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Chapter 1
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The butterflies in her stomach were working overtime as she drove down the street to her new home. It was just a rental, but it was also the first time she would be living all by herself. Her white knuckles gripped the steering wheel as she checked that the U-haul her brother drove was still behind her. Next, she turned the corner as she arrived at her new home for the foreseeable future.

Robin Sinclair was ready for this new chapter in her life as daunting as it may be right now, her anxiety was also tinged with excitement. She had lived at home while commuting to Georgia State and then, after finding the perfect job in Asheville, she moved in with a roommate...until now. At twenty-five, Robin never saw herself giving up on her dream job and coming back home with her tail between her legs, but North Carolina was now behind her. She took a final glance at her brother in the rearview mirror as they turned into her driveway.

Robin lingered in her car, staring at the red front door of her white two-story house. Her brother, Steven, pulled in beside her on the wide driveway that led to the two-car garage. Unable to move, Robin hadn’t even noticed him waiting outside her car until he softly tapped on her window to break her stare of the stark white garage doors looming in front of her.

From the backseat came a soft ‘meow’. Ginger was the only constant companion she had in her life. People came and went, but her little cat would always be here when she needed emotional support...like now. The little orange cat, nearly a year old, was always good in the car and was only now waking up to look around. Cats didn’t often like car rides, but Ginger remained calm most of the four hour drive today, unlike Robin whose thoughts were racing a mile a minute.

She jumped at Steven’s tap on her window and quickly turned off her car and stepped out. “Thanks, again, for doing this, Steven,” she said, fumbling with her keys to find the right one that would grant them entry to the front door.

“No problem, little sis. You know you can call me for anything,” Steven replied. “Plus, I know you don’t have that much stuff, so it’ll be a piece of cake.”

They both hugged and Robin tried to smile as they slowly made their way up the few stairs that led to the cozy and welcoming covered porch. There wasn’t any furniture out here, but according to the landlord, the inside was furnished and all of the other necessary items, such as garage door opener, wifi code, garbage schedule and a phone number for emergencies, would be waiting on the kitchen table. Even knowing that, Robin brought a few of her own personal items, which included her mattress. There was just something about sleeping on your own mattress that would make it feel more like home to her.

Turning the key, the lock made a loud click and Robin walked through the door first with tentative steps. The cool air welcomed them after coming in from the heat. Summer was just getting started in Georgia and it was already in the eighties. Steven was more focused on his task of getting the stuff off the truck before the humidity made it unbearable. He let Robin explore her new home while he got to work bringing things in.

Robin set Ginger down in her carrier while she roamed the kitchen assessing what was furnished and what she still needed to buy. Pleasantly surprised to see everything she could possibly need was already here, she felt more at ease. There was a crock pot, air fryer, stand-up mixer and even a rice cooker. The landlord wasn’t lying when he said the house was well-stocked. After opening and closing all of the cabinets and the doors that led down the hallway, she saw that her brother had brought everything in except the mattress.

“Perfect timing,” Steven said as he wiped the sweat from his brow on the sleeve of his Braves t-shirt. “Want to give me a hand with your queen sized mattress?”

Grateful for his help, she replied, “sure.”

After what seemed like forever, they managed to slide it off the truck, inch it step by step up the driveway and the porch steps, then meander it through the front door only to pause in the entry way as they glared at the stairs in front of them. Each breathing hard and wiping the sweat that was now dripping down the sides of their faces, they gave each other an encouraging smile.

“We can do this!” Steven said with as much energy as he could muster. Robin simply nodded, knowing if she used her voice she just might scream.

“You go first,” Steven commanded. “I’ll push from behind. Just get it up each step and steer, I’ll do the rest.” Again, Robin quickly nodded her head before she gave up altogether.

“One, two, three,” Steven said before they grunted their way awkwardly up the steps to the second floor. Thankfully it worked and Robin was more than relieved when it was placed on her bed with a thud. She and her brother both collapsed on top of it, surprised by how exhausted they felt.

“I need to work out more,” Steven said with heavy breaths.

“Me, too,” Robin quickly agreed.

After allowing themselves a few minutes to recuperate, Steven helped her make the bed and then looked around. He liked the house, even the upstairs was neat, inviting and comfortable. He had already approved of her choice of rental home simply for the fact that it was in a quiet suburb, away from the noise and traffic of Atlanta, and on a quaint cul-de-sac. Looking out her bedroom window he could see only three houses in the quiet circle, including hers. Across the street, the house was dark, perhaps still vacant. At the end of the cul-de-sac, between the two houses was the only other resident.

“Hey, I’m going to go down and find something to drink, you want something?” Robin asked her big brother.

“No, thanks. If I get the truck back this morning, they won’t charge me another day’s rent,” he answered. “Plus, it will give you time to get settled. Call me if you need me, but I’ll be back in a couple days to check on you.”

Robin gave him a knowing look as she tilted her head. The one that let him know that he was acting like the overprotective big brother he used to as kids, but the edges of her mouth couldn’t help but turn up into a smile.

“Okay,” she relented. “And thanks, again, for driving out to Asheville to pick up my junk and drive it all the way here. I appreciate it.” Robin’s voice faded as she added, “I didn’t know who else to ask.”

Steven crossed the room and gave her one of his bear hugs. The one that Robin could melt into and feel safe, that gave her the feeling that nothing could ever hurt her when wrapped in his arms. She knew it wasn’t true anymore, but she let herself believe it today. She could feel the sting of tears behind her eyes but she fought them off. She wouldn’t let him see just how vulnerable and scared she really was.

“Hey, little bird, I’m always here for you, you know that!” Steven said firmly, using his pet name for her from their childhood. She smiled at that and nodded her head against his chest.

They came back downstairs and while Robin checked on Ginger in her carrier, Steven watched her. He was only a few years older than his sister but he knew she had been through enough in the last couple of years to make her seem so much more mature than him. He wasn’t naive enough to think she even told him everything that happened in North Carolina, but he knew enough. All the bad things her ex had done to her, that she allowed him to know, made him clench his fists with the rage of revenge.

Steven was not a small guy, but even at six foot tall, he was not as muscular as he was in college. He used to be athletic, playing football for Georgia State, but that was years ago. Now a financial analyst downtown, he didn’t have the drive to spend hours in the gym anymore. Maybe that should change, he thought, looking at his sister coaxing the cat out of her carrier.

Robin had always been pretty, even as a child she was told that her auburn hair and green eyes were striking. Some days her hair looked dark mahogany, others it was fiery and alive. He watched as she flipped her hair over her shoulder and stood up to her full five foot, six inch height with Ginger over her shoulder.

Steven approached his sister to give her a final hug goodbye and then scratched Ginger’s head. With a final kiss on Robin’s forehead, Steven left with a promise to call her later tonight. He only lived twenty minutes away, so it was comforting to know she was close again.

“Don’t forget to call mom and dad, too,” he said with one hand on the door knob.

Robin turned her head in his direction but made no sign of acknowledgment. That was a storm to be dealt with at another time—much later in the future. 

Steven simply smirked and held up his hand in a wave and walked out the door and back to the rental truck. Robin stood at the glass storm door and watched as he pulled out into the street, tapped a couple short bursts of the horn and waved as he drove off. Robin waved back but he was already turning the corner away from her.

She let out a long, shaky sigh as she placed Ginger on the floor for the first time to explore their new home. Ginger was an indoor cat, but given the opportunity would bolt outside without a backwards glance. It was the one thing that worried her more than anything else, even more than her own safety. Confident that all doors and windows were locked, she decided to take the time to put her things away before it got dark.

Her brother had already carried the boxes she wanted upstairs for her, so the only thing left to do was to unpack. In one box she had pictures in frames, books, and other art for her walls. In another was her hair dryer, make up and all of her various bathroom supplies. Robin spent the next few hours putting things away and making her house feel more like a home. Personal touches and pieces of her dotted each and every room, just how she wanted it.

It was heartwarming to see little Ginger curled up on the couch, sleeping easily while she felt unsettled, like a hurricane was about to be unleashed and she was wholly unprepared for it. It was an uneasy feeling that she knew too well, had felt it every time he was upset. Her instinct now was to put up her guard and weather the storm, so she knew it would take a very long time for her to unlearn that response.

Robin looked out the back window and saw that it was still light outside. She had seen the backyard in pictures, but needed to get some fresh air and wanted to roam the expansive space. The three houses on the cul-de-sac were each allotted a fairly generous backyard and she hoped to make use of it while she lived here. 

She unlocked the door and walked down the few steps until she was walking barefoot through the grass. She had been living in an apartment in NC, so the simple luxury of walking from house to yard was something she hadn’t experienced since her childhood home. Even that ended abruptly when her parents divorced. Splitting time between the two homes always made her on edge. They were never a real home—at least not the home she remembered as a child. Yes, she knew her parents loved her and Steven but her childhood bedroom and the feeling of safety vanished the day they sold the house and separated. 
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Chapter 2
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Sun filtering in through the curtains slowly reminding Robin that she was in a new house with a new life. Aware that she was now waking up without needing to be anywhere in particular, she stretched and rubbed her eyes, unwilling to get out of bed. Only after the soft ‘meow’ of protest from Ginger lying next to her did she see anything familiar in the morning light. 

Robin had slept surprisingly well, which she credited to being in her own mattress—and exhaustion. She had stayed up later than she had planned, enjoying the cool evening air while sitting on the patio in the backyard. Nothing grand, it was a concrete slab with a glass-toped table and four chairs but it was a luxury to her. At least the faded umbrella in the middle of the table will come in handy this summer, she thought. She found that the symphony of crickets calmed her racing pulse last night, enough that she could let her mind clear and succumb to the weariness she felt.

Stockbridge was her home. She was born and raised here on the south side of the big city. It had changed a lot in the few years that she had been away chasing her dreams, but mostly it stayed the same. She had high hopes when she moved to Asheville to start her career in Marketing, even more so when the firm she had only fantasized about had actually hired her. She thought she knew what she was doing, running with the big dogs and at their pace. Working at the top marketing firm, she felt alive but also like she was teetering on the edge of—something, like waiting for the high of living her dream to end.

She had no way of knowing it would...and fast, in the form of Paul Cummings.

***
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PAUL HAD BEEN HER BOSS. He was tall, well dressed in custom fitted suits and handsome. All the girls had eyes for Paul, but for some reason his eyes always found her. She would catch him watching her from his office when she was at her desk. He lavished attention on her to the point that she was repeatedly the focus of sabotage from the other single women in the office. 

It started off subtle at first, but over the course of a year it became straight revenge for his unprovoked attention. Yes, he was attractive and she could picture herself being pushed up against a wall as he kissed and touched her in all the ways she wanted, but he was her boss. She could control herself for the sake of her job. It was when he couldn’t that things changed.

It was when Paul called her into his office and shut the door that she felt the hair on the back of her neck rise. His reputation as a perfectionist was well known around in the business world, but especially in the office. Paul Cummings didn’t get to be the boss by sitting back and waiting for opportunities to find him, Paul took what he wanted.

Robin sat down on the chair opposite his desk as he ran a hand over her shoulder when he came up behind her, rounded his desk and then sat down on his leather chair. He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands in his lap. Robin sat up straight, the tension was like a third person in the room with them. The silence that stretched between them was only heightened by the look of longing in his steel blue eyes.

Robin flinched slightly as his voice suddenly sliced through the air. “I’ve been watching you,” he started. “You are a hard worker, Robin Sinclair. You’ve completed every task assigned to you with professionalism and accuracy, two things I admire greatly.”

She could only smile and nod as his eyes bore into hers from across the desk. “Which is why I’d like to offer you a position as my assistant,” he added.

Paul placed his hands on his desk and sat up straighter, as if challenging her to refuse his promotion. Robin’s mouth fell open, shocked and surprised by his offer. Surely, she had been doing her best, but to promote her after only a year? This would not go over well with the other ladies in the office, this she knew for certain. 

The slight turn of her head in the direction of the office gave Paul a hint of what she was really thinking. “Don’t worry about them,” he said in answer to her thoughts. “I will make it clear that you deserve this promotion.”

Robin wasn’t exactly sure what he meant by that, but inside she had to admit she was thrilled about it. She didn’t allow the small part of her that screamed, the part that told her it was a bad idea, to overrule her decision to accept it. To hell with the consequences, she would be the assistant to the CEO! It was a once in a lifetime opportunity, she would be stupid to turn it down, right?

Letting out a deep breath, she replied, “Thank you, I accept.” Even as she said it, that small part of her stomach twisted into a knot. A knot she didn’t think ever really went away. Especially when his next words rang like a warning bell as loud as St. Peter’s Cathedral.

“Great, I’d like to take you out to celebrate!”

It was after five o’clock when they left the office together. No one saw them leave and for that she was immensely grateful. Paul held the door open for her, placed his hand on the small of her back as they took the elevator to the ground floor and he helped her into his Lexus in the parking lot.

Dinner was pleasant, even if it was a little uncomfortable. They talked about themselves, since they hadn’t really spent much time together to even know much about each other. Robin told him that she was originally from Georgia but came to North Carolina to work for him. Paul recounted how he started his business from scratch and how, in a few short years, had managed to create such a well respected firm in town.

Watching him all evening, it was easy for Robin to imagine they were on an actual date. His blue eyes lit up when he laughed at something she said and she found herself laughing right along with him. Paul wasn’t nearly as intimidating in private as he was in public and when he leaned over to kiss her at the end of the evening, she let him. Robin even found herself initiating the next kiss at the car, much to Paul’s surprise and amusement.

“I really enjoyed myself tonight, Robin,” he said in the dim light of the car’s interior lights. 

“Me, too,” she replied honestly.

Paul handled his car with the ease of a professional driver and Robin found herself stealing glimpses of him in the dim light. His face was intense, his square jaw clenched as he swallowed before speaking. “I know this might seem unprofessional, but I’d like to continue seeing you, if that’s okay.”

Robin’s head turned at his words and the insinuation they contained. She studied his profile before he turned his eyes to meet hers. The mutual attraction was undeniable, but yet for a year it had been denied—it had to be denied. Didn’t it? He was the boss, after all.

“I’d like that, too,” she heard herself say.

Paul’s answering smile was wicked and devilish. If only she had listened to that small knot in her stomach that was trying to warn her. Warn her to stay away from Paul Cummings, that nothing good could come from dating a man like him, but she didn’t.

***
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ROBIN SHIVERED AT THE memory of Paul. She found that petting Ginger helped calm her down. It was one of the reasons she had gotten her in the first place. Ginger was considered an emotional support animal. She was registered as such, so landlords couldn’t charge her a pet fee and she could legally travel with her, not that she needed to take her cat everywhere she went, but after Paul, she needed the comfort of Ginger to bring her back from the edge.

Not wanting to disturb Ginger’s sleep, Robin got out on the opposite side of the bed. She leisurely showered, dressed and went downstairs to make coffee. She still hadn’t gone grocery shopping but she did have coffee and pop tarts so those would be have to do. While waiting for the coffee to finish brewing, she walked to the front door and opened it, leaving the storm door closed. 

She loved the quiet that the cul-de-sac provided her and her neighbors, even though she only was able to glimpse an elderly lady retrieving her mail from her mailbox yesterday and no one else. The house directly across from her was still dark and vacant looking. Perhaps it was another rental, she thought with a glimmer of hope. She wanted there to be at least one other young person to hang out with since she would be starting a remote job next week.

She knew she needed to work and took the first thing she found. Robin didn’t mind it, the job actually gave her enough free time to look for something else or even develop a hobby. She loved to bake and was eager to try new recipes now that she had the time. Maybe she could even drop off some baked goods to her new neighbor.

As she poured her coffee and toasted her pastry, she thought of the more immediate things she needed to get done. First was grocery shopping and second was call her parents. Just the thought of dialing either of them almost made her lose her appetite. It was too early anyway, she would enjoy her first breakfast in her new home without any more anxious thoughts about her parents.

Robin took her coffee outside to sit at the old patio table in the cool morning air. Since she didn’t have any seating on the front porch, she would have to make do in the backyard and enjoy the greenery that surrounded her yard. There was plenty of open space, yard that would need to be cut soon she noted. Beyond that was trees, so many trees. She couldn’t see or hear another neighbor even though she knew there were a few nearby. It was so peaceful here, she wished she could stay right here forever.

Robin jumped when her phone rang from the table and glanced over her cup of coffee to see that it was Steven calling. Hitting the speaker button, she answered.

“So, did you survive your first night alone?” He asked with a laugh.

“Very funny. You do realize I’m twenty five years old, right?” She countered in a sarcastic tone.

Steven just continued laughing. Gosh, it was so good to hear his voice and know he was so close. She really had missed him, he didn’t even know how much. She hoped he never found out just how much she left out after telling him about Paul. He didn’t need to know all the horrifying details of their tumultuous relationship.

“Yeah, yeah...I know, you’re all grown up, women’s rights...I get it. Still can’t help worrying about my little bird,” he answered.

“Well, I’ll have you know that I slept like a baby and am now having coffee on my back patio watching the birds and squirrels.”

“Good,” he replied. Then added, “I’m proud of you.”

Robin scoffed. “What? You don’t think I can handle a few angry squirrels in the morning?”

“You know what I mean,” Steven said in a serious tone. “You left a bad situation and got away. It took a lot of guts to come home, I know that.”

Robin sniffled back her emotion. Now was not the time to get into all of that and definitely not over the phone. “Thanks, I appreciate that.”

“Anyway, I was wondering if you needed anything? It’s Saturday, I’m off and I need something to do before I turn on sports and waste my day away,” he offered.

“Actually, I need to go grocery shopping. Are you up to escorting your sister to the store and then suffering the results of her subsequent baking challenges?”

Steven laughed. “I’ll be right over.”

Pleased with the scheduled adventure with Steven, Robin finished her breakfast and got dressed. She sat down to make a list of everything she needed at the store, keeping in mind she even needed the basics of salt, pepper, sugar and even ketchup. She was just finishing up when her brother pulled into her driveway and picked her up.
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Chapter 3
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Max had been on edge all day. He knew he couldn’t put the dreaded task off any longer than he already had. His car was loaded up with all of his personal belongings, well as much as one could fit into a Mustang anyway. He could barely see out of his rearview mirror as he reluctantly made his way towards home. His white knuckles on the steering wheel and clenched jaw were signs of just how much he dreaded every mile he drove.

Even pulling into the familiar driveway did nothing to ease the bundle of nerves that racked his body. It had only taken him fifteen minutes to get here but it felt like he had traveled fifteen years back in time. Maxwell Cooper was now standing in the driveway of his childhood home and he could feel the tension building as he glared at it. There was no one waiting inside for him, there never would be again. His nervous energy propelled him forward and he walked onto the front porch with his keys in his hand. 

Reluctant to go inside, Max stood on the porch and looked out into the cul-de-sac. A view that he had enjoyed for thirty years. He could still picture himself and his siblings riding their bikes and skateboards around the circle under the protective eyes of their parents. Sadness suddenly overcame him with the thought of his mother and father and the countless hours they sat on this very porch with a sweet tea.

Running a hand through his brown hair that needed cut, he noticed someone had moved into the house across the street. There was a white Toyota in the driveway that wasn’t there before. Max didn’t remember the house going up for sale and wondered if the Copelands were renting it instead. There would be time enough to meet the new neighbors later, he wasn’t going anywhere for a while. He looked over at Ruby’s house. Ruby Andrews had lived next door to him for as long as he has been alive and maybe even longer. That house dredged up almost as many memories as the one he was about to enter did. Max wasn’t ready to walk down memory lane, not yet.

After unlocking the front door, Max felt like he had stepped back in time. None of his siblings had done anything to the house since their father passed away a few months ago. Even their father hadn’t touched anything since their mother passed away a few years before that. Time capsule was an understatement. 

Max laid down the keys on the table by the door. The sound of the metal hitting the ceramic turtle dish was so familiar, it caught him by surprise and he stared at it. He was beginning to suspect that every single sight and sound would jar a memory or two in this house—more like a thousand memories. No one had been here since the funeral four months ago. No one wanted to.

His oldest brother, Seth Cooper, worked in the Governor’s office at the State Capital in Atlanta. He and his wife, Katrina, were busy with social engagements and high profile positions that didn’t allow for many family gatherings. Apparently, it didn’t allow for having a family of their own, either. Seth and Kat, both forty, have given their lives in service to the people of Georgia.

His other brother, Blake, was the next oldest after Seth. At thirty-five, he and his wife, Heather, were the perfect family. They had two children and those kids had Blake wrapped around their fingers. He wouldn’t have it any other way, though. Even Uncle Max would do anything for those kids. 

Their youngest sibling, Cara, was the spoiled daughter their parents had dreamed of having. Max smiled at the thought of Cara, now twenty-five, getting everything she had ever asked for growing up. His smile was tinged with guilt and pain, though—still. No matter how many years passed, Cara would always evoke love and guilt from Max.

Unwilling to wallow in any more childhood memories, Max returned to his car to start the tedious process of unloading his Mustang. Upstairs, he hesitates in the hallway holding a box of books. Should he move into his old childhood bedroom or claim the master bedroom? Damn, he never considered that option before. Technically, it was his house now, no other sibling wanted it. Shaking his head in defeat, he willed his feet to return to his old bedroom. He would deal with the master bedroom later.

After hours of bringing everything in, unpacking and tidying up, he went into the kitchen to see if there was anything edible left. Thankfully, after their father’s funeral, they had gone through the house, knowing it would take weeks or even months to settle the estate and make any final decisions on what to do with the house, and emptied it of all perishable foods. How much worse it would have been if he had walked into a moldy petri dish of a refrigerator.

Max opted for a frozen dinner and a beer as he sat on his father’s recliner and turned on the television. It almost felt like he had never left. He could almost hear his father calling for him from the other room if he listened hard enough. Ghosts would probably always follow him around here, he knew more lurked in the backyard, but that was for another day. 

He was tired. Max had just come off his forty-eight hour shift at the fire station and was ready to relax. Perhaps he could go grocery shopping tomorrow and then arrange for his motorcycle to be delivered. He would call his buddy and coworker, Justin Johnson, to work it out. He and his coworkers were close, almost like brothers. Justin was single and had stepped up when Max needed it. Just out of a relationship, Max needed a place to stay and Justin provided a lumpy couch for which Max was grateful. Luckily that didn’t last longer than a couple of weeks, only long enough to work out the details for getting this house back up and running.

Thoughts of his buddies back at the fire station always made him smile. They had been through a lot together, both job related and their own personal issues. They all knew about Max’s breakup with Rachel that ended like a slow motion car crash. They all saw it was coming, but seemed to take forever to actually happen. In fact, he and Rachel were not on good terms for months before it finally ended. 

Rachel had made her feelings known loud and clear regarding his fireman’s schedule. She could never handle the forty-eight hours on and forty-eight hours off. She constantly demanded his time for frivolous events and wanted him home on weekends. Their arguments would go on whether they were in the same room or by telephone. The guys kept warning him that he would be needing to calling the police if he didn’t end things soon. He did, the next chance he had.

She took it well, although she liked the idea of dating a fire fighter, she didn’t actually like the reality of it. She couldn’t handle the nights she was left alone or the danger he put myself in each and every shift. Max thought they did love each other, but maybe they weren’t in love with each other. There was a huge difference, he knew that now. He and Rachel’s breakup was pretty amicable for the most part, although it still left him with emotional scars. But since they were living together at the time, he had scrambled to find somewhere to go, hence Justin’s lumpy couch.

Max was in no hurry to jump into a new relationship. Rachel had left him questioning whether he could even trust someone or fall in love again. In fact, he liked the idea of focusing on himself and clearing his life of clutter, even if that meant not dating right now. He had been walking on egg shells for about six months before he finally called it off. Even now, he felt less tension and stress than he normally felt after his shift and he chalked it up to his personal life becoming calmer. He flipped through the channels and not finding anything interesting to watch, turned it off. After throwing his trash away, he decided to head upstairs to shower. 

Still in his work clothes, Max eagerly stripped off his navy blue shirt and undershirt and started a pile in the corner of his room. Yeah, there were definitely some details about housekeeping he would have to work out soon. He unbuckled his belt and shed his pants and boxers before heading to the hallway bathroom. Letting the hot water melt away some of the unease of being in this house, he began to relax a little.

Coming out of the shower, Max dried off and tied the towel around his waist. Looking in the mirror, he tried to see himself objectively. At thirty years old, he still looked good, he thought. He was six foot two, brown hair that was a bit longer on top than the sides, but what he took the most pride in was his body. He stayed active and fit, using the gym equipment at the fire station every day he was there. He had tattoos running up one arm, across his back and down the other arm. A few tattoos scattered his upper chest as well, but as he now looked at each one, he could tell you when and where he got them all. 

Max thought of getting tattoos as a way of coping with his stress. He even had some on his legs when he ran out of room on his arms. In uniform, he got a lot of attention. Shirtless, he could feel women’s eyes rake down his body. He smiled as he thought about the attention he got on a daily basis, maybe it made him a little cocky, but Max didn’t care, he was now a free man.

Feeling the warmth on his skin after his shower, Max longed for the feel of the cool night air. He walked downstairs and made his way to the backdoor. Max had put on shorts but he was still shirtless when he stepped into the backyard. The fireflies were out, dotting the darkness with their glow. Filled with a nervous energy he often felt when entering the backyard, Max wandered the space on foot and took in all of the changes the summer had brought. The grass needed cut soon and the various trees looked like they had filled out more, as well. 

His eyes immediately searched the corner of the lot for the oak tree he remembered once was. Cut down long ago, the stump remains. Max stood frozen in front of the stump before finally deciding to sit down on it. The perfect height for a seat, Max let his mind wander to a moment in his past as he fingered the carvings just under his knee. He knew what was carved there because he had done it more than twenty years ago. M & Z. Max found himself pinching his left palm with his thumb and pointer finger from his other hand, the pressure point that relieved stress. He had learned that technique from his Captain and used it often.

Max didn’t often let himself think of Z, it was so long ago and he knew she had moved on, but it was how she did it that hurt the most. Even after all the time that had passed, it was hard to forget your first crush, especially at eight years old and the fact that she had lived right next door. Z would always have a special place in his heart. Lost in his thoughts, he flinched when his phone rang in the quiet darkness.

“Hey man, just checking to make sure you got all settled at your new place...I mean your old place,” Justin said with a laugh.

Max smiled at his buddy’s joke. “Yeah man, I did. And thanks for the use of your lumpy couch, by the way.”

The ease with which they teased each other was welcome. “No problem, Coop. Anytime.”

Max knew in his heart that his friend meant it and smiled at the use of his nickname from his buddies at the station. “Well, I really appreciate it.”

There was a few beats of silence as both men understood the truth behind those words. They really were like brothers and would do anything for each other. Breaking up with a girlfriend was nothing compared to the things Max had opened up to them about his past. 

“I was hoping I could get you to bring over my motorcycle someday soon. I miss her,” Max joked.

“Yeah, well, I’ll be glad to get her out of my garage, too. How’s tomorrow sound?” Justin asked.

“Perfect,” Max replied. “Do you need help?”

“Nah, I have the trailer so I can load it up pretty easy. Just be there when I get to your place. I don’t want to just leave it with the keys.”

Max frowned as he looked around at the darkness, now running his fingers over the carving beneath him. “I’ll be right here.”
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Chapter 4
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Not eager to leave the anonymity of the darkness, Max stayed right where he was.  Again, he found himself pressing on the edge of his left palm as he started to feel his anxiety ease. Captain Graham had taught them all pressure points as a way of dealing with the daily stresses of the job. They’ve all had their share of close calls and it had the ability to rattle a person. Max never found pressure points to be enough, though. He liked getting tattoos and riding his motorcycle as further stress relievers.

He found his thoughts returning to Z. His first crush at eight. His first love at thirteen. His first kiss at fourteen and his first time with a girl at sixteen. It was all with Z. His ten year old self carved their initials in this tree, years later it was cut down after being damaged in a hurricane. Luckily the carving remained, of course it would—to be a constant torment to his future self. Of course ‘Z’ wasn’t her actual name, it was Elizabeth but she hated it. In fact, she hated every shortened form of Elizabeth there was: Beth, Liz, Eliza, Lizzy...it didn’t matter. So Max simply called her Z.

He laughed now at his eight-year-old logic.

“It’s perfect, I can call you Z and you can call me X,” Max announced.

Elizabeth shook her head, “No, we can’t do that.” She replied adamantly.

Confusion on his face, Max asked, “Why not?”

Elizabeth smiled wide, “Because I love your name, Max.”

With that it was settled. She would be Z and he would be Max.

After the night they slept together, in her bedroom, things got weird between them. He had professed his love for her, wanted to invite her to prom and everything. Max thought she felt the same way but when she said ‘no’, he was crushed. Then, not long after that, Z’s parents got divorced and she went to live with her dad. 

Max tried to think if he ever saw her after that, he didn’t think so. If he had, it couldn’t have been more than a time or two. He had commuted to college and didn’t move out of this house until his early twenties, but he didn’t remember ever seeing Z again. Through the years, Max was able to pull out some details about Z’s life from Ruby, but her mother was always vague with any updates on her daughter. Never knowing why she left ate at him still.

Maybe Ruby saw what a train wreck they would have become and she wanted better for her only child, but Max shook his head at that. Ruby loved Max, even now. It couldn’t have been something he had done. Max was already carrying around a ton of guilt about his sister, Cara, but that was a can of worms to open on a different day. Tonight he would only dwell on how he messed up with Z, not even sure if he had. 

Another yawn persuaded Max to head indoors. As he walked towards the backdoor, he passed the fire pit. Now completely rebuilt, taller and safer, he still flinched at the sight of it. 

“Not tonight,” he reminded himself out loud. “I have enough on my mind before I deal with that.” Guilt about Cara could easily wait another day or two. Luckily, Cara didn’t live in Stockbridge, she was an hour south and not hearing from her in a while kept the horrible memories at bay. 

“Not tonight,” Max said again under his breath as he cupped the back of his neck and then stretched. His muscles were feeling tight and he desperately needed sleep. He prayed that sleep would come quickly and solve all of his problems. 

***
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SLEEP DIDN’T SOLVE anything. Max woke up grumpy and sore. He also determined that his childhood bed and bedroom were simply too small for him anymore. He would work on stripping down the master bed and moving his things in there. Satisfied with having a set task for his day, he slid out of bed in a better mood than even a few minutes ago.

Max put on shorts and an old t-shirt knowing he would be getting dusty and dirty today. He needed to tackle his father’s mess in the garage, too. If he was going to house his motorcycle in there, it had to be cleaned out. Without even looking at it yesterday, he knew exactly what he would find...his father’s woodworking studio. There would probably even be several half-finished projects scattered all over the garage, too. He gave his dad credit, he didn’t like to stay idle. Even in his seventies he was making everything from toys to rocking chairs. He loved donating to Toys for Tots through Max’s own fire station every year. They could always count on many Preston Cooper originals when Christmas time rolled around.

He only started woodworking when their mother, Margaret, got sick. Preston needed something to do while waiting for doctor’s opinions or getting through her treatments. Max knew it wasn’t easy on him, especially after she died, but Max was too caught up in his own life to notice how his father was coping.

Max supposed everyone lived with some type of regret, he had plenty to last him a lifetime. Without wanting to drown in anymore melancholy, Max grabbed his phone, wallet and shoes and headed to the grocery store first. He loved his Mustang almost as much as he loved his Kawasaki motorcycle. But until Justin brought it by later today, he would take the car and get everything he needed.

It had been awhile since Max grocery shopped for himself. Rachel had done it in their relationship and shopping for the guys at the fire station was definitely not the same. He didn’t even prepare a list...this was going to be torture, he was sure of it.

Already dreading the task of grocery shopping, he hated going somewhere new and trying to figure it all out. This was a new Ingles grocery store and the layout was different than his usual Publix. Walking into the store, he grabbed a cart and started in the produce section. Max was debating on which type of salad mix to get when a cart rammed right into his leg. 

Startled more than upset, he quickly turned to find the most beautiful redhead he had ever seen looking at him in shock. Definitely not a local, he would have remembered those eyes, but then again he hasn’t lived in this neighborhood for nearly a decade. 

Face red, the woman put her hand to her mouth, “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was going.” 

Amused by the look on her face, Max smirked but said flatly. “It’s okay, just please don’t do it again. I might have to call the manager and report the hit and run.”

The woman’s face softened and only returning his smile after realizing he was joking. There was a few seconds of awkward silence while they stared at each other. She looked at his t-shirt stretched tight against his muscular frame and then roamed down his tattooed arms before returning to his brilliant blue eyes.

Max let his own eyes fall to her cute dress before being drawn to her long auburn hair that seemed to glow under the fluorescent lighting, but it was her eyes that held his gaze now. Those emerald eyes almost made him forget his own name.

“Uh, sorry, that was a lame joke,” he said and then held out his hand. “I’m Maxwell.”
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