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​Chapter 1: The Unexpected Getaway 
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“There, that’s finished, Pedro!” Grace said, closing her laptop and sliding it into her bag. Pedro flicked his tail, knowing that soon he would get to go home and enjoy his crickets in peace. Adding a bearded dragon to the library had brought in a string of students eager to see the lizard that could usually be found hiding between the language studies and technical support books. Standing up from her desk, Grace took a look around the large space. Books filled some of the shelves, but there were many sections that had just a few. From her desk in the front of the room, Grace could just make out the back room filled with anime; boxes and a few tables were propped by the door as Principal Grekens had sent them down that afternoon. The alternative meeting room where Grace sponsored the Gay-Straight Alliance and encouraged alternative students to meet and hang out was a refuge from the halls of the high school that at times could feel more like the halls of a semi-violent circus. By this time next week, the room would be cleared out to make way for the new in-school and after-school development programs—a fancy name for detention. And who was expected to be the new warden of the prisoners? Grace, of course, in addition to her other duties, would now be required to spend her afternoons watching over students who were too much of a bother for their teachers and were sent for special projects far away from the rest of the student body.

Turning away from the sight with disgust, Grace reflected that the student makeup in the room would probably remain mostly the same. For some reason in Texas, the same students who wanted to participate in the GSA, wore dark clothes, or happened to think themselves more independent and mindful just happened to be the same students who would wind up on the guest list for her new detention program. That was not exactly what Grace imagined signing up for ten years ago when she got her Master of Library Science and took her position at Hamilton High School as their librarian, replacing the old pile of bones that had been maintaining the dwindling and ever-increasingly dated catalog of material.

“Two steps forward, one step back,” Grace said. This time, Pedro looked up at her comment, probably hoping that she was going to share a snack with him before they traveled home. “No flies for you, little guy,” Grace told him, and grabbing the straps of his bag, she took a final look around the library before heading to the door and turning off the lights. Walking down the halls with her bearded dragon, Grace reflected that while on paper her position was great, the reality was that even with all her efforts to modernize and bring inclusion to her spot in the high school, with each passing semester, she became more and more like an overpaid assistant.

Just as she was nearing the administration office, Grace heard a voice. “Miss! Miss!” someone shouted down the halls. Grace smiled. Even with a student body of over 2,000 students, there was only one person who made that kind of noise.

“Miss, I just wanted to say goodbye to you and Pedro,” said Rika, jogging up to her. Her dark brown skin glowed under the fluorescent hallway lights, and her long, curly hair was pulled up into a high ponytail, a few strands escaping to frame her face. She wore a bright blue backpack covered in pins with catchy slogans like “Drag is Not a Crime” and “Trans I Am.” Rika had come a long way on her journey of acceptance, growing into a bright bloom after being a wallflower hiding out in the library the previous year.

“That’s so nice, Rika. And what do you have planned for Spring Break?” Grace asked.

“My parents are sending me away to a camp,” Rika said, with a shudder. “A whole two weeks of canoeing, hiking, and learning about how I’m an abomination that needs to repent.”

Noticing Grace’s look of horror, Rika quickly added, “It’s not a big deal. I’ve been three times before, so I don’t think it’s gonna stick this time either. Besides, some of the older trans campers promised to bring some extra bindings, so hopefully, when I come back, I will be a new woman!”

“I hope you have the best time possible,” Grace said, forcing a smile. “And don’t forget, we have to find a new location for our GSA meetings. Starting next week, Greken’s gulag will be in full swing.”

“No problem, Miss,” Rika said. “The GSA can meet as normal. It just turns out that all the members have already gotten detention for the next month.”

“What did you all do?” exclaimed Grace, upset that her favorite students were putting their educational standing in jeopardy.

“No biggie. We just staged a sit-in to protest the removal of the gender-neutral bathrooms. You know, just another day in the fight.”

Rika didn’t let a thing keep her down. She lifted her shoulders and seated her backpack firmly. Grace could see that she had a lot of fights in her, and while she didn’t know if David or Goliath would come out the winner, she knew Rika wasn’t going down easy. “You have a great Spring Break,” Rika said, and with that, she turned around and marched off.

Grace continued on, finding her SUV in the parking lot and securing Pedro. “Almost time for some buggies and jammies,” she said. She had an entire six seasons left in her rewatch of that crime show she liked so much, and she had already stocked up on snacks the night before. Nothing but lounging around, sleeping till noon, and maybe a shower and brushing her teeth if the stench started to bother her or the animals. Well deserved, she thought, driving down the busy intersections toward her house.

Suddenly, the car stereo sounded her phone ringing, and she saw a number not in her contacts calling her. Pressing the button, she answered, “Hello?”

“Grace Mitterkin . . . is that you?” A loud voice boomed through the speakers, calling her out by her government name gifted to her on her wedding date.

“That’s me,” Grace said, wondering what kind of telemarketer or scam this was.

“This is Kip, with WHJK992 HOME OF THE JAM, calling YOU to let you know YOU’VE WON!” the voice shouted. “Out of all the entries, we chose yours! You are going on an expense-paid trip of a lifetime to Costa Rica!”

“Oh, come on,” Grace yelled back at the car stereo. “I wouldn’t be caught dead entering a silly radio contest. You guys in India will have to do better than that.”

With that, Grace pressed end on her steering wheel, disconnecting the call. Hmm, she thought, still concentrating on weaving between the cars. Her short commute was always an adventure. The radio lit up again, this time displaying her best friend Jessica’s number.

“Hellloooooo,” Grace called out, answering the phone. Jessica had been there for Grace since she got divorced almost ten years ago, and she was one of the only people Grace could really trust to be there.

“GRACE!” shouted Jessica, again booming over the car stereo. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“What do you mean? I’m just driving home. Are we still on for this weekend?” Grace asked.

“No! You’ve won the freaking contest, you loon! You’re going to Costa Rica!” Jessica shouted.

“What are you talking about? I didn’t enter any contest. How do you even know about that spam call I just got?”

“Because it was on the radio! I entered you! I thought of all the people I know, you are by far the one who most needs a vacation, and I told them so!” Jessica shouted back.

The stereo lit up again—the same unknown caller.

“They’re calling back,” Grace said, suddenly feeling a bit nervous. Few people could push her around like Jessica, and this was starting to seem like it might actually interfere with her couch time.

“ANSWER RIGHT NOW! I’ll meet you at your house,” Jessica shouted and immediately hung up.

Grace answers and the same voice as before booms out, “Grace it’s not a scam cause 

I’m the man! From WHJK992! And we are ready for you! Are you ready to go to Costa Rica?”

“I guess “ says Grace, wondering how many people could hear the fear in her voice right now. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Great to hear Grace! Bring a swimsuit and be ready for fun and don't forget WHJK992 is making your dreams come true! All the details will be in your e-mail.”

“Gee thanks” Grace says as the line goes silent. Looking over at Pedro she says, “Maybe we should have turned off our phone. Pedro doesn’t respond, only looks at the radio waiting for the next call. 

“Well at least one of us will have a good spring break," Grace says. 

Grace sighed as she pulled into her driveway, the engine of her SUV humming softly before she turned it off. Pedro, nestled in his carrier, flicked his tongue lazily. “Looks like our plans for a peaceful week might be in jeopardy,” she muttered, unbuckling her seatbelt. She was barely out of the car when Jessica’s red Mini Cooper screeched into the driveway behind her.

Jessica jumped out, her curly auburn hair bouncing with the force of her excitement. “You’re going! There is no arguing!”

Grace shook her head. “Jess, I had an entire week of slothful inactivity planned. You know how much I need this after dealing with those kids and that dictator Grekens.”

Jessica wasn’t having it. “You need an actual break. A real break! When’s the last time you left town, Grace?”

Grace opened her mouth to respond, then shut it. The last time she had gone anywhere outside of Texas was... well, she couldn’t remember.

“Exactly!” Jessica pointed a manicured finger at her. “So let me do something nice for you! You deserve this trip.”

Grace let out a dramatic sigh. “Fine, but I’m bringing Pedro.”

Jessica blinked. “You cannot bring a bearded dragon to Costa Rica.”

“Why not?”

“Because customs, biohazards, plane anxiety, and, oh, I don’t know, lizards aren’t usually included in vacation itineraries!” Jessica said, exasperated.
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