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B

eing the new guy around the station, the name of the game was grunt work. Sweeping, vacuuming, cleaning up the kitchens and bathrooms, doing the laundry. Name a domestic chore and it had to be done. A fire station wasn’t only a place of work, it was a temporary home for the guys on shift.

I didn’t mind doing the grunt work. That was just how things went. It hadn’t been so easy the first time around. I thought I was destined for greater things than mops and brooms. After everything I had been through, I was just glad to be there at all.

I finished sweeping the kitchen floor and put the broom back in the hallway closet, then got out the mop and bucket. I dragged both into the kitchen and used the sink’s hose attachment to start filling up the bucket. The glass of the window above the sink fogged over from the steam. I swiped my hand across the condensation and looked outside at the rolling fields of green, speckled with emerald trees. A church steeple jutted up, the proud icon of the community pillar.

The church made me uncomfortable. I was glad that it was so far away, though I would have preferred not to see it at all.

After everything that had happened before, the local church -local at the time, as I had since moved away- was the first to jump in to try and help me. It only took me about a week to realize they were not a lifeboat for me, the drowning swimmer. They were circling sharks, preparing to take bites.

I sensed movement behind me. My eyes refocused so that I wasn’t looking through the glass and instead at my reflection. A ghostly, pale image appeared behind mine, coming closer.

I restrained a yelp of surprise and turned around to catch a glimpse of the ghost in action, my heart thudding against my ribs.

“Whoa, didn’t mean to startle you.” Fire Chief Brian held up his hands, smiling. “You better turn off that water before the bucket overflows.”

I twisted the faucet knob to cut off the water and heaved the bucket onto the floor. “Sorry, sir. Just enjoying the view.”

“It’s a nice day out, right?” he agreed. He kept smiling at me. “Summer is my favorite time around here. Everything turns gold. But what am I talking about? You already know that.”

“It’s been a long time,” I replied. I added some cleaner to the bucket of mop water, carefully measuring. The stuff was potent. It had to be, to clean up the grime left by dozens of dirty, stomping boots day in and day out. But it could also strip the surface right off the tile if a person wasn’t careful, and I didn’t want the replacement work to come out of my paycheck.

“I guess it has.” Brian nodded. He leaned his hip on one of the counters and crossed his arms over his chest. “Seems like just yesterday to me, but that’s what happens when you get old. You were just a kid when you left. You had a lot more important things to do than standing around and looking at the grass.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, you’re still just a kid in my eyes. Plenty of time for you to slow down and look around. In the meantime, the floor needs mopped. When you’re done with that, I’ve got another task for you.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“A week ago, before you joined us, I got back from a vacation. The mail piled up and I still haven’t gotten around to sorting through it. You mind? I’ve got to go out and assist Maple Gray with her vehicle. I’d appreciate it if you could save me the time and sort the piles into trash, important, and urgent.” Brian looked at me evenly, waiting for my response.

I wasn’t sure what to say. “You really trust me to look at your mail when I haven’t even been here for more than a couple of days?”

“Sure, because if something goes missing or my identity gets stolen, I’ll know who did it.” He narrowed his eyes playfully.

I laughed. “Yeah, I guess that’s right. Sure, I’ll do that. No problem.”

“Thanks.” Brian clapped his hand on my shoulder. “I should be going. Just wanted to stop by and give you more to do, and let you know you’re doing a great job. Proud to have you in this brotherhood.”

I swallowed hard and turned away. Proud? I didn’t deserve to have anyone be proud of me. I struggled to keep my voice steady as I replied. “I’m grateful you gave me the chance, Chief.”

Brian smiled, but his eyes were sad. “Everyone deserves a second chance, don’t they?”

I tried to smile back. “I suppose so.”

The Chief just stood there and looked at me for a little while longer. I wasn’t able to hold his gaze. He was everything I had wanted to be, grizzled and strong, firm and kind.

He was everything I now knew that I couldn’t be.

Brian ran his hand over his shorn hair and cleared his throat. “I’ll head out, then.”

“Wait,” I blurted out.

He turned back to me with his bushy gray brows raised. “Yes, Jake?”

I had no idea what I had wanted to say. I searched for something and what came out was, “Who’s Maple Gray?”

“Oh, her.” He waved his hand. “Just one of those little old ladies who doesn’t trust the young folks. And to her, that’s anyone under 40. She’s got the worst car in all of Aspen Township. It’s always dying on her or running out of gas. She gets stranded on the back roads.”

“It sounds like she does it on purpose.”

“Oh, she does,” Brian said. “Once or twice a month, like clockwork, when she gets lonely, she’ll call my office directly and plead for me to come help her out of whatever mess she’s gotten herself into. I don’t mind. She’s not hurting anyone.”

“One of these days, she’ll get herself stuck and the station will be busy handling a real emergency.”

“Oh, I’m aware, trust me.” He shrugged his broad shoulders and lifted his hands, palms up in the air. “But in this station, we treat every call as if it’s the first. Never know when someone will actually be in danger. Just because they’ve cried wolf doesn’t mean we ignore them.”

“Yes, sir.”

“She more than makes up for it. Stick with us and you’ll be treated to one of her famous stews or eat some of her cookies. She passes out gifts on all the holidays.” Brian rubbed his chin, fingers rasping through his short, thick beard. “Maybe you knew of her grandson. Sebastian Gray? He would have been around your age.”

I thought back to my high school days and was able to summon a mental image of a very thick, broad kid, a farmer’s son if there ever was one. “Yeah, I recall him.”

“He and his parents, all three, passed after you left. Car accident took the parents and Sebastian never really got over it. Pneumonia took him about a year later. Doctors said he just stopped fighting.” Brian cleared his throat and straightened. “Sorry to leave on such a sour note, but I should probably get going so I don’t wind up making things worse.”

I laughed a little. “It’s fine. Thanks for talking with me. Good luck.”

“Thanks, son.” Brian smiled and winked, then walked out of the kitchen. His boots thumped unhurriedly on the floor until he was out of hearing range.

I sighed a little to myself and started mopping. Son? The brotherhood? As if. I was an outcast and everyone knew it.

I wasn’t here to make friends anyway, though. I was here to work hard and put the past behind me, as far behind me as possible.

After I finished mopping, I went to find that pile of mail Brian had told me about. I figured it would be in his office and headed there first. A note addressed to me had been taped to the outside of the door. I plucked it off and read the contents.

“Jake,

Door’s unlocked. Mail is on the desk. Help yourself to my mini fridge, but don’t drink the last ginger ale.

Brian”

I folded the note and tucked it into my pocket, and opened the office door. I had only been in there a few times during my interviews and the hiring process, and a prickling at the nape of my neck told me I didn’t belong there. If someone came in right now and saw me, they would rightfully assume I was up to no good.

I fingered the note in my pocket, the proof that I was meant to be in here. I pulled myself together and looked around.

The room smelled faintly of cinnamon chewing gum and cigarette smoke. The filing cabinets and chairs were all covered in boxes of paperwork and various supplies. The big desk was in no better shape, so cluttered with files and folders and trash that the metal top wasn’t visible. The singular desk organizer bristled with pens and pencils, jammed together so tightly that to remove one would remove five others.

“Organize the mail, huh?” I muttered. A lot more than the mail needed tidying.

I resisted the urge to touch the contents of the room, as I didn’t have permission for that. I picked my way across the room to the desk and found a stack of mail bound tightly with rubber bands. Lifting it, the weight startled me.

I cleared a spot on one of the chairs to sit down while I sorted. After a bit, I felt thirsty and looked around for the elusive fridge, and finally found it blending in with the filing cabinets.

I left the sorted mail on top of Brian’s desk, with a sticky note attached to the top of each stack to denote the contents. I locked up behind me and went to work on some of the other endless chores.

The rest of my shift passed in the same manner. I hardly saw anyone and when I did, they were always on their way to somewhere else and couldn’t spare the time to chat. Perhaps that was for the best. I didn’t know the other firefighters well enough to have casual talks with them. And they didn’t know me at all, and that just might have been worse than knowing the truth about me.

I left the station and walked over to my truck. The day’s brightness had been replaced by the moody gray of approaching dusk. To the east, the first stars were making an appearance, glittering faintly. A steady wind blew, bordering on chilly. I hadn’t thought to bring a coat and shivered. Lesson learned. I’d think ahead tomorrow.

I reached my truck and climbed inside. Luckily, the interior was still warm from the sun. I started up the engine and pulled away from the bright lights of the station. The thin back roads wove through the fields I had looked at before, eventually passing by the darkened church. I took a turn shortly after passing the place of worship, and the roads became smoother, and then I was in the town proper.

When I was younger, still in school, I thought it was such a boring place. I dreamed of silver, sprawling cities, and Aspen was just a blip on the map. There were the middle and high schools, a daycare, some gas stations, a few mom-and-pop shops, a grocery store, a bar, a bowling alley, and a diner, and that was all. And the church, of course.

Now I was a bit older, I recognized Aspen for what it really was.

It was a safe place, one of the few left in this world. It was a community where people knew each other and helped out whether it was required of them or not. Bad things could still happen here, but the weight was lessened because of everyone who would lend a helping hand.

I passed through the town center, watching people walk their dogs and hang out in front of the bar and diner, simply talking and whiling the minutes away. I thought I might have recognized a few of them, though I wasn’t certain. Some did wave, and I waved back, but they were probably just being kind and didn’t really recognize me.

I reached the neighborhoods on the other side of town and followed a maze of quiet rural streets. More people were outside, especially children, playing in their yards, shooting hoops in their parents’ driveways. Here and there, people had pulled up a bunch of chairs and were sitting around firepits and barbecues. Dogs waited loyally by their masters, hoping to be rewarded with a bite of hamburger or marshmallow.

The house I was renting was located at the very end of a street at the edge of the neighborhood. Probably in about ten years or so, the surrounding fields would be filled up with more houses, but for now, I was segregated from everyone else.

I parked the truck in the driveway and walked up to my front door, past the empty landscaping plots. I needed to either get my hands on some plants or some decorative rocks someday and fill those up.

I unlocked the front door and stepped inside the quiet, empty house. I still smelled the cleaners the real estate team had used to spruce up the space before showing it to me, and that was a few weeks ago.

I turned on the lights and took in the foyer and the living room, full of my things, yet unfamiliar. Boxes still waited to be unpacked, lingering forgotten in the corners. I’d get to them eventually.

Probably.

It’d be easier to just stick them all in the basement.

I walked over to the couch and flopped down on it. The cushions molded to the shape of my body. I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling, which angled up into a triangular shape, unlike my last living room where the roof was flat.

It was going to take me a long, long time to get used to all these changes.

I closed my eyes. I couldn’t waste this second chance I had been given. Just had to take it all one day at a time, find my footing, settle into a new routine. The past might seem close now, with all the mistakes I had made, the bad influences I had let into my life, but the days would pass, and it would get further and further away, and I would be okay.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. My eyes sprang open. I reached down for it, puzzled, and brought it up to my face. I used to get a lot of texts back in the city, not so many phone calls, though. People in the city were too busy to devote time just to standing around talking on the phone. Most fired off a text as fast as possible and then went on their way.

I didn’t recognize the number on my screen. I debated not answering, then shrugged and pushed the button to accept the call.

“Jake Hill?” a gruff, masculine voice asked.

I frowned slightly, faint memories rising at the sound of the speaker’s voice. “Yeah? Who’s this?”

“It’s Brock. Brock Kelley. You remember.”

I sat up straighter, the memories growing stronger. “Hey, dude. What’s up? How’d you get my number?”

“I have my ways,” Brock replied in a mock-mysterious tone. “I heard you were back in town for a bit. Feel like hanging out sometime, catch up just like old times?”

Brock moved to Aspen in middle school and instantly became the butt of cruel jokes because his name sounded similar to broccoli. I had stood up for him. I was tall for my age, and popular, and a bit of a daredevil, and no one wanted to mess with me. We became fast friends after that.

Part of the way through high school, his folks moved to another town, and he went to a different school. We stayed in touch and hung out every other weekend, staying at either his place or mine. Then I had moved, and we lost contact.

This was the perfect opportunity to feel a little more comfortable in my new life. “Yeah, that sounds great!” I said. “When?”

“I’m free this weekend. Think you could manage to fit me into your busy schedule?”

I held back a snort. Busy. Yeah, right. “Yeah, how about Saturday? Do you still live in Glenlake?”

“Nah, I moved back here to Aspen a couple years ago. I just like it better here. Saturday’s good. We can hang at my place for a bit, and then go out with some other guys if that’s fine with you. I might not live in Glenlake, but I have to keep going back because of the restaurants and stuff.”

Glenlake was about twice the size of Aspen, though still not large. “That would all be really great,” I told Brock, my voice filled with my gratitude. “Ever since I got back, I’ve just been unpacking and settling in. It’ll be nice to chill out.”

“Cool. See you around noon? Or whenever. I’m home all day. If you really wanted to get on my good side, you’d bring snacks.”

I laughed. “I have to go grocery shopping, anyway. I’ll grab some soda and chips or something.”

“You’re as cool as ever, man.”

We hung up. I lay back down on the couch and regarded the ceiling once again. Cool? My days of being cool had to be put behind me from now on.
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I

paused in my dusting to check out a text I had just received. My little cleaning business always flourished in the springtime due to all the pollen and other allergens in the air; I never knew when the next customer would reach out. Texts weren’t an uncommon method for customers to reach out to me for the first time, since I had my number listed on my website. It was easy and fast, and then I could text them back to initiate a phone call.

It wasn’t a customer this time, though. I saw the name of my best friend on the screen. I decided not to read the message and just called her. I resumed my dusting while holding the phone between my cheek and shoulder.

“Hey!” Mariah answered, her voice brisk and cheerful. “So?”

“So, what?” I asked. “Sorry, didn’t read the message.”

“I hope you’re not too busy to be calling me.” A frown entered her tone.

“Not at all. It’s just that I know you and it’s faster to call than to answer all your texts.”

Mariah made a huffing sound like she was offended, then laughed. “I guess that’s fair.”

“What did your message say?” I prompted.

“Well, it’s Friday, and you make Friday your short day. I thought you might like the chance to go out with me and some of the other girls. We could go to that club in Mooreton that we both like so much.”

“I’ll do anything for the chance to go to the Pickle Barn.”

“Well, luckily, you don’t have to do anything for this!” Mariah laughed. “Gosh, I’m so glad you’ll be coming. It feels like I see less and less of you.”

I laughed. “You’re married to my brother. We see almost too much of each other sometimes.”

“No such thing!”

We both laughed. As our giggles trailed off, I thought a bit more about what I had agreed to and felt my heart sink a bit. Everyone in the area loved the Pickle Barn. It got its name from the brothers who owned it. When they were kids helping out on the farm, they had taken their cucumber harvest into a barn with them to catch their break. Then a horse got loose, and they forgot all about the cucumbers... for about two weeks, until one day a horrendous stench took over the barn. The forgotten ‘cukes had rotted and fermented, turning into cursed pickles.

The pair loved to tell the story to anyone who would listen. The club was fun and lively, and had great food. And, most importantly, pickles weren’t anywhere on the menu.

That was a problem, though. Not the pickle part. I didn’t really like pickles, anyway. The fact that the club was so popular meant I risked an unsavory encounter.

“Anyway...”

I spoke at the same time Mariah did, accidentally cutting her off. “Do you think Thomas will be there?”

“I don’t know. Maybe? It’s a Friday. He could be anywhere. Anywhere you go, you run the risk of encountering him.”

I hesitated. The thought of seeing my ex after how we had broken up, and under such uncomfortable circumstances, really put me off the idea of going out.

“Dana, you already agreed to go.” Mariah was pouting. “You’re going to see him at the fire banquet in a couple weeks, anyway. There’s no point in trying to avoid him.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but I’m not worried about that. He’ll be with the other firefighters, then.”

“Come on, Dana. Please? The club will be crowded. Even if he is there, he won’t know you’re there. And if he does notice you, we can go somewhere else.” Mariah began to sound frustrated with me.

I knew she was right. What was I going to do, stay inside forever because leaving my house meant I might see Thomas? I was being irrational.

“Fine,” I said. “What time?”

“We’re planning for eight. You could come to my place and hang out for a bit before that. I’m not doing anything.”

I thought about my schedule and nodded to myself. I’d have plenty of time to finish up my cleaning here and go home to shower and change. Smelling of citrus polish and lavender dusting spray wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but perhaps wasn’t the best type of perfume to wear to a club.

“Then we could just take one of our vehicles,” I suggested.

“Probably yours.”

I laughed and nodded. “Probably. Okay, I’ll see you soon enough. Love you.”

“Love you, too, sis.” Mariah hung up.

I put the phone back in my pocket and resumed my work. I had just finished up with dusting when I heard the sound of a key in the front door lock. I turned around and waved to the owner of the home as she stepped inside. “How was your shopping trip, Georgia?”

“Oh, fine enough.” The gray-haired old woman smiled in my direction. “Could you come help me with these bags?”

“Absolutely.” I abandoned my cleaning and walked over to help her, taking some of the shopping bags from her hands. I noted the contents were mostly food items and took them into the kitchen. “How’s Anthony today? He didn’t make you carry these all by yourself, did he?”

“Oh, I told him not to bother and that my cleaning lady was over.” Georgia waddled into the kitchen after me, carrying the last couple of bags. She heaved them onto the counter with a strenuous grunt. “He’s got a date and I knew he’d be wanting to get on home.”

“Oh, that’s nice.” I inspected the contents of one of the bags and fished out cold items to put away in the fridge.

Georgia chatted on a little more about her son, Anthony, while we put her groceries away. Anthony was one of those shy, quiet types who never seemed to do well with other people, even though he was almost twice my age. Naturally, that meant he didn’t have any luck with women. The whole town watched out for him, though, and made sure he was able to take care of his mother, since they were the only ones the other had. They spent a lot of time together, just not when I was around.

That worked out fine, though, as it meant Georgia could do her errands while I tidied up her big old house.

I was glad Anthony had found someone and from the way Georgia told it, there was hope. His date was an older woman, a widower, who worked as a counselor. They were going to take things slow.

Once we had all the groceries put away where they belonged, Georgia switched subjects. “You must be getting tired of listening to me chatter on. I’m tired out from all that walking around today. The doctor says I might need a cane by next year.”

“You should get a cool one,” I said. “Black, with spines. Maybe a dragon design.”

She chuckled. “Oh, I’m sure I’ll get at least two. A normal cane and one for special occasions that won’t get so worn out. When you finish up, dear, please lock the doors on your way out. Oh, and I’ll tape your check to the front door.”

“Thank you, Georgia. Have a nice nap and let me know how things go with Anthony.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll hear all about it next time I see you. Two weeks, as usual?”

“Naturally.”

Georgia smiled and turned to leave, then seemed to remember something and turned back. “Oh, yes, in that bakery box, there’s two loaves of cinnamon bread. Please, help yourself to one. They were on sale. I couldn’t resist, but I don’t need two. As it is, I’m going to have to freeze most of that one loaf.”

I politely accepted and Georgia went off. I resumed my work, still smiling from the pleasant encounter. Georgia always sent me off with some sort of treat or another, often cookies or other baked goods, or leftovers from the previous day’s meal. She was on a fixed retirement income, so I charged her less. I hadn’t ever told her that, but she seemed to know it instinctively, and the food was her way of supplementing her payments.

I finished cleaning for the day, packed everything up, including the bread, and headed for home. I showered and changed out of my frumpy, baggy working clothes into attire more befitting an appearance at the club. I selected a dark blue dress with white polka dots, the skirt falling just to my knees. I also put on some comfortable shoes, and grabbed my purse and a light jacket, since the air would cool off as it got later.

Thus prepared, I headed to Mariah’s place.

I noticed, as I pulled up, that Mason’s car wasn’t in the driveway. He must have been on shift at the fire station.

I parked and let myself in through the front door, without knocking.

Mariah heard me enter and called out from elsewhere in the house. “Make yourself comfortable.”

“Already on it,” I replied. I headed for the kitchen, which was decorated in warm yellows and avocado greens, like something from the 60s.

Mariah walked in behind me and pointed at the parcel I had brought with me, now sitting on her counter next to the coffee pot. “What’s that?”

I explained to her about my sudden windfall of cinnamon bread. “This is half of it. I’d never be able to finish it all myself. Gosh, I sound just like Georgia. Great.”

“You could be a worse old lady. Like Maple.” Mariah unwrapped the cinnamon bread and inspected it. “This looks great. Thanks! You know, I’m really proud of you.”

I glanced over at her, smiling a bit from the unexpected compliment. “What for?”

“Well, look at how busy you are. And busier every year! We were all wrong to doubt you when you first told us what you wanted to do.” Mariah put her arms around me and gave me a tight hug. “You’ve become so much more successful than any of us could imagine.”

“More successful than I ever imagined, too,” I admitted. I hugged her back warmly and leaned my head on her shoulder. “I just felt like it was right.”

“It just goes to show that you should always follow your dreams.” Mariah withdrew from the hug and pointed at the cinnamon bread. “I know we’ll be eating at the club, but I want a slice of this while it’s fresh. Join me?”

“Only if you make some coffee to go with it.”

“I’ll never say no to coffee.”

We had our snack and chatted for about an hour or so while sitting at the dining room table. Mariah went to get changed into her own going-out outfit, which easily made mine look like something a peasant would wear. She was a stunner, with Dad’s glossy auburn hair and Mom’s figure, and the black dress she wore brought out all her curves. A touch of makeup around her eyes and a dab of lipstick, all administered by a light, expert touch, brought out her natural beauty even more. From one wrist dangled a slender black leather purse with a golden clasp and stitching.

“Let’s get this show on the road!”

We took my car, since I was the better driver. That also freed Mariah to text the others we were going to meet up with. One had to cancel last-minute because her kid came down with a cold and she didn’t want to leave him alone with the babysitter. The others were still on-board, though.

The lights of Mooreton were visible from miles away, like the stars of a distant galaxy. Though it had the suffix for “town” in its name, it was as close to a city as could be had out here.

Mooreton was where everyone went when they wanted a day of fun or had a lot of errands that needed to be accomplished. There were multiple restaurants, including some fast-food locations, and multiple bars, and even a shopping center. And there was the club.

I pulled up in front of the club and slowly perused the parking lot to find a spot. The Pickle Barn was already packed with vehicles, despite the relatively early hour. Strobing lights flashed through the windows, silhouettes weaving in and out of each other as they danced.

I finally found a spot way in the back and parked carefully to minimize the chances of the other vehicles parked on either side from running into me. Mariah and I climbed out. There were tons of people outside too, smoking and even hooking up, faces and bodies mashed together in the fragile safety of the shadows. We hooked our arms together to keep from getting separated and made our way to the front doors of the Pickle Barn, which were designed to resemble actual barn doors.

The interior looked nothing at all like a barn, although it was difficult to tell when I only ever saw the place through a haze of rainbow lights. It was more of a classic club than anything else, with a bar, a seating area, and a crowded dance floor. All the menu items had cute names, though, and a running joke was that a person had to ask for their item of choice by using that exact name or the staff would pretend not to hear. It was amusing to watch the big, burly men being reduced to asking for a “hens and chicks” cocktail, or a “moo juice supreme.”

Mariah shaded her eyes with her hand and peered around. “There they are!” She pointed at a table where some other women were already seated. I recognized our friends. Together, we headed over.

The girls had already gotten us some drinks, and appetizers arrived shortly after we sat down. We all settled in to chat. Perhaps chat wasn’t the right word since we had to raise our voices to be heard over the thumping music and all the other conversations going on. The content was purely chatty, though.

I kept an eye out for Thomas. It would be difficult to see him coming. I knew his shape well, though, and would be able to pick him out if he approached. There was also the cologne he wore. Though the air was full of a mix of other scents, alcohol and perfume and smoke, I knew I would be able to smell Thomas coming. He had the worst taste in cologne that I had ever known a man to have. The cheaper and stronger, the more likely to burn off nostril hairs, the better.

Minutes passed. We ate, refreshed our drinks. An hour went by, and I still hadn’t seen Thomas. I started to relax. It almost made things more fun, to have the satisfaction of watching for him and not see him.

We all got up to dance at some point, then had more to drink. I went with something lighter on the alcohol this time, since I would be the one driving us home. I chose the “crop circle” which was basically a thin fruit smoothie with a swirl of neon-green booze.

By midnight, we were all pretty clubbed-out. We said our goodbyes, which took quite a long while and involved lots of hugging. One of the girls was in no condition to drive herself, so we called her boyfriend for her and made sure she got in his car safely before beginning to disperse.

Mariah held onto me as we went back to my car, her steps unsteady. She practically flopped into the passenger-side seat.

I got in on my side and started the car, then turned on the heat. “Put on your seatbelt,” I instructed.

“Yes, Mother.” Mariah rolled her eyes. She dutifully put the belt on and gestured to it with both hands to show me it was done. “Satisfied?”

“Hey, you never know.” I looked behind us and started to back up. My stomach was warm, my thoughts a bit on the lighter side. I was glad to find that I didn’t have any issues with backing out of the spot, so choosing the crop circle to finish off had been a wise decision.

The ride was on the quiet side as we made our way back out of Mooreton. I glanced over at Mariah as we left the bright lights behind and entered the country roads, expecting to find her slumped over and asleep.

She turned her head and glanced at me. “What?”

“Nothing. Just checking on you.”

She touched my arm. “You’re sweet. It really seemed like you had fun tonight. Did you?”

“I did. I’m glad I went.”

Mariah yawned a little. “When do you think you will be able to do life and not worry about Thomas at all?”

My mood dampened instantly. “I don’t know. Eventually.”

Mariah was quiet for a little while, clearly thinking. “Do you still have feelings for him?”

I made a face. “No, not at all.”

“Then what’s the issue? If you see him around, you’re within your right to say whatever you want.”

I sighed. “Not really. I have to be cordial because he’s in the fire department. I would never do anything to make things awkward for Dad.”

“I understand. You guys all have such an awesome bond.”

I smiled. “We really do. Aren’t you glad to be part of it?”

“You bet I am!”
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I

headed over to Brock’s place shortly after noon. My heart was in my throat, and it was hard to focus on my driving. It had been a long time since we’d seen each other. I hoped things wouldn’t be too awkward. I really wanted to settle in and make the best of things.

His house was small and the yard was large, as though the builders had made a grave error with the measurements and only realized it too late to fix it. The yard space had been put to good use, though. Apple trees lined one side of the house, while a maple was out front. The landscaping bloomed with flowers and colorful, decorative grasses. Their perfume was sweet and calming as I walked up to the front door.

I knocked.

The door opened almost before I could pull my hand away. I jumped back in surprise and nearly dropped what I was holding in my other hand.

Brock laughed at my startled face and opened the door wider to let me in. “I heard your truck from a mile away.”

“Seriously?” Embarrassment gripped me. I didn’t think my truck was loud, but maybe...

Brock laughed again and gave me a whack on the arm. “I’m just kidding. I was watching for you. It’s great to see you again, man.”

“It’s great to see you, too.”

We had a quick bro hug, and I gave him a quick appraisal. He was broader than he used to be, more muscular, and his features were stronger. He looked like a Photoshopped version of his younger self, because even with all the changes, he was still the guy who used to be one of my closest friends. Same head of fluffy curls -which unfortunately hadn’t helped with the whole broccoli moniker- and same mischievous blue eyes.

Brock grabbed the bag from my hand and headed into the house. I followed, pulling the door shut behind me. Inside was very classically masculine. Big furniture from La-Z-Boy, all in dark colors, a giant TV hanging on the wall. I smelled coffee and realized it came from a nearly black candle burning on a side table.

Brock noticed me checking out the candle. He dumped the bag on a glass-topped mahogany coffee table. “My mom’s taken up candle-making. She sells them at farmer’s markets and craft fairs.”

“That’s pretty cool. I’ll have to buy one.”

“She’d like that.” Brock flopped down in one of the big armchairs and dug through the bag, pulling out chips and dip and a six-pack of locally packaged cherry-lime soda. “You got the good stuff. I haven’t had some of this in a year, I think.” He cracked into one of the sodas and swigged it down. “You look good, you know? I didn’t think city life was kind to anyone, but it seems like you got off easy.”

“I wouldn’t say that. Thanks, though. You’re looking great, too.” I popped open one of the bags of chips and unscrewed the jar of bean dip.

Brock regarded me over the top of his soda can. From the look in his eyes, I could predict exactly what he was going to say next. “What exactly brought you back to town? No one seems to know anything except that it was kind of a sudden thing.”

I rifled around through the chips until I found one of the folded ones. My shoulders felt tense. I was probably going to have to have this conversation a lot and I wasn’t looking forward to it. I might as well get some practice in, though. “I kind of got into some trouble in the city. I lost my job.”

My heart throbbed. If only that was all of it, the whole story. If only things were so simple.

Brock frowned. “Really? You? I can’t see you causing any trouble.”

I swallowed hard and popped the chip into my mouth. My mouth was so dry I hardly had enough saliva to get it down. “I guess I kind of lost my way for a bit. But I’m back on the right path again. Hopefully, I can prove that I’ve changed. Prove it to myself, mostly.”

“Well, you’re back where you belong, so it’s going to be fine.” Brock nodded sagely. “What was your job?”

“F-firefighter.”

“And you got another job as firefighter? Whatever happened couldn’t have been that bad.”

“Well, everyone’s just been really supportive.”

Brock nodded again. “Yeah, that’s Aspen. How have your parents been? You’ll be closer to them from now on. That must be good, right?”

I grimaced. “They’ve been good. Mom’s ecstatic to have me back. Dad, not so much.”

“I remember you and your dad never really got along well.”

“Yeah, but it was hard, you know? He traveled a lot, and we never spent much time together. Never understood each other.” I sighed and ate more chips. “I always disappointed him with my decisions. Honestly, I think if it weren’t for Mom, he probably would have disowned me for getting into so much trouble. He’ll probably be the last person to accept me.”

“He’ll accept you. You’ll see.” Brock rubbed his hand over his hair, making it even fluffier than its natural state. “All you can do is try.”

“Yeah. I know.” I shook my head. “That’s enough about me. How have you been? Tell me about all the adventures I’ve missed out on since I’ve been gone.”

“Geez, that’d take all night. I better get started.” Brock laughed.

It was good to hang out with him. That he hadn’t pressured me for more details was a bonus. The wounds were too new, too raw, and I had no idea when they might heal.

We talked and hung out, and watched some TV until it was nearly dinnertime. Then we got into our separate vehicles and went to the one bar in town where the other guys were already waiting. They were all people I used to know. Brock made reintroductions anyway, and I gave and received a lot of bro hugs and handshakes.

Then we sat down and ordered some food and drinks.

I should have known better. But I wasn’t thinking. A beer came sliding my way, the bottle glossy with condensation. A fine mist of bubbles shot up from the mouth. My throat cramped with the desire for a sweet, cool drink. Just one, and then I’d switch to water.

I caught myself just as my arm was lifting, my hand going for the beer. I redirected, fiddled with the napkin instead. No, I couldn’t have one. Not one beer, not one drink.

When the waitress came by, I asked her for a water with some lemon. I drank that instead.

No one really seemed to notice that I wasn’t touching the beer, at least not for a little while. It was when the first wave of talking, and the first round of eating, had died down that the inevitable question came.

Sam pointed at the full bottle of beer. A puddle had collected beneath it at this point. “What, you don’t like the brand?” he joked. “You been spoiled on fancy city beer?”

The others cracked up.

I smiled slightly. I really wished I was fancy and spoiled and nothing else was amiss. “Actually, I don’t really drink anymore. Water’s fine with me.”

Michael reached across the table and took the beer from me. “Damn, sorry, man. Didn’t know. You all good?”

“Yeah, of course,” I replied, smiling slightly. Michael started to drink the beer as if to get rid of it fast enough so I wouldn’t feel the temptation. Good guy. “It’s just gotten me into trouble one too many times, you know?”

Everyone agreed that they knew exactly what I was talking about.

Even though they really didn’t.

I worried that I might have ruined the mood a bit. And for a little while, everyone seemed somewhat quieter than before. Gradually, though, the awkwardness of the moment was forgotten and we all moved along as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

As the hour grew later, some of the guys had to head out. Michael gave me a hug before he left. A real hug, not a quick bro hug that was little more than a chest bump and a whack on the back. That gave me a feeling that he maybe understood things better than the others.

Maybe he’d had his own drinking troubles in the past.

The rest of us decided to call it quits as well. We all went our separate ways, heading to our respective vehicles.

“Hey, Jake.” The voice came at the same time as I realized footsteps were behind me. I turned and smiled slightly at Brock.

“What’s up?”

The wind swirled his hair around like spun sugar in a cotton candy machine. “I’m really, really sorry about all that.” His cheeks were a faint red.

“About... what?” I frowned. “I had fun tonight. Didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah, of course. I meant about the beer.” He shook his head. “It didn’t even occur to me that that might be an issue for you.”

I waved my hand. “It’s fine. Wasn’t an issue. I knew we were going to a bar and there’d be beer. Doesn’t bother me. Just better for everyone if I don’t drink.”

“It has to do with what happened to your job, doesn’t it? And why you moved back here?”

I looked at Brock and thought about it. I could probably trust him, I decided. He had been nothing but good to me this entire time. “I started partying too much. I got a couple tickets for public intoxication. Then, one morning, I was too hungover and missed my shift. We...” I cleared my throat.

Brock waited, his brows drawn together.

“We lost one of the guys in a fire, on the shift I was supposed to be on. He wasn’t my replacement or anything, but maybe if I had been there, I could have done something.”

“Oh, man,” Brock said, his voice hoarse. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a packet of cigarettes. He lit up and took a deep inhale.

He didn’t seem to see the irony in his actions. I couldn’t blame him for feeling the need to chill out, though.

“Yeah. It was hard. I just drank more. Missed so many shifts that the Fire Chief was trying to get ahold of me to tell me I was, well, fired.” Funny, the connotations of that word. “Little did he know, I’d gotten myself in an accident and was in the hospital with a concussion and a broken nose.”

Brock’s gaze went straight to the middle of my face. “Doesn’t look crooked.”

“Yeah, I was lucky. It wasn’t a bad break. And it was a minor concussion. My bruises from the seatbelt were more painful to deal with.” I sighed and leaned my head back to look up at the sky. The moon was just a sliver, though still bright enough to turn the clouds silver. “I had plowed into a traffic light. Luckily, I was the only one who got hurt.”

Brock put his hand on my arm. “If only I’d known. You’ve had it rough, man.”

I shrugged his hand off and shook my head. “I’m ready to move on. Trust me, this was good for me.”

“Well, if you say so.” Brock flashed a wan smile. “I should probably get going.”

“Yeah, so should I. I’m not used to the whole hanging-out thing anymore. Is this what it’s like to be old?”

“Hey, don’t ask me. You’re the one who should know.”

“You can’t pull that when I’m only three months older than you.”

Brock smirked. “See you soon.”

“You, too. Thanks for having me.”

“Anytime, man. Welcome back.”

I waved and headed off to my truck, smiling to myself. Yeah, this had been good for me. I almost felt like I was really back home.
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I

walked up to my dad and gave him a tight hug. “Are you sure the fire department can survive without you?” I teased.

Dad chuckled. “They’re going to have to. I need a break.”

“You deserve a break with all that you do for everyone.” I kissed his stubbly cheek.

Sunday morning. Time for brunch with the whole family. The sun was shining, birds were tweeting, and lawnmowers were chewing determinedly through overgrown laws.

I pulled back from Dad and looked around the house. “Where’s Mom and Mason?”

“Your mother’s in the kitchen,” Dad said. “Can’t you hear her bustling around in there?”

“Never know. Mason could have decided to help out for once.”

Mason’s voice came from the living room. I looked over and saw him sprawled out on the couch, “Highly unlikely. Unless you want to be poisoned?”

I made a face. “Maybe next Sunday.”

He chuckled.

I went into the kitchen to give Mom a hug and see if she needed any help. She sent me back into the living room, since the table wasn’t quite ready to be set yet. Dad was off somewhere, which left just Mason to entertain me.

I walked over and flopped down beside him. “Hey.”

“Hey,” he replied, and turned his phone off to look at me. “Things going well?”

“Really well, yes. I’ve got a busy day ahead of me, tomorrow.”

“Sounds like you should just relax as much as possible today.”

“That’s the plan.”

He grinned. “Be a shame if someone were to ruin those plans.”

“Bother me too much and I’ll tell Mariah on you,” I threatened.

“Okay, okay. Leave my wife out of it. She’d kill me.”

“Speaking of Mariah, are you going to take her to the fire banquet?”

Since there wasn’t much to do in town, community events were huge. The fire banquet was a communal meal held at the town hall. Local bands played music, and rides were set up for the kids. Craft and food stalls also sprang up in the area, making it just a good night to go out and have fun, even if you weren’t invested in the fire department.
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