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			To the wanderers;

			Know you are never truly lost.
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Prologue

			



			Chester Caldero had encyclopedic access to the entire spectrum of human history, and he didn’t know where to begin. That was because what he needed to know wasn’t Shakespeare’s favorite fruit or the names of every pet cat to ever roam the streets of Ancient Egypt. Chester needed to locate someone he could trust with the execution of this mission.

			He searched for days, scrolling through endless files brought to him by complex algorithms. He surveyed all manner of people from all walks of life hailing from every inch of the planet. He found a few people with potential, but further vetting exposed holes in their suitability. With the pile of unsuccessful candidates growing larger by the hour, Chester was moments away from conceding when a brilliant idea crossed his mind.

			Chester latched onto this wayward brainwave, exploring in his mind’s eye the implications of the newfound avenue. The method was unorthodox and broke more regulations than he could count, but there was no denying that it was worth a try.

			Better yet, it just might work.

			

			By day’s end, Chester leaned back in his chair, taking a moment to revel in his quiet genius.

			“It’s time to let fate have a say in the matter,” he said, a wide, satisfied smile sweeping across his face.

		


		
			

			





			Curiosity and the Cat
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			On a crisp autumn evening, Alison Mayhew stepped out onto the sidewalk, the faint scent of earth and pollen drifting on the air in her wake. As the sun engaged in its nightly dance with the horizon, the streetlights of this quaint corner of Hampstead sparked to life, their warm glow illuminating her way.

			The sidewalk was sparsely populated at this hour. Two Year Sevens yoked together by a pair of headphones were the only souls to cross her path, their music loud enough that Alison could nearly make out the lyrics, a cascading jumble of consonants, over the pounding beat. She hummed a tune constructed from the fragments of the song she could make out. By the time she reached the crosswalk, she’d already strung together a series of lyrics:

			I’m flying through the city trying to find a place to land

			I know every corner, but I don’t know where I stand

			Looking for adventure, but the silence screams so loud

			Trying to find an answer that I don’t think can be found

			Crossing the street, a gust of wind nudged her through the pools of light from stalling vehicles. The headlight’s amber beams gave a soft spotlight effect as she made her way across the impromptu asphalt stage and into the wings. It was to Alison’s chagrin that these creeping cold tendrils of winter were reaching through the seasons into autumn, their chilly gusts on a quest to hasten the passage of time. Tucking her hands up into her sleeves and adjusting her rucksack, she picked up speed for the remainder of her journey.

			Glorious heat embraced Alison the moment she stepped through the old oak doors of the public library. A smile lit her face at a delightful display of children’s books, their covers decorated with bright orange pumpkins, long-nosed witches, and elegantly arched black cats. One cat was perched upon a table, an inquisitive paw hovering inches from the tip of the witch’s hat beside it. This feline looked so much like Alison’s cat, Dee Dee, that she had to stop for a moment to give the illustration a second glance. The themed display was adorned with paper cut-outs of swooping bats, while a garland of tissue and twine ghosts were strung on a wire above. The whole thing was satisfyingly spooky.

			“Evening!”

			Looking up, Alison locked eyes with Finn who called over to her from behind the circulation desk.

			“Gone nippy out there, has it?” Finn asked.

			“Indeed it has.” Alison shook her arms in an effort to dislodge the remaining cold. “If I’d been thinking, I would have worn a full-blown coat today, or at least remembered some mittens. I suppose I’m just in denial about the shifting seasons. Fall is far too short.”

			“It’s summer that’s too short around here,” said an unseen voice that Alison recognized. Martha emerged from the back workroom, wrapping her shawl tightly around her shoulders as she stood beside her coworker at the front desk.

			“True,” Alison admitted. “Well, it stands to reason, then, that your dream world would always be summer, whereas mine would always be fall.”

			“Dream world?” Martha asked, her brows knitting in concentration.

			“A world where everything you like best is the way things always are,” Alison clarified. “A special world of your very own.”

			“I like the sound of a world full of summer,” Finn said, setting his elbows on the counter and resting his head in his hands. A wistful look entered his wide green eyes.

			“Then your dream world can always be summer, too” Alison said. “Let’s add a white-sand beach, while we’re at it,” she elaborated, her mind spinning like a top. “With towering palm trees bearing an endless supply of coconuts. And comfortable lounge chairs with massive umbrellas. And cool sparkling waters full of exotic fish! And—”

			“Before you get too lost in thought,” Martha said, disappearing below the desk’s surface, “this arrived yesterday.”

			Returning to her full height, she placed a large, hardcover book on the desk between them. A smile spread across her lips. “I had a feeling you’d want to be the first to get your hands on this one.”

			“Wonders of the Natural World . . .” Alison read under her breath as she picked up the book. “This is great! I definitely want to check it out.”

			Alison slid the book across the desk to Martha, who promptly slid it right back. “Already done,” Martha said, opening the book to reveal the checkout slip tucked under the edge of the dust cover.

			“Thank you! I’m going to start exploring right now,” Alison said, clutching the book to her chest. With a smile, she turned away from the desk and headed to the stacks.

			“Happy reading!” Finn called after her.

			Shoes padding across the worn carpet, Alison took a moment to admire the history that oozed from every inch of the well-loved library. The aged stone building was full of architectural charm. Regretfully, the true elegance of these details were lost on most. However, the underappreciation of the library’s cover mattered not, for its contents trumped all: shelves upon glorious shelves filled to capacity with books on every subject, song, and soliloquy. The sight brought a profound peace to Alison’s soul, a talent that libraries of any shape, size, or style had the ability to instill.

			Alison grew up within the walls of two libraries in particular: this one and her father’s personal collection. The former was a glorious, rounded behemoth of concrete and glass, its twin spiral staircases a gateway to a thousand worlds. The latter was a treasure trove of tomes packed into wooden shelves that sloped under the weight. Alison had lost days at a time holed up in these spaces, most particularly her family library at home. Her father’s office contained books on every topic imaginable including novels from the most (and least) well-known authors, multiple editions of tried-and-true classics, and a healthy stack of Woodworkers United magazines. Some of Alison’s fondest childhood memories were formed under the watchful eye of those floor-to-ceiling shelves, snuggled warmly in her father’s lap, flipping through seemingly endless volumes of text together.

			Dropping her rucksack on the floor, she settled into an armchair, tucked her golden hair behind her ears, and spread Wonders of the Natural World open on her lap. The spine cracked as she flipped through the fresh, glossy pages. She admired the clear photographs, reading the captions as she went, drinking in every detail. As she read the blurb beneath a picture of a large fish called an “Arowana,” her cell phone rang.

			

			“I’m headed over,” her sister Rachel said down the line. “Can you be ready in ten?”

			“I’ll be outside!”

			Hanging up, Alison looked down at the picture that served as her phone’s home screen, a photograph of Rachel and herself standing in front of the family cottage in Dorset. Taken a few years back, the tableau displayed Alison, arms outstretched, hands cradling a massive toad, while Rachel stood doubled over, frozen in a state of all-consuming laughter.

			Pocketing her phone, Alison devoured a few more pages before closing the book, excited by the thought of the hours of enjoyment and learning that lay ahead of her.

			As she grabbed her rucksack and rose to leave, a soft creaking caught her attention. An elderly woman was sitting in the armchair directly opposite hers.

			“Hello there, dear,” the woman said, holding fast to Alison’s gaze.

			“Oh, hello,” Alison said, extending a smile to the stranger.

			“Could you help me, please?” the woman’s voice creaked.

			“I’ve only got a min—”

			“It won’t take but a moment!” the woman interrupted, a polite grin appearing on her wrinkled face.

			After a few seconds, Alison walked over to the lady. “How can I help you?”

			“I’ve dropped my watch.” Extending a single knobby finger on her gnarled hand, the woman pointed to a golden pocket watch that rested on the floor near the leg of her chair. Her eyes were wide and oddly youthful for a woman of her age. It gave her a mischievous expression, as if she were delighting at playing some sort of game.

			Hesitant, but always happy to help a person in need, Alison knelt, reaching for the watch.

			“Ouch!” She winced, pulling back her hand as a static shock jumped from the watch to her fingertips. Alison frowned at the watch in affront at the uncalled-for sensory assault. Reluctant, she reached out again, this time successfully retrieving the timepiece.

			The watch was heavier than Alison expected, and larger than she’d initially thought. The circular device completely covered the surface of her palm, its long chain dangling through her fingers like thick golden thread. The watch’s most striking feature was the intricate butterfly carving on the lid, its chiseled facets sparkling in the room’s dim light.

			“Thank you, sweet creature,” the woman said, holding out both hands to receive the item.

			As her fingers closed around the watch, the old woman’s smile widened, turning into the most literal example of an ear-to-ear grin Alison had ever seen. The expression was endearing at first, but something about it unnerved her. The size of the smile, and the fact that it lingered longer than entirely necessary, sent shivers rippling down Alison’s spine.

			Wishing the woman well, Alison swiftly quit the room. In her haste, she accidentally forget her book. “Shoot,” she breathed, stopping in her tracks.

			She contemplated leaving the book behind but felt foolish at the thought. With great hesitancy, she decided to go back for it.

			Peeking around the door frame, Alison began to devise a way to sneak in and out of the room without attracting the old woman’s attention. Fortunately, she didn’t get far in her plan—the watch woman was nowhere to be found. Alison released a sigh of relief as she retrieved her book and left the library.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			“How was work? And please put that book in the back,” Rachel said, poking her head through the car window. “It’s so massive, it practically needs to be strapped in.”

			Alison placed her book in the back seat of the car before climbing into the front, clutching her rucksack on her lap. “Oh, you know, same old same old,” she began, answering her sister. “The shipment of African violets came in today, though, so that was different.”

			“That does sound . . . interesting,” Rachel said, adjusting her glasses before putting the car in drive.

			“Apparently they’re this new variety that produces a more vibrant color and they have increased drought tolerance.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			“A good trait to have, since they’re being put into bouquets. Very fascinating stuff, the business of plant husbandry.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Her sister’s attempt to feign interest was feeble at best. Normally, Rachel asked the odd question, even if the topic of discussion stimulated Alison alone. It was Rachel’s way of supporting Alison’s various passions. Her lack of meaningful interaction this time around was a surefire sign that something was on Rachel’s mind.

			

			“How was your day?” Alison asked, giving Rachel the floor and hoping she wouldn’t regret it.

			“I’ve hit another bump,” Rachel groaned, wasting no time diving into her troubles. “That professor I’ve been telling you about? He seems to be absolutely hell-bent on making my project take as long as humanly possible.”

			“How kind of him.” Confident that this topic was the one Rachel wanted to speak on, Alison put her feet up on the dash and let out a contented sigh.

			“I’m about to lose it. I tell you, one of these da— put your feet down!”

			Under Rachel’s steely gaze, Alison reluctantly placed her feet on the floor of the car.

			Returning her eyes to the road, Rachel continued. “I’m hoping Mum and Dad will let me keep using the car when they get back. It’ll be a much harder sell if there are scuff marks all over the place.”

			Alison nodded in understanding, but not in agreement. The car was well out of its glory days and had already accumulated a decade’s worth of scratches and dints, half of which occurred while Rachel was in pursuit of her permit. There was no doubt in Alison’s mind that their folks wouldn’t have let Rachel drive the car if it wasn’t already on its last wheels.

			“Anyway,” Rachel said, picking up where she’d left off, “one of these days, I am going to say something I’ll regret and the next thing you know they’ll expel me.”

			“That would be highly unfortunate.”

			“I will persevere, and I will not give in to the rage!” Rachel said, evidently trying to convince herself as much as Alison.

			The sisters traveled down the road, the sporadic thump-thump from unsuccessfully navigated potholes the only sounds puncturing the silence.

			“And dare I ask how your day at school went?” Rachel continued, turning off the main street.

			Alison contemplated her response before answering. She’d successfully avoided this conversation thus far. With any luck, she could keep details to a minimum and dodge further embarrassment. Regrettably, Alison’s penchant for honesty at all costs often meant that spilling her guts was only a couple sentences away. “Much less riveting than yours, I assure you. Except for when all of sixth form laughed at my speech.”

			Rachel sucked her teeth. “I’m guessing it wasn’t intended to be a comedy?”

			Alison shook her head and shrugged, attempting nonchalance. “I proposed that Richard III could be viewed as an allegory for the eventual demise of capitalism.”

			“I’ll admit the approach is a little unconventional, but not funny, per se.”

			“Agreed. Mrs. Shelby gave me an A, and that’s what I’m choosing to focus on.”

			“So why did your classmates laugh?”

			“I framed the princes’ deaths as injustices performed against the environment by the greed of industry . . .”

			“And . . . ?” Rachel probed, likely sensing Alison’s hesitation to finish the story.

			“And . . . to further support my point, I included a poem of my own making from the princes’ perspectives. My peers did not appreciate the sound effects I included for dramatic effect.”

			“And there it is,” Rachel said, her tone matter of fact. “I’m not saying they should have laughed at you, but you do bring it on yourself sometimes.”

			A loaded silence returned to the car as Alison looked out the window. She knew quite well that she saw the world in ways others did not. The laughter of her classmates and the judgment from her sister served as unwelcome reminders of this reality.

			An endless array of red-and-brown-bricked homes blurred past, the odd shingled houses amongst them bright as beacons in the hazy twilight. After a few minutes, the car’s headlights illuminated the Mayhews’ own brown-bricked abode as Rachel pulled into the driveway.

			Switching the car off, Rachel cleared her throat. “On a mostly unrelated note, I got a call from Mum today.”

			Still looking out the window, Alison stayed quiet as she tightened her grip on her bag, its inner contents pressing uncomfortably into her stomach.

			“You already know what she asked me, don’t you?” Rachel asked, her question rhetorical.

			With a sigh, Alison begrudgingly turned to meet her sister’s gaze, their matching blue eyes locking uncomfortably in the air above the gear shift. “No, I haven’t applied yet.”

			Rachel nodded, her glasses reflecting the light of the sconce from the front porch. “She wanted me to remind you that the deadline for applications is going to arrive faster than you think. It’s best to get your choices sorted sooner rather than later.”

			Alison had been in her final year of secondary school for less than two months and her parents had been hounding her about university applications practically every other second of that time. She’d hoped their being away would bring a much-needed reprieve from the pressure. Regrettably, Alison had failed to consider Rachel’s susceptibility to Mum’s gentle prodding.

			“I’m going to do it,” she said, looking out the windshield.

			“Are you though?” Rachel asked, skeptical. “Because you seem to be dragging your feet.”

			Alison was silent for a moment. “You don’t understand.”

			And there was no way she ever could.

			It was an age-old debate between the two sisters, who were not two sides of the same coin but rather part of different currencies altogether. While Rachel was firmly rooted to the ground, always sure of her next step, Alison floated in dreams, her thoughts blown about on the winds of fancy. While Rachel sought only the surest of convictions, Alison imagined the infinite reasons behind the smallest coincidences. Their contrasting attitudes led to the largest discrepancy between them: how they forged their paths in life.

			While Rachel knew exactly where she wanted life to take her, Alison was absorbed in contemplating every single route her future could possibly go, leading her to a frozen state of terror, petrified at the thought of choosing incorrectly. Her family couldn’t decide if Alison was a late bloomer, a scaredy-cat, or—heaven forbid—lazy, and Alison knew that it drove them, especially Rachel, batty. Unfortunately, this pressure only further compounded Alison’s stress concerning her future.

			“Help me understand, then,” Rachel continued, attempting to reach her sister where she was at.

			“Not tonight,” Alison said, glancing down at her lap.

			

			“Okay. Just remember that I’m here, whenever you want to talk, for whatever you want to talk about.”

			“I know you are.” Although Alison sometimes questioned Rachel’s intentions, she knew that her sister spoke with sincerity, of that she could be sure.
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			Dinner was predictably quiet that night, only partially on account of the Mayhew sisters having the house to themselves with their parents out of town for work. They had freezer lasagna with a side of heavy sighs for dinner. Come late evening, the tension had thankfully boiled off, leaving only a hint of things left unsaid hanging in the air. Both women sat on the main floor: Rachel at the dining table, its surface covered with reams of paper and textbooks; Alison, cross-legged in an armchair, Wonders of the Natural World open on her lap, Dee Dee wound around her shoulders like a black feather boa, purring. A soft pounding pulsed through the walls, cast-offs of their neighbors’ music.

			“I will never understand how Mr. Anderson can work from home when his son holds a deafening concert for one almost every night,” Alison said, looking up from her book and stroking Dee Dee’s chin.

			“It’s a wonder I get any work done,” Rachel said, dropping her pen with a clatter. She rubbed her temples with ink-stained fingers. “Believe it or not, it’s much worse in the dorms. My friend says it’s like living with a bunch of monkeys.”

			“They’re probably not as cute as monkeys, though,” Alison said, bringing Dee Dee down onto her lap for a snuggle. “Although, I bet they’re less likely to throw things at you, and that’s definitely a positive.”

			“Not as cute, yes, but you’d be surprised at how often a game of beer pong gets wildly out of hand. Even ping pong balls can be borderline lethal if enough alcohol is involved. It truly is a wonder no windows have been broken.”

			Setting her book onto the coffee table, Alison reached for the TV remote. Switching the TV on and putting the sound on low, she flicked through the channels.

			“Anything good on?” Rachel asked, still rubbing her temples.

			“A couple movies start at eight,” Alison informed, clicking onto the TV guide.

			“Okay then. Another half an hour of studying and then I am throwing in the towel for the night.”

			As Rachel returned to her notes, Alison selected a program to watch in the meantime. She settled on the Discovery Channel, where two large wild cats loped across the screen in pursuit of an antelope.

			“Hey look, Dee Dee! Your distant cousins!” Alison said, lifting Dee Dee’s head with one hand and pointing to the screen with the other.

			Dee Dee mewed in acknowledgment before jumping down and prancing to the kitchen, her nails tick-tick-ticking against the linoleum floor.

			“Suit yourself!” Alison called after her.

			The sound too low to hear any narration and not bothered to turn on closed captions, Alison filled in the blanks of the nature program. David Attenborough’s informative voice filled her mind, describing in hyper detail the ferocity of the lions’ pursuit of the antelope: “Will the pride be victorious? Or will the prey overcome the insurmountable odds? More often than not, it is luck and chance that determines the outcome of these harrowing chases.”

			The sequence on the savannah ended with the wild cats pouncing on their prey, dragging it savagely to the ground, their heavy bodies stirring up a cloud of dusty earth. The screen faded into darkness as the feast began.

			The footage on the other side of the blackness revealed a beautiful monarch butterfly. Despite the graceful way it floated on the wind, the sight made Alison uneasy. It reminded her of the decorative etching on the pocket watch at the library. But it wasn’t the watch that unnerved her. Rather, it was the watch’s owner, that mysterious smiling woman. It was a little embarrassing that a long-gone smile could make her apprehensive, but she changed the channel all the same.
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			Alison’s dreams that night were a kaleidoscope of golden butterflies. A pack of broad-smiling cats pursued the delicate creatures, dust filling the air with every padded footfall. In time, the feline beasts caught up to the insects. They snatched them out of the air, one by one, crunching them to death in their muscular jaws.

			Alison jolted awake at her clock radio bursting to life, Leona Lewis’s “Bleeding Love” blaring over the airway.

			Sitting up, she startled Dee Dee who lay curled up by her side. Before Dee Dee could go back to sleep or leap from the bed, Alison pulled her into a tight embrace.

			“There’s got to be something wrong with me,” Alison said, stroking Dee Dee’s silky black fur. “Who dreams about smiling cats? And why would they hunt butterflies? There isn’t much meat on them, that’s for sure. Can’t be particularly nutritious.”

			If the dream had any meaning, it was deeply submerged, but this did little to lessen her discomfort.

			Dee Dee’s soft, nonjudgmental purring sent a wave of calm over Alison, giving her the confidence she needed to switch off her radio and get out of bed.

			“What do we think? Blue cardigan, or . . . white blouse?” Alison asked Dee Dee on her way to her closet to pick out the outfit she’d change into after school before heading into work. “I’m leaning toward the white, but I am willing to have my mind changed upon hearing a reasonable point to the contrary.”

			Retrieving both garments, Alison held them in front of her, one at a time, as Dee Dee stared up at her, unblinking.

			“That is a good point,” Alison said, looking down at each top in turn. After a few moments of deliberation, she returned the white cardigan to the rack. “You’ve got a fashionista’s eye, Dee Dee.”

			Her job done, Dee Dee let out a yawn before curling into a ball and falling straight to sleep, a small void in a mass of pillows and blankets.

			Alison had always been drawn to the color blue. The color of wide-open skies and endless seas, blue held the power of possibility. It was also the color of calm, the peace at the end of a long journey. For these reasons and more, the walls of Alison’s room were bird’s egg blue and had been since the Mayhew family moved in when she was a child.

			Practically every square inch of Alison’s room was occupied. Her desk and dresser were cluttered with various mementos and knickknacks while her walls were plastered with photos and posters. Though her sanctuary had morphed over the years—her decorations, trinkets, and tokens fluctuating with the ebb and flow of passions come and gone—a few staples remained, namely her print of Frog and Toad on a tandem bicycle and a palm-sized wooden griffin carved by her father. Her room was her personal slice of heaven, and she wouldn’t have it any other way.

			By the time Alison got ready and went downstairs, Rachel was deep in her textbooks at the kitchen table. She had a pencil in one hand, a cereal-laden spoon in the other, and her brown hair was piled in a neat bun on the top of her head.

			

			“Did you go to bed at all last night?” Alison asked, slotting half a bagel into the toaster.

			“Yes,” Rachel said after swallowing a mouthful of food, “but I’ve been up since half six. I really wanted to get this one section of research done before class today. I have an appointment with Professor Argren this afternoon, and I want to be absolutely sure that I know my stuff on the Norman Conquest. I don’t want him to have a single chance to derail me.

			“I didn’t keep you up, did I?”

			“No. Just some bad dreams,” Alison said, staring at the hot coils that bracketed her bagel.

			“I told you we shouldn’t have watched that movie last night,” Rachel continued. “Those robots were terrifying. Even the teddy bear one. Especially the teddy bear one.”

			“It wasn’t the movie, although I will admit the robots were creepy,” Alison said, popping and plating her bagel. “Not as creepy as how they made up Jude Law, though.”

			“How right you are. He’s beautiful, and they did viewers a great injustice by making him look like a life-sized Ken doll.”

			Rachel kept scribbling in her notebook as Alison ate her breakfast and took her morning medication. As the sun’s golden glow illuminated Alison’s little world, she contemplated her place in it. By all rights, she should have been content. She had a comfortable home, a loving family, and enough food in her belly. Therapy was going well, and her new meds were helping her focus better at school. Despite these positive realities, nothing mitigated her crippling decision paralysis, the daunting demon that gnawed at her day in and out. She found herself wishing for a magic spell—or at the very least, a decorative signpost—that would show her the way.
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			“I might be a little late tonight,” Rachel said, pulling up to the curb outside of Alison’s school. “I’m not planning on it, but I don’t know how this meeting is gonna go.”

			Sunlight streamed through the frosted front windshield, warming the sisters where they sat bundled in their jackets. Rachel’s fingers gripped the steering wheel while Alison sat on her hands, having forgotten her mittens at home.

			“I don’t mind,” Alison replied, reluctantly removing her hands from the warmth of her thighs as she unbuckled. “I’m just glad to have a personal chauffeur this week. It’s a nice break from the bus.”

			Alison moved to exit the vehicle, but then Rachel said, “Hey, Alison?”

			“Yes?” Alison said, turning back to look at her sister.

			“I just wanted to say that I’m sorry about last night. About the application thing. I didn’t mean to upset you or anything.”

			“It’s okay,” Alison said, reaching to close the door. “I’ll see you tonight.”

			As she walked away, the car window rolled down behind her.

			“Alison?”

			“Yes?” Alison turned around again, a sharp edge to her voice.

			“I just want to make sure that you don’t sleepwalk through life. These deadlines are important. I don’t want you to miss out. That’s all. I’m not trying to control you or anything, I promise.”

			Alison adjusted her rucksack. “I told you, Rachel. It’s fine. I just don’t want to talk about it.”

			

			Rachel continued talking, not noticing that Alison had stopped listening.

			“Did you hear what I said?” Rachel asked, her voice cutting through Alison’s wayward thoughts of savannah cats and butterflies.

			“I’m going to be late for class,” Alison said, dispassionately, turning away once more. “I’ll see you tonight.”

			The school bell rang, triggering a flurry of students to make a beeline for the front doors. Alison joined the throng, only turning back to glimpse the family car as it turned the corner and vanished from sight.

			While frustrated with her sister’s nagging, Alison was equally perturbed with herself. It was not in her nature to lash out at people, least of all those she held most dear. The stress of the applications was eating at her from the inside out, and now it had a hunger for her relationships.

			On any given day, Alison struggled to keep her mind on the rails, let alone on the right track. There were simply too many thoughts to think, too many avenues to explore. Ideas and queries sprang from the smallest of distractions, making it a small miracle that she managed to learn anything at all. Her struggles were only compacted on days like this, when emotions were high and added into the equation.

			Alison walked through her day like a living zombie, plodding through the motions as all her energy was spent running around her mind. She paid little notice to much of anything, even the giggles and snide remarks that surrounded her in the cafeteria while she consumed her lunch in her customary solitude.

			The raucous ring of the school day’s final bell brought welcome relief as it was soon after followed by the tinkling bell above the door of Louis’s Flower Emporium as Alison entered the shop to begin her shift.

			“Good afternoon,” Louis said, emerging from the back room, a shiny silver watering can in hand.

			“Hey,” Alison said listlessly, turning around to greet her employer as she walked to the staff toilet.

			“Is everything okay?” he asked, a look of concern crossing his mustached face.

			“Yeah, everything is fine. Sister stuff.”

			“Ah, right . . .” After a beat, Louis lifted his can and smiled. “Mind watering the rhododendrons?”

			Alison smiled in return, glad that Louis knew better
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