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For Daddy 



PART ONE 
 

Peace with God through Faith, Romans 5:1-5 
Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 

Jesus Christ. Through him we have also obtained access by faith into this grace in which 
we stand, and we rejoice in hope of the glory of God. Not only that, but we rejoice in our 
sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, 

and character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has 
been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
ONE 
FIRST DAY 

 
 

One Year. One year and Ellie Duncan will be gone. On her own. Independent. Liberated. 
Attending some ridiculously boring college chosen by her mother. 

It doesn’t really matter where she goes, only that she gets the hell out of Prescott. And 
just like that, the very image of the fiery inferno provokes a shameful blush to creep upon 

her pale cheeks. Ellie briefly considered how her mother would react if she ever heard her 
daughter speak the word aloud. Unbeknownst to Elyse Duncan, Ellie said precisely that 

and a whole host of other curse words on a regular basis. Just never in maternal presence, 
of course. 

Punishment for such verbal transgressions would likely include reading half of the Bible 

followed by some normal parental wrath like no TV. Not that Ellie watched TV. It sucked. 
She preferred tuning into music through her headphones. It allowed the freedom to listen 

to whatever she wanted, with little censorship. And of course, there was the added benefit 
of seeming overly pre-occupied and avoiding intrusive conversations with others. 

The lyrical rhythms and blaring beats blocked out another, more disturbing thing as 
well. 

Today was the first day of her senior year in high school, and Ellie felt 

uncharacteristically giddy. Unlike the other girls, however, she was unconcerned with what 
to wear, if her makeup was flawless, or whether her hairstyle appeared perfect. Nor did she 

harbor pathetic dreams of adolescent romance. 
This day signified the beginning of the end for Ellie. A momentous day which in her 

darkest moments she never thought would arrive. And in her excitement, she made a 
mental note to cross each blessed one off in her academic calendar. 

“Hey, El! Wait up.” The jingle of Joss’ arm-length of bracelets arrived far ahead of her 

soprano voice. Though she got along with almost everyone at Vista High, Joss was the sole 
person Ellie called a friend. 

Her real name was Jessica. Or at least it was her real name up until about two months 
ago, when in the heat of a July afternoon, the girl declared she was changing it. 

“Call me Joss from now on, okay?” she had called over her coffee-hued shoulder as she 
crossed the stiff brown lawn to turn off the sprinkler her younger twin brothers had been 
running through. 

“Why?” Ellie giggled. 
“Because I totally hate my name. It’s so, so …normal. There are ten other girls at Vista 

alone with the name Jessica,” she explained. “And we don’t even have three hundred kids 
in the entire school for cryin’ out loud.” 



“Alright,” Ellie played along. “By why did you pick Joss?” 
“Why not?” her friend flipped the sleek, blonde ponytail from her sweating skin. “It’s 

mysterious, flirty. And different.” 
“Well, it certainly is unique,” Ellie smiled and smoothed a sticky palm along her own 

shaggy, bobbed hair. She sighed and absently twisted a lock around her unpainted 
fingertips. This time of year was the absolute worst as the blonde highlights others got from 

the sun’s rays actually appeared red in her light brown hair. 
“Easy for you to say. Your name rocks,” Joss tugged on the hem of her bikini bottoms 

and checked for a tan line. 

“Don’t,” Ellie warned. 
“I won’t,” Joss promised. “And I’m sorry.” 

Ellie’s name was a definite source of contention. She’d officially been baptized Elsbeth 
in the eyes of the church. And though it seemed too traditional for a girl and completely 

annoying because no one pronounced or spelled it correctly, that wasn’t what truly 
bothered her. 

My God is a vow. 

Those words were constantly preached to Ellie whenever she failed to live up to her 
mother’s unattainable standards. “Never forget, Elsbeth,” her mother would say, “that is 

what your name means, and I expect you to uphold it.” 
“Are you still taking trig?” Joss’ chatter catapulted Ellie back into the present. “I found 

out I don’t need it, so I’m ditching it for graphic design.” 
“Lucky you,” Ellie gnawed at a hangnail. “I’m stuck with it.” 

“Like it matters. With your smarts, you could probably teach the class. This, when I 
think of it, may not be such a bad idea. Mr. Donovan needs to retire. Now.” 

The warning bell rang and as the two friends pushed against the crushing wave of 

students, Ellie’s overly sensitive hearing caught snippets of their conversations. Listening to 
guys talk money, trucks, and sports while girls fluttered their overdone eyelashes for 

attention quickly changed her delight to frustration. 
She struggled to block out teen angst and hormones. These people have no clue how 

bad life can really be, she envied. Many had never been touched by issues other than 
unrequited love, curfew arguments, and failed math quizzes. They possessed no true 
comprehension about life. Or death. 

“Wa-wa-wa!” Joss pinched Ellie’s elbow. “Who the bleep is he?!” 
Her friend’s careful avoidance of curse words never failed to amuse Ellie and a 

spontaneous chuckle erupted from her lips. Following the path of Joss’ obvious stare, Ellie 
rested her eyes on the boy standing outside the Main Office. As a small school in a remote 

region of Colorado, the transfer of kids-in or out-was extremely rare. In fact, she could 
count on one hand precisely how many kids moved in since first grade. And although most 

stayed on to graduate from Vista High, they forever remained labeled as a “new kid.” 
The boy hovered beside the closed door. Shuffling from one foot to the other, his hiking 

boots rubbed so softly against the faded linoleum that Ellie could barely hear the scuff, 

scuff, scuff of their soles. 
The mere fact he was a stranger wouldn’t have made him stand out, however. It was his 

clothes. 
The local boys sported t-shirts, sweatshirts, and frayed jeans. He instead wore 

camouflage cargo pants and a black button-down shirt. Even odder was his hair. It wasn’t 
necessarily long, but it was so obviously different than the other boys who preferred neatly 
clipped styles with buzzed sides as they did now with the approach of football season. 

The boy’s dark bangs escaped the curve behind his right ear. Layers cascaded over his 
face, hanging low enough to mask his eyes as they focused down upon the spot where he 

impatiently stubbed boot to floor. It wasn’t until the school secretary, Mrs. Klusky, opened 



 

the door and called his name that his gaze was finally broken. He looked up and raised his 
hand to push the hair back in place behind his ear, revealing charcoal gray eyes. 

Reese. His name is Reese, Ellie realized just as the final bell rang and students 
scattered to their classrooms. 

 
***** 

 
“Elsbeth, I’m off to class! Please be sure your homework is done when I get back,” her 
mother chimed from the foyer. 

Ellie sighed, laid her book down, and walked to the threshold of her bedroom. “I’m 
already finished,” Ellie called down the stairs. 

“Oh. Good. Perhaps you could get a head start on reading then.” The front door slid 
closed and through the filmy pink sheers along her upstairs window, Ellie watched her 

mother tiptoe on three-inch heeled boots toward the shiny, overpriced SUV. 
Why the hell did she get so dressed up for bible study? Ellie wondered. Yet somehow, it 

didn’t surprise her in the least. Her mother always attended church functions outfitted in 
her best. And tonight, Elyse was the discussion leader, which explained the extra trip to get 
her hair and nails done earlier in the week. 

“People notice what God grants us on the outside before learning about us on the 
inside,” her mother once said when Ellie questioned why she needed to wear white gloves to 

church. The young girl didn’t accept the answer, believing instead that her mother was 
actually trying to prevent the then eight-year-old from touching anything holy or picking 

her nose in public. 
Now, as she spied the vehicle pull smoothly from the crescent-shaped drive in front of 

their house, Ellie realized her mother believed it to be fact. Of course, if that was indeed the 

case, then such a belief provided a sacred rationalization for designer clothes. Salon 
appointments. Their house. The beloved new car. 

Ellie settled into the upholstered window seat and returned to the page she’d been 
reading. It wasn’t an assigned book, but thankfully her mother didn’t bother with titles. 

Absently popping earphones into her head, she relaxed in the knowledge no one would talk 
to her for the rest of the night. Her dad remained at his small law firm while her mother 
would stay at church late enough for Ellie to feign sleep when she peeked in to check on 

her daughter. 
The coveted first day had come and gone with little fanfare, other than the glorious 

relief the final school year had finally begun. Now the days could pass by, carrying her 
closer to freedom. There would still be one more summer to endure, somehow, but working 

at her dad’s firm filing forms and making copies would be more tolerable than spending 
long days at home. 

Ellie became thankful it was already Wednesday. One entire week would soon be 

completed, and thoughts of the weekend brought a familiar tightening in the pit of her 
stomach. 

The second-and final-round of cheerleading tryouts would be held this Friday. Ellie had 
sailed past the first level, which consisted of nothing more than simple jumps, backflips, 

and splits. She knew she would make varsity again. She had been on it since freshman 
year. Her mother’s determination to start Ellie early in gymnastics and dance made it easy 
to outshine the other girls whose parents couldn’t afford more than a decade of expenses, 

costumes, and trips to the city for special camps. 



But yet, Ellie truly didn’t care. In this, her final year, she harbored little sentimentality 
or sadness for the upcoming loss of the sport. Instead, her indifference seemed far greater 

than it had ever been in previous years. 
Cheerleading was her mother’s choice, not hers. Even so, Ellie didn’t mind it altogether. 

She loved the ease of movement her body made with every flip, twirl, and jump. And she 
also enjoyed the rhythmic connection with the high school pep band during choreographed 

routines. Still, there was so much more to hate, such as the disgustingly ridiculous 
uniforms, which served as an open invitation to any pervert. Seriously, who ever thought it 
a good idea to adorn developing girls in such short skirts and bloomers? 

But the other thing that baffled her mind and grated upon her nerves was the need to 
smile and cheer for football. Ellie loathed football. And she also detested the guys who 

played and preened around as if they were more special than the ones in drama or debate 
club or band. Come to think of it, she pretty much hated all sports besides cross country, 

which of course was disallowed because her mother believed it was for boys. Or girls who 
wished they were boys. So Ellie ran on her own instead. 

She briefly considered a quick run now. With both parents gone, it would be a rare 

opportunity to log ten miles. Once the image of her mother calling to claim she “forgot 
something” sprang into Ellie’s head, she decided against it. If Elyse received no answer, 

there would be definite trouble. 
And with less than one year left, Ellie didn’t need any trouble. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
TWO 
VARSITY 

 
 

‘You have to put your arms up! Straighter. Like this,’ the air shivered by Ellie’s left earlobe. 
“Not now, Amy. In case you can’t tell, I’m kind of busy,” Ellie replied and practiced the 

cheer once more, silently mouthing the recurring chant in time with sharp hand claps and 
crisp arm movements. 

‘But you really need to listen! The blonde girl did the fight song better, I swear, and if 
you don’t complete your next routine perfectly, you might not make it!’ And as if to prove 

just how serious she was, Amy forced her complete image to appear against the dingy brick 
school wall. 

She was more of a billowy shape than a true human form. All of the spirits Ellie saw 

were grainy, holographic versions of their once-living selves. Amy, her most frequent ghost 
stalker, was actually a sixteen-year-old girl who perished in a car accident. Her cousin had 

just got her driver’s license and sometime during their first trip out in the family station 
wagon, she’d mistaken the gas for the brake, hit an icy patch on the road, barreled over a 

metallic barricade, and slammed the passenger side into a tree, effectively ending Amy’s 
young life in a matter of seconds. 

The year had been 1975 and Amy, a high school sophomore, had just finished her first 

year on the varsity cheerleading squad and had a major crush on the boy living two houses 
down from hers. She witnessed him and the rest of the town mourn her at the funeral. 

Ellie’s spectral friend once confided much of this, and what Amy didn’t actually say aloud, 
Ellie sensed through her aura. 

Though traces of such spirits had been recognized in her adolescent years, it wasn’t 
until Ellie turned sixteen that they solved the mystery and made themselves fully known to 
her. Their visits were random and mostly via energy, but a select few manifested a more 

substantial-almost human-form, as Amy did now. Her appearance was so faded, even to 
channeling eyes, that there was little chance a non-channeler would ever detect anything 

amiss in the air around them. 
‘Please listen!’ Amy begged. ‘I know you can do it! Arms straight up, arms clapped down 

to sides, hold tight, and then back up!’ She performed the moves with a wide, shadowy 
smile. 

“Thanks, Amy. I’ll keep it in mind,” Ellie whispered to the air with lips pressed tight for 

fear someone might notice. 
Amy tilted her head in disbelief, cascading feathery blonde ponytails over non-existent 

shoulders. A melancholy wave washed over Ellie upon the realization of just how perfect 
Amy had once been. Petite, with blue eyes, heart-shaped face, flower-pink lips, and button 



nose, Amy was just reaching her prime phase of life with every possibility ahead of her. 
Ellie imagined a carefree girl, walking home from school, clad in bell bottoms and a tight t-

shirt, content with the promise of sleepovers, boys, parties, marriage, and babies. 
“I really will try it your way. I promise.” And this time, Ellie’s reply satisfied Amy so 

much she flashed a dazzling smile and faded into the wall enclosing the gym. 
A few girls passed Ellie on their way toward the far entrance. She ducked into the 

shadows of a row of lockers, waiting until the sound of their nervous chatter faded before 
making her way down the hall. 

She didn’t really mind them; they were just typical teenage girls. There was one 

classmate, however, who gave Ellie the distinct impression of what she thought without 
ever speaking a word. Once, in elementary and junior high, Ellie had been close friends 

with Marissa. She held vague memories of swimming in her old friend’s pool, tossing 
fashion dolls into the pale blue water, and diving for their plastic bodies once they sank to 

the bottom. They drifted apart as friends sometimes do, and Marissa became engulfed in 
the dramas of boys and makeup and shopping, while Ellie didn’t. 

And now, as she came upon the group, she sensed Marissa’s critical gaze upon her. 

Ellie ignored it, dropped her duffle bag to the floor, leaned back against the opposite wall, 
and waited patiently for her turn. 

The other girls swarmed around the closed gym door. Amid the intermittent smack of 
bubble gum over glossy lips, everyone kept their voices low in an effort to hear the buzzer 

signal time for the next hopeful to enter and begin their routine. Every year it was 
practically the same number of girls at tryouts. And every year, Ellie felt terrific sympathy 
for the few who wouldn’t make a team. There were only a few spots for football-the most 

coveted and everyone’s first choice. And those who didn’t get placed there would be slotted 
onto basketball and wrestling squads. And though it seemed there should be plenty of 

openings for all three sports, a handful of girls would not make it, either because they were 
still not ready or simply too uncoordinated to master the complex routines or perform 

stunts. 
Beneath lowered eyelids, Ellie scanned the line and selected the likely underdogs. 

Maybe if I flub really good, I could skip out on it entirely this year. Give some other girl a 

chance, she plotted. 
And though she knew her plan would present the opportunity for an unlikely candidate, 

it was a completely impossible strategy. For one, the coach was fully aware of Ellie’s ability. 
And after three previous years on varsity, she would find a way to place Ellie on the football 

squad. Oddly, the potential of school officials fudging results or having her redo the tryout 
didn’t faze her in the least. What bothered Ellie more was her mother’s reaction if she 

arrived home with anything other than varsity football. 
From the very start, cheerleading had been-and remained-her mother’s passion. It was 

she who enrolled Ellie in junior high cheer camps and pushed her daughter to tryout. 

Somewhere in life, Elyse had come to believe cheering for the championship Wolves would 
provide her daughter with an added edge in the boyfriend department. It was her distorted 

notion that the better families encouraged their offspring to play this brutal sport in the 
quest for academic scholarships. And according to her mother, cheering for these boys, in 

close proximity and week after week, would place Ellie in the middle of handsome, well-
muscled boys who would one day become college-educated, well-paid men. 

It never crossed her mother’s mind Ellie had yet to accept a date or even display the 

slightest hint of interest in the local boys she considered to be more like brothers. Nor did 
her mother realize Ellie prayed for the day when she could finally escape this town, leaving 

everything-and everyone-from her past behind. 
The buzzer signaled for the next girl to take her turn in front of the panel of judges. The 

small crowd excitedly shushed one another, creating echoes that overrode any voices from 



 

inside the gym. Unable to hear whose name had been called, the girls just stood in place, 
with wide open mouths and wondering eyes. After a minute passed, Ellie marched to the 

front of the line and pulled open the door. 
“Who did you call, Coach Calloway?” she asked. 

“We called you, Ellie,” the coach grinned. “Come on in; we’re waiting for you!” 
Without looking back, Ellie entered the gym. 

 
***** 

 

“Did you pull out all of the stops, El?” her dad asked as he handed her the salad bowl. 
“You know I did, Dad! I even threw in a triple backflip just for fun,” Ellie joked. 

Friday nights were special in the Duncan household. It was the only night the three of 
them made an extra effort to be home early and spend the evening as a family. Of course, 

once games began it was also the night for high school football, of which her parents were 
avid supporters. 

“I knew you would make the squad again, Elsbeth. Your body is built to be on varsity,” 
Elyse said. “Oh! Do you think you might be voted captain this year?” 

Ellie covered half of her plate with crisp vegetables before spearing a piece of fish from 

the platter her mother had set upon the table. It wasn’t until she finished drizzling 
vinaigrette over her salad that she finally answered. “Doubtful. Captain is more Marissa’s 

type of thing.” 
“But you would be a wonderful leader! You’re so organized, and you know every cheer, 

every move, why absolutely every detail! Oh, I wish they’d just see how fabulous you’d be…” 
her voice lowered. “What’s wrong?” 

Ellie winced. “I don’t want to be captain, Mother. So there really isn’t any reason for 

convincing.” 
“Why wouldn’t you want to be captain? Doesn’t every girl on the squad dream of that? 

Besides being on the squad, of course.” 
“Although it’s impossible for you to believe, not every girl fantasizes about being a 

cheerleader,” Ellie muttered. “And those who do end up on the squad don’t want the 
hassles of being captain, either. There’s practices to schedule, cheer lists to make, uniforms 
to clean. Not to mention the nightmare of babysitting the junior varsity. No, I definitely 

don’t want to be captain.” 
“But the captain is so…visible. She’s the heart of the squad!” 

“El made it perfectly clear she has no desire to be captain, Elyse. Let it be,” her dad 
quietly interrupted. 

And by some small miracle, her mother mercifully let it be. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
THREE 
PRACTICE 

 
 

The first official cheer practice was scheduled right after the last bell on Monday so Ellie 
grabbed her bags and headed toward the all-purpose room in the school basement. 

“Wait up, El! Wait for me, will ya’? Geez,” Joss gasped for breath as she ran down the 
stairwell.  

Ellie stopped on the landing and waited for her friend to catch up. “Hey, where were you 
all day? I missed you.” 

“I had two doctor appointments back to back this morning, then I was stuck in class for 
the rest of it,” Joss huffed. “Did you have your sports physical yet?” 

“Yep. Mother-dear had me do it three weeks before school even started.” 

“What a revolting experience! I mean, seriously, going to Dr. Hammett is the absolute 
worst. Mortifying.” 

Ellie shrugged her shoulders, and the messenger bag’s strap dug deep into her 
collarbone. Sticking her thumb underneath to relieve the pressure, she replied, “He’s not so 

terrible. Besides, it’s not like we have some grand list of people to choose from.” 
“Maybe not, but it would be nice if he wasn’t the dad of the hottest boy on the football 

team. He’s seen me…you know,” Joss wiped the palms of her hands along her jeans as if to 

rid herself of the memory. “You headed to practice?” 
Ellie nodded. 

“Call me tonight. We can catch up on the day.” 
“I probably won’t be able to talk until after dinner sometime.” 

“No worries, El. Have fun with the ladies,” Joss snorted. “And fill me in on all of your 
fun later.” 

“Yeah. Later,” Ellie groaned and hopped down the stairs two-by-two in the hope she 

might twist an ankle. 
Most of the squad was already there, gossiping and giggling between stretches. Ellie 

tossed her book bag in the far corner and rummaged through the duffle for her change of 
clothes. Sliding behind the row of privacy screens, she slipped into leggings and a t-shirt. 

After pulling her hair into a haphazard bun, she laced her sneakers and joined the girls 
warming-up in front of the mirrored wall. 

“Hey Ellie. How are you?” a quiet and pretty girl named Andrea called over to her. 

“I’m good, Andrea. How’s school been so far?” Since junior high, they had many classes 
together, yet this, their final year, found them sharing only one-composition. 

“Alright, I guess. Not too thrilled with my schedule. Somehow ended up with two math 
classes. Office says it’s not a big deal, but I really don’t want to waste the time if I could 

take something else, like computer tech.” 



 

Ellie nodded. “I heard that class is pretty fun, it’s supposed to…” 
“Alright, ladies!” Coach Calloway shouted from the center of the room. “Let’s huddle! We 

need to move fast if we hope to be ready for Saturday’s game.” The girls quieted and formed 
a large circle around the coach and her assistant, a recent college graduate from the 

nearest university. 
“We’ll break you into two groups; one will be with me practicing chants and movements 

while the other will work with Tonya on splits, flips, and jumps. I’ll take this half,” the 
coach made a sweeping motion with her arm, “and the other half…wait, we’re missing one.” 
She glanced at her clipboard. “Where’s Ellie?” 

“I’m right here,” Ellie called from behind. 
“Oh. Okay. Good. Can we fan out a bit so I can see everyone, please? There’s plenty of 

room. Yes, like that. Now, as I was saying, two groups. We’ll break after the first hour, then 
switch workouts. Push hard tonight because tomorrow’s practice will be dedicated 

exclusively to the school fight song. Give me your all, ladies, and give it with a smile!” 
 

***** 

 
Despite a consistent running schedule, the muscles in Ellie’s thighs and upper arms 

throbbed from the hours of practice. Resting upon her still-made bed, she focused on every 
vibrating pulse beneath her skin. In a fatigued trance, she imagined the thud, thud, thud of 

tissue and blood to be keeping time with the branches swaying amidst the wind outside her 
window. 

Fall would absorb summer, and it would soon become cold. Ellie’s favorite time of the 
year. As the miniskirts, capris, and body-hugging tank tops gave way to jeans, turtlenecks, 
and sweatshirts, she would become more alike than different. Of course, most of the girls 

would still sport pale pastels or bright shades of the rainbow along with heeled boots and 
costume jewelry, while Ellie would remain in the comfort of browns, blacks, and grays. 

But still, it would be better. 
The phone rang, causing Ellie’s aching body to jerk in response. “Hello,” she answered. 

“Oh, El. I’m sorry. Were you sleeping?” Joss whispered. 
“No. I was close, though.” 
“Wow, practice must have wiped you out. It’s not even eight o’clock!” 

Ellie stifled a yawn and perched on the edge of her bed. “I guess it did. But I also spent 
an hour on homework. Reading nineteenth-century literature can put anyone to sleep.” 

“We can chat tomorrow if you want.” 
“I’m awake now. Just give me a minute.” Ellie lightly stepped to her door, where she 

knew her mother would be waiting, ready to inquire about who was calling. It didn’t matter 
that only a couple people ever called or that nine times out of ten it was Joss. The woman 
still hovered. “It’s Joss-uh I mean Jessica. I won’t be long,” Ellie spoke into the unlit 

hallway. 
“Alright, Elsbeth. Just be sure to leave time for homework,” the shadow at the base of 

the stairs instructed, then disappeared. 
Ellie closed her door and plopped onto the bed. “I’m back.” 

“Good! Now give me the low-down on what I missed this morning. Tragic breakups? 
Fights? Rumors? Anything more interesting than me saying ‘ahh’ with a stick propped on 
my tongue?” 

Ellie tried hard to remember the details she otherwise ignored. “Not really. It was pretty 
much the same old stuff different day. Oh, but I did have lab with the new boy.” 

“Ooh? Did you talk to him?” 



“I had little choice. We were partners.” 
“You were? No fair! My partners have always been the science geeks. Good for my grade 

but not easy on the eyes. So…what did you guys talk about?” 
“Nothing really. There wasn’t much time to talk about anything other than pH levels,” 

Ellie lied. In truth, there had been a few agonizing minutes before class when they sat 
across from each other, fidgeting with pencils and feigning deep interest in the worksheets 

scattered upon the black lab table. 
Ellie’s initial strategy had been to offer the minimum of pleasantries required for the 

day’s assignment. However, when he spoke first, a peculiar guilt arose over putting a new 

kid in such an unfair position. 
“I’m Reese Noble,” he smiled and extended his hand across the table. Ellie never shook 

hands with another kid before and when she finally held hers out in response, he’d begun 
to withdraw his own in embarrassment. 

“I’m Elsbeth Duncan.” 
“Nice to meet you, Elsbeth. I assume you were born in Prescott like everyone else? 

Known everybody since first grade?” 

Ellie narrowed her eyes and looked closely at him. Was that supposed to be an insult? 
The boy nervously combed fingers through his hair and re-directed his gaze upon his 

notebook. No, she decided, it wasn’t. Just a casual observation and desperate attempt at 
small talk. 

“Pre-school actually,” she grinned and felt a strange satisfaction when he offered one in 
return. “And call me Ellie.” 

“Bummer you didn’t get to talk to him,” Joss grumbled into the receiver, bringing Ellie 
back to the present. “Anyway, I was hoping we could hang out this week, but I’m guessing 
you have practice every night and then forever after?” 

“Not Friday night, silly. That’s the rally.” 
“I can’t wait! The season kick-off is always such a blast! Wanna go together? I can pick 

you up.” 
“It’s a date,” Ellie replied. “But I better be going. Still have four more chapters to read 

and then notes to rewrite.” 
“Speaking of homework. Can we set up study nights? You always have more insight 

than I do, and I really need to crank out some good papers this year. Are you up for it?” 

“Of course.” 
“Great! We can swap notes…and gossip!” Joss giggled and hung up. 

 
***** 

 
The body aches subsided, and Ellie efficiently mastered the routines for the first game. As a 
veteran, recalling the school fight song took less than one practice and the half dozen new 

cheers a mere evening in her room. Yet the extra hours seriously cut into her run time, and 
by mid-week she found herself waking an hour early just to squeeze one in. 

So her mother wouldn’t dispatch the entire Prescott police force-of which there were 
four total-on an intensive search for her daughter, Ellie left a note of her whereabouts 

propped against the coffee maker, then stepped into the cool morning air. 
Although there was a paved, multi-purpose trail not far from their home, she preferred 

the trampled dirt path, which ran parallel to their back yard. Casually winding along the 

outer boundary of town, it moved her behind stately private homes and through forested, 
undeveloped land. 

As civilization disappeared behind her, Ellie instinctively placed her fingertips upon the 
cell phone clipped to her hip. 



 

“Emergencies only, Elsbeth,” her mother reminded each morning as Ellie packed her 
messenger bag. “When you’re running, need a ride, or might be late from school. Those 

types of things and nothing more.” 
Elyse should have realized by now that Ellie didn’t have a need to use it for anything 

more. 
Reception amongst the pines and in far-out areas such as this was spotty at best. But 

still, having it with her provided some peace of mind. 
‘Elsbeth,’ the wind beckoned. 
Hidden beneath the shadows of the forest, there was little room for air to move, and 

Ellie braced herself for what was to come. “Hello,” Ellie casually whispered. 
‘Hello,’ the woman breathed in return. ‘What are you doing?’ 

“You know what I’m doing, Cecelia. I explained it once before. It’s called jogging. Or 
running. It’s a way for us to get exercise now.” 

Cecelia was an infrequent visitor who had died in Prescott more than a hundred years 
before. Her death wasn’t violent, yet still tragic in that she passed away during the birth of 
her sixth child. None of her relatives remained in the area so Cecelia-unable to leave the 

only home she’d ever known-wandered around with the eternal glimmer of hope a family 
member might come to visit or even stay. They never did. 

‘Exercise,’ she repeated. ‘You mean doing something with your body, such as working in 
the field or fetching water from the creek?’ 

Breathing too heavily for actual speech, Ellie simply nodded. The spirit easily kept pace 
with her, moving in a thin stream against the normal flow of the breeze, never ruffling a 
tree branch or reed of grass along the way. 

Cecelia had been the first true form to make herself fully known to Ellie, and though 
they didn’t see each other often, it was she Ellie always envisioned when thinking about her 

ability. 
This woman became the embodiment of every poor soul who seemed abandoned by God 

and angels in the heavens and whatever misery many believed rested far beneath. And the 
young girl often felt sorry for Cecelia. There was no way to possibly know how many others 
of her time might dwell in this area, but to Ellie she seemed to exist in a once familiar place 

that must now appear terribly foreign. 
Nearing the final bend where the path led back toward her home, Ellie pushed herself to 

sprint hard the last yards. Pausing at the edge, she stretched and gathered her breath. “I’ll 
see you later, Cecilia,” she called over her shoulder and stepped into the back yard. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
FOUR 
FIRE 

 
 

Friday nights during football season. With little else to do in a town the size of Prescott, 
football games became the ultimate social experience. Young, old, and even those without 

kids in school made the weekly pilgrimage to Vista High and other schools in their division, 
seeking the simplicity of youth sports and the companionship of familiar faces. 

Every year, before the first game, Vista hosted a pep rally. Not just any pep rally, 
though. Theirs overtook the entire football field, complete with a roaring bonfire, grilled 

food, and rousing music. 
Of course her parents attended the rally, which sucked any true fun out of the 

festivities, but Ellie made her best effort to stay clear of them, claiming she had cheer 

duties too important to miss. Caring nothing for the pointless antics of her peers, she often 
hid behind the bleachers with Joss and a few other friends. 

Tonight felt different, however. With confident excitement, Ellie ran onto the field 
sporting her royal blue and gold skirt and matching sweater. She flashed a wide smile to 

the crowd and drew in a long, slow breath of air. Energized, she silently thanked the late 
summer weather for holding out into what was now the early part of September, as if this 
final rally might somehow compensate for the crappy memories of the previous three years. 

The girls moved into line position along the cement track, which ran parallel to the 
bleachers, and after watching Marissa signal the countdown, Ellie began to cheer. 

“Go Big Blue!” the squad begged at the top of their lungs. And amid the whistles and 
screams and stomping of feet upon the aluminum seats, it soon became impossible to hear 

any one thing, including her own voice. 
“Wolves got the power, Wolves got the heat, Wolves got the spirit, to knock you off your 

feet!” she shouted, stamping feet and clapping hands in precise rhythmic time. The crowd 

erupted in response, and Ellie turned around to better hear the voice crackling from the 
speaker above the scoreboard. The football team would soon be announced. With a quick 

glance over her shoulder, Ellie noticed Coach Calloway gesturing wildly for the squad to 
head toward the far end of the field. 

Ellie tightly gripped the edge of the life-size banner her squad painted earlier in the 
week. Staring at the emblazoned image of their school mascot, she waited, anxiously, for 
the moment senior quarterback Josh Hammett would crash through the thin paper and 

lead the rest of the team onto the field. 
One by one, each player was introduced. And as cheers erupted between every call, Mr. 

Morgan, the local grocery store-owner, would pause to give them their moment of glory. 
More concerned about the steel frame cutting into the palm of her hand with every push of 

boyish strength, Ellie barely registered the names. It didn’t matter. She knew them all. 



 

“And at tight end…introducing Reese Noble!” the voice garbled over the loudspeaker. 
Amid the deafening echoes, Ellie stood on tip-toes and positioned her head above 

Andrea’s in the hope she might see who just ran through the torn remnants of their 
banner. Her eyes barely captured a blur of blue jersey as the boy ran to the others and 

swapped high-fives. 
The new guy was on the football team? Seriously? That will definitely make it easier to 

ignore him, Ellie determined. 
“Okay girls, let’s keep the crowd riled up! Back to the sideline!” the coach shouted. 

Between boisterous speeches by the principal, head coach, assistant coach, and Josh, 
the squad performed toe touch jumps, stances, and chants. Finally, after their voices were 
hoarse, the band struck up the first bars of the school fight song, signaling the girls to run 

onto the field and perform the choreographed dance routine in time with the music. 
Following a synchronized series of high kicks into front splits, the girls raised their 

pom-poms, in finale, toward the starlit sky. As the clapping and cheers quieted down, the 
drum section continued with a hauntingly rhythmic beat while the lone tuba player 

followed along. Marching onto the field with the coaches, they stopped upon a towering pile 
of wood. As everyone watched, local volunteer firemen doused the logs with flammable 
fluid. Once they strategically lit the inner core, the coaches and senior players threw 

symbolic torches onto the dry heap. 
Within minutes, it glowed so bright even those in the furthest seating sections could feel 

the overwhelming burn. A crashing sound thundered from the crowd as spectators and 
students migrated from the bleachers and sidelines onto the field. Around the perimeter, 

parent and teacher volunteers manned food stands selling hot dogs, chips, baked goods, 
and soda, while closer in toward the center a disc jockey played dance music piped through 
the speaker system. Fortified by an ever-watchful circle of firemen, the flames grew. 

Every year it proved so utterly fantastic that Ellie practically forgot how much she hated 
the school. This town. Her life. 

Ellie waited for something. And in turn, something was out there waiting for her. She 
could feel it. Watching. Biding time until the moment was right. She couldn’t wait any 

longer. She needed to meet it. 
One more year. 
“Els-beth!” someone screamed, and Ellie turned to where Joss frantically waved her 

arms above her head like an over-zealous aerobics instructor. “Over here!” 
With her athletic duties fulfilled, Ellie scooted between people and made her way to the 

spot where a few kids hung out behind the bleachers. Away from the din, it became easier 
to speak. 

“Nice job out there, El,” Joss poked her friend in the ribs. “It looks like some of the 
others actually learned the moves this year. But you’re still the only one who gets the split 
kick-thingies at the end of the fight song.” 

“It has only been a week of practice,” Ellie croaked, her voice rough from the smoke and 
chants. “There’s still time.” 

Jimmy, a kid with whom Ellie once had bible school, snorted. “Not enough time for a 
couple of them. They’ve had years to learn it and still look like a deer caught in my pickup 

headlights.” The others laughed. 
“The new uniforms look good. Much better,” Joss fingered the material and eyed it with 

scrutiny. “The logo looks like a dog more than a wolf, though.” 

“Yeah, well, we’ll probably only use them a few times before the weather sucks so bad 
we need to wear warm-up suits,” Ellie coughed. 



“Wow, you sure did a number on your voice tonight. Let’s get you some soda!” Joss 
pulled Ellie’s wrist and made a beeline for the beverage stand. 

Ellie drank one large cup and immediately bought another. Standing in place, the girls 
watched the people and swayed to the music. Ellie leaned toward her friend and spoke as 

loud as her voice would allow, “I do believe the pep rally will be one of my few favorite 
memories of high school.” 

Joss nodded in sentimental agreement and then giggled. “Your voice actually sounds 
pretty bleeping cool.” 

“It’s damn hard to hear myself when everyone’s yelling so loud. I have no choice but to 

scream at the top of my lungs until I feel the inside of my throat burning.” 
“Speaking of burning, let’s go check out the fire!” Joss suggested. 

Keeping a tight grip on her friend’s hand, Ellie followed behind as they wound a path 
through the growing mass of people. Girls smiled shyly and flirted with the boys while 

parents caught up on local news. It seemed everyone was here, which caused Ellie to 
suddenly remember something. 

“Who are you looking for?” Joss glanced over her shoulder when she felt her friend 

pause. 
“Uh, my parents,” Ellie lied and scanned the area. 

“You suck at lying.” 
“Whatever. Let’s just get closer. My legs are cold, and my mother has my warm-up 

pants.” 
“Maybe we can find her,” Joss teased. 
“I’d rather freeze,” Ellie choked, and her damaged throat burned as smoke drifted into 

her face. “But for now, I guess I’ll settle for breathing. I’m heading back toward the stands 
instead.” 

“If you don’t mind, I’m gonna hang here,” Joss grinned and tilted her head toward the 
group of boys nearby. “I’ll meet up with you later.” 

Joss’ height had proved beneficial when maneuvering through the crowd, and without 
her Ellie continuously got swallowed up by those taller and bigger than her. With one final-
and playful-jump, she emerged from the group, landing perfectly upon the track with her 

left foot and completely missing it with the right. The ankle twisted against the sloping 
grass edge, and Ellie’s body buckled to the ground before she could stop it. 

“Are you okay?” someone called from behind. 
Pulling herself up, Ellie stood and inspected her new uniform. Relieved to see it was 

unharmed, she ran her dirt-stained hands along the tops of her bare legs before giving an 
embarrassed reply. “I’m fine.” 

“Are you sure? You took quite a tumble,” the voice pressed, close enough now she could 

feel hot breath upon her back. 
“I said I was fine,” Ellie forced each word and spun around to where Reese stood with 

concern on his face. “I-uh-I’m sorry, but I’m fine,” she mumbled and stepped back onto the 
track. 

“Ellie!” The boy chased behind her and once caught up, walked by her side. 
She cast a sideways glance at his football jersey and jeans, and a pit formed in her 

stomach. A stinkin’ football player. “Um, yeah. What?” 

“I didn’t know you were a cheerleader. At least not until tonight, that is.” 
“Yep. Been one for a while,” her tone was short. 

“Did you lose your voice?” 
“A bit.” 

“You must be pretty hard core about it then.” 
She shrugged and kept walking. “No. It just always seems to happen whenever the 

crowd is louder than the squad. That’s all. Nothing more.” 



 

“Wait. So you don’t like cheering? I guess I’m confused.” 
“Do you like football?” Ellie shot back and sat down on the farthest end of the bleachers 

where there was little noise and no people. 
A shadow crept across his already black eyes. “Never mind.” 

Once again bothered over the possibility she had hurt this new boy’s feelings, Ellie 
quickly considered how to mend her words. But the longer she sat there, in silence, 

watching the carefree people mill around, the more angry she became. Why should I worry 
about him? she boiled. He followed her over here. She didn’t ask him to come and talk to 

her. 
“Are you okay?” he repeated, and she briefly deliberated bashing him in the nose for 

asking the same annoying question over and over. 

“Why the hell do you keep asking me the same question?” she sighed, and her mother’s 
image appeared in Ellie’s now tired mind. 

“I’m sorry,” he faltered. “It’s just you, ah, your, um…so terribly pale.” 
“Terribly pale?” Now it was her turn to repeat things. “You mean like a ghost?” Ellie 

scoffed, her voice dripping with unbridled sarcasm. 
“No,” he said shyly. “More like an angel. There’s this amazing white glow around you. 

Uh, except for your hair. That has layers of red and orange. Like fire,” he murmured and 

his eyes darted away from her, seeking the seemingly distant crowd. 
Ellie followed his gaze and stared at the bonfire. Only this time, the grotesque 

movements of the once divine flames mimicked the blistering depths of hell. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
FIVE 
REVELATIONS 

 
 

Reese narrowed his eyelids and scanned the parishioners sitting in the church pews below. 
From his view in the balcony, they appeared a collage of blue-gray hair, balding heads, and 

a scatter of hats. He smirked as one woman leaned to whisper to the man by her side, her 
floppy bonnet hitting him in the face with every jerky exclamation. 

Pulling his gaze back within their perch, his eyes moved past his father, around his 
grandmother, and landed upon his seventy-five- year-old grandfather. He, too, wore a hat. 

Except his was a simple black fedora, reminding Reese of the black and white movies his 
father often watched in the late hours of a binge. Tucked reverently into the silk brim was 
an eagle feather. 

The wrinkled, stoic faces of his grandparents masked the dwindling remnants of their 
upset. Reese didn’t feel as they did. He was neither heartbroken nor resentful. Nor did he 

feel lost and forever seeking some mythical thing that could never truly be reclaimed. 
He was merely saddened. At the toll upon his family. For the loss of a people, a culture. 

The Ronahanee tribe may be no more, but it burned a proud hole inside the strong heart of 
his paternal grandmother, Mahan. 

It was she who fanned the flames. 

Unconcerned with long ago betrayals and present grudges, Reese resumed his search 
for entertainment in the depths of the congregation. It was times such as these, when his 

boredom peaked, that he became grateful his family preferred the comforting shadows of 
the balcony rather than the spotlight below. 

Numb with disinterest, he began to draw his eyes back to the hymnal in his hands 
when he saw her. She was dressed so properly, with her hair meticulously pulled in a low 
knot above her long neck, that he barely recognized her. Though there was little chance of 

being discovered, he reflexively sunk lower into his seat and bowed his head. 
He didn’t harbor embarrassment nor fear of being noticed like his elders. Reese just 

didn’t want Ellie to see him watching her. 
She sat between a smartly dressed couple and moments later the pastor gestured for 

them, and everyone else in attendance, to rise. The congregation obliged and for an instant 
Reese lost sight of Ellie amid the now-standing crowd. He caught view of her again and 
watched as the woman leaned in to whisper something in the girl’s ear. From his vantage 

point, Reese could see Ellie’s back stiffen. 
The dream, which had materialized more than a year before, held the familiar, grainy 

images of a people and a place he had yet to know. Whenever one came to him, he took it 
as the blessing his grandfather once told them to be. And though each vision appeared in a 



 

distant fog and scrambled much like a broken television connection, Reese knew each and 
every one carried some weight with them. A need to remember. 

Now, as he discreetly peered over the balcony edge and viewed a scene he witnessed 
once before in subconscious sleep, Reese silently wished the dream had shown him what 

would happen to them next. 
 

***** 
 
Ellie slid into her seat seconds before the bell rang, and a crushing wave of relief arose 

when she realized the chair on the other side of the table remained empty. Reese’s absence 
from class meant she would have to perform the lab worksheet for copper properties 

entirely on her own, but she didn’t care. 
She wasn’t sure how to approach Reese after their meeting at the bonfire. He made her 

uncomfortable, even more so than the other guys in school. 
Over the years, Ellie had established a safe distance from them by remaining a 

childhood friend. And though a few boys asked her out on occasion, it became known she 

was not interested so they finally gave up and stopped asking. All except Josh Hammett, 
that is. Despite his on-again, off- again relationship with Marissa and notable others, he 

continued to pursue Ellie. It seemed whenever the coast appeared clear and he’d found 
another underclassmen to swoon over him, Josh would pop in by her locker and suggest 

they hang out “as a couple of old friends.” Ellie could never determine whether he was 
sincere or just seeking to conquer a date with the lone girl who had yet to say yes. 

Now Reese posed an entirely new problem. 

“Ah, Mr. Noble. How good of you to join us. Even if it is ten minutes late for class,” Mr. 
Stone said to a roomful of chuckles. 

“Sorry, sir. I’m afraid it couldn’t be helped, but I have a permission pass from the 
office,” Reese replied. 

“Uh,” the teacher reddened. “Very well. Have a seat by Ellie then. She’ll catch you up.” 
Reese walked across the length of the room toward Ellie and all at once she could no 

longer hear anything but his footsteps. Each one echoed purposefully against the hard floor 

much like a bomb blast detonating. With hair loosely covering her eyes, she pretended to be 
involved in documenting the experiment observations. And when he sat down, she acted as 

if his appearance was no big deal. 
“I’m sorry I’m late. Family stuff,” he whispered. 

“I’ve finished the first experiment. You can do the next one to make up for it,” she said 
stiffly. 

Ellie jotted notes in a spiral notebook and when there was still no reply, she forced 

herself to look at him. 
She stepped back in surprise. A purplish-blue welt, small but dark, covered the area 

above his right eyebrow. 
“How did you get that bruise? You didn’t have it on Sunday,” she said. 

“When did you see me on Sunday?” he asked. 
Her face blazed hot once she realized her mistake. “I-I meant Friday night.” 
“You saw me at church.” It wasn’t a question. 

“Yes,” she answered. “Um, I was behind you in the line to greet Pastor Scanlon.” 
There was a long pause. “I saw you, too,” he finally said. 

“How?” she blurted. Ellie had maintained a sidelong glance upon him the entire time 
and swore she never saw him look back her way. 



“I was there with my grandparents. They’re…” Reese stopped, unsure how to explain 
them and his reason for being in Prescott. “My grandparents…” he stopped again and for 

the first time she found him to be nervous. He tapped his fingers upon his camouflage 
cargo pants, just along his upper thigh, and she wished he would find the courage to say 

whatever lingered at the edge of his lips. 
“I know about your grandparents,” Ellie answered instead. 

“Oh. Uh, that’s good, I guess.” He shuffled to her side and began an intense study of the 
lab instructions. And while Reese wondered just what it was she thought she knew about 
his family, Ellie realized he never did tell her how he got the bruise. 

 
***** 

 
The very moment Ellie stepped into The Weathered Page bookstore, her body relaxed. 

Moving through the maze of shiny covers and tattered classics, she nodded a greeting 
toward the front desk where the owner spoke in low, helpful tones to a customer. Geraldine 
flashed Ellie a bright smile and returned to her task. 

Unconsciously trailing fingertips along the rows of books in her path, Ellie finally 
stopped near the back of the narrow shop. Stooping to the lowest shelf, she withdrew a 

worn copy of Dickens and settled comfortably into an oversized chair. 
Soothed by the wildlife cd playing in the background and the dim, warm light bouncing 

off the honey-colored wood shelves, Ellie allowed herself to drift. The distant call of a love-
struck loon brought forth images of uninhabited forests and pristine lakes from a life way 
before her own. Reese’s grandparents crept into her daydream, and for the first time in a 

long time, Ellie tried to remember things she had once so easily forgotten or ignored. 
Aside from her bedroom, this shop was the one place where she felt free to open her 

mind completely and clear her thoughts. But this afternoon, everything appeared cloudy. 
Despite telling Reese she knew about his family, the fact remained that Ellie understood 

very little. The bits and pieces she had heard over the years were brushed aside as town 
gossip. 

A few things Ellie did know to be fact, however. First, both of Reese’s grandparents were 

pure Ronahanee, descendants of a tribe that once worked the very land where Prescott now 
sat. And second, they were impossibly well-off, particularly to the chagrin of various 

townspeople. 
Geraldine barreled towards the back of the store with an armful of books. “Haven’t seen 

you for a few weeks, Ellie. I thought maybe you found a new favorite hiding place,” she 
smiled. 

“School and cheerleading have taken up most of my time.” 

“Ah, yes. Senior year and all the good that comes with it. How goes it so far?” 
“Same as always,” Ellie replied, tucking her feet beneath her so Geraldine could make it 

through the narrow aisle. 
The shop-owner titled her head. Her eyes steadied upon Ellie, reminding the girl of 

deep, rich pools of milky chocolate. “Really,” Geraldine said. 
“Yep.” 

“Hm. I may only be half Ronahanee, but my seeing eyes tell me things are not the same 
as always.” After a quick glance towards the front to be sure no one was in the shop, the 
woman stepped into the back room she used for storage and an office. Returning empty-

handed, she once again placed her eyes upon Ellie. “Anything I can help you with?” 
Geraldine inquired softly. “You have my full attention. At least until a real customer comes 

in.” 



 

Ellie hesitated. Desperate for information and filled with a desire to speak her questions 
aloud, she thumbed the pages of the book in her hand, crafting how to ask without giving 

too much away. 
“Okay, friend,” Geraldine said and turned on her heel. 

Suddenly fearful she may have missed a rare opportunity, Ellie called, “Wait!” 
The woman spun around. She firmly planted her scuffed clogs into the tattered carpet, 

wrapped her cardigan close to her expanding midsection, and lowered a patient gaze upon 
the girl. 

Ellie returned her stare, thankful for the gift of understanding even before she knew 

what their conversation might bear. Debating how to approach the subject, she decided to 
forgo the random chitchat and strike right into the heart of the matter. “Can you tell me a 

little bit about the Nobles?” 
An almost imperceptible shadow slid across the surface of Geraldine’s eyes, but Ellie 

caught the hesitation before it became hidden by indifference. “What would you like to 
know exactly?” 

Ellie shrugged. “The history. I’ve heard the whispers over the years, but I don’t believe 

much of it. I guess I’d just like someone to tell the truth about things for once.” 
The woman understood the need for truth in this young girl’s life and yearned to be the 

person who gave it to her. Given her own limited knowledge, however, the woman wasn’t 
exactly sure what it was she could offer the girl. 

Geraldine rolled the desk chair from the back room and parked it next to Ellie. “There’s 
much to be gained and learned from the truth, though many people in this town and 
county don’t seem to care for it. Everyone chooses to believe the lies and rumors for they 

offer entertainment and escape. Sometimes reality is just too plain harsh. You know the 
Nobles are Ronahanee, right? One-hundred percent through and through in their blood?” 

Ellie nodded. 
“Around these parts it’s not unusual to have a drop or two or three of Indian coursing 

through your veins. I’m half myself. And to be honest, most people don’t rightly care.” 
“Except some people do care, don’t they?” Ellie asked. 
Geraldine nodded. “Some do care. But not because of what a person is so much as for 

what a person has.” 
“You mean the money?” 

“For some folks, it just doesn’t seem fair those they perceive to be lower in class have a 
wealth to elevate. So people fan the rumors. To ease their jealousy. Lessen the power.” 

“The Coleman Gold,” Ellie noted. 
“You’ve heard of it.” 
“How can you not in Prescott?” 

The woman laughed gently. “How can you not, indeed. The gold rush is a fact and true, 
Ellie. It has been noted in Colorado history. The other part, however, has never been 

proven.” 
“You mean that ancestors of the Noble family know where Coleman hid his gold…” 

The front door slid open, and Geraldine rose from her chair. “I need to get back to work. 
We can talk some more, Ellie. If you want to.” 

Ellie gathered her messenger bag. “Thanks, Geraldine, but I’m already late for dinner. 

I’ll be back.” 
“I’ll be waiting,” the woman replied. 

 
***** 

 



Despite their cheers, the following Friday night game hosted by the neighboring school was 
a complete and total blowout. Dejected and sweaty, the players shuffled a path toward the 

locker rooms to shower and change for the bus ride home. 
Ellie and the other girls plastered wide smiles across their faces, offering sympathetic 

encouragement and promises of future victories. Everyone knew a win against the rival 
school-one which had secured state championships two of the last four years-would prove 

unlikely. Yet the hope lingered for this, their senior year, to be one of glory. 
Without Joss or her parents to occupy her, Ellie instead waited by the row of parked 

buses, which stood ready to take the players, cheerleaders, and student fans home to 

Prescott. She hated the school policy dictating members of sports teams must ride the bus 
to and from away games, but she despised the chaos that resulted as everyone hurried to 

board the coolest, rowdiest buses even more. Restless and disappointed by their loss, she 
paced near the last bus, knowing it would be the least popular, attracting the fewest, most 

anti-social kids. 
Seniors-including the girls from her squad-hung around the first bus, and as the 

players exited the locker room, they mingled in with the crowd. 

Laughter and teasing drifted through the damp air, and Ellie casually turned her body 
toward their sounds. The football field stood empty and dark, but in the faint glow of the 

school security lights she could distinguish the hulking shapes of two defensive tackles, 
Brady and Jordan, and within moments the tall, lean frame of Josh joined them. 

Andrea called from across the parking lot, beckoning her classmate to join the others, 
but Ellie pretended not to hear. She didn’t want to talk to anyone. There was a soothing 
stillness, pierced by a squeal from Marissa. Ellie watched the cheer captain’s billowy body 

skip over to Reese as he exited the school. Ellie couldn’t see his face, but she knew it was 
him by the way he ran fingers through his hair, tucking it behind his ears. 

Marissa matched his smooth gait, step for step, and Ellie heard her say something so 
original about Reese “looking great out there.” She wished she was close enough to hear his 

reply. But from the distance, just hearing Marissa’s lilting giggle and Reese’s low laugh 
became enough to make Ellie happy she was not. 

After what seemed an eternity, the bus door opened and she boarded, heading directly 

for the location behind the driver. Ellie huddled against the hard, cold leather seat and 
watched as other loners filed on and claimed their spots. Ten agonizing minutes later, the 

driver shouted, “Last chance, kids! If you forgot something or wanted to switch buses, it’s 
too late now. We’re headed back!” 

No one answered and just after the door closed, it opened again. 
“Sorry. The other ones are full,” the boy said, and Ellie melted further into the shadows. 
“Take a seat, Reese,” the driver said. “We’ve gotta head out.” 

“No problem. I’ll sit right here,” Reese replied and sat down next to her. 
Ellie kept her head turned toward the window, staring at the nothingness as they 

passed through the dark. After a time, she became car-sick from the inability to focus her 
eyes upon something, and she found there was little choice but to shift her attention inside 

the bus or risk throwing up. 
Reese whistled low and under his breath, some tune from way back that she couldn’t 

recall but still recognized. “You don’t seem too distraught over the loss,” Ellie whispered. 

She felt rather than saw him shrug his shoulders indignantly. “It’s easy to recover when 
you don’t really care about the end result.” 

“You mean you don’t care if you win or lose? What kind of jock are you?” 
“I’m not a jock,” he hissed. 

“Good to know. I’d hate to waste my efforts cheering for someone who doesn’t give a rip 
out on the field. Next time I’ll reserve my energy and vocal chords for those who do care.” 



 

“You hate cheering just as much as I hate playing so why does it really matter? We 
aren’t very different. You and me.” 

Ellie snorted indelicately. “You and I are nothing alike, Reese.” 
It was the first time she actually said his name, and he liked it. “Really? I’d be willing to 

bet we are more alike than you realize.” 
“Gambling is a biblical sin your grandparents would be none too proud of.” 

She felt his entire body harden in the seat beside her. “Their beliefs stem far greater 
than the rudimentary elements of organized religion. Which, if you know of them as you 
claim to do, you would realize,” he said evenly and without emotion. 

Ellie possessed no answer to this, only questions. Her conversation with Geraldine had 
served to heighten her curiosity rather than soothe it, but between homework, household 

chores, and cheerleading practice, Ellie had found little time to dig deeper. 
“You never did tell me how you got the bruise,” she whispered. 

He remained silent and still, and she wondered if he didn’t hear or was simply ignoring 
her. She turned away and blew chilled air upon the window, etching pictures in the glass 
with her fingertip. 

“My father and I were playing catch, and he launched one at me when I wasn’t ready. 
We were only a few yards away so it slammed me pretty hard,” he said quietly. 

“Oh.” 
“Why do you ride this bus?” he asked. 

“To be alone.” 
“I get that.” 
“You do?” 

“Sure. I like it when people stay out of my way, too. But what I don’t understand is who 
it is that bothers you so much. Who are you staying away from? I mean, the only person I 

ever see you with is that other girl, Jess.” 
Ellie thought briefly of how she might appear on the outside. To others. A solitary girl 

who had no physical bodies around her, yet was haunted by persistent spirits over which 
she held little control, other than avoiding their favorite spots. She considered how this boy 
would respond if she told him, right in this moment, what she saw and heard when she left 

her home every day. 
“Joss. Her name is Joss.” 

“What?” 
“The girl. My friend. Her name is Joss.” 

“Oh, sorry. I’m still trying to figure everyone out.” 
“Are you succeeding?” 
“With what?” 

“Figuring everyone out,” she explained. 
The bus passed into the town limits and beneath the buttery glow of the streetlights, 

Ellie could finally distinguish the features upon his face. His brow furrowed and Reese 
calmly watched her with cavernous eyes. “No. Not yet. At least not with the ones who 

matter.” 



 
 
 
 
 

 
SIX 
DISTANCE 

 
 

Jarring guitar rips sounded from the alarm clock and Reese woke with a start. With half-
opened eyes, he examined the tiny bedroom of the guest cabin he and his father now 

shared on his grandparent’s property. And upon realizing where he was, the boy got out of 
bed. 

Shivering as the crisp air tickled the sweat coating his skin, he quickly pulled on a 
wrinkled shirt and began to button it with unsteady hands. Unlike any other, the recent 

dream had pulled him in and down so deep, Reese actually feared he would never escape 
back to the realities of this life. 

He fought to recall each image and every detail because something warned him this was 

a vision rather than a typical manifestation of subconscious sleep. But even as he pulled on 
his boots and grabbed for his backpack, Reese knew-in his mind and his heart-that he 

would never be able to forget it. 
 

***** 
 
“What do you want for your birthday this year, El?” 

Ellie attempted a frustrated glare in her dad’s direction but when she did, he winked 
one sparkling green eye causing her to laugh instead. 

“Nothing in particular, Dad.” 
“What? But it’s your eighteenth birthday! It’s a milestone!” 

She rolled her eyes in mock dismay. “Milestone? Seriously, it’s just another day in my 
book.” 

“Well then you have to start reading more,” he guffawed and slapped his knee. “Thank 

you, thank you. I’ll be here all night.” Her dad gave an over-exaggerated bow and sat at the 
dining table. 

“What’s going on in here?” 
Ellie’s smile disappeared. “Nothing,” she mumbled. 

“Nothing, schmothing,” her dad interrupted. “We’re talking about her birthday.” 
Elyse clapped her ringed hands and then put them up to her lips. “Oh. Of course! 

Elsbeth, you must be so excited!” 

“It’s no big deal. Really,” Ellie mumbled again, pulling the water glass to her lips in an 
effort to cool the burn rising up her chest and neck. 

“I’m thinking we should have Pastor Scanlon say a special prayer this Sunday in 
announcements.” 

Ellie openly gasped. “No! That would be mortifying! Absolutely not!” 



 

“But, it would be wonderful to have a special blessing. Don’t you think so, Jim?” 
Her dad cast Ellie a subtle glance. “I think we should do whatever El wants. After all, it 

is her day. And becoming an official adult means she should be capable of making the final 
decision.” 

Her mother remained quiet, considering whether she might still get her own way since 
Ellie technically wouldn’t turn eighteen until the day after church. 

“Honestly, it would be one of the worst things ever. You remember what it was like to be 
my age, don’t you?” Ellie pleaded with her mother. 

Elyse’s face darkened as the shadow crossed her smooth skin. “Of course I do, dear. I 

won’t request the prayer,” she said softly and left the room. 
 

***** 
 

Granted a night off from cheerleading practice, Ellie laced her shoes and called to her 
mother that she was going for a run. She dashed out the back door, evading any potential 
protest from within the house. 

In mere moments she was deep within the woods. Warm summer days had been tinged 
with the brittleness of fall. Ellie inhaled, appreciating the scent of change in the air. After 

two miles, her mind finally emptied of schedules and chores, and she allowed herself to 
focus on the one thing she’d been avoiding. 

If Reese had been in Prescott the previous week, she hadn’t seen him. Not in the halls. 
Not in the lunchroom. Not in the classroom. Not in church. Fearful of asking Mr. Stone 
about his absence, she instead obediently joined another lab group without a word or 

question. 
Her memories raced as purposefully as her feet as she struggled to recall their last 

conversation on the bus. Clearly she must have upset Reese, and though Ellie intentionally 
pushed him away with outward hostility and defensiveness, she now found herself to be 

disappointed. 
Their unstable relationship wasn’t one in which she could email or call to ask what was 

wrong, so she had little choice but to suffer in silence. Even Joss couldn’t provide guidance 

or a sympathetic ear. Telling her friend anything about Reese would open up an entirely 
new set of questions of which Ellie held no answers. 

Muscles now loose and feeling stronger, her body pushed easily through mile three, 
allowing her thoughts to drift back to last week’s game. 

Despite his strange absence at school, Reese had somehow managed to suit up and 
play football. It had been a home game and as usual, the squad arrived early to practice. 
More than once Ellie noticed Reese performing drills at the other end of the field, and she 

briefly considered saying hello. 
As the team filed past the girls on their way to the locker room for final pre-game 

instructions, Ellie took a hesitant step in his direction. Just as she did, Marissa skipped 
over to Reese and whispered something in his ear. Ellie quickly turned away, pretending 

not to notice the slow grin appear upon his face. And when the cheerleader giggled with 
obvious satisfaction and placed a kiss upon his reddened cheek, Ellie forcibly stared at 
Andrea, her full attention seemingly placed on the new move the girl was practicing. Ellie 

felt his eyes dig into her back, however, and stealing a hasty glance in his direction, Reese 
cast her a sly smile. 

And while Reese had his best night yet on the football field, Ellie stumbled through one 
routine and missed her footing after a flip, landing flat upon her rear. She didn’t wait to 

hang out with friends after the game but rather went straight home with her parents. 



Ellie stopped running after the sixth mile, allowing her heaving breaths to calm and 
finally steady. The air tickled her throat, and she coughed back the pain scraping against 

her lungs. Lifting arms above her head, she removed the lightweight fleece and wrapped it 
around her waist before starting off into a frigid gust of wind. 

She paused only for a moment to say, “Hi, Cecelia,” and resumed her run. What little 
daylight remained would disappear soon, and she needed to round the bend up ahead and 

make the return trip. 
‘How have things been with you? I haven’t seen you exercising for quite some time,’ 

Cecelia’s voice swirled amidst the air. 

Ellie continued to run. “School has been pretty busy. I have a lot of homework and 
sports practice.” 

‘School! Oh I wish I could learn new things like you do. Do you get to read books and 
draw pictures?’ 

“Yes, lots and lots of books. You probably know the author of one I’m reading right now. 
His name is Charles Dickens.” 

‘Dickens. Dickens. I believe I remember his name. He told children’s stories?’ 

“More like stories about children. How they were under-privileged,” Ellie panted. 
A long silence carried Ellie through another mile, and she believed she was again alone 

upon the trail. ‘What is under-privileged?’ Cecelia finally called. 
Knowing conversations about definitions and descriptions could consume much of her 

remaining time to think, Ellie debated whether to answer. She could just keep running, and 
Cecelia would eventually leave her peacefully to the final miles ahead. “Under-privileged 

means someone who doesn’t have a lot of opportunities, money, or things to take care of 
themselves like the people around them do.” 

‘Oh,’ Cecelia replied. Ellie realized this was a difficult concept to embrace since everyone 

in Cecelia’s time possessed little yet somehow took care of their needs. 
Ellie noted she was at mile seven. 

‘You mean someone who has gold and silver to buy special things like an extra horse or 
wagon or material for a dress? Might they be over-privileged instead of under-privileged?’ 

At the mention of gold, Ellie stopped. “Cecelia, do you know anything about the 
Coleman Gold?” 

Ellie waited and waited for a reply but none came. 

 
***** 

 
Ellie turned onto a curve in the final mile and the side of her shoe scraped a rock jutting up 

from the trail, causing her body to twist wildly around before landing on the dirt in a 
crumpled heap. 

“Ow! Damn it!” she shrieked. 

Resting back upon her rear, she grabbed the foot with both hands and brought the 
ankle closer so she could gain a better view against the dimming light. Feeling no sign of a 

break among the bony edges and noticing an absence of swelling, Ellie rose gingerly and 
placed her full body weight on both feet. 

“Damn!” she swore again as a pocket of pain rushed from below. 
“You sure swear a lot for a church-going girl,” a voice called from within the darkening 

forest. Ellie watched as Reese stepped from behind a tree trunk and joined her on the trail. 

She took an awkward step back and winced. “Wh-what are you doing here?” 
“I could ask you the same thing,” he said and plucked a stray pine needle from his 

soiled flannel shirt and another from his jeans. 
“You could. But since I asked you first, I think you owe me an answer,” she coldly 

demanded. 



 

“I don’t really know that I owe you anything, but I do believe in fairness. So to be fair, I 
will tell you I was on the property when I heard you curse like a sailor.” 

“Property?” 
Reese waved his arm behind him toward the thick rows of pines and birches and 

poplars. 
“I don’t get it,” she said with a shrug. 

“This land back here and beyond belongs to my grandparents.” 
“That’s the Aberdeen Valley Forest.” 
He nodded warily. “Of which we own three-quarters of the acres.” 

She looked to the trees and back at him. “Your family owns Aberdeen?” she asked in 
disbelief. 

“Much of it. Hopefully all of it someday.” 
“It’s like thousands of acres or something…” 

“Five thousand, one-hundred and twenty acres to be exact. Now, do you want to 
discuss territorial lines or do you need help with that ankle?” he pointed impatiently to her 
foot, which she now kept an inch above the ground. 

“Thank you, but I’m fine.” 
Reese crossed his arms and leaned against the trunk of a lodge pole pine. “Oh. Good to 

know. So I can head back home then after I see you running safely to your house? Go on 
now.” 

Ready to do battle, Ellie bristled and pushed her shoulders back. 
“Why are you so stubborn?” he asked quietly. The day had now been completely 

consumed by night, and neither one could see the other amid the engulfing shadows. 

“I’m not stubborn.” 
“That’s precisely what stubborn people say.” 

“I’m not,” she whispered behind the heat of tears. “And I do need help. I think my ankle 
might be broken.” 

In two quick steps, Reese was by her side. “Here, put your hand on my shoulder and let 
me take a look.” Ellie did as he said and watched as the boy removed a small flashlight 
from his pocket and shone it on her foot. “It’s not broken.” 

“How do you know?” she challenged and felt immediate regret for doing so. 
“I’ve broken bones before. This looks like you hardly did anything. First, there’s no 

swelling or bruising. You probably barely even sprained it, but I’d treat it as such until you 
know for sure. But also, if I do this,” he pressed the palm of his cool hand upon her skin, 

and Ellie prayed he wouldn’t shine the light on her face. “See, you can withstand the 
pressure. A break wouldn’t allow that. Of course, the big test is to stand on it.” He gripped 
her hands to steady her body and once she was planted on both feet, he let her go. 

“Ooh,” Ellie cringed. 
“Some pain? I guess we have little choice then.” 

“Little choice to do what?” 
He stared down the path. “I’m guessing you’re a few miles from home. I can get the jeep 

and…” 
“No!” 
“I need to help you home, Ellie. It’s dark now, and I’m sure your parents will become 

worried.” And at the very mention of them, Ellie’s chest tightened. She didn’t want him to 
see her home. Or meet her parents. 

“That’s really kind, Reese, but I can manage the way back. Stepping lightly works fine, 
and it doesn’t matter if it’s dark. I could walk this trail in my sleep.” 



She felt the scrutiny of his stare and wondered if he was going to call her stubborn 
again. “Okay,” he said quietly. “But I’ll still help you home. I can’t leave you alone. Out 

here. Hurt.” 
“Alright,” she gave in. 

They walked, side by side, in the dark, without speaking. After nearly a mile, Ellie’s 
pace slowed. 

“Still hurting?” he asked. 
“Not too bad. It’s the odd way I’m walking, though. It’s making my hip cramp up.” 
“No problem. Hop up!” Reese crouched over and patted his lower back. 

“What?” 
“Hop up! I’ll carry you piggy back the rest of the way.” 

“You must be joking. There is no way you can carry me for practically a mile.” 
“Wanna bet? I have to battle linebackers and defensive tackles twice your size. I’m quite 

confident I can handle a cheerleader.” 
Ellie was torn but after stepping onto her foot with a groan, she agreed and jumped up 

onto his back. 

Reese took little notice of her weight. Her lithe body was nothing compared to lifting in 
the gym or working on the land. It was the space where the skin of her arms touched his 

neck that numbed any pain the exertion may create. The point of contact served as a warm 
compress upon the dull ache within him. She somehow seeped through his skin, reached 

the very center of his core, and then poured from it and washed over him like a soothing 
bath. 

All too soon, she spoke. “My house. It’s close to here. You can let me go now.” 

He didn’t want to let her go. But he did. The lights from the homes along the trail shone 
onto the path, illuminating their faces, masking their eyes. 

“Thank you, Reese. For everything.” 
“You’re welcome,” his voice came out hoarse as he turned and began to leave. 

Minutes passed, and she wondered if he was still there. “You’re going to let me care 
about you, Ellie Duncan,” he whispered with the trees. 

She felt a smile come to her lips and made no attempt to stop it. “I can’t control who or 

what you care about, Reese Noble.” 
“No. No you can’t,” came a reply further down the path. 

Eventually, Ellie could no longer hear him, but once in a while she’d catch a glimmer of 
his flashlight. 

Limping the final yards up the back lawn toward her home, she caught a glimpse of her 
parents inside, getting dishes to the table amid muffled conversation. And it was then she 
became glad she didn’t let Reese come to her house. 

Ellie wanted to keep this to herself for a while longer before sharing it with anyone else. 
There would be time. And the time was not now. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
SEVEN 
CELEBRATION 

 
 

The cell phone shrilled beside her head and Ellie let it. Once it finally stopped vibrating a 
path across the nightstand, she rolled to the other side of the bed and wrapped the downy 

pillow over her ears. It was too early for phones, for class, for waking up. 
The past days seemed like a dream and rather than move forward, she wanted to once 

again experience the feeling of excitement building within her. 
Friday night’s game at the rival Bulldogs was not only a victory for the Vista Wolves but 

another chance to see Reese. With Joss in attendance, Ellie found little opportunity to 
speak with him, however. Their sole contact occurred before the game when he waved and 
did a goofy little hobble in reference to her jogging mishap. She had copied his hop with a 

giggle and thumbs up, reassuring the ankle was fine. But Marissa witnessed the exchange 
and shot an annoyed look in Ellie’s direction. 

Ellie then waited impatiently for Sunday to arrive but was disappointed to realize Reese 
wasn’t in church with his grandparents. 

And now it was Monday. Mondays were bad enough, but when it was your… 
Her cell rang again, and this time she answered. 
“Happy Birthday to you! Happy Birthday to you! Happy Birthday, dear Ellie…Happy 

Birthday to you!” Joss sang tunelessly into her ear. 
“Shut up.” 

“Hey! That’s an awfully childish response coming from an eighteen-year-old woman.” 
“You need to learn to respect your elders, Joss.” 

“Sure. I’ll get right on it. Maybe when I join the club in six stinkin’ months. So, are you 
ready for your special day?” 

“No.” 

“Well get ready. Throw on some clothes and come downstairs!” 
“Downstairs?” Ellie wondered and the line went dead. She threw on her favorite pair of 

jeans and a faded Vista High t-shirt before making her way to the kitchen. 
“Surprise! Happy Birthday!” her parents and Joss shouted. An enormous balloon 

bouquet floated in the center of the table. 
“Wow.” 
“Eighteen balloons,” her mother pulled her into a warm embrace. “For our beautiful, 

grown-up girl.” 
“Thanks.” 

“And,” her dad pointed to the bag weighing down the balloons, “eighteen rolls of cherry 
candy. Your favorite.” 



“Gee. That’s like a lifetime supply,” Ellie smiled and accepted the kiss her dad placed 
upon her cheek. 

“Don’t forget the eighteen glazed donuts!” Joss ran her arm along the counter, much 
like a game show host showcasing the grand prize. 

“I don’t think I’ll make it through the day if I eat all this. I’ll have a sugar crash and 
need to nap during study hall.” 

“It’s a special day. A little overdose of sweets won’t hurt,” her dad said, grabbing a 
pastry. The rest of them followed suit and soon a third of the box was gone. 

“We need to go if we want to beat first bell,” Joss noted, licking glazed icing from her 

fingers. 
“You girls have a good day,” her mother walked with them towards the door and then, 

as if noticing Ellie for the first time, she added, “Elsbeth, are you going to wear that outfit to 
school?” 

Halfway down the front walk to Joss’ car, Ellie muttered, “Happy Birthday to me.” 
 

***** 

 
Turning eighteen was just one more step toward living life on her own terms. Ellie wouldn’t 

admit it to anyone, but this was a special day, and she passed through the school halls 
with a rare smile. 

That is, until morning announcements. 
She’d forgotten birthdays were read aloud for the entire high school to hear. And when 

her name blared over the loudspeaker, she sunk her body deep within the seat, hoping to 
become invisible or simply disappear. 

Her once private joy became instantly transformed into a never-ending array of cheery 

greetings and awkward interactions with kids she typically avoided. 
Caught up in the onslaught of unwelcome socialization, Ellie completely forgot about 

Reese until she entered lab and saw him sitting at their table with a low smirk upon his 
face. 

“Don’t,” she warned and put up her hand. 
“Don’t what? I was just going to say hello.” He feigned hurt and neatly laid a copy of the 

worksheet assignment in front of her. 

He doesn’t even know, Ellie realized. It was entirely possible. After all, the speaker 
reception was terrible in some areas of the school. He could have easily missed the 

announcement due to a bad connection or students talking over them as they often did. 
“Sorry. I’ve been having an off day. So, um, hello back.” 

He flashed a winning grin and began to say something, but the final bell rang, 
preventing whatever words he was about to share from being spoken. Sitting beside each 
other, Ellie and Reese waited in dutiful silence as Mr. Stone reviewed the day’s experiment, 

and then they spent the entire period with another pair of students, completing tests and 
comparing results. 

As the end of class neared, Ellie became surprised to realize she wished for more time. 
After waiting days to speak with Reese, her only chance was now slowly and efficiently 

stolen by stupid hypotheses. Hoping to capture another mutual glance, she cast a low stare 
in his direction, but he was absorbed in an intense discussion with David Albertson. 

With a sigh, she turned all attention back to her notebook and began copying the 

summary of lab notes for subsequent tests. Finished with the first page, Ellie flipped the 
paper over and creased it with her finger along the stapled-edge. Smoothing it flat upon the 

table, she paused. 
There rested a yellow, self-adhesive note with the words, Care to celebrate after practice 

tonight? 



 

Unsure of its meaning, Ellie lifted her head in confusion and began to search the room. 
Falling upon Reese, her eyes met his questioning stare. 

She smiled, nodding in reply as Reese mouthed the words, “Happy Birthday.” 
 

***** 
 

For once, the stars seemed to line up for Ellie. Coach Calloway rewarded the squad with an 
early release, allowing ample time to finish some chapter reading and other assignments 
before Reese met her behind the school after football practice.  

“Hey, Birthday Girl.” 
“Hey,” she replied. 

“Did you have any trouble getting away? I thought for sure you’d have some family 
thing.” 

Ellie gathered her books and tucked them into the bag as Reese held it open for her. 
“Not as much I thought I might. My parents and I actually had our special time together 
yesterday. Mother likes to share the whole day so I was knee-deep in brunch, gifts, cake, 

and celebrations once church let out.” 
“Where are you supposed to be right now?” 

“Study group,” she replied. “Big quiz this week.” 
“Nice. For me anyway. This means we can do it up in style.” 

Ellie had no idea what Reese intended, and the idea of roaming off somewhere with this 
boy-intentionally rather than by accident-now frightened her. Masking her reluctance, she 
allowed him to lead her towards the football field. As they came upon the grassy spot, she 

stalled. Kids regularly visited the area to throw passes on the field or make out behind the 
bleachers. Ellie didn’t want anyone to see her, or Reese, here. 

“Don’t worry, Ellie. We’re not staying here.” 
They hiked along the field’s farthest edge and up an incline of dying grass until finally 

reaching the boundary of Aberdeen Valley Forest. Ellie knew her running path didn’t extend 
this far because of the school. When the public, unmonitored trail was suggested, people 
opposed the potential for complete strangers to have such close proximity to the students, 

keeping that and other park trails far from this portion of the forest. 
Once again, Ellie faltered. “Are you sure you know where we’re going?” 

Reese tilted his head in the direction of the trees. “We won’t go too far, Ellie. I promise.” 
He held out his hand and she took it. 

He led her through a wall of pines and onto a path. Though overgrown and worn, it was 
obviously used by someone and possibly something non-human, such as deer and other 
creatures. Crafted of stamped dirt like the running trail behind her home, it also had small, 

yet sturdy tree branches buried within. And as they headed up a slight hill, Ellie soon 
realized they were stair-like, purposeful in their ability to provide a strong foothold and 

maintain balance against the sloping landscape. 
Minutes later, they happened upon a large, flat rock. Reese went to it and set his 

backpack down. Opening the bag, he removed a woven rug and draped it over the solid 
stone like a tablecloth. Upon closer inspection and approval, he then withdrew a plastic 
container. 

Ellie watched Reese set down two gourmet cupcakes from the local bakery. “I was 
worried they might be ruined, but it looks like I packed them right.” 

“But when did you…” 
“I drove over there during last period,” he explained. “I have Coach Wiley for hall, and 

he sometimes lets me leave. As long as I’m back for practice, he doesn’t mind. Have a seat.” 



Ellie settled on one side of the makeshift table while Reese sat down on the other. He 
looked for her in the waning autumn light. “Happy Birthday, Ellie. I hope you like it.” 

“Like it? I love Compton’s buttercream frosting.” She cradled the cupcake, swiped a 
finger through one side and licked the sugary icing with her lips. “Thank you, Reese. I seem 

to be saying those words a lot lately.” 
“Wegme’h.” 

“What?” 
“Wegme’h. It’s another way to say thank you. Only this time in Ronahanee.” 
“Oh. Well then…wegme’h, Reese. Very much,” she added shyly. 

“You said that pretty good for a white girl.” 
She laughed. “Teach me another word.” 

“Tell you what. I’ll teach you a new word every time we get to spend time alone.” Her 
lips, stained pink from frosting, formed a small pout and his heart began to race. “Okay, 

how about I tell you my Ronahanee name as a consolation.” 
Her face brightened, and the pounding within his chest sped so rapidly and so fierce, 

Reese suddenly became lightheaded. 
“Wahkneh.” 
“What does it mean?” 

“Sacred.” 
Ellie repeated his other name, stumbling over it until it felt right on her tongue. He 

waited until she finished, catching her eyes with his in the dusk. “I have another name, 
too.” 

“Why?” 
“The tribe provides one name when you are born. To carry you into the Earthly world. 

Mine is Wahkneh. Then they give another one when you reach adulthood. Once they’ve 

seen you interact among nature’s beings. Mine is He Who Always Sees.” 
Ellie considered this as she took a final bite of her cupcake. “Do many people try to 

speak Ronahanee to you or your family?” 
“None really,” he said quietly. “My Mahan and Pahan speak it frequently, though, so I 

need to stay on top of it if I ever want to know what’s going on around the house.” 
“Does your father speak it, too?” 
“No.” 

Ellie knew she’d said something wrong and wished for a way to correct it. He spoke 
before she had the chance. “What about your parents? What are they like?” 

“My dad owns the law firm in town so he’s not around as much I’d like, and my mother 
spends most of her time at church, seeking salvation for some sin unknown to me.” 

“You referred to her as Mother. I assume that isn’t a term of affection?” 
“I love my mother. I just don’t like her much of the time.” 
“Ah, that I can understand. Not sure about your mother, but my grandparents know 

your father. They’ve been going to him for legal advice.” 
“Really?” 

He nodded and licked frosting from the valley between his thumb and forefinger. “Been 
waging a bit of a battle for years. Buying public land within this forest seems to upset a lot 

of people. Problem is, not many can afford the high price so they’ve had little choice but to 
accept it when it happens.” 

“How do you come to know so much, Reese? You seem wise beyond your years for a 

seventeen-year-old.” 
“Eighteen.” 

“What?” 
“I’m actually eighteen,” he corrected. “Turned right after school started.” 

“Oh, I didn’t realize.” 



 

“But, if you really want to know the truth, in Ronahanee terms, I became an adult male 
at the age of fourteen. I should be married by now.” 

“Wow, you are a slacker.” 
Reese released a low, slow laugh and Ellie felt the insides of her stomach respond to its 

sound. 
She didn’t understand why she was out here, in this wilderness island set within the 

small town she begged to leave, sitting with a boy she barely knew, sharing stories she 
feared were secrets. But she knew she couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. 

 

***** 
 

Reese offered to drive her home, and she reluctantly accepted. When she instructed him to 
park at the farthest end of her street, he realized she didn’t want her parents to discover 

where she had been or who she had been with. He didn’t tell her that he knew exactly 
which house belonged to her family or how, ever since the bonfire, he had hiked near the 
edge of the woods, time and again, in the hope he might see her. 

He didn’t wish to scare her away. And Reese believed somehow Ellie wouldn’t 
understand if he told her how he sought to know her past. Needed to know her present. It 

seemed the only way he might possibly unlock what he saw for her future. 
So instead, he wished her Happy Birthday again. 

“You’ve helped to make it happy,” Ellie said. “Wegme’h,” she stumbled over the word, 
and he fought the urge to touch her. 

“When my Mahan read over the football and cheerleader roster, she pointed to your 

name.” 
Ellie lifted her head in surprise. “Why ever would she do that?” 

“It was the same night she and Pahan shared their property troubles with me, and she 
mentioned how she knew your father because of his help with the legalities. She also told 

me she saw you once. When they were in his office.” 
“Very possible. I’ve worked there during the summers, doing filing and odd jobs.” 
“Mahan gave you a name.” 

“Really? Why? I’m not even Ronahanee,” Ellie noted. 
“No one knows why Mahan does what she does, but she must have felt compelled for 

some reason.” 
“From just the one time?” 

“Apparently so.” 
“Do you remember what it was? Can you tell me?” 
Reese nodded. “She called you She Who Walks with Spirits.” 



 
 
 
 
 

 
EIGHT 
HOMECOMING 

 
 

With fierce determination, Josh Hammett marched down the hall, blazing a concentrated 
path toward Ellie’s locker. Reese suppressed the urge to intercept the boy. 

He held no hard feelings against the head quarterback, but there was something about 
the guy that bothered him. There were a host of options: the honor roll grades, the athletic 

talent, the ruffled blonde hair and deep blue eyes. Yet, none of those qualities mattered to 
Reese. No, there was definitely more to it. 

He particularly didn’t appreciate the arrogant manner in which Josh now leaned 
against the locker next to Ellie’s. It carried a sense of ownership, possession. Nor did he 
care for the self-assured, complacent smirk upon the boy’s face. 

Battling the desire to strike something, Reese stuffed his clenched fists deep within the 
pockets of his jeans. Ellie kept her back to him, organizing books within her locker as she 

listened to Josh. 
“We haven’t talked much. No classes together this year. What’s up, girl?” Josh darted 

behind and made a silly face in her locker mirror. 
Ellie gave him a friendly push, closed the door, and set the combination. “Hard to 

believe, isn’t it? I guess after a dozen years, the teachers finally made good on their threats 

to separate us.” 
“Yeah, right,” Josh grinned. Gliding an index finger beneath the strap of her bag, he 

straightened the fabric and patted her shoulder. “Should be more comfortable now.” 
“Thanks, Josh. Say, I ‘ve got to…” 

He grabbed her elbow as she moved to join the kids walking behind them. “The bell’s 
gonna ring, so I’ll make this short and sweet. Would you go to the dance with me, Ellie?” 

Ellie narrowed her eyes at him. “Josh Hammett. Do you mean to tell me that you don’t 

have a date for Homecoming? I can count a half dozen gals who would say yes in a 
heartbeat. Or is it more like you did, but someone bailed on you?” 

“Nah. I’m not much for dances, you know. I just thought since this was the last big one, 
senior year, that maybe we could go together. As old friends.” 

“Thanks for the offer, Josh. But you know me, too. I’m sad to tell you the answer is no.” 
She zipped her hooded sweatshirt and began the walk toward class. The boy chased after 
her, finally getting in step by her side. 

“Come on! It’ll be fun. It would make a great memory. One last football season hurrah 
and all.” He raised one hand and made a circle above his head. “We could be crowned king 

and queen.” 
“I’m afraid the answer is still no. I can’t seem to bring myself to attend one. Even with 

senior sentiment hanging in the balance. I’m sorry, Josh. Really. If there was anyone I 



 

would go with, it would be you,” Ellie lied and stepped through the doorway into the 
classroom. 

“But what about our kingdom and riches? The peasants might revolt!” he jokingly called 
after her. 

 
***** 

 
Ellie didn’t want to admit she was eager for tonight’s game, but with every somersault and 
flip she performed on the sidelines and field, her excited stomach followed suit. 

The Homecoming game was a special and anticipated event. Even more so than a 
typical football night, the bleachers overflowed with faculty, students, parents, 

townspeople, and alumni. And with the temperatures dropping, the spectators huddled in 
fleecy sweatshirts and under blankets while sipping hot chocolate. 

The fellowship of the crowd extended to the squad, offering a rare evening of solidarity 
among the girls. Ellie rejoiced in the rare simplicity of this moment in her life, and it 

appeared the entire experience would be close to perfect. That was until after the game, 
when amid the lingering crowd, she stood with her parents as they chatted with Mr. 
Morgan and Dr. Hammett. Disregarding their pleasantries about the weather and replays of 

the recent victory, Ellie scanned the sea of faces for Joss. 
Her body went still once she saw them. 

How she overlooked Reese’s grandparents amid the cheering crowd was completely 
unknown. Yet, there they stood, not ten feet away from her, with another man Ellie knew 

immediately to be Reese’s father. Despite his swollen face and red nose, his hair, though 
longer and knotted back with a leather tie, was the same dark color as his son’s. And if that 
wasn’t enough of a clue, the deep charcoal gray of his eyes mirrored the shade she had 

already committed to memory. 
Upon the realization she had been staring, Ellie shifted her body in embarrassment. 

But not before she witnessed his grandmother-or Mahan as Reese called her-raise her head 
and look at the girl. Drawn in, Ellie matched the old woman’s gaze. 

The eyes seemed to assess her, delving and seeking into parts Ellie normally kept 
private, and the girl struggled to maintain a passive, yet kind, expression. Her effort proved 
pointless, however, as the longer the woman studied her, the more Ellie came to believe 

Mahan had already made it so deep beneath her skin she’d become part of Ellie’s actual 
blood. 

Reese appeared and whatever spell may have been cast was irretrievably broken. He 
smiled as his grandfather patted his shoulder and his grandmother spoke low words. As 

they made their way to leave, Reese drew his eyes to Ellie and stopped. Gesturing to his 
family, the four of them headed in her direction. 

Ellie didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want to meet his family! At least not yet! But 

what created a full-blown panic deep within her gut was the fact that her parents would 
meet him. 

“Hi, Ellie,” he said quietly. “I thought you might like to meet my grandparents. And my 
father.” 

Drawing in a quick breath, Ellie straightened her shoulders and uttered a silent prayer 
her mother and dad would remain the few yards away and miss the entire interaction. “Of 
course. I’d love to, Reese.” 

“This is my grandfather, Harvey Noble. My grandmother, Ruth Noble. And my father, 
Samuel Noble. Everyone, this is Elsbeth Duncan. But she prefers to be called Ellie,” he 

smiled. 



One by one, they offered their hands, gathering her own trembling one within warm 
handshakes. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said in a tone far steadier than her nerves. 

“We know your father,” Harvey said with a calming, yet strong voice. “He has been a 
great help to our family.” Ellie surveyed his brown and wind-swept skin, the black hair with 

gray peppered throughout, and when his eyes met hers, they wrapped her in blanket with 
promises to keep her safe. She liked him instantly. 

His grandmother didn’t speak. Instead, she stood, with uniform posture, clutching a 
wool shawl against her abdomen and though she appeared to avert her attention to the 
dispersing crowd, Ellie sensed the woman was aware of the girl’s every movement. 

“That’s a very nice thing to hear, Mr. Noble. My dad is excellent at what he does, so you 
are in wonderful and capable hands.” 

“He is a great defender of justice,” Ruth spoke quietly. “We are indebted to his efforts to 
assist us in our troubles.” 

“Not more troubles, I hope. At least not until next summer,” her dad spoke from behind. 
“Hello, Harvey. Ruth. It’s great to see you again!” He enthusiastically shook their hands. 

“Not until summer,” Ruth smiled. 

Ellie chewed on the edge of her bottom lip before finally pointing to Reese. “Uh, Dad. 
This is Reese Noble. He just started school here this fall. You already know his 

grandparents and father.” 
“Actually,” her dad extended his hand to Samuel. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” 

“My pleasure,” Samuel gripped his hand. “Hello, Elyse.” 
Ellie and her dad spun around to find her mother standing in the shadows. “You know 

each other?” her dad asked. 

“Yes,” Elyse said. “We went to Vista together. Years ago.” 
“Go Wolves,” Samuel said quietly and stared at her mother with hooded eyes. 

Elyse hesitated and then cleared her throat. “We really should be going, Jim. It’s late, 
and we’re practically the last ones here. Nice to see you all again. Samuel. Harvey. Ruth,” 

her mother nodded. 
Her dad waved goodbye and followed Elyse toward the parking lot. Ellie stood in place, 

watching the stiffened back of her mother become swallowed and finally hidden by the 

night. After an awkward pause, Ellie uttered her own farewell. Following the same path her 
parents walked moments before, she realized the old woman was watching her, and that 

Ellie never even thought to introduce Reese to her mother. 
 

***** 
 
“I want to see you. Meet me tomorrow night. Seven o’clock. At the rock.” 

When their families parted after the game, Reese had whispered those words into her 
hair, and Ellie had been replaying them, and the soft murmur of his voice, ever since. 

Getting out of the house without a thousand questions proved easier than she thought 
it would be. For one, her dad remained in his home office and would likely crash early, with 

an unread book resting upon his chest. And as for her mother, the woman had roamed 
about the house much of the day with a lost look on her face. 

Ellie was just grateful to avoid unwelcome inquiries and when she mentioned attending 

the dance, her mother cast her a confused look. “You want to go to the dance? Do you have 
a date?” 

“No. I don’t have a date,” Ellie rushed. “It would just be Joss and me and a couple other 
girls. One final senior memory, you know.” 

“Yes. Then, of course, you should go. You could wear your black dress. Or something,” 
her mother suggested in a faraway voice, staring out the patio windows toward the 
Aberdeen Valley Forest. 



 

This unbelievably strange absence of her mother’s need to pry left Ellie totally 
disconcerted. Her mother would never have passed up an opportunity to conduct a frantic 

search for the ideal formal ensemble. Especially for something as socially redeeming as the 
Homecoming dance. And, seriously, Elyse didn’t even care that Ellie lacked a proper date? 

Whatever. Ellie decided to worry about it some other time. For now, she was simply 
thrilled to escape without any hassle. But as an extra precaution, Ellie used her cell phone 

for an emergency. She called Joss on her way to the woods. 
“Hey! Long time no chat. Haven’t heard from for you for, like, three hours,” Joss giggled 

into the phone. 

“I know, I know. I need to ask a small favor.” 
“Shoot.” 

“If my mother happens to call your cell while you’re at the dance, can you please call me 
right away?” 

“Sure.” Her friend paused and lowered her voice. “But why?” 
“I can’t really say other than that she thinks I’m going to be with you tonight.” 
“Are you meeting Reese?” 

“Yes.” 
“Nice! He’s hot. So what are you doing instead of heading to the dance, you little minx?” 

“Nothing. We just want to get together and talk.” 
“Yeah, right. Anyway, I’ll call you ASAP if mother-dear happens to call to check up.” 

“Thanks, Joss,” Ellie finished just as she came upon the rock. 
“Good memory,” Reese whispered from behind a tree. “You have good night vision, too. 

Would make a good squaw.” 

“Well, I’m not sure about the vision part, but I don’t forget things easily.” 
At its mention, Reese reflected on the vision he had…last week? Maybe the week before? 

Since knowing Ellie, time seemed to speed up and stop all at once, and he allowed himself 
to be thrown into the ebb and flow of a life with this girl in it. 

He laid out a blanket much like the one Mahan had clutched tightly to her breast the 
night before, and Ellie sat down beside him. 

“No date to the dance?” she attempted lightly. 

“Nope. I don’t like that type of dancing.” 
“Hm. If you don’t like hip hop and grunge, what do you like? Ballroom? Tap, perhaps?” 

He chuckled and slid across the blanket, close enough so the material of their jeans 
touched. Despite the damp chill, Ellie felt her body temperature rise. “More like the ones 

from the Ronahanee.” 
She leaned over, grabbing a fistful of drying leaves from the base of the rock and 

crumbling them slowly between her fingertips. “Do you mean like a pow-wow?” 

“Somewhat. There aren’t many of us left, so we typically do something on a lesser scale. 
There’s the Sun Dance, the Water Dance, the Wolf Dance. My favorite is the Ghost Dance.” 

Ellie’s hand stopped for the briefest of moments and then continued to allow the 
shredded leaves to sift through its fingers. She didn’t want to think about ghosts. Not now, 

at least. 
“What about you? I’m sure there was a long line of love-starved boys waiting to ask Ellie 

Duncan to the dance,” Reese’s sarcasm masked the jealousy. 

“Hardly a line. Only one.” 
“One, eh?” he feigned indifference. 

“Josh Hammett. Known him since kindergarten.” 
Reese said nothing. In the silence, snippets of disc jockey music drifted from the school 

down below, across the shadowy football field, and up through the pines. From the heavy 



bass, he tried to guess the song while flashes of the dream about Josh and Ellie corroded 
every thought. 

“Tell me about your father,” she asked. “He went to school here?” 
“Yep. When he turned fourteen, he left country school and enrolled in the town high 

school.” 
“Was there even a high school in the country?” 

“No, there wasn’t. But Mahan and Pahan wanted him to attend the tribal school on the 
reservation up north. My father didn’t want to. He wanted to be in town.” 

“And since a Ronahanee is a man at that age, they couldn’t tell him no?” 

In the blackness, Ellie felt Reese’s smile. “Something along those lines.” 
“Where did you grow up?” 

“Atlanta.” 
“And why did you come back?” she asked. 

“My mother died a year and a half ago, and my father found solace in a bottle of gin. 
Guess employers don’t like it when you come to work half-baked, so he lost a job along with 
his wife.” 

“I’m so sorry, Reese.” 
Grabbing her by the wrists, he pulled Ellie into him and began to sway their bodies in 

time with the distant music. “Don’t be. It’s how I met you.” 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
NINE 
HISTORY AND CIRCUMSTANCE 

 
 

“Can you tell me more about this boy? Reese?” Elyse asked as she entered Ellie’s bedroom 
carrying a pile of folded laundry. 

“What?” Ellie turned off her music and removed the ear buds. 
“Tell me more about this boy. Reese,” her mother repeated. “The boy from the game? 

Wasn’t his name Reese?” 
Ellie paused, debating whether such a conversation would end badly or not. Her 

mother’s bizarre moping episodes had lasted for more than a week, rebounding only slightly 
after bible class and Sunday service. And though it didn’t seem possible before, the 
woman’s eyes now appeared even more hollow. 

Ellie treaded lightly. “You know as much as I do. He’s the Noble’s grandson, and he and 
his father moved here right before the school year began.” 

She couldn’t see her mother’s expression to better gauge where this was going. Elyse 
shielded her face by concentrating all attention upon hanging clothes in the closet and then 

evenly spacing the hangers in a tidy row. “And he plays football,” Elyse finally replied. 
“And he plays football. At least until our final game next weekend.” 
“Do you have any classes with him?” 

Ellie knew it would provide little benefit to tell lies she’d have to remember later. “Lab. 
He’s my partner in the weekly experiments.” 

“And do you see him any other times in school?” 
“No. Just the one class. Why do you want to know?” 

Her mother sighed and arranged the purple throw pillows along the outer edges of the 
window seat before finally sitting down and fixing her gaze upon Ellie. “Because Elsbeth, I 
find it highly curious that you would go to great lengths to talk to a new boy and meet his 

grandparents. You don’t show any interest in the other kids around here and you’ve known 
them for years.” 

“I am a nice person, Mother. You’ve always told me to be polite, which is precisely what 
I’m doing.” She held up her textbook and flipped the pages in an exaggerated manner, 

hoping to dissuade further discussion. 
“I never said you weren’t, Elsbeth. It’s just the boy…” 
“What? What about the boy? There is nothing going on with the boy. And even if there 

was, so what?” Ellie had never spoken to her mother with such open and deep-set anger, 
and a look of sheer horror crossed the woman’s face. 

Empowered, Ellie continued. “Is he not smart enough for you? He’s in honors classes. Is 
he not cute enough for you? He’s got every girl drooling over him. Is he not rich enough for 



you? He’s a Noble, for Christ’s sake.” And at this last blasphemy, her mother physically 
retreated in shock. 

“Elsbeth!” 
“It’s because he’s part Ronahanee, isn’t it?” Ellie asked quietly, embarrassed by her 

mother and all of the things she held dear. 
“No,” Elyse insisted. “I promise you! It would never be because of that.” 

“Then why do you care? And what does it matter? I told you he was just a friend.” 
Elyse knew this not to be true. She had noticed the light dancing in the boy’s eyes when 

he stood near her daughter. But she wasn’t ready to learn things she felt unprepared to 

handle and so, she remained silent. 
Ellie said nothing and listened to the lone and painful cry of the wind outside. Turning 

her attention to the window, she gathered her book back into her lap and began to read. 
Her mother stood in the doorway, at the threshold, and spoke. “You know I was once…” 

she faltered. “What I mean to say is, I wasn’t always…” 
The ringing of the cell phone interrupted them, and Ellie looked down at Reese’s 

number. “It’s Joss. We need to study up for a quiz.” 

Elyse gave a solemn nod and drew the door closed, wishing she could unleash the 
courage to go back and tell her daughter that she was once just like her, young and 

hopeful. Courageous and strong. She had embraced life, and more importantly love, but 
then somewhere along the way, without her approval or knowledge, she became this 

woman she was today. 
She envied the endless possibilities and first chances to do everything right, which 

seemingly lay ahead for her daughter. But she pitied Ellie more, because life proved to be 

neither simple, nor kind, the longer it went on. 
 

***** 
 

The troublesome feeling failed to subside, and Ellie returned once again to The Weathered 
Page. Scheduling her visit during a slow time, she hoped to find Geraldine alone. And 
forthcoming. 

“Ah! I knew you’d be back. Just wasn’t sure when,” the shop-owner greeted the girl. 
“Things have been crazy busy lately,” Ellie replied and set down her book bag. 

“No doubt. I’ve seen you cheering up a sweat at the games. How’s school been?” 
Ellie offered a quick smile. “Good.” 

Geraldine eyed her with interest then resumed keying numbers into an adding 
machine. 

“You could put all of those figures into a computer spreadsheet,” Ellie noted. “It would 

save a lot of time. Not to mention your fingernails.” 
The woman wiggled her short fingers. “Do these stubby things look like they ever see 

the light of a salon? And besides, I prefer the old-fashioned way.” 
“Then perhaps you should go back to ciphering with just a piece of coal and handmade 

paper,” Ellie giggled. 
“You’re ready for more information,” the woman coolly observed, and Ellie nodded in 

eager agreement. “Pull up a stool. I’ll need to work a bit while we talk.” 

Ellie did as instructed and waited for Geraldine to complete the latest round of figures. 
When the woman looked up to her in question, Ellie spoke. “Do the Nobles have the gold?” 

Geraldine sniffed and wiped the tip of her nose with the back of her hand. “Well, to 
solve any good mystery, you have to go back to the beginning and start with what you know 

to be true.” 
“The facts.” 



 

“Precisely, Ellie. It has been documented, which doesn’t always equal the truth by the 
way, that Eli Frederich Coleman was a member of the group that followed William Green 

Russell to Colorado in the late 1850’s. Old Will was married to a Cherokee woman and 
heard of the gold through her tribe. Apparently their findings were slim pickings compared 

to the loot some dug up in California a decade or so before, but there was still gold. And 
enough of it to trigger a rush of its own kind.” 

“So Eli Coleman did settle in Colorado.” 
“Fact.” 
“And there was gold found in Colorado.” 

“Also fact.” 
“Did Eli Coleman find any?” 

“No one seems to know for sure. It’s said he split off from the speculators, up and 
disappeared, not too long after they arrived. This is apparently due more to the notion he 

was a loner rather than paranoid someone might steal whatever he found. Or kill him for it. 
Such crimes were common among those who sought wealth for the wrong reasons. 
Speaking of wealth,” Geraldine flashed a wry grin and calculated a few more numbers from 

the pile of receipts. 
Ellie chewed on the tip of her pen and swiveled in the chair, deep in thought. “So we 

don’t know any more about what happened to him or where he went?” 
“That is where the truth stops and the legend begins.” 

“I’ve heard bits and pieces of it over the years, but I want to hear it from you, Geraldine. 
From someone who is a Ronahanee.” 

The woman cast her a shrewd glance. “I doubt my version will be much different than 

all the others you’ve heard. Seems the story doesn’t change much.” 
“Tell me anyway. Humor me,” Ellie begged. 

“It would seem the disappearance of Mr. Coleman wasn’t much of a big deal until one of 
the other men, can’t remember his name, came back from one of the prospecting areas, 

claiming it was dried up. Now this would be nothing new considering the way those greedy 
bastards came sniffing into Colorado for something shiny, but it was a big problem since 

that very stake had already been claimed by this man. Despite the stealing and murders 
and such, the bulk of these men were gentleman and left well enough alone once someone 
made their legal bid.” 

“And people believe Eli stole the gold from this other man’s claim?” 
Geraldine nodded. “Even though no one had seen actual hide nor hair of him for some 

months, many of the men would stumble upon random campsites in the woods, often still 
fresh. As there weren’t many natives around the area due to the unfair ratio of whites, 

people believed it had to be Eli leaving those sites scattered about.” 
“But why do they think he took it?” 
“Because old Eli did show up eventually. About five years later. Rich as a dog.” 

“He could have made his money some other way,” Ellie noted. 
“And he most likely did. There was so much going on those days. His story about 

marrying well in Wyoming could have easily been true.” 
“But people didn’t believe that?” 

“He never brought a wife to Colorado. Just a lot of cash.” 
“What happened to him?” 
“He built an enormous ranch over past Bluff City. Not a trace of it there anymore. And 

then he died not much later. 1870 maybe.” 
Ellie considered what she just heard and then looked up, shaking her head in wonder. 

“But, I still don’t understand how the legend ties into all of this.” 



“It’s believed he took a small amount of the claim he stole with him to Wyoming. To 
build up his story and create a new life. Having a little would be believable and keep him 

from calling too much attention upon himself. Everyone was cashing in some, now and 
then. He probably exchanged a little in one town and a little more in another until he had a 

good dollar amount to live comfortably awhile.” 
“And the rest of it? What did he do with it?” Ellie asked though she already knew this 

part of the story. 
“Well, the tale goes that once Eli felt enough time passed, he trekked back into 

Colorado, situating himself near the very spot where many thought he hid the rest of the 

gold. Except the poor bugger died not too long after and folks believe there is a portion 
never recovered. Still hidden.” 

“Somewhere in Aberdeen Valley Forest,” Ellie murmured softly. 
“Somewhere in Aberdeen Valley Forest,” Geraldine repeated. “Land once walked by the 

Ronahanee tribe and now privately owned by Harvey and Ruth Noble.” 
 

***** 

 
Ellie looked across the cafeteria table at her friend. “Joss, I need you to cover for me again.” 

“Alright, but this whole hanging out with you and not actually seeing you thing is 
getting really old,” Joss replied with a sigh. 

“You’re seeing me right now,” Ellie grinned. 
“You know what I mean. I’m all for true love, but you bailed on me twice in the last 

week.” 

“I’m sorry. I really am, and I’m only asking because I have no other option. I promise I’ll 
do something with you Friday night of Thanksgiving break.” 

“We could go to the movies! I’m dying to see the one with the hottie from the doctor 
show my dad watches on TV. Brady? Brent? Brandon? Oh, it doesn’t matter.” Joss waved 

her hand. “So, what are you guys doing this time?” 
Ellie felt more than fortunate to have such a friend as Joss, and she didn’t want to 

press her luck by sacrificing their relationship in order to spend private time with Reese. 

Until now, she had succeeded in balancing the two halves of her life without neglecting 
either one, and she swore a silent vow to maintain that balance. 

“He invited me to dinner at his house.” 
Joss dropped her apple onto the plastic tray and clapped her hands, creating a 

distressingly long stare from other kids as her bracelets jangled against each other. She 
leaned into Ellie. “You are actually going to see the Noble’s cabin?” she whispered with 
excitement. 

Ellie nodded and no longer hungry, pushed her tray away. “I’m freaking out.” 
“Because it’s meet the family time or because you’ll be one of the first people to actually 

step foot inside their home?” 
“A little of both. Or more like a lot of both.” 

“Don’t worry, Ellie. Breathe, be yourself, and you’ll do just fine.” 
And as usual, Joss was right. Aside from the constant fear she might throw up from the 

nerves wreaking havoc in her stomach, Ellie did do just fine. 

Soon after she arrived, Reese clasped her hand and guided her on a brief tour of the 
property before taking her inside. 

Burrowed into a clearing of trees she assumed were part of the Aberdeen Valley Forest, 
the sprawling cabin wore its years in a graceful pattern of weather-beaten beams and 

whitewashed porches. After a time, Ellie barely noticed the dwelling as its walls appeared to 
blend into the very nature which created it. A long spans of overturned soil in the far back 



 

of the lawn bore a meticulous garden, though now cleared for the winter would boast row 
upon row of root vegetables, flowers, and sweet corn in the peak of summer.  

Hidden within a far corner rested a smaller cabin, similar in design to the big house but 
not as timeworn. “That was originally intended as a guest cabin,” Reese pointed out shyly. 

“It’s where my father and I live now.” 
“I love it,” Ellie replied. And she did. For it too provided a welcoming, reverent sense of 

home buried amongst these barren trees and dying grasses. 
Reese saw she spoke the truth and was inwardly pleased. He didn’t mind Atlanta. It had 

been his birthplace, his life. But now that he was here, in Prescott and on their land, he felt 

home, alive, and more self-aware than ever before. 
History and circumstance melted together, forging a magnet which pulled him to this 

place with a power outside the mortal limits of his control. The addition of Ellie only 
strengthened the bond. 

He could never go back, even if he wanted to. 
Reese reached for her hand, much like a habit, and Ellie slid her palm into his. He led 

her up the wide back stairs and onto another porch. Unlike the front, which sported formal 

seating and tidy decorations, this one housed a row of simple, handmade rocking chairs. 
Along the wood-carved walls hung colorful tapestries interwoven with layers of intricate 

beads of pale blue, red, and green. 
“Those are the colors of the Ronahanee,” Reese explained. “The blue signifies the sky, 

the red our skin, and the green the land beneath our feet.” 
“It’s beautiful.” 
“It reflects how we are part of this Earth. As man, we are not meant to own or dominate 

the air or land. Our purpose is to abide in between, immersed within and ever respectful. If 
we honor Her, there will always be the promise of clean air to breathe and hearty food to 

sustain us.” 
Ellie shifted her gaze from the art to his face, finding his features relaxed and his brow 

creased in thought as he looked upon his grandparent’s home. Fearful of breaching the 
peace, she said nothing. 

“Come,” Samuel called from the doorway. “Dinner is served.” 

Much like the outside, the interior of the cabin was refined in its simplified comfort. 
Curiously, modest Native American artifacts and paintings shared space upon the shelves 

and walls with contemporary glassware and artwork. 
Seeing the confused expression cross her face, Reese explained his grandmother’s 

affinity for things both Ronahanee and mainstream American. “Mahan loves culture. Art, 
music, literature. Anything to expand the mind. As long as it is genuine and not hateful, of 
course.” 

“Of course,” Ellie whispered. “But I got the impression your grandparents would have 
fought assimilation rather than embraced it.” 

“Oh. Mark my words, Ellie. They haven’t embraced it. But they have accepted that 
which they can never change back.” 

Harvey and Ruth greeted her in much the same manner as the first time they met. The 
meal was quiet, yet pleasant, and Ellie appreciated the way time became focused on 
enjoyment of the meal rather than a constant din of conversation. The few times the older 

couple did speak, it was to ask polite questions about her interests and plans for the 
future. 

Ellie eagerly shared her hope to attend NYU the following fall, and Reese fought to 
maintain his composure. They had never discussed anything beyond the present realities of 



today, and hearing her speak with such excitement about the alma mater and location 
where her parents fell in love caused him to physically shake. 

When Ellie rose to leave, the family walked her to the front porch. “You have a beautiful 
home, Mr. and Mrs. Noble,” Ellie said, and she stole one more glimpse in an attempt to 

keep it in her memory for those times she wished to remember this night. “And the meal 
was delicious. Thank you for inviting me.” 

Harvey accepted her hand. “It was our pleasure to get to know you better, Elsbeth. Your 
father has raised a good daughter.” 

“You will come back.” Ruth didn’t take her hand but instead caught Ellie’s eyes and 

held them with her own. 
“Of course she will come back, Mahan,” Samuel said. “You are welcome anytime, Ellie.” 

“Thank you, Samuel,” she masked the unease that arose from Mahan’s words with a 
smile. Ellie realized they were not an invitation or a question, but rather a statement of 

fact. An observation. 
“Okay, everyone,” Reese interrupted. “Ellie needs to be on her way. I’ll walk her out.” He 

pulled her down the steps, into the chilly November air, and to the driver side of her car, 

where it was dark and they could not be seen from the cabin. Not that it mattered. The 
porch stood empty. 

“You dressed up more than usual. Hope you didn’t do it to impress my family. They are 
immune to material symbolism,” Reese joked. 

“I did it more for me. I wanted to secure an extra boost of confidence.” 
“You don’t dress up for school. All I ever see you in are jeans, retro rock t-shirts, and 

sweatshirts. And despite all that, you seem pretty confident to me.” Reese grabbed her wrist 

and slowly began to etch small circles with his fingertip. 
She inhaled and blew out a long, low breath, leaving a pillow of foggy air in the chill. “I 

do it so I don’t stand out,” she whispered as he moved his hand up and under the sleeve of 
her jacket. 

“It’s precisely for that reason that you do stand out, Ellie Duncan.” 
Startled, she withdrew her arm and took a couple steps back. Ellie knew he thought 

about kissing her, and she wanted him to. However, she stayed in place, more than a foot 

away from him because she was deathly afraid if she gave any sign that he would, in fact, 
kiss her and then everything she planned to do with the rest of her life would change 

forever. 
So, she didn’t move. 

But then Reese did. 
He took two decisive steps toward her and before she could react, his lips were on hers. 

So light…and completely unlike the playful kisses from boys on the playground. 

His mouth moved slowly, asking her questions she wanted to answer, shedding light on 
mysteries she never knew existed, and changing her body from girl to woman. It promised 

her things she wanted to possess and keep close within her rapidly beating heart. 
Reese finally released her and smiled. “I’ve wanted to do that for such a long time.” 

“How long?” Ellie breathed against his chest, afraid to look at him. 
“Since the first day I saw you.” 
She looked at him then. “Why didn’t you?” 

“I was terrified.” 
“Terrified of what?” Ellie laughed. 

“Of loving you.” 
“Do you? Love me, I mean?” 

Reese pulled her tight against him and ran his hand down, through the layers of her 
hair. “Since the first day I saw you.” 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
TEN 
ROADBLOCK 

 
 

Ellie shrugged her shoulders into the down vest and hastily drew the pattered wool mittens 
over her hands. Exiting the far side door, she walked quickly toward the street hidden 

behind Vista High. They only had a few minutes to speak during this time, and she didn’t 
want to waste one second. 

The passing weeks spent with Reese had been the most exhilarating phase in her short 
life. Finally, Ellie understood what it meant to be fully, utterly, and completely present and 

alive in this world. 
Whenever they were together, time became an afterthought. No longer imprisoned by 

the pull of its schedule, her clock now held a strange way of simultaneously standing still 

while wildly spinning in fast forward. His taste on her lips left her floating on air and 
tethered to the earth beneath her. Being together became increasingly difficult as she 

sought to spend every free moment with him, yet faced the challenging task of creating 
excuses to leave home. 

Reese proved ready to publicize their relationship and claim her as his steady girlfriend. 
Ellie, however, balked at the idea. His unenthusiastic agreement to maintain their secret 
caused her to worry he might not believe her insistence that she was unprepared to deal 

with the attention. 
How could she tell him her true fear? That she wasn’t ready to lose him? Because lose 

him she would, if her mother ever found out. Ellie harbored a deep suspicion Elyse would 
prevent her daughter from dating Reese, despite her professed desire for Ellie to have a 

boyfriend. 
But there was another reason she hadn’t shared Reese with anyone besides Joss. One 

she couldn’t bear to prevent even though it would eventually take her away from Reese. 

Ellie willed the thought of college away and pushed her head against the December 
snowfall. 

‘Hi!’ a voice called from behind. 
Ellie skimmed her eyes around the area, checking to be sure no one else was within 

earshot. “Hi, Amy.” She didn’t have time for this! Reese would be waiting for her at the next 
block. “I’m in a hurry today. I’m sorry.” 

Amy attempted a pout across her pretty face, but the swelling storm veiled her aura, 

causing Ellie to miss it. ‘You haven’t talked to me much lately,’ the dead girl said. 
“I’m sorry. Senior year. Busy, you know.” And once the words escaped, Ellie instantly 

regretted them. Amy had never experienced a senior year of high school. “Amy, this storm is 



getting worse, and I really do need to head home. But, I promise we can talk more the next 
time.” 

‘Alright,’ the aura brightened, bringing with it a burst of heat in the cold air. ‘See you 
later.’ Amy disappeared just as Ellie turned the corner and ran into Reese. 

“Hey, pretty girl,” he grunted at the impact of her forehead slamming into his chest. 
Reese placed his hands upon her shoulders and stole a quick glance up and down the 

street before kissing her gently. 
“Hi,” Ellie said. 
“Who were you talking to?” 

“What?” 
“Just now. Before you pile-drived me. I heard your voice.” 

“Oh. I was talking to myself. Quizzing for a test tomorrow,” she lied. 
“Wow, hardcore for a four point oh, aren’t we?” Reese said and steered her in the 

direction of home. He didn’t tell Ellie that he knew she wasn’t quizzing herself. Nor did he 
mention that he thought he knew what she had actually been doing. “Christmas break 
starts this weekend. Any special plans?” 

“You know the answer. Mother is one of the few people who literally keep Christ in 
Christmas.” 

Reese chuckled, and the intake of freezing air led him to cough. “I know that,” he 
gasped once he recovered. “What I’m talking about is the time after.” 

“Once we finish celebrating at church for two days, I’m pretty much free. In limited 
parts, of course.” 

“Of course,” he said quietly. “Can you meet me on the path? Wednesday at one?” 
“It’s a date,” she smiled and kissed him before he could tell her that he really would like 

a date. 

 
***** 

 
Ellie had made a calculated effort to run every day-except for Christmas-on the days 

leading up to Wednesday. And when she called to her mother that she was going for a jog 
after lunch, Elyse never blinked an eye other to remind her daughter to stay on the dry 
path. 

She moved with purpose. The temperature hovered below the freezing level, but the 
rhythmic movement of her arms and legs warmed her core. The recent increase in running 

had not only provided her countless opportunities to rendezvous with Reese, it 
strengthened her entire body, leaving lean muscle where traces of baby fat once lingered. 

As her mind and body came into synch, Ellie’s hearing became dedicated to the 
determined slap of her shoes upon the ground. Every hidden sound in the wooded world 
around her was all at once revealed. Only a few trees stood barren amid the soaring pines. 

She recognized the low call of wintering birds, and felt a deep sense of satisfaction when 
she guessed one to be a rosy-finch. 

With much of their time spent outdoors, Reese had, on occasion, pointed out the 
species of a plant or identified the song of a bird. She once asked him how he knew such 

things since he’d only lived in Colorado a short time. “Mahan and Pahan are passing 
everything to me,” he had simply replied. 

A harsh gust of wind pushed against her reddened cheeks, and she paused in 

anticipation. When Cecelia failed to appear, Ellie became surprised at her disappointment. 
She had become quite adept at controlling the channels, learning the more open and empty 

her thoughts, the higher chances an aura might make themselves known. And for those 
times when she didn’t want uninvited company, Ellie focused on troubling images and 

avoided the places they often found her. 



 

And today, her mind was as free as it could be. 
Cecelia hadn’t visited since the day Ellie asked her about the gold. She wondered if it 

was intentional or whether the timing just hadn’t worked. Either way, Ellie remained 
frustrated. Her desire to ask Reese about his family was great, yet there never seemed an 

appropriate opportunity. Too little time together meant she feared wasting it with subjects 
and secrets neither of them wished to explore. 

“Fancy meeting you here.” 
Ellie stopped abruptly and turned to see Josh standing a quarter mile down the trail. 

“What are you doing here?” she called, breathless. 

He ran, effortlessly, closing the gap between them. “Same thing you are.” 
Ellie narrowed her eyes. For though he was indeed dressed for a run, in a moisture 

wicking sweatshirt and pants, she had never seen him on this part of the trail. Not once. In 
fact, his house was located near the opposite end. Miles away. 

“How nice,” Ellie replied evenly. “Good day for a run.” 
“Mind if I join you?” 
Ellie forced impassiveness while inside fury replaced the warm glow of her workout. 

“Actually, I prefer to run alone. Gives me time to think, and I don’t have to alter my pace or 
timing.” 

Josh tilted his head and flashed her a slow, winning smile, which would send any other 
girl to her knees. “It is all about timing, isn’t it Ellie?” 

She gazed upon his boyishly handsome face, noting how the smile somehow failed to 
reach his beautiful blue eyes. “It certainly is, Josh,” she answered. “Now, if you’ll excuse 
me, I need to get going or else I won’t hit my target time.” 

“Sure. Good luck…with everything,” Josh waved and began to jog in the opposite 
direction. 

 
***** 

 
Reese overheard their voices before he saw the two figures upon the trail, and he stepped 
back into the cover of trees, carefully avoiding the fallen branches for fear he’d make a 

sound. 
He wasn’t concerned about interrupting the pair, but something told him to keep away 

from the other boy. Reese’s vision of Josh and Ellie had yet to materialize, and this scene 
was definitely not it, but Reese worried if he set foot on the path, he would fail to control 

the raging impulse within. 
There really was no call for such an intense dislike of Josh Hammett. After all, they had 

played on the football team with no problems, even combining their talents to win some 

great games. They only shared one class and had limited interaction in the halls or outside 
of Vista High. Yet, Reese could not find the energy to like him. 

He told himself it was the fact Josh knew Ellie since she was a small girl. That he had 
seen her grow up and blossom into the beautiful young woman she was becoming. 

But then there was the dream. And his dread of it manifesting into reality kept Reese on 
guard. And jealous. 

The voices subsided, and Reese waited until Ellie ran further down her regular path. 

She looked behind, stopped, and tapped the top of her heard three times as a sign the coast 
was clear. 

Reese emerged onto the trail, leaving the burden of his anger with the forest behind 
him. 

 



***** 
 

“I heard the most interesting thing at Women’s Guild the other morning,” Elyse said one 
night over dinner. 

“Really. A new recipe? A new shop open up?” her dad teased and gave his wife a loving 
wink. 

“No,” her mother forced a smile, “it was about Elsbeth.” 
Ellie’s head jerked up. “What about me?” 
“Oh. Just some silly rumor about you dating the Noble boy.” The Noble boy. Her mother 

couldn’t even say his name. 
Ellie’s eyebrows arched in amazement, and she attempted a lighthearted reply. “Really, 

Mother. I find it highly surprising that you and the other ladies gossip during your 
meetings.” 

“We don’t gossip,” Elyse defended. “It was actually a question Marge Hammett asked 
me.” 

Josh’s mother. Just great. Apparently, she was no longer being haunted by real spirits 
but spurned potential suitors, as well. 

“What was the question, exactly?” her dad asked with lawyerly precision. 

Her mother waved a hand. “Well, we were walking out of the rectory, making simple 
conversation about our kids being seniors, and she said something like, ‘You must be 

surprised at Ellie’s choice in Reese Noble as a boyfriend’.” 
Ellie blanched and looked down at her plate. Her body went from hot to cold and back 

to hot again the way it does when stricken by the flu. She fought the urge to fan her 
burning skin with the cloth napkin. Why the hell did Mrs. Hammett think that? she freaked. 
Either the young couple had been seen by someone. Or Josh told his mother. 

“So are you?” her mother attempted casually, yet failing miserably. “Dating him, I 
mean.” 

“What does it matter if I am?” Ellie challenged. “I’m eighteen and highly capable of 
selecting who I might date. I would think you would at least extend me that one courtesy. 

Or do you already have someone selected for me? Some guy you’ll have me marry once I’ve 
finished participating in all the activities you approved and graduating from the college you 
selected?” 

“Ellie,” her dad said quietly. “We do not speak to each other in such a manner. Please 
apologize to your mother.” 

“But, Dad, she has totally crossed the line this time, she…” 
“Apologize to your mother,” her dad repeated. 

Aware she had lost the battle and that her dad would not support her this time, she 
lowered her head to avoid her mother’s wounded gaze before finally muttering, “I’m sorry. 

May I be excused?” Ellie added and ran from the room. 
“You’re excused,” Elyse whispered to the empty seat, and Jim reached across the table 

to give his wife’s hand a sympathetic squeeze. 

 
***** 

 
Ellie entered The Weathered Page and stomped the slush off her boots onto the rug, which 

said You and your stories welcome in bold black letters. At the sound of the bell, Geraldine 
glanced up, smiled, and then resumed her discussion with one of the elementary school 
teachers. 

Ellie forced a smile and walked to her spot, grabbed another Dickens book, and cranked 
her music. After four songs, the woman tapped her knee with a paperback. “Are you here to 

read or talk? If it’s to talk, I have a minute. If it’s to read, carry on.” 



 

Ellie didn’t feel like talking. To anyone. She only came here because she had nowhere 
else to hide. 

She needed to feel alone, yet somehow escape the cold. Her parents were hosting a 
gathering tonight at their home, and the walls of her bedroom seemed to close in on her. It 

was too late for a run, not to mention too cold. Late winter storms always seemed to bring 
out the worst, and this latest one proved no different. Just when you wished winter was 

over and spring on its way, another one came and crapped all over everything. 
Geraldine took the hint and left the girl alone. And after an hour passed, she watched 

as Ellie packed up her things and prepared to leave. With her hand on the door, the girl 

turned and asked, “Do the Nobles have the gold, you think?” 
The shop-owner marked the page in her book and leveled a steady gaze. “You could find 

that out for yourself. First hand, don’t you think?” 



 
 
 
 
 

 
ELEVEN 
FAITH 

 
 

Ellie never told Reese about the confrontation with Elyse. And though there had been no 
more discussion on the subject, she believed the young lovers’ relationship would forever 

remain a sore spot, whether it met her mother’s approval or not. 
The pair continued to rendezvous in private, but Ellie overcame some of her fear, 

allowing him to walk her home most nights after school. They kept their public interactions 
platonic, however, which meant Marissa and other girls, believing Reese to be available, 

continued to flirt and bat their eyes at the boy. Reese coolly, yet kindly, skirted their 
advances while Ellie watched and bit her tongue. 

The light of the days grew longer and with the scent of spring in the air, Ellie began to 

see a bright spot at the end of the darkness of her youth. Unfortunately, with that light 
arose the need to make difficult decisions. Sever deep ties. 

With the end of senior year fast approaching, Ellie remained focused on the next phase. 
Her parents had been over-the-moon thrilled when the acceptance letter arrived from NYU. 

As their mutual alma mater, the college had been a sentimental first choice for their 
daughter. She didn’t tell them it had been her first choice, too, but for entirely different 
reasons. There was no care about the prestige of a well-known school or the tradition of 

roaming the very same campus her parents once did. Ellie simply desired to be somewhere 
else, thousands of miles across the county and far away from Prescott. 

Her dad had come to her room that same evening to wish her goodnight. And when Ellie 
saw his face, still flushed with pride, she realized the full and heartbreaking scope of what 

it would mean to leave him, and everything, behind. 
“You are such an incredible girl, Ellie, and I can’t wait to see what kind of woman you 

become.” 

Tears crept to the corners of her eyes, and Ellie willed them not to come further. 
“Thanks, Dad.” 

He paused at her door, and she stared at him with wide, patient eyes. “Your mother 
can’t wait either,” he added. 

Ellie shrugged. “She already thinks she knows what kind of woman I’ll become, Dad.” 
He came into her room then and sat on the bed beside her. “She loves you and wants 

great things for you. Just like every mother wants for their daughter.” 

“Maybe so, but her message would be better received if she didn’t smother it in an array 
of boundaries and bible quotes.” 

“Is this about your mother or her beliefs?” he pried. 



 

How could Ellie explain that she didn’t know what any of it was about? She shook her 
head. “I don’t know. But I’m definitely not a slave to some mental framework of how the 

world works.” 
“No, you are not,” he smiled. 

Ellie studied him then, memorizing the laughter which graced his sparkling eyes and 
recognizing the care they held within. “No need to worry, Daddy. I’m just being an average 

hormonal teenager, I guess.” 
Her dad laughed and patted the bedcover where her leg rested beneath. “You, my sweet 

Elsbeth, are anything but average.” Tucking her in, he bent to kiss her forehead, and Ellie 

suddenly wondered how many years it had been since he’d done that. “Ellie,” he continued, 
“I may not be the smartest man to walk this Earth, but one thing I do know is this: the 

greatest faith…is that which is in yourself.” 
 

***** 
 
“Are you sure it’s alright to be in here?” Ellie whispered nervously. It was the middle of 

Spring Break and when Reese suggested an adventure, she readily agreed. However, she 
hadn’t expected their expedition to carry them inside the belly of the high school. 

“Absolutely…not,” he laughed. 
At nine o’clock in the evening, the corridor snaking through the lower level loomed 

ominous. Its murky hallways and shadowy corners reminded Ellie to focus on something 
complex so Amy wouldn’t be tempted to appear. As she solved a trig problem in her mind, 
Reese slid his fingers along the edge of a dusty glass case containing trophies from thirty 

years prior. 
He raised a tarnished key in victory and proceeded to open a door. 

“Okay. For some unknown reason, I wasn’t shocked that you knew the lower window by 
the boiler room didn’t lock, thus allowing us to get inside. But I am wondering how you 

knew there was a key hidden…” Ellie paused as she entered the dark room. The dim light 
from the hallway cast an imperceptible glow from behind, and she waited for her eyes to 
adjust to the black. 

Reese let go of her hand and within moments, the room was illuminated. 
“Reese! Don’t! Someone might see the light!” 

“Don’t worry, Ellie. This room doesn’t have any windows. See.” 
She scanned the area, allowing her eyes to take it all in. The stone walls were glazed 

brown and black, and the room was terribly cold. But what appeared more amazing was 
that the two walls flanking the narrow room were completely covered with sketches and 
paintings. 

“What is this?” she asked. 
“It was once used by the wrestling team. For practice. I guess the walls and floor would 

have been covered in thick mats. At least it’s how they did it in my school back in Atlanta.” 
Reese went up to the wall and straightened a thin black frame containing a watercolor. 

“But now, they store old artwork from the students down here. The temperature is just 
right for the paints and papers.” 

Unable to grasp the scene before her, Ellie surveyed the room in confusion. “Why would 

they want to keep them? Don’t the students take them when they leave?” 
“Some do. Some don’t. Whatever is left behind and worthy enough to keep, gets stored 

down here. Then, when they have art shows or need something extra for display around 
town, they grab retro ones.” 



Methodically, she moved around the room and looked at the pieces. Reese remained 
near the door and watched her. He wasn’t sure why he brought her here, just that he 

needed to. 
Ellie paced along the far wall, and her stare fixed upon a canvas. “My mother created 

this one.” 
“I know,” he replied. 

She gave it one more look and then turned to him. “She was pretty good.” 
He nodded. 
“Reese. How did you know about this room?” 

“My father told me.” 
“And how did your father know about it?” 

“He used to come here with your mother.” 
Ellie returned her gaze to the painting. “What other secrets are you keeping from me, 

Reese?” she said to the wall. 
“Follow me.” 
He locked the room, replaced the key in the precise location where he found it, and took 

her by the hand. He led her toward the gymnasium and since she knew the way, she 
released her grip. Ellie wasn’t sure why, but she feared touching him now. 

“You want to talk secrets?” he challenged. “Then like the Ronahanee, we need to be in a 
place where lies can no longer be spoken. And since there aren’t any sweat lodges in 

Prescott, the heat of the whirlpool will have to do.” 
She followed him into the cool-down area, where teenage athletes soothed their strained 

muscles after practice, games, or injury. The tub water was still, with heated mist visibly 

clinging above its surface. Without turning on a light, he grabbed at her hand and roughly 
pulled her to the water. 

“Do you have the courage to speak the truth?” he asked and began to undress before 
her. Ellie felt the panic and terror rise and crest within her, and she suppressed them. 

Forcing her fears so deep, she wondered if they’d ever find a way back. 
This was what she wanted. The very thing she had asked for. If she turned back now, 

there might never be another chance. 

In the faint glow of the underwater light, they undressed, never taking their eyes off the 
other, until, finally, he was clad only in his briefs and she in her bra and panties. 

Reese stepped into the large tub, and she followed, allowing the heat to mollify the 
goose bumps rising on her skin. They sat, far from each other and on opposite ends, 

staring into the water. He pressed a button, and the warmth rose and fell, rose and fell, 
dripping over their bodies, cleansing them. 

“You go first,” she said boldly. “Tell me how your family made their money.” 

Even in the dimness glimmering beneath their feet, Ellie could see his eyes close tight. 
And then, with a sigh, he began to tell her much of what she already knew about the 

Coleman Gold. 
“Is there gold on your property?” she asked once he finished. 

“Not anymore.” 
Reese allowed the heavy weight of his reply to sink in before he continued. “The tribe 

knew there was gold. They were familiar with every cave, every tree, every nook and cranny 

of the land. But when they came upon the gold, it served no purpose at the time. So they 
left it, well hidden. And they waited. The Ronahanee were a patient people, but what the 

whites didn’t know was the Ronahanee were also an intelligent people. When the law was 
passed in 1924 granting all Native Americans citizenship, the few remaining full-blooded 

Ronahanee men acted. They slowly began to remove the gold and cash it in among many 
different tribesmen across the country. This not only kept people from becoming 
suspicious, but it also allowed them to use it for the needs of whoever lived in the area. My 



 

great-grandfather was named as the unofficial executor for this region and set about to 
purchase back as much land as possible.” 

Ellie raised her eyes to his in understanding. “And now it is your Mahan and Pahan 
who carry the cause.” 

“Yes. And soon it will fall to me.” 
“What do you mean to do once you are done buying Aberdeen Valley Forest?” 

“Live. Freely and peaceably upon land that can neither be developed nor taken.” During 
his story, Reese had moved to the adjoining side of the whirlpool, closer but still far enough 
away, and this was where he now stayed. “Now it’s your turn.” 

Ellie debated whether she possessed the strength to accept the stern, demanding 
challenge within Reese’s consuming stare. The gurgling jets stopped, and he went to hit the 

start button again. Her mind and body had loosened so from the swirling heat that she 
struggled to focus on the original reason she had come in here with Reese. 

She dwelt on the troubles with her mother and how Joss was the only person to really 
understand the full scope and history of the disconnect. Only I know everything about Me, 

Ellie realized. And not just the thoughts and dreams, but the one real thing that no one 
could ever imagine or suppose or guess to be Her. 

“I see spirits. Sometimes. And talk with them, too,” she said quickly. 

He laughed. “Does this mean I’m dead?” 
“You want me to make you bleed to prove you aren’t?” she shot back. 

Before she realized it, Reese moved to the place directly beside her, touching his skin to 
hers, smoothing his trembling fingers down the matted strands of her hair and over her 

bare shoulder. Shivering, Ellie prepared and waited for an onslaught of questions, which 
never came. 

“No, I don’t want you to do that,” his voice caught in his throat. “But I do want you to 

put your clothes on.” 
 

***** 
 

He took her to the rock. And beside a small fire he built, they lay against each other, 
wrapped in a blanket upon the budding spring earth. 

“I now possess your secret, and you possess mine,” Reese whispered against her cheek. 

He held her body tight against him, to keep her warm and to keep her with him. He didn’t 
know if she would leave, but the fear alone led him to urgently reach for her. 

Ellie obliged, and drew Reese into her. Closer. His naked skin melted into her own, 
reaffirming her decision and desire. She desperately wanted someone else to know 

everything about her, and as he lowered himself onto her, she realized Reese already did. 
Beneath the trees which draped their limbs over, around, and into each other, Ellie 

pulled Reese tighter to her breast, enfolding him with her arms and legs. She opened 

herself to him. 
Within the silent cathedral of the forest, they became beholden, bound by the sacred 

vows of tender kisses and fierce movements. And when Reese pushed into her with one 
final cry, Ellie saw the piercing blue of the night sky, sensed the green grass beneath her 

arched back, and felt the pulsing red blood of Reese’s heart inside her. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
TWELVE 
SALVATION 

 
 

Two weeks until graduation, and Ellie was sick to her stomach. 
She knew she wasn’t pregnant. Her period had finished only days before, yet in her 

adolescent delusions she still considered it to be a potential reality. And overriding fear. 
There had only been the one glorious time, followed by another treasured union after. 

But with increasing persistence, her mother’s stern warnings and preaching devoured any 
pleasure Ellie felt in the arms of Reese. 

He was unbelievably patient. Kind. Sensitive. And overly pragmatic. So much that she 
often wondered if he was actually an eighteen-year-old boy. 

His view of her never faltered, his attention never waned, and his desire to spend any 

time-even a mere moment-with her never weakened. There was an incredible steadfast 
purpose to him which, at times, made Ellie wary. It was as if he knew more of her than she 

did but was unwilling to share in the knowledge. She feared there were more secrets, some 
of which might never be divulged unless, and until, the need arose. 

Yet, she could not bear to stay away from him. Being near Reese, even the very thought 
of him, caused her blood to speed its course within her veins. 

And it was with speed-faster and faster-that Ellie ran today, heading on one of her 

longest runs. She planned to follow the far southern trail route, edging close within the 
Noble property, and then double back around the football field, ending at the rock where 

she would meet Reese. 
It was a magnificent day to be in the forest. Thanks to an unseasonably warm spring, 

green buds and colorful blooms had already begun to appear, and the chaotic song of birds 
blocked any traffic noise from the nearest highway. 

This was a day of promises and blessings, and Ellie made a distinct effort to note every 

flower, feel each stretch of her body, and inhale the earthy scent of life replacing death. 
“Hi, Cecelia,” Ellie said before the woman appeared. Even she became surprised at how 

her heightened senses detected the spirit moments prior to any presence of an aura. 
‘Good day, Elsbeth.’ 

“I haven’t seen you for a while. I’d begun to wonder where you were.” 
‘Not many places to go,’ Cecelia noted. 
“No, I guess not,” Ellie panted. “I thought you might be avoiding me.” 

The air swirled around the young girl’s running shoes, bringing forth dead leaves long 
forgotten. ‘Whatever for?’ 

Ellie hopped over a jutting rock without losing her pace. “Because I had asked about 
the gold?” 

‘Oh.’ 



 

“Well, no need to worry, Cecelia. I have my answers, and there is no more need for 
concern.” 

‘Good news, I suppose. Have you been enjoying your schoolhouse?’ 
“Yes,” Ellie smiled. “But I’ll be done with the schoolhouse soon. I graduate in two 

weeks.” 
‘What will you do then? Do you have a man to marry?’ 

“I don’t need a husband. I plan to move to New York and attend more school. A place 
called a university,” Ellie huffed, sweat running down her forehead. 

‘New York! So your entire family will move?’ Cecilia sounded agitated. 

“No. Just me.” 
‘You mean to live on your own? Without a husband or family?’ 

“I do. And I will. It’s how many young girls do it nowadays. It’s fine. We learn a trade 
and then find a husband and raise a family.” Growing tired of this conversation, Ellie 

picked up the pace. 
‘Alright then…I guess I wish you good luck?’ 
“Thank you, Cecelia. I’ll be here a few more months. Maybe we can talk again. Before 

the fall comes.” 
‘I certainly hope so. But if we don’t, I feel the terrific need to tell you something.’ 

Ellie halted, looking to the aura that now appeared almost human, burning so bright 
she could make out the pores on Cecelia’s porcelain skin. “What do you need to tell me?” 

The quivering air appeared to shift, first left and then right, as indecision engulfed the 
space. Finally, Cecelia spoke. ‘I beg of you to be wary. There are others who share the 
desire to solve the mystery you yourself seek answers to. Please be watchful of wolves in 

sheep’s clothing. He who claims to be a friend may, in fact, be a horrific foe.’ 
“What? Who are you talking about? What mystery?” But before Ellie could get a 

response, a flock of birds escaped the nearby brush, their panicked squawks erasing any 
chance of gaining clarity. 

And in the silence that followed, she heard the wind whisper, ‘Godspeed, Elsbeth. 
Godspeed.’ 

 

***** 
 

Ellie’s frustration fueled her to push around the final bend and sprint to the edge of the 
tree line. Pausing to catch her breath, she scanned the football field with her eyes. When 

they landed upon the boy’s form, she immediately withdrew into the safety of the forest. 
It was too late, however. He had saw her. 
“Ellie! Hey! Ellie, Bellie!” Josh called from the end zone where he’d been kicking field 

goals off an orange tee. 
She held her breath, hoping against hope if she hid far enough back and remained out 

of view that he might leave her alone. 
“Ellie! Hey, come here pal,” he slurred. Was he drunk? the girl wondered and turned 

back, scrambling through trees in the direction of the path. If she ran at her top speed, he 
would never catch up. The field was at least a few minutes away. And she could always 

explain to Reese later. God, how she wished he used a cell phone right about now! 
Stepping onto the path, Ellie began to run. 
“Ellie! Hi! Didn’t you hear me?” Josh called. Sprinting, he came up beside her. 

“Oh! Josh. Hi. Um, I heard a voice, but I didn’t know who it was.” 



“Really,” he gave a skeptical smile. “What are you doin’ over this way?” His typically 
blue eyes appeared bloodshot as they skimmed the dense forest around them. “Don’t you 

usually run closer to home?” 
“Usually. I’m trying to expand my distance. And escape a rut,” she forced an even tone 

and stepped ahead of him. He grabbed for her arm. 
“Get out of a rut, eh? I can understand that. Hanging with low-lives can definitely pull 

you into a rut.” 
“What the hell does that mean, Josh?” 
He stepped a few paces back, raising his arms innocently in the air. “Whoa. Slow down, 

little lady,” he forged a cowboy accent. “It means nothing.” 
“I certainly hope not.” 

“Wanna hang out?” 
“No, I do not ‘wanna hang out’, Josh. You smell like a brewery. Have you been 

drinking?” 
“Just a couple,” he pinched his fingers together to indicate the amount, then shrugged 

his shoulders. “Okay, more like six. Or seven. Maybe even eight. I never was good at math.” 

“Listen. I suggest you get home and sober up. If anyone from school sees you, you could 
be suspended,” she warned. 

“Suspended? Me? Nah. I’m a good kid. Football star. Good grades. Pop’s the town doc. 
It’s all good.” 

Ellie sighed. “Whatever, Josh. Then go back to what you were doing. I need to head 
home.” 

He grabbed her arm again, fiercely this time, and Ellie knew there would be a bruise 

upon her skin tomorrow. “Wait up. I thought maybe we could…” 
“Could what, Josh?” 

“Spend some time together.” 
“I don’t think so. But thanks anyway. I’ll see you in school, okay?” Ellie moved forward, 

in escape. 
“What? Am I not red enough for you?” 
She turned slowly, wishing this encounter had never happened. “I don’t understand.” 

“Oh, I believe you do. Maybe if I had a Ronahanee dick you would give me a second 
glance.” 

“Josh,” she said. “I think it’s best we both go home.” 
“But I’m not ready to leave,” he took three threatening steps in her direction. “At least 

not until I get some of what that Noble bastard has been getting.” 
 

***** 

 
Although he was running late, Reese couldn’t bring himself to be upset over the reason for 

his delay. With Mahan’s guidance, his father had finally begun the process of drying up 
from his year on the bottle. And despite his previous rejections of tribal culture and life, 

Samuel appeared at peace, for once. 
With this renewed vigor, it came to pass that he and his father spent the day together in 

the woods, felling dead trees and cutting them into specific sizes for use as fence posts, 

furniture, and firewood. 
Reese couldn’t believe he had allowed time to slip away from him. Especially at the 

expense of Ellie. 
He trekked effortlessly through the rows of trees and when he didn’t find her at the 

rock, he worried she had given up and headed home. With no way to contact her and a lot 
of time, he made his way down the rugged steps carved of tree branches, in the direction of 
the trail. 



 

As he neared, Reese paused and closed his eyes tight. The times when his visions 
morphed into reality were rare enough that he reflexively questioned if the sensation he felt 

might be true life or dreamt memory. And now, as he inhaled the familiar scent of earth 
and pine, he moved faster. Every step a determined purpose, as he noticed how the leaves, 

trees, and dirt below his boots mirrored those of his autumnal dream. 
Reese knew what would happen from this point on, and he desperately hoped to change 

the events. 
The wind carried her cries. Begging him-anyone-for salvation. And when he walked 

upon Josh’s eager form bent over Ellie, with pants down to his knees, Reese implored every 

boiling cell of his body to ignore the raging warrior within. 
 

***** 
 

Sprawled atop the damp earth, her body squirmed beneath his weight. Scratching Josh 
with her short nails had proven futile, and Ellie now balled her hands into tight fists and 
pressed them, with all of her strength, against the boy’s chest. She continued to pummel 

him as he pressed his pelvis into hers. Unable to kick her legs anymore, she slapped his 
face, neck, and chest with rigid palms. 

Clutching her wrists in one solid hand, Josh met her eyes and locked them there. He 
was simply too strong, and she felt her power weaken. Crestfallen to realize she would be 

unable to prevent him from essentially raping her, Ellie gave in to the only source of 
compassion at her disposal. 

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

“Shut up!” Josh grunted. 
“Why are you so far from saving me, from the words of my groaning?” Ellie continued 

with the scripture. 
“Shut up!” Josh said, louder. 

“O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer, and by night, but I find no rest…” 
“I said stop it, bitch!” Josh screamed and swiped his fist across her temple. 
She stopped then and turning calmly to the side, continued the Psalm recitation in her 

head. 
 

***** 
 

Ellie saw him first. And with relief and gratitude replacing the fear in her watery eyes, she 
silently begged Reese to be careful. 

Josh continued his quest, clumsily reaching for the waistband of her running pants. 

 “Seems fitting, doesn’t it?” he said lowly, intent on sliding the fabric over her smooth, 
pale thighs. “Start out as friends, sharing crayons and such, and end up as lovers.” 

With hushed steps, Reese moved out of view and directly behind the boy. “You’re only 
missing one thing.” 

Josh’s spine stiffened, and his hands released their grip. “Oh yeah? What would that 
be, Chief?” he asked, never taking his eyes from Ellie. 

“Love,” Reese replied. “And my name is Reese.” 

“Of course it is. I was just joking with you, man.” Josh crawled off of Ellie and in one 
swift motion zipped the fly of his jeans. 

“Forgive me if I don’t laugh.” 
“Where’s your sense of humor, Reese? Ellie here is used to my jokes, aren’t you, Ellie?” 

he playfully punched at her arm, and she shrunk from him. 



Reese went to her then, pulling the girl far away from Josh and shielding her body with 
his own. “I guess I forgot it at home.” 

Josh leveled his eyes on the pair. “Home. Yes, that which is the mighty Noble Kingdom,” 
he noted wryly. 

“We live on what is rightfully and legally ours.” 
“And is she rightfully yours?” he asked snidely. 

“Just like the land, Ellie belongs to no one. She chooses where to be, and whether to 
stay or go.” 

“I’m thinking she should go right about now, don’t you Chief? Or else she might see 

something she’d rather forget.” 
Reese stood statue-still, the rising wind billowing leaves and grass and trail dust upon 

his boots. “She makes her own decisions.” 
“I’m staying,” Ellie choked. “If only so you two fools don’t kill each other.” 

“I have no intention of hurting him, Ellie,” Josh told her sweetly. “I’m a lover, not a 
fighter, remember? In fact, Chief, Ellie here was just about to finish what she started, so if 

you could give us a little privacy…” 
Before Josh could step back or even defend himself, Reese was on him. His fists 

pounded into the golden boy’s stomach, ribs, and jaw. Whatever anger, frustration, or fear 

he ever harbored were released in this moment, and he felt the bones crack in his hand as 
the final blow broke Josh’s nose. 

He had heard Ellie’s desperate pleas to stop and when she finally pulled him back, he 
waited, silent and panting and praying to the Ronahanee Gods that she might one day 

forgive him. 
“Next time,” Reese leaned over the bloodied boy and spat in his face, “be sure you don’t 

start something you can’t finish.” 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
THIRTEEN 
EVASION 

 
 

Josh never spoke one word to Reese or Ellie. Or to anyone else for that matter. When school 
officials or townspeople laid eyes upon the once boyishly handsome face, now battered and 

bruised, they believed his tale that he had been jogging on the trail and took a terrific 
tumble along a rocky edge. 

Stealthily avoiding one another, the three teens waited for school to end and new lives 
to begin. An unspoken bond appeared to form, and Ellie frantically searched for a way out, 

believing the connection to be as uncertain and fragile as blown glass. 
Graduation came and went. A non-event and life-changer all wrapped into one insipient 

afternoon of being herded and showed off like cattle in a sweltering gymnasium, Ellie 

reflected. And by mid-July, Ellie divided every waking moment between her dad’s law office 
and the Noble property. Unwilling to propose another meeting at the rock, Reese had 

instead invited her back to the land. She planned to go there that very afternoon after she 
met Joss for ice cream. 

“Hey, you ordered without me,” the girl whined to Ellie’s back. 
“I just took my first bite.” 
Joss slid into the seat across from her, a triple-scoop bowl of chocolate peanut butter 

chunk in her hand. “Can you believe we’ll be leaving in a little over a month?” she squealed. 
“No. I honestly can’t,” Ellie said quietly. 

“Why so glum, chum?” 
Ellie shrugged indifference. 

Joss leveled big eyes on her. “You haven’t told him.” 
“No.” 
“Els,” she said softly and placed a cold hand over that of her friend. “There’s not much 

time. You need to tell Reese we’re moving, going to NYU.” 
“I will,” Ellie insisted. 

“What are you waiting for?” Joss pressed. 
“More time.” 

 
***** 

 
Ellie navigated the worn path toward the garden where Mahan stooped, pulling weeds from 
a mass of smiling sunflowers. 



Twice the girl stopped, the intensity of the spiritual heat so strong around her that Ellie 
feared it would suffocate her. Her thoughts remained focused on Reese, her dad, Mahan. 

Anything to prevent an interaction, here. 
The next thrust was so insistent, desperately demanding contact, and Ellie fell two 

surprised steps backward. 
Mahan looked at her then. “Come,” she said. Ellie entered the garden, between the rows 

of waving flowers. “They trust you now,” the old woman said, her eyes back on the work 
before her. 

“What?” 

Mahan raised her head and looked at her. “They trust you now,” she repeated. 
Ellie wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or furious that Reese revealed her secret to 

his grandmother. “Why?” 
The woman shrugged. 

Ellie drew her arm through the air, toward the Noble property. “When I was 
here…before…I never heard them,” she confessed. 

“Some need time.” 

“What is the purpose? Why do they find me? Allow me to see them?” 
Mahan redirected her attention to a prickly green thistle embedded near the base of a 

tomato plant and gripping it with gnarled fingers, she freed it from the earth. “Your Sight. 
Sometimes the Gods do not assign a reason. They simply grant a gift.” 

Ellie felt compelled to tell this woman about the first time she ever sensed it. How, only 
two years prior, at the age of sixteen, she thought she was slowly going crazy, feared she 
might actually be possessed, and believed she would forever walk alone with her secret. 

Throughout her youth, Ellie noticed strange happenings in her midst. Stale, unyielding 
air amid a windy day. Changes to the shape of immovable objects such as a wall. Inaudible 

whispers around her earlobes. And when she would search the expressions of others to see 
if they, too, experienced another layer of life, she began to understand she alone was aware 

of these beings. 
The first spirit to ever make itself known had been an elderly man outside the old 

library. Now housing a hair salon and tax office, the building had been one of the first to 

ever be constructed in Prescott. He had said ‘good day’ to her and moved on without 
stopping, and it was in that encounter her ability became fully revealed to her. She, and 

she alone, watched his misty form continue up the library steps and through a thick wall. 
And as he disappeared, she found comfort in finally knowing the truth. 

Any comfort, however, would need to be enjoyed surreptitiously. After all, who could she 
tell? How would she explain it? Her parents, particularly her mother, might think she was 
on drugs. Her friends would treat it as a joke. Her church pastor may likely pursue some 

form of exorcism. 
“Some might view it as a sin,” Ellie finally said. 

Mahan considered her serious expression. “There is no evil in a Spirit. Only in man.” 
“Or woman,” the girl said, thinking of her mother. 

“Your mother has no reason to reject the ways of Ronahanee.” 
“But I’m not Ronahanee. And neither is she,” Ellie began to argue, and then stopped. 

“It’s getting late. I, um, need to go home.” 

Mahan granted a solemn nod, all attention targeted on the earth below her feet. 
Ellie went to the house where Reese and his grandfather talked in low tones upon the 

porch. She darted an angry stare in the boy’s direction, and he looked to her in surprise. 
“What did I do?” he asked. 

“It appears as if you’ve been sharing secrets,” she said, out of earshot of Pahan. 
“What?” 



 

Ellie dipped her head toward the garden. “You told your Mahan about…” and Ellie 
gestured toward her eyes. 

Reese grabbed her wrists in his hands and leveled an adamant stare. “Ellie. I never told 
her. She just knew.” 

 
***** 

 
Reese escorted Ellie around the house and to her back door, a rare treat since her dad was 
at work and her mother remained at a church outing. 

“Can you come over Saturday night? Mahan and Pahan will host a traditional 
Ronahanee meal for friends.” 

Still shaken by what she had felt upon their land and the weight of Mahan’s words, 
Ellie simply nodded. 

Reese pulled her to him. “It’s alright, Ellie. Take comfort in those who understand 
rather than judge.” 

His t-shirt clung along his muscular back, carrying the residue of a hard afternoon of 

work, and his scent ignited the lingering sparks of fear and confusion, turning them into 
longing. Tightening her embrace, she lifted her lips. 

He noticed her need and obliged. Amid deep breaths, he covered her mouth, prying, 
seeking, and insisting she open herself to him. The desire didn’t creep, it attacked, leaving 

him hard and wanting as he slowly moved his hips against her body. He begged for the 
confidence to lift her, carry her away, far from here, never to return. But it never appeared. 
And instead, he gasped as she put her hand over his crotch, murmured into his ear, and 

rubbed him into submission. 
This was not what he wanted. He didn’t wish for simple release. He needed to be in her. 

Only the complete joining of his soul to hers would satisfy. 
Instinctively, his pelvis gyrated against her palm, and his hand reached for her breast. 

“Elsbeth.” 
Although neither of them saw her, the shock and horror in her mother’s voice was 

evident, and they separated immediately. 

“Hello, Mrs. Duncan,” Reese said, his fear for Ellie calmly masked. 
“Hello,” Elyse whispered and then spun on her heel to go back into the house. 

“Oh my God,” Ellie heaved. “Oh my freaking God.” 
“It’s going to be alright, Ellie. I’ll come in with you.” 

“No! It’ll only make things worse!” 
He gripped her shoulders and begged, “Then come home with me. You’ll be safe there.” 
She shook her head uncontrollably, a frantic look on her face. “I’m safe, Reese. My 

mother won’t hurt me. I promise you.” 
“Maybe not with her hands, she won’t. But there are other ways in which to cause 

pain.” 
“You have to go. I promise I’ll call you later.” 

Reese stood firmly in place, unwilling to leave her yet knowing there was no choice. “No 
matter what?” 

“No matter what.” 

 
***** 

 



Elyse stood, with her back to Ellie, staring out the window at the spot where the young 
lovers had been just moments before. After an indeterminable amount of time, her mother 

spoke in a hoarse voice, as if she’d been crying. “Are you sleeping with him?” 
Ellie hadn’t expected this and she involuntarily blushed, the red hue of embarrassment 

overpowering any previous fury or fear. 
Elyse lowered a tired gaze upon her daughter. “Are you having sex with that boy?” she 

demanded. 
“I’ll make you a deal, Mother. You tell me all the boys you slept with before dad and 

then I’ll give you an answer.” 

Her mother blanched. “Elsbeth.” 
“Or perhaps there was just one who mattered, like maybe Samuel Noble?” 

“What’s happened to you?” the woman tread carefully. “You were always such a good 
girl…” 

“I’m still a good girl, Mother. You just don’t see me.” 
“I don’t want you spending any more time with that boy, Elsbeth. And when your father 

comes home…” 

“For some reason, I think this has nothing to do with daddy. Or Reese, which is his 
name by the way. Not that boy.” Realizing this posed a rare opportunity, Ellie calmed her 

racing heart and continued. “I think it has everything to do with the Ronahanee.” 
“What has that woman told you?” Elyse accused. 

“You mean Mahan? She hasn’t told me anything. Though she does appear to know a lot 
about me. And you.” 

Elyse glanced at the clock, aware her husband would return home soon. “I need to start 
dinner. We’ll talk about this some other time.” 

“We’ll talk about it now. Dad won’t be home for another hour and you know it.” 

The determination on her daughter’s face led Elyse to physically buckle. Her body went 
limp against the row of cupboards. Resigned, she sat at the table and Ellie went to join her. 

“Samuel Noble and I did date. In fact, we were about the same age as you and…Reese.” 
“Did you love him?” 

Elyse expected a thousand other questions to come from her smart and beautiful 
daughter. Not this one. “Yes. We were in love. Madly.” 

Ellie wanted to ask more, yet as quickly as it had risen, her courage left her. 

“You never knew my parents, Elsbeth. They died before you came into this world, and I 
regret every day that you never met them. My father was Ronahanee, and my mother was 

German. A strange combination but one joined by love.” 
“But then you…I mean…” 

“Yes. I am half-Ronahanee. My skin belies it, but it is what I am.” 
“I’m confused. You show no signs, follow no traditions. You are devoutly Christian.” 

Ellie considered all the beauty she had experienced since learning of Reese’s culture, and 

she wondered how someone could so readily discard it. “Why did you abandon it?” 
Elyse sighed and drew imaginary circles with her manicured nail upon the glossy 

tabletop. “Once I thought I knew the answer to that. Today, however, I wonder.” She looked 
over Ellie’s head, then shook her head to erase a memory only she could see. “Samuel and I 

were in love and imagined a life together, but…” 
The sound of Jim’s key in the door silenced her mother. 
“But what?” Ellie asked urgently. 

Her mother shrugged and gave a hollow reply. “I guess I wasn’t a good enough 
Ronahanee.” 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
FOURTEEN 
PRESERVATION 

 
 

When Ellie informed her parents she was having dinner at the Noble home, neither one 
attempted to stop her. She didn’t know if Elyse told her husband what she witnessed 

between the teens that fateful afternoon or about the conversation which followed. Frankly, 
Ellie didn’t care. Her indifference didn’t stem from youthful rebellion or an effort to get back 

at her mother. Rather she perceived it as something which couldn’t be undone and thus 
unworthy of worry. 

Besides, as Reese pulled her toward the fire and the circle of people who gathered there, 
she had more pressing concerns. Ellie now knew she was one-quarter Ronahanee and she 
felt completely unsure how to deal with it. When she told Reese about her startling 

revelation, he smiled brightly and hugged her close to him. “I knew there was something 
magical drawing me to you.” 

And though his reaction pleased Ellie, it failed to erase the unsettled mood building 
deep within her. His identity had been known to him since the very day he was born. Never 

hidden. Or questioned. Hers, on the other hand, had been intentionally disguised by a 
mother seeking to selfishly protect a fragile ego rather than provide loving honesty to a 
daughter. 

Their meal had been a splendid and impressive feast. Resting beneath a canvas canopy, 
tables held classic American favorites such as potato salad, hot dogs, and brownies 

alongside traditional Ronahanee fare including fry bread layered in spicy shredded beef, 
fire-roasted vegetables, succotash, and a heavenly pudding of mashed berries and honey. 

Eating proved a quiet, casual affair and Ellie relished the modest manner in which the 
guests filled plates and found seats upon the beautiful striped rugs and blankets scattered 
near a patch of leafy trees. Surprised to see Geraldine with a man assumed to be her 

husband, Ellie simply gave an embarrassed smile when the shop-owner cast the girl a 
knowing glance and wave. 

With the meal finished, Reese squeezed her hand, guiding her to a roughly cut log 
bench. The elders, as he called them, sat in a tight circle closer to the fire, and Ellie 

wondered how the small group of women and men could tolerate the long beaded dresses 
and painted leather vests amid the sweltering July night. 

While Ellie watched the group with grave interest, Reese watched her. He wasn’t sure 

how she would like the scenes to follow, especially since the fight with her mother. 
His grandfather’s long-time friend, Bear Fighter, began the low chant of the Sun Dance 

and upon their unspoken cues, other men soon joined in. As Samuel rapped fingers on a 
worn drum, the women whispered a rhythmic murmur in the background. 



Reese gradually gave into impulse, pulling his eyes away from Ellie. The music always 
uplifted him and this time proved no different. Something in the calm, patient incantations 

of the women meshing with the hurried and strong cries of the men swelled his heart. It 
reminded him of the round songs once sung in school, where one group would begin, 

another would join, and by the middle the voices converged into one glorious mix of melody 
and harmony, absolute lyrical perfection. 

Tears hid within the corners of his eyes, not from the smoke billowing above the fire but 
from the intensity of his being. The connection to these people and what they believed 
loomed so great, Reese worried how he might ever survive without it. 

He turned his gaze back upon Ellie. She, too, seemed inherent to his very survival yet, 
unlike the preservation of his heritage, he held positively no control over her. 

He would lose her. This he knew. And when she searched for him with watery eyes 
mirroring his own, he vowed-with every cell of his being-to prevent that from ever 

happening. 
 

***** 

 
The elders and others now gathered around the fire, swapping tales of their forefathers and 

stories of today. It was a lively, happy group, and every once in a while Reese and Ellie 
would hear someone release a cheerful whoop of laughter. 

She had no idea just how deep they would venture into the woods; she only knew the 
need to be near him. And alone. Since taking a seat by the fire, no words had been 
exchanged, and Ellie’s mind raced, trying to sort the swirling mixture of thoughts and 

emotions. Much like everything else she’d experienced on Noble property, the hypnotic song 
and stimulating dance that followed deeply moved her. 

The pulsing flow of the men and women heightened every physical sense and, for the 
briefest moment, she became convinced this was where she belonged. Here, among people 

who would understand her, love her, and provide whatever it was she felt lacking in her life. 
Reese stopped, his arms cutting through the darkness and reaching for her shoulders. 

He sought to meet her eyes, but within the Aberdeen Valley Forest, there rested nothing but 

black. 
Voices drifted through the branches, muffled and distant. Pine trees beckoned; their 

intermittent chant teasing and tempting and seducing the young couple to grab wildly for 
each other. 

The suggestive movements of those who honored their tribe, hopping, swaying, and 
moving to a timeworn beat, burned in Ellie’s memory. And much like the people of 
centuries before, she sought the shelter and protection of the one thing that made life seem 

bearable. 
Ellie drew Reese’s face into her bare chest, wishing his kisses could tattoo her skin so 

she might remember them forever. And as he lifted her hair and lightly brushed his fingers 
along the nape of her neck, every nerve beneath her skin began to ebb and flow, catch and 

release. 
When Reese murmured with a hot breath, “My soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for 

you,” Ellie felt a surge of guilty pleasure rush through her upon hearing him quote the 

Bible. 
Sticky heat from the fire clung to their pressing bodies and as he moved his head down 

her stomach and paused between her thighs, she wondered if the wave of dizziness washing 
over her was due to the sweltering summer or the sensation of his tongue touching her. 

Cupping his hands beneath her rear, Reese raised her body, wishing to not only taste, 
but devour her. For he truly believed he might live solely on what she offered to him. 

She could sustain him forever. 



 

Ellie entwined her shaking fingers into the layers of his hair. He’d grown it longer, and 
she used the dark flowing locks to press Reese closer. Rising to him, she arched her backed 

in need, and he moved up her body to join her. And it was then, finally, after hours of 
silence, that Ellie spoke aloud and screamed his name. 

 
***** 

 
At one time, Ellie had fantasized about leaving home, moving away from Prescott, and 
disappearing into the farthest reaches of the country to begin a life she believed awaited her 

there. 
Now, with barely one month remaining until she and Joss were to relocate to New York, 

she didn’t feel so sure of her plan. At times, the pull to stay firmly planted became too 
great-painful even-and Ellie convinced herself she could be happy here. Living on her own 

but with Reese sharing her days. Outside the realm of her parent’s ever-watchful eye. 
Yet still, there were far more days like today, where she recognized this to be her sole 

chance for freedom. An opportunity to sever all ties. Begin anew. 

Ellie had grown extremely weary of asking permission from others. She needed to go 
after whatever it was she wanted. And the only permission required would be her own. 

 
***** 

 
Ellie stood outside the school and emptied her mind. Gazing over the brick exterior, she 
knew its empty halls would soon ring with teenage angst and childish naiveté. She felt no 

sentiment. Only pity for those who might follow in her path. 
This portion of her journey would end, and she was glad for it. Prepared to offer her first 

goodbye, Ellie waited a few more minutes and when the air finally moved about her, she 
spoke. “Hi, Amy.” 

‘Hi! I haven’t seen you lately.’ 
“School’s done for me, you know. I graduated this year.” 
‘I remember. Graduation must have been exciting!’ 

Ellie pretended a smile. “It was. But now I came to see you one more time. I’ll be leaving 
soon.” 

Amy made a strange gulping sound and was suddenly staring face-to-face with Ellie. 
“Amy! How did you…how come I can see you like that?” The shape appeared so clear 

and in human form, Ellie noticed every startling complexity of the dead girl. 
‘I only did it once before. By accident. I haven’t done it again because it takes most of 

the power.’ 

“Power?” 
‘My ability to reveal myself to you. And talk with you.’ Amy’s face dropped. ‘I really like 

talking to you. I’ll miss you.’ 
“I’ll miss you, too, Amy. But will you be alright now…after you did that?” 

The girl shrugged. ‘I’ll get my power back. Over time.’ 
“How long?” 
‘I don’t know. Time is totally different now.’ 

“So I might never see you again?” Ellie asked, suddenly understanding why Cecelia had 
been absent from the times Ellie ran on the path. 

‘Only if you come back some day,’ the girl smiled. ‘Will you come back?’ 
“Maybe,” Ellie said. 

‘Won’t you miss your parents something awful? Or will they leave, too?’ 



“No, they’ll still be here.” 
A thoughtful look fell upon Amy’s face. ‘I miss my parents. Especially my mother. I wish 

I could talk to her again. More than living, I wish I could just talk to her.’ 
Ellie left the schoolyard with hot tears drying on her cheeks, knowing this would be the 

easiest goodbye to say. 
 

***** 
 
Reese stared hard at Ellie in disbelief. For even though he feared this moment might arrive, 

it still seemed surreal to hear her speak the actual words. 
“Stay here,” he said evenly. 

“Come with me,” she begged. 
“I can’t.” 

“You can.” 
Desperate to believe her, he debated saying yes. If only to remove the agony upon her 

face. But deep inside the chambers of his breaking heart-far beneath the place that 

worshipped her-he understood something Ellie did not. 
Home is not a place you run from; it’s where you go to heal the hurt. 

“I have to stay, Ellie. It’s my duty to take over and finish the land purchases for my 
family and any generations to follow.” His tone was measured, hiding every violent emotion 

battling to escape. 
“Reese. Please,” Ellie begged again. “Why can’t you just come with me? Leave things as 

they are? I don’t worry about what others think. I don’t try to please everyone.” 

He flashed a skeptical look. “Really?” 
She tugged on his arm, her eyes pleading him to listen. “Come with me. There’s plenty 

of work in New York. And school. It’s a chance to start over.” 
“I don’t need to start over,” his voice firm as ice as he shrugged her off him. “To the 

contrary, I am quite happy with the way things are here. In Prescott. With you…” 
Ellie leaned into him, and her scent made his blood boil. Wrapping arms around him, 

she raised her face and penetrated his eyes with her own tearful ones. “Reese. My leaving 

has absolutely nothing to do with you and everything to do with me,” she breathed against 
his skin. 

The fury swirling within his core turned to lust. He roughly pressed his mouth over 
hers, hoping to prove her leaving had everything to do with him. 

“Reese!” Ellie pressed her palms against his shoulders and pushed him away. He forced 
her back into his arms. Kissing her again, powerfully this time, he felt her waver and give in 

to him. 
“No, Ellie,” he murmured against her hair. “You aren’t going to do this. I still have a 

chance to change your mind,” Reese cautioned as he slipped off her shirt and crudely 

cupped her breasts. 
Sweating and spent, Ellie placed her head atop Reese’s chest as he rested on the grass. 

He lazily dragged his fingers through her hair, separating the tangles of their lovemaking. 
“Reese?” 

“Hmm,” he asked drowsily. 
“That day. In the woods,” she began and felt his body tense beneath her. 
“Yes?” he asked softly. 

“That day,” she repeated, “when you were hitting Josh. You said something to him.” 
“What did I say?” It was entirely possible he had uttered any number of things, from 

curse words to insults, while embroiled in his murderous rage. 



 

She attempted a shrug of her captive shoulder, and he ignored the searing pain 
pressing into his muscle. “I can’t remember the exact words, but it sounded something like, 

‘I saw you coming’.” 
Reese remained silent and continued to comb the silky strands of her hair with his 

hands, branding the shimmer of the highlights to memory. 
Somewhere along the way, Reese had forgotten he had one secret yet to divulge. But 

despite the opportunity, he chose not to explain his odd dreams to Ellie. Nor did he share 
how he once had a vision of her-older than she was now and back in Prescott. And he also 
couldn’t find the strength to tell her it wouldn’t be because of him that she would one day 

return. 



PART TWO 
 

A Cherokee Legend 
An old Cherokee is teaching his grandson about life. “A fight is going on inside me,” he said 

to the boy. 
 
“It is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One is evil-he is anger, envy, sorrow, 

regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, 
and ego.” 

 
He continued, “The other is good-he is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, 

benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. The same fight is going on 
inside you-and inside every other person, too.” 
 

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, “Which wolf 
will win?” 

 
The old Cherokee simply replied, “The one you feed.” 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
ONE 
BENEATH THE DARK 

 
 

Emerging from the leafy trailhead, Ellie bounded back upon the gritty pavement to finish 
the final mile and head for home. Checking the sports watch hugging her thin wrist, she 

mentally logged this as her best time yet. 
The older man passed her just as he did every night at this time. “Hi, Beth!” he cheerily 

called over his shoulder. 
“Hi, Joe!” Ellie panted. Similar running schedules along the far edge of Central Park had 

finally made them stop one day to chat and later part on a first name basis. 
Five years on her own had not narrowed her realistic view of what might happen to a 

woman jogging alone, and knowing Joe would be there at the end of her run provided some 

solace. 
She slowed and finally came to a stop. Placing her hands against the backrest of a 

bench, she leaned into her upper body and stretched her legs to relax their tender muscles. 
A mother and two school-age kids walked by, and Ellie couldn’t help but wonder what the 

future now held for her. 
Following graduation from NYU, she had been fortunate to secure an intern teaching 

job in New York City at a downtown elementary. She adored the kids in her second grade 

class and loved the school even more. But when it recently closed due to a lack of funding, 
the city merged students and faculty with another location. And as one of the newest 

employees, she was left without a job. 
She had survived the past few months and felt confident she could live a little longer on 

her savings. Yet the imminent scent of fall still left her wishing she could return to school 
along with everyone else. 

With a sigh, Ellie reminded herself that subbing would keep her busy and be better 

than nothing. Who knew? Maybe it would also lead to a full-time job. People were leaving 
all the time, she reflected. 

Another hasty glance at her watch told Ellie she needed to hurry if she hoped to be 
home on time. Every Wednesday, seven o’clock, her dad called, providing them a chance to 

talk without interruption while her mother attended weekly bible study. 
Ellie savored these conversations, which were devoid of the gossip and small talk her 

mother shared on the rare occasions when the two women actually spoke. Instead, her dad 
asked how Ellie was doing and meant it. He showed interest in her job. And more 
importantly, his approval and support of her choice to live on her terms was completely 

unconditional. 



Soon after Ellie moved to New York, she had determined email to be the best method for 
communication with her mother, and Elyse had readily obliged. 

Walking the final block toward her apartment, confidence built within Ellie. For other 
than the lack of full-time employment, Ellie finally felt in control of her life. 

Finally. 
 

***** 
 
“Hey El! Uh, I mean Beth!” Joss called from the back bedroom of their ridiculously tiny 

apartment. “Oh, just bleeping forget it,” Ellie heard her friend mutter in an excited breath. 
Ellie tossed her keys into the basket by the phone, not caring which name Joss used. 

Her intention to begin this phase of complete independence with a clean break from her 
past meant Ellie hoped to work and live in the city with a new persona as well. She 

understood and accepted the need for those close to keep her as Ellie. She couldn’t erase 
everything. 

“Hello!” Ellie yelled back. 
Joss skipped down the hallway like a child and entered the narrow galley kitchen. Her 

face glowed. “You will not believe what happened today!” 

Ellie flipped through a stack of mail, her eyes resting on an envelope with her dad’s law 
firm as the return address. Throwing the rest on the counter, she began to open it. “Gee, I 

don’t know but let me guess. You eloped?” 
Joss titled her head. “No! You of all people should know I would not elope. I want the 

party!” she added impatiently. 
Ellie laughed. “Well, as your maid of honor, I want the party, too.” 
Unable to contain her excitement any longer, Joss jumped up and down and blurted, 

“The wedding invitations arrived today!” 
Ellie pulled her gaze from the paper in her hand. “Really? Where are they?” 

Joss withdrew the arm she’d hidden behind her back and extended it to Ellie. Setting 
her un-read letter down by the phone, Ellie took the thick, butter-hued card from her 

friend. After close inspection, she looked to Joss with watery eyes. “It’s absolutely beautiful. 
Has Brandon seen it, yet?” 

Joss shook her head. “I wanted you to see it first.” 

Ellie hugged her friend. “Thank you. I love it! And I can’t wait to help give you away. 
Even though I can’t believe you caved.” 

“It isn’t caving with Brandon. It’s perfectly right,” Joss replied. 
“I know it is, Joss. And there is no one happier than I that you have found him.” 

Joss ran her hand across the cardboard box resting on the small dining table. “Very 
good to hear, because I’ll need someone to help address these.” 

“As long as there’s a bottle of red and some low jazz to keep me company, I’ll be there.” 

The eyes of her friend softened. “You need to put yourself out there, El! You’ve turned 
down so many dates it makes me ill just thinking about them all! You’ll never find true love 

if you stay holed up in this apartment, you know.” 
“Oh, I know. But I prefer to live vicariously through you. In fact, I’ll probably never even 

get married so I think I’ll pretend this is my wedding. If you see me necking with Brandon 
in the corner, don’t be surprised.” 

“You touch my man, and I may need to inflict some serious New Yorker hurt on your 

tiny butt,” Joss feigned anger, then laughed. “No, Ellie. I’m afraid you’ll just need to find 
your own man.” 

Ellie remained quiet, rubbing her thumb along the smooth creamy paper. 
Joss placed a thoughtful hand on her shoulder. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 



 

Ellie looked to her with somber eyes. “If your also wondering how the hell I’m going to 
afford this walk-up on my own once you move out, then the answer is yes.” 

The phone rang. “It’s your dad. Right on time!” Joss said, glancing at the clock. 
Ellie playfully stuck out her tongue and picked up the receiver. “Hi, Dad!” 

“Elsbeth.” 
The sound of her mother’s voice jarred Ellie, leaving nothing but silence on both ends of 

the connection. Sensing the change in her friend’s expression, Joss stepped closer and 
leaned against the counter. 

“Uh. Hi. How are you?” Ellie got the distinct feeling from the tension rising up her spine 

that she really didn’t want to know the answer. 
Following a painful pause, her mother spoke. “Elsbeth. You need to come home.” 

“Alright. When?” Ellie pushed back tears. 
“Now,” her mother choked back a sob. 

“Is everything alright?” Ellie finally asked. Inside, the girl pleaded, please don’t tell me, 
please don’t tell me. Just hang up the phone and don’t say anything else. 

“Elsbeth. It’s your father. He’s…” 
Joss now had her hand on Ellie’s shoulder, gripping and inquiring. Ellie remained 

silent. 

“He’s…um…he suffered a terrible stroke. And he’s…” her mother faltered again, and 
this time the tears pushed against her eyes so fiercely Ellie could no longer physically see 

what lay before her. “He’s gone,” Elyse wailed. “Oh, Elsbeth. He’s gone!” 
Ellie dropped the phone, failing to notice as Joss picked it up and talked softly into the 

receiver.  
For the merest of moments, time paused, then tried to begin again before mercifully 

stopping altogether. Everything was still. Ellie possessed no thoughts. No feelings. No 

physical sensations. Life completely drained from her, replaced only by images of her dead 
and beautiful dad. 

Sinking to the linoleum floor, Ellie braced her back against the cupboard and drew her 
legs tight within her chest. This is simply a horrific dream. A nightmare. And when I pinch 

myself, I will wake up, she decided. But when she squeezed the tender skin between her 
thumb and forefinger, Ellie failed to feel it. Even as her fingernails left bloody crescent 

moons in the delicate tissue, she could feel nothing. 
She remained in the kitchen, numb atop the cold, hard floor. Late into the night she 

lingered there, beneath the dark. Until finally, far past midnight, as she rested under the 

blanket Joss must have tucked around her, Ellie realized she needed to go home. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
TWO 
POWERLESS 

 
 

Like so many years before, Reese watched Ellie from the church balcony. 
He hadn’t wanted to attend the wake, yet he felt bound to do so. He convinced himself it 

was because of the kindness Jim Duncan extended to his family in the years before Reese 
arrived in Prescott. But in truth, he had also come to respect, and genuinely like, the man 

over these past five years. 
There had been little question Reese would retain Duncan as the family attorney once 

he officially assumed responsibility for the land purchases. Of more concern was whether 
Reese could deny the terrific impulse to inquire about Ellie every time he stepped foot 
inside the law firm. 

He never did ask. And unbeknownst to him, the lawyer fought a similar desire, wishing 
he could tell Reese about his daughter. Her name hung between them, unmentioned and 

smoldering like a fallen ash that nothing could extinguish. 
As he towered above the lengthy line of people who came to share their sympathies and 

stories of a loved man, Reese felt the spark flutter, ignite, and finally explode into a 
powerful flame within his heart. 

She was beautiful. Even in her grief. Or perhaps because of it. More so than the day he 

said goodbye to her. Ellie had bloomed into a woman, and the curves of her body, though 
more muscular and angular than before, wrapped her shape in such a graceful manner, he 

couldn’t pull his eyes away. 
He continued to watch as Ellie and Elyse accepted teary well-wishes and memories from 

what appeared to be the entire town. There was such a dreamlike quality about her, he 
feared he might awake. Yet, when his Mahan and Pahan offered their solemn condolences, 
Reese understood this was not a new dream but rather an old vision. 

The scene he had envisioned during his senior year haunted him daily. Powerless to 
stop the event of her father’s passing, he had instead waited in an agonizing hope Ellie 

might come back. No clues to the cause of death. No timespan to pinpoint. Only the 
knowledge she would someday return, in a world of grief. 

Reese had waited, impatient but steadfast. And in the passing of time, he prayed to 
every God he knew that he might find the strength to forget how much she once meant to 
him. 

 
***** 

 
Ellie didn’t remember any of the funeral service for her dad, nor could she recall the 

countless people who came to bid him farewell. Only one couple replayed, over and over, in 



 

her crying mind. Their heartfelt blessing and sincere praise of her dad weighted down her 
already heavy heart, making Ellie fear she may never get back up on her own. 

Ellie should have known the Nobles would attend the wake. Her dad had been their 
legal counsel for decades. Yet, when she briefly escaped from the deep fog of sleeping pills 

to accept their warm, sturdy hands in hers, Ellie honestly believed the tiny thread of 
composure she struggled to maintain would finally break. 

She fixed her thin smile and swollen eyes upon the faces in front of her, and when 
Reese failed to appear, she crumpled into her mother’s arms and held her as if to comfort 
the woman’s tears rather than her own. 

 
***** 

 
A week had passed since they laid her dad to rest and for the first time since her mother’s 

phone call, Ellie awoke with a fairly clear head. The pressure on her heart, however, hadn’t 
gone away, and she flopped back into bed to lessen the pain. 

Joss had left the day after the funeral to continue wedding preparations and when Ellie 

offered to follow and help, her friend insisted she stay in Prescott. “Your mother needs you, 
Ellie. Stay a few days. Keep her company. I have a feeling things will get a lot worse for her 

before they get better. Stay. And be strong,” Joss hugged goodbye, leaving Ellie with no one 
but her mother. 

Within the following days, a flurry of people continued to visit and call. But the 
attention soon began to wane as everyone resumed their own lives, leaving the two women 
to figure out how to begin rebuilding their own without the one man who connected them. 

Her dad’s assistant, Mary, and a friend from church had set up a delivery schedule for 
meals, which just now began to taper off. Neither Ellie nor her mother possessed any desire 

to cook and instead sought nourishment in cold cereal and takeout. 
Listening to the absence of life in the big house, Ellie knew Elyse remained in her bed, 

likely resting with the curtains drawn, staring at the ceiling. 
Ellie crossed the hall, tippy-toed into the master bedroom, lifted the down quilt, and 

crawled in beside the woman. As she took note of her mother’s steady breathing, Ellie 

struggled to recall the last time she had slept with Elyse. A dusty memory of her sick with 
the flu appeared. She had been seven or eight perhaps? Ellie had cried for her mother that 

night, and Elyse had come in, picked her up, and carried her to another bed. She spent the 
night snuggled between her parents, wrapped in the warmth of their bodies and the 

security of their concern. 
The weeks of crying and sleepless nights took over, pushing Ellie toward sleep. Cradled 

in her childhood memory, she once again felt safe. Free from worry. And as her eyelids 

closed tight, welcoming any rest which might come over her, Ellie heard her mother speak. 
“He never knew. I never knew,” Elyse whimpered. 

“Never knew what?” Ellie groggily replied. 
“That he would die like that. So young! We thought we’d live until we were old and gray. 

We never knew he, of all people, would have a stroke. Or that his heart would be so 
weak…” 

Wide awake now, Ellie suppressed the burning urge to slap Elyse and scream, Daddy 

had a strong heart! The best heart of anyone else on this wretched Earth! You of all people 
should know that, you selfish, bloody woman! But she knew it wouldn’t matter even if she 

did, so she just rolled away from her mother.  
Sobbing dry tears that boiled deep within yet could no longer find the strength to reach 

her eyes, Ellie heard Elyse murmur a Psalm of David, “How long, O Lord? Will you forget 



me forever? How long will you hide your face from me? How long must I take counsel in my 
soul and have sorrow in my heart all the day?” 

 
***** 

 
Seven more days came and went, and Ellie grew weary of trying to avoid her mother. She 

needed a run. A genuine, heart pumping, throat burning run. Few options existed, the 
trails or sidewalks, and after a couple failed attempts in the neighborhood, she now 
dreaded dodging the uneven, jagged pavement. Besides, she couldn’t run more than a few 

miles on sidewalks. She needed to go further. 
She scribbled a hasty note for her mother. Elyse had appeared an hour before, dressed 

up and with her makeup done, with the announcement she was going to a church meeting. 
Behind her puffy eyes, Elyse appeared lost, and Ellie felt a small sense of gratitude her 

mother had somewhere welcoming to return. 
The path behind her house was both familiar and strange. She could still run the vast 

stretches and wide curves with her eyes closed, but the forest itself seemed different. The 

pines, birches, and oaks towered higher. The animal sounds echoed louder. Even the air 
smelled more pungent with its decaying leaves and burning wood. Everything was off-kilter 

just the slightest bit, and Ellie felt she’d tumbled down the proverbial rabbit-hole. 
She possessed no plan. Not for her run or her future. When Ellie called Joss to say she 

would stay with her mother, her friend had asked how long. Harboring immense guilt over 
missing the on-going stages of Joss’ wedding plans, Ellie avoided any definite dates while 
promising to be in New York in plenty of time to help with last minute preparations. 

A bird cried for its mate. Unable to identify the species, Ellie suddenly remembered 
back to a time when she could. The sharp wind stung at her eyes, and she wiped wet drops 

onto the sleeve of her fleece. To avoid the intrusion of more unwelcome memories, she 
completely cleared her mind. 

A few miles more and she was again calm. So calm that when the shiver coursed 
through her body, Ellie became startled to hear the familiar voice. 

‘Good day, Elsbeth!’ 

To regain her breath and composure, Ellie stopped and rested her hands on her hips. 
“Cecelia! Wow! I can’t believe it’s you!” 

‘It has been a very long time. You’ve grown into a woman.’ 
“I have,” Ellie resumed her pace. “Come along and keep me company.” 

The spirit joined her for another few miles, asking questions of Ellie’s time away from 
Prescott. Ellie reached her half-way mark and circled around to begin the journey home. 
“Have things been pretty much the same here since I left?” 

‘It all seems the same after a while,’ Cecelia answered. 
“I’m sure it does,” Ellie replied thoughtfully. 

‘Though there has been something which might be of interest to you.’ 
“Really,” Ellie panted. 

‘Yes. I get the sense there are some troubles about the gold.’ 
Ellie stopped then. “The Coleman Gold? What’s happening with it?” 
‘I really couldn’t say. It’s simply a feeling I have. There has been much activity in the 

forest. Men and footprints are everywhere. The only reason I can think would be that.’ 
“Of course, of course,” Ellie said hollowly and took up a sprint again. “I’m almost home, 

Cecelia. I’ll need to go now.” 
‘Alright, Elsbeth. It has been wonderful to talk with you. Will I see you again?’ 

“I don’t know, Cecelia. I really don’t know.” 
 

***** 



 

 
Reese jolted awake with a start. He could tell by experience it wasn’t a vision, and he 

became surprised to find himself disappointed. After years of begging for sleep just so he 
might dream of her, this time proved the same as every one before. Images of her so real he 

could smell shampoo in the auburn highlights of her hair. Her smiling with bottomless 
brown eyes locked into his. Her arms wrapped tightly around him, eagerly pulling him to 

her. 
Once again, sleep left him yearning, sweating, and praying for his imagination to be 

real. And now, as he lay awake, listening to the sounds of the forest, he felt empty and 

wishful this reverie could have shown him what the future might hold. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
THREE 
SENTINEL 

 
 

Ellie swiped her shoes across the doormat, and a rare smile rose to her lips as she spied 
the words You are Here imprinted on the nubby rug. 

Opening the door to The Weathered Page, the charming jingle of a bell announced Ellie’s 
arrival. Geraldine looked up from her place at the counter, poised to assist her newest 

customer. 
The woman’s face brightened with recognition. “Ellie Duncan! As I live and breathe. 

Come in! Come in!” the woman gestured her old friend closer. Ellie entered the shop and 
went immediately into Geraldine’s outstretched arms. “Where have you been all these 
years, child?” the owner whispered. 

Ellie stepped back, accepting the stool offered to her. “Same place as always. New York 
City.” 

“Ah, yes. The big city,” the woman’s eyes twinkled and then softened. “I’m sorry about 
your father, Ellie.” 

“Thank you.” 
“How are you and your mother holding up?” 
“Best as we can, I guess. The days are long and the nights longer. And the house seems 

too big and empty even when we are both there,” she answered quietly. “But I need to 
personally thank you for the casserole. My mother said it was the best shepherd’s pie she 

ever tasted.” 
Geraldine waved her hand in dismissal. “It was nothing, honey. I only wish I could do 

more.” The women sat in silence for a few moments before the shop-owner finally cleared 
her throat. “So, did you find what you were looking for in the Big Apple? All your dreams 
been fulfilled?” 

Ellie released a short laugh. 
The woman peered over the edge of her eyeglasses and shot Ellie a knowing stare. “Still 

searching, eh?” 
“Something along those lines, I’m afraid.” 

“Nothing wrong with that, Ellie.” 
“Easy for you to say.” 
“Bah. You’re young. There is plenty of time to solve the mysteries of life.” 

“I certainly hope you’re right.” 
“Speaking of mysteries,” Geraldine lowered her voice even though they were alone in the 

shop, “did you ever solve the mystery of the Coleman Gold?” 
Twice in as many days the subject had been brought up, and Ellie visibly started. 

Geraldine grinned. “I guess the answer is no, then.” 



 

“Well, actually, um,” Ellie stammered. “I thought I had it all cleared up, but now I’m not 
so sure.” 

“That, my friend, is something which will never be cleared up. Just like a bad penny, it 
keeps rearing its grimy, ugly head.” 

Exasperated, Ellie sighed. “Can you tell me what’s going on or do I need to figure it out 
for myself?” 

The shop-owner shrugged and attempted a look of indifference, but Ellie noticed the 
concern in her eyes. “It’s simply more of the same. Year after year, the Nobles continue to 
buy more land, with the help of your dear father, may he rest in peace. And every so often 

someone comes along spouting rumors and riling up the old folk.” 
Ellie performed a quick calculation in her head. “I would think the purchases would all 

be done by now,” her voice remained steady, denying the butterflies flapping in her 
stomach. 

“I would have thought so, too. The Noble boy did a good job these past years, despite 
the holdups and protests. And from what I gather, he is closer than ever to wrapping up the 
final purchase.” Pausing, Geraldine looked to Ellie. “But, enough talk about that for today, 

don’t you agree?” 
Ellie didn’t realize she had been holding her breath, and she now allowed a slow exhale 

to escape between clenched teeth. “Yes, um, yes. I agree. Besides, I’ve held you up long 
enough. You must need to get back to work,” Ellie suggested and stole a sentimental look 

around the store. 
Surveying the familiar rows of neat shelves and book-laden tables, her eyes landed 

upon the far corner that had once provided her innumerable hours of solitude. And as she 

did, Ellie narrowed her gaze and realized they weren’t alone as she had originally believed. 
Huddled against the wall sat a young girl peacefully reading a paperback. 

Ellie silently nodded in the direction of the girl, and Geraldine flashed a sheepish grin. 
“She doesn’t talk much, that one. At least not like you did. But she is good company all the 

same. Just as you were, Ellie.” 
“It must be wonderful to feel so relaxed with life,” Ellie cast a wistful glance. 
The other woman’s brows raised in consideration. “Or maybe she just doesn’t have any 

mysteries to solve or questions to answer…at least not yet, bless her soul.” 
 

***** 
 

In a feeble attempt to escape her mother, Ellie hid in her childhood bedroom with the door 
closed and locked. 

She had been home long enough to realize something bizarre was going on. Some 

switch had been flipped in her mother’s addled mind, and it occurred right after Elyse 
returned from her latest church meeting. 

First, there was the appearance of nutritious, home-cooked meals, replacing their diet 
of convenience foods. Then, her mother begged Ellie to help scour and clean the entire 

house, ceiling to floor. 
And now, the craziest idea of them all. 
“Let’s go to the Homecoming football game this Friday night, Elsbeth. Just you and me. 

Two girls out on the town, supporting the kids,” Elyse suggested. 
Horrified at the very thought of going anywhere near her high school alma mater, Ellie 

sputtered a loud No! in response. 



“Come on, please. It would be good for us to get out of this house! Do something 
together! And besides, it’s time for me to be seen in the community again.” Elyse gave a 

somber pause. “It’ll be easier for me while you’re here…” 
And that was precisely why Ellie felt compelled to change her once adamant No to an 

unwilling Yes. It was also the very reason she now hid in her bedroom. They planned to 
leave in an hour, and Ellie needed every possible moment to mentally prepare for an entire 

evening-a Friday night no less-with her mother. 
After checking in with Joss, who though ecstatic to hear things were well in Prescott 

still surreptitiously tried to pinpoint when exactly her maid of honor might return, Ellie 

attempted to organize her accumulating mass of paperwork. She efficiently separated the 
disorganized mix of overdue bills, sympathy cards, and legalese Elyse wanted her daughter 

to review into piles and was nearing the end when she stopped. 
In her hand, she held the piece of mail from her dad’s law office. The very same letter 

that arrived the day her mother called to tell Ellie her dad was dead. 
Her trembling fingers opened the already torn envelope and removed its contents. She 

caressed the folded letter, skimmed the tender skin of her thumb along its surface. This 

was touched by him, Ellie realized. Raising it to her nose, she inhaled the scent, trying to 
bring her dad back to her. 

Eventually unfolding the thick paper she recognized as his company letterhead, Ellie 
read the choppy scrawl of his handwritten note. 

 
Ellie, 

 
Do you recall the day when you and I sat in the park, feeding the pigeons and eating foot 

long hot dogs? I remember every moment we’ve ever spent together, but that one is the 

clearest for me since it was the last time I saw you. The clear sky, the warm sunshine on our 
backs, even the homeless man sleeping two benches over will be forever etched in  memory. 

 
I know how terrible it was to lose the job you adored, but I also know it was more 

upsetting to say goodbye to those children. I want you to understand how terribly proud I am 
of you for finding something you love to do, which also serves those around you. I have 
always believed helping others with our talents nourishes us like no good meal (even those 

awesome  hot dogs) can do. 
 

Another thing I admire? You have always been sure of what you want and determined to 
go after it. And because of this, I will not suggest you move  home. Nor would I expect you to 

accept anything less than another job teaching. If they are as hard to come by as you say, it 
could be a bit of a dry spell until you find full-time employment. But, Ellie, regardless of how 
long it might take…promise me you will go after it and whatever else you may want. 

 
You’ve told me you have plenty of savings to tide you over, but I need to be sure of your 

ability to stay in New York as long as you wish. I know you cannot think to come back and 
live in Prescott (though you know your mother and I would love, love, love to have you closer!), 

and so I hope to help you stay put. 
 
Please accept the check and do not EVER think of paying it back, do you hear? It is my 

gift, a simple gesture to make sure my little girl is safe and above all else, happy. 
 

Even when I can’t be with you, Ellie, I love you. Always. And Forever. 
 

Dad 



 

 
Placing the note aside, Ellie stared in disbelief at the enclosed check written in her 

name. By no means an astronomical amount nor something readily detected by her mother, 
it was still plenty. More than plenty for her to remain, unemployed, in New York while she 

searched for another teaching job. 
Ellie wrestled back the tears. Grateful for when she finally stopped crying, they now 

came back in full force. Fierce and heavy, embedding burning streams down her cheeks. 
Aware the only way to see their daughter was to actually go and visit her, Jim and Elyse 

had scheduled a couple annual trips to New York. And during those same years, her dad 

made a point to attend a specific legal conference in New Jersey so he could spend a week 
with Ellie during the summer. 

His visit was the highlight of every year, and the last one had found them relaxing in 
the park, wasting a gorgeous day doing nothing but eating from every food stand 

throughout Central Park. 
Ellie now vividly recalled how her dad had tilted his head and not only listened to her, 

but heard her, while she stressed the need to have her own life and insisted that she could 

never, ever live it if she was in Prescott. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
FOUR 
DEFEATED 

 
 

Vista High School appeared completely unchanged. The football field looked exactly the 
same. Even the faces in the crowd seemed vaguely familiar. And although time had 

somehow stopped in Prescott, Ellie felt oddly detached from it all, as if she was the sole 
resident to fast-forward into present day. 

Ellie had been one of those girls, jumping and clapping along the sideline. Able to recall 
and chant every word of each cheer, she watched as lithe bodies bounced and flipped in 

slow motion. 
What had once been her reality more resembled a dream. With a far-off stare, Ellie 

studied the boys playing on the field. She didn’t dare pull her eyes from where she stood 

with her mother, because if she made eye contact with someone, Ellie would then feel 
obligated to speak with them. 

She didn’t want to talk to anyone. Hell, she didn’t want to be here. A stranger native to 
this town, Ellie struggled to pinpoint a place of comfort. There was none. Not with parents. 

Not with students. Not with the community members who selflessly supported Vista High 
with their time. 

Extremely ill at ease, Ellie drew her fleece anorak tighter and adjusted the plaid scarf 

borrowed from her mother. A little over a week’s worth of clothes packed more than a 
month ago meant her wardrobe options were scarce. If she stayed much longer, Ellie would 

need to go shopping. Or else keep raiding her mother’s closet. 
“I wish you would stop that, Elsbeth,” Elyse said as her daughter swayed anxiously 

from side to side. 
“I can’t help it,” Ellie bit a cuticle. “I’m nervous.” 
“Well so am I, but you don’t see me hopping around like a scared rabbit.” 

Ellie shot an exasperated look at Elyse. “Then why the hell are we here? Why are you 
doing this?” 

“Please don’t curse, it’s terribly unattractive,” her mother started and then threw her 
hands in the air. “I don’t know why I’m doing this, to be quite honest. All I do know is that 

when you leave, I’ll need to learn how to live here,” something caught in her throat and she 
coughed, “alone. Without your father.” 

“What about church? You have plenty of things going on there.” 

Her mother nodded. “Sure. But monthly ladies meetings, weekly bible classes, and 
church services will only fill a small amount of time. The days will be long. And I feel this 

desperate need to reconnect with…people.” 



 

The Wolves scored a touchdown, and Ellie became glad for the distraction. As her 
mother and the rest of the crowd cheered and whistled, she stole a cautious glance down 

the Vista home sideline. 
“Isn’t that your old friend Marissa coming this way?” her mother asked. 

Ellie attempted to hide her body behind Elyse. “She wasn’t my friend, Mother. We just 
cheered together.” 

“But I remember you were friends at one time. It looks like she’s coming to say hello. I’ll 
leave you alone to catch up.” Ellie fought the urge to beg her mother to stay, but Marissa 
was already standing next to her. 

“Hi, Ellie. I thought that was you.” 
“Hi, Marissa.” Ellie regarded the girl she once knew and realized she had grown into a 

very attractive woman. The former classmate had lessened her makeup and her fresh 
complexion held a natural blush from the bite of fall air. Where there had once been a 

glorious mass of blonde curls was a sleek, stylish hairdo, prompting Ellie to reflexively 
comb fingers through her own haphazard auburn layers. 

“How are you? I heard you’ve been living in New York?” 

Ellie nodded. 
“Um, Ellie, I want you to know how sorry I am to hear about your father. Both Josh and 

I were so saddened by the news,” she said quietly, and Ellie suddenly remembered why her 
stomach took a queasy turn when she saw Marissa. 

Marissa had married Josh Hammett the year before. And in her delusional belief that 
her daughter and the former cheer captain remained close friends, Elyse had mailed Ellie 
the newspaper containing the wedding announcement. The news, though disturbing, 

wasn’t the reason for the blocked memory, however. For in the very same issue, another 
article had been written. One which held a far greater impact. 

On the back page, smack dab in the center of the Community Section had been a 
picture of Reese Noble. For more than a day, Ellie stared at the smudged black and white 

photo of him offering a check to some scholarship student before she gained the nerve to 
toss it in the recycle bin. 

“Oh. Ah, thanks, Marissa. And congratulations. About you and Josh, I mean.” Ellie 

considered asking the newlywed if she knew her husband was a would-be rapist. 
As if unsure of what to say next, both women watched a few plays of the football game. 

Finally breaking the silence, Marissa said, “If you’re staying in Prescott, I’d really like to get 
together sometime. You know, to catch up? Or even just chat.” 

Marissa’s sincere offer did not go unnoticed, and Ellie wondered if she had many 
friends. “I’m not sure how long I’ll actually be here. But if I have time, we could maybe grab 
a cup of coffee.” 

Marissa’s eyes sparkled. “I would really love that, Ellie. Hopefully I’ll see you soon then.” 
“Bye,” Ellie said as Marissa headed back into the growing crowd. Focusing her eyes 

upon the game prevented Ellie from seeing where the other woman actually went. 
The last person she needed to see was Josh. That was for sure. 

 
***** 

 
Reese finished the concession stand shift he worked with his father and went in search of 
Chief Hamilton. Though Reese spied the man near the end zone earlier in the evening, the 

policeman was now nowhere to be found. He hoped to discuss the apparent trespassing 
upon their land with Hamilton, but Reese realized with frustration it would have to wait 

until next week. 



Weaving a slow path through the crowd, he finally ducked behind the bleachers to keep 
from blocking someone’s view. Keeping his eyes open for the chief, he came around the 

other side and saw her. 
Reese knew he’d eventually find her but now that he did, he froze in mid-step. Ellie 

leaned against the chain-link fence spanning the field edge and watched the sport scene 
unfold in front of her with a pensive stare. A loose strand of hair escaped with the wind and 

when she gently tucked it behind her earlobe, he considered retracing his path and going 
back the way he came. 

Five terribly long years had passed. But still, he didn’t feel strong enough for this. For 

her. Not yet. 
“Reese,” the voice called over to him, and he went to it, hypnotized. 

“Hello, Ellie,” he said with a coolness, which belied the turmoil raging inside him. 
“Reese,” she repeated warmly. “It’s good to see you.” 

He nodded and fixed his stare on the teams fighting and struggling to win on the dirty 
field. Both defeat and victory seemed impossible at this point. 

As he watched the kids, Ellie watched Reese. The years hadn’t changed him too much 

though he was definitely more man than the boy she remembered. He wore khakis and a 
cobalt blue flannel, open and unbuttoned over a clean gray t-shirt. Her eyes took in the 

shoulders, broader now, and the muscular chest she once splayed with kisses. 
The main difference was he wore his hair longer and neatly pulled back with a smooth 

strap of leather. The layers shone under the floodlights, and she wondered if they felt as 
silky smooth as they looked. 

“It, uh, seems weird to be back here,” she stammered with a wave to the field. 

“I imagine it does,” he met her with a hard stare, but his features soon softened. “I’m 
terribly sorry about your father. He was a great, great friend to my family.” 

Tears rose to the corners of her eyes, and Reese’s hand twitched with the desire to wipe 
them away. 

“Thank you,” she blew calming breaths between her teeth, stopping whatever hurt laid 
ready to fall down her cheeks. “And I’m sorry, too. It must be difficult for your grandparents 
to find another lawyer to help. After all this time, I mean.” 

The impassive stone face returned. “I am now in charge of the land. But it’s not 
anyone’s concern. We’ll manage.” 

“Oh. Good, I guess. I need to…ah that is I have to go now. I need to find my mother.” 
Reese tilted his head in the direction of the concession area. “You’ll find her over there. 

With my father.” 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
FIVE 
PROOF 

 
 

Elyse was stone-cold drunk and since Ellie had never seen her mother seriously drink, she 
had absolutely no clue how to deal with the woman. 

Ellie had taken a trip to the outlet mall in a nearby town, returning three hours later to 
find Elyse on the back patio, a glass of wine in her hand. 

“Hey! Elsbeth,” she jumped from the lounge chair. “Come sit! Have a drink with me!” 
Ellie watched the woman stumble as she pulled the other chair closer to hers. “Mother, 

it’s freezing out here. And what are you doing drinking at four in the afternoon?” 
Her mother raised her glass in celebration and took a sip. “I couldn’t wait for happy 

hour. I wanted one now. And I’m not cold. I’ve got a blanket, see?” Elyse held up the fuzzy 

throw. 
Ellie steered her mother toward the patio door. “Well, come inside anyway. I’ll make us 

a fire. And a pot of coffee.” 
“I don’t want coffee. I want another glass. This stuff is good!” Elyse went to the counter 

and filled her glass from the nearly empty bottle. After pulling an identical goblet from the 
cupboard, she poured the remainder into it and handed it to Ellie. “Here. I don’t want to 
drink alone.” 

“I really don’t want…” 
“Take it,” her mother said. “Please.” 

Ellie took it and followed her mother into the living room. As the woman settled into her 
favorite chair, Ellie began to build a fire. 

Elyse watched as her daughter laid a meticulous pattern of logs inside the hearth. “I 
never was much of a drinker. But then again, neither was your father. I can count on one 
hand the number of times either of us was actually ever drunk.” 

“I know,” Ellie said, lighting a long match and touching it to the pile. 
Her mother sighed a deep and tired sound, which caused Ellie to turn and look at her. 

Elyse sat with feet tucked beneath her, clutching the glass with both hands to her chest. 
When she saw her daughter, her features relaxed and the lines of worry disappeared. “Oh, 

Elsbeth. I have regrets. Many, many regrets. But staying sober is definitely not one of 
them.” 

Ellie understood regrets but decided it would be far too perilous to open wounds which 

hadn’t yet healed. Reaching for her still full glass, she sat on the sofa edge nearest to her 
mother and the warming fire. “I found some good deals at the mall today.” 

Her mother nodded and drained the remnants of her glass. “They have some cute shops 
there. Hold that thought, and I’ll be right back to hear about what you bought.” 



Minutes later, Elyse returned with a full glass. “Bottle three!” she sang. 
“Seriously, Mother. You’ve drank that much in one afternoon?” 

“Oh, don’t scold me. I had nothing else to do, and it just seemed right,” she added 
quietly. 

Ellie said nothing and rose to stoke the fire. 
“You always were good with tending the fire. Your father, too. I just never seemed to 

have the skill…” Elyse trailed off, lost in a memory her daughter couldn’t share. 
“You could have learned. You just never took the time.” 
“You’re right, Elsbeth. I never did.” 

“It’s alright. There’s plenty of time,” Ellie said softly, realizing in the amber glow of 
firelight that, despite her melancholy, Elyse was still a strikingly beautiful woman. 

“I’m not so sure, Ellie. When you were born, I swore I would be one of those doting, 
carefree, fun-loving moms. But it wasn’t too soon after I realized I was nothing like that. 

And I wanted to be. So, so badly I wanted to be,” she stole another sip of wine. “I sometimes 
think it’s the reason I withdrew. As if my being nothing like the caring, happy mom I 

imagined meant that somehow I didn’t love your father enough. Or you…” 
Ellie didn’t care why she did it, whether from wine or exhaustion or grief. All that 

mattered was her mother had called her Ellie. Not Elsbeth. Ellie. 

Overcoming the shock, she rose from her place of comfort and went to kneel by her 
mother. Elyse gripped the glass with an unsteady hand, and Ellie gently took it and set it 

on a side table. “Mom,” she whispered, patting the woman’s leg beneath the blanket as one 
might soothe an ill child. “It’s okay. It’s all okay.” 

Elyse shook her head in adamant denial and leveled her watery gaze upon Ellie. “Did 
you know…sometimes the person we dream, hope, and imagine we will be is nothing like 
the person we actually become?” 

 
***** 

 
Reese exited the Duncan law office, unsure what to do next. Somewhere in his infinite 

wisdom, Jim Duncan had drawn up the appropriate documents to secure the remaining 
hundred acres, meaning all that was required was a Noble signature, of which Reese had 
just provided. 

Mr. Randall, the colleague who assumed his family’s legal affairs, appeared more than 
competent and eager to pick up where Duncan had left off. Yet, Reese couldn’t help to 

wonder if the new lawyer grasped the true scope of the battle the Nobles fought every time 
they bid for more land. 

Every sale found its legality questioned by some person who couldn’t accept and allow 
history to rest peacefully. And this time proved no different. Except, unlike letters to the 
editor or grumblings in county meetings, there arose an entirely new hurdle to overcome. 

Reese was not the only party interested in the land. Never had there been another 
potential buyer. At least not one serious enough to meet the inflated asking price. And now 

there was. Now, when he was so close to the finish line. 
He tried his best to convince Randall to reveal the name, but the man remained tight-

lipped, claiming the law prevented him from disclosing any information about other bids. 
Thoroughly irritated and fed up with the lack of answers, Reese headed toward the 

police station in the hope he could clear up troubles with the land he already did own. 

 
***** 

 



 

“I’m sorry, Reese,” Chief Hamilton said as they sat in his office. “I know this is a concern for 
you and your family. But truthfully, there is absolutely nothing I can do unless you have 

concrete proof someone has been trespassing on Noble property.” 
“Tell me footprints aren’t trespassing. There are dozens of them scattered throughout 

the southwest corner,” Reese replied. 
“I don’t doubt that there are. But what I can’t do is arrest someone who isn’t there. I 

need to catch ‘em in the act.” 
“What do you suggest I do then?” 
“First off, do you have suspicion as to who it might be? For instance, I assume you’ve 

ruled out your grandfather and father,” the man impatiently tapped a pen on the oversized 
calendar on his desk. He hated dealing with things like this and wished the damn 

townspeople could just let sleeping dogs lie.  
“Yes, I have ruled out my family as the perpetrators,” Reese said coldly. “In fact, it’s on 

a portion of the land none of us has need to go near. There’s not much for trails and the 
closest fishing stream is more than a mile over to the east. The only time we happen by 
there is hunting season, which won’t start for weeks.” 

The chief nodded in understanding. He didn’t know every acre of the Aberdeen Valley 
Forest, but he knew enough of it to pinpoint the exact area in question. Quite near the spot 

where people once believed the fabled Coleman Gold might be. “I understand what you’re 
up against here. And I promise you, I have no reason to support any conspiracy buff who 

may be sniffing around where they aren’t wanted, looking for something which probably 
never existed. But like I said, there’s not much I can do unless and until I have a person to 
bring into custody. I’m sorry, Reese.” 

“Are you saying I should take matters into my own hands?” 
Chief Hamilton leaned back in his office chair and leveled a hard stare upon the 

Ronahanee man sitting across from him. “If you mean set up surveillance catching the 
person or persons red-handed, which would also be permissible in any court of law, then 

yes you certainly may take matters into your own hands. However, if you mean confronting 
someone without proper witnesses or cause, then no. You certainly may not.” 

Reese gave the chief a slow grin. “Now, you know I would never do that.” 

“No. I trust you won’t. For your sake and the safety of your family, I trust you won’t.” 



 
 
 
 
 

 
SIX 
STRONGEST OF HEARTS 

 
 

It seemed Marissa became prettier and prettier every time Ellie saw her, and she tugged 
nervously at her turtleneck collar as she waited for her old classmate to appear. 

She had agreed to meet for coffee once already and became a bit relieved when Marissa 
invited her again. Ellie discovered their time together to be surprisingly pleasant. With no 

mention of the past, they instead chatted casually of New York as Marissa wanted to know 
everything about her friend’s life there. 

Marissa waved when she spied Ellie in the corner booth. “Hi, there!” she hung a stylish 
wool coat on the brass hook. “I’m so sorry I’m late.” 

“It’s alright. I just got here.” Ellie raised her still steaming mug. “I hope everything’s 

alright.” Aware Marissa worked part-time with a local floral designer, Ellie was completely 
unsure how the woman spent the rest of her days. 

“All is well. Just some real estate issues. So, how have things been with you and your 
mother?” 

“Good.” 
Marissa laughed and accepted the mug set in front of her. “Thanks, Betty,” she said to 

the older waitress. “Okay, I get it. Another subject. Um. Have you decided when you are 

leaving yet?” 
“No.” 

“Boy you are just full of conversation today, Ellie! Tell you what. You ask me a question. 
Something you want to talk about.” 

Ellie managed a hint of a smile. She really didn’t care to talk. It was just peaceful to be 
here, sharing space with another human being other than Elyse. “I don’t have much to say, 
I guess. Sorry.” 

“No need to apologize. I feel the same way sometimes. But if it would make you feel 
better, I could tell you about my marital woes?” 

Ellie bristled. To Marissa, Josh Hammett was simply another school year friend for 
Ellie. A common thread and nothing more. The woman had no possible way of knowing that 

Ellie didn’t wish to hear anything about him-good or bad. 
“It’s not really a marital problem, more of a land one,” Marissa corrected. 
Ellie perked up. “Land?” 

“Yes. It seems some parcel is for sale, and my crazy husband and his father are hell-
bent on getting it.” 

Ellie remembered Josh had attended private college and returned to Prescott as a 
physician assistant to his father. It was rumored he would soon further his education to 

become a doctor and take over the family practice once the elder Dr. Hammett retired. 



 

“Wow,” Ellie chuckled. “Boys and their toys.” 
“Exactly! I mean it seems like all they ever talk about. And the sad thing is, if they get 

it, there will be absolutely nothing they can do with it. It isn’t readily accessible, there are 
no commercial opportunities, and building a house would be virtually impossible,” Marissa 

sighed. “I just wish Josh would forget about the things sometimes, you know? I’m tired of 
the acquiring stage. I’m ready to settle down.” 

Ellie viewed Marissa’s cashmere sweater and designer jeans. Though apparent she 
cared how she dressed, she had mastered a way to look perfectly casual while doing it. 

Living life in low-key, budget conscious Prescott had finally rubbed away the materialistic 
high school girl, leaving a thoughtful woman in her place. 

“Settle down?” Ellie teased. “As in kids?” 

Marissa perked up. “I’d love a few children. But Josh is facing a long stretch of school 
and residency. And then, after situating himself into practice, he’ll probably want a little 

freedom.” 
“I can understand the need for freedom. But I also get the desire for a family. I loved 

teaching my kids. And quite honestly, it’s the one thing I miss the most about New York.” 
“Why have you never come back before this, Ellie? Was it because of Reese?” Marissa 

asked. 

“I-I have no idea what you mean, Marissa? I stayed away because I built my life there 
and with visits from my parents, I saw no reason to return.” 

The other woman slowly nodded and refilled their cups from the coffee pot on the table. 
“You know, I always thought you two made a good match. Of course, I tried to get him to 

like me,” she giggled with a wave, “but he was immune to my girlish flirting.” 
Ellie stayed silent and debated how she might escape this conversation without 

appearing rude. For some reason, she believed Marissa to be far more fragile than the 

impression she provided to others. 
“He and I went out on a few, I guess you could call them dates during our time at 

Manchester,” Marissa said. 
And though she’d once heard a distant rumor about them attending the same business 

college, Ellie became physically unable to disguise her shock. Lifting the coffee mug to her 
mouth, she drank, long and even sips, allowing the hot liquid to scald her tongue and 
throat. 

“It really was nothing, Ellie,” Marissa placed a warm smooth hand over hers. “We were 
more like a brother and sister hanging out. I mean, we didn’t know anyone those first 

months away from home. We were all we had of Prescott.” 
 

***** 
 

Ellie slammed her foot onto the gas pedal of her dad’s SUV, willing it to go faster. As she 
recklessly swerved onto the winding road leading to the Noble home, she wondered just 
what the hell she planned to do once she arrived. 

The initial disbelief had quickly transformed to pure fury, and once she bid a friendly 
farewell to Marissa, Ellie realized she began driving toward the edge of town rather than 

home. 
Prepared to go all city-girl on Reese, her courage faded and then vanished altogether 

along the gravelly driveway. The trees, which seemed to merely tower in the past, now 
reached into the clouds. Leaves and branches draped lazily over the dirt-lined path, 
occasionally brushing their gentle limbs along the side mirrors in greeting. 



New York was far, far away from here. She was not in a city of attitude, noise, traffic, 
ambition, or stress. This place was natural, unassuming. Requiring nothing more than the 

sun, the air, and the Earth to sustain it. 
“That and the love of the people who walk upon it,” Ellie whispered. 

 
***** 

 
Pahan sat on the porch, rocking in a weathered chair, a woven blanket upon his lap. Ellie 
wrapped her down vest closer to her and said a private thank you he was the first person 

she happened upon. 
“Hello, Elsbeth,” he smiled and rose to greet her. 

She put up her hand to stop him. “Hello, Harvey. Please sit down.” 
“Pahan,” he thumped his chest with a dark hand. “You call me Pahan. As you once did.” 

Ellie drew in a deep breath to hold back the tears wishing to escape. “Alright. How are 
you, Pahan?” She sat in the chair beside him. 

“I am alive. So I am good.” 

She looked at him, noticing that other than the emerging map of wrinkles along his 
tanned cheeks, he appeared no different than he had years ago. “Yes, that is good,” she 

agreed and awkwardly ran palms along her jeans. Ellie knew he would not ask why she was 
there, and she didn’t wish to tell him. 

“Your mother is better,” he stated. 
“She is on her way. It’s a long road.” Ellie spied Mahan walking toward them with a 

basket propped against her right hip. Though her gait appeared more deliberate, the 

woman still had moves like a cat. 
“Grief is a lengthy journey. Longer for some than others. Your mother will know that.” 

Ellie wished to ask him more, but Mahan had already stepped upon the porch. The old 
woman set down her basket and went to her husband. She pulled back his shirt and 

peered under a cloth-like bandage. When she did, an awful odor arose and Ellie fought to 
contain her breath. 

“Herbs and weeds,” Mahan said to her without greeting. “He is ill.” 

Ellie looked to the man with question in her eyes. Other than the years which would 
eventually claim him, he appeared the image of health. As the scent reached his nostrils, he 

coughed. “It is only a cold. And Mahan knows the best way to chase it away,” he said 
solemnly and patted his wife’s hand. 

“Your mother is better,” Mahan repeated the exact same words her husband uttered 
moments before. 

“She is well,” Ellie said softly. 

Mahan looked at her and after some time, swung a crooked finger in her direction. “You 
come. With me.” 

With a parting glance to Pahan, Ellie obliged, following the old woman as she strolled 
across the large yard and into the woods. They walked in silence for almost ten minutes 

before coming to a stop beside a tidy clearing. Even before her eyes rested on the small 
graveyard, Ellie felt the begging pull of the spirits. Stepping to a faded piece of stone, she 
knelt down to better view its inscription. 

“Matthew?” Ellie said aloud. 
“You were drawn to that one,” Mahan said, and Ellie realized the woman now knelt 

beside her. 
“Yes. The auras, the spirits…they’ve been almost non-existent for years. When I was in 

the city…” 
“Probably because there were too many trying to reach you. Signals get crossed and no 

one gets through.” 



 

“Perhaps,” Ellie considered quietly. “Here, on the land, my Sight has always been the 
strongest, most demanding.” 

“You came to this one,” Mahan pointed to the grave. 
Ellie became amazed at how quickly she re-adapted to conversations with this woman. 

And because of this, she understood the words were question rather than observation. 
“I felt him call to me.” 

Mahan nodded slowly. “He was a good, sweet child. Strongest of hearts but weak lungs. 
He left this Earth when he was barely one day old.” 

Ellie felt the hot sting of tears, and this time she made no move to stop them. “Whose 

baby was he?” 
“Child of Samuel and your mother. Partly your brother.” 



 
 
 
 
 

 
SEVEN 
IT WASN’T YOU 

 
 

When Mahan said Reese had been sleeping in the clouds the past few nights and that 
Samuel would take Ellie there, the young woman possessed little power to stop him. 

And as the man drove her to an area he called Clearwater Pass, she realized with horror 
they had never been alone together. Sensing her unease, Samuel offered a sincere inquiry 

into how she and Elyse were faring. His mention of her mother, the woman who had once 
been his lover, only heightened Ellie’s discomfort. Shifting in her seat, she recognized there 

was an entirely new problem to sort out once she returned home. 
With a small hope of injecting an equal level of hurt into the man who sat beside her, 

she asked Samuel how the land acquisition was coming along. 

In the shadow of dusk falling around them, the edge of his jaw visibly hardened. “It’s a 
process that requires time. And unfortunately, some people do not allow time to pass. Nor 

do they use it to learn and change and grow. Instead, they hold onto things that happened 
way before them.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said as the truck stopped in the middle of nowhere. 
He hopped out and came around to open her door. “Even when one person releases a 

memory, another may not. And old men harbor long memories, especially those which are 

painful.” 
As do women, Ellie thought. 

Samuel escorted her into the trees and pointed to the wooden tower typically used for 
spotting wildlife during a hunt. “Hello!” he called. 

“Hello!” Reese called back. “Come on up.” 
Samuel gestured for Ellie to climb the structure and with a smile and wave headed back 

toward the truck. 

She ascended the rickety ladder, her knuckles turning white from the death-grip upon 
the scraped rungs. Seeming to go on forever, she finally reached the top steps and poked 

her head over the floor edge. 
“Hey.” 

Reese looked up from the rifle he was cleaning within the faint glow of a camp lantern. 
“Hey,” he said quietly. “What are you doing here?” 

“Oh, I was just in the neighborhood,” she crawled onto the tower landing. The late 

October chill blew straight through the open windows surrounding the upper perimeter, 
and Ellie took the gloves from her pockets and pulled them on. 

“Here,” he handed her a blanket and she accepted it. 
“You aren’t going to shoot anyone with that, are you?” she nodded toward the gun. 



 

“Not unless I need to,” he said grimly. “Actually, it’s for protection from bear or coyote. 
That,” he pointed to the bow and arrow in the corner, “is for people.” 

“Are there actually any people out here?” Ellie peered into the increasing darkness. 
“Keep your head down, Ellie,” he whispered in warning. “There could be.” 

“Who would be out here? At this time of night?” For the first time she looked around the 
small space. Resting neatly in one corner were a cooler, a canvas sleeping bag, a backpack, 

and an expensive looking camera with a long lens. 
“Trespassers.” 
“Why would someone trespass on this part? From what I’ve seen there’s nothing but 

trees.” 
“I suppose someone would if they were trying to block our purchase of land.” Reese’s 

body quietly moved its position and pointed to an area. “See there, by the big stone pile?” 
Ellie nodded that she did. “There is a small cave behind those trees and hidden beneath the 

overgrown brush. It once housed the Coleman Gold.” 
His voice was so low and close, she felt the heat of his breath more than she heard his 

words. “Somebody is trying to see if it’s there?” 

He nodded and sat back down. “My father and I were surveying the remainder of land to 
be purchased, and we noticed footprints. Boot marks of men.” 

Ellie thought of Cecelia’s warning. “Can’t the authorities help?” 
“They can. But only if it’s actually on our land, and I provide proof. Problem is, many of 

the prints cross over to the ground still owned by the county. The final acres we wish to 
purchase, in fact.” 

“If the Ronahanee knew the location of the…” Ellie lowered her voice, “gold, why didn’t 

they buy that land first?” 
“The county offered parcels in a particular order. And by some strange fate, it’s the last 

one to be sold.” 
“It’s Josh Hammett.” 

Reese threw her a blistering glare. “What?” 
“I think Josh is the person trying to block the sale and outbid your family.” 
“Why would he do that? He never tried to stop us before.” 

Ellie shrugged. “Maybe he has the money now. Or maybe he knows more about the 
gold…” 

He drew his fingers to his lips to remind her to whisper. “Who told you Josh was 
interested?” 

“Marissa. Well, she didn’t actually say it was this land, but I got the impression it might 
be.” 

“You’ve been spending time with Marissa?” he noted. “How nice.” 
“Kind of ironic, isn’t it, since I was going to say the exact same thing to you?” Feeling 

the original seed of her anger sprout and grow, Ellie did nothing to stop it. 

He just looked at her. “Why would you ask me that? She’s Mrs. Josh Hammett, and I 
have no intention of hanging around either one of them.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 
“Tell you what, Ellie?” Reese sounded exasperated. 

“About you and Marissa. Dating,” she said softly, and Reese became ashamed for the 
satisfaction he felt upon hearing the hurt catch in her throat. 

“I don’t know what she told you, but we certainly never dated.” 

“But you spent time together?” 



“We did. And it was no big deal,” Reese cut her with a sharp stare, and Ellie pressed 
further into the wall. If she couldn’t become immune to the stab of his words, she might at 

least appear invisible so he couldn’t witness her pain. 
“You don’t believe me?” he challenged. 

“No.” 
With a sigh, he shifted his gaze back out the window. “What does it matter? You were 

gone. We were here. Life was moving forward, right?” he added sarcastically. 
“Did you sleep with her?” 
“Seriously, Ellie. You would ask me such a thing?” 

“Did…you… sleep…with….her?” she pressed. 
“No.” 

“I don’t believe you.” 
“That doesn’t surprise me,” he muttered and stole another careful gaze out the window. 

“Okay. I believe you,” she lied. 
“No you don’t.” 
“No, I don’t.” 

“Well, I didn’t, Ellie, and I have no reason to lie to you now, do I?” 
She lowered her eyes, unable to hold his as they pierced into her. “No, you don’t.” 

As dark consumed them, they listened, in heated silence, to the sounds of nightfall 
within the forest. After a time, she asked if he could take her back to the house. 

He dropped her off by her SUV and shifting his truck in reverse, prepared to return for 
another night in the stand. Ellie gripped her hands over the open window, imploring him to 
wait. 

“Why Reese? Why didn’t you sleep with her?” 
“She wasn’t you, Ellie,” he answered and backed from the driveway, leaving her in the 

dust of his tires. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
EIGHT 
A FLASH IN THE DARK 

 
 

“When are you coming back? I need you!” Joss whined into the phone. 
It was Halloween, and Ellie chatted with her friend as she ran back and forth to the 

front door, throwing candy in kid’s bags. “I’ll be home for Christmas.” 
“Christmas?” Joss said sadly. “That’s only a week before the wedding.” 

“I know, Joss. But it makes the most sense. Mom doesn’t want to be alone for the 
holiday so I figured she can fly back with me, spend the time in New York, and already be 

there for the wedding. It would work, wouldn’t it?” 
“I guess.” 
“Be truthful. You and your mom and Brandon’s mom have been doing all of the 

planning without much input from me anyway.” 
“Won’t you be bored there? I mean, it’ll be a whole six weeks or more until I see you. 

What will you do all of the time?” 
“My mom still needs me,” Ellie said quietly. “She’s been drinking more than usual.” 

“Really? Wow. How much?” 
Ellie tossed mini candy bars into the bags of a princess and pirate. “I’m not sure, but it 

sure seems like a lot.” 

“That’s probably because she never drank before,” Joss pointed out. 
“Which is precisely why a bottle every other night seems like a ton.” 

“I hope you’re getting in on some of the vino action.” 
Ellie snorted an unladylike laugh into the receiver. “As a matter of fact, I am. It keeps 

her from drinking the entire bottle and getting all mopey and glassy-eyed.” 
“What about you, Beth? You don’t sound too mopey anymore. Prescott must be treating 

you well,” Joss said. 

“It is surprising how little I hate it compared to before. But it still grates on my nerves. 
And I’m not Beth here, it’s back to old Ellie.” 

“Naturally. I bet you can’t wait to come back and look for a job. Start out fresh all over 
again.” 

“Actually…I may have found a job here.” 
“What??” 
Ellie paused, trying to decide the best way to tell her friend everything that had 

happened lately. “Marissa told me about a teacher going on maternity leave at the start of 
winter break. I’ve already talked with the principal about subbing after the New Year.” 



She didn’t know why Marissa told her about the job. Whether it was a peace offering or 
simply a kind gesture, Ellie now wondered if this could be a way to help her mother 

through the next phase of life. 
“You’ve been talking with Marissa?” Joss said defensively. 

“We had coffee a few times. She’s actually turned into a decent human.” 
“That’s good to hear, considering the witch she once was…” 

“Joss. Please don’t. It means nothing more than what it is…passing the time in the 
day.” The doorbell chimed, and Ellie went to it. Trick-or-treat neared its end, and she threw 
the remaining pieces into the kid’s pumpkin-shaped buckets and locked the front door. 

“I’m sorry. I just miss you, El.” 
“I miss you, too. Mom’s home now, so I need to go. But, I’ll call next week and until 

then you can email so I stay in the wedding drama loop.” 
Joss laughed. “Check daily, because between my mom and my mother-in-law to be, 

your inbox will be full!” 
 

***** 

 
She hadn’t gathered sufficient courage to approach her mother about the visit to the Noble 

property. But now, as Elyse came sashaying into the kitchen with a bag full of groceries, 
Ellie considered doing so. 

“Ellie, can you grab this bag? I got roasted chicken and twice-baked potatoes from the 
deli. I think I’ll mix up a salad, too.” 

Still wary of her mother calling her Ellie, she took the paper sack and set it on the 

counter. “Did you get my fiber bars and oatmeal?” 
“I did,” Elyse sang as she walked down the hallway to change out of her wool pantsuit. 

Ellie thought it terrifically strange her mother dressed up for the market, but at this point 
she was too caught up in other matters to make mention of it. 

Ellie put the groceries away and set the table while Elyse returned and served dinner 
onto plates. Carrying them to the dining table, she called, “Come sit with me, Ellie.” 

“Where were you this afternoon, Mom?” she asked between crunchy bites of salad. 

“Hm? Oh, I was at the church to help print the bulletins, and then I ran a few errands. 
How was trick-or-treat? Many kids?” 

“A good amount. Though I have nothing to compare it to.” 
The women ate in silence until finally Ellie blurted, “Tell me about Matthew.” 

The previous glow upon her mother’s face instantly paled to an ashen gray, and the 
woman set down her fork in a deliberate manner. “What do you want to know?” 

“Everything. What happened between you and Samuel. What happened with the baby. 

How he ended up buried in a Ronahanee graveyard.” 
Elyse delicately dabbed at her mouth with a napkin and pushed her plate away. All 

appetite disappeared as Ellie watched the ghosts of her mother’s past and their haunting 
memories come to the surface. 

“He was a sweet, sweet baby. And we wanted him to live so very badly. Me. Samuel. 
Harvey. Ruth. But he just couldn’t make it.” 

“Mahan said he died because his lungs were too weak.” 

Elyse nodded. “I see you’ve been out there again. With Reese.” 
Ellie ignored the reference to him and continued her probe about the baby. “So you 

wanted Matthew?” 
“If you mean did I want to get pregnant, the answer is a resounding No. We were 

careful. Well, as careful as kids could be during that time. Birth control was really just 
coming onto the scene. As was sex between unmarried people.” Her mother paused, 



 

glancing at the clock on the wall. “We should clear the table before everything spoils,” Elyse 
reached for the salad bowl, and Ellie grabbed her mother’s wrist. 

“Leave it be.” 
“Ellie, I really don’t want to get into all this right now.” 

“But I want to,” Ellie demanded. 
“Alright, but there isn’t much to tell.” 

“You told me once that you and Samuel were in love.” 
“We were. We dated for most of high school. My parents liked him. And he was a 

wonderful boy,” she defended. 

“Did his parents like you?” 
Elyse met her daughter’s eyes. “I’m not really sure.” 

“But you got pregnant and somehow Matthew ended up on their land. They couldn’t 
have hated you too much.” 

Elyse released a low chuckle. “The Nobles don’t hate anyone, Ellie. It isn’t in a 
Ronahanee to hate.” 

“So they liked you.” 
“They accepted me as their son’s choice. This much I believe.” 
“Which is how Matthew came to be there…with them?” 

Elyse lightly tapped her manicured nails upon the oak table. “He is with them because I 
had nowhere else to go. When I told my parents I was pregnant, they were none too 

pleased. Personally, I think they were embarrassed and ashamed. And one of the common 
things to do back then was send bad girls like me to a relative far away. Have the baby in 

seclusion, give it up for adoption, and then return from the vacation to live a normal life. 
The main problem was that I didn’t want to go anywhere else. Samuel and I didn’t want to 
be apart. And I certainly didn’t want to give up the baby.” 

Ellie struggled to envision her mother as a young girl, pregnant and scared and without 
the support of parents who instead wished to hide her like a terrible secret. “I’m sorry, 

Mom.” 
Elyse forced a pale smile. “I’m sorry, too. But the situation seemed better once the 

Nobles offered to have me live on their property. They didn’t own near as much as they do 
now, but it was still an impressive amount. The plan was to live in the guest cabin they had 
recently built. And once the baby arrived, Samuel and I would be old enough to legally 

marry and raise the child. A little backward, but a plan nonetheless.” 
Ellie thought of the small log cabin set back from the main property. My mother lived 

there, she realized. On Ronahanee land. “You lived there with Mahan and Pahan?” 
“Yes I did. At least until Matthew was born.” 

 
***** 

 
Reese held his breath so whatever-or whoever-stalked the hunting tower wouldn’t sense his 
presence. Ever since nightfall, he had kept the space unlit, and he slid one hand inch by 

inch along the wooden floor in search of the telephoto lens. Gripping the camera, he slowly 
raised it through the dark and lined the viewfinder flush with his right eye. 

Now the real trick would be getting a clear photo, because once the flash illuminated 
the night, his cover would be completely blown. His plan was to snap a picture of the 

bastard and hightail it the hell out of there. The distance should provide ample time to gain 
a head start if someone tried to follow. And the simple fact that he would be on his own 
property gave Reese every legal right to defend himself. 



Reese had told the chief of his intention to conduct periodic stakeouts when the 
weather was agreeable. Of course, his idea was met with resistance, but the officer couldn’t 

really prevent the younger man from camping on Noble property. 
Neither man cared to imagine what might happen if a weapon was indeed drawn. 

Reese adjusted the high-power lens, focusing in with precision upon the shadow toeing 
the property line. And though he breathed a low sigh of relief when he only saw the one 

form, he knew there could be others waiting in a separate location. 
The man moved extremely slow, with an almost irregular gait, and for a moment Reese 

wondered if the trespasser was drunk. Waiting until he came a few yards closer into view, 

Reese lined up what he believed would be a perfectly scaled image and a clear 
representation of the man’s face. He would worry about proving if it was on his property or 

that of the county’s later. Regardless of the side, the intruder wasn’t where he belonged. 
Especially at this time of night. 

Reese waited with measured patience and when the man in the distance lifted his head 
and revealed the full of his face, Reese pressed his forefinger to the button. A flash in the 
dark filled the air around them. And within seconds, Reese leapt down the ladder and 

sprinted into the shelter of the forest, camera clutched in one hand and gun and bow in the 
other. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
NINE 
ON THE RUN 

 
 

Ellie exited the school office building and realized it had begun to snow. Enormous lacy 
flakes tumbled from above, melting upon contact into the too warm earth. The results of 

this storm wouldn’t last, but it warned of bigger ones to come. 
It had been a nice fall, she reminisced and a familiar tightening seized her throat. I’ve 

been here for much of one season. Now another was beginning. 
Ellie held little certainty of what to do from this point forward. Her meeting with the 

principal and school board member went very well. And with her resume and ties to the 
area, she felt confident there would be an offer to teach as a substitute. 

In her heart, she believed teaching at Vista Elementary through the end of the current 

school year would allow ample time for her mother to continue building a life of her own. 
And once summer arrived, Ellie would return to New York and job hunt. Her savings could 

carry her a bit further, and she still had the un-cashed check from her dad. 
The primary problem was where to live. Once married, Joss would move out, and Ellie 

wondered if she was financially capable of renewing the lease when it expired at the end of 
January. Paying the inflated bills was crazy enough when she actually lived in New York, 

shared its costs, and had full-time employment, and the thought of compensating for 
duplicate housing during her stay in Prescott seemed downright idiotic. 

There is still time to work out the details, she reminded herself, clearing her mind of the 

matter. 
‘Hello Ellie!’ 

She could barely see the girl amid the swirling snowflakes. “Amy! How are you?” 
‘Pretty good. How are you? You look different. Even prettier than before!’ Her shape 

flickered before finally stabilizing so Ellie could view much of her face. 
“Thank you, Amy. I’ve been fine. Came home for a family visit.” 
‘Oh, that’s nice. You’ve been with your parents then?’ 

Ellie raised her head to the heavy gray sky and allowed the flakes to land and melt 
upon her face, alongside the tears. “My dad died, Amy. I’m spending time with my mother.” 

The girl’s face fell. ‘I’m sorry. It’s so sad to hear.’ 
“It is, but we move on.” 

‘Do people do that, Ellie? Move on, I mean, after someone dies? I’ve always wondered 
because I can’t see or talk to anyone who knew me, and I worry, sometimes, about how 
they are now.’ 

“Some people move on easier than others. But truthfully, when it’s a person who was 
loved, the process takes a while.” 



‘I’m sure it does,’ the spirit was somber. ‘I guess I just fear that… 
“Amy,” Ellie stared at the aura, not caring if anyone saw her talking to the chilly air. 

“Even if your family has moved on after losing you, I can guarantee they haven’t forgotten 
you.” 

 
***** 

 
Reese wasn’t certain how Chief Hamilton would respond when he saw the photo, but he 
sure as hell didn’t expect the reaction he got. 

“Reese,” the man had said with a slight shake of his head, “I don’t know if I can do 
anything with this.” Hamilton tapped the glossy image on his desk. 

“There is no doubt who it is. Should be evidence enough.” 
“Do you seriously want me to arrest an eighty-five-year old man?” 

“I don’t care how old he is,” Reese lied. “I think you need to talk to Bill Hammett. At 
least you can grant me that one courtesy.” 

And now as Reese walked past the shops and other businesses of downtown Prescott, 
his conscience battled over what to do next. He really didn’t want to harass the old man he 
caught trespassing on his property, so he headed to his grandson’s office instead. 

 
***** 

 
“I’m awfully sorry, but you really do need an appointment, Mr. Noble. Mr. Hammett is very 

busy today.” 
Reese smiled warmly at the receptionist he knew to be the cousin of a kid he once 

played ball with in high school. “Listen Amber, I just need a few minutes, and I know for a 

fact this town doesn’t have nearly enough medical woes for him, or his father, to be so 
busy. I’ll just wait, okay?” 

“Um, okay, I guess…” 
“If you want to speak with me, Noble, I’m afraid you need an appointment,” Josh said as 

he exited the back room. 
Reese turned to face the man. “Josh. Long time, no see. Which I rather liked, I might 

add.” 

Josh handed Amber a pile of paperwork. “All approved and signed, Amber. Just add 
them to my father’s.” He fixed a heavy stare at Reese. “I have a few minutes now. But that’s 

all.” 
Reese followed the man into his office, and Josh closed the door behind them. “I’ve seen 

you around town, but our paths never seem to cross. What do I owe the honor after all this 
time?” 

“I believe you already know.” 

Josh settled into his desk chair and leaned back, a look of worry passed along his 
chiseled, clean-shaven face. “I don’t think I do.” 

Reese took a few steps forward and placed his hands upon the mahogany desk. “You 
know I don’t play games, so I’ll be the bigger man here and speak the truth. Your 

grandfather has been trespassing on our land, and I want it to stop.” 
Josh was clearly surprised. “My grandfather? What the hell would he be doing on your 

land? He’s a harmless old man who can barely get around anymore.” 
“I’m guessing he has an eye on the parcel you’re bidding on.” 
Josh put the tips of his fingers together and rested them against the bridge of his nose. 

“How would you know about that?” he asked quietly. 
Reese shrugged and sank into a chair. “I had a hunch. Now you confirmed it. I want 

you to withdraw your bid, Josh.” 



 

“I can’t do that. It’s not just me in on the bid.” Reese looked to him in question. “It’s also 
my father.” 

“So the entire Hammett clan is against us?” 
“We aren’t against you. It was just something my father suggested as a mutual 

investment. And with my plans to settle down here, it seemed like a good idea.” 
“And you had absolutely no idea I would want the parcel?” 

“To be honest, I didn’t even realize it was part of the forest until after I signed the 
contract to purchase.” 

Reese gave a grim smile. “For some odd reason, Hammett, I doubt your honesty.” 

“Listen,” the doctor said quietly, “I’m a different person now. The man you see before 
you despises the boy he once was.” 

“There is no way I can trust that to be truth either,” Reese answered evenly. “But I’ll tell 
you what. How about withdrawing your bid to show your sincerity?” 

“I don’t need to prove anything to you, Noble.” 
“Perhaps not,” Reese replied as he rose to leave. “But you do owe us.” 

Josh threw him a severe glance. “Who exactly do I owe? The Ronahanee? Or you and 
Ellie?” 

“Both,” Reese spat. 

Josh leaned his upper body forward and propped its weight upon his elbows. With 
palms pressed against his forehead and his gaze lowered, he replied, “I’ll see what I can do.” 

 
***** 

 
A stray snowflake hit Ellie’s cheek as she jogged the trail. She never intended to wander 
this far, but the weather was too perfect to go back home. 

The welcome burn crept along her calves and thighs, and she pushed even harder. With 
the chilling temperatures, there would be little foot traffic this far out. Running in New York 

had hardened her already defensive attitude, and she double-checked her phone’s 
reception before tucking the device inside a pocket of her fleece. 

When she saw him standing about a quarter mile away, Ellie debated whether to 
continue or turn and act as if she didn’t see him. 

“Ellie!” Reese called, making the decision for her. 

She ran to where he waited.  Resting her hands upon her knees, she feigned the need 
to catch her breath. “Hi,” she panted. 

“I often wondered if you still ran.” 
“Well now you know.” 

Reese squinted his eyes toward the sky. “A storm is headed here soon.” 
“It is winter,” she said plainly. 
“That it is,” his voice was smooth. “And here you are, still in Prescott.” 

“Does my presence in my hometown bother you?” 
He flashed a sardonic grin. “Not in the least.” 

“Then what the hell does it matter?” 
“I guess it doesn’t,” he said shortly. “How is your mother doing?” 

“Fine,” she mirrored his terseness. “How is your land doing?” 
“Great. Just great. Thank you for asking.” 
Ellie could tell she hit a sensitive nerve and debated hitting it again. But when she 

glanced at Reese, she became fully aware of the rage and it alarmed her. She hadn’t seen 
that look on his face since the day, long ago, when he beat Josh Hammett to a bloody pulp. 



He kept his eyes on the clouds. The snow fell heavier now, in gloriously pure flakes. 
Their fluffy, wet beauty came faster, erasing any view of the gray and oppressive sky above. 

“I’m sorry, Ellie.” 
“No need,” she murmured, waving a gloved hand. 

He stubbed his boot over a rock, dislodging it from the packed dirt with the steel-toe. 
“How long will you stay?” 

“I’m not sure. I may teach at the school after winter break.” 
He looked at her then. “Really? Now why would you do such a thing?” 
“Maybe because I’m a teacher? And they need the position filled?” she growled. 

“No, I mean why would you take a job in Prescott when you have a life…elsewhere?” 
“If you have to know, it would be so I could stay with my mother a bit longer. Besides, I 

have no job to return to, and my apartment is disposable come January.” 
“Interesting.” 

“Are you finished with the twenty questions, Reese Noble? Because if you are, I need to 
head back home.” 

He simply nodded, and she waved a hasty goodbye. Ellie knew he watched her leave, 

and she fought the impulse to look over her shoulder one last time. And just when she 
began to no longer feel his eyes upon her, she heard the words drift through the air along 

with the building storm. 
“Just what exactly are you running from, Ellie Duncan?” 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
TEN 
OFFERINGS 

 
 

Bill Hammett sat in the Noble living room, tight-lipped and with thin arms folded 
stubbornly across his chest. 

“Come on, Mr. Hammett,” Reese prodded. “I caught you on our property, and I would 
like to know what you were doing there.” 

The old man shook his head back and forth. 
“Alright then,” Reese slapped hands on his knees and got up from where he had been 

sitting. “Warm your bones by the fire. I’m sure your son will be here soon.” 
Reese walked into the kitchen, joining his father and grandparents at the sturdy wood 

table. “Not one word,” he sighed. “We’ll need to wait until Dr. Hammett comes to get him.” 

“Has he warmed enough?” Mahan cast a wary eye into the living room. “It is below 
freezing.” 

Reese nodded. “Yes, Mahan. He is not hurt in any way.” 
There was a short knock on the front door, and Pahan rose to answer it. Reese returned 

to the living room and again took his seat by the elder Hammett. “It looks like your son is 
here to fetch you.” 

“Actually, it’s his grandson,” Josh entered the room and crossed to greet his 

grandfather. “What have you been up to now, Grandpa?” 
“Josh,” the old man’s shaking hand reached for him. “Josh.” 

“It seems as if your grandfather has a penchant for midnight walks. Unfortunately, this 
one was on our property,” Reese informed. 

Josh looked to Reese and then his grandfather. “I’m sure it was merely an accident. You 
know he suffers from slight dementia?” 

Reese shook his head. 

“Grandpa, what were you doing out this way?” Josh asked with affection. 
“Looking for the gold, what the hell else?” the old man sputtered and pointed an 

accusing finger at Harvey. “And that filthy Ronahanee bastard either knows where it is or 
has it! Thief! Thief!” 

Josh offered an apologetic gaze to Pahan and Mahan, who entered with a tray of 
steaming mugs. “Grandpa,” he patted the old man’s arm. “I’m sure the Nobles have no idea 
what you’re talking about.” 

Bill snorted and leveled a fierce stare at the elder Nobles. “Gold thieves they are. Want 
to have it all.” 

“We want for nothing,” Pahan said softly. 
“I am terribly sorry about all of this,” Josh blushed. 



Mahan handed earthenware mugs of tea, first to the grandfather and then to the 
grandson. “It is not of your doing.” 

“Ronahanee trash,” the old man muttered under his breath and took a sip of tea. 
“Trying to take something that is not theirs.” 

“If this mythical gold did indeed exist, then you believe it to be yours instead?” Reese 
challenged. 

“Well it sure as hell aint yours,” Bill argued. 
“Whose might it be, Mr. Hammett? Much like the land, it belongs to no one,” Pahan said 

from the corner where he had been standing quietly. “If it is of the Earth, then there it shall 

remain. Or be returned.” 
Josh helped his grandfather get up from the chair. “Grandpa, I think we should be 

leaving.” 
“Not until those heathens admit they stole the gold!” 

“We attend the very same church you do, Mr. Hammett,” Samuel spoke through 
clenched teeth. 

“But you do not share the same faith,” Bill accused with a steely stare. Again Josh 

blanched in apology and guided his grandfather toward the door. 
“That which we cannot understand, we look to faith for an answer. And when the faith 

is not big enough, we cannot help but turn to fear,” Mahan said to Bill as he waited for 
Josh at the threshold. With a curse nod, the old man went outside, his steps echoing on 

the wooden stairs. 
Josh paused and met each Noble’s gaze before finally locking eyes with Reese. “I agree 

the time must come when we release the past. Not because we accept it or forget it, but 

because we realize we cannot change it. And I want you to know that I have done all there 
is in my power to do.” 

 
***** 

 
Thanksgiving approached, and Ellie was overcome with memories of her dad and her life in 
New York. The holiday season was a big deal in the city, and she missed the constant, 

festive buzz that permeated the streets of downtown Manhattan. 
Every year she had been gone, her parents had visited during either Thanksgiving or 

Christmas, and Ellie completely dreaded the thought of sitting in her mother’s house 
watching the parade on television, decorating a tree. She desperately wanted to be in New 

York. If only for the memory of her dad being there with her. 
“Ellie, dear,” her mother knocked on the bedroom door. 
“Come in.” 

“Oh. You sound sad,” Elyse sat beside her daughter on the cushioned window seat. 
She’d been attending a grieving spouse class in the neighboring town and suddenly felt a 

frantic need to talk about every emotion. 
“I am sad, Mom,” Ellie stated blankly. “It’s coming up on the first holiday without dad.” 

Elyse rubbed her daughter’s knee. “I know, sweetheart. I know.” 
“Remember the first year you and dad came to the parade? How he swore the next time 

he visited he was going to be on the team to walk a balloon?” 
Her mother smiled. “I do.” 
“How do you do it, Mom? Live without someone you love so much?” 

“I suppose I could ask you the very same thing, Ellie. How do you do it?” Ellie stared 
over the bare trees lining the front circle drive. Elyse leaned over and tenderly placed a 

hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Okay, here’s how I do it. I get up each day and have 
faith in God to help me through.” 



 

Ellie threaded her fingers through the tassel of a throw pillow as she considered this. 
“Unfortunately, I don’t have that to fall back on.” 

“You could,” her mother said softly. 
“No, Mom, I couldn’t. It isn’t my way.” 

“No. I suppose it isn’t. You’ve always been one to blaze your own path.” 
“If a path means constantly questioning my beliefs to make sure they serve me 

well…then yes, I do that.” 
Her mother’s face grew dark. “Ellie, the Christian church does serve me well. It has 

never failed me.” 

“Unlike the ways of the Ronahanee?” Ellie challenged. 
Elyse sighed. “I wish I understood why you insist on pushing my buttons, Ellie.” 

“I’m not trying to push anything, Mom. I’m just trying to figure out why you reject the 
Ronahanee so much.” 

“I haven’t rejected them.” 
“Alright. So maybe you fear their judgment.” 
“Oh, Ellie,” her mother’s voice was sharp. “You don’t fear disappointing someone when 

you know you already have.” 
And it was then, Ellie understood. It wasn’t that her mother felt she had failed the 

Ronahanee. Elyse believed she had failed Mahan. 
 

***** 
 
Ellie returned home from her meeting at the school to find the house empty. The quiet 

welcomed her and after changing into a thermal shirt and flannel pants, she settled by the 
fire with a book and microwave dinner. 

Living with Elyse was nothing like sharing the tiny apartment with Joss, and now that 
she’d been hired to teach, Ellie considered signing a temporary lease on a townhouse in the 

new development on the edge of the Aberdeen Valley Forest. With close proximity to the 
trail, she could easily run and stop over to visit her mother. 

Regardless, Ellie needed to escape this house. She felt the nagging feeling her mother 

was becoming more rather than less dependent on her. And Ellie became determined to 
sever the strengthening cord. Now. 

Tucking fuzzy slippers beneath her bottom, she brought the fork to her hungry lips. The 
meal tasted awful but with only herself to feed, she couldn’t justify cooking. Just as she 

was about to take a second bite, the doorbell rang. Ellie considered pretending no one was 
home. After all, with only the fire and lamplight it would be impossible to spy her from the 

front step. 
“Ellie!” a voice called. “Are you there?” Against her better reason, she went to open the 

door. “Nice outfit. Expecting a special date?” Reese teased. 

Ellie sighed. “What do you want?” 
“A couple things actually,” he said. “Can I come in? It’s freezing.” 

“What do you want?” she repeated once they stood inside the foyer. 
Reese eyed her with amusement. “You certainly are in a good mood.” 

“It’s my only night without my mother here so I’m trying to get some quiet time. Alone.” 
His eyes narrowed the slightest bit. “Got it. I can take this carryout from Charlie’s Diner 

home and eat it myself then.” 

Ellie noticed the greasy paper bag clutched in his hand and inhaled the scent of 
cheeseburgers and onion rings. “You can share your food with me. But then you need to 

leave me alone.” 



“What if I don’t want to leave you alone?” 
She looked at him with suspicion. “What’s going on, Reese? You seem…happy.” 

“Maybe I got some good news.” 
She led him into the kitchen and handed him paper plates for the food. “Can you share 

this good news?” 
“I can. And I will. The Hammett’s withdrew their bid on the land.” 

Ellie did a small jump and clapped her hands. “Seriously?” 
“Truth,” Reese replied and set the food on the table. 
Ellie put a hand on his arm. “Let’s eat in the living room. I just built a spectacular fire 

and don’t want to waste it.” After laying cloth placemats on the coffee table and putting the 
plates down, she looked at Reese. “Finally. After all these years, you got it all. We need to 

celebrate.” 
She went to the kitchen and returned with two glasses of wine from an open bottle of 

red in the refrigerator. “To well-deserved endings,” she said, raising her glass to his. 
“And hopeful beginnings,” he added soberly. 
“Um,” Ellie stumbled, “I assume that’s one of the couple things you said you wanted. 

What’s the other?” 
Reese looked at her with unease. Drumming his fingertips against the thigh of his pant 

leg, he was instantly thrown back to that moment…another time long before when he felt so 
nervous around her. He pushed back the memory of what happened once he had gained 

the courage to kiss her many years ago. 
“Mahan and Pahan would like to formally invite you and Elyse to Thanksgiving dinner. 

At our home,” he added hoarsely. 

“Oh!” she said with true surprise. “How nice of you. I’ll need to…that is I have to check 
with my mother. I’m not sure what her plans are.” 

“Of course,” he said. A cell phone chirped and Reese reached inside his jacket. “Finally 
got with the times,” he joked as he looked at the display. “It’s Randall, the lawyer. Mind if I 

take it?” 
Ellie shook her head, and Reese went into the kitchen. Within moments, he returned. 

“I’m sorry, Ellie. I need to go home.” 

“Is everything all right,” she followed him to the front door. 
“Someone else has submitted an offer to purchase the land and this time, the county 

has accepted it.” 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
ELEVEN 
GIVING THANKS 

 
 

The women drove in silence to the Noble home. Ellie with hands gripped tightly around the 
upper curve of the steering wheel, and Elyse with hands gripped tightly around the edges of 

a pecan pie tin. 
There had been no polite way to decline the invitation, but when Ellie witnessed her 

mother’s eyes spark upon its very mention, she knew Elyse wouldn’t say no. 
As they neared the property, Elyse cleared her throat and fluttered her free hand to her 

neck. “I actually think I’m more nervous than you are, Ellie.” 
“I’m not nervous, Mom.” 
“I would be if I were you.” 

“Really. Why?” 
“Well, you and Reese and all.” 

“There is nothing happening with me and Reese and all. In fact, I think I need to be 
asking about you and Samuel and all.” 

Her mother laughed lightly. “Samuel and I are old friends who share a painful past and 
an understanding of what it’s like to lose someone they love. He has been a wonderful help 
to me, Ellie.” 

“I’m glad to hear that, Mom. I truly am.” 
“Thank you, dear. Now about this Reese boy…” 

“Mo-ther. Please drop it.” 
“He still loves you, Ellie. I’m quite sure of it.” 

Never imagining they would have such a discussion, Ellie raised her eyebrows in 
disbelief. “If he truly wanted me, he would have tried a lot harder to keep me.” 

“You didn’t really give him much choice, Ellie,” Elyse noted as they came to park 

outside the cabin. 
 

***** 
 

As Reese watched the women ascend the porch stairs, his heart stopped, then started again 
with a painful jolt. For years, it had slept inside his chest-broken, lonely, and intentionally 
forgotten. He had allowed it to beat only for the sheer purpose of sustaining his body and 

on more than one occasion, he prayed it would fail altogether and put him out of his 
misery. 

Life had gone on without her, but it had been empty. 



Mahan and Pahan and his father went to welcome the women, leaving Reese alone and 
wondering…how could he have once been so desperate to die and now, so abruptly, hope to 

live? 
 

***** 
 

The dinner was simple and lovely and everything Ellie could have wished for on her first 
holiday without her dad. Though a slight layer of tension lingered in the air, the families 
enjoyed their time together. 

When Ellie and Elyse rose to help Mahan with the dishes, the old woman held up a 
wrinkled hand. “I will not be long. And then we can talk for real.” 

As everyone found a seat around the warmth of the living room fire, Samuel offered 
glasses filled with a deep burgundy liquid. “My latest experiment,” he explained, handing 

one to each person. “A dessert wine made from a mixture of wood berries and plums.” 
“Pahan, how about a toast?” Reese asked from the bench he shared with Elyse. 
“Yes,” she smiled in agreement. “That would be lovely.” 

“Okay, but no wisecracks about the first Thanksgiving…or pilgrims and Indians, for 
that matter,” Reese joked, and the room laughed with him. 

Pahan stood by the hearth and raised his glass in the direction of his guests. “To the 
Ronahanee.” 

“To the Ronahanee,” everyone somberly repeated and drank from their glass. 
Moments later Mahan joined them, and Samuel handed her a drink. “To the 

Ronahanee,” he said again and everyone lifted their glass. 

Elyse rose from the bench and moved toward the center of the room. “I, um. I’m not 
sure how to go about this, and I know it’s not the proper way, but I would like to offer a 

sincere thank you for the kindness your family has shown to me and my daughter.” Elyse 
wiped a shaking hand along the side of her skirt and gave a nervous smile. “I’m afraid I’ve 

done something which felt completely right at the time, yet now seems as if it might have 
been a terrible idea.” 

The room remained silent as Elyse opened her purse and withdrew a large envelope. 

She handed it to Mahan. 
“What is this?” the woman asked. 

“It is a gift. From my husband and me.” 
Mahan pulled out the contents and upon recognizing the familiar forms, looked to Elyse 

in question. 
“What is it, Mahan?” Reese asked. 
Elyse turned and tenderly placed her hand on his arm. “It’s the deed to the final parcel 

of land. I bought it, and now I am gifting it to your family.” 
His eyes darted from her to his grandparents. “I don’t understand why you would do 

this. We have plenty of funds to pay for it. Your husband drew up all the documents. It 
would have been fine.” 

“I’m aware of how long the process of each sale took for your family. I had more than 
enough funds to pay a high, yet fair price. And please forgive me for saying this, but since it 
was me purchasing it, there was no recourse from the town or anyone else. The transaction 

was the fastest one they’ve ever conducted.” 
Reese and Samuel threw hard stares at Elyse, and Ellie feared this day of friendship 

and peace would not end as such. As if on instinct, both men withdrew and looked to 
Mahan. 

“Please,” Elyse begged. “It is given out of love. Pure love. Nothing more. It was all I could 
think of to show you how much I appreciate everything you…please,” she said again, 
sinking down into a chair. 



 

Over the popping and hissing of the fire, Mahan finally spoke. “Wegme’h.” 
“You’re welcome,” Elyse replied. 

“How about another toast?” Samuel directed his gaze to Mahan and all eyes in the room 
did the same. 

The old woman held her glass and raised her gaze to the ceiling and what lay beyond. 
“Often the very love that hurts can also help to heal. It is time for healing.” 

“To healing,” the voices said in unison and every hand raised a glass high into the air. 
 

***** 

 
More than once Reese caught Ellie staring at him, and he waited with severe impatience to 

have a word alone with her. 
As the parents and grandparents chatted over plates of pie and homemade ice cream, 

Ellie rose and nonchalantly grabbed her down coat. Of course Reese saw her leave; he had 
watched her every move since she arrived. And after a few torturous minutes, he followed 
her. 

She stood on the back porch, with arms resting upon the split rail. “It has been a lovely 
day, hasn’t it?” 

“That it has,” he agreed. 
Ellie gazed up at the moon, and its celestial glow reached down, shining upon her 

already angelic face. She was unbelievably beautiful, and Reese wished like hell he could 
tell her so. “Have you decided whether you are staying or not?” he asked instead. 

“I have.” 

He gave a low chuckle. “And do you intend to share your decision? Or will you just let 
me find you are gone one day? Like before.” 

Ellie pointed her eyes at him. “Don’t Reese. Please don’t.” 
“What?” he said quietly. 

He watched as the memory of their parting returned to her. “You seemed so willing to 
want me gone,” she said weakly. 

“I wanted you free.” 

Ellie considered this before heading down the steps and walking toward the garden. 
God, she is so stubborn! he screamed inside his head and went after her. 

Placing his hands on her shoulders, he shook her violently. “Listen to me, dammit! I 
never wanted you to leave! Never. But you gave me no choice. I was never willing. I just 

knew you would eventually go, and that I couldn’t change my vision.” 
Once he realized what he said, Reese released her and walked in a daze toward the tree 

line. 
He knew he would have to tell her now. 
 

***** 
 

Ellie couldn’t explain why she ran after Reese. She only knew she’d become tired of running 
away. Maybe it was to tell him she was sorry. Maybe it was to tell him a final goodbye. But 

maybe, just maybe, it was to prove that her chance with him wasn’t entirely gone forever. 
He stood with his back to her, and she went up to him and slowly ran the palms of her 

hands over the smooth, dark layers of his hair. From scalp to shoulders, she repeated the 

motion over and over until he finally turned toward her, his eyes searching for a sign. 



Then the color around them shifted ever so slightly as high above in the heavens filmy 
clouds passed in front of the once bright moon. They watched in awe, witnessing creamy 

gold overtake the silvery orb, leaving it a hazy blur. 
“It’s like God painted a perfect image and then smudged his finger over it, making it 

even more perfect,” she whispered in excitement. 
Reese pulled Ellie to him and kissed her then. It was gentle, reverential, worshipful 

even, and he could note the precise moment when she allowed herself, and the whole of her 
spirit, to finally give in to him. 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
TWELVE 
PROMISES 

 
 

Ellie locked the door of her townhouse and hopped onto the trail. With spring break ahead 
of her, she thought of the things she wanted to finish around her new place and the 

projects she needed to plan for the return to school. 
The heavy spring rains had melted much of the snow leaving a soggy mess on the edges 

of the path. Ellie didn’t care. She smelled the buds pressing up from beneath the dark soil. 
The birds reminded her of the possibilities with their song. And the warming sunshine 

helped her remember all the good in her life. None of this could be found running on the 
streets around town. 

The woman who had left for maternity leave opted to stay home permanently, leaving 

Ellie the prospect of a full-time job at Vista Elementary. Her mother was doggedly pursuing 
a theological degree in the hope of assisting the ministry at church. And of course, there 

was Reese. 
When he had confided in her about his ability to see well into the future, she told him 

she had one concern. 
“What’s that?” he had asked. 
“Do you think maybe our gifts might be passed on to our children?” 

“Children?” he smiled and pulled her close. 
“Is that all you heard?” she lightly punched his chest. 

He planted a kiss upon her forehead. “It was the only part that mattered.” 
“Reese, I’m serious.” 

“Ellie, if they have either of our gifts, as you like to call them, we will help them deal 
with it. They’ll adapt just as we have.” 

She looked to him. “Have you had any more visions lately? About us?” 

“Only this,” he said, wrapping his arms tightly around her and kissing her deeply. 
Ellie pushed her body through another grueling mile, content with the day and the 

promise it brought to her. She now knew everything in this moment was as it was meant to 
be. And the only faith she needed was in her ability to take the smallest of steps to create 

the future she desired. 
She ran even harder now, wishing to be near the end, where she knew Reese would be 

waiting for her. And as she rounded the final curve, a gentle rush of air pressed against 

her, bringing with it the scent of renewal. 
Ellie slowed her pace as the aura swirled in front of her. Calmly waiting until she knew 

it was indeed there, she smiled and said, “Hi, Daddy.” 
### 
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[BEGIN EXCERPT from Revelations: a continuation of Spirit] 
 

ONE 
TEN YEARS AFTER 

 
 

Ten years. Ellie Duncan Noble believed in her heart that ten years would be plenty of time 
to overcome it all. Forget what she was. Ignore what she saw. And yet, all it took was one 
simple statement at the breakfast table to unravel everything. 

“Happy Anniversary, El.” 
Ellie felt the tender tug on her elbow and turned from the sink to find Reese smiling 

down at her. Wrapping her arms tight around his broad back, she brought him close. And 
as her cheek rested against the lightweight flannel of his shirt, she allowed her concern to 

fade into the soft cloth. 
“Happy Anniversary. I thought maybe you would forget,” she teased with a finger tap 

upon his heart. 

“Have I ever forgotten the day you became Mrs. Reese Noble?” he whispered to the top of 
her head. 

“No,” she smiled. 
“Nor will I ever,” he promised and kissed her hair. 

“Ugh. Do not smell my hair. I haven’t showered yet,” Ellie groaned and began to push 
him away. 

Grabbing her wrists where they still lay on his chest, Reese grinned. “Perhaps we can 

fix that. Together.” 
Ellie pushed a second time, returning her attention to the morning chore of dishes. 

Sinking her hands in the now-cold water, she removed them and playfully flicked her 
fingers in the direction of her husband, spattering him with soapy dishwater. “Choose your 

words carefully, Mr. Noble. There are adolescent ears present.” 
Reese looked to the sturdy breakfast table he and his father made years ago. It was one 

of many pieces of furniture the men handcrafted together. And though the cabin on their 

property was nothing like the big house for size, it had proven a cozy home for their little 
family. 

Casting a nervous glance over her shoulder, Ellie watched Reese grab a chair and take a 
seat at the table next to their daughter. Unsure whether to reveal what the young girl told 

her just moments before he entered the kitchen, Ellie scrubbed hard at the griddle pan, 
focusing every ounce of fear and frustration on the nonstick surface. 

“What’s new, Pussycat?” Reese asked. 

“Daddy,” she groaned. “You know I don’t like it when you call me that!” 
His charcoal eyes raised from the cup of coffee Ellie had set in front of him and landed 

upon her. They simmered with mischief, forcing a rush of love so strong to course through 
Ellie’s body, she reflexively placed a sweaty palm over her heart to slow its beating. 

“I’m sorry. I must not have got the memo,” he smiled and blew along the rim of his cup 
to cool its contents. 

“Well, I’m nine years old, and nine is too old for you to call me that,” the girl said with 

all seriousness and took another bite of pancake. 
“So what should I call you now?” Reese pretended hurt. 

“You can still call me Kat. I don’t mind that.” 



“That is good to hear. It would have been hard talking to you if all I could ever say was 
‘Hey, you there!’” The pair giggled in the delight that could only come from a father and 

daughter who truly loved one another. 
Ellie resisted the urge, battling as every nerve popped and instinct screamed for her to 

further the troubling conversation from before. She understood how easy it would be to 
disregard it. Pretend the possibility did not exist. But even if she did, there would be 

another time, and another to remind her of the things beyond her control. Ellie released a 
weighty sigh, rinsed out the sink, and joined her husband and daughter at the table. 

“So…Kat was telling me about a dream she had,” Ellie said slowly. 

Reese cocked his head in mock surprise. “Really? Wow, no one ever had one of those!” 
Ellie could feel the frustration and anger erupt within her chest. For though she made 

every attempt to suppress her strange ability to see and speak with ghostly spirits, he 
wholeheartedly embraced his capacity to dream of future events before they happened. He 

considered it a gift. Allowed it to manifest whenever it wanted. Made no attempt to control 
it. Now here, as Ellie prepared to face her greatest fear, Reese cracked jokes. 

“Yep,” Kat replied. “I had it a few weeks ago. Right before softball practice started.” 

Though no one else would have noticed, Ellie watched the rugged skin of Reese’s face 
fade. “And you still remember it?” 

Kat dipped an apple slice in her maple syrup, took a bite, and nodded. 
“How well do you remember it, honey?” Reese asked. 

“Pretty much all of it.” 
Ellie pretended disinterest, clearing items from the table. “Can you tell it to us? Like one 

of your stories that you like to write and draw?” 

Kat shrugged. “Sure. Grandma Evangeline was with Grandpa Samuel, and they were 
watching Daddy ride on the carousel.” 

Ellie drew a deliberate breath, watching, waiting for any visible change in Reese. “Well, 
that sounds like a nice dream, Daddy being with his parents,” she said and returned her 

attention to clearing the table. 
“It was, Mom. That is until Daddy decided to try to get off the ride before it was over and 

got a bad cut on his arm when he fell against a Palomino.” 

“Oh no!” Ellie said. 
“It’s okay, Mom. Grandma Evangeline hopped up on the ride while it was still moving 

and handed Daddy over to Grandpa. They got him cleaned up and as good as new!” 
Reese’s silence began to tear at Ellie and when her curiosity overtook logic, she turned 

to see him studying their daughter as she drained the rest of her milk. “Katarina, why don’t 
you go to the big house and check to see if Mahan needs any help with the morning chores 
before school?” 

“What did I do wrong?” 
“Absolutely nothing, honey. Your great-gran could use a little help, that’s all.” 

Kat reluctantly headed for the mudroom and slid on her rain boots in preparation for 
the cool spring rain. “But you never call me by my full name unless you or Mom are upset 

with me,” she said solemnly, one hand on the back door. 
Reese exhaled, releasing the wrinkles that had creased along his brow just moments 

before. “You have done nothing wrong. I promise you…” 

 
***** 

 
Ellie paced the length of the small kitchen, running a nervous hand through the locks of 

her hair. “Oh my god, Reese. Please do not tell me what you are about to say. Please.” 
Reese did not reply. 



 

“Something is happening, isn’t it?” Ellie whispered as her bare feet padded back and 
forth across the hardwood floor. 

“It might be. But Ellie…” Reese blocked the narrow space between them, preventing her 
from making another anxious pass, “promise me you will not get worked up about this. It is 

probably nothing.” 
“You told me the visions, the dreams, whatever the hell they are…you said they skipped 

generations!” 
Placing his hands on her shoulders to steady her, Reese waited until Ellie met his gaze. 

“These types of things usually do, which is precisely why I am asking you to chill out. Let’s 

not worry until we have to.” 
“Wouldn’t your grandmother have sensed it?” Ellie wondered. “I mean Mahan didn’t 

know me for a mere second before she knew I could interact with the spiritual world.” 
“It is possible she knows but hasn’t told us. I’ll talk with her once Kat is off to school.” 

Ellie took her place at the table and cradled the steaming mug Reese set before her 
between shaking hands. “You’re right, Reese. It is probably just a simple dream. Nothing 
more. Maybe you or Samuel told her that story. Or is there a photo of that day in the 

album? It could easily be her subconscious processing a routine part of life,” Ellie said, 
reaching for answers she knew in her heart were wrong. 

“Of course that’s possible. Though I am pretty sure I never told Kat about getting off 
that ride because I did not want her to try the same stupid thing I did. But as for my mom 

jumping on to help me, I could have told her. And for all I know, my dad told her the whole 
story. You know how he and Kat love to swap tales. He is always encouraging her to write 
and draw which means he may have shared the memory. As for a photo, I would have to 

dig deeper. There are still a lot of shoe boxes in the front hall closet, leftover from when Dad 
lived here.” At the sound of the screen door, Reese stopped, bringing a fingertip to his lips. 

“I helped Mahan feed Cooper and sprinkled some icky smelling grass on flowerbeds 
behind the house. She said that was all she had and sent me back.” 

Rising from the table, Ellie walked to where Kat waited in the mudroom. “Thank you, 
sweetie. I am sure Mahan appreciated your help. Pack up your bag; it’s almost time for the 
bus.” The young girl carefully put a purple folder and pair of shiny shoes in her backpack. 

When the zipper pull caught on the nylon, Kat quickly became frustrated, tugging at the 
edges so hard the bag finally fell to the floor. 

“What’s the matter, sweetie?” Ellie asked. 
Holding back tears, Kat looked to her mother, “It just feels like I did something bad, and 

I don’t know what it is. How can I fix it and be good if you won’t tell me what I did wrong?” 
Before Ellie could respond, Reese appeared from behind, engulfing his daughter into a 

bear hug. “There is no reason for you to be sad.” 

“But why are you acting so weird? Like I’m in trouble?” her words became lost in the 
embrace of her father. 

“You are not in trouble, honey. It’s just…” 
“Is there anything else you can remember from your dream?” Ellie whispered. 

Kat traced a tiny, perfect hand across her brow in concentration. “Maybe. Some parts 
are clearer than others.” 

Reese nodded his encouragement. “That’s good. Regular dreams will do that…they 

disappear. But is there anything?” 
Kat closed her eyes and opened them, startled. “I can remember a picture on the side of 

the merry-go-round.” 
“A picture?” Ellie asked. “Do mean like a logo of some kind?” 



Squeezing her eyes tight, the young girl smiled. “Uh huh. It is an animal. Not a horse 
which is totally weird since it is a ride with horses!” 

“It’s almost time for school, Ellie,” Reese interrupted. 
With a quick glance at her watch, Ellie raised her eyes to his, pleading. “Try just a bit 

harder.” 
“Um, it looks like a teddy bear. It is a teddy bear, and it says the words Happy Time 

Rides around it. Like in a circle.” 
“Good! That’s good!” Reese said, placing the backpack over her arm. 
“And it looked really dark and gloomy, like it does here when it’s going to rain hard.” 

“Okay, sweetie. That’s enough,” Ellie said with arms outstretched. “Hugs and kisses and 
then off you go. I can hear the bus coming along the drive!” 

A few harried minutes later, as Reese and Ellie waved and watched the taillights 
disappear, he pulled her closer to his side. 

“Will those details help?” she asked behind a pretend smile. 
“I hope so. It is all we have for now.” 
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Ellie jogged down the path, watching for stray branches that may have fallen since her last 
run. Reese spent most of one day last month clearing the trail with a special rake attached 

to his small tractor. But of course, a few spring storms had passed through since then, 
carrying the mighty gusts of wind she now feared within them. 

Forcing a smile, she pushed harder. The ache came easier than it did when she first ran 

this trail in her late teens, but still she could not stop running. It was more than a simple 
hobby or habit. Sure, it provided the ultimate stress-relief and kept her body fit and strong. 

But this time alone, among nothing but the shadowy trees, cheerful birds, and occasional 
warming ray of light from above…it was also her salvation. For though she dutifully 

attended church every Sunday with her family, this…this was where she felt connected and 
free all at the same time. 

It was also one of the many places where she fell in love with Reese. 

The sky began to darken, signaling she should head back home. Ellie did not want to, 
however. There were still too many problems only a good long run could solve. 

She and Reese did not have the chance to decipher their daughter’s dream. Right after 
Kat left for school, Mahan came out on the porch, begging for help with Pahan after he 

became dizzy and fell. The rest of their day had been spent first at the local clinic and then 
later at the hospital in a town many miles away. And in the end, one of Ellie’s greatest fears 
had been realized. Reese’s grandfather suffered a small stroke and though he had been 

fortunate to avoid major damage, he was required to use a cane for balance and limit his 
work on the property. 

This news of declining health was in itself heartbreaking. But the very thought of Pahan 
staying away from the fieldwork he loved? This deeply saddened her. Harvey Noble and the 

land were one. 
“I believe you have rich black earth coursing through your veins, Pahan. No blood. Just 

dirt,” she often joked to the old man. “Ah, Elsbeth,” Harvey would always use her proper 

name, “that is simply part of being a Ronahanee. If we searched within you, we would see 
the very same thing.” 

Ellie had come to terms long ago that she was part of a vanishing Indian tribe. In fact, 
once her mother Elyse confessed she herself was half-Ronahanee, Ellie embraced the 

knowledge she now held about her heritage. And simply knowing Reese was also a 
descendant, carrying half of the tribe’s blood, made Ellie love him all the more. 

Stumbling over a rock embedded deep within the sandy trail, Ellie stopped to gather her 

breath. With hands on her hips, she practiced the soothing rhythm until the burn in her 
lungs subsided. 

There were just too many problems to solve today, she decided. Kat’s dream. Pahan’s 
health. Helping Mahan. Add in after-school activities, her substitute teacher job at Vista 



High, Reese’s wood-crafting business, tribal land management, and increasing duties as a 
town council member…there were just too many things to tackle. 

With her thoughts in a blur and completely overwhelmed, she held back the tears that 
threatened to appear. Bending over at the waist, she stretched, pulling her back and thigh 

muscles until they were screaming for release. 
“I am in control. I am in control. I am in control,” she chanted beneath her breath and 

with each touch of fingertips to toes. Yet this time, she did not believe the words. 
Something was not right in her world. 
‘Hi Ellie,’ the gust of wind called around her running shoes, spiraled up her legs, and 

finally brushed her cheek as she rose to standing position. 
“Daddy!” Ellie masked her surprise with a smile. “I haven’t seen you in a while.” 

‘I have been around, waiting for you.’ 
Ellie dug a toe of her shoe into the ground and focused all of her attention on it. “I’ve 

been trying to find a way to…you know…block out the other spirits, but when I suppress 
them, it seems I keep you away, too. I’m sorry,” she looked to him with guilty eyes. 

‘So, you have decided not to channel anymore,’ her father concluded. 

“Just for now. I promise! I am close to controlling it so I can still see you but no one 
else. That’s my goal, anyway.” 

‘Why do you want it to go away?’ he asked. 
Looking into the trees, Ellie watched the branches sway amid the cooling breeze. Their 

limbs became entangled, reaching for one another as if to seek unity and fortification 
against the rising storm and whatever else may threaten. 

Ellie considered the countless reasons why she wanted to be free of her ability. Reese 

and Mahan, the only others who knew of her so-called talent to see and talk with beings 
from the spiritual world, perceived it as a gift. Reese, in particular, struggled with her desire 

to break away from it since he also possessed the unique capability to have visions of the 
future come to him in his sleep. 

Yet none of her motives seemed like a valid enough answer to make her father 
understand. “When I let them in, it is as if I am holding onto the person I was before. The 
life I had before…when you were still alive,” she sighed. “I guess I’m still that sad little girl 

who desperately wishes to be like everyone else.” 
‘You can let her go, El. The person you are now far outshines the amazing girl you were 

back then.’ 
“But if I do that, I’m afraid I will be letting you go.” 

‘My body may be gone, sweetheart, but I promise you I am not going anywhere. Not as 
long as you need me.’ 

His words carried the tears, and Ellie found herself pressing sweaty fingertips against 

her eyes to stop the burn of hurt. 
‘There is no reason to feel sad about living the life you want,’ the wind whispered and 

morphed into a grainy image of the man she loved so dearly. Every time he showed his face 
to her, she relived the heart wrenching grief she felt when he suffered a stroke and 

subsequent heart attack and died a decade before. 
The blow to her and her mother had been a brutal one. It took a very long time for Ellie 

to understand that the only way to release the agonizing pain was to breathe, eat, sleep, 

and go through the motions of everyday life. And once she did that, she needed to do it all 
over again the next day and the next until it did not hurt anymore. Until something-

anything-mattered. 
“There’s just a lot happening right now, Daddy.” 

‘You know you can tell me anything. Your secrets are safe with me,’ he joked. 
Ellie hesitated. She wanted to tell him about Kat’s odd dream but nothing had been 

proven and until there were concrete answers, it remained speculation. And then there was 



 

the situation with Pahan. Her father would want to know about the old man. After all, he 
had been the lawyer who helped Reese’s grandparents navigate the legality of land 

purchases over many years. It was their partnership and trust that allowed the Noble 
family to eventually acquire the entire Aberdeen Forest, all five-thousand, one hundred and 

twenty acres of it. 
“Pahan is ill, Daddy.” 

‘I know.’ 
“How do you know? It just happened.” 
‘I get around,’ he breathed a chuckle against her face and for a glorious instant Ellie 

swore she detected a woodsy scent of the aftershave he once wore. An immense longing 
washed over her but before she could declare how much she loved and missed him, he 

began to fade. 
“What is it, Daddy? Please don’t leave yet!” she sobbed. 

‘Not safe,’ his voice drifted from the far edge of the pines. Minutes later, a couple 
walking their dog met her on the path. After a brief hello and comment on the weather, Ellie 
continued on her run, knowing what she needed to do. 

 
***** 

 
The clouds opened up just as Ellie hopped off the path and into the backyard of her 

childhood home. Reaching a hand beneath the wooden steps on the back patio, she 
grabbed the house key hidden there and unlocked the back door. Replacing the key, she 
kicked off her shoes onto the large shag rug and grabbed water from the fridge. Spying an 

array of organic and whole food contents, Ellie smiled. 
Evidently, her mother was embarking on yet another self-improvement kick. Always 

trying to fight the proverbial aging clock, Ellie thought. 
Ellie texted a quick note to Reese telling where she was and then went to wash her 

hands and face in the guest bathroom. Walking through her childhood home always made 
her believe she was drifting between two worlds. Many items of her past remained here. The 
miniature grandfather clock still hung above the fireplace mantel, an heirloom from her 

father’s side. Family photos dotted shelves and furniture and walls, housing milestones and 
cherished family memories inside their ornate frames. Her parents, young, happy, in love. 

Ellie as a child, shy and wiser than her years. And so many images of her now, as a wife 
and mother, with husband and child by her side. Every available surface displayed the life 

she remembered and lived. 
Then in an instant, rather than coming home, she felt like a guest. Every wall had been 

re-painted in hues of the earth, colors her mother never would have selected years ago. 

Rustic, comfortable furniture had replaced the stiff conservative pieces she once sat upon, 
many of them handmade by Reese at her mother’s instruction.  

This home reflected Elyse now more than it did Ellie’s youth. After her husband’s death, 
Elyse struggled. Hers was a savage grief, more powerful than Ellie’s ever was. The only 

thing that seemed to get her mother through the dark moments was an immense faith in 
God and re-connection to her Ronahanee roots. And as if a testament to both, Elyse 
Duncan was now the pastor of her church and a beloved member of the tribe. 

The whirr of the garage door coaxed Ellie into the present, and she went to unlock the 
side door for her mother. 

“What a wonderful surprise!” Elyse said, handing a grocery bag to her daughter. “If I 
knew you were coming by, I would have left church earlier.” 



“I didn’t know I was coming until the storm blew in. Usually it wouldn’t matter, but this 
one looks to be a long soaker.” 

“Spring showers bring May flowers,” her mother sang. 
“It is April showers bring May flowers, Mom,” Ellie noted and began to unload groceries. 

“You seem to be in an excessively good mood.” 
Elyse removed her gold earrings and set them on the counter. “I am! I finally figured out 

a topic for this week’s sermon and for some odd reason, the words flew out of me. It is all 
done, thank goodness.” 

“Well, that is certainly good news. I can’t wait to hear it.” 

“Ellie,” Elyse set the tea kettle to boil, “don’t tease your mother.” 
“I mean it. I enjoy your sermons. Truly.” 

“It is just not church you enjoy.” 
“Okay, you got me there,” Ellie giggled and moved to retrieve tea from the cupboard. 

“But just so you know, it is not you, Mom. It is all me. I’m not sure I will ever feel the same 
way you do about church.” 

“I don’t expect you to, Ellie. At least not like I did when you were younger. I’m simply 

thankful you and Reese and Kat and the Nobles support me in my efforts.” 
“Always, Mom. Always.” 

Elyse wrapped a toned arm around her daughter and pulled her tight. “You are an 
absolute gem, Elsbeth.” 

Hearing her full name spoken aloud served as a reminder for Ellie. “Pahan is home and 
feeling much better.” 

“Wonderful news! I said an extra prayer for him today. Perhaps I should bring 

something over to the house. What do you think Mahan would approve of?” Elyse 
wondered. 

“You know Mahan will approve of anything you offer to bring.” 
“I know. It is just whenever I am around her I revert to that young, insecure girl dating 

her son. I guess seeking her approval will be my life’s mission.” 
“Pahan loves your banana bread. Maybe a couple loaves would do the trick.” 
Clapping her hands together, Elyse smiled. “Perfect. And even better, I have everything 

here so I can whip some up and deliver them while they are still warm from the oven. Do 
you think he is up for seeing visitors?” 

“Pahan will never turn down a visit from you.” 
“Great. I have been meaning to come over. It has been ages since I’ve seen them or 

Samuel.” 
Ellie poured hot water into two cups and set the tea to steep. “Speaking of Samuel, did 

you hear who he has been chumming around with?” she asked carefully. Her mother and 

Samuel had been very much in love years before Ellie and Reese were even born, and 
though they remained close friends over these past years, Ellie secretly believed her mother 

was in love with Reese’s father. 
“Yep. Audina Parks,” Elyse answered between cooling breaths to her tea. 

Ellie went to the table and sat by her mother. “So you know?” 
“Of course I know. Who do you think set them up?” Elyse laughed. Unable to tether her 

shock, Ellie simply stared at the woman. “Oh don’t be so surprised, Ellie. I know you think 

I still harbor some romantic crush for the man, but I am over him. We are just friends and 
as a good friend, I helped them find each other. Don’t you think they are perfect together?” 

Ellie had to admit they made a nice couple, Samuel with his calm, caring demeanor and 
Audina with her folksy charm. And with both having Ronahanee blood flow through their 

veins, there would be much to share. Yet still, Elyse and Samuel just seemed like a tragic 
love story, one broken against their will and begging to be mended. Here she was 



 

romanticizing again, Ellie thought. Reese would get a kick out of it. And with the happy 
thought of her husband, Ellie realized it was time to head home. 

A quick glance out the large back windows, and Ellie knew she could not run the trail. 
The skies had grown darker and rain pelted every surface. Even with the canopy of the 

centuries-old trees, Ellie and the path beneath her feet would be soaked in minutes. 
“I need to call Reese and have him pick me up.” 

“Oh, don’t bother him. He is probably working in his shop or helping Mahan at the big 
house. I’ll drive you.” 

“Well if you do, I need to leave now. Kat will be off the bus soon.” 

Elyse turned off the stove burner and grabbed her purse and keys. “Let us go, then. It 
will give us a chance to talk a bit more. I was thinking that maybe I could bring Kat home 

for the night so you and Reese can properly celebrate your anniversary. Oh, and I forgot to 
mention an old friend of yours called today.” 

“Really. Who?” Ellie wondered. Her friends were pretty much the same people she grew 
up with, and her mother already knew them well. 

“He said he met you during your time in New York. His name is Graham something or 

other. Except he kept referring to you as Beth, which I found very odd.” 
Ellie gripped her mother’s arm as the woman reached for her car door. Ellie had been 

right…something definitely was not right in her world. “Mother. Promise me, whatever you 
do…do not talk with that man or tell him anything about me.” 

[END EXCERPT] 
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