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  One


At the ding of the kitchen timer, Scarlett pulled the oven door open and whisked out her second-to-last batch of scones. Pretending she was on a reality cooking show, she hurried to place the last batch inside the scorching oven, then ran to set the timer again. Imagining that someone like Gordon Ramsey was ready to pounce on any little thing she did wrong helped to keep her entertained as she prepped for the farmer’s market. 
The initial burned-alive feeling from the oven heat disappeared, leaving her to the most satisfying, or the most disappointing, part of her job: evaluating the product. This time it was satisfying. Another fifty seconds was exactly what the scones had needed. Baking was such a precise art that even such a short time could make a huge difference, depending on the day’s humidity. Scarlett congratulated herself with a sip of flavored tonic water.
Having baked for six months in this kitchen, a pool house her only private customer let her use, Scarlett was beginning to perfect her system. Once the scones were in, she usually kneaded the sourdough once more before letting it rest. When the last batch of scones were done, she would up the oven temperature to heat the pizza stones, then quickly dump the sourdough on the hot stones, swipe them with a clean razor to allow them to blossom in the oven, and slip them in to bake. Then she cleaned the kitchen.
Through the kitchen window the pool’s cool, sparkling water taunted her. It was only June, but Kentucky heat was already bearing down on them. And though the pool house had air conditioning, the electrical bill was the one thing Scarlett had to pay for in order to use the space, so she rarely turned it on lower than seventy-eight. Carole Barten, the property owner and the top realtor in the county, had given her permission to use the pool anytime, but Scarlett got the feeling she hadn’t really meant it. After all, jumping into the pool while she was technically renting the space to create her business would look odd, to say the least. She and Carole weren’t friends; they conducted business together, so Scarlett wanted to look professional. And splashing around during working hours was anything but.
Another timer beeped, reminding her she didn’t have time to daydream about the pool. There was a farmer’s market in the morning, and she had already been paid for the four dozen cookies Carole had ordered. Trying to keep up with her checklist, Scarlett grabbed the bread dough that had doubled in size and dumped it onto the counter. Just as she sprinkled the counter with flour to knead it one last time, her phone rang. Had it been anyone other than Carole, she wouldn’t have answered.
“Scarlett, doll, how’re you doing? Baking the cookies for me? That’s wonderful.” Carole spoke in the cadence Scarlett expected from east-coasters. When they’d first met, Scarlett assumed she had studied at Harvard or Brown. Carole had actually never been to college, but she’d been married to a man for two years from the Boston area. “Do remember I need a sheet of perfectly round cookies to place into the oven. Don’t forget, like you did last weekend. I want the house I’m showing to smell like I’m baking. If there’s no smell I might as well buy them from the store.”
Scarlett pulled each sourdough boule across the smooth counter one last time before letting them rest. She glanced at her watch. “I have everything here for you and ready.” It wasn’t ready, though. She had forgotten to leave six cookies raw from Carole’s order. Again. This was the third week in a row, so she’d have to make up a new batch before leaving.
“No broken cookies, right? I don’t want any broken ones like last week.”
The cookies had broken because Carole had dropped the box. Even admitted as much.
“There won’t be any broken ones. I’ve made them very sturdy.”
“Alright. Please leave them at the house on the counter. The cleaners should leave the sliding door open for you,” Carole said.
“Okay.” Scarlett left the boules and went to check her supplies, crossing her fingers she had brought enough vanilla, sugar, and chocolate chips. “I’ll leave them there. Is there anything you need?”
“One more thing.”
Scarlett bit back an expletive. In all her planning, she had forgotten to make up the brownie batter. Now she didn’t have enough chocolate chips to make the brownies and leave Carole her raw cookie dough. She’d have to bake the brownies at home in her small apartment. With the crappy oven that sometimes over-heated.
“Have you seen Don around? My husband?”
The question made Scarlett pause. It sounded friendly, but also out of place.
“He hasn’t come around the pool house,” she said cautiously. “I haven’t been up to the house yet. When I go up there, I can ask him to call you. If I see him.”
“No, don’t worry,” Carole said quickly.
“Okay.”
Carole started speaking to someone else, hanging up on Scarlett without bothering to say goodbye.
“You’re the one who called me,” Scarlett muttered. She dumped two cups of flour into a bowl she had recently washed and reached for the baking soda as a giant splash sounded in the pool outside.
Scarlett froze. Carole didn’t have children, and she couldn’t imagine her letting local kids use her property out of the kindness of her heart. The local smalltown kids had started daring each other to break into properties where the owners worked all day and never used the pool. Scarlett had heard about it on the radio news as she drove her nephew, Ben, to school. He was just finishing sixth grade, but even he knew all about it. It was becoming the thing to do when they got bored, apparently.
Fear froze her in place. Most likely they’d be teenagers. Perhaps bigger than her five feet five inches. She wondered if they would run scared at the sight of her or if they would confront her. Maybe she should ignore it, since this wasn’t her place. But they might try to enter the pool house. And she needed to leave here in less than two hours.
Slowly, she moved around the small table to peek out through the window.
In the pool, a woman was wrapped around a rather hairy-shouldered man who was definitely not a high-schooler. Scarlett peered closer, trying to stay hidden behind the curtain. The man’s hands pulled at the strings of the woman’s bikini until the woman shrieked and laughed. She threw herself backwards into the water, her giant, perfectly round breasts exposed.
And also exposing Carole’s husband. His salt-and-pepper hair, usually perfectly combed, was dripping water droplets and in full disarray. Once the woman came out of the water, Don yanked the dangling pieces of her bikini off, before gripping her breasts in his hands and kissing her hard on the mouth.
Scarlett couldn’t believe her bad luck. This was not something she wanted to get involved in. Carole didn’t seem like the type who would appreciate another woman knowing her husband was cheating. And there was no way to sneak past the lusty couple without being noticed. Plus, ever since she had refused Don’s suggestion of exchanging the electrical bill for a romp each week, he had made it a point to complain about Scarlett’s use of the pool house to Carole loud enough for Scarlett to hear. And if Carole wasn’t around to complain to, Don would stand with his arms crossed and glare at her until she looked away.
Everything about this was awkward.
Suddenly Don’s eyes moved towards the pool house, as though he could feel her watching. Scarlett stepped further into the shadows, but Don was already wrapping a towel around his waist and marching towards the pool house. He sauntered in as she started beating the butter and sugar.
“Hey there, Scarlett,” he drawled. “Didn’t know you were coming in today.”
“I come in every Friday afternoon.” Scarlett kept her eyes on her recipe and baking supplies.
“Yeah,” he said, smacking his lips. Scarlett hated the sound. One of her mom’s ex-boyfriends used to make the same sound while he was thinking. “I wasn’t sure Carole was still renting this place out to you. I tell her all the time what a mess you make of it. Isn’t worth it to us to have you hanging around just so she can have some cookies.”
Scarlett leveled her gaze at him as she beat the eggs. “Carole called before. She was looking for you.”
“And what did you tell her?” Don asked. He prowled towards her, his dark eyes never blinking as they glared straight into hers.
Scarlett had to look away to measure the brown sugar, but tried to keep her voice firm and strong. “I told her I hadn’t seen you. Because I hadn’t.”
“That’s a girl,” Don said, close enough to pat her butt. “Well now, part of your contract for using the pool house, Scarlett, is that you’re not in our way. Isn’t it?”
He picked up an unwrapped cookie and popped it into his mouth.
“I’m almost done. I’ll start loading the car now.” Scarlett tried to move past him, but he grabbed her wrist and pulled hard until her body slammed against his.
“There’s another way to apologize,” he murmured, grabbing her breast and squeezing hard. Men like Don seemed to think every breast was made just for him to touch. Scarlett knew just what to do: stay impassive. Don reacted just as she’d suspected, pushing her away with a look of disgust at the sound of the door squeaking open again.
The young woman must have been barely twenty. She stood in the doorway, her bikini bottom barely covering her private areas, like one of those influencers on social media. Her skin was smooth and tan, without a stretch mark or ounce of fat visible, and there was a mile gap between her thighs.
“Who’s this?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at Scarlett.
“No one,” Don said, pulling the woman into his arms. She giggled, kissing him loudly on the mouth. Scarlett kept her gaze down, wrapping cookies in plastic as quickly as she could.
“Good,” the woman said. “’Cause I don’t do threesomes with fat girls. Geez, have enough carbs here? Is all this your snack?”
Scarlett ignored her laughter, hoping the two of them would leave the house so she could clean up and leave. But it was clearly her very unlucky day. Don pulled the woman into the small bedroom instead of leaving. Within minutes, the pool house was filled with noises—noises no one made unless they were filming a professional video.
Maybe the woman did that for a living. Scarlett smirked at the silent putdown, trying to breathe to calm her shaking hands. She started the mixer, watching the dough come together and using the sound to drown out what was happening in the bedroom. Unfortunately, she miscalculated, turning off the mixer just as the young woman screamed out her final pleasure.
Scarlett rolled her eyes. Then came Don’s yell. Scarlett thought she might vomit.
Quickly, she placed the gooey dough onto parchment paper in a long strip and rolled it up tightly. It would need an hour in the fridge, but instead of leaving the cookies already on the pan, she could leave instructions for Carole. She wouldn’t like it, but she had no intention of hanging around in case Carole showed up.
With the straight metal edge of a spatula, she scraped the extra flour from the counter into a trash bag, then generously sprayed everything down with vinegar cleaner as sounds from the bedroom started again. She moved faster, circling the kitchen putting away her things, testing the scones for their temperature and grabbing the baked sourdoughs from the oven.
Then she started throwing the rest of her ingredients into two large plastic tubs. Snapping each container shut, Scarlett stacked them into towers of two. Usually she carried one at a time, but today she took the chance to grab more. Back and forth she hurried, sweat first beading and then pooling at her waistband.
When she tiptoed in for the last time to pack the sourdough, the young woman was standing stark naked in the kitchen, gulping down a large glass of water. Her nipples stood at attention, and her ass and thighs were shiny and hairless.
“You gonna clean this up?” she demanded, sighing as she finished her water. Probably the only nourishment she’d had that day.
Scarlett looked around. The kitchen was clean except for the pan prepped for Carole, the log of cookie dough, and her cooling boules. She bit back a retort and answered as simply as possible. “Yes.”
She carefully placed her sourdough boules into the last boxes. When she stood up, the woman poked her in the breast through her sweaty T-shirt.
“You’re not my type at all, though I guess you got nice tits. You want to join us?”
“No,” Scarlett snorted.
The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Prude,” she said, before snapping a selfie next to Scarlett.
“What the hell are you doing?” Scarlett snapped, trying to swipe at the phone. The woman held it above her head, out of reach. Scarlett inhaled slowly. “Whatever. Keep the damn photo. I’m outta here.”
She deadlifted the stacked boxes in silence and waddled out the door. With the last two containers slipped into place on the truck, she took a deep breath and headed towards the main house with Carole’s order for a weekend of open houses.
Two minutes later, she pulled onto the interstate able to breathe again, praying Don would find another place to have his affair by next Friday.






  
  Two


It took half an hour to drive from the side of town where people had pools to the squat apartment buildings where Scarlett lived with Ben. It wasn’t a cute apartment that she would show off on social media—in fact the lighting was too terrible to take pictures of her baked goods, and the air conditioning worked only half the time—but its eight hundred square feet were home for her and Ben. 
The apartment complex was made of two squat, two-story buildings. Scarlett had moved into her ground-floor apartment five years ago. One year later, Nasreen had moved into the other building with her son, Zander. He and Ben were the same age and had ended up becoming close friends, just as Nasreen and Scarlett did. Camila had moved in above Nasreen two years later and joined their friendship circle. Nasreen and Camila were the first friends she’d had in a long time.
Scarlett parked her second-hand truck right next to her apartment. The nice thing about such a small complex was the availability of parking spots almost all the time.
“Ben?” she called towards the small cement patio that connected to the apartment. “Come help me, would you?”
Silence.
Usually, Ben would jump the low fence around the patio like a banshee out of hell. Scarlett waited another second, but he clearly was not home. She unpacked the truck alone, hauling the plastic boxes out of the pickup bed and trudging them to her door. Each time, she noticed the peeling gray paint at the base of it. Not that she would bother telling Johnny, the owner of the complex. He didn’t take kindly to complaints.
Stretching her back, she sighed. Someday she’d have her own place and she’d paint the door blue. The kind of blue at the deep end of the pool she used to go to when she was little—
“Oh, gross.” She tried to push away the vivid image of Don and the young woman’s naked body from her mind, but they hung on like leeches.
She unlocked her door, trying to think of something else. Once a cement block was in place to hold it open, she started pushing the boxes into her humid apartment.
“Hey, Scar!” Ben skipped towards her from the direction of Nasreen’s apartment, dressed in his basketball clothes, as she returned to the truck to lock it up. Zander wasn’t far behind him.
“Hey, bud. How was basketball?” Seeing them, Scarlett remembered Nasreen had signed Zander and Ben up for an afterschool basketball activity. Ben claimed it was helping him gain muscles because they lifted weights, which might help him survive the upcoming middle school years—much to Scarlett’s relief. He’d been a skinny kid all his life. The doctor had told her once that it was because Rhonda, her sister, hadn’t known she was pregnant at first and hadn’t stopped drinking until the sixth month.
Like Scarlett, Ben was a survivor.
“I was starting to worry,” she said as Ben and Zander whizzed past her into the apartment. There were remnants of ketchup on their mouths. “Did you eat dinner already? Nasreen, you don’t have to buy him dinner every week.”
Nasreen laughed as she came through Scarlett’s door. Always ready with a smile, she was the woman who saved Scarlett from herself most of the time. “Boys were hungry. Besides, it was a snack at the rate they eat.”
“We still want your pizza, Ms. Scarlett,” Zander shouted from the bathroom.
“We know all that—you wash those hands good.” Nasreen turned to Scarlett, who was carefully pulling the sourdough from the box. “Why you unpacking the market stuff?”
Scarlett smirked. She waited until the boys started throwing the mini basketball into Ben’s door basket. “I had to hightail it outta there today, so it isn’t packed right. You’ll never believe what happened.”
“What?” Nasreen handed her a glass of wine poured from the box in the fridge. “You’re blushing, Scarlett. What happened?”
Scarlett breathed a sigh of relief that only one sourdough loaf had collapsed. She threw it on the cutting board along with a half-finished roll of hard salami and took a gulp of her wine.
“That bad?” Nasreen asked, handing her a thick slice of bread topped with salami.
“So much worse than you can imagine. Don showed up at the pool with another woman. One younger than me, I’m pretty sure. As skinny as a porn star with no problem asking me to join them in a threesome.”
“Oh, nuh-uh.”
“I swear she did.”
Nasreen’s lacquered nails flurried in the air as she spoke. “That man can’t get away with this. That is sexual harassment and intimidation. What a nasty man. How the hell does he get women to sleep with him? And why is that realtor woman still married to him?”
“You’re starting to sound like a divorce lawyer. Maybe she could be your first client,” Scarlett teased, feeling her heart skip a beat at the thought. Nasreen and Zander were moving away in three weeks for Nasreen to settle before starting law school. Shaking away the gloom that threatened to sneak in, Scarlett focused on the conversation at hand. “I don’t know what Carole is thinking. I don’t know her that well.”
“Well, her husband is disgusting,” Nasreen said.
“Yes, he is.” Scarlett grabbed the pizza dough she had prepped that morning from the fridge as her phone buzzed from somewhere on the couch. “Would you get my phone?”
“You can’t go back there without this guy being put in his place. This is what women have to put up with all the time.”
“And from other women,” Scarlett said, frustration at the memory growing in her chest. “Can you believe she called me fat and then asked me to join them? What is that? Who is this woman?”
“She called you fat?” Nasreen shook her head in disgust, her fingers tapping against Scarlett’s phone. “Oh, the queen herself messaged you.”
Scarlett leaned over, her hands busy stretching the dough. “What’d she say? Do you think she knows?”
“That her husband cheated? I dunno. Give me your face to open it up.”
The phone glared, then brightened at Scarlett’s face. She spread sauce over the pizza base, then reached for cheese.
“Scar, hon, you better look at this,” Nasreen said after a moment. The softening of her voice sent a chill through Scarlett. “I’ll fight her for you, if you want. I mean, I know I’m not a lawyer yet, but we could file a sexual harassment suit or something. Maybe get a video of him and spread the word through town.”
“What do you mean?” Scarlett asked, nestling up against Nasreen.
You bitch! How dare you come onto my husband! I let you use that house cause I’m a good person and want to help you and this is how you repay me? I know who my husband is, but I didn’t expect this from you! You can take these cookies out of my house! Don’t come near my pool house again. Don’t come near me again!
“He told her I came on to him?” Scarlett could barely breathe. She read the text again to make sure she wasn’t seeing things. “I can’t use her kitchen any more!”
“Like I said, we can go after her,” Nasreen said, starting to get riled up. She paced the floor, her forehead wrinkled. Camila called it her ‘lawyer face.’
“I don’t have a contract with her. She lets me use the pool house and I bake her cookies. It’s a friendly agreement.”
Nasreen’s wrinkles deepened. “Shit, Scarlett.”
“I know.”
Getting the pizzas into the oven, she broke chocolate into the melted butter in a saucepan and slowly stirred, watching the chocolate melt in a whirling design. The effect calmed her; the smell of chocolate brought her peace, allowing her to ignore the anxiety threatening to bubble up.
“Scar, hey, it’s gonna be okay. We’ll figure something out.” Nasreen pulled Scarlett’s head onto her shoulder.
Scarlett snorted. “That was the best, and cheapest, space for me to bake, Nasreen. I could expand to the markets because I had that space. And now it’s just gone. Besides, Carole was going to get me more private clients.” She sniffed away the tears threatening to come up. “I mean, she was a terrible client, but she had that beautiful oven. Now I’ll have to go back to baking here with this crappy oven and my one counter. I should just quit the markets.”
“No, honey, no,” Nasreen murmured, pulling her in for a hug. “We’ll figure something out. It’s not perfect, but you keep baking here and use my apartment, too, if you need it. And I can help you find another place. You can’t stop baking.”
Scarlett grabbed her phone and read the text again. “Or I could beg Carole.”
“She was driving you crazy—and he hit on you in the nastiest and sleeziest way, Scarlett.” Nasreen yanked it back. “You can deny it. Politely. And maybe someday she’ll admit she was wrong. But you will not beg her. You don’t need to accept this treatment from her.”
“Fine.” Scarlett paused to refill her wine glass. With her head in the fridge, she took a short moment to blink away the tears, then straightened up. “Enough about my life. What about you? Did you pass the L-things?”
A wide grin spread across Nasreen’s face. “I did!”
Scarlett shrieked with her as they both did a dance with their wine in the air. “You did it?!”
“I did it!”
“I can’t believe you did it,” Scarlett sang as Camila walked through the door, clearly amused at what she found.
“What’re you two screaming about?” She held a beer in one hand and an unopened can in the other. Two little boys followed her into the living room. “Go play, boys. And don’t let Ben say no.”
“Nasreen passed her test,” Scarlett said, running to check on the pizzas. The heat blasted her face as Camila shook Nasreen’s shoulders in a burst of joy.
Scarlett breathed in the heat. She was so happy for Nasreen. It was her dream to be a lawyer, a dream that had gotten sidetracked when she got pregnant and Zander’s dad left town. At the same time, it meant Scarlett would lose a friend. While she and Camila were close, it was Nasreen who kept them all together. Cincinnati was almost two hours away by car, which meant they would talk about seeing each other but probably never would.
And once she was a lawyer, she’d never return to Brax, Kentucky. While Scarlett had no means of ever leaving.
“Why’re you guys screaming?” Ben called out, his head poking out from his room.
“Nothing,” Scarlett shouted. “Pizza’ll be done in fifteen minutes.”
“Got it,” Ben mumbled, and shut the door again. Scarlett breathed out.
“Tell me,” Camila demanded, grabbing Nasreen’s hand. “How does it feel knowing you are going to be the next amazing lawyer? Because I will tell you that being friends with the person who will be the most amazing lawyer feels great, actually. Wait, we need some champagne.”
“We got broke champagne,” Scarlett said, waving her glass of box wine.
Camila tapped her can against the box and winked. “Just as good. Now, what else is going on in here? Scarlett’s face is all stressed out.”
“What?” Scarlett asked, doing her best to relax her muscles.
“You got that big wrinkle in the middle of your forehead again. Like you had when you lost the job at the bank.”
“The one I have ’cause Nasreen is leaving us?”
“We’re gonna miss Nasreen, but we’ll cry then, not now,” Camila said, making herself comfortable on one of the three stools Scarlett owned.
“Tell her what happened, Scar,” Nasreen said.
Scarlett’s phone vibrated again. This time Camila grabbed it and tapped out the PIN, and her lips instantly turned down in disgust.
“That’s nasty,” she said, pushing the phone away as though it was germ-infested. “Who is this? And why would she send that photo?”
Nasreen took a peek and blanched as well. “That’s from Carole, the lady who was buying cookies from Scarlett for her real estate business. Scar, she sent you a picture of a used condom.”
“She did what?” Scarlett shrieked, grabbing the phone. “Ew! This woman is insane. Now I’m glad she fired me.”
Camila swallowed a large gulp of beer, her lips still turned down. “She fired you? Were you working for her? I thought you were selling her cookies.”
“I was using her pool house kitchen.”
Camila snorted. “That’s right. Forgot. She fired you from the kitchen? Why?”
“She thinks I slept with her husband.” The injustice of the situation should have made her fighting mad, but at the moment she was just exhausted. At least she had her friends over. If she were alone she’d probably just go to bed and cry.
“That Don guy? That naco?” Camila shook her head. “You told me he creeped you out.”
“He does,” Scarlett said. “I didn’t sleep with him. Some young, hot, skinny girl did. Practically right in front of me. They barged into the pool house while I was working and got naked as though I wasn’t there.”
Camila mock-gagged, then laughed. “Ew. That doesn’t sound sexy at all.”
“Not at all,” Scarlett agreed. “They invited me to join them, too.”
“Ew. Qué asco. Not even slightly okay. Qué chafe. That guy has a goatee.”
Scarlett and Camila laughed while Nasreen saved the pizzas from burning.
“Alright, alright. You gotta send a message to her. Like what if you said, ‘Your man is nasty. Don’t know why you think I’d go near him, bitch.’ What about that?” Camila asked. She grinned and wiggled her eyebrows.
“Absolutely not,” Nasreen said. “That Carole lady has clout around this county. You need to be short and to the point, without throwing in insults.” She looked firmly at Camila, who shrugged it off.
“Fine, let’s write it and then you can read it, okay?”
“No sending it before I read it,” Nasreen warned.
“Okay, okay. Let’s tell her to check the cameras, but we’ll leave off the whole part of her being a perra.”
Scarlett laughed, but was impressed by Camila’s idea. “I forgot she has cameras everywhere on the property. Why wouldn’t she look at them before insulting me?”
Nasreen shook her head as she rolled the pizza cutter through the pizza. “I forgot, too. Good thinking, Camila. You should come with me to law school.”
“No way. I just know this ’cause I watch too much trash television. It’s how Candella, of Tu Eres Mi Amor, proved her fiancée was cheating.”
Scarlett snorted. “Okay, let’s work it out. We only need a few lines.”
“We’re hungry,” Israel, Camila’s seven-year-old, announced, appearing in the doorway. “We smell pizza.”
“It’s ready, but hot. You boys get your glasses of milk and sit at the coffee table,” Nasreen said. The boys never pushed back to Nasreen.
“Listen to this,” Scarlett said. “‘Carole, I understand your anger, but I wasn’t the one who was in that pool house bedroom. I left as soon as Don showed up. You can check the cameras you have around the house and see that I wasn’t part of seducing your husband.’”
“It’s fine,” Nasreen said, after reading it again. “Send it.”
Scarlett did.
“Okay, put the phone away now and let’s have some pizza,” Camila ordered, grabbing all the phones to place into the basket by the door. It was their Friday night rule, created by Nasreen.
For the next two hours Scarlett lost herself in being with her friends and listening to the boys talk about their day. It wasn’t until she went to bed that she dared to look at her phone again.
Keep the money for the batch you made this weekend. But after this I’ll be finding a new baker.
Scarlett swallowed her frustration. Right when she finally got into the Wednesday market, she lost the kitchen space to bake in.
She turned off her light, listening to the still night and trying not to plummet down a tunnel of worry. One step forward and two steps backward. It was how it always seemed to be with her.






  
  Three


Tristen Levisay entered Camp Soul through a large ranch-style welcome arch. His footsteps crunched on the gravel road, the noise contrasting with the silence of the camp. The only other sound was birds singing. He’d expected his childhood friend, Rob, to meet him at the entrance, or at least somewhere close by, since he had no idea where to go—Rob was the owner of this place, after all. But there was no sign of him anywhere. 
To the left stood a large building marked with a cross at the top, which he supposed was the chapel or church or whatever they called it. Jared’s last words that morning, “Be careful with the zealots,” pulsed through Tristen’s head. He knew Rob wasn’t a zealot, but the silence was conjuring up images of some crazy Hollywood horror movie.
He shook off the thoughts and looked around again.
Most people in Kentucky, probably including Jared, believed in a hovering-ghost-type God of the universe, mostly one who could thrash them if they deserved it. Like a superstition. The way he’d been brought up, though, was to stay clear of the churches. They were full of busy-bodies and holier-than-thous, his mother, Ivy, always used to say. They lived the same way in regard to the ‘Big Guy in the Sky’: stay away from his scope of wrath, and hope he stayed away from them.
That is, until Ivy had started attending a drug recovery group in the basement of a local church in January. She wasn’t yet willing to go to Sunday School, but she’d started softening her views of the life after a few weeks. And when she asked if Tristen would check out the meeting for the kids of parents recovering from addiction, he’d found out Rob ran it. He had attended ever since.
Which brought him to the eerily quiet campgrounds today.
“Rob?”
Nothing. Tristen steered towards the other side of the packed dirt road and kept heading into the heart of the camp. On the left, across from the chapel-thing, was a building marked ‘cafeteria’. In the same building just feet away from the cafeteria entrance was a small wooden door that claimed to be the ‘Soul Marketplace’. Tristen snorted at the poor wordplay and kept walking.
He tried calling Rob on the phone, but the call went straight to voicemail. Fine way of getting help with the sound equipment.
For a second Tristen considered turning around and heading to Top Gym, but Jared’s laughter in his head kept him going. It was one thing to make fun of thinking God was around the corner about to hit you with the switch, but it was another to run because he’d gotten spooked.
An alarm on his phone went off. He tapped it, his spirits lifting a little. Tomorrow was Thursday, the evening he got to play live music during happy hour at O’Donnell’s. He’d played four times in the spring before they shut down for renovations, but live music was coming back. He couldn’t be more excited.
The song he’d written the other night trickled through his head as he kept walking slowly down the road, keeping an eye out for another living soul.
Lollipops and acid drops, and babies that ruined your life. Hang the blame on me. Just the kid who was trying to give some relief, trying to find a belief. Figure out if he should be there or not. Kill himself and rot.
The words had poured out of him after a night with Rob’s group. He’d listened to Tracy tell her story about growing up with a drug-addicted dad who ended up overdosing and leaving her with an invalid grandmother. The song wasn’t necessarily only about Ivy. He thought it was pretty good, but he hesitated to perform it. If Ivy heard it, she would get upset, right when she was doing better and trying to make up for the past.
At the end of the road, his phone pinged with a message from Jared, not Rob, reminding him about all the last-minute activities they needed to finish before the boxing day clinics started the next day. Tristen stuffed his phone into his pocket and went over his schedule in his head. He’d have to swing by the gym later that afternoon to get everything done. While he had no real intention of staying at the gym full-time, he tried to take his responsibilities there seriously, especially for his mother’s sake.
She was thriving at the gym. After working at the plexiglass factory for twenty years and never getting promoted, Ivy seemed to relish her new freedom in overseeing Top Gym. He never would have thought she’d take so well to running a business. She worked harder than Tristen had ever seen her work before in her life.
Since Top Gym had been strictly a boxing gym under Owen, Tristen’s biological father and Ivy’s once-again love interest, it had taken a lot of work to change it to her vision. In the past six months they had painted the entire place, deep-cleaned it, renovated the locker rooms, and added things like yoga and Pilates that would appeal to women to the list of classes. Tristen had to admit his mother wasn’t too bad a businesswoman. It had also turned out that her dating Owen, whose shady business dealings had earned him some crazy rumors in town over the years, was good for business. Everyone wanted to see who had made Owen give up the gym, and subsequently illegal boxing and gambling.
While some had probably expected to witness a train-wreck, they’d ended up staying because the place was nicer than ever before. Memberships were picking up, and the gym was now one of the most popular businesses in the area.
Not for the first time, Tristen wondered if his mother could have saved herself—and him and his siblings—some grief in life if she had owned a business before. Throwing herself into working was much better than falling into opioids.
But that was water under the bridge, or at least in the past. No amount of wondering could change what had happened. Truth was, he was happy that she was happy. As she was only forty-five, he needed her occupied for a long while.
He stopped walking and looked around. He was going to be late for their meeting about boxing camp if he didn’t find Rob soon.
A faint tapping sound was echoing through the camp now. He moved towards one of the large buildings, hoping to follow the noise. The pounding sound grew louder. Tristen walked a little faster, his T-shirt already sticking to him with sweat, passing the rest of the cabins and coming to what looked like the end of the main part of camp.
A few yards away, a young man with black hair pulled into a ponytail was pounding a wood fencepost into the ground, his bare back gleaming with sweat. A young woman stood next to him, a trail of sweat running down her shirt. She held a plank of wood in her gloved hands; two long red braids cascaded over her shoulders from under a brimmed straw hat. She turned her head, then said something to the man that made him stop the pounding.
“Hey!” she called. “Do you need help?”
“Tristen Levisay,” he said, sticking out his hand, his tattoo-sleeved arm a contrast against her flawlessly tanned skin. Her hand was warm, and her smile was cute. It pulled up the middle of her full top lip to show off four perfect teeth. “I came in to talk with Rob.”
The man in the ponytail turned around and grinned, but it took another second before Tristen could peel his eyes away from the red-head to see that the man was the same one he was looking for.
“I thought we were going over the sound equipment today,” Tristen said.
Rob wiped the sweat from his forehead, looking only slightly apologetic. “Sorry, I forgot about that. Maybe you could help me finish this first? Then we can go inside. Grab a board and hold it up for me, will ya?” He grinned.
“I have a feeling you duped me,” Tristen said as he grabbed the board, and the red-head giggled.
Rob left the answer ambiguous. “Hold it up there for me. My wife is getting tired, as you can see from the past plank.”
The woman swatted at Rob’s shoulder but kept smiling. The left end of the plank Rob had nodded towards was significantly lower than the right.
“She’s your wife?” The woman looked like she was eighteen. If that.
Rob laughed. “Yep.”
Tristen leaned back and eyed the couple, recovering from his shock enough to play against his friend. “She’s too pretty to be your wife.”
“I like him,” the red-head told Rob. “Here,” she added to Tristen, “I’ll give you the hammer for that pretty remark while I go fetch us all some lemonade.”
Rob stood up and watched her walk off. “Five years, man, and I still can’t get enough of her,” he said, picking up another board.
“You been together five years?” Tristen followed Rob’s fingers, indicating where he should place the nail, then started hitting at it.
“Been together almost seven. Married five,” Rob said. “What about you? Want to get married?”
Tristen choked on his own saliva. He thought of Lamia and Meegan and the mess that was his love-life. “You know my situation now. I’m finally making enough money to live on.”
They moved on to the next board and then the next before Rob spoke again. “You know, it isn’t so much about money. We don’t have a lot right now. Revamping this camp is taking most of our time and money. I think marriage is more about not letting the right one get away.”
Tristen pounded the last nail in. “Guess I haven’t found the right one, then. There hasn’t been one I wasn’t willing to let get away.”
Rob saluted him with a laugh as his wife returned with lemonade.
“I didn’t get your name before,” Tristen said, taking the tall, sweating glass.
“It’s Dariana,” she said, giving that same cute smile as before. Tristen could see why Rob would want to hold on to a woman like her. Though his ex-girlfriend, Meegan, had been a looker as well—and not one to hold on to. “So, are you our new producer and soundboard teacher or not?”
“I’m here to set up the soundboard for Rob,” Tristen said, polishing off his lemonade. It would have been more refreshing with less sugar and a touch of rum.
“Oh, I thought Rob asked if you could help us record and maybe teach the kids about recording.”
Rob coughed on his lemonade. “What I said was that I would try to convince him.”
Dariana grinned, winking at Tristen. “And I started the conversation. So, Tristen, we need some help this summer. Would you like to teach underprivileged kids?”
Tristen shifted his feet, the question catching him off guard. “I work at Top Gym.”
“It’s only part-time. Well, we could make it part-time,” Rob said. “We’re kinda in a jam. The guy we tried to hire dropped out this morning.”
“I learned the sound board and recording by myself. It’s not like I have formal training or anything.”
“That should work,” Dariana said, her perfect teeth gleaming at him. “Plus, you’re a professional musician.”
Tristen waited for her to laugh. She didn’t.
“You’re thinking of my twin brother, Talon. He’s the one that sings and plays for Art of Rendering.”
Rob clapped him on his shoulder. “We know you’re Tristen, man, I can tell the difference between the two of you. And we want you if you’re willing. Dariana was talking about The Seethers.”
“Rob played some songs for me the other day.” Dariana hesitated, narrowing her beautiful eyes. “Wait, are you guys not together anymore?”
Tristen shook his head, setting the glass on the tray she was still holding. “We broke up when Talon left the band for AOR. But that was months ago already,” he said, glancing at Rob, who gave him a nod. Talon leaving in the fall had been the focus of Tristen’s conversations at the beginning of joining Rob’s men’s group.
“Well, that’s a shame. But at any rate, like Rob said, we know we’re asking you, not Talon. So, will come to Camp Soul? We could use a sound guy. We want to send some of the more advanced kids home with their own recordings.”
She was going to wear him down; Tristen already knew it. He swallowed, trying to find the words that might work, but gave up almost immediately. Dariana and Rob were looking at him with such earnest faces that he could feel any resolve he might have to say no disappearing.
“How many hours a week are you needing?”
Dariana shrieked, almost tilting the glasses off the tray. “Camp starts next week, so we could use your help by then. We probably won’t record next week’s kids, but we could use some help with the sound for the last day’s concert. We live-stream it so their parents can watch. It would be a short volunteering position and we would really, really appreciate it.”
Volunteering. “How long?”
“About three weeks,” Dariana said. “But I know you’ll want to stay longer. The kids are gonna love you.”
“I can do it for a few weeks, but not beyond that. I have a client coming mid-July to finish his album.”
Rob broke into a smile as he and Dariana high-fived each other. “We got ourselves a sound guy!” They turned to him, Rob patting him hard on the shoulders before digging his phone out of his pocket. “You’re awesome, man. We were in such a bind. Get ready for the kids and heat.” Rob chuckled, though Tristen was already starting to have second thoughts. “Wait, disregard that statement. Dariana, get him to sign the paperwork first before he finds out how hot it gets out here.”
Tristen forced himself to laugh.
“Tristen, hold up my phone, we gotta tell everyone. Yep, aim it right at us.”
Tristen did as he was told. Large numbers counted down, beeping each time they changed until the last beep held longer. On cue, Rob let out a loud whistle that almost made Tristen drop the phone.
“We got our sound guy, everybody! We’re ready here at Camp Soul!” Music started playing from the phone as Rob and Dariana danced to the beat. “Get signed up for camp, everyone. We’re ready for you.”
Rob ended by pointing his index straight into the camera, then took the phone and slipped it into his jeans pocket.
“Don’t you feel too old to be doing that stuff on social media?” Tristen asked.
Dariana giggled. “Wait, are you serious? You’re a musician and you’re not on social media?”
“I’m on it, sporadically, but I hate it. I never feel like I have anything to say.”
“It gets your name out there. We have a whole group of teens coming in from Alabama ’cause they found our videos,” Rob said, picking up his tools.
“You should put your music on there,” Dariana said. “Maybe someone will use a clip for a viral video.”
Everyone, mostly women, told him that. But he felt stupid recording himself. Maybe now that he was in his own place, he could try it. That way he wouldn’t constantly be scared Jared was going to walk in any second and make fun of him.
“Let’s go. I’ll show you around. I mean, you could watch our channel and get an idea of it, but since you’re here, I might as well show you myself.”
They walked up the same gravel path Tristen had used, Rob pointing out the cabins, cafeteria, music room cabins, and finally the chapel.
“This is where I need some of your expertise,” he said.
They entered the cool air of the dark chapel, which looked how Tristen envisioned most churches: a stage with a semi-circle of chairs around it. The sound board was at the back, as with any event center facing the stage.
“We bought a used one, but apparently it works. At least that’s what I understood.”
Tristen bent over it to get a better look. “It doesn’t have all the latest digital stuff, but it’ll do. I can teach you, but you’ll probably want to eventually hire a real sound guy. It could be a lot of work for you to run sound with everything else you’re doing.”
“Maybe we should set up a class for the kids. You could teach them sound, right?”
Tristen snorted, sliding knobs and buttons around on the sound board. “Yeah, I guess I could. But there are certain days and hours I can’t work.”
“Sure.” Rob fell silent as Tristen concentrated on connecting the tablet to the soundboard. “Who’s this client of yours? Have I heard his music?”
“His name is Lin,” Tristen said. He started checking the speakers, Rob following him. “He’s from Singapore, and I doubt you’ve heard his album yet. It dropped in Asia and is doing pretty well, but it’s had a quieter reception here, from what I can see. He’s a bit crazy, but he has the voice of an angel. Like Josh Groban, although he hates the comparison.”
“That good, huh?”
“Yeah.” Tristen adjusted the cables. Some weren’t even plugged in correctly. “Not my vibe, but that music sells. He’s coming here to record his next album with me, so I have to find a studio to work in and make sure Ivy’s fine at the gym before I move to Cincinnati to do all that.”
“You could use our studio,” Rob said as feedback pierced the air.
Tristen corrected another speaker so it wasn’t pointed directly at the wall. “Sorry. What did you say?”
“You could use our studio. It’s the next place on our tour. I wanted the kids to be able to record themselves and put it up on the internet if they wanted. That’s what I wanted you to teach them. Not here. I mean, I need this set-up for the times we used the chapel, but it’s the studio that you’ll be in most.”
Tristen had assumed he’d be recording in the chapel. “That’s cool, man. This place is interesting.”
“What do you mean?” Rob asked, looking around with him.
Tristen waved his hand around the area and shrugged. “I would have killed to go to a place like this when I was a kid.”
Rob laughed. “Well, it was here, but it wasn’t a music camp. When I was young, I used to hate this place. It was so embarrassing to have a grandpa who ran a summer camp, for some reason. But now I wake up excited to come into work. I wish I had been excited to come back then and spend time with my grandpa, but anyway, I think we’re doing a noble thing, you know? The kids around here need it, and that excites me.” He threw his arm around Tristen’s shoulders and pulled him forward. “It’s gonna be a great summer. We’re glad to have you with us. Come on, I’ll show you the studio. And since we can’t pay you in cash for teaching for three weeks, what about me letting you use the studio for your client?”
“That—that would be really nice of you, Rob. Thanks.” It was a good back-up plan if Tristen couldn’t find something in Cincinnati before Lin came.
Rob grinned like Tristen had patted his head and told him to sit. “Gotta be outside of camp hours, though.”
Tristen thought about Lin, his colorful personality and inability to filter his words. “I think that would be best.”






  
  Four


Working the Wednesday market was completely different than working the Sunday or Saturday markets. It was smaller, which made the waitlist more competitive. Scarlett had waited for her spot for almost a year. She had hoped to make a nice bit of cash; Patty, her bread-stand competition at the weekend markets, always bragged about how much she made at them. 
So far it wasn’t going well. What Patty hadn’t told her was that the Wednesday crowd was full of young professionals who came trickling from their offices to stroll through the stalls as a way of rejuvenating themselves for another day of work. All looking for lunch.
“Have any sandwiches or sausage rolls?” a man asked her, barely glancing at her other breads and scones when she shook her head with a stiff smile. “Man, wish you did.”
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