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LIBBY MORRIS PUMPED the brakes as she pulled into the parking lot of her townhouse complex. The car barely slowed. She shut it off as it slammed into the curb at her designated parking spot. 

Something was banging around under the hood. It had started the second she turned into the parking lot and had grown louder when she turned it off. The engine sounded like it was about to combust. She yanked the key out of the ignition and jumped out of the car. 

Libby stepped a few feet back, waiting for the car to burst into flames.

It didn't.

She patted the roof of the car, wondering if it was trying to quit on her for good. Sure, she hadn't changed the oil in a year. She didn't believe in making an unnecessary fuss over a car. What she needed was a dependable car, not one that was starting to thump loud enough to shake the neighborhood even though the engine was turned off.

Except, now that she was outside, she didn't think it was her car making those sounds. A rhythmic beat filled the air, and it was louder now that she was standing on the sidewalk.

She glanced at the row of townhouses and wondered if one of the tenants was trying to move at this time of night. Not that it was late; it was only nine in the evening, and most of the residents were college students. Students who should be out celebrating the end of the school year, not moving furniture. At least she knew her roommate, Vivian, wouldn't start moving without her. Vivian didn't like to do anything alone.

The thumping grew louder as Libby drew closer to her house.

Libby groaned. She had planned on going to bed early tonight since she had to begin packing in the morning. Instead, Vivian was blaring her music as loud as possible. Libby wasn't surprised. Annoyed, but not surprised.

Sleeping would be out of the question unless she convinced Vivian to turn it off. Her backup plan would be to shut off the breaker. Libby didn't mind sleeping in the dark. But one thing was for sure: she would sleep.

She marched halfway up the sidewalk before she remembered she still had her car keys with her. She jogged back to her car and threw them on the front seat.

Sure, San Francisco had a fair amount of auto theft. That's why she hoped that someone would be decent enough to steal her car one of these days. In high school, she'd made a rash promise to drive her car until it fell apart. It wouldn't be long now.

Libby glanced over by the dumpsters and spotted Jax tossing some garbage bags in. 

"Jax!"

He turned to look at her, his lean face with dark eyes focused in on her. He raised his hand in a tentative wave. Libby grabbed the bag of groceries out of her car and headed over to him.

He nodded his head when he saw the bag she had. 

"How'd the interview go?" Libby asked him as he slowly closed the dumpster lid.

"Start on Monday."

"Good."

"He's paying cash."

"House?"

"Moving to a group home. It'll probably be terrible."

"Probably."

Jax had shown up around the townhouse complex about a month ago. Libby had found him rummaging around in the garbage bin outside the community room. They began their tentative friendship when she brought out salad wraps and they sat at the picnic table together eating and talking about nothing in particular.

Turns out, Jax was too proud to ask for help. So, she would pretend like he was doing her a favor by taking things off her hands. They both knew what was really happening, but it saved his pride and helped Libby sleep better at night.

Growing up, there had been a month of homelessness and it gave her a new perspective. It had opened up her eyes to a lot of things. Just because you’re homeless doesn't mean you want to be a charity case. Sometimes you only need to get your feet back under you. Not everyone chooses to be homeless.

Jax had interviewed for a position on a yard maintenance crew and gotten the job. She was going to miss him. In the last month that he'd been around, he and Libby had talked every day. He'd even helped her carry groceries home and start her pesky car several times. 

He never told her where he slept at night, and she never asked. She didn't want to embarrass him. 

She told him, "I'll be moving out soon."

"Figured."

"It's okay to cry if you're going to miss me," Libby told him.

That earned a smirk behind the beard. "Didn't say anything about missing you."

"Good point. Hey, do I even want to know why the music is so loud coming from my house?" Libby asked.

Jax shook his head and reached into his pocket. He pulled out a scrap of paper and handed it to her. It had a phone number written on it.

"For if you ever need a reference for a job. Got a TracFone today. My new boss said it was part of the job and gave it to me."

Libby bit her tongue and swallowed the lump in her throat. "Thanks for this."

Jax nodded, scooped up the bag of groceries from Libby, and tied it onto the back of his baby blue bike. Libby waved as he headed toward the street.

She was going to miss him, oddly enough. His dry sense of humor made her smile. The fact that he fell on hard times hurt to see, but he was the kind of guy that would pull out of it. He was fairly handy and a hard worker. He'd helped Libby fix a leaky sink, and the townhouse complex manager hired him to do some handy work around the place.

Libby stopped and entered his number into her phone under the name "Jax who doesn't miss me."

She walked up the sidewalk to her townhouse. She stopped on the front porch and stared. She could see the windows shaking from the loud music. She didn't want to go in there, but she wanted her deposit back, and she didn't want to pay for shattered windows.

Libby opened her front door. The music blasted her eardrums, and her heart skipped a beat as she looked at what used to be her house. The small townhouse had an open-floor concept downstairs, allowing her to see everything. The couch was shoved against the wall. The distressed, pallet coffee table was lying on its side, broken. The macrame that had hung on the wall was nowhere to be seen.

The smell of alcohol permeated the air. Beer pong was set up halfway out on the back porch and halfway through the sliding door. The fridge door hung open, along with half of the kitchen cabinets. Every last piece of furniture was shoved to the edge of the room. Confetti covered the floor.

Vivian's friends were animals.

A broken chair, shattered glass, some man's pants were in the kitchen sink, a shirt was hanging from the ceiling fan — and that was only on one half of the room.  

With sagging shoulders, she trudged into the kitchen, found the Bose speakers, and turned down the music. She rubbed a hand against her forehead.

Libby yelped when an arm slung around her shoulders.

"What did you do?" Evan Garber, her next-door neighbor, leaned against her.

"Come in, make yourself at home," Libby teased as she looked pointedly at the open door Evan had just walked through.

He smiled, sending warmth all the way to Libby's toes.

"Evan, my best friend in the whole world."

He pulled back and looked at her with suspicion. "How did I earn best friend status?"

"I happen to know you're a whiz with a vacuum cleaner."

Evan had been Libby's neighbor for almost three years, since the beginning of her sophomore year when Vivian and Libby had first moved out of the freshman dorms and into a townhouse. He and his roommate, Max, had quickly become great friends with the girls.

"Come on, I've done you a lot of favors."

"Like what?" he asked as he began twirling a piece of her stray hair around his finger. It almost distracted her enough that she forgot she was trying to enlist his help.

"Like the time you backed into my car, and I didn't report it. Or the time I helped clean your disgusting fridge. Then there was the time you threw a red shirt in with my whites at the laundromat and ruined all my clothes."

He grimaced and stepped back as though he needed the distance to keep his hands to himself. "You look good in pink." 

Evan's tousled brown hair was wet, as if he had just jumped out of the shower, and he looked relaxed from where he stood with a hand resting on the kitchen island. His eyes widened as he looked at the living room. 

He had olive skin, dark brown hair, green eyes, and a smile anyone would love. A couple inches short of six feet, he had an athletic build and had probably never experienced the “freshman fifteen.” He was also perpetually single. 

Vivian and Libby had tried to solve the mystery of his singleness. Their personal favorite theory was that he was an international spy and didn't have time for a girlfriend. They liked that theory better than the he-might-be-a-serial-killer theory.

He'd make the best type of spy because he was that guy.  That guy that's friends with everyone. That guy that's nice to everyone. That guy that's good looking enough to warrant a second, third, and fourth look. That guy that could get anyone to do anything for him.

Everyone loved him. He could probably charm anyone out of their secrets, which was why Libby and Vivian thought they were onto something with their theory about him being a spy. Someday, Libby would ask him about his secret life. He'd probably have to kill her after he told her all about it.

"This is the biggest disaster I've ever seen."

A noncommittal sound came from Libby's mouth. "Let's not forget that ugly Christmas sweater party that Max threw this year."

Evan nodded. "Fair enough. That was pretty bad."

They both turned in a full circle, shoulder to shoulder, surveying the mess.

Libby looked at Evan and stated firmly, "I'm not going to miss this."

He shook his head. "Me either. I may even be able to sleep all night at my new place."

"One can hope. You were probably here when this was going down. I'm a little surprised they all left so early." She stepped through the doorway and looked around the apartment in dismay. Vivian was a fun roommate, but sometimes she went too far, and usually it was Libby who had to deal with the aftermath.

Libby pulled out her phone and sent a text to Vivian.

Libby: Why aren't you here? The house is a disaster.

It didn't take long for Vivian to text back.

Vivian: Sorry about that. I had to leave, so I kicked everyone out but didn't have time to clean. I'll take care of it when I get home.

Libby glanced around at the mess. Vivian might have offered to clean it up when she got home, but it was too much of a disaster for even Libby to ignore. She didn't mind a little clutter — she was no Suzy Homemaker herself — but she did have a problem with a giant, disgusting mess.

She grabbed garbage bags out from under the sink and began scooping up cups and bottles into the bag from the floor. She heard clanking behind her and turned to find Evan with a garbage bag in one hand, cleaning off the counters with the other.

She opened her mouth to protest that he didn't have to help, that she had been joking about him helping clean up, but he waved her off while he kept working.

Trash was everywhere. There was even a broken beer bottle in the upstairs bathroom that Libby swept up. The downstairs bathroom was disgusting with toilet paper dragged across the room. It looked as though someone had turned a cat loose in there. When the garbage was picked up, they began working on the furniture.

"I'll disinfect everything tomorrow. I’m just going to pick up most of the trash right now." She yawned as she set a barstool upright. 

"So, what are your plans now?" Evan asked as he dragged the couch back to where it belonged.

"After I get this mess cleaned up, I'm going to shower. And then I'm going to put on some ugly sweatpants, and then I'm going to bed," Libby said as she scooped up the red plastic cups that had been hiding behind the couch.

"No shirt?" 

She glanced at him and saw him grin as he added more cups to her trash bag.

"You know, you really should have looked into being a stand-up comedian." She pushed the fold-up table outside onto the porch then closed the sliding glass door. She would let Vivian deal with that one later.

He chuckled. "I meant, what are you going to do for life after college?"

"You mean you're wondering if I'll be asking if you want fries with that?"

"Oh, is that what you're doing this year?" he asked as he tried to reattach the coffee table leg.

"I got a job in Portland. I start in the fall. They emailed me with a job offer, which was weird because I didn't even send in my resume. But they offered me a really great salary, and I've heard good things about the firm. I think maybe my advisor at school sent in my resume for me. I don't know. I had another interview scheduled at a firm here in San Francisco, but I never heard back from them. It really seems like I'm meant to move to Portland right now. Come fall, you're looking at a transplanted Californian."

"You don't start until the fall. Perfect. You're free all summer." He had a distinctly scheming look in his eye.

"You're making me sound like a sad case. I have lots of plans. Tons of plans."

"No plans?"

"Oh please, of course I have plans. I'll be apartment hunting." 

"All summer long? It doesn't take that long."

"Fine, so maybe I didn't think this summer through," she admitted as she sat down on the couch. This was the part of her ten-year plan that she hadn't accounted for — the time between college and starting a job. She'd been so wrapped up in school and work that she hadn't bothered to look around for any temporary summer work. In two weeks, she would be temporarily homeless and jobless.

"Perfect." Evan flopped onto the couch next to her.

"I hadn't realized my homelessness would bring such joy to your life. And I don't know if I like where this conversation is going. I'm too tired to guess what you're getting at."

"It's a question of where you're going."

"What?" She opened one eye and made an effort to look at him.  

Despite his questionable status as a bad neighbor — thanks to the red shirt incident — she valued his opinion, and usually his suggestions were worth listening to.

"You could be my grandma's companion and live with her for the summer."

Except for that one.   

With that one sentence, all of Evan's credibility disappeared. It almost sounded like a toilet was flushing somewhere.

"You're insane. I'm a CPA, not a nurse." She had accepted a job as a junior accountant at a well-known brokerage firm. All her studying and struggling through classes had paid off. Now was not the time to veer off course.

Her Aunt Leanne had promised she would visit Libby as often as possible while she lived in Portland. Her life plan was finally coming together: good job, great retirement plan, extra time to hang out with Leanne. It didn't make sense to spend the summer taking care of Evan's grandma.

"You wouldn't have to be a nurse. Grandma's still capable — a tad eccentric, but capable. She needs someone to keep an eye on her, but my mom and I don't have enough time to spend with her. We would pay you to live with her. Besides, it would only be for a couple months until you start your job in Portland."

She closed her eyes again and leaned her head back on the couch. "And so begins my career as a hospice worker."

"What is your deal with old people? You act like they're a completely different species. Guess what? That's you in forty years."

She felt Evan tuck something soft and warm around her. His large hands wrapped the edge of his sweatshirt around her shoulders. She must have looked as tired as she felt. "I don't think old people are weird...maybe. I just haven't been around them."

"Look, I'm trying to help you out, keep you off the streets for the summer."

"Ha."

"She's the best grandma there is; I think you guys would have fun together. She needs someone to make sure she eats healthy and sees the doctor regularly. Someone to be there and make sure she doesn't have an accident — that sort of thing. She's been a little forgetful lately — locking her keys in the car, asking for directions to places she's been before, and stuff like that. We'd like to know that she's safe."

"Why doesn't she move to a senior care facility?"

Evan snorted. "You'll understand when you meet her." He leaned forward and pulled his phone out of his back pocket. He scrolled through his photos, found one of his grandmother and him, and showed it to her. "This is her."

Libby leaned over to look at the picture of an older woman wearing lipstick and makeup with a white, shoulder-length blowout that screamed excessive hair spray use. She didn't appear to be crazy, but looks could be deceiving. She was Evan's grandmother, after all. She probably mixed her colors in the washing machine, too.

"I'm sure she's sweet, but you know what they say about starting strong with your career."

"No, what do they say?"

"I'm not sure, but I'm assuming it has something to do with not gathering dust under the rug and all that, rather than be an elderly woman's nurse and wheelchair pusher."

"But you said yourself that you're jobless for the summer; this would be perfect. It's only temporary. You could get paid to be with my grandma. If you don't, then—" He abruptly cut himself off and nervously looked at his phone.

"Wait a minute. 'If I don't then' what? You're supposed to be staying with her this summer, aren't you? You are ridiculous. I can't believe you." This time she did summon up enough energy to smack him in the face with a throw pillow.

"I'm moving up to Portland tomorrow." He shrugged. "Work starts next week. I could check on my grandma on the weekends, but I'd feel better knowing someone was with her all the time. I'm glad I'll be in Oregon close to her, but it's not the same as seeing her every day. I told my mom I'd try to find someone to be there full-time. We'd like to have someone there we trust– and we trust you. You've met my mom."

"Yeah, I have, and she's scary." Libby had met Evan's mother, Charlene Garber, at Evan's twenty-second birthday dinner. It hadn't been a relaxing evening. Adding Evan's mother to the mix had nixed any fun. She spent most of the evening glaring at people and frowning at jokes she didn't think should be told. She'd even been upset that the restaurant they ate at didn't have tablecloths.

"Scary?" Evan laughed.

"Yup. No other word for it."

"I've thought of my mom as a lot of things, but never scary. What makes you say that?"

"I have a feeling that if I get on her bad side, she'll sue me for every penny I've got. Right now, she would only get two, but it's the principle of it."

"My mom's used to being driven. Ever since dad ... well, she's had to support us the best she can. Just because she's a lawyer doesn't mean she'll sue you. Besides, she likes you."

All Libby wanted to do was close her eyes. She didn't want to think about where she was going to live. She didn't want to think about why Evan's disapproving mother would like her. She especially didn't like to see the stark look of pain on Evan's face whenever he talked about his father. Libby wanted to make it all better for him, like a mother who kisses her toddler's scrape all better. But there was nothing Libby could do to solve the hurt of a parent passing away too soon.

Libby reached over and squeezed Evan's hand.

She'd had the opening shift at the coffee shop earlier that day. Getting up at four wasn't her favorite thing. Thinking about lost loved ones and accepting job offers when she was beyond tired probably wasn't the greatest idea. 

Besides, she didn't know anything about old people. She was raised by someone who was barely fourteen years older than her. Libby had spent her growing up years in school and sports with kids her own age. 

Overall, Libby's experience with older generations was extremely limited.

She needed something to do over the summer, but she was the least qualified person for the job. Evan's grandma was probably a nice lady. The way Evan worried about her was sweet, and Libby knew that he called her regularly. But Evan's grandma would be better off with someone qualified to care for her, and Libby could look around for a different summer job.

"What happens if I say yes? If she needs a caretaker, does that mean she's – you know — lost it?" Libby had to ask. She didn't have any leads for apartments in Portland yet. Staying with Evan's grandma would keep her from being homeless over the summer at the very least. It would be perfect for apartment shopping.

"Umm no, definitely not. Wait until you meet her. She's the best. So capable. She's just getting frail and forgetful."

"I've never thought that capable, frail, and forgetful went together very well."

"She's fantastic. Forget everything you think you know about old people. It's a lie. Trust me, that woman was and is capable. Growing up, I swear she knew what I was up to even before I did. I couldn't get into any trouble without her knowing about it."

"Sounds boring if you couldn't get away with anything."

Evan smiled at her. "You don't ever have to worry about being bored when my grandma is involved."

Libby looked at him with alarm. She wasn't sure she liked the sound of that.

"My mom would pay you eight hundred a week. Plus, you can stay at Grandma's rent-free. And really, all you'll be doing is checking in on her to see if she needs you for anything. It's not like you'll be working. We'll be paying you to give us peace of mind."

"When you put it that way, I can't say no."

"Giving us peace of mind?"

"No, paying me to do nothing." Libby grinned.

Evan smiled back as he reached over the couch cushion, grabbed Libby's limp hand, and shook it. "Perfect. It's a deal."
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LIBBY WOKE THE NEXT morning with drool running down her chin. She lay curled up on the center of the couch, and the floor still looked like it needed to be vacuumed. She glanced around and realized Evan must have left sometime in the night. She didn't remember much after promising to look after his grandma. They'd turned on the TV, and Libby had immediately fallen asleep. She was still snuggled up with Evan's sweatshirt. He was good at looking after her like that. 

Libby stood slowly as her bones popped and cracked. Sleeping on the world's most uncomfortable couch didn't do wonders for her spine.

Vivian must have come home sometime in the night, because she came barreling down the stairs wearing a romper with her hair and makeup already done. Libby stared at her. Vivian's blonde, curly hair was in contrast to Libby's own brown, straight hair. Vivian's curvy build also contrasted Libby's petite gymnast body. They were opposites in a lot of ways, which was probably what made their friendship work so well.

"Good morning!" Vivian sang.

"No. No, it's not a good morning. Why are you up so early?" Libby grumbled as she shuffled toward the kitchen. "Where were you? The house was disgusting when I got home."

"Oh yeah, sorry about that. Some friends decided to celebrate graduation, but I shut the party down early. Guess what happened last night?"

"I want coffee. I want my bed. I want a masseuse. I don't want to guess."

"Brice and I broke up." Vivian snagged a bagel out of the cupboard.

That explained why she was up so early. She'd probably been too upset to sleep. Meanwhile, Libby had probably sounded like a grizzly bear snoring on the couch.

"Really? You don't seem too troubled by that," Libby said as she ground the coffee beans. She glanced at the clock on the stove. It was seven o'clock, and she didn't have to go to work today. It felt delightful.

"Meh, it wasn't meant to be," Vivian said as she set her phone on the counter. 

"I never liked the guy, so good riddance." Libby didn't have a high tolerance for a guy that had trouble staying monogamous. He hit on Libby even though he was dating Vivian. Libby told her to lose the jerk and find someone better, but Vivian just laughed it off.

"Max is going to help me pack up some of this furniture and move it to my new apartment. Have you decided if you want to stay with me until you move up to Portland?"

Max was Vivian's go-to guy for any heavy lifting. He probably wished he'd never laid eyes on the Green Trees Townhouse complex. The amount of projects Vivian made him do could rival the most experienced honey-do list makers. 

"I appreciate the offer, but I think I have something lined up for the summer. You planning on walking at graduation?"

"Why bother? No one I know is going to be there." Vivian tried to keep her tone light, but Libby could see the sadness in her eyes.

"That's okay; you should come with Leanne and me on our post-college trip this year. It's going to be epic." Libby and her aunt had been planning on a post-college trip for four years now. They were tentatively planning on Belize. It would be the first legitimate vacation they had ever taken together.

Vivian smiled as she began opening and closing drawers in the kitchen. "It's a deal. We have so much stuff in these drawers. It's going to take us a couple days just to empty the kitchen. Evan won't even be around to help Max move furniture. He already grabbed his stuff and left."

Libby drank an entire water bottle. "Wait. Did you say Evan already took off? What do you mean?"

He hadn't even said goodbye.

"He loaded up his car and took off this morning. He was still asleep on the couch with you when I got back from getting coffee at five-thirty. We talked for a few minutes before he left. I think our theory that he's a spy is brilliant. He probably had some small country to save early this morning."

"First of all, why were you up at five-thirty? Did you stay up all night again? Never mind, I don't want to know. I should have known that guy would sneak off — most likely worried I'll change my mind."

"I thought he stayed and helped you last night? He said that's why you guys fell asleep on the couch."

"He did help me. I will never forgive him for it," Libby said as she slammed the lid down on the coffee pot and punched the start button.

"I will never understand your strange little mind. Evan helped clean our apartment, and you'll never forgive him for it?" Vivian shook her head. "Oh, I nearly forgot. Evan told me to tell you to check your texts. Something about job information." 

Libby grunted a response and added some creamer to her coffee mug.

Vivian began emptying the junk drawer. Scissors, papers, tape, and matches made a pile on the counter. "Do you want the rubber band ball or paper clips? And what did Evan mean about a job?"

"Well, our very own sweet, thoughtful Evan has lined me up with a summer job. Yes, I want the rubber bands."

"I told you he was the sweetest man alive. Where is Colter, Oregon? Evan told me that’s where you’re going."

Libby dashed into the living room and searched the couch cushions for her missing phone. She finally found it underneath the couch. 

She had three missed texts from Evan. One was thanking her for taking care of his grandma. One was telling her that he was sure she would love it. And one had the address of the home. 

Marcie Garber. 425 Maple St. Colter, Oregon.

"Colter, Oregon. That's not Portland. I wonder if it's a suburb of Portland."

Libby did a quick search on her phone of Colter, Oregon. She had assumed that Evan's grandma lived close to Charlene. The page loaded, and she began scrolling through the information.

Her heart stopped beating for a full minute.

Colter, Oregon was located on the outskirts of the Willamette Valley and held a total of 1,846 people. The internet search brought up a picture of a diner and a post office. At least if she lived there, she knew she would be fed and could use snail mail.

There was no other information about the town except a Facebook page that was called The Garden Show, Colter, Oregon. That was probably the only thing those people did all year.

She quickly looked up a map of the area.

Civilization was a good hour away. 

She couldn't do it. Libby was a city girl, and she wasn't afraid to admit it. She liked having a coffee shop around every corner and any store or restaurant she wanted. Being stranded in a small town in Oregon with granola munchers was not her idea of a good time.

It was bad enough that she was going to have to learn how to survive the dreary Oregon rain when she moved to Portland, but at least she looked forward to living in the quirky city. There had been a time when Vivian and Libby wasted hours of their life watching Portlandia. It was time that they would never recover, but they had decided it would be fun to visit Portland someday.

Unfortunately, Colter was not Portland. Not even close.

Vivian set the fondue maker on the counter. "Evan said his grandma is super excited to have you. I guess he called her this morning, and she's already making plans. I hadn't realized you knew Evan's family."

"I don't. That's the job he's talking about. I told him I'd live with his grandma for the summer and take care of her. Good grief, he must have called her really, really early this morning. She must be a morning person, too."

Vivian bumped the fondue pot, and it teetered on the edge of the counter before she caught it. "You're crazy, you know that, right? What do you know about taking care of old people?"

"Nothing. I told Evan that, but I guess she's really forgetful, so I'll be like a walking Alexa. I'll be there to remind her about doctor’s appointments and things like that. Keep the fondue pot, I don't want it." Libby waved at the monstrosity.

"You know, you can always call me if this doesn't work and come stay with me until you find an apartment in Portland."

"Thanks, Viv, but right now I need to call Evan and chew him out."

"Call him?" she asked with a skeptical look. Libby never called people. She didn't like talking on the phone.

"Yes. It's that serious."



~~~~~~~~~~
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THE SHRILL RING OF Evan's new phone startled him as he drove up the interstate. It was his third phone in two months. The other two had met watery graves. One went through the washer, and the second fell into a public toilet. No amount of rice could fix that. He was hoping his current phone would last long enough to save all his new contact information. Right now, he was stuck trying to recognize people’s numbers when they texted.

Looking at the still-ringing phone, he immediately recognized the number. He hit the speaker button.

"You all packed?" He coughed, trying to hide the laughter in his voice.

A long, exasperated, and furious stream of words flew into his ear. Evan was pretty sure they were insults at him, but he'd been expecting that from Libby.

Was it a bit mean and heartless to mislead Libby into agreeing to take care of his grandma?

Yes, yes it was.

But he wanted her to have a place to stay for the summer, and Colter wasn't too far from Portland. It would make Libby's apartment search easier, and she would have a safe place to stay for the summer.

"You know, I thought you didn't like to talk to people on the phone and that you preferred to text," he said.

"I do. But I couldn't find a way to text you in my angry voice, so I decided to break my own rule just for you," she ground out.

"I'm glad to know I'm the exception to the rule," he replied cheerily.

"I'm going to strangle you next time I see you."

"I know. Why do you think I left so early this morning? Now, did you get the directions I texted you?"

"Oh no, we're not just brushing past the part where you didn't tell me she lives in the wilderness!"

Evan shifted in his seat. "It's not that bad. You never asked where she lived. Besides, I told you she was in Oregon."

"The deal's off."

"The deal can't be off; I called my grandma this morning. You and I shook on it."

"Nope. Not happening. I was hired under false pretenses. I'm claiming negligence. Besides, we're not in some old western where shaking hands means it's law."

"You'll love the small town life. I promise. And I never knew you had a thing for old westerns."

"I don't have a thing for old westerns — that's all Vivian. Small town? Don't you mean nonexistent town? I looked up the population of Colter, Oregon. It has less than two thousand people. That's not a town; it's a small neighborhood. Maybe an apartment complex."

"It will be good for your soul. Besides, you'll be stuck in Portland for the next thirty years doing boring accounting stuff. You may as well do something completely out of the ordinary before you settle down to such a dreary life."

"My life will not be dreary, thank you very much."

"So dull you'll be the inspiration for a top hit country song."

"You know I hate country songs."

"It'll be about the woman who never had a dog or a boyfriend to lose."

"You're horrible. I hope you realize that."

"I'm sure if you keep reminding me, I'll believe it someday. Now, don't lose grandma's address, and call me when you get there so I know you found it okay."

"You're the worst friend," she said and then hung up on him.

Evan wasn't sure if that meant she was still going to stay with his grandma or not. It was hard to tell with Libby. He did think she would enjoy her time with his grandma. He knew she was a hard worker. He knew she was kind. He knew she had a sarcastic sense of humor. He also knew she and his grandma could easily cause all sorts of trouble together.

The problem was that Grandma was an independent woman and enjoyed working and entertaining people in her home. She was involved in her community and had no intention of moving away from Colter. She told Evan she would rather go skydiving without a parachute than move into a senior home in Portland.

In the past year, Grandma had called ten times, saying she locked her keys in the car. Then Evan and Charlene would drive down to bring her a spare key, eat dinner with her, and spend a couple of hours in Colter. It had reached the point where both Evan and his mother were worried she would do something forgetful at her house, like leave the stove on, and get hurt.

But Grandma had threatened them with bodily harm if they tried to move her into the senior home. Evan promised his mom that he would take care of everything. When his mother had told him to find a companion for Grandma, it had taken him five minutes to come up with the perfect solution. He knew his grandma would love having Libby there. 

Grandma could stay in Colter with her friends, Libby would have somewhere safe to stay over the summer, and it would buy Evan and his mother time to come up with a permanent solution — something better than the terrible caretaker they had hired earlier that year. 

It would be good for Libby to have somewhere to belong, even if it was only for a couple months. His grandmother was the perfect candidate — adventurous, a touch crazy, and loved to love people. Grandma would take the task of making Libby feel welcome as seriously as a minister at a funeral.

And it bought Evan time to plan out exactly how he would convince Libby to date him.
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CHAPTER THREE
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LIBBY'S CAR CREAKED as she drove into Colter. She had officially arrived in the boondocks. She drove past large open fields, rolling hills, and admired the mountain ranges in the distance. Trees were sprinkled throughout everything.

Libby had never seen so many tractors in her life as when she drove up the interstate. The Willamette Valley was an agricultural hub of activity. She got a much closer look at the tractors when she turned off the interstate and got stuck behind one driving fifteen miles per hour down the middle of the road. Google Maps had predicted she would arrive in Colter a half hour after she exited the freeway. It took her nearly two, driving behind that tractor.

Now that she was finally in Colter, she wasn't sure why she had felt rushed. There was nothing here to see. The tallest building was a small white church with a steeple, and the most prominent landmark was the bridge over the river when she first drove into town.  

Libby checked her phone quickly to make sure the year was still 2019. The buildings were old but well maintained to the point of looking brand new. She could see neighborhoods just off Main Street. Small but cute homes that looked like a flashback to the fifties lined the side streets. Businesses lined Main Street. An antique shop and thrift store shared one large brick building. The gas station parking lot was gravel, and a small grocery store was on the bottom floor of a three-story building — the second tallest building in town.

Libby glanced down the side streets as her car chugged along.

She spotted what looked like a school down one of them, a trailer park down another, and some warehouse-looking building that she couldn't read the sign on.

Turning to face the main road again, she started to speed up to the full fifteen miles per hour until she saw a dog lying in the middle of the road. It looked like it had been hit.

Libby slammed on her brakes (luckily, they worked this time) and turned her flashers on (hopefully those still worked) before bailing out of the car.

The poor dog had been run over — probably by a horse and carriage. She knelt next to the fat yellow lab and slowly reached out to touch its side. The dog sat up and barked.

Libby jumped back. At least it wasn't dead.

The pooch leapt up and tried to climb onto Libby's lap. He began licking her face in a friendly welcome. It seemed like he hadn't been hurt at all.

She glanced around, but there was only one person on the sidewalk, and he was a gray-haired gentleman taking a nap on a bench. He didn't look like he was ready to help with a stray dog. Libby grabbed the dog's collar and looked at the tag.

Carl. Colter Town Mascot.

Now she had heard of everything. A town mascot that greeted newcomers.

Libby pulled out her phone and called the first person she always called when there was a crisis.

"Libby, you've been calling me a lot lately."

"Evan, that's not important. There's a dog in the street. I thought he'd been hit, but I think he was taking a nap. What should I do with him?"

"Oh, I forgot to warn you about Carl. He likes to stop cars he doesn't recognize." Evan laughed.

"This is insane. A dog can't wander around like this; he could get hurt."

"No one in their right mind would hurt Carl. If you're really worried about it, you can take him to Grandma's with you."

"I can't steal a dog!"

She could hear Evan sigh all the way through the phone. "It's not stealing. He's going to chase your car anyway, might as well give him a ride. Now, I've got to go, I'm heading into orientation at work."

The phone went silent, and Libby was left staring at Carl.

He was big. He was happy. He had bad breath. And Libby didn't feel comfortable taking him anywhere. She made her way back to the car. Sitting down, she reached over to shut the door just as Carl made a flying leap on top of her.

He'd made the decision for her.

"Oomph, you big oaf, ouch!" Claws dug into her legs, and a large tongue licked her face as it passed by. Carl made himself comfortable in the passenger seat and turned to look at her.

"What? Not too old to play dead in the street, but walking a block is too much for you? Don't start thinking this is going to be a habit, because it's not."

Carl nodded as though he understood then looked out the window expectantly.

"And I'll have no back seat driving from you. I'll go when I'm good and ready," Libby grumbled.  Shoving the gearshift into first, she moseyed down the street about thirty feet and took a left on Maple. She wouldn't be surprised if she could see the house from here.

As it turned out, she couldn't see the house from Main Street. The neighborhood was larger than she expected. It was filled with beautiful old homes with manicured lawns that put gated communities to shame. 

The houses looked at least a hundred years old with detailed molding on the outside that showed the intricate work of a past age. A middle-aged woman stood in her lawn, watering several bushes, but turned to stare as Libby drove past, watering her sidewalk instead. Libby waved tentatively, and the woman tripped on the hose.

Three homes stood at the end of the road at the curve of the cul-de-sac. Engraved plaques in the front yards declared the homes to have been built in 1880, 1881, and 1882. The one in the middle was the tallest of the three. Standing three stories high, with similar molding to the other houses, it was the most striking house on the street. The address on the three-story house matched
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