
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Advance Praise:

“The Town Where All Things Are Possible made me want to pack my bags. The pages are filled with mystery, loss, and love all wrapped up in one weird, little town full of strangers I have always known. 

This book, this town, is exactly what we need right now, a delightful mystery filled with hope and, of course, possibility.” —The Shakespearean Shrew Podcast 
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​A simple job
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In The Town Where All Things Are Possible, 

there lived a simple man with a simple job that, improbably, held a magical world together.

The town nestled itself between twin mountains with their backs to the ocean. At the town's edge, a cliff dropped a hundred feet to waves crashing into a sheer rockface. The mountains protected the town with a brotherly affection, only allowing the gentlest of weather to pass between their sturdy shoulders.

Tourists and travelers agreed that the residents were singular in an odd yet fetching way. They smiled without cares, they walked everywhere that was worth traveling to, and they had become so accustomed to the uncanny that they breezed through life with the absolute belief that everything would work out in the end.

And it did, for the most part. Yet just as storms slipped past the mountains from time to time, so did troubles. 

This is why, tourist guides proclaimed, every citizen of The Town Where All Things Are Possible sang so beautifully. It was how they healed; it was how they understood. Every third Thursday at noon, the town erupted in song. Every able hand played guitars, hand drums, clarinets, washboards, and all other manner of noisemakers for one hour of songs. Sometimes they played as one, other times the town was a chaos of sound and sentiment. 

Music filled the other days too, with an optometrist often sitting on his balcony at lunch playing his trumpet to a toothy seamstress across the alley cradling a violin in the crook of her neck. The plumber hefted up her burping tuba for a mid-afternoon pick-me-up, the funeral director sat at his pinging harpsichord over coffee, the landscaper snapped on his vest full of breathy harmonicas the moment his day’s work was done. Most citizens played soft and humble, but those who performed loud and daring were encouraged to perform loud and daring at a time and place deemed appropriate by their neighbors. 

And the same was true for so many other things: painters and magicians and athletes and dancers. Poets and actors and bakers. Even politicians found their chosen talents welcomed within reason. One could be good at anything and be happy, but when one chose to be great, that is when suffering followed.

Yes, even sadness was possible in this magical town. When death arrived to claim one of its citizens, the town closed its roads for a funeral march. The town’s celebrated pink roses would appear on every stoop. The school liberated its students, shopowners shuttered their windows and locked their doors. All would join the march and help shoulder the sorrow as one.

Those who chose to be great were the ones who fled, seeking out grander communities around the world. Though all things were indeed possible, the town itself could not grow large enough to attract multi-billion dollar corporations or financing titans, nor could it produce the materials to construct towering sculptures or field the vast armies needed to engage in heroic wars—the kind that made men into legends.

In The Town Where All Things Are Possible, the townspeople embraced each other’s quirks, but all detested selfishness. That is why the great men and women left, for greatness sprouts from selfishness.

“Perhaps we should just rename it ‘The Town Where All Small Things Are Possible’,” the mayor suggested regretfully after her child announced their intentions to chase stardom overseas. Her husband insisted the town’s name was already long and clunky, so the mayor dropped the idea and turned her focus to the things she could change.

The smaller things.

And so the town endured, the waves grasping up the stone face of the cliffs, the winters and summers shuffling in and out without a fuss, the townspeople achieving admirability in their own unique ways, and the small stream of tourists making the long trip to see if the town lived up to its name.

All the while, The Man Who Held The Town Together toiled, spurning vacations and holidays. He believed his job was too important to abandon, even during the Thursday noontime musical jamboree. Since accepting his position at the age of eighteen, he’d only taken two leaves of absence:


1. A stomach flu put The Man down for a weekend, which resulted in:

a. The librarian finding her husband in bed with his nineteen-year-old viola student on Day One

b. A family of five dying in a house fire on Day Two

2.  The Man slept in on the morning after his wedding, which resulted in: 

a. His bride slipping away to the store for a dozen eggs,

b. His bride dying alone on a cobblestone street while the killer escaped without a trace



He then vowed to do his work every day in his tiny office on the hill—no matter the cost. Until he drew his last breath, he would accomplish this small, yet critical task to protect the town from the darker end of possible. 

This job was done mostly in secret. It was done entirely alone. The townspeople didn’t understand what he did in his tiny office day after day, but they knew it was important. There had always been a Man Who Held The Town Together and likely always would be until the town fell into the ocean. 

They also knew The Man grieved. Though they worried for him, they left him to create a life that could sustain him. How he dealt with his loss was no one’s business but his own.

The Man was not a hermit, though. He forced himself out into the world out of a sense of duty to the town he adored. The Man fashioned himself into an excellent dart thrower, though he secretly believed it to be a silly pastime. He also attempted writing, but so much bitterness boiled within his heart that he feared anything he scratched out would only hurt and worry those around him, so he abandoned the pursuit and doubled his efforts on the tavern’s well-worn dartboard.

He was town champion four years in a row.

The Man remained alone.

“Love is a perfect and necessary thing in the Town Where All Things Are Possible,” the Man’s father implored after insisting himself into his son’s small office one day. This was during the one day a week when his father’s memory returned, a time more precious than the sun for the Man Who Held The Town Together. 

That day, his father brought chicken salad and declared The Man would learn to like it, finally after all these years. His father also insisted it was time for The Man to try out love again, finally after all these years.

“You see,” the father said. “Love is the only great thing we have, because no matter how grand it may be, it is still confined within the hearts of only two people. You must find love, my boy; that is your duty to me!”

But the Man Who Held The Town Together did not believe it, knowing love was too big a thing for what was left of his ravaged heart. He no longer possessed the fire for love. Or what little fire he had left only kindled for a woman no longer in this world.

The Man remained alone.

One spring day, a wind whispered its way through the valley and into the town, bringing with it a tired commuter bus. Inside were:


	Tourists hoping to find a charming postcard to add to their collection and to gather a bouquet of pink roses

	An elderly couple returning from a long, trying vacation visiting their feral grandchildren

	A traveling salesman wondering why he still bothered making the long trip to a town whose people had shown so little interest in the latest advances in vacuum cleaner technology



Also,  in the very back of the bus, keeping to herself, was the new owner of The Wider World Books and Novelties. 

Her name was Alexandra and she'd never even heard of the Town Where All Things Are Possible until her distant aunt’s last will and testament named Alexandra the bookstore’s successor. Up until the moment she received the certified letter, Alexandra had lived a slow, safe existence with a slow, safe partner who hosted slow, safe dinner parties for friends who rarely seemed her own.

She still remembered being a bold child so certain that she’d grow to be a bold adult just like the aunt who’d left her this strange inheritance. She remembered sitting in a creaking pine tree as a child, searching the horizon for a fantastical place just like The Town Where All Things Are Possible. She knew it must exist somewhere and one day fate would lead her there.

And so it did.

In The Town Where All Things Are Possible, 

there existed a subtle slant to the land. It sloped on all sides to form a funnel directing the town’s excess rainwater toward a single sewer drain grate in the town square, hardly changed since it was first built 150 years prior.

Children made a game of watching multicolored marbles chart out an odyssey from the cliff’s edge, through the streets and walkways, across the market, bounding down stone steps and cobblestone streets, and finally clinking through the ancient, cast iron grate. The vibrant marbles clattering down the stone walls of the sewer sent up musical echoes as they plummeted into what the children’s grandparents claimed was the center of the world.

“But now we just call it God’s Blowhole,” Wendy Fastly, the town librarian, told Alexandra as they both watched boys lying beside the storm sewer, waiting for the next herd of marbles to navigate the town streets and plummet through the grate. In Wendy’s lap was a wide ring of keys of all kinds. Next to Wendy sat a thin, kindly old man with lovely silver hair and a welcoming smile. It was not the day of the week when he remembered, so instead he greeted all who looked his way as if they’d been the longest friends.

“So nice to see you again,” the old man said, taking Alexandra’s hand in hers.

“Um, yes,” Alexandra said, glancing at Wendy who nodded for Alexandra to play along. “Can you remind me of your name?”

“Oh, it’s fine, I forget everyone these days,” the old man said. “Just Jonathan is fine. My boy is the one who works on top of the hill. He holds the town together, you know. He’s a mess.”

“I see,” Alexandra said, then tucked her long, gently-curled red hair behind her ears. She glanced from the old man to a mischief of boys approaching from the outer edges of the town square just as marbles clattered and bounced ahead.

The boys raced to surround the grate, then watched the colorful racers plunge, pinging against the walls on the way down to who-knows-where. Alexandra waited to hear the marbles hit bottom. They never did.

Then a horrid clanking startled Alexandra. The boys, the librarian, the kindly old man, and Alexandra all turned as a metal cart clattering down stone steps toward the town’s center. The Man Who Held The Town Together scrambled after, his knobby knees pumping, his hands grasping for the handles just out of reach.

Upon reaching the last step, the cart tumbled forward, and boxes fell and gasped out hundreds of yellow notecards.

The children giggled while Alexandra abandoned her luggage and helped The Man Who Held The Town Together collect the debris spread out across the town square. The Man darted this way and that with a manic fear of losing even a single notecard to the wind. 

“There’s my boy!” the kindly old man said. The boys and the librarian all laughed at the spectacle, but Alexandra felt sorry for the fellow. And a little curious too.

Upon stuffing what he thought was the last card into the box, The Man tipped the cart right side up and reloaded its burden. He apologized profusely as his gaunt yet handsome face brightened to a warm red. Alexandra presented one last notecard, which The Man snatched swiftly. 

“I'm sorry, just, I need these,” The Man stammered, but when his blue eyes rose to take her in, they both fell silent for so long that the boys and the librarian all looked away, uncomfortable. The kindly old man gleamed a hopeful smile.

Then the old man’s smile faded into a curious expression.“Who is she?” he asked, pointing to Alexandra.

“Alexandra. She’ll be taking over the bookshop.”

He nodded, then looked at The Man. “And who is he?”

“Your son,” the librarian whispered.

“Oh, right. He holds the town together. He’s a mess.”

The librarian patted the hand of the old man and whispered, “Be nice, Jonathan.”

Alexandra pretended not to hear, instead focusing on the strange, charming man and his cart of precious notecards. 

“Must be critical intel from a war long ago,” Alexandra said, eyebrow raised in a daring and lovely way. “Or perhaps torrid love letters from your grandmother's grandmother.”

“Ha, yes, that would be something,” The Man said, finally looking from her face down to the cobblestones between them. “No, not quite so interesting.”

The Man attempted to comb his mussed, black hair with his fingers, but it fell back into its usual disarray. 

“Wendy, father, boys; how are you today?” The Man called to the witnesses. 

“We’re fine, just enjoying the sun,” Wendy said, patting his father’s hand. The old man had  lost his grasp of the conversation and was watching the clouds pass.

The Man turned to take in the state of his cart—intact and functional aside from one slightly bent wheel. Wendy sent Alexandra a knowing wink which told Alexandra everything she needed to know about The Man Who Held The Town Together.

He stuffed the note into a box, then pushed the cart  around to begin the laborious task of lifting it up the stone steps, one heavy clank at a time.

Alexandra looked from The Man to her bags, then  back to The Man. She took a hesitant step toward him.

“Go,” Wendy whispered with a smile. “We will see to your things.”

Alexandra hesitated, watching The Man Who Held The Town Together struggle.

“He is in need of your help more than any man you will ever know,” Wendy told Alexandra. “But he’s worth the trouble.”
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​A watchful town
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In The Town Where All Things Are Possible, 

there existed a small, one-room office lit by a lone bulb which couldn't be turned off. This humble building, not quite a shack but near enough, was perched on top of the town’s tallest hill. A steep walk up five blocks of cobblestone led the way for anyone who wished to visit. The door did not lock; thieves in the town were rare. Even if a burglar did happen upon the office, they would find nothing of value to anyone but the office’s lonely resident.

So the town's curious neighbors were surprised to witness two people making that morning climb instead of one. Window shutters creaked open and gossip-hungry heads popped out  to watch the widower and a red-headed stranger force a heavy cart up the difficult path.

Squeak, clank, squeak, clank, squeak, clank, protested the cart as it hobbled up the hill, The Man pushing from the back, Alexandra pulling from the front.

“Do you do this every day?” Alexandra asked, drops of sweat beginning to soak into the collar of her blouse.

“No, just once a quarter when things need sorting,” The Man Who Held The Town Together replied.

“What exactly is it that you do?” Alexandra turned her head to check their progress. Two blocks to go.

The Man wanted to reply, “I hold the town together,” but was afraid she wouldn’t understand. Instead he answered, “I keep bad things from happening to good people.”

He realized too late that his second answer was no better than the first, but Alexandra rewarded The Man with an amused smile.

“So wartime secrets it is!” she quipped. “Who are these scoundrels banging at our gates?”

The Man blushed.

“Hold on!” a voice called, and they turned to see Mrs. Milda Gratherson clicking her walker speedily up the hill. “I need to talk to you!”

The Man Who Held The Town Together paused and looked down the hill towards the frail woman braving the steep climb.

“It's okay, Mrs. Gratherson!” The Man called. “We are almost there, we don’t need your help.”

Alexandra motioned to the woman. “Should we perhaps go to her?”

The Man smiled and shook his head. “She’d be offended.” He took a quick moment to admire Alexandra’s glow as she fanned herself, eyes coyly looking away. He remembered the game; he remembered his wife had once played it. 

A tumble of emotions followed and his face tightened for a long, heavy moment. Long enough for Alexandra to notice.

“Are you . . .” she began.

“I only need a moment of your time,” Mrs Gratherson called, still struggling with the hill.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t?” Alexandra asked. Again, The Man shook his head.

The Man leaned over the cart, gesturing Alexandra closer so he could explain in confidence that the town was once a hotspot of political activists. Mrs. Gratherson was one of the few suffragists still alive and made it widely known that she didn’t live this long by taking the easy way out.

“Ah,” Alexandra replied, as if that explained it all. She paused to do the math in her head. “You can't mean women's suffrage. How old is she?”

“I don’t know and I wouldn’t recommend asking,” The Man said, smirking. They waited for Mrs. Gratherson to click her walker closer. The twin mountains allowed another gentle breeze to pass through to cool the laborers.

“It is such a beautiful day.” Alexandra sighed as she turned her face to the sun, absorbing its life.

“Hold on, almost there!” Mrs Gratherson called, taking a moment to wave, ensuring she’d been seen.

“Take your time,” Alexandra said, then turned to the Man. “So, Mr. . . .” Alexandra waited for him to fill in the blank. His face darkened ever so slightly and his eyes dropped away. “So,” Alexandra said, taking another tack. “Are all things really possible in The Town Where All Things Are Possible?”

The Man brightened, a coy smile forming. “Within reason. We answer the question quite a lot, as you'd imagine.”

“Surely. I’d found nothing definitive in my exhaustive research before coming and the tourists on the bus were no help. Most assumed you'd just come up with a clever name to draw them in.”

“Well, the town’s not quite as magical as you'd hope,” The Man said, though he knew better than anyone that the town was even more magical than people hoped.

“Oh, that's very disappointing,” Alexandra said.

“It is, but also it isn't,” The Man said, which answered nothing, as he had intended. “There are things that are too big for such a small town, but if you can fit your dream within our humble borders and those dreams don't interfere with the dreams of others, then yes, your dream is most certainly possible.”

“How curious.” Alexandra nodded her head as she thought. “So, I can think of any ridiculous, yet unobtrusive request, then it just appears in front of me? Like a fried cherry pie will just POOF right here in my hand?”

“Not exactly poof. But if you put a little effort into it, somehow it will come true.”

“Ah.” Alexandra nodded again, assessing. “Right, I would like to ice skate this evening to celebrate my entry into the marvelous Town Where All Things That Can Fit Within The Town Where All Things Are Possible Are Possible! Make it happen.”

The man chuckled and turned back to Mrs. Gratherson, now only a few feet away, clacking her walker to gain their attention.

“Mrs. Gratherson, what emergency can we thank for your presence?” The Man asked the winded old suffragist.

“Hardly an emergency, but a thing that simply could not wait!” Mrs. Gratherson leaned against her walker, then pulled out a handkerchief from her sleeve with a magician’s gusto. She dabbed off the sweat from her brow.

“Come close to me, boy. It’s a secret,” Mrs. Gratherson said.

The Man glanced back at Alexandra, who nodded for him to attend to Mrs. Gatherson. The Man closed the last few steps to the old woman, then leaned in to retrieve the secret.

“She is quite pretty, this one!” Mrs. Gratherson exclaimed rather loudly, then squealed out girlish laughter. The old suffragist turned and clicked her way back down the hill. “Don't screw it up!” she called over her shoulder.

The Man took a few moments for the embarrassment to properly set in, shoved his hands in his pockets, then swiveled slowly around. Alexandra was laughing into her hands, but managed to steel herself and grasped onto the cart, ready to resume. 

She looked up at The Man, eyes narrowed. “Shall we?” 

“Yes, of course.”

“Oh, one more thing!” the old woman exclaimed over her shoulder.

“Yes, Mrs. Gratherson?” The Man called back.

“I have some fried cherry pies for you,” Mrs. Gratherson said. “I’ll have my boy deliver them both to you this evening!”

The Man met Alexandra’s stunned eyes.

“Poof,” he said while flaring out his fingers like an explosion. He turned to wave at the old woman. “Yes, thank you, Mrs. Gratherson! And can you have your son check on the ice rink, see if maybe we could get something ready for an evening celebration of our town’s newest resident?”

Mrs. Gratherson clapped and squealed.

“Lovely idea, my boy! I’ll have him do it right away!”

The Man turned back to the cart and Alexandra’s mouth hung open.

“How is that even possible?” Alexandra asked. “It's not even fall yet.”

“Oh, haven't you heard? This is The Town—”

Alexandra groaned. “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

Squeak, clank cried the weary cart.

In The Town Where All Things Are Possible, 

there was once a boy named Wallace who wandered the streets with a cheery, freckled face and hair that sprouted like weeds in an abandoned flower garden. He rarely talked to anyone but his three trusted friends: Leo, who would inherit the town’s small golf course; Wendy, who would inherit her mother’s role as librarian; and the boy who would soon become The Man Who Held The Town Together. As far as the townspeople knew,  Wallace was without a home and without a family, but he seemed well fed and never caused a commotion, so was left to find his own sort of happiness.

“Is Wallace still around?” Alexandra asked while gazing at a small black-and-white photo of the boy hanging from The Man’s wall above a tidy desk. A tall, strange contraption sat in the middle of the office, nearly reaching Alexandra’s eyebrows as it clicked and hummed with tiny gears, gleaming brass, and a stack of blank notecards on top. The Man Who Held The Town Together took a moment from moving boxes from the rickety cart into the corner of his office to look over Alexandra’s shoulder. An ancient incandescent lightbulb shone above them. 

In the photo, the boy smiled with all his teeth, which leaned and slouched inside his mouth like a crowd of jaded teenagers. His jeans were ripped at the knees, his shirt splattered with assorted stains. He looked rambunctious, poorly supervised, and happy.

“He hasn’t been seen in years,” The Man replied as evenly as he could. He returned to the boxes. “We were the same age. Are the same age.”

“Was he a—,” Alexandra started, but stopped herself. “Is he a relative?” She turned from the photo.

“No,” The Man said. “But he was as close. When I took this job, I hung the photo up as a reminder.”

“A reminder of what?” Alexandra asked.

The Man wanted to answer, To keep working, always, but instead answered, “Of why I do what I do.”

Alexandra was not certain how to react, so instead opted to change the subject in the gentle way her mother taught her for when moments became too complicated and heavy.

“Tell me more about your job,” Alexandra asked, plopping the last box down on the pile and wiping dust from her hands.

The Man took a moment to formulate an answer. “Not much to say, really. Just sorting information.” He gestured to the strange ticking contraption on his desk. “Messages come in, I put them in the right place, then retrieve them later if needed.”

Alexandra took a closer look at the contraption, its wires and spinning ball bearings all alive and moving in time. Little rollers pressed down on the top notecard, then slid it down a ramp to disappear into a little box. Something whirred within, coming to life as other gears spun and ticked. Slowly, the card began inching out of the bottom of the box.

“Pardon me,” The Man said as he stepped to the machine, blocking her view. Alexandra retreated to give the Man room to work. She saw a flash of black text that was remarkably similar to handwriting as The Man swept the message out of the contraption. He glanced at the text while keeping the card faced away from Alexandra. 

“Is it secret reconnaissance from some exotic war?” Alexandra asked.

The Man laughed. “No.” He stepped around her, careful not to let her see what was written on the card. “You know that person whose job is so boring and technical that it’s impossible to remember what they told you they do each day?” 

He moved one box to get to the box underneath, then flipped open the lid. 

“That’s me. That’s my job.” 

He thumbed through the cards until he found the right spot, then slid the card in. He closed the box, then faced Alexandra. “I do it because no one else has the patience.”

“Ah.” Alexandra’s attention turned back to the strange machine. It wasn’t plugged into the wall. A thin antenna sprouted from the top, trembling at the moving clockwork. 

“Are you good with machines, by any chance?” The Man asked.

“No, not at all,” Alexandra said.

“Ah, too bad. Our town is in need of a tinkerer for when the machine breaks down.”

“Shouldn’t the spy agency who supplied it to you have someone on staff to keep your enigma machine running?”

“Again, it’s not that interesting,” The Man said. “But there is some secrecy involved. Like a lawyer working in a very boring section of real estate law.”

“And what happens if the machine breaks and there is no tinkerer around to fix it?”

“There will always be a tinkerer,” the Man said. “The town will provide.” 

Alexandra took in The Man fully as he turned to fuss with the small half-pyramid of boxes. He was handsome in a quiet, scholarly way, but overworked and sad. She’d always promised herself to never date a man as addicted to work as her father, but she failed time and again. Looking over The Man, she knew they would date; she felt her heart tugged toward him as if the planet’s entire gravity had shifted the moment they met. 

The tinge of fear was comforting. Before meeting the pediatrician, she fretted that she'd become too old to wave her love fearlessly as she had as a child. So she started dating serious, steady men because she’d come to believe that love was a somber business, a measured gamble. Love meant loss, either through death or abandonment. She’d lost loved ones in both ways by crushing amounts.  

The mature thing to do then was approach love as a risk to be mitigated. And so she dated men like the pediatrician. He was kind, he was generous, he was safe. There was no mystery to the pediatrician. It did not take a daring heart to love men like him.

But this one, The Man with the intriguing job and an endless supply of cryptic replies, he was one who would take a daring heart.

It was thrilling. She would see it through, she must.

“Well, I have my work and you have your unpacking,” The Man announced, finally turning to her and offering a handshake.

The abrupt banishment from the office coupled with his kind smile had her wrong-footed. Within the time she hesitated and her heart fumbled, she pictured their lives together. A mysterious bookshop, his mysterious work, and between long ocean voyages to distant lands, they would wake in the charming town and take walks to the town square for quiet mornings of coffee, gossip, and rustling newspapers. 

Does The Town Where All Things Are Possible have a newspaper? If so, what would it be called?

Then she realized she’d been quiet too long. Her head wrestled her heart back into its chest, but not too deep. “Yes, right. My good deed for the day is done.”

She backed out of the small office, tripping on a cobblestone and flailing briefly to regain her balance.

“Mind your step,” The Man said, reaching to offer his hand. But she was sure-footed again and in no need of help. His hand lingered between them like a chess piece to be considered. She didn't trust herself to touch the Man's hand, not yet. 

“Thank you,” she said, with a nod of the head. She turned and retreated back down the hill, aglow. Her heart felt nimble. She could still be fearless. Her sister would be so proud.
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​A rookery
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In The Town Where All Things Are Possible, 

there lived a small family of rockhopper penguins that simply refused to live amid their brethren. How they found themselves in The Town Where All Things Are Possible, half a world away from normal migration patterns, is unknown. Most assume it had something to do with a child’s daydream.

Regardless, the five flightless birds with flourishes of yellow and black feathers sprouting from their brows quickly endeared themselves to the townspeople. The penguins strutted amongst the community like a displaced English New Wave band. They could be found every morning on the southern tip of downtown, padding their way toward a thin trail winding to the waves far below, then returning in the evening with bellies full of fish. The chatty family exchanged squawks and casual nods with their neighbors, spent quality time in the town square while visiting the town grocer, and could be counted on to appear at most holiday events. Then they’d retreat to the toolshedLeroy McMurry had gladly abdicated once he’d learned the penguins needed a home.
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