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  Steph


Sunday, February 23rd, 2025, 12:15 p.m.
“Hey Doc!” Ryan Turner greets me as Aiden and I arrive in front of the Grove Grind Cafe. 
Ryan is big, loud, and hot enough to make looking directly at him without blushing difficult. And even now when he’s dressed as a scarecrow—I find the purple polka dots on the right side of his leg particularly amusing—in a sea of other scarecrows, he just stands out.
“Call me Steph,” I say, wincing on the inside. I sound like an idiot.
“Steph,” Ryan says, hitting me lightly on the arm. “Do you want coffee with your alcohol?”
“No thanks.” I already had two cups in the morning.
All the DG Acre Whackers are hanging around the entrance to the cafe. All fifty of us. Most are wearing their scarecrow outfits, though the kids are wearing their school costumes. Aiden is in eighth grade, and he’s dressed as a pirate. He leaves me to meet Grace Reyes, a friend from school, another pirate. Grace is the reason Aiden and I are even here, the reason I’m dressed in this ridiculous scarecrow outfit in the first place.
Joining the parade was not my ideal method for meeting new people—a lot of them my new patients—after moving to Dogwood Grove last month. But Aiden has been having a hard time making friends at school. So when Shannon invited me to join the parade, and Aiden found out that Grace was a member, he begged me to join.
I don’t regret it. I watch Aiden run around the street with Grace, and I know I’ve made the right choice. I’m so busy looking that I don’t notice the flask Ryan is pushing in my face until it hits me in the nose.
“Drink,” Ryan says. “You’re going to need it.”
It’s February, and I’m glad I wore a thick jacket on top of my costume.
I look down at the open flask and wonder how many people have already drunk from it. That’s a surefire way of spreading diseases.
I’m about to push it away, but Ryan has a glint in his striking green eyes that is all challenge. And I know that if I turn it down, I’ll fail.
Who knew I’d have to worry about peer pressure at forty-three?
I grab the flask and take a quick sip, passing it back to him. He smiles proudly, thumps me on the arm again, and moves on to the next person.
And I don’t know if it’s the alcohol, the smile, or the fumes of aftershave floating around him, but my belly breaks out in butterflies in a way it hasn’t for years, long before my divorce.
Down girl!
The last thing I need right now is to get ideas about a guy I barely know.
Even if those ideas weren’t mine to begin with but were planted there by his mom during her checkup, when she suggested I date her son.
Shannon, Ryan’s sister, waves to me, and I join her and a guy I can only assume is her boyfriend from the way he’s looking at her.
“I’m glad you came,” Shannon says.
She’s the one who invited me to join the Whackers, though I assumed at the time that it was just a pity invite. I’m realizing now that this parade is really a town tradition in which everyone in Dogwood Grove is welcome to participate.
And Aiden and I are part of that town now.
And that more than the shot of alcohol slowly warms my heart.






  
  Kayla


12:30 p.m.
“We’re number forty-eight,” I yell excitedly at my sister Leah. 
I have to yell to be heard over the music coming from the giant speakers. The parade is minutes from starting, and the announcers at the main stage are getting the crowd warmed up with a Georgina song that has everyone singing along and doing the little hand flip from her music video. “We’re going last!”
“That’s great.” She beams at me.
That’s about as much excitement as I can expect from Leah. It’s not because she doesn’t care, she’s just made that way. No matter how much she might be screaming on the inside, she never does more than smile and say that things are good. The fact that she used the word great tells me that she’s probably had a few drinks already.
But at least she’s been smiling a lot more lately. Moving back home and dating her divorced high-school sweetheart, Ian, has really improved her mood.
And it is great that we’re going last. The organizers always put the group they think will be most popular last, so it shows all our hard work has paid off. It wasn’t easy rhinestoning sixty-five outfits. But we did it, and we look amazing.
I’m wearing a red, long-sleeved, crop top with holes in the shoulders, and a short skirt with matching underwear on the bottom. I put on pantyhose underneath, but it’s not enough to keep away the February wind. I’m freezing. But I don’t care. I’m cute, and I sparkle, and I’ve been waiting for this day for over a month. I’m not letting a little bit of weather ruin it for me.
Ian shows up at Leah’s side, wraps his arms around her, and kisses her cheek. Glitter sticks to his lips. All the women in our group are wearing red lipstick and eyeshadow and lots and lots of glitter on our faces.
“So,” he says, “when I agreed to let my niece join us in the parade, I didn’t think about the fact that I’d be responsible for keeping her alive.”
Ian’s niece, Sophia, is fifteen years old and perfectly capable of keeping herself alive.
“What did she do?” Leah asks.
“She refuses to wear a jacket. She’s going to freeze to death.” He squints at me. “Where’s your coat?”
“I dumped it in the truck.”
“It’s cold.” He rubs Leah’s arms. She’s wearing a waist-high leather jacket over her sparkly red dress.
“It’s fifty degrees in the sun. We’re not going to freeze. At worse, we’ll catch a cold. But it’ll be worth it.” I shake my skirt and grin.
“Well at least let me get you drinks.”
Bless him. “That, you can do.”
I could use something strong to keep off the chill. Though, judging by the crowd that’s gathered outside the Dogwood Den—the pub where I waitress—he won’t be back for a while. I’m really glad I took the day off. I can just imagine how packed it must be inside. Everyone will be eager to get their drinks quickly so they can get back to the parade, and when it doesn’t happen the way they want it, they’ll take it out on the waitresses.
Not my problem today.
We watch the elementary school kids parade, dressed as cute superheroes with masks and capes.
“Go Emma,” I scream when I see our niece do her choreography, her cape flying behind her as she twirls.
She glances at me and gives me a shy wave.
Leah next to me waves back, though she doesn’t yell.
Sarah, our older sister and Emma’s mother, runs up to us. She stands next to me. We howl until the kids finish their dance and move on down the street.
Sarah goes too, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll see you soon, I have to meet Emma at the finish line.”
We waive to her and promise to wait here. Being the last group to go means that we don’t need to hurry.
Ian comes back with three shots. He hands one glass to me and one to Leah.
Leah sniffs hers and gives Ian a sly smile.
I don’t know what that’s about, but often when it comes to my sisters and their guys, it’s better not to ask.
We cheer, clinking our glasses together, and I chug it down.
The liquor warms my throat, then heat flushes up to my face.
“It’s packed inside,” Ian says pointing to the open door of the Den. “Blake said you can go help if you have some free time.”
Blake is one of the owners of the Den, and my boss, and I know he’s just teasing.
So, I laugh sarcastically. “There is not enough money in the world!” And I turn back around, watching some cowboys do a square dance, pulling a giant cow float with a cowgirl riding and gyrating on top.
The whole thing looks rather pornographic, and I groan inwardly. I haven’t had sex in so long, even the frigid cold can’t stop the lurid images of me riding a cowboy in my pretty red outfit flowing through my mind.






  
  Scarlett


1 p.m.
Shannon and I walk down the street, her hand on my arm so we don’t lose each other in the mob of people. 
“Is it normal to feel like things are just too good to be true?” Shannon yells in my ear to be heard over the music.
“Yes.” I remember feeling that way after Penny was born. Wyatt and I were tired with a newborn, but we’d never imagined she could be so perfect. We were truly happy. And I remember worrying that things couldn’t possibly really be this good and kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. In a way I was right, but what did that bring me? After Wyatt died, I regretted wasting all that time scared of the future instead of enjoying my last moments with him as a happy family. “Just don’t let it get to you. Don’t self-sabotage. You have enough of men doing that to you.”
“But what if my concerns are justified?”
“Then talk to Hunter. See how he reacts. You’ve only been dating for two weeks. If it’s not working out, you can still get out now. But don’t make mountains out of anthills.” She squeezes my arm.
“After staying so long in an unhappy marriage, I feel like I can’t trust my own judgment sometimes.”
“I know. You’ll get it back.”
I don’t trust myself much these days either. I flip-flop between feeling so lonely that I’d take just about anyone to feeling so guilty that my stomach aches just from thinking about moving on from Wyatt.
It’s a miserable state of being. But I keep telling myself that at some point it will have to pass. I’ll have to find myself again.
We walk through the crowd in front of the Dogwood Den.
“Scarlett!” A hand grabs me and pulls me—and by extension Shannon—out of the crowd and to one of the high tables set up outside.
Amelia, my brother’s wife, hugs me.
She’s dressed in her scarecrow outfit, and I beam at her proudly. “You look great.”
Amelia was reluctant to join the DG Acre Whackers. As owner of the Dogwood Tourist Agency with her husband—my brother—Ethan, she’s usually pretty busy on the day of the parade. But I forced Ethan to take over today and give Amelia the day off. Because she deserves it, and not just because I needed more people to join in order to keep our spot in the big parade in Hillcrest next weekend.
She’s standing around a tall table with Bryce and Brody Wilson, and Luke Harris, all three of whom I’ve also strong-armed into joining us in the parade, and Madison, her sister, who’s visiting from out of town.
“What will you drink?” Bryce asks us.
He owns the Den with his brother Blake.
“Wine,” I say, at the same time that Shannon orders beer.
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