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			To ­Houston—­

			You were right; this was the one.
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			1

			Rose McIntyre Nash died peacefully in her sleep at age ­ninety-­eight, and now I carry part of her with me wherever I go. I do not mean that figuratively. She’s inside a small wooden box tucked away in my backpack as we speak. Not all of her, of course. Geoffrey Nash wasn’t about to hand over his entire grandmother to the weird girl who lived in her spare bedroom. But Geoffrey was kind enough to give me three tablespoons of her ashes (again, not figurative; he portioned her out with a measuring spoon from the kitchen). Probably not the request he was expecting when he asked if I’d like something to remember her by, but he didn’t seem to mind too much. I think he was mostly relieved I didn’t want her highly collectible radioactive Fiestaware.

			Geez, this is making me sound like a total wackadoo. I’m not, though, I promise. I know that’s exactly what a wackadoo would say, but I’m really just a relatively normal person who happens to be traveling to Key West with a small amount of human remains.

			I’m going about this all wrong; let me start at the beginning.

			Mrs. Nash had been living in Apartment 1B for almost seventy years when my boyfriend and I moved into Apartment 1A. Thanks to rent control, she was paying like five dollars a month for her ­two-­bedroom between Dupont and Logan Circles. And we became fast friends, because I am a damn delight and so was she. So when Geoffrey and the rest of the extended family began fretting over her living alone around the same time things with Josh imploded, I moved in with Mrs. Nash. It was the perfect situation: Geoffrey let me live there for practically nothing in exchange for cleaning, cooking, running errands, accompanying Mrs. Nash to her medical appointments, and generally attending to his grandmother’s needs. But mostly what Mrs. Nash needed was friendship, which I was more than happy to provide since that’s mostly what I needed too.

			Well, one day about three months ago, we were in the living room, me sprawled on the Persian rug with some book on the War of 1812 I was reading for work and Mrs. Nash sitting with her eyes closed in her favorite threadbare chair, the sunlight covering her plump little body like a blanket. She appeared to be napping, but suddenly her ­cornflower-­blue eyes fluttered open and she sat up straighter.

			Millie, she said with a sense of urgency in her voice that sent a jolt of panic up my spine. I was ­relieved—­albeit momentarily ­confused—­when she continued, I would like to tell you about the love of my life. We met during the war. Her name was Elsie.

			Anyway, that’s the ­ultra-­abbreviated version of how I wound up here, sitting ­cross-­legged on the floor at National Airport, waiting to board a plane to Miami with a bit of Mrs. Nash in my backpack. There’s a lot more to the story, of course, but right now I’m a bit too distracted to tell it ­properly—­a man across the gate’s waiting area keeps glancing my way when he thinks I’m not looking. Like he thinks he might know me from somewhere and is trying to figure it out. That’s nothing new; people still recognize me sometimes, even though I haven’t been on TV since I was fourteen. It’s not a big deal when they do since I’m about as extroverted as they come.

			Usually the way this situation plays out is they approach me, saying something like, “Hey, aren’t you that girl from that show?” Then I respond, “If you mean the actually kinda problematic kids’ show from the early aughts about the ­time-­traveling redhead and her poorly rendered CGI lizard companion, then yes. That’s me. Millicent ­Watts-­Cohen, also known as Penelope Stuart on Penelope to the Past.” Then they say, a little sheepishly, “Right. Yeah, that show was awesome, and you were great in it.” Except I know they are lying because the show was terrible. The history it taught was inaccurate at best and ­flat-­out offensive at worst, the special effects sucked, and I was never talented at acting so much as at having a cute face and a good memory. Sometimes they’ll mention a Penelope episode they claim was their favorite, but it’s usually a conflation of two or more, or even a different show altogether. I never bother correcting them, just smile and nod. And I’ll usually agree to a selfie when they say, “Oh my god, my friend/sibling/partner/parakeet will never believe this!” because it keeps them from taking an unflattering stealthy pic of me eating a corn dog a few minutes later, and also staves off the biannual tabloid rumors that I’ve died from huffing glue.

			It’s possible this guy is a fan; he looks about my age, give or take, and thirtyish is the right demographic. Except something about the way he’s looking at me feels familiar. Like maybe he recognizes me from real life.

			I think I might recognize him too. But I can’t seem to place him. Did we go to school together? Not ­grad—­my master’s program was small and absurdly ­insular—­but maybe undergrad. I’m running through a mental catalog of various classrooms I’ve been in over the years, hoping he’ll snap into the memory of one of them, when a man’s voice interrupts my mental riffling.

			“Hey, are ­you . . . ?”

			I turn to find an almost perversely muscular dude in a tank top, which feels like a real choice on a cloudy day that didn’t even break ­sixty-­five degrees in the DC area. His shaggy, ­sun-­bleached hair sticks out from the edges of a ­flat-­brimmed Nationals cap with its iridescent sticker still in place. His biceps are the size and color of whole ­honey-­baked hams. He’s wearing ­sunglasses—­indoors. This person is what I imagine would result if a beach bum and a lax bro had a thirtysomething baby.

			My meeting-­a-­fan smile automatically plasters itself to my face as I stand. “Penelope Stuart on Penelope to the Past,” I say. “That’s me. Millicent ­Watts-­Cohen.”

			“Whoa, yeah, I thought it was you. That’s so rad. I can’t wait to tell my boy, Todd. He won’t believe it.” He pulls out his phone and holds it up. “Can I get a selfie?”

			“Yeah, sure,” I say.

			We lean in toward each other, and he angles the phone downward to get us both in the frame. His proximity assaults my nose with the scent of beer and an excessive amount of musky body spray. Even after he snaps a few shots and tucks his phone back into his shorts pocket, his grin remains. “Todd and I watched every episode of Penelope to the Past like a million times back in the day.”

			“That’s great. Always nice to hear that people enjoyed the show,” I say.

			“Ha, no, the show itself was kind of ­garbage—­no offense.”

			My smile droops in response to this surprising development. Not that I’m offended (I mean, I wholeheartedly agree with him), but these lines aren’t part of the usual script for this interaction.

			“You were like the hottest girl our age we’d ever seen. Especially that episode when your family was on vacation in Mexico. You know, the one where you went back to Aztec times? You were in this little yellow bikini, and your, you ­know . . .” Don’t do it, I think. Don’t do it. But he raises his hands to his chest and palms invisible breasts, then mimes them bouncing while he slo-­mo runs in place. “. . . when you had to escape from the human sacrifice.” He laughs and nudges me with an elbow. “Ha, yeah. You know what I mean. You know.”

			Oh god.

			It’s not that I was unaware until this moment that my awkward ­fourteen-­year-­old body starred in a lot of my fellow teenagers’ early sexual fantasies. It’s that most people keep this shit on the internet, where they can say gross things anonymously and without inflicting it directly upon my person. That’s one of the main reasons I don’t do social media. I learned a long time ago that I can’t stop the world from objectifying me, but I can choose to shield my brain from absorbing the worst of it. Luckily (and perhaps surprisingly) this is the first time in years someone has been so candid when meeting me. But as much as I want to call out this dickhead for what he’s said, my mouth is paralyzed in this sort of horrified gape, which he’s unfortunately taking as encouragement to continue voicing his disgusting train of thought.

			“Wow. I had so many dreams about you in that yellow bikini back then, you can’t even imagine.” He lets out another laugh. My whole face grows hot with this terrible combination of embarrassment and fury. “You look good, still, by the way.” He lifts his sunglasses, and his eyes travel over the front of my body like a dog show judge might check out the standard poodle before taking a closer look at its teeth. “Really good.”

			A warm hand cups my shoulder, and I flinch before I realize the touch is coming from somewhere behind me. From someone who has yet to comment on either the past or present state of my tits and is therefore very welcome to enter this conversation.

			“There you are,” a voice says as the hand leaves my shoulder and slides down my arm, spreading a strangely reassuring heat over my skin. “I know you said you put the hotel info in my bag, but I can’t find it and I need the phone number. Can you come look?”

			I glance over at my rescuer as he hands me my little leather backpack and grabs the handle of my rolling suitcase. He’s the guy from before, the one I remembered but couldn’t place. Except now that he’s closer, I can see his features clearly: dark ­chocolate–­colored hair, mussed in a fashionable way where you can’t tell if it’s deliberate or if he really did just roll out of bed; light olive skin; full lips surrounded by the kind of stubble that manages to be ­ever-­present yet has zero aspirations of becoming an actual beard. And I’d never forget those eyes in a million ­years—­one blue-gray, one cognac brown, staring from behind round, tortoiseshell glasses. I’ve definitely had those mismatched eyes focused on me before.

			“Yeah, sure.” I hug my ­backpack—­and Mrs. ­Nash—­to my chest and mutter a quick, “Nice to meet you,” to the fan, even though it wasn’t nice to meet him at all.

			“Sorry to interrupt, man,” my new companion calls out as he guides me away. Then he adds in a hurry as if he just can’t help himself, “But also, hey, learn some fucking appropriate boundaries maybe.”

			The memory comes together like a ­time-­lapse video of a jigsaw puzzle. The crisp, ­late-­September air on my face, chilling my tears as they tumbled down my cheeks. The whooshing sound of city traffic that replaced the restaurant’s hubbub as I stepped outside into the night. A man’s ­voice—­this man’s ­voice—­reaching out of the dark, asking, Hey, you okay?

			Hollis Hollenbeck. From my ex’s MFA cohort. One of those fancy literary friends Josh talked about and constantly compared himself to but rarely let me interact with beyond hasty introductions and quick hellos at parties. Hollis was there that horrible night eight months ago, leaning against the brick wall beside the restaurant’s entrance, the light from the ­old-­timey lantern suspended above him highlighting the different colors of his eyes.

			Now, Hollis leads me to the row of chairs in front of the floor-­to-­ceiling windows as a plane zooms down the runway in the distance. His blue duffel bag waits in front of the seat he vacated to save me. I consider joking about how he must have missed the last twenty years of PSAs about not leaving your bags unattended in an airport, but instead I say, “Thank you. That was ­getting . . . gross.” I am grateful, of course, for his intervention. But I also can’t ignore the tiny twinge of shame deep in my stomach, as if part of me feels like what that guy said is somehow my fault, that I should have shut it down or prevented it or been able to walk away without Hollis’s assistance.

			“Getting? Dude rocketed past gross and was well on his way to abhorrent.” The look on his face is almost comical, the way his mouth droops into a perfectly symmetrical arch. Like a postcard of St. Louis.

			“Hey. I know you, don’t I?” I say.

			His thick eyebrows raise in question. “Do you?”

			“You know Josh Yaeger, right?” Somehow my smile stays perky and unaffected by the name coming out of my mouth.

			“Yeah. And ­you . . . also know Josh.”

			He doesn’t say it like “Wow this is so awkward because you dated my friend for three years and probably would be engaged to him right now if he hadn’t betrayed your trust.” It’s more of an “I can only guess that’s why you know me, but I really have no clue who you are.” So maybe he wasn’t looking at me because he remembered me after all.

			“Um. He and I were together for a while,” I say.

			“Right.”

			“Back in ­September . . . at Josh’s book release party at that restaurant in Georgetown. You drove me home,” I explain, hoping to jog his memory. “So I probably owe you a thanks for that too.”

			“Oh. Did ­we . . . ?” He waves a finger back and forth between us.

			“What? No. You didn’t even come upstairs, just waited to make sure I got inside okay then left.”

			“Then you must be mistaken. That doesn’t sound like me.”

			I don’t understand the game he’s playing here, why he’s fighting against my good impression of him. “Well, from the little I know, helping a woman out of an unpleasant situation sounds very much like you.”

			“No way.” He shakes his head. “I never do anything out of the goodness of my heart.”

			“Then what was that a minute ago?”

			“Purely selfish. If I had to listen to another word about that guy’s wet dreams, a tidal wave of vomit would’ve escaped my mouth and swallowed up this terminal.”

			The mental image of that makes me chuckle, but his expression remains serious. “Whatever,” I say. “Regardless, I’d like to thank you somehow, both for today and for that night.”

			I immediately regret the ­open-­endedness of my offer as his eyebrows raise again, but he eventually shakes his head. “Not nec­essary. Like I said, I was just being selfish. Now, not to be rude, but I went over there to stop a conversation, not get roped into a new one. So if you’ll excuse ­me . . .”

			Hollis navigates around his bag and sinks into the chair. He pulls a clicky black pen and a small red ­spiral-­bound notebook from the front pocket of his duffel. By the way he focuses on the pages as he scribbles something down, it’s clear he does not intend to pay me any further attention. Which is fine, because he’s kind of being a dick.

			I stand there, searching the terminal for somewhere I can go to leave Hollis alone without the creeper taking it as an invitation to resume our conversation. There are about a dozen airline staff huddled around the little desk (which, frankly, seems excessive, but what do I know?). Perhaps if I sit close to them, I’ll blend in with the hustle and ­bustle . . . 

			Hollis lets out a heavy sigh and looks up at me. I stare back. He moves his eyes from me to the chair beside him repeatedly, wordlessly directing me to take a seat and stop annoying him.

			I have to admit, remaining in Hollis’s little bubble of protection and apparent exasperation isn’t a hardship. Especially now that I’m sitting beside him and I can tell that he smells really good. Comforting. Like the scent version of reading your favorite book in a worn leather chair with a cup of Earl Grey tea while rain patters against the windowpane.

			“Although, cinnamon rolls,” he says abruptly.

			“What?”

			I’m about to tell him that, while delicious, those don’t really fit with the vibe of the scene I’m imagining when he says, “I accept payment in the form of cinnamon rolls.” Hollis nods toward the Cinnabon stand near our gate.

			“You want me to buy you a cinnamon roll?”

			“Yes. ­No—­actually, two of them.” In response to my raised eyebrow, he says, “Hey, according to you, I’ve helped you out twice. So two cinnamon rolls and we’ll call it even.”

			I roll my eyes, but there’s a smile on my face again. I’m not sure one dessert per good deed is the correct exchange rate, but if that’s what will make Hollis feel appreciated, that’s what he shall receive. Besides, I’m really not buying this “Oh, I’m just selfish” act of his. I bet he’s a secret cinnamon roll himself; he’s just hiding it underneath a thick layer ­of . . . burnt toast for some reason.

			After making my purchase and getting the name of the artist who did the cashier’s extremely cool mermaid tattoo in case I ever get over my fear of needles, I return to Hollis with a massive stack of napkins and a Cinnabon box in each hand. He’s still sitting in front of the windows, his expression that of someone who would never say harumph but is constantly thinking it. “Here you go,” I say, holding out the containers. “Thanks again.”

			But he only takes the fork and one cinnamon roll, leaving the other still in my possession.

			“What about ­the—­”

			“I don’t like eating alone,” he says, lazily waving the fork toward the seat to his left. “Sit.”

			“Um. Thank you.” I lower into the chair beside him, then spring back up. “Oh, but I only grabbed ­one—­”

			Hollis hands me the black plastic fork, stands, and places his container on his chair. A minute later he returns with another fork and settles back in beside me.

			Again, I’m struck by the strange juxtaposition of his personality. He’s not very nice, and yet he’s so kind.

			“I’m Millicent,” I say, realizing he probably doesn’t remember my name. “Most people call me Millie.”

			“Millicent. Right.” He digs his fork into his cinnamon roll. “I’m Hollis. Hollis Hollenbeck.”

			“I know.”

			He raises his fork, topped with a giant bite that’s mostly icing. “Cheers,” he says, barely making eye contact before he shoves it into his mouth. For someone so grumpy, he’s awfully cute.

			We’re quiet for a while as we eat. Well, quiet except for the occasional satisfied hum from Hollis. Then he asks me to hand him a napkin, and I figure it’s as good an opening as any to start a conversation.

			“So you’re headed to Miami?” I ask.

			“Yep,” he says around a mouthful of cinnamon roll.

			“For business or pleasure?”

			“Both.” I think that’s all I’m going to get, but after he finishes chewing, he continues, “I promised my agent a finished draft of my new project by the end of next month, but, uh, I can’t seem to get words on the page lately. So I’m hoping a ­week . . . relaxing with my, uh, friend will get me unstuck. She’s ­been . . . helpful in the past. With relaxation.”

			I add up his “uh”s and pauses until they make sense. “You’re going to Miami for a sex appointment?”

			“That’s not the expression I would use.” His eyes shift over to me for a moment before returning to the Cinnabon container. “But yes.”

			“And you think that’ll cure your writer’s block?”

			He puts down his fork and directs his full attention toward me for the first time since I sat down. I get a long and direct enough look at his eyes to notice that the cognac brown one isn’t actually all brown, just about 80 percent; there’s a bit of blue in the top right, like the sea meeting sand.

			“It’s not a block,” Hollis says. “It’s ­a . . . minor clog. Nothing a week with a gorgeous woman in an oceanfront condo can’t knock loose.”

			“Well, I hope it’s . . . satisfactory?”

			“Thank you,” he says as he takes another bite. He pauses, eyes closed, savoring, finding way more enjoyment in it than anyone should be able to find in airport food. Then his eyes flit open behind his glasses, the moment of ecstasy apparently over. “What about you? What are you going to be doing in Miami?”

			“Not much. I’m only staying one night, then driving to Key West first thing in the morning.”

			“Vacation?”

			“Not exactly. I’m going with a friend,” I say.

			Hollis glances around the terminal as if trying to scope out the location of my traveling companion. “Meeting them there?”

			“No, no, Mrs. Nash is dead and in my backpack.” The part of me that should have registered that this is a weird thing to say seems to be on a late lunch break. Well, it’s already out of my mouth, what can you do?

			He almost chokes on his next bite. Maybe I should’ve bought him a bottle of water. “Um. I’m . . . sorry for your loss?”

			“Thanks. I’m taking three tablespoons of her ashes to Key West to reunite her with the love of her life. Give her the happily ever after she deserves.”

			“Sure. I know I never leave my house without my wallet, keys, phone, and a dime bag of cremains.” I glance over at him and see that his expression matches his deadpan tone.

			“This isn’t doing me any favors, is it? I’m sure Josh has told everyone all sorts of stories about how weird I am.”

			“Oh, absolutely. And he said that’s why he ended things.”

			So Josh is claiming that he broke up with me. I knew from the moment I left him at the book release party that this was how he would spin it. That he was the wounded one, totally innocent, and that I drove him away by being too difficult in my weirdness. But knowing someone is probably talking about you behind your back and hearing that someone definitely is are different things. Josh blaming the breakup on my personality instead of owning what he did shouldn’t hurt, but it does.

			“Not that I put much stock into anything Josh Yaeger says,” Hollis continues. “Never met a bigger asshole. If he ran over a little girl’s cat, he’d tell the story as if he were the real victim.”

			“That’s a strange way to talk about your friend,” I say, even as his words fill me with hope that he’s seeing me through his own glasses instead of ­Josh-­tinted ones.

			“I wouldn’t exactly call us friends. We’re ­more . . .”

			I remember the things Josh used to say about Hollis and his writing. Nothing but a glorified gonzo journalist. Wouldn’t have even been accepted into an MFA program if his dad wasn’t a ­big-­shot lit scholar. “Frenemies?”

			“Competitive acquaintances,” he counters.

			“Hmm. Hate mates.”

			Hollis gives me another perfectly arched frown. Like a drunken C that fell onto its face. “Whatever the opposite of a way with words is, Millicent, I think you have it.”

			He probably meant that as an insult, but for some reason it feels like a compliment. Something tells me that Hollis Hollenbeck is reluctantly finding me amusing, and that’s my favorite sort of power to have over a person. What would it be like to make him smile? What would that even look like on his handsome but stony face? I would love to figure out what it takes to flip that C onto its back before we board the flight and go our separate ways.

			Maybe I’ll try a ­knock-­knock joke.

			A sudden commotion distracts me from my efforts to remember the punch line to the one someone told me on the bus last week. It’s not localized, though; exclamations and profanity have overtaken the entire terminal.

			“What’s going on?” I ask Hollis.

			“I’m not ­sure . . .” he says, stretching his neck to see farther. “Oh shit. Flight’s canceled.”

			Why are people waiting for other flights upset about ours being canceled? Or wait, did he say “flight’s,” as in “flight is,” or “flights,” as in plural? I glance over my shoulder to look out the windows in case the weather has taken a sudden turn, but other than a few puddles left over from last night’s thunderstorm, it’s a dry, ­late-­May day. “Why?” I ask, as if Hollis knows any more than I do about what’s happening.

			“I don’t know,” he responds with some irritation, still looking in the direction of the arrivals and departures board across from our gate. “But it looks like it’s . . . most of them.”

			The airline staff who were amassed around our gate’s desk have dispersed and stand like guards around the terminal, preparing to do battle with a bunch of irate ­customers—­not a great sign. “Good afternoon,” a woman’s voice says over the PA system, just barely audible over the din. “The passenger service system used by multiple airlines is currently experiencing a nationwide outage. For your safety and security, affected flights have been grounded until systems are restored. Passengers should speak with their carrier’s customer service representatives concerning refunds and rebookings.”

			Another outbreak of disgruntled noises fills the terminal as the announcement is repeated. Hollis tosses his empty Cinnabon container into the trash can near his seat without looking up from his phone.

			My heart flutters with anxiety as I go over my options. One: Hang around here and hope they either fix the problem soon or that I can find a seat with an unaffected airline. Unlikely, considering it’s Memorial Day weekend; it was hard enough to get this flight on short notice. Okay, so two: A train? Could this problem somehow affect train bookings too? And how long is a train ride from here to Florida anyway? Three: I could try to catch a bus. I don’t know if there’s a DC-­to-­Miami direct route, but there must be one that goes at least a little south, and that’s progress. ­Four—­

			“Welp,” Hollis says, clapping his hands to his thighs before he stands. “I’m going to head out and get on the road before there’s a mass exodus.” He checks the black watch on his wrist. “Maybe I can get through Virginia by dinnertime. Good seeing you again, Millicent. Best of luck with the whole ­dead-­lady delivery thing.” He and his duffel bag are strolling away before my brain can finish processing his words.

			“Wait!” I grab my backpack and the handle of my carry-­on. My shorter strides and a wonky suitcase wheel slow me down, but I somehow catch up with him a few gates away. “You have a car?” I manage through my embarrassingly heavy breathing.

			“I do.”

			“And you’re driving to Miami?” I struggle to match his pace. He’s probably around six foot even, but I am only ­five-­foot-­one on a good day. My short little legs need to take two steps for every one of his, and my body resents being forced into cardio.

			“I don’t see what other choice I have,” he says. “I’m not going to waste my limited vacation time waiting around for the airlines to get their shit fixed. According to airline industry people on Twitter, it could be hours, maybe days. And then dealing with the red tape of getting rebooked on a new flight? On a holiday weekend, when everyone else is also fighting for limited spots? Nah, driving will almost definitely be less of a headache. And it’ll give me time to think.”

			“Let me come with you.”

			“What?”

			“Let me come with you,” I beg. “Please. We can even split the driving.”

			Hollis shakes his head. “No one drives my car but me.”

			From what I remember, Hollis is an English teacher. Or maybe a lecturer at one of the local community colleges? Something that Josh criticized as ­low-­level but that he was secretly super envious of. Regardless, I doubt he’s rolling in money. “I’ll pay you for your trouble. Name your price. Really. I’m desperate to get to Florida as soon as possible.”

			“Sorry. There aren’t enough cinnamon rolls in the world.”

			“Wow. Wow.” I stop walking and put my hands on my hips.

			I half expect Hollis to keep moving forward, leaving me behind without a second thought, but he stops. He turns toward me with an audible sigh. “Look, don’t take it personally, Millicent. You’re pleasant enough company, I’m sure. But this trip is about two things for me: dirty, dirty sex and inspiration. And unless you can supply one or both of those, the benefits of your presence seem unlikely to outweigh the nuisance.” He reaches out and pats me on the head. “Sorry, kid. Safe travels.”

			The gesture is so goddamn patronizing that I want to hurl myself onto his back as he walks away. Stick to Hollis Hollenbeck like a barnacle and refuse to remove myself until he agrees to take me with him. But the logistics of doing so while holding onto my backpack and my suitcase are too complicated, so I glance up at the sign above my head and follow the arrow pointing to the rental cars.

		


		
			2

			Mike seems nice. I mean, I know that a lot of people seem nice but aren’t. There are probably some really ­nice-­seeming serial killers out there. But what are the chances that I just happened to approach a ­nice-­seeming serial killer out of all of the people waiting for a rental car at DCA? I’m not a statistician or anything, but the numbers are undeniably on my side here. Besides, we’ve known each other a full ten minutes now, and Mike’s already shown me about a hundred pictures of his wife of twenty years and their three elderly pugs, Rockem, Sockem, and Robot. He’s large and looks cuddly. Total teddy-bear vibes, assuming the teddy bear’s wearing a greige pinstriped suit from Men’s Wearhouse. He’s probably in his late fifties, and he definitely has no clue I used to be on TV. My instincts tell me that Mike here is about as harmless as they come. And most importantly, he’s procured one of the last rental cars in the metropolitan area and is willing to accept $400 in exchange for allowing me to ride with him to Charlotte, North Carolina.

			As we wait for the overworked rental car staff to track down the keys to our Hyundai Sonata, my new friend gives me a genuinely concerned look. “And you’re sure you’re not on the run from the law or anything, right? Nothing that’ll get me in trouble?”

			“No, no. I’m just on a very important mission.”

			“  ‘A mission from God,’ eh? I do love The Blues Brothers.” He chuckles to himself. “  ‘It’s 106 miles to Chicago, we got a full tank of gas, half a pack of cigarettes, it’s ­dark . . . and we’re wearing sunglasses.’ Kidding, we’re goin’ to Charlotte, don’t worry. Though Chicago does have some great hot dogs. Hey, did I show you the video of Rockem and Robot fighting over a hot dog yet?”

			See? Harmless.

			But just in case, I should probably let someone know I’m doing this. I’m not about to terrify my parents. They don’t even know I’m taking this trip in the first place; they turn into nervous wrecks whenever I travel alone and then inevitably guilt me into calling every thirty minutes to reassure them I’m alive and ­well—­Call, Millie, not this texting nonsense. We need to hear your voice. Not to mention my father would alert every extended family member and old friend we have in the state of Florida that I’ll be “in the area,” making me look bad when I don’t drive five hours out of my way to visit them. My younger brother is currently studying abroad in Denmark, and I’m fairly certain if I’m out of sight I’m out of mind when it comes to him. Not someone I would trust to notice with any expediency if I go missing. And while I have a wide swath of people who appreciate my company in small doses (or maybe hang out with me because they like being able to say they know someone who used to be famous), I don’t really have any actual friends. Just Mrs. Nash, and she’s gone.

			So I pull out my phone and text my favorite and least judgmental cousin, Dani: Was flying to FL but flight canceled so getting a ride to NC. If you don’t hear from me by midnight tonight, tell the police I was last seen with Mike Burton from Charlotte. Late 50s, Black, bald, pretty tall, and very huggable.

			Within seconds, Dani sends a thumbs-­up emoji.

			Mike is going through his phone, still searching for that video of Rockem and Robot with the hot dog when the rental car lady returns with the keys. But as I turn toward the exit we need to reach the Parking 1 garage, Hollis appears behind me, his arms folded tight across his chest.

			“Hello again,” I say.

			“Hi.” Hollis gestures to Mike with his chin. “Who’s this?”

			“Hollis, meet Mike. Mike’s a hospital exec headed home to North Carolina from a conference. Mike, this is Hollis, a grumpy, blocked writer on his way to a sex appointment in Miami.”

			Mike gives Hollis a questioning look but says, “Nice to meet you.”

			“Likewise,” Hollis replies.

			“Mike has graciously offered to let me travel with him to Charlotte.”

			“But you’re going to Key West. Charlotte’s not even halfway.”

			“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” I say. “I know how distance works. But beggars can’t be choosers. I’m sure I’ll figure it out. Maybe the planes will be up and running again by the time we get there, or I can find my own rental car, or a bus, or another friendly ­stranger . . .”

			Hollis rubs his hands through his hair and makes a noise somewhere between a sigh and a groan. “Fine. Grab your bags, Millicent.”

			“What?”

			“Grab your bags. You can ride with me to Miami.”

			My hands find their way to my hips. I should probably be glad he’s changed his mind, but right now I’m mostly annoyed. If Hollis was going to give in and let me go with him, why couldn’t he have done so earlier? We’ve already wasted so much ­time—­time I don’t exactly have. “I thought you said that unless I could offer sex or inspiration, you didn’t want me around.”

			Mike’s eyes bounce between us. It’s like the video he showed me of Sockem observing a tennis match at their local park. Apparently, the pugs are very popular on TikTok.

			“Sorry, if you could just give us a minute,” Hollis says to Mike while guiding me off to the side so we can continue our discus­sion in relative privacy. “If it’s either your luggage in my trunk or your dismembered body parts in someone else’s, I’d prefer the former.”

			“Excuse you. Mike is lovely and very ­not-­murdery.”

			Hollis looks back at Mike, who is smiling down at his phone and humming “Soul Man.” “I’m not worried about Mike. Mike’s probably fine. But it’s a long trip from Charlotte to Miami, and you apparently have very few qualms about requesting rides from strangers. So excuse me if I’d rather know for sure that you arrive in Florida safe, sound, and with all of your limbs intact.”

			“Ooh, stranger danger,” I say, wiggling my fingers in the air. “Did you forget that you’re a stranger too, Hollis?”

			“I’m not a stranger. We’ve met before.”

			“You don’t even remember it.”

			His frown deepens. “Well, I know you’re safe with me. And since I’m doing this for my own peace of mind, that’s what matters here.”

			“Oh, right. Right. Because you only do kind things out of selfishness.”

			“Why are you saying it like that?” he asks.

			“Like what? How am I saying it?” I smile up at him, watching the way his pulse jumps in his neck. Him finding me amusing is great and all, but I have to admit there’s an appeal to him finding me frustrating too.

			“Ahem. Sorry to interrupt,” Mike says, appearing beside us. A blush sweeps over my face as I realize Hollis and I have been having a ­stare-­off for the last minute and a half. “I need to get rockin’ and rollin’ if I’m going to get home tonight. Millie, are you still riding with me, ­or . . . ?”

			“Ah, sorry, Mike. As much as I was looking forward to being the Joliet Jake to your Elwood, it probably makes more sense for me to go with Hollis since he’s traveling farther south. I’m really sorry for keeping you from getting on the road. So uh, here.” I dig my wallet from my backpack and pull out two fifties. “Here’s a quarter of what I promised you, to make up for the inconvenience.”

			“Oh, you don’t have to do that.” But after I insist, Mike tucks the bills into a money clip and it disappears into his pants pocket. “Thanks, Millie. But for the record, I’d’ve been Jake. Belushi had the better voice.” He barks out a laugh, ending in a wide smile. “You take care now. Be safe.”

			“You too,” I say. “Give my best to Carla and the puppies.”

			“The puppies, huh?” Hollis says as we walk toward the exit.

			“Mike and his wife are proud pug parents.”

			Hollis sighs and rolls his eyes but doesn’t say anything as he walks ahead. After a short and silent journey, we arrive at his car in the Parking 2 garage. Considering the ­circumstances—­that I was weeping and suddenly ­single—­I didn’t really notice his car the night he drove me home, but I assume this navy Volvo sedan is the same one he had a few months ago. He tosses my suitcase into the trunk beside his duffel bag. I settle into the passenger seat, my backpack on the floorboard between my feet. When Hollis starts the engine, he lets out a little annoyed huff that might be directed toward me or maybe just toward the world at large.

			“Thanks for changing your mind,” I say.

			“I didn’t have much of a choice.”

			“Don’t even. I would’ve been perfectly fine with Mike.”

			He grips the steering wheel so tightly his fingers lose their color. There’s a beat of silence, and it lets a realization float into my brain.

			“Hmm,” I say.

			“What?”

			I wait until he’s safely backed us out of the parking space. As he predicted, there’s a lot of extra traffic in the garage due to the mass cancelation. “Well, I was just ­thinking . . . there’s something I don’t understand.”

			“Oh, it seems like there are a lot of things you don’t understand. Like basic ­self-­preservation.”

			“Why were you there, Hollis? By the car rental kiosks, I mean. That’s the Parking One garage, and your car was parked here, in Two.” I watch his profile, waiting for him to respond. When he doesn’t, I continue. “And you had a head start. About twenty minutes between when you left me and then when you showed up again. If you’d come straight to your car, you would’ve already been making your way down 95 by the time I met Mike. Yet there you were, skulking around the rental car ­kiosks—­”

			“I wasn’t skulking.”

			“Then what were you doing?”

			He doesn’t respond.

			“What I think,” I say, “is that you were about halfway to the garage when you realized there’d be a mad dash for rental cars. And your conscience refused to let you leave me potentially stranded, so you hung around to check on me.”

			“You should be glad I did,” Hollis says. “Who knows what kind of mischief you would’ve gotten yourself into, getting into cars with strange men.”

			On a more charming person, that would be said with a little smirk. But Hollis’s expression reads as completely serious, as if he doesn’t see the irony.

			“Admit it,” I say. “You really are a cinnamon roll underneath that ridiculous ­burnt-­toast disguise.”

			“Huh? If you’re trying to imply that I’m secretly nice, I’m not. Still just selfish. You think I want to deal with the cops showing up at my door, all ‘Mr. Hollenbeck, we’d like to ask you some ­questions. It seems you were the last person to see Millicent ­Watts-­Cohen alive’?”

			“Of course. Nothing to do with you being a good person. Forgive me for suggesting it.”

			“I’m not a good person, Millicent, and you best believe it. I’m a real jerk. A bad apple, through and through.”

			I laugh. “You sound like ­Pee-­wee Herman.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Not your voice but like, you know. ‘You don’t wanna get mixed up with a guy like me. I’m a loner, Dottie. A rebel.’  ”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			I let out an intentionally wistful sigh that I know will annoy him. “I bet Mike would’ve understood my references.”

			“Enough about Mike. Jesus.” Hollis taps his fingers against the steering wheel and bites his cheek. “You were really going to pay that man four hundred dollars to drive you six hours south?”

			So much for enough about Mike. “I would’ve paid a lot more. I told you, I’m desperate.”

			For a split second, he takes his eyes off the road and looks over at me. “This trip really means that much to you?”

			I squeeze my backpack between my sneakers, giving Mrs. Nash a little makeshift hug as I remember promising her I would find Elsie. It was right after she told me their story.

			I just wish I could have said a proper goodbye, told her how much I still loved her, she whispered, blowing her nose into the tissue she kept tucked into her stretchy silver watchband. Even after she died, she never felt gone to me. She still doesn’t.

			What if I can find out where she’s buried? I asked. Then we can go visit.

			Oh, Millie, but what would be the point?

			So I can meet her. I smiled up at Mrs. Nash from my spot on the floor.

			You’re such a silly thing, Mrs. Nash said, returning my smile. She called me a “silly thing” with such regularity and with such affection that it was better than any standard term of endearment. Well, I suppose, if you find the time to search that internet of ­yours—­

			I’ll make the time, I announced. I want to reunite you with Elsie, however symbolically.

			Of course, I didn’t make the time until it was already too late. Mrs. Nash passed away in March, and I never got to tell her that the love of her life hadn’t died in Korea after all.

			But now Elsie actually is living out her last days in hospice care at a Key West nursing facility, and I can’t afford any delays. That’s why I dug into my Penelope to the Past ­money—­“That’s supposed to be for your retirement!” I could almost hear my father shouting as I moved the funds over to my checking ­account—­to spring for an outrageously expensive plane ticket and hotel rooms during one of the busiest travel holidays of the year instead of waiting until next week.

			“It means more than anything,” I tell Hollis.

			“I suppose a thousand dollars is fair, then.”

			“What?”

			“As payment. For me to take you to Miami.”

			“No way,” I say. “I offered to pay you and you said no. ‘Not enough cinnamon rolls in the world,’ remember?”

			“I just saved you from getting stranded in Charlotte. Or worse. I think I deserve some sort of compensation for helping you, yet again.”

			“I never asked for your help. And Mike was a very nice man. I would’ve been perfectly safe with him.”

			“Again, less concerned about Mike than whomever you might’ve stumbled upon after him.” Hollis flails his right hand in the air. “That ­wide-­eyed, trusting thing you have going on practically screams ‘Hey, come murder me and wear my skin!’  ”

			I snort. “Do you always assume the worst of people?”

			“Yes. Do you always assume the best?”

			“Usually.”

			“Faaantastic,” he says through clenched teeth. The word acts like punctuation, announcing that the conversation has come to an end as far as he’s concerned.

			However, I don’t do well with silence. “So,” I say. “What kind of stuff do you write?”

			Authors are practically bound by law to answer this question. “Nonfiction novels, mostly. My first book’s being published in November. It’s about a pyramid scheme that caused all sorts of scandal in a small town in Minnesota.”

			“Nonfiction novels? So, like, In Cold Blood?”

			He contemplates the comparison, then concedes, “This one has less murder and more casseroles, but basically yes.”

			“Wow. Sounds great. I’ll have to preorder it.”

			To my surprise, Hollis smiles. It’s the smallest smile I’ve seen on anyone ever, really only visible at the corners of his mouth, but it’s something. If he knows this is my go-­to line for meeting authors that I perfected while dating Josh, he doesn’t seem willing to call me out on it.

			“And you?” he asks. “What does Millicent ­Watts-­Cohen do when she’s not fending off creeps or jumping into cars with randos?”

			“I’ve been freelancing as a historical accuracy consultant for TV and film for the last few months. I did some research to help out a director friend while I was finishing up my master’s. She recommended me to others in the industry. There’s a lot more demand than I expected. Apparently, Hollywood people still think of me as one of them, and they like keeping everything in the family, so to speak.”

			“Your master’s is in history then?”

			“Yeah. I’ve always been interested in it. Plus, it felt necessary to somehow atone for Penelope’s sins. And there were a lot of them. I mean, there’s an Appomattox episode that extremely does not hold up.” He doesn’t comment. “Did you watch the show?”

			“My sister did.”

			“But you didn’t?”

			He raises one shoulder in a lazy shrug. “I caught bits and pieces of episodes here and there, but it wasn’t really my thing.”

			It’s a relief that Hollis is probably not doing all of this for me because I’m ever so slightly famous or because he’s hoping to ­role-­play some weird teenage sexual fantasy. I’m basically an E-­list celebrity, or maybe even F-­list if it goes that low, but you’d be surprised how many people are only interested in knowing me because of that. Like Josh, it turns out.

			Thinking about my ex makes me remember what Hollis said about him, about how Josh has been telling his ­friends—­and frenemies, ­apparently—­that we split because I’m too impossible, strange, needy. And that makes me get that sinking feeling that accompanies knowing there’s someone out there who doesn’t like me. It’s never fun, but it’s so much worse when it’s someone I assumed I would marry one day.

			I reach for the stereo, hoping for a distraction. When I press the button to turn it on, a velvety voice fills the car, talking with sharp enunciation about the flight cancelation hullabaloo.

			“What is this?”

			“WAMU.”

			I wrinkle my nose.

			“What do you have against NPR?” he asks.

			“Nothing,” I say. “It’s great. I have the utmost respect for public radio. But it’s a horrible soundtrack for a road trip.”

			“I’m sorry I don’t have a perfectly curated playlist with which to caress your discerning ears.”

			“That’s okay.” I pull my phone out of my backpack’s front pocket. “I’ve got us covered.” I dig around until I find my aux cord, and soon The Alan Parsons Project’s “Eye in the Sky” fills the car. My mouth opens to belt out the lyrics, but I’m not a talented ­singer—­like, I’m actually objectively ­bad—­and it’s probably too early to subject Hollis to that. Making someone’s ears bleed isn’t a great way to show your appreciation. So I restrain myself, settling for swaying in my seat. Of course, by the time we get to the chorus, there’s some shimmying and ­eyes-­closed head bobbing going on too.

			“What’s going on over there?” Hollis asks. “Do you need to pee already?”

			“I’m dancing.”

			“Of course you are.”

			The playlist I made this morning for driving from Miami to Key West is on shuffle, but as the next song starts, I decide I’m quite pleased with the music app’s choices.

			“God, I love Steely Dan,” I say, adjusting my swaying to the more subdued tempo of “Dirty Work.” “I actually just found this album on vinyl at a record store in Silver Spring last week.” I bought it even though I don’t currently own a record player; Geoffrey’s daughter wound up with Mrs. Nash’s.

			Hollis groans. “When I agreed to let you come with me, I didn’t realize you were secretly my uncle Jim in a tiny woman costume.”

			“I bet your uncle Jim doesn’t have my moves.” I gyrate in my seat in time to the saxophone solo.

			Hollis watches me out of the corner of his ­eye
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