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Dedication

To Kristin Treviño, a superhuman librarian

and friend among mortals





Epigraph

Mostly, my flying has been solo,
but the preparation for it wasn’t.

—AMELIA EARHART
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THREE MONTHS AGO

It was supposed to be an epic summer. It would be my last summer with Matt and Ches before our senior year and we had big plans—the kinds of plans that involved a whole lot of nothing. Like racing to eat snow cones before they melted down our arms and floating in Matt’s neighborhood pool until our skin wrinkled and curling up together by night to watch every episode of Battlestar Galactica followed by a marathon of our favorite episodes of The Grove (selected by yours truly).

All of that changed the day Matt and Ches showed up at my house during our first full week of summer break and broke the news that Matt would be spending most of the summer with his grandmother in Georgia. Not only that, but Ches would be joining him.

“I won’t go if you don’t want me to,” Ches had said to me apologetically.

But I couldn’t blame her. Matt’s grandma had a soft spot for Ches, who’d never even left the state of Minnesota. I was sad and felt left out, but I couldn’t blame her. Matt felt bad too, but his grandmother’s retirement community only allowed her to host two people at once.

The first few weeks without them were fine. I’d fallen deep down the rabbit hole of Kingdom Keeper, a new multiplayer online role-playing game. I’d tried but failed to get Matt and Ches into it, so that we could play from afar, but they were busy exploring Atlanta. At least they sent me selfies from their adventures at the aquarium and the Coca-Cola museum. Besides, there were plenty of other people to play with in Kingdom Keeper, and putting yourself out there is a heck of a lot easier when you’re an avatar.

One night, a private message popped up on my screen from an orc who went by Sting.

STING: Hey, you’re in the Midwest, right?

A few of us had organized into different regional groups with the hopes of doing some meet-ups. Sting knowing I was from the Midwest was the least alarming thing about him. (Trust me. You should have seen his victory dance. It involved thrusting. Lots of thrusting.)

YOUGOTTAHAVEFAITH: Yeah. The land of cheese and malls.

STING: Cool. A bunch of us are meeting up at Mall of America on Friday. You should go!

I wish I could say I took the time to consider all the reasons why meeting a stranger from the internet was a less-than-stellar idea, but I missed my best friends desperately. Besides, we were meeting at a mall. What could possibly go wrong?

YOUGOTTAHAVEFAITH: Count me in!

Grandma Lou dropped me off since she needed the car, and I headed straight to Nickelodeon Universe, where I was supposed to meet the whole group. Sting said he expected at least fifteen or twenty people. I loved Matt and Ches, but the idea that I could make my own friends separate from them excited me in a way that now riddles me with guilt. What if I’d just stayed home? But I was so lonely without them.

There was only one person waiting for me that day. Sting. A white guy with mussed brown hair and a square jaw. Jeans, a black T-shirt, and a black baseball cap. He was definitely too old to be in high school, but I could imagine him in college. Okay, well, maybe grad school.

“YouGottaHaveFaith?” he asked, a charming smile playing on his lips. “I thought it might be only me.”

“No one else came?” I asked, my stomach plummeting. I was basically one second away from starring in an episode of To Catch a Predator.

He smirked, appearing suddenly boyish. “Just me and you. I guess that’s what I get for trying to make new friends.”

I could kick myself for how gullible I was, but that little response set me at ease. “I know the feeling.” Extending my hand, I added, “You can call me Faith.”

He chuckled. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Faith. It’s Sting . . . from Kingdom Keeper. You can call me Peter.”

Peter and I spent the whole day together, riding roller coasters, eating pretzels, and playing with all the different gadgets in the types of stores people rush to for Father’s Day. At the end of the day, when it was nearly time for Grandma Lou to pick me up, Peter and I took one last turn at the pretzel place.

“I think you might be special, Faith,” he said. “Have you ever felt like you were special?”

I snorted. “Uh, definitely not.”

He shook his head, and I could swear he blushed a little. “No, I mean, don’t you ever wonder if your whole life is a TV show and you’re the star?”

I gulped down my orange soda, not sure how to respond, because, yes, of course, I’d had that very same thought, but how could I even admit to that? I’d sound nuts, plus this was quite possibly the cutest guy who’d ever given me the time of day. But there he was, putting himself out there. It only felt fair to do the same.

“I know exactly what you mean. Do you want to hear something really weird, though?”

He tore off a piece of the cinnamon sugar pretzel we were sharing. “Oh, yeah. Lay it on me. I’m the king of weird.”

“So my parents died when I was a kid. Both of them. In the same car accident.”

“Oh, Faith—”

“It’s okay, it’s okay. That’s not what this is about. Well, it is. Kind of. Anyway, sometimes I wonder if them dying was part of some bigger thing. Every superhero and character I’ve ever loved had to go through some awful thing to achieve greatness. What if that was my awful thing?” I sighed, feeling guilty about how self-centered I knew I sounded. My parents didn’t live and die just so I could be a superhero or something ridiculous like that. “Some days,” I say, “that was the only way I could get past it all, pretending that their death was part of some bigger picture. But it wasn’t. They’re just dead. Gone. Forever. No higher—”

“Faith.” He looked straight at me, unflinching. In a matter of moments, he’d become someone or something else completely. There was nothing boyish about him anymore. “What if I told you there was a way to find out? A way to get the answer to every question you’d ever asked? Maybe your parents’ death was for a higher purpose.”

“But—how could—”

“There’s only one way to find out. I’ve been through some shit, Faith, okay? I’m not perfect.” He zoned out for a second, concentrating on his hands before shaking his head. “Hell, I don’t even know that I’m good, but sometimes the only way I can cope with it all is to know that everything I’ve done and everything that’s happened to me has brought me to this point.” He shook his head, and for the first time I felt like maybe I was getting a glimpse of the real Peter and not the guy who was trying to be on his best behavior or feeding me some line I’d want to hear.

After a moment, Peter looked me right in the eye. “I know I haven’t given you a lot of reasons to trust me. As far as you know, I’m just some rando from the internet, but Faith, I need you to know that I’ve felt lost like you do and sometimes I still feel lost. What I’m offering isn’t a magic pill. But I think there’s something special about you, and I think you might have the kind of potential you can’t even begin to imagine.”

I felt like he was dancing around the real question here. “I don’t quite understand what exactly it is you’re saying.”

He must have seen the skepticism on my face, because he added, “Your parents were great people, Faith. I believe that every moment in our lives serves a purpose, and maybe everything in your life has led you here to this moment. I don’t know for sure, but I bet Jack and Caroline would agree.”

“How do you—”

“We know everything about you, Faith. We’ve chosen you for a reason,” he said with absolute certainty.

Part of me was unnerved by him knowing my parents’ names, and the other part of me just wanted to know how. “Just say it. Just tell me what exactly it is you’re talking about.”

He scooted to the edge of his chair, so that his voice could be the quietest whisper in the midst of the chaotic food court. “Superhuman abilities, Faith.”

Everything around me silenced until there was nothing left in the entire mall except for me and Peter.

I felt like a bird that had just flown straight into a glass window. “Wait. Are you telling me superheroes are . . . real?”

Peter grimaced. “I wouldn’t exactly call us superheroes. I don’t think you could really use the word ‘heroic’ to describe the people I work for,” he scoffed.

“Wait. Go back. You’re saying superheroes are real and you think I might be one?”

He glanced from side to side and then finally shrugged. “Well, sort of. Yeah, I guess that’s what I’m saying.”

“Sign me the heck up.” I didn’t know if I could trust him or if I even should, but I knew one thing: I’d do anything for answers. The logical part of my brain told me this guy was a creep and that I should run, but I couldn’t help but think back to every movie, television show, and comic book I’d ever loved. Peter could lead me to my Giles or Professor X or Gandalf or Nick Fury or Dumbledore.

“There’s no guarantee, Faith, and there are possible side effects. You’d also have to find a way to leave home for the rest of the summer, but we’ve got a solid cover for you. We do think you have the potential to be someone very special. We think you could be a psiot.”

“A psiot?” I asked. “What even is that?”

“Psiots are people gifted with superhuman abilities. We think your abilities are dormant inside of you. Potential waiting to be unlocked, and my organization has the keys.”

“Just freaking say superheroes!” Despite his aversion to the superhero label, the flashing neon sign in my head read SUPERHERO. You, Faith Herbert, could be a superhero. Grandma Lou says I believe in too many things, but I can’t help but think life is a little more fun that way. And if superheroes were real, then maybe my whole life had prepared me for this moment. Maybe the massive collection of comics my parents left behind was more than a reminder of what was. Maybe those comics—some of my most prized possessions—were meant to be the ultimate guidebook.

Peter sent me home with everything I would need. Permission slips, camp brochures, and emergency contact information for Grandma Lou. I’d only be gone for a few weeks, and he swore I’d be perfectly safe. He’d gone through the same program, he said. And look at him! He was fine! Normal even!

“So this is basically like superhero camp?” I asked.

“Sort of. Fewer canoes. Definitely no campfire songs.” He dropped a hand on my shoulder. “See you on Monday, kid.”

The next Monday, Grandma Lou dropped me off in the school parking lot, where a bus waited for me along with Peter, dark bags under his eyes and much less boyish than I remembered, in a Camp Pleasant Oaks Staff T-shirt. Grandma Lou stuffed some cash into my pockets and gave me a tight hug before sending me on my way.

“You’re sure about this?” Peter asked quietly as I boarded the bus, his easy confidence from just days ago beginning to waver.

I nodded with absolute certainty.

As I sat on the bus, with a handful of other kids my age who I didn’t recognize, eager nerves ate away at me. The small Asian girl who sat beside me, freckles spread across the bridge of her nose, leaned in and whispered, “Can you believe how lucky we are? I always knew there was something different about me. My name’s Lucia, by the way.”

I smiled, too nervous to remember my own name, let alone introduce myself.

After hours on the bus, we drove into the heart of Chicago. I’d never been to Chicago, and if my nerves weren’t eating me up, I’d have taken in the sights a little bit more. As the sun set across the glistening skyline, the bus turned down into a parking garage and into a giant freight elevator that took us deep underground, and my stomach immediately sank as dread slowly crept over me. This wasn’t the camp of burgeoning superheroes I’d expected.

As we plummeted down, a few kids around me screamed, and beside me Lucia began to cry. Whatever we’d each been sold, this wasn’t it.

When the elevator finally stopped and the door to the bus opened, a tall blond white guy who looked like an evil Ken doll on steroids trotted up the steps. “Everybody off the bus,” he barked. “Line up in a single file. Welcome to the Harbinger Foundation.”

Peter sneered at the man. “Better keep a lid on all that charisma. The new recruits might actually start to like you, Edward.”

Outside the bus, Peter leaned against a headlight, while the evil Ken doll, Edward, paced back and forth. “You’re here thanks to the goodwill of Toyo Harada. Follow me to your rooms, where you’ll find your uniforms. Please leave your personal belongings here, to be collected and tagged,” said Edward.

I had hope that this could still be a good thing. Maybe these people were just really serious about what they were doing. And shouldn’t they be?

Edward led us down a long cement corridor through a door that required his thumbprint to open and into a hallway of rooms made entirely of glass, leaving very little privacy, with Peter on our heels. One by one we were assigned rooms with a bed, sink, and toilet behind a small partition.

“Faith Herbert?” Edward called. “Until further notice, you will be referred to as the number embroidered on your uniform.”

I walked into my room and the glass door slid shut behind me. I pressed my palms against the glass, trying to push it back, but I was locked in.

As Peter walked past me, he kept his gaze focused on the ground.

“Peter,” I said, but he didn’t look up. “Peter, I need to talk to you.” I knocked on the glass, trying to get his attention, but he was gone and the group was on to the next room. I told myself that the rooms were soundproof and he probably didn’t hear me, but I had a feeling that wasn’t true.

Waiting for me on my bed was a pair of white pants and a white shirt with a 6-973 stitched to the front. I wasn’t Faith Herbert. I was 6-973. I created a million different reasons for why anyone would treat us all like this, but every show, movie, and comic I’d ever read told me everything I needed to know. I’d been assigned a number. I’d been labeled. I was an experiment.
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I stand between Reese and Greta, our shoulders pressed together as we hold hands. Remnants of early morning fog linger around our feet as we stare down our new reality, a reality where Parker McLean is six feet under instead of standing here with us where she should be. I turn to Reese and search for the words in the bottomless pool of her blue eyes, but for once, she’s just as lost as me.

Thunder claps above us and the sky cracks open, releasing a downpour on the cemetery. The Grove is forever changed. Nothing will be the same again.

Greta gasps. I open my umbrella and turn to offer her shelter. But the source of her shock paralyzes me.

“Parker,” Reese whispers.

I open my mouth, but all that comes out are soapsuds.

“Faith!” shouts Dr. Bryner.

Dog-flavored soapsuds. Yuck!

Great. Daydreaming. Again. I make the mistake of wiping my tongue with my hands before I realize that I’m just getting even more soap in my mouth. Amateur move.

“Darn it!” I pull up the collar of my T-shirt and use that to wipe the suds away before spitting into the utility sink. Ladylike, I know. Carley, the corgi mix who I’m prepping for the adoption drive tomorrow, dodges just in time. “Sorry,” I moan.

“Faith!” Dr. Bryner calls again from the front desk in her singsong I-mean-business-but-in-a-polite-way voice. “You think you can squeeze in another grooming before heading home? Bumble really needs the extra love. And I have a feeling this could be the weekend she finds her forever home!”

I glance up at the clock. Grandma Lou is a stickler about Thursday dinners. It’s casserole night.

Bumble, a scrappy pit mix who came to us with a face full of beestings, is practically a resident here at All Paws on Deck Shelter and Clinic. I think if she doesn’t find a home this week, Dr. Bryner’s wife, Kit, might just give in and let her come live with them.

“Yeah!” I yell back to her, as I rinse off Carley’s belly. “I’ll take care of Bumble.”

I close my eyes for a moment, letting my imagination wander back to last night’s season finale of The Grove. I knew it! I just knew Parker wasn’t dead. First of all, she’s too integral to the plot, and if they kill her off, surely it won’t be for another season or two. And second of all, I knew Meredith Souza, the actress who plays her, was just on hiatus after her very public breakup with the Dakota Ash, who plays Reese. I’m not one of those people who always has to be right about everything, but there’s something extra satisfying about being right when you run one of the biggest Grover (yes, that is our fandom name) blogs around and your theories on Parker’s mysterious disappearance have been on the record for months now. Talk about some serious Grover street cred. As if I needed any more!

I’m gloating, I know. But is it really gloating if your online persona is mostly anonymous and you’re only internally smug?

“I think not,” I mutter to no one but myself and my corgi companion.

Carley shakes the suds off in response and leaves me covered once again in dog-flavored soap. She even manages to splash the ADOPT, DON’T SHOP poster above the sink.

“Real nice,” I tell her. But I can’t hold back a laugh. The only thing cuter than a corgi butt is a soapy corgi butt. Well, actually, Dakota Ash is cuter than a soapy corgi butt. Okay, well, maybe Oscar Isaac, too. He is a literal cinnamon roll.

Katy Perry’s voice echoes out from the pocket of my apron as she sings “Hot N Cold,” interrupting the Star Wars slash fic rabbit hole my imagination had disappeared down. I run my hands down the front of my apron before answering the phone on speaker and dropping it back into my pocket. “Hello, Matty!”

“We talked about this,” says Matt. “Matty isn’t a nickname. Matt is the shortened version of Matthew. That’s as close to a nickname as my name logically gets.”

“I was trying it out. Just to see if it felt right.”

“Well, it didn’t feel right,” he says.

“I’m guessing coffee with Kenji was not a success?”

He sighs so heavily into the receiver that my speaker crackles. “He’s so worldly. Like, he cares about things like apartheid—which I had to discreetly google while he was talking, by the way—and some kind of South American beetle that’s at risk of becoming extinct.”

“Well, I’m sure you’d care about those things too if you knew more about them.”

“Faaaaaaaaaith.” He says my name in almost the same way Grandma Lou does when she’s caught me in a lie. “He wouldn’t even drink coffee on our coffee date, because the Bean didn’t have any fair-trade brews. And I’d already ordered! So he just sat there and watched me drink my greedy capitalist murder coffee. Which wasn’t even that good, by the way.”

I giggle. “I’m sorry,” I say. And I really am. Matt is aching to be in a relationship. I don’t really feel that same urgency myself. I mean, I’m all for a sweaty make-out sesh—not that I’ve had many or really any—but I barely have time to do my homework, let alone maintain a relationship. I never said anything about crushes, though. I love a good crush. It’s almost as good as the fandom high you ride when you first discover a new obsession. “I’m sure he liked you a lot.” I wish I could make Matt see what a catch he really is, but I guess we’re all a little shortsighted when it comes to ourselves. “And if he didn’t, he doesn’t deserve to get to know you—”

“Faith!”

I startle at the sound of my name, and my feet float an inch above the floor for a second before I check my adrenaline and plant my feet firmly on the linoleum.

Dr. Bryner crashes through the door and to the exam table on the far side of the room, carrying a stiff-looking sandy-colored mutt. Oh no. It must have been hit by a car. Poor baby’s in shock. Either that or Dr. Bryner has a passion for taxidermy.

“Matty, I gotta go. I’ll call you on my way home.”

“My name isn’t Matty!”

I reach into my pocket and hit the end button. “Carley, stay put.” The corgi hears the no-nonsense tone in my voice and waits dutifully as I chase after Dr. Bryner.

I take off my soapy apron and use some hand sanitizer. “What’s going on?”

Dr. Bryner pulls the stethoscope up around her ears and presses the other end to the dog’s chest. “Hmmm.” She listens for a moment more before removing the buds from her ears. “Has Skye left for the day?”

I nod. “Just me.” No vet techs.

“Help me check his veins, will you?”

“Of course.” I look down at the dog, a medium-sized mutt, for the first time. His legs are rigid and his eyes glazed over. If it weren’t for the shallow rise and fall of his chest, I’d assume he was dead.

I reach down into the cupboard across from the exam table. “Who brought him in?”

“Good Samaritan,” she says, like she’s trying to parse out a riddle. “Found the little guy on the side of the road.”

I come up with a fresh pack of needles. “Are you sure it was a good Samaritan? He looks like he might have been hit by a car.” Sadly, sometimes people bring animals in and know exactly what happened to them but aren’t so eager to take the blame.

She shakes her head. “No abrasions or cuts. Just some matted fur. A little dehydrated.”

“What can we do for him?” If anything at all. I have to wonder if the little guy is in more pain than we know.

“Let’s start with some bloodwork. And then fluids. We’ll leave him with the overnight crew and plan our next move in the morning. I might call Dr. Gerard at the university to see if he can come by for a second opinion, depending on what we find.”

I nod. I like a plan. I remember when I was just six or seven and I told Grandma Lou I wanted to be a veterinarian. She didn’t blindly encourage me like most grandparents would. She looked at me seriously and said, The hardest part about work like that, baby, is that it’s not always about helping a living thing live. Sometimes it’s about letting them die. My dad let out this nervous laugh, telling her to take it easy. Grandma Lou and Mom never censored themselves around me, but Dad wanted me to live in a rosy little bubble. Even if it was just for a little while. I don’t recall being very put off by what Grandma Lou said. I gave her a toothy grin and jumped up from the kitchen table as I announced that I was equally interested in life as a career unicorn. I guess I was leaving my options open.

These days I’m undecided on veterinarian school. Journalism feels pretty enticing too, but either way, this internship with Dr. Bryner is exactly what my college applications need. And I get to snuggle puppies and kitties. It’s a win-win, if you ask me. But moments like these with this poor creature are the kind of things I have to force myself to forget every night before bed. Along with the looming reality of how Grandma Lou and I will even manage to pay for school at all or if I can bring myself to leave her when the time comes. She acts tough, but we only have each other, and I can’t imagine leaving her alone, especially as she gets older. For now, the best I can do is handle life one bite-size piece at a time, and this internship seems like a good place to start.

Dr. Bryner is careful to handle the catatonic dog herself. She doesn’t want me holding him if and when he wakes up startled. Even the nicest dogs can bite given the right circumstances.

“Could be a seizure,” she says, locking him in one of the crates by the exam table, where we keep all the animals who are under medical observation.

“You don’t think someone dumped him, do you?” I ask as I make my way back to Carley to give her coat one last rinse before I dry her off.

“It’s not right,” she says. “But it happens all the time. Sometimes things happen, and these days families can barely pay their own medical bills, let alone those of their pets.”

My gut reaction is to say that those people shouldn’t have pets, but I guess if I judged worthy pet owners by who could afford a trip to the actual emergency room at a moment’s notice, there wouldn’t be a very large pool of potential pet owners left to choose from. After the last six months, I’ve learned that life isn’t as black-and-white as I always thought it was.

After I finish up with Carley’s bath and then Bumble’s, I hover at the front desk to write down my hours for today in my intern folder.

Dr. Bryner plops down in the rolling chair behind the intake desk and crosses her endlessly long legs. I can’t say for sure, but I think she’s well over six feet tall. She keeps her hair cropped so short, and every few weeks you can see strands of gray curling around her ears. Her deep brown skin and delicate features require zero makeup, and I’ve even heard some of the vet techs say she used to model in college. “You okay?” she asks. “That was a little intense.”

I nod. “Yeah. It was intense, but I’m fine.” I mean, I’m sure I’m going to have nightmares about an army of catatonic dogs or at the very least wake up with a guilt hangover over him and every other dog that’s too far gone for us to help.

“You’ve been doing a great job here,” she says, rubbing her eyes. “Kit’s always harping on me about how I only say something when people mess up, so don’t take it too personally if you feel like I’m not giving feedback. But I’ll try to remember.”

My cheeks warm. There’s something about Dr. Bryner that reminds me of my mom. A little moody and a little too serious about the things she loves, but like Mom, her affection feels a little bit like an adrenaline rush, because it’s so sparing in the first place.

It’s why, ever since Mom and Dad died, I’ve done everything I can not to hold back with my feelings. Whether it’s a friend or Grandma Lou or a podcast or TV show, I love the things I love and I want there to be no mistake about that. They both loved the same nerdy things, especially that first generation of The Grove, but Mom was the type who would sit around and debate its merit or value and Dad was content just to love it exactly as it was served to him. I guess I’m more like Dad in that way.

Dr. Bryner wipes her brow with the back of her hand. “How about you finish up closing duties? I’m good here. I’m just going to stick around and keep an eye on that guy for a bit longer.”

“You got it, Doc.” I quickly gather up all the trash and take it out back to our alleyway, kicking a loose brick in between the back door and frame so it doesn’t close on me.

After I haul the bags into the dumpster, a strong gust of wind swings the lid shut.

A small blue egg falls to the pavement right in front of me, making an awful splatting noise. “Poor baby,” I say to myself.

I look up just in time to see a bird’s nest plummeting to the ground. Before I even realize it, I push off from the ground with such buoyancy you’d think the earth was one giant trampoline. Holding my hands out, I beg my body to obey my will, and I catch the bird’s nest just barely.

I chuckle to myself as I look down to the alleyway six feet or so below me. Cupped in my hands is a tiny nest with three small eggs inside. I know better than to touch eggs or baby birds, but I didn’t have very many options here. Floating up to the rooftop, I tuck the nest under the lip of the roof in the hopes that I haven’t done any damage to the birds or the nest.

“Good luck, little ones,” I whisper. “A hero’s work is never done.”

I step up onto the ledge of the old office building housing the vet clinic and let my lungs fill with crisp, early evening air. Except I’m no hero. Not really. Just a total fangirl possessing a recently discovered superpower. I’ve spent so many years gobbling up TV shows and comics and books and anything I could get my hands on that fed my insatiable desire for there to be something more to this life. Something bigger. Something super.

With no one around to see and no reason to try and control a power I haven’t even fully grasped, I swan-dive into the alley and for a moment, I can feel the wind whistling past my ears. It’s dangerous and invigorating, and even though I don’t know what the heck I’m doing, I never want it to stop. Suddenly pavement is inches from my nose and I bail, somersaulting to the ground, landing square on my back.

I groan and hiss as I wiggle my fingers and toes. At least I didn’t lose any limbs in the process, but that’s going to leave a bruise. The sliver of blue sky above me is a faint memory all too quickly. A dark blue bird soars overhead, landing on the ledge above and chirping chaotically until she finds most of her eggs safe and sound.

I sit up, eyeing the shattered egg a few feet to my left. “Sorry, little guy.” Peter’s words echo in my ears. The same words he told me over and over again as he and Kris drove me back to Glenwood, careful to use only back roads. Can’t save them all, he said. You can’t save them all, Faith. That’s the most important thing I’ll ever tell you.

I shake my head, trying to erase the memories. I wish my brain was like an Etch A Sketch and all you had to do was shake your head to start over again.

After saying good night to Dr. Bryner, I head out to my car—well, Grandma Lou’s car—a maroon Kia Rio with multiple honor-roll stickers plastered to the bumper. On the drive home I listen to my latest discovery, an out-of-production podcast called Hellmouth Grove hosted by two fangirl sisters named Bea and Suze, who spend every episode breaking down all the ways Margaret Toliver’s The Grove influenced Joss Whedon’s Buffy. It’s meta in the best possible way.

All Paws on Deck is only about fifteen minutes from home on the opposite side of town in Old Glenwood, where the houses seem nice enough on the outside, but you only have to pause a moment for a closer look. Cracked windows, overgrown shrubbery, weeds shooting through cracks in driveways, even a few eviction notices taped on doors, and roofs looking like they might just slide right off. The less desirable streets dead-end into shady apartment complexes where you don’t want to get stuck after dark. Old Glenwood is like a storm cloud gradually moving through the rest of the town, choking out the light as it spreads slowly like a disease.

At the same time, though, Old Glenwood isn’t all bad. It’s not like good people don’t live here. I slow to a stop at Ches’s street, peering out at the house she shares with her mother and five brothers. For a moment I consider stopping by on a whim.

Ches’s mom loves me, along with all her boys and their friends, and she’s got an open-door policy when it comes to guests.

But then I notice Matt’s Jeep there parked on the street, and I can’t help the feeling I might be intruding in some way. He would have said something on the phone if he wanted me to know they were hanging out. I press the gas and head for home and Grandma Lou’s tuna casserole.

Matt and Ches are my best friends, but little moments like this remind me that before I came along and made us a trio, they were very much a duo. And I’m okay with that. I try to remember that the bond they share runs just a little bit deeper and that there are some things time can’t replace. That’s no one’s fault. At least that’s what I try to tell myself.

When I pull into the driveway, Grandma Lou is outside with the hedge clippers, hacking away.

“Do they look even?” she shouts over her shoulder.

I roll the window down. “Looks great,” I lie. Never mind the gaping hole in the lantanas. Normally I can’t stomach a lie, but Grandma Lou’s sanity is on the line here. “Beautiful!”

She yanks off her gardening gloves and tosses the clippers behind the hedges. I sigh and write myself a mental note to put those away later.

It’s not that we have a beautiful, well-manicured lawn that she’s dead set on maintaining. When I moved in and Grandma Lou realized she’d have to take good enough care of herself to see me through high school, she traded smoking half a pack of Virginia Slims a day for yard maintenance, and I’ve gotta say, she was way better at blowing smoke rings during bingo than she is at keeping her flower beds alive.

I throw my backpack over my shoulder and follow her inside to the kitchen, where she washes her hands, and sure enough, a tuna casserole made with spaghetti noodles is cooling on the stove. Grandma Lou is actually a great cook, but the woman loves her canned meats. Dad always said it was a generational thing. Whatever it is, it’s definitely not hereditary. My idea of spaghetti Thursday would definitely include spicy red sauce and lots of that to-die-for powdery Parmesan cheese that comes in a plastic shaker.

“Let’s sit at the table tonight.” She pulls two fresh plates from the cabinet. “Turn off that TV, would ya? I want to hear about your day.”

“You got it.” I duck into the living room—or as Grandma Lou calls it, the parlor—and my eyes practically water from how loud the six o’clock news is.

“Are you trying to get a noise complaint from Miss Ella?” I call over the news anchor.

“Oh, that old dinosaur already has plenty to complain about.”

Digging through the brocade throw pillows on the couch, I search for the remote. “Nice way to talk about your best friend!” I reach my hand between the cushions. There it is!

Behind me the news anchor says, “Cindy Ramirez is reporting live from Glenwood City Hall, where council members are debating the recent uptick of rabid dogs and possible—”

I click the TV off over my shoulder and toss the remote back on the couch. The current rabid dog situation in our town is almost as polarizing as a presidential election, and I just don’t have the brainpower for it today.

At the kitchen table, Grandma Lou is waiting with two dishes of casserole and a liter of ginger ale.

I plop into the chair across from her and let out a contented little sigh.

“Let’s say grace,” she says.

I nod, and we hold hands and close our eyes. We both sit in silence, saying our own prayers. Grandma Lou says that praying out loud is about being loud, not being heard. I don’t really pray to anything in particular. I’ve never had any trouble seeing all that’s good and all that’s evil in the world, but something about a higher power feels like a game of make-believe that not even I can bring myself to have faith in. But I’m starting to wonder, with all the weird stuff going on, if someone somewhere is pulling the strings. Still it’s a nice moment of quiet every night to think about all that we’ve lost and all that we still have to be grateful for. At the very least, we have each other.

And way too much tuna casserole.

She squeezes my hand to let me know she’s done. “Dig in, baby girl.”
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The Hopper County Fair is held on the outskirts of town near the old and now defunct paper mill. The fair is one of my favorite events of the year. It’s the kind of gathering that makes me nostalgic for a version of Glenwood I never even knew, a time when there were no bad neighborhoods or Old Glenwood. Only Glenwood. All in all, it’s a good way to spend a Saturday.

Grandma and I ride over with Miss Ella, our next-door neighbor and, though she admits it only grudgingly, Grandma Lou’s best friend.

As I’m getting out of the back seat in the dusty makeshift parking lot, Miss Ella, who is the epitome of little old white lady, checks to make sure the scarf tied around her perm is securely in place. “You know, Sal down the street told me he heard they were going to have metal detectors this year to keep out those gangs and that they might even fence the grounds with barbed wire to keep those damn dogs out.”

I sigh and look to Grandma Lou. Fake news, she mouths.

And I can’t hold back my laugh.

“What?” asks Miss Ella. “You think our safety is a joke?”

I turn to Grandma Lou. “I’ve got to get to the rescue booth.”

She nods. “You run ahead. I’ll hang back with this slowpoke.”

Miss Ella huffs. “That’s a sight I’d like to see. That girl running.” Something inside me bristles. I am not a tiny girl. Fat. Plus-size. Curvy. Whatever you want to call it. Not many people comment on my size. Grandma Lou thinks it’s because I’ve got such a commanding and cheerful demeanor, but there’s the occasional jerk at school and then there’s Miss Ella, who still thinks that a woman’s value is calculated by the measurement of her waist. I almost say something back to her, but I don’t want to be rude. Besides, if she’d be shocked to see me running, she’d probably have a full-on freak-out if she saw what else I could do.

“Ella, I’m about to lock you in that car with the windows rolled up.” Grandma Lou winks at me and I give her a thankful grin before running my fat little butt up to the fairgrounds, swishing my hips for Miss Ella to see.

Ches is waiting for me up by the ticket booth, pacing back and forth, her long black skirt billowing around her combat boots laced with purple tulle instead of shoelaces.

“I told you to wear jeans,” I say, even though she looks fab.

She spins on her heel and shrugs. “I know.” She groans. “I just woke up possessed by the ghost of Stevie Nicks. And jeans make me obsess about my butt. Is it too round? Too flat? Too wide? A skirt is just so freeing.” She reaches into her midnight blue velvet messenger bag and pulls out something lavender. “But at least I brought the rescue T-shirt you gave me.”

“Well, that’s something, I guess.”

She loops her arm through mine. “Come on. Let’s go save the puppies or whatever.”

Francesca Palmer is the witchy best friend of my dreams. She’s tall and lanky with sporadic sprinkles smattered across her ivory skin and chin-length box-dyed black hair and has recently announced that she has decided to “shed” the label bisexual in favor of pansexual. She absolutely wafts confidence, but then she opens her mouth and you realize she’s just like the rest of us—floundering and constantly in search of some guarantee that everything is going to be okay. Her self-assurance can be a little intimidating at times, but I’ve always respected the way she looks like she knows exactly where she’s going, even when she’s just as lost as everyone else.

We met on my first day at North Glenwood Elementary, when I moved from Minneapolis to live with Grandma Lou, which happened to be on Halloween. We were in third grade, and she and Matt sat down at my lunch table. I was dressed as Sailor Moon, Matt was a Pokémon, and Ches was dressed as Severus Snape. For seven-year-olds, I think our taste was pretty exquisite. Ches asked why I looked so blue, and when I couldn’t give an answer because of the tears I was holding back, she offered me her Merrymaking Elixir, which turned out to be grape juice. But it worked, at least until the end of the school day. That night we went trick-or-treating, and our bond was solidified over our shared love of blue Tootsie Pops.

“Matt came over last night. He made me watch some awful Swedish movie that Kenji mentioned on their date.”

“I saw his car in the driveway on my way home from the rescue,” I say, my voice almost too small to hear.

She chuffs. “You should’ve just come over! You always do this.”

“Always do what?”

“Wait around for someone to invite you. You’re our best friend. You need no invitation, Faith.”

Hearing her say so out loud has me feeling foolish for even thinking otherwise yesterday, but I can’t let go of the feeling that I’m the third wheel sometimes. I shake my head. “It’s silly. I just don’t ever want to intrude if you two want to hang out on your own.”

We pass under the tent where the rescue is located. Dr. Bryner and a few other volunteers are talking over barking dogs to potential volunteers while Kit, a curvy white lady with a passion for all things retro, tries to explain to an inquisitive little girl with light brown pigtails and grabby hands that not even nice dogs like to be tugged on.

“Our friendship,” Ches says, “is your friendship.”

I squeeze her hand. “Thanks.”

“But listen, I can only
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