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“CAN YOU TAKE MY SHIFT next Wednesday? I have a thing,” A girl with coke bottle glasses squeezes past me to grab a cherry. Plopping it on top of a brownie sundae, she moves a little too far into my personal space to squint at my name tag, “So? Can you, Bryn...lee?”

I remove her chocolate-stained apron from my personal space and look to my trainer, Logan, before pointing to myself, “Who, me?” I laugh nervously because I've never even waited tables before, probably won't even make it ‘til then. “I dunno, I'm still in training....”

“You'll be done training by then,” the girl says confidently, nodding to Logan. “I'll let Carl know Brynlee can take my shift, okay? Unless she can’t handle the job,” she snorts under her breath.

Logan sucks through his teeth skeptically, “Ahh, let’s see how it goes before she picks up any shifts, Rachael. Ask someone else. And put your nametag on.”

Rachael’s eye roll is amplified through her thick glasses. Walking away, she sets the sundae down in front of a kid at the breakfast counter, does a spin, and sets off to greet her next table.

A wave of embarrassment heats my face. Maybe he agrees that I can’t handle serving in a busy café as my first job. How hard can it be? I look around at the high paced energy of the lunch rush. People are gathered in the lobby waiting their turn to be seated.

I've been following Logan like a lost puppy the last couple of days. Knowing it’s my first job, he’s been patiently training me. He’s worked here since he was a junior in high school, and has moved his way up to lead server, trainer, and Assistant Manager.

It was one of only a few places for me to get a job in this small town other than the grocery store, gas station, or fast-food restaurant.

Planter Falls is a cute little town as far as little towns go. Not that I’ve been to any to compare, considering I’ve never been out of the city until a week ago. I like it so far, but I can’t live with my sister forever, and there isn’t much opportunity for me here. They say the world started going backward instead of forward after the 2020 turning point, but this town feels like it literally got stuck back in time. The dated way people talk and dress around here is charming, though. I find myself staring at Logan when he talks. There’s something about him.

Untying his apron, Logan tosses it onto the seat of a booth. “The breakfast rush is slowing down now, so we can take our break. Have a seat, and I'll grab a couple of things from the kitchen for us to share. It helps you get to know the menu if you taste the food, right?” he winks.

Sliding into the booth, I pick up the menu that I’ve already memorized. My mouth waters at the cheeseburger pictured on the second page. I'm starving. I glance up when Rachael walks toward me with a tray of food. Her glasses slide down her nose when she looks down at me as she passes. Ignoring my smile, she wrinkles her nose. Maybe she doesn't see well; I give her the benefit of the doubt. I don't care anyway. I'm not here to make friends. I just need to work a few months to save enough to get where I’m going, wherever that might be.

Logan breaks up my daydream by sliding into the other side of the booth, “Food’s ordered. It should be out soon. Do you have any questions about the menu?”

I shake my head, glancing up when Rachael walks by again, this time with an obvious dirty look. “What’s her problem?”

Logan waves the back of his hand in her direction. “She’s been in love with me since high school. She’s just jealous....”

“Jealous of what?” I ask defensively.

“Of, you know, you. Maybe because you're new in town, and you have those cute little freckles and the hot pink stripes in your hair. Or maybe it's because the twins were checking you out yesterday.”

“The twins?” I touch my freckled nose self-consciously. He thinks my freckles are cute?

“Danny and Donny, the cooks in the back, I'll introduce you later. Anyway, she’s had a crush on both of them at one time too.” Logan lowers his voice, “There are two types of girls around here, the ones who leave town as soon as they graduate high school or the ones who stay and marry the first guy that will give them the time of day. I guess she hasn't had any luck either way yet. Boy, does she try, though. What are you doing here, anyway?” Logan asks me. “I mean, like I said, most people try to move out of this town. Not many want to move into it.” 

I look over the top of the menu at my trainer's questioning eyes. I'm tempted to tell him not to bother getting to know me because I won't be here that long. But I smile instead, “I’m staying with my sister and her family temporarily. I won't be here long.” I put the menu back up between us, hoping he gets the hint. But now I feel as rude as Rachael, so I lower it and smile, “How about you? If everyone leaves this town, what are you still doing here?” I admit that I actually do want to know the answer to my own question. Maybe I do want to get to know Logan. He's cute, with his wavy hair and dark eyes, and he’s funny. I’ve only known him a few days, but I can’t deny the natural connection we have.

I watch as his facial expression slowly changes along with his tone of voice at my question. “I don’t have a choice. I have to stay to take care of my mom and little brother.” He looks away, changing the subject, “So, are ya going to the corn festival tonight?”

“Corn festival? Sounds corny,” I laugh. “Uh, no, I don't think so. My uh, my show is on tonight.”

“Relax, Brynlee. I wasn't asking you out or anything. Oh, here comes our food.”

“No, I didn't think you were asking me...” my face is hot. I must be as red as an apple. My hungry stomach overrides my embarrassment when a tall guy with blond hair and a bright smile approaches the table, setting down a variety of dishes on the table. The smells of spicy buffalo wings, potato skins, and onion rings waft up through my hungry nostrils.

“Hi, I'm Donny.”

“Brynlee,” I smile.

Another tall guy with blonde hair approaches with two cheeseburgers. My mouth waters when he sets one in front of me. I wish everyone would go away so that I could devour all this food.

“Hi, I'm Danny.” Donny's twin reaches out a hand toward me. I shake it with an unavoidable grin.

“Are you going to the corn festival?” Donny asks me after he slides in next to me in the booth and grabs a fry off my plate. Logan moves over so that Danny can sit next to him. They aren’t identical. Donny's nose is a bit narrower, and he has higher cheekbones than his twin. Danny has one top tooth that is slightly turned. But they both look like they could be male models. 

“She doesn't like corn. She has to wash her hair. Oh no, it was that she has to watch her show,” Logan informs the twins. “AKA, she's too good for this town.”

“I didn't mean to come off that way. It’s just...I'm just not a social person. I don't know anyone here.” I look up to see Rachael glare in my direction from the server station. Yikes, does she look jelly to see me crammed in a booth with these three.

“You know us,” Donny smiles charmingly. He gets up with his brother following his lead. “We have to get back to the kitchen. Hope to see you later.” They grin in unison, and I find myself blushing.

I cock my head at Logan, “That was rude, I do not think I’m too good for this town.”

He shrugs, “You said it yourself. You're not here to make friends. Not to bother getting to know you because you won't be here long.”

My eyes widen. Oh, no. Did I say that out loud? “Fine, maybe I'll go to the corn fair,” I smile sarcastically.

“It’s a festival,” Logan corrects me.

I can't help myself from laughing at the absurdity of this conversation. I shake my head and pick up the mouth-watering cheeseburger.

“What's so funny?” I ask, with my mouth full.

“You’re moaning.” His smile is infectious, causing me to smile too.

“Oh, sorry. My sister's family is vegan. I haven't had real meat since I've been here.” I moan intentionally this time, “It’s sooo good.”

After lunch, Logan hands me a notepad and pen, “This time, I'll shadow you while you take the order. Don't forget the add-ons.” He nods toward a table of four men with matching mechanic uniforms.

I clear my throat, “Yeah, okay. I think I'm ready.” Taking the notepad, I approach the table with confidence. Logan stands behind me, nodding his wavy head in approval as I take each order and suggest additional items like grilled peppers and onions. I walk away and let out a long breath. “Was I terrible?” I cringe, waiting for negative feedback from Logan.

“You did fine. You need to relax. It's just a diner...not rocket science.”

“I know, but I’m an introvert. I was hoping to find a desk job in a quiet cubicle where I wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. But it seems all those jobs were taken, so what better way to force myself to be an extrovert than to get a job where I have no choice but to interact with people,” I shrug. “Who knows, I might learn to like people-ing.”

Logan shakes his head, laughing. “You'll be fine,” he pats my back reassuringly. “The people are gonna love you.” I see him grin through the reflection of the monitor, and I blush again like an idiot. What is my problem?

Logging into the computer, I slowly key in the items from my notepad. Logan moves his hand under my hovering finger and taps the onion key for me. “Don’t worry, soon you'll memorize the keys.” I follow him to the dessert station, where we fill four silver cups with ice cream. “I can never understand why people order milkshakes first. They get full before they even get served their food.”

“I love the eighty-year-old tunes they play in here. My Dad used to love this retro stuff.” I dramatically mouth the words to Frank Sinatra with my invisible microphone.

“Ha! You'll get sick of it by next week. Wait ‘til you hear the Chicken song. I want to stab myself in the eye with a butter knife when some smart-ass plays it on the jukebox.”

Bonnie's diner, named after the owner’s grandmother, is a nineteen-fifties themed diner with a red 57 Chevy at the entrance, 50’s records plastered to all the walls, an old-fashioned jukebox, and red and white booths. I've been told I'm an old soul, and I love the fifties throwback.

“The chicken song?” I laugh. “I haven't heard that one yet, but you have to admit Frank Sinatra feeds the soul.”

“Let me know if you still feel that way in a month.” Logan places the milkshakes on a tray along with four glasses of water and motions for me to carry it. I awkwardly balance the tray with both hands to the table while he walks the opposite way toward the jukebox.

“Strawberry with whip cream for you,” I reluctantly lift a milkshake with one hand, being careful to balance the tray with my other hand. I let out a breath with each milkshake until I'm finally left with the waters on the tray. Whew! That wasn't so bad. Maybe I'm not as clumsy as I thought. I see Logan smile out of the corner of my eye when the chicken song comes on. It's an absurd melody of chickens' bocking. I shake my head, holding in a laugh when he tucks his hands and starts flapping his elbows to the beat of the chickens behind the server station.

When I remove the second water from the tray and reach across to the far end of the table, the tray moves with me in slow motion. I stand in frozen disbelief watching the mouths of the men open wide in unison as the ice-cold water runs off the table into their laps. Just as the chickens hit a high note, I burst into laughter. I look at Logan, shaking his head as he grabs towels and runs toward me. Thankfully, he takes over because I cannot stop laughing. I knew I would suck at serving tables. I untie my apron on my way to the bathroom and finally stop myself from laugh-crying. After rinsing my face, I casually walk to the manager’s office to let Carl know I don’t have what it takes to work here. It's the story of my life, really. Always in transit, never stick to any house, family, or job. I shrug it off like always.

On my walk back up the hill to my sister's house, I can’t help but wonder what she'll say about this. I don't know Rhian that well yet, so I’m not sure how she’ll react to me getting fired before my training was even over. Is she an “I told you so" kind of person to make me feel worse than I already do, or will she be sympathetic and blame it on my pathetic upbringing? Either way, I don’t plan on telling her yet.

There’s an unspoken understanding that we just don't click, at least for me anyway. Not that Rhian doesn't try, I give her credit for that. I admit I find myself resisting the urge to connect with her because, deep down, I know she’ll ask me to leave eventually. They all do. Rhian practically insisted that I not walk down the hill into Planter Falls to look for a job, strongly suggesting I attend the local academy instead. And if I insisted on working, a lady in the neighborhood works from home that could use help. But I insisted on going into town. Maybe she’ll take the hint that I’m an adult now, able to make my own decisions.

I spent most of the first week in my assigned upstairs bedroom. My suitcase sits in the closet, still fully packed with every belonging I own, ready to go at a moment’s notice as always. There’s an old TV in the bedroom but no streaming service, even if I did want to watch a show like I told Logan. How do you live in a house this nice and not have satellite or anything? It really is like they’ve gone back in time around here.

When Rhian contacted me last year, I thought it was too good to be true. I don't have any family, so to find out that I have an older sister was life-changing at the time. When she found out I’d been living in foster care, she insisted on adopting me. The process took so long. I turned eighteen in the process. But we agreed that I would still move across the country for a fresh start with her and her family. Even though I could legally be adulting, I had no means to live in the real world on my own. It’s tough out there, especially in the city. I’d probably end up among many my age, a statistic in the growing homeless population. Sadly, I heard the homeless population was beginning to outnumber the general population because of the declining conditions. No one can find a job, the infrastructure is crumbling, even food is scarce. I’m happy Rhian got me far away from there.

She found me through one of those DNA tests. Apparently, she spit on a stick, mailed it in, and voila! She found a half-sister she never knew about from a pregnancy that our mutual Dad had no intention of taking credit for. Her bio-Mom told her she was the beautiful creation of an anonymous sperm donor. I wonder how many offspring Dad injected into a cup for gas money before meeting my mom and settling down.

Rhian had no interest in meeting our father after she found out he was locked up, even after I explained it wasn’t his fault. Dad never got over the death of my mom. He was sort of pretty okay at single Dad-ing until I turned fifteen. Once he realized I could be self-sufficient, he spiraled down a path of self-destruction. We were close before that, we struggled, but we had each other. I bounced around the foster system after he got carted off to prison.

Rhian has her hands full as a stay-at-home mom of three kids, all under five years old. I hope Sis didn’t bring me here with the intention that I would be her nanny because I’m not much of a kid person. Her husband, Jay, must travel for work. I didn’t bother to ask, and she didn’t tell me. He was here when I arrived a week ago but left the following day, and I haven't seen him since. Maybe he’s trying to give us time to get acquainted.

I didn’t know Rhian before she wore homemade hippie dresses with no bra and propped her long brown hair in a twisted up top bun the same exact way every day. But I get the feeling she lost herself when she made being a housewife and mother her only identity. She takes it seriously too. Her kids have a tight schedule and are abnormally well behaved. It makes me nervous. I have to find another job asap before she puts me on their military-style toddler routine.

“You're home early. How’s your training going at the diner?”

“Pretty good,” I lie. “I think I rocked it for never serving tables before. It’s not like I spilled a tray of ice waters in the laps of my customers or anything dumb like that,” I laugh. “Anyway, it slowed down, so they sent me home.”

Rhian smiles, “That’s great. Hey, I put some information in your room about the academy here in Halo that I would love for you to consider. I can help you with the admission process if you want. It's the same academy where Jay and I met. We’re still very much involved and would love if you followed our footsteps.”

“I'll take a peek, thanks.” I head up the stairs two at a time to avoid any more conversation about school. The thought of it puts a knot in my stomach. I had a hard time in high school, moved around a lot, and ended up dropping out. I’m thankful my last foster home made me get my diploma online. Maybe I could at least see what degrees this academy has to offer. I pick up the glossy white pamphlet juxtaposed with staged examples of the academy’s super-duper, state-of-the-art technology. Presented by students, each wearing fake smiles, each in a different colored lab coat like a rainbow. Maybe I'd be less socially awkward now. I’ll give it some thought.

Shoving the pamphlet in the desk drawer, I look out the second-floor window of my temporary room and soak in the beauty of the pretty town below. The khaki hues of dry farmland and cornfields that border the outskirts of town are a stark contrast to the lush green landscape of Rhian’s backyard. A farmhouse with a red barn sits on an open field adjacent to the cornfields in the distance. It is pretty compared to the dirty alleyways and rat-infested brick buildings in the smelly city I came from.

The misplaced mound that my sister’s elite neighborhood sits upon seems a little peculiar to me, though. The black wrought iron fence surrounding it is embellished with overly dramatic spikes. I imagine it’s more of a statement than for security. Like, our community upon this random hill stands above the rest, kind of thing. It seems to be sort of an all-inclusive hill, with no need to go down into Planter Falls. The town center up here has a tiny family-owned grocery store/hardware store. People get their haircut from a lady who has a home salon. The doctor runs his small practice from his basement. Same with the vet and the dentist. People gather in the courtyard for potlucks and organized activities where the home-schooled children can obtain some overly supervised social skills.

The first day that I decided to walk down the hill to look for a job, I asked my sister if she wanted me to pick up some toilet paper because I didn’t see any in the bathroom. Luckily, I had tissues in my backpack. “Nah,” she’d said, “We’re a green community. We just rinse off.” I laughed my ass off until I realized she wasn’t joking. So, I bought my own and snuck it in the house like contraband. And they’re all such busybodies around here too. When I stepped out of Rhian’s house this morning and walked down the street toward the gate, I noticed people looking out their windows like they were watching a spectacle. I don’t know. Maybe it’s my platinum hair with hot pink stripes. But when I approached the double-wide iron gate, it opened slowly to let me exit. I made my way down the steep road wondering how the gate knew I was leaving. Maybe there’s a sensor, or perhaps a guy in a button-up shirt watches the gate from his garage with a remote control in his hand. And who celebrates corn? Maybe this place isn't peculiar at all. Maybe I'm just not used to community watches, corn festivals, and rinsing off. What should I wear to this corn festival anyway? I search through my suitcase and change into shorts and a tank top after a hot shower.

“Going somewhere?” Rhian asks.

I step over a handmade toy and pat little Kristie on the head, “Yeah, I thought I’d meet up with my new friends.”

“Can I go?” Kristie wraps her arms around my legs so I can’t walk to the door.

“Me too?” Little Cory hugs my arm.

“Leave Auntie Brynlee alone,” Rhian sets the baby down in the playpen and peels her kids off me. “Where you off to?” she asks me.

“I was invited to go to the corn festival.” I shrug. “Sounds silly, but whatever, why not try to make friends while I'm here?”

Rhian looks away before landing her eyes on my hair and finally back to my eyes, “Brynlee, can I talk to you before you head out?” She pulls out a chair for me.

“What’s up?” I ask.

“First, I want to say that we are so happy to have you here.” When she places her hand on mine, I notice a white tattoo on the skin between her thumb and first finger. It’s barely visible because it’s white, but it appears to be a small oval. When I lean in to get a closer look, she removes her hand from mine and places it under the table.

“Thanks, Rhian, for accepting me into your home,” I smile.

“I wanted to adopt you; you know? Before you turned eighteen so that you felt like you were part of this family.” She sits back with a heavy sigh. “Now that you’re eighteen, I have no right to tell you where to go or who to make friends with. Please, just be careful.” Before I can get a word in, she changes the subject. “Listen, Jay will be home tomorrow. We’re going to have a family meeting. But just to give you a heads up, we are going to ask you to....”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, get rid of the pink in my hair and the nose ring.” I stand up. “No problem, I need a change anyway.” I won’t argue. I’ve heard the, as long as you’re in our house, speech before. It won’t kill me to blend in temporarily.

“Can you sit back down, please,” Rhian pleads. “Actually, we’re going to ask you to stay. We've lost so much time together already, don’t you think? You always seem to have one foot out the door like this is one of those dreadful foster homes. We’d love for you to be a permanent part of our family.” She places her other hand, the one without the white tattoo, on my shoulder. “I just wanted to give you a heads up before tomorrow to give you some time to think about it. Go have fun at the festival. But be careful.”

My walk down the hill feels different than it did this morning.

Planter Falls is lined in chronological order from First through Tenth Street and continues to the other side of downtown to Twenty-Second street. I walk past Tenth Street and approach the diner with regret. I think I would have enjoyed working there. Someday, I’ll think about the chicken song incident and laugh. I shrug it off as a hiccup in this temporary excursion until I find my path in life or until my path finds me.

“Hey, Brynlee, wait up!”

I turn to see Logan running from the diner with his apron in his hand. “Oh, hey, why’re you running? Did you get fired too?” I grin.

“Nah, it’s impossible to get fired from there.”

“Ha!” I blurt out.

“You didn’t get fired. You walked out.” Logan pulls a ten-dollar bill from his pocket.

“Wow, this town really is old-school. We don’t use cash in the city; everything’s electronic. I can’t tell you the last time I saw real money.” I take the ten-dollar bill from Logan and examine it like it’s an antique before handing it back.

“This is half of the extra tip those guys left because they felt sorry for you. I told them I would make sure you got it, and I kept the other half because you left me to clean up your mess. And yes, we are one of few towns who pride ourselves in the pre-2020 ways, and we function as cash society like the good ol’ days.”

“I thought it was weird at first, but I’m kind of diggin’ the retro vibe around here. Seriously though, those guys weren’t mad that I drenched them on their lunch break?”

Logan sucks his breath through his teeth and pauses, “Actually, they were cracking up about it.” He smiles, “Why'd you leave?”

“You're kidding, right? Where I come from, if something like that happens, you run and never look back.”

“Nah, people around here are chill.”

“I guess so....”

“Carl says when you come back tomorrow, I should teach you how to balance a full tray. It was my fault for assuming you knew.”

“Wait, Carl thinks I'm coming back? You mean, I'm not fired?”

“Didn’t I just tell you that? You can be on your own whenever you think you’re ready. Not that I mind,” he winks, making me blush. He’s so damn cute. We cross the road and walk toward the direction of the park. “So, you decided to skip your TV show, and grace us with your presence at the festival, huh?”

I shrug, wondering if I would have come if Rhian did have TV streaming. “My curiosity about how corn can be so popular around here trumped my need to know if William gives the rose to Ronald or Oliver.”

“Ah, well, I’m sure it will go to Oliver, he’s the better catch for sure.”

“He does have those eyes, but Ronald has that cute ass,” I grin. “So, tell me, if this is a farm town, why didn’t you go into farming?”

“I probably will eventually. Almost everyone around here does. I don't plan on working in the diner forever. Unfortunately, the farms haven’t been prosperous in the last couple of years. We farm the old-fashioned way, but you can’t do that without water. We’re a tough community, and we’ll get through it. It has to rain eventually.” He changes the subject, “How about you? What’s it like living in a big city?”

“It sucks. A lot of homeless people and drug addicts. Seems like the whole country is struggling.”

“It’s been struggling since before we were born.” Logan shrugs, “So, you don’t want to go back there, and you don’t want to stay here. What do you want?” His stare is intense as if he really might care what I want.

I don’t know the answer to that, so I smile, “What do I want? I want corn.”

He sucks air through his teeth, “I’m about to make your dreams come true. But first, do you mind stopping by my house with me so I can change out of this uniform?” I hold in a breath when his hand goes to my lower back. He leads me left down Twenty-First Street to the fourth house on the left, a square single-family home half the size of Rhian's house, yet twice the size of the place I grew up in with my dad.

“So, why are you getting off work this late?” I ask. “You went in so early.”

“Double shifts. That’s my life lately. You can hang out here on the porch. I'd invite you in, but Mom isn't feeling well today.”

I opt to make myself comfortable on the second step while I wait. The houses across the street look like little square cookie-cutter houses in different colors but all with the same front porch. An elderly lady looks up from watering her plants to wave at me. I smile and wave. People are so nice in this town, except maybe for Rachael. I can’t imagine why my sister kept telling me to be careful.

“Whatcha doing?”

I jump, not realizing a small barefooted child snuck onto the step beside me. He has the same big eyes as Logan on a tiny speckled face.

“Oh, hello there. I'm waiting for Logan.”

“Is he your friend?”

“Uh...I guess he is my friend. What's your name?

“Brendan Alan Jacobs. I'm six years old.”

“Well, it's nice to meet you, Brendan Alan Jacobs. I'm Brynlee Jo Harper.”

Brendan cracks up laughing, “Brynlee Jo Harper? What kind of name is that?”

“Well, the Jo part is after my mom, Joanna. Brynlee is after my dad, Bryan, and Harper is my last name.”

“My mom’s name is Beverly. She can’t play with me today.”

“I’m sure she’ll feel better in no time with extra hugs and kisses.”

The door opens behind us, and Logan walks out in jeans and a T-shirt. “Hey, Buddy. Go on inside with Mom, okay? I'll bring you something back from the festival.”

“I wanna go to the festival with you and Brynlee.” Brendan’s little hand finds its way into mine, and my heart melts. “Please, can I go with you?”

“It’s okay with me...” I shrug.

“Nah, I’ll take you tomorrow, Brendan...okay, fine,” Logan rolls his eyes when his little brother curls his bottom lip. “Let me ask Mrs. Henley to look after Mom. Go put your shoes on.”

“I’m gonna give Mommy extra hugs and kisses before we go.” Brendan runs in the house as Logan walks across the street to talk to the lady watering her plants. I'm not usually a kid person, so I am surprised that I'm actually looking forward to spending time with this kid.

A small lake sits in the middle of the park with a decorative wooden bridge going all the way across. The park is filled with games, activities, and booths that offer food, mostly made from corn, provided by the farmers on the outskirts of town. After tasting kettle corn, cornbread, corn pudding, corn on the cob, and corn salad, I'm corned out. I'm afraid of what my next trip to the bathroom will be like.

“Wanna bite of my corn dog?” Brendan offers sweetly. He has not let go of my hand yet. He held it all through the hayride to keep me from falling off.

“No, thanks,” I smile. “I have an idea. Let’s do the sack races.” We run hand in hand past Logan to wait in line, where he finally catches up.

“Oh look, there's your BFF,” Logan points to a girl taking tickets.

“Huh? I don't know that girl. I don't know anyone.”

“It’s Rachael,” he laughs.

“What? That is not Rachael. Oh, dang, I guess it is. Wow, she looks different than she did this morning. She’s really pretty.” Rachael looks so different because she’s not wearing the thick glasses, and her hair is down. Her unbuttoned plaid shirt is tied at her waist to reveal a crop top, barely covering her flat stomach. And her cut off jean shorts are so short the pockets are hanging out of the bottom. She puts a hand on her hip when she sees us, but I look away as not to make eye contact with her.

“Hey, maybe we should go do the lawn bowling instead,” I suggest.

“Nonsense,” Logan smiles facetiously. “She’s harmless. Look, we're next,” he gently nudges me forward with his hands on my hips. I plant my feet making him laugh.

“Hey, Rachael. You remember Brynlee from the diner? We have a bet going. Whoever loses gets to buy the other one dinner tomorrow night.”

I swing my head around and drop my mouth open, “Huh?”

“Yep, may the best man win,” he winks.

I look at Rachael, whose mouth is also gaping open in shock. Oh, I see what he's doing. He just said that to get a reaction from her. For a second there, I thought he was serious...hoping he was serious. I close my gaping mouth and play along. “Yep, may the best woman win.” I help Brendan with his burlap corn sack, and we all line up at the start line. When Rachael blows the whistle, I hop forward as fast as I can before I fall face first in the grass. Ignoring Rachael’s giggling behind me, I look up to see Logan pick up his little brother and cross the finish line. Rachael stops laughing when he sets Brendan down and walks over to help me up. With my legs still trapped inside the giant corn sack, Logan picks me up like a sack of potatoes and carries me across the finish line too. Now I'm the one giggling.

“That was fun. Let’s do it again!” Brendan hops up and down as I step out of the sack.

“Oh no, little man. It's past your bedtime.” Logan looks up at me with a grin. He gently wipes the dirt off my chin with his thumb. “Losing is dirty.” He looks at his phone, “Donny and Danny are at the corn maze. Why don’t you head over there? I'll meet up with you guys in a few minutes. I'm gonna take Brendan home and check on Mom.”

“Okay,” I look at my phone. I don't want to get back to my sister's house too late, but it's still kind of early. “I guess I can stay a little longer.” I give Brendan a big hug goodbye before heading over to the corn maze, where I find the twins propped up on a giant bale of hay like they’re on display. Donny has his shirt pulled up behind his neck, chewing on a piece of straw. Danny is wearing jeans with boots and a cowboy hat with no shirt on. Two girls walk by and bat their eyelashes.

Danny tips his hat at my approach, “Thought you were too good to attend our beloved festival.” 

“I thought I'd see what all the fuss was about,” I tease. “My only complaint is that they haven't found a way to make cotton candy out of corn. What is a festival without it, am I right?”

“Welp, we do have cotton candy-flavored Vodka, which is technically made from corn.” Donny winks.

“Are you saying that Vodka is a vegetable?”

“One of the most important food groups around these parts. Although you have three more years ‘til you can partake.”

“Guess I'll stick to unfermented corn products,” I scoff. “How do you know how old I am anyway?”

“Logan told us. We had to get the scoop on the new girl in town. But we heard you weren't staying long, and ya aren't interested in getting to know anyone.” Danny says with one eyebrow arched.

Folding my arms, I pout defensively, “I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Indeed. Unfortunately, we’re just about to close the corn maze for the night. But we'll make an exception just for you. I bet a city girl like you hasn't experienced a real corn-maze before, huh?”

“I can't say that I have.” I laugh. “I'll see you guys tomorrow.”

“Wait, don’t leave yet,” Donny says. “The field party starts when the festival ends. Unless you’re too good...”

“Field party?”

“It’s a party in a field, duh,” Danny pretends to whip his imaginary hair. “There’ll be a bonfire and cotton candy Vodka shots.

“Yep,” Donny wriggles the piece of hay in his mouth. “But if she's too good to hang with us and she’s too good for the field party, then she's too good for the adult hayride.”

“Stop saying that,” I pout. “What do you mean, adult hayride?”

“The kiddie hayrides end when the sun goes down but see that apple tree way down there? That's where it's cut extra wide through the corn to fit the tractor. We load it up and head down the corn maze. It’s a corn maze drinking game, or in your case, we’ll load up some grape soda. If we take a wrong turn, we take a shot.”

“At the end of the maze, we take our clothes off, “Danny interjects.

“Uh, okay. So that’s what goes on in farm towns, huh?” I shake my head, laughing. “You guys are nuts. Tell Logan I'll see him in the morning.” I turn to walk away when they both start cracking up laughing.

“We had her goin’. But, man, you gotta admit, that does sound like it’d be a good time.”

I cross my arms, “I suppose you were lying about the cotton-candy vodka too?”

Danny winks, “I guess you'll find out when you're out of diapers.”

“Remember, she'll be bolted out of this shithole town by then, so she'll never know.”

“You guys are being jerks,” I’m trying to act mad but can’t help but laugh at the hot, shirtless comedy duo as they crack themselves up.

“We're just playing around. Hop on, and we'll give you a private hayride.”

“I'll pass this time. Thanks, though.”

“Here comes Logan. Hey, man, did ya bring the vodka for the field party?”

Logan waves, “You guys are full of shit. You don't even drink.”

“Hush don't tell her that. We have a reputation to uphold. Besides, we would if it weren’t a dry county.”

I laugh along with the three of them as they banter back and forth. It's kind of cute that they're trying to mess with me. Makes me feel like I'm one of the guys. Maybe I will like it here. I have a job, I’m making friends. And Logan...

“We’re just playin' around there’s no party. Hop on, kid, we have to take these bales of hay and the tractor back to the Russen farm.” Donny helps me up. He and Logan sit on either side of me on the back of the trailer, which Danny drives through the tall corn stalks by the apple tree. The trail is just wide enough for the tractor. I laugh to myself at their corn maze drinking game story and imagine them lined up at the end of the trail in their underwear, chewing on a piece of straw.

“Look at this cute little guy,” I shriek. “The caterpillars at home look nothing like this.”

“We call that a corn-apillar. Not the scientific name, of course, just what we’ve nicknamed them.”

I put my finger down on the floor of the trailer to let it crawl up, holding it in front of my face. It has a neon green stripe along its back with yellow spots that glow like a firefly. And a face so cute it looks like a cartoon, even with the horns on its head and black spikes along its sides meant to intimidate prey. “What does it turn into, a moth or butterfly?”

“If you’re lucky enough to see it before the farmers spray, they turn into the biggest butterfly you have ever seen. It’s spectacular with an eight-inch wingspan and colorful spots. They're faster than the average butterfly, though, it's a game with the kids, but so far, no butterflies have been caught.”

“What a shame that they have to die,” I frown. “They’re so cute.”

“They might be cute, but the farmers hate them, always trying to find new ways to eliminate them because they munch on the crops. They’re practically indestructible. This town survives on the corn and other crops, you know. It’s bad enough with the drought. These little guys appeared a couple of years ago and have multiplied like Gremlins. It’s become a nasty epidemic. They’re hard to crush too, only a mix of the nastiest pesticides....” The tractor takes a sharp left, making me fall into Logan. I laugh before he helps me sit up. He puts his arm around me to keep me from falling again, making me feel safe. A feeling I haven’t felt in a long time.

“Aw, my corn-apillar friend is gone.”

“I should have warned you about his driving.”

Three chickens scatter when we pull next to the red barn. Donny wrangles them toward their coop with the others. I follow excitedly as if I’ve never seen a chicken before. Refusing my help, the guys pull the hay off the trailer and stack them inside
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