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  Chapter 1

Adrian


I’m parked in the middle of the road after driving for hours, leaving my old life behind. It’s a chilly Sunday afternoon, and I find myself under attack from an aggressive bunch of turkeys. 
They’re strutting across the road, completely unfazed by my presence, gobbling like they own the place. Looking straight at me, they stop right in front of the Welcome to Pulse Point sign. I sit in my car, trying to make sense of how ridiculous this is, questioning whether I should get the hell out of the road or try to scare them off. But there are too many to count, and one even starts pecking at my bumper.
No way am I going to sit here any longer and wait. The turkeys need to move so I can drive. This is me taking control and facing whatever comes next head-on.
I push the door open and step outside, the cold air hitting my face. I don’t move at first, even as I stand there, staring them down. Just as I start to wonder how to handle this crazy situation, wings flap hard beside me and a blur of feathers flashes past. 
“What the—” My pulse rises, and I turn just in time to see the damn thing hopping onto the driver’s seat. I’m about to close the door, but it’s too late… It’s already made itself at home. And of course, I’m driving a Mercedes-Benz with doors that open like wings. Fucking great.
My hands rest on my hips as I switch my gaze between the turkey in my car and the others edging closer. If I lock the turkey in there, it’s sure to make a mess, but if I leave the door open, I could end up with all his friends inside.
Waving my arms, I lunge forward. “Go on, move!” I shout, but the turkey in the driver’s seat doesn’t budge. Of course, I expected that to work… at least a little. But the damn bird just stares at me like I’m the idiot. As a last-ditch effort, I let out a weak gobble… Don’t ask me why. The other turkeys respond with even louder gobbles and march toward me. A groan slips out of me as frustration bubbles to the surface. This is absolutely absurd.
My mind races through the possibilities. What the hell am I supposed to do? I press my palms against my temples, trying to think clearly over the gobbles.
Fucking hell.
I’m tired, cranky, and desperately want to sit down with a drink after an incredibly long day. Most of my stuff is in storage, but everything that actually matters is crammed into that car, and if that turkey makes a mess, I’ll have nothing left.
Pulling out my phone, I check for service… Nothing. Not that I even know who I’d call. Animal control? AAA? Maybe Isaac, my friend, just so someone can laugh at this with me. I can’t even Google how to remove a turkey from a Mercedes.
What the fuck is wrong with this place?
I shove my phone back into my pocket just as the sound of an engine revs. Hope fills me as a blue Toyota Corolla pulls over and out jumps a woman wearing a blue New York Yankees hat, matching leggings, and a fitted tank top.
Perhaps she’s from around here. Which means she’s probably dealt with turkey standoffs before. Maybe things are about to get better.
“Looks like you’ve got yourself a problem here.” She glances at the turkeys.
A smartass. Great.
“You think?” I cross my arms.
She bursts out laughing, and for a second, my shoulders drop, the tension in my neck easing against my will. It’s not funny, but her laugh is so damn infectious that even I can’t help but crack a smile. Maybe the problem lies with my car. Perhaps they can sense I’m not a local.
“Do you know how to get rid of them?” I point to the one in my car.
“What kind of car is this?” she asks, raising an eyebrow, confusion flickering across her face.
Is she serious? It’s a Mercedes-Benz SLS AMG… How does she not know that? I guess it’s a sign of just how far I am from New York.
“A Mercedes.” I glance at my sleek, high-tech car that’s fetching compliments everywhere I go. But right now, I’m seriously regretting it. It’s not built for these situations. I really wish I had something that I have zero pride in protecting instead.
“This one right here?” She points to the turkey in my car. “He’s the king of the flock.” She doesn’t hesitate, her tone matter-of-fact. “You need to nudge him away for the rest to follow.”
Nudge him? Right. I doubt it’s that simple. He looks like he’ll peck my face off.
I raise an eyebrow, wondering how she knows that, but it makes sense. The big guy’s puffed up, while the others keep their distance, waiting for him to make the first move.
As I lock eyes with her, something sparks: a challenge in her gaze that draws me in and dares me not to back down. A smile lingers on her lips, as if the entire situation is a big joke to her. My attention drops to her athletic build, and for a split second, I wonder how she finds this so amusing while I’m stuck in this nightmare. I shake my head and draw my focus back to the turkey in the front seat, now preening its feathers like it’s got all the time in the world. The rest of the flock stands by, watching, as if they’re waiting for some kind of signal to move.
If that signal is all aboard! I’m screwed.
If it’s attack the new guy, I’m really fucking screwed.
Still, I square my shoulders. I didn’t pack up my entire life and move to a new town just to be outsmarted by a fucking turkey.
So, if the plan is to nudge him, then fine… I’m going in.
“Okay, so how do we get him and the rest to go? What do I need to do to make him leave?”
She bends into her car, and my eyes involuntarily glance down at her ass before I force myself to look away.
“Sorry, Russell, this is all I have today.” She pulls something out of her car.
I snort. “The turkey has a fucking name?”
“Yeah, Russell’s definitely the star around here.”
“You’d be better off cooking him.” As if he hears my words, Russell waddles out of my car and right up to her, flashing me a look that says he’s more confident than I am… Great.
With a deliberate move, she tosses something to him, and he happily pecks at it before she dusts off her hands, a satisfied smile spreading across her face as the other turkeys scatter off the road. “I’m assuming you’re heading into town?” 
“Yeah.”
“Get in quick!” she yells, hopping back into her car. I hesitate for a moment, glancing at the feathers scattered everywhere, and a strong, musky odor hanging in the air. With no time to clean my seat, I ignore it, grumbling under my breath as I jump back in, quickly slamming the door behind me.
She takes off, her car zipping down the road, and I follow, focusing on the way the turkeys disappear in the rearview mirror. Relieved to leave them behind, I lose sight of the Corolla but keep my attention on the directions I need to get to Keith’s, my dad’s best friend’s, place.
I cruise through town, playing “More Than A Feeling,” my father’s favorite song, which brings me comfort, turning it up as I take in the wide sidewalks, the vibrant storefronts, and the bare trees lining the road with their autumn leaves falling. A few small businesses catch my eye… like an old-fashioned bakery with a hand-painted sign and a cozy café with tables spilling out onto the sidewalk. There are trucks and SUVs here, blending seamlessly with the charm of the town. Which makes me feel out of place.
Pulling into a long driveway, my mouth opens at the sight of Keith’s white weatherboard house with its green tile roof. It looks like paradise compared to what I’ve left behind. It’s surrounded by lush trees, and a big fountain in the front garden with flowers around it. You don’t get that kind of welcome at a New York condo.
After I park, turn off the engine, and step out, I can’t even be bothered to be concerned about the mess from the turkey or even gathering my bags because the front door swings open. All I want to do is say hello.
As I approach, a friendly smile greets me. It’s a familiar face… with gray hair, black-rimmed glasses, and a gray beard. Something tightens in my chest. I hadn’t realized how much I missed seeing someone who actually knows me.
“Adrian, so nice to see you. It’s been too long.” Keith wraps his arms around me. At first, I’m stiff with surprise, but as his warmth seeps in, I settle into the embrace. My muscles relax, and I return the hug with a firm grip. The last time I saw him was at my dad’s funeral—a moment that now feels like a lifetime ago. When it’s only been a year.
I step out of the hug and roll my shoulders, trying to release the stress of the last few weeks. Pretend I’m just tired from the road and not everything else.
“How was your drive?” Keith looks at me with fatherly concern.
“Long.” I meet his gaze for a second, then look away, forcing a shrug. Because long is easier than I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.
“Where’s all your stuff?” He gestures toward the trunk of my car.
“I left it in the car.”
“Let’s go grab it.” He starts down the path, and I follow. He’s acting like this is just another normal day, but I’m bracing for the comment of is that it?
I open the trunk and pull out a couple of cases and bags.
Keith’s brow creases. “Where’d the rest of your stuff go?”
“In storage for now.” So is my old life. I follow him back to the house and into my new life. “When I find a place here, I’ll have it all moved.”
“Good idea. There are a few places up for sale. I’ll happily take you to check them out when you’re ready.”
“I’m in no rush. I just want to get settled here and work.”
The heaviness of my past still eats at me.
“Of course. Just let me know when you’re ready. Meanwhile, it’ll be good having someone around.” He pats me on the shoulder.
It hits me—the raw vulnerability in his words. He lost his wife, Sage, a few months before my dad passed, and I know that pain of loneliness all too well… being an only child and losing both my parents.
When he called one day to check in on me, I told him I’d lost my job. He listened quietly as I explained what happened, and then he mentioned his general practice was expanding and he was hiring. “You should come work for me,” he said, almost casually. But I remember the way he paused, waiting for my answer, and how his voice cracked just slightly with relief when I said yes… as if he’d been hoping I’d ask for help but knew I never would.
I do have a couple of friends, but in terms of family, he’s it. My father met him back in college. When I realized my reputation was in ruins after being dismissed for failing to follow orders, the idea of working at another big-city hospital made my stomach churn. I wanted a change, and his offer felt like a lifeline, a chance to start over.
We head into his house in silence; the only sounds are our footsteps on the hardwood floors. The place smells of coffee and clean linen.
I’ve never been here before. There was always an invitation, but I had excuses. Work or timing. I didn’t think my dad or Sage would go so soon. Now it feels like I’ve arrived too late.
Keith leads me down a short hallway, then into a bedroom. He drops the bags on the floor with a grunt. I take a look around the bedroom, which has wooden floors and matching furniture. A gray rug sits beneath a bed with green and white sheets, and artwork brightens the wall.
His house is far bigger than I expected. The room is spacious, filled with light streaming from the large open windows. Keith points out the features, like the television and Wi-Fi.
His pride shines through as he continues his tour of the house. Wooden accents carry throughout, with subtle reminders of his wife scattered around the place.
Photos of the two of them laughing, hiking, and dancing. Little trinkets line the shelves. The living room has a fireplace, a gray sofa, and a coffee table piled with their books. It’s like she’s still here, just in another room.
“Do you want a drink?” he asks as he goes into the kitchen.
“I’d love one.” I follow him.
My heart jumps as I notice a community newspaper that’s open on the counter. I can’t help myself and read the first two lines before Keith snatches it away. Bold letters scream: New Doctor Due to Arrive in Town After Being Professionally Dismissed in New York City.
“They make it sound worse than it was,” I start as my stomach sinks, but the words come out weaker than I’d like.
“Don’t read that bullshit.” Flailing his hand, he gestures for me to dismiss the article.
I nod, though it still stings to see. It was to save someone’s life, but the board didn’t care about my motives… They only saw the breach of protocol.
Keith hands me a beer, and I take it without a word. He lifts his bottle, and I tap mine against it, the clink cutting through the silence. I take a long swig, letting the bitterness settle.
“To new beginnings,” I murmur.
He discards the newspaper into the trash, and for a moment, I’m grateful for his distraction. “Oh, before I forget, there’s a welcome party next week. The community wants to introduce you.” He hesitates before adding, “I think it’ll be good to counter the bad publicity. Show your face.”
My gaze shifts from the trash back to him. “I don’t think that’s what they want.”
With his expression serious, he leans forward slightly, like he’s silently promising that one day, this will all be behind me. “You’re a good man, Adrian. This town is lucky to have you.”
I smile, or at least try to, even though my insides feel tight. It’s been a rocky start. First, the turkeys don’t like me, and already, the gossip is starting, but I just want a clean slate.
“How far off is the general practice from being ready?” I tap my fingers on the beer bottle, the rhythm helping to calm the nerves. I’m dreading heading back into a hospital while I wait for the practice renovations to finish, but I cling to the hope that the environment here will feel more welcoming.
“Twelve months. It’s a lot slower here than in the city.”
“Right,” I mutter as my stomach twists once more with unease. “I hope the people are a little different here.”
“They will be. You’ll blend in. The doctors here are like you,” he assures me, a glint of confidence in his eyes. “Smart, driven, and they get results, no matter what it takes.”
“Do they know about my dismissal?”
“Yeah. There’s a section of the weekly community newspaper that’s called ‘Dr. Whisperer.’ Best to avoid that for a bit.”
“Thanks for the tip.” I take another sip, the refreshment hitting just right.
“I didn’t know what you were thinking for dinner. Did you want to stay in or head to the bar?”
“I’m happy to grab some takeout. I want to hit the sack early tonight.”
“That sounds like a plan.” Keith’s grin stretches wider before he takes another swig of his drink.
Needing to change the subject, I say with a shake of my head, “I met Russell on my way in.”
“Oh, you did? Those nuisance turkeys.”
I finish off my beer. “I literally got stuck trying to get here. They wouldn’t get off the road. Russell even jumped into my car, took a shit on my seat… I couldn’t get him out.”
Keith nearly chokes on his beer, a laugh escaping him. “He’s the worst.”
I toss my bottle into the trash. “I’m going to clean my car and take a quick shower before we order dinner.”
“Sounds good.”
Turning away, I head outside, but something stirs in my gut. This is it. This is where I’ll seek my redemption.






  
  Chapter 2

Amelia


“Amelia, do you mind coming into my office for a minute?” Luna’s voice carries across the moderately spacious newsroom of The Pulse Bulletin. 
Several heads pop up from behind their computer monitors. The newsroom is unusually full today. Hunter and Corey huddle by the coffee station, discussing the upcoming city council vote, and Olive furiously types at her desk, organized with color-coded folders and press releases. Even Detective Lawson has wandered in from the police station across the street, wanting to discuss the weekend crime report.
Everyone’s staring as I grab my laptop and push back from my desk, my stomach churning with nerves as I walk through the office. I like the feature of cubicles in the newsroom, but not when I’m getting called to Luna’s office. 
Sunlight streams through the tall windows, and the glass walls with their black frames seem to close in around me. 
I smooth my cream sweater, making sure it still looks neat against my black pants. Luna rarely calls anyone into her glass-walled office unless something significant is happening… good or bad. I’ve been knee-deep in an article about the upcoming welcome party, but this feels important.
“Looks like someone’s in trouble,” Hunter whispers to Corey, just loud enough for me to hear. “Maybe City Manager Ezra finally complained about that piece on the development project.” 
A few chuckles ripple through the newsroom.
“If Ezra had a problem with my reporting, he’d need to read it first.”
Hunter lifts his hands in mock surrender. Corey grins.
Violet shoots Hunter a withering look before giving me an encouraging smile. Ignore them, she mouths.
Violet’s always had my back, since most people here are disconnected from me. My quiet way of working and my relationship with Luna outside of work has pissed off pretty much everyone over the years. They respect my work because they have to, as my investigative pieces bring in the readers and boost our numbers, but they keep their distance. I rarely get invited to drinks at Pulse Point Tavern, and conversations die when I walk into the room.
Olive doesn’t even bother looking up as I pass, but I notice how her typing becomes more aggressive, her fingers hitting the keyboard with unnecessary force.
As I make my way toward Luna’s office with its clean ‘EDITOR-IN-CHIEF’ lettering on the glass door, I feel the eyes of everyone in our newsroom. I hold my head high despite the discomfort, my laptop clutched to my chest. Behind me, the whispers begin again with theories about why the boss wants to see me.
Inside Luna’s office, I settle into the chair opposite her. As always, she looks impeccable. Long brown hair falling over a beige silk blouse, big gold hoops shining in the light. Her pink nails are flawless, makeup bold yet tasteful. She leans forward, hands clasped, a bright, genuine smile spreading across her face, which comforts me.
“So, I called you in to let you know I’m scaling back,” she says, her eyes focused on me. “I need someone to help lighten the load. It’s starting to feel like too much, especially now that I’m getting older.”
I’m surprised. At fifty-one, she’s not what I’d call old. But I get it, running a growing company isn’t for the faint of heart.
“I’ve decided to hire someone for my role part-time,” she continues. “I’m pulling people in individually to see if there’s leadership potential. If you’re interested, I’ll be keeping a closer eye on your work moving forward.”
The idea of being both a journalist and a part-time editor-in-chief makes my heart race in the best way. “I’d love that opportunity,” I say, barely containing the excitement in my voice.
“I’m pleased. After twelve years, Amelia, you’re practically the foundation of this place. I remember when you covered that shop fire your first month here. Look how far you’ve come. Your knowledge is irreplaceable, and that network of contacts you’ve built across Pulse Point to the surrounding towns takes years. The newer staff may not realize it, but half of our scoops come from relationships you’ve made.”
My chest swells with pride. I sit a little straighter, feeling that rush of validation. Maybe this is it… my shot at something more. I’ve earned it. 
I’ve always wanted to be a journalist. Luna is my mom’s closest friend, and I’ve worked here since I was fourteen. Luna would let me come to work with her to sort the mail, restock the breakroom, and pretend I wasn’t eavesdropping during story meetings. Those afternoons, surrounded by the noise of printers and the smell of fresh ink, planted the seed of desire in my heart.
But this isn’t the life I imagined.
I thought I’d outgrow this town. Take what I learned and run with it. Maybe I’d land a bigger paper, in a city where people didn’t know me as Luna’s best friend’s daughter. And follow my dream of reporting on more lifestyle topics like fashion, beauty, and trends, but that kind of coverage isn’t exactly popular in a town like this. But then Mom got sick, and running wasn’t an option anymore. So I stayed. And that meant working my way up here, in the same building where it all started.
“And congratulations on your latest article,” she adds. “It was sharp, engaging, and stirred up just the right amount of buzz.” 
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” She smiles.
I wrote about the new doctor in town. The one who broke protocol by administering unauthorized medication and was dismissed from a major New York City hospital. I still don’t understand why someone like that thinks they can just waltz in here, setting up shop as if nothing happened. Exposing him felt like doing the town a favor.
“Are you working on another piece about him?” she asks.
Ever since the article ran, locals have been calling and emailing the paper or stopping Luna in the street, asking for more.
“Yes, and one on the welcome party.” The words feel bitter on my tongue.
“It’ll be sensational,” Luna says. “I want you covering it. Photos, articles, the works.”
“Of course. I think it’s great to welcome him,” I manage, though I’m not convinced he deserves it. But I keep my opinions to myself. No way am I jeopardizing this promotion. Because this isn’t just a title; it’s a raise that means I can pay medical and daily bills with ease, and have more control over the stories I pitch, and finally get some respect in the newsroom.
Sure, the town’s heard the rumors, people talk, but that’s never stopped them from showing up with pie and chairs. That’s just how they are. They’d rather be seen as warm and neighborly than risk looking judgmental or divided. Hosting a welcome party doesn’t mean they’re taking sides; it just means they’re being polite.
Still, I can’t help but wonder why he’d agree to come. Surely he knows someone will be there covering it. Then again, who knows… he might not even show up.
“I’m opening the position externally too,” she adds casually, as if it’s no big deal.
The words hit like a punch. My stomach sinks. I thought it would stay within the team. Most of us have been here for years, staying in this town, covering the usual local stories… Minor fires, car accidents, the mayor’s latest drama about ducks, or more recently the Mercedes-Benz driver’s turkey takeover. I remember how a few days ago, I saved Adrian when his car got overtaken by turkeys. And I’m not talking about a few birds. No, I’m talking about an entire flock, led by King Russell himself. I’ll never forget the look on his face when I pulled up. I knew food would work. As soon as Russell started pecking, I warned Adrian to get in his car before the turkeys figured out they’d been tricked. Then I took off, heading home after picking up medication for Mom from the nearby town, Prescott Valley.
I force a smile. “Let me know if you need anything else for the weekend.”
“I know you’ll do great,” she says warmly. “Better let you get back to it.”
As I leave her office, determination flares within me. This isn’t over. Not by a long shot.
I head back to my desk, my heart still racing from the meeting. My butt barely touches the chair before Violet leans over her laptop, whispering across the white desk.
“What was that about?”
I know she hasn’t had her talk with Luna yet, but she will.
Violet and I are similar in style… Black pants, a camel coat draped over her chair, a sleek black top, and her straightened, glossy black hair falling perfectly into place. She only started here a couple of years ago when her family moved to town.
I’m about to tell Violet about the meeting, just as Luna calls her name.
Violet stands, smoothing her pants, and heads into Luna’s office.
When she returns, she drops into her chair.
“Are you excited?” I ask, leaning forward.
“No,” she replies flatly.
“You don’t want it? You’re not even going to apply?”
She shakes her head. “No, I’m happy where I am. You go for it.”
I sit with that, the simplicity of her answer both shocking and enviable. Wouldn’t it be easier if I could be content?
A flicker of dedication lights me up again. I dive back into my follow-up story, determined to impress Luna.
A new email from Luna hits my inbox. Subject line: New Restaurant Opening. Pulse & Co, Soft Launch Tonight.
Of course. Another food feature. My fourth this month. 
It’s not that the food isn’t good. It’s just… how many ways can I describe a tasting plate before I start to sound like a menu myself?
I close the email without reading the rest. 
The office clears out at five, but I stay until five-thirty, as usual. That extra half-hour feels like a quiet promise to myself. A reminder that I’m willing to go the extra mile.
Before I head out, I look through my socials. I’m mid-scroll when a video auto-plays on my feed. It’s my sister, Aurora, standing on a rooftop in LA, the skyline behind her. First week as a junior buyer at Bloomingdale’s. Still feels surreal, her caption reads, followed by three champagne emojis and the hashtag #PostGradDreams.
A hollow ache settles in my chest. People always leave… for school, for jobs, for something bigger. And I stay. Even Aurora, my little sister, she’s twenty-three and already living the life I used to dream about. 
I used to imagine myself in a city like that, going after stories that set my heart on fire. I even had the application saved for a job in New York.
But then Mom was diagnosed with atrial fibrillation a few years ago. The bills piled up. And here I am, watching someone else live the life I wanted, while I write about turkeys hijacking luxury vehicles.
Mom used to teach art at the elementary school. She loved it, always came home with glitter in her hair and paint on her sleeves. But since the flare-up a few months ago, the dizzy spells and the new meds, she’s been on medical leave. She says it’s just until things stabilize, but I’ve seen the way she touches her chest when she thinks no one’s looking. She hasn’t been back to the classroom yet, and I’m not sure when she will.
Fifteen minutes later, I pull into our large circular driveway, climb the three steps to the front door, and let myself in with my key. The noise hits me instantly. Home.
I’m the oldest of seven. A chaotic, wonderful mix of boys and girls. At twenty-seven, I carry the invisible badge of eldest child responsibilities. Ignoring the noise of the kids, I drop my bag in my room and head to the living room, where Mom’s curled up on the sofa, her face a little paler than usual. I tell myself not to overthink it. She’s just tired. Still, a twist curls in my stomach.
“Hey.” I lean down to kiss her cheek. “Have you eaten?”
She blinks up at me, smiling. “Not yet. Just needed to rest a bit first.”
“I’ll get started. What would you like for dinner?”
“I’ll help.” She slowly rises. “I hadn’t planned anything in particular.”
I hold out my hand. “No, you rest. I’ve got it.”
“I’m sick of resting. That’s all I do.” She waves me off.
I glance at her as she walks into the kitchen, noticing how carefully she moves, the way she pauses slightly when catching her breath.
“Mom,” I say softly behind her.
Grabbing vegetables from the fridge, she lays them on the counter.
“How are you feeling today?” I grab a knife, cutting board, and pot.
I wait, expecting her usual answer while chopping broccoli. But stay hopeful for something different.
She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine, sweetheart. Just a little tired.”
I put the knife down gently. “You don’t have to pretend with me.”
With a sigh, she leans against the counter. “I know. But worrying about it won’t change anything. I’m managing.”
I watch her from the corner of my eye as we work. Her breathing is shallow again, the kind that barely reaches past her ribs and makes me worry. She used to glide through the kitchen, humming, wiping down counters, stirring sauce, or checking on the oven. Now she has to pause just to catch her breath.
A tightness builds in my chest as my mind races. What if I don’t get that promotion? What if something happens to her, and I can’t afford the hospital bills? What if I’m not enough to hold all this together? Will I be forced to tell my siblings about our financial situation? 
I swallow hard, the words catching in my throat. I’m scared, Mom. I keep thinking… what if something happens to you? I feel like I’m trying to hold everything together, and I don’t know if I can. But I don’t say it. I can’t. Because if I do, I’m sure tears and panic will come. Pretending is the only thing holding me together.
Opening the fridge, I try to decide between chicken or fish, like my world isn’t shifting from underneath me.
When I return to the counter, she reaches for my hand, her fingers cool. “Amelia, you don’t have to carry it all. I know you feel responsible, but I’m still your mom. I’m still here. And I’m proud of you… for everything. I don’t want you to sacrifice your life for mine. You’re young. You should be out with friends… or a nice man.”
Of course, she knows.
I never said a word, but she saw it anyway… she always does. But that’s the thing about her: she can see it even when I think I’m hiding it well.
“Luna said I’m being considered for a promotion. I’m trying not to get my hopes up.”
Her face lights up, pride shining through the exhaustion as she squeezes my hand. “I’m so proud of you. You deserve this.”
I nod, feeling both lighter and heavier at the same time. “Thanks, Mom.”
I return to cooking, the clink of utensils and the low hiss of the stove bringing me back to the moment. Behind me, the familiar noise of my family fills the kitchen.
The table’s nearly full now. Hazel, sixteen, lounges at the far end, one leg draped over the other, eyes glued to her phone. “Fifty-eight seconds flat,” she says without looking up. “Coach nearly cried. Honestly, I should be scouted already.”
Next to her, Atlas, fourteen, hunches over a napkin, tongue poking out the corner of his mouth as he adds scales to a dragon’s tail he’s drawing. “Hey, move your elbow,” he mumbles when Sofia leans across him, holding out a piece of paper.
“Guys, can you read with me? Just this scene,” Sofia, who’s twelve, pleads. “It’s for tomorrow’s audition.”
“Only if the dragon gets a voice too,” Atlas mutters.
A blur dashes past the table—six-year-old Felix, wearing nothing but superhero undies. “Spiderman doesn’t do broccoli!” he yells, leaping onto the sofa.
Jasper, fifteen and full of opinions, leans back in his chair. “Did you know, in Finland, they don’t even give homework? And the kids there are super smart.” He shrugs. “I’m just saying, maybe we’re the ones doing it wrong.”
One chair remains empty. No one ever sits there, even though we’ve long stopped setting a place for him.
Dad’s seat.
The back left leg still wobbles. I keep meaning to fix it, but I never do.
The noise used to feel overwhelming when I was younger, each new sibling adding another layer to the chaos. But it wasn’t the volume, it was the weight of helping, of stepping in, of becoming the one who holds it all together when no one else does.
Now, though… the noise feels like home.
After dinner, we clear the table, and Mom pulls out Monopoly. It’s our weekly tradition… no phones, just us, rolling dice, laughing, and bonding.
It starts off innocently enough. Atlas grabs the race car before anyone else can. “I’m the car. It gets better mileage,” he says seriously, like that has any effect on dice rolls.
“You never even play it right,” Sofia mutters as she snatches the banker tray and tucks it close to her chest. “You can’t buy utilities and skip paying. That’s not how strategy works.”
Atlas shrugs, already rolling. “Worked last time.”
I land on Mayfair. And of course, there’s a hotel.
“Fourteen hundred,” Sofia says smugly, extending her hand.
“Seriously?” I groan as I toss her the bills. 
Felix slaps a Chance card down and yells, “I win!”
“Felix,” I say gently. “You’re in jail.”
He frowns, then grins. “Spiderman can do whatever he wants ‘cause he’s awesome.”
Looking insulted, Jasper chimes in. “Is anyone listening? I was talking about other countries’ school systems. No homework. Kids are happier.” He picks this conversation back up from dinner.
“Jasper,” I mutter. “We’re playing Monopoly.”
“Are you sure you’re not cursed?” Hazel jokes from her spot next to me. She likes watching me suffer in board games.
“I’m not cursed,” I grumble, handing over my last blue fifty-dollar bill. “It’s a test of character.”
“And how’s that working out for you?”
“Not great.”
By the end of the game, alliances have crumbled, fake bills are dramatically thrown across the room, and Felix is trying to convince us that “free parking” means that he owns the car now, not Atlas. We laugh until our stomachs hurt.
This is home. This is why I stay. This promotion could help us.






  
  Chapter 3

Adrian


I step into the house after an eight-mile run, sweat clinging to my skin, still catching my breath from the last push. The cool morning air feels different in Pulse Point… crisper, like it cleans my lungs with every inhale. Being here for a week, this has become my new routine, and honestly, it’s more peaceful than I expected. 
With so little traffic, I can let my mind wander and work out any problems. Sure, the past lingers like a shadow, but I focus on what’s right in front of me. Every day, I pick a new direction to run in. The best part? No crowds. No accidental shoulder bumps. Just me and my footsteps on the sidewalks.
I quietly close the door behind me, trying to stay quiet, but the rich scent of fresh coffee leads me straight to Keith. He’s at the kitchen counter, pouring steaming coffee into a mug.
“Morning,” I say, hands on my hips, lungs burning from the sprint finish.
Keith glances over with a smile. His plaid shirt is wrinkled, flat hair on one side like he rolled out of bed ten minutes ago. He holds up a mug in a silent offer.
I wipe the sweat from my brow. “I’d love some, but I’m gonna shower first.”
“Go right ahead. I’ll wait a few minutes, then brew a fresh cup just for you. Want me to make some eggs too?”
I shake my head, appreciating the offer, but feeling a pang of guilt. “Nah, don’t worry about it, Keith. You’re already doing more than enough for me.”
Inside the bathroom, I peel off my damp clothes and step into the hot shower, letting the water wash away the tension in my muscles. Afterward, I towel off and pull on a pair of new blue jeans and a brown t-shirt, both a little softer and better fitting than the daily suit I’m used to. I run a hand through my still-damp hair and glance at my reflection. I look presentable. Almost like I belong.
It’s been a week, and tomorrow, I start as a doctor at the hospital until Keith’s practice is ready for me. This week has been about settling in, getting my bearings. But today, I’ve got one thing on my list: a haircut at the barber Keith pointed out the other day.
A few minutes later, I’m back in the kitchen, where my coffee waits for me on the counter. “Thanks.” I take a long, satisfying sip. The bitterness is exactly what I need after another restless night.
“How’d you sleep?” he asks, clutching his own cup.
“All right,” I lie, not ready to unpack the mess in my head. Thoughts of dismissal, feeling like I wasn’t enough, echoes of my dad’s words to “toughen up,” still lurk in the background. But I’m here to start over, to move past all that. Sleep will come eventually. I just need time.
“So, what’s the plan for today?” I ask, wanting to change topics. 
“I thought we could stop by the practice after we head into town. Just check in. Then, later, there’s the welcome party.”
My stomach tightens at the reminder. A flicker of something like dread washes over me. I rub the back of my neck, suddenly too aware of the way the collar of my t-shirt sits against my skin. Parties aren’t really my thing, not now, when everything already feels rocky. But maybe it’ll work in my favor, especially with Keith there. “What time?” I ask.
“Five. We’ll head back here around four to get ready. I’ll drive since I’m bringing food and drinks.”
“What are you bringing?”
“Mac and cheese. Everyone brings a dish. I’m not spoiling the surprise, though. You’ll see why this place is special soon enough.”
I nod, draining the last of my coffee.
At the very least, I can show up looking like I’ve got it together… even if I don’t feel like it yet.

      [image: ]I push open the door to the barbershop, the bell chiming softly overhead. The place looks just like the ones back in the city with brick walls, chairs in a line, big windows letting in streams of natural light, and that familiar mix of wax, hairspray, and aftershave lingering in the air. Nothing fancy, but it has a charm, the kind that feels lived in.
A bearded guy in his mid-thirties, with a solid build like he spends serious time at the gym, greets me with a friendly smile. Tattoos snake up both arms, and his confident stance says he owns the place, or at least runs the show.
“Hey.” He pauses mid-trim, clippers still in hand, and glances up to greet me.
“Hi. Do you have time for a haircut?” I ask, wiping sweat from my temple.
His eyes scan me briefly, not in a judgmental way, just a quick once-over. Normally, I don’t overthink stuff, but here, in this unfamiliar place, even the smallest thing makes me feel like I stick out.
“Yeah. Take a seat here.” He points to one of the black chairs. “I’ll be a couple of minutes, then I’ll be right with you.”
I slide into the seat, noticing he’s the only barber working. But it’s nine a.m., so maybe it’s just early.
There’s a small TV in the corner, playing the morning news on low volume. I watch it for a few seconds, then glance at the barber, who finishes up with an older gentleman, their conversation drifting from sports to grandkids.
After a few friendly pats on the back and a chuckle, the man pulls out his wallet, hands over a bill, and waves off the change with a grin. There’s something easy and familiar in the way the barber interacts with him, like he knows how to make people feel comfortable without trying too hard.
When he’s done, the barber brushes off his hands and walks over to me.
“I’m Derek,” he says, offering a hand. “I own the place.”
“Adrian. I just moved here.” I shake his hand.
He doesn’t mention the article, doesn’t give any sign he recognizes me from the picture, and maybe he doesn’t. Or maybe he does and just wants to form his own impression. The thought makes my chest feel like it’s opening up, just a little.
“So, what brings you to town?” He drapes a cape around me and snaps it in place.
“I’m joining Keith Montgomery’s practice.”
He raises an eyebrow, a flicker of recognition. “Keith Montgomery, huh?” He pauses. “So you’re planning to stick around, then? Not just a couple of months kind of thing?”
“Yeah, I’m here for good. I’m staying with Keith while I look for something to purchase.” 
I’m staying because, truthfully, I have no other choice. No hospital’s going to take me after the way things ended, and Keith gave me an opportunity when no one else would. I owe him.
“Smart move. All right, tell me what you want.”
I run my fingers through the hair on the sides of my head. “Short on the sides, like a one or two, faded up. Keep the top a bit longer, you know, just clean it up.”
“Got it.” Derek grabs the clippers and starts working. A steady buzz of the clippers fills the space, mixed with faint music playing from a radio in the corner.
“You from here?” I ask.
“Born and raised. My dad owned this shop before me.”
“Do you work alone?”
“Most mornings, yeah. I’ve got a guy who helps out in the afternoons. Regulars like their routines.”
We fall into easy conversation. He tells me about the local bar, The Pulse Point Tavern, good for watching sports, with an awesome outdoor area.
“What about gyms? Cafes?” I ask.
Derek lists off a gym just down the road, a bakery with the best pastries, a coffee shop that knows how to make a decent cold brew, and a smoothie spot I’d probably never find on my own. Some of it overlaps with what Keith has shown me, but he adds his own personal twist.
We talk about where to buy a house, which spots are quiet, and which ones have character. He doesn’t sugarcoat anything, which I appreciate.
When he finishes, he brushes off the stray hairs and adds a bit of gel.
“What do you think?”
I check it out, running my hand over the fresh fade. “Nailed it. Thanks.”
Derek unclips the cape, gives it a shake, and grins. “Nice meeting you, Adrian. See you next time.”
“Definitely. Thanks for the suggestions.”
I pull out my wallet to pay, and as I turn to leave, he calls out, “Hey, take my number. A couple of buddies and I head out to the bar on Fridays. I could introduce you around if you want to tag along.”
“Sounds good,” I say, surprised at how natural the offer feels. After the mess at the last hospital, I’m wary of making new friends, especially at work. But maybe having a circle outside of that would be better.
I step outside, and for the first time in a while, I feel lighter. Like maybe starting over isn’t just possible… it might actually be nice.
On my way back to Keith’s truck, where he’s waiting for me, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, glancing at the screen. Isaac. Relief hits me as I answer.
“Hey, man,” he says. “How’s it going out there in the sticks?”
“So far, so good. Still finding my feet,” I reply, relief settling into my chest at the familiar voice.
“You start work yet?”
Huffing out a breath, I kick a loose rock as I walk. “Nah, not yet. Checking out the practice later today. Haven’t been inside the hospital yet. I start tomorrow.”
“How you feeling about that?”
I reach the truck, leaning against the door as I rub the back of my neck. “Fucking scared, honestly. Like… the shit from the city will follow me.”
Isaac sighs. “Try not to think about that, man. It’s a fresh start.”
I roll the words around in my head, knowing he’s right.
“How is it back there?” If anyone knows, it’s him. He’s still in the thick of it at the hospital.
“They’ve moved on,” he says. “You know how it is—one drama, then on to the next.”
I scoff. “Yeah, well, I’m sure if I were still around, they’d be talking about it.”
“Probably.” He doesn’t lie, and I appreciate that. “But you’re not. And honestly? You’re gonna be better off where you are.”
A deep chuckle leaves my throat. “How the fuck would you know?”
“I don’t,” he admits. “I’m just trying to make you feel better. Is it working?”
I shake my head, smiling despite myself. “You know what? It kinda is.”
“Good. My job here is done. Call me later.”
“Alright, will do.”
I hang up as I grip the truck handle for a second before climbing in. The interior smells faintly of leather and pine, the dashboard dusty but well-kept. The door creaks slightly as it shuts.
Maybe Isaac’s right. I need to start believing this is my fresh start and not be hung up on the past.
But fresh starts don’t change what’s happened. And some shit has a way of catching up with you.
I glance around, noticing the number of trucks in the parking lot and along the streets as we pull away. Back in New York, it’s all busy, fast, and loud with sedans and honking taxis. Here, it’s quieter and slower. A different kind of energy altogether.
“Seems like everyone drives a truck around here,” I say, buckling my seatbelt.
Keith chuckles, shifting gears smoothly. “Yeah, it’s just more practical. Hauling wood for the fireplace, dealing with rougher roads… It fits the lifestyle. Back in the city, your car made sense, but out here, it’s a different story. Plus, when you get your own place, having a truck might come in handy. No rush, though.”
Keith owns a few vehicles: his sturdy truck, Sage’s sleek sedan, and an old convertible with a soft top that looks like it’s seen a few summers but still holds its charm. I’d rather have one car, so I’m willing to give up the Mercedes.
“All right, let’s go.” His voice carries a note of excitement that’s contagious. “Did your dad ever tell you how I came about getting the practice?”
I shake my head as part of me stiffens. Talking about my dad still feels hard. But I’m curious about the stories Keith might have. “No.”
He flicks his gaze to me for a moment before turning his focus back to the road. His hands grip the steering wheel. “I met Sage here, and she couldn’t move to the city, so I was moping around, trying to figure out what to do with myself. The practice was up for sale because the doctor was retiring. Your
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