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      Watching as the moving truck takes the corner and disappears from view, reality settles over me. I stare out at my hometown street, once the source of bike ride races and walks to school, but now my adult reality. My smartwatch buzzes, so I check it, hoping it's my sound booth delivery arriving earlier than planned. But I see it's a text from my childhood best friend, Vicky.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you sure you don't need help today?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No, and you have a gaggle of children and a husband to care for. Don't you worry about me.

      

      

      

      

      

      A couple of squirrels get into an argument on my lawn, grabbing my attention until my watch buzzes again with Vicky's reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you kidding me? It would be like a vacation being childless for a few hours.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Are we still on for tomorrow night with the girls?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Of course.

      

      

      

      

      

      Turning to my childhood home, I give it a once over. I definitely want to get this baby painted. Mom hadn't gotten it newly painted since I was in high school. And given that I'm now 52, it is in dire need of a facelift. But my first priority is getting the sound booth set up, then jumping back into work since the move took a bite out of my savings. Actually, my regular authors are impatiently waiting for me to get back to work. I'm in a very lucky position of being able to work twenty-four-seven if I choose to, narrating audiobooks. Never mind that this career I stumbled into allowed me to move home after my mother's passing.

      If I sold the house, I would have made bank, given that it's on Cape Cod, but I couldn't bear saying goodbye to these walls just yet. And with my lifelong best friend, Vicky, still in town, begging me to return, I succumbed to the pressure.

      Stepping into the foyer, I look around at the 1980s decor. This is definitely going to be an extensive project.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sea Glass Tavern is hopping tonight, which makes sense since it's the end of the week. As soon as I step through the door, Vicky, Maura, and Dena wave me over to a corner booth they snagged. I am soon attacked with hugs and "welcome backs" before sitting down. Our server, Mags, went to high school with us, but was a couple of years behind. She swoops over to the table as soon as I sit down.

      "I heard you were moving back, Ash," she says, removing the pencil from behind her ear. "What do you want to drink?"

      After a week of moving, I need something stiff.

      "Dirty vodka martini. Extra olives, please."

      "Dayum," Vicky teases me.

      "Girl, I am exhausted," I say, resting my head against her shoulder.

      "So what's it like being back home, lady?"

      "It's a little weird. I mean, obviously, I visited, but, you know, I usually just kept to Mom and Dad and would sometimes see Vicky, but that was about it. It's not even like you two have been back that long. Have any tips?" I say to her and Dena.

      "It takes some adjustment," Dena admits. "I'd say the weirdest thing is running into people you haven't thought about in decades."

      "Oh, like who?" I tease her.

      "I plead the fifth," she says with an eye roll, followed by a swig of beer.

      Maura adds, "It's not just people that you might not want to see from high school or something. It's just random stuff. Like, this one's brother," she waves a thumb toward Vicky. "It's trippy as hell to see him as the high school's vice principal."

      Dena snorts.

      "Remember when he used to write you love letters, Ash?"

      "Oh, my lord. I forgot about that," I say right as Mags brings me my drink.

      Taking a sip, I savor the burn of alcohol sliding down my throat. Vicky laughs next to me.

      "I totally forgot about that as well. You were, like, 16? So what was he, Vicky?" Maura says.

      "He's, like, what, 7 years younger than me? So… My oldest is nine. I couldn't imagine him writing love letters to a teenager," she says, hiding her face in her hands.

      "Her kid brother was a cutie pie, but boy, was his crush a little bit out of control when he was in elementary school. I remember classmates teasing me about it all the time. Vinnie has only been back in town for a couple of years, though, right?" I say, looking over at her.

      "Yeah. When Harper went to college, he moved back here to grab that open vice principal position. You know how rare it is for the schools around here to have an opening. So he grabbed it as soon as it was posted."

      "Vice Principal Vincent Angelo," I say with a small laugh. "Who would have thought? I remember him being a little bit of a troublemaker when we were in college."

      Vicky smiles, nodding. "Yeah. He was quite the handful for my parents. That's for sure. But, you know, when he had Harper, he grew up big time in his mid twenties."

      "Is her mother still a pain in his ass?" Maura asks.

      "No. Not so much now that Harper is in college and an adult. So that's been nice for him," Vicky says.

      The night goes by with ease, the four of us falling into our familiar rhythm as friends, like we were back in high school. By the time it's last call, I'm half asleep on my feet.

      Vicky's husband, always the rescuer, picks all four of us up and drives Dena, Maura, and me home.

      "Thank you, Brett," I say sleepily to him and give Vicky a drunken hug through her open window.

      The 1 AM October breeze cuts through my clothes as I stumble my way up to the front door, giggling to myself. I think, thirty-five years ago, I was doing this exact same thing, except Brett's car was a clunker.
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          VINNIE
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      The October wind rattles the windows at Sea Glass High School as I finish up the last of the Friday afternoon paperwork. My office smells like burnt coffee from the teacher's lounge and the faint scent of chalk dust that somehow still lingers in these hallways despite everything going digital years ago. I glance at the clock on my desk—3:47 PM. The final bell rang twenty minutes ago, and most of the kids have already scattered to their weekend plans.

      A knock on my door interrupts my thoughts. Paloma Cruz, one of our sophomore English teachers, pokes her head in.

      "Hey, Vinnie. Got a minute?"

      She gives me a quick sales pitch for a field trip she and her team want to take the students on, but our principal is known to be a penny pincher.

      "Give me a breakdown on the cost on Monday and I'll see what I can do."

      After Paloma leaves, I turn back to my computer screen, but my mind wanders. It's still a little trippy being in this position back in my hometown. When Harper was little and I was figuring out how to be a single dad in my twenties, I never imagined I'd end up back here at Sea Glass High, sitting in the same hallway where I used to get sent to the principal's office for cutting class.

      Suddenly, the door bursts open without a knock this time, and in walks Ximena Salas, looking frazzled. She's been teaching here for fifteen years, and I've never seen her anything but composed.

      "We have a situation," she says, slightly out of breath.

      "What kind of situation?"

      "The kind where three seniors thought it would be funny to let loose a family of raccoons in the gymnasium after the last bell."

      "Please tell me you're joking."

      "I wish I was. Coach Markham is currently barricaded in his office, while Animal Control is on their way."

      Standing up, I grab my keys from the desk.

      "Any injuries?"

      "Just to Coach Markham's pride. And maybe his vocabulary, judging by what I heard coming from the gym."

      We rush down the hallway, our footsteps echoing off the lockers. This is exactly the kind of thing I would have found hilarious when I was their age, which makes it both easier and harder to deal with. I understand the impulse, but I also know the consequences.

      "Do we know which three seniors?"

      "Oh, we know," Ximena says grimly. "The Gatsby twins and Jessica Murphy. They left a trail of evidence that would make CSI jealous."

      I can't help but chuckle despite the situation.

      "Those three have been trouble since freshman year. Remember when they tried to turn the cafeteria into a slip-and-slide?"

      "How could I forget? I'm still finding soap residue in weird places."

      By the time we reach the gymnasium, Animal Control has already arrived, and I can hear Coach Markham yelling instructions from his office window. The whole scene is absurd enough that I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      Two hours later, the raccoons are relocated; the gym is cleaned, and three very sheepish seniors are sitting in my office with their parents. After the appropriate consequences are discussed and Saturday detention is assigned, I finally lock up my office for the weekend.

      Walking out to the parking lot, I breathe in the crisp October air and feel that familiar satisfaction that comes with the end of a good week. Well, minus the raccoons.

      My phone buzzes and I see it's Harper.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dad, how was your week? Any good stories?

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh out loud as I unlock my car.

      
        
          
            
              
        You could say that, kiddo. I'll call you tonight.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, I'm definitely glad it's the weekend. But come Monday morning, I'll be ready to do it all over again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The October rain threatens to derail my Saturday morning ritual of walking to Sea Glass Coffee Roasters for a latte and scone, then to the library to return my book and grab this week's read. But it's only a light drizzle, so I grab my umbrella and head out, anyway.

      
      After dropping the Stephen King book in the return slot, I browse the shelves, wondering what genre to explore this week. When I head to the mystery section, I stop short at the sight of a gorgeous woman reading by the glowing fireplace. Thicker than when I last saw her thirty years ago, but in a way that makes my cock take notice, and
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