




[image: ]










[image: ]









For S—
This book feels as much yours as it is mine.
Thank you for everything.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


TROPES


Workplace romance, enemies to lovers, miscommunication, new girl in town, one bed, us versus nature, strong FMC in peril and reformed playboy.


TRIGGERS


This book features abusive religious trauma, including conversion therapy and homophobia. There are also depictions of claustrophobia, C-PTSD, panic attacks, and flashbacks of witnessed death.


If you are triggered by these situations, please skip this one.


CONTENT WARNING


This book contains profane language and explicit consensual sexual scenes.









SUPPORT WILDLAND FIREFIGHTERS


I won’t call them heroes because they’d hate that, but I could not write this book without acknowledging the real wildland firefighters who perform these hazardous duties every fire season. They work long hours in treacherous conditions, facing extreme heat, smoke and inhospitable terrain – oftentimes without receiving an adequate living wage and while sacrificing time with their loved ones. The challenges they face are beyond what most of us can imagine, taking a toll on their physical, mental and emotional resilience. Their dedication to protect our communities, landscapes and natural resources deserves our deepest appreciation and support.


Grassroots Wildland Firefighters advocate for proper classification, pay, benefits and comprehensive wellbeing for federal wildland firefighters by providing solutions and support through policy reform.


If you would like to contribute monetarily, please consider donating at givebutter.com/GRWF.
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ORGANIZATION FLOW CHART


There are thousands of people from various command teams involved with wildland fire operations, but for the sake of keeping it simple, we are only listing the roles mentioned in the Sky Ridge Hotshots series.


[image: A flowchart of the organization among incident commander, operations, division, various engines, Sky Ridge Hotshots, helicopter with crew, superintendent, captain, squad boss, saw team and crew members.]
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Callahan


FIVE YEARS AGO


When did we start complimenting funerals, calling them nice? Who started that? I’d love to trip them up a flight of stairs. Comment after comment today has been admiring the service, as if it’s the only small talk anyone knows how to make. Funerals are funerals. They all suck. However, this one is the worst . . . because I watched him die, and the fresh memory of his lifeless body plays on repeat in my thoughts. The only grace is that he went instantly.


It’s a relief to leave the funeral home, but driving to Garrett’s duplex seems equally, if not more, daunting. I’m not sure where they will put all these people; it’s not a huge house. Along the residential street, I shift my truck into park behind many other vehicles belonging to friends and family.


Garrett Macomb was our leader, the superintendent of our hotshot crew, and the father of one of my best friends. Though many of our crew members would argue he was like a dad to all of us.


“You okay?” my fiancée, Molly, asks while flipping down the passenger visor and drawing on a fresh coat of lipstick. She’s trying to be supportive, but there’s an underlying tone in her voice. She’s frustrated with me, and I can’t blame her. Since watching Garrett die, I’ve been less and less present. My thoughts steal me away, and I’m constantly distracted.


With my work schedule, the time I have with Molly is short and valuable. We’ve been together since high school, then made a home in Sky Ridge, Washington, so I could chase my dream of fighting wildfires, and Molly found a great school to start her teaching career. In the beginning, things were great, but with each annual fire season that passes, the strain on our relationship grows. Fire assignments are fourteen days at a time, then it’s only a few days at home for R & R before I’m sent somewhere new.


Occasionally, we’ll have projects nearby, which gives us extra time together. She’s my priority when I’m home, but she’s pulling away. And lately, my mind is stuck at work. Every night when I go to sleep, that day plays on repeat in my mind. I have to get through these mental hang-ups, then I can figure out how to fix things at home and we can get back to normal again.


“Yeah,” I lie. “I’ll meet you inside. Just need a minute.”


Sighing, she climbs out of the truck and straightens her dress, then I follow her with my eyes until she vanishes into the house. I gotta get my shit together, or I’ll lose her too.


I’m struggling to gather the courage to walk through the front door of Garrett’s home, where the reception is being held. Eventually, I pop the handle on my truck door and hop out. Closing it, I take a deep breath, and an older woman dressed in black falls in stride next to me—Ruth Haggleberg, the town gossip. I’ve been so wrapped up in my thoughts I hadn’t even noticed her and her casserole dish covered in tinfoil.


“Can I help you with that?” I offer.


“Why, thank you!” She passes it to me, and we stroll toward the house. Ruth beams up at me with a cheerful grin. “That was such a nice funeral.”


Jesus Christ.


Inhaling through my nose, a stiff, tight-lipped smile is all I can offer. “Mm-hmm.”


She chatters about all the nice things said about Garrett during the eulogy, but I’m not listening. I wonder if there’s any tequila left from the bottle King had earlier. We took a few pulls before the funeral service to get us through.


I tuck the casserole into my side when we reach the front steps, then open the front door for her.


“Such a gentleman!” Ruth croons.


She lightly pats the top of my hand and marches ahead of me.


“I’ll bring this to the kitchen for you,” I say before she disappears into the throng of guests. I enter the hall and weave through the bodies crowding the living area, forging a path to the kitchen, where I not-so-gently deposit the pan onto the counter with a loud thunk. Not sure what the old bird made, but it’s denser than lead.


Turning around, I scan the room for Molly but don’t see her. A few people pass by me, and I step out of their way until I’m leaning against the wall. Then my gaze lands on Xander. I force myself to look at my best friend who I hardly recognize. Grief radiates from him; he’ll never be the same.


It’s as if Xander is hollow inside, gutted by the death of his father, and I was the one who held the knife. The day I had to notify my best friend that his dad died was the worst of my life. It will be a long time before I see the light in my friend again.


“Where’s Molly?” King asks, startling me, then leaning against the wall at my side. He’s my other best friend on the crew, and I appreciate his presence.


“She’s around here somewhere . . .”


“Probably got cornered by ol’ Ruthie.”


I huff out a small laugh. “Brought in a casserole for that woman—I’ve swung axes that weighed less.”


He shakes his head with a smirk, and we observe the masses while pinned against the wall.


“How are you feeling about the promotion?”


When I first earned my quals for a captain spot, I was ecstatic. The plan was simple. Garrett Macomb was set to retire at the end of the fire season, allowing Xander to take over as IHC superintendent of the Sky Ridge Hotshots. I’d worked my ass off in preparation for Garrett’s retirement so that when Xander moved up, I could fill his role as captain. This promotion was a BFD.


It came with a much-needed pay bump and would allow me to give Molly her dream wedding. We’re on year seven of our engagement; I promised her that wedding, and I’m not marrying her until I can give it to her. On top of that, the salary increase would mean we could finally vacate our rental. There’s a fixer-upper I’ve had my eye on since I moved here. The house is in rough shape, but it’s within our budget and has a lot of potential. It might take time to get it there, but with some TLC, I have zero doubt.


Molly and I were thrilled the next phase of our life would start once this promotion happened. However, with Garrett’s death before the end of season, plans shifted. Now the would-be happy occasion has been marred by the death of our superintendent, and it doesn’t feel like cause for celebration.


I shrug. “Wish it was under different circumstances, ya know?”


“We all do.”


“It’s weird being here, right? With all his stuff,” I add, scanning the room.


Between the nearly wall-to-wall people are small memories of him. The recliner he watched baseball in is occupied by a stranger balancing a plate of food on their lap. I shake my head when a glob of dip spills off the side of the plate and onto the floor. It will likely be mashed into the carpet when somebody walks over it later.


Pictures of Xander and his family adorn the walls. His mom and brothers flew in from Michigan for the funeral. I’ve heard Xander is getting the duplex and at some point will be going through his dad’s stuff. I don’t know how he’s going to handle that.


From the corner of my eye, I see Jacob, another guy on our crew, enter. His twin sister, Vi, is close behind. Steady chatter hums all around. It has an overall cheerful tone, like you might hear at a wedding reception or graduation party. It’s the sound of people catching up on their lives and sharing fond memories of Garrett. I’ve avoided reminiscing. Every time I do, the thought is quickly overshadowed by the image of him right before he died. Fuck that.


Molly says I need to find a way to move on. I’m trying, but sometimes, it feels like I’ll never get over this. No matter how much I want to. I met with a therapist, but after coming home exhausted and drained, I felt no better and had no energy left for Molly, which resulted in a big argument that night, then she stayed at a friend’s place. Whatever issues are piling up in my brain, I can’t allow them to rip my life apart at the seams. I need to find a way to shove them deep enough that they won’t surface. Or at the very least, not let them show. Nobody would understand the shift in personality. This isn’t like me. I’m supposed to be the easygoing one.


“What’s weird is being here with this many people,” King states, standing up taller to make room for someone walking through with a bouquet of white lilies. We turn our heads to the left to avoid getting smacked in the face by the petals. He nods to the small group of county firefighters who have congregated in the corner of the room. “I’m surprised the structure monkeys haven’t started kicking people out. We’re definitely over capacity.”


I chuckle. “At least Dave isn’t here.” The words are out before I can stop them.


Dave and Molly grew up next door to each other. She says he’s like a brother, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Dave’s been crushing on her since they were kids. I find it suspicious he ended up in the same town we did. He’s also been trying to make the jump from structure to wildfire. As a favor to Molly, I gave him a spot on our seasonal crew, which was a mistake. He was problematic from the get-go. On the crew, he was a cocky motherfucker, always acted above everyone, constantly questioned orders, and never looked out for the guys around him. Plus, he had a shit work ethic and dropped more chainsaws in the dirt than anyone I’ve ever seen.


When Garrett asked for my opinion on if we should give him a permanent spot, it was an easy “Hell no.” However, being in a small town like Sky Ridge, word got back around to Dave, and he’s been a dick about it ever since.


“Probably didn’t want to show his face after he got rejected,” King adds. He’s about as big a fan of him as I am.


Xander’s height makes him easy to spot as he makes his way over.


“Hey, man.”


He lines up next to us along the wall. “Hey.”


“Too bad nobody showed,” King says, words laced with sarcasm.


“I think it’s safe to say my brothers underestimated how many people would be here. Tried telling them . . .” His voice is empty. I hate it.


We stand like sardines between the kitchen and living area, and I couldn’t be more thankful we’re shoulder to shoulder, because looking at a broken Xander is absolute torture. Being the one to give him the news was terrible. The words tasted foul as they left my lips. If I could have swallowed them down, I would have done it in a heartbeat.


The steady white noise of conversation around us fades into nothing as my mind is swept back to that day. The expression on Garrett’s face just before he died . . . A million words passed between us. The image will be seared into my brain forever. There was nothing I could do to stop that tree from falling.


The sorrow in his features will haunt me forever. He knew he was going to die; I saw it in his eyes, and he wasn’t ready.


I’m glad Xander wasn’t there to see it, and I’ll take that memory to my grave. I only hope I can bury it inside me so deep even I can’t find it. I want to forget it’s there. Unfortunately, it surfaces every time I see photos of him, which are everywhere today. As my thoughts spiral, the room suddenly feels stiflingly hot, the air is thick—it’s like I can’t get a breath. Get a fucking grip. I glance toward the front door, but it’s blocked with people saying their goodbyes.


I need air.


“I’m gonna find a bathroom,” I say, pushing off the wall. I make my way to the back hall, hoping the spare bedroom is available to lock myself inside while I get my shit together. My heart pounds with each step, and the only thing I’m able to hear is the whoosh of my pulse in my ears as my vision tunnels. Fuck, am I having a heart attack?


It’s as if my thoughts are circling the drain, and I can’t pull out of its vortex. Despite my best efforts, I can’t derail them to anything else. Inhale. My chest is too tight to take a breath, and it feels like I’m being crushed under the enormous weight of everything that happened. My fingers shake as I work to loosen the tie around my neck; it feels more like a noose.


Finally, I reach the room and wrap my hand around the doorknob, then force it open while holding my breath and waiting for relief to hit me.


It doesn’t.


I’m sucker punched by my future wife getting fucked by another man.


Looks like Dave showed up.
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Scottie


PRESENT


The fluorescent lights flicker in the dingy municipal office, but it doesn’t seem to bother anyone here. It’s quiet, save for the clacking of keyboards and mouse clicks coming from nearby cubicles and offices. Occasionally, the silence is broken by a ringing phone.


I straighten my pressed slacks. The dryers in the women’s locker room didn’t get hot enough to pull all the wrinkles out of my cotton blouse, but it got most of them. Living out of a suitcase will do that—living out of a car will do that.


Hopefully, my attire isn’t a make-or-break factor for getting this EMT job. If I get the offer, I’ll be able to put a deposit down on a small studio apartment in Sky Ridge. The landlord said I could pay with cash on a month-to-month basis. I’ve already agreed to take it, sight unseen. As long as it has a roof, four walls, and a bathroom, I don’t care what it looks like. I’ve already listed it as my address on my paperwork, and so far, no one has checked.


A man steps out of one of the offices. “Hi, Prescott? I’m Noah, we spoke on the phone earlier.”


I school my face into a smile and glance up into the kind eyes of a large man. He’s the hiring manager of this municipal office, where they handle some openings for county resources—like the EMT position I’m hoping to land.


Rising to my feet, I eagerly take his hand. “Yes. So nice to meet you.”


Gripping his palm, I maintain a firm handshake. I’m not weak. I’m not weak.


I have my qualifications, I’ve done this job before, I’ve completed all the paperwork. I’ve earned this on my own. I’m ushered into his office and take the chair across from his desk while he takes his seat on the other side.


The tan metal desk is littered with papers and calendars. I swallow as he sifts through the piles until he snatches up a manila folder. When he opens it, I see my name.


“It appears all your quals and packets are up-to-date,” he mutters, flipping through some of my application paperwork without looking at me.


I nod. “Yes, sir.”


“How soon are you wanting to start?”


“As soon as possible.” Was that too quickly? I don’t want him to know how desperate I am.


“I think we can accommodate that.” He flips through the papers again, searching for something. “Did you have your vaccine records faxed over?”


Shit.


“Oh, I thought I did,” I lie, leaning forward for emphasis, as if I’m surprised they aren’t in the file. “My apologies, would it be all right if I email a copy of them this afternoon?”


“That’s fine.” He closes the folder. “As you know, we have an opening for an EMT at the Sky Ridge Fire Department, it’s off County Road 2, not far from here.”


I’ve driven by it at least a dozen times, each time saying a whispered prayer to the hiring gods. With this being such a small town, the competition is down, putting the odds in my favor.


“They’ve got a great crew over there. I think you’ll fit in well.” He slides another paper from the folder. It looks like an offer letter. My heart gallops, and I bite back tears. “Thirty-six hours a week. Three on, four off.”


Perfect. “I’m used to working twelves.”


“Pays twenty-one fifty an hour.”


“Great.”


Please let me sign.


“Any other questions?”


“No, sir. I’d love the job.”


He grabs a pen, seemingly pleased to have me out of his hair.


“Excellent. I’ve already drawn up the offer letter.”


He hands it over for me to glance at, and I nod, resisting the urge to squeal.


“We’ll hold on to it until we get your vax records. After you send that over and everything looks good, then I’ll email a copy of the offer letter, just sign and email it back. That way you don’t have to make another trip out here.” He clears his throat. “Once that’s complete, you’ll be authorized to start next Tuesday. Good?”


“Great!” I smile, my first genuine one in a while. “That’s no problem at all, I’ll email a copy of them as soon as I get back. Thank you.”


I got a job.


He stands and I follow suit. We shake hands, I offer one last thanks, then I’m on my way.


Exiting the office, I head to my car parked in the far corner of the lot. I can’t risk anyone snooping inside and seeing evidence that my car has been doubling as my house for the last few weeks. I’m making it work.


Turns out, a monthly gym membership is a lot cheaper than a month in a motel, and I get all the hot showers I want, plus the same amenities. Minus the bed. Thankfully, the employees assume I’m a gym rat instead of a homeless woman who needs a place to shower. On the bright side, I’m in the best shape of my life.


I’m keeping myself hidden halfway across the country. It’s a long way from the small town I grew up in—and the community who’s hell-bent on making my life miserable.


If they’re smart enough to check my social security number, there’s a good chance they’ll call up my place of employment and cause trouble, but it’s been weeks since I’ve left. The coffee can I hid in the back of our kitchen cupboard had been slowly filling with coins and cash for almost a year. It’s gotten me all the way to Sky Ridge, Washington, which is about as far away from home as I can be—and I’ve never been happier.


I casually observe my surroundings before unlocking my car door and climbing inside. Pulling out of the parking lot, I drive straight to the local library to use their computers to download my vaccine records from the patient portal back home and send them to Noah.


Normally, I would have called my doctor’s office to have them fax the requested documents, but once they found out where the records were being faxed to, that information would get back to the council within the hour. Maybe they don’t even care that I’ve left, but I’m not taking my chances.


While in the library, I refresh my email again and again, waiting for the offer letter. Chill, Prescott. They aren’t going to send it immediately. I’ve got a few hours to kill.


I could go back to the gym and run on the treadmill, but the repetitiveness will make me more anxious than I am now. I’ve never been good at running in place; I need to be outside where I can be easily distracted by my environment.


Leaving the library, I get back in my car, turn on the music, and drive to one of the local trailheads. It’s a gorgeous day for a hike.


The lot is empty at midmorning, not unusual for a weekday when everyone’s at work. I swap my dress clothes and shoes for some hiking pants, a light jacket, and boots. The way the bluebird sky contrasts against the evergreen panorama is stunning.


I come from hill country, but driving northwest to Washington was the first time I ever saw real mountains. So high the tops are cloaked with snow, spearing into clouds. So wide you can’t see where they start and end.


The second my boots hit the trail, my mouth curves up in a smile. Being close to nature is where I’m happiest. The ground is painted a rich, warm sienna with fallen pine needles. I fill my lungs with the cool, damp autumn air and inhale the aroma of evergreens, letting the content feelings linger in my soul. This could be home. I could swim in these deep forests forever. After only a few short weeks, I yearn to root my life in the mountains.


After a mile or so, the forest opens to a clearing, and the sun’s rays warm my face as I tilt my head to drink my water. The path isn’t as visible in the open, so I follow the cairns, tall stacks of rocks set up by trail crews as a guide. There should be a lookout spot in the next couple of miles. I focus on that objective rather than the phone weighing down my pocket. It’s too soon for the offer letter.


My thoughts wander as I pick up my pace and take in the landscape, enjoying the occasional marmot that peeks from behind an outcropping of rock—like the one chirping at me now.


“Hi, buddy. Just passing through.”


His hand twitches near his fuzzy yellow belly, and I smile as I pass by. Today will be a good day. I will get my job offer, then I’ll follow up with the landlord and get that studio apartment. Who knows, maybe I’ll even move in before the end of the week! I may not have furniture, but I’ve got an inflatable mattress. Honestly, the floor would probably feel better than being scrunched up in the back seat of my car like I’ve been for the past few weeks.


Besides, there’s always something listed for free on the online classifieds. I’ve seen the condition of the building from the outside, and if the inside of the apartment is anything like the exterior, there’s a reason it has sat vacant for as long as it has. The place is a dump, but it’s about to be my dump. Shithole sweet shithole.


Up ahead is another sign with an arrow pointing to the left for the lookout. I take the route and continue daydreaming about my future here. This is my first time on this trail, but I’m hoping for a killer view at the top of the hill.


It doesn’t take me long to approach the vista. At the end of the path, a huge valley opens up to a dazzling lake, the sun’s reflection sparkling along the edges. Hills and forests go on as far as the eye can see. It’s spectacular.


Yeah. This could be home.
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Callahan


On the far end of the main street businesses is a big neon sign that reads bar with an arrow pointing down at the worn brick building. Mae and Jack have been owners of the corner spot since before I moved here. Only locals know this bar is named Shifty’s, and only locals drink here—a majority of which are other hotshots. Not all of them live in town, but it became a local meetup of sorts years ago.


It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust from the blazing sunset outside to the dim light of the nearly windowless establishment. More neon signs decorate the interior, mostly beer advertisements. The heavy door falls shut behind me, and I’m met by the familiar musty scent and the sound of laughter from my buddies who are probably on their second round by now.


Tonight, we’re celebrating the completion of our most recent fire. It was a bitch, and we’re all tired, but it’s an excuse to go out and throw back a few. King and Xander are toward the middle, so I pull up a barstool beside them. As I do, a frosted Coors bottle is placed in front of me on the old worn pine bar top; the wood has yellowed over the years. I lift two fingers and nod thanks to Lou, the old bartender who knows us well.


King and Xander laugh at something Bobby said, so I take a swig of beer and get caught up in the conversation taking place. “So, he’s got a bunch of our guys standing in a hot-as-fuck Florida parking lot while the rest of the Washington, DC, folks had this big fancy catered lunch—because fuck us, right? They’re all chowing down on seafood in the nice cool air-conditioning, meanwhile the firefighters aren’t even able to grab a bite to eat, on the off chance any of the bigwigs want to come out and see the trucks and crew. Like some kind of bullshit show-and-tell. So then—” Bobby chuckles. “After hours in the sun, it’s all over, right? And who comes strolling up with his pockets stuffed with peel-and-eat shrimp? Wyatt fucking Bradley. This jackass looks at the boys and says something about ‘It’s too bad you couldn’t come inside, because the food was phenomenal!’ while he’s standing there still eating the pocket shrimp!”


“No way in hell the chief of FS was eating pocket shrimp,” Xander says, shaking his head and bringing the rim of the beer bottle to his lips.


Bobby holds up his palm. “Hand to God.”


I roll my eyes and smile. That story’s made its way around a few times now. Though, last time it was told to me, the chief of the Forest Service’s shirt was misbuttoned and his belt buckle was upside down too.


We go back and forth trading stories and rumors, as well as the upcoming assignments headed our way. Once fire season ends, I’ll have a few weeks to do whatever the hell I please before I start up with ski patrol at a local resort. It’s a great gig. Free time on the slopes and all the après-ski snow bunnies I can fit in my bed. Not a bad way to earn some extra cash. My thoughts wander to all my plans for the off-season.


“They just hired a new guy. EMT, I think,” Xander says, yanking me out of my thoughts.


I’m not sure what they’re talking about. “Who hired a new EMT?” I ask, attempting to participate in the conversation.


“SRFD.” The local structural fire department.


News spreads faster at Shifty’s than it does in the local paper.


“A new guy . . . or girl? Because that’s critical data,” Tex interrogates. It’s been years since his transfer from the Lone Star State, but the nickname stuck.


Curly stares off into the distance. “Remember that blond chick, Abigail? Fuck. She was amazing.”


“Dude, those blue eyes?” Dixon puffs out a breath. “Abby was awesome.”


Her blowjobs certainly were. Half the guys at the bar nod, a few staring at their beer bottles longingly, reminiscing about her oral prowess. Good Lord.


Xander laughs. “Haven’t met ’em yet, but with the first name Prescott, I’m guessing it’s a dude.”


“Damn,” Tex says, then tips back the last of his beer and sets the empty bottle on the bar top with a hollow clink. Lou is already popping the cap off a new one for him.


“Even if the new guy was a chick,” King interjects, “Matt’s probably gonna be the medic in charge, he’s almost a bigger whore than Woods here.” He claps me on the back.


“Hey.” I smirk. “Don’t slut-shame me.”


I’m not going home with someone new every night, but I’m a bachelor who travels for work and has commitment issues. After I walked in on Molly bent over in front of Dave at Garrett Macomb’s funeral, I closed myself off to any future relationships. There’s a ton of infidelity in this job as it is. With the time hotshots and their significant others spend separated from each other, it happens in equal amounts on both sides. Personally, I’ve never cheated; the idea disgusts me on a visceral level. On almost every crew I’ve worked on, one-third are in relationships, one-third are divorced, and one-third are having the time of their lives—I’m in that camp. Life is short. Sex is fun. As long as everybody’s on the same page, who cares?


Occasionally, I’m hit with a bout of loneliness, especially when I hear about some of the other guys having a woman to go home to, but the thought of discovering another affair again is enough to keep me from getting involved with anyone seriously; I’ve got a lot of demons to work through, and I don’t need to burden anyone with that.


It’s easier to have sexual encounters with no strings attached. All the fun, none of the hurt. Besides, most women I hook up with are in it for the same reason. They want a temporary fling, and I’m happy to oblige. The ones seeking relationships, who think they can be the one to “fix” me, don’t have to peel back too many layers to discover the futility of their efforts. The space my heart once occupied is barren, so there’s no use in trying to plant themselves there because nothing will ever grow.


I take another drink. The bar has slowly been filling with more Sky Ridge locals as the night goes on, so when I hear the door to the bar open, I think little of it until a quiet settles over the room. I turn my head to the right to see what’s got everyone hushed. Probably an out-of-towner who needs directions.


I quickly clock the gorgeous woman sidling up to the bar on the opposite end. Not a townie. If she’s lost, I will drive her home—and walk her to her bedroom to make sure she arrives safely.


It’s hard to tell if she’s a redhead or blond with all the neon lights in here, but her hair falls in loose waves over her shoulders. She’s fit, but has some curves, and paired with her plush lips, this woman’s a knockout.


“Dibs,” Caleb says, pushing off the bar. He’s a rookie shot who’s wrapping up his first fire season. This kid is the most gullible dude I’ve ever met.


“Sit down,” I warn, staring straight ahead. I set my beer bottle on the bar top and keep her in my peripheral vision. Caleb’s way out of his league with this one.


“Here we go,” Xander mutters.


All right, perhaps I do have a bit of a reputation.


I cock my head toward him, and he raises an eyebrow at me.


Holding his judgmental stare, I retract my earlier statement. “Ya know what, Caleb? I take it back. Why don’t you go shoot your shot? You called dibs fair and square. I’ll get the next one.”


Xander breaks eye contact and chuckles into his beer before taking a drink.


Caleb narrows his eyes at me, and I shrug. He wastes no time scrambling off his barstool to introduce himself. This woman hasn’t even pulled up a seat yet. As expected, she smiles politely but appears a little uncomfortable with her back to the bar as he rushes to give her his best line, which I would love to hear, if only to have a good laugh. I give him a minute to make an ass of himself.


“Here it comes . . .” Curly says.


She gives him a sympathetic look and a smile breaks out across my face. Poor kid. The woman sends him back to us like a sad puppy. The corner of my mouth turns up, and I chuckle. He should have known better, but mistakes are the best teachers. Caleb trudges back to our end of the bar, plopping onto his barstool and muttering “Asshole” into his drink.


“Better luck next time, buddy.” One of the guys gives him a hard slap on the back.


I take a drink and feel her eyes on me. When I glance over, she quickly looks away and takes a seat at the bar. The regular hum of chatter returns among the patrons. She removes her wallet from her purse, opens it in her lap, and tabs through the contents of one of the pockets. Her lips move, as if she’s talking to herself. She’s counting bills. After a couple seconds, she nods to herself, and Lou ambles over to take her drink order.


Afterward, he turns around and grabs a bottle of Jack Daniel’s off the shelf and an empty glass. My guess is she’s either had a rough day or is celebrating. I observe the casual way she leans back on her stool and rolls her lips together. With outstretched arms, she pitter-pats her fingers on the bar top, surveys the room, and takes in the unfamiliar faces with a soft smile.


Celebrating.


When her gaze finds mine, it stays locked until Lou breaks the spell and sets the glass tumbler with a couple fingers of whiskey in front of her. She bobs her head appreciatively, and he gives her the total.


She plucks out one of the carefully counted bills.


I clear my throat. “Put it on my tab, Lou.”


A disgruntled mutter comes from Caleb.


Her gaze snaps to mine again, and it earns me a smile that reaches her eyes. She holds up her glass, mouthing, Thank you.


I nod and wink while taking a swig of the beer in front of me, then turn back to the guys to continue our conversation.


Until Dave Banner bellies up to the bar next to her.


Dave, the structural firefighter who I’ve never liked. Dave, who couldn’t make it as a hotshot. Dave, who slept with my fiancée, Molly, got her pregnant, and then married her. What hole did he crawl out of? They just had their second baby a few weeks ago. He’s got no business looking at this girl the way he is. My jaw flexes. I never thought Molly and Dave were a match made, but apparently, I was wrong. They deserve each other. Few things rank worse than their betrayal. I’d want no one to go through what I did.


“You good?” King asks at my side.


“Fine,” I state, turning away from the situation unfolding ten feet away.


Dave’s standing too close for my comfort, and based on her body language, it’s too close for hers as well. When Caleb tried to put moves on her, it was funny. I figured I’d get my shot in later, but now, with two guys hitting on her tonight, there’s no way in hell I’m throwing my hat in the ring. Our town is already proving to be a bunch of desperate swinging dicks. She doesn’t need to add anyone else to the mix.


She shakes her head at his advance, but he’s not accepting the brush-off the way Caleb did. I set my beer down and brace my hands on the bar to shove off, then Xander leans back and shouts behind me.


“Hey, Dave!”


He spins around to face us. I avert my eyes, relaxing my arms and leaning forward. I don’t need that asshole to see the anger I still harbor toward him.


“Say, how’s the new baby? Is this your and Molly’s second or third kid? Sorry, I can never remember.”


Smirking, I take a sip of my beer.


“Second,” Dave grinds out.


“Oh, that’s right. Well, congratulations . . . Be sure to give the wife my best.”


Dave backs off, likely to return to the table where some of the other guys from the local fire station are sitting.


“You didn’t need to do that,” I grumble to Xander.


“Yeah, I did.” He tips back his beer and gulps, continuing, “I rather enjoy the lovely atmosphere of this shithole, and I’m not sure if Lou here”—he gestures with his bottle to the bartender, who’s grinning at us—“would be so keen on letting us return to this fine establishment if you ripped Dave’s head from his shoulders. I sure as shit know Mae and Jack would have a thing or two to say. Which, based on the fire in your eyes, is where we were headed.” He glances back to the bartender. “Am I wrong, Lou?”


King is smart enough not to laugh, but I can feel his beaming smile radiating from the other side of Xander.


“That is correct,” Lou answers with a chuckle. “Mae just replaced the bar mats.”


“They just replaced the bar mats, Cal!” Xander emphasizes, gesturing to said bar mats with an open hand.


I roll my eyes at all of them and down the last of my beer.


“Another?” Lou asks me.


“Yessir.”


He pops the cap and swaps it with my empty one. “This one’s on the house. Don’t let that guy get to you.”


“What guy?” I roll my eyes. Dave didn’t get to me. I don’t need any special treatment.


“Beg your pardon . . . I believe I was the one that called out Dave on his bullshit. Where’s my free beer, Lou?” Xander argues.


The burn of her stare creeps up my neck.


Fuck it.


While Xander and Lou bicker like old men, I slip off my stool and saunter toward the end of the bar and take the seat next to her. I look straight ahead in silence, and she does the same.


A few minutes pass.


The air between us grows thicker and thicker with anticipation as we both commit to not making the first move. It’s like a game and is surprisingly entertaining. She doesn’t look at me, and I don’t look at her, yet I would put good money down that we’re thinking about the same thing. I nearly finish my beer without uttering one word. Her drink is running low too.


Eventually, she breaks the silence.


“So, are you going to say anything, or are you just sitting there?”


I swallow the rest of my beer and tap two fingers on the bar, indicating another round.


“Definitely just sitting here.”


“Ah, I see,” she states.


Lou returns and collects the old beer bottle and swaps it with a cold one.


“She could use a refill,” I say to him. He turns to grab the bottle of whiskey and pours the amber liquid into the short glass.


“Thank you,” she says to Lou when he slides the glass in front of her.


I nod my thanks to him before he steps away.


“I can pay for my own drinks,” she says.


“Good, ’cause I’m not paying for this one. Earlier was a one-time thing ’cause I felt bad for you.”


She takes a sip. “There’s that Sky Ridge hospitality I keep hearing about.”


I suck my teeth. “There it is.”


“What makes you think I deserve pity?” she asks.


“Honestly . . . I don’t know if anyone’s told you this . . .” I lean toward her and lower my voice. “But, um, you’re really unattractive.”


That makes her laugh, loud enough for Dave to hear, I’m sure, and I chuckle along with her.


“Well, I can’t be that hideous if your friend over there tried to take me home before I could even sit down . . .”


I wince. “Sorry about that, he’s a rescue.”


“That might be the first honest thing you’ve said since sitting down.”


I shrug and take a pull from my beer bottle. “I’m a habitual liar.”


She takes a sip of her drink. “Oh good, I’m really attracted to liars.”


“Yeah? Maybe I should give you my number, then.”


“Wow,” she says deadpan, and turns to face me. God, she’s even more stunning up close. Her ginger hair matches the subtle freckles that dot the bridge of her nose.


I fucking love freckles . . . and love fucking the women who wear them.


“Hey, there are plenty of women in this town who would love getting my number.”


“There’re those lies again . . .” She gestures, fanning herself, and I laugh.


She narrows her eyes at me, and I take a sip of beer, staring back and refusing to break eye contact. I could spend all day gazing into them. Her eyes aren’t the icy-blue shade one would normally think of with blue eyes. They’re deep and stormy, reminding me of a turbulent sea.


“Okay.” She pulls out a phone, and I smile. When she hands it over, I furrow my brow. It’s a flip phone. A fucking flip phone? I’ve never seen this girl in town before, I don’t even know her name, and she pulled out a burner. When I open the contacts list, and there’re only two: Boss and Landlord, it’s like a red flag parade. I pretend to not notice and start typing in my number while alarms blare in my head. I peer back up at her, and damn if she isn’t the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Fuck it, red might be my new favorite color. I finish typing my number in and save my contact as “Cal the Liar” before passing it back.


“Do I get a name?”


“Scottie.” She holds her palm out in a handshake, and I take it in mine.


“Callahan Woods,” I say. “You gonna text me, Scottie?”


“Probably not,” she says, still shaking my hand and grinning.


I laugh and release her palm. “Well, it was awful meeting you.”


The corner of her mouth curves up in a smile. “Likewise.”


I slide off my barstool.


“Maybe I’ll see you around,” she adds.


“I hope not.” I wink and head back to the guys, finding my spot next to Xander again.


She downs the remaining liquid in her glass and pays Lou, leaving a couple bucks on the bar top before standing and walking out the door without giving me so much as a sideways glance.


I return to my barstool next to King and Xander, and Xander shakes his head. “So, who’s your new friend?” King asks.


“Scottie,” I answer, stealing one more look toward the door. “Scottie the hottie.”


Caleb sighs, still disappointed from his crash and burn earlier.


We spend the next couple hours knocking back beers and retelling stories from the fire we just rolled off of. With each one, our voices get a little louder and less articulate. It’s gonna be a late night tearing it up. It’s been a good season. A couple more assignments and we’ll be wrapping up. I’m about to pay my tab when the phone in my pocket buzzes.


UNKNOWN: Thanks for the drink tonight.


A smile lights up my face, and I tap out my reply.


ME: Anytime.









3





Scottie


While adjusting the clip with my employee badge at my hip, Matthew opens a few cabinet doors at the fire station. “Here’s where we keep overstock.”


“Got it,” I say to my new medic, who’s giving me a tour of the county fire station. Is everybody in this town good-looking? Is it the water? Should I be drinking more water?


Matt is attractive the way a Ken doll is attractive. I stare at him like a scientist studying a test subject. He’s just so . . . pretty. Thankfully, I’m not sexually attracted to him, and I think we’re going to get along well together. He’s nice, knowledgeable, and treats me as an equal, unlike other stations I’ve worked at where they love hazing the newbie.


The firefighters seem nice too. One of the guys, Dave, introduced himself at the bar. I think he had a few too many that night. Especially after some other patron called him out on having a wife and a couple kids at home. Truthfully, I’m not sure if he even remembers because he hasn’t given me any sideways glances—for which I’m grateful.


Matt opens another cabinet with CPR dummies inside and some other training materials. A sealed package containing a Resuscitation Annie face falls onto the floor like one of Hannibal Lecter’s snacks. Annie, are you okay? I stuff it back in the cabinet and shut the door, then follow him through another doorway that leads to a large open room with windows spanning one of the exterior walls. The center of the room holds foosball and ping-pong tables. Along another wall is a mounted television and a leather couch that’s seen better days.


“Rec room.”


“Nice.”


“Some of the fire guys take the games pretty seriously.” He gestures toward the wall with two large whiteboards, one filled with a foosball bracket and the other set up with ping-pong scores.


“Yeah, I’m not at that level. Not anymore, at least. I could have gone pro in college, but, ya know . . .” I end the joke with a wistful sigh.


“Injury?” he asks, matching my bit.


“Nah, couldn’t handle the pressure. The fans, the women, the money . . . It became too much. So naturally, I became an EMT.”


“That’s the logical path.” Matt chuckles and I smile. At least my medic has a small sense of humor. That would not have flown at my last job. “I think you’ll fit in well here. Laurel and Pete are on a call, but when they come back, I’ll introduce you.”


“Great, I’m looking forward to meeting them.”


I spend my downtime going through the rig and bag, memorizing where supplies and gear are kept. Every station and rig are a little different, and I want to make sure I don’t fuck this opportunity up.
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“This is ambulance twenty-three, en route to you with a fifty-four-year-old male who fell approximately fifteen feet from a roof. GCS is normal. Left wrist deformity without active bleeding. No other injuries upon physical exam.” I peek at the top of my gloved hand, where I jotted down vitals with a Sharpie. “Blood pressure 120/70, pulse 79, respirations 18, oxygen 98. C-collar in place. ETA seven minutes.”


After we get the patient checked in, I give the report to the triage nurse in the emergency department. Then my phone buzzes in my pocket, delivering a small dose of excitement. I ignore it to keep from smiling while I tell the nurse about her patient’s busted wrist. Few people have this number: my landlord, my work, and Cal.


Cal the Liar, as he saved himself in my phone. The man has a bit of fuckboy energy for someone who appears to be in his thirties, but his confidence and physical appearance still put butterflies in my stomach. He’s handsome as hell. Scruffy beard, chiseled jaw, bright brown eyes, and an irresistible smile that made me blush. He looks like lumberjack porn. Not to mention, he gave me my first real laugh in a long time. Conversation was easy, and for the short duration of our meeting, I forgot all about the things I ran away from. I wasn’t anxious or on edge. I was just Prescott Timmons, living in the moment.


“Ready?” Matt asks after we wrap up with the emergency department.


I nod and peel off my gloves, then snap them into the trash can on the way out. Sliding my phone from my pocket, I grin at his name on the screen.


CAL THE LIAR: Hey you.


ME: Hi.


CAL THE LIAR: Where are you right now?


ME: Hospital, why?


CAL THE LIAR: Shit. Is everything okay?


ME: Yeah, just working.


We pass through the sliding doors. Matt and I return to the rig and buckle up. He grabs the radio and reports to dispatch that we’re on our way back to the station. While he drives, I get to work on charting our patient. They use a software a little different than the one I’m used to, so I need the practice.


CAL THE LIAR: Oh, you work in healthcare.


I pause for a moment before I respond. Anytime I tell someone I’m an EMT, it leads to a barrage of questions, like “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever seen?” or “Has anybody ever died on your watch?” Besides, I hardly know this guy. And technically, it is healthcare.


ME: Yeah. What about you?


CAL THE LIAR: I’m a dolphin trainer.


I roll my eyes. Gotta give him credit, he knows how to commit to his nickname.


ME: . . .


CAL THE LIAR: Tough crowd. I work in forestry.


That correlates with his tan lines I noticed the other night.


ME: Lumberjack?


CAL THE LIAR: Sometimes it feels like it.


ME: Must be having a slow day at the office then.


CAL THE LIAR: No, pretty busy actually. But I was thinking about you, so . . .


ME: That another lie?


CAL THE LIAR: No, but this is . . .


CAL THE LIAR: I hope you have a terrible rest of your day, Scottie. 😉


My mouth curls into a smile, and I shake my head.


ME: Thanks. Hope yours sucks big time.


I snap my phone shut and stuff it back in my pocket with a conflicting feeling in my gut. I’m not at a place in my life to be involved with anyone, so I don’t even know why I’m entertaining thoughts about this guy. I’m trying to start a new life for myself. He is kind of funny though . . . and hot. How can having a crush feel too soon yet overdue at the same time?
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I have a satisfied smile when I return to my apartment after surviving my first workday with no major fuckups. It was important for me to make a good impression. I’ll have plenty of days ahead to make mistakes, but I wanted my first day to go well.


I open up the nearly bare cabinets in my kitchen and figure out what I will make for dinner. Canned peaches or canned green beans? I snag the green beans and find my trusty can opener and peel back the lid. The grin on my face spreads when I drain the water; I have an actual sink! Living in your car sure makes you appreciate things like modern plumbing. No more showering at the gym. No more gas station bathrooms.


I pluck a plastic fork from the drawer and head toward the window of my studio apartment. Using my foot, I nudge the inflatable mattress against the wall, then plop down in front of the window and rest an elbow on the sill. Outside, it’s not busy like Main Street, but I can still watch the town’s residents walk by my building—and that’s almost as good as television. I stab my fork into the green beans and stuff them into my mouth. The salty and slightly waxy beans taste like a five-star Michelin meal. Honestly, I’d eat this for dinner even if I wasn’t broke.


I bring another forkful to my mouth but freeze halfway when I see a woman with a big orange floppy hat pushing a stroller—a cat stroller. Sure enough, a big fat tabby is propped up in the seat, bouncing along the bumpy sidewalk. I snort at the way he jiggles in his seat. This town has some characters. My phone buzzes. I set the fork in the can and rest it on the windowsill. Another text from Cal.


CAL THE LIAR: How was your day?


ME: Good. You?


CAL THE LIAR: Good. Hungry. Wanna grab dinner?


I take another bite, dropping the fork back into the hollow tin can.


ME: Just ate, sorry.


CAL THE LIAR: Bummer. Are you free Saturday night?


The whiskey I bought the other night was a celebration after securing my offer letter. I wanted to feel like an ordinary person and be around other ordinary people. I’ve been so lonely since I left Arkansas, so I needed that night at the bar, but for now, the rest of my cash is reserved for emergencies only. I’m on canned dinners until my first paycheck clears.


I’ve only gone on dates with Jonathan. Do men still pay for their date’s dinner? What if he wants to go somewhere fancy? I can’t risk having to split the bill and have my bank account take the hit.


ME: Sorry, I’ve got plans this weekend. Raincheck? Maybe the weekend after?


CAL THE LIAR: It’s a date.


What the hell am I doing? I haven’t been settled in this town for more than a couple weeks and I already have a date scheduled? At thirty-two, it’s been well over a decade since I’ve been on a first date, and I’m not sure if those even count. This is wrong, but damn, flirting felt so right. I want normalcy, and that means stepping outside my comfort zone. As much as I shouldn’t entertain the idea of dating, it feels natural. What difference does it make?


“You’re in over your head,” I say out loud to myself.


After that text, guilt has me opening Facebook. People have been leaving their condolences and offers of support for Jonathan. Some of the bolder members of the community call me names. I refuse to be a part of that life; I’m disgusted I stayed as long as I did. I warned him plenty of times that the day would come when he would wake up and I would be gone. It was the only way to escape.


Still, I worry about him. Why the hell didn’t he come with me? We could have left together. Started our lives over and actually lived for once.


New state, new job, new people, new beginning. The slate gets no cleaner than this.


It’s bizarre to go from having people constantly around to . . . no one. I’ve got three numbers in my cell phone. My landlord, my work, and some stranger I met at the bar. At first, I found peace in the silence, but lately, it feels so loud. Now is one of those times.


I need fresh air. Time to go for a run and check on my dream house. Clear my head of these anxious thoughts.
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Scottie


My worries are doused by the crisp September air when I step foot outside and suck in a restorative breath. It’s chilly, but I don’t give my body a chance to feel the cold before I start jogging. My feet pound the sidewalk at a steady pace while I force myself to focus on the landmarks and layout of Sky Ridge, taking the attention off my thoughts of The Fold, Jonathan, and whether I’m a complete fool.


“Hemlock Street,” I mutter, passing the street sign under the orange-tinted streetlight. At each intersection, I repeat the name, hoping it will help me learn the area. I’m sure I’ll know this town backward and forward after a month or so.


“Marshall . . .”


I jog another block. “Payne . . .”


Another block. “Spencer.” I turn right and head down the side street. This is my favorite street in Sky Ridge. The tidy homes line each side of the street. It’s Small Town, USA, right out of a Norman Rockwell painting. I admire the historic Victorian architecture, which has always fascinated me with their verandas and turrets. Most are modest folk-style versions likely built around the turn of the century. Warm light shines from the inside, and I imagine what the families are like that live here.
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