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1.

 


Jack

 


I leaned back in the office chair and
stuck my hands behind my head. The short hairs of my military-issue
buzz cut prickled against my palm.

Just one more thing I wouldn't have to
deal with soon. One more bit of bullshit that I could put behind
me.

"Are you sure that you want me to file
these papers?" Lieutenant Sam Hardesty said from her position on
the other side of the desk.

The papers in question were the final
pieces to complete my discharge.

Sam was a beautiful woman, I noticed.
And the way she kept her light-blond hair pulled back to comply
with regulations really did a number for her slender, graceful neck
and her high cheekbones. I noticed the way her lips glistened with
some sort of balm or gloss.

“There a reason I
shouldn’t?” I said.

She glanced at me, then down at my
file. I could already tell what it said. Or the gist of it,
anyway.

Staff Sgt. Jack Trammel, Silver Star,
Purple Heart… yada yada. Some note in there about convincing me to
stay. To give my country even more of my life than I already
had.

I watched her eyes scan those lines
and then look up at me. They were green eyes, I saw. Green like oak
leaves in the early morning dew.

“You have a promising
career in the army, sergeant. Frankly, I can’t see a good reason
for you to give it all up like you’re doing,” she said.

“Family matters,” I said,
“And frankly, I don’t give a damn what you do or don’t see. Ma’am.”
Wouldn’t do to get thrown in the stocks for disrespecting an
officer.

“Yes, that’s what it says
here. The family matters part, not the other bit,” she said, one
corner of her lovely lips quirking up in a smile that let me see an
equally lovely and white set of teeth.

We watched each other for a few
moments, the only sound the breath of air coming from the vent in
the ceiling.

The fact of the matter was,
I didn’t really want to deal with those family matters, either. But I felt
the pull, all the same.

“My contract is up,” I
said, “And there’s nothing you can do or say to convince me to stay
on. So yes, I’ll sign those papers and you can file
them.”

At the very bottom of my vision, I
could see the corner of an envelope sticking out the top of my
chest pocket. In that envelope was a letter.

I’d read it over a few times. It was
from a lawyer back in Texas. My father’s lawyer. It laid out that
my father had died.

It also laid out that my father’s last
words, his dying wish as it were, was for me to come back home and
take care of the family ranch. It was mine now.

Whether I wanted it or not.

Lieutenant Hardesty watched me with
those dewy green eyes of hers for a little while. Trying to make up
her mind about me, I knew.

She was a Yankee by her accent. Some
place in New England if I had to guess. Even after eight years in
the army I still had that Texan drawl to my speech, and I knew it
enchanted Yankee ladies.

“Sign here, then,” she
said, turning the pages so that they faced me, a ballpoint pen
resting on the top. Her finger indicated a line at the
bottom.

I scrawled my signature and then
dropped the pen back down.

I stood, sketched a salute, and went
for the door.

“Trammel,” she said,
standing up. She wore a skirt that hugged her hips
nicely.

I ignored her. There were things to
take care of.

I grabbed the door latch. The metal
was smooth and cool against my palms. I started opening the door,
the noise of various conversations in the hallway outside breaching
the gap I created.

She put her hand to the door and
closed it again.

“There something else,
Lieutenant?” I said.

Standing up like this we both saw how
much taller I was than her. I got the feeling that she hated having
to look up at me like that.

This close, I caught a whiff of her
perfume. Something fruity and light, barely noticeable unless you
stood right next to her. It made me wonder if she smelled like that
all over.

“I think you’re making a
mistake,” she said. Little spots of color started in her cheeks. I
could see those green eyes of hers flicking as they took in my
face, trying to make sense of me.

I nodded. Offered her a tight-lipped
smile. “Maybe. But it’s my mistake to make.”

“That’s just what your
record says,” she said, “Brash. Impetuous. A risk taker. Let me
repeat myself: this is a mistake.”

I kept looking at those lovely
cheekbones of hers. The full lips. The slender neck. And that scent
of perfume.

“Like I said, maybe. Maybe
not. I’ll show you something that might be a mistake, though,” I
said.

“And what’s that,
sergeant?” she said. The tiniest vertical line appeared between her
fair eyebrows.

“Call me Jack,” I said,
“And it’s this.”

I put my hand on the small of her
back. Her body stiffened at my touch.

“What…?” she
started.

Then I pulled her against me. Pulled
her to my body. She glared hot anger up at me, those spots of color
in her cheeks really blooming.

I kissed her.

Her lips were hot and smooth and plump
and they tasted of strawberries.

She put her hands against my chest.
Balled her fingers into my uniform. She pushed. She was stronger
than she looked.

Our mouths parted. Her face flushed
this lovely rose color. Her formerly neat bun of hair at the back
of her head was frayed, strands of hair sticking out of it at
jaunty angles.

She looked gorgeous with that color in
her cheeks. It quickly spread to the rest of her face, down her
throat, and then to parts unknown.

“Just what in the fuck do
you think you’re doing, sergeant?” she said through gritted
teeth.

I smiled at her again, “Being brash.
Impetuous. Taking a risk. I could tell as soon as I sat down that
you liked me.”

My hand stayed on the small of her
back. Her hands stayed on my chest. Her shoulders kept rising and
falling in rapid rhythm. She kept looking into my face, then down
at her hands, as though willing them to let me go.

It was kind of funny, actually. Before
I joined the army, I’d have never done anything like that. Quiet
and shy as a church mouse. Before the army. Back home, on my
daddy’s ranch.

I was a different person now. I’d left
home a boy, and now I was leaving the army as a man. It had a nice
symmetry to it.

“I could have two MPs in
here in seconds to haul you away,” she said. Her bottom lip pooched
out a little. She trembled against me, “All I have to do is
scream.”

“Do it then, if you’re
going to,” I replied.

She didn’t.

Instead, she clenched her fists on my
uniform again and hauled my face back down to hers. I kissed that
pooched lip of hers. Sucked it between my teeth and bit down on it
a little until she moaned.

I put my other arm around here so that
I held her firmly about the waist. I could feel her firm, high
breasts pressing against my body. I could feel the way her body
fitted to mine.

I turned us a little, spinning, so
that I could press her against the door. It rattled against the
frame. Neither of us cared.

I slid my lips down from hers and ran
my lips down the sensitive skin of her throat.

Part of me hated how easy things had
become for me with women. The ways I’d changed on the inside and
the outside.

I knew that after this I would never
see Lieutenant Hardesty again, and I liked that. And I hated that I
liked that.

Despite all that, I still slid my
hands down the narrowness of her waist to the flare of her hips and
the tight smoothness of the skirt covering them.

I squeezed and she groaned. It felt
like someone had turned my internal thermostat up to
110.

I pulled away from Hardesty. Not all
the way; I still kept my hands planted firmly on her equally firm
ass.

Her lips parted when she looked up at
me so that she could pull deep, gulping breaths in through
them.

In all the commotion, more of her hair
pulled out of that bun at the back of her head.

“What?” she said, “What is
it?”

“Tell me that you want me,”
I said, “That you actually want me, here and now.”

That little line formed between her
eyebrows again.

I let go of her with one hand and
grasped the door latch. She reached out and put her hand over
mine.

“I do. I want you,” she
said.

She demonstrated the point by going up
on her tiptoes and kissing me again. This time I got only a slight
hint of strawberry from her mouth. I guess that we’d kissed most of
the gloss off already.

I thought I should still leave. I’d
already demonstrated to myself and to her that I could do what I
wanted. That I could have who I wanted.

But I knew that when I went out that
door I’d be leaving the base for a flight back to Texas and what
waited for me there.

And if there was one thing I didn’t
want to think about yet, it was my old home, my family. I’d managed
to put them out of my mind for so long already.

Hardesty reached up and touched my
cheek. Her hand was warm. When she stroked her thumb along my skin,
we both heard the way my stubble prickled against her.

“The question is, sergeant…
Jack… whether or not you want me,” she said.

I wanted to forget again. At least for
a little while.

I swallowed hard, as though I could
get rid of all my problems that way.

Hardesty was a beautiful woman. Those
green eyes. Those thighs. The way her hair bun deteriorated into
marvelous disarray. The way her chest and shoulders heaved as she
tried to get enough air into her lungs.

I grabbed the lapels on either side of
her dress jacket and pulled. I pulled hard. The buttons popped out
of their loops or popped completely off. I shoved the jacket down
her arms, then pulled her blouse up out of her skirt.

I can forget with her. At
least for a little while, I
thought.

I repeated the performance with her
blouse. The buttons pinged off the door, off the wall, rolled away
across the polished floor.

Soon I saw her bared chest. She wore a
frilly off-white bra and when I put my mouth to the skin between
her breasts and kissed her there she groaned and grabbed the back
of my head.

My lips moved back up her chest, past
her shoulders, up her throat, to find her mouth again. We shared
breaths.

Her hands moved with equal desperation
and need between our bodies. Found the bulge in the front of my
army issue slacks where my shaft pressed against them. She squeezed
me through my pants. Stroked me.

And it didn’t take her long to free
me.

I was so hard I ached. I wanted
nothing less than to sink into her and forget everything, if only
for just a little while.

“Jack…” she said between
our desperate kisses, both her hands working down between our
waists.

“Don’t,” I said, pulling a
little away from her again, “Don’t say my name. Don’t say anything,
if you can help it.”

Because my name reminded me of who I
was. Where I needed to be.

And all I really wanted to think about
then was how the silky, slick warmth of her would feel as I slid in
and out of her.

She smiled at me. A little smile. I
wondered if she didn’t sense some of what I felt. Some of that
desperate need to forget, and maybe pitied me a little for
it.

I didn’t care about the way she felt,
though. Only about how I felt, what I thought. Anything else was
secondary.

Still holding her with one arm, I
moved us closer to her desk. I gave the chair I’d been sitting in
minutes before this a shove with my foot, send it skidding until it
collided with a short bookcase filled with army texts.

I cleared away a good space on her
desk with one sweep of my arm. Sent her nameplate and her little
cup full of pens clattering to the floor. Sent her double-stacked
paper tray marked IN on top and OUT on bottom to join the pens and
pencils rolling across the floor.

“Kiss me again,” she said,
putting her hand to my cheek again.

“No more kissing,” I
replied. I took her hand from my face. I didn’t want to kiss her
anymore. I didn’t want to see her face anymore. I just needed
her.

I pushed her down onto the desk so
that her chest pressed against the polished surface and her lovely
ass and hips pushed back at me.

She looked back over her shoulder at
me while I found the zipper on the side of her skirt and undid
it.

I yanked her skirt down. Her panties
matched her bra. Off-white frilly things. My manhood twitched when
I saw the shapely twin crescents of her ass.

I didn’t have the patience to slide
those panties down.

Instead I hooked a finger through the
cotton and pulled them to the side, exposing her glistening mound
to me.

I ached in anticipation.

I sank into her slowly, both of us
gritting our teeth at her grip on me. I slipped into her and we
forgot about our troubles for a little while.

She was slicker even than I’d thought.
Warmer. Tighter. And she pushed herself back against me on each
thrust, increasing the friction of our bodies.

Despite me not really caring how she
felt, she came first. Her climax was like a storm in her body. I
watched her fingers scrabble for some sort of hold on the desk
until they found the lip of it and squeezed until her knuckles
turned white.

I took hold of her hips and buried
myself to the root inside her, wanting to enjoy all the little
gyrations of her hips and the milking massage of her body around
mine.

I sucked in a breath through clenched
teeth when I could no longer control myself. The muscles in the
small of my back, in my thighs, low in my stomach, they all
tightened and then relaxed. They moved in rhythm with my own
climax, as I spilled myself inside of her.

I let myself fall into that sensation.
That pleasure so good it hurt. That hurt so good that it made me
forget again, at least for a little.

I couldn't remember the last time I
came so hard with a woman.

And as soon as that sensation began
tapering, all the rest flooded back. The past I'd tried so hard to
forget over the last eight years. The future and all the
responsibilities it pushed on me.

Hardesty managed to unclasp one hand
from its grip on her desk. She slid it back along the top of the
desk, and she put her hand over mine. My fingers still pressed hard
enough into the firm flesh of her hip to leave little white circles
in her skin.

"Jack..." she breathed, looking back
over her shoulder at me.

I didn't say anything back. Just
uncoupled our bodies and pushed myself back into my trousers. The
soft zip my fly made when I yanked it back up was louder than it
should have been.

"Just make sure you file those
papers," I said.

I collected myself. Ran my fingers
through my hair. Wiped at my lips to get rid of the bit of
Hardesty's gloss smeared on them.

Then I left to go find whatever waited
for me back in the place I used to call home.









2.

 


Kate

 


I thought again about going back home
and again found myself deciding against it.

Home was the little postwar bungalow
my uncle left to me. Siding that needed doing. A roof that I could
put off shingling another season or two maybe.

And Darcy. I couldn't forget Darcy. I
tried to remember exactly when he'd moved in. I
couldn't.

But that was because it had been one
of those gradual transformations rather than one single
event.

A suitcase or two worth of clothes
here. A few of the things from his apartment that he liked
there.

Until he never spent a single night
back at what was his place.

But that wasn't the only
transformation that happened.

"Why are you still with him, anyway?"
Jamie asked from her stool beside me.

We both sat at the bar. Jimmy's, the
place was called. My home away from home these last few
months.

The few months that chronicled the
slow spiral of my life down the toilet.

"Habit?" I said, smiling without any
happiness or humor.

Because it wasn't just habit. I had
the marks under my shirt to prove it.

Jamie lifted her half-empty mug of Bud
Light, the foamy brew sloshing around against the walls of the
glass.

"To bad habits and getting rid of
them," she said.

I lifted my own tumbler, a gin and
tonic, and touched it lightly to her mug. We both took sips before
placing our cups back down on the bar.

"So when are you gonna tell me what's
going on between you two?" Jamie said.

I looked at Jamie. At her curly dark
hair and the freckles beneath her eyes. I wanted to tell her, I
really did.

But I also knew that I
couldn't.

Because of what waited for me back
home.

Maybe it was different in the big
cities. If this had been Dallas or Austin or Houston. But it wasn't
any of those. It was Dresden, population 2000 plus or minus a
handful of drifters, long-haul truckers, and the occasional fool or
group of fools who still thought there was gold out in the
hills.

The town was full of roughnecks who
worked the oil fields and ranch hands who tended the herds that
occupied the rest of the lands. Not exactly your most progressive
group.

Not when it came to this sort of
thing.

Big cities had support groups, homes
for people who needed them, cops with more modern views of the
law.

Besides, if I left, he’d follow me.
Find me. He could be crafty that way. He’d even said as much. I was
stuck here.

So I smiled at Jamie again, "There's
nothing to tell."

We sat quietly for a little, that gap
between us might as well have been a gulf, for all my ability to
bridge it.

"You hear yet?" Jamie said.

"Since I don't have a clue what you're
on about, no."

She spun on her stool to face me. She
always wore these big, gold hoop earrings and they swung from side
to side while she took a sip of her beer and then put the mug back
down on the bar.

“You know how John Trammel
died last week?” she asked.

“Not how. Only that it
happened.”

In a town as small as Dresden,
everybody heard everything about everyone else. News stayed private
about as long as a colander held water.

“Yeah, well, I heard his
son’s coming back to town. Gonna take over the family ranch,” Jamie
said, one eyebrow quirked up.

“Really?” I said. I felt my
back straighten up. Could hear the sound of the surprise in my
voice.

It was, apparently, just the reaction
that Jamie had been hoping for.

Her smile widened, “Thought that’d rev
up your engine a bit.”

“But it can’t be,” I said,
“He swore off this whole place and everyone in it. His daddy
included.”

“His daddy and other
people,” Jamie said. I felt her eyeball me while I took a big gulp
of my gin and tonic. “I always figured he had something for you.
The way you led him on in school…”

“Yeah, you don’t have to
remind me. I was there,” I said.

High school hadn’t been the proudest
time of my life. Sometimes a part of me wondered if my current
situation wasn’t some sort of just dessert or punishment for some
of the things I did back then.

“You gonna talk to him?”
Jamie said.

“Not if I can help it,” I
replied, “Best if he and I didn’t cross paths.”

Though my first instinct was the exact
opposite. I wanted to find him. Shake him. Ask him what the hell
he’d been thinking, running off to the army like that.

Jamie’s eyebrow quirked up in that
funny way again. “Kate, I know things went down between you two.
What exactly, I ain’t sure. But I’m tellin’ you this for your own
good: you’re still the prettiest little thing in this whole,
excludin’ me of course,” she said with a wink, “You could do a lot
worse than Jack Trammel.”

From the way that she
looked at me, I knew that she withheld the And you’re doing that much worse right now.

I could feel a blush creeping into my
cheeks. I hoped the bar lighting was dim and dull enough to hide
it.

I downed the rest of my gin while I
tried to think of something to say.

“He wouldn’t catch me even
if I fell buck-naked into his arms,” I said.

“That I don’t believe,”
Jamie started. Then the bell over the bar entrance jingled. She
glanced. Did a double-take, “Shit.”

“What…?” I said, twisting
on my barstool to get a look. Except I already knew well who’d be
standing there.

It was Darcy. He was a big man. All
muscle from all the work he did in the oilfields. He used to be
handsome. I remembered when he was handsome. At that moment, he
just looked rough and mean. Three days of stubble on his cheeks,
his eyes all squinted against the dark, jaw set hard.

He spotted me and my heart dropped
into my stomach.

“Kate! Where in hell have
you been?” he snarled.

The bar wasn’t empty. But it may as
well have been. Everyone in their cups at their tables suddenly
became quite interested in their drinks, their coasters. Anything
they could look at except for me and Darcy.

Of course they listened to it all.
That was the thing in a small town. Someone was always
listening.

I swallowed. I glanced down at my now
empty gin and tonic, wishing it full again. It remained
empty.

“Well?” Darcy said,
stomping his way towards me.

“Here, with Jamie,” I
said.

He came right up to me. I could smell
the stink of grease on him. The stuff got everywhere, usually
staying under his fingernails for weeks on end.

“And where should you be
right now?” he said.

“Who in the hell do you
think you are?” Jamie started.

He shifted his attention to her. I
knew that glint in his eye. He wasn’t far from letting his fists do
his talking for him.

And none of the cowards in here’d do
anything about it to stop him, I knew. Hell, they’d probably think
he was just putting an uppity woman in her place. So long as it
didn’t get too bad, anyway.

I put my hand on Jamie’s shoulder,
then stepped between them.

“I… I should be at home, I
guess,” I said. The top of my head only came up to Darcy’s
shoulders. When he looked down at me like he did right then, I
always felt like a little girl.

And I had about as much control over
the situation as a little girl.

“Guess so. I guess you also forgot to have dinner ready for when I got back.
You guess that,
too?” he said. His breath reeked of the Coors Light he liked to
pound back by the case with his buddies after a shift.

“It won’t happen again.
Can… can we go home?” I said, “I’ll fix you something right
away.”

“Figured you would,” he
said, then he looked at Jamie, “And you watch your mouth around
me.”

I felt Jamie tense, about to say
something. I squeezed her shoulder, looked at her imploringly. She
saw my eyes and she deflated.

“You don’t forget what we
talked about,” she said.

Darcy grunted. Then he grabbed me by
the arm. Squeezed just hard enough that I knew I’d feel it tomorrow
and a few days after that.

When he yanked me away, he damn near
dislocated my arm. “Come on, I’m hungry.”

He piled me into the passenger seat of
his lifted Lariat truck and took me back to my house.

The prison that was in the shape of a
house. Of a town.









3.

 


Jack

 


The home place sat on the rise of a
small hill. A ranch house, of course. A covered deck on both
levels.

When I went through the front door it
wasn’t like some sappy movie or TV show. The one where the prodigal
son comes home and he gets these flashbacks. Maybe some good ones,
maybe some bad ones.

No, none of that sentimental
garbage.

I tossed the army-issue duffel bag
filled with my few things from my time in the service on the floor
beside the boot rack.

Then I went into the kitchen and
opened up the fridge.

“At least you always kept
some beer in the house,” I muttered while I grabbed one of the
brown bottles off the bottom shelf.

I took a few pulls from that bottle
while I leaned up against the big picture window the looked out
west, over the big deck out back.

The sun had mostly set. I tried to
remember something. Pull at some memory.

Sure, I could remember the layout of
the place. Could probably walk it with my eyes shut. Sort of like
going down a set of familiar stairs in the dark. The body
remembered.

The most I got was a feeling low in my
stomach. A sour sort of feeling that was my body’s way of asking
why I’d come back to this place.

Because someone needed to take care of
it. To run it. It had been in the family since before all that fuss
over states’ rights.

I knew I could sell the place. The
land. The cattle. For a fair price, too. But that didn’t sit right
with me, either.

If anything, the place felt empty.
Quiet. I could heard the sound of my own breaths. A bit of wind
fetched up under the eaves outside. Behind me, the fridge groaned
to life.

No, I didn't like this much at
all.

It was a big old house. Half a dozen
bedrooms, including the one I called my own until I enlisted. I
didn't want it.

I didn't want the master bedroom,
either. When I poked my head in through the door it smelled of the
cherry pipe tobacco my father liked so much.

So I picked one at random.

I changed out of my travel clothes and
threw on a button down, a pair of well-worn Levis, and an equally
worn pair of boots.

Because you could take the man out of
Texas, but you couldn't take a Texan's love of a good pair of boots
out of the man.

My dad stuck to old habits, I saw.
Like how he left all the keys hanging off an old board with nails
driven through it by the door.

I grabbed a set and found the old Ram
they belonged to out in the garage, which was a big building with
two huge sliding doors just a bit away from the house.

The old bench seat coughed up some
dust when I sat on it, and the truck's springs groaned when they
went over the bump from the garage to the drive.

But it worked. The headlights shot
into the deepening shadows when I twisted the knob, and the brakes
brought me to a squealing halt at the stop sign at the first
intersection.

And from there I got into town.
Figured I coulda done that with my eyes closed, too. Funny how
things like that came back to a man.

It was a long, straight shot into town
from the ranch. Nothing to do but keep your foot steady on the gas
and keep the red nose of the truck in the right-hand
lane.

It wasn’t just old home habits that
came back to me.

Part of me wanted to just keep going.
Shoot on through the town. Out of this county. Out of this state.
Just keep feeding the truck gas and eating the highway up beneath
the wheels.

But I wanted a new start. And now that
my father was gone that was exactly what I intended on
getting.

My hands squeezed white-knuckled
around the cracked old leather that wrapped the steering wheel when
I thought of my father.

In fact, I remembered those last few
days I spent in Dresden. They pressed themselves on my mind the way
the afterimage of the sun imprints itself on your eyes if you stare
at it too long. A blurry afterimage that colors and smears
everything you look at afterwards.

He liked to smack me around a lot, my
old man. Usually after a few drinks. He’d smack me around and tell
me what a little pussy I was, how I disappointed him… Yada
yada.

Sometimes his open-handed slaps turned
into closed, hard-knuckled fists.

He had a mean streak in him. A mean,
capricious streak. He’d act all nice. Like the time he bought the
pellet gun I’d been admiring at the hardware store in
town.

But it was always an act. And I always
fell for it. Until I didn’t.

He bought me that pellet gun. Took me
shooting. Just old bean cans off the top of a fence. And when every
time I missed he hit me.

I could remember the stink of the
whisky on his breath, the sharp sweetness of it. I could remember
the coppery tang of fear at the back of my mouth.

About the only thing my dad ever
taught me, the lesson he literally beat into me, was that it was
never a good idea to trust anyone.

Especially anyone trying to be nice to
me. Don’t let them get too close, don’t give them your
trust.

It hurt even more because, in spite of
all that, I loved him then. And I thought that he even loved me,
too.

You couldn’t hate someone so much, be
disappointed so deeply in them, without loving them. Could you? I
didn’t think so.

That was dear old daddy for
me.

I didn’t like to think about those
times.

The headlights of a car passing the
opposite way flashed across my eyes. I blinked, shook my
head.

Dresden loomed out of the dusk. Quiet.
Stagnant. No building higher than three floors. It looked the same
as when I left, which felt to me like a lifetime ago.

Which wasn’t far off, I figured. I was
a different person, a different man, than when I’d left.

I need a
drink, I thought.

So I went to the only place that I
remembered always poured a full measure, Jimmy’s. Most of the other
watering holes in town fluffed up their profits with an under pour.
But the roughnecks and the cattle drivers still went.

It was across from a Tesco. The gas
station’s bright white fluorescents made the bar look even shabbier
than I remembered.

There were a few other broken down
beaters in the lot, and when I swung the Ram’s door open and
stepped out onto the cracked asphalt some sleazy blues music made
its oily way through the air.

There were a few big rigs, too. Some
parked in the bar lot. Others, still hooked to their trailers, sat
in the larger Tesco lot across the street.

I tugged the collar of my leather
jacket back into place, flexed my toes inside my boots. I rubbed at
the stubble on my chin. I needed that drink bad.

I yanked the door open and that oily
blues intensified, the shriek of the hinges only adding to it.
Everyone turned to look at me.

It was like that in small towns, I
knew. Everyone was nosy. I could feel their eyes on me. I
recognized a few of them.

All plaid shirts, high boots, a few
Stetsons. The place was rank with whisky and beer and
desperation.

None recognized me, though. That
pleased me. There were more men than women.

The women lingered on me the longest.
And that pleased me, too. Because after I got my drink I intended
on getting a piece of ass, too.

So I shouldered my way up to the bar,
which wasn’t hard. I’d packed on the muscle in the army. I was
easily the tallest, broadest man in there. And I wasn’t shy about
throwing my weight around.

The bartender sidled on over to me, a
dingy mug gripped in one hand that he buffed with some white cloth
in the other.

“Yeah?” he said. I
recognized him. Jim Barstow. Older than I remembered but still mean
and stupid. He’d helped my dad get drunk more times than I could
recall. White hair, a forehead with wrinkles so deep that in the
shadowy light of the bar they looked like dry knife cuts across his
brow.

And with a squint, too. He squinted at
me then, but he didn’t recognize me.

“Bourbon. A double,” I said
as I sank down onto a bar stool. The bar top was old but somehow
well maintained, and I could see my own dim and smeared reflection
in it.

Barstow put a tumbler on the bar in
front of me and grabbed a bottle of Kentucky’s finest from behind
the bar.

That seemed to signal to everyone else
in there to get back to their business, which was drinking, playing
pool over in the corner, or both.

That was fine by me. I was in a
drinking mood.

Barstow poured me my double and
drifted away to the other end of the bar. I swished the dark liquid
around the glass and then knocked back half of it. It burned nicely
down my throat.

Then someone burst in through the door
behind me.

"Kate!" he said.

Everyone turned, me included. i held
my glass.

I recognized him. Darcy someone or
other. Big and mean and stupid. Right then he looked like he wanted
to tear someone's head off.

Everyone else in the bar turned back
to their business. I thought I should do the same. Meant to,
even.

But then she spoke up.

She sat down near the other end of the
bar. When I'd first come in all I'd seen was long blonde hair that
spilled down between her shoulder blades.

When she turned around on
her stool I recognized her even in the darkness of the bar.
Kate, I
thought.

She was prettier than I remembered.
Fuller. Just as I’d gone away and become a man, I supposed that
she’d stayed here and become a woman.

It cut into me to see her. Cut deeper
than I expected. There was a hot an open wound inside of me then.
The only thing I could compare it to was the insurgent bullet that
had skittered its way over my ribs overseas.

“Kate!” Darcy bellowed
again. He squeezed his hands into fists hard enough that I could
hear his knuckles cracking over that sleazy blues.

“I told you were your place
is, woman,” Darcy said. He stalked his way over to the
bar.

Even in the dimness of the room, I
could see the color drain from Kate’s face. From those high
cheekbones of hers and those full and lovely lips that used to make
me ache at night.

Good, I thought. Good to see she’s got
what was owed to her.

Though I wondered if it wasn’t Darcy
who got the worse end of that relationship. I took another nip from
my glass, intending on enjoying this.

The big man reached down and grabbed
her shoulder, none too gently. I saw the way she sucked in her
breath.

“You’re hurting me,” I
heard her breathe.

“This ain’t hurting. You
haven’t seen hurting yet. And if you don’t want to I think you
should get your sweet little ass on home,” Darcy said.

Everyone in the bar ignored this
display. I remembered how it was. They’d do the same when my dad
called me chickenshit and frog-marched me out to the truck. Family
business was family business.

“I don’t want to,” Kate
said. And I saw the fire in her eyes then. The hate she stared up
at Darcy. Who either didn’t notice it or didn’t care.

“Up!” he said. He hauled on
her.

She fell off her stool and into a heap
on the floor. I thought that would make her cry. I still thought
this was what she deserved.

The least of what she deserved,
even.

But she wasn’t crying. She looked up
from the dirty bar floor and I saw it all in her face then. The
hell she’d been living in for so long. How much she hated Darcy but
felt stuck with him. The sheer anger of it flashed in her
eyes.

Some pot-bellied trucker in a baseball
cap took a casual look down her blouse and then went back to
sucking on his brown bottle of Bud as though nothing was
happening.

“Get back home now. I’m
hungry,” Darcy said.

“No,” Kate said
again.

This time Darcy cocked his hand back.
An open hand that he meant to slap her into submission with. Right
there in public. And not a single soul cared that I could
see.

I found her stunning. The way she
stared defiance up at him. The way the anger colored her cheeks.
The way her deep and heavy breaths heaved her chest and
shoulders.

I told myself later that was why I did
what I did. Not out of any moral sense that I needed to intervene.
Just that I wanted her on some deep and physical level was
all.

Darcy started swinging that open palm
of his in a downward arc. Kate flinched.

I caught Darcy’s wrist. The sudden
slapping sound brought everyone’s attention back to us.

“This ain’t none of your
business,” Darcy said, frowning at me. He and I were of a height,
and I enjoyed it when I saw his eyes widen when he took me
in.

He yanked his wrist out of my grasp
and I let him do it.

“I’m making it my business.
So get the hell out of my sight,” I said. I took another sip of my
bourbon.

Kate stayed where she was on the
floor, just watching us.

The whole bar watched us, actually. I
could feel all those eyes staring at me. Into me.

Darcy smiled. I got the feeling no one
talked to him like that around here. “No,” he said.

Then he grabbed the tumbler of bourbon
out of my hand. He threw it in my face. I closed my eyes when it
splashed my cheeks. The sweet smell of it filled my nostrils. I
wiped the back of my wrist across my eyes.

“That was a mistake,” I
said.

“No,” Darcy replied, “The
mistake was when your daddy forget to use a rubber. You know, when
he and your mother…”

He didn’t get to finish the
sentence.

Something white hot exploded inside of
me.

My right fist crashed into the side of
Darcy’s face. He staggered backwards. The roughnecks at the table
behind him scrambled out of their seats.

He tried to steady himself. But I
never gave him the chance. I closed the distance
quickly.

My next shot was an uppercut that
slammed into his chin. His head shot back. I nearly lifted him off
his feet.

That white hotness inside of me rushed
through my veins.

Then Darcy crashed into the recently
abandoned table. When he landed on it the legs snapped and the
whole kit and caboodle hit the floor in a storm of splinters and
broken glass.

I looked down at my fist. Saw my
bleeding knuckles. They should have hurt but didn’t.

Darcy groaned, started lifting
himself, then fell back down with another crash. The whole bar was
on their feet now, drinks clutched in hands. A few of the younger
ones had their cell phones out, recording the whole
thing.

“He’s out cold!” someone
said as a group of bar patrons gathered around Darcy’s limp,
wheezing body.

“Thanks…”

I turned around to the source of the
voice.

Kate stood near the bar, one hand
gripping the edge to hold herself up. A blushing heat lit in her
cheeks. Her eyes were as clear as I remembered them
being.

And when they looked into mine, I saw
the spark of recognition in them.

“Jack?” she
said.

The bar went silent, everyone trying
to piece together what just happened.

I saw again that she was even more
beautiful than I remembered. Somehow. Full lips that begged for a
kiss. A slim waist with flaring hips that invited you to place your
hands there. She even smelled inviting. Like
strawberries.

The muscles low in my stomach
tightened up. I wanted her. Wanted her even though I couldn’t
really remember a time when I didn’t hate her.

She let go of the bar and took a step
towards me. She reached out. Reached tentatively, like a person
stretching out their hand towards a shimmering mirage.

I jerked back away from her touch.
“No. You’ve got me confused with someone else, lady.”

I fished my wallet out of my jeans and
threw a few bills down onto the bar without looking at the. I
thought that I never should’ve left the quiet solitude of the ranch
house.

I went for the door. Heard people
following me. I didn’t care so long as I could get to my truck.
This had been a bad idea from the start.









4.

 


Kate

 


It was Jack.

He was Jack.

But he wasn’t. He was the Jack I
remembered and so much more than that memory.

I couldn’t just stand there stupidly
at the bar, watching him walk out after what he just did. Darcy
stirred on the shattered remnants of the table. Glass tinkled and
wood chips skittered about on the floor.

Jack had laid him out cold, but he
wasn’t going to stay that way for long.

Other people followed Jack outside.
Other women.

“Jack!” I said
again.

Everyone currently standing around
Darcy’s grumbling form turned and looked at me for a moment. I
couldn’t take their staring.

No one laid Darcy out like that. Not
truckers or bikers or cowboys from the nearby ranches or roughnecks
from out in the oilfields. He was always bigger and meaner and
stronger than any of them. Any of them and their
friends.

And Jack had come back home from
wherever he’d been and had laid Darcy out in just a few quick
punches.

I followed him out, yanking the cold
handle of the door open and stepping out into the evening
air.

Jack sauntered towards his truck. A
truck I recognized. An old red Ram. His dad’s truck.

I also recognized the woman around
whose thin waist Jack currently had his arm wrapped. He pulled her
closer so that their hips touched.

It was Carol Sweeney. She of the
bouncing blonde curls and the short fuck-me skirt that the bottom
of her ass practically fell out of.

I felt a shot of green jealousy shoot
through my stomach. Shoot through it and tighten it.

“Jack! Wait, don’t go,” I
said.

I started across the old asphalt
parking lot.

Carol looked back over her shoulder at
me. I could see the way she chewed on her gum like a cow chews its
cud.

Jack turned back as well. He wore a
leather jacket, some blue jeans, and an old pair of leather boots.
Somehow it was better lit outside the bar than in, and here I could
see the dark stubble on his cheeks and chin.

“What do you want? We’re
busy,” Jack said.

As if to prove his point, he slid his
hand down from Carol’s waist to cup her ass. He pinched her cheek
and she giggled, grabbing his bicep in both her hands and giving it
an appreciative squeeze.

I knew I had no right to be jealous.
Not after everything. But I was, all the same.

With his eyes on me like that I
couldn’t concentrate. They were green eyes, I saw and remembered.
Green like the leaves on a maple tree in the summer, fresh after a
rainstorm. I’d always liked those eyes of his.

“I… I’d heard you were
back,” I said, “I’m sorry about your father. Mr. Trammel
was…”

The grin on Jack’s face, the one that
tugged one side of his mouth up a bit higher than the other,
faltered for just a second. Then it came back, even wider than
before.

“He was a horrible man. I
hope you’re not about to say otherwise. Far as I’m concerned, he
got what was owed to him. And now I’m intending on taking what’s
mine,” Jack said.

“Wait,” Carol said,
“You’re Jack
Trammel? I remember you from school! You were so tall and skinny
then!”

Jack gave her ass another pinch, and
then a slap that made Carol jump.

“I changed,” he said. He
said it in answer to her question, but he looked at me while he
said it.

He treated that as the end of our
conversation. Hand still on Carol’s ass, he led her back over to
his truck. He opened the driver’s door, the hinges groaning, and
made her scoot across to the other side, enjoying the view that
poor excuse for a skirt afforded while she did the scooting with
her butt up like that.

He started climbing in as
well.

I knew I needed to say something. My
heart slammed against my ribs so hard. I couldn’t get enough air
into my lungs. And it felt like someone had replaced my knees with
water.

“I never thought I’d see
you again,” I said.

He stopped, one boot resting on the
step up into the truck, one hand on the big old steering wheel to
help pull him in. Carol reached across, grabbed his
hand.

“Come on, hurry up,” she
said, “I want to see just how big you got.”

That grin of his returned and he
started hauling himself in once more.

“I just wanted to say thank
you!” I said, taking an uncertain step towards the truck. Why did
it have to be Carol in there with him? The girl all the boys lusted
after back in high school? The one who’d never given skinny, timid
Jack Trammel a second look?

In fact, I could remember Carol and
all the other cheerleader bitches calling him Jackie Trammel, to
his face and behind his back.

This is the least you
deserve, the thought intruded. And I
didn’t argue with it.

Jack hauled himself the rest of the
way into the Ram. He reached out and grabbed the door. He leaned
into the V-shaped gap between the door and frame to look at me with
no glass or steel to block his view.

Instead of pounding against my ribs,
my heart chose that moment to try and escape its way up through my
throat.

His grin dropped completely. His eyes,
normally that dewy green, took on a hard cast. The look of the man
he’d become, I supposed.

And he fixed those eyes on me. When he
did, I felt cold. A tingling cold that ran its way down my spine
right into my tailbone.

“The best way to thank me’s
by keeping away from me. Go back to that man of yours. You hear?
Tell me you do,” he said.

Carol laughed like this was all some
great joke. She stuck her tongue out at me and flipped me the bird
with both hands. I hardly saw.

I hardly saw much of anything but that
awful stare in Jack’s eyes.

“I hear you,” I
said.

He watched me a little longer as
though he suspected I might take it back. Then he slammed the Ram’s
door closed. The engine caught on the first turn and he gave the
truck enough gas that he fishtailed out of the lot, leaving behind
a rooster tail of dust and the sharp smell of exhaust.

I watched the cherries of his tail
lights disappear when he took a turn.

What happened to you out
there, Jack?

“Hey, uh, Kate? Darcy’s up.
He wants to see you.”

It was Jim Barstow, his gray head
stuck out the door.

“Be right in,” I
said.

Darcy was going to be angry. More
angry than usual, I mean. Somewhere inside, I thought that going
back in to face him was fitting punishment. What I
deserved.

I went back into the bar.









5.

 


Jack

 


I tore into Carol like a wolf tears
into a fresh doe.

I didn’t intend on messing up my bed
with her, so when I got her into the ranch house I went and yanked
the white sheet covering the couch in the den. Eddies of dust
floated through the air.

My right hand ached. The first two
knuckles on it, anyway. The one’s I’d sent crashing into Darcy’s
blocky face.

I knew how to throw a punch, so those
knuckles weren’t broken. But I’d be remembering the fight for a few
days simply for the ache in my hand.

And the worst part was that I wanted
to go back there and pound both fists into his face until he was
nothing but a pulp.

Why? Just to protect Kate?
That’s what she gets for choosing to be with someone. Especially
someone like Darcy.

I tossed the white sheet to the floor
and flexed my hand.

“Jack fucking Trammel! I
can’t believe it!” Carol said. She went pirouetting around the den,
each little jump making that equally little skirt of hers rise up
to afford a tantalizing view of her thighs.

Which were just as lovely
and shapely as I remembered from school, watching her jump like
that to cheer the football team, the Dresden Bombers, on to all-State
games.

The hot anger kept pulsing inside me,
the heat nearly unbearable.

“I don’t care what you can
or can’t believe, so long as you bring that hot little body over to
me,” I said.

She laughed. She came close, spun
around me. I could smell her floral perfume. She ran her fingers
over my back. My muscles tightened. I hardened so that my jeans got
too tight very quickly.

I wasn’t in the mood for games, even
if she was.

“You got so big…” she kept
saying, still behind me. She grabbed the collar of my jacket and
pulled it down. It fell on the floor beside the sheet.

The hardwood floor my dad had
installed himself. Still nicely polished. I hadn’t bothered taking
off my boots when we came in, and I could see the scuffs in the
surface. I liked that he would hate that.

Just like he’d hate me fucking some
floozy from school on the couch he liked to watch the games
on.

“Catch me!” Carol said,
shrieking more laughter.

She started away. I shot a hand out,
grabbed her wrist. Yanked her hard against me. I wasn’t in a
chasing mood. Especially after seeing Kate. I guess some part of me
had blocked her. Or had hoped she’d have moved away from Dresden,
at the very least.

“Shut up,” I told
Carol.

“Make me,” she replied, her
eyes flashing.

I did. I pulled her hard against me,
one hand on the small of her back. I grabbed a handful of the curly
blonde hair at the back of her head and yanked back on it, making
her arch her neck out.

I kissed her hard on the mouth. Kissed
her rough. She tasted minty. And she wasn’t wearing a bra. I could
feel her nipples stiffen up through her shirt, poking at
me.

My mouth slid down from hers. I
savaged her slender, soft throat. Bit and sucked on the tender
flesh there until she shook and groaned in my arms.

That just made me harder.

I needed to forget my father. And
especially to forget Kate.

I thought maybe I could find what I
needed inside of Carol.

So I tore her shirt open. Her breasts
were lovely and round and firm and when I sucked on her nipples she
moaned and dug her fingernails into my shoulder blades.

It hurt. But it hurt good.

I yanked that skirt off her, saw the
thong she wore underneath when I shoved her down onto her stomach
on the couch.

I yanked off my shirt and mounted her,
my own jeans still on. I grabbed her hips and pulled her back
against the bulge of my need and she moaned, rubbing her mound
against me like an animal in heat.

“What do you have in there
for me?” she said, looking back over her shoulder at me.

“It’s not for you,” I
growled back at her, “It’s for me.”

“Then give it to me. I want
it,” she said, still rubbing crotch against my hardness. I saw the
way her wetness molded the thin fabric of her thong to her
mound.

“And I want you to shut
your mouth. The only sounds I want to hear you make are groans.
Those and my name. So shut up otherwise.”

I couldn’t wait any longer. I undid my
button, unzipped my fly. Shoved my jeans down my thighs. Freed the
aching length of my hardness so that it sprang up. Carol gasped
when she saw it.

She gasped again when I yanked her
thong to the side to expose her slick lips. The gasp turned into a
moan when I pushed myself against her.

When I parted those glistening lips
and sank my full length into the silky, pulsing heat inside where I
hoped to find something to make me forget, at least for a
while.

My swollen crown pushed deeper into
her. Pushed deep and then withdrew, only to plunge in again. And
again, and again.

“Jack! Oh, Jack! God,
Jack!” Carol said.

She kept saying it even when I grabbed
her blonde curls and used them pull back on her head, exposing her
throat, arching her back.

She gripped me tightly. I liked the
heat of her silky walls. Liked the way her wetness allowed me to
slide and thrust inside of her.

She screamed out when she came,
slamming her body back against mine in uncontrollable fits. I rode
her through that first orgasm. Held on until her next one, when I
buried myself to the hilt inside of her, feeling that familiar
tingle down my length.

That delicious sexual agony of my own
climax, so good it hurt. Ached with every spurt.

I smiled then. When I thought I forget
everything. But then I thought of Kate.

Thought of Kate and found myself
wishing it were her here on my couch with me instead of
Carol.

My body went rigid with every
uncontrollable spurt. My fingers dug into Carol's lovely hips. When
I released my grip on her my fingers left white dimples in her
flesh.

I pulled myself from her, both of us
groaning as I did.

"Get out," I told her when I sat down
on the couch and she tried to snuggle up against me.

"You tore my shirt," she
said.

Wordlessly, I grabbed the white sheet
that used to cover the couch and shoved it into her
arms.

"You drove me here!" she said, her
pretty face pinching with anger. The flush our fucking left in her
cheeks started disappearing.

"Call a cab. Unless you want me to go
grab a shotgun from the gun cabinet and chase you out," I
said.

She could tell I wasn't
joking.

"You're such a fucking asshole," she
said. She grabbed her skirt, which had a pocket in it from which
she withdrew a cell phone, wrapped the sheet around her naked body
and fled the room.

The whole time I heard her muttering
about what an asshole I was.

I let my head fall back against the
couch cushion. My shaft ached. My right first throbbed.

I hoped that Darcy was giving Kate
shit wherever they were.

 


***

 


The cold light of day greeted me the
next morning. I showered but didn't shave. I liked having stubble
now. I had enjoyed the discipline of serving in the army. The
structure it gave to life.

But it had chafed at me this last
year, and I knew that was part of why I'd chosen to muster out
rather than sign a new contract.

I used to be theirs.

But now I was only mine, and I
intended on keeping it that way.

There were still nights when I woke up
still in the middle of some firefight. It was all heat and sand.
The acrid smell of burnt gunpowder. Someone screaming.

I stood in front of the bathroom
mirror, wiped a clear streak in its steamed-over surface. I could
see the puckered scar on the right side of my body, just under my
ribs. From the first time I'd been shot.

It took nothing to remember. The heat
of it. The wet warmth of blood soaking through my combat shirt. My
blood.

It had hurt so much I'd almost dropped
the limp form of the man I'd been carrying. Somehow I didn't,
though. Somehow I'd run us both back to the mobile HQ and today the
both of us were still alive to remember it.

That was the type of man I'd become in
the army. It was the type of man I'd left behind.

I got dressed and found myself
wandering the house again, pulling sheets off furniture and
watching the thick blankets of dust float through the air
afterwards.

The place felt empty.

I wanted to get out there, on the
range. Out in the sun and the wind.

The only problem was that after my dad
passed the estate lawyers had placed all the horses and cattle into
the care of another rancher. That, and for the life of my I
couldn't find where my dad had started storing the old
tack.

So once more I ventured into Dresden
in the old Ram pickup, this time with a horse trailer in
tow.

I enjoyed the drive in. Enjoyed the
solitary nature of it. The way the old truck glided down the
road.

I didn’t enjoy the way the first two
knuckles on my right hand ached. The pain sprang back up every time
I gripped the thin steering wheel. Each time it jolted me to the
memory of the fight.

The white hot sensation in the pit of
my stomach that I felt when I saw Darcy advancing on
Kate.

It had been rage. Sudden and feral and
vicious.

I didn’t want to think about Darcy,
though. And especially not about Kate.

I wondered then how quickly I could
get Carol to come back for another round. I liked the way her body
felt against mine. The way we fit together. The warmth and softness
of her all around me.

I thought maybe I could get all of
that back again.

Sure, she’d call me an asshole or
worse on the phone. Tell me she’d never been so ashamed in her
life, being made to catch a taxi while wearing an old white sheet
for a shirt.

But if I’d been down to my bottom
dollar I’d have bet it on Carol showing up on my stoop sometime
that night.

She’d tell me she wasn’t sure why
she’d come back.

They always said that. But we both
knew why. The fucking was good. And so long as fucking was all they
wanted from me that was fine.

It was only when they wanted other
things that I dropped them.

They always did, too. No matter what
they said about wanting something casual. They’d always say they
thought we should get together, go on dates, do the whole
relationship, boyfriend-girlfriend thing.

Always.

But I figured I could probably get
another screw or two in with Carol and her great ass before
then.

I even started fantasizing about it.
About the way she’d put up some mock resistance at first. Then melt
in my arms. Then give herself to me.

But then, in the throes of that
pleasant little daydream, I saw her again. Saw Kate’s face where
moments before I’d pictured Carol’s.

“No!” I said. I slammed my
hand against the steering wheel. My knuckles throbbed. The pain
helped take me away.

Just as well that the fantasy stopped
anyway; I’d arrived at Merv’s General Store.

Dresden was old enough, sleepy enough,
to still have such a thing. For as long as I could remember it had
been owned by Merv Halsey.

I figured he’d still own the place 30
years from now.

It was a big storefront down on the
main drag. Two levels, the bottom mostly for storage. As soon as I
pushed in the door the bell mounted over it tinkled just the way I
remembered it.

The place smelled just as I
remembered, too. Like oiled leather. The dusty, earthy smell of the
feed stored in the basement.

Little lances of sunlight streamed in
through the big front windows, catching the eddying of the dust,
stirred up by my opening and closing the door.

Merv himself, a big old ex-marine
sergeant, stood behind the counter with its old-fashioned cash
register.

Him and the prettiest young woman, who
wore a tight purple t-shirt that showed off a lovely
figure.

Merv looked up at me. He still had the
same crewcut I remembered from my own youth. It was more gray than
blond now, though.

“Heard you were back,” he
said.

“Seen it now, too,” I
replied. I grinned at the pretty girl.

She looked up at me and then back
down, her cheeks coloring.

Merv put a hand on her slender
shoulder, “My daughter, Marie. All growed up now.”

“That she is,” I
said.

Her blush deepened, and she still
wouldn’t look at me. I enjoyed it. The way I affected women.
Cultivated it, even. Because even though I didn’t want to be with a
woman, I enjoyed spending time with them.

“Your dad’s ranch is all
yours now, I hear,” Merv said.

“That it is. I’ve come back
to make it mine. Speaking off, I need some new tack,” I
said.

I didn’t much care for idle
chat.

Merv sent his daughter out to the
shelves to grab what I needed. He then proceeded to jabber my ear
off about how she was going to college next year. How he and his
wife were so proud, yada yada.

Sometimes little things like that made
me reconsider how I thought about relationships. Sometimes they
worked, I had to admit.

Sometimes you stayed together for
decades, raised a kid or two. Got old, died.

But I’d had enough of seeing people
die. It was never a pretty thing, especially in war. Nothing
romantic about it.

There was that, and then I remembered
my other good reason for hating relationships: more often than not
they turned out like Kate and Darcy. Two people who stayed together
from force of habit. Nothing between them but simmering resentment
and jealousy that occasionally (or often) exploded like I’d
witnessed at Jimmy’s bar last night.

No, you could count me out of all that
bullshit. If things had gone just a little different it could have
been me there in Darcy’s place, I knew.

I would never have been
like that, some small voice inside of me
broke in. I ignored it. The same way I ignored my throbbing
knuckles and how I earned them.

What it all came down to was: I was
better off by myself.

“Heard there was a scuffle
out at Jimmy’s,” Merv said, “Interesting homecoming.”

“Not as interesting as what
happened after,” I said. I hooked my right thumb into my back
pocket so that Merv couldn’t see the state of my knuckles and
continue the conversation.

I glanced over my shoulder. Saw
Marie’s fair head dip down behind a shelf while she loaded herself
down with something. What was taking the girl so long?

“Folks’ve been curious,”
Merv continued, “When they heard you were takin’ over the ranch.
People were of the mind you’d left Dresden behind for
good.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” I
said. I wished Merv would shut up. I had it in mind to tell him
what a pretty little thing I thought Marie was. Talking about a
man’s daughter like that to him usually shut them up nicely, in my
experience.

That, or made them throw
punches.

I was good either way.

“Your daddy’s place—” he
started.

“It’s my place, now. People
ought to start figuring that out,” I said.

“Then show ‘em, son,” Merv
said.

Marie finally appeared again. She had
a nut brown saddle tossed over one shoulder, the stirrups clinking
together with every step. A bridle thrown across her arm, her
fingers wrapped around the bit. Her other shoulder bore a horse
blanket. She looked buried.

 

Finally, I thought.

Merv said something else.

“What was that?” I said,
distracted.

I turned back to him, found him
punching the costs of the gear into that old register. He’d sucked
one cheek in between his teeth and squinted his eyes while
remembering the numbers.

“I said that people’ll
think of it as your dad’s place until you change their minds,” he
said.

I grunted in reply. The last thing I
wanted was people tramping about all over the place. I’d come back
to Dresden to be alone. To figure out what to do with myself, since
the army had never been enough.

Though I did wonder if that meant
making everyone else move on from my father’s memory, too. His
rotten old ghost seemed to hang over the whole place,
still.

“Just tell me what I owe
you,” I said.

When I glanced at Marie she blushed
and dropped her eyes again. I found myself resenting her demure
nature, found myself remembering the way that Kate stared at me,
unafraid to recognize me.

Merv waved at the total displayed on
the other side of the register.

“You take a check?” I
said.

He nodded. Of course they still took
checks. Dresden was an eddy in the stream of time, stuck in place.
And as I filled out the check I wondered if maybe I should get out
while the getting was still good.

Whether I should’ve come back in the
first place.

I loaded the tack up in the bed of the
Ram and slammed the tailgate back up into place, the rusty old
hinges squealing their complaint at me.

Marie watched me from the store
window, and when I winked at her she went red on every patch of
skin I could see on her, and I wondered if maybe I shouldn’t have
her come over instead of Carol.

I climbed into the cab of the Ram,
turned the engine until it roared to life.

Hell, why not have Carol
over too?

And from there,
Why not the whole damn town? Make them see that
the ranch is mine now. Make them forget my father. It’s the least
the old bastard deserves.

I resolved to start making calls when
I got back home.

Right after I picked up the
horses.









6.

 


Kate

 


Jaime offered to let me crash with
her, but I knew that I shouldn’t. Her apartment was small. The kind
of place where a single person could feel too constricted. Two
people would be constantly walking over each other.

The only way it could work is if we
shared the bed, but that wasn’t our kind of friendship.

This had all happened last night.
After Jack laid Darcy out at Jimmy’s.

Jaime came outside and put her hand on
my shoulder. I’d still been staring down the dusky road, trying to
figure out what had just happened and how I felt about
it.

She made the offer.

“No,” I said, “It will be
better if I go home with Darcy.”

“You sure?” Jaime said. I
couldn’t begrudge her the incredulous look on her face.

Jack had just knocked Darcy out in an
argument that started because of me, after all. What good could it
do to go home when there was no way in hell that Darcy wouldn’t be
madder than a rabid dog?

Except I knew that if I
left, he’d just come after me. And when—when—he caught me it would be even
worse.

Seeing Jack again dredged up a lot of
the past, our past. Old memories that were better left
unremembered. Of course, those old memories were always there, I
knew. Like black mould in the wall.

No, after remembering all the business
with Jack I thought that going home with Darcy was what I
deserved.

“I’m sure. But thanks a
lot,” I told Jaime.

I saw that she needed more reassuring.
She still had her hand on my shoulder. I took it off and held it,
gave it a squeeze. I even managed a smile somehow.

“I’ll be fine. Darcy’ll
blow off some steam and bitch about it but then he’ll get back out
to the oil patch and thing’ll blow over. I’ll be fine,” I
said.

“Sure,” Jaime said, pulling
her hand from mine. I could tell that she didn’t believe me. But
that she also knew that she couldn’t convince me to go with
her.

So I went back into Jimmy’s, wrapped a
scoop of ice cubes in one of the cloths they used to wipe down the
bar, and held it against the big bruise already forming on the side
of Darcy’s jaw.

He’d come to maybe 10 minutes after
that. Told me to get my ass into the truck while he grabbed the ice
bag from me.

“What in hell are all of
you looking at?” he’d growled at the rest of the bar patrons, most
of whom had gone back to their tables. Most of whom still looking
either directly or not at Darcy and me.

They looked away when he said that. I
don’t think any of them wanted to mess with him, even after seeing
his lights go out.

We piled into his truck and he took us
home. He didn’t speak once on the drive over. Didn’t speak to me
the rest of the night, either. Which was fine with me.

And that took me to the next
day.

I’d been on eggshells all morning, all
afternoon. Even going out to my job at the deli at Millie’s
Fixin’s, the little independent grocer that served the whole town,
didn’t get rid of the feeling.

The anticipation was the worst of it.
Wondering when the other shoe would drop. Wondering what little
thing might set him off.

I couldn’t remember the last time he’d
been so quiet and distant and it worried me. Worried me deep. It
was a cold and heavy stone that sat in the pit of my
stomach.

I thought about running, then. Getting
away from Dresden.

But it didn’t go much beyond thinking.
Jaime’d let me borrow her car, I knew. But where would I run to?
With what money?

And the biggest reason of all: I knew
he’d find me. Even if he didn’t like me all that much, he
considered me his. That would be reason enough to give
chase.

That, and some part of me had grown
accustomed to the habitual misery. Accustomed and, I knew, almost
welcoming of it.

I wanted to stay late at
work.

Even went to my manager, the titular
Millie, to ask.

She was a big woman. Stout, my dad
would say. Gray hair in a tight bun at the back of her head. Mean
when she needed to be, kind when she didn’t. She had a squint from
refusing to wear her glasses.

“Have any extra work?” I
said, standing in her office, which also doubled as dry food
storage. A huge pallet full of Saltines sat next to me. “I want to
get some more money together.”

She squinted up at me, and for a
second I dared let myself hope I could put off going home another
few hours.

“Sorry, Katie. I gave you
all the hours I could. You know that,” she said.

“Oh,” I replied. My stomach
twisted around that cold, hard stone.

“Everything all right? I
heard Jack Trammel was back in town,” Millie said, “Heard there was
a bit of a dustup over at Jim’s.”

I forced myself to smile at her.
“Everything’s fine. There was something at the bar, but it’s no big
deal. Like I said, I just wanted some extra scratch.”

Then Millie smiled at me. “Pretty
thing like you, I’m surprised there’s not a dustup every time you
go to the bar.”

I felt some heat in my cheeks, “I’m
nothing special.”

Millie’s smile faltered a little,
“Don’t you think like that. What say I look at the schedule for
next week? Maybe I can squeeze you in for another half
shift.”

“Sounds good,” I
said.

An extra shift next week wouldn’t help
me tonight, but I couldn’t say that without making her even more
suspicious.

I reached behind myself and tugged at
the knot at the small of my back which held my apron in place. May
as well hang it up and get going.

I turned to go.

“Wait a sec,” Millie
said.

I looked back at her.

“You hear about the party
tonight?”

“What party?” I
said.

“Jack’s party, up at the
ranch house. He sent word around town. Wants some life back in the
place again. Though, if you ask me, he’s just trying to air out
what his dad left behind. Going? Should be able to make it in
time.”

I didn’t know what to say at first, I
just stood there. My stomach continued twisting. Only this time, my
heart started racing, too. I knew I needed to say something,
though.

“Probably not. Darcy
doesn’t like it when supper’s late.”

Millie squinted at me. I couldn’t tell
if it was from nearsightedness, suspiciousness, or both. “Probably
for the best then, if what I hear about that fight’s
true.”

I pulled the apron strap off over my
head and dug my fingers hard into the coarse fabric so that Millie
couldn’t see. “It wasn’t a big deal. Thanks again for thinking
about that extra time next week.”

I left as quickly as I could. Dusk was
settling down over Dresden, the sunlight rendering the town in
sepia tones just like in some old Western movie.

At least I could be sure of one thing:
there was no way in heaven or hell I was going to Jack’s party that
night.

 


***

 


As soon as I walked into the house I
knew that he knew.

Darcy sat on the couch in the living
room. It was an old couch I’d gotten from my Aunt Clarisse. The
padding on the arms was a ghost of its former self. The deep green
corduroy covering had slowly turned gray over the years.

Darcy held a brown bottle of Pabst
gripped in one fist. He put his feet up on the coffee table and
crossed them at the ankle.

He hadn’t bothered shaving, and short,
black hairs stubbled his jaw. It did an okay job covering the
bruise on his left cheek that looked like one of those ink blot
tests.

A partially melted bag of ice slowly
drooled a trail of water across the table. The house smelled of man
sweat and mustiness from not having a good airing out in a
while.

“You’re late,” he
said.

“I had to talk to Millie,”
I replied.

The house was a bungalow. No basement.
A crawlspace attic shoved full of old U-Haul boxes which were in
turn filled with all the detritus of family life: photo albums, old
clothes, and the like.

So when I ran to the master bedroom to
change it didn’t put much distance between us.

I heard the couch cringe behind me as
Darcy stood. He followed and leaned against the doorframe, the beer
still clutched in his hand.

He was a tall man, broad in the
shoulders. Played tight end on the Dresden High football team. All
the work in the fields kept him from putting on the beer gut that
so many guys got when their youthful metabolism began slipping away
with true adulthood.

I turned away from him to change and
felt his eyes on me the whole time as I stripped off my work shirt
and pants.

Once, long ago, I used to love it when
I’d come home and he’d tumble me into the bed for a quick go before
supper. Now I dreaded it.

Darcy hadn’t been the first of his
type, either. That big, mean, strong, and dumb type that I found
myself attracted to.

Once the initial physical desire wore
off it was always the same: the down spiral to break up. Except
with Darcy I’d found new depths.

I went around to the other side of the
bed, with its crumpled and balled sheets that still needed
making.

I wished he’d just leave.

“Put on something nice,” he
said when I reached into the top drawer of the dresser and pulled
out a pair of comfy yoga pants to pull on.

I froze up, looking down into the
drawer with its neatly folded shorts and jeans and skirts. “What?
Why?”

“I think you know why,” he
said. He took a long, noisy slurp from his bottle.

“The party?” I
said.

“Yes.”

I swallowed hard. That heavy ball
weighted down my stomach again. It was part dread and part
excitement. Something in me wanted to go. Wanted to see Jack
again.

“Do you really think we
should?” I said, watching my tone.

“Yeah, I do. That
sonofabitch sucker punched me and I intended to get even with him.
More’n even,” Darcy said.

He set his bottle down on the
nightstand, where it clinked against the porcelain lamp my mother
left me. He came up behind me. I could sense him there, a tall and
imposing form.

He put his hands on my hips. The
muscles in the small of my back tightened. I couldn’t breathe. I
wanted to get away, but couldn’t.

He moved his mouth lower, right next
to my ear. His hot breaths ran their course down my
cheek.

“So put on something nice.
One of them dresses you keep in the closet. I want you looking fine
when I put that bastard down on the floor,” he said.

I did as he asked, pulling out my
dresses from the closet and tossing them on the bed. He left me in
blessed peace, and I selected one with a bright floral pattern. I’d
originally thought of something modest. Down past the knee. No
cleavage.

But clearly I had something else in
the back of my mind when I picked this one. It ended a bit above
the knee, and the bodice exposed a good amount of skin.

It felt light and airy to wear, the
fabric a whisper on my skin, and I actually smiled when I looked at
myself in the mirror.

Then cold fingers wrapped
around my heart. I thought about what Darcy said.
More than even. I
lurched over to the closet.

I saw the box poking out over the top
shelf. An old cigar box. I pulled it down, felt the weight of the
thing inside it.

That should have reassured me, but it
didn’t.

I looked over at the door, but didn’t
need to. If Darcy saw what I’d done, he’d be in the room roaring at
me already.

I opened the lid of the box furtively,
still glancing over my shoulder.

I heaved a sigh of relief. The .45
automatic with its worn grips and oily black steel sat there
safely, the magazine full of bullets out of the gun and beside
it.

At least he doesn’t plan on
killing Jack. Then another, more worrisome
thought: Not with his pistol,
anyway.

I knew that I could have begged off,
somehow. Claimed a headache. Too tired after my shift. Something
like that.

But I needed to go, if at the very
least to make sure that things didn’t get out of a hand.

It had nothing to do with seeing Jack
again. With him seeing me again.

No, nothing at all.

“You got 10 more minutes
and then we’re going!” Darcy bellowed.

I jerked at the sound of his voice.
Hastily shoved the pistol and its box back into its crevice on the
shelf.

I pulled out my makeup kit for a
quickie job. 10 minutes wasn’t nearly enough time, but it would
have to do.

 


***

 


“Whole damn town showed,”
Darcy grumbled. He guided the truck down the long drive to Jack’s
ranch with one hand lazily gripping the wheel. The other elbow he
propped on the doorframe. Cool night air breathed into the
cab.

It seemed true enough. There had to be
close on a hundred vehicles, mostly battered old Dodge and Ford
pickups, parked along the side of the long and straight hard-packed
dirt of the drive.

People walked back and forth along the
covered porch that ran the length of the front of the house, many
of them holding cups or bottles. And as we got closer I heard the
twangy beat of some old-timey Hank Williams.

My heartbeat ratcheted up, but I
didn’t see Jack anywhere out front.

Darcy parked the truck on the lawn and
we climbed out. He’d cleaned up some, too. Changing from his old
torn jeans to newer Levis not worn through or grease-stained yet, a
flannel shirt tucked into the waist and open at the
neck.

People saw us straight away, many of
them stopping their conversations to stare. Everyone knew about the
fight already. Small town and all.

They wondered why we’d bothered
coming. Darcy, but also me. A small town has a long memory, too.
And they remembered me and what happened.

Some of the older folks shook their
heads openly, and I ignored what the muttered.

I looked around the front hall when we
went inside, feeling that warm stirring of nostalgia inside my
chest.

The place looked the same, but
different. Jack had taken down the mounted buck’s head from over
the doorway to the den. The hardwood floor gleamed.

I noticed then the bare spots on the
walls, made conspicuous by their brighter color than the faded
cream paint around them.

Squares and rectangles where family
photos and paintings once hung. I looked some more and saw a stack
of them leaned against the wall in one corner, all facing in so
that I could only see the cardboard backing and the wires used for
hanging them.

Something about that cut into me, left
a stitch down my side so that I needed to reach out and steady
myself against a long table loaded down with finger foods and
various fixings.

I hadn't eaten since my lunch break at
work, but I didn't want any of the food laid out in front of me. I
wasn't hungry.

Darcy grabbed my arm and leaned in
close, his fingers digging into my flesh. "What're you doing? Get a
grip."

"Like the one you have on me?" I spat
back as quietly as I could.

He didn't relent. In fact, he squeezed
harder for a moment before looking around to make sure no one saw.
He let go.

Everything was fine so long as no one
saw. Or so long as it was quiet.

"Gonna drink his beer before I put him
on the floor. You stay put," he told me.

Then he stalked away, people stepping
out of his path. They looked at me after, and I took a single
potato chip out of a big aluminum serving bowl and nibbled at
it.

I wanted to rub my arm where he
grabbed me, but didn't want to call attention to it.

So instead I looked around, wondering
where Jack was. I was afraid to see him. But I wanted to see
him.









7.

 


Jack

 


"Service did you good. Nice to see you
decided to come back to the ranch rather than sell. I hope you can
restore the place to its former glory," Mr. McCarthy said, shaking
my hand.

He was the latest in a long line of
hand pumpers. A short old man with a horseshoe of white hair around
his wrinkled head and lifts in his leather boots that still put the
top of that balding scalp below my chin.

He started pulling his hand away but I
held on, squeezing down on it so his eyes opened wider and he
looked right up at me.

"We'll see. Hard to run a place when
the former owner decided drinking was a better use of his time," I
said.

Red spots lit in the old man's cheeks.
He tried to pull away again.

"As I recall," I said, "You spent a
good amount of time here yourself."

His eyes went wider still. I smiled a
little. We both remembered how he and my father used to sit in the
parlor with a cigar and a snifter of bourbon and called me into the
room so they could both tell me how useless I was.

The heat in his cheeks changed to
clammy paleness, and that pleased me even more. "Enjoy your time
here, because you're never setting foot on my land
again."

"Now wait just a second," he said. He
owned the neighboring ranch, and I knew he and my dad had a deal
where McCarthy could drive his herds over our land to avoid some
rougher terrain.

I squeezed again. He gritted his teeth
in pain. The people around us continued smoking my father's cigars
and drinking my liquor.

"Never again. If I catch so much as a
calf on my range with your brand on it the law's going to be the
least of your worries. Now get out of my sight before I decide to
start enforcing that promise here and now," I said.

I let go of his hand. McCarthy rubbing
at his knuckles and looked up at me. He didn't like what he saw and
walked away.

That felt good. He hadn't been the
first I put in their place, and I knew he definitely wouldn't be
the last.

Then a blonde head of hair appeared in
the crowd.

Carolyn. She sauntered over towards
me, her hips swaying sinuously. They looked nice in the tight dress
she wore and I felt a wave of heat low in my stomach at the sight
of her.

She smiled when she came up to me, put
her hand on my chest.

"Hey, handsome," she said.

I saw a few people nearby look at us
and mutter and I knew word of that got around town, too.

"What do you want?" I said.

I could smell her. The perfume she
used was cloying, especially this close. I didn't want it clinging
to the gingham shirt I wore so I took a step back.

She bit down on her lower lip and let
it slide slowly out from between her teeth. It might have been sexy
if I hadn't already fucked her the previous night. In this very
room, actually.

"How about a repeat performance after
everyone else leaves?" she said.

"I'd prefer it if you just went home
with your boyfriend," I replied.

Her mouth dropped open. She looked
like I'd just backhanded her. "What? No... How do you know about
him?"

I shook my head and rubbed absently at
the stubble on my chin. "There's always a boyfriend. And there's
always an excuse. Alcohol, horniness, his dick's too small or too
soft or he's not tall enough. Thing is, I don't give two
shits."

The people closest to us quieted so
they could watch the unfolding scene.

"Why are you doing this?" she said.
Two little circles of rouge blossomed in her cheeks.

That was the other thing: the always
either got pissed off or sad. No in-between. Why couldn't they just
understand it was better this way? I didn't want to be with them,
and if they knew anything about me they sure as hell shouldn't want
to be like me.

"We had fun," I said, "This isn't so
fun. Why don't you get out of here?"

Now everyone was whispering. I didn't
mind. I liked it, actually. Soon enough that boyfriend of hers
would hear about the whole thing and then it would be a one-way
ticket to Splitsville.

Yet another reason tallied on my list
of why not to be in a relationship: someone always gets
betrayed.

The blossoms of rouge in her cheeks
lit up, spread quickly. Her lips peeled back from her teeth. She
cocked her arm back. Tried to slap me.

I caught her wrist in mid-air and
smiled at her. "You weren't this feisty last night."

Some guy with slicked-back hair and a
string tie pushed on through the crowd. "What the hell's going on
here?"

Cue the
boyfriend, I thought.

“Rick! Oh, Rick!” Carolyn
said, turning around and flinging herself into her knight in
shining armor’s arms.

He frowned in concern at her, ran his
hand down the back of her head in comforting strokes. He glared at
me.

I couldn’t stop wondering how many
tins of pomade he needed to get his hair like that. I’d liked that
about being in the army, too: chop all the hair nice and short and
then forget about it until it needed another trim.

“What did you do to her?”
he growled at me.

I sized him up. About my height. Good
shoulders. I didn’t remember him from school so he must’ve been a
transplant. A roughneck, judging by the callouses and scars on his
hands.

“We were just having words
about last night,” I said, “She didn’t like the words I
picked.”

He still held onto Carolyn, but his
hands loosened and he squinted at me. “Last night? Baby, you told
me you was out at your mother’s.”

“He made me!” Carolyn said,
“I’m so sorry!”

“You weren’t sorry last
night,” I continued, “Or a few minutes ago. Guess you don’t want
that repeat performance anymore?”

I knew what I was doing, goading Rick
on like that. But I was also spoiling for a fight. Because I still
couldn’t get Kate out of my head.

“Baby…” Rick said, looking
down into Carolyn’s face.

“So which is it, Carolyn?”
I interrupted, “Small dick? Too soft? Not enough steel in the
piston? ‘Cause he looks plenty tall to me.”

“I can’t believe you did
this to me!” Rick said, his face reddening. He let go of Carolyn
and stepped away from her.

“You better believe it,” I
told him.

Then I saw him break. Saw his eye
twitch. Saw both of them go bloodshot. The veins stood out in his
neck, on his forehead.

My own heart started hammering with
excitement. I cracked my knuckles.

He snarled and threw himself at
me.

I stepped out of the way and put my
foot out as I did. He tripped over it and sprawled in a heap,
forcing a few of the spectators to scatter out of his
way.

“Come on, boy,” I
said.

Still snarling, Rick stood up. He
threw a wild haymaker at me. I blocked it with a raised forearm and
drove my own fist into his gut.

The wind rushed out of him smelling of
beer.

He dropped to his knees, tried to
catch his breath. My nerves sang. I loved the feeling. The
awareness of the present moment, nothing ahead, nothing
behind.

“I think that about does
it,” I said.

I backed up a step and turned around
to go grab a fresh Corona from the cooler. Fighting was thirsty
work.

I barely heard the slight metallic
sound behind me.

"Jack! He's got a knife!"

I recognized that voice. Kate. I
couldn't see her. Didn't have time to look for her.

I spun just in time to see Rick unfold
a big clasp knife and slash at me with it.

Everyone in the room
gasped.

My instincts saved me a gutting, then.
I jerked back out of reach of the blade. Then grabbed his wrist on
the backswing.

He yanked back hard on the blade and
it caught me across the knuckles of my left hand.

The pain was sharp and hot and
instant. It broke something inside of me. Some last semblance of
control. A red sheet descended down over my eyes. I saw nothing but
that redness. Heard nothing but the rush of blood past my
ears.

He lunged at me again.

"Rick!" I heard Carolyn yell out
distantly.

Again, instinct and training kicked
in. I captured his knife arm between my own arm and body, spun into
his grip. I slammed the knife out of his hand.

I remember that moment so clearly. The
tip of the blade digging a gouge in the polished hardwood when it
struck. The sharp crack of the steel hitting the
surface.

The sound of Rick's bones crunching
when I squeezed down hard on his wrist. The sound of his sharp and
pained intake of breath.

Then it all changed, I changed, like a
light switch being thrown. The red mist cleared from my
eyes.

I let go of Rick, turned, shoved him
back to the floor where he sat down heavily, gripping his wrist.
Carolyn rushed to him.

I kicked the clasp knife away. An
older couple jerked away from it like it was a rattler about to
strike.

"Call the sheriff!" someone
said.

"Don't bother; it's all done with," I
replied, "Isn't that right?"

Rick nodded weakly.

Blood dripped down my hand in hot
little rivulets and splattered on the floor. Everyone was perfectly
quiet.

My shoulders heaved while my lungs
tried to bring enough air in for my body.

"You all got your show. Now get back
to drinking and smoking or get out," I said.

Then I left the room. I wanted to be
alone, at least for a little bit.









8.

 


Kate

 


My heart still pushed boiling blood
through my veins. I came down from the adrenaline high slowly while
hot and cold waves washed their way through my body.

It took me a few moments to unclench
my fists. My fingernails had dug little white furrows into my
palms.

I'd been on high alert, waiting for
Darcy to come into the den here and find Jack. Waiting to see what
happened when he did. Wondering what I would do when the situation
came to pass.

It hadn't happened exactly like that.
It hadn't been Darcy, for one, but now I knew.

I saw Rick pull that knife out and the
rest happened without much thought.

And good thing, too. Rick had murder
in his eyes. He'd wanted to bury that blade in Jack's
back.

But that hadn't happened.

It’s all okay now.
Everything’s okay, I thought, trying to
soothe myself.

It almost worked, but then Jack left
the room. My heart lurched in my chest and I lurched after him.
Darcy could be out in the hall, I knew.

I couldn’t leave Jack
alone. Not tonight. No matter that I knew he wanted me to. No
matter that I knew that I should
leave him alone.

It’s a matter of life and
death, I thought. A touch more dramatic
than I wanted to think. My life had enough drama in it
already.

I followed him out. I guess
that some part of me hoped that I, that we, could figure this whole thing
out and things could get back to what passed for normal around
here.

Because normal was
comforting.

He was tall, so it was easy to keep
track of him as we moved through the crowds.

They were all people that we both
knew. People we’d grown up with. People from school, from
life.

I watched as Mrs. Warren, our
gray-haired science teacher from high school, held up her hand in
an attempt to get Jack to stop for a moment.

He barely spared her a glance,
sidestepping around that hand and continuing on through the room
until we reached the main hallway.

Here I saw more of those bare spots on
the walls. More family photos, hunting trophies, and keepsakes
piled on the hardwood floor.

The number of people had tapered off
significantly. Everyone was closer to the front of the house,
mingling and drinking and smoking.

I could call out to Jack, I knew. He
would hear me. But I held off, thinking that he might lash out
again.

He went upstairs, taking the risers
two at a time, hauling himself up the rail.

Still I followed. In the upstairs
hall, I watched him go into a room on the left. He shoved the door
behind him but it didn’t close fully.

I crept over, wincing whenever the
floor creaked beneath my weight. My heart galloped.

“Fuck!” Jack
yelled.

Something heavy slammed against the
floor inside the room and broke with a crunch.

I jerked back when a vase slammed into
the wall beside the door, a few of the shards raining down through
the gap.

I should just go. Best to
leave well enough alone, I thought. That
and all the other platitudes mothers teach their daughters about
minding their own business.

I wanted to see him, though. I gave
myself a few heartbeats’ time to gather myself. Take a breath. I
tugged at the hem of my dress, feeling annoyed that Darcy hurried
me so much earlier.

“Jack?” I said.

No answer from within. I thought that
maybe I’d whispered it.

“Jack?” I repeated, louder
this time.

“You’ll get back downstairs
if you know what’s good for you,” came the warning from within the
room.

I reached out and pushed the door
open. It swung open, revealing a spare guest bedroom within. Jack
stood in front of the window looking out into the black night, the
light from the ceiling lamp making his reflection in the leaded
glass panes strong.

“I think everyone could
agree that I’ve never really known what’s good for me,” I
said.

“You know this is a bad
idea,” he said.

I traced the outline of him with my
eyes. He was so different than I remembered. He’d always been tall.
But now his frame was filled out.

With his shirt tucked into his jeans
like that, I could see the broad V-taper of his shoulders down to
his waist.

Broad shoulders that looked at once
muscular and strong and also like they barely held against some
invisible weight constantly pushing down on them.

I knew the feeling of a weight like
that.

“I wanted to make sure that
you were okay,” I said. I took a step, crossing the threshold
between the hallway and the bedroom.

Still Jack didn’t turn to face
me.

“You’ve checked. I’m fine.
Get out,” he said.

“I want to talk to you,” I
said. I took another step closer to him. My heart hammered pure
heat through my veins. A billion butterflies battered against the
front of my stomach.

I couldn’t swallow the lump in my
throat down.

“There’s nothing to talk
about,” he said.

“There is, actually,” I
replied. I could feel some of the old me coming back. The young me
from when we knew each other. The girl who said what was on her
mind. The girl all the boys wanted to be with. The girl who thought
she knew she was going on to great things, which in turn gave her
confidence and a general joy in life.

I liked that feeling.

“I’ve thought about what I
did to you every day since you left…” I started.

“Now that’s a waste of time
if I ever heard one,” he replied with a snort.

I began saying more, then I noticed
the blood dripping down from his hand. He had both of them clenched
into fists, which shook slightly now that I looked.

As I watched, another big, fat drop of
blood collected on one bulging knuckle and then fell. It spattered
against the hardwood floor, marring the polish.

“Your hand! He cut you. Why
haven’t you done anything about it?” I said.

I liked the way my concern brushed
aside the anxiety in my stomach.

I closed the distance between us. I
grabbed his left hand and held it up for inspection. A nice gash
just above the knuckles. This close I could smell the coppery
blood.

I needed something to stop the
bleeding. I took a quick look around the room. Dresser, nightstand
with a lamp on it, bed turned down with cover and
pillow.

I grabbed the pillow and shook it out
of the case. I folded the case over a few times to make it more
compact, then I pressed it against his cut knuckles. Blood soaked
into the white cotton straight away, rending it scarlet.

He barely made any sound of
discomfort.

“That’s better,” I
said.

He jerked his hand out of my grip.
Then he rounded on me.

A cold, squeezing fear replaced my
concern and anxiety. His eyes were icy and hard and full of
contempt.

“What the hell do you
want?” he growled.

He ignored the folded pillowcase and
it dropped from his hand. He started bleeding again and he didn’t
seem to notice.

Those eyes of his burned me down. That
glimpse I’d gotten of my past self vanished.

I could no longer meet his
gaze.

“I want to see if you were
okay…”

“I am. Now get out of
here,” he said.

Something snapped in me. “You’d have a
knife in your back right now if it wasn’t for me!”

A crooked smile lifted up one side of
his mouth. For the first time, he really seemed to notice his
gashed hand. He held it up and looked at it as though it belonged
to someone else.

“Lucky me,” he
said.

“What happened to you,
Jack?” I couldn’t figure any of this out.

“You mean what happened
after you happened to me?” he shot back.

A low blow. My stomach clenched up. I
considered turning around, retreating. Running back
downstairs.

That would mean back to Darcy, I
knew.

I chose the rock instead of the hard
place.

“Yes, that’s what I mean,”
I said, screwing up enough guts to look up into his eyes again. I
did my best not to flinch away this time, “And also about the two
of us. We left things badly.”

Some of the hardness went out of his
eyes, replaced by something else. Hurt, I realized. The pain of
reopening an old, badly-healed wound.

“I left,” he said, looking
at his reflection in the window, “That’s all. Were you a part of
the reason for it? Yeah. But not all of it.”

“I was stupid and selfish
and young then,” I said, hearing a hoarse tone in my voice, “I’m
sorry you got hurt. That I hurt you. I…”

“You what?” he snarled,
“You didn’t mean it? You did. You told me you loved me. Then you
told me you wanted to run away. Then you chose him over me. Or had
already chosen him, chosen Ash. I’m still not sure if he put you up
to the whole thing or not.”

Tears built up in my eyes, stung me,
but didn’t spill out. It was true, all of it. I told my boyfriend
at the time, Ash McCoy, that Jack had a crush on me. So we played
him. We played him hard.

Except the thing was, I’d actually
liked Jack, too. But I guess things don’t change too much for a
person. Ash was the same kind of guy as Darcy, and I craved his
approval and his love then just like I used to crave
Darcy’s.

I wanted to tell Jack all of this, but
I couldn’t make it come out. It sounded so hollow in my head, how
would it sound said out loud?

Jack still faced the window, his head
bowed forward in memory. “I’d taken things to get ready. Some money
from the toolbox where my dad hid it. The keys to his truck. When
he found out he gave me the worst beating he’d ever given me, Kate.
It was a cardinal sin to touch his drinking money, you
see.

“And when he forced the
explanation out of me for what I’d been doing. Forced me to talk
about you. He laughed. As soon as I healed up enough to get out of
there I enlisted. Is this little heart-to-heart over?”

“I didn’t know he did that,
Jack,” I said. I ached inside, the guilt overflowing
again.

Not long after Jack left, Ash cheated
on me. I took him back and he cheated on me again, then left me for
good.

I wanted to tell Jack this, to let him
know that he wasn’t the only one who suffered.

I put my hand on his shoulder. He felt
so hot, even through his shirt. There was no give to him, either.
Just solid muscle.

He turned on me so quickly I barely
gasped before he grabbed me. Grabbed both my wrists and yanked me
close to him.

He held me up so that I stood on my
toes, so that my forearms pushed against the solidity of his
stomach.

He squeezed and the pain was a sharp
knife.

“You don’t get to do that.
You don’t get to apologize,” he said, “When I let go, are you going
to leave?”

I swallowed hard. My calves hurt and
the soles of my feet ached from being held up like that. I could
feel Jack’s heart slamming against his ribcage. Feel the heat of
him.

I searched his eyes.
“Jack…”

“I know what you want,” he
said.

He kissed me hard on the mouth. His
stubble scratched at my cheeks, at my lips. My body went stiff in
shock.

He stopped, pulled back. I sucked in
deep breaths. When my muscles unlocked I began shaking. A fire lit
inside of me.

I knew that I should go. I was with
another man. This wasn’t right; it wouldn’t solve
anything.

But in that moment I could think of
nothing else.

He kissed me again. Let go of my
wrists. His hands fell to my waist, squeezed. I put my hands on his
chest. I loved the way I could feel the hammer of his heart, feel
the heat radiating from his body.

I loved the way I could feel his
member hardening between us, pressed against my stomach.

My body responded with a flush of heat
and trembly wetness.

It only worsened when he slid his
hands down from my hips to my ass. He had big, strong hands and
when he squeezed me and pulled my body hard against his I went weak
in the knees.

This time when he pulled back he left
my lips numb and tingling. I could barely catch my breath. And each
one that I did drag down filled my lungs like fire.

His jaw worked, the muscles tensing
and relaxing. With my hands trapped between our bodies, I could
feel the way the hammering of his heart only
intensified.

“This is what you want,” he
said.

I could still hear the sounds of the
party in the distance. The conversations and laughter and music.
But they all faded.

My whole world shrank in, encompassing
only this one small guest bedroom and the two of us.

I felt that he wanted me to say
something. I didn’t. This wasn’t a time for words.

Instead I started unbuttoning his
shirt. He let me, watching me warily like some wild
animal.

It was all I could do to keep the
buttons from slipping between my trembling fingers.

I thought about how nice he smelled. A
natural manliness coupled with some underlying tone of
cologne.

I spread his shirt open, exposing his
well-muscled body.

It was then I saw the scars. A pair of
them along his left side, just under his chest. Like something with
two wicked claws had slashed him ragged there.

I reached down, touched him
there.

I looked a question up at
him.

He took my hand almost gently and
pushed it away from the scars, placing it back on the thick muscle
of his chest.

“No,” he said.

I didn’t want to press. Didn’t want to
stop what was happening. So I kissed his chest. Let the heat of my
lips spread over his skin while I finished pulling his shirt out of
his jeans.

Because as soon as the scars left my
mind I couldn’t stop thinking about the hardness pressing against
my stomach.

The size of it. The way it throbbed
against me.

What would it feel like to have that
inside of me? Dragging back and forth against the silky slickness
there?

I had to know. Could think of nothing
else.

I shoved his shirt down his shoulders
and arms, exposing the thick cords that made up his biceps. There
was a tattoo on his right shoulder, a subdued Stars-and-Stripes
with a number underneath it.

I didn’t linger on it,
though.

I kissed down his body, left a trail
of hot kisses down the cleft that marked the vertical separation
between his abdominals. I liked that corrugated flesh.

As I got lower I made out the V-shaped
belt of muscle that pointed down to my goal.

His hands slipped from my body, up my
back. He threaded his fingers into my hair. Squeezed his fingers
into fists so that he pulled against the wound up strands. It felt
good. Not quite pain, not quite anything else, either.

Darcy never touched me this way. He
was all rolling me over in the dark, grunting his way through for a
few moments before rolling away himself and passing out.

I undid the button on his jeans and
pulled the zipper down. I kissed the flesh below his navel,
painfully, achingly aware of that rigid bulge of his desire so
close to my mouth.

I wanted to free it, free him. I
wanted to see it and feel it and touch it. I wanted to see the look
on his face when I did that. Wanted to hear the sounds he
made.

I kissed him again, pushed my lips
hard just above the waistband of his boxer shorts. When I pulled my
mouth away I left a glistening wet spot on his flesh.

Then I reached up and grabbed that
waistband. Started to pull it down. I caught a glimpse of the root
of him, thick and hard. Saliva squirted into my mouth.

The place between my thighs ached and
flushed with heat.

“No,” Jack said
again.

Then he tugged me to my feet, letting
his fingers lace out of my hair as he did. I could barely
stand.

I started to speak, but he grabbed my
face and kissed me again.

Then, roughly, he grabbed my shoulders
and spun me around. His hands forked their way between my arms and
my body. He put them on my stomach. I could feel the heat of his
palms.

Then those hands slid up. They cupped
my breasts. My nipples, already rigid and sore, begged for his
touch. He squeezed my breasts through my dress.

I couldn’t held pushing my ass up
against the heat and hardness of that bulge. Rubbing it. I let my
head fall back against his shoulder and his mouth found the curve
of my neck.

Goosebumps pebbled along the path his
mouth took.

Then, almost gently, he undid my
zipper. He pushed the straps down my arms and I let the summer
dress pool around my feet.

This time when I leaned back against
him my bare shoulders met his bare chest. My body sang with the
contact.

He squeezed my bared breasts, pinching
my nipples lightly between thumb and forefinger until I
groaned.

Then one of those hands slid between
my smoking thighs.

“Jack!” I groaned, pushing
my ass harder against the rigid bulge of his need. His questing
fingers found the heat and wetness waiting inside.

They found the aching little button of
my clit and stroked it. I almost came then and there. My whole body
shook with it.

“Already so wet for me…” he
breathed, his lips right by my ear. “Tell me you’re
mine.”

“Yes…” I said, arching my
back to push my ass harder against him. His fingers sent bolts of
lightning up the front of my stomach.

He slid my panties down, going to his
knees behind me. His lips brushed the back of my thighs. I felt the
tingle of that all the way up to my scalp, all the way to my aching
nipples.

Then he turned me so I faced him. He
shoved me down onto the bed, lifting my legs so the crooks of my
knees fell against his broad shoulders.

I saw the pure hunger in his eyes. The
ferocity.

It scared me.

But I still wanted him. And he wanted
me, too. Wanted me in a way I hadn’t felt wanted in so
long.

Perhaps since the last time we saw
each other, him saying he was going to get everything ready for us
to run away.

I didn’t have time to fall back into
the drowning pool of my memories, however.

Because Jack devoured me.

He was voracious and insatiable. His
tongue lashed against my most sensitive flesh. His lips kissed
mine.

A thunderstorm of pleasure washed away
all conscious thought until I could think about nothing but the
rough texture and heat of his tongue against me. The way he
squeezed my breasts. The way my back arched up off the
bed.

I came so hard that everything
tightened up and I couldn’t even scream. I could barely
whimper.

My body wracked on the bed. My head
pushed hard against the mattress.

And then, somehow, I came down from
that high. My lungs drew fire down my throat. Every inch of me
tingled and trembled.

“That… That…” I said, my
faculty of speech still missing.

“I’m not done with you
yet,” Jack said.

His lips and cheeks were rubbed raw,
and that hunger glint remained in his eyes.

When he stood up he freed his own
throbbing desire. Prickles of need ran their way against my inner
thighs and up the small of my back.

I opened my thighs wider for him, let
him see the glistening heat that waited to wrap itself around
him.

My heart did its best to escape my
ribcage.

But he didn’t take me that way.
Something about that cut into me, but I couldn’t spare the energy
to think about it.

He grabbed me again, turned me over
only my stomach so that the front of my hips met the mattress and
my toes rested on the floor.

He pushed down on the small of my
back, forcing my ass higher into the air.

The the swollen crown of his member
pushed against my heat. I grabbed handfuls of the quilted bed
cover. He was so big and hard and my breath caught in my throat
when he forced my tightness apart around his girth.

He filled me completely. Stretched me
open around him. It was a high, sharp feeling that had me pressing
the side of my face against the mattress.

He drew back and filled me again, then
again. He dragged himself inside of me, stretching me anew with
each stroke.

His own breaths grew
ragged.

He gripped me hard on my hips, pulling
my body back against his even as he thrust himself
forward.

He pulled me down into some primal,
instinctual level of feeling. All heat and desire. I could feel my
body break out in a million little droplets of sweat. The dew of
our act.

It wasn’t many strokes until I came
again. This time all over him. The silky glove of my sex tightened
around him, squeezed down hard.

He fucked me harder in response. Rode
me like an untamed mare he meant to break.

The clash of our bodies grew rougher,
more desperate. Intense forked lightning strokes of fulfillment and
pleasure shot through me.

His breathing became more ragged
still, and I knew he was close.

I wanted to turn, to see the sexual
agony of it on his face. But some deep part of me knew that was why
he didn’t take me on my back. Why he didn’t want to look into my
eyes.

Because he was some wild and ferocious
animal just taking his due.

He buried himself inside of me,
pushing hard to sheath every inch of himself inside my flesh. I
felt the rigid jerking of his member. Felt the way his fingers dug
hard into the flesh of my hips, holding me down while he filled
me.

And I also felt the hot flow of his
seed rush out of me when he withdrew from me.

He left me a quivering wreck. I ached
on the inside. From the frenzy of his thrusting and from the sudden
lack thereof.

I turned over onto my back, pushed
myself up on my elbows.

I glistened with sweat. He did, too,
but the flush of desire left his face quickly. I wondered right
away whether this hadn’t been a huge mistake.

“Can we talk now?” I
said.

“No. I want you out of this
room,” he said while he pulled his boxers and jeans back up his
thighs. He grabbed his shirt off the floor, shrugged back into it,
and began buttoning it.

“What?” I said.

He swiped my dress and my panties from
the floor and tossed them to me. “Put those back on or don’t.
Either way I’m kicking your ass out of here in 30 seconds. I
suggest you put your clothes back on.”

I opened my mouth but couldn’t say
anything.

Quick as I could, I pulled my panties
and dress back on. He watched me struggle for a few moments while I
danced around trying to get the zipper back up.

“Ten seconds,” he
said.

“Jack,” I started, turning
to him.

I didn’t want to go back out there.
Back out to my life, to Darcy. I just needed to make him
understand.

“Five seconds,” he said,
watching me with those feral eyes of his.

“I want to talk about
everything. I want to talk about what happened,” I said, moving up
to him, looking up to him.

“Time’s up,” he said,
“Thanks for the fun. Just to let head you off at the pass, it’s not
happening again.”

“Jack!” I said, feeling
impotent. But I couldn’t get his attention.

No, instead he grabbed me by the arm
and hauled me over to the door, which he opened with his free hand.
Then he shoved me out into the hall and closed the door in my
face.

Did that really just
happen? I thought, staring at the wooden
paneling on the door. I noticed the little imperfections in the
stain, the whorls in the wood underneath.

I knew he was just standing there,
looking out the window into the night again.

I also knew I couldn’t go back
inside.

“Kate? Where the hell are
you?” Darcy bellowed from somewhere else within the
house.

I swallowed hard but couldn’t get rid
of the lump in my throat.
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"I don't
think we should," I said.

My heart
pounded as I said it. My skin flushed with heat. I could hear my
pulse rushing past my ears.

"But I
want you so bad, baby," Evan said, "See?"

He
grabbed my hand and put it over the hard bulge his cock made in the
front of his cargo shorts.

My pussy
tensed up when I felt his desire. Tensed up and relaxed. And when
it relaxed, I felt how wet I'd become.

But I
knew I couldn't let him put it in me. Not yet.

I gave
his shaft a teasing squeeze. He moaned at the pressure of my
fingers. I liked that sound.

I liked
his handsome, boyish face and the way he bit down on his bottom lip
when I made him feel good.

"Not
yet," I said. I moved my hand away from that enticing
bulge.

Then I
slipped out from beneath him. We'd been making out on his bed in
his dorm room.

We were
both freshmen. I was 18. He was 19 on account of his early January
birthday.

And
things were just starting to get a bit serious between
us.

If you
count going home with him for the weekend serious. If you count
meeting his dad serious.

"Come
on, baby," Evan said.

When I
tried to stand up from the couch, he grabbed me and pulled me back
down so that I sat on his lap.

The hard
bulge of his cock pressed against my ass. Again, I considered
letting him have me then and there.

But we
were young and horny, I knew. I also didn't want to make a mistake.
I didn't want to let him get the goods, slay the dragon, whatever
the hell people were saying nowadays.

Not
until I knew it really was serious between us.

Because
I was still a virgin. And I wanted to stay that way until I found
the right guy.

He
kissed the back of my neck. My wide-necked crop top had fallen down
one shoulder, and he kissed the bare skin there. The bit of stubble
on his upper lip tickled at me.

Sent the
most delightful little tingles running up and down the front of my
stomach.

"No!" I
said, smiling at him when I unlocked his hands from their spot
above my navel and stood up again.

"You're
giving me blue balls here, babe," he said.

There
was something evil in me, I knew.

There
had to be, with what I did to him next.

I
climbed back onto his lap, facing him this time. Straddling him. I
wrapped my arms around his shoulders, made him look up into my eyes
while the wavy blond locks of my hair shrouded us.

His
Adam's apple bobbed up and down when he swallowed
heavily.

I kissed
him. Slow, deep. A hint of tongue. I knew that much, at
least.

I let my
body shift down. Until that point of heat between my thighs pressed
down on the desperate hardness between his legs.

I
rubbed.

He
groaned again.

Then I
leaned back, kissing him on the tip of the nose as I
went.

"No.
Your dad's on the way! What if he comes in while we're... you
know?" I said. I still couldn't say it out loud without giggling or
blushing.

Still
couldn't say sex. Fucking. Banging. Any of that. Girlish, I know.
But I liked being a bit girly.

Evan
looked like he was about to grab me, throw me down on his bed and
fuck my brains out then and there.

And the
thing was, if he tried, I wasn't sure I'd stop him.

In fact,
it turned me on just thinking about it. About my boyfriend being a
real man. Taking what he wants. Taking who he wants.

He could
own my wet little pussy if he wanted. I wanted him to. I wanted him
to take it.

"You're
right," he said. My heart sank.

The
flush of heat low in my stomach withered.

That was your chance, I thought, why didn't you take it? Why didn't you take
me?

"It
would really suck if my dad walked in on us. But maybe he'll be out
sometime this weekend. Have the whole house to ourselves?" Evan
said, looking hopeful and earnest once more.

We
didn't have to worry about Evan's mom. She'd been out of the
picture a long time. Left her husband and her son to go fuck some
personal trainer in Hawaii. His dad had been single ever
since.

"Maybe,"
I said.

It
turned out we made the right call after all.

About
ten minutes after that little episode someone knocked on the door
and then came inside without waiting for a response.

"Dad!"
Evan said, jumping up from the couch.

He still
had a bit of a hard-on happening. I hoped his dad didn't notice. I
stood up as well, my heart trying to find a way to escape up
through my throat.

"Hey,
boy. And you're Jenny," he said. He had a deep, rumbly
voice.

Evan and
his dad were similar yet different. Two sides of one coin. Where
Evan was boyish and slender, his dad was built. He looked more like
what a man should look like.

Big
shoulders, broad chest. Square jaw, dark hair. Tall. He had his
shirtsleeves rolled partway up to his elbows, showing off a pair of
muscular forearms.

"I am,"
I said.

I have
to admit, in my current state of sexual frustration there was
something animal in the way my body responded to the older
man.

In fact,
my first thought was: how could Evan's man leave a Grade A slab of
man like this behind?

The one
that followed was: I bet if it had been him on the couch rather
than Evan we would have been caught on the couch with his cock
slamming into me.

He
looked first at one of us, then at the other. His eyes narrowed a
bit.

Does he know what we almost did? I thought. Does he know what I just thought
about him?

But that
was crazy, there was no way he could.

"Jenny,
this is my dad, Adam. Dad, this is Jenny. My...
girlfriend."

I wanted
to roll my eyes. Evan was so meek. He even glanced at me for
approval before saying the G-word.

"Come
on," Adam said, "Car's double-parked and it's a long
drive."

 


 


 




cover.jpg
I'AHT IINE

BHOMEN






js/kobo.js
var gPosition = 0;
var gProgress = 0;
var gCurrentPage = 0;
var gPageCount = 0;
var gClientHeight = null;

const kMaxFont = 0;

function getPosition()
{
	return gPosition;
}

function getProgress()
{
	return gProgress;
}

function getPageCount()
{
	return gPageCount;
}

function getCurrentPage()
{
	return gCurrentPage;
}

/**
 * Setup the columns and calculate the total page count;
 */

function setupBookColumns()
{
	var body = document.getElementsByTagName('body')[0].style;
	body.marginLeft = 0;
	body.marginRight = 0;
	body.marginTop = 0;
	body.marginBottom = 0;
	
    var bc = document.getElementById('book-columns').style;
    bc.width = (window.innerWidth * 2) + 'px !important';
	bc.height = (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont) + 'px !important';
    bc.marginTop = '0px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnWidth = window.innerWidth + 'px !important';
    bc.webkitColumnGap = '0px';
	bc.overflow = 'visible';

	gCurrentPage = 1;
	gProgress = gPosition = 0;
	
	var bi = document.getElementById('book-inner').style;
	bi.marginLeft = '0px';
	bi.marginRight = '0px';
	bi.padding = '0';

	gPageCount = document.body.scrollWidth / window.innerWidth;

	// Adjust the page count to 1 in case the initial bool-columns.clientHeight is less than the height of the screen. We only do this once.2

	if (gClientHeight < (window.innerHeight-kMaxFont)) {
		gPageCount = 1;
	}
}

/**
 * Columnize the document and move to the first page. The position and progress are reset/initialized
 * to 0. This should be the initial pagination request when the document is initially shown.
 */

function paginate()
{	
	// Get the height of the page. We do this only once. In setupBookColumns we compare this
	// value to the height of the window and then decide wether to force the page count to one.
	
	if (gClientHeight == undefined) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	
	setupBookColumns();
}

/**
 * Paginate the document again and maintain the current progress. This needs to be used when
 * the content view changes size. For example because of orientation changes. The page count
 * and current page are recalculated based on the current progress.
 */

function paginateAndMaintainProgress()
{
	var savedProgress = gProgress;
	setupBookColumns();
	goProgress(savedProgress);
}

/**
 * Update the progress based on the current page and page count. The progress is calculated
 * based on the top left position of the page. So the first page is 0% and the last page is
 * always below 1.0.
 */

function updateProgress()
{
	gProgress = (gCurrentPage - 1.0) / gPageCount;
}

/**
 * Move a page back if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goBack()
{
	if (gCurrentPage > 1)
	{
		gCurrentPage--;
		gPosition -= window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move a page forward if possible. The position, progress and page count are updated accordingly.
 */

function goForward()
{
	if (gCurrentPage < gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage++;
		gPosition += window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Move directly to a page. Remember that there are no real page numbers in a reflowed
 * EPUB document. Use this only in the context of the current document.
 */

function goPage(pageNumber)
{
	if (pageNumber > 0 && pageNumber <= gPageCount)
	{
		gCurrentPage = pageNumber;
		gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
		window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
		updateProgress();
	}
}

/**
 * Go the the page with respect to progress. Assume everything has been setup.
 */

function goProgress(progress)
{
	progress += 0.0001;
	
	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;
	var newPage = 0;
	
	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {
		var low = page * progressPerPage;
		var high = low + progressPerPage;
		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {
			newPage = page;
			break;
		}
	}
		
	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;
	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;
	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);
	updateProgress();		
}

//Set font family
function setFontFamily(newFont) {
	document.body.style.fontFamily = newFont + " !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets font size to a relative size
function setFontSize(toSize) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.fontSize = toSize + "em !important";
	//To prevent 1 page chapters from not reflowing to additional pages when increasing the font size:
	if (toSize > 1) {
		gClientHeight = document.getElementById('book-columns').clientHeight;
	}
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Sets line height relative to font size
function setLineHeight(toHeight) {
	document.getElementById('book-inner').style.lineHeight = toHeight + "em !important";
	paginateAndMaintainProgress();
}

//Enables night reading mode
function enableNightReading() {
	document.body.style.backgroundColor = "#000000";
	var theDiv = document.getElementById('book-inner');
	theDiv.style.color = "#ffffff";
	
	var anchorTags;
	anchorTags = theDiv.getElementsByTagName('a');
	
	for (var i = 0; i < anchorTags.length; i++) {
		anchorTags[i].style.color = "#ffffff";
	}
}



