



    
            Chapter One 





			I watched on my phone as Bridget enjoyed a sloppy, open-mouthed kiss with her childhood best friend, then kept watching as the reel started over again. I didn’t gag, like I had the first time. No, by my twentieth viewing, I only sat and stared.

			“Honey,” Florence said.

			It wasn’t an endearment. That’s my name, unfortunately.

			“Oh, Honey,” she said again, and this time I wasn’t sure. “She’s not worth your tears.”

			I’d like to state for the record that I was not crying. I was, in fact, watching with perfectly dry eyes as my wife kissed a man who had spoken, no, not just spoken, orated on his love for his own wife in my own backyard six months ago.

			One kiss, two marriages, and three hundred thousand dollars sunk into a business that I would now have to get a lawyer and fight to keep. And would still probably lose.

			But for now, I slid my phone into my pocket and put on a grin that made Florence cringe. “Is there anything you need, Florence?” My voice was too high normally. At the moment, I sounded like a songbird being plucked.

			She gave a sympathetic head tilt. Florence couldn’t be older than fifty, but she’d been raised by—and possibly possessed by the spirit of—an elderly aunt from the Deep South. “I was going to ask if you’re ready for me to go to lunch, but if you’re feeling poorly—”

			“No!” I almost shouted. “I mean…no, not at all. Go ahead.”

			I rushed Florence out of the store and took her spot at the front of the shop.

			Strings & Things had been my dream, not my wife’s. Sure, Bridget knew enough to help beginners find a violin, but those sales were rare. It was the electric guitars in the front window that brought in customers. It was the row of acoustics, from cheap to elite, that brought in the sales. It was my passion, in short, that made this a business and not a very expensive display case.

			And now…well, now there was a very thin pile of receipts and a very thick manila envelope on my desk. The thin pile of receipts represented our week’s sales. The thick, unopened manila envelope was from a law firm. It was addressed to me, and only me.

			It had arrived this morning, when I was half awake and wondering who was rude enough to ring a doorbell at seven a.m. A man in a suit had confirmed my name and placed it in my hands. If he said anything after that, I didn’t hear, and I may not have answered him. I closed the door and went back to bed.

			I hadn’t wanted to leave it there, haunting my house while I was at work, so I brought it with me. Now, I shoved it under the receipts and opened Bridget’s Mesmio page instead, watching her French kiss Lorenzo until the entire thing seemed absurd, like when you say the same word again and again until it loses meaning.

			Who invented kissing? Why do we push our faces into each other’s like that? Why does a declaration of love have to be followed by trading all our mouth bacteria?

			I took my phone back out of my pocket and searched mouth germs under a microscope.

			But just as I hit enter, the bell over the front door tinkled.

			There was a long list of people I wasn’t eager to see, and Cara Espinoza was number three.

			Her short black curls were windblown. She wasn’t currently crying, but her eyes were red and swollen, which was particularly obvious because Cara had these massive, beautiful eyes. I supposed they were brown, technically, but that was like saying the ocean was blue. It didn’t come close to expressing all the hues and depth.

			As if that wasn’t enough, she had lips like Selena. Bridget and I had actually had conversations about her lips. We thought we could probably get her some red lipstick and eyeliner and teach her to sing “Bidi Bidi Bom Bom.” She’d be internet-famous overnight.

			For comparison, Bridget and I agreed that I looked like the musician Norah Jones, who coincidentally is also the daughter of an Indian father and white Texan mother, but a version of Norah that is washed out, short, just shy of forty years old, and thirty pounds heavier. Only my long, thick brown hair and side-swept purple bangs improved the situation.

			But Cara Espinoza was not the type to dress up and dance on Mesmio. I doubted she’d ever been to a concert at all. She probably spent Friday nights sipping tea and writing down the license plates of people who drove too fast through her apartment complex. She probably thought cleaning the baseboards and reorganizing her shoes made for exciting weekend plans.

			Now, she glanced around at the guitars, the drum sets, the violins and cellos, and the absence of even a single customer, before her eyes landed on me.

			“Did you know, Honey?” she rasped.

			I recognized that rasp. I’d been the embodiment of that rasp for weeks, but somehow, that didn’t make me sympathize with her. Instead, rage blazed up in me in an instant like a fire that hadn’t quite been smothered. My words felt mean before I even spoke them, but I had been teetering for weeks between being okay and losing my shit completely.

			Cara was just the last straw, the one that tipped the balance, the butterfly that landed on the wrong damn seesaw.

			“Did I know?” I seethed. “Did I know that my wife was fucking your husband, Cara? Is that what you’re asking me?”

			Cara’s tears were as close to the surface as my anger. She sobbed once.

			She waited, giving me the chance to yell at her more if I wanted, or maybe to apologize.

			I did neither. I stared at her until she turned around, the bell over the door tinkling softly again as she fled.

			I put my head on the cool countertop next to the cash register and tried to breathe calmly. Honestly, I tried to breathe at all.

			I was an ass. Obviously.

			Cara, sweet Cara, did not deserve to be screamed at, not by me, not when her worst mistake was the same as mine: She’d loved the wrong person.

			







    
            Chapter Ten 





			We weren’t far from our next adventure. Sir David Attenborough’s voice on the GPS no longer gave us irritating directions like “For the next one hundred thirty-four miles, stay on US-87 North.” No one needs that bullshit, not even from Dave.

			White Sands National Park had made both of our lists.

			Cara and I picked up some tacos in Alamogordo, and I ate while I drove, despite Cara’s repeated reminder that I could just pull over.

			“If it was a better taco, it would be worth my concentration,” I said. “As it is, the road is more interesting than what’s happening in my mouth.”

			The road was completely straight and empty. Maybe New Mexico didn’t have spring break this week.

			Cara and I had exhausted our chitchat, but she had, true to her word, made a list of conversation topics to keep us occupied on the drive.

			“I’m sorry,” I said to Beyoncé as I turned down “Texas Hold ’Em.”

			Cara ignored me. “What are your favorite things about yourself?”

			“Skip.”

			“I am not a CD player, and that’s not how this works.”

			I pouted.

			“Come on,” she said. “This isn’t even a hard one. I’ll go first. I like that I’m curious.” She stared at me as I drove, as though expecting me to roll my eyes. When I didn’t, she went on, “I think it’s something most people have, but most people lose as they grow up. All those questions—why is the sky blue, what happened to the dinosaurs, how much salt is in the ocean?”

			“Nerd questions,” I pointed out.

			“Exactly,” Cara said. “I want the facts. I want the answers. Some people say they were born in the wrong era. Not me. I need to google.”

			I laughed. “Okay, I can understand that. But that’s really what you like most? Not your intelligence or your humor or…I don’t know, your curls? I don’t want to be shallow, but you have some pretty amazing curls.”

			Her cheeks reddened, just a smidge. “I like those things, too, but if I had to pick one…”

			“Curiosity.”

			“Curiosity,” she confirmed. “Okay, now you.”

			I could tell she was eager to get the focus off her, so I played along. “There are so many options.”

			Cara shook her head in sympathy. “How will you ever choose?”

			“You picked something all deep and thoughtful. I can’t just say I like my purple hair.”

			“I mean, you can. I will judge you, though.”

			I laughed. “I like…music.”

			“That’s not an answer.”

			“Let me finish, Impatient McJudgy. It’s maybe not a surprise that music is a big part of my life. I can still remember…Never mind, that’s a long story. I don’t have to tell it. The answer is that my connection to music—”

			“Tell it,” Cara interrupted again.

			“What?”

			“Oh no, wait. I do have a meeting I need to get to.” She looked pointedly at the miles of empty road ahead of us, then back at me, blandly demanding, “Tell the story.”

			For a moment, I stared at the road, wondering when was the last time I’d been invited to talk about myself, my life, with someone who actually wanted to listen.

			As if to make a point, Cara stopped talking altogether and waited.

			“Okay,” I started, then kept looking ahead, thinking. “Okay,” I tried again. “When I was in middle school, I had a Savage Garden CD.”

			Cara squeaked. Literally squeaked, then went quiet again.

			“I assume that the mouse in the passenger’s seat also had a Savage Garden CD?”

			She nodded with enough enthusiasm that I knew she would understand the rest of the story as well as anyone else could.

			“So, I had been singing ‘Truly Madly Deeply’ along with all my preteen friends for weeks. I finally talked Mom into buying me the CD, which she did only because I swore I’d use the headphones I hated. I preferred to loudly share my music with the whole household, and Mom’s never been a nineties pop fan. And to be fair, it’s not the most musically or lyrically sophisticated song, right?”

			Cara nodded.

			“Right after the last verse, one of the vocalists whispers—and it was hardly noticeable when I played it through the speakers, but unmistakable through the headphones—a breathy, quickly whispered I love you.”

			Cara put her hands over her mouth, and I knew that she knew exactly what I was talking about.

			“It gave me fucking chills. Not metaphorically. I had a physical reaction. Not my last, when it comes to love songs. And like I said, this isn’t a masterpiece. But I caught a glimpse of what music could do, and I was awestruck. Right then, I started begging for piano lessons, and I was very, very lucky to have parents who…well, for all that they were brass players, they understood the feeling.”

			Cara didn’t rush to fill the silence after my words, but after a minute, she said, not in a critical tone, but just as though she wanted to be sure she understood, “That’s what you like most about yourself? Your love of music?”

			“I think…I like that I’m a part of it. Like, as a woman, I’m a part of the history of womanness, in my own small way. It’s something I understand and belong to and also get to be a part of making and telling that story. I also understand and belong to and create music.”

			After a moment, Cara let out a breath that sounded a little like, “Wow.”

			Then she was quiet again for a long time, as though thinking about what I’d said, and I wanted to interrupt, to make a joke, but also, I wanted to keep the silence, to think about what she and I had both said, and about how and why I felt so breathless.

			What did it say about my marriage that this was the first moment in years when I felt heard? There was something about the opened-up feeling that stripped away some of the loneliness I’d hardly noticed building up inside me.

			We kept driving.

			We were quiet, with the music still playing softly in the background, but it wasn’t Beyoncé anymore, and as the first rap song on my list started, Cara looked at the stereo with a dubious expression.

			It was close enough to our usual time to switch drivers, so I told her to pull over.

			“Are you kicking me out?” she asked. “I didn’t say a word about your music.”

			“It’s your car, you…very nice person,” I said.

			“You were just about to insult me, weren’t you? It’s okay. I can take it.”

			I looked right into her eyes. “Your taste in music isn’t optimal. But you’re still very pretty. Now listen.”

			While she pulled us back onto the road, I scrolled to a rap song I was sure she’d like. Dessa’s familiar voice filled the car. I turned up the volume.

			We listened to “Fighting Fish” on repeat until we could get through the whole thing, Cara singing the chorus, and me rapping the verses.

			We were loud and terrible, and it reminded me of high school lunches after the latest Britney Spears album dropped. Our table kept the whole cafeteria entertained, and I’d adored every moment. Maybe I needed to start up a Strings & Things choir club.

			“I really admire that she can rhyme bitch and fish and pull it off,” Cara said. “That’s a rare talent.”

			“She has kind of an obsession with dice and luck, too. Listen to this one.” I started “5 Out of 6,” which Cara liked even more, and followed that with every other Dessa song I’d downloaded, including her song on The Hamilton Mixtape.

			“Oh, oh, oh,” Cara said. We had to listen to that one several times. “This song always makes me wish I had a sister.”

			“Same,” I said. “Though I don’t think I’m enough like Angelica to be so devoted or enough like Eliza to deserve it.”

			Cara glanced at me. “I don’t know about that. I saw you with Bridget. You were very Angelica. And I definitely think you deserve Eliza-level devotion.”

			Her voice had that tone to it that women in my life always seemed to take when they were encouraging each other, the Girl Power or Womanly Solidarity tone, the no bullshit quirky friend teaching the main character to respect herself tone.

			“You underappreciate yourself,” she said. “You deserve every good thing, Honey.”

			“A billion dollars?”

			Cara sighed and said, “Yeah,” but it was the yeah of the defeated. She knew I was being an ass.

			“Cake?” I asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“What about one of those T. rex skulls for decoration, the kind they put glass on so it also works as a side table?”

			“God, no. I take it back.”

			I laughed, then played “Fighting Fish” again. We sang until we reached White Sands.
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        * * *

      

			We parked at the visitors’ center for maps, restroom breaks, and a sled that Cara took one look at and said, “Nope.”

			“Come on,” I said. “It’s bright orange. You love bright orange.”

			“I also like my bones unbroken.”

			I ignored her. The sled, more of a shallow bowl in shape than what I’d normally call a sled, barely fit on top of our luggage and my guitar case in the back seat.

			There was one other car in the parking area near the dunes, a minivan with sunburned, windswept children piling inside to leave. We really did have the place to ourselves. I changed into shorts that showed off my awesome guitar tattoo with watercolor-style rainbow strings and an olive green T-shirt. It clashed with my purple hair, but I loved the fit. I’d been wearing my hair loose, but now I braided it tightly.

			Cara was flipping through a brochure. She was wearing a cream sundress with a lacy belt. It was definitely going to fly over her head in this wind, but since there was no one around but me, I didn’t bother pointing it out.

			“Did you know that the sand is gypsum?” she asked, pointing at a line in the brochure. “That’s why it’s cool to the touch even when it’s hot outside.”

			“Mm-hmm,” I said and unloaded the sled.

			“Wow, there are forty-five species that only live within the national park.”

			“Really?” The place seemed huge, but not big enough for that.

			“Most of them are moths.”

			“Ugh, okay. Let’s go.”

			Cara was still straightening a wide-brimmed hat that she’d somehow located in the back seat when I started climbing the nearest dune.

			My feet sank into the powdery sand, and I immediately kicked my shoes in the general direction of the car. Badger would’ve been rolling all over, getting sandy and matted and having a blast.

			“I apologize,” I said to the dunes. “You are so much more than a sealess beach.”

			The dune was easily taller than a two-story building. I hopped on the sled at the top with anticipation in my stomach and held on tight.

			I slid. Slowly.

			Cara watched me from the bottom, grinning under her massive sun hat.

			I wiggled. I ducked low to be more streamlined. I was moving, picking up a little speed as I went down, but nothing like I’d imagined. I could’ve leisurely drunk an espresso on the way down without spilling a drop.

			“I just realized that all my sledding expectations come from cartoon characters sledding in the snow,” I said as I neared the bottom.

			Cara tilted her head. “You’ve never gone sledding in the snow?”

			“In Houston? I managed to build a six-inch-tall snowman. Once.”

			“No, obviously not in Houston, Honey,” she said, exasperated again. It was amazing how easily I could exasperate her. I just had to be myself.

			“My family never vacationed much,” I said, “and I guess I kept up the tradition.”

			Cara shook her head. “Honey, if we don’t kill each other by the end of this, we’ll spend fall break in the Rocky Mountains.”

			“Cara Espinoza,” I said, standing and lifting the sled. “It’s a date.” I tilted the sled toward her. “Your turn?”

			“For that roller coaster? You bet.”

			Cara ran up the dunes in her sandals, and I followed her, grinning.

			At the top, I held the sled while she sat cross-legged inside. Then I pushed her. Hard.

			In my defense…I can’t think of an acceptable excuse for my behavior, and I’m sure Cara would agree that it was uncalled for. I just thought of her grinning at my snail-slow descent, and I pushed.

			She didn’t have a firm grip on the edge of the sled, and as it slid forward, she tilted backward. She flipped off the back, and when she landed, she just kept rolling, her shoes flying off, her sundress bunching around her waist, showing off lacy white panties.

			I stood for a moment in shock as she tumbled down toward the bottom of the dune. Then I ran as fast as I could, slipping and landing on my ass in the sand repeatedly.

			She reached the bottom, sat up, and looked at me racing down after her with the horror I felt clear in my face. I felt a little better, just seeing her move. I’d already started to fast-forward to a hospital room where a doctor explained that the spinal injury was likely permanent, and it would be my responsibility to feed her for the rest of her life because I’d pushed her down the goddamned dune like an attempted murderer.

			Cara watched me descend. Her sun hat had flown off somewhere, and the fine sand stuck to her arms and legs and face.

			Then she laughed, pulling her sundress back down. “Let’s do it again,” she called out.

			Before I could reach her, she was racing to where the sled had landed. She lifted it over her head and started climbing as fast as she could back to the top.

			I stood for a moment, my heart still racing, listening to her laugh. I’d expected her to shout at me. I’d thought of Cara as the uptight one, the one who cared whether her sock drawer was organized, but I may have been wrong.

			The sound of her laughter was better than music. It was permission to sweep the eggshells out from under my feet.

			Without wanting to, I thought of Bridget, of how any misstep of mine on the dance floor had surely broken her toe, of how any accident, however small, meant the end of the fun for her, meant leaving parties early, especially if they were parties with my friends, meant that she needed painkillers and an ice pack and a quiet room, so I could sleep on the couch.

			I hated that couch. We’d bought it together when she moved in, and I’d never thought about it, but suddenly, I hated it with more passion than any piece of furniture had a right to spark in me. It was hideous—striped, hard, and narrow.

			I followed Cara to the top, and this time I asked, “Holding on tight?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you want me to actually push you hard?”

			“Yes.”

			“And I’m sorry.”

			For a moment, Cara sat with her hands gripped onto the edge, her dark hair a tangled, sandy mess.

			Then she said, “I think I can trust you to see when I need to be pushed. Does that make sense?”

			I wasn’t sure that it did. But I pushed anyway.

			As she slid down the hill, faster than I had but not actually very fast, she leaned into the slide and laughed all the way down.

			I grinned at her, and when she reached the bottom, she started climbing back up, yelling, “Your turn!”

			When we had each taken a dozen turns sledding, we took a water break, then decided to explore.

			Honestly, I hadn’t looked around much when we arrived. Sledding had been my top priority.

			I hadn’t known that I was missing the view.

			Mountains, blue in the distance, surrounded the sands, and there was nothing between here and there but those pristine white dunes and the occasional spiky bush or patch of brown, dry-looking grass.

			“We could walk for days and not get to the edge,” Cara said, her voice soft in the breeze. “It’s technically a desert, but there’s no desert in the world quite like it.”

			I heard her words and let them settle over me. I was truthful when I said that my family never traveled much. We couldn’t afford it. And once I was an adult, each rare windfall had gone into savings for the store.

			My parents had started traveling again once they retired, just a little, and I’d found myself strangely jealous. I did want to see the world, and I didn’t really want to wait until my knees hurt before I could.

			But in my mind, seeing the world meant buying a thousand-dollar plane ticket out of the country, seeing Abbey Road, Musikverein in Vienna, and Seoul, the birthplace of K-pop. I’d been to the SXSW music festival in Austin, but it hadn’t occurred to me that a place as unique as White Sands could be so near, that there was so much seeing the world I could do in a little over a day’s drive.

			The sun was setting when we remembered to record a Mesmio reel. By that time, we were exhausted and sweaty, but we still looked excellent on camera in the golden light. Cara was a shade darker in complexion, her eyes brighter, but when I looked at myself on the screen, I was surprised to see how widely I was smiling, how alive my eyes looked, too.

			Cara shared a few fun facts, then added in a clip of me taking one last spinning sled trip down the highest dune we’d found.

			We took some time brushing sand off and out of our clothes and hair when we got back to the car. Neither of us liked the idea of carrying any of it with us through the days of travel ahead.

			We opened the cooler and grabbed snacks and drinks for the next part of the drive. Cara opened her tenth bag of popcorn, white cheddar this time. It smelled like last week’s socks, but she seemed happy, so I didn’t complain.

			“How far is the hotel for tonight?” I asked, trying but not succeeding in keeping the whine from my voice. If it was going to be another late night, I was going to struggle to stay awake for my driving shift.

			“Twenty miles,” she said. “And there’s fast food on the way.”

			“Bless you,” I said, “and just for that, you can have the first shower.”

			“I can have it first tonight because you had it first last night,” she corrected.

			“Fine. Reject my generosity. Just feed me soon.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” she said and started the car.

			







    
            Chapter Eleven 





			The hotel was nice enough that I took notice, tired as I was.

			“This place,” I said as we dropped fast food wrappers into the trash can and hauled luggage to the elevator.

			“Fancy, right? I got a last-minute deal you wouldn’t believe.” Cara seemed pleased that I’d noticed.

			“That’s…thank you. Thank you for taking care of all the planning. It’s hitting me how little I did to prepare for this trip, compared with you.”

			Her smile widened. “You are very welcome. I enjoy the planning part. There were times with Lorenzo that I enjoyed the planning more than the vacation itself.”

			“I get that,” I said. And I did. Even on weekend trips with Bridget, I’d find that I enjoyed the travel snacks more than the company.

			As Cara took out the key card for the door, everything I’d said today came to mind at once. Had I been unhappy? I didn’t know if I could trust my memories right now. I was still too angry to think clearly. But I did myself the favor of not disregarding what I felt, just setting it aside to examine when I was less exhausted.

			“If you like the hotel now,” Cara said, “just wait until breakfast.”

			I called the store while Cara showered. I tried to stay near the door and not get sand in the room, but I soon gave up and sat at the desk, reasoning that so long as I didn’t get sand in the beds, Cara couldn’t be too upset with me.

			Doug answered, “Strings & Things, Douglas speaking.”

			I snickered, then tried to cover it with a cough. “Hey, Doug. It’s Honey. How’s it going?”

			“That drum kit finally sold. I thought we’d never get rid of it. I hate those effing cymbals.”

			I was impressed. That was a good sale. “Yeah,” I said, “but you know we’re just going to get another one, right? If it helps, there are bongos in the next delivery.”

			“Coooool. Hey, can wireless mics go bad? We have one that smells weird.”

			“Weird like it’s going to burst into flames? Or weird like someone breathed into it a lot—maybe someone who doesn’t floss?”

			There was a gagging sound on the line, then Florence took the phone.

			“Honey, stop calling and worrying about us,” she said. “Your body needs a break, but your brain does, too. We’ve got this.”

			“I know you do. I actually haven’t been worried at all.” It was strange to think that was almost true. I missed the store, but I was pretty sure Florence and Doug were better at running it than I was.

			“Good,” she said. “Now be sure to have some fun, get into a little trouble, then tell me all about it. In detail, if you please.”

			I heard the shower stop and immediately stood.

			“I have to go, Florence,” I said. “Cara’s…” I didn’t want to say Cara’s getting out of the shower because Florence had a tendency to take innocent statements and make them weird, so I lied. “Cara’s waiting.”

			“Whatever cranks your tractor, Hon. She is a pretty one.”

			I put my head in my free hand. “What…? Never mind, please don’t tell me what that means. I’ll call again tomorrow.”

			“Or don’t,” Florence singsonged. “Your choice.”
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        * * *

      

			Cara was so very right about breakfast. There was a hot buffet, a made-to-order omelet station, and a coffee bar on top of the usual continental breakfast offerings.

			I’d stayed in a hotel once that offered cereal and milk and black coffee and called it breakfast.

			For the moment, I didn’t care if Cara and I had paid full price and a half for this place. We sat at a table next to an indoor fountain, surrounded by tropical plants. Soft music played, interspersed with nature sounds. There weren’t many other guests, but they all looked as calm as I felt, drifting to their tables with mountains of food.

			I had two delicious platefuls, and so did Cara: waffles with whipped cream and berries, omelets with every meat and vegetable they offered, and entirely too much bacon. We drank cappuccinos until we were jittery. We were children on vacation, grabbing one last chocolate muffin on our way out the door.

			“We could just stay here,” I said.

			Cara shrugged. “It wouldn’t be a bad place to spend the week.”

			“I meant forever,” I said, and she laughed.

			We made a couple of Mesmio reels on the road, making up dances to my music mix and telling jokes, most of them stupid.

			“There were two muffins in an oven,” I said. “One muffin turns to the other muffin and says, ‘Damn, it’s hot in here.’ The second muffin says, ‘Aaah! A talking muffin!’ ”

			Cara’s pity laugh got me laughing, too.

			“Why does Snoop Dogg carry an umbrella?” she asked.

			“Why?”

			“Fo’ drizzle,” she said, then laughed uproariously.

			“More than half of Mesmio users are too young to understand that joke.”

			“Oh, oh!” Cara said excitedly. “Do you want to hear the first recorded joke in the English language? What hangs at a man’s thigh and wants to poke the hole that it’s often poked before?”

			I faked a gasp, trying not to laugh, “Cara!”

			“A key,” she said, grinning. “Mind out of the gutter, Honey.” She winked at her phone and ended the recording.

			I burst out laughing.

			“We have some new followers,” Cara said.

			“Anyone you know?” I wanted to ask if Lorenzo and Bridget were following us, of course. I wanted to hear that they had commented, saying that they had clearly been wrong, that we were the loves of their lives, that they wanted, no, needed us to come home.

			For a moment, I let that fantasy fester. I imagined holding Bridget again. I imagined her in her blush ball gown at our wedding. I imagined trying to love her and trust her, but knowing that she had chosen someone else.

			The reality was that she had walked out, and for the first time, I honestly couldn’t imagine taking her back. Even under all the anger, I hadn’t reached the point of being glad she was gone. But I was a step closer.

			I tried to turn my attention back to Cara, who was reading out Mesmio handles. “No one I recognize,” she said.

			“Well, we are fucking delightful.”

			“And charming.”

			Cara replayed our Mesmio reel from Roswell, and we both laughed at our hard hats, already lost somewhere in the back seat.

			“Oh, look at this comment,” she said, not holding up the phone to show me because I was driving, but getting ready to read it aloud.

			“Don’t read the comments. What are you, new to the internet?”

			“It’s sweet,” she said. “How long have you two been together? Hashtag #relationshipgoals.”

			I nodded sagely. “Alien autopsies have always been part of my relationship goals, too.”

			She kept reading. “Looks like so much fun. Makes me crave a road trip. And I heart you, Cara and Honey. And The busty one with the purple hair is hot. I’d let her take me to space.”

			“Ew,” I said, “and what?”

			Cara laughed. I knew she had to be skimming and skipping the gross and rude comments and just reading me the nice ones. It was sweet.

			“This one just says, Bidi Bidi Bom Bom.”

			Now I was laughing. “Because you look like Selena!”

			“The Latina singer? You know I’m white, right?”

			I looked at her, my mouth falling open.

			She laughed. “I’m kidding. Well, mostly. My grandmother is Irish.”

			“Aren’t you supposed to be redheaded and freckled, lass?”

			Cara grinned. “My father was Irish and Puerto Rican. My mother’s family was originally from Mexico and has lived in New Orleans for seven generations. We can all cook enchiladas and boudin.”

			“Well,” I said, “you still look a lot like Selena.”

			Cara pulled down the visor and looked in the mirror. “No way,” she said.

			“How can you not see it? I’m buying you some red lipstick next time we stop. You’ll see.”

			I glanced over at her again, watching her pout her luscious lips in the mirror. The rest of her could be as attractive as Badger’s butt, and it would still be difficult to ignore those lips. Her tongue flicked out to moisten them, and I…I had to focus on keeping the car inside the lines.

			For a moment, I let myself imagine the feel of her mouth against my throat and had to take a few deep breaths, quietly, so she didn’t realize the effect she was having on me.

			“Don’t worry,” I said, trying and failing not to glance over again. “It’s a compliment.”

			“Being compared to Selena? Of course it’s a compliment.”

			Then she shocked me so completely that I almost drove off the road, pursing her lips briefly for the mirror and breaking out in a perfect, full volume rendition of “Bidi Bidi Bom Bom.”

			







    
            Chapter Twelve 





			“Do your parents ever cook Indian food?” Cara asked.

			We had a six-hour drive ahead of us, according to Sir David Attenborough, and not much to see besides scrubby desert. From the way Cara had her seat leaned back and her hands behind her head, I figured that she felt like I did, tired from travel, but more relaxed the farther we got down the road. There weren’t many days in my adult life when I felt completely free from all responsibility. Besides, you know, not driving into a ditch.

			“Only my dad is Indian,” I said, “and he is very proud of his ability to scramble an egg. Indian cuisine is a little out of his range. My mom is an excellent cook, but unless it’s something you can find at a steakhouse or a grocery store bakery, she’s not going to try. In her case, I don’t think she lacks skill, just an adventurous culinary spirit.”

			She raised her eyebrows at my word choice. I knew because I glanced at her as I said it, then turned quickly back to the road.

			“Huh, okay,” she said.

			“Do your parents cook at all?” I asked.

			“My dad did a lot before he died last year. Yes, condolences accepted and all that. Basically his cooking is the only thing I miss. He was kind of an ass. My mom is brilliant in the kitchen. Really, you’ll have to come with me sometime when I visit. Have you ever had truly amazing Cajun food? Let me rephrase that, have you ever had five times the amount of truly amazing Cajun food that you can possibly eat, and eaten it anyway?”

			I laughed. “No, but I’m definitely tagging along to your mom’s house.”

			“Her calas are my favorite breakfast, ever, and I have had literal dreams about her pompano en papillote.”

			“Why is my mouth watering? I don’t even know what those things are.”

			“You don’t, but your future self knows and is broadcasting the joy backward in time to your taste buds. That’s how good it is.”

			I laughed.

			“Now for the important question,” Cara said. “How did you meet Badger?”

			“Oh, the real love of my life? The one who didn’t borrow my shirts and then assume they were hers when she moved out?”

			“I don’t think you and Badger wear the same size.”

			“Bridget and I didn’t either. She’s half my size, but that never stopped her.”

			Cara rolled her eyes. “Are you going to answer my question?”

			“What was…? Oh, when I met Badger. Well, it was a dark and stormy night.”

			“Of course it was.”

			“I was just getting home from work, and it was pitch black outside. Our neighborhood has lighting problems even when the power’s working, and a strong breeze is enough to take out the rest.”

			“Yes, I’m familiar. I also live in Houston. So, what happened?”

			I thought for a moment, reliving the memory. “I tripped over a wet gremlin.”

			“Aww,” Cara said.

			“Yes. Aww. I scraped a knee and both elbows, and I lost my umbrella. But there was the gremlin, licking my face. I was pretty sure it was a dog.”

			“What else would it have been?”

			“Rat. Possum. Baby raccoon.”

			“Ooookay.”

			“So I picked it up, and it was very wiggly, but I got it into the house, and Bridget said, There aren’t enough shots in the world.”

			“Like vaccines? Or like vodka?”

			“You know, I never asked. Let’s say both.”

			“So, Badger…?” she said.

			“I washed it, and it turned out to be a dog!” I made jazz hands. Or one jazz hand. The other was on the steering wheel.

			“No way,” Cara said flatly.

			“Yes way. It took about ten seconds of being clean before Bridget decided she loved him and that he was ours forever.”

			“But you named him,” Cara guessed.

			“Yes, Bridget wanted to name him something stupid.”

			“Spot? Max? Shadow?”

			“Yes, can you believe that? I gave her two options.”

			“What was the other?”

			I glanced at her, relaxed and smiling in the passenger seat, putting a single jelly bean into her mouth at a time. “BBQ Chicken.”

			Cara snorted and almost choked on a jelly bean.
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			When Cara dozed off an hour later, I dug my earbuds out of my pocket and called my parents.

			“How’s Badger?”

			“A perfect little snuggle muffin,” Mom said. “How are you and your…friend?”

			“We’re fine, Mother. Thanks for the hesitation there. Cara is my friend, and aren’t you always saying you wish I’d take more days off? I’m taking them. Because of her.”

			She sighed. “I know. It’s just strange, thinking of the two of you out there, and your partners off together. It’s just…I just—”

			“Here, I’m sending you the link to the Mesmio page we’re making about our trip. You can see that we’re having a wonderful time. Not moping at all.” I reminded myself to send the link when we stopped. I didn’t think Cara would appreciate waking up to me weaving all over the road.

			“Okay, dear,” Mom said. “I will take a look. And I do appreciate the pictures you’ve sent. You look like you’re really having fun, and I’m glad. She is adorable, your friend. Isn’t she?”

			“Cute as a button, Florence says.”

			Mom laughed. “Florence is the best. Maybe I’ll go by and check on the store today.”

			“So long as you don’t let her think that’s what you’re doing, she’ll be happy to see you. She thinks I’m worried about leaving the store with her and Doug.”

			“Which you’re not,” she said knowingly.

			“No, I’m not,” I insisted.

			“Except, you are, just a little, because even though they are both very good at their jobs, it’s
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