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      The first thing to hit her was the smell.

      Natalie tenuously walked up the wooden steps at the edge of the covered porch, grayed and a little splintery from too many years in the elements; or at least, too many years without care. The gutters along the roof were heavy with brown leaves and rotting twigs, weighing down at the edges. The boards that didn’t creak threatened to crumble under Natalie’s flats. She was careful to avoid the softest spots as she tip-toed to the faded pink front door, peeking in the slim windows that bordered each side.

      When she opened the door and passed over the threshold, it was like stepping back in time. Memories assaulted her with each breath, her nose filled with the stale and familiar air… This was Gram’s house. The lavender quilt hung over the back of the ancient overstuffed loveseat, the basket of crochet hooks and yarn sitting beside the candy bowl on the spindly little end table her great-great grandfather had made. The baby grand piano had a thick layer of dust on the lid, and the place clearly needed a good sweep and Swiffering, but it still smelled like her.

      Like a mix of lemon shortbread and old paperbacks.

      She walked into the parlor and set her oversized purse on the wooden rocker, beside the thin fleece airline blanket her Grandmother had stolen from Delta back in the 90’s on her trip back from India. That thought made Natalie scan the room for the little Buddha statue she kept on the bookshelf, and the incense burner on the mantel.

      She started to slip off her shoes, and then thought better of it. Who knew how dirty or splintery this floor was? It probably hadn’t been refinished in close to 20 years. So instead she wiped her shoes on the mat by the door and padded over to the magazine rack by the window. She checked the top drawer- and there it was: frankincense and myrrh incense cones and a jumbo box of matches.

      She picked out a cone and placed it in the tiny, bronze lamp over the fireplace, lit one of the matches (it took a few tries), and held it to the cone until the tip glowed red. She shook out the flame, blew out the ember, and closed the lid once the smoke began to lilt out of the tip.

      “There you go, Gramma,” she said, “Namaste.”

      The spicy smoke mixed with the scent of old books and lemon cookies, and Natalie blinked back a tear.

      

      The second thing that hit her was how weirdly clean everything was. Dusty, sure. She’d been expecting that. But Gram had always been pretty messy- waiting days to fold clean laundry and letting dishes pile up and fill the sink before stacking them in the ancient dishwasher. Natalie wasn’t even sure if that dishwasher worked anymore. It was the same one that had been there the last time she visited… how long ago was that?

      Long enough to need a new dishwasher, she was pretty sure.

      Regardless, it looked like Nat was going to be staying here for a while, so she decided to make herself at home. She reached into the cabinet above the stove for the tea kettle. Everything was just where she remembered it was. Plates, bowls, the little Looney Tunes tumblers Gram had saved that used to be jelly jars, all stacked and put away as if nothing had changed.

      But everything’s changed, Natalie thought to herself, eyes glazing over as she waited for the water to boil. Gram was gone- passed peacefully in her sleep after a long and happy life. I wonder who cleaned this place? Did they know I was coming?

      She held her head in her hands over her mug. Gram’s tea collection was looking a little bare, so instead of her favorite blueberry green tea, she settled for a wildberry zinger that had likely been in there for a decade or so. Guess I’ll add a grocery run to my list of things to do.

      She pulled out her phone to check her email. It had been a long drive from California… 4 days of almost non-stop driving. But she wasn’t about to leave her car across the country and be stranded in the middle of bumfuck Maryland. She had forgotten how convoluted the country roads were around here. How did anyone find their way around this state? Once you got off the highway, it was nothing but corn fields and general stores and silos.

      She considered herself lucky that Gram’s house wasn’t too far in the middle of nowhere. The tiny village of Ringold (she couldn’t even really call it a town) was a little farming community sandwiched between Hagerstown and a small branch of the Appalachian Mountains. She even had service out here, even if it was only a couple bars. She’d have to get the internet hooked up in the next few days so she didn’t have to rely on her hotspot the whole time.

      Her inbox was already approaching triple digits even though she had caught up before leaving the hotel that morning. She checked the time. 4:30 pm… that was 1:30 in Los Angeles?

      Damn. Barely past lunch and they already were hounding her. Before she left the city and the music management agency she worked at, she had negotiated a plan with her boss that allowed her a “work from the road sabbatical” of sorts.

      “Where will you even be? Do they have internet in Maryland?” Her boss had asked her.

      “I’ll be close to D.C. I can check up on bands coming through the 95 corridor. Not only that, I’ll still be able to email out advances with venues and manage expenses remotely- tour managers do it on the road all the time!” She had assured him.

      Natalie was decidedly NOT a tour manager though. She had been an assistant talent manager at Green Lit Management for 7 years now, and was very much an in-office employee. At an agency as big as Green Lit, Assistant Managers had their own artists to manage: smaller national bands, openers for top 40 artists, college rock groups. But her main job was keeping her Manager happy.

      Managers at Green Lit were practically rock stars themselves. When she had first gotten to L.A., she was fresh out of college with an arts management degree and living paycheck to paycheck as a barista. Landing an internship at Green Lit was a huge deal for her- she loved music and had wanted to work in the industry her whole life. But she hadn’t realized how out-of-her-league she would be at the office. The first time she made a Starbucks run down the street, she had been handed the office company card, and had been sent around the office to get the orders of all 30 employees. Together, the orders totaled over $300 dollars, and none of the staff had batted an eye when she returned, balancing a leaning tower of trays and paper bags, grimacing as she handed over the receipt to her boss.

      “Just give those to Lindsay,” The Manager had said.

      Lindsay, the Queen of the front desk, handled petty cash and office expenses. Every day, Natalie would collect the company card from her, make a coffee run, charge hundreds of dollars to the account, and hand it back with the receipts. Twice a day. Just for coffee.

      She didn’t even want to know what they all spent on lunch.

      At first, the whole world had been daunting. Coming from outside D.C., she wasn’t completely unaware of how the 1% lived. But being an assistant to one of them was a whole other level.

      Seth, one of The Managers and her boss, was not used to thinking for himself. At least, not when it came to basic, everyday things. He was a brilliant businessman and Angel Investor: he had a hand in a dozen different Silicon Valley startups, and would fly back and forth from L.A. and the Bay Area twice a week sometimes to check on his various investments. Huge bands came to him when they wanted to play the Super Bowl. He was positively brilliant.

      Just… not when it came to the normal stuff.

      She scanned the subjects of the emails filling the inbox on her phone.

      What’s my coffee order for intern?

      Where do I keep my edgy blazer?

      Meeting mom tonight- what wine does she like?

      Which dry cleaner is the good one?

      After 7 years assisting the same Manager, she had become some strange, sexless hybrid of a wife and mom to him: she knew his schedule, office, and preferences inside and out. Sometimes she even knew what he was thinking before he did. He had not been happy about her leaving the office for an “unspecified” length of time to settle the affairs of her Grandma’s estate. Eventually she had had to point out that in seven years, she’d only ever taken two sick days, and one week of vacation time. She was owed some time off, she reasoned, and she would still be accessible if it was an emergency.

      She shuddered when she heard a ping, and scrolled up to the top of the inbox and saw the most recent email.

      CALL ME - URGENT

      She pressed the phone icon next to Seth’s name in the messenger app, biting her lip as it rang. This couldn’t be good.

      “THERE you are, Nat. Where have you been?” Seth demanded in his inexplicable British accent.

      “Sorry, Seth, I was driving all day. I just got to the house.”

      “Good. Can you log on and work out some issues that Blind Bigots are having with their advances? The intern is useless.”

      One lucky intern had recently been promoted to the unfortunate position of “helping out around the office” while Natalie was on the east coast. Basically, Temp Natalie. Apparently it wasn’t going well.

      “I don’t have WiFi set up here yet, but I’ll see what I can do. When do you need the new advances?”

      “ASAP. First show is tonight.”

      Shit. Most venue offices close at five, and Blind Bigots are starting their tour in Chicago… Natalie did some quick math.

      She had just under an hour to get the new paperwork sent out and in inboxes in time for the shows. And even then, she was pushing it.

      “Got it.”

      “And please tell the intern what my lunch order is from Tae Kwon Dim Sum. He got me FRIED dumplings yesterday. FRIED.”

      She rubbed her temples.

      “Will do.”

      “Talk soon, Nat.”

      He hung up. Nat looked at her now cold tea, and glanced once more at the clock.

      Settling in would have to wait while she found a McDonald’s with WiFi.
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      A persistent tap of rain droplets pelted the paned glass of the one McDonalds that Natalie had managed to find without her GPS- backtracking her way towards the interstate. Her phone was slowly charging off of her laptop, which was plugged into the wall by the beverage dispenser. Her gigantic one-size sweet tea sweated through too many napkins on the table next to her: the only thing she ordered so she didn’t feel too guilty about leeching off the free WiFi and electricity of the recently updated McCafe “bistro” just off the interstate. At last, she typed out the final changes to the tour advances for Blind Bigots and attached them to an email to the intern.

      She knew Seth had asked her to reach out to the venues directly. And fair enough, she had sent them out to the first few venues on the tour. But the poor kid would never survive at Green Lit if he couldn’t learn to read and write advances properly. Blind Bigots wasn’t the biggest talent on their roster, but they were big enough to throw a fit if the venue didn’t have Vegetarian options in the green room. Not to mention the wrong bass cab or guitar amp for backline. She wrote out an encouraging email, urging the intern to double-check the advance before sending it out to the next set of venues, and clicked send.

      At last, she leaned back in her high-top chair and closed out of her email. She could use a drink. Her eyes glanced over at the styrofoam behemoth of iced tea.

      A real drink.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      Natalie jumped at the slightly twangy voice. She jerked her head up to look at the tall, muscled, and surprisingly handsome young man that was gesturing across from her. Despite the height of her chair, she actually had to look up to make eye contact. A pair of bright, teasing green eyes winked back at her.

      “Uhh…” she blinked. Glancing around the restaurant, she realized it had actually gotten uncharacteristically full for an interstate exit McDonald’s while she had been working. That chair really was one of the few available seats left. “Um… sure! Sorry. I uh, I didn’t realize it had gotten so crowded in here.”

      “Soccer game just let out,” he smiled, gesturing around at the gaggles of teens in uniform,  “and thanks! I skipped lunch today, and I really don’t want to wait to eat until I get home. Long drive.” He set down his tray and scooted out the chair. Natalie hastily shut her laptop and moved it to make room.

      “I’m probably heading out anyway,” she said, packing up her makeshift office, “I was hoping to get something a little healthier for dinner tonight.”

      She watched as the man unboxed a double quarter pounder, slathered it with barbecue sauce, and took a massive bite. He noticed her staring.

      “Big words from the gal with a Super Size soda,” he said around a mouthful of fat.

      “It’s iced tea.” Natalie felt challenged.

      “Sweet tea?”

      “...I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”

      “You know sweet tea is even worse than soda.”

      She glared at him, “You’re one to talk!”

      “Hey now,” he grinned, slathering a second sandwich in what appeared to be sweet and sour sauce this time, “I never said I was trying to be healthy. I’m just looking out for you, since you seem to be so concerned.”

      As if God herself had something to say about Natalie’s hypocrisy, at that moment her stomach growled loudly. The man smirked.

      “Wanna fry?” He offered.

      Four days of driving and gas station dinners really had left Natalie craving something green. But she had also skipped lunch.

      “Got any more of that Sweet and Sour sauce?”

      “Of course!” He rustled in the bag for another tiny tub, and opened it on the tray. Natalie pinched one French fry with her fingers and dipped it liberally in sauce. The second she put it in her mouth, she knew she had made a mistake. Her tastebuds came alive with the tangy sweetness and the salty fat and now she couldn’t think of anything else.

      “Gotta love a woman that appreciates a good sauce,” he said approvingly, “You sure you want to leave for dinner? I’ve got more fries.”

      He nudged them towards her. She eyed him cautiously.

      Another monstrous growl erupted from her stomach. At last, she surrendered. “If you insist.”

      He swallowed another bite of burger as she took another fry. “I’m Shawn, by the way. What’s your name?”

      Natalie scrambled for a napkin and held it up to her chewing mouth, “Natalie,” she said, pushing fry mush into her cheeks to talk. Her cheeks pinked. God, this was why she didn’t like eating in public. How were you supposed to have a conversation when you were eating? She felt disgusting.

      She grabbed another fry, but waited until she swallowed before asking, “Does this place always get so crowded after high school sports games?”

      “Not sure,” Shawn chewed. He, apparently, didn’t have any qualms about speaking with his mouth full, “I don’t live in Hagerstown- I’m just in town for a job.”

      “What do you do?”

      “Little of everything. Fix roofs, decks, replace windows, a little plumbing or electric here and there. Handyman, I guess you could say.” He licked his fingers and crumpled up his sandwich wrapper.

      Weirdly, Natalie felt herself relaxing around Shawn. Back in California she would have found his eating disgusting… or, at least, off-putting. But Shawn was a little too… chiseled to really be “disgusting”. Actually, he was downright hot, if she was honest with herself. Tanned, with a nice smile and light brown stubble dotting his square jaw and sculpted cheeks. He was a little rough around the edges, but it worked for him. And she felt less awkward about her own chewing when he seemed so clearly unaffected by etiquette.

      She realized she had been staring again. She quickly swallowed another bite and took a swig of sweet tea. “So where do you live?”

      “Harpers Ferry.”

      “Oh wow,” she said. Not that the West Virginia state line was really all that far. Maryland, Virginia, and West Virginia got all tangled around here. His commute was probably shorter than hers from the Valley to West Hollywood every day.

      He shrugged, “It’s not too bad. But it’s worse if you’re hungry. How about you? You don’t seem like you’re from here.”

      A snort sneaked out of Natalie’s nose as she held back a laugh. Oh no, she thought, where did THAT come from? “Uh, I am, actually- but I’ve been away for a long time. I grew up around here. Well- in Maryland. I’ve got family in Ringold.”

      Or, had family, she mentally corrected.

      “A country girl, huh?” He chuckled, “I never would have guessed!”

      Something tugged at her chest.

      “Well, it’s been a while… I live on the west coast now.”

      “That explains it. What brings you back?”

      “My-” Natalie hesitated. Was sharing her whole story with a stranger really a good idea? She looked at Shawn again, with his shaggy hair and sparkly eyes. Ah well, it wasn’t like she was ever going to run into him again.

      “My grandmother passed away a few weeks ago. I’m uh… Well, she left me her old house.”

      “Oh.” Shawn shifted in his chair. “I’m sorry, Natalie. That sucks.”

      He paused, and then shook his head, “I mean, about your grandmother, not about the house. Unless you didn't like your grandma-”

      “Thank you,” she said. Shawn’s shoulders relaxed slightly as Natalie gave him a sad smile. She realized that he was the first person to actually offer some kind of condolences to her. Her coworkers had just been annoyed at her request for a sabbatical. She’d been so stressed about the trip, she really hadn’t had a chance to think about her grandma’s actual passing until she had arrived a few hours ago. A sob threatened to catch in her throat, but she choked it down. “We were really close when I was a kid. But I wasn’t really expecting it, you know?”

      “Yeah.” He said.

      A quiet pause befell them in the otherwise rowdy McDonalds. Natalie plucked at another fry, but didn’t actually eat it.

      “Do you know a good place to get a drink around here?” She finally asked.

      Shawn perked up and smiled at her. “You up for a bit of a drive?”

      Natalie went to check her watch, and then realized she didn’t actually care what time it was.

      “Sure. Why not?”

      “Then follow me. I know just the spot.”

      

      Natalie was grateful that it was still light out as she followed Shawn’s white pick-up truck in her compact Toyota Camry out towards Martinsburg, West Virginia. They pulled off before reaching the state line, though, and she would have completely missed the turn off the interstate if Shawn hadn’t put on his blinker a good half mile before the exit. He led her down a country highway for a few miles until a little roadside bar came into view: the kind of place that looked more like a cabin than a restaurant, with a backlit plastic-lettered marquee leaning against the street lamp outside.

      She realized as she pulled into the packed gravel parking lot that she probably shouldn’t have agreed to follow a complete stranger to a dive bar in the middle of nowhere. But the acute hunger still nagging at her stomach and the overwhelming stress of the day contributed to her tired sense of relief at seeing a Crab Legs Special advertised across the roadside marquee.

      “I hope you’re still hungry?” Shawn shouted from the side of his pickup as she stepped out of the car, “I’m pretty sure the crab legs come with a side salad!”

      Despite herself, she was beginning to develop a fondness for this West Virginia Mountain Man. “That actually sounds just about perfect right now,” she said, shutting the car door, “Provided they also serve tequila.”

      “Tequila?” Shawn joked, “Sorry, I don’t speak Spanish. If it ain’t from Kentucky, it don’t pass these lips.”

      Natalie laughed, “I can make that work.”
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      The Potomac Bar and Grill was not Bonnie Baker’s usual haunt. Since moving to Hagerstown two years ago, despite quite enjoying the food, she’d only been here a handful of times. But after telling her partners that she wasn’t interested in going out for Friday happy hour to celebrate their Q2 growth, she didn’t want to run the risk of bumping into them at one of the trendier bars downtown. And there was no way she was cooking for herself tonight- or bartending, for that matter.

      Plus, this roadside restaurant had the bonus of country prices on their drinks. While Hagerstown was not nearly as expensive as D.C. when it came to libations, Bonnie was planning on having several drinks tonight along with her dinner. There was no need to rack up a $100 tab while drinking alone. Besides, tonight was Crab Leg Night.

      She’d discovered this hidden culinary gem back when she’d first house-hunted the area, back when she decided she was leaving D.C. Eventually, she’d had to settle for renting an old farmhouse just outside of Hagerstown, mostly because she realized no bank would approve her for a mortgage. She’d wanted to buy a house, but with her debts from law school and only a public defender’s salary, the bank had ultimately forced her hand into renting. So, sore from the realization of her own financial shortcomings and fresh off a numbingly cold break-up, she’d found solace in the comforting anonymity of the Potomac Bar and Grill. The anonymity and the crab legs.

      She snapped another chunk of meat free from its shell, dipped it in butter and a small plastic cup of Old Bay, and popped it into her mouth. She washed it down with the last of her second margarita.

      The sourness lingered at the back of her throat, caught on the still painful memories of her first dinner here alone, hot on the heels of her break-up. The break-up that took place exactly two years ago.

      Happy Anniversary, she thought bitterly. She flagged down Jess, the bartender, for another margarita.

      A slight draft chilled her neck as the front door opened, letting in a cute, petite brunette and a tall, messy-haired boy Bonnie assumed to be her boyfriend. They shuffled through the crowd of good ol’ boys and made their way toward the bar where Bonnie sat.

      “Jess! Get me two shots of whiskey!” The boy hollered.

      Man, not boy, Bonnie corrected herself mentally, although it was hard for her to look at any of these 20-something country types as “men”. The woman, who to Bonnie looked decidedly not like a 20-something country-type, eyed Bonnie’s margarita hungrily.

      “And a margarita,” she added in a strong alto. Bonnie smiled to herself, looking back down at her plate of crab legs. The woman looked like she needed a drink as much as Bonnie had when she walked in an hour ago. She glanced up at the bartender and tossed her a grin.

      “Hey Jess,” she said, “Put their first round on my tab.”

      “Sure thing,” Jess responded in her sweet country twang, tossing her blonde braid over her shoulder as she sprayed some sour mix into two rocks glasses. The brown-haired woman looked at Bonnie suspiciously. The man crossed over to Bonnie and clapped a hand on her shoulder.

      “Thanks man!” He smiled at her, “Or, ma’am? Miss? Shoot. What’s yer name? I’m Shawn.”

      He held out his other hand to her, and Bonnie chuckled at his earnest awkwardness. “Bonnie,” she said, shaking his hand. She looked over his shoulder at his pretty companion. “And you are…?”

      The woman took her margarita from the bartender. “Natalie.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Bonnie said, raising her own margarita as Jess set down three whiskey shots in front of them. “Cheers!”

      Ignoring the whiskey, Natalie raised and tilted her own margarita appreciatively toward her. Shawn grabbed one of the shots and shouted “Cheers!” As he lifted it high into the air, before downing it in a loud gulp followed by a brisk exhale when the alcohol hit his throat.

      He looked at the two remaining shots sitting on the bar top. “Oh come on now,” he said, looking at Bonnie and then lingering his gaze at Natalie, “I told you I’m not gonna watch you drink tequila all night, Nat. Take your shot.” He plunked one shot glass in front of her. “You too, uh…” he paused, blinking at Bonnie with his hand outstretched, hovering with the shot in the air before her as the cogs visibly churned behind his eyes, “Bonnie!” He finally exclaimed, shoving the glass into her hand victoriously as he pointed at her chest with his free hand. “Knew I’d remember it!”

      He waved at Jess to flag her down. Natalie shifted her shoulders and looked up at Bonnie through her eyelashes from behind Shawn as he leaned forward over the bar to catch Jess’s attention. She held her small glass and smiled shyly.

      “Bottoms up?” Natalie posed, and Bonnie blinked away a suggestive image that teased her tipsy mind. She laughed and smiled back at her, nodding and clinking her glass against Natalie’s before they both tipped them back against their lips in unison.

      After all, Bonnie was here tonight to forget, right? What was an extra shot of whiskey?
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      Natalie was delightfully tipsy.

      The Potomac Bar and Grill was filled with what she could only assume were regulars. Noisy, warm, and covered with hunting decor, it was exactly the type of place she would have expected to sit on the side of a country highway in the Eastern panhandle. She could have gone to middle school with any of the men in this bar, she realized, and maybe that was partly why she felt so comfortable in here. Despite being a Los Angeles professional through and through for the past decade, she was slipping far too easily into the relaxed, country atmosphere. The warm log-cabin interior of the restaurant felt homey instead of stifling. The food was simple, but filling and delicious. The taxidermied antlers on the wall, though kitsch, were strangely endearing to her at the moment.

      Almost as endearing as the beautiful dark-haired woman who had bought her and Shawn their first round of drinks that evening. Since then, in addition to enjoying the crab special, Natalie had downed another Margarita and one- wait, two?- more shots of whiskey at Shawn’s behest.

      “At least one sip of whiskey for every drink of somethin’ else!” He drawled, teasing her. What was it with these country boys and their whiskey?

      Not that Natalie minded whiskey. She was especially grateful for it in this moment, as her overindulgence was allowing her to temporarily forget the impending responsibility of her inheritance. Her reason for being in Maryland, and the knowledge that eventually she’d have to contact her mother nagged at the back of her mind. She shook her head, attempting to physically shake the thought out as if it were water in her ear. Bonnie looked over at her.

      “Are you alright, there, Nat?”

      Her voice was calming and cool, reminding Natalie of an elementary school teacher. Bonnie looked way too professional to be a teacher, though, Natalie mused as she drank in her outfit and appearance. A navy blazer was draped across the back of her chair, and the silky shell top Bonnie was wearing revealed pale, toned arms. She was wearing fitted navy slacks that tapered out toward the bottom, and one leg flapped silently over a killer patent-leather heel as she bounced her right ankle, which was crossed over her left leg at the knee.

      “Mmm, yes.” Natalie purred. Oof, maybe she was a little more tipsy than she let on. It had been a while since she’d gotten drunk at a bar. Was this how she normally acted when she was drunk? Was this her drunk purr? She blushed as she shifted in her seat, attempting to look more sober. She should switch to water after this.

      Bonnie tilted her head back in a full laugh. “You’re looking a little sleepy! Long week at the office for you, too?”

      Shawn returned from the bar with three tall water glasses. Gosh, he was a nice dude, Natalie thought. Where were all the nice guys like this in L.A.?

      “Sure, if by office you mean McDonald’s,” Shawn joked, nudging Nat with his shoulder.

      Bonnie blinked at her. “You work at McDonald’s?”

      Her look was surprised, but not judgemental. Natalie laughed and accepted her water from Shawn. “No, no, I work for a music management company based in L.A. I’m here… visiting family,” Nat invented quickly, hoping the half-truth wouldn’t inspire too many questions from her new friends.

      Shawn jumped in to her rescue. “She was working on her laptop in the McDonald’s off of 81 when I met her,” he clarified to a confused-looking Bonnie, “She doesn’t have internet at her grandma’s place.”

      “No internet?” Bonnie questioned, then she shook her head as if it didn’t matter. “How long are you in town for?”

      Natalie guessed that around here, there probably were some old people that never got internet in their house. Maybe it wasn’t all that uncommon.

      “Probably not too long. Just gotta settle some family stuff.” Natalie wasn’t eager to continue this line of conversation, “But then I met Shawn, and he volunteered to help me get drunk! So we ended up at this lovely establishment.”

      “To lovely establishments!” Shawn crowed, clinking his water glass with those of the ladies beside him.

      “To lovely establishments!” Natalie and Bonnie echoed. Bonnie looked Natalie up and down with a penetrating gaze. Natalie shivered.

      “Well, I for one am glad that Shawn decided to bring you here!” Bonnie said, “We don’t get many out-of-towners this close to the West Virginia border. It’s nice to see another city slicker around here for once.”

      “You’re from the city?” Shawn asked.

      “I moved here from D.C. a couple years ago,” Bonnie said, and Natalie thought she saw something flicker in Bonnie’s eyes. “This was actually one of the first places I liked out here. Even if it is a bit of culture shock.”

      Natalie smiled at her, “Yeah. It’s not too bad!”

      Shawn scoffed at them. “Y’all city folk and your standards. This here is the best place for crab legs in Maryland!”

      “Oooo, that’s a tall statement from a country boy,” Bonnie countered, “This place is good for this far inland, but you must have never had real coastal seafood if you’re gonna claim this as the best crab shack in Maryland.”

      “The coast ain’t got nothing on the mountains! You tell her, Natalie.”

      Natalie laughed at her unlikely drinking companions. “Sorry, Shawn, I gotta side with Bonnie on this one. L.A., remember? You can’t beat beachside seafood.”

      Shawn slammed his hands on the table playfully. “I can’t believe this! I’m gonna need to find some other friends around here to drink with!” He winked at Natalie and leaned down into the table as he stood up. “But actually, I got some buddies that just walked in. Y’all are lovely but I think you can handle yourselves. Nat, why don’t you give me a call if you need to escape again while you’re here, okay?” He got out his phone and they exchanged numbers as he made his way to join a small group assembled around the bar. Before he walked off, she reached up to hug him.

      “Thanks, Shawn,” she said into his ear, “I really appreciate you helping distract me tonight.”

      “Well yeah,” he mumbled next to her, “You don’t gotta go through this alone, alright? Seriously. Call me.”

      He gave her a pat on the arm and looked at her earnestly, then looked over at Bonnie. “Thanks again for the drinks! It was nice meetin’ ya.”

      He left the two women at their table by the door.

      “He seems like a nice dude,” Bonnie said to her, “Did you guys seriously just meet today?”

      “Crazy, right?” Natalie shook her head and took another sip of her water, “I’m grateful I ran into him, though. I really needed a distraction from all the family drama.”

      “I get it,” Bonnie said, nodding. “Especially around here… family can be a bit… old-fashioned.”

      With Shawn gone, Natalie realized she could really appraise Bonnie for the first time. Nat saw a sparkle in Bonnie’s eyes as she met her gaze, and her breath caught for a second. She felt her cheeks warm.

      “You know, I wouldn’t have expected to meet someone like you in a place like
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