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      “The creek’s low,” my mom points out with a nod as she drives us over the two-lane steel bridge on the outskirts of Tyler Creek. “It’s hardly rained all summer.” She shakes her head, her salt and pepper bob haircut staying put through the movement. “We had one good storm in the middle of June, ruined a lot of Father’s Day cookouts, not at our house, of course.”

      “Sure,” I say, giving her a sad smile. It has been twenty years since either of us had a person to celebrate on Father’s Day. Absence has not made my heart grow fonder.

      “I was in for Hugh that day,” I say, not wanting to talk about the man who abandoned me and Mom when I was thirteen. “He took the holiday off to hang out with his kids.” The audience had been sparse during my performance. Hunter Lowe isn’t quite the same draw as someone who’s a star of the stage and the big screen.

      Mom chuckles. “I don’t ’spose they have cookouts in NYC like they do down here in TC, do they?”

      I smirk. My mom’s concept of what New York City is like comes strictly from cop shows and 80s movies. She hasn’t visited once since I moved there right out of high school, beckoned by the bright lights of Broadway. Not that I can blame her. Showbiz ruined her marriage.

      “There are plenty of cookouts. People sit out on their stoop or put lawn chairs on the sidewalk or go to a park. That’s the only difference.”

      The large brick mansions with vast manicured grounds at the edge of Tyler Creek roll by the car window. A couple of my friends grew up on these estates, the love of my life, Monica, included.

      Gardenia bushes lining the white fences near the road, perky and fresh despite the crushing humidity, tempt me to roll the window down and let their sweet fragrance in, but I don’t want to show up at the theatre with a sheen of sweat covering my entire person.

      Our family’s house is in town where the majority of Tyler Creek’s residents live. I’m certain the same cast iron planter full of wilted red geraniums on the narrow front porch of our gray-blue bungalow is persisting through the end of the summer like it has for the past forty-odd years.

      Mom gives me side-eye. “Well, I know the food isn’t nearly as good. City people don’t know biscuits from bagels.”

      And my mom wouldn’t know a decent bagel from a Krispy Kreme, but I’ll keep that opinion to myself.

      “I will admit I haven’t encountered a biscuit as good as the ones you make. Although, I work a lot and don’t have a ton of time for socializing.”

      The pungent stink of skunk invades the car through the vents and Mom switches off the A/C right quick.

      “Phew!” she says. “Hope Jicky Wallace’s hunting dogs haven’t got sprayed again. He never got Daisy smelling right last time. Tomato juice was not cuttin’ it.”

      I suppress a gag, tuck the lower half of my face into my charcoal gray slim-fit tee, and breathe exclusively through my nose. As bad as skunk smells, the taste of the odor is worse.

      “Is dating included in the list of things you don’t have time for?” Mom asks, like our senses haven’t been assaulted. Ever the cop. She lives to interrogate. “Because when I was thirty-three, I’d already had you and ten years on the force.” She sighs. “I’m the only senior officer who doesn’t have a grandchild or two. Lucky Daniels has six!”

      I reluctantly emerge from the neck of my t-shirt. “Lucky for you I’m playing Captain von Trapp in the benefit performance for the community theatre then. He also has six kids.”

      Mom slaps at my arm. “Not the same, Hunter. And you didn’t answer my question. Are you seeing anyone? I’d be thrilled with a son-in-law and a couple of surrogated or adopted babies if that’s your deal now.”

      I roll my eyes. “Mom, I’m not gay. Please don’t perpetuate the stereotype that all men in theatre must be gay.”

      Here’s hoping the kids in TC have evolved since I was in high school. More than once I’d been accused of being in the closet because I chose to do choir and theatre over playing sports.

      Mom huffs. “I’m not perpetuating anything. I was only saying that if you’ve changed your mind, if the Monica thing had turned you off of women, well I would understand.”

      The Monica thing. The cataclysmic break-up between my high school sweetheart and I when I chose Broadway over her and our subsequent getting back together long-distance every few years had definitely turned me off of love, in general, for a long time.

      Not that my mom needs to add that tidbit to the mental file she collects on me. Nor does she need to know that when I was home for Christmas last, Monica and I had briefly rekindled our relationship and holed up together in a cabin out by the caverns.

      It lasted a week before we decimated one another’s hearts again. Monica refused to maintain something long-distance, and I refused to come back home for longer than a visit.

      Like an idiot. My career wasn’t going anywhere then, and it isn’t going anywhere now.

      Which is why, this time, I’m determined to stay in Tyler’s Creek and finally make our relationship work. I’ve gone as far as moving out of my rent-controlled furnished studio apartment in the heavily waitlisted Manhattan Plaza building near Times Square.

      My buddy Kieran is delivering the remaining four boxes of my earthly possessions that I couldn’t sell or didn’t want to get rid of to my mom’s house on his way to Florida in two weeks. He’s scored a gig as Prince Eric on a Disney cruise.

      Mom isn’t wrong about me getting older, nor is she the only one who’s wishing I’d settle down and have kids. My career has probably peaked. I’m destined to be a Broadway workhorse – understudying my life away – and never landing a principal role.

      Leaving that dream behind is frightening, but so is the idea that I’ve really, truly, lost the only woman I’ve ever loved because she’s grown tired of waiting for me to make her a priority.

      My plans when it comes to Monica need fine tuning, though, preferably with our mutual best friend Darcie. For instance, I have zero idea what I’m going to do for work in Tyler Creek or where I’m going to live after this short stint at my mom’s house. But, spilling my guts in the car to my mom isn’t going to give me clarity. For now, I will throw her a bone to keep her snooping thoughts occupied.

      “I was dating someone. A woman,” I say, as Mom turns onto the main drag, Tyler’s Way. “Heather. But she’s doing the national tour of ‘Mean Girls’ for the next year, so we parted as friends.”

      We’d mostly dated as friends, too. We’d kissed once and she said it was like kissing her brother. Which wasn’t the first time I’d heard that from a woman I was courting post the Monica thing. Although, she’d also said that she was willing to get past the feeling if I was.

      “That’s too bad,” Mom says, waving to Frankie Baker who’s replacing light bulbs around the front window of her year-round Christmas shop. “But if this Heather is in something called ‘Mean Girls,’ I guess you dodged a bullet.”

      I don’t bother to tell her what “Mean Girls” is about. If I’m not in it, she’s not interested.

      “You want to go home first and shower the travel off, or should I drop you at the shoe store?”

      Mom referring to the Tyler Creek Community Theatre as ‘the shoe store’ makes me smile. I’m sure she’s not the only one in town who calls it that either. Before Darcie and Monica turned the space at the far end of Tyler’s Way into a theatre, it had been Quinn’s Shoes for, like, fifty years.

      “Why don’t you drop me off now,” I say, flipping the visor down and checking my hair out in the mirror. The humidity has made the front a little floppy, but otherwise it isn’t too unkempt. “The table read isn’t until 6:30, but I’d like to catch up with Darcie and Chloe, and this new guy she’s with.”

      “Jack Schimmel
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