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Dedication
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For my love Saskia

Man only sees clearly when he looks with the heart

and your heart is in the right place.

I'm glad that you’re here, sweetie.
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•  Prologue
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Eight years ago...

The spring breeze tugged at the leaves of the clematis, behind it stood a wall on which Skyler was sitting. She brushed her brown hair behind her ear as she watched the other students leaving Bozeman High School from her hidden position. Most of them took either the path to the bus or to the car park where they had parked their cars.

The red Camero was still there. 

Skyler's heart beat faster because that meant that Mark Chastain had to be here somewhere. He was the star of the football team and as the best quarterback in twelve years he was certain to get a scholarship for an excellent college. He also looked stunning; at 6 foot 2 inches tall he sported a trained body, golden hair, deep green eyes and outrageously hot dimples that appeared when he released his sexy smile to the world.

All the girls loved him. All of them. Including Skyler. She let out a wistful sigh because of course he never noticed her. She was not a hip cheerleader, but a straight-A student, a permanent guest in the school library and chairman of the debating club. In other words: a gray mouse. 

Besides, a boy like Mark wasn’t single. He had already found the perfect girlfriend: Chelsea Whittaker. Just as blond, just as good looking, and of course head cheerleader. They were the flagship couple of Bozeman High. At least until the summer, because then they would go their separate ways.

She let out another sigh as Mark left the school building. He would have to walk right past her if he wanted to reach his car because it was parked just seven meters away from Skyler's position.

She watched him as he carried on small talk with his friends, and then as he said goodbye to one of the other football players by clapping him on the shoulder. 

Then he left them, walking with confident yet completely relaxed strides. Directly towards Skyler. Well, in reality towards his car, but she loved to imagine that he was coming to her. These were the twenty seconds of the day when she would fantasize that he would greet her with a smile and finally notice her. Just once.

He came closer and closer, fumbling for his keys in his pocket and whistling a song that she didn't know. She liked the cheerful melody and imagined them dancing together, him sweeping her into a twirl and then pulling her into his strong arms.

Her heart raced with excitement and she moistened her dry lips. Just three more meters and he would be right beside her. She could now clearly see the small scar on his chin, the one she would so dearly love to kiss.

Just two more meters. He looked up... 

One meter... and he saw through her. 

Then he passed her and she was in his rear view. The wind picked up and blew a sheet of paper from the side pocket of his backpack. It sailed to the ground without Mark noticing. 

Skyler jumped down from the wall and captured it before it could fly away. Curious, she flattened the paper out; it was Mark's last chemistry test. He had gotten a B-plus. Sporty and smart.

Quickly she folded it again and ran after him.

"Mark!" she exclaimed. "Mark, you dropped something."

He paused and looked over his shoulder back at her. 

She stood there embarrassed, looking up at him with glowing red cheeks and the same longing in her eyes that he never noticed.

"You've just lost this." She smiled shyly and stretched out the paper to him. Her fingers felt quite damp and her heart pounded in her throat.

He turned to Skyler and gave her that famous smile, the one that he had shown in every yearbook photo. She kissed it every night before going to bed. When he smiled at her like that it was very easy to imagine that he might kiss her. Every fiber in her body screamed for it.

"Maybe it's important," she stammered.

His smile deepened and she rushed the remaining steps to him, he just stood there motionless and completely laid back. His pose was manly and winning. 

"Here, Mark."

"Do we know each other?" he asked, as he stuffed the paper in his backpack without much care. If Skyler even accidentally crumpled a test, she felt the urgent need to iron it to make it look presentable again. But maybe Mark didn’t want to show anybody his work.

Skyler looked up to him - heaven, he was tall! - and shook her head. "No, we haven't met. But I've seen you play. So..." She shrugged her shoulders.

His gaze was narrow as he assessed her. "What's your name?"

Flattered that he even asked, she smiled at him. Today was a good day. The most beautiful for a long time. "Um... Skyler..."

Now he was grinning. "Well, um – Skyler, thank you."

Was he making fun of her? Skyler couldn’t tell. But to hear her name coming out of his mouth tossed her feelings about so wildly that they were all jumbled up like a bunch of colorful leaves during an autumn storm. 

Now he knew her! Skyler's heart rejoiced. He had never spoken to her. Mesmerized, she looked up at him. His physical presence was overwhelming.

"Is there anything else?" he enquired.

"I uh..." Was she allowed to ask him for an autograph? Insecure she rummaged for her notebook with the pink butterflies on the cover. "Would you maybe give me an autograph?"

Mark laughed and shrugged his shoulders. "If it makes you happy."

A kiss would make her happier, but just his name in her notebook would be like the Holy Grail. 

Quickly, she whipped out a pen and held it up to him, before he could change his mind.

"Can you write: for Skyler from Mark?" she whispered.

He arched an eyebrow and looked at her amused. "Sure, sweetheart."

Then he scribbled the words in the book and held it out to her. 

Skyler simply had to touch him. Her fingers trembled with excitement. As she grabbed the notebook she deliberately grazed his hand. Those long, strong fingers that she wished would stroke her hair. She looked him directly in the eyes and noticed that he was looking at her too. Something in his eyes had changed. It was like he was really seeing her for the first time. 

She sank into his green eyes and her pulse quickened. Insecure she moistened her lips and his eyes scurried to her mouth. The time seemed to expand and then to freeze completely. Only the rustling sound of the leaves whispering in the wind was interwoven with the moment. Skyler felt the magic, she took a step towards him, as if an invisible hand had guided her...

"Mark!" a female voice trilled suddenly from behind him.

His gaze fell from Skyler’s face and he looked around. There was Chelsea Whittaker, his perfect girlfriend, waving to him.

Skyler stumbled two steps backward as though Chelsea had pushed her away from him, and dug her nails into the palms of her hands. She stifled the impulse to moan in disappointment.

Mark set off, it seemed she was already long forgotten. But then he looked back at her briefly and teased: "bye, um – Skyler."

After that, he only had eyes for Chelsea. She took a three step run up and hopped into his arms in her best cheerleader-style. He caught her and she wrapped her legs around his hips, she pressed against him and threw her head back in laughter. It was as though these two were in a commercial for happy couples, and as though the moment with Skyler had never existed.

And in Mark's world, it probably hadn't. In any case, he had forgotten her already.

Skyler almost wanted to smash her hand into the wall to let out the awful feeling that knotted her heart and turned her stomach. But above all, she envied Chelsea. Her happiness seemed perfect. She had the absolute dream man. 

Chelsea's laughter echoed in Skyler’s mind long after it had finished, like a needle buried under the skin. 

But as she would discover, not everything in Chelsea's life was perfect. Because three months later, she would be dead. 
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•  Chapter 1
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Today...

Skyler did not know what she was expecting as she drove along the old road again after all these years, but the same summer rain was falling as on the night that she had left Bozeman in tears because staying had been simply unbearable. In recent years she had buried the memories of her old life deeper and deeper, but now as she returned to Bozeman, it was like she was traveling back into her past. The noise of the windscreen wipers drew hazy memories out of her. Of conflict and disappointment and the horrific feeling that everything had collapsed on top of her. 

Skyler held the steering wheel so tightly that her fingers ached and she had the creeping suspicion that the imprints of her nails were now buried in it. She breathed a sigh and focused on the road. The rain fell on the gray road where it collected in a network of cracks in the asphalt, which was now so lumped and crooked that it seemed as if a child had pasted it awkwardly together from many pieces of dough. 

The further she drove, the darker the mountains of clouds became, turning the sky soot-black, like ominous giants hanging over the approaching silhouette of the city. Skyler could smell the rain through the ventilation system. Thick drops splashed onto the hard, brittle ground that covered the country far and wide and didn't want to soak up any of the water. In a matter of seconds, the parched grassland turned into a brown puddle landscape of gurgling bubbles as if this were a haunted swamp. She almost wanted to simply turn around and go back, but the first buildings of the town were already starting to appear in front of her.

A huge bolt of lightning flashed across the sky and had a sinister and foreboding effect on the wide flat landscape, creating a bizarre contrast to the steep ridges of the Rocky Mountains jutting up on the horizon. The thunder followed, rolling across the sky.

Skyler shuddered. At that very moment, she heard an ominous rumble and felt the car become unwieldy. Her heart beat hard in her throat. She clutched the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. Hastily, she took her foot off the gas and let the car roll to the side of the road. Her momentum carried her passed the entrance sign of the city: Welcome to Bozeman, 37,280 inhabitants.

Another bolt of lightning, followed by another thunderclap that boomed like a growl from the sky. It was a horrific parody of a welcome by the city that Skyler had turned her back on. She had run away in order to bury everything, and of all things she was back here now because of a funeral.

Since she had learned of her father's death, she had felt numb. To a certain extent, her heart felt as broken as the car. She hadn't seen him since their argument. Somehow, Skyler had believed that when enough time had passed they would one day reconcile. But now that opportunity had been taken away from her and the weather suited Skyler's mood perfectly.

It was pouring with rain. And now even her car was paralyzed. Here, on the edge of the city, there wasn’t even a café or diner where she could find shelter and wait out the violent storm. She put the car in park and turned off the engine. Undecided, she stared at the door. The rain pelted deafeningly loud against the window panes, but Skyler wanted to know what was wrong with her car. She should probably find out before she called a towing service. 

Large puddles had formed around the vehicle. Skyler eyed her blue suede shoes. That was not a good combination. Without further ado she slipped out of her pumps so as not to ruin them, leaving her feet bare. There was no shelter here so she reached into in the passenger footwell and grabbed the small shopping bag, emptying it of the snacks which she had bought for the trip in the process. Sullen, she smoothed the plastic bag out on her lap, held it over her head and unlocked the door. As soon as it swung open, the rain drops whipped up against her. Fortunately, they were not terribly cold.

Her bare feet landed in the street water scattering stones and gravel drilled into her soles. Cautiously she ran once around her vehicle. She was relieved when she discovered there were no scratches or dents, but she still couldn't say exactly what had made the sudden rumble she had heard. As she saw the right front tire the mystery was solved: it was flat and the tread had largely come away from the wheel. It must have beaten against the wheelhouse and created the creepy noise.

Now she knew what was wrong, but for that, she was now wet to the bone. She felt the rain directly on her skin, the cups of her bra felt like small swimming pools, and her panties stuck to her like a second skin. On top of everything, they had crept up uncomfortably high. On her last nerve, she fumbled with them through the fabric of her trousers.

She would prefer to go back to the shelter of her car, but she wanted to see whether she had a spare tire with her, even though she had never changed a tire in her life. Skyler ran to the trunk and yanked it open. This shifted the plastic bag on her head and water fell down in a torrent. She blew out an involuntary mouthful of water and stroked her hair aside.

Skyler no longer had the impression she was on a road in Montana. It seemed more likely she would soon hear the sound of a ship’s horn or see an Ark sail by. This was no homecoming. The whole trip felt more like the end of the world. 

She prayed for a spare tire as she grabbed the handle recessed into the floor of the trunk. But when she pulled it up she found only a frayed straw hat in the wheelhouse, the previous owner must have forgotten it there. 

Damn it. 

Skyler uttered a loud curse and stamped her foot. The water of the puddle splashed her ankle and mingled with the sound of another thunder clap. 

Resigned, she set the hat on top of the plastic bag construction on her head, slammed the trunk lid shut and scanned the surroundings. She would have given anything to discover that, in the eight years since her departure, someone had built a garage on this street. One that was waiting just for her, with someone there to serve her a hot cup of coffee while they expertly fixed the flat tire. But there was no trace of a garage. Nor of coffee.

Just then a large black truck raced towards her from behind. A vast pool of water had accumulated on the road now. It would make braking or swerving difficult. The driver risked running Skyler over, or at the very least showering her with a fountain of dirty water. As if the day were not bad enough already. 

Just as she was about to jump out of the road and into safety the car slowed down sharply and careened to a standstill behind her car. It wasn’t just the Chevy pickup that stopped, her heart seemed to as well. That was pretty damn close. Not even three meters.

Was the driver actually tired of living? Now that the danger was averted, she was ready to give him a piece of her mind about his driving, but nobody got out. The headlights flashed several times. 

Skyler lifted her hand to the brim of her hat to shield her eyes from the blinding light, but even still, in the darkness of the storm and through the mass of water on the windshield which was being fought back by the wipers, she could not see who was sitting in the driver’s seat. The dark car was quite eerie, the beams from the headlights caused the raindrops to glow like tiny ghosts rushing down on the world.

Skyler fought with herself, but finally decided to at least have a look at who had stopped. Because if the driver looked somewhat honest and decent, she wouldn’t necessarily have to wait in this rain for help. It probably wasn’t any worse than getting in a car with a taxi driver you don’t know. This was Bozeman after all, a town that was so quiet, crime had probably done nothing more than passed through while it was sleeping.

She quickly grabbed her handbag from the Chrysler and locked the car behind her. Then she ran to the pickup. Half way there she began to doubt her savior theory. What with the driving style and the flashy showoff slide to a halt, she should probably expect a tattooed hobby racer with a leather jacket and a fag in his mouth, who was trying to compensate for his deficiencies through his car. If she could expect a smoky cavern inside the Chevy, she would prefer to wait for help in the downpour. 

She arrived at the passenger side of the pickup full of doubt and opened the door. But Skyler was not at all prepared for what she saw. At the sight of the driver, she was left speechless. She felt like she had run into a wall and been flung back in time.

In front of her sat her past in the form of a tall, well-dressed man. He had light hair, which was full of shadows in the sparse light of the interior, and a small scar on his chin. He seemed to take up almost the entire space. His eyes were too dark to make out, but Skyler knew that they were deep green. She had sunk into them so often as she looked at his picture.

Skyler would always recognize Mark Chastain, but she had not expected him. Certainly not here and now. She stared at him in a daze. Her speech about speeding in the rain was wiped from her mind.

"Jump in, you're getting wet," he invited her before she had a chance to tell him her situation. He didn't seem at all surprised to see her here, which in a way surprised her even more.

Skyler swallowed, gathered her self-control together like the cereal dropped from a cereal bowl and pulled the plastic bag out from under her hat. With agitated movements, she spread it protectively over his passenger seat before she climbed into the car with him.

She had hardly closed the door when he leaned over slightly towards her.

"I'm Mark Chastain," he greeted her and stretched out his strong hand. She couldn't see the faintest hint of a joke in his eyes.

Skyler stared at his long fingers in irritation. Was it possible that he hadn’t recognized her? 

Well, yes, at their last encounter he was pretty drunk, which was no great surprise given the circumstances at the time. She also wore her hair differently now: with highlights and a new cut. Of course, her hairstyle wasn't what it usually was given the rain and the hat.

Except for the provisional headgear, Skyler was otherwise more fashionable now than she had been then. However, her clothes now clung unfavorably to her body. She hoped that her violet underwear wasn’t showing through her white trousers. The salmon colored shirt stuck between her breasts and showed every contour of her lace trimmed bra. 

She caught Mark sneaking a look at her breasts. Her makeup certainly didn't look too impressive. Unlike during their school days, she did now use make-up, but it had been completely melted by the rain and thus probably gave her the appearance of a sorrowful Halloween clown.

So, yes, she would probably hardly have recognized herself at the moment, if she had seen herself in a mirror. Mark, in any case, treated her like a stranger.

Was that a good thing?

Reluctantly, Skyler offered him her hand and felt the heat of his touch shoot up her arm like one of the wild flashes in the sky outside. The fact that she still responded to him the same way after all these years, the fact that he was sitting next to her in the flesh - it all seemed so surreal. 

Skyler was so perplexed that she let her wet hand hang in the air like a fish's fin. Something that she actually couldn’t stand in others. But right now all the energy had drained out of her like the air from her tire. 

"Sky," she breathed out, deciding not to entrust him with her whole name. She had often wished to be able to get to know Mark all over again, without their baggage. However, she had definitely hoped for different circumstances, ones where she was not cowering like a drowned cat in his passenger seat.

Rather circumstances that ended with a passionate night in the hayloft of a farm. Or where he met her at a festival and danced with her through the night under the starry sky. At the moment she was in such disarray, that she could probably teach a monster in a haunted house a thing or two about scaring people. What were the chances of a hot tête-à-tête in the back seat of his Chevy?

Exactly. Zero. Not that this would really have been the perfect moment for a hot night of love. But in his vicinity, she remembered only too clearly her dreams of yesteryear. 

It was just lucky he hadn’t raced out of there with squealing tires at her bedraggled appearance. Eight years may have passed, but he was still out of her reach. Nothing had changed there.

"Sky," he repeated and nodded in greeting.

By now everyone used her nickname. It fitted her very well because her eyes were as gray as the storm clouds in the sky.

"Flat, hmm?" he inquired. He seemed unaware of the crackling energy that Skyler had felt at his touch.

She nodded silently.

"It’s Sunday afternoon," he said with a charming accent which flattered his deep voice. "Nobody will be about to take care of it until morning. Certainly not in this weather. Can I drive you somewhere?"

Skyler wished she had picked up her pumps and her suitcase from the back seat, but she hadn’t been sure whether she would even get in the stranger’s car. After all, it could have been dangerous. Now she didn’t want to go back out in the storm to pick up her stuff. 

Internally, she gave a sigh. She would have to come back later with her grandmother’s car. Skyler wanted to go see Nana in any case. And it certainly wouldn’t rain forever, although it would fit her mood.

The upcoming funeral haunted her thoughts. It was odd, how final death made everything. Soon, her father would be in a box six feet deep below the earth. She could not imagine what it was like to be dead. So many unspoken words and wasted opportunities. So many burdens she was left with. All the old feelings were now creeping up on her, as though Skyler had opened an enchanted, rusty box and released them. 

"14 Pine Street," she told him, the address of Nana's house.

"Okay." He nodded and drove off.

They left Skyler's car behind them. In the dim light of the rain, she recognized old buildings jutting up like shadows of the past. The Court, the shopping center and Bozeman High. She could dimly see the wall emerging in the darkness, the one she had previously sat on waiting for the appearance of the man who now sat beside her.

Mark's car smelled like a clean mixture of aftershave and freshly washed clothes. He was wearing a nice shirt and pants. He no longer looked like an athlete, even if he had kept the stature. Strangely, she had always assumed he would someday play in the NFL. But as a girl she had probably had him on too high a pedestal and expected him to do heroic deeds that were no more than castles in the clouds. Just like any notion of a romance between them.

Skyler noted that he was watching her as they stopped at a red light.

“What?” She asked uncertainly.

"Oh, nothing." He pointed to her head. "I just thought, that looks like Phibs’ straw hat." 

Skyler frowned. She hadn’t bought the car from anyone of that name. "Who’s Phibs?"

The corners of his mouth crinkled and a dimple appeared in his cheek. "Buddy Holbrock’s scarecrow, over there at the gate to his farm. One day his hat was just gone."

He made a significant gesture to Skyler's headgear.

Annoyed, she tore off the wet hat and threw it into Mark’s lap.

“On the house,” she grumbled.

Mark grinned at her and pushed the old straw form into the footwell. There were wet spots on his pants, which Skyler noticed, not without satisfaction. He didn’t have to make fun of her, given she was in so unpleasant a situation.

He renounced joking for the rest of the ride. She would have liked to ask him what he did now, but she was still not yet ready to talk about old times with him, and that would quite inevitably be the subject as soon as he recognized her.

Mark chauffeured her to Nana's house and put the car into park, but left the engine running. Without needing further words she knew that he was eager to go. 

"Here we are," he said, giving her a noncommittal sideways smile. In his eyes there were no more sparks than in wet ash, while her feelings buzzed louder, stirring under the skin.

"Thanks for the ride," muttered Skyler and lifted her handbag to her belly. She really should get out, but instead, she looked at him uncertainly.

Could she dare to invite him for coffee to say thank you? Her gaze slid to his strong hand, which he had rested loosely on the steering wheel. He wasn't wearing a wedding ring, but a pale stripe showed on his ring finger as if he had been wearing one not so long ago. The sight unsettled her.

She also had no idea when she would ever have time to see him, because, in the next few days, family obligations around the funeral were the number one thing on her agenda. It was macabre to date at such a time. Because deep inside she knew that she was not just asking him out for a thank you coffee. Flirting at a time when she was visiting for a funeral? It was pretty complicated.

"Is there something else?" he enquired. 

If she only saw an indication of interest flash in his eyes, but he probably watched the weather report with greater excitement than he looked at her. 

Despondent, she shook her head and unlocked the door. 

"Thank you," she muttered again and climbed out of the large pickup. 

Skyler closed the door and could no longer recognize Mark through the tinted windows. She waved at her own reflection in the window and felt strangely empty as he drove away.

Welcome to Bozeman. The road sign could have been extended to include the words "where nothing has changed". Dejected she turned and ran through the pouring rain to her grandmother's house.
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The delicate metal gate to the front yard of the old house squeaked as Skyler opened it. A short walk through ornamental bushes led to the smooth blue front door that came from the year 1864 when Bozeman was founded. The building looked old and accordingly compact. But it also had its very own character and had been in her family's possession since it was built.

These humble conditions were not something Skyler's mother wanted to be reminded of, but Nana was also not pleased with the prospect of a new and larger house if it meant leaving the place where she was born. She insisted on dying here one day so that the circle would be closed. And given how little she left the house, she would probably get her wish.

Skyler rang the bell which had been installed some twenty years ago in the context of modernization. But you could still see the dents the old knocker had caused in the wood of the door. She stroked it gently with her fingertips and smiled.

It took a while before the door was opened because her grandmother was no longer as good on her feet as she used to be. The old woman received her with a joyous sound that drowned out even the chiming of the clock in the hallway.

"Skyler, my child," she breathed emotionally and clapped a hand over her mouth. “You’re really here!"

Nana was over seventy years old. Her gray hair was woven into a long braid that was very thin at the top. She loved to wear corduroy skirts. Today it was a dark brown one which fell to her calves. Her legs were still as slim as a young girl’s, but you could see many veins shimmering under the skin, which had not stood out previously. Her feet were in comfortable felt slippers which Skyler eyed with envy, because she was still barefoot and standing on the threshold on the rough stubble of a natural fiber mat, the fibers of which she could feel as clearly as the crystals of bath salts when you get into the tub too early and they haven’t yet dissolved. 

What stunned Skyler the most was how small her grandmother had become. Through age and a stoop, she now only reached up to Skyler’s shoulder. Nevertheless, she resolutely shooed her granddaughter into the house. Out here in Montana, where the winters were so hard that you could not afford to be squeamish, people were often in a harsher mood.

Inside, the familiar smell of the house reached Skyler. It had not changed one little bit, as though everything had been preserved in a time capsule. 

Nana had changed nothing. Nothing at all. It was the first time since Skyler reached Bozeman that she breathed easy.

"You're all wet," Nana said. Her wrinkled brow curled up even more. "And where are your shoes?"

She glanced disapprovingly at the dirty footprints which Skyler's naked soles had left on the shiny wood floor. Nana took an old rag out of the shoe closet and handed it to her. For all the love and joy of reunion, she was still a markedly house-proud woman.

"I forgot my shoes in the car," apologized Skyler while rubbing down her feet. She would dearly love to peel off her wet clothes. Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. She pointed to her appearance. "And I can’t get changed because my suitcase is still in the car."

Nana pushed the lace curtain aside and looked through the small window out to the dark road. "Which one is yours? Better run and get your stuff before you catch your death or put the house under water."

Skyler shook her head and told Nana all about the puncture.

"Then you stay here until the rain has passed," Nana decided. She might have been old, but in her own home, she commanded as fiercely as a Regent. "Until then you can wear my robe."

Nana went to the stairs. She reached the stairs more or less skillfully but then struggled laboriously up them. Each step she climbed creaked like a tree branch in the wind.

"You need a stair lift," declared Skyler and hurried after her to provide support.

Nowadays stairs were no longer built so steeply. These would probably violate building regulations. Everything in her grandmother’s house looked like it came from a bygone time that had stopped still. 

There was wood paneling on the walls and ceiling, and wherever the wall panels didn’t quite reach the ceiling, flowered wallpaper stuck out which was quite yellowed with age. Chandeliers dangled from every ceiling, even in the bathroom. When they reached it, Skyler shook her head incredulously, because there was no place as unchanging as this house. Well, maybe the Grand Canyon. 

The bathroom was resplendent with tiles of burnt ceramic in green and brown tones covering the walls. Some of them depicted motifs: ears of wheat and horse-drawn carriages. A large wall tile above the bathtub depicted a laundress at the river with the Rocky Mountains in the background.

"Everything is just as before," Skyler was amazed.

Her grandmother laughed. "Child, this is Bozeman, here everything is just as before."

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Skyler's father had built up a renowned laser optics firm, which 40 years ago had never been heard of. But while jobs always continued to modernize, other things never seemed to change.

Nana squeezed a pink terry cloth bathrobe into her hand, it looked far too small. Skyler was almost five foot six. Nana was barely five foot.

"It's freshly washed," she announced and left her granddaughter alone so that she could undress.

Eventually, Skyler stood naked on the beige-brown bath rug and rubbed herself dry from head to foot. Then she slipped into the robe, which smelt like lemon soap. That too had not changed. Skyler knew that it wasn't because Nana washed her clothes by hand. As a little girl, she had often observed her grandmother putting soap pieces everywhere in the wardrobe so that everything would smell. When she threw a probing look into the small bathroom cabinet, she saw the familiar stacked pieces of soap.

Nana was such a wonderfully orderly person, that coming to her house always made Skyler feel like she was returning home. Even more so than when she was in her parents’ house, because it was never really homely, although it had every modern convenience.

Skyler fumbled at the hem of the slightly too short robe, which only came down to the middle of her thighs, although Nana probably disappeared inside it.

Then she looked at herself in the mirror and was dismayed to see that she was almost unrecognizable. She had expected as much, but the true extent of the damage left her lost for words. The dissolved mascara left tracks where it had run and had found its way to the bottom half of her face, the remnants stuck in clumps around her eyes. The prints of her eyelashes appeared on her eyelids like the black silhouette of a grassy landscape. A souvenir of blinking in the rain. Skyler washed her face and tugged gently on her eyelashes until the last traces of make-up were gone. 

When she stepped out into the hallway, Nana was waiting for her. "Ah, now you look like yourself again. Give me your clothes, I’ll throw them in the dryer." 

"No, let me do it," Skyler fended her off. "I'm better with the stairs. And besides it’s my stuff and I don't want you to have to put yourself out for me."

The old lady drilled her curved finger in Skyler's direction. "My house, my rules. I didn’t become a widow twelve years ago, to still let myself be told what I may and may not do." 

Skyler denied herself a smile. After all, Nana didn’t just choose someday to be a widow. 

"I always do the laundry," insisted Nana and nodded emphatically. "But you can put on a nice strong tea and play something on the spinet for me." She clucked her tongue dissatisfied. "Since I’ve had gout, my fingers don’t work like they used to. And then you can tell me why you're stranded with me instead of your mother, who is, after all, freshly widowed." 

She pulled a meaningful face, as though Skyler's mother now belonged to an illustrious club. And even though Nana was clearly delighted by Skyler's presence, she examined her closely. "In my time you went directly home and brought chicken salad in plastic boxes."

Skyler sighed and agreed. She had her reasons why she hadn’t entered her parent’s home for the last eight years, but it also didn't bother her if the unpleasant topic should come up while they drank tea and played music.

***

[image: image]


Mark rubbed a hand over his wet face in an attempt to dry it, and then shook his hand. Some drops of water landed on the gleaming marble floor in the entrance hall. An employee would soon appear and mop it up, because, in the house of his former father-in-law, everything ran like a well-oiled machine.

At least Mark had not gotten as wet as the hitchhiker he had picked up. A grin stole across his face as he thought about it. Barefoot and soaked to the bone. So wet that her underwear shone through. The memory of her nice curves wasn’t bad at all. But it was weird how strange her face had looked with all her makeup running. It was as good as wearing a mask.

"Nice weather, isn't it?" Harold greeted him happily. "You wouldn’t want to go out there even to drown a cat."

As if he would ever do so.

"Daddy, you can’t say that," Darla berated him, appearing right behind him stroking her pearl necklace.

Harold stood in the hallway and rubbed his thick belly which hid under fine cloth. He had the unpleasant face of a pit bull and the loudest and at the same time dirtiest laugh in all of Bozeman. Still, Mark counted his ex-father-in-law among the good guys. A fact which had led to him and Mark being good friends. A pocket watch dangled from Harold's vest and he tapped it. 

"As punctual as Old Faithful," he praised Mark.

In this region, which was only a stone's throw from Yellowstone National Park, metaphors about the most famous geyser in the world were common, especially when it came to its amazing regularity.

Darla joined Mark’s side and breathed him two kisses on the cheek. Thereby ensuring that her red silk dress did not get wet. She had pinned up her dark curls and donned beautiful pearl jewelry. 

Although Montana was on the border with Canada in the North of the United States, she liked the idea of looking like a southern beauty. And Darla was very pretty. Nothing had changed there. With her fine cheek bones and heart-shaped face, she was good competition for any beauty queen.

It was quite a few years since he had called her his flower of Bozeman. Since then only a pale stripe on the skin of his ring finger reminded him that they had been married once.

Sometimes, on such rainy or cold nights as this, he missed her. It would be much easier if he could love her. God knew that she wanted it. And God also knew that he had tried, without success, for a long time.

She moved over to the opulently decorated table where a bouillabaisse awaited them. Harold loved pomp and status, and wore both openly, flauntingly. Especially within his own four walls. On Sunday nights they always dressed up for dinner, as if they were going to the world premiere of an opera. Therefore Mark had thrown on a presentable suit jacket after fishing, while at home he preferred jeans and a shirt and went barefoot.

Harold pointed in his direction with a spoon and grunted. "You're the one to blame. You brought us fish to eat. Before you, it was just beef and pork." His face clearly reflected the fact that he thought only red meat was true food for a man.

"No..." Harold puffed himself up in his vest until his chest protruded further than his portly belly and swung the spoon. "We had no fish soup! But Darla had to marry a fisherman." He nodded in the direction of his daughter.

Mark was far from being a fisherman. He fished as a hobby, plain and simple.

Darla arched a perfectly plucked eyebrow. "Daddy, it's healthy."

“It’s soup," he noted without any enthusiasm. Then he made a shunning hand movement. "Real food has strong bones and no scales. But at least the roast is still to come. Tell me, Mark, how were the fish today?"

He looked at him expectantly, and gave a conspiratorial wink, as if Mark had, in reality, been doing something quite different.

Darla, who had a jealous temper by nature, dabbed at her cherry-red painted lips offended. "Well, what's that supposed to mean? Is fishing a code word for visiting the whorehouse?"
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