the
stifling room with the laughter from the house next door tearing at
his heart. He used to watch the kids playing outside, his face
pressed to the glass, and imagine he was running with them, having
fun. Now he didn’t even do that anymore.

He flushed painfully at the memory. They’d
seen him one day and run up to the window, where they’d shouted bad
words at him and thrown rocks. He’d crouched in the corner and
begged them to stop before Mama heard.

He abruptly threw the book on the floor, and
then quickly snatched it up with a frightened glance at the
door.

He set it carefully in the drawer, out of
sight. Mama let him read, but only if he kept his room clean. He
gave the locked door another look. He didn’t think Mama was awake
yet from her nap.

He took out a small box he kept in the
drawer, nestled with his books, and sat on the bed. He carefully
lifted the lid. A shiny black beetle scurried out and ran up his
arm. He laughed as it tickled, climbing from one hand to the other.
He placed it on the blankets and smiled as the creature braved the
folds. When it toppled onto its back, he up-righted it.

His smile grew a little guilty even as his
heart warmed. He knew Mama would never let him have the beetle.
He’d kept little creatures like this off and on, whenever he could
find one; they were something of his own to care for, and he needed
their companionship.

The door lock clicked. He snatched up the
beetle as Mama flung the door open. Her face was flushed from the
heat and the alcohol she’d drunk. She scratched at her tangle of
dirty hair as she stepped into the room. “What are you doing?”

He flushed guiltily. “Nothing.”

She moved across the room and sat beside him,
her arm going around his thin shoulders, drawing him close. She
kissed the top of his head and stroked his hair. He tried not to
shudder from her nearness.

“What’s that in your hand?”

“Nothing.”

She grabbed his closed fist. Alex gasped as
tears sprang to his eyes. Her hand crushed his; but it was his
heart she squeezed as the small bones in his hand grated and the
shell of the beetle shattered within his palm. A sob escaped him
when he felt the smear of its insides, and that was enough for her.
She let him go but slapped him for good measure, though he didn’t
even feel the blow when it connected with his cheek.

“Make your bed,” she snapped.

The lock clicked as she left the room.

He stared at his closed hand. The white marks
of her fingers were already turning red. The beetle’s broken shell
bit into his skin. He opened his fist and looked at the crushed
insect, and felt his own insides shatter into a million pieces.
He’d killed his only friend. He should have left it in the box. He
should have left it in the garage where he’d found it!

“I’m sorry,” he sobbed as the tears Mama
had worked so hard to bring flowed freely down his face. He wished
he could bury his friend, but she wouldn’t let him go outside. He
did the best he could instead. He put the broken body tenderly in
the box and replaced the lid. He went to the window and, after the
briefest hesitation, drew the curtain aside, where he set the box
on the ledge. He hadn’t meant to look in the yard next door, but
his eyes betrayed him. The sprinklers were on and the water
shimmered in the air like jewels. Children were romping in the
water. The yard was full of laughing faces and bodies brown from
days under the sun.

He let the curtain drop back in place, his
vision blurred by tears; he sank to the floor and buried his face
in his arms.

* * * *

Later, he lay on the cement floor of the
garage where he’d fallen, and sucked absently at the blood on his
lips. He’d forgotten to make his bed like he’d been told. Mama was
right. He was stupid and slow. She was right to punish him when he
was so bad.

Warm air flowed under the door. He stared at
the strip of sunlight that found its way into the garage. He moved
to touch it but winced. He had to use his other arm to reach it.
The sun was hot on his fingers, and he idly wiggled them, still a
little dazed from the beating.

He started as a tiny beetle wandered under
the door. A smile crept onto his face as the insect explored his
hand. Gingerly, he urged it back to the safety outside and pushed
himself up to his feet. He pressed his hands to his sore ribs and
hoped he wouldn’t be sick. Mama didn’t like it when he was
sick.

Alex’s head throbbed as he came back to the
present. He groaned, rolled over, and opened his eyes. The room was
lit by the dim glow from the television. The movie had come to an
end long ago and had returned to the menu page. He stared at the
reflection of light on the ceiling and wondered where Jane was. He
resisted imagining what she might be doing so late at night with
him.

He lay still and closed his eyes. After a
minute, he took several deep breaths, but the pounding in his head
didn’t go away. He climbed to his feet, intending to get his
medicine, but found himself outside on the porch instead. The boy
was calling him, the one in the water. His voice was a faint murmur
in the cold air.

“Janie?” he called hesitantly. He knew she
wasn’t there, but he was afraid to do this alone. She’d always been
there for him in the past, but not this time. He hunched his
shoulders as he realized he was on his own. He’d even left his cell
phone inside.

Drawing a deep breath for courage, he walked
down the steps, into the dark night. His breathing grew ragged as
the boy’s relentless cry drew him along the deserted road. The moon
was low and the world glimmered in the faint light. The sound of
rushing water became audible, sounding like thunder and anger and
violence.

It clamored in his ears.

His feet moved of their own volition as his
thoughts tangled with the racket. He stared dazedly at the bridge
when he came up against a railing.

The boy called from below, his compelling
voice twining through Alex’s head and into his limbs. Alex couldn’t
resist his anguished plea. He scrambled over the guardrail and went
down the steep embankment toward the river, his panicked haste
almost sending him in. He stood on the bank as the black churning
current swept by, lapping at his toes.

Images of the boy leaped into his head…

He was in a dark place and couldn’t breathe.
His body ached from the sharp blows and kicks that had landed
everywhere. And then he was tumbling and couldn’t stop himself, and
the sound of water deafened him.

Then he was in the water, and its icy touch
stole his last breath, freezing his heart.

“Stay with me!” he screamed in
terror.

“I will,” Alex said and stepped mindlessly
into the river. The current grabbed him and the icy water swiftly
covered his head. A painful cold seized his muscles while his lungs
screamed. A fleeting sadness touched him as he wondered if Jane
would even miss him.

His sluggish mind grabbed onto her memory.
Frantically, he fought against the deadly numbness in his limbs to
reach the surface. He gulped in air and water as the current tried
to pull him under again. He’d already been swept downstream.

He struggled to the bank and pulled himself
an inch at a time out of the cold river. Once on dry land, he lay
prone and coughed up stagnant water. In the river, the boy was now
silent. With a shuddering breath, Alex crawled up the embankment
and onto the dusty road.

He could barely stand and shivered
uncontrollably; his soaked clothes seemed frozen to him. Each
staggering step home was more exhausting than the last. In the
darkness, he stumbled onto the porch and gave a small cheer in
relief. He hadn’t been sure he’d make it.

“Alex?”

He raised his face to the couple saying
goodnight at the open doorway.

“Oh, good grief,” Creg complained when Jane
broke away from him. “Can’t we have even a minute of privacy?” He
scowled when she kept her attention on Alex. “Why do you put up
with him?”

She took another step away from him and gave
him a narrow look. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” she snapped.

Creg lifted his hand, and then let it drop in
disgust, setting his lips into a tight, grim line of reproach.
Angrily, he brushed against Alex as he left.

Jane turned her glare on him and Alex hung
his head. “You’re all wet. What were you doing?”

He shrugged. Speech was impossible at the
moment.

“Come inside before you catch a cold,” she
muttered and went into the house, leaving him alone on the
porch.

He followed her inside and went to his room,
where he stripped out of his wet clothes and threw them in the
hamper. Crawling into bed, he snuggled in the blankets to get warm.
His headache returned with a vengeance, and he wondered vaguely
where he’d left his Midrin.

That’s right. It was in the kitchen, where
Jane was slamming pots around. He didn’t dare show his face while
she was this upset. She’d probably throw a pot at him. Despite his
pain, he smiled as he remembered Creg’s furious face when he’d
interrupted their kiss. It had been well worth Jane’s anger to see
that.

He lay on his side and let the pain wash over
him in scintillating waves, and made sure she didn’t hear him when
he began to moan, although it was hours before the pain subsided
and he could sleep.

* * * *


Chapter 3

In the morning, Alex rested his elbows on the
washer and idly watched the water fill. He wasn’t trying to hide
his wet clothes; in fact, he’d already tried to tell Jane what had
happened. He needed to tell someone. But his stammered explanation
had been met with silence. She’d seemed preoccupied with something
else. After breakfast, she’d gone into the studio and slammed the
door, which was a sure sign to leave her alone.

When the water reached the top, he dumped in
the soap and closed the lid. His chest hurt in a strange way and he
rubbed it, though his head wouldn’t stop throbbing either. He
thought about going back to bed for a while. It was Sunday after
all, and he didn’t have to work. He could take the opportunity to
rest and recuperate from whatever ailed him.

He left the small washroom and entered the
kitchen, where he glanced at the door to the studio. Maybe he
should try to speak to her again.

The phone suddenly rang. Jane picked it up in
the other room and Alex heard her laughter and animated voice
through the door. Morosely, he dragged himself back to bed and
tried to find peace in sleep.

A fierce pounding in his head woke him some
time later. When he tried to open his eyes, they burned painfully.
He’d slept most of the day, but his sleep had been plagued by
nightmares. Now he felt as if he was being roasted alive. He
struggled with the blankets smothering him, sticking to his
sweat-drenched body. Cool hands touched his face and helped him sit
up. A fit of coughing brought a cry of pain from his throat.

“You’ve caught a cold,” Jane said, gently
chiding.

He couldn’t help but smile. I told you
so was a joke between them, something he used to say when he’d
first come to live with her and her father. She’d always been so
patient with him. Now, she watched in concern as more coughing
brought tears to his eyes.

“Maybe you should see a doctor.”

“No!” He clamped his mouth shut before his
panic spilled out. She knew why he wouldn’t want anyone to see him.
He rubbed his forehead, remembering white hospital walls and months
of loneliness. Fear and nightmares and near madness.

She gave him a dubious look. “We’ll see how
you are tomorrow. Now, take these.” She held out two cold tablets.
“We’ll get some hot soup into you and then put you back to
bed.”

* * * *

Alex missed work on Monday. His cough
improved but he was exhausted and slept all day. Jane let him go in
on Tuesday, but only after he’d promised to call if he felt worse.
As they stood on the front porch, she fixed his collar and smoothed
his hair back. They were so close he could see himself reflected in
her eyes, and his heart skipped a beat for being so near her. He
drew a deep breath, determined to finally confess, but his courage
shattered when the phone rang.

“Just a second.” Jane raced back into the
house and he overheard her as she spoke into the phone. Hot
jealousy burned in him at her delight. He wished he could be the
one on the other end of the call, tall and self-assured. He wanted
to be the man she reserved that happy, excited voice for.

He scowled when he heard her laugh. Creg
wasn’t really that funny. He didn’t know why she let him think he
was. Going without her to the car, he slouched in the passenger
seat, petulant and out of sorts. He tapped absently on the window
as he waited but sat up when Jane came out to the porch. He studied
her face as she crossed the yard, and swore inwardly at the sight
of her cheery smile.

“Mrs. Albritch bought my painting!” she
exclaimed as she climbed into the driver’s seat.

“That’s wonderful! I’m so proud of you.”
Impulsively, he hugged her, his anger instantly gone. But an ache
ran through him as he felt her in his arms. He had the mad urge to
kiss her full on the mouth, and peeked at her face, wondering if
she felt the same.

She pulled back. “I’m rather proud of myself.
That woman has no imagination when it comes to the abstract. I was
quickly losing my patience with her but Creg got her to see
something poignant in the artwork. He knew just the right approach
to take with her. I owe him a lot. I doubt if I could sell anything
without him.”

Alex fell back, crestfallen. She wasn’t even
thinking of him. It was all about Creg, though that man didn’t
deserve her. He’d seen Creg’s possessive attitude toward her. He
blinked at a sudden thought. He knew her better than anyone else.
If he could somehow make her realize she’d be happier with him
instead of Creg…

The knot in his stomach eased as she drove to
the bookstore, chatting enthusiastically about her additional
pictures in the gallery. As she spoke, he heard a passion in her
voice that had been missing when she’d talked to Creg. His pulse
quickened. Maybe she wasn’t as much in love with the art director
as he’d thought. He might still have time to prove himself.

When she pulled up to the curb, she touched
his arm and drew him out of his reverie. “I’ll stop by to pick you
up later. Take care of yourself.”

He experienced an involuntary, but pleasant,
shiver. He wanted to pull her into his arms again and feel her
heart beat against his. His kisses would drive all thoughts of Creg
from her mind.

“Thanks,” he said, and jumped out before he
acted impulsively and embarrassed them both. Without looking back,
he hurried into the store.

He stumbled in the doorway. The boy from the
Saturday afternoon reading was there, amusing himself by messing up
the bookshelves, his back turned. Alex recoiled from the blackness
emanating from the boy, reaching toward him and sucking the life
essence of the customers it managed to touch. Cautiously, he edged
along the wall, feeling a desperate urge to avoid drawing the boy’s
attention. When he reached the coffee bar without having been
noticed, he let out a sigh of relief.

There were a couple of tables and chairs in
the small dining area, but the customers were mostly at the bar. An
elderly lady chatted with Angie, who was absorbed in the
conversation, and he was able to slip into the back room
unobserved.

He turned to the sink and grimaced at the few
dishes awaiting his attention. Dishes weren’t his favorite chore,
but they were his responsibility now. They had to be done if he
hoped to keep his job. He needed to show Jane he was responsible,
that she could depend on him to pull his weight.

He ran the hot water and reached for the
sponge, lingering as long as he dared, hoping the boy out front
would leave. Grabbing the mop, he began to clean the floors.

His thoughts returned to Jane’s phone call.
Somehow, he had to get her away from Creg. He needed to prove he
was a man and no longer her little brother.

Frustrated, he wrung out the mop harder than
was necessary.

“Hey, there you are,” Angie said when he
ventured into the coffee bar with the mop. “Feeling better?”

“I’m fine. It’s just a cold.”

A sputtering cough put the lie to that, and
the redhead gave him a skeptical look; it was so like Jane’s that
he had to laugh, which only made his slight cough worse, and he
hacked until he had to sit down.

Angie rubbed his back until his breathing
came easier. As his muscles relaxed, he noticed someone approaching
the counter. The warmth drained from his face and he stiffened.

“What’s wrong?” Angie asked when his
shoulders tensed under her hand. She turned to the boy who’d drawn
his attention. He was about nine, stocky, and had dark hair. His
face bore an unusually solemn expression for a child his age.

“I’d like a hot chocolate,” he said
pleasantly, despite his dour look.

“Sure,” Angie said, shooting Alex a quick
glance.

He hadn’t taken his eyes from the boy, whose
own eyelids narrowed at the scrutiny.

“Cats.”

The word emerged from Alex’s mouth in a
whisper of horror as the boy’s memories entwined with his own.

He stood in the empty field and watched in
fascination as the burlap sack squirmed in the dust; listened to
the enraged hisses coming from within, and a wicked smile grew on
his face. The smell of gasoline was sweet and intoxicating, just as
the smell of the burning match was pungent and promising. He let
that one match burn down to his fingers just to feel the intense
pain. He lit another with a thrill of anticipation, his mouth going
lax, his heart racing.

With fixed malice, he bent and laid the flame
against the sack. The course, gasoline-soaked fiber caught
instantly.

Shrill screams rose as the bag burned,
driving a shudder of pleasure through him. The wriggling within the
sack became frantic, then wild, the screeches manic.

Finally, he had to step back as the sack
became engulfed in flames.

The sounds ended abruptly. He watched the
smoldering bundle with a frown, somewhat disappointed with the
whole thing. It hadn’t lasted long enough. Not nearly long enough.
If he could find a larger sack…

A fit of coughing brought Alex back to
himself. He scrambled to his feet and turned from the hateful glare
of the boy’s dark eyes.

“Bastard.” The boy spun away and left without
his order.

Alex felt Angie’s eyes on him. She gave him
an odd look. “What’s wrong? Has Bobby Gibson been bothering
you?”

“Bobby?”

“The boy who was just here.”

He pressed a hand to his churning stomach.
“Do you know him?”

“Only from when his father introduced him
Saturday when he came in for the reading.” She frowned. “Do you
feel all right?”

He hung his head. “No.” Glancing up, he saw
her wary concern. He took a breath. “Will you tell Mary I went
home?”

“Sure.”

He kept his eyes on the floor as he followed
in the boy’s wake. Outside, he stood in the sun, his heart
hammering as he watched the boy turn a corner farther up the street
and take the east road out of town. In that direction were a few
old houses and then farms. Against his better judgment, Alex
hurried after him. Once he turned the corner, he sped up to keep
the boy in sight, though every instinct screamed at him to turn
back. His mind flashed on the tortured animals. Bobby had done
terrible things. If nothing else, his parents should be warned.

He bit hard on his lip, knowing something
much worse was waiting for him to discover. Why else was he drawn
to the boy?

They had traveled a good two miles before
Bobby disappeared over a small rise in the road. Alex hurried
forward and crested the hill, but the boy was nowhere to be seen. A
white farmhouse stood below in a yard of lush grass. Wildflowers
grew against the porch and wheat fields stretched into the
distance. A red barn rose amid the flourishing crop.

Bile rose in Alex’s throat. He leaned against
a tree and retched as waves of nausea rolled over him. Impressions
of pain and fear and death crowded his mind, striking him in
relentless waves. They came from the direction of the house, and he
had to turn away before the anguish became his own.

It was too late. The feeling was unbearable
and he couldn’t stay. He stumbled back the way he’d come, until the
farmhouse was no longer in view. There, he dropped to his knees and
covered his face, swallowing the sickness in the back of his
throat.

He should go back. He knew that above all
else. He needed to stop the boy before he hurt anything else. But
he couldn’t move. He was paralyzed by fear and the terrible images
in his mind. Sick with himself, Alex sobbed as he became a little
boy again…

He stood at the top of the basement stairs,
his heart racing. He could barely stand, he was so frightened, and
he had to clutch the railing to keep from falling. He didn’t even
know what he’d done wrong this time. She hadn’t told him.

A sob choked him, but he swallowed it back.
She wouldn’t make him cry! Not again.

“Alex!” she called from the
darkness.

A violent tremor passed through him. He took
one last look at the kitchen. He just wanted to look at the sky
beyond the window. He just wanted Mama to be kind.

He squared his shoulders and took his first
step into the darkness, then another. It was his birthday today. He
was twelve and he had to be brave. He couldn’t see beyond the third
step, it was so dark. The smell of Mama’s whiskey hit him and he
felt sick. He heard her impatient hiss for him to get moving and
hurried down the remaining steps. Sharp splinters from the
shattered bottle on the stairs bit into his feet, and he cried
out.

Mama only laughed. At the bottom, she grabbed
his arm and dragged him to the far room. A dismal light from a high
window made him blink as he was shoved onto a dirty mattress. He
began to shiver at the sight of a roll of duct tape sitting on the
floor.

“Please don’t,” he begged as she wound the
tape around his hands and ankles. He hated the whining sound in his
voice, but he couldn’t help himself. He tried to be brave, but the
pain in his feet made him dizzy. He knew what the tape meant.
Hiding his face, he muffled his sobs. It was nothing new. She’d
broken his spirit long ago.

“Don’t back-talk me,” she spat and grabbed
his hair. She slapped him once, three times, what did it matter?
His head rang and he tasted blood in his mouth. He thought he might
suffocate on it when she sealed his mouth with a swatch of tape.
God, who would hear him down here anyway?

His eyes focused on the scissors in her
hands. Images of what she could do with them filled him with
terror. But she merely cut his shirt off.

“You’re a bad boy,” she crooned as she
patted his wet cheek. “A bad boy.”

He gasped in misery when she took a cigarette
and searched her pockets for a book of matches.

“A bad boy.”

He closed his eyes and pressed his face
against the foul mattress. He’d meant to be brave, but knowing what
was coming, he just couldn’t do it. He called himself a coward as
tears stung his eyes again.

* * * *


Chapter 4

Justin sang along with the radio as he drove
down the dusty road. He’d been to the junkyard outside of town for
parts, but now he enjoyed the empty highway as he sped home with
the top off the Jeep, sunlight catching the red in his sandy hair.
The sun felt great on his face, and he whooped as he crested a
small rise. He almost missed seeing the person walking on the
shoulder, his head bowed. He slammed on the brakes, creating a
billow of dust that swallowed the Jeep as he pulled over. “Alex!”
he shouted as he jumped out.

Alex didn’t seem to hear him so Justin waited
for him to approach, a slight smile on his face. Alex was a trip.
His grin widened when Alex nearly walked right into him,
oblivious.

“Hey,” Justin cautioned.

Alex jumped and raised his eyes, which were
dark with distress.

Justin grabbed his arm. “What is it?”

Alex looked anxiously over his shoulder, then
darted Justin a panicked look. He opened his mouth to speak, but
seemed to think better of it. He shook his head and walked
away.

Justin’s eyes narrowed. He fell into step
beside him. “Can I give you a lift home?”

Alex stopped, his eyes fixed on the ground.
“Sure, thanks.” He got into the passenger side of the Jeep.

Justin glanced in the direction Alex had come
from but didn’t see anything that might have caused his distress.
He climbed into the driver’s seat, settling in.

“What are you doing out here?” Alex asked
unexpectedly.

Justin laughed as he drove the Jeep back onto
the road. “I could ask you the same thing.”

Alex shrugged, giving no explanation.

He decided not to press for an answer. “I was
at Brady’s, picking up a part for Brad’s Chevy.”

Alex nodded in silent acknowledgment. He
blinked and stifled a yawn. Propping his feet up on the dash, he
leaned back and soon dozed off. He remained asleep until Justin
pulled up in front of his house. Then he sat up and stretched,
seeming to have thrown off his unusual mood.

“Want some lemonade?”

“Sure.”

Justin kept a close eye on him as they
crossed the yard. He plopped into a cane chair on the porch as Alex
reached for the door. “Unless you have a beer?”

Alex laughed, his mood having improved. “I’ll
check.”

The screen door banged as he went inside.
Justin settled back in the chair, stretching his long legs. He
frowned slightly. Alex seemed exhausted. Angie had said he’d been
ill, but maybe there was something more to it.

He sat up and reached for the beers once Alex
returned, setting both aside to take the precariously balanced
plate of chicken legs Alex juggled.

They passed the time in desultory
conversation, neither bringing up what had happened on the road. He
often wondered what went on inside Alex’s head and hoped he’d made
some progress since last summer.

At the sound of a car in the drive, they both
looked up. Alex smiled as Jane got out and stomped up the steps in
mock anger.

“What’s this?” she asked, her hands planted
on her hips as she surveyed the porch. Several empty beer bottles
and bones from cold chicken littered the low table. She scowled at
the way they were sprawled in their chairs, with their feet propped
up on the railing.

“Hi, Jane,” Justin waved.

Alex giggled into his bottle.

When Justin made a show of getting up, Alex
jumped to give Jane his chair. He thrust his half-finished beer
into her hand and climbed onto the railing.

“Thanks for bringing Alex home,” Jane told
him. “Angie said he was walking when I stopped by to pick him
up.”

“No problem.”

They spent the remainder of the afternoon
lounging in the shade, exchanging outrageous stories. As Jane
laughed and Alex almost fell from his perch during the recounting
of a fifth-grade science project gone horribly wrong, Justin
grinned into the bottle he’d finished an hour ago. He relished the
camaraderie they shared. Angie was missing from their foursome,
though, and he wondered if he shouldn’t go into town to pick her
up. He could get more beer along the way.

As he considered that, a car pulled
unexpectedly into the yard and Creg Bradley climbed the porch
steps.

“Hello,” he said pleasantly enough, but not
without a sign of displeasure at the collection of empty
bottles.

Jane motioned to the low railing. “Come on
in, Creg, there’s plenty of room.”

“Take my seat,” Justin offered. He hopped up
beside Alex, whose smile had dwindled at the sight of the older
man.

Creg settled into the chair and took Jane’s
hand. “Mrs. Albritch will drop by the studio tomorrow morning to
pick up the painting.”

She withdrew her hand after a quick glance at
Alex. “That’s great.”

Creg’s lips thinned. “Have you told Alex the
good news?”

“Not yet. I was going to talk to him
tonight.”

Alex sat up. “Tell me what?”

Justin noticed Jane’s troubled expression and
the odd note in her voice. He eyed Creg and her suspiciously,
wondering what was in the works.

“We’ve heard of an opening at the apartment
complex downtown,” Creg supplied. “You can see it tomorrow after
work, if you like.”

Alex looked bewildered and turned to Jane. “I
don’t understand.”

She played with the rings on her fingers. “We
just feel it’s time you were on your own. And I need—”

“Sure,” Alex interrupted and rose to his
feet.

Justin looked from Creg’s smug expression to
Jane’s face. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, but he understood
perfectly what was going on. He slid to his feet, not wanting any
part of it. Not like this.

“Call me later, Alex,” he said, reaching into
his pocket for his car keys.

Alex gave him only a slight nod in
acknowledgment and then quickly walked down the steps and hurried
around the house, to the garden in the back.

Justin’s hand tightened on his keys.
“Jane?”

She continued to ignore him, and he snorted
in disgust.

“Very nice,” he said, and had the
satisfaction of seeing her flinch at his sarcasm. “See you around,”
he drawled, and left the porch for his Jeep before he added
something he shouldn’t.

* * * *

Alex drew in deep breaths, focusing on the
air entering his lungs, and then exhaling; he almost gave in to the
hysterical little boy inside. Almost let him take control and fall
screaming to the ground in a fit of anguish, ranting and
cursing.

He clenched his hands and squeezed his eyes
shut. There was something acutely seductive in this call to
madness. He only had to let himself go and the doctors would take
him to a room in the Larimer Center for Mental Health and numb him
with drugs. His pain would disappear. Jane would become a vague
dream he sometimes had, until even that was taken from him in the
next round of sedatives.

He groaned into his hands. He didn’t want to
let go of life yet. Nor did he want to go back to the white rooms,
callous doctors, and emptiness of the mental health center. He had
too much to lose. He had a job he liked and weekends at the lake
with Justin and Angie. He’d miss going out for pizza and a movie,
and betting with Angie over what color Becca would dye her hair
next. He’d miss his Saturday evenings with Jane.

Reality brought him up short. It was going to
be very lonely in an apartment without her. How could he make her
love him if they were separated? He hoped she would want to see him
occasionally.

He lingered in the garden until he heard
Creg’s car leave. Hesitantly, he went inside, not knowing what to
expect, and found Jane in the studio, mixing paints in front of a
fresh canvas. He knew she was aware of him in the doorway, but she
kept from looking at him. Sighing to himself, he crossed the room
and sat at a desk littered with his sketches, and picked up a
pencil to begin a new drawing. After a couple of false starts, he
accepted he couldn’t concentrate and threw the charcoal down in
frustration. She wasn’t going to make this easy for him.

Jane gave an exasperated huff and tossed her
palette aside, left the room without a word. Alex stared at the few
lines he’d drawn on the paper as she banged pots in the kitchen, a
weight settling on his chest. She was going to make him leave his
home without even discussing it with him.

He picked up the charcoal again and traced
over the lines with heavy strokes, absently curled the lines into
leaves and flowers and intricate stems. His tension eased as the
sketch took shape under his fingers, and he put aside his troubles
for the moment and became immersed in what he loved most to do.

* * * *


Chapter 5

Alex stood on the sidewalk in the afternoon
sun. It had been a long day at work and threatened to be an even
longer evening. He stared at the looming building across the
street. Jane had said to meet her there, but his feet felt like
lead and he couldn’t step any closer to it. He tightened a fist and
forced himself to move one foot after the other.

At last, he reached the far curb but kept his
eyes lowered, feeling the weight of the structure over him as he
entered the foyer of the apartment complex. Creg was there, as well
as Jane. They gave him a quick tour of the building as if to get it
over with, and showed him the unit that would be his. The pressure
in Alex’s chest rose into his throat to strangle him.

They stood a moment in awkward silence, but
when he didn’t offer any comment one way or the other, Jane left
the apartment without a word.

Alex started to follow but Creg put a hand on
his chest to stop him. “It’s time you were a man. Stop leaning on
her. She should be free to live her own life.” He broke off
abruptly. Without another word, he stalked away with a grunt of
disgust.

Alex gazed around the empty apartment, and a
tremor ran through him as dark memories stirred within…

“You know I only punish you so you’ll grow
up to be a good man,” Mama explained as she circled him.

“Yes,” Alex whispered. He swayed dizzily.
She’d hurt his arm again and now laughed at the little grunts he
made when she jostled it.

“Your father was a bad man when he left me
with you. I see his badness in you. It has to come out.”

“I know.” He’d heard it all before, since
the day he could understand words.

The belt burned as it struck his back, but he
was too exhausted to cry any more. It felt like she’d been at it
forever.

She dropped the strap in disgust.

He looked with blurry eyes at the baseball
bat against the wall, and grew lightheaded. Maybe she’d beat him so
hard this time he’d die. He blinked away the tears and lifted his
chin, knowing she hated it when he did that. He dropped his head in
despair when she lit a cigarette instead.

A door slammed somewhere in the building,
startling him out of his grim recollection. He ran a hand over his
face, then through his hair. Anger flicked through him and got him
moving. He made his way down the long hallways to the front door,
and emerged into sunshine.

Jane was waiting for him in the car in front
of the complex, her face averted. Taking a breath, he trotted the
short distance to the curb and slid into the passenger seat.
Irritation began to simmer in him when she continued to ignore him
on the drive home, though she should know he’d want to talk to her.
He turned to her when they reached the house but, with an almost
frightened glance, she bolted from the car.

He scrambled out after her, calling her name
as she hurried across the porch. In response, she shook her head
and entered the house ahead of him. He heard the closing of the
studio door even before he reached the kitchen.

A flush of anger and hurt burned his face.
What the hell? He crossed the room to the French doors
leading out to the back patio. Pushing them open, he marched over
the flagstones to the low stone wall, where he sat on the steps to
the garden. In a moment he unclenched his hands, sighed, and leaned
his head against a pillar.

He didn’t know why she wouldn’t talk to him.
She was sending him away as if all their years together meant
nothing. He sat up and crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at
a weed in the grass. She wouldn’t treat any of her friends this
way.

The thought gave him pause, and he settled
back against the pillar. If she was this upset, maybe she did care.
He held on to the small comfort that gave him. The faint hope that
she would miss him and want him back persisted, making the lonely
evening that followed bearable.

* * * *

 The next day was
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