
        
            
                
            
        

    
   

    A Million Dollar Marriage

    A decade of love ended with one vicious fight.

    When Elsie’s brother announces his divorce and their no-nonsense grandmother cuts him from her will, Elsie makes her soon-to-be ex, Petra, a desperate proposal: pretend to be happily married through the holidays, and split the inheritance. Then they can finalize their divorce.

    But Petra doesn’t want money. She wants the love of her life back.

    Over three chaotic holidays, old wounds reopen, new truths emerge, and pretending begins to blur into reality. As Petra fights for happiness instead of stability, and Elsie wonders if she ever stopped loving the woman who broke her heart, they must face what really ended their marriage. And what it will take to rebuild it.

    Full of messy, real love, A Million Dollar Marriage is a reunion romance for anyone who’s ever wondered if too late could be just in time.
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    Chapter One


    “I have a motherfucking master’s degree,” Elsie told the puddle on the floor.

    Most days, Elsie Miller believed in public libraries as sacred places, where every kind of person was welcome to come and seek knowledge—or simply exist—for free.

    But it was difficult to hold tight to her idealism when a drunk man took a piss in the genealogy section.

    And the custodian called in sick.

    Elsie tucked the end of her braid into the back pocket of her orange plaid slacks so her hair wouldn’t fall into the urine, then put in one earbud. The library director had banned them, but if she didn’t blast The White Stripes right now, she was going to lose the last crumb of her patience.

    She continued muttering curses as she pulled on latex gloves.

    A patron walked past with a stack of books in her arms and paused, then wisely kept walking.

    Elsie could smell the musty ammonia odor, even over the stench of the sea breeze air freshener she’d sprayed.

    She grumbled, “One day, I will work on my own farm, and the only things I’ll smell will be mint and lavender and chamomile.” But that had been Petra’s dream, the gardens on the farm they’d someday build. Did she still want any of that?

    “Don’t forget the manure.”

    The deep voice distracted her from her imminent mental spiral, but Elsie didn’t look up from the paper towels she was layering on the floor. Usually, she was more than happy to chat with Cameron. He worked in the City of Houston’s IT department and was a frequent visitor to the main library, where the server was in constant danger of either bursting into flames or attaining sentience and proclaiming the meaning of life.

    Elsie had grown fond of Cameron. She’d always wanted a little brother. She had an older brother, Rick, who had been worse than useless through their teenage years, pretending not to hear when his friends whispered mean things when she’d had braces and couldn’t tan even though her father was Puerto Rican, for goodness sake, and when her mother had given her a chin-length bob that stuck out at wrong angles, no matter what she did.

    But she had imagined, somehow, that a younger brother would be on her side, and lanky, queer, brilliant Cameron was exactly the kind she would’ve picked for herself.

    At the moment, though, Elsie wasn’t in the mood for his youth or his cheery attitude. She was too busy fantasizing about an apocalypse that left only her alive on the planet. Maybe with one other person, someone who knew how to make truffles.

    Finally, she paused, looking up from the floor at Cameron’s tilted grin. “You think I wouldn’t take cow shit over human piss? Because I would. Without hesitation.”

    Cameron did look sympathetic then. “I’ll let circ know to send him away if he tries to come back today.”

    “Thank you,” Elsie said, then returned to scrubbing as Cameron left the genealogy section. She didn’t know if anyone working at the circulation desk had noticed the man. He had been out of sight of the staff when he decided to unzip.

    Still, they should be on the lookout, and now Elsie wouldn’t have to explain the situation to them. She could go back to her desk with the Assistant Director nameplate that meant so little to her and have a cup of tea strong enough to clear the piss smell from her nostrils.

    She scooped dripping paper towels into a trash can, set up the Caution: Wet Floor sign, and went to wash her hands—the latex gloves had protected her skin but not her psyche.

    In the staff lounge, Elsie filled the kettle and opened the communal tea tin, which she and two other librarians typically kept filled. Today, there was one bag left, and it was peppermint.

    It was…fine. This one small thing was not going to push her over the edge. She was stronger than her disappointment, stronger than her jasmine green tea withdrawal, stronger than drunk stranger piss.

    Her phone buzzed in her pocket while she waited for the kettle to heat. She had a fleeting thought, as she did every time her phone rang, that it might be Petra on the other end of the line, that maybe Petra would turn out to be brave in a way that Elsie wasn’t, that she would call and begin either the work of repairing their marriage…or ending it.

    But it wasn’t Petra, of course. Elsie would live in this ridiculous self-imposed stalemate forever because she was a coward. She couldn’t face what she’d done to Petra, and she couldn’t face the version of herself that she had become with Petra, someone so bitter and petty and angry that she could hardly recognize herself. She didn’t want to be that person, not ever again, and certainly not to Petra, who deserved so much better.

    So Elsie looked at her phone, saw that it was her mother, not Petra, and answered it without worry.

    “Mom! How are you?”

    There was a too-long moment of hesitation, then Elsie’s mother spoke. Elsie listened, frozen, while the water boiled, while her coworkers gossiped and walked through the kitchen behind her. Elsie didn’t move until a tear splashed into the bottom of her cup. She looked down at it in surprise, then sprinted to her cubicle for her keys.

    

  
    
    Chapter Two


    “My job is not that bad,” Petra told her rearview mirror reflection. “I don’t work outside in bad weather. I don’t have to lift heavy things. I don’t have to teach anymore, and I’m grudgingly respected and moderately compensated for my work.” She put on another layer of lipstick, a bright red, and smoothed her straight blond bob.

    “Not that bad,” she reiterated, then made herself get out of the car and walk into the building with the multicolored Houston Graphics and Design sign on the door. She was tall enough that she had to watch where she walked, or the bell hanging inside would smack her in the forehead.

    Four years ago, Petra Scott had known nothing about screen printing or embroidery. Now, she was deeply and unfortunately familiar with every detail, along with every team name, company logo, and school mascot for a hundred miles.

    There were a dozen franchises of Houston Graphics and Design in the surrounding counties, thirty in the rest of the state. All she had to worry about was this one, this corner of the business, these seventeen employees.

    And her job focused solely on the numbers: Who’d paid, who owed, and whether the amount in the bank was enough to cover payroll.

    “And it’s not even that bad,” she whispered as she poured a cup of coffee. If she just focused on those numbers, it was true. She didn’t mind the work. It was every other aspect of spending her days in an office that she hated.

    She’d gotten an accounting degree after eight miserable years of teaching. She’d wanted to look at the numbers and go home every day without a stack of papers to grade, without worrying about standardized tests, report cards, or whose backpack contents could get them arrested.

    “So, it’s better,” she said, heading to her office in the back. And it was. It was much, much better than the overwhelming stress of being a teacher.

    But it still sucked.

    And now she had more student loans to pay off.

    She’d whined to Elsie plenty over the years. “There should be fitting rooms for jobs. Why do I have to spend all this time taking classes to even find out if I’m going to like something?”

    And Elsie, who’d walked out on jobs when bosses were rude about her weight, and who complained plenty about working in an inner-city library, had nodded sympathetically and said all the right things, and she had made Petra feel better every single time.

    Until they stopped speaking to each other. And now Petra was going to die in a lousy job in an unbearably hot city, alone.

    “It’s great,” she said aloud, possibly too loudly.

    Meg, one of the designers, who would look exactly like a twentysomething Glenn Close if it wasn’t for the purple pixie cut, paused outside Petra’s open door. “Morning affirmations again?”

    “Absolutely,” Petra said with a wide, fake smile.

    “Does it help?”

    “Absolutely,” Petra said without moving her smile.

    Meg laughed. “How about this: I’ll buy you a shot tonight for every time Allen says ducks in a row during the morning meeting?”

    Petra laughed, a real laugh, something that felt too rare.

    “Deal,” she said.

    One good thing had come out of her job here, and that was meeting Meg.

    Two good things had come out of her teaching years: meeting Gloria and Nova. Gloria lived in Chicago now and taught in one of the largest schools in the country. Nova lived in a small West Texas town whose name Petra could never remember. She had quit teaching, too, and was now happily building websites and growing her first human.

    Petra missed them both, but she would see them and the rest of their group in four weeks. She was counting the days and trying not to obsess too much over whether Elsie would be there, too.

    

  
    
    Chapter Three


    Elsie didn’t get to drink the gross peppermint tea. She sent a text to her boss and left without waiting for a reply.

    It took a little over three hours to drive to Dallas. She’d have time to stop for lunch on the way.

    But she didn’t.

    She drove the three hours with one stop, filling the car with gas and emptying her bladder as quickly as the gas station gods and human anatomy would allow. Then she was on the road again.

    Her mother called when Elsie was just outside the city.

    “Elsie, dear, you didn’t have to drop everything and—”

    “Don’t be absurd, Mom. Of course I’m going to drop everything. There wasn’t even anything to drop.”

    “But Petra—”

    Elsie blinked hard, focusing on the road. “She couldn’t get off work. There was a big…accounting…kerfuffle.”

    “Well, if you’re sure, then…”

    “Text me the address.”

    Elsie ended the call, turned up her music, then turned it down again. Not even Joan Jett could fix this day.

    It wasn’t, at least, the call she’d been dreading. When she saw her mother’s name on the screen—her full name, Jackie Miller, which Petra had always thought was hilarious, that Elsie could be whimsical in every other area of her life, but her phone contacts were legal names only, even her own wife’s—Elsie had panicked. Her mother didn’t call when she knew Elsie was working, not unless there was a serious reason, and in the seconds before she heard her mother’s voice, she’d only been able to think of one possibility.

    Grandma Betty was in her late eighties, and she had a heart condition. She lived alone and refused to move in with her daughter or Elsie, who had both offered, or to go into a nursing home.

    Elsie had been sure, after her last episode, that the next call would be the one she dreaded, the one that meant she’d waited too long and lost her chance to say good-bye.

    But she hadn’t lost it, not entirely, not yet.

    “Grandma Betty is in the hospital,” her mother had said when Elsie answered the phone at work. Her voice had been deliberate and calm. “But she is fine. I know that you’d want to know.”

    “I’m on my way,” Elsie had said.

    Her mother had shaken her head. Elsie couldn’t see her, but she knew her mother’s every gesture. Until this year, Elsie had driven to see her as often as she could. Grandma Betty, too. After she and Petra had separated, Elsie had been too ashamed and too uncertain about the future to tell her mother the truth about her marriage, and she hadn’t been able to come up with a convincing lie for why Petra was never around, so she’d stayed away. It had been almost as difficult to be apart from her mother as it was not to see Petra every day.

    “No, dear,” her mother had said. “You don’t need to come all the way to Dallas. She’s fine. Christmas isn’t that far away. You and Petra can make the drive then, when you both have time off work.”

    “I’ll be there in three hours.”

    Her mother sighed. “Please don’t speed.”

    Maybe that feeling, the certainty that this was the last time she’d see her grandmother alive, was just Elsie’s own anxiety. Elsie didn’t believe in premonitions or fate or that everything happened for a reason.

    But she did believe in showing up for the people she loved.

    Once, she’d driven to New Orleans in pouring rain because her friend Sid had gone through a bad breakup. She’d done the same when Colleen lost her mom, driving seven hours to Oklahoma City to spend twenty hours with her friend, before turning around and driving home again for work on Monday.

    They’d all met in college and had stayed as close as they could with the miles between them. Elsie was relieved to know she’d be seeing them soon, that whatever she faced in the hours to come, she would have her friends to rely on.

    She turned Joan Jett back on, loud enough to drown out her thoughts, she hoped, and drove a little faster.

    

  
    
    Chapter Four


    “Alright. Thank you, Janie, for having all your ducks in a row. Let’s circle back to…”

    Petra lifted her legal pad just enough for Meg to see the five tally marks, one for each shot Meg owed her.

    Meg shook her head, her lips pressed together as she tried not to laugh.

    Petra wasn’t going to hold her to it, at least not all in one night.

    Last year, they’d made up cards for Corporate-Speak Bingo, and Meg had won. Allen had said put a pin in it, sidebar, hard stop, move the needle, and drill down, all before ten a.m.

    When the meeting was over, Petra escaped to her office and closed the door, which she knew from experience would only slow down whoever was determined to bother her.

    Still, it damped the keyboard clicks and conversation from her coworkers.

    She took a deep breath and could feel some of the tension drain. The only thing better than a closed door was a locked one. She’d considered propping a chair under the door handle, but knowing Allen, he would still find a way to irritate her. He would probably keep knocking until she answered, then tell her she wasn’t being a team player.

    Petra took a couple of minutes poking her finger into the soil of her pothos vines and philodendron, lifting her anthurium and ferns to check their weight, watering the dry ones with a copper watering can that Elsie had given her one Christmas.

    Most of her plants got enough light from the windows. Petra turned them a quarter clockwise so they wouldn’t wither on the shaded side. A few were too light-hungry for indirect sun. They had halo lamps on automatic timers, so they’d get twelve hours of fake sun even on weekends.

    She put her face close to the leaves and inhaled.

    Once, she’d liked to run her fingers along the ivies like a rosary, but new research suggested that they responded to any touch as a potential threat, a big animal passing that might break a branch or an herbivore about to take a bite.

    She didn’t know if it was true. She didn’t know if anyone knew for certain. But she would rather not take the chance. Instead, she watered their soil, misted their glossy leaves, and breathed.

    Elsie had said, “You’re the only person I know who can order a cheeseburger and feel more guilt about eating the lettuce than the beef.”

    Petra had laughed, but it was a little bit true.

    She closed her eyes for a moment, focusing on that moment with Elsie, her near-black hair against her flawless skin, her eyes permanently crinkling at the edges like she was always about to smile.

    Petra looked at her phone on her desk, the factory-set background she’d never bothered to change.

    Petra wasn’t good with change, unless it was a new plant on the windowsill. She wasn’t good at a lot of things that seemed to come easily to other people, like spending her days under fluorescent lights, like trusting that there was enough food in the pantry and snacks in the overstuffed bottom drawer of her desk. Like making long-overdue phone calls.

    The last, at least, should be easy. The number was right there, ready to be clicked even if Petra didn’t know it by heart.

    Except it was too late to be easy. It had now grown into something absurd, a year of silence between two people who had loved each other fiercely.

    Every rational part of Petra’s brain protested that she couldn’t live this way forever, that she was, at best, delaying pain.

    But the rational part didn’t have the final say because every other part of Petra’s mind knew the truth: Fearing that Elsie didn’t love her anymore was vastly easier than knowing it for sure. Petra was only able to get up every morning and live her life because the possibility existed, however minuscule, that Elsie hadn’t made up her mind, that she hadn’t decided that Petra wasn’t worth loving.

    Besides, breaking their silence now, before Petra had become the person she was convinced she could be if she just put in the work…No, she wasn’t ready. She wasn’t the partner Elsie deserved, not yet. If she tried now, she would ruin it. Again. And there would be no possibility of a second…no, a third chance.

    Instead, she sat at her computer, double-checked the date of her upcoming therapy session, and bought a plant, a white bird-of-paradise that could grow to ten feet tall indoors. Maybe by the time it touched the roof, Petra would’ve grown strong enough to change her life instead of waiting for that magical moment when everything fell into place on its own.

    Allen stuck his head in her door, saying knock, knock instead of actually knocking.

    Petra didn’t answer, just looked at him as he let himself in.

    Allen looked like every white middle manager ever cast on TV, unconvincing toupee included. Petra assumed he was a relative of the CEO. She couldn’t imagine how else he’d have gotten this job.

    “How are those numbers coming?” he asked jovially.

    “Great!” Petra had stopped asking Which numbers, exactly? in her first month.

    “Corporate wants to see the records related to that billing dispute.” He looked around at her plants, her pictures, her coffee cup. He’d once tried to ban beverages in offices to reduce damage to furniture and computers. He’d told the front desk staff that they could only have water, and only on their breaks, unless they had a doctor’s note. Within an hour, Meg had printed an impressive selection of doctors’ notes from the internet and passed them around the office.

    Petra nodded and faked a pleasant expression. “If you’ll forward me that email, I’ll make sure I get the right one.”

    She did not say I don’t deal with billing disputes because that is not my job, you useless asshat because the last accountant who had been that honest had been fired for insubordination. And the three before her.

    “And you’ll have the other thing finished by Friday?” Allen took a step back toward the door, and Petra took a deep breath, not knowing or caring what the other thing could be.

    “I’m taking a vacation day on Friday.” Petra met his eyes, not blinking.

    “Well…” Allen stopped, his hand on the door.

    “It’s been on your calendar for two months.” She did not raise her voice. She did not sound accusatory or annoyed. She’d practiced this tone.

    “It’s just…”

    “Allen,” Petra said, her voice very, very calm, “if I decide to quit instead, you have to pay out all my remaining vacation days at once, per company policy.”

    Allen went a little green, and Petra turned back to her computer, not waiting to see if he’d call her bluff.

    If being repeatedly told to be a team player wasn’t enough to make her quit, she couldn’t imagine what would tip her over the edge. An office raccoon infestation? Finding out that the business was a front for a money laundering operation? A company retreat with Allen?

    No, it was easier just to accept the monotony, the incompetence, and the OSHA violations and stay where she was.

    Allen left without comment and without closing the door.

    Petra didn’t even have plans on Friday. She just needed a day away from Allen, away from the petty arguments that she could already hear from the cubicles outside her office, away from the too-cold office air, the stench of reheated leftovers, the loud chewers, the constant phone ringing, the people who brought their active communicable diseases to work, meetings about upcoming meetings, and Arthur, who took his shoes and socks off at the beginning of each day and walked around barefoot until five o’clock.

    Petra checked her phone again. There was a text from her stepmother Dottie: Thanksgiving is only a couple of weeks away! You and Elsie are going to be here, aren’t you? I miss you so much.

    Petra put her face in her hands.

    After Elsie left, Petra told herself every day that it was temporary and not even worth mentioning to her family. It was just a fight. Elsie would come home.

    The more time passed, the more impossible it seemed to confess to her dad and stepmother that no, Elsie wouldn’t be coming with her for the holidays because she’d moved out, and Petra didn’t know where she lived or how she was doing or if she would ever see her again.

    All Petra knew was that Elsie hadn’t called…but she also hadn’t filed for divorce, hadn’t destroyed the last of Petra’s hope.

    When…if Elsie ever did, then Petra would tell her family. Somehow.

    Until then, there was always a chance, even if just the smallest, fading spark of a chance, that when Petra wasn’t so broken anymore, when she had put in the hard work of healing, when she was brave enough to show up with all the apologies that were due to the wife she had wronged, Elsie would come home.

    

  
    
    Chapter Five


    Elsie’s mother was waiting in front of the hospital.

    “How is she?” Elsie asked, barely slowing down.

    “Grandma Betty is fine.” Her mother was trying to sound calm. Elsie could hear her deliberately slowing down her words and trying to sound lighthearted, but Elsie never went a week without talking to her mother—she knew her tricks.

    “Fine? How can she be fine? She broke her hip.”

    “It’s a fracture, and she’s eighty-nine, Elsie. It’s not nearly as bad as it could’ve been.”

    “What’s the room number?”

    “Three…” Her mother shook her head, keeping pace with Elsie. “Three…”

    Elsie stopped at the front desk to ask for the room number, then maneuvered around nurses and patients and visitors until she found 318, her grandmother’s room.

    Grandma Betty was glaring at a nurse when Elsie rushed into the room, and the sight of those white-gray curls and that irritated face was almost enough to comfort her. What could be wrong with the world when Grandma Betty was still responding to every reasonable question with ire and sarcasm?

    “I’m sorry,” Elsie said on impulse. “Is she being difficult?”

    The nurse turned with a barely concealed smile. “She’s demanding to know why I’m here instead of the man nurse with the…what was it?”

    “Nice, round rump,” Betty said, as though she was ordering off a menu.

    The nurse checked the IV drip and left the room. Elsie and her mother took chairs on either side of Betty, each holding one of her hands in theirs.

    “Well,” Betty said, her voice slightly raspy from, according to her, years of smoking and screaming at concerts in her youth, “if I’d known I’d get this treatment, I’d break bones more regularly.”

    “Please, don’t.” Her mom looked anguished.

    Betty chuckled. “They have me so doped up that I can’t feel a thing.”

    “Just wait until you start physical therapy. You won’t be so blasé.”

    “Stop harshing my mellow,” Betty said, and Elsie snorted a laugh.

    They chatted for a while. Betty changed the topic every time the conversation touched on her health, until Elsie gave up, figuring she could wait and talk to the doctor herself.

    Eventually, Elsie’s mother left to get them all drinks. Elsie scooted closer to the bed, leaning her elbows on the blanket.

    “How is your lovely wife, Elsie dear?” Betty asked.

    Elsie’s heart ached. She had no idea how Petra was doing. Elsie forced a smile and tried to make it seem genuine. “Lovely as ever. Now if only I could cancel her credit card.”

    “More plants?”

    “So many plants, Gram. It’s ridiculous, really.”

    Elsie tried to breathe slowly, forcing herself not to give in to the tears that always felt so close. She missed Petra’s ridiculous plants. There were none in Elsie’s apartment. She’d tried to buy one, to bring back that feeling of being half enjungled that had permeated every room when she and Petra had been together, but it had been such a sad, solitary thing, a constant reminder of loss, that she’d taken it to work and given it to Cameron.

    Elsie scrambled for a change of subject.

    “You…haven’t heard from Grandpa Walter?” Elsie asked.

    “No,” Betty said, gripping Elsie’s hand, but her tone wasn’t angry. “Have you?”

    Elsie shook her head. “Not since he left.”

    “That’s unforgivable.”

    “Gram—”

    “No, Elsie dear. I won’t hear an argument. It’s one thing to abandon your wife of thirty years, but it’s something altogether different to cut off ties to your grandchildren.”

    Elsie didn’t point out that she and Rick weren’t his biological grandchildren because while that clearly mattered to Grandpa Walter, it had never mattered to Elsie or Rick or Betty, or even to her own mother.

    Grandma Betty’s first husband, technically Elsie’s grandfather, had died of a heart attack at thirty-nine, the result of some heart defect he’d never known about, leaving her with a preteen daughter and a portfolio of investments to manage alone.

    Luckily, when she’d met Walter years later, she’d had the sense to have him sign a prenup. Everything she had would belong to her daughter, she’d said. Her father would’ve wanted it that way.

    Walter never argued, not when they were married, not when he left, and not when the divorce papers arrived. It had been the only thing he’d done right.

    By then, Elsie’s mother had been written out of the will in favor of Elsie and her brother, who had been less of a disappointment to the family name, so far.

    Now, Grandma Betty let go of Elsie’s hand and lay back, looking exhausted.

    “Grandma, do you want me to go so you can rest?”

    Betty shook her head, closing her eyes. “No. What I want is the same thing I’ve always wanted. I want you to be happy and secure.”

    Elsie could never understand why Betty didn’t believe someone could be happy and secure and single, as though she’d gone through two marriages without accepting what Elsie had accepted already—how quickly and easily everything could fall apart.

    Elsie felt her phone buzz and looked down. Cameron had sent a concerned-face emoji and a question mark. Elsie sent back a thumbs-up and a promise to talk later.

    

  
    
    Chapter Six


    “I miss her. I miss her…constantly.” Petra heard the slight slur in her voice and tried to sit up straighter and speak more clearly. She didn’t know what it was about being drunk that made her want to pretend to be sober. Her therapist would probably have something to say about that.

    “It’s time to move on. Get back out there.” Meg slid another shot in her direction. Petra hadn’t even noticed the bartender pouring it.

    “No, thank you,” Petra said, but she wasn’t sure if she was talking about the shot or about getting back out there. Or both.

    The bar was crowded. Petra could feel the heat of the people around her far more than whatever was trickling from the overhead air-conditioner. Texas was no place to live, really. Maybe fifty years ago, when there weren’t record numbers of hundred-plus temperature days, but now, didn’t it make sense to find somewhere with moderate summers, real seasons, even snow?

    The familiar anxiety settled like the imagined snow, all up and down her spine. It was hot here, sure, but it was also certain. It was a steady job, an affordable mortgage, predictability. Anything else was too full of unknowns.

    Petra downed the shot and immediately started considering another.

    “You’re just a lesbian, right?” Meg had to shout to be heard, but the alcohol had screwed with her volume—she was so loud that several people around them turned around.

    “I mean…” Petra struggled to decipher the question. “I’m also an accountant. And I have a lot of plants.”

    Meg laughed, pushing her gently. “No, silly. You’re not bi or pan or flexi?”

    “No, just a boring old lesbian.”

    “Okay,” Meg said, then spun on her barstool, stopping to stare at the crowd behind her.

    Petra was still unsure what was happening, until Meg pointed her shot glass at a petite brunette in a strapless dress.

    “What about her?”

    “Oh. No, I don’t think—”

    “Her?” It was a taller brunette in cutoff shorts, though not as tall as Petra. Few people were.

    “I don’t want to date anyone, Meg.”

    Meg shook her head, her gelled purple pixie cut unmoving. “Not date. Just dance…to start with.”

    “I don’t want to dance.”

    “Then you definitely need another shot or two.” She waved to the bartender.

    Three shots later, Meg asked, “Now?”

    Petra didn’t protest, so Meg pulled her to the dance floor. “Not with people, though,” she whispered, knowing Meg couldn’t hear her.

    Meg, thankfully, didn’t stop at one of the women she’d pointed to. She just pulled Petra through the crowd, far enough into the dancing that Petra was surrounded by it, so encompassed by the energy that she couldn’t help but join in.

    She didn’t know the music and couldn’t understand the lyrics, which was probably a good thing. Elsie always had music playing, so every familiar song was also a memory: Elsie folding laundry along to Ani DiFranco’s “32 Flavors,” Elsie hitting the accelerator at a yellow light along to “Sunday Morning” by The Velvet Underground, Elsie crawling toward her, grinning, while Dove Cameron sang “Boyfriend.”

    Petra had started wearing earplugs just so she could shop for groceries without crying.

    Now, she jumped and flailed along with Meg, knowing she looked ridiculous but managing in this one meager golden moment not to care.

    Meg was always trying to help her, and Petra was grateful. But she couldn’t imagine dating someone else. Maybe, eventually, if Elsie finally decided to file for divorce, and Petra had years to grieve and begin to forget how Elsie had once made her feel, how every fragment of her own happiness had been wrapped up in her wife’s smile, maybe then she might find that she could be with someone else.

    Maybe. Someday.

    Then Petra saw a long, dark braid ahead of her, and she was pushing through the crowd, frustrated by the crush of bodies and the roar of the music.

    “Elsie!” she called out, but she could hardly hear her own voice.

    Petra finally reached her and touched her arm.

    The woman turned, the long braid swinging, and even before Petra saw her face, she knew it wasn’t Elsie. She knew every curve of Elsie’s body, every gesture of her hands, every stance, every hair tie and T-shirt and shoe, and this was a stranger.

    The woman looked at her expectantly, but Petra didn’t say anything. There weren’t words for disappointment that raw and fierce.

    Petra sent Meg an apology text on the way out of the bar. She needed to be home in the silence, behind locked doors, so no one could interrupt her misery.

    

  
    
    Chapter Seven


    Elsie slept better at her mother’s house than anywhere in the world, even though it wasn’t her own childhood home. Maybe it had something to do with having an adult around to handle everything. Elsie could be a kid again, just a little, just for one night.

    She dragged herself out of bed at ten a.m. to say goodbye to her mom and drive back to Houston, only to fall back asleep as soon as she got home. The driving, the stress, and the summer heat that had lingered into the fall—all had conspired together to exhaust her.

    At work the next morning, she turned on her computer and tried to turn off her brain.

    There was the events calendar to update, books to order, and schedule change requests to sift through, none of it complex enough to take up her full mental energy and keep her thoughts off Grandma Betty.

    Elsie pushed away from her desk and went to walk around the building.

    Alison, one of the librarians, was talking to a middle-aged woman, who was blushing.

    Elsie took a step closer.

    “Now,” Alison was saying in her soft voice, making every word sound scandalous, “once you’ve read all these, you should try Ali Hazelwood. Some of her books are so spicy that you’ll need a glass of milk.”

    Elsie turned around to hide her laugh. It was a strange time to be a librarian. They’d had a Cooking with Spice display earlier in the year, where they’d taped aprons over the scantily clad characters on book covers. It had been extremely popular.

    Elsie had taken one of them home, but every tender scene had made her burst into tears.

    This was normal, she told herself. Eventually, she’d feel more level-headed. Eventually, she’d decide what to do about her marriage.

    But not yet.

    Cameron wandered into the building soon after, spotting her and heading straight for her.

    “You okay?” he asked.

    “Fine,” Elsie said. “My grandmother finally went into a nursing home. We were all a little emotional about it.”

    Cameron shook his head. “My grandad refused. He would not leave his house. When he had his last heart attack, no one knew for hours. I think we would’ve had years longer with him if he wasn’t so stubborn.”

    Elsie put a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry.”

    “Me, too. I’m just saying, this may be hard for your family, but the alternative is harder.”

    Elsie squeezed and let go of him. “You have cookie crumbs in your goatee.”

    Cameron shook his head, sending bits of cookie all over the desk.

    “What a crummy day,” he said with an exaggeratedly serious expression.

    Elsie sighed at him, then returned to the kitchen, to the cabinet that was still empty of green tea, then to her half office in the back of the library.

    It had, long ago, been a whole office, but a cubicle partition in the middle had been installed to divide it into two halves, the other of which belonged to Marta, a reference librarian who, after forty years of seeing staff come and go, no longer bothered to learn new names.

    Marta was quiet, at least, and only microwaved fish on Fridays.

    Elsie straightened her plastic Swiss cheese pen holder and the squishy panda that held her sticky notes, then sorted through emails for a while, trying to focus, but when her phone buzzed, she was glad for the interruption.

    Elsie didn’t know the number, but she picked up anyway. She hadn’t always. She used to let everything go to voicemail. But these days…well, now there was the possibility that it was a divorce lawyer. Or maybe not? Didn’t they usually deliver papers first? Her only experience with divorce came from TV.

    Today, there was the added possibility that someone was calling about Grandma Betty.

    “Hello?”

    “I’m leaving your asshole brother, and I want my yogurt maker back.”

    Elsie held the phone out to take another look at the number, then put it back to her ear. “Wendy?”

    “Yes, Wendy,” Wendy mocked. “Though I guess I’m not surprised you don’t recognize my voice. It’s not like this family ever did anything to make me feel welcome.”

    “I—”

    “I don’t care anymore. I tried. I tried for years. I smiled and nodded when you all talked about your special traditions and your instruments. God, I sat through flute music. Flute! With all the gasping and spit. I won’t miss any of you, but Rick? Let me just say, I will celebrate every day once this goddamn divorce is final.”

    “Wendy, I’m so sorry.” Elsie didn’t know what she was apologizing for. She’d never liked Wendy, never honestly thought she’d had much of a sense of humor, but this was serious. And Wendy sounded…not just angry, but full of rage.

    And why shouldn’t she? Her marriage was over. All the memories she’d gained, the life she’d built, her dreams for the future, everything, had been demolished. It was gone, broken to pieces as though it had stood in front of a hurricane and refused to move. Because you had to, right? If you could see the disaster coming and didn’t do anything to protect yourself, whose fault was it?

    “Elsie?”

    “I…”

    And once it’s over, people don’t just feel one thing. A relationship, short or long, leaves a mark.

    Wendy sighed. It sounded almost like a growl. “All I want is my yogurt machine back. I’m texting you my new address.” She hung up.

    Elsie stared at the phone, then called Rick.

    

  
    
    Chapter Eight


    “I despise you,” Petra said.

    Meg passed her a cup of coffee and a bottle of ibuprofen.

    “I mildly dislike you,” Petra amended. “But why did I let you talk me into going drinking on a weeknight?”

    “Because neither of us have anything better to do.” Meg was a little hoarse from talking over the bar noise but otherwise seemed chipper, which made Petra think I might despise you again. “Besides, it’s the only time you behave like a human being instead of a robot accountant with your perfect straight hair and your serious face and—”

    Petra’s phone buzzed, and she turned it over, expecting her dad or stepmom, maybe Gloria or Nova, though they usually texted.

    Instead, Elsie’s name lit up Petra’s screen, along with the contact photo Elsie had programmed herself years ago, blowing a kiss into the camera, her hair flowing out in every direction so there was no background to the photo, just Elsie and Elsie’s hair, and Petra had loved seeing that picture come up every time Elsie called.

    She hadn’t seen it in ten months.

    Petra made a noise, something softer and shakier than a gasp.

    Meg leaned toward her, glimpsed the picture, and swore. “What are you going to do? Are you going to answer it?”

    Petra fumbled it, shooing Meg away. “Get out of here.”

    Meg left, giving Petra an uncertain thumbs-up from the doorway.

    
    Ten months ago, Elsie and Petra had been together, living in the same home, making each other miserable. There had been an almost magical lull during Christmas, surrounded by family and distractions. But they had just arrived home, late on December twenty-sixth, when Petra slammed the car door, shouting, “If you don’t want to drive, don’t whine about how I do it.”

    Elsie was on her feet immediately, grabbing bags out of the trunk. “I never said I didn’t want to drive. I said Could you try a little harder not to get us killed?”

    “Right. Super helpful. Maybe if I didn’t have someone griping in my ear for three straight hours, I could’ve paid more attention to the road.”

    “Maybe if you—” Elsie shot back, but Petra grabbed her bag and slammed the front door, locking it behind her.

    “Real mature,” Elsie screamed. She took the keys from her purse and opened the door.

    Inside, Petra was shouting from the bathroom about how Elsie had, again, failed to replace the toilet paper when she finished the roll.

    Elsie turned down the thermostat, only for Petra to come out of the bathroom, hands dripping, to turn it up again.

    “You’re infuriating,” Elsie shouted. She stomped off to take a shower.

    Petra yelled, “You’d better not leave wet towels on the floor again. I’m sick of it.”

    “Fine. I’ll leave them on your side of the bed.”

    Elsie showered, then unpacked while Petra showered and got ready for bed.

    “The damn sheets!” Elsie yanked them free. “They’re tight enough to suffocate me.”

    “That’s how you make a bed,” Petra yelled, yanking them back toward her.

    Elsie let go, sending Petra staggering back, then got in bed and faced the wall.

    Petra got into bed, grumbling as she shifted around.

    “Turn off the light,” Elsie said.

    “I’m already in bed. You turn it off,” Petra said.

    “Don’t be ridiculous. Turn off the light.”

    “If you want it off, turn it off yourself.”

    “I’m not getting up.”

    “Neither am I.”

    They slept with the light on.

    
    Sitting at her desk with a ringing phone in her hand, Petra managed to get the answer button pushed and held it to her ear. Her heart was racing, and her throat was dry, and she was sure she was going to cry, and she had no idea which were hangover symptoms and which were panic.

    “Elsie,” she whispered.

    “Hey.” Elsie sounded cautious, not emotional or happy or angry.

    In those first weeks after Elsie had walked out, Petra had waited by the phone and jumped every time it rang. She’d hoped, had maybe even just a tiny bit expected, Elsie to call and say I’m coming home, and I miss you.

    But that expectation had ended months ago. That hope had faded to nothing.

    Now, Petra pressed the phone hard to her ear and heard Elsie ask, “Are you busy?”

    Was she busy? Petra’s mind was cycling through a thousand imagined scenarios and a million questions. What was this about? Was Elsie still upset? Did she hate Petra? Was there any chance, in a universe of infinite possibilities, that Elsie was calling for the reason Petra hoped?

    Petra closed her eyes. “No, I’m not busy.”

    “Wendy and Rick are getting divorced.”

    “What?” A universe of possibilities, and this one had nothing to do with her, at all.

    “Wendy called me, demanding her yogurt machine back. Do we even have her yogurt machine?”

    Petra tried not to lean too hard into that use of we.

    “Yes. I think. I’ll look for it.”

    “Oh.”

    There was an excruciating pause, and Petra was terrified that Elsie was about to say goodbye, that she had only called about Wendy’s yogurt machine and that this was the last time they’d speak without lawyers involved.

    “How are you?” Petra blurted.

    “Oh. I’m…okay. Great. I’m good.” Elsie laughed at her own indecision. “I’m good. How are you?”

    Miserable. Desperate. Awful, just awful. “Fine.”

    “Okay.” Elsie took an audible breath. “That’s not the only reason I called.”

    Petra closed her eyes.

    “The other reason is…five hundred thousand dollars.”

    Petra opened her eyes. “Five what now?”

    “Five. Hundred. Thousand. Dollars. Grandma Betty cut Rick out of her will.”

    “I’m…not following.”

    “Mom called after I talked to Rick. Betty was adamant that she would donate all her money to that horrid televangelist she watches if her grandkids don’t get their shit together. Her words. Apparently, when Grandpa Walter left, it hurt her a lot more than she let on.”

    “Wow.”

    “Yeah. So that just leaves me.”

    “Not Jackie?”

    “No, Mom pissed Grandma Betty off in 1995, and she still hasn’t been written back in. Something about marrying a felon, getting pregnant, and not telling her mother about any of it until she was seven months along.”

    Petra thought about that. “Rick’s dad was a felon? What did he do?”

    “Securities fraud. I’m not even sure what that is, but Betty didn’t want it in the family.”

    “I vaguely remember Jackie talking about that, now that you mention it. So, wait. Betty is leaving you five hundred thousand dollars? Wait, she’s still alive, isn’t she? God, is she okay?”

    “Yes, yes—oh, I’m so sorry. She’s okay.”

    Petra let out a breath. She’d spent every bit as much time with Elsie’s grandparents as her own over the past ten years. She adored Grandma Betty.

    “She’s going to be moving into a nursing home. She broke her hip and has to go through months of rehab, and it was just…easier this way.”

    “I’m sorry,” Petra said. She knew just how long and fiercely Grandma Betty had fought to stay in her own home.

    “Thank you. It’s been hard, but it really is better for her. But that’s part of the reason that I’m calling. Petra, she’s leaving me three million dollars in her will.”

    Petra heard herself make a coughing choke of a noise.

    “Yeah,” Elsie said. “I helped Mom with some paperwork about five years ago. Grandma Betty had over three million in investments.”

    “You never told me.”

    Elsie’s voice was quiet. “I felt weird about knowing it, let alone saying it out loud.”

    Petra had the horrible, sinking feeling that Elsie was calling about a…well, it wouldn’t be a prenup. A postnup? Was that a thing?

    But…“So where does the five hundred thousand come in?”

    Elsie was quiet for a while before she answered. Then Petra heard her take a deep breath.

    “That’s your cut, Petra. If you’ll pretend you still love me.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Nine


    Elsie put her hand over her mouth. She couldn’t believe she’d just phrased it that way. That was horrible, and she rushed to speak, terrified that Petra was going to say she still did love her, and even more terrified that she wouldn’t.

    “I’m giving Rick and Mom their share, no matter what,” she said quickly. And quietly. She’d waited until everyone else was out of her office area before making the call, but it wasn’t exactly private. She could see Marta’s birthday balloons to her right and Alison’s trash can full of soda bottles to her left.

    But she knew that she would lose her courage if she waited until she got back to her lonely apartment. She would chicken out, or the rage that seemed to echo in the apartment’s emptiness would build, and she would never pick up the phone.

    Elsie took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing. If Grandma Betty decides to leave everything to that awful televangelist, we get nothing. Except, you know, a lifetime of regret. If things stay the way they are, then I can give a million each to Mom and Rick. Then I’ll split my share with you, is what I’m saying, if you’ll pretend that everything is okay with us.”

    Petra didn’t say anything. Elsie looked at the phone. She hadn’t hung up.

    Elsie went on, “I never told Mom or Grandma Betty or anyone that we weren’t…that everything wasn’t okay. They don’t live nearby, and it was easier not to say anything.” She cringed, knowing how that sounded, then rushed ahead. “The rough part will be the holidays. We’d have to go to Christmas at Grandma Betty’s nursing home, and all the others. And your family, too.”

    “Because Betty and my grandparents are friends.”

    “Yeah.”

    Petra sighed. Elsie listened to every pitch of the sound. It wasn’t an exasperated sigh. Just thoughtful, maybe a little tired. When she’d imagined Petra without her, she had imagined Petra angry or sad. She hadn’t imagined her tired, worn-out from a life Elsie wasn’t a part of.

    Did Petra go out more often, now that Elsie wasn’t around? Did she go to clubs, the way she used to with Nova and Gloria? She used to dance and be tequila-silly Petra, free from her uptight, stressed daytime persona, if only for a little while.

    The clubs were too crowded for Elsie’s taste, and she hated being somewhere she couldn’t pick the music, but Petra could’ve still gone. Maybe she was going out, night after night, living a whole, happy life without Elsie.

    “We could be doing this for a long time, you realize,” Petra said, bringing Elsie’s attention back to the conversation. “I mean, Betty’s in her eighties, but people have kept going another twenty years.”

    Elsie nodded, then shook her head, aware that Petra could see neither. “I don’t…I don’t think she will. But you’re right. What do I know? And if it’s…if it’s too hard to pretend, you can stop at any time.”

    “I won’t.”

    “You won’t do it?” Elsie leaned her head down onto her desk, a slow falling forward as her mind struggled to search for an alternative plan: telling Grandma Betty that they were moving to Australia, or saying that Petra was working in a top-secret lab and couldn’t leave, or bringing a Petra impersonator to Christmas.

    “I won’t stop,” Petra said softly.

    Elsie didn’t move, squeezing her eyes closed. She wanted to believe that Petra meant more than that, that she meant I won’t stop loving you, and then Elsie forced her eyes open.

    No, she had to remind herself. She had to keep reminding herself of the real reason. “It’s a lot of money,” Elsie said firmly. “For us, but for Mom most of all. Sooner or later, she’s going to need someone to take care of her full-time or a spot in one of those facilities.”

    There was a long pause on the other end of the line, then, “Yes. I know.”

    After that, Elsie ended the call as soon as she could, promising to text Petra details when she had them.

    Then she hung up.

    And that was how the lie began, just a quick conversation with her partner, just the end of their real marriage and the beginning of their pretend one.

    Elsie heard footsteps, and a moment later, Cameron appeared around the corner with a new computer monitor tucked under one arm. He did a double take at her expression.

    “Want to talk about it?”

    
    “That is a terrible idea,” Meg said, looking between the two K-Cups in her hands.

    Petra’s firm intention to keep Elsie’s scheme a secret had lasted the entire twenty second walk from her office to the break room. She had almost forgotten that she’d kicked Meg out of her office a few minutes ago, and she didn’t have a lie ready. Lies were hard. They required preparation. She made a note on her phone to have some ready for Elsie’s family’s most likely questions: What was new? How was she? How was work? Did she and Elsie have any big plans for their upcoming anniversary?

    Petra forced herself to put her phone away and stop thinking altogether. She grabbed one of the K-Cups from Meg’s hand and started the coffee.

    “It doesn’t matter if it’s a bad idea or a wonderful one,” Petra said, her voice as nonchalant as she could manage. “It’s not a huge commitment. Four or five days a year, maybe a video call now and then. And do you have any idea what I could do with half a million dollars?”

    Petra could hardly answer that question herself yet.

    “I could buy…stocks? Or a house outside the city. Or…”

    Meg was shaking her head, staring at Petra. “It’s not about the money. You don’t give a shit about the money. I’ve never seen you buy anything but plants. This is about your ex-wife, and if you—”

    “Elsie’s not my ex-wife,” Petra said. “She’s my wife.”

    “Do you think that makes her less likely to break your heart, or more likely? Listen, I know you’re going to do this, even if I keep telling you, repeatedly, that this is the worst idea ever, but…”

    “But…?”

    Meg shook her head. “I lost my train of thought because this idea is so terrible that it’s literally making my neurons misfire. That’s how bad it is.”

    “She’s not asking for a kidney.”

    “No, but you’d give it to her, wouldn’t you?”

    Petra knew she would, without hesitation. She met Meg’s eyes as they listened to the coffee machine gurgle.

    “Just, please be careful with yourself,” Meg said quietly. “I don’t want you to be hurt more than you already are.”

    Petra nodded, stole Meg’s freshly brewed coffee over her objections, and went back to her office.

    She closed the door, as much good as that ever did.

    The thing was, for maybe the first time in her life, she didn’t care about being careful or getting hurt. She wanted Elsie, and if Elsie wanted her inheritance, then Petra would sacrifice her heart and more to make Elsie happy.

    She’d been honest when she told Meg it didn’t matter if it was a bad idea or a wonderful one. There was nothing Petra wouldn’t do for a chance to make things right.

    And if that turned out to be impossible, well, then she would get to spend a few more precious days with the woman she loved.

    

  
    
    Chapter Ten


    Elsie couldn’t bear the thought of going home to her empty apartment today.

    She picked up some tacos, then stopped at Houston Reptilia to pick up some mini-mealworms for her leopard gecko, Colonel Mustard. The pet store was right next to an adorable music store called Strings & Things, where Elsie had bought sheet music for her mother’s birthday last summer.

    Elsie thought she could waste some time there. It was a welcoming space, with people testing out guitars and ukeleles and drum sets. The place was loud, but not unpleasant. It was cozy, friendly, with all the people gathered to share a love of music.

    Elsie stayed and flipped through music, even tried her hand at the drums. She had decided to head home, worried about the worms sitting any longer in her hot car, when there was a murmur at the back of the store.

    Elsie followed the commotion and recognized the owner—her purple sideswept bangs were unforgettable. As the customers gathered, she plugged in her electric guitar. Elsie immediately recognized Paramore’s “Still Into You,” and so did the growing crowd. A few even sang quietly along.

    When the music ended, the crowd applauded, and a woman with dark hair approached and leaned over the still-vibrating amp. When she stepped back, the bright red outline of her lipstick formed a kiss on the owner’s blushing cheek.

    The applause doubled.

    Elsie left with a smile on her face. It was a bright spot in an otherwise long and stressful day.

    At home, she started her favorite playlist, then decided that today was a Paramore day and pressed shuffle. She sang along to “Hard Times” and ran a very hot bath. The heat was welcome, but finally alone, she couldn’t help her thoughts from spiraling.

    She’d spent months obsessing over the moment when she would speak to Petra again, and in the end, it had been excruciating. At least Petra had picked up the phone for her. At least she’d been kind. In all Elsie’s imaginings, she hadn’t been sure of either.

    No, Petra had been wonderful. It was Elsie’s own behavior that had been appalling. Had she begged? It had felt like begging.

    And now she’d gotten what she wanted, landing herself in even worse trouble.

    She would not only have to be face-to-face with the woman whose heart she’d broken, but hand in hand, pretending that everything was fine.

    Elsie had watched friends go through relationships like that, faking happiness for the sake of security or loneliness or children. She’d sworn she’d never do the same, not for kids, not for stability, not even to keep her vows. She wasn’t going to waste her life in unhappiness.

    Only her holidays.

    “Everyone has a selling point,” she told her bath bomb before she tossed it into the water.

    Now she knew hers.

    Elsie knew she wasn’t a list-maker like Petra, but she couldn’t leave everything up to her wife to plan. This was her scheme, not Petra’s. She needed a strategy. She needed to survive the next few weeks with her sanity intact, without giving in to the weakness she felt as soon as she’d heard Petra’s voice.

    This wasn’t going to be some cheery reunion. They weren’t going to patch things up. She and Petra had fought until their relationship was in pieces. They’d broken it completely and never apologized.

    Elsie’s skin was steaming when she got out of the bath. She untangled her long, dark hair. As a rule, she didn’t spend a lot of time looking at her body below the neck. She’d spent her teens and twenties berating herself for not ever getting slimmer, how even weeks in the gym and eating three meals a day featuring different varieties of lettuce had made only the slightest difference.

    Now, she was thirty-six, and she focused on the facts: Her hair was shiny, her skin was clear, and her boobs were fantastic. And most importantly, she’d blocked every person and website that had ever made her feel like she was worth less because she wasn’t prepubescently skinny. They didn’t deserve her attention.

    The bath and the music made Elsie feel a little better, but her mood dropped again when she left the bathroom.

    There was nothing in her studio apartment but a twin bed, a dresser, and a reptile habitat with wooden hiding spots and a shallow water dish. She hadn’t wanted to go through the ordeal of moving furniture when she’d left Petra. She’d packed a couple of bags of clothes and not much else. She’d been sure, even as she signed the month-to-month lease, that there was no reason for her to decorate. She wouldn’t be here long.

    That was ten months ago. Since then, she’d bought the bedroom furniture and a few other things: a metallic wall art piece shaped like a melting ice cream cone, an asymmetrical hanging mirror that looked like a portal into another universe, and a kitchen sponge holder shaped like a frog in a tuxedo. But her apartment still looked like she’d either been burgled or was halfway through the process of moving out.

    Elsie made herself a cup of tea, setting a box of jasmine green tea bags next to her car keys so she wouldn’t forget to take them to work with her, then went to the terrarium in the corner and slid the mesh lid aside. Colonel Mustard was resting under one of his hides. He was yellow with brown spots, a chubby tail, and a weakness for the mini-mealworms that Elsie tweezered into his feeding dish.

    Elsie put her hand down in front of him and watched him slowly emerge, placing his tiny yellow feet onto her fingers. She lifted him out and set him on the apartment’s tattered gray carpet, along with his feeding dish. His little tongue peeked out as he explored, and his short legs and long torso always made him seem to walk with sass.

    “I’m so glad you’re slow.” Elsie dropped down onto the floor with her mug of tea, leaning against the wall and watching Colonel Mustard roam.

    She had two weeks to decide how to fake date her wife without setting herself up for another round of grief when the holidays were over and she and Petra stopped pretending.

    Two weeks.

    She needed some advice.

    Elsie got up off the floor long enough to grab her phone off the dresser and do a quick online search: how to not fall in love with my wife.

    The first several hits were about couples counseling, then self-hypnosis, then pages of how to make my wife love me again, then, strangely, a sponsored advertisement for home window installation.

    Finally, she opened a promising article—“Don’t Settle for Leftovers: Why a Second Chance Is Your First Mistake”—skimmed it, then texted it to Cameron.

    Elsie: I need advice.

    Cameron: Stop wearing those muumuu dresses and show off your curves.

    Elsie: Never mind.

    Cameron: I’m kidding. You really pull off the muumuu. What’s up?

    Elsie: I just asked the internet for relationship advice, and I realized that I might need a second opinion. Here’s the link.

    Elsie sent it and waited. Then she opened the article back up and read it again.

    Distract yourself, it said. You can’t obsess over someone if you’re not thinking about them.

    “Easier when she’s not around,” Elsie mumbled.

    Don’t get friendly, it said. You can’t be friends with someone you want to sleep with.

    Same problem. Elsie couldn’t avoid her for their holiday visits, though the chance of them getting too intimate with all their family around seemed low.

    Focus on their flaws, it said. Do they chew with their mouth open? Do they have a Bart Simpson tattoo? Do they only eat at chain restaurants? Here’s your free pass to be a bitch. Don’t just focus on those flaws. Meditate on them.

    Elsie laughed and checked her text messages. Cameron hadn’t replied.

    Get some distance, it said.

    Sure. Very helpful.

    Remember self-respect, it said. If you’re not wanting to fall in love with someone, it’s because you believe you shouldn’t be with them, and there’s a reason for that. You don’t have to let your emotions be in charge. Make decisions that support your goals and honor your future.

    Elsie didn’t want to linger on that one just yet. Yes, Petra hadn’t shown her respect, and Elsie couldn’t forget that, but she didn’t have a clear idea about what her goals and future looked like without Petra. She hadn’t been able to force herself to consider them.

    Finally, get social, it said. Meet new people. Make new friends. Maybe you’ll fall in love with someone else, or maybe the wider variety of influences in your life will help you take a broader view. In any case, it’s good to have a support system when you’re struggling with unwanted emotions.

    Elsie set down her phone, happy to be able to put a mental checkmark next to the last, at least. She would see her college friends Sid and Colleen at their annual San Antonio holiday Thanksmas, when they met between Thanksgiving and Christmas and celebrated neither.

    Sid’s former girlfriend Poppy would be there, too. They had dated just long enough for Poppy to make a permanent place for herself in their group, and everyone was happy that the breakup was amicable enough that they could keep her. Sid didn’t even seem to mind that their old girlfriend was beloved by all their friends, but Sid was wonderful that way.

    And then, of course, there would be Gloria, who planned every detail of their trip, and Nova, who had been Colleen’s grad school roommate before Nova and Gloria and Petra met in the middle school teachers lounge to commiserate about preteen attitude problems and the vice principal’s alarmingly loud sneezes.

    They had spent countless weekends together before everyone started departing for their own careers and relationships and plans elsewhere, leaving only Elsie and Petra behind in Houston.

    Then Gloria proposed their annual trip, and Elsie felt like she had kept a treasure she’d come so close to losing.

    Her treasure, but Petra’s, too.

    Gloria would’ve invited Petra. She didn’t know that anything was wrong with their marriage. Elsie would’ve heard from her the moment Gloria found out. And Gloria would’ve immediately told everyone else. Even if they all took Petra’s side completely, they would’ve called. None of them had, so none of them knew.

    For a moment, Elsie considered faking sick that weekend. Petra could go on without her, lie if she wanted, tell the truth if she wanted, and Elsie wouldn’t have to face them all.

    It’s good to have a support system when you’re struggling.

    No, Elsie decided, watching Colonel Mustard crawl across her floor. She would go. She would spend the weekend with her friends, and Petra could do whatever she wanted. Elsie wouldn’t give up the one weekend a year when they could all be together.

    Colonel Mustard found an upside-down empty tissue box that Elsie had kept just for him. He crawled inside and turned to poke his nose out of the opening, watching her.

    Leopard geckos always looked like they were smiling, just a little, but Elsie hoped he was actually happy. He didn’t wag his tail or cuddle to show her how he felt, though he did seem to appreciate both her body heat and the warmth of her heating blanket, which she spread out on the floor for him in the winter.

    Elsie’s phone buzzed, and she picked it up.

    Cameron: This seems smart after what you told me. I guess. But what do you want to come out of this?

    Elsie: …

    Elsie: …

    Cameron: Yeah, it seems like maybe that’s the thing you need to figure out.

    Elsie: Ugh. I guess.

    Cameron: Didn’t you read like twenty books on conflict resolution and how to be a good partner this year?

    Elsie: Yeah. So?

    Cameron: So, if it wasn’t for Petra, who was it for?

    Elsie: For me, of course. I can’t fix other people. I can only work on myself. At least, that’s what the internet tells me.

    Cameron: Okay. I get it. Well, if you’re really determined not to get back together with her, wear one of your muumuus.

    Elsie: You stink. And thank you.

    Cameron: You’re welcome.

    Cameron: My sister is single again, if you’re interested.

    Elsie: I’m not. One of you in my life is enough.

    Elsie finished her tea, put Colonel Mustard back in his house, and went to bed, pausing her playlist until morning.

    She’d intended to mindlessly scroll reels until she fell asleep, leaving the last one to loop into the silence, like most nights, but she opened the article again and reread it.

    At the bottom of the page, there was a link that read Postcard Confessions.

    Intrigued, Elsie clicked.

    

  
    
    Chapter Eleven


    The Sunday before Thanksgiving arrived, and Elsie still hadn’t called.

    Petra paced every inch of the house, from the half-empty walk-in closet attached to the primary bedroom, past the door of the guest room that Elsie had decorated in an under-the-sea theme, complete with fish pillows and a fake mounted shark, then down the hallway and into the living room, the windows now so crowded with plants that the light tinted green, through the kitchen and pantry packed floor-to-ceiling with nonperishable food and bottled water, into the laundry room and the bathroom that was bafflingly placed beyond it.

    Then she turned around and did the same route back to the primary closet, not ducking to step inside, but pausing at the doorway.

    There were a few things still on Elsie’s side, clothes that had been in the laundry hamper when she left: flannel pajamas, an oversized sweatshirt she’d had since college, and a T-shirt of a Frida Kahlo print that Elsie loved, which Petra had ordered for her birthday last year. Petra had washed and dried and hung the clothes, back before she realized Elsie wasn’t coming back for them.

    Just like the fish pillows and every other memento of Elsie’s presence in their home, Petra was unable to look at them or remove them.

    She paced the route again.

    Petra was usually great with plans. She had spreadsheets tracking everything from car payments to retirement contributions to the wild fluctuations of their electric bill as they sweated their way through another Texas summer. She had planned every hostel and restaurant and tourist attraction on their backpacking trip through Europe, and she kept a chart to track the water and light and fertilizer needs of her plants.

    But she had no idea what to do about Elsie.

    Petra should have a plan to try to get Elsie back, shouldn’t she? She couldn’t just wing it. Clearly, she was incapable of keeping a marriage together by just winging it. Her best effort had knocked the whole damn thing right out of the sky to splatter on the ground.

    Maybe she should start by listing out what went wrong.

    They had been happy, not last year but definitely the year before that. Elsie had applied for the assistant director position and gotten it. Petra had planted bat flowers in the garden and bought a potted hoya with heart-shaped leaves. Nova had visited on a long weekend.

    They’d been happy.

    Then they’d started fighting, not just the little arguments they’d had before, but long, embarrassingly loud fights full of accusations.

    She remembered finding eggshells in the carton beside the whole eggs and calling out, “Seriously, Elsie? You can’t just throw the eggshells away?”

    She remembered yelling, “Did you eat those leftovers? I was going to take them to work tomorrow.”

    She remembered screaming, “Where is the goddamn toothpaste cap? How did you manage to lose it again? What is wrong with you?”

    None of it had mattered. The eggshells were gone, the leftovers were gone, the toothpaste was gone.

    And Elsie was gone, and Petra couldn’t even blame her.

    Petra rubbed her face fiercely, sighing into the silence.

    Elsie would call, wouldn’t she? She said she’d text, at least. And it wasn’t as though there would be much to discuss. Elsie would get off work at five o’clock. Petra would pick her up. They always took Petra’s car on out-of-town trips because hers got better gas mileage and wasn’t as prone to breakage. Then they’d drive four hours, out of Houston, through forests and prairies and small towns and Austin and more prairies, to her dad and stepmom’s ranch.

    No, the big problem was what to do once she saw Elsie again, how to turn their relationship around, how to win her back.

    Petra kept pacing.

    She knew Elsie. That was a good start, wasn’t it? She knew what made her happy and how to make her laugh and what mattered to her.

    Petra took her phone out of her pocket, then put it back. She wanted to talk to Meg, but Meg hadn’t exactly been supportive. She wanted to talk to her stepmother, but Dottie didn’t know that Petra and Elsie were having problems, and now, Petra knew she couldn’t confess. Dottie knew too many of the same people as Elsie’s grandmother, and even if she intended to keep the secret, Petra wasn’t sure Dottie could. She was even worse at lying than Petra.

    Petra spared a rare thought for her mother, long dead, an unreliable yo-yo of a human being, who would say I love you to Petra a hundred times a day but forget to cook dinner or do laundry or, often, to come home at night. Once, she happened to remember that Petra should be in school and drove her there in the rain, only to realize it was Sunday. Most of the time, Petra walked.

    Whatever advice her mother would’ve given, Petra would do the opposite.

    What would show Elsie that Petra still cared about her?

    Petra thought about doing an internet search for wooing tips, but that felt pathetic, and she knew she wouldn’t trust anything the internet told her to do anyway.

    Before she could make a decision or continue to berate herself for not making a decision, the phone vibrated in her pocket. She yanked it out, slamming her elbow into the kitchen doorframe.

    “Elsie,” Petra squeaked, then coughed, trying to cover up how relieved she felt.

    “Petra.” Elsie’s voice was firm, like they were business associates who didn’t particularly like each other, quite a different voice from the one that had persuaded her to fake a happy marriage to save her inheritance, not that Petra was judging.

    “How are you?” Petra softened her voice. “How is Grandma Betty?”

    “Fine.” Her voice was short, but she went on, sounding more like her usual self. “Grandma Betty is healing. Slowly. The nursing home is having a holiday party on Christmas Eve. I’d like for us to be there. If…if that works for you.”

    “Of course. How’s your mom?”

    There was such a long silence that Petra started to worry she shouldn’t have asked, and then she started to worry more, about Jackie, about what that pause might mean.

    “I don’t know,” Elsie said at last. She sighed. “She’s had more memory lapses, but I’m also not there, so I don’t know if I’m seeing the whole picture. I asked her neighbors and some of her friends to check on her a little more often.”

    “Elsie—”

    “I’ve talked to a few memory care centers nearby. They say she’s going to have to agree to see a doctor to get the diagnosis before they can even put her on a waiting list.”

    “I guess we could get her really drunk and tell her we need to take her piano shopping.”

    Elsie’s surprised laugh was better than music. “Then blindfold her to get her into the doctor’s office…Hmm. It may come to that.”

    “I’m sorry. I hate that Jackie is going through all that. I hate that you’re going through it, too.”

    “I…I got tested for the gene.”

    Petra stood up straighter, almost cracking her elbow on the doorframe again. “You did?” She’d tried to convince Elsie for years. They’d both watched Elsie’s aunt suffer from early onset dementia, though suffer was a barely adequate word for what she’d endured. Grandma Betty had gotten her into a treatment center, but the place was barely better than a Victorian asylum. She’d died there before they’d been able to find her a new place, and Jackie and Elsie had both been convinced that the awful care had killed her as much as the disease had.

    It was awful enough, seeing what happened to Elsie’s aunt and knowing that she had a great-aunt and a great-grandmother who’d also inherited the disease. It was awful enough, knowing that Jackie was showing early signs. Petra hadn’t been able to bear the thought that Elsie might one day share their fate.

    But Elsie hadn’t been sure she wanted to know.

    It could mean living the rest of my life in fear, knowing it’s coming, she’d said.

    It could mean worrying about ordinary things like snakes and public speaking instead and not about dying that way, Petra had argued.

    And now, she knew.

    Petra waited.

    “I’m negative,” Elsie said, then let out an audible breath. “I…I wanted to tell you, when I found out.”

    “I am just glad to hear it now.” Petra leaned against the door and lowered herself to the floor. “I am so glad, Elsie. It’s the best news I’ve heard in my whole life.”

    Elsie laughed a little, sounding like she might be on the verge of tears.

    “Please let me know if I can help Jackie. Whatever you need.”

    There was the barest sound, like Elsie was nodding. “I need half a million dollars,” she whispered. “I need to know that I can pay for a nurse until a spot opens up in a memory care center or an assisted living place and that I can pay for a spot at a good one. She’s okay for now, I think, but she can’t take care of that house forever, and I don’t want her to be alone.”

    “Okay,” Petra said without hesitation. “Then that’s what we’ll do.”

    Petra waited, listening. Elsie took deep breaths, sniffled, and said, “Thank you.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Twelve


    Elsie tried to breathe quietly as she got her tears under control. Why had she called? She’d meant to text. But her hand had hovered over that picture of Petra and did what it wanted. And she’d been so glad, the moment she heard Petra’s voice. When Petra wasn’t being deliberately seductive, her voice was as soothing and familiar as Elsie’s own pillow.

    But she hadn’t expected to talk about her mother. For some reason, she hadn’t expected Petra to ask. Mom was welcoming and kind to Petra, but they’d never been close. It was hard work, getting to know either of them, and neither Petra nor Mom had put in as much effort with each other as they had with her.

    She felt, momentarily, like the luckiest person in the world.

    Until she remembered that her marriage was over and her mother was…showing signs.

    “Okay.” Elsie tried to return to being businesslike. “Thanksgiving with your family, Christmas with mine. Just like always. We’ll take your car, if that’s okay.”

    There was a pause. Was Petra going to argue? Just because they’d split the holidays this way for years, just because it’s what their families expected, didn’t mean they had to stick to it. They would get around to visiting everyone, however Petra wanted to divide the days. And Petra had never been unreasonable. Not about that, at least.

    Of course, they’d never had the holiday discussion when they weren’t sleeping together. That might make the situation…pricklier.

    Then Elsie heard the sound of pages turning and realized that Petra was checking her planner. Of course.

    “That works for me,” Petra finally said. There was another, longer pause, and then she asked, “What about Thanksmas? Have you gotten the invitation?”

    Elsie had, of course. Gloria was never late with the e-invitations. This year’s message exploded in gold glitter when you clicked it. Elsie had spent a solid hour of her workday watching it pop like a firework and rematerialize, the dates and location assembling themselves to be reread and clicked again.

    “I haven’t said anything to any of them about us.” Elsie hoped Petra didn’t ask why. These were their closest friends. They should’ve been the first people Elsie reached out to. But she hadn’t, and she wasn’t sure why.

    “Neither have I.” Petra didn’t elaborate.

    Maybe Elsie did know the reason: Her friends weren’t just her friends. They were Petra’s, too. They would either take sides, or they would have entire video conferences about how to not take sides, and both of those options made Elsie want to hide under her bed where the world couldn’t make her feel like the failure she was.

    “There’s no reason we both can’t go,” Petra finally said. “We don’t have to say anything about…us. We wouldn’t want to be the ones who make Thanksmas awkward.”

    “We wouldn’t want to take that honor away from Sid.”

    Elsie snickered, then felt her barely begun smile wilt. What did their shared memories matter now?

    “So,” Petra finally said, “I’ll pick you up after work on Thanksgiving Eve.”

    “Okay. I’ll text you if I get off work early.”

    I miss you, Elsie wanted to add. I don’t want to miss you, but I do.

    “Bye, Elsie.”

    “Bye, Petra.”

    
    Petra hung up the phone and went to sit on the couch, holding tight to the thin blanket that now lived on the couch, slung over the back in the daytime, covering Petra at night.

    So. Petra had managed to make Elsie laugh, but she’d also made her cry and delve into her worst memories of family illness and her deepest worries about her mother’s condition.

    Not a stellar conversation.

    But they hadn’t argued. That was good, wasn’t it?

    Petra wasn’t sure anymore. Arguing was talking, at least. A fight meant that they were trying to communicate.

    She stood up and went to the windows, then turned each plant ninety degrees to evenly distribute the sunlight. She checked the automatic timers on the full-spectrum lights over the plants that needed more than south-facing windows could provide.

    Then Petra went outside.

    Sometimes, there were hurricanes. It was an unfortunate fact of life near the Gulf Coast. The plus side was they had ample warning, days of watching the storms form offshore before they ever made landfall.

    The negative side was that hurricanes broke things, and climate change had sent their summer temperatures off the charts.

    So Petra grew sturdy plants.

    Cannas, that would regrow unless every inch of bulb was pried out of the ground.

    Morning glories, twisting up out of the ground and grabbing everything in reach, even twining up tree trunks, poking up through the top canopies of young crepe myrtles.

    Carolina jessamine, which erupted in yellow every spring and grew steadily through the summer, fall, and winter, the green never fading.

    And wildflowers, every native species Petra could find. She let them live their lives, blooming and wilting and growing seeds for the birds and next year’s garden, even when the buds went dry and brown and the stalks shriveled. It was how nature was supposed to look, the full breadth of life, not just the pretty colors in the spring.

    Now, Petra walked the trail of stones she’d lain through the garden, pausing to look at bumblebees in the aster patches and anole lizards amid the straggler daisies.

    And she tried very hard not to think of the week ahead of her, three days in the office and four pretending she hadn’t ruined the only good relationship she’d ever had.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirteen


    Elsie packed her suitcase, then took all the clothes out and picked different ones. This was a good plan, packing early, preparing her stuff and herself at the same time. She would be ready for whatever Thanksgiving threw at her.

    When everything was nicely folded inside, Elsie shoved the suitcase off her bed, the clothes tumbling onto the floor.

    She couldn’t do this. She had to do this. She would never survive it.

    Maybe she was overreacting.

    She checked to make sure her meditation podcast was downloading, then picked up the suitcase and repacked it, adding the books she was reading, one on conflict resolution and another about Britney Spears. Before she zipped her suitcase, she added Rising Strong by Brené Brown, about relationships and failure and living wholeheartedly. She’d read it already, but once wasn’t going to be enough. She downloaded the “Don’t Settle for Leftovers: Why a Second Chance Is Your First Mistake” article, which she’d mentally simplified to “Leftovers,” to her phone and read it again.

    Distract yourself.

    Don’t get friendly.

    Focus on their flaws.

    Get some distance.

    Remember self-respect.

    Get social.

    Every single thing on the list seemed impossible, but Elsie wasn’t going to give up. She would have her half million. She would take care of her mother.

    Elsie started at the top. Distract yourself.

    She’d discovered Postcard Confessions online last week and had instantly become obsessed. People sent their anonymous confessions on postcards to a website that posted them. Some of the confessions were silly: I fantasize about crashing my car into your yard every time you start putting up your over-the-top Christmas decorations. But many were serious and sad: The last time I saw my son, I told him he was a disappointment.

    It was a good distraction. She couldn’t possibly worry about spending time with Petra while she was reading My husband fucked our neighbor, so I fucked his secretary…on his desk…while he was in a meeting.

    Seriously, it was better than reality TV.

    Petra always teased her for enjoying a little conflict, so long as it wasn’t her own. It maybe hadn’t been the best thing for their marriage. But Petra had always been lovely when she was pissed off. Elsie admired Petra’s fierceness, how she always stood straight, like she wasn’t a head taller than anyone else, while Elsie always feared taking up too much space.

    Elsie turned up her music, poured herself a glass of wine, and curled up in bed.

    I take the long route home every day because I don’t want to see her.

    It was the little glimpses, like the two-sentence horror stories that got passed around in October, except that these were windows into someone’s life, into someone’s very thoughts.

    We did it at Dollywood. It was the only time I ever finished.

    “Yikes,” Elsie said aloud.

    Colonel Mustard lifted his head, checked if there were new bugs in his dish, then went back to his nap.

    I send flowers to my office and pretend they’re from you.

    Elsie lingered on that confession. Petra never picked the flowers in her garden.

    Except.

    Once every spring, when every color in the garden opened up, Petra cut a bouquet for Elsie. Elsie always took them to work, so that for a few days, her office smelled like a garden, and every time she looked away from her computer, there was a reminder of life and sunshine and Petra’s love for her.

    Elsie was the only person who got to have a part of Petra’s garden as her own.

    Now, Elsie sat alone on her bed with only her phone for company, thinking about those flowers, about how the yellow esperanza blossoms felt between her fingers, like living silk.

    Elsie brushed away the tears and tried to go back to reading.

    I’ve been sober for six months. I haven’t told anyone.

    When telemarketers call, I hand the phone to my three-year-old.

    Elsie smiled. This was working. She was relaxed. She wasn’t worried or sad at all anymore. She finished her wine and relaxed against her pillows.

    It took ten years, but I’m finally talking to my parents again.

    I walked out on my wife after an argument. I’m still waiting for her to say she’s sorry.

    Elsie stopped smiling.

    She turned off her screen, turned off her light, and lay there in the dark.

    

  
    
    Chapter Fourteen


    The day before Thanksgiving, Petra pulled up in front of Elsie’s apartment and turned off the car. She kept her hands on the steering wheel, staring ahead.

    She couldn’t honk. That would be rude.

    But the idea of going up to that door and knocking, like she was picking Elsie up for a date, was unbearable.

    Elsie had texted her the address. Her own wife, her whole world, lived in this ratty apartment complex, in rooms Petra had never seen.

    The whole situation was unbearable. She couldn’t do this, couldn’t be alone with Elsie and feel the anxiety where there had only been comfort for so many years, and she certainly couldn’t pretend to their families that everything was okay, that they were happy and unbroken.

    Petra put her head on the steering wheel and forced herself to breathe slowly, and when she looked up, there was Elsie, setting a suitcase outside the door, then bringing out a clear box about the size of a shoe box, putting it down next to the suitcase long enough to lock the front door.

    Her hair was loose, mesmerizing. Elsie had this rich, dark hair that required every sense to truly appreciate. Petra had spent hours with her hands in that phenomenon, breathing deeply. She’d felt every smooth strand against her own face and chest and stomach and thighs. Even now, her hands flexed with the desire to feel that softness on her palms and in the sensitive place between each finger.

    Elsie had spent hours on her hair their last night together, twisting tendrils around the heated curling iron until it flowed down her body in massive, pillow-soft curls.

    Petra swiped her fingers under her eyelashes and forced herself to get out and help.

    “Hey,” Elsie said breathlessly, handing over the clear box and grabbing her suitcase, an ancient thing with peeling brown plastic and no wheels.

    Petra peeked through the clear plastic into the terrarium. “You brought Colonel Mustard?”

    “He keeps kicking all his dirt into his water dish. I have to change it constantly.”

    Petra popped the trunk, and Elsie hefted her suitcase inside while Petra buckled Colonel Mustard’s terrarium into the back seat. “Any new hats? Pilgrim? Indian headdress?”

    Elsie took her spot in the passenger seat and buckled herself in. “That’s a little culturally inappropriate, don’t you think? I brought his cowboy hat and his dragon wings.”

    “Not for the same day, obviously.”

    “We’ll see.”

    Petra had always meant to get Elsie more pets. Elsie loved animals and had talked often about giving a home to a giant tortoise or a one-eyed ferret they’d seen once in a pet store.

    But Elsie always ended up saying no. She was always at work and didn’t want another pet she rarely got to see. She always pointed out that Colonel Mustard never cared whether she was home or not, and Petra had to admit she was right. He didn’t seem bothered by anything, so long as there were plenty of worms to eat.

    Now, Elsie leaned forward and eyed the pot with the clear dome lid that was buckled into the other back seat. “Who did you bring?”

    “It’s a sarracenia.” Petra popped the lid off and showed her. “Dottie wanted to see it, so I brought it along.”

    “Oh! A pitcher plant?”

    “A half-dead pitcher plant that I found next to the dumpster.” Petra replaced the lid and got into the driver’s seat, restarting the car.

    “Aw,” Elsie said, “you brought home a stray.”

    “She’s a rescue, thank you very much.”

    Elsie grinned, but it only lasted a few seconds before the awkwardness reappeared between them, and they both looked away. It was unspeakably strange to know someone so well, to have shared every thought, every intimate inch of their bodies, and to now have something solid between them, a dam in a river that once flowed freely.

    “We should get going,” Petra said.

    They watched the massive buildings and Ferris wheel of downtown Houston approach then fade behind them, neither trying too much to make small talk. They needed to talk, Petra knew. Surely there were things to catch up on, details that Petra had shared with her family about this last year that Elsie would need to know.

    But for the life of her, Petra couldn’t think of what they were. Had she done anything this year but miss Elsie? She’d worked and bought plants. She’d talked to her therapist and read some relationship books. And she’d thought about what went wrong. That was it. After Elsie left, her life had become the part of the movie that shows time passing emptily with a quick montage of seasons.

    They stopped at a massive convenience store outside the city and bought a variety pack of fudge. Elsie saved the marshmallow ones for Petra, and Petra saved the dark chocolate ones for Elsie, and neither touched the pistachio.

    “Why is it green? Pistachios are a little green, but not like this,” Elsie asked.

    Petra shook her head. “It’s the exact shade of green we’ve evolved not to eat. It’s mold green.”

    Elsie licked a smear of chocolate off her fingers, and Petra tried very hard to watch the road.

    It wasn’t as though Petra had forgotten how beautiful Elsie was. But maybe she’d forgotten how much it affected her.

    Elsie bumped Petra’s elbow on the center console, gave an absentminded apology, and sat up straight to check her hair in the visor mirror.

    Petra gripped the wheel harder.

    “New eyeshadow?” Petra asked.

    “Yeah, someone at work had one of those silly apps that help you find your perfect shade. This is appletini.”

    The green brought out layers of color in her dark brown eyes. Petra tried again not to turn her head from the road. “I haven’t talked to my family much this year. I was trying to think of anything you might need to know, but there’s literally nothing. Not even a new eyeshadow.”

    Elsie glanced at Petra, then looked away. “Still just the mascara and the red lipstick?”

    The shallowness of the chitchat made Petra’s heart hurt. Was this all they could do now, talk like acquaintances? “Same old, same old. How’s work?”

    “A little extra pay and a lot more hassle.”

    “Not surprising.”

    “How’s your job?”

    Petra shrugged. “The same. I meant what I said—nothing at all has changed.”

    As soon as she said it, Petra heard how it sounded, as though her life was the same with Elsie as without her, but as she scrambled for words to undo it, Elsie helped her.

    “Except for new plants, right? What do you have that’s new, besides the pitcher plant?”

    Petra let out a breath, relieved, and told her about a new sundew and a ponytail palm.

    When they ran out of things to say, Elsie put in an earbud.

    “You don’t have to,” Petra said. “I mean, you can connect your music so we both can listen. If you want to.”

    She didn’t say I missed your playlists, but she was pretty sure Elsie could hear it in her voice.

    By the time they passed through Austin and the city sprawl gave way to suburbs, then sparse small towns, the conversation was almost comfortable.

    “Unlike my ass,” Petra grumbled as they climbed out of the car at her father’s ranch house, the dirt and gravel driveway crunching underfoot.

    Elsie turned to her with a questioning expression, but the greetings from the wraparound porch drowned out her words.

    The November evening was finally cool enough to bring everyone outside, and every one of Petra’s family members called out from the assortment of porch swings and rocking chairs.

    The sun was setting over the trees that surrounded the property. In the pasture behind the house, Petra could see goats and patches of fall wildflowers and one gray and ancient horse.

    Petra’s stepmother, Dottie, sent the double rocker careening backward as she raced to hug Petra, leaving Petra’s father clutching the armrest with one hand and his chest with the other.

    Petra had never been much of a hugger, but she didn’t shy away from Dottie. She held her close and smelled her familiar sweet coffee scent.

    Dottie wiped her fingers under her eyes when Petra finally let go. “You butthead. It’s been almost a year since we’ve seen you.”

    “The road goes both ways, Dottie,” Dad said, coming up behind her to get his own hug. “We just don’t get on it as much as we used to.”

    Petra watched around the side of her dad’s shoulder as Dottie hugged Elsie, neither of them hesitant, both huggers through and through.

    Then there was Aunt Mitcha and Uncle Zeke and Tio Roberto and Uncle Will and cousins and second cousins, all of whom were only connected to her through Dottie, but none of them would make that distinction.

    Dottie’s parents were napping, and she showed Petra and Elsie to the dining room, where she unveiled a birthday cake for her father that said Happy 90-ish! It was supposed to say 90th, but they all found the mistake hilarious and had been wishing him a happy ninetyish all week.

    “You should’ve told me,” Elsie complained. “I didn’t get him anything.”

    “And thank the saints for that,” he said, emerging from a guest bedroom with his remaining hair wisps in disarray from his nap. “I’m in the getting-rid-of-crap time of life, not the acquiring crap part.”

    He patted Elsie on the arm, then did the same to Petra. “I’m going to bypass hugs, if that’s okay. With the osteoporosis, my face is just about breast level, and I’d like to make ninety-one without being smothered.”

    Elsie snorted a laugh, then covered her face.

    Petra resisted the urge to put an arm around her, to pull her close and kiss her smile the way she would’ve last Thanksgiving and so many more before that. Elsie would taste like jasmine green tea and sugar, and she would smile, just the slightest hint of a smile, as Petra kissed her.

    Instead, Petra tried to be content with watching Elsie’s expressions as one of the tiny cousins toddled toward her, something unidentifiable and squishy in his fists, and another piggybacked on an older cousin throughout the house, and another asked for éclairs, a word that no one was quite sure where she’d learned.

    Elsie beamed, and Petra felt everything through her, as though Elsie was her translator for human emotion, which felt terrifyingly close to the truth.

    Soon, Dottie handed Elsie and Petra a key to one of the cabins out back. Dottie and Dad rented them throughout the year, but they kept them free for this one big family holiday. There would be room enough for everyone and a loft with a movie projector in the barn for the kids. Tomorrow, they’d swim in the river and lay out on the granite slabs to dry before coming home to eat at the twenty-foot picnic table Dad had built.

    It was as close as Petra had ever been to paradise.

    

  
    
    Chapter Fifteen


    It was as close as Elsie had ever been to hell.

    She loved Petra’s family. She always had. And here she was, lying to them and imagining how they’d look when they learned the truth, not just that she and Petra had split, but that she had lied to them.

    It didn’t help that Petra smelled like a meadow and looked at her like she knew exactly how Elsie looked without clothes. She did, of course, but she could pretend that she wasn’t thinking about it so much. Elsie was pretending just fine, so long as Petra wasn’t standing too close.

    Elsie excused herself to get Colonel Mustard out of the car. She’d left the windows open, but Texas heat could make even a desert lizard uncomfortable. If it had been September instead of November, she wouldn’t have left him for a minute.

    Elsie opened the top to check on him, and in the car’s overhead lights, she saw him lift his yellow head to look around. The tiny cousins would be excited to see him. She had a vivid mental image of their little grabby hands reaching for the box and shaking it like a Christmas present.

    Maybe she could hide him in the cabin.

    Elsie secured the lid and took him around the house, trying to act casual. The dirt path was lit well enough, but the sun was completely down now, and Elsie walked carefully. She made it down the hill and through the door, switched on the lights, got down on her knees, and slid the box under the bed…the bed that she and Petra would share.

    Elsie stared at it, feeling her brain stutter. How, in all the planning for this weekend, had it not occurred to her that she would be sharing a bed with her ex like a bad rom-com come to life?

    It wasn’t like there was a handy couch or even a bathtub in this bare-bones cabin. And neither of them would suggest sleeping on the floor because neither wanted to wake up in pain. They weren’t teenagers anymore.

    So they would just deal with it. They would go to bed like adults, in the dark, with nothing between them.

    And Petra wasn’t a calm sleeper. Her limbs jerked. She talked in her sleep. Usually, she moved around enough that some part of her was on top of Elsie by the morning, either a leg slung across her leg, or an arm around her waist. Once, Elsie had woken up to find Petra intensely and skillfully kissing her neck, while still completely asleep.

    They had both been late to work that morning.

    Elsie, still on her knees, leaned her head against the blanket and quietly panicked.

    “What are you hiding?” a little voice asked from the doorway, making her jump.

    “Nothing,” Elsie said, popping up.

    She shooed the kid out and locked the door behind them both.

    Back at the house, Dottie was pouring glasses of sangria and handing them out under the bright porch lights. Elsie took a glass gratefully. She’d gotten the recipe one year, but it was never the same as when Dottie made it. Then again, Elsie hadn’t made hers in a five-gallon bucket from the hardware store.

    Petra was in a rocking chair, her glass of sangria in hand, smiling gently as she listened to the conversation around her.

    Elsie took the chair next to hers but angled it away. Impossible as it was, she didn’t want to look at Petra or think about her. This was all difficult enough without worrying about what Petra was feeling and what Petra was thinking every minute. That wasn’t Elsie’s concern anymore. She wasn’t Elsie’s concern anymore.

    They were exes and partners in a con. They were in it for the money. They were going to share a bed. There was nothing else to say.

    Elsie downed her sangria and went for a refill, still chewing the mouthful of soaked apple pieces from the bottom of the glass.

    “What’s new with you, Elsie?” one of the ladies asked as Dottie poured. Elsie never could keep all of Petra’s family members straight. She thought this one might be Duchess, Dottie’s youngest sister, though she had no idea if that was a nickname or what she should call her otherwise, so Elsie just smiled.

    “I got a promotion. And I tried a spin class. Once.”

    Duchess laughed a bit too loudly, clutching her empty glass. “I don’t want to brag, but I also took one spin class, one Pilates class, and one flying trapeze lesson.”

    “Impressive!” Elsie took her glass back from Dottie and clinked with Duchess.

    “I did the trapeze class with her,” Dottie whispered as Duchess turned away. “But the bungee fitness one was much more fun.”

    “I am so boring, compared to you,” Elsie said, realizing as the words left her mouth that it was something she never would’ve said before the sangria.

    “Nonsense.” Dottie batted a hand at her. “Petra told me about taking the Galveston ferry to see the dolphins and going to watch Ballet Under the Stars. And don’t you have a fun weekend with your college pals coming up?” She leaned forward, whispering, “I have to pay people to do fun things. They don’t let you on that trapeze without a medical release and a credit card on file.”

    Elsie laughed, feeling herself relax just a tiny bit more. They had done those things last year sometime. She could only assume that Petra had mentioned them now as evidence of their happy marriage.

    And it did sound happy, didn’t it? Going on adventures together, enjoying culture together, living instead of just existing.

    It had all stopped when Elsie left. She hadn’t been anywhere but work and her apartment in months. She brought books home with her from the library. She did virtual visits when she was sick. She ordered delivery from restaurants, not because she was embarrassed to eat alone, but because there was nothing fun about sitting there without someone to talk to.

    She had her friends, but no one who lived nearby that she actually liked spending time with, except for Cameron, who was always too busy for her, and Roz, who called now and then but was more interested in finding a girlfriend than in spending time with friends. She and Petra had been a self-contained unit. They hadn’t needed anyone else.

    And that had worked fine until Elsie had found herself alone.

    Get social.

    It was good advice. The upcoming weekend in San Antonio would be just what she needed.

    

  
    
    Chapter Sixteen


    Eventually, the mosquitoes drove them all inside, and not long after, the children’s excitement over getting to stay up late turned to exhaustion and tears.

    “We’ll get some sleep,” the adults told each other. “We have all weekend together.”

    Petra and Elsie looked at each other, then walked quietly together, out to their cabin.

    Petra noticed the slight unevenness of Elsie’s walk and wondered how many sangrias she’d had. Petra forced back a giggle and thought: Wait. How many did I have?

    Drinking was very much a part of Petra’s family culture, which she didn’t always appreciate. It wasn’t a European glass of wine with dinner. It was, often, getting snockered too early and saying shit that hurt people’s feelings in the name of just being honest. Thank the gods it wasn’t an election year.

    It wasn’t as though Petra had ever abstained, but she was much more likely to propose a game of Twister after a couple of glasses than insult someone.

    After Thanksgiving with her family, she always looked forward to Christmas with Elsie’s, the quieter, more peaceful family gathering that ended in homemade Puerto Rican–style eggnog and falling asleep in the living room watching movies.

    They reached the cabin and shut out the dark night behind them.

    “Your family is amazing,” Elsie said. “They’re so welcoming, no matter who shows up. I’ve always loved that.”

    It was true. Petra couldn’t remember a year when she hadn’t met someone new: a cousin’s neighbor’s roommate who didn’t have anywhere to spend the holiday weekend, an aunt of a family friend who was visiting from Albania, or someone Dottie had met yesterday at a farmers market. Petra never knew who to expect.

    “Rock, paper, scissors for the shower?” Petra asked.

    “You go ahead.”

    The bathroom was set up for guests, with stacks of towels and tiny bottles of shampoo. Petra turned on the water and hoped their water heater was up to the task this weekend. Her family was not small, even without bonus guests.

    When Petra got out of the shower, Elsie was sitting on the bed, blocking two sides with her legs and the other two with pillows, while Colonel Mustard roamed between.

    Elsie looked up apologetically. “He’s been in the tiny cage all day.”

    “Well, then, he needs to stretch his legs.” Petra dug through her bag for her hairbrush, a nice one that Elsie had bought her, with bristles that didn’t tear her hair.

    Everything had been like that, after Elsie left. Even her toothbrush and her pillowcase had memories. Now, though, with Elsie herself in the same room, it felt strange to get nostalgic about a hairbrush.

    Petra watched Elsie’s reflection in the vanity mirror, the way her hair seemed smoother away from Houston humidity, the pale pink of her favorite toenail polish, her subtle smile when Colonel Mustard licked the flower print of the duvet.

    And her pajama top slipping down over her shoulder. Dear Lord. Petra had vivid memories of that pajama top. The neckline was stretchy, and Petra had sometimes pulled it over both shoulders, down to her elbows, pinning Elsie’s arms to her sides while Petra showed proper appreciation for Elsie’s lovely neck and collarbone and for breasts so beautiful that Petra’s brain fully stopped working whenever she had them in her hands.

    Was it possible…?

    Had Elsie worn this shirt on purpose?

    But no, Petra wouldn’t jump to conclusions. It had been one of Elsie’s favorite tops long before Petra came along.

    Petra glanced at her own reflection and realized that half of her hair was thoroughly brushed, and the other half was still sticking up.

    Why hadn’t she thought to bring sexy pajamas? Petra never gave half a thought to her wardrobe—this was the first time she’d ever regretted it.

    Not that Elsie would’ve noticed if she’d been dressed in tassels and nothing else. Elsie had hardly glanced in her direction.

    
    Elsie tried not to look at Petra after her shower. There was something about water-speckled Petra that made Elsie start daydreaming the world’s most erotic shampoo commercial, and she didn’t need that distraction.

    All of this was hard enough without admitting how much she still wanted Petra’s body.

    Her body…and everything else. Elsie had missed the sound of her voice, half an octave deeper than her own and somehow a thousand times more seductive. Elsie could come to the sound of her reading an air-conditioning manual.

    But it wasn’t just about attraction. Elsie had missed hearing what she had to say. Petra was never as chatty as Elsie, so an opportunity like this, where relatives constantly stopped Petra to ask her questions, made Elsie want to stay close enough to overhear every word, like she was on the last episode of her favorite show, hushing every distraction to catch every bit of dialogue. What was new at work, Petra? Had she seen the LEGO exhibit? Had she gone to see that movie about the plant shop? Surely, she had. No? She would love it.

    Cousin Nat was Elsie’s new favorite because she was a gardener and wanted to talk to Petra about all the native flowers she was planting outside and ask for advice about how to keep that stubborn fiddle leaf fig healthy inside.

    “They don’t like to be moved,” Petra cautioned. “But they also don’t like air vents. Make sure the pot is draining, and give it nitrogen.”

    Cousin Nat started taking notes, and Elsie wanted to do the same, not because she cared about fiddle leaf figs but because she wanted a way to remember the way Petra’s expression focused, the way her voice became certain and her shoulders relaxed, just the smallest amount.

    Elsie suspected that if she could someday lock Petra in a giant greenhouse, Petra would become the most calm and happy person she could possibly be.

    As though reading her thoughts, Petra checked on the pitcher plant she’d brought from the car and found a place on the dresser where it would get the right amount of light.

    Then Petra sat on the corner of the bed farthest from Elsie, reaching out to let Colonel Mustard crawl into her hands.

    “I missed you, little guy,” she said, then glanced guiltily at Elsie.

    Elsie ignored her, crisscrossing her legs now that Colonel Mustard wasn’t in danger of launching himself off the bed to his untimely end. He wasn’t fast, he wasn’t smart, but he was, perhaps, the most patient lizard in history, blinking slowly at them, occasionally sticking out his tiny tongue.

    “I bet your hands are still warm from the shower,” Elsie said, then coughed. “I mean—”

    “He does like the heat.” Petra nodded.

    They didn’t talk much after that. There was nothing to say, and there was too much to say, and sangria made Elsie extremely sleepy. She kept looking at Petra’s long, incredible legs and tearing her eyes away, only to find them wandering back.

    “We should sleep,” Petra said eventually.

    Neither of them offered to sleep on the floor. They didn’t put pillows between them. They went to bed and lay awkwardly in silence like adults.

    Eventually, Petra’s breathing grew steady, and Elsie reached for her phone.

    I lie to everyone I speak to because I’m bored with life.

    Some little fairy has been refilling a bowl of chocolates in the break room for months. No one knows it’s me.

    When we were twelve years old, Stephen King kissed me.

    I locked eyes with a guy at an ice cream store five years ago. I never saw him again, but I think about him all the time.

    When Elsie couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer, she turned on her meditation podcast and let it lull her to sleep.

    

  
    
    Chapter Seventeen


    Petra’s bathing suit was sexy, at least. It wasn’t a bikini, but the neckline was low, the cups padded, and the waist had some kind of magical flattening material. She felt beautiful, even though she knew she’d be wearing a long-sleeved cover unless she wanted to burn before nine a.m.

    Petra deliberately left the cabin before Elsie changed into her swimsuit. Her plan was to win Elsie back, not to get hypnotized by the sight of her body. It had happened before. Petra got into a minor car wreck once when Elsie changed shirts in the passenger seat, and another time, Elsie had been showering, and Petra had walked into the wall, and another time, Elsie had worn a formfitting cocktail dress, and Petra had tripped backward over the coffee table and had to get four stitches in the back of her head.

    Elsie thought she was too heavy, too round, or some other nonsense. Petra had never been able to explain that art was about proportions and texture and movement, and to refer to Elsie’s body as anything but art was to be, very simply, wrong.

    Petra tried to think of something else before she collided with a tree.

    In the kitchen, there were breakfast tacos and coffee, but for the most part, everyone was shoving food in their mouths just to get out the door.

    Petra took her coffee out to the porch.

    She never got tired of sitting out here. The spring was her favorite, when Dottie put out a dozen hummingbird feeders and there were so many that the buzz of their wings sounded like a beehive. She had feeders shaped like bulbs and spirals, some clear, some brightly colored. There was one stained-glass feeder. Petra couldn’t imagine how much time it took to clean and refill them all.

    She hadn’t visited last spring and, she realized, wouldn’t visit this spring either unless she could convince Elsie to come with her.

    Still, she might. Elsie didn’t seem too bothered by this time with Petra, though she did keep her distance and the conversation shallow.

    That would change today, Petra decided. She had let Elsie ease into this situation. Now it was time to…attack her with personal questions? No, again, she needed a plan, and she was struggling. Why? Why was it so hard to come up with a way to make Elsie fall in love again? How had she done it the first time?

    They’d been together for ten years. It was a little hard to remember anything beyond the story they’d perfected over hundreds of retellings.

    Petra sipped the last bit of her coffee and watched the goats poke their noses into the grass.

    They’d met at a library, not the one where Elsie worked now, but her first library, where she’d worked as a clerk while getting her master’s degree in library science online.

    Petra liked their plant books and their memoirs section. It didn’t particularly matter whose memoir she was reading, Jenny Lawson or Bruce Springsteen or Alison Bechdel, whoever could tell a story. She enjoyed them all and didn’t branch out from her preferred subjects, no matter how often the hot library clerk recommended sci-fi. In fact, Elsie had started taking Petra’s book recommendations, and they would talk about the memoirs they were reading whenever Petra visited the library.

    That’s how it started, with soft teasing that tugged harder with every conversation, until Petra had said, one Saturday morning, “I’m going to grab some lunch in an hour. Do you have a recommendation?”

    Elsie’s smile had widened by the smallest fraction, and Petra was glad Elsie didn’t ask her anything because she wasn’t sure she could breathe while Elsie looked at her that way.

    “There’s a little café called Dandelion one street over. They serve tea and fancy sandwiches.”

    “Perfect,” Petra managed, and she had hoped, but hadn’t known for sure, that the hot library clerk with the beautiful smile would walk through the café door a few minutes after Petra and take the chair next to hers.

    Petra hadn’t ever experienced happiness that fierce and shining. Her life had been calm and quiet and unexceptional before Elsie.

    And after Elsie…she didn’t want to know.

    Now, Elsie herself came out onto the porch with her mug of tea and a taco, and she took the rocking chair next to Petra’s as though that was the normal thing for her to do.

    God, she was lovely first thing in the morning, with her hair a little tousled and her eyes all squinty. Petra had never been able to resist kissing her, morning breath and all, and knowing she couldn’t do it now made her feel like all the oxygen had left the air around her.

    Elsie’s swimsuit was bright orange, and her swimsuit cover was white, both colors seeming to shine against her perfect skin. She’d remembered to wear sneakers, too. There wasn’t much of a path to The Slab, though by the end of the day, there would be a trail of flattened wild grasses to show where they’d all walked.

    Petra and Elsie listened to the birds, the goats, the bustle of people inside getting ready for the day, and before Petra could think of the right words to take them back to the beginning, to that day in the café that had started it all, Elsie stood.

    “Ready?”

    Petra just nodded and took their mugs back to the kitchen.

    

  
    
    Chapter Eighteen


    Elsie sat on a slab of granite worn smooth by the river. The first time Petra had ever referred to the low water crossing, Elsie hadn’t known what to picture. Certainly nothing this beautiful. The river had to be a quarter of a mile across, shallow in some places, deeper in others, rushing over and around the pink and white rock. It wasn’t quite the roar of a waterfall, but it was audible. Uncountable amounts of water flowed quickly and pooled into little ponds, like where Elsie slowly kicked her feet, watching minnows dart toward her and away.

    The water was too chilly for swimming, though the kids seemed happy enough, ducking under the water, then running through the sunlit sand. They called it The Slab, which made sense in a way. There weren’t boulders so much as one giant mass of rock, shaped by water and time.

    Upstream, people fished from the shore. Downstream, teenagers dared each other to swim under the roadway, where the water frothed white.

    “That can’t be safe,” Elsie murmured.

    “It’s not.” Petra lay out next to her, offering her a can of soda from one of the wheeled coolers that some of the aunts and uncles had brought out with them. “Almost every year some kid ends up with a concussion and drowns. Plus, there are leeches.”

    “Why don’t they do something?”

    “Who?” Petra shook her head. “The police force, the city council, the mayor? They did the same dangerous shit growing up.”

    “I hate small towns.”

    “I know.”

    Elsie cringed. Of course Petra knew. The only time Petra had ever suggested moving was when Dottie told her a house near her and Doug was on the market.

    It would’ve been difficult for Petra to pack up their whole house and move. It would’ve meant weeks of anxiety and instability. But Elsie had totally shut her down, refusing even to discuss living somewhere without a decent coffee shop. And the restaurant situation was even more dire. There was one diner with a decent burger and one with excellent fajitas. But that was it. She’d have to drive a solid hour for a decent curry. It was unthinkable.

    But still, she could’ve thought about it. She could’ve tried.

    Elsie lowered her voice, inching a little deeper into the cool water. “Will you move back here someday?”

    It was the closest she’d ever come to admitting that Petra’s someday was different from her someday, at least out loud.

    “I couldn’t afford it…alone.” Petra barely whispered.

    Elsie understood. Even the run-down mobile homes were so close to the edge of the Austin sprawl that they’d be expensive.

    “Unless you lived in one of Dottie and Doug’s cabins.”

    Petra shook her head vehemently and almost smiled. “Not happening.”

    Elsie almost said I’m sorry, just out of sympathy, but she didn’t want Petra to read more into the words than she meant by them. Besides, Petra would be able to afford it, someday, if they kept up their charade long enough.

    A pack of unsupervised children splashed through Elsie’s pool, soaking her.

    “I got it!” One of the kids lifted up both cupped hands, and everyone crowded around.

    As soon as the kid’s hands opened, a frog no bigger than a pencil eraser leapt free, sending the children back to their frenzied chase.

    “That was you as a kid, wasn’t it?” Elsie teased. She knew it wasn’t, not even a little bit. Petra had never been carefree and raucous.

    Petra looked around, then pointed. “That was me.”

    A little boy crouched at the edge of the river. He picked up a pebble from the water, examined it in the sunlight, then placed it gently back where he’d found it.

    “Yeah,” Elsie said. “I could see that.”

    “Snake!” one of the kids shouted behind her. Elsie jumped, looking around quickly. Half the group of kids went running away, and the rest dashed after a slender grass snake that seemed to be fleeing toward the tree line in terror.

    One kid, smaller than the others, propped her hands on her hips and shouted, “If that snake doesn’t get you, Jeremiah, I will bite you myself. Leave. It. Alone!”

    “That was me,” Elsie said, at the same time Petra said, “That was you.”

    They laughed, not meeting each other’s eyes.

    “Elsie, I—”

    There was another distant shout, then a chorus. Elsie and Petra both looked around, then got to their feet.

    It was hard to tell what they were seeing at first, with water splashing in every direction and people diving out of the way.

    Then perhaps it ran out of energy or the rocks beneath its hooves grew more slippery. Either way, it slowed to a stop just a few feet away, looking around then lowering its head to drink.

    “Huh,” Elsie said. “Either that’s a horse, or there were some extra special mushrooms in those breakfast tacos.”

    “It’s a horse.” Petra raised a hand and took a cautious step toward the beautiful animal. Its black hair shone in the sunlight. “I’m sure. I skipped the tacos.”

    “That was a mistake. They were really good.”

    Before Petra could take another step, a young Angelina Jolie in jeans and a tank top arrived, strode up to the horse, took her reins, and gave her a stern lecture, primarily in English, but with a few Spanish words that seemed, from context, to be curse words and insults.

    Petra turned to Elsie, ready to laugh at this anecdote-in-the-making.

    But Elsie was still staring, wide-eyed.

    Petra turned back to the horse and the woman leading her away. “There are little kids playing here. Someone could’ve been hurt.”

    “Yeah, thanks for not running,” Angelina said, stopping. Her dark hair swung in a braid that almost reached her butt. “She’s careful around people when they’re calm, but all the shouting and running scared her.”

    “Of course it did.” Petra felt immediately contrite, as though she’d blamed the horse. “Here…do you want a drink? I think there’s half as many coolers as people out here.”

    Angelina gave a half shrug but followed Petra and accepted a Dr Pepper. “Oh,” she said, looking around as she popped the can open. “You’re from the Caldwell Ranch, aren’t you? Someone in town said they were having a big reunion this week.”

    “Not really a reunion. Just Thanksgiving. But yes, that’s us.”

    “Just Thanksgiving,” Angelina echoed, then shook her head and laughed.

    “What? Doesn’t your family have Thanksgiving dinner?”

    “Dinner? Sure. A precooked turkey. A can of cream of mushroom over a can of green beans. But not a whole multifamily event.”

    Petra stared. “No, that’s not…shut up. Come to dinner.”

    Angelina laughed. “Who could resist an invitation like that? I’m Angie, by the way.”

    Petra laughed. She couldn’t stop herself. “I figured,” she said. “I mean, I’m Petra.” Petra turned out of habit to introduce Elsie, but Elsie was already gone.

    

  
    
    Chapter Nineteen


    Elsie was wrapped in a towel and brushing her wet hair when Petra came back to the cabin. Elsie had quickly gotten her fill of The Slab and went straight to the shower to wash off all the sand and the river water that she was convinced was fifty percent fish pee.

    She’d said as much to Petra one day, and Petra had nodded. “There are plenty of turtles, too.”

    Disgusting.

    Elsie sent her mother and brother a dancing turkey GIF, and they sent back their own Thanksgiving messages. On an impulse, she sent Cameron the same dancing turkey. He texted back immediately.

    Cameron: How’s Thanksgiving with the ex?

    Elsie: Buckets of fun. I didn’t even ask what you were doing today. Spending the holiday with the family?

    Cameron: Not until tomorrow. People are still flying in today. I’m actually going on a date.

    Elsie: On Thanksgiving?

    Cameron: What? Is that weird? I’m making us turkey enchiladas.

    Elsie: Please tell me you’re joking.

    Cameron: I’m making spaghetti. Because…I know how to make spaghetti.

    Elsie: First date?

    Cameron: No.

    Cameron: Fifteenth, I think.

    Elsie: Fifteen!

    Elsie then added a few dozen heart emoji and question marks.

    Cameron: I assume that means you’re asking if it’s serious.

    Elsie: YES.

    Cameron: I don’t know yet.

    Elsie: How, in all the time we’ve spent talking, have you not mentioned that you had a possibly serious relationship person?

    Cameron: There’s this thing called privacy.

    Elsie: Never heard of it. So, tell me everything. Where did you meet? When did this start? How’s the *wink* *wink*?

    Cameron: Did you just write out wink wink?

    Elsie: I’m too lazy to emoji them.

    Cameron: You couldn’t be more embarrassing if you were my real big sister instead of my fake one.

    Cameron: I have to go. He’s here.

    Elsie: Please, please, please call me later.

    There was no reply. Elsie grinned, brushing through her hair a few more times before pulling it back to braid it.

    “There you are,” Petra said, kicking off her flip-flops just outside and trying to dust off her feet. “Dad said he could use some help from people who don’t think they can just—quote, unquote—come in and take over the potato salad, so I volunteered us, as soon as we’re dressed.”

    Elsie wanted to hold on to that feeling of giddy vicarious romance, but the sight of Petra made all her insides knot confusingly. She tried to focus on her hair and tried not to say anything about earlier, but her mouth was already moving, as though it didn’t require her brain’s participation anymore. “I’m surprised you had time to talk to Doug. Or did you get tired of hitting on that cowgirl out there.” Elsie wrapped an elastic around the end of her braid, then threw open her suitcase and started digging for clothes, mostly to hide the heat rising in her cheeks.

    “What?” Petra came all the way inside, closing the door and shutting out the too-bright midday sun.

    Elsie didn’t look up. “You got all wide-eyed and drooly the second she appeared. It was like that one time we went line dancing, all over again.”

    Petra cleared her throat in a way that showed she didn’t really needed to clear her throat so much as she needed Elsie to understand she was insulted. “I wasn’t the one drooling. You were the one who locked eyes on her like she was about to start a burlesque show.”

    Elsie pulled out a sundress, the shortest one she owned. “Well, we should ask what kind of dancing she likes. At least one of us will be happy.”

    “You’re being ridiculous.”

    “Always a good thing to say in an argument. Have you been taking lessons?”

    “Look, I…I…” Petra had her palms up in surrender. She did look flabbergasted, and Elsie tried to back off a little. She hadn’t wanted to fight. It wasn’t on her list. And she’d learned a lot this year about how to have a healthy argument and how to be a good partner. She and Petra were not getting back together, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t be civil.

    Elsie closed her suitcase and headed for the bathroom to dress. “You don’t have to explain it to me.”

    Petra was wide-eyed, not backing down. She didn’t seem angry, so much as confused. “She’s not even my type. She’s much more your type.”

    Elsie snorted, full-on snorted like a pig who’s just been lied to. “Grow up. She’s everyone’s type. Even Grandma Betty would be trying to get in those jeans.”

    Elsie met Petra’s gaze. Petra still looked like she wasn’t sure how this conversation had derailed. Elsie still probably looked as irritated as she felt.

    Then they both burst into laughter. The sound filled the tiny cabin, made it seem brighter.

    Elsie dropped her dress on the bed and sat down, shaking her head at herself as the room grew quiet again.

    “I really wasn’t hitting on her,” Petra said finally, her voice soft.

    “Okay.”

    “Oh, I did invite her to dinner, though.”

    “What? God, Petra.”

    Petra smiled in a way that was supposed to be apologetic but always looked as though she didn’t quite believe anything she or anyone else was saying. A skeptical grimace, more than a smile. “It was purely a gastronomic decision. She said she was eating canned green beans for Thanksgiving.”

    Elsie stood, grabbing her dress again. She was going to spend the day half naked at this rate. “Yeah, okay. I would’ve done the same.” And she would’ve. Maybe Dottie and Doug had passed some of their hospitality along, like a virus. Elsie believed strongly in community and togetherness, and Petra believed in everyone getting fed. They probably would’ve had a twenty-foot picnic table of their own, one day.

    Elsie sighed.

    “But I’m not into her,” Petra added.

    “I heard you. That’s fine.”

    “But you were upset, thinking that I might be. Do you think we ought to—”

    “No.” Elsie went into the bathroom and closed the door.

    “It’s been months, Elsie. We should talk.” Petra must be standing right against the door. Elsie could hear her with perfect clarity.

    “I don’t want to talk.”

    “No, I know. You’re right.”

    Except…was she? Elsie listened as Petra changed and left, the cabin door closing with the softest click.

    Elsie’s heart was racing. She pressed her wadded sundress against her chest.

    Maybe they should talk. Maybe that was the problem, that they’d stopped fighting. Maybe if they gave it another try, they could argue their way a step closer to forgiveness. Maybe the months of silence hadn’t done them any favors.

    Don’t get friendly.

    Focus on their flaws.

    Focus, Elsie told herself, pulling on her dress and checking herself in the mirror, giving her reflection a stern, determined look.

    Get some distance.

    Remember self-respect.

    She had decided what needed to be done, and she was going to do it. She was going to get through this weekend, keeping her distance as much as she could. Then she would go home and get back to her barely tolerable existence alone.

    Did she love spending time with Petra? Yes.

    Was she absolutely convinced that getting back together would lead to another, even more excruciating heartbreak for them both? Also yes.

    Elsie couldn’t put herself or Petra through that. It wasn’t worth it. It wasn’t fair.

    For as long as she could stand it, Elsie thought about the beautiful woman beside her horse at The Slab, how she’d locked eyes with Petra and smiled.

    Then Elsie forced herself to remember the interested tilt of Petra’s head. Maybe it hadn’t been conscious, but it had happened, and Elsie committed the image to memory, like a promise.

    They both deserved to move on.

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty


    Petra helped carry bowls and casserole dishes and pitchers of iced tea to the card tables on the lawn, set up like a buffet according to Dad’s specifications. Apparently, food had a proper order, just as Thanksgiving dinner had a proper time, two thirty p.m., when everyone was nice and hungry, but they also had time to digest, if needed, before pie.

    Dad took the broccoli casserole from Petra and put it in its spot, after the turkey and dressing and ham and mashed potatoes, but before the corn on the cob.

    Somehow, the smells of dinner overwhelmed even the scent of the trees, and soon, her grandfather was giving a very short prayer of thanks, and they were all filling their plates.

    Petra sat between Dottie and Elsie, with plenty of room. They were a large group, but the table was larger, built with the anticipation of future grandchildren and great-grandchildren, an expectation that Petra’s extended family had no trouble meeting. Two more groups arrived before mealtime, friends of the family, then nieces and nephews of Dottie and their offspring, all making quick work of the mashed potatoes and homemade macaroni and cheese.

    Petra watched a baby in a highchair squishing both hands into their potatoes, opening and closing them with fascination. No one objected. They were outside, after all, and if the parents could eat in peace for a few minutes, everyone was happy.

    Elsie gave a little moan when she had her first mouthful of dressing. Petra tried not to let Elsie’s sounds trigger any associated memories.

    She concentrated on her own overfilled plate, the caramelized carrots, the deviled eggs with their dash of paprika, the sun tea that had spent the morning brewing in glass pitchers on the picnic table.

    Petra got up for seconds and brought back an extra dinner roll for the baby, who seemed to be growing bored of throwing handfuls of mashed potato into the grass. To her surprise, the baby laughed, grabbing the roll and squishing it just as joyfully.

    She turned to see Elsie watching. They both turned away.

    They had talked about having kids, of course. Then they’d fought about it.

    Petra couldn’t imagine feeling secure enough to choose to raise a child. There were so many things that could go wrong, and what if they did go wrong? Hurricanes, car accidents, the economy, plagues, climate change. There was too much outside of her control. Just the idea of trying to be a parent in such a chaotic world made her heart race.

    Elsie had said that was fine. Then she’d said she wanted Petra to consider it, maybe, someday. Then she’d gotten information in the mail about adoption conferences, and she’d gotten angry when Petra refused to talk about it.

    “I’m not ready,” Petra had said, but she and Elsie had both known that was a lie because it implied the word yet, when what Petra meant was that she would never be ready.

    Petra still got notices in the mail about foster care training opportunities, flyers from different agencies, and every time, she pictured these people in their offices around the city, waiting for Petra to be ready, waiting long after Elsie had given up.

    Now, Dottie leaned forward, speaking to Elsie over the dish-covered picnic table. “How’s Betty? I haven’t spoken to her in weeks.”

    Elsie glanced at Petra before answering, filling Dottie in on Grandma Betty’s health and her insistence that the kitchen staff had suffered some kind of horrible loss because no one with working taste buds would serve food that bland.

    Somehow, that led to Dottie’s retelling of the picnic table origin story. Petra half listened at first, then found herself drawn into the story she’d heard a hundred times because Dottie, with her gestures and vivid expressions, could make even an old story captivating.

    “We had a regular-sized one until it was nothing but rotten boards and rusty nails. We’d run out of space, then have to set up a card table next to it, then another. One year, we just told everyone to bring a picnic blanket because we were all out of room. Well, Doug had enough. We went that very next weekend and bought the longest boards at the hardware store and built it ourselves, hammering away until after dark. But no one ever had to bring their own picnic blanket again.”

    “The old tables were in the shade, weren’t they?” Duchess asked.

    “They were, and I miss the shade, too. Maybe we can get some umbrellas and drill holes all the way down the table. Shouldn’t be too hard. Doug opted not to put this one directly under the trees because of that time a seven-foot-long cottonmouth dropped right out of the oak and into his lap. Just plopped right down in a heap.”

    Duchess choked on her iced tea. “Oh, goodness. Did he get bit?”

    Dottie laughed. “He’s still walking around, so no. He stood up like he was dusting off his pants, and the snake dropped right to the ground and slithered off, fast as if he’d been the shocked one.”

    “We got to meet some of the wildlife this morning, too,” Petra said.

    “I don’t think Angie’s horse counts.” Dottie laughed, waving.

    From the far end of the table, Angie waved back, trying to smile and chew at the same time.

    “We saw a snake and minnows and a frog,” Elsie explained. “None of which tried to trample us.” She gave a squinty fake smile in Angie’s direction.

    “You don’t care for horses much, do you?” Dottie asked.

    “They’re fine from a distance. Up close, they’re much too big. Same with bears.”

    “And dolphins.” Petra blinked innocently.

    “Not everyone thinks it would be fun to be dragged to their deaths by the nice cousin of sharks.” Elsie shuddered.

    “They’re smart,” Petra added.

    “They’re crafty.”

    “They do tricks and play catch.”

    “They’re evaluating their future victims.”

    “They’ve literally saved people’s lives.”

    Elsie protested loudly, “They literally masturbate using eels.”

    Five people started choking. One covered her daughter’s ears. Duchess blinked, her fork suspended in midair.

    Elsie’s face reddened, her response drowned out by everyone else’s laughter. Dottie and Petra laughed so hard they went silent, gasping for air.

    “That can’t possibly be true,” Dottie finally managed, wiping away tears.

    “It is,” one of the aunts chimed in. “I saw it on National Geographic.”

    “I will give my last dinner roll to anyone who will change the subject.” Elsie held it up enticingly.

    Petra took it. “Elephants masturbate, too.”

    “Not quite the subject change I was looking for,” Elsie muttered.

    Petra took a big bite of her roll, grinning.

    “I’m fairly sure all the great apes—” Dottie began.

    “Oh, look at the time.” Elsie jumped to her feet. “Doug, could I help bring out the pies? Please?”

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-one


    Doug took pity on Elsie and led her into the kitchen, where she whipped cream with a hand mixer until her cheeks returned to their usual temperature. She put in one earbud and listened to her meditation podcast as she whipped, finding that the two activities complemented each other.

    Forget the rest of her plan. She’d focus on not saying another word until Sunday.

    It was impossible to get some distance and to distract herself when Petra was right there in all her incredible Petra-ness.

    And focus on their flaws? Not a chance, when Petra was grinning at babies and looking so much more at ease than Elsie usually saw her. Oh, Petra was anxious about their relationship, sure, and Elsie swore she’d heard Petra’s blood pressure rise when she’d come back to the cabin and found Elsie sitting in nothing but a towel. But Petra here was a totally different creature than Petra in Houston. At home, the daily stresses seemed to bend her back with their weight. Petra, here, stood tall and smiled and was, shockingly, willing to make new friends.

    Elsie couldn’t understand it. And she didn’t want to try. It would be far too easy to fall in love with the Petra who was sitting just outside, laughing with her family and going back for seconds.

    Elsie finished the whipped cream to Doug’s approval and took it outside, where some of the less miserably stuffed family members were clearing empty bowls and pans to make room for the desserts.

    Usually, there was a large assortment of pies, some that Doug had made himself, and others from a local bakery.

    Today, there were all those, plus cakes and cookies and brownies and éclairs.

    There was a collective groan of misery when Doug brought out his home-churned ice cream.

    As usual, half the group decided that they would either need a nap or a walk before partaking, while the other half were already saying, “Just one piece.”

    Elsie and Petra were always in the former group, and while they usually joined an assortment of cousins and nieces and nephews on a walk, today, they both staggered back to the cabin.

    “It was all the sun and swimming this morning,” Elsie claimed, yawning.

    “Definitely that and not the massive amount of food we consumed.” Petra opened the cabin door and let herself fall face-first onto the bed.

    “Scooch,” Elsie demanded, then flopped down beside her.

    Petra reached an arm around her, as though sleepiness and habit had worked together for a moment to make her forget.

    Then she stopped and pulled away, rolling onto her back.

    And even though Elsie would certainly have pushed her away, the motion, the removal, still made her want to cry.

    Soon, Petra was dozing, and Elsie dared to open her eyes. For a while, she just watched, letting herself do what Petra clearly hadn’t when she’d rolled away: Elsie let herself forget, for just a moment, that everything had gone wrong.

    Because in all those years before it did, Elsie had loved her. She’d loved Petra so mindlessly that for ten years, she’d never thought of leaving.

    They’d argued. They’d been angry. They’d each slept on the couch more than a few times, long enough to let go of the urge to fight.

    But neither of them had ever packed a bag, until Elsie did.

    Their arguments had been fierce in that last year together, but the one that stood out most was when Petra had wanted to talk about moving closer to her family, and Elsie had said, “No.”

    No…that’s not what she’d said.

    She’d said, “I’d rather staple my tongue to a moving train.” Then because she’d been too wrapped up in her cleverness to notice Petra’s face fall, she’d said, “I’d rather get my wisdom teeth removed by Edward Scissorhands. I’d rather—”

    “Yeah, got it,” Petra had said, her voice hard. “Can’t live that far away from a coffee shop and culture. You’ve mentioned that. Who cares if I want to be close to my family? You don’t give a shit about being near yours.”

    “Why would I? No, my family are all just stuck-up wannabe aristocrats. Is that what you called them, or do I have it wrong?”

    Petra fumed. “Funny how you can remember what I say so much better than you can remember anything that comes out of your own mouth. Would you like me to refresh your memory about the rednecks I grew up with?”

    “They call themselves rednecks. It’s not an insult anymore.”

    “Oh, my mistake. I suppose you meant that they were hardworking and down-to-earth.”

    Elsie gritted her teeth. “I’m not going to be tricked into insulting an entire group of people just because you think I’m prejudiced.”

    Petra had laughed in her face, and their argument had gotten less cultural and more personal.

    Later, Elsie had apologized, of course. She’d protested that Petra knew how she felt about living that far away from the city. She’d claimed not to think that Petra was being serious.

    But they didn’t talk about it again.

    In bed now in the cabin in the town where she had refused to live, Elsie wasn’t sure why she’d been so angry and so callous. She did love the city, but surely they could’ve come up with some sort of compromise. But they didn’t. Not about anything.

    It wasn’t long after that fight that Elsie had starting thinking about babies. She wasn’t sure when that had happened. Suddenly, they were everywhere with their tiny socks and their smiley, drooling faces. They would come into the library, and Elsie would smile and wave at them, her heart melting when they smiled back.

    She wasn’t even entirely sure she wanted to be a parent, but she did want to think about it. She wanted to talk to Petra and consider whether it might be in their future to add a baby to their family. She could imagine Petra carrying a tiny new person through the garden, naming each plant. The fantasy filled her with longing.

    When she talked to Petra one evening, Petra had interrupted her almost as soon as she started.

    “I’m not ready,” Petra had said, which sounded a lot like no and I’d rather staple my tongue to a moving train.

    Elsie could almost see the words there in Petra’s eyes, that utter refusal to even have the conversation.

    “Is it just that you want me to be unhappy? Is that it?” Elsie had asked.

    Petra had rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

    “Or are you that afraid you’d turn out like your mother?”

    Elsie had regretted that one as soon as it was out of her mouth. It was a conversation they could’ve had, but to bring it up when they were already arguing was using Petra’s past as a weapon, not as a tool.

    Petra hadn’t even stayed to argue that time. She’d gone to their room, and Elsie hadn’t seen her for the rest of the day.

    And it only got worse.

    One day, Elsie said, “Do you want to—”

    And Petra said, “No,” before Elsie had even finished the question.

    One day, Petra said, “Meg invited us to—”

    And Elsie said, “I’d rather stay home.”

    Months passed. They stopped asking. They worked late. They dreaded the weekends because when they weren’t screaming at each other, they were silent.

    “I can’t go on like this,” Elsie had said. It was New Year’s Day. She said it right into Petra’s face, both of them makeup smeared and tired from the party the night before, their first in ages.

    That night had been the tipping point for Elsie, for Petra, for their whole marriage.

    She’d said it right to Petra’s face—“I can’t go on like this”—and she went to pack her suitcase.

    Elsie wasn’t really going to leave. That was the secret she never told Petra. She was going to pretend, to make it look like she was going. She was going to snap them out of this pattern of anger and revenge.

    She packed her bag. She put it in the car. She put Colonel Mustard’s terrarium in the car.

    And Petra didn’t say a word.

    Fine. Elsie would leave for the night. That would do it. Petra would call her in the morning and apologize, and they would fix this.

    Elsie called Cameron on the way down the driveway and asked if she could stay at his house while he was out of town. He gave her the door code, and she spent the day and that night on his living room recliner, curled up in blankets and trying not to check her phone.

    Petra didn’t call. Elsie didn’t go home.

    By the time Cameron came back, four days later, Elsie had found an apartment complex that would let her pay month to month. That might be how long it took, she reasoned, an entire month for Petra to realize that something needed to change, for Petra to call her and apologize so they could start repairing the damage they’d been causing to their marriage and to each other.

    Elsie went back for more of her things when she knew Petra would be at work.

    They didn’t talk until Elsie called to talk about her million-dollar plan, ten months after she moved out.

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-two


    Petra woke on Friday morning to Elsie’s warm body pressed ever so slightly against her own, her hair against Petra’s cheek, her heat and the scent of her shampoo surrounding them.

    Petra wanted to linger. God, how she wanted to. But Elsie wouldn’t have made the choice to be so close when she was awake. To linger now felt like taking advantage.

    So Petra left Elsie sleeping and went to the main house to grab breakfast before the trailer arrived.

    The fourth Thursday in November might be Thanksgiving, but the day after was, according to Petra’s family, the beginning of the Christmas season. Dottie wouldn’t say so, but Petra suspected that it wasn’t because her family was eager to celebrate but because there were extra hands to help with the decorations.

    Petra watched, donut and coffee in hand, while someone backed a jam-packed horse trailer up to the front steps while several others waved their hands, directing—or more likely, confusing—the driver.

    Then they all rushed in to help with the Christmas trees.

    There were trees, plural, though most of them were small. Most were fake, too, used year after year before spending the rest of the seasons shut away in a shed on the back forty, which she’d had to explain to Elsie meant an out-of-the-way spot on the property, not necessarily having anything to do with the number of acres.

    Petra spotted their new friend Angie hauling one end of a massive Christmas tree box. Angie looked like she wasn’t quite sure how she’d been roped into chores.

    Petra whispered ominously as she passed, “You’re one of us now,” before Dottie plopped a box of tinsel in her arms and told Petra to make herself useful.

    Inside the house, Petra added the box to the piles of others, full of ornaments, crocheted snowmen, strings of lights, and angel suncatchers that would soon stick to the windows with suction cups.

    To avoid hauling more boxes, Petra joined the group unpacking them. She unloaded a box labeled Indoor Wreaths and another that held tiny handprints with names and dates on the backs and photos of gap-toothed kids in Popsicle-stick ornaments or foam reindeer antlers. They were relatives and family friends, and none of them was Petra. She was almost ten before she came to live with Dad and Dottie and uninterested in turning her thumbprint into Rudolph’s nose.

    Petra set that box aside and found one full of miniature ceramic Christmas figures, a village and all the villagers wrapped liberally in bubble wrap. She carried the box to the momentarily quiet living room and sat on the floor. She unwrapped them tenderly, knowing what she would find, but knowing, too, that every year, she spotted details she’d somehow missed before, like the rocking horse in the tiny toy shop window or the doorknob on the bakery door, which was really a tiny peppermint, shiny with glittery snow.

    The little ceramic people were all familiar and special, too. They’d all been white people, decades ago, but as times changed and Dottie’s family grew, she had local art students repaint the faded faces in every hue.

    Petra remembered picking out the figure that looked most like her, a child with short blond hair and a serious expression. Every year, the youngest family members did the same.

    Even Elsie had picked one, the first time they’d spent Thanksgiving here. She claimed a roundish figure with long, dark hair, and Elsie, delighted to find a tiny, snow-dusted tea shop among the buildings, always placed the figure right in its doorway.

    Petra was still staring at all the ceramic people and their happy ceramic faces when Dottie found her, offering her another donut. Maple glazed, Petra’s favorite.

    “How are you, dear?” Dottie asked, sitting on the couch. Petra got up from the floor to sit with her. “I love these big family get-togethers, but the cacophony does make it hard to have an actual conversation with anyone.”

    “Fine,” Petra answered on impulse, then remembered who she was talking to, then remembered what she wasn’t supposed to be talking about and repeated herself. “Fine.”

    “Very convincing. How’s work? Is there any room to walk through your house, or do you have to climb through like a monkey in a jungle? And how is your charming wife? And”—Dottie looked around—“where is your charming wife?”

    “Still sleeping,” Petra said, though more than an hour had passed, and Elsie was surely awake now.

    “Is…” Dottie shifted closer. “Is everything okay? You and Elsie both seem…I’m not sure. But not your usual selves.”

    Petra smiled or tried to. She’d sworn that she wouldn’t tell anyone about their arrangement, but that wasn’t what Dottie had asked. “I’ve been stressed about work.”

    There. Honest, but not too honest, certainly nothing that would get Elsie disinherited if Dottie called up Betty.

    Dottie started to put an arm around her, then seemed to remember who she was talking to and gently patted Petra’s shoulder. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

    Petra didn’t know the answer to that question, but she started telling Dottie anyway. “My boss is awful. Elsie says I should quit.”

    Dottie made a sympathetic sound.

    Elsie had said it, and when Petra tried to remember when, she realized it had been over a year ago, on the way to Meg’s birthday party. Petra was against driving even after one drink, let alone how many Meg would serve her, so they were taking a rideshare.

    On the way to the party, Petra had said it. I’m going to quit.

    Elsie had leaned in to her. You should.

    Allen treats everyone like crap.

    He does.

    I don’t want to deal with him ever again.

    Elsie nodded and kept nodding. I’m not arguing.

    She had been, though. Petra had seen the little wheels turning in her head. Elsie’s salary was pathetic for the amount of work she put in, for the evening and weekend shifts, for the stress of working with a public who treated her like she was a pest or a narc or an imbecile, sometimes all in one day, instead of like the educated professional that she was.

    Petra made a decent living, enough that they could pay the mortgage and buy medicine when they were sick.

    Ah, the glamorous life of an accountant.

    I’ll find a better job, Petra amended. Then I’ll quit.

    Elsie took her hand. Quit tomorrow. Quit today. You deserve so much better.

    Petra had pressed Elsie’s hand to her mouth. Maybe it hadn’t been Elsie’s wheels turning. Maybe it had been her own.

    Maybe tomorrow, Petra had said. Tonight, let’s drink free wine and grind on the dance floor.

    The rideshare driver glanced in the rearview mirror, lingering awkwardly before turning back to the road.

    You do love to be the center of office gossip. Elsie shook her head like she was ashamed.

    Me? Petra had laughed, pulling her closer and forgetting to care whether the driver was watching. I’m pretty sure all the librarians are still talking about the vibrator you brought to the white elephant gift exchange.

    You bet they are. Elsie winked and Petra laughed.

    “It’s hard for you,” Dottie said now. “You can’t walk away from stability the way other people can. You know what it looks like.”

    It looked like Petra’s mother. That’s what Dottie was saying. It looked like never keeping a job for more than a month. It looked like a fridge that was empty except for mustard and a single pickle in a jar. It looked like leaving a nine-year-old home alone to go gamble on an offshore boat all night.

    “You couldn’t be farther from that kind of life,” Dottie said. She hadn’t read Petra’s thoughts. She hadn’t needed to. She’d shown up after Petra had dug through the coupon drawer and finally found her father’s number on a takeout napkin and called him to say that she hadn’t seen her mother in four days.

    Petra’s mother had never been good about keeping to a custody arrangement. Petra and her father saw each other infrequently.

    But that day, everything changed. Petra moved in with Dottie and Dad, and there was always so much to eat that sometimes food would spoil because they simply hadn’t gotten to it. And Dottie would always say, “This week, I’m meal planning. I hate waste.”

    Petra would get up in the middle of the night and open all the cabinets, staring around at everything until the panic in her head subsided and she could sleep again.

    “And you know,” Dottie said now, setting down her coffee mug to grip both of Petra’s hands in hers, “if you do quit that job, when you’re ready, and you need grocery money or a place to stay or anything in the whole world, all you have to do is call me.” She smoothed Petra’s hair out of her face. “It’s a big jump, but you have a safety net.”

    Petra let the tears fall. Dottie hadn’t said anything new. Petra had heard it a thousand times, and more, she believed it. Dottie and Dad had been there for her once. She had no doubt they always would.

    Before Petra could say anymore, her dad stomped in. “There you are. Hon, I’ve looked everywhere, but I can’t find the applesauce.”

    Dottie gave Petra an apologetic look, then turned to Doug. “What do you need applesauce for?”

    “One of the grandkids doesn’t like donuts.” He sounded appalled.

    “Outrageous,” Dottie deadpanned. “Did you check the pantry?”

    “I’m trying, but I’ve got every burner on the stove blazing for lunch, three things in the oven, a Crock-Pot full of—”

    “Okay, I’m coming.” Dottie shooed him away.

    Once he’d hurried back into the kitchen, she turned to Petra, leaning close so they were eye to eye.

    “I’m sorry you’re having a rough time. Sometimes, you stay and you fight. Other times, it’s truly not worth it, and you have to move on. Both things take bravery. And anyone who loves you will only want one thing—for you to be happy, whatever choice you make.”

    Dottie stood straight and shook her head.

    “Now I’m off to scour the pantry for applesauce.”

    Petra sat, drying her tears and finishing her donut, then she went back to the ceramic figures.

    She cleared the long table behind the couch in the living room, the official holiday home of the Christmas village, and began arranging them. Dottie would say they didn’t have a particular order, but that was a flat-out lie, and if Petra didn’t arrange them correctly, Dottie would move them as soon as her back was turned.

    There was the church, the bakery, the corner store, all with a layer of snow on top. The diner and library had lighted windows, so Petra had to go in search of the extension cord to plug them in, along with several of the petite ceramic trees that glowed with a rainbow of lights. Petra added the inn and a candle shop, and there, finally, was the tea shop.

    Petra put it in its place, then dug through the figures until she found Elsie’s, which she set in the tea shop doorway, where she would be happy.

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-three


    Elsie woke alone and groggily wondered why that surprised her. She looked around the empty cabin, remembering where she was, then closed her eyes again and tried to go back to sleep.

    She loved Petra’s family. She did. But there were so many of them, and…

    She groaned aloud, remembering yesterday’s animal masturbation faux pas, then laughed, wondering if anyone had ever put those particular words together in a sentence before, or if she was the first.

    Today would be the start of Doug and Dottie’s official Christmas season. The kids would construct gingerbread houses from graham crackers and tubes of frosting. The adults would work on a four-thousand-piece puzzle—Christmas-themed, of course. Doug special-ordered one every year.

    Elsie lingered a while in bed, reciting, “Distract yourself. Don’t get friendly. Focus on their…” before giving up and opening Postcard Confessions.

    She was addicted, she realized without a qualm. The confessions could be salacious, mundane, shocking, or heartbreaking, and Elsie was here for all of them.

    I buy luggage for vacations I’ll never take.

    Every time I babysit, I steal pills.

    I shoplift a single avocado at every grocery store I visit.

    They were entire stories in a single sentence, entire lives completely different from her own. It was why she’d ended up becoming a librarian. She’d always loved books. It had just turned out that librarians spent more time telling people they needed to take their vodka outside, being screamed at because of lost book fees, and, yes, cleaning piss out of the carpet than anything related to stories.

    Someone at my old job told me the time will pass anyway—so here I am, starting over at forty-five.

    Elsie stopped and read that sentence twice more.

    It wasn’t like she hadn’t considered it. She’d talked Petra through her layoff as a teacher and getting her CPA, so Elsie knew it was possible, even in her thirties, to make changes, but what would she even do?

    “Something,” she whispered to the empty cabin. “Something else.”

    She didn’t love the idea of going back to school, and she’d had literally no other adult work experience. She’d worked part-time at a library all through college, then full-time while she took graduate courses online for her library science degree. She’d never even explored anything else, which was probably why she struggled to even imagine herself in a different job.

    What could she do? She’d hate teaching, sales, or any jobs outside in the Texas heat. She’d had one retail job in high school, and that had been worse than grown-man piss.

    Elsie opened the browser on her phone and started searching. Plumber? Clergy? Financial planner? Life coach?

    She set down her phone in disgust and got out of bed, too anxious now to stay still. She wanted breakfast and tea anyway, so she got dressed and started back up the hill toward the house.

    The lawn was full of people, some unloading the last of the boxes out of a massive horse trailer, others entertaining the younger kids with bubbles and sidewalk chalk, some unabashedly enjoying their morning coffee from the porch rocking chairs while other people hauled Christmas decorations.

    Maybe one of them would be more helpful than the internet.

    Elsie got a cup of tea from the kitchen, then headed back out, spotting Duchess and taking the rocking chair beside hers.

    “Good morning,” Duchess said cheerily. She had a full face of makeup on, complete with sparkly blue eyeshadow and foundation caked into her neck wrinkles.

    “Good morning,” Elsie said, wrapping her hands tight around the mug. The morning was barely cool, but there was still something comforting about holding a warm cup of tea beyond the fact that her hands were always slightly chilly.

    Elsie suffered through a few minutes of small talk, watching the trailer get closed back up and towed away. In the quiet that followed, Elsie said, “Petra told me that you used to work in human resources.”

    Duchess didn’t need any more prompting than that. “Oh yes. I worked in the public sector for thirty-five years, fifteen as an HR director for the City of Georgetown. I did everything—hiring and firing, training, benefits enrollment, processing paperwork for whatever governmental department decided they needed to stick their noses in. I was there for the start of FMLA, thousands of hours of sexual harassment education, and the rise and fall of more health, life, dental, and vision insurances than I can count.”

    Elsie’s tea was finally cool enough to drink. She took a sip, then asked, “Did you like it?”

    Duchess pursed her lips for a moment before answering. “I liked the people I worked with, most of the time. It was an office job, never very exciting, at least, never exciting in a good way. Donuts on Mondays and casual Fridays and not much worth mentioning in between. But those relationships I built! I’m still friends with a dozen people I worked with over the years. I’ve been to their weddings and children’s birthdays and retirement parties. I miss it sometimes, though not enough to ever go back to the hell of a nine-to-five.”

    She chortled, and Elsie laughed, too. The porch and yard had mostly emptied around them.

    Duchess seemed to notice, then waved her arm like she was shooing Elsie away. “I could babble all day, but I don’t want to keep boring you. Go hang tinsel or whatever the rest of the young people are doing.”

    Elsie opened her mouth, then closed it. Duchess didn’t seem like the kind of person who had a lot of people to talk to. She recognized the signs. Lots of her library patrons were that way. They bypassed the book drop and the self-check machines because the only social interaction they got most days was with the librarian and the pharmacist.

    Honestly, those patrons usually ended up being her favorites.

    “Actually, I have a few more questions, if you don’t mind me bugging you,” Elsie said.

    Duchess beamed. “Ask away.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-four


    There was no trophy for the best graham cracker gingerbread house builder, but Angie and Scarlett, one of Dottie’s grandnieces, had teamed up to make an entire castle, complete with ice cream cone turrets.

    “She was the brains behind the design,” Angie insisted, while Scarlett blushed.

    Petra sat to talk with them, but only after checking to make sure Elsie wasn’t around. Though she had been jealous, hadn’t she? Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to let Elsie wander by while Petra was being flirty and charming. If she could figure out how to do either of those things.

    She tried to smile winningly but immediately felt like she was at the dentist’s office and gave up.

    “What is this, holding the drawbridge?” she asked instead, leaning closer to the masterpiece.

    “An untwirled Twizzler,” Scarlett said, with an implied duh, then ran off to find someone cooler.

    “Ah, clearly,” Petra said, shaking her head as though appalled by her own obtuseness.

    Angie chuckled. “Kids that age are always too smart for adults, aren’t they?”

    “What age is that?”

    Angie peered after the girl. “Six? Eleven? Eight?”

    Petra laughed. “I suspect you don’t have kids of your own.”

    Angie lit up. “I do, actually.” She pulled out her phone and showed Petra picture after adorable picture of baby goats.

    When Angie started a video of one jumping ecstatically off a haybale, Petra cooed out loud, something she was fairly sure had never happened to her before.

    Angie laughed. “They’re a handful, but I wouldn’t trade them for a mansion in Beverly Hills.”

    “Really? I think my wife would trade me for a place near the Pacific.” Petra cringed. She’d made similar jokes before, but not recently. Poppy, usually able to laugh about anything, hated quips about their relationship. “It’s precious, what you have,” she’d told Petra and Elsie. “Don’t joke about it.”

    “The Pacific?” Angie asked, as though she’d heard of it but didn’t see the appeal.

    “Oh yes. Her family used to take summer trips to Universal Studios, Rodeo Drive, Lake Tahoe, Napa Valley, the whole extravaganza.”

    “Don’t you live in Houston? Like, right by the Gulf?”

    “Yeah, but it’s a gulf. The waves around Galveston aren’t usually awe-inspiring unless there’s a hurricane coming.”

    Angie nodded. “Another reason the Pacific is superior. No hurricanes. Only the occasional city-flattening earthquake.”

    “That’s why they don’t raise cows in California.”

    Angie raised one eyebrow.

    Petra kept a straight face. “All that comes out is milkshakes.”

    Angie blinked, then burst into laughter. “Scarlett! Come back over here! Why don’t they raise cows in California?”

    “Joke thief,” Petra muttered.

    
    That evening, Doug started a movie on the barn projector, and all the kids climbed up into the loft with sleeping bags to watch. Most of the adults joined, too, remaining on the ground on benches or in folding chairs, cocktails in hand.

    There was no screen, just the wooden back wall of the barn, but no one minded.

    One of the teenagers let down a bucket on a rope and hauled up bags of popcorn, filling the barn with the buttery scent. It helped that there was no animal smell to overcome. Dottie had explained that the last owners had built a new barn, then decided to sell the place and move to a retirement home in Florida.

    “We’re not animal people,” Dottie explained to Elsie, cringing as though even the thought of being surrounded by animals gave her an icky feeling. “So it’s been a painting studio, a pottery studio, a Krav Maga sparring arena, and a few dozen other things, but never a real barn.”

    Petra sat on a concrete garden bench, watching the movie. The man next to her stood as Elsie and Dottie approached. “Here, I’ll let you sit with your wife,” he said to Elsie.

    Elsie forced a smile. “Thank you.”

    Dottie patted her back and went to check on the popcorn production.

    Elsie and Petra sat together in the dark, not touching, not looking at each other. Elsie had managed to avoid Petra most of the day, and it was strange to sit here now and realize that she’d missed Petra, that even sitting here in silence was better than being away from her.

    Elsie thought again of the day she’d left Petra. They should’ve been in counseling by then. They should’ve had a hundred calm and quiet conversations, learning to understand each other, learning to forgive.

    But they hadn’t.

    So Elsie had taken the only path she could see ahead. She’d walked away. She didn’t know if it was the right choice, but it was the one she’d made, the one she was still making.

    Focus on her flaws, Elsie tried to remember.

    But Petra’s eyelashes went from dark at the base to almost translucent near the tips.

    But she had four faint freckles beneath her right eye that were hardly visible unless she’d spent the day outside.

    Focus.

    Undeniably, Petra had flaws, but…but she was also kind and lovely and steady and funny, and there was no one like that in Elsie’s life. There never had been.

    Petra had filled a chasm in Elsie’s life from the moment she first flirted with her at the library, such serious, focused conversation that Petra swore it wasn’t flirting at all. She wouldn’t flirt with someone who was working. That would be unethical.

    But Elsie had spotted Petra’s intense attention and the way she lingered, trying to draw out their time together. It was subtle, but it was totally flirting.

    And to be honest, if it had been any less subtle, Elsie wouldn’t have gone for her. There was nothing about Petra that shouted Carefree, adventurous companion! or Best sex you’ve ever had! which was pretty much all Elsie was looking for when she met Petra.

    And she’d been right about the first. Petra wasn’t carefree. She wasn’t particularly adventurous, though she and Elsie had found compromises in meticulously planned vacations.

    Petra was methodical, every thought deeply examined, every relationship a course of study. Elsie hadn’t realized those were all-the-time traits, for the boardroom and the bedroom. And once she’d realized how someone could be both methodical and passionate, how Petra would study her like a work of art and learn in weeks what Elsie herself had never realized about her own pleasure…well, once that happened, Elsie had found it even more difficult to see any of Petra’s flaws.

    But that wasn’t healthy, was it? To love someone so completely that you didn’t see them anymore? To believe so totally in her perfection that Elsie couldn’t let Petra make a mistake? Then, when their fights had gotten so harsh and hurtful, Elsie couldn’t believe this was the same woman she’d loved. Elsie had felt so much more anguish than mere words could’ve given. Her whole unfair, unrealistic ideal of Petra had shattered.

    Elsie shook her head, hard, and Petra turned away from the movie, their eyes meeting and holding there in the shifting light of the projector.

    “Are you okay?” Petra asked. She reached out a hand, then pulled back, and Elsie suffered through that decision. She wouldn’t have held Petra’s hand, anyway, except that here, tonight, she could and pretend that it was all a part of their make-believe.

    Elsie almost reached out then but stopped herself. Because it wouldn’t have been pretend, not for her.

    Petra raised an eyebrow, and Elsie realized she hadn’t answered.

    “I’m fine,” she said. “Eager for tomorrow.”

    Petra nodded and turned back to the movie.

    Tomorrow, everyone else would leave to spend what remained of the holiday weekend with other family members or merely to recuperate from the massive food consumption that always marked a holiday at Doug and Dottie’s.

    Only Elsie and Petra would stay to have lunch, a tradition Petra had started long before Elsie came along, so Petra could have a couple of quiet hours with her parents, without the crowds of extended family and family friends.

    Then Elsie and Petra would drive home, and they would go back to the lives they’d been living, without each other.

    Elsie swallowed and leaned closer to Petra, not against her, just enough for her own sleeve to touch Petra’s sleeve, and it wasn’t nearly enough.

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-five


    Goodbyes on Saturday morning took over an hour. Doug had made almost a hundred potato, egg, and sausage breakfast tacos so everyone could have breakfast to go. Elsie and Petra ate theirs on the porch, waving as car after car headed down the gravel drive.

    Petra enjoyed holidays, but she was glad when they were over, too, and the house was calm and quiet. She put her hand in her pocket, touching the scrap of paper where Angie had written down her phone number.

    She offered to get Elsie another cup of tea and took both mugs inside.

    Petra filled them, sweetened hers, and took the paper out of her pocket.

    It was probably innocent, a friendly let’s stay in touch, but Petra couldn’t tell for sure. She’d never been good at that, telling the difference between let’s stay in touch and let’s get naked. People should just say what they meant.

    Either way, Petra tossed the paper in the trash before she took the mugs back out to the porch.

    When everyone was gone, Elsie went to the cabin and brought Colonel Mustard to the house, setting him loose on the living room rug. He was bedecked in dragon wings, and he eyed everyone grumpily.

    “I’m sorry,” Elsie said. “Just say hi, and then I’ll let you get back to sleep.”

    “Being nocturnal’s a bitch,” Petra said in sympathy.

    Elsie added a felt cowboy hat to his head, and Colonel Mustard lowered his head to the ground, as if too tired to bear the weight.

    Petra watched him. “I feel like this could be the start of a really weird Dungeons and Dragons campaign.”

    “I can’t believe we haven’t met him until now,” Dottie said. “How long have you had him?”

    “About three years,” Elsie said. “He’s a grown-up now.”

    “At that size?” Doug asked, eyeing him like he’d throw Colonel Mustard back in the lake if he was a fish.

    “Yes,” Petra said. “Sometimes when he’s sleeping, he looks dead.”

    She petted under his chin, which he tolerated.

    “I have to watch to make sure he’s breathing,” Elsie confirmed.

    “I used to do that with you,” Doug said, patting Petra’s shoulder.

    “He stopped when you turned seventeen,” Dottie said. “I told him it was starting to get creepy.”

    
    Elsie and Petra insisted on helping with lunch. After all the cooking he’d done in the last few days, Doug seemed happy for the help.

    “I can cut tomatoes,” Dottie offered.

    “If only that were true.” Doug handed the cutting board to Elsie. “Don’t let her touch anything.”

    They chopped and measured and sauteed in relative quiet, everyone seeming to enjoy the calm after the chaos.

    Elsie had been sure that she wouldn’t be hungry after days of full meals and several breakfast tacos only a few hours before, but the smells of feta roasted chicken and bruschetta made her stomach grumble like she hadn’t had a good meal in days. She was sure that her pants wouldn’t fit after this weekend and just as sure that it was totally worth it.

    They sat down to eat in the dining room. Dottie had set the table with glazed stoneware in teal and dark blue, with matching cloth napkins and a vase of wildflowers. She tapped her phone, and an instrumental version of Taylor Swift’s “Blank Space” filled the room.

    Elsie grinned. She wouldn’t have guessed Dottie was a Swiftie.

    It was the first music Elsie had heard that weekend, aside from some a cappella Christmas carols. Her own family holidays were completely different, more music than anything else. She felt the pang of missing Thanksgiving, even though she knew she would see them all in a few weeks for Christmas.

    She tried to put them out of her mind for now and turned to Dottie and Doug as they all filled their plates.

    “Have you always had a lot of holiday decorations?” she asked. From her place at the table, she could see three trees with sparkling lights, holly across the tops of the doors, and an impressive collection of reindeer plushies.

    “Not this much,” Doug said, his voice grumpy even though Elsie had seen him lovingly straightening the mittens of the gnomes in the living room yesterday.

    “We picked up the pace a bit when we moved to the ranch,” Dottie said. “Petra would come home and just shake her head at us.”

    “Oh, I thought you lived here while Petra was younger.” Elsie put a piece of feta chicken in her mouth and tried not to moan aloud. It was amazing.

    “We bought it while Petra was in high school,” Dottie said. “But she refused to move.”

    “What?” Elsie looked from Petra to Dottie and back again. Petra looked uncomfortable, staring at her plate, her face blank.

    “You know how Petra is, dear.” Dottie turned to Petra. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to talk about you like you’re not here.”

    Petra waved her fork as though to say Carry on.

    “She hates change,” Elsie said. “But I didn’t realize…”

    Dottie was shaking her head. “Wouldn’t pack a single bag. When she reached senior year, Doug and I gave up and moved here and just let her have the old place to herself.”

    “It was the quietest year ever,” Petra said wistfully.

    “But you’d just do that,” Elsie asked her, “just tell them to go on without you so you didn’t have to move?”

    Doug answered before Petra could. “You should’ve seen her when we took her to college. She was a nervous wreck. She got bald spots.”

    “Doug,” Dottie admonished. “It was a hard transition for her. We helped her find a little house to rent with some roommates, and she’s never had to move again.”

    Elsie felt her mouth fall open. How had she not heard this story? “Your house,” she said to Petra, then caught herself. “Our house. That’s the only other place you’ve ever lived? You lived there in college? With roommates?”

    “It’s funny,” Dottie said. “I’d forgotten completely about it until Duchess talked about her grandson going off to college. University of Houston, just like you. But she said he’s staying in the dorms.”

    Doug chuckled. “The dorms have gotten so pricey you might as well put a down payment on a house.”

    “Most eighteen-year-olds don’t have thirty thousand saved for a down payment, Doug,” Dottie said.

    “True, true. Well, I’m glad we found a way to help keep Petra from going bald. Now you look positively hairy, kid.” Doug grinned, raising his glass to Petra.

    Petra set down her fork and looked at Elsie. “Things were rough for a few years, but I did a lot of therapy, and none of that has bothered me for years.”

    Elsie nodded with a forced smile. She knew exactly what Petra still struggled with and what she didn’t, after all these years. Petra’s amassed emergency supplies weren’t even that unusual for someone living in a city prone to hurricanes and related power outages.

    Still, she’d never known it had been that bad.

    Petra kept her eyes on Elsie, as though she’d heard her thoughts. “And I’m going to therapy again,” she announced to the table.

    “Good for you,” Doug and Dottie said at the same time, then pointed at each other and laughed.

    “You are?” Elsie asked.

    “You didn’t know? How did you not know?” Dottie asked, grinning through her confusion.

    Elsie and Petra looked at each other, both forcing smiles.

    “She didn’t mean it as a question,” Petra said quickly. “It’s encouragement. You are! I am. I’m working through things again because this year…hasn’t been easy.”

    Elsie looked down at her own plate.

    “I know work has been hard,” Doug said. “I’m sorry, hon.”

    Petra just nodded, and Elsie ached for her.

    “How are things with you, dear?” Dottie asked Elsie, and Elsie tried to fill the conversation with anecdotes about the library so Petra wouldn’t have to participate anymore if she didn’t want to. Elsie talked about books she’d read, frustrating patrons, how her latest promotion basically meant that she was called out of her office every time a patron was being a dickhead.

    “Sounds like you could both use a change,” Doug said.

    Elsie and Petra looked at each other again and, again, looked away.

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-six


    Petra and Elsie went back to their cabin long enough to grab the suitcases they’d repacked that morning. They didn’t speak, though Petra tried hard to find something to say. They had the drive home ahead of them, but she felt like she was running out of time, and it would be weeks before she had another chance to talk to Elsie.

    Still, no witty flirtations came to mind. All she could think about was Elsie’s look of horror about Petra’s teenage self, too petrified by the idea of change to even move from one house to another.

    Petra knew it was irrational. She’d had plenty of good change in her life, not to mention plenty of terrible times when a change could’ve made everything better.

    But her brain didn’t care about rationality. It cared about consistency. Her therapist back then had said she would need to practice, and Petra had, making small variations in her schedule, pushing herself to get better.

    She really thought she’d solved it by the time she met Elsie. She thought she’d learned to live without needing to exert maximum control on every aspect of her life.

    Her new therapist laughed when Petra said that. “You don’t escape your past, Petra,” Dr. Shannon had said. “You keep working, keep trying, every day, and when one technique stops working, you try another.”

    Dr. Shannon always wanted to talk about Petra’s mother. Petra had recited every memory she had, at least twice, and while Dr. Shannon had a lot of helpful things to say, Petra always steered the conversation to Elsie, repeating every fight, every harsh word, every slammed door. And Dr. Shannon had helped her to come up with other ways she could’ve answered and what those outcomes would’ve looked like if Petra hadn’t been control obsessed and defensive.

    What it would’ve looked like, Petra was ashamed to admit, was a happy marriage.

    After they repacked the car with their luggage, Petra and Elsie hugged Dottie and Dad goodbye on the front porch. Dottie held on extra long, whispering, “You do seem to be having a rough time. I’m sorry. It will get better. I know it will. Call me anytime you want to talk.”

    Petra nodded, wishing she could, knowing she wouldn’t.

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-seven


    “I can’t believe you’re going through with this,” Cameron said, popping around the side of Elsie’s cubicle on Monday morning. He dragged a chair behind him, as though expecting to stay and talk awhile.

    “Cripes!” Elsie put her hand on her heart. “I didn’t know you were there.”

    Cameron pushed his chair toward her, frayed carpet strands snagging in the wheels. “Isn’t it awkward that you’re paying her to be with you? And by awkward, I also mean immoral and possibly illegal.”

    “I’m not paying her to be with me. I’m paying her to pretend to be with me. Totally different. Don’t you have work to do?”

    “Don’t think bossing me around will get you out of this conversation.”

    Elsie sighed. “It’s not immoral or illegal or anything else. I’m playing a trick on an elderly woman. Nothing more.”

    “With your wife, whom you still love. Nothing to see here.”

    Elsie had so many thoughts on how to reply that she couldn’t pick a single one, and she certainly couldn’t pick the right one, not when she had the fresh memory of Petra’s face, inches from hers in the dark.

    Elsie tried to take a deep breath, but it hitched like a sob, and she breathed carefully and silently through the feeling.

    Petra was so lovely, still so lovely, as though the time apart hadn’t frayed her as much as Elsie. Petra had that striking stare, like you were the only person in the world who had her attention.

    And most of all, Petra still wanted Elsie. Elsie had seen it, felt it, radiating from her, matching her own wanting, beat for beat.

    Elsie ground her teeth and turned back to her computer. “That’s irrelevant.”

    “Is it?” Cameron scooched closer, leaning his elbows on the corner of her desk.

    “Look”—Elsie pushed herself away from the desk again, away from him and his raised eyebrows and knowing expression—“it’s been over between us for months. This is an arrangement of necessity, not a reconciliation.”

    “Big words for a lady who still has her wife’s picture on her desk.”

    Elsie reached without looking and turned the frame face down. “I’m not getting back with her. I can’t.”

    A little of the humor left Cameron’s voice. “Why not, Els? What’s stopping you?”

    Elsie ran her fingers over the back of the frame. She didn’t know why it was still there. She would’ve said that she never even noticed it anymore, but she knew every pixel, from the red of Petra’s lipstick and her wind-tousled hair to the beach behind her, the waves reflecting the last of the sunlight.

    Cameron was waiting, but Elsie didn’t know what answer to give him. She and Petra had spent all weekend together and still hadn’t talked about anything important. And what if they did? What could either of them possibly say, at this point, to excuse not only their massive fights, but all the months that had passed in silence since then? If Elsie hadn’t needed Petra to keep her inheritance, would they have ever spoken again?

    They’d hardly said a word to each other on the long drive home, and when they’d parted, all they’d said was that they would talk soon to work out the details for Thanksmas. Then they’d said goodbye.

    And Elsie had slept in her bed alone, missing the weight and sound and scent of Petra beside her, missing her every expression, missing conversation with her—that was almost the hardest. Elsie had spoken to Petra every day for so many years that not speaking to her felt like not being able to speak at all. She would turn around, in her own apartment, to make a comment, and there was no one there. She still wasn’t used to that.

    “I miss her,” Elsie said, without meaning to.

    Cameron’s expression softened. “Of course you do. Look, I don’t know what’s best for you, Elsie, but I think that’s something you need to ask yourself. What do you actually want? What would make you happy?”

    Elsie wished that it had been someone else who had asked her that question, someone easier to ignore, someone with their own agenda. But with Cameron, she was afraid that he was genuine, and she didn’t have an answer.

    So she said, “Tell me about your Thanksgiving date.”

    “Oh, look at the time,” Cameron said, looking at his empty wrist.

    “It would make me happy, Cameron. Soooo happy.”

    
    “Why are you doing this to yourself?” Meg asked on Monday morning.

    It was a fair question. Petra was exhausted from the stress of the weekend and the silent drive home on Sunday.

    But she didn’t need to admit it to Meg. “I’m pretty sure I explained how much money is involved,” she said instead.

    “We’ve met. I’m pretty sure you have half that much in investments. I know what your salary is, and you never buy anything but plants.”

    “Plants can be expensive.”

    “Oh yeah? What’s the most you’ve ever spent?”

    Petra frowned, thinking. “A hundred, maybe?”

    “One hundred dollars? On a plant?”

    “I like unusual ones.”

    Meg just stared. “Okay, that’s not the point. I get the money thing. I do. But you’ve wrapped yourself up in this agreement with no end in sight. What’s going to happen? You’re going to show up and get treated like shit and just live with it?”

    “Elsie doesn’t treat me like shit.”

    “She doesn’t treat you like the treasure you are, that’s for damned sure. And I’ve watched you mope about for months. You’re never going to be able to get over her if you’re having to see her all the time. You can’t move on like that.”

    “What if I don’t want to move on?” Petra said. “What if I just don’t? I’ve spent months thinking this was over, that I’ve fucked up too badly to fix things, but did I honestly even try?”

    “I don’t know, Pet. It’s been really rough for you. I don’t want you standing up just to get run over again.”

    “I…do. I do want to, even if that’s what happens. It’s an opportunity I didn’t think I’d have, Meg. I wasn’t going to win her back with flowers and text messages. But if we can spend time together again, if she can see how much I still—”

    “Look, if that’s what you want to do, I’ll do what I can to help. But please think about it.”

    Petra couldn’t think of anything else. She spent the week contemplating the awfulness of the house without Elsie. The silence she’d always found comforting was achingly empty. She lingered over the ceramic fainting opossum figurine that Elsie had found in an antique store and the Loch Ness Monster soup ladle that had made her eyes light up.

    She watched the clock, mentally trying to urge the days to tick along more quickly. If Elsie hadn’t called by Sunday, Petra would. She already knew that she wouldn’t take the risk of upsetting Elsie by saying anything but what she expected, when and how they would travel together to their friends’ holiday getaway.

    But she’d hear Elsie’s voice, at least. When she thought she couldn’t stand to wait any longer, she distracted herself with videos of their early years of marriage. It was a luxury she hadn’t allowed herself these past few months. She didn’t deserve to love Elsie from afar when she’d done such a shitty job of loving her in person.

    But now, there was possibility. Petra could see it in the way she and Elsie had been so comfortable together at Dad and Dottie’s house, the way Elsie had seemed not to find it difficult to pretend to keep loving Petra. Surely that was a sign.

    Petra’s favorite video was of Elsie on a unicorn floatie in a friend’s pool. She wore sunglasses and a bikini and had lemonade in the floatie’s cupholder. Elsie was floating gently across the pool when one of their friends’ little urchins cannonballed, soaking Elsie and sending the floatie rocking chaotically.

    Elsie had lifted up her sunglasses with utter calm, beckoned the kid over, pulled him onto the floatie with her, and tickled him until he claimed he was going to pee. Their joy together was evident. Petra had stopped recording then, but she remembered what had happened next. The kid had climbed out of the pool, walked back to the edge, and did a second cannonball, as close to Elsie as he could.

    By Friday, Petra jumped every time a phone rang, no matter whose it was. Meg talked her into going dancing, and Petra was able to relax a little, moving to unfamiliar music, surrounded by silent strangers.

    Finally, Sunday came, and Petra called, her heart racing like a teenager’s.

    “Hey,” Elsie said, her voice neutral.

    “Hey,” Petra echoed. “I thought we should talk about plans for Friday.” She’d rehearsed the line, and she sounded like someone who wasn’t freaking out at all.

    “Do you think we can get away with taking separate cars?” Elsie asked.

    Petra was already shaking her head, knowing that Elsie couldn’t see her. “Better not risk it. You know Poppy. She’ll be waiting at the door.”

    “Good point. Um, Petra? They’re used to seeing us be…cozy.”

    Petra froze. Elsie was right. It wasn’t like their family gatherings, where they could get away with sitting in proximity to each other and not touching. They’d always been cuddly around their friends.

    “If you’re not comfortable…” Elsie went on.

    “It’s fine,” Petra said quickly. “I’m glad you brought it up.”

    This was the holiday event they could’ve skipped without questions. They couldn’t avoid their families without serious excuses, but with their friends, it would’ve been easier. They could’ve come up with a reason to miss this one year.

    But Petra hadn’t wanted to. Gloria lived in Chicago, Sid in New Orleans, Poppy in Austin, Colleen in Oklahoma City, and Nova in a tiny town in West Texas. They didn’t see everyone together at any other time, and for several of them, this was the only time Petra saw them at all.

    They could’ve risked telling the truth, but there were two problems: There was always the chance of word getting back to their families, who had all known each other at one time or another and might get in touch, especially around the holidays, and telling the truth would’ve meant spending the whole weekend talking about what happened, something Petra was sure that Elsie would hate just as much as she would.

    So they’d carry on with the lie.

    Petra couldn’t help but think that worked in her favor. If Elsie was fine with being cuddly around their friends, then Petra could touch her, and Elsie was addicted to touch. She’d proposed marriage to every masseuse she’d ever had, until Petra stopped taking her for couples massages.

    She shook the thought away. “How’s Grandma Betty?”

    “Better. She’s moving around pretty well on her own, but they don’t want her going home for Christmas.”

    “And she’s not fighting them over it?”

    “I know. I was surprised, too. Either she likes the nursing home, or…”

    Or Grandma Betty knew how fragile she’d become. Petra hoped it was the former.

    Elsie went on, “We’ll have Christmas Eve with Mom, then Christmas dinner there at the nursing home. If that’s okay with you.”

    “Of course.” Anything you want, Petra didn’t say. Anything Elsie asked. So long as they could be together.

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-eight


    Elsie spent the week trying to remember her plan, or the parts of it she hadn’t already failed spectacularly. Distraction and distance hadn’t worked to keep her mind off Petra. She’d managed to think more about all the things she’d loved about Petra than on her flaws, and she couldn’t bring herself to be cold toward Petra, not even when they were alone. She’d treated her too badly for too long. She’d feel guilty for being even slightly unfriendly now.

    And self-respect? Hah! Elsie wallowed in the mess of her life and streamed every romantic movie she could find, looking for something she knew wasn’t there.

    That left the last: Get social.

    Elsie had a weekend with friends ahead of her, so she would at least succeed with that one. There would be no reason to tell people about their marital situation and make things awkward. They would just go and see their friends and have a good time.

    On Friday, Petra picked Elsie up again. Cameron had been able to watch Colonel Mustard over the weekend, so Elsie only had the one suitcase, which she hefted into the trunk.

    Elsie wished that her own car wasn’t an unreliable piece of crap so that she could be the one to do the driving for once. Petra wouldn’t complain if Elsie wanted to drive Petra’s car today, but Elsie felt weird saying Please allow me the illusion of power in this one small thing. But she could, she knew. Petra would understand.

    Instead, Elsie went to the passenger side and got in, allowing herself two full seconds to take in the face she had once seen every morning, the red blouse that Elsie had bought for her, the skirt that brushed the tops of her knees, all put together so perfectly that Elsie had to wonder: Was it easy for Petra to get up in the morning? Did she get ready for work the same as always, cross-legged in front of the mirror with a cup of coffee next to her makeup bag?

    Elsie hated that she didn’t know. She had once known every detail. She had noticed when Petra’s favorite red lipstick was getting too short and would pick her up another. She had seen every outfit that was tried on and discarded. She had matched Petra’s goddamn socks.

    Sometimes it seemed impossible that all that was over. But it was equally impossible to go back. Elsie knew she couldn’t survive a heartbreak like that twice.

    They chatted as they drove, and Elsie tried and failed to stay awake, finally yawning her way back to consciousness right outside San Antonio.

    Poppy spotted Petra and Elsie as soon as they walked through the hotel doors.

    “Good call about driving together,” Elsie muttered sleepily.

    Petra forced a smile at Poppy, which quickly turned genuine as Poppy skipped forward. Petra was convinced she was part Labrador retriever, with her glossy golden hair, her energetic, bounding walk, and her inability to let go of something juicy once she got her teeth into it. The only way they’d get through this weekend without Poppy practicing her amateur couples counseling was to keep her from sniffing out that there were any problems between them.

    Poppy wrapped her arms immediately around Petra and planted a wet kiss on her cheek.

    “Gross,” Petra complained.

    Poppy laughed and squeezed harder, reaching to pull Elsie in.

    Petra felt Elsie’s shoulder, her head pressed against Petra’s. It was a ridiculous thing to savor, but she did. If she could forget Poppy was there, she could imagine that it was just Elsie’s body pressed into her own, just one more time.

    But then Poppy pulled away and led them both to the reception desk, chattering nonstop about mutual acquaintances that Petra vaguely remembered.

    Elsie got them checked in, handed one of the key cards to Petra, and headed toward the elevators, all without a pause from Poppy.

    They dropped off their bags and left the hotel on foot to meet up with the others for dinner at a Mexican restaurant that sold margaritas by the pitcher, their traditional first-night restaurant on any trip to San Antonio.

    The River Walk was beautiful this time of year. Petra always forgot that’s why they decided to meet during the holidays and not at a time of year when they weren’t all busy with their families.

    People walked with shopping bags and strollers, everyone seeming to smile at the lights strung for miles over the city-bound river, the decorated trees and the warm cinnamon smell. The river sparkled with the reflection of the lights, the dark hiding its muddy color.

    Petra had decided to be here, and she had no regrets. How could she? She was spending a long weekend with her wife in the most romantic city in Texas.

    Surely, that could only work to her benefit.

    Elsie took her hand as they spotted the rest of their group, and Petra almost tripped over her own feet. They’d talked about touching in front of the others, but Elsie’s hand was so achingly familiar, from the softness of her skin to the feel of her rings and the scar on the outside of her thumb from an avocado incident.

    Petra tried to breathe slowly, blinking to dry her eyes, but Elsie must have heard her breath change.

    She stopped, leaving Poppy to continue obliviously on her way.

    Elsie looked into Petra’s eyes, then to their hands, then back up to the tear Petra hadn’t been able to blink away.

    Petra was sure that Elsie would let go and turn away. This wasn’t the time for a discussion, and they surely didn’t need to hold hands right this minute to sell their story of a happy marriage. Petra wanted to squeeze Elsie’s hand, to keep the contact for every second that she could. But she wouldn’t. She would never make Elsie stay if Elsie wanted to go.

    But Elsie didn’t. Her mouth was a tight, sad line, but her hand tightened, pressing their palms close.

    Then she turned, not letting go or loosening her grip, and followed Poppy into the restaurant.

    Petra could hear their friends before she saw them. Poppy had squealed, and Sid and Gloria had echoed her and jumped to their feet to hug her, drawing Elsie and Petra into their embrace as they approached. Nova, eight months pregnant and already digging in to the queso, gave them both a little wave.

    “Colleen?” Elsie asked as they all took their seats.

    “In Vegas, eloping with her pharmacist,” Sid answered, tapping her phone and holding up a picture of Colleen in a white dress, seated in the passenger seat of a car. The driver wore a tuxedo while a man in a clerical collar leaned out of a drive-through window.

    “Fun,” Elsie said.

    Sid gave a one-shoulder shrug. They seemed less than enthusiastic, but Sid ran marathons and fermented their own kombucha, so it was safe to say that Sid and Elsie weren’t going to agree on what qualified as fun.

    The waiter brought more queso and salsa. Petra slid the salsa to Elsie, who had an aversion to liquid cheese, and put the chips where Elsie’s shorter arms could reach.

    “Are you still working at that fitness place?” Gloria asked Poppy, who blew a raspberry.

    “Naw, girl. I quit that job.”

    “Good for you, Poppy. I can’t believe you put up with that shit for six whole months.”

    “I know! I kept thinking, tomorrow had to be better. People don’t just live like this.”

    Petra and Elsie met each other’s eyes. Petra knew what they were both thinking, that Poppy wouldn’t tolerate working at either of their jobs. Maybe she was the smart one for demanding something better.

    “So what are you doing now?”

    “Hanging out in the financial district at five p.m.”

    “Smart.”

    “Sometimes I bring a cardboard box with some desk stuff in it, smear my eyeliner a little. I haven’t paid for dinner in months.”

    “God, that’s brilliant. Isn’t that brilliant, Sid?”

    Sid narrowed their eyes at Gloria as though it was a trick question. Gloria didn’t seem to notice.

    “What about you, Els? How’s the library?”

    “Burning down as we speak.”

    “What?”

    “Just wishful thinking. How’s wedding planning?”

    Gloria took a deep breath and didn’t take another for an impossibly long time, launching into an extended recitation of the many pitfalls and moments of pure exaltation that accompanied work in the fast-paced wedding industry.

    “Dear Lord,” Sid contributed at one point, but Petra was fairly certain they were commenting on Gloria’s chatter and not on anything she actually said.

    They ordered appetizers and main courses and were already planning on desserts. This weekend was a hallowed no-diets, no-guilt weekend, according to Poppy. Elsie, always more likely to order dessert than not, nodded as though she planned to take this declaration seriously.

    Petra worshipped Elsie’s soft plumpness, the fullness of her breasts and stomach and thighs. She couldn’t imagine being with someone flimsy.

    Though, Petra realized, she herself probably fit into that category. She enjoyed food, never missed a meal or let the pantry be anything but fully stocked, but she tended toward leafy vegetables and nutrient-heavy legumes. She’d never had much of a taste for the almost painful sweetness of cheesecake, Elsie’s favorite.

    She tried to turn her attention back to the conversation, which had finally shifted away from wedding planning and toward shared acquaintances.

    But it was hard to focus with Elsie so close. Petra had missed her so much since Thanksgiving. The idea of having one short weekend with her, Elsie’s attention on everyone else, then being away from her for two more weeks before they met again at Christmas made Petra want to grab her hand and pull her away now, before all their time was spent, and ride down the busy River Walk, away from their friends and their hesitations, and into a place where they could talk and connect in a way they hadn’t since last New Year’s Day.

    Instead, she ate her enchiladas when they arrived and took her time mixing the remaining enchilada sauce with her rice and refried beans.

    “Petra,” Gloria said in a scolding voice.

    Petra started and looked up.

    “You haven’t said two words since you sat down, and I’d swear you haven’t listened to a word I said either.”

    Petra opened her mouth to answer, but there wasn’t really a question. “The…enchiladas are good. How were the chile rellenos?”

    Gloria glared, as though this was a barely acceptable contribution to the conversation. “They were delicious. Now, tell me about your plants.”

    Petra grinned, happy not to be asked about work like everyone else. This was why she’d wanted to be here this weekend, despite everything. She didn’t have as much in common with her friends as she’d had when they were all in college, but they did still know her, and they cared about each other, and they were better at it, better at truly caring, than anyone Petra knew.

    For a moment, she considered just telling them that she and Elsie were struggling. If anyone would understand, it would be these people.

    But it wasn’t her decision, not fully. So instead, she told them about her trellis of Carolina jessamine and a variegated tree ivy she’d found for the dining room.

    She found herself talking more than she’d realized, telling them, “There are so many amazing plant nurseries in Houston that I had to buy more grow lights for my potted plants and clear out some non-native species in the backyard. I have these yellow flowers called esperanza—the plant gets huge, and the butterflies adore it. I’ve been reading about what to plant for swallowtail butterflies, so I got some pipe vines and fennel. I wish I had room for some oak trees. They’re important for so many species.”

    Poppy, Sid, Nova, and Gloria were listening with slight smiles. Elsie had no expression. She stared at her plate. But after a few seconds of silence, she said, so softly Petra wasn’t sure she’d meant to say it aloud, “We could do that, you know. We could save up for some land. Just for oak trees.”

    Her eyes met Petra’s then, and Elsie looked almost startled when Petra smiled. Petra didn’t know what else to do. She took Elsie’s hand. “I’d love that.”

    She would. Never mind that it was pretend, like everything else between them this weekend, a fake fantasy to go with their fake happiness. Petra could pretend to herself, too. She could imagine weekend trips out to their dozen acres, hauling in saplings and mulch, complaining as they dug holes, laughing as they filled them in.

    Then it popped, just like that. The idea was gone, and in her mind, Petra was at her house, alone, sitting in her backyard, wishing for oak trees.

    And Elsie was talking to their friends about a movie she’d seen, and they were chiming in, and Petra was quiet again, wondering at her glimpse of that other world and wondering if she and Elsie would ever be that happy.

    

  
    
    Chapter Twenty-nine


    My dad had an affair twenty years ago. I’m on my way to meet my half brother.

    I haven’t said I love you to anyone for a decade.

    When we have sex, I imagine you’re a dinosaur. It doesn’t turn me on, but it distracts me enough from my own whirling thoughts that I can finally climax.

    Elsie snort laughed from her hotel bed, then tried to cover it with a cough.

    The hotel had given them a double, and Elsie was trying to distract herself from the three-foot gap between her bed and Petra’s. It was almost more of a temptation, that space of air between them, than sleeping in the same bed in the cabin had been. Maybe it was because Elsie was aware of what a statement it would be for her to cross that space and crawl into bed with her wife.

    Petra would make one hot dinosaur.

    Elsie grinned as she plugged in her phone and set it on the nightstand.

    The room was dark. Petra never looked at her phone at night. Research said that the blue light could interfere with sleep patterns, so Petra put hers away an hour before bed and never thought about it. Elsie was more likely to fall asleep mid-article and drop her phone on her face.

    Elsie tried to widen her eyes in the dark to see Petra’s outline. The hotel had thick curtains, but even so, it overlooked the River Walk, which was bright and noisy late into the night.

    Finally, her eyes adjusted. She could see the dim glow through the gaps in the curtain and Petra’s faint outline. She could hear Petra’s soft snores and the faint sound of music from the sidewalk far below.

    Now and then, she heard voices as someone passed by the door of their hotel room. She caught fragments of conversation, just enough to make her wonder about those people and their full lives that she would never know anything more about.

    Elsie thought of the Postcard Confessions, the admission that someone hadn’t said I love you in a decade. Elsie said it at least once a week, every time she talked to her mother, occasionally even her brother. Grandma Betty didn’t talk on the phone much, but she and Elsie said the words when they saw each other.

    But that was all. Grandma Betty would be gone, one day. And Elsie’s mother’s memory was a cause of constant worry. There would be a day, maybe not too many years down the line, when Elsie would say I love you to a woman who no longer recognized her.

    Suddenly, Elsie was desperately tempted to cross the space between her bed and Petra’s. She wanted to be held. If she didn’t have anyone to love, she could at least be touched.

    But no, she had given up even that.

    She turned her back to the window, to Petra, and wiped her eyes.

    Would Petra hold her? Would Petra push her away? Would she ask questions or demand to talk about everything that had broken between them?

    They would have to, if they ever wanted to have any part of each other, even a friendship. They would have to talk about how angry they’d been that last year together, every conversation turning into an argument because they’d been stressed and hurting, and instead of helping each other, they’d lashed out, until New Year’s Eve, when they’d given up, both of them, and walked away from their marriage. They’d been immature and thoughtless, and it had been months before Elsie had even thought of Petra without feeling resentful and bitter.

    Everything didn’t change in a day. Elsie had read some books. She’d used one of the new text-a-therapist apps. She’d talked to people about their marriages and listened to their answers. She’d meditated.

    And she’d thought about Petra, every single day. She’d thought about her until that resentful feeling was a memory, and then she’d kept thinking through their life together until she could see all the cracks and start to understand how she should’ve been working to fix them. She had accepted silence instead of fighting for peace.

    She wouldn’t say hindsight was twenty-twenty. She’d say that hindsight was a little embarrassing and very educational.

    Most of all, Elsie couldn’t see how she and Petra could ever get back together. Not that Elsie wanted to.

    But she also didn’t want to be alone.

    Maybe she should start dating again. Her one date that year had been kind of an accident. Doing it on purpose was a horrible thought, no less horrible because Elsie didn’t want to think about divorcing Petra, but she couldn’t stand the thought of being with someone else while they were still married.

    But someday she could. She could go on one of those dating apps, or just ask around at work. Someone was sure to have a single friend. Or she could copy Poppy’s plan and hang around the financial district. But only if she could do it in a dinosaur costume.

    The thought made her laugh quietly and distracted her enough from her worries that she was finally able to sleep.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty


    Petra woke early and went downstairs to gather a variety of pastries from the continental breakfast. Their tea selection was shameful, but Petra had come prepared. She took a wrapped jasmine green tea bag from her pocket, filled a cup with hot water, and took everything back upstairs.

    Elsie was still deeply asleep, limbs splayed, one socked foot hanging off the side of the bed. She was lovely.

    Petra left the tea and pastries on the bedside table and went to take a shower.

    By the time she was out, there were already six messages in the group chat, discussing their morning plans. Gloria had an entire itinerary for the day. Petra glanced at what time she wanted them to meet in the lobby and ignored the rest.

    Petra dressed and brushed her hair. When she opened the bathroom door, she shivered in the cool room.

    Elsie was sitting in bed, hair sticking up in places, a pastry in one hand and tea in the other. She looked at Petra’s face, probably still pinkened from the heat of the shower. “Thank you,” she said.

    Petra smiled. “Your hair is cute.”

    Elsie’s self-conscious smile was heartbreakingly familiar.

    “Gloria wants us downstairs in forty minutes. Is that okay with you, or do you want me to tell her where she can put her itinerary?”

    “You love her itinerary.”

    Petra shrugged. “I appreciate how much work she puts into these weekends, and I like a good plan, but I will criticize everything from her grammar to her font choice if you want more time.”

    “Oh, snap.” Elsie laughed. “No, I’ll just get dressed. You know I don’t…I don’t need a whole hour to get ready.”

    Yes, Petra did know that. She knew that Elsie kept her hair long because she loved a braid, got headaches from a tight ponytail, and hated her short teenage haircut. She knew that Elsie had three makeup routines: work, date night, and day off. The last took her ten minutes and included sunblock, one of a dozen bright shades of eyeshadow, and watermelon lip gloss.

    The desire to touch Elsie, to tell her everything she was feeling, was so strong that Petra had to turn away from her. She would get to that point. She would talk to Elsie. But not yet. If these were going to be her last holidays with Elsie, she wanted them to be as good as possible, free of drama and argument, just time spent together, even with two hotel beds between them.

    Petra absently went through her own morning routine, paying less attention to her own face than to the sound of Elsie moving through the room.

    She was here now, with Petra. Nothing else mattered.

    
    They weren’t the last to reach Gloria in the hotel lobby. Nova said she wasn’t up to traipsing around La Villita, the historic arts village, and would meet them for lunch. Poppy said she was absolutely coming down in five minutes. Maybe ten. Definitely not more than fifteen.

    Elsie expected Gloria to fume, but Gloria just rolled her eyes and sat on the lobby sofa. She’d known Poppy as long as they all had, after all. They knew what to expect.

    Elsie and Petra went to sit with Gloria, who complimented Elsie’s rainbow Christmas tree sweater and Petra’s plain black blouse.

    Sid took the spot next to Gloria, throwing their arm over the back of the sofa. “So,” they said, “watch any good porn lately?”

    “Sid!” Gloria scolded. “Remember how we talked about normal conversation topics?”

    Elsie felt the laughter building in her chest and tried to hold it back. Sid loved making people uncomfortable, and laughing would only encourage their behavior. Elsie never minded. Sid was funny and unusual, and there were not enough people like them in Elsie’s life.

    But Gloria had never quite broken free of her strict, conservative upbringing, to the point that Elsie dreaded hearing that Gloria had finally gotten engaged to her longtime boyfriend. Gloria was a wedding planner and had no doubt already put together a minute-by-minute plan of her imagined future day. But Elsie, Petra, Nova, Poppy, and Sid would have a hell of a time planning a bachelorette party that would suit Gloria. They’d end up sipping lemonade and playing Boggle until Gloria got sleepy at nine thirty and called it a night.

    Elsie turned to Gloria. “How’s Bruce?”

    Sid and Petra both burst out laughing, and Elsie belatedly realized that asking about Gloria’s boyfriend right after Sid asked about porn might not be ideal timing.

    Gloria rolled her eyes at Sid and turned to Elsie. “He’s fine. Thank you for asking. He’s been doing a lot of UX work and remarketing, which is different from…”

    Gloria went on, and Elsie nodded, immediately losing interest. She crossed marketing off her mental list of future career paths.

    Sid’s phone buzzed, and they answered, sighing.

    “Thank you for calling technical support,” Sid said, then covered the mouthpiece. “I’ll be right back.”

    Elsie almost asked if Sid had changed jobs, then heard Sid explaining to their grandpa, in detail, how to open a computer browser.

    Poppy finally emerged, long hair straight and shiny, makeup perfect.

    “Thank you for coming,” Gloria said with as much sarcasm as Elsie had ever heard from her. “No need to rush your beauty regimen for us.”

    “I didn’t,” Poppy said, blinking her long lashes. “You have a semipermanent bed warmer, so you’ve forgotten how important it is not to miss an opportunity.”

    “Please don’t refer to Bruce as a bed warmer.”

    “Isn’t he? I figured he at least had one skill.”

    “Let’s get going,” Petra said, her voice just a bit louder than theirs. “Those handcrafted soaps aren’t going to buy themselves.”

    La Villita was, in all their opinions, an underrated attraction. They walked along the River Walk to get there, enjoying the sparser sidewalks and the comparatively quiet morning.

    None of them had to lead the way. They went every year.

    They turned off the River Walk and into the square of historic adobe and limestone buildings, chatting about the ornately decorated tiles on the stone staircases and the wax melt scent creations they’d been enjoying since last year.

    “I hate leaving Nova behind,” Elsie said.

    “She said she was getting room service and rewatching Battlestar Galactica,” Gloria said.

    “Oh, she’s having her own perfect morning then, isn’t she?”

    Gloria laughed. The sunshine and exercise seemed to lighten her mood. She led them straight to Bird and Pear, an adorable store full of bright unique gifts, jewelry, purses, and handmade trinkets. It was too whimsical for Gloria’s style, but she always bought her sisters’ Christmas presents there.

    “I got Vivien a handcrafted metal Frida Kahlo Christmas tree ornament last year,” she said softly, as their eyes adjusted to the indoors. “She showed it to absolutely everyone. I don’t think I’ll be able to beat that.”

    “We’ll try our best,” the woman behind the counter said, and they all laughed.

    Elsie went straight for the throw pillows. Petra had never liked them. There were too many buttons, too much embroidery, in an endless variety of color.

    Elsie bought four. It crossed her mind that she’d have to carry a massive shopping bag around until they made it back to the hotel, but it was worth it.

    Gloria found some hand-painted ceramic flowerpots, and they moved on to the next store.

    They saw a metalsmith at work in the copper gallery, bent over her intricate work, and bought artisan soaps and candles as they moved from shop to shop. A band set up around lunchtime, and they ate tacos out on the patio to enjoy the music.

    Elsie watched the musicians attentively. Petra tossed broken bits of taco shell onto the ground for the sparrows.

    Sid ordered sopapillas for dessert and passed the basket around the table. Poppy slathered hers in honey, and Gloria ate hers in seconds, licking the remaining sugar from her fingers.

    “We should do this more than once a year,” Poppy said, leaning back in her patio chair.

    “We would,” Elsie said, “but it’s over ninety degrees in San Antonio from, like, March to November.”

    “Maybe if we all saved up, we could take a cruise sometime,” Sid said.

    “Belize has manatees,” Petra said, and Elsie turned to her with interest. “You can kayak down the river to where the water is brackish and see them come up for air.”

    “Ew,” Poppy said.

    “I was thinking more like cocktails and fresh seafood and white sand beaches,” Sid said.

    Gloria pointed at Sid with a serious expression. “Yes. Let’s do that.”

    “And orgies. Aren’t cruise ships known for orgies?” Sid added.

    “Never mind. I won’t ever be going on a cruise with you.” Gloria turned her back to Sid.

    Petra put her arm over the back of Elsie’s chair, not touching. Elsie saw Poppy eyeing them and tried to relax.

    “Aren’t cruises like a thousand dollars per person?” Poppy asked.

    “I think there are cheaper ones,” Sid said, “but I’m too full to google it.”

    Eventually, they waddled back to the hotel with their bags.

    “You have until two p.m.,” Gloria said.

    Elsie was pretty sure she heard Sid mutter “Bite me” and Poppy make a similar grumble before they all headed to their rooms.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-one


    Petra closed the door to their room with relief. She adored her friends, but they were so chatty, all the time.

    She hadn’t bought much at La Villita: a mug with a sunflower motif that she thought Dottie would like and a small Christmas gift for Elsie that she’d managed to buy without Elsie noticing.

    She packed them both, then sat on the bed and watched Elsie tie the tops of her shopping bags and put them next to her luggage. She looked a little tired and windblown, but happy. Elsie almost always had that tint of happiness about her, and Petra both admired and envied it.

    Now, though, it also made her sad enough to say what she’d been thinking since early that morning.

    “You could always have bought the pillows,” Petra said. “I remember saying that I didn’t like them, but that’s not a reason for you not to have them. You can have anything you want.”

    Elsie looked up, her expression surprised.

    “I mean, you always could’ve had anything you wanted. I’m sorry that I made you feel like you couldn’t.”

    Out of all the apologies Petra owed Elsie, it was a simple one, but Dr. Shannon had said it was important to make the small apologies. If nothing else, it was good practice for the big ones.

    Elsie looked thoughtful, moving slowly to sit on the other bed.

    “I wanted you to be happy in your home, too, though,” Elsie said. “In our home. I didn’t want to fill it full of things you don’t like.”

    Petra shook her head. “So long as there are plants and…” She’d almost said you. So long as there are plants and you. What else could she ever want?

    “Would you really never want to move? That story Doug and Dottie told, about you being adamant about not leaving your house…”

    Petra reached out, as though to take Elsie’s hand, then stopped, pressing her own hands together. “That was a long time ago. I was a teenager, Elsie. And everything had been so screwed up, for so long. Their house was the first place that ever felt secure.”

    That wasn’t exactly an answer. The truth was that Petra didn’t know. She couldn’t imagine everything in her life changing with that one decision, not just the house itself, but her job, her grocery store, her coffee shop, her doctor, her neighbors. She pushed the thought and the accompanying nausea aside.

    Elsie had thankfully moved on. “When Poppy said yesterday that she quit her job after being unhappy for six months, it hit me that I’ve been unhappy for a lot longer than that.” Petra noticed that Elsie didn’t meet her eyes. “I don’t know if it’s because of my career, or if that’s only a part of it. I don’t know if a new job or a new city would make a difference. I just know that if I don’t do something, I’m going to be right here next year, feeling the same way, and it will be my fault for not choosing anything better.”

    Petra watched her expressions change as she thought through her words. This was a different Elsie than the one who’d left a year ago. This was an Elsie who was thinking carefully about her life and her future and who could explain what she was thinking without getting frustrated and angry. Where had the blame gone? When had she started looking for the source of her unhappiness instead of just wallowing in it?

    Petra was proud of her, and at the same time, Petra wanted to ask Where do I fit into all of this? But it wasn’t about her, none of it. Elsie deserved happiness whether Petra was in her life or…or not.

    Instead, Petra asked, her voice still gentle, “Will Grandma Betty’s money make a big difference for you? Would you, I don’t know, go back to school?”

    Elsie grimaced. “I think one master’s degree is enough for anyone. But maybe I could look for a less annoying job without worrying if they’re paying me a little less. I’ll need the money for Mom, but having something there as a backup? A safety net when my car breaks down or my phone goes for a swim? Yes. It will make a huge difference. What about you?”

    “I’m not going to take the money, Elsie.”

    Petra almost put her hand over her own mouth. She’d sworn to herself that she wouldn’t say a word, especially not while Elsie was forced to be around her, share a hotel room, and pretend to be happily married for their friends. But if it would relieve even a little stress for Elsie to know she’d have a full million, Petra wanted her to have that relief as soon as possible.

    Instead, Elsie went from reflective to furious. “You’re taking the goddamn money. That’s what we agreed to.”

    “But—”

    “Why else are you here, Petra? Why bother going through all this?” Here she was, the Elsie that Petra remembered, not too far under the surface.

    “Because I’m not a monster, Elsie,” Petra shot back. “I want you and your family to have your inheritance.”

    “So that’s just it?” Elsie was full-on yelling now, no doubt annoying everyone in the neighboring hotel rooms. “No ulterior motive? You just show up, pretend everything is fine, and go home with nothing?”

    Elsie’s anger made Petra angry. It had always been like that, as though Petra’s emotions couldn’t help but mirror her wife’s. She should try to stay calm instead. But the intelligent, rational part of Petra’s brain always took a back seat when Elsie’s emotions ran high.

    Petra spoke through gritted teeth. “I get to spend time with you, you obtuse—”

    “So I’m the shallow one? It’s all about the money for me, but you get to be the one who—”

    “You wouldn’t have called if you didn’t want, deep down, to—”

    “Now I’m conniving, do I have that right? I’m conniving on top of being shallow. Sure, I dreamed all this up just to—”

    “You’re ridiculous. You’re not even listening.” Petra tried to take a deep breath, but her heart was pounding with the adrenaline of yelling and being yelled at. “You’re worth so much more than half a million dollars to me, Elsie. You always have been, and I can’t imagine a day when that stops being true.”

    Elsie’s breath seemed to catch, and a moment passed in silence.

    “Petra,” she said, her voice soft and sad.

    Someone banged on the door, and they both jumped.

    Elsie hurried to answer it, but Petra stayed where she was, waiting for an answer to a question she hadn’t been brave enough to ask.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-two


    As soon as Elsie opened the door, Sid pushed past her and flopped on the bed. “I’m sharing with Poppy, and I can’t take another second.” They grabbed the remote off the table and turned on the TV, flipping through channels. “I never see cable anywhere but hotels. Do you think they’ll be the last holdouts? The whole world will have gone streaming, and people will go to hotels for the novelty of cable TV?”

    Elsie remembered to close the door, but she couldn’t decide what to do next. She wanted to look at Petra and not look at Petra. She wanted to ignore her, and she wanted to rush to her and say I feel the same.

    Petra sat on the other bed now. Both beds had been made and smoothed by the housekeeping staff, erasing evidence of their separation. Elsie almost wished there was proof. She wished that someone besides her and Petra and Cameron knew what was happening and could tell her what to do.

    There had been a moment, at Doug and Dottie’s house, when Dottie had hugged Elsie and told her that everything was going to be okay and that she could always call if she needed anything. Elsie had chalked it up to the empty whiskey glass in Dottie’s hand, but now she wondered if Petra had talked to her about their problems.

    Elsie couldn’t be angry about that. She was starting to wish that it was true. Dottie always gave great advice, though in this case, she certainly wouldn’t tell Elsie to keep breaking Petra’s heart.

    Elsie let out a rush of air like she’d been punched, and she sank onto the bed next to Sid.

    She couldn’t keep doing this. Not the lies—those were necessary and would end with the holidays, at least until next year. But Elsie couldn’t think about that.

    Petra needed the truth.

    She would have to figure out what that was, and soon.

    Sid stood with a grumble when two o’clock arrived and it was time to meet up with the others. Elsie stuck by their side, avoiding even a moment alone in the hallway with Petra, coward that she was.

    Sid, oblivious, led the way.

    Gloria always tried to talk them into visiting historic sites, and this year, she’d convinced them to set aside thirty minutes for the Spanish Governor’s Palace, now a museum.

    They arrived in time to catch the start of a tour, which Gloria no doubt had planned. They followed Enrique, a tall young man with a Mexican accent and a gentle, storytelling tone as he told them about the eighteenth-century building.

    “The Spanish Colonial design features these beautiful tiles and arches, typical of the period. King Philip V of Spain directed the governor of Texas, a Spanish knight, to erect a mission—a building you’ll know as the Alamo—and this palace, as the French were beginning to encroach on territory claimed by the Spanish crown.”

    Enrique led them through the ten furnished rooms with stucco walls—“All restored in the thirties”—and out to the courtyard patio.

    “Descendants of those first Spanish settlers still live here in San Antonio,” Enrique said. “In addition—”

    “This place is haunted, isn’t it?” Sid asked, finding a chair on the patio and plopping down.

    “Definitely,” Enrique said.

    “Oh, thanks, Enrique. I wasn’t worried at all about sleeping tonight,” Gloria said.

    “Are you sleeping in the palace? No. You’re fine,” Sid said.

    Enrique showed them the sculptures and gardens, pointing out a stone face with a large mustache that gave Elsie the giggles.

    “It’s a shame that such a beautiful building has such a dark history,” Petra said.

    Enrique nodded. “The Native Americans who lived here were relocated, forcibly converted, and used as political pawns by the European invaders. But that’s one reason it’s so important to have places like this.” He gestured to the whole of the governor’s palace. “So we can remember that those people and their actions were more than just stories. And their lives aren’t as far removed from ours as we think.”

    Elsie listened, wide-eyed. “Are you a history professor by night, Enrique?”

    Enrique, who looked all of twenty years old, grinned shyly. “I just got accepted to graduate school, so…maybe someday.”

    They all offered their congratulations and tried to convince Enrique to ditch his other tours for the day and join them. He declined, smiling.

    While the others took selfies with the statues and explored the garden, Elsie stayed with Enrique, taking a seat on a stone bench in the garden. “Have you always been interested in history?” she asked.

    He nodded. “My grandfather was a professor. My parents and aunts and uncles weren’t academic, and I think he was always a little sad that none of them wanted to continue their studies after college, though when I asked, he said that he was proud they had all been true to themselves and made their own paths.”

    “You didn’t believe him?”

    “It wasn’t that. I think both things are true. He was proud, but he wanted someone in the family to share his passion, too. So he used to read stories from history to me and my brother, telling them like fairy tales with exaggerated duels and bad guys and good guys, and there was always a lesson in the end. My brother ended up designing video games, and I study history. I think he would be proud of us both, too.”

    Elsie nodded, watching Enrique look out over the palace grounds. “He definitely would.”

    Enrique smiled at her, waved goodbye to the others, and went back to work.

    Elsie sat in the sunshine, in the beautiful garden, enjoying a quiet moment before her friends came rushing back to pile around her on the stone benches, chattering and laughing.

    Nova, especially, looked rested and much more cheerful than she had the night before. “I’m so glad that I could do this with you guys. I know everything is going to be so much harder once the baby comes. I don’t even know if I’ll be able to be here next time.”

    “Shush,” Poppy said. “You come, and you bring mini-Nova, and we’ll have a blast.”

    “It’s not like you’ll have a shortage of helping hands,” Gloria said.

    Elsie and Sid both nodded, and Petra added, “There were some tiny dresses at Bird and Pear that we’ll have to get for her.”

    “And the toys!” Elsie said. “That one store had hand-carved wooden baby toys. We’ll have to get some of those, too.”

    Nova smiled, her eyes filling with tears. Elsie would blame hormones, but Nova had always been like that, quick to have an emotion, brave enough to show it.

    “Do you really think—?”

    “Yes,” everyone else said, and they all laughed, filling the garden with their voices.

    “Don’t even joke about not giving us time for baby snuggles,” Poppy said.

    “It wouldn’t be fair to us,” Sid nodded.

    Nova’s tears fell, and Gloria and Elsie, on either side of her, leaned it for hugs.

    “Now, I don’t want to be nosy,” Poppy said, and Sid and Gloria snort laughed at her. “But have you picked a name for mini-Nova?”

    “Besides mini-Nova?” Nova asked. “Because that’s growing on me.”

    “Please do it,” Sid said. “That would be hilarious.”

    “I think…Astrid.” Nova pressed her lips together, as though she wasn’t sure what kind of reaction to expect.

    She got a chorus of gasps and oh! noises.

    “That’s perfect,” Elsie said, and she felt the tears in her own voice.

    Petra sat beside Elsie and leaned as though about to put an arm around her, but paused.

    Poppy looked at her, then at Elsie, who smiled and leaned back against Petra as though it was the most natural thing in the world, the way it once had been.

    But once she was there, it was difficult to think about anything but Petra’s body, the feel of her shape, the warmth of her skin, her quick breath that Elsie could feel in a featherlight wisp at her neck.

    Gloria was calling dibs on buying a star-themed nursery mobile, and maybe Poppy was still watching them, but Elsie lost track of everything, caught up in memories of the way Petra felt against her when they touched for other, better reasons.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-three


    Petra wasn’t sure where the conversation had detoured. With Elsie against her, with the garden growing around them in San Antonio’s barely cool December breeze, she forgot that her life was anything but perfect.

    But soon, everyone was standing, and she and Elsie were walking along the River Walk, the others headed elsewhere.

    The sun was setting. The lantern-like streetlights and the Christmas lights were blinking to life around them. The sidewalks were busier, filling with people out for dinner or shopping or a walk under the holiday decorations.

    Petra walked quietly, unsure if now that they were alone Elsie would want to talk about or to ignore Petra’s not-quite declaration of love.

    It wasn’t like Elsie could be surprised. Could she? Petra hadn’t ever been the best at saying that she loved her wife. It wasn’t something that came naturally. But Elsie had known, hadn’t she? And knowing that, Elsie couldn’t imagine that those feelings would just disappear.

    Petra felt a rising sense of horror that maybe that was exactly what had happened. Maybe she’d assumed too much.

    She was considering how she might set the record straight, when footsteps came up quickly from behind them.

    Elsie and Petra stopped and turned to find Poppy, a little breathless from catching up with them, but still looking determined.

    “Something is going on,” Poppy said.

    “Really? You’re the one who notices?” Petra muttered, then shook her head, smiling as she turned. “What are you talking about, Poppy?”

    Poppy had stopped, her gaze zipping back and forth between Petra and Elsie. “I can smell a breakup a mile away. Tell me what happened.”

    “Nothing,” Elsie said, but even to Petra, she sounded unconvincing.

    Poppy tapped her foot, her gaze turning to a glare. “You’ll either tell me now, or I’ll ask again when Gloria and Sid and Nova get back. You know Gloria. She won’t let it go.”

    Elsie visibly cringed. Petra squeezed her hand, pulling her gently to the closest table, where Poppy sat with them. A waiter appeared from nowhere, and they ordered gelato from the miniature menus she proffered.

    “I can’t believe how warm it still is,” Elsie said, but Poppy wasn’t going to be deterred by the weather.

    “What happened?” she asked, sounding slightly less demanding.

    Elsie looked at Petra with a pleading expression.

    Petra cleared her throat. “We had an argument, and Elsie moved out.”

    Poppy made a shriek like a nutria had climbed out of the water and crawled onto her lap. People around them started and stared.

    “When did this happen?” she demanded.

    Petra glanced at Elsie. “Eleven or so months ago.”

    “You split up a year ago?” Poppy whispered her response. Petra thought she might have noticed how startled everyone was at her shrieking and found an alternative way to be dramatic. “And you never said anything? Oh, you two! How are both of you dealing with this? You know you could’ve talked to me. Either of you. Both of you.” Poppy gripped her hands together, as though restraining herself from reaching out and grabbing them both, for which Petra was grateful.

    Petra and Elsie let her get it out of her system. They accepted their gelato while Poppy vaulted through the stages of grief.

    Elsie had the tiramisu. She let Petra try a bite and took the offered bite of Petra’s chocolate. Both were amazing.

    Finally, Poppy said, “Why are you both here?” And she stopped talking, waiting for an answer, so Elsie gave her one.

    “We wanted to see you,” she said. “We didn’t want this whole weekend to be about our relationship problems, and we can’t tell our families yet because of…reasons.”

    “And you’re both okay with that? With being here together? With, oh, with sharing a hotel room?”

    “Yes,” Petra said, noting that Elsie didn’t jump to answer that one. “We’re adults. We can handle a weekend together.”

    “Besides,” Elsie added, “we don’t hate each other.” She looked at Petra for confirmation, and Petra hurried to give it.

    “Of course we don’t.”

    “So you’re…what? Getting divorced? Trying to patch things up? What’s going on?” Poppy finally lifted the spoon in her quickly melting gelato and took a bite, seeming too preoccupied to notice the flavor.

    Petra waited for Elsie to answer that one, and Elsie looked at Petra, as though trying to hand it over to her.

    “Oh,” Poppy said. “You don’t know. You’ve been going through this for a year, and you don’t know?”

    Elsie made a sound of protest. Petra waited, but no explanation followed.

    “This isn’t good, you two,” Poppy said. “I’m a certified mess of a human being, and even I know this isn’t good.”

    “There are other…considerations,” Elsie said.

    Poppy shook her head. “Nope. You don’t have kids. You don’t own a business or an estate or anything. That’s still true, isn’t it? You didn’t start a Burger King franchise and adopt a dozen kids in the last year?”

    “No,” Petra said, starting to hope that a nutria would climb out of the river and that it would bite Poppy on the ass.

    “Then you don’t have an excuse. Get your shit together or file for a divorce. What you’re doing to each other isn’t healthy.” She pointed her gelato spoon at them both, then took another bite. “Listen to me. Maybe I should become a marriage counselor.”

    “Please don’t,” Elsie and Petra said in unison, then tried to keep themselves from laughing.

    Eleven months ago, Petra knew this conversation would’ve brought her to tears. Elsie, too, probably. But it had been so long that she’d examined every part of their relationship, past and present, with Dr. Shannon’s help and a whole lot of self-reflection tossed in there, too. What they had now wasn’t good. Poppy was right about that. But it also wasn’t final.

    Elsie hadn’t gotten a lawyer, and for Petra, that meant there was hope.

    They finished their gelato and walked back to the hotel together. Elsie and Petra promised that they would work on getting their shit together if Poppy would promise not tell the others until they’d come to a decision.

    Poppy reluctantly agreed.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-four


    Telling Poppy the truth had taken a weight off Elsie. It had been difficult to lie to Petra’s family, and Elsie knew it was going to be torturous to lie to her own, but now there was one person they shared who knew the truth, even if Poppy’s advice had been less than welcome.

    Poppy went to her first floor room, and Elsie and Petra walked silently toward the elevator together.

    And now Elsie had a new reason for stress. Sid, then Poppy, had given her a reprieve from thinking or talking about the conversation Elsie and Petra had earlier in the hotel room, but she wasn’t going to be able to keep avoiding it.

    Still, Poppy was right. Almost a year had passed, and they’d never had that serious conversation, the what next? conversation. Elsie hadn’t wanted to think about it. A few weeks ago, she hadn’t been able to imagine repairing their marriage, and now, she couldn’t imagine giving up on it.

    She stopped just inside the elevator door, causing a traffic jam with the people trying to enter behind her. She hardly noticed.

    Was that how she felt? That she couldn’t imagine divorcing Petra?

    Her heart picked up speed as the elevator filled, pushing her and Petra against each other.

    If it was true…if that was what she really felt, then the question of what next? became even more impossible to answer.

    The elevator shuddered to a stop at the second floor, and Elsie raised her eyes to Petra’s. Every time she’d done that, every time she’d looked in Petra’s direction this weekend, Petra had already been looking back.

    Elsie tried to read her expression. Petra had always been so difficult to understand, but today and at Thanksgiving, she’d been easy as a picture book.

    That wasn’t the face of someone who wanted to give up.

    That wasn’t the expression of someone who no longer loved her.

    Every time the elevator stopped, it jostled them just enough to touch. First fingers, then arms, then thigh and chest, and finally, when they reached their floor, the doors opened, and there was no one but the two of them, pressed together, no one else in sight.

    Poppy was right about one thing: Whatever was going on between them, this hiatus, this stalemate, couldn’t last forever.

    
    Petra took Elsie’s hand and led her down the hallway. She had some very specific ideas about how she wanted the rest of the evening to go, but her sense was stronger than her desire for once, just barely.

    Inside their room, Petra let go of Elsie’s hand and went to sit on the bed. After a moment, Elsie sat across from her on the opposite bed.

    Petra wanted her so desperately. Her hands wanted to touch her. Her lips wanted to kiss her. Every inch of skin wanted the feel of Elsie’s body and long, gorgeous hair. It was like hunger during a fast, knowing she could be satisfied, knowing that she must wait.

    “Poppy is right,” Elsie said softly. Her eyes didn’t quite reach Petra’s, and it took Petra a moment to realize that they were focused on Petra’s mouth. Petra licked her bottom lip without thinking about it, and Elsie’s pupils visibly dilated.

    Petra took a deep, steadying breath. “You know what I want, don’t you, Elsie?”

    Elsie didn’t say anything, but her eyes had dropped from Petra’s lips to Elsie’s own hands, clasped together in her lap.

    “I want to be with you.” Petra watched Elsie’s face. “I want to get back together.”

    Petra had been yearning to tell her for so long, trying to work up the courage while also trying to convince herself that the time wasn’t right, dreading the moment as much as she ached for it, but now that the words were out there between them, she felt the same conflict: relief and terror.

    Elsie’s forehead wrinkled, as though that wasn’t quite what she wanted to hear. Petra didn’t know what else to say.

    “What do you want, Elsie?”

    There was another long pause, then Elsie met her eyes. “I don’t know.”

    Petra wanted to cry. She took another slow breath. “How do you not know, Elsie?”

    “I need more time.”

    “Eleven months wasn’t enough?” Petra gritted her teeth. “I’m sorry. I don’t want…” She didn’t know how to finish the sentence. She knew exactly what she wanted, and she thought Elsie did, too. Was she just delaying breaking Petra’s heart?

    Elsie looked sad and tired. “I just…I don’t want to fight. I’ll go walk around until it’s time to go to sleep. Would that help?”

    “No. I want to talk to you.” Petra sounded overwhelmed and frustrated, even to her own ears. She closed her eyes for several seconds, calming her own whirling thoughts. “Can you tell me how you’re feeling?”

    Elsie answered, after a moment. “I think that’s the problem. I think there’s too much to think about to be sure of how I feel. We haven’t even talked about all the reasons we fought and why neither of us bothered to pick up the phone this year. That’s a lot to deal with, Petra.”

    Petra knew it was a lot to deal with. But she wanted to shout that this was absurd, that Elsie had to decide what she wanted right now or lose it forever. But it would be a lie. She might not be willing to wait forever for Elsie to make up her mind, but on the other hand, she very well might.

    Petra took a moment. She breathed in for four counts and out for six. Finally, she said, “I’m sorry that I made you feel like you had to rush to answer.”

    Elsie looked surprised, then uncertain. “Let’s talk…after Christmas.”

    “After we see your family?” Was that Elsie’s plan, to wait a little longer to break Petra’s heart so that Petra would keep faking their relationship? After all, Elsie had no guarantee that Petra wouldn’t just walk out on her, throw their plan out the window, if she knew there was no chance of fixing their marriage.

    But no, Petra didn’t know what was going on in Elsie’s mind, and Dr. Shannon said that she could never assume she did.

    “Yes,” Elsie said. “Does that work? We’ll go back to Houston after Christmas, and then we’ll talk.”

    Petra nodded slowly. “Will you have made up your mind, Elsie? Because that’s all there really is to talk about. I’m here. I want you. I don’t have anything else to say.”

    “Don’t you?” Elsie looked a little sad, and Petra scrambled to figure out what she was missing. “Okay. That’s…that’s fine. After Christmas, you’ll have my answer.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-five


    Elsie took a long shower after their talk. Petra had mentioned that she’d been in therapy, but Elsie couldn’t have been prepared by how much it had changed her. She apologized, twice, in a single conversation. She had acknowledged that how she acted could affect Elsie’s thoughts and choices. She’d asked Elsie how she was feeling, and she’d seemed to take time to recognize her own thoughts and emotions.

    Petra was a far cry from the person who had once argued with Elsie for an hour over whether they could afford cage-free eggs.

    But then, Elsie was a far cry from the person who had thrown a jam jar at the wall because it wouldn’t open.

    Personal growth could be so surprising.

    And yet, being wanted wasn’t the same thing as being loved.

    Was there a reason Petra had said I want you and not I love you? Or was Elsie being too picky, reading too much into a random choice of words?

    Petra loved Elsie. Of course she did. Didn’t she?

    Elsie put her face under the shower spray and let it wash her tears.

    Petra was right that Elsie had had eleven months to figure out what she wanted to do, but she was also wrong. Elsie had spent so little time with this new and improved Petra that she wasn’t sure she could believe the change yet, let alone trust it.

    There was too much to think, too much to feel, too much to decide, and Elsie was too tired to deal with any of it.

    She got out of the shower and dried her long hair. She’d braid it and put down a towel so she didn’t soak the hotel pillows. She wouldn’t be awake long enough to blow-dry it.

    She dressed, left the bathroom with her hairbrush in hand, and stopped on the other side of the doorway.

    Petra was sitting on top of the blankets in a pink silk pajama set with minuscule shorts and a top that barely contained her breasts. Elsie could see the dark of her areolas through the thin fabric and more soft, smooth skin than Elsie had seen since Petra’s bathing suit over Thanksgiving, which had been as crowded as this room was intimate.

    Petra was reading, relaxing, and clearly pretending that this was something she wore all the time now.

    Elsie pointed her hairbrush at Petra. “Not fair.”

    Petra looked up with an innocent smile. “What do you mean?” Her voice was just a bit lower and smoother than it had been earlier. It worked on Elsie like a sensuous touch. She shivered, then glared harder at Petra.

    “Fine. I sleep in the nude now.”

    “No, you don’t. You get too cold in hotels. You’d sleep in a parka if you owned one.”

    Elsie stomped her foot. She considered stripping anyway, but Petra was right, it would be five minutes before she was clambering back into flannel and a hoodie.

    Instead, she switched off the light, and the room went dark. Elsie grinned in triumph. Petra couldn’t seduce Elsie if Elsie couldn’t see her.

    “You’d look sexy in a parka,” Petra said, her voice still gorgeously smooth.

    “I’m putting in my earbuds. Good night.”

    The last thing Elsie heard before Adele took over her cochleas was Petra’s soft chuckle.

    
    They had breakfast together in the hotel Sunday morning, chatting and laughing until the staff started closing the buffet.

    Gloria stood first, looking regretful. “I have to go.”

    Poppy rose to hug her. Sid pushed away their plate. “I can take you to the airport.”

    Nova pushed herself to her feet, and Elsie offered her a hand. “I should get on the road, too.”

    “I can’t wait to meet little Astrid,” Elsie said, and the others echoed her, crowding around Nova for more hugs.

    “We always say it’s not going to be a full year before we get together again, but let’s really mean it this time,” Poppy said, wiping at tears.

    “I’ll get something on the calendar,” Gloria said.

    “Call one of us if you need us, Nova,” Petra said. “I know you have family nearby, but still, call us.”

    “I will,” Nova promised.

    “Yeah,” Sid added. “I can take the night shift sometime so you can rest. How old do babies have to be before they can wear nail polish?”

    “Maybe don’t call Sid,” Gloria said.

    “What about a leather jacket? I’ll bring a really tiny one.”

    Poppy pushed Sid out of the hug circle, then pulled them back in again. “No, I hate this. Let’s stay together.” She met Petra’s eyes over everyone else’s head. “Please,” she said.

    “We’ll do our best,” Petra said.

    Elsie caught Petra’s tone and looked up at her, then away.

    Slowly, they made their way out to their cars and repeated goodbyes and promises to visit sooner.

    Then Petra and Elsie were on their way home again, San Antonio, then suburbs, then ranchland passing them by.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-six


    As Houston grew nearer, the pines gave way to a five-story tall, eye-searingly white statue of Sam Houston.

    “I still think we should tear that down and rechristen the city after Whitney Houston,” Elsie said.

    “We wouldn’t even have to change the road signs.”

    “I know. It’s perfect.”

    Petra’s phone buzzed, and she glanced at the notification.

    “Do you want me to answer it for you?” Elsie asked.

    “No. It’s just Meg.”

    “What if it’s important?”

    “It’s Meg. It’s never important.”

    Elsie’s eyes went narrow. “Is there a reason you don’t want me reading your texts?”

    Petra picked up her phone and dropped it in Elsie’s lap. “Password hasn’t changed,” she said.

    Elsie didn’t look at it. She set it on the console between them. “Have you…dated anyone this year?”

    “No,” Petra said, sounding a little shocked.

    “You haven’t called your new friend Angie? She hasn’t invited you to come ride her…horse?” Elsie tried to sound carefree, even as her heart clenched.

    “No,” Petra said again. “We’re married. That would’ve been cheating. Wait…have you?”

    Elsie didn’t answer, and Petra almost hit the car in front of her, turning to look at Elsie’s face.

    “Pay attention to the road, or I swear we’ll drive the rest of the way in silence,” Elsie said.

    “Have you? Did you go on dates, Elsie?” Petra sounded like she might crash the car on purpose if the answer was yes, but Elsie didn’t think she could get away with not answering. That would be its own answer, wouldn’t it?

    “Just one,” Elsie admitted.

    “Oh my God.”

    “It wasn’t a big deal. I didn’t sleep with her.”

    “You kissed her though. I can hear it in your voice.”

    Elsie rolled her eyes. “You can’t hear a five-month-old kiss in my voice.”

    “You did. Ugh, I just…ugh.”

    “Don’t be dramatic.”

    “Oh, my wife is telling me not to be dramatic about kissing someone else. That sounds normal. That sounds fine.”

    “Please stop the descriptive narration. You know I hate that.”

    “You know what I hate?”

    “Maybe we should wait to have this conversation another time.”

    “My wife kissing random strangers.” Petra had both hands on the steering wheel, her grip so tight that her knuckles bulged.

    Elsie wanted to kick herself. Why had she brought this up now? It was true that the hours of inane conversation had been getting to her, but was she really tormenting Petra out of boredom? Or had she grown this year, had she matured enough to stop prodding Petra for a reaction every chance she got? Could they have a conversation that didn’t end in shouting, tears, or walking away?

    Elsie made her tone calm and even, holding back the taunting quality to her voice that annoyed even her. “It wasn’t a random stranger,” she said. “Her name was Roz. She delivered my dinner one night.”

    “What was it?”

    “Indian. Tikka masala and a mango lassi.”

    “That’s the way to your heart.”

    “Stop being sarcastic and let me explain.”

    Petra pressed her lips together in a way that still seemed aggravated, but she nodded for Elsie to go on.

    “I complimented her shoes. They were Converse with this embroidered ocean scene on the side, a shark and seaweed and clams. She told me about this consignment shop that has a lot of unique items, and after we talked for a while, she said she was going the next day if I wanted to see it.

    “Roz gave me the address, and I met her there. Then we went out to lunch, and it was really great. We had a lot of fun.”

    Petra huffed. “Get to the kissing part.”

    Elsie smiled at Petra, adoring her huffing jealousness as much as it saddened her. Petra hadn’t even tried to move on, hadn’t even started. How long would it be like that for her, if Elsie’s answer to the question of their future was no?

    “After lunch, Roz asked if she could kiss me, and I said yes, but after it happened, we both kind of looked at each other and laughed. It was like kissing a teaspoon, no chemistry whatsoever. I liked her, though, and she calls every now and then to go somewhere. As friends.”

    There was a long silence after that.

    “Are you mad?” Elsie finally asked.

    Petra gave a one-shoulder shrug. “We were on a break,” she said with a slight grin.

    Elsie grinned back. She watched the buildings grow closer together, the highway add lanes and congestion, as they got closer to downtown.

    Finally, Petra said, “Did you…” She stopped and started again. “What about…”

    Elsie tried to answer. “I haven’t gone out with anyone else. I didn’t want to. I wasn’t sure, honestly, whether Roz was asking me out on a date or to go somewhere as a friend until she asked to kiss me.”

    “So no dating apps?”

    Elsie laughed, and Petra gave a small smile. “Not even if it was the only way I could ever get laid again. I can’t take the pressure of picking someone from a profile. Remember when they kicked me off the hiring committee at work?”

    “A résumé and a dating profile—”

    “Are fundamentally the same thing. No, I’d never be able to handle a dating app.”

    There was another long silence, this one a bit more comfortable.

    Then Petra said, “I’d want you to be happy. I mean, I do want you to be happy. If you don’t want to be with me, I understand.” She laughed a little. “Okay, maybe that’s going too far. I wouldn’t understand, but I’d still want you to find someone, if that’s what you wanted.”

    Elsie stared at Petra, shocked. She wouldn’t have described the old Petra as selfish, but Petra had also never made Elsie’s happiness a high priority. That just hadn’t been the character of their marriage. They’d been equals, striving toward happiness together, at least at first. But their love had never been self-denying, self-sacrificing. This was a new kind of generosity. Elsie didn’t know what to say.

    “I think your playlist is over,” Petra said. “Do you want to start another one?”

    Elsie fumbled with her phone, wondering if she felt the same, if she cared about Petra enough to want her to move on, or if there would always be a part of her that wanted Petra just for herself.

    It was another question she couldn’t quite answer.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-seven


    Petra dropped Elsie off at her apartment and headed home, yawning from the drive and the busy weekend and not looking forward to work tomorrow, but not dreading it as much as usual. Yes, she would still rather roll in broken glass and take a lemonade bath. But she made a decent salary, and having a friend at work like Meg really did make a difference.

    Mostly, though, it was knowing that Elsie would be making a decision in the upcoming weeks that changed her view.

    The revelation about Elsie’s date hadn’t been welcome, but it hadn’t hurt Petra. Not much, at least. She’d been a little relieved to know that Elsie was going places, meeting people, not giving in completely to her tendency to stay home and read and drink tea all the time, not that there was anything wrong with that. But Elsie needed companionship, just like everyone. And if Petra couldn’t be that person yet, she was glad that Elsie was making new friends.

    And there was something, too, about the failure of the date that gave Petra hope. No more chemistry than kissing a teaspoon? Hah! Petra was sure that Elsie hadn’t been thinking of a very sexy frozen yogurt incident they’d shared. Elsie could even make taxes hot. She’d positioned herself under the table while Petra entered their data one year. Petra had never again done their taxes without feeling aroused. And they’d gotten a refund.

    No, attraction had never been their problem.

    Petra parked her car, getting out with a groan and reaching high to stretch her back and shoulders. She popped the trunk and unloaded her suitcase, noticing a large white shopping bag pushed all the way to the back.

    Petra pulled it out and opened it. Elsie’s brightly colored pillows were stuffed inside.

    For a minute, Petra held them, debating whether to drive back to Elsie’s and deliver them or wait until she saw Elsie again for Christmas.

    Her aching back made the decision. She took the pillows and her suitcase inside, walking quickly around the living room and dining room to check on her more delicate plants. The backyard had an automatic watering system, and since no out-of-the-ordinary weather had hit over the weekend, Petra decided it could wait.

    Petra walked past the shopping bag five times before making a decision. She took the pillows out and arranged them on the gray couch and love seat.

    They actually looked nice. They made the room brighter.

    Petra snapped a picture and texted it to Elsie, who replied a minute later.

    Thief.

    Petra laughed and promised that she would return them to Elsie as soon as possible, that she just wanted to see if Elsie had been right all along. And she was.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-eight


    “Are you and Petra having problems?”

    “Mom?” Elsie was barely awake, phone pressed to her ear. She didn’t even remember answering it.

    “This is very important, Elsie. Are you and Petra having problems?”

    “How did you…I mean…what?” Elsie rubbed her face and sat up, heart pounding.

    “Wendy said she’d called you to ask about her yogurt maker, and you didn’t seem like you knew where it was. Why wouldn’t you know?”

    “Jeez, Mom. That’s quite a leap there.”

    Her mother huffed. “I also haven’t heard her voice in the background when I call.”

    “She’s been working a lot. So have I. You know, assistant director stuff.”

    “So have you found Wendy’s yogurt maker?”

    “I haven’t had a chance to look, Mom.”

    “Why don’t you look now? I’ll wait.”

    Elsie looked around her studio apartment, where Wendy’s yogurt maker definitely wasn’t. “I have to get ready for work.”

    “Listen to me, right now,” her mother said. “You don’t have to tell me what’s going on, but you can’t let Grandma Betty know.”

    “I know, Mom. I—”

    “Not even a hint of a problem. That nursing home has made her even more paranoid, and I’m afraid that she’s going to pull the rug out from underneath all of us on a whim.”

    Elsie felt cold. “What do you mean?”

    “I mean, she’s in there with all those people. Most are kind, but a few of them are those bitter, conspiracy theorist types who have been telling her about how they’ve hidden their money because their families are all out to take it. One of them won’t even eat what his granddaughter brings because he’s afraid of poison.”

    “Lord, Mother. What kind of place is she in?”

    “A very nice one full of people who have saved their money obsessively for eighty-plus years and don’t really care about anything else.”

    Elsie thought about that. “Gram doesn’t really believe that about us, does she?”

    Her mother sighed. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think she knows we love her, but it’s hard, when that’s what you’re hearing all the time, to ignore it.”

    “Have you gotten to see her a lot?” Elsie closed her eyes against the guilt of not having visited. Dallas wasn’t incredibly far away. She should’ve gone.

    “I visit on Saturdays and spend most of the day with her. Honestly, it’s more time than we spent together before she broke her hip. She seems happy enough, but it’s new. She lived in that house for most of her life.”

    “Is there anything she needs? Anything that I can bring for her?”

    “No, sweetheart. But I’ll let you know if that changes. Just bring yourself and…and…”

    “Petra.”

    “Of course. I know her name. Bring yourself and Petra, and let’s have a nice Christmas together.”

    “Okay, Mom. Love you.”

    “I love you, too, sweet girl.”

    Elsie set down her phone and let a few tears fall before getting up to face the day. Nothing her mother had said had changed anything, not really, except she was a little more nervous about their visit than she’d been before.

    Maybe she was making the problem worse than it needed to be. If she told Petra that she was willing to give their marriage another try, if she moved back in and everything went back to normal, there would be nothing to hide from Grandma Betty, nothing to lie about.

    And if she was honest with herself, Elsie was beginning to believe that their marriage could be better now. They’d both grown, both worked on themselves, both had gotten to know what life was like without each other, both hated it.

    But Elsie couldn’t make herself take that step. Not yet. She wasn’t sure what she was waiting on, but something in her wasn’t convinced.

    Not yet ready to get out of bed, she opened the “Leftovers” article she’d saved about how not to fall in love again after a breakup.

    Distract yourself.

    Don’t get friendly.

    Focus on their flaws.

    Get some distance.

    Remember self-respect.

    Get social.

    Some of it hadn’t worked. Some of it had only served to make her feelings for Petra grow. Their distance now was like a magnetic pull, a constant feeling of wanting to be where she belonged. The advice to get social, too, had only shown Elsie how completely she and Petra fit into each other’s lives.

    Elsie shook her head and stood up. She wasn’t going to make a decision about the rest of her life while reading the internet in bed. She would get ready for work, talk to her friends, and without admitting it to herself, count down the days until she saw Petra again.

    

  
    
    Chapter Thirty-nine


    “Dinner?” Petra asked on Monday, stepping into Meg’s office.

    “I already told you I can’t,” Meg said, not looking away from her computer screen.

    “You have a thing later, but what about an early dinner? Or a really late one?”

    “I know you’re using me as a distraction, Petra.”

    “Ah, but I’m paying. So it’s okay.”

    Meg sighed, finally looking up. “If we go straight from work, and the restaurant’s not busy, and you pay, I’m in.”

    Petra clasped her hands. “Thank you.”

    “Now go away, please.”

    “Yes, ma’am.”

    Petra went back to her office and paced. It was about four steps across, so she got bored quickly and sat at her desk.

    She shouldn’t call Elsie. There was no reason to talk to her until the twenty-third, when Petra would pick her up for Christmas in Dallas.

    But every time Petra touched her phone, she imagined Elsie telling her that she’d made her decision.

    If Elsie agreed to come home, Petra could stop obsessing over every phone call. She could talk to her anytime, just to ask how she was doing, just to hear her voice. She wouldn’t need an excuse.

    And if Elsie didn’t want to try again… Petra put her head down on her desk.

    If Elsie didn’t want to try again, Petra would say okay, that she understood, because she did, and she would ask if there was anything she could do about Elsie’s decision or if it was final. Because she would wait, if Elsie needed more time, as difficult as that would be. But she wouldn’t keep nagging Elsie for a second chance if Elsie didn’t want to try.

    What would Petra’s life be like if Elsie didn’t want her anymore, once they no longer needed to pretend, and the divorce papers came, and their marriage was officially over?

    Petra tried to imagine. She didn’t need to stay here. It was too hot in Houston to be in her garden between June and September, and it made her grumpy when she had to stay inside. She didn’t care about her job, and as much as she valued her friendship with Meg, she had other friends in other cities, other places she could live and work and build a new life.

    It wasn’t an awful thought. With Dr. Shannon’s help, Petra was sure she could manage the anxiety of a move. She wasn’t a teenager anymore. She’d ask Dottie and Dad for help, too. She wouldn’t be alone.

    Or maybe she’d stay where she was, where Elsie could find her if she ever changed her mind, where she might bump into Elsie at the grocery store or at a nightclub or at the library where she worked.

    Petra shook her head. These thoughts weren’t helping. She went to bug Meg again.

    Finally, it was five o’clock, and Petra met Meg at a Salvadoran restaurant that had a single table available. They had pupusas stuffed with chicharron and mozzarella. They topped each bite with fermented cabbage relish and hot sauce.

    “Thank you for your insistence,” Meg said between bites.

    “If this is how they eat in El Salvador, I’m moving,” Petra said.

    “Have you tried their arroz con leche yet?”

    “No.”

    “Oh, just wait.” Meg waved at a waiter and ordered two servings in perfect Spanish.

    “Where did you learn Spanish?” Petra asked when the waiter went to put in the order.

    “My gran was obsessed with telenovelas. She babysat me before kindergarten and during summers and holidays after that.”

    “And you learned just from listening?”

    Meg grinned. “That, and then I taught in Costa Rica for three years after college.”

    “How did I not know this?”

    “Aw, Petra. It’s because we talk about you ninety percent of the time and drink the other ten percent. Or maybe it’s eighty-twenty. Depends on the week.”

    Petra dropped her fork. “Meg, that’s awful. I’m so sorry.”

    Meg laughed at her. “We’re friends because I like you, Petra. I like your drama and your plant obsession and how your uptight, straight-A student persona flips like a light switch when you have a cocktail and a dance floor.”

    “Still, that’s not the kind of friend I want to be.”

    Meg shook her head. “Then be better, if that’s what you want. Or you can wait until something truly salacious happens to me, and I’ll be sure to tell you.” She popped the last of her pupusa into her mouth and made happy sounds.

    “I’m definitely on board for that,” Petra said, laughing, “but I’m going to need the rest, too. Did you grow up here? Where does your family live?”

    “Another time,” Meg said, smiling as the waiter arrived with their arroz con leche. “I’m going to put all this in my mouth and get going before I’m late for my date.”

    “I hope it’s not a second dinner.”

    Meg laughed. “I hope it is. Want to go dancing on Friday?”

    “Yes, please.” Petra took both of the bills the waiter brought, and Meg shouted her thanks as she hurried out the door.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty


    Elsie paced the library, music blasting through her earbuds, and thought about calling Petra. She could’ve made up a question about the travel arrangements they’d already agreed to, or she could’ve pretended she hadn’t already gotten Petra a gift and ask what she wanted.

    Elsie missed her voice, and the old videos on her phone weren’t nearly enough. Besides, she’d rewatched them all five times since Thanksgiving.

    But calling felt like a statement she wasn’t ready to make, like saying that she wanted them both to be involved in each other’s lives again, outside of their inheritance scheme. And she did want that. Obviously. She just didn’t want to be the one to say it, and Petra was too damned obtuse to know that Elsie was sending her telepathic instructions to call, so Elsie could pick up the phone and seem calmly surprised to hear from Petra so soon.

    She angrily straightened the cookbooks section, then went back to her half office. She stared at her computer screen for several minutes before abandoning her office again. The New Books shelf had a mystery she’d been waiting to read and a highly rated book on cognitive behavioral theory that she’d requested. She checked out both and went back to her desk.

    
    One evening when Colonel Mustard wasn’t being good company because he was shedding and wanted to be left alone, Elsie texted Cameron.

    Elsie: How did you get into IT?

    Cameron: They gave me a key.

    Elsie: You can be a frustrating person to talk to.

    Cameron: And yet, you keep trying. For your persistence, I will reward you with an answer. I was really good at computers, and in college, I realized I could make good money doing relatively little work.

    Elsie: That’s it? That’s the extent of your ambition?

    Cameron: Until a small town bakery owner falls in love with me and whisks me away. Did you catch that? Whisks?

    Elsie: Hilarious.

    Cameron: Did you ask for a reason or are you just bored?

    Elsie: Both. Maybe I’m being too picky. Maybe people are supposed to hate their jobs.

    Cameron: Mildly dislike, not hate. If you hate it, you should probably do something else.

    Cameron: By the way, one of the library clerks came into the break room while I was eating all the cookies. She was upset. I don’t know what it was about, but she said something about someone yelling at her.

    Elsie: Ugh, I hate that for her. There’s always yelling. Yet, at the same time, I don’t get to say shhh as much as library school taught me to believe.

    Cameron: I always thought you liked being a librarian. Besides the pissy parts. Did you catch that? Pissy?

    Elsie: Yes. Thank you for that. There are parts of library work that I like. I love being surrounded by books.

    Cameron: A common trait among librarians, I’d guess.

    Elsie: And most of the people I work with are great.

    Cameron: But…

    Elsie: But there are times when it’s too stressful, when I have to be the library’s bouncer, which I did not sign up for, and dealing with the public is exhausting. I just want to ask them not to hit on me, express political opinions, be gross, try to convert me to their religion, or bring illegal substances into the Westerns section. For like a day. Is that too much to ask?

    Cameron: Yes.

    Elsie: Thanks. That’s helpful.

    Cameron: They’re not going to change. If you want things to be different, that’s up to you.

    Elsie: I just wish I knew what to do.

    Cameron: There are many benefits to being a marine biologist.

    Elsie: I have no desire to ever be near a dolphin.

    Cameron: Good night, sweet child.

    Elsie: I’m older than you. By a lot.

    
    One day after work, Petra got a text from Poppy, asking how she was doing. Elsie probably got one, too.

    Petra had read and reread the message before replying. It was kind and concerned and encouraging. It was pure Poppy.

    Petra had been wrong not to tell their friends. Maybe not during their trip, but sometime, months ago. She and Elsie had needed the support. They still needed it.

    Whatever Elsie decided about their future, Petra was going to make sure their friends were a part of it. She trusted them.

    Petra was able to fit in one more appointment with Dr. Shannon before Christmas and rehashed every word she and Elsie had said to each other.

    The room was small and nondescript, like a hotel office instead of a personal one. Petra always sat on one side of the couch across from Dr. Shannon, which probably said a lot about her expectations of who would be filling the space beside her. Did therapists do that, analyze every choice a person made? Or was that something that only happened on TV?

    Dr. Shannon tilted her head at Petra, chin-length gray bob swinging to the side. When Petra met her eyes, she said, “Petra, I can’t tell you what to do here, but I’ve seen how hard you’ve tried and how far you’ve come this last year. I think if you decide to give Elsie another chance, you’d be a good partner to her now.”

    Petra narrowed her eyes at Dr. Shannon. “What do you mean if I decide to give her another chance? I thought we’d determined that she might be giving me another chance.”

    Dr. Shannon smiled. “They aren’t mutually exclusive. You’d both be taking a chance. Everyone in a relationship, whether romantic or otherwise, is taking a chance. Choosing not to be in relationship with other people is taking a chance, too. Human beings are complicated that way.”

    “That’s why I typically stick to plants.”

    “Do you think that’s without risk? Don’t you feel something when a plant dies despite your best efforts? Doesn’t the time you take—to ensure they have enough water and light and the right soil—doesn’t that time matter?”

    “I guess. But nothing like a marriage.”

    Dr. Shannon smiled and shrugged. “That takes time, too. It takes paying attention, making sure that your marriage gets the nutrients it needs to survive. It’s a bigger risk, of course, but the reward of a healthy relationship is also greater.”

    Petra nodded, twisting her fingers into the fringe of the throw blanket. “I don’t know what to do if she says no.”

    “If she says no, you move on. You find other things, other people, other goals. I know that you love her. I have no doubt in my mind. But she is only one person. There’s a whole world out there. What I don’t want is for you to lose all hope and all sense of direction if this one person decides to move on. Does that make sense?”

    Petra tried to nod but shook her head instead. “I don’t know what my life would be without her.”

    “It will be whatever you decide, Petra. Same as if she says yes.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-one


    Finally, the day before Christmas Eve arrived. Elsie suffered through an eight-hour workday and waited just inside her apartment door, bouncing on her toes as she waited for Petra to arrive.

    Colonel Mustard seemed to have gotten past his dirt-kicking phase, so he would be staying behind with a clean water bowl and a bellyful of crickets and worms. His normal yellow skin looked cloudy, a sign that he would be shedding soon. And eating the old skin.

    Elsie shuddered at the thought. “Though I guess it’s no more disgusting than worms,” she told him.

    She heard a car and turned quickly back to the peephole. Not Petra.

    She hadn’t been this eager to see her since their second date. They’d spent the first one in the little café near her library, after Petra had hinted that’s where she’d be when Elsie got off work. Elsie had tried not to run down the street the minute she was free. She’d never met anyone so brilliant and thoughtful and interesting, and the way Petra had listened to her, as though she thought all the same things about Elsie, was intoxicating.

    They’d talked for hours, and Elsie had hardly been able to sleep after they said goodbye. She’d replayed every word they’d shared and every expression on Petra’s face.

    But that had been their first date. Their second was different. Elsie had had time to worry about it, time to second-guess everything she’d said, time to worry that she already felt too much, too fast, for someone she hardly knew.

    Petra invited her on a date to the Houston Museum of Natural Science that Saturday morning. The museum was an unexpected place for a date, and Elsie could definitely see the appeal. If nothing else, conversation was easier when there wasn’t a movie playing or when her mouth wasn’t full of pasta.

    Petra had the tickets in hand when Elsie met her at the giant amethyst just outside the gift shop.

    They stopped and stared at the perfect crystals in the geode.

    “We could both probably fit inside,” Elsie whispered.

    Elsie had two seconds of feeling childish before Petra said, “You, me, and some pillows. We’d be very cozy.”

    Elsie’s relief felt as sudden and startling as missing a step on the stairs. She’d never dated someone who tolerated, let alone appreciated, her whimsical sense of humor. She’d dated people who told her to grow up, to be serious, to be anything but herself. She’d been criticized for making a grocery shopping playlist of songs that featured food words, painting owls and a moon on her Converse, and buying an elephant-shaped teapot—the spout was the elephant’s trunk, of course.

    She’d altogether stopped saying milady when walking by mirrors because too many people had found it weird.

    And now here was Petra, imagining alongside her.

    Petra hadn’t been interested in walking through the whole museum, especially once Elsie assured her that she’d been there before. Instead, Petra led her to the other end of the lobby to see the butterflies. “Have you been?” Petra asked, gesturing to the sign. The Cockrell Butterfly Center had its own section of the museum.

    “No,” Elsie said, and Petra grinned like she’d been given a gift.

    They held out their tickets to be scanned and climbed the stairs to the first room. Neither was interested in the scorpions and beetles and stick insects, though Elsie had to admit to being impressed and horrified by the size of the giant cockroaches.

    Past that part of the exhibit, Petra stopped in front of a glass display case lined with chrysalises.

    Elsie stood with her, transfixed, as a tiny creature struggled free of a metallic gold chrysalis.

    “It looks like jewelry,” Petra said.

    Elsie nodded, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen jewelry so beautiful. “What kind…?” She squinted at the label. “Tigerwing.”

    The butterfly held on to its empty chrysalis, and the wrinkled wings actually did remind Elsie of a tiger, with shades of orange and yellow, streaked with black.

    There were dozens of other chrysalises, some bright green, others brown and dry-looking like dead leaves. A few were clear, revealing the shape and color of the butterflies within.

    Elsie thought she could stand right there for a year without getting bored, watching the tiny butterfly bodies emerge and dry their perfect, delicate wings.

    But eventually, she and Petra had to surrender their spot to the masses of incoming children. They made their way to the rainforest conservatory, stopping for instructions that basically told them how to avoid stepping on butterflies.

    Inside, Elsie had to stop and stare. She couldn’t say how many stories high the conservatory was, only that it was large enough for a waterfall and a tree and more tropical plants than she could count. And everywhere she looked, butterflies perched on fruit trays, landed on people and sidewalks and handrails, and fluttered in the sunlight pouring in through the glass roof and walls. It was like walking into a daydream.

    Without thinking, Elsie took Petra’s hand.

    Together, they took careful steps along the walkway, stopping to point every few seconds at gigantic blue butterflies and tiny black butterflies with bands of red and yellow. There were some larger than Elsie’s palm, with eye spots on their wings. Others had clear wings, and when they perched, Elsie could see the leaves underneath as if through glass.

    Petra stopped at the first bench they found.

    “I may never want to leave,” Elsie warned her.

    Petra smiled at her. “They’ll kick us out eventually, but we can stay until then if you want.”

    They talked as they stared around at the flutters of color. Petra told Elsie about her plants, pointing to some philodendrons next to their bench. “I have some of those at home, but smaller.”

    And Elsie told Petra about her work in the library, about how sometimes she had to ask people to leave for getting into drunken fistfights but how, at other times, she got to hear about books people had loved, about the stories that had helped them through rough times, and she got to share the books she loved, too.

    Two hours passed before their stomachs convinced them it was time for lunch. It took them another half hour to leave, stopping to see the resident iguana and the cave fish and dozens more species of butterflies.

    At the exit, they passed through one set of doors and had to stop and check themselves in the mirrors for stowaway butterflies.

    Elsie looked at the reflection of her and Petra standing together. She tried to see them as a stranger would, these two people who might fall in love, one day, if they were lucky. They looked good together, but most of all, they looked happy.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-two


    The road to Elsie’s apartment hadn’t seemed so long last time, but now, Petra would swear that every street had stretched and there were twice as many stoplights.

    She’d missed Elsie. She’d ached for her.

    And now they had three whole days together. Petra tried not to think: three final days.

    She’d been practicing what to say if Elsie decided she didn’t want to get back together. Petra wouldn’t try to change her mind. But she was conflicted about leaving that door open. Would she wait for Elsie? Absolutely. But she didn’t necessarily want Elsie to know that.

    Instead, Petra would say that she was still completely willing to be Elsie’s fake wife on holidays, and for the rest of the year, they could stay friends.

    Petra just hoped she could figure out a convincing way to say it. She couldn’t stand the thought of Elsie permanently disappearing from her life or only seeing her at Thanksmas with all the others. It wouldn’t be enough, not even when she included social media stalking and asking Poppy for updates on Elsie’s life, both of which she’d considered but hadn’t yet given in to.

    When Petra parked in front of Elsie’s apartment, Elsie came out almost immediately, as though she’d been watching for Petra’s car.

    Petra felt as much breathless awe at the sight of her smile as she had the first time, and on top of that, there was the pain of knowing how many years she hadn’t felt that. She hadn’t noticed Elsie, hadn’t appreciated her, for far too long. Petra had let their lives turn monotonous and automatic, and she’d gotten angry at Elsie and at herself for continuing to live a life that they’d stopped enjoying.

    Petra watched Elsie rush to meet her, and she swore that she would never let it happen again. If Elsie stayed with her, Petra would never let a day go by without being grateful, without being awestruck and humbled, without showing Elsie in every way she knew how—and in every way she could learn in the years to come—that she was the most important person in Petra’s world.

    But for now, as Elsie settled in the passenger seat with a grin, Petra settled for a simpler honesty.

    “I missed you,” she said, and she watched Elsie’s grin widen.

    “I missed you, too,” Elsie said.

    Then Elsie started her playlist, and Petra drove them out of town, the road smoother than it had ever been.

    
    “I’ve been thinking about our last fight,” Elsie said. She’d read the whole book on cognitive behavioral therapy over the last week, and she’d spent the whole time wondering if her perspective on that night was completely skewed. She was almost afraid to ask. She didn’t want to start a fight before Christmas.

    Except that, after Christmas, she was supposed to have an answer for Petra.

    So it was now or never.

    “Oh,” Petra said. Her eyes didn’t stray from the road.

    “How do you remember it?” Elsie couldn’t help but watch Petra, even though it wasn’t exactly fair. Petra couldn’t do more than glance in her direction.

    “New Year’s Eve? Why? Do you think we remember it differently?”

    “I don’t know.” Elsie pressed her lips together, thinking. “Maybe. Can we see?”

    “Of course. We’d been fighting all week,” Petra said without accusation.

    Elsie nodded. “We’d had such a great Christmas with my family. But we were fighting again as soon we got home.”

    “About pointless stuff.”

    “It was almost always about pointless stuff.”

    “And then,” Petra said, glancing at Elsie, “we had to get ready for that swanky invite-only New Year’s Eve party.”

    “Poppy had gotten us invited through someone she met.”

    “Even though she wouldn’t be there.”

    “Right,” Elsie said. “I was a little excited. It was always nice, getting dressed up and going out with you, back when we were happier.”

    “Oh, do you remember Meg’s party the year before?”

    “We had such a blast.”

    “But not on New Year’s Eve,” Petra said, and Elsie was amazed at how quickly they moved from a happy memory to an awful one. That was part of being married for so long, she supposed. They had plenty of both.

    “No,” Elsie went on. “We were a wreck by New Year’s Eve. We hadn’t said even a neutral word to each other in days, and here we were, dressing up and going out like we could leave our misery behind.”

    “We got a rideshare to drop us off downtown.”

    “Because my wife loves to drink and dance.”

    Petra grinned, but it faded quickly. “We went up to the party, and we weren’t on the list.”

    “You had forgotten to RSVP.” Elsie couldn’t take her eyes off Petra’s face, off the emotions she saw there, reflecting thoughts that Elsie could guess at, but that she would never know for sure until Petra told her.

    “You had forgotten to RSVP,” Petra whispered back. “So we weren’t on the list.”

    “And that’s how the argument started.”

    “Elsie, I don’t know if we should…”

    Elsie remembered, but she didn’t say the words out loud. She had no doubt Petra remembered them, too. They fought in the elevator, through the lobby, and out on the sidewalk, shouting, screaming.

    Why am I the one who always has to take care of things?

    I don’t understand how this could be my fault.

    Nothing ever is, is it? It’s all me.

    Months, years of arguments, most of which they’d had a dozen times before, poured out of them into the night, along the crowded city streets, and people passed, keeping their eyes on the ground or looking at them with concern or judgment.

    You don’t ever tell me what you’re thinking.

    You don’t listen when I try.

    Because all you want to talk about is the goddamn thermostat and where wet towels belong. You know what, Petra? They’ll dry. And the house is too damn hot.

    Fine. I’ll start leaving mine on the couch, since you fall asleep there most nights anyway.

    You can’t say you miss me in the bedroom. I wouldn’t believe you.

    Why? Do you think I lie to you? Should I say every horrible thing that comes into my head, or is that your job in this relationship?

    Relationship? Is that what we have?

    I thought we had a marriage. I could be wrong.

    I think you might be. Because I feel like we’re roommates. When was the last time we made love?

    Do we really have to talk about this here, Elsie?

    Where? When? I talk to you, but I don’t think you hear me. I need more than this.

    Well, why don’t you go find it, then? Or can you not find anyone else who will put up with you?

    Coming from someone—

    Don’t even bother. I know what you think of me. I can’t do anything right.

    Why are you so difficult?

    I don’t want to fight anymore.

    You know what? Neither do I.

    I don’t care about what you want.

    You’ll regret walking away from me.

    And yet here I am, doing it anyway.

    Now, in the car, on the way to celebrate Christmas with her family, Elsie didn’t repeat any of those words.

    Instead, she said, “We argued. We acted like children, out on the street. We weren’t even very witty about it.”

    Petra made a sound that was almost a laugh. “I…wow. You’re right. I think we can do better.”

    “Next time we fight, we’ll plan out some good dialogue.”

    “Honestly, I would enjoy that.”

    Elsie tried to keep smiling. “After we argued, you left.”

    Petra nodded, her face solemn. “I ordered a rideshare and went home.”

    “You probably expected me to follow you.”

    “Eventually,” Petra said. “That’s how it had gone before. After we fought, one of us would leave, and we’d both cool down.”

    “But then we’d be home again, and nothing would change.”

    “Nothing would change.”

    “So, that night,” Elsie said. “I couldn’t do it again. Not one more time.”

    Petra took a long, shaky, audible breath. “And you didn’t come home.”

    “Not until five the next morning.”

    “And I said—”

    “Petra, you don’t have to—”

    “I said Who were you with all night? Not Are you okay? Not I’m happy you’re home. Not even Where were you? You walked in the door, and I accused you of cheating on me. I don’t even know why.”

    Elsie put a tentative hand on her shoulder. “I know why. You were hurting, just like I was.”

    “I’m sorry, Elsie,” Petra said, and her voice caught as tears began flowing down her face.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-three


    Petra took the next exit and pulled the car into a convenience store parking lot, then wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

    “I’m sorry,” Elsie said.

    “Thank you,” Petra answered, then gave a little laugh. “I’ve been needing to talk to you about all this, but I didn’t even know how to get started.”

    “Did you…?” Elsie sounded tentative. “Did you talk to your therapist about all of it? About us?”

    “Of course. What do you think I’ve spent the whole year talking about?”

    Elsie smiled. “I don’t know if I should be embarrassed or flattered.”

    “Dr. Shannon thinks my need for control and my stubbornness and my—”

    “No,” Elsie said, taking Petra’s hands. “Dr. Shannon only says that because Dr. Shannon hasn’t met me. This isn’t your fault.”

    Petra smiled. “I’ll take my fair share of the blame. I have to, Elsie, or I can’t grow and become the kind of person I should be. I can’t be a good partner or friend or anything else worth having if I can’t see myself clearly.”

    “Wow,” Elsie said, leaning back. “That Dr. Shannon knows their stuff.”

    Petra laughed through her tears.

    “We have to talk about the rest,” Elsie said, a little regretfully. “Do you want to do it now, or wait until we at least have some tissues nearby?”

    Petra considered. “Later would be good. Can I…can I hug you?”

    Elsie gave her a curious smile and unbuckled to give Petra a proper hug. Petra held her close, breathing in the familiar scent of her hair, the strength of her arms, her perfect circumference. She didn’t ever want to let go.

    But when Elsie sat back, Petra took a deep breath. “Snack break before we get back on the road?”

    “Yes, please.”

    They got out of the car, stretching and groaning in unison.

    “Sitting in a car shouldn’t be this difficult. I miss being twenty,” Elsie said.

    “It’s the only thing I miss about being twenty,” Petra said, twisting her back.

    By the time they reached Dallas, they were beyond exhausted. They had driven in the dark most of the way, snacking on junk food and complaining about Christmas Eve Eve traffic.

    “Did no one get off work earlier than us?” Elsie said. Brake lights shone in a line far into the distance.

    “Apparently, the entire state got off work at five o’clock and headed this way.” Petra offered Elsie a gummy worm, which she accepted.

    “I’m going to text Mom and tell her to go to bed.” Elsie started texting. Petra appreciated that she turned her phone so the light didn’t distract her driving.

    “Good idea. Do you think she will?”

    Elsie paused in her texting to bite off the gummy worm’s head. “I don’t know.” She chewed, then went on, “A couple of years ago, she would’ve stayed up no matter what. You know what she was like. She’d be nervous about us being on the road, and she wouldn’t rest until she knew we’d arrived safely. Same for going home.”

    “Oh, that’s right. We forgot to let her know we’d gotten home safely that year, and she called at two a.m.”

    Elsie spoke over the whoosh sound of an outgoing text. “She said I’m so sorry to call so late. I just needed to know you’re alive. What an inconvenience.”

    “I felt terrible,” Petra said. “I just imagined her, poor Jackie, pacing the house for hours.”

    “She probably nodded off watching TV and texted when a commercial woke her up. Besides, you’ve never forgotten again.”

    Elsie’s phone buzzed.

    “Mom says There’s sandwich stuff in the fridge. Don’t touch the enchiladas. I guess that means she’s not waiting up.”

    “That’s good,” Petra said.

    “Yeah,” Elsie said, but there was a hint of worry in her voice.

    “Jackie’s just a bit older than she used to be. It’s not a sign of anything.”

    “Yeah,” Elsie said again. “You’re right. I just don’t like it, any of it. Parents shouldn’t change.”

    “Tell that to Dottie and her flying trapeze class.”

    “Or your dad and his insistence on cooking absolutely every meal even though he has bunions.”

    Petra groaned. “That man. I asked if he still cooked his own birthday dinners. He said Of course. I want them to be edible.”

    Elsie laughed. “He’ll probably still be running the kitchen when he’s eighty.”

    “That man will be behind a stove when he’s one hundred, if he gets his way.”

    Elsie had gone back to scrolling through her texts. “Rick is going to meet us at Mom’s for Christmas Eve and go with us to see Grandma Betty on Christmas Day.”

    Petra thought about Grandma Betty but didn’t say anything. She wished everyone had more time. It was a childish thought, maybe, but she still wished it. She couldn’t imagine the world without Grandma Betty.

    “How is Rick doing since Wendy filed for divorce? Oh, shoot. I forgot to look for that yogurt maker again.”

    “She’ll be furious.”

    Petra cringed.

    “Rick seems to be doing okay,” Elsie said. “I think he’s regressed to his teenage self. Lots of Guitar Hero and leftover pizza. But he doesn’t seem heartbroken. Or at least, he’s still going to work and wearing pants and hasn’t been arrested. I don’t have any other basis for evaluating his mental state.”

    “So, not celebrating, but not wallowing in despair?”

    “Right. Somewhere in between. Probably.”

    Petra had never had a sibling, and getting to know Rick had made her feel a little bit better about that fact than she had throughout her childhood. His soon-to-be ex-wife had added to that feeling. “What will we do without Wendy there to criticize our holiday attire?”

    “I don’t know. I bought a sweater at an after-Christmas sale last year with her in mind. I guess she’ll never see it.”

    Petra grinned. “What is it?”

    “Oh, you’ll see. If it’s bad enough, you can text her a picture.”

    Finally, they reached Jackie’s house and parked in her long driveway. She lived in one of those cookie-cutter neighborhoods where everyone’s grass had to be cut to the exact same height. But the house was large enough for the whole family, and Jackie had made it comfortable, with an eye to color schemes and decor and furniture selection and arrangement that far exceeded Petra’s own half-hearted attempts at feng shui.

    They took off their shoes at the bench inside the front door and carried their bags quietly to their room.

    The bed was smaller than Petra remembered.

    “Sandwiches?” Elsie asked.

    “Definitely.”

    Sandwiches at Jackie’s were always so much more of a meal than sandwiches anywhere else. She packed a removable drawer full of packages of thinly sliced turkey, roasted chicken, tempeh, cooked bacon, shredded jackfruit, Swiss cheese, cheddar, smoked provolone, Muenster, pepper jack, a dozen vegetables, and a dozen more sauces and spreads.

    Some of the cheeses were vegan, and Petra spotted a package of Tofurkey in the drawer, too. Jackie was, as she said, three-quarters vegan. She liked to pack her diet full of vegetables and eat meat twice a week or so, as a treat.

    Petra had noticed that Jackie had a lot of ice cream in the freezer for someone who felt so passionately about eating healthy foods, though most of them were dairy-free.

    Petra couldn’t help the happy sigh that escaped from her when Elsie pulled out the bread selection. “It’s like our own fancy deli,” she said, selecting a fresh sourdough bun that was almost as big as her plate.

    She and Elsie toasted their bread and started assembling.

    Elsie chose roasted chicken and pineapple with lots of lettuce and a little sriracha mayo. Petra made a turkey BLT with four kinds of cheese and a thick layer of pesto.

    They ate in happy silence at the kitchen island. After hours in the car, Petra was happy to stand or lie down, but sitting was out of the question.

    Elsie went to take a shower when they were finished. Petra washed their plates and went to their room. She could hear the water running in the shower and faint music.

    Jackie had Bluetooth shower speakers. Petra had forgotten that. Elsie always used them while she was here, but she’d never bought any. Petra stood where she was, just inside the bedroom door, and ordered some to be delivered next week.

    Whether the speakers ended up in the shower at their house or in Elsie’s apartment, at least she would have them.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-four


    Petra was fast asleep on top of the mint-green blanket, in her jeans and sweater, when Elsie finished her shower.

    Elsie stood in the doorway for a minute, watching her sleep.

    These past few weeks had felt like time travel, like the holidays of the past when she and Petra had been together and happy, only to come back to the present when she returned to her apartment alone.

    But the relief she expected to feel with the end of the holidays in sight wasn’t as strong as she’d expected. True, she was anxious about what to tell Petra, whether she would move back in, whether to spend time together with the aim of getting back together gradually, or whether it was time for both of them to call it quits and move on.

    But as complicated as that decision was, it wasn’t what she was dreading.

    Elsie struggled to put her finger on it. Whatever she decided, they would be going back to their everyday lives. Maybe that was the problem: Her everyday life felt isolated, miles from the people she cared most about, even with the internet to keep them in some state of connection.

    She shook her head at herself. It wasn’t anything she could fix tonight.

    She dressed in her pajamas. She’d considered buying sexy ones to torment Petra in revenge for Petra’s San Antonio silky sleepwear temptation, but nothing had seemed right. She’d settled on her same wide-necked shirt and soft cotton shorts, though she did put on a little mascara before going to bed, blinking to dry it so it didn’t smudge her pillow.

    Elsie had forgotten that the bed was a full size, not a queen, until she was climbing into it, trying not to kick Petra as she maneuvered enough blanket free to cover herself.

    She turned off the lamp on the bedside table and picked up her phone.

    I got a secret credit card so I could take classes online without telling my husband. I’m getting a business degree.

    My mother accused me of breaking a punch bowl that had been in our family for ten generations. Her boyfriend did it and tried to get me to take the fall.

    I’m forty-five years old, and I’ve never been kissed.

    Elsie didn’t know if it was reasonable to be comforted by all these people’s lives, by their guilt and their shame and their victories. But she was.

    Maybe she was voyeuristic. Maybe she was just bored, and their exciting confessions added a little spice to the bland soup of her everyday life. Maybe their words put her own minor angst into perspective.

    Maybe they made her feel less alone.

    She scooted a tiny bit closer to Petra and fell asleep almost instantly.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-five


    “No,” Elsie said when a knock at the door woke her. She checked her phone. It was five a.m. “No,” she said again, a little more loudly, and pulled the blanket over her face.

    The door opened, and Elsie had just enough time to register the sound of light, fast footsteps before a tiny human landed on top of her.

    “Elsie! Petra!” Zoey screeched. “We got to come here for Christmas Eve. Aren’t you happy?”

    Elsie could think of a few other words that would better describe her current state, but she was always happy to see Zoey. Her family had lived next door all of Elsie’s life. Her grandparents and Elsie’s mother were old friends. Elsie had gone to school with Zoey’s mother, Amanda, though they’d never been close friends, partly because they were three years apart in age, and partly because Amanda had been popular, whereas Elsie had spent most of her lunch hours with the school librarian.

    Amanda arrived panting in the doorway a moment later. She was still cool, in her long blond hair and her magazine-worthy outfit. “I’m so sorry. I’ll just grab her.”

    “She’s fine,” Elsie said, cuddling Zoey close.

    Petra was struggling to a sitting position next to her. “Not a problem. We were totally awake.”

    Amanda raised her eyebrows. “Clearly. Are you sure you don’t want me to take her back and give her a time-out for running after she was told to stop?” She gave her daughter a stern look.

    “I knocked,” Zoey protested. “And it’s Christmas Eve.”

    Elsie nodded. “I’ll give her a time-out.” She wrapped Zoey in a tight hug and kissed her cheeks until she was laughing and wriggling in a half-hearted escape attempt.

    Amanda eventually bribed Zoey out of the room with promises of hot cocoa and pancakes. Zoe protested all the way to the door.

    “We’ll get dressed really fast,” Petra promised her.

    “I didn’t know they would be here,” Elsie said when the door was closed. “Mom will be happy.”

    “I think having Zoey around makes everyone happier.”

    “Except Rick.”

    Petra grinned. “Except Rick.”

    They got dressed quickly. Elsie did a runway walk in her new sweater, which featured a T. rex in a Santa hat, chasing terrified-looking gingerbread people, one with a bite out of its head. Petra took a picture, which was blurry because she couldn’t stop laughing at Elsie’s exaggerated model moves.

    She talked Petra into wearing her backup sweater covered in dancing penguins, since Petra had apparently not remembered to pack appropriate holiday wear.

    When they were dressed, they went to the kitchen, where Jackie was setting down a mug of hot cocoa topped with whipped cream and sprinkles, and Zoey was staring in awe.

    “You get to handle her sugar crash later,” Amanda warned.

    “You know the cure for a sugar crash?” Jackie said. “More sugar!”

    Zoey laughed.

    “This is the woman who used to make sweet potato muffins and blend spinach into our pasta sauce,” Rick said.

    “It’s grandma mode,” Elsie said. “She can’t help it.”

    “Spinach makes cocoa nice and thick,” her mother whispered. “Want some?”

    All the adults declined.

    “I’m sorry to crash your Christmas,” Amanda said. “Jackie invited us when our plans fell apart.”

    Elsie handed around mugs of coffee while she waited for the kettle to boil. “We’re happy you’re here. But what happened?”

    Amanda took a sip of her coffee before she answered, and Elsie noted the signs of a true caffeine addict when Amanda sighed and her shoulders lost some of their tension. “We were supposed to meet my parents in New York yesterday. They’ve been there for a week, doing tours and seeing Broadway shows. My husband was in Chicago on business, so he flew from there. But our flight got canceled before we even got to the airport, and then that snowstorm hit. We realized that it would be late today before we got there, if we managed to get there at all, and we would’ve spent most of Christmas Eve on planes or in airports.”

    Elsie vaguely remembered that Amanda’s husband was in banking. Amanda was an orthopedic surgeon, still cooler than Elsie after all these years.

    Elsie’s mother came in and poured herself another cup of coffee. “Your mother called me, and before she could even ask, I told her that the front door was open and there was more than enough food.”

    “But what about presents?” Petra whispered. “Won’t Zoey be disappointed?”

    “Jackie saved the day,” Amanda said. “She has a key to my parents’ house, and they had left most of Zoey’s presents here so they didn’t get crushed in suitcases. I also have a key. It definitely exists, somewhere in my house.”

    “Did you say presents?” Zoey appeared, running into the center of the room, smiling with a cocoa mustache that did, indeed, contain tiny flecks of green.

    “I filled Amanda in on our Christmas Day plans with Grandma Betty, so we agreed that we’d let Zoey celebrate with her traditions today,” Jackie told Elsie and Petra.

    “Presents!” Zoey shouted.

    “Tradition, singular,” Amanda said. “She doesn’t particularly care about anything else.”

    “Neither did Elsie and Rick, at that age,” Jackie said.

    Zoey was bouncing up and down, her eyes wide.

    “We have a lot of things planned for today,” Jackie warned her. “I don’t know if your mom wants you opening all your presents right away.”

    “What else are we doing?” Zoey’s tone implied that nothing else could possibly be as important.

    “We’re going to sing Christmas carols and eat Christmas dinner and—”

    Zoey seemed to tremble with the effort of keeping quiet.

    Jackie gave Amanda a pleading look.

    Amanda looked between Jackie and Zoey with an expression that said she was thinking very hard. “Do you want to brush your hair and wash your face before I start taking pictures?”

    “No,” Zoey said.

    “Okay, then. Off you go.”

    Zoey sprinted from the room, Jackie close behind her.

    “What if I had plans this morning?” Rick asked as they all filed out of the room.

    “No one’s stopping you,” Elsie said.

    Rick grumbled but followed them. Elsie was never sure what his problem was, but when Zoey was around, Rick acted like an ignored middle child.

    Everyone found a spot on the couch and watched Zoey sit under the Christmas tree and tear open wrapping paper with a look of glee that made Elsie’s heart lift. Could other children make her feel buoyant just by being in proximity to their joy, or was that Zoey’s special talent?

    Elsie didn’t know. Maybe one day she would find out.

    Petra seemed happy and relaxed, too, sitting on the floor by her feet. She leaned forward to help whenever Zoey struggled with presents that had been wrapped too securely.

    The Christmas tree held a hundred memories. There were her and Rick’s Popsicle-stick ornaments and their elementary school photos in snowman frames. They’d bought a few new ornaments every year when they were kids. Elsie found her teacups, her tuxedoed gnomes, and her tiny wine-cork mouse in the branches. Rick’s decorations reflected his obsession with dinosaurs, followed by the years when he found nothing funnier than hamburger ornaments and shirtless Santas.

    Their mother had always chosen bells, so the tree chimed when Zoey crawled underneath to make sure no present with her name on the tag had been overlooked.

    When Zoey was sated by her pile of toys, the adults passed around their gifts. The tradition was that the adult presents would be small and thoughtful, not extravagant.

    Jackie had bought everyone Christmas socks and gift certificates for their favorite restaurants.

    Rick had gotten everyone a single scratch-off lottery ticket. “They’re winter themed,” he said, obviously pleased with himself.

    Elsie gave her mom the latest Taylor Jenkins Reid book, Petra a ceramic flowerpot with a painted mountain scene, and Rick a one-dollar sample bottle of whiskey.

    “Really?” he asked.

    Elsie narrowed her eyes. “Last year, you got me a tree air freshener.”

    “It was apple scented. That’s your favorite, right?”

    “No.”

    “I did get you something else,” Rick said, “but I can’t give it to you with her here.” He gestured unsubtly at Zoey.

    Elsie felt her mouth fall open as understanding hit her. “Is that why you don’t like it when Zoey visits? You feel like you have to behave like an adult?”

    Rick looked offended. “Hey, this is a very adult gift.”

    “My mistake. You feel like you have to behave like a mature adult.”

    “Fine.” He shrugged. “I’ll just return the watercolor edition of The Kama Sutra for Lesbians that I got for you.”

    Petra cleared her throat and said, as quietly as possible. “Maybe…don’t.”

    “Petra!” Elsie found herself exclaiming.

    “Elsie!” Rick mocked.

    “Rick,” Elsie said in frustration.

    There was a loud snort next to the tree, and they all turned to see Amanda laughing with both hands over her face.

    “I’m sorry,” she said when she caught her breath. “I don’t have siblings.” She turned to Petra. “Are they always like this?”

    “Yes,” Petra and Jackie said in unison.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-six


    Petra set her beautiful flowerpot down carefully and passed around her gifts: a Winnie-the-Pooh stuffed animal for Jackie’s collection, a gift certificate for Rick to a local virtual reality room, and for Elsie, the tiny glass lizard that Petra had bought in San Antonio.

    Elsie’s squeal rivaled Zoey’s. “It looks just like Colonel Mustard.”

    It was yellow glass with brown spots and dark green irises. Everyone agreed: It did look exactly like Colonel Mustard. Even Amanda and Zoey agreed, once Elsie had shown them a picture.

    Petra cherished her happiness. She wished, for a moment, that they didn’t have the rule about buying small, thoughtful gifts at Jackie’s house. She would’ve bought Elsie everything that had reminded Petra of her this year. Elsie would’ve had more presents than Zoey.

    “I’m sorry there’s nothing for you to open,” Jackie told Amanda.

    “Oh!” Zoey stood up and ran from the room, returning seconds later with her small rolling suitcase. She opened it and dug through her clothes, spilling shoes and pants and sweaters everywhere.

    “Zoey, what are you—?”

    Zoey stood up, triumphant, holding a small box covered with tattered snowflake wrapping paper. She handed it to her mother, who suddenly looked serious.

    “What is this?”

    “It’s a present,” Zoey said, as though Amanda should’ve known the answer. “Open it.”

    Amanda opened the paper and the small box. She took out a snow globe no bigger than a Ping-Pong ball.

    Petra was close enough to see the little cabin and trees inside. She expected the typical cheap plastic, but this was something else. Petra couldn’t say what, only that each piece was so real that she expected the tiny door to open and the miniature trees to sway in the wind.

    Amanda tipped it over and back gently, watching the snow swirl down.

    “Where did you get this?” she asked her daughter.

    Zoey grinned. “Daddy helped me. We shopped for hours and hours. He said that you had snow globes when you were a kid, but you didn’t have them anymore.”

    “I never knew what happened. I went to unpack the tree and decorations one year, and I couldn’t find them.” She turned the snow globe again and watched the snow fall before passing it around so they could all see.

    Petra held it gently. There was no tacky music box, just a base and a glass ball and a perfect little world inside. Then she passed it to Elsie and watched as she took it in.

    “Do you like it?” Zoey asked.

    “I love it,” Amanda said, squeezing her close. “You picked the perfect gift.”

    Zoey looked delighted, but in less than a minute, she had moved on, asking for batteries for her toys and help putting magnetic blocks together. “Make it look like a truck, Petra. No, not like that.”

    Rick was recruited next and met Zoey’s strict construction standards. He seemed to have fun. Maybe he had taken Elsie’s criticism to heart, but more likely, Rick just wanted to play with the blocks.

    Leaving them to occupy each other, Amanda, Petra, and Elsie helped Jackie finish lunch preparations. It wasn’t difficult. Jackie refused to spend the holiday cooking when she could be spending time with her family, so every dish was either made or bought the day before.

    Now, they covered the countertops in trivets, heating up food exactly how and when Jackie directed.

    Elsie barely stopped her mother as she was reaching into the oven with bare hands.

    “Oh, silly me,” Jackie said.

    Elsie met Petra’s eyes, and after that, Petra watched Jackie closely, too.

    When everything was ready, Jackie called Rick and Zoey into the kitchen to fill their plates.

    “Will you tell me which stuff is made of tofu or tempeh or whatever?” Rick asked.

    “It’s so much more fun when you guess.” Jackie kissed his cheek and ruffled his hair.

    Rick leaned close to the brisket, his eyes narrow with suspicion.

    Petra took a little of everything and more than a little tofu because Jackie seared it and topped it with a honey and soy sauce glaze. It wasn’t a typical Christmas dish, but after Petra effusively complimented the dish one year, Jackie had never failed to serve it.

    Jackie had set out a Christmas tablecloth and delicate plates with tiny snow boots and hats and mittens decorating the edges. She turned on instrumental Christmas music, and Petra looked around at them all, feeling happy but also feeling some preemptive nostalgia. What if this was her last Christmas here?

    She tried to push the thought aside and focus on her meal, and it was delicious enough that it almost worked.

    Once they were all stuffed and sleepy, they all helped clear the plates and put away the food. They were constantly bumping into each other in the kitchen, but no one abandoned ship. Even Zoey helped, taking silverware that Petra handed to her and putting it in the dishwasher.

    Jackie sat at the clean table when they were finished and called Grandma Betty.

    “Merry Christmas Eve, Mom,” Jackie said, then paused, then rolled her eyes. “Yes, I know that I will see you tomorrow, but tomorrow isn’t Christmas Eve.”

    There was another pause, and Elsie stifled a laugh at the faint sound of Grandma Betty’s objections on the other end of the line.

    “Well, if you’re too busy to talk, I’ll just let you go. I—” Jackie pulled her phone back from her ear to look at it. “She hung up.”

    Petra watched Elsie and Rick look at each other and look away quickly, trying not to laugh.

    Jackie sighed, then turned to them all. “Ready for Christmas carols?”

    Besides the eggnog that Jackie would serve later, this was Petra’s favorite part of Christmas. Jackie brought out a keyboard. Elsie went to get her flute. Rick had a banjo, an acoustic guitar, and a ukulele.

    Zoey squealed when she saw the ukulele, and Rick let her strum it a few times. Maybe Zoey was growing on him.

    Jackie called out, “ ‘Silent Night,’ ” and began playing. Elsie and Rick jumped in after the intro, and everyone sang until they got to the verses that no one but Jackie remembered. Then they listened, and that was just as good.

    They played “Hark! The Herald Angels Sing” and “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” and “A Holly Jolly Christmas,” and “Jingle Bells.”

    Elsie played along to some songs and sang to others. Her cheeks were pink, either with the effort of playing or from the attention of the people watching her play.

    Rick played the guitar for most of the songs, the ukulele for “Deck the Halls,” “Auld Lang Syne,” and “The Twelve Days of Christmas,” and the banjo for “Feliz Navidad.”

    Petra didn’t know anything about banjos, but she was impressed by the sound, the quick run of notes that added complexity to the simple song.

    When they grew bored with Christmas music, Jackie started a game of playing the opening notes of a popular song and awarding points to whoever guessed the title and artist first. They didn’t keep track of the points, but Elsie was the clear winner.

    Rick looked up the chords of pop songs and told the others to guess, but he played the songs backward, and no one could guess.

    Jackie requested Poulenc’s Sonata for Flute and Piano, and Elsie, seeming reluctant, started the piece with her eyes closed as her mother played the piano part beside her.

    As Elsie played, she seemed to grow more comfortable, and everyone settled back to listen. Rick watched them, nodding slightly when Elsie flawlessly played a difficult part, his fingers moving now and then, as though he mentally accompanied Jackie.

    Amanda held Zoey in her lap, swaying gently with the sound. Zoey’s eyes were wide as she looked from Jackie to Elsie and back again, clearly amazed that this wonderful music was created by people she knew in real life.

    Petra didn’t know much more about flutes than she knew about banjos, but she could recognize beauty and talent. She got to see them both every Christmas.

    Jackie wiped a tear from her cheek after the song finished. “We should do that more often.”

    Elsie nodded, smiling. “We should.”

    They spent the rest of the afternoon watching Christmas movies and going back to the kitchen for pieces of pie they insisted they were too full to eat.

    Petra loved her dad and Dottie, and she enjoyed spending Thanksgiving with the crowd of people who gathered there every year. But she had to admit, she always looked forward to the coziness of holidays at Jackie’s, even if Grandma Betty wasn’t there in her recliner, laughing too loudly at Will Ferrell and saying, “If you’re on your way to the kitchen anyway, would you grab me another slice of pecan pie? Just a small one.”

    It wasn’t nearly cold enough for a fire, but Jackie made one anyway, and they turned off the lights and watched the crackling flames until Zoey fell asleep with her head on Amanda’s lap and her feet on Petra’s.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-seven


    I should take her home—back to my parents’ house, I mean. They keep the guest room made up for Zoey sleepovers,” Amanda said softly, smoothing Zoey’s hair.

    “You’re not going to want to,” Elsie said.

    “Trust us,” Rick said.

    Amanda carried Zoey to Jackie’s bed and got her tucked in while Jackie went to get out the glasses and coquito.

    Elsie hadn’t seen her father since she was a child, but his family’s holiday traditions had stuck around much longer. Elsie loved the tradition of singing together with their own instruments. Rick had a set of handmade Three Wise Men that Elsie’s father, Rick’s stepdad, had brought him from San Juan. Each wooden figure was two feet tall, and until he’d gotten a place of his own, Rick had put them in unexpected spots around the house to scare the hell out of everyone.

    Her mother’s favorite tradition was coquito, the Puerto Rican version of eggnog, made with coconut milk, rum, and spices. She made a gallon of it every year and served it in whiskey glasses with a cinnamon stick in each.

    Elsie didn’t like most eggnog, but like her mother, she loved coquito. She’d even made it in June one year, and while it had been good, she had to admit that it didn’t taste as delicious as it did when drinking it with her family in front of the fire.

    When Amanda returned to the kitchen, she looked uncertainly at the glass Jackie handed her.

    “Chug, chug, chug,” Rick chanted softly.

    “Don’t chug,” Elsie said. “But do sip.”

    Amanda sipped, and her eyes lit up. “Oh wow, this is incredible.”

    Jackie smiled, and Rick and Elsie high-fived.

    “I don’t know why they’re like this,” Elsie heard Petra whisper to Amanda. “The first time I tried it, they literally broke into a dance.”

    “We did not,” Elsie said, topping off their glasses.

    “You did. ‘Gangnam Style’ had just come out, and all three of you…No, wait. Four! Grandma Betty busted a move, too.”

    Amanda laughed. “Well, you were right. I’m glad I stayed.”

    They took their glasses to the living room and found comfortable places around the fire while Jackie went to check on Zoey.

    “She’s fine,” Amanda said. “She probably won’t wake up all night.”

    “Well, just in case…” Jackie took a glass of water and an extra blanket to her room.

    “Don’t waste your breath,” Elsie said. “Mom wouldn’t feel right if she didn’t check on her forty-five times.”

    “As I remember it,” Petra said, following Elsie and sitting next to her on the couch, “when I woke up after my first night at your place, there was a glass of water, a cup of coffee, a new toothbrush, and a bottle of ibuprofen on the bedside table.”

    “So it’s hereditary,” Elsie mumbled, but she grinned. “And you do get headaches after you’ve had wine.”

    Petra smiled at her, meeting her eyes for such a long time that Elsie had to catch her breath when she looked away.

    They watched the fire and sipped their drinks.

    With the firelight on Petra’s face and her contented expression, Elsie thought she was more beautiful than she’d ever been. It was always like that, with Petra. The moment she could set her stress down, she seemed to glow with joy. Elsie had always thought that, someday, she would change things. She would make a life for them both that wasn’t filled with things that made them unhappy, and they would glow, every day.

    Rick pulled up the footrest of the recliner with a grunt and said, “Hey, Els. Do you remember the year that your dad cooked an entire pig and set it on the table, and you cried all evening?”

    Elsie examined him, but there didn’t seem to be any emotions on his face besides amusement. It had been years since either of them had talked about her father. Honestly, he hardly ever crossed her mind, except at Christmas. Rick probably remembered him better. He’d been the only father figure in Rick’s life until he was nine years old.

    When Rick and Wendy had been planning their wedding, they had even found him online and invited him, but he’d never replied.

    Now Elsie nodded slowly. “It still had its little ears and snout. I couldn’t eat pork for a decade.”

    “You did,” Rick said. “Mom just told you it was turkey bacon.”

    “Rick, it was turkey bacon. Until we were teenagers and Mom switched to veggie bacon.”

    “Is that why I gained ten pounds as soon as I moved out?”

    “Sure. Or the sedentary jobs. Or the fast food. Or the video game marathons.”

    “Wait,” Petra cut in. “What about the BLTs? Was that veggie bacon?”

    Elsie mimicked her mother’s raspy voice. “It’s so much more fun if you guess.”

    Jackie came back to the living room just in time to catch Elsie’s impression. “If you all would eat healthier, I wouldn’t have to sneak nutrients into your diets.” She patted Rick’s shoulder as she passed. “I hope you liked the meatless sausage. I bought it just for you.”

    Rick sat up straight. “What’s in it, if it’s not meat?” he asked. “Mom! Get back here and explain yourself.”

    He stood and followed her into the kitchen.

    “I might fall asleep right here,” Elsie said, sinking into the soft couch cushions.

    Petra took her empty glass from her hand and covered her with a throw blanket. She seemed to hesitate a moment, then kissed Elsie on the forehead before taking both of their glasses to the kitchen.

    Elsie felt tears starting and didn’t try to fight them. She closed her eyes and let herself feel all the comfort and familiarity and yearning that she’d been pushing away.

    
    Rick left the kitchen while Petra was still washing their coquito glasses, leaving her with Jackie, who was washing the same section of countertop over and over again.

    Petra wasn’t sure if Jackie was having a memory lapse, or if she was just keeping busy until Rick left the room.

    As soon as he did, Jackie dropped the dishrag. “You and Elsie have been having problems.”

    It wasn’t a question, but it demanded an answer. Petra wasn’t sure what to say. “Everyone does, sometimes,” she managed. She rinsed the glasses and found a towel to dry them.

    Jackie narrowed her eyes. “I know my daughter. I know when she’s hiding something and when she’s avoiding a topic of conversation, and when that topic of conversation is her wife and her avoidance lasts most of a year, I start to worry.”

    “Yeah,” Petra said. She didn’t know what else Jackie wanted from her. Yes, they’d damaged their marriage. Yes, they were hiding it. Jackie wouldn’t have to think very hard or very long to know why.

    Jackie seemed to realize it just then, closing her eyes briefly. “I don’t want this for you. For either of you.”

    “Want…what?”

    “Oh, everything. I don’t want you to be in pain. I don’t want you to split up, but I don’t want you to fake happiness either. I hate what my mother has done to you two. And to Rick. And to me. It makes everything so much more complicated.”

    “Yes,” Petra agreed, putting the glasses away and folding the towel over the edge of the sink. “It does.”

    “I won’t ask you any questions. I know you and Elsie probably agreed not to talk about what you’re going through. But listen to me, Petra.”

    Jackie stopped and reached out her hand. Petra took it, surprised. Neither she nor Jackie were the hugging, hand-holding, touchy type.

    “I’m sorry that you and Elsie are struggling. I selfishly would love to see you work it out. But more than anything, I want you both to be happy. Whatever that takes.”

    Jackie squeezed her hand once, let go, and left the room.

    Petra stood in the kitchen, not sure what to do. She wanted the same, more than anything in the world.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-eight


    Petra awoke to the feeling of something sticky and slightly warm on her forehead. She sat up immediately and looked at what she’d knocked off her face.

    A glazed donut.

    Rick was leaning against the wall next to the bed, laughing so hard that he could barely breathe.

    Petra stared at him. He looked the same as he always had, like a teenage skateboarder in a man’s body, with faded, tattered clothes and the impression that he shaved at some time in the recent past, but definitely not today. He had Elsie’s dark hair and light brown eyes, and Petra thought that was probably the only thing that kept her from truly disliking him.

    Eventually, he managed to say, “Your face! You should’ve seen…Oh God, why didn’t I film that? There’s always tomorrow, I guess.”

    “Ugh, you’re the worst,” Elsie said, only one eye open. She threw Petra’s pillow at him. “Go away. Forever.”

    “I missed you too, sis,” he said, then blew her a mocking kiss on his way out the door.

    Petra blinked, rubbing her face, then picked up the donut from her lap and ate it. “Krispy Kreme,” she said. “A day old, but still good.”

    “That’s almost worth seeing Rick at seven a.m.” Elsie yawned. “Almost.”

    Rick had left the bedroom door open, and Petra could smell coffee. That, combined with her sticky face and hands, was enough to get her out of bed, even though Elsie didn’t seem eager to move.

    “Do you want to go back to sleep?” Petra asked. “I can bring you a cup of tea in an hour or so.”

    Elsie smiled lazily. “I’d love that.”

    Petra washed her hands and face, changed out of the clothes she’d fallen asleep in, and went to the kitchen, greeting Jackie, who was already up and dressed, her half gray, half brown hair already in curls to her shoulders, her makeup already applied with skill.

    “Who taught you how to do makeup?” Petra asked, accepting the coffee cup Jackie handed her. “Sorry, was that rude? I meant, good morning, Jackie, your makeup looks wonderful, as always. How did you learn?”

    Jackie laughed. “I’ve known you long enough to assume that’s what you meant the first time. I did grow up pre-internet. I had no instructional videos to guide me, only trial and error and a few good friends with subscriptions to glamorous magazines.”

    Rick joined them, slurping the dregs of his own coffee. “G’morning, Donut Face.”

    Petra ignored him, turning back to Jackie. “Elsie’s not quite up yet.”

    Jackie shook her head. “Most people are morning larks or night owls. That child could always sleep twelve hours a night and still not turn down a nap.”

    Petra smiled. That was true. She’d seen it herself, in the grown-up version of the child Jackie remembered.

    “Is there anything I can help with this morning?” Petra asked.

    Jackie shook her head. “Ricky brought donuts, and we’ll do sandwiches for lunch. Dinner will be…will be…”

    “With Grandma Betty,” Rick supplied. “At the nursing home. And don’t call me Ricky. I’m not twelve.”

    “You’ll always be twelve to me, sweet little Picky Ricky.” She pinched his cheeks, and he batted her away, grinning. “Do you still live off ramen noodles and microwave chimichangas, or have you really grown up?”

    “Oh, I miss those chimichangas,” Rick said, grabbing another donut from the box on the counter. “They would burn on the outside before they came close to getting warm on the inside, so you never knew if you were going to burn yourself or get food poisoning.”

    “What an adventure,” Petra said, shaking her head.

    Jackie told her to make herself at home, then left, probably to check on Zoey. Rick refilled his coffee cup and went to the living room. A minute later, the voice of Bart Simpson was obliterating the quiet.

    Petra made herself a BLT with a fried egg inside. Elsie always had a sweet tooth, but Petra wasn’t usually on board for anything sugary first thing in the morning. Dessert should be something to savor, not devour out of hunger. And donuts, however they were marketed, were clearly desserts.

    Petra assembled her sandwich and took it out onto the back porch, enjoying the chilly morning and the bright blue sky. It would be warm enough for shorts and T-shirts later in the day, but for now, she shivered in her jeans and sweater, grateful for the heat of her coffee.

    After a while, Petra went back inside, made Elsie’s BLT with a donut on the side, and brewed her a mug of jasmine green tea. She brought both to the bedroom, setting them quietly on the bedside table.

    Elsie woke up immediately, and Petra wondered if she, too, had grown less accustomed to having someone around while she slept.

    Petra went back to the living room. Rick and Bart Simpson were both absent, replaced by Amanda and Zoey, who seemed to be having a serious conversation.

    Zoey looked up at Petra. “You’re married? To a girl?”

    Amanda looked embarrassed. “How many times have we talked about this, Zoey?”

    “I didn’t know they were married.” Zoey took Petra’s hand and pulled her to the couch, plopping beside her. Zoey scooted an inch closer and whispered, “Can I marry a girl, too?”

    Petra whispered back, “If you want to.”

    “Good.” Zoey let out a breath like a huge weight had been taken off her shoulders. “My dad farts. All day long.”

    Amanda put her hands over her face. Petra laughed, and when she relayed the story to Elsie, Jackie, and Rick, they laughed, too, causing Zoey to stamp her foot and protest, “It’s not that funny.”

    Once everyone had meandered back into the living room, Jackie took the remote from Rick and turned to a channel showing Christmas movies.

    After lunch, Jackie made them popcorn sprinkled with candy cane dust, and they watched all of The Muppet Christmas Carol and half of Elf before Jackie handed the remote to Amanda and turned to Elsie, Petra, and Rick.

    “Time to go,” she announced.

    “Have fun,” Amanda said, snuggling Zoey close on the couch. “Thanks for sharing Christmas with us. It was wonderful to see you all.”

    Jackie, Petra, and Elsie hugged Amanda and Zoey, while Rick waved on the way out the door.

    Elsie overheard Amanda tell Jackie, “Maybe we can conveniently miss our flight next year.”

    “I hope so, dear,” Jackie said.

    “Being here for the holidays always makes me feel like a kid,” Petra told Elsie as they walked to Jackie’s car.

    “I’m sorry,” Elsie said.

    “No, like in a good way, watching the Muppets and being driven places and not having to make any decisions.”

    Elsie snorted a laugh. “Mom will definitely make them all for you, if that’s what you want. I get it, though. It’s relaxing when someone else is being the adult, and we can just sit around debating sexual dimorphism in Muppet genetics.”

    “Their daughters were all pigs, and the sons were frogs. Either there’s a Brady Bunch situation going on here, or they’re just two very different-looking members of the same species.”

    “Like anglerfish.”

    “Like…what?” Petra got buckled in while Jackie locked up the house, sending Rick out with an armful of presents to load into the trunk.

    “Anglerfish. It was in the news not too long ago. The males are tiny parasites that latch onto the larger females for life. Even their circulation system fuses.”

    “You have a lot of weird animal facts on hand these days.”

    Elsie grinned. “Maybe I should be a scientist.”

    “Is that the word for someone who collects random facts?”

    “No. That word is librarian.”

    “You’d make a wonderful scientist.”

    “I’ll study all the things about nature that make people uncomfortable, and then I’ll write a book that people will buy for their least favorite relatives.”

    “Brilliant.”

    
    Jackie and Rick finally got in the car, and they were on their way to see Grandma Betty.

    Jackie had dressed in a nice Christmas sweater and slacks. Rick wore jeans and a T-shirt with Santa Claus on the front, posing in a pinup girl pose. Elsie had almost changed after she’d seen Petra’s shimmery red blouse and calf-length black skirt. Her blue gnome sweater dress and snowflake tights weren’t as fancy, but they were the nicest clothes she’d brought.

    “What are we talking about?” Jackie asked.

    “Anglerfish,” Elsie said.

    “Oh!” her mother said. “I watched the National Geographic special about them, with their little men attached all over their body. Creepy stuff.”

    “When was this?” Petra asked.

    “A few months ago, maybe. Did you see it, Elsie?”

    “Yes.”

    Rick piped up from the front passenger seat. “And you failed to tell your wife about this crucial news event? How could you?”

    Elsie tried to find a comeback, or even to continue the conversation, but she was thinking of when she’d watched the documentary, alone in her apartment on a Sunday, with no one to tell. The silence grew awkward.

    “Elsie?” her mother asked.

    “They can swallow prey twice as big as their bodies,” Elsie managed to say.

    “Like when we take Rick out for tacos,” Petra added. She was looking at Elsie questioningly.

    “It shouldn’t be like that,” Elsie said softly. “You shouldn’t have to give up so much of yourself to be with another person.”

    “I can guarantee that anglerfish boy doesn’t care, so long as he’s getting laid,” Rick said.

    “Thank you for your contribution to the conversation, Rick,” Jackie said, but she met Elsie’s eyes in the rearview mirror, and she looked concerned.

    The nursing home looked more like a fancy hotel than what Elsie had imagined. The receptionist signed them in. He wore a light-up Christmas tree sweater and offered them sugar cookies.

    Elsie walked close to Petra’s side, knowing that their weeks of faking a happy marriage had been little more than practice. Grandma Betty was the target of their hoax. Her observations were the only ones that mattered.

    Elsie wasn’t nervous. It wasn’t difficult to pretend to still be in love with Petra, and it wasn’t as though Grandma Betty would be on the lookout for a hoodwink. Unless someone had tipped her off.

    There was the room, the hotel-style furniture, and by the window, on a recliner that had an oxygen tank tucked discreetly behind, Grandma Betty reached out her arms in welcome.

    

  
    
    Chapter Forty-nine


    Jackie went in for the first hug, then Petra found herself next in line. She bent over the recliner to hug Betty, blinking away tears at the feel of those strong arms, the sticky lipstick kiss to her forehead.

    With effort, Petra let go of Grandma Betty, but Betty held her arm, keeping her within inches, noticing her tears.

    “Is everything okay, Petra dear?” Betty had enormous brown eyes, clear and intelligent and too well attuned to bullshit for Petra to ever feel comfortable lying in her presence.

    But she had no choice.

    “Everything’s fine.” Petra smiled and pulled herself away.

    Elsie went next, hugging her Grandma Betty fiercely, disregarding her nose cannula, her osteoporosis, and anyone else in the room.

    “What’s with the tank?” Jackie asked.

    Betty was laughing as Elsie set her free from the crushing hug. “The tank? Oh, I caught a cold a few days ago, and you can’t catch a cold at eighty-nine without a crew of nurses fussing over you like you’re a sneeze away from the Great Beyond.” She sniffed.

    Elsie was wiping her eyes. She’d reacted to hugging Betty pretty much the same as Petra had.

    Petra resisted the impulse to put an arm around her, then realized she should strategically give in to the impulse. She pulled Elsie close.

    Every curve of her body was a memory. And just as they had for so many, many years, the muscles in Elsie’s back and shoulders relaxed under Petra’s touch.

    It was too much. Petra would’ve cried or kissed her or both, but Rick made a fake crying sound, and Elsie stepped away to punch him in the arm.

    Petra didn’t have siblings. She didn’t know if this much violence was typical, but she did know that five minutes in Rick’s company was more than enough. She couldn’t imagine how irritating all those years in the same household had been.

    Petra turned back to Grandma Betty. Now that all the hugging was over, she could see her clearly, and the difference between now and last Christmas was startling. Betty had always seemed like the kind of grandma who might till a vegetable garden, go to water aerobics, and volunteer at food pantries. And she had, years ago.

    Now, that part of Betty’s life had given way to this lonely former hotel room. And Betty seemed like she would struggle to lift a can of peas.

    Petra forced back tears again, focusing on Rick, who had found a nurse to flirt at.

    Soon, they were helping Grandma Betty into her wheelchair and moving her to the dining room, where they all ate the expected bland food, served by staff who wore jingle bell necklaces and antler headbands. Other families had come for the lunch event, and there was laughter and conversation at every table.

    Holiday music and hymns played too loudly through the speakers, and Grandma Betty opened her presents: a hand-knitted shawl from Jackie, books and tea from Elsie—and Petra, according to the card, and a lamp with a woman in lingerie as the base.

    Grandma Betty laughed out loud at the last.

    “You’re welcome,” Rick said.

    “My bosoms were bigger than this, once.” She watched in delight as he groaned and covered his ears.

    Jackie looked at him, blank faced. “You’re getting coal for Christmas next year.”

    “What? Why?” Rick pointed at Betty. “She loves it.”

    Betty was still cackling, holding the lamp up for the people at the next table to see. The adults laughed, and a toddler in an oversized Santa hat laughed, too, just to be included.

    Jackie sighed, muttering, “Maybe one of these days, I’ll have grandchildren to spoil during the holidays.”

    “Don’t hold your breath,” Rick said.

    Jackie’s nostrils flared slightly, but she didn’t comment.

    Grandma Betty had turned her attention back to them, and now, she focused her intense eyes on Rick. “Stop tormenting your mother. You should be kinder to the people who love you. Speaking of which, did you do what I asked? Did you speak with Wendy?”

    Rick nodded once. “I called twice. I stopped by the house. She said she doesn’t have anything else to say to me.”

    “You don’t give up on a marriage. I think I made that clear.”

    “It’s not all up to me, Grandma,” Rick said, sounding genuine for the first time.

    Petra felt terrible for him. He was going through a difficult time, and they all treated him as they always had, like a teenage boy who hadn’t quite managed to grow up.

    Then he added, “Wendy’s been fucking an anesthesiologist.”

    Grandma Betty’s jaw tightened, the movement all too visible under her thin skin. “You don’t give up. You find a way. No matter what.”

    “I made a joke about how the sex must put her right to sleep.” He seemed to be trying to smile, but not quite managing it. “I told her I loved her and that we could work through it. She said she didn’t want to. She said she didn’t love me anymore and that our marriage was over. What else do you want me to do?”

    Petra looked at Elsie. She couldn’t help it. She wanted to argue with Grandma Betty, to say that sometimes you can’t force people to stay, that sometimes the loving thing to do is accept their decision. And she wanted to agree with Betty, too. She wanted to say Of course you keep on fighting, no matter what.

    Instead, she stayed silent and took Elsie’s hand under the table.

    Elsie looked at her with surprise, but she didn’t pull away.

    Rick turned to Elsie. “Did you ever find her yogurt maker?”

    Elsie slapped her forehead in what Petra assumed was mock angst. “No!”

    “Good,” Rick said. “Don’t.”

    
    Rick left the table to get another cup of apple cider. Elsie heard him mumble, “They could’ve added bourbon, at least.”

    “Anyway,” Jackie said pointedly. “We were talking about how wonderful it is to have children around during the holidays. Isn’t it? Just wonderful?”

    She brought out her phone and showed Betty pictures of Zoey unwrapping her presents and smiling with a cocoa mustache.

    Betty’s expression softened. “It truly isn’t the same, is it? Christmas without little ones. I remember staying up all night, putting together playhouses and play kitchens, arranging the stockings and the presents so everything would be ready on Christmas morning.”

    “Eating the cookies I’d left for Santa,” Jackie said.

    “Oh, you baked those yourself. They went right in the trash.” Betty chortled.

    Elsie leaned against her mom. “Our stockings were always overflowing. There would be stacks of extra little gifts and candy that didn’t fit. That was my favorite part.”

    “I always meant to buy new stockings.” Jackie smoothed Elsie’s hair.

    “It’s never too late.” Rick returned with a full cup and tried to slide Elsie’s apple pie toward himself as he sat down. Petra moved it out of his reach.

    “Maybe they’ll give me a day pass next year,” Grandma Betty said. “Maybe we can have Christmas at home again.”

    “It’s not prison, Grandma,” Elsie said.

    “Tell that to the nurses,” Betty said, lowering her voice as though letting them in on a secret. “But they can be bribed, same as anyone.”

    “I’ll get to work on that,” Elsie said, smiling.

    Betty looked at Elsie, then, as though trying to figure out if she could be trusted. Petra remembered what Elsie had told her, about the conspiracy theories running wild in the nursing home, about family members accused of rushing their loved ones toward the grave to cash in a bit sooner. Petra wished there was some way to tell Grandma Betty that they would all rather have her than her money. Even Rick would…probably.

    Elsie only smiled. “Is it okay if I come visit when I can? I don’t want to wait until another holiday. I’ve missed you so much.”

    Betty’s lips seemed to tremble, but they straightened so quickly that Petra wasn’t sure if it meant anything.

    “Of course, Elsie dear. You come visit anytime. See if you can smuggle the Colonel in, too. How does he feel about taking a ride in your purse?”

    Elsie’s smile grew. “If I put some worms in the bottom, he’ll think it’s paradise.”

    Was Elsie noticing what Petra had, that while Betty participated in their conversation and ate some of the food, she didn’t sit as straight or move as quickly as she had last year? She even seemed smaller, sitting in her wheelchair with a blanket over her lap, even though the room was warm to Petra.

    Betty complained now and then about the oxygen tank, but she didn’t take the cannula off except to wipe her nose, and she put it back quickly.

    Petra didn’t know anything about Betty’s condition except what Jackie had passed along, but it was impossible not to note the changes and worry about what they meant.

    So when Elsie said she didn’t want to wait for another holiday, Petra suspected that she had the same worry, that Betty didn’t have many holidays ahead.

    Still, Petra smiled, and Elsie, Jackie, and even Rick smiled. Who could blame them for wishful thinking? And who could say for sure what the future would hold? Grandma Betty had lived eighty-nine years. Was it so unbelievable that she would make ninety?

    “I’ll bring an Italian cream cake,” Petra said.

    “My favorite,” Grandma Betty said.

    Rick leaned over and patted her hand. “I’ll bring the ashtray that matches the lamp.”

    She laughed.

    They ate and talked, but after another half hour had passed, Betty seemed to struggle to keep her eyes open.

    Jackie waved a nurse over, and they helped Betty back to her room, each arranging their presents in her room and hugging her once more before they left her to rest.

    Petra and Elsie were the last to the door, but before they could leave, Grandma Betty stopped them.

    “Wait for a moment, Elsie dear. And Petra, too. I’d like to speak to you both.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Fifty


    They froze in the doorway. Before Elsie turned, she took Petra’s hand.

    Grandma Betty shooed away the nurse who seemed about to help her out of her wheelchair and into bed. “Later, please, Sarah.”

    Betty waited until Sarah had left and until Petra and Elsie sat in the chairs across from her. Suddenly, she no longer seemed quite as tired. Now there was something vigilant and appraising in her expression as she looked at each of them. The inspection made cold panic run up Elsie’s spine.

    Her next words didn’t make Elsie feel better.

    “I’ve gotten phone calls about you two.”

    Petra gave an audible gasp, and Elsie tried to elbow her inconspicuously.

    “Calls?” Elsie asked innocently.

    Grandma Betty leveled her scrutinizing gaze on Petra. “From Dottie.” Then she turned that stare on Elsie. “From your friend Sid’s grandfather. Oh yes, we met at your graduation, don’t you remember? Arthur is delightful. We’ve kept in touch.”

    Elsie met Petra’s surprised expression. Poppy had blabbed to Sid. And probably to everyone else.

    “They said they’ve been worried about you, that you seem to be having a difficult time in your marriage. Is that true?”

    Elsie’s first instinct was to deny everything. But that wouldn’t work, not if Dottie and Sid’s grandfather had already tattled on them.

    “It’s been…a stressful year,” Elsie said carefully.

    “We’ve been married a long time,” Petra pointed out. “We’re bound to have some hard times, now and then.”

    Elsie hadn’t realized that Petra was still holding her hand until that moment, when Petra squeezed, and Elsie squeezed back.

    Grandma Betty examined them both. “That’s true. Are you still living together?”

    Again, it occurred to Elsie to lie. It would be easy, maybe easier than the truth. But for some reason, she didn’t. Maybe she suspected that those shrewd eyes would see the lie on her face. Maybe she was tired of the farce.

    “No,” Elsie said resignedly. “I’ve had a place of my own since January.”

    “But you’re here,” Grandma Betty said to Petra.

    “I’m here,” Petra said, her voice firm.

    Elsie watched Petra’s calm expression, her steady gaze, and it made her heart beat a little faster.

    “That’s not a small fight,” Grandma Betty said. “You’ve been living apart for most of a year. That sounds like a divorce in the making.”

    “We’d been…having some problems,” Elsie said. “For a long time.”

    “And did the time apart help you?” Grandma Betty asked. “Or did you just sit in your own little corners of the city and moan about your troubles?”

    Elsie glanced toward Petra. “Both, maybe?”

    Petra met her eyes. “Did it help you?” The implication was clear. It hadn’t helped Petra.

    Elsie could hear it in her voice, the accusation…Couldn’t she? Elsie felt it, either way. Without realizing it, they had let go of each other and turned in their chairs, ever so slightly distancing themselves. Both of them. As though nothing had changed.

    “Hmm,” Grandma Betty said.

    It was absurd to be having this discussion here in her nursing home, among the sounds of squeaking nurses’ shoes and wheeled oxygen tanks, among the conversations of the families that had gathered for the holidays. Elsie turned back to find Grandma Betty still watching them with interest.

    “Hmm,” she said again.

    “I’m sorry, Grandma,” Elsie said. She listened to herself smooth things over instead of standing up and screaming, and she didn’t know how she managed it, time and time again, all this sitting quietly while her hopes disintegrated.

    Grandma Betty waved her hand, dismissing Elsie’s apology. “I asked where your marriage was heading. You told me.”

    Elsie was nodding, but Petra was moving, getting to her feet.

    “Elsie told you,” Petra said. “But I didn’t.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Fifty-one


    Petra’s expression was calm. Elsie watched her, so overwhelmed with her own emotion that she wished, irrationally, that Petra would pull Elsie to her feet and hold her, to settle the chaos in her head.

    But Petra wasn’t even looking at her. Her eyes were locked on Grandma Betty, and as Elsie watched, Petra straightened to her full height, head held high.

    “I will never file for divorce,” Petra said, no hesitation in her voice, no quaver of doubt. “If Elsie never comes home, if she falls in love with someone else, if she wants to end our marriage, I will accept that. But for me, nothing will change. I’m here, and I will be here for her…for as long as I live.”

    Grandma Betty observed her for a minute, then nodded, seeming to approve of her answer.

    Petra didn’t sit back down. She seemed to be waiting, but Elsie didn’t know for what. Not for her to say anything, Elsie hoped. She was struggling just to breathe. Whatever pace her heart had set before was nothing compared to this. Whatever riot of conflicting emotions had just been thrown into a greater storm. She was glad Petra wasn’t looking at her, especially because Elsie couldn’t look away.

    Were those words real or just a last effort to salvage their plan? Did Elsie want them to be real? She didn’t want to think about that question, and so long as Petra didn’t meet her eyes, Elsie could pretend that she didn’t know the answer.

    Now Grandma Betty looked at her. Elsie wasn’t ready, but she didn’t have a choice. She reminded herself that so much more had been riding on their plan than some extra money, even a lot of extra money. Her mother would need proper care, and Elsie’s librarian salary wasn’t going to cut it. And her last hope was gone.

    Elsie didn’t have a backup plan, a fact that seemed foolish now. She should’ve had a dozen because there was no way that this one would ever have worked. They’d tried, both of them, and they hadn’t been able to fool a single person. Their family and friends had seen through them, and out of love, they hadn’t just kept their noses out of Elsie and Petra’s business.

    And now it was all ruined.

    Grandma Betty observed her for a moment, then asked, each word emphasized as though to ensure she couldn’t be misunderstood, “Are you going to try?”

    “What?” Elsie almost hiccupped the word.

    “Are you going to try to repair your marriage?”

    Elsie felt tears starting and wondered what had taken them so long.

    What was happening? Had Petra convinced her? Was there a possibility that Elsie’s plan hadn’t failed after all?

    Elsie looked at Grandma Betty and nodded, meeting her eyes, but not saying a word.

    She would never be able to match Petra’s declaration, honest or not, so she only nodded.

    Grandma Betty settled back in her chair with a sigh. “It seems like you’re trying to work it out. Good. I meant what I said. That’s what marriage is. That’s what it takes. It’s difficult, and it tears you apart, but you keep trying anyway. You keep trying, no matter what.”

    Elsie blinked. Was that it? Had they passed the test? If they kept showing up together, kept saying how hard they were trying to make it work, would that be enough?

    Elsie was relieved…and furious. How dare she talk to them about marriage? Elsie knew what Grandma Betty’s relationship had been like, all the verbal abuse she’d tolerated, all the betrayals. And all of Grandma Betty’s trying had come to nothing. Her husband had left her. She was alone.

    Petra was turning to go, but Elsie didn’t move. She sat, every muscle tense. She was sure that her anger showed. She’d never been good at hiding what she felt. She didn’t want to have to. She’d spent the whole year, no, much longer than that—she’d spent years of her life trading silence and fake peace for real connection, and she didn’t want to do it anymore, not with Grandma Betty, not with her mother, not with Petra’s family, not with her friends, and most of all, not with Petra.

    She hated pretending, and she was furious with this woman who had forced her to.

    Elsie opened her mouth, then closed it. She saw the exhaustion in Grandma Betty’s eyes. She heard the whisper of the oxygen and the sounds of the nurses in the hallway. Most of the holiday visitors seemed to have left, leaving the nursing home feeling empty, a sadder place even than it probably usually was. Grandma Betty’s perfume, the smell that Elsie had associated with her since Elsie was a child, was barely perceptible beneath the strong odors of the nursing home and their hospital-grade disinfectants.

    Just as quickly as Elsie simmered, she felt the fury fade.

    Are you going to try?

    Grandma Betty had never stopped trying. Grandpa Walter had.

    And here she was, in a nursing home, spending her last years alone.

    The grief hit Elsie hard and all at once. She scooted her chair forward and took both of Grandma Betty’s hands.

    “You know that I love you, don’t you?” Elsie asked. She heard the tremor in her voice and didn’t try to hide it.

    Grandma Betty gave a fraction of a smile and nodded. “Of course, Elsie dear. I love you, too. More than anything.”

    Elsie smiled. “I’m so sorry that I’m not here to see you every day. I’m sorry Mom can’t be here every day, and that you’re surrounded by all these mean nurses and grumpy old people.”

    Grandma Betty barked a laugh. “They’re not so bad.”

    “It’s not fair, though. I know it isn’t. You should be home, in your own home, with your family.”

    A single tear ran down Grandma Betty’s cheek and fell onto their clasped hands. “It is what it is. But it’s not what I want for you, when the time comes,” she whispered. “I don’t want you to be alone.”

    “I won’t be,” Elsie assured her. “I have my family. And so do you. We all love you so much. You’re ours, and we never stop thinking about you. But we can do better. I’ll be here more. I promise.”

    “Me, too,” Petra said, and Elsie didn’t doubt that Petra meant it.

    Grandma Betty smiled at them both, but shook her head. “You have your own lives, and you live so far away. I know that. And I am fine here. I have everything I need.”

    “I don’t,” Elsie said. “I need you, as much time as I can get, for as long as we have. Is that okay?”

    Grandma Betty nodded, and a few more tears escaped. “When did you get so smart? It seems like just yesterday you were running around in your tutu and astronaut helmet.”

    Elsie stood and hugged her, aware as she was with every visit that it might be the last time, aware as she was with every visit that whatever she said, she was still going to leave, and Betty would still be here, and there was nothing she could do. She squeezed her eyes tightly and hugged a little harder.

    She said, “I let you be my interstellar feline companion. What more do you want?”

    Grandma Betty laughed, long and loud. “Nothing,” she said, finally. “Nothing in the universe.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Fifty-two


    Back at Jackie’s house, she told them she was going to take a nap. “You can go have young people time. Chasing Zoey around yesterday was more exercise than pickleball.”

    Rick caught up with Petra and Elsie in the living room, putting one arm around each, which was pretty funny because Petra was a head taller than him.

    “I think we need a drink,” he said.

    Elsie was surprised at how quickly she and Petra agreed.

    She was surprised again at how easy it was to find a bar that was open on Christmas Day.

    “What are tapas?” Rick asked, as they spotted the sign.

    “Like appetizers,” Petra said.

    “But, like, a whole meal of them,” Elsie said.

    It was absurdly balmy for Christmas Day, especially after the cool of the morning. Elsie was sweating in her gnome sweater dress. Petra had been smart enough to wear a red blouse and skirt, both thin enough that she probably wasn’t as miserable as Elsie was, though both were faintly wrinkled from the nursing home chairs.

    Would they really go back there together?

    Elsie had watched Petra hug Grandma Betty with her own heart squeezing. She and Elsie had been together for so many years that, of course, Petra loved her family as much as Elsie loved Petra’s.

    Elsie would tell Petra when she was going next and invite her to come, too. It was only a three-hour drive.

    Elsie felt that pang of anxiety again, remembering that she had to make a decision about their future soon, and that she and Petra would surely either be together by that day, or they would be officially and permanently apart.

    “Ugh, I can finally breathe.” Inside the bar, Rick leaned back in a booth, stretching his arms out and yawning until Elsie pushed his arm over to sit next to him.

    If he wondered why she sat next to him and not her wife, he didn’t ask.

    “Is it the nursing home or the fog of judgment that’s choking you?” Elsie asked sweetly.

    “Both.” Rick reached over Elsie for a menu, nearly hitting her in the face with it, probably on purpose. “I hate old people. I’m going to move to one of those countries where they just kill you when you get ancient.”

    “That doesn’t happen,” Petra said. “Not anywhere.”

    “Well, shit.”

    Petra almost laughed. He seemed more than a little disappointed.

    “And dear God, you’d think I’d murdered Wendy for all the blame I get.”

    Petra and Elsie looked at each other, both wincing a little.

    “She’s been hooking up with an anesthesiologist for over a year.” Rick turned pages of the menu, not looking up. “But I’m the disappointment. I’m the big bad guy who allowed her to divorce me, and I’m the one who gets written out of the will.” He snorted. “Betty’s probably going to drop dead, and we’ll all find out that she wrote poor Wendy into her will instead. She and Dr. Iglesias can buy a yacht. That would make everyone happy.”

    Elsie put a hand on his arm. He looked up quickly, as though startled.

    “You know I’ll give you part of whatever she leaves me,” she said, her voice gentle. “You, Mom, and me. We’ll split it.”

    Rick shrugged her hand off but grinned. “How much do you think she’s got?”

    “Around three million,” she said, lowering her voice as though she had the money in her pocket and didn’t want to draw attention. It was far too much money to think about. “But that was a few years ago, so I don’t know for sure.”

    Rick shrugged again. “So it would be a small yacht.”

    The waiter arrived, and they ordered tapas mexicanas, an old-fashioned for Petra, a glass of rosé for Elsie, and a frozen daiquiri for Rick.

    He looked delighted when it arrived in a colossal glass with an orange wedge and a paper umbrella.

    He caught Petra’s curious expression. “What?” he said. “It’s like a grown-up snow cone.”

    Petra made some retort, but Elsie downed her wine, and the voices around her went quiet. She set down her glass to see Petra and Rick staring at her.

    “What?”

    “I’ve never seen you do that,” Petra said.

    Rick looked at Petra, then at Elsie with alarm. “Are you okay?”

    Elsie had to laugh, both because of the sudden arrival of alcohol in her bloodstream and because she couldn’t remember if Rick had ever asked her that question.

    She’d been thinking about her conversation with Petra in the car yesterday and the fight they had only half rehashed. She remembered coming home that morning and saying what she’d been needing to say for months and yet hating the words as she said them: I don’t want to do this anymore.

    She thought about what Grandma Betty had said. You don’t give up. You find a way.

    And she stood up, leaving Rick and Petra at the table, to order a second glass of wine at the bar.

    Because Petra was right. She never did this. And Rick was right to wonder if she was okay. Because she wasn’t.

    Of the three people she loved most in the world, one was fading away in a nursing home, one was losing bits of her memory in the start of a decline Elsie dreaded with her whole soul, and the third was at the table behind her, waiting for her to decide their future.

    So when the bartender came over to ask if she wanted another glass of wine, she nodded and opened a tab.

    
    None of them were fit to drive out of the parking lot by the time the restaurant closed. They got a rideshare back to Jackie’s house and found that, this time, she had waited up.

    She took one look at all of them, stumbling in the doorway, and said, “Well, I did tell you to go have young people time.”

    Petra tried to pretend that she was standing up straight.

    Elsie leaned against her, barely restraining her giggles.

    “You didn’t drive, did you?” Jackie asked, grabbing them both by the hands.

    “No,” Rick said, closing the door behind them. “I wouldn’t even trust these two on tricycles.”

    “You don’t seem too bad off. Not as sloshed as these two, at least.” Jackie pulled them gently toward their room.

    “I know when to switch to water, like a mature adult.” Rick eyed them, and Petra eyed him back, confused by this entire situation. “Plus,” he went on, “I was too busy filming drunk Elsie. I’ll show you the videos later. They’re hilarious.”

    Petra made a foggy mental note to steal Rick’s phone before that could happen.

    Elsie had been hilarious and adorable, but Petra doubted she wanted Jackie to see her try—and almost succeed—to convince the bartender to trade clothes with her, make an ubersnack out of various tapas stacked together, almost choke on her ubersnack when she tried to eat the whole thing in one bite, or brush her hair with a fork while singing the soundtrack to The Little Mermaid. Petra was surprised how well Elsie’s soused brain remembered the words, if not the key.

    Later, Petra had managed to keep Elsie from buying three plane tickets to Thailand but failed to prevent Elsie from sending her friend Cameron the adoption certificate for the blue-footed booby she was now sponsoring in his name.

    Elsie had laughed for fifteen straight minutes about that. Petra had been concerned that her brain wasn’t getting enough oxygen.

    Now, Elsie tugged on her mother’s hands and said, excitedly, “Let’s make waffles.”

    Jackie led them to their room, pushed Elsie until she was sitting on the bed, and started taking off her shoes. “That is a wonderful idea. We’ll get started on that in about six hours. I’ll wake you up to help.”

    Elsie said, “Yes!” at the same time Petra said, “No!”

    Elsie also found that irresistibly funny.

    Petra slid off her own shoes and went into the bathroom to put on pajamas and brush her teeth. She met her own tired eyes in the mirror as she thought about their conversation with Grandma Betty in the nursing home. Petra let it play again and again through her mind, memorizing it.

    The moment Grandma Betty turned to her and asked about divorce had felt like a revelation. It should’ve been terrifying. That’s what they had been dreading, that for all their subterfuge, Grandma Betty would hear about their problems, and Elsie wouldn’t be able to give Jackie the care that she would need.

    But that’s not what it felt like. It wasn’t fear or anxiety or stress that Petra had felt.

    Yes, Petra was worried about the inheritance, but right then, it had been the farthest thing from her mind. She had looked at Grandma Betty, with Elsie’s warm presence right by her side, and Petra had opened her mouth and changed the world.

    Maybe Grandma Betty didn’t believe her. Maybe Elsie still wouldn’t want to give her another chance.

    But Petra had been, for that fleeting moment, more than a spectator in her own life. She had told the truth without wavering. She had taken action, even if the action was only words.

    No, it was something more than that, she realized. That was what a vow was: words that were more than words. She’d made promises to Elsie. She’d pledged to love her for better or worse, richer or poorer. But until today, Petra had never spoken the full truth, that she would love Elsie even if their marriage didn’t survive this endless, awful year. She would love Elsie if it was one-sided, if Elsie divorced her, if civilization itself collapsed around them. Her love for Elsie was the constant in a world of chaos and uncertainty.

    When Petra left the bathroom, Jackie was gone, and Elsie was still sitting on the bed in her gnome sweater dress and snowflake tights.

    Petra felt as though she’d been watching Elsie all evening, trying to make sure that she was okay and didn’t spend all her money on plane tickets for real Thai food, but also because it had been impossible for Petra to look away. She felt awed by Elsie, every expression and movement, the way her mouth quirked while she sang “Kiss the Girl,” and the sound of her laughter when she wasn’t trying to hold back.

    How had she ever spent a day without this woman?

    But now, when Elsie turned to her, Petra stopped. There was a seriousness in Elsie’s wide eyes and straight posture, a new resolve.

    “We should get some sleep,” Petra said. “We’ve both had a lot to drink.”

    “Not yet,” Elsie said. “I made a decision tonight.”

    Petra felt suddenly cold. “Before or after the wine?”

    Elsie thought about that. “Mostly before. But I knew it would be easier to talk about…after.”

    Elsie’s feet hung off the bed, her shoes on the floor beneath them. Petra took the armchair across from her, wishing she had more distance, wishing she could refuse to hear this and just go to bed.

    Because there was nothing romantic or loving in Elsie’s face, only determination.

    “I’m moving to Dallas,” Elsie said.

    And for a moment, Petra felt relieved. Elsie hadn’t decided to end their marriage, just to move, to be closer to her family. Petra could understand that.

    But then the whole picture settled over her, living in a different city, miles apart. What would that mean for their future, when they could hardly see each other? Was Elsie proposing a part-time marriage or a permanent separation?

    Elsie’s hands were folded together, her voice almost professional. “I have to put them first.”

    “I get it,” Petra said, struggling for calmness. “So, when Grandma Betty asked if the time apart had helped, the answer was yes. It helped you. You were happy this year.”

    “Petra, this isn’t about that.” Her tone was gently condescending, as though Elsie had expected to make her declaration and not take questions from the audience.

    But Petra had nothing but questions.

    “I’m asking honestly, Elsie,” Petra said, and she could hear the tremor at the end of her words. Was it anger? Grief? Blame? Petra thought she should know her own voice, her own feelings. But she didn’t. She had no idea. “Did it help you? Were you happier without me?”

    “How could you ask that?” Elsie heard the snap of anger in her voice, and Petra was almost glad. Elsie had spent so long not saying what needed to be said, just going along for the sake of the plan. It felt like a revelation to finally hear her let go, her voice rising, her eyes narrowing. “How could I have been happy this year, or last year, or the year before? God, Petra, I’ve spent all my strength just trying to figure out how we managed to fuck this up, and I’m still not sure I understand. But I know one thing, for damned sure: It wasn’t all my fault.”

    Petra felt her own eyes narrow. Her palms pressed flat against her thighs. “You left,” Petra growled.

    “You noticed?”

    Petra stared at her.

    Elsie shook her head, rubbing her eyes. “This isn’t what I wanted.”

    But Elsie didn’t seem to have the power to stop, now that she’d finally, after all this time, managed to find the words.

    “Petra, I hate who I became when I was with you.”

    “Is that my fault?” Petra tried to quiet her voice, but she wanted to shout. “I didn’t force you to close up, Elsie.”

    “No, but you made every other option impossible.” Elsie’s voice shook. “You would dismiss me or make the smallest little jab, and I kept becoming the worst version of myself. I kept looking for every chance to jab back.”

    “And I was wrong,” Petra said, too loudly. “I was wrong every goddamn day, and I’m sorry. I swear to you, I have never been sorrier about anything in my life.”

    Petra saw the tears in Elsie’s eyes, watched her swallow and take a deep breath. “I was so furious with you. I still am. But you’re right. It wasn’t your responsibility. I should’ve told you that it wasn’t working.”

    “Are you saying…” Petra forced herself to pause and lower her voice again. “Are you saying that you’re sorry you didn’t leave me before then?”

    “I’m saying that I let a bad situation continue too long. Whatever I should’ve done, I should’ve done it sooner. I shouldn’t have let us linger in that place. It was bad for both of us. And when you didn’t call—”

    “You didn’t call either, Elsie. Don’t lay that all on me.”

    “When you didn’t call, I thought you were giving up. I thought…I thought you must be happier without me.”

    “What? No, I couldn’t—”

    “Petra, you hated teaching for so many years, and you just stuck with it, not out of loyalty, but just because you didn’t want the change.”

    “Not just the change. The stability. You know that, Elsie.”

    “I know. But I think…I think that I was just stability, too.” She wiped away tears. “At first, I was angry, so of course I wasn’t thinking. But then, I was alone, and I did nothing but think. If you’d loved me, if you’d wanted me, you would’ve kept fighting. Wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t you have kept calling and insisting on working through our problems? Am I wrong for thinking that you walked away, as much as I did?”

    Petra wanted to protest. She wanted to say that every decision she’d made since that day had been made solely to avoid hurting Elsie more. She wanted to say that she’d kept herself from calling a thousand times, not because she didn’t want to talk to Elsie, but because she didn’t think Elsie wanted to hear from her. Petra had hoped that if she gave Elsie space, Elsie would reach out when she was ready.

    And in the meantime, Petra went to therapy every week. She wanted to make sure that if Elsie ever came home, Petra would be a better version of herself, that she’d treat Elsie better, that she’d treat herself better.

    But Petra paused, closing her eyes briefly, and only said, “You’re right. I should’ve called. But after so many months, I was terrified that you would tell me you were never coming back.”

    Petra opened her eyes to the sight of her wife’s tears, and she hated everything she’d ever done to cause a single one.

    “So”—Petra forced herself to go on—“you’re going to put Jackie and Grandma Betty first. Not us. Not our marriage. That’s your decision.”

    Elsie gave her a watery smile, entirely devoid of happiness. “We were just pretending, after all. Weren’t we?”

    

  
    
    Chapter Fifty-three


    Elsie woke up feeling miserable.

    At first, it was just a headache. She found painkillers and a glass of water by her bed, placed there by her mother or Petra. She didn’t know which.

    She looked over to Petra’s side of the bed. She and her pillow were gone.

    Petra had left to sleep on the couch after their argument, after Elsie told her what she had decided.

    Remembering, Elsie felt considerably worse.

    It was the right choice. Of course it was. Her mother and her grandmother were here. There was nothing left for her in Houston but a job she hated and a marriage that was never going to last. They were the same people they’d always been, weren’t they? They would end up in the exact same place. There was no point dragging it out.

    Still, Elsie didn’t move. She covered her head with blankets.

    Maybe Petra had left with the car. Elsie would have to fly back to Houston.

    Maybe she would never even see her again. Of course Petra wouldn’t be able to stand the sight of her face after last night. Elsie would reach for the phone, maybe for years, and know that there was no way of reaching Petra anymore. It would be an echo of this year, but until now, there had always been the faintest possibility that Petra would answer her call, even before Elsie had come up with their failure of a million-dollar plan.

    But never again.

    Petra was gone.

    It was over.

    Someone came in and set a cup of tea on the table, then tiptoed back out.

    When Elsie emerged from the blankets, she could smell her mother’s perfume.

    Elsie couldn’t muster enough effort to reach for the teacup. She closed her eyes again and tried not to think, but that had always been impossible for her.

    Instead, she did the last thing she wanted to do, and she replayed her fight with Petra, struggling to recall every word that the wine hadn’t blotted out.

    But her thoughts wouldn’t stay there, either. They drifted to her apartment, to her job, to the tiny field of wildflowers behind Petra’s house, the place where Petra seemed to belong most, her oasis in the world.

    Elsie would never ask her to give up that garden, that house. She would never ask her to make such an enormous change, not now that she understood how difficult that would be for Petra. She belonged there with her gardening gloves and her mulch and her bees. She deserved to watch each tendril emerge from the ground and reach skyward, growing into something unbelievably beautiful, blooms and seeds and new life, again and again, for the rest of her life.

    Elsie let the tears soak her pillow, reminding herself, forcing herself to believe that it was all for the best.

    Maybe Petra was home already, in her winter garden. Maybe she’d driven all night and was already planning the rest of her life. Maybe she would stop loving people who didn’t deserve it.

    Elsie sobbed, aching, clutching the blankets around her body.

    It was an hour, maybe more, before the door opened again.

    “Elsie?”

    Elsie froze, worried that she was hallucinating. She’d envisioned Petra in her garden with such intensity that it seemed impossible for her to be anywhere else.

    But there was no mistaking the sound of her wife’s voice, not in their bed at night, not among all the other voices at holiday gatherings, not amid the noise of the River Walk, and not here, where Elsie wanted her most in the world to be.

    Elsie launched herself out of bed, barely freeing herself from the blanket before she was on her feet.

    “Petra?”

    Petra waited in the doorway, smiling hesitantly, the last expression Elsie expected to see. Petra looked like she’d been up for hours, her hair and makeup done, wearing a blue blouse that Elsie had picked out for her. She was so lovely that Elsie’s heart hurt.

    “Would you go for a short drive with me?” Petra asked. “You can get dressed first, if you want. I don’t mind either way.”

    Elsie could barely make sense of her words over the thrumming awareness that Petra was still here, that she hadn’t left, hadn’t tried to get away from Elsie as quickly as the highway allowed.

    Elsie nodded, traded her pajama bottoms for a pair of jeans, ran a brush through her hair, and hurried to return to Petra, who was in the living room now, examining the ornaments on the Christmas tree.

    Elsie saw the pillow and a neatly folded blanket on the couch where Petra had slept. At least, she looked like she’d slept. Elsie didn’t. She looked like she’d watched Steel Magnolias, My Girl, Sophie’s Choice, and The Fault in Our Stars, all in one night. She tried to avoid the reflective surfaces in the living room.

    “I stared at these for hours,” Petra said softly. “I could pick out every little cork mouse and teacup that belonged to you, and I thought, what if this is my last Christmas here? What if this is my last holiday with Elsie?”

    Elsie stood motionless, unsure about where Petra was going with this story.

    “Because we don’t need to pretend anymore, do we? That’s all over now.”

    Petra seemed to be waiting for confirmation, so Elsie nodded.

    “Good. Come with me.”

    It wasn’t a long drive, maybe five miles toward the outer suburbs of Dallas. Elsie wanted to ask what was happening, but she also just wanted to sit there, in the quiet, with her wife, for as long as she was allowed.

    Petra parked in the driveway of a little house, not crowded in by neighbors, with large windows and a porch swing. She got out, motioning for Elsie to join her.

    The house was red brick with white shutters. There was a large magnolia tree in the front yard, a couple of stone garden gnomes, and a stone path to the porch.

    Petra led her along the path, and they sat on the porch swing, side by side. They rocked gently, enjoying the chilly morning, the birdsong, the whisper of wind in the branches.

    “I called the Realtor. I hadn’t realized how early it was, and the day after Christmas, too, but she seemed happy to talk to me. I told her…” Petra paused and held her hand, palm up, between them.

    Elsie hesitantly put her hand in Petra’s.

    “I told her that my wife and I needed a fresh start, near family, a house with a yard, something charming and cozy and ours.”

    Elsie tried to speak. It felt like ages since she’d said a word, but the only thing she managed was, “Ours?”

    “We can see the house today, and if you don’t like it, she has a few others in mind. We’d be close enough to see Jackie and Grandma Betty every day, and we’re over an hour closer to Dad and Dottie, too.”

    Elsie tried to absorb this, looking at the front door with crystal glass and the striped red and white doormat. “I don’t know, Petra.”

    “Our house will sell pretty easily. We’re in a high-demand area.”

    But Petra must have known that her concern wasn’t real estate. She didn’t pause.

    “Interest rates aren’t the best right now, but—”

    “Petra…”

    Petra let go of her hand, and Elsie almost cried out, but she was only reaching for her phone. “These are the jobs I applied for already, and here are some I bookmarked for you. You are criminally underpaid in Houston, by the way.”

    Elsie laughed. She couldn’t help it. “Yeah, I know.”

    Petra put away her phone and took Elsie’s hand again, pushing the porch swing to set them moving. “Tell me again what you were saying about the anglerfish?”

    Elsie had been surprised by every turn of this conversation, but she answered. “They mate for life in the grossest way possible. One basically gives up everything and becomes a growth on the other.”

    “So, not a romantic analogy.”

    “Not the kind I’d want.”

    Petra looked at her. “Do you really think that I wouldn’t give up everything to be with you?”

    Elsie frowned. “You would. I know. That’s exactly what I meant. I don’t want you to have to do that.”

    “I think that’s my decision.”

    Elsie’s voice rose a fraction. “Petra—”

    Petra met Elsie’s eyes. “It’s not a sacrifice to be with you, Elsie. The sacrifice would be letting you go, but I will do that, too, if that’s what you want.”

    Elsie didn’t know what to say.

    Petra gave her a mischievous smile. “Elsie, I will be your parasitic growth.”

    Elsie had to laugh.

    “I’m not asking for a decision now,” Petra said, turning serious again. “I know that we said we’d make one after Christmas, but I don’t want you to feel like you need to rush if you need more time.”

    Elsie shook her head, amazed. “You’ve changed a lot this year.”

    “I have,” Petra said. “I’m the same person, just the version who lost everything that mattered and has worked on herself so she could be sure that it wouldn’t happen twice.”

    The words made Elsie breathless. In all her life, she had never been loved like that.

    Or maybe she had, and it just took her a while to see it.

    In San Antonio, Petra had told her that she wanted her, but she hadn’t said she loved Elsie.

    When Grandma Betty confronted them about their relationship, Petra hadn’t said she loved her.

    She hadn’t said it today, either, not in those exact words.

    But if Elsie couldn’t hear it in everything else Petra had said to her today, had been saying to her for weeks, then Elsie hadn’t been listening closely. Because it was there, in every thoughtful word, in every patient question: I love you, I love you, I love you.

    Elsie heard it so clearly now. She closed her eyes for a moment to concentrate on that feeling: like hope, like music, but also like nothing else in the world.

    Then she opened her eyes to see Petra watching her with a questioning smile.

    And Elsie pulled Petra close enough to kiss, sending the porch swing swaying.

    “I know one thing I’m ready to talk about,” Elsie said over the sound of the wind that picked up, tousling their hair and sending the trees swaying.

    “Yes,” Petra said, gaze drifting to Elsie’s lips.

    “It’s a very serious issue.”

    “I’m listening.”

    “I want to come home and sleep in our bed. Can we discuss that?”

    Petra smiled so wide that Elsie’s heart ached.

    “I have a lot to say on the topic,” Petra said.

    Elsie leaned in to kiss her, but Petra was already there, her arms circling Elsie and pulling her tight into a kiss so deep and joyful that Elsie felt it down to her toes.

    

  
    
    Chapter Fifty-four


    Jackie had a stack of waffles ready when they returned to the house. She smiled at them but didn’t ask where they’d been.

    “I’m heading off to pickleball,” she said. “Pack some leftovers to take home with you.” She made pointed eye contact with Elsie. “I mean it. Don’t leave all this food here to go to waste.”

    “Yes, ma’am,” Elsie said.

    Jackie dressed in a neon-pink leotard straight out of a 1980s workout video, hugged them, and said goodbye.

    They repacked their bags and took a few containers of their favorite leftovers, along with a couple of freezer blocks, stuffing everything into the trunk.

    “Do you think we’ll get back to Houston without our suitcases getting splattered with sweet potato?” Petra shifted some of the bags around, still not satisfied.

    “Maybe. Do you want to just leave the food?”

    “I’d rather face a sweet potato explosion than your mother.”

    Once the car was packed, they stood for a long time in front of the Christmas tree, holding each other close, Petra still trying to accept that this was Elsie, truly, in her arms again at last. She hated the thought of sitting all the way across the car’s middle console from her, but she also wanted desperately to go home.

    She drew Elsie in for one more kiss.

    They talked and made plans as they left the city. Petra reluctantly agreed that house-hunting should wait until they’d both found jobs in Dallas.

    “You’re obviously right,” Petra said, “but have you spent time on those real estate apps? They’re addicting.”

    “I like to find the most expensive ones and critique their interior design choices.”

    “That sounds like next weekend, all planned out.”

    Elsie grinned. “You know, I bet we can stay with Mom, if we find work but don’t find a house we like right away.”

    “Moving in with the in-laws. That’s a life experience I think I can skip.”

    Elsie laughed, but after a minute of quiet, she took a slow breath, and Petra waited, knowing something else was coming.

    “Before, when we were talking about what happened New Year’s Day, about when I came home in the morning. Petra, I never answered you.”

    It took Petra a moment to remember what Elsie meant. “You were out all night,” Petra said, her eyes on the road. “And I sat there on the couch, not worrying whether you were safe, but convincing myself that you’d gone home with someone. It was like a song stuck in my head, but it wasn’t music. It was accusation and lies.”

    Elsie gripped Petra’s knee. “Do you want to know where I was that night, Petra?”

    Petra only smiled. “I will listen to whatever you want to say, and I will believe you. I trust you, Elsie.”

    Elsie relaxed her grip but didn’t let go. “I walked all night through the city. It was thoughtless and dangerous, but I was so angry that I could hardly see clearly. I thought, I can’t go on being this unhappy, but I also thought, This isn’t what I want for Petra either.”

    Petra wished she could hold her wife. She settled for placing one hand over Elsie’s. It wasn’t enough.

    New Year’s Eve wasn’t different from any other fight they’d ever had. It wasn’t a big betrayal that had almost killed their marriage, but a hundred small mistakes, layers of arguments never settled, years of avoided conversations. It was endless small moments of not being honest and loving and vulnerable and real.

    Elsie raised Petra’s hand to her lips and kissed it. “At midnight, I was walking through the city, listening to fireworks and laughter and other people’s parties, and I was alone.”

    Petra said, “At midnight, I was sitting in our house, next to the place where you always sit, surrounded by memories of our life together, and I was alone.”

    
    They didn’t unpack the car. Petra managed to park it, but she forgot to turn off the engine and had to jump back inside to press the button before she could join Elsie, who was unlocking the front door with her own key for the first time in far too long.

    Inside the door, Petra pulled Elsie’s body against her own as tightly as she could, reveling in how amazing she felt, how familiar and new and longed for and unexpected.

    Petra felt the desperate want inside her urging her to hurry, but she took a slow breath and touched Elsie like time didn’t exist. She watched Elsie’s eyes close as Petra’s hands smoothed her hair and found her lower back, not noticing that Elsie must have been unbuttoning her dress as they walked inside.

    Elsie shifted her shoulders, and the dress fell to her feet.

    Petra’s breath caught at her loveliness. It always had.

    In moments, Elsie had lifted Petra’s shirt over her head and unbuttoned her jeans, sending them into a pile with her dress just inside the front door.

    The touch of Elsie’s skin, even just bare stomach and arms, was enough to make Petra ache for her, and suddenly the idea of patience seemed foolish. Petra had the rest of her clothes and Elsie’s off in seconds.

    Elsie laughed at her urgency, even though it was clear she felt the same, kicking her panties off her ankles and hurrying to the couch, pulling Petra with her.

    And oh…body to body, skin to skin, Petra was shaking even before Elsie ran her soft fingers over her breasts. Elsie’s eyes kept hers as she lowered her mouth to lick at a nipple, and Petra gasped out loud and gripped her, burying her face in Elsie’s neck, kissing her and pressing her close, hip to hip, the hair between her legs as soft as fur.

    Petra moved away, just enough to lower a hand to the folds there, damp and swollen, the feeling almost making Petra come undone.

    Elsie moaned as Petra kissed and licked her way down from her earlobe to her impossibly perfect breasts, lingering there to gaze and touch and taste until Elsie was quivering, her hands tangled in Petra’s hair.

    “Please,” Elsie breathed.

    “Oh…would you…would you say that again?”

    This time there was desperation in the sound. “Please!”

    Petra’s heart raced as she moved down, placing her tongue on Elsie’s clit, sounds of want in her ears and on her lips. She would’ve happily stayed there for hours, but Elsie was coming in seconds, gasping as her body tightened and shook with pleasure. Petra kept her there as long as she could, her tongue keeping a rhythmic motion, until Elsie let out a sound that was almost a growl and grabbed Petra, pulling her up and into a deep kiss.

    Elsie put a soft hand between Petra’s legs, and Petra was gone, holding Elsie close as she came, the release shuddering through her with such force she cried out, turning just enough to bury her face in the pillow.

    When her muscles went slack, Petra held Elsie, arms and legs intertwined.

    They’d locked the door less than five minutes ago. So much for not hurrying.

    But maybe, Petra thought, tracing the landscape of Elsie’s body with her fingertips, maybe it meant they’d have more time for this, lying as closely together as two people could, lingering together the way they had for so many years, after Petra had thought it might never happen again.

    “Whew,” Petra said finally.

    “What?” Elsie asked. Petra could feel the curve of her smile against her chest.

    “I was worried I’d forgotten how to do that.”

    Elsie laughed, squeezing her tight. “You definitely didn’t.”

    

  
    
    Chapter Fifty-five


    In bed, hours later, they still hadn’t managed to separate.

    Elsie rested her cheek against Petra’s stomach, looking up at her breasts and neck and lips. How, from this angle, could Petra still be the most beautiful person in the world?

    Elsie closed her eyes briefly to concentrate and said, “I’ve been reading these…confessions online.”

    Petra glanced at her. “Yeah?”

    “People would write down secrets and send them in. Some were good. Some were brave and inspiring and kind. Others were awful, things that no one should think or do.”

    “Sounds interesting.” The edge of Petra’s mouth quirked in a smile.

    “They are. But the more I read them, the more I thought—why don’t you just say it? If you care about someone, talk about it. If you’re angry, talk about it. If you’re, I don’t know, holding a grudge about your neighbor’s obnoxious holiday decorations, don’t ruminate until you snap and take an axe to Rudolph. Talk about it.”

    Petra grinned. “Was that really one of them?”

    “Yes. Maybe I should’ve added petty to my description. Some of them are. But all of them were secrets, and why? Maybe saying something won’t fix the problem, but at least you won’t carry it around until it kills you, or until you tell anonymous strangers, hoping for absolution. What good does that do?”

    Elsie put an arm around Petra’s waist, tugging her a little closer.

    “And Petra, it took me longer than I want to admit to realize it, but I did the same thing. I would be angry or frustrated, and I never said it out loud. Okay, sometimes I yelled about it, but I never explained, so you never had a chance to understand, and I never had a chance to get over it. I just carried it around, my own pointless secret.”

    Petra smiled, raising her head just enough to see Elsie’s face. “You’re saying…you want to actually talk about our problems instead of hiding them until it destroys us?”

    Elsie gave a quiet laugh. “Yes, if that sounds like a good plan to you. Let’s give it a try.”

    “I can do that.”

    Elsie pressed her lips to Petra’s stomach in a light kiss. She said, “I want to. But I don’t know how to talk about things sometimes. Especially when I’m angry.”

    Petra shrugged. “Then write it down.”

    “What?”

    “Write your confessions down for me. Maybe I’ll do the same. Then we can think about it and talk when we’re ready.”

    Elsie stared at Petra. She didn’t know why the idea was so surprising, but she knew exactly why it appealed to her. She had a mental image of a boxful of little notes—apologies, wishes, regrets—each confession helping her grow closer to her wife, each one proof of knowing and being known.

    Petra shifted beside her. “I’ve spent the last year in therapy, Elsie. Talking is hard, and I don’t always want to do it either. There are lots of ways to communicate. Write a letter. Send a pigeon. Paint it. I don’t care, so long as you’re talking.”

    Elsie sat up. God, how could she have let this woman go? How could she have tolerated a day of her absence, let alone months?

    Petra was lying there with a faint, sleepy grin, her hair spread out on the pillow. The sight of her body, naked and relaxed, took Elsie’s breath away. So did her words.

    “I would do anything for you, Elsie. I’m sorry if that wasn’t always true, but it is now. And I would do anything for the people who are important to you. Also, we should go to California.”

    “What?”

    “Not move there, just a vacation. You adore the Pacific, and we haven’t been in years. We should go more often. And to see the manatees. And to the butterfly center every weekend until we move, and every time we come back to visit.”

    “Petra…”

    “Yes, my wife?”

    Elsie lay back down with her, pressing the full length of her body against Petra’s, unable to find words.

    But Petra didn’t seem to need them. She ran her hands over Elsie’s bare back, talking to her softly.

    “I would win and lose a million dollars for you a thousand times over. I would give everything I have—my home, my body, my past and my future—if it meant you were happy.”

    Petra kissed her shoulder and neck, teased her earlobe with her teeth.

    Elsie finally answered, gasping, “I will never walk away again. I will stay, and we will have productive, creative arguments.”

    Petra laughed but kept going, her hands and mouth moving more purposefully now.

    Elsie managed to whisper, “I will write my confessions, bad and good, and they will all mean the same thing: You…are my everything…always.”

    Petra responded by pulling Elsie closer, their bodies moving together with hunger and gratitude and hope.

    

  
    
    Chapter Fifty-six


    “Happy Easter, Grandma Betty!” Elsie exclaimed, coming into Betty’s room and placing a pair of bunny ears on her head. Elsie turned Betty’s wheelchair toward the mirror, and they both laughed, shaking their heads to make their matching ears sway.

    “What are you reading?” Elsie asked, gesturing to the book in Betty’s lap.

    “Vampire erotica,” Betty said, turning the cover so Elsie could see the pale, handsome man on the cover.

    “Nice!” Elsie took the seat across from her.

    “Where’s your lovely wife?”

    “Getting me a cup of tea because she’s lovely. She’ll be here in a minute.”

    “Good,” Betty said. “That gives us time to have a little chat.”

    “Oh? What about?”

    “Something has been on my mind, and I just got it all settled.” Betty nodded her head toward the common room, eyes narrowing. “Do you know that these old men sit around watching conspiracy theories on the TV? All day, griping about their children and grandchildren and the government, and I kept thinking, what are you so worried about? No one needs to con you out of your pension when they could just wait a minute and you’ll be dead anyway.”

    “Grandma!”

    “They all know it, Elsie dear, and so do I. So I hatched a plan.” Betty leaned forward, lowering her voice to a whisper. “If I give you all my money now, then you don’t have to wait. Or plan my murder. Or whatever it is that keeps these old men up at night.”

    Elsie shook her head. “I’m far too busy to plan a murder, Grandma. You know that.”

    A nurse chose that moment to walk by and look at her strangely before moving on.

    “I do know. And I know that last year was hard for you, even if you didn’t say anything. I could see it on your face. And I love you. I can’t fix all the hard things, but I can do a little.”

    Betty opened her book and took out a business card. She placed it in Elsie’s hand as carefully as if the card was made of glass.

    Elsie looked at it. “A lawyer?”

    “My lawyer. He has the papers ready. You and Petra and Jackie and Rick will need to be there to sign them.”

    “Mom and Rick, too?”

    Betty snorted. “You think I don’t know you, Elsie dear? You were going to split the money with them anyway. Might as well make it simpler for you.”

    Elsie hugged her. “You don’t have to do this.”

    Betty patted her arm. “What do I need it for, at this point in my life?”

    “More vampire erotica books?”

    Betty chortled. “I’ll let you take care of that. You can make sure I’m stocked.”

    “I would be honored.”

    Petra arrived then with tea and coffee for all of them. Grandma Betty loved a chai latte.

    On Monday morning, Elsie called to make an appointment with the lawyer, and on Wednesday afternoon, she and Petra and Mom and Rick went to meet him.

    After the pleasantries were completed, they sat around a conference table and looked at the papers the lawyer placed in front of them.

    “There are details to discuss later, but in short, there is now an account in each of your names, and the balance is below. Note that this is a mixture of liquid assets and—”

    Elsie had looked at her paper, at Petra’s, and at Rick’s. Now she grabbed her mother’s and held it up. “This isn’t right.”

    The lawyer looked at her without expression. “I assure you, it is.”

    “No, I saw Grandma Betty’s accounts. She had three million dollars.”

    The lawyer nodded, seeming to understand. “Yes, in one of her accounts. As you can see, the four of you have received two million…each.”

    “The four of us?” Rick took the papers from Elsie and looked through them, finding Petra’s name. “Why do you get anything?”

    “Because she likes me,” Petra said, grinning.

    “But not Wendy, though, right?” Rick turned to the lawyer. “Right?”

    “Your grandmother asked that I, quote, Send her a yogurt maker full of piss, end quote. But she agreed to the purchase of a top-of-the-line yogurt maker, minus the urine, and have that delivered instead. We’ve taken care of that.”

    Rick laughed, pumping his fist in the air.

    Her mother stared at her paper, then looked up and said with total calm, “Can you recommend a financial adviser? It appears I’m going to need one.” Then she laughed.

    Elsie hugged her mother, then turned back to Petra. They looked at each other. Petra gave a little shrug. Elsie smiled.

    “Colonel Mustard is getting a whole new wardrobe,” Elsie said softly.

    “Of course,” Petra answered.

    “You’re getting some new plants, I assume.”

    “Maybe one or two. But I had another idea.”

    Elsie leaned closer. “Does it involve manatees?”

    Petra touched Elsie’s hair where it hung between them. “It does. And white sand beaches.”

    “Not dolphins.”

    “Definitely not.”

    “I think I could make some time.” Elsie leaned closer, just to be nearer, just because she could. “Are things going to change between us, now that you’re a wealthy heiress?”

    “Yes,” Petra said, her eyes on Elsie’s, her expression soft. “We’re going to build a life that makes us both happy.”

    

  
    
    Epilogue


    With some of their new fortune, they added a sunroom onto the back of the little house they’d bought, just outside Dallas. Petra put her desk inside and surrounded it with plants. She worked remotely for her new company, taking her laptop outside whenever the asters were in bloom.

    Elsie and Petra were also able to acquire some of the surrounding acreage, so there was plenty of room to plant oak trees and as many herbs and flowers as they wanted. Elsie dried some of them for tea and shared the rest with a hundred-pound sulcata tortoise that had needed a new home.

    Elsie spent months in meetings at local libraries, setting up a bookmobile program to reach out to retirement centers and nursing homes. Eventually, she would spend her mornings talking to people about their lives, asking them questions as she’d done when she was trying to figure out what to do with her future, before she realized that the asking and the listening were the parts she enjoyed.

    Sometimes, Petra and Elsie would drive to Houston to visit Meg or Cameron, and throughout the year, they traveled to Chicago and New Orleans and Austin and Oklahoma City to see their friends. Nova and baby Astrid moved to Dallas later that year, and Petra and Elsie bought entirely too many tiny clothes and books and toys.

    And sometimes, after they argued, Elsie would go to check on Colonel Mustard or Petra would go to water her plants, and there would be a note, a confession waiting to be read: I’m sorry. You’re right. Let’s talk. Let’s figure this out together.

    I love you.

    I love you.

    I love you.
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    Talon and the Songbird by Julia Underwood. In a world where survival depends on strategic alliances, Makayla and Talon must navigate not only complex politics but also the dangerous territory of their hearts. (978-1-63679-970-4)

    The Great Popcorn Romance by Georgia Beers. Opposites attract, and Riley Shaw stands no chance of resisting Hannah Kramer’s magnetic pull. But opposites know just how to drive each other crazy… (978-1-63679-910-0)

    Three Blissful Days by Dena Blake. Kendall Jackson attempts to make her ex regret dumping her by announcing she’s dating beautiful park ranger Ivy Patterson. But there’s nothing fake about how attracted Ivy is to Kendall. (978-1-63679-707-6)

    Chasing Her Scent by MJ Williamz. When Sheridan Rousseau walks into Lisette Mouton’s charming little bookstore in Quebec City, she unknowingly holds the key to a mysterious box hidden in a secret room. (978-1-63679-900-1)

    Heart’s Run by D. Jackson Leigh. Hoping to recover an escaped racing mare, stock transporter Tobie Mason locks horns with local wild horse advocate Maggie Wilkes. (978-1-63679-825-7)

    Scandalous by Kris Bryant. When a Hollywood actress trades places with her twin sister, everyone’s in an uproar about getting duped, but Lindsay’s more concerned about finding out which twin she made out with. (978-1-63679-874-5)

    The Art of Love by Ali Vali. When Mimi and Bianca both set their sights on Jolly, sparks fly, loyalties are tested, and hearts collide as they navigate the unpredictable nature of their hearts (978-1-63679-719-9)

    The Other Side of Forever by Kel McCord. Will Kenzie and Rachel be able to make love work when Rachel’s cozy suburban dream feels like Kenzie’s worst nightmare? (978-1-63679-812-7)

    The Secrets of Rhydian Hill by Ronica Black. A doctor in need of a new start. A woman running from a killer. A love story that could end in tragedy. (978-1-63679-880-6)
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