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Chapter One

Lack of Communication

THE BUSTLE AND urgency of O’Hare Airport calmed Monica’s nerves as she stepped off the plane. Colder-than-wanted air conditioning, people sitting on the floor next to outlets, automated announcements, and large blue signs. After five years of almost constant traveling, bus stations, train stations, and airports were familiar enough to be second homes.

Ay Dios, it’d be nice to not jump around for a bit. From October through December, she’d be home and nestling into her childhood pillows.

She took a deep breath, pushing aside her rising anxiety, and made her way to baggage claim. As much as she knew she had to come, the thought of spending the next three months with her father made Monica bite the inside of her lip. Their past five calls had ended with him yelling at her. For the past year, their relationship had been on edge, and she hated it.

So she came home to fix it.

Waiting for her bags, she logged into the airport Wi-Fi. WhatsApp filled with messages from friends wishing her a safe flight. She typed landed!, then flipped to Instagram. She recorded a short video, complete with an ear-popping yawn, to inform her followers her flight had been screaming baby free.

A soft thunk turned Monica’s attention to the now-appearing luggage. Ten minutes later, she pushed a trolley out the door with one hand and called her father on the other. Eric Ubach picked up on the first ring. “Hey, Globetrotter. Almost there.”

Monica sighed. He’d answered with her childhood nickname. That had to be a good sign, right? “¡Hola, Papi! I’m by the D door.”

“You remember the car?”

Monica rattled off the license plate and Eric laughed. “How you remember things like that, I wish I knew. See you in a bit, mija.”

“Okay, Papi.”

She hung up and took a deep breath of Chicago air, the cold burning her lungs compared to the Mediterranean warmth she’d left. He hadn’t raised his voice. He sounded happy throughout their entire, though brief, conversation. Coming back had been a good choice. They’d spent too long apart for being each other’s only family.

A red Saturn Astra caught her eye, as did the tall, dirty-blond man cramped behind the wheel. Monica waved to get her father’s attention. Eric waved back and cut to the curb. They went into action—opening doors, throwing in suitcases, exchanging brief hugs—to a soundtrack of horns and traffic guards shouting at cars to move. Within minutes, Monica plopped into the passenger seat, grinning. She held up her hands to the car’s heat vent and rubbed her hands together.

Eric patted her thigh and started driving. “How was the flight?”

Monica filled him in, from her mad dash to the gate to the small rivalry she developed with a username on the in-flight trivia game. The conversation made Monica feel younger. Younger than twenty-seven, or twenty-one, or even eighteen. She slipped back to middle school, safe and warm in the car as her father drove her home from school and asked about her day.

She must have fallen asleep during the two-hour trip to Madison because the next thing she knew her dad was shaking her shoulder in the garage. “Come on, Globetrotter. Up to bed. Gotta sleep off that jet lag.”

Monica groaned. “I want to take a shower first. Get the travel dust off.”

“You remember where the towels are?”

“I used to live here, Papi. I doubt it changed too much.”

They lugged her bags into her bedroom. It looked just like she left it heading off to college: high school posters on the walls, the bookshelf full of Baby-sitters Club books, the nest of pillows and stuffed animals on her bed.

She grabbed her stuff and headed to the bathroom.

Ah, American showers. She’d gotten used to older European showers, showerheads above drains with a small lip made of tile to contain water if she was lucky. Now, she relished standing in a basin and not having to worry about water all over the floor or keeping her elbows in. Monica hummed to herself, lathering her hair, when Eric burst through the door.

“Papi!” she shrieked. “¡Lárgate!”

“Just getting something,” he said, opening the medicine cabinet.

Before the shampoo dripped into Monica’s eyes, her dad grabbed whatever he needed and left. The door clicked shut.

Ay Dios! Who cared if the glass was frosted? Her dad should never have come in! Fuming, she scurried to the door, locked it, and stepped back under the spray.

Warm from embarrassment and the steam, Monica quickly finished. Before heading to her room, she took a detour to lean over the railing at the top of her stairs. She heard her father in the kitchen, and as much as she wanted to scold him—it’s not like he hadn’t known she was showering—she couldn’t imagine facing him without blushing scarlet.

“In case you need anything else from the bathroom,” she called down the stairs, “I’m out.”

She hoped her indignation was obvious, but the apology she expected never came. She debated demanding one, but that seemed petty. Plus, who wanted to draw out mutual embarrassment?

Monica crawled into bed. Lying under the sheets, she browsed Instagram and responded to comments. Keeping an active profile kept her followers engaged, which in return increased the likelihood of brands wanting to pay her for a bit of publicity. She never imagined using her business degree more for her side hustle than her day job as customer support for a travel agency, but oh well.

She got a ping from Lisa on WhatsApp.

Lisa: Ah! You’re in America again! How was the flight?

Monica: long, but okay

Monica: what’d you do today?

Lisa: Did some work, then had a lunch date.

Monica: Oo, la la. anything happen?

Lisa: He was cute, but not cute enough.

Monica: hahaha

Lisa: We still doing brunch Sunday?

Monica: yeah

Monica stared at the screen for a moment, wondering if it was worth the fuss of bringing up her dad’s earlier behavior. Probably not, she decided. It’d been awkward, not something she’d ever expect considering how courteous he’d been when she was a teen, but not malicious. For the majority of the past nine years, Eric had been living alone. He simply had to readjust to sharing the house.

And relearn manners? Monica shook her head. People made mistakes, and there were worse ones than barging into an in-use bathroom. No use going all reality-TV-drama over it.

She texted Lisa good night and slipped her eye mask over her eyes.

 

MONICA WOKE A ridiculous number of hours before her alarm. Giving up on extra sleep, she resigned herself to an early morning. She padded into the kitchen and grimaced at Eric’s coffee machine; Keurig had nothing on good Italian espresso but she was too desperate for caffeine to be picky.

When her father joined her hours later, Monica smiled at his bedhead over her second cup of coffee. The dirty-blond locks were all askew in the back, and the silver she missed yesterday caught the kitchen light. “Morning, Papi.”

He selected his coffee and started the Keurig before turning around to speak. “Morning, mija.”

“Sleep well?”

“Yup.”

Monica waited, expecting a delayed apology. Sorry to barge in on you while showering. I needed to grab something real fast. I knocked and you didn’t answer, but I’ve seen it all before, Globetrotter.

Instead, Eric said, “You didn’t make breakfast?”

“No? I just had cereal and milk. Where’s the chorizo?” It was her favorite. She’d been hoping her dad stocked it; had imagined her first morning back to be an old weekend staple of chorizo and eggs.

“I’m a vegetarian.”

Before Monica could wrap her head around that—he used to crave a bratwurst once a week—he continued.

“Did you not think I wanted breakfast?” He sounded hurt and snobbish, like one of the rich travelers Monica dealt with upset at what time a tour started.

Monica puffed out her cheeks. His girlfriend Gloria must have spoiled him these past two years.

“It’s oatmeal weather.” She looked over her shoulder out of the kitchen window. The day’s dreary gray promised scarves and many mugs of a warm drink.

“Sounds good.” Eric sat at the kitchen table.

She stared at him. Did he expect her to make his oatmeal? Apparently so. Huffing, she filled the kettle with water and flipped the switch.

“Excited to be home?” Eric asked.

She looked over her shoulder at her dad. His tone had softened, the question genuine.

“Yeah.” Monica smiled as she dumped Quaker packets into a bowl. “I’ve missed you, Papi. And I’m not that far from Lisa either. We made brunch plans for tomorrow.”

“I missed you, too, mija. And I’m glad you two are still friends, even after you left.”

“Best friends.” Only true friend, she amended in her mind. All her years bouncing from country to country, Lisa was the only person she kept in regular contact with outside of Eric. She poured hot water on top of Eric’s dry oats.

Her dad smiled at her. “BFFs. Now, hand me my oatmeal.”

She did.

“And the sugar.”

Monica frowned. He could have asked before she picked up her coffee again. Peeved, she drew the sugar bowl toward her to put a sprinkle in her coffee. Would it kill her dad to be polite?

“Globetrotter.”

“Papi, why didn’t you tell me you became a vegetarian?”

“Does it matter?” he snapped.

Monica leaned against the kitchen counter, frowning at his sudden prickliness. “You’re my dad. I thought… I thought you would have told me. I’m sad you didn’t.”

“I don’t have to tell you everything.”

Monica pressed her lips together. “You used to.”

“If I don’t want to tell you something, I won’t.”

Monica stood straighter. “Does that include apologies? I’d like one for when you walked into the bathroom last night.”

“My house, my rules. I go where I want.”

“There’s a thing called privacy.”

“If I want something, I take it. And if I ask for something, I expect to get it. Hand me the sugar.”

She thought about saying no, but her dad’s face stopped her. He looked like a stranger, not the man who made her laugh or took her camping. A part of her feared if she refused, he’d walk across the kitchen and hit her.

Monica had never been frightened of her father before. The thought shocked her, and as a result she took too long to answer.

“If you can’t follow the rules, you can’t stay here,” Eric declared.

“What?”

“You heard me. If you don’t like how I live, in my own house, and won’t help me, why are you here?” He pushed himself away from the table and headed up the stairs. Monica scurried after him.

“Papi, what?”

“I’m packing your things.”

“But—”

“You’re not staying here!”

Tears formed in Monica’s eyes as she watched him stuff the few things she’d taken out of her suitcases back in. “Papi, no! I can hand you the sugar. I’ll lock the doors. I came here to spend time with you. We haven’t seen each other in years.”

“You left once, you can do it again. Here.” He forced one of her suitcases into her hand. “Lisa will let you stay with her.”

“You don’t know that.”

“You’ve been friends for years, she’ll say yes.”

“And you’re my father!”

Eric ignored her. “I’ll drive you to Chicago, make sure you get out of my hair.”

“Papi, I’m not leaving.”

“Yes, you are.” He grabbed both suitcases and made his way to the car, Monica trailing behind. He stuck them in the back seat, then opened the passenger side door. “Get in.”

“Papi, please. Let’s talk about this.”

“Get. In.” Eric repeated.

Monica slunk into the car.


Chapter Two

Reconnecting

“THAT’S LISA’S.” MONICA pointed to a pale-blue Taurus. Eric pulled into the spot next to it.

Blessedly, Lisa hadn’t asked questions when Monica called to turn their Sunday brunch plans into we-need-to-meet now plans. Plus, with the meeting point changed to Rockford, Lisa had a shorter drive.

Sadly, it also gave Monica less time to change her dad’s mind. Convince him that tossing her out of the house was silly. She’d come back to the States for her dad. She should stay with her dad. He’d gotten more adamant about her leaving the longer Monica pleaded. By the time they got to the restaurant, she had gone quiet.

When they pulled up, Lisa got out of her car and popped the trunk before wrapping Monica into a brief hug. The simple touch gave Monica back some of the energy that had drained out of her in the past hour.

The sound of wheels on asphalt echoed between the cars. Throughout her digital nomad lifestyle, working remotely from a different city every month, two suitcases had been more than enough stuff in her life. Now, watching her dad roll them over, it made her life look insignificant. Easy to pack up and kick out.

Like her.

“Thanks for driving Monica out here,” Lisa said. “Are you sure you don’t want to join us for brunch? It’s on me.”

Monica stared at Lisa. She wanted to talk through what happened this morning, which she couldn’t do if Eric shared a table with them.

Please say no, Monica thought at her dad.

“I’d love to join.”

All her dad’s anger from the morning was gone. He sounded like he had dropping Monica off at UIC after break—kind, cordial, and pleased to see Lisa.

“You coming, Globetrotter?”

Monica blinked; Lisa and Eric were a few steps in front of her. “Yeah, coming.”

She jogged to Lisa’s other side as they made their way into Cracker Barrel. The warm smell of bacon and coffee filled Monica’s nose, making her hungry.

“Here, Papi, take a seat.” Monica pointed to an empty bench. “Lisa and I will put our name in.”

As the two women stood in line, Monica hugged her friend again. Being three inches taller meant when Monica dipped her face down to engulf Lisa in her arms, Lisa’s beautiful blonde waves tickled her nose. Same shampoo scent, same bony shoulders, same Lisa. Monica’s tension melted.

“What happened?” Lisa whispered.

“I’ll go into details later,” Monica said, “but I’m not sure. He just snapped this morning and kicked me out!”

A polite cough from the hostess ended their hug. Monica blushed as she pulled away. She wanted, needed, a longer hug from her best friend. And a good vent session.

“I can’t believe you still have that,” Lisa said as they walked back to Eric.

Monica looked down at her clothes. The ratty jeans and University of Illinois at Chicago hoody hadn’t been the outfit she planned to wear, but they left the house in a hurry. “Go Flames,” she said with a grin.

Lisa rolled her eyes.

“Lisa,” Eric said as the women joined him on the waiting bench. “I heard you bought an apartment?”

“Yeah, been there six months now.” Lisa side-eyed Monica, who shrugged. She didn’t expect her dad to be this congenial either.

“Bet you have no artwork,” Monica said.

Lisa blushed. Bingo. “Do you know how expensive home décor items are?”

“Please tell me you don’t still have that tiny twin from our apartment.”

Lisa’s blush crept across her face, almost to her ears. “It’s in the guest room. I got myself something nicer.”

“You’re so cheap.”

“I prefer being called a saver.” Lisa stuck her nose in the air, causing both Monica and Eric to laugh.

“Still holding to your goal of retiring by fifty?” Eric teased.

“Pushed it back to fifty-five,” Lisa admitted.

Monica made a mental note to ask later.

The hostess called Lisa’s name and escorted the three of them to a table near a window. Monica sat next to Lisa, giving in to the pull to be close, share stories and giggles.

After ordering, Lisa turned to Eric. “How’s it feel to have Monica home?”

Eric flicked his eyes toward Monica, who peered into her so-so coffee. She’d been home less than twenty-four hours and already they’d had a serious fight. Yelling on the phone from different sides of the ocean had hurt, but not as much as this. Not as much as having her efforts to reconnect stopped so soon.

“I like having someone make me breakfast.” Eric shot her a grin, happy and teasing.

He looked nothing like he had when he asked for oatmeal, and Monica was hesitant to change the jovial mood. “Papiii,” Monica groaned. “You’re so lazy.”

“More like reaping the benefits of the time I put into you.”

Monica glared, not sure if he was serious or joking. When had she lost the ability to read his tone? Lisa, on the other hand, let loose a bright laugh. It made Monica’s insides gooey, the familiar sensation both welcome and frightening. She couldn’t help but turn to Lisa, watching the sun on her hair and her clear nail polish catching the LED lights while she hand-talked.

Drat. Her old crush had decided to rear its head.

There was no use fanning the flame. Monica was only Stateside for three months, and her priority was to make amends with her father, not make goo-goo eyes at her best friend.

Lisa turned to Monica, gray eyes bright with joy, and Monica’s heart stuttered.

She returned her attention to Eric, watching him ask Lisa questions and soaking up her answers. Monica wanted this moment, the three of them, engraved in a crystal and displayed on one of those rotating, lit bases. Everything she had missed about America sat right here.

 

“SPILL,” LISA COMMANDED as they left the Cracker Barrel parking lot. “What happened this morning?”

Monica threw up her hands, eager to let loose her rant. “I have no idea. He walked in on me in the shower last night, just as you please, and never apologized. Papi used to knock on my door even when it was open. He’s also now a vegetarian.”

“What? Every time he suggested a place to eat out in Chicago, it was a burger place.”

“I know! But he changed and didn’t tell me! That hurt. I thought we told each other everything.”

“Did you ask why?”

“And got no answer. He went on a tirade this morning, how it was his house and his rules. And since I wasn’t going to follow them, I couldn’t stay. Hell, Lisa, he shoved my dirty clothes in the suitcase and zipped it shut. Then he was back to his happy self during brunch.” Monica crossed her arms.

“I’m sorry.” Lisa patted Monica’s knee.

“It’s just—” Monica heaved a huge sigh, trying to find the words. “Papi’s different. I expected him to be, it’s been years, but this isn’t just different, it’s fickle and it’s frustrating. And scary. You know him, he’s the nicest guy, but this morning in the kitchen, for a hot sec I thought he was gonna slap me.”

“Monica, your dad would never—”

“I know! Which is why I don’t get it! Ugh.” Monica knocked her head against the headrest a few times. “Anyway, thanks for, you know, taking me in. I’ll call Papi Wednesday, see if he’s calmed down and I can move back next weekend.”

“You’re welcome to stay at my place as long as you need.”

“Thanks,” Monica said. “But enough about me. When did you change your retirement goal?”

“My place was a mite more than I expected, but it was such a good value I couldn’t resist.”

“Can’t wait to see it, by the way.”

“You’ll cry at how empty it is, but you will deal.”

“You okay working those extra five years?” Moving a goal line was a big deal for Lisa. She liked to plan and follow that plan to a T. Deviations weren’t made lightly.

“Yeah.” Lisa shot Monica a quick grin, the brightness in her eyes proof she really was okay with the altered plan. “The real goal wasn’t to retire at fifty, it was to beat Dad. He lived the American dream, pulled himself out of poverty by starting a business, and now has a wife, three kids, and a half-a-million-dollar home. I want to push that forward, but I’m not surpassing his standard of living.” Lisa shook her head. “I won’t have a bigger house or be able to cover college tuition for my future kids. So I have to retire before he does.”

“Isn’t Scott fifty-five now?”

“Fifty-six, and still working. Not every day, but most, and will for a few more years. Thus, retiring at fifty-five means I still do better.”

Monica nodded. Her mother had lived a different American dream, emigrating from Mexico and marrying a German-American. It wasn’t something Monica could surpass. Besides, Soledad had always told Monica that America was a place of opportunity. Learn. Experience. Live. Monica liked to think she did that, even if her adventures were abroad. “Does a later retirement goal mean more trips to see me?”

“I saw you in Paris.”

“Two years ago. And you turned down Prague this past Easter.”

Lisa heaved a sigh. “Maybe. Right now, every spare penny is going to the mortgage.”

“If you don’t vacation with me somewhere, at least buy something nice for your apartment. A fake plant. Saving is well and good, but treat yourself too.”

Lisa’s lips turned down. Monica wouldn’t call it a frown, but she’d touched some nerve. They sat in silence for a moment, Monica taking in the buildings overlooking 290.

“I know,” Lisa said as she pulled off at Harlem. “Mom and Dad push me to get nice things, too, and I don’t think they realize how much they cost. But I am ridiculously proud of my apartment. And look, here we are!”

The building was red brick with white accents. Monica vaguely heard noise from the highway, but once they entered the lobby it disappeared. When Lisa opened the door on the fourth floor with a “ta-da!”, Monica oohed and ahhed as appropriate.

They walked into a tight L-shaped kitchen, the fridge and adjacent washing machine taking up most of the short counter to the right. No dishwasher, but oh well. Europe wasn’t big on those; Monica was a pro at handwashing.

To the left, the kitchen opened up to a large room stretching the width of the apartment. A hallway, sharing a wall with the kitchen but on the opposite side, ended at a closet. Lisa opened the three doors off it to the left one by one, revealing two bedrooms with a bathroom in between.

The whole place was starkly white and, as expected, bare.

“The second is yours,” Lisa said, carrying a suitcase through the doorway. She plopped it onto the twin mattress against the inner wall. “I’ll let you unpack and then, well, I planned to have dinner with my parents tonight. You’re now my plus one.”

“Sounds good,” Monica laughed, already unzipping her stuff.

The room was tight; the headboard and a folding table took up the width and the bed ended two feet from the door. Monica guessed it wasn’t technically a bedroom, but oh well. All she needed was a bed and laptop space.

Monica placed her work equipment in their standard positions on the table-cum-desk. She had a shift tomorrow, addressing complaints, concerns, and questions from those on one of Abeona & Adiona’s luxury European tours. She’d worked across time zones before, but not this far off from London.

She brought out her make-Monica-feel-at-home kit: her postcard collection, knickknacks from her favorite places, and a Packers blanket. She’d never been a big fan of the team but sleeping with a bit of Wisconsin made the distance shrink.

Next, Monica carved out space for her stuff in the bathroom. Lisa had it organized, making it easy to shamelessly consolidate her bottles and tubes to one side of the sink. In the newly open space, Monica arranged her makeup and toothbrush.

Monica preferred having her own bathroom, but this was Lisa. Two years in a dorm, two years in an apartment, four years as roommates. They’d made do with smaller spaces. Her toiletries bag next to Lisa’s gave Monica a nostalgic sense of home.

She stood in the bathroom, absorbing the sensation until Lisa poked her head in.

“Everything good?” Lisa asked.

“Perfect.”

 

IT STARTED DRIZZLING, but inside on Lisa’s couch Monica felt warm and toasty.

“So,” Lisa said. “I’m waiting for your verdict on my apartment.”

“It’s cute. It needs color, we can paint a room one weekend, but I like it. I think I’m a little jealous.”

Lisa gave Monica an incredulous look. “You can’t tell me you want to settle. I love telling people I have a friend in Budapest or Hamburg or Athens.”

“And I love being there!” Monica insisted. “I don’t want to stop traveling. But I sometimes imagine having a home base. Someplace mine to return to.”

“They do say the grass is greener on the other side.”

“Oh yeah?” Monica lifted her head to look at Lisa. “What are you eyeing?”

“A promotion. A raise. Take your pick.” Lisa waved her hand in the air. “But you’re not getting out of this, Monica Ubach. What does the nomadic life lack?”

“It’s the weirdest things I miss,” Monica admitted, “like bookshelves. Not books, my Kindle is full, but book displays. Looking at covers and thinking I remember that book, it was good. Or this one’s been sitting here for ages. I should read it.”

“I’d be surprised if you read ten books a year.”

“Shush, you.” Monica shook a finger at Lisa. “It’s also hard for people to contact me. I missed a high school reunion. And sometimes I really want a subscription to Cosmo, but I don’t have a consistent address to send it.”

“You only read Cosmo because I did.”

Monica shrugged. Lisa spoke the truth. But when you lived away from home, you clung to things that wouldn’t have mattered before.

“Do you have a city you want to settle in?” Lisa asked.

“Not really. A&A might help me get a UK visa cuz they have offices in London, but it’s pricey. I liked Prague though. The buildings reminded me of fairy tales.”

“Well, if you move there I’ll visit for sure.”

“I’ll keep the couch made up for you.”

Lisa snorted before sobering. “I get it though. Sorta. I mean, having my own place? Part of the American dream. But I also like having something of my own. Mine to paint, or not paint.”

“Build a little equity,” Monica added.

Lisa laughed. “Of course. This was foreclosed and needs a fair bit of updating. God, the bathroom, and the air-conditioning unit is on its last legs. But it’s mine. It’s home. It’s my space to control.”

“One day, I’ll have that,” Monica determined. “It’s years away, but one day.”

Lisa reached out a hand and tugged Monica closer. Monica sunk into the warmth, building a future in her head. A small apartment in a city, full of photographs of things she’d seen. She’d want a pet, maybe a turtle, something she could leave for a week while she traveled or easily have someone watch. There’d be travelers coming and going—people she’d met or Airbnb renters.

A shake of her shoulders broke the fantasy.

“What are you thinking about?” Lisa asked.

“Trying to decide how your future couch bed should look.”

“As long as it’s comfy.” Lisa shrugged. “Now, let me up. I need to get ready.”


Chapter Three

Blabbermouth

“MY MOM’S SUPER thrilled to catch up with you,” Lisa called from the bathroom. “She was jealous of Athens.”

The Carsons hosted Monica for dozens of weekends the four years she and Lisa had been roommates and often included her when they took Lisa out for a meal in the city. They were neat. Orderly. And, Monica remembered as she poked her belly, athletic. They had to be, to keep off the decadent food Scott made. Monica’s mouth started watering.

“As she should be,” Monica agreed, posting a photo to Instagram of her blanket spread on her bed. I never go anywhere without a touch of home to keep me grounded.

“So expect a big hug from Mom,” Lisa continued. “And no doubt, Dad will pepper you with questions.”

Monica laughed. “Of course.” She walked to the bathroom for an easier conversation. It was tiny and narrow, the sink not much wider than a person. “I love your parents,” she said, squeezing around Lisa to snag her brush and yank a snarl out of her black hair. “I’ll answer any questions they have.”

“I have a few too.”

“You coulda asked earlier.”

“I wanted to save you the repetition.”

“Gracias,” Monica said.

“Well, I know you hate it.”

“Yeah, I do.” Monica loved how Lisa remembered that. At least one relationship in her life hadn’t deteriorated.

 

WHEN THE DOOR opened at the Carsons’, Monica received the long-lost daughter greeting—a grand smile and a rocking hug. Norma removed the wine from Monica’s hand and gave it to Lisa. Scott took Monica’s coat. Lisa mouthed “told you so” as she headed toward the kitchen to put down the cheese spread they’d brought.

Norma wrapped an arm around Monica’s shoulders and led her to the dining room. “I’m so glad to see you. I got Instagram just to follow you, and you have such fascinating adventures. Tell me about all of them.”

Monica laughed. “I’m flattered, and sure! I love talking about my escapades.”

Something beeped in the kitchen.

“That’ll be the moussaka,” Scott said, brushing past them. “Hope you don’t mind, Monica, but since your last stop was Athens, Norma wanted Greek food.”

Norma pushed Monica into a seat at the table, already laid out. “I was so pleased when Lisa told us you were coming back to visit. How long are you in Chicago?”

Monica suppressed a twinge. She hadn’t planned on being in Chicago at all. “We’ll see how it goes. But I’m Stateside for three months.”

Scott appeared, a glass pan between his mitted hands. “Honey, can you grab the potatoes? They’re on the counter. Lisa’s cutting bread.”

“Sure.” Norma walked into the kitchen.

“How’s your dad?” Scott asked Monica, placing the moussaka on a hot pad.

“Well,” Monica forced out. “I call him every Wednesday.”

“I wish Lisa called me every Wednesday,” Norma said, setting down the platter of potatoes. “I have to call her.”

“And you call me twice a week,” Lisa answered, following her mom. In one hand she carried a wicker basket of bread. The other held an opened bottle of wine. “Usually during work. Or when I’m on the L.”

“You work more than eight hours a day. Can’t be helped.”

Lisa rolled her eyes.

They settled into their seats, passing dishes along. Moussaka, potatoes, bread, and garlic dip. Monica rarely cooked herself a spread like this, and when she did it never smelled so good. She wondered if it was possible to die from culinary overload.

“So, where all have you traveled?” Scott asked.

“London, Hamburg, Barcelona,” Monica said. “Athens, as you know. I visit most countries on a tourist visa, so I count my days and go in and out of the Schengen Zone. But I got a freelancer visa for Georgia one year, so you can finagle things.”

“What an adventure,” Norma sighed. “Lisa said people pay you to travel?”

“I’m an influencer,” Monica shyly admitted. “A small one, but it’s a nice side business. Hotels. Tours. Restaurants. I either get paid or steep discounts. And I got headphones for free once. Once in a while, I’ll submit an article to a travel magazine.”

“Smart,” Scott said. “Why aren’t you doing that, Lisa?” He gestured with his fork at his daughter. “I’ve told you before, starting your own business is the way to go. I did it.”

Lisa rolled her eyes. “I like having health benefits. And I work too much already, as Mom likes to tell you. How many hours do you spend freelancing, Monica?”

Monica thought about it. “Hard to say. I mix a lot of things. Taking a walking tour of a city can be for social media or my actual job at A&A. Maybe an extra…seven hours a week?”

“See?” Lisa pointed her teaspoon at her dad. “I don’t have time for that. I’ll just continue to toss money in my 401k.”

“Look at you, being all adult,” Monica cooed.

Lisa opened her mouth, no doubt to wax poetic about the merits of saving, when Norma reached over to pat her daughter’s shoulder.

“We’re proud of Lisa. She’s at a well-known company, just got a raise. And now a homeowner. You’re on your way to success, Lisa honey.”

“I like to think I’m currently a success.”

“You are,” Norma agreed. “Now you have to share it with someone.”

“Mom.”

“What? I want you to be happy, like your dad and I are happy.”

“And that means marriage?”

“Yes.”

Lisa puffed up and Monica imagined past conversations around the table, all as pleasant as this one.

Scott jumped in. “I’d feel better knowing you had someone looking out for you.”

“I’m happy with my life. I don’t need a relationship.”

“You say that now,” Norma interjected. “But you’ve never had one. High school, college, now. Do you want to be lonely for your whole life?”

“I’m not lonely. I’m free.”

“Tell me the last time you went on a date,” Norma demanded.

While Norma’s voice was much higher than Eric’s, Monica couldn’t help her internal flinch. It sounded as demanding as Eric had been that morning, pass me the sugar, and look where that had gone—with Monica kicked out of the house.

She snuck a look at Lisa. Her friend had slipped into distressed mode. Stiff spine, princess posture, flat voice. In school, Lisa had brushed off Norma’s hints at going out and finding a boyfriend. Her current rigid behavior had instead been her response to threats to her future—being criticized for her work and worried it would affect her GPA, losing her job when the clothing boutique she worked for closed. It felt wrong to see it appear due to family pressure.

“Go on one date this month,” Scott said. “Make your mom happy.”

Monica didn’t know what about the situation brought out this level of panic in Lisa, but she hated it. She wanted it gone.

“She’s got one with me,” Monica blurted out.

“What?” Norma asked.

Monica sat on her hands so she wouldn’t slap them over her mouth. She hadn’t meant to say that, but she’d won Scott’s and Norma’s attention. From the corner of her eye, she saw Lisa take a shallow breath.

“Um, I mean.” Monica felt the heat of a blush on her cheeks as the Carsons continued to stare at her. “We talk all the time. No one knows me as well as she does. Or I her. It’s one of the reasons I came back. To…give it a go.”

“Give what a go?” Scott asked.

“A relationship,” Monica answered, committing to the lie and staring him in the eyes. “We’re giving ourselves a trial month, see if it’s something we might want to explore and keep going later.”

“So you’re lesbians.” Scott’s words sounded louder than they should.

“I—” Lisa blinked rapidly.

Mierda. Monica had come out to her dad years ago, and while Lisa had talked about telling her parents, apparently that conversation hadn’t happened yet. Shit, shit, shit.

She glanced at Lisa, who stared at her plate. Her face was blank, but Monica noticed the white-knuckled grip on her fork. Monica wondered if she just sent her friend into nonverbal territory. She had to fix this, keep Norma’s and Scott’s attention away from Lisa. Give her time to calm down.

“Technically, I’m biromantic.” Monica reached across for more moussaka. If she acted like this was a normal conversation, no different than announcing her desire to buy a new car, maybe the Carsons wouldn’t freak out. Perhaps it would make any negative response more neutral.

She smiled at Norma, who looked a mix of shell-shocked and betrayed, and asked for the potatoes to keep Norma’s attention off her daughter. She felt fiercely protective of Lisa right now.

“I’m bi, not gay,” Monica repeated, “and willing to see if a relationship with Lisa will work out. She wouldn’t be alone. She’d have me. I’d share her successes, she’d share mine.” Monica tried her best to sound blasé about it, to hide the sudden jump of her heart. She had to sell this lie to Lisa’s parents and another, later lie to Lisa. That being with Lisa never featured in Monica’s fantasies.

How would that work? Monica wondered. A real relationship with Lisa. Would she come to Europe with me? Or would I stay?

The sound of Monica’s fork as it went through the baked eggplant to the plate below echoed.

“Well,” Norma drawled. “If you’re happy, honey.”
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