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The town sign looked smaller than he remembered, its white paint sun-faded and peeling at the edges. Welcome to Maple Ridge. Population: unchanged enough to make him smile despite himself. Captain James Walker eased his truck off the highway and onto the two-lane road that cut through wheat fields and patches of scraggly pine. He lowered his window. The air smelled like hot dust and cut grass, and it hit him with the force of a memory—summer Little League, his father’s callused hand on his shoulder, the wooden bleachers groaning when the whole town stood to cheer for no one in particular and everyone at once.

The radio was off. He hadn’t been able to stomach songs on the drive; lyrics made room for the wrong kind of thinking. The hum of the engine, the syncopated slap of a loose tarp on the bed, the small rattle in the glove compartment—those were neutral sounds. Safe. He kept the window down, letting the heat rise through the cab, letting it press against him like a heavy blanket he could finally choose to throw off.

Maple Ridge came into view with its brick courthouse and the flag that always looked a size too big, spilling patriotic cloth down the pole. A bakery he didn’t recognize had replaced the old hardware store; someone had painted a mural of bluebirds onto the side wall, an optimism he felt ill-equipped to meet. He drove by the diner, by the church with the white steeple, by the bar that would inevitably hold the same three men on the same three stools no matter what decade it was. If they spotted him, they’d wave, and he’d wave back. That would be enough for now.

He told himself he was stopping for supplies, not for courage. The truth was he had driven for twenty-two hours with only one coffee and a handful of gas-station almonds, and if he arrived at the cabin in this state he would go to sleep before he could face what waited: silence, dust, and the ghost of his father seated at the table with his reading glasses pushed up into his hair as if he’d just paused for a moment and might resume any second.

He parked in front of Fulton’s Market. The bell above the door sang the same two notes it had when he was twelve and always stole a grape while Mrs. Fulton pretended not to see. Now Mr. Fulton—the son who’d been two years behind him in school—stood behind the counter, half-grayer, broader through the middle, eyes softening as they landed on James’s uniform duffel and the scar that creased his left eyebrow.

“Walker,” Fulton said, the name a greeting and a question.

“Hey, Pete.” The syllables felt like stepping onto a dock: a small sway, then stable.

“Back for good?”

James considered lying. He considered saying for now and letting the words buy him time. Instead he said, “Yeah.”

Pete nodded as if that answer fit into a slot he kept behind the register for town business—marriages, births, crops, gossip. He shyly extended a hand across the counter and when James took it, the man held on for a half second longer than custom allowed. “Good to have you home.”

James released his hand and looked past him to the shelves. “I’ll take coffee. Bread. Eggs. Maybe some of your mother’s jam if she still makes it.”

“She does. Says she’ll stop every spring and then starts in with the strawberries like she’s waging a campaign.” Pete reached down and produced a jar, the label handwritten and crooked: Fulton’s Strawberry—2025. “On the house. Welcome home.”

The back of James’s throat tightened. “I’ll pay.” He kept his voice light. “I didn’t fight for free jam.”

Pete grinned. “Then consider it a bribe for coming back to spend money here. Coffee’s down aisle two. Fresh donuts in the case, too. Mom got into baking since Dad’s knees told him no more fishing.”

James moved through the store with the slow deliberation of someone cataloging a place against the possibility it might vanish. Everything was smaller than his memory but also somehow fuller, like a room he’d left and others had lived in while he was gone. He grabbed what he needed, added a six-pack even though he hadn’t had beer in months, and at the last second took a bag of nails and a roll of duct tape from a display near the register. The cabin would need something fixed; it always had.

Back in the truck, he set the bag on the passenger seat where, for a breathless moment, he saw Staff Sergeant Diaz’s grin in the sun-stripe—hot, easy, impossible. James blinked and it was gone. He tightened his grip on the wheel and turned toward the lake.

The road narrowed and the trees leaned in. The lake flashed between the trunks: quick coins of light tossed from a giant’s hand. As the drive turned to gravel, his tires popped and hissed. He killed the engine at the foot of the hill that rose to the cabin and listened. Cicadas. Wind. A boat motor in the distance. No helicopter blades, no distant thud. He could feel his heart unlearn its drill.

The cabin stood where it always had, cedar darkened by sun and time, the porch sagging an inch more than he remembered. He climbed the steps and paused at the front door. The key his father had hidden under the third loose board still waited there, as faithful as a dog. He turned it in the lock. The door stuck, then gave with a sigh like an old man standing.

Dust motes lifted in the sudden light. The rooms smelled like cedar shavings and the ghost of last winter’s smoke. He set the grocery bag on the counter, opened the window over the sink, and pushed outward until the frame stuttered and then surrendered. Air blew through, taking some of the stale with it. He left the duffel by the door and made a slow circuit of the rooms.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
WHERE
-DUTY
ENDS

AMY TAYLOR





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





