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Dedication




You’ll never feel like you’re enough for the wrong people, but you’ll always be enough for the right people and when you let your guard down with them you don’t have to prove anything. 

Zak Hazlett, “The Outdoor Therapist”, Marriage and Family Counselor








  
  
Official Playlist




If you have Spotify, you can listen to it here: 

The Official No Apologies Playlist on Spotify

Chapter One: What You’re Running From - Jamie Grey

Chapter Two: Matches - Jonah Kagen

Chapter Three: What They Say- Lily Fitts

Chapter Four: Troubled Waters - Alex Warren

Chapter Five: Crooked the Road - Mon Rovia

Chapter Six: Brave-Riley Pearce

Chapter Seven: Sunshine-Davina & the Vagabonds

Chapter Eight: Cold Little Heart- Michael Kiwanuka

Chapter Nine: Sweet- MO, Biig Piig

Chapter Ten: A Cut This Deep- Ike Dweck

Chapter Eleven: The Other Side- Michael Marcagi

Chapter Twelve: Little Bit More- Suriel Hess

Chapter Thirteen: Wherever I Go- Noah Rinker

Chapter Fourteen: Who Was I- Chord Overstreet

Chapter Fifteen: River-Myles Smith

Chapter Sixteen: God Needs the Devil- Jonah Kagen

Chapter Seventeen: Rhetorical Questions- GRACEY

Chapter Eighteen: Only One- Neighborly

Chapter Nineteen: The Fire-Vincent Lima

Chapter Twenty: Peaches- In the Valley Below

Chapter Twenty-One: Fallin’- Todd Lewis Kramer

Chapter Twenty-Two: Crazy For It - Rampa, Adam Port, &ME, Boys Noize, Vinson, Keinemusik

Chapter Twenty-Three: Safe With Me-Ike Zweck

Chapter Twenty-Four: Alchemy- Cam

Chapter Twenty-Five: Whiskey Angel - Chance Pena

Chapter Twenty-Six: Choke - Emma Foley (feat. SleazyWorldGo)

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Ruins- Oliver Heldens, Julia Church

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Half of Forever- Henrik








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One: What You’re Runnin’ From…
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two: If You Try to Chase the Sun You’re Never Gonna Catch It
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three: Can’t Find the Ground
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four: Locked Inside My Head
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five: The Crooked Road
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six: In the Cold
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven: Headed Towards the Light
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight: The Truth Ain’t Cheap
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine: Sweet on the Inside
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten: Let the Light In
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven: Finding My Way Out
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve: Take a Breath
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen: High Hopes and Nightmares
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen: When I’m Not Strong
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen: Treading Water
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen: I Need You Like God Needs the Devil
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen: Rhetorical Questions
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen: Every Time I Think I’ve Lost My Way
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen: I’m in this With You
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty: Working on a Feeling
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One: You Came Without a Warning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two: If You Want It
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three: Not Scared of the Stories in Your Scars
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four: We Are Golden
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Five: Take My Hand
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Six: I Fall Apart Every Time
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Seven: Ruins With You
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Eight: I’d Give Up Half of Forever
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sneak Peek at No Ghosts novella
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Recipes Included in No Apologies
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Meet the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Other Books by Andrea
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Chapter One: What You’re Runnin’ From…




Luz



Cheese puffs litter the backseat and the baby poop smell of Bradford Pear trees floods the vents and blends with the sharp, fizzy aroma of cherry coke. Rico thought it would be funny to torment his sisters, so he shook up the can right before he opened it. The girls were squealing and complaining about the sweltering heat, and the sticky residue on their bare legs, until we rounded the bend in the road and our new home came into view. 

Late spring in Virginia is so humid sometimes it’s hard to breathe. The shadow of the mountain makes it less stifling, but there are two things I can’t ignore: the only air conditioning is the stale breeze ruffling my hair through the half-open window and the windshield is covered in pollen and bug guts. Both of those things are reminders of the state of my bank account. I haven’t been able to scrape together the money to fix the air or get decent wiper blades

The moaning and groaning stopped and now all three of them, including Rico, are just oohing and aahing.

There’s a reason the kids are oohing and ahhing around their powdery orange mustaches. I don’t know what I expected when Dex encouraged me to apply for the Willow Creek Fire Department vacancy and offered me one of his lake rentals. I know it wasn’t this sprawling log home. It looks like one of those cozy-cabin-beside-the-tranquil-lake pictures from a Kinkade calendar. 

All my kids swim like they were born with fins and I knew they’d miss being near the ocean more than anything. Being so close to the water will make it easier for them to adjust.

“Mom, is this where we get to live?” I can hear the awe in Rosie’s voice. She’s old enough to remember the trailer and the crappy apartments before we moved in with my parents so I could get my certification. It looks like paradise compared to the burned out shell of our seventies era trailer with the shag carpet and the roach infested hovels.

“It is. Make sure you thank your Uncle Dex when you see him for giving us a place to live.” I’ll be thanking him too. This cabin could become the first real home we’ve ever had as a family, and the hope makes my throat close up.

“Will I get my own room?” Rico sounds skeptical. He was sharing a room with both his sisters at my parents’ house that was crammed with bunk beds and one closet.

“Your Uncle Dex said there are four bedrooms. So that means each of you gets your own space.”

Rosie and Rico fist pump and then high five each other. 

“But Mom, what if Rubi has nightmares?” Rosie pipes up. She insists on sitting in the pop-up back seat of the vintage station wagon I bought from my dad. I’m a worry wart - especially on the interstate, so I wouldn’t let her switch seats until we were on the lake road.

“What if I’m scared, Mommy?” My six-year-old asks. She and Rosie have shared the bottom bunk for the last four years, since she turned two. The idea of a bed all to herself probably feels like the end of the world. 

Rubi is a legacy of the last chance I gave Ben to show us he wanted to be there. Even though she was an accident, she feels like my biggest blessing. 

“You can climb in bed with me.” Rosie tells her. I’m grateful for Rosie’s uncharacteristic patience with her little sister. 

I put the station wagon in park and turn around to face them. “Si, Rubi. You can sleep with your big sister if you have a nightmare when I’m on shift at the firehouse.”

“When will we see Uncle Dex?” Rico asks. He’s my older brother’s biggest fan, and is even more pumped than usual because Dex asked him to be his best man when he marries Mari in November.

“We’re going over to his house for dinner tomorrow.”

All three of them whistle and whoop. 

“Uncle Dex told me he and Mari cook out a lot. Is he going to make us hamburgers?” Rosie asks.

“I love hamburgers,” Rubi says with a dreamy look on her face.

“I’m sure Dex and Mari will make something you’ll love,” I reassure them. “Maybe save the special requests for next time, though. Your uncle has done a lot for us and we need to be grateful and appreciative.”

We didn’t bring much with us. We lost all of our furniture in the fire ten years ago when Rico and Rosie were still toddlers, and long before Rubi was here. I finally broke it off with their father for good after his shenanigans four years ago, and we were all living with my parents in Florida until I got my firefighter and paramedic certifications. 

The cabin Dex is letting us live in is fully furnished, and he gave the kids a virtual tour of all the stuff he and Mari got for their rooms. I think they were the most excited about the bean bag chairs. 

Willow Creek is the only place I applied, because I knew Dex and Mari would be a support system. I’ve learned the hard way that when you’re a single mom you need people you can depend on who will be your life-raft, your pinch-hitter, and even your Mrs. Doubtfire when you need them. The fire chief didn’t seem happy about hiring me, but Dex told me no one else applied and he was desperate. Since I graduated at the top of my class, Ian Montgomery couldn’t dispute my qualifications. 

Once I drop the kids off at school I’m stopping by the firehouse on Monday to fill out all the final paperwork. I was able to enroll them online, thank goodness, and all I had to do was send over certified copies of their transcripts and vaccine records. 

I park the car on the side of the garage because the movers will be here tomorrow. “Okay, banditos,” I say as I lower the rear view mirror so I can see all of them. “Grab your backpacks, and we’ll leave the rest for the morning. It’s a hot dogs and nachos night, and Uncle Dex said there’s a big screen tv in the family room.”

They break into cheers. 

“Mom, can you find Mr. Snoozy?” Rubi asks.

She can’t sleep without her stuffed elephant. “Didn’t you put him in your backpack this morning?”

“I helped her pack her bag, and I don’t remember seeing him,” Rosie says.

Oh, no. The last time we lost Mr. Snoozy, aka Rubi’s security blanket, was two years ago. Also the last time they spent a weekend with their absent father. She left him in Ben’s trailer and my ex-husband couldn’t be bothered to drop off his youngest daughter’s safety net. It was a week before I could get over there and retrieve him. A week of bedtime meltdowns and sleepless nights. A week I can’t afford to have repeated- not when I’m starting at the fire department on Monday.

“Let’s grab all the bags we brought with us so we can go through them while we eat dinner.”

After I’ve set the hot dogs to broil in the convection oven (because Rubi says they’re too mushy to eat if I boil them), we dump everything on the living room floor. 

I comb through the piles of clothes and toys with growing desperation. 

Rico’s Marvel figurines he insists he doesn’t play with any more? Check. 

Rosie’s Barbie she keeps because she says it’s the perfect way to practice braiding? Check.

Mr. Snoozy, the purple stuffed elephant? Nowhere to be seen. 

Rubi is frantic. She’s crawling around on the floor, shoving aside all the piles of clothes again. She has that look on her face. The breakable one. The one she had on her face the last time I picked her up from Ben’s and her best friend got left behind. 

I asked my trauma psychiatrist about it, because I was worried about her attachment. She reassured me and said to let Rubi cope the best way she could. That if talking to a purple elephant helped her get through her parents’ divorce, I should let her keep him. 

But this is why I wanted to wean her away from that obnoxious elephant. Because she doesn’t have the tools to soothe herself to sleep without him. I know all the kids have abandonment issues from Ben’s apathetic parenting, but his absence has affected Rubi the most. He was there at the hospital when she was born, and was her biggest fan. And then he got bored when her baby cheeks started to thin out. By the time he stayed away for months at a time, she’d stopped asking for him. Mr. Snoozy was her replacement for fatherly affection. 

“We’ll look for him tomorrow. Maybe he ended up in the moving van,” I say as I heft her into my arms. 

“Mommy, I need him!” She wails as she drops her tear-stained face to my shoulder. 

“I know you think you do, sweetie. But why don’t you sleep with mommy tonight, instead?”

“Will you read the caterpillar?”

“Of course, baby,” I tell her. I’ve read the book about the caterpillar that eats everything and then turns into a butterfly so many times, I know it by heart. 

“Sorry, Mom,” Rosie mutters into my ear as she hugs me good night. 

“Yeah, sorry, Mom,” Rico echoes as he slides an arm around my waist in an awkward embrace. He turned fourteen in October, and now he thinks he’s too big for displays of affection. The last time I kissed him on the cheek in front of his friends, I thought he was going to murder me. 

“You’re both on find- Mr- Snoozy duty tomorrow once the movers get here.”

Once Rubi’s snuffling softly beside me, I ease out of the bed and head for the dock I know is only a few hundred yards from the back porch. I’ve been scraping  my toes against the canvas of my shoes since the water came into view. Once I reach the weathered gray planks, I slip off my shoes and dangle my legs over the edge. The cool ripple washes over my wriggling toes and it’s like I left yesterday instead of almost seventeen years ago. When I tip back my head, the stars are right there on top of me. So close I could reach out and touch them. The chirp of tree frogs and locusts fills the air, and the croak of a lone bullfrog echoes in the silence. Everything is still and quiet and a wave of nostalgia fills my heart.

I was stupid and crazy in love and ignored everyone’s advice about Ben. Even my older brother’s advice. He’s never judged me for it, but I could always tell Dex thought Ben would bring me nothing but heartbreak. 

My older brother was right. 

We skipped prom and ran away instead. Ben showed up in his granddad’s El Camino and we took off like Bonnie and Clyde, with me laughing and pressing down the tulle of my skirt so I could close the door. I tossed my bag in the backseat and never looked back. Until now. 

Ben used to tell me all the time that Willow Creek was too small to hold him and if he was  going to make something of himself he needed to get out. And I would follow Benito Alvarez anywhere when he told me I was his little light.  The sparkle in his eyes when he said it made my panties go up in smoke. 

(They went up in smoke a lot back then. Usually against my better judgment.) 

His dreams were nothing but smoke too. Just like this song that used to be stuck in my head about people who talked trash and never did anything about it. Blowin’ smoke and goin’ broke.

Somehow we ended up in a trailer park in Florida. I had Rico when I was barely nineteen and waddling around the diner I waitressed like a stuffed turkey. Ben wasn’t there when our son was born- he was working a commercial construction job two towns over and said he couldn’t get away. 

It was like that for most of our adult relationship. He was always gone on a job or out running around with his slacker friends.

We never had enough money for groceries but made too much money for stamps and he was always spending what I scraped together on one of his stupid get-rich-quick schemes that made us worse off. 

We didn’t get married when I had Rico. I wouldn’t have been eligible for WIC if we had - even though we were working poor. I wanted to breastfeed, but we needed my income from waitressing. So formula was the one and only option.

After Rosie came along, we finally got married at the county courthouse. I had to pump with her, and I would sit on the low commode in the staff bathroom that reeked of banned cigarettes with the pump attached like the most painful nipple clamp ever created, and fill two four ounce bottles at a time.

Getting married was a mistake. Ben seemed to think it gave him permission to act however the hell he wanted. After we tied the knot, everything fell apart. He started spending every weekend at the bar playing pool with his buddies. When he was home, he was gaming with a bunch of people he’d never met.

When we found out Rico was on the spectrum and required counseling and meds, and I was at the school almost every day because he was being sent to the principal’s office on a regular basis, that’s when I knew Ben didn’t have the capacity to be a decent spouse or a good dad. Because he didn’t step up at all. 

I was taking one night class a semester, trying to get the credits for an associate degree in business, and waitressing on the weekends when Ben could watch the kids. After I came home and found him passed out on the couch with an empty bottle beside him, while the kids ran circles around him, I asked for a separation. 

We couldn’t afford a divorce, but it worked a lot better. Until one night we were both feeling nostalgic and had sex without a condom. 

So now, here I am. Divorced. With three kids and literally living on a prayer because I just used my last thirty dollars for gas, a bag of generic cheetos, a fountain drink, a box of knockoff cereal and the stuff for hot dogs tonight.

I’m praying Willow Creek is going to be what we need to get on our feet. I landed my dream job with the town fire department - the most money I’ve ever earned. All of the nights waitressing at the truck stop for two bucks an hour finally added up to something good. The best part of all is that my big brother Dex is here to give me and the kids a safety net if we need it. Rico looks up to him and I’m hoping the attitude he’s had lately will get smoothed out when he’s around his uncle.


      ***The glass is sweating in my hand, but the ice is still a cold compress against my cheek and forehead.  Dex is impatiently tapping his foot against the side of his camp chair. I finally take a sip to end his agony. There’s a hint of pear, and something floral. The pilsner is crisp, clean and perfect for a late spring afternoon. 

We spent all day unpacking and looking for Mr. Snoozy. We finally found him stuffed in the box of spatulas and silverware. By that time, Rubi was beside herself and I was ready for a week’s worth of happy hours (even if it meant they consisted of nothing but my brother’s pathetic microbrew attempts) or sneaking away to smoke a joint (which I can’t do because my new job has random drug testing.)

“Your micro-brewing skills have vastly improved,” I tell him with a nod of acknowledgement. “I needed them. We couldn’t find Mr. Snoozy last night and Rubi was on the verge of a meltdown.”

Dex’s eyes widen over the rim of his beer. “Did you find him yet? I know Rubi’s borderline obsessive about that stuffed elephant.”

“Obsessed is an understatement,” I say as I remember the way she clutched him to her chest when we finally found him.  “He turned up  in a box of kitchen stuff when we unpacked the moving truck this afternoon. I still needed this beer though. And for once it doesn’t taste like dog piss.”

My brother laughs. “I hope you’ve never tasted dog piss, little sister. I had to up my game because Mari was getting ready to sell all of my equipment on Facebook Marketplace. She said she wanted her garage back.”

I wave my bottle toward the shed. “Is that your man cave now?” He bombarded our sibling group chat with pictures of it. 

“Yep,” he says proudly. “And I just got more equipment.”

“Mari’s going to kill you.”

“Oh, she knows. She doesn’t mind because I paid the toll. For every new brewing thing I buy, I have to build her a bookshelf.”

I shake my head in disbelief. “I never thought you’d become a bigger romance reader than Perdita and me.”

“You should definitely take credit. Mari and I talked about Outlander on our first date and I think that’s what sealed the deal.”

I salute him with my bottle. “You’re welcome.”

He salutes me back. “You should join The Willow Creek Wantons.”

“Is that the book club you guys won’t shut up about?”

“It’s kind of a substitute for couples therapy here.”

I lift a brow. “As much as I love them, romance books shouldn’t be a substitute for therapy.”

Dex shrugs and tosses me a sheepish smile. “They aren’t. They’re just a way to help my friends and I learn emotional intelligence.”

“You were always emotionally intelligent, Dex. A casualty of being the only boy,” I grin. “Perdita and I couldn’t let you grow up to be a chauvinist asshole.”

“Mari says I’m a secret cinnamon roll.”

I roll my eyes, because he is my brother. But Mari’s right. Dex might be this burly guy who always has a five o’ clock shadow and grease under his fingernails, but he has a giant heart of gold. “You shouldn’t believe everything she says,” I teasingly warn.

He takes another gulp of his beer and gives me a knowing look. “I don’t have to. She lets me know in other ways too.”

“Ooh,” I say. “I wish I had something to throw at you. I do not want to talk about your sex life.”

“Does that mean we can talk about yours?” Mari asks as she plops on Dex’s lap and snakes her arms around his neck. 

He presses a kiss to her flushed cheek and I bludgeon away my jealousy. 

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Well, there should be. There are a lot of decent single guys here - you should let us set you up.”

Now I’m rolling my eyes in Mari’s direction. “No single guy wants a single mom with three kids.”

She tilts her head. “You’re too cynical. Why don’t you let Willow Creek work its magic?”

I can’t hold back my laughter. “The magic? What is this? Stars Hollow?”

Her shrug surprises me. “It may as well be.” 

Dex pulls her head to his chest. “She’s right, you know. I’ve learned she usually is. You should just wait and see what happens.”

“I don’t think I’ll have time for that stuff - even if I wanted it. Which I don’t,” I emphasize with a slice of my hand through the air.

“Even firefighters get time off, Luz. And you need something for yourself, too.” 

I can tell from Dex’s tone that he’s worried about me. “Not something like that. If I need a new hobby I’ll learn to macrame hanging flower baskets. Or join your book club.”

“You’re joining the book club. I just finished this month’s pick, so it’s yours,” Mari’s tone brooks no argument. “I’ll be right back,” she says as she hops off my brother’s lap and pecks him on the cheek.

He swats her butt as she walks away and the look she tosses over her shoulder promises retribution. 

“You’re in trouble, big brother.”

He winks. “I can hold my own, little sister.”

When we’re getting ready to leave, Mari shoves her tabbed copy of Bombshell by Sarah Maclean under my arm. Dex pulls me into one of his bone-crunching hugs and I swat him on the shoulder with my free hand. “What’s that for?”

He grins. “Because you’re awesome and I know you can hold your own against Ian Montgomery. You’re a badass, Little Sister, don’t let him intimidate you.”

I step back and frown. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“I heard through the grapevine that you might have your work cut out for you. Just don’t forget you’re a Martinez and I’ve got your back.”

Mari slips up beside him. “So do I,” she fiercely chimes in.

“Now I’m even more nervous.”

Dex awkwardly pats my head. Like I’m twelve again. “You don’t have anything to worry about. You earned this.”








  
  
Chapter Two: If You Try to Chase the Sun You’re Never Gonna Catch It




Ian

My own hoarse screams woke me up last night. The roar of the fire filled my ears and I could feel its heat on my skin. The loose rocks pelted my nape and I could feel my boots sliding on the uneven surface as I scrambled to snap open my emergency shelter and crawl underneath it. I could hear the crash of trees all around me, just outside the perimeter my crew and I had cleared. I knew in my gut it wasn’t enough - that the flames were coming for us and we’d be nothing but ash on the forest floor. 

When my alarm jolted me from sleep, I was yelling for Justine when she panicked and left her shelter. Screaming as I watched the falling pine shove her to the ground and consume her in its flames. 

It’s been five years since I lost half my crew in a fire everyone underestimated. Five years since I stuffed a ring in my pocket I never got to slip on my girlfriend’s finger. After I lost her, Tristan moved out and went to live with her sister. 

The first and last time I saw him after the memorial service he broke my heart all over again. “I don’t ever want to see you again. You were supposed to protect my mom. You promised. Instead, you killed her.”

I got up and made a pot of coffee because even five years later, the nightmares won’t let me fall asleep again,  and a fourteen year old boy’s angry words echo in my head.

The career I chose means I’m going to lose people. And I have. I just thought the loss and the guilt would end when I came back to Willow Creek. I was a fool to think it would. Most days, being the chief of a small town fire department is nothing like being the lead jumper or the one in charge of getting a team up a mountain, but trauma has still rocked our tight-knit community. 

Just before my mentor, Chief Sullivan, retired three years ago, he took me aside to tell me the job was mine if I wanted it. I told him of course I wanted it and he warned me about the mantle of responsibility I was about to take on. He’d laid his hand on my shoulder and said, “I don’t doubt you can handle it, son. Hell, given the fires you saw out west and some of the crazy things I know you’ve had to do, you’re probably better prepared than anyone. But if you say yes, don’t say no to everything else. Don’t let this job eat you alive and spit you out once you’re nothing but gristle and bone.”

I should have paid attention to what he wasn’t saying. I let my ambition and Virgo sense of responsibility speak for me and the decision I made that day gets tested on a regular basis. The canyon fire should have taught me a lesson. When I care about things too deeply, and try to juggle it all because I can’t stand to delegate and I don’t trust anyone else to do what I know needs to be done, things start to unravel.

It’s been happening for months now, and I just keep shoving away the panic. I keep picking up, and showing up, and hiding the cracks. The ice started breaking last October, when we got called out to a house fire on the edge of town. Fire was already crawling all over the old farmhouse like it was nothing more than kindling, but the neighbors said there were still kids trapped in one of the upstairs bedrooms.

I sent in Jacobi and Grayson.

As soon as they radioed they were up the stairs, there was a giant whoosh and the roof collapsed. We watched it crush and burn them and there was nothing we could do about it because the water pressure was almost non-existent. I blame myself because I’m the chief and I should have known the condition of the building and the strength of the flames. 

It’s one of the many reasons I didn’t want to hire Luz Martinez. If I make a mistake, she has too much to lose and her kids could be the ones paying the price. 

I’ve been buried in paperwork all day, trying to fill out the monthly reports and get everything ready for her to sign. I asked her to come in tomorrow to finish up her paperwork and meet the rest of the team.

I just put the finishing touches on the virtual sexual harassment workshop I’m making all the guys take. I don’t think any of them will be a problem, but I want to head off any issues before they boil over.

“I’m heading out, big brother,” Jack’s voice startles me. When I lift my head he narrows his eyes. “When are you going to call it a night? I saw the schedule and I know you’re off duty.”

“Just getting stuff ready for our newest team member.”

He nods. “I think it was a good idea to develop the training. I don’t think they’ll try anything, but you can never be too cautious about stuff like that. You need to finish up though, so you can go with me to mom’s for dinner tonight. You’ve missed three Wednesdays in a row and I know she’s worried about you.”

“I’m almost done. Let me finish up the benefits package I have to give her tomorrow and then I’ll see you there.”

“Promise? You know how relentless Grace Montgomery can be when she thinks her children are avoiding her.”

I wave him away. “Go. I promise I’m right behind you.”

He pow pows me with his thumbs like he’s the Lone Ranger and gives me a salute. “Good. I need someone to take the heat off my back. Both her and Ness are trying to set me up again.”

Ness and Mom gave up on trying to set me up once I turned forty. I haven’t dated in almost four years because I’m too busy and I don’t have the patience for stalkers who fetishize my calendar photos. Three years ago when we started doing an annual calendar to raise money for the department, I thought it was a good idea. That was until I realized that women are just as capable of objectifying us as we are of objectifying them. After the tenth date that resulted from that calendar I got tired of feeling like a piece of meat.

If I’m meant to be with someone, I’m going to let it happen organically. My schedule and my responsibilities make it hard to meet people, so fate is going to intervene if I’m meant to have a happily ever after. I’m almost forty-four, and I gave up on pipe dreams. If there’s a fairy godmother out there somewhere granting wishes, maybe I’ll get the happily-ever-after my sister Ness found last Christmas. 

Against my will, my mind drifts back to the final virtual interview I had with my new hire. Two weeks before I offered her the job after agonizing over the decision. She’d looked so young and fresh-faced and eager over the screen - even though I knew she was almost thirty-three. Even though I knew she had three kids. What we do is one of the hardest, most dangerous jobs there is. We see death and destruction on a daily basis and I didn’t want it to warp her. Or take her away from her kids. 

Objectively, I’d acknowledged how pretty she was too. Too pretty to be stuck with a bunch of guys for twenty-four hours at a time who can be really crass. It’s why I asked for Trevor’s help with the sexual harassment training - the force has three women on it now and he had to do the same thing. 

I staple the last packet together and slide it into the folder on the edge of my desk. When I stand and stretch it feels like every bone in my body is cracking in half. I need to go for a swim in the lake to work out the cricks, but I don’t know if I have time. I bought five acres on the point two years ago and I just finished building my two-story cabin. I’ve been living there since I framed it up because it’s far enough out of town the sirens don’t wake me up.

Jack knows I blame myself for what happened to Jacobi and Grayson and he keeps telling me I need therapy to deal with the trauma I carry around from both the U.S. Forest Service and being the chief here. It just feels like admitting my fear will give it space I don’t want it to have in my life.


      ***Mom rises to her tiptoes and pecks my cheek as soon as I hang my coat by the door. 

The smell of basil and garlic curls into the room and I inhale. “You made my favorite,” I say as I give her a peck back. “I’ll wash the dishes for you.”

“I made lasagna because you’ve been working too hard. Your brother said you never make the time for lunch. I bet today was no exception.”

I grimace. “He should worry about himself.”

“I worry about both of you. I don’t think either one of you is ever going to settle down.”

Turnabout is fair play. If he’s bending her ear about my eating habits, I’m going to nark on him about his latest dating fiasco. “Did Jack tell you about his latest date?”

Just like I predicted she would, she whirls in his direction with shining eyes and clasped hands. “Will you see her again, Jackie?”

He frowns in my direction and flicks his middle finger at me. He hates it when Mom calls him that and he hates the fact she’s focused on his love life now. “No, I won’t be seeing her again. She blocked my phone number.”

Ophelia Daniels was the friend of a friend of a friend, and Jack was nervous about the date. Something happened he still hasn’t told me about. He just said he was intrigued and wanted to see her again. She didn’t feel the same and I think it’s the first time in his life a girl’s had the audacity to ghost him.

I volunteered to wash the dishes after dinner. Once Mom gets tired of Jack’s one word answers, I know I’ll be at the receiving end of a line of third degree questioning. I can avoid it if I’m stuck in the kitchen. 

As soon as I volunteered, my sister Ness’s new fiance Alex jumped in to help. He said he’d take drying duty. He must have something to talk to me about, because he looks nervous. We haven’t spent a lot of time together since Jack and I strong-armed him last Christmas to find out exactly what his intentions toward our sister were. 

“Hey,” he nods in my direction when I hand him one of Mom’s linen towels.

“Hey,” I say as I return his nod.

“So I was wondering if you wanted to help coach the freshman summer team?”

“Wouldn’t my cousin be a better candidate? I mean he was an MLB player.”

Alex shakes his head. “I already asked him. He said he has his hands full with coaching a traveling team this summer, and pointed me to you.”

“How’d you get roped into it? Aren’t your kids teenagers?”

“My oldest is graduating and wants to beef up his college resume. He’s the assistant. I was a football player, not a baseball player, so I’m onboard to help him out but it’s not really in my wheelhouse.”

“I haven’t even played at the college level.”

“No, but River said you could have.”

I shrug. “Maybe. There were recruiters. It just wasn’t the path I wanted to follow.”

“Maybe Ness and I can have you over for dinner next week so we can hash it out?”

“That depends on what’s on the menu. Your chili recipe needs a lot of work.” I purposefully keep my expression bland so he can’t tell whether or not I’m serious.

He snorts. “Winning the cook-off trophy the last five years doesn’t make you an expert.”

“Oh, I think it does.”

He shakes his head and tosses me a rueful grin. “Maybe everyone’s just too scared of you to give first place to anyone else.”

“The judges are sworn to impartiality.”

He shakes his head and picks up the towel to dry the casserole dish I just washed. “I’m not buying it. My chili was way better than yours. Even your sister thought so.”

I snort in disbelief. “My sister’s allegiance has changed and her opinion can no longer be trusted.”








  
  
Chapter Three: Can’t Find the Ground




Luz

“It’s late for you to be face-timing me,” Perdita says as she covers a yawn. 

“I know, but I just put the kids to bed,” I explain while I prop the pillows behind my head.

“Rosie sent me a picture of her hamburger that made me jealous. If there’s one thing Dex learned from Dad it’s how to grill the perfect burger.”

I nod enthusiastically. “The burgers were really good and our brother’s beer making skills have improved too.”

She sighs. “I’m definitely green over the two of you being there together while I’m still stuck here in Florida with Mom and Dad.”

“You’re not just there for them. You’re married to your library.”

She chuckles warmly. “True. Maybe someday I’ll branch out and actually open up my bookstore - but that day isn’t today.”

“So Dex gave me a pep talk, but I need one from you.”

She points a finger at me through the phone. “You overthink things. They hired you because you’re a trained professional. You don’t have anything to worry about.”

“I don’t think the fire chief wanted me onboard. I think I’m here because there wasn’t an alternative.”

My older sister shrugs. “So what? You’re there now, so who cares how it happened? Just kick ass. I know Dex and I showed you how.”

“What should I wear tomorrow?”

“Does the town seem old-fashioned? Maybe you should wear pantyhose.”

I wrinkle my nose. “Ugh. I hate them. If I have a pair stuck in my suitcase, I’ll wear them. So you think I should wear a skirt?”

“You know you have great legs. Why not show them off? I inherited Dad’s monster calves and I’m jealous.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t remind him that he hired a woman? He didn’t seem too happy about it when he offered me the job.”

“Luz, wear the skirt. Maybe he’ll be so busy enjoying the view he won’t be a hardass.”

I take a deep breath. “Okay. I’m off to find an outfit and the wrinkle release spray because I have no idea where the ironing board is.”

She blows me a kiss. “Sleep well, little sis. And let it go. You’re there and you’re starting over. You’ve worked hard for this and that’s all that matters.”

After we hang up I scrounge around in one of my battered suitcases. When I find my matching navy blue jacket and skirt, I breathe a sigh of relief. There’s a pair of panty hose wadded up in the net bag too.


      ***I had two pep talks last night, and this morning Rico shoved his lucky tigers’ eye marble in my hand and pecked my cheek before he whispered, “Good luck, Mom. You don’t need it, because you’re awesome.”

The marble and the pep talks haven’t helped. I’m still a bundle of nerves. They’re like crawling snakes underneath my skin as I smooth my sweaty palms against my skirt and knock on the half-open door. 

“Come in,” a deep voice commands. 

I push the door all the way open and step inside. And immediately smother a groan.

He’s a mountain behind his desk and the tiny screen he filled during my interview didn’t do him justice. His dark auburn hair has a cowlick that’s cutting through the middle of his left eyebrow. It almost covers up one of his insanely bright green eyes. His full beard is lighter than his hair, more like the color of a sunset streaked with little swirls of deep golden honey, and there’s a splash of freckles across his nose. 

Mom was obsessed with Robert Redford and made me watch the movie The Way We Were so many times I have a thing for gingers too. When my friends were fantasizing over Chad Michael Murray and Orlando Bloom, I had a bedroom plastered with pics of Prince Harry. 

His arms are crossed over his chest and he’s already glaring. Like my very existence offends him.

“Sit down, Ms. Martinez,” he waves toward the ladderback chair in front of his desk.

Once I clasp my hands in my laps and cross my ankles, I look up. He’s still glaring as he shoves a red folder across the scratched metal surface of the barrier between us. “You’re fifteen minutes late,” he says grimly. “I hope that’s not a habit.”

I remember what Dex said. Don’t let him intimidate you. 

I clear my throat. “It’s not a habit.” What I don’t say is that there were at least five meltdowns this morning. A bowl of soggy Cheerios that spilled all over the floor, the quart of orange juice that joined it, a finger paint picture from Rubi that left Rosie’s favorite t-shirt streaked with green paint that required a wardrobe change, and neither of my older children could find their school backpacks. I retrieve a pen from my purse and hope it still has ink.

My new boss is making me feel guilty about things I can’t control. His hostility makes no sense because I’m not even starting today - I’m just here to sign benefits paperwork.

“Good. Because that’s the difference between life and death in a firehouse.”

I glower and point my pen in his direction. “I’m not on shift yet.”

His palms flatten on the desk. “No, you’re not on shift yet. But your tardiness is disrespectful because you’re taking up time I can’t afford to rearrange. It’s important I keep to my schedule.”

I roll my eyes. Another disrespectful reaction - but he’s being ridiculous. “Well, excuse me. I thought you allotted an hour for this.”

“And we need every minute. Sign the paperwork so I can introduce you to the guys.”

I click the pen so I can scrawl my signature on the lines marked with arrows. Of course it’s out of ink. “My pen’s not working.”

He sighs in exasperation and slides a bright red ballpoint toward me. “Keep it,” he growls. 

I nod, because I don’t trust myself to answer. I need to hold my temper in front of my new boss. 

I  don’t know why I listened to my sister. I yank down the skirt Perdita told me I needed to wear over my knees to cover up the run in my nude pantyhose and focus on the health insurance documents. She’s the one who told me to wear them too, and now my cooch feels like someone hotboxing their last cigarette in an alley. Hot and uncomfortable. And probably pungent.

My new boss is looking at me like I’m a bug that he wants to squash and smear across the window with one of those electric zinger things.

To top off all the breakfast accidents, Rubi spilled grape Kool Aid down the side of my blouse when I dropped her off at my brother’s and I’m pretty sure Ian Montgomery has x-ray vision and can see the stain on the white blouse underneath my blazer.

He just crossed his arms again and he’s still scowling at me from behind his woolly mammoth sized desk. It doesn’t help that the virtual interview that landed me here didn’t do him justice. His craggy face was hidden by the weird lighting then, not front and center in harsh relief like it is now. His dark auburn hair looked brown, and the way he was sitting you couldn’t see the jagged thin line of snow white that starts just behind his left ear and disappears into his ruthlessly clubbed nape. He looks stern and foreboding. Like the dark sunset version of Robert Redford without the laugh lines.

The gray and green flannel he’s wearing makes his eyes look like the postcards my best friend sent me from Ireland. The green doesn’t just pop - it saturates. His lumbersnack fantasy- inducing shirt is stretched across his shoulders and chest like it’s painted on there with decoupage.

I can’t believe I thought the run in my hose would be the end of my morning disasters. A full-blown, panties in a twist, all-consuming crush on my new boss is a disaster of apocalyptic proportions.

“I didn’t want to hire you.”

I snort, and grip the pen so hard it leaves a mark on the side of my thumb. “I figured. You haven’t exactly been great at hiding it.”

His brow furrows and I swear he glares even harder. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You haven’t  exactly broadcasted your approval of my presence.”

He leans forward. “All I’m saying is you have big shoes to fill, Martinez. This job is dangerous.”

“I know this job is dangerous. And I’ve been trained to deal with that danger. But my training doesn’t matter, does it? Because you’re already convinced I won’t be able to do it. Why do you have such a problem  with me being here? Because you’re a male chauvinist?”

“I’m not a male chauvinist, Ms. Martinez. People die in this job and I don’t think you understand what that means.”

Now I’m pissed.  “I understand exactly what that means. We should always have fear. Fear is human. It doesn’t mean we can’t do a job. I might not look tough, but I’ve seen my share of the crap life likes to throw at you when you least expect it. I know how to pivot and I’m resilient.” 
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