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        * * *

      

      “Spellbinding, captivating, compelling— Snow in Summer kept me on the edge of my seat, my heart in my throat, pulse-pounding. There are so many incredible layers to this novel: suspense, paranormal, and time travel all combine with a heartfelt story of love, family, and forgiveness. Justine and Dylan, as well as the rest of the characters, are multi-dimensional and complex. I was completely wrapped up in their personal lives as well as the mysteries and danger that enveloped them. This book is moody and atmospheric, and the setting adds to its allure. Snow in Summer is the sequel to the author’s debut novel, Evening in the Yellow Wood. It can be enjoyed as a stand-alone, however, I encourage you to read the first book, so that you can fully appreciate the story and its characters.” ─ Susan Peterson, Sue’s Reading Neighborhood.
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        * * *

      

      “Laura Kemp draws you in from the breath-taking prologue, takes you on a mysterious and intriguing journey, and sets you down at the end, a little shaken, but thrilled. In this compelling follow-up to her genre-bending debut, Ms. Kemp has delivered another winner.” ─ Alison Ragsdale, Bestselling author of The Art of Remembering.
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        * * *

      

      “In Snow in Summer, Laura Kemp weaves a fast-paced, captivating, and intricate story filled with romance, drama, and adventure that’s all wrapped up in a hefty dose of the paranormal. With intrigue and secrets galore, readers will be pulled in from the opening pages, no doubt desperate to solve the multiple mysteries in their race to find out who will survive at the end to tell the tale.” — Hannah Mary McKinnon, internationally bestselling author of Sister Dear
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        * * *

      

      “A delightfully creative follow up to the wildly popular, Evening in the Yellow Wood, yet Snow in Summer stands its own in the hierarchy of memorable, edge-of-your seat, plot-twisters, sealing author Laura Kemp’s standing among the authors to watch.”  ─ Claire Fullerton, author of Little Tea, Mourning Dove and others.
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        “You see it your way, I see it mine, but we both see it slipping away.”                                                      – The Eagles

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Amanda Bennett stood looking over the place where the Great Lakes met the morning sky. The clouds seemed to mix like a charcoal drawing as the sun breached the horizon. A seagull hovered at eye level and she found herself gazing past it, and then down at the asphalt ribbon that encircled Mackinac Island.

      The world was just beginning to awaken with the sound of voices below.

      And that was fine, because what she wanted to do did not require secrecy or stealth or privacy, even. She knew what was expected of her. It was not a matter of what was right or wrong, only what she could no longer do.

      And who she couldn’t live without.

      A picket fence surrounded this outcropping of limestone known locally as Robinson’s Folly. Legend said that an Ojibwa maiden had jumped to her death from here. She had loved a white fur trapper named Robinson and her father, the chief, would not allow them to marry.

      Or maybe the trapper had jumped.

      Amanda couldn’t remember.

      Laughter floated up from below.

      She turned from the hovering gull and saw a tandem bike flash silver in the rising sun. A man and woman—lovers perhaps—their voices light as the wind caught hold and lifted them to her perch. There was talk of a party later that night at Horn’s bar and a restaurant that served pancakes all day.

      Up it came. And vanished.

      Amanda took a breath, looked to where the gull had been a moment before but it was gone, having joined a group of birds streaking towards Round Island, its lighthouse as bright as a piece of peppermint candy.

      Amanda thought of the birds and wished for their wings.

      To go anywhere.

      And nowhere.

      She gripped the picket fence meant to keep tourists from the same fate as Robinson and his Ojibwa maiden and threw a leg over, then the other, until she stood with her back against the barrier, her fingers gripping wood that was slick with morning dew.

      Amanda Bennett breathed in the morning air and smiled, leaned forward until she hovered over nothing.

      And let go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      It was Thursday evening, the sky just calling it quits when my grandmother pulled up outside the bungalow I’d called home for the last ten months. She waved once from behind the windshield of her green Oldsmobile and jumped out with an ease that belied her years.

      A few brisk steps carried her across my lawn and when she reached me in my garden she smiled, her eyes reminding me of my father.

      She carried my orange tomcat under her arm, having adopted him under the pretense that they could visit occasionally.

      So far it had worked. We had started a tradition of gathering in the kitchen of the house my boyfriend and I were renting while he took classes in the neighboring town of Alpena. The past three months we had finally been able to save more than we spent, and I was downright giddy to be making a home with the man I adored.

      “Good to see you,” she said, her voice full of the familiarity I’d dreamed about while growing up without her. “Joey just came for the catnip.”

      “Iris,” I stood up and dusted my hands on the back of my worn denim jeans. I was unable to call her “Grandma” or “Granny” …or “Nana,” even. Absent from my life for the first twenty-two years, she would remain Iris.

      For now.

      “Where’s Dylan?” she asked, and I smiled, secretly suspecting she liked looking at him as much as I did.

      “He picked up an extra shift at the station,” I answered. “But he’ll be home soon.”

      “Don’t let me keep you,” she smiled, dropping Joey in front of me where he did his customary figure eight swish around my legs. “I know this was a surprise.”

      “It’s okay,” I assured her, appreciating the congeniality that had helped me regain some normalcy since the summer before, a season in my life my best friend Holly had dubbed “The Strange Occurrence of the Flatlander and the Friggin’ Freak.”

      Holly had only been privy to a portion of the so-called “Strange Occurrence.” Dylan, myself, and my younger brother Adam had been the ones forced to combat Henry Younts- an immortal Lutheran preacher hell bent on revenge.  Although his son, a handyman named Jamie or Jonas depending on the century, had grown on me despite the fact he had been driving when his fiancée was killed in a car accident, a woman he thought was me at the time.

      But that’s another story.

      I shook the memory off and tried to smile as Iris surveyed my attempt at a raised garden bed.

      “Your radishes look tasty,” she said, one finger beneath her chin.

      I chuckled. Anyone could grow a radish, and still a compliment from Iris was worth its weight in gold.

      “Maybe I can take some home with me.”

      I nodded, rocked back on my heels and took a deep breath, the evening air reminding me of last summer.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      I started, unnerved by Iris’ uncanny ability to read my mood.

      “Hmmm,” I said, my laughter light. “Not much.”

      She touched my shoulder. “You can’t fool me, Muffet.”

      I laughed again, realizing there was no reason to hide my feelings from her.

      “Well, it’s been a year…exactly.”

      “A year?” she asked.

      “Since I went with Dave and Holly to that karaoke bar out on 68 for dollar Jell-O shots.”

      “Jell-O shots?”

      “And Jamie Stoddard took me home. Or at least I thought he was. But then Dylan pulled us over and I jumped out of the truck because I thought he was going to murder me.”

      “You did?”

      “Which makes it exactly two years since Karen died.”

      “Karen?”

      “Jamie’s fiancée, the girl Dylan thought was me.”

      “He did?”

      “Yeah,” I said, wondering why some random date on the calendar could throw me off when every other day had played itself out with relative ease. “He was in love with her and then⁠—”

      Iris smiled. “He got a load of you.”

      I bowed my head and grinned, thinking back on all the months and weeks and hours that had passed between now and then. Dylan and I had talked about what had happened to us, but mostly we were trying to move on and live the life of a normal couple who wanted to better themselves by turning one of them into a public educator.

      But there were the scars, literal and otherwise, that were impossible to ignore. I looked down at my wrists, slit during my attempt to kill Henry Younts, and knew it hurt Dylan every time he looked at them, remembering the moment he had put his hands around them and willed the bleeding to stop.

      “Did I pick the wrong day to stop by?”

      I looked up quickly, shook my head.

      According to the official police report, I had attempted suicide after an argument with Dylan, and no one who knew different was able to speak up without buying a one-way ticket to the loony bin. Immortality and shamans and girls who were able to break curses with their blood weren’t the topic of everyday conversation up here.

      Or anywhere, for that matter.

      I didn’t want to be labeled a nut case, and Dylan was enough of a catch for the story to gain traction among the local girls he’d jilted over the years.

      And so, I played along, grateful that others believed my dysfunctional reconciliation story so I didn’t have to explain what had really happened in the woods beyond Ocqueoc Falls.

      “Not at all,” I said, wiping my brow with the back of my hand. “And if I don’t think about it, I can pretend I’m a normal girl who found a quirky northern town to write a book about.”

      Iris laughed, “You might want to consider a series.”

      I smiled, led her inside the small bungalow Dylan and I found in the classified section of the Lantern Creek Lectern last September. Sure, he had an ancestral lake house gifted to him by his wealthy parents- but that came with “Taking Over the Family Law Firm,” written in fine print.

      His mother had been furious when he decided to ditch the cushy digs and move in with me. She had been quite vocal regarding her reasoning as well.

      Didn’t he know that my unstable mental condition would likely repeat itself and HE might be the next victim? Did he really want to throw away his chance at a healthy relationship and a bright future at the law firm for a woman who was encouraging him to go into public education?

      She had moved his terminally ill father to a nursing home shortly afterwards, a passive-aggressive move Dylan believed was meant to punish him.

      I pushed the memory of that terrible day aside, tried to focus on Iris as I led her to our customary spots at the kitchen table. Four sunflower place mats I’d bought at the Dollar General adorned the top and I thought of how much I loved having a place to call my own, a place I could share with Dylan; a situation I could never have dreamed up a year ago when I moved to Lantern Creek in search of the father who had vanished before my twelfth birthday.

      “Anything new and exciting happen?” Iris asked, and I pressed my lips together, thinking she was a little too formal for my normally blunt grandmother.

      “Not really,” I answered while pouring us each a glass of iced tea. “Dylan’s taking a few classes. How to survive grading papers all weekend and still have a social life or something like that.”

      She smiled, “That’s one class I wouldn’t miss.”

      I chuckled, took a sip of my iced tea.

      “You still doing doubles at Huffs?” Iris asked and I nodded. Huff and Puffs was the tavern I’d been bartending at under the close and often unqualified supervision of a roughneck named Mallard Brauski.

      “Yep. But Dylan keeps bugging me to write.”

      The idea seemed to amuse her. “What do you think about that?”

      I shook my head. “Sounds like a good way to go broke.”

      She smiled, “And beyond the glitz and glamour of the New York Times bestseller list?”

      I shrugged, touched my glass, and watched my fingerprints appear in the moisture that had gathered there. “Not many jobs are popping up.”

      “Nothing wrong with working at a place where you make good money.”

      I took another slow sip, grateful and suspicious by turns.

      “How’s the commute going?”

      I shrugged. Dylan’s drive to Alpena was daunting only in the sense that it disturbed the routine we had perfected over the past ten months. And I hated change with a passion reserved only for tarantulas and female authority figures.

      “Everything will work out,” she seemed to sense my discomfort. “You two are cute as bugs in a rug.”

      I smiled, still unable to think of myself as an equal contributor to our couple attractiveness quotient.

      The room fell silent. Iris took another sip of iced tea and leaned back in her chair. Pleasantries had been dispensed with. Now for the real reason behind her strange demeanor.

      “I talked to your mom yesterday,” she offered, and I felt myself stiffen. Mom and I had made progress on our strained relationship, but old habits were dying a slow death.

      “Hmmm,” I said, wondering what she was getting at.

      “She’s doing good,” Iris offered.

      “Hmmm,” I said again. “I talked to her last week.”

      Iris paused, and I saw her swallow. “She’s met someone.”

      I almost choked as the iced tea came back into my throat.

      “What?”

      “You’re surprised.”

      I coughed, tried to catch my breath. “You could say that.”

      “I thought you would be.”

      I glared at her.

      Mom hadn’t dated seriously since Dad left us eleven years before. It had always been the two of us—Justine and Brenda, Brenda and Justine. For better or worse. Mostly worse. And now she had met someone? After all the half-baked attempts throughout my formative years?

      But it made sense. Since learning that my father had died in the woods past Ocqueoc Falls, I was able to release his memory.

      Maybe Mom had done the same.

      “She wanted to make sure you were settled before she pursued anything on her own.”

      I frowned; my irritation piqued by Iris’ defense. “Why didn’t she tell me?”

      She laughed, a bit of my cantankerous grandmother breaking through at last. “She was chicken.”

      “I need to talk to her,” I said, feeling a strange emptiness in my stomach, missing the place where my parents had been.

      “She wants you to meet him.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “Bad timing.”

      “Never was a good time to meet your mom’s boyfriend.”

      She was right, of course, and as she continued to explain I learned that Mom had met him at a pottery class in Kalamazoo. He was artistic, like Dad had been, and was divorced with two grown children of his own. I twirled a piece of hair around my finger while considering these new-fangled kids, wondering if Mom was showering them with the affection she usually reserved for potted plants.

      “His daughter lives in Alpena. Maybe you can meet her.”

      I laughed.

      “Paul sounds very nice.”

      “Ahh,” I nodded, assuming Paul was “The Boyfriend,” not wanting to talk about it anymore because if Mom wanted to confess to a middle-aged tryst she could damn well call me, not send my grandmother in to smooth the rough waters her ruse had created.

      Iris sensed the change in our conversation and set her glass aside. Moments later she was searching for Joey, gathering him up. “It won’t change anything, you know.”

      I laughed. “Don’t bet on it.”

      “Justine—”

      “I had one semi-good year.”

      Iris looked away and I knew my words had spoiled something.

      “She deserves this, you know.”

      I felt the truth of her words hit my heart.

      “I never said she didn’t.”

      She looked at me long and hard until I had no choice but to clear my throat.

      “Thanks for telling me.”

      She nodded, knowing I was lying and that I didn’t want to meet the guy Mom had met in her pottery class or his two adorable children, both of whom probably filled their father with the pride I’d yet to instill in not only my own parent, but Dylan’s as well.

      I walked Iris to the door, wishing our visit had been like all the others with her offering me unsolicited gardening advice sandwiched between bites of small-town gossip.

      I stood at the kitchen window after she had gone,  chewing on my lip while contemplating my next move. If Mom was serious about introducing me to Paul, did that mean she was coming to Lantern Creek, or would I be forced to revisit the town that had always seemed like home before last summer?

      I wasn’t sure which I preferred, although the thought of introducing Dylan to all the girls who were mean to me in high school held a certain sadistic appeal.

      Disconcerted, I sat down on the sofa and spent the rest of the evening scribbling in the journal Dylan had bought me for Christmas. A memory surfaced from the year before centering on a remote lighthouse Dad painted. I’d visited a few times since, the knowledge that it was special to my father comforting me in a way no other place could.

      I needed to go there now.

      Jumping in the Jeep Dylan gave me when my crappy Honda Civic finally took a dump, I made the short drive in less than twenty minutes.

      Once at the lighthouse, I picked my way over rocks that littered the shore. A large boulder offered a smooth spot for sitting, and so I did, the smell of water and wind mixed with pine calming me.

      I thought about Mom and her boyfriend, wondering what Dad would think had he been around to offer his opinion. It was hard to judge since he’d had an affair with Adam’s mother.

      But even now, after everything, I’d begun to think of my father and Pam as part of some omnipotent plan that had given me my brother—a person I couldn’t imagine my life without.

      We’d been able to talk without saying a word the summer before, and even though we no longer spoke of evil preachers or lovelorn shamans, we remained close, the bond we’d formed spilling over into subjects that seemed mundane but necessary.

      I picked up a stone, threw it across the lake and watched it skip four times.

      I had been stronger last summer, too. So strong, in fact, that I’d been able to fend off three roughnecks who had tried to cause trouble at Huffs. But as fall wore into winter and winter to spring, the strength that had both terrified and empowered me seemed to fade like a curtain drawn against the sun.

      Yep, things were downright boring in Lantern Creek until Mom threw a monkey wrench into my well-oiled mechanism.

      I closed my eyes, felt the wind gather and release my hair.

      Being at the lighthouse felt good.

      Right.

      Closer to Dad.

      Who had never left me.

      I thought of him. Tried to feel what he would want me to do, wanting him to know this new person would never take his place—the man who had died for my brother and me.

      My cell phone rang.

      Glancing up, I saw that the sky had darkened, the moon hanging above the lighthouse tower.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey,” Dylan said, obviously relieved that I had answered. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” I said, loving that he still worried about me even though the most exciting thing I’d done in the past eleven months was locking the Jeep with the keys still inside. “What time is it?”

      “Nine-thirty.”

      I hit my forehead with the palm of my hand. Sure, things were quasi-normal, but it was hard to erase the image of a three-hundred-pound zombie trying to kill your girlfriend- like I couldn’t shake the picture of Henry Younts lurking on the other side of the Ocqueoc River, his eyes like flames in the darkness.

      And so, we’d made a pact to always check in no matter how neurotic it seemed.

      And here I was, reneging on our deal because Mom had hijacked my brain.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, genuine regret coursing through me. “I’m at the lighthouse.”

      I could almost hear him smile. “Spending time with your dad?”

      My heart warmed.

      He got it.

      Got me.

      Like always.

      “Yep.”

      A slight pause. “I’ll be here when you get home.”

      Which made me want to get there all the faster.
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      It must have been the lighthouse because I dreamed of Dad that night. He was standing on a limestone cliff, the sunrise startling the world behind him. I took the setting in as I scanned from left to right, recognizing the scene as a place I’d seen on a postcard but had yet to visit myself.

      “Muffet.”

      “Dad,” I returned, grateful we could talk in this way.

      “I’m glad you’re happy.”

      I smiled. “You told me to be.”

      “Doesn’t your mom deserve the same?”

      I frowned, walked to where he was standing and looked down at a road that hugged the shoreline below. People were riding bikes, pointing up at something behind us. I turned and saw a stone archway silhouetted by the rising sun, a natural wonder that had entranced these tourists below.

      “Give her a break,” Dad said, his voice drawing me back. “And this time I mean it.”

      I smiled. He had me there.

      “I’ll try.”

      “You’ll do better than try,” he said. “Because our little bird is about to break her wings.”

      At first, I thought he was talking about the robin that had flown into our picture window so many years ago. But he wasn’t, and so I looked to the awakening sky and saw a girl perched on a ledge not far from us. She was holding onto a picket fence, climbing over, leaning out. Letting go.

      I jerked forward, my hands splaying as though I could catch her in the palm of my hand. I saw her hit an outcropping of rock and bounce off in a way that must have shattered her shoulders.

      A scream rose in my throat.

      “Justine,” Dad said, his voice calm. “How can she live if she can’t fly?”

      I buried my face in my hands, felt him touch my shoulder.

      “Can she?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, the dream beginning to crumble around me.

      “Find her, Muffet.”

      “What?” I gasped. “Where?”

      “On a bridge that was built backwards.”

      “A bridge,” I repeated, breathless now. “What?”

      “Hurry.”

      “Dad?” I cried, opening my eyes to blackness, arms encircling me in a way that had me straining against them.

      “J,” the voice had changed. My father was gone. Dylan was here in the bed we shared, trying to calm me. “It’s okay, baby. It’s just a dream.”

      I sat up quickly, the covers sliding down to my waist, the sound of the girl’s breaking bones fresh in my ears.

      “Dylan,” I breathed once I realized I was not perched beside a stone archway watching a girl commit suicide. “It was awful.”

      “I know,” he said, his voice soft as he drew me against him. “You were crying.”

      I put a hand to my throat, searching for the silver necklace that Adam and I had buried beneath the yellow trees.

      “It was Dad,” I whispered, and he went still, pulled away in the slightest.

      “You haven’t dreamed of him since last summer.”

      “I know.”

      A pause. “What did he say?”

      I put a finger to my lips, chewed absentmindedly at a nail.

      “Was it bad?” he asked, and I loved how sweet he sounded, how unsure, because he trusted my father and believed in my ability to communicate with him.

      “He told me to give Mom a break.”

      He chuckled, reached over and turned on his bedside lamp.

      “And that made you cry?”

      I smiled while glancing over at him, adorable with his messy hair and sleepy eyes, the band of his boxer shorts just peaking above the sheets. Yes, sleeping beside Dylan Locke was usually enough to keep the nightmares at bay.

      But not tonight.

      “He said that a bird was about to break her wings.”

      “A bird?” he asked. “Like the one I followed in my dreams?”

      “No,” I said, wanting to comfort him. “It was a girl. She was climbing over a fence, jumping off a ledge. Dad told me to find her.”

      I watched him tense.

      “He said she was on a bridge that was built backwards.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I know.”

      The next moment he propped himself up against his pillows, resigned to the fact that we weren’t going back to bed anytime soon.

      “I can’t say dreaming about your dad makes me happy,” he finally said. “Things’ve been quiet for a while.”

      I nodded while scooting over to snuggle against him. “That’s how I like it.”

      “Me, too,” he said, and I felt him trace my wrist with the pad of his thumb. An absentminded habit on his part, but one that spoke volumes to me.

      “I’m just upset about Mom,” I said while glancing up at him. “It’s probably nothing.”

      “That’s not the word I’d use to describe anything involving Robert Cook,” he said, ever the pragmatist in our relationship. “We should figure it out.”

      “Figure it out?” I asked, confused. “I thought you liked things nice and quiet?”

      “I do,” he said. “But the sooner we realize there’s nothing to it the sooner we can move on.”

      It made sense. Too much sense. And I knew Dylan well enough to recognize when he was shutting his feelings off and going on intellect alone. It was a survival tactic he used when he was worried about something.

      And my dream had disturbed him.

      “Did the place have any distinguishing features?” he asked, suddenly a cop instead of my boyfriend.

      I nodded, tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. “There was a stone archway  above the water with a road underneath. People were riding bikes.”

      He pressed his lips together.

      “I’ve seen it on a postcard.” I offered, feeling like I was searching for something in a dark room.

      “You have.”

      I looked into his eyes, which had changed to the color of a stormy sky.

      “How do you know?”

      He touched my wrist again, his finger lingering on the knotted flesh.

      “Because I dreamed about it, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Amanda Bennett lay crumpled halfway down the side of Robinson’s Folly, her fall broken by a copse of cedar trees that clung supernaturally to the side of the limestone. Blood was running from her nose and out of her left ear. Her collarbone was fractured. Her right arm crushed.

      She remained undiscovered for almost twenty minutes before a voice broke free from above. A couple who finished their morning jog along the East Bluff had turned off to admire the view. They had come to the edge, noticed the broken limbs, and followed the trail until they saw a piece of blue fabric.

      Then an arm.

      Then blood.

      The woman cried out as the man pulled out his cell phone. An ambulance was called, and tourists turned to stare at the emergency vehicle, so out of place on an island that only allowed horse and carriage.

      Two men from the rescue squad went up to Robinson’s Folly and repelled down the side of the cliff. It took them a half hour to reach her and when they did, they secured her to a board that kept her from moving.

      One of the rescuers recognized her. Auburn hair with a touch of gold. Brown eyes. Little nose with a smattering of freckles across her cheeks. Pretty in a way that called to mind pirates and mermaids and the wild places of his youth.

      She was known on the island because her grandparents owned a mansion behind the Grand Hotel.  But Amanda Bennett’s mother had been turned out by them. Not acknowledged.

      Amanda was not far behind her mother in their affection. Not that they hadn’t tried to bring her into the fold—the only child of their dead son.

      And now she had shamed them.

      If she lived, it would be in humiliation.

      After securing her to a backboard, the medics moved her down the cliff and to the boat that would take her to the hospital in St. Ignace. Once there, the doctors tried to stabilize her condition and stop internal bleeding. Keep the girl from drifting into the clouds she had stood eye to eye with just two hours before.

      Meanwhile, the first responder who had recognized her made a phone call. Discreetly.

      Twenty minutes later the man he had called burst into the emergency room, asking to see the woman who had fallen from Robinson’s Folly.

      He was just over six feet tall and broad shouldered, wearing an old tee shirt stained with traces of mud and grease. One glance and the medical staff knew he was a logger, as many of the men who worked north of town were.

      His hair was dark, almost black, his eyes green and his hands rough from heavy labor.

      “Troy,” the first responder called, waving him over. “They won’t let you in.”

      “Like hell they won’t,” he grunted. “What happened?”

      His friend held up a hand, motioned for him to step out of the hallway.

      “Troy—”

      “Did she try to kill herself?”

      “She climbed over a fence.”

      Troy put a hand to his face, kept it there, and his friend let the moment pass in silence.

      “Shit.”

      “The family will try to keep this quiet.”

      “I know.”

      “Lucky I caught you when I did.”

      “We were taking a break from cutting. Otherwise…” his voice trailed off.

      “She’s a fighter. Always has been.”

      Troy looked down the hallway, saw the staff rushing in and out of the ER.

      At once there was a commotion at the entrance. A flurry of activity as three people made their way to the end of the hallway where they stood. Two men and a woman, rushing now, coats flying behind them, their feet leaving hollow heartbeats on the linoleum floor.

      Troy drew back, turned into the wall so the younger of the two men wouldn’t recognize him.

      And still he pushed his shoulder out, bumping the man as he passed, making his expensive shoes squeak. For an instant he turned, ready to confront the stranger who had been so rude, but the others shouted and he was gone, rushing towards the room Troy was not allowed to enter.

      “You should go,” his friend offered. “I’ll let you know if something changes.”

      Troy turned again, looked at the younger man as he began barking orders at the nurses who had tried to intercept him in the hallway.

      “Bastard—”

      “Keep a cool head. This isn’t the place.”

      Troy turned into the wall again and thought of Amanda lying in surgery—bruised and broken and wanting to fly when she had no wings.

      He thought of how it would have been better if he’d never taken the job on the Island or met her in the stable yard or danced with her under the soft lights of the harbor deck.

      But that was just an excuse to not feel the pain he was in right now.

      Because he loved her.

      And she was engaged to someone else.
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      I soon discovered that getting to the bottom of our shared dream was going to be harder than Dylan and I realized. First and foremost, there were the summer classes that seemed to be suctioning off his excess brain capacity.

      Then there were the hours I was putting in at Huffs to pay for the aforementioned classes, where I now stood with my regulars talking about who had walked off his job on the freighters because “so-and-so” had told him to dump out his beer.

      Mallard was there, giving me a hard time as usual- asking me why I didn’t get a better job- telling me he didn’t know a barmaid who could scrub a better toilet moments later.

      Shaw was there, too—a dead-ringer for Santa Claus with a forty-two-ounce bottle of Blatz. I suspected he was sweet on Iris as she was his dog sitter of choice when he went to see his grandkids.

      I was leaning against the bar, watching the fryer and Shaw’s medium-well hamburger when I finally decided to do some detective work.

      Stealing a glance at Mallard, I flipped the burger and said, “Seems like I heard something about a girl trying to kill herself over on Mackinac Island.”

      Mallard almost choked on his mouthful of Pabst Blue Ribbon. “You sure know how to kill a buzz, Flats.”

      “And something about a bridge,” I coughed into my fist. “That was built backwards, or something.”

      “What in the hell are you talking about?”

      I smiled, flipped the burger again. “Is it true?”

      Mallard, who had a head of shaggy hair he always seemed to be scratching, did just that. “I ain’t heard shit about shit. But my old lady’s cousin don’t work at the Hoity-Toity Hotel no more so I ain’t got no inside track and how in the hell do you build a bridge backwards unless you’re dead ass drunk?”

      “Ahh,” I sighed, wondering how to proceed. “Maybe I heard it wrong. Dylan and I were watching the news but then he started tickling me in my really sensitive spot and I got distracted and⁠—”

      Mallard held a hand up. “I don’t need no dirty details. Why don’t you check the newspaper, or the internet on that smarty pants phone o’ yours?”

      I frowned. I’d already done that, and nothing had surfaced aside from a girl who had fallen off a local overlook while chasing her dog.

      And my dream was clear- she had jumped on purpose and not in some vain attempt to save Fido.

      “Hmm,” I frowned again, slid my spatula under the burger and took a quick peek. “Not that it matters or anything. It’s just kinda weird and all.”

      Mallard took another look at me, shook out a cigarette from his pack of Marlboros and lit up. “So’s that painting I helped you hang that looks like a dog drug his ass across it.”

      I frowned. “It’s called contemporary art.”

      “I call it shit.”

      I sighed in frustration,  hoping Dylan and I could chalk this up to mere coincidence and move on. He could get back to learning how to write detailed lesson plans that tied daily objectives to state standards and I could start scribbling down ideas for the great American novel on old bar napkins.

      No one could say I hadn’t tried, and since a week had passed maybe it was time to stop worrying about Dad and start worrying about Mom’s new boyfriend.

      “Flip that meat, Flats!” Mallard yelled and I gave him a glazed look as he rushed over to do it himself.

      I stepped aside. Not caring. Thinking about my inevitable meeting with Mom’s beau and where the gala event was likely to take place.

      As if on cue, Shaw said, “I hear your mama has a new fella.”

      I felt my mouth fall open and quickly closed it.

      “Uh—”

      “They’ve been dating about a month, I hear.”

      “Uh—”

      “What the hell, Flats?” Mallard turned on me while slipping the burger into its bun. “You got major life changes happening and I don’t know shit about it?”

      “Well,”

      “Ain’t I right?” Shaw asked, stroking his beard, a strange smirk on his face. “Iris said they might be paying you a visit.”

      “Oh, hey!” I said. “I never heard anything about⁠—”

      “I don’t get it,” Mallard continued while putting the burger in a basket and dropping it in front of Shaw. “You got people visitin’ from downstate who surely want to meet the guy who turned you into the  barmaid you are today, and I don’t get a goddamn minute to spruce this dump up.”

      My surprise quickly turned to anger. Once again, Iris had been privy to something my mother should have told me herself. And I thought we had been making progress on our crappy relationship. I reached for my cell phone, but instead grabbed a handful of fries Mallard had sitting beside the till and crammed them in my mouth.

      “Better slow down,” Shaw chuckled. “No tellin’ if you’ll burn that off this winter.”

      “Nah,” Mallard elbowed my shoulder, the previous affront forgotten. “Don’t matter what she shoves down her pie hole, she’ll always be a scrawny runt.”

      Shaw laughed, squeezed a huge glob of ketchup onto his burger and I had a merciful moment to think.

      Was Mom really coming up to Lantern Creek, and what happened to my half-concocted trip to Webber and Dylan’s grand introduction to the girls I hated and my ability to flee at any given moment?

      With Mom here, I would be at her mercy and she would be in control of everything.

      An hour later I was driving home, punching her numbers into my phone and trying to steady my nerves so I didn’t drive into Lake Huron.

      She answered on the second ring with a lilting rendition of my name.

      “Hey,” I barely managed. “What’s this I hear about you coming to Lantern Creek?”

      “Oh,” she began, and I heard a voice in the background.

      His voice.

      I imagined her holding a slender finger up. Calling for silence because she was talking to the daughter now.

      “I was just thinking it was time for a visit. I haven’t seen your new house.”

      “No biggie,” I said, hoping to discourage her. “It’s just a rental.”

      “Rent to own, Justine. There’s a difference.”

      I nodded to myself. There was a difference, but that wasn’t the point.

      “Did Iris tell you I wanted to come up?” she asked when the silence became uncomfortable.

      “No,” I said, my voice flat. “Her boyfriend did.”

      I heard Mom giggle. A strange thing in and of itself but it tipped me off to her mental state.

      “I didn’t know Iris had a boyfriend but…” she paused. “Everyone deserves a little cream in her coffee.”

      “Like you?” I asked.

      A year ago, I would have felt guilty for talking to her this way, but too much had happened for me to waste time on regret.

      “Justine,” she paused, and I heard the voice again. His voice—and wanted to reach through the phone and throttle him. “I’m not sure what your grandmother told you, but God knows she can be over-the-top.”

      “Which is why I love her.”

      Silence. Brenda Cook trying to figure out how to talk to her
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