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Chapter One

Maya

 


The sound of metal cutting wood greets me as
I walk toward the converted storage shed, the smell of sawdust
hitting my nose and the noise growing steadily louder with each
step I take that brings me closer to my brother’s workspace. When I
finally make it to the open side door, I peek my head around the
corner as inconspicuously as possible as to not spook my brother
while he works with his power tools. Carter has his large,
noise-canceling headphones on to block the buzzing sounds that echo
around the small space, but even with that one sense blocked he is
still very aware of his surroundings. I know that if he catches
even a glimpse of me out of the corner of his eye, he’s going to
jump right out of his skin and possibly cause a small accident, or
worse, a not-so-small one. Carter is easily startled to an almost
comical extent. It probably has to do with all the thriller and
mystery novels he reads, something he should probably change since
there’s no way he’ll give up his profession as a woodworker anytime
soon.

Woodworking was a trade Carter learned from
our father, Stellan Johansen. The Norwegian Viking of a man had
tried teaching me as well, and while I can still probably put
together a pretty decent cutting board or footstool, I haven’t ever
been nearly as talented or as interested in the trade as Carter
always was. Instead, I chose to focus mainly on the acquisition
side of the business. Hodgepodge, the aptly named space where we
sell a varied collection of goods and furnishings, has been around
for decades. Years ago, our maternal grandfather started the
business, bringing together items from local artisans, craftsman,
and vendors to sell in one place to the people of Starlight Lake,
Colorado, as well as members of other surrounding mountain
communities and tourists of the area. Our mom, Olive, worked at the
shop from the time she was a teenager, manning the cash register
and interacting with the customers. At the age of twenty-two, she
met our dad when he traveled to the store to sell his hand-carved
chairs, stools, and benches. According to both our parents, it was
love at first sight, and after a whirlwind romance, they married
and had Carter less than a year later.

Ours were the greatest parents any two kids
could ask for. They were endlessly supportive of my and Carter’s
endeavors, even when I decided to pursue a major in Art History my
freshman year of college in Boulder. Sadly, that degree is
incomplete, the space on the wall in the office for my diploma as
empty as my desire to finish my studies. My senior year at Boulder
University didn’t quite go as planned, with Mom and Dad getting
killed in a fatal car accident derailing everything. It was late
fall, and I only had a couple of weeks of classes left before I
would head home for winter break when I got the call from Carter
that would forever alter the course of my life. Our lives.
That call is seared into my memory. As much as I try to forget the
sound of my brother’s broken voice as he said the words I can never
forget, it’s the same sound I felt in my heart the minute his words
registered. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to erase that call from
my mind. Time continues to pass, but the memory remains.

“Maya, it’s Mom and Dad.” The echo of
Carter’s voice comes flying back from the past and I rub at the
pain in my chest at the thought of that night. Who would have
thought I would go from sitting in my dorm room, hanging out with
my roommate, to packing my bags and moving home for good? I had to
do it. Carter and I were all the other had left, and truthfully,
after your parents die, finishing college just doesn’t seem that
important anymore. As if that hadn’t been enough change for one
lifetime, about three weeks after our parents’ car was run off the
icy mountain road by a drunk driver, Carter and I got more bad
news. Our parents had taken out a second mortgage on their house to
cover recent renovations to the store, leaving Carter and I with
the choice of either trying to take over the monthly payments
ourselves, or selling our childhood home. I remember Carter and I
looking at each other dumbfounded when our parents’ lawyer, Mr.
Barnaby, delivered the news.

“What does this mean for us?” Carter had
asked incredulously. “I thought Dad paid off the house a long time
ago?”

The lawyer shook his head sadly. “It was
still a few years from being paid off, and your father took out a
second mortgage a few months back,” he informed us.

“Why?” I asked. “Why would Dad do that?”
Their dad would never have risked their childhood home for a new
paint job.

Barnaby simply shrugged. “It seems there
were some repairs needed after termites were discovered a year or
so ago. I’m guessing your father figured he would do a total
refresh on the business while he was at it, but that’s only a
guess. We can’t really know his motivations.”

Right, because he was gone now. My head
turned to my brother, and I gawked at him, still in shock. “Did you
know about any of this?”

My brother’s red-rimmed eyes met mine. “I
knew about the termite damage and needing to fix it, but I had no
idea about any of the money stuff.” He sniffled and wiped at his
wet eyes with the sleeve of his flannel. “I’ve just been working on
building things, Mai. I didn’t know anything about the house.”

“I can’t believe they didn’t say anything.”
How could neither of us have known about this?

He shook his head. “You were at school, I
live above the store. They didn’t really have a reason to tell us
anything about the house,” he said quietly.

I turned back to Barnaby. “What are our
options?” I had asked, panicked at the thought of losing the house
Carter and I grew up in. We created so many happy memories there
and I couldn’t imagine losing the space that held them.

The lawyer gathered up his papers and tapped
them on the kitchen table where we held the meeting. “Well, you can
take over the payments yourself…” he had started, but when he saw
the look of despair on our faces, he cut himself off with a sigh.
“Then you’ll have to sell it to pay back the bank. If you’re lucky,
there might be enough left over to do something nice for
yourselves.”

“Like what?” I asked with a snort. “We can’t
buy new parents.” I winced at my snarky tone and looked up at the
man apologetically. “Sorry.”

“No, I’m sorry. I wish you both the best,”
he told us. He shoved the papers in his briefcase and turned to
leave, barely noticing that he just ruined our world for a second
time in a month.

A splintering sound rockets me from the
difficulties of the past and back to the present. I shake my head
to clear away the unpleasant memories and walk toward my brother,
watching as he curses under his breath before tossing the split
wood into his scrap pile. Now that he’s at a break in his work, I
can do what I came here to do. My fingers reach up and tap lightly
on Carter’s shoulder, trying to touch as little of his sweat-soaked
t-shirt as possible.

My brother reaches up and pulls his
headphones off from the top of his damp hair. “What’s up, Mai?” he
asks, using the nickname he’s had for me since the day I was born.
Even though we’re both in our twenties, Carter still calls me Mai
in just about every situation. Whenever he uses my full name,
though, I know something is wrong.

“Not much,” I say, passing over the cool
bottle of water I snagged from the office mini-fridge. My fingers
tap against the side of my wool leggings as I muster up the courage
to ask him my question. “So, what are you working on?” That’s not
the question I want to ask, but it’s a whole lot easier than the
other one.

Carter wipes some sweat from his brow.
Despite it being November and the temperature in the mid-forties,
the garage is warm and Carter seems to have been at it since early
this morning. He was always a hard worker, but since our parents
passed, he’s been more singularly focused on his projects. “Well, I
was attempting to curve the wood for the back of a rocking
chair, but the damn thing split on me,” he grumbles. He pulls off
his work gloves and runs his hand through his hair, the brown
darker than normal due to how damp it is. “I just can’t seem to do
anything right today.”

Carter’s inability to focus isn’t surprising
seeing as how tomorrow is the second anniversary of our parents’
passing. Last year, Carter had spent the anniversary camping out
near the lake in quiet retrospection while I spent it with our Aunt
Sue, distracting ourselves from our grief by reminiscing about the
good times we had with them before they left us. Sue isn’t our aunt
by blood, but she was Mom’s best friend since they were little and
has always been a part of our lives in some small way. She lives in
Los Angeles now, working as a successful salesperson. Sue is always
busy, but she makes time for us, coming back to visit a couple of
times a year. It’s not the same as having Mom here, but it
helps.

The toe of my boot scuffs at the concrete
floor as I gaze around the workshop. It would be easy to make more
small talk to avoid the inevitable, but I’ve put it off long
enough. “Hey, Car?” When my brother’s moss-green eyes meet mine, I
can see just how tired they are. We both have a hard time sleeping
this time of year. I had hoped things would get better for the two
of us with time, but it seems that two years hasn’t been enough.
“Will you come to the holiday lighting with me tonight?”

The Starlight Lake holiday lighting ceremony
is something we always used to do as a family. Each year in early
November, the citizens of Starlight Lake gather in the town square
to countdown the moments before the mayor flips a switch that turns
on thousands of white twinkle lights strung up in trees and on
buildings throughout the downtown area. The lights themselves are
beautiful, but it’s the spectacle and the comradery of gathering
with hundreds of other people that my family and I enjoyed most. We
attended every year. Once the shop was closed, our parents would
take us to dinner at the local café and then we’d walk toward the
town square, stopping at the large fountain to toss in a penny and
make a wish for the upcoming year. After that, we would grab a hot
chocolate from the coffee cart and wait with the rest of the
townspeople for the lights to come on, listening to local bands
play holiday music as people danced and sang along. Those nights
were magical, and while it was too painful to attend last year, I’m
ready to go and be a part of things again. We’ve been putting our
lives on hold long enough.

“Come on, Carter,” I beg my brother, but by
the fixed stare on his face, I can tell my plea is falling on deaf
ears. “Please?”

He’s already shaking his head and turning
his attention back to his project. “Sorry, Mai. I’m really behind
on a few things and then I’m going camping later.” He grips the
edge of the table tightly, his posture stiff for a moment before he
looks over his shoulder at me. “I’m just not ready yet,” he
breathes out, his expression pained.

In two quick steps, I’m at my brother’s
side, wrapping my arms around him to give him comfort and let him
know that even though I would love to have him with me, I
understand better than anyone just how much pain he’s dealing with.
We all grieve differently, and I won’t rush him no matter how much
his being there would mean to me. Carter takes a deep breath and
pats my back. “Maybe next year,” he tells me, but I won’t hold him
to it. The memories tied to the lighting festival are special. I
don’t want to risk tainting them.

“That would be nice,” I tell him, giving him
one more squeeze before releasing him to go open the shop. I make
my way to the door, but pause to give Carter one last smile. “How
about you join me for lunch later? We can eat at the counter while
people shop.”

Carter smiles sadly at me and nods. “That
sounds nice.”

“Great. Egg salad sandwiches are on me,” I
tell him. I enjoy the sound of his light laughter as I make my way
out of the shed and cross the small expanse into the back door of
Hodgepodge. The new look of the store is an ever-present reminder
of why I now live in the space above the shop with Carter, but I
have to admit the renovations my parents were willing to sacrifice
our house for at least turned out nicely. Where there were once
stark-white walls, cement flooring, and simple display cases,
customers are now greeted with dark-gray walls, built-in shelving,
birchwood floors that shine in the light pouring through the large
front window, and new displays in a variety of shapes and
materials. We not only display items from local artisans, but we
take old items and make them new again. I wish someone could make
me new again and give me that sense of belonging and family I’ve
longed for the last two years. A small smile pulls across my face
as I flip the sign on the front door to show that we’re now open. I
think I just found my fountain wish for this year’s ceremony, and
if my parents are watching over me like I think they are, it just
might have a chance of coming true.


Chapter Two

Jake

 


The sun is shining, the air is crisp and
clean, and large swaths of evergreen trees greet me as I wind my
way through the Rocky Mountains back to Denver. It’s a perfect fall
day, but I couldn’t be more miserable if I tried. Well, that last
part may be an exaggeration, but I’m in a bit of a mood today. I’m
not always so grouchy, but transitions are hard for me, even when
it’s in order to fulfill the life plan I mapped out for myself a
decade ago.

While it was one hundred percent my choice
to leave my job in Seattle to work for my dad in Denver, I can’t
help but feel a little irritated at the disruption in my routine.
My life in Seattle was decent, and I liked working at Seattle
Sustainable Solutions. After graduating with my MBA from Washington
State, I was immediately hired and started as a low-level marketing
consultant for the company, and after three years, I was really
starting to make a name for myself. Even though my job didn’t leave
me a lot of time to socialize, I made sure to attend happy hours
with my colleagues and joined a few pickup soccer games to stave
off any loneliness I felt due to a lack of dating prospects. Dating
apps have never really been my thing. No one would ever call me a
romantic, but I have always thought I would meet someone randomly
and we would just click. Perhaps that’s just wishful thinking, or
maybe I’m not being realistic about how things work nowadays.

“Jake is a man with a plan.” That’s
what my friends in high school and college would say to me. And it
was true. My whole life has been planned out, first by my parents,
and then by me. Alexander and Shelly Mackenzie have always been big
on routine, and that extended to how they raised their son. From
the moment I was born, I had a routine for everything. There was my
feeding schedule, my nap schedule, my bedtime routine. Every moment
of my young life ran according to plan. As I aged, the routines
changed slightly, but they were still always there. School, soccer,
clarinet lessons, homework, and meals all happened at a specific
time and in a specific order. That lifestyle continued as I went
off to college. I kept a strict schedule of classes and work,
making sure to balance it out by socializing with classmates and
dating. The girls that managed to hang on for more than a few weeks
eventually grew tired of my inflexibility and routine, and I
happily said goodbye, wanting to find someone who clicked with me
exactly as I was. Admittedly, I was a lot more rigid my first two
years than I was after that and in graduate school, but by then I
was too busy to care much about dating. A life that predictable may
drive some people crazy, but I thrived off the knowledge that
certain things would happen at certain times and every move I made
was part of a greater plan. It took choice out of the equation, but
that never bothered me.

Even now, as I continue the long drive from
my old apartment in Seattle to my new one in Denver, I can’t help
but feel like the choice I’ve made to follow my life’s plan is the
right one. My senior year of high school, I came up with the
blueprint for the rest of my life. The plan was to graduate high
school, do my undergrad and graduate studies at Washington State,
then work at a smaller firm until my dad opened a position for me
at his company in Colorado. Mile High Consulting is extremely
successful and much sought after by large companies when it comes
to business marketing, finance, technology, security, you name it.
My dad started the company with his friend, Anton Kochev, and the
two grew it from a start-up to a multimillion-dollar enterprise in
just twenty-five years. While I have no doubt I can work well
there, I’m more interested in helping small businesses like I had
in Washington. I can’t just turn around and go back there, though.
After giving my notice, they hired someone right away, even asking
me to train the guy. The lease on my apartment was broken too, so I
wouldn’t even have a place to live immediately. Besides, staying
there long-term was never part of the plan, and that is something I
have always been committed to. With a curt nod to myself as a
reminder that the plan is what matters, I drive on toward my
destiny.

The sound of a call coming through the
Bluetooth speaker draws my attention to the screen on the dash, and
I smile at the name flashing at me. “Billie,” I exclaim to my
friend of over twenty years. “Calling to welcome me home?”

Biliyana Kochev is the daughter of my
father’s business partner and my best friend in the world. The two
of us were practically raised as brother and sister, though where I
was raised on the strictest of schedules, Billie was what is
commonly referred to as a “free-range kid.” Where she went and when
didn’t really concern her parents as long as she was safe and not
getting in too much trouble, which almost always was the case
except for a few times in high school when she discovered her
rebellious side. Covering the boy’s locker room in toilet paper our
junior year and sneaking a flask filled with vodka into prom among
her more notable crimes, though there were others. While I was busy
keeping my head down and making plans, Billie was pushing
boundaries and ruling over the school with her mix of wild ideas
and genuine friendliness toward everyone. Most people still see her
as a bit of a “party girl,” but she’s not that. She never has been
really, but people don’t always look very closely.

The sound of a soft snort coming through the
speaker brings me back to my friend. “Please. I’ve had much better
things to do than sit around waiting for you to show your ugly
mug,” she tells me, her voice teasing.

I chuckle at the harmless insult. “Come on.
You know you missed me,” I say, making another turn through the
mountain passage. I know for a fact that my friend will be happy to
see me. We talked all the time when I lived in Seattle, but her
calls have gotten more frequent the closer we’ve come to my return
date. “Who else keeps you in check like I do?”

“No one. That’s what makes you’re coming
back such a bummer,” she says, but I can hear the smile in her
voice. “Since you bring it up, does that mean you plan on coming
with me to keep me out of trouble? It’s been a while since we went
clubbing. I’m not sure you can handle it.”

“I would dispute that, but there is no doubt
in my mind that if we did go out, you would run circles around me.”
While Billie lives to go out and have a good time, I’ve always been
more of a homebody. Being around that many people at once makes me
a little anxious and trying to get to know someone one-on-one with
an incessant bass line pounding through your ears isn’t exactly
easy either.

“That I would,” she says proudly. I hear
chewing on the other end of the phone and my stomach growls in
reply. Breakfast was a long time ago and I haven’t eaten since
then. It’s coming up on two o’clock and there’s no way I will make
it to dinner without grabbing something. My eyes flick to a sign on
the side of the road for a town and I decide a little rest stop
wouldn’t put me too far behind schedule. “I called to ask if I
could take you out for a belated birthday celebration. I know I
called last week, but now that you’re back we can go somewhere
fun.”

“I don’t know, Billie,” I tell her
hesitantly. “I kind of want to just focus on getting settled in.”
As hard as it is to transition to a new stage in life, it’s got to
be done and the sooner I get started the better.

“Please,” she whines, and I can picture the
pouty face she busts out whenever she wants to get her way. “We can
totally do something your speed. I hear the senior living community
down the street has the best boiled potatoes in the city. I’ll even
throw in a bag of ribbon candy as extra incentive.”

“Very nice,” I say dryly. Billie loves to
poke fun at me, but I know she likes things more low-key most of
the time too. It seems she’s just determined to play the role she
created for herself when we were younger and pretend she’s all
about partying. “We can definitely do dinner tomorrow, but right
now I’m thinking about lunch. I’m going to grab some food before I
head back on the road.”

“Fine, go feed your face,” she says with a
chuckle. “Call me tomorrow and I can help you get settled in your
apartment before we go out to dinner.”

“By help me get settled, you really mean go
through my clothes and make fun of my wardrobe, don’t you?” Billie
loves to give me shit at every opportunity, especially when it
comes to how I dress. I don’t see anything wrong with my jeans and
sweatshirts, but apparently they’re not up to snuff.

“One hundred percent,” she sings to me. “See
you soon, Jake.”

“Bye, Billie.” I end the call and shake my
head at my friend. Billie is someone I will love until the day I
die, but sometimes her jokes hit a sore spot that I wish she would
just leave alone. So what if I wear the same thing all the time?
It’s not a big deal, though now that I’m at a more prestigious
firm, I’m going to have to step up my fashion game. No doubt Billie
will volunteer to help me with that. The thought of having to go
shopping at all makes me groan, but luckily I’m saved from having
to think about it any longer when I see my turnoff.

Flicking on my turn signal, I exit the
Interstate and make my way toward the small town of Starlight Lake.
The name of the town sounds like a place from a children’s bedtime
story, and I half expect to run into fairies and ogres as I drive
into town. “Oh, wow,” the sentiment escapes my mouth without
permission as I take in the sight before me. Nestled in a small
green valley is Starlight Lake. The tree-covered mountains make a
beautiful backdrop and are reflected in what looks to be a
crystal-clear lake at the base. As I get closer, red brick
buildings line the street that cuts through the center of town, and
I turn my head slightly to check out the people walking along,
shopping, or out sweeping in front of their businesses. It looks
idyllic, and while I’m not a big believer in magic, if it did
exist, it would probably be in a place like this.

After soaking in as much of the town as I
can from the car, I pull into a parking space in front of an eatery
called Fran’s Place, at least I’m assuming it’s an eatery based off
the sandwich board advertising specials on the sidewalk out front.
With one last look around, I hop out of my SUV and head into the
café. The walls are pink and white with matching booths lining them
and a long, black counter running in front of an open window into
the kitchen. Black-and-white photographs are scattered over the
walls depicting a time long since passed but one that is clearly
held in esteem by the owners. A place like this could easily look
dated or kitsch, but instead it evokes a sense of nostalgia. For
what, I’m not sure, but even though I probably won’t like much on
the menu, I find myself drawn further into the space, finally
taking an open seat at the counter.

A woman breezes by, dropping off a glass of
water and a menu, acknowledging me with a simple, “Be right with
you,” before she’s off to the other end of the café.

“Thanks,” I mumble, far too late for her to
hear me. Opening the menu, I scan the list of items in search of
anything that will fit my eating plan. Food isn’t something I
necessarily restrict, but I like to exercise and eat to fuel my
body, only occasionally veering off my meal plan. I also don’t have
a lot of time or the inclination to cook, so I rely on meal prep
services. I ask for lean, nutritionally dense breakfasts, lunches,
and dinners. Nothing on this menu seems to fit that description,
but to quell the intense growling in my stomach, I can make due.
The smell of crisp potatoes and salt hits my noise and my eyes
wander over to the plate of the person next to me. My mouth
immediately starts watering at the sight of the man’s French fries
and my stomach protests even louder than before. Sadly, as much as
I’d like to partake in some fried food, I don’t want to deal with
any negative side effects when I get back on the road.

“All right, hon. What’ll it be?” I look up,
seeing that my waitress is back, pen in hand ready to jot my order
down on her pad.

With one final glance at the menu, I pick
the item that’s most like what I normally eat. “I’ll have the
grilled chicken salad with a vinaigrette on the side, please.”

Her pen scribbles quickly, and she peers at
me momentarily. “Anything to drink?”

My eyes flick to the water glass to make
sure it looks potable before I commit to anything, but it’s as
crystal clear as the lake outside. “I’m good with water,
thanks.”

“Great,” she says, ripping off the slip of
paper and spinning around to slide it across the barrier between
the dining area and kitchen. “That’ll be right up.”

Ten minutes later, I’m poking my fork around
the dish in front of me. When I looked over the menu, I kind of
knew what I was getting into food wise, but apparently I wasn’t
quite as prepared as I thought I was. The grilled chicken salad
seemed like the least innocuous item on the menu and I figured,
hey, you can’t mess up a salad, but the contents of the bowl that’s
currently staring me in the face is not what I’m used to. “Excuse
me,” I say, flagging down my waitress. “Could you tell me why
there’s cheese in my salad?”

The older woman with her faded black hair
tied into a bun gives me a questioning look. “Because it comes with
cheese,” she says before turning to help another customer, but I
call out before she can get too far.

“But I ordered the grilled chicken salad,” I
say, as if that should explain why I am having an internal crisis
at the appearance of yellow strings of dairy sprinkled atop iceberg
lettuce. I give another cursory poke with my fork and frown at it.
I’ve had cheese in salad before, like feta or blue cheese, but
never this. “Is this cheddar?”

The woman, who is clearly over my pickiness,
drops the coffeepot she was wielding on the warmer behind her and
reaches over to pat my hand. I look into her warm brown eyes and am
shocked to not see annoyance, but patience and understanding in her
expression instead. “It is cheddar, and it comes in every salad. If
you’re lactose intolerant or truly prefer to not have it in there,
I can bring you another, but I assure you that if you try it,
you’ll like it,” she promises. Her smile is pleasant, and I decide
to not make too big of a fuss.

With a shrug of my shoulder, I grab the side
of vinaigrette I requested and give her a smile. “Why not? I can
take a walk on the wild side,” I tell her. Before I can pour it
over my salad, she stops me with a hand on my forearm and a slow
shake of her head.

“Oh, honey. If cheese on salad is the wild
side, you need to do a whole lot more living,” she tells me with a
sad smile before reaching the counter behind her and grabbing
another bottle. She plops it in front of me and I see that it’s
ranch dressing, something I’m not sure I’ve ever tried in my entire
life. “Use this instead. It’ll really blow your mind.” With a wink,
she grabs her coffeepot and heads over to refill mugs for some of
the other patrons.

I eye the bottle skeptically, but decide
that in the spirit of trying new things, I’ll go for it. With a
small smile at myself for stretching my comfort zone, I take the
bottle and drizzle the creamy white liquid on my salad. Grabbing my
fork, I take a little of everything into my mouth and groan as the
spicy dressing and creaminess of the cheese hit my tongue. The
chicken tastes perfectly grilled too, but it takes a back seat to
the other more robust flavors hitting me as I chew. This foray into
the wider culinary universe is proving to not be all bad, and I
continue to eat my salad, making a mental note to add ranch
dressing to my grocery list.

My server reappears and gives me a
once-over, a slow grin playing at the corners of her mouth. “How’s
the wild side treating you, hon?” she asks, handing me a napkin and
gesturing to my chin.

I accept the cloth and wipe a glob of
dressing from my face, nodding in thanks. “It’s not as scary as I
thought it would be,” I admit with a smile. My eyes once again
flick over to the fries on the plate near to me. They look good,
and clearly this place has quality stuff since my salad is turning
out better than I thought. I decide to throw my usual self-imposed
dietary requirements out the window and just go after what I want.
“Could I get an order of fries, please?”

The woman, who if my peek at her name tag is
any indication, is the titular Fran who owns the cafe, smiles
knowingly before reaching behind her to grab a small plate of
golden sticks that look fresh from the fryer. “I had a feeling you
might be wanting some of these,” she says, her eyes crinkling in
the corners.

Blinking at her in disbelief, I huff a
breath. “Are you a mind reader or something?” I ask, pulling the
plate toward me and grabbing the ketchup bottle on the counter.

Her expression turns wistful. “Some people
like to think so,” she says, giving me a small wink. “They go on
and on about how this town is magic and that I must have gotten my
powers of clairvoyance from drinking lake water or something.” She
sighs and her head shakes to clear away the memory. “In reality,
I’m just good at reading people, and I could tell it had been a
while since you gave yourself permission to go after what you
really wanted.”

I lean back in the vinyl stool, oddly
unsettled by her astute assessment of me. “What gave you that
impression?”

Fran’s shoulder shrugs nonchalantly and her
easy smile returns. “Not sure really. Maybe it’s all tourists who
come through here, but there just seems to be something a little
more buckled up about people from the city. It’s like you all are
so busy making plans for your lives that you don’t take the time to
live it.”

“Wow,” I tell her, scratching my head. My
finger snags on a rogue curl and I make a mental note to get my
hair trimmed before I start at the office on Monday. “You really
are good at reading people.”

“Maybe,” she says, her voice slow as
molasses as she leans an elbow on the counter between us. “Or maybe
I just think that a life that’s all hustle and bustle with no
breaks for the little things, isn’t much of a life. Time is too
fleeting to not spend it doing things that make us happy. Things
like skipping stones in the lake, or gazing up at the stars on a
clear night, or…” She points at the salad I have almost entirely
eaten and smiles. “Or eating salad with cheese and ranch.”

My exhale is slow as I think about
everything she just said. “While there is definitely not much cause
to stargaze in the city, I don’t know that it’s all that different
from here.” I was happy in Seattle, and enjoyed growing up in
Denver. Didn’t I? As my mind sifts through memories of the past,
the answer to that question becomes less and less certain. I
thought I was happy, but the more I sit here and stare at my plate
I fries, I wonder if maybe I’ve simply been going through the
motions, following the plan for my life instead of living it.

“Maybe not, but I can still tell when
someone needs to let loose a little, and you, Mister No Cheese on
Salad, need to let loose,” she says. “I don’t know how long you’re
in town, but you should take in the sights, hit some of the stores.
You never know. You might just end up enjoying yourself a little.”
With a polite nod, she pulls back to her full height before turning
on her heel and walking down the counter to start chatting up
another patron.

After polishing off my salad, every fry on
my plate, and paying my bill, I decide to head into town and get a
look at the other local businesses. Maybe it will be a colossal
waste of time, but maybe Fran was right and I’ll end up enjoying
myself a little. The cool air hits my face as I exit the café and I
glance around, taking a deep breath and enjoying the invigorating
feel of the fresh mountain air as it fills my lungs. Looking around
for my next destination, I spot a turquoise awning with the word
“Hodgepodge” written in white letters staring at me from across the
street. My body feels oddly drawn to the small shop. Hodgepodge
could literally mean anything, but I feel compelled to go there. It
seems like as good a place as any to start my little adventure, so
I head over, hoping to enjoy myself for little while before my
plans start calling again.
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