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“I wouldn’t marry you if the flames of hell were devouring Aunt Ida’s apple tree, and copulation could save the human race, do you hear me Billy Killswell?  For the four hundredth time, the answer is no!”

I had meant it, too. I’d meant it the three hundred and ninety nine times before, and the seventy-eight times after.  So, what was I doing here in this damn white dress standing beside him?

Four hundred seventy-nine is a charm, apparently.

Billy grinned over at me.

I snarled back.

His grin widened.

If I only I’d held out for four hundred and eighty.  Four-eighty is definitely a number full of secure denial.

Damn Billy Killswell.  Damn him from now ’til eternity.

“I told you I’d get you here, didn’t I?” Billy whispered.

“To hell with you, Billy.” I muttered back.

Pastor Griffith gave a little start and looked down his bi-focals at me.  I scowled as he cleared his throat and motioned the congregation to sit down.  The entire congregation consisted of half-blind Brody Turner and my cousin Lula, who were the designated witnesses to this farce.

“Dearly beloved...” Griff intoned solemnly.

“Stop!” bellowed a voice from the back, and all nine eyes in the church turned to stare at the door.  “Everyone come!  There’s a fire at Ida’s!”

Billy looked at me suspiciously.

“How could I have anything to do with it?  I’ve been right here, haven’t I?” I declared in response to the silent accusation on his face.

“Keep going,” Billy said to Griff.

Brody and Lula were already out the door.

Griff shook his head.  “Sorry.  No witnesses.  No wedding.”

I grinned and Billy glared at me.  “They’ll sign afterwards.”  He grabbed my wrists.  The daisies wobbled and their slightly rotten scent wafted between us.

Griff was pulling off his stole and tucking his Bible on its shelf behind the podium. 

A strange scream came from outside.

Griff started sprinting down the aisle, calling over his shoulder, “Sorry, Billy!  It’ll have to be another time.”

I turned, and Billy grabbed my shoulder.  “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Fighting a fire?”  I tried to shake him off, but he was holding me firmly.

“We’re doing this, babe.”

“Not at the moment, we’re not.  Let go, Billy.”  Shouts and crashing came through the door and the distant sound of the volunteer fire brigade on their way.  “They need you.”  With any luck I’d be able to sneak off while he was busy.

Smoke was billowing up, from dancing golden flames, but it wasn’t the house.  It was Ida’s apple tree, nestled next to the barn.  Already sparks were glowing on the barn roof. The horses were squealing, as Lula and Brody were running in to open the stalls.  “Watch your dress, Lula!”

Pauly pulled up in the fire truck, “Billy!  Help me with the hoses!”  

Billy scowled at me.  “Don’t you dare go anywhere.”

I blinked at him innocently and received a well-deserved look with skeptically raised eyebrows.

After three years of haunting me at the diner and proposals nearly twice a week , the boy knew me well.

“Psst!”

I looked around.

“In the church!” came a frantic whisper.

I backed up slowly, but stayed in the open door way, to glare at Billy who checked for me as he pulled a hose toward the barn.

“Ida?  Is that you?” I whispered out the side of my mouth.

“Who else would dare set fire to my tree?”

I chuckled at that, and checking that Billy wasn’t watching, slipped inside.  She engulfed me in a bone crushing hug.  For someone who wasn’t much over four feet tall, she was remarkably strong.  I guess years of breaking horses and hauling hay bales will do that to a person.

She studied me up and down.  “Nice dress.”

I scoffed.  “Thrift store.  I think it was Marian Hemsley’s.”  Marian had died in the spring.  Her sons had emptied her house into the thrift store.

Ida squinted thoughtfully.  “Oh, yes.  That makes sense.  Lovely wedding, that one.  Marian was a happy bride.”

“She wasn’t a very happy wife though, was she?”

A shout went up outside and Ida smirked, ignoring my comment.  “Come with me, dearie.”

The fire truck started up.

“What’s going on?”  I said, glancing to the door.

“That’ll be the far hay field igniting.  I used your Uncle Davey’s delayed fuse technique.  Remember how he’d set smoke bombs to go off in the boy’s can at the community dances?”

“I’ve heard the stories.  Why are you setting fires?”  

Ignoring me, she opened the door to the custodian cupboard, reached into the back, and pulled the whole cupboard out the door jam.  It was a cement stairwell.

I stared at her.

“In you go, sweetheart.  We’ll talk where we won’t be interrupted.  It won’t take them long to deal with that field.”

She hit a light switch and pulled the shelf unit behind us.  I heard the cupboard door close automatically behind it.

At the bottom of the stairs was another door.  She shut off the stair light, and we stepped into what appeared to be a well-appointed apartment as the solid metal door thudded closed behind us.  A little kitchen occupied one corner, a fold down bed had another one, and a TV sat on a shelf with a good stock of DVDs.  There was a computer at a desk.

“What is this place?”

“Originally, it was a bomb shelter, back in the sixties when the Russians had their missiles aimed at Refinery Row in Edmonton.  Davey got a little paranoid after all those drills they had us do, hiding under our desks and all.  Then he got all worried about the Wizard of Oz and keeping me safe from tornadoes.  Just before he died it was all about the Millennium Bug.”  She shrugged.  “I’ve fixed it up a bit over the years.  It’s not just a hole in the ground, either.  There is a tunnel leading to the well shed, and another one from the house.”  She indicated what looked like cupboard doors, one behind the sofa, the other near the stairs.

“Why?”

She shrugged.  “It’s always good to have a safe place to escape to.  When Davey built the chapel on the property, he figured it was a place of double sanctuary.  You know, as if God wouldn’t let tornadoes or bombs touch a church.”  She shook her head in fond amusement.  “Davey was a paranoid fool, but he was devoted to my safety.  Luckily, he was paranoid enough about it not to tell a soul about this place.  I never have either, so no one will be able to find you.  There’s even internet, and you can watch outside through the security cameras, as well.”  She switched on the computer.

“Aunt Ida.  This is crazy.”

“Not as crazy as you marrying that boy in Marian Hemsley’s old dress.  No matter how nice you look in it,” she added.

“I’m glad you feel that way.  Everyone else seems to think I’m supposed to reward his years of obsession.”

The computer screen was showing the yard of the ranch.  People were milling around frantically.  Pauly was winding up the fire hose.  Lula was staring blankly toward the apple tree.  Brody was

































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
10 minute read






d2d_images/image001.jpg
10 minute read

4 o

Al 14
. QIPP&’/ 3
W %





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
uuuuuuu






d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





