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      The quiet highway laid dark and dismissive before me, uncaring if I traversed it or not. My life over, or my life as it was up until now over, I started into the growing darkness bleeding into the spaces around my headlights as I drove, the need for my old life to be a true speck in my rearview.

      A forgotten highway, no lights aside from my own as I travelled, held secrets and opportunity I knew, ones that could be the first steps into the life I wanted. Away from the bullshit, the acceptable appearances, away from him.

      My phone’s alert sounded and I sighed. Even back here, on a lonely mountain road, what I left tried to influence me. I looked to my console, seeing the number of the only person I would talk to, and hit the call button on my steering wheel.

      “Banick is losing his mind trying to find you,” my only friend, Evelyn Jones, said, clear even though the mountains should be giving me severe interference.

      “Don’t care. I’m sure Valerie will distract him enough that he will lose interest, she always did before,” I said dryly. “You didn’t tell him where I am, right?”

      “Course not, he’s been raging about the fact that you are gone, can’t be tracked and you didn’t let him explain.” Evelyn scoffed. “I told him to get bent, get another blow job from that little skank and leave you be. The divorce is final whether he likes it or not.”

      That was true. Asshole had signed it without even looking at it, sexting with that social climbing little skank. “Exactly. Now he can marry her and do what he did to me to her.”

      “Ione, I get it, believe me…just be thankful you didn’t have kids.”

      “Hard to have kids when he had been filling the wrong woman’s cunt since before our wedding day.” Three years. Three years married to Bannick Oberland and it was finally over. “Did you need something?”

      “Only to tell you to stay outta the usual haunts. He’s got every fucking person he knows out looking for you.”

      Why, I would never know. He didn’t love me, didn’t want me, left me to live a life alone but tethered…gave everything to Valerie, everything but his name. So, I fixed that for them. None of this made any sense when I left. I knew he hated to lose but…what did he lose by letting me go, a woman who loved him once upon a time? “Understood. Thanks, Ev, I’ll call once I’m settled in, yeah?”

      “Yes. Just be careful. The mountains aren’t a place for a city girl.” She hung up, her habit of never saying goodbye front and center.

      She was right, of course, but I wasn’t a city girl. Not really. I grew up in Rosewood Holler, before my mother found and married Derek Cumberland, moving me to Chicago. We remembered our roots, and the whispers of the forest.

      It was why I chose to come back. Lie low, regroup, start work on my coffee table book (which was under an assumed name Bannick knew nothing about) and forget the biggest mistake of my life. Marrying a man that swore he loved me only to abandon me immediately after our vows was a mind fuck. Worse because he didn’t get anything out of the wedding except me, which he told me was enough.

      But Valerie Banks got what Valerie Banks wanted. And after a meeting almost four years ago, all she wanted was Bannick. And that asshole gave himself to her. Maybe it was because she liked it up the ass, and I was never a girl that was cool with something I couldn’t reciprocate, but that was when our life started to crumble. I should have known then, shouldn’t have listened to the asshole who wanted his cake and to eat it, too, but I was stupid, in love and hopeful.

      Now they could both rot in the penthouse he bought her to keep her close. They deserved each other. And I deserved better. So here I was, driving deeper into the darkening gloom of the Appalachia, toward a darkness that had held me since birth. A darkness that welcomed me home as I crossed county lines, and whispered to me through the open windows like a lover.

      

      Rosewood     15

      

      I smiled to myself and turned my music up, letting the mountain seep into my bones with the rhythm. Fifteen miles ‘til Rosewood. Fifteen miles ‘til things made sense once more.

      The town line caused me to shiver as I passed it, seeing the lights of Main Street in the distance. The sign for Rosewood wasn’t in the best repair, but what town sign was way out here? People didn’t focus on the immaterial here, like appearances of signs. They cared for their homes, their town, but what outsiders saw…it wasn’t as important.

      As I rounded the bend, I saw the lights weren’t just the small Main Street, but farther, and the hallmark of a holler fair, complete with tents and several rides, with blinking and flashing lights, including a Ferris wheel. When I was a child I used to love going to the fairs, as it was when the town really came alive. We had one twice a year, spring and autumn, though I remembered it being much earlier in the autumn than now. It was a wonder that things changed, but stayed the same. A comfort if there ever was one, another feeling of being welcomed home came to me and I smiled in spite of myself.

      I hit Main Street, navigating my way to an open spot and parked, my eyes on the fair down a few streets. Light was bright, and people walked in and out, children laughing, carrying bags of cotton candy as they tore through on their bikes back toward home. I looked at the clock, noticing the fact that it was almost nine PM. Rosewood hadn’t changed much if the kids were leaving on bikes to be home. When I was little I did the same. In the summer, it was always as the street lights came on, but in the fall, we were given more leeway with the cooler weather and the responsibility of school each week.

      As I climbed out of my car I watched as the lights of the fair went out and frowned. It was just as well, I honestly didn’t need to be skirting around a fair tonight. No, I needed to hit the diner, grab my keys and take my happy ass to my grandmother’s house, where I would be staying.

      I smiled at a passing couple, who looked to be about my age, and then crossed the street to the diner as memories flooded. Walking in with my mother and Gran, getting milkshakes and burgers, and strawberry rhubarb pie, crying when my mother told me, in the back booth, that we were moving because she found a man to love us both.

      The building was the same, it seemed nothing here truly changed, the same vestibule entrance, with the old pocked glass, the same stairs made of the thick concrete, and the same sign simply stating diner, with its faint neon buzzing. Comforting in a way, as if the place was standing still in time, just for me.

      I entered, the bell on the door ringing and the women behind the counter looked up with a smile. “Welcome.”

      I approached the counter with a smile of my own. “Hi, I’m looking for Freida?”

      “Oh, your Daisy’s granddaughter, ain’t ya? Shame to hear of her passing.”

      “You knew my gran?”

      “In passing. She rarely came out this way in the past few years. I met her once, maybe twice. Freida!” she called and then turned toward the back. Standing there I looked to my right, then to my left, noticing the counter fixtures, men that always seemed to be there when I was young, drinking coffee, though not one of them looked up to look at me.

      Farther back a few teenagers were in one of the booths, the looks on their faces pure boredom. One looked up to me, her eyes wide, then looked away. She was pretty, wholesome in a way I was when I was a child, sitting with an arm slung over her shoulders, the arm attached to what only could be described as a high school jock. Well, that was where we differed. I never liked the athletes, preferring…

      “Well look at you, Miss Ione Grady! You sure grew up,” the woman said as she came through. Frieda by the looks of it, though she was older, much, careworn face and walking with a cane, but her eyes were bright with mischief. “Finally back home where you belong, yes?”

      I smiled, at her. “Hello, Miss Frieda. It’s good to see you looking so hale and hearty.”

      “Oh, nothing doing there, I’m simply running out the clock, same as us all.” She reached into her oversized cardigan pocket and produced a key. “Daisy’s place is all aired out for you. Well, I guess it’s your place now. Oh, it’s so good that you are back!” She cackled. “Things will be better now.”

      What she meant by that was anyone’s guess. “Yes, I’m eager to get settled in.”

      “Hang on now…” she said and then handed me a takeout bag. “Burger, fries and a chocolate shake. See, I remembered!”

      I blinked. It had been a long time since I had a burger, or fries, or a shake. “I…thank you so much.”

      “Now you go, get settled in…” She pulled me into a hug, her voice low as she said into my ear, “And when you are ready to agree to it all, you come see me, yes? Time is wasting.” She let me go and I gave her a quizzical look, but she just gave me a smile. “Well, off with you, Rhonda and I have to shoo these folks out so we can start clean up.”

      I nodded, a little confused but smiled again. “Thank you…” As I turned toward the vestibule to take me back out into the elements, I looked to my left, drawn to the feeling that I was being watched. I locked eyes with…beauty? Yes, beauty, on a dark, dangerous and compelling scale. I smiled at the man, his aquiline nose, deep black eyes, strong jaw and full lips searing into my mind. Where the hell did beauty like that get off hiding out in Rosewood? Watching him, he smirked, and then looked back down at whatever was sitting in front of him, all but dismissing me. Well then. He didn’t look too interested, but it was just as well, I wasn’t here to find a man, I was here escaping one.
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      Parking the car in the drive of my gran’s house, I looked over to the large dwelling with apprehension. Apparently, no one had lived there since she passed, almost eighteen months ago, though I was told in my correspondence with Freida that they had aired it out, washed all the linens and cleaned it up a bit for me. So, I wasn’t worried about bugs or finding some foul shit rotting in the kitchen but I also knew that with all the prep, much of the magic that was her house for me would be diminished. It was okay, considering what I might walk into otherwise, and I wasn’t ready for a fight to the finish with wildlife that had taken up residence.

      I climbed the stairs to the porch of the Victorian, noticing that everything was in very good repair still, and slid the key into the lock of the large ornate door, entering without preamble. Taking a breath, I inhaled scents of my childhood, faint but there. Lavender, camphor and mint, lingering around the edges of my senses. Home. Home sank into my bones, home welcomed me with a sweet hug. A smile ghosted my face as I closed the door and hit the switch, the front of the house blazing to life with light.

      Here I was safe, here I was always loved, and cared for. Here my life had possibilities, and happiness. I would circle back to all that, giving myself my second act, my hope for a positive future. Setting my bags down, I walked toward the back of the house toward the kitchen and set the light on. Flowers greeted me, irises and black holly hock in a vase. I opened the fridge, surprised to see it filled with food. Turning, I spied the note sitting next to the far side of the vase.

      

      All your favorites. See you soon.

      

      I arched a brow, and then went and looked back into the fridge. Sure enough, all my favorites resided therein, but also staples. Sweet tea, milk in glass jugs, cheese, a bowl of fruit, and what looked like cold meats and cheeses in the drawers. Being welcomed home was a new thing for me, Bannick rarely spoke to me after we finally married when we crossed paths when he was home from his job.

      Bannick. Gods, he would have hated it here. Which was why I never mentioned it, why I never brought him here. He was too city, and I was a country girl, a mountain girl at the heart of me. And this was the reason why I knew I would be safe, and be able to just disappear while here. He would never think to look for me in the backwoods, because places like this just didn’t exist to a person like him.

      But I was here, and I was eager. An excitement filled me as I looked around the kitchen. It was still like I remembered, Gran not one to update. Comforting. I went to the cupboard, grabbed one of the green glass tumblers my gran kept, and filled it with water from the tap. The apron-front sink triggered memories of standing on a stool, helping my gran wash dishes or wash vegetables.

      Gods, I missed her.

      Sighing, I went through the house, and then up to the second floor, where my bedroom was. Opening the door, I arched a brow to see my bed gone, and in place of it, a queen, the frame the one my mother had in her room sitting between the eaves in the window inset. I turned to the left and went to my mother’s room, opening the door to see a double, the bed I used to sleep in, nestled against the wall, no sheets on the bed. Another two doors and I was in front of my gran’s bedroom door. I opened it to see her room as it always was, her patchwork bedspread visible in the moonlight, book on the nightstand, night blooming cactus in the window. It felt frozen, as if she would walk out of her own bathroom and catch me hovering in the doorway. Frozen in time…but not stagnant.

      Back then I would hop into bed with her and she would tell me about her day and I would tell her about mine. I was always closer to my gran, at least until my mother took me away. I sighed and walked into the room proper, sitting on the bed. My mother. The woman who didn’t even tell me my gran had passed. I didn’t even know if she knew. After high school she and Derek started traveling, though that was soon after she introduced me to Bannick. I hadn’t heard from her in a long time. Which was just as well, we were never close. She was my mother, but she wasn’t maternal. Her focus, her function had been to live a better life and I seemed to be the catalyst to that. Derek wanted to be a father and the man, but he couldn’t have children. So I became his daughter, not that I knew my real father. I wasn’t even sure my mother really knew him. He was good to me. Gave me the best of everything, and he loved my mother so much. I couldn’t fault her for wanting better than this. She never felt this place in her bones.

      But I did. I always had. And now that I was back, I was going to lean into that feeling, and live my best life here.

      Standing from the bed, I walked out, leaving the bedroom door open, and went into the bathroom, starting the old shower. It was quick, just enough to wash the grime of travel off me, and lather my gran’s honeysuckle soap. The scent triggered a memory, one that stayed with me well into me getting into bed.

      Gran sitting on a stool in the bathroom, with me in the tub, lathering my hair with the soap, telling me fantastic things.

      

      Gran, I love this soap.

      Of course you do, child, it’s the scent of your soul.

      My soul?

      Gran nodded. Girls always have flowers inside them, scents that draw them. Since you were a small bint you were drawn to honeysuckle, just like me.

      And Mom?

      Oh, your mother is bluebell, the scent soft and yearning, but intent on traveling far from where the plant truly lays.

      And honeysuckle doesn’t stray?

      Never, darling. Honeysuckle grows long, like a vine, but it knows its way home. You will understand one day… Home is where your roots are.

      

      Home is where your roots are. Something I had forgotten being away so long. I would honor that now, and look toward the future.
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      Morning came with clarity. I spent the better part of it unpacking, drinking coffee and opening the windows to let in the fresh mountain air. I called Evelyn around noon, standing on my small back porch.

      “All settled in?”

      “For the most part.”

      “How’s it being there?”

      “Good. I mean I’m severely upset with myself for not being here with my gran all these years, and not keeping in touch. The fact that this house was left for me…”

      “And it’s in good condition?”

      “I would say pristine. It’s wild.”

      “So, it feels good to be home?”

      “Yes. So far. There’s a fair here right now.”

      “Jesus, those are still around?” Evelyn laughed. She had grown up in rural Kansas so she knew all about the country and traveling fairs.

      “Yep. Kinda dumb luck that I came home during one. The autumn ones were always the most magical.”

      “You going to add it to your book?”

      My coffee table book. My greatest achievement. Something I was able to do for myself, all because I had an odd hobby and some chick in New York liked the spook of it. Gravestone rubbings were something they used to do in the Victorian era, but it had always been my favorite hobby, the one thing that had kept me tethered to my gran. She taught me how to do it, and I had taken the hobby with me to Chicago, where I did it during my school days. Always when I was lonely, always when I felt like something was missing. And when I started photographing the headstones to give a larger picture, I got a gallery show, something Bannick never even knew about as he was face deep in Valerie by then. One sale turned into another and then I was asked to do a book.

      Rosewood would be a wonderful place to document, and I knew this. It was what had clinched me coming back here. “Rosewood is going to be the centerpiece of the book I think. So much history, magic, and mystery in little mountain towns.”

      “And spooky as hell,” Evelyn added. “Well, I heard this morning that Bannick is looking for your mother and Derek.”

      I snorted. “Good luck with that. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of them in almost the same amount of time as I was married.”

      “Another dead end then.”

      “Maybe. Just keep it under your hat I’m here, yeah?”

      “Ione, I love you and I would never give that asshole the satisfaction of finding you. Let him search for the rest of his days.”

      “Amen, sister.”

      “So what are you going to do today?”

      “I think settle in, might take a walk down to the town graveyard and see what I can see. There’s a few headstones I remember that I want in the book, you know?”

      “Well, have fun with that. And call me later this week, yeah? I don’t imagine there’s internet there?”

      “Not here for sure. I’m surprised we have signal enough to call.”

      “Don’t disappear into the mountain. I would miss you if you did.”

      “I would miss you, too, Ev… Thanks. I mean that. It’s been…”

      “I know. Just…get back to yourself, yes? Reinvent yourself. Find out who you are without that stone around your neck.”

      She hung up and I sighed. She was right, of course, I needed to come to terms with who I was, and who I wanted to ultimately be. But right now, another cup of coffee and some toast was calling my name.
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      I found my footing in the old Founder’s cemetery a little after noon, the cool air of the true fall making me thankful I decided on my overlarge cardigan. The sunshine was muted, dappled through the trees, which were showing their colors before the long night started. The leaves strewn about leant more to the magic of the area, the quiet reverence of such a hallowed space. I made my way to the left, toward the large oak that dominated that section of the cemetery and the older headstones that always gave me both pause and a sense of comfort.

      Modesty Gibbard, my great gran four times removed’s grave was there, nestled under the tree, next to her husband, Dashel Gibbard, though his headstone never interested me. I knelt in front of hers, still marveling at how the moss and lichens that grew on the quartz were perfect in their placement. When I rubbed it, long ago, I was careful of the life clinging to the stone. Now would be no different, though now only partial words would be visible in the rubbing because of it. Still, with photos it would make it worth it.

      “Took you long enough to come back to me.”

      I looked up to see the man from the diner leaning against the oak, all swarthy arrogance and darkly sexy.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You should be. You know how hard it is to maintain this charade?”

      I frowned, confused. I didn’t know this man, I mean aside from thinking he was beautiful and seeing him at the diner. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course you don’t. You have been away too long. It’s left you…almost completely. Though if it did, you wouldn’t be here now.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He shrugged. “What it is that makes you, you. Makes us drawn together.”

      “I don’t know you, sir.”

      “Yes, you do. But I’ll forgive the confusion. They tried really hard to ensure you forgot...but the blood remembers.”

      Words that my gran used to say. The blood remembers. I blinked at him.

      “You sure you don’t remember me? At all?” He crouched and looked directly at me, his dark eyes shining in the dappled sunlight, hair just off center, hanging over the side of his face. Beautiful really didn’t cover it, but it was the best word I had to describe him.

      Until he smiled.

      A smile that lit up his face, not a smirk, but a genuine smile. And something in my brain switched on. Memories of my childhood…playing here alone, rubbing graves alone… No. Not alone. A boy. A boy dressed in old time clothing, with black hair and a bright smile who was with me, who accompanied me on my adventures, and knew my secrets. A boy I had all but forgotten.

      A boy that watched me from my gran’s porch as I drove away with Derek and Mother, anguish on his face.

      “Rook?” I said and blinked again.

      “There’s my girl…sleeping in your memory, but you remembered. I’m not too late.”

      I got up from my knees and he stretched to his full height as I barreled into him, hugging him. “Rook!”

      His arms wrapped around me, his face burrowed into my shoulders, so I felt lips on my skin. He inhaled and groaned, squeezing me tighter, but not too tight as to hurt me. We stood like that in the graveyard for long moments, the serotonin I was pumping making me feel amazing, something that hadn’t happened in years. When I pulled away enough to speak he smiled at me again, and everything felt better.

      “How are you still here, Rook?”

      “I’m always here,” he said simply. “Waiting for you.”

      “You didn’t go to college? Out into the world?”

      “Out there?” He scoffed. “I did for a while, looking for you. It’s not a place I like, and it’s too vast, too complicated, too many people that lie in every aspect of their lives.”

      “Oh, I know all about that,” I said and he held me closer.

      “I know that now. Where have you been?”

      “Chicago,” I said softly. “Mom and Derek moved us there. Went to school there, went to college there…” Met the asshole that I married…

      “You were so close. I should have started there,” he said absently and then went to his knees, bringing me with him. He settled back against the tree, and I snuggled close, comfortable in a way I hadn’t been in years. It was effortless, as if no time passed between us. I remembered sitting with him like this, under the tree, close to each other, telling secrets. I remembered playing a version of patty cake with him, laughing as butterflies swarmed us. And night games, manhunt with flashlights, us and other children from town, giggling and hiding. Rook always hid with me.

      We were always together then. How could I have forgotten?

      “Why did it take so long to come back?” he said softly. “I missed you.”

      I sighed. “As I said, after I left we moved to Chicago. I went to school, I learned things, I was largely a loner while there.”

      “Yeah, I can see that. What happened?”

      “I graduated, went to art school for two years. Mother and Derek introduced me to a guy. He courted me, and started cheating on me a few months before we got married. He still married me, though I was oblivious, but I should have known. Three years married and his mistress spent at least two of them doing everything in her power to make my life miserable. She succeeded. Then I got a letter that Gran had passed, and the house was mine. I filed for divorce, which Bannick didn’t take too kindly toward, and left.”

      Rook was quiet for long moments. “He had another lover, yet made you marry him anyway?” His voice was quiet, words measured, as if saying them were a puzzle he couldn’t figure out.

      “Honestly, I didn’t even know about Valerie ‘til the night of our wedding. We got married, and he left for work, because something was exploding there apparently. Turns out it was him inside her.”

      He sighed. “Don’t worry. He will pay for it with something he holds dear.”

      “He won’t find me. I left, he knows nothing about here.”

      “One thing I have learned, scum often rises to the top. I expect he will find his way here and when he does, we will be ready for it.”

      “You barely know me anymore, Rook. Why would you take up for me?”

      “Because, sweet girl, you have been and always will be mine. Decisions others made for you notwithstanding, I hold you accountable for none of it, because you didn’t know.”

      “Know what?”

      “That I have always been yours, and you have always been mine. Remember when we were eight?”

      I frowned, “What do you mean?”

      He touched my head and smiled. “With this ring…”

      A memory washed in then, sitting with Rook in my gran’s backyard, under the big willow, our faces covered in jam from Gran’s pastries and him giving me a crown made out of a willow whip.

      

      “You look so pretty, Ione!”

      I felt myself blush. “Only because you made me this way, Rook.”

      “Will you be mine? Forever? My forest queen?”

      I nodded. “We would have to get married,” I said with a giggle. “When we are older, of course.”

      “Why not now?” Rook said and started twirling a blade of grass into itself, and then little purple flowers that grew in the shade of the tree. “With this ring I call you mine…”

      

      “For now and all of time,” I said softly as the memory broke. Two days later, Mother and Derek took me with them to the city. I looked to him. “You can’t mean…”

      “I take my vows seriously,” he said. “But that’s for later. You should take your pictures, and do your rubbings. Settle back into life here.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “I have things to do today but I’ll meet you at your house later, yes? Before sunset.” I nodded, a renewed sense of purpose clutching me. “Be good.” He got up and grinned and handed me a thermos. “Drink, yeah? It’s just water but I figured you would need it if you’re rooting around out here. Afternoons still get hot in the holler.” He winked and then walked off back toward the lane that led up to the cemetery.
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      Evening came quickly, or maybe it was because I was so focused on seeing Rook again. My afternoon was filled with memories surfacing as I worked, and wild imaginings, daydreams that cemented my comfort among the stones and trees. Gods, why did I stay away so long? This place was home, this place was where I was meant to be.

      The outside world with all the bullshit…and people that hurt you… I knew as a child it wasn’t for me. And Mother had had different ideas I guess. Looking back, she didn’t speak of here, didn’t acknowledge this place, and when I asked after Gran, she told me things were different, better, and that Gran was happy we were where we were. My child brain didn’t question my mother. Why would I? She was my mom and she was always wonderful with me.

      Until we moved.

      Until we were away from here and she focused on herself, and Derek, and sent me to school, and started being a wife to a man that was nice enough. Derek was a good stepfather, but their life had an extenuating circumstance, me. And it was only after I went into Bannick’s keeping that they abandoned me in the world. In the past four years I had seen my mother and Derek a total of two times, one being my wedding.

      Why wasn’t I more upset about that? Why did Bannick become my world? Because I loved him. Because he loved me. Or I thought he did. And maybe he did, but temptation was stronger…

      I pondered all this through the afternoon, and once the sun was starting to get low, I made my way back to the house, my back sore, my tummy hungry, though I was going to kiss Rook for leaving me the water. I forgot how crisp and tasty mountain water was. My childhood wrapped up in a taste, just as the moss and the loamy smell, the scents in Gran’s house was my childhood wrapped up in scent.

      My thoughts traveled, not for the first time, to Rook, and his whole…vibe. Sexy goth boy, well, man, living in a small mountain town. And he was sure he was waiting for me. What were the odds? Slim if I went by the rest of the world, but this was mountain life, and I shouldn’t be so quick to judge. He had his story, something I was going to get more in depth once he showed up.

      My house had lights on when I got there. Did I turn them on when I left? Did it actually matter? Truth was, being welcomed by a house bathed in warmth was ideal, even if no one was there to greet me.

      I entered through the side door, into the kitchen, and set my camera and portfolio down on the large spindle bench that served as a catch all for everything since I was a child, and walked to the fridge, my mind on food. A stocked fridge and larder had me giddy, pulling out ingredients for my favorite meal, leek and mushroom quiche. It was one of the only meals I could cook that was considered fancy, and knowing that Rook was coming over, I wanted to share it with him.

      Forty minutes later I was setting the quiche into the oven, humming to myself in the quiet of the house. “I think a salad is in order, too…can’t waste the veggies,” I muttered to myself. I needed to talk to Frieda and see who I owed for the groceries, and whose garden had given such a bounty of vegetables. It was close to pumpkin time, too. I would need to go get one.

      Ideas in my head making me smile, I stopped as I heard the door open.

      “Rook, that you?”

      “Who else?” he said as he came into view, carrying a bottle of wine.

      I cocked my head. “Did you know I was going to invite you for dinner?”

      He smirked and the action this time did things to me, making things clench in my body I didn’t know could. I gasped as he was there, holding me, pulling me close to him.

      “Sweet girl, we are already married…” he said softly, his lips close to mine. “Of course I would be having dinner with you.” His lips brushed mine so softly it was like a ghost, and then he stepped back. “Now, not sure if the wine will pair but…”

      “You know about wine?” I asked, my body feeling things, my brain trying to accept how familiar he was with me.

      “I know about a lot of things. What can I do?”

      Unbothered by his flirting, I smiled. “Well, I’m going to finish this salad and all…can you set the table?”

      “As you wish, love,” he said and set to bustling around the kitchen getting plates, utensils and glasses. “How was your afternoon? Get a lot done?”

      “Yes, more than I expected.”

      “So what are you doing it for?”

      “A coffee table book,” I said as I started cutting tomatoes. I explained to him where the idea came from, turning to see him setting the wine glasses on the table.

      “Not under your name, right?”

      “No, though it wouldn’t matter, Bannick didn’t even know I was doing this. So wrapped up in the woman he preferred.”

      “You sound bitter about that.”

      “Not bitter, just…disappointed. I wasted time with him.”

      “Time you could have been here with me.”

      I smiled. “There is that. Though I don’t know that I would have returned without the letter about the house.”

      He opened the wine and poured it. “Without his attention you would have remembered, and come back to me,” he said softly. “So, book under an assumed name?”

      “Pen name,” I corrected him.

      “And when is it due?”

      “Four weeks.”

      “And you’re doing it on…”

      “It’s called Echoes of Past and Present. Rubbings and photos to go with the rubbings. Long forgotten gravestones, and cemeteries.”

      “So just Rosewood?”

      “Oh, no,” I said as I opened the oven. “Rosewood is going to be a major part of it, but before I got here I had over seventy-five percent of the book finished. It didn’t feel complete, though. Now I know why. I needed something with meaning, something that I could truly see through the lens, you know?”

      He nodded. “I can understand that. The majority of the work being impersonal, you needed something to tie you to it.”

      “Exactly. Our graves here…they were the catalyst, the melding of new world and old world.”

      He snorted. “You could say that again. So…what’s for dinner?”

      “Quiche, mushroom and leek.”

      “Hmmm…never had it.”

      “You like eggs? Mushrooms, cheese, leeks?”

      “All those things, yes.”

      I set the pie on the counter and went back to the salad. “I need to know who I can thank for this massive amount of food.”

      Arms wrapped around my waist from behind, his breath hot on my neck as he leaned in. “Well then, you can thank me.”

      “You?”

      “My girl was coming home, had to make sure it was ready for her.”

      “Freida…”

      “The town was waiting on you, yes, but not like I was.” His lips brushed just under my ear. “Gods, I missed you.”

      “We were kids, Rook.”

      “That changes nothing. It just means now we aren’t, and I can act on things I feel.”

      “You wanted to get close like this as kids?”

      “What? No. I wanted to always be with you. But now, you are grown…and I’m grown…and you need what I want to give you, Ione.”

      I laughed. “And what’s that?”

      “Everything. All that I am, all that we can and will be.”

      “Heavy stuff.” I turned in his arms, facing him, my ass against the counter as he boxed me in. His lips met mine, hand on my throat possessively, and I melted for him. Bannick, never had he touched me like that. It was always restrained, and terse, proper. The man never gave me passion. He doted on me, much like an indulgent uncle or brother, and our sex life wasn’t anything to write home about.

      But Rook? One kiss, one possessive action and I was arching into him, my body moving on its own. His other arm wrapped around me, hand splayed on my back as he deepened the kiss, and I let him.

      Tongues tangling, the scent of him in my nostrils as he deepened the kiss further, if that was possible, causing me to whimper. His hand on my throat flexed and I tipped my head slightly back, pushing my hips into his in the process. It was then that he broke the kiss, leaving us both panting as we stared into each other’s eyes.

      “That was a welcome homecoming… I’m sorry I didn’t wait for permission.”

      “I…it’s okay.” I blushed. “If I didn’t want you to, I would have stopped you.”

      He smirked again and I felt my pussy clench. Gods. What was it about this man? Bannick never made my body react like this.

      “Good to know,” he breathed and kissed me again. I nipped his lip, causing him to smile. “Naughty girl. Let’s eat, yeah? Having dessert before dinner just isn’t proper.”

      “You assume you are getting me for dessert?”

      “Assume nothing. Flat out telling you I get you after dinner.” He winked. “So, let’s eat. It smells really good.”

      My brain was reeling. Never in my life had a man affected me like this, not my first, which I admit was fumbling and awkward, and not Bannick, not by a long shot, but a boy from my past sends me to smut town? It was all a lot to process.

      Rook didn’t bother waiting for me to collect myself, he took it upon himself to settle the salad and smiled as he did. I started in on the quiche, getting it cut and plated, as it was just cool enough to do so, and then set them on the table. Rook sat next to me and levered some salad out of the bowl for me, before serving himself.

      We ate in silence, companionable and sweet. The wine he had brought paired well with the meal, and I watched as Rook got up, getting me another piece of quiche and one for himself.

      “I take it you like it?”

      “Best meal I have ever had. I didn’t know you could cook like that. Certainly could bake when we were kids.”

      “I’m not great with food, quiche is my mainstay since it keeps in the fridge and I can eat it multiple days. There’s a few other things I can make, like salmon, but mostly I’m a mac and cheese girl, and burgers.”

      “Well that’s going to change.”

      “What?”

      “Well for one, the cooking thing. It’s clear you are good at it. We should take classes together.”

      Where? Here? “You like to cook?”

      “I don’t know. Never tried it but…if it’s something I can do with you.” He winked.

      “Well, that will be something to look forward to,” I said and stood, grabbing the plates and putting them in the sink. I turned, intent on getting more wine when I was grabbed by Rook around the waist. A gasp and then a squeal came from my mouth as he tickled me and I squirmed.

      “I think it’s time we have dessert, no?”

      I couldn’t think of a reason why we shouldn’t so I nodded. He picked me up and wrapped my legs around his waist, and then walked us both into the living room, his lips teasing my own. He sat and I settled on his lap, straddling him. Teasing kisses erupted into a full blown make-out session, lips, teeth and tongue getting into the mix.

      Kissing never felt like this. Kissing was something that was a prelude to a disappointment in my world, well, kissing like this. Though Bannick never kissed me like this. It was always chaste, never needy, never consuming. Rook kissed me like he needed me to breathe properly. Like everything hinged on making me sigh and squirm.

      And squirm I did. His attentions set my body alight, my nerve endings waking up and taking notice in the man that was worshipping my mouth. My hips rolled on his lap, something I had never done with a man in my life, but here I was, wanton and needy on my childhood friend.

      “Fuck, sweet girl… I knew you would be all passion.”

      “Maybe with you,” I said between kisses.

      He stopped kissing me. “I’m the only one that matters, but…it wasn’t like this with the others?”

      Who, the guy I lost my virginity to? Or Bannick? “No. It was never like this.”

      “No? Did you at least enjoy it?”

      “Enjoy what? With my first it was all fumbling and pain and then it was over.”

      “And the ex-husband?”

      I shrugged. “It just happened. He would kiss me, he would fuck me and then he would get off me.”

      “And you are telling me you haven’t ever had an orgasm?”

      “On my own? Sure, lots of times. With someone else? No.”

      He groaned and kissed me again. “And if I rid you of your panties, would I find you wet, needy for my touch?”

      “I…” I blushed.

      Rook’s thumbs were in the band of my leggings in seconds. “Up,” he said and I reared up on my knees as he slid my leggings down my thighs, sitting just above my knees. Cool air hit my thighs, my partially covered ass, but the feel of his fingers and hands on my hips was searing.

      The look on his face was wonder as he looked up at me, and then back down to my thigh, where I had a tattoo, a small graveyard scene with a raven sitting on the largest headstone. His fingers caressed it, sending shivers through me. It was always sensitive, ever since I got it when I was eighteen.

      He looked down again, and then up to me. Lips met mine, hungry and pleasing. He shifted my hips closer, and then his hand was on my throat again, but the other was tunneling under my tiny panties, into the heat that waited. He groaned as his fingers petted my flesh, and it was as if I was hit by lightning. Everywhere he touched had me squirming again, only as much as I could move with his hand on my throat.

      “That’s what I wanna feel…my girl just fucking soaked for me…”

      I whimpered into his mouth as his fingers slid inside me, working my flesh slowly, purposefully. I opened my eyes as he pulled back from kissing me, watching his beautiful face, his intense dark eyes, watch me. I mewed, whimpered anew as his thumb found my clit, biting my bottom lip.

      “Fuck, that’s sexy… You fucking love it, don’t you?” he asked as he squeezed my throat and I felt my entire body contract, the orgasm rushing through me, as I cried out. “Oh so good… Drenching my fingers…”

      “Rook…” I moaned. I needed more. “Please…”

      “Don’t worry, sweet girl. I got you. I won’t let you fall…”

      Never…never had I begged a man for my pleasure, but here was begging Rook for…I don’t know what. More. Maybe. I didn’t know, all I did know was my body was on fire, and it was because of this man.

      He laid me down on the couch itself, turning so he was looming over me, and tore my panties off. I started and then bit my lip again as he looked over me like I was a treasure. “Shirt up. Show me…”

      I pulled my long-sleeved black shirt over my head, leaving me in a satin bralette, and a blush I could feel to my toes.

      “So perfect…beautiful… I don’t deserve you,” he said and I blushed harder. He leaned down, kissing me, and then started kissing down my neck and collar bones, the kisses searing my skin, marking me with him. I wasn’t mad at it.

      Lower. Lower still, soft kisses and gentle sucks on my ribs, my belly, my hip. And then I was all but shooting off the couch as his mouth made purchase, tongue snaking into my pussy.

      “Rook!” I cried out as everything in me clenched again. He was relentless, lips teeth and tongue once more bringing me higher. “Oh... Oh…” I moaned. Never had a man done this to me, either. My first? I was fifteen and he was more interested in getting a nut. Bannick? He barely touched me past the forgettable penetration. He never cared for my pleasure. But Rook…

      Rook was making me see God.

      He slipped two fingers back into me, his free hand reaching up to my throat again, and my body went up like a firework, screaming his name like a prayer. Stars exploded in my vision and then I heard his voice.

      “That’s what we were missing…my sexy little consort…”

      I came to in darkness, Rook wrapped around me, his mouth on my shoulder, kissing softly.

      “Holy shit…”

      “Yeah, that’s a good way to put it.”

      “I…thank you.”

      “Sweetheart,” he chuckled, “you never have to thank me for something I crave to do.”

      “I just…I never did that before…any of that.”

      “Just as well. I would have ruined you for other men.”

      “I mean, you kinda have.”

      “I know,” he said softly. “I’m glad you came back…”

      “Me, too. Nice to be cared about.”

      “I never stopped.” His hand was splayed on my belly. “And I never will.”

      “So sure? Men lie.”

      “Men do, that’s true.”

      “But not you.”

      He was quiet for long moments. “I will never lie to you, of that you can be sure.”

      “Sounds like a qualifier.”

      “In a way. But you will always receive the truth from me.”

      I reached back, noticing he was still clothed, and frowned. “Why do you still have your clothes on?”

      He chuckled again. “Eager to divest me of my virtue?”

      “No… I… Maybe?”

      “Well, sadly we aren’t there yet. Soon, but not just yet. It’s just our first night, and we both were denied the sweet torture of making out and heavy petting.”

      I frowned at that and palmed him through his jeans, giving a small squeeze. He grunted.

      “Be good, sweet girl. We aren’t there yet.”

      I looked to the grandfather clock. It was almost two AM. “How did I sleep so long?”

      “You needed it. Letting go of emotional weight, as well as despair, takes a lot out of a person.

      “You think that’s what happened? You go down on me and I visit heaven, and you think it solved all my problems?”

      “Did you visit heaven? Are you sure? And it didn’t solve your problems, not even dick is going to do that. But it did show you something very important, that you have been hanging on to.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “That you are loved, and desired, desirable and wanted above all else. You wanted to be enough…you are more than enough, and I am more than smitten. Always have been.”

      We were quiet then as I mulled over his words. He was right, of course, I always wanted to be loved, to matter, to be desirable to someone that needed me. I never had that. But Rook… Rook showed me. A tear slid from my eye. Then another, and another. Rook didn’t do anything but hold me closer, letting me cry, release what needed to be released.

      After, he kissed my cheek, and then my shoulder. “Sleep, my love…tomorrow is a day closer to forever.”
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      Morning brought me to waking with the scent of the fall day beyond, crisp and slowly warming under the Indian summer sun. I sat up, painfully aware I was in bed and alone. Rook was not with me, and I felt the loss acutely. Looking to the left of the bed, I saw a folded piece of paper.

      

      
        
        Work today. Go have fun in town. See you tonight.

        

        ~R

      

      

      

      I got off the bed and padded into the bathroom, turning the shower on. Fifteen minutes later I was showered, dressed and craving coffee. And a walk into town.

      Sunshine was warm as I walked, and getting warmer, dressed in a long black skirt, light shirt, and oversized net sweater, my knee-high boots I loved over everything I ever owned donning my feet. Walking down the cracked sidewalk, I nodded to people as I passed their houses as they were outside, said hello when addressed directly.

      Children drove by on their bikes, chattering about their plans for the day, and the evening, going to the fair for the last night. Well if that were the case, maybe I could get Rook to take me.

      As I reached the end of the street that was my cross street to Main, I saw several people milling about the fairgrounds, carnies and several other workers. One girl looked to me and waved. I waved back and then crossed the street, on my way to the diner, coffee and breakfast. And possibly some answers.

      Because in the light of day, alone, things with Rook were not adding up. I remembered him now, still kicking myself that I didn’t before. But things just…didn’t fit. And with Rook, it was all flirting and sexy and comfort, but the answers I should be demanding from him, the questions never came. But Frieda…

      The diner was bustling as I walked in but Frieda looked at me and smiled. “Bit earlier than I expected you but...here you are. What can we get ya?”

      “Coffee? You guys don’t have that danish I used to eat…”

      “Of course we do. Nothing here changes that drastically,” she offered. “And how about some biscuits and gravy?”

      “Oh, I don’t really eat pork anymore.”

      “I can do turkey sausage.” She winked. “Settle in, yeah?” She patted the counter in front of her. “I’ll bring it over.”

      I smiled at the man sitting drinking coffee at the counter and he tipped his hat to me. “Welcome home, little cloud chaser,” he said and my eyes went wide.

      “Wade?! Oh my gods! I’m so sorry I didn’t recognize you!”

      “Two decades away… I’m going to change considerably. So have you,” he said and gave her a hug. “You look wonderful, kid. Daisy would have loved to see you.”

      “Thank you. You know, I don’t know anything about how she passed…”

      Wade went to say something, but Frieda walked up then. “Wade, I got you a to-go cup.”

      “Yeah, thanks, Free. Cloud chaser, I’ll see you on the flip, yeah?” he said as he grabbed his coffee cup, downed it, and then grabbed the thermos she handed him before walking out.

      “Well that was poo.”

      “Pish!” Frieda said. “He would have just given you hearsay. Daisy passed only a few months ago, in her sleep, peaceful, though she was ill for a few months.”

      “Ill, like how?”

      “Cancer,” she said.

      “What?! And no one called my mother?”

      Frieda sighed. “Daisy didn’t want her to know. Said she left to chase rotten dreams. Only thing she regretted was losing touch with you.”

      “Honestly I did, too,” I said as I sat back on my stool. Frieda set a cup of coffee and the pastry in front of me, and sighed. “I hate that I missed it. Where is she buried? I didn’t see her at the cemetery.”

      “She wanted to be cremated, and she was buried under the willow,” she said. “You can pay all respects there, though I know she missed you so much. Her and Rook, of course.”

      “A boy I didn’t remember ‘til I got back.”

      “It happens like that,” she said. “But you are back, and he’s with you, yes?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “Small town. People saw him go over last night, leaving this morning.”

      I forgot how nosey small towns were. “I…yes. I mean… I…”

      “You don’t have to explain it to me. You two have been weaved into the tapestry of the mountain since before you were conceived.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      She shrugged again. “So, what were you running from?”

      “You mean why did I come back? Because of the letter.”

      “Getting that letter meant you knew, it didn’t mean for you to come back. What was the catalyst?”

      “I was married, he cheated on me.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he didn’t like that.”

      “Oh, I assure you he loved it. Started well before he even married me.”

      “Not that asshole. I mean Rook.”

      “What’s his deal anyway? I remember being with him in my childhood, I remember him when I was leaving, but…who are his people? Where are his parents?”

      “That didn’t matter when you were kids.”

      I gave her a droll look. “Frieda, a lot of things didn’t matter when I was eight. And what did you mean before, when you said when I was ready to accept it all?”

      Frieda smiled. “You already have, so…I guess there’s no harm…”

      What did I accept? “What are you…”

      “I mean he won’t really mind. He’s got other things he needs to discuss with you,” she said almost absently.
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