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Chapter One

Landon, MN - August, 1984

OUR NEW PINK RADIO WAS PLUGGED IN AND POSITIONED on the back of the toilet tank, blaring my current favorite song, “Sunglasses at Night” by Corey Hart. I swayed my hips to the beat as I carefully curled my bangs; last week I hadn’t been paying enough attention and burned the crap out of my forehead. Seconds later my older sister, Joelle, flew into the bathroom and slapped her hip against mine, grinning as she effectively bumped me over and then leaned close to the mirror to reapply her new lip gloss. She’d just picked it out yesterday, on her seventeenth birthday. I watched her critically before saying, “It already looked fine.”

Jo rolled her eyes at me, rubbing her lips together and then miming a kiss in the mirror. Everyone is always saying we look so much alike, and I guess we do, but I always thought Jo, being older, had an edge on me in the looks department. I mean, she’s my best friend and I love her like crazy, and I’m happy with how I look—mostly. It’s just hard when your older sister is tall and has D-cup boobs, and you aren’t tall and yours are still (hopefully) growing. We both have long hair and good tans from being on Flickertail Lake all summer, and I know looks aren’t supposed to be important in the long run. Gran is always telling us that it’s far better to know how to catch and clean a fish, make a proper margarita, and be a considerate human being. And Great-Aunt Minnie says looks fade but spirit always glows. But still.

 “Happy birthday,” Jo said for the hundredth time today, meeting my eyes in the mirror, a smile crooking her glossy lips. “You look so pretty, Jilly Bean. What time is Chris getting here?”

I couldn’t help but grin at the mention of my boyfriend, Chris Henriksen. His sixteenth birthday was back in June and his mom was letting him drive her car until he could afford his own, which would probably be around the time he turned twenty-five or so. I shook out my hair, fluffed my bangs one last time and said, “Pretty soon. How about Jackie?”

“I think I just heard his truck. Here, let me fix your shirt before I go.”

She reached and turned my hips so I faced her, then hiked up the bottom of my hot-pink tank top and tied it in a knot, exposing my belly, just like hers. Then she tugged my jean shorts down about two inches and stepped back, satisfied.

“I hate showing my belly button,” I grumbled, but Jo slapped my hands from adjusting her handiwork.

“But you have such a cute little belly,” she teased. “Now leave it!”

There was no point in arguing. I asked, “Did Mom say anything else about the tattoo?”

Jo rolled her eyes again, complaining, “No, still no. Even though it’s all I wanted for my birthday. I mean, it would just be a little daisy, right near my hip. I could cover it up anytime I wanted. I don’t get why it’s such a big deal.”

“Yeah, but what about what Gran said, about when you have a baby someday, and it would get all stretched out?” I reminded, leaning to click off the radio before following her out of the bathroom.

Jo thumped down the stairs, calling over her shoulder, “Believe me, that’s something I’m not doing for a looooong time! Shit, Jills, can you imagine?”

“No,” I said honestly. “Not really.”

Outside, the late-afternoon air was clear and mellow, scented by the campfire that Dodge was tending over by the cafe. Jo, spotting her boyfriend, Jackie Gordon, pulling into the parking lot, sprinted ahead. He climbed down from his rusty F-150 and pushed back his sunglasses as she jumped into his arms and they kissed like it was months since they’d seen each other, instead of just a few hours.

“Lookin’ good, babe,” I heard him say, his hands all over her.

I would have considered this obnoxious except that when Chris got here I planned to cover him in kisses, too. My heart sent a rush through my blood as I thought about Chris, who’d been my boyfriend since last spring. I’d known him forever, of course, like basically everyone in Land-on. I hadn’t paid any attention to him in middle school, but all of a sudden in tenth grade we had four classes together and he just seemed to be in my mind…a lot. A lot, a lot.

I would think of him as I lay in bed with my headphones on, trying to block out Jo, talking incessantly to Jackie on the phone in our room, at least until Gran would get on the extension from the kitchen downstairs and tell her it was time to quit yakking and go to bed. Gran thought that was funny, rather than just sticking her head in our bedroom door. But every song I heard as I lay there in my twin bed somehow reminded me of Chris. His eyes were brown, with a gold sheen and flecks of green sprinkled throughout. It wasn’t something you could see unless you looked directly into his irises.

The first time he’d asked me to hang out was last March, after geometry but before lunch. He was with a group of his buddies and I was walking with my good friend Jenny Hull, and he pushed off from the locker he was leaning against and followed behind us.

“Hey, Jills,” he said, the nickname just about everyone in school used, but for some reason when Chris spoke it I felt a little extra thud in my heartbeat. I turned and walked backward for a couple of steps so I could look at him, until he laughed and grabbed my elbow, the one not cradling a pile of books, and said, “Don’t crash!”

We all stopped, Jenny included, and Chris shot her a slightly flustered look, but then his eyes came back to me and he asked, “Hey, you wanna swing by Dairy Queen with me this weekend?” His voice cracked just a hair on the last word. I found myself studying the face that was so often in my daydreams. He’d grown about six inches between the beginning of the year and March. His hair was chestnut brown, cropped close to his head. He had a square jaw and the kind of laugh that made everyone around him want to laugh, too. His eyes seemed to be sparkling at me as he waited, though I could sense he was really nervous.

“Sure,” I heard myself say, and the smile that spread over his face was surely mirrored on mine in the next moment.

“Cool, I’ll see you,” he said.

And we’d been pretty much inseparable ever since.

“Hi, honey!” Dodge called as I came near. He was one of my favorite people in the world, someone who was such a part of Shore Leave that sometimes, in my most secretly-guarded thoughts, I pretended he was my dad—even though he was married to Marjorie, with two of his own kids, Justin and Liz. Justin was in Jo and Jackie’s grade and Liz a year behind me. Dodge ran the filling station and engine repair shop about a quarter-mile around the lake, but he was still here at the cafe all the time, helping out with the things Mom and Aunt Ellen couldn’t manage. He stopped in for coffee every morning of the busy season, without fail, sometimes bringing Justin, who helped him in the summers. Dodge’s bushy salt-and-pepper hair was held under control only by the aviator sunglasses perched on the top of his head. His full beard and mustache seemed like a continuation of his unruly hair.

“Hi, Dodge,” I said, burrowing against him and squeezing tightly. He couldn’t hug me back because he held his drinking mug in one big hand and a long, tapered stick in the other, which he used to poke at the blazing fire. Though the sun wouldn’t set for a couple hours, the bonfire was already alive and kicking. He kissed the top of my head and I smelled his familiar, comforting scent, a combination of wood smoke, motor oil, tobacco, and Jim Beam.

“Happy birthday!” he said, sounding jovial as always. Truly, I’d never seen him in any other mood. And then he hollered, “Boy! What’s taking you so long?”

“Shit, Pa, I’m coming,” Justin said, giving us a grin as he staggered up to the fire bearing an enormous armload of wood. “Where do you want this?”

Dodge pointed with the stick and Justin grunted as he deposited the burden on the ground. He stood and brushed debris from his flannel shirt, which flapped open over his tan, bare belly and damp swim trunks.

“Hey, Jilly,” he said to me, offering an easy smile. Justin was tall and lean and wiry, with wavy black hair that hung past his shoulders in back, though the sides were shorter, and a face that Gran always said was too pretty for a boy. I was glad she’d never said that directly to him. I’d known Justin forever; the two of us, along with Joelle and Justin’s sister Liz, played like siblings every summer as far back as my memory stretched. He treated me like a little sister, teasing me mercilessly when we were kids. Since high school we’d drifted apart, but now he added amiably, “Happy birthday.”

“Thanks,” I said, and then waved farewell as I practically skipped over to where Mom and Aunt Ellen were busy hanging Christmas lights over the picnic table. I felt a splash of excitement; the cafe was closed for the evening, though people would flock out here in less than an hour to celebrate. Mine and Joelle’s birthdays were a day apart, and our party was always the final send-off to summer; school would start next week already, and so I meant to enjoy the weekend to the fullest.

“There’s my sweet sixteen,” Great-Aunt Minnie said from the porch, where she and Gran sat having a smoke and a couple of beers. “Look at you.”

I bounded up the steps and kissed her cheek. Minnie’s golden hair hung in a thick braid down her back, nearly to her waist, as she disliked cutting it. My grandma, her younger sister, wore hers in a similar style most days, though Gran let her own hair go white while Minnie kept hers dyed. I was the one who helped her color it; every six weeks or so she’d tip her head back over the tin washtub and I’d use Clairol Natural Palest Blonde to counteract the gray.

“Hi, doll,” said Gran, blowing smoke out of the side of her mouth and grinning at me. “You excited?”

“For sure,” I said, tingly and happy. I plopped into the chair between them and Gran slid her bottle my direction.

“Just a little one, now,” she cautioned. “And for God’s sake, don’t let your mother see.”

I grinned and snagged a sip, the beer cool and with a slight honey flavor. Good thing Gran figured this was the only drinking I’d be doing on my birthday.

“Where’s Joelle?” Great-Aunt Minnie asked.

“With that Jackson,” Gran said, with a disapproving tone. She always said that Jackson instead of just using his name, which drove Joelle crazy. I knew Gran wasn’t overly fond of my sister’s boyfriend, even though everyone else seemed to love him. Especially Mom. I overheard Mom telling Aunt Ellen once, around last Christmas, that she hoped they’d get married someday. I didn’t mind Jackie, but I hated the thought of my sister marrying him and moving across town, and subsequently away from me. I hated the thought of anything that separated us.

Rich Mayes poked his head out the screen door to wish me a happy birthday. He added, “I’ll go get Pamela and then we’ll be back to celebrate, sweetie.”

I hopped up from the chair to hug him. Rich worked at the cafe as a cook, and he and his wife Pam lived just a few miles away. Pam’s grown daughter lived in either Texas or Oklahoma, I couldn’t remember which; she’d been up to visit once years before, when I was just a kid.

“Oops, there’s your fella,” Minnie said, indicating Chris’s mom’s car as it bumped into the parking lot.

“And there she goes,” I heard Gran chuckle, but I was too excited to see my boyfriend. I met him just as he climbed out of his car and jumped right into his arms.

“Hey,” he said, hugging me hard, my toes lifting from the ground. “My birthday girl. What’s your wish?”

“I can’t tell,” I said, unable to stop grinning at him. He wore his new Van Halen t-shirt, the one with the angel from their latest album cover. I reminded him, “Or it won’t come true.”

Chris leaned back into the car and reached for a package wrapped in bright pink paper and tied with a silver ribbon. “Well I hope this comes close, anyway,” he said, not letting me take it from his hands. When I giggled and grabbed for it, he lofted it above his head, where I hadn’t a chance of reaching. I dug my fingertips into his ribs. He yelped and almost dropped it, and finally surrendered it into my grasp.

I shook it gently, then held it to my ear.

“You’ll never guess,” he said confidently. “And hey, I didn’t give you a kiss yet.” And so saying he slipped his arms around me and pulled me close. He tasted familiar and sweet, and of Big Red gum. Chris was the only one of our group of friends who didn’t smoke, which I admired. He squeezed me tightly and tipped his forehead against mine to whisper, “Love you, Jilly Bean.”

“I love you, too,” I murmured, and brushed my lips against his one more quick time.

He said, “You taste like beer.”

“Gran,” I replied, which was all the explanation he needed.

He stroked my hair, wrapping his fingers in it like he always did, before saying, “Let’s go celebrate.”

An hour later the sun sank like honey spilled on a pale-blue tablecloth. Twinkling lights glowed and lanterns burned, everyone eating, talking, drinking, laughing and dancing. Eddie Sorenson and Jim Olson played their guitar and banjo, like they always did for parties in the Landon area. Rich’s wife, Pam, joined them with her accordion; sometimes she used a tambourine. It certainly wasn’t Top Forty music like Jo and I normally listened to on the radio, but I couldn’t imagine loving what Eddie and Jim played any more than I did; it was the music of my childhood. And no one could sit still. Pam laughed about something as she played, her long brown hair held up in a gold barrette. People crowded the makeshift dance floor, my sister and Jackie locked in each other’s arms, even though the song was not a slow one. Everyone came to our birthday bash, and most years the weather was fantastic, like it was tonight, the air calm and Flickertail growing mysterious as the sun disappeared and stole the color from the far shore. Stars began to decorate the darkening sky, and I was sixteen.

Chris and I took a break from the dancing after the next song; I grabbed his hand and we ran down the hill to the glider on the dock, our favorite place to sit and talk. Sometimes we fought my sister and Jackson for the space, though. They thought they were so sneaky, having sex after they’d go skinny-dipping. I couldn’t believe they were that brave; at least Chris and I waited until we could be totally alone, and we hadn’t even gone all the way yet. I was terrified of getting pregnant, despite Jo’s promise to take me to an appointment to get on the pill, like her.

“Here,” he said as we claimed our spots on the glider. He’d grabbed his present for me from the stack of gifts on the picnic table. “I can’t wait anymore for you to open it.”

I was too excited to do anything but rip the paper away. Inside was a white gift box from the local drug store.

“A Precious Moments figurine?” I asked, holding it up and inspecting the side.

“No, silly,” Chris said. “I just used the box. Open it.”

I did, struggling with the tape he so industriously applied to each edge. But at last I managed and reached inside, extracting a small, blue velvet…ring box? My heart just about stopped, but Chris laughed again, totally at ease. He said, “It’s not an engagement ring, Jills. Don’t look so freaked out.”

I regained my voice and argued, “I’m not freaked out. But if it’s not…”

“It’s a promise ring,” he said, and all traces of teasing suddenly vanished. His eyes were serious upon mine in the starlight. My heart punched my breastbone and then began pounding as though I’d just jogged from downtown. He swallowed and caught my free hand between both of his. His hands were big and all knuckles, and I loved them. I loved everything about him, and honestly, if he’d asked me right at the moment to be his wife my answer would have been yes.

“A promise ring?” I repeated carefully, cradling the box in my cupped palm.

“Here, open it,” he said, and freed my hand so I could.

“Oh,” I said, and my eyes stung with tears as the little box opened with a click, revealing a simple gold band set with a heart containing a tiny stone.

“It’s a peridot,” he explained, and his voice was very soft. “For August. It’s hard to tell in the dark.”

 “I love it,” I whispered, my lips trembling. “Oh, Chris…”

He plucked it out and studied my face, before gently taking the third finger of my right hand into the tips of his and sliding the ring over my knuckle. It fit perfectly and he smiled in triumph.

“Joelle helped me with the size,” he explained.

“I really love it,” I managed to whisper, and tears fell over my cheeks. I felt a shift in my belly when Chris put the ring on my finger, a gut instinct that I’d long ago learned never to ignore. I knew in that moment that he would be my husband someday. Not because of the ring and what it implied, but something much deeper, some instinct that kicked at me sometimes, usually when I was sleeping but occasionally in the waking world, too. And right then, without a doubt, I knew that I would bear his name. And for a split second I felt a third presence, just a flash that disappeared almost instantly.

Chris brought my hand to his lips and kissed it, letting his lips linger. I lunged into his arms and heard the gift box and wrapping paper plop into the lake. But I didn’t care; the ring was safe on my finger. Chris gathered me close and kissed me, sweet and tender, like he did just about everything.

“I love you,” he said into my hair.

“Oh, Chris,” I said, my throat hurting a little, kissing the side of his smooth jaw. “I love you. And I love my ring. It’s beautiful.”

“Someday it’ll be an engagement ring,” he whispered. “I promise.”

I buried my face in his neck and breathed against him. He slipped his hands around my waist, still bare from Joelle tying my tank into a knot. Sometimes Chris was so hesitant that I helped him along, and reached to slip his palms upward, so that they cupped my breasts. He exhaled in a rush and kissed me, his thumbs moving in careful circles over my nipples. I pressed into his hands and kissed him with all of the emotion that swelled in my heart.

“Hey, kiddos, whatcha doing out here?” came a teasing voice, and Chris withdrew his hands as quickly as if the school principal was headed our way; I kept mine on his shoulders even though Jackie and Jo strolled down the hill from the cafe, holding hands. Jackie sounded half in the bag, despite the early hour and the presence of so many adults. But just about everyone here was probably two-thirds of the way there anyway, and not inclined to notice. Jackie was a local football star, would be Landon High’s starting quarterback this fall, and no one really questioned anything he did. He and my sister were giggling about something. Jackie let Jo walk first, as if he actually was a gentleman (which he really wasn’t) as they made their way out onto the dock to join us.

“So, do you love it?” Jo asked, tucking her long hair behind her ears and grinning at me. She was flushed and her breath smelled like some kind of fruity wine. She held out her hand for mine.

“I do,” I whispered, drawing back from Chris and slipping my right hand into hers. “Thanks for helping with the size.”

“Oh, Jilly, it’s beautiful,” she practically cooed. “I knew it would fit.”

“What’s this?” Jackie asked incredulously, shoving his way between us. “An engagement ring?”

“A promise ring,” Joelle corrected, slapping at his lean belly. “What’s the difference?” he asked, catching her around the waist. “It’s a promise to be engaged,” Chris said, giving us all a grin. I couldn’t help myself and kissed him again, until Jackie warned, “I’m throwing you two in the lake if you don’t quit.”

Joelle slapped at him again and he laughed and threatened to pitch her next. She shrieked and wrestled away from him, but in the next moment he stepped back and peeled off his shirt, revealing his muscular chest. Jackie was such a show-off; half the time he was around he was shirtless. He gave us all a wicked grin and then unbuttoned his shorts, doing an Elvis-y thing with his hips as he slipped them down and then cannon-balled off the end of the dock. He surfaced with a roar and began energetically splashing us. We all yelped and Joelle screeched, “We have to do the cake pictures still, dumbass!”

Jackie only laughed, leaning his elbows on the end of the dock; with his dark curls slicked back from his forehead he looked like a handsome, evil merman. He grabbed Jo’s ankle.

“Girls!” Gran yelled at us, up on the porch and backlit by the lights. “Get up here for cake!”

 “See?” Joelle said to Jackie as he leaped with muscular grace onto the end of the dock and tried to get his arms around her.

She darted away and ran for the cafe, with Jackson dripping in hot pursuit. Chris stood and then surprised me by picking me up like a bride on her wedding night. He said formally, “Happy birthday, Jilly. The first of many to come.”

Three hours later most of the guests headed back around Flickertail for home and their beds; just the regulars remained at the fire pit: Mom and Ellen, Gran and Minnie, Rich, Pam, and Dodge. I yet hadn’t shown my ring to anyone other than Joelle. In the hubbub of the party no one was aware that I was hiding my right hand from view. I wasn’t sure how Mom would react, especially, and wanted to wait until Chris wasn’t here so he wouldn’t be hurt if she seemed disapproving. No matter if she was; I planned never to remove my new ring.

A big group of us was swimming now, under the intoxicating light of a million stars. The air was so motionless it seemed as though we were characters on a theater stage, spot-lit by the pale glow of the waxing moon. Our words and shrieks and laughter could probably be heard clearly for miles in every direction. I hugged Chris’s shoulders as I rode on his back, pleasantly drunk, but not enough that I couldn’t hide it from the womenfolk; Jo and I were longtime experts at that.

Jackie and Justin had my sister and Justin’s girlfriend, Aubrey Pritchard, on their shoulders. Jo and Aubrey were locked in good-natured combat, trying to knock one another into the water while the guys gripped their thighs and laughed uproariously. A few of our other friends stuck around, too; a bottle of peppermint schnapps made the rounds for shots at least three times. I held my right wrist loosely in my left hand, and Chris reached up every so often to rub his fingers over my palms, or he reached back to caress my legs under the water. I pressed my lips against his chilly neck again and again, or rested my cheek against his back. We watched everyone playing and roughhousing from a safe distance, Chris chest-high in the lukewarm water. My long hair hung in damp snarls over my shoulders.

 “I love seeing this on you,” he said, holding my ring between two fingers. “I almost picked one with blue to match your eyes.”

“Oh, I like the green,” I assured him. “I love it.”

“I’m glad,” he said. And then, softly, “I’m so happy you’re mine, Jilly.”

Tears wet my eyes again, surprising me. I was so overwhelmed by my feelings for him that my chest literally hurt. In response, I hugged him as hard as I could. He turned his head and I leaned around to kiss him sideways.

“Then I’m the luckiest girl alive,” I said back, and he scooted me around with a smooth motion to kiss me much more thoroughly.



Chapter Two

April, 1985

PROM WAS TWO WEEKS AWAY AND I FINALLY CHOSE A DRESS, after much debating. Mom drove Jo and me all the way to Minneapolis to check out the prom shops. The unspoken message was that if we didn’t pick something on this extensive excursion, we were up Shit Creek without a paddle, as Gran would say; at least, if we wanted a dress that wasn’t from the dime store in Landon. Jo already pictured a specific dress—short, black, and with sequin detailing. Since just about every prom dress on display was either pitch-black or eye-popping teal, there was no problem locating one that could have been made to order. She tried it on with a pair of very high heels, which caused Mom to cluck with disapproval, but Jo brought her own tip money for shoes. I looked at her with complete admiration; I told her Jackie was going to freak out when he saw her.

“That’s the idea,” she said, too low for Mom to hear as I joined her at the three-way mirror in the dressing room hallway. She pivoted again, asking, “Do you think the heels are too much?”

“No, they look great,” I said honestly. “I love the straps up your ankles.”

“Thanks, Jills,” she said, smoothing the short, tight skirt over her teeny waist and curvy hips. “Now let’s find you something to knock Christopher’s socks off.” And she raised her eyebrows up and down at me; Jo was so naughty. I giggled and felt myself blush, and Jo added, “You’re so cute.”

 “I want something blue,” I said as we paced rows of possibilities, Jo clutching the dress-length bag containing her new get-up.

“Indigo, navy, periwinkle,” Mom mused, examining fabric colors. “Or what, honey?” Mom followed Jo and me at a small distance, making sure I didn’t pass up a good choice. Despite my protests, Mom loaded her arms with about ten options, none exactly the blue I envisioned—sapphire, with a sparkle. Maybe glitter. Or with rhinestones over the front. Long, with a slit up to my thigh.

I tried on every choice, even the non-blue ones, mostly to humor Mom and Jo; one thing I could count on was an honest response from both of them. Jo vetoed the first four, but wolf-whistled at the fifth, a taffeta dress the color of June roses. A deep magenta in color, it fit simply, tight across the breasts and then flaring into a skirt, a basic A-line, but above my knees. I twirled tentatively, trying to see the back.

“Oh, Jilly Bean, this is the one,” Jo insisted, turning me by the shoulders to face the mirror again. She gathered my hair and twisted it expertly on top of my head, holding it there to demonstrate the overall look. I met her eyes in our reflection and smiled. She winked at me. Nudging me with her elbow, she teased, “This is it, I feel it in my bones. Don’t you?”

“It’s not like that,” I explained for the millionth time. “And it is pretty. But I wanted blue.”

“Not when you have this one,” Jo said.

Mom, perched on a chair to wait, agreed, “I like that one, too, Jillian. That is a lovely color on you.”

“All right,” I relented.

After eating lunch at a fancy (by our standards, anyway) restaurant, we headed back to Landon. Jo elected to drive while Mom dozed in the passenger seat, so we made it home an hour or so sooner, since Jo wasn’t afraid to break the speed limit on the interstate. We pulled into the cafe parking lot in the coppery gleam of early evening light; we’d driven out from beneath the thick gray quilt of clouds blanketing the Twin Cities after an hour or so. The sky was currently the mellow blue of early spring, the sunlight slanting auburn over Flickertail as Jo parked and slapped both hands on the steering wheel. I grinned at her from the back seat and then studied our family’s business out the front windshield. I loved Shore Leave so much. I couldn’t imagine being separated from it for more than a day or so. Jo was different, longing to get away. The thought of that terrified me and so I changed the subject whenever her thoughts veered that direction.

“Jackie’s here,” I observed, watching as he emerged from the cafe, Justin on his heels. They must have boated over from town, since neither one of their vehicles was in sight. Sure enough, as we climbed out of the car I spotted Dodge’s ancient, beat-up dingy tied to our dock, with its outboard motor tilted up out of the water.

“So, you find a dress?” Jackie teased my sister. She made a show of twirling the long plastic bag around her head, but did not let him peek.

“Jackson, no,” she insisted. “It’s a surprise.”

He grabbed her for a quick kiss and then said, “We’re heading over to Justin’s. I’ll stop out later.”

“Okay,” she told him, pulling him back for one more smooch.

I rolled my eyes at Justin, who grinned at me and then grouched, “Come on, dude.”

“I can’t believe you guys graduate this year,” I said, watching the guys jog down the hill and over the dock boards. Justin replaced the motor in the water and Jackie, who’d pulled a white skipper hat over his curls, fired the boat to life. They both waved up at us.

“I know, finally,” Joelle said, not understanding that I meant this as a lament.

“Thanks for driving,” Mom said. She walked up behind us laden with my dress and both of our shoe boxes.

“Jeez, Mom, here,” Joelle said, taking her shoes from Mom’s arms.

Aunt Ellen stuck her head out the screen door and called, “Joanie! Girls! We could use some help in here.”

And so it wasn’t until after dinner rush that I was able to call Chris to tell him about my dress. Mom, Gran, Minnie, and Ellen sat in the bar, smoking and rolling silverware for tomorrow, a seemingly endless task. My sister was wiping down her tables out on the porch and I’d just counted my tips.

“I can’t wait to see it,” Chris said, sounding happy. “Do I have to wait for the dance?”

“Yes,” I told him. “At least, according to Jo.”

Chris and I celebrated our one year anniversary just last month, in March. I hadn’t yet taken the promise ring from my finger, where Chris placed it on my birthday. I loved tipping my hand to and fro in the sunlight, watching the tiny green peridot glint and throw back sparks. Mom hadn’t reacted the way I feared; instead she cupped my cheeks and said calmly, “If you promised your right ring finger to Tom and Elaine Henriksen’s boy, then I’m happy for you, honey.”

Great-Aunt Minnie harrumphed a little, eyeing the ring over the rim of her horn-rimmed glasses, but said, “As long as you finish school first, Jilly Rae.”

Gran brought my hand close to her eyes to give the ring a thorough examining. She pronounced, “It’s lovely. And Chris is a sweet boy, not like that Jackson.”

Thank goodness Jo wasn’t there to hear this remark, since Gran would surely have made the same assessment with Joelle present. I said, “Aw, Gran, Jackie’s not so bad.”

Gran gave me a look that clearly meant, When you’re older, you’ll know better.

“So, what color?” Chris asked, drawing me back to the present.

“Pink,” I told him.

“I’ll get you roses then,” he said.

“Can you come over? I haven’t seen you all day,” I complained, twisting the phone cord around my finger until the tip turned purple.

“I can’t tonight,” he apologized. “Dad and I are cleaning the garage. I promised I’d help until it was done.”

Chris’s parents were older, closer to Gran’s age than my mother’s; he was an only child, born when Tom and Elaine were in their late forties. And so I understood that when he said his dad needed help, he really meant it.

 “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I told him and kissed the receiver with a loud smack. “There, that’s for good-night.”

Chris laughed, and my heart felt warm and safe. He said softly, “I wish I was there to really kiss you. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” And I hung up thinking that someday soon he would be in my arms to kiss me good-night every night. He would be my husband and we’d live just across town from Shore Leave. Better yet, we could build a little cabin-sized place on the property. That way I could still see and hear Flickertail on a daily basis, and be here to help Great-Aunt Minnie dye her hair, and work in the cafe, and sit on the dock in the evenings to watch the sun sizzle into the lake as it set.

I was smiling as I helped myself to a glass of root beer. Joelle came through the door from the porch, untying her server apron. Her hair was slung back in a ponytail low on her neck and she looked tired. I was about to ask her if she needed help when the phone on the front counter rang. I caught it up on the second ring, saying cheerfully, “Shore Leave Cafe!”

“Joelle?” asked a voice I didn’t recognize, though I felt I should. It was a woman’s, vaguely familiar, and she sounded upset.

“No, but she’s right here,” I said, motioning for my sister.

Jo hurried over at once and frowned at my expression, taking the phone from my grasp and saying, “Hello?”

I watched as her face went from concerned to outright terrified. She said nothing but, “Oh my God,” and, “I’ll be right there,” before hanging up, grabbing her purse from behind the counter and then racing to the parking lot without another word.

“Jo!” I yelled, clacking out the screen door in her footsteps. “Wait!” She slowed a fraction, digging through her purse for the keys to the station wagon. Tears seeped over her cheeks as I caught up to her, grabbing her arm before she darted away again.

“What’s going on?” I demanded.

She said, “It’s Jackie, come on, let’s go.”

We were break-necking to the highway before I heard any more explanation. Jo, wiping tears from her face with one hand, clutching the steering wheel with the other, explained, “That was Jackie’s mom. He and Justin are both in the hospital.”

“What?” I gasped. “Why?”

“They…somehow they fell off a train!” she wailed, and accelerated.

We drove to Rose Lake, ten minutes away and the next town over, since Landon doesn’t have its own hospital. Jo drove seventy-five miles an hour. By the time we pulled into the parking lot, streetlights flooded the space in an eerie white glow, blocking out the glint of stars in the darkening sky. I followed my sister at a jog. Patricia Gordon, Jackie’s mother, met us as we bolted through the automatic door that slid soundlessly to accommodate us.

“Oh my God, are they all right? Where is he?” Jo cried, both of her hands plunged into her hair, like she was about to tear it out.

Pat looked more composed than she sounded on the phone, and hugged Joelle close, rubbing her back. She said, “Honey, it’s all right, they’ll both be all right. Jackie scared us for a minute there, but the doctor says he’ll be fine.”

“Can I see him?” my sister begged, her eyes still awash with tears. “Of course, he’s up just one floor, room 207,” Pat told us.

I followed my sister, feeling useless; probably Mom and everyone was wondering where the hell we’d gone with no word. I figured I better give them a call before they got too worried and called the police or something. Inside the dimly-lit hospital room, Jackie lay on his back in a twin bed, eyes closed. His forehead and one wrist were bandaged, and he appeared unusually pale. Jo made a whimpering noise and raced to the bedside, her hands fluttering over him. I stood in the background, my heart bumping in sympathy for my sister.

“Jackie,” she whispered. Even though I meant to keep my distance, I couldn’t help but move forward and gently touch her back. Jackson’s left cheek was bruised but his eyelids fluttered and he looked up at us, and then attempted to smile.

“Jo,” he muttered. “I’m sorry.”

She leaned over him and cupped his face. He bent his arm, with a slight grimace, and wrapped it around her hips.

 “Don’t scare me like this,” she murmured, brushing at his curls with gentle fingers.

“Hey, guys,” Justin said, coming into the room, and I turned gratefully to him, embarrassed to be witnessing such an intimate scene.

“Hey,” I said.

“Just five stitches for me,” Justin said, indicating a bandage over his right eyebrow. “I guess that’s what I get for being a dumbass. Hope it doesn’t scar.”

“What happened?” Jo demanded, turning to Justin, who immediately held up his hands like a gunfighter proving he didn’t have a weapon.

“We decided it would be fun to hop the train for a free ride. And smart guy here slipped and fucking fell off the side, so I had to jump after his ass,” Justin said, indicating Jackie.

Jackie groaned, reminding us, “Hey, I said I was sorry.”

Jo spun back to him, cheeks flushed, her golden-green eyes flashing with a look I knew well. She snapped, “Dammit, Jackson! You promised you wouldn’t do this stupid shit anymore! Are you in seventh grade?”

Jackie closed his eyes and even I could tell he was trying to amp up the pitiful look so Jo would quit yelling at him.

“Jills, you need a ride home?” Justin asked. “I was just gonna head out. They discharged me but Jackie’s gotta stay the night.”

I turned to my sister, who was now smoothing Jackie’s hair. I wanted to roll my eyes at this; Jo was too easily manipulated by Jackie. Instead I asked, “You want me to stay, Joey?”

She shook her head. “No, but thanks, Jills. I’ll stay here for a while, will you tell Mom?”

I hugged her hard and Justin said, with the kind of affectionate undertone guys use when they care about each other and rely on insults to show it, “Sleep tight, shithead.”

Justin and I said good-night to Pat and then walked out into the night together, in silence. The almost-full moon was just rising from the eastern edge of the world. Justin led the way to his truck, and I was surprised when he opened the door for me. But it made sense, because Dodge was a gentleman, always holding the door for ladies.

 “Thanks,” I said, clambering inside his truck. After he slid behind the wheel and gunned the truck to life, I asked, “Do your parents know you guys are here?”

“Yeah, Mom freaked out a little, but I told her I just got a few stitches,” he said, driving us out of the lot. Rose Lake was a pretty town, just a little bigger than Landon.

“So, where did you guys fall off the train?” I asked, studying his profile for a second.

“Shit, somewhere just outside of town, luckily. I told Jackie it was the last time we were hitching a ride the last time we did it, but he’s gotten all sentimental these last few months, what with school ending and moving away and everything. He wants to do everything we used to do one last time. Especially now that he’s been accepted to Northwestern.”

This fact frightened me to no end; Jo sobbed for over two hours after Jackie received his acceptance letter, though not in his presence. I was terrified that somehow he would convince her to join him at this college in Chicago, even though Jo hadn’t applied there. Just the possibility of her moving that far away made my soul feel like shriveling.

“Then we had to fucking walk back to town to get my truck,” Justin was saying, laughing a little. “Jackie was in so much pain that I drove him straight to the hospital and then called Greg and Pat. Greg wasn’t home, but Pat rushed right over and then I figured I better call home since there’s no way they wouldn’t find out anyway. Shit, Dad’ll whip my ass for being so dumb.”

I giggled a little. “I can’t imagine Dodge getting so mad.”

“Are you kidding me?” Justin responded easily, driving with his right hand on the bottom of the wheel, the other sticking straight out the open window. It was a gorgeous evening and I rolled mine down all the way, too, letting the spring air rush into the truck. No matter that my hair would be a squirrel’s nest when we got back to Shore Leave. He added, with his usual good spirit, “When I was a kid I got spanked all the time. Liz only did once, but she’s a quick learner.”

“I guess Aubrey has mentioned that you like to be spanked,” I heard myself say, and felt my cheeks immediately blister, glad suddenly for the darkness. Now why did I say that? Aubrey (who I honestly thought was a gigantic bitch, though I would never confess this to Justin) did love to brag about Justin’s prowess, but she’d never actually mentioned spanking.

“What?” he yelped, laughing. “You are so shitting me.”

I was laughing then, too, embarrassed but unable to go back on what I’d said now. Maybe a little devil hopped onto my shoulder, maybe I secretly relished being alone with popular Aubrey Pritchard’s hunky boyfriend in his truck, getting his attention this way, but I added, “Yeah, she’s really descriptive, too.”

Justin laughed even harder. He angled a look my way and said, “Whatever, Jillian, you are so pulling my leg.” At the same time, he nudged my left thigh with his knuckles, the way you would to emphasize your words, and my heart issued a sudden frenzy of hot, rapid beats.

“I am not,” I lied, irritably.

Grinning, this time he mouthed the word whatever.

I shrugged as though unconcerned, but found I couldn’t quite catch a full breath. There was a tiny part of me that acknowledged how I liked the sound of my name on Justin’s lips, but that was far too strange a thought to deal with, so I pushed it away. Immediately I considered the possibility of Justin confronting Aubrey, and then Aubrey angrily confronting me. I imagined this scenario with a hefty dose of anxiety, picturing hiding behind Joelle at school, like a little kid.

We reached Landon no more than a minute later and Justin turned onto Fisherman’s and then left around Flickertail, out to Shore Leave. There were still a few customer cars in the lot, probably just people hanging around the bar. Our candle lanterns glimmered on the porch and I could see Gran and Minnie having a smoke at their usual table. Justin sat with his hands hanging over the top of the steering wheel, the truck idling, and I collected my nerves, looked his way, and said, “Thanks for the ride.”

His dark eyes held mine as he offered an indulgent grin, the kind you’d give a baby sister. He said, “No problem, kiddo,” like I wasn’t the same age as his girlfriend. But Aubrey was light-years ahead of me in both confidence and attitude; it was actually better than being called tomboy, Justin’s perennial nickname for me in the past. One of several.

Not that I cared or anything.

I hopped out of the truck and slammed the door just a little harder than necessary. Justin drove away and I climbed the steps under the shrewd gazes of both my grandma and my great aunt.

“Where’s your sister?” Gran asked just as Minnie commented, “You girls took off awfully fast.”

I sighed and sank to a chair to join them, suddenly exhausted. I said, “Jackie fell off the train and is in the hospital in Rose Lake.”

OEBPS/images/right.jpg





OEBPS/images/up.jpg






OEBPS/toc.xhtml



			Cover


			Title Page


			Copyright


			Dedication


			Chapter One


			Chapter Two


			Chapter Three


			Chapter Four


			Chapter Five


			Chapter Six


			Chapter Seven


			Chapter Eight


			Chapter Nine


			Chapter Ten


			Chapter Eleven


			Chapter Twelve


			Chapter Thirteen


			Chapter Fourteen


			Chapter Fifteen


			Chapter Sixteen


			Chapter Seventeen


			Chapter Eighteen


			Chapter Nineteen


			Excerpt from Winter at the White Oaks Lodge







Landmarks



				Cover


				Title Page








OEBPS/images/iii.jpg
1 N@ﬁ@w
Abbie Williams

central
avehye

2017





OEBPS/images/left.jpg





OEBPS/images/vi.jpg






OEBPS/images/design.jpg





OEBPS/images/down.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781771680103_cover.jpg





