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Chapter 1 - Youth

More summers than she cared to count had come and gone, but the unique, suffocating combination of late-afternoon sun and oppressive humidity was a feeling Olivia could never get used to. Each step on the crunching gravel seemed to make her clothes cling tighter, as if they were already melting and fusing to her skin.

To escape the oppressive heat, she’d dressed for function, not fashion. She wore a tank top under a thin, checkered button-up, and cargo capris with enough pockets for an extra camera lens and a small notebook. This was her excuse for not wearing shorts like her daughter, or the hundreds of other teenagers showing off their summer-fresh skin.

Behind her, the familiar yelps and squeals of her children let her know they were still in tow. Their constant bickering and taunting had been a soundtrack to her life since they were toddlers. Olivia had long since given up trying to play peacemaker, at least until the noise reached a level that even she couldn’t tune out.

Could you please stop until we get inside and no one can tell who’s responsible for you?” Olivia asked, turning to her kids.

It was the question she asked every day, but this time, it was more of a plea. Her son, Daniel, was the subject of her concern. He was the perpetual underdog in the sibling showdown, a few inches shorter than his twin sister, with a mop of dark hair that, like his mother's, had seen better days. His mother had once had hair that was just as dark as his, but now, it was a faded memory of a time before he and his sister had turned it gray. He had the same discerning brown eyes as her and his sister, but they were usually fixed on some unseen detail in the distance, a faraway land that she was not welcome in.

His twin, Emma, on the other hand, was always front and center, with a confidence that defied her age. She had a mischievous smirk on her face that Olivia knew all too well—a sign that she was in her element, the center of her universe. Olivia had hoped that by the time she was a high school graduate, she would have outgrown the habit, but the smirk told her that it was an irreversible part of her DNA. Unlike her brother, Emma was meticulous about her appearance, her clothes, her hair, and everything in between. Olivia couldn’t help but wonder if all teenage girls were like this, or if her daughter was just a special case.

Emma’s current look was a rebellious mix of punk and grunge, or whatever the kids were calling it these days. She’d chopped her long hair into a pixie cut and dyed the ends a deep crimson. Olivia secretly loved the way the color brought out her daughter’s pale complexion and delicate features, but she didn’t dare say so out loud. A compliment from her would only guarantee a trip to the hairdresser the next day, a hair-raising new look, and another headache for her. Olivia had put her foot down at tattoos, though. Hair grows back, but tattoos, those were a forever problem. Once they were out of her house, they could make all the mistakes they wanted, but not on her dime, and not under her roof.

Even the act of tormenting her brother seemed to bore Emma. It was a tedious chore, one she'd mercifully taken on for the good of all involved. The only responsibility she seemed to take seriously was that of making Daniel miserable.

But they kept their hands to themselves — or at least, were more subtle about their antics — as they trudged up the gravel incline to the fairgrounds.

The blare of the music, the riot of colors, the dizzying spin of the rides — it all tugged at unpleasant memories in Olivia's mind, threatening to pull her into flashbacks. She'd never liked the county fair. It was a forced tradition, a yearly event everybody endured because there wasn't anything else to do in town. As a kid, she'd had no choice but to go. And now, as an adult, she was back for work.

After all, how else would the other mothers in town prove they were there if she didn’t document the event with her camera and post it online? They certainly didn't teach her this part of the job in journalism school.

A pang of wistfulness hit her as she looked back at her kids. The smirk was back on Emma's face, and Daniel's gaze was fixed on some distant, unseen thing. This would likely be the last time she'd drag them here for her annual photo assignment.

"Alright, everyone's back in the car at 9, got it?" she said, locking eyes with each of them.

Daniel gave a distracted nod. Emma rolled her eyes, a gesture Olivia knew was the best she could hope for from her 18-year-old daughter. Olivia made a quick sign of the cross to absolve herself of whatever mischief they were about to get into, and then turned toward the fair.

The moment she stepped onto the fairgrounds, a familiar assault on her senses began. The joyous shrieks of kids, the dizzying colors of the rides and booths, the smell of fried food and stale cigarette smoke—it all came rushing back, a tidal wave of nostalgia she never wanted to ride.

Olivia raised her camera and took a few shots. The sun's glare washed out the images on her small screen, but she didn't need to see them to know what they looked like: a golden silhouette of the Tilt-A-Whirl and Ferris wheel against the low, late-summer sun. No one would care about those shots, though. They wanted faces. Their own, if possible.

She snorted at the thought. "If I just stopped reporting news entirely and reprinted people's Facebook feeds, subscriber numbers would go through the roof." It was a cynical joke, but it felt true. In an age of fleeting attention, who was really reading past the headline and cover photo anyway?

Pressing her eye to the viewfinder, she sought out the moments that mattered: a baby smiling from a stroller, a group of teenagers doubled over in laughter, a dad with his daughter perched on his shoulders. She often felt like a voyeur, capturing these candid moments without permission. But for some reason she couldn't fathom, people seemed to love seeing themselves in her online galleries, a public record of their good time. Maybe it was just so someone could tag them and say how cute their kids were.


Does life even happen if nobody posts it on Facebook? She thought, a question her generation seemed to answer with a resounding no. She didn't consider herself a good photographer, but she had learned a few tricks during her time as a reporter. Her main strategy was to shoot as many pictures as possible, a chaotic hunt for that one perfect shot. She often barely paid attention to what was in the viewfinder, as long as it was something halfway worth seeing.



Just as she was about to snap another photo, a man with wispy brown hair waved at her. Olivia's camera dropped to her side. Is that...


He broke into a wide, inviting grin—a smile that sealed it. The face around it was a little older, etched with a few more lines, but even after nearly 30 years, Devin Atchison’s smile hadn’t changed. They hadn't been close in high school—he was a couple of years younger—but they'd been friendly. As she'd gotten older, Olivia realized that those old connections mattered more than she'd once thought. When you're nearing 50, anyone who was around back when you thought that age was ancient suddenly feels like a living monument to "the good old days."

"Olivia! Wow! Long time no see!" he said, closing the distance between them. They met near the face-painting booth, where he went in for a hug that caught her by surprise. She clutched her camera and awkwardly returned the embrace with one arm.

"Yeah, it's been forever!" she said, pulling away. He didn't seem to notice the awkwardness.

"What are you doing back in town?" she asked.

That familiar grin was still plastered on his face. The last time she'd seen it was probably back in high school, though she couldn't remember the exact moment. Truthfully, she hadn't given him much thought since; her only awareness of his life was a vague, fleeting presence on social media—the same way she knew most people from her past existed.

"Oh, I'm here to kind of get my parents' affairs in order," he said, his smile softening into something more somber. "My mom passed away a couple of weeks ago, so...we're going through that whole process."

"Oh no, I'm so sorry to hear that, Devin," she said, her brow furrowing with sympathy. "Is your dad still...?"

He shook his head. "No, he passed a few years ago."

She reached out and patted his arm. "I know what that's like." After a moment of shared silence, she changed the subject. "So...did you bring the whole family?"

He let out a small laugh and a sigh. "Boy, you ask the tough questions, huh."

Olivia shrugged. "That's my job!"

After another chuckle, he continued. "Well, I'm actually just here with my kids. They're around here...somewhere." He gave a shrug that Olivia understood completely. "I have them for the week, though."

Oh, shit. He's divorced. That's what he meant by "tough question."

"Oof, I really stepped in it, huh," she said, trying to lighten the mood. "Sorry."

He laughed, his hand giving her the same kind of reassuring pat she had just given him. "No, no, it's...relatively recent. The divorce, anyway. Not so much the...situation."

A comfortable silence fell between them. Olivia wasn't sure how to respond, but she didn't want the conversation to end just yet. It was rare to run into someone she actually wanted to talk to while on assignment at the fair.

"How about you?" he said, his tone brightening. "You've got a couple of kids, right? Are they here with you, or are you just here on business?" He gestured to her camera.

Just then, a shrill shriek pierced the air: "I'M GONNA KILL YOU!" Olivia didn't even need to look to know who it was. Sure enough, in the distance, Daniel was in hot pursuit of his always-faster twin, Emma.

Devin turned to see the commotion, but Olivia quickly took his arm and gave him a gentle tug in the other direction. "Oh, you know kids, who can say what they get up to! Hey, how about we take a walk over here?"


He shrugged and grinned, offering his arm for her to loop hers through. It wasn't what she'd intended, but she didn't mind. Maybe someone will see and start a rumor! she thought, stifling a laugh.


Finding a polite excuse to disentangle, Olivia lifted her camera and started snapping more photos. The heat and humidity had a single redeeming quality: everyone’s faces were flushed, adding a bit of color that always made for a good shot. Shielding the digital display with her hand, she showed Devin a few of the pictures.

Her favorite of the set was a teenage couple—she liked to make up stories about the people she photographed—holding hands as they wandered. The late afternoon light leaked over the tops of the booths, illuminating the girl's face so that it seemed to glow. Her eyes were fixed on her boyfriend, who wore an uncertain, boyish smile.

"Wow," Devin said, looking at the photos. "I had no idea you were such a good photographer."

She snorted. She wasn't, really. "Eh, I just take a zillion of 'em and hope one doesn't look too bad."

He handed the camera back and looked up at the couple with his own eyes before turning back to Olivia. "Little do they know they're gonna be in their 40s someday," he said in a low voice.

They both laughed.

"I was just thinking the same thing!" Olivia said. "I don't know if you ever feel this way, but... I still wake up some mornings and get surprised when some wrinkly old lady is looking back at me in the mirror."

He cocked his head. "Huh? Do you ever catch her? Maybe you should just bite the bullet and change your locks."

She gave him a good-natured glare. "Very funny. But no, unfortunately, I've narrowed it down, and the old woman with the gray streaks in her locks is, alas, me."

As proof, Olivia fingered a few of the worst-offending strands along her temples, which were unsuccessfully covered by the rest of her darker hair.

Devin smirked and fondled some of the light brown hair on top of his own head. "Hey, at least you've still got some!"

"Oh, please, you've got plenty." She peered closer. It was probably a little thinner on top, but he really didn't look like he was missing much. To her, anyway, he wouldn't have even qualified as balding.

His expression warned her not to lie just to be nice, although that wasn't what she was doing.

"Well, you make the gray look good," he said.

Olivia smiled despite herself. She didn't get many compliments, certainly not like when she'd been a teenager, even if she still felt like one inside. And that teenage girl inside was telling her to wake the hell up and look at the signs.

Umm, he's into you, you old hag. Don't waste it!

She'd been on dates since her divorce, but none of them had made her heart beat faster. His brown eyes were looking at her now as if he still saw the same woman she expected to greet her in the mirror every morning.

Shit. Shit, shit, shit. I did not dress for this.

She tried to covertly catch a whiff of herself but had trouble finding a reason to stick her nose in her armpit. She knew she didn't have to actually smell herself to know that whatever was wafting out of there probably wasn't too pleasant after sweating through a day of work and time in the baking-hot sun.

Looking down, she took in her appearance: a wrinkled button-up, which she kept in her car for those times she felt too old to expose her skin to the world, and scraggly hair that was down only because she'd been too tired to put it up.

I didn't think there was going to be anyone to impress!

She raised her camera and took a few more photos, her mind elsewhere, debating whether it was worth the effort to try and be more...presentable.

I mean, whatever you're doing so far is working, right? Of course... I'm not doing anything, so...

Maybe she was reading too much into it. No. One of the advantages of getting older was that people didn't have time for subtlety anymore. The way he took her hand as they walked was signal enough.

Come on. Don't just go through the motions, Olivia. Try for once. Make it count.

She took a deep breath and let go of his hand, pretending to snap another photo. "Oh, shoot, I'm out of battery," she said as casually as she could, a lie her kids had taught her she was terrible at.

"Uh oh," Devin said, completely oblivious to what this meant for their conversation.

"You stay right here!" she said with a smile. "Okay? Seriously. Don't move. I'm coming back. I have a replacement in the car. I'll be right back."

She tried to play it off, but a wave of doubt hit her as the words left her mouth. What if he doesn't stay? What if he thinks I’m trying to get away? Or doesn't feel like waiting?

But his smile—that same warm, boyish grin from their youth—put her at ease. "Don't worry," he said. "We've got plenty of time. I'll be right here."

Once she was out of his sight, she broke into the closest thing to a jog she was willing to do in public. If anyone sees someone my age running, they'll think somebody's dead.

At her SUV, she rummaged through the glove compartment, a treasure trove of emergency supplies. Her fingers found a travel-sized deodorant, which she quickly swiped under each arm. Shit, do I have any perfume in here at all? She didn't. The deodorant would have to suffice.

Flipping down the visor, she squinted at her reflection in the small mirror. Her shoulders slumped slightly. There was only so much she could do. She unbuttoned her wrinkled shirt, debating if it made her look more appealing.

Fuck it.

In a moment of decisiveness, she pulled the shirt off, leaving her in a simple dark tank top and cargo capris. She adjusted her bra straps, pulled her hair into a ponytail, but then stopped, letting out a frustrated sigh.

She rooted through the glove compartment again, then scanned the front of the car. Nothing. Just as she was about to give up, her eyes caught something in the rearview mirror: a lone scrunchie on the backseat. Yes! I knew having a daughter would pay off one day!

Olivia grabbed the scrunchie and quickly double-tied her hair. It exposed the gray streaks more, but at least it looked like she had made an effort. Yeah. I'm going for the... you know, hot working woman type look. Obviously.

With no one in sight, she turned the visor and backed away to get a full view of her outfit. Luckily, her dark tank top was probably too dark to show any sweat. Her arms were a bit paler, and her skin was a little saggier than she remembered, but still. There's something to work with there. You know, if you're into that sort of thing.

She gave herself one last reassuring smile in the mirror, hoping to calm the unexpected anxiety fluttering inside her. Then she closed the door and hurried back toward the fairgrounds.

As she neared the main stage, a knot of worry tightened in her stomach. What if he wasn't there? But then she saw him. He was standing with his hands in the pockets of his dad-certified cargo shorts, watching a performance on the stage. Huh, I didn't think anything was on stage until later tonight.

A "POOF!" sound from the stage made the sizable crowd gasp and clap, confirming her suspicion. It was some kind of magic show. By the time she got there and stood beside Devin again, though, the show was over.

He turned to her, about to explain what he had seen, but his eyes stopped short, scanning her from head to toe.

"Wow," he said. "That...camera battery looks great on you."

Fuck yes. Okay, it was worth it!

She snorted, and they laughed together. "Yeah, it's a full one," she said. "Makes a big difference."

Shit. Was that a gross double entendre? Does it even mean anything at all?

Olivia cleared her throat. "So...what was going on there?" she asked, pointing to the stage and trying to distract from her cringey comment.

"Oh, some really weird magic show." Devin shook his head with a bemused smile. "It was kind of funny, though, at least."

She looped her arm through his again, her camera slung over her other shoulder. She wasn't even going to pretend she was there to take photos anymore. They just wandered slowly and aimlessly, the sun lower in the sky but still just as hot. When she wasn't looking at him, she could feel his gaze on her, stealing glances. She tried to stop a full-on smile from spreading across her face.

"So... do your kids like the fair?" she asked.

He shrugged. "It's better than sorting through Grandma's old stuff at the storage unit, I guess." He smiled. "I always liked it when I was a kid, though." He gave her a sidelong glance. "You?"

Without hesitation, she shook her head vigorously. "Nah. Never liked it. My parents used to drag me here, but I never enjoyed it. Don't like rides. Don't like funnel cakes. And didn't have anybody to make out with."

Devin shot her another glance, this time with a slight smile. "I find that hard to believe."

She snorted, looking up at him. He was a couple of inches taller than her now. He hadn't been taller than her in high school—at least not when she was a senior.

"My husband loved the fair, though," she said with a sigh. "Maybe that's another reason I don't."

FUCK! Why did you say that! Don't talk about your ex-husband, you idiot!

Some things never changed. Even as an adult, she still said stupid things when a man was clearly interested.

But he spoke again, as if she hadn't said a thing, pointing to a shooting gallery up ahead. "Hey, do you remember that?!" he said with more than a little enthusiasm.

As they got closer, her mouth fell open wider with each step. She did remember it. "Oh my God, YES I DO!!!" She shoved him playfully, and he burst into laughter.

"I wasn't sure if you remembered and were just being nice," he said, a little sheepishly. "Guess I know now!"

The memory flooded back to her, and Olivia felt herself blush, a flush she hoped was hidden by the heat and humidity. "How could I forget??" she said, grinning. "There was a boy who wanted to make out with me!"

Now it was his turn to blush, his cheeks flushing a deep crimson beneath his stubble. His smile deepened, and she could still see the teenager in that boyish grin, a ghost of the past peeking through the man in his 40s.

Maybe he's still seeing the teenager in me, too, instead of the creaky old woman with the graying hair.

Olivia had completely forgotten about their long-ago encounter at the shooting gallery. It was actually one of the few good memories she had of the fair.

"I was so proud of my little scheme," Devin said, still blushing, still embarrassed after 30 years. "It took me so long to actually go through with it! I was standing right over there," he said, pointing to an inconspicuous spot maybe 10 yards from the gallery, "rehearsing my stupid little spiel."

He covered his face with his hands, laughing at the recollection. She laughed too, but a flicker of confusion crossed her face. Were they remembering the same thing?

"Huh? You had a whole scheme? I thought you were just bored and saw a bored girl and thought you'd try your luck."

He peered at her with a faint smile. "Olivia, did you not notice I followed you around like a lost little puppy dog for, like... two years before that?"

She froze for a second, trying to remember, but came up short. She just smiled, finally breaking into an embarrassed laugh of her own. "No! I thought that was the first time we met!"

Devin laughed harder, shaking his head. "Oh man, I'm so glad you didn't tell that to 16-year-old me. He would've been so crushed!"

She felt a little bad now, but it was too funny. "I'm sorry!" she said, letting her hand linger on his shoulder and slide gently down his back in apology. She could feel the sweat sticking through his shirt. "I had no idea!"

They laughed a little longer before the laughter subsided. They were still smiling, still looking into each other's eyes as if they didn't have a handful of kids and a couple of ex-spouses between them. She was pretty sure the same thought was bubbling up to the surface in his eyes as in her own. He said it out loud first.

"Life might've been pretty darn different if I'd won, huh," he said wistfully.

Olivia shrugged, a lopsided grin spreading across her face that reminded her of her daughter's. "Maybe. Shoulda practiced more, I guess," she said with a teasing wink, sticking her tongue out.

He laughed again, and she found herself closer to him. His arm was now around her as they stood in the glaring heat across from the shooting gallery, as if it weren't oppressively hot and there weren't hundreds of other people around.

"Would you have actually kissed me?" he said, his voice quieter now, more serious. "Since apparently you thought I was some stranger?"

He was still smiling, but she could tell he really wanted to know. Or at least, the teenager inside him did. She nodded, not having to lie. "Of course. You were cute. You just... weren't very good with a BB gun. Or, at least... not good enough." She smirked.

"You could've just let me win!"

"That was your plan??" She grinned in mock disbelief. "That I'd be so enamored with you, I'd just let you win because I was so desperate to kiss a kid a couple of years younger than me who apparently was stalking me his whole high school career?!"

They both erupted in laughter.

"Well, if you must know, I thought the plan was airtight!" he said. "As long as you accepted the bet, of course. That was the tough part. But you did! I thought I was home free! Either you give me a kiss when I win, or I lose and you let me buy you some food, then—boom!—we're basically having our first date!"
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