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~Beckett~ 

A woman’s forceful, grating ode to Mickey hit Beckett’s ears as he wandered into the engine bay of Applewood Fire Station Number One. Despite the fact that his eardrums nearly burst at the intrusive noise, he smiled contentedly as he walked to the music’s source. In the twelve years that Beckett had been a member of the fire department in his small hometown of Applewood, Washington, he’d been exposed to a lot of horrible music, but none more awful than that chosen by the current fire chief, Mason Trilby. 

The burly bear of a man was his mentor, someone Beckett had looked up to since he first became interested in fire safety. Over time, it had become apparent that the man’s wisdom did not extend to his musical taste. Chief Trilby insisted that the 1980s were the Golden Age of Music, but instead of blasting classic hits from artists like Queen, Bon Jovi, or Michael Jackson, his playlist was a series of one-hit-wonders that were in the cultural zeitgeist for mere seconds before disappearing into obscurity. While Beckett could appreciate and sing along with the occasional hair band power ballad, his own interest in 80s music began and ended there. 

Shaking his head in dismay at the continuation of the earsplitting wailing, Beckett strode further into the open bay to find the chief bopping along to the melody, his voice hoarse from repeating the chorus. The silver strands in his otherwise black hair caught the light from the fluorescent bulbs above as he shamelessly enjoyed the song, singing to his heart’s content. The other crew member on shift seemed less inclined to indulge the man, and instead scurried around the fire truck like a red-headed squirrel while doing his daily maintenance checks. 

“Do you really have to torture the rookie with this shit?” Beckett asked his superior. 

Chief Trilby acknowledged Beckett’s presence by raising a stiff middle finger. “Fuck off. This is part of the soundtrack of my youth. I won’t have you besmirching the good name of one Miss Tony Basil.” The chief’s admonishment, while spoken gruffly, was infused with the same good humor he regularly possessed. When the older man finally turned toward Beckett, he smirked. “Besides, the new guy likes it. Don’t you, probie?”

Dale Banks, the probationary firefighter in question, peeked around the corner. Like a groundhog on the prairie with his sudden, noiseless appearance, Dale ran his fingers through his reddish-brown hair, his slight overbite more obvious as he gnawed his lower lip nervously. His eyes were wide and filled with panic as he faced Beckett, his hand disappearing into his ruddy curls once again. It was a situation Beckett had dealt with before, not knowing whether to be completely honest or tell the boss what he wanted to hear. 

In the end, he had always chosen to tell the truth because that’s just the kind of person he was. His parents raised him accordingly, but that didn’t mean Beckett didn’t also feel his stomach drop as he considered his options. Despite the oscillating fan directly behind him, Dale sweated as he weighed the pros and cons of his potential answer. Ultimately, he gulped down his apprehension and jutted his chin out defiantly. 

“No, sir. I think it sounds like shit,” Dale answered plainly, his expression equal parts bravery and fear as he watched the chief straighten from his position, drop his wrench on the floor with a loud clang, and march over to where he stood stalk still.

“What was that, probie? You think it’s shit?” Chief Trilby didn’t flinch as Dale blinked rapidly, trying to determine if he had just signed his own walking papers. His face turned a sickly shade of pea soup green. He looked like he might toss his cookies at any second as he faced his boss. 

After a weighted silence, Dale nodded solemnly, causing the chief’s stern mask to slip as he guffawed, clasping the younger man on the shoulders. “You’re alright, probie,” he assured him. Chief Trilby bestowed a wide smile upon the young man before turning back to Beckett. With the chief’s back to him, Dale slumped in relief and he took in his first breath within the last two minutes. 

The man was built like a tank, had a series of expressions that could curdle milk, and would give anyone a dressing-down so terrifying that it made them want to cry like a baby in their mama’s lap, but that was the thing about Fire Chief Trilby. No matter how intimidating he was, he always made people feel like they belonged. It was exactly the same way he made Beckett feel during his own probation, still made him feel every time he walked into the station, and the way Beckett hoped to make others feel when he became chief one day. 

Gaining the top position at the station had always been a dream of his. Beckett always knew that he wanted to help others in his hometown, but it had always been a vague notion until the day it became blindingly clear. Since the night a fire broke out nearly fifteen years ago on his family’s apple farm, Beckett understood what he was meant to do. That wild night was seared into his memory, never dulling or fading as the years passed. If anything, it only grew more vivid with each passing day.

**** 
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A summer storm had rolled in from the coast, not something that was entirely out of the ordinary for a town in the Pacific Northwest. The sheer amount of lightning that struck the fields that night, however, was something to behold. Beckett and his four brothers had been standing near the big windows in the family room, watching the orchard get lit up by the bolts of electricity that seemed to burn brighter than the sun, creating shadow play among the trees and outer buildings that was both beautiful and terrifying. The spell they’d found themselves under was broken the moment their dad had rushed into the room shouting about the barn being on fire. 

The barn had been the main source of storage for the orchard. Losing it would cost the family dearly both financially and emotionally. Their mom immediately ran into the kitchen to call emergency services while his older brother Aiden shuttled the three younger boys into another room. The only reason Beckett knew any of that presently was because it was recounted to him later that night. The minute his dad turned to leave the house, Beckett was hot on his heels. 

Rain-soaked earth had given way under the weight of Beckett’s heavy boots as he raced after his dad. The moment his father caught sight of Beckett behind him, he turned and yelled at the teen. “Get back in the house, Beckett! The barn is lost.” 

The panic in his father’s voice rang out over the rolling thunder and cracks of lightning, practically punching Beckett in the chest. Yet he didn’t heed the man’s words. Instead, Beckett ran closer to the flames, knowing that the space between the fiery barn and every tree that stood on The Kemp Family Farm was short enough that even a small spark could destroy his family’s entire livelihood. It took all of two seconds for Beckett to decide exactly what he was going to do. He sprinted toward the garden shed, grabbed the hoses hanging up on the wall, and ran back outside where he tossed one to his dad.

Nolan Kemp stared at Beckett like he was a crazy man. Maybe he had been slightly off his rocker, but saving the farm was also the most natural thing for him to do. “Hook yours up to the north spigot, I’ll get the south. Spray the surrounding area as much as you can so the fire won’t spread beyond the barn.” Not bothering to wait for a reply, Beckett ran to the nearest faucet and hooked up the hose, raining water down everywhere he could reach. 

Heat licked his exposed face, neck, and arms as he worked and singed the small hairs all over his body, but Beckett hadn’t felt any pain. He was driven by a bone-deep determination to get the job done, to prevent any more loss or a larger tragedy from occurring. Eventually, the fire department showed up. Their hoses, along with the rain that eventually followed the electrical storm, put out the rest of the fire. Beckett’s dad had been correct about the barn being a lost cause as it was burned to a crisp and ready to collapse at any moment, but it could have been so much worse. Because of Beckett’s quick thinking and action, it hadn’t been.

As the fire crew packed up and the chief talked to his dad, a younger guy approached Beckett and gave him a light slug on the shoulder. “Hey, kid,” the man began with a smile. “You did good.” Without another word, he walked back to the fire truck. With the storm over and the fire out, Beckett was once again surrounded by nothing but darkness from the night sky and the smell of charred wood and earth. One thing was blindingly clear. He was meant to fight fires, save people, and always do good. 

****
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“Sleeping on the job, Kemp?” Chief Trilby slugged him on the shoulder as he passed by, just like he did that night all those years ago. “Or were you daydreaming of that big rescue from the other day?”

Snorting, Beckett followed the chief back to his tools and grabbed a screwdriver, tossing it back and forth between his large hands. “I wouldn’t exactly call getting a cat from a tree a big rescue, and I am definitely not daydreaming about it.” 

Applewood was a small town. That coupled with an increase in fire safety standards in building materials and maintenance meant there were very few fires that actually needed putting out, so most of the calls to the station were for minor fender benders, medical emergencies, and the occasional animal rescue. It was a pretty easy gig. Though Beckett didn’t wish for more fires or more serious emergencies to fall upon the town, he sometimes wished something more exciting than a feline rescue would happen. 

Beckett’s eyes flicked up to Chief Trilby’s, which held a knowing glint. “I meant the woman the cat belonged to, dummy.” He shook his head sadly as he mumbled something about “kids these days,” a phrase that made Beckett chuckle seeing as how he was hardly a kid. At thirty-two years old, he’d technically been a man for a long time and felt like one much longer than that. 

“Nah,” he replied honestly. The woman seemed nice enough. Beckett didn’t miss her batting her eyelashes at him in appreciation when he handed her the black Bombay cat she had called about in a panic, but he was unmoved when he gazed back at her. She had been attractive enough with her dark hair and red lips, but beyond a passing appreciation for her symmetrical features, he felt nothing. No zip, no zing. “No sparks.” 

Only a handful of times had Beckett felt that sense of intense possibility, but it always disappeared after a date or two with the woman, never lasting for the entirety of the relationship. It was like striking a flint with steel, seeing flickers of what could be and hoping it would flare up into a firestorm, only to watch it burn away into nothing but a small puff of smoke. In his past relationships, Beckett kept things going for much longer than he should have. He hoped that if he tried hard enough, if he kept striking that flint, eventually things would catch fire. Beckett didn’t put much stock in manifestation, but he had always believed he could will something more solid to happen between him and whoever he was with. It never did.

Chief Trilby snorted and focused back on the engine. “Sparks are for dreamy teens and romance novels. Real love takes time and work.” 

The man would know, seeing as how he’d been married for nearly thirty years to his high school sweetheart, but he was one of the lucky ones. Trilby had met his person when he was seventeen years old. He didn’t know what it was like to look for something only to never find it, to stare out into the inky black sky, counting the stars while he wished for someone and wondered if they were out there doing the same thing you were. But Beckett could ponder later on when he was alone in the closet that doubled as his room at the station, not when he was on the job.

The screwdriver hit the toolbox with a dull clank as Beckett dropped it back in. “So you say, old man.” Slapping the chief on the back, Beckett stood, stretching his neck and shoulders as he geared up for another long shift. “But I’ll know real love when I see it.” It would hit him with the same clarity he’d had the night of the orchard fire. Of that he was certain.

Trilby rolled his eyes. “Whatever, just don’t say I never tried to impart some wisdom on your young, stubborn ass,” he griped, tipping his head at the probie. “At least someone around here appreciates me.” Dale shot a confused gaze their way before smiling and nodding like the good little soldier he was. With a mock sigh, Chief Trilby wiped his face, shook his head, and got back to work. “My experience is wasted on you two.”

Chuckling, Beckett walked over to the alert office and did another check of the computer aided dispatch system to make sure it was still up and running, smiling when he saw a lit screen. From there he went about inspecting the integrity of the oxygen tanks, taking as much time as necessary with it since it could literally be the difference between life and death for one of the crew. He’d yet to be on a call where the tanks were more than just a precautionary measure, but you never knew. Parts of this town were older than dirt. All it would take was one rogue spark to light them up. After praying that it would never happen, Beckett finished his inspection and made his way into the kitchen. When he caught sight of a piece of yellow paper taped to the fridge, he grumbled. 

“You’re too young to be grumbling like that already, Kemp. Save it for us older fellas,” Chief Trilby chortled as he entered the room. His cloth grew black as he attempted to wipe away the oil and grease from his fingers. His eyes raked over the same note Beckett was currently staring at. “Ah, I get it now.”

“Yeah, now you get it.” Snatching the paper off the fridge, Beckett grabbed the keys for the station truck and headed toward the door. Jude Friedman, the only firefighter currently off duty, had neglected to fulfill the grocery order. Beckett would have been pissed if he wasn’t too busy being envious as to the reason for Jude’s forgetfulness. The man was a newlywed and his wife was five months pregnant. Jude had a horrible case of baby on the brain and Beckett could only imagine it would get worse as the due date approached, but it was hard to fault the guy for caring about his family so much. Beckett would probably be the same way if it were him. “Do you think you could stick around another half hour while I do the shop run?”

Chief Trilby nodded, a sad smile on his face. “Sure.” He stuffed the soiled cloth into his back pocket. “And I’ll talk to Freidman. He can’t be slacking on the job like that.”

Not envious of the reprimand Friedman was going to get, Beckett nodded and opened the back door. The slightly cooler air of late spring was a welcome change from the warmth and humidity of the firehouse. “Go easy on him,” Beckett called over his shoulder. “He’s in love and starting a family. Can’t exactly fault him for having his head in the clouds.” As he walked to the truck, the sun shone on his face. Beckett couldn’t help but smile back up at it, hoping that someday, that man with the head in the clouds would be him.  
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Chapter Two 
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~Willa~

Rolling green hills still shining with dew from the crisp morning weather and leafy trees greeted Willa as she pushed her car from one county to the next. The drive from Florida had been a long and sometimes arduous one. She knew going in that a solo, forty-six hour trip wasn’t going to be all fun and games, but she didn’t expect the seemingly permanent numbness in her ass and the crick in her lower back from sitting almost all day over the last week. 

Apparently, all it took was a few hours on the road to turn her body, strong and lithe from a steady routine of yoga and Pilates, into one of an octogenarian. Stretching her neck and shoulders as much as she could while keeping a firm grip on the steering wheel, Willa tried to remind herself why the aches and pains that had accompanied her on the almost week-long journey were worth it. 

Leaving Florida had been crucial to Willa’s survival. While she had been physically safe from harm in the sunshine state, her mental health was almost always in danger. Jeff, her ex and one of the biggest assholes known to man, still lived in Orlando where, up until last week, Willa had also resided. Though they had been broken up for more than a year, there were still traces of him all over the city, acting as little landmines that would blow up in Willa’s face when she least expected them to. 

Boom! A memory of getting told she looked “cheap” in her dress whenever she walked past her former favorite night club would throw her for a loop. Bam! Being called “ridiculous” for accidentally leaving her phone on the kitchen counter had her stumbling at the sight of the same color granite at the home improvement store. Kablooey! Arriving at one of her favorite eateries would turn into her staving off a panic attack when everything on the menu screamed at her about calories, fat content, and how much exercise she would have to do to “earn it.” Toxic remnants of her old relationship were sprinkled all over the place. No amount of therapy, meditation, or breathing exercises could get Willa to unsee them.

The relationship with Jeff hadn’t always been so awful, but Willa should have realized that it wasn’t healthy a lot sooner. It started off as normally as any other relationship would have, with the two of them having met at the gym. Jeff had set up his stretching mat next to Willa’s and struck up a conversation about Disney World when he noticed the faded cartoon mouse on her workout shirt. When she had mentioned that she hadn’t once visited the theme park despite having lived in Orlando for the better part of five years, Jeff claimed it was an egregious mistake that he would fix immediately. Two days later, he took her there on their first date. 

The whole place had been as magical as the commercials claimed it to be, and the entire day had felt like her very own fairy tale come true. An attractive, successful guy was on Willa’s arm the entire time, using his connections as a hedge fund manager to get them into the nicest restaurants at the resort when normally they were booked out for months in advance, spoiling her with big purchases at the gift shops, and not once paying attention to anyone else. He’d only had eyes for her, and when the kiss they’d shared at the end of the night knocked her socks off, Willa thought it was the beginning of something wonderful. 

From that first date, things progressed simply enough. They saw each other more often, and time seemed to fly by with Jeff taking her out on more elaborate dates as more of Willa’s belongings started to find a home in his lavish apartment. She’d even met his parents. The older couple had seemed pleasant at first, though Willa never felt at ease in their presence with Jeff’s father always seeming a little too controlling of his mother. He would order his wife to refill his drink and she would wait until he started eating before taking a bite for herself. 

The odd behavior never sat right with Willa, but she hadn’t thought more on it. In hindsight, it was the first of many red flags that she’d chosen to ignore, either out of fear of making a mistake by leaving when Jeff seemed so good for her or maybe what it said about her if she stayed despite seeing things for what they really were. Willa would later come to realize that Jeff’s parents were probably why her relationship with their son eventually evolved to look eerily similar, because he’d only had them as an example growing up, letting it mold how he viewed love and women. 

After dating for six months, Jeff moved her into his apartment, his logic that they spent most of their time together anyway making sense to Willa despite her still wanting to have her own space. Any unease she felt was pushed aside because it was a smart move financially and more than that, it would be stupid to pass on such a great guy, right? Everyone told her how lucky she had been to land him and what a great catch her boyfriend was due to his money and connections, so she moved in. Two months later when she lost her job as an administrative assistant, Jeff told her to just work for him. He worked from home most days. This way, they could spend more time together. Again, it had sounded like a good idea at the time, logical even, so Willa went along with it, not knowing it was the start of a slow slide into something very unhealthy.

Soon Jeff chose Willa’s clothes to make her look more “professional” whenever she would accompany him to the office or to dinner, insisting that the two of them only workout in his apartment gym and not the one they’d met at because it was “more private,” and ordering meal kits instead of eating at their favorite restaurants to “keep themselves slim.” All of the changes had been made incrementally, so Willa didn’t truly notice any of it until she had been talking to her good friend Lottie, who had mentioned her recent trip to Seattle to go see a musical. 

It had been an innocent statement, Lottie filling her in on something notable that had occurred since the last time they had talked, but it shook something loose in Willa’s brain. Other than going to the office with Jeff and another trip to Disney World, she hadn’t left his apartment in almost a month. He ordered groceries and called a housekeeper to tidy the space. Meanwhile, Willa would stay home and do nothing more than serve his coffee, iron his shirts, and praise him for all of his hard work. 

As Lottie continued to tell Willa about her short vacation, she tried to remember when she had last been outside, felt the sun on her face and breathed in the ocean air, recalling all the times she mentioned wanting to go out only for Jeff to make some excuse as to why she had to stay, why the world outside his apartment was no good for her unless he could be there for protection. He had framed it as being in Willa’s best interest, but really it had been about controlling her. Willa had slipped into her new role as submissive, doting partner slowly. Yet the realization that she had become a shadow of her former self hit her like a ton of bricks. 

Willa had dropped the phone while Lottie was still talking, remembering the call only after eventually hearing the panic in her friend’s voice reaching out through the speaker as Willa sobbed into her hands. Once she’d calmed down enough to talk, she told Lottie what she had discovered about herself and jumped to her feet when Lottie told her to pack up her things and leave immediately. Willa had kept Lottie on the line as she rushed around the apartment, trying to grab whatever was hers and throw it in a bag, only to discover that most of the “pre-Jeff” belongings she’d owned had either been donated or disposed of without her knowledge or consent. 

Grateful that she at least had the good sense to always keep a stash of cash on hand for emergencies in her dresser, Willa grabbed the money, enough clothes to get her through however long she needed until she could find a new job, and left. To say that the weeks and months after her departure had been rough would be an understatement. There had been a lot of arguing with Jeff, him trying to convince her that she was making a mistake and harassing her with phone calls and unannounced visits to the point of Willa taking out a restraining order against him, and a lot of struggling to find a job as she slept in her childhood bedroom. 

It didn’t help that Willa’s mom pestered her every day about why she left such a great guy. Willa had gone from one bad situation to another, albeit slightly better one. Only when she got a job with a temp agency and started going to therapy did Willa start to feel better. Getting out and into the real world again did wonders for her. Her therapist helped her realize that, while there may have been some red flags that Willa had ignored, what happened with Jeff wasn’t her fault and she could move past it. She had started to, but after living with her parents in the same city that held a lot of awful memories and very few good ones, Willa decided she needed a fresh start. 

It only took one phone call to Lottie and mention of wanting a change for her friend to offer up one of her spare rooms to Willa. She and Lottie had been roommates during their freshman year in college. They became best friends instantly, and stayed that way, despite Lottie moving back home to her small town during their sophomore year, and Willa staying at Florida State to finish her degree. Willa was so glad that they had kept in touch, even more so when she realized that she could start fresh with a friend by her side. Washington was going to be a big change from sun-drenched Florida, but she was ready to say bon voyage to warm weather and embrace the dampness of the Pacific Northwest if it meant getting to start over. As a bonus, she had gotten to see a lot of the country along the way. 

The drive had taken Willa through major cities she had never visited before, past huge landmarks like the St. Louis Arch and Mt. Rushmore, things she had only seen in pictures, but more impressive than any of those had been the sheer amount of beautiful landscape that she had driven through. Grasslands, prairies, mountains, forests, rivers, and lakes. It had all been gorgeous. The time it took to move across the country had been exactly what she needed to clear her head of all the mess that was left behind from the time she and Jeff were together. 

Willa knew the work of accepting what happened and moving past it would never really be done, but she had come a long way. There were still the occasional triggers for her, but she navigated them much more easily now. Of course, she hadn’t even been on a date since the end of that relationship, too nervous about falling back into something toxic, but Willa was sure she would get there eventually. Hopefully eventually came soon because, while she wasn’t sure she was ready for a real relationship, she had started to feel a bit lonely. Company of the male variety was something she sorely missed. 

Willa’s phone chimed just as she approached the border of Applewood, the small town she would now call home. Chuckling at her best friend’s always impeccable timing, Willa accepted the call she knew was from Lottie without a single glance away from the road. “Do you have a tracker on my car or what?” 

An excited gasp preceded the smoky voice of her best friend. “Why? Are you close? Oh my God, Willa, I cannot even begin to tell you how excited I am that you’re going to be my roommate again. I love my house and I love my town, but it will be so much more fun having you here with me.”

Willa steered around a gentle curve, noting that the evergreens that lined the main road created a thick wall and obstructed her view of the town. “Not sure how much fun I’ll be,” she scoffed. “Until I find a job, most of my time will be spent hitting the streets, not having pajama parties and painting my nails like in those movies you love so much.” Lottie loved romances from the 1940s and 50s, which was fitting since she looked like a pinup from that same era, but Willa needed to be practical and get a source of income before she started relaxing with her friend.

Lottie grumbled on the other end. “Don’t knock a pajama party until we’ve had one. Though I maintain that you don’t need a job to stay with me, I happen to have made some headway on that front for you. If you’re interested, that is.”

Smiling, Willa turned off the interstate and followed the bright green sign with a cartoon apple that was pointing her toward the center of Applewood. As it flashed past the corner of her eye, Willa felt like she hadn’t just been transported to another town, but maybe even another time where people were kinder to one another. It might have been one of the more whimsical notions she’d had of late, but Willa could use a little of that small-town magic after the last few years of turmoil. 

“I’m not interested in mooching off of you, so yes, I am still interested.” Even though Lottie may be able to cover her rent for her and would never use that fact against her, Willa didn’t want to feel like anyone held anything over her ever again. “Is it legit, or did you get this from your gossip network?” In addition to tending bar at a local brewery, Lottie put together the town newsletter and seemed to have connections with just about everyone in the area. 

A strangled garble came through the speaker. “I am offended that you would reduce my contacts to mere gossipmongers. Yes, I did get it from them, but I checked and it is legitimate.” She clucked her tongue disapprovingly. “I’m not sure how much fun it will be to work for Mayor Kemp, but this town is small. Beggars can’t be choosers.”

The last name she mentioned niggled at the back of Willa’s brain until it triggered an epiphany. “Isn’t that the guy you’re always complaining about?”

“Yes,” Lottie replied immediately and emphatically. Willa could practically hear the steam coming out of her friend’s ears anytime she mentioned the man, but she could also hear the wistfulness in her tone. Whatever was going on between Lottie and the mayor was definitely a story that needed to be told, but it was also one her friend refused to talk about. “But I seem to be the only person in town he has an actual problem with. He’s friendly to everyone else, though I guess as the mayor, he kind of has to be.” A thoughtful beat passed before Lottie spoke again. “Would you be okay doing admin work again? I know you were taking a break after you-know-who.”

Willa hummed in reply, wondering if maybe it wasn’t the best idea to be someone’s assistant again, but she really enjoyed the work before Jeff had tainted the experience with his toxicity, and she hadn’t done much actual work for him beyond being his gopher. Go for my coffee, Willa. Go get me those copies, Willa. She shuddered slightly at the memory of it. That had been hard, but getting to help someone keep their day organized and being at the hub of activity had always been fun for her, and helping the mayor would allow her to meet so many new people, something she’d missed dearly over the last few years. 

“I think that sounds like a great idea, actually,” Willa replied, willing to at least try in that arena again. “Let’s talk more when I get there. I’m just approaching downtown right now.”

“Yay! See you soon,” Lottie squealed.

Willa’s mouth pulled into a wide grin at her friend’s enthusiasm. After she clicked off the call, she switched her phone over to start pumping her hype music through the car speakers. She’d always loved listening to different types of music and singing along as loudly as possible, but she also needed to for her recovery. Hearing lyrics about moving on, getting better day by day, and becoming her own person again had helped Willa immensely. After thinking about Jeff so much over the last part of the drive, she could use a refresher. 

Rolling down her windows, Willa took her first breath of fresh air in hours as a gritty bass line blared throughout the car, signaling the beginning of Britney Spears’s Stronger. As other instruments and a melodious voice joined it, Willa slapped the wheel rhythmically to the girl power anthem as she took in the sights of Main Street. Small shops stood among tree-lined streets, like the quaint little town Lottie always described it as. People scattered among the sidewalks, stopping to greet one another and probably share a little gossip as well. 

Soon enough, Willa got too lost in the music to notice anything else, her voice straining as she belted out lyrics that boasted about being stronger than yesterday and her loneliness no longer killing her as she pulled up to a stoplight. As she waited for it to change back to green, her body joined in on the fun, twisting and moving along with the beat. Her complete lack of coordination and grace were a concern for another time as Willa let her arms flail around and her head bob wildly, stands of golden hair falling over her face like a curtain. 

Only when the song ended and she heard clapping did Willa realize that she had an audience. Reluctantly, she brushed aside her now tangled locks and peeked through her open window. Her eyes widened at the sight of an incredibly handsome man giving her a nod of appreciation as he brought his manly hands together in applause. Light brown hair fell in his eyes and a warm expression painted his face as he gazed back at her. He could easily have been mocking Willa, but despite her rather embarrassing display, his smile was genuine. 

Still, Willa’s cheeks flushed, the warmth spreading down her neck at the attention, but she had enough bravery left to give a mock bow. The man’s mouth opened as if to speak to her, but a horn honking behind the two of them signaled the light change. It was time to get moving. With a shrug at the attractive stranger and one last wistful glance in his direction, Willa drove off toward her new home as she giggled at herself, idly wondering if she would ever see the man again.
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Chapter Three 
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~Beckett~

The walk from the fire station to Branch and Brew, the cider brewery owned and operated by Beckett’s younger brother Felix, was only about half a mile long, something Beckett had always appreciated. Normally, he would make short work of the distance with his long legs. Today was no different. Even though the walk was brief, it did afford him the opportunity to stretch his muscles after an intense post-shift workout. The last forty-eight hours had been uneventful as far as calls went, so Beckett had decided to burn off his restlessness with an extended lower body workout. The squats, lunges, and deadlifts that would build up his strength also had his legs feeling more like blooming gelatin than their usual hard steel. The sore, wobbly muscles he was currently working with would be worth it in the end. They were nothing an early lunch at Branch and Brew wouldn’t fix. 

A full meal wasn’t usually on offer until later in the evening, but Beckett knew that if he showed up hungry, Felix would fix him something to help rebuild the brawny tissue he’d just torn to shreds. With the exception of the eldest, Aiden, a man who was grumpier than a bear woken up mid-hibernation, all of Beckett’s brothers were friendly enough. Felix was by far the most open and welcoming of the bunch. Despite his propensity to nerd out about cider, his baby brother was all easy smiles and patience, something that made his work as a brewery owner that much easier. 

Branch and Brew had started as a side project of Felix’s when he was a teen, determined to put his brain and love of apples to good use for the family. After his first batch of cider was a hit at the local famer’s market, their dad had invested a little more capital into Felix’s blossoming business. Soon enough, there was so much demand for his cider that the purchase of a brick-and-mortar operation downtown became the next logical step. It was not the only bar in Applewood, but it was by far the most popular, especially with tourists who would come to sample fresh cider. 

Beckett’s chest puffed up with pride as he considered all the hard work his little brother put into his business venture. Felix knew from a young age exactly what he wanted to do, just like Beckett had, and made it happen. He and his brothers had been fortunate in that regard, being driven and going after what they wanted. They hadn’t all wanted the same things, but being good at whatever they chose to do was something they had in common. Even so, each brother had naturally fallen into a respective role over the years. 

Felix had always been the youngest and smartest, experimenting and coming up with his own cider recipes, using them to start a business that brought people together. Nate had always been a leader, determined to make a difference through public service and continuing that journey by becoming Applewood’s youngest mayor at the age of twenty-eight. Travis was the most like their father. The middle child and peacemaker, who loathed drama and people in equal measure, loved the apple orchard more than anything. He had always been the one who wanted to continue caring for the farm to preserve the family legacy. 

Aiden, the oldest of the five siblings, was a world-class chef. He left their small town when he was eighteen. Though he returned to Applewood occasionally, he spent most of his time cooking in various Michelin star restaurants around the world. Aiden was as determined as the rest of the brothers, only he had been so singularly focused that it had turned him into a bit of a cantankerous asshole. That didn’t make Beckett love or miss him any less. Like his brothers, Beckett’s role had also become clearly defined. The townspeople and his family referred to him as a hero, but he didn’t really see himself that way. Beckett just liked helping those who needed it. He didn’t require any kind of glory that might come with it, preferring to just keep his head down and get the job done.

A smile pulled at Beckett’s face as he thought about his brothers and how lucky he was to call four of the best men he had ever met family. Their parents were also just about the best damned role models a kid could ever ask for. Nolan and Cora Kemp were probably the most caring and affectionate people you would ever meet, and that kind of influence definitely rubbed off on the boys. Well, some more than others, but even though a few of them might have prickly exteriors on occasion, they hid a warm, gooey center. 

Beckett was more of a “wears his heart on his sleeve” kind of guy, not bothering to try and hide his emotions. His parents had always talked at length about openly expressing themselves, not keeping their feelings trapped inside them, and that had really resonated with Beckett. Emotions weren’t something to fear or hide, but something to embrace and speak about as often as needed. It worked out well for Beckett when those feelings were more positive, though even he could admit that was difficult to do when they were less so. 
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