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      For anyone who’s fallen in love mid-fundraiser, mid-game, or mid–fairy-light tangle: you’re my kind of magic.
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            SUNRISE REPS

          

          FRIDAY, AUGUST 29TH

        

      

    

    
      Dylan

      The clang of iron rings through the Birch Harbor fire-hall gym was sharp enough to slice the dawn in two. I guide the bar onto its hooks, steam unfurling from my breath into the cold air leaking through a cracked window. 5:42 a.m. — eight minutes behind schedule, which wouldn’t matter if my right shoulder weren’t already reminding me there’s a price for every stubborn rep.

      Rookie Lee is fighting a resistance band in the corner, freckles orbiting a grin way too wide for this hour.

      “Already on set two, Coach? Thought you finished your second life before sunrise.”

      “Bench, shower, coffee,” I tell him, mopping sweat with a towel. “Warm-ups, not lives.”

      “Sure. You got a hot date tonight?”

      “A busy day at the Bluewater Cove baseball tournament.”

      “Jealous,” he laughs, just as the station’s alert tone screeches overhead. Adrenaline spikes, then fizzles when dispatch cancels: burnt toast on Harbor View. Classic.

      Ten minutes later, sunrise splashes orange across the harbor while I balance a cardboard coffee cup on the truck hood and flip open my Fundraiser to-do binder.

      Build dunk tank frame — half done, hinges arrive today.

      Source LED stringers — Ben promised extras.

      Confirm volunteer umpire — still blank.

      Crossing off tasks gives me a jolt stronger than the coffee, so I slam the notebook shut, grab my coffee, climb into the cab of my truck, and tap the battered Hawks bobblehead on my dash. It nods like a tiny, helmeted therapist who still believes in my fastball.

      I catch the derelict pier at the stoplight — boards jutting like broken ribs, gulls stalking the posts. Someday I’ll land the grant, sand the planks, string fairy lights, and give this town a place to dance. Someday. The light shifts to green, the image fades, and I keep driving.

      I ease onto the cedar-lined back road, windows down, letting the late August air swirl through the cab as Fun.’s “Some Nights” pulses from the speakers. It’s the song that soundtracked every firepit party my junior year, the one that made us feel invincible.

      I’ve been driving for forty-five minutes. I drum the wheel, smiling at the memory, then spot the familiar hand-painted sign — Welcome to Bluewater Cove — End of Summer Invitational — and my stomach flips with the good kind of nerves.

      The gravel lot is already a tangle of vans, lawn chairs, and coolers. Parents I’ve spent every Saturday with since June wave as I step out. Mr. Patel winks at me— Coach’s lucky coffee is waiting — while Mrs. Ramirez holds up her homemade granola bars like a victory banner. I give them both a grateful thumbs up and head for the dugout.

      The kids are there before I reach the fence, jerseys half-tucked, faces streaked with eye black they definitely didn’t need but insisted on anyway. Maya is demonstrating her new curveball grip to Kenzie, who’s nodding like it’s province-secret intel; Josnah’s rereading the lineup card I posted yesterday, mouthing positions to calm his jitters. They look up as one.

      “Coach D!” they shout, a messy chorus that drowns the buzz of the concessions stand.

      I lean against the dugout roof. “Tournament day, team. You ready to knock this out of the park?”

      Ollie pumps a fist. “Ready Freddy!”

      Laughter breaks the tension — and that’s half the win. I lead them into a quick stretch, sprinkling reminders: breathe between pitches, follow through on throws, trust each other the way you trusted the drills all season. They finish with the chant they invented in June: “One play, one heart, storm surges!”

      Game time. The other team jogs out in pristine uniforms, but confidence isn’t stitched into fabric. Our bench is scuffed, colorful, alive. Bottom of the second, we’re down one. Jonah walks the leadoff batter, shoulders sagging. I call time, jog to the mound, and crouch so we’re eye level.

      “Hey,” I murmur, keeping my voice low so only he hears, “what’s the view from up here?”

      He blinks, confused. “Um … I can see Mrs. Patel’s neon visor?”

      “Perfect. Focus on that bright target behind the plate. One strike at a time. Back pocket trick: exhale as you start the windup — blows the nerves right out.” I offer my glove for a knuckle bump and step off. He inhales, exhales, fires. Strike one blazes past the batter. The dugout erupts.

      By the fourth, we’ve clawed back to a tie. Maya’s pitching now, face set with determination beyond her twelve years. After a long at-bat, she walks a hitter; I catch her rubbing her shoulder. I signal time again, but she meets me halfway, whispering, “I’m okay, just tight.” She’s been honest with me all season, so I nod. “Two more batters, then ice.” Boundaries respected, trust reaffirmed.

      Top of the sixth. Runner on third, score still knotted. Kenzie steps to the plate, unicorn sticker on her helmet glinting in the sun. I call out from the box, “Picture the cotton candy stand!” — our private code for swinging loose and fearless. She grins, digs in, and cracks a liner over short. The run scores, and our bleachers explode with cheers and cowbells.

      Last half-inning, one-run lead, two outs. A towering pop fly arcs toward shallow right. Ludovick and Liam — our identical twins — sprint converging paths. I hold my breath for a heartbeat, but they’ve practiced this a hundred times. Ludovick calls, Liam veers, and the ball smacks leather cleanly. Game over.

      I don’t even get the words out before the kids swamp me in a sweaty hug. Parents cascade onto the field, camera phones flashing, picnic blankets turning into victory capes. I peel back enough to meet each player’s eyes, giving the praise they earned:

      “Maya — that grit on pitch sixty-three? Pro stuff.”

      “Jonah, you felt the tremor and steadied it. Proud of you.”

      “Kenz, that swing … cotton candy for everyone.”

      They glow brighter than the score-board.

      As I scoop up the last stray helmet to let the next team take their place, a blur of sunshine-bronze curls catches the corner of my eye. She’s just stepped up to the concession window — a woman in a faded lake-green tee and high-rise jean shorts, her long, riotously curly hair bouncing against her shoulders with every easy shift of weight. The vendor cracks a joke; her answering laugh rings out light and clear, and when she smiles — wide, unguarded, impossibly bright — it feels like the late-morning sun just nudged the wattage up a notch. She taps the counter with a playful rhythm and only then angles her head toward the field. Our gazes collide across the base paths — hers a flicker of sea-glass green that holds, curious and steady, for one breath-stealing heartbeat. The chatter of parents fades, the squeak of cleats blurs, and it’s just that smile and those curls tethering me in place until Ollie’s glove claps the bench, jolting the world back into motion.
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            CONCESSION STAND

          

          FRIDAY, AUGUST 29TH

        

      

    

    
      Addison

      As I step inside the shack, Maggie thrusts the nacho tray at me without a preamble. “I’m one ketchup packet away from a meltdown. And game one seems to be wrapping up. We’ll get a rush of customers soon.”

      I set the tray on the counter and glance around. The concession stand is as chaotic as ever. Cramped stainless steel counters, the faint smell of burned popcorn, and a soda machine making ominous hissing noises. Outside, the noise of the crowd ebbs and flows like a tide.

      “What’s the crisis?” I ask, tying on an apron that smells faintly of vinegar.

      “Everything.” Maggie ticks off on her fingers. “We’re out of ice. The soda machine is acting possessed. Brett wants five funnel cakes for the team — five. And the seagulls are plotting another attack.”

      “Business as usual,” I say, reaching for the cash register as a mom in a sweatshirt that reads Beavers Rule! hands me a crumpled ten-dollar bill.

      “Not for me,” Maggie retorts, filling a popcorn bag with mechanical efficiency. “You live for this chaos. I remember our high school years! You volunteered for every committee like it was an Olympic sport.”

      She’s not wrong. Yearbook editor, prom committee chair, volunteer coordinator — you name it, I ran it. Organizing has always been my thing, which is probably why I became an event planner. And yet, here I am, 37, wondering if there’s more to life than making sure the snack bar runs smoothly.

      As Maggie turns to refill the nacho cheese dispenser, I glance at the field. Cooper, Maggie’s eleven-year-old, stands in the outfield in his oversized Bluewater Beavers uniform, looking like he’s just spotted a dragonfly.

      “Is Cooper playing well?” I ask, sliding a soda across the counter to a teenage girl with braces.

      “He’s... enthusiastic,” Maggie says, following my gaze. “Last week, he found a caterpillar in the grass and named it Ted. Brett’s trying to teach him to focus, but honestly? Ted might be our team mascot soon.”

      I laugh, picturing Cooper introducing Ted to the team. Maggie’s son is sweet but easily distracted, much like his dad, who’s coaching tonight. Brett’s the assistant coach for the Beavers, a role he takes seriously, though not as seriously as Maggie takes keeping this shack running.

      “Speaking of Brett,” I say, glancing around, “where’s Hannah?”

      Maggie waves dismissively. “Hanging out with her friend by the bleachers. She’s at the age where helping me is the most uncool thing ever.”

      I nod knowingly, handing a bag of candy to a kid who can barely reach the counter. The steady rhythm of transactions almost distracts me from the ache in my feet, a souvenir from today’s wedding expo in Elmwood. If I have to hear the phrase “rustic but elegant” one more time, I might scream.

      “Hey, you okay?” Maggie asks, her sharp eyes catching the sigh I didn’t mean to let slip.

      “Fine,” I lie, plastering on a smile.

      She doesn’t buy it. “You’ve got that look again.”

      “What look?”

      “The one that says, why am I here handing out nachos when I could be on a yacht or discovering myself in Bali?”

      “I do not have that look,” I protest, though she’s not entirely wrong.

      Maggie smirks. “Addy, you’ve been running on overdrive since high school. You organize everything — events, fundraisers, lives. Maybe it’s time to let loose a little.”

      Before I can respond, a woman in a rhinestone-studded #1 Baseball Mom hoodie slaps a ten-dollar bill on the counter. “Popcorn, no butter. And do you have bottled water?”

      “We’re out of bottled water,” I chirp, sliding her change back. “But the soda machine’s extra fizzy tonight. That’s fun, right?”

      The woman’s unimpressed glare is so sharp it could cut glass. She snatches her popcorn and stalks off without another word.

      Maggie stifles a laugh. “Living the dream, huh?”

      “Always,” I deadpan, leaning against the counter as a breeze wafts through the open window. The familiar buzz of the crowd hums in the background, parents cheering and kids chattering. It’s the soundtrack of Bluewater Cove, a town where everyone knows everyone, and the biggest drama is the occasional seagull heist.

      Maggie nudges me, leaning against the counter as we watch the little league chaos unfold outside the shack. “Seriously, though. Do you ever think about leaving? You know, seeing what’s out there?”

      I hesitate, the hot dog I’m holding teetering on the edge of the paper plate I placed it on. It’s a question I ask myself more than I’d like to admit. “I don’t know. I love this town. My parents are here. My business is here. But sometimes I wonder if I’m missing... something.”

      “Something like a hot plumber to fix our soda machine?” Maggie quips, nodding toward the line of patrons.

      “What?” I turn too quickly, the hot dog slipping out of my hands like a greasy torpedo. It arcs through the air in slow motion before landing with a sad bounce on the counter, only to finish its flight on the ground in front of the line of patrons.

      Before I can grab a napkin to salvage my dignity, a man’s voice cuts through the chatter:

      “Excuse me. I think this belongs to you.”
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            RELISH THE MOMENT

          

          FRIDAY, AUGUST 29TH

        

      

    

    
      Dylan

      I spot the disaster midair — one rogue hot dog somersaulting off the counter, ketchup and mustard streaming like party confetti in slow-mo. Instinct kicks in: I lunge, snatch the thing between two fingers, then drop into a catcher’s squat to corral the rest of the mess before the SPLAT soundtrack in my head reaches its cymbal crash.

      When I straighten, the snack bar captain of chaos is frozen on the other side of the counter. Sunshine-bronze curls, rainbow sprinkle stuck to her cheek as if the universe decided she needed a birthmark made of sugar. Eyes so wide I half expect an old-school cartoon booing to echo across the bleachers. She’s older than me, mid-thirties, but that only registers as knows what she’s doing, which makes my arrival with a dripping hot dog feel extra graceful.

      “Guessing this isn’t on the menu,” I say, flicking the sad dog into the trash. Sauces splatter the liner with a perfect Jackson Pollock squelch. Nailed it.

      “I was going to catch that,” she says, deadpan. “Eventually. Probably.”

      “Oh yeah?” I grin. “Before or after it decorated the floor?”

      “Depends how long gravity cooperated.”

      That earns her a grin. Better.

      I lean on the counter, propping one elbow like I have all the time in the world. “Do I get a prize for the save, or do we just pretend gravity never happened and quietly agree to blame the wind?”

      She blinks, momentarily speechless, giving me time to notice the saying on her t-shirt — I run on coffee & spreadsheets. Figures.

      Before she can muster a comeback, a woman in a navy Beavers cap rockets in, grin so big she must sleep in it. “That depends,” she says, practically vibrating. “Can you fix a soda machine?”

      “Define fix.” I half smile. “I specialize in hitting things until they behave. Very sophisticated tech.”

      “Sold!” She clamps onto my arm with the enthusiasm of someone who’s been drinking pure syrup and drags me behind the counter like a game-show host escorting the next brave contestant.

      “Hey, no pressure,” I call over my shoulder, catching hot dog girl’s scandalized stare. “I’ve always wanted backstage access.”

      The soda machine greets me with a hiss that sounds suspiciously like good luck, sucker. I crouch, peel open the metal panel, and pretend I’m a certified beverage surgeon. Truth: nine times out of ten it’s a loose hose or a clogged syrup line. Hose this time. Easy. I tug it free, wipe gelatinous goo on a napkin, refit the clamp, and try not to think about the ten percent chance I’ll shower everyone in cola.

      Hot dog girl hovers as if she’s guarding the crown jewels. Arms crossed, shoulders tense, cheeks shaded a little too pink for the end of summer air. “Sorry about Maggie,” she murmurs. “She’s… very direct.”

      “Direct saves time.” I tighten the clamp, shoot a smile up at her. “Plus, it makes life interesting. I like a challenge.”

      She smirks. “Then she’d be your dream girl — if she wasn’t already taken.”

      “I’m more inclined to think that you are my dream girl.”

      That earns a real laugh. “Great. Now Maggie’s probably drafting a flyer: ‘Hot guy fixes machines and flirts.’”

      I flip the power switch. The machine rattles, wheezes, then settles into a steady purr. Carbonated hiss stabilizes, syrup flows clear and strong. “Moment of truth.” I fill a translucent cup, taste — cold, fizzy, decidedly non-poisonous. “Your turn, miss hot dogs.”

      “Don’t call me that unless you want me to start calling you sir mustard sleeve.”

      “Catchy. Might order custom jerseys.”

      “Only if the team name is ‘Snack Bar Shenanigans.’”

      Our fingers brush as she takes the cup, and something sparks straight up my arm, like static but warmer.

      She raises an eyebrow. “Did Maggie just pull a soda savior off the street, or do you moonlight as a vending machine whisperer?”

      “I’m a man of many talents,” I say, mock bowing. “You’ll want to be nicer when this thing starts shooting caramel at high velocity.”

      “Guess we’ll see.” She takes the cup. “If this tastes like sadness and expired syrup, I’m blaming you personally.”

      She sips, tries — and fails — to hide a relieved smile that kicks up the corners of her eyes. “Fine. You win.”

      “Told you I’m handy.”

      She offers me a napkin as if knighting me. “Do you put that on your business cards? Hot dog rescuer, soda machine whisperer.”

      “If I had business cards, absolutely. Might add ‘Occasional Miracle Worker,’ depending on union rules.” I grin back, then reattach the panel. Syrup dribbles onto my forearm; Hot dog girl promptly passes a dish towel across the counter.

      “Cost of heroism,” she teases.

      “Hazard pay is an extra chili dog.” I dab at the stickiness, then glance at the diamond beyond the concession window, where late-day sunlight paints the outfield in gold. “So — local?”

      “Born and raised.” She straightens, tucking a stray curl behind her ear. “You?”

      “Birch Harbor,” I say, rubbing syrup off my knuckles. “Forty-five minutes east. Coaching the Hawks tonight — my nephew’s our starting shortstop.”

      Her eyes narrow in playful suspicion. “I know Birch Harbor. The competition!”

      “Don’t hold it against me.” I lift both hands in surrender. “We’ve got a solid team this year.”

      “The Bluewater Beavers will wipe the floor with you.” She tries for ferocious, lands mostly on adorably stubborn.

      “We’ll see.” I straighten, the concession’s low ceiling grazing my hair. “Pretty invested for someone running a snack bar.”

      “She’s basically our town’s entire organizing committee,” Maggie pipes up from a tangle of ketchup packets. “Every festival, every parade, every wedding in a twenty-mile radius — Addy runs ‘em.”

      Addy, maybe it’s short for Addison?

      Her flush deepens, but she nods. “Guilty as charged.”

      “Impressive,” I say — and mean it. Imagine what else she could pull off if she can juggle teens, malfunctioning machinery, and mystery chefs. “Must love this town.”

      “I do. It’s home.”

      “Same for Birch Harbor. Small, simple, occasionally too nosy.”

      Maggie cackles. “Oh, he’d fit right in.” She punctuates the statement by flicking a marshmallow from the toppings station into a trash can twenty feet away. Nothing but net.

      I test the machine one more time, satisfied with the steady flow. “Looks like it’s holding. If it starts hissing again, you’ll need an actual repairman or a bigger hammer.”

      Addy rolls her eyes, but there’s a hint of gratitude. “Glowing endorsement.”

      “Hey, I’m a coach, not a magician.” I step out from behind the counter, brushing syrup flecks from my shirt, and discover a smear of mustard across my forearm from catching the flying hot dog, I guess. Addy laughs and wipes it away with a napkin, her fingers warm against my skin. For half a heartbeat, the dugout noise fades, leaving only the quick thud of my pulse and the faint strawberry scent of her shampoo.

      I clear my throat. “I should get back before the Hawks turn the dugout into a batting cage brawl.”

      “Good luck,” Maggie calls, delight practically leaking from her pores. “You’ll need it against the Beavers!”

      I walk backwards a few steps, locking eyes with Addy. “Thanks for the soda, the towel, and the impromptu job interview. And don’t worry — I won’t hold it against you when we beat you in the finale.”

      “Don’t call us, we’ll call you!” she shoots back — but I’m already turning, her voice chasing me into the crowd.

      I join the team and their parents, who are settling in with picnic blankets. My nephew waves for warmups, pantomiming where have you been? I jog over, but my mind’s still behind that counter — sprite-green eyes, hot dog girl, sprinkle glinting on her cheek.

      The kid slaps his glove, eager. “Uncle D, ready?”

      “More than ready,” I tell him, tossing a ball skyward and catching it clean. Ready suddenly means more than baseball.
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