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  Author's Note


Please note that this book is written in Canadian English, which differs from both UK and US English; we use rules and spellings from both.  
Full content/trigger warnings can be found on my website at cherylterra.com/trigger-warnings, however some of the main things I'd like to highlight include mild transphobia (on page, but immediately addressed, and out of ignorance versus maliciousness), parental death (off page, past event, but discussed), medically-assisted death, adoption/prejudices against adopted children, ADHD/neurodiversity representation, and a whole lot of chaos.






  
  Chapter one
Thirteen Point Whiz

Isla


One of the many things my mother never said was this: 
“Isla, people who make plans do not end up trying to decide between renting a shabby second-floor apartment and living on the streets of the most populous northern city while watching a man piss off his third-floor balcony of the aforementioned apartment building.”
That was because my mother never willingly made a plan in her life, so most of the things she said were like this:
“Isla, people who make plans don’t find their soul mates on a gravel back road in the mountains while running from the cops.”
Or “Isla, people who make plans never get a first-hand look at the intricacies of the subway system in a city they mistakenly ended up in because they don’t speak the language and ended up on a train going the wrong direction.”
Or “Isla, people who make plans end up sitting in their miserable cubicle at their miserable job at a miserable call center being yelled at by miserable people in between bouts of wondering what to do about the miserable thing they found out their miserable boyfriend has been miserably thinking for the last two miserable fucking years.”
Well, she may not have said that last one specifically. But it was like something she’d say.
The point is, my mother didn’t make plans. And if you asked her or anyone else, they would have said that I, Isla Monroe, was a planner.
Yet between the two of us, I was the one sitting there, watching with a morbidly dejected sense of fascination as urine splashed into a wilted flower bed ten feet from the hood of my car.
My mother would have been so proud.
She would have called it an adventure. She’d tell and retell the tale over glasses of wine and cups of coffee and campfires in the woods. Each time, it would get both more and less embellished, and the people listening would laugh hard enough to cry or spill their drinks or pee themselves.
Then, with liquids everywhere, Mom would purse her lips into a cheeky smirk and say, “See? This is why I never bother with a plan.”
And my father—
Well, he wouldn’t be there. But if he was, he’d be shaking his head, trying not to laugh as he told me I should’ve known better than to quit my job, dump my boyfriend, and head west with nothing but a couple of suitcases and half a tank of gas until I found myself drawn somewhere, which is how I’d ended up in Aurora Flats, Alberta.
I mean, it sounded perfect. Aurora Flats? The name that inspired romance. Whimsy. Quaintness. A closeness with nature and a place with endless night skies full of colours and stars to remind you that even though we’re specks of dust in a vast nothingness, the universe is still there, taking care of us.
It was supposed to be the place where I’d find my grand romantic adventure. 
I left thinking I’d drive wherever the winds and the roads took me. When I arrived at wherever my heart was leading me, I’d simply know I was there. Passing by the sign welcoming me to the city—because obviously it would be a city—I would smile, turn the radio up, and bring myself to the trendiest part of downtown. There, I’d spot an eclectic-looking apartment building full of character and style. I’d pull my car over and get out, hands on my hips as I looked up at the building.
“I guess this’ll do,” I would say, and the ratty old canvas backpack I had in the passenger seat would magically transform into a wicked cute weekend bag I’d sling over my shoulder. And the building, of course, would have a trendy studio apartment available for rent right away. An apartment manager would trip over himself to help me unpack the rest of my belongings from the car as a peppy, upbeat soundtrack played while I strutted up to my new home.
That was what I’d expected when my heart drew me to Aurora Flats. But this place?
Not cute.
Not quaint.
Not romantic.
It wasn’t a city at all, but a town around an hour from Edmonton. But I’d imagined getting there would be a calming drive on a secondary highway lined with trees in the throes of autumn bliss Instead, I’d spent most of the drive on a highway surrounded by greyish-brown farmer’s fields abandoned for the season. Once I’d turned off the highway, I crossed a set of train tracks before driving through an industrial area full of blocky buildings with names like Jenkins Machinery and Bola-Flo Manufacturing. 
And then there was the reason I was here in the first place: this building, one of the only apartment buildings in Aurora Flats, and one of the few places in the whole area both in my budget and owned by a landlord who would look past my lack of current employment and fixed address.
It had white siding, once upon a time. Now it was grey, like everything else. Back home, we wouldn’t have even called this an apartment building. I mean, it only had three floors. My apartment in Burnaby had eighteen floors and I had lived on the sixteenth. It wasn’t cheap—nothing in the Vancouver area was—but with two of us, it was affordable.
And it was cozy. 
It was safe.
It was part of the plan.
Not, like, a five-year plan or anything. I didn’t have a checklist of accomplishments to hit before I turned twenty-five next year or something. 
But just… the plan.
The life plan.
The plan I’d had for as long as I could remember. Long, long before everything changed. Finish high school, go to university and get a finance degree like Dad had. Work in business, maybe as a financial analyst and eventually a finance manager like he was. Or maybe something else. That part of the plan had never been super specific, mainly because there was never any guarantee that the job market would be the same after graduation as when one started. But whatever it was, I was going to get the degree, find a career, and build a good life for myself.
Oh, and find my soulmate.
Obviously.
I’d never told Dad about that part of the plan. Mom was a huge believer in destiny and universal energies and magic rocks doused in essential oils, but Dad was a lot more… practical. And my mom said I’d always taken after my dad, though she never said it like it was a bad thing.
“I knew you’d be like your father,” Mom would say. “You were so polite when you were in utero. Didn’t move much while I was sleeping and your kicks were tiny little knocks, like you were a sweet little bluebird tapping on the walls to say hello. That’s why he got to name you.”
I was thankful for that, since he’d picked the name Isla. That was far better than what my mom picked for my younger sister, who she deemed was herself reincarnated.
“You can’t be reincarnated if you aren’t dead,” Dad would remind her, but she’d shush him.
“This one is the embodiment of passion,” she would say, groaning as my sister pummelled her insides with tiny feet. “I’m naming her for the goddess of love.”
“Aphrodite?” my dad had asked skeptically.
“Oh, God no. I don’t want her to be made fun of,” she said, then named my sister Venus. 
But Venus turned out to be as romantic as my dad’s reasoning for picking my name, which was that he’d opened a book of baby names to a random page and picked the first name he’d never met someone with that only had four letters because he figured four letters were easier to spell and that would give me an edge when I started kindergarten.
Between me and my sister, I was the romantic one. I was the one who believed in soulmates. Who wanted nothing more than the improbable romanticism that proved the world was more than a coincidence. 
I wanted a sign that was brighter than neon on a dark, snow-filled night. 
A single spontaneous moment where the universe aligned for me and my soulmate before we were back to being specks of dust floating around in the sunbeam that was existence.
I’d left Burnaby because I was tired of my miserable, dead-end call center job. I was tired of settling for a boyfriend who settled for me. I was tired of my comfortable routine, of never fitting in but never standing out. Of being a square peg surrounded by other pegs and holes of every shape and colour and style except square.
More than anything, I was tired of that.
Of not being alone, but not belonging anymore.
I wanted something other than “Oh, we both swiped right or left or whatever direction it was to say ‘Yes, I’d consider boning this person.’” 
I wanted more.
I wanted someone to be proud of me again.
But something told me a dirty second-floor apartment beneath a man and his friends cackling as he whizzed over the side of his balcony wasn’t where I’d find that.
So…
So maybe the spontaneity thing wasn’t meant for me. 
Maybe the grand romantic adventure wasn’t designed for me. 
Maybe the meet cute story of a lifetime wasn’t destined for me.
So maybe they’d all been right.
It would only take me a day to get home. A long day—twelve or thirteen hours of driving, plus stops for gas and bathroom breaks—but I could be back in time to go to work tomorrow. 
Except I’d quit.
But I was good at my job. I could say I’d made a mistake. They’d probably take me back. And so would Nick, if I asked nicely or maybe begged. He’d been upset when I broke things off and asked me to think about it first. I could pretend I’d changed my mind.
Even if he didn’t forgive me, it didn’t matter. Without a doubt, I already knew I had absolutely no plans whatsoever to stay here.
Fate, however, had a different plan.
My phone automatically switched to Do Not Disturb while I was driving, but I’d been sitting there long enough for it to decide I wasn’t driving anymore. Which meant it vibrated to tell me about the messages I’d received, ending any chance for me to stop my little experiment in impulsiveness while still maintaining a hold on my old life.
Because after being gone for three whole days, someone finally noticed I’d left.

Venus

Nick just said you broke up? What’s going on, Isla??

What the fuck? YOU LEFT TOWN?????????????

Guess I’m going to pick up the stuff you left at Nick’s now…



There was a new message from Nick, too:

Nick

funny how you said you were gonna stay with your mom and yet your sister just called and said neither of them know where you are

you didn’t even give it a second thought, did you? ghost me after two years and won’t even tell me why?

thought you were better than that, isla



“Ten points!” 
A muffled shout stole my attention. The man who had been pissing off the balcony had put his dick away and was now watching as another man finished peeing into the flower bed.
“Just ten?!” shouted the pisser. “This is at least a thirteen-point whizz!”
“You aren’t even close to the middle!”
“My piss-pressure is way higher than yours, you Chicken McFuck. Are you blind? You can see—” 
My phone vibrated before I could even wonder what a Chicken McFuck was. Chin trembling, I looked at the screen to see a message from my mom, who had never quite figured out how to turn capslock on and off.

Mom

THAT’S MY GIRL. DAD WOULD BE SO PROUD. OK MAYBE NOT BECAUSE HE WAS A WET BLANKET BUT I’M PROUD OF YOU AND THAT MEANS HE WOULD BE TOO. 



I looked up at the building, where the guys on the balcony were now arguing about what constituted a thirteen-point whiz.
“I guess this’ll do,” I whispered, then grabbed my backpack off the front seat, took a deep breath, and opened my car door.






  
  Chapter two
Chaos Gremlin

Ellie


“Alright, you crazy son of a bitch,” I said. “We’re doing it.” 
“Yeah, we are!” Tyler hooted, clapping his hands together.
“No, she isn’t,” Jayce said, clamping a hand on my shoulder.
I rolled my eyes, trying to shrug off their hand. “You’re not my parental unit. You can’t tell me what to do.”
They tightened their fingers like they were expecting me to run for it. Which was fair, because I was going to try. 
“I’m not telling you what to do,” they said. “I’m telling you what’s going to happen. You’re not going with him.”
“Aww, come on, dude,” Tyler said. “Stop speaking for her and let her do what she wants.”
“Not a dude,” Jayce replied. “And this has nothing to do with me speaking for her. She hasn’t realized it yet, but she truly doesn’t want to go.”
“Why not?” I asked, offended that they seemed to know something about my thoughts that I didn’t.
Jayce set exasperated eyes on me. “Ellie.”
“Jaycie.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“Don’t look at me like that.”
Their lips twitched with the hint of a laugh. “You don’t want to go, Ellie-Bean. For one, you don’t have the money. For two, you despise flying. For three, your passport is expired.” 
“It is not expired!” I said.
“When did I take you to Disneyland?” they asked.
“Like, last year,” I said.
“It was six years ago,” they answered. “And have you renewed your passport since then?”
I twisted my mouth to the side. Their lips twitched again.
“So it’s expired,” they said. “And for four, he’ll probably sell you for drugs in Amsterdam.”
I rolled my eyes. “Why would he need to sell me for drugs? You can get weed all over Amsterdam.”
They raised their eyebrows. “You think he’d sell you for weed?”
I thought for a moment, then conceded. “Good point. Sorry, Ty. Sounds like I’m out. Have fun in Europe.”
“No worries, my gal,” Tyler said. “But for the record, I definitely wouldn’t have sold you for drugs.”
“Sounds like something someone who’d sell her for drugs would say,” Jayce said. “Now get out.”
Tyler scoffed in offense. “What?! Why?”
Jayce’s lips tightened into an annoyed line. “Because this all started when I was so kindly interrupted by Ellie trying to ‘help’ me kick you out of my bar for doing a line of coke in my bathroom.” 
“Oh,” Tyler said. “Right. That’s fair. I’m never gonna be allowed back in here, am I?”
“It’s looking less and less likely,” Jayce said.
Tyler sighed. “Damn. Okay. Well, thanks, bud.”
“You gonna let him back in next weekend?” I asked Jayce as Tyler started towards the exit, pausing to shout at his friends that he was heading home because he got caught doing drugs in the bathroom again.
“Of course.” They sighed. “Tyler may have approximately twelve brain cells left and while eight of them are dedicated to making sure he doesn’t forget how to breathe, he means well. I can’t exactly afford to lose regulars.”
“It’ll be fine,” I said, picking up my camera. “We’ll take a few more of these shots and this time next week, you’ll be rolling in the dough. Then we can take pictures of that and tell everyone we’re selling pizza made from dough personally rolled in by Jayce Wheeler, Aurora Flats’ hottest bar manager.”
Jayce’s lips tightened into what looked like an unimpressed line, but I knew them well enough to know it was their version of a smile. “You seem to have a lot of faith in both my attractiveness and your abilities as a photographer.”
I rolled my eyes. “Fold your arms and turn your head towards me a bit so I can see your scar.”
They gave me an unimpressed look. “Why would I do that?”
“It looks badass in this lighting. Come on.” I shook my camera a bit. “The grizzly bartender with the eyebrow scar is basically a movie trope. And tropes are great for advertising.”
They sighed, then did what I said. The moment they were facing my camera, I “accidentally” flicked the flash on, pointed the camera at them, and hit the shutter. Jayce recoiled as light burst in the dimly-lit bar, their eyes slamming shut.
“For fuck’s sake, Ellie,” they grumbled as I snorted between cackles. “Did you have to flash me?”
“I figured that kind of flashing would be more welcome,” I said. “Otherwise I would’ve gladly shown you my boobs.”
“Hmmph.” They blinked a few times, probably trying to get the ghost of white light out of their eyes. “You’re right. I’ll take the light storm over that.”
“Ouch. How dare you insult my boobs like that?”
“They’re decent, as far as boobs go.” They turned, moving behind the bar and grabbing a bar towel. “But as we both know, not my flavour.”
“Trust me, I know,” I said. “So I was thinking we can take some candids of you mixing cocktails—” 
“Red light,” Jayce said. “Back it up.”
I sighed. “Why? There’s nothing—” 
“Why did that upset you?” they asked. 
“It didn’t.” 
“I insult you and your boobs all the time. You didn’t even mutter something half-baked about my scraggly facial hair or overpriced skin care routine.” They folded their arms across their chest. “Talk to me.”
The worst thing about my friendship with Jayce was that we’d been friends for coming on two decades. If we hadn’t been friends for so long, I could’ve just rolled my eyes and scoffed and told them they clearly didn’t know me that well because I was obviously fine. 
But half the time, Jayce knew what I was thinking before I did. They knew how I was feeling before I could even name what the feeling was. They remembered the things I forgot before I forgot them, returned things I’d lost before I realized they were gone, and I was pretty sure they knew when my next period was starting at least three days before I did.
I mean, shit. The local pharmacist let Jayce refill my ADHD meds on my behalf even though we weren’t related in any way, and we’d made it very clear that we were friends.
Not “just” friends. Friendship wasn’t a consolation prize for not wanting to be in a relationship. Jayce liked men and masc-presenting people, and I was a chaos gremlin of a bisexual disaster with tomboy tendencies, whimsical romantic fantasies, and a lack of any meaningful talent, skills, or motivation.
And also a woman, I guess.
A very obviously single woman.
“Bethany got engaged,” I said.
“Your cousin?” Jayce asked.
“She announced it at Thanksgiving last weekend.”
Jayce nodded slowly. “So that means…”
“I’m the last unmarried grandchild.” I forced a laugh. “Because I really needed one more last place ribbon. You know, to just”—I mimed jabbing a dagger forward, which had almost nothing to do with my metaphor except in an allegorical way—“make it clear I’m not one of them.”
“Marriage isn’t a marker of success.”
“It is when you’re my grandmother,” I muttered.
“And you’re not your grandmother,” they said. “Ergo, it matters not.”
I knew they were keeping their voice light and lofty to make it seem like it was a light and lofty sort of thing, but it wasn’t. Still, I made myself smile. “I guess so.”
“Elle—” 
“Let’s just do these photos,” I said.
“No.” They folded their arms. “My failing bar can wait. This is more important.”
“Your bar isn’t failing,” I said, annoyed. “You got sucked into modernizing a family business that hasn’t been modernized since they invented the word while stuck in a small town that, while more progressive than most, is still a small town in Alberta. You’re a pioneer.” 
“I’m a perpetually exhausted magpie, actually, but I appreciate the sentiment,” they said. “But to get back on topic—” 
“Oh my God, look over there!” I shouted, pointing behind them.
They stared at me in unmoving, judgmental silence.
“Now that your distraction attempt has failed,” they continued after a moment, “tell me the rest.”
I sighed, setting my camera on the bar. “It’s the same old shit, different obligatory family holiday. One of my high-achieving cousins does something impressive. My grandmother subtly reminds me I’m a college dropout loser who doesn’t deserve to have her family name. It’ll happen again at Christmas when Paige’s kid gets a Nobel Peace Prize at the ripe old age of six-and-a-half while I pretend I’m happy with my illustrious career in schedule coordination at a discount HVAC company.”
“I’m fairly certain you exist in a level of chaos that wouldn’t allow you to qualify for the Nobel Peace Prize, but you don’t have to be miserable at your job, you know.”
“Oh, what a grand idea!” I clasped my hands in front of me, looking up at them. “Why didn’t I think of that?!”
They didn’t lift their energy to match my cynicism, instead gesturing to my camera. “You’ve loved photography for as long as I’ve known you.”
“We’ve been over this.” 
“Just because you have to do some business stuff—” 
“Ninety percent of it is boring business stuff!” I almost threw my hands up in aggravation. “Ten percent of it is the fun stuff. The rest dealing with asshole customers who I can’t tell to fuck off because they’d be paying me and, like, fucking math. Why would I take something I love and fuck it up like that?”
“Because I’m tired of seeing you unhappy,” they said.
“And it’s all about you, of course.”
“Some of us are born with main-character energy.” They nudged my camera towards me. “Look, you’re like a sister to me, Elle. Which is why I’m going to tell you things you don’t want to hear.” They put their palms on the bar top, setting their hazel-green eyes on me with a deep, meaningful stare. “You’re almost thirty.”
I clutched at my chest. “How dare you say the ‘th’ word?!”
“I know this shit isn’t easy for you,” they continued, ignoring me. “I know school was not your friend. I’ve been next to you the whole time. So that means you know I know what I’m talking about. So I’m going to tell you that to find your happiness, you have to stop coasting.”
“There’s something to be said for coasting.”
“Is there?”
“Jayce, what do I do if I fail?” I asked bluntly. “If I started a business, when I inevitably mess something up and lose it all, I wouldn’t be able to pay my rent. I know myself well enough to know I’d get into trouble and then have to go crawling to my parents for help again. And I don’t want to do that.”
“Ellie—” 
“Yo, barkeep!” shouted a regular named Bruce as he waved a hand in the air. “Whose ambiguous genitals do I have to suck to get a refill around here?” 
“Get the fuck out,” I snapped.
Bruce snorted. “’Scuse me?”
“Don’t talk to them like that,” I said, turning to glare at him.
“I was bein’ inclusive!” he insisted.
“It was inappropriate,” I said.
“I don’t hear them telling me it was a problem.”
“Well, I didn’t exactly enjoy it and would prefer you not do it again,” Jayce said. “So perhaps you could apologize and refrain from talking about my genitals in the future, and in return we can get you that refill.”
Bruce’s lips had twisted into a look of sheepish understanding as Jayce spoke. “A’right. Here’s the thing. If you were a dude, I woulda asked whose dick I had to suck to get a refill, you know? So I thought making the same kind of joke but not about dicks would be okay.”
As much as I hated the fact that Jayce dealt with this often enough to have a level-headed and reasonable response at the ready, I had to admit they were startlingly good at dealing with people like Bruce. The man was the very picture of a typical small-town Albertan: loud, blunt, and confident his opinions were facts. He came across as conservative as his father had been before him, with the kind of raspy voice that could’ve been the result of decades of cigarettes or just the fumes of whatever job he had that kept dirt under his fingernails. 
But even though they had the outward demeanor of a slightly-less-attractive and significantly-less-Muppety Oscar the Grouch, Jayce was inwardly one of the most patient, optimistic, and giving people I’d ever met, especially when dealing with people who weren’t exactly hateful, but more ignorant.
Like Bruce. He might be crude, but he was a regular at the Flat Tire instead of one of the other bars in town because he’d found out a guy on his crew was trans. And that guy never joined them for beers after work because the bar they used to go to was owned by people who were very insistent on having what they called “gender-exclusive bathrooms.” 
So his whole crew started coming to Jayce’s bar instead, and between the six-to-ten of them that showed up a few times a week, were probably responsible for keeping the lights on most months.
“Thank you,” Jayce said, nodding at Bruce. “Apology accepted.” 
“You know I’m not doin’ it to be mean,” Bruce said. “But if someone doesn’t razz you a bit, how d’you even know if they like ya?”
“You don’t,” Jayce said. “And have I mentioned lately that you’re a jackass?”
Bruce burst out laughing, along with the others at his table.
“Got me there, kid,” he chuckled.
“Yeah,” said one of the others. “You’re pretty cool, man.”
“I’m not a man,” Jayce said, but their voice was drowned out by Bruce smacking his friend on the back of the head.
“They’re not a man, dude!” he exclaimed.
The other man grimaced. “Fuck. Sorry!”
Jayce’s mouth tightened into their smile-that-wasn’t-a-smile and they shook their head, then looked at me as the regulars went back to their conversation.
“Are we good?” they asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Of course. Always.”
They nodded brusquely. “Fine. Then stop slacking and start making me look good in photos so I can get more business into this godforsaken place.”
“I’m a photographer, not a miracle worker,” I said, then immediately snapped a photo of Jayce flipping me off.






  
  Chapter three
The Chick Magnet

Ellie



“Right, uh-huh,” I said, staring at the computer screen in front of me. “But I don’t see how that’s our fault, Mr. Kotyk.”
“I don’t give a seagull’s left tit whose fault it is!” Peter Kotyk’s words crackled through my headset as he huffed into the speaker like someone who wasn’t responsible for the situation he’d created. “I don’t care who you have to pay, who you have to bribe, who you have to fuck to get this done; just fucking do it!”
“Mmm, right,” I said in a flat tone. “Unfortunately, while it is legal for me to offer my ‘services’ in exchange for goods or money, it is illegal for you to solicit it.”
“I’m not paying you to give a racoon’s saggy nipple about what’s legal and what isn’t!”
“I understand, Mr. Kotyk,” I said. “But regardless, I don’t see how selling my body would help me go back in time and make you order your client’s air conditioner a week earlier. Here at Air-U-Need Budget Air Conditioning and HVAC, we now obey all laws, including those of time, space, and prostitution.”
His indecipherable sputters were so loud, I could almost feel the fine spray of saliva misting from his mouth through the phone. 
“Supervisor,” he finally growled. “Now.”
“My supervisor isn’t currently available,” I said. “Could I take a—” 
“I’LL FUCKING HOLD THEN!”
“It may take a while, though, she’s at lun—” 
He cut me off with another unintelligible blast of words.
“Alrighty then. Hold please.” I tapped the hold button on my phone, then yawned and turned towards my boss’s office. “Hey Paulette? I’m gonna go on lunch.”
“Why do you think I care?” came the gruff response. “And stop yelling across the office, you fucking disgrace. This is a workplace, not a brothel.”
“You’re welcome for that,” I said. “And there’s no one else here.”
“I’m here,” said a meek voice from one of the cubicles a few rows away.
“You don’t count, Ivan,” I said.
“Why not?” he asked.
“Accountants are barely human.” I took my purse out of my desk drawer. “At best, I’d qualify you as some kind of lizard hybrid.”
“That’s fair,” he said.
“I know.” I shrugged my jacket on and pulled out my phone to text Jayce to see where they were.

Jayce

Already in line. He’s parked in the usual place.



Fuck yes.
The Chick Magnet had the best fried chicken in the entire province—possibly the world, even, but I hadn’t tried fried chicken everywhere. During the summer, the owner usually opened by eight-thirty in the morning every Monday and Friday to hit the chicken-and-waffles crowd. Now that it was September, though, he was winding down for the season, and by next month, it’d be hit-or-miss if he’d be there on any given day. And as soon as the snow stuck to the ground, he’d be gone until spring.
“You’re going to trip,” Jayce said as I reached the lineup of people waiting outside the white food truck. They were dressed up more than usual that day, wearing a pair of tight-fitting jeans with leather boots and a corset-style vest. They’d also filled their scraggly goatee in with eyebrow pencil and had highlighted the slit caused by the scar on their eyebrow with concealer.
“Trip on what?”
They scooted their leather boot forward and pinned my untied shoelace to the ground. “Your shoe is untied.”
I rolled my eyes. “They’re always untied. It’ll be fine.”
“You say that, right up until the day you’re drinking your iced coffee from an eco-conscious tumbler and fall eye-first onto the metal straw after your shoelace gets caught in an escalator,” they said.
“That has literally never happened.”
“I read about it online.”
“Yeah, and I read a crossover fan fiction of Jean-Luc Picard and Professor Xavier simultaneously developing both cloning machines and the ability to cross parallel universes so they can fuck each other, but that doesn’t mean it’s true.”
They lifted an eyebrow at me. “Since when do you read? And since when do you read Star Trek fan fiction?”
“It was less about the franchise and more about the unhinged-ness of the concept.”
They let out an unimpressed hum. “Is that why it took you forever to get here?”
“No, that’s because I was being asked to sell my body to fund time travel.” 
“As one does,” they said, not taking the bait. “I got your email with the photos, by the way.”
“Yeah? What’d you think?” 
“Aside from the one where you Photoshopped a dildo onto my forehead—” 
“Ah, yes,” I said, grinning. “I call that one the Jaynicorn.”
“—they were decent,” they finished. “So now what?”
“What do you mean, now what?”
They sighed impatiently. “You said I needed to take new photos for branding and stuff. Now what do I do with them?”
“I’m your photographer, not your marketing assistant. You figure it out.”
They let out a huff of annoyance. “So we took those photos for nothing, then.”
“No, we—what’s wrong?” I asked, frowning. “You’re upset about something.”
“I’m not upset,” they said, clearly upset. “I’m frustrated that we wasted a bunch of product and time posing for photos that I’m finding out are useless.”
“They’re not useless,” I said. “What’s this really about?”
“I told you, it—” 
“Jayce.” I folded my arms and gave them my best “I’m not mad, I’m disappointed” look. Which worked, somehow, because Jayce took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
“I had a meeting with my uncles this morning,” they said.
That was all they needed to say to explain everything.
Jayce’s grandparents had owned the Flat Tire for years. Their grandpa was the kind of person who planned to work to the day he died, putting the same amount of devotion and energy into building his business from the ground up as he had put into raising his four kids. He was also the kind of person who loved his wife with every ounce of his being, deeply and unconditionally and beautifully.
So when the doctors gave her a year to live, he decided to spend every second of that year by her side. 
He’d asked his kids to help with the bar so he had something to go back to after the day he lost everything. Not one of the four was able or willing. Jayce stepped up to help, but under the guise of “just wanting what’s best for Dad,” two of their uncles had volunteered to supervise their management of the bar, mainly so they could show Jayce’s grandpa it would be better to sell the place and retire.
“Is that why you’re so dressed up?” I asked.
They let out an indignant scoff, which meant I was right. “I always look this good. My sales report from last month, however, did not, since sales are dismal, as my uncles have so kindly pointed out yet again.” 
“Well, we need more customers,” I said.
“Your intellect knows no bounds.” 
“Things like the new photos are supposed to help with that,” I said. “You can use them for your social media or on your website.” 
“And say what? ‘Hey, come drink at this bar in the middle of buttfuck nowhere’?”
“I think we’re more on the outskirts of buttfuck nowhere,” I said. “There’s a heck of a lot of nowhere north of us.”
They folded their arms across their chest, saying nothing and not looking at me.
“Let’s start with the basics,” I said. “Who are you trying to attract as a customer?”
“People with money who want to drink alcohol,” they answered flatly.
“Okay, but how are we going to set you apart from all the other places they can do that?”
“We’re not,” they said. “It’s not like I can go make huge changes to the bar. I’m not the permanent owner. My grandpa—” 
“—isn’t here,” I interrupted. “You are.”
“He’ll come back.”
“You don’t know when that will be,” I pointed out. “Your uncles are using everything they can to show him that he should shut the bar down. We need to improve sales otherwise he might not have something to come back to.”
It was a little harsh. I knew that the moment it came out of my mouth. But one of the many great things about Jayce was that despite acting like everything annoyed them, they weren’t that easily offended. So while they didn’t meet my eyes, they nodded slowly.
“Jayce, you’ve wanted to run a bar for as long as I’ve known you,” I said. “And that’s a disgustingly long time.”
“It is pretty disgusting,” they agreed. “But this isn’t the kind of bar I wanted.”
“So let’s make it that kind of bar,” I said.
They rolled their eyes. “Right. Because a nightclub would do so well in a town this size.” 
“You might not have your dream club right away, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have some of it,” I said. “Think of Bruce.”
“Fine, but I’m not doing it in a sexual capacity.”
“He started coming because he knew you’re the ‘inclusive’ bar in the area. So lean into that. Host drag shows. Put on events. Hire a DJ and have a club night with a dance floor.”
Jayce’s lips twisted to the side, which was a good thing because it meant they weren’t talking. And that was a good thing because it meant they were considering what I said. But before they could respond, the people in front of us stepped out of the way and it was our turn to order at The Chick Magnet’s window. And by order, I mean the owner peered out the window, saw me and Jayce, and let out a dramatic sigh.
“You want more goddamn chicken?” he asked as he started tapping our order into the register. “Again?”
“What are you complaining about?” Jayce asked as they took their card out to pay. “I’m fairly certain the two of us have nearly financed your entire winter trip on our own.”
He snorted and passed Jayce the credit card reader. “Not enough for two first-class tickets to Mexico City. My poor wife has to sit in economy.”
“Sounds like a her problem,” Jayce said.
The owner snorted. “Right up until we land and she tells her family. Then it’s all ‘Carlos, why didn’t you just buy two economy tickets so you could sit together?’ and I have to tell them it was my reward for dealing with you two fuckin’ weirdos all summer.”  
It didn’t take long to get our chicken, which was good because Jayce had to get back to the bar and bad because it meant I had no excuse not to go back to work. Once I was at my desk, I took my time unwrapping my meal—two spicy drumsticks and the extra cornbread Carlos’s wife always snuck in for me—and took a bite before putting my headset back on and clicking the phone line that was flashing.
“Good afternoon, this is customer retention supervisor Roxanne,” I said in a nasally voice muffled by the best fried chicken I’d ever eaten in my life. “I understand you have a problem with your order timeline, Peter?”
“I’ve been on hold for over an hour!” came the aggrieved shout.
I rolled my eyes. It had barely been forty-five minutes. “I apologize for the inconvenience, sir. I was handling another call my employee Ellie had difficulty with, and I’ve only just sorted it out.”
“Ellie?” he repeated. “That’s who I was talking to! What kind of business are you running over where that bimbo still has a job?”
I sighed heavily. “Honestly, sir, between you and me, I wish I had control over that. But I just get stuck cleaning up all her messes. What seems to be the problem?”
Between trying to explain the situation with his client’s air conditioner not being ready paired with various interludes complaining about that customer service girl Ellie and her lack of willingness to prostitute herself for HVAC-related bribes, it took until after I’d finished my entire meal and was staring up at the ceiling tiles for Peter to stop yelling.
“Oh, that’s just awful,” I said in my fake nasally voice when he finally asked what the hell I was gonna do about all this. “I’m so sorry for your experience, sir. Let me see what I can do here, but I thi-ink—” I reached for my keyboard and let my fingers fly across the keys, clacking them as loudly as I could while I typed nonsense. “Mmm, just as I suspected.”
“What?” demanded Peter. “Don’t tell me that bimbo was lying about my furnace being there.”
“No, no, not at all.” I let out an unhappy hum. “It’s those damn government regulations.”
“The what?”
“You know,” I said. “The regulations. Complete waste of our tax dollars and all it’s doing is, uh… pandering. To the… environmentalists? I’m sure you’ve heard of them. All over the news right now.”
“Of course I’ve heard of them,” he said about the fake regulations I’d invented. “Those bastards at the legislature will do anything to keep their pockets lined. Why couldn’t that other nitwit tell me this when I first called?”
“Oh, she has no idea how to look these things up,” I said. “But at least she’s pretty. Best-looking girl in the office, my sales guys say.”
“Must be how she gets away with keeping her job,” he grumbled.
I agreed, then promised him I’d review the new fake government regulations I’d invented with Ellie. After hanging up, I took my headset off and turned to my computer to do my actual job, which was coordinating our project schedules and trying not to die of boredom. An hour later, Paulette stormed up to my desk, her leathery white skin flushed with anger and her wild grey hair sticking up more than usual.
“You’re fired,” she snapped.
“No I’m not,” I replied.
“You lied to a customer.”
“No I didn’t.” 
Wrinkles appeared along her forehead and around the edges of her pursed lips. “No? So Peter What’s-His-Face just emailed me to compliment my helpful supervisor Ruth-Anne who made up for my useless tit of a customer service agent Ellie because he thought it might be funny?”
“Typical. He didn’t even remember my fake name was Roxanne.”
“You’re fired,” she repeated. “I don’t tolerate liars. You can’t just make up new employee names when you decide to be terrible at your job.”
“I’m not terrible at my job,” I said.
“Your customer service skills are shit.”
“Good thing you hired me to be the scheduling coordinator,” I said. “I’m not even supposed to be answering the phones after the Monarch Construction incident. But you haven’t replaced the customer service team yet, and there’s no one else willing to get screamed at by angry men who can’t admit to their own mistakes.”
We both knew I was right. Paulette sputtered for a moment, then glared at me. “Fine. You’re unfired. For now. But count your fuckin’ days, Burns. Once I have a new customer service team, you’re going to be on thin ice.”
“Got it,” I said as she turned on a heel and stormed away. “Let me know when you get around to hiring that new team so I can prepare myself for my inevitable unemployment.”
“Immediately,” she spat over her shoulder, then caught her thigh on a desk and nearly stumbled. “Tomorrow. I’m going to hire the next goddamn person I find, and once you’ve trained your replacement, your ass is gone.”
Thankfully she was still going the other direction, so she didn’t see me roll my eyes. Considering I’d been doubling as customer service and scheduling coordinator for months, I’d believe that when I saw it.






  
  Chapter four
Improbability Drive

Isla


My sister liked to make things harder than they needed to be. 
“Why doesn’t she call me herself?” I asked my mom the third time she’d called to tell me Venus had a question about something I’d left at my old apartment. “It would be a lot easier.”
“Oh, probably,” Mom said. “But you know how Venus is.”
I sighed. “What’s she asking about this time?”
“Well, she said there’s a whole bookcase here that Nick says is yours.”
“Bookcase?” I repeated. “But I emptied them all. What—oh.”
My heart dropped as I realized what she meant. Nick and I had kept most of our hobby-related things in our spare room. His snowboarding equipment, some old weights, and the two bookcases that I’d cleared out so he didn’t have to deal with it after I moved out. I’d dropped off most of the books at my favourite used bookstore, though I’d packed a choice selection that were now displayed on the sparse shelf in my new apartment.
But we’d had three bookcases, the third one being in our bedroom.
And that being the one I kept all my favourites on.
“I can’t believe I forgot them,” I mumbled.
“It’s fine, bluebird,” Mom said. “I can tell her to get rid of them, if you—” 
“No!” It came out as a yelp and I cleared my throat. “No, please. Not those ones. Or—” I swallowed hard. “At least, not all of them. If it’s too much trouble to store them or whatever.
“It’s not,” my mom replied. “Venus just said they’ll be too heavy to carry, but she’s there with… oh, what’s his name?” She clicked her tongue. “Nick’s brother.”
“Marcus?”
“That’s the one. Venus said he’s spent most of the day yapping about CrossFit. Show me a guy like that who doesn’t trip over himself to carry things for a poor, weak damsel and I’ll show you a fucking liar.”
I almost laughed. “You really think so?”
“Of course. He’s probably itching to bench press something as we speak.”
“I meant the whole thing about getting a man to do things for a perfectly capable and independent woman is decidedly unfeminist of you.”
“His unfeminist actions are not my unfeminist thoughts,” she said. “Though, there’s something to be said for playing on the fact that you can jump into nearly any man’s car and convince him to help you run from the cops by looking at him with teary eyes and tugging your shirt down a bit.”
Once upon a time, that would’ve made me laugh. It was another one of her twisted stories, the kind that changed a little with each retelling to serve the context of whatever she was talking about. Except it was one I’d heard so many times that I knew that wasn’t quite what happened.
The thing she’d said about running from the cops was true. She’d been at a protest trying to block a pipeline being built across some protected piece of land and had, in her words, been a little less pacifist than she usually was because they’d started loading up the only outhouse in the area.
“They were trying to do whatever the bathroom equivalent of starving us out is,” she’d say. “I was just trying to be responsible and use the designated facilities. And when I couldn’t access them, I went as close to them as I could.”
Which had been on the roof of the truck loading up the outhouse.
As it turns out, people don’t like it when you shit on the roof of their car. So my mom had booked it into the nearby forest to lose the cops that were chasing her.
Meanwhile, my dad was lost.
He’d taken a wrong turn about two hours earlier in the day. He was on his way to a work retreat somewhere in the mountains and only noticed he was lost when he’d ended up on a gravel logging road instead of the highway he should have been on. That ended up being lucky because it meant he wasn’t going very fast when a sunburnt woman with wild blonde hair burst out of the trees and he ran over her with his very sensible Ford sedan.
“I almost shat myself,” he used to say. “I thought I’d killed her.”
“I was fine,” Mom would reply, rolling her eyes. “I rolled over the hood. It’s not like I’d never been hit by a car before.”
Dad had slammed on the brakes and was about to get out of the car when Mom popped up and dusted herself off. She looked up, eyes wide, then wrenched the passenger door open and dove in.
“Drive!” she shrieked. 
So my dad did, unaware that he was now an accomplice instead of a standard-issue nerd. A few hours later, she navigated him to his work retreat, followed him into his hotel room and, in Dad’s words, “just never left.”
It was why I couldn’t understand how my dad didn’t believe in fate. It had been unquestionably improbable for him to not only fall in love with Mom, but to have crossed her path in the first place. How could someone live through that and not believe in destiny? In love that lasted forever?
But he didn’t, and it was why that story didn’t make me laugh quite so much anymore.
Mom and I talked for a few more minutes, but because it was the third time that day she’d called, there wasn’t much else to say. Once we hung up, I fidgeted with my phone, hesitating before I tapped on the screen and lifted it back to my ear.
“Hello?” came the bored-sounding answer.
“Hey,” I said. “It’s me.”
“I know. I have caller ID,” said Venus.
I bit back my natural instinct to be offended by Venus’s tone. My sister looked exactly how people expected when they heard she was named for the goddess of love. She had golden-blonde hair—though nobody was to know it was the same flat, medium brown as our dad’s—and fair white skin that was impossibly blemish-free. She didn’t leave the house unless she was meticulously contoured, bursts of rosy blush on the round cheeks of her heart-shaped face and pink gloss coating her lips. 
Paired with her abrasive opinions, blunt statements, and chronically bored tone of voice, people thought she was beautiful in a mean way. Which was unfortunate. I didn’t always get along with my sister—I rarely got along with her, actually—but she wasn’t a mean girl. She just looked like one.
“Yeah,” I said. “I thought this might be easier than going through Mom.”
“I guess. I didn’t want to bother you.”
“I know. But I thought I’d try to help since you’re doing me a favour.”
She made another nonchalant sound. “Fine. What do you need to tell me?”
“If it’s too much to pack all those books, I was hoping you could just grab a couple for me. The really important ones.”
She sighed heavily. “Which ones?”
I closed my eyes, picturing the shelves, and listed a few. She let out a grunt of affirmation each time she found one, right up until we got to the most important one of all.
“The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy,” I said. “It’s on the top shelf. Somewhere in the middle.”
“It’s not,” she said.
“Uh… okay.” I frowned. “Maybe the second shelf?”
“No, I mean it’s not on this bookcase at all,” she said. 
My heart sank. “It… it has to be.”
“I don’t know what you want me to say. There’s nothing here with that name.”
“It has to be,” I repeated. “Please don’t fuck with me, Venus.” 
“Why would I be fucking with you?” she asked. “If you’re so sure I’m lying, why don’t you come here and find it yourself?”
That stung. “I’m not saying you’re lying. I just… it has to be there.”
“Isla, I may not have a single fucking clue about why you up and quit your entire life, but I’m not lying about your book,” she said. “It’s not here. And while we’re on the topic, you know no one knows what happened, right? Marcus said Nick has no idea. Mom has no idea. You left like you didn’t have a good, steady thing going here with him.”
My mouth was dry, my eyes burning with an anxious sting. “Maybe I don’t want steady.”
“Says the person who’s the definition of wanting things to be steady,” she said. 
“Yeah, and maybe I don’t want that anymore,” I said. “Maybe I want to work somewhere more interesting. Maybe I want to experience more things, you know? I want to meet new people and eat new foods and… and… I don’t know. Wear fun hats. Have a meet cute. That kind of thing.”
“Wear… fun… hats?” she said slowly.
My face burned. “You know. Like… because it’s… quirky.”
“You don’t have the face for hats. It would make your hair all puffy.”
I touched the end of one of my locks of curls. “I can wear hats if I want to.”
“Well, no one’s stopping you, technically” she said. “But seriously, Isla. I can’t believe I have to be the one to say this, but you’re not being logical.”
I couldn’t believe she was the one saying it, either. “What?”
“You broke up with your boyfriend because you didn’t have a good enough meet cute and you don’t think you can wear hats? That doesn’t make any sense. You’re not that kind of person. Like, okay, sure, we all wish we could have a meet cute, but you can’t just plan to have that happen. Which we both know means it’s not going to happen because if you can’t plan it, you don’t do it.”
I didn’t say anything. Venus waited for a moment, then sighed. 
“Is there anything else you need? I have stuff I want to get done today.”
I did have something I needed, which was to know where the fuck my copy of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy was. I asked her to double check the books she’d packed up one more time, but if it wasn’t there, she could donate the rest to the used bookstore. She grunted her agreement and a few minutes after we hung up, texted me a photo of the box she’d packed up to prove it wasn’t there.
And if it wasn’t there, and it wasn’t here, that meant it was gone.
Which was devastating.
My dad and I had always had different taste in books. He was a non-fiction guy. Biographies, accounts of different historical events, scientific theories, psychological studies… pretty much the only category he’d avoided was self-help.
“The entire genre is based on a lie,” he’d told me once. “Unless they wrote the book, it’s not self-help.”
I loved fiction. Fantasy was my go-to, though I loved everything from thrillers to love stories to sci-fi. So even though we both loved to read, my dad and I didn’t often talk about books, since there wasn’t a lot of overlap. 
That book, though? 
That was one that we’d always agreed was one of the best books of all time.
His copy of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy had rarely been on the bookshelf in his office because if he wasn’t in the process of re-reading it, I usually was. We’d read the whole series together countless times and I could recite huge chunks of it from memory.
But I wasn’t upset just because it was my favourite book. It was that copy of the book. That book, with a page near the back taped together from when I accidentally ripped it out one of the first times I read it. The corners had curled edges. The inside cover had my dad’s name in his meticulous handwriting.
That copy was irreplaceable.
I cried about it for a while because of course I did. Then I took a deep breath and decided to comfort myself the best way I could, which was to find a bookstore. 
I probably shouldn’t have. I mean, I’d quit my job with no notice. It wasn’t like I could collect employment insurance. And I didn’t have anything lined up. I’d been applying for jobs every day since I got here, but I’d been rejected from half the jobs already, and it had been radio silence on the other half. I didn’t have the money for an impulsive trip to the bookstore.
Which was why I decided to go. 
Second Avenue—the beginning and the end of Aurora Flats’ version of downtown—wasn’t quite the main street dotted with quirky boutiques and punny cafes that I’d conjured up in my fate-goaded fantasies. It had a few local businesses and a Starbucks, and the buildings were made of brick and siding that lent an old-timey sort of feel to the area without leaning too heavily on a cartoony Western aesthetic, but it wasn’t the kind of place that would have a hat store. 
Which meant it had to be fate.
What else could it be? What were the chances that I’d have this conversation with my sister, find out my favourite book was missing, decide to go to the book store, and end up parking in front of an odd little convenience-store-slash-gift-shop that had a black pork-pie hat displayed in the front window?
And what were the chances that when I walked into the only bookstore in Aurora Flats, a used bookstore creatively named Books that sat at the end of Second Avenue, the owner would be putting out a box of new-to-them books?
What were the chances that she was putting out that book, at that moment? If I hadn’t chosen to call my sister, if I hadn’t chosen to ask about the book, if I hadn’t decided I needed a trip to the book store and hadn’t parked where I did and hadn’t stopped to buy the pork-pie hat now sitting on top of my curls, I wouldn’t have seen it.
It didn’t have the same cover as my dad’s copy. But the title was there, bold blue text standing out from a black background. I barely processed that I’d moved; the first indication I had that I’d lifted my arm to reach for it was when the sensation of warm fingers grazed the back of my hand.
Oh, I thought, the word soft as it rolled around my mind.
Oh.
How could this be anything but fate? How could it be anything but a sign I was on the right track?
The man looking back at me was about my age. He was an average height with brown hair and large blue eyes hidden behind wire-framed glasses. He held a stack of three books in one pale white hand, and the other?
The other was soft. 
And smooth. 
And practically caressing my skin.
My heart stuttered, my breath catching in that place at the base of my throat, just next to where my pulse was.
I could be moments away from him smiling and chuckling softly before taking his hand back from mine.
“So sorry,” he might say. “I’ve just been wanting to read that for ages, but you were clearly here first.”
And I’d laugh too as I dropped my hand.
“Oh, that’s okay,” I’d say. “I mean, I’ve read it before.” 
Then maybe he’d smile and take the book from the shelf.
“Tell you what,” he’d say as he held it. “What if I take it, but you give me your number, and once I’m done, it’s all yours? I’ll sell it to you for the cost of a coffee date.”
When it came right down to it, improbability and fate were intrinsically entwined. Fate itself was so improbable that it became probable; one might not be able to count on any specific improbabilities, but the existence of those improbabilities? I mean, the book itself posed the question. What was the probability that a set of missiles could morph into a sperm whale and a bowl of petunias?
What was the probability that this man was The One? 
The touching of our hands at that precise moment, in that precise store, reaching for that precise book without so much as an awareness of each other before our skin met… it was improbable. But it happened, and if an Infinite Improbability Drive could make a spaceship cross the universe, it could make fate do its work between two people who just—
“Not a fucking chance,” the man said, his voice unexpectedly nasally.
Before I was even half-dragged out of the scenario I’d conjured up in my mind, he slapped my hand out of the way and lunged forward, snatching The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy from the shelf. With a self-satisfied smirk, he looked at me and pushed his glasses up his nose. “You snooze, you lose.”
“Ow,” I said, cradling my hand. “Rude.”
He glared at me. “Don’t even try the sympathy card. I’ve been looking for this forever. And I saw it first.”
And then he stormed off to the register.
That settled that, I guess. Not fate.
Just a nerd who wanted a book more than my number.
Which was fine. I mean, the whole thing was ridiculous. Something or someone wasn’t trying to communicate with me via books on shelves; that wasn’t how fate worked, no matter how much I might have wanted it to. Clearly I was just projecting, hoping that there was a sign somewhere telling me I was in the right place at the right time. That Aurora Flats was supposed to be my new home. That I would find love, and friends, and the sense of belonging I’d been missing for years.
But considering I couldn’t even find a job…
Well.
Maybe the reason there wasn’t a sign was because I was wrong.
God, that was depressing. I swallowed my disappointment and started browsing, doing whatever I could to lose myself among the books.
And honestly, it helped.
The best bookstores are places that feel both infinitely large and inconceivably cramped, partially from stack after shelf after table full of books but mostly due to it being full of the welcoming sort of magic that wraps itself around you as easily as an old, cozy sweater. That magic is what tells time itself to go ahead, take a break, let this person search the worlds contained here with no regard to the limitations of the clock in their own world.
For a while, nothing existed but the scent of old books and the ironically comforting glow of the fluorescent lights above. Lost in a world all my own, I meandered, floating along aimlessly as I searched for something that I couldn’t name, plucking interesting looking covers off the shelves and stacking them in my arms.
“That’s quite the selection,” the store owner said when I came up to the register with ten more books than I’d planned to buy. “These are some great choices.”
“Thanks,” I said. “You don’t happen to be hiring so I can buy more, do you?”
She laughed. “Not right now, but you can leave your resume on file if you want.”
“That’s okay,” I said. “I don’t have a copy with me. But I am looking for a job. Do you know of anywhere else that might be hiring?”
She grimaced. “Not many places are, unfortunately.” 
“Did you just say you need a job?”
I blinked, turning to my right to see a short woman with wild grey hair giving me a hard look.
“Uh… yeah,” I said.
“You got customer service experience? On the phone?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“You know anything about air conditioning?”
I grimaced and shook my head. “No. Sorry.”
“That’s fine. You can learn.” The woman opened her purse, rifling through it for a moment before she pulled out a scuffed-up business card. “Here. We need a customer service person.”
I took the
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