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      Dear Ruth,

      I’m not in the mood for Christmas. After a romantic relationship went up in flames, I returned to my hometown in rural Kansas. Then my mother passed away. I’m really busy with my job as fire marshal—and now with my mother’s advice column, which I reluctantly took over. There’s a sexy newcomer down the street, a guy with a young daughter and an unfortunate disregard for fire safety. He seems to want to be friends, but that creates problems that may be too hot for me to handle. The last things I need right now are flammable holiday decorations and too much holiday food. How am I supposed to give good advice to others when I can’t seem to get my own life straight?

      —Bah Humbug in Bailey Springs
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      Dear Readers,

      It is with much sorrow that I announce the passing of my close friend, Becky Reynolds. Most of you knew Becky and are aware of the outstanding contributions she made to our community. She made Bailey Springs a better place for us all.

      What most of you didn’t know, however, was that Becky was also a beloved columnist for this newspaper. As Dear Ruth, she provided valuable advice for over thirty years. I am sorry to announce that Dear Ruth is now on indefinite hiatus.

      Becky is survived by her son, Bailey Springs Fire Marshal Bryce Reynolds, and by a large group of friends, students, and admirers. She enriched us all.

      —Alma Bernard, Publisher and Editor-in-Chief

      

      “How are you holding up?”

      Bryce didn’t answer right away. Instead he firmed his jaw, gazed out the window of Louella’s Café, and watched a few intrepid pedestrians brave the slippery sidewalk. He’d been placing bets with himself on the likelihood he’d end up rushing out to administer first aid, but so far he’d remained indoors, enduring Alma Bernard’s sharp scrutiny. Since Alma wasn’t going to grant him mercy, he sighed and turned to face her.

      “I’m fine. I’m thirty-eight, which is plenty old enough to survive without my mommy.”

      “I turn sixty-five next month, and I still miss mine every day.”

      Bryce patted Alma’s hand. “I’m sorry. I’m being… I’m being an ass. You knew Mom longer than I did. Her death hit you hard too.”

      “It did. And the stories I could tell you about our teenage years!” She smiled as she sipped her tea. Then she set her cup on the table and peered at Bryce through her purple-rimmed glasses. “I really do want to know how you’re doing, Bryce. Your mother would never forgive me if I let you pine away.”

      “She’d probably come back and haunt us both.”

      “Probably.”

      He rubbed the back of his head while he thought. It was an old habit that his ex, Owen, used to tease him about, asking Bryce whether he was trying to get the circuits firing faster. “I’m all right,” Bryce finally said. “A little… lost maybe. You know? I keep expecting her to call or text me.”

      Alma nodded slowly. “Me too. You know how she used to wake up in the middle of the night and send links to random news stories she thought were interesting? I still look for those messages when I wake up.”

      “Yeah.” Bryce had saved a bunch of those old texts and sometimes scrolled through them. But since that was morbid and pathetic, he didn’t tell Alma.

      Outside, a man in a navy parka, plaid scarf, and gray stocking cap slid five feet and almost went down on the ice but managed to catch himself in time—a good trick, considering he was carrying two bulky bags from Toys and Joys. A bit of early Christmas shopping, no doubt. Bryce couldn’t be sure due to all the winter wear, but he thought it might be his handsome new neighbor. He hoped the guy made it home safely.

      Returning his attention to the café, he gazed at the Christmas trees. Bryce thought three was excessive, but at least—after some scolding from him—the owners had replaced the strings of vintage bubble lights. Sure, the lights were pretty, but they were also a big attraction for small children. If one of the lights broke, a child could be cut on the glass or burned by the hot liquid.

      “Can I ask about your plans?” Alma’s tone was uncharacteristically hesitant. This was the woman who’d cracked the scandal regarding the mayor’s embezzlements back in ’93, leading to the crook’s tearful admissions and subsequent stint in the El Dorado Correctional Facility. Alma was usually more blunt than gentle. But apparently she thought Bryce required careful handling.

      “My plans?” he asked.

      “Are you going to continue on here in Bailey Springs? Or pack up and head back to the Wichita Fire Department?”

      Bryce shrugged. “Stay here, I guess.”

      “You’re not bored?”

      “Nah. There are fires to put out here too. And other excitement. Like that wreck out on the highway the other day.”

      Alma tsked. “Stupid people driving too fast for the weather.”

      “There’s always some of those.”

      Bryce had returned to his hometown two years ago, fleeing a failed relationship and wanting to spend more time with his sole blood relative. He’d assumed he’d remain only a short time before moving on to a new city. But he’d discovered that he liked his low-key new job as fire marshal and deputy chief. And Bailey Springs fit him like a favorite pair of boots. Not flashy, not stylish, but comfy and reliable. If he had to drive a hundred miles to get laid and his local romantic thrills involved stealing glances at the sexy stranger who lived at the end of the block? He could live with that.

      Alma tapped the table. “You’re coming over for dinner on Friday, right?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Good. Gene has a new toy to show you.”

      That made Bryce smile. Gene Bernard collected antique nautical navigation equipment, an odd hobby for a man who’d spent his entire life in Kansas. When Bryce was very young, Gene had allowed him to open the carved wooden cases and handle the heavy brass instruments, and even now, Bryce enjoyed admiring Gene’s latest finds. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “And there’s something I want you to think about.”

      “I’ve told you, Alma. I have to work on Christmas.” He’d volunteered for the holiday shift so one of the other guys could stay home with his family.

      “Not that.” She briefly scrunched up her face. “Okay, that too. We’ll miss you if you’re not there—and we can work around your schedule. But I have a request for you to consider.”

      Bryce straightened in his chair. “Request?”

      There was the briefest hesitation before she spoke again, and he knew it was going to be something major. He barely had time to brace himself before Alma said the words.

      “I want you to take up your mother’s column.”

      “I…. What?” He blinked in confusion.

      “Dear Ruth. I want you to be the new Dear Ruth.”

      “But Mom was Dear Ruth.”

      “Yes, sweetie,” Alma replied with false patience, as if Bryce were a particularly dim kindergartner. “Your mom was Dear Ruth. And she was an excellent Dear Ruth. But she can’t give anybody advice anymore.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Bryce mumbled. Had a Ouija board been at hand, he’d half expect his mother to start dictating advice to the lovelorn.

      Alma chuckled. “You have a point. But since it’s kind of difficult for her now, I’m asking you to follow in her footsteps. We can change the name of the column if you like, but I don’t think Dear Chief Reynolds has quite the same ring to it.”

      “I’m not an advice columnist.”

      “Neither was she, at first. Your mother, as you may recall, had a degree in biology.”

      Bryce scowled. His mom had been premed at the University of Kansas, but she’d met and married another student and agreed to support him while he was in med school. He was supposed to return the favor once his practice was established. Instead she got pregnant, he dumped her for his receptionist, and Ruth had come back to Bailey Springs to raise her son. She’d eventually earned her credentials and taught high school, and she’d been damn good at it. But she never became a doctor.

      “How did Mom end up writing that column?” he asked. “She never told me.”

      Alma laughed, then finished the last of her tea. “Desperation. Patty Elverson used to write a weekly piece for the paper, back when my father ran it. Even before, maybe. Hell, I’m fairly certain that Patty Elverson was writing that column back when mammoths roamed the plains. She gave household cleaning tips.” Alma rolled her eyes dramatically.

      “And?”

      “And completely out of the blue, one day she announced that she’d had enough of that. Never wrote another word. She took up canasta instead and lived to be eight hundred years old. So I needed to fill that space pronto. Your mother was always telling people what to do anyway, so I figured she might as well do some good with it.”

      Bryce wrapped his hands around his coffee mug and grinned. Some of his earliest memories involved his mother sitting at the kitchen table with a pad of paper in front of her and a pencil in hand, gleefully solving problems for the good citizens of Bailey Springs.

      “It was a good column,” Bryce said.

      “It was. She was a smart lady, compassionate but logical.”

      “But that was her. I’m… a fireman.”

      Alma’s eyebrows rose. “Firemen can’t give advice?”

      “Of course they can. I do it all the time. But mostly it’s stuff like check your smoke detector batteries and remember to stop, drop, and roll. I don’t think anyone wants to read that in the paper.”

      For a brief moment, Alma’s youthful face looked old and tired. Then she straightened her shoulders and leaned forward. “Here’s the thing, kiddo. Nobody buys newspapers anymore. What’s the need when Russian websites spew crap through your Facebook feed all day? The Bailey Springs Gazette has been operating since 1884, but we’re in real danger of going under.”

      Bryce winced. “Jesus, Alma, I’m sorry.”

      “Times change, and sometimes the old ways are lost. But I’m still fighting. We still bring in decent revenue from website ads, and do you know which feature gathers the most clicks? I’ll give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count.”

      “Dear Ruth,” Bryce said with a sigh.

      “You betcha.” She shook her head slowly. “I thought about taking it over myself, but you know how I am. Pretty soon half the town would be gathering on Main Street to hang me in effigy. Tact and delicacy are not my strong points.”

      That made Bryce snort in agreement. “Not what you’re known for.”

      “But you, my dear, are your mother’s son. You would make an excellent Dear Ruth.”

      “But I’ve never⁠—”

      “My kids turned to you whenever they were troubled, even though you’re a little younger. True?”

      He twitched his shoulders. “Yeah, but⁠—”

      “Student body president, as I recall. And Chief Thomas snapped you right up the minute you stepped foot back in town. You make sense, Bryce, and people listen to you. You’ll be good at this.”

      “But most of the letters ask about relationships. How am I supposed to give advice on that? My own track record sucks.” His love life consisted of awkward first dates that never became seconds, occasional hookups, and one long-term thing that had spectacularly crashed and burned.

      Alma pointed at him. “Your mother’s romantic life was a disaster too. Just because we’re foolish in our personal decisions now and then doesn’t mean we can’t help others be wise in theirs.”

      He wanted to argue. The entire proposition was ridiculous. But the Bernards were the closest thing he had to family. They’d stood by his mother when she’d been a struggling single parent, and they continued to stand by Bryce as her grieving son. He at least owed Alma the effort.

      “Let’s not tell people who the new Dear Ruth is, okay?”

      She took his hand in both of hers and squeezed firmly. “Deal.”
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      Dear Ruth,

      I recently became engaged to a really great guy. He works hard, he treats me like royalty, and we have a lot of fun together. There’s just one problem. Almost every night after work, he smokes pot. He says it’s no big deal and it’s just the same as if he had a couple of beers or something. But I’m worried because it’s illegal and might lead to harder drugs. What should I do?

      —Stoner’s Fiancée

      

      Bryce squinted at the computer screen and considered telling her to make sure her guy stubbed out his joints carefully and discarded them in a fireproof container. But that probably wasn’t the advice she was looking for. With a noisy sigh, he stood up from the table and plodded across the kitchen to peer out the window. A warm spell had passed through, melting the ice and some of the accumulated snow, but even though the afternoon sun was bright, the temperatures had dipped again. It was cold enough to freeze one’s nose hairs. Still, he’d been sitting around all day. He needed to get out of the house before the few remaining hours of sunlight ended.

      Changing into his running clothes took several minutes, and as soon as he stepped through the front door, the cold hit his few bits of exposed skin like a slap. Good incentive to run. He took off at a faster pace than usual, his feet hitting the ground with satisfying thuds.

      As he navigated his familiar neighborhood, he acknowledged that this was another thing his mother had been right about. When he moved back to Bailey Springs, he’d intended to rent one of the town’s few apartments, a loftlike space over a couple of shops on Main Street. His mother had persuaded him to buy a house instead. “Less noise during the day, when you might be trying to sleep after a night shift,” she’d pointed out. “And you’ll have people to talk to. Main Street’s dead outside of business hours. Plus a house is a good investment and you get a tax break.”

      So he’d bought a little bungalow. It wasn’t in Bailey Springs’ fanciest neighborhood, where Queen Annes loomed like firetraps waiting to happen, but it was within walking distance of downtown and the fire station. He’d spent a good deal of time fixing up the house, making it comfortable and even charming. The neighbors were friendly; he’d known many of them since he was a kid. After his mother died, they’d brought him casseroles and pies and shared kind memories of her.

      Speaking of neighbors, when Bryce was nearly done with his run—just rounding the corner onto his part of the block—he caught sight of the new guy. He’d moved in the previous month, but since then Bryce had caught only a few glimpses of him. Enough to see that the man was gorgeous. A few years older than Bryce, perhaps, with silver threading his dark brown hair and neat beard, and with a compact build and a pleasant bit of softness around his middle. Now the new guy teetered atop a ladder propped against the front of his one-story house, while a young girl in a green parka stood on the lawn and looked up at him.

      Bryce jogged in place for a moment before sighing and hurrying over. “You should have someone stabilize that ladder!” he called as he came nearer. The man twisted around, which very nearly caused the ladder to topple, but Bryce steadied it just in time. “You’re gonna end up hurting yourself,” he said breathlessly.

      Peering down at Bryce, the man made an annoyed grunt. “I was doing fine until you distracted me.”

      “No, you weren’t. The ground’s too frozen for the ladder to sink in and give you a little stability. You were one move away from disaster.”

      The girl came up close. A red-and-gold scarf obscured most of her face and made it hard to judge her age. Five? Six? Something in that range.

      “My dad’s gonna hang Christmas lights,” she announced. “Purple ones that blink. And then we’re gonna put reindeers on the lawn. They have white lights, except one’s got a red nose, like Rudolph.”

      “Sounds nice. Santa’s going to be impressed.”

      “Santa’s not real. He’s just some guy in a costume.”

      Before Bryce could respond, the guy descended the ladder, and Bryce stepped away so he could reach the ground. The man’s cheeks and nose were red from the cold. “I was doing fine,” he insisted. “But thank you.” Then he stuck out a gloved hand. “Noah Costa.”

      Bryce shook his hand. “Bryce Reynolds. I live⁠—”

      “Down the street. I know. And this is Harper.”

      When Bryce shook her hand, she giggled. “Are you a real fireman?” she asked. “’Cause you don’t have a red truck. Firemen are supposed to have big red trucks.”

      “We keep the trucks at the station,” he replied, then lifted his eyebrows at Noah.

      “Mrs. Foster gave us the rundown on everyone on the block. Does she keep a spreadsheet or something?”

      That made Bryce laugh. “Probably. The NSA could learn things from that woman.” He wondered what else their mutual neighbor had told Noah. Not that Bryce had any ugly secrets, but it slightly discomfited him to know that this stranger might be aware of the details of his life.

      “Well, ever since then, Harper’s been really excited about the prospect of living near a real-life fireman.”

      Harper nodded solemnly. “I’m gonna be a firefighter when I grow up.”

      “I bet you’ll be awesome at it,” Bryce said. Then on impulse he added, “If you want, you can stop by the station one of these days and I’ll give you a tour. Maybe you can try out the hook-and-ladder truck, see how you like it.”

      Her eyes grew huge, she squealed at such a high pitch that Bryce was surprised anyone other than dogs could hear it, and she took off running across the lawn, pausing now and then to leap into the air. “Wow,” Bryce said.

      “She’s a little, um, exuberant.” Noah had an unexpectedly deep voice, the kind that rumbled down low and made Bryce’s heart race.

      Now was not the time for a racing heart, however. “I’m jealous. Not a single thing that has ever happened to me as an adult has made me that happy.” Then Bryce blushed as he realized that was kind of a personal thing to admit to a man he’d just met.

      But Noah only beamed at him. “Thanks, man. That was a really nice offer. You didn’t have to do that.”

      Bryce was two seconds away from saying Aw, shucks and tipping his nonexistent Stetson. “No big deal. I’m usually at the station on Saturday afternoons, if you want to bring her by.”

      “Done.”

      Harper had finished running and leaping and was now turning somersaults instead. Just watching her made Bryce slightly dizzy. He was cooling down from the run, and Noah still stood close to him, eyes sparkling.

      “Do you, um, want some help with the lights?” Bryce asked.

      Which was how he came to spend the next hour working closely with Noah—sometimes close enough to touch—while his nose grew progressively colder and Harper danced and twirled around them. Nobody fell off the ladder, and Bryce made sure the outdoor electrical outlets and extension cords were in good condition.

      “That’s gonna look awesome,” Noah said when they were finished. “I really appreciate your help. I’ve never hung Christmas lights before.”

      “I think we did a good job of it.”

      “Yeah. But Jesus, you must be freezing your ass off.” Noah stole a guilty look at Harper, who apparently hadn’t heard him as she pretended to feed dead grass to the decorative Rudolph. “How about some coffee?”

      Bryce should have refused. Sixty minutes with Noah, and Bryce was already sliding dangerously into Crushville. Not only was Noah handsome; he was funny too, and slightly awkward in an adorable way. And he had that deep voice, and— Shit. One cup of coffee couldn’t hurt.

      The house’s interior was dated, with scuffed paint, threadbare carpeting, and a kitchen straight out of 1972. Cardboard boxes lurked in corners and tottered in piles. “Sorry about the… general state of things,” Noah said as he gestured Bryce to a kitchen chair. “It’s a work in progress.”

      “Moving is rough.”

      “Yeah. Especially with the kid and the holidays. I’ll tackle some of the renovation after New Year’s, when Harper’s back in school.” Noah nodded toward the living room, where Harper had disappeared as soon as they’d entered the house. The unmistakable sound of cartoons wafted through the doorway. With a quick grin in Bryce’s direction, Noah unearthed a coffee maker from a cabinet, plugged it in, and filled the carafe with water. He mumbled to himself as he searched through drawers. “Where the hell are the filters?”

      “If it’s too much trouble⁠—”

      “Nope!” Noah held a box triumphantly aloft. “Found ’em.”

      While Noah fussed, measuring grounds and trying to find sugar, Bryce found himself staring at Noah’s ass, which was beautifully encased in denim. Bryce looked away and cleared his throat. “So where did you move from?”

      “California.”

      “Wow. That must have been a shock.”

      “The weather part, sure. Harper’s still stoked about snow, but I’m not so sure about it. I’m perfecting my shoveling skills.” Smiling, Noah carried a sugar bowl and carton of milk to the table, then returned to the burbling coffee maker.

      “If you want to avoid that particular skill, you can always hire the Patterson kids. They’ll do a decent job of keeping the snow cleared. They can mow your lawn in the summer too.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. For now, though, I could probably use the exercise. You can probably tell that, unlike you, I’m not doing much jogging.” Noah glanced down at his own somewhat squishy belly. It was the kind of belly Bryce would have loved to run his hands over, rub his face over. It was the kind of belly that would have felt good pressed against his back, reminding him he was in bed with someone real and substantial.

      Bryce cleared his throat and gazed up at the ceiling. “The cover on that smoke detector is missing.”

      “What?” Noah interrupted his coffee pouring to glance over his shoulder. “Oh. Yeah. It started beeping in the middle of the night and I haven’t replaced the battery yet.”

      “You should check all your detectors monthly and replace the batteries yearly. I’d recommend picking particular dates so you don’t forget. Or you can get newer detectors that run off lithium-ion power. Those will last ten years. Have you checked your carbon monoxide detectors?”

      Carrying over a pair of mismatched mugs, Noah shook his head. “I’m not sure we have those.”

      Bryce scowled. “You need to find out right away. Especially at this time of year, when you’re running a gas furnace nonstop.”

      “Okay.” Noah set the filled mugs on the table and took the chair opposite Bryce.

      Unsatisfied with Noah’s cavalier attitude, Bryce shook his head. “Seriously. Look, the station usually has discount coupons for detectors. Stop by for that tour and I’ll find you some.”

      Noah gave him a sunny smile. “Really? That’d be great. Thanks.”

      The coffee burned Bryce’s tongue, but it also thawed him a little. He wrapped his hands around the cup and, for a few moments, enjoyed the homey company. But when Noah’s quiet, friendly presence became almost too much to endure, Bryce ventured a question. “I bet you miss Starbucks, huh?”

      “Sometimes,” Noah said with a chuckle. “But I’m pretty sure I can survive without it.”

      “If you don’t mind me prying, how the hell did you end up in Bailey Springs?”

      “Everyone keeps asking me that, like Bailey Springs is the second level of hell or something.”

      “Not hell. Purgatory, maybe.”

      Noah laughed again and sipped his coffee. “It is a little chilly for the inferno. And I’m surprised Mrs. Foster hasn’t given you my life story.”

      “Only because I haven’t seen her in a couple weeks. I’m sure she’ll fill me in once I do.”

      “Well, I guess I can beat her to the punch.” Noah glanced toward the living room doorway and dropped his voice slightly. “I got fired from my job in California. I was marketing director for a winery.”

      “That sounds like a very California kind of job.”

      “Hella California.” Noah walked to the counter, grabbed the coffeepot, and refilled their mugs. “It wasn’t a bad job,” he said after sitting again.

      “Not a lot of wineries in Bailey Springs. Or marketing directors, for that matter.”

      Noah leaned forward over the tabletop, excitement making his eyes gleam. “I know! I’m doing something different. The thing is, my boss and I didn’t exactly see eye-to-eye on politics. Which was bearable for a while, but when the election process got into full swing, well, not so much. He showed up one morning in a red MAGA hat and I sort of lost my shit. He canned me.” He sat back in the chair with his arms crossed, looking pleased with himself.

      “Um, if you’re looking for a bastion of progressive politics, Bailey Springs ain’t it.” Bryce was out—had been for years—which hadn’t caused him any problems beyond a few sour looks and mumbled slurs. But he’d adopted a don’t-ask-don’t-tell approach to his neighbors’ and coworkers’ voting preferences.

      “Yeah, I got that. But this town has one really good thing going for it. It’s dirt cheap to live here. Marketing was just a way to earn a living, you know? I’ve always wanted to be a writer. I make a little off magazine articles and some other freelance work, but not enough to make a go of it in California. So I decided to take a risk. Sold my house there, bought this lovely estate here, and I still have enough to support us for a few years at least. I’m going to give full-time writing a shot. Plus this way I get to spend more time with Harper.”

      As if on cue, his daughter bounced into the room. She’d shed her winter outerwear and now sported mismatched fuzzy socks, torn yellow leggings, a sparkly tutu, and a red Fire & Rescue tee. Bryce wondered if the last item was in his honor. Harper zoomed over to the table and gently head-butted her father until he kissed the top of her head. Then she skipped to the fridge, pulled out a string cheese, and hopped back into the living room. Noah shook his head fondly.

      “Your, um, family didn’t object to you moving so far away?” Bryce asked. Which was nosy of him, but he hadn’t heard or seen any indication of a Mrs. Costa, and he couldn’t be blamed for wondering.

      Expression unreadable, Noah gave him a long look. Then he stared down at his mug, turning it between his hands for a time before looking up. “It’s just me and Harper.”

      Bryce’s heart twinged in sympathy, probably because his own loss was so fresh. Instead of acknowledging that, though, he pasted on a smile. “Well, welcome to Bailey Springs. It does have a few things going for it besides cheap real estate.”

      “Yeah?” Head cocked, Noah was charming. Dammit.

      “The schools are surprisingly good. We keep some dedicated teachers chained to their desks. Louella’s Café makes the best pies you’ve ever tasted. Walmart never discovered us, so there are still some decent shops left downtown. When the weather turns warm, you can go down to the river and have a nice swim, maybe do a little fishing.”

      “And the local fire marshal takes his job very seriously. That’s good too.”

      Smiling, Bryce stood. “I have to go. Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Thank you for the help with the decorations. Having them up means a lot to Harper.”

      Together they walked through the living room, where the walls were still bare and a modern sectional sofa looked out of place. Harper, sprawled on the floor and distracted by whatever was on TV, waved briefly. Bryce put his outerwear back on. Then he and Noah stood in the little entranceway, a slight awkwardness hanging between them.

      “I mean it about the firehouse tour,” Bryce finally said.

      “Good, because I’m taking you up on that offer.”

      Bryce ached to offer a lot more than that, but he had nothing else Noah wanted—except fire safety tips and the ability to hang Christmas lights. Instead he took Noah’s bare hand in his gloved one and gave it a brief shake. “It’s good to meet you,” he said with slightly false cheer.

      “You too.”

      His pace as he ran home was a lot faster than a jog.
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      Dear Ruth,

      After getting married, my wife and I moved in with her parents, who have a big house. My wife and I are still paying off my college loans, so this made sense to everyone. Mostly we all get along. But a year ago our first child was born, and it turns out I have a very different child-raising philosophy than my in-laws. My wife agrees with me. But my in-laws keep insisting that since it’s their house, we should follow their rules. I think this problem is only going to get worse as our son gets older. What should I do?

      —Frustrated Father

      

      The thing about the Dear Ruth letters was that they… niggled at him. It had been only two weeks since he’d taken over his mother’s column, yet he found himself preoccupied with the letters during much of his spare time, thinking about the dilemmas and how to answer them. It was a relief, really, because mulling over other people’s dramas kept his thoughts from straying to Noah Costa, to his warm smile and ready laugh, to the solid thereness of his body, to the way his eyes crinkled when he⁠—

      Danger, danger, Bryce Reynolds! Here be dragons!

      So, yeah. Letters.

      The thing was, after sweating through the first two or three, Bryce had found his groove. Maybe he’d simply gained some false confidence because nobody had come pounding at Alma’s door, threatening lawsuits or blood retribution, crying that he’d ruined their lives. In fact, Alma told him that once people realized the column had been resurrected, readership had spiked to new highs. She hadn’t revealed the identity of the new Ruth, so curiosity was probably a major factor. But in any case, no disasters. Yet.

      Today he’d worked a day shift, during which he’d done a final inspection on the newly refurbished United Methodist Church, mediated a payroll dispute between one of the firemen and the department’s accountant, and helped extinguish a fire in someone’s garden shed. The cause of that call was easy to find—a teenager who’d thought a wooden structure filled with oily rags and a decade of old newspapers was a good place to sneak a joint. At least the kid wasn’t hurt, although his parents looked like they wanted to murder him.

      In the last of the day’s light, Bryce jogged home, carefully not looking at the house with the purple lights and front-lawn reindeer. When he got to his own place, he showered, nuked a potato and then some frozen broccoli, and pan-fried a steak. His belly full, he cleared the kitchen table and settled in with his laptop.

      He’d developed a routine for this. He kept a beverage near at hand—coffee or beer, depending—and he played mood music on his Bluetooth speakers. Tonight it was Robert Johnson because most of the Dear Ruth letters could easily have inspired Delta blues lyrics. With his feet warmed by thick socks his mother had knitted and with his mother’s favorite pen nearby, Bryce closed his eyes and thought about the letter.

      Dear Frustrated Father, he typed. It was a little like a séance. Not that he believed in those things. But when he set everything up just right and put himself in the correct frame of mind, it was almost as if he could channel his mother. He could hear her voice clearly in his head, using tact and common sense to unknot the personal problems of the citizens of Bailey Springs.

      It’s important that you and your wife act as your son’s parents and raise him the way you think is right. Now is the time to settle this dispute, since waiting will only confuse him and cause more havoc in the family. You have a few courses of action you can take, but whatever you do, you and your wife must be on the same page.

      First, you might⁠—

      A bell rang, startling him so thoroughly that he leapt from his chair. It took a moment for him to realize it wasn’t a fire alarm but rather the doorbell. He swallowed hard. The last time someone had come unexpectedly to his door at night, it had been the local police chief, there to inform Bryce that⁠—
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