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  In beauty may I walk;


  All day long may I walk;


  Through the returning seasons may I walk.


  


  Beautifully will I possess again


  Beautifully birds


  Beautifully butterflies...


  


  On the trail marked with pollen may I walk;


  With grasshoppers about my feet may I walk;


  With dew around my feet may I walk.


  


  With beauty before me may I walk


  With beauty behind me may I walk


  With beauty above me may I walk


  With beauty all around me,


  may I walk.


  


  In old age, wandering on a trail of beauty, lively;


  In old age, wandering on a trail of beauty, living again...


  It is finished in beauty.


  


  (Traditional Navajo prayer)


  


  One


  


  


  “Come on, car. Just a few more miles.”


  Hannah Darson sighed so hard she blew strands of dark-blonde hair from her face that had slipped out of her ponytail. Tightly gripping the steering wheel of the old, gray Datsun, she tried to relax her tense shoulders. Not to mention the rest of her body. She was exhausted from being on the road since early morning, driving from Las Cruces to her mother’s log cabin close to Lake Powell. Even more importantly, she was anxious, because she was practically out of fuel. And out of options – she hadn’t passed any gas stations for a while.


  Hannah shot a nervous glance at the fuel gauge on her dashboard. It had been in the red for some time now. The route through Navajo Nation hadn’t exactly taken her through densely populated areas.


  When the road curved to the left, Hannah suddenly spotted a small gas station next to the exit to Glen Canyon Dam. Hallelujah! Danger of getting stranded without fuel averted.


  “Whoohoo!” she shouted at the top of her voice, gunning her Datsun to the entrance of the station. Nothing would rain on her parade now. Summer had started, her first year of teaching was over, and she was going to spend July and August here, in Arizona. Ben, her younger brother, was already waiting for her at the log cabin in St. Mary’s Port. She’d missed the place. The last time she’d stayed in their cozy little cabin was four years ago.


  Endless days on the beach and sipping drinks in the shade of umbrellas lined up on the deck of the local restaurant were awaiting her. Plus, there’d be countless trips to the Navajo reservation. She and Ben even had childhood friends there.


  Humming happily to herself, Hannah parked her car next to gas pump number two. "It’s raining men!" she sang-shouted, blaring along to the song on her car stereo.


  The guy standing next to pump number three was just done getting gas for his motorbike. He looked sideways and his mouth curled up in a smile. The Datsun’s roof was down, so he’d caught her shouting her lungs out.


  Hannah bit her lip. Damn. Her neighbor turned out to be a total hottie. She shot him a look that lasted a tad too long, then blushed, rummaging through her bag to find her money and pretend she’d already forgotten about him. As if.


  Furtively, she looked him over again as he strolled off to pay, helmet in one hand and sunglasses on. Yup, this was typically her – scaring off the local hunk by being a total idiot. She rolled her eyes at herself.


  The motorcycle driver was clearly from the Navajo reservation. His red-brown skin was dark and offset by the white of his sleeveless shirt. He had a small hair braid on one side, a turquoise bead and a red feather decorating the bottom. That feather had to be the symbol for one of the local clans of the Navajo – or Diné, as they called themselves. Her once-best-friend on the reservation, Emily Begay, also belonged to the Feather Clan. Emily should be about twenty-one by now, just like Ben. Hopefully she’d run into Em this summer.


  Just to make sure, Hannah completely filled up her Datsun so she wouldn’t be short on fuel anytime soon. When she was done, she went into the building and got in line for the pay desk.


  There. The Navajo guy had just paid for his gas. He stuffed the receipt into the pocket of his jeans and sauntered to the exit, passing the shelves with chewing gum and candy bars. And then, out of nowhere, he looked her right in the eye.


  “Hi.” His voice was deep and beautiful and just as impressive as his looks. He stared at her through his tinted sunglasses, a hint of a smile on his face, like he was amused by some private joke.


  Hannah looked up at him dumbfounded. Wow. He wasn’t blanking her. He was still talking to her. So maybe she should talk back.


  “Um – hey,” she stammered feebly and stared at him all owl-faced. For a moment, it seemed he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t. He just gave her another sunny smile before leaving the building. Navajo Hunk started his motorbike and put his helmet on before tearing off at break-neck speed.


  Hannah groaned inwardly. Way to go with her conversational skills. She quickly paid for the fuel and got back in her car to drive the last few miles to St. Mary’s Port.


  It’d be nice to cook a big meal together with Ben. Or maybe they should go to the local restaurant. Ben wasn’t famous for his culinary talents, and the last thing she needed now was slaving away in the kitchen herself. Hannah fumbled around in her bag to find her phone. One missed call, from her brother. She phoned him back.


  “Heya sis!” Ben picked up on the second ring. “Where the heck are you?”


  “I’ll be there in ten. Where the heck are you?”


  “On the beach. Where else? I’ll come home and help you unpack.”


  “Okay, cool. See you soon!” She clicked off.


  When Hannah turned into the driveway next to the log cabin, Ben was sitting on the stairs leading up to the porch, smoking a cigarette. His dark-blonde hair had already turned a lighter shade in the sunlight. He was wearing a big, showy pair of sunglasses to shield eyes just as bright-green as hers.


  “You’re here!” he boomed enthusiastically, jumping up and giving her a bear hug.


  “Hi bro. How’ve you been?”


  “Incredibly hot. I’ve been on the beach a lot.” Ben dragged Hannah’s suitcase up the stairs, while she carried two heavy bags with food and toiletries. She put the food in the kitchen and walked to the door of her old bedroom.


  Opening the door, she fell silent for a moment. Everything was just as she remembered it. The big, comfortable bed in the corner, the sturdy table against the wall, the flowery curtains in front of the window looking out on the lake – it was like no time had passed at all.


  “I’ve already made your bed,” Ben pointed out, coming in after her and putting the suitcase down.


  “Thank you so much. That really helps. My back hurts from all the driving.”


  “Let’s go out for dinner tonight, then. We don’t need to cook. There’s a nice new place at the beach with grilled fish on the menu. We could try that.”


  “Sounds great!” Hannah went out to get the rest of her stuff from the car. In the meantime, Ben grabbed two beer cans from the fridge. He and Hannah toasted when they sat down on the porch.


  “To a long and carefree summer,” Hannah said.


  Ben grinned. “Sure thing. St. Mary’s Port has missed you.”


  “How’s Emily, by the way? I was thinking about her at the gas station. There was a Navajo guy walking around there from the same clan.” She felt herself blush and quickly took a swig of beer from her can.


  “She’s fine! She was asking about you.”


  “Does she still live in Naabi’aani?”


  Ben nodded. “Yeah, she just finished her studies. She’s a certified naturopath now. Her practice is on the rez, in Naabi’aani, but she also works at the homeopathic pharmacy in town.”


  “Wow! Good for her. And what about Josh - have you seen him yet?”


  “Sure. We meet every summer. He still lives there with his parents. He just finished high school.”


  Hannah smiled, staring out over the lake spreading out at the bottom of the hill like an unfathomable, giant mirror. It was great this place hadn’t changed in her absence. Everything was still as beautiful as she remembered, and their old friends were still around too.


  Hannah glanced down at her watch. “When does the pharmacy close? Do you think I’ll have time to say hello to Em?”


  “She’s not working today.” Ben dug up his cell phone. “But she will be tomorrow. She asked me to tell you to call her. I have her number here.”


  “I’ll send her a text. Once Emily starts talking, there’s no way to stop her.”


  After Hannah tapped out a text message to her old friend, she and Ben leisurely strolled to the beach and sat down at a table on the deck of ‘The Winking Shrimp’. Hannah let her gaze wander over the calm water of Lake Powell, where people were swimming, riding paddle-boats or walking along the shoreline. She took in the red rocks of Antelope Island across the water, their almost luminescent shapes like ancient castles in the setting sun. The nameless small island just off the coast looked like a dark, blood-red stain on the water.


  “We have new neighbors, by the way,” Ben told her. “The cabin to our right was bought by a couple with two daughters our age. Ivy and Amber.”


  “Oh, really? That’s great! Let’s organize a barbecue and invite them sometime.”


  “Good idea. I took the old barbecue from the shed yesterday and cleaned it. I was in one of those moods again.”


  “A cleaning mood? What do you mean, ‘again’?”


  Ben smirked. “As friendly as ever. Come on, pick something from the menu. Anything at all.”


  Hannah smiled. “Are you buying?”


  Ben opened his mouth to say something, then fell silent. His eyes widened. “Oh,” he mumbled, patting his pockets. “Oh, damn.”


  “Yeah, right. Drop the act.”


  “Look, I’m really sorry. I think I left my wallet in my car.”


  She laughed. “No worries. I’m used to your chaotic lifestyle by now.”


  “What do you mean, chaotic? I’m getting better at planning my life all the time. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice I brought my textbooks.”


  “I saw a pile of something in the living room, yes.”


  “Well, that pile means I’m gonna catch up on stuff from last year,” Ben said, a self-satisfied look on his face.


  “Good for you. Any resits straight after summer?”


  Ben didn’t reply. He was staring at the water. “Hey, I think Josh is on the beach.” He got up from his chair. “Hold on, I’ll tell him we’re sitting over here.” He walked off the deck toward the water. Hannah tried to see where he was going, but the beach was still quite crowded and soon she’d lost sight of him.


  After some minutes, she turned in her chair to see whether Ben was coming back yet. His glass of beer had been on the table for a while, and her brother hated lukewarm beer – with a passion. She spotted him down by the jetty with the small rowing boats, enthusiastically waving his arms and telling a tall guy next to him some elaborate story.


  Hannah swallowed hard and squinted against the sunlight. That guy next to Ben – but that couldn’t be. She couldn’t believe her eyes. That was the Navajo guy. The guy who’d laughed at her poor attempt at singing. The guy who’d playfully said hello and given her this intense look while she gaped at him like a dumbstruck idiot. So Ben knew him?


  Her heart skipped a beat when she suddenly realized why the local native hunk was walking next to her brother.


  That was Josh.


  


  


  Two


  


  


  This couldn’t be happening.


  How could she have missed that it was Josh? Then again, he’d changed in four years’ time. Nobody aged seventeen should even be allowed to look that grown-up. Ben’s younger, scrawny Navajo side-kick was most definitely a thing of the past.


  All of a sudden, Hannah was painfully aware of the creases in her T-shirt, her poor excuse for a hairdo and the bags under her eyes. On top of that, there was sheer panic. Panic because all those trivial things apparently acutely mattered to her so much. She had to get a grip. He was seventeen and she was twenty-three. She was miles above all this.


  Hannah forced herself to let out her breath, releasing her death grip on the table at the same time. Still turned around in her seat, she shouted to Ben: “Your beer is getting warm! Hurry up.” Then her eyes darted to Josh, who was now coming up to the table.


  “Oh – hey,” she managed to say in a surprised tone of voice. Again, the same line. Sure, why not? Since it had worked so well the first time around.


  “Hi.” He sank down on the chair next to her. “Again.”


  “So… I already met you this afternoon.” Hannah tried to give him a casual smile, quickly reaching out to shake Josh’s hand. He grabbed hers and she felt the water on his skin. He’d just been swimming in the lake. Drops of water still clung to his broad shoulders, and his hair was wet at the tips.


  “Yep.” His grin suddenly made him look cheeky and young, but incredibly irresistible. “I must say, it was a touching reunion.”


  Hannah laughed nervously. “So, you recognized me?”


  “Of course. But I guess you didn’t see it was me.”


  Hannah bit her lip. “No.”


  “I see,” he said softly. “Is that why you blushed when I said hi?”


  Hannah froze, praying to the heavens she wouldn’t blush yet again. “Um, yes. I was a bit surprised, I guess.” She slowly pulled her hand from his, quickly grabbing her glass to busy herself.


  “So you already ran into each other today?” Ben asked with a smile, apparently unaware of the tension between them. “Small world, right?” He gulped down some beer and pulled a face. “Yuck. It’s too warm.”


  “Order a new one,” Josh suggested. “And while you’re at it, order me an apple juice.”


  “Fine with me. I forgot my wallet. Hannah’s buying tonight.”


  “Am I?” Hannah raised her eyebrows. “You think I’ll be more generous now that Josh is sitting with us?”


  “I’m counting on it,” Ben replied with a smug face. “Josh, what would you like to eat?”


  “I could do with some grilled trout.”


  Hannah nodded. “Great, that’s what we were having anyway. I’ll go tell them to put some extra trout on the grill.”


  “I can go,” Ben offered.


  “Nah, I’ll go. I have to go to the restroom anyway.”


  Plus she didn’t want to be stuck on her own with Josh all of a sudden. She got up and made her way through the crowd seated at the small wooden tables on the deck. After going into the restaurant and changing their order with the first waiter she spotted, she went to the ladies’ room to give herself a good talking-to in the mirror over the sinks.


  “Hannah Darson,” she told herself sternly, while trying to untangle her messy hair. “You’re going to act normally around Josh. You’ve known him since he was shitting his diapers. You taught him how to color inside the lines. You helped him build sandcastles on the beach. This will end right here.”


  She closed her eyes, remembering how Josh had stepped onto the deck and approached their table – his swimming trunks just a little bit too low-slung on his hips, his shoulders just a little bit too broad for a seventeen-year-old, the muscles in his arms just a little bit too taut to take her eyes off them, and the look in his eyes just a bit too wise for his age.


  No. This would not be so easy.
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  When Hannah came back, Ben was just lighting a cigarette.


  “Nasty habit,” Josh remarked.


  “Isn’t tobacco a holy plant in your culture?” Ben threw back, taking a drag.


  Josh grinned. “Still.” He eyed Hannah as she sat down again.


  “Don’t ask me to back you up,” she said. “I only quit myself a few months ago.”


  “You were a smoker? I don’t remember that.”


  “Just for a short while. During my last year with Greg, when I started working. Mainly stress-related, I guess.”


  “Oh,” Josh said, staring into his glass of apple juice. He was silent for a moment. “So… you guys broke up?”


  “Yeah, about eight months ago.”


  “And now? Are you dating someone else?”


  Discussing her love life with him was the strangest sensation. Last time she’d seen Josh, he’d just been a young boy. Hannah cleared her throat and quickly shook her head. “No, actually. I’m fine on my own. You know, a bit of me-time. I need freedom.”


  In the silence that followed, she cringed. In hindsight, that hadn’t come out the way she wanted. In fact, she positively sounded like she wasn’t interested in dating for the next ten years. All she needed was a T-shirt saying ‘Don’t Ask Me Out’.


  “You know, you’ve always needed freedom,” Josh suddenly said warmly. “You’re like a butterfly. Beautiful, fragile, and hard to catch.”


  Hannah blinked. What the hell was she supposed to say to that?


  Fortunately, Ben saved her from another awkward silence. “Are you exploring your Navajo background again, Josh? White Americans don’t believe in totem animals, FYI.”


  The conversation continued, mainly between Ben and Josh. Hannah decided to play wallflower for the rest of the evening, so she wouldn’t blurt out more stupid remarks or blush again when Josh teased her.


  “I’ll pick you up in my car tomorrow,” Josh told Ben after their trout dinner. “We should go fishing. Grilling your own fish is so much better.”


  “You have your own car?” Hannah asked in surprise, temporarily forgetting she wanted to stay out of the conversation.


  “Yeah, a Mustang. My family gave it to me when I passed driver’s ed.”


  “How about that motorcycle? Don’t tell me you own a vehicle fleet on the rez.”


  “No. I borrow the bike from my cousin sometimes.”


  “You have a license for the bike, too?”


  Josh shrugged. “No one’s ever pulled me over,” he replied placidly. “Don’t tell on me.” He gave her a conspiratorial smile, and her heart skipped a beat. Why did he have the power to do this to her?


  “Are you planning on passing the test at some point, though?” she quickly went on.


  “Yeah, when I turn eighteen and get some extra money.” Josh leaned into her. “It’s my birthday soon, so maybe that will ease your mind.”


  “That’s right!” Ben exclaimed. “Beginning of August, right? Are you going to have a party?”


  “Of course he will,” Hannah said. “He’s going to be a real man!” Hopefully, Josh hadn’t caught her scooting away as he leaned into her like that. She thought he was man enough now to make her heartbeat go through the roof when he came so close.


  Josh laughed. “Actually, I already am. In our tribe, the initiation ritual where a boy turns into a man takes place on the boy’s fourteenth birthday. We all take a vision quest.”


  Ben whistled. “Wow, you grew up early.”


  “You’re right.” Josh grew silent, staring into the distance. He suddenly seemed lost in thought.


  Hannah observed Ben in surprise. How strange Josh had been through an important ritual without telling Ben about it. Judging from the confused look in Ben’s eyes, this was the first time he heard about Josh’s vision quest.


  “Well, I still think you should throw a party,” she said, breaking the uneasy silence.


  Josh blinked and nodded slowly, coming back to reality. “Yeah, I will. Consider yourselves invited.”


  The waitress showed up to clear the table and put down three dessert menus. Ben quickly picked out what he wanted, and took Hannah by the hand when the jazz band in the corner started playing ‘I ‘ve Got You Under My Skin’.


  “Come on, let’s dance,” he suggested, pulling her from her seat.


  Hannah followed her brother to the edge of the deck, where they stepped onto the sand. Within minutes, more dancing couples had joined them on the beach.


  “I’m so glad I’m going to be here all summer,” Hannah sighed, beaming at Ben. “My first year of teaching was kind of stressful. I needed this. It’s just like old times.”


  Ben smiled. “That’s why I said you should spend your vacation in St. Mary’s Port. It’s the best place to relax and let go of things. I knew you’d enjoy a nostalgic summer.”


  The song had come to an end. With a start, Hannah saw Josh coming toward them from the corner of her eye. Her heart sped up to a hum. Was he going to ask her to –


  Josh casually tapped Ben on the shoulder. “Can I have the next dance?”


  “Sure.” Ben shrugged, letting go of his sister. Hannah felt her heart in her throat when Josh lightly put one hand on her back and used the other to grab her hand.


  “Do I have your permission too?” Josh asked with a smile as Ben walked back to the table.


  “Y- yes.” She was momentarily lost for words.


  “Wow, you sound eager,” he said dryly.


  Hannah laughed nervously, realizing she sounded just like the giggling freshman girls she’d taught this year. Maybe she should have been more understanding toward them – she wasn’t doing a whole lot better at the moment.


  “Uhm…” Hannah started out, fumbling indecisively. “I don’t really know what to do.” Because obviously, she’d been wasting her money taking dancing lessons for two years. She couldn’t come up with anything. Anything. Except pressing her body against him and hoping it would look like some sort of dance.


  Josh smiled. “Come here.” He pulled her even closer. Hannah felt his body against hers, his hand on her lower back.


  “Put your chin on my shoulder,” he mumbled into her ear.


  “But – I won’t be able to see where we’re going.” Immediately, she realized just how stupid that sounded. Like Josh would abduct her while dancing on the beach, with her brother in plain sight.


  She heard him chuckle. “I’ll give you a live report. Okay?”


  Hannah gave up and put her head on his shoulder. She stared at the tables on the deck, the beach stretching out behind them, and the blood-red evening sky. If only the beauty of the surroundings would calm her, but it didn’t. The warmth coming off Josh’s body and his arms around her completely confused her. Although Josh had promised her a live report, he didn’t speak at all during their dance together. He turned her around in a circular dance that had no name, but she didn’t care. It felt perfect.


  Did Josh even have the slightest idea of the effect he had on her? She would have loved to glance up and see the look in his eyes, but she didn’t dare. Hannah’s gaze wandered over his shoulders, where small grains of sand were stuck to his skin, catching the light from the setting sun. They reminded her of stardust, and of the starry skies she’d always looked up at when she was a little girl, lying in the grass, finding the constellations.


  Her eye fell on a birthmark under Josh’s collarbone. It was shaped like an animal. Strange – she couldn’t remember seeing it before.


  “Did you always have that mark?” she wondered softly, absently touching his skin with her index finger. Josh stopped breathing, and she looked up. He was staring at her hand, and then briefly at her. His gaze drifted to the sand below their feet.


  “No,” he replied after a long, awkward silence. “Last time you saw me I didn’t have it yet. I got it – after that.”


  “Oh.” Well, that was weird. After all, they were called ‘birthmarks’ because people were born with them. “It’s shaped like an animal,” she pointed out, suddenly realizing her hand was still on his chest. She quickly let it slide down.


  “A bear,” he said crisply. He avoided her eyes and scanned the deck behind them. “Let’s go eat our ice creams.”


  Hannah frowned. Something in his attitude had clearly changed after she mentioned his birthmark. “Look, I’m sorry if I was prying.”


  He looked down at her, a sudden touch of tenderness in his eyes. “You’re not prying,” he said softly. Then he pressed his lips to her hand – the hand he was still holding – in a quick, soft kiss. He stepped back and headed toward the table. Hannah let her hand fall to her side, exhaling slowly.


  With a sour face, she rubbed her forehead. Yep, Ben was absolutely right. St. Mary’s Port was definitely the best place to relax and let go of things.


  


  Three


  


  


  That night, Hannah strolled back home in silence, Ben walking next to her. She would have liked to share with him how the evening with Josh had confused her, but perhaps she wasn’t ready for Ben to know yet. Still, it felt weird not to say anything to him. She always talked to Ben about everything that was on her mind, and he was the same with her.


  Absently, she looked up to see some people sitting on the porch of the neighboring house, their faces illuminated by the large candle on the table they were sitting at.


  “Let’s go and say hi,” Ben said, following her gaze. He waved at the new neighbors and pulled Hannah along to their front porch.


  Hannah was quickly introduced to the Greene family – Ivy and Amber, two red-haired sisters, and their parents Paul and Sarah. She and Ben sat down on one of the porch benches to tell the neighbors some stories about their previous summers in St. Mary’s Port.


  As Ben told Paul where the best fishing spots were, Hannah’s gaze wandered to the book Amber had in her lap. “Herbal Remedies,” she read from the cover. “You reading that for fun or for school?”


  Amber shrugged. “I’m going to study naturopathy after the summer, but I haven’t started yet. So I guess that means it’s for fun.”


  Hannah chuckled. Yup, she and Amber would get along well. “Well, if you like picking herbs and wild plants, you should help me and Ben sometime. We’re going to do a barbecue with some friends from the reservation soon. We used to do those at the lake every summer. Ben and Josh would catch fresh fish, and Emily and I would pick berries. Like real hunter-gatherers.”


  “We’d love to join you! Dad taught us how to fish,” Ivy offered. “With us on your team, you’ll never go hungry.”


  Hannah groaned. “What? Nobody wants to help me pick berries?”


  Ben chuckled, a large grin taking up his whole face. “Oh, don’t worry. Josh will help you out. I bet you can’t wait to go off into the woods with him.”


  Hannah opened and closed her mouth again, trying to suppress the blush creeping up her face. “Ben,” she hissed indignantly, shooting him a withering look.


  “What?” He shrugged vaguely, turning away from her to light a cigarette.


  After talking to the neighbours for a few more minutes, they decided to go back to their own cabin, wishing the Greenes a good night.


  As they trudged back to their own cabin in awkward silence, Hannah bit her lip. Shouldn’t she say something? Finally, Ben cleared his throat, sitting down on the porch steps. “Uhm – sorry I offended you before. You know.”


  “What do you mean?” Hannah replied softly.


  “About the woods.” Ben glanced sideways. “About Josh. I didn’t want to tick you off. You just seemed to have, like, a really great time with him tonight.”


  Hannah shifted. She couldn’t really deny Ben’s joke had made her uncomfortable – he’d seen her go red.


  “You didn’t tick me off,” she finally said, because Ben kept staring at her, his face a big question mark.


  “Then what?”


  Hannah sighed. She brushed an imaginary speck of dust from her skirt. “I felt caught.”


  “So you like Josh.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement. Hannah looked sideways, suddenly so nervous she wished she could take a drag of Ben’s cigarette. He followed her gaze and held out his cigarette. “Want to share?”


  “No, thanks. I shouldn’t start smoking again.”


  Ben shrugged. “So – do you?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Hannah muttered, staring at a dark stain in the wooden floor of the porch, suddenly thinking of Josh’s birthmark. “I mean – I’ve known him since forever.”


  “Seems like a good starting point.” Ben put an arm around her shoulders.


  Hannah snatched the cigarette from Ben’s fingers. “Just one drag,” she grumbled, displeased with herself and her bad habits.


  Ben gave her a warm smile. “I’m sorry, sis. I’ll stop goading you, okay?”


  Together, they finished the last bit of the cigarette and then went into the cabin for a good, long night’s sleep.
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  The next morning, Hannah was woken up by bright sunlight streaming in through the window, shining directly in her face. Oh crap – she hadn’t closed the curtains yesterday. Groaning, she turned her back to the window.


  Still a bit groggy, Hannah heard Ben talking on the phone in the kitchen. “No, she’s still asleep. I’ll say hello to her when she wakes up. How’s Paris?”


  That must be Katie on the phone. Her brother’s girlfriend was touring Europe by train during her summer break. Paris was the third city on her list.


  “You want more coffee?” a familiar voice suddenly addressed Ben.


  Oh. Josh was here, too. A slight smile tugged at her lips as she sat up in bed.


  Hannah listened absent-mindedly to one end of the conversation between Ben and Katie on the phone, not quite ready to step outside just yet. She was eager to talk to Josh, but the thought of having him around all morning actually made her nervous.


  Oh, geez. She was really into Josh. She couldn’t deny it.


  Hannah sat up straight, staring at herself in the mirror on the wall above her bed. She’d been in a steady relationship for years. It had been a while since she’d fallen in love. Was it even real? After all, what did she really know about this new, seventeen-year-old Josh? The thirteen-year-old boy from four summers ago seemed like a different person.


  She got dressed slowly, trying to get the creases out of her red linen dress. She put on a pair of black flip-flops and quickly dragged a comb through her hair before stepping out of the room. After all, there was no reason to show herself sporting a disastrous hairdo yet again.


  “Good morning,” she hollered upon entering the kitchen. Ben and Josh looked up from their breakfast plates with wide grins. “Enjoy,” she went on with a glance at the pile of pancakes on the table.


  “Did you sleep well?” Ben asked.


  “Like a log.”


  “Would you like some pancakes too?” Josh asked, nodding at the pile.


  “In a minute. First I’ll grab some O.J., and then I’ll have a shower.”


  “Why did you get dressed if you still need to take a shower?” Ben asked with a grin. “Were you wearing silly pajamas unfit for public display?”


  “Didn’t have any on. I forgot to pack them,” Hannah said without thinking. that. She could feel her cheeks flush and quickly turned around to pour herself some juice from the carton on the counter. “I’ll buy a pair of PJs in the village later on. And while I’m at it, can I get you guys anything?”


  Ben chuckled. “How about getting us some more fishing rods?”


  Hannah glared at him. “Sure, I’ll get the neighbors new fishing rods so I’ll be my own berry-picking team for the barbecue.”


  Josh looked up. “What barbecue?”


  “Why don’t you tell him about our barbecue plans while I hit the shower?” Hannah quickly stalked out of the kitchen before Ben could crack any more jokes about berry-picking and teaming up with Josh in the woods.


  When she got back to the kitchen freshly showered and made-up, the breakfast table was empty. That was a bit disappointing – Ben and Josh had already left without saying goodbye. Hannah sat down to make herself a small stack of pancakes with butter and syrup, humming along to the radio. Still whistling, she walked to the fridge to get some more orange juice, pouring herself a large glass. When she closed the fridge door, Josh was suddenly back in the kitchen, standing right next to her.


  “Oh, hi,” she said, a bit taken aback. “I thought the two of you had already left.”


  “We’re leaving in a minute.” He smiled at her. Hannah shuffled past him and sat down at the table again, gulping down a large swig of juice and cutting off a piece of her pancake.


  When she looked up. Josh was leaning against the kitchen counter, resting his hands on either side, staring back at her. She swallowed hard. Wasn’t this silence awkward? Maybe she should make conversation.


  “You want some?” she asked, pointing at the pancakes in front of her. “I can’t finish them all by myself.”


  He shook his head. “No, thanks. I’m full.”


  Hannah put the fork in her mouth and slowly chewed a bit of pancake.


  “So, what do you think?” Josh asked, a small smile dancing on his lips.


  “Uhm – tasty,” she mumbled with her mouth full. Puzzled, she looked back at him, and then it clicked. “Oh! Did you make them?”


  “Yep. Used special flour from the rez. Don’t look so baffled, I have many talents you have yet to discover.” He sported a cocky grin, and Hannah blinked, literally forcing the blood away from her face. He was doing it on purpose, she could feel it.


  “So it would seem.” She laughed nervously. “Well, at least they taste a lot better than Ben’s baking blunders.”


  “Hey, that sounds like a cool name for a bakery. Can’t you just picture it as a store sign - ‘Ben’s Baking Blunders’?” He made a stately gesture.


  Hannah burst out giggling, nearly choking on her pancake. Josh quickly walked over to her and carefully patted her back. “You okay? I’m sorry I’m so hilarious.”


  “You’re too modest.” Hannah coughed, catching her breath again before she looked up at him, suddenly registering that his hand was still on her back. It made her insides turn to goo.


  Right at that moment, Ben entered the kitchen. “I found the air beds,” he told Josh, his gaze wandering from Josh’s hand to Hannah’s flustered face. Why did she feel like he’d caught her doing something naughty?


  Josh let his hand fall from her back, taking a step toward Ben. “Good, let’s go then,” he said, suddenly in a hurry. He joined Ben and they clattered out of the kitchen.


  “See you tonight,” Ben shouted over his shoulder. “I’m cooking for us. You can invite Emily too!”


  “Yeah, I will.” She didn’t dare ask who exactly he meant by ‘us’.
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  At noon, Hannah threw her cell phone, keys, and purse into her handbag and left the cabin. It didn’t take long to find Grassroots, the vegetarian restaurant in the village center. Her gaze drifted to a Navajo girl sitting at a small table outside.


  “Uhm... Emily?” she ventured.


  The girl looked up from the magazine she’d been reading, a wide smile appearing on her face. “Hannah!” she exclaimed enthusiastically, getting to her feet. “You’re back!”


  “Em!” Hannah hugged her old friend tightly. “It’s great to see you again. You look good.”


  “Well, I should look good. I just had four weeks of vacation, so I’m well-rested. But I’m also really enjoying my new job now. I finished my studies in Tuba City two months ago, and I still had four weeks off before starting my job at the practice. I went camping by the lake near Navajo Mountain with my sister, and after that Yazzie and Josh helped me build my own hoghan in Naabi’aani. I don’t live with my parents anymore.”


  It turned out nothing had changed in the past four years – Em still talked at two hundred miles an hour.


  They went inside, chatting excitedly, and chose a table near the window. Emily ordered the day’s special for the two of them before pouring Hannah a glass of water from the jug on the table.


  “Hey, Josh wears an exact feather like that in his hair,” Hannah commented when Emily’s feathered hair bands caught her eye.


  “That’s right. His father’s clan is my mother’s clan. Feather People.” Emily shrugged. “Well, I don’t mind Josh copied my style. It looks good on him, don’t you think?”


  “Yeah, it does.” Hannah blushed. Of course, anything would look good on him. If Josh decided to wear a bucket on his head she’d still think it looked sexy. Quickly, she gulped down some water and stared intently at the menu. “Oh, by the way, Ben invited you to dinner tonight. He’s going to cook for us.”


  Emily’s face twisted. “Ben is going to cook?”


  “He’s going to try. No problem, we’ll help him. Besides, we still have some leftover pancakes from breakfast. Josh made them, with special flour from the rez.”


  Yup, she was definitely babbling. About Josh - while she was supposed to ask Em about herself, not harp on about her latest Navajo obsession. She was a bad friend.


  “I bet Josh is going to have a good time at Diné College,” Emily said. “I really liked the campus.”


  “So Josh is also going to Tuba City? He did tell us he was going to college after the summer, but he didn’t say where.”


  “Yeah, it’s about time he went to a reservation school. He was sort of rebellious during his senior year at Page High School.”


  “Oh, really? How so?”


  “The usual. Kicking against standard American culture, disobeying rules going against his traditional upbringing, refusing to use his last name on tests because the Diné don’t even originally use the binomial system. Oh, and when Josh and his band played this ‘anti-U.S.’ song by Blackfire – that’s a Diné band – he managed to offend the entire teaching staff. Blackfire’s lyrics aren’t exactly subtle.”


  Hannah smiled. “You sound like you kind of enjoyed their rebellion.”


  Emily grinned. “Oh, come on. Every generation needs rebels. Leave that to the Rezboyz.”


  “The Rezboyz? Sounds cool. What does Josh play in the band?”


  “The guitar. Amazingly well, by the way. I can’t believe he picked it up so fast. He sounded like a pro.”


  Great. Emily was unwittingly fueling her feelings for Josh even more by showering praise on his musical skills. This was driving her nuts. It was time to discuss a different subject. “By the way, we’re going to have a barbecue on Friday,” Hannah said. “We invited our new neighbors too.”


  “Sounds like fun. Count me in.”


  “Which days of the week are you off? I’d love to drop by Naabi’aani so I can admire your hoghan.”


  “Come by on Saturday. I’m not working, plus there’s a dance and a rodeo. Remember Hosteen, our old neighbor? His family’s organizing it.”


  After lunch, Emily went back for her afternoon shift in the pharmacy, leaving Hannah to do some shopping on her own. She made her way to St Mary’s small main street for her second mission of the day – buying PJs she deemed fit for public display.


  


  Four


  


  


  "We’re back!" Ben’s voice boomed like a foghorn when he entered the kitchen, just as Hannah emerged from the shower. She’d spent the rest of the afternoon sunbathing on the beach.


  “I’ll get dressed!” Hannah shouted back through the door with a chuckle. Quickly, she slipped into a black summer dress and ran a comb through her wet hair.


  “What’s for dinner tonight?” she asked casually, stepping into the kitchen. Her gaze landed on Josh, who had his back turned to her.


  Ben was rummaging through the fridge. “No idea,” he mumbled.


  “Sounds promising,” she deadpanned.


  Josh let out a chuckle, turning around to face her. “Well, at least we still have those pancakes.”


  “Did you invite Emily?” Ben asked.


  “Yeah, she’ll be here around seven, once she gets off work. Oh, she said she’d bring dessert.”


  “Great. That’s one thing less to worry about, then.” Ben closed the fridge. “I’ll take the car and drive to the store.” He got the keys from the kitchen table and stomped off toward the door.


  “Wait up,” Hannah mumbled, following Ben without thinking. Maybe she should come with him. The thought of staying behind with only Josh for company made her a little bit nervous.


  “You need anything?” Ben gave her a puzzled look.


  She hesitated, suddenly feeling like an idiot for practically running away from the log cabin. “Yeah, why don’t you buy me some oranges. See you soon.”


  Grudgingly, Hannah walked back in. “You want anything to drink?” she asked Josh.


  “Sure. Some bottled water, if you have it.”


  Hannah sat down at the table, pouring him some water. When she met his gaze, she caught Josh eyeing her with a half-smile.


  “What are you humming?” he asked softly.


  Hannah felt her cheeks go warm. “I was humming?”


  He chuckled. “Yeah, you were. Didn’t you notice?”


  “No. Maybe it’s because I’m working on a song.”


  “Really? You should play something tonight. You brought your guitar, right?”


  She shook her head. “I haven’t finished composing it yet,” she said shyly, suddenly remembering how Emily had praised his guitar talents. She probably couldn’t hold a candle to him.


  “No worries. Let me know when you’re done.”


  Hannah nodded, shifting on her chair self-consciously. Why couldn’t she have a relaxed conversation with Josh anymore? “So what have you guys been up to today?” she quickly asked.


  “Oh, we drove to Antelope Point Marina. We tried out Ben’s new fishing rods, but we didn’t catch anything. Too crowded, I guess.”


  “So Ben bought new rods? Well, I hope you’ll catch more on Friday. If not, it’s going to be an embarrassing party. We invited three more people for the barbecue.”


  “I’m sure they’ll take the bait here at St. Mary’s Port.”


  “Hungry fish.” Hannah got up. “Speaking of which – I’m kind of hungry myself. How about some olives and crackers before we start cooking?”


  She grabbed a container of potato salad, a jar of olives, and some garlic butter from the fridge, shoving everything into Josh’s hands before dashing to the kitchen cupboard to get some crackers.


  Josh put the snacks on the table, one arm carelessly slung over the back of his chair. His long hair moved in the breeze coming from the fan in the corner. A gleam was dancing in his dark eyes as he watched her. Did he sense how awkward she felt?


  “You want white or whole-wheat crackers?” she managed to choke out, holding up two different packs.


  “I don’t care,” Josh replied. “Whatever you’re having.”


  Hannah picked whole-wheat and sat down to spread some garlic butter on them. “Damn, that butter is rock-hard,” she muttered. As she tried to smoothen it out with her knife, she accidentally broke the cracker in two.


  Josh snickered. “Here. Have some salad.” He pushed the container of potato salad toward her.


  “You play the guitar too, right?” she quickly asked, to avoid another silence. “What kind of music do you guys play?”


  “The Rezboyz mainly play cover songs by Diné bands.”


  “That’s what Emily told me. Rebellious Blackfire stuff, huh?”


  He shot her a lopsided smile. “You and Em were gossiping about me?”


  “No, we weren’t.” Hannah blushed. “We only said nice things about you, I swear.”


  “Thanks. You’re a true friend.”


  “You’re welcome.” Hannah rolled her eyes. “Besides, I wouldn’t know what nasty things to say about you.”


  “Oh, I bet Em told you I was nearly pulled off stage by angry teachers during the school talent show.”


  “Yup. She said the Rezboyz were provoking the audience.”


  He laughed. “The lyrics are kind of, uhm, politically incorrect.”


  “You write your own songs, too?”


  “Yes, but my songs are much more mellow.”


  “So, you’re going to play some of your songs tonight?”


  Josh tilted his head. “Only if you promise me you’ll play me some of yours at the barbecue on Friday.”


  Hannah bit her lip. “Fine.”


  He smiled. “Come on. You know you can sing. I was truly impressed with your performance at the gas station.”


  She moaned. “Shut up, or I’ll never have the courage to sing again.”


  “But I’m serious!” Josh gave her a crooked grin. “You sounded so passionate, yet so aggressive.”


  “Shut. Up.” She tried to sound stern, but failed. With a wide grin, she grabbed a piece of the broken cracker from her plate and threw it against Josh’s shoulder. He stared at his shoulder, remaining silent for a few seconds.


  “Food fight!” he suddenly hollered, unexpectedly throwing an olive from his plate against her forehead.


  “You’re on!” Hannah grabbed the bottle of water from the table and splashed some in Josh’s face. Sputtering, he got up, ran around the table and filched the bottle from her. The next thing she felt was a stream of water running down her back. Jumping up from her chair, she went after him. “Give it to me!” she laughed, grabbing the bottleneck, covering his hand. He put out his other hand and in turn covered her hand with his.


  “No,” he said defiantly, holding her gaze.


  Hannah fell silent. She looked up at Josh, feeling the warmth of his hands on hers. Gingerly, she grabbed the bottom of the bottle and half-heartedly tried to twist it from his hands. “Let go,” she mumbled.


  He took a step forward. “No,” he repeated, more softly. He leaned into her, his dark eyes fastening on her face. Hannah’s heart started to beat wildly. Suddenly, she knew for absolutely sure he was going to pull her and the bottle against his chest. He was going to kiss her. Swallowing hard, she took a step back in confusion. Maybe this was getting too close, too fast.


  "Josh..." she started, suddenly lost for words.


  The silence stretched.


  "I’m sorry," he finally mumbled, letting go of the bottle.


  Oh great. Somehow, she’d managed to make it sound like she was telling him off. Josh probably wouldn’t come close to her in the next two decades. She had to fix this.


  But sadly, she didn’t get the chance. The front door swung open. “Hey! I’m here!” Emily hollered enthusiastically.


  Grumbling inwardly, Hannah put the bottle back on the table, desperately seeking Josh’s eyes, but he’d turned away from her to make his way to the living room. “I’m going to get your guitar, okay?” he muttered, disappearing through the door.


  Hannah shot her friend a bashful look. “Hi, Em.”


  Emily’s eyes drifted over the puddles on the floor and the crumbs on the table. “Okay, what happened here?”


  “Accident.” Hannah practically ran over to the sink to get a rag. “I’ll clean it up.” She started scrubbing the table and only stopped her maniacal cleaning attack when she noticed Emily was watching her from a corner of the kitchen with amusement in her eyes. Emily cleared her throat. “Let me rephrase that,” she said with a chuckle. “What happened here?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Yeah, sure. I was just imagining all that awkwardness when I came in a minute ago.”


  “Yeah, you were. There’s nothing wrong.”


  Emily looked sideways to the living room door and raised her eyebrows. “O-kayy,” she drew out. “Whatever you say. Where do you want me to put the dessert?” She pointed at the plastic bag on the kitchen table.


  “What is it?”


  “Apple pie.”


  “Sounds good,” Josh said, walking into the kitchen. He was carrying Hannah’s guitar in one hand. “Do you mind?” he asked, holding it up.


  “No, of course not,” Hannah assured him. “I’ve been told you play well.”


  Emily smiled. “Like Mike Knopfler.” She padded toward the fridge. “Shall I put it in here?”


  Hannah looked nonplussed. “What… the guitar?”


  “No, you idiot, the apple pie. Not the sharpest tool today, are you?”


  “Here comes today’s chef,” Ben announced at that instant, appearing in the doorway with two bulging grocery bags in his hands. He put the bags on the floor to hug Emily. “Hi Em! Are you going to join Hannah and be my second kitchen assistant?”


  “That might be wise,” Emily grinned.


  “I’ll go sit outside on the porch and play something.” Josh held up the guitar. “The kitchen is too small for four people anyway.”


  “Lazy rezzy,” Ben tsked.


  Josh gave him an innocent smile. “Arrogant paleface,” he replied placidly.


  Hannah grabbed the bag of tomatoes to cut. The kitchen window was slightly ajar, and she could hear Josh plucking the strings and humming a tune. Emily was right – he sounded wonderful. His voice was deep and melodic. She hoped he’d play some more music after dinner. If he did, she’d stick to her end of the deal and play something on Friday. Which meant she had to try and come up with awesome lyrics to accompany that melody she’d been working on within the next two days. No pressure.


  Just then, Emily poked her. “Drifting off?” she giggled, looking at the tomato on Hannah’s cutting board. She’d chopped it in at least thirty pieces.


  “Yeah, I guess. I’m a bit tired.”


  “So, what was up with Josh? He seemed a bit out of sorts when I came in.”


  “Oh, nothing. We were having a water fight and I got annoyed with him. He didn’t want to help me clean up.” Brilliant. She sounded like a fifty-year-old schoolmarm. Maybe she should just shut up and stick to chopping vegetables for a while.
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  “This spaghetti is fantastic,” Emily commented, once they were all sitting on the porch having dinner. Ben looked proud of himself.


  “Yeah, great tomato sauce,” Josh agreed. “Maybe you can make some more of this stuff when you come to the rodeo on the rez this Saturday.” It was tradition to bring some food for the family organizing the event.


  Hannah finished her last bit of Coke and got up to get some more. No one seemed to pay attention to her, but when she got to the kitchen, Ben turned out to have followed her.


  “What’s suddenly going on between you and Josh?” he asked flat-out, his eyes searching her face.


  She shifted uncomfortably. “Uhm, what do you mean?”


  Ben shook his head with a smile. “Don’t give me that line. Something definitely happened when I was gone. Josh is acting weird. He keeps sneaking glances at you. You know – the same way you struggle not to stare at him. Did you guys kiss or something?”


  A flush raced under Hannah’s skin. “Uhm, no,” she stammered. “For a moment, I thought he … so I pulled away… so, he must think I…” Her voice trailed off.


  “You want me to tell Josh you like him?” Ben somehow always managed to decipher her incoherent rants. “Man to man?”


  “No, Ben. Please. Just keep out of it, will you? I just have to think it over, okay?”


  Her brother smiled. “Okay. Whatever. Relax. I’ll sit back and wait while you think things over for the next two months.”


  Hannah pulled a face. “You know me too well.”


  They went back outside and sat down at the table. Emily and Josh were just talking about traveling.


  “I made a trip to the four holy mountains last spring,” Josh said.


  “On foot?” Hannah asked incredulously. She knew the Navajo legend of the mountains bordering Diné territory on four sides, as defined by their ancestors. Today’s Navajo Nation was within the imaginary lines formed by connecting the holy mountains on the map.


  “I went by car,” Josh replied. “Walking it was a bit too much for me.”


  “Wow! I’m surprised you left the rebellious motorcycle at home.”


  “Well, it was sort of a pilgrimage for me. I didn’t think it was appropriate to break the law. I left our village at dawn and visited the mountain in the west first.”


  “Why there?” Hannah inquired. “Shouldn’t you start in the east? Where the sun comes up?” Okay, she sounded like Miss Smarty-Pants, but she didn’t mind airing her knowledge to impress Josh a bit.


  “I had my reasons. I wanted to evoke the powers of our ancestors, feel the spirits of the past, and go back in time.”


  Hannah blinked and couldn’t help staring at him. What he said was beautiful. Josh was the most unusual seventeen-year-old guy she had ever met.


  “The Diné all have a strong bond with the past, huh?” Ben said. “It really fascinates me. You always have a story for every occasion, and everything is connected. Balanced. What’s the word for it again?”


  “Hózhó,” Hannah supplied. “Right?”


  Josh nodded. “You know what, this is the right moment to sing my song for you guys. It’s about balance and beauty.” He got Hannah’s guitar from behind his chair.


  “What’s it called?” Ben asked.


  “ ‘In Beauty May I Walk’. It’s a translation of a famous Diné prayer.”


  “Wow, you put that to music?” Emily smiled. “Let’s hear it!”


  Josh started to play. Hannah leaned forward in her chair and cupped her chin in her hands, her elbows leaning on the table. She stared at him. The melody he was playing and the words he was singing were so beautiful and so fragile that she hardly dared to breathe. She didn’t want to make any unnecessary sound. He sang about returning seasons, birds and butterflies, and the dew at his feet on the trail of life.


  Ben was the first to break the silence when the song was over. “Wow, Josh, that was great. You’re really talented. I feel honored you wanted to sing this for us.”


  Josh looked up shyly. “I’m glad you liked it.”


  “I bet Sani is going to be on your case for changing the words of the prayer, though,” Emily said with a wink.


  “He changed something?” Ben said.


  “Yeah, in the second verse. The original doesn’t feature butterflies.”


  “That’s right.” Josh carefully put the guitar against the porch railing. “I liked the lyrics better that way.” His gaze drifted to Hannah, who fell silent, remembering how Josh had compared her to a butterfly yesterday evening. But he couldn’t possibly have changed the lyrics of his traditional song with her in mind. That was absurd.


  “Shall I clear the table?” she offered, so no one would stare at the slight blush creeping up her face. “Let’s make room for the coffee and apple pie.” She started to clear away the plates, and was happy Emily got up to help her.


  “Who’s Sani?” Hannah asked curiously as she and Em were rinsing the plates in the kitchen sink.


  “You never met him?”


  “Not that I’m aware of, no.”


  “Well, I’m not surprised. He is our traditional medicine man, our hataalii.” Em’s voice dropped a notch. “Sani used to stay out of our clan affairs. That’s why you probably never noticed him when you hung out with us in Naabi’aani when we were teenagers. But lately, he’s been minding our business a lot more, ever since...” She hesitated. “Ever since Josh grew closer to him. Josh is also part of the Feather Clan. It’s been four years since things started to change, and it has to do with the special position Josh seems to have within the tribe, according to the hataalii.”


  Hannah’s curiosity piqued. “So – what kind of position is that?” Apparently, Josh had gone through more than just one metamorphosis in the years of her absence.


  “No one knows exactly. It all started when Josh came back from his vision quest. It’s common for a teenager to consult the elderly people in the village after returning from a quest, so nobody batted an eyelid when he went to Sani for advice. But people did raise eyebrows when it turned out he only wanted to talk to Sani, and refused to even speak to his grandparents about what he saw.”


  “And now what?”


  “Now? He’s just part of the community in Naabi’aani. But at the same time, it feels like he’s standing on the sidelines. Sani talks about him as if we should treat him with more respect than you’d expect for a seventeen-year-old guy from a normal clan. To tell you the truth, I’m a bit puzzled Josh still hangs out with Ben like nothing changed.”


  Hannah stared out of the kitchen window, absent-mindedly piling the plates in the sink. She didn’t know what to say.


  Emily sighed. “Look, it’s not like Josh doesn’t belong anymore. He’s still part of us, of our clans, but he’s just ... different. Sometimes it’s like Sani interferes in his life too much and doesn’t allow him to be a teenager anymore.”


  “But I don’t see any awkwardness between you and Josh. You seem to be relaxed around him.”


  “That’s because I’m not on the rez now. I feel free here, and Josh is more relaxed outside of Naabi’aani too, though he does tense up occasionally.”


  True – Josh had suddenly been miles away when she asked him about his birthmark last night. What had that been about?


  Emily coughed. “I can’t help but notice that Josh is different around you, though. Not as relaxed as with Ben. He looks at you. So intently.”


  “You noticed, huh?”


  Emily smiled faintly. “Well, I’m not blind, thank you very much.” She gave her friend a mischievous smile, then put a hand on Hannah’s shoulder. “Be careful, okay? I know what Josh can be like. One moment he’s letting people in, the next he’s pushing them away. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”


  At that moment, Ben walked into the kitchen and girl time was over. They helped Ben cut the pie and pour coffee and tea for the four of them. When they came back outside with the drinks and trays of food, Josh was sitting on the porch steps, gazing into the distance, as if his mind had wandered to a place where he could feel the spirits of the past.


  


  Five


  


  


  When Hannah woke up the next morning, the house was strangely quiet. As she stepped into the kitchen, her gaze drifted to the driveway. Ben’s car was gone, so he was probably visiting Josh in Naabi’aani today. Well, so much the better. She could do with a day of peace and quiet, without having to worry about other people. Especially after yesterday and all the awkwardness with Josh.


  At eleven o’clock, she got into her car and drove away with a backpack full of food and drinks, enough to last her all day. On a sudden whim, she decided to drive to Page. The small town had a library she wanted to visit, although she couldn’t remember where exactly it was situated. The last time she’d borrowed a book there was when she’d been fifteen.


  After parking the car, Hannah strolled to Church Row, a street with tiny shops, restaurants and a lot of old church buildings. A second-hand music store immediately caught her eye. Several crates of vinyl were on display underneath the awning outside.


  Wow, that shade looked really inviting. The heat outside was already scorching, so Hannah thankfully slipped under the canopy and rifled through the crate of records right next to the entrance. She loved vinyl. One of her most prized possessions back home was a turntable.


  Her eyes drifted to the shop window. Inside, there was even more music for sale. She should check out the CD selection next.


  Suddenly, her breath hitched. A familiar-looking someone was bent over the A-to-C section. It was Josh.


  He looked up, as if he’d felt the weight of her stare, and Hannah quickly ducked her head again. She didn’t want him to think she was spying on him. Inconspicuously, she glanced up through her eyelashes. Josh was still looking at her, standing in the back of the store, without waving at her or making any move to attract her attention. Hannah couldn’t see whether Ben was also there, but he couldn’t be far. Josh and Ben had planned to spend the day together, after all.


  Why was Josh staring at her like this? Why didn’t he come outside and say hi? Hannah swallowed and wiped the sweat off her forehead. She felt strange. Grabbing the crate of records, she tried to keep her balance. A buzzing sound filled her head and she felt dizzier by the minute.


  And all of a sudden, she knew that this had happened before, having the strongest, strangest sense of déjà vu ever. It was like she’d felt this a long time ago. This feeling of longing for Josh, and at the same time, this total sense of separation from him. A sharp, stabbing pain in her heart because all he did was observe her, unwilling to move, unable to reach out and touch her.


  What was happening to her? Staggering backwards, she fumbled in her bag to find a bottle of water. Maybe the heat outside was becoming too much for her. She couldn’t shake the absurd feeling that Josh was somehow pushing her away.


  Well, she wouldn’t be the one to break the spell by walking into the store and saying hello. If he didn’t want to talk to her, fine. That was his choice.


  Still feeling slightly dazed, Hannah turned around and took several deep breaths, her vision becoming clear again. It was time to stick to her original plan and visit the library. The building would be air-conditioned, so she could cool down and get herself together.


  She grabbed her backpack and hurried to the street corner where she’d spotted a town map in the bus stop. Without looking back at the store, she made her way to South Lake Powell Boulevard and climbed the broad stone steps leading up to the library. Once inside, she plunked down on the nearest couch she saw and opened her bag.


  To her own surprise, she pulled out her notebook and a pen instead of her water bottle. That feeling of déjà vu had given her a sudden flash of inspiration. Frantically scribbling, she jotted down a set of lyrics for her song. No way would she have the guts to sing it to Josh, like, ever, but at least she’d managed to get the confusing emotions out of her system for now.


  Hannah put away the notebook before getting up and wandering through the library, slowly making her way to the section on religion and spirituality. After a bit of browsing, she picked four books about Navajo religion and vision quests. Flopping down on a couch next to the Mythology shelves, she put the pile of books on her lap and got out her notebook once more.


  “A young man coming back from a vision quest sometimes carries material objects or otherwise symbolical marks handed down to him by his spiritual guide,” she mumbled to herself, scanning the page for more information. Josh had seen or experienced something during his vision quest that he didn’t want to discuss with anyone except Sani. Could that bear-shaped birthmark have something to do with it? She was almost certain he’d gotten it after his quest. He hadn’t had it last time she’d seen him, and he’d looked so absent-minded when she’d asked him. So faraway.


  Hannah jolted when her cell phone started to vibrate in her bag. It was a message from Ben. “sis! r u in page 2?? i just saw ur car :)”


  She stared at the text. Ben’s message made it painfully clear that Josh hadn’t told Ben she’d been outside the music store. So he obviously didn’t want to talk to her. Heck, he hadn’t even tried to run after her or call her.


  She dropped the phone in her lap, feeling miserable. Okay, Josh had every right to think she wasn’t interested in him after the ‘kitchen incident’. But he didn’t have the right to ignore her like he was doing now. Why was he acting like that?


  “You know what? Screw this,” she mumbled, switching off her phone. No meeting up with Ben when Josh was tagging along. Things were complicated enough as they were. Besides, she had a perfectly good reason to switch off her phone – she was in the library.


  A voice interrupted her train of thought. “Excuse me. You still reading that?”


  Hannah looked up and saw a brown-haired guy standing next to the couch, pointing at the book about Navajo religion lying on top of her bag. He looked about her age.


  “I’m sort of done with it,” she replied. “Why? You want to borrow it?”


  The guy grimaced. “You could say that. I’ve been searching the library for that book for hours.”


  “Oh, I’m so sorry! I just took it from the shelf to flip through it.”


  “Yeah, thought so. According to the computer system, no one borrowed it, so I knew it still had to be on the premises. My most recent genius idea was to look for people reading books inside the library.”


  “What do you need it for?”


  “I’m writing part of my dissertation about the Navajo culture.” The guy extended his hand. “My name’s Nick, by the way.”


  “I’m Hannah.” She shook his hand. “Well, in that case you’ve come to the right place. Page isn’t far from the reservation.”


  Nick flopped down on the couch despondently. “You make it sound so easy. The truth is, I don’t know anybody in Navajo Nation, and most Navajos aren’t exactly eager to talk to a paleface asking them all kinds of questions about their culture and customs. So books are my best friends at the moment.”
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