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Keys, Coolers, and Other Bad Omens
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I lost the Outdoor Rec van keys twenty minutes before twenty-six students were supposed to climb into two vans and pretend a river cleanup sounded better than sleeping in.

This would have been less of a problem if I hadn’t been the person who checked them out.

Or if Mrs. Flores hadn’t trusted me with them because I’d said, with my whole chest and zero evidence from God, “Don’t worry, I got it.”

Or if the backup van hadn’t been in the shop because somebody from intramural soccer had backed it into a concrete pole and then claimed the pole “came out of nowhere,” as if Bluebonnet Community College had roaming campus infrastructure.

I stood behind the Outdoor Rec desk with one hand inside the lost-and-found bin, my forearm buried past a single flip-flop, three cracked sunglasses, and a damp visor that smelled like river mud and old regret.

“Please,” I told the bin. “I have been good.”

The bin offered me a whistle, a melted granola bar, and someone’s retainers in a case shaped like a shark.

“Rude.”

Behind me, the little Bluetooth speaker I’d set on the counter cut from Selena to static, then back to Selena like it, too, had emotional instability. The air conditioner above the gear wall coughed once and gave up on all of us.

“Yasmin?” Mrs. Flores called from her office.

I froze with my arm still in the bin.

There were mature ways to answer. Professional ways. Ways that did not immediately announce to my supervisor, patron saint of laminated checklists, that I had misplaced the keys to a state-owned vehicle.

“Yeah?” I said, too high.

“You have the van keys?”

The room turned judgmental. The kayaks on the wall. The clipboards. The stack of liability waivers I’d printed crooked because Printer Three had been chewing paper since midterms and nobody in IT believed me when I said it had a vendetta.

I pulled my arm out of the bin. A neon-green luggage tag dangled from my bracelet.

“Technically,” I said.

Mrs. Flores appeared in the doorway, reading glasses low on her nose, silver-streaked hair pulled into a bun tight enough to survive hurricane season. She was five feet tall if her shoes were feeling generous and could make grown men apologize by looking at a sign-in sheet.

“Technically?”

“Technically, I had them.”

“Yasmin.”

“I am actively relocating them.”

Her glasses came off.

Worse than yelling.

“Twenty-six students,” she said.

“I know.”

“Two vans.”

“Also known.”

“Heat index of one hundred and three by noon.”

“Painfully known.”

“Three faculty volunteers who agreed to chaperone because I promised them this would be organized.”

I held up one finger. “That last one feels like a choice you made without consulting me.”

She stared.

I dropped the finger. “I’m finding them.”

The front door banged open before she could answer, and a wave of humid morning heat shoved three freshmen into Outdoor Rec. They wore matching Bluebonnet Volunteer shirts and the soft terror of people who had not yet learned that community college events existed on a sliding scale between minor delay and everybody improvise.

“Are we late?” one of them asked.

“Nope,” I said too quickly. “Early. Very early. Practically aggressive.”

The tallest freshman glanced at the clock above the paddle rack. “It says we leave in eighteen minutes.”

“Exactly. Early to panic.”

Mrs. Flores made a noise in Spanish that meant she was remembering why she didn’t have children working full-time for her on purpose.

I smiled at the students. Smiling was free. Smiling was leadership. Smiling said no one needed to know the van keys had entered a fugue state.

“Sign in here,” I told them, sliding the clipboard over. “Grab a water bottle from that cooler. Sunscreen is on the side table. If you burn today, I will feel bad for you emotionally but not legally, because you signed a waiver.”

The girl in front blinked, then laughed.

Good. One point for charm under infrastructure collapse.

My phone vibrated against my hip. Then again. And again.

I pulled it out with two fingers, already knowing it was either my mother, my cousin Marisol, or one of the outdoor volunteers asking a question answered in the group text, the email, and the flyer they had definitely not read.

Mami: Did you eat breakfast?

Mami: And don’t forget your transfer essay.

Mami: Also your Tía Norma saw you singing on that patio video. She said your shirt was too low.

I looked down at my shirt.

It was not too low. It was a black tank top under my open Bluebonnet Outdoor Rec button-up, because the campus believed in team spirit but not breathable fabric. My chest did what my chest did. I could have worn a nun’s habit and Tía Norma would’ve texted three cousins about “Yasmin showing everything.”

I typed back with one thumb.

Me: I ate.

A lie, unless coffee counted as a food group, which felt like a reasonable academic position.

Me: Essay is later.

Another lie, if later meant after I stop accidentally ruining my supervisor’s faith in youth employment.

Me: Tell Tía Norma my shirt says hi.

I shoved the phone into my back pocket and scanned the desk. Waiver stack. Clipboard. First aid kit. Bug spray. Sunscreen. My water bottle with the sticker that said SING LOUDER. A box of trail mix nobody liked because it had too many raisins.

No keys.

“Where did you last have them?” Mrs. Flores asked.

A trap adults asked when they wanted you to confess you had not been living a controlled life.

“At the desk.”

“Before that?”

“The key cabinet.”

“After that?”

I replayed the morning. I’d come in early, unlocked the gear closet, hauled out the coolers, filled them from the filtered water station that wheezed like an asthmatic accordion, printed extra waivers, argued with the speaker, answered three emails about River & Rhythm Weekend, moved the folding table outside, came back inside because the sun hit the table like punishment, and told Mateo the open mic performer list was not a democracy just because he wanted his cousin’s ska band added.

Keys. Keys. Keys.

I had clipped them to my belt loop.

Hadn’t I?

My belt loop currently had nothing on it except my pride dying quietly.

Students crowded near the sign-in table. The door opened again. More heat. More bodies. More questions.

“Are we getting gloves?”

“Do we need closed-toe shoes?”

“Can I ride with my boyfriend?”

“Do we get volunteer hours for this?”

“My mom said there are snakes.”

“Your mom is correct about outside as a concept,” I said, grabbing a box of gloves from under the counter. “Gloves, yes. Closed-toe shoes, also yes, and if anyone wore slides, I need you to make a better choice before nature files a complaint. Volunteer hours, yes, if you sign in and don’t wander off to take thirst traps by the river. Boyfriend seating depends on whether your boyfriend signed the waiver. Snakes are busy and do not care about you unless you make them.”

The slide-wearing student looked down at his feet.

“Nombre,” I said. “You knew.”

“I have sneakers in my car.”

“Go with God and socks.”

He left at a run.

Mrs. Flores watched me for half a second, and I thought maybe I’d earned a tiny forgiveness point.

Then she pointed at the empty key hook.

“Find them.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The speaker spat static again, louder this time, and the front desk computer chimed with a new email. I leaned over to check it because avoiding one crisis by staring directly at another was basically my cardio.

Subject: RIVER & RHYTHM REGISTRATION PAGE ERROR

My stomach dropped.

River & Rhythm Weekend was supposed to be proof that Outdoor Rec wasn’t just where students rented kayaks and lied about returning life jackets dry. It was a fundraiser, a campus event, a music showcase, a river cleanup, and a last-ditch plea wrapped in bluebonnet graphics and student enthusiasm.

If it worked, we kept the weekend hiking program, replaced half the broken gear, and helped the computer lab upgrade the equipment everyone complained about but nobody wanted to fund. If it failed, Mrs. Flores would have to cut programs, and I would have to watch the one place on campus that made me feel useful become a room full of old paddles and cancelled trips.

The email loaded.

Dean Pike: Yasmin, the online registration form is currently returning an error message. Several students report they cannot complete payment or volunteer sign-up. Please coordinate with IT immediately. This is time-sensitive.

“Of course it is,” I said.

One of the freshmen at the counter looked up.

“Not you,” I told her. “Unless you broke the registration page.”

“No.”

“Then we’re still friends.”

Mrs. Flores came up behind me. “What happened?”

I angled the monitor toward her.

Her eyebrows moved closer together, which was the office equivalent of thunderheads.

“How many registered before it went down?” she asked.

“Last night we had forty-three volunteer sign-ups, nineteen paid patio tickets, six performer forms, and two people who filled out the vendor application to ask if they could sell homemade chamoy pickles.”

“Can they?”

“Health permit says no. My heart says maybe.”

“Yasmin.”

“Right. No pickles.”

She read the email again. “Dean Pike wants IT.”

“IT never answers.”

“IT answers when I call.”

“Because you scare them.”

“Because I am clear.” She reached for her office phone.

“No, wait.” I lifted both hands. “Let me try first.”

“Why?”

Because the last time Mrs. Flores called IT about Printer Three, she used the phrase “institutional abandonment,” and a student worker named Kyle sent us a PDF about toner maintenance instead of fixing anything.

Because River & Rhythm was my event more than anyone else’s, even if Dean Pike’s name was on the official memo.

Because if Outdoor Rec needed tech help, I wanted to handle it before someone decided I couldn’t.

Because I was very good at being useful when I was one inconvenience away from crying.

“I got it,” I said.

Mrs. Flores looked at the missing key hook.

I deserved that.

“I will get it,” I corrected.

“After you find the van keys.”

“Yes.”

“And before twenty-six students overheat in my lobby.”

“Yes.”

“And without making Dean Pike believe we are unprepared.”

I glanced around at the freshman shaking sunscreen like a maraca, the slide-wearing student returning in sneakers, the volunteer trying to put on gloves while holding a breakfast taco, the speaker cutting to static again, and the email from doom glowing on the monitor.

“Totally,” I said. “We look calm.”

“You look like you’re about to fight a printer.”

“Printer Three knows what it did.”

Mrs. Flores pressed her lips together. Not a smile. Not officially. But close enough to keep me alive.

I moved.

First, coolers. I shoved the lid closed on the big blue one and slid it toward the door with my hip, ignoring the way my shirt clung to my back. My bra band had already decided today was a betrayal. By noon it would be a whole hostage situation. I was built for music festivals, family parties, and making men forget their sentences, not for cheap campus polyester in hundred-degree heat.

Still, the cooler moved.

“Luis!” I called to one of the returning volunteers. “Can you carry this to Van One?”

“Where’s Van One?”

“Excellent philosophical question. Outside, front curb, white with the Bluebonnet logo and at least one dent from soccer violence.”

“Got it.”

“Do not drive it.”

He laughed like that was ridiculous, which meant he had absolutely considered it.

Second, waivers. I counted twenty-one signed, three half-signed, one with a doodle where the emergency contact should be, and one student who had written “my roommate probably” under allergies.

“No,” I told him, tapping the form. “Try again.”

He squinted. “What?”

“Your allergy is not your roommate.”

“Oh. No, that’s emergency contact.”

“Is your roommate prepared to receive a call saying you challenged a cactus and lost?”

He looked at the form again. “I’ll put my mom.”

“Growth.”

Third, speaker. I unplugged it, smacked the side with the heel of my hand, and plugged it back in. Music returned.

“That is not a repair method,” Mrs. Flores said from the doorway.

“It is if it works.”

“It worked once.”

“I only needed once.”

Fourth, keys.

I checked the desk drawer. The supply drawer. Under the waiver stack. Inside the first aid kit. Behind the sunscreen. My tote. The fridge where I had once accidentally put my phone while talking to Marisol about a date that ended with a man explaining cryptocurrency over queso.

No keys.

My pulse started doing stupid little jumps. Not panic. Panic was for people who had time. This was inventory concern with sweat.

The door opened again, and Mateo Ruiz breezed in wearing ripped jeans, dark sunglasses, and the confidence of a man who owned more rings than responsibilities.

“You look terrible,” he announced.

“I will end you with a clipboard.”

He grinned and leaned against the counter. “Is that any way to talk to your River & Rhythm headliner?”

“You are not the headliner.”

“I am emotionally the headliner.”

“You’re playing third, after the nursing student who sings country covers and before the girl with the harp.”

“The harp girl is using me for clout.”

“The harp girl is nineteen and has never thought about you.”

He took off his sunglasses and pressed a hand to his chest. “Why are you violent this early?”

“Van keys.”

“Lost?”

“Temporarily free-range.”

“Ah.” He looked around the lobby, taking in the students, the coolers, Mrs. Flores, the speaker, me. “Want help?”

I did. I also hated needing it.

“Check outside by the folding table,” I said.

He gave me a little salute and went back out, nearly colliding with two late students carrying iced coffees the size of newborns.

My phone vibrated again.

Marisol: You at Outdoor Rec?

Me: Obviously.

Marisol: Mami asked me if you ate.

Me: Why is everyone obsessed with my digestive status?

Marisol: Because you get mean when you don’t eat.

Me: I am mean all the time. It’s called consistency.

Marisol: Want me to bring tacos?

I stared at that text longer than necessary.

The answer was yes. The answer was always yes. But I had students, keys missing, River & Rhythm breaking online, and Mrs. Flores pretending not to watch me unravel through sheer professionalism.

Me: Later. River cleanup crisis.

Marisol: Crisis like real crisis or Yasmin crisis?

Me: Offensive.

Marisol: Real question.

Me: Both.

I shoved my phone away before she could read too much through punctuation.

Outside, a van horn honked.

Everyone in the lobby turned.

Mateo jogged back in, swinging something from one finger.

The van keys.

I could have kissed him. Not on the mouth, because boundaries and also Mateo had once used my good capo to open a soda bottle. But spiritually, yes.

“Found them on the folding table,” he said.

I snatched them from his hand. “I placed them there for accessibility.”

“You left them next to a stack of flyers under a rock.”

“For weight distribution.”

Mrs. Flores held out her palm.

I dropped the keys into it like an offering.

She considered me for one long second, then handed them back.

“You drive Van One,” she said. “Professor Adair drives Van Two. You stay on schedule, you keep them hydrated, you return with the same number of students, and when you get back, you contact IT.”

“I can contact them now.”

“You can drive now.”

“But River & Rhythm—”

“Will not matter if I have twenty-six volunteers waiting in a lobby while you argue with a registration page.”

I opened my mouth.

She gave me the glasses-off look again.

“Driving,” I said. “Great choice.”

The next ten minutes were all logistics, which was where fear went when it needed a uniform. I checked shoes. Counted heads. Matched waivers. Loaded gloves. Made Luis move the cooler farther in because if we braked hard and it took out a freshman, I did not want to explain cooler-related injuries on the incident report.

The sun outside hit like opening an oven. Heat shimmered over the parking lot, and every car looked personally offended to be alive. Van One’s interior smelled like vinyl, old sunscreen, and whatever athletic team had last borrowed it without respecting basic deodorant science.

I climbed into the driver’s seat, stuck the key in the ignition, and whispered, “Be cool.”

The van started.

The A/C did not.

“Nombre,” I muttered.

A student in the second row leaned forward. “Is it broken?”

“No,” I said, turning the fan knob through all four useless settings. “It’s building character.”

Warm air puffed from the vents like the van was exhaling directly from hell.

I rolled down the window. “Everyone hydrate. If you complain about the heat before we leave campus, you owe Outdoor Rec five dollars.”

A girl in the back raised her iced coffee. “Does this count as hydration?”

“That is dessert with ambition.”

Professor Adair pulled Van Two behind us, gave me a thumbs-up, and I gave one back with the confidence of a woman leading a convoy into minor legal exposure.

We made it to the Arroyo Verde River Trail in twelve minutes.

I did not lose any students.

One tried to bring his iced coffee onto the trail and dropped it within five feet of the parking lot, which felt like nature correcting him.

For ninety minutes, I was good at my life.

That was the annoying part. When I wasn’t losing keys or lying to my mother about breakfast, I could do this. I could organize volunteers into teams, show them how to use trash grabbers without accidentally jousting, remind them to stay out of the brush, get them laughing when the heat made everyone stupid, and make a sweaty Saturday feel like something that mattered.

I liked the river trail best before noon, before the light got mean. The water ran low this time of year, catching on pale rocks and bottle caps and the places where people forgot the earth wasn’t their ashtray. A blue heron lifted from the bank when we got too close, all legs and insulted elegance.

“Don’t chase wildlife,” I called.

“I wasn’t!” the student with the former iced coffee yelled.

“You thought about it.”

He looked personally attacked because he had.

I gave out water. Reassigned two students who were flirting more than cleaning. Took three photos for the Outdoor Rec page. Sent one to Mrs. Flores with the caption: no casualties yet.

Then I checked my email under the thin shade of a mesquite and remembered the registration page was still broken.

Three more messages had come in.

Two from Dean Pike.

One from someone named Quinn Maxwell.

Subject: RE: River & Rhythm Registration Error

I opened it with my thumb, already irritated at him because his email had arrived in complete sentences and that felt smug.

Quinn Maxwell: I reviewed the error logs. The payment redirect is timing out because the event form is pulling duplicate fields from the volunteer and ticketing modules. I need access to the original form settings and the latest vendor list. Also, please do not keep refreshing the page to test it. It is creating more failed requests.

I stared at the screen.

Please do not keep refreshing the page.

I had refreshed it six times before leaving campus.

Maybe eight.

Possibly twelve, but only because hope was a human right.

I typed back.

Me: Hi Quinn. Thanks for looking. I am currently on a river cleanup and not committing cybercrimes against the page.

I paused, deleted cybercrimes, then put it back because accuracy mattered.

Me: I can send vendor list when I get back. What do you mean duplicate fields?

His reply came two minutes later.

Quinn Maxwell: The form is asking the system whether a person is a volunteer, ticket buyer, performer, and vendor at the same time. The system is responding by giving up.

I laughed before I meant to.

The student nearest me looked over. “What?”

“Nothing. The website is dramatic.”

Quinn Maxwell: Also, I can see the refresh history.

I stopped laughing.

Me: That feels invasive.

Quinn Maxwell: It is a log.

Me: A judgmental log.

Quinn Maxwell: Accurate.

I read that twice.

Not because it was flirty. It wasn’t. Probably. It was a man telling me I had annoyed a website. But there was something about the dry little answer that made the corner of my day lift.

I typed: Fine. I will stop refreshing.

Then, because I was me: If the page dies while I am not refreshing, I’m blaming you.

Quinn Maxwell: That is not how causality works.

Me: Big talk from a guy defending a judgmental log.

Three dots appeared.

Disappeared.

Appeared again.

Then: Send the vendor list when you are back on campus, Yasmin.

I did not like that he used my name.

It was an email. Names were normal in emails. People used names when they wanted to specify the recipient or sound professional or make sure you knew they knew who was causing the failed requests.

Still.

Yasmin looked different from him.

Precise. Like he’d typed it carefully instead of letting autocomplete do the work.

I locked my phone and shoved it into my pocket.

A trash bag tore ten feet away, dumping empty cans back onto the trail.

Good. Excellent. Reality had returned with aluminum.

By the time we got back to campus, everyone smelled like sunscreen, heat, and civic duty. I parked Van One, counted students twice, and returned the keys to Mrs. Flores with both hands.

“Same number?” she asked.

“Same number.”

“Any injuries?”

“One emotional injury when Mateo’s cousin found out his band is not playing River & Rhythm.”

“That does not go on my report.”

“It goes on mine.”

She took the keys and hung them on the hook herself.

Fair.

“IT called while you were gone,” she said.

I reached for my water bottle. “Called called? Like voice?”

“Young man named Quinn.”

I drank too fast and almost choked. “What did he say?”

“He said he needs the vendor list, performer schedule, and administrative access to the event form. He also said, and I quote, ‘Please ask Yasmin not to troubleshoot by vibes.’”

I lowered the bottle.

Mateo, who had followed us in carrying a half-empty glove box, made a strangled noise.

I turned on him. “Do not.”

“By vibes,” he repeated, delighted.

“Do not make this your personality.”

“It’s too late.”

Mrs. Flores handed me a sticky note with a campus extension on it. “He said the registration page can be fixed today if you cooperate.”

“I cooperate.”

Mrs. Flores looked at the key hook.

“Okay, today has been complicated for my brand.”

She softened a little. “You did well on the cleanup.”

My chest tightened before I could make it into a joke.

She had already turned back to her office, which was better. Praise was easier when nobody watched you receive it.

“Thank you,” I said.

She waved one hand like it was nothing, but it wasn’t nothing. Not to me.

I sat behind the desk, opened the River & Rhythm folder, and started gathering files. Vendor list. Performer schedule. Patio setup map. Waiver language. Food truck permits. The whole event lived in too many tabs, too many emails, too many half-finished documents with names like FINAL-final-use-this-one and ACTUAL-final-I-mean-it.

My stomach growled so loudly the speaker didn’t stand a chance.

Mateo tossed a granola bar at me. I caught it against my chest.

“Eat,” he said.

“Why are you all in a conspiracy about my blood sugar?”

“Because when you’re hungry, you act like you’re one bad tambourine away from a felony.”

“I hate that you know words.”

“You love my mind.”

“I tolerate your rhythm.”

He leaned on the counter. “So who’s Quinn?”

“IT guy.”

“Cute?”

“I have no idea.”

Which was technically true. I had no current visual data. I vaguely knew of him the way you knew of campus people who existed in utility roles. The guy with headphones in Computer Lab B. Tall. Hoodie. Quiet. Once fixed the projector in Mrs. Galvan’s classroom while thirty people watched, looking like he would rather crawl into the ceiling tile than accept applause.

Mateo narrowed his eyes. “You answered fast.”

“Because it was an easy question.”

“You said you have no idea. That’s suspicious.”

“No, suspicious is you pretending your cousin’s ska band is a legitimate artistic emergency.”

“It’s fusion.”

“It’s noise with relatives.”

He laughed, pushing off the counter. “I’ll see you at Blue Agave tonight?”

“I have event stuff.”

“You always have event stuff.”

“Because events do not run themselves.”

“Neither do songs.” He pointed at me as he backed toward the door. “You better not skip open mic again, Yas.”

I looked at the performer schedule on my screen, at my own name penciled into the last-minute slot I kept pretending I might use, and felt the familiar pinch of wanting something that didn’t help anyone but me.

“I’ll try,” I said.

Mateo’s expression said he knew what that meant.

He left anyway.

The lobby emptied slowly. Students returned borrowed gloves. Someone forgot a water bottle. Someone else asked if they could get extra volunteer hours for “emotional labor” because they had encouraged their friend to pick up a gross plastic bag. I signed forms, answered emails, and finally found half a breakfast taco wrapped in foil at the bottom of my tote.

Marisol must have dropped it off while we were gone.

There was a note on the foil.

Eat before you become a local threat. —M

I ate it cold over the keyboard and sent her a heart emoji because sometimes love was barbacoa grease and being perceived against your will.

At 1:12 p.m., I called the IT extension.

It rang twice.

“Bluebonnet IT, this is Quinn.”

His voice was lower than I expected.

Not deep in a trying-to-be-deep way. Just quiet. A little rough around the edges, like he didn’t waste volume unless necessary.

“Hi,” I said, suddenly aware of the taco foil next to my mouse and the fact that my hair had escaped its clip in six directions. “This is Yasmin Gonzalez from Outdoor Rec.”

A small pause.

“I know.”

Of course he knew. I had been refreshing his judgmental log.

“Right,” I said. “The criminal.”

“I didn’t say criminal.”

“You implied cyber menace.”

“I implied enthusiastic.”

“That’s worse.”

Another pause. This one had the shape of maybe a laugh, but he kept it to himself.

“I need access to the form settings,” he said.

“And I need you to explain duplicate fields like I am not a computer science major.”

“Are you?”

“No.”

“Then that works.”

I rolled my eyes, but not all the way. “Careful, Maxwell.”

The name came out before I thought about it. Too familiar for someone I knew mostly through email attitude and institutional crisis.

He went quiet long enough for me to click open the vendor list and pretend I had not noticed.

Then he said, “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to be rude.”

That pulled me up short.

Most guys doubled down when you caught the edge in their voice. Made it a joke. Made you the problem for hearing it. Quinn just corrected course, like the point was not winning.

“I know,” I said, softer. “I was messing with you.”

“Okay.”

A beat.

Then, carefully, “I’m not always good at telling.”

Oh.

The office noise shifted around me. The hum of the tired A/C. The distant squeak of Mrs. Flores’s chair. The speaker now playing low enough to behave. I looked at the cursor blinking beside his email address and had the strange sense of someone standing just outside a door, not knocking yet.

“Well,” I said, because feelings before two p.m. were illegal, “for future reference, if I call you by your last name like I’m a disappointed coach, I’m usually messing with you.”

“Usually?”

“Depends how bad the form is.”

“It’s pretty bad.”

“Then God be with you, Maxwell.”

This time he did laugh. One short sound, surprised out of him.

I grinned at my screen like an idiot.

Then the registration page sent another error notification to my inbox, and romance, if that was even the word for a man laughing once on a phone line, died under administrative urgency.

“Send me the vendor list,” he said. “And the performer schedule.”

“Doing it now.”

“Also the patio setup map.”

“You need the map to fix the form?”

“No. I need the map because the speaker placement in the file Dean Pike sent would overload the west-side circuit if you use the same outlets as last semester’s market day.”

I stopped chewing.

“It would what?”

“Overload the circuit.”

“We’re using outdoor-rated extension cords.”

“That doesn’t change the circuit load.”

“That sounds fake.”

“It is unfortunately real.”

I leaned back in the chair and looked toward Mrs. Flores’s office.

She was on the phone, probably using clarity as a weapon.

“So,” I said, “hypothetically, if a person had already promised four performers, two vendor tables, a mic stand, and a cute lighting setup on that side of the patio—”

“Hypothetically,” he said, “that person should stop promising electricity.”

I shut my eyes.

River & Rhythm Weekend was four weeks away. Four weeks to fix registration, performers, vendors, stage placement, patio circuits, volunteer lists, fundraising targets, and whatever else decided to catch fire while Dean Pike forwarded emails with thoughts? at the top.

I wanted to put my head on the desk.

Instead, I opened a new document and titled it Things Quinn Says Are On Fire.

“Can you come look at the patio setup?” I asked.

“Outside?”

The horror in his voice was small but sincere.

“Yes, outside. That place with sky.”

“I’m aware of outside.”

“Are you?”

“I’ve seen it through windows.”

I laughed, then bit it back when Mrs. Flores glanced over.

Quinn cleared his throat. “I can come by at three.”

“Great.”

“I’ll bring a circuit tester.”

“Hot.”

Silence.

My face heated so fast I almost blamed the A/C.

“I mean,” I rushed out, “useful. Very useful. Love a tool. A professional tool. For circuits.”

There was no sound from him for two whole seconds.

Then, quieter than before, “Three, then.”

The call ended.

I stared at the phone.

“Yasmin,” Mrs. Flores said from her doorway.

I turned too fast. “Yes?”

“Are you all right?”

“Yep.” I grabbed the taco foil and crushed it into a ball. “Great. Event is on fire, but IT is bringing a professional tool.”

Her eyebrows rose.

I stood. “I’m going to make copies.”

“You are going to stop talking for thirty seconds.”

“Also that.”

I walked to the printer with the vendor list in my hand and my brain doing something deeply unnecessary with the words three, then.

Printer Three accepted the first page.

Then the second.

On the third, it jammed so violently the machine made a grinding noise like it had swallowed a fork.

I looked at the ceiling.

“Please,” I said. “Not in front of company.”

The printer blinked its red light.

I crouched, opened the paper tray, and found the page crumpled inside like a confession.

Behind me, the front door opened at exactly three o’clock.

No dramatic music. No air-conditioning miracle. Just heat pushing into the lobby and the soft scuff of worn sneakers on tile.

I pulled the mangled page from the printer and stood with paper dust on my fingers.

Quinn Maxwell was taller than I remembered from the projector incident. Tall in a way that seemed to embarrass him. He stood just inside the door, hoodie sleeves pushed to his forearms despite the heat, a laptop bag across his chest, headphones around his neck, and a small black tester in one hand.

His hair was light brown and flattened in one place like his headphones had won an argument. His skin had that indoor pale look, but not weak. More like he belonged to cold rooms with humming machines and blue screen light. His shoulders filled the hoodie without trying to make a point about it.

He glanced from me to the printer, then to the crumpled page in my hand.

“Printer Three?” he asked.

“You know her?”

“I know her tickets.”

“She’s evil.”

“She has a worn pickup roller.”

“That’s what she wants you to think.”

His mouth
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