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            CHAPTER 1

          

          VIC

        

      

    

    
      Mornings where I got to walk dogs were my favorite. A combination of friendly effervescence and not having to make meaningful conversation before I was entirely suitable for human interaction. Jenny Smythe’s corgi, Bitty, was one of my favorites. All sass and tongue, Bitty never gave me trouble and loved to stop and sniff at every flower bed we passed, resulting in some adorable pictures to send her human at the end of our walks.

      Gaynor Beach mornings were far different than the ones in Colorado. Every day in Gaynor Beach was warm, few were cloudy, and the land was flat as far as I could see, spilling into the beach just past the edge of town instead of rising dramatically into the Never Summer range, part of the Rockies near where I’d grown up.

      As nice as Gaynor Beach was most of the time, I did miss the mountains. I just didn’t miss what drove me away. It wasn’t so much I was afraid to talk to my brother, but I was afraid of what I’d feel. Of how he could just rip me apart with a sneered word, with a reminder that I was the one who left, that it was my fault my life had gone to shit for a while.

      And part of me knew that wasn’t the case, but a larger part was afraid that maybe… just maybe… it might be.

      It was easier to ignore Clary’s calls and just listen later. He tended to try to reach out every few months, spend a day calling me every hour or so, then there’d be nothing for months. This week, though, was different. The calls had come every day, six or seven (or more) times per day. With rambling messages attached. I wondered if maybe Clary had finally lost it. Which was probably why I caved and checked voicemail as Bitty examined a particularly interesting pot of moss roses in front of the sewing machine repair shop.

      “Vic. Vic. Answer the phone, huh? This isn’t cute, man. It’s not funny or… or… or whatever!” Clary sighed, then, in a lower tone, said, “Look, Mom’s on my ass again to make sure you come to Thanksgiving, okay? And Didi wants you to be there when she proposes to Max, said it wouldn’t be the same without the whole family there. And Devon… Well. Devon thinks maybe we should apologize, but I told him you get it, you know? You’re just being a drama queen about the whole thing. Noble or some shit.”

      There was a long pause before my brother spoke again. “Vic. Come on, man,” he wheedled, quiet like he was afraid someone might hear other than me. “This has gone on long enough, okay? We’re all tired of your bullshit. The entire family is sick of it, okay? Just… fuck. Just get over it.”

      I don’t know if he hung up then or if my voicemail cut him off, but the automated voice telling me end of message, three new messages piped down the line and it was my turn to sigh. I knew the next three were more of the same. Clary had always been consistent. Even when not getting the freaking hint. And Devon… Well. Devon would never call me, even if it was the one thing that could stop the absolute end of the world. Not because he was ashamed, but because he wasn’t. I’d bet my left eyeball that the only reason Devon thought he and Clary should apologize for anything was because it was a non-apology. We’re sorry you feel bad.

      Fuck that.

      As much as I missed the Never Summers, I didn’t miss them enough to fold myself back into that cluster fuck.

      My first stop was Nice Buns to pick up Nelda Snoe’s order of cupcakes and drop them by the firehouse on my way to the Gibson’s for my day job nannying for Sarah and Adam with their packed schedule of summer classes, play dates, and enrichment activities.

      The Gibsons were big believers in structure.

      Still, it kept me busy and paid my bills, and the kids were pretty awesome. Usually. I mean, they’re kids so there were definitely days when I was ready to just hand them back to their mom and dad and say that’s it, I’m done, I’m going to go live in a van down by the river rather than have another day like that.

      Thankfully, those days were few and far between. Especially with Adam, who was five going on thirty most days and had finally realized that, once he started kindergarten at the end of summer, our days were going to be very different.

      Bitty gave a hard tug on the leash, dragging me both down the sidewalk and out of my introspective funk.

      It was still early enough that the traffic was light, but not so early the streets were empty. I maneuvered my long board around the huge potted plants at the foot of the apartment complex’s steps and popped out onto the road, keeping to one side as I headed into town.

      The bakery was quirky with a sort of grandma’s kitchen but make it Atomic Age vibe. Ambrose, the owner, had been working on a cookbook for a year or so and had started a social media channel featuring the recipes he’d been using but modified for contemporary kitchens and bakers. Every once in a while, the shop got a cluster of tourists showing up wearing Nice Buns merch, looking to meet Ambrose while they bought red velvet cupcakes and chocolate potato muffins (trust me—they’re way better than they sound). This morning, though, I was lucky because there were only three people in line when I got there, leaving my board propped against the wall just inside the door before joining the line up with Bitty held up in my arms and out of the way of feet.

      Bethany, Ambrose’s younger sister and one of my most avid skateboarding students, was running the register with a sour expression, but she shot me a small smile when she noticed me. “Hey, Vic. I get my cast off in a week!” She waved the black and green wrapping at me hopefully. “Think we can go back to working on those rail slides, then?”

      I loved teaching people to skateboard—it had been one of my favorite things growing up and being able to help others learn how to do it, even the bare bones basics, was a highlight of my week. “Sure! I’m still meeting up with learners at the park on Wednesday nights, but if that doesn’t work, we can⁠—”

      “No!” Ambrose shouted, startling Mandy Marks into nearly dropping her donut holes. “Sorry. Here, have two extra. And no, you are not rail sliding or ollie’ing or… or… kickflipping or⁠—”

      “Oh my god,” Bethany muttered, stabbing at the till’s touch screen kind of viciously.

      I offered a small smile. “Maybe we’ll try something less risky until you’re back on your feet.”

      Ambrose looked like he wanted to argue but bit his lower lip instead, fussing over the tray of bright green donuts he’d just brought out. The next person in line paid, and then it was my turn. “I’m here to get Nelda’s order. She went into labor last night,” I added.

      “Oh my god, seriously?” Ambrose motioned for Bethany to go grab the box in the large, refrigerated unit beside the counter. “I could’ve had someone drop them off for her—she didn’t need to send you. No offense.”

      “It’s fine.” I shrugged. And it was. I didn’t mind helping others. I loved it. It made me feel whole. Wanted. “It keeps me busy. Besides, gives me a chance to enjoy some fresh air with Bitty before I’m neck deep in kid stuff.”

      Ambrose grabbed one of the paper bags from under the counter and started adding in some doughnut holes and one large pastry shaped kind of like a heart, kind of like… Well, a liver, I think. It’d been a while since I’d had any anatomy classes. “Here. The holes are for the kids—the green ones are sour apple, the rainbow ones are unicorn poop.” At my horrified expression, he laughed. “It’s more of a bubble gum and fruit punch kind of flavor. Eddie loves ‘em, so I have high hopes.”

      I laughed. “I’ll take your—and his—word for it.”

      “The fritter is something new I’m trying. Orange blossom and elder flower. That’s from the test batch,” he added with a wince. “Sorry. The shape kind of didn’t gel for me there. But it tastes great!”

      He refused to let me pay for the extras, and Nelda had already paid for her order for the firehouse, so I shoved my wallet back in my pocket, promised Bethany we’d talk later, and headed for the door, Ambrose following. “Hey,” he said quietly, stepping onto the sidewalk with me. “Seriously, I can get Beth to run ‘em over. Or Wally’s going to be here soon. He’s the new guy and frankly, I think sending him on delivery runs is safer for my kitchen than letting him mix anything. I’m still cleaning flour out of the acoustic tiles.”

      “Wha… How…” I held up a hand, stopping Ambrose’s explanation. “I don’t think I have time for this.”

      He laughed with me and shook his head. “Probably not. But listen, I’m serious. I can just⁠—”

      “It’s fine. I don’t mind at all.” I set Bitty down, letting her sniff around our feet as I slung my board onto my back, through the loops of my backpack, before scooping the dog up again, much to her dismay. Over her whines, I gave Ambrose my practiced it’s all good smile. “Seriously, not a big deal. I’m happy to be of use,” I added with a chuckle that made him frown. “I should get going, though. The Gibson kids have library day today, so…”

      “Oh! Before I forget,” he called before I made it to the sidewalk, “Leo and I would love to have you over for dinner some night. Sort of as a thank you for minding Eddie last month when work got crazy for the both of us.”

      “It was no trouble! Seriously! Eddie’s awesome, and I learned more about beetles in three days than in my entire life before.” Ambrose laughed, making me smile all over again. “Call me. We’ll get something figured out. And thanks for looking out for me,” I added a bit hesitantly. “I appreciate it.” And I really did. It felt strange to have someone sincerely express concern, not just politely ask how I was doing, moving on before I could answer. “I need to get Bitty back to Jenny Smythe before I head to work, so…”

      Ambrose gave me another smile, glancing past me as someone called his name. “Be careful, man,” he muttered, waving back to the incoming customer.

      I kicked off, pretty sure he didn’t just mean about boarding through town.
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        * * *

      

      I made it to the Gibson’s with a few minutes to spare before Mrs. Gibson headed out for her client meetings, letting myself into the kitchen through the side door off the garage as Sarah and Adam came tearing through, Sarah screaming her toddler lungs out and brandishing a soft dart gun while Adam cackled and waved a foam-tipped bow and arrow set after her. Mrs. Gibson stood at the counter, eyes closed as she gripped the marble surface. “Kids, Vic’s here! What did we talk about earlier?”

      Adam circled through again, eyes aglow and teeth bared in a feral grin. “No shooting people we love! But I don’t love Sarah! She said cats are gross, so I hate her!”

      “Hey now.” I crouched down, intercepting him before he could tear off after his sister again. “Hate’s a really big word.” Sometimes accurate, I thought, but still a really big word. Especially when you were five. At almost thirty, though, sometimes it was the best word.

      Adam wrinkled his nose, giving me an incredulous stare that only a five-year-old could master. “Is not. It’s only got four letters.”

      Huffing a small laugh, I nodded. “Fair. What I mean is, it’s a very strong word. It’s not something you throw around lightly. Hate’s a very hurtful word. Especially when what you mean is you’re upset with Sarah, or you don’t agree with her. Or maybe you feel frustrated that Sarah doesn’t like cats when you do.”

      “So much,” he agreed softly. “But she said cats are gross and poop in boxes!”

      “Well, they do poop in boxes if you’re lucky,” I pointed out, “and Sarah might find that icky. Which is okay. But hating her because of that is a really huge thing. Do you really hate her?”

      He hesitated, glancing at his mom, who was watching us quietly out of the corner of her eye as she packed her lunch for the day. “Hate means I’m mad at her.”

      “Hate means…” I hesitated. How to spin this for a kid? How to explain all the huge, heavy things that came with hating someone? “Hate is the opposite of love,” I settled. “And love is a big word, too.”

      “I’m mad at Sarah,” he muttered. “Because kitties are awesome, and I really want a kitty, and Dad said we could get one if everyone was on board, but Sarah’s being stupid and⁠—”

      Mrs. Gibson clicked her tongue and Adam sighed. “Sarah’s being disagreeable and we can’t get one until everyone agrees.”

      “That’s gotta be really frustrating,” I commiserated. “Maybe we can check out some books about cats today when we go to the library, and you can talk with Sarah about all the reasons you like cats. But you have to be ready to listen to all her reasons why she might not, even if you don’t agree.”

      His chin wobbled mutinously, but after a moment he nodded. “Fine.”

      “Now,” Mrs. Gibson cut in, crouching next to us, smiling tiredly at her eldest. “I need to go in just a minute, so why don’t you go put that back in the toy box and get Sarah so we can all have a hug party?”

      Adam hared off after his sister and, when no screams came a moment later, Mrs. Gibson and I both visibly relaxed. “Sorry about that,” she muttered, standing with me. “I think the cat thing was kind of on the back burner, but he heard me mentioning this morning that I needed to get that bag of old towels and blankets over to the new animal shelter today, and that ripped the scab off.”

      I winced. “So maybe I shouldn’t offer to take them by during the day with the kids?”

      She hesitated. “I could probably do it on my lunch break. I just need to move some things around—I promised some clients I’d meet them at Firey’s to go over some changes to their contract but⁠—”

      A sharp little pang of guilt and worry stabbed right at the base of my throat. I pushed a smile and shook my head. “It’s no problem. If you’re cool with it, I’ll take the kids with me and we’ll drop them off. Maybe it’ll take the edge off some of Adam’s kitty fever if he gets to see a few while we’re there.”

      Mrs. Gibson narrowed her gaze at me, and I could practically feel the Mom Mode engaging. “Maybe,” she allowed, though we both knew it wouldn’t. “Maybe Sarah will warm up to them a little. If not, we’re going to have to have a talk with Adam this weekend when his dad’s home about not always being able to get what we want.” Her phone trilled a pop tune from ten years ago and she sighed. expression melting into one of tired annoyance. “Kids,” she called. “I have to get going! Hug party!”
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        * * *

      

      One good thing about the jam-packed schedule the Gibsons had for the kids was that, by the time we got to the shelter around two, they’d taken the edge of their morning zoomies.

      “Do you think I can pet a kitty?” Adam asked, clinging to my wrist as we stepped into the lobby of the shelter. Sarah, up in my arms, leaned her head against my shoulder and made a disgruntled sound.

      “It’s not a petting zoo,” I reminded Adam gently. “We’re here to drop these towels off, but there might be a kitty up front you can look at.”

      It was his turn for a little disgruntled sound.

      The lobby was empty, thankfully—I’d had visions of it being busy and loud, the perfect storm of stimulation for two ADHD kids to send them off the rails. Sarah broke away from my grasp, transfixed by a wall of pictures by local artists depicting pets in various stages of play. Adam shook me off, making a beeline for a box of toys that I hoped weren’t pre-chewed by the resident puppies, so I took the chance to carry the donations over to the counter. A small silver push bell sat to one side with a sign instructing me to Ring for Assistance.

      Three rings in, and no dice.

      Glancing to make sure the kids were still distracted, I stepped towards the corridor leading into the back of the shelter. “Hello? Anyone here? Is this a bad time?”

      Those were the magic words. From down the hall, a flurry of noise erupted—slammed door, a squeak of surprise, a scratching and skittering sound, then the patter of running steps. “Stop him!” someone shouted. “Shit!”

      Sarah giggled. “Shit, shit, shit!”

      “Dad says that a lot,” Adam informed me from where he was still perusing the suspect toys.

      The sounds grew louder—something was definitely on the move, followed by running people (or maybe it was following them, and this was about to turn into an evening news story). A dark blur at foot-level shot around the corner, moving oddly, and on instinct I dropped to intercept it before it could reach the kids.

      Skittering to a halt, a very unamused, three-legged green iguana stared up at me. It hacked once and flicked its tail as it considered me, ignoring the woman and man who skidded to a halt behind it. After another hack, it crept forward and climbed up my thigh where I knelt on the floor, curled around my arm and rested its head on my shoulder. With wide eyes, I looked up at the panting pair before me. “Er, I brought towels?”
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        * * *

      

      “Gojira’s been a hard case,” Arthur, the shelter director sighed. Gojira, the three-legged wonder, refused to let go of me even after I stood. The kids abandoned their posts and came over to clamor beside me, both keeping their hands to themselves but obviously very excited about this new addition to their day. “He came to us from a frat in San Diego—one of the guys there had a girlfriend who is hardcore into herps and called a local reptile rescue when she saw how they were keeping this guy. The recuse was overfull and, anyway, we ended up being the ones who could take him.” Arthur, as big and intimidating as he looked, was apparently a marshmallow when it came to animals. He gave Gojira a fond, sad look, reaching out to gently pet his head with one finger. “We’re trying to find him an experienced home now, but it’s been a bit of an uphill climb.”

      I smiled at Gojira fondly, giving him a little rub between the eyes. “Iguanas are awesome. My dad had two when I was a kid, and my brother and I raised chuckwallas. I don’t know why people think they’re scary—they’re really sweet so long as you don’t expect them to act like a dog or cat.”

      Arthur and Valeria, the volunteer who’d been helping chase Gojira on his mad dash, exchanged a look. “This is really unusual because we don’t reach out like this usually but… have you ever considered adopting an iguana?” Valeria asked in a rush.

      “I… don’t know,” I admitted. “He’s cute as anything, though.”

      She smiled down at him fondly. “The reptile rescue couldn’t take him after accepting the seven pythons from the frat house, so Arthur volunteered. He’s our only lizard. Er. Gojira. Arthur’s not a lizard.”

      “Arthur is a tired koala.” He sighed with a faint smile. “We’ve been trying to support our hard-to-place, high needs pets, but it’s been kind of an uphill climb. The ones with medical requirements, the older pets,” he ticked off on his fingers. “We don’t have a huge number of them, but the fact is, we will only be getting more. Not everyone wants to or is able to care for a sick or elder pet, or a pet like Gojira that requires specialized care.”

      Valeria chimed in, “We applied for this grant that would’ve been amazing, but it fell through earlier this week.”

      Arthur made a frustrated noise in the back of his throat. “So now we’re planning a fundraiser. Much to the displeasure of the fu—” he glanced at the kids. “The funny people in the neighborhood on the other side of Marina Park. Ever since we started the shelter, they’ve been up our… er… noses about how we’re devaluing property and it’s a dangerous place.”

      Valeria rolled her eyes. “They preferred it when it was a winery.”

      “But if you can’t take care of the sick animals,” Adam piped up, “what’s gonna happen to them? What if they die?”

      Sarah made a distressed sound and Adam clung tighter to my leg. “It’s okay,” I soothed. “No one wants any animals to be sick. And they’re doing the best they can to make sure all the animals here get the homes that fit them best.”

      Arthur and Valeria exchanged very speaking glances. And in that moment, I knew what was about to happen. Even though part of me knew it would be adding a huge load to my back, I couldn’t stop myself. “I’d like to find out more about adopting Gojira,” I blurted. “I’d need a few days to set up an enclosure for him and everything, but I do have experience with lizards as pets. And,” I said before I could think twice, or even once really, “I can help with a fundraiser for the high needs animals.”

      Arthur blinked, rocking back on his heels. “That’s a huge thing to ask of you. And no offense, you don’t even work here. Though we do have a part-time opening coming up soon,” he added temptingly.

      “I’ve got experience in project management,” I admitted, ignoring the hot acid twist in my gut that always came with remembering my old life. “I can send you my CV if you’d like. But I definitely can organize a fundraiser to help the hard-to-place babies.”

      Arthur narrowed his gaze at me, the weight of his consideration almost as heavy as Sarah and the huge bag of towels in my arms. “Tell you what. Come by my office tomorrow and we’ll talk about it. Bring some ideas and that CV. And if you’re serious about Gojira…”

      I glanced at the curled-up iguana, his dark eyes meeting mine. People say lizards aren’t expressive, but I swear he smirked at me. “Yeah,” I said softly. “Totally serious.”

      “Valeria, get him the exotics paperwork.” Arthur sighed. “We’ll get that started today.”

      Amidst the kids’ cheering, Gojira gave another hacking sound and flicked his tail at me. I decided to take that for a thank you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          PERCY

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe you’re leaving me!”

      Claudia huffed, taking the much-loved copy of a children’s book from my hands and slotting it onto the cart between us. “I’m not leaving you! It’s a trip to Dollywood.”

      I glared, grabbing the next book from the stack and flipping it open to the scan code in the back. “For a week! Who needs to go to Tennessee for a week?”

      Claudia’s reply was tart. “I’m visiting the shrine of Our Lady Dolly.”

      I rolled my eyes, managing to hide a smile. Dolly Parton was not a topic to fuck around about when it came to Claudia’s adoration of the woman.

      And, not gonna lie, I was kind of on board with it. I might have several Dolly candles on a bookshelf in my living room. Just, you know, for fun.

      And when times got rough, it was never a bad idea to say a little prayer to the lady who smote Jolene.

      Still, though, Claudia was going away, and I had to deal with it. Which meant giving her shit. “It’s bad enough you’re getting married⁠—”

      “Hey!”

      “Ugh. You know what I mean. You’re going on a trip to listen to country music and be all romantic with Brendon in a country-themed hotel room. I bet there’s, I don’t know… butter churns or something. Saddles. Ew, wait, shut up. I don’t want to picture saddles in a bedroom with  Brendon.”

      “One, we’re going to Dollywood. Two, I hate country music, but Dolly Parton doesn’t count because Dolly is a goddess.”

      “Amen,” I agreed with a solemn nod. “But you don’t deny the hotel rooms!”

      “I don’t think they’re especially themed,” she said gently. “And three, Brendon and I are engaged, dork face. When are you going to stop being so rude about him? He’s a wonderful man.”

      “To you!”

      “And he would be to you, too, if you’d just get off your high horse.”

      “See?” I jabbed one finger at her. “Horses! You’re already falling victim to the themed hotel room and you’re not even there!”

      Claudia sighed, leaning on the counter beside me so I couldn’t help but look at her, holding my gaze with her own sad and worried one. “Are you really that mad about Brendon?”

      It wasn’t Brendon I was mad about. Not really. It was change. Huge, life-plan upheaving, forcing me to self-reflect change. But as much as it had thrown me off my center, I couldn’t be truly mad. Claudia was happy. Ridiculously, finally, happy. Even though Brendon watched golf unironically and liked American cheese on everything and thought Dan Brown was the height of literature. “Of course not.” I sighed. “I’m happy for you. Brendon… Well. You like him, apparently.” She snorted. “And I’ve never seen you happier.” It was also true. Claudia and I had both had stressful, unpleasant childhoods, part of what drew us together as friends in third grade. She’d come out of her shell in middle school, really blossomed in high school, but I hadn’t seen her so damned happy before Brendon.

      “I know you two are like vinegar and salt or whatever⁠—”

      “Oil and water. Nitro and glycerin. Take your pick.”

      She poked my ribs with one bright pink, coffin-shaped nail. “I’m trying to make you smile, dork.”

      “Well, I know a way⁠—”

      “I’m not breaking off my engagement.”

      “Alas.”

      “Damn it, Percy,” she groaned, resting her head on her arms. “I know Brendon is sorry you heard him⁠—”

      “Not sorry he said it, though.” I grabbed the stack of books and started adding them to the cart. “That’s the problem.” Mostly. “The fact he keeps trying to get me to sign up for that disc golf crap isn’t helping,” I added, amping up my grumble a bit in the hopes it’d make her laugh a little.

      She only smiled, reaching out to loop her arm over my shoulder. “He’s trying, okay? You’re not like the guys he knows. It’s a growth experience for the both of you,” she added, giving me another squeeze. “And there’s nothing wrong with disc golf. Brendon plays every Sunday and has a blast. Maybe it could be like a bonding thing?”

      I made a face. “Disc golf sounds as appealing as having my eyebrows waxed off with contact paper.”

      “Well,” she drew out, warming up to the theme, “what about that singles mixer I sent you the link for? The one that meets at the bookstore down the way? They do murder mystery themed meet ups!”

      “I thought you hated murder mystery parties. You said they’re for people who want to feel clever but can’t manage decent conversation.”

      “No,” she huffed. “What I said was that I never knew how to act at those things and always felt silly because I panic-default to my Poirot impression.”

      “Same thing.”

      “Bitch,” she sniped, though she winked and gave me a little air-kiss. “So is that a no?”

      “Very much a no. The idea of hanging out and drinking warm red wine while people pretend to be Sherlock Holmes is on par with getting a root canal. But don’t let that stop you from going. Maybe Brendon wants to check it out.” He’d deserve it.

      “He and I are seeing his folks in Encinitas that weekend,” she dismissed. “And you never did answer me about the Friday night skate-and-sip tea party at the roller rink. That sounded so fun!”

      Something about the way she injected cheer into her voice, the way she widened her eyes, made my senses kick into high alert. “What’s going on, Claudes? Why are you so obsessed with these things?” I asked, scooping up a stack of fliers to leave on the tables in the kids’ section for an upcoming arts and crafts afternoon to celebrate the release of Tiny Mighty Super Frogs: The Froggening. “I told you I’d go with you for moral support, but I’m not going on my own. Besides, Friday night is our reality TV and take out night. Except for the Fridays you and Brendon go to his place. Or blast music on your side of the duplex like I can’t figure out what awful crimes against nature you’re committing over there.”

      Claudia huffed, the fight going out of her for the moment. “Look, I’m just trying to, you know, expand your horizons a bit. We’re gonna run out of episodes of Secrets of the Coroner’s Office, eventually. And there’s only so many times we can order the same things from Happy Kitchen before we get sick of scallion pancakes.”

      “Shut your lying mouth,” I gasped, feigning scandal.

      She smirked. “Just think about it. And I stuck one of the fliers for the fire house’s car wash in your bag. If nothing else, you can ogle hot men in suspenders while you help wash cars.”

      I shook my head, smiling as she pushed the cart off to start reshelving before realizing belatedly that she’d managed to change the subject so deftly that I hadn’t noticed until it was too late.

      My impulse to follow after her and reiterate why I was not Brendon’s biggest fan and she could definitely do better fell by the wayside as a cluster of sweaty, loud teenagers came up to the circulation desk, all wearing grubby, grass-stained uniforms for some summer sports practice (rugby? Did kids play rugby in Gaynor Beach? Maybe… soccer? Oh, hell, for all I knew it was competitive lawn mowing. Which is real—there’re tournaments and everything). I helped them look up some manga series one was enthusiastically recommending, ducking around the desk to lead them to the correct shelf. By the time Claudia returned and helped check them out, I was done with the morning’s returns and had the cart ready for the volunteers to take. “Show off,” she murmured, winking when I stuck out my tongue.

      “Dollywood,” I muttered, pulling out the next item on my to-do list for the day. A stack of old newspapers that needed scanning into the system. That would mean I’d go to my favorite quiet corner of the library to use the Employees Only scanner and, oooooh, maybe the microfiche machine.

      I loved me a good microfiche.

      Claudia elbowed me before I could gather my supplies and head over to the office. “So, you don’t like the things I suggested,” she began. “What will you do rather than work, home, work, home?”

      “I do plenty of things,” I protested. “Claudia, what’s gotten into you? You’re only going for a week and I’m feeling kind of attacked here.”

      She sighed, both of us going quiet for a moment as Scott, our boss and the head librarian, passed the desk, talking to a patron about using one of the rooms for some community meeting. “I go to concerts,” I said suddenly. “At the park! The community orchestra’s summer series!”

      Claudia made a face. “Okay, I’ll give you that one. You like to go hear cat-like screeching in public places.”

      “They’re doing their best!” Honestly, I envied them—I’d always wanted to play my violin in public. Or at least for someone other than my teacher and my dad. Intense shyness and what I know now was some sort of anxiety disorder and what Claudia lovingly calls my neurospiciness meant that I never followed that dream at all. It was too much, too intense to even consider that many uncontrollable variables. That many chances for something to not go to plan.

      “Oh! Cats!” Claudia whisper-shouted. “You should get a pet!”

      “I should shove matchsticks under my nails and set them on fire,” I muttered. “I don’t want to be responsible for another life.”

      “You kept me alive for the past twenty-two years,” she pointed out. “And you had that ant farm for like, what, six years?”

      “I had a box of sand. The ants all escaped after a week.” I sniffed. “I kept the farm intact so Dad wouldn’t catch on. It almost worked until he found the mound in the monstera’s pot.”

      Claudia’s eyes were wide, and she had the distinct look
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