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Chapter One

Landon, MN - February, 2004

“ANY DAY NOW, SWEETIE, ANY DAY.” GRANDMA’S WORDS were accompanied by her hand on my back, patting me between the shoulder blades as I leaned on my palms against the edge of the kitchen sink and attempted to draw a deep breath.

It wasn’t that I was trying to be melodramatic; I truly could not get enough air into my lungs, courtesy of the enormous pregnancy that belled out my stomach. When I lay flat on my back, which I couldn’t do for more than a minute these days or I felt crushed, my belly resembled the dome of a cathedral.

“I keep reminding myself that,” I said, relaxing my shoulders as she rested her hand upon me, with familiar, tender comfort. On the counter beside me, coffee percolated with a cheerful burbling. I grumbled, “It’s not fair. Aunt Jilly looks adorable, and she’s almost as pregnant as me. But she never complains.”

Grandma said, “That’s not true. Everyone complains at this stage of a pregnancy. It comes with the territory. Just be glad it isn’t summer and there’s no air conditioning in your house.”

I smiled at her over my shoulder, my grandma, Joan, who’d lived in this same house since her childhood. The walls here had surely witnessed their share of pregnant women, including my own mother. As long as I could remember, we came to Landon from Chicago for summer break; never in my wildest imaginings had I pictured myself living here as a pregnant and single teenager. On the old timeline, the one I’d known and trusted in before last July, I would be finishing up my senior year of high school, at home in Chicago. I closed my eyes, unwittingly dragged to the afternoon I’d sat trembling on the edge of the tub in the bathroom upstairs, gingerly clutching the end of the world as I’d known it—a plastic pregnancy tester with a purple plus sign on the indicator.

“That’s right,” I whispered, acknowledging Grandma’s words about no air conditioning. “Mom and Aunt Jilly were both born in August. But at least you didn’t have to worry about slipping on the ice.”

I lived in mortal fear of falling since the first frost at the end of last October, warily traversing the slippery sidewalks of Landon as my belly finally outpaced my breasts in size. It seemed to me that the high school was the last place in town that was plowed or de-iced. I thanked God that, at the very least, I was done with school for now; Landon High was a study in small-town bias against the (and I quote) “slut who got Noah Utley in trouble.”

It was irony of the worst sort, as I was truly the least slutty girl I knew. Of course evidence would suggest otherwise, as here I stood, eighteen years old and well into my eighth month of pregnancy. It was a poor excuse, I understood this, but last June and July, under the magic of the hot summer moon, I believed that Noah Utley loved me. Classic idiocy, revoltingly cliche, too stupid for words. Thinking back on it now, I compared myself to a puppy seeking affection; when Noah complimented me, I all but wriggled with the pleasure of it, believing every word he spoke, all his seemingly-sweet and heartfelt words, without any question. He may as well have scratched behind my ears. And, as anyone besides me could have predicted, here I was without him and carrying our baby. I had not seen a glimpse of him, nor heard a word—not even a phone call—since he returned to college last autumn.

“That’s true, it’s a trade-off either way,” Grandma said, on the subject of inclement weather and pregnancy.

“Good morning,” said Aunt Ellen, Grandma’s older sister, tying her bathrobe as she joined us, reaching immediately for the coffee pot. “Camille, what’s the story? Is she coming today, or what?” And she kissed my cheek before pouring herself a steaming cup.

“Who knows?” I asked, unable to keep a note of cynicism from my tone. The way it seemed right now, my daughter was planning a permanent residence in my uterus. But then I was assaulted anew, with pure terror, at the thought of having an actual infant in my arms, a tiny living person who would be solely dependent upon me. Grandma sensed the thought as its impact struck my face, as she resumed patting my back at once.

“It’s all right, sweetie, we’ll be here to help. You won’t be alone,” she assured me for the countless time, and I felt warmth slice across my heart, replacing some of the anxious fear. I knew Grandma meant those words, and I was well aware I should count every last blessing. Probably it was better, worlds better, to have two women with decades of experience in child-rearing at my side, rather than Noah Utley, who’d primarily been an expert at getting me out of my jean shorts. My mouth tasted bitter and I pushed aside any thoughts of my baby’s errant father.

“I know, Gram,” I said, easing to a standing position, drawing a slow breath. Grandma’s familiar eyes were the exact same color as Mom’s, a perfect blending of golden and green, with a darker ring surrounding her irises—the Davis family eyes, as Mom always said. I chose to live with Grandma and Aunt Ellen rather than with Mom and my sisters, who moved last summer into a rental house just across town. At first I missed them so much that my chest hurt when I lay awake night after restless night, plagued by a continual flow of anxious what ifs, but I’d slowly adjusted. And I saw Mom and Tish and Ruthie almost every day anyway, at the cafe. It was an understatement of gigantic proportions to say that things had changed for our family since last May—not the least of which being my parents’ divorce. To be fair, my dad’s cheating was the catalyst that ended their marriage, and despite Dad’s efforts to beg Mom’s forgiveness last summer, he was currently married to his co-worker Lanny, the two of them living in our old townhouse in Chicago.

In the meantime, Mom fell in love with Blythe Tilson, a man Grandma hired last spring to work at Shore Leave. Blythe is very good-looking, which is hard not to notice, but more importantly, he really loves my mom. When I first met Blythe last May, I wouldn’t have believed in a hundred years that by Christmas he would be my stepdad. He is nothing but polite in my, Tish’s, and Ruthie’s presence, but I’m observant, and the expression in his eyes—which follow after my mom like a compass seeking north—tells me everything I don’t exactly want to know. He can barely keep his hands from her when we’re around, so I can’t even begin to imagine how it is in private. That’s another reason I would much rather live here at Shore Leave, in my own space.

It’s just the same with my Aunt Jilly and her new husband, Justin Miller; the two of them make out all over the place, but then again, Aunt Jilly isn’t my mother. It doesn’t bother Clint, my cousin, one bit; honestly, I don’t think Clint even notices, and like Mom, Aunt Jilly has been so happy since last summer, even while recuperating after her terrible car accident in September. Since then, Aunt Jilly and Clint moved across town to live with Justin in his house, and the idea is that I’ll inherit Aunt Jilly’s old apartment, the little two-bedroom space above the garage. No rush, in my opinion. I would rather be in the same house as Grandma and Aunt Ellen right after the baby comes; the thought of being alone with an infant, even close to assistance (as in, down a flight of steps and across the lawn), is a scary one. Besides, I wouldn’t want to use those narrow stairs leading to the apartment, not with my bulging belly throwing off my balance; it was hard to imagine having to use them while lugging an infant car seat, but that would be my reality soon enough.

Aunt Jilly’s and Uncle Justin’s baby is due just two months after my own, and according to Aunt Jilly we are both having girls. Everyone in our family knows to take Aunt Jilly’s Notions for truth. So at night in the darkness of my lonely little bedroom, I curl around my belly on the twin bed made up with the same flowered sheets that my mom used in high school, and contemplate holding a little bundle wrapped in pink, my very own daughter. No matter how incessantly I picture her, I know she won’t exactly resemble my imaginings, though in my mind she looks like me—nothing like Noah. It hurts so much to imagine him as part of her. What if she looks like him? What if I can’t bear it? These are the kinds of thoughts that plague me as I lay there watching the moon rise in the long, skinny dormer windows in my room. On clear nights, of which there are relatively few in a northern Minnesota winter, those windows are at a perfect angle to observe the moon. When the moon is new, and invisible, I watch the stars, caressing my belly and whispering to my daughter.

 “Besides, she’d be early if she came today,” I reminded my grandma and my great-aunt.

“Jo and Jilly both came early,” Grandma said. “And you’re so close to forty weeks now, there’s nothing to worry about.” She leaned to kiss my cheek before reminding Aunt Ellen, “Don’t forget we have the whole crew tonight, for Valentine’s. And Liz and Wordo are joining them.”

“So we’ll have the triplets, too,” Ellen understood. “We’ll be a full house. I better get baking.”

Shore Leave Cafe was operational during the winter months, though on a limited schedule. We were closed Sunday through Wednesday, opening during the rest of the week for lunch and dinner. Our business in the winter months was typically limited to locals and the occasional hunters, ice fishermen or snowmobilers who braved the biting cold, snow, and driving wind. The cafe was closed tonight, even though it was Saturday and Valentine’s Day, since most people sought a fancier restaurant for the big romantic night out. I almost rolled my eyes at the thought of having all the kids here, not in the mood. But then again, I missed my sisters and Clinty; since I wasn’t attending school any longer, I didn’t see them as much. Maybe we could roll out the Monopoly board? As they were so prone to of late, my eyes welled with hot tears.

“I don’t know why I’m crying,” I moaned, tipping forward. The baby performed what felt like a series of donkey kicks, as though in response. I felt so cumbersome, bloated as a milking cow, my ankles swollen along with just about every part of my formerly slim, agile body. Two huge pimples bloomed on my forehead, which was a pasty, midwinter white, my summer tan long since faded. I looked like something straight out of a birth-control manual: Thinking about having sex? Take a gander at what pregnancy really looks like and see if you feel the same!

“Camille,” Grandma gently chided, and rested her cheek to my shoulder, rubbing my back in small, comforting circles.

“It’s only natural,” Aunt Ellen said calmly. The radio on the fridge was tuned to the local country station, as usual, and Dolly Parton sang softly about love. I wasn’t a huge fan of country music, certainly not classic country, but living with Grandma and Aunt Ellen since last summer worked a spell over me; these days I found myself singing along with Loretta Lynn and Merle Haggard.

“I know,” I sobbed, my throat full of shards. How could I admit that if I allowed myself, I would probably cry from dawn until dusk on a daily basis, and then the whole night through, burdened with guilty misery? I loved my baby already, there was no question, but I was so disoriented, disillusioned in all other regards, so often assaulted by thoughts of what my old friends from my former life were doing, back home in Chicago. How at this point in that life I would be writing college entrance letters and polishing my resume, with no more pressing decisions than which campus I might visit over spring break. On the current timeline, in which my life had sharply deviated from its intended path, I was learning about how it’s difficult to go more than an hour or so without needing to find the nearest bathroom, how difficult it is to monkey an infant car seat into place, and that mothers find it absolutely necessary to inform a pregnant girl about how painful their own labors were—and how long.

I was a full forty pounds heavier than I’d been last summer; other than my sisters I was friendless, and my future seemed bleak—gray and lonely, peppered with uncertainty. College was out of the question, at least for the next foreseeable five years, surely more. Last spring I’d spent time contemplating if I would rather teach English or history at the high school level. The latter probably, as I’d always been intrigued with the little details that make up a series of events, the primary history found in letters and journals and old photographs. The Civil War era was my favorite and once upon a time I had envisioned myself as that cool, easygoing sort of teacher, my curly hair tied up into a bun and semi-sexy horn-rimmed glasses perched on my nose, creating meaningful and interesting lessons for an avid group of students who hung on my every word. This plan seemed within reach back then, and was currently as far as a star from Earth, and every bit as tangible.

You’re a smart young woman, Camille Gordon were the words of nearly every teacher in my past. You’ll go places.

Yes, I thought now. As in to the grocery store for another box of diapers.

“Why don’t I make you some of that hot chocolate you like?” Aunt Ellen asked as though I was a little girl, but I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit that it comforted me deeply; letting her baby me a little felt good.

“And…” Grandma pursed her lips and tapped them with an index finger. “There’s that old trunk I found in the attic. You wanted to look through it, remember?”

I brightened at this reminder, swiping away the messy evidence of tears. Not long ago Grandma came across a little leather trunk in the attic, crammed full of Davis family mementos. She had mentioned it last night, but I’d been too tired to trudge up there and take a look.

“I carried it downstairs so you don’t have to manage those attic steps in your condition,” Grandma said. “It’s in my room. Why don’t you go have a look and we’ll finish up breakfast down here.”

I nodded, hugging both of them before collecting the afghan from the back of the couch, draping it around my shoulders, and then climbing carefully up to the second floor. Grandma’s room was dim in the early morning light, so I clicked on the bedside lamp. This space was comforting in the same way that smelling the scent of my mom’s robe would be, familiar way down deep in my soul. Grandma’s bed was made with her favorite old quilt, a tattered patchwork that her own grandmother, Myrtle Jean, had pieced together decades ago. Grandma’s mother, Louisa, who we kids called Gran, passed away last summer, and I continued to miss her every day in some small way. None of us had yet grown accustomed to being at the cafe without seeing Gran sitting at her usual table, drinking coffee or an occasional cocktail, motoring around with her cane and dishing out advice a wise person would know to cherish. A word from eighth-grade vocabulary suddenly flashed across my memory.

Unflappable. The ability to maintain composure in all circumstances. This word perfectly described Gran—and all the women in my family, really—not counting me these days.

I saw the trunk near the foot of the bed, centered on the braided rag rug adorning the otherwise bare planks of the wooden floor. A beat of anticipation vibrated through me; the trunk looked old, overflowing with intriguing secrets, and I lowered myself with care, settling so that my lower back didn’t bear all my weight. My baby pressed outward with her heels. I looked down at my belly, able to see the tiny points under my skin, moving along as though she meant to break free. I would never get over how incredible it was to feel a living person inside of me; I pushed gently upon the little protrusions, easing her into a more comfortable position.

“Look here,” I murmured to her as I liked to do, but only if no one else was around. “It says ‘Davis’ on this trunk. That’s our family’s name.”

With reverence, I ran my fingertips over the single word, which someone had long ago carved into the leather buckling strap; from the look of it, with a knifepoint. The hinges creaked and once the lid was open the scent of leather was released, like a jinni from a lamp. With a growing sense of wonder I studied the contents, debating what to touch first. Pictures, I decided. There were several small frames, one resting upside down, its black backing cracked with age. Finding myself drawn to that one in particular, I lifted it and parted the sides of the old hinged frame. I stared at the image. My lungs compressed. Immediately I turned the frame over, searching for a way to free the photograph. I released the tiny metal clasps and slid loose the old photographic paper, slightly alarmed at my haste. I only knew that I wanted to see it as fast as possible. There was a date scrawled on the back, and the words Me & Aces. Beneath that, Carter and 1875 were written with the same strong hand.

“It’s you.” The whisper rose from my lips like smoke from an ancient fire.

I flipped over the picture, which was so fragile that the edges were yellowed and curling; there was no protective glass in the frame. I would be sure to find a dictionary or some other equally weighty book in which to press it tonight, to flatten it out a little. I studied the image at close range, with complete absorption. I felt an unexpected rush of giddy anticipation, the way I used to feel as a little girl when Tish and I were into mysteries, and tried to find crimes to solve.

“Is Carter your first name, or last?” I wondered softly, tracing his face with gentle fingertips.

The photo was almost haunting in its simple beauty, sunset somewhere in 1875. Here? Near here? It was tough to pinpoint a location but I was certain it was evening, as the long beams of a gorgeous setting sun backlit both man and horse. Something about his face, captured for all time in a half-grin, made my heart swell with an ache I could not begin to understand; my tendency to romanticize, I figured.

“And your horse,” I murmured, my fingers still lingering on him.

Perhaps five years older than I was right now, he stood with his left arm hooked over his horse’s neck, regarding the animal with an expression that was both fond and unconsciously sexy. Hatless, sleeves rolled back over lean forearms, he exuded a casual grace that was apparent even in the photograph. The image was rendered in muted browns and whites, with the yellowing tint of age, but I painted the colors from imagination—dark hair, blue denim, his horse a lovely auburn. As my eyes lingered on the man’s face, I felt a jolt of what could only be acknowledged as physical attraction.

Wow, Camille, that’s just great, I thought, with sharp-edged sarcasm. The first time you feel drawn to someone in months and it’s a man from 1875, even more unreachable than Noah Utley.

“Who are you?” I whispered, reluctant to part with the photo. At last I relented, wanting to continue exploring the contents of the trunk. If anyone knew who he was, it would be Grandma and so I set aside the photograph with utmost care, angled so that I could look over at him and Aces, his horse, posing at sunset on that long-ago evening. Who took the picture? What was happening just outside the edges of the image? Who was with him as the sun sank? Curiosity flowed in my blood. My baby kicked and stirred as though to insist that she was besieged by the same desire to know more.

“We’ll keep looking for answers,” I promised, patting my belly. With my free hand I rummaged, with great care, elated as I withdrew a letter, folded three times as though to slide into a business-sized envelope. The paper was heavy, soft and browning with age, though the ink appeared crisp. I didn’t think I was imagining that the handwriting looked the same as that on the back of the photograph. Heart hammering, I unfolded it.

“Oh no!” I was startled at the level of distress in my voice. The entire middle of the letter was ruined, a pinwheel of indecipherable black ink. I held it up, attempting to read beyond the edges of the spill.

July 16, 1875 - Bozeman, Montana

Dear Lorie-Lorie,

I cannot begin to tell you how much I miss everyone. I am ever so sorry I am not there for your birthday. I’m thinking of when we rode on the wagon from Missouri, sitting there talking about hoop snakes and how hard you laughed at my stories. It seems like yesterday. Aces is familiar at least, and I’m right glad he’s with me, far as I am from home. I just wrote Boyd as well, but give kisses to everyone for me, please do. I’ll be home by next summer, I do believe. I’ll do my best. What I’m hoping for seems within reach for the first time since

“Since when?” I gasped. “Since what?”

The letter was a blurred mess after this word, until the very bottom, where he’d written his name with such a flourish that, try as I might, I could not tell what followed the letter M except loops and swirls.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” I demanded of the photograph, snatching it back into my grasp, not feeling foolish for addressing him in this way. “It’s you and you were far from home. Why? What were you doing? Who’s Lorie-Lorie?”

“Milla! Your hot chocolate’s ready!” Grandma called from the kitchen.

“Coming!” I rolled to my knees and then used the edge of the mattress to help me stand, collecting the photograph and letter and waddling back to the kitchen, trying not to compare myself to a mama penguin. The Davis trunk had been loaded with other things but I possessed the two I wanted most.

Grandma stood at the stove frying bacon; I could smell toast and percolating coffee. Aunt Ellen was on the phone, sitting at the kitchen table with her feet propped on the adjacent chair.

Showing Grandma the photograph, I all but begged, “Who this is?”

Grandma tipped her chin and squinted, forehead wrinkling as she studied the image. She said, “He’s cute, that’s for sure. I have no idea under the sun, sweetie, sorry. Does it say on the back, maybe?”

Eagerly I showed her the words and then presented the letter, tucking the photograph under my chin in order to use both hands.

“I can’t make out his name,” I said. “Something with an M…”

“It says ‘Carter’ on the back,” Grandma mused. “You know who to ask is Dodge. Or better yet, ask Bull the next time the Carters are in here.”

“But that might not be until next week!” I protested, and Grandma raised her eyebrows at my tone. I took my voice down a notch and explained, “I’m just really curious is all.”

“We’ll see Dodge tonight when he brings the triplets. We’ll ask him,” Grandma said, referring to Dodge Miller, Uncle Justin’s dad who had run the filling station around Flickertail Lake since before I was born. He also helped out at Shore Leave, performing a number of the heavy tasks that proved too much for Grandma and Aunt Ellen, such as mowing and hauling the dock out of the water before the lake froze; although these days Blythe and Uncle Justin took care of most of those duties.

“Did you ever get over to see White Oaks, like you were planning?” Grandma asked.

I shook my head, thinking of the image of the lovely old lodge which I’d swiped from the calendar that hung in the cafe, a locally-made one featuring Beltrami County businesses. Back in June, before getting pregnant, I’d wanted to visit White Oaks, parts of which had been built in the nineteenth century. Bull Carter, whose family originally settled the property, had been excited to show me around; according to Mom, he’d always been a history buff, like me. And now, more than ever, my interest in visiting the old, restored lodge was renewed.

I spent the day helping Aunt Ellen bake desserts, accompanied by the radio and a pot of coffee; we made two dozen snickerdoodle cookies, six lemon loaves, and a pan of banana bread. I ate nearly half of the first lemon loaf straight out of the oven, slathering each slice with butter before it completely cooled. (There was no question why I’d gained so much weight). Before evening fully advanced, I changed from navy blue sweatpants into gray ones and tugged a clean maternity t-shirt over my size double-D bra, as I’d accidentally dribbled grape juice on myself. At last I collected the bristle brush from my nightstand, from beside the picture of M-something Carter and his horse, which I’d propped against my reading lamp. For the hundredth time today I paused to study them, tracing my touch over the letter, likewise nearby. Yet again I touched the man’s handsome, half-smiling face, caressing him, shivering a little. I dragged myself away, finding Grandma to ask if she’d braid my hair.

“Of course.” She paused in her task of wiping down the counter, seating me at the kitchen table and working the brush through my curls. Her hands conveyed love and the touch sent prickles along my nerves, sweet relaxation. I loved being touched this way, with such tenderness. She said, as she always did, “You have such beautiful hair.”

Grandma was so dear. She never bitched at me for eating too much, or suggested that I refrain from drinking coffee. She brushed my hair almost every night and told me stories about her own pregnancies and the days when Mom and Aunt Jilly were little, her voice lulling and comforting, keeping me sane.

“Thank you,” I murmured, eyes drifting closed.

The sky had darkened from a silvery tin to pewter-gray as evening came creeping. Snow mounded along the sides of the house and the cafe, in great rounded drifts taller than me in some places, with no sign of retreat anytime soon. Flickertail lay cloaked in still silence, a solid blue-white expanse of ice, dusted with powdered-sugar snow. Pam Tillis sang on the radio. I’d never spent the winter in northern Minnesota; we’d always returned to Chicago after summer. Winter here meant snow on a daily basis, venturing out only when necessity dictated, such as periodic trips to the local grocery store, but at times I found the isolation oddly peaceful. Proof that I was either acclimating to my new surroundings or slowly losing my mind.

No more crying, I thought as Grandma braided with skillful fingers. Everyone will be here soon and you can’t act like a child.

Another part of me wailed plaintively, But you are a child, really. You’re not a mother, not by a long shot. You fooled around last summer and this is what happened. And you’re stuck with it. And that son of a bitch is off at college in Madison as though none of this happened.

It stung like hell, I couldn’t pretend otherwise. Despite that fact that Noah’s parents, Curt and Marie Utley, were kind to me and made an effort to stop out to Shore Leave at least twice a month, I had not received a word from Noah. After I told him the news last summer he showed signs of immediate retreat. In one of the most insulting and cowardly displays I’d ever been forced to experience, he told me he would pay for an abortion. He didn’t want the responsibility of a child, he said, refusing to listen to why I wouldn’t consider that option, disregarding my feelings on the matter. To Noah, the suggestion and subsequent offer of money were the easy way out; I had never confessed to anyone that his words that day sent cold spikes straight to my toes. For the first time in my life, I felt I understood what it meant to be called a whore, even indirectly.

“I’ll make him disappear,” Clint, ever chivalrous, told me. “Seriously, Milla, I will. I’ll find a way.”

Tish was part of this vengeful plot as well, chiming in with, “We’ll figure out a way. No one will ever know.”

Now, eight and half months into the realities of pregnancy, I found myself wishing that I’d taken them up on their offer. Although it wouldn’t get me any closer to providing my child with a father.

The baby has you. You’re who she needs, not him. Fuck Noah, I thought, with bitter pain; it was cold comfort, at best. At least my own father had stuck it out with my mom, for many years. They’d been teenaged parents but at least Dad stayed around. It may not have been a match made in heaven, so to speak, but they’d tried.

“Jo’s here!” Aunt Ellen called, breaking the train of my dark thoughts, peering out the front windows as headlights beamed down the long, icy driveway. Grandma finished braiding, patted my head, and went to welcome everyone. Moments later the house was inundated with the bustling, busy chatter of Mom, Tish, Ruthie, and Blythe. My sisters raced to me, Ruthie kneeling to address my belly, as she liked to do, Tish hugging me around the shoulders; her soft curls tickled my face, the scent of her strawberry shampoo filled my nose.

My sisters always acted like they hadn’t seen me in ages, which melted my heart, even though I pretended to be annoyed as Tish inadvertently stepped on my toes. Tish was the only one of the three of us without the golden-green Davis eyes. Instead, hers are like Aunt Jilly’s, electric-blue and long-lashed. Her dark hair had grown out since last summer and currently hung just below her shoulders, curling like coiled springs. Ruthie, my youngest sister, crouched near my chair and smiled up at me. Her summer freckles had faded away and she was as adorable as ever, would always be my baby sister despite the fact that she had turned thirteen in January.

“Milla, you look pretty,” Ruthie said, and I rolled my eyes in pretended exasperation.

“Not really,” I disagreed. “I look like a whale with zits.”

“Jake came, too,” Tish leaned close to murmur, and immediately I felt my teeth go on edge.

“Seriously?” I yelled in a whisper. I knew Mom liked their neighbor boy Jake McCall, but these days it was as though he’d been inducted into our family. Tish joked that he was our personal Theodore Lawrence, like from Little Women, but I didn’t share this opinion or find that funny. The worst thing was I knew Jake liked me—and nothing, including my pregnancy, my terrible attitude, and my habit of working to discourage any such feelings, had dissuaded him yet. I raged, still quietly, “Where’s Mom?”

I meant to accost my mother in private but when she came into the kitchen to hug me, all of my irritation drained away. Instead I marveled at her, this woman I’d known my entire life looking like a gorgeous stranger, dressed in a big black parka with a furry hood. Her golden hair spilled over her shoulders and she wore a short, apple-green skirt and high-heeled black boots. It was her overwhelming happiness, I realized, that altered her appearance, radiating outward from her face, making her seem young and carefree; it wasn’t that she hadn’t been happy all the years I’d been a part of her life—it was just that I’d seen her as a mother, nothing more, certainly not a sexy-looking woman with the same wishes and desires as any of us. I still grappled with these thoughts; no matter how much I believed I’d grown up in the past year, I understood I still had fathoms to go.

“Hi, love,” Mom said, rocking me side to side in her puffy-coat arms. She drew back and smoothed hair from my face. “How are you feeling today? I like how Grandma braided your hair.”

“Fine,” I said succinctly, and opened my mouth to complain about her hauling Jake along without even asking when he came barreling into the kitchen carrying a LIFE game box, grinning widely as he spied me.

Jesus Crimeny, I thought, while realizing how mean and uncharitable I was acting.

 “Hey there, Camille.”

“Hey,” I said lamely.

“How are you doing?” he asked next.

“Fine,” I said again, with no answering smile.

Tish, facing away from everyone else, sent me a message with her eyes, clearly communicating, Lighten up!

Blythe came into the kitchen behind Jake just as the front door opened again, emitting a blast of cold air along with Aunt Jilly, Uncle Justin, and Clinty. Clint threw his scarf and stocking cap to the side and darted into the house to grab a handful of snickerdoodles.

“Hi, guys,” he said, mouth full.

“Hey there, little buddy,” Blythe said, catching Clint around the neck and knuckling his head, with pure affection; everyone loved Clint. Blythe towered over all of us despite Clint’s recent growth spurt, wearing faded jeans and an indigo-blue coat. He was growing out his hair again because Mom liked it that way. Of course his eyes were on Mom, admiring, though he managed to pull his gaze away to say, “Hi, Camille.”

“Hey,” I responded as the door slammed open once more and the final guests arrived, Uncle Justin’s little sister Liz, her husband Wordo, and their triplets, Fern, Linnea, and Hal, who were Ruthie’s best friends in Landon. Dodge, Justin and Liz’s dad, arrived with them, roaring like a bear about something in the entryway. I smiled a little, despite everything. Our household was never quiet for long.

“Camille, I dreamed about you last night,” Aunt Jilly said, squirreling through everyone and into the kitchen, moving gracefully in spite of her protruding belly. Aunt Jilly was smaller than Mom, though otherwise they resembled each other closely. She was a pixie, small and pretty, her silky golden hair having grown enough to brush her jaw on either side. She took my face lightly in her warm hands and I felt a little jolt. With soft certainty she said, “You’ve met someone. Or…” She cocked her head and narrowed her vivid blue eyes, as though in speculation. “Or, you’re on a course to meet someone. Something’s changed.”

“I don’t exactly get out much,” I reminded her, though my pulse had already started increasing. Immediately I thought of the photograph. I considered replying, Yes, I’ve met the perfect man. Problem is he’s been dead for probably more than eighty years.

Aunt Jilly bit her lower lip, considering—I felt as though she’d just read my mind, to the word—and finally saying, “Doesn’t matter.”

“Doesn’t matter that he’s dead?” I whispered.

Her eyes narrowed further but she didn’t seem startled. She only shook her head.

“Honey-love, I can’t find the tickets,” Uncle Justin said, coming behind Aunt Jilly and catching her around the waist. He wore a black stocking cap with a tassel on the top, bending down to rest his chin on Aunt Jilly’s shoulder. He said, “Hi, Milla. You look ready to pop.”

“So sensitive, this one,” Aunt Jilly responded, reaching to smack his ass. “But I love him anyway.”

Years ago, Uncle Justin had been badly burned in an accident in his mechanic shop, leaving his face scarred all along the right side, but I’d been around him long enough that I barely noticed his scars anymore. Like Blythe, Uncle Justin was a really good guy; I could only dream of finding a man who looked at me the way that he looked at my Aunt Jilly. I could almost feel the residual heat from his gaze as he regarded his wife with a lazy grin.

“Heaven knows where I’d be if you didn’t, baby,” he said to her.

“We’ll see you in the morning,” Mom said, popping back into the room, coming to kiss my forehead. She knew I was annoyed that she’d brought Jake, because she whispered, “Try to have fun tonight.”

All the adults other than Dodge, Grandma, and Aunt Ellen proceeded into the snowy night to enjoy a Valentine’s celebration. They were driving into Bemidji for dinner and drinks. And apparently something that required tickets.

“Who wants to play?” Jake asked the room at large, hefting the LIFE box high into the air.

Clint, Ruthie, and the triplets all galloped after him, setting up the board on the kitchen table while Grandma loaded cookies and banana bread onto snack trays. Dodge followed Aunt Ellen into the kitchen. He boomed, “Camille, sweetheart, haven’t you had that baby yet?”

 “Ugh,” I groaned at his question, the last thing in the world you ask a pregnant woman; but because it was Dodge, I couldn’t be too annoyed. I stood, Tish lending me both hands, and Dodge wrapped me into a bear hug. Something about his arms reminded me of my own dad, back home in Chicago with his new wife Lanny, and I felt an unexpected stab of homesickness. As much as I was glad to be in Landon, I still occasionally missed the big city, experienced a twinge of longing for our spacious townhouse with its view of the glittering Chicago skyline.

“Hey,” I asked, shoving aside the thought, turning to Tish. “Can you run up to my room and grab the picture and the letter on my nightstand?”

Tish shrugged and said, “Sure,” darting away while I tried not to let myself be too jealous of her lithe body and ability to move unencumbered.

“Camille found a photograph that you might know about,” Aunt Ellen told Dodge.

“It’s from 1875,” I said, helping myself to yet another snickerdoodle. I poured a huge glass of milk and then leaned against the counter to dunk my cookie in small increments.

“I love the horse! Lookit!” Tish enthused, racing back into the kitchen, brandishing the picture. “Remember that one time Dad took us horseback riding near here? That was great. I wasn’t afraid at all. You were.”

“I was not,” I disagreed. “I was just uncertain.”

Dodge reached for the photograph and studied it closely, flipping it to examine the words on the back. He finally said, “Bull would probably know, hon. His family has been around the Landon area since just after the Civil War. His great-something granddaddy built White Oaks, initially. Most people don’t know, but the main structure of the building was constructed in the late 1860s. Of course they’ve updated and added on since then. But that little entrance and the porch off the side are original.”

“That’s what Bull told me last summer,” I said, aware of the tinge of excitement in my voice. “Can we drive over there tonight and ask him?”

“Right now?” Tish asked skeptically, crowding Dodge’s elbow. “Like, who cares that much?”

“I do,” I insisted.

“Milla, you’re in your pajamas,” Dodge observed. “And in no condition to be out and about in this weather.”

I didn’t bother to explain that I wasn’t wearing pajamas…that this was just how very pregnant women dressed all the time. I knew I wasn’t about to win this one, so with complete reluctance I agreed, “All right, but I want to talk to him soon. Gram, can we have lunch at White Oaks tomorrow?”

“We’ll see,” was all Grandma said; like all kids, I’d learned long ago that this was the sort of answer used to pacify, not promising anything. I would likely be using it regularly for the next eighteen years.

Tish asked, “You wanna play LIFE with those guys?”

“Not really,” I said, swishing my cookie through the glass of milk. “Let’s just watch.”

My sister and I joined everyone at the table, drawing up chairs at the far end where we could chat in relative peace. I was buttering another slice of banana bread when Tish said, “Everyone at school is wondering where you are, and wondering if you’ve had the baby. I told like ten people yesterday to quit asking me.”

My experience at Landon High had proven a sharp contrast to that at River Dell, the plushy private school we’d attended in Chicago. At River Dell I was part of a tight-knit circle of friends and involved in a medley of resume-boosting activities, such as student government and soccer. Here in Landon, my formerly shiny reputation was so severely tarnished that it was more than a relief to drop out last week, under the excuse of maternity leave. Jake was unfailingly kind to me, even though I hadn’t seen him much at school; we didn’t have any classes together.

The girls at Landon High had whispered about me—and not always behind my back, making snide remarks I was meant to hear; the basic consensus seemed to be that I was the big-city girl who’d gotten popular, innocent Noah Utley into trouble. The cruelest of them was named Mandy Pearson, a tall, intimidating girl with unforgiving eyes. As if she had any right calling me a slut, when everyone knew she gave head under the bleachers at football games. But so it goes. I knew Mom and Grandma expected me to go back and finish classes, graduate in June or perhaps into the summer. I hadn’t yet broken the news to them that I was not about to set foot within that high school ever again.

 “You don’t have to tell anyone anything,” I told Tish, with more bite in the words than I’d intended, shifting so that my belly didn’t cut off my air supply. Dodge had given the photo back to me and I placed it on the table with great care. Before I knew what I was doing, I began stroking M. Carter’s face.

“I know,” Tish responded, forehead wrinkling as she observed me caressing the old photograph. She didn’t comment on that, but I heard concern leaking into her voice as she asked, “Are you lonely all day here?”

I shook my head. “Not exactly. It’s not like I’m alone.”

“Are you going to work at the cafe this spring?”

“Yeah, that’s the plan.”

“What about school?” she persisted.

“What about it?” I asked. “I’m not going back there. I’ll get my GED or something.” And then, at the reality of those words, I could have cried until my throat was raw.

Tish studied me, her face set in an expression that suggested deep concentration; though she was not particularly observant she often read my mind with impressive clarity. Being closer to me in age, Tish and I shared more memories and consequently fought over things far more often than Ruthie and me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d bickered with Ruthie about anything, but then again I couldn’t remember a time before Tish, who knew me better than just about anyone. A trade-off for all the fighting, I supposed.

“I worry about you,” Tish said at last.

I held her familiar gaze, marveling at the blue depths of her irises; she, Clint, and Aunt Jilly shared those gorgeous, long-lashed eyes. It touched me that she would be worried.

“What if my baby never has a little sister or brother?” I heard myself whisper, as though it had just occurred to me. In truth this notion plagued me, clamping about my heart like a cold fist. “I can’t imagine what my life would be like without you, and Ruthie…”

“She will,” Tish said, infusing her voice with conviction. She saw that I was not convinced and repeated, almost sternly, “She will. It’ll be all right.”

“Thank you,” I whispered, swallowing away the urge to cry.

She reached to place her palms against the roundness of my belly and I noticed that her fingernails were painted bright red and forest-green,

every other nail; I wondered how Ruthie had talked her into that. She marveled, “I can’t get over how firm it feels, like a basketball under your shirt.” She rubbed her hands in big, sweeping circles and teased, “No, I’m wrong. It feels more like a beach ball.”

“Jesus Crimeny,” I grumbled, using my go-to phrase of exasperation; I couldn’t help but giggle, eyeing the enormous swelling that currently comprised my front side. My breasts were the size of honeydew melons and still didn’t come close to outpacing the beach ball of my stomach.

Down the table everyone was leaning on their elbows, intent on watching Clint spin the needle on the game board, but Jake looked up at that moment and caught my eye, offering a warm smile. I forced myself to return his smile; my low mood was hardly Jake’s fault.

“Well, doesn’t it?” Tish persisted, patting the roundness of my stomach as though it was a puppy on my lap.

“I’m pregnant,” I muttered.

She leaned closer and with a startling change of subject whispered, “Hey, you should be nicer to Jake.”

I felt my eyebrows draw together as though magnetized; I didn’t even have to utter a word for Tish to retract the comment.

“Re-lax,” she grumbled, drawing the word into two distinct syllables; recognizing that my patience was dangerously thin she leaned toward the activity of the game, demanding, “Who’s winning?”

No crying, I ordered harshly.

I’d never considered myself a vain person. Last summer was the first time I’d actually gone out of my way to get someone to notice me, that someone of course being Noah Utley. The first week we were in Landon, last May, he’d been hanging out with a group of teenagers at the beach and their group merged with ours. Clint, who had never lived anywhere other than Landon, knew everyone and introduced Tish and me around. Noah and I talked for an hour that afternoon, and exchanged numbers; I’d been so giddy with nerves at his attention that I could hardly sleep that night. Mom was in her own world last summer and so it was with very little difficulty that I was able to see Noah on an increasingly regular basis.

I loved his kisses, and the way he touched me—we’d spent many evenings fooling around before we’d gone all the way. But that was his end goal, I understood clearly now, the reason he pushed a little more each time—Let me take this off, he’d murmur, kissing my neck as he eased down my bikini top to cup my breasts. You’ll like this, he’d insist, unzipping my shorts. And as the lowest blow of all, I love you, Camille. I love you so much—this he’d spoken as he spread my thighs, kneeling between them and with a few jerking shoves, taking my virginity. Looking back now, knocked up and alone, I realized that he was playing me all along, telling me he loved me so that I would let him have his way.

I was basically inexperienced, even still. Noah and I had sex probably about ten times, and I was so nervous about getting caught that it hadn’t been exactly earth-shattering on any of those occasions. The first time, I’d bled all over the place in the backseat of his car, so embarrassed. He said he couldn’t believe I was a virgin, even though I told him so, as though I would have lied about it. I didn’t know which occasion led to the baby, as we’d used a condom every single time. Now when I considered the concept of sex I nearly cringed; at present, it seemed repulsive. Besides, who in the world would possibly be interested in dating a single mom without so much as a high school degree?

Tears burned the bridge of my nose. Under the guise of getting more milk, I escaped to the fridge and that’s exactly where I was standing when I felt a strange shift in my lower belly. I made an inadvertent noise of alarm, bending forward, and then a sudden soaking wetness flowed from between my legs, darkening my sweat pants. I stared wordlessly, uncomprehending. It wasn’t until my knees started to tremble that I managed to whimper, “Grandma…”

Grandma, Aunt Ellen, and Dodge were in the living room and didn’t hear me. The only person who did was Jake, because he was watching me from the table. I saw the concern that lifted his eyebrows and he was at my side in an instant, getting his left arm around my back.

“Did your…are you…” He sounded like a little kid, his voice wavering with uncertainty.

“Yes,” I answered. My knees would not stop shaking and I gripped Jake’s other arm, clinging to him. He was tall and lanky, but strong enough that I felt as though I wouldn’t topple him straight over; I probably outweighed him by twenty pounds. We were attracting attention now; Ruthie bounded over with her eyes round as silver dollars.

“Grandma!” she yelped, and this time the cry generated action.

“Is the baby coming?” Tish cried, everyone crowding around me as though I was a new attraction in the zoo.

Grandma came around the corner like a woman on a mission. She took one look at me and called over her shoulder, “Dodge, get the truck running! Camille, sweetie, your water just broke.”

I started to cry, in pure terror, and Ruthie and Grandma moved to hug me; squashed between them and Jake, I could hardly breathe. Grandma nudged Jake to the side and said quietly, “There’s nothing to cry about, dear one, it’s all right.” She turned and began issuing orders. “Tish, run and grab your sister a clean outfit. Her hospital bag is at the foot of her bed. Jake, you stay here with the kids while we get Camille to the hospital.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jake said instantly. His eyes were somber with the responsibility of it all.

“Ruthie, call your mom and Aunt Jilly, tell them to meet us in Rose Lake,” was Grandma’s next command.

“Can I come with?” Ruthie begged, her right arm laced through mine.

I looked down at her, flooded with a rush of tenderness. I swiped at my tears, nodding. It still hadn’t quite sunk in that my child was on her way, that very soon, maybe even before morning, I would be holding my daughter. My knees jittered even more fiercely.

“Of course,” I told Ruthie. I looked at Tish, standing near Clint, both of them regarding me with wide eyes. I asked, “You want to come, too?”

She shook her head at once. “Sorry, Milla, I’d rather see the baby after.”

“Patricia!” Grandma ordered, using Tish’s full name. “Get hustling, child!”

Less than ten minutes later, I sat belted beside Dodge in his quarter-ton pickup, Aunt Ellen, Grandma, and Ruthie all crammed into the tiny backseat. Grandma kept one hand on my shoulder as Dodge expertly navigated the snowy roads.
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