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Chapter One

CHICAGO, ILLINOIS - MAY, 2013

RAIN SPATTERED THE GLASS A FEW INCHES FROM MY NOSE as I sat in the gloom of my apartment. I blew a long stream of smoke toward the five inches of screen near the bottom of the window, cranked open in my attempt to ensure that no one would complain about the scent of the cigarette. I was stressed. I needed nicotine right now, not a lecture.

The city was dismal under a weeping sky, an hour from sunset. The streetlight a block away went through its paces in a repeating array of blurry color, starbursts of red, green, yellow and then back to red; I watched like one mesmerized. The orange neon L on Papa Leone’s Pizza sign needed replacing, zizzing in and out, flickering like the tail end of a firefly. I closed my eyes, conjuring up an image of fireflies at dusk. In the background I could see Flickertail Lake gleaming blue promises and my heart clenched on a hard note of longing.

Landon.

Shore Leave.

Home.

I hadn’t been back to Minnesota, where my mother’s side of the family had run the Shore Leave Cafe for generations, in over a year. This seemed inconceivable, but what did I expect as a student in the JD program at Northwestern College? Free time? A boyfriend? The ability to see my family now and then?

I expected none of these things, as my father warned me over three years ago, after I’d been accepted to his alma mater, Northwestern Law. As I’d been staying in Chicago with them the warm, windy afternoon I’d received my letter of acceptance, Dad and his wife Lanny took me out for dinner at Spiaggia and I felt as though the universe was presenting me with an incredible gift—a chance to make something of myself.

Euphoric could not begin to describe me that evening, buzzed as I’d been on my own glory, real and imagined. The juris doctor program. Chicago and all its glittery bustle. Dad’s beaming smile. Visions of myself standing triumphant before judges, winning case after important case through the decades of my career, stormed my mind as I sipped wine, too revved up for food. That was also the evening I first met Ronald Turnbull, a business associate of my father’s, a brief introduction as he’d paused at our table to chat with Dad and Lanny.

“Ron, this is my daughter, Patricia,” Dad had said, and I’d delicately placed the wine glass on the table to offer my hand.

Ron, silver-haired and intimidating, confident of his place in the world, produced a smile as our hands met. “Ms. Gordon. I understand congratulations are in order. Your father speaks highly of your academic abilities.”

“Thank you,” I responded. “I plan to prove myself and then some.”

He chuckled, seeming amused, and I felt my shoulders square in immediate defense, but then Ron surprised me by saying, “I’ve got my eye on you, Ms. Gordon. I’ll see you in appellate court. And perhaps we can chat next May, when you’re on the hunt for summer work.”

I was stunned by this offer but I’d kept all of that from my expression, maintaining a professional mien. “I appreciate that very much. Again, thank you.”

Dad couldn’t keep from grinning as Ron was led to another table. He leaned toward me and murmured, “I would love to see you ground floor, Turnbull and Hinckley. That’s promising, Tish, promising indeed.”

“He sits on the appellate court?” I peered discreetly after Ron. The appellate court was comprised of alumni and faculty; as a first-year student I would present mock cases before them, arguing against fellow students. Nervous anticipation prickled along my spine.

“Alumni,” Dad confirmed. “And Ron is an old friend. I’ve talked about you for years, honey, but you’ll prove yourself.”

That he thought so sent the warmth of pride through my heart. Dad was an expert schmoozer; a sincere compliment from him was a rarity and so I let myself bask in the one he’d just bestowed.

“Favors,” Lanny said, caressing her wine glass. She had not yet touched the appetizers, but for reasons other than my own; she didn’t remain a size two for nothing. My stepmother wasn’t exactly the evil witch I’d once believed; though her personality was as shallow as a wading pool she was my father’s wife, and I was mature enough to be civil to her. She elaborated, “Favors are what get you ahead. You scratch Ron’s back now, he’ll return the gesture.” Her full, candy-tinted lips plumped into a speculative pout as she regarded me. I studied her flawless eyebrows, her professionally-applied false eyelashes as she added, “It doesn’t hurt that you’re young and beautiful, either.”

I wasn’t sure if I should thank her or consider this a smoothly-delivered insult. Implication: that’s how a woman gets ahead in the corporate world. Certainly she had used her own considerable talents in that department to hook a successful lawyer like my father. Dad noticed my rising temper and grinned. “Ron does have a very eligible young nephew.”

At this I laughed, rolling my eyes, and Dad winked and refilled my glass. He added, with a nod at his wife, “Lanny’s right about favors. People don’t take them lightly. Ron is as old-school as they come. You can’t go wrong on his good side, honey.”

I acknowledged this truth. “I’m not eyeing a corner office just yet, but it’s good to know there’s even a remote possibility.”

And I did my damnedest. Both summers, rather than fly home to Landon to indulge in summertime on the lake, I’d completed externships at Turnbull and Hinckley. Ron’s firm was elegant and understated, with the prestige afforded one of the top law offices in the city. I’d been so jazzed to step through the revolving doors onto the marble floor of the main entrance, overwhelmed and rabid to prove myself worthy, that it took a few days to realize that everyone around me was enmeshed in competition. Sharks in a goldfish tank, far too confined, constantly eyeing the gleaming promise of the ocean just beyond reach. Sharks that offered sincere smiles but would sink their teeth in any exposed flesh the second your back was turned.

What did you expect? I had reminded myself countless times upon collapsing in my dorm room after midnight, rising before dawn to shower and hit the sidewalk running. I thrived on competition. I was tough. Never mind that a part of me, deeply buried, quivered with fear that I would do well enough, be successful to a degree, but perhaps never achieve real greatness. Never truly matter.

What would it take? Partnership? Your own firm? Rule over the entire city? I giggled at this thought, envisioning a sleek black cape and designer shoes with heels as sharp as icepicks, rubbing my hands together before I ensnared all of Chicago in my power. That’s what sleeplessness does to you. Creates delusions of grandeur.

The rain seemed unending and I lit a second cigarette with the ember from the first. I would graduate Northwestern in two days, the first major goal accomplished. Mom and my stepdad, Blythe Tilson, were coming for the ceremony and I planned to fly home with them the next day, for a well-deserved rest in Minnesota. My heart swelled at the picture of Shore Leave, of my family waiting there for me; Grandma promised that half of Landon would be at the celebration thrown in my honor. After three weeks at home, I planned to return to Chicago for good, pass my bar exams in July, and then (hopefully) accept a position at Turnbull and Hinckley.

I pressed my forehead to the chill of the window glass. It was humid outside, muggy with springtime, but cold as a meat locker in our air-conditioned apartment. Grace’s father paid our utility bill; I never took for granted that one of my roommates was a trust-fund baby. And yet here I sat with the window open, wasting energy even now.

Camille, I thought. I want to talk to my sister.

My phone was lying on the windowsill and I snatched it up. Camille answered on the second ring. “I knew you were having a bad day. I had a feeling.”

“Hi,” I whispered, inundated with gratitude that she knew me well enough to understand this even before I spoke a word. Suddenly I missed her so much that I ached.

“What’s going on?” she asked and I imagined her sitting on the porch of the homestead cabin that her husband, Mathias Carter, and his father, Bull, had refurbished. They’d added a whole new wing, two bathrooms, and a loft where the six-year-old twins slept.

My older sister had four children and was currently expecting a fifth in late October; Mathias basically just had to look at Camille to get her pregnant. They hadn’t let Aunt Jilly tell them if this latest baby was a boy or a girl, wanting to be surprised instead. I pictured all the kids running loose around Shore Leave these days—Aunt Jilly and Uncle Justin had Rae, Riley, and Zoe; Mom and Blythe had Matthew and Nathaniel—realizing I would hardly recognize my nieces and nephews, let alone my half-brothers, these days. I was not a very good aunt or big sister.

“I’m just…blue,” I muttered, without elaborating. I studied the rain streaking my narrow window on the outside world, picturing Landon, no doubt bathed in the dusty-gold glow of the setting sun. My body craved that sunlight, the liquid embrace of the lake water, the natural sounds I’d missed here in Chicago the past three years. Wind through the leaves, water lapping the shore, birdsong.

“Do you have Clinty’s calendar?” Camille asked, attempting to lighten my mood.

“Oh my God, yes,” I said, giggling. “Ina and Grace have it displayed front and center, just to torture me. They think he’s the hottest thing ever. I told him if he ever shows up here they’ll have him out of his fireman’s uniform before he can say ‘threesome.’”

My sister laughed; in the background, I could hear nine-year-old Millie Jo fighting with one or both of her brothers. I turned to look at Clint’s picture, attached to the front of our fridge with two magnets shaped like chocolate chip cookies. Clint was more like my brother than my cousin and I snorted a laugh at this image of him; every December the Landon Township fire department produced a calendar featuring their firefighters as a way to raise money for the upcoming year—the calendars never failed to sell out within an hour.

“He has filled out,” I allowed, feeling better just joking around with my older sister, like the old days. Clint was six months older than me, having turned twenty-five last November; he was the July Fireman of the Month and had posed wearing his work pants, suspenders, helmet, and a wide grin. Nothing more. He stood with a heavy-duty ax braced over the top of his shoulders, wrists caught on the handle on either side, nicely featuring his muscular biceps.

“We’ve all been teasing him,” Camille said. “He’s so embarrassed.”

“Oh please, he loves the attention,” I argued. I knew this was true, even having been apart from Clinty for three years. At least back when I attended the U of M in Minneapolis for my undergrad degree I was able to journey home to Landon whenever I wanted; here, in Chicago, that was out of the question. Fortunately Dad and Lanny lived just across the city and were gracious enough to take me to dinner when I was able to emerge from beneath the stacks of law books and petitions and counter-suits which had filled my waking hours for far too long.

But it’s been worth it. All those hours you’ll never get back, all that sleep you’ve lost, will be worth it to have that degree.

“I’m sorry we aren’t coming to Chicago for the ceremony, Tish. We’ll celebrate next weekend,” Camille promised, but in the next second her voice moved away from the phone as she hollered, “Kids, quiet down! I can’t hear Auntie Tish!”

There was a crash and a shriek, followed by the twins declaring that it wasn’t their fault.

“Dammit,” Camille muttered. “I’ll call you right back!”

I sat there after she’d disconnected, realizing my cigarette had burned out and that my sister would be unavailable for the rest of the evening. I sighed; probably this was a sign that I shouldn’t be smoking at all. I tapped the screen on my phone and checked out my text messages; Grace and Ina were at Howie’s, our neighborhood bar, and insisted that I get my ass down there as soon as possible, which was a better idea than moping about our dim, empty apartment, but I wasn’t sure if I was in the mood for company.

What the hell is wrong with you? Go have a drink. Relax!

Howie’s had been our perpetual hangout since living together all of this past year; our lease was up next month, we would go our separate ways, and so I should probably spend one last evening there. It was just that I struggled to relax; my shoulders had been in a perpetual anxious hunch for the past three years. My screen flashed with a picture of Ina and Grace sitting on either side of an empty barstool, both pointing to it. I giggled, heartened by this evidence of my friends having fun; as the image faded out, I texted back, Be right there.

I flushed my cigarette butts, washed my hands, and inspected my reflection in the bathroom mirror. My eyes had been shadowed by sleepless smudges for so long that I didn’t even notice anymore; I kept a concealer stick in my purse. I supposed the shadows wouldn’t disappear anytime soon. I pressed both palms to my belly, thinner than I’d ever been while living in proximity to Grandma and Aunt Ellen’s delicious cooking; lawyers didn’t eat, we drank—black coffee for breakfast, protein shakes for lunch, vodka shots for dinner. I’d heard variations of this joke since first year.

Counselor Gordon, I thought, and a thrill went all through me.

I removed the clip from my curly hair. It was in desperate need of being cut and styled; surely I could manage a visit to Lanny’s stylist before graduation. I reapplied lip gloss; I still loved my old raspberry-flavored dime store brand and even if I someday managed to pull down six figures, damned if I would ever waste money on expensive cosmetics. I changed into jeans, heeled boots, a short-sleeved sweater, and clipped two pairs of gold hoops in each ear before collecting my purse from the heaps of stuff on the kitchen table. I grabbed an umbrella from the rack beside the door and hurried to the elevator.

Howie’s was one level below ground; I could hear music pumping as I descended the familiar rickety steps to the front door. Pushing inside, I was flooded with the familiar scents and sounds; I spied my roommates at the bar, sipping from martini glasses, joined by another friend of ours from school, Robbie Benson, my main competitor for top honors. I felt my spine straightening as though about to face off with him in mock debate. Robbie grinned at the sight of me.

“Gordon, where the fuck have you been?” he demanded, already into what was probably his fifth beer. But shit, we deserved it; we’d scarcely seen the light of day since the autumn of 2010, as our pasty complexions clearly attested.

“Tish, I already ordered you a drink,” Ina said. She elbowed Robbie, complaining, “You just brushed your arm against my breast and I don’t think it was accidental.”

I giggled at their usual bantering, claiming a stool as Amy, the regular bartender, slid an icy gin and tonic my way.

“Thank you!” I called, restraining the urge to guzzle it.

“God, where’s your cousin when we need him?” Grace asked, bumping her shoulder against mine. “I’m drunk. I need a muscular backwoods firefighter right now.”

“I’m texting him that you said that,” I told my roommate, setting aside my drink to do just that. I reflected, “You’d eat him alive.”

“That’s about what I feel like doing.” Grace sighed, smoothing a hand over her sleek blond hair.

“You know, I have a plastic fire helmet from Halloween. It’s right in my closet.” Robbie leaned over the bar beside Grace and offered up his best Kennedy-brother smile. He was slickly handsome, entitled as only a boy raised in a household with two successful litigators could be; though he wouldn’t have full access to his trust until age thirty, he already possessed more money than I could probably even dream.

“Jesus, I’m not that drunk,” Grace returned. Robbie was unfazed; he had gamely taken our shit for years now; he grabbed her cocktail and licked the rim of the glass. Grace shrieked, slapping at him. He ducked away, closer to me, just as my phone flashed with a return message.

Tell her I’m free after work, Clint had responded, and I held up the message to show Grace. She shrieked again, snatching the phone from my hands as Ina crowded close. Giggling, they began composing a response.

“So, Gordon, have you talked to your dad today?” Robbie settled on the stool to my right, studiously ignoring Ina and Grace.

I finished my drink in two swallows and nodded when Amy held up the bottle of gin. I told Robbie, “No, actually I haven’t. Why?”

“Then you haven’t heard about Ron’s offer,” he mused. “I’ve successfully one-upped you. Damn, I feel pretty good about that.”

I squeezed a lime wedge over the ice cubes of my second gin and tonic. I cautioned, “Don’t get too comfortable with that feeling.” Curiosity overtook my attempt to play it cool and I demanded, “Ron’s offer about what?”

“He needs a housesitter this summer. Well, more like a cabin-sitter. You know how he owns all that acreage out in Idaho or Montana or somewhere? Apparently his regular guy isn’t available this August.”

I knew Robbie was jockeying for a position at Turnbull and Hinckley, same as me. That Ron Turnbull had approached him with such a request suggested favoritism of an unparalleled degree, and my stomach tightened with a cramp. “So he asked you?”

“He did indeed,” Robbie replied, beaming and smug. “But your dad said he offered you a little something, too.”

I looked toward my phone; no hope of getting it back in the near future. Why hadn’t Dad called me the moment he was privy to this information?

“So fill me in.” I used my best attorney-at-law tone.

“Apparently Ron wants both of us out there to do some kind of long-range externship at a little firm in…shit, I don’t remember the town. Let’s call it Po-Dunk, for now. A former associate of Ron’s went rogue two decades ago and left Chicago. This guy has trouble filling positions out there in Cow-Shit, go figure.”

“Po-Dunk,” I reminded him.

“Right. Ron volunteered us to lend a hand. ‘Field work’ was how your dad put it.”

My shoulders had already resumed their customary hunch, despite two cocktails. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” No wonder Dad hadn’t called yet; he wanted to avoid the confrontation he knew was headed his way. The Wrath of Tish. “Did you agree?”

“I’ll be in Europe for the first half of the summer, remember?” Robbie said; his parents had gifted him with two months there. I pictured him lounging on the beaches in Spain and France, drunk day and night, charming the bikini bottoms off of local girls while I slaved away back in the States. God help me, I would do that slaving in Illinois, not out west. Robbie prattled on, “Luckily for me, Ron needs the housesitter in August, when I’m available. You, my lovely, get the field work experience starting next month.”

“What do you fucking care about a job, anyway?” I bitched. “It’s not like you ever have to worry about money.”

“Baby girl, that wounds me.”

I drained my third drink without reply. Robbie knew me well enough to sense the gathering storm and drifted back to Grace and Ina. I closed my eyes, bundling my nerves like cordwood, willing myself to calm. At least until Dad could clarify what this was all about. Ron Turnbull was my future boss; at least, that was how I would continue to regard him until proven otherwise. If Ron wanted me to work outside the state for him, I would have to shoulder arms and do so.

But next month?

I’m supposed to be in Minnesota then.

What the fuck?

This is so unfair.

“Girls, I don’t think Tish would approve,” I heard Robbie say, catching my ear. I realized the girls were debating sending Clint a picture of Grace’s right nipple and leaned to pluck my phone from Ina’s grip. Wails of protest met my ears, along with drunken laughter. The phone buzzed then and I saw that Clint was calling; his caller ID picture, from two Christmases ago, appeared on the screen. He was crossing his eyes and blowing out his cheeks in his best chimpanzee face and I showed this gem to the girls, who were undeterred.

“Hey, I just wanted to tell you to bring your friends home with you next week,” Clint said as I answered. My cousin’s voice was so welcome; it conveyed the sound of home, the familiarity of people who loved me. I could almost smell fried fish and perking coffee from the open windows of Shore Leave, could nearly feel the grain of the dock boards beneath my bare feet.

“God, I miss you, Clinty.”

 “So when are you coming home?”

“Is that him?” Grace gushed.

Clint heard and laughed. He said, “Tell her yes, yes it is.”

I snorted a laugh. “Are you seriously trying to sound seductive?”

Grace leaned close to the phone and purred, “Hi there, handsome. When are you getting your ass to Chicago?”

I ordered a fourth drink.

Later, I carved out a spot to sit at the kitchen table in our apartment and proceeded to call my dad. He answered on the third ring. “I suppose you’ve heard.”

Dad knew me well enough to realize that I didn’t call this late in the evening without being upset or occasionally needing money. Dispensing with any pleasantries, I asked, “What is this about?”

He sighed. “I intended to tell you tomorrow, at lunch. You must have seen Rob Benson this evening.”

“Dad, quit evading.”

He chuckled. “That’s my girl.”

“Idaho?” I pressed. “Are you kidding me?”

“Montana,” Dad corrected. “Ron has property out there, thousands of acres. He has a local man manage the place, usually, but he’s unavailable this August.”

“So, enter Robbie. What about me? How do I fit into all this?”

“Ron’s friend, Al Howe, operates a small firm out there, in the same county where Ron owns land.” Dad sounded mildly stressed. I imagined him pinching the bridge of his nose as he explained, “I remember Al from the old days. He was never much suited to life in the city. He was raised out west and came east for school.”

I restrained the urge to snap, So what?!

Dad continued, “The closest place that’s actually on a map is Miles City. Al’s firm is in a town called Jalesville. I believe you’ve even mentioned this place.”

He was right; this town’s name chimed in my memory and disjointed images flashed across my half-drunk mind. A big, loud, musically-inclined family comprised of all boys, friends of my sister and Mathias who’d traveled to Minnesota for their wedding seven years ago. This family, the Rawleys, was from Jalesville. Camille and Mathias, and their kids, had stayed out there a few times over the years since first meeting them.

“It’s not appreciably bigger than Landon,” Dad was saying. “Al’s partner is about to retire and leave the firm, and Al has his hands full.” Dad hesitated, which suggested extreme reluctance; my father was never at a loss.

“Dad?” I persisted.

“I told Ron you’d be more than happy to help out.”

“Help out in Montana?” I cried, cupping my forehead as though I could restrain a headache by sheer force of will. “For how long? I’m supposed to go to Landon! Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve had a vacation?”

“Patricia, it doesn’t suit you to whine.” Dad sounded more like himself. “It’s just for July and August. Eight weeks. Through Labor Day, tops. Think what this goodwill bump will do for you, honey.”

“I’ll go out of my mind,” I muttered, stung that he’d call me out for whining.

“You’ll have plenty to occupy your mind,” Dad disagreed. “Al’s working on a decent-sized case. Land dispute, from what I can tell. Sounds rather interesting.”

“I’m listening,” I grumbled.

“Just this past April a Chicago-based company began buying up acreage in Rosebud County, where Jalesville is located, and it seems that half the town is ready to sell out and the other half, roughly, refuse to sell. Al’s brother-in-law already sold his campground to this company.”

“What’s the problem with that?” I tugged a notebook from a stack of papers a good foot high. I fumbled for a pencil, my notetaking urge still deeply ingrained.

“Nothing on the surface. Capital Overland has a habit of buying up prime real estate in lower-income areas, where people are tempted with offers. Then they doze these little towns and expand their own business, often reselling the acreage to the highest bidders, people who want vacation homes or timeshares, this sort of thing. If you don’t sell out, you’re out of luck.”

“That sounds like business in the modern world,” I muttered, but my heart grew cold at the thought of someone doing such a thing to Landon, where most of my family still lived. As though any business owner in Chicago gave a rat’s ass about what they would view as a speck on a map. I imagined everyone in Landon being displaced; no dollar amount could compensate for such a thing.

“Al thinks he can rally enough of the population so that it’s no longer worth the while of Capital Overland,” Dad said. “He’s trying to save his town, and it’s a noble effort.”

“Capital Overland?” I repeated; it sounded familiar.

“That’s the company Al is dealing with,” Dad explained. “It’s a subsidiary of Yancy Corp. In fact, I believe T.K.’s younger son runs it.”

Even I recognized the name Yancy and jotted additional notes as Dad kept talking.

Yancy Corp

Capital Overland

Jalesville

A noble effort

Dad said, “If Capital Overland can finagle enough of the population into selling out, there isn’t much of a chance for Al and the others who don’t want to lose their town. Ron doesn’t have a vested interest in the town itself but he doesn’t want to lose his property out there.”

My mind was spinning and it wasn’t from the gin. “Isn’t T.K. Yancy a friend of Ron’s?” More spinning. “And yours?”

“You’re correct, though ‘associate’ would be a more apt description.”

It seemed strange to think of Ron Turnbull, armored with steely layers of power and intimidation, having friends.

I clarified, “And it’s just for the summer?”

“Yes, dear,” Dad said in a tone clearly meant to be understood as condescending.

“All right, I’ll do it.” As though I had a choice. “But Ron better make this up to me this fall. I’m just saying.”

Dad laughed. “I’ll tell him you said so.”



Chapter Two

LANDON, MN - JUNE, 2013

“CLARK IS SO EXCITED TO SEE YOU NEXT MONTH,” CAMILLE gushed. “He absolutely adores you.”

I was seated at a red picnic table in my sister’s yard, which was a cleared quarter-acre in the woods surrounding their cabin. I’d just finished my third beer and was as close to content as I ever felt, surrounded by my family, loud and rowdy as always, the kids tearing around. It still stunned me how much everyone had grown while I was away, as though I was vain enough to think that they remained in some sort of stasis, simply awaiting my return.

Mathias, Blythe, Rich Mayes, my Uncle Justin, and Justin’s dad, Dodge Miller, were crowded around the propane grill on the deck. Mathias held Lorie, his and Camille’s youngest, in his arms, while little Zoe clung like a monkey to Uncle Justin’s back. Millie Jo and Rae, both nine years old, were huddled on the far side of the yard, plotting together as only girls that age are able; the boys, ages eight to six, were in their own group near the girls.

Mom, Aunt Jilly, Ruthie, Grandma, and Aunt Ellen were also seated at the table with Camille and me; Clint and his best friend, Liam Gallagher, were stretched in full-length lawn chairs a few yards away, resting up after a day of working with the fire crew. I considered Grace and Ina, giggling at the thought of what they would do at the sight of Clint and Liam (though they would have to fight Ruthie for Liam). Despite my offer, neither of my former roommates could find the time to come to Minnesota for a visit, much to Clinty’s disappointment. I wasn’t disappointed at all; I knew they would have hated Landon after the first few days away from Chicago.

“Tish, I was hoping you’d work around here this summer,” Mom said. She sat to my left and I rested my cheek against her shoulder, surprising myself almost as much as her; I was not typically given to affectionate gestures. But I had missed my mother. She smelled just the same as always, like peaches, her tanned skin soft as down against my cheek. Her long golden hair, which I’d always wished I’d inherited, brushed my face.

“I know,” I whispered.

Ruthie, directly across the table, leaned forward. “You look like you could use a rest. You work too hard.”

“You always have,” Mom added, tucking her arm around me. I felt like a beloved little girl and allowed this feeling to soak into my soul for later, when I would have zero access to it.

“I’m so happy to be here for June, at least,” I said.

Aunt Jilly was studying me, her cobalt-blue eyes intent. She was given to precognitive flashes and I wondered if she was seeing something right now; a tingle shivered along my spine, but she smiled and said, “I was just thinking how grown up you look, how sophisticated. You used to be such a tomboy.”

Everyone laughed at this, including me. I declared, “I could still outrun Clint.” I looked over at my tall, strong cousin and amended, “Well, maybe not anymore. But I could win an argument with him now, any day.”

Grandma said, “We’re so proud of you, honey. We just miss you around here so much. It’s not the same without you and Clinty bickering about something. Not a day goes by when someone doesn’t ask when you’re coming back to work at the cafe.”

I saw the wistful expression flicker over Ruthie’s face; I knew she wished I would move home for good, even if she wouldn’t admit it. My little sister was twenty-two and still dating Liam, as she had been since her senior year of high school; certainly they would be married by this time next year. Neither Ruthie nor Camille had ever been to college and a secret part of me was jealous because apparently I hadn’t inherited that particular ability to be content; I was always on the lookout for the next horizon, restless with latent energy. I’d been restless for so long now.

I said to Ruthie, “You and Liam are so cute. Who’d have thought, huh?”

She smiled a little, her eyes roving his way. Liam lifted his sunglasses and gave her a low-key wave, and she blew him a kiss.

“No one special for you these days, love?” Aunt Ellen asked me. “We haven’t heard about anyone since Randy.”

“I’ve been in law school. Relationships are strictly forbidden.” I didn’t even have to sigh my tone was so desolate. Randy was the last of my longer-term boyfriends. Yes, I’d slept with men since him but I tended not to get too attached. I was in favor of the weekend hook-up, squeezing sex between rounds of studying and petition preparation. On that front, I was not proud of my behavior.

“You look as though some hot lovemaking would do you good,” Aunt Jilly observed, totally stone-faced, the only one of us who could get away with that sort of statement. Ruthie choked on her beer and Mom shot Aunt Jilly a dirty look.

“Laugh it up,” I muttered, taking their ribbing at my expense. Directing my words at Aunt Jilly and Camille, I added, “I’m not the one attempting to double the population of Landon.”

Aunt Jilly lifted both hands, her pixie face alight with amusement. “Not since Zoe! I told J if he wanted to keep having sex so often, he better get himself in for a vasectomy.”

Camille’s cheeks flushed and I turned to her, on my right, to rest both palms on her warm pregnant belly, round and firm beneath the faded cotton of her t-shirt. It seemed like only yesterday that I’d been cupping her stomach while she was pregnant with Millie Jo. At my words, Camille’s gaze touched Mathias and I looked over my shoulder to see the radiant grin he sent my sister’s way; the color in her cheeks deepened. In keeping with my old habit, I rolled my eyes, though I was glad to see Camille so happy.

“Mo-om! Henry hit me!” Millie Jo yelped from across the yard. I was ashamed to admit that I could not keep the twins straight; they so exactly resembled each other with their curly brown hair, tanned skin, and dark blue eyes. They were each a mini-Mathias.

“Henry, apologize to your sister,” Camille ordered calmly.

“All right, Mama,” said one of the boys, presumably Henry, before snatching something out of his sister’s hand and darting away, the soles of his bare feet flashing.

“God, it’s like we have Huckleberry Finn times a hundred,” I observed. Millie Jo shrieked and raced after her brother, the other kids hot on her heels. I expected to hear a brawl of epic proportion in the near future.

“Do you need me to whip them?” Mathias called over.

“No, but come give me a kiss,” Camille said.

“Oh, dear God,” I muttered, taking a long pull from my beer. “You two still make me sick.”

“You should have seen your sister this week,” Mathias told me after he’d reached the picnic table, gently bouncing Lorie on his forearm. “She’s been so excited for you to get here.”

To my surprise, little Lorie reached out her arms and I took her into my own, with pleasure, cuddling close the diapered, chubby-cheeked toddler. Her dark curls were arranged in two pigtails that stuck out from behind her ears. She regarded me with serious, gold-tinted green eyes, looking just like Camille, her tiny hands resting on my collarbones.

“I’ve been excited to get home, too,” I confessed, shifting so that Lorie fit between me and the table. “I miss it here so much.”

“Are you ladies ready for us to serve you?” Uncle Justin asked, balancing a tray of grilled food, his dark eyes going right to Aunt Jilly; even I could see how their eyes held and spoke in ways only they understood.

“I’ve got steaks, brats, burgers, the whole works,” Blythe said with an easy grin, carrying two loaded platters. I thought back to the first summer Blythe came to Shore Leave, ten years ago now, when he was a stranger to us; or, as Mom liked to say, when fate brought them together. He was thirty-three now, father to five kids (counting my sisters and me), and it was hard for me to imagine a time when he hadn’t been a part of our lives. He loved my mother so much, and had been unfailingly kind and patient with Ruthie and me; we’d lived in their house all through high school. He was also an insanely good-looking man but I hardly noticed that about him anymore; I just saw my stepdad.

As Ruthie rose, stretched, and then headed straight for Liam’s lawn chair, probably to make out with him, I muttered, “I need a drink,” and handed Lorie off to Camille to go in search of the beer cooler.

We ate outside as the sun sank and painted the clearing with saffron light. The kids elbowed and horsed around at their designated picnic table, spilling food all over the place, until Dodge threatened to drag the entire thing, them included, to the lake.

“See how you like eating when you’re in the water!” he bellowed, though he was such a big teddy bear that no one believed him anyway.

Rae said, “Grandpa, you wouldn’t do that!”

Riley said, “Grandpa, Rae’s calling you a liar!”

“You tell him, son,” Uncle Justin teased.

Aunt Jilly muttered, “Oh, for the love.”

It was every bit as loud and rambunctious at the adults’ table; Clint had to lean way over so I could hear him. “So, there’s no chance your friends are making it up here?”

I shook my head, mouth full of corn on the cob. “No, they can’t take the time, not even to meet Mr. July.” Clint flushed beneath his tan, with a grudging smile, and I pestered, “Aren’t there plenty of girls around here? What about Claire, or Erica?”

“Tish, seriously, they’re both married now.”

“Even Claire?” I was surprised; Claire Henry always had eyes for Clint.

“Yeah, but she wasn’t the one for me.”

“Trust me, Grace isn’t either. She may be my friend but she’s a materialistic city girl. She’d drive you crazy and not in a good way.”

Clint rolled his eyes, as true-blue as Aunt Jilly’s, and mine; Aunt Jilly used to joke that the stork brought me to Mom by mistake. He grumbled, “I wouldn’t have minded a little craziness this week.”

Camille commandeered my attention from the other direction, poking my ribs with her index finger. “The Rawleys are so excited to see you, Tish. I wish I was going with you. They’re all set to show you around Jalesville the minute you get there. You’ll love it so much. It’s beautiful. The mountains, I’m telling you. The air smells amazing.”

“You sound like a travelogue,” I teased, before admitting, “I’m excited to see them, too. Remember that first morning you called me from Clark’s kitchen, when you and Mathias had just met them at The Spoke? All I could hear in the background was music. And guys, singing.”

Camille grinned. “Of course. We all met the night before because Case bumped his guitar into the back of my head trying to squeeze through the crowd. If not for that, he wouldn’t have sat at our table and Mathias would never have sung with them. We might not have known them at all.” She held my gaze, grin fading as she said quietly, “Fate.”

I was irritated by the sudden cold ripple in the region of my tailbone, trying not to squirm under her speculative gaze; I knew my sister well enough to sense that she was debating whether to say something more.

With caution, I allowed, “That’s one way of looking at it, I suppose.”

She changed the subject. “Where are you staying out there? I know you told me last month, but I forgot…”

“Dad said that Ron—you know, who I’m hoping to work for—is going to provide me with a fully-furnished apartment. I’m actually pretty thrilled about that.” I’d never lived in my own space, without so much as a roommate or a pet. “And Uncle Justin fixed up that old Honda of Aunt Jilly’s for me to drive out there, so I have a way to get around.”

“You’ll be busy,” Camille recognized; I’d given her the short and sweet version of what was happening in Jalesville. “But be sure to get out to The Spoke to hear the guys play. It’s so worth it. Clark will show you around, and so will the boys.”

“They’re hardly boys anymore. And besides, I can find my way around just fine. The town is smaller than Landon, right?”

Camille studied me for a long moment and again I wondered what she was thinking; the set of her eyebrows and lips communicated such seriousness. But then her entire face softened as she smiled, leaning to kiss my forehead. Exasperation and affection mingling in her tone, she muttered, “Same old Tish.”

In my old bedroom that night, in Mom and Blythe’s house that was nestled in the woods near Shore Leave, I lay naked and edgy, hearing the muted murmur of Ruthie on the phone in her own room, Matthew and Nate snoring from the bunk beds in theirs; it was almost like being back in high school, though I shuddered at the thought. Not that high school had been so terrible. It was just so far removed from the person I was now.

You’re a graduate of Northwestern Law. You have a future at Turnbull and Hinckley. Ron won’t refuse you anything after this. Just get through the summer and you’re golden. What’s one summer? Besides, it’s beautiful out there in the mountains, like Camille said. You’ve never been farther west than Minnesota, after all. It will be a good experience.

I rolled to the other side, my eyes tracking to the open window. I imagined throwing on a sweatshirt and my shorts and then sneaking outside, feeling the damp lawn under my bare feet, following the lake path into the familiar woods where the pliant grass gave way to a sharp carpet of fallen pine needles; exactly three cigarettes were stashed in my purse, if Aunt Jilly hadn’t “borrowed” them, and I craved a smoke. I reminded myself I was an adult, that no longer did I have to skulk into the darkness to sneak a cigarette. I remembered bitching at Mom for smoking when I’d been a teenager.

My, how things change, I thought, with only a touch of irony. You should get some sleep instead of running around outside. When will you have a chance to sleep anytime soon?

But restlessness wrapped around my mind the way a damp sheet would my body. I had been trying to avoid the thought that kept surfacing for attention, the one lingering uncomfortably in the background since I’d learned I would be spending the summer in Jalesville, Montana. And it was here, in my old room, that I finally allowed the memory free reign.

Camille’s wedding.

I hadn’t given that October afternoon more than a passing thought in years, but right now it was effectively destroying all chances at sleep. Sighing, I relented, sitting up and tugging on my jean shorts, shrugging into a hoodie sweatshirt. Humidity wrapped me in a sticky embrace the second I stepped onto the porch; the sky was blanketed by a gray cloud-quilt, blotting out all trace of any appreciable illumination. The flame of my lighter nearly blinded my eyes, remaining impressed in red-yellow on the backs of my eyelids as I blinked.

Shit, no more smokes after these last few.

Camille and Mathias had been married in October of 2006. I’d been a freshman at the U of M that crisp autumn, as arrogant as my father at his worst. Big city girl, I’d felt, gracing Landon with my worldly presence.

Oh God.

I exhaled smoke, cringing at the remembrance.

The weekend before the wedding I’d had sex for the first time in my life, with another freshman, a guy from my literature class. I thought at the time that we were headed for serious couple-hood; now, almost seven years later, I could hardly remember his face. I’d been dying to tell Camille all about it and wanted the focus of the attention to be upon me, especially from my older sister, whom I worshiped, even though I would never openly admit this.

It was her wedding weekend and you were acting like a selfish brat.

Of course Camille was a little preoccupied. The intention had been to keep both the ceremony and reception small and sweet, but with all of the Carters, their numerous relatives, the Davises and the Millers, and then the addition of the out-of-state arrivals, the guest list swelled quickly beyond original proportions. Shore Leave and White Oaks almost burst at the seams. The Rawleys, a family that consisted of one father and seven boys (two sort-of adopted; I didn’t know all the details) arrived from Montana the Thursday before the wedding. Although Camille and Mathias were all gangbusters at their presence, I’d only been annoyed; here was yet another loud and overpowering distraction to pull the attention away from me. Years later, alone in the dark, I blew smoke rings, wincing as I recalled my behavior on that long-ago weekend.

Were these things in my mind tonight because it was likely that I would run into those people…that person…fairly frequently this summer? Surely that was why I was torturing myself with these memories.

I thought of his name then, studying the tops of the pine trees, outlined in sharp relief against the gray velvet of the overcast sky; my eyes had adjusted to the darkness by now. The air was energized by a coming storm and I shivered in the damp, electric chill, thinking of what Camille had said earlier at supper, about fate.

Case Spicer.

I really hadn’t known he existed until that Thursday, back in October of 2006. Even when Camille and Mathias related the pretty damn amazing story of what had happened on their trip out to Montana the preceding summer, I hadn’t paid strict attention to names and details, my mind overloaded with college plans. Besides, my sister failed to mention one critical piece of information, assuming that I would only be angry. And I was. This guy, this Case Spicer, came to Minnesota carrying a picture of me in his wallet. Apparently he had decided without so much as meeting me that I was the one for him. As in, the woman for him. Even now, at age twenty-five, I felt that this notion was absurd; it smacked of romantic nonsense for which I had zero tolerance. To my eighteen-year-old self, it had bordered on insane and stalker-ish.

But did you have to be so fucking rude to him?

I lit my second-to-last smoke, thinking of that particular Saturday night. Autumn in Landon was a sensory overload, the trees blazing with fall colors, nothing half-assed in the north woods. Scarlet and maroon, orange so rich you could taste it, brilliant yellow-gold; Flickertail Lake a solemn indigo beneath a crisp sky. Mathias’s oldest sister had begged for red to be our bridesmaid gown color; we’d looked like a crew of vampire princesses, as I’d joked (God, what a mouthy little bitch I’d been), but nothing could deflate Camille’s buoyancy that day.

The wedding took place at White Oaks Lodge, Mathias’s family’s gorgeous hotel and a longtime fixture in Landon, built during the nineteenth century on the shores of Flickertail Lake. I’d been vaguely aware of the red-haired guy from Montana, but only peripherally; at the groom’s dinner on Friday I’d caught him looking my way a time or two, but he did not venture within ten feet of me. Saturday, however, he loaded up on some liquid courage and it was a different story. Mathias took the stage at their reception in order to sing to Camille; it was his thing, completely romantic; I could appreciate that today, but at the time I had actually been texting, for Christ’s sake, sitting at the head table texting the guy I thought I was in love with back in Minneapolis.

Everyone was completely focused on what a wonderful, sweet man Mathias Carter was, singing “Amazed” to his new bride, when someone sat next to me and leaned on his forearms over the creamy table linen.

“Can I tell you something?” he’d asked, with no other introduction or invitation.

I turned to regard this intrusion with eyebrows knitted in aggravation. My hair had been twisted into a series of complicated knots, my make-up meticulously applied, my satin dress as red as any sin, a spectacular gown currently hanging in a dry-cleaner’s bag in my old closet. The guy sitting near me was in a state of dishevelment that spoke of the end of a hard night—reddish-gold hair standing on end, bowtie missing and collar undone two past the top button. His breath smelled like pine trees; whatever he’d been sipping for the better part of the night was about fifty-proof.

“Can I?” he’d asked again, and I gave him about one-third of my snotty attention; my phone flashed on the tabletop, indicating a new message.

“Well?” I prompted. Even in the dim, candlelit ballroom, I could tell this guy was drunk.

“God, your eyes are so blue. And so beautiful. I can’t take it.” He spoke hoarsely, and with a tone I had never before heard from a man. Reverent, almost.

My eyebrows lifted at these unexpected words, almost into my hairline. Instead of thanking him for the compliment I responded with an inarticulate, “Huh?”

“Your eyes,” he whispered, studying me the way you would a painting in a museum. “Seeing you in person is so…it’s just so…” He plunged both hands through his messy hair and muttered, “Oh, my God.”

I gaped at him.

“I wrote a song about you,” was the next unbelievable statement from his lips.

 “What are you talking about?” I cried, recovering my wits with a vengeance; the sounds of merriment and music in the surrounding ballroom rushed back to fill my ears, as though I’d been swept momentarily behind a thin gray fog. “You don’t even know me. We’ve never met before this second!”

“I know, I really do, but see…the thing is…” He stumbled over the words, covering his face with both hands before gathering himself together. He lowered his chin and looked steadily into my eyes. “The thing is, I know you’re the one for me. I know this with all my heart.”

I was stunned into speechlessness, stunned into forgetting my flashing cell phone. He swallowed hard, his throat bobbing; it obviously required a certain amount of bravado to speak these things. Immediately I suspected two things—alcohol was contributing tenfold to these words and/or he was outright fucking with me. Both suspicions did nothing to endear him to me in any way.

“You are drunk.”

He shook his head. His words fell on top of each other. “No. I mean, I am, but that’s not why…that has nothing to do with…”

I decided being forthright was the only way to go. I turned to look him full in the face and said meanly, “Well, you’re wrong.”

I might as well have punched him in the gut; even as unperceptive as I was at that age, I could see this. He blinked, owl-like, and opened his mouth to say something else, but I stood up and shoved away from the table, intending to hide out in the bathroom until he left me alone. I was embarrassed and angry, however unfairly, for him to be saying such stupid things and putting me in this uncomfortable position. To my dismay he followed me, and though he was drunk he seemed to have no trouble keeping up.

“Wait, please wait,” he implored.

I quickened my pace in spite of the heeled shoes I would never wear otherwise. At the bathroom door, when it was apparent he might actually trail me into the ladies’ room, I spun to look up at his flushed face. “Leave me alone!”

He lifted both hands in a gesture of apology. “Please, just listen…”

 “No, you listen!” I felt hot and tight, as though my dress might have shrunk. “I don’t know you and I don’t want to know you! You think I like being followed by some drunk moron?”

Ouch. Now, rocking gently on the porch swing and drawing on my smoke, separated by seven years from that moment, I reconsidered the use of this word. At the time I was irate enough that it seemed appropriate.

When he spoke, his voice was low and full of pain. “I don’t understand how I know we belong together, but we do. I know this.”

My heart had responded oddly to these words, and to the intensity in his eyes, but before he could say anything else I shoved into the restroom, ready to lean against the door so he couldn’t follow; I needn’t have worried, as he was nowhere in sight when I reemerged minutes later, my heart not yet having resumed a normal, non-frantic pace. I hadn’t caught a glimpse of him the rest of the night. And they’d all returned to Montana the very next day.

Of course I’d demanded the entire story of Camille, who somewhat unwittingly related the tale of what had happened regarding Case and my picture, out in Jalesville that July when she and Mathias first met him and the Rawleys.

“Case is actually really sweet,” my sister insisted. “He’s a honey! You just don’t know him.”

“And I never will! God, Milla, how could you keep something like that from me? He had my picture? God, that’s so creepy!”

Camille couldn’t resist needling me. “I’m sure he still does.”

“You didn’t get it back from him?!”

Since then I’d heard only marginal information regarding this guy, Case, who kept in contact with Mathias. Camille and Mathias took their kids out to Montana for summer visits, and all of the Rawleys (just them, not the Spicer brothers) came for a two-week stay during July of 2010. I’d been home for the summer then; it was just before I started law school in Chicago and I’d been floating near the clouds with elation, so proud of myself for earning acceptance into Northwestern Law School.

The Rawleys were great, I could not deny. Camille called them the Peter Pan tribe and Grandma and Aunt Ellen spoiled them the entire visit, plying them with food and drinks and hugs; it was their favorite thing after all, caretaking. The oldest brother, Garth, brought along his wife, a woman named Becky; there were four additional brothers, all looking so much alike that I’d joked they should wear nametags, but after the first few days I’d been able to distinguish between Marshall (who was a drummer, part of a band that included Garth and Case, as he explained), Sean, Quinn, and Wyatt (nicknamed Wy), the youngest. We’d all gathered on the porch on clear evenings during those two weeks so that Garth and Marshall could play their guitars, the music drifting over Flickertail; they favored old songs, cowboy songs, and we all sang along on those still, starry nights.

“Case told us he’d break bones if any of us tried anything with you,” Marshall told me when a bunch of us were out swimming one evening.

I laughed over this ridiculousness. “You tell him that he’s funny.” A spurt of ire flared as I treaded water. “Besides, if I wanted to try anything with any of you, it would be my business. No one else’s!”

Marshall, who was very good-looking but not really my type (as in, he wasn’t bound for a high-profile corporate law career in Chicago), had grinned at my angry words. “Is that a hint?”

“You wish,” I groused, splashing him.

“I’m jealous as hell over her anyway,” Marshall said then, in a completely different tone. He indicated Ruthann, who’d been riding on Liam’s back near the dock, both of them giggly thanks to the schnapps bottle making the rounds, unable to stop laughing about Ruthie’s bikini top, which had slipped down around her waist; she compensated for this by keeping her bare front side pressed tightly to Liam’s shoulder blades. Her wet curly hair, long enough that it hung nearly to her waist, made her look more than ever like a naughty mermaid. Marshall watched them with his jaw all but bulging. At last he shook his head, muttering, “I hope he knows how fucking lucky he is.” His hands, near the surface of the lake as he treaded water, were in fists.

“I hate to say it, but you’re asking for it,” I couldn’t resist.

“I know, I know, ‘I wish,’ right?” Marshall grumbled, and that was the end of that.

And so it had been nearly seven years since I’d last seen Case Spicer. I was flattering myself to think it mattered to him one way or the other, if at all, that I would be working in his hometown for the summer.

Probably he’s married. Maybe he even has kids.

I’m sure he’s sorry for all of the things he said at Camille’s wedding.

Shit, maybe he was so drunk he doesn’t even remember.

I ground out the last of my smoke and sighed, dragging my fingers through my tangled hair. I was exhausted but knew myself well enough to realize sleep would continue to remain a stranger; I was too accustomed to forcing myself to stay awake for studying. I recalled a poster in one of my old law professor’s classrooms—Sleep is Overrated.

Right, I thought, heading back inside. In my room I clicked on the bedside lamp, caught my long hair back in a clip, and finally dug the Capital Overland file from one of my travel bags on the floor. I’d spent my last week at the apartment in Chicago poring over all the information I could gather about this company and its parent affiliate, Yancy Corps.

Capital Overland was established in 1993, capitalizing nicely on the dotcom boom. Yancy Corps had been around much longer, established in Chicago in 1893, exactly one hundred years earlier. These days the corporation seemed to specialize in real estate markets around the world, dabbled in stocks, and had apparently earned fortunes for the Yancy family over the past twelve decades. I’d collected numerous data before leaving Chicago, on my own and in contact with Al Howe in Jalesville, relating to the current managers of Capital Overland, two brothers named Franklin and Derrick Yancy; the younger, Derrick, was in Montana as of this moment. He was the company front man in Jalesville, a dark-haired, smooth-browed looker perhaps thirty years old. I would have bet money his hands were equally as smooth, just like Robbie Benson’s; men who considered manual labor to be what happened when they went to the gym at their club.

I had no trouble imagining Derrick Yancy charming his way into potential sales; that look practically oozed from him. Charming on the surface anyway, sharp as the knife he’d no doubt plunge into your back, beneath. I couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was about him that bothered me, but coldness settled in my gut the moment I saw his picture. It had yet to dissipate. As of today, Sunday the ninth of June, sixty-eight of the projected two hundred eleven potential sales had been made to Capital Overland. Al Howe provided me with a list of surnames of Capital Overland’s targets, three of which I recognized—Rawley, Turnbull (which would be Ron’s acreage), and Spicer. None of these families had yet agreed to the sale. According to Al, Capital Overland offered fair market value for each of the properties they were vying for, hoping for fast sales, and there were enough people in the area struggling to make ends meet that they’d been willing to sell their land.

“It’s like the town is crumbling apart,” Al told me during our brief phone conversation, earlier this week; he sounded close to defeat. I almost considered telling him I’d be there before my projected arrival date of July sixth. He added, “I’m so grateful that you’ll be another body out here to work. I mean that, Patricia. I’m beside myself here.”

And I’d promised him I would do whatever I could to help.



Chapter Three

JALESVILLE, MT - JULY, 2013

THE DRIVE SOUTHWEST THROUGH MINNESOTA AND NORTH Dakota seemed endless, but as of three in the afternoon I had cleared the Montana state line, reenergized by a rush of adrenaline. Aunt Jilly’s old Honda ran like a champ but didn’t have air-conditioning or a CD player, let alone a port for my phone, and so I’d made do with the radio and Mom’s dusty shoebox of old cassette tapes from the 1980s.
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