
  
    [image: Brainstorm]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Nissa Harlow

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Names, characters, businesses, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner.

      ISBN: 978-1-7781397-0-3

      Published in Canada by Nimble Hope Publishing

      Cover and book design by Nissa Harlow

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. In Which I Almost Destroy a Library Book and My Dignity in One Fell Swoop

      

      
        2. In Which There’s an Argument About Climate Change

      

      
        3. In Which Things Start to Get Very, Very Weird at the Library

      

      
        4. In Which We Realize That Things Are Getting Worse

      

      
        5. In Which I Stumble Toward a Love Triangle With Two Equally Annoying Boys

      

      
        6. In Which We Try to Figure Out the Dewey Decimal System

      

      
        7. In Which We Find Out What a Zombie Apocalypse Looks Like

      

      
        8. In Which We Realize That Even Experts Don't Always Know What They're Doing

      

      
        9. In Which the Storm Reaches Its Conclusion

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Also by Nissa Harlow

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            IN WHICH I ALMOST DESTROY A LIBRARY BOOK AND MY DIGNITY IN ONE FELL SWOOP

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t barf in the book. Don’t barf in the book.

      Saliva floods my mouth. My heart pounds. Clammy hands slip on the plastic slipcover of the book I hold in front of me as I try to focus my sparkling vision on the words. Something’s wrong. But I need to find . . . I can’t just—

      Oh, shit. Something sour comes up the back of my throat. I slam the book shut and shove it back onto the shelf, leaving it sticking out a little so I can easily find it again. The noise alerts the cute boy who’s perusing the DVD section. Damn it. Am I really going to puke in front of him?

      Nope. No way. My legs shake as I turn away and rush for the bathroom. I’d rather go home, but it’s a ten-minute walk, and besides, I’m not sure if I’d make it. It’s dark out there, and if I pass out (which feels probable at this point), I might lie there for hours before someone finds me.

      I absolutely hate public bathrooms, but I’m kind of beyond caring. I slam my hand on the door, push it open, and almost gag as the scent of stale lemon cleaner hits my sinuses. For some reason, all I can think about is that cute guy. I wonder if he watched me come in here. God, I hope he doesn’t think I have diarrhea or something.

      Not that what comes out of me is any less gross. I barely make it to the stall before my stomach shoots my last meal out of me with what feels like the force of a t-shirt cannon. Some of it actually hits the wall behind the toilet, and if I weren’t feeling like I’m about to die, I might actually be impressed. Fumbling for the stall door, I manage to push it closed, just as another heave redecorates the wall.

      Like I said, I hate public bathrooms, so I’m a little surprised when I come out of some sort of nausea-induced daze and find myself leaning against the stall, my head pressed against the cool metal. With a shudder, I straighten up and look down at the toilet. Damn, I have terrible aim. The stall is a mess. There’s even splatter on my shoes. But at least I don’t feel like I’m about to pass out, face first, in the bowl.

      How long have I been in here? I wonder. I reach for my phone, only to realize my bag isn’t on my shoulder. My heart screams into my throat, and I feel like I might be about to throw up again. But then I remember. I left my bag on the table near the shelf where I was standing to look through the books.

      The stall door squeals as I pull it open and step out. I need to wash my hands, get my bag, and get out of here. But . . . I still need a book. Damn it. Perfect timing, stomach. Of course this has to happen today.

      I step toward the sink, but startle and freeze as I register the figure out of the corner of my eye. It’s the cute guy. Of course it is. I whip my head toward the mirror to check my appearance. Pale and sweaty. Great.

      “You okay?” the guy asks.

      I shake my head and force myself to walk to the sink to wash my hands. They feel filthy. It’s probably all in my head, but—

      “You don’t look like you should be at a library.”

      “Excuse me?” I say, turning to him in disbelief. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He blanches a little. “Just . . . you look kind of sick.”

      “Oh.”

      “You are kind of sick,” he mutters as he peers into the stall through the open door. Shit. I forgot to flush. Not that it would make any difference to the wall.

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to be in here,” I say, turning back to the sink and turning on the water full blast. I use three pumps of soap and try to lather it up, but that just makes my hands feel slippery rather than clean.

      “Why not?” He has to raise his voice to be heard over the hiss of water.

      “You’re a guy.”

      “It’s a unisex bathroom,” he says. “The library switched them over last year.” He falls silent for a few moments, and I finish washing the floral-scented slime from my fingers. When I turn off the water, the silence seems to wallop my ears. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine. I got it out of my system.”

      He grunts in amusement. “I see that.”

      Maybe he’s not cute so much as annoying. I dry my hands with a paper towel, then give my front a quick once-over. There are a few flecks of puke on my shoes, but my jeans seem to have been spared. I toss the crumpled paper towel in the garbage and edge past the guy, who’s still just standing there.

      “What are you? Some kind of bathroom pervert? Move.”

      He skitters out of the way, and I yank open the door. My hand immediately feels gross again. Damn public bathrooms. But the thought is driven away almost instantly, replaced by a more pressing concern.

      “What the hell?” I whisper, blinking into the darkness. “How long was I in there?”

      The library is dark. Not dark like the power’s out—the lights are still on in the bathroom, after all—but dark like the librarians have shut everything up and gone home. I can see a few tiny lights flickering in the darkness (computers or surge protectors, probably), and there’s a faint glow coming in the windows from the streetlights outside.

      “Closing time?” a voice says behind my right shoulder. I shake my head and edge sideways so the guy can get out of the bathroom. As soon as the door closes, leaving nothing but a thin line of light at the bottom, we’re plunged into an eerie darkness.

      “Wasn’t there a warning?”

      “Not that I heard.” His shadowy form moves a little, and then a bright, bluish light illuminates the space in front of us. “Nice.”

      “Did they lock us in?”

      “No idea. Locks usually undo from the inside, though, so we should be able to get out.” He takes the light with him as he steps away from me. I scurry after him, carefully, hoping the floor doesn’t have any weird lips or transitions that could trip me up. He walks over to the first set of glass doors—which are usually left propped open—and peers into the vestibule. The outer set of glass doors throws our ghostly reflections back at us.

      “I need to get my bag,” I say. “Could you aim the light over there?”

      “Over where?” He turns around, and the glow from his phone hits me in the eyes. Squinting, I turn away.

      “The teen section.”

      He snorts and starts to walk. “Looking for a vampire romance, were you?”

      “No,” I snap, which makes the lie all too obvious.

      “Hey, I’m not judging.”

      “Sounds like you were.”

      “As long as they drink human blood and don’t sparkle, it’s fine by me.”

      “Oh, gee. I’m so glad I have your permission. And if you must know,” I say, spotting my bag on the table in a puddle of blue illumination, “I’m only reading that crap for a class.”

      “Your teacher assigns young adult paranormal romances?”

      “No. She assigned us to write a story in our least-favourite genre. I was just looking for inspiration.” I grab my bag and slip the strap over my shoulder before plunging my hand inside. My whole body shudders with relief when my fingers find the phone within. Thank goodness.

      The guy swings his phone away from me and aims it at the circulation desk. There’s nobody there. I pull out my phone and check the time.

      “I thought the library was open until nine,” I say.

      “It’s supposed to be.”

      “It’s only seven-thirty. Where is everyone?”

      “Maybe they got sick and had to go find a place to puke.”

      “What’s wrong with the bathroom?”

      “You were in it.”

      “There are three stalls in there,” I say, giving him a dirty look that I know he won’t be able to see. “And it’s one of two bathrooms.” He turns back around with his light, and I quickly school my features into a neutral expression.

      “I don’t know, then. But we should probably go, too. I don’t want to get blamed for that mess in the crapper.”

      “Shut up,” I say. That just makes him laugh. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Nothing. I guess I’m just not letting the stress of the situation get to me the same way you are.”

      I turn on my phone’s light and shine it directly in his eyes. He closes them quickly and turns away. “Are you done being a prick?” I ask.

      “I wasn’t aware I was being one.”

      “Well, you are.” I tilt the phone away from his face and head for the doors. I hear him follow, but I pretend I don’t.

      “Come on. You have to admit, this whole situation is pretty ridiculous. Who gets locked in a library?”

      “We do, apparently,” I mutter.

      “Yeah, so it’ll be a funny story to tell later.” He’s quiet for a few moments as he walks behind me. But then I hear him take in a breath to speak again. “I’m Lincoln, by the way.”

      “That’s nice.”

      “And you are?”

      “On my way home.”

      “Weird name.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      “It’s just that, when I tell this story later, I don’t want to have to refer to you as Puke Girl. So—”

      “Don’t you dare.” I sigh. “Fine. It’s Sadie.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      “Nice. Old school.”

      “I’m named after one of my great-grandmothers. Now, are you done being an asshole, or—” My breath catches in my throat as I peer out the glass doors. Quickly, I turn off the phone’s light and grip the device in both hands. Lincoln turns off his light, too, and then we can see through the glass clearly without having to look through our reflections. He steps up beside me, so close to the glass that his breath fogs it a little.

      “Holy shit,” he whispers. “What is that?”
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