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THE TAURUS LEGEND




The Taurus legend tells of a lonely, wandering bull named Cerus. Though he was not immortal, most people assumed him to be because of his incredible strength.

Cerus was wild and out of control, and belonged to no one. One day, the spring goddess, Persephone, found him trampling through a field of flowers and reached out to him. Her beauty and gentleness calmed him, and he fell in love with her. The goddess tamed Cerus, teaching the bull patience and how to use his strength wisely.

In the fall when Persephone leaves for Hades, Cerus travels to the sky and becomes the Taurus constellation. In the spring when Persephone returns to the land, Cerus returns to join her. She sits upon his back and he runs through the sunlit fields as she brings all of the plants and flowers to bloom.











CHAPTER ONE

Tenleigh







Seventeen Years Old


The first time I really noticed Kyland Barrett, he was swiping someone’s discarded breakfast off a cafeteria table. I’d glanced away, attempting to preserve his dignity, a gut reaction on my part. But then I’d looked back as he walked in my direction toward the doors, stuffing the small portion of leftover food in his mouth. Our eyes met, his flaring briefly and then narrowing, as again, I averted my gaze, my cheeks heating as if I’d just intruded on a deeply personal moment. And it was personal. I should know. I’d done it myself. I knew the shame. But I also knew the achy emptiness of a Monday morning after a long, hungry weekend. Evidently, Kyland knew it too.


Of course, I’d seen him before that. I’d bet everyone who was female had let their eyes linger on him, with his strikingly handsome face and his tall, solid build. But that was the first time I really saw him, the first time I felt a throb of understanding in my chest for the boy who always seemed to wear an expression of nonchalance, as if he didn’t care much for anyone or anything. I was well acquainted with men who couldn’t give a rat’s ass. That was trouble I didn’t want any part of.


But apparently I was the only girl in school who had a problem with trouble because if he was in anyone’s company, it was always someone female.


It was a large school, serving students from three towns. I’d only had a few classes with Kyland over the three and a half years we’d been in high school, and he’d always sat in the back of the room, rarely uttering a word. I always sat in the front so I could see the blackboard—I guessed I was probably nearsighted, not that we could afford an eye exam, much less glasses. I knew he got good grades. I knew he must be smart despite his seemingly careless attitude. But after that day in the cafeteria, I couldn’t help looking at him differently, and my eyes always seemed to find him. I searched for him in the overcrowded hallway—packed with teenagers moving slowly to class like cattle being herded to greener pastures—in the cafeteria, or walking ahead of me up our mountain. Most times I found him with his hands stuffed in his pockets, and if outside, his head down against the wind. I liked to watch the way his body moved, and I liked that he didn’t know it. I was curious about him now. And suddenly that look on his face seemed more wary than immune or removed. I only knew a little about Kyland. He lived up in the hills like I did. And apparently, he didn’t have enough to eat, but there was no shortage of hungry people around these parts.


In the middle of rolling green hills, breathtaking mountain views, waterfalls, and quaint covered bridges lies Dennville, Kentucky, a part of the Appalachian Mountains that would put any urban slum to shame, where hopelessness is as commonplace as the white oak trees and unemployment is the rule more so than the exception.


My older sister, Marlo, said God had created Appalachia and then had promptly left and never come back. Something inside me suspected that more often it was people who disappointed God than the other way around. But what did I really know of God anyway? I didn’t even go to church.


What I did understand was that in a place like Dennville, Kentucky, Darwin was the one who had his facts straight: only the strongest survived.


Dennville hadn’t always been as bad off, though—there was a time when the Dennville coal mine was open and families in these parts made a decent wage, even if some had to supplement with food stamps. That’s when there had been at least a few thriving businesses in town, jobs for people who wanted one, and folks who had a little money to spend. Even those of us who lived on the mountain in a sad collection of small houses, shacks, and mobile homes—the poorest of the poor—seemed to have enough to get by on in those days. But then the mine explosion happened. The papers called it the worst mining tragedy in fifty years. Sixty-two men, most with families relying on them at home, were killed. Kyland’s father and older brother both lost their lives that day. He lived in a tiny house a little ways below mine on the mountain with his mother, who was an invalid. What she suffered from, I wasn’t sure exactly.


As for me, I lived with my mama and sister in a small trailer nestled in a grove of pine trees. In the winter months, the wind would come howling through and rock our trailer so violently, I was sure we’d tip over. Somehow it had managed to hold its ground so far. Somehow, all of us on that mountain had managed to hold our ground. So far.


One late fall day, as I walked up the road that led to our trailer, pulling my sweater around me as the wind whipped through my hair, I spied Kyland walking a ways ahead. Suddenly, Shelly Galvin went running past me to catch up to him, and he turned and nodded his head at her as she walked beside him, acknowledging something she’d said. They turned at a bend in the road, and I got lost in my own thoughts. A few minutes later when I rounded the curve, they were nowhere in sight, but as I passed a grove of hickories, I heard Shelly giggle and stopped to peer through the brush. Kyland had her pressed up against a tree and was kissing her as if he were some wild, untamed animal. Her back was to me so I could only see his face. I don’t know why I stood there, staring at them, blatantly interrupting their privacy rather than moving along. But something about the way Kyland’s eyes were closed and the raw, heated look of concentration he wore as he moved his mouth over hers made me clench my legs together as heat flooded my veins. He moved his hand up to her breast, and she made a moaning sound in the back of her throat. My own nipples pebbled as if it were me he was touching. I reached out to grab hold of the tree right next to me, and the small noise of my movement must have caught his attention because his eyes popped open and he stared at me as he continued to kiss her, his cheeks hollowed slightly as he did something with his tongue I could only imagine. And imagining I was. Hot shame moved up my face as our eyes locked, and I was unable to move. His eyes narrowed. As reality came flooding back, I stumbled backward, filled with humiliation.


And jealousy. But I hardly wanted to acknowledge that. No—trouble I did not want any part of.


I turned and ran all the way up the mountain to my trailer, flinging the metal door open and rushing inside before falling onto the couch, gasping for breath.


“My goodness, Tenleigh,” my mama singsonged, as she stood in the tiny kitchen, stirring a pot of something on the electric hot plate that smelled like potato soup. I glanced over at her as I got hold of my breathing. I groaned internally to see that she was wearing a negligee and her tattered Miss Kentucky Sunburst ribbon across her chest. Today was shaping up to be a very bad day. In more ways than one.


“Hi, Mama,” I said. “It was cold outside” was all I offered in explanation. “Need any help?”


“No, no, I’ve got it covered. I’m thinking of bringing something warm into town for Eddie. He loves my potato soup, and it’s going to be such a chilly night.”


I grimaced. “Mama, Eddie’s at home with his wife and family tonight. You can’t bring him potato soup.”


A cloud moved over my mama’s features, but she smiled brightly at me and shook her head. “No, no, he’s leaving her, Tenleigh. She’s not right for him. It’s me he loves. And he’ll be cold tonight. The wind…” She continued stirring the soup, humming some nameless tune and smiling a small smile to herself.


“Mama, did you take your medicine today?”


Her head snapped up, a confused look replacing the small smile. “Medicine? Oh, no, baby, I don’t need medicine anymore.” She shook her head. “That stuff makes me want to sleep all the time…makes me feel so funny.” She wrinkled her cute little nose as if it was just the silliest thing. “No, I’ve gone off that medicine. And I feel wonderful!”


“Mama, Marlo and I have told you a hundred times you can’t just go off your medicine.” I walked over to her and laid my hand on her arm. “Mama, you’ll feel good for a little while and then you won’t. You know I’m right.”


Her face fell just a little as she stood stirring the thick soup. Then she shook her head. “No, this time will be different. You’ll see. And this time, Eddie will move all of us up to that nice house of his. He’ll see that he needs me with him…he needs all of us with him.”


My shoulders sagged as defeat made my limbs feel heavy. I was too tired to deal with this.


My mama patted her deep chestnut-brown hair—the same hair she’d given me—and smiled brightly again. “I’ve still got my looks, Tenleigh. Eddie always says I’m the most beautiful woman in Kentucky. And I’ve got this sash to prove he isn’t lying.” Her eyes grew dreamy as they always did when she talked about her Miss Sunburst title, the one she’d won when she was my age. She turned toward me with a smile and lifted a strand of my hair. “You’re as pretty as I was,” she said, but then frowned. “I wish I had the money to enter you in some pageants. I bet you’d win them just like I did.” She sighed heavily and went back to stirring the soup.


I startled as the door flew open and Marlo burst inside, her cheeks flushed and breathing heavily. She grinned over at me. “Lordy, that wind is bitter today.”


I nodded at her, unsmiling and moving my eyes over to our mama, who was spooning soup into a plastic container. The smile vanished from Marlo’s face.


“Hey there, Mama, what are you doing?” she asked as she took her jacket off and tossed it aside.


Mama looked up and smiled prettily. “Bringing soup to Eddie,” she said as she snapped the lid on the container and walked with it into our very small living/dining area.


“No you’re not, Mama,” Marlo said, her voice sounding bitter.


Mama blinked at her. “Why yes, Marlo, I am.”


“Give me the soup, Mama. Tenleigh, go get her medicine.”


Mama started shaking her head vigorously as I scooted by her to get her medication, the medication we could barely afford, the medication I bought with the earnings I made sweeping floors and dusting shelves at Rusty’s, the town convenience store, owned by one of the biggest dickheads in town. The medicine Marlo and I missed meals for so we’d have the money to buy.


I heard a scuffle behind me and hurried into the bathroom, where I grabbed my mama’s pill bottles from the medicine cabinet with shaking hands.


When I ran back into the main area of the trailer, Mama was sobbing and the soup was spilled all over the floor and all over Marlo. Mama sunk down onto her knees in the mess, put her hands over her face, and wailed. Marlo took the medicine from me and I could see her hands were shaking too.


She went down on the floor with our mama and kneeled in the mess and hugged Mama to her, rocking.


“I know he still loves me, Mar. I know he does!” my mama wailed. “I’m pretty. I’m prettier than her!”


“No, Mama, he doesn’t love you,” Marlo said very gently. “I’m so sorry. But we do. Me and Tenleigh, we love you so much. So much. We need you, Mama.”


“I just want someone to take care of us. I just need someone to help us. Eddie will help us if I just…”


But that thought was lost in her sobs as Marlo continued to rock her, not saying another word. Words wouldn’t work with our mama, not when she was like this. Tomorrow she’d take the sash off. Tomorrow she’d stay in bed all day. Eventually, the medicine would kick in again and she’d be somewhat back to normal. And then she’d decide she didn’t need it anymore and secretly go off it and we’d do this all over again. And I had to wonder, should a seventeen-year-old girl be so tired? Just tired down to my bones…weary in my very soul?


I helped Marlo and Mama up, and we gave Mama her medicine with a glass of water, walked her to bed, and then quietly returned to the main room. We cleaned up the potato soup, spooning it from the floor back into Tupperware, preserving as much as we could. We didn’t live a life where wasting food was ever acceptable, even food that had been on the floor. Later that night, we spooned it into bowls and ate it for dinner. Dirty or not, it filled our bellies all the same.













CHAPTER TWO

Tenleigh







“Hi, Rusty,” I said as I breezed into the convenience store where I worked four days a week after school. I was breathing hard and was damp from the rain. Outside, it was just beginning to clear up.


“You’re late. Again.” Rusty scowled.


I cringed inwardly at his harsh tone and glanced up at the clock. Walking the six miles from school in Evansly in an hour and fifteen minutes was impossible. I jogged a good part of the way and usually came in the store sweating and breathless. Not that Rusty cared. “Just two minutes, Rusty. I’ll stay two minutes after, okay?” I offered him my prettiest smile. Rusty’s scowl only deepened.


“You’ll stay fifteen on account of that there was a cracked beer bottle in one of the six-packs Jay Crowley brought up to my register this morning.”


I pressed my lips together.


The fact that Jay Crowley was buying beer first thing in the morning wasn’t surprising, but what a cracked beer bottle had to do with me, I wasn’t sure as Rusty was the one who unpacked the liquor. Even so, I just nodded, not saying a word as I went to the back to get my apron and broom.


It was the first of the month so I had to clear and organize the pop shelves quickly because in about an hour, after the food stamp debit cards were credited, Rusty’s would be swamped with folks selling carts full of the sugary drinks. It was welfare fraud at its finest—take the five hundred or so dollars a family of four gets to eat for the month, buy pop down the highway at JoJo’s gas station and sell it back to Rusty for fifty cents on the dollar, converting the government assistance into two hundred fifty dollars cold hard cash. Cash buys cigarettes, liquor, lottery tickets…meth—food stamps do not. And Rusty was happy to make the profit, never mind that it meant kids would go without dinner. In all fairness, though, if it weren’t Rusty buying the pop back, it would have been someone else. That’s just the way it worked around here.


A couple hours later, the crowd had dwindled, and I was dusting a back shelf when the door chime sounded. I kept busy, glancing up when I saw someone in my peripheral vision opening the refrigerator door on the back wall. My eyes met Kyland Barrett’s as he turned, and I stood up from where I’d been squatting, facing the shelf. My eyes moved down to his hand as he stuffed a sandwich in the front of his jacket. His eyes widened, and he looked shocked for a brief second before his gaze darted behind me where I heard sudden footsteps. My head turned. Rusty was coming up the aisle, a scowl on his face as Kyland stood behind me, his hand and a large lump of sandwich still under the front of his jacket. If I moved, he’d be caught, red-handed.


I made a split-second decision and pretended to trip ungracefully, knocking several boxes of what surely must be stale Cheerios—the nonsugary cereal never sold—off the shelf and letting out a little scream. I don’t know exactly why I did it—maybe the look of shocked fear on Kyland’s face touched something inside me, maybe it was the understanding of hunger that existed between us. It certainly wasn’t because I knew the quick action would completely alter the course of my entire life.


I stepped ungracefully on the boxes, smashing them and causing cereal to spill out onto the floor.


“What’s the matter with you, you stupid girl?” Rusty demanded loudly, stooping to pick up a box at his feet as Kyland rushed by us both. “You’re fired. I’ve had it with you.” I heard the door chime and stood up quickly, making eye contact with Kyland again as he turned back, his expression unreadable. He paused very briefly, and then the door swung shut behind him.


“I’m sorry, Rusty. It was just an accident. Please don’t fire me.” I needed this job. As much as I hated to beg for it, I had people relying on me.


“Gave you enough chances. There’ll be a line down the street for this job tomorrow.” He pointed at me, his eyes cold and mean. “Should have appreciated what you had and worked harder. Those pretty looks of yours won’t get you anywhere in life if your head isn’t screwed on straight.”


I was well aware of that. Painfully aware. All you had to do was look at my mama for that fact to be established.


Blood whooshed in my ears. My neck felt hot. I took off my apron and dropped it on the floor as Rusty continued to mutter about the ungrateful, worthless help.


The sun was just setting over the mountains behind me—the sky awash in pinks and oranges when I stepped out of the store a few minutes later. The cold air held the scent of fresh rain and sharp pine and I took a deep breath, wrapping my arms around myself, feeling lost and defeated. Losing my job was very, very bad news. Marlo was going to kill me. I groaned aloud. “What more?” I whispered to the universe. But the universe hadn’t been responsible for my stupid choice. Only I could take credit for that.


Sometimes my life felt so small. And I had to wonder why those of us who were given small lives still had to feel pain so big. It hardly seemed fair.


I put my hands in my pockets and started the walk to the base of our mountain, my school backpack slung over my shoulder. In the spring and summer, I’d read as I walked, the route familiar enough to me that I could concentrate on my book. Cars rarely drove this road and I always had plenty of advanced notice if one was coming. But when the fall came, it was too dim once I left Rusty’s—not that that would be a problem anymore—and so I walked and busied my mind. And tonight was no different. In fact, I needed the distraction of my dreams. I needed the hope that life wouldn’t always be so hard. I pictured myself winning the Tyton Coal Scholarship, the one I’d been working toward since I started high school. Every year, one of the top students was chosen to win the scholarship, which would send him or her to a four-year university, all expenses paid. If I won it, I’d finally be able to get out of Dennville, away from the poverty and the desperation, the welfare fraud, and the drug-pushing “pillbillies.” I’d finally be able to provide for Mama and Marlo, move them away from here, get Mama the help she needed from a professional doctor, instead of the hollow-eyed one at the free clinic who I suspected was the center of the pillbilly business. I’d make a stop at Rusty’s as I drove out of town, and I’d tell him to shove a stale box of Cheerios up his bony, flea-bitten ass.


As I turned the corner toward the base of the mountain, I saw old Mrs. Lytle sitting on the steps of the now-closed post office eating the last of a packaged sandwich. I squinted at her and smiled slightly when her eyes caught mine. My gaze went to the wrapper in her hand, the one that said “Rusty’s Ham and Cheese” with a big red time stamp, dated today. It was the one Kyland Barrett had stolen just ten minutes before. I knew because it’d been the only ham and cheese we had left in the store.


“Evening, Mrs. Lytle,” I said. She tipped her chin, her sad eyes blinking as she took the last bite of the sandwich. Mrs. Lytle was almost part of the landscape at this point, an alcoholic who wandered the streets of the tiny town, mumbling to herself and collecting pocket change from the townies to fund her addiction. She’d lost all three of her grown boys and her husband in the mine accident. I suspected she was hoping to follow them sooner rather than later. “You gonna be okay, tonight, Mrs. Lytle?” I asked, stuffing my hands deeper into my pockets. Not that I could offer her anything if she wasn’t, but I wanted her to know I cared. Maybe that was something.


She nodded, still chewing. “Oh, I think so,” she slurred. “I’ll make my way somewhere after I’m done enjoying this fine show.” She nodded up to the dwindling sunset.


“Okay, then. Good night.”


“Night.”


As I turned onto the road that led up the mountain, someone stepped in front of me, and I let out a startled scream, stopping in my tracks and stepping backward right into a mud puddle. Kyland.


I huffed out a breath. “You scared me!” I stepped out of the mud, feeling the wetness seeping into my socks where my soles were cracked or coming loose. Great. Thanks, Kyland. First my job, now my shoes.


He studied me for a few beats, his jaw tight. “Why’d you do that? Back at the store? Why’d you help me?” His jaw ticked in anger.


He was angry with me? What in the ever-loving hell? “Why’d you give the sandwich to Mrs. Lytle?” I asked. “Why didn’t you eat it yourself? I know you need the food.” My gaze slipped to the ground at the reference to that private moment in the cafeteria when our eyes had met. But then I quickly looked back up.


He didn’t answer me, and we both just stood staring at each other for a few silent moments. Finally he said, “He fired you?”


His face was tense and serious, and I couldn’t help but admire his strong jaw, the straight line of his nose, the fullness of his lips. I sighed. No good would come from those observations. “Yeah, he fired me.”


Kyland stuffed his hands in his pockets, and when I began to walk, he did too, swearing under his breath. “Shit. You needed that job.”


I huffed out a humorless laugh. “You think? No, I just worked sweeping floors because Rusty’s charming disposition is so inspiring. Oh, if only there were more Rustys in the world.” I brought my hand to my heart as if it were overflowing with love and admiration.


If Kyland noted my sarcasm, he didn’t acknowledge it. “That was a really stupid move.”


I stopped and turned to him and he halted too. “A thank-you wouldn’t be out of line. Rusty would have pressed charges in a New York minute. It would have made his day to press charges, maybe even his pathetic life.”


Kyland looked behind me, out to the horizon. He sucked on his full bottom lip and furrowed his brow. “Yeah, I know.” He paused, his eyes moving over my face slowly. I fidgeted under his scrutiny, wondering what he was thinking. “Thank you.”


I took the time to study him too, now that he was up close. He gazed back at me, his gray eyes wary, his eyelashes long and thick. It was hard to really hate someone so good-looking. That was just the unfairness of life. Because I’d have really liked to hate the boy standing in front of me. Instead, I turned away and started walking. He fell in step beside me, and we walked in silence for several minutes.


“You don’t have to walk with me.”


“A young girl walking in the dark by herself is dangerous. I can make sure nothing bad happens to you.”


I snorted. “All evidence to the contrary.” I hefted my backpack up on my shoulder. “Anyway, young girl? I’m as old as you are. Maybe older. I turn eighteen in May.”


“What day?” he challenged, moving ahead of me and walking backward so he could look me in the face.


“May second.”


His eyes widened. “No way. That’s my birthday too.”


I stopped, surprised. “What time were you born?” I asked.


“I don’t know exactly…sometime in the morning.”


I started walking again and he fell in step beside me. “Afternoon,” I said reluctantly. I could see the pleased look on his face out of the corner of my eye and I pressed my lips together.


After a minute, he said, “Seriously, though, you should be careful. There are bobcats on this mountain.”


I sighed. “Bobcats are the least of my worries.”


“You think so until a hungry one is standing right in front of you. Then it becomes your biggest problem real quickly.”


I made an amused, agreeable sound. “And what exactly would you do if a bobcat stepped into our path right now, Kyland Barrett?”


He looked surprised. “You know my name.”


“It’s a small town. I know everyone’s name. Don’t you?”


“No. I make it a point not to. I don’t need to hear anyone’s story, and I don’t need to know anyone’s name.”


I tilted my head as I looked over at him. “Why not?”


“Because when I win the Tyton Coal Scholarship and get out of here, I don’t want to carry a bunch of useless information from this useless shithole with me.”


My mouth opened, then closed, then opened again. “You’re trying to win the scholarship?”


He raised one eyebrow at me. “Yeah, does that surprise you? Don’t you see my name on all the top academic lists?”


“I…I mean…” Suddenly, Kyland grinned. I stumbled slightly. I’d never seen him smile like that, not once, and it transformed his face into something…utterly beautiful. I gaped at him for a moment before gathering myself and increasing the speed of my steps. He sped up beside me. I shook my head, feeling unsettled and attempting to remember what we’d been talking about. Right—the scholarship. Yes, I was surprised. I had seen Kyland’s name on academic lists, but I didn’t imagine that he had applied for the Tyton Coal Scholarship. He’d never shown up at any study groups or prep courses. It was always me, Ginny Rawlins, and Carrie Cooper. I knew they had applied for the scholarship because we’d discussed it. I thought they were my top competition. Kyland, despite his good grades, always seemed so…disinterested?


“How are you going to win the scholarship when I’m going to win the scholarship?” I asked with a lift of my brow.


Kyland looked over at me quickly, amusement on his face as he shook his head. “Not a chance,” he said, smirking. “But it does make things more interesting, doesn’t it?”


I snorted softly. I didn’t need interesting. I needed that scholarship. But I could hardly believe Kyland had much of a chance of winning it if I hadn’t heard about him applying until just now. I didn’t figure there was much cause to worry.


We walked in silence for a few minutes before I said, “Won’t Shelly be mad knowing you’re…protecting another girl from bobcats?”


He looked over at me, confused. “Shelly? Why would she—” He chuckled. “Oh, right.” He shook his head and ran his hand through his golden-brown hair. I noted that it was thick and glossy and it curled up at his neck. “Me and Shelly, we’re just friends.”


I let out a small disbelieving chuff which was enough of a comment on that. I had bigger things to worry about than who Kyland Barrett was kissing. “So, where will you go if you win that scholarship?” Not that you will.


“Away from here.”


“Yeah,” I said simply. Kyland looked to the left as we walked past the light blue, wooden house set back from the road, the forest looming large behind it, not a single light on. When he met my eyes again, he was wearing a small frown. “Well,” I said when he remained silent, “thank you, Kyland. It was very chivalrous of you to walk me up the mountain, you know, despite the fact that you got me fired from my job, ruined my only pair of shoes, and stole my birthday.” When he continued walking beside me, laughing softly at what I’d said, I looked up at him questioningly. “I’m just right up the road. I don’t expect there are any bobcats between here and there.” I smiled a nervous smile. I didn’t know if he’d ever seen my trailer, and I didn’t especially want him to.


But he just kept walking next to me silently. “So, Tenleigh…the job, are you going to be okay? I mean…is there something I can do?”


What was he going to do? He had an ill mama at home as well. For all I knew, he was worse off than me. “No. I’ll survive.”


Kyland nodded, but when I glanced at him, the worried look hadn’t vanished from his face.


When we arrived at my trailer, I stopped and gave him a small, tight smile. “Well, good night,” I said. Kyland looked at where I lived for long moments as color rose up my cheeks. For some reason, standing there with him, it looked even worse than it usually did. Not only was it tiny and rickety, but the paint was peeling and rusted and there was a dirty film over the windows that I never could clean no matter how much vinegar I used. His home wasn’t much better, but I still couldn’t help the shame that filled me as I studied my home through Kyland’s eyes. He looked back at me, and my embarrassment must have been evident on my face because something that looked like understanding came into his expression. I spun on my heel and walked on shaky legs to my trailer.


“Tenleigh Falyn,” Kyland called, letting me know that, in fact, he knew my name too.


I stopped and looked back at him questioningly.


He ran his hand through his hair, looking uncertain for a brief moment. “The reason I gave that sandwich to Joan Lytle…” He looked off into the distance as if he was choosing his words carefully. “Even for people like us, there’s always someone who’s hungrier. And hunger, well, it comes in different forms. I try not to forget that,” he finished quietly.


And then he stuffed his hands back into his pockets and walked away from me, headed back down the road. I leaned against the side of my trailer and watched him until he disappeared.


Kyland Barrett wasn’t at all what I had expected. And something about that both confused and thrilled me in a way I wasn’t sure I liked.









CHAPTER THREE
Kyland




“Hey, Mama,” I said, shutting the door to my house behind me and glancing into the living room where her chair sat in front of the TV.

My mama didn’t greet me back, but she never did. I was used to it now.

I went to my bedroom and opened the window as wide as it would go and stood looking out at the early evening sky, my hands braced on the windowsill as I drew in deep breaths of cold air. After a few minutes, I lay down on my bed right next to the window, bringing my arms up and resting my head on my hands behind me.

My mind went immediately to Tenleigh Falyn. I couldn’t believe I’d gotten her fired from her job. I grimaced. It was mostly her fault, so why did I feel like such a shit about it? It’d been her own stupid choice to cover for me. But thank God she had. If I’d been arrested for stealing…it would have been bad—very bad.

I hadn’t even known exactly why I stole that sandwich for Mrs. Lytle until I’d attempted to explain it to Tenleigh. And the only reason I’d offered an explanation at all was because I had nothing else to give Tenleigh as thanks for the sacrifice she’d made for me. I’d seen Joan Lytle sitting on the stairs of the old post office and something in the way she was hunched over, as if she was trying to curl up into herself, hit me square in the gut. I’d felt that way too. Only I, at least, had a roof over my head. I, at the very least, was only hungry the last week of every month, when the money ran out. Some force inside me had needed to let her know another person saw that she existed, whether she felt like she did or not. And so I’d swiped the sandwich.

A bad spur-of-the-moment choice that could have ruined everything for me. Still, I wasn’t exactly sorry for it, especially when I pictured the way Mrs. Lytle had gotten tears in her eyes when I handed her the food. My regret was for the fact that Tenleigh had been the one to pay the price for what I’d done.

Tenleigh.

My mind moved to the expression that had been on her face as I’d looked at her trailer. She’d felt shame, which was kind of ridiculous. My house was in shambles too. My life was in shambles. I was hardly one to judge her situation. But I hadn’t really been looking at her pitiful little trailer anyway. I’d been looking at the area around her trailer. It was clean and orderly, not a single piece of trash in sight—the same way I made sure to keep my own yard. Up and down this hill, the yards and properties were strewn with garbage—just another way the people in Dennville exhibited their defeat. No one on this mountain could afford a luxury like garbage pickup and most yards were buried under a pile of crap—a good metaphor for most lives in these parts. But each Monday, I gathered my garbage into two garbage bags and carried them down the hill and emptied them in the big dumpster out back of Rusty’s. Then I folded the garbage bags up and put them in my backpack. I made them last. When it was a choice between a couple cans of SpaghettiOs and a box of garbage bags, I was going to choose the food. I’d seen Tenleigh carrying a big box down the mountain now and again and wondered what was in it. She must have been doing the same thing. And I knew it was because she had pride. Which, for people like us, could be more a curse than a blessing.

I’d noticed Tenleigh before that too. In fact, I’d watched her in the few classes we had together. She always sat at the front of the classroom and I would position myself in the back so I had the perfect view. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I was amused by the way she reacted unconsciously when she was annoyed by someone who was talking to her, by scratching her bare leg and pursing her lips. I noticed the way she squinted up at the blackboard in serious concentration and nibbled at that pink lower lip, and I liked the way she sometimes stared out the window with that dreamy look on her face. I’d memorized her profile, the line of her neck. A hollow, ill feeling rose in my chest when I noticed the bottoms of her shoes, full of holes and practically falling off. I could see that she had used some kind of magic marker to color in the scuffs on the tops. I could picture her at home, coloring in those spots because she cared what people thought of her old, ruined shoes. It enraged me that she had to do that. Which was completely irrational. And which, of course, meant I had to stay far, far away from Tenleigh Falyn. I couldn’t afford to feel the things I felt just watching her. More to the point, I didn’t want to.

After the day she’d caught me swiping the leftover food, I’d seen her watching me when she thought I wasn’t looking. I was no stranger to the enjoyment of the finer sex. I wasn’t one to turn down an offer if I got one—who didn’t want the distraction of a willing body to remind you that you hadn’t just been made for suffering? But somehow I sensed Tenleigh wasn’t watching me with that kind of interest. She looked at me as if she was working out some kind of puzzle—as if she wanted to know me. And I couldn’t help wanting to know why.

She had this quiet about her—something soothing, a strange mix of strength and vulnerability. She was beautiful—I’d definitely noticed that too—but her beauty was obviously something she didn’t put much effort into, which made her even more appealing. To me at least. She didn’t wear any makeup and her hair was generally held back in a simple ponytail. She obviously didn’t consider her looks to be her most valuable asset. And it made me wonder what was. Her smarts? Maybe. Not that she had a chance of winning that scholarship. I’d been working on it since before I even started high school. I had even studied all the past winners’ accomplishments and made sure I had every single box checked. I needed that scholarship. My whole life depended on it. So as far as what it was about Tenleigh that interested me so much, it didn’t matter. I’d be leaving soon and I’d never look back, not at beautiful, green-eyed Tenleigh Falyn or anyone else.

So why couldn’t I stop thinking about her?

After a little bit, I dragged my backpack up on my bed and got my textbooks out. I had to stay on track. I only had six months until the school announced the winner of the scholarship that would get me out of this godforsaken shithole, away from the hopelessness, away from the hunger, away from the mine where my father and older brother had lost their lives in the pitch blackness miles under the earth.

[image: ]

I spotted Tenleigh a few days later as she walked ahead of me toward the road leading to our homes. She had a book in her hands and was reading as she walked. One of these days, she was going to trip and break her neck. I lagged behind, watching her as she walked. I figured I owed her a little something for what she’d done for me. I could make sure she got home safe from school. Lord knew she’d never spot danger approaching with her nose plastered to the page of a book. But I’d make sure she didn’t see me. I’d make sure I never spoke to Tenleigh again. It was just better that way.

I was taken aback when she suddenly took a turn onto a forest path. What the hell? I stood on the road for a minute, watching her disappear into the woods. That girl would deserve it when a bobcat ate her. I let out a frustrated breath and followed her.

I’d been down this trail before. I’d been down every trail on this mountain either with my brother when he’d still been alive or on my own. But I had no idea what Tenleigh was doing because there was nothing this way except for the abrupt edge of a limestone cliff.

After five minutes or so of trudging along the narrow path, I came out through the trees. Tenleigh’s back was mostly to me as she stood staring out at the setting sun, the horizon glowing orange and yellow, white rays emerging from the clouds as if heaven had broken through.

The colorful sky stretched before us magnificent, as if it was trying to make up for the ugliness of our lives, our constant struggles. And for just the briefest, most fleeting of moments, maybe it did. If only I could grasp it and make it stay. If only I could grasp anything good and make it stay.

Tenleigh sat down on a rock and looked out at the glowing sunset. I began walking toward her and her head turned to me abruptly as she let out a little shriek, bringing her hand to her chest, her eyes wide. “Good gosh! You scared me! Again. What is it with you?”

“Sorry.” I went and sat down next to her.

She rolled her eyes and leaned back, putting her hands behind her on the rock, staring out at the sky once again. She remained quiet for a minute. Finally she looked at me, raising one eyebrow. “I suppose you think if you keep showing up where I am, eventually I’ll fall in love with you.”

An amused laugh bubbled up my throat, but I remained serious. Tenleigh constantly surprised me. And I loved it. “Very probable.”

Or worse, I’ll fall in love with you.

She laughed softly. “I’m sorry to tell you, it won’t happen. I’ve sworn off men.”

I made a chuffing sound in the back of my throat. “That’s what they all say.”

She looked at me, amusement dancing in her eyes, lighting up her face. “Hmm, so how long do you figure I have before I succumb to your mesmerizing charms?”

I pretended to consider. “One of my conquests held out for three weeks once.”

“Ah. She sounds like a tough cookie.” She cocked an eyebrow and looked at me out of the corner of her eye. “How will you know when I’ve buckled?”

“It’s a look, something in the eyes. I’ve come to know it well.” I gave her my most obnoxious smirk.

She shook her head as if in exasperation, but the small smile remained on her lips.

I cleared my throat. This flirting needed to stop. “No, but really, I’m just making sure you don’t require my bobcat-fighting skills. It’s the least I can do for you after your sacrifice on my behalf.”

“You don’t owe me anything. I got myself fired from my job. It wasn’t your fault I did what I did.”

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t have had to do what you did if I hadn’t been stealing sandwiches for old drunks.”

“Hmm,” she hummed. “So then I expect this will be a regular thing? The bobcat protection service? I mean, until I throw myself at your feet and you cast me aside like all the rest of your victims…er, conquests?” she finally asked, raising an eyebrow teasingly again.

I shook my head. “Regular? No, no, definitely not. This is the last time I put myself in potential bobcat harm for you.” I ran my hand through my hair. “It’s just that I usually study at school as late as I can. I walk home about this time every night anyway. This was just a coincidence.”

She tilted her head. “Oh, I see. Why do you stay at school to study?”

“It’s not so lonely.” I didn’t know what made the words fall from my mouth. I didn’t even realize I’d said them until they were out.

Tenleigh looked at me curiously. “Don’t you live with your mama?”

“My mama’s not much for conversation.”

Tenleigh studied me for a moment. She had this way of looking at me like she knew what I was thinking, and it made me feel antsy and overly warm. Regardless, I stood my ground. “Hmm…well, this really is the last time you’ll be protecting me from a possible bobcat threat then. I’m only walking home this late because I was asking about a job at Al’s.”

“Al’s? You’re too young to work in a bar.”

She shrugged. “Al doesn’t seem to mind. My sister works there—he said I could pick up extra shifts. So see”—she smiled at me—“you don’t have to feel guilty about me getting fired. I’ve already got a new job. On-call anyway.”

I scowled, something strange moving into my chest. Al’s was a total dive—and a known pickup place. Still, it was good she’d gotten a job. Around here, that wasn’t easy to do. After a minute, she turned to me. “Quite a view, huh?”

I looked out to the sky. “Best seat in the house.”

A look of peace came over Tenleigh’s face as she gazed at me, her lips parted, and for just a second, I almost couldn’t breathe. Did I think this girl was beautiful? I was wrong. She’s stunning.

Some form of panic rose in my chest.

“So I suppose you want to know my story?” she asked after a moment.

“What?” I asked, snapping back to reality. “No, I don’t want to hear your story. I told you…”

“Right. You don’t want to carry any useless information with you when you leave, but see, I’ve got a really interesting one.”

I raised one brow at her suspiciously. “There are no interesting stories in these parts, just weary, never-ending tales of tragedy and woe. And toothlessness.”

She laughed a short laugh and shook her head, her light green eyes shining. Her skin was aglow in the sunset, glints of gold coming off her brunette hair. When she looked away, I allowed my eyes to roam to her breasts. My dick surged to life in my jeans and I shifted uncomfortably.

“Not my story,” she said. “And really, I shouldn’t tell you this, but well… In truth, Kyland, my father is a Russian prince.” She raised her eyebrows and looked around as if checking to make sure no one was around. “There’s a squabble going on regarding my father’s title and land ownership.” She waved her hand through the air. “It’s all very complicated and involves all sorts of Russian aristocracy laws that you wouldn’t understand, but in the meantime, my father is hiding us here where he believes we’re safest until his estate has been settled.” She leaned toward me. “I know my trailer looks humble, but it’s all a ruse. Inside, although it’s small, it’s wall-to-wall luxury. And”—her eyes widened—“it’s where the royal family jewels are hidden.” She winked at me and I burst out laughing. She was being ridiculous. And I loved it. How long had it been since I’d just been…silly? Her eyes widened as she took in my expression and then she grinned back.

We stared at each other for a minute, something flowing in the air between us. I looked away first, unsettled again.

“Royal family jewels, huh? You so sure you can trust me with that information? I’m already a known sandwich bandit.”

She tilted her head. “Yeah,” she said softly, seriously. “I’ve got a feeling you’re mostly trustworthy.”

We stared at each other for several beats again, something quickening inside me. Something that felt dangerous—something I didn’t exactly recognize but something I wasn’t sure I liked at all. I needed to break the damn spell.

“I trust you with my family jewels too,” I finally said suggestively, trying to lighten the sudden, strange mood between us. “I’d like to show them to you sometime.”

Tenleigh leaned her head back and laughed. I had wondered what her full-out laughter sounded like, and now I knew. And I suddenly understood that it would have been better if I didn’t. So much better. Because I wanted to lose myself in the sound of that laughter. It alarmed me and that same feeling came into my chest again, only now increasing. I sat up straighter, something instinctual telling me I needed to run.

Her expression seemed to change as if she could sense my inner turmoil. Ridiculous. She stood and I squinted up at her. “Come here,” she said, turning her back on me. “I want to show you something.”

I stood up and followed behind her to a large rock. I watched as she went to the front of it and ducked down, disappearing somewhere. I leaned over cautiously and saw a tiny, dark cave. Anxiety swept through my body, and I stumbled backward. Tenleigh peeked out, a smile plastered across her face.

“Come in. It’s big enough for the both of us. I want to show you something.”

“No,” I said, a bit more harshly than I meant to. The smile disappeared from her face and she emerged from the small space, nearly squatting as she shuffled along. She stood up and looked at me worriedly. I realized that my hands were fisted by my sides and my body was tensed. I relaxed, shoving my hands in my pockets.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Do you not like small spaces? I—”

“It’s no big deal,” I said dismissively.

She put her hand on my shoulder timidly, and I squeezed my eyes shut for a second before I pulled away.

She watched me acutely for just a moment. “There are some drawings on the wall in there,” she finally said and shrugged. “Really, really faint and most likely something someone did recently, but who knows? Maybe a cave family lived in there thousands of years ago.”

“Hundreds of thousands.”

“What?”

“Cavemen, they lived hundreds of thousands of years ago, not thousands.”

She put her hands on her hips. “Okay, professor.” She arched one delicate eyebrow, and I let out a small laugh on a breath.

“Come on, Princess Tenleigh, we better get back to the road before it’s pitch-black.” I went for a casual tone to my voice. Tenleigh had obviously noticed my strange behavior when it came to the small cave.

The sun had almost set and it was twilight, the sky a deep blue, the first stars just appearing. A few minutes later, we were back on the road and we walked along in silence.

Tenleigh adjusted her backpack and a book fell out of the tear on the side, the one she had closed up as much as possible with a safety pin. A fucking safety pin. That safety pin filled me with anger. “Oops.” She leaned down to pick it up just as I did and we both laughed as our heads collided. She rubbed hers and laughed again. “There’s that charm again. I’m a goner for sure.”

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” I picked up the book and held it up. “The Weaver of Raveloe?”

Tenleigh’s eyes met mine and she nodded, taking the book from me. “I read a lot,” she said, stuffing the book in her backpack and looking embarrassed for some reason. “The Dennville library doesn’t have much of a selection so I’ve read some twice…”

“That one?” I nodded my head toward her backpack as we started walking again.

“Yes, I’ve read that one before.”

“What’s it about?”

She was quiet for a minute and I thought she might not answer me. Truthfully, I didn’t really care to hear about the weaver of whatever. She could tell me anything. What I wanted was to hear her pretty voice cutting through the cold mountain air—and I liked the things she said. She was different. She kept surprising me with the things that came out of her mouth and even though I didn’t want to, I liked it. I liked it far too much.

“It’s about Silas Marner who—”

I halted, several emotions suddenly swelling within me. Grief. Longing. Love. “Silas?”

Tenleigh stopped too and looked at me curiously. “Yeah, what’s wrong?”

I shook my head, swallowing down the emotions that had suddenly surged without warning. I hadn’t been prepared to hear that name. “Nothing,” I told her. “That was my brother’s name.” I shoved the emotions down. I was well practiced at that.

Tenleigh bit her lip and looked up at me, a sympathetic look on her face before we both started walking again. She must have known my brother had been at the mine that day. “Yes, I think I remember that.” She smiled. “Maybe your mama read the book and the name stuck with her.”

“My mama didn’t…doesn’t know how to read.”

“Oh.” She glanced at me and then was silent for a minute. “I know it happened years ago, but…” She touched my arm and when my eyes darted to her hand, she pulled it away. “I’m really sorry about your loss, Kyland.”

“Thanks, I appreciate that,” I said, clearing my throat.

We walked in a sort of awkward silence for a few minutes, passing by my dark house. “So what about this Silas Marner?”

“Um…well, he lives in a slum in England and, ah, he’s falsely accused of stealing, by his best friend. He’s convicted and the woman he’s engaged to leaves him and marries his best friend.”

“Jesus, sounds like a real feel-good sort of tale. I’m glad you’ve found a way to escape the harshness of Dennville.”

Tenleigh’s sweet-sounding laughter made my heart jump in my chest. Somehow making this girl laugh filled me with some sort of pride. Not good. Very, very bad.

We arrived in front of Tenleigh’s trailer and she leaned back against a tree next to the road. “Well, he leaves the town and settles in a small village near Raveloe. He sort of becomes a hermit, feeling as if he’s hidden—even from God.” I unconsciously leaned in so I wouldn’t miss a word. She tilted her head, looking off into the distance. “But one winter’s night, his whole life changes when—”

“Tenleigh!” someone called from the trailer, an older woman with long brown hair the same color as Tenleigh’s. “It’s cold out there. Come inside.”

“Okay, Mama,” Tenleigh called before looking back at me, a worried expression on her face. I didn’t remember seeing Tenleigh’s mama much. She must not have left the trailer very often. “I gotta go. I’ll see you around, Kyland.” And with that, she turned and left me where I was standing. She ran inside so quickly, her sudden absence jarred me and made me feel lost somehow. I stood staring at her trailer for several moments before I turned and headed for home, the wind cold at my back.
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