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    Harbine Universe suggested reading order:

Yearbook (duet book 1)

Reunion (duet book 2)

Pasts That Haunt Us (standalone)

Coming Home (standalone)

 

While Yearbook and Reunion are a duet, Pasts That Haunt Us can be read as a standalone but has character cross-over from the previous duet. Coming Home is the same situation and is best read as the fourth book.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Every single snowflake leaves their mark in the universe… they're pure, pristine, and genuinely unique. Just like us. You, my friend, are a snowflake. No matter how insignificant you feel you might be, you mean the WORLD to someone else. You are their other half, their missing piece, their everything. 

The trick is finding them.
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Liberty, age 14

Tessa Hargrave, one of the girls I go to school with, passed out birthday invitations to her birthday party. It’s being held at the ice rink this weekend which doesn’t surprise me. She has pictures of Olympic figure skaters taped to the inside of her locker and it’s a well-known fact she takes skating lessons after school. She even goes before school when preparing for a competition and has tutors when travelling far away for events. I think it’s cool that she knows what she wants to be already. I don’t have a clue yet.

My bookbag slumps with homework making me pull on the straps to keep it secure. It’s a short walk home from school, but long enough to give me time to think about the invitation in my pocket. Hopefully mom and dad will let me go. I think it will be fun to try and ice skate. I don’t want to become an Olympic skater like Tessa though. Matter of fact, I don’t know what I enjoy enough to pursue like that. A lot of the boys at school focus on their sport, whether it’s football or wrestling or even baseball. None of the kids I have class with carry science books saying they want to be an astronomer or a lasso claiming they want to be a cowboy and work on a ranch. Or is it farm? I don’t know. I’ve only ever known the city.

A chalky hopscotch pattern is drawn on the sidewalk when I turn the corner. Instead of hopping on it, (who wants to see a fourteen-year-old do that?) I walk around it, so I don’t smudge the design. I used to have chalk when I was little and would doodle on the driveway. It was fun because it was like drawing on a chalkboard. Once, I made a crazy design that was 3-dementional but when I tried to show dad, he took too long, and it started raining. I didn’t bother drawing anymore after that.

My house comes into view, and I notice the grass needs to be cut. It looks like our neighbors just mowed theirs, the air smelling of fresh clipped grass. Will dad do it when he gets home or will he let it go until the weekend?

Remembering the invitation in my pocket, I hope he does it today. I don’t want grass to be the reason I won’t get a ride to the birthday party. Mom occasionally works on the weekends, and I can’t remember if she’s scheduled for this Saturday or not.

I walk around to the back door close to the garage which opens into the kitchen. Pulling on the screen door, I see the main one is already open.

When I step inside the house, my senses are immediately assaulted by a pungent smoky smell, choking and unpleasant. I crinkle my nose and wave my hand in front of my face.

“Mom? What’s going on?” She’s standing over the kitchen sink, burning pieces of paper and putting the ashes down the drain. Her eyes are bloodshot and puffy, her cheeks wet. She’s still wearing her work uniform but has a bottle in her hand when she turns toward me.

“See that box on the table?” My eyes swivel to where she’s pointing. “Fill it with whatever is most important to you.”

Hi to you too, mom. “Why?” I can’t hide my shock.

“We’re carrying the rest out to the yard tomorrow morning and having a sale.” She steps toward the box and shoves it toward me. “Go through your things.”

“But why?”

“Your father left us! And he did so without paying rent for next month so we’ve got less than a week to find something I can afford.” She lets out a humorless laugh, shaking her head.

I glance around, noticing the cupboards ajar, like they’ve been ransacked. The coffee can mom and dad keep fun money in is tipped on its side, empty. The small television on the hutch dad likes to watch the news on, reports a breaking story.

“This just in. Three dead, one seriously injured in a car accident on the I-10 involving two vehicles. According to Florida Highway Patrol, the lone survivor was flown to local hospital in critical condition. No names are being released—”

Mom reaches over and rips the power chord out of the wall, snapping her fingers. “Liberty! I said go pack your things!”

I flinch as she screeches and quickly snatch the empty box, retreating to my room. The idea of going to the birthday party drifts out the screen door with the smoke.
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Kolten, November 2023

Five years later.

“What’s it gonna be this year, man?” Tucker asks.

“I don’t know.” I grab the back of my neck, wishing he’d drop it. But knowing my best friend, he won’t. “It’s just another birthday.”

“Your birthday is not just another day.” Tucker continues his reps, lifting the weights with little effort. He’s lying on the bench, completing the last bit of his workout. I’m cooling down after mine. We met five years ago. He as my physical therapist, me as a jaded, injured teenager. We’re close in age but he’s a few years older. While he patiently rehabilitated me, a great friendship was forged. We have been buddies ever since. We just happened to click. I was one of his first patients after he graduated college for sports medicine physical therapy, and we both had something we were going through. Call it trauma bonding or just two guys thrust into a situation we decided to make the best of. He’s like the older brother I never had. We continue meeting up a few times a week to workout at the local gym.

“I suppose the same thing will happen that happens every year. Aunt Penny will make me a cake. She’ll insist on making me dinner and then I’ll go home.”

“I could fix you up with someone.”

“No.”

“You’re almost twenty-four years old! It’s time to get back out there, man.”

“I hate blind dates.” I glare at him. He knows the last two times he set me up backfired. “I am on the universe’s shit list and until it decides I can get off, I’m stuck there.”

“Well, getting off is what I was trying to help you with, buddy.” He chuckles and drops the weights, sitting up. “Just kidding, sorry. In all seriousness, just keep it in mind.”

“I have a friend or two that are no strings attached if needed. We accommodate each other with no commitment. If I wanted to dial them up, I could. No problem. But that’s not the kind of thing I want.”

“Well, when you explain it like that, you make it sound like you clip each other’s toenails.” He shivers with disgust and then laughs. “No wonder you’re miserable.”

“I’m not miserable, just not interested. There is a difference.”

“We could plan something. Want me to throw you a party? Book a road trip?”

“And have you pulled away from your family on Christmas? No thanks.” I’d feel guilty. 

“It’s not your fault you were born on Christmas day.” Tucker throws a towel around his shoulders. “I just want you to have a good time this year.” We begin walking toward the locker room. “You’ll get your miracle. I’m a firm believer that everyone has one. You just never know when you’ll meet them.”

“Like how you met Jenny?” He and his girlfriend met in college when she twisted her ankle and needed help getting home from a party. They didn’t start dating until a couple months ago when they reconnected at a conference for work.

“I’m not sure if she’s my miracle or not.” Tucker throws his towel in the hamper and makes his way to the showers. From his demeanor, I’d say he’s certain she’s not it.

“Something wrong in paradise?”

“No, we’re cool. It’s just long distance. I’d like to talk about making it less distance but she’s good with it the way it is. I don’t know. We’re still seeing where it goes.”

“Sounds a little too casual for me.” When I meet the one I want to spend my life with, I can’t have distance between us. I want to take care of her. I want what my parents had. They set a great example, and in my eyes, the love they shared was something worth aspiring to. When I find that, I’m going to hold on to it with everything I have and until I do, I’m not settling for less. I’m also not going to force it. If it’s meant to be, it’ll find me.

“Give it some thought. If you want to plan something for your birthday, we’ll bounce out of town and celebrate. I’m serious.”

“You need an excuse to cut loose?”

“Maybe.” He grins at me. “You shouldn’t deny your best friend wanting to celebrate your birthday. That’s bro-code you’re stomping on.”

I turn the lever for the shower. “I’ll think about it.”
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Liberty

My feet hurt. I’ve been walking for as long as I can remember. Everything I own is in a bag on my back, holes worn in my shoes. The bus ticket I bought in New York got me as far as Birmingham, but I wanted quieter scenery. Besides, my thoughts wouldn’t stop, so I just started walking.

And walking.

And walking.

My stomach growls and hunger pains stab my insides, but there’s nothing I can do about that, so I keep walking.

How did everything get so fucked up?

My family wasn’t the Brady bunch by any means, but my parents got along. They weren’t the lovesick couple with the white picket fence life, but they tried. Mom worked at the dry cleaners and dad made a living teaching history at the local college. Case in point, my name. Liberty Grace Johnson. I used to think they were unoriginal, naming me to sound like a president or historical figure. The older I got, the more I realized my father just loved American history. He loved all things patriotic and hundreds of years old. Mom just loved him.

That was until dad decided he loved more than history.

He took another job on the west coast, clear across the country, and shacked up with a student, leaving us behind. Now we were history, just the wrong kind.

I was fourteen.

Mom never got over it.

We moved from the house and sold all the furniture, ending up in a two-bedroom apartment in a rundown neighborhood. Mom started missing work, often. A few short months later and by the age of fifteen, I was helping mom pay the bills. I babysat, bagged groceries, and did everything I could to help, but it wasn’t enough. It was never enough. The jar we stashed money for groceries and the laundromat began having less and less in it. Mom always managed to spend time with her favorite men, though. Jack, Jim and Jose to be exact, but the cupboards were bare. A random package of pop tarts, ramen noodles, or box of cereal became standard in the kitchen and not much else. Cereal with water instead of milk tastes like shit. Ten out of ten do NOT recommend.

Some days I stayed home from school and took care of mom. Others, I went to school and just let her sleep off her hangover. By the beginning of junior year, she hardly ever went to work, if she was even able to hold a job. We sold everything but the mattresses and a couch for the living room. I didn’t miss television anymore. It had been years since we could afford programming.

My grades tanked. No surprise there. No one at home cared enough about my education. Therefore, I had no help when I needed it the most. I ended up quitting school to work since Mom wouldn’t, or couldn’t, get out of bed half the time. I had no choice.

The summer of my nineteenth birthday, the Fourth of July, I celebrated by myself...again. I sat on the roof of our apartment building watching the fireworks, tears running down my face. Mom’s temper got worse the more she drank and no better when she was sober. She was never thankful I cleaned up anything or paid rent when she couldn’t. She made it known she despised my name because it reminded her of my father. Everything was always about her and her needs, forget the fact she had a daughter who was forced to grow up before she should have had to.

I always liked my birthday though. So to keep her from completely ruining it, I left money for her to buy a bottle and stayed away. I went on the roof and watched the sky light up. It’s not like she remembered what day it was anyhow.

The next few months didn’t improve at all. They only got worse.

Thanksgiving, I came home with a meager bag of groceries, convinced I could get my mom to eat. She never consumed solids in my presence, so I could only assume she did outside of the apartment. I planned on making the two of us a meal. Granted, they were mostly microwavable because I can’t cook, but I thought maybe, if I could just get some food in her, we could share a meal and have a holiday between mother and daughter. But when I got home, I found an eviction notice sealed on the door and the locks changed instead. No idea where she went. Front office just said she left. They wouldn’t open the apartment for me to retrieve any belongings either, stating it was already empty. With no place to go and nowhere to make my meal, I knocked on the door of the older couple down the hall and left the food by their door. Getting on a bus, I rode around town contemplating my next move. I made the mistake of falling asleep, realizing my purse was gone when I woke up.

For the next three days I went to work in the same clothes. The first night, I slept in a bathroom at the subway station, propped up against the wall while sitting on a bunch of paper towels. The following two nights, I found a shelter with enough room. When I gathered enough tips to buy a change of clothes from a thrift store, I also bought a bus ticket out of this city. Life kicked dirt in my face one too many times. I’d had enough.

Now, I’m currently in a diner bathroom in a small town in Alabama, warming my hands under the hot water. Despite the weather being milder here, November air is still chilly. When my fingers have feeling again, I pull the money out of my pocket to count what change I have left. But when the door swings open, I shove the bills and coins back into my pocket and step out.

There’s advertising with community notices on the wall that I take a minute to read and then go to find a corner booth to hide in. I just need to breathe and think.

It feels good to sit. Mouthwatering aromas coming from the kitchen and coffee station make my stomach rumble. With having little money, I’ll have to get by with some water and add a sugar packet or something. Maybe a cup of soup. I need to see what’s cheapest.

“Hey darlin’, get ya anything?” A woman with kind eyes, wild dangly earrings, and a low, dark ponytail stops by my table handing me a menu. I accept it, but I’m not sure if I can afford anything.

“Could I get a cup of hot water and honey?”

Her eyes narrow with concern. “Sore throat?”

I nod.

Her features soften. “Be right back, sugar.”
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Kolten

Aunt Penny has that worried look on her face when she walks behind the counter. She fills a small carafe with hot water, grabs a coffee mug and the honey dispenser, and places them all on a serving tray.

“Is she drinking tea?”  I offer the tea caddy, but she waves me off.

“No, she asked for hot water.” Aunt Penny’s lips press together while her hands are busy gathering a spoon and napkins.

“I haven’t seen her before,” I say. “What did she order?”

She turns to me. “She didn’t yet.” Her eyebrows rise as she leans closer to me so no other customers can hear. “I walked in on her in the bathroom, counting change. She shoved it in her pocket when I walked in.”

I can’t hide my surprise, but I school my facial expression quickly. “Well, she may not have ordered, but she’ll eat.” If there’s one thing I do not tolerate, it’s someone going hungry. Especially this time of year.

“My thoughts exactly.” She lifts the tray. “She seems to be eyeing Mr. Sanford’s burger platter I just delivered, but I’ll ask her what she wants.”

“Ok, let me know. I let Ernie knock off early, so I’ll make her dinner myself.” Ernie’s wife is pregnant and was having pains. He wasn’t sure if it ‘was time’ or not but felt better going home just in case. “I told him to get out of here. Family comes first.”

She smiles, although it doesn’t reach her eyes, and whisks away to check on the new customer.

I restock some condiments, keeping busy, while I wait on her to return. I may own the place, but I’m hands-on just like all my other employees. Aunt Penny’s been a huge help to me over the years with all that has happened and works hard. With Ernie soon to be off work for a few weeks, we’ll be short-handed. We’ll make it work.

Harbine, Alabama isn’t a big town. We have a good school system and are competitive in football and other sports, but otherwise we’re small. We thrive with small businesses, many citizens having their own boutiques and stores. We’ve managed to keep corporate America out of our city limits, holding fast to our small-town USA vibe.

There’s not a lot of customers this time of night. The diner closes in an hour and then I’ll start putting out the Christmas decorations. Tomorrow’s December first and in memory of my parents and tradition, I’ll hang festive decorations for the season. It’s what they would have wanted. Afterall, this diner used to be theirs.

I watch Aunt Penny speak with the young woman then return behind the counter. “What’s her order?”

“She asked for a bowl of soup, but I heard her stomach growl at the mere mention of food.”

“Ok, soup and sandwich it is. I’ll get right on it.”
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Liberty

“Ok, one cheeseburger deluxe and bowl of tomato soup.” The waitress announces as she sets my food down. I jolt awake, realizing I’d drifted off with my head resting against the wall.  “Oh! I’m so sorry.” I sit up taller in my booth and shake my head, rapidly blinking my eyes to focus. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

“It’s ok, darlin’. You look like you could use the rest.” She slides a plate closer to me.

“I didn’t order that.” My stupid stomach growls and instantly my cheeks burn with embarrassment.

“I hope you don’t mind, but Kolten thought you’d like a sandwich to go with your tomato soup.” She shrugs. “Eat what you want, it’s on the house, sugar.”

She walks away before I can ask who she meant and leaves me staring at a steaming bowl of tomato soup with a giant cheeseburger that smells agonizingly delicious. I’m so hungry, my hands tremble, not knowing what to eat first. I end up dipping my burger in my soup because I just can’t choose. And I’m starving.

My eyes roll back in my head. Oh my God this is good.

I don’t know who Kolten is but I’m thankful for this sandwich. I can’t remember the last time I had much more than Ramen. Or anything at all.

“Mom? I’m home.”

Mom’s sitting on the couch. Wrapped in her robe, loosely tied shut, she looks like she’s been in bed all day. Bottle in hand, she stands and sways, glaring at me.

“So you are.”

“What’s wrong?” Stupid question. What isn’t wrong these days?

“Why do you need to announce you’re home? Think I won’t find you in our mansion?” Her bloodshot eyes look around the room before she scoffs and lifts the bottle to her lips.

“Are you eating dinner today?” More like, do we have any groceries?

She just looks over her shoulders before slamming her bedroom door shut.

Dread is a lump in my stomach I’m used to. The new bottle in her hand means she most likely spent our money on that instead of anything for us to eat. When I check the cupboards, I’m right. Nothing.

I feel around in my work apron and pull out the few items there. Besides my order pad to write, there’s extra napkins I bring home daily, since we quit buying toilet paper, and some crackers and ketchup packets. Guess I’m pretending they’re pizza bites tonight.

As I grab a few extra napkins, I bump the sugar packet caddy and notice someone left an ink pen on the table. Nobody seems to be looking for it, so I go back to my meal, thankful for real food. It’s weird where circumstances take you. One minute you’re in a seemingly happy family, going about normal things like school, work and dinner together and the next, you’re scattered to the wind.

There’s one patron left at the counter, sipping coffee. He’s an older gentleman with gray hair, sitting at the far end. The waitress wipes down tables and empties out a dessert case, taking items to the back. I assume they’re tasks for closing time.

The soup is delicious with flavor you can’t get from a can, and the sandwich hearty. Slowing my last few bites because I’m getting full, I start to doodle on one of the napkins, drawing snowflakes. Some small and a bigger one, reminding me of me, blowing into town on a cold winter wind. I watch a guy walk out from the back carrying a box. If I had to guess, he’s early to mid-twenties, definitely not high school age. He’s wearing light jeans and a gray thermal that fits snug across his chest, his sleeves pushed up, exposing his forearms. His rich brown hair and stubble along his jawline make him handsome. Very handsome.

I can’t take my eyes off him.

He starts placing centerpieces on each booth, walking from table to table, reaching in the box and setting down miniature Christmas trees. The gray-haired gentleman cashes out and exits, the waitress flipping the sign to closed. She and the man with the decorations look alike. I wonder if they’re mother and son.

The sign being turned gets my attention, so I put my coat on and get ready to leave.

“There’s no rush.” A deep voice says. I detect vanilla or a roasted almond trace of cologne, and it smells delicious.

Slowly, I look up and gray-shirt guy is standing next to my booth. Our eyes lock, the sexiest hazel staring back. He sets a tree on my table, eyeing my dishes and smiles, seeming satisfied. I ate every crumb and used my last bite to swipe my bowl clean.

“But you’re closed now, I’m holding you up.” I fumble over my words.

“New in town?” His voice rumbles, a genuine kindness coming to life.

“You could say that.” I slide out of the booth and throw my bag over my shoulder. “Do I have you to thank for the meal—"

“It’s Kolten and you don’t have to thank me. You already did by eating it.” Again, his mouth quirks on one side, drawing up in a half-smile. I like how his chin has a dimple in the bottom. “Did you want dessert or anything else to drink? Coffee to go?”

“Umm.” I bite my lip, nervous. “Could you maybe point me in the direction of Faith Community Church?”

“I can do you one better...”

I take a step back. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t know you. I’m not going in a car with you anywhere.”

Kolten casually takes a step to place a tree on the next table. “I’d hope you wouldn’t get into a strange man’s car. But I was going to say my Aunt Penny is headed that way. She volunteers part time and could give you a lift. She’s the waitress you saw earlier.”

“OH! I’m sorry.” I duck my head ashamed, my cheeks flaming. “It’s been rough lately. I shouldn’t have assumed...”

“It’s ok. You’re in a new place, surrounded by strangers. You’re right to be cautious.” He moves to the next table, continuing with his decorating.

Penny breezes through the kitchen door carrying two to-go containers, each about the size of a pizza box but a little deeper. “I just called, they don’t have very many tonight.” She stops so abruptly, her earrings swing, but she smiles when she sees me. “Hi darlin’, I didn’t know you were still here.”

“I think she could use a ride. She’s asking about the church.” A silent conversation takes place between them with one look.

“Well that’s no problem at all, hon. What’s your name?”

I fidget, pulling my backpack tighter to my shoulder. “Liberty.” My eyes dart between Kolten and Penny, wondering what they really think of me.

“Liberty.” My name rolls off Kolten’s tongue. “Like the Bell.”

“Yeah. Like the Bell.” Thank God he didn’t say like the statue.

Penny smiles broadly. “Alright Miss Liberty, come with me. I need to drop this food off at the shelter.”

“I thought you were going to the church.”

“I am. The church has two buildings. The sanctuary and a separate building for the shelter. Come on.” She takes a few steps toward the door and I follow, watching Kolten unlock the door and open it for us.

I pause where Kolten’s holding the door. “Thanks again for the meal.”

He looks down at me and swallows. I see the column of his throat move before he speaks. “You’re welcome here anytime.”
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Kolten

You’re welcome here anytime. What the hell was that? Could I sound any more like a bumbling idiot? Was she gorgeous? Yes. Did I feel oddly protective of her? Yes. Do I understand why? Absolutely not. I don’t even know this woman and yet I feel the need to know everything about her.

I had just brought out some clean glasses and was restocking the bin when I felt a change in the air. Looking up and over my shoulder, there she was with windblown auburn hair, blue eyes hidden in heavy black makeup and wearing a deep green jacket. She was guarded, her eyes searching. Once she found what she was looking for, she headed straight for the restroom. In passing, she appeared tired and stressed but still had a raw beauty I couldn’t ignore.

After she came out of the bathroom and grabbed the corner booth, I wondered briefly if she was meeting someone here. Like I said, I’d never seen her around before but that didn’t mean she wasn’t visiting family or someone else here in town.

As the evening passed, I grew increasingly concerned. There were things about her that were off. She was reluctant to let go of her bag, let alone remove her coat, as if all her possessions were what she wore. She eventually took it off but kept it around her shoulders. She couldn’t possibly only have the shirt on her back, could she? Her shoes were worn beyond recognition, and I assumed she had hardly any money the way Aunt Penny talked. She was definitely down on her luck. I’ve never judged anyone by designer labels or nice clothes, but sometimes they are indicators of a person’s situation.

Either way, I sense there is so much more to Liberty. When she paused beside me, I wanted to reach out and hug her. There was a pull I haven’t felt in years, if ever. She’s a complete stranger yet I’m worried about her. But she also surprised me. Despite admitting things being rough, she kept her head held high and thanked me for her meal.

I wish I had done so much more.

But what could I do? What should I do? I don’t even know her situation. She could be visiting a cousin for all I know. Shit, what if she’s in town for a funeral or something? I jog around the counter and reach under it for the stack of this week’s papers, ripping them open to the obituary section. Irrationally, I search for anything that might offer a clue but the only obituary I see is for old man Murdock and he didn’t have any surviving family.

Part of me feels relieved.

A bigger part of me doesn’t.

I let everyone go after turning the sign.  I walk over to her booth to clear her dishes, absently thinking about the mysterious young woman. Bussing the table, I lift her plate to find a surprise.

Thank you for the meal. A note on a napkin with a snowman and snowflakes doodled in the corners. She thanked me for her food earlier. She didn’t have to do that but the warmth that touches my heart and the smile that forms on my face is the best feeling I’ve had in a while. Carefully, I fold the note, tucking it into my pocket before taking the dishes to the back.

I pull out the new boxes of twinkling lights I bought for the front windows and begin to string them up hoping whoever Liberty is, things will look up for her. As much as I’d like to get to know her, I’m not sure the universe has that in mind.
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Liberty

I slept horizonal for the first time in days. Make that twice since I stayed a second night at the shelter. Between getting evicted, essentially being homeless, taking the bus and walking for hours, I haven’t been able to do more than catch a nap on a bus or sit propped up under a bridge. To say the cot the church offered was divine is an understatement. It was dry, warm, and came with a pillow and blanket. For me, it was practically the Waldorf Astoria.

I was also able to score a shower and change my clothes. I almost feel like a new human.

We were handed a breakfast sandwich and orange juice before leaving along with a pamphlet with information on it. I’m blessed to have found such a nice place. The shelters back in New York were crowded and dirty, with limited space and availability. I tried them for the first couple of nights after the eviction for two reasons. I thought perhaps my mother would have gone to one nearby, and because I simply didn’t want to sleep in the street. The third night, I didn’t sleep at all because the creep in the next cot stared at me all night and I didn’t feel safe. I left exhausted and didn’t return to that shelter again.

But now I’m here, in the small town of Harbine, Alabama. I decided to take yesterday and walk around, seeing the sights and people watching. It’s a charming, quaint town, definitely reminiscent of better times and nicer people, instead of the cutthroat streets of New York. Storefronts of small shops are being transformed from fall decorations to Christmas, making everything cheery and bright. Light posts are adorned with greenery and lights. This town is the poster child for where dreams are born.

Too bad I’m fresh out of those right now.

I’ve even seen mistletoe hanging in various doorways. The thing about mistletoe...what people don’t realize is that it’s actually poisonous. I can’t help wondering how a plant known as a symbol for love and peace could have such dark origins hidden within. But then again, I’ve lived in this world long enough to know bad things are disguised everyday by good. The only way to survive is knowing when the good is real.

I’ve been in survival mode but make a point to look for a secondhand store, knowing that when I’m able to get a few dollars, I need to replace my shoes. I also note the different shops so I can inquire about work. From what I see so far, I like this town enough to stay here for a while. I don’t want to walk anymore to find another town, plus this one appears peaceful and I like that.

After spending a second night at the church, I take today to try and come up with a plan. I’ll need to figure out a place to stay and a way to make money. I’m not sure if anyone will hire short term work this close to the holidays, but I need to try and find something. Watching a crew erecting a tree in what seems to be a town square, I relax on a bench gathering my thoughts. Surely someone will need help, right? Even if it’s only temporary, I gotta do something.
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Chapter 7
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Kolten

Saturday morning the diner buzzes with activity. Ernie’s back and behind the grill, his wife’s pains turned out to be a false alarm. I can tell he’s getting antsy, but he’s happy to be here keeping busy. Her due date is next week, so in reality, this could happen at any minute. It’s their first child and I’m so happy for them. I’d also be lying if I said I wasn’t a little jealous. When I was a kid, I used to picture finding someone to be with like my mom and dad. They loved each other so much it was unfathomable they’d not get a longer life than fate allowed. Mom was only able to have me, my birth being complicated enough they couldn’t risk another. But they didn’t allow that to diminish their love. In fact, I think it amplified it. They didn’t take anything for granted.

But I did.

I had a great childhood. My parents owned this diner, were pillars in the community and my skills at high school baseball were encouraging enough for a path to the majors. I was in a relationship with a girl and felt on top of the world.

But then tragedy struck. I learned the hard way just how cruel life could be.

Six years later, I run the diner and everything else is gone.

Maybe that’s what I recognized in Liberty last night. I feel as if tragedy’s lightning struck her life too and for some reason, I want to help.

“Hey nephew? You in there?” Aunt Penny snaps her fingers in front of my eyes.

“Huh? Yeah, sorry.” I shake my head to clear my thoughts. “What’s up?”

She offers me a cup of coffee. “If I didn’t know better, you were thinking of a customer we had the other night.”

I clear my throat, not wanting to confirm or deny. I can admit to myself the mystery customer has been the forefront of my thoughts, but I won’t admit that to my aunt. It takes real effort to keep from asking if she knows where Liberty went. “I was thinking of what I need to get at the hardware store. See? I started a list.”

I need two more strands of lights to complete the decorations, lightbulbs for the kitchen, and some 3M hooks so far.

“The faucet in the women’s bathroom has been dripping.”

“Ok, I’ll check it before I leave and if we need a new faucet, I’ll grab that too.”

“You ok, kid?” She assesses me in that all-knowing way parents do. When mine died, she took over their role. She’s looked out for me ever since.

“I’m good. Mom and Dad are just on my mind today.” I gesture my hand around the diner. “They always are when I get the decorations out, you know that.”

She wraps an arm around my waist for a quick squeeze. “I know. I miss them too, sweetheart.”

Aunt Penny grabs the coffee and starts making her rounds filling the cups of anyone in need of warming.

Less than an hour later, a new faucet is on my list for the hardware store. I handled some orders, checked deliveries from our vendors, and placed a few additional orders we’ll need for the seasonal extras we’ll offer this month.

With the earlier chaos settled, the diner is manageable. “Aunt Penny, you good for an hour or so?”

She whips her dish towel my direction. “Go run your errands. We’re good. If Ernie gets called away, I’ll call and let you know.”

“I’ll be back before the lunch rush.”

“See you when you get back.”

I hop into my truck turning to holiday music on the radio. I can’t help scanning the area, looking for a certain someone with reddish-brown hair. She’s been on my mind ever since she walked out of the diner.

After a few minutes, I’m pulling into Hinkley’s parking lot. The door jingles as I open it, alerting the employees to a new patron. Instantly, I smell popcorn.

“Good morning, Kolten, what can I do for you?”

“Hi George.” I pull my list out of my pocket. “I need a few things today, actually.”

He hands a bag of popcorn to one of his customers then walks my way, slipping his glasses on to read my list. We shake hands.

“Popcorn? That’s new.”

“Want some?”

“No, I’m good. Thanks.”

“The customers have really taken a liking to it.” He smiles warmly, reminding me of Santa with his jolly cheeks and round middle checking my list. He’s even wearing a red flannel shirt and suspenders and smells like hot chocolate. His hair and mustache turned white a couple years ago and he has been playing Santa ever since. “I think I can help you. Faucets are this way.”

A little while later, I’m placing my purchases into my back seat and decide to drive back to the diner by way of the park. It’s a little longer stretch, but for some reason, I’m pulled in that direction.

The town is hard at work hanging Christmas lights and decorating trees. I love how this town goes all out to look like a postcard even though we won’t see snow. The lights transform the night into a picture-perfect display. The town will be a glittery paradise, a twinkling Hallmark card brought to life.

A flash of auburn catches my eye, then my breath.

Liberty.

She’s sitting alone on a park bench.

After steering into a parking spot, I hop out of the cab. Walking along the sidewalk, I approach with caution because I don’t want to startle her. Then I clear my throat.

“This seat taken?”

She swipes her cheek and looks up, forcing a smile. “Hi.”

“Belle, you ok?”

She crinkles her nose. “Bell?”

She waves to the bench, and I take a seat. “Yeah, Liberty like the bell, right? Just figured I’d call you Belle.”

She picks a piece of popcorn out of her bag and tosses it in her mouth, chewing. “Nobody’s ever called me that before.”

A small bit of pride swells in my chest. I like that I’m the only person who’s ever called her that and I don’t even know her yet. Part of me wants to be the only person to call her that, but I don’t focus on that right now.

“What brings you to Harbine?”

“What brings you to the park?” She eats another piece of popcorn, watching the firemen across the way setting up the Santa’s workshop. They put it up every year.

“I’m on my way back to the diner and saw you sitting here. Thought I’d stop and say hello, simple as that.” I shift on the bench to face her. “Your turn.”

She glances in my direction. “I’m passing through. Maybe,” she shrugs. She puts another piece of popcorn in her mouth. The bag looks like the kind George was passing out at the hardware store.

“Belle, is that your breakfast?” She turns her head sharply my direction, hurt in her eyes. “I mean no offense, I just—”

“So what if it—” her eyes go wide when her air cuts off. Immediately she begins clawing at her throat, unable to cough, and starts turning colors.

“Belle?!” Alarmed, I grab her and pull her up, turning her around. “I’m gonna do the Heimlich, don’t be scared.” Her arms flail while mine tuck under them to clasp together and find the V of her ribcage. My heart thumps erratically, knowing every second matters. With her body snug against mine, I press hard into her a few times with my fist until the stuck popcorn dislodges and she begins to breathe again, gasping.

“Knox!” I call over to the firemen. He’s one of the guys I know, graduated a few years ahead of me, always comes to the diner. “Need your help!”

Liberty sputters and is dragging in strained breaths, but she’s getting air. I sit down on the bench, holding her on my lap, trying to soothe her to keep her calm. “You’re breathing, you’re gonna be ok. That’s it, nice and slow.”

She coughs a few more times, wheezing to drag in air. Knox kneels in front of us. “Hey there, just take it nice and easy.” His eyes dart to mine.

“We were talking and she choked on some popcorn. I did the Heimlich and yelled for you.” I fill him in.

Knox speaks into his radio on his shoulder. “What’s her name?”

I see the other firemen stop working on the workshop as I answer him. One of the guys grabs a medic bag and jogs over.

“Hi Liberty, I’m Knox. I’m friends with Kolten. Let me take a look at you.” He pulls a gadget out of his bag and tells his buddy he’s got it. They return to their work. “I’m going to place this on your finger, it’s an O2 sensor. I just want to make sure you’re getting all your oxygen.”
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