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For anyone longing for home
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“POUR THE EGGNOG,” I SAY as I come down the stairs late in the afternoon. “I’ve finished the list, and you both better prepare yourselves.”

“Prepare ourselves?” Mom looks up from the sofa, where she’s reading through her latest script.

“I don’t think we have eggnog.” Dad’s voice comes from inside the open refrigerator, followed by the sound of cartons being rearranged on the shelves.

“Don’t even play.” I flop my stack of papers down on the kitchen table with a thump. “I know it’s in there.”

“Pumpkin eggnog.” Dad pops his head out from the fridge, studying the jug of deliciousness. “I didn’t even know they made pumpkin eggnog.”

“They make pumpkin everything.” I pull three glasses down from the cabinet. “It is, after all, November first.”

“Is it?” Mom says in a distracted voice. “It’s warm for November.”

“Yeah,” Dad says thoughtfully. “And we haven’t even had a real snowstorm yet.”

“Come on, you guys. Have you forgotten? November first?” I wonder if they’re just giving me a hard time. No way they don’t remember that the first day of November is when we set the Best Christmas Plan Ever into motion. I glance back and forth between them, but Mom’s immersed in her play, and Dad stares at me blankly for just a second too long. Then he visibly jolts.

“Of course! November first!” He hands me the unopened carton and laughs sheepishly. “I guess with how busy it’s been and Halloween and everything, you know, I kind of forgot.”

“Very funny, Dad.” I wave the papers I’m holding at him. “I pulled out our plans from last year and tweaked them a little so we can have all our Chicago Christmas fun early, since, you know, we’ll be in EUROPE on CHRISTMAS DAY!” I can never talk about that part without shouting, because, well, EUROPE!

“Great idea! We really should hammer out some of the details.” Mom tosses her script onto the ottoman and joins us in the kitchen. “Your dad and I wanted to have a family powwow tonight anyway.” She gives Dad a funny look. “Maybe we should order pizza first.”

“Ooooh, yes! We’ll need fortification.” I pour the eggnog for everyone. “Make it an extra-large Pizza Surprise, okay?”

“Are you sure?” Dad gives me a weak laugh and reaches for his phone. “Last time the surprise was olives and pickles.”

“C’mon, Dad,” I say. “Live a little. And while we’re waiting for the delivery guy to get here, I can show you the Best Christmas Plan Ever for this year.”

“I might need something stronger to go with this eggnog,” Mom mutters under her breath, and reaches for the coffeepot.

“I heard that!” I settle in at the table and wait for them to join me.

“Okay,” Dad says once the order is placed. He turns to Mom. “Do you—?” he begins, but Mom shakes her head slightly and grips her mug of steaming coffee even tighter.

“Let’s have Christa show us what she’s been working on first. Then we can talk.”

I ignore how weird they’re being, because we have more important things to get settled. Like Christmas plans. “Right. So it’s basically the stuff we do every year.” I hand out the pages I’ve been fiddling with all afternoon. I spent the most time on the little sketches I’ve drawn in charcoal across the top of each page: a gingerbread house, reindeer pulling a sleigh, and a giant Christmas tree. “I just bumped it all up a few weeks so that we can make sure we don’t miss anything.” I run my finger down the list. “Our big Black Friday campout will be the day after Thanksgiving, obviously, and then the first two weeks in December we’ll need to squeeze in the decorating, putting up the tree, making cookies, more shopping, ice-skating . . .” I trail off once I see that Mom and Dad aren’t reading along. Instead, they’re looking intently at me. Again with the weirdness. I drop my sheet. “What? What did I say?”

Mom’s eyes grow all watery and Dad stares down at his hands.

“Christa,” Dad finally says really slowly. “Christmas is going to be different this year.”

“Oh, I totally get that!” I say, a wave of relief flooding me. Is that what they’re worried about? That I’m going to be bummed about spending Christmas in Europe? Um, not likely. “I just figured we could do all the new Europe stuff and our usual traditions, too. I mean, I know none of the plans are guarantees. Mom may be super busy with her play performances when we’re in Europe or we might not be able to get a tree put up in the hotel or—”

Dad clears his throat. This time, there’s no mistaking the weirdness. He’s starting to cry, too.

I drop my papers and lean back in my chair. “What? What is it?”

“Christa, we have something we need to tell you.” Mom says it like she’s doing the voice-over for a sad moment in one of her commercials. Except it’s not an acting scene; it’s my life. “We’re getting a divorce.”

I feel like I did the day in PE when Travis Rogers threw a ball right at me and I didn’t dodge quickly enough. All my breath is gone, and I literally might barf all over the table.

Before anyone can say anything else, the doorbell rings, and Dad reaches for his wallet. “I guess I’d better get that.”

“Leave it, Adam,” Mom says without looking away from my face.

It’s quiet for a minute, and then Dad clears his throat. “We’ve been thinking a long time about this, really trying to work it out, but we’ve come to the realization that we just aren’t compatible anymore.”

I stare at Dad. His words are English, but it’s like I still need a translator. What does he mean? How can a family just stop being compatible with one another? 

The doorbell rings again, more insistently this time, and Dad gets to his feet. “Hold that thought.”

Mom jumps in while Dad is gone. “We want things to be good—for all of us. We want to be done with the fighting.” She gives a shaky laugh. “We really always were better friends than anything.”

I’m hearing her words, but they aren’t computing. How is this possible? For my parents? I know kids whose parents are divorced. Heck, half of my class has some kind of quirky stepfamily thing going on, but seriously? My parents? The ones who used to dance together in the kitchen like some cheesy couple out of a movie? The ones who laugh at all the same stupid cat memes? The ones who went to Florence a couple of years ago for their fifteen-year anniversary?

Mom is saying more, something about growing and becoming different people and wanting different things.

“Different things?” I manage, and my voice comes out all choked. I realize I’m crying, the hot tears unstoppable. “You don’t want our family anymore?” I don’t believe this. How can they not want us to be together?

“Aw, honey,” Mom says, and her voice cracks. She unclasps her fingers and reaches for mine, but my hand sits like a frozen lump under hers. “Of course we want our family. We love you so much, Christa.” She glances over at Dad, who is standing in the doorway. “Both of us do, and whatever else changes, that will always be the same.”

“It’s really important that you hear us say that.” Dad sets the pizza box down and slides into the chair closest to me. “And that you hear that it’s not your fault. Our decision is because of us, not you. We tried to make it work, but really, we feel that this divorce will be the best thing for our family.”

My body is catching up with my brain. Not my fault? What is that supposed to mean? The blood rushes to my flushed cheeks, and I can tell my heart is pounding fast. The speechless shock has turned into a hard knot of anger. I want to tell them to shut up. To shout at them that they can’t mean what they’re saying. If they loved me, they wouldn’t be doing this! If they cared about us, they wouldn’t break us apart! There’s no way splitting up our family is best for our family, but I can’t make myself say anything, because trying to stop crying has turned into ugly hiccups.

“Why?” I force the words out. “I don’t”—hiccup—“understand. Why don’t you want to be together”—hiccup—“anymore?”

Dad sighs and opens his mouth, but Mom interrupts.

“Let me answer.” She turns to me. “It’s something that’s been coming on for a long time. I don’t want you to worry about the details—that’s too much of a load to put on a kid’s shoulders. Believe me, I know.” She’s told me before how Gramps and Grams divorced when she was a teenager, how hard it was. Which is another reason I never thought it would happen to my parents.

Mom licks her lips and takes a deep breath. “You just have to trust us that we’re doing what we think is best.”

Mom didn’t answer my question. I reach for my eggnog, trying to gulp away the huge lump in my throat. I want to run upstairs to my room, grab my old ratty teddy bear, and tunnel under the covers before the sobs escape, but I know Mom and Dad will just follow me up there, and I really might explode if I have to look into their super-concerned faces anymore. Besides, sobbing with a teddy bear is so not how thirteen-year-olds are supposed to respond to news like this. I mean, I’m old enough to get the fact that people break up sometimes, and I’m totally old enough to notice that things haven’t exactly been wonderful around here lately. Something clicks into place.

“Wait. What about Europe? What about Christmas?” My hiccups are gone. Even to me, my voice sounds hard.

Dad exchanges a look with Mom. “You guys are going to get some mother-daughter time together in Europe,” he says in a fake cheerful voice.

“You’re not coming?” I shove my seat away from Dad’s and stand up, knocking over my glass in the process. I glare at Mom. “Seriously? You’re going to make him stay here?”

“We,” Dad says, emphasizing the we, “think it might be helpful to do something different this year, especially for the holidays.”

I don’t want to listen to them anymore. I don’t want to think about what they’re saying. I stare down at my ruined plans, the pages now covered in a thick layer of eggnog, but they’re blurring with more tears, and I feel about four years old and really wish I could go get a hug from them, but it’s them who are the problem this time. “How long have you known?”

They don’t answer that question either. “It’s okay to feel angry, Christa,” Dad says, hunching his shoulders over the table as though he can draw near me with his words.

“How long?” I ask.

“Since August,” Mom says.

August. Three months ago.

“We decided in August,” Dad says, “but we only signed the divorce papers yesterday.”

He says it like that somehow makes it better.

“We didn’t want to tell you right before the school year started. We thought the holidays could be sort of a transition.”

They are saying more, something about always being friends, about it being mutual and how we can all make it work, but I’m still stuck on divorce papers. Divorce. Divorce. Divorce. It’s like my brain is replaying it over and over so it can sink in.

“Chris?” Mom asks, her voice pitched slightly higher. “Are you okay, honey? Say something.”

“Don’t push her,” Dad says, his voice tight.

Mom gets all stiff and begins to pick at her napkin, shredding its edges into little balls of paper.

“A transition to what?” I ask in a wooden voice. My friend Kari’s parents live in the same neighborhood, so she can just flop back and forth whenever, but Emily’s family isn’t like that. Her dad only sees her on holidays. And then there is my BFF, Dani, who has about fifty thousand Thanksgiving dinners to attend because of all the step-relations. I get that divorce is kind of normal. After all, Kari and Emily and Dani are totally fine. I just never thought it would happen to me.

But it is happening. Like, for real. Mom and Dad have it all planned. They lay out the details, and it seems every sentence is peppered with the word divorce. After the divorce, Mom’s going to sign a lease on a new apartment in the Loop so she can be closer to the theater district. The divorce lawyer suggested that Dad keep the town house. I’ll live with Dad during the week, so even after the divorce, I’ll be able to stay at the same school, and then I’ll go into the city on the weekends and school breaks to be with Mom. Divorce. Divorce. Divorce. You know how sometimes you can say a word over and over and after a while it starts to lose its meaning? Well, not so much with divorce. No matter how many times I hear divorce, the meaning stays the same, because that word changes everything.
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Five weeks later

IT’S MIDMORNING WHEN DAD DRIVES me to the airport. He has the radio set to NPR, where mellow voices announce the local Christmas tree lightings, which, of course, I’m missing out on this year. Instead of the Best Christmas Plan Ever, the past few weeks have been filled with the Worst Divorce Preparations Ever. Moving Mom out, getting my new room set up, watching Mom and Dad awkwardly try to divide up a hundred everyday things in the town house until Mom finally said, “Forget it! I’ll just go shopping.” Yeah, it stank. Between that and scrambling around to get ready for the Europe trip, the past few weeks haven’t exactly been very merry.

I glare at the radio dial as if that will make them stop talking about all the fun Chicago Christmas things that will happen without me. The digital display reads 11:01, which is super weird. Those are my least favorite numbers ever since November first became the day I found out about the divorce. I hope it isn’t an omen or something. Today of all days; today, when I’m about to fly halfway around the world; today, when I’m leaving Dad to go on tour with Mom; today, when I wish I could go home and climb back into bed and wake up again and have everything magically return to the way it was last year; today those are not good numbers to see. I take a deep breath and stare at the dashboard until it switches to 11:02.

Dad takes a sip from his travel mug, and the familiar smell of coffee plus his favorite hazelnut creamer drifts toward me. Good old Dad, driving his same old beat-up pickup, wearing the same tattered overcoat he’s had forever, drinking from the same photo travel mug I got him for Father’s Day two years ago. The pictures on it show all three of us playing in the surf at the beach one summer, sailing little paper boats in the fountain downtown, sitting in front of the flocked Christmas tree I begged us to get a few years ago, but the colors are all faded now.

I feel that lump in my throat again, the one that appears whenever I think how different everything is going to be this year. No Christmas at home. No flocked tree, no ice-skating downtown, no last-minute Christmas shopping, no Christmas party with my friends, no caroling, no cookie making, no Most Wonderful Time of the Year.

I try to shut those thoughts off. I mean, come on. Europe! I should be dying to go. And I totally would be if we had gone on this trip, say, seven months ago. With both Mom and Dad. And not at Christmastime. Because as awesome as Europe is, nothing, and I mean nothing, beats Christmas. Okay, so I know there’s Christmas in Europe, but it’s not the same. Like everything else in my life, Christmas is going to be really different this year.

“Chris,” Dad says over the NPR news briefing. “You haven’t even touched the doughnuts. Come on. Dig in. You don’t want to count on the airplane food being actually edible.”

I reach for the red-and-green bag that’s perched on the seat behind Dad and unroll it to scope out the options. Two maple doughnuts—one with some kind of crunchy cereal on it and another with a mystery topping—a fancy one with silver snowmen on wintry white frosting, and a couple of unidentifiable filled doughnuts. Shoot.

“Hand me a maple bar,” Dad says. I oblige and can feel his sideways gaze on me. “Don’t you want to try one of the others? The lady at the shop said they’re the newest flavors.”

I shake my head and start to fold the bag back up. No way do I want to try some sort of surprise doughnut on the way to a transatlantic flight.

“There’s another layer under there,” Dad says around a mouthful of doughnut. “Old-fashioned glazed.”

I ignore the tight knot of guilt. “Old-fashioned doughnuts are classic,” I say, unearthing one and taking a perfect bite with a sigh. No fancy sprinkles or trendy flavors or layers of weird crunchy toppings. Flying halfway around the globe is wild enough; I don’t need what I put in my mouth to be some kind of new experience, thankyouverymuch.

Outside the car window, soft flakes drift down, coating everything with a thin white layer. “I wonder if it will snow anywhere in Europe,” I say as I pull out the water bottle tucked into my backpack and take a sip.

“Probably not in London,” Dad says. “And it’s not likely in Florence either, though parts of Italy get snow. There’s a slight possibility it might in Paris.” Dad owns a travel agency, so he knows all about travel and other countries, but I hope he’s wrong. Christmas just wouldn’t feel right without snow.

I reach for the second old-fashioned doughnut in the bag, making sure not to touch the mystery one next to it.

“Old-fashioned again?” Dad clears his throat. “I’m looking forward to hearing what you think about all the different European delicacies. I hope you’ll try all sorts of new things. You’ll be visiting some of the most famous food locales in the world. What an adventure!” Dad always talks about travel as “an adventure.” His job, after all, is to help people plan their dream trips around the world, so he has some pretty incredible stories about visiting the Great Wall and the Taj Mahal and a million other exotic places. But his voice sounds a little too cheerful.

I stare at the doughnut. I hate it that Dad has started commenting on what I eat. I mean, I really, really hate it. Believe me, I’d love it if I could go back to the way it used to be, if I could grab the mystery doughnut and go for it, just like old Christa. But I can’t. Like, literally can’t.

“I guess,” I say, and try to spin my new food preferences as a joke or a quirk or something. “Don’t judge. Classics are classic for a reason. If you want to be all crazy with your food while I’m gone, have fun with that. I’m just glad Europe is also famous for its bread.”

Dad laughs, and I can tell he’s trying to be playful, too. “Trying something new won’t kill you, you know.”

Um, I have to disagree. Last month, a girl at my school accidentally ate a cookie with some peanuts in it and nearly died. The nurse had to inject her with a shot and everything, and then she was rushed to the ER. She was okay, but seriously, food could have killed her. After that, I learned from WebMD that food allergies can strike at any age. I know, I know, no one should ever read WebMD, but I did, okay, and it was useful and might save my life someday, because there is no way that I’m buying this whole “try it, it won’t kill you” line that people are always saying. I would like to live, thankyouverymuch, so old-fashioned doughnuts and plain water it is. Besides. Surprises are overrated.

Now the quiet in the car feels anything but sleepy. I’m going to have to try to fill up the silence so Dad doesn’t start thinking more about what I eat. Or don’t eat.

“What I want to know is what you’re going to do on Christmas Day without me.” I grab a napkin and wipe the sugar glaze off my fingers. “I guess you can watch the movie marathon on your own, and we’ve already put up the tree, but how in the world will you do the Great Vasile Scavenger Hunt solo? The neighbors are going to think you’re nuts!”

Every year Dad plans a scavenger hunt for me and my friends by setting it up with all the neighbors ahead of time. Sometimes it’s simple, like snapping a photo of as many ornaments as you can, and there are prizes for the wackiest one, the sweetest one, the silliest one, that sort of thing. It’s so corny. But also a lot of fun, because our neighbors are great and they always also give us loads of candy. One year my friends and I had to look for tacky Christmas sweaters. Another, different kinds of wrapping paper. Last year it was shapes of Christmas cookies.

“Did you ever find all the different cookies last year?” Dad asks. He had wanted to pair it up with caroling, so after we sang—ridiculously off-key for everyone but my best friend, Dani—the neighbors had trays of cookies for us to choose from.

“All but an elf,” I tell him. “Who makes elf cookies, anyway? That’s like cannibalism or something.”

Dad laughs. “I’ll make sure to bake a whole batch of elf cookies while you’re gone. That way I can think of you whenever I turn cannibal and eat them.”

The pristine layer of snow has melted into ugly slush by the time we get off the highway for the O’Hare exit. I see it slumped up on the side of the road in depressing dirty clumps. It matches the gray of the asphalt and the darker gray of the leafless trees against the gray clouded sky. Gray, gray, gray. Bah. We drive up to the toll booth, and Dad puts down his window to toss the change inside, letting in a gust of frigid air. I sink deeper into my new coat. Bright yellow felt to combat the grayness of the winter.

“Now, Chris,” Dad says, warmth returning to the car as he puts the window back up and we accelerate. “Don’t forget to enjoy this trip to the fullest. Anyone’s first visit to Europe is formative. Your whole outlook may be changed after two weeks in the Old Country.”

“I know, I know,” I say. I’ve heard him give his travel company spiel a thousand times before. “It’s going to be unforgettable and fabulous and worth every penny.” I try to tell my groggy and gray almost-homesick self that I am headed to Europe. Europe! But I’m not sure it works, and I wonder if I still will have to go if somehow there’s a miraculous 11:30 a.m. weekend airport traffic jam and I miss my flight.

The car is slowing down now, pulling in toward the departures drop-off. While we wait for a space to open up, Dad turns toward me. “Don’t forget that I love you. I know you are going to have a grand adventure. Just promise me one thing.”

“O-kay.” I really don’t want to have some gushy farewell scene at the airport.

Dad pulls up to the curb and lets the car idle. “Promise me that you’ll allow the unexpected to lead you someplace you were always meant to go.”

“Um.” I let out a half laugh that helps keep me from actually starting to cry and look at Dad to see if he’s teasing. What is that supposed to mean? Next he’ll tell me I should “follow my dreams” and “be true to myself” or something. “Is that from your new travel brochure or what?”

“Maybe.” Dad grins. “But I mean it. I know the past few weeks have been difficult, Chris, and maybe some things have changed that you wished could stay the same.”

I look down at the charm bracelet on my wrist, the one Dad gave me when I first learned about the trip, and study the miniature Eiffel Tower, Big Ben, and the famous bridge in Florence—all things I’m going to be seeing in the next few days. I know he’s talking about the divorce.

“But change doesn’t have to be bad,” Dad continues. “Give the unexpected a chance. Let Europe awaken that part of you, the part that I know loves surprises and challenges, and fantastic things might happen. I love you, honey.”

“I love you, too, Dad.” I lean over to give him a half hug. “I’ll miss you.” Oh, man! I am going to cry.

“Your mom’s over there, waiting by the curbside check-in,” he says. “Go on now. You want plenty of time to get to the international terminal.”

I get my backpack while Dad pops the trunk, coming around with my new luggage. The big suitcase is plain black but my carry-on has the cutest little dog silhouettes printed all over it. I’ve never needed real rolling luggage before now, so Dad took me to pick it out last week. And for some reason, thinking about that makes me want to cry even more.

Dad attaches them to each other. “Don’t forget about the time change. I’m seven hours behind you in Florence and Paris. Six in London. Think of that before you text me in the middle of the night to tell me all about your adventures. Have fun, sweetie.”

I give him one final hug and then roll my bags over to the kiosk where Mom is waiting. I know Dad’s right. This is a big adventure, and it’s supposed to be awesome, and it probably will be. I get all of that, I really do. But there’s this part of me that seriously can’t believe my dad isn’t coming along, too. And an even bigger part of me, the part that sees my dad sitting alone on his side of the table in the morning or watches Mom trade out the big coffeepot for a little single-serve one, wonders if it wouldn’t be worth skipping Europe altogether if we could just have a normal, quiet Christmas all together at home.
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“CHRISTA! OVER HERE!” MOM SAYS from behind her big dark sunglasses. “Wait. We have to do this the European way.” She sets down the two coffee cups she’s holding and grabs my shoulders, kissing the air on either side of my cheeks. “You look marvelous in that coat, Chris. And I love your new luggage. Very cosmopolitan. Ready for world travel.”

“Hi, Mom,” I say. Maybe it’s clichéd for an actress, but Mom always wears black with a single tiny pop of color. Today, she’s got on a black sweater and leggings with a woolen wrap that matches her boots, and her dark hair is pulled back with a bright red scarf. Even the way she moves is dramatic.

Everyone is always saying how similar Mom and I are, but I think that’s just because we look alike. We both are on the short side, with dark eyes that crinkle up in the corners, long straight noses, impossible-to-manage crazy-thick hair, and the same coppery skin tone. In my opinion, that’s where the similarities end.

“Here. Hot chocolate. Your favorite.” Mom hands me the cup with a flourish.

“Thanks.” I follow her toward the attendant who is express checking in our bags.

“Now,” Mom says. “I’ve got a bunch of travel guides in my carry-on, and a fat stack of old issues of People so we can have a big trashy magazine binge on the plane. I hope you brought prepackaged snacks. International flights have the worst food. Or we can get something to take on once we pass through security.” Mom doesn’t need a reminder about having an adventure. Going to the grocery story with her is an adventure, because she has no neutral—she lives in either high gear or exhausted mode. Today, she’s 100 percent energy, and just being around her makes everything seem more awake and alive.

While we stand in the long security line, Mom chats with the family behind us, who are headed to the West Coast. “LA is fabulous,” Mom says. “You are going to love it. Especially this time of year.” It is classic Mom to make friends wherever she goes.

I take a sip of my cocoa and immediately remove the lid. Cinnamon. The barista has sprinkled spices and some chewy things all over the whipped cream. Definitely not on my known foods list. I mean, I know spontaneous anaphylaxis—which is what happens when your body suddenly becomes deathly allergic to something—is super rare, but it does happen to some people. And exactly what am I supposed to do if I’m on a transatlantic flight with an anaphylaxis problem from these stupid mysterious chewy things? My heart starts to beat faster. My throat feels a little tight—is it starting to swell up? I check out my skin for evidence of hives. Clear so far. My stomach twists as I look at the treacherous cup of cocoa.

It totally sucks to be afraid of new foods. Really, it sucks to be afraid at all. Don’t even get me started on the whole plane flight thing. I’ve taken a few trips before. Small ones. But I haven’t flown since last year, and now all I can think about is how freakin’ crazytown it is that we pile onto this metal tube and fly through the air insanely fast thousands of feet above the ground and act like it’s normal.

Deep breaths, Chris. Take deep breaths. The security guy says I have to finish the drink or toss it before he lets me through, so I happily chuck it in the trash. The internet told me that most allergic reactions happen within thirty minutes of consuming something, so at least I’ll have the moment of truth before we board the plane.

Once we’re at the gate, Mom plops her carry-on and purse down near the window. “I’m going to see if we can upgrade to business class. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” I say, pulling out my phone to distract me from the aftertaste of cinnamon. Is my mouth a little itchy? Or is that just normal? I keep taking deep breaths as I skim through my latest photos. Dani and me in front of Buckingham Fountain. Me eating a huge slice of pizza with a long string of cheese stretching between the piece and my mouth. Dad making a silly face while signing his name on the wall of a restaurant. The three of us with the corner fiddler at the Christkindlmarket.

I try to find the excited-for-something-new part of me so she can give the rest of me a pep talk. Europe! This is amazing! I’m getting out of school a whole two weeks early! I’m about to have an adventure! But it doesn’t work. The spontaneous part of me is huddled in the corner right now, trying not to freak out about cinnamon. I sigh, slipping my phone back in my pocket.

“All set,” Mom says, a wave of her spicy perfume announcing her return. “We’ve got exit-row seats in business class.” Mom squeals. “Does it get any better than that?” She perches next to me and pulls out three fat guidebooks. “Florence, Paris, and London. I can hardly believe it! I haven’t been to Europe in years, and here we are going together!” Little pink and lavender heart-shaped Post-its are sticking out of the books like quills on a porcupine. “I’ve marked a whole bunch of things—way more than we can ever see—but planning is half the fun, isn’t it? Besides, why do when you can overdo?”

I can’t help but laugh. Overdoing is kind of Mom’s thing. I pick up the book for Florence, which is our first stop. I’ve seen these guides in Dad’s office before, without all the girly Post-its, of course.

Mom thumbs through the Paris guide. “Just think of the shopping! And look! The famous theater from The Phantom of the Opera.” Mom folds the book back on its cover, creasing it wide. “I can’t believe we’re actually doing this. My favorite daughter and I are off to Europe.”

I roll my eyes. That joke is so old. “I’m your only daughter, Mom.”

Mom picks up my hand and examines my fingernails, which I painted mini Christmas trees on last night. “Ooooh, I like.” She pats my hand. “Have I told you how glad I am we’re doing this?”

“Only a thousand times.” Getting cast in a play that tours Europe has been one of Mom’s lifelong dreams. And this is the year it’s finally coming true. I wonder if there’s any part of Mom that’s a teensy bit sad things have worked out this way. That her big year for touring Europe was the same year she and Dad split up. What would it have been like to do this when the three of us were still together as a family? I guess I’ll never know, because now it’s just me and Mom and an empty seat next to us where Dad should be.

I know, I know, they’re divorced. It happened. End of story. I’m not some five-year-old who hopes her parents are going to get back together. Well, not really, though it wouldn’t be awful if they somehow did, right? Anyway, things are different now. I get that. But it sucks when things change whether you want them to or not, you know? I stare at the page in front of me, which shows a sunset picture of the Florence skyline.

“Does it really look like this?” I ask Mom.

“Better,” Mom says with a grin.

Just then someone comes up behind us, standing in that too-close-for-strangers zone.

“Oh! Todd!” Mom says in an extra-cheerful voice, standing to hug the man who’s appeared from nowhere. “It’s so good to see you!”

“Hey, Todd,” I say, but with a whole lot less enthusiasm. Her fellow actor Todd has been featuring in Mom’s conversations a lot lately, like, as maybe more than just friends. Unfortunately, unlike all the boyfriends for newly divorced parents in every movie I’ve ever seen, he’s not mean or super flaky or hiding some secret agenda to steal the family fortune. Not that we have a family fortune, but still. The worst I can say of Todd is that he seems suspiciously like too much of a Mr. Nice Guy. But does Mom see that? Or does she think that Todd, with his too-perfect hair, and his too-perfect smile, and his movie-star good looks, is potential dating material?

“Not boarding yet, hmm?” Todd says, sliding into the empty seat across from us.

I set the guidebook aside as another realization hits me. I didn’t really pay attention to all the casting details when Mom told me about the trip, but if Todd is here, it probably means that his daughter—

“CHRIS!” A too-chipper voice confirms my hunch. “Ohmigosh! I can’t believe we’re going to France, can you? And together?” She pulls me up from my seat in her excitement, and I have to work to keep my balance.

“Hey, Kylie,” I say. Kylie Barrows. Gorgeous, over-the-top happy—like a chipmunk or a cheerleader might be—über-nice Kylie Barrows. Who really needs to drink decaf only. I spent two weeks last summer at camp with Kylie. We were cabinmates, not BFFs, like you’d think from the way she’s welcoming me. It’s not that Kylie is a Bad Person or anything. In fact, she, like her dad, is a super-nice one. But she comes in this mega-caffeinated package of trying-to-be-friends-with-everyone that I don’t know what to do with. Being around her makes me feel instantly tired.

“It’ssogoodtoseeyou!” Kylie gushes, her greeting coming out as one long word squished together. She enfolds me in a hug and a cloud of fruity fragrance. I pat her on the back, awkwardly, her long, tight curls crunching under my hand.

“Aren’tyoujustsoexcited? I couldn’t even sleep last night! Europe! We’re going to Europe!” Kylie’s pace slows as she divides her attention between me and whatever texting conversation she has going on in her phone.

“Totally. Super excited.” With Kylie, sometimes it doesn’t really matter what
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