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   For my family — who taught me that laughter is the family's real inheritance, and that no Sunday is ever wasted if you spend it with the people who make you crazy in the best way. 








  
  Chapter one
CHAPTER ONE: EVICTION DAY


The eviction notice was taped to the front door at eye level, which Carl found almost impressive. Like somebody had measured. 
"Bro," Rick said, squinting at it like it was written in a foreign language. "What's it say."
"It says we're getting evicted, Rick." Trayvon peeled it off the door and held it up so the morning sun hit it, like that would change the words. It didn't. "In eleven days."
"Evicted from what?"
"From here, dude. From the house we're standing in front of."
Rick looked at the house. It was not a house worth fighting for. The gutter on the left side had been hanging by one screw since March, swinging slightly whenever the wind picked up, so that the whole property made a faint metallic creak like it was groaning about its own existence. The yard was mostly dirt with ambitions of becoming grass. Somebody — probably Carl — had once tried to fix the porch light with electrical tape and a prayer, and now it flickered on random intervals like a haunted house effect nobody paid for.
"That's whack," Rick said finally, which was Rick's review of most major life events.
Carl came out the front door in basketball shorts and one sock, holding a piece of cereal-crusted toast like a cigar. "What's whack?"
"We got evicted." Rick pointed at the paper like it was a dead animal he'd found.
Carl read it over Trayvon's shoulder, chewing slowly. Then his face did the thing it did whenever a piece of information was about to become somebody else's fault. "This has your girlfriend's name on it."
"Amanda's not just my girlfriend, she's the landlord's daughter, she just handles the paperwork—"
"She IS the landlord, Carl. It's literally her name at the bottom." Trayvon turned the paper around and pointed at the signature line. "Amanda R. Castellano, Property Manager."
"Property Manager isn't Landlord."
"It's her dad's building and she signs the checks, my guy, that's a landlord."
Rick sat down on the porch steps, which groaned under him with the same energy as the gutter, like the whole house was one unified complaint. "So basically," Rick said, working through it slowly, the way he worked through most things, like wading through wet cement, "your girl is kicking us out."
"She's not kicking us out, there's a whole — there's a process, okay, there's a rent situation—"
"The one job we asked you to do," Trayvon said, "was keep the landlord's daughter happy so we didn't get evicted. That was it. That was the entire job. You had one responsibility in this house, Carl, and it was dating her nice."
"I AM dating her nice!"
"You told her the birthday flowers were from you when they were from Rick's mom's garden."
"That's a detail."
"You forgot her sister's name at Thanksgiving and called her 'the other one.'"
"She has a common face!"
Rick, still processing, raised a hand like he was in school. "Wait. So are we homeless."
"We have eleven days," Trayvon said, folding the notice with the careful precision of a man trying to keep his hands busy so he didn't do something he'd regret, "to come up with four months of back rent, which is —" he did quick math in his head, the way he always did, because he was the only one of the three of them who could — "twenty-eight hundred dollars. Or we're out."
Nobody said anything for a second. A car alarm went off two houses down and nobody reacted to that either, because in this neighborhood a car alarm was basically ambient noise, like birds chirping.
"How much money do we got," Rick asked.
Trayvon already had his phone out, banking app open. He stared at the screen the way you stare at a doctor about to tell you something serious.
"Forty-three dollars."
"Total? Or each?"
"Total, Rick. Between the three of us. Forty-three dollars and change."
Carl took a slow, thoughtful bite of his toast, like this was the kind of problem best faced on a full stomach. "Well," he said, "that's less than I thought we had, actually, so in a weird way that's kind of a relief."
"That is not a relief, that is the opposite of relief, that's the least relief a number has ever given anybody—"
"I'm just saying I thought we might've spent MORE than we had, and it turns out we spent exactly what we had, so at least we're consistent."
Trayvon closed his eyes and breathed through his nose, the universal gesture of a man who loved his friends and also sometimes wanted to put them both on a rocket to the sun.
"Okay," he said, opening his eyes. "Okay. New plan. We are three grown men. Fresh out of college. We are capable, competent adults, and we are going to figure this out like capable, competent adults."
Rick nodded seriously. "For sure, bra. What are we gonna do."
Trayvon looked at the eviction notice again, then at his two best friends — one still in a single sock, one currently trying to determine if he could eat the crust of his toast as a "vitamin," — and felt the full weight of being, apparently, the only responsible person within a two-mile radius.
"I don't know yet," he admitted. "But it's due yesterday, so we don't really have the luxury of not knowing for very long."
"Story of my life," Carl said, and went back inside to find pants.






  
  Chapter two
CHAPTER TWO: THE DOG WALKING JOB


By ten a.m. Trayvon had a job. This was, historically, not hard for Trayvon — he was the one with the actual resume, the one who'd worn a tie to a job fair once as a joke and ended up getting three callbacks. The app was called WalkWag and it paid fourteen dollars an hour to walk other people's dogs around the neighborhood, which felt less like employment and more like a very specific form of charity, but forty-three dollars was forty-three dollars away from solving anything, so he took it. 
Rick and Carl, in the meantime, had contributed nothing to the household economy except a shared theory that they could win the money back by pooling their remaining eleven dollars and betting on something. Neither of them could agree on what. Carl wanted to bet on a dog race that may or may not have actually existed. Rick wanted to bet on whether their neighbor's rooster would crow before or after 6 a.m., a wager Rick had apparently been "developing a system for" for several weeks.
"That's not a job, Rick, that's gambling on livestock."
"It's not gambling if I got a system."
"It is extremely gambling if you got a system, that's what gambling IS—"
So Trayvon walked dogs. His first client was a geriatric pug named Brisket who moved at approximately the speed of a man doing his taxes, and his second was an anxious greyhound named Steven who startled at leaves. It was on the walk with Steven, three blocks from the house, taped to a telephone pole between a "LOST CAT" flyer and an ad for a guy who fixed lawnmowers, that Trayvon saw it.
A flyer. Bright yellow paper, a photograph in the center of a fluffy little duck — genuinely, offensively cute, the kind of duck that looked like it had been designed by a toy company — with big block letters above it.
MISSING: BUTTERSCOTCH BELOVED FAMILY DUCK REWARD: $10,000 NO QUESTIONS ASKED CALL THE NUMBER BELOW
Trayvon stood there long enough that Steven the greyhound got bored and tried to eat a bottle cap.
Ten thousand dollars. For a duck. He read it three times to make sure he wasn't hallucinating from stress and low blood sugar, because he'd skipped breakfast to save the granola bar for later, which in retrospect was its own small tragedy. But no — the number was right there, in the same bold font as the word REWARD, like the universe was shouting it directly into his soul.
He took a photo of the flyer with his phone, finished the walk on autopilot, dropped Steven back home, and speed walked back to the house so fast that by the time he got there he was sweating through his shirt in a way that had nothing to do with the Miami heat.
Carl and Rick were on the porch, still arguing about the rooster.
"Guys." Trayvon held up his phone, out of breath. "Guys. I found it. I found the answer."
Carl looked skeptical, because Trayvon saying he'd "found the answer" usually meant a spreadsheet was involved. "The answer to what."
"To all of it. The rent, the eviction, everything." He turned the phone around. "Ten thousand dollars. For a missing duck."
Rick leaned in and studied the photo with the intensity of a man appraising a diamond. "That's a nice duck."
"It's not about the duck being nice, Rick, it's about the ten thousand dollars attached to the duck."
"So we gotta find this duck."
"We gotta find this duck."
Carl took the phone and read the flyer twice, his lips moving slightly, which he only did when something mattered to him. Then he looked up, and for the first time all morning, his face had the specific expression of a man having an idea he was proud of, which — historically — was cause for alarm.
"Bro," Carl said slowly, "have either of you considered that finding a random missing duck in a city of four hundred and fifty thousand people, in eleven days, before we get evicted, is basically impossible."
"I know it's a long shot, but—"
"It's not a long shot, Trayvon, it's Miami, there's a duck situation in this city already, there are ducks EVERYWHERE, how are we supposed to know which — "
"It says Butterscotch on the flyer, it's not a needle in a haystack, it's a specific duck with a specific na—"
"UNLESS," Carl said, holding up a finger, cutting them both off, "we don't find A duck. We find A duck."
Silence.
Rick blinked. "You just said the same thing twice."
"No I didn't. Listen." Carl leaned in, dropping his voice like he was about to reveal something classified. "Rick. Your sister works at the petting zoo."
Rick's face went through several stages of confusion before landing, slowly, on horrified understanding. "Bro."
"They got ducks there, right? Little yellow ones? For the kids to pet?"
"Bro. No."
"I'm not saying we hurt anybody's feelings, I'm saying we borrow a duck, temporarily, for a good cause, and if it happens to look exactly like the duck on this flyer, well—"
"You want us to kidnap a duck," Trayvon said flatly.
"I want us to relocate a duck. Strategically. For financial reasons."
Rick stood up so fast the porch step groaned again. "My sister will actually kill me. Like actually. She still brings up the hamster."
"What hamster."
"Exactly."
Trayvon looked back down at the flyer — at the reward, at the phone number, at eleven days ticking down in his head like a countdown clock he could physically feel in his chest — and felt something he didn't feel very often, which was the specific, dangerous sensation of a terrible idea starting to sound reasonable.
"It's not kidnapping," Trayvon heard himself say, "if we give it back."
"That's not — that's exactly what kidnapping is, Trayvon, that's the definition—"
"We're not keeping the duck, Carl. We take it, we make sure it matches the flyer, we call the number, we






