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      RUBY

      

      My shiny new clogs are cute as hell, but are also deadly on anything but the smoothest surfaces.

      Ask me how I know.

      So while I exit the Civic Center light rail station, hustling the last two blocks of my commute, I’m extra-careful to avoid dips in the uneven street and cracks in the sidewalk. Of course I don’t want to wipe out on my way to work, that would suck, but I’m honestly more concerned about scuffing my pretty blue clogs.

      What we do for shoes.

      The San Francisco Public Library, majestic with its white granite face reflecting in the morning sun, comes into view, and despite my dangerous footwear, I pick up my pace as I thank the universe for the thousandth time for my job there. Even if it does consist of the shittiest of the shit work there is to do in a public library.

      I have no right to complain. So, I’m not. Just stating a fact.

      I’m late this morning.

      While it’s only two minutes after the hour, I don’t like being late for anything, especially my job. So, when I finally burst through the doors and slow down enough to take a deep breath, I’m calmed and reassured by the familiar scent of mustiness and glue and something vaguely vanilla that I’ve been told is released by chemical compounds in books.

      If I could bottle it, I swear I’d be a millionaire.

      Instead, I’m a working girl who can’t afford to move out of my father’s house. I don’t buy anything that’s not been massively marked down, nor indulge in any sort of entertainment aside from snapping up cheap tickets to see obscure bands no one else will pay to see.

      Clogs click-clacking across the tile floor, I make my way toward the staff locker room to drop off my backpack and jacket, avoiding looking at anyone to hide my shame in being tardy.

      But in spite of my slinking, something feels off.

      I pass the front desk, staffed by a couple library employees way more senior than me, and when I do, their chatter comes to an abrupt halt. I glance their way, paranoid one of them will say something about my lateness and when I do, they look away, busying themselves with what I know is BS work.

      Whatever.

      It’s all good until I pass a couple co-workers helping library patrons. They stop their work and look at each other before glancing back at me. Like they’re sharing some sort of secret. About me. That I know nothing of.

      Fucking weird. I pretty much keep to myself at this job. I mean, I’m friendly and hard-working, but I don’t share much about my personal life. Not that there’s much to share, anyway.

      Just before I get to the locker room, I throw a wave in the direction of the folks staffing the reference desk, where I hope to work someday. Instead of waving back, one of the women lets out a wild giggle before clamping a hand over her mouth, and the other gives her a sharp elbow to the ribs, followed by a kindly, sympathetic smile in my direction.

      What I hoped would be some admiration for my new clogs is instead pitying looks aimed squarely at my face, tinged with a level of amusement that makes me want to crawl into the bin of to-be-shelved books and disappear.

      My new-shoe-hard-on has been replaced with a limp and floppy sense of dread that something is seriously fucked up, and that I am somehow at the center of it.

      “Ruby. Ruby,” a low, frantic voice hisses.

      Matthew, my work BFF and fellow librarian, hurries toward me, waving his hands at waist height. I can’t decipher his weird gestures, so I just throw him a smile, jazz-handing him right back before opening the locker room door to stash my stuff.

      “Hey, wait,” he calls.

      I don’t listen.

      Instead, I take a couple of steps toward my locker, then stop so hard he slams into the back of me. I stumble forward, bracing myself against the locker door, where a bright yellow post-it note screams at me like a beacon in the night.

      Or maybe a scarlet letter.

      “What the actual hell?” I mumble to no one.

      The note, scribbled with what must have been a nice, new Sharpie pen, is easy to read against the yellow background.

      
        
        Yo, Ruby, I’ve found someone new and better in bed. Regards, Tod. 

      

      

      I stare at the note, my cheeks burning hotter than the library's ancient radiators. Tod, the IT librarian, has apparently dumped me via post-it. Tod, with his thick glasses and penchant for Star Trek ties. Tod, who pursued me relentlessly for months, showering me with fun facts about the Dewey Decimal System and invitations to LAN parties.

      I'd finally agreed to a date out of sheer exasperation—and, if I'm honest, a smidge of curiosity. One awkward dinner led to even more awkward fumbling in the dark. Tod insisted on lights out, probably to hide his Spock pajama, and somehow, I'd found myself in a ‘romantic entanglement’ that lasted three excruciating months.

      And now, thanks to his socially inept breakup method, the entire library staff knows we've been ‘doing it.’

      I can hear the whispers, the ones no doubt shared as I made my way in this morning.

      Can you believe it? Ruby and Tod? I always thought she had better taste in men... and cardigans.

      My backpack and jacket drop to the floor. I take a few shaky steps forward and rip the note off my locker. Tears burn the backs of my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. They’re not sad tears. No, they’re angry tears. Because I am fucking furious.

      This is the cherry on top of the crap sundae that has been the last year of my life. After dropping out of college—turns out, interpretive dance wasn't the surefire career path I'd imagined—I was lucky to land this job. But instead of living out my librarian fantasies of recommending life-changing books and shushing rowdy patrons, I am the grunt-work kid.

      Shelving books? My domain. Cleaning up mysterious stains in the children's section? Call Ruby. But staffing the reference desk, the holy grail of library positions? Fat chance. Not without that elusive piece of paper declaring me officially educated.

      I take a deep breath. I square my shoulders. I won't let Tod and his post-it break me. So what if everyone knows about our sad excuse for a fling? At least I'm not like Howard and Tammy from acquisitions, who think their affair is a secret. Please. Their heated debates about the Oxford comma aren't fooling anyone.

      I sear Matthew with a look, and he holds up his hands. “By the time I saw it, the damage was done. Everyone else had already seen it,” he moans. “I thought about taking it down, but figured you’d want to know how and why everyone knows.”

      “You’re right. It was the right thing to do,” I say, swallowing my anger.

      “I tried to catch you before, but I got caught up with someone looking for an old issue of the San Francisco Examiner.” Matthew looks at me, his big brown eyes filled with worry. “Do you want to talk about it? Hey, I could beat him up. Except, you know, us gay guys don’t really beat people up.”

      Sighing, I step over my backpack and walk to the time clock. After entering my information and hitting submit, I wait until the screen displays on duty before I turn to face him.

      “No,” I say honestly. “I don’t want to talk about it. And you don’t have to beat Tod up. I’m going to go hunt him down and shove this post-it note down his throat before I strangle him with his own tongue.”

      “Wow. Vicious,” he says with a shimmy. “Can I watch?” 

      His eager reply gets a shaky laugh out of me. I take a deep breath, then another.

      Get your shit together, Ruby. You have eight hours of work ahead of you. Focus.

      I slam my locker door hard, harder than necessary, after stuffing it with my belongings.

      “We’ll grab a coffee later,” Matthew tells me, patting my shoulder. “And, Ruby, it’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “I know. Thanks.” I give him a slap on the arm as he leaves so he thinks I’m cool and not freaking the fuck out. With a deep breath, I lean my head against my locker door, the cold metal a shocking contrast to the explosive angry heat filling me.

      From righteous to horrible in less than ten minutes.

      As I march out of the locker room, head held high, a flash of color catches my eye. A brochure is pinned to the bulletin board, featuring palm trees and turquoise waters. ‘Escape to Enlightenment: A Librarian Wellness Retreat in Costa Rica,’ it proclaims in swirling script.

      Who knew?

      Without thinking, I snatch it down and shove it to my pocket alongside Tod's farewell note. I'll deal with him later. At the moment, I have books to shelve and my dignity to reclaim.

      I refuse to give my coworkers the satisfaction of seeing me hurt and angry. Instead, I smooth down my appropriate-for-work black skirt, make sure my blouse buttons are not gaping, and give the new clogs a nod, as if affirming I still love them. With a jut of the chin, I paste a smile on my face and glide out of the locker room like I’m a queen about to greet her subjects.

      Her Highness, Ruby Brooks, at your service.

      I get a few more stares and whispers as I make my way to the return desk, where I’m stationed ninety percent of the time. Sometimes I work ‘roundup,’ which means I give everyone else their breaks, so I don’t have a set station. Rarely do I get to staff the reference desk, though. My dream job. 

      "Psst! Ruby!"

      A hushed voice makes me jump, and I almost drop the stack of books I'm reshelving. I turn to find my coworker, Tammy, peering at me from behind a cart of returns.

      "I heard about Tod," she says, her eyes wide with gossip-hungry curiosity. Most of the time, gossip is about her, and her not-so-secret relationship with Howard. "Are you okay?" she asks, the corners of her mouth turning down in solidarity with my pain.

      I plaster an award-winning ‘I'm fine’ smile on my face. "Oh, that? Ancient history. I'm just devastated I won't get to hear any more of his riveting monologues about server maintenance."

      Tammy giggles, then quickly sobers. "But seriously, a post-it? That's cold."

      "Yeah, well, what did I expect from a guy whose idea of foreplay was explaining binary code?" I roll my eyes, shoving a non-fiction book about ancient Rome on a shelf with perhaps more force than necessary.

      "True," Tammy concedes. "But still, you must be upset. Want to grab a drink after work? Drown your sorrows in some fancy cocktails?"

      The offer is tempting, but the thought of rehashing the Tod debacle over overpriced martinis, which I can ill afford anyway, makes my stomach churn. "Thanks, but I think I'll pass this time. I've got a hot date with my Netflix queue and a pint of rocky road. Rain check?" I ask, to be polite.

      Tammy nods sympathetically. "Sure. If you change your mind, you know where to find me." Sated, for the moment, with some juicy new gossip, she saunters away, most likely thrilled to know she’s not the only one indulging in workplace romance.

      As soon as she’s out of sight, I sag against the shelves, letting a devil-may-care bravado roll off my shoulders like the big phony that I am. I can toss around a snarky, unbothered vibe all day if I have to. But truth be told, I'm falling apart behind the facade.

      And my distress is not even really about Tod—good riddance to him and his Battlestar Galactica boxers—or the whispers and judgment of my coworkers. It’s so much more.

      Working at the library this past year hasn’t been exactly easy. I know that getting hired here was lucky, and probably wouldn’t have happened if Matthew hadn’t pulled strings and gone to bat for me. I get it, I do. After all, I quit school. I’m a college dropout. And, unless I go back, working the menial tasks will be all I ever do here. Most days, I don’t let it bother me. But today… well, today isn’t a normal day. 

      Fucking Tod and his fucking post-it note.

      And now I’m dropping f-bombs like my brother Tyler, the hockey star and center of all that is the Brooks family. If he heard me, he’d be shocked.

      Whatever. Give him a day like mine and see if he doesn’t drop a few fucks.

      I finally lapse into the soothing rhythm of re-shelving library books. As menial as it is, it’s also strangely satisfying. I forget about Tod and everything else, until Matthew taps me on the shoulder.

      “Damn, you need to get your hearing checked,” he says, rolling his eyes.

      “Why? What do you mean?”

      “I was calling for you and you didn’t hear. Unless you were ignoring me. Were you ignoring me?”

      I shelve my last book and roll my eyes. “C’mon. Let’s go get our coffee.”

      We walk past the two coffee shops closest to the library like we always do, to one several blocks away. This way, we can speak without the risk of some nosy-body coworker eavesdropping. As we settle in with matching lattes, Matthew adds two sugars to his and I add one.

      “So. Spill,” he says, pursing his lips at me. “You didn’t tell me you broke up with him.”

      Sighing, I lean back in my chair. “Because I didn’t.” Humiliation washes over me again. “And if I had, I would have done it privately. Not left a note on his locker for everyone to see. Jerk. Geeky, lights-always-off, bad-at-oral, IT jerk.”

      “Oooo.” Matthew perks up. “Bad at oral? Dealbreaker! Ruby, why don’t you tell me these things? I thought we were besties.”

      I send him a smirking glance. “Didn’t think pussy-eating was your style. But I’m telling you now and I may just tell everyone. Because, thanks to Tod, everyone thinks I’m bad in bed. But I’m not bad in bed,” I say indignantly. “I may not have a lot of experience, but I know when I’m good at something. And I rocked his world every time.”

      Matthew nods. “I bet you did, darlin’.”

      We each stare out the window at a passing streetcar, lost in thought.

      “Well,” he says shrugging, “you’re better off.”

      “I know. But this is so embarrassing. He pursued me, remember? You know that super geeks who work in IT and wear their glasses on a neck chain aren’t my type, but I gave him a chance anyway. I tolerated him. I mean, even though he insisted on the bedroom lights always being off and never rated above a three in the sack, I kept having sex with him. And he dumps me like this?” I bare my teeth. “Bastard.”

      “Ugh,” he agrees. “You were doing him a favor. It was one big pity fuck, if you want to get down to it. Honey, you really are better off.”

      “Dammit,” I mutter, my eyes filling again.

      Matthew makes soothing noises as I grab for some tissues. “Do you just want to go home? I can go back and say you didn’t feel well. You know, cramps or something. No one ever questions cramps.”

      I shake my head. “Oh God no. That will just make it worse. Like admitting defeat. Everyone will think I’m heartbroken or something, and I’m not. I’m pissed.”

      “Eh, there will be some new drama tomorrow, and they’ll forget all about this,” he predicts. “You know how it is.”

      “It’s a regular soap opera. Who knew.”

      “You sure you’re okay, Ruby?”

      “I’m sure.” I force my best fake-ass smile.

      Back in the library, as soon as Matthew is out of sight, my smile fades. I didn’t exactly lie to him. I am mostly okay. The sting of the day will fade in time, but I know myself well enough to know how I’ll spend the rest of this shift.

      Wallowing. Overthinking. And hurting my own feelings.

      Why am I not enough? Not good enough . . . not enough? 

      I know I shouldn’t think like this, but it’s hard not to when everything in my life is just so-so. Sure, I have a lot to be thankful for, not least of which is having a job and a place to live. But something is… out of balance.

      My mind wanders over the past year, choosing bits and pieces to obsess over, and one word comes to mind—settling. I’ve settled because I don’t want to ask for more. 

      While I fixate on my shit, I continue working through my shift, checking in books, putting them on carts to be returned to the shelves. It’s a never-ending job, like a giant loop. Books constantly leave the library, and they constantly come back.

      Guaranteed employment for an underachiever like me.

      It doesn’t take a lot of concentration, so I can get lost in my thoughts. Sometimes, the tedium is broken up by coworkers dropping by to chat.

      But not today.

      Today, I’m being given a wide berth. 

      Finally, I head back to the locker room, half afraid of what I’ll hear or see this time. Thankfully though, I don’t encounter any coworkers on the way to clock out. And, there are no messages on my locker.

      I reach into my pocket to toss out the note Tod left me and find the flyer for Costa Rica. I’m not exactly sure what a librarian wellness retreat is, but it sounds nice, like it would be full of kindred souls. But it’s happening soon, like in the next couple weeks. And it’s also crazy expensive. I shove the flyer back in my pocket, regardless.

      A girl’s gotta have dreams.
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      RUBY

      

      I stand on Dad's doorstep, staring at the chipped paint and willing myself to enter. After the day I've had, I'm not sure I'm up for a family dinner. But hey, given that I live here and have nowhere else to go, I turn the doorknob and enter. Dad never locks his front door.

      And as I’m pushing the door, it swings open, revealing my dad's beaming face.

      "Ruby Tuesday!" he exclaims, pulling me into a bear hug that smells of Old Spice and whatever's burning in the kitchen.

      What is it about one of Dad’s hugs that brings a lump to my throat, especially after a crappy day?

      But I buck up. The last thing in the world I want is to worry him. He’s been through enough shit of his own.

      So I tickle his ribs, making him bellow with laughter. "Dad, really? Ruby Tuesday? You’re still using that one?"

      I pretend to be annoyed. But of course, I love it. I love everything about my dad. Except, maybe, his meatloaf.

      "Hey, you’re my daughter. I can call you whatever endearment I want. Come on in, kiddo. Tyler and Lucy are already here."

      Great. Just what I need—an evening of watching my perfect NHL star brother and his perfect girlfriend make goo-goo eyes at each other over Dad's famously dry meatloaf.

      I follow him into the living room of his modest little house ‘out in the avenues,’ one of the residential sections of San Francisco. His is a cozy, if slightly cramped, row house that's seen better days. Tyler's constantly trying to convince him to let him buy him a swanky condo downtown, but Dad's more likely to trade in his beloved Lazy-Boy than move out of this place. He’s not leaving this house except in a coffin, as he likes to say. I love him for his stubbornness. Most of the time.

      "Rubes!" Tyler bounds up from the couch, all six-foot-whatever of him unfolding like some kind of ridiculously handsome jack-in-the-box. He scoops me up in a hug that lifts my feet off the ground. "How's my favorite librarian?"

      "Underpaid and over-shelved," I grunt, trying to wriggle free. "Put me down, you overgrown lab puppy."

      He sets me down with a grin, and I turn to Lucy, who's watching our sibling antics with fond amusement. "Hey, Lucy. How's life with the human Golden Retriever?"

      Lucy laughs, her teeth gleaming. Seriously, does this girl have any flaws? "Oh, you know, lots of belly rubs and games of fetch."

      "I heard that," Tyler calls from where he's already made his way to the kitchen, no doubt to ‘test’ whatever Dad's cooking.

      I flop onto the couch, kicking off my shoes and trying not to wince. Note to self—maybe breaking in new clogs by wearing them for a full shift wasn't the brightest idea.

      "I like your shoes. But hey did you have a rough day?" Lucy asks, her voice gentle.

      I consider lying, putting on the same brave face I wore at the library. But something about Lucy's kind eyes makes me want to spill my guts. I adore my future sister-in-law. No two ways about it. In spite of her perfect-ness.

      I nod. "You could say that. Let's just say if there was an Olympic event for humiliation, I'd be bringing home the gold."

      Lucy opens her mouth to respond, but she's cut off by a roar from the kitchen.

      "Dinner's ready!" Dad calls. "Tyler, stop eating the garlic bread!"

      We make our way to the dining room, where Dad's setting out his culinary masterpiece, something he makes with scary regularity. He likes it not only because it’s easy but especially because it comes from Mom’s old cookbook.

      He only makes things from her cookbook, which is the sweetest thing. But Mom’s been gone nearly twenty years, so his rotation of dishes is getting a little tired. Not to mention dated.

      Not that I would ever say anything.

      The meatloaf looks like it might have been featured in a World War II ration cookbook, with a side of mashed potatoes that are more lump than mash, and a bowl of peas that were probably stored in the freezer for a year. It's a far cry from the Michelin-star restaurants Tyler probably dines at on the regular, but it still makes both our hearts twinge with nostalgia. When it comes down to it, it doesn’t matter how any of this tastes. We’re together, and that’s what matters.

      “Yum, Dad,” I say, and I mean it. There's something comforting about the reliable mediocrity of his cooking.

      We settle in, passing dishes and pouring drinks. Tyler immediately launches into a story about his latest game, complete with dramatic reenactments that threaten to knock over the gravy boat.

      "So there I was, ten seconds left on the clock," he says, waving a piece of garlic bread like a hockey stick. "Two defenders closing in, the goalie's eyes locked on mine..."

      "Let me guess," I interject dryly. "You scored the winning goal, the crowd went wild, and rose petals rained from the sky as you were carried off the ice on the shoulders of your adoring teammates."

      Tyler grins, not at all put off by my sarcasm, and Lucy stifles a giggle. "Close. No rose petals, but I did get a pretty sweet Gatorade shower."

      "Ah yes, nothing says 'athletic glory' quite like being doused in neon-colored sugar water."

      Dad chuckles, shaking his head. "You two never change. Ruby Tuesday, how's the library? Any exciting new books come in?"

      I stab a pea with perhaps more force than necessary. "Oh, you know, it's a real page-turner. Will Ruby shelve the romance novels correctly? Can she decipher Mrs. Johnson's illegible hold requests? Will she make it through a shift without getting hit on by creepy dudes looking for 'research materials' in the anatomy section? The suspense is killing me."

      A silence falls over the table. I look up to find three pairs of concerned eyes trained on me.

      "What?" I ask, suddenly defensive. "Can't a girl make sarcastic comments about her soul-crushing job in peace?"

      "Sweetie," Dad says gently, "is everything okay? You seem a little... down."

      I open my mouth, ready to brush off their concern with another witty deflection. But as I look around at their worried faces, something in me crumbles. Before I know it, I'm spilling the whole sordid tale—Tod's post-it breakup, the library gossip mill, and a growing sense that I'm wasting my life surrounded by books I will never have time to read.

      And then there’s that elusive college degree, the one thing everything else seems to hinge on.

      There's a moment of silence as my family digests my outpouring of self-pity. Then Tyler, bless his heart, tries to lighten the mood.

      "Look on the bright side, Rubes," he says. "At least you're not dating a dude named Tod anymore. I mean, Tod? That’s a definite douchebag name."

      Despite myself, I snort. "Thanks, Ty. I'll remember that the next time I'm tempted by a man in a Star Trek tie."

      "That's my girl," Dad says with a smile. "You know, Ruby, if you want me to, I could come downtown and you know, have a ‘talk’ with this guy. If you know what I mean.”

      I look at him in horror. It’s one thing for Matthew to joke around about beating Tod up, but my father? Really?

      “Um, well, Dad, I don’t really think⁠—”

      Everyone at the table bursts into laughter, and I realize my wallowing has interfered with my sense of humor.

      “Oh ha-ha, I get it now. Very funny,” I say. "Thanks, Dad."

      I know I don’t need to say anything more, and a warmth grows in my chest that has nothing to do with the meatloaf.

      It’s good to know your dad has your back, even if it’s not appropriate for him to beat up your enemies.

      It’s the thought that counts, and all that.

      “If you want to know the truth, Rubes,” Tyler says, “carting books around all day sounds like one boring ass job.”

      “Tyler,” Lucy admonishes with a hiss.

      Tyler squirms like he always does when the love of his life scolds him.

      As if on cue, there's a soft thud from the living room just as I’m about to put my big brother in his place. We turn to look and I sigh as I spot my backpack tumbling to the floor, spilling all its contents and leaving them on full display—tampons, a hairbrush, an empty Coke can, a random sock, and a certain colorful flyer I swiped from the bulletin board at work.

      Tyler's on it like a shot, trying to be helpful and snatching up my junk before I can stop him. His eyes widen as he reads. A librarian wellness retreat? In Costa Rica? Rubes, are you planning a trip?"

      I groan, burying my face in my hands. "No, I'm not planning a trip. I'm planning to wallow in self-pity while fantasizing about escaping to a place where no one knows I dated the human equivalent of a dial-up modem."

      "This looks amazing!" Lucy chimes in, peering over Tyler's shoulder at the flyer. "White sand beaches, yoga at sunrise, meditation... honey, this could be just what you need."

      I lift my head, fixing her with a look that I hope conveys the full extent of my broke-ass librarian status. "Yeah, it looks great. So does a Ferrari, but you don't see one of those in the driveway, do you?"

      "Come on, Rubes," Tyler says, his eyes lighting up with that look he gets when he's about to suggest something ridiculous. "Why not go for it? You deserve a break."

      I laugh, but it comes out sounding more bitter than I intend. "Sure, let me just check my trust fund. Oh wait, I don't have one of those. Some of us work for a living, Mr. NHL."

      Tyler's face falls, and I immediately feel like the world's biggest jerk. It's not his fault he's successful. If anything, he's annoyingly generous with his money—always trying to help out, even when I'm too proud to accept it.

      "I'm sorry," I sigh. "That was uncalled for. I'm just... frustrated. With everything."

      "We know, sweetie," Dad says, reaching over to pat my hand. "But maybe Tyler has a point. A change of scenery could do you good. And if money's the only thing holding you back..."

      I hold up a hand, cutting him off. "Dad, no. I appreciate it, but I can't take your money. Or yours," I add, shooting a pointed look at Tyler, who's already reaching for his wallet.

      "It wouldn't be taking," Tyler argues. "Think of it as an investment in your mental health. Or better yet, think of it as payback for all those times I made you play goalie in the backyard."

      "Pretty sure those childhood traumas are worth way more than a trip to Costa Rica," I gripe.

      Lucy, ever the peacemaker, jumps in. "What if we made it a loan? You could pay it back over time, no interest."

      I bite my lip, considering. The thought of escaping to a tropical paradise is tempting—so tempting it hurts more than my sore feet. But the idea of being in debt to my family, of admitting I can't handle my problems on my own...

      "I don't know," I hedge. "It's a lot of money, and I've got responsibilities here. My job..."

      "And those will still be there when you get back," Dad finishes. "Ruby, honey, I've watched you pour your heart and soul into that library for a year now. You've earned a break. And if this retreat helps you figure out what you really want to do with your life, well, that's worth more than money."

      I look around at their faces, swallowing away the lump in my throat. When did I get so lucky with this weird, wonderful family of mine?

      "I'll think about it. But," I add quickly, seeing Tyler's triumphant grin, "I'm not making any promises. And if I do go, it's a loan. With interest. And a contract. Notarized."

      Tyler laughs, reaching over to ruffle my hair. "Whatever you say, sis. Now, who wants to arm wrestle for the last piece of garlic bread?"

      As the conversation devolves into playful bickering and more hockey stories, I sit back, fear, excitement, gratitude, and just a tiny spark of hope swirling in me.

      Maybe, just maybe, this Costa Rica thing could be my ticket to a fresh start. Or, knowing my luck, it could be a disaster of epic proportions. But hey, at least it'll make for a good story.

      If only I could afford it.

      “I’ll race you to a game of Scrabble,” Tyler says, extending a hand for me to vacate the dining table.

      “Well, I was gonna help clean the dinner dishes. And besides, don’t you have to get up at the crack of dawn tomorrow for practice?” I ask.

      “I got the dishes. Go play,” Lucy calls while my dad just gets in her way trying to help.

      Tyler opens the Scrabble box and gestures for me to join him across the coffee table. “Yeah, I do have to get up early. But it doesn’t take long to beat you, so I’m sure I’ll be home and asleep within the hour.”

      Such a lie. I nearly always win.

      But tonight is not one of those nights. My brain is elsewhere—only I’m not really sure where. I do know it’s not in Dad’s living room where I’m sitting across the table from Tyler, who whoops my butt.

      Lucy plops down on the sofa next to me and throws an arm around my shoulders. In spite of my attempts to act like nothing bothers me, I drop my head on her shoulder, and I have to admit, it feels good. She doesn’t replace my mother, not that anyone ever could, but she is making a damn good big sister. I can’t wait for Tyler and her to get married and seal the deal. That way she’ll be well and truly stuck with the Brooks clan.
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      RUBY

      

      I’m lazing in bed the next morning after tossing and turning most of the night. I want desperately to say something pointed and memorable to Tod about his unceremonious brush off, but after considering about a hundred different ideas, I can’t choose the best one. I jot them into my phone to run by Matthew, the undisputed king of snark.

      
        
        Error 404: Feelings not found. Also, I think you meant to leave that note on your computer monitor, not on my door.

      

        

      
        Just read your note. Good news! I've upgraded to a newer model with better compatibility and enhanced features. Thanks for the memories, beta version.

      

        

      
        Received your breakup post-it. Please note, your trial relationship has expired, and we regret to inform you that we will not be renewing. For any further inquiries, please consult your nearest dating manual.

      

      

      I’m feeling pretty good about these. I have a few more minutes before I have to hop in the shower, so send my snappy comebacks for Matthew’s immediate consideration. As I pat myself on the back for inventiveness, a text notification comes in from an unknown number.

      Huh. It’s from the retreat center. The one in Costa Rica, where the librarian retreat is being held. And it’s confirming my reservation.

      What the hell?

      I call the number listed in the text message, hoping to God nothing got charged to my credit card, which is almost maxed-out, thanks to my blue clogs. The nice man on the phone seems eager to help even though my Spanish is non-existent, and his English is just so-so. After a couple starts and stops, and some giggles, I’m able to understand that someone called and booked a reservation for me.

      Oh holy hell. Did Dad spring for this? I won’t accept it. I can’t. He’s retired for cripes’ sake, living on a fixed income.

      Then the man on the phone says Tyler. Tyler Brooks.

      Well, that makes sense. But still.

      I thank the man for his help, wanting to cancel but—knowing I should cancel—but I’m unable to pull the trigger. Everything tells me to turn down this gift, or loan, or charity, or whatever the hell it is. But a teeny little part of me starts taking a mental inventory of my bathing suits and other beach clothes, and I remember that hot little green bikini in the back of my dresser that still has its Macy’s tags on it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tyler u goof. What have you done?**

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Rubes. Just say t-you and shut up

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        T-you and shut up

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ur such a dork

      

      

      

      

      

      Wow. Just wow. Looks like I’m going to Costa Rica.

      My phone rings.

      “Ty.”

      “Rubes.”

      “You didn’t have to do this, you idiot,” I say.

      “I know that, you idiot,” he answers. “Oh, and you’re flying first class, you’ll be getting vacation pay, and I’ve even already called your boss to get you the week off. Of course I had to give him a bunch of tickets to some Aftershocks games, but it’s all good.”

      “You did wha—? How⁠—?”

      He laughs. “I have Matthew in my phone from the time you brought him to the game. He gave me your boss’s info, so I texted her. You’re good to go.”

      “Oh my God…”

      “Don’t worry about a thing, Rubes. Big brother has taken care of everything.”

      I’m speechless. Tyler can be a pain in the ass. No, correction, he is a pain in the ass. But he’s also the sweetest guy I’ve ever known.

      “I love you, Tyler. Thank you.”

      “I love you too, Rubes. Just tell me, though. Are you moping over that Tod dude? Did you sleep with him?”

      My cheeks flame as my mouth drops open. I reply fast. It’s way too early for this kind of interrogation, especially from my big brother.

      “Why do you need to know that?”

      He laughs. “So I know how bad to beat him up.”

      I shake my head even as a laugh squeaks out of my throat.

      If Tod knew there’d be three men talking about hurting him, he’d for sure never have broken up with me the way he did.

      He’d never have dated me in the first place, for that matter.
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      CHUCK

      

      I stretch out on the concrete bench, my legs dangling off the end of it because, apparently, the San Francisco Police Department didn't account for six-foot-four hockey players when they designed their drunk tanks. I wince at the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead like angry wasps, and the air smells like a delightful cocktail of disinfectant, piss, and regret.

      Just another Tuesday night for Chuck Newcomb, NHL star.

      And occasional jailbird.

      "Newcomb!" a gruff voice hollers. "Your fairy godmother's here to bail you out."

      I sit up, wincing as my head throbs in protest. Note to self—next time you decide to play real-life Mortal Kombat in a bar, maybe dodge a few more punches.

      I stumble to my feet, catching sight of said ‘fairy godmother’ as I’m led out of lockup. Vince Vincent, Aftershocks’ PR wizard and professional pain in my ass, stands there looking like he's sucking on a lemon that's been marinated in pure disappointment.

      "Chuck," he says, his voice flatter than week-old beer. "Fancy meeting you here. Again."

      I flash him my best shit-eating grin. "Vince! Buddy! You didn't have to get all dressed up for little old me."

      He doesn't crack a smile. I didn’t think he would.

      The officer returns my belongings, and I saunter out ahead of Vince just to piss him off, and I try to ignore my dry mouth and the way the room is tilting under my feet. As we walk through the station, I can't help but notice the starstruck looks from some of the officers and other perps. One guy even asks for my autograph as I pass.

      "Sorry, pal," I say with a wink. "Left my signing pen in my other orange jumpsuit." But I shake his hand.

      Why not?

      Vince grabs my arm, yanking me away from my dutiful fan, and steers me toward the exit with more force than necessary. Impressive. I am at least a half-foot taller than he is and probably have about a hundred pounds over his skinny little frame.

      Gotta give the guy credit.

      "Let's go, Gretzky,” he growls. “You can work on your fan club later."

      I try not to laugh, and as we step outside, the early morning sun hits me like a slap to the face. I squint, raising a hand to shield my eyes. "Vince, give me your sunglasses. Now. Please."

      Vince tosses his Ray-Bans my way and marches toward his sleek black car. I follow, trying to act like a scolded puppy to appease him. But the truth is, I’m in a great mood, headache notwithstanding.

      I reach for the passenger door and frown, patting my waist.

      "Dammit," I mutter. "Looks like I lost my belt in the chaos that is overnight lockup. Probably some souvenir hunter. You think someone’s gonna try to sell that? 'Authentic Chuck Newcomb Jail Belt – Only Worn Once!'"

      Vince's disgust is unmistakable as he starts the car. "Oh yes, because that's exactly the kind of merchandise the team wants associated with its star player. I can see the billboards now: 'Chuck Newcomb—come for the hockey, stay for the jail swag.'"

      I buckle up, settling into the plush leather seat. "Hey, you're the PR guy. If anyone can spin this into gold, it's you."

      He pulls out of the parking lot, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. For a few blessed moments, there's silence. I close my eyes, hoping maybe I can catch a quick power nap before the inevitable lecture.

      No such luck.

      "Do you have any idea," Vince begins, his voice low and dangerous, "how close you came to seriously screwing up your career last night?"

      I crack open one eye. "I guess somewhere on the scale of 'oops, my bad' to 'pack your bags for the minors'?"

      "This isn't a joke, Newcomb!" Vince snaps, slamming his hand on the steering wheel. "Do you think I enjoy getting calls at 3 a.m. to bail your sorry ass out of jail? Do you think the team enjoys seeing their star enforcer's name in the police blotter more often than the sports pages?"

      I sit up straighter, a flicker of anger igniting in my chest. "Hey, I didn't start that fight last night. Those guys were⁠—"

      "I don't care if they were insulting your mother, your dog, and every goal you've ever scored," Vince cuts me off. "You're a professional athlete, for Christ's sake. You can't go around brawling in bars like some washed-up has-been looking for his glory days!"

      The anger flares hotter and I try to tamp it down. This is the tempter that gets me into trouble. Every. Damn. Time.

      Regardless, who the hell does this pencil-pusher think he is, anyway? I open my mouth, ready to tell Vince exactly where he can shove his bullshit scolding. But then I catch sight of my reflection in the side mirror – bloodshot eyes, a nasty bruise blooming on my jaw, my long hair a tangled rat’s nest, the elastic I use to keep it tidy having been confiscated by my jailers.

      As if a hair elastic is a deadly weapon.

      And I consider… maybe—just maybe—Vince has a point.

      I clamp my mouth shut, swallowing a smart-assed remark. My temper's gotten me into enough trouble for one night, not to mention my big mouth and bigger fists. I look down and see the start of some nice purple bruises on the knuckles of my right hand.

      Vince, apparently taking my silence as an invitation, continues his tirade. "You're lucky—no, beyond lucky—that no charges were filed. Do you have any idea what could have happened if this had gone further? Suspensions, fines, maybe even getting dropped from the team. Is that what you want, Chuck? To throw away all your talent and hard work over some drunken pissing contest?"

      As he continues to mutter under his breath, I stare out the window, watching the early morning San Francisco streets blur by. Part of me wants to argue, to defend myself. But a smaller, more rational part knows he's right. Not that I’m likely to admit it.

      "No," I mutter finally. "That's not what I want."

      Vince sighs, some of the fight going out of him. "Look, Chuck. You're a good player. Hell, you're a great player when you're not letting your temper get the best of you. But you've got to get your act together. The number of fights you got into last season was already pushing it. The league's cracking down on that stuff, and the team can't keep covering for you."

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak. The adrenaline from the night is wearing off, leaving me feeling hollow and, if I'm honest, maybe even a little regretful.

      A little.

      "I know you think I'm just some 'punk' who's giving you shit," Vince continues, and I start, wondering if I'd said that out loud earlier without meaning to. "But believe it or not, I'm on your side. My job is to make you look good, and let me tell you, you're not making it easy."

      We pull up to my apartment building, and Vince puts the car in park. For a moment, we just sit there in silence.

      "So," I say finally, "what happens now? Am I grounded? Do I have to write 'I will not punch drunken idiots' a hundred times on the locker room whiteboard?"

      Vince snorts, a ghost of a smile flickering across his face. "Don't tempt me. For now, go home. Sleep it off. Be at practice tomorrow – on time – and try not to look like you went ten rounds with a grizzly bear."

      I nod, reaching for the door handle. As I'm about to get out, Vince speaks again.

      "Oh, and Chuck? The team's arranging for you to do some community service. You know, polish up that tarnished image of yours a bit."

      I groan. "Please tell me it's not reading to kids or something. Last time I did that, their mothers all showed up, and well, you know how that shit goes.”

      Vince shakes his head. "No, we learned our lesson there. We're still getting letters from the moms. This time, you'll be helping out at a soup kitchen. Cooking, cleaning, serving, that kind of thing. Should keep you out of trouble for a while."

      "A soup kitchen?" I echo, incredulous. "Vince, come on. I'm a hockey player, not a waiter... person. Whatever they're called."

      "It’s called a volunteer, and you will be carrying out this commitment," Vince supplies dryly. "And tough luck on getting your hands dirty. Consider it your penance. Who knows, maybe you'll learn something. Like impulse control. Or some humility."

      I flip him off, but there's no real heat behind it. As I climb out of the car, my body protesting every movement, I can't help but wonder what fresh hell awaits me as Vince tries to humble me.

      "Hey, Vince?" I call just before he drives off.

      He looks at me expectantly.

      "Thanks," I say, the word feeling strange on my tongue. "You know, for coming to get me. Again."

      He nods, a hint of a smile on his face. "Just doing my job, Newcomb. Try not to make me do it again anytime soon, yeah? Hey, be in Coach’s office at eleven tomorrow. There’s a meeting, and it concerns you.”

      A chill runs through me. “Vince–am I being kicked off the team?”

      He shrugs, making it clear there’s no skin off his back if I get canned. “I don’t think so,” he says. “Pretty sure this is just to address some things. But, you know, I can’t be entirely sure. Eleven. Don’t be late.”

      As I watch him drive away, I can't shake the feeling that my life is about to get a whole lot more... calm. Not that I want it to. I just want to keep my job.

      Once I’m in the elevator, I let out a breath. God. Now I feel slightly sick with nerves to go along with the lingering effects of a hangover.

      Fucking great.

      I trudge up to my apartment, already dreading the mountain of ice packs and aspirin in my near future. I let myself into my tenth-floor apartment and don’t even have the usual rush of pleasure I get from being in the place. Instead, I go straight to the bathroom and turn the shower on before stripping.

      Once the water is as hot as it can get, I step under the spray and let the wet steam surround me. I can feel the tension in my shoulders easing. My body relaxes while I soap myself, and I watch the suds swirl down the drain, taking with them my night-in-the-slammer grime. Finally, with a bracing breath, I switch the temperature to cold, and a blast of frigid water pounds away the last fragments of my lingering debacle.

      Refreshed, I dry myself, find a new hair elastic for my mop, and yank on my favorite holey sweats and faded concert T-shirt. After checking my bag to make sure I have everything I’ll need for training later, I set it by the door and head into the kitchen in search of food.

      I scramble some eggs, adding chunks of ham and cheese, while bacon sizzles in another pan. Plating that up with toast smeared with butter and strawberry jelly, I carry it to the table and pour myself a coffee. I leave it black but add two spoonfuls of sugar—not something I usually do, but the extra jolt will come in handy. I’ve got the hangover sugar cravings.
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