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PROLOGUE


TIME ADVANCES AT A STEADY PACE, WHETHER you wish it did or not.


Memories, of course, are regulated by no such grounding.


That first winter, my thoughts seemed more frozen than the earth outside. An ice pick would have been required to chisel them free from the prison of remembrance. Despite the many and well-meaning assurances of those who loved me, passing months had done little to ease the ache. Images would assault me without warning, more immediate in those moments than reality; his face, his voice, the same ones I had known and cherished since my earliest memories.


That layer of rocks out there, see that? He indicated with an outstretched arm. That’s where my family first built a house on this land.


My own voice next; how badly I craved his attention. I know that. You told me the last time we were here. Can we ride out there?


I knew he would say yes. As long as he deemed it safe, he never denied me a thing, and I loved riding beside him through the foothills surrounding his family’s home, holding the reins as he had taught me, moving with my horse, feeling her strong, warm muscles against my legs.


A good rider communicates with voice and body movements. And horses respond more to how you move, don’t forget, Wy had reminded me in the corral earlier that morning, while cinching his saddle strap. At fourteen, he knew more about horses than most adults did. Clark, his dad, once told me that Wy had learned to ride almost before he could walk, just like all four of his older brothers.


I know, I insisted. I remember.


Do you need help with that? He pointed to the cinch strap I was fastening beneath Sunny, my mare.


No, I know how to do it, I blurted, wanting him to be impressed with my memory. Wy had taught me to tack a horse the summer before, when I was seven. The only part I couldn’t manage was settling the heavy saddle on Sunny’s back.


He watched to make sure, without saying anything, and I finished saddling my horse, keeping the leather straps flat against Sunny’s shiny, maple-colored hide, careful to avoid pulling her hair the wrong direction and to tighten the buckles just right. I concentrated so hard that sweat ran down the sides of my face in sticky trails and I almost chewed through my bottom lip.


Good work, Mill, he praised when I was finished.


Can we ride out there? I repeated, nudging Sunny’s sides with the heels of both boots, easing her forward from a standstill. It felt so good to be outside, with the wild Montana air all around us and the bright sun beating down on our heads, and I wanted to ride fast and stay ahead of the rest of our families the way Wy let me—he knew I could handle a canter. He never nagged me to slow down. He just kept pace beside me.


Sure, was his cheerful response.


His gray cowboy hat, the one he always wore, made a shadow over his brown eyes, but I knew exactly what those eyes looked like, down to the smallest flecks of color. There was a gold splash in his right iris, like a sunbeam behind his pupil. He was riding Shadow, his horse. Wy had raised Shadow from a foal, and it was on Shadow’s back that I had first learned to ride, during one of my family’s summer visits to Montana. We drove from Minnesota nearly every July to visit my mom’s younger sisters, Tish and Ruthie. Aunt Ruthie was married to Wy’s older brother, Marshall Rawley.


Race you there! I yelled, startling Sunny, who snorted and swung her head, but she bounded ahead when I tapped her flanks with my heels.


The ground sailed past, a blurry rush of brown earth and green grass as Sunny flowed into a smooth canter. I held the reins exactly as Wy had taught me, gripping with my knees, bending forward over her neck to minimize drag. I saw Wy and Shadow catch up in the space of a breath, galloping into view about a dozen feet from my left side, Wy leaning low over Shadow’s neck. They edged into the lead as the horses raced up a small rise in the dun-colored earth. I knew Wy would never let me win because I was younger, or a guest of his family—beating him required real skill. I heeled Sunny once more, screaming and laughing, exuberant sounds swept away in the wind we stirred up.


I shrieked to my horse, C’mon, girl, go, go!


The horses’ hooves struck the ground with a steady, three-beat rhythm. We flew past the foundation of the Rawley family’s old homestead, Wy and Shadow in the lead, and he drew on the reins to slow him before circling back around, whooping in victory.


Next time! I hollered, circling Sunny in the opposite direction.


You wish! He grinned as he added, That was good riding, though.


I felt sunlight glow inside my chest at the compliment; I never felt anything but joy around Wy. Since nearly the first time we met, I had loved him all the way down to the insides of my bones.


And once, I’d believed he felt the same.





PART ONE





CHAPTER ONE


LANDON, MINNESOTA


“MILLIE, FIVE-TOP OUTSIDE!” RAE CALLED AS SHE breezed past me through the dining room, her arms loaded with empty baskets and beer mugs from her last porch table.


“I’m on it!” I yelled over my shoulder, hooking my pen behind my right ear so my hands remained free. I assured the young family whose order I’d just taken that their food would be right out, then hurried over to the bar to collect a tray of beer before pit-stopping at the ticket window to grab three baskets of fried clams. I deposited these items at two separate tables and still made it out to my newest customers in less than a minute.


Not only had I worked at Shore Leave almost every week since turning fifteen, two years ago now, I spent more time here at my family’s café than at home. The first years of my life took place only steps away, in the house where my mother and I had lived after I was born. Since my many-times great-grandmother Myrtle Jean Davis first opened Shore Leave, each subsequent generation of Davis women had inhabited the lake house and worked in the café, raising children, wildflowers, vegetables, and, occasionally, some hell. My earliest memories revolved around women and the delectable food they made—fish fillets and thick-cut potatoes crackling in the deep fryer; soft dough in which I’d curled my toddler fingers and that I’d eventually learned to shape into biscuits and cinnamon twists; homemade raspberry ice cream decorated with fresh spearmint; chocolate buttercream frosting spooned in decadent swirls over cooled yellow cake.


The ever-present scent of coffee, brewed strong. Checkered blue tablecloths and dinner rush as the sun sank over Flickertail Lake; the sweet sigh of relief after the final ticket of the night was closed out and I could steal a moment with Rae Miller, my cousin and closest friend, to sit at a porch table to count our tips. I loved everything about Shore Leave, abundantly grateful I’d been raised in such a place, in proximity to family and friends and a crystalline expanse of water bordered by old-growth pine forest. Beauty knew no boundaries here in the north woods. I had learned to swim almost before I could walk and spent as many hours soaking in the lake as time and weather permitted. My great-grandmother, Joan Davis, continued to occupy the lake house; her daughters—my grandma, Joelle Tilson; and my great-aunt, Jillian Miller—also lived nearby with their families; likewise, my parents had long ago made a home just around the lake road.


Spring was our only slow season at the café, that expectant, slushy lull while the ice was too thin for icehouses but had not completely melted away. “Ice out” was a big deal for all the local resorts; we marked the date on the calendar every spring, when winter’s stranglehold on land and water ended and the spring tourist season officially began. Summer was currently in full swing, as our chaotic dining room attested. My mom, Camille, and her two younger sisters, Tish and Ruthie, were out on Flickertail just now, lounging atop inflatable rafts and drinking the lemon-infused beer they favored when it was hot; every so often one of them would swim to the dock to refresh their drinks from a packed cooler. I smiled at the sight, knowing how much Mom missed her sisters, who both lived many hundreds of miles away, in Jalesville, Montana. If we didn’t visit them out west, Auntie Tish and Aunt Ruthie packed up their busy families in July and made the drive to Minnesota instead.


My good mood faded as I approached the newest table on the porch. Rae hadn’t mentioned they were a group of frat-boy types, probably the sons of wealthy families staying at one of the fancier resorts on the lake. I’d waited on plenty of these sorts of guys during past summers, and experience had taught me that nine times out of ten they were jackasses. Fussy, entitled, and decked out in swimwear and hair products that cost more than I made in a month—in other words, the kind of guys I really detested.


I pasted on the impersonal smile I reserved for tourists and said brightly, “Hi there, what can I get you to drink?”


Hot noontime sun poured over us; they’d left their table’s umbrella deflated, perhaps to work on their tans. Four of the five wore wraparound sunglasses and expensive short-john wetsuits which had left puddles beneath their sandaled feet, suggesting a morning spent wakeboarding; the fifth, to my immediate right, wore a sapphire-blue neoprene vest with matching trunks, showcasing muscular, sunburned arms. Their conversation, loud and boisterous, ceased the minute I appeared. They all looked up at me; neoprene vest guy lifted his mirrored shades to the top of his head and leaned closer to read the nametag pinned above my left breast. At least, that’s what I assumed he was doing.


With a growing smile, he slowly read aloud, “Millie Jo. That’s so damn cute.”


I tried not to grit my teeth as I muttered, “Thanks.”


“This is Piers,” announced the guy to his right, appearing lazily amused; both wore the presumptuous smirks of males who figure they can get you naked in less than twenty-four hours. “Isn’t that a cute name too?”


But I was accustomed to this sort of exchange.


“Nowhere near as cute as the girls inside waiting for their margaritas.” I spoke in a hushed voice, attempting to convey the sense of a juicy secret. Immediately the guys took the bait; this time, my smile was genuine.


They all spoke at once, craning their necks to peer toward the wide front windows, but the blinding sun blocked all hope of seeing inside the café.


“What girls?”


“Maybe the ones we saw on that skiff this morning!”


“Run in there, Graham, sniff ’em out.”


“See what they’re doing tonight.”


“Yeah, like preferably us.”


“Calm down, guys, don’t be so fucking obvious.”


The one called Piers returned his gaze to me after ordering them to calm down, and I realized he was beginning to smell a rat; his eyes narrowed as he ordered, “Buy them a round on us, will you, Millie Jo? Make it the most expensive tequila this place has. There is a top shelf in this place, right?”


If I’d been toting a pot of coffee, I would have upended it right over his shiny, neoprene crotch. I held his gaze as I said lightly, “You got it, Pierce.”


I watched a scowl flicker across his brow but he didn’t correct my mispronunciation of his name, instead adding, “And bring us a couple of pitchers of lager, whatever you have on tap.”


“Then I’ll need to see some ID.”


They produced waterproof wallets without complaint; they were all mid-twenties, with addresses in suburbs of Minneapolis. I caught up with Rae at the bar.


She absorbed my expression and immediately said, “I’m sorry. I would have taken them, but I was too busy at that second. Are they really bad?”


“Just typical.” I leaned on the bar counter to give my beer order to Barry, the daytime bartender.


“You got it, hon,” he said over his shoulder.


I collected the pitchers and turned to head back to the porch when I noticed two of the wetsuit guys entering from outside and scanning the dining room.


Shit, I thought. That was fast.


I snagged Rae and requested, “Hey, drop these off for me. Pretty please.”


“Sure thing.”


“I owe you!” I promised.


I checked on my other tables, delivered food, and in general stalled, but Rae had been kind enough to take the frat-boys’ order when she dropped off the pitchers.


“I can run it out for them too,” she offered when we caught up again at the ticket window five minutes later. “They kept asking where you were and what we were doing later. The one guy just loves saying your name, doesn’t he? I hate when guys do that, when they think they have something on you because they know your name.”


“I told them there was a group of cute girls in here so they’d shut up, but it backfired,” I explained, lining baskets of fish and onion rings along my left forearm. “Two of them checked and realized I was lying. No cute girls waiting for margaritas!”


Rae angled me a sly smile, her long ponytail swishing over her shoulder. I’d always been jealous of her silky, sunshine-gold hair. “Well, there’s us.”


“I meant girls who might actually be interested in guys like that.” I blew a breath upward to redirect a strand hanging in my eye; sweat had collected along my forehead and beneath my arms. I cast a wishful glance toward town. “We should have gone to the beach with everyone this morning.”


With Wy, I didn’t say. Along with my aunts and their husbands and kids, Wy had arrived from Montana yesterday evening, which meant I had less than one week and six days left of this summer’s chance for precious time around him.


But Rae knew me too well; she heard the longing in my voice.


“They’ll be back soon. I don’t think they took any food and it’s already past noon. Are you helping me babysit tonight, or what?”


“Maybe,” I hedged, not wanting to commit to anything until able to determine Wy’s plans for the evening. A seedling of hope had taken root in my heart at the fortune of an unexpected opportunity—that Wy just might decide to stay behind at Shore Leave while all the other adults ventured around the lake to Eddie’s Bar for the music, and then I’d stay behind, and then we could sit together at the end of the dock as the sun set …


“Look, there’s the kids.” Rae nodded toward the porch. “I bet everyone’s back already.”


I flew to the front windows for a better view of the parking lot; sure enough, everyone had returned from their trip to the Landon beach, toting inner tubes, sandy towels, and sunburns. My gaze sought and clung to Wy, and just that fast a vivid golden glow, like hot sun striking the lake, filled my chest. My reflection was faintly visible in the window glass, showcasing the beaming smile I could no more have contained than I could have stopped tomorrow’s dawn from breaking.


There he is, there he is!


“You’re a good liar,” someone at my elbow said. Preoccupied by my absorption with Wy, I hadn’t noticed his approach.


Irritated, I muttered without thinking, “They just didn’t want your shitty tequila, that’s all.”


Amusement flickered over his features. Lowering his eyelids in a clear attempt to appear seductive, Piers murmured, “Well, then you owe us, Millie Jo. What are you and four of your close, personal friends doing later?”


It took sincere effort not to shudder; it was with satisfaction that I informed him, “I’m seventeen.”


His gaze dropped to my breasts and then roved along my lower body with no sense of reservation or shame before returning to my face. “No fucking way are you only seventeen.”


I forced myself to maintain eye contact despite the cold twinge in my gut. “I am. And no fucking way would I ever go anywhere with you.”


All amusement vanished from his expression.


I turned away before he could reply, putting the crowded dining room between us, grateful to observe that he and his friends left within five minutes; Rae, who collected their checks, informed me that their collective tip had totaled around three dollars, mostly loose change.


“Assholes,” she muttered.


“Typical,” was all I had to say.


…


I struggled to concentrate after that, with Wy in proximity; I kept finding excuses to drift near the windows, peering outside to spy him helping the little kids stow their water toys and life jackets in the boat shed. He wore faded orange swim trunks and no shirt, offering a heavenly view of the lean, tanned muscles of his arms and torso, his chest covered in dark hair; a slim line of hair continued down the front of his stomach, disappearing into the top of his swim trunks. Heat concentrated in my lower belly as I imagined my fingertips following that line to its conclusion. A tattoo of a small black horse posed in galloping flight and with a wild mane graced his right bicep; that was new as of this summer.


Wy’s shaggy, sun-streaked brown hair was slightly messy, as usual. I’d witnessed him “comb” it many times over the years; he used both hands, no comb. When we were in Montana, he perpetually wore his battered, much-loved gray cowboy hat; here in Landon he went hatless and let the lake dictate his appearance. Wy never seemed bothered by the overall state of his clothing or hair. He was the least fussy man I’d ever known and I found this unbelievably appealing. As I watched, he lifted my little cousin Celia, who was also his niece, and spun her in circles, both of them laughing.


He threw her over his shoulder, upside down; through the screen door I heard him demand, “Had enough yet?” as she shrieked with laughter and pounded her fists on his back.


“Miss, could we get our bill?” asked an elderly couple near the windows, and I startled to attention.


“Yes, of course.” I hurried to riffle through the front pocket of my apron for their ticket, my final table of the afternoon. We did things the old-fashioned way at Shore Leave, no computers or digital screens in sight. I wrote out every order and clipped the small green sheets to the revolving metal wheel in the ticket window; later, I met each customer at the till, which chimed its cheery bell with every sale. I loved the way so many customers commented with appreciation on the outdated style of our café.


“You forgot to add our ice cream sodas.” The man spoke politely, having donned a pair of glasses to scan the bill.


“They’re on me,” I offered at once.


“Well, isn’t that nice,” said the woman. “Thank you, dear.”


I led the way to the front of the café, where the screen door was propped open by a twelve-pack of cola, allowing for a tempting glimpse of Flickertail basking beneath the afternoon sun. Mom and her sisters were headed up from the dock, wrapped in beach towels; Aunt Ruthie and Mom carried the beer cooler between them. Mom’s long hair hung over her shoulders, the sun creating a bright halo around her curls as she walked with her arm linked through Auntie Tish’s; they looked like teenagers. The elderly couple paid their bill and then ambled outside. The man placed a gentle hand on the woman’s lower back as they navigated the porch steps, and I was somewhat stunned to feel tears prickle the bridge of my nose. Witnessing the sweetness of the gesture erased the lingering unpleasant chill Piers had left in my stomach.


“Hey, you done with work yet?”


And just that fast, Wy was striding up to the register from the opposite side of the café, gaze fixed on me like he couldn’t wait to hear my response. He now wore a threadbare green T-shirt advertising his aunt’s restaurant in their hometown, a bar and grill called The Spoke. His shoulders were slightly wet, creating damp patches on the shirt along the ridges of muscle extending from his neck. Tiny sand grains were visible in the dark hair on his forearms. The aroma of the lake clung to him, but beneath that was his own natural scent, which I could have singled out from a hundred others. Just like always, I battled the need to lean closer and inhale until my lungs filled to capacity.


“Did you guys have fun swimming?” I asked, embarrassed that I sounded winded. I couldn’t help it; my heart was galloping as swiftly as the horse in his tattoo. It took effort to keep my expression neutral.


I love you, I love you, I love you, I thought as our eyes held, wishing he could read my mind.


“It would’ve been more fun if you’d been with,” he said, as guileless and straightforward as usual. I’d known Wy since I was two years old and never read this type of statement as flirtatious. We’d been good friends since we were little and I knew he liked me just fine; an easy familiarity had always existed between us. Only in the past two years had I experienced such heady tension in his presence.


“I wish I would have come with.” I indicated his right arm. “Is that Shadow? When did you get a tattoo?”


Wy’s cheerful grin deepened as he shifted, rolling back his sleeve. “Isn’t it great? A bunch of us got these in Pullman to celebrate the end of the semester, back in May. It was a toss-up between a horse and a longhorn skull, but I argued for horse. Luckily, I was in the majority. My friend Joey almost held out for the skull, but we talked him out of it.”


“A skull wouldn’t have conveyed the same message,” I agreed, inspecting the tattoo, which was inked with a smooth blending of gray and deep navy, not flat black as it appeared from a distance. I traced my fingertips over the graceful, running shape and my heart thrust hotly at the direct contact with his skin.


“I had Shadow in mind, you’re right,” he explained. Shadow’s mother had been Wy’s beloved first horse, Oreo.


Two summers ago, during our last visit to Montana, I had climbed up on the lowest rung of the gate around Shadow’s stall in the Rawleys’ massive horse barn and combed my fingers through the gorgeous animal’s thick, inky mane. Shadow’s right ear cocked in my direction and I leaned close, patting his dapple-gray neck as I whispered, I love him with all my heart. You keep him safe for me, okay? Shadow had nickered in a companionable way and nudged my ribs with his long nose, and I’d indulged ever since in imagining that Wy’s horse approved of my deepest secret.


“It’s beautiful,” I whispered, withdrawing my fingertips from the curve of his bicep; it almost hurt to stop touching him.


“You should see Scout these days, Mill, you wouldn’t recognize him,” Wy continued, and the sound of his longtime nickname for me sent giddy little thrills down my spine. “I know I showed you pictures last night, but I mean in person. Next summer, no excuses. Cider had twin foals this last spring, you should see them. And I’m thinking of getting a sow, did Ruthie tell you?”


“You are?” I asked, elated by his enthusiasm and tickled at the thought of a plump, grunting pig trotting between the sleek hooves of their numerous horses. The pig would be kept in a separate part of the barn, but still.


Wy returned my smile, leaning over the till counter on both elbows. “For one thing, I happen to like pigs. And for another, I’m hoping to eventually breed her. There’s a demand for organic pork in our area, so it’s a bonus either way.”


I knew him far too well to let this statement slide. “Yeah, right. You’d name every single baby pig and totally love all of them, and then you’re telling me you’d sell them as organic bacon?”


His eyes glinted with teasing as he admitted, “I already have a few names picked out.”


“Such as?” I demanded, my tension ebbing.


“Pork Rind and Chops, for sure.”


“Petunia,” I supplied.


“And maybe Ribsy … ”


I cried gleefully, “Bacon Bits! For the runt of the litter.”


“That’s a good one, he’ll be yours.”


Yours.


I cherished the way he often said things like that. As though there really would come a time in which Wy’s beloved pets would also belong to me; Wy, who loved animals even more than I did. To cover my fluster, I teased, “You’re the one who famously stole a cat, remember?”


“Yeah, I can’t deny that,” he acknowledged as we studied each other in pure enjoyment. “And I would do it again, no questions.”


Though I had not been present for the actual event, I knew every detail, thanks to Wy’s family’s fondness of the story; Clark, his dad, related it often. The summer Wy was twelve, he had seen another kid in their town holding a cat by the tail and whacking it with a stick. And so, without hesitation, Wy had stormed across the kid’s lawn, shoved him aside, grabbed the cat, and then ran hell-for-leather. In the ensuing upset between the kid’s parents and Clark, Wy’s earnest insistence that he’d rescued the animal from abuse prevailed, and the cat—a shabby tom they renamed Otis Lee—had lived out its days in comfort with Wy’s Aunt Julie.


“Of course you would. You’re a hero,” I said, with heartfelt sincerity.


His grin became almost bashful at my words, making him appear younger, as if he was my age rather than six years older. Just shy of six years; his birthday, February sixteenth, was only two days past mine.


What would it take?


Oh God, what would it take for us to be together?


I’ll be eighteen by next summer …


Our gazes remained steady as silence held us in a temporary lull. His eyes were so incredibly beautiful, framed by spiky black lashes, irises a rich, smoky brown; my adoring gaze caressed his face, imbibing anew all the details I’d loved for so damn long I couldn’t remember a time before that love—the gold sunburst in his right eye and his sensual lips, the upper sculpted with a crisp peak on the bow; the clean lines of his jaws and chin; his dark, expressive eyebrows and just-too-long, arrow-straight nose. A stubborn nose, Aunt Ruthie always said, possessed by all the Rawley men, to which Uncle Marshall would contradict, Stubborn, yes, but not unreasonable.


My pulse accelerated; the way Wy was leaning on his elbows over the counter put our faces only about eighteen inches apart. My smile slowly faded as I witnessed something in his expression change with hardly a shifting of his features—and sudden hope, almost painful in its intensity, swelled in my chest. My lips parted to ask about his plans for the evening but at that exact second he stood back to his full height, as though compelled to increase the distance between us, and confusion welled, diluting my hope.


Indicating the parking lot, Wy said, “I better help get the kids wrangled up.” As though to minimize the sting of becoming suddenly aloof, he invited, “Head out as soon as you’re done!”


And so saying, he loped down the porch steps into the hot afternoon sun, and I dragged my eyes away.





CHAPTER TWO


MY YOUNGER BROTHER HENRY DARTED INSIDE the café twenty minutes later, out of breath and soaking; he’d jumped or been pushed into the lake since returning from the beach. Rae and I were sitting at table three, counting our tips and rolling napkins around flatware in preparation for tomorrow’s shift. The parking lot had emptied of people; most of the little kids had returned to the lake house for showers or naps. My parents, along with Aunt Jilly, sat around a table on the porch, leaning on their elbows, fanning their faces in the late-afternoon heat. Mom and Dad were sharing a beer and the sound of their laughter as Aunt Jilly told a story could have been the soundtrack of every past summer at Shore Leave. Low-slanting sun tinted the dining room the shade of clover honey.


Wy and his dad, Clark, had disappeared around the bend in the lake road ten minutes ago; the two of them typically rented a small suite at Angler’s Inn downtown since space was so scarce, what with all the cousins. In Wy’s absence, disappointment wedged its unwelcome self all around my heart; I hadn’t ventured outside to ask what he planned to do this evening, thereby wasting yet another opportunity to spend time with him.


It’s your own fault. You hid out in here instead of joining them.


But he didn’t even come inside to say good-bye.


Because he probably figured he would see you later.


But …


“You’re dripping all over the place!” Rae scolded Henry, interrupting my woolgathering. She swept aside the green plastic tub of napkins.


In response Henry tipped forward over the table and shook his wet hair like a puppy, sending droplets flying over us.


“Quit it!” I kicked his ankle.


“Mom, Millie’s hitting me!” Henry hollered in the direction of the porch.


Mom leaned around Dad. “Is anyone bleeding in there?”


“I am!” Henry lied, hopping from one bare foot to another.


“There’s bandages behind the counter!” Aunt Jilly called merrily.


“Just don’t make the girls so angry they decide to break bones, son,” Dad added.


“What do you want?” I demanded of my brother.


“Hurry up!” Henry complained. “Mom said we can’t go until you’re done.”


“You can go,” Rae assured him. “I’ll bring Millie home later.”


“You better be nice to us tonight,” Henry warned Rae; his voice had started changing last winter and it was especially amusing when it cracked just as he issued what was supposed to be a threat.


Rae laughed, snapping her gum. “Or what? You’ll tell?”


Henry began bobbing his head in preparation to work up a loud belch.


“Don’t you dare!”


He let loose with a rifle-shot of a burp, aiming for Rae’s forehead, and then turned tail and ran back outside, bypassing the porch.


Mom yelled, “Henry Mathias Carter, I heard that!”


Dad only laughed. “The whole town probably heard that. No wonder my sisters always wanted to kick my ass when I was that age.”


“This is why all children should be girls,” Aunt Jilly said, vigorously fanning her chest with a corner of her beach towel. She leaned toward the open window. “Girls, whip up a pitcher of margaritas!”


“Mom,” Rae scolded, teasing. “No hard liquor before five, you told me to remind you.”


“It has to be close to five by now!” Aunt Jilly blew a kiss in our direction.


I studied my own mother through the window, as she sipped from her beer bottle. Dad rested a hand on Mom’s back, just like the elderly couple from earlier, letting her damp, tangled curls twine around his fingers as he rubbed a tender path along her spine. For the second time today, tears caught me off guard; a stinging lump built in my throat.


It would be like that between Wy and me, I know it.


If only Wy didn’t see me as a child, a little tagalong girl.


Rae finished the last set of flatware, flinging it in the green plastic tub with a sigh of relief, and I turned away so she wouldn’t question why I appeared on the verge of tears. No such luck; I already felt her speculative gaze. Just like Aunt Jilly, Rae had always possessed high levels of intuition, which bordered on occasional precognition; the name our family had long ago assigned to these strange flashes of the future was “notion.” No one bet against Aunt Jilly or Rae, regarding anything; it was best to assume they already knew.


Even though Rae’s older brother, Clint, had just driven his truck into the parking lot, beeping his horn and directing everyone’s attention his way, Rae kept her voice low as she informed me, “Wy said he was going out to Eddie’s tonight. You could join them. I can handle the kids.”


I loved that I never had to explain myself or justify anything to my cousin. Knuckling my eyes, I muttered, “I’m not going to chase after him. It’s humiliating.”


I sensed her leaning over the table. “You’re hardly chasing him. You guys are friends, you always have been.”


“I fucking hate that word and you know it.” I kept my gaze averted, not wanting to spy any stray pity on Rae’s face.


Outside, the ruckus increased with the arrival of Rae’s dad, Justin, and her grandfather, Dodge, who worked together at Miller Auto, their filling station and repair shop. Aunt Ruthie and Uncle Marshall were strolling toward the café from the lake house, holding hands, Uncle Marshall carrying a black guitar case. Aunt Ruthie wore a short green sundress that showed off her tan and clung softly to her curvy body, swinging their joined hands as they laughed about something together. Marshall was Wy’s older brother and resembled Wy so much that it was like glimpsing the future—a thirtysomething Wy walking along holding hands with a beautiful wife.


Just imagining that wrenched my heart with such force I pressed a fist against my ribcage.


Rae lowered her voice another notch. “This has to stop.”


I chewed my lower lip, hating my current lack of emotional control. Rae’s tone was gentle and her words rang true, but I couldn’t heed them. Not yet, anyway; my hope would persist until proven wrong. Rae was the only person who knew the true depth of my feelings for Wy. Mom and Aunt Ruthie called it a crush and assumed it would pass. I didn’t resent this; they couldn’t realize the strength of what I felt. I kept almost no secrets from my mother, but had never confided that I was in love with Wyatt Rawley; I already knew I couldn’t bear the resultant conversation.


Rae rested her fingertips on my wrist, inspiring a small, electric tingle along the bones of my forearm, the same one I felt when Aunt Jilly touched me; a non-verbal recognition of their vibrant energy. Picking up the discarded threads of the conversation we’d started late last night, she murmured, “I get it, you know I do. Wy is great. He’s funny, he’s sexy as hell. If I was you, I’d want my first time to be with him too. But he’s a man, Mills. A grown man. You know you can’t ask him something like that.”


We’d spent over an hour debating this topic last night and Rae had been ready to strangle me at several different moments. At one point, torn between hilarity and exasperation, she had demanded in a whisper, Just exactly how do you plan to ask him? Straight out? Like, “Hey, Wy, I have a question. If you’re not busy later tonight, would you mind taking my virginity? Yes, you heard me right, my virginity. You know, just the irretrievable symbol of my innocence, no big deal. You’re not busy? Okay, great! I’ll call you around nine, then?”


And we’d laughed until our stomachs ached, burying our faces in her bed pillows.


Despite the absurdity of Rae’s version of the potential conversation, I had no intention of letting this summer pass without somehow asking Wy that very question.


Wy, listen. I have a proposition for you …


“I’m not a little kid. I know exactly what I want,” I protested, fiddling with the pile of stacked napkins on the table.


“You don’t look like one anymore, but in his eyes you are still for sure a kid.” Rae abandoned tact and went right for the jugular. “I mean, if you were eighteen it would be one thing. At least Wy wouldn’t go to jail for having sex with you.”


The phrase having sex with you erupted like a volcano along my lower belly, hot and thrilling and ultimately forbidden. The thought of kissing Wy was enough to send my heart into a seizure, let alone the thought of having sex. I’d never had sex with anyone, had never come close. I’d kissed a few guys and once let Sam Mulvey get to second base, but none of the boys I attended school with compared to Wy.


“I’m just worried about you,” Rae said softly, and I knew this was true; I trusted her. We watched out for each other as well as any two sisters would. She drummed her fingers lightly on my wrist bones, her gaze tipping upward and to the left as she considered for a moment. “Evan is coming over after work. Why don’t I ask him to bring Sam along?”


“No,” I said at once. “No way.”


“Come on!” she protested. “Sam’s so cute, and he adores you, you know he does. He would be over the moon if you asked him what you want to ask Wy.”


“Rae,” I warned.


“Just saying.” Her humor fizzled as she observed my intensity. “Your secret is safe with me, don’t worry.”


“I know.” I drew another deep breath, gathering my resolve. “I’ll head home and change, and see how I feel then.”


“Feel about what?”


“About what I want to do tonight.”


“Think about Sam, seriously. He’s a good guy.”


And I did think about Sam Mulvey as I rode around Flickertail in the back of my dad’s pickup a few minutes later, the lake breeze ruffling my loose hair and drying the sheen of sweat from my forehead. Ignoring my siblings as they laughed and talked and bickered, I sat with my elbows resting on my thighs, cross-legged, facing the tailgate. Dust spiraled from the rear tires and lifted the scent of a recent rain. Sounds I’d heard a thousand times and more—the whine of outboard motors on the lake; the high-pitched chorus of frogs gliding among the cattails, punctuated by the deep, intermittent croak of bullfrogs; the soft, haunting coos of the mourning doves nesting among the pines—faded to a background murmur as I recalled a party Rae and I, in addition to most of our classmates, had attended last January.


Sam Mulvey, whose mouth slid wetly across mine when we kissed, his tongue tasting like stale beer as he fumbled with the hem of my sweater. There had been nothing arousing about our brief encounter; at least, not from my perspective. That I’d let Sam momentarily cup my breasts seemed ridiculous now, an extreme error in judgment. I wanted to wipe my lips and crunch a breath mint the moment we stopped kissing. By no one’s estimation was I the most experienced person alive, but I knew the physical things leading to sex were not supposed to feel like that. Rae was my informant. She and Evan had come close in the past year, but Evan was too scared of Uncle Justin, Rae’s dad, to risk going all the way. The point was Rae liked the things she and Evan did, liked them a whole lot; nothing like the embarrassment I felt about Sam after the party.


The notion of sex, let alone the reality of it, occupied a great deal of space in my thoughts these days, which I found both startling and intoxicating. My fantasies were not indiscriminate; only one man ever starred in them, and had for longer than I could remember. When I was younger, I had not imagined straddling Wy and holding him close as we kissed, or pictured the expression in his eyes as he untied my bikini top and slipped it from my shoulders, but since the summer I was fifteen my imaginings had become overwhelmingly erotic. I wanted to have sex with Wy, wanted it so much it was almost painful, a hunger rooted deep inside me; something I needed to survive. I wanted my first time to be with him.


First, last, and every time in between.


You’ll graduate high school next spring. You’ll be eighteen by then.


And maybe, just maybe …


I clung to a desperate sense of hope, like a gambler in the last round of high-stakes poker, that Wy would not only remain single until then but that he would be even remotely interested in pursuing a relationship with me. There were fleeting moments, like earlier today, when the expression in his eyes suggested that his feelings were more than simple friendship. A whole lot more.


But if that was true, why wouldn’t he tell me?


Think about it, Millie. Like he would dare risk telling you he liked you.


Not when you’re only seventeen and he’s close to finishing grad school.


I love him so much … how can he not realize?


The logical part of my brain nagged that it was impossible to be in love with someone I had never dated, had never really touched beyond occasional rough-housing or the kind of friendly hug you’d give a family member. Wy was present in some of my earliest memories, very much there, and always sort of larger than life. I’d noticed him immediately, even as a little girl, had been drawn to him the way a compass needle is tugged instinctively north, beyond its control. There wasn’t a logical explanation; I just knew what I felt. At age five I told my parents I meant to marry him someday, a story they’d related to the entire family numerous times since, not realizing I’d been dead-serious. I’d done my damnedest to capture Wy’s attention from nearly the first moment we met, tagging along, asking endless questions, finding any excuse to be at his side. Being near him felt as natural to me as breathing.


And here you are, wasting time feeling sorry for yourself when you should have gone outside and asked what he was doing tonight.


“Millie, you okay?” Brantley crouched near me to ask the question and it took a moment to realize the truck was no longer in motion; we’d arrived home without my noticing. Henry, Lorie, and little James bounded over the tailgate to race for the house, intent on being the first to claim the shower stall, but Brant was worried about me. Gentle and observant, Brant was Henry’s opposite in everything but looks. When Mom and Dad first brought the twins home from the hospital it had taken me months to tell them apart. Now, fourteen years and then some later, I found it impossible to imagine a time when I’d confused my brothers. Brant searched my face as he hunkered with his forearms braced on his thighs. His hair was a mess and dirt smudged his right cheek in stripes resembling fingers.


I nodded, conjuring up a smile; Brant would continue to worry if I didn’t offer reassurance.


“Are you coming with tonight?” he asked. “It’s gonna be fun. Uncle Justin set up the volleyball net and we’re having pizza.”


“I don’t know yet, I kind of have a headache.” I created the lie on the spot, feeling a small rush of guilt. “I think I might hang out here.”


Mom overheard as she climbed down from the truck. “Babe, you have a headache? I thought you looked a little pale.”


Dad reached to help me step over the tailgate. Once again on solid ground I tucked close to the warm familiarity of my dad’s side, resting my forehead against his chest, and he kissed the top of my head as he teased, “Are you working too hard these days?”


“I like working at Shore Leave,” I mumbled, embraced by the welcome simplicity of being my dad’s girl. Dad smelled like aftershave, fish, and lake water, his perpetual summertime scent. His worn shirt was damp with sweat but I didn’t care; he was always sweaty in the summer. Dad’s chest was strong and barrel-shaped, and I remembered thinking when I was little that no one was stronger than him, the security of his arms a perfect place to seek and find reassurance.


Mom rubbed a palm over my back. “I’ll get you some aspirin. See how you feel after you rest a little while. You don’t want to miss the music at Eddie’s.”


Dad sent her a grin. “If I don’t mistake the anticipation in your mother’s voice, I think she and I just might get talked into singing a song or two.”


My parents sang all the time but didn’t usually get a chance to “perform” for anyone other than us. Many years ago, during a trip out west to Montana, they first met the Rawleys because the guys needed a lead singer on open-mic night. What force besides fate could have led Mom and Dad to dinner at The Spoke that particular summer evening?


“You better dust off your cowboy hat, honey,” Mom told him.


I swallowed a dose of aspirin and lingered in a lukewarm shower, but by the time Dad hollered for us to load up the truck to head back around the lake, an actual headache banded my forehead.


Serves you right.


I drifted downstairs and then outside to tell everyone good-bye, complimenting Mom and Dad on their outfits—Dad wore faded jeans and a black shirt, with a matching hat and boots, while Mom had opted for a swishy white sundress, her hair loose, dangly silver earrings brushing her delicate jaw on either side.


“I did Mom’s makeup,” Lorie announced proudly, as Dad twirled Mom under his upraised arm, making her skirt swirl.


“You can do mine tomorrow,” I promised, knowing how much my little sister loved experimenting with eyeliner and lip gloss and blush. She was toting her bright pink cosmetics case, almost as big as Dad’s tacklebox; none of the cousins, male or female, would be safe from receiving a makeover this evening.


“C’mere, little butterfly, let’s get you in the truck,” Dad said, swinging Lorie into his arms while I snagged my baby brother, James, for a hug as he ran past, trying as always to keep up with Henry and Brant.


“No hugs, no hugs!” He twisted and struggled but I kissed his cheek anyway.


“Ha, ha!” I said as James swiped my kiss from his skin with the back of one hand.


“I’ll call you later, love,” Mom promised, and for a second her concerned gaze made me squirm; it was all but impossible to hide anything from her. “We won’t be too late.”


“I’m all right,” I muttered. “Just tired.”


I knew she wanted to ask what was truly wrong; I saw it in her eyes. But she said only, “Head over to Eddie’s later if you feel better.”





CHAPTER THREE


RESTLESS AND ENERGIZED, I OPTED FOR A WALK. Unable to bear the empty house but unwilling to join all the cousins at Rae’s, I slipped on my sandals and angled east around Flickertail, toward Shore Leave. I had no destination in mind but did not intend to show up at Eddie’s Bar; at least, not yet. I stuck to the side of the road nearest the water, which lay as flat and smooth as a length of pale silk beneath the setting sun, enjoying the calm of the daily lull between the dinner hour and the evening pontoon cruisers.


My damp hair hung over my shoulders, ruffled by small tufts of lush air, almost as though the lake exhaled gentle, periodic breaths. I let my gaze skim out across the water, its surface sparkling with golden droplets of fractured sunlight on a downward slant; I traced the tops of the wildflowers growing tall in the ditch, small, colorful petals tickling my right palm. Surrendering to need, I let the familiar spell wash over my body as I allowed my imagination to fly along wild paths. I was dying to touch Wy—to be touched by him. Just imagining it super-charged my nerves; the sensitive skin between my legs grew slippery in time with my heartbeat. My nipples became rounded peaks and I cupped my left breast, feeling the thrust of my pulse just beneath, shivering at the contact.


There wasn’t a house in sight, let alone another person; even so, self-consciousness overwhelmed my senses and I let my hand drift back to my side.


Earlier, standing naked while tepid water coursed over my skin, I’d lifted the showerhead from its holder and brought it between my legs, bracing one bare foot on the bathwater spout. The jetting spray was a sad substitute but fantasy took over, as it so often did, and the shadow of Wy was at once in the shower with me, caressing both inside and out, until my breath came in gasps and I bent double to contain the bursting rush of pleasure that left my bones feeling like jelly. I released the showerhead and its spray splashed across my ankles as I cupped the tingling flesh at the juncture of my thighs, hoping to prolong the sensation.


That feeling, that’s what I’m talking about, Rae had said when I asked what it felt like when Evan touched her. It’s like a current that runs between us, something that builds and then … sort of overflows all through your body.


That’s what sex is supposed to be like, right, that electric feeling?


Right. At least, it better be! Evan’s willing to do everything else but he’s terrified of Dad finding out we had sex and killing him.


At the sobering reality of fathers, my own included, I drew a deep breath, inhaling the scents of musky shoreline and dewy grass as logic seized momentary hold of my thoughts.


You know you can’t possibly ask Wy to take your virginity. You’re crazy if you think there’s a chance in hell you could dredge up that kind of courage. And besides, you have no context for assuming he would be willing.


I tilted my head in the direction of the treetops for a few steps, until I felt a mild rush of vertigo, aggravated by my lack of experience, the immaturity which led me to fantasize that I could ask Wy to make love to me. I may not have had sex yet but I realized there was no doubt Wy had; I couldn’t pretend I believed otherwise. He was a twenty-three-year-old college student, sweet and funny and handsome. It hurt like a branding iron on bare flesh to imagine all the girls he’d likely been with.


It’s none of your business.


I know, but …


Maybe he’s too busy with school.


Earning his doctorate in veterinary medicine had always been Wy’s ambition. How easily I could picture him as a vet, handling all animals—but especially horses—with ease and capability. I respected his drive, his passion for his future career; and on a deeper, much more personal level, I was grateful that his course-work kept him so occupied. Far too occupied for any serious girlfriends, or so I desperately hoped. I knew about at least one girl he’d dated in the past—Hannah, her name bitter as rust on my tongue—but Mom insisted that Aunt Ruthie said it wasn’t serious between them. This did not negate the fact that Hannah had most certainly had sex with Wy, therefore earning her my unmitigated hatred.


But Aunt Ruthie said it wasn’t serious.


And I’ve never heard Wy mention Hannah, not even once.


There were times I attempted to prepare myself, sweeping together all scraps of my rationality, for the news that Wy had found the one even as I recognized I would never be prepared for such devastation. I would truly rather die than attend his wedding to another woman. My steps faltered; I had reached the fork in the lake road that curved toward downtown Landon. Momentarily in proximity, I heard music and laughter and raised voices, most of the town no doubt headed to Eddie’s Bar for a night out. Did Wy wonder where I was? Did he miss me this evening? I couldn’t help but speculate. Maybe he didn’t even notice I wasn’t in attendance. But I refused to linger with those thoughts, and headed instead for Shore Leave.


The café appeared around the final bend in the lake road minutes later. On a typical Saturday night in June it would be packed with customers, in full tourist-season swing, but just now the familiar structure appeared tranquil in the gathering twilight, its wide front windows reflecting the sunset. The air had altered as I journeyed around Flickertail, becoming darker in tiny increments. The western horizon, moments ago glowing glossy yellow, was now the hue of worn denim. I could have headed to my great-grandmother’s house, only a few dozen paces along the shoreline, where the kitchen lights glowed with warm welcome and a batch of snickerdoodles had no doubt been recently pulled from the oven, but a dismal, blue-gray mood had settled over me.


I skirted the café and ventured down the gentle slope leading to our small beach. I stepped out of my sandals at the edge of the water and curled my toes in the cool, gooey mud on the bank, leaving damp footprints on the dock boards. With a small sigh, I settled on the glider at the end, determined to shed this un-characteristic bout of self-pity. Shore Leave never failed to possess a restorative power. This place had been my home since birth, since the summer my mom met Noah Utley and became pregnant at seventeen, my exact age. Hanging on the wall near one of the booths in the dining room was a framed picture of Mom, Auntie Tish, and Aunt Ruthie from Trout Days that particular summer. Grandma Joelle, their mother, had enlarged the original print and added it to the collection of family photos adorning the walls.


All three girls were dressed in swimsuits, jean shorts, sunglasses, and the silly foam-fish headbands they always sold at the town festival, standing with Aunt Ruthie in the middle. Wide, carefree smiles, their curly hair glowing with a bright rim of hot midday sun. The ongoing bustle of Trout Days captured at mid-stride; frozen forever in the background of the photograph, and yet still so vivid the laughter and chatter drifting through that long-ago summer afternoon was nearly audible. I could close my eyes and catch the scents of fried trout and cotton candy and bite-sized, sugar-caked donuts. In the picture my mother looked pretty and soft and impossibly young. Far too young for sex, let alone the responsibility of motherhood; and yet, here I sat, feeling more than ready for at least one of those things.


I’d spent hours of my childhood studying that photograph, searching my mother’s teenage face for clues. Clues to what, exactly, I didn’t know. Hints of her life before my entry into it, I supposed; traces of my features in hers. Everyone always said how much we looked alike. My great-grandma Joan, Grandma Joelle, and Aunt Jilly had also been young mothers; I knew the odds of breaking the cycle of teen motherhood were not exactly in my favor. Mom and I talked openly about most things, and therefore I knew that despite her initial shock and fear over an unexpected pregnancy, my arrival in her life was a blessing. I trusted her; I’d never doubted her word. I knew my biological father, Noah Utley, but he was not my dad; I would always consider Mathias Carter my real father.


I clearly recalled a time before Noah Utley entered my life, but not my dad. My birth certificate read Millie Joelle Gordon, Mom’s surname at the time, but in my heart I was a Carter, same as my siblings. I believed in fate, I believed in things working out as they were meant to, but lately I’d spent more time than ever pondering the ways in which Mom may have spun the tale of my birth in order to spare my feelings. For example—how did a mother implore her daughter to abstain from sex, and therefore the possibility of young parenthood, without indirectly admitting that her very existence was a mistake?


“Mistake” is a really harsh word, Rae had said during one of our late-night talks. Your mom doesn’t think of you as a mistake!


I know. But you have to admit it’s ironic. “Don’t have sex because you might get pregnant, just like I got pregnant with you! And meanwhile, my life went into a tailspin!”


Can you imagine having a baby right now? Rae demanded. You’d love your baby, no doubt, but think of how much your life would change. Talk about a tailspin. Goodbye, college! Good-bye, future plans! Your mom just wants you to have a chance to live your life on your own terms.


Just like she didn’t get a chance to, I threw back, determined to edge Rae toward my overall point.


But that doesn’t mean you were a mistake to her. As usual, Rae would not be budged.


I rested my palms against the soft material of my T-shirt, splayed fingers creating a lopsided little circle with my belly button in its center. Mom had carried me inside her at age seventeen; a girl whose world had indeed been turned upside down, she abandoned her plans to attend Northwestern University in Chicago and instead moved in with Grandma Joan at the lake house to raise me as best she could on a limited budget. Noah had been no help; he struggled to accept my existence, not becoming an active part of my life until years later.


Studying the disappearing rim of sun, I thought, I can’t imagine Mom as a scared, pregnant teenager. And I can’t imagine her being with Noah.


I’d only ever known Mom in her capacity as my mother, a busy, happy woman whose family was her entire world. But she was many other things and always had been, whether I was aware of them or not. Had she sat on the dock in the mellow evening light that summer, exactly where I sat now, fantasizing about Noah Utley? Where in tiny, nosy Landon had they ever found a place to have sex? Shore Leave was always so busy and crowded; definitely not here. Maybe in Noah’s car? Out to the clearing in the woods where kids from school went to drink?


Noah currently lived in St. Paul and I saw him once a year at most; I felt very little connection to him and no guilt over the fact. Sometimes, though, when I visited his mother, my paternal grandma, and then only if no one was looking, I picked up and held Noah’s senior photo, a framed 8-by-10 of my biological father’s younger self. He’d been good-looking; blond, tanned, confident. But his smile was just a little too smug, never failing to rouse my curiosity as to what had motivated that expression as the shutter clicked. Hadn’t Mom noticed that icky little smirk lurking around Noah’s mouth when they met? Hadn’t it been a warning to her? I couldn’t even conjure up an imaginary vision of my dad, Mathias, smirking.


God, it’s weird to think of Mom and Noah being teenagers and having sex. It seems so wrong on so many levels.


But they did have sex, more than once. Did Mom enjoy it? Is it what she wanted? Or just what she thought she wanted?


As close and trusting as our relationship was, I had never asked my mother such questions; too personal, too close to the secret heart of her that wasn’t my business. I would never dream of asking Noah such questions either. But I was still curious. Mom had clearly considered herself mature enough for sex at my age. And Noah had been older than her, definitely past eighteen; smug, smirking Noah, who had knocked her up almost two decades ago now.


Mom obviously saw something in him, maybe even thought she loved him.


But what occurred between them had not been love—at least, not like the love she and Dad had shared for many years now. And definitely not like what I felt for Wy. Wy would never smirk, would never think of smirking. It wasn’t in his nature. Wy was the most honest and true man I’d ever known, other than my dad. If Wy made someone pregnant, he would never leave her behind, would never abandon her or their child because he wasn’t “ready” for fatherhood.


Jesus Christ, Millie, listen to yourself.


Is this some sick, subconscious way of saying you want to get pregnant? Just so Wy would have to stay with you?


I cringed from the appalling thought.


No; God, no. I want him to be with me because he loves me back, not because I’m pregnant.


I don’t want to have Wy’s baby … at least, not yet. Not for a long time, and only if we had already finished college and were married.


The muted sound of the phone ringing up in the café startled me from my thoughts. Night had fully advanced while I sat stewing; mosquitoes whined near my ears, taking potshots at my face and neck. I shivered and brushed them aside, standing too abruptly; dizzy spots danced across my vision as I jogged up the incline. The screen door snapped back against my heel as I hurried inside Shore Leave and answered the landline on its fifth ring.


“Hello?” I inquired, only to hear a dial tone. No chance of identifying the caller; the café phone was an antique rotary box that Grandma Joelle and Aunt Jilly found at an auction a few summers ago. My cell phone was currently stranded somewhere unknown to me; I didn’t usually tote it around. Figuring Rae had called, I dialed her cell from the dim, otherwise silent café, the dining room simultaneously familiar and eerie, cloaked as it was in tones of gray. The rotary dialer issued an elongated clicking sound with each subsequent number.


Rae answered by saying, “Your phone is on my dresser.”


“How’d you know it was me?” I realized there was no point asking; Rae always knew.


“Who else would be calling from Shore Leave? Are you coming over soon?” Rae spoke loudly so I could hear over the background chaos, which sounded like a zoo at feeding time. Never one to waste an opportunity, Rae had demanded a high salary for watching the older cousins, and Uncle Justin paid in advance. She turned from the phone to bellow at her younger brother, “Riley, knock it off! I am going to kick your ass!”


I giggled, feeling only slightly guilty. Rae had made a pile of money this evening and I put up with my brothers all the time for no compensation. I joked, “Things seem to be under control.”


“They’re not. Henry and Riley are being as obnoxious as you-know-what.”


“As ‘fuck’?” I finished for her. “So what else is new?”


“Get over here! We’re about to get Monopoly going. And Evan is on the way with pizza.” She paused to tell someone, “Set the oven to three-seventy-five before I forget.”


“He’s not bringing Sam, is he?”


She hesitated a second too long.


“Rae!”


“They’re both working tonight. I couldn’t exactly tell Sam not to come with. It would be rude.” Sam and Evan delivered pizza for Extra Anchovies, the little parlor attached to Angler’s Inn. Rae added, “Besides, there’s eight thousand kids here. I can’t see Sam making a move under these circumstances.” Humor flowed beneath her words.


And then in the background I heard Henry and Riley yell, in gleeful, singsong unison, “Millie and Saaa-aaaam, sitting in a tree!”


“Just come over, it’ll be fun. See you in a few!” Rae hung up fast, before I could protest.


More than a few, I thought grimly. I’d already lost time with Wy; the countdown to the end of this summer’s visit was ticking away too fast, as always. Surely he was downtown at Eddie’s Bar for the music. No chance he would magically appear at Shore Leave, seeking me, no matter how desperately I wished for it.


Head over to Eddie’s; at least you can see him then.


I jogged down to the dock to retrieve my sandals. Hands buried in the pockets of my shorts, I angled back the way I’d come, the lake road so familiar beneath my feet I could have strolled its entire length with eyes closed. I let the balmy night surround me like an old friend, admiring the silvery glimpses of Flickertail through the pines, hearing crickets and gray peepers and an occasional pair of loons. I had walked about three-quarters of a mile when I heard an approaching vehicle. Almost immediately I recognized Aunt Ruthie and Uncle Marshall’s giant 4-by-4 and waved, figuring they were headed home for the evening. The vehicle slowed, coming to a halt once it reached me, and to my tremendous surprise Wy occupied the driver’s seat, window rolled down.


For a beat of complete silence, we stared at each other; he was alone, radio playing quietly. My heart landed a series of rapid punches against my breastbone.


“Hey there,” he said easily, conveying a good mood, as usual. The dash lights accentuated the right side of his face. “I was just coming to get you. I figured you’d be at Justin and Jilly’s place with everyone else.”


Though elation flooded my senses, I forced a calm response. “You were coming to get me?”


“I figured you wouldn’t want to miss the whole show. Camille said you had a headache. Are you feeling better?”


I nodded wordlessly.


“Don’t you have your phone? We were all texting you to head over to Eddie’s. You weren’t answering so I told your mom I’d make sure you hadn’t fallen in the lake or something.”


He stepped down from the 4-by-4, leaving it idling, and walked around the hood just so he could open the passenger door for me. I studied him in the glow of the headlights, my eyes roving without reservation along his wide shoulders and lean hips, the back pockets of his faded jeans. He’d driven from town to pick me up.


Oh my God, he came to pick me up!


I passed so close to him to climb inside that my stomach was up beyond the clouds. He smelled so damn good, just faintly of cologne; I closed my eyes and inhaled until my nostrils compressed, slipping my hands beneath my thighs on the smooth leather of the seat, tightening my muscles to still their quaking. If only we had hundreds of miles to drive, just to prolong this blissful instance of time alone together. We would arrive at the bar in minutes.


Wy settled back into the driver’s seat and asked, “So, where were you headed?”


“Headed?” I parroted.


“You were walking somewhere just now,” he clarified, angling a tight U-turn to drive back to Landon. “Deep in thought, from the looks of it.”


I flushed from hairline to toes, grateful for the darkness. Determined not to let my rioting nerves dictate our conversation, I explained, “I sat on the dock for a while but then I figured I’d walk over to Eddie’s.”


“Without your phone?”


“I never carry my phone.”


“Even when walking alone at night?”


I shot him a sidelong look. “This is Landon, not Chicago.”


“What about wildlife?”


I adopted the same teasing tone. “I don’t think a phone would help in the event of a bear.” The warm night air filled the space between us, thick with humidity; a loon wailed out on the lake, mournful and ululating, inspiring a small shudder between my shoulder blades. Moments later a second loon responded and I murmured, “Speaking of wildlife.”


“I love that sound. No birds in Montana compare.” Wy turned right, toward downtown, while I reflected how much I loved the sound of his deep, slightly throaty voice, letting it caress my skin as he continued speaking. “Although, not much beats a meadowlark in the early morning. They nest out in the foothills all spring and sort of serenade the sunrise.”


I envisioned this scene, adding detail without restraint—a creamy pink dawn tinting the sky, Wy standing behind me on the back deck of his house, arms locked around my waist; as tall as he was, my head would be cradled against his chest. The sweet songs of meadowlarks would echo from the foothills beyond as he nuzzled my neck. We’d have spent the entire preceding night making love, and he would murmur my name and gently brush my hair to the side …


My spine jolted; damn my stupid fucking imagination. I babbled, “Is the music any good tonight? Who’s playing? Untamed, right? That’s Eddie’s nephew’s band.”


Wy seemed amused but maybe I was just imagining that. “No, Eddie asked Case and Marsh to play, remember? Although there is a local guy on drums. He introduced himself as Zig.”


“Zig Sorenson, he’s one of Eddie’s grandsons,” I confirmed, smiling. “Rae thinks he’s so hot.”


“The place is packed. It’s like The Spoke back home, but with a north woods spin.”


I knew The Spoke well; it was a tradition to eat there at least three times whenever we visited them in Jalesville. I decided I couldn’t let his description slide and repeated, “‘North woods spin?’ You guys are the ones with a moose head over your bar. Eddie doesn’t even have any deer!”


“True,” Wy conceded. “But there are about a dozen pheasants and wood ducks above his counter. Posed in flight, no less.”


I admitted, “Eddie does the taxidermy himself.”


Wy downshifted to second as we neared the little bar, a longtime fixture in downtown Landon; cars and trucks lined the usually quiet street. He added, “Like I should talk. I love the atmosphere at Eddie’s. It’s a place with character. Everyone knows everyone else. Blame it on my roots, but I couldn’t imagine settling long term in a city.”


“You plan to live in Jalesville, right, not Pullman? Once you’re done with school?”


I was so proud of him; he was one of only about a dozen or so students from Montana to be accepted into the Doctorate of Veterinary Medicine program at Washington State, in Pullman. One of my most cherished memories was centered upon the last summer my family drove out to Jalesville, two years ago, when Wy let me watch while one of their mares gave birth. “Foaling” was what he called the process, and I’d stood in the barn alongside him through the entire experience. The foal had been a colt, a beautiful, perfectly formed baby horse that Wy had generously allowed me to name. In the years since, he never failed to keep me updated regarding Scout. Foolish or not, I’d always since considered Scout ours.


“I do, I couldn’t imagine practicing medicine anywhere but home,” he affirmed. “I’ll be done with school in four more semesters, including residency. This next year is supposed to be the toughest in the program but I don’t mind. I like the challenge.”


His intellectual drive was one of a thousand things I loved about him; the mere thought of his hard work and stellar grades had compelled me to keep my GPA in the top range all through high school, and I intended no less for college.


“What’s the focus this year?” I asked. “Last year it was diseases, right?”


“Yeah, talk about the power of suggestion. I thought I had some human form of just about every condition in the assigned reading. This year, third year, it’s the principles of medicine and surgery. There’s so much to learn I couldn’t learn all of it if I had twenty years of school left. But the instructors say you learn more in your first year of practice than all of college combined.”


“That makes sense. Will you perform surgery on both large and small animals?”


“This year, yes. When I’m in my residency, though, I’ll shift toward a focus on large animals and agricultural medicine, since that’s what I’ll primarily practice once I’m licensed.”


“How long is your residency?”


“Forty-three weeks, give or take. I’ll start mine next May, right after spring semester, and if all goes well, I’ll conclude and graduate the following May.”


My hands were still tucked beneath my thighs and I relaxed the awkward position as Wy snagged a parking spot a few blocks from Eddie’s.


“You’re lucky to have so much certainty. I change my mind about careers about a dozen times a year.”


“Last we talked, you were thinking biology,” he reminded me.


Flattered that he remembered, I said, “That’s still on the table. But lately I’ve been considering psychology.”


“Oh yeah? What area?” Wy sounded truly interested, but then he always did; his sincerity was a foremost quality, one I counted on.


“It started because I was reading about equine therapy this past winter, it’s so interesting, Wy, I thought of you right away. I’m sure you’ve heard about it.” The bar was only a few blocks away but I was dying to remain isolated here, talking; there were so many things about which I craved his opinion.


“For sure I’ve heard about it. That’s so funny, Mill, right before we left town Netta and Tuck were talking about opening a rehabilitation center outside Jalesville. You remember my cousin, Netta, right, and her boyfriend, Tuck Quillborrow? Well, they’re married now and Tuck just finished up a degree in psychology. He’s interested in equine therapy in particular. He inherited acreage from his grandparents and he and Netta are looking into what it would take to develop and build out there.”


“That’s incredible,” I whispered. If only I was older, a college graduate. Wy’s tone was one of deep anticipation and I ached with longing to be somehow involved.


“It’s an idea with plenty of promise,” Wy agreed. “Tuck offered me the chance to rent office space from him once the center opens and I’m up and running, with a degree hanging on the wall. I can hardly wait.” Excitement lent his voice a boyish note and my yearning tripled; he couldn’t know how badly I wished to be at his side, to share in the joy of these accomplishments with him.


To stall our departure from the conversation, I said, “If I went into that sort of field it would be a perfect excuse to learn more about horses.” I tried for a note of teasing as I added, “I blame it on all those summers out in Montana. And you were always a good teacher; you’re such a natural with horses.”


Even though he’d killed the engine he didn’t move from behind the wheel, studying me with less than an arm’s length between us. He suddenly asked, “What are your plans next summer, once you’re done with high school?”


I almost stuttered I was so eager to respond. “I don’t know, college for sure, but that’s not until fall … ”


“There’s a good psych program at the state university over in Billings. Or in Bozeman. I did all my undergrad work there, plus the first year of vet school before I transferred to Washington State. Maybe … ”


Our gazes held tighter than banded wire; I hardly dared to breathe.


He finished quietly, “Maybe instead of the University of Minnesota, you’d consider Montana.” A hint of a smile tugged at his mouth. “You’re a natural yourself, and I happen to know an entire barn full of horses that would love to let you practice some therapy with them.”


It didn’t matter in that moment whether Wy was suggesting, in a roundabout way, what I thought he was—all that mattered was that he’d spoken the words.


I whispered, “I’d love to practice with them.”


His smile became a grin and my heart accelerated further, happiness beating at my senses.


“That would be amazing,” he said.


It would be more amazing than anything I could even imagine, I thought.


“Let’s go listen to the music. Hang on, I’ll get the door for you.” And Wy shouldered his door open and rounded the hood to perform this simple courtesy.


My belly turned a slow, delighted somersault as I watched, linking my fingers beneath my chin. I had never, before this very moment, felt such bursting optimism in my chest.


Maybe there really was a chance he saw me as a woman.





CHAPTER FOUR


COOL IT, WY. JESUS.


My guilty conscience thrummed a steady drumbeat against my skull, attempting to override other, less civilized parts of my mind. I clamped down on all thoughts of lifting Millie from the truck and straight into my arms, instead opening the passenger door and stepping to the side. But it did less than no good—her gaze held steady on mine as she climbed down and it would have required blindness combined with a critical head injury not to notice her.


Next summer is the very earliest you can make any sort of move. And only if you’re certain it’s what she wants. Until then Millie is strictly off-limits. No-man’s land, do you hear me?


I hear, I thought, with grim severity.


You’re twenty-three. She’s seventeen. My conscience continued badgering, not about to let me off the hook. No matter how you feel, you keep her age right at the forefront.


But the straight-up truth was that Millie was no longer a kid, and hadn’t been for the past two summers—at least, not in my eyes. I recognized the fact that to everyone else concerned she was a kid, I was an adult, and there was no middle ground. No gray area. End of story.


Millie Joelle Gordon.


You have no idea what you do to my heart.


Even though she was careful to hide it, I was pretty damn sure she liked me. It was something I’d sensed a long time ago but I couldn’t let my happiness over this fact show any more than I could let on that I returned those feelings, and then some. I wouldn’t, if it killed me. I couldn’t risk such potential damage. She was so young, with so much ahead of her. One of us had to know better and I was already pushing my luck, suggesting she move out to Montana to attend college next year.


I prayed she’d consider it.


In my family she was referred to, almost without fail, as sweet Millie Jo. Mathias and Camille’s oldest daughter, a pint-sized baby doll the first time I’d ever seen her, as the flower girl in her parents’ wedding. There were six years between us but we were just kids in those days, enjoying summertime adventures. It didn’t matter whether we were out in Montana exploring the foothills and hanging out in the horse barn, or here in Landon spending lazy days lounging in the lake; we always had fun in each other’s company.


The July following their wedding, Mathias and Camille drove out to Jalesville to visit us for two weeks, hauling along Millie and her new twin brothers, creating a tradition that endured to this day. In that way, Millie and I had grown up together. My earliest memories of her revolved around our mutual love of horses; I remembered being impressed that she was never afraid, despite having no experience, and I’d been proud to show off for her. My family stabled between six and ten horses at any given time and I learned to ride around the time I learned to walk, the same as my older brothers. The first time Millie ever sat in a saddle was on the back of my horse, Shadow; I’d been the one to teach her the rudiments of saddling, mounting and dismounting, and handling the reins.


You want to be a vet? I heard her asking, deep in my memory. Nine years back. A horse vet, right?


I nodded confirmation, both of us with our sunburned arms dangling over the top beam of the fence; we’d climbed the lower rungs for a better view of the corral.


Do horses get sick like people? Do they get the flu?


Horses get sick, I responded. But not like how you’re thinking.


Sweet Millie Jo, looking up at me that afternoon with such trust, at my side beneath a hot July sunbath, bits of prickly hay decorating her tangled curls. Her beautiful hazel eyes, with their endless golden depths and darker spokes radiating outward from each pupil, already seemed to see inside me. That was the first time I felt a distinct shift in my gut. Far too young and uncertain to understand such feelings, feelings that ran much deeper than friendship, let alone to consider acting on them, I felt that shift all the same, powerful as an incoming tide or a gravitational force.


And then for many years the gap in our ages was all but impassable, creating an unwanted gulf between us; even still, the summer she was fifteen Millie had pleaded to stay behind in the barn and watch Twyla, one of our mares, give birth. I’d been in my second year of college at the time and my focus was narrower than a train tunnel, pinned on the light at the end—earning my doctorate of veterinary medicine. Millie’s persistence won out and I was reminded all over again how much I truly enjoyed her company. It seemed we could laugh about anything and everything. Millie was the oldest among her siblings while I was the youngest; she had always carried herself with self-possession and a maturity beyond her age … or maybe that was just my hopeful perception.


Twyla’s laboring had extended into the evening and as we waited together, Millie’s elbow periodically bumping mine as she leaned over the stall beside me, the realization struck me like a dart—


Someday our age difference won’t matter at all.


Immediately I recoiled from such thoughts, beyond ashamed of myself. For the love of God, she’d been fifteen to my twenty-one that summer. I’d tightly reined in all notions of Millie’s then-distant eighteenth birthday, feeling guilty as hell, almost criminal. I deserved a preemptory ass-kicking, which Millie’s dad, Mathias, would have been more than happy to deliver had he suspected the direction of my thoughts.
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