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Book Two

Where the Fireflies Lead
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The Drive North

The day I left Alabama didn’t feel dramatic.

There was no big goodbye party. No crowd standing in the yard waving as I pulled away.

Just me.

Two dachshunds riding along beside me.

And a car packed with the pieces of a life I had spent years building.

The sun was barely coming up when I started the drive. Alabama mornings have a certain quiet to them, the kind that feels familiar and comforting. I had seen that same sunrise my whole life.

Red dirt roads.

Pine trees lining the highway.

Humidity already hanging in the air before the day had even begun.

For a moment I sat there behind the wheel before pulling out of the driveway, staring down the road that had always led back home.

This time it was leading me away.

Leaving Alabama wasn’t something I had planned for most of my life. It wasn’t even something I had thought about seriously until the last couple of years.

But sometimes life slowly backs you into a corner where staying the same just isn’t an option anymore.

Jack had been part of that realization.

What we had felt real. Strong. The kind of connection that sneaks up on you when you aren’t looking for it. But real feelings don’t fix bad timing.

And Jack had his own battles.

Trouble that followed him around like a storm cloud.

I couldn’t let Beau grow up inside someone else’s chaos.

So I made the hardest decision I had ever made.

I chose the unknown.

The plan wasn’t perfect. Honestly, it barely qualified as a plan at all.

My parents had moved to Ohio a while earlier. They had been telling me there might be better opportunities there. More stability. A chance to start fresh.

At the time I didn’t think much about it.

Ohio sounded cold.

Too far north.

Too far from everything I had ever known.

But when life in Alabama started feeling like it was standing still, the idea slowly started making more sense.

Now here I was.

Driving toward a place I had only visited a few times.

A place that didn’t feel like home yet.

The highway slowly carried me farther away from everything familiar.

I crossed into Georgia sometime mid-morning.

The further north I drove, the more the landscape began to change. The red clay started fading into darker soil. The trees looked different. The air even felt different.

It felt strange.

Exciting.

And terrifying all at the same time.

The dogs shifted in their seats as the miles passed. They had no idea their world was changing too.

Truthfully, neither did I.

Somewhere near the Tennessee line I stopped for gas. Standing there beside the car, stretching my legs, the reality of what I was doing hit me for the first time.

I was really leaving.

Everything I had ever known.

My whole life had existed inside those Alabama county lines.

And now I was chasing something I couldn’t even clearly explain yet.

Opportunity.

Stability.

A future for Beau.

Or maybe just the chance to prove to myself that I was capable of building something new.

By the time I got back on the road the sky had turned gray and heavy clouds hung low over the mountains ahead.

The closer I got to Ohio, the colder the air became.

By the time I crossed the state line, I noticed something immediately.

It felt different.

Not just the weather.

Everything.

The air felt sharper.

The towns looked different.

And the people moved with a pace that felt faster than the slow rhythm of the South I had grown up in.

I pulled into my parents’ driveway sometime late that afternoon.

The alternator in my little black car had started making a terrible grinding noise during the last part of the drive. Every time I stepped on the gas it sounded like the whole thing might fall apart.

But somehow it made it.

When I stepped out of the car, the first thing I saw was Beau running toward me.

He had stayed with my parents for a little while before I made the move.

“Momma!”

He wrapped his arms around me like I had been gone forever.

In that moment, the fear that had been sitting in my chest all day loosened just a little.

Maybe I hadn’t made a mistake after all.

I didn’t know what Ohio was going to bring.

New jobs.

New struggles.

New heartbreak.

Or new opportunities.

But I knew one thing.

This was the road the fireflies had pointed me toward.

And for the first time in a long time...

I was ready to follow where they led.
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A New Kind of Cold

Ohio felt different the moment I stepped out of the car.

Not just the weather, though that was the first thing you noticed. The air had a sharpness to it that Alabama never had. Even in the summer evenings back home, the air stayed warm and heavy. Up here it moved differently, cooler and faster like the wind had somewhere important to be.

My parents’ house looked welcoming enough, but standing there that first evening I still felt like a stranger.

Beau didn’t.

Kids adjust faster than adults ever will. Within minutes he had already found something outside to climb on and was talking about school like it was the most exciting thing in the world.

I stood in the driveway for a minute longer, staring at my little black car. The alternator had been making an awful racket during the last hour of the drive. Every time I stepped on the gas it sounded like metal grinding inside the engine.

“Lord, just get me a little further,” I had muttered more than once on the road.

It had made it.

Barely.

But it had made it.

Inside the house my mom was already moving around the kitchen like moms always do when their kids come home. Something warm was cooking on the stove, and the smell instantly made the place feel a little more familiar.

Still, I knew the truth.

This wasn’t home yet.

It was a starting point.

A place to catch my breath while I figured out what came next.

Two weeks later I managed to find a job at a small hotel doing housekeeping. It wasn’t glamorous work, but I didn’t come to Ohio expecting glamour.

I came for stability.

Cleaning hotel rooms meant long days and sore feet, but it was honest work. Every bed I made and every bathroom I scrubbed meant groceries on the table and gas in the car.

Beau started getting ready for school around the same time.

Watching him pack his little backpack that first morning filled me with a strange mix of pride and nervousness.

Starting over was one thing.

But watching your child start over too?

That hits different.

I walked him up to the school doors on his first day, holding his hand a little tighter than usual.

“You’ll be fine,” I told him.

He nodded with the confidence only a kid can have.

“I know.”

I watched him disappear down the hallway and whispered a quiet prayer.

Please let this place be good to him.

Because starting over was scary enough for me.

I didn’t want it to be scary for Beau too.

⸻
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Monkey Bars

––––––––
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The phone rang while I was halfway through cleaning a room at the hotel.

Housekeeping work teaches you to move quickly. Beds stripped, sheets changed, trash emptied, bathroom cleaned, vacuum the floor, and move on to the next one.

That morning had been like every other.

Until my phone started ringing.

I glanced down at the screen and immediately felt that tight feeling in my chest that every parent recognizes.

It was the school.

“Hello?”

The voice on the other end was calm, but serious.

“Ms. Lawley, Beau had a fall on the playground.”

My stomach dropped.

“I’m on my way.”

I barely remember grabbing my things and leaving the hotel. The drive to the school felt like it took forever even though it was only a few minutes.

When I walked into the office I could hear him before I even saw him.

Crying.

The kind of cry that told me he was really hurt.

The school nurse had him sitting in a chair with his arm held carefully against his chest. She had already done everything she could to brace it, but the moment I walked in and he saw me his tears started all over again.

“Momma...”

I knelt beside him and tried to keep my voice steady.

“What happened, buddy?”

“Monkey bars.”

Of course it was the monkey bars.

Kids always think they can climb higher than they should.

The nurse explained that he had slipped while trying to swing across. His arm had taken the full weight of the fall.

They had already called the ambulance just to be safe.

By the time we reached the emergency room, Beau was hurting bad enough that the doctors gave him morphine before taking X-rays.

Papaw showed up not long after we got there.

By then the medicine had started kicking in.

Beau looked up at him with glassy eyes and said like nothing had happened, “Oh hey Papaw.”

We all laughed a little.

Even in the middle of scary moments, kids can somehow lighten the room.

Not long after that the principal and the priest from the Catholic school came to check on him. They stood beside the hospital bed and said a quiet prayer for his healing.

That moment meant more to me than they probably realized.

Because when you’re raising a child on your own and something like this happens, every little bit of support matters.

The X-rays finally confirmed what we were afraid of.

His arm was broken just above the elbow.

They placed him in a half cast that night and scheduled us to come back the next morning for a full one.

Eight weeks.

That’s how long he would wear that cast.

But kids are tougher than we give them credit for.

By the time the cast finally came off weeks later, the doctor smiled and said something every parent hopes to hear.

“It healed perfectly.”

Looking back now, that moment feels like the beginning of our Ohio story.

Because sometimes the very first steps into a new life come with a few bumps.

Or in our case...

A broken arm and a set of monkey bars.
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When Work Disappears

For a little while after Beau broke his arm, life started settling into something that almost felt normal again.

The hotel job kept me busy.

Housekeeping work wasn’t glamorous, but there’s something about cleaning rooms all day that gives you a sense of accomplishment. Every room you finish is a small victory. Fresh sheets. Clean floors. Towels folded just right.

Move on to the next one.

It kept my mind from wandering too much.

Beau adjusted to school quicker than I expected. Kids are resilient that way. Even with a cast on his arm he still managed to run around like nothing could slow him down.

Watching him bounce back reminded me why I kept pushing through every hard day.

But Ohio had one thing Alabama didn’t prepare me for.

Seasonal work.

Back home jobs stayed steady most of the year. Up here everything seemed tied to the weather and tourism. When winter started creeping closer, the hotel slowed down.

Fewer travelers.

Empty rooms.

Then one afternoon the manager called a few of us into the office.

I already knew what was coming.

“We’re going to have to lay some people off until spring,” she explained.

Just like that.

The job that had helped me get my feet under me in Ohio disappeared.

I drove home that afternoon staring out at gray skies and bare trees. Ohio winters hadn’t even fully arrived yet, but everything already felt colder.

When I walked into my parents’ house that evening Beau was sitting at the kitchen table doing homework.

“Did you have a good day?” he asked.

Kids ask questions like that without realizing how much weight they carry.

“Yeah,” I told him with a small smile.

But the truth was, I had no idea what the next step was going to be.

Starting over in a new state was hard enough.

Doing it without a job made it even harder.

And life wasn’t finished throwing challenges at me yet.

⸻
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When Your Body Says Stop

The first time I passed out, I didn’t think too much about it.

I had been feeling tired for a while, but starting over in a new place will do that to anyone. Between the stress of moving, working, and trying to keep everything together for Beau, exhaustion felt normal.

That day I was standing in my parents’ kitchen talking with my mom when the room suddenly started spinning.

At first I thought maybe I just stood up too fast.

But the dizziness didn’t stop.

The next thing I remember was waking up on the floor with my hip aching where I had hit the kitchen table on the way down.

My mom looked terrified.

“We’re getting that checked,” she said immediately.

At the doctor’s office they took X-rays of my hip and told me it was just bruised. Nothing broken.

Still, something about the whole thing didn’t feel right.

A few days later things got worse.

I had taken my dad’s truck to run an errand. It was just me in the truck, driving down a quiet road when that same dizzy feeling hit again.

Harder this time.

The road blurred in front of me and the next thing I knew the truck was drifting off the pavement.

I woke up to the sound of gravel under the tires and the truck sitting crooked in a shallow ditch.

A man who had been driving behind me pulled over immediately and came running up to check on me.
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