
  
    
      
    
  


  Synopsis


  What’s the point of finding yourself if you lose your heart in the process?


  


  Ren Molson should be chasing a bright new future. Instead, she’s spent the last two years floundering in a small-town community college. She hates being the only lesbian she knows, and a virgin. She’s tired of watching her friends move forward while her momentum stalls. Most of all, she’s sick of feeling lost and confused about who she is or what she’s supposed to do with her life. Desperate for a change, Ren hopes to use her Spanish class tour through Spain to remake herself.


  


  True to her plan, as Ren travels through Spain, she learns more about herself than the country she’s visiting. What she doesn’t expect is to fall in love with her beautiful young tour guide, Lina Montero. She’ll have to decide if her life can handle any more uncertainty and just how far she’s willing to go in order to become the person she thought she wanted to be.
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  Dedication


  For Susie—this one is your fault because through all the drama, you never let me just give up on it.


  Day One


  A rush of new sights, sounds, and smells overwhelmed my senses. My heart hammered in my chest, competing with the shrill hum of a pack of motor scooters rushing by the busy intersection in front of me. My lungs expanded to take in the Mediterranean air, thick with the smell of salt and fresh-cut flowers. A wash of vivid colors spilled from the vendors and down wide walkways, from street performers painted silver and gold to fruit stands displaying oranges, apples, and grapes. Around me, people spoke in a multitude of languages, Spanish, French, English, and some sounded like a mix of all three. Nothing about the first twenty years of my life prepared me for my first taste of Spain.


  “This is Las Ramblas.” Our tour guide, Lina, spoke above the noise. “It’s a major street in Barcelona, and you can follow it all the way down to the Mediterranean Sea.”


  I stood rooted to the top step of the Metro station, too shocked to move yet. Earlier this morning, my friends and I had awakened in our sleepy little Midwestern town. Now we stood a continent away from everything familiar, at the heart of one of Europe’s crown jewels. None of us had ever seen anything like this back home. Señora Wallace, our Spanish teacher and trip organizer, started walking, and we all followed her through the maze of open markets, past restaurants and art houses. She wasn’t always easy to see amid the rush of bodies, weaving in and out of shops and restaurants. I’m not very tall but she was even smaller, and she had dark hair like most of the locals. Her only stand-out feature was her china-doll complexion and her rosy cheeks. Thankfully her twelve-year-old daughter, Hannah, was like her mini-me and never strayed from her side, so I knew if I could see one of them the other was probably nearby.


  I tried to stay close to my group, but everything around me presented a possible distraction. The open stalls of a market offered exotic fruit, and new aromas wafted out of every open door. One place smelled like fish, another like cinnamon, yet another something altogether foreign. Music spilled into the streets from drummers and guitar players, their cases open to collect change.


  I only stopped to tap my toe to the beat for a second, but that was long enough to lose sight of my classmates. Panic engulfed me as I scanned the faces of strangers. The rush of Spanish roared through my ears in a jumble of sounds I couldn’t decipher. I’d been on this adventure for a matter of hours, but I’d already messed up. The uncertainty that pulsed through my brain was the antithesis of everything I’d hoped to find here. So much for coming to Spain to find myself, or to build confidence, or learn to trust my instincts. Amid all the strange new sights and sounds, I was flooded with the same sensation I’d been drowning in for years: I was lost.


  Then as quickly as the fear spiked, it dissolved when my eyes met Lina’s.


  She stood a few feet away, watching me with a soft, genuine smile. I’d kind of expected a tour guide to be like an outdoorsy version of a librarian, not like a college student, but she looked young and not at all teacherish. She wasn’t model good-looking, but cute, with long dark hair and hot-chocolate-colored eyes—the girl-next-door type, if the girl next door were raised on the Mediterranean Sea.


  “You like Spanish music?” she asked.


  I shrugged. I’d never heard any before, but I liked it so far.


  She stood beside me, her steady gaze unnerving, and I looked away to study our feet. She wore tennis shoes, which struck me as odd because sneakers didn’t seem very European. Then again, what did I know about Europe? That morning everything had seemed so clear, but now I didn’t even know what I was doing there.


  “What brought you to Spain, Ren?”


  “Huh?”


  “We’re going to travel together for the next ten days. What do you want to get out of your time here?”


  I want to figure out who I am.


  I want to stop feeling so inept all the time.


  I want to get laid.


  She smiled at me broadly, sparking a little twinge in the pit of my stomach. She seemed so calm and secure in this place and in herself. How could she understand what it felt like to be stranded with your life on hold while you floundered in nothingness? Surely I couldn’t tell her what I really wanted. Or more accurately, what I didn’t want. She’d think I was a loser if I said I didn’t want to be confused anymore, that I didn’t want my life to be on pause, but that I had no idea how to push play on my own existence. And what would she say if I told her the whole truth—that the only thing outstanding about me was my sexual orientation, but I was even a poor example of a lesbian, one destined to start college still a virgin?


  I couldn’t tell anybody why I really came to Spain, especially a stranger, so I said, “You know, culture and stuff.”


  She nodded. Her dark brown eyes stared into mine like she was searching for a real answer behind my defenses. It made me uncomfortable, like she might see the truth, so I turned back to the street musicians, trying to ignore the feel of her gaze.


  “You should find plenty of ‘culture and stuff’ around here if you keep your eyes open.”


  She went on ahead of me. I followed closely this time while I thought about what she had said. My eyes were open. I glanced down every side street and into every store, but I still wasn’t sure what I was watching for. I only hoped I’d know it when I saw it.


  


  *


  


  We’d strolled to the end of Las Ramblas, exploring the little shops and merchant stands along the way. I caught up with my classmates Andi and Caroline as we walked. We’d known each other since kindergarten, and they’d both graduated with me first from high school, then from the local community college. Inseparable since childhood, they shared a lot of the same features and interests. Both were sandy-headed, brown-eyed, and giggly. They liked boys, shopping, boys, dancing, boys, celebrity gossip, and boys. Their biggest differences? Andi was a lot taller than Caroline, and Caroline had a boyfriend back home who she liked to talk about…a lot. I usually ended up feeling like a third wheel. It wasn’t their fault. They always tried to include me, and they couldn’t have been more awesome when I came out. If anything, my being gay seemed to make them like me more. I was the only lesbian they knew, which gave me some sort of a claim to fame. They thought I was a little exotic and a total rebel, which I liked, but it also put a lot of pressure on me to live up to those standards.


  Caroline raised her eyebrows at me. “So what’s with you and Lina, Jackass?”


  “What?” I asked, not because she called me jackass. She’s done that forever. I’m not sure why, but it’s irreverent and goes along with my cocky image, so I don’t complain. I’d rather them see me as reckless than clueless.


  “I saw you two talking. Is she one of your people?”


  I rolled my eyes, pretending to find her juvenile while wondering why I hadn’t asked myself that question.


  Was Lina gay? I glanced back at our tour guide, this time searching her for any hint of a community connection. Almost exactly my height, she had her dark hair pulled back in a ponytail that curled loosely at the end. She wore khaki shorts and a white, scooped-neck T-shirt, the light colors of her clothes setting off the olive tone of her skin. Nothing about her appearance screamed lesbian. I didn’t want to stereotype, but quite frankly that’s all I had to go on. My palms were sweating. I didn’t have any idea how to tell if someone was a lesbian. When you live in a town with no lesbians, you don’t get any practice finding them, another reminder of how much I had to learn in such a short time.


  “Why would it matter if she was gay?” I asked defiantly. “It doesn’t affect her ability as a tour guide.”


  “Chill,” Caroline said. “I just wondered how you can tell.”


  “When it’s important, you know. It’s like a sixth sense,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster, then silently added, Or at least I hope that’s how it works.


  


  *


  


  As we approached the end of the street, we all snapped pictures of the giant Christopher Columbus monument. The statue perched atop an ornate column several stories tall to overlook the harbor. Below it, four massive stone lions guarded the base of the tower.


  “This is the spot where Columbus returned from his famous trip to the Americas,” Señora said while we scrambled onto the huge lion sculptures around the base and posed for pictures. “If not for him, we might not be here right now.”


  I didn’t even try to pay attention to her lecture or the logic behind it. I wasn’t interested in academics now. Two years of classes at the community college hadn’t given me any more direction than I’d graduated from high school with. I needed more practical life lessons. I’d actually wanted to spend the summer between community college and university backpacking through Europe, but my parents weren’t ready to let their only kid go that quickly. They worried enough about my lack of direction, and couldn’t handle anymore aimless wandering, so as a compromise, they’d offered to pay for a ten-day school-sponsored trip through Spain. I wasn’t dumb enough to turn down a free trip to Europe, and to be completely honest, even I doubted my ability to go it alone, no matter how much I wanted to be self-sufficient. I resented the idea of a chaperone, but if I had to pick a favorite teacher, it’d be Señora, and she spoke the language in case I had any questions. Not that I had the courage to ask her how to say “dyke bar” in Spanish yet, but maybe I would eventually.


  I lounged leisurely on the sculpture, enjoying the sea breeze rustling my shaggy brown hair until something caught my eye. My breath caught at the sight of a little patch of rainbow cloth flapping in and out of view. I stood on the back of my stone lion to see better and could just make out the swatch of cloth, several blocks away down a narrow side street, but it was certainly a rainbow flag. It was a miracle I’d spotted it. Maybe I wasn’t as lost as I thought. Perhaps I did have some sort of gay sixth sense or a bit of the intuition I’d always hoped to develop.


  I slid down the back of the lion, jumped off the monument, and walked toward the side street. I couldn’t see the rainbow flag from where I stood, but it was there. The international symbol for gay and lesbians practically called to me. I was on the right track. If I could find other lesbians, I could get some of the experience and hopefully some of the self-confidence I was searching for.


  “Ren,” Caroline called.


  Crap. I stopped, but I didn’t turn around. I didn’t want to acknowledge the other members of my group. They tied me to my past. I wanted to focus on the future. But when Caroline called again, the fear in her voice made me turn back. “Ren! Señora’s hurt.”


  Hurt? That got my attention. I jogged over to the other side of the monument, where my group huddled around Señora Wallace. She was on the ground hunched over and clutching her stomach. “It’s a sharp pain,” she said to Lina. Hannah crouched awkwardly beside her mom, her face white. A mix of terror and compassion filled her young eyes.


  My mind raced. A trickle of sweat ran down Señora’s neck. The day was warm but certainly not hot. Maybe she had a fever. Maybe she had a bad cramp. Her normally rosy cheeks were pale, and her knuckles went white where she gripped her stomach. It didn’t look like a cramp. Maybe she had the flu, but those things didn’t usually come out of nowhere, and she said it was a sharp pain, not queasiness. This didn’t make sense. Something was really wrong. Panic rose inside me again, fear for Señora, and for myself. Would she be okay and what would happen to our group if she wasn’t?


  “Everybody, get on the Metro.” Lina pointed to a Metro sign across the street that read Dressanes. We hurried down the stairs to the platform, and Lina followed behind us, her arm wrapped around Señora’s waist to support her.


  Once the train lurched into movement, Lina left Señora’s side and crouched in the aisle between me and Caroline. Andi sat with Hannah behind us. “I’m getting off with your teacher at the next stop.”


  “Can I come with you?” Hannah asked shakily.


  “It’ll be safer for everyone if you stay with the group,” she said softly. “I need to focus on your mom.” Hannah’s expression mirrored the terror I felt, but she didn’t argue. “I need you all to go back to the hotel without me. Do you remember the stop?”


  “La Diagonal,” I said. The others seemed surprised I produced the answer so quickly.


  “And which way do you turn to get to the hotel?” Lina asked me directly this time.


  “Right. Then four blocks to the hotel.”


  “Good.” She stared into my eyes, as if assessing me, questioning my ability or my fortitude. I squared my shoulders and willed myself to face her unspoken question. I must’ve passed the test because she finally stood. “We might be gone awhile. Stay together and get some dinner back at the hotel.”


  I opened my mouth to argue, the image of the rainbow flag still flapping in my mind, but then Lina added, “Promise me you’ll take care of Hannah while her mom is at the hospital.”


  What could I say? I may have been on a mission, but now I had an important role to play here too. “I promise.”


  “Thank you.” She squeezed my hand briefly, her fingers soft and warm against mine. Then she wrapped her arm around Señora and helped her to the door. They hobbled up the stairs as the train pulled out again.


  I stared out the window and tried not to notice the others watching me. I didn’t want to see how scared they were, and I worried they’d see my fear too. I didn’t want to be afraid or weak. I wanted to be the person Lina had asked me to be, the person they all trusted. I forced down the sinking feeling that I wasn’t really that person, that I was an imposter, faking my confidence and knowledge.


  Thankfully my bravado held up long enough to get to our stop; then in the clearest voice I could summon, I said, “Let’s go.”


  


  *


  


  We all trudged back to the hotel in silence. I felt like I should’ve been more comforting to the others, but it was all I could do to keep my inner fears from consuming me. I’d gotten them all there safely, but it exhausted me physically and emotionally. We passed the hotel restaurant, but nothing looked appetizing, or maybe none of us had an appetite to begin with. I just wanted to crash.


  Andi, Caroline, and I turned toward our room, but Hannah looked as lost as I felt. She seemed even smaller than she had earlier as she stood, shoulders slumped, in front of the door to her room. It took me a second to remember she was all alone. I wanted this day to be over so we could move on with our trip, but I couldn’t abandon her. “I’ll stay with Hannah tonight.”


  “Thanks.” Hannah’s hand shook as she opened the door. “I’ve never stayed in a hotel alone.”


  “No problem.” I felt bad for her and for getting caught up in my own emotions. She had to be more upset than any of us. On top of being alone in a strange country with people she’d only known for a few hours, she had to worry if her mom was safe or seriously sick. That’s a lot for anyone to handle, especially a kid.


  “You want to watch TV?” I asked, hopeful for a distraction.


  “It’s all in Spanish,” Hannah said, an unspoken “duh” punctuating her sentence.


  “Oh yeah,” I mumbled. “Better get ready for bed, then. I’m sure things will seem better in the morning.” That logic sounded stupid even to me, but I didn’t know what else to say. I wished again that I were smarter or stronger or just better all around. Instead I shuffled my feet awkwardly.


  I checked in the small closet of the hotel room and found an extra pillow as Hannah came out of the bathroom. Clutching the end of the pillow in both hands, an idea flashed to mind, and I swung at Hannah’s back. The pillow hit her with a light thump, and she squealed. I hit her again on her side. She laughed and ran across the room. Jumping on the bed, she grabbed her own pillow and swung wildly at me.


  We chased each other around the room, pillows flying haphazardly as we went. Hannah laughed so hard tears ran down her cheeks, and I finally collapsed onto Señora’s bed. Hannah landed one more blow with her pillow right in my gut, then fell exhausted onto her bed.


  We both lay there on our backs, gasping for air, and let our laughter fade. I felt a bit of pride that I’d helped Hannah open up and have some fun. Who was I kidding? I needed some fun too, and she was young enough she probably wouldn’t think less of me for it. I rolled over onto my side to tell her it was nice to just relax a little, but she was already asleep, her pillow still clutched loosely to her chest.


  I smiled and covered her up with her blanket and then turned off all the lights, except for the bathroom one in case she woke up and forgot where she was. I didn’t know how to handle a twelve-year-old. I wasn’t the babysitting type, but I tried to think of what I would want someone to do for me.


  With the room quiet and dark, I noticed the lights of Barcelona out the window. The city was much brighter than the nights in small-town Illinois and kind of pretty. The lights of restaurants and bars mixed with the moving taillights of cars heading downtown, maybe to Las Ramblas. Did any of those lights illuminate the rainbow flag I’d seen earlier? My heart beat faster, warring between my desire to do right by the people I cared about and the urge to race toward the future I’d come here searching for. I tramped down my insecurities for the time being, reminding myself that the flag and all it symbolized would still be there tomorrow. By then Señora would feel better, Hannah would be taken care of, and I’d get back to my mission. I’d waited my whole life for this trip. One more day wouldn’t kill me.


  Day Two


  A soft knock filtered into my dreamless sleep. It took a minute to figure out where I was and what had woken me, but when I noticed Hannah asleep on the other bed, I remembered everything that’d happened the night before. I hadn’t planned to fall asleep. I’d intended to stay up until Lina and Señora Wallace got back, but the pink sunlight shining through the curtains made it clear they’d been gone all night.


  “Who is it?” I asked in a stage whisper.


  “It’s Lina.” She pronounced her name Lee-nah with such a beautiful Spanish lilt that I would’ve opened the door even if I didn’t know who she was.


  I looked behind her for Señora Wallace. A sinking feeling settled into my stomach when she wasn’t there. “Should I get the others?”


  “In a minute. Let me talk to Hannah first.”


  I didn’t know if I should stay. She didn’t ask me to, but I wanted to know what was going on, so I leaned against the wall and tried to act casual.


  Hannah sat up staring at us expectantly. “Where’s my mom?”


  “She’s at the hospital, but she’s going to be fine,” Lina said gently.


  “Then why is she still at the hospital?” The panic rose in Hannah’s voice and tightened my chest.


  “She needed to have her appendix removed,” Lina said calmly in her soft Spanish accent, rolled the “r” on “removed.”


  “She had surgery?” Hannah asked.


  “Yes, it couldn’t be avoided. Her appendix could’ve burst.” She put her hand on Hannah’s shoulder. “She’ll be okay. She did great, and the doctor said she’ll have a full recovery.”


  “When will she get out of the hospital?” I didn’t realize I’d asked the question aloud until they both glanced up like they’d forgotten I was there.


  “She’ll have to stay in the hospital for a while,” Lina said, glancing from me to Hannah to gauge our reaction. “She’ll join us in Málaga.”


  I quickly tried to recall our schedule. “The last day of the trip?”


  “Yes,” she answered. “She’ll need lots of rest, but she’ll be well cared for, and so will you.”


  Hannah started to cry, not sobbing, but quiet tears rolling down her cheeks. “I want to stay with my mom.”


  Lina turned to me, helplessness filling her soft brown eyes. I looked away as my own eyes brimmed with tears. I didn’t know what to do or say. I didn’t know how to help Hannah. I barely knew her, and I didn’t know Lina at all. The only person I knew in the scenario was in a hospital room and would have to stay there for a week. My own fear mixed with sadness for Señora. She’d miss this trip she’d planned for us.


  “I’ll get Caroline and Andi,” I mumbled and left the room. It was cowardly to run away, but what could I do? I couldn’t even absorb all my own emotions, much less help Hannah sort through hers, and I didn’t want her or Lina to see how overwhelmed I was.


  I took several deep breaths before I opened the door to my own room. Both Caroline and Andi woke up when I came in. “What’s wrong?” Caroline asked immediately. My facial expression must have given me away, and I made a mental reminder to try to appear less depressed, for the sake of my reputation and everyone else’s mood.


  “Señora had surgery to remove her appendix. She has to stay in the hospital for a week.” The words spilled out bluntly. The terror on their faces told me I probably should’ve started with something more soothing like Lina did, so I added, “But she’s okay.”


  Caroline began to cry. “What’s going to happen to us?”


  “Don’t cry,” I said, standing my ground. “Hannah’s crying too.”


  “Of course she is,” Andi said, hugging Caroline. “We’re scared.”


  I was scared too. I honestly didn’t know what would happen to us, which was why I avoided Caroline’s question. I didn’t know what our trip would entail now. Still, instead of letting my fear show, I got pissed. I don’t do well with fear or sadness. I know it’s not productive, but neither is wallowing. I work hard to stay in control or at least appear that way. I hate to feel weak, and when other people get scared or sad, I get defensive. “Well, crying about it won’t make it any better.”


  “Geeze, Ren,” Andi snapped. “Don’t you care about Señora?”


  “Of course I do, and I care about you guys, but we have to step up. If we fall apart, then who will help Hannah?”


  “Where is Hannah?”


  “She’s with Lina.”


  Both girls ran down the hall, not even stopping to check their hair or change out of their pajamas. I followed behind them more slowly, not ready for the swells of emotion likely to follow.


  Caroline and Andi both hugged Hannah, and then Lina hugged them. Hugs—I hadn’t thought of that. I like hugs. I’m naturally a huggy person, but there’s that control thing I mentioned earlier, and falling into an embrace with a kid or a stranger wasn’t something I was ready to do, even if I wanted to. Besides, the whole lesbian thing complicated matters too. I don’t ever come on to straight girls, but what if they misunderstood a friendly hug as an attempt to convert them or something? No, it was safer to keep my distance.


  “Escuchad,” Lina said, which means “listen.” Señora Wallace says it to us all the time in class, and she must say it to Hannah at home because everyone gave her their full attention. “We’ll be fine. Señora Wallace will get good care, and she’ll meet us in Málaga to fly home with you all.”


  “We’re going on the trip alone?”


  “Claro que no,” she answered. “Of course not. You won’t be alone. I’m going with you. We’ll help each other, and we’re going to have the time of our lives. You can still do everything you originally planned to do in España.”


  That was the best news I’d heard in a long time. I was sorry for Señora, but glad the rest of our plans wouldn’t be interrupted. If anything, now I’d have a real chance to gain some independence. I wasn’t happy Señora was in the hospital, but I had to focus on the silver lining. If I let myself dwell on the fear and the sadness, I’d fall apart, and I refused to let that happen. If I had to fake confidence until I actually found some, then that’s what I intended to do.


  “Come on, you guys. Señora spent a long time getting us ready for this trip, and we can handle it,” I said, perhaps a little too cheerfully, but the other girls nodded solemnly. “It’ll be an adventure.”


  

  *


  

  Lina took Hannah to the hospital and told the rest of us to try to get a bit more sleep, but we were too keyed up to go back to bed. Caroline, Andi, and I went to get breakfast in the hotel restaurant. My friends seemed to want to stick close to me, probably because I was the only one in the group not on the verge of tears. I liked the way they followed my lead, even if I wasn’t completely sure where to lead them.


  “What will you have?” the waitress asked in English, but the menu was all in Spanish, and I hadn’t had enough time to translate anything yet.


  “Por favor, yo necesitas…necessito…huevos, con…um…toast-o.”


  “Toast-o?” the waitress asked in an exaggerated imitation of my American accent.


  “No, um, bread, pan but cooked.” I struggled to find the right word in Spanish before frustratingly turning to Caroline. “How do you say ‘toast’?”


  “Do you speak English?” the waitress asked.


  “Of course I speak English,” I said, causing Caroline and Andi to giggle.


  “Good. It’ll be easier for both of us if we stick to a language you actually know,” she teased, and the girls laughed harder.


  My face flushed. I hated being the butt of a joke, and I hated botching something as simple as “eggs.” It’s not even exotic. It didn’t help that my friends, who’d looked at me as a leader earlier, now found me ridiculous. I was already on edge to begin with, and the exchange wrecked what was left of my credibility and confidence. Still the waitress waited for me to order something.


  “I just want an omelet,” I mumbled.


  The girls continued to tease me by repeating “toast-o” and laughing like my mistake was the funniest thing they’d heard in days, which I guess given the circumstances it probably was. I tried to play it off and even said I was happy to give them a laugh, but I silently vowed to speak English or stick to Spanish I was sure about.


  When our omelets finally arrived they were filled with potatoes, spices, and some other stuff I didn’t even recognize. I tried to pick it all out, but that didn’t leave much. Between skipping dinner and my meager breakfast, I worried I’d starve if I didn’t find a McDonald’s soon. How much longer would I have to wait before something went right on this trip?


  

  *


  

  We went back to the room to get ready for the day, since Lina had told us to meet her in the lobby at eleven. I needed only a few minutes to shower and change, but Caroline and Andi took forever. What takes other girls so long to make themselves presentable? I don’t wear makeup, which I guess saves me time. My short, shaggy hair spills over my ears and across my forehead, so I can shake it dry or maybe scrunch in a handful of gel. The whole routine takes about two minutes. Throw on a little deodorant and a quick brush of
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