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      This book is dedicated to all of our families and the fond memories we’ve created over campfires and barbecues and happy holidays
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      The three of us have always been drawn to the magic of the Fourth of July, where fireworks glimmer in the night sky, friends plunge into cold lakes, and secret family recipes are traded. One thing is clear: the holiday has a way of bringing people together.

      Even when expectations fizzle, new traditions and fresh connections create memories that last for years to come.

      So, as you turn the page, light the fuse on three stories where hearts gather, plans explode, and a spark-tacular summer awaits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Perched in canvas nests, we gather,

        Beaks tilted to an inky sky,

        Flames dance and pop,

        Waiting with marshmallow fingers,

        For rainbows to launch.

      

        

      
        Explosions of emerald, rockets of ruby,

        golden charms and spells,

        Hurled by Magician’s children

        to capture the hearts of men,

        every 4th of July.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A New Leash on Love

          

          by SD Porter

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Home Sweet Home

          

        

      

    

    
      Violet holds her breath as the tires of her jeep hum over the small metal bridge spanning the creek feeding into Shady Lake. She takes the first left into Shady Glen Mobile Home Park. She slows over the bright yellow speed bump while lowering the volume of her road trip playlist. “Pour Some Sugar on Me” blasting from the open windows might not earn her a positive first impression from the older residents.

      Moving herself and Maggie, her faithful Great Pyrenees, to the other side of Washington State and starting a new life wasn’t exactly how she envisioned spending the Fourth of July weekend, but nothing has been normal since she dropped by the car dealership where Barrett, her husband of one year, worked. Discovering he and his finance manager were enjoying some lunchtime horizontal refreshment behind closed doors, an activity she learned from his smirking co-workers, that had been going on for months, instantly changed her life’s trajectory. 

      She pushes aside her exhaustion from the last week of packing and the five-hour trip over the mountains and pulls in a cleansing breath, crossing her fingers. “This is it, Maggie! You’re gonna love it here. Lots of trees and new sniffs!”

      Her dog gets up, pushing its giant head between the seats, panting and drooling.

      Despite all the losses, like leaving the town she’s lived in all her life, the heartbreak of her short marriage and shorter divorce, and moving from a house to a tiny trailer, Violet’s determined to stay positive.

      She squints into the bright sun, scanning for unit thirty-four.

      She turned thirty-four at the end of June. That had to be a sign, right?

      She’d spent the evening with Maggie, packing her belongings into cardboard boxes. A woman from work had offered to help, but she turned her down, worried she might fall apart as she packed up her life. So far, she’s shed very little tears for Barrett. What did that mean? Had a part of her known something was wrong even before she opened the door to find him with his pants down, quite literally, or was she just relieved to find out before she wasted any more time on that tool?

      This move is a fresh start, a gift from her eighty-eight-year-old great aunt, JoAnne, who recently moved into a nearby nursing home. She sold Violet her 1970s single-wide trailer for one dollar, giving her a place to regroup after a very costly divorce. Barrett took half of everything she’d worked so hard for when he lost their savings in a shady investment and was awarded half of the house she’d bought before they’d met, thanks to Washington’s “no-fault” divorce policy.

       When she’d filed for divorce, her only thought had been to get away, start over. She probably should’ve hired a lawyer, but after being gaslighted for the entirety of their short marriage, she didn’t have any fight left.

      If she’d listened to her older sister and gotten a pre-nup, she wouldn’t be moving into a trailer in Butt Crack, Washington. But Barrett had taken great offense at the idea, accusing her of tainting their marriage with distrust from the get-go. So, after a few uncomfortable conversations, she’d given up, convincing herself that it wasn’t worth damaging the trust they’d built.

      Her divorce, finalized yesterday, three days before Independence Day, was perfect timing. Now, she is free. Free to do what she isn’t exactly sure. Her confidence in her judgement had taken a serious hit, leaving her feeling vulnerable. But, she’d rather be alone, just her and Maggie, than be with someone who made her question her every decision.

      As her tires thump over the speed bump at the entry, her belly dances with butterflies. Thanks in part to her weekly visits with her bad-ass therapist, she’s ready to begin again, infinitely wiser. She’s done with people-pleasing, and with expecting so little from others and from herself.

      At thirty-four, it isn’t too late.

      Ahead of her, beyond the giant firs and ferns, she spots the southern shore of Shady Lake. Her unit isn’t lakefront, but from the pictures the real estate agent sent, she has a partial view from the kitchen window. She chuckles to herself, giddy, wondering when she, who’s always been methodically anal, became a person who could move somewhere she’s never visited.

      Life is full of surprises, and today she’s surprising herself.

      She finds unit thirty-four in the fifth row, one row behind the lakefront units. With faded, beige paint and a withered, weedy garden lining the asphalt drive, it looks forlorn. Where the other units are decked out in red, white, and blue decorations, thirty-four looks like the unwanted stepchild. With a few coats of fresh paint, she’d have a blank canvas, ready for her to create her own life, sans Barrett and his constant criticisms.

      She twists the steering wheel to the right and pulls into the asphalt drive, stopping beneath the slanted, metal carport. Under the shade of the canopy, she turns off the engine and peeks up at her new home. Despite its sad appearance, she smiles. Like her, it's begging for a fresh start. She imagines its restoration, from beige to turquoise or maybe salmon. With a little TLC, they’ll both heal.

      Maggie whines from behind her, rocking the jeep with her girth.

      She turns in her seat, rubbing the dog's enormous, fuzzy head. “Okay, girl. Ready to check out our new home?”

      Maggie barks and moves to the rear door.

      Violet climbs out and quickly stretches, working out the stiffness in her spine. She walks around to the rear hatch, ready to release Maggie from her prison, when a woman’s voice stops her..

      “Excuse me. Excuse me, dear.”

      Violet turns, her hand still on the handle, and faces a grey-haired woman in a faded, flowered dress, which looks more like a sack than an item of clothing. The woman shuffles up her inclined drive on pale legs. Tucked like a football against her ample breast is a rusty poodle with a greying muzzle, wearing a rhinestone collar. Violet looks back and forth between the two, fighting back a laugh at their obvious resemblance, when the scruffy dog lets out a single muffled bark.

      Inside the jeep, Maggie barks in return, her deep tenor making the woman stop, her eyes wide, like her dog’s. Maggie’s a friendly dog, but the sight of her would frighten the old woman and her sour-faced dog. Great Pyrenees look more like a white wolf than a pet, and the sight of her bounding from the back of the vehicle could give the woman a heart attack.

      “Hello,” Violet says, taking a few steps in the woman’s direction, moving from shade into the hot July sun, its teeth biting at her pale skin. As a natural redhead, she has to be careful to protect her fair skin in the summer months.

      The woman lifts an arm, shielding her face from the western glare. “You must be Jo’s niece?”

      “Yes, her great niece actually. She’s my grandmother’s only sister. I’m Violet.” She thrusts her hand toward the woman and offers a cheery smile, determined to put her best self forward.

      The woman takes her hand. “I’m Barbara, but you can call me Barbie.”

      Violet’s throat tightens at her squishy, cool flesh, giving one quick pump before releasing her grip. “Nice to meet you.”

      It’s silly to react like the woman’s going to infect her with liver-spotted lesions, but she can’t help it. She’s always been sensitive to texture.

      “I wanted to let you know that my grandson is visiting me this week and would be happy to help you unload your moving truck.” She glances around. “Where is your truck, dear?”

      “It was supposed to beat me here by a few hours. When it does arrive, I just might take you up on that. I can get the boxes, but I do have a marble top kitchen table that took three men to load. But I need to get my dog out of the hot car, if you could excuse me.”

      “Oh, sure, sure, dear. What kind of dog do you have?” She takes a few halting steps forward and peers over Violet’s shoulder into the tinted window. The poodle growls and flattens its ears. “Hush, Winston.”

      “Maggie is a Great Pyrenees. She’s friendly, but pretty protective of me.” Violet lifts the window hatch, blocking her dog’s exit, giving the woman a little time to adjust while she clips on the pink leash and opens the hatch gate, holding tight to her collar. Maggie dips her head and is ready to jump down when the poodle begins a string of warning yaps, wriggling in the woman’s arms.

      Without so much as a glance in the poodle’s direction, the massive white canine bounds out, pulling Violet to the dried-up strip of garden edging the carport, and squats.

      The old woman retreats a few more steps down the driveway. “You hush now, Winston, or that dog will put an end to you!” She tsks and shakes her head. “It’s a shame what Jo’s garden has become. She had the prettiest red and white geraniums around. All dried up now.” She takes another step backward. “Well, we’ll leave you be, let you have a look around. Welcome to Shady Lake. It’s not much to see, but you’ll find it’s a nice little park.”

      Violet turns and waves as Barbie hurries across the narrow drive to her baby blue unit, stopping to spin the red, white, and blue whirligig in her tiny rock garden before disappearing inside.

      Even though she’s anxious to have a look inside the tiny trailer, Violet follows Maggie up and down the driveway, and around the padlocked, white metal shed at the end of the asphalt drive, letting her sniff to her heart’s content. After four hours in the back of the jeep, the dog deserves it. 

      Hopefully, she’ll find a key to the lock, and it’ll be empty. After having to get rid of nearly half of her belongings to move into the tiny trailer, she doesn’t relish the idea of having to go through someone else’s stuff. 

      After Maggie’s done marking her territory, they climb the three wooden stairs to the front door, ignoring the mounting tightness in her chest as she fishes the key from the hip pocket of her cotton shorts. “Here we go, Maggie, our new home.” She slides the key and turns the jiggly knob, pulling open the vacuum-sealed door like a tin of crackers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Meet the Neighbors

          

        

      

    

    
      As she steps across the threshold, pulling Maggie in her wake, a dry, musty smell, like the inside of a shop vac, fills her nose, making her grimace. She flips on the light switch just inside the door, and light bursts from a frosted-glass fixture, probably the original, in the middle of the living room, illuminating more beige walls and a worn, tan carpet. 

      She walks around her new residence, tugging open blinds and opening doors and windows, regretting that she hadn’t been able to get a few upgrades done before she moved her things in. She says a silent thank you to her sweet aunt for emptying out most everything, only leaving behind two barstools and a set of bookcases. The place is a blank canvas, ready for her to create her new life.

      The rumble of a truck penetrates the thin trailer walls as she’s sitting on the toilet, adding toilet paper to the grocery list on her phone. She quickly finishes and closes Maggie in the tiny bathroom before hurrying out to greet the movers. The last thing she needs is for her dog to escape as they’re carrying boxes into her new home. Fiercely independent, Great Pyrenees are generally kept on leash, especially in unfamiliar territory.

      While the truck jostles into position, Violet pulls her jeep as far forward as she can, making room to unload the bigger pieces of furniture, like her sofa and dining room table, which she’s suddenly convinced isn’t going to fit through the narrow door or in the tiny breakfast nook.

      Two young men waste no time with small talk and begin hauling boxes up the stairs at breakneck speed. The afternoon sun streaming through the windows has turned the trailer into a musty sauna, and it isn’t long before the underarms of their light grey T-shirts are dark with perspiration. 

      “I’m sorry I don’t have a cold beverage to offer you, or even water at this point, but I could ask my neighbor.”

      The guy who seemed to be in charge grunts, “Oh, we have something in the truck,” hardly breaking pace.

      She stays inside, directing the flow of boxes while trying to stay out of their way, ignoring Maggie’s intermittent barks from her temporary prison. She wishes she could let her out, but the hundred-pound dog would only be in the way. She wouldn’t bite the movers, but they might be uncomfortable with her size. Most people are.

      The marble dining room table is too big and heavy to get through the front door, so she has them leave it on the backside of the front steps, where she might use it as a gardening bench or possibly an outdoor patio table.  She’ll have to pick up a small, drop-leaf table for inside.

      As soon as the truck pulls out of her driveway, Violet releases Maggie from her solitary confinement and glances up into the metal-framed mirror over the formica vanity. She swipes her sweaty red bangs to the side, but they fall right back over her sweaty forehead. So, she fishes an elastic hair band from her pocket and gathers her thick mane into a very high ponytail, fanning her moist neck. Staring into her green eyes, she wipes away mascara smudges, questioning if she’s simultaneously underestimated the enormity of a solo relocation while overestimating her present energy reserves. Every glance around her added to the To Do List in her head.

      Her first order of business is to get the heat pump slash air conditioning going before she and Maggie melt. She snatches the remote from the dated kitchen counter and points it at the unit, whispers a little prayer, and presses the on/off button. Her spirits buoy at the immediate beep and the appearance of a red circle, followed by opening blades and a blast of stinky hot air, like a dragon with halitosis.

      She stabs a button with a snowflake icon, and the circle turns blue, spitting out cool, stinky air, which is to be expected after sitting empty for almost six months. Thirty seconds later, she lifts the tail of her ponytail, letting the chilly flow kiss the back of her neck.

      A sharp rap on the door pulls Maggie from her inspection of the trailer and triggers a familiar stream of warning. Violet tightens her ponytail and hurries to the door, stepping in front of Maggie before opening it.

      A handsome guy in a snug, black, short-sleeved T-shirt and a bright white smile steps down one stair when he spots Maggie lurking behind the door. “Hi, I’m Chad, Barbie’s grandson. I hope I’m not interrupting. I just came by to see if you might need some help? My specialty is moving heavy things for pretty ladies.” He laughs, crossing his arms over his thick chest, flexing his pecs..

      She laughs at his corny introduction. “Oh, hi, I’m Violet. I appreciate the offer, but I think I’m good right now. I just need to figure out where everything goes, and that’s going to take a bit of planning.”

      “What a pretty name. Well, if you need anything…anything, don’t be afraid to ask. I’ll be staying with my grandmother for the entire weekend.” He points at Maggie. “What kind of dog is that?”

      She turns and rubs her white, velvety ears. “She’s a Great Pyrenees.”

      A low growl rumbles from behind her. “Sorry, she’s really protective, but once she gets to know you, she’s a sweetheart. No need for a security system with her around.”

      His smile dims a few degrees as he retreats another step.

      “Sorry about that. It’s been a long day already, and it’s not close to being over.” She nudges the door a few inches.  “Well, thanks for stopping by, Jack⁠—

      “Chad. My name’s Chad.”

      “Oh, sorry. Chad. Anyway, I appreciate the offer. I know where to find you, at least for a few days. Take care!” She closes the door and smirks. She knows it’s childish, but purposely calling a cocky guy by the wrong name will never not be funny. If dating were a game, which it definitely is, it’s like scoring an early goal right after the kickoff whistle blows. Home team: 1, Visitor: 0.  

      The first thing she does is retrieve her computer equipment from the car to set up her home office in the second bedroom. It needs to be functional by Monday morning. As a freelance video editor, she’s worked tirelessly to build a lucrative client list by never missing a deadline, going from entry-level to expert editor in three years, and bringing in a six-figure income. She can’t afford to take time off on that front.

      Once finished setting up the wifi, she hits the kitchen, wiping down the cupboards and drawers with disposable wipes and emptying the meager five boxes labeled “kitchen”.  Barrett was the cook in their short marriage, so he took more than his fair share of the kitchen appliances. She insisted on and got the espresso maker.

      She spends the rest of the afternoon moving furniture and unpacking with a vengeance, determined to be mostly settled by the end of the weekend. Maggie doesn’t make it easy, lying down in the most inconvenient places, making Violet repeatedly step over her gigantic girth, sweetly reminding Violet that she’s not alone. Maggie has been with her since a pup, before, during, and after Barrett. 

      Eventually, she gives in to her rumbling belly and heads for Patty’s Melt, a cute burger drive-thru she saw on her way into town, for a late lunch. Generally, she avoids take-out, but tonight she’s too tired to cook and too grungy in the oversized, faded, concert t-shirt to go inside for a healthier sit-down meal.   

      At the drive-thru window, Maggie hangs out the window as Violet collects their order, then drives behind the squat, square building to a grassy picnic area. A handful of brightly painted picnic tables dot the shady area tucked in between a hair salon and a second-hand clothing store. She gets Maggie out and snags the last open table, painted lime green, feeling fortunate that they don’t have to eat in the car. Two families, a young couple, a loud group of teenagers, and a guy with a black lab occupy the other tables. 

      She’s hoping the popularity means the food is good. The only thing she’s eaten since her morning latte is a candy bar, a small bag of convenience store cashews, and an overly ripe banana that she probably should have thrown in the trash.

      She hooks the leash loop around her wrist and sits with her back to the parking lot as she opens the white paper bag. The intoxicating scent of fresh French fries makes her mouth water. She plunges her free hand inside and snags a few, stuffing them into her mouth despite their scalding temp, when Maggie pulls on the leash, yanking it off her wrist and spilling the bag onto the grass.

      Violet screeches, “Maggie!” and grabs for the leash as her dog bolts across the patchy grass toward the black lab.

      In one swift movement, she scoops up the bag and lunges for the leash, but misses as Maggie arrows away, straight at the man with the black dog. Instant mortification fills her chest as visions of what’s about to happen fill her mind.

      Knowing her voice will fall on fuzzy, deaf ears, Violet still chases, waving the bag in the air as heads turn her way. “Maggie! Come!” she commands, hoping for points for effort..  

      The man jumps up, eyes wide, and pulls his Lab behind him, widening his stance. “Whoah!”

      Heat floods her cheeks. “Sorry, she’s friendly!” she shouts, trying to reassure the panicked man. 

      She watches in slo-mo horror as his dog shoots out from behind, pitching him sideways onto the grass at the exact moment Maggie crashes onto the scene. The canines happily cavort around the man’s head, who’s managing to hold the leash in one hand while protecting his head with the other.   

      Violet bends to help, her heart hammering, inserting herself between him and the hyper dogs, when Maggie slams into the back of her legs, knocking her off balance and into the man’s orbit. She throws her arms out and lands, palms splayed dead center on his torso. Instead of collapsing under her weight, his abs are rock solid under her fingers, like a granite countertop. 

      Oblivious to their human companions, the cavorting dogs bump against them, jarring her until her elbows give and she ends up chest to chest with him. Her face slides against his stubbly chin and wedges into his neck.

      An intoxicating, woodsy scent disorients her, delaying her attempt at extraction.

      “I’m so sorry!” she finally murmurs, forcing her knees onto the grass as she gently pushes off his solid frame to a standing position, twisting her face away. 

      She snags Maggie’s leash, tugging her away.  “What the holy…”

      He pops up and pulls his dog's lead. “Odie, knock it off!”

      Maggie continues to tug, dragging Violet step by step nearer to the dashing lab. “Oh, no you don’t! Maggie, stop it!” She manages to get ahold of Maggie’s collar and pulls her away, huffing and puffing. “Clearly they know who’s really in charge here.”  

      The man shortens his dog’s lead until the dog is sitting next to his knee, his dark brows crumpled with frustration.  “I’m Vance. Master of this unruly beast.” He offers his hand. 

      She leans forward, careful to keep her dog in his grip, and shakes his hand, sending a shiver up her arm. “I’m Violet, and this naughty girl is Maggie. I’m so sorry about this. I don’t know what got into her. She’s never done anything like this before.”

      He brushes grass off his shirt, shaking his head. “It’s all good.” He glances at his phone and turns, stuffing the remainder of his lunch into the brown paper bag with a ringless left hand. “I have to run. I’m running late for rehearsal. It was nice to meet you, Violet. Have a better rest of your day.”

      “You're in a band?”

      “Just a local band, small gigs. I play guitar. Look us up. We’re called ‘Not so Slim Shady’.

      “That’s cool. Well, have a good rehearsal, Vance.” She tugs on Maggie as she turns away, peeking up at the curious eyes of the other tables, retreating to her car.

      She starts the engine and turns on the AC, letting the air chill her warm cheeks. She’ll hide out there, reassemble her jumbled burger, and try not to think about Vance’s strong jaw and the way his body felt under hers.

      On her way home, she takes a city-wide, five-minute tour of Shady, which consists of three square blocks of mostly utilitarian businesses, a grange, and two tiny churches. She’s happy to find a small hardware store, knowing she’ll be doing a lot of home repairs.

      Back inside the trailer park, Chad, now wearing a snug, red tank top, is on a ladder, mounting the American Flag on the front of his grandmother’s trailer. Big metal stars have cropped up in her tiny rock garden, along with a “Happy 4th!” sign.

      He turns and waves as she parks beneath her sagging canopy. She wipes stray salt crystals from her mouth and returns the greeting. Having already made quite a first impression at the picnic area, she doesn’t need to sour her first day in her neighborhood with food on her face.

      Maggie is subdued as she opens the back hatch, waiting for Violet to snap on her leash and give her permission to hop down.  When she does, the dog sits by her side, the picture of regret. Both stubborn and sensitive, she knows when she’s crossed a line.

      Violet fumbles with her key in the wobbly doorknob when Chad’s voice pulls her around.

      “Hey, Violet!”

      Chad is making his way across the narrow drive, a neighborly smile on his face. “Hey, my granny wanted me to make sure you knew about our annual 4th of July potluck. It’s tomorrow, at the park by the beach. I think she said it starts at three, after church. It’s supposed to be nice weather, not like last year, when it rained.”

      “Oh, that sounds nice. Is there a sign-up sheet for what to bring? My kitchen isn’t up and functional yet, but I can figure something out.” Acid stirs in her stomach at the mention of cooking. Before Barrett, she’d enjoyed cooking, but his constant criticisms eroded her confidence to the point where she eventually stopped cooking altogether. It was time to start again, restore what she’d forgotten.

      “I’m not sure. I’ll have to ask my grams. Need help with anything tonight?  A little man muscle, maybe?” He strikes a muscle man pose, rolling his heavily tattooed shoulders forward as he waggles his dark bushy brows.

      Before she can slap a hand over her mouth, a laugh erupts. She prays his corny move was intentional and meant to make her laugh. 

      God help me if it wasn’t. He’s handsome, but that was…well, that was just plain cringy.

      Dating is on hold, maybe indefinitely, until she’s confident that she has the skill to spot a narcissist. Her blindness with Barrett shook her trust in her judgment. She wasn’t going to make that mistake again.
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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