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      To Lizzie

      I have to differentiate you from my sister someway so it was either your iPhone contact listing or that HS nickname you love [image: woman shrugging, medium-light skin tone][image: grinning squinting face] For always supporting me.

      Soon it will be your happily ever after I’m writing about. It has been written now, which means it’s right around the corner!

      I love you infinity.
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      To be honest, I don’t really know where in the timeline of my life taking over my

      Pop’s bar morphed into it becoming my bar. The Old Lady was like the sibling I never got. When I wanted to go hunting like my friends with their dad’s—it was sorry, kid gotta work The Old Lady. At eighteen, my best friend, Emmett, got his old man’s truck. Said he needed his own set of wheels so he could get himself back and forth from his job working the railroad. For me though, The Old Lady always needed something that used up all my Dad’s finances, and The Old Lady always came first. No matter the request, whether it was transportation or something simple like gym shoes, it was always the same. My pop died when I was twenty-four. Heart attack. Stress.

      “Finn, listen to reason.”

      Emmett lost his left arm from the shoulder down in an accident in the rail yard a week before his thirtieth birthday. No longer able to operate the heavy machinery necessary to load coal and steel onto rail beds, Emmett had taken some business and accounting classes at the junior college and was now my business partner.

      “Stubs, don’t fucking tell me to listen to reason. No. I’m not selling. Especially not to that piece of shit developer. Him and his fancy fucking loafers.”

      I rubbed my eyes, unable to get the mental image of Marshall from Goldstein and Brandenburg out of New York, coming to tell me all the benefits of selling my land for lakefront property. Barren Hill was a mountain town. During the fall months, we tended to get a shit ton of rain which of course meant mud—everywhere. That offense to humanity comes in with slipper looking shoes, a suit the color of dirty curtains, and a shirt with one too many buttons unclasped from his collar.

      “Marshall,” I grunt, “that piece of work probably thinks the sun rises every day just to come out and greet him. It’s not a lake, it’s a pond. And even that is being generous.”

      “If he wants to pay us three hundred grand to call it a lake, I say we quack like ducks and say thank you on our way to the bank.”

      That is the other point that pissed me right off. Three hundred grand. Sure, it sounded fancy, but my Pop's whole life came down to a bar that they’d wipe right out of existence. Mr. and Mrs. Smith with their two point five children would move into their traditional five bedroom with a walkout basement and “lake” views. No one would ever be the wiser that a guy by the name of Colt McKay dedicated his entire life to the town watering hole.

      “Finn, when's the last time we even had a customer?”

      I pointed at Rick and Hank playing pool in the corner.

      “A non townie, I mean.” Emmett clarified with a roll of his eyes.

      Right around the time Emmett became Stubs, Mammoth Slope expanded into Barren Hill. With the extension of the I-5 at the north end of town, the southwestern portion no longer had the same amount of traffic on the state route as it used to. Even the bikers whose hides were practically tattooed on the stools when I was a kid had slowly found new routes to ride and other establishments to hang their hats.

      Emmett came around the bar to sit to the left of me, his arm on my shoulder.

      “Finn, you and I both know we’re running on fumes here. Within six months, we’re going to become insolvent.”

      We’d had this conversation before. I still didn’t understand how that was fucking possible. We owned the bar free and clear. Sure, the taxes had started rising as Barren Hill and Mammoth Slope had expanded, but they were still tolerable. We had practically a skeleton crew at this point with Stubs and I handling most of the shifts.

      “We’ll figure something out.”

      My jaw ached from clenching my teeth so hard. I knew what our financial situation was. There had to be something though. I refused to accept I was on the brink of losing the one thing my Pop had killed himself to keep afloat.

      “Finn, we need to talk about this.”

      “I said not now!” I pushed his hand from my shoulder, shoved off the bar and stormed out, marching towards the trail head behind the bar. It was rare that Emmett could push me to anger. Deep down it wasn’t him. Talking about all this shit pickled the hell out of me though.
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      I wish I could go back in time and meet my younger self. There are so many things I wish I could tell her. Things like not everyone gets a happily ever after. Sometimes, you get a sorry we’re great friends, but we probably shouldn’t have gotten married. Fourteen years wasted. Fourteen years trying to build something with someone and then one day, it all goes up in smoke. Couple that with a mass layoff at the hotel restaurant where I was Chef de Cuisine, and my thirty-ninth year on this planet was really one for the books. Most people dread turning forty. I couldn’t wait to close the chapter on this decade. My thirties had brought me nothing but heartache.

      My sister and I were supposed to take a trip together to celebrate the last remaining weeks in our thirties. Three weeks at a fancy lodge up in the mountains where we could relax at the spa, drink, and overeat. When Brent dropped the D Bomb on me, however, Tami decided the time away would be a good “reset” for me. This was how I found myself at the Echo Creek Resort and Spa.

      “Gemini James,” I told the receptionist, forgetting that I was, in fact, no longer James. Yet another item to add to my growing list of to-dos relating to the severing of my life as a we.

      “Ah, Ms. James! We are so pleased you chose to stay at Echo Creek. You are booked in the Overlook Pass private cabin at the back of the property. You’re going to love it back there.”

      The watch on her wrist was oversized and sparkled with an attitude that screamed luxe. “You have about twenty-five minutes before lunch begins. I’m not certain you’ll make it out to your cabin and back in time. If you’d like, I can have the concierge take your bags to your cabin and you can hang out here until the dining room opens.”

      The last thing I wanted to do was make idle chit chat with someone I didn’t know.

      “That’s okay. I’ll just order room service.” I took my map and went in search of the concierge shuttle.

      I barely made it five steps before I heard The Wiggles Twin Song –which was my sister’s custom ringtone. She’d switched it as a prank one drunken night a few years ago, and since then the obnoxious upbeat little ditty had grown on me.

      “I literally just checked in, Tami.”

      “I figured,” she replied in her Disney princess sing-songy voice. “I just wanted to tell you that I hope you have such a relaxing few weeks. And that I love you. And I’ll miss you. Use this time to decompress. The year’s been crazy but you have a room waiting for you here with me when you come home!”

      I wanted to remind her of the time our mom downsized into a townhouse when we went off to college. A two-bedroom townhouse. The pair of us would share the guest bedroom every holiday break. By the time break was over, we’d be ready to disown one another and desperately zipped off to our respective colleges—me, in Rhode Island and she, in California. I kept my mouth shut though. Despite the vast differences between us, she was one of the few people I could always count on.

      “I’m already putting together a folder of some promising cooking jobs for you!”

      If it would please the court, I’d like to submit this exact sentence as to the number one reason I could not live with Tami for an extended period of time.

      “Tami, I’m a classically trained chef. I’m not a cook.”

      “It’s the same difference.” I could practically see her sitting on her Pottery Barn sofa in her sunroom, examining her latest manicure, bored that she had to explain to me how hard she worked finding those job openings.

      “Actually, it’s a big difference.” I continued, not wanting to let this one die, even though common sense should have told me to hang up before this devolved into a ridiculous pissing contest.

      The concierge pulled up alongside where I stood, yanking on the handbrake and dashing to my side to collect my luggage. Noting I was on my phone, he pointed to a seat in the second row, opposite to where he sat behind the steering wheel.

      “Calling me a cook would be like calling a heart surgeon a family doctor. There is a host of additional training and specialization that come with holding the chef title.”

      “Here we go.” Tami huffed, “Gemini James, Chef De Cuisine underneath the James Beard Award Winning Chef Tobin Laurent. Yes, I’ve heard it a million times, Gem. But the bottom line is, you’re out of work, have nowhere to live, and to put it bluntly, are dependent on me to keep you afloat until you find something.”

      I didn’t let her finish. It was times like this I wish there was a more satisfying way to hang up on someone than just hitting “end call.”
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      After unpacking, hitting ignore multiples times on my sister’s phone calls, I still had excess energy I desperately needed to burn off. I’m not sure what hurt the most—her categorically undermining my entire career with a single sentence or that she looked at me like some charity case. A regular Oliver Twist begging her for any crumbs she’d deign to hand out. Even worse, this cabin in the woods originally had been a fifty/fifty split when we booked it. Technically, at this point, I was vacationing on her dime.

      With sunscreen applied, I took my trusty map and headed off in the direction of the hiking trails. Barren Hill? Seriously, the town is named Barren Hill? For just one week, I wanted to not be reminded of all the ways I was an epic failure, and yet here came another one. Next I’d find out the hotel was owned by Janet the Spinster.

      I was so caught up in the tailspin of my thoughts I somehow missed the slight dip in the trail. As if I hadn’t already taken a significant divergence from my life’s path, the world needed to really hit that fact home with a literal roll, ass over tit down into the ravine.
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      There was something magical about Barren Hill. I think it was in the air or part of the nature of these paths, something that helped even the angriest mule lose his fight. That mule presently being me, of course.

      The bar was my whole life. I worked there before I could even drive a car, helping Pop stock shelves during the week and bussing tables on the weekend. While it wasn’t the sit-com warm-fuzzy version of a kid’s growing years, it was mine.

      I refused to wallow in despair. There was a solution, I just needed to find it. I’d entertain practically anything at this point. That was the level of desperation I was quickly ascending.

      “Fuck. Hello? Ouch! Motherfucking dick waffle!”

      Usually it was songbirds and toads that greeted me, not a foul mouthed woman. I tried placing where the sound came from, not finding anyone on the nearby paths.

      “Hello?”  She called out again. “Please tell me those are human footsteps crunching on the gravel. Though it would totally be my luck if I met my demise being some bear’s post hibernation meal.”

      “Do you always talk to yourself?” I called into the air, still unsure of where this unknown female was.

      “Oh, thank god. Hi! I can’t believe it. I honestly thought I was going to die down here.”

      Down. As in the ravine. Hell’s fire, she was in the ravine. That ravine isn’t anything to sneeze at either. It was steep. She looked like she’d wrestled every tree on the way down. Her hair was knotted and covered with leaves, and even from the mouth of the ravine I could see a cut on her cheek.

      “Do I need to call an ambulance?”

      I watched as she patted her face, stretched her arms, and rolled her shoulders.

      “No, I’m okay. I think I twisted my ankle though. I tried to stand on it a second ago and it was not having it. So, if you are concerned with being able to help me, you know, get back up the ravine, you may need to.”

      Her voice changed just then. I couldn’t put my finger on it. I shot a text off to Emmett and let him know about the woman in the ravine and to keep him on standby in case I needed him.

      While the ravine was steep, for someone who had been climbing the rocks of Barren Hill most of their life, it took less than a minute to make it to where she sat. Her smile when I got to her exploded in relief.

      “Yoga pants and flip flops?” I helped pull her to a stand. “Did you get dropped on your head? What makes you think that is acceptable attire for these trails?”

      “Excuse me?” She shoved away, nearly losing her balance until I caught her. “Was I dropped on my head?”

      She spoke real slow and snotty, like those girls you see on reality tv shows before they start pointing at one another jerking their heads around and squawking about facial waxing and cheating on diets as a way to publicly humiliate one another.

      “There are snakes out here.” I pointed at her toes, “Especially right now that we’re through the thaw and the sun is warming the rocks up. You startle them and you’re gonna get more than a twisted ankle, they’ll be revoking your birth certificate.”

      She was already pretty pale, but at the mention of all the ground critters that graced our hills, her face blanched to near white. I swear I have uppity suburban women radar and it never fails. This princess was definitely the queen of a cul de sac in some upper middle class town.

      “On top of that, did you miss the mountain signs all over town? Ski in the winter, hike in the summer? What part of the word mountain implies you can skip around here in those?”

      I pointed again, and gosh, getting a glance at her toes up close—they sure were pretty. She had a little daisy chain tattoo that looped around her second toe. Her toe nails were painted in a soft lavender. Her ankle, though, shook the lead out of my boots. It was pretty close to the same color as her toes, and getting thick.

      “We gotta get some ice on that.”

      “After you just insulted my intelligence, do you honestly think I would have any inclination to accept help from you?”

      She leaned against one of the boulders, looking me up and down as her lips twisted into a sour frown. My skin prickled in awareness as she did. Her face morphed from pissed off to frantic in a nanosecond as she slapped against her front and back pockets.

      “My phone? I lost my phone!”

      “The ravine’s pretty steep, it could be anywhere if it fell out as you rolled down. Look, I don’t want to dismiss the importance of finding your phone but I’m looking at your ankle and if we don’t get ice on that thing, you may as well kiss your whole vacation goodbye. If we compress to reduce swelling, maybe you’ll be able to walk on it tomorrow.”

      I extended my hand again, and watched her stand there like a damn flamingo, trying to decide whether or not to take my help. As if she could get out of the ravine without me.

      “I’ve seen mules less stubborn than you,” I told her, and having lost the last shred of patience I had, I scooped her up and headed towards the top.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      She put up a fight. It already was a bit of struggle trying to navigate the both of us on rocks and small strips of clear gravel. Her kicking in my arms like a wet cat didn’t help. I was fixing to give her a firm swat right on her ass. And don’t think my hands hadn’t noticed what a lush set of thighs rested against my arms. My palm had strict directives from my brain to stay right the fuck where it was tucked safely beneath her knees. The yoga pants she wore had to have been painted on her body, because every curve that brushed against my body, I could feel as if she was wearing nothing at all.

      “Are you insane? What kind of a person just picks someone up without their permission and risks their life carrying them up a set of treacherous rocks?”

      She pitched her fit all the way to the top of the hill. As I cleared its mouth and set out on the path, her hollering and caterwauling continued.

      “Put me down! You have no right! This is totally unacceptable.”

      Now that I wasn’t trying to balance for the both of us, it was easier to keep a handle on her. Thankfully The Old Lady was less than fifty meters from where she had tumbled down, so she’d get over her fit right quick.
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