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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a funny book with a happy ending. However, it contains some heavy subject matter, including the rise of hateful transphobic legislation; the loss of a parent in an accident, which occurs before the events of the book; discussions of racism; and alcoholism. You can find a detailed list of content warnings at tjalexander.com.










CHAPTER 1


December 15


Eli Ward counted four MAGA flags on his parents’ street, and those were just the ones he could see in the dark.


They were mostly in tatters, having weathered years of Florida thunderstorms, some so raggedy as to be illegible. There were yard signs, too, one bent completely backward on its coat-hanger legs. Oh, and a couple matching bumper stickers slapped on the backs of SUVs.


In a perverse way, Eli was comforted by all this. At least those households were displaying their intentions; it was the homes with empty yards that made him wonder.


The truck trundled by a house that was positively festooned with star-spangled merchandise. Eli craned his neck to take in the scene on the driver’s side. Jesus, they’d decorated the signage with red Christmas lights, giving everything a decidedly demonic cast. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen a fervent display of right-wing sentiment—he’d been on the road during election season, when there were pockets of it everywhere: the Midwest, the South, Upstate New York—but it felt different here in New Port Stephen, where he’d grown up.


He glanced at his cousin in the driver’s seat, but Max didn’t seem to register the house, eyes firmly on the road. When had the kid gotten old enough to drive? Eli’s most enduring memories of Max were from Facebook photos of a toddler picking clover. It just didn’t compute with the lanky beanpole in combat boots and a billion necklaces who’d picked him up from the airport. Bit of a queer vibe, but who knew what teens were like these days. He should probably make an effort to find out, at least when it came to his own flesh and blood.


Eli cleared his throat. “So, uh, how’s school going?” Great opener. He only sounded about nine hundred years old.


Max gave an eye roll because that’s what teens did; it wasn’t because Eli was irredeemably uncool, surely. “It’ll be better in a few months. When it’s over.”


That gave Eli pause. “Wait. You’re graduating this year? Seriously?”


“I’m eighteen,” Max drawled, guiding the truck along a snakelike bend. “I know the Florida public school system hasn’t improved much since you were in it, but they did teach me simple addition.”


Eli resisted the urge to fling himself from the slow-moving vehicle to hide in a ditch, where he could spend the rest of his twilight years without being sassed by young’uns. “And how is Port Stephen Prep these days?” Seemed polite to ask, like the school was some mutual acquaintance of theirs.


“Closed. Hurricane damage.” Max shrugged. “No one’s sure when it’ll reopen; some fight about who pays for the repairs. I might have to finish the year out at Southern.”


“That sucks,” Eli offered.


“Not really. It’s all the same,” Max said.


Couldn’t argue with that. Eli looked out the window, letting his breath make a circle of fog on the glass. The house he’d grown up in finally came into view. For the first time in almost twenty years, Eli was back.


The driveway was packed with cars, so Max parked on the street. Eli took his time unbuckling his seatbelt, staring at his parents’ house through the passenger window. Of all the houses he’d seen so far, it was the most decorated for the holidays. Eli’s dad had always gone a little overboard with the lights back in the day, but this was something else.


Eli got out of the truck to take in the full effect of the Christmas display. Strand after strand of multicolored lights flickered in a repeating pattern. The eaves were dripping in lights, as were the azalea bushes out front. And the squat cabbage palm in the flower bed. And the mailbox. And the arch of the carport. And a million other things, probably, that Eli’s overwhelmed eyes hadn’t yet noticed. A half dozen holiday characters sat on the lawn, including a plastic Santa wearing a Panama hat and an inflatable Rudolph with a glowing red nose. The rest of the reindeer were represented by pink flamingos with felt antlers glued to their heads.


“Dad really went all out, huh?” he said to Max, who was getting his suitcase from the bed of the truck.


“You should have seen it a couple years ago.” Max slammed the tailgate shut. “It was like Disney World. Tons of people came to take photos.” A shrug. “Uncle Wen said this year he wanted to scale it back. Tasteful or whatever.”


Eli watched as a robotic deer outlined in bright white lights lifted its head from the front yard’s grass, swiveled it around Exorcist-style, and, apparently satisfied that no Christmas predators were close by, lowered back down to fake-eat.


“Huh,” Eli said. “Tasteful.” He took his suitcase from Max.


As they neared the wreath-bedecked front door, Eli could hear the clamor of overlapping voices and Christmas music. He took a deep breath and held his suitcase handle in a white-knuckled grip. Why had he flown in tonight of all nights? He should have waited one more day. He should have found another couch to crash on. He shouldn’t even be here.


No. This was going to be fine. There were worse things than a family holiday party. A party was just a performance, and he was used to performing. Sure, he hadn’t actually been onstage in over a year, but it was like riding a bike. Probably. He hadn’t done that in decades, so he couldn’t be sure.


The door was unlocked as usual, and Eli stepped inside. He had just enough time to get a vague impression of the house: Christmas kitsch on every available surface and stuffed to the gills with people, most of whom he didn’t recognize. Probably his parents’ friends and co-workers. A few turned to give him polite nods, clutching their red Solo cups. Bluetooth speakers scattered around the room belted out that song that went, “So this is Christmas…” The John Lennon version, not Céline, because life wasn’t fair.


“Eli’s home!” A woman with gray-streaked hair swooped out of the throng of people, caftan flapping. Her Bakelite bangles—red and green, naturally—clinked as she wrapped Eli in a fierce hug. She still wore plumeria perfume. “You made it,” Cora Ward said right into his ear.


“I made it,” Eli said, hugging back with one arm. She felt smaller than he remembered. Were his parents shrinking? He certainly wasn’t getting any bigger. The T had done all it was going to do at this point. He closed his eyes and tried to enjoy a moment of floral-scented comfort.


“Hey, son.” Giddy emphasis on the son. Eli opened his eyes to find his dad standing by with his arms held wide. What hair remained on his head was grayer than the last time Eli had seen him last year. He wore a navy sweater vest over his long-sleeved button-down, and his glasses were horn-rimmed. His mustache was neatly trimmed, but not too thin because he felt that was the mark of a pervert, which Eli still thought about every time he trimmed his own Selleck-esque ’stache.


In short, Wendall Ward looked like a librarian because he was one. Cora had been a librarian, too, until she’d retired the year prior.


“Hi, Dad.” Eli released his mom to hug him.


A flurry of activity followed.


“Where’s Max? Max, get in here!”


“Close the door; the cat’s been trying to get out all night.”


“How was the flight? Let me take that bag—no, no, I insist.”


“Was traffic bad coming up from the airport? I swear, gets worse every year. Last week—”


“My god, what did you pack? Bricks? Max, do me a favor, sweetie, put this in the back bedroom for your cousin.”


“—it was shut down for four days, every single lane. That’s why I always take the Turnpike.”


“No, the back bedroom. That’s the front. Wen, you can’t take the Turnpike to the airport. It doesn’t go to the airport.”


“Yes, it does. You just have to exit before the dog track.”


“Wow,” Eli said in a desperate bid to interrupt their double act, “look at all these old photos, huh?” It was the first thing that caught his eye, the only thing he thought might derail another hour of patter about the Florida highway system. He slipped between his mom and dad to examine the framed photographs on the wall of the sitting room. A few partygoers obligingly stepped aside to give him a better view.


His mom took the bait. She cooed at the pictures of Eli in eighties and nineties film of varying quality. There was a second little kid in many of the photos: black hair, gangly legs, oversized T-shirt. “You two were the cutest,” she said, tapping a fingernail against the glass that covered the other kid’s tousled head. “Do you keep in touch at all? Facebook, that kind of thing?”


“No,” Eli said, only half-conscious of the question. “No, I don’t do social media anymore.” He stared at the figure in the most central photograph. Aunt Honey and Uncle Hank’s wedding. Must have been ten or eleven. Wearing a poufy purple dress. He didn’t bother trying to discern a familiar nose or a tilt of the mouth. There was nothing about the kid in the picture that looked like him except the haunted look in the eyes that seemed to scream Get me out of here.


That, Eli could sympathize with.


“His dad’s here if you want to say hello.” Wendall pointed over to the family room, where a dark-haired figure was standing next to a folding table covered in finger foods, chatting with Aunt Katie. “He still lives over on Papaya.”


Eli could see only the back of Mr. Wu’s head, and he had no plans to see much more than that. This day was stressful enough. “Yeah, maybe later,” he said.


Wendall was called away to mediate a debate between his friends, but Cora stayed right where she was, like she couldn’t bear to take her eyes off Eli. She was practically bubbling over with excitement. “So how is the new job going?” she asked.


Eli cracked his neck side to side. “Oh. You know…” There was only so much you could say when you didn’t want to say anything.


Because the truth was, there was no job.


The truth was, after having a decent career in various writers’ rooms for years, all that had evaporated like so much canned milk. The truth was Eli’s plane ticket had been one-way because his apartment in Brooklyn was currently home to a subletter, and Eli had no idea how or when he’d be going back. The truth was Eli was possibly stuck in Florida for the foreseeable future while he got his shit together, but if he tried to explain this to his mom in the middle of her annual Christmas party, he was going to have to tell her how he was a huge disappointment, and then she would cry, which would make his dad cry, which would make Baby Jesus cry, and Eli was going to throw up just thinking about it.


“It’s going,” he finally choked out.


His mom beamed at him, oblivious to his internal whirlwind. “You’ll have to tell me all about it later. I’m sorry I never caught that last show you worked on, but you know how your father and I don’t care for raunchy humor.”


“Yeah. I know.” His parents subsisted on a media diet of public radio and the odd rerun of Antiques Roadshow, and he didn’t expect them to start watching M-rated streaming dramedies simply because their only child was writing the material.


Or had been.


Cora sighed gustily. “Working in television must be so interesting. Much more interesting than anything in our sleepy little town! I hope you don’t get bored while you’re here.”


In the dining room, someone dropped a cup. His parents’ cat—a hefty ginger named Sweet Potato (the third of his name)—tried his best to lick up the sticky concoction that had spattered onto the floor before being shooed away by the guests. Eli hoped that would require his mom’s attention, but Wendall stepped in to clean it up instead.


“Hey-hey!” A meaty hand landed on Eli’s shoulder, making him startle. “The prodigal… whatever returns.”


“Son,” Cora said in a singsong voice.


Eli turned to face his mother’s younger brother. “Hi, Uncle Hank. How’ve you been?”


Hank’s red face stretched into a grin. “Getting by, getting by. How’s life in the big city? You doing all right in that crime-riddled hellhole?”


“Ridden,” Eli’s mom said. “It’s crime-ridden. And Eli lives in a nice neighborhood, not one of the bad ones.”


“Mom…” If he cringed any harder, Eli was going to implode.


Uncle Hank leaned in like he was imparting state secrets. “You heard about the new law they’re trying to pass here?”


“Yeah, Uncle Hank. I heard,” Eli said. “I don’t live under a rock, so… yeah.”


The proposed law was the subject of opening monologues on the late-night circuit, a topic of conversation for internet trolls, a headline for days when there was nothing else happening. It was the brainchild of the governor—a guy who looked like undercooked pizza dough and with a haircut to match. The poorly written law prohibited “cross-dressing” on the campuses of state-funded schools and universities, making it illegal for “biological” men to wear skirts or dresses and “biological” women to wear… pants. This last part, naturally, had caused so much confusion and uproar that the real issue—the fact that some douchebag in Tallahassee wanted to terrorize transgender people to the ends of the earth—was usurped by round-table discussions about women’s lib that had all the relevance of moldy cave cheese. It was so depressing and predictable, it made Eli want to crawl into said cave, wrap himself around a cheese wheel, and sleep for a month.


“Ridiculous.” Eli’s mom clicked her tongue. “They wouldn’t even be able to enforce that law.”


Not its biggest flaw in Eli’s opinion, but okay.


Hank pointed at her with the hand that was holding his plastic cup. “I told Honey, I said to her, I said, ‘No way are they going to make my nephew wear a dress.’ Not even if it’s, like, a really nice dress. I’ll fight ’em. Sock ’em in the mouth if they try.”


“Amazing allyship, Uncle Hank, thank you. I don’t plan on visiting any school campuses while I’m here, though.” Eli eyed the sloshing cup in Hank’s hand. Smelled like rum. “How many of those have you had, by the way?”


“Why, do you want one? I can get you one.”


Cora sighed. “You know Eli is sober.”


“You can’t even have one?” Hank’s eyes went wide with disbelief.


“Oh, I can,” Eli said. “I’ll just have nine or ten more in quick succession, and I’d rather not spend Christmas getting my stomach pumped.”


It was an old punchline that Eli usually pulled out at parties. It was easier than explaining how bad his drinking had been when he first moved to New York, back in his early days on the stand-up circuit. How he’d woken up in an MRI after getting blackout drunk on two separate occasions. How his closest friend, Margo, had not-so-gently pointed out that once might be classified as a funny story to tell in greenrooms, but twice was a pattern, and he should probably talk to someone about it. How therapy had pulled off his alcoholism’s Scooby-Doo mask to reveal—surprise!—repression! Gender stuff! All the things he’d been trying to avoid his entire life!


How he’d gotten sober and transitioned and pulled himself together just so he could go on Christmas vacation in a state where the leading government body was actively trying to make his life a living hell.


Yeah. Much better to tell a joke.


Eli smiled tightly. “I’m going to get some water.” He gave his uncle a manful pat on his arm. “Incredible seeing you again, Hank,” he said, putting every sense of the definition into the word.


The kitchen was crowded since that was where all the booze was. Eli squeezed between bodies and snagged a Zephyrhills bottled water from the fridge, then headed for the screened-in back patio for some fresh, albeit humid, air.


He closed the sliding glass door behind him. The sounds of the party were muffled instantly, and the noises of the night bugs took over. Eli listened to them trill and buzz while twisting the cap off his water bottle, then gulped it down in a long series of swallows. He just needed a second to regroup, then he could continue pretending to be fine and normal.


He could feel a headache coming on.


Is it possible your guilt is manifesting physically? said a voice inside Eli’s head that sounded suspiciously like the therapist he had stopped seeing when he’d lost his health insurance. Very helpful observation, doc. Thanks for that. He paced around the porch, finishing off his water and leaving the bottle on the table.


The sliding glass door opened, and Aunt Honey stuck her head out. The sounds of various wails floated onto the porch. “Can I borrow you?” Her soft voice held a note of resignation. “Sweet Potato got outside. We’re organizing a search party.”


Eli felt deeply for the cat. He also wanted to escape this party, even if it meant running into the scrub pine wilderness.


He left the porch via the screen door that led into the side yard, his aunt right behind him. Christmas lights and cell phone flashlights provided pools of illumination. Eli sensed movement on the edges of his parents’ property, but he could make out only vague shapes while his eyes adjusted. The voices of the partygoers called out in different directions: “Sweet Potato! Come here, boy. Come on, Tater!”


“He’s a cat, not a dog,” Aunt Honey informed the person closest to her in the back flower bed. “He won’t come when you call.” Her tone made it clear she found this a huge defect.


“I think I found him!” someone shouted. Then: “Nope, never mind, it’s a plastic bag.”


“Oh, dear god.” Eli rubbed his forehead with the heel of his palm. Clearly he’d picked the wrong decade to stop drinking.


A figure appeared from behind the crepe myrtles and jogged up to him. It turned out to be Eli’s dad, his glasses fogged from his exertion. “Can you give me a hand? Hank fell into the swale.”


“What?” Eli couldn’t hide his surprise. The swale, the gutter-like ditch that ran along the front of the properties all throughout the neighborhood to collect excess rainwater, could only be half a foot deep at the most. “Can’t he just… stand back up?”


“Muddy patch. His foot’s stuck.” He grimaced. “I think he’s had a few.”


“You have got to be kidding me.” Eli was tempted to suggest they leave him there for the rest of the evening, but he knew that would probably not go over well. The Ward family was famously polite in that buttoned-up, mainstream-liberal kind of way. Eli’s parents had no doubt watched a PBS docuseries on the dangers of leaving uncles stuck in swales.


Several yards away, somewhere close to the street, Eli heard a collection of grunts followed by a wet pop. “Got ’im!” Max hollered into the shadows. Cries of relief came from all corners, so Max amended: “My dad, not the cat!” Huffs of disappointment from the Greek chorus. Eli’s head throbbed.


Aunt Katie sauntered by with a margarita glass in hand. “It wouldn’t be Christmas without Hank making an ass of himself,” she muttered to no one in particular.


“Sis, can you please at least pretend to be looking for the cat?” Wendall called after her.


Eli was about to suggest opening a can of tuna when a Creamsicle burst of color rocketed out of the underbrush. Eli’s dad yodeled in triumph. “There he is!” He took off running after Sweet Potato with more verve than Eli would have given him credit for. Eli stood where he was and let everyone barrel past him as they pursued the escaped cat. Too many cooks, he decided.


Eli’s mother trotted up then. “Oh, there you are, sweetie.”


“Here I am,” Eli said, like he couldn’t believe it either.


His mom smiled at him, a hint of anxiety clouding her face. “You know what? Could you do me a favor and go to the store to get more drinks? We’re running low somehow.”


Eli looked over at the scene still unfolding by the swale, standing on tiptoe to see over some bushes. Aunt Honey was trying to swipe the mud off Uncle Hank’s pants leg and was only succeeding in spreading it along the length of his khakis. “Yeah. Somehow.”


Cora followed his gaze, shaking her head. “I’d ask someone else, but everyone’s either had one too many or is underage. Please?” She held out her keys, a confused jangle of novelty key rings and supermarket savings cards.


“No problem.” Eli swiped the keys from her hand. Living in New York for so long meant his driving skills were likely rusty, but honestly? A fender bender sounded like heaven compared to staying at this party.


Cora bobbed her head in thanks. “There’s a Wine Barn down on Route 1 where the Circuit City used to be. You know, the one they burned down for the insurance money?”


“That was never proven in court,” Eli said automatically. Why was this town so goddamn weird?


His mom dug her Mastercard out of a pocket in her caftan. “Beer, wine, some of the hard stuff, mixers. Oh, and some more limes. They have everything there, so you won’t need to make more than one stop. Drive safe, okay?”


“I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Lies. He was going to dawdle like he’d never dawdled before.


From deep in the woods out back, Eli heard the yowl of a cat who presumably had been captured by many sets of hands.










CHAPTER 2


Nick Wu stood in front of the chardonnay section of the Wine Barn with his brow furrowed and his cart empty. He’d assumed that his Christmas shopping was complete, but then his beloved restaurant staff—those fuckers—had surprised their favorite general manager with a truly dizzying array of gifts consisting of shit he did not need. What would he even do with an air fryer? Who needed to fry with air when there were three serviceable deep fat fryers down at the Thirsty Manatee that could cook high-calorie food as nature intended?


Now he was obligated to buy last-minute holiday presents for all the people who had gotten him a present, which was a stressful fulfillment of the social contract and yet another reason for him to consider Christmastime to be the absolute worst. Nick had intended to get this chore done earlier, but he’d been delayed at the intersection where Magnolia met Route 1 because a gopher tortoise was crossing the road. Nick had risked salmonella by carrying the reptile to the other side to save it from being flattened into a pancake by oncoming traffic.


Because he was a good guy, he reminded himself. Good guys saved tortoises from certain death. They reciprocated gifts. They didn’t have meltdowns in the chardonnay aisle seventeen minutes before closing time because they couldn’t decide which bottle of wine best said thank you for the air fryer I’ll never use!


Nick rubbed a hand over his tired face. He needed to pull himself together. The season was ramping up, with snowbirds starting to trickle down south, filling the tables at the Manatee. More business meant more work, longer hours. Though if Nick were being honest with himself, Sandra and the rest of the staff had their shifts pretty much under control. Even packed weekend dinner services were running like clockwork. The owner of the place seemed happy with the results, which was what really mattered.


But it wasn’t just work that was leaving him exhausted. Juggling schedules with Laurie—Zoe’s soccer practices and day care and all the stuff that came with trying to make Christmas fun for a four-year-old—was also draining. Nick couldn’t even remember being four. Was Zoe really going to be emotionally stunted if her parents didn’t get the requisite pictures of her on a mall Santa’s lap before December 25th? Maybe she’d like an air fryer instead. Two birds with one stone.


This was getting him nowhere. Nick pushed his cart toward the sparkling section. Everyone liked bubbles, he was pretty sure. He’d grab a case of whatever mid-range bottle had the prettiest label.


His shopping cart collided with something that made a metallic clang and glassy rattle. Nick whipped his head up, realizing belatedly that he’d T-boned a fellow shopper. The guy blinked at him, his own cart filled to the brim with more wine and hard liquor than Nick had ever seen outside of the Manatee’s storeroom.


“Sorry,” Nick blurted out. “I was—sorry.” He backed his cart up a few feet so he could maneuver around his victim, keeping his gaze down out of embarrassment. “Wasn’t paying attention.”


“Nick?” said the guy. “Nick Wu?”


Nick lifted his head and took a better look at him. His eyes were wide and his mouth was open in surprise. He was short, had brown hair, a mustache, about Nick’s own age, maybe a little younger. He didn’t look all that familiar. “Sorry, do we know each other?”


“Yeah.” The guy stared at him for a long beat. “We do. We did? We do. It’s—me.” He pointed at his own face. “You really don’t recognize this mug?” Far from being offended, he seemed delighted by the prospect. His hazel eyes were shining, a grin stretching across his lips.


“I’m really sorry, I can’t place you,” Nick said. He was still using his polite business voice in case the stranger was someone from the county health inspector’s office. “It’s been a long day. Refresh my memory?”


“Nick Not-Short-for-Nicholas-No-Middle-Name Wu,” he said in an admonishing tone. The strange man’s voice dropped into a register reserved for whispered secrets. “And they say you never forget your first.”


Nick’s brain clicked into gear. A flood of memory surged through his body. Sharing a back seat in Mrs. Cora’s minivan during preschool carpools. Tramping through the woods that had surrounded his house with his best friend at his side. Laughing until he puked in a Taco Bell parking lot the weekend after he got his driver’s license. Sitting in the back row of the dollar movie theater, a place that didn’t exist anymore, and screwing up enough courage to hold someone’s hand for the first time since they were little kids using the buddy system.


His first kiss. His first—everything.


“Oh my god. K—?” He stopped himself before he blurted out a name that he was pretty sure wasn’t currently in use. The floor felt like it was dissolving under his feet. “Sorry! I mean… Who do I mean?”


“Eli!” Eli threw his head back and laughed long and loud. “It’s Eli now. Holy shit, your face. You really went on a journey, huh? That was wild.”


“Eli.” The name was new in his mouth, but it also felt strangely fitting there. He stared at what had once been the most familiar face in his life, now made different. Was there a trace of the old Eli in the way he squinched up his nose? In the laugh lines around his mouth? Nick could feel his neck getting prickly and hot; only Eli had ever gotten that kind of reaction out of him. “I knew that. I mean, I’d heard that. I’m not on Facebook, but Penny—You remember Penny? From middle school? We’re co-workers. She said she’d seen your posts about it. Not that you were some hot topic of gossip or anything! And this was years ago, I think, so—”


“Yeah, I know. I was living it.” Eli’s smile did not abate. Now that Nick knew who he was, he couldn’t believe he hadn’t realized it before. That smile was as unique as a fingerprint with its little curl downward at the corner. Lopsided. That’s how Nick used to think of it back when they were—


When they were kids.


Friends.


Dating.


When they were other people. People who knew each other by the shape of their smiles.


“Wow, what’s it been?” Eli said. “Like, two decades? You look good, man.”


“Thanks,” Nick said in an automatic daze. “You look—” He struggled for something to say. “Different.” He shook his head. He was messing this up. “I’m sorry I didn’t realize who you were, it’s just—very different.”


“Hey, no sweat. It’s actually a big ego boost, you know?” Eli leaned over his stuffed cart, using that secret whisper again. “I want to look different. That’s kind of the goal.”


“Right. Exactly.” Nick nodded a bit, then lapsed into silence. He was still having a hard time believing that this was really happening. That after all these years, he was in a wine store talking to his first—girlfriend? No, that seemed disrespectful…. Boyfriend? Except Nick had never dated boys. Except that he had, apparently. Retroactively.


Eli waved a hand in front of his eyes. “You okay there, bud?”


Nick blinked back to himself. “Yeah! Like I said, long day.” He groped for anything normal to say and focused on Eli’s jam-packed cart. “You throwing a party?”


Eli looked down at his selection of wine and booze like he’d forgotten the bottles were there. “Oh. No. I mean, I’m not. My mom is. I’m just doing a liquor run for her.”


“Right, your parents’ Christmas thing.” Nick snapped his fingers. “My dad mentioned it.”


“Yeah, I saw him. Well, literally saw him, period. I didn’t have a chance to say hi or anything.” He looked suitably embarrassed. “The cat made a break for it—long story—and then I got sent on this mission.” He rattled his cart, bottles clinking. “Anything for the party people.”


“Sounds like a fun time,” Nick offered.


“Yeah, I guess, if you’re a drinker.” Eli’s nose squinched tellingly.


Nick couldn’t recall either of them ever drinking much during their teenage years. “Never got the taste for it?”


“Uh, no. I did. Got too many tastes, actually.” Eli’s smile went brittle. “Had to give it up.”


“Ah.” Nick gave a worried glance at the shelves that surrounded them. Bottles of premixed margaritas and piña coladas sat in rows of neon-painted labels. Not exactly the most comfortable place in the world for a person trying to stay sober, he thought.


Eli must have noticed his wary look. “I can be around it. It’s not going to kill me to watch other people drink. It’s just kind of boring.”


A weak laugh left Nick. “Yeah, I was going to say—”


“That would be bad,” Eli finished for him.


They stood in awkward silence for another moment. Nick wondered if now was a good time to say their goodbyes, but Eli spoke before he could broach the tried and tested Well, I’ll let you go….


“I heard about your mom,” he said, gnawing on his lower lip. “I’m really sorry.”


Nick’s breath caught. When his mom had died six years ago, before Zoe was even born, most people didn’t know what to say. She’d been walking along a newly opened stretch of road that bordered the wildlife preserve, always wanting to get her exercise in. It had been early morning, and a car hit her. The driver kept going. A year or so of stilted condolences, worthless thoughts and prayers, and then no one seemed to mention her. Even Nick’s dad didn’t go out of his way to talk about her or the accident anymore. The hit-and-run had been a nightmare, but the ensuing erasure of his mom was the thing that hurt the most.


Nick swallowed. “Yeah, I—thank you for those flowers.” Even with the haze of funeral planning, he remembered the wreath of white mums from the Ward family and the accompanying card that contained all their names, including Eli’s old one.


“Least I could do,” Eli said. “Your mom was such a nice lady. Always had the best snacks.”


That made Nick feel less heavy. “Remember the cake she used to make?”


“Yes! My mom called it air cake because it was so light and fluffy,” Eli said with a laugh. “Your mom would give us a slice for breakfast on the way to preschool. Fuck, she was awesome.” He looked at Nick warmly. “I think about her all the time. Hope that’s not weird to say.”


“It’s not weird. I’m—I’m glad.” Nick realized that if his mom were there, she’d be chiding him to remember his manners. “You must be in town to see your folks for Christmas, right?”


Eli opened his mouth to respond, but he was cut off by the sudden appearance of a Wine Barn employee in the requisite orange vest, looking harried.


“Excuse me, gentlemen, but the store is closing.”


“Oh.” Nick looked around and saw that the sprawling warehouse of alcohol was completely empty except for them. He’d forgotten he was working against a ticking clock when he ran into Eli. His shopping cart didn’t even have anything in it yet. “Uh—”


“I should get going,” Eli said, pushing his cart carefully around Nick’s. “It was good seeing you, though.”


“Yeah, good seeing you.” Nick turned to watch Eli and his overloaded cart trundle toward the registers, escorted by the beleaguered Wine Barn employee. Something about the line of Eli’s shoulders reminded him of another time Nick had watched him walk away. Without thinking too hard about it, he called out, “We should catch up while you’re in town.”


Eli paused somewhere around the malbecs, the orange-vested staff member stopping alongside him with a huff. He turned to look over his shoulder, curiosity pinching his face. “Totally,” he said. “We should.”


“I’m running the Thirsty Manatee now,” Nick said. “If you ever want to swing by.”


“Wow, that place is still open?” Eli leaned one elbow on the handle of his shopping cart. “I’m impressed. Waterfront property and all, I was sure some horrible condo developer would have bought it by now.”


“Nope, we’re still there.” Nick tried to inject some pride into this statement, but it sounded more weary. Like he wasn’t talking about the bar and grill anymore. “Still… sticking around.”


“Gentlemen, I really hate to break this up—” the Wine Barn employee said.


“Right! See you, Nick.” With a wave, Eli departed, shoving his squeaky cart the final dozen yards.


Nick watched him for a moment, seeing Eli’s mouth moving without hearing what he was saying to the staffer. Probably a self-deprecating apology disguised as a joke if the cashier’s half smile was anything to go by. The more things change, Nick thought, the more they stay the same.


It was impossible not to notice that they hadn’t actually made any solid plans to meet up. Not that Eli was obligated to. Maybe he thought it was weird for high school exes to hang out. For all Nick knew, it probably was.


Yep, Nick thought as he rushed to get all his shopping done before he was thrown out of the store. In all likelihood, he would never see Eli again.










CHAPTER 3


December 16


Eli saw Nick again the very next day.


It wasn’t his fault. His parents surprised him by taking him to the Thirsty Manatee for dinner. “You always liked this place!” his mom tittered as they made the turn off the causeway, with Eli dreading every moment in the back seat. Maybe he should have mentioned running into Nick at the wine store, explained that going to the Manatee would likely make things awkward. But that would have opened up whole pallets of worms, and Eli didn’t really want to get into it with his parents.


Maybe they’d get lucky. Maybe it would be so busy, Nick wouldn’t even notice him.


As they walked toward the entrance, Eli’s mom leaned in to stage-whisper to him, “How’s it feel, being back at the old stomping grounds?”


Eli shrugged. He wasn’t really sure what to say. It felt weird. Everything felt weird.


The Thirsty Manatee had always been Eli’s pick for dinner if there was something to celebrate, like a straight-A report card or the end of a school year. Once they had their drivers’ licenses, it was where he and Nick would go after swim practice to chow down on cheesy loaded potato skins and do their homework. It was where they’d gone for their first date after seeing Fellowship at the movie theater, both of them splurging on the surf and turf and making a terrible mess when it came time to crack open the lobsters. It was one of those rare places that was casual enough to hang out if you wanted to, but with a nice enough view of the waterway that it felt like a special occasion.


The restaurant itself was low and flat-roofed, surrounded by skinny palms and bushes of bougainvillea. The pink-and-yellow neon sign with the restaurant’s namesake manatee was lit, and as Eli watched, the sea cow’s martini glass flickered up to its mouth, then back down, over and over again. He’d always wondered how a manatee was supposed to hold a glass with its flipper. There were new touches, too, for the holidays. Thick garlands of silver tinsel outlined the glass double doors with the standard OPEN sign covered in shiny gift bows. Eli could smell the sharp tang of seaweed, not too bad, but it dug up his memory of how the waterfront stunk during low tide.


“Come on.” Eli’s mom threaded her arm in his and bustled toward the front doors. “I want to make sure we get a good table.”


“It’s six o’clock.”


“Exactly!” Wendall said. “Dinner rush for this town.”


They weren’t wrong, as it turned out. When they pushed their way into the restaurant, Eli could see that all the tables and booths inside were occupied, with the outdoor deck beyond packed to the gills. Behind the long wooden bar that lined the far wall, he spotted a bartender with a high pony slinging margaritas onto a serving tray. The gleaming espresso machine must have been a new addition. A group of older teens in Saint Stephen County High varsity tracksuits sat in a booth, splitting an order of mozzarella sticks. Everywhere he looked, tables were loaded down with burgers, broiled fillets of mahi-mahi, baskets of crispy conch fritters, and Eli’s longtime favorite, the fried grouper sandwich on a Cuban roll. It was nice to know that, even after the soulless national restaurant chains had swooped in to take over the town, the Manatee was still doing a brisk business.


The sweet-faced greeter informed them that there was a high-top available outside on the patio if they “didn’t mind the chill.” Eli bit his tongue; seventy degrees was chilly here, he reminded himself. As his parents murmured between themselves about whether or not they should wait for an indoor table to open up, Eli scanned the dining room for Nick. He finally spotted him in the farthest booth in the corner, where Nick was bent over what looked like a bunch of paperwork.


Eli’s parents decided the patio would be fine. If anyone got cold, there was a sweater in the car, Cora pointed out. As the greeter collected some menus, Cora followed Eli’s line of sight, landing on Nick as well.


Cora squinted. She had glasses but rarely wore them when she wasn’t driving. “Honey, am I being racist or is that Nick Wu?”


Eli tried not to roll his eyes too hard. “Both can be true.”


Cora ignored the potshot. “We were just talking about him at the party. Shouldn’t you go over and say hi?”


“He looks really busy,” he improvised. “He probably doesn’t need me interrupting.”


As the words left his mouth, Nick picked up his head and spotted Eli from across the dining room. He smiled, lifted his hand, and made the universal signal for come on over; your mom is about to become insufferable because she is, once again, correct. Eli stifled a groan.


Eli’s mom nudged him toward the back booth. “Looks like he doesn’t mind being interrupted at all,” she said. Insufferably. “Don’t be rude, go on.”


“You can meet us on the patio,” Wendall said, already following the greeter toward the door that led outside.


Nick was still beckoning. Eli couldn’t ignore him unless he wanted to snub him like some period-drama villain. He moved toward Nick’s booth, awkwardly dodging servers and customers who pushed their chairs back without looking.


“Hey, you made it,” Nick called to Eli when he was within hearing range. “For a minute there, I thought you were going to blow me off like some New York big shot.”


Eli hoped his cringe was not too obvious. “No, definitely not a big shot. Not even a—” As he approached, a small, dark head peeked around the side of the booth. “Little. Shot,” he mumbled as he stared at the tiny figure sitting across from Nick.


It was a kid. Wearing a cartoon dog T-shirt and itty-bitty sneakers. Feet kicking way above the floor. Staring back at Eli with a distinctly unimpressed air.


“This is my daughter, Zoe,” Nick said.


“I’m going to be five in February,” Zoe said. “Who are you?”


“Eli is a… friend, honey. An old friend of Daddy’s.” Nick gathered up his paperwork in a neat stack and pushed it to the side. “We grew up together.”


“I’m going to be forty in July,” Eli offered.


Zoe considered this with a hum. “That’s old.”


“You’re telling me.”


“Daddy is going to be forty in July too,” Zoe said.


“I know. Our birthdays are only ten days apart.” Their moms used to throw them a shared party to save money.


“Really?” She seemed pleased. “You’re both old.”


“Sweetheart,” Nick said in a put-upon voice. Both Zoe and Eli turned their heads, and it was only after an embarrassing two seconds that Eli realized the appellation was not meant for him. That was another lifetime. “Can you please scoot over so Eli can sit down with us?”


Zoe groaned and flopped closer to the wall with a dramatic flail of her arms. Eli sat down next to Nick’s mini-me, still shocked at the unexpected reveal. A server arrived with a glass of ice water for Eli and a top-off from a pitcher for Nick. Eli picked up the paper-wrapped straw that the server had left without even asking—that never happened in New York these days—grateful for something to fiddle with.


“So…” He looked over at Zoe, who was now shredding her paper napkin into little bits, then looked back at Nick. “This is new.”


Nick’s lips parted. “Did I not mention I have a daughter?” He sounded honestly surprised at himself. “I could have sworn I did.”


“I think I would have remembered that.” Then, because even to Eli’s ears, that had sounded bitchy, he added, “Then again, we were being corralled out of the Wine Barn by a disgruntled employee, so I wasn’t exactly listening too closely.”


“What’s disgruntled?” Zoe asked, reaching as best as she could across the table, her fingertips mere inches away from Nick’s red pen.


“It means grumpy.” Nick plucked the pen from atop the pile of papers and handed it over along with his own intact napkin. “It sounds like a grumpy word, doesn’t it?”


“Yeah, I guess so.” Zoe smiled so that her nose scrunched up, then accepted the pen and paper like it was her due. “Thank you, Dad,” she singsonged, then uncapped the pen and began doodling on the napkin. It looked like nothing more than a ball of squiggles to Eli’s eyes, but what did he know about fine art?


“You’re welcome, sweetie.” It was impossible to miss the easy warmth in Nick’s eyes.


Wow, he was really good with kids. This kid. His kid. Nick was good with his kid. Eli had never pictured him as a dad, let alone a good one. Probably because his most vivid memories of Nick involved making him laugh so hard he lost his lunch in a Taco Bell parking lot. Hard to take someone like that as a serious candidate for fatherhood, but now that the evidence was right in front of him, Eli couldn’t deny it: Nick had grown up. Way more than Eli had, apparently.


“I’m here because someone got sick!” Zoe said.


Nick caught Eli’s confused look and said, “Tonight’s supposed to be my night off, but the assistant manager called out. Zoe’s mom is shopping for”—he mouthed the words Christmas gifts—“so the munchkin is hanging out here with me.”


“Oh.” Eli couldn’t help the instinctual glance at Nick’s hands, where they rested on the tabletop. No wedding band, but maybe he just didn’t like wearing one. But then why say Zoe’s mom when you could be saying my wife? Was he overthinking this? He was probably overthinking this.


“Mom and Dad are divorced,” Zoe said, not looking up from her tornado drawings. “That means they still love each other, but it’s in a different way, so they live in different houses now. But they love me the same because that doesn’t ever change.”


“Thank you for that… backstory,” Eli said.


Nick gave him a look that said, Kids. What can you do? “She really likes repeating things. Unfortunately.” He leaned in. “So what’s new with you?”


“Nothing big.” Eli watched as Zoe began stabbing the red pen at her napkin to make a shower of tiny dots around the whorls. When he looked up, he saw that Nick was staring at him with the disbelief that only a cis person could have when told by a post-transition trans guy that there was nothing new in his life. He decided to stick with the basics. “I mean, no kids, no husband. Just me.” That got a polite nod of interest from Nick; Eli felt the need to elaborate for some reason. “My last serious relationship only went so far as sharing an apartment. And a gym membership. Oh, and a very mean cat. The other guy kept it after we broke up.” He took a big gulp of his water.


“And what do you do for work these days?” Nick asked.


Great change of subject, only marginally more embarrassing than his lack of a love life. “Started doing stand-up comedy, got a few writing gigs. Now I’m mostly working in television. Good, solid projects.” Eli was glad Nick couldn’t see the back of his neck. He tended to go all red and splotchy there when he was forced to bend the truth.


“Oh? Anything I would recognize?” Nick asked.


No way was Eli going to mention his last real job. “Right now I’m helping out a friend who’s developing a new show. It’s good. It’s about a queer commune, like an ensemble thing? If it ever gets made, it’s going to kill.” That part wasn’t a lie, at least. He had been filling the time looking over Margo’s stellar pilot script.


“Wow, exciting. And you helped write it?”


Eli shifted on the squeaky faux leather of the booth. “I mostly punched up some dialogue, came up with some character sketches. Nothing major.” Before Nick could ask any more probing questions, he turned it around with an interrogation of his own. “And you? You’re the boss of this whole place, huh?”


“Yeah.” Nick scratched at the back of his neck. “Came home for a bit after college and sort of…” He gestured to the kitschy manatee-themed junk that lined the walls. “Fell into this. My dad knows the new owner from back when they worked together at the power plant; heard he needed someone, liked that I was a local kid.” He gave that self-deprecating shrug that Eli could pick out of a lineup. “I just stuck with it, I guess. Not nearly as impressive as working in TV.”


Eli blinked. Apparently Nick was having the same reaction over the career question that Eli had had about the family-slash-relationships one. “Trust me,” he said, “it’s not that impressive.”


Nick leaned back in the booth and folded his arms across his chest. “So how are your holidays going?”


Eli was well-practiced at hiding winces. He shoved his instinctual reaction down. “Oh, you know how it is. Christmas is always kind of a letdown when you’re an adult. Nothing can compare to getting your first Huffy when you’re seven.” He took a sip of water. “Mom will have the whole family over for dinner, I’m sure. I’m not too up to speed on the details; this is my first time visiting for the holidays in ages. Or at all, actually.”


“Wow, really?” Nick’s eyes widened. “I just assumed you, uh, were still close with your family.”


“We are. But they usually come to New York to visit me.” Eli leaned back in the booth. “Yep. First time in a long time, being back in good ol’ Neeps. Does anyone still call NPS that?”


“Not since we were young,” Nick said. “You must be bored; it’s not like this place compares to New York.”


Eli made a face. “Now that you mention it, I am going a little stir-crazy. It’s only been a day and I’m, like, climbing the walls.” He paused. “No offense.”


A smile lingered at the edge of Nick’s mouth. He picked up his water glass and huffed a laugh into it before taking a sip.


Eli felt a thrill he hadn’t experienced in a while—the rush of making Nick laugh. His specific laugh was so satisfying. It felt like slipping into an old sweater that still fit somehow, all warm and cozy. Eli used to go on for hours back when they were teens, goofing off, joking around, anything to make Nick snort. They played off each other so well in those moments. Eli the clown and Nick his straight man.


Eli dropped his gaze to the table. Nick was still very much the straight man, he reminded himself. This was not a double act. And frankly, it was weird to even entertain a passing thought that, after all this time, there was anything between them. They shared a past, not a future.


“I’m bored,” Zoe declared. During the adults’ conversation, she had turned boneless and was sliding under the table, only her head and shoulders remaining on the lip of the bench seat. “Can we go out on the dock? Please?”


“Honey, Daddy is still talking with Eli, okay?”


“You can talk with Eli out on the dock,” Zoe said with a pout that was sadly underutilized, given that only Eli could see it from where he was sitting. He imagined, as its usual target, Nick would be unaffected anyway.


“I wouldn’t mind getting some fresh air,” Eli said. The dining room was pretty loud and crowded. “My folks got a table outside, so I need to get out there at some point.”


Zoe popped back onto her seat. “See, Daddy? Eli wouldn’t mind.”


Nick gave Eli a look that probably meant he should have kept his big mouth shut, but Eli wouldn’t apologize for teaming up with a fidgeting four-year-old. He could relate to her restlessness more than he cared to admit.


“Fine,” Nick said in that long-suffering way of his. “Let’s go.”


Zoe cheered and clambered over Eli’s lap without waiting for him to move, kneeing him in the bladder as she went. Eli stifled a loud woof as all the air was punched out of him. Nick gave him a bland look that said serves you right before following his cannonball of a daughter out onto the back patio.


One of the defining traits of the Thirsty Manatee was its dock, which stuck out into the brown water of the lagoon. Pleasure boaters and fishermen would tie up so they could enjoy a leisurely lunch before heading back out. Tonight the dock was devoid of boats, but it was still a welcoming spot for any restaurant guests who wanted to take in the scenery after their dinner.


The sun had already set—a sign of winter, even here where the air was warm and humid—but the rays of gold and pink were still painting a twilight picture of the sky. Night was creeping up in purples and blues oceanward, the first stars winking against the dark. Eli craned his head back to take it all in. You didn’t get nights like this in New York. Then again, you did get decent bagels, so it all balanced out.


Zoe ran to the end of the dock at full speed, her tiny sneakers pounding against the wooden slats, lights on the heels flashing.


“Don’t lean out too far, please!” Nick hollered after her. To Eli, he said in a quieter tone, “She likes to look at the fish.”


“Who doesn’t?” Eli smiled to himself. His eyes tracked along Nick’s face. His features had sharpened in places, softened in others, but he was still recognizable as the Nick Wu he’d known. “You seem like a good dad,” he said, because it was true and apparently needed to be blurted out.


Nick blinked rapidly in that way he used to when he was pleasantly surprised. “Maybe reserve judgment. You haven’t seen one of Zoe’s epic meltdowns yet. I’m the worst father in the world when that happens.”


They meandered along the old dock, hands in their pockets. Zoe was a pink-and-blue dot in the distance. The wind picked up her hair and made it dance around her head.


“Does it feel weird to you?” Eli tipped his chin toward the end of the dock, where Zoe was sitting on the edge with her legs kicking out over the water. “Like, being a grown-up. Having a kid depend on you. Being mature.”


“Well, I am pushing forty.” Nick gave him an appraising glance. “You are too.”


“Yeah, but I’m pushing a queer forty, which is like a straight twenty-six,” Eli quipped. “I didn’t come into my own until, like, five years ago. And even then, I still feel like I’m just pretending to know what I’m doing all the time.”


“Oh, I promise you, I feel like I’m faking it pretty much every day.” Nick dragged a hand through his thick black hair. “All adults are, even us straight ones. I bet our parents were just pretending like they knew what they were doing when we were kids.”


“Really?” Eli snorted. “That’s comforting.” He turned to look over his shoulder. His parents were seated at their table with all of their attention on a huge platter of the Manatee’s iconic pineapple pulled-pork nachos. As he watched, his mom fussed with a speck of salsa that had landed on Wendall’s shirt collar, swiping at it with her napkin. They were too far away for their conversation to be heard, but Eli could fill in the blanks: Cora complaining about Wendall being a messy eater, Wendall protesting. He loved his folks, he did, but they sure were a certain way.


His gaze must have said something that Nick picked up on, because he said, “If you’re ever feeling trapped at your parents’ place, I can give you a ride somewhere, get you out of the house.”


Eli turned back to him. “Really? You’d do that?”


“Yeah.” Nick scratched his ear. “It’s not a big deal. I like to go down to the beach in the mornings sometimes. Get a quick jog in before the day starts.”


“Jogging? You?” Eli couldn’t help but sound incredulous. Back when they were on the high school swim team, their least-favorite thing was the coach’s once-a-season foray into running laps around campus. “What happened to ‘swimming is the only exercise you need’?”


“That’s still true.” Nick bobbed his head. “But swimming is a whole thing; you need a pool and at least two hours for the changing and the workout and the showering and the drying off. After Zoe was born, a quick run was the best I could do.” His lips twisted to one side. “Though I haven’t made the time lately even for that, if I’m honest.”


Eli grimaced. “I can’t ask you to go out of your way like that.”


“No, really, you’d be doing me a favor. It’d give me a reason to get back in the habit.” Nick stopped in the middle of the dock and turned to face him, so of course Eli had to stop too. “I’m not offering to be polite, okay? I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it.” A glimmer of good humor reached his eyes. “I’m not like those posers you hang around with in New York City.”


They shared a laugh, and Eli ducked his head so his wide smile was directed at his shoes and not his very straight ex-boyfriend. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think this might be flirting. It had been a long time since he’d flirted with anyone.


“All right,” he finally said once the giggle fit passed. “I’d really appreciate a ride to the beach. I’ll even join you on that jog, if you don’t mind me slowing you down.” Eli’s workout schedule had been sporadic at best lately. He didn’t harbor any delusions about his land speed.


“I won’t mind at all,” Nick said. “Pick you up tomorrow at, say, seven?”


“In the morning?” Then, because he didn’t want to lose his only chance to get out of the house without his parents, he hooked his thumbs into the back pockets of his jeans and feigned a nonchalant stance. “I mean, cool. That works.”


A subtle smugness worked its way into Nick’s smile. “Your folks still live in the house on Pineapple Top?”


“Yep, just around the bend.”


“I live out past Palmetto, near the canal. Not far at all.”


Eli nodded, mentally shaking off the dusty map of his hometown. Palmetto, near the canal. Their bus had gone along that route back in elementary school. A whiplash memory: their assigned bench seat, fifth on the right. Nick at seven years old, knees scraped up from dodgeball, showing Eli the bruise on his knobby elbow. It really hurts, but I didn’t cry.


Eli came back to the present with a slow exhale. “Good. That all sounds good.”


A small smile spread across Nick’s face. “Okay, then. See you at seven. Make sure to bring a bottle of—oh.” His head whipped to the side as he squinted at the end of the dock. “Excuse me.”


Before Eli could even blink, Nick was gone. Like, he moved so fast he could have left a Nick-shaped dust cloud in his wake à la Wile E. Coyote. He barreled toward the end of the dock, his boat shoes slapping on the old wood. In the distance, Eli could see that Zoe had somehow climbed atop one of the pilings and was executing a dizzying series of pirouettes. Then Zoe’s feet tangled and she began to falter, almost in slow motion. Eli’s heart was in his throat: the kid was either going to fall several feet onto the dock, or she was going to fall much farther into the water. And who knew how rocky it was beneath the surface.


As Eli watched in horror, Zoe tripped off the piling—and right into Nick’s arms.


“Whee!” Zoe squealed.


Nick set her on her feet. “Please don’t climb up there, all right?” he said, but she was already scampering away to examine a bug that was inching along the dock. Nick put his hands on his hips and heaved a sigh, then glanced back at Eli.


Eli stood frozen in place with a hand pressed over his mouth in the gayest stance possible. He was pretty sure he’d just had a heart attack. Maybe a series of heart attacks. He’d witnessed Nick Wu transform into some kind of Super Dad with real swooping rescue action.


“What was I saying?” Nick swept a lock of hair off his forehead, calling down the dock to Eli. “Right. Bring a bottle of water.”


The hand fell away from Eli’s gaping mouth. “Seriously? You snatched your daughter out of thin air and all you’ve got to say is remember to stay hydrated?”


Nick gave a self-conscious roll of his shoulders, ambling back toward him. “I guess I’ve developed a sort of sixth sense when Zoe’s getting into trouble.” He cleared his throat, then gave Zoe another cautious glance. She was still enamored with the beetle. “Part of the job.”
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