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AUTHOR’S NOTE


My Kind of Trouble is a romantic comedy celebrating its fat and autistic characters, but it also touches upon possibly sensitive topics. It includes backstory mentions of a fatal car accident, parental loss and abandonment, and alcoholism. There is also discussion of bullying of autistic characters (by schoolmates, community members, and parents), brief discussion of ABA therapy, discussion of parental and societal homophobia, moralistic food talk and mention of fatphobia, and mention of church abuse of minors. Finally, the book contains some off-page minor violence, on-page minor blood and shoving (not between hero and heroine), and on-page sex. For anyone who may be sensitive to these topics, please read with care.









CHAPTER ONE


HARMONY


Sitting in the gazebo in the center of Brookville’s grassy town square, Harmony Hale took a long sip of her iced coffee and thought it didn’t look like the kind of town run by the most corrupt man you’d ever meet.


Then again, in her straw fedora, teal surplice jumpsuit fitted over her generous curves, and strappy kitten heels, Harmony probably didn’t look like the kind of person who could shatter the life of the most corrupt man you’d ever meet, but that was exactly what she was here to do. That was what she had done to dozens of others—who’d all deserved it for one reason or another. But none as much as the mayor of Brookville.


“You ready to charm him?” Alice, sitting on the bench beside her, asked with a grin, before slurping up some of her own blended coffee through a bright pink straw.


Alice Burrows. Harmony’s reconnaissance woman, assistant, and best friend. She’d arrived in town a few weeks ahead of Harmony, getting the lay of the land.


Harmony raised the coffee Alice had brought from the café where she’d gotten a job (perfect for meeting people and hearing gossip). She made a little toast and smirked. “Like I always do.” But she wasn’t talking about charming the mayor—not yet. Today she had her sights set on a different man. The last cog in the trap that the mayor would greedily walk into and spring himself, like the rat he was.


Her fingers tightened around her plastic cup, pressing into the cold condensation. “When is this guy supposed to show?” That morning she and Furiosa—her convertible—had driven up from a small town outside Santa Barbara, where she’d taken the life savings off the football coach of a private university who’d covered up the sexual misconduct of his star athletes for years. Unsurprisingly, it had been easy to tempt him with the opportunity to invest most of his ungodly salary in a soon-to-be-announced college sports streaming platform that didn’t actually exist. And without any of that cash left to pay off witnesses and campus police, she figured he wouldn’t have his job much longer either. The latest victim would be able to get a fair trial against his star cornerback—especially with the chunk of the coach’s money Harmony had anonymously donated to her legal fund. But the high of that recent victory had already worn off, and Harmony was buzzing with the need to get this job rolling.


The job. The one she’d had her sights on since she started grifting. At first, she’d worked for others, learning the tricks of the trade, but soon she’d set up her own operation and brought Alice on board, the two of them going after her favored targets. And now the time was finally here. Not that she wanted to rush the con—she intended to enjoy this.


She swished another sip of sweet, creamy coffee over her tongue. It had taken a few years to amass the resources she’d need to pull it off. Those leftover football coach funds were going to such a good cause. Now she only had to line up one last piece of her plan. So where was the guy?


“Every day at three on the dot.” Alice scrunched her long, thin nose. “Man’s like a machine with the routine. He’s been too easy to follow. Barely goes anywhere. He leaves the library for the school every weekday, same time.”


Harmony stared at the wooden doors of the library, willing him to appear. The building’s white plaster walls made up one side of the town square, along with a senior center and a parking lot. Across the lawn, where a small group was practicing yoga and a few children toddled around scattered blankets, crouched the red brick town hall. On this early spring afternoon, several people occupied benches along the paths, drinking coffee or scrolling on their phones, and others strolled before the storefronts that made up the rest of the square, their doors open invitingly, sandwich boards blazoned with daily specials or sales.


Every small town was essentially the same. Contrary to popular belief, not everyone in town knew absolutely everyone else, but the people were nosy and judgmental, yet far too trusting at the same time. So easy for Harmony to play like violins to get closer to her targets who hid among them. She savored the bitter aftertaste of her coffee, imagining a few months from now when all these people would know Mayor Travis Weaver for what he truly was. They’d be ready to tar and feather him—metaphorically, at least, spreading the news of his downfall to social media. He’d be done in Brookville—and the tech world, where he’d made his millions—forever.


You know who didn’t usually have millions, or acres of real estate holdings? Full-time civil servants. “And you’re sure this is the guy who owns the land?” she asked Alice. “A librarian?” He was a last-second addition to their plan; Alice had originally found a hobby farmer for Harmony to target, some middle-aged divorcé looking to move away from Brookville, the type she could always have eating out of her hand in minutes. But then Travis goddamn Weaver happened to put in an offer on the very land she needed for her scheme, and they’d had to scramble.


“Don’t you trust me?” Alice dropped her jaw and batted her lashes, hand spread over her chest.


Harmony rolled her eyes. She didn’t trust anyone.


They broke into laughter at the same time, Alice’s staccato cackle against Harmony’s throaty chuckle.


“You’ve gotten mixed up before,” Harmony reminded Alice. “One cute clerk at the records office in San Diego meant I spent three days seducing the wrong Paul Thompson.” One who hadn’t even owned a car, let alone a franchise of restaurants where he’d been fighting unionization efforts by reporting his own employees to immigration.


“That clerk was cute,” Alice admitted with a sigh. “He had dimples.” Harmony snorted, still grateful for Alice’s help. She was easily distracted but good with details about their marks and tracking down targets who were practically begging for someone to come along and charm them out of their ill-gotten gains. It was a public service, really, providing benefits for everyone. Justice for society and cash for Harmony’s untraceable bank accounts.


“I double-checked,” Alice reassured her, dragging her straw through the lid until it made little squeaks. “The land’s not zoned for development, so the family’s just passed it along through the generations.”


Which meant it would be a piece of cake to convince the librarian to lease the land to Harmony for her plan. She tried to douse her impatience with another sip of sugary coffee, letting her attention follow the long roll and clatter of skaters attempting kickflips on the pavement around a fountain at one corner of the green. For some reason, someone had given the statue above the trickling water a wide-brimmed and well-feathered hat like he was off to the derby. Just beyond, older kids ran through the entrance of an arcade—the VRcade, its neon sign declared, beckoning Brookville’s youth to the metaverse.


“There he is.”


Harmony’s gaze shot back to the library. A man who had to be over seventy shuffled down the path that led to the street, library book tucked in the crook of his age-spotted arm.


“Alice, what the hell?” Harmony laughed. “You told me this was gonna be a charm-and-disarm. I think I may need a different approach.” She could get anyone wrapped around her little finger, but strategy was everything. Setting down her coffee, she grabbed her Staud purse from the bench. She had time to wipe off this red lipstick; the mark was still barely to the curb.


“Not him.” Alice shook her head, brown hair fluttering around her narrow face, which was breaking into a grin as she pointed past Harmony. “Him. Preston Jones. Full charm ahead.”


Harmony turned back to see a very tall, very lanky man—white, just about her age, maybe mid- to late twenties—emerging from behind the senior citizen. He hurried down the steps, dark hair ruffling and herringbone jacket flapping. Nervous energy practically crackled up and down the long length of him as he fumbled his leather messenger bag open to stuff a book inside and furrowed his brow above glasses glinting in the afternoon sun.


“Oh, god,” Harmony said thinly, setting down her purse. “I think if I turn the full strength of my charm on that flagpole wrapped in tweed it might actually kill him.” A bubble of laughter broke from her chest.


Alice snickered.


Harmony stood. She shook her hair back over her shoulders and cocked her hat at what she knew from plenty of practice in front of the mirror was a rakish angle. Then she strode down the gazebo steps and across the lawn toward the next lucky victim to fall under her spell.


She and her charm met Preston halfway up the path to the library. “Can I trouble you a moment?”


Though his thick eyebrows shot up at her words, the librarian didn’t slow, just mumbled, “Oh, god.” He barreled past her. “No.”


Not the usual reaction. Harmony fell into step beside him, matching each of his long strides with two of hers. “It’ll only take a moment.” She let her smile spread wide and released a gentle half laugh. She’d pinned politicians and millionaires in place with that soft huff of breath. Men hated the idea of being laughed at, but they loved being in on a joke—even a nonexistent one—with a beautiful woman.


“Sorry.” Her current mark kept his gaze aimed straight ahead, missing out entirely on her bewitching smile, as he sped up and turned from the main path, where a branch split off toward the parking lot. His fisted hands twisted the strap of his bag across his chest like he was wringing the neck of his mortal enemy. And did he actually mutter “Not today, Satan” under his breath?


Even with her heels clip-clopping over the pavement like a show pony on Adderall, Harmony couldn’t keep up with his ridiculously long legs. But when he stopped beside the bike rack at the front of the parking lot, she caught up with him.


“It’s an important matter,” she said, as he unlocked a green bike and slid a white helmet from its handlebars. He obviously had somewhere to be—the school, Alice had said, though what could be so important at a school of all places Harmony couldn’t guess. Some kind of book emergency? Pressing an open palm to her ample chest—such a crude technique, but when in doubt, draw attention there—she reassured him, “Though I have an appointment soon, so just a word and then I myself must be going—”


He slammed his helmet over his brown curls, snapped its buckle shut, and swung one long leg over the bike. “Great,” he pronounced sternly.


And with that, he launched himself and the bike out of the parking lot and down the street, leaving Harmony gaping after him.


She clamped her mouth shut. Nope. She didn’t gape. And she never panicked. Harmony always rolled with whatever her grifts threw her way, taking everything in stride. Except she’d just been out-strode.


What had just happened?


Maybe he was gay. Or ace. Harmony could work with that. Switch to another approach. She was lovable in so many ways. Maybe he was fatphobic. Then she could teach him a lesson along with his mayor. There was no limit to the number of assholes she could take down in one town. But she needed this asshole to get to the one that mattered.


Harmony traced her finger along the empty bike rack, thoughtful. Maybe he simply needed her to show even more charm. This wasn’t schmoozey L.A. or social-climbing San Francisco, where she could dangle the promise of an opportunity like a handkerchief and everyone would jump for it. People could be stubborn in small towns.


Either way, this was going to be a challenge. She recalled the librarian’s tensed full mouth, the flash of blazing blue eyes behind his thick glasses. Harmony rolled her shoulders back, her gaze chasing down the tree-lined street where he sped away. She loved a challenge.


This was going to be fun.









CHAPTER TWO


PRESTON


Preston Jones did nothing halfway.


As he cycled down Main Street, shoulders hunched over his handlebars, he considered how this had likely gotten him into trouble over the years.


Like when he’d go on too long about books or music until people made that uncomfortable face they always eventually made. The face that meant they’d stop inviting him to coffee or their club or anywhere at all.


Or the way he’d follow rules exactly until it annoyed even his teachers or bosses—or completely ignore the rules when they made no sense, which somehow also annoyed the same teachers and bosses.


And worrying. Preston was a full-time worrier. If worries were bought at the store, Preston would come home with a Costco-sized pallet of them.


Worries that he wouldn’t be allowed to do his job properly. That it would be taken away from him entirely.


About climate change. And police brutality. Fucking gerrymandering.


That he was fucking everything up.


And, always, always, about Lacey.


He shot out an arm to signal his turn down to the school, his stomach churning faster than his pedals spun.


His therapist had called it black-and-white thinking. Given him exercises to improve his mental flexibility. To better function in neurotypical society. Avoid getting into trouble.


Like speaking rudely to a patron at work.


But he hadn’t been at work. He’d been outside work, on his way to pick up Lacey like he did every day.


Except today. Today, he’d received a call from the school—accompanied by a sharp spike of anxiety until the office lady explained why. Lacey had hit a classmate. Preston had been summoned to the principal’s office.


So, no, he didn’t have time for another of the “concerned citizens” who wanted to purge his shelves and cancel his storytimes, who’d been in to complain more and more frequently, interrupting his work, and were now taking to lying in wait to accost him outside. Not even for an incredibly hot one. With curves poured into that vibrant outfit and a smile like a sunrise.


Wait, no. Preston let the rush of air as he rode cool his flushed cheeks. No. Bad. Book banners were evil. The enemy.


Why did the enemy have to be so hot? Why did evil get all the hottest people on its side? All the poor beleaguered library had was him.


Just like Lacey.


When he arrived at the elementary school she wasn’t waiting in her usual spot by the front gate. The place had emptied out. There was none of the usual childish shouting and shrieking like in the mornings when he dropped Lacey off. Just the flap of the U.S. and California flags on the pole before the administration office and the forlorn clink of tetherball chains out on the playground. He locked up his bike near Lacey’s, not thinking about the woman who had stood beside him when he’d unlocked it, or her waves of golden hair playing over her shoulders. She likely had a problem with Saturday storytime including a book about a trans boy, or the Black History Month display he’d created last month somehow making her two-point-five white children feel bad, or the teen Genders and Sexualities Alliance now meeting weekly in Conference Room B. He could worry about all that later. He would worry about it later.


His boss had asked him to represent the library at the next town hall meeting, where one of these concerned citizens had gotten an item on the agenda about the library’s collection and events serving the community, and clubs like the GSA. Probably Cheryl Weaver, the mayor’s wife, who’d been in to politely yell at him more than once. Give Preston a book to read aloud to four-year-olds while their parents scrolled through social media in the back of the room and he was in his element, but public speaking in front of a hundred attentive adults? Streamed live online? He’d been in the middle of trying—if he was honest, failing—to write up some notes for the meeting when he’d gotten the call from school.


Inside, Preston met the polite greetings of the secretaries with what he hoped was a pleasant smile but knew was probably more of a pained grimace. There, sitting cross-legged on one of the blue plastic chairs along the wall outside Principal Swann’s office, backpack dumped on the worn carpet, waited Lacey.


The admin secretary, from behind her computer monitor, told him, “Hi, Preston. You can go on in, he’s ready for you.”


Preston dropped his bag on an empty chair and crouched down in front of his sister. He balanced on the balls of his feet, forearms resting on his thighs. “Hey.” She was stimming with the velcro on one purple shoe, peeling the strap open and pressing it shut, over and over. “You okay?”


Lacey, dark hair falling in front of her face, didn’t say anything. Not that he’d expected her to, with the secretary just there.


“You want to tell me about it? Why you hit Asher?”


The velcro ripped open and crunched closed faster. “We’re supposed to go home. It’s time to go home.”


“Yeah. I have to talk to Mr. Swann first.”


“It’s not okay to hit,” Lacey said quickly. “We’re pacifists.”


“Well, yes.” At home Lacey could talk his ear off like any ten-year-old, asking questions about every aspect of the world and discussing philosophical or political beliefs. Especially at bedtime. “We are. I’d still like to know what happened with Asher before I talk to your principal about it.”


Lacey’s voice was small, like it always was with other people around, if she spoke at all. “He took my sandwiches.”


Sandwiches? Preston had thought it strange when Lacey asked for two this morning. They were both creatures of habit, and she had the same thing for lunch every weekday: veggie straws, a fruit puree pack, and a sunbutter sandwich on potato bread. But he’d figured it was a growth spurt, she’d been so hungry at dinner lately—


Shit. “Just today? Or before that too?”


She nodded.


Preston drew in a long, thin breath. It did nothing to help the tightness in his chest. He had fucked up, but he had to stay calm right now for Lacey. “I’m going to take care of this, okay? And then we’ll go home.” He stuck out a pinkie. “Promise.”


Lacey wrapped her own around his before returning to her stimming. He stood and went into the principal’s office and shut the door behind him.


The little office’s walls were plastered with artwork and certificates. Rubber duckies lined the windowsill and the tops of bookcases, a joke gift begun when Swann started here as assistant principal, back when Preston attended this same school, and carried to ridiculous lengths by parents over the years. Now ducks of every color with football helmets and devil horns and pirate hats watched over Preston’s return to the room where he’d been disciplined so many times, back when he still had meltdowns every week or so.


Mr. Swann stood and gestured at the wooden chair before his massive cherry desk half covered with framed photographs. “Preston, good to see you.”


That made no sense, considering the circumstances. “Is it?” Preston asked, sitting. “Because it seems unfortunate, kids shoving. And stealing.”


Mr. Swann’s mouth hung open a moment before shutting in an indulgent smile. “Yes, well—” He settled back into his chair, adjusting his suit jacket, weathered face creasing with confusion. “Um, stealing? I asked to speak with you because Lacey hit another student.” He spread his hands flat over his desk. “You know our zero-tolerance policy on violence. Lacey’s been doing well overall with push-in support, but perhaps she needs more reinforcement outside the classroom. How are the private therapies going?”


They were going well, the various appointments Preston took Lacey to a few afternoons a week. Music therapy, social skills group. Things he’d have no way to pay for if he got fired and lost their insurance and goddamn those book challengers making his life a misery ever since he took over Youth Services.


And now he was hyperfocusing, staring at a rubber ducky wearing black sunglasses and missing what Principal Swann had been saying. “—there are therapies that can reduce unacceptable behaviors—”


Preston snapped his gaze back to the principal. “ABA is off the table.” If there was one thing Preston was not going to fuck up, it was that. His mother’s wishes had been perfectly clear. Hell, ABA therapy was banned in several countries now, for good reason. Some of his own earliest memories were a blur of too many hours spent in Applied Behavior Analysis—rewards and punishments, acceptance always conditional, the things he wanted about to be snatched away. He pushed up his glasses. “But what is the school’s policy on theft?”


Mr. Swann’s easy smile grew more tense. He ran a hand over his salt-and-pepper hair. “We’re against it, obviously.”


“Lacey pushed Asher because he’s been taking her lunch every day.”


Mr. Swann nodded. “The playground supervisor asked him about that. Asher says he asked Lacey—”


“Asher knows she won’t say no. She can’t.” Her selective nonspeaking was most present at places like crowded lunch tables. “Which is why her classmates need to be taught to understand her accommodations and not take her food from her.”


The principal’s fingertips pressed into his desk, his hand making a little tent. “I’d really like to see Lacey, as a fourth grader, advocating for herself, with words and positive actions.” Like she had when she asked for two sandwiches. Only after Asher took them both had she lashed out. “We have free lunch available every day, which Lacey could have made use of.”


“She can’t eat that.” Preston scrubbed a hand over his face. God, he was tired. Of explaining, of having to explain. It had to be the same food. The same brand. The exact same texture and taste.


“Look, we understand Lacey is particular—”


Preston’s voice went flat. “Yes, because of her autism.” This wasn’t mere pickiness.


“But we have to handle all the children with understanding. I know you see this as very black-and-white—”


Preston dropped his hand to his armrest with a sigh. “Yes, because of my autism.” He refused to believe that was the only reason it was very clear to him this had been poorly handled. “Why isn’t Asher’s guardian also in here right now?”


“Because Lacey is the one who hit another student. Brookville Elementary must foster a safe environment.”


Fine. Call it black-and-white thinking if they liked. A failure of perspective-taking. A lack of empathy—that one always bothered him the most, setting a spark of anger up his spine. To Preston, anything else was simply trying to blur the line between right and wrong. “We are not doing this,” he told the principal, hands gripping both armrests. “Unless this school is okay with teaching a boy that as long as a girl doesn’t say no in just the right way he can take whatever he likes?” Swann’s eyebrows shot up. “No?”


The principal shook his head. “Physical violence still—”


“No one noticed or helped.” Preston’s slow, certain words were almost strangled by the emotion tightening his throat. He swallowed down his own remorse. “Lacey wasn’t given the support her disability requires. She was bullied. If the school wants to promote a safe environment for everyone, I hope it intervenes sooner next time.” He stood. “I’m taking Lacey home.”


“All right.” Swann’s voice followed him out of the office.


Preston was already grabbing his bag and the backpack and jerking his head at Lacey. “Let’s go, Lace Face.”


Outside, they climbed onto their bikes and buckled their helmets, Lacey’s with iridescent stars stuck all over it. “Strawberry yogurt smoothies when we get home?” he asked. Her toothy smile at this almost soothed the unease stirring through his chest. If only he could fix everything else as easily as with a snack.


He dug his foot back to lift his kickstand. Bullies. That was the problem. And nobody doing anything about it. It started with stealing sandwiches without consequences, and then they grew up to try to tell everyone in town what they weren’t allowed to read.


He’d work on those notes for the town hall meeting tonight, after giving his piano lessons and ineffectively enforcing Lacey’s bedtime. He’d be ready the next time he faced one of those book banners. No matter how pretty. At least he could try to save the books and the clubs and his job. Even if he wasn’t confident it would turn out well.


Nothing halfway. Knowing himself, it would be a complete disaster.









CHAPTER THREE


HARMONY


“C’mon, I know there must be someone.” Harmony, lying on her crappy hotel bed, elbowed Alice where she perched on its edge.


Alice squealed in protest and shoved her away. Pretending to focus on the laptop balanced across her knees, she said primly, “I don’t know what you mean.”


Harmony snorted as she lifted her phone above her head to scroll through more of Brookville businesses’ and residents’ social media. “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to run your own grifts someday. I can hear you blushing over all that hunting and pecking.” Harmony clicked through to a local moms’ group. “And if there wasn’t someone, you’d have done a better job tracking down information on our librarian.”


Instead of leaving Harmony out to dry with him this afternoon. Preston Jones had been her first online research target, after she and Alice had gotten her checked in here and grabbed an early dinner at an Indian place out by the freeway, near the olive processing plant and the big Brookville welcome sign with the motto Olive What’s Brotherly and Beautiful! But the man had like zero social media presence. And he was only a small part of all the work a con this complicated involved. No wonder Alice had given up so easily. That, and the someone, who obviously existed.


Harmony rolled onto her stomach and kicked her feet back and forth, pretending to scribble on her phone. “Dear Diary,” she said in her breathy sex-kitten voice, “today I came to the most boring town in California and met a guy!” She rolled back. “So what’s his name?”


Alice’s fingers stilled. “Evan Sargent. He works at the shelter and food pantry at the Unitarian church.”


“Oh, hon.” Harmony peered at her friend from over her phone. “A church boy?”


“Not a boy. Not with those biceps.” Alice scrunched her mouth to one side, like she was savoring some delicious flavor.


“Even worse.” Alice fell for someone on every job. Sometimes harder than others. And it did affect her work. Not like Harmony—she stuck to one-night stands. No strings. No distractions. No looking back.


She wriggled her shoulders into the lumpy mattress. She hadn’t even had one of those nights in a good while. Not since Zach. And Zach—well, he wasn’t available anymore, was he?


Her phone fumbled in her hands, nearly smacking her in the face. No looking back. Harmony sat up and swept over to the stiff little upholstered chair squeezed next to the window offering a charming view of a parking lot. “You’ll just have to leave him,” she reminded Alice. “Sooner rather than later.”


The sooner the better, if these were the best accommodations to be had in this town. This barely passed as an extended stay suite as advertised. Bed, chair, TV she’d never turn on. Desk that doubled as a coffee station. Sink, minifridge with microwave, and a single burner stove she definitely would never turn on. Shitty art on the ugly walls. On the bedside table, a lamp shaped like—was that supposed to be a cowboy? Were there cowboys in Brookville? If there were, maybe Harmony could find one to help pass one night she was stuck here.


“I know,” Alice grumbled. “And it’s such a waste, because I think Evan actually likes me. He’s started coming in for a second coffee most days.”


Harmony clicked through another Facebook profile with a variation of the perfect Brookville family: mom and dad, their arms around each other and hands resting on the shoulders of smiling or disaffected children. “Maybe he just needs the caffeine because he’s so tired—of living in Brookville.”


Alice threw one of the bed’s thin pillows at her. “Never mind. There’s no one. I haven’t spoken to a single person in Brookville since I arrived.” Still a horrible liar. She wasn’t even trying.


Harmony hugged the pillow to her chest and rested one cheek atop it, smiling innocently. “Oh, you know I don’t mean half of what I say.”


Alice shot her side-eye. “We can’t all be knockouts with every man falling at our feet.”


Not every man. Annoyance buzzed at the back of Harmony’s neck at the thought of Preston Jones sailing right past her today. Her scrolling finger paused as she tilted her head and imagined him falling. Someone would have to shout “timber” or half of Brookville could be taken out in one blow.


Harmony smirked, then told Alice, “That’s not fair.” Her partner in crime could fade into the background, yes—essential in their line of work, especially as Harmony was physically incapable of not causing a scene wherever she went. But with a smokey eye and the right dress for her angular frame, Alice was a knockout herself. Being able to play different roles like that was a huge asset. “You’re so pretty,” she cooed.


“You suck.”


“I do suck,” Harmony agreed, “and also I don’t suck; in fact, I’m wonderful. You love me.” She kicked out her foot to nudge the edge of the bed. “Tell me you love me, Alice. Tell me I’m pretty.” Her toe prodded the mattress, until the laptop jostled in Alice’s lap.


“Ugh! Do you want me to make these other social media accounts for you or not?”


“Yes, please.” Alice had already set up a few, mimicking Brookville residents, for Harmony to start manipulating local public opinion to be more receptive to her grift. This plan relied on more than just tricking Travis Weaver. “You know I need you on this, one hundred percent.” And Harmony needed to get back to work too. Focus on the grave trouble Brookville was dealing with—or would be, once she did her thing.


Conning was all about emotions. The trick was to stir people’s up and make them feel like they had a problem, so when you arrived on the scene everyone saw you as a solution. In their panic, they’d grab on to you as their savior, gladly letting go of logic—and their wallets—for the privilege. All Harmony had to do was craft enough worry over Brookville’s kids rotting away on the internet—people loved worrying about kids being online—and suddenly they’d be begging to host the outdoor music festival Harmony would claim to be bringing to town. The fake festival would ultimately be the trap for Travis.


The fact that he happened to own the VRcade, which she’d use to crystalize all those anxieties into a useful moral panic, was a delicious bonus.


She propped her elbows on the pillow and jabbed a finger at her phone, switching between fake profiles and planting seeds of discontent that would come to fruition at the town hall meeting next week. An article about the dangers of screentime shared here. A comment about the importance of diverse extracurriculars for college applications made there. A fake screenshot of a report on human traffickers using the metaverse to find young victims posted everywhere—this one in particular blended in perfectly among the many paranoid warnings between well-off suburban parents, without any of the real problems others faced, who were convinced entire flocks of kidnappers roamed the aisles of their incredibly safe grocery stores.


Alice prodded Harmony’s thigh with her own toe, her brow wrinkled into neat little lines. “But you’re sure about going with the festival grift? Is that the best way to come at Weaver? What about a multilevel marketing scheme? His wife is already deep into one, something with jewelry.” Alice had done some good current research on the Weavers, at least. “There might be an in there.”


“Mmm.” Harmony dropped a comment about drug deals going down in the metaverse into a conversation among Brookville parents discussing the dangers of vaping. “I did have fun with those for a while. And made serious bank. Women will really go bananas for their unicorn prints.” But then someone took their own MLM pyramid scheme too far, ugly yoga pants became the latest Nigerian prince, and now the whole game was greeted with too much suspicion.


Nope, selling fake festivals was her old standby. If she trusted anything anymore, she’d trust that. Especially when local politicians or other community leaders were the target, and she needed to do more than disappear with a suitcase or offshore account full of cash. This con was her go-to when she needed to destroy a man completely, ruin his reputation, turn everyone against him. Leave him, after all the sparkle and shine of her lies, with nothing but dust. She’d used it on a megachurch with a promised Christian music lineup. (Why let its leader steal from his parishioners to buy cars and planes and new wives, each with taller hair than the last, when Harmony could do it for him and expose to his flock what he was really doing on all those youth group trips at the same time?) She’d used it with an imaginary stable of country stars on an agriculture magnate whose daughter wanted to be the next Kacey Musgraves (and whose factory farm was illegally dumping pollution into the local watershed).


The swindle was as simple as one, two, three. First, get as many businesses in town as she could to invest in the festival as vendors, suppliers, and support. Second, declare the headliner act was pulling out, threatening the festival and everyone’s livelihoods. Finally, get the target to save the day paying through the nose for a new, last-minute headliner.


Of course, Travis would say no at first to such a large risk of his own money—these guys always balked at helping others out. They’d never have gotten as rich as they were if they weren’t in the strict habit of putting their bottom line above everyone else. That was all part of the plan. Only when Harmony pointed out that refusing would ruin their reputations and rob them of their power—all their suddenly struggling friends knowing they could have prevented the disaster and chose not to—did they crumble. They’d suddenly be just as eager to hand over their money as any mark, to hold on to their image as great men by playing the hero.


And of course, the payment wouldn’t actually go to any headliner, because there was no festival; Harmony would use some of Travis’s money to make things square with the local businesses before blowing him her final kiss goodbye: she’d have secretly recorded his inevitable initial refusal to help and blast it into everyone’s inboxes before skipping town with the rest of his cash.


She shook her head. She was sure about this. She’d planned it all out perfectly, and now she had the funds to pull it off with mainstream acts. The biggest names, to take down the biggest crook.


She said with certainty, “The festival is the way to bring Weaver down.”


Alice worried her thumbnail against her front teeth. “This grift means you stay in town all the way until the headliner switch-up. Months.”


“What?” Harmony asked. “You’re afraid I’ll start seeing things in the pattern of this wallpaper by then?”


“You’ll get bored. And using your real name? That’s risky.”


“Just my first name.” Harmony wanted Weaver to realize, once she pulled the plug and his life went down the drain, who it was who had stolen it all back from him.


“It’s risky,” Alice repeated.


“It’s worth it.” Heat rushed up through her, warming her cheeks and tightening her throat. “For my dad.”


Alice’s gray eyes softened. “Yeah.”


Travis Weaver had made his first millions selling an algorithm to a major music streaming app, as the tech world rebuilt from its burst bubble and tried to tamp down the popularity of file-sharing sites. The algorithm was a brilliant, elegant piece of code that served up just what listeners wanted and kept them hooked in for more.


Except he hadn’t written it. His business partner—Harmony’s father—had. And Travis Weaver stole it. Iggie Greene had trusted Weaver, and he lost everything.


He and Harmony had never had much. Her mom had taken a hike before Harmony had even formed permanent memories. They’d moved constantly, always just ahead of eviction. Slept in the car more than one night. But they’d had each other. And her dad had promised once the algorithm sold, everything would change.


And everything had.


Travis said it was her father’s own fault for not reading their contract more carefully. Travis came from a real nice family. His own father was a lawyer. Harmony’s dad had taught himself to code while working multiple jobs through high school. After Travis’s betrayal, he was never the same—drinking, health problems, depression. No insurance to help with any of it. His heart gave out before Harmony turned eighteen. Her dad trusted the wrong man, and eventually it killed him.


After that, Harmony had no one and nothing. Not until she learned to take it.


She jumped over to the VRcade’s Yelp page and began typing a one-star rant about her fake son spending $300 on in-game purchases. Travis Weaver had, like so many tech bros, eventually left the Bay Area for wider pastures. He’d bought a McMansion, run for mayor, and now he’d opened this little arcade that Harmony would, with a wave of her hand, turn into a threat to Brookville’s youth and the key to his undoing. Especially once she started planting stories of people using it for cybersex.


“You know I’ve got your back,” Alice said. “But you will get bored. And then you’ll get in trouble.”


“Well, I’m plenty busy for now,” she reassured Alice before digging through the VRcade’s Instagram feed, swiping through pictures of elaborate gaming equipment and following links in the likes and comments into profiles of other Brookville residents. Launching this big a con was like getting a dozen plates spinning. While singing opera. And juggling. “Town hall soon, to really kick things off.”


Plus, she recalled with a pang of annoyance, she still needed to nail down the festival site. Even if the festival was fake and would never happen, she needed that documentation to convince Travis to get on board—and Preston Jones’s land was now the only available around the town that the millionaire mayor hadn’t snapped up himself over the past few years. Harmony couldn’t have Travis getting that close a look at her dealings and possibly catching wind of anything suspect. She’d take another crack at the librarian once she had everything else in place.


A post from last August caught her eye, and she stopped scrolling. A red-haired boy held up a summer-reading certificate and a prize bag. No one was tagged, but behind a long counter, at the edge of the frame, like he was trying to escape right out of the image, stood Preston Jones. Harmony’s fingers dragged the picture wide, so the librarian filled her screen between the crosshairs of her manicured nails. “And then I bet I can find something to keep myself entertained.”









CHAPTER FOUR


PRESTON


“Good night,” Preston called to his last student. He watched from the piano bench as Mason climbed into his mother’s car. The headlights swept across the little fenced yard and the darkened windows at the front of the house.


Finally everything was quiet and still. Just Preston and the piano, the walls covered in bookshelves, the glow of the lamp. It wasn’t as if more work wasn’t waiting for him—the dishes, and figuring out what the hell he was going to say at Tuesday’s town hall meeting—or that the couch and his book resting open on one armrest didn’t beckon temptingly. But he couldn’t seem to move from this spot.


Now that it was peaceful, the stress from the day came rushing back to him. He’d thought he’d been holding everything together, but he hadn’t noticed Lacey wasn’t getting to eat her lunch, and god knew how long it had really been going on. He was fucking things up again, and Lacey was suffering for it. Again.


He began playing to drown it all out. Rachmaninoff. Variation 18. If Lacey was actually in bed like she was supposed to be, maybe it would help her fall asleep. Then he started noodling around with a new melody, something that felt like moonlight.


He hadn’t had time lately to compose much, but he didn’t really mind. He loved his sister, and he loved his job. He didn’t mind going into work on Saturdays for concerts in the community room swarmed by seniors and families, or heading back over with Lacey some afternoons to supervise whatever clubs the teens who had nowhere else to go after school wanted to try out. He wanted the library to be a haven for everyone, like it had been for him when he’d been a weird kid looking for someplace to hide. Before he had sorted out all the ways being autistic made certain things hard for him and honed the skills and tricks to cope, the library had been his retreat. And he’d been able to bring that peace home, even. Escape inside the stories he’d found, when his parents were arguing again about him.


And these “concerned citizens” were trying to take the books away. The books that kids needed most, books where they could find characters like themselves, where they could see their lives and what they could be. Preston’s hands danced over the piano keys faster, fiercer. Imagine thinking kids needed to be protected from books, of all things. Not parents who weren’t safe to be around, or prejudice, or mental health issues, or anything like that. It must be nice, to live the kind of life where you could believe kids only faced problems that could be solved by Mom and Dad with milk and cookies or a hug.


Preston’s fingers stilled on the keys, white and black. He’d really fucking like a hug.


But his own mother was gone, nearly five years now, and Lacey’s sensory issues meant she preferred pinkie promises and high fives to any other contact. And no one else was offering. So he did the next best thing, and called Dani.


“Preston, hey.” He could picture his mom’s oldest friend in her studio at her place outside town, short curly hair bound back by a silk scarf, phone on speaker while she shaped clay or painted. “How’s it going?”


He set his own phone on speaker and rested it on the piano. “Fine.”


“Uh-huh. Fine fine or you’re spiraling but won’t admit it fine?”


Preston spun the silver ring on his thumb. “Can you take Lacey next Tuesday?” Dani had helped his mom out a lot when Lacey was tiny, after their dad left and Preston was off at college. They’d kept up the routine after Preston moved home. Routine was important for Lacey.


“Sure. You got a hot date?”


Annoyingly, the image of the woman from that afternoon, outside the library, flashed through his mind. “Er—with my civic duty?”


“What?” Dani sounded distracted. Definitely working on something.


“With the town council and probably several angry parents?” What if they got an entire group together to mob the meeting? These people had too much time on their hands. And money and energy and more than rudimentary social skills cobbled together from years of therapy.


“Oh, god, Preston. You have got to get out there. Do something for yourself for once.”


“I don’t have to listen to you; you probably have clay in your hair.”


“I do.” Dani laughed. “But you should still go on an actual date sometime.”


“Yeah.” A familiar longing stirred through his chest. He did want that. And more. The whole romance thing. Someone to be with in the quiet at the end of the day, instead of just his own worries. Hugs. But he knew from experience how unlikely that was, how hard he was to love. Besides, he had no time. “I’ll do that, during the forty-five minutes while Lacey’s at group, maybe.”


“When was the last time you saw your therapist?”


Besides the grief counseling sessions he’d gone to with Lacey? His last therapist had worked for his grad school’s health services. So. About five years.


He pushed up his glasses and deflected. “What are you working on?”


“Oh, a vase. Supposedly. A thing of beauty is not what this is. Gonna smush it down and try again tomorrow.”


“You still good with supervising the GSA on Friday?”


He wasn’t sure if Dani’s grunt was of acknowledgement or from her working the clay. But she said, “I’ll be there.”


“Even with all the extra attention we’ve been getting?” He spun his ring again. “Can’t promise an angry parent won’t show.”


“Preston, I have been an out lesbian in a small town for decades. Nothing can hurt me. And I really like working with the kids. And helping you out. If you wanted to go out more,” she added meaningfully.


Dani made it sound so easy. Go out. With—someone. But this was a small town and people weren’t exactly lining up to date a twenty-seven-year-old bookworm with a budget-frozen civil servant’s salary and a fourth grader. Who wasn’t selectively nonspeaking like his sister but who was still much better talking to family or within the set scripts of work.


“I want to be there for Lacey and for you,” Dani went on. “It’s okay to lean on me, babe.”


His mouth quirked. “But you’re so short.”


Her snort crackled over their connection. “Respect your elders.”


“Right. I forgot you’re very old and wise.” His fingers began plinking out the minuet he’d worked on with Mason that evening. Beethoven.


“Forty-six is not old. You’re just an actual, literal baby still.”


His fingers traveled lightly over the keys. “And babies should be dating?”


He could hear the smack of her palm against clay. “Yes. That is my wisdom. Go on a date, you infant.”


“You first.”


“Oh, Preston, I had my chance.” The resigned sadness in her voice was chased by the next smack of the clay. “Sometimes it just doesn’t work out. But I don’t want to see you miss yours entirely because you’re making it harder than it has to be.”


A door slammed somewhere upstairs, bringing Preston’s playing to a halt. That meant a window was open. “I should check on Lacey.”


“Ha, good luck. Night, babe.”


“Night.”


He made his way upstairs, thinking about scripts. He needed to plan out exactly what he wanted to say at that meeting. He was not going to pull the books Cheryl Weaver had complained about—supposedly because of sexual content, but funny how they were all only books with queer or POC main characters. And one was a picture book, for god’s sake. Pronouns were not sexual content.


But he also didn’t want to get fired. There were plenty of libraries in California, but that would mean moving away from Dani’s support, and disrupting everything he and his mother had worked hard to establish for Lacey—her therapists who understood her, the home she’d always lived in. Routine and consistency. He couldn’t uproot her like that.


Just like he couldn’t pry her away from her telescope, where he found her crouching in her pajamas at her bedroom’s open window.


He leaned a shoulder against her doorframe. “Bedtime, Space Lace.”


She kept her face glued to the eyepiece. “It’s not my fault this crab is nocturnal.”


“Cancer? That’s the—” He knew this, she’d been telling him.


“Beehive cluster.” She turned to her desk and began jotting something down in a notebook. “I’m already at a hundred and ten observed member stars. Galileo found forty.”


“Um, wow. Should we alert the university?”


She looked at him sternly. “There are over a thousand.” She returned to her notes. “I’ve logged a thirty-two-point-five percent rate of red dwarfs so far, which is under half of what the Smithsonian says is the total—why do you think that is?”


Preston blew air through his cheeks. “Is this one of those questions where you ask but then just tell me?” Lacey didn’t answer and didn’t stop scribbling in her observation record. She couldn’t manage bothering with shoelaces or pouring her own milk for her cereal, but for her beloved stars she tracked and predicted paths of constellations and measured magnitudes, doing calculations he already couldn’t quite follow. Shit, should he be getting her a tutor? An astronomy tutor? Did those exist? Books and the Chromebook he’d gotten her for Christmas— which was open on her desk—would have to do for now. He walked over and shut its screen. “No computers after dinner,” he reminded her.


Lacey peered back through the telescope. “I needed to check if I was right about 42 Cancri’s magnitude.”


“Yeah.” He folded himself into Lacey’s desk chair. He was used to the intensity in her voice that so many took as defiance or rudeness, when she did speak around them. Getting Lacey proper accommodations had been like a third job for a few years there. He ran his finger along the spiral binding of her notebook. “And you need to tell me right away if someone’s picking on you again, okay? Asher or anyone else.”


“I thought he was my friend. Because we were sharing. The recess supervisor said maybe he picks on me because he likes me.” Her nose wrinkled. “She said boys used to pull on her pigtails.”


“No.” Preston leaned forward and tugged Lacey’s hand, gently facing her toward him. “That’s not right. When the right someone comes along, they’ll be kind to you and just tell you they like you. They won’t pull your hair or steal from you.” Again he felt that ache, keen as the stars up there against the black, for something like that for himself.


Lacey wound a strand of her hair around one finger, like she often did when she was calculating. “Good. Because I like my sandwiches, but I do want a boyfriend.”


That was officially one thing too many for Preston to deal with today. “Did you brush your teeth?”


“I forgot.”


Like pretty much every night. He waited while she finished getting ready, shut the window, and flicked out the lights, leaving her star projector dimly casting blurry constellations over the walls and ceiling. “Night, Lace Face.”


He headed back downstairs to where only work waited for him and, if he was lucky, a little reading time. Despite Dani’s cajoling and offers of babysitting, that was how his nights mostly ended. Looking for a relationship was way down his to-do list, as much as he might have wanted to find someone. Someone who might want to curl up and discuss what they were reading. Someone kind, like he’d said. Though he wasn’t against a little hair-pulling among consenting adults.


And yeah, maybe he spent too many of his slivers of free time retreating into books. But autistic burnout was no joke. He couldn’t afford to fall back into more sensitivity and meltdowns and trouble communicating, less able to take care of himself, let alone Lacey. He had to work to be accepted, to be masked, to be useful—sometimes he wished he could just be. Or be someone else, who didn’t have to work so hard at it all. Books gave him that. So, he’d have to settle for reading love stories for the time being. He knew their solace was mostly fantasy, but it was enough to blot out for a while the truth he’d learned, indelible as the ink on their pages, that he and his life were too difficult, too much, for anyone to love. Not love enough to want to stay, anyway.
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