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Chapter One


A stack of books dropped onto the desk in front of Nick, an assortment of middle-grade chapter books and half a dozen comics, plus one non-fiction about volcanoes. Nick gave his usual polite half-smile to the kid across the desk, Henry, one of the library’s summer regulars. Henry’s mom, Jenny, was lingering a few feet back, typing something on her phone while he checked out. ‘This one’s my favorite,’ Nick said as he scanned a chapter book about a boy and his pet dragon. ‘Have you read this series before?’ Mary tended to do most of the purchasing for the children’s section, but Nick did his best to keep up with the more popular series, at least.

Henry was grinning up at him in an odd way, like he was waiting for something. ‘Nope,’ he said, eyes gleaming behind his glasses.

‘Well, it’s funny, especially the third one,’ Nick replied. ‘We’ve got the whole set, when you’re ready.’ He kept scanning the stack, working hard to keep running through his public-librarian script. Usually, kids were easier for him to interact with, but Henry was being . . . odd. Nick glanced up, but Jenny was still busy with whatever it was on her phone. He let the receipt print out and tucked it into the Volcano Fact Book, sliding the stack back to Henry. ‘Have a good –’

‘BUT WHAT ABOUT JAKEY?’ Henry practically shouted, and Nick’s smile froze on his face. He loathed that catchphrase for about a hundred reasons, primarily because he had spent most of his childhood either saying it on camera or to overly enthusiastic strangers who stopped him on the street. His twin brother, Josh, had thrived on the attention – and still did, in fact – but it always made Nick want to shrivel up.

‘Henry,’ his mom scolded, tucking her phone into her purse. ‘I told you not to do that.’ She looked up at Nick, grimacing. ‘He was sick last week and was binging a lot of TV, and he stumbled on Just Us Girls. But I promise, I told him we should leave you alone.’

Nick hadn’t dealt with a reminder from his past like that in years, and he couldn’t say it didn’t throw him a little, even though Henry was now looking sheepish. ‘It’s fine,’ he said awkwardly, although it sort of wasn’t – Henry was a kid, so he wasn’t angry or anything, but Nick wasn’t known for his improv skills or adaptability. ‘Glad he’s, um, enjoying my previous work.’

Jenny shot Henry a look, and he flushed. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, and then Nick felt worse, because he’d made a kid feel ashamed for normal kid behavior.

‘Thank you. And it’s okay, really,’ he said as genuinely as he could, but he was relieved when they finally trooped out of the doors.

‘Have you got it from here, Mary?’ Nick asked, picking up his cardigan from where he’d draped it over his desk chair. After that last interaction, he was desperate to be done.

Mary swept her gaze around the Swede River library, taking in the dad with his two toddlers in the children’s section, Margie Schumacher hunting and pecking at the keyboard on one of the public computers, and the three old men tucked in the corner with their newspapers, which they did every Thursday afternoon. She gave him an eloquent look over her bifocals. ‘Oh, I don’t know, I might need reinforcements.’

He knew she was teasing, and honestly, Mary was one of the few people who could get away with it. She was the one who had advocated hiring him in the first place, when the library board wasn’t sure he was the ‘sort of librarian they were looking for’ and that he might ‘bring too much Hollywood attention to town.’ But Mary had believed in him, and her steady mentorship over the past few years had helped him adjust and even set down roots. Nick felt more at home in Swede River than he had anywhere else; certainly more than he ever had in Los Angeles, and he owed a big part of that to Mary. If it wasn’t for her, he’d probably be dealing with ‘But what about Jakey?’ several times a month at least. His phone rang and he silenced it the second he saw who was calling. Nothing good came from talking to Candace Ford.

‘It’s a lovely day out there,’ Mary observed. ‘Are you walking?’

‘I was planning on it,’ Nick replied. The sweater he had on now would probably be too warm, he realized, since the September sun had a tendency to start out weak in the mornings only to decide somewhere around lunchtime that it was actually still summer. He took it off again, and Mary thoughtfully turned her attention to her computer. She knew he hated being watched, which yes, was ironic considering his prior career. But in his defense, his mom had picked that life, as not many four-year-olds had jobs.

Speaking of mothers, his called again, and he hit ignore, wishing that was an option in real life, too.

‘How’s Val?’ Mary asked without looking up.

Nick shrugged and decided to just abandon his cardigan in the work room. He’d be back again tomorrow, and it wasn’t like Mary, with her petite frame and love of bright, vivid colors, was going to do anything with a camel-colored cardigan made for a man nearly a foot taller than her. ‘She’s, um, fine.’

Nick didn’t like talking about his roommate, largely because, well, he didn’t much like his roommate. Not that he knew her very well or anything, but what he did know really irritated him. Renting out a room hadn’t been part of the plan, but then Josh had to go and be Josh, and Val had arrived in Swede River like a desperate, marginally employed tornado barely a week later. It had seemed like an easy enough solution at the time, but Nick had come to regret his impulse on a near daily basis. Selling a kidney to finance his twin’s stupid vanity projects would probably have been less painful than living with someone who loved loud music and had a chronic aversion to doing her goddamn dishes.

‘I see,’ Mary said with barely concealed amusement. ‘Have a good evening, Nicholas.’

‘You too, Mary,’ he replied, and headed out the main doors, past the columns holding up the portico and down the grand steps to the sidewalk.

The Swede River public library had been built at the turn of the century by a robber baron when Swede River was little more than a collection of farms that had the good fortune to be on a direct train line to Minneapolis. Now it was mostly just antique stores and a couple of B&Bs off of a state highway, with the train route long abandoned. Every so often local politicians would bring up the idea of revitalization and setting up a commuter rail to Minneapolis and St Paul, but the state government didn’t really seem too excited about investing that much money for a town with barely four thousand people.

A text rolled in on his phone, which meant Candy was desperate. Nicky, call me. She knew he wouldn’t, at least not until the situation was completely untenable, but Candy was not known for quitting.

Unlike Nick.

Nick turned left and decided to stop by Pete’s Coffee for a cup of tea before walking home. Main Street was only three blocks long, lined by brick buildings with old-fashioned streetlights studding the curb. Pete’s Coffee had a tiny sidewalk patio of three tables, and two doors down The Happy Pig had set out a chalkboard stand with their evening specials listed. The Swede River was roaring dully in the background – they’d gotten more rain than usual that summer – and one story up, the servers at Happy Pig were busy setting up their rooftop patio.

Swede River High had already let out, so most of the tables in Pete’s were full of teenagers killing time, crowded around laptops and hunched over their phones. Pete himself was behind the counter, his infant son strapped into a baby carrier on his chest.

‘Nick! How’s it going? What’s the roommate up to?’ Pete asked, Felix’s hand curled tightly around his thumb.

One of the curses of a small town was anyone new drew a disproportionate amount of attention, and obviously Val fit the bill. ‘Editing today, probably,’ Nick said, scanning the menu like he was trying to decide what to get.

But Pete knew him too well, and was already pouring boiling water over an Earl Grey teabag. ‘You said she does weddings, right?’

As far as Nick knew, that had been Val’s main source of income in her photography business, pre-catastrophe. She still had a few to finish editing, she claimed, but he wasn’t sure how she was going to pay rent beyond that without any new clients.

Getting himself a roommate who might not be able to contribute to the mortgage when his only reason for getting a roommate was to have someone help with the mortgage was clearly one of his worst ideas, but then again Nick wasn’t Josh Ford’s twin brother for nothing. One of Hollywood’s beloved minor catastrophes, Josh veered from box-office bomb to critically-panned-but-made-almost-enough-money-to-break-even vanity projects, coasting almost entirely on charm and long-banked goodwill, so obviously ‘making stupid choices’ was genetic. Nick just thought he’d left that all behind him, was all.

‘Mostly weddings, yeah.’

‘Does she do families? Aaron and I want to do some photos with Felix for our Chanukah cards this year.’

‘I could ask,’ Nick said, accepting the to-go cup and handing over his credit card. Honestly, Val didn’t seem like the cutesy-family-photo type since her surly disposition would probably scare children. But Nick liked Pete, so he agreed to ask. It meant talking to Val, which was painful all on its own, but it was in his best interests that she have money, so he’d suck it up.

‘Thanks, man,’ Pete said, and kissed Felix’s head absently. ‘See you tomorrow?’

‘We don’t open until noon tomorrow,’ Nick replied. ‘So yeah, just before lunch.’

‘I’ll make sure to save you a blueberry scone,’ Pete said, and waved to him as he left.

Nick’s house was three blocks from the library, four from Pete’s Coffee. He only ever bothered to drive when he had to run to get groceries from the EconoFoods out near the highway, and while sometimes – like when it was blizzarding – it could be unpleasant, days like today reminded him of why he moved to Swede River in the first place. The leaves were just starting to change, and it wasn’t cold yet, but the breeze was just brisk enough to remind him it was fall. There were other people walking toward downtown; families with kids in strollers and elderly couples who were wandering hand in hand, looking in the store windows and bickering about whether or not they needed another sideboard.

Nick’s phone pinged with a voicemail. He wanted to delete it without listening, but ignoring Candace was about as far as his rebellion stretched. Hi sweetie, it’s Mom. I can’t imagine what you’re doing that would keep you too busy to answer my calls, but I’m working on something big big big over here, and I think it’s just the thing we need. Give me a call ASAP so we can figure out the details. Nick had no idea what she was talking about, and Josh hadn’t mentioned working with her on anything. Whatever it was, he wasn’t interested, but he was also hoping to avoid having to directly tell her that.

He turned off Maple Avenue onto Vine Street, his two-story Victorian house standing proudly halfway down the block, right at the top of the hill. Compared to LA prices it was dirt cheap – he was reasonably sure he could get a studio in Burbank for the cost of his mortgage on the 2,000-square-foot, three-bedroom, two-bath house – but that didn’t mean it was cheap cheap, especially on a public librarian’s salary. And after Josh’s third self-funded vanity project tanked and failed to find a distributor, Nick had had to step in to save his twin from filing for bankruptcy. Of course, that meant he had to find a roommate to save himself from needing to declare bankruptcy, but that was how Nick and Josh operated.

Josh screwed up. Nick stepped in to fix it. Repeat, ad nauseam. Some people might think being aware of the problem would be enough to stop the cycle, but those people didn’t really understand what it was like to be Nick and Josh Ford. The Ford brothers stuck together through hell and high water, even if both of those were usually triggered by Josh’s enthusiasm and poor judge of character.

Nick could hear Val’s music before he even put his key in the door. It was seeping out through the walls, the bass thumping like a racing heartbeat. He unlocked the door and immediately tripped over her combat boots. The shoe rack was right there, but no, his roommate was apparently completely incapable of putting things away where they belonged.

Nick tucked his shoes neatly onto the shoe rack and placed his keys and wallet in the bowl he left on the stand near the door for that exact purpose. He couldn’t hear himself think all the way out into the living room, and her room was not just upstairs, but at the other end of the house. She’d said she liked to have music playing as loud as humanly possible while editing photos, claiming it helped her ‘concentrate.’ She did usually wear headphones when she knew he was home, and he reminded himself she probably thought he was still at work, so he couldn’t fault her for this.

Didn’t mean he liked it, though. Nick knocked on the door of his former guest room. He waited, smothered a sigh, and knocked again, louder this time.

That one did the trick, and he heard her stumble over at least two things before she opened the door. His roommate was, much to his chagrin, incredibly pretty. Her long, dark hair was somewhere between curly and straight, giving her a perpetually disheveled appearance, especially when she was in a threadbare hoodie and joggers. It was a look that shouldn’t work for him, but it did, and it always took him a second when he saw her before his brain could click back over into annoyed roommate.

‘What are you doing here?’ she said, her words barely audible over the din of her music.

‘I live here.’

‘What?’ she yelled, and then, ‘hang on, lemme –’ as she stumbled back through her room – the only light was coming from her computer screen and honestly, how did anyone live like this? – and hit a button on her keyboard to silence the music entirely.

His ears were ringing faintly, and Nick briefly wondered if Val would have permanent hearing damage from this little ritual of hers. ‘Sorry,’ she said, picking her way back through the maze of clothes on the floor. ‘When did you get home?’ She shoved her hair out of her face, sighed when it fell back over her eyes, and pulled a scrunchie out of her pocket.

Nick made himself look away from the curve of her neck as she wrangled her hair into a messy bun. ‘Just now,’ he said. ‘And –’

‘And you want me to keep my music down, I know,’ she finished, and while she didn’t roll her eyes when she said it, it certainly felt like she did. ‘Sorry, I thought you worked until five tonight.’

‘Mary came in a little early in exchange for me taking the afternoon shift tomorrow. Eng has a doctor’s appointment in the Twin Cities in the morning.’

‘Oh, uh – oh,’ Val said awkwardly. Nick reminded himself that she probably didn’t care about why Mary came in early; she wasn’t used to the rhythm of small towns like Swede River, where people didn’t just say what had happened, they explained why and threw in about five extra details for good measure. It could be exhausting, but it also felt good to him. Like a home he’d never quite had. Nick had never loved the spotlight, but in a town like this one, after the first initial surprise of finding a former child star as their librarian, most people got over it quickly. Hardly any permanent resident had asked him anything about Hollywood in the last five years, and while there had been that incident with Henry earlier, he was definitely the exception. Outsiders and tourists occasionally gave him odd looks and every so often someone would lose their cool, but the fact that no one expected to see anyone famous in Minnesota now that Prince was gone meant very few people put together that Nick, Swede River librarian, was also Nick Ford, one half of the breakout duo from Just Us Girls. It made having to talk to people at least slightly more tolerable.

Val watched him quietly, her hazel eyes wary. ‘Right, well – like I said, I thought you were working until five. I’ll put the headphones on now.’

He didn’t like how she was looking at him, like he was scolding her. That wasn’t what he meant to do, no matter how much he hated the volume of her music. He had just been trying to let her know he was back. Nick wasn’t great with people; he liked silence and knowing he would be able to find a colander exactly where he’d left it in the kitchen. His bookshelves were alphabetized, and he rarely left anything out of its assigned place for more than a couple of hours.

In contrast, Val had turned his formerly-bright-and-crisp guest room into what could only be described as a den. Or maybe a cave. A nest? She had all the shades drawn against the late afternoon light, and her dresser looked like it had exploded. Arms of shirts and sweaters reached out of the drawers like they were searching for rescue, and he was reasonably sure those were bras draped over the back of her desk chair, although it was hard to tell through the gloom. Clothing, several bags, and what he assumed were camera parts littered the floor, while the image of a blonde bride smiling sweetly on Val’s computer screen cast an eerie blue light over everything.

Nick thought about protesting, maybe explaining that he wasn’t mad at her for not knowing he was home from work, but he just wasn’t good at this sort of interaction. He needed to know someone and trust them before he could make chit-chat, and Val’s icy demeanor and messy habits – not to mention her inconveniently pretty face – put him at a major disadvantage.

But he wasn’t sure how to say that without sounding accusatory, or like he was assuming something about her that wasn’t true. Maybe Val just didn’t like him. He’d never had his brother’s easy way with people, and at some point, he’d completely stopped trying. People could either like him, like Mary and Pete, or not. Like Val.

So instead, he just nodded tightly and let her close the door in his face.
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