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Chapter One

Jalesville, MT - August, 2013

AT SOME POINT THAT NIGHT, A DREAM ASSAULTED ME. Later I was to wonder if the quiet sounds of a trespasser had crept into my unconscious mind, triggering the nightmare. What if I’d woken just minutes earlier? Could I have stopped what happened next?

I would never know.

In the dream I was back at my older sister Camille’s wedding, which had taken place in October of ’06. Fiery autumn colors decorated the trees ringing Flickertail Lake that bright, sunny Saturday; I’d been eighteen years old and home from the university I attended in Minneapolis. The reception appeared in my dreamscape exactly as I’d witnessed it seven years earlier – everyone gathered in the grand ballroom of White Oaks Lodge, our family and friends, not to mention most of the residents of Landon, eager to celebrate with the happy bride and groom. Champagne and twinkling lights, live music, merry laughter from every direction – but a small knot of unease in my chest. I observed the ongoing festivity from a slight distance, as though sequestered in a dim corner.

Join them.

But I couldn’t walk forward.

I didn’t know exactly how much time had passed before a man appeared at my elbow. I looked up at him, confused; it seemed I should know who he was but I couldn’t remember. I opened my mouth to ask him his name – I knew him, there was no doubt, but why couldn’t I think of his name? His gaze held mine, the lights glinting in his red-gold hair, and my heart increased its speed.

Patricia, he murmured. A smoldering grin lit his eyes and traveled to his lips.

This was all the invitation I required. I leaped into his arms, clinging to his neck; how could I have failed to recognize him? I spoke his name against the warmth of his skin, joy sparking a fire in my blood that heated my entire body.

Where have you been? I demanded.

Looking for you, of course, my sweet, sweet heart.

His arms crushed me close and I burrowed against his strong chest. A strange crackling noise, one I could not place into context, began to drown out the sounds of Camille’s reception, slicing cleanly through the bubble of my happiness; I went rigid, tense with increasing dread.

Do you hear that? Ax, do you hear that sound?

Hear what sound, love?

Realization scalded my senses before I could respond – someone had lit White Oaks on fire. Beyond his shoulder I watched flames streak across the ballroom floor as though alive, consuming everything in their path. I was shouting then – begging people to run, to save their lives, but no sound emerged from my throat and no one was listening. Wild with fear, I tried to drag him outside with me but my fingers passed through empty air.

Axton! I screamed, steeped in terror. Where are you?

Brilliant orange light seared my eyeballs; flames licked at the hem of my scarlet bridesmaid gown, scalding my bare legs…

I gasped to consciousness, thrashing upward with such violence that I almost tumbled from the bed. Heart clobbering my ribs, short of breath, I reached for the reassurance of Case, grasping his warm, nude body as my sleep-drenched brain staggered to comprehend reality.

Tish, calm down! It was a nightmare. It was only a nightmare.

Why, then, was the scent of acrid smoke heavy in the air?

I blinked, then blinked again.

It occurred to me I could see not only Case but the interior of our bedroom with much more clarity than this hour of the night should allow. The air was glowing red, as though lit by…

“Fire,” I breathed, and my heart liquefied. Naked, I kicked from the covers and sprinted into the living room, almost tearing the screen door from its hinges.

“Case!”

He was already at my side. “Oh Jesus, oh God, the horses,” and we fell over each other, grabbing clothes, flying outside, straight into the belly of the nightmare. Our barn had morphed into an inferno against the black sky, a writhing, crackling blaze a thousand times larger than any bonfire I had ever witnessed. Temporarily mesmerized by the preposterous sight, we stood frozen in place; I shielded my eyes with a forearm, exactly as I would have upon looking straight into the noontime sun. When I stumbled forward, Case grabbed my arm and put me firmly behind him. The sound of the fire was like that of a strong wind, its heat reaching us from a good fifty yards away.

“No!” he ordered, refusing to allow me any closer to the fire.

“Cider,” I sobbed. “Buck! They’re in there!”

Case retained his calm while I shredded to pieces. He gripped my shoulders, leaning close to hold my gaze and speaking loudly enough to be heard. “Tish, go inside and call 911. Right now.”

I clutched at him. “What are you going to do?”

“I know what to do,” he assured me; reflections of the enormous leaping flames were visible in his pupils. “Call 911 and whatever you do, do not go near the barn! Tish! Do you hear me?”

I nodded like someone jerking a puppet’s strings, tears streaking my face. Case leaned in and kissed my mouth, hard and possessive, and then I raced inside the trailer, made a frantic, messy search for the cordless phone, and dialed the emergency number. When dispatch answered, scant miles away in downtown Jalesville, I cried breathlessly, “Fire! There’s a fire at our place, Case Spicer’s on Ridge Road!”

And then, through the windows of our little trailer, I saw what Case was doing outside; the phone fell from my numb fingers, clattering to the floor. I bounded through the screen door, running full-bore for the spigot, where Case had ripped off his t-shirt and drenched it. I realized, with nightmarish clarity, that he intended to enter that monster of a fire.

Of course he would. Of course he would risk himself for something he loved.

“NO!” I screamed, tripping over a rut in the yard and landing hard on all fours. Case appeared as a charred stick figure against the blaze, maddeningly far away from my arms that would have prevented his forward motion at all costs, even the demise of our beloved animals; he had no more protection than his wet shirt wrapped around his head. I knew he was going to try to save our horses, Cider and Buck, and our rabbit and chickens. Mutt and Tiny were huddled near the trailer; I could see their jaws snapping with barks but couldn’t hear a thing besides the fire.

I scrambled to my feet. Case had disappeared around the back of the barn and I floundered, panicking, before realizing what I must do. I ran inside and tore a blanket from the bed, then raced to the spigot to soak it, slopping water everywhere. The entire structure of the two-story, pitched-roof barn was engulfed; burning wood, hay, and manure polluted the air with a choking black smoke. I ran in Case’s footsteps, shocked by the intensifying heat. The fire’s roar was unbearable but I pushed on toward the double doors in back, driven by terror and determination, in equal parts.

Oh God, why did you just have to talk about dying?

Oh, Case, why?

I saw him as I rounded the corner; he burst free of the rolling smoke with Cider in his grasp. His shirt was over the mare’s head and she was wild with fear, bucking his hold. Once clear of the smoke, Case let her free and Cider galloped into the night. Case’s head and bare chest were black with soot. He didn’t see me, single-minded with purpose, saving the animals. He disappeared back inside; he’d told me not to enter the barn and trusted that I would heed his words, but damned if I was going to let him do this without help, and maneuvered the sopping-wet blanket over my head like a cloak. The double doors looked like something straight out of hell, gaping like a broken mouth, smoke tumbling in dense, undulating waves.

Without hesitation, I ran through the doors.

The going was slower than I’d imagined, once inside; the smoke embraced me as if alive, jamming its caustic taste deep into my lungs. The heat was indescribable, burning through the soles of my flimsy tennis shoes, blasting my nostrils. I thought the skin might very well be peeling back from my face. I had a vague sense that I was steaming, the water on my blanket-cloak being cooked away, but my thoughts narrowed, along with my stinging eyes – I had one purpose here and that was to find Case.

Cider is already out.

Buck. He’ll get Buck next.

The stalls are straight ahead.

I blundered forward, crashing against the edge of the chicken coop; the gate was open there, which meant Case had already let them free. A high-pitched wail pierced the chaos, a shrill cry of a horse in pain. I turned toward the sound just as a chunk of debris crashed no more than five feet from my body. My throat was too clogged with smoke to scream. As though moving underwater, dense and onerous, I peered upward from the edges of the blanket.

Jesus Christ, the loft!

The boards above gaped with charred holes. Before my eyes, another section of the loft buckled, unable to resist the onslaught of heat.

“CASE!” I had never been so frantic. I ran, heedless of the flames, in the direction of Buck’s stall.

The blanket is on fire, it’s on fire, oh sweet Jesus, it’s on fire…

Buck’s galloping body filled my vision as he suddenly bolted in my direction. Instinct was all that saved me as I darted aside, avoiding his panicked flight. His tail swooped against my face as he passed.

“CASE! Where are you?” My voice was ash. I pawed viciously at the air as though this might dissipate the clouds of bitter smoke. What was left of the blanket fell from my shoulders. My lungs were about to explode. And then I stumbled and went to my knees, realizing I had just tripped over Case. Adrenaline shrieked through my limbs, disabling the fear. I fumbled for the pulse in his neck, finding it. In the concentrated orange light he appeared surreal, covered in layers of soot. The smoke would kill us both in another minute, I was certain.

He’s unconscious, oh God, he’s unconscious…

In that moment there was only one thing I could do, and so I did it; I bent and scraped my arms along the floor, anchoring beneath his armpits, and then I hauled him out of there.
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I came to in a room lit by a low-watt green light. Bizarre, disconnected images floated through the oozy haze in my skull as I drifted along. Every internal sound was amplified, as though I was locked in a womb.

Where am I?

I want…

I need…

Remembrance impacted my brain and I tried to sit, unable; something inhibited my movements and blocked my mouth and nose.

Case is hurt! Where is he?

My heart responded and there was a whirring array of mechanical noises, beeps and hisses. Voices lifted in alarm. My eyes wouldn’t open all the way; through a slit in each eyelid all I could see was that dim green light. Something tethered my arms and I struggled against what felt like thin tubes attached to the undersides of my wrists.

“Hold her, get her down!”

Fast-moving hands were all over me in the next second. My throat was too parched to protest.

“Five milligrams, now!”

Velvet darkness encased me.

Time must have passed. My perception was muddy, clogged. Words floated across my view as though they were tangible objects, constructed of white feathers. I tried to reach for the word horse but couldn’t elevate my hand.

“Tish, can you hear me?” My mother’s lips were near my ear. I smelled peaches, and the scent of her hair.

I tried to articulate affirmation.

“I love you so much,” she whispered, and I heard tears slipping down her face; I could actually hear the little wet tracks they were making, the soft plops as they struck the sheet beneath me. “I’m right here, honey, I’ll be right here.”

And then I was gone again, gliding away with the white feathers.
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When I surfaced at last to full consciousness, my eyes opened all the way. I lay in a dimly-lit hospital room and my mother and Camille were both sleeping in chairs positioned near the bed. This time there was nothing inhibiting my nostrils and I drew a single shallow breath. It hurt like hell; pain penetrated the depths of my chest. I could still smell the fire.

“Mom…” I was unable to force more than a rasp from my scorched throat; my tongue seemed five times its usual size but Mom heard my plea and woke at once. Witnessing the naked distress on her face caused the solid world to drop from under my inert body; I knew I was going to die when I heard the answer to my question. My heart would simply give out and I would die.

“Where’s Case?” I could hardly speak, weak as a newborn kitten, but anger and desperation lent me strength. “Tell me.”

Mom cupped my shoulders and brought her eyes close to mine. I began to cry in dry, rattling huffs. Camille appeared beside Mom and their expressions conveyed such grief that I yanked free, tearing at the tubes connected to my arms, determined to climb from this bed. Mom was breathless with concern; she clutched my shoulders again, stalling my frantic movement.

“Tish, stop it! Listen to me. You’re in the hospital in Bozeman. You’ve been here for two days now.”

“Where is Case?!”

“He’s in critical care. He’s been unconscious since he was brought here.”

Tears wet Camille’s face. “You pulled him from the fire, Tish, you saved him. They found you collapsed beneath him.”

I couldn’t bear to be in this fucking bed without real answers. “I have to go to him, he needs me…”

“Sweetheart, they don’t know if he’s going to make it,” Mom finally admitted, and I could see what it cost her to tell me this. I wilted, curling inward like something already dead. I covered my face with my forearms, IV needles jangling all over the place; I’d succeeded in disconnecting myself from the slender tubes and pinpricks of blood appeared on my arm. Mom kept speaking, low and pained. “He needed emergency surgery on a heart valve. His lungs are compromised right now…”

I moaned, feeling these words like physical blows. I begged, “Take me to him.”

“Tish, you’re injured. Your lungs are burned.”

I closed my eyes, unable to comprehend a thing besides the fact that Case was in critical care, far away from me when it seemed as though we’d just been snuggling in our bed. I could not relent to this weakness; I had to be with him. “Mom, oh God, please help me…”

Camille gently caught one of my fluttering hands. “We’ll get you there as soon as possible.”

“Now.” My heart was galloping, fueling my desperation. I realized something was missing and my free hand darted to my scalp.

Mom’s eyes filled with fresh tears. “Most of your hair got burned away, sweetie…”

“Now,” I whispered. Because I was no longer on oxygen and considered out of danger, the decision was made to properly remove the tubes which had been pumping my veins full of pain medication and salinized water. Camille stayed with me while Mom went to pick up Aunt Jilly, Ruthann, and Clint; my family had arrived from Minnesota late last night. Clark had called them with the terrible news; I knew the Rawleys were here in Bozeman, too, along with my dad. I should have been more grateful for their supportive presence but my thoughts would not widen enough for anything other than getting to Case’s side.

Alone for the moment, pale evening light falling through the lone window as I stood on unsteady legs, I leaned against my older sister and wept uncontrollably. Camille held me close, kissing my cheek, her pregnant belly buffered between our bodies.

“He’ll be all right,” she murmured, again and again. “He loves you so much, Tish, he’ll be all right.”

In the bathroom I could hardly believe the person in the mirror was me, but I wouldn’t waste time worrying over how I looked. I needed to get cleaned up so I could go to Case and put my eyes on him. I needed to tell him I was here and that he would be all right. There was no other option. I focused on that thought as water ran down my skin; despite its warmth, I couldn’t stop shivering. Afterward, I sat on the bed and Camille knelt behind me; I felt her baby pushing against my spine as my sister tenderly combed my short, ragged hair. She had procured a pair of scissors to trim what was left but I was too impatient, sick with need to get to Case. And finally, they let me.

He was stationed in the intensive care unit. He lay motionless on a narrow bed, the top half of which was elevated to forty-five degrees. He was drugged, intubated, and tethered to oxygen, a clear-plastic ventilator covering his mouth and nose. They had bathed him and treated his burned forearms; from knuckles to elbows he was wrapped in white gauze. His torso was also swathed in bandages, lacerated from being dragged across hot wooden boards. A doctor assured me that the repair to his heart valve had been relatively minor surgery and that it was good we caught it now, as it may have progressed into something more serious down the road; far more concerning, she explained, was the smoke Case inhaled while saving our horses.

It was brutal to observe him this way, unconscious, with machines breathing and swallowing for him, a screen monitoring his vital signs. I put my hands on his chest with utmost care, wanting him to know I was here; I would not leave his side until he awoke. His skin felt cool beneath my fingertips as I stroked his forehead, his ears; most of his beautiful, red-gold hair had been burned away and hysterical sobs threatened my control.

No. You have to be strong, Tish, now more than ever.

The on-duty nurse finally abandoned her insistence that I leave the room (I refused to listen, telling her she’d have to remove me by force), at last agreeing to let me sleep on the small vinyl chair; my family and the Rawleys spent that night in the waiting room while I dragged the chair beside Case’s bed, well away from the side with all the machinery. I fell asleep with my forehead resting on my folded arms and dreamed wretched things – we were back at Camille’s wedding reception and Case was telling me he loved me but I wasn’t listening. In the dream I could see his heart inside his chest, bright red behind a cage of white ribs; I witnessed it crack to pieces and drain away, helpless to stop it.

In another fitful dream he climbed on his horse, a solid gelding named Ranger, and galloped away, even as I screamed after him to come back. And then suddenly the scene changed and we were deep in the foothills, me bent over his inert body, cradling his head and shoulders. He was dying – a bullet had torn apart his stomach. His blood soaked my lap. I screamed until my throat bled, unable to prevent this from happening, and woke with a choked cry, the nightmare still churning in my mind. It took me a moment to realize that the warm, gentle hand on my back belonged to Aunt Jilly, who was in the room with me; she must have slipped past the nurses’ station.

“Tish,” she whispered, smoothing her palm between my shoulder blades. “It’s all right.”

She was standing and I collapsed against her; she cradled my head against her stomach and curved forward to kiss my burned hair.

“Shh,” she soothed.

“Will he be all right?” I begged, quiet and devastated. Maybe she’d had a Notion; maybe she would tell me she’d seen his full recovery.

Reading my mind, Aunt Jilly murmured, “I can’t make a Notion happen. Oh Tish, honey, I wish I could.”

I shook my head, wanting to deny everything but the hope that Case would be all right.

“There’s something…” Aunt Jilly kept her voice low and I knew her well enough to sense the speculation in her tone; I held my breath so I wouldn’t miss a word. “There’s something from the past, just like I told Camille years ago. I can’t see all of it, but there’s something you have to understand.”

I knew she was right; though I’d never experienced a Notion – the name Aunt Jilly had long ago adopted for her precognitive flashes – I had sensed this truth about past events. Not ‘past’ as in my own lifetime; the past to which we referred had occurred in another life altogether. A part of myself I was learning to trust, a part long buried beneath the weight of skepticism and doubt, had already recognized that Case and I had been together before now.

“I don’t know where to start,” I admitted in a whisper, drawing back. In the dim, sanitary room, I studied my aunt’s familiar features. Aunt Jilly was my mother’s younger sister and I knew her face almost as well as Mom’s. Her golden hair was cast in a surreal greenish glow from the tiny lights on the medical equipment, her blue eyes serious and intent as she traced the perimeter of my face with her fingertips. She bit down on her lower lip as though to keep it from trembling.

She acknowledged, “You love him, don’t you?”

Spikes seemed to form in my aching throat. “So much I can’t even explain it.”

“I can tell,” she murmured, her fingers lingering against my cheeks, sending small shivers along my skin; her touch was, as always, full of an electric energy. “You’ve changed this summer, Tish. Grown up.” A tender smile shone in her eyes. “I was so happy to hear you’d decided to take a job in Jalesville, with Al Howe.” She paused, her smile fading. “Your dad would disagree.”

I could not deny this; Dad had arrived unexpectedly in Jalesville a few days ago to inform me – apparently a phone call would not suffice – that he believed I’d thrown away a golden opportunity at a law career in a top Chicago firm. I was willing to concede that it had been a shock to my father, Jackson Gordon; he had funded my seven years’ worth of education, including three years of law school at Northwestern College, with the expectation that I would fulfill his idea of my destiny, working as a corporate lawyer at Turnbull and Hinckley, a formidable firm in downtown Chicago. Ron Turnbull, senior partner at Turnbull and Hinckley, had once been a man I’d longed to impress, let alone work for; I supposed if I considered the fact that part of growing up included the shattering of naïve illusions, then Ron Turnbull’s presence in my life was a fantastic example.

I thought, I have to tell Dad what I know before he leaves.

I turned from Aunt Jilly, back toward Case; he’d not shifted position since I’d fallen asleep and been swept away in nightmares. He was unchanged: supine, bandaged and stationary, the lower half of his face obscured by the ventilator. I clenched my jaws, hoping they would act as a floodgate against the urge to weep. Unable to resist, I touched his forehead, letting the feel of his skin reassure my fingertips. His closed eyes frightened me to the core but I pushed the fear aside, concentrating all my will upon the positives. Case was alive. He was receiving medical care. His heart valve had been repaired – and neither of us had even realized it needed repairing.

“I’ll be right here, sweetheart,” I whispered. “I won’t leave your side.”

“And we won’t leave yours,” Aunt Jilly assured me, and though I didn’t voice it in that moment I knew she understood the depth of my gratitude; I had always understood, from the time I was a young girl in a family comprised of strong, compassionate women, how much we mattered to one another.



Chapter Two

THREE DAYS PASSED.

I refused to leave Case’s room and everyone knew better than to attempt to make me, including the hospital staff. Though he hadn’t stirred, I spoke to him constantly, wanting him to know I was near; he’d already lived through enough lonely pain for two lifetimes. My family, Case’s little brother, Gus, and the Rawleys all took turns sitting with me long after visiting hours expired; necessity had forced Dad’s return to his job in Chicago, but not before we’d spoken alone together. I told him everything I’d learned, desiring his perspective on the matter.

“Ron’s sub-company buying up an inoperative power plant and its surrounding land is hardly criminal,” Dad had pointed out. “Though, I find it odd that Ron failed to mention this detail when he knew you’d ventured to Jalesville specifically to counteract Capital Overland’s activities.”

“That’s just what I mean, Dad,” I’d said, forcing a deep breath; my burned lungs could not handle any sort of agitation. “There’s more to all this than we ever guessed. Ron never suspected I would stumble onto the fact that Redd Co. is part of his holdings. I never would have known if I hadn’t seen that document a few summers back, during an externship at Turnbull and Hinckley, remember, like I told you?”

My father had been a lawyer for over two decades and was capable of maintaining a solid poker face when he chose; he was not the sort to be caught off guard but I’d succeeded in doing just that. Dad didn’t want to believe Ron Turnbull had ulterior motives concerning my presence in Jalesville; any inference that Ron might have taken advantage of me would raise the ire of not only the lawyer in my father, but his paternal protectiveness. I’d arrived in the small town in central Montana at the beginning of July, ready to assist a local lawyer, Al Howe, in rallying the residents against an out-of-state company, Capital Overland, intent on buying up acreage and clearing out the town.

The company’s front man in Jalesville was Derrick Yancy, the younger son of a Chicago businessman – and acquaintance of my father and Ron Turnbull – whose company, Yancy Corps, maintained holdings both powerful and far-reaching. Turnbull and Derrick Yancy were each dangerous individuals, of this I was certain; I had yet to discover their motives or collect enough evidence to prove criminal activity in conjunction with one another, but I would do so if it killed me, if it was the last thing I ever accomplished as a lawyer.

“I’ll keep my eyes and ears open,” Dad had promised, studying my face, reading the stubborn intensity there. “Tish, keep your head low until I can sort out a few things.” He paused for a beat, his cheekbones appearing prominent as he clenched his jaws. “You think the fire wasn’t an accident, don’t you?”

Our conversation had been last night. I hadn’t slept more than a few hours in a row and my worst thoughts were hammering at my ramshackle defenses with more frequency; my insides ached as though scrubbed with a sanding brush. The only thing that helped me cling to sanity was imagining how Case would respond if he could hear me talking to him. I sustained myself with memories of being held in his arms at night; I always rested my cheek just at the juncture of his neck and left shoulder, where I could feel his heart beating. After we made love but before we fell asleep, he stroked his fingers through my long, curly hair, our legs braided together, and we would whisper about our future.

Now my hair was burned away and he was unconscious, a ventilator breathing for him, shifting his chest at evenly-paced intervals. If anything happened to him, if he didn’t make it, as I’d been repeatedly warned was a possibility, I would be finished; trying to avoid the thought only seemed to increase its power. The intubation had been removed from his trachea and he’d been carefully weaned from the drugs sedating him – the nurses warned me if he came awake with the breathing tube in place the natural reaction was panic and he would attempt to pull it out. All we could do now was wait; he would either waken – or he would not.

I felt each and every labored breath as I watched his chest rise and fall, plagued by these odds.

Wake up, Charles Shea Spicer. Come back to me, please come back to me. I’m here and I need you so much.

It’s all right, sweetheart, don’t worry so. I could hear his deep voice so clearly. My sweet Patricia, it’s all right.

I held his right hand between both of mine; it was well into evening and I hadn’t eaten all day, despite several attempts. My stomach was knotted into little bundles of unyielding tension. I had not returned home to Jalesville since the night of the fire; Clark and Al kept me informed of any developments. The Rawleys were caring for all of our animals – our horses, our dogs, our two cats, three chickens, and one rabbit; all of them alive because Case loved them. He was a man who would risk himself, unconditionally, for those he loved. I studied his familiar handsome features, the sounds of the medical apparatuses having long since faded to the background.

What if the past few weeks are all the time we’re allowed together in this life? We’ve been so completely happy. I didn’t dare to take it for granted. Oh God, don’t let this be all the time we’re given. We just found each other.

Determined to banish my terrible thoughts, I tightened my grip and whispered, “I still haven’t heard how you got your nickname. Remember, you promised to tell me?” The lifeless slack of his hands was unbearable – his tough, long-fingered hands that found no task too demanding, which cradled his fiddle with graceful expertise and called forth music and joy; hands that so tenderly stroked my bare skin. I steeled my resolve, kissing his knuckles, one by one. “Sweetheart, you saved all of them. Cider and Buck are all right. You saved all of our animals. Now you just have to come back to me. Please, Case, come back to me.”

I thought of all of the years he had loved me when I’d been far away, oblivious to the strength of what he never stopped feeling. It was back in 2006, at Camille’s wedding, that Case first gathered the courage to confess that he believed we were connected, that I was the only one for him. I’d been young and arrogant, unimpressed at the time by his earnest words; it wasn’t until this past summer, seven long years later, that I came west to his hometown for a summer job and fell in love with him. I was fortunate enough that despite the passage of many years, his feelings for me had remained as powerful as ever.

Because you’ve been together before now.

I knew this to be true. Logic was normally applied to my thought processes but in this matter I relied on instinct and simply felt. The past life I could recall most clearly, revealed to me in snippets of dreams and flashes of events I had not experienced in my current life, was perhaps the last time we’d found one another, when we believed Case’s name had been Cole Spicer, a man with whom Case was also related by blood. The Spicer family had migrated from Iowa to Montana in the late nineteenth century, settling on the homestead where their descendants had lived ever since.

I vowed silently, I will find out who did this to us. If it was Derrick, I will personally nail shut his coffin.

Derrick, the second of the Yancy sons and possessed of a carefully-masked inferiority complex, had spent the past summer living in Miles City while working his considerable wiles on nearby Jalesville, a place I now called home. He’d been far more successful in making sales before I’d arrived to oppose his interests; I knew he hated me, though this hatred was tinged with something Derrick could not explain even if he tried. He and I were also connected by a past life, whether I was willing to admit it or not.

You were once his wife.

This assumption made my stomach curdle because I suspected it was true; Derrick and I had been married at some point in the past. And, based on my graphic, recurring nightmares, it had not been a happy union.

“I wish I could sing for you,” I told Case, trying to steer my thoughts in a better direction. “I know if it was me lying there and you sitting here, you’d be singing for me. The sound of you singing makes me feel safer than just about anything in the world, did you know that?” I reached to stroke his shorn head, with utmost care, imagining the thick, beautiful auburn hair he’d inheirited from his mother. Melinda Spicer had died long ago, but first gifted her son with her gorgeous coloring, her sweet, tender nature – and her ability to sing. “Maybe if I sang it would wake you up. Because it would be so terrible you’d have to tell me to shut the hell up and quit ruining the song.”

Tears dripped from my chin and I swiped them on my shoulder, unwilling to remove my hands from Case.

Please let us have our lives together. Oh God, please. I will do anything. This can’t be all the time we’ll have together.

Maybe it’s all that you deserve.

The horror was creeping back. My chest erupted with a panic attack; I felt once-removed from reality, as though I was sitting next to my own body rather than inhabiting it. But I would not let go of Case. I could not. I clung to my point of contact with him.

“Hey,” someone suddenly said, as though speaking from deep inside a cave. I felt hands around my shoulders and recognized Marshall’s voice. He implored, more sharply, “Hey! Tish, it’s all right.”

“It’s not…all right,” I gasped, teeth chattering.

Instead of freaking out, Marshall drew a chair near mine and pressed one hand firmly to my back, rubbing in small, brisk circles. He kept talking, low and quiet, in a way that reminded me of how Case spoke to our horses when they were restless, and at last I regained a tentative hold on my emotions.

“Tish, stop this. You’re exhausted. You gotta get some sleep,” Marsh instructed in his usual blunt fashion. He was one of Case’s best friends, and I knew he and Case thought of each other as brothers; Case considered all five of the Rawley boys his brothers. Clark Rawley and his late wife, Faye, had helped raise Case and Gus; their biological father, Owen Spicer, had been an incapable parent and often violent drunk, whose behavior deteriorated after Melinda’s death.

“I can’t sleep,” I mumbled miserably. “I’m so scared…”

 “It’s worse because you aren’t sleeping,” Marsh bitched, however gently. “Tish, you look like shit, I’m not gonna lie, like somebody punched you in the eyes.”

“I don’t care what I look like!” I snapped, or would have snapped if I had even one-tenth my usual energy. I croaked, “I will be right here when he wakes up. I won’t have it otherwise.”

“I know,” Marshall acknowledged in a quieter tone, his eyes moving to Case. Pain flinched across his face before he composed himself. “I do know that. I’d like to be here, too.”

“Thank you,” I whispered, tearing my gaze from Case to regard Marsh, who was like my own brother after this past summer. He bore deep shadows beneath his eyes and days’ worth of dark scruff on his jaws, appearing tired and haggard, older than his twenty-seven years. Marshall had been here every night, sleeping in chairs during the day so he could stay up with me during the long night hours, both of us skipping work. Other than Ruthann, Marshall had been here the most. Though, they hadn’t overlapped much, as Marsh was typically asleep when Ruthie was here during the day.

“I’m not saying it doesn’t mean I think you don’t need sleep.” Marsh plunged both hands through his longish dark hair, roughing it up, before sighing. “God, now I’m barely making sense to myself.”

“Did you get some supper?”

“Yeah, and I brought you some, too.” Marshall, like all the Rawleys, was tall, wide-shouldered, and lean as a drought year (as my dear greatgrandmother would have said, back when she was alive); he moved with agile grace. He said over his shoulder, “I almost dropped it when I saw you freaking out.”

“I’m all right now,” I whispered, though it was a lie; I was far from all right.

“Here, eat this and don’t complain,” Marsh instructed, handing me a burrito wrapped in wax paper. I could not have asked for a better, more vigilant companion at this moment. He was reassuringly calm and his frank, sarcastic sense of humor kept me level.

I freed the burrito from its greasy fast-food paper and took a single nibble, resisting the urge to spit it out. But I knew Case would hate that I wasn’t treating myself with more care; my stomach lurched at the food but I forced another bite down my throat.

“Everybody already left?” Marsh asked quietly.

I nodded, letting the burrito drift toward my lap; Marshall narrowed his eyes.

“Eat!”

“I am,” I whispered.

“I wonder if he’s dreaming,” Marsh murmured after a spell.

“I wonder that, too. I haven’t noticed any R.E.M. sleep.” And I’d been watching like a hawk; to me, this would signify a grain of hope.

“I think he can hear us,” Marsh said. “I believe he can.”

I whispered, “How did Case get his nickname? It’s one story I haven’t heard yet.”

Marshall laughed, reaching to put his hand on Case’s leg, gently patting him; the loving gesture tore at my heart.

“Buddy, do you care if I tell that story?” Marsh asked, his voice low and hoarse. “I can’t fucking wait to see you up and about again. It’s making us all crazy to see you like this, you know. Your woman, especially.” Marsh looked my way and smoothed his free hand over the back of my ragged, shorn hair, with tender concern. He returned his gaze to Case. “I’ve known from the first how much you love Tish. God, that night at The Spoke when you saw her picture for the first time. We couldn’t tear it from your hand. Tish loves you so much, and I know you finally know that.”

Fresh tears ran down my neck and wet the collar of my grungy t-shirt. Clark had brought me a change of clothes and a pair of my tennis shoes, but I was still an unwashed wreck.

Marsh continued the story, subtle humor in his tone. “Case passed out that same night he first saw your picture but he kept it right next to him, against his heart. I tried to sneak it away, because I wanted to see Ruthann in it. I claimed her for mine the same night, as you know, but Case told me he would break my arms if I tried to take the picture away again.”

 “You guys are such romantics,” I whispered. I knew this particular story well; I’d heard it told many times.

“Shit, when you know, you just know,” Marsh murmured. “I believe that. But Case was crazy about that damn picture. He had it with him from that moment forth. When he wrote your song that August, he planned to play it for you at Carter and Camille’s wedding.”

“He did?” I had been so cruel to him that night, had totally disregarded his words. I choked, “Oh, Case…”

Marsh said, “Hey. Shit. It’s all right, Tish.”

But it was beyond my control; sobs assaulted and liquid flowed from my eyes and nose. I wept, “I just had my period. I’m not pregnant. Oh God, if something happens I won’t even have a part of him with me…”

To his credit, poor Marshall didn’t squirm at my bordering-upon-hysterical words. He only patted my back. And then, inexplicably, I felt Ruthann behind me; she must have slipped in without us hearing. She curled her hands over my shoulders and bent to press her lips to the top of my head, something a mother would do – but that was Ruthie’s way. Marsh let his hand drift back to his own side. I was embarrassed at losing such control when it was the least helpful thing I could do. I scrubbed at my eyes and turned to hug Ruthie around the hips.

“What are you doing here?” I mumbled, the words muffled against my little sister’s stomach. I probably sounded ungrateful, which was the last thing I intended to convey; I was just confused, since I thought she’d left with Mom and everyone over an hour ago.

“I couldn’t sleep, so I came back. I was worried about you.” Ruthie’s gaze flickered to Marshall and she murmured, “Hi.”

He nodded hello.

“Marsh, you remember my sister.” I leaned back from Ruthie and rubbed my aching eyes.

“Of course I do.” Marshall spoke in a tone of voice unlike any I’d ever heard him use; at the same second Ruthie said, “We talked for a second yesterday.”

“Good to see you. Again,” Marshall muttered, and then cleared his throat. I peeked sideways at him; he was sitting very still, somber gaze fixed on Ruthann, and he seemed ill at ease, which was strange. I’d seen Marsh operate around women and normally they all but ate from his hand. Not that this situation was normal, but he hadn’t behaved like this around Mom, Aunt Jilly, or Camille; with them he’d been his usual charming self.

Ruthie stepped toward the third chair in the room, intending to drag it to the bedside to join us; at the same instant Marsh stood up with that very intention in mind. They bumped into each other and Marsh twitched as if her touch burned his skin. Ruthie dropped her chin, clearly flustered; her hands had made inadvertent contact with his waist. This interplay between them was odd enough that it distracted my attention.

“Here, I got it,” Marsh said, speaking decisively; he collected the chair without further ado and positioned it on the other side of mine.

“Thank you,” my little sister said, fidgeting with the long braid that hung over her shoulder.

Marsh reclaimed his seat without another word and I couldn’t help but shoot him a look; he met my gaze and glared menacingly, and I almost smiled.

“It’s hard to sleep at the Carters’ house,” Ruthie said as she took her seat; my family was staying with relatives of Camille’s husband, Mathias. She was quick to add, “I don’t mean to complain. It’s just that their house is so crowded with all of us. And since Milla is pregnant and Clinty is too big to sleep on the loveseat, that’s where I keep ending up…”

“It’s all right to complain,” I assured her, as I had countless times over the years. “You’re too nice.”

Ruthie laughed a little, but she seemed tense. She’d never been a complainer. It simply wasn’t in her sweet nature. She conceded, “I know. But it was a good excuse to come back over here.” She rested one hand on my thigh. “Are you all right? Tish, I’m so worried about you…”

“Thanks for being here. You guys just being here helps me more than you know.”

We sat in companionable silence for a few minutes; I finally said, “I talked to Grandma and Aunt Ellen for a while today.”

“They miss you so much. Grandma always says the cafe is too quiet without you.”

I had to smile at this statement; Grandma had always been the first to tell me to pipe down. I missed her and Aunt Ellen all the time.

“They’re such great ladies,” Marshall remarked. He sat with his fingers linked over his lean belly, long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles; he wore dusty work boots and probably hadn’t been out of them in the past five days. “I remember when we came to Landon that summer they were like the two sweetest grandmothers anyone could hope for.”

“That was fun,” I whispered, remembering how Marsh and Garth had played music every night, out on the porch at Shore Leave. We’d all sung along, the notes dancing through the darkness and carrying over Flickertail Lake.

“Yeah, it was. I wanted to stay longer than two weeks.” Marsh slouched in the chair, bracing his spine low on the seat.

“Good thing you didn’t,” Ruthie surprised us by saying. I had the feeling she’d surprised herself as well. She hurried to explain, “I was about ready to drown you in the lake.”

Marshall looked her way, one dark eyebrow cocked.

Ruthie twisted her braid in her right hand and justified in a rush, “Well, you wouldn’t quit pestering me. I mean, you kept putting ice cubes down my shirt. And you untied my bikini top about a hundred times…”

Now that sounded more like the Marshall I knew.

A wry half-grin tugged at his lips as he muttered, “Yeah, I don’t think your boyfriend appreciated that very much.”

Ruthie was still dating Liam Gallagher, the guy in question, and had been for the past four years. She smiled a crooked little smile and affirmed, “He was ready to kick your butt back to Montana.”

“It’s not like he let you out of his sight all that much,” Marshall went on, and my gaze darted his way at the none-too-subtle ire in his tone. I tried to send him a telepathic message. This isn’t the way to earn points with my sister!

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Surprise and defense mingled in Ruthie’s voice. Since they sat on opposite sides I felt like a spectator at a volleyball game, glancing one way and then instantly the other.

“You were practically attached at the hips.” Marshall’s tone bordered on outright confrontational.

“Marsh, you were about to tell me that story,” I interrupted, hoping to redirect him. I had the sense he was picking a fight with my sister, and I didn’t understand why.

“I’ll be right back,” he said instead, rising and disappearing from the room without a backward glance.

What in the hell?

I looked over at Ruthie, who had leaned forward to stare after him. She jerked her gaze back to me and raised both eyebrows, muting her voice. “He was such a pest that summer. A few times I was tempted to flash him, just because.” This was a wholly unexpected comment; Ruthie acknowledged my surprise and rolled her eyes, tucking loose wisps of curly hair behind her ears. She said, almost wickedly, “Just to torture him.”

“God, I can’t reconcile that attitude with the little sister I know,” I said, in all honesty. Ruthann could easily be queen of the goody-two-shoes, if there was such a thing. Scouring my not-inconsiderable memory, I couldn’t recall even one time in all of her twenty-two years she had been in trouble – with friends, with Mom, with anyone. She was simply the definition of kindness. I studied her guileless face. “Maybe I don’t know you as well as I think I do.”

Ruthie said with a sigh, “Oh, Tish.”

I reached for her hand. “Tell me it’s going to be all right, please. I can’t hear it enough.”

Ruthie scooted closer. “It’s going to be all right, it is.” She squeezed my hand to convey her certainty. “I’m so happy you found Case, and that you love him. It just feels right.”

“It’s so right. I fought it for a long time, but in my heart I always knew the truth.”

“Aunt Jilly said there’s something from the past you have to understand.” Ruthie searched my eyes. “Do you know what that means? It has to do with Cole Spicer and that man you think you were married to, right, that Yancy guy?”

I’d briefly explained my theory to Ruthann, but there was so much more to tell. “Do you want the long version, or the short and sweet?”

Ruthie gave me a withering expression, dark eyebrows pulled low. She murmured, “I’m not going anywhere. I want to be here. Plus,” and she smiled, “it means I don’t have to sleep on that tiny loveseat. My back is all cramped up.”

I slogged a hand through my hair, wondering where to start.

Ruthie studied me and then gently suggested, “You should take a quick shower. I’ll stay right here, I promise.”

The bathroom was only steps away and I had new clothes folded on the counter in there, courtesy of Clark. There was no logical excuse to refuse; I sighed and relented, mumbling, “Fine.”

The warm water felt good, I had to admit. I scrubbed thoroughly, shampooing twice, still unaccustomed to my much-shorter hair. As a teenager I’d preferred keeping it short but had let it grow since college. I retained no memory of my hair burning away; the images from inside the blazing barn were scattered across my mind like jumbled puzzle pieces. What I clearly remembered, knew I would never forget, was the sight of Case lying unconscious on the wooden floor between two stalls. He would have died if I hadn’t raced into the barn after him, if I’d obeyed his order to stay back and simply call 911.

I bent forward in the shower, curling around the pain in my gut at this thought.

Had that been the intent of the person responsible for starting the fire? Derrick Yancy was my prime suspect, but had he actually intended for us to be killed? The fire hadn’t originated in the trailer, where anyone trespassing would have known we lay sleeping, but instead the barn, leading me to believe that the arsonist’s primary purpose had been to warn rather than kill us. No matter; I was murderously angry and Case lay unconscious because he refused to let our animals die in the blaze.

I heard Marshall return; the hushed sound of him speaking to Ruthann floated through the bathroom wall. I hoped he intended to be a little more polite. I knew he was tired and worried, at the end of his emotional rope, but there wasn’t any excuse to provoke her that way. Still, I hurried to dry off and dress in my jeans and a much-too-big shirt (I’d requested that Clark bring me one of Case’s). When I emerged from the bathroom Ruthie and Marshall sat in taut silence, my empty chair between them, Marsh crunching through a bag of chips.

Before either of them could speak, I asked, “Marsh, will you play for a while? That makes me feel a little better.”

“Sure thing,” he said agreeably, to my relief; he set aside the chips and retrieved the guitar he’d propped against the wall.

Ruthie folded her legs crosswise, shifting position so that she could watch Marsh as he played.

“What would you like to hear?” Marsh inquired, his gaze alighting briefly on her as he strummed a chord. This past summer I had grown to understand that Marshall possessed a deep well of sincere sweetness beneath the immature, pesky-kid-brother attitude he so often fronted. I peeked at Ruthie from the corner of my eye, hoping she noticed this, at least a little; he hadn’t exactly been displaying his best manners this evening.

Ruthie wore an old Landon Rebels t-shirt, white with blue lettering, one that fit a little tighter across her breasts than I remembered from high school, along with faded jeans and well-worn purple tennis shoes. Her lovely face was free of any cosmetics, her golden-green eyes, exactly like Mom’s and Camille’s, remained fixed on Marshall as he waited for a response. Her brown hair, long and thick and curly, as mine had been a week ago, hung in a single braid. She clutched the braid in a gesture I recognized as self-conscious.

I looked back at Marsh, who was studying her through his enviable long lashes as he pretended to regard his guitar. His dark, wavy hair fell along the sides of his forehead and he hadn’t shaved in days, but it suited him well and spoke of his worry over Case. He had eyes of slate-gray and a nose just a little too long and dominating for his handsome face. Like Case, he possessed strong hands that handled a guitar with ample ability and grace.

“How about some Waylon?” I suggested, knowing this would nicely showcase his voice.

He nodded agreement and began strumming the chords to the Dukes of Hazzard theme song. He offered us a sheepish grin. “Case loves this one.”

“It’s one of his shower favorites,” I confirmed.

Marsh’s expression grew fond and he shifted his right shoulder toward the instrument as he played the song, singing softly and with perfect pitch; as the drummer, he was usually relegated to harmonizing when Case and Garth played but he had a great singing voice, low and throaty. Marsh let the last chord fade on the strings and then gave me a wink. He did so almost unconsciously and I was pleased to observe Ruthie studying him with subtle admiration; he didn’t know her well enough to notice this, but for whatever reason it made me glad.

“That was really good,” she murmured, and Marsh lifted his eyebrows in a modest ‘thank you.’ He was too accustomed to playing it cool to really react but I noticed the hint of a smile he couldn’t quite contain as he strummed out the first notes of “Luckenbach, Texas,” which was another standard he and Case performed. He didn’t make it to the chorus before a nurse stalked into the room.

“This is unacceptable,” she said without preamble, hands on hips. “People are trying to sleep.”

“I apologize, ma’am,” Marshall said at once, his tone laced with contrition. He set the guitar beside his chair and offered the nurse his most innocent and charming smile; he really was an expert at that particular combination.

Though I understood the nurse was in the right, I glared at her and she glared right back.

“Case likes the music. And it wasn’t that loud.”

“Just keep it quieter in here, Mrs. Spicer,” she said before retreating, and I loved being referred to as ‘Mrs. Spicer’ so very much I didn’t offer any barbed parting comments; I hadn’t corrected the staff’s general assumption that Case and I were married.

Once the door had closed Ruthie released a huff of laughter, nudging my shin with her toes. “Tish, you’ll get us kicked out!”

 “I’d like to see them try to kick me out,” I muttered.

“Yeah, I’d kinda like to see that, too.” Marsh offered up half of a grin.

“You guys!” Ruthie admonished.

“She’s not much of a rule-breaker,” I explained to Marshall.

Ruthie sat straighter. “I’ve broken rules!”

Marsh allowed, “Yeah, I guess you were drinking beer that summer we were there. And you weren’t twenty-one then.”

Ruthie angled me a look that clearly insisted, See?

I mumbled, “You’re a total criminal.”

“So, you’re still dating that same guy?” Marsh asked, even though he already knew the answer; he’d asked me that very question about Ruthann the first night my family arrived.

Ruthie did not offer an immediate response and I could see the confusion in her eyes; again Marshall didn’t exactly convey polite curiosity. At last she said, “I am,” and her tone subtly suggested, What’s it to you?

Oh, he said, with no sound.

Tonight was not the first time I’d heard Marshall say he’d claimed Ruthann all those years ago when he’d first seen her picture, quite by chance, that night at The Spoke; the wallet-sized image was one Camille once carried in her purse, and featured not only Ruthie and me, but Camille’s daughter, Millie Jo. Case had taken one look at that picture and known I was the woman for him, and had kept it in his possession until his angry former wife tore it to shreds to punish him. But I had never really taken Marshall’s claim very seriously; I was too accustomed to him joking and exaggerating. Now observing his too-neutral expression, I reconsidered the depth of his sincerity.

I wasn’t used to being the peacekeeper; ironically, that had usually been Ruthie’s role in our growing years. Maybe it was time I shouldered arms. I poked Marsh and complained, “Hey, you still haven’t finished that story.”



Chapter Three

TISH HAD NO IDEA HOW MUCH I MISSED HER, HOW MUCH I longed to see her on a daily basis. Ever since Camille had first discovered she was pregnant with Millie Jo, way back in 2003 and a good ten years ago, Tish and I began to hang out more often. Before that summer I was always the baby sister who tagged along, crazy to be acknowledged; Camille’s pregnancy and sudden advent into adult responsibilities changed the dynamics almost overnight. By the time we were in high school Tish turned to me for advice or opinions before any of her other friends and I’d been quietly joyful of this fact, never letting on how much I valued the newfound attention.

In this cramped little hospital room, hundreds of miles from home and many years later, I was struck by the realization that I still longed for her attention. When Tish left Landon for college, back in August of 2006, I’d harbored a secret wish that she would decide she disliked Minneapolis enough to move straight home. Earlier that same summer, Clint had decided against attending college and still lived in town to this day, working as a firefighter for the township; he shared a tiny second-floor apartment in downtown Landon with my boyfriend, Liam Gallagher.
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