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Chapter One
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The year was 2000, and the town nestled among the backroads of Southern Illinois farmland was quiet. Here, football games filled Friday nights, coffee was always plentiful at the diner, and everyone knew each other's business long before it was shared. Trevor walked across the stage in his black cap and gown and shook hands and posed for pictures with a smile, but the weight on his shoulders felt heavier than it should have with a high school diploma in his hand.

For four years, teachers, family, and even people he didn't know at the grocery store had told him the same thing: “Go to college. Do something with your life.” The words had turned into background noise, like the sound of cicadas in July. He never got any scholarships and he was turned down for the Pell Grant he applied for, and even though he never told anyone, Trevor wasn't sure if he had the discipline or the brains to get through college.

Most of his friends had already written the next chapter of their life. They were packing up and leaving for campuses all over the state, some as close as Carbondale and others as far away as Champaign. Trevor stayed behind and looked down at a stack of overdue bills on the kitchen counter. Most of them came from the cars and trucks he bought on a whim in high school. Each one was shinier than the last and was a desperate attempt to get attention. He thought a flashy car would get people to notice and respect him. Instead, it left him broke, and creditors were calling.

At night, he wore the stiff polo shirt of the Lake Front Café and worked under buzzing fluorescent lights that sounded like angry bees. As the line cook, a dead-end job he’d stumbled into to cover mounting bills, Trevor spent his nights flipping burgers. At the end of every late shift his feet ached... and he asked himself: Is this worth it?

Trevor knew deep down this wasn’t the life he was meant to have. He wasn't supposed to be defined by the smell of fryer grease and the flicker of fluorescent lights. As a boy, he ran through the tall grass behind his house with a stick for a rifle. He always thought something bigger was waiting for him just beyond the horizon. He wanted to be a hero, to stand up for something bigger than himself, and to live a life that required bravery and gave meaning to sacrifice.

He had no money, no plans, and a nagging feeling that ahead on the path was failure. It seemed painfully clear. He considered the military. It wasn't just a way to get out of debt or out of the county. He could burn away his doubts and show himself that he could become the man he had always wanted to be.



The Army recruiting office was in a run-down strip mall between a pawn shop and a place that gave out payday loans. The glass door rattled when Trevor opened it, and the smell of old coffee and floor polish hit him. He stepped inside, and his nerves buzzed under a calm facade.

A man with broad shoulders and pressed fatigues looked up from behind the desk. His name tag identified him as Grant. The staff sergeant shook hands firmly and smiled in a way that was both friendly and calculating. He pointed to the chair across from his desk.

“Take a seat,” Grant said as he pulled a thick stack of forms out of a drawer.

The questions came in quick succession. History of health issues and surgeries he’d had as well as injuries, illnesses, or sexually transmitted diseases. Trevor moved around in the plastic chair and the pen made a noise as it went across the pages. He had imagined something different. The man had given no inspiring speeches, no talk of bravery or brotherhood. Just some forms. “When will we get to the good stuff?” he thought, jaw clenched.

When Trevor signed the last page he leaned forward, his voice full of determination. He said, “I'd like a job that matters. Something that lets me see the world.”

Grant laughed and leaned back in his chair. “That depends. First, we need to see how well you do on the ASVAB. That will let us know what jobs you can get.

Another test. Trevor made himself nod, but inside he was angry. Once again, his future came down to numbers on a piece of paper.

Grant pushed a pair of old study guides across the desk. “Take a look at these. Do the work, and everything will be fine.”

Trevor took them home like holy books, with his future written between their pages. Every night after work he sat hunched over the kitchen table with a highlighter in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other, until long past midnight.  Words turned into equations, and diagrams of machines turned into practice tests. His eyes were sore by the end of the week, but his determination was stronger than ever.

He went back to Grant. “I'm ready.”

Trevor's heart raced in time with his footsteps as he walked into the testing center the next morning. There were many nervous people in the room, and the young men and women were shifting in their seats, each holding on to their hopes.

The first part was Trevor's weak point: English. The questions felt like quicksand, and every sentence seemed like it would pull him under, but he kept going. He took deep breaths, forced himself to pay attention, and kept his pencil moving. He fought through section after section, hour after hour. He leaned back in his chair and felt drained after the test. He didn't feel like he had won, but he also didn't feel like he had lost. He just felt worried.

He knew that the Combat Aptitude score was the most important number. To be a Cavalry Scout, he had to get at least an 87.

“How did it go?” Grant asked.

“Great,” Trevor said with a smile that didn't reach his eyes.

Grant put the papers in a folder and said, “We'll know tomorrow. Come back in the morning and we’ll talk about the results.”
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That night was a long, painful wait. Trevor couldn't sleep. The heat in his room felt stale and he kept going over every question in his head. In the dark, each wrong guess got bigger. His body was worn out by morning, but his willpower got him up and into the recruiter’s office.
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Grant looked at the score sheet, his face blank. Seconds felt like hours. At last he looked up and tapped the paper, his words coming out slowly. “You did well in arithmetic reasoning, mechanical comprehension, and auto & shop information. That gives you an 88 for Combat.”

Trevor's chest got tight. His heart raced against his ribs. Does that mean...?

Finally, Grant said, “Congratulations,” and his face broke into a big smile that made it look less hard. “Your scores were good enough to be a cavalry scout in the best part of the military.”

Trevor let out a breath he hadn't realized he had been holding, and a wave of relief washed over him. His shoulders dropped and he smiled. “Did I? That's wonderful. Thanks, Sergeant.”

Grant raised a hand, and his face went from beaming to serious. “Don't get too excited yet. You still have to pass your physical at MEPS in St. Louis.” He leaned over the desk and spoke more quietly. “Be honest with me. Do you take drugs?”

Trevor said, “No” very quickly, almost too swiftly. He sat up straight in his chair. “I only smoke cigarettes sometimes.”

“That won't be a problem. You just have to pass a drug test.” Grant slapped the desk hard and stood up, ending the conversation as quickly as it had started. “Scout, I'll see you in two weeks.” 

Trevor heard the word “Scout” over and over again in his head as he drove back to his parents’ house, adrenaline still pumping through his body. He could already see himself in combat boots and a pressed uniform with the title sewn on his chest. His new identity was taking shape. He could hardly sit still by the time he got to the gravel drive.
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Trevor called his parents into the kitchen that night. As his father pulled out a chair, the familiar oak table creaked. His mother put down the dish towel she had been holding, her eyes already guarded. They could feel how serious he was.

Trevor sat across from them, his palms slick against the smooth wood. The words were stuck in his throat, heavy as a rock. He thought about it for a second, looking for the right opening, but nothing came to mind. Finally, he just let it out.

“I signed up with the Army,” he said, his voice steadier than he felt. “I'm going to be a Cavalry Scout. In two months, I'll be shipping out to Fort Knox, Kentucky.”

There was silence. During the pause, the clock in the kitchen ticked loudly, and each second seemed to stretch like a rope pulled tight. His parents looked at him with wide eyes, as if he had just spoken in a different language. 

His dad said, “Good grief,” and leaned back, rubbing his face with his hand. He looked at Trevor's mom. She shook her head and pressed her lips together tightly.

At last, she let out a breath. “Okay,” she said softly, as if she were being careful. “Tell us more.”

Trevor leaned forward, happy to have the chance. Words came out in a hurry. He talked about the training, the career path, and the signing bonus. He talked about the stability, the benefits, and the future he could make. He told them how it would be good for him, good for them, and good for everyone. He pitched it like a salesman trying to make a sale, hoping that if he believed it hard enough, they would too.

But their faces stayed flat and still.

His dad let out a long sigh and set his hands firmly on the table. “Okay, Trevor,” he said, his voice carrying a careful balance of pride and worry. “I want to support you in this—but I need to know you really understand what you’re getting into.” He paused, his eyes narrowing with quiet seriousness. “Once you sign on, there’s no backing out. If you quit, they’ll call it AWOL, and you could end up in jail. This isn’t a game.” After a moment, he added, “I’d also like to meet this recruiter of yours. I want to hear directly what you’re stepping into.”

Trevor nodded quickly, more to ease the tension than because he wanted to think about the warning. “Okay, Dad. I understand.” I gave a hint of a smile, but it felt like it was going to break. At least they didn't blow up. Things could have been worse.

He knew it wasn’t over when he pushed back from the table and headed to his room, the air still heavy with unspoken words. His parents might have let the conversation drop for now, but he could tell they hadn’t come to terms with his enlistment. Nor had they truly accepted it.

In the hallway, Trevor stopped at the house phone mounted on the wall. He picked up the receiver, the cord curling against his arm as he dialed Staff Sergeant Grant’s number from memory. When Grant answered, Trevor asked if he would be willing to come by the house and talk things through with his parents face-to-face.

“Of course,” Grant said without hesitation. “I’ll be there tomorrow morning.”

Trevor replaced the receiver, then walked back into the kitchen where his parents still sat, silent with their coffee cups. “Staff Sergeant Grant’s coming here tomorrow,” he told them quietly. “He wants to sit down with you both and answer any questions.”

His mom and dad exchanged a glance, uncertain, but neither protested. That was enough. For the first time all evening, Trevor felt a sliver of relief, maybe tomorrow they’d finally hear what he already knew: that this was the right step forward.

Trevor lay in bed that night, looking at the little cracks in the ceiling and listening to the old fan creak above him. His chest felt tight, and it wasn't just because of the August date on his papers. The thought broke through for the first time since he signed that it wasn't just about when and where he was going. It was about all the things and people he would leave behind.
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The next morning, the doorbell rang right on time. Trevor’s parents exchanged a look before Trevor opened the door to find Staff Sergeant Grant, his Army recruiter, standing tall in his uniform. He had offered to come by the house after Trevor signed his enlistment papers, knowing his parents still had questions.

They gathered in the living room, Trevor on the couch beside his mom, his dad sitting stiffly in his recliner across from Grant. The tension was unmistakable.

His father cleared his throat. “So, it’s official, then. He’s already signed?”

Trevor nodded. “Yes, Dad.” 

Grant spoke up, his voice steady but reassuring. “That’s right, sir. Trevor has enlisted as a Cavalry Scout. I wanted to come by to make sure you both had a clear picture of what that means and why it’s a good fit for him.”

His mom folded her hands tightly in her lap. “All we keep hearing is ‘scout for the cavalry.’ That doesn’t tell us much. What will he actually be doing out there?”

Grant leaned forward slightly, his tone respectful. “That’s a fair question. A Cavalry Scout is the Army’s eyes and ears. They go ahead of the main force, gather intelligence, and report back. Scouts use advanced optics, communication systems, navigation equipment, you name it. They’re not just wandering into danger blindly. They’re trained to move smart, observe, and provide the information that keeps the rest of the unit safe.”

His father frowned. “Sounds risky.”

Grant didn’t flinch. “Every Army role carries some level of risk. But Scouts are some of the most thoroughly trained soldiers we have. Trevor will go through rigorous instruction in reconnaissance, surveillance, and small-unit tactics. He’ll learn to work with a team and to use his head as much as his hands. That training gives him an edge both in and out of the military.”

His mother’s voice was softer, almost pleading. “But what happens after? What about when he comes home?”

Grant’s expression warmed. “Ma’am, the Army doesn’t just give him a uniform. It gives him a foundation. He’ll have the GI Bill for college, VA benefits, healthcare, and job training. Employers value Cavalry Scouts because they’re problem-solving men and women who can handle stress, adapt quickly, and lead others. Whether Trevor makes this a career or decides to transition back to civilian life, he’ll have skills and opportunities that put him ahead.”

The room quieted. His parents didn’t look thrilled, but the rigid worry in their posture eased into something closer to acceptance.

“You really think he’s cut out for this?” his father asked at last.

Grant nodded without hesitation. “Yes, sir. Trevor has the drive and the mindset to succeed. The Scout program will challenge him, but it will also bring out the best in him. I’ve seen young men like him step into this role and grow into leaders. I have no doubt he’ll do the same.”

Trevor watched his parents exchange a glance. For the first time since signing the papers, he felt the tension in the room lift, just slightly. His parents might not be ready to celebrate, but at least they were beginning to see that his decision wasn’t a reckless leap into the unknown, it was a step into something solid.
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When Trevor told his closest friends, they all reacted with a stunned silence and then disbelief.

One of Trevor’s friends finally spoke, shaking his head. “Are you kidding me?” 

“No,” Trevor said, his voice calm but firm. “I'm serious. I'm going into the Army.”

They laughed and shook their heads as if it were a cruel joke. “You're going to regret it, man. In college, there are a lot more girls than in the Army. You'll miss out.” 

Trevor smirked, but didn't pay any attention to what they said. They might have been right in their own way. He might miss out. But something inside him told him this was the right and necessary thing to do.

His friends weren't going to let the moment end on such a serious note. “Okay, then. We need to throw a party if you're really going. “Send you off right.”

Trevor laughed, both relieved and nervous. He knew they would never really get it until they dealt with the same restlessness that was eating away at them. Still, a party seemed like the best way to celebrate the end of one life and the start of another.
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Trevor's friends kept their word that weekend. They all met at his neighbor's cabin by the river, which had seen a lot of late-night bonfires and summer memories over the years. When he pulled up, strings of lights lit up the yard and the dark river, and the headlights bouncing off the gravel drive showed trucks and cars parked along the tree line. He hadn’t expected this. It looked like half the town was here. The music was so loud the windows shook, and he could hear laughing and conversation coming from both inside and outside.

The place was full of life. Someone had brought a pair of big speakers out to the porch and hip hop blasted so loudly it shook the old boards. Girls laughed in groups near the coolers, and people danced barefoot under the stars. Beer cans littered the grass like confetti. Trevor stood there for a moment, taking it all in.

The moment was supposed to be his goodbye, but it felt like more than that. It felt like the whole town had come to see the end of one chapter and the beginning of another.

And then he noticed her.

Alyssa.

He had been aware of Alyssa for years, but he never allowed himself to express his feelings about her. She wasn't the loudest or flashiest girl in high school; but she was the one who was always on the go. Before the first bell, she had to go to varsity basketball practice. After class, she had to go to debate team practice. She also had to fit study groups into her already busy schedule. He used to sit in the back of Mr. Dawson's history class and tap a pencil against his desk as he watched her answer questions like she had the textbook memorized. 

They had talked, yes, about little things. A smile when they worked jointly on a project and a quick “thanks” when he opened the door for her. But Trevor was the kind of guy who only hung out with his friends. He played football, worked part-time at a café, and spent weekends at the river drinking too much beer and not thinking enough. He admired her drive from afar, always thinking she was too good for him.

Up until the night of the party.

Tonight was supposed to be about loud music, coolers, and bonfires crackling on the sand, just like every other night. But Alyssa was here with a couple of friends, and for once, she didn't look like the girl who was always reading. She laughed a lot, and her hair was down instead of in its usual ponytail. Her eyes shone with firelight as she made fun of one of her friends for dancing off-beat. Trevor couldn't take his eyes off her. He couldn't stop telling himself that this might be his chance.

His friends saw it too. One of them nudged him with a smile. “Wow, she's right there. Talk to her, okay? What do you have to lose?”

Trevor thought of everything. His pride, his chance, and the delicate picture he had made of himself.

Even though he had a knot in his stomach, he made it across the crowded yard.

“Hey,” he said, trying to sound casual. But his voice gave away his nerves. “What do you think of the party?”

She shrugged a little and didn't look at him much. “I guess it's fine.”

Trevor's stomach dropped. Good job, genius. Before she leaves, give it another shot.

“Want to dance?” he asked, making himself smile.

“Not right now.”

He gulped hard. Two strikes. Laughter and music went on around them as if the universe hadn't noticed his awkward attempts. “Want to get some air?” His voice sounded desperate. “It’s quieter down by the river.” 

This time, she thought about it for a second before nodding. “Of course.”

They slipped away from the noise, weaving between parked trucks and scattered lawn chairs until the trees swallowed them in shade. The river whispered beyond the clearing, and the night sky was expansive and full of stars. Alyssa's posture relaxed when she was away from the noise.

They began to talk, their words finding rhythm with each step. She told him about her plans for SIUE in the fall. She wanted to study education and one day teach middle school. Trevor admired and envied the sure way she spoke about her future. She had a direction.

“How about you?” She looked at him in the dark.

Trevor was unsure. It felt too heavy to tell her the truth: that he was lost, broke, and holding onto a choice he hadn't told her about yet. He smoothed out the edges. “Community college is in the next town. At first, just generals.”

Her face didn't change much, but he still saw it: the flicker of polite disinterest, the coolness he’d seen before with people she would rather not get close to. She didn't push for more information. Instead, the conversation moved to easier topics like jokes, school memories, and little laughs that came more easily as they walked.

Eventually, headlights shone through the trees, signaling her sister's arrival. Trevor knew Alyssa wasn't safe to drive because she had been drinking. He walked her to the car, and with each step, the knot in his chest got tighter. The moment was getting away. Should I kiss her? Should I ask her out? Both?

He blurted it out before he had a chance to reconsider “Do you want to go out to dinner and see a movie sometime?”

She turned around and smiled softly, and her eyes were warmer than they had been all night. “Yes. That sounds good.”

Trevor's heart raced. “Great. I’ll pick you up next Saturday at five.” 

“Sounds like a date.” She smiled and got into the passenger seat.

Trevor watched the red taillights move through the trees until they disappeared around the bend. The night was full of crickets and the sound of laughter from the party fading away. Trevor stayed where he was. He smiled, and then did a silly little victory dance, making sure no one could see it in the dark.

This was it, the start of something.

That night, Trevor walked home with his hands deep in his pockets, the gravel crunching under his boots. He felt the weight of the day with every step, and his mind going in circles, examining every detail, every word he had said, and every look Alyssa had given him. He kept looking for a mistake he might have made, but he couldn't find one. When he finally lay down in bed, sleep wouldn't come. His body needed to rest, but his nerves were buzzing like power lines in a storm. He stared at the ceiling for hours until he was so worn out sleep finally came.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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The next morning, the recruiting office smelled like old coffee and floor wax. Trevor talked to the small group of men who would be going with him to MEPS. Grant rounded them up into a half-circle and spoke in a sharp, commanding voice.

“Everyone will meet here tomorrow. We'll spend the night at the hotel in St. Louis. No tricks. We'll be keeping an eye on you.” 

Trevor smiled to himself. Some of the guys had hoped for a wild send-off, but that didn't happen.

He tried to get to know the other recruits, but Grant stopped him and pulled him aside. “Watch Johnson,” he told them. “He likes to smoke weed and drink. It's your job to make sure he passes.”

Trevor blinked. “Yes, Sergeant. No problem.” His voice was steady and sure. But on the inside, anger was building. Why do I have to watch the kids? That's his life, not mine. Even so, Grant's tone made him think this was more than just a casual job. It could be a test to see if Trevor knew that the Army wasn't about him. It was all about the group.

That night, Trevor worked at the Lake Front Café, flipping burgers while grease popped on his forearms and the sound of the fryer was loud in his ears. Customers complained about everything and nothing, like cold fries and slow orders. Trevor swallowed his anger and thought, “I can't wait for this to be over. This place. This life.”
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His bag was ready by morning. He went back to the recruiting office where the group had grown so much that it could fit in three passenger vans. The air was thick with nervous silence. People didn't say much. Everyone was stuck in their own heads.

Trevor found out that Johnson would be his roommate when they got to the hotel. Well, damn. Let's get started.

Johnson wasn't as wild as Grant said he was, which surprised him. They talked about sports, music, and trucks. Later, the recruits met in the hotel dining room where the sound of silverware clattering and people talking filled the air. People from all branches of the military mixed collectively, and strangers shared the same nervous energy. Trevor went around and talked to people, even though he didn't want to. It was like being back in high school, with everyone posing, sizing each other up, and waiting for the next move.

People spread rumors quickly when a Marine recruit asked guys to come up to her room. There was no mistaking Johnson's smile. “I'm looking into it.”

He came back two hours later, shaking his head in disbelief. “She was taking turns with different men,” he said, sounding both shocked and amused. People in the group were disgusted, and some even laughed, but Johnson just shrugged, as if it were just another story to tell later.

Trevor knew Johnson hadn't touched any drugs or alcohol. Nothing Grant warned him about had come true.

They went upstairs early, knowing reveille would come soon. Trevor fell asleep on the hard mattress, but it didn't last. 
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The door shook with a loud pounding.

“Downstairs! Now!”

He squinted at the clock's bright red numbers. 0400. His heart raced. Wow.

He quickly put on his clothes, grabbed his bag, and ran down the hall with the others.

The vans drove through the dark morning, their headlights cutting through the road. This time, the quiet wasn't nerves. It was fatigue.

As soon as Trevor got out of the van at MEPS he stretched his stiff legs, but he was immediately yelled at.

“Shut up and get in line!” a Marine yelled, his voice cutting through the air like a whip.

Trevor stopped stretching and his body started moving toward the line before his mind did. The processing center was a mess, with hundreds of recruits crammed in from wall to wall, shuffling forward like cows.

Paperwork. More forms to fill out. A series of tests that never seemed to end. They took blood, checked vision, and measured hearing. It turned into one long line of waiting rooms and orders yelled by men in uniform.

The worst part came next when they were ordered to take off their clothes in a cold room. Marines yelled orders that echoed off the walls. “Get down! Stretch! Move!” The embarrassment was clear as a hundred bodies moved awkwardly while men with clipboards watched. Everyone laughed at an overweight recruit when a Marine said, “Goddamn, son, lay off the cookies.”

When they started the urine test, the laughter stopped right away. Trevor drank so much water his stomach sloshed as he stood in line with the others. He finally got to go to the bathroom when it was his turn. A Marine was right behind him, watching every move he made.

A Coast Guard recruit next to him fidgeted and froze. He had been standing there for minutes, unable to move.

“Boy, piss! Get out of here!” the Marine yelled.

The recruit snapped back with a shaky voice, “I can't when you're yelling at me.” 

The Marine's face got darker. “If I don't get your piss in three minutes, I'll squeeze it out of you like an orange!”

Trevor almost laughed, but he stopped when the Marine's eyes turned sharply to him. “Do you think that's funny?”

“No, Sergeant,” Trevor said under his breath, staring straight at the wall until he finally filled the cup. He quickly gave it to the Marine and rushed back into line.

Hours dragged by. At last, the processing was done and they were led into a room where they raised their right hands and took the oath. The words made Trevor feel both proud and relieved. This wasn't a touchdown in high school or applause from the stands. This was heavier, longer-lasting, and a promise to something bigger than him.

Trevor signed the last of the enlistment papers, the black ink sinking into the neat lines of military forms. Near the bottom of the contract, the details stood out: a six-year service commitment and a sign-on bonus of $20,000. He paused, letting the number sink in. That money would clear his debts and give him a clean slate, but the weight of six years in uniform pressed against the back of his mind.

Trevor let out a long breath. This is it. This is real. I made the right decision.

Staff Sergeant Grant gave him a pat on the back. “Good job. I hope you enjoy Kentucky. You're going to Fort Knox.”

Trevor's heart raced. “When do I leave?”

“Come by tomorrow,” Grant said. “I'll have the details.”
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The next morning the smell of coffee and copier toner filled the recruiting office. Grant stood behind his desk flipping through a thin manila folder. He handed it to Trevor.

“Second week of August,” Grant said without any emotion. “In two months. You and your partner will go to Fort Knox for basic and AIT. Twenty-two weeks.”

Trevor's eyes were drawn to the number. Twenty-two weeks. Almost six months. Not a chance. His stomach dropped. He had known it would take a long time, but seeing it in print made the promise feel like an anchor dropped at his feet. He left the office holding the orders as if they might burn his hand. Doubt nagged at the edges of his mind as he walked to his truck. Could he really do it? Twenty-two weeks away from home and everything he knew?

But he quickly pushed the thought away. No more greasy aprons. No standing over fryers or angry customers. He didn't have to wonder what he was going to do with his life anymore. Just keep going. Move forward. He finally felt like he had a direction and something solid to stand on after years of feeling lost.
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Chapter Three
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Trevor woke up with a tight ball of nervous energy in his stomach. Then he remembered. Tonight was the night. His first date with Alyssa. He sat up, rubbed his face, and said, “Well, great. Before she sees it, I need to clean up that truck. I don't want her to think I'm a slob.”

As he pulled out a bucket and a rag, the morning sun shone on the driveway. He crouched down by the tires and scrubbed off the dried mud. Then he moved up to the hood and polished the faded paint until it almost shone.

His dad came out of the garage with a coffee cup in his hand. He leaned against the doorframe and watched with a half-smile that meant he was amused. “What is this about? Are you running for mayor or something?”
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