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Prologue

  THEY SAY YOU ONLY FALL IN LOVE ONE TIME IN YOUR LIFE.

  Thank God that’s not true.

  I can only tell you what I know about it and that is this: love engraves both your mind and your body in countless irreversible ways. It happens most often when you least expect it. It pitches stars into your eyes so that everything, even ordinary, everyday things take on a luminescence you never noticed. At first it is indistinguishable from lust. Lust is the scent of the warm skin of your lover’s neck, a look in his eyes that makes your belly weightless and your entire body tremble. It is a thousand and one murmured words and soft sighs and intertwined fingers. It is fascination and daydreams. It is hot and sudden as lightning on a humid July night, slick and swift as the endless rivers in your blood. It propels your sensibilities, sparkling, into the air.

  Love is getting up in the middle of the night through cobwebs of exhaustion because your child is crying. It is the responsibilities and details, both trivial and momentous, the memories of a shared lifetime. It is jagged as shattered glass and dense as lead. It is a thing of endless contradiction and infinite speculation. No one can explain it, including me.

  But I will tell you this: it is not something that only happens once in your lifetime. That is one thing I know for certain.


  
Chapter One

  Landon, MN - August, 2003

  “GO AFTER HIM?” JILLY REPEATED, DISBELIEF RAISING HER voice about a half-octave.

  I lifted my head from her shoulder and curled my arms defensively around my bent legs. I wore our grandmother’s robe, my feet bare and chilly in the predawn damp, unwilling to be swayed by my little sister’s incredulous tone. Instead, resolute in my decision, I rested my chin on one knee and studied the smooth, inky surface of Flickertail Lake, bathed now in muted starlight. The eastern horizon bore a slim stripe of pale saffron, slowly brightening. Though not normally unwilling to voice his opinion, Justin Miller, seated on Jilly’s far side, wisely held his tongue.

  Finally Jilly could stand my stubborn silence no longer and prodded, “Joelle, what in the hell are you thinking? You can’t possibly follow them to Oklahoma. You have to let him go, for now, anyway.”

  At that I found my voice, ragged though it was from tears and exhaustion. “I won’t.”

  I sensed my sister softening; her next question emerged more gently. “Jo, what did he say when you talked to him?”

  It stung me to my core to repeat Blythe’s words, but I did, whispering, “He told me that he wasn’t good for me, that there were things about him that I didn’t know.” And then, realizing that Jilly certainly possessed information I did not, I demanded, “What did Rich say earlier? You must have talked to him.”

  Jilly shifted and raked her right hand through her short golden hair, creating a spiky mess. From the corner of my gaze, I saw Justin curve his hand around her thigh and pat her twice, a calming gesture. For a moment I didn’t think she was going to elaborate, and I dropped my feet to the dock and turned to implore her.

  “Jilly, please tell me,” I whispered, studying her familiar profile.

  My sister bit her lower lip and then turned to face me, the blue of her eyes evident even in the meager light. She said, “Rich called about two hours after you’d gone to bed. Mom talked to him. He bailed out Blythe and then told Mom he was taking Bly back to Oklahoma. No ifs, ands, or buts. It was part of the condition anyway, since Blythe has to face charges there. Now, if Jackie decides to press any here, then Blythe will be in extra trouble.”

  I curled my hands together and pressed against the ache in my belly. Jackie could most certainly decide to take that option; Blythe not only knocked him down twice, but Jackie was now also missing an incisor from his toothy grin. I closed my eyes, better to block out that image. Instead I saw Blythe’s eyes, deep blue-gray and wounded, as he told me he loved me, but that he wasn’t good for me. That there were things I didn’t know about him. I struggled to draw a deep breath, my heart thumping painfully; I was the one to end our relationship just a week ago, believing I was doing the right thing.

  Jilly paused, studying my face now; I sensed more than saw her concern. She added, even more softly, “I think—and Jo, I promise I’m only saying this because I love you and I am fucking worried about you—I think you should stay here. I don’t think it will solve anything if you try to go there. What can you do?”

  “Show him that I love him no matter what. I let him down, don’t you see?” I whispered fiercely, not caring that Justin was hearing all of this, too. To his credit, he didn’t clear his throat and excuse himself, didn’t so much as shuffle his feet. Instead he studied the lake, keeping his hand wrapped gently around Jillian’s leg.

  Jilly asked, not unreasonably, “Wouldn’t a phone call accomplish that?”

  I shook my head, unable to respond through the emotion clogging my throat. I couldn’t convey to Jilly just how much I needed to find Blythe, to see this through. He needed me, it was that simple. I finally whispered, “I won’t stay long. I’ll be back before school starts.” Necessity would pull me home before long anyway, the necessity of motherhood. But I understood what I must do, which was go after Blythe, even if it meant he would send me away for good. I needed to know the truth, for better or worse; otherwise I would forever torture myself with the wondering.

  “Jo, sleep on it, at least,” Justin finally ventured, his tone gentle.

  “I will,” I whispered, again bending my knees and threading my hands together around them. I didn’t mention that it wouldn’t change my mind.

  The three of us made our way back up the shore a minute later, me in the lead, Jilly and Justin a few yards behind, walking with fingers loosely linked. I climbed the porch steps and then turned to watch them amble along, so glad for my sister’s happiness that I spent a moment soaking in it; Jillian was widowed twelve years ago, and only just recently began seeing Justin Miller, a longtime friend of our family. They continued on past the porch, where I stood with my hips pressed lightly to the top rail. Jilly called over her shoulder, “Stay there, Jo, I’ll be right back.”

  I stayed on the porch, obeying her, watching as sunlight tinted the sky with amber hues. The birds were very much awake; the shore echoed with their lively chatter and conversational chirps. The lake itself remained secretive in the last of the silvery dimness of dawn, level as a mirror with no wind to mar its surface. I studied the familiar sight in all its clear-morning beauty, thinking about what happened since yesterday evening.

  Blythe was in trouble. I didn’t know all of the details, but I vowed to find out. Just over a week ago, I’d told him that we had no future together. Despite everything my heart was screaming to the contrary, I felt as though it was wrong to ask him to stay, to bind himself in any permanent way to a mother with three girls of her own, one of whom was expecting a baby in February. For the countless time, my heart seized with the realization of Camille’s pregnancy. My oldest daughter, conceived when her father and I skipped the last half of senior prom to have sex in his car. No protection, just heat and desire and crossed fingers; roughly nine months later we were legally wed, living nearly a thousand miles from our hometown of Landon, Minnesota, and in possession of a newborn.

  No matter that Jackie’s mother insisted we marry; we were in it for the long haul, I thought back then. And once upon a time, I’d loved my husband dearly, back when those damnable first-love stars clouded my vision. It wasn’t until over a decade and one gorgeous new assistant at my husband’s law firm later that the foundation of my marriage began to crack and crumble. I ignored it for years, purposely, and by the time I realized I better start paying attention, the whole relationship, foundation to rafters, lay in rubble around my ankles.

  I’d come home to Landon this past spring, a place steeped in memories, most centered upon my rambunctious, freewheeling childhood and high-flying teenage years. As a teenager, the thought of settling permanently in this one-horse town seemed loathsome, despite its familiarity and the presence of the women who’d taught me everything I knew about life, love, and the pursuit of independence. I came from women who prided themselves on their ability to avoid relying on men, who equated happiness with that very principle; no man was ever granted ownership of our family business, the Shore Leave Cafe, since its founding in the 1940s. Never mind the legend of the family curse concerning our menfolk.

  My great-grandmother Myrtle Jean Davis established and opened Shore Leave after her father died and left her, his only child, the lakeshore property. She’d built a business from the ground up; nothing fancy, just a diner with a porch, a place for Landon locals and the droves of fishermen who flooded our town every year, serving beer by the mug and in the batter of her fried fish. Myrtle Jean was married for a brief time, later divorced, and single-handedly raised two daughters, Minnie and Louisa; in turn Louisa, my grandma, married young, gave birth to my mother and my aunt Ellen, and then raised them solo after her husband’s voluntary departure from Landon.

  It was a long-standing and distinctly bittersweet joke that our family of women maintained difficulties holding onto its menfolk, thanks to an ancient curse supposedly cast upon the Davis women. My mother, Joan, carried on the tradition of producing two daughters close in age, though my father, Mick Douglas, vanished from our history while Mom was pregnant with Jilly. The only men who’d ever been permanent fixtures at Shore Leave were Rich Mayes, Blythe’s step-grandfather who had worked in the kitchen since before my birth, and Justin’s dad Dodge Miller, who ran the filling station on the lake and stopped out for breakfast every morning. Dodge was the one to pull our dock out of the water every fall, in preparation for winter, for as long as I could remember; by the same token, he dutifully hitched it to his tractor and hauled it back into Flickertail each May. And now Jilly was dating his son, after a lifetime of knowing one another from afar.

  As though my thoughts conjured her, Jilly bounded back from the direction of the parking lot, where she’d spent a few minutes bidding farewell to Justin. I sank onto a chair at one of the porch tables, propping my bare feet on the opposite seat. Seconds later Jilly lifted my ankles and claimed the space; I settled my feet comfortably in her lap. She braced her elbows on the tabletop, chin on one fist, and regarded me with somber blue eyes.

  “What?” I demanded. I didn’t have to sigh.

  “You might be able to placate Justin, but not me,” she said. “Sleep on it, my ass. You’re set on your decision, I can see it in your eyes.” She tipped her head slightly to one side and then asked, “Do you want company? You know I’d go with you in a heartbeat.”

  It was tempting, but in the end I knew it was something I must do alone, and Jilly sensed this truth.

  “Don’t worry about the girls,” she reassured me. “They’ll understand. And I’ll keep them out of trouble.”

  I shook my head. “It’s not that,” I whispered. “I’m counting on you to explain why I have to do this.”

  She was about to ask me why, to explain it to her, too, but then she sensed the depth of what I was feeling, and asked, her voice very soft, “You really do love him, don’t you?”

  I closed my eyes, seeing only Blythe, and then I reached across the table and gripped my sister’s already outstretched hand. I squeezed it, and she returned the pressure.

  “I guess so,” she said finally.

  We sat for another few minutes in companionable silence, watching as the sun crested the treetops on the eastern horizon and spread its wings over the lake. The sky was powder-blue in the dawn’s wake, cloudless, and voices traveled to meet our ears from the direction of the lake path, which wound back to our house and the detached garage with its second-floor apartment that Jilly shared with her son, Clint. My own girls were crammed, quite literally, into the upstairs loft in the house, the same home in which I’d lived my entire life in Landon, and of late they began to voice complaints about the situation; they would just have to live with it a little longer, until I found us a place to live in town.

  One thing at a time, Joelle, I reminded myself, scraping a hand through my tangled hair. Right now the first thing on my list was coffee, then a shower; at the moment I was certain I looked more than a little depraved, my eyes red and swollen from weeping, my hair in snarls, dressed in an old bathrobe, the hem of which was far too short for my legs.

  Mom and Aunt Ellen climbed the steps on the far side of the porch, Mom reaching behind herself as she walked to braid her long hair, its blonde length now liberally streaked with silver. Ellen always wore her own curly yellow hair short, and it currently resembled a flower gone to seed, fluffy and errant despite her best efforts. Ellen was just a year older than Mom and I thought of her as a second mother. To be truthful, Ellen’s stoic demeanor and ability to listen quietly led me to her side more often than my own mother’s over the years. She was the first person besides Jackie to know about my prom-night pregnancy, and coached me on how to break the news to Mom, all those years ago.

  That thought stuck in my mind as I watched them, two slightly plump middle-aged women with freckled skin and wide hazel eyes, wearing jean shorts and Shore Leave t-shirts, Mom decked in hot-pink hoop earrings with circumference enough to be bracelets. They caught sight of Jilly and me at the same moment; Mom hesitated, but Ellen marched ahead and joined us at the table, setting down the large stainless steel bowl she’d been carrying. It was loaded with a whisk, two clean towels, and a pepper grinder.

  “What’re you powwowing about, girls?” she asked, no hint of teasing in her voice.

  “Jo is going after Rich and Blythe,” Jilly told her without preamble, and I rolled my eyes in exasperation, though they’d have to know sooner or later.

  Ellen didn’t respond, only turned her concerned gaze to my face; stubbornly, I kept my eyes on my hands, folded over each other on the tabletop. Mom overheard this, of course, and I sensed more than saw her lips purse in disapproval.

  “Jo, Rich will take care of things, don’t you worry,” Mom said, coming near but not sitting with us. I braced myself for the coming onslaught of guilt that Mom was so famous for dishing out. Like a helping of mashed potatoes that would sit, brick-like, in your stomach.

  “Mom,” I began carefully, aching with tiredness but determined to speak my piece. I was not a teenager any longer, though Mom’s expression reminded me of those years. I squared my shoulders and continued, “I am going to Oklahoma and finding them. I need to do this.”

  Ellen patted my hand, Jilly tipped her chair on its back legs, and Mom must have heard the conviction in my voice, because she low-balled, asking, “What are the girls going to think? What will Jackie think? He’ll be back out here today, and you can bet he’s not going to let this all slide.”

  “Not after getting his ass handed to him,” Jilly said, laughing a little, her rich, deep laugh with its capacity to make everyone in hearing distance smile. I did, just slightly. Ellen, whose back was to Mom, winked at my sister and our mother frowned like a great-horned owl.

  “Jillian, that is not funny,” she bitched, and I lifted both hands in defense, though I hadn’t made the comment.

  “Seriously, I have never seen Jackie lose a fight, and he used to get in them all the time,” Jilly continued. “But Blythe cleaned his clock. Jackie had it coming, even you have to admit, Mom.”

  Mom always adored Jackie and tended to stand up for him before anyone else, despite everything he’d done. She surprised me by saying, “That is beside the point, Jillian. I agree that Blythe was in the right, but it doesn’t excuse what he did. Jackie was furious when you left last night, Joelle.”

  I didn’t want to think about my cheating husband who was missing a tooth, courtesy of my former lover. The man I was in love with, Blythe Tilson, was this very moment being driven south and farther from me with each passing second. My hands and legs twitched with impatience; it was all I could do not to run to my car and peel out immediately. But there were a few things I needed to do first, this being number one.

  “I’ll settle things with Jackie, Ma, don’t worry,” I said. “He’ll simmer down and head home to Lanny.” To my surprise, a name that used to set my teeth on edge and my heart thudding no longer seemed to have power over me. Lanny was the woman for whom Jackie left me; the woman he claimed to love and wished to marry. Again, the thought didn’t faze me. If Jackie were here before me at the moment I would gladly sign the divorce papers he’d hauled with him from Chicago.

  “But what will you tell the girls?” Mom continued, and I struggled not to rub my temples, feeling the light headache I’d suffered since last night intensifying, but Ellen saved me.

  “Joan, she’s in love and she’s taking this chance,” my aunt said quietly. “Do you think life offers chances like candy?”

  “Like jellybeans,” Mom muttered sarcastically, but she backed off, and Ellen touched my hand briefly before gathering her cooking supplies and heading into the cafe.
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  An hour later, fortified by a strong cup of coffee, I was able to sit down with two of my daughters at one of the booths. Tish and Ruthann, both sleepy-eyed but snapping with curiosity, sat facing me, forearms lining the table’s edge, elbows bumping. Tish’s close-cropped hair, which had grown out over the months here in Landon, was currently adorned by a row of bobby pins holding bangs out of her cobalt-blue eyes; Jillian’s eyes, bestowed on my middle daughter. Ruthie, whose eyes shone a soft hazel flecked with gold, dark curls hanging in a braid down her back, studied me intently; both of them wore pale-blue Shore Leave t-shirts, Tish’s with her name written across the left pocket in permanent marker. Camille, my oldest, was still sleeping, exhausted of late; being roughly a month pregnant did that to a person.

  For a moment my conviction wavered; how could I contemplate leaving my pregnant child behind while I drove cross-country? What if her morning sickness got worse? What if she had a question about something?

  “Mom, you look terrible,” Tish observed in her usual blunt fashion, snapping me momentarily from my worries.

  “Thanks, dear,” I responded drily, lacing my fingers around my coffee cup.

  It occurred to me that in the past two months, since the advent of a boyfriend into their big sister’s life, Ruthann and Tish were more often in each other’s company. Camille had moved on for the time being, however unwittingly, forced ahead into adult life, and they were a little bereft in her wake. Ruthie, even with her scattering of freckles, suddenly looked more like an almost-teenager than my baby. When had that happened? Both Camille and Tish were olive-skinned, like their father, but Ruthie inheirited my coloring all the way, save for the dark, luxurious curly hair that Jackie kindly passed to his children. My own hair was straight and light, hanging now over my back in reams of tangles. I supposed my make-up was under my eyes and probably I should have brushed my teeth at some point. Ruthie, also my sweetest child, amended, “No, you just look tired, Mom.”

  “Well, I am a little tired,” I said, and then lowered my chin to study them with serious eyes. “Girls, you know what I told you last night, about Blythe?”

  They both nodded, expressions equally solemn.

   “Well, Rich and Blythe left Landon last night, to drive to Oklahoma. Blythe has to face some charges there, and I am going to drive down there and see if I can help.” And bring him home with me, ideally to stay forever. His name tasted sweet in my mouth, and I pressed my lips together as though to keep it there a moment longer. I was relatively proud of holding it together so well, when everything inside of me was shrieking, aching to run to the car and go, to find Blythe and get my arms around him.

  “You’re leaving?” Tish gaped at me. “For how long?”

  “Just a week or so,” I reassured, reaching to take her hand. For once she allowed it, curling her long, slim fingers with their short, unpolished nails around my own, like when she was a little girl. I said with quiet intensity, “I wouldn’t go if I didn’t love him, you know. But I do love him, and I can’t let him go away from me forever, without trying to stop it.” I hurried to add, “I won’t stay long, no matter what. And I’ll call you guys every night.”

  “But why can’t you just call him?” Tish continued. “Why do you have to go there?”

  “I want to see him, Patricia,” I said, studying her eyes, attempting to impart the seriousness of my words. “I have to see if we are meant to be.”

  “Like, meant to be married?” Tish asked, drawing her hand from mine and then gripping the edge of the table with both hands. Ruthie bit her bottom lip, not speaking, but the question was clear in her eyes. When I didn’t instantly respond, Tish slapped the table with the bottom of her palms, a gesture of pure frustration.

  “This is bullshit!” she snapped, daring me to call her out for cursing. “Dad is marrying that dumb woman from his office, and now you’re marrying Blythe? What about us?”

  Tears sparked into her eyes, and it hurt me physically to see this. She was justified in her anger, I understood that. I needed to make her see that I wasn’t choosing Blythe over them, that I would never do that. But the ground here was incredibly shaky, totally unknown territory for me.

  “Dad is a cheater,” Tish said, some of the steam leaving her tone, replaced by a sadness that hit me much harder than the anger.

  I regarded my middle girl, who swiped at her nose with a knuckle, roughly, the way a boy would. I said carefully, “Tish, honey, I know this is hard to hear—” She began to interrupt me, but I held up a hand, warning her with my eyes. I drew a breath and went on, catching Ruthann in my gaze, too. “But you’re both old enough to understand that sometimes people fall out of love. Dad fell out of love with me, and it hurt me really badly. You guys saw that. But don’t you think it would be worse to stay married to someone who doesn’t love you anymore? Wouldn’t that be living a lie?” I was pleasantly surprised at the sincerity of my speech; I wasn’t saying these things to pacify my kids, but truly meant them.

  They considered my words, though Tish studied the tabletop and Ruthie directed her gaze out the window at Flickertail. I prodded, “Right?”

  Ruthie finally nodded, looking back at me. She smiled her sweet smile.

  “Mama, we just want you to be happy,” she added, and my heart melted with relief.

  “Yeah,” Tish grumbled, unconvincingly. But then she managed a little half-smile. “We do, Mom, honestly.”

  “Thanks, you two,” I whispered. And then, because I needed to know, I asked, “What did Dad say after I left?” Just remembering what took place on the front porch last night caused me to cringe, Blythe and Jackie in a fist-fight. Jackie, whose hot temper landed him in numerous such situations in high school, had never come out on the losing end, but this morning he was surely worse for the wear, and missing a tooth. Had Blythe been hurt? I hadn’t noticed any physical damage to him last night, and it was hard to imagine since Jackie barely landed a single punch, but still. The thought of Blythe hurting in any way only aggravated my desire to get going.

  You’ve caused him more hurt than anyone. You, no one else.

  I know, I acknowledged painfully. And that’s why I have to go to him.

  “He talked to Camille mostly,” Ruthie said, playing with the sugar boat, absently stacking and restacking the little pink and blue bags of sweetener. “He told her he’s not mad at her, and he told us we could come to live with him in Chicago if we wanted, and—”

  My heart nearly came out of my chest. Ruthie saw the horror in my eyes because she cut herself off and assured quickly, “But we wouldn’t do that, Mom, you know.”

  I swallowed and said what necessity required, though my throat was dust-dry. “You know if you girls want that, I wouldn’t… I wouldn’t stop you. I know you love your dad, and miss him.” The speech cost a lot of my bravado and I drank a long sip from my coffee, which was now lukewarm and unpalatable, simply to hide my face.

  Please, please never let them want to do that, oh please, please.

  Tish said, “Mom, we love it here. We want to live in Landon, with you.”

  “I like Chicago, but I can’t imagine not living with you, Mama,” Ruthie said, and I felt a fraction of the tension leave my shoulders.

  “Okay,” I allowed. “And you’re willing to give Blythe a chance?”

  They both nodded.

  “We wouldn’t have to call him ‘Dad’ would we?” Tish asked, and I rolled my eyes at her.

  “No, just ‘Bly,’ like you have been all summer,” I said. If he comes home with me, if I can make him see.

  “Dad said he’s coming over later today. He wants to talk to you, too,” Ruthann added, her eyebrows quirked with concern.

  “I know, sweetie, it’ll be all right,” I said. “And I’m sorry about everything last night. I hate that Dad and Blythe got into a fight. Blythe was just worried about me, but Dad would never hurt me that way, you know that.”

  “It was pretty scary,” Ruthie admitted. “Blythe looked so angry, I was worried for Daddy.”

  Jackie would writhe in shame at that statement, though Ruthann only meant it with compassion. I said, “I know, honey, Blythe was just really mad. And he felt bad for hitting your dad.” Maybe not immediately, but there was no need to be that specific.

  Clint suddenly bounded over to our booth, squeezing against Tish to displace her on the seat. He was holding a plate loaded with pancakes and syrup.

  “Quit shoving me!” Tish complained, but moved aside gamely enough. She grabbed a napkin-wrapped trio of silverware from the tabletop and shook it open, snatching the fork and then helping herself to his plate. Clint playfully stabbed at her hand with his fork, and Ruthann, now pressed against the wall, took the easy way out and ducked under the table, popping out on my side.

  I snuggled her close and she observed, gently, “Mom, you kinda smell like you need a shower.”

  “Point taken,” I said, smiling against her soft hair.
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  Three hours later I’d showered, dressed in clean clothes, packed a bag with enough supplies for a week and a half—the longest I could figure being absent from my children—and withstood the blame Mom attempted to ladle over me. She followed me right up the steps and into my bedroom, despite the fact that lunch would begin in the cafe in a less than an hour and that she’d been on my case without relenting almost since I’d ended my conversation with the girls.

  “Jo,” she continued, sitting on my unmade twin bed and watching me with somber eyes. I did my best to politely appear to be listening to her, all the while rooting through my drawers and tossing things into my travel bag. She persisted, “I truly don’t understand this. Why can’t you call him? Wait a while, see how you feel in a few weeks. A month. Maybe this was just a rebound kind of thing.”

  My hackles rose at that, but I knew she was only trying to be reasonable.

  “Seriously, I know he’s a nice boy,” she said. “But chasing after him this way, Jo…”

  I finally rounded on her, cheeks hot. I stood still and faced her squarely, pressing my hands against my thighs to still the trembling. With extreme effort I knocked the edge in my voice down a peg or two and spoke quietly, but with emphasis. “Mom, I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but he’s no boy. He’s a man, an amazing man, and I love him. I love him. I am going to find him and tell him so, because I owe him that. I owe myself that.” My voice emerged hoarsely, but I meant every word. “If he sends me away then I’ll let him go, but I have to find out.”

  Mom’s lips softened a little, though her eyebrows knitted. She reached a hand in my direction, fingers splayed, but then let it drop back to her lap when I remained stubbornly unmoving. She said, “Joelle, this isn’t like you.”

  “Then you know what, Mom, maybe you don’t know me as well as you think you do,” I said, my tone flat, and venomously resumed packing.

  “Maybe so,” she allowed. “But I know you better than you think. I know you’re moving on from Jackie, but I hope you’ve considered the odds in this relationship, too. It’s going to be so hard, honey, think of that.”

  “Well, I’ll never know if I don’t try,” I said, my back to her and a catch in my throat.

  “All right,” she finally relented, rising and clutching me in a hug. I stood motionless in her embrace, angry, but at the last moment turned and hugged her in return, breathing against her familiar scent. She rubbed my back, and then requested softly, “Call us every night, all right?”

  “I will,” I assured her, and managed a small smile.
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  Camille was helping out with the lunch rush as I entered the cafe later, craving the familiarity of routine to get me through until tomorrow morning. I intended to leave with the sunrise; Mom promised to help me plan later this evening, including making a call to Christy Tilson, Blythe’s mother and Rich’s stepdaughter. I meant to go to Christy first thing. I kept my cell phone in my apron pocket, some part of me hoping that somehow, despite everything, Blythe would call me. I craved the sound of his voice so much that I could hardly bear it; I touched my phone yet again, caressing it as I had all of the nights for the past two months when he’d call me in the early hours of the morning as I lay in bed. I would be warm, with his scent all over my skin, my arms and legs aching from being wrapped around him the entire night before, and he’d call to tell me good-night. I breathed hard through my nose, hearing his deep voice in my memory, remembering the sweetness of those moments as my gaze lingered on the kitchen, where Blythe worked this past summer.

  “Jo, light a fire!” Jilly said as she bustled past with a tray of drinks. “You just got a five-top outside!”

  I kept busy until late afternoon, but when a lull fell, a restless energy began to creep back into my thoughts. No matter how very much I wanted to be on the road to Oklahoma, I was realistic enough to know I’d be exhausted if I left now. I needed a good night’s sleep, or as much of one as I could manage at this point, and then I’d leave at dawn. Right now I possessed both a road map and a feverish urge to drive south on I-35.

  “Jo, sit with me awhile,” Gran ordered from her seat at one of our porch tables. The cafe was nearly empty of customers, the sun slanting over the lake on its westward descent. I braced my tray against one hip and slung upon it the bar towel I’d been using to wipe down a tabletop. I obeyed without question, sitting with a sigh. The air was laden with humidity and sweat skimmed between my breasts and collected along my hairline. I brushed at loose strands and then braced my elbows, meeting my grandmother’s direct hazel eyes. Her face was stern, and dear, dearer to me than nearly any other in my life. I knew if I were to look back at pictures of her from my childhood she would appear much younger, but it seemed somehow as though she never changed. Her entire face was shaded under the brim of her straw hat, her knobby knuckles curled around a mug of coffee, even in this heat.

  “You be careful down there,” Gran said, as though I was heading into a war zone. I knew she really meant be careful of your heart.

  “I will, Gran, I promise.” My voice sounded more sure than I felt.

  “You remind me so much of myself at your age, Joelle,” she said, surprising me. She’d said many times how she thought I resembled Mom, but I understood that she wasn’t referring to looks right now. “Even though Minnie was older than me, I sometimes felt like the older sister, the one who protected people. That’s you, Jo. I admire you for going after young Blythe. But I worry about you. You have so much to be responsible for.”

  I dropped my gaze first to the tabletop and then looked out over Flickertail, glistening like a living creature in the sunlight. I closed my eyes, seeing the same scene superimposed upon the inside of my eyelids, this time painted over in oranges and reds. Finally I whispered, “I would never think of putting them second, Gran, you know I wouldn’t.”

  “I know that,” Gran said, again with uncharacteristic softness in her voice. “But I saw how Blythe looked at you all summer, lovesick like I’ve never seen. You two thought you were hiding things so well, but I knew, and your sister knew. Joanie…well, I’m not sure she knows yet.”

  I giggled a little. “Mom still thinks I should be with Jackie, even though she won’t admit it.”

  Gran snorted, sounding more like herself. She took a long sip from her mug and then said, “I love my daughter, but she wears blinders when it comes to certain things.”

  The sound of the porch door swinging open halted our conversation, and I turned on one elbow to see Jilly headed our way, a tub of silverware that needed rolling in her arms. She joined us with a huff of breath and asked, “Jo, you don’t mind getting this tub rolled before you call it quits for the night, do you?”

  “You know I don’t,” I returned, and turned to the mindless task. “And I did plan to help until close, you know.”

  “Good deal,” my sister said, and gave me a one-armed hug.


  
Chapter Two

  I KEPT BUSY, JUST LIKE I’D PROMISED, ATTEMPTING TO ENjoy the gorgeous evening that settled over the cafe. The intensity of the day’s heat fizzled away with the sinking sun and the air became totally static, lending Flickertail a smooth, glass-like serenity. The western sky blazed with colors reminiscent of the inner curve of a seashell, somewhere between orange and peach. The lake reflected the hue, wrinkled only by a group of mallard ducks that glided over the surface. The dinner crowd dwindled, leaving only a few regulars at the bar, and a group of four lingering over a last round of beer on the porch, admiring the incredible view. I checked on them for Jilly, leaving their bill, before untying my apron and making my way out to the dock to sit and contemplate tomorrow.

  I left my shoes on the shore, rejecting the glider in favor of the dock boards and sinking my legs, bare beneath my cut-off jeans, into the lukewarm, slightly murky green water that lapped at the moorings. I untied my hair from a ponytail and shook out its length; I was finally getting used to the feel of its formerly shoulder-length strands on my back. I hadn’t let my hair get long since high school, and as I ran my hands through it I imagined Blythe doing the same thing, his big, caressing hands that could be so gentle and hold me with such tenderness. Again I missed him so much I felt ill, inhaling a deep breath and holding it.

  “Jo,” said a quiet voice from behind me, from the end of dock. He hadn’t made his way onto the boards because I would have felt the reverberations. I sat still as a threatened spider before turning and studying the man whose voice I knew so very well.

  Jackie appeared expressionless as our eyes met. He, too, seemed rooted in place, wearing crisp, khaki-colored pants and a polo shirt, impeccable even on a casual summer evening. So different than how I remembered him from summers past, always clad in swim trunks, shirtless, and with bare feet. Behind him, up the gently-sloped incline from the lake, the windows of Shore Leave reflected the setting sun in a blinding array of golden-red.

  “Can I join you?” he asked finally.

  I shrugged one shoulder without offering a word, stubbornly. I heard him sigh, but he joined me in the next moment, though he chose to take a seat on the glider. I kept my gaze focused away from him; it was so strange to be sitting here under circumstances like this, a place we’d sat together a million times in our past, where we’d occasionally made love, dripping and giggling under the stars after skinny-dipping. When minutes ticked away and Jackie hadn’t spoken, I finally gave in and tilted my chin over my left shoulder to look at him.

  He sat with his forearms braced on his thighs, gazing out over the lake with a distant expression, as though his thoughts were perhaps running in a similar direction. He hunched his shoulders and met my gaze, his own frank and serious. But then he softened a little, and even smiled.

  “Your tooth is fixed,” I said, without thinking, and his smile dissipated as instantly as fog with the sun.

  “I drove into Bemidji and insisted,” he explained tightly, jaws clenching.

  “I am sorry about that, Jackie,” I said, after a few seconds of awkward silence. “I never wanted any of that to happen. You know I always hated when you got in a fight.”

  “So where is Lover Boy?” he asked, trying and failing to restrain a note of maliciousness.

  I shifted uncomfortably, not wanting to tell him anything. But shit, he would know sooner than later. I bit back a sigh and said, emphasizing his name, “Blythe and Rich are driving back to Oklahoma. And I’m heading down there tomorrow.”

  Jackie’s back straightened and displeasure curled his upper lip. He snapped, “What in the hell are you talking about?”

  “Jackie,” I warned. “What I do is none of your business.”

  “Damn right it’s my business!” he cried, his voice just shy of thundering.

  “Keep it down!” I insisted. We glared at each other for a long moment before I asked, slightly more kindly, “What do you want from me?”

  His face was familiar to me in nearly all of its emotions, but whatever rolled across his handsome features just now wasn’t something I’d ever observed. He looked uncertain, and somehow fearful, before smoothing these expressions away behind a mask of anger.

  He stormed, “What about the girls? I’ll bring them back home with me if you go after that—”

  “You will absolutely not!” I raged, pulling my legs from the water and rising to my feet, the better to face off with him. To my extreme relief, no one flew out of the cafe to watch this scene. Not like last night.

  “Joelle, they will not stay here—”

  “This is their home!” I yelled at him. “It’s my home! And I will be back within a week.”

  Jackie stared at me, bewildered. He asked, “What the hell happened this summer?”

  “What do you mean?” I hedged, no longer shouting since he was not. I even allowed my hands to slip out of the fists I’d planted on my hips.

  “You look different,” he observed in a new tone of voice, studying me in a way he hadn’t in years. The sunset light bathed his tanned skin, played over his dark curls, so very like our girls’ hair. He elaborated, “The way you used to look.”

  My heart stuttered at these words. It was because I was myself again, thanks to Blythe and his incredible love. I thought, Blythe, sweetheart, you should be here. Why was I so blind?

  Finally I whispered, “I feel like myself again.” And then I couldn’t help but take a jab at him, clarifying, “No thanks to you.”

  Jackie’s mouth twisted a little. He shifted his shoulders in a gesture of discomfort and said, “I truly am sorry about everything, Jo.”

  “How long?” I asked, watching him intently.

  He knew exactly what I meant, and a deep sigh came through with his response as he admitted, “Since she started.”

  I turned away, still stung at being cheated upon for all those years, as if our marriage meant nothing to Jackie. I whispered, “I knew it, you know.”

  “I knew you did, after a while,” he replied, his voice just as quiet. “And I hated that you didn’t do anything about it.”

  I spun around to gape at him. Realizing how I must look, I snapped my mouth shut.

  “You could have shown me you cared that I was messing around,” he explained, his eyes boring into mine with a mixture of petulant hurt and anger.

  I was too stunned to reply. Was this a petty, retaliatory way of trying to make this my fault?

  “After the first few times I didn’t even feel guilty anymore,” he reflected, as though in the presence of a marriage counselor. I wanted him to stop speaking, but somehow the words wouldn’t come to me. He seemed to take my silence as permission to continue. “And when you caught us last Christmas, at that stupid fucking party, I was actually relieved. But I am sorry you…well, you know…”
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