
Bård: She

I couldn't help the evident astonishment which followed her words.

"You sound like living in your home is a bad thing."

She chuckled, seriously chuckled at that. Her fingers found the way to

the side of her neck, and she tracked her nails down the skin to the

exposed part of her collarbone, before digging her fingertips in the

skin, and leaving a white patch of skin in its wake.

A sigh escaped her parted lips, before she provided a response my

mind couldn't have conjured in the wildest of dreams, "It is when

you've spent your entire life in one place, and have known every

nook of it for as long as you can recall."

My head flew to the side as realization dawned on me, briefly and

abruptly, before I froze to a spot – my entire body setting on

lockdown, as my eyes fixed on hers. "You still live in your parents'

house?" I questioned, my voice hardly concealing my obvious

amazement, and my being torn between the wish to laugh and the

one to tease – nothing mean, simply childish, but somehow I

controlled my vice of a habits, and le  it at only the question.

"Yeah, I do," she swung her body forwards once, and repeatedly

nodded until the moment she whispered, "Surprise, surprise.

Anyway, to answer your question, since I wanted to leave home for a

little while, I looked up programs, and I found that Norway was both

the closest, and least expensive option which suited my desires."

Her words ba led, as I was sure my expression was displaying.

"How is being close to home a consistency with wanting to escape

it?" I arched my eyebrow at her, and she beamed at me. I was glad to

note, it was her old self who spoke, nothing in her behavior towards

me seemed changed by the story I had shared, and I was happy for it.

"It is not like I wanted to leave home behind for good," she exclaimed,

and I chuckled at the strength behind her words. "I wanted to be as

close to home as possible, just not at a five minutes reach. So,

Norway fitted every description."

I had no idea as to what to say next, every gear was shi ing in my

brain, and yet somehow I had no eminent question for Catherine.

"How is a woman who is finishing her PhD not living on her own or

with a partner?"

"It just happened," she whispered, and even though she wasn't

exactly lying to me, I knew there was more to the story than what she

was letting on. Her countenance, however, was the reason I decided

not to press the matter any further.

I focused on the surroundings, breathing in and out a few times to

settle my nerves. The distinct sound of the fire enveloping the logs of

wood was adding to the atmosphere. Nature outside the cabin was

still fighting a battle with an invisible force, a few thunders would

echo from outside every now and then, and the rain was creating a

constant music on the roo op of the cabin. It was growing darker by

the minute, and it was more than obvious we would have to stay in

the house till the morning, since both the weather and the road

would not allow me to return back to the car, and let alone with

Catherine following me.

I was quietly making plans for sleeping arrangements, when she

spoke again, "I have a brother, too. His name is Frederick, or as he

prefers Fred."

As abruptly as she began, she stopped, and I was vaguely aware she

had never mentioned him before. And, just then I realized how little I

knew about her, and how willing I was for that to change.

Instead of contemplating over those thoughts, I settled on asking,

"How old is he?"

"He is soon to be thirteen," she replied, before gently and almost

above a whisper – quiet enough as to have me think she had no

intention of me hearing it – added, "He is having a real hard time."

"Your brother?" I enquired, and although initially evidently surprised

that I had actually heard her, Catherine hesitantly nodded. I cleared

my throat, looking at her to find her gaze resting over her interlaced

fingers. She had no intention of saying anything as far as, to my

notion, I could detect, so without pressuring much I inquired, "Why's

that?"

She paused, as though she was considering whether she wanted to

tell me or not. Whichever thought made her decide to confide in me, I

knew not, but I was glad of it. I was glad she trusted me enough to

share what was clearly troubling her, and I couldn't stop my heart

from fluttering at the thought that maybe I was not the only one who

felt that unexplainable connection.

She glanced at me, throwing a brief, but honest smile my way. "I think

he just misses me too much. And, he gets lonely," she sighed, biting

on her lower lip, and then took a deep breath before continuing,

"With me being here, he has no one to bug, so that can be a

problem."

I smiled at her words. The situation she had described was

somewhere along the lines of how I had behaved throughout the first

few months of Vegard being gone to the army. So, as a person who

remembered how he had once managed solitude, I asked, "Can't he

bother your parents?"

She shook her head. "Nothing he ever does can bother mum."

I chuckled at that, familiar with the feeling of restriction when the

actions take notice on nobody but oneself. "What about your father?

Can't he bother him?"

A moment of silence transpired, long enough to have me believe she

was not going to answer the question, even though as much as I

thought I couldn't find a reason.

"Dad is no longer in the picture," she finally whispered.

"How come?" I spat out before I could stop myself, and sidetrack on

the question.

As I glanced at her, I noticed her movements were getting down to the

level of her trying to swallow a lump, before she could gather herself

enough and reply. And, then I noticed her chin was shaking, so the

next thing I could perceive was the change in her breathing pattern. I

was about to apologize, and find a way to drop the subject, when she

spoke, "He died in a car accident five years ago."

My hand moved on its own accord, and suddenly I was interlacing our

finders, my thumb running soothing circles on the back of her palm. I

was surprised at my action, but I wasn't about to pull back – not

unless she wanted me to. But, beside the initial flinch, she didn't

make any movement to indicate the contact was unwanted, so my

hand remained unwithdrawn. Her gaze had landed on our

intertwined fingers at some point, and remained unwavering as she

added, "I was in the car with him."

I could notice my jaw going slack, just as my fingers curled around

her hand slightly tighter, before loosening anew. Suddenly, her fear of

speed and how she had panicked throughout the entire drive was

entirely explained. Guilt spread through my limbs, making me hate

myself for the day I had completely ignored her panicking in favor of

getting where I had to be. The selfishness of the behavior was

repugnantly familiar. No wonder Catherine always commented on

the driving before getting in the car with me. No wonder she was

always, basically gulping clouds of air when I would speed up

suddenly.

Her voice broke me out of the trance I had fallen into, interrupting my

line of thought. "I can hear the mechanisms shi ing in your head. Not

sure if they are those which are trying to get the picture of the puzzle

or the guilt ones." Her expression was a mix between determination

and sadness, and I cursed myself inwardly for remaining silent for

God knows how long.

"Both," I confessed. "Was it just the two of you or was the whole

family together?"

Her eyes locked on mine, with an intense surprise written in her gaze,

which spoke that my retort was at the very least an unexpected one.

The blazing contact of her hand on my skin – pliant in my palm,

which I had entirely forgotten about, was suddenly a shocking

reminder when her other hand moved to cover my own, her fingertips

grazing over my fingers. Before I could enjoy in the feeling however, it

was gone, and so was the other hand, having me missing the loss. I

withdrew my hand from next to her wanting to know if her heart beat

as quickly as mine did at that moment, but I placed those thoughts

aside, as it was then when she began to talk.

"It was just us in the car," she started carefully. "We were on our way

back home when it happened, a er I defended the presentation of

my masters." She stopped, taking a deep breath, her eyes closing and

I knew she was struggling to battle the tears away. I could sense it in

the way her breath faltered, in how she focused too much on

controlling her expression so she was fully unaware of the tiny gulps

of air she kept taking every other second.

"We don't have to talk about that," I intertwined. Even though in

normal circumstances curiosity would have gotten the better of me, I

wouldn't let it overpower my rationality when she felt so

uncomfortably distressed. Telling me those few details was certainly

more than I ever could have expected.

"I want to," she stated, glancing at me deliberately, in search of the

confirmation whether I was comfortable with the track of the

conversation. I smiled at her, nodding once as a confirmation of the

unspoken request, but otherwise remained silent, waiting for her to

continue. Seeming to read every sign, she did proceed.

"My mum and Fred went home ahead of us to prepare for a

celebration on my father's insistence. He was certain I had passed

with flying colors despite my insistence on the exact opposite, so he

convinced my mother to find us a good bottle of wine, and buy

chocolate cake. We stayed behind to get the results, and about two

hours later we were leaving the building with him carrying the

brightest smile I've ever seen on him, saying 'Told you so' in his usual

cheerful way."

Catherine chuckled, her smile stretching between happiness at the

memory and the pain of it, and even though understandably she was

severed between those emotions, it was obvious that shared bit was

the pleasant one. The spark in her eyes was unmistakably there,

though rather dimmed, and I couldn't stop the faint ghost of a smile

which covered my lips.

I would have remained fixed on the shine of the fire in her eyes, the

way it made their color transform and glaze into di erent shades, all

combined with the glint of her own warmth, and I was mesmerized

and fashionably wooed by the last, at the least, but her continuance

snatched me out of those observations. Thankfully.

"He was so happy for me, and I was still in shock from the results. So,

naturally he did all the enthusiastic squealing on my behalf," her

voice was warm, but her hand began rubbing the back of her neck,

and I could see the tension in the muscles of her forearm. "I didn't

expect it to go so well, and I was trying my best to stay ahold of my

emotions."

It was then when her voice got strained. It was not a new thing for

Catherine to be serious, but it was entirely new for her to be trying to

hold on to her composure, and particularly for the lack of it to be

noticeable at such an extent. I knew it must have been di icult for her

to look up at me, and spill the rest of the story, glaring directly in my

eyes the whole time – I just couldn't imagine how much, but she was

full of surprises.

"When dad asked me to take the wheel and drive back, I refused

thinking I wouldn't be focused enough on the road. I knew, however,

that dad could pull it o . He was a diligent driver, that day more so

than ever," she paused, her hand falling back down on her thigh, but

her gaze not flickering even for a moment, as she waited no more

than a heartbeat to proceed. "I was silent throughout the drive, too

lost in my thoughts to disrupt him. I knew we were not going above

30 miles per hour. Didn't matter though, since the guy who hit our car

was definitely going above 50 according to the reports from the

police."

"I remember the squeal of the breaks, and dad trying his best to

avoid the inevitable. I remember the sound of the compact, how

horribly blood-freezing it sounded, and I never fainted. The first few

moments of the crash are still a blur, but the first conscious action I

remember is looking up at dad, and seeing him covered in blood and

cuts from the triturated glass. I unbuckled my belt and took my

phone out to call ambulance, which I did as I stepped out of the

vehicle on my way to open dad's door and see what to do to help

him."

She stopped there, biting down on her lower lip as though trying to

hide the trembling of it, her eyes grew glassy and I knew she was

moments from tears. Surprisingly for me, she blinked them away, and

a er few deep, stabilizing breaths she locked her gaze back with

mine. "When I got around to checking his pulse, he was already gone.

Ironically, the person responsible for my father's death walked pretty

much intact, while my dad had a fractured skull, a few broken ribs,

and punctured lung. He never stood a chance."

"You miss him, don't you?" It was an obvious answer, but it was just a

way to let her proceed without snooping in something she might not

want to share. To my relief, as usually, she seemed to understand

exactly what I wanted to achieve.

"Very much." She worried her lower lip between her teeth, the skin

growing a darker shade of red when released. "And, so do mum and

Fred. It is like we've locked in all happy and complete with him, and I

know dad would have hated that. He would have advised us quite the

opposite, really."

She paused and I stepped in, providing for her. "Not to mourn his

death, but to celebrate his life?"

She nodded, a small smile brightening her features. "As cliché as that

sounds, he would have used those exact words." A few moments of

silence, passed between us, I was trying to allow her to calm down,

while I was trying to process the said.

"My boyfriend at the time declared I was growing closed o  and he

couldn't deal with my drama," she stated, a hint of annoyance hidden

in her voice, "and broke it o  with me. The group of friends we shared

followed him, so yeah."

I wasn't sure if she wanted me to comment, but every insult I had at

the ready, for the unfeeling person who could do that, I swallowed

down.

I wasn't sure how long my thoughts had been entranced in imagining

how it must have felt, losing all support when most needed, but I

shook them o  when I realized I had kept quiet for too long. Kate

didn't seem to mind.

Stifling a yawn, she glanced at me, saying, "And, I thought leaving

home will make me feel a little bit better, and it has. But, there is also

my mother and brother. She is okay, I assume, apart from missing me

terribly. Fred is way too clingy and silent for his age. That is scaring

the hell out of me. I haven't seen him smile – as he used to along dad

– in years. And, he is just a kid. I mean, he is supposed to smile every

second of every day. Not to mention he used to be the very definition

of cheerful."

I hummed in contemplation. "Maybe he only needs the space, and

when you get back home he will be his old self as you put it."

Catherine shook her head, looking lost. "I thought that as well, but he

keeps begging me to go home for the weekends. As much as I would

love to comply, I have neither the time and capacity, nor the

financials for travelling back and forth every week."

"So why not tell him that?" I questioned.

She chuckled, but the sound felt bitter on her lips. "I did."

"He is going to be okay, you know?" I whispered a er a few prolonged

moments of silence. "If he takes any by his sister and I am sure he

does, he must be bright, and that means he can find his getaway or

consolation in knowledge. If he needs to talk to someone, I am sure

you will always be there for him. Besides, he is in the period of life

when everything is new for him, so he will find his way out."

"Thank you, Bård." She sounded honest, and a er a few brief

moments of silence which had me believe she had no intention to say

anything, she looked at me, smiled and whispered, "Dad was a

cheerful guy, just like you. And, he would have loved you." She didn't

break eye contact and I was feeling a magnetic pull which was so

wrong, but at the same time felt so right.

Her lips parted to let out a silent exhale, and her tongue darted out to

run along her lower lip, whilst I remained immobile, my eyes

following the motion. Unintentionally I mimicked her, and she

followed my movement with the same hunger with which I followed

hers. I felt myself dri ing closer with the pull of that invisible force,

and I was about to lean in and seal out lips in a kiss, when she half-

gasped, half-smiled, and averted her gaze from mine, turning her face

away.

She planted the heels of her palms in her eye sockets, a motion which

depicted perfectly both the confusion and exhaustion I myself felt.

The latter made me excuse myself for a few moments, to take care of

sleeping arrangements, and once I did, I joined Kate back by the fire.

We tried a few topics, but somehow they all died away before we got

them even stated, and thanks to the battling sound of rain outside

the place, and the warmth of the fire, the pleasantness of the

company, and the exhaustion from the day, I found myself dri ing o

to sleep sooner than planned.

***

I woke up feeling chilly, the only warmth coming from the body next

to mine. And, then I snapped out of my sleep-addled state, my

confusion in the fact there was an actual person by my side was

explained when I became aware of my surroundings. It was then

when the previous night came flashing back to me – before my eyes,

and somehow I couldn't part from the very much cuddled Catherine

on my side. Her head supported half on my chest, half on my

shoulder, and I couldn't make myself move.

The overwhelming feeling of awareness regarding my strength in

opening my life to her, and her reciprocation of the same sort, the

confusing character of her last words and their meaning, and the

startling feeling of my nearly boundary-overstepping action made my

skin buzz. But it wasn't excitement what I felt.

I shi ed, and made sure her head would land on my arm as to not

wake her up, and I picked her up bridal style. I tried to ignore how her

fingers brushed my neck, how her hair tickled my skin pleasantly, and

how when her breath ghosted over my cheek my entire body covered

in goosebumps. Every attempt was unsuccessful. I took a moment of

observing how peaceful she seemed, how relaxed she was in my

arms, and when I caught myself in the staring, I cursed inwardly for

being so obvious. I placed her down on the couch which was initially

set up for me, but it was better than carrying her to a completely

di erent room, and since I needed an escape soon, in order of not

doing something incredibly stupid, I covered her with a blanket, and

placed another log in the fire, just in case.

It was all the self-control I could master, and by and by, I grabbed my

jacket from the chair where it had been resting, and fled the room.

Once I was on the porch, and the fresh air provided enough clarity for

sensible thinking in my fired up mind, I let a sigh I didn't know I had

been holding. To my relief, it was already brightening and when I took

my phone out, I was happy to see it was nearing seven. Which meant

Kate and I had spent the whole night sleeping one against the other,

and even though the crouched position by the foot of the couch

should have been a horrible one, I felt as though it had been years

since I had gotten that proper of a sleep.

I buried my head in my palms, completely exasperated at how

conflicted my feelings were. There was desire, and I hated how much

principle prevented me on acting on it and figuring out how it could

feel. How it would be. I hated the illustrious feeling of connection I

felt the night before, and mostly I hated how even though swearing I

would never fall for some idea which just couldn't be, I managed to

do it with the first person I became close to.

I hated how comfortable she made me feel, how familiar I have

gotten to every move. How I craved her touch, and longed for her

smile. How her approval made me gloat in pride, and her hurt made

me insistent on making her feel better. I hated every little moment I

gave in to bliss thanks to a few nice words. How my eyes found a way

to separate her from the crowd, and how I familiarized myself with

her every expression without ever trying hard to. I hated how

accommodated I felt in her closeness. And, I hated myself for not

really hating anything in the slightest.

In the wee hours of the morning, breathing in the post-rain air of the

woods, I finally managed to admit something to myself.

I was in love with Catherine, beyond return.

co'J,
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