

			
    
            Chapter One





			Stand straight.

			I can almost feel my mother’s knuckles gently prod my back. Suffering from horrid back pain herself, she was always warning me of the chaos and pain a life of poor posture could bring. Pain that lived just below the surface of her smile and cut off her embraces with a deep sigh. Pain that ultimately took her life. She didn’t want that for me.

			Stand straight as my world crumbles.

			Standing as my world crumbles defies everything I have come to understand about physics. Instead, I fall. I fall to my knees on the soaked, spongy carpet. It makes more sense to crumble like everyone else around me. Their sadness, their guilt, their embarrassment, their anger. I’m learning they matter.

			They have mass. They cascade. They grow. They accelerate.

			They are forces that bring me to my knees.

			This isn’t the woman I want to be and certainly not the woman I was raised to be. Maybe those two facts aren’t causal, and I am the painfully average woman I turned out to be. The woman who can’t take charge and right the sinking ship that is my mother’s funeral. There is no captain because she was the captain.

			“Don’t be an asshole, okay?”

			I wasn’t.

			“Just don’t,” Sean, my older brother, repeats.

			“I wasn’t trying to be.”

			Don’t be an asshole?

			Sean has always been a bit patronizing, a bit dominating, a bit obsessed with his masculinity. And I have rarely challenged him. The cost risk analysis alone is enough to keep my mouth shut because no one throws a tantrum like a grown man with a wounded ego. And I’m not interested in rolling my sleeves up for something I can’t change. Plus, it broke our mother’s heart when we argued. Only on the rarest occasions, when he pontificates on the “the weakness of society” and gets a little too close to sounding like the president he voted for, will I merely offer an alternate view.

			On the rarest occasions.

			Not at her funeral. Like I said, it would break her heart. I ignore Sean’s harshness and get to work next to him, though I can feel my blood pressure spike. Can hear the whooshing in my ears. The funeral service was dry, impersonal, the opposite of who our mother was. It only added to my broken heart.

			I bite my lip and force myself back to the moment.

			We use every napkin and a few rags provided by the horrified Olive Garden server with bright red cheeks and wide doughy eyes—yes, we’re hosting my mother’s funeral at Endless Breadsticks—but not even that is enough to sop up the water currently drowning the collapsed watercolor portrait of her. Words like accident and poor things pepper the whispers of our hovering family. My eyes sting under the gaze of theirs.

			Ice water crawls through the knee of my pants. My breathing becomes shallow.

			My control is slowly slipping. It’s been a hard day.

			“Eaden. I said, I got it.” He leans into my shoulder to wipe the precarious spot where the glass of the frame is shattered. As water bleeds, the colors billow. My favorite image of Mom—her reading in the sunlight with a cup of tea cradled in her hands—is swiftly being ruined. Just like her funeral.

			She deserves so much better than this. A palace full of mourners. A three-star Michelin restaurant. A symphony.

			She deserves the moon. And my heart is imploding.

			Our friend Florence painted this portrait, and the thing I love most about it is how the colors swirl and blend into not only a true representation of her physical being but a true representation of her spirit also. I’m a scientist. Worked in a lab for a decade before I followed my mom’s path of teaching when I turned thirty. But even my analytical brain is dying to say aura. Florence captured her aura with how she pushed and pulled my mom’s favorite colors across the canvas. That’s why it’s one of a kind. That’s why I can’t just print another. That’s why I’m desperately trying to save it from drowning.

			I need to save her.

			I don’t budge when Sean tries to shoulder me out of the way. “Stop,” I say, my voice meek and whiny. Embarrassing. I’ve already lost my mother once. Now I’m letting her aura drown in an Olive Garden. This must have metaphysical implications I cannot even conceive, and I deserve every one.

			Bile crests in my throat like the tide, turning my mouth bitter, then fading. It’s feeling like too much. This day.

			According to the official obituary, Eileen Knight Bilbo—as in “dildo” with Bs—is survived by my dad, Sean, and me. It’s the only glaring lie in the three measly paragraphs of her watered-down life. She was born in St. Louis, Missouri: fact. She was a middle school science teacher: fact. She was the only diehard Cardinals fan with a soft spot for the Cubs: fact. But the three of us surviving?

			Well, that’s a lie.

			We were in hospice before she even left us. Sean had just lost all his savings in a failed tech startup that helped him be neither less entitled nor less insufferable. Now he just feels “owed.” His words. I had been dumped for the second time this year. Dodged another bullet, really. If bullets were kind, beautiful doctors beginning their fellowships in pediatric surgery in the fall. She said her schedule was about to be chaos, and though she really enjoyed dating me, it wouldn’t be fair to either of us. Only, she tucks her hair behind her ear when she lies, and she wasn’t lying about her schedule becoming chaos or how it wouldn’t be fair to either of us. It’s hard to argue my hypothesis that something about me is fatally flawed when it comes to women.

			Oh, and my dad was having an affair with his personal trainer. His thirty-four-year-old personal trainer. The bile laps against my tongue again. Same age as his youngest child. My dad is the last man you’d expect to cheat on his wife and probably the last man you’d expect a young trainer would want to have sex with. He got caught three months before my mom’s “routine” operation. But it didn’t feel very routine when she died of sepsis last week.

			Living.

			Then dead.

			Just like that, the warmth of our family vanished.

			Sean hadn’t been home much, busy untangling himself from the startup. When it was clear Mom was declining fast, he visited her in the hospital once. One time. Claimed he was too “upset” by the whole thing. Too upset to help plan the funeral. To help my dad with the logistics of her will. To notify the rest of our family of her passing. And my dad was too embarrassed and devastated to do much of anything besides show up. I’m surprised he even did that. No one knows about the affair besides me and my mom—well, just me now—yet he wears his shame in public like a winter coat draped over his mourning.

			So naturally, it fell on me to pull it all together. To be calm. To plan a funeral in a week between grading finals and inputting grades for the semester. But keeping the family together was her dying wish of me. No pressure.

			Sean sighs. “Damn it, Eaden—”

			“No. Fuck this.” I drop the rag on her hands, the delicate freckles on her knuckles melting together into a blur. Try not to catch her eye. She’d be so ashamed of us. Of me. I lost control when I was supposed to be strong. When I was supposed to be the glue of this family, just like her. Water trickles down my shins as I stand. With so many eyes on me, I try to look composed, but I’m pretty sure everyone just heard me cuss at my mourning brother.

			I’m a grown woman. With soaked slacks. Who just made another scene at this terrible funeral. The shame makes me want to vomit.

			“Relax. Flo made copies. She’ll get you one.” Riley, my cousin who caused this chaos and toppled the painting by having too many beers and using elaborate gestures, drops her hand on my shoulder. Another millibar of pressure threatening my collapse. Or maybe explosion. “What’s wrong with you anyway? Can’t you just enjoy the party?”

			It takes every ounce of strength left in me not to punch her in her perfect face and chip one of those blaringly white teeth the way she chipped mine when we were ten. Give her a bloody nose like she gave me when I was eight. Never of malice but of her fragile ego. Of her need to handedly win, though I had never been real competition. She has that in common with my brother. But my mom had a soft spot for Riley, I remind myself. It only makes me want to tackle her more, even though she has three inches and twenty pounds of muscle on me.

			I can hear her voice. My mom pulls me into her soft chest and whispers so only I can hear as Riley and Sean laugh about teaming up and successfully raiding the beautiful and architecturally sound fort I’d spent all afternoon building. I’m ten. “Oh, baby girl. You have quiet strength. You’ll find, when you’re older, it’s a superpower.”

			I need to be strong now. But it’s growing more difficult by the second. This funeral is a textbook example of entropy.

			“It’s my mom’s funeral. Not a party,” I say in the calmest voice I can manage, but my words tremble.

			She sips her beer. Of course she’s still drinking. “It’s actually a celebration of life.” She grins, clearly enjoying her little quip.

			I stare. Why am I shocked by her attitude? This is Riley to her core. Riley Beckett. The fact that her mother married someone with a last name that isn’t “Bilbo” may just be the thing I resent most about her.

			“A celebration of life,” I repeat.

			But I feel like dying.

			“There ya go, Eaden. You just gotta relax.”

			The gaze of the room is hot on my back, and I refuse to further ruin my mom’s funeral with another incident.

			Riley squeezes my shoulder and says, “It’s what Aunt Eileen would have wanted.”

			I shake off her grip and walk away before I full-on cry. Or shove her. It’s all too close to the surface, threatening to rip through my skin. This must be what it feels like to molt an exoskeleton. I plow through shoulder pads of blazers, brush past people I’ve known my entire life, to find somewhere I can breathe more—

			“Ah, Eaden. There you are, dear.” Uncle Rich from my dad’s side stops me with a hand on my shoulder. Another millibar. “I’m so sorry. Eileen was one of the most wonderful people I’ve ever known. Warm and bright and smart as hell.”

			My eyes water. She was warm and bright and smart as hell. She was wonderful. “Thank you, Uncle Rich. She really was.”

			“It’s such a shame what happened.” He drops his chin to his barrel chest and shakes his head. “I always thought H. T. Harris was a hospital in decline. To botch such a simple procedure. I told your father to take her to Front City, but he was stubborn about it.” He wipes down his whiskery gray beard as I remain quiet. “So what exactly happened in the OR? Things weren’t sterile or what?”

			My mouth is sticky and dry, my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth.

			“You know what?” He pats my shoulder. “This is probably the last thing you want to be talking about, huh?”

			I nod to his understatement of the century before I disappear to the patio to escape Riley and Sean and the rest of the family.

			Riley and I grew up together, and she’s supposedly my best friend. But of all the people here, she torments me the most. Especially tonight, acting so heartbroken at the service with tears streaking her face, accepting condolences as if this was her mother’s funeral. And once her attention bucket was full, she switched to party mode at the reception. It is fully consistent with everything I know about her, to drink up every ounce of attention in the room. Our entire lives. Of course, she was the star basketball player, the star softball player, voted “Most Likely to Steal Your Girl.” The last one was awarded to her by me after she swooped in and took Ashley West on a date after we’d made out in my car junior year. She didn’t even like Ashley. Just had to have her because I wanted her.

			But my mom saw the best in people. And though Riley is a wildly successful medical sales rep who always cheats on her amazing on-again, off-again girlfriend, Florence, my mom loved her. She gave Riley a place to feel safe when my aunt and uncle didn’t handle her coming out well. They grew to accept and love her queerness, but for months, Riley was over every day and sleeping on the floor by my bedside every night. I don’t know what finally changed her parents’ mind about it all. Only that one day, after Riley broke into tears at our dinner table, my mom drove her back to her house, and they were gone for hours. After that, Riley slept over less, and things seemed to ease with her parents.

			I typically have a vast lake of tolerance for her, but right now, it’s just a dusty, decimated crater.

			The breeze rustles the oak tree on the other side of the parking lot. Though it’s an oddly cool night in Atlanta for late May, and the sparse strip mall lot looks almost like a dark ocean through my watery eyes, I wish I was gone. Anywhere but here. Into some gentle ether. Everyone in there has hurt me today, and I’m frustrated to the point that I wish I could cry. But what scares me the most is the realization that my shame, anger, and outright disgust of this night is no comparison to the obliterating weight of loss. Incomparable. Atoms to extinction-worthy asteroids.

			What if, when all my anger fades, all that’s left is something I can’t face? When the only person in this life who truly sees me and loves me dies, doesn’t that make me no one? Doesn’t that make me nothing? Doesn’t that make me utterly alone?

			I lean on my elbows. The cold of the railing digging into my forearms is grounding. “Yes,” I whisper. “Yes, it does.”

			The door creaks open, but I keep my gaze locked on the strip mall ocean, unwilling to welcome a disturbance. A gentle hand lands on the center of my back. I know it’s Flo before she even speaks. No other living person would touch me like that. With such tender care, wanting nothing of me but to be my friend. Wanting nothing from today other than to fortify the cracks. To support Riley, me, and our family. Why she spends her love on someone like my cousin will forever baffle me. How she spends it so freely, so surely, so earnestly.

			Florence drapes her arm over my shoulder as she settles against the railing next to me. “One for the books, huh?”

			Her light perfume is a floral zest in the darkness of tonight, a fresh bloom adorning a grave, and I focus on the comfort of her scent to keep myself from trashing Riley in front of her. At the end of the day, Riley is my family. Plus, the thing about Florence is, she doesn’t need to be told. She doesn’t need to be told why I’m outside wanting to disappear into unknown ethers. She doesn’t need to be told that her maybe ex-girlfriend is morally dark gray, and she deserves exponentially better. And she doesn’t need to ask. She just understands.

			I shake my head, unwilling to look at her until I’m positive the tears welling in my eyes won’t fall. “I’ll say.”

			She squeezes my shoulder, and I lean into her, letting her slightly smaller body envelop mine. A red curl tickles my cheek, and a metal button from her denim jacket digs into my arm. But it’s the first time today I can rest. Breathe.

			“I’m sure this funeral is exactly how you imagined it,” she says, her words peppering through an obvious grin.

			I smile, too. It feels like exercising for the first time in months. Foreign, tired, immensely difficult. But so deeply nourishing. “Exactly how I hoped it would go. Right down to my soaking pants and your ruined painting. Beautiful.”

			“Ah, see? The true marks of a lovely celebration.” She rubs my shoulder, and I let our sarcastic joking be the balm over a tender burn. “I especially loved when the priest called her ‘Eileen Dilbo.’ ”

			I laugh because it’s just ridiculous at this point. I laugh because it’s almost as good as crying. “As if our name isn’t close enough to dildo as it is.”

			“Hey, dildos bring a lot of joy.” She shrugs. “We’ll say it was a stylistic choice from Father Pete to keep things spicy.”

			I’ve only experienced a few moments of reprieve like this since my mom passed away last week. They mostly happen in the morning before school, when I can successfully flood my brain with grading exams and working. I inevitably take a couple breaks to scroll the morning news and pop in on Instagram. Florence sometimes has active stories of her current illustrations or beautiful flowers or memes about how much coffee she consumes. A few months ago, while I was bleary-eyed at five in the morning, I heart reacted to her story. Within a minute, I had a DM from @gowithflo33.

			Why are you awake? Weirdo.

			Since then, it’s become habit to exchange a few messages in the morning while I grade and lesson plan, and Flo works on art projects and editing. She’s an editor at a small children’s book publisher but is finishing up her portfolio to submit to SCAD for their fall graphic design program, though the professor she’s been talking to says she’s a shoo-in. Illustrating covers and picture books is the dream for her, and the Savannah College of Art and Design has all the connections. Plus, she’d get to visit Savannah sometimes, her favorite city in the US, I recently learned.

			“Aren’t you a little old for college?” I joked with her one morning. When she didn’t instantly respond, I regretted my ill-advised joke with every fiber of my being, fretting over how I could walk it back. Dying inside for offending one of my favorite people.

			Then she responded, “Haven’t you seen Never Been Kissed? This is my big moment to fall in love with a professor and ride off into the sunset. Plus, it’s grad school, nerd.”

			It was the first time I’d ever heard her refer to wanting to date outside of Riley. I knew they weren’t currently together, but I also knew the moment Riley came back to her, Flo would take her back. Wanted her back. No matter how much Riley hurt her or how many times she cheated on her.

			It’s kind of funny, really. I don’t even have her number, but we chat almost every workday morning. Feels like we’re the only people awake, then, in our own little world. I’ve known Flo for years. We’d always been casual friends, and we gravitated toward each other whenever she came by the house with Riley, but our friendship never extended past that until that first DM. She’s living with Riley’s family during her grad program because they live right next to the MARTA train that takes her to campus. And they aren’t charging her rent, so she can afford tuition. But she’s hinted at not feeling like she can be the most social while she’s staying with them. So I suspect she’s just a touch lonely, too.

			We just get each other. Things don’t seem so hard when it comes to her. And when she gave me, my dad, and Sean the painting of my mom, I knew she’d be my friend for a long time. That maybe Florence Davis was a little moonlight in my midnight.

			“Got a light?”

			I didn’t even notice the door open, but there is Riley with a cigarette dangling from her lips, looking like a lesbian James Dean. A cigarette fiend when she’s drunk and a beaming example of health when sober. I stare in her bloodshot eyes, feeling nothing. Or maybe everything.

			“Still don’t smoke, Rye. Sorry.” I shrug.

			“ ’Course you don’t, Dildo.”

			Riley has called me Dildo more times than I can possibly remember. Sometimes, I’d ignore it when we were older. Sometimes, we’d wind up wrestling when we were younger. But the harshness of her words pushes me closer to wanting to wrestle her. The control I have over my emotions corrodes just enough to scare me.

			Flo squeezes my elbow before she goes to her. “Babe. You’ve got yours in the center console of the car. Do you have the keys? I can grab it for you.”

			Riley ignores her, her gaze still trained on me. “Fucking Olive Garden, huh?”

			“Excuse me?” I take a step toward her, just so I can understand better. “What do you mean?”

			She pulls the cigarette from her lips and tucks it behind her ear. Her cropped, dirty blond hair just covers it. “Don’t you think Aunt Eileen deserves better than this? Don’t you think she was important enough, good enough, to deserve a classy, real funeral?”

			“Riley.” Flo tugs her arm, but Rye shakes her off.

			“Deserves better than you getting wasted and ruining it by destroying the only beautiful thing about it?” My clothes feel tight, as if I may erupt and burst through the seams. “Yeah, Rye. I think my mom deserves a whole hell of a lot better than that.”

			I stumble backward against the railing, Riley’s fist tight in the chest of my shirt. She’s so fast.

			“Riley, stop. Right now. This is childish and completely inappropriate,” Flo pleads, but it’s like she doesn’t even exist to Riley.

			Her breath is whiskey-soaked and sour. I don’t think I know this version of her, and it scares me. I don’t think Florence knows this version of her. She backs toward the door as if she’s about to go get help. It’s the last thing I want, to add another spectacle to this god-awful night, but the way Riley stares at me has me thinking my teeth may crack tonight. But I’m not giving in to this middle school bullying.

			“Get off.” I push against her, though she hardly budges. “Your breath smells terrible, Rye.”

			“Riley. Stop it, now,” Flo calls from the doors.

			“She deserved better, and you failed her,” Riley says through gritted teeth.

			My blood is lighter fluid. My entire body ignites. Every feeling I’ve pushed down today explodes through the surface. All control, all analysis, is gone.

			Riley turns for a split second, and I shove her hard in the chest. Cigarette flying from her ear, she stumbles back and trips over the leg of a chair. But she doesn’t fall alone. She tightens her grip in my shirt and pulls me down with her.

			I can basically hear Michael Buffer over our old box TV in the nineties. Let’s get ready to rumble! And the wrestling commences. I try to get to my knees so I can escape, but she’s too strong. She rolls us so she’s on top, all her weight pinning me to the concrete patio. From the coolness on my knees, I’m pretty sure my slacks are ripped. For a moment, I think Riley may actually punch me in the face, a line she has never crossed. But she glances at Flo, her eyes a little wild and a lot teary. It’s a really fucked-up moment to feel sorry for her and whatever demon possesses her. But I do.

			Instead of punching me—which I think could’ve killed me with cement as the backdrop—she mashes a hand against my face like she’s trying to smear my head against the ground. I feel the burn of it. Of the little sharp edges of concrete tearing into my cheek.

			“She deserves better,” Riley spits, hovering close.

			“Fucking, get the fuck off!” I flail like a fish out of water, able to rock her off me just long enough to get to my feet.

			“Fuck our trip.” She stands, out of breath. “I’m not going.”

			I press my fingers to my cheek, and they come away red and gritty.

			Flo grabs Riley’s arm. Her freckled cheeks are crimson, her eyes wide. She’s completely horrified. “Riley. What the hell?”

			It’s one of those moments where a line has obviously been crossed, but the one thing you wish for most is normalcy. I need normalcy. Or I may lose my mind. “It’s fine,” I say. Rye looks away. I hope it’s the guilt. “We always wrestled as kids. It’s fine.”

			“Well, you’re not kids anymore. You’re adult women in your thirties, and you could’ve seriously hurt each other.” Flo lifts her arms in exasperation before she pulls her phone from her pocket. “I’m calling you a Lyft,” she says to Riley, who stays silent in her brooding.

			“The hell is going on out here?” Sean asks as he steps over the fallen chair. He surveys the three of us. “Christ. Can you two behave like adults for one goddamn night?”

			That’s it. That’s my last straw. I wipe the blood from my cheek before it trickles down to stain my collar. “I’m leaving,” I mutter.

			“Of course you are,” Sean scoffs as I walk by. “Running away from Mom’s funeral. Classy.”

			I turn before I open the door. Riley stares at her shoes, her demon seemingly body-hopped to Sean. And Florence watches me with something like pain her eyes. This is the lowest moment of my life.

			I hate Riley.

			I hate Sean and my dad.

			I hate my family, and I hate myself.

			“Sean,” I say, the formation of his name burning my face. “No one owes you a damn thing. Grow up.”

			And I disappear.
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        * * *

      

			I slam my car door and let the quiet absorb me. The Olive Garden sign glows in the night like a burning ship at sea, but I’m safe now. Safe now. Salty tears burn the broken skin on my face as I crumple over the steering wheel and let it flow from me, hoping the entire night and all the craziness that happened will be purged. My shoulders shake as I choke on my sobs, aspirate on my spit. I cling to my steering wheel, cling to my self-pity, unready to welcome the emptiness of what comes next.

			I startle at the knock on my window.

			“Eaden, my girl. Open up.” It’s my dad.

			Half of me wants to let him be that. Let him be the buoy, the shelter, the rest. I’m so tired. But I can’t. I can’t because right now, I hate him, too. And to rest in him would be to forgive him. But he broke my mom’s heart. And that was her last big experience in this world. A broken heart.

			“No.” I’m not sure if he can hear my muffled response, but he steps back when I start the engine.

			I take a deep breath and drive away.

			





			
    
            Chapter Ten





			My heart is only mildly broken when we learn that the Sagrada Família is closed for restoration. The excitement that overwhelmed me yesterday has been snuffed by the nightmare last night. It hangs all over me like Spanish moss. I can feel it, thick and itchy. A crawling thing. A parasite. I try to hide it, but it’s so hard to pretend like I’m fully here in Barcelona with Florence when the horrendous image of my mom suffocates me.

			“It’s okay if you’re not feeling good,” Flo says, gently bumping my shoulder as we turn into an alley we haven’t been down yet. “We can just go back to the hotel and chill.”

			It’s hot. Like, really hot. And my stomach churns with anxiety and the omelet I accidentally ordered for breakfast. Eggs are not my friend, but apparently, a Spanish tortilla is not a tortilla at all. It’s an omelet. I am the ignorant tourist who didn’t know better, so I stuck with it. Ate just enough to not be rude and to not garner Flo’s suspicion. But now I’m simultaneously starving and nauseated. And now I’ve worried Flo. I need to suck it up.

			I adjust the secret travel pack I have strapped across my stomach to try to relieve some of my distress. Try to focus on something nice. Like this morning, when Florence made fun of me for my “grandpa getup” while she watched me store my passport and cash in the fanny pack, accusing me of wanting to flash my way through Barcelona every time I had to pay for something.

			“Maybe, I’m not, like, the best at digesting eggs.” I flash her a quick smile. “Sorry I haven’t felt the best. Could we duck in somewhere, and I can get some water and a snack? Then I’ll be good to go.”

			She quirks her brow as we hop onto the sidewalk to avoid a gaggle of children swarming through on their bikes. “Why did you order eggs? Especially on your first day in a foreign country?” I grimace, and she shoots me the most adorable smirk. “Eaden,” she scolds.

			I groan. “I know, I know.”

			“I told you to look it up if you didn’t know what it meant,” she says.

			I hold out my arms in exasperation. “I didn’t know that I didn’t know what it meant. I thought a tortilla was a tortilla. Like a little breakfast burrito without eggs. Because it didn’t say eggs. Seems very logical to me.”

			She rolls her eyes. “Well, not here. A Spanish tortilla is literally all eggs.”

			We stop and have a mini stare-down. Her chest is already beginning to freckle despite the 50 SPF sunscreen she lathered on this morning. Her green and blue floral dress is elegant and playful, and it suits her shy and cheeky personality perfectly. The messy bun atop her head is lopsided as she glares at me over her tortoiseshell sunglasses.

			I grin and throw my hands up. “Well, now I know,” I say in defeat.

			She cracks into her usual gorgeous smile and sighs. “Come on.” She tugs me down the alley as she opens Google Maps with the other hand. “One of the old-school bars I wanted to take you to is, like, a five-minute walk from here. They have some snacks, and we can rest and hydrate while simultaneously dehydrating with a drink. Deal?”

			I skip by people to avoid knocking into passersby while hanging on to Flo’s hand. I don’t want to let it go, but she drops mine to zoom in on the map. “Yeah. That sounds good,” I say. We take a left, then one more right and stop in front of a very old-looking bar with a new sign that reads Pascal’s.

			“Ready?” she asks.

			“Let’s do it.”

			The interior of the bar is a moment frozen in time. Empty bottles line the walls, serving almost as a timeline. The first bottles are wonky and esoteric, then the sequential bottles begin to resemble modern-day beer and wine bottles. But they are all equally covered in dust. Not just coated but dripping with soft gray clumps of it, which is a feat given the large, slow ceiling fans whirring above. The floor is a jigsaw of mismatched tiles that look meant for ballrooms or Spanish patios, not to be walked on by my worn-out Nikes.

			Florence smiles as she takes it all in, then grabs my hand again, a habit that I hope sticks for the duration of our travels. “Come on,” she says and guides me to the warped wooden bar. “This place is known for their house made vermouth and absinthe. They say Picasso and Hemingway used to drink here.”

			“Together?” I ask.

			“I”—she stares at me, clearly taken aback—“have no idea.”

			I shrug. “Would’ve been quite the drinking buddies.”

			She chuckles and drops my hand. “They damn sure would have been. I bet we’ll be good drinking buddies, too.”

			Emboldened and feeling infinitely better, I say, “Wanna find out?”

			“Yes.” She nods to the bar, and I follow.

			The bartender is an older man with more gray than black in his trim beard and shaggier hair. A dark, brown-brimmed hat sits on the crown of his head, tipped back so we can see his gray blue eyes. “Hola, hola, amigas,” he greats us and slides a stained paper menu in front of us.

			“Hola, gracias,” we respond in almost perfect unison.

			“Okay,” I say, glancing at the menu that is way easier to understand than the breakfast menu. “What about some patatas bravas, and we can split the Ibérico melt?”

			She leans against me, and I can’t help but enjoy the way her soft warm skin feels against mine. Her touch awakens me, and I stand a little straighter. “It’s”—she checks her phone, ignoring a text from Riley—“half past three. I’m cool with starting with that and maybe another snack later. But, Eaden.” She stares at me with the seriousness of Mrs. Aderton, the strictest teacher at my school. “You need to drink so much water. Please. I need you to be well.”

			Her eyes without glasses look almost naked. It’s somehow intimate. Like maybe not a lot of people get to see her this way. Like last night when we got ready for bed, she came out of the bathroom clutching her dirty clothes to her chest, face pink and fresh from washing and no glasses. No armor. We had put on the TV to try to find a movie but quickly fell asleep. There was only slight awkwardness, but it faded as the exhaustion settled.

			I run my hand through my hair. It’s cut short for the summer—just about shoulder length—but the roots are still damp with sweat. Definitely need to hydrate.

			“So much water,” I promise.

			She gives a concerned half-smile, then orders for us in pretty good Spanish, though her voice is soft and hesitant. She speaks with a shyness that I rarely experience with her anymore. It reminds me how careful she is with other people and in unfamiliar places. A duality exists in her of ferocity and power, fear and anxiety.

			We have our pick of tables and choose one in the corner so we can enjoy a broad view of the faded teal room and all the mysterious peeling portraits that hang on its walls. I chug an entire pint of water in one go as Flo stares at me with the same curiosity that my eighth graders have with Bill Nye. I finish, only slightly gasping for breath, and wipe my wet lips on the back of my hand. What I’m learning about Europe is, water doesn’t come unless ordered, it certainly doesn’t come with ice, and the mountain of napkins you receive in America is distinctly absent. I enjoy the pattern of concentric circular stains on the face of the table, like years of little Venn diagrams from sweating drinks.

			“Do you always drink your water like that?” Flo asks, brows still raised. She sips hers slowly as she waits for a response.

			“Um.” I fill my glass from the carafe. “I guess I do, yeah. But I was thirsty, so that probably added to the vigor.” I grin as I raise the water to my mouth and take a small, measured sip. “Is that better?”

			She shakes her head and chuckles. “You’re weirder than I thought.”

			“Is that—”

			“It’s a good thing.” She fingers the fat beads of condensation running down her glass. “It helps me feel like I can be all of me around you.”

			The bartender interrupts, sliding our cervezas and one glass of vermouth in front of us, followed by the food. It smells amazing. Salty and earthy from the potatoes to the truffle cheese on the ham sandwich. My stomach growls, and I want to dive in, but I can’t let what Flo said pass me by. I want to know more. I hand her the vermouth and ask, “What do you mean?”

			She smells the ruddy brown liquid but stops short of tasting it. “Like, sometimes, I feel I have to be a certain version of me to satisfy people. For people to want to keep me. They seem to only want serious Florence in the tighter dresses, who makes sure everyone has what they need and doesn’t ask for things she knows they don’t want to give.”

			It feels like a very specific complaint about a very specific person, but it also feels like this is something that has always been building in her life.

			“I’m silly, damn it,” she adds.

			I nod. “I know you are.”

			“I only want to wear tight dresses sometimes. But mostly, I want to wear my flowy ones with pockets.” A grin begins to melt the pout clinging to her lips.

			I nod again. “I know you do. So you can fill them with your treasures.” I smile as she shoots me a sharp look. I always knew she was religious about journaling, but yesterday, I learned she likes to stash everything I’m about to throw away—coasters, receipts, tickets—in her pockets so she can paste them in her journal later. Now I call them her treasures.

			“You’re going to thank me one day.” She shoves me softly. “Two years from now when you take your girlfriend to Barcelona to impress her, and you forget the name of that amazing little bar that makes their own vermouth, you’re going to call me and beg me to look it up in my journal for you.” Challenging me with a raised brow, she sips the vermouth. “Wow. That’s delicious.”

			I taste it after. “It’s a bittersweet whirlwind of herbal heaven,” I say.

			“Damn. That was poetic.”

			We go quiet as we fill our bellies with the hearty snacks and sip our beers to cut the grease. More patrons fill the bar, mostly older men but a few tourists as well. The breeze pours through the open windows and rustles through my hair. It’s the most peaceful I’ve felt since before my mom died. It’s so strange to have a “Before Christ” moment happen in my life. A moment that marks a permanent shift in my universe. The part of my life before my mom died and the part after.

			Though I know it’s not true—or I hope it’s not true—it’s difficult to imagine my best days are ahead. I have a dreadful feeling that I spent all the good in my life BD. Before Death.

			I sip my beer and gaze at a couple at the table by the door. He rubs her thigh as they laugh over something she said. They are effervescent, chemically reacting to each other’s cascading energy.

			“I don’t know,” I say, breaking the comfortable quiet. “It’s hard to imagine having a relationship strong enough to bring a girlfriend here one day. I can’t really see that for myself. Or having a life partner at all.” I shrug, taking the last sip of my beer, wondering if it’s to blame for the admission.

			“Hm,” she says. The bartender brings the next round as Florence takes a moment to respond. Once he’s departed with the empties and there are fresh bottles in front of us, she says, “Given you are kind, smart, marginally funny, and”—she tilts her head back and forth in appraisal—“we’ll say quite attractive in a crushable teacher way, why on earth do you not see that for yourself? I mean, you’ve dated in the past, so I assume it’s something you want, right?”

			“I don’t know.” I pick at a hole in the leather of my chair top. Truth is, I’ve never known why I struggle so much to have successful relationships. “I mean, yes. I want that. I want a wife, I want kids, I want it all. I guess I’ve just never truly connected with someone in that soul way. And with the women I’ve dated, I was always willing to stay longer in the hope that it would grow into that. Actually, kind of makes me suspicious that it exists at all. Like maybe everyone’s faking it.”

			“They aren’t faking it,” she counters.

			I stare at her fingers gripping her beer. Pale and slender. “How do you know?” I ask, but I’m not entirely sure I want to know the answer.

			“Maybe that kind of connection is something you can grow, but I don’t really think so. I think you meet someone, and it happens then and there. Like, you brand each other’s soul, and it’s sharp and hot and sudden, like a wildfire in a drought. You may not know what it is when the first spark ignites to heat the iron, but you walk away feeling altered. Like you saw behind a curtain or something.” She shrugs. “I think you can feel that spark the moment you meet someone meant for you.”

			While I’ll never forget this description of meeting someone impactful, she didn’t answer my question. And I’m a little tipsy, so I need to know the answer. “How many of those sparks have you felt before?”

			She licks a speck of pepper from her finger, and I can’t help but stare. Again, just a tad tipsy. “Two.”

			“Riley and…”

			She clears her throat, wiping her hands in the napkin. “And Chloe. My first girlfriend. We dated for less than a year in high school.”

			I nod. “Gotcha.”

			“You’ll find yours. Maybe multiple.” She squeezes my knee.

			Why on earth did I expect her to say three and add my name to the list? I don’t know. Probably because I’m depressed and highly delusional about the way Florence cares about me. She’s clearly just a good friend. To read into her eagerness to message me every morning or the way her fingers linger on me when we touch would be the inanest thing in the world for me to do. It doesn’t matter that I felt a spark the first time I met her. That when her eyes met mine, it felt like she was branding me as hers. When she stopped me in my aunt’s kitchen and took my hand to observe the scabs on my knuckles from falling on the sidewalk, I felt it in my marrow.

			And at the end of the night, after talking all night, when we hugged good-bye, she slipped her hands inside my coat. It was strangely intimate.

			“Maybe,” I reply.
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        * * *

      

			After a few hours at the vermouth bar and a few rounds, we walk together to the bus stop. The sun is finally setting, casting the streets in a dusty orange glow. It’s easy on the eyes, but somehow electric at the same time, how it paints the oddly familiar yet foreign buildings. It’s finally cooled down a bit, and I feel just an ounce lighter. I try not to worry about tonight or if I’ll have the same nightmare.

			Focus on the sun spilling down the walls.

			Florence answers her phone when it rings, and I can tell it’s Riley. She sounds like she’s talking to a parent she’s been putting off calling. Chipper but short.

			“We’re fine. I promise. We’re following the itinerary to a T, and it’s been perfect. Thank you,” she says.

			I fall a couple steps behind to give her a bit of privacy.

			“Yeah. No, of course. We’re heading back toward the hotel now. Just going to walk around the neighborhood a bit, then call it a night. Exactly. Okay. You too. Wish you were here. Bye.”

			Wish you were here. That one hurts a bit. But it’s okay because my threshold for pain is at an all-time high right now.

			“How’s she doing?” I ask.

			Flo tucks her phone back in her purse. “I think she wishes she had come with us. But she’s good. Just working.”

			We leave it at that and take the crowded bus back to our hotel. As we walk, a growing hum of music and shouting pulls us down the street adjacent to ours. When we round the corner, there is a crowd of people surrounding two flamenco dancers and a boom box on a wooden platform. Euros spill out of a hat on the ground next to a crate on a dolly.

			“Guapa!” the dancing man shouts, clapping as his partner stomps, shaking the
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