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            CHAPTER 1

          

          OPHELIA’S INBOX

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From: Nicole Winesap <nicole@winesap.design>

        To: Rosie Snyder <r_snyder@venturahospital.org>; Kate Treanor <kate@treanorpod.com>; Lani Kalama <lani@winesap.design>; Ophelia Winesap <o.winesap@clintonelemen.edu>

      

      

      
        
        Subject: Bachelorette Party—Mandatory!!

      

      

      
        
        Hey you Beautiful Badass Bridesmaids!

      

        

      
        I’ve given you all enough time to recover from the holidays and now we get to start thinking about the bachelorette. Kate and Rosie are taking the lead on this one, so listen to them and do whatever they say, but consider this your save the date so no one makes ANY plans for the three days in April that we’re going to be celebrating.

      

        

      
        And don’t forget—this is a GIRLS ONLY event. No boys allowed! That means you, Rosie! Your hottie boyfriend will need to find alternate entertainment for the weekend.

      

        

      
        However, dates are encouraged (but not mandatory) for the wedding, so don’t forget to add your plus-ones when you fill out your RSVP cards in a couple months!

      

        

      
        Kisses,

        Nicole

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          OPHELIA

        

      

    

    
      In the six minutes before Mrs. Lake’s fourth grade class arrives I check my email and immediately regret it: another wedding-related missive from Santa Barbara’s biggest Bridezilla, my cousin Nicole Winesap.

      She’s five years older than I am and basically my big sister, which is why I agreed to be her maid of honor. But none of us bridesmaids could have predicted exactly how hands-on she’d be about this wedding. She’s orchestrating and planning everything like it’s a war campaign.

      Nor could we predict how weird she’d get about our love lives, specifically, wanting to see the four of us settled down with the loves of our lives immediately, or sooner if possible. We even started a support group to help us make it to the big day without strangling dear Nicole.

      I switch apps and see there’s already chatter among the Never a Bride(smaids) about the latest email. Some of my anxiety bleeds away. I may be a little younger than the other three, but they’ve become friends as we’ve gone through these epic wedding preparations together. We’ve all bonded over not wanting to spend our lives chasing some mythical happily ever after.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kate

      

      
        Don’t worry, ladies. Rosie & I aren’t planning anything too wild for this bachelorette thing. The craziest part about it is that it’s going to be 3 freaking days long

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        How many days do we really need?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        However many days Nicole tells us we need, of course [image: face with tongue]

      

      

      

      

      

      I smile and stash my phone as the fourth graders file in. I’m in my third year as head librarian at Clinton Elementary School, so I’ve known these kids since they were tiny little second graders. Now some of them are almost as tall as I am. Not hard, since I barely top five feet.

      They’re deep in the middle of their California history unit, which means lots of research and nonfiction reading. It’s tough on some of the kids who are only into wizards or mermaids, but it’s good for them to stretch. One of my favorite parts of the job is pushing kids out of their reading comfort zones and watching them discover new passions.

      Ingrid, the assistant librarian, helps the kids find books that will aid them in their mandatory mission projects: building a diorama of one of California’s twenty-one missions.

      “Can we use the maker lab today, Miss Winesap?” Jewel asks. She’s been assigned Mission San Buenaventura and she’s designing the façade on our MakerBot Replicator Mini 3D printer.

      “Not today, Jewel. You can come in during open hours on Monday, or you can arrange to come in after school next week if you need more time.”

      “I wish I could work on my design at home,” she says.

      “You know what? I’ll ask my friend Jamie if he knows of a way for you to do that, then you can do the fabrication part in the lab.”

      “Thanks, Miss Winesap!” Her spirits are immediately restored, and I hope that Jamie Kendell can come up with a solution.

      Jamie and I piloted the maker lab for my elementary students in a converted closet in my already too-small library. It has four 3D printers and the attendant accessories, like the plastic filament that the printers use to create 3D objects out of tiny layers, based on designs the kids create on the connected computer. The lab opened in the fall to much fanfare, and the kids love it. It makes them feel like inventors and explorers, which they naturally are. I wish we could set up labs in every school in the district.

      I bring my idea up with Jamie later, at our standing lunch date in the pocket park near the museum where he works. The Fox Museum of Science and Innovation at Santa Barbara, The Fox for short, sits on a prime piece of real estate three blocks from the waterfront, and a mere half-mile from my school. We meet for lunch two or three times a week, with the ocean on one side of us and the sage green mountains against which our hometown is nestled on the other.

      “Do you think it’s worth talking to Mihret?” I ask around bites of my wrap. Jamie’s boss, the museum’s CEO, was instrumental in getting our lab off the ground. “We could try to get funding to expand the program.”

      “Definitely. We always hoped to take the model wider, and you’ve been doing some amazing stuff with your students. That rocket ship the third graders built was out of this world.” Jamie smiles at me, and for a second I’m distracted—he’s got one of the greatest smiles ever—generous lips curving to reveal even white teeth. Then I recover and laugh.

      “You are such a dork.”

      “Thank you,” he says with mock seriousness. He bites into an apple and says with his mouth half-full, “I’ll email you some online design resources your fourth graders can use for their mission projects.”

      “Thanks.” He’s unfailingly good to me and to the kids we both work with, despite his table manners. We’re not technically at a table, but still.

      “In other news, Nicole’s already sending emails about the bachelorette party and it’s not for three months,” I whine.

      Jamie rolls his eyes. “Jesus. I don’t understand why we’re on the hook for party after party. I thought you got one day—the wedding. So far we’ve had the engagement party, next you have the bachelorette. She’s probably going to want some shower thing, too.”

      “I’m with you.” Nicole is marrying Jamie’s cousin Ricky, which is how Jamie and I met. “But just think, they’re both only children, like us. If they don’t do it up, there might not be another wedding in the Winesap-Kendell family for a generation. God knows I won’t be having one.”

      A silence descends, not exactly uncomfortable, but not easy. I say, “The rain held off,” to fill the gap.

      “Yeah, it’s supposed to start during rush hour. Traffic is going to be rough later,” Jamie says, finishing his apple in two more bites.

      “Are you going somewhere?”

      “Ricky and I are heading to L.A. for a couple nights. Going to that maker conference I told you about.”

      “Oh yeah. I forgot. I was going to ask if you wanted to go to the superhero movie that we never got around to seeing during the holidays. It’s still playing in Goleta.”

      “Can we do it when I get back? Sunday night?”

      “Sure.” I swallow the unexpected pang of disappointment at not getting to see him until then.

      He glances at his phone. “Hey, if you have a minute, want to walk me back? I could show you our new soldering irons.”

      “I have some time.” The school usually holds assemblies on Friday afternoon, so I don’t have to be back for any classes, just to tidy the loose ends of the week before heading home.

      We gather our things and slip into The Fox through the service entrance, surprising some docents on their break as we walk through to the museum’s maker space, which is five times the size of mine. It has larger, more sophisticated computers and printers, and also wiring and soldering equipment for electrical experiments, molds for small-scale metal casting, and low-tech paper, scissors, glue, and markers.

      “Hey, Jamie.” A young woman with curly brown hair greets us inside the maker space.

      “Hey, Alanna. You remember Ophelia?” Alanna is the director of programs. She zooms around the museum’s three floors of interactive exhibits making sure everything runs like clockwork.

      “Sure, hey.” We exchange waves. “You need anything for your two o’clock demo?”

      “No, I think I’m good. I’ve got two volunteers assigned to this room, right?”

      “Chase and Danielle S.,” Alanna says.

      “Is Danielle S. the one with the service dog?” Jamie asks.

      “No, that’s Danielle C. She’s not in today.”

      “Bummer. I love lecturing the kids on not petting a service animal. I’ll just have to do it another time.”

      Alanna laughs. “You’ll have your hands full with thirty first graders, anyway. They’re on the roof right now, but you better get ready.” She moves away toward the wind tunnel exhibit and Jamie winces.

      “This musical instrument unit has been a little…noisy. I can’t wait until we move on to coin making. Much easier on the ears.”

      “But more burn danger,” I say.

      Jamie lets out a short laugh. I love making him laugh. I watch him move through the space as if he’s at home. He pulls out a box of tools and holds one up. “Speaking of burn danger, here are the soldering irons. Cool, huh?”

      “Yeah, very cool.” I don’t know a soldering iron from a curling iron. My straight blonde hair doesn’t hold curls easily.

      “Hey, Jamie!” A teenager wearing the light blue volunteer T-shirt appears at our side. “Wow, soldering irons!”

      “Hey, Chase,” Jamie says. “Can you do thirty setups of the drum project, please?”

      “Sure, Jamie. On it,” Chase says eagerly.

      I’m always surprised at how much of a rock star Jamie is here. The smaller kids respond to his energy like he’s Inventor Elmo or something, and the teenagers either want to be just like him or want his attention. Even the older docents act differently around him than the other staff. Some of the girls fluff their hair and touch his arm. Some of the boys straighten their glasses and adjust their posture.

      When I’m with Jamie and other people, it reminds me what a catch he is. For someone else. He’s smart, obviously. Good-looking in an approachable way. The museum’s signature blue shirt that he invariably wears paired with jeans and Chucks effortlessly sets off his blue-green eyes, even if they are framed by rectangular black-rimmed glasses. Today he looks as though it’s been a few days since he’s shaved, but I personally like him without any stubble to detract from his full, sculpted mouth. It’s the mouth, I think, that really grabs the attention. It looks made for kissing. And since kissing always seems to be the last thing on his tremendously talented mind, that makes the challenge all the sweeter.

      Not for me, of course.

      I might care if any of these groupies made it past the museum’s doors with him, out into the world where I’d have to interact with them on a regular basis. But since Jamie and his last girlfriend, Kara, broke up about a year ago, he hasn’t dated anyone—that I know of.

      Technically, I wouldn’t know, because the topic of relationships is completely off-limits between the two of us. I don’t want to know and he doesn’t tell me. It makes it easy to forget that I don’t actually have any claim to him outside of our friendship or almost-familial status. I don’t need him to belong to me that way.

      Though I can’t deny it’s nice that he doesn’t belong to anyone else that way, either.

      “I better get back to work. Have fun with the drums,” I say, backing away slowly.

      “See you Sunday, Ophelia.” His eyes move off his work and back to me, and I feel that electric pulse of having his attention all to myself again. It’s kind of addictive.

      “See you then.” I escape before I turn into another Jamie Kendell groupie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          JAMIE

        

      

    

    
      After the first grade field trip files out of the maker space, each student clutching a small drum made from paper, glue, and Popsicle sticks—hey, not all creation has to be high tech—I clean up the lab.

      I tidy each workstation, brush bits of plastic molding into the recycle bin, and reset the demos. I put away the new soldering irons, smiling at the memory of Ophelia trying to conjure up some enthusiasm for the tools. I know she doesn’t share my gadget fetish, but it was the first thing that popped into my head when I was trying to come up with a reason to extend our lunch date.

      I’ve been doing that all the time lately—looking for reasons to hang out more, talk longer. Not that we need a special reason. We’re friends. Practically best friends, she’d say. We spend plenty of time together. Which is why it’s embarrassing to admit how long it took me to reject the idea of blowing off Ricky and our long-scheduled weekend plans just to take Ophelia to the movies. The movie will still be playing Sunday, and O will still be there to go with.

      I lock the lab a few minutes after the museum closes and check the weather app on my phone for the tenth time today. The predicted rain hasn’t started yet, which is a small mercy. Any amount of winter precipitation tends to throw sun-loving Santa Barbara into a panic. I’ll pick up Ricky at his office on upper State Street before we swing south toward Los Angeles. Just where I want to be during Friday rush hour—sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic on the 101. But we’re expected at the conference, and Ricky and I don’t get to spend much time together without Nicole and Ophelia around.

      Maybe a couple days away from O will be good for me, clear my head a little.

      I tell myself it’s not pathetic that the woman I think about all the time isn’t my girlfriend. Spending time with my favorite woman in the world is what’s important. Not the fact that we’re not in a physical relationship, and never will be. What matters is that I’m happy when I’m with her, and I think I make her happy, too.

      Today’s lunch is case in point—she was already at our bench and didn’t notice me right away, so I had a moment to admire her in a way that I try to keep as platonic as possible. She’s beautiful, but she doesn’t want me to see her like that. So I pretend when I’m with her that I don’t notice her heart-shaped face, her flawless skin, her always slightly messy bun of dark blonde hair.

      There I go again. I need to get her out of my head. I slide behind the wheel of my black Volkswagen GTI, set my speakers to blasting, and let Radiohead block out any thoughts of pretty blonde cousins-in-law-to-be.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The second day of the conference Ricky and I grab lunch at a taco truck in Grand Park. I’m pumped up on the stuff we’ve seen demoed, and I’m itching to get back to my shop and try out some new tweaks on the printer I’m designing.

      “It’s happening, man,” I say to Ricky between bites of carnitas. “We’re going to be making 3D printers with 3D printers. Someday everyone’s going to have one in their kitchen, just like we’re all starting to have those creepy voice command speakers.”

      “Hey, my digital assistant is not creepy. She’s helpful. How else would I find out the weather forecast while shaving?”

      “Dude, the fact that you call it a ‘she’ is creepy enough. And we live in Southern California. The weather is not that complicated.”

      Ricky shrugs. “We get weather.”

      “Whatever, imagine if everyone in the world had the ability to make their own replacement parts for their appliances, or design and build their own appliance from scratch? We’d be a planet of people who can make the things they need instead of buying them. It will be like preindustrial society except instead of needing to specialize with one ironmonger, one blacksmith, one carpenter, each person can have all of those specialties at their fingertips.”

      “I don’t see how having a device that can make anything you can think of is any less creepy than a digital voice that tells you the time and the Dodgers score. People could make—I don’t know—weapons. It sounds like it would threaten our way of life.”

      Ricky’s a venture capitalist and the poster boy for capitalism, even if he does try to use his power for good. “Don’t worry, there will still be a free market. We’ll need to buy materials to use in the printers—until someone figures out a way to turn household waste into useable material, that is.” I grin at him.

      “If this is going to be as much of a revolution as you think, I want in on the ground floor.”

      “Naturally.”

      I want to make it happen faster and cheaper. I want everyone to have one of my small, quick, light, user-friendly 3D printers in their homes, schools, and offices. It’s a weird dream, but it’s mine. I’ve made enough progress on a simpler printer design that my manufacturing partner has been able to make some viable prototypes. If my designs hold up and we can get the proper manufacturing in place, these machines will be one step closer to a printer that would be able to make a replica of itself. And that would be fucking awesome.

      Ricky glances at his phone. A familiar dopey smile spreads on his face, and I know he’s gotten a message from his fiancée. He types out a quick text and I try not to be jealous. It’s been a year since I had a girlfriend, and I kind of miss it. The little things like texting and jokes and movies. And the not-so-little things, like sex. Come to think of it, I have all those things with Ophelia. Except the sex, of course.

      “I’m catching a movie with O tomorrow when we get back. You and Nicole want to come?”

      Ever since Nicole and Ricky moved back to Santa Barbara after years in New York, the four of us have gotten pretty tight. Nicole and Ricky, Ophelia and me. Two sets of cousins. Two sets of friends. One couple. One…non-couple. It’s fine. Since Nicole and O are as close as sisters, and Ricky and I are as close as brothers, maybe that makes O and me siblings by proxy. And you don’t have aching, intense fantasies about your sibling. So we’re good. Totally.

      “Nah. I better rest up before work. I think Nicole has some design podcast she’s recording with Kate.”

      “No worries.” As much fun as we have when we hang out as a foursome, I like having Ophelia to myself. In my more pathetic moments I can pretend we’re on a date and our banter is really flirtation.

      Torture myself, in other words.

      “We should get back if we’re going to catch that lecture on voice-recognition software.”

      “Let’s do this,” Ricky says, tossing his taco wrapper in the trash.

      I nudge my glasses up the bridge of my nose and try to forget about Ophelia for a little while longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          OPHELIA

        

      

    

    
      “You will not believe what my mom thought about the bridesmaid dresses I showed her,” Nicole says as the server at our favorite brunch place on State Street refills our iced teas. The rain that’s fallen steadily since Friday afternoon is still coming down Sunday morning.

      “Let me guess—she hated them?” I bite into my chocolate chip scone, which arrived before the eggs Benedict I ordered. Eating dessert first is not exactly against my values, but I still feel a little guilty about putting the baked good ahead of protein.

      Nicole, naturally, didn’t order anything sweet. She’s on a mission to look ‘90s fashion-model slender for her wedding. She has the willpower for that kind of sacrifice. I do not. Yet another reason that being single is pretty damn fabulous. I don’t have anyone telling me not to eat carbs. Except Nicole, of course.

      “She hated them.” No surprise. Nicole and her mom, my aunt Sandy, have not seen eye to eye on this wedding from the beginning. Nicole wants to make a statement, something that illustrates her unique design sensibilities, a calling card for her design firm, which does everything from custom stationery to home goods and furnishings. Aunt Sandy wants everything to be very traditional, old money, old Santa Barbara. Ivory lace and Mexican palms, that sort of thing.

      I want whatever makes Nicole happy. She’s my closest family member, and probably my best friend, if you don’t count Jamie. I feel a little weird about calling a guy my best friend, even if I see him more than I see Nicole.

      “Do you think Jamie is going to bring a date to the wedding?” I ask, somewhat out of the blue, even though we are technically talking about the wedding. When are we not these days?

      “I’m not sure. Who would he bring? Why, is he seeing someone?”

      If he were, I would be the last to know.

      “I don’t think so. I don’t even know why I’m asking. I guess I assumed that since we’re both in the wedding party, we could sort of be each other’s dates and I wouldn’t have to worry about bringing someone for those moments when—” I’m not sure how to articulate it. It’s not even something I realized I’d been thinking about. I try again. “Moments when⁠—”

      Nicole seems to understand. “Those moments at a wedding when even though you’re in a big crowd surrounded by people you don’t want to be alone.”

      “Exactly.” I’m grateful there’s one person in the world I don’t have to spell everything out for. Jamie’s pretty good at picking up my vibe, too. But he’s not here. He’s in L.A. with Ricky, and I’m not going to see him until tonight. My mouth seems to be turned down into a pout. I shake it off. “But that won’t work if he brings a date.”

      “Who cares about Jamie? I definitely think you should bring a date, though.”

      “You do?” I exclaim with over-the-top surprise. She makes a face at my sarcasm.

      Nicole has not been subtle with her campaign to see each one of her four bridesmaids as sickeningly-sweetly-happy, i.e., established in a romantic relationship, as she is. We’ve had varying levels of success resisting her machinations thus far, but the Never-a-Bride(smaids) group does help.

      “I know you don’t need me to remind you that I don’t date,” I say.

      “I’m aware,” she says flatly. Nicole is convinced that my dating moratorium is more a phase than a lifestyle choice. “We just need to find you a good guy. How about one of the fifteen guys who try to hit on you every time we go to a bar?”

      I wrinkle my nose. The surfer bro college students who hang out at the State Street bars are not my type. Not that I have a type. If I did it would be “guy who won’t fall in love with me.” So far in my twenty-five years I haven’t had much luck hitting the winning combination of nice, attractive, and disinterested in a committed long-term relationship.

      When I was younger, I had crushes on guys and we’d go on dates and sometimes even have sex, and then they’d want to spend every minute with me and tell me they loved me and I really didn’t want all of that emotional stuff. I never felt that deeply about any of the guys who proclaimed to love me.

      Is it really so much to ask? Take me out. Date me. Fuck me. But don’t fall in love. Don’t ask me to marry you and have your babies. Because the answer to that will always be hell no.

      Maybe if I had completely changed my personality it would have been possible to turn into some one-night-stand junkie, but it only took me a few attempts at casual sex to realize that shy librarians trying to have flings turn into balls of anxiety, and no one ends up having much fun.

      Hence, spinster.

      “Come on, O. Let me fix you up. One time. It could be your wedding gift to me!”

      “Nic, you sound deranged. I’m not letting you fix me up as some sort of project. Besides, I don’t have a problem if Jamie goes stag to the wedding anyway.”

      Nicole sighs dramatically. “Fine. But the offer stands. We have six months until the wedding. Plenty of time to find you a nice, hot guy and make Jamie totally jealous.”

      I practically snap my neck whipping my head up to level a stare at her. “What do you mean, jealous?” The notion that Jamie might be jealous of me having a date to the wedding sends a curious spike of adrenaline through my chest.

      “You know, that you’ve got a date to the wedding and he doesn’t. He’s barely dated at all since Kara moved to Seattle last year.”

      “Oh, right. Well, maybe you should fix him up, too.” I say it because it’s the first thing that occurs to me, but I immediately regret it. If Jamie gets a girlfriend, I won’t be able to monopolize his time anymore. And I might have to own up to the fact that being a self-proclaimed spinster can be pretty damn lonely sometimes.

      After brunch Nicole goes off to prep for a guest appearance on a design podcast that Kate, who produces them professionally from her home base in Los Angeles, set up. I need an antidote to all the talk about wedding dates, so I message the Never-a-Bride(smaids) thread.

      
        
          
            
              
        How are your Sundays going? I need some love from my fellow spinsters

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        It’s Sunday? I’m at work. The joys of being self-employed

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        I’m also working but on lunch break. Hospital is super busy

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Watch who you call spinster. I refuse to answer to that until I’m at least 65

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m attempting to normalize the term and remove the stigma

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        How’s that going for you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It would be going better if I could make everyone read my favorite book, Miss Rumphius.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        The kids book about the girl who becomes a librarian & plants all those flowers?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Written & illustrated by Barbara Cooney. First published in 1982. Gorgeous pictures. Miss Rumphius has three goals in life: to go to faraway places, to return home to live beside the sea, & finally & most importantly, to do something to make the world more beautiful

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        Are you a librarian or something?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Just looked it up. This explains SO MUCH.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What do you mean?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        You’re Miss Rumphius, O! Right down to the bun! And you already live beside the sea.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But I’ve never been anywhere. I need to travel

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And make the world more beautiful

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        You will

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        You have time

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sometimes it doesn’t seem like it. I feel like my life is already going by too fast

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        I like that Miss Rumphius is a miss—she never marries, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Never. She’s my favorite spinster.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Once she figures out how to make the world more beautiful they call her the Lupine Lady for all the lupine seeds she sows

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        Lupines are lovely

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I adore them

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Should we start calling you Miss Winesap, O?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Better than That Crazy Old Lady, which is another one of her nicknames

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Figures. She sounds ahead of her time, in any time.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That’s why she’s my role model

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Like I said, this explains so much

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: squinting face with tongue][image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          OPHELIA

        

      

    

    
      I compulsively smooth my hair away from my face while I wait for Jamie to pick me up for our movie outing. I’ve left my hair long tonight, hanging down my back instead of twisted into my Miss Rumphius-inspired bun. But tonight I don’t want to be bothered pinning it up. The unfamiliar softness as it rubs against my shoulders makes me feel like a different person.

      I idly flip through one of the wedding magazines Nicole pressed upon me at brunch. The wedding isn’t for months, but I can’t shake the feeling that I’m already behind schedule.

      My gaze snags on a couple posing in their wedding duds in front of a vintage car. The guy looks a little bit like Jamie, only with thinner lips and less dorky glasses; the girl next to him is buxom and short. They look obnoxiously happy and I scoff, shoving away the uncomfortable feeling that it’s only a matter of time before Jamie pairs off and gets married to another science nerd, and I’ll have to find myself a new best friend.

      A horn tap breaks me out of that depressing line of thought and I grab my bag and lock the door of my tiny bungalow behind me. It’s not raining now, but I skirt some puddles before throwing myself into Jamie’s black hatchback.

      Jamie has been known to drive his zippy car to the limits on twisty canyon roads, which I find both exhilarating and an irritating display of machismo, but tonight he navigates the dark, wet city streets cautiously.

      “Do you want to get some food?”

      I’m not really hungry, but Jamie has the metabolism of a teenager. “Sure. Burgers?”

      “You read my mind.” We stop at The Habit on State Street, huddling under the canopy with the few other diners. Jamie tells me about his favorite sessions at the maker conference, but after a while he laughs. “Wow you aren’t listening to me at all, are you?

      “No, I was totally listening.” I scramble to recall some keywords from his monologue. “Something something virtual reality voice recognition nanotechnology?”

      “Sort of.” He grins. “It’s okay. Tell me about your weekend.”

      I flash back to my conversation with Nicole this morning. “It was fine.”

      He arches an eyebrow at my weak description.

      “Hey, Jamie, are you—” I stop. “Do you think—” Huh. This isn’t coming out right. “Are you bringing a date to the wedding?” I manage to spit out. I know, I wasn’t going to say anything, but all day my brain’s been snagged on the idea like a dress on a thorny bush and if I don’t just yank, I won’t be able to move on.

      “Uh. I’m not sure,” Jamie says, carefully. “Why?” He takes a bite of his burger and I fiddle with my French fries. I don’t even know why I ordered them. I’d rather have a milkshake.

      We never talk about this stuff. Dating. Romance. Sex. Especially sex. Mostly because when we first met I was going through a rough patch where Nicole wanted to set me up with every guy she knew in Santa Barbara, and I’d saltily informed Jamie that in order to be my friend we were never to discuss such things. He took me at my word and he’s never broken his promise. If he goes on dates, he doesn’t tell me about them. And I don’t want to know. I’ve never analyzed exactly why, I’m just relieved that he doesn’t seem to need to provide a blow-by-blow of whatever social life he has outside the little universe we share.

      Now I’m breaking my own rule. Because the idea of him coming to the wedding with a date churns my stomach enough for me to want to protect myself in some way. Forewarned is forearmed and all that.

      “You know Nicole, she wants to see everyone paired off,” I start, though it’s kind of pathetic to blame this conversation on Nic, as if I’m too much of a wuss to talk to my best guy friend about wedding dates, for goodness sake. Which I sort of am.

      Jamie nods, chews, swallows. He looks as if he has no idea where I’m going with this. That makes two of us.

      “I thought if you weren’t bringing anyone, then we
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