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      Rocket has her eyes on the prize. An ingenious pageant maven, this high-achiever never let her poor upbringing hold her back from her dreams. At this year's state fair, she's got that Butter Queen crown in her sights. When she falls for a hot substitute pageant judge, however, her ethics outweigh her desire to win at all costs.

      

      Hotshot Navy pilot Jet just wants to spend his time on leave eating state fair food on skewers and hanging out with his best friend Henry. When the Butter Queen pageant comes calling, in desperate need of a new judge, the always-helpful Jet does what any good citizen would do. This decorated military officer soon finds himself ill-prepared for one bodacious bombshell contestant to blow the doors off at every turn, so he might as well hang up any attempt to remain unbiased pageant judge.
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      Jet

      

      The plane tires screech on the pavement, the cabin jostles the passengers, and the senior lady seated next to me deepens her death grip on my forearm.

      I pat the top of her hand and smile reassuringly. "This is all normal. Nothing to worry about."

      In reality, I'm remembering smoother landings of my F-18 Super Hornet in the middle of a thunderstorm, and I'm wondering who gave this pilot his or her license. But I don't say those kinds of things to nervous grandmas on commercial aircraft.

      When the plane slowly taxis to the gate, the lady lets go of me and exhales loudly, chuckling at herself. She adjusts her pink T-shirt with the sparkly lettering that reads, If Mom says no, ask Nana.

      "Thank you for keeping me calm, young man." The truth is, I'm not that young anymore. And, I've done almost nothing to earn her praise other than happily chewing on the strawberry hard candies she handed to me out of her purse, one after another, while I listened to stories about her two wild grandsons waiting to see her at our final destination.

      I was happy to humor her; I've been gone for too long on active duty, and I'm just relieved this war is over. Aside from that, this lady reminds me of my nana. She never got to see me off when I left for training in the Navy Reserve or had the chance to clip out articles about my accomplishments. She never got to proudly frame a photo of me in my pilot uniform and place it next to an image of her late husband in his Air Force flyboy uniform from back in his day. Speaking of Pop, I would have loved to exchange flight school stories with him, but I never had the chance. I'm not one to brag, but I think he'd be proud of me.

      "Have a nice visit with those grandbabies, ma'am," I say, handing over the floral suitcase from the overhead bin that I helped my seatmate stow when she first boarded.

      "Oh, thank you. I'll bet you have a sweetheart who's looking forward to seeing you." She smiles at me, eyes full of hope. I hate to disappoint her.

      I shake my head. "No, ma'am, no sweethearts yet. But my stomach is looking forward to some sweet corn at the state fair," I reply, patting my stomach, my mouth salivating at the memory of grilled and buttered corn on the cob.

      When we clear the jetway, and I begin to head toward baggage claim, she hugs me with surprising strength for a tiny woman. "Don't wait too long to find that sweetheart. Keep your eyes open at the fair, she just might be there."

      This is just typical grandmotherly advice, but her words land hard in my gut. My last relationship ended soon after I enlisted. My ex couldn't handle the possibility of me getting called up to active duty, and we were too young to get married. Since then, I've been focused solely on my career and pretty much closed off to any idea of dating.

      The grandma and I say a friendly goodbye, and I head to baggage claim and grab the rest of my shit before heading outside to wait for my ride. The blast of warm, humid air that greets me is nothing like what I've gotten used to overseas. People around me are sweltering, but they don't even know. I'm just happy to be on dry land.

      What else reminds me of home is my vintage pickup truck pulling up to the curb right now.

      My best friend Henry pops out of the driver's side and grabs my bags, tossing them into the bed.

      After a quick and awkward bro hug, I gesture for him to hand over the keys. I pause for a moment to stroke the hood of my truck. "I hope Uncle Hank has been nice to you, Betty."

      Henry hops in the passenger side. "Let me know how the rebuilt transmission feels."

      "Thanks for taking care of her," I say. "And let me know how much I owe you."

      Henry waves me off. "Consider it your homecoming gift. Thanks for letting me drive her. Really helped in the pussy department."

      I laugh as I rev the engine. I missed this. "The pussy department? That the one just upstairs from the shoe department or the perfume counter?"

      Henry snorts. "Dumbass."

      I reply, "You're the dumbass if you think I'm buying the suggestion that you've turned into a honey magnet while I've been gone."

      He cackles, "Well, you know how it is for the town pariah. People aren't exactly happy to see me sticking around to start over."

      I shake my head. "Eh, fuck them."

      Henry lets small-town gossip roll off his back. Always has. "I don't mind the mystique. Maybe my bad boy status will drum up more business for the corn maze this fall."

      "Hey, if I'm around, let me know if I can help with that," I say.

      "Listen, unless you're going to wear a Michael Myers mask," Hank replies, "I can't have you and your chiseled jaw hanging around the maze or pumpkin patch. You're a walking thirst trap and nobody is gonna be looking at me."

      I laugh. He rolls down the window and lets his hand surf in the wind as we speed down the highway, the airport in my rear-view mirror, and the gently rolling countryside ahead of us. I feel bad I got called up to active duty overseas amid his personal life exploding.

      "Where're we headed, Lieutenant?" Henry says.

      "Hank," I say, not taking my eyes off the road. "What day is it?"

      "September 1."

      "And what do we always do on the first day of September?"

      We've had this exact conversation every year on this day, whether or not I'm home. It's a tradition.

      "Try to take over the world?"

      "Fuck you," I say with a chuckle.

      Finally, he answers, "Home of the fried mac and cheese on a stick?"

      "Heck yes," I reply. "Every day for the whole week the fair is open if you're up for it."

      I plan on filling up every second of this week enjoying some deep-fat fried comfort foods on skewers, standing in line to see the butter sculpture, and watching tractors pull trailers full of random shit through the mud.

      "Sounds fun," Henry says. "But tomorrow I'm meeting with a maze designer to start planning things out for the back 40, plus a million other things to take care of before I open the patch a month from now. But thanks."

      I'm proud of my best friend for finding his passion. I never would have expected that passion to be pumpkin farming, but I'm happy he's found a way to turn his problems into a positive.

      When we arrive at the fairgrounds, the parking lot volunteers see my uniform and direct me to the special military parking. If Henry wasn't with me, I might brush off any special treatment. But today, it's the least I can do for the dude who happens to be my only family left on this earth.

      The two of us are through the gate and hitting the midway quickly, and soon enough we're standing in line for grilled corn on the cob. I've been salivating ever since I found out that the last leg of my flight home coincided with this day. The line is twelve people long, and all of these hungry folks insist on shuttling me and Hank up to the front of the line.

      As I'm about to place my order for three ears with extra butter, a clipboard-carrying woman wearing a business suit, flashy brooch, and a face etched with stress approaches me and introduces herself as Cameron. I size her up and decide she's either a politician or taking a survey. "Sir, I wonder if I might ask you a favor. The Butter Queen pageant finds itself short one judge today, and it would be an honor to have a decorated aviation officer from our home state serve as a substitute judge." She flashes me a huge smile with searching eyes, and then adds, "Sir."

      I glance sidelong at Henry. He's no help, snickering while we wait for our corn.

      I say to her, "Sure, I'll do it. You mind if I eat first? Been on an aircraft carrier for a long time."

      "Can you eat and walk?" She truly looks desperate. "I'm so sorry, but it's zero hour and this pageant crowd is getting restless."

      I hold out my fistful of cash to the sweet corn stand attendant, but he waves me off. Henry isn't snickering anymore. Under his breath I hear him mutter, "I'm sticking with you, kid. Maybe some of that shine will rub off on my reputation."

      Nodding to the lady in the business suit, I say, "As long as you don't mind me talking with my mouth full
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