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      For every woman out there giving it all you’ve got for the people you love, while you secretly wonder what the hell happened to the life you were supposed to have.

      

      I hope you start to live life on your own terms, instead of wasting your days trying to impress people who are never going to understand you anyway. I hope you find a way to live your dreams along the way.

      

      This book is for you.

      

      You are enough, just as you are,

      Melanie
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        "When I was growing up, I always wanted to be someone. Now I realize I should have been more specific."

      

      

      
        
        ~Lily Tomlin

      

      

      

      This was definitely the most ridiculous thing Jessica Halloway had ever done. Embarrassing. Stupid, even. The worst part was that she knew it wouldn’t work, and yet she’d spent sixty-five dollars plus tax and shipping anyway. There was no way on earth that an herbal vagina steam bath was going to ‘reset her emotional wellbeing so effectively that she’d restore both her energy and sense of optimism to that of a toddler in just one use’ —despite what the glossy brochure claimed.

      But KirasBestLife.com was having a Fall in Love With Yourself twenty percent off sale so Jess went ahead and ordered it, throwing a wish to the universe that this would finally be the silver bullet for which she’d been searching. And here she stood in her tidy bathroom, naked from the waist down, feeling utterly foolish, not to mention chilly, while she waited for the filtered water in the sandalwood steam bowl to cool. Welp, I guess this is happening, she thought.

      She might as well do this today. It had been an awful evening. Her son Noah, at the tender age of fifteen, had gotten it in his head that he and his friends should throw a Halloween party in a hotel room. He’d come home from school and started begging Jess to borrow her credit card with the promise of paying for all of it himself.

      Obviously, she gave him a hard no, but that didn’t stop him from pressing the issue, then raising it again when her husband, Mike (who was already extremely stressed because he lost a major client to another accounting firm), got home from work. Then it was game on. She felt like she should have filmed and narrated it, nature-documentary-style. “The young male challenges the family patriarch yet again, hoping to prove his ability to outwit his father, and therefore be granted the independence he has so long desired. But it’s not to be today for the young buck. The father is unwilling to yield and hand over his credit card so his son can trash a hotel room or impregnate a female of the species. The young male will have to try again another day, when he is stronger and wiser.”

      The argument raged through supper, but finally died off when Noah was sent to his room to do his homework, which meant he was in there playing Call of Duty on his computer, but at least the fighting had stopped. So Jess sneaked up to the bathroom to give this latest cure-all a try. It had gotten to the point where Jess was that desperate. She’d been miserable for so long now, she was willing to try anything. She had to find a way to ‘fill her cup,’ as her therapist, Fern, had told her.

      Although, Jess supposed calling Fern her therapist was a stretch. It’s not like she saw her regularly and Fern now had all the dirt on her. She saw her once, three years ago, about a week after the Canada incident—an event of which she was so ashamed, she still hadn’t told a soul. As soon as she booked the appointment, she felt horribly guilty about spending two hundred dollars for an hour (which turned out to be fifty minutes because Fern needs ten minutes to ‘reset’ before her next appointment). Jess gave her a lightning-fast laundry list of everything that might be wrong with her, as if ‘speed therapy’ were a thing. Now that she thought about it, why wasn’t speed therapy a thing? Million-dollar idea right there.

      But back to her list: a perpetual sense of doom, chronic irritability, and a general lack of enthusiasm about everything. Her hope was that in one session, she’d be given the insight she needed to fix herself up and carry on. With one perfect sentence from Fern, suddenly the clouds would part, the weight on her shoulders would lift, and she’d walk out into the daylight renewed, restored, and transformed.

      But at the end, all Fern said was, “Do you think you value the opinion men have of you more than that of other women?”

      “Umm … no.”

      “Hmm … let’s put a pin in that and explore it next week.” Fern opened her appointment book, which was conveniently on the side table next to her armchair. “I can do Monday at three.”

      “I’m picking my kids up from school at that time.”

      “Can your husband pick them up once a week?”

      “His office is forty minutes from the school, and he doesn’t have the flexibility I do.”

      Fern stared at Jess with that same neutral (yet totally judgey) expression. “What’s a good time for you?”

      You can’t afford this. Her face hot with shame, Jess said, “I’m actually really busy. I was kind of hoping you could just… set me on the right track today so I could take it from here.”

      “That’s not how therapy works, Jessica. It took years to build these unhealthy patterns you’ve described. You can’t expect to fix things in an hour.”

      “Fifty minutes,” she muttered, adding, “technically,” as if it softened the dig.

      Fern had the good grace to ignore it (or maybe she just didn’t want to lose a patient). “This is important. You owe it to yourself and your family to do the work. Before you burn out or worse, do something you regret. These issues, if left unchecked, can cause any number of irrational actions that carry with them the heaviest of consequences.”

      “Right, yeah,” she told her, fidgeting with the hem of her sleeve. “The thing is, for now, I can’t commit that much time.”

      Tilting her head to the side, Fern sighed. “You need to set yourself as a priority. As Oprah says, you have to fill your cup first or you’ll have nothing to give others. Your homework this week is to figure out what you can give up that will allow you to do this work. You’ll find something, I’m sure.” Standing, she walked over to the door. “It was lovely to meet you, Jessica. Call me when you’re ready to get serious.”

      Fast forward to now. Jess hadn’t tried to find anything she could give up to pay for therapy. She also hadn’t found a good way to tell Mike she needed a therapist. Instead, she convinced him they should get a puppy—to teach the kids about empathy and responsibility. But really she hoped it would distract her from her increasingly strong desire to get in her car and drive far, far away by herself. Forever. Probably to California, where she would live in a mint green VW van that she would lovingly convert to an adorable camper. She’d park it next to a white sand beach and fish her dinner out of the ocean while she watched the sunset. Yes, California was the place she’d go if she ever hit the point where she couldn’t take it anymore. People seemed much happier there than here in rainy Seattle.

      After weeks of cajoling and showing him adorable puppies in need of forever homes on her phone, Mike finally cracked, and they picked up Baxter, an adorable light brown and white cava-poo (Cavalier King Charles Spaniel/poodle cross). It had worked for a while. Jess had been so busy sleep-training, house-training, and teaching him not to chew on the plants and cords, that she didn’t have time to think about the bigger picture. But then, after a few months, Baxter settled into their family and the awful, restless feeling returned.

      She was bored. No, not bored. How can someone so busy be bored? It was more like disconnected—slightly separated from everything and everyone around her. She didn’t see the point of any of it, which seemed ridiculous because on paper, Jess had it all. A healthy, mostly-happy family, a part-time job she didn’t mind going to, financial security, good friends. It was enough that she felt guilty wanting anything more. But that didn’t change the fact that she did want more. She wanted to live. Some other life. One that amazed her or, more accurately, one in which she was amazing. Before she was Jessica Halloway, she was Jessica Saunders. And Jessica Saunders was supposed to be extraordinary. She was going to do something important in this world, like run a Fortune 500 company or be a high-powered attorney. She’d be out in the world making her mark and people would say, ‘There goes Jessica Saunders. Look at her. So determined and talented, not to mention dressed to kill.’ Jessica Saunders had actually settled on going to law school, and had even scored in the top five percent in the country on her LSAT. But then she got married and she and Mike decided he should focus on his career first, since he already had his degree and only needed to sit for the exams to get his Chartered Professional Accountant designation. But then Winnie came along, followed by Noah, and pretty soon, she’d forgotten all about picking up her studies where she’d left off.

      That had happened so long ago, she completely forgot that she used to be thrilled by it all. Jess Saunders was one of those enthusiastic, take-life-by-the-horns sort of girls. The life of the party. She’d dance all night, she’d laugh all day. She was witty. Smart. Great at banter. People were drawn to her. She loved everything. Impromptu trip to Mexico? I’ll grab my passport. Sex? Yes, please. Plenty of it. Mountain mud pie with caramel sauce for dessert? Hand me a fork.

      Jess missed her. She really, really frigging missed her. She knew that impressive young woman was buried somewhere inside her. She must be there, right? So, where was she?

      Since the failed attempt at therapy, she’d tried forest bathing, green powder drinks that claimed to support emotional health, spent the last year writing in a gratitude journal, and meditated until her lips felt like they might fall off from making the ‘Ommmm’ sound, all in a desperate attempt to find her. So, in a ‘what the hell?’ moment of weakness, she decided to order the luxury vagina steam bath kit.

      She stilled herself for a second, straining her ears in case someone was coming. She would never tell anyone she’d done this. Except her best friend, Diana (who was also a devotee of lifestyle and wellness guru Kira Popowich). Jess had already told her she bought the kit, and Diana was going to get one too if Jess got results. Diana, whose husband, Victor, was an anesthesiologist, wouldn’t worry about waiting for a sale. But other than Diana, she’d tell no one. Not even Rachael, who, while not her best friend, was a close second, not that Jess would ever number a human like that. Although, she supposed she just had. Rachael, a hugely successful career consultant for bored CEOs, CFOs, and other wealthy initials, would laugh her head off if she knew. She couldn’t stand Kira Popowich, or any of the other woo-woo happiness experts of the world. Rachael believed in two things: working hard and not taking any shit from anyone ever. Rachael was divorced. Jessica was married and didn’t know what she believed in anymore.

      She placed her hand over the bowl. Nope, still way too hot for her vajayjay. Guilt stabbed at her as she thought of how much this latest attempt at happiness was costing. The equivalent of half of an eight-hour shift at the pottery shop. Mike would be horrified if he knew she’d blown that kind of money. More than horrified. He’d be pissed. How could you possibly think soaking your … vagina (he’d whisper that word, even if the kids were out and it was just them and the dog) would have any effect on your mental health at all?

      She’d correct him, of course, and tell him she had steamed her vagina, not soaked it (as if that would make any difference whatsoever in the conversation’s outcome). She would still do it because small details were very important to Jess. Don’t do anything unless you’re going to do it well (which, in her mind, included speaking with accuracy).

      It would be a whole deal. He’d be ticked off for at least an entire day, and then would put it in the vault to bring out every once in a while for the rest of their lives when they were arguing about money. And for that reason, he could never know what she was doing in here. The insane part (if there was anything more insane than what she was about to do) was that she would agree with him about it being useless.

      But Kira was always going on about treating the most sacred parts of ourselves with the most sacred of rituals. Since we’re divine goddesses and all. Jess cringed at the thought of someone referring to her as a goddess. She and Mike used that term as a joke. But Kira used it in earnest, which was okay for a woman like her—beautiful, brilliant, wildly successful. Kira lived in a beach house in Malibu where she shot videos of herself living her best life to inspire women everywhere.

      Watching the videos had become somewhat of an obsession for Jess over the last few months. Kira was the type of woman with whom you knew you could be best friends. Or rather, you wished you could. Drinking mimosas on a rooftop patio on a Sunday afternoon. Laughing and sharing your darkest secrets. Jess would obviously bring Diana and Rachael along because that was the kind of friend she was—loyal to a fault. Well, maybe she’d just bring Diana. It might be too much to ask to invite two friends along. Plus, Rachael would definitely say something to Kira about how much she detested people in Kira’s profession, which would be awkward, to say the least. Hmm…she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

      In her fantasy, her friendship with Kira just made sense. After all, they were the same age. Well, roughly. Jessica was forty-six and Kira was forty-two, but they were both somewhere in the middle. Only Kira looked like she was twenty-something—impossibly tight, toned, and smooth, whereas Jess looked every minute her age—sagging jowls, crow’s feet, and those deep marionette lines that appeared out of nowhere one afternoon. She’d been considering telling people she was sixty-two, just to hear someone say how great she looked. Even if they’d be thinking ‘for your age,’ it would still feel nice to be noticed.

      No one noticed women like Jess. It was like she’d donned an invisibility cloak the moment she turned forty-five. Men didn’t smile at her in the grocery store anymore. Not even the old ones who used to find her so alluring on account of her Marilyn Monroe-esque figure. Mike still said she was beautiful from time to time. Actually, he told her she looked really nice today when she was dressed up for one reason or another. Something about the way he said it bothered her. It was as if adding the word today made it clear that most days she didn’t look nice at all. But she knew she shouldn’t frame it that way. She should look for the positive. After all, according to Kira, that was the secret to happiness. Being happy with what you have.

      Mind you, Kira Popowich was rich, famous, and sported a flat stomach and a perfectly round behind. Of course she was happy with what she had. But that didn’t mean that Jess shouldn’t appreciate the compliments from her husband of nineteen years. After all, it meant he still noticed her. Some of the time, anyway. But it wasn’t a lack of male attention that had had her feeling so blasé about life. She was far too old to care about something so fleeting and silly. This went much deeper.

      “This better damn well work,” Jessica muttered when the water finally cooled to a temperature that felt safe enough for her nether regions.

      She should just crouch over the bowl already and get the disappointment over with. Hmm…now that she really looked at it, she realized the bowl was quite nice, actually. Well worth the sixty-five dollars alone. She eyed it while the pungent aroma of the healing herbs wafted up into her nostrils. It would make an interesting salad bowl. Not for guests, obviously, in case they ever hosted someone who had seen the kit online. Even though she wasn’t actually going to touch her private parts to the bowl itself, she still would never serve food out of it to a guest. To her own family, maybe, and only after bleaching it, then rinsing it a dozen or so times. But not a guest.

      She could picture Mike’s boss’s wife, Maxine, saying that the salad bowl looked vaguely familiar and asking her where she got it. “Well, Maxine, it was originally a vagina steam bath bowl, but I’ve repurposed it. Reduce, reuse, recycle, right?”

      Okay, for real. Time to steam the bean. She set the bowl on the tile floor and squatted, feeling the not-so-subtle heat rising. Oh, this was weird. So very weird. She hoped the earthy scent of the herbal elixir wasn’t going to get soaked into her skin because she really didn’t want to walk around smelling like dirt and rotting cabbage for the next couple of days.

      Jess held her breath and waited for some magical transformation to begin à la Cinderella when her housemaid dress was transformed into a sparkly gown by her fairy godmother. She imagined herself being picked up off the floor and twirled around in a big circle, only to be set back down a completely new woman. A happy one.

      Her phone rang, startling her. Jessica shot up from her crouching position, feeling embarrassed even though whoever it was couldn’t see what she was doing. It was her mother, Hilary. Jessica’s first reaction was to start panicking. Her mom never called at this hour. She answered immediately. “Hello?”

      “Jess, I just got a strange text from Noah asking if I’ll lend him my credit card, but not to tell you and Mike. Is everything okay? Are you having money troubles?”

      Instant rage shot through her. Jess set her jaw, then said, “No, we are not. He wants to rent a hotel room on Halloween and throw a party. We said no, so clearly he’s moved on.”

      “Oh dear, where does he get such ideas?” she asked.

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      “It’s probably some new trend on the TikTok.”

      “Or it’s just something he and his idiot friends cooked up,” Jess answered, grabbing a towel to dry off a bit.

      “You never would have thought of something like that. You were always so good. Even as a teenager,” her mom said, which brought on a whole host of emotions. Guilt because Jess had never been that good. Merely skilled at hiding all the shit she was doing. She also got a twinge of hurt feelings because her mom was basically saying Jessica’s own kid was bad, and she didn’t want her to think that, even if it was true. Was it true? Was he actually a bad human being? Were they unwittingly raising a sociopath or someone with narcissistic personality disorder? The thought made her chest feel tight.

      “Well… what do I do?” her mom asked.

      “Say no.”

      “But he’s my grandson. I don’t want to have to say no to him,” Hilary said.

      “I’ll tell him no for you.”

      “No! Don’t do that. Then he’ll know I ratted him out.”

      “Ratted him out? What are you, a gangster now?”

      “I watched The Sopranos. I know what a rat is and I’m not going to become one. He’ll never tell me anything again.”

      In truth, Hilary had watched part of one episode, but was so horrified she’d shut it off.

      “I don’t know, Mom. What if you lie and tell him you don’t have a credit card?”

      “Hmph, that sounds fishy. Why do they need to have a Halloween party anyway? Isn’t it enough to go trick-or-treating? That was good enough for you and your brother.”

      “He’s fifteen so he’s too old to go trick-or-treating and he’s too young to go to the bar.”

      “Oh, I guess that makes sense,” she said. “Maybe I should let them have a party at my house? No drinking of course, but I can make some snacks and they can play some spooky games. Oh! I’ll peel a bowl of grapes and say they’re eyeballs.”

      Jessica’s heart broke a little at her mom’s desire to connect with a kid who was trying to use her. “As nice as that is of you, I don’t think he’ll go for it, Mom. He and his friends want to pretend they’re adults.”

      “I suppose so. Silly of me,” she said with a little laugh. “I always want him to be a little boy but he’s not anymore.”

      “No, he’s not.”

      “Shame that kids have to grow up. They’re so much easier when they’re little.”

      “Preach, sister.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I just meant I agree with you. Little kids, little problems,” Jess said, realizing she needed to get back to the steam bowl because already it was throwing off a lot less steam than a few minutes ago. Somehow she couldn’t bring herself to squat while she was talking to her mother though, because she knew her mom would somehow figure out she was up to something. She didn’t know how her mom would know—maybe it would be some slightly off quality in her voice while she strained to hold the squat, but her mom would just know.

      “Oh, I’ve got it! I’ll tell him that you texted me first and told me to say no. That way he doesn’t have to know we spoke.”

      Jess closed her eyes, dreading the fight that would be coming her way, but knowing that the moment she said, ‘Let’s have a baby,’ to Mike, she was signing up for this shit. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. Do that.”

      “Okay, that’s what I’ll do. Good,” she said, sounding much lighter than she did moments before. “How are you doing?”

      “About the same.”

      “You know, I’ve been thinking about it, and maybe it’s a hormonal issue.”

      Jess thought about it for a second before answering. “Maybe, yeah. I’m a little young to be going through menopause.”

      “True, but the years leading up to it can be a real bear. They don’t have to be though. Not with so many options out there now. Nancy’s daughter went to her doctor and she put her on some sort of gel that she uses every night. Apparently it’s made a huge difference. She’s got a lot more energy and she doesn’t want to murder anyone the week before her period anymore.”

      Chuckling, Jess said, “She doesn’t? That sounds like heaven. Maybe I’ll book an appointment with Dr. Kildorf and see what he says.”

      “Can’t hurt to check, right?”

      “True. Who knows? Maybe it’ll be the quick fix I’m praying for.”

      “Let’s hope so. Are you and Mike all right?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Good. The last thing you need is marriage trouble.” Her mom spoke from experience about the marriage trouble. Jessica’s father had gone through a pretty significant midlife crisis when Jess was twelve, including the sports car and trading her mom (and Jess) in for a thirty-year-old flight attendant. “Teenagers are hard enough.”

      “So true. If they came into the world at this age, humans would have died out thousands of years ago.”

      “I saw this terrible joke on the internet the other day and it made me think of you. It was a picture of a woman standing next to her teen daughter and it said, ‘Is one-hundred and eighty months too far past the deadline for a late-term abortion?’”

      Jess burst out laughing, then remembered she needed to be quiet because if someone realized she’d been in here this whole time, they’d start asking questions she didn’t want to answer. “That’s awful.”

      “I know,” her mom said in a conspiratorial tone. “So awful. We don’t mean it, of course, but it’s still funny.”

      A loud banging on the door startled Jess. She quickly wrapped the towel around her waist, even though the door was locked.

      “MOM! Winnie took the remote from me and changed the channel and I’m not done with my show!” Noah shouted.

      “It’s after his bedtime so I get the TV!” Winnie yelled.

      “I only have three minutes left in my show and you said it’s okay if it’s less than five minutes!” he yelled.

      Oh, for God’s sake, couldn’t a woman steam her vagina in peace anymore? Jess scrunched her eyes tight. “Where’s your father?”

      “I don’t know,” Winnie said. “What’s that terrible smell?”

      Crap. “I’m not feeling well. Please go find your dad.”

      “You’re always sick!” Winnie yelled before stomping off.

      Jess muttered, “Yeah, sick of your shit.”

      Her mom burst out laughing and Jess joined in, happy to have an ally.

      “Teenagers are hard, but the good thing is they won’t live with you forever.”

      “One can hope.”

      “I’ll let you go. Hang in there, sweetie.”

      “Thanks.”

      Jess hung up, then walked back over to the bowl, only to discover there was no steam left in her steam bath. She sighed and picked it up, then dumped its contents into the toilet and flushed, watching her latest effort at finding the old her get sucked down toward the sewer. She was sure there was some brilliant metaphor about life here, but she was too worn out to think of it. Besides, she needed to shower and dispose of any evidence of the kit. Except the bowl. She’d keep that.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Secret Journal Entry

        September 25th

        

        Today’s fantasy: A long-lost aunt I didn’t know about has died and left me millions. I’m on a plane to Barcelona. Alone. Somehow, I have the entire row of seats to myself, so I’m sitting with my back to the window and my legs stretched out in front of me, sipping coffee and flipping through the Lonely Planet’s Guide to Spain. I use pink Post-it arrows to mark off the places I’ll see when I’m there—the Parque del Retiro, the Plaza de España, that basilica that took over two-hundred years to finish.

        I’ve rented an oceanfront villa, where I will eat only tapas and drink wine while I stare out at the water. I’ll wander along the beach wearing a big, floppy hat. I’ll go window shopping without anyone hurrying me along or complaining about how bored they are. I’ll stop and listen to a guitar duo play an entire song without feeling even a bit self-conscious about all the eye-contact. I’ll sway my hips to the beat, twirl, and smile, and everywhere I go, people will say, “Who is that sophisticated, free-spirited woman?”

        I may never come back.
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        "You know you've reached middle age when you're cautioned to slow down by your doctor, instead of by the police."

      

      

      
        
        —Joan Rivers

      

      

      

      
        
        Email from: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

        To: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        Subject: Desperate Situation

      

        

      
        Hi Jess,

      

        

      
        I wanted to check in with you about the dog wash fundraiser for the grad class. I know you’re not too keen on the idea, but it’s going to be a HUGE money-maker for the kiddos. I need three parents to run it—one at the payment desk, one at the washing station, and one to oversee the blow-drying/brushing. So far, the only person to step up is Patricia.

        I really am running out of people to ask, and if I can’t get more help, we’ll have to cancel and come up with a whole new concept, which will require an emergency meeting. (And I don’t know about you, but I definitely don’t have time for that.)

      

        

      
        I was thinking about your concerns—that the kids won’t be able to safely manage strange dogs, and that there could be potential for injuries, and I’ve decided we should make it a small dog dog wash to mitigate the risks. The parent at the payment table can also assess the dog’s level of aggression and turn away the ones who seem like they might be biters.

      

        

      
        Given all that, can we count on you?

      

        

      
        Regards,

        Blaire

      

        

      
        Blaire Pritchard, MHRM, BBA, Director of Human Resources at Info-Tech Inc, PTA President, Proud Mom of Hannah and Will
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        * * *

      

      
        
        List of things to bring up with doctor:

        - scratchy throat/always feeling like I’m coming down with something

        - hormone replacement therapy

        - iron levels

        - thyroid

        - insomnia

        - weird mole on Mike’s shoulder

      

      

      God, it was freezing in here. Why the hell did they make you put the paper gown on, then leave you to sit so long? And how could she be freezing and sweaty at the same time? Jess didn’t have to check her underarms to know they didn’t exactly smell spring fresh. She could feel that she had the stress sweats.

      Her stomach growled loudly. She should have had breakfast. She knew the doctor would be running late. But no, she just had to tell herself she’d be in and out in under an hour, especially if she got there early. Which she didn’t. Stupid, Jess. So stupid.

      She’d been meaning to put a small container of almonds in her purse for just such an occasion, but she only thought of it when she was out and got hungry. When she was actually home and could do something about it, it never popped into her mind.

      There went her stomach again. Maybe if she had some water, it would quiet down. She got up and walked over to the sink, holding the gown shut behind her even though she was alone. Bending at the waist, she tipped her head to the side under the faucet and took a few long gulps of the cold water.

      There was a sharp knock at the door and she straightened up, quickly shutting off the tap. There was no way she could make it back to the chair. Dr. Kildorf would know she was illegally using his sink. “Come in,” she called cheerfully, as if this was her house and he was her neighbor she’d invited over for some coffee cake.

      The door swung open as she wiped the water off her chin and contorted her body so her butt wasn’t facing Dr. Kildorf. He stopped in his tracks and gave her a strange look.

      “I got thirsty,” she told him, trying to sidle back to the table.

      “Hmph.” Oh, so His Highness did disapprove?

      A young man followed him into the tiny room. He was so young, he looked like a child playing dress-up, with a lab coat and a stethoscope slung around his neck. Instead of a dress shirt and a tie, he was wearing a tight polo shirt that showed off his hours at the gym. Oh great. Just what she needed. A millennial to help with her perimenopausal problems. Or was he too young to be a millennial? Probably Gen Z, like her children. Even worse.

      “This is Dr. Foster,” Dr. Kildorf announced. “He’s doing his family medicine rotation here for the next few weeks. You don’t mind if he sits in with us, do you?”

      Yes, actually, I do. Get the eff out, Dr. Too-Much-Cologne. “Not at all.”

      Dr. Foster held out a hand. “Call me Braxton.”

      Oh, Jesus. They shook, then Jess climbed up onto the table and sat down where she should have been all along. Braxton walked directly over to the counter and squirted some hand-sanitizer into his palm. Twice. As if that wasn’t a little insulting.

      “So, Jessica, what’s brought you in today?”

      Mind blank. So blank. Why was she here again? Stress B.O.? Blank mind? “Let me grab my journal. I wrote it all down.”

      Dr. Kildorf said, “Uh-oh, that’s not a good sign.”

      He and Dr. Too-Young-To-Rent-a-Car shared a condescending chuckle while she scrambled off the table and dug around in her enormous purse.

      She found the list, then stood awkwardly in place. “Here. So, oh… well, Mike has a weird mole on the back of his shoulder. Can I show you a picture? He’s way too swamped at work to come in.”

      Also, he didn’t give a rat’s ass about it, even though it kept Jessica up at night.

      “Sure,” Dr. Kildorf answered.

      “Great,” she told him, crouching again so she could get her phone.

      When her sweaty thumbprint didn’t work to unlock it the first five tries, she had to punch in the code while the menfolk waited for the silly woman to make her phone work. She finally managed to open the picture she had taken late last night, only now that she looked at it, it didn’t seem quite as nefarious. She thrust it in her doctor’s face. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about, but I… tend to worry.”

      He squinted his eyes. “You’re right. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Okay, good,” she said, letting a wave of relief wash over her. One thing down, only ten thousand things to go.

      Dropping the phone in her bag, she perched herself back on the table, her thighs sticking to each other and the paper gown. “Anyway, I’m wondering if there’s something wrong with me. I’m tired all the time. Well, most of the time. Also, lately I always feel like I’m coming down with something. Like, not anything bad, but I’m just sort of achy and my throat feels a bit scratchy. Although that could be from yelling at the kids so much.” She let out an awkward chuckle while they stared at her, both deadpan. “Also, I can’t sleep. I mean, I fall asleep. I just can’t stay asleep, and I know I’m getting to that age when that can happen to women, but I really love to sleep.”

      Setting down his laptop, Dr. Kildorf took the two steps required to cross the room. He lifted his hands to her neck and felt her lymph nodes. “How long have you been feeling this way?”

      “I don’t know. A few months?”

      “Lymph nodes feel good. Let’s have a look at your throat.” He got a tongue depressor out of a glass jar and swiped the light thingy off the wall, and for a brief moment, she was filled with hope that he’d see something and be able to fix her right up. You have a simple case of thrush. I’ll send you home with an anti-fungal and you’ll be feeling like you did when you were twenty in about three days.

      “Open wide and say ahh.”

      Too far back! Too far back! “Blechhhh-ahhh-agh-gah.”

      “Oh wow. That’s quite the gag reflex you’ve got.” He and Dr. Probably-Still-Wore-Pull-ups-at-Night exchanged a glance, and she knew what they were thinking: her poor husband. For some reason, her cheeks burned even more. That’s right, assholes. I’m not a world champion blowjob giver. So what?

      “Throat looks great.”

      “Oh,” she said, disappointed. “Maybe it’s a hormonal thing then? I am getting closer to menopause.”

      “Do you still get your period regularly?” he asked.

      Do you really want me to answer that in front of Junior? “Yes, but something’s different. I used to feel great at the beginning of my cycle. I had lots of energy and… well I just felt terrific, actually, but I don’t anymore, so I was wondering if maybe my estrogen levels aren’t as high as they used to be.”

      He shook his head. “If you still have a regular cycle, you still make enough estrogen.”

      “But, maybe it’s not enough for me?” she asked.

      “Trust me, it’s enough,” he said. “And you don’t want to start mucking around with your hormones, especially not at your age. It’s best to wait until you’re having serious issues, like incontinence, for example. Now, that’s a problem that needs hormone therapy.”

      “Right, gotcha. Well, I don’t have that problem.” Except when she sneezed mid-stride or laughed too hard. “Maybe it’s my thyroid? Or could it be adrenal fatigue? I’ve read a few articles…”

      “Adrenal fatigue is something homeopaths made up to get desperate women through their door.”

      Oh, someone’s a little touchy about alternative medicine. “Well, to be honest, I feel kind of desperate lately.”

      Tears filled her eyes. No, no, no! Don’t you dare cry in front of them. She blinked repeatedly, but it was too late. It was happening. All the frustration came bubbling up through her tear ducts—the sleepless nights worrying about the kids and her mom and the planet and inflation, the exhaustion from all the arguing, the sense of wishing she knew what she was doing with her life, and the ever-increasing desire to just hop on a plane to Costa Rica. It all came pouring out at once. When she managed to speak, her voice came out so high-pitched, she could barely register it. “Or maybe it’s my iron?”

      Could a lack of iron cause uncontrollable crying?

      “Tell you what, I’ll order a few tests just in case. Check your iron, thyroid, that kind of thing. But I don’t think they’ll show anything,” he said, tapping away on his laptop. A second later, the printer started up. He handed her the lab request form. “I’d say it’s more likely that it’s just your life.”

      With a quick nod, Dr. Kildorf picked up his laptop and opened the door.

      Dr. Teenage Heart Throb hung back a bit. “My mom has been having a rough time lately too. I’ve been trying to convince her she needs more exercise. Trust me. It helps everything.” He clicked his teeth and sucked in some air. “It’s hard being a woman.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” she told him, even though in her mind she was slapping him upside his head.

      “Good luck,” he said, before closing the door behind him.

      She tugged off the paper gown and stuffed it in the trash can, then dug around in her neat pile of clothes for her carefully-hidden underwear. She dressed quickly, then collapsed onto the chair for a minute, wanting a glass of wine, a nap, and a shower all at the same time. It’s just your life. Who says stuff like that? What an asshole. It wasn’t ‘just her life.’ It couldn’t be, because if that were the case, how the hell would she go about fixing it?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Secret Journal Entry

        September 29th

        

        Today’s Fantasy: I take Baxter for a long walk to the park, only when we get there, there’s an arch leading to the path in the trees. I’ve never seen it before, but it looks very old and somehow magical. We walk through it and suddenly the park disappears and we’re standing in what looks like an old-timey town from the turn of the twentieth century. I look down at my clothes and see that I’m dressed like a hobo. I realize I’m holding one of those sticks with the blanket fastened to it. A bindle, I think, is the name for it. Only this bindle holds unlimited breadsticks from the Olive Garden, always fresh and hot whenever I open it.

        

        Baxter, who no longer needs a leash because he’s so obedient back in 1920, barks at a train approaching. “Should we hop on and go for a ride?” I ask him.

        

        He wags his tail, clearly loving the hobo life.

        

        We’ll sleep on a bed of hay while the train takes us wherever it’s going. Who cares that it’ll be horribly uncomfortable, not to mention completely unhygienic? I won’t have to do anything for anyone ever again. The freedom of it is delicious. As are the breadsticks.
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        "People waste their time pondering whether a glass is half empty or half full. Me, I just drink whatever's in the glass."

      

      

      
        
        ~ Sophia Petrillo, The Golden Girls

      

      

      

      
        
        Gratitude Journal Entry — Thursday, October 5th - 1 p.m.

        All Fired Up! Paint Your Own Pottery Shop

        

        Note: Missed two months of gratitude journalling due to severe PMS which caused a complete inability to find anything for which to be grateful. That led to me getting out of the habit, and replacing it with the secret fantasy journal, which I promise to abandon. At first, I thought it would be helpful—as if getting the ‘runaway’ fantasies on paper would help rid them from my mind, but it’s really only serving to solidify the idea that I want out. But really I don’t. I would never, ever leave my family. Ever. I’m not my father’s daughter. I just need to focus on all the amazing things in my life, and all will be well. Which I will start doing…now.

      

      

      Come on, Jess, think of three things you’re grateful for. Do it now, while you have a few minutes. She had rewatched one of Kira’s gratitude videos that morning, in which Kira had promised that the key to a happy life really was finding all the thousands of things to be grateful for each day. Jess simply had to train her brain to focus on the positive, then her life would actually get better because she’d attract people with a similar positive energy into it. Opportunities would pop up for her because her energy would shift to vibrating at a higher plane. Or something like that.

      
        
        I’m grateful that today’s clients have managed to go a full five minutes without needing to ask me for anything.

      

      

      Hmm…that sounded sarcastic instead of thankful, and it pretty much was. Talk about high maintenance. It was a group of six seniors who came in every week, October through December, to make gifts for their ungrateful grandkids (their words, not Jess’s, although if her grandma had given her pottery she painted when Jess was thirteen, she wouldn’t have exactly been thrilled either).

      “Jessica, dear, can you look at this?” Mavis (a.k.a. the one with the tight blue perm) asked. She was painting a saltshaker for her granddaughter, Stella. Last year, she gave her the pepper shaker. At the time, Mavis had been worried the shop would sell the matching one before she was ready for this year’s gift, so she bought both and asked Jess to store it for her. Jess had agreed to it even though she knew it would piss off her boss, Evelyn, to no end. And it had. Jess still heard about it every few weeks.

      She smiled, set down her pen, and walked over. “It’s really coming along nicely.”

      “Do you think this is the same pink I used last year? For the pig’s lips?”

      Oh for … how the hell was she supposed to remember? “Well, it’ll get a little darker when we fire it.”

      “I thought it would get lighter?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at Jess.

      Carol, the woman next to her, rolled her eyes. “No, darker, Mavis. Always darker.”

      Mavis looked up at Jess for confirmation of what she and Carol had already told her. “She’s right.”

      Glancing down at the small pig, she sighed. “If it’s going to get darker, she’ll look like a total tramp.”

      “Or… she’ll look like a really fun pig pepper shaker who’s ready to head out dancing with her friends,” Jess offered, not wanting to go in search of a less whorey paint color for a set of lips smaller than the white of her pinky fingernail.

      “No, I need to change it. Stella’s getting to that age where we have to be careful about the messages we send her.”

      Betty, the woman at the end of the table, and Jess exchanged a glance. Betty was Jess’s favorite. She had long, white hair that fell to her shoulders, and glasses with thick, perfectly round red frames that shocked people when they first saw her. Betty wasn’t a woman trying to hide. She wanted to be noticed, and she knew exactly how to make it happen. There was a connection between her and Jess that had been there since the feisty grans first walked into the shop three years ago. “I’ll go look for a less tawdry pink,” Jess said, patting Mavis on the shoulder.

      
        
        1:14 p.m.

        I’m grateful that’s over and I’m finally sitting down.

      

      

      Jess knew she should not have reorganized the linen closet this morning before her shift. Now, she was wiped and all she could think about was curling up on the couch with a good book. Okay, a movie. She was too tired to read today.

      “Jess! Can you help me for a second?”

      “Sure.”

      An hour later, the grannies went next door for some tea. Everyone except Betty, who was finishing up her plate. She had to ‘jet’ by four because she had a hot date. It was just the two of them in the shop, and Jess was grateful to have about a half hour of quiet. See? This gratitude thing wasn’t so hard. She had just come up with something off the cuff. She was well on her way to living her best life.

      “Gratitude journal?” Betty asked.

      Jess started, not expecting Betty to be so close. “Yes, something like that,” she answered, her cheeks flaming with embarrassment.

      “Hmph. I think those things are bullshit.”

      Jess let out a laugh, then recovered quickly. “Really?”

      Nodding, she said, “Yeah, your generation has this whole ‘be happy every minute of the day’ thing going on. It’s a huge mistake.”

      Jess closed the book. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because it’s not possible.” Betty picked up the book, examining the cover—a drawing of a mouse looking up at the sky. Underneath it, it read: Keep your eyes on the sun, and you won’t see the shadows. Betty snorted. “You also won’t see the cracks in the sidewalk and you’ll trip.” She shook her head and set the book back down on the counter. “You’re setting yourself up for failure, which will only make you feel like a bigger loser.”

      Feeling more than a little defensive, Jess said, “I don’t know. I think it’s good to train our minds to look for the positives.”

      The older woman shrugged. “But what if there isn’t anything positive?”

      “There’s always something good, even when things feel hopeless or awful or mundane.” Wasn’t there? That had to be true, because if it wasn’t, Jess wouldn’t know what to do.

      “No there isn’t.” Betty said it as though it was a fact. “Sometimes life just plain sucks and there’s nothing you can do other than ride it out.”

      “But there’s no harm in looking for the silver lining, is there?”

      “Sure there is. You’re putting too much pressure on yourself to feel great all the time. It’s not realistic,” she said, pulling off her glasses and wiping them on the bottom corner of her jean shirt. “At least that’s how it was for me when I tried all that crap. I’d wind up feeling worse instead of better. Like as if there was something wrong with me. Really, I had just lost my husband and my son had moved to London. I was supposed to feel lost and empty and sad.” Sliding her glasses back into place, she looked down at Jess with a piercing stare. “What’s wrong with you anyway?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The book. What’s so wrong that you need to look for reasons to smile.”

      “Nothing. Everything’s fine,” Jess told her. “Good, really. Well, not every moment is a party. My kids fight a lot. They’re fifteen and seventeen. But we have enough money, there’s always food in the fridge, and we have our health, so…”

      “So that ought to be enough?” Betty asked with a wry smile that made Jess’s face heat up again.

      “Apparently. First world problems and all that.”

      Tsking, Betty shook her head. “It’s okay to not be okay, you know.”

      Her words hit Jess like a slap of cool water on a hot day. A lump formed in her throat. “Is it?” she asked, afraid of the answer.

      “Yup. Sure is. In fact, it’s normal. Everyone feels like a crapbag some of the time. And that’s a fact. Anyone who tells you different is either lying or selling expensive vitamins.”

      Jess chuckled. “That’s probably good advice. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Betty stared at her for a second, then added, “You’re going through that midlife thing. It’s hard.”

      “Midlife? I’m not that old.”

      Betty patted her hand. “You’re not that young either. That’s why it’s called midlife. You’re what? Forty-eight?”

      Jessica’s mouth flattened into a line. “Forty-six.”

      Shrugging, Betty said, “Pretty much the same thing. I’m not sure if anyone has told you this or not, but this is the age when a lot of people start to wonder what the hell they’ve been doing with their lives, and if they don’t like the answer, their life starts to feel like undies that are two sizes too small.”

      Offering a conciliatory nod, Jess said, “Yeah, I guess there’s a bit of that happening.”

      “Of course there is. A smart woman like you working at a place like this. Wasting your mind on raising kids and cleaning your house.”

      Jessica’s head snapped back. “Wow, that was rude. Reducing my entire life to the word ‘waste.’”

      “It’s only rude because it’s true, and the truth hurts.”

      “I’ll never regret having dedicated my life to my kids so they could get the best start possible.”

      “Meh, kids don’t need their moms nearly as much as moms like to think,” Betty said. “We tell ourselves they can’t do anything without us so we feel important, when really, they’d be better off having to figure things out for themselves.”

      Jess opened her mouth, then closed it, not having the first clue what she was going to say.

      Betty leaned in, her blue eyes huge behind her thick lenses. “What did you want to do with your life? Before you got distracted by having a family?”

      Jess shrugged. “I thought I wanted to be a lawyer, but I’m glad I didn’t do it. The way the world is now, I think I would have hated it.”

      “That’s just more bullshit.”

      “Is not,” Jess said, even though it was.

      Betty arched one eyebrow at her and waited.

      After a few seconds, Jessica sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe I would have enjoyed being a lawyer, but I didn’t do it, so there’s no sense in wishing I had.”

      “What? Do you have one foot in the grave already?”

      “According to you, I do,” Jessica quipped. “But in all seriousness, I’m not about to go back to school at this age.”

      “Why the hell not? You clearly don’t have anything more important to do.”

      “Because I’m too old. It would be too hard to keep up. And I have a family that needs me, even if you don’t think they do.” Jessica walked over to the nearest table and started straightening the chairs. “I traded that dream for a different one, and that’s that. There’s no going back.”

      “What do you think? You only get one dream per life and that’s it?” Betty raised her voice. “That’s crazy talk. You get to have lots of dreams. Sometimes more than one at once.”

      “What woman has time for more than one dream at a time?” Jessica scoffed.

      “The fun ones. The ones who know how to grab life by the balls and hold on. The ones who get how short the ride is and are determined to enjoy every last second.” Betty pointed a crooked finger at Jess. “The smart ones. You want to be a lawyer, be a lawyer. Or take up scuba diving or… or talk your husband into becoming swingers. I don’t know. But do something because just sitting around writing in a journal isn’t the answer. You have to get out there and really live, Jessica. Before it’s too late.”

      Her words felt like they were being baked into Jessica’s soul like that chaste pink paint that would be baked onto the pig’s lips. They were there forever. “Okay, thanks. I’ll think about it.”

      “No, stop thinking. Go have a big, juicy life.” Betty walked over to her table and picked up her coat and purse. “I have to go. I have a big date.”

      Jess managed a smile, even though it was the last thing she wanted to do. “See you next week.”

      “I hope not.”

      The rest of the afternoon, Jess fumed over the conversation. It came back to her in bits and pieces, each remembered phrase irritating her even more than the last. The smart ones do.  As if Jess wasn’t smart. She was plenty smart, thank you very much. She’d scored a 169 on her LSAT, and you certainly couldn’t do that if you were stupid. Although, to be fair, Betty had also said she was intelligent when she suggested Jess had been wasting her mind, which was both flattering and insulting at the same time. The fun ones. Jess knew how to have fun. Although it had been quite a while since she’d actually thought of anything fun to do. Other than watching TV shows that made her laugh. But still, Betty didn’t know that about her, so how dare she suggest Jess wasn’t fun?

      Later, as she drove home, she muttered to herself, “Nobody has time to live simultaneous dream lives. Nobody. You pick a path and focus on it. And you do your best. And you find a way to be happy about it. Period.”

      Jess had picked her path close to eighteen years ago, and she wasn’t about to abandon that now. That would mean abandoning her children. They still needed her, possibly more now that they were facing more complicated life issues than they had when they were eight and ten. She wasn’t about to run off and have some big, juicy life just because some old lady at the shop told her to. No way. She knew what it was like to be abandoned by a parent, and there was no way in hell she’d ever do that to her kids. No matter how miserable she was.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Secret Journal Entry

        October 6th

        

        Okay, I know I should stop, but this one was too good not to write down. I’m living in a luxury cabin in the Amazonian rain forest. It’s a delightfully warm day, and the humidity is giving my hair the most beautiful bouncy curls. My only companions are spider monkeys. They’re such little rascals, trying to get away with all sorts of mischief, but, at the same time, they have the utmost respect for me. They keep me laughing while I lounge on an inflatable bed that floats on the pool. I am never going back. Ever.
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        * * *

      

      Snapchat Messages Between Noah and Liam (Please Note: read fast before they disappear)

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: Brah, struck out with getting my uncle to book the room.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Shit. He was our last hope.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Help me Obi-Wan.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Ha! Obi-Wan’s not coming to our rescue. Maybe we pivot and go with a Halloween party in the forest behind the school?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Meh. It’ll be cold and rainy. No way the girls will want to dress slutty and be out in the rain.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Facts. This blows. It’s going to be the worst Halloween ever.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Totally. Maybe we toilet paper some houses or steal candy from some middle-school losers.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Nah, too much heat. Let’s just play C.O.D. and forget it’s Halloween.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Maybe. But we’re still throwing an epic party before the year is out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Totes, brah.
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        “At every party there are two kinds of people – those who want to go home and those who don’t. The trouble is, they are usually married to each other.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Ann Landers

      

      

      

      
        
        Email from: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

        To: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        Subject: Looping Back Regarding Desperate Situation

      

        

      
        Hi Jess,

      

        

      
        I haven’t heard back from you about the dog wash. I’ve struck out with the rest of the committee. It seems everyone is planning to be out of town that weekend. I’m afraid we really are going to have to beg you to step up. I promise it really won’t be that bad. The folks at PetLove have all the equipment/products we need, so it’s just a matter of rounding up a few old towels and showing up.

      

        

      
        I’ll put you down for a yes, okay? I know you won’t want to let the kids down, and you really are one of the few moms who have so much time on your hands.

      

        

      
        Thanks in advance,

        Blaire

      

        

      
        Blaire Pritchard, MHRM, BBA, Director of Human Resources at Info-Tech Inc, PTA President, Proud Mom of Hannah and Will

      

      

      —

      
        
        Email from: Jessica Halloway

        To: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

      

        

      
        Subject: Looping Back Regarding Desperate Situation

      

        

      
        Hi Blaire,

      

        

      
        Yes, I’ll be there. I’d like to handle the payments desk if at all possible.

      

        

      
        Jess

      

      

      Jessica lay in bed watching a Kira Popowich video while Mike showered. It had been a generally rotten day, starting with a call from the doctor’s office that she was completely healthy. Apparently all her numbers were within ‘normal range,’ which meant Dr. Kildorf’s crappy theory about her misery being just a result of ‘her life’ was backed by science. Jess had pressed the issue, asking him if they should really just be striving for normal when they could be striving for optimal, but he wasn’t about to entertain that idea. He told her he was in the business of helping sick people and couldn’t find a medical cure for something without a medical cause.

      Then she got a text from Winnie that she’d forgotten to bring her gym shoes and would get detention if Jess couldn’t bring them in right away, since it was the third time this year. After Jess got home from the school, she got a text from Rachael that she couldn’t make it to their girls’ night out tonight, and could they make it brunch on Sunday instead. Jessica wrote back, “Of course,” with a little smiley face emoji, even though she really needed an evening away from her family that night.

      The evening had brought with it a big blowout between herself, Mike, and Noah, which had gone on until nearly eleven-thirty, and ended with Noah going off to bed, trying to hide his tears. His English teacher had sent an email informing them that Noah had clearly used AI to write his essay on Lord of the Flies. Using true teenage logic, Noah decided not to apologize. Instead, he shrugged and told them he was working smarter, not harder.

      This had led to a lecture (given by Jess) about responsibility, during which she’d listed as many of his age-related shortcomings as her brain could muster up in the moment: from his messy room to how he left his backpack in the middle of the hall for everyone to trip over to him ‘forgetting’ when it was his turn to take Baxter out after school every damn day. Mike had chimed in with the fact that he had a job by the time he was Noah’s age, and he played football as well. He had been doing something with his life, not just sitting around playing video games and being too lazy to do his own homework. It ended with Noah screaming that he couldn’t wait to be out of their house, and Mike yelling back that it couldn’t happen soon enough. Noah’s head snapped back, angry tears filled his eyes, and he had stalked to his bedroom, just barely managing not to slam the door. Winnie, whose room was next to Noah’s, opened her door, her sage green satin eye mask resting on her forehead. “Could you guys seriously keep it down? I have one of the most important tests of my entire life tomorrow morning and I need to sleep!”

      “Yep, we’re done,” Jessica told her.

      “Honestly, you have no idea what it’s like to be under this kind of pressure. Do you know how hard it is to get into Stanford?”

      “Yes, you’ve told us,” Jess answered. “And may I remind you there are other schools.”

      “Oh my God, you’re not seriously going to try to talk me out of Stanford right now, are you? When all I need is some quiet so I can get some sleep!”

      “No, we’re not,” Mike told her calmly. “All is quiet on the western front. You can get all the sleep you need.”

      Winnie scowled at him. “This isn’t a joke, Dad. My future’s at stake.”

      Sighing, Mike said, “Winnie, this may surprise you, but your mom and I went to high school too.”

      “It was different back then. It didn’t matter what kind of grades you got. You were going to be able to find a job that paid enough so you could buy a house.” Winnie’s angelic face twisted up and turned red with anger, and to Jess, she looked like she was her four-year-old self again, even though she was technically all grown up. That expression on her face was the exact same one she had always gotten when she couldn’t admit how scared she was.

      Jess was torn between wanting to point out that when she graduated from college, there was a recession happening, and wanting to drop a kiss on her daughter’s forehead and tell her everything would be all right. But that wasn’t a promise she could keep. Besides, she knew that wasn’t what Winnie wanted, so she just gestured with her palms out for her daughter to calm down. “We’re all going to bed. Things’ll feel better in the morning.”

      “No, they won’t,” Winnie told her. “Noah will still be an idiot in the morning, and my generation will still be totally fucked.”

      “Language, Winnie,” Mike said at the same time that Jess told her, “You’ll be fine. You’re smart and you know how to work hard.”

      “That may be, Mom, but it probably won’t make any difference. Not with the way things are going.”

      “Giving up certainly won’t help anything,” Mike said.

      “I’m not giving up. I’m working my ass off every day,” Winnie spat out. “But I have to be realistic. That’s going to be just enough to survive. Not enough to get ahead like you guys could.”

      What could they say to that? She wasn’t wrong. Jess sighed. “Let’s all get some sleep.”

      But Jessica couldn’t sleep. She was beyond exhausted and knew that she should shut off her phone and close her eyes, but she also knew if she tried now, she’d only end up replaying the awful evening they’d had, wishing she could start the day over again and redo all the things that had led to the massive blowout. Actually, now that she thought about it, she’d probably have to go back to the beginning of parenting her children and start there.

      But it wasn’t just the bad day that had her feeling so tense. If she were really honest with herself, she’d admit that her conversation with Betty was equally responsible. Why couldn’t she just get it out of her mind? Betty was just some stranger who needed to learn to mind her own business. She should just shake it off already. She was in no position to go out and get herself a big, juicy life. Not with her million obligations, two children intent on kicking up a fuss every damn day, and a husband who needed her to keep it all together.

      Her life was just one big obligation. Take the grad parents fundraising team (which she had signed up for) for instance. For some stupid reason, she’d agreed to help out with the upcoming dog wash fundraiser for Winnie’s class. Blech, an entire day smelling wet dog. Why did the parents’ group decide on a dog wash? That was quite possibly the worst way to raise money she could think of. But instead of saying that out loud during the meeting, she had smiled and nodded like a half-wit. She wouldn’t sign up for the grad fundraising team when it was Noah’s turn. No way. Being bossed around by the likes of Blaire Pritchard, who was always saying how amazing it would be to have ‘so much free time on her hands’ like Jess did. Blaire was an accounts manager for an IT support company (big freaking deal). She worked full-time and could just ‘barely manage’ to be the president of the PTA (i.e., show up once a month to boss everyone around, then disappear back to her real life and pat herself on the back for being such an important member of the community).

      Oh, the thought of running away was tempting tonight. So very tempting. She’d never do it of course. But there were moments when she dearly wanted to be free of any and all obligations.

      But since she hadn’t said no to the dog wash and she couldn’t go back in time and fix every parenting error she’d ever made, she stared at the small screen while a sun-kissed Kira walked along the beach in a flowy boho skirt and a fitted tank top that showed off her sculpted arms. She smiled at the camera as she told her viewers how her life had really changed when she learned to let go of any resentment. “Like, all of it. I no longer take anything personally, which means I accept that what other people do is about them, not me. I also have firm boundaries in place with everyone in my life. I parted ways with those who didn’t want to accept those boundaries, which was difficult, but vital. You can’t be a whole person when you don’t have firm boundaries, ladies. This is key. If you’re going to be happy, you need to take the three magic steps to setting boundaries.” Kira started counting on her fingers. “A) know what you want out of life, b) communicate your needs to others, and c) stay firm.

      “If you do this, you’ll never feel resentful in the first place. Because people aren’t walking all over you. They respect you. And once you have that respect…” She held up one hand and made a chef’s kiss gesture. “Perfection. I’m going to post videos on each of the three magic steps to setting boundaries, so make sure you hit the subscribe button because you won’t want to miss—”

      Jess shut off the video and imagined a life where she would walk on a SoCal beach with the breeze causing her hair to move like a model’s in a photo shoot. Whenever someone had snapped a picture of Jessica in the wind, her hair was always plastered to the side of her head like it had been glued in place by a toddler. No, that part of Kira’s life wasn’t for her, but maybe the part about the boundaries. Gratitude and good boundaries. Maybe that was the secret to the good life. Rachael was wrong about Kira. Kira got it. She knew what it was like to be Jess (even though she was single and didn’t have children).

      Forget Betty. Jess would listen to Kira. The world had changed in the thirty years since Betty was where Jess was. Women had changed too. She’d watch the magic steps videos and her life would transform into what she knew it could be.

      Step one: know what you want in the first place. She was stuck right there because so many of the things she wanted were in conflict with each other. Being a nurturing, wonderful mom didn’t necessarily fit well with being a free-spirited fun-seeker. One of the things that all the parenting magazines had hammered into her head when she was a new mother was the importance of routine, consistency, and your child knowing you were always one-hundred percent there for her. One couldn’t provide that kind of all-encompassing structure children (even teenagers) craved while also taking spontaneous trips to Paris on the weekend.

      Mike came out of the bathroom and glanced over at her, his face lit up by his phone. “You’re still up? I figured you’d be out already.”

      He sounded hopeful, and Jess knew what he was hoping for. But the last thing she felt like doing was having sex. “I’m too upset to sleep.”

      The bed dipped as he got in. He rolled onto his side, facing her. “It was a rough evening, but we can still end it on a good note,” he told her, nuzzling her neck.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just too tense tonight,” she said, dropping a chaste kiss on his cheek.

      Mike let out a sigh and rolled onto his back. “Okay, good night then.”

      He was disappointed. She knew it. If she asked, he’d say he wasn’t, but that being rejected wasn’t super high on his list of favorite experiences. So, she wasn’t going to ask. They lay in a tense silence for a minute before he picked up his phone and started scrolling. Jess felt equally irritated and guilty. How could he possibly want to have sex after the evening they’d just had? But also, why didn’t she ever want to have sex anymore? He never complained, but she knew it must be hard on him.

      “Mike? I feel like something is wrong with me.”

      It took him a few seconds to answer, but when he finally did, he sounded scared. “What do you mean? Like health-wise?”

      “Yeah, sort of. Not like some symptoms of anything scary like I found a lump or something,” she said to let him off the hook. “But… I don’t know… I just don’t feel like myself. I know it’s got to be hard on you. I’m never in the mood. I just want you to know it’s not because of you. You’re still very attractive. It’s just … me.”

      “Well, that’s nice to hear. I’ve been wondering if maybe I should start hitting the gym.” He was joking, but he also wasn’t joking. Mike wasn’t exactly the sinewy rower Jess had fallen in love with. He had a little more meat on his bones these days, but somehow it suited him, as did the flecks of gray hair and the crow’s feet. Men could get away with that stuff. The bastards.

      “No need to hit the gym,” Jess told him. “You’re perfect the way you are. There’s just something off with me.”

      “Nobody raising teenagers is happy,” he said. “They’re terrible human beings.”

      She chuckled, even though deep down she knew that wasn’t it. “Good point.”

      “The trick is to keep telling yourself they will grow up and move out,” he said. “And as to the sex thing, don’t worry about it. I think it’s natural for that to slow down as people get older. Would I like to have more sex? Yes, but only if you’re completely into it. I don’t want you doing it out of some weird sense of obligation. I would hate that.”

      And there it was. It was all so simple for him. He didn’t overthink things. He accepted the way things were and made the best of it. Jess sometimes felt a searing sense of jealousy about his ability to do that. But tonight, she loved that about her husband. It was comforting to know that maybe it could be simple. “So, I’m not beholden to my wifely duties as far as you’re concerned?” Jess asked with a laugh.

      “Not at all,” he said, giving her a kiss on the lips. “Just know I’m here whenever you feel like it.”

      Jess kissed him back, letting her lips linger a little longer this time.

      “And I mean whenever.”

      Suddenly, Jess craved that connection with him. She wanted the release of it. And so she took him up on his offer, and when it was over, she was calm and relaxed and happy she had done it, even if it was now well after midnight and she’d be a little extra tired tomorrow.

      They would be okay. The official ‘they,’ as a couple. They’d get through the next few years, then before she knew it, they’d retire and start puttering around the yard together, do some traveling, and pick up some new hobbies. But somehow, the thought of all of that filled her with dread instead of contentment. And the dread terrified her. Because deep down, she knew she was going to do something to screw up their perfectly average, good life. And that was the last thing she wanted to do…
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        Secret Journal Entry

        October 7th

        

        I’m on safari in Zimbabwe, wearing a pith helmet, but one of the glamorous ones with the netting over your face and neck, like in a 1950s movie. I’m in the back of a self-driving Jeep, my camera poised for the perfect shot. I’m an award-winning wildlife photographer, who never settled down and never will. The Jeep slows near a small herd of elephants that are playing and drinking in a crystal-clear blue lake. The elephants know and love me. I get out of the Jeep and wave hello while the matriarch lumbers over. She hugs me with her trunk, then lifts me onto her back so I can join in the fun. These pictures will earn me enough to keep my private wildlife refuge going for another few years.

        We frolic together until the sun starts to go down, then she carries me back to the jeep. I sit back and relax while I’m taken home to my luxurious lodge where I’ll shower outside, then eat the supper that will be waiting for me. Freedom. Sweet, sweet freedom.
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        "Well, you know what they say: If you don't have anything nice to say about anybody, come sit by me."

      

      

      
        
        ~ Clairee Belcher, Steel Magnolias

      

      

      

      Jessica circled the parking lot for the third time, growing increasingly annoyed. Why had she stopped to put the whites in the dryer? Why? She knew well enough that if she got to the restaurant after eleven, she would never find a spot, and yet, she decided to sneak it in, as if time would magically reverse during the drive. Truth be told, she was still a simmering rage ball due to her conversation, or as she thought of it, her lecture by Betty. No matter how hard she tried to shut out her words. Get out there and live. Before it’s too late.

      Well, here she was living, and so far, she wasn’t having fun. She drove past Diana’s Mercedes again, and Rachael’s Tesla. Her two smart friends must have given themselves plenty of time to get here. They were probably seated at a table by now, sipping mimosas while Jessica signaled to exit the lot. She was going to have to park down the street at Trader Joe’s and hope no one noticed her walking away from the store. She’d be missing all the good gossip because the best stuff comes out right at the beginning. The ‘I’ve been bursting to tell you for weeks’ stuff. Sure, her friends would bring her up to speed, but it never had the same energy or detail the second time around.

      She parked in the corner farthest from the store and closest to the restaurant, then hightailed it down the sidewalk, realizing she’d overdressed today. The sun was out and the air was warm, as if it were the end of July, not the beginning of October. By the time the doors slid open to let her into Ambrosia’s, her skin was damp with sweat. Ambrosia’s was the place for brunch in Union Hill. Jessica had always thought it was a restaurant that took itself too seriously, as if it thought it was in mid-town Manhattan and would be filled with celebs and influencers instead of seniors and stay-at-home moms needing a fuckinbreak. Oh brother, here she was in a bad mood now when she was supposed to be having fun. Jessica gave herself a quick talking-to in her mind. Buck up. You’ve been looking forward to this for weeks. Enjoy every second of it, even if you are getting recycled gossip.

      A beautiful young hostess in heels and a tiny, tight black mini-dress smiled at her. “Welcome to Ambrosia’s. I’m afraid it’s at least an hour wait for a table.”

      Jessica gave her a nod, feeling the eyes of every person in the crowded foyer on her. They were probably all laying bets on whether she’d turn around and leave or stick it out with them. Neither. “I think my friends are here already.”

      The hostess smiled. “Would you like to look around?”

      “Yes,” Jess told her, craning her neck. She spotted the back of Rachael’s head, her long red hair making her stand out against the brunettes, blondes, and grays of the world. Dammit, Diana’s mouth was hanging open in shock. She had missed something big.

      She weaved her way through the tables until she finally reached her friends. “Hello, ladies,” Jess said, peeling her wool coat off and hanging it on the hook on the side of the booth. “Sorry I’m late. I had to park at Trader Joe’s.”

      Rachael stood up to give her a hug. Rachael was a hugger. She also smelled like cookie dough, and Jess had occasionally wondered if that scent was why Rachael’s husband, Ted, had left her last year. Cookie dough was one of those things that could only be handled in small doses. Too much and you start to feel nauseated. She had pictured Rachael giving him a hug when he got home from work, and him deciding that that was it. He just couldn’t stand the smell for another second.

      That’s not what had happened, of course. He had ‘accidentally’ fallen for his massage therapist and left Rachael when he found out he’d gotten her pregnant. But Jess would always wonder if the cookie dough had perhaps led to the affair in the first place. Not that it was Rachael’s fault in any way, shape, or form.

      “How are you?” Jess asked in the sympathetic (but also bordering on condescending) way she had done since Ted left. It was one of the things Jess hated about herself the most—her propensity for being condescending, even though she never meant to be.

      “Never better,” Rachael answered, letting her go and sliding into the booth.

      Diana scooted over for Jess to sit next to her. As best friends, it was understood that they’d sit beside each other and focus on Rach, already knowing every detail of what was happening in each other’s lives. Besides, since the divorce, Rachael’s life was infinitely more interesting than their own. Swiping right and left, hooking up with men when her ex had the kids, and navigating the choppy waters of co-parenting three children with a juvenile step-mom thrown into the mix.

      Diana glanced at Jess and tucked a lock of her straight black hair behind her ear. “You won’t believe what Rach was just telling me.”

      “What?” Jess asked, grinning even though inside she was still kicking herself for not being early for once.

      Rachael, an expert in the art of the dramatic pause, had a sip of her bellini before answering. Ooh, a bellini! That appealed to Jess. Screw the headache she’d have in a few hours. She was ordering that.

      “Ted proposed to Yoga Pants,” Rachael told her.

      Jessica’s mouth dropped. “But your divorce isn’t even final.”

      “I know. Gross, right?” Rachael answered.

      “I’d hate it if a married man proposed to me,” Jessica said.

      “But you’d also never let yourself get knocked up by one,” Rachael said.

      “Good point.”

      “And get this,” Diana said, grabbing Jessica’s forearm. “She said no.”

      Jessica gasped. “She said no?!”

      Rachael nodded triumphantly. “Yup. Kylie told me when the kids got home last Sunday night. Ted’s devastated. Apparently, he had this whole big romantic weekend planned for them. They left the baby with her mom—”

      “Her mom who must be, what? Ten years older than us?” Jess shook her head in disgust.

      “Four.”

      “What?!”

      “She just turned fifty. I know because Ted and Yoga Pants had a big party for her at their place.”

      “But Ted hates parties.”

      “That was old Ted. Ted 2.0 is a social butterfly.”

      “Oh my God, what a total douche canoe,” Jess said.

      The server arrived at the table, dressed in heels that gave Jessica’s feet sympathy pains. She introduced herself as Destiny, and Jess could tell by the look in her eyes when she asked if she could get her a drink that Destiny was one-hundred-percent sure Jess was both high-maintenance and a bad-tipper. (Neither of which was true, although Jess found it scandalous that the new ‘average’ tip was twenty percent. She paid it, but she hated like hell to do it.)

      Jess offered her a smile that said, ‘Don’t worry about me. I’m one of the good ones,’ before ordering a bellini.

      Destiny tapped at the iPad she was holding with her long acrylic nails, presumably to put in Jessica’s drink order while the three women waited for her to leave so they could get back to the urgent matter at hand. They exchanged a look that said what they’d often complained about—how freaking long it took now to place an order. What happened to the skill of memorizing an order that saved so much time? If they’d wanted to watch a young person look at a screen, they would just stay home and stare at their own children.

      Destiny finally looked up. “And are you ladies ready to order yet?”

      “Sorry, we’ve been so busy getting caught up, we haven’t even opened the menus,” Diana told her.

      Destiny’s expression soured immediately. “Okay, well, I’ll be back in a minute with your mimosa.”

      “Bellini,” Jess said.

      “Right, that’s what I meant.” Destiny sounded irritated at being corrected.

      “Just making sure.”

      “No need. I’ve got it,” Destiny told her, and Jessica could practically hear her thinking Karen. “I’ll be back in a few minutes to take your order.”

      As soon as she strode off, Rach leaned in and muttered, “And you bitches better be ready.”

      Jessica laughed so hard, she snorted, then glanced around, hoping Destiny wasn’t anywhere nearby and wouldn’t know they were laughing at her. Not that she particularly cared about the surly server’s feelings, but she certainly cared about not having someone spit in her food.

      Diana waved both hands in the air as if drying wet nails. “Okay, but back to Ted.”

      “Right, back to poor, pathetic, middle-aged Ted, who has just been turned down by his new baby mama,” Jessica said. “Where’d he take her?”

      Rachael’s face colored and she gazed at the white tablecloth. “Leavenworth.”

      “That son of a bitch,” Diana said at the same time that Jess muttered, “Asshole.”

      Leavenworth had been Rachael and Ted’s special place—a Bavarian-style village in the Cascade Mountains. They honeymooned there and went back almost every year for their anniversary. Jess and Mike had been there once, after years of Rachael cajoling her about going. “It’s the most incredible place in the US. You’ll feel like you’ve been to Germany, but it’s even better because everyone speaks English and you won’t have jet lag.”

      Neither Mike nor Jess had thought it to be ‘the most incredible place in the US.’ Although undeniably charming, they both found it a little odd. “Why pretend to be in Europe when you’re already in the greatest country on earth?” Mike had said when they were lying in bed their first night there.

      Jess had snuggled into his arms even closer and agreed. “Who even said, ‘I know, let’s make the entire town look and feel like a town in the German Alps?’”

      “I’m guessing someone from Germany who regretted moving to Washington in the first place.”

      Jess had laughed, and the laugh turned into a kiss, and that had turned into a proper weekend away from their children. But on the drive home, they agreed that Leavenworth was like Vegas for them—a one and done thing. Not for them. Besides, why go back to the same place all the time when there was a whole big world to explore? Not that they did a whole lot of exploring any more.

      Rachael emptied her drink, then tipped the glass from side to side. “Yeah, I’m not going to lie—that one stung a little.”

      “He’s nothing if not tacky.”

      “So tacky,” Diana agreed.

      “Not to mention lacking any creativity or effort whatsoever,” Jess added. “I mean, seriously, he couldn’t Google romantic getaways and come up with something new?”

      Diana gasped, as though she’d just had a brilliant revelation. “Do you think that him taking her there was the reason she said no? Like maybe she had the same thought as Jess?”

      “Oh, you mean, if this is his best effort, what’s it going to be like twenty years from now when he’s closing in on seventy and has even less energy?” Rachael asked. “Could be.”

      “So, did they break up?” Jess asked.

      “That’s the weird part. No,” Rachael answered. “According to the kids, they’re not breaking up. They’re just not getting married.”

      “Well, she can’t fully break it off with him yet, now can she?” Diana said. “She’d have to go back to work and find a place to live.”

      “And on a massage therapist’s salary, it certainly won’t be a McMansion,” Jess added.

      “Exactly. But I’m actually wondering if she’s realized by now that her sugar daddy doesn’t have as much cash as she thought,” Rachael said.

      Ted was a dentist, which Rachael said only sounded good in theory. Once you paid your staff, the lease on your office, and the bazillion dollars for all the equipment, there wasn’t a hell of a lot left over. Jess had always found that hard to believe, especially since, from the outside, it seemed as though they were wealthy. Rachael had been an HR director at Microsoft, then started her own business as a career consultant. Her clients were all big wigs—powerful professionals who wanted to change careers. She was in high-demand and did well, but it wasn’t ‘dentist money,’ according to Ted, who told Mike the one time they’d gotten together with their spouses. They’d paid off their sprawling lakefront house after only three years (Jess knew because Ted and Rach had gone to Leavenworth to celebrate), then proceeded to gut and renovate the entire thing. They also swapped out their luxury vehicles every year for something better. But as Mike had said, the bank will give a dentist a lot of money to play with. It doesn’t mean they actually have money. Jess had agreed with him, but secretly wondered if maybe he was just saying that to make himself feel better.

      “When you factor in the child support payments and the fact that his mortgage on that gawdy house must be a whopper, there can’t be a lot of sugar left over,” Rachael added.

      “He’s more like a sucralose daddy,” Jess said, drawing a laugh from her friends. She smiled, satisfied at having come up with what would likely be a new nickname for Ted, then added, “Sweet at first, but then you get the aftertaste.”

      Rachael wrinkled up her nose. “And what an aftertaste.”

      Destiny returned with Jessica’s bellini, which, after thanking her, she immediately examined for signs of spittle. With her tablet poised, Destiny asked them what they’d like to order—not if they were ready to order, what they’d like to order. This caused them all to wince, and Diana admitted they still hadn’t looked at the menu.

      “Let’s just order now,” Jess said. “We’ll all wind up getting the same things we usually do.” She offered Destiny a smile that said, ‘See? I’m the reasonable one.’

      Diana agreed, but Rachael flipped her menu open anyway. “You two go first. I’ll be ready.”

      And by the time Jess had ordered eggs Benedict with a side of pan-fried potatoes, and Diana chose waffles with strawberry compote, Rachael was indeed ready. And it was the same thing she always chose—brioche French toast with whipped mascarpone and candied pecans.

      Diana and Rach each ordered their second drinks with strict instructions to cut them off at that, or they’d wind up taking a cab home. That had happened once about twelve years ago, and they still brought it up every time they met for brunch. At the time, Mike thought it was hilarious, cute even, but Ted had been thoroughly annoyed at having to leave for work forty-five minutes early the next day to drive Rachael to pick up her car. Jessica supposed the signs of their marriage being terminal had always been there. They just hadn’t noticed them.

      They spent another twenty minutes theorizing about Yoga Pants’ reasoning behind saying no and guessing at what the future for the not-so-happy couple would bring, then, when the topic had been beaten to death, Rachael said, “Okay, enough about my life. What’s happening with you two?”

      “Same old stuff,” Diana said. “Just momming until I drop into bed around nine every night.”

      Jess felt a sense of exhaustion come over her. “Doesn’t it feel like you’re on a thankless hamster wheel, and you will literally never get off until one day you drop dead, having never done anything wonderful?”

      “Wow, that was dark, even for you,” Diana answered.

      “I take it Kira Popowich’s best life hasn’t rubbed off on you yet?” Rachael asked, keeping her tone just slightly below a sneer.

      Jess frowned at her. “Hey, let’s not get down on Kira. She’s a really impressive person. She’s a self-made multimillionaire, and she’s devoted her life to helping people.”

      “She’s devoted her life to getting rich by selling people a fantasy,” Rachael said. “I’m not knocking the woman. She’s brilliant, really. She figured out how to combine wish fulfillment with zeroing in on the average woman’s insecurities to bring in the huge dollars. Honestly, I wish I had thought of it first. She’s an evil genius.”

      “Oh, come on, Rach,” Diana said. “You’re so skeptical. Kira does a lot of good in the world. She’s got that scholarship fund for underprivileged girls. She’s sent two thousand young women to college on a full ride already.”

      “That’s because it looks good for her brand. She has to sell women on the idea that all she’s doing is helping women because if they figure out she’s selling products, they won’t watch. And they won’t buy the crap she’s pushing.”

      Jess stiffened, and she knew that she and Di were both thinking about the vagina steam bath. For a brief second, she was scared Diana might laugh, and if she did that, Rachael would know one of them had bought something ridiculous from Kira, and she’d stop at nothing to find out what it was. Instead of letting that happen, Jess said, “I know you’re not a fan, but Kira has really helped me a lot.”

      Raising one eyebrow, Rachael said, “How?”

      Harrumph. She didn’t have a ready answer for that one. “Well, I’ve been watching her videos on setting boundaries, and I’m getting some really good ideas.”

      “Have you set any yet?”

      “Not yet, I’m only on step one,” Jess replied somewhat sheepishly.

      “Step one? How many steps are there?”

      “Three,” Diana said.

      “Oh please, setting boundaries is literally one step. Say no. Done.”

      “I disagree,” Diana said. “Step one is knowing what you want out of life, which is really important. A lot of women don’t think about that kind of thing.”

      Jess nodded. “Exactly. And if you don’t know what you want, how can you create healthy boundaries to get it?”

      “Oh my God, this is so much simpler than you guys are making it,” Rachael said. “You listen to your gut. If your gut says no, it’s no. Period. End of story. Stop worrying about hurting other people’s feelings or pleasing everybody else on the planet. Just ask yourself, do I want to do this? No? Then don’t.”

      “Well, that may work for you, but it’s not that simple for everyone,” Diana said.

      “You know what?” Jess said. “I think we have to agree to disagree on the topic of Kira Popowich. I like her. I’m getting a lot out of watching her videos. You don’t. That’s okay, too.”

      “I guess,” Rachael said with a shrug. Then her eyes lit up. “Ooh, you should get divorced. At least you get every other week off from momming.”

      Jess and Diana both chuckled.

      “Sounds glorious,” Diana said, even though she would never consider a divorce. She, unlike her best friend, was perfectly content with her lot in life—stay-at-home-mom with three successful, good-looking, sporty nerd children. If Diana had to be apart from them every other week, she would totally fall apart. Her family was her life in a way that made Jess feel utterly incompetent sometimes. What was wrong with her that she didn’t eat, breathe, and sleep for her little darlings?

      “I’d settle for one night a week off,” Jess said, not wanting to entertain the idea of something so drastic as a divorce so she could have a break once in a while.

      “So take it. Choose a night and tell your family you won’t be available to do anything for them,” Rach said, just as Destiny returned with their meals.

      The three women waited while she set the plates down in front of them. Jess thanked her when it was her turn, just as she taught her kids to do. Respect is for everyone, she’d say. So is gratitude. Jess even went so far as to thank Alexa for playing songs for her in front of the kids. She knew it was beyond obnoxious, and yet, she did it anyway.

      As soon as Destiny departed, Rachael pointed at Jessica’s plate. “I thought you wanted the pan-fried potatoes. They gave you seasonal fruit.”

      Jess looked down at her meal. “Oh, right. I guess they got it mixed up.”

      “Let’s see if we can flag her down,” Diana said.

      “No, it’s fine,” Jess answered, even though it really wasn’t. She’d been looking forward to the delicious fresh-cut potatoes since they made the plan to come here, but instead, she had cut up melons with a couple of purple grapes thrown in.

      She looked around, but couldn’t see Destiny. “Let’s just eat. I’ll mention it when she comes back to check on us.”

      “No, you won’t,” Rachael said.

      “Okay, I probably won’t, but only because I’ll probably be full by then.”

      “This might be the root cause of your unhappiness,” Rachael said, slicing her French toast.

      “Melons?” Jess joked. “Agreed.”

      “Seriously. You’ve got to stand up for yourself. You’ll honestly feel so much better if you do,” Rachael told her.

      “Okay, I’ll tell her I wanted the potatoes.”

      “Do it, don’t do it. It really doesn’t matter to me,” Rachael said. “I’m just telling you, you’ll be much happier when you stop letting people walk all over you. Tell her you asked for potatoes and tell your kids and Mike you’re taking every Friday night off. It’ll do you a world of good.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I’ll take that under advisement.” Jess had her first bite of her eggs Benedict, but she couldn’t even taste it. Instead, she was thinking about whether or not she should bother trying to take a night off every week.

      How would she even pick one? There was always something that needed doing. What if she chose Thursdays, for example, then Noah needed help with an essay or something? Would she really just abandon him to do it himself? She was just complaining for the fun of it. But Rachael had always been one to push her ideas on others, especially since the divorce. She was newly liberated and hated the thought of any woman taking any shit from anyone.

      After her first couple of bites, Jess smiled at Rachael. “So, meet anyone worth shaving your penis fly trap for?”

      Rachael swallowed her food and shook her head. “No way. We are not changing the subject. You’re not happy, so we need to figure out how to help Jess get her groove back.”

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t happy,” Jess answered, popping a boring grape into her mouth.

      Rachael looked down her nose at Jess. “You just described your life as a thankless hamster wheel that you’re afraid you’ll never get off.”

      Shrugging, Jess said, “I was just being dramatic. It’s been a long…” Week? Month? Life? “Week. We’ve been getting into it with Noah about his lack of effort at school and Winnie’s been an absolute nightmare. She’s super stressed about her grades this year and taking the SAT, and she seems to think taking her frustration out on her family is the only solution.”

      Rachael tilted her head. “No offense, but it sounds like you’re letting their emotions rule your life. Now that I only have the kids half the time, it’s been easier for me to sort out what’s their stuff and what’s mine. I can be happy even if one of them is having a bad time. It may sound callous, but it’s healthy.”

      “I don’t know if I could do that,” Diana said. “I mean, logically, that makes sense, but if one of them is upset, I can’t get it off my mind.”

      Jess nodded. “I’m the same. I think it’s just part of being a mom.”

      “I’m still a mom,” Rachael said, sounding defensive. “But maybe I’ve started thinking more like a dad. Dads have their own lives, which, if you ask me, is a good thing.”

      “Mine certainly did,” Jess said, thinking back to that awful spring day when her mother told her her dad had left them. “And it definitely wasn’t so good for us.”

      “There’s having your own life and then there’s being a selfish prick, which is the category both your father and Sucralose Daddy fit in. What you need to do is find the happy medium—the place where you’re a separate being whose emotions don’t rely on how your offspring are faring in the world, but you’re still there for them,” Rachael pointed her fork at her friends. “The trouble with you two is you consider your children before you make any decision, no matter how small.”

      “That makes us sound like we’re saints, and I can tell you, I’m no saint,” Jess said.

      Rachael stared at her for a second. “Let me ask you something. When I suggested you take a night a week off, what was your first thought? Was it, I can’t do that to the kids. What if they need something?”

      “Yes, something like that,” Jess admitted.

      “And does Mike still play squash on Wednesday nights?”

      “Yup.”

      “And does he just go, or does he check in with each of you first to see if he’s needed?”

      Rachael knew very well that Mike packed his squash bag in the trunk on Wednesday mornings and came back late that night. Jess had complained about it often enough, especially when the kids were little. “Okay, I see your point,” said Jess. “But I don’t need a break as much as some respect.”

      “You need both.” Rachael pursed her lips. “And to be honest, taking the break is far more likely to garner you some respect.”

      “How?” Jess asked, her cheeks hot.

      “Because you’ll be setting a boundary for once,” Diana said. “And when they all realize you’re serious, they’ll stop walking all over you.”

      “They don’t—”

      “Yes, Jessica. They do.”

      Diana nodded at Jess. “They really do.”

      Jessica could feel tears stinging the backs of her eyes and she stared down at her half-eaten breakfast, no longer hungry. She felt picked on and upset. All she wanted was to have a fun few hours out with her friends, and somehow it had turned into a lecture about how she was living her life.

      Diana put a hand on her shoulder. “Listen, we’re not trying to be bitches here. We just want you to be happy.”

      “I am happy. Well, happy enough anyway,” Jess said, fidgeting with the cloth napkin on her lap. “I mean, who among us is truly happy all the time anyway?”

      “You have a right to be happy,” Rachael said. “You’re constantly looking after everyone else, but you don’t ask for anything in return. And you should ask. In fact, you should demand it. Relationships aren’t supposed to be a one-way street.”

      The word ‘demand’ ruffled Jessica’s feathers. “Oh, come on, that’s how it is with kids. They’re not here to take care of us. It’s the other way around.”

      “But they can learn to be more independent, and they can bloody well do things to help out. It’s not like any of our children are incapable of bending at the waist to pick up whatever crap they’ve left lying around,” Rachael said. “In fact, you’ll be doing them a giant favor if you let them start doing for themselves. They’ll be better roommates and better partners someday.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” Jessica answered before letting out a long sigh. It all sounded like so much work. Putting her foot down, nagging them to clean up after themselves. She knew there would be an endless amount of arguing, but maybe that was the answer.

      “Jess, I’m not trying to upset you,” Rachael said. “I’m just worried about you. You haven’t seemed like yourself for a long time, to be honest.”

      “It’s true,” Diana added. “A long time. You’ve lost your sparkle and we just want you to get it back.”

      Jess turned to look at Diana, feeling slightly betrayed that her bestie was switching over to Rachael’s side of the argument. The look of concern on Diana’s face immediately doused the flames of irritation in Jessica’s chest.

      “Have you thought about maybe talking to someone?” Diana asked.

      “Like a therapist?”

      “Yeah, it could help.”

      Rachael picked up her bellini. “The woman I took the kids to when Ted and I split up was an absolute gem. She doesn’t see adults, unfortunately.”

      Jess nodded. “I have thought about it. I went to that one woman once a few years ago, but she wasn’t a good fit for me,” Jess said, not wanting to admit that the fee wasn’t a good fit for her bank account. “Honestly though, I’m sure they have patients with much bigger problems than what I’m dealing with.”

      “Do you hear yourself right now?” Rach asked, squinting at her. “You don’t want to book an appointment in case you’d be taking therapy away from someone more deserving.”

      Jessica picked up her glass so she could avoid her friend’s look of disappointment and had a big sip of what was supposed to be a fun drink on a fun day out.

      “I think Diana’s right. Maybe you would really benefit from going to talk to someone who can help you figure out how to get unstuck.”

      Nodding, Jess said, “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Not maybe. Do it, Jess. For yourself and for your family,” Rachael said. “You can’t go on living like this indefinitely.”

      Jess nodded again. “Okay, I’ll try to find someone.”

      “Don’t just try. Actually find someone,” Rachael told her. “Maybe if Ted had done that, he wouldn’t have wound up screwing Yoga Pants and screwing up our lives.”

      “I’m not going to have an affair,” Jess said, her head snapping back.

      “We know you’re not,” Diana said. “We’re just saying that when one parent is struggling, it’s hard to create a happy family life. And, in the end, isn’t that what you want?”

      What Jess wanted was to have a fun day out with her friends, gossiping and eating. But apparently that wasn’t on the menu today.
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        "The statistics on sanity are that one out of every four Americans is suffering from some form of mental illness. Think of your three best friends. If they're OK, then it's you."

      

      

      
        
        ~ Rita Mae Brown

      

      

      

      The rest of the brunch had been better. Neither Diana nor Rachael said anything when Destiny came back to the table and Jess neglected to mention the missing potatoes. They also moved onto some safe topics—how sick to death they all were of trying to come up with healthy suppers every night, their ever-expanding waists in spite of them all having cut calories (or so they assumed), and Thanksgiving, which would be upon them before they knew it.

      By the time they paid for their meals (tipping Destiny well), and said their goodbyes, Jessica’s mood was much improved. She felt lighter, and, as she walked in the sunshine to the Trader Joe’s parking lot, she decided that she would find a therapist. After all, she’d tried everything else and hadn’t gotten any results. Why not do the obvious (albeit, expensive) thing?

      As soon as she got in the car, Jess checked her messages. Urg. She’d missed seven texts, three from Mike, three from Noah, and one from her mom (who was just texting to say hello and ask if she had made it out for brunch). She wrote her back immediately: Yup! Just leaving now. Had a great time. Hope you’re having a terrific Sunday.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mike: Hey Jess, any chance you’ll be home by one? And if so, would you mind picking up some beef jerky and chips for the game? We don’t have any for some reason.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Mom, can you drive me to Liam’s? Dad said no, but we’re supposed to work on our science project.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Noah: Mom, what time will you be home?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mike: Did Noah text you about getting a ride to Liam’s? Because the answer is no. It’s a beautiful day so I told him to bike over.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mike: Forget about stopping at the store. I wound up going myself.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Don’t worry about the ride, Mom. Liam’s coming to our house instead. Can he stay for supper?

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. The last thing Jessica felt like doing was hosting. She could feel the post-bellini headache coming on, and all she wanted to do was lie on the couch and close her eyes while Mike watched football. But then Liam would probably go home and tell his parents that she was sick or lazy or hungover, which she wasn’t. She’d only had two drinks. Although her headache was alcohol-related, it wasn’t like she’d been day drunk.

      No, she wouldn’t lie around. She’d go home, drink a giant glass of water, pop an Advil, and get some laundry done. She’d also dig around in the freezer for something to cook for dinner. Did she still have that Shepherd’s Pie she bought at the farmer’s market that time or had they eaten it? She was sure they had eaten it.

      Grabbing her purse off the passenger’s seat, she hurried into the store to grab something quick to make. This would also lessen her guilt about using a spot in their parking lot. A few minutes later, she was back in her car with a meat lasagna, a Caesar salad, and a loaf of garlic bread. There, dinner was done. No thinking, chopping, or stirring required.

      Her phone rang as soon as she pulled out onto the freeway. It was Mike. Jess pushed the button on her steering wheel to answer. “How’s the game?”

      “The bad guys are ahead,” he answered, sounding grumpy.

      “Nuts,” she said, good-naturedly. “Let’s hope they’ll make a spectacular comeback.”

      “There’s only four minutes left and they’re down by twenty-one points, so I’m not holding out too much hope.” He paused, and she could hear the announcer yelling excitedly in the background. “Damn,” Mike muttered. “Anyway, I was just checking to see if you were planning on coming home anytime soon. Noah invited Liam over for supper and I wasn’t sure if you had anything planned for supper or not.”

      “I’m on my way home and I’ve got supper with me, so no worries.”

      “Ah perfect. That’s just one of the many reasons you’re my best girl,” Mike said.

      “Aww, you sweet talker.”

      “I’m just trying to butter you up.”

      “Let me guess, you want some sexy time later,” she said, speeding up to get around a slow-moving mini-van.

      “That too, but um … my mom called and was hoping we could host Thanksgiving this year,” he said.

      “What?” Jess asked, already completely irritated even though he hadn’t told her yet that he’d already said yes.

      “Yeah, I guess Susan can’t do it because their contractor is behind on their new kitchen and my mom feels like her place is too small, now that the kids are all bigger.”

      Jess rolled her eyes all the way to the back of her head. “As if the kids didn’t take up more room when they were toddlers and we had to bring half our house with us.”

      “I know, it doesn’t make much sense, but you know how she is. She gets an idea in her head and there’s no talking her out of it.”

      “So, you said yes.” Jess’s tone was unmistakably irked.

      “I didn’t really feel like I had a choice,” he answered, immediately defensive. “But you don’t have to cook. I’ll take care of everything.”

      Right. He was going to make a full turkey dinner with all the trimmings while Jess lounged around all day. Like that would ever happen. She’d never let it because, a) no one would be grateful for salmonella, and b) she’d go down in history as the laziest woman in the Halloway family. She let out a long sigh. “No, I wouldn’t expect you to do it on your own. We can do it together.”

      “Great! It won’t be that bad, I promise. My mom said she’ll bring dessert and her sweet potato casserole, and Susan will bring a salad.”

      “Okay, well that’s good at least. See you in a bit.”

      “Be safe. I love you.”

      “I will,” she said, then added, “Love you too.”

      After she hung up, Jessica grumbled to herself while she flipped radio stations in search of something soothing. She gave up after a minute, finding everything irritating. She was going to have to host Thanksgiving for the third year in a row. Last year was supposed to be Susan and Tom’s turn but their oven broke a week before, which led to the reno from hell that was apparently still going on.

      Lilian and Michael Halloway weren’t the worst in-laws Jess had heard of, but they weren’t exactly the best either. Michael Sr. (never Mike) was a typical white boomer with his old-fashioned views on the world, children, and women. Sexist, yes, but misogynist, no. Not knowingly anyway. He did exhibit those ‘micro-aggressions’ that Winnie liked to point out every time they left. Did you notice when Grandpa told Noah to look after his sister? Noah is a child. And as if I’m completely incapable of standing up for myself just because I’m a woman.

      He also treated Jessica as though she might shrivel up and blow away like a sheet of paper lit on fire if anyone so much as looked at her the wrong way. As chivalrous as this was, Michael also chronically underestimated Jessica and conveniently forgot that she had her arts degree and that she had a job that paid real money that the family needed. Granted, it wasn’t much, but without her hours at the studio, her children wouldn’t have much of a college fund at all. Jess had socked away as much as she could for them, and each time she looked at the account, she felt a small sense of pride. But Michael Sr. wasn’t about to give her credit for that.

      Lilian was one of those moms who believed her son was God’s gift to the world, and that no woman would ever be a suitable match for him—Jessica included. Even though Jess had been part of the family for nearly twenty years, Lilian still treated her like an outsider. But what was worse were the little digs she administered here and there. Nothing so nasty that anyone could call her out on them. Just subtle little ways she undermined her. “Oh Jess, I finally remembered to bring you that Comet cleaning powder I use to keep my sinks gleaming. You’re going to love it,” or “I wish I could take a page out of your book and stop caring so much about how I look.” She was also forever on the lookout for signs of rejection, and if she got even the tiniest hint of a no, she would immediately (and dramatically) cancel her proposed plan herself. Even the slightest hesitation before answering would cause it. And for that reason, she knew Mike had felt backed into a corner when his mother had called about Thanksgiving, so he would have said, “Yes, no problem, Mom,” simply to avoid the holiday getting completely blown up.

      As much as she understood his reasoning, she was still filled with dread (and resentment) at the task that now had been laid at her feet. The planning and shopping and decorating. The getting up at the ass-crack of dawn to get the turkey in the oven so they could eat at three p.m. (Lilian and Michael’s preferred time for a big feast). The chopping, dicing, slicing, peeling, stirring, smashing, basting, and oh, the cleaning. The day before the entire house would get a good ‘going over,’ and the day of, it would be a steady stream of dishes until well into the evening. She’d drop onto the couch that night and groan at her achy feet, while Mike would wear a satisfied smile as he said, “That went really well, I think. You definitely outdid yourself again this year.”

      And yes, she would have outdone herself, as in, done so much she wanted out.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Secret Journal Entry

        October 9th

        

        This will be my last entry. Then I’m throwing this book in the bottom of the trash can. Better yet, I’ll drop it in the dumpster behind 7-11. I’ve booked an appointment with a proper therapist who will help me sort out my shit. I’ll see him tomorrow morning, and with any luck, I can stop having these crazy fantasies that really aren’t helping me at all.

        Having said that, today’s is too good not to write down. Somehow, I inherited the mansion belonging to the uber-rich grandma in Crazy Rich Asians. The one that’s surrounded by botanical gardens. Baxter adores Singapore. So do I. Especially when I pop over to the late-night open-air food market, where I sample new things. Everyone knows me there, on account of me being the richest woman in all of Singapore now. But they don’t just like me for my money. They love how down-to-earth I am. This was the life I was meant to live.
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        “I came. I saw. I made it awkward.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Unknown

      

      

      

      
        
        Email from: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

        To: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        Subject: Looping Back Regarding Desperate Situation

      

        

      
        Hi Jess,

      

        

      
        My apologies for taking so long to get back to you. Work has been an absolute nightmare! I’ve signed you up for the payments desk position, as requested. Please note that the payments person is also responsible for rounding up towels to bring in. I’m told we’ll need at least four dozen. You’ll have lots of time, as the fundraiser isn’t for several weeks.

      

        

      
        Thanks for stepping up!

      

        

      
        Also, Patricia had a wonderful idea for a Thanksgiving pie fundraiser. I think we have just enough time to pull it together. If each grad family brings two homemade pies, we can make a killing! We’re going to put out a mass email to advertise that the pies will be available for pick up the last day of school before Thanksgiving, and have people pre-order them. This way we’ll make sure we don’t wind up running out (or worse, having leftovers that, let’s face it, will go straight to our thighs! Haha!).

      

        

      
        I’m putting out feelers to see how many pies we can get before we announce. Can I put you down for four pies or six? You’re such a terrific baker, and we already know some families won’t contribute anything, so we need to find people to make up the shortfall. (I’ll probably buy two of yours myself.)

      

        

      
        Regards,

      

        

      
        Blaire

      

        

      
        Blaire Pritchard, MHRM, BBA, Director of Human Resources at Info-Tech Inc, PTA President, Proud Mom of Hannah and Will

      

      

      —

      
        
        Email from: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        To: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

      

        

      
        Subject: Looping Back Regarding Desperate Situation

      

        

      
        Hi Blaire,

      

        

      
        Forty-eight towels sounds like an awful lot, but I’ll see what I can do. Does the store not have any we can use? I would have thought since they’re donating the grooming center for the day that they would include towels.

      

        

      
        Please put me down for two pies for now. If I put more than two at a time in my oven, they tend not to cook evenly. I can increase that number if we wind up being short on pies.

      

        

      
        Jess

      

      

      —

      
        
        Email from: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

        To: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        Subject: Looping Back Regarding Desperate Situation

      

        

      
        Hi Jess,

      

        

      
        The store said they would have to charge us to use their towels, since they’d need to pay an employee to wash and dry them for us. There’s some sort of liability issue with having a volunteer run their machines. Something to do with insurance.

      

        

      
        Why don’t I check and see if you could take the store’s towels home to launder there? I’m assuming they’d need them back the next morning. Is that manageable with the machines you have at home?

      

        

      
        Thanks for the offer of two pies. So far, I’m not having very good luck with finding other parents who are willing to bake. Patricia is going to make ten! What a trooper, right? Maybe we can count on you for six? They can be baked ahead of time and popped in the freezer.

      

        

      
        Regards,

      

        

      
        Blaire

      

        

      
        Blaire Pritchard, MHRM, BBA, Director of Human Resources at Info-Tech Inc, PTA President, Proud Mom of Hannah and Will
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        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Text to Diana and Rachael: Hey ladies, thanks for brunch yesterday. You have no idea how much I needed that. I found a therapist, and as luck would have it, he had a cancelation so he can fit me in tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Diana: That’s wonderful! Hurray for you!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rachael: HE? You went with a man?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jessica: He had the highest rating on Google, and the reviews were glowing.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rachael: That’s because he probably badgers his patients into leaving reviews.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jessica: Well, I have the appointment and I’m not going to cancel just because he’s got a penis.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Diana: I’m sure he’ll be very helpful, Jess. Good for you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rachael: Yes, good for you. But if he isn’t helpful, let me know. I’ll ask my kids’ therapist if she knows a woman who could help you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jessica: Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Oh God, how did I end up being late again? When I left the house, I had so much time to get here. Jessica rushed up the sidewalk, tightening her coat around her waist to block out the cold wind. Not wanting to expose the skin on her hands to the chilly, wet air while she took out her phone and checked again, she went with her memory, swinging open the door to the Madison Building on E. Pike Street and hurrying down the hall to number 104. It was 104, wasn’t it? Not 106. Yes, she was sure it was.

      Here she was, four minutes late and would be all sweaty and frantic when she arrived at Dr. Harris’s office for her first therapy session, which wasn’t the impression she wanted to make at all. She had planned on showing him that she was capable, strong, and only in need of the tiniest bit of guidance as to how to get her groove back. Now she was going to seem like someone on the verge of a nervous breakdown, and he was going to suggest she needed two appointments per week instead of one every few months.

      104. There it was. She twisted the knob on the old wooden door and hurried inside the small office. An empty reception desk sat directly in front of her with nothing suggesting its owner would return anytime soon. No steaming cup of tea, no plants or framed photos of loved ones. Other than the computer, the desk was bare. Behind her, three empty chairs lined the wall, with a small wooden side table tucked in the corner.

      To her left was a door with frosted glass framed by dark polished wood. It was open a crack and she could hear someone moving around on the other side. Surely Dr. Harris wouldn’t leave the door open if he was in a session with someone. She walked over and rapped on it lightly with her knuckles.

      “Come in.”

      Drawing a deep breath, Jess pushed the door open and walked in. Apparently I’m in need of therapy now. Might as well get this over with. She offered the man behind the large mahogany desk a bright smile. “Hello, sorry I’m late. I had trouble finding a place to park.” That was a lie. A Buick had pulled out of a metered parking spot just as she approached it. Her cheeks warmed at the lie. Could he tell? Of course he could. His job was to be able to tease apart fact from fiction.

      He offered her a polite smile and gestured for her to take a seat in one of the two chairs opposite him. Chairs only, no couch. Didn’t all therapists have a couch or was that just in movies? Dr. Harris wasn’t what she was expecting. She had imagined a softer-looking man sporting a beard and a cardigan with leather elbow patches. Instead, the man before her was clean-shaved, had a button-up shirt and tie on, and looked to be younger than her, but not by much. He was handsome too, which somehow offended her. Therapists weren’t supposed to be good looking. They were supposed to be plain motherly (or fatherly) types. Comforting. Safe. Not someone who had sex after a long day of listening to people whine about their lives. And this man looked like he definitely would not have any trouble getting someone to have sex with him.

      Hardly about to tell him she didn’t want to receive therapy from someone inherently attractive, Jessica chose the chair to her left and took a seat. Suddenly swallowed up by guilt, she said, “Actually, I lied. I didn’t have trouble finding parking. I just … left the house too late. I have this bad habit of thinking I can get more things done in less time than they’ll take. It drives my husband nuts. He says it’s because I have poor time management skills, but I prefer to think it’s because I’m an optimist.”

      Dr. Harris’s jaw dropped, but just a little. Oh dear. He was horrified by her lack of scruples. She scrambled to add, “I won’t make a habit of lying. I don’t know why I lied in the first place. Well, actually I do. I wanted to make a good impression. I also won’t be late again. I promise. I am capable of being on time.”

      “Okay, that’s good to know,” he said, sitting back in his chair.

      “So, where should we start?” she asked, glancing at the bookshelf that lined the wall to her left. It was packed with neatly arranged leather-bound hardbacks that reminded her of something you’d see in a lawyer’s office, not that of a psychologist.

      “Did you bring your resume?”

      Pinching her eyebrows together, she said, “No. Is that customary?”

      He blinked a couple of times, then answered, “Yes. I’d say so.”

      “Can I email it to you after?”

      “Sure,” he said, glancing down at his desk. He opened a file folder and opened his pen with a satisfying click. “In that case, why don’t we start with who you are.”

      “Oh, all right. So, we’ll just jump right in,” Jess said, her stomach fluttering a little. “That’s a loaded question.”

      “Is it?” Dr. Harris asked, raising an eyebrow at her.

      “For me it is. Although maybe after some time working with you, it won’t be. I guess that’s the point,” she said, suddenly realizing she hadn’t taken off her coat and was now boiling hot. She wiggled out of it, hoping her cheeks would cool down instantaneously. “First off, I guess I’d describe myself as a mom. I’ve got two children, Winnie and Noah. Well, they’re hardly children anymore. Winnie’s off to college next fall and Noah is in tenth grade. Anyway, I’m also a wife and a daughter. My parents are both still alive. I have less to do with my father than my mother, but I suppose we’ll get into all that as we go. I currently work at a paint-your-own-pottery shop, but that doesn’t really define me. It’s just … where I work.” Looking up at him, she added, “Is that the kind of thing you’re looking for?”

      “I was actually just wondering what your name is. I’m afraid when my last receptionist left, things got a little disorganized around here.”

      “Oh, right. Of course. Jessica Halloway.”

      He jotted something down on his paper. Presumably her name. “Do you prefer Jessica or Jess?”

      “Either is fine, but most people call me Jess.”

      Glancing up at her, he said, “Is that what you prefer to be called?”

      “Well, to be totally honest, I prefer Jessica from people I don’t know well. It feels too familiar when someone I’ve just met calls me Jess. Does that make sense?”

      “I’d say so,” he answered. “No one likes it when a stranger takes liberties with them.”

      “Exactly,” Jessica said with a smile. Maybe this won’t be so bad. Dr. Harris seemed to get her already.

      “So, what made you want to work with me?” he asked.

      With a deep breath, Jessica said, “To be honest, I’ve just had this … sort of an overwhelming sense of dissatisfaction with my life lately. Well, for a few years, if I’m really going to lay it all out there. Not that I’m not grateful for what I’ve got, because I am. Believe me, I know I could have it a lot worse. I have a healthy family, a nice home, a good marriage, great friends. Oh, that sounded bad. I called my friends great and my marriage only good. It’s a great marriage. Mike is a wonderful dad and a terrific guy. Everyone loves him and he really is good to me.”

      “So long as you’re on time,” he said with a wry smile.

      It took Jessica a second to understand what he was referring to. She smiled back. “Oh right, because he hates it when I’m late. I don’t mean to give the wrong impression of him. We all have our little quirks that drive our partners nuts. He leaves crumbs in the butter, which is pretty gross, if you ask me. Are you married?” she said, then realized she perhaps shouldn’t have done that. “You don’t have to answer that. In fact, forget I said it. It’s none of my business.”

      “I’m not married. I was, but it didn’t work out,” he said, his face and tone neutral.

      Jess felt a pang of disappointment and she hoped it didn’t show on her face. She wasn’t sure what exactly she expected from a therapist, but she supposed a solid marriage (without any sex) would be a bare minimum. After all, how was he supposed to give her advice on her relationship if he couldn’t keep his own together? She offered him an overly bright smile to cover up her feelings. “That’s all right. Probably better than staying in a situation that makes you miserable.”

      “That’s what I thought, yes.”

      “Smart,” she said. “But of course you are. You wouldn’t be on that side of the desk if you weren’t.”

      He gave her a look that she couldn’t quite decipher. It was somewhere between bewilderment and amusement. “Tell me what your greatest strengths are.”

      “Oh, God, I hate tooting my own horn,” Jessica said, blushing again. “But I guess I’d have to say that I’m a hard worker and I’m very organized. My boss at the pottery shop often says she breathes a sigh of relief when I have a shift because she knows when she comes in next, everything will be exactly in its place. I’m also capable of juggling a lot of balls in the air without letting any drop. Maybe too many. That could be why I feel so put-upon sometimes. Because I keep everything going all the time. It means people come to rely on me, maybe more than they should. I volunteer a lot—PTA, school fundraisers, that kind of thing. And I probably do too much for the kids…” She shook her head. “They barely know how to cook. And I swore I wasn’t going to raise useless people, but they’re just so busy with school and sports, and even when they’re not, like if it’s summer holiday and they’re sitting around on their phones doing literally nothing all day, I still don’t make them cook dinner for the family. I used to try to get them to help out in the kitchen, but I don’t have the patience to listen to all the complaining. They act as if instead of asking them to slice up some cucumber, I’ve asked them to donate both kidneys to me. At some point, I just gave up and decided to do it myself. I actually prefer it that way because I clean up as I go which means when we finish eating, I don’t have to face a total disaster. Does it make me a bad mother? Maybe. I mean, a lack of patience doesn’t exactly make me a good mother, but on the other hand, they are very well cared-for. Very well. They never want for anything. Well, anything reasonable anyway. A few weeks ago Noah got it in his head that he wanted to have a Halloween party with his friends at a hotel, of all things. Mike and I shut that down hard.” Shaking her head, she added, “Is that normal? For a fifteen-year-old to expect his parents to hand their credit card over for a hotel party?”

      “I… I’m not sure. I don’t have a lot of experience with teenagers, but I would say they’re not exactly known for being realistic all the time.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Jessica said, realizing she’d gotten off track. “But you were asking me what my strengths are.”

      “Right, yes,” he said. “So far, I’m going to put down reliable, organized, and hard-working.”

      She nodded, comfortable with those descriptors. “I’m also good at looking after people. The customers at the pottery shop constantly need help, whether they’ve run out of paint or they’re not sure how to use the stencils, that type of thing. To be honest, it’s a lot like being a mother. Getting them all set up at their table, making sure they have what they need, providing gentle guidance, then cleaning up after them. It’s all just gotten so boring.”

      “So, you’re looking to get out of that then?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I really hadn’t thought of leaving. I don’t think my job is the main reason I’ve been so … off my game. I mean, it contributes to it, sure. It’s not what I thought it would be. When I first applied, I thought it would give me a chance to express my creative side. Paint my own pieces while the clients worked on theirs, but there’s no time. I wind up rushing from table to table the entire time.”

      “How long have you worked there?”

      “Eight years.”

      He jotted that down. “That’s a long time for a job you don’t enjoy.”

      “Too long, right? I should probably have higher standards, shouldn’t I? Maybe the root of my problems is just old-fashioned low self-esteem.” Tears filled her eyes quite unexpectedly. She did have low self-esteem. When the hell had that happened? Jess covered her mouth with one hand. “You know, I think that’s it. My confidence is shot. I think it’s because I haven’t accomplished all the things I thought I would by this age.” Her voice cracked and her vision was now completely blurry with emotion.

      Where was the box of tissues? Every therapist should have one at the ready. Divorced and no Kleenex? What kind of psychologist was Dr. Harris?

      He opened one of the desk drawers and pulled out a box of tissues, then set it down in front of Jess, who yanked three out and got to work blotting her eyes and blowing her nose. “Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. Just … take your time.”

      Oh, he’d like that, wouldn’t he? Getting paid to sit here and do nothing while I cry? I don’t think so. I’m going to get my money’s worth. “I was going to be a lawyer. I would have been good at it too, although I suppose everyone thinks they’d be a great lawyer. That’s because they think of themselves as Tom Cruise in A Few Good Men, hammering away at Jack Nicholson until he gets him to confess. ‘You’re goddamn right I did!’” she shouted, before blushing and shaking her head. “But not me. I wasn’t interested in the law because of Tom Cruise. I was actually interested in learning about the law. I love how orderly the law is—everything is laid out so clearly for people. I took a few classes in my undergrad degree. Perfect scores. My profs said I had an aptitude for it. I scored a 169 on the LSAT. But then we got married and almost immediately I was pregnant with Winnie. I told myself I’d go back when she was in school. Then Noah came along and we started renovating and, I guess we went into survival mode. And now they’re almost grown up and it’s too late for me to go back to school and start over now.”

      “So, is that why you came in? Because you want to work in the legal field?”

      Jess shook her head. Was this guy not hearing a word she said? “No. Well, I don’t know. It’s a lot more complicated than that, isn’t it? It’s been years of…” She circled the air in front of her chest furiously. “Of … this building sense of being totally lost. I’m forty-six years old and I have no idea who I am or what I’m actually meant to be doing with my life. It’s like I was just twenty-two yesterday and the world was chockful of possibility.” She stared at him, her eyes wild with desperation. “I was special. I was going to be somebody. I was going to leave my mark on the world. But then I didn’t. Not even a scratch. I relegated myself to a supporting role in everything I do, and suddenly half my life is gone and I have nothing to show for it. I mean, kids and a husband, yes.” With a careless wave of her hand, she added, “Yippy. But what do I have to show for it? Who am I? What am I doing with the time I have on this planet? I mean really doing with it, because it feels like a whole lot of busy work that adds up to nothing. And I just can’t stay this way anymore because I don’t know what I’ll do if something doesn’t change soon. Frankly I’m scared that I might do something drastic. I have all these fantasies about living some other life. I write them down in a secret journal. I brought it, if you’d like to see.”

      “Umm…no, thank you.”

      “You’re right. I should throw it out. It’s not helping. I want you to know I’d never abandon my family, no matter how badly I want to sometimes. My father left us when I was twelve, and I’d never do that to my kids. Ever.” Jessica let out a single sob, then said, “But I just can’t stop thinking about it. And there was the one time that I drove all the way to the Canadian border without thinking about what I was doing. Two hours of just driving in total silence, with no plan, no passport. Nothing. When the border patrol officer asked me what business I had in Canada, I just…burst into tears and said I was running away. Then I told him that I forgot my passport and asked if I could turn around. He was so nice about it. Very … Canadian. He even offered me a breath mint. I made it back in time for after school pick-up.” Her shoulders dropped and she sighed with relief. “God, it feels good to finally tell someone about it. I’ve been carrying that with me for over three years now.” Her voice cracked and went up two octaves. “What kind of mother wants to run away from her babies? A terrible one. And I refuse to be a bad mother. That’s why I’m here. I need to stop wanting to escape because I’m really scared I might just do it. So I was hoping you’d tell me how to get myself back on track and I’ll be happy again.”

      He set his pen down and tilted his head. “Why would you think I’d know?”

      His words weren’t unkind. Merely confused. Which was utterly irritating to Jess, who her entire life had looked after everyone else. The one time she had the guts to ask—no, beg—someone for help. Someone who should have the answers. A professional. And he asked her why he should know? Because he was the damn therapist!

      Leveling him with a glare, Jess said, “Okay, yeah, I get it. You’re not here to tell me what to do. You’re here to help me figure it out for myself. I wasn’t expecting you to get snippy about it.”

      She immediately felt bad for suggesting he had been snippy. She opened her mouth to say as much, but he beat her to the punch. “When you got your job at the paint-your-own-pottery place, did you have a job interview?”

      Jessica’s head snapped back. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It’s just that you don’t seem to understand how to conduct yourself in a job interview.”

      “Of course I do.”

      “No, you really don’t. You’ve spent the last twenty minutes in some sort of free flow of every thought that’s ever entered your head. You asked about my marital status, you’ve way overshared about your personal life. And you’re crying. That’s not normal interview behavior. You didn’t even bother to bring in a resume. I honestly don’t know how you can expect to get hired at this point.”

      “Hired for what?” she asked, blowing her nose again.

      “The assistant position.”

      “I don’t want to be an assistant.”

      “Then why did you apply?” he asked, raising his voice a little.

      “I didn’t. I’m here for therapy.”

      He stared at her for a second, then said, “I’m not a therapist.”

      “You’re not Dr. Harris?”

      “No, he’s next door. My name is Aaron Fillion. I’m an attorney.”

      Oh shit. She swallowed, then held up one finger. “Hang on.” Pulling her phone out of her handbag, she opened her calendar and checked the address on the appointment. It was 106 after all. “I’m meant to be one office over.”

      She had missed the appointment with Dr. Harris. If you can’t provide at least twenty-four hours’ notice, you will be charged the entire fee for your appointment. Tears filled her eyes again. “Oh, God,” she whispered. Two-hundred dollars down the drain. Mike would never understand how she could have been so stupid. Humiliation flooded her veins, heating her entire body with one swift beat of her heart. She stood quickly, grabbed her coat off the chair, and picked up her bag. “I’m so sorry. So sorry.”

      She started for the outer office, banging into the door jamb with her shoulder before managing to exit the stuffy room.

      “Wait a second,” Aaron said.

      “Please forget I was ever here,” she said, desperately trying to find the arm hole of her coat. But so far, it was not happening. Somehow, her coat was now upside-down, the contents of her pockets spilling on the hardwood floor—some loose change, a wadded-up tissue, and her emergency tampon. She crouched quickly, hoping he hadn’t seen any of it (especially the tampon), and scooped everything up with one hand, her other one holding her coat and purse. Standing, she realized she would have to put something down. “I’ve never done something like this before. You must think I’m the world’s biggest horse’s ass.”

      He lifted the jacket out of her hands and straightened it for her. “No, I don’t.”

      “Or completely insane, then,” Jessica said, jamming her things back into the pockets. She took the coat from his hand, daring to look up at him. She expected him to laugh at her. To chide her.

      But he didn’t. Instead, his eyes were filled with kindness. “You got the wrong address. It could happen to anyone.”

      “No, it couldn’t,” she told him, still wild with embarrassment. “I can’t believe I told you all of that. I just sat there spewing out everything that’s wrong with my life. I must have made you so uncomfortable.”

      He shook his head. “I was a little confused, but not uncomfortable.”

      “And why didn’t I just ask you if you were Dr. Harris instead of just talking and talking and talking? It would have been so simple. Are you Dr. Harris? No? Wrong address. I’ll move along,” she said, furious with herself.

      “It’s fine, really.”

      Tears pricked the backs of her eyes. “That’s very kind of you, but I really am sorry to have disturbed you.”

      “Don’t be,” he told her, rubbing the back of his neck with one hand. “Honestly, that’s the most interesting thing that’s happened to me in weeks.”

      “Really?” she asked. “I always assumed lawyers would be constantly faced with drama.”

      “I do contract law.”

      “Oh, well then,” Jess said. “Okay, thank you. Do me one last favor and forget we ever met.”

      “I’ll do my best,” he answered.

      “Please do,” Jessica said, the rubber heel of her boot squeaking as she spun toward the door. She hurried toward it and yanked it open. “Take care. Sorry again.”

      She paused in front of 106, but didn’t open the door. How could she show up half an hour late, her face streaked with tears? She just couldn’t make herself do it. Not after having unburdened her soul once already today. A moment later, she was back outside in the crisp fall air. The sky was even darker now, heavy with rain. She let out a huge sigh, realizing she had completely forgotten where she had parked.

      “Hey, Jessica, you wouldn’t want to grab a quick bite of lunch, would you?”

      She turned, only to see Aaron standing in front of her, dressed in a smart wool coat. He smiled at her. “You can buy. Since I did provide all that free therapy.”

      Bursting out laughing, Jessica shook her head. “Fine. I’ll buy.”

      “Great. There’s a coffee place a few doors down. They make great soup.”
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        "My life feels like a test I didn't study for.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Unknown

      

      

      

      “Wait. I don’t even know where to start,” Diana said, after a long pause.

      Jessica called her the moment she got in the car to confess, letting the entire story rush out at once. She told her how she got the wrong office and had unburdened her soul to a lawyer who thought she was there to interview for a job, instead of to her therapist, then ended up at a little coffee shop that makes the world’s best wild mushroom and rice soup and cheese biscuits with him, and that now she was on the freeway back to Union Hill on her way to pick up Noah.

      “He asked you for lunch?”

      “Um-hm. I think he felt sorry for me,” she told her, glancing in the rearview mirror. That truck was still following too close. She tapped the brakes. Back off, asshole. “He said he wanted to make sure I was okay.”

      Dammit. If anything, tapping the brakes only served to make the jackass driving the truck inch even closer to her. She looked at the lane to her right but it was every bit as jammed with vehicles as the one she was in.

      “But you’re just some strange woman who wandered into his office and started bawling about your life,” Diana said, sounding irritated on Aaron’s behalf.

      Jess stiffened at the word bawling even though that’s exactly what she had done. Diana could be harsh at times, and when she was, Jess generally didn’t respond. She just let the words hang in the air until her friend backpedaled or laughed about it. Diana would have hated to be interrupted like that by some random needy woman. There would have been no mistaking how inconvenienced she felt. To be fair, Jess wouldn’t have had the patience for it either. She was all stocked up on other people’s problems. Come on, buddy, get off my ass, already.

      “You’re upset that I said bawling, aren’t you?” Diana asked.

      “I’m not upset, but I wouldn’t say it’s a very generous description of what happened.” A quick glance in the mirror again made Jessica’s heart speed up. Back off! She hit the right signal, hoping someone would let her in. But would they even be able to see her flashing light around the big stupid pick-up? Who needed six wheels on a pick-up? What was he hauling? One bag of groceries?

      “What are you going to tell Mike?”

      “Honestly, I have no idea. Can you imagine if I tell him I missed the appointment? He wasn’t exactly in favor of spending the money to begin with. But to miss it completely? And how do I even explain that I went for lunch with a stranger? I would hate it if he did that with some good-looking woman.” Even as the words came out of her mouth, Jessica knew that wasn’t true. There was a time when she would have hated it, but not anymore. Now she wasn’t even sure she’d mind if he had an affair, which she supposed said something about the state of her marriage.

      “Of course you’d hate it. I would too. Victor would be on the couch for days if he pulled something like that.”

      Jessica’s face heated up with shame. “It’s not like I did anything. We didn’t even flirt.” Just some innocent teasing. If the same exchange had taken place with a woman, she wouldn’t think twice about it.

      “Yes, I know that. I’m sure the last thing on your mind is having an affair,” Diana said, sounding like the perfectly supportive best friend she was. Sort of. But underneath that, Jess knew Diana was telling her having an affair was the last thing that should be on her mind. And she wasn’t wrong about that.

      “Trust me, I’m not about to have an affair,” Jessica reassured them both. “Who has the energy for all that sneaking around?”

      “Or for all that sex, for that matter?”

      “Exactly. Can you imagine the effort it would take? To book appointments to get everything waxed, find a place to do it, then have to make up a bunch of lies about where you’ve been…”

      “And why you’re all waxed.”

      “That too.”

      “No, thank you. I promise I’m not about to blow up my life over a stranger, so don’t worry about that,” Jessica said firmly.

      “I know you won’t, but I just had to check. In case maybe your midlife crisis is worse than I thought.”

      “Midlife crisis? Come on, I’m not Ted. Or my father.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that you were anything like either of them. I only meant that Mike really is one of the good ones. A little clueless sometimes, but he loves you.”

      “He really does. And he’d never cheat on me.”

      “No, he wouldn’t,” Diana agreed.

      “So, do I tell him the truth about what happened today?” Jessica asked, returning to the reason she called in the first place.

      Big exhale. “I don’t know. What would Kira do?”

      “I think she’d be honest about it without being apologetic.”

      “Agreed. She’d say, ‘Yes, I screwed up by missing the appointment, but I don’t regret it because in the end, the person I did talk to was really helpful and I feel a lot better.’ That is, if you do feel better.”

      “I feel a little better, I guess. It’s not like Aaron had all the answers or anything, but he did encourage me to pursue my dreams.”

      “Which are?” Diana asked.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t figured that part out yet.”

      “Okay, one thing at a time, then. Do you tell Mike?”

      “Yes. I think so.” Grrr, that truck was now so close, if she tapped her brakes, he wouldn’t see it. He’d just slam into her.

      “Will it help?”

      “I’d feel better about myself but he won’t. He’d be pissed. And he’d have a right to be,” Jessica said, beating her friend to the punch.

      “True. Okay, let’s look at it from another angle. If you had walked into a woman’s office and had gotten the same reaction, would you feel the need to tell him?”

      “Well, that’s a good point. He wouldn’t care at all if I had a bowl of soup with some random woman,” Jessica said, guilt creeping over her skin, making her feel uncomfortably flushed. She was tempted to open the window, but it would be too loud, so she turned the heat down instead. “I should probably tell him I missed the appoint—”

      BANG!! The truck slammed into Jessica’s car, and she was thrown violently forward, her body jolting. She hit the brakes and squeezed her eyes shut as the impact sent shockwaves through her body. The air bag erupted from the steering wheel, slapping her face like a giant hand, leaving her stunned and breathless. Earsplitting noises surrounded her—metal crunching and brakes squealing in symphony with Jessica's racing heart. She kept her eyes shut tight, bracing herself for a second impact. The smell of smoke filled the car, and for one awful moment, she was certain her car was on fire. Terror rippled through her as it sunk in that she'd been in an accident.

      "Jess!” Diana shouted. “Should I call 911? Tell me exactly where you are!"

      "I'm okay," Jessica answered, but her voice broke as two uncontrollable sobs poured out of her.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica sat propped up in the hospital bed, staring out the window as the lights of the city grew brighter against the darkening sky. She wondered if maybe getting rear-ended was the universe’s way of telling her she had been playing with fire today. Maybe she deserved it. What she hadn’t admitted to Diana was how much she enjoyed sitting across from Aaron while they ate. How good it felt to be shiny and new to someone. Not that Aaron probably found her shiny. She knew he likely thought she was a bit nuts. Maybe even a little pathetic. But he certainly hadn’t acted like it. He seemed interested in her as a fellow human.

      After all, the brain craves novelty, and what’s more novel than a totally new person? He hadn’t heard all her stories on repeat for the last nineteen years. He didn’t know her opinions on every little thing under the sun. He was interested in finding out about her, this strange woman who had walked into his office, frantic about being late. And that had felt nicer than it should have. It felt good to have someone listen to her—to ask her questions and watch her while she answered them. “What do you want to do with the time you have left on this planet?”

      “That’s the kicker. It’s been so long since I’ve asked myself that question that I don’t have the first clue what the answer is.”

      “You mentioned law school. Why not do that?”

      Jessica had scoffed at the idea. “I’m too old. If I applied now, I’d be fifty by the time I was finished.”

      “So?”

      “So, who starts practicing law at the age when everyone else is starting to slow down?”

      “People who have a dream,” he told her, ripping off a bit of biscuit and dipping it in his soup. He popped it in his mouth and chewed it while he talked. “My great aunt went back to school when she was seventy-eight. She always wanted to be a journalist.”

      “Let me guess, she died before she convocated.”

      “Nope, she finished. And she got a job at the local paper where she worked for a few years before she passed away. She once told me that those were the best years of her entire life.”

      Jessica nodded. “Good for her,” she said, wanting to change the subject so she wouldn’t have to admit that going back to school wasn’t in their budget.

      He smiled at her, showing those perfectly straight, white teeth again. “Good for her, but I should stop trying to sell you on becoming an attorney.”

      Jess laughed. “Exactly.”

      “I’m doing that thing men do. Trying to solve your problem for you instead of just listening,” he said.

      “A little bit, yeah.”

      “That drove my ex nuts.”

      If it were a romantic movie, the mix-up and the lunch would have made a delightfully fun meet-cute. But it wasn’t a movie and he wasn’t her leading man. Mike was. And she was now faced with a real dilemma—whether to tell her husband what she’d been up to today or not. She still didn’t have an answer, but somehow the accident made it all feel less important. After all, she had learned her lesson. No more going out for meals with strange men. Bad things happened when she colored outside the wife lines. Or maybe it was just a random accident caused by an impatient asshole. Either way, she wasn’t going to do it again.

      A throb of pain fought against the drugs they had given her and she closed her eyes. How long had it been since she was put in the ambulance? It must have only been a couple of hours, but it felt as though time had stopped at the moment of impact. In the end, the jackass in the dually had caused a twenty-six-car pileup. Her mind kept returning to the horribly long wait for someone to get her out of her car. The loneliness of it. The fear. Listening to the sirens, hoping to be rescued soon. When the firefighter finally pried open the passenger door and asked her if she was all right, she had sobbed with relief.

      Now, she lay in bed trying to stop the scene from playing out over and over in her mind. She wondered if they’d managed to tow her car off the freeway yet, but then she supposed it didn’t matter. She’d never see it again.

      The door swung open and Mike rushed over. “Oh my God,” he said, putting a gentle hand on her cheek. His face filled with emotion and she knew he was fighting to find the right words that wouldn’t make him tear up. “Your poor nose.”

      “I’m fine. Really,” she answered, attempting a smile.

      “No, you’re not. You’re lying in a hospital bed. You’re anything but fine.” He let out a heavy sigh. “I should have driven you to your appointment.”

      With slow, careful movements, Jessica shook her head. “Don’t be silly. You can’t skip work because I was going into the city. Besides, you wouldn’t have been able to avoid getting rear-ended.”

      He shrugged in that way that said he did think he would’ve been able to avoid the collision. Easily. Even through the thick fog of the painkillers, she still had the wherewithal to be irritated by her husband’s cockiness. He should have outgrown the belief that he was indestructible decades ago, but for some reason he hadn’t. But she shouldn’t be annoyed with him when here he was, so worried about her.

      “You must be so sore. How’s your neck?”

      “Stiff. Everything is stiff.”

      He let out another sigh and shook his head. “It’s going to be a lot worse in a couple of days.”

      Jessica blinked slowly. “I’ll have to ask them to send me home with some of the good drugs.”

      “I just can’t believe this happened to you. What was that asshole thinking?”

      “That he could bully every car in front of him out of his way so he could get wherever the hell he was going a minute sooner,” she said, slurring a little.

      The nurse walked in and flicked on the overhead light. “Oh, I see your hubby has come to fetch you.” Turning to him, she added, “You have perfect timing. The doc just signed off on letting Jessica go.”

      She walked over to the cabinet next to the bed and opened it, then took out Jessica’s clothes and purse, all piled neatly together. She set them on a chair. “You’re going to need to take it easy for a few weeks. And I mean really easy. Don’t be a hero. Let people do things for you. If the house gets messy or dirty, don’t worry about it. Let the laundry pile up. You’re pretty much going to be living in your pajamas for a while anyway. If you’re not starting to come around after ten days, book an appointment with your family doctor and do yourself a favor—go to physio. They can work wonders with soft tissue stuff.”

      “You hear that, Jess? Don’t be a hero,” Mike told her with a soft smile.

      The nurse sized him up, then said, “Your hubby looks plenty capable of taking care of things while you recuperate. Remember, that’s your main job right now. Resting and healing is doing something.”

      “Yes, you rest. The kids and I can handle everything else,” Mike added.

      But he wouldn’t, at least not the way Jess would, and she knew it. He had heard the thing about letting the laundry pile up and not worrying if the house got messy or dirty, and he would remember to use that line when she finally got fed up. Mike would do only what was necessary, leaving the rest. Her mom would come by every few days and pick up the slack, which was the last thing Jess wanted. She was too old to clean their big house. Hell, most weeks, Jess felt too old to do it.

      “Okay, you’re free to leave. If I were you, I’d alternate ibuprofen and Tylenol every four hours for the next few days.” Glancing at Mike, she added, “Don’t let her get behind or the pain will stack up fast.”

      “Got it.” He gave her a salute that the nurse probably would find charming, but Jess knew he was mocking her for being bossy, even though that was her job.

      The nurse nodded at him, then turned to leave, calling over her shoulder, “Be safe out there.”

      As soon as the door closed behind her, Jess pushed the blanket off her lap and slowly swung her legs to the right side of the bed. The effort was enough to make her want to lay down again, but the thought of being snuggled up in her own bed was too tempting to give up on. Mike wrapped a protective arm around her back and helped as she eased herself off the bed, then stood guard while she dressed, as if some phantom wind was about to knock her over.

      “Hey,” he said, as soon as she had tugged her sweater over her head. “If I haven’t said it today, I really love you.” His voice caught a little and he cleared his throat.

      “I love you too,” Jess told him, guilt gnawing at her for what she hadn’t told him about her day. “Sorry about all of this.”

      He bent down a little and gave her the slightest kiss on the forehead. “Don’t be. It’s not your fault. Shit happens.”

      “Yup.” Tears filled her eyes as they left the room together, her arm tucked around his elbow. Her strong, caring husband. Was he perfect? No. But then again, neither was she. If nothing else, she had shown herself that today.
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        "Love is blind but marriage is a real eye-opener."

      

      

      
        
        ~ Pauline Thomason

      

      

      

      The walk to the exit felt impossible to Jess. Each step, a reminder of the collision. She tried to think of the silver lining. Mike was here, being careful and deliberate, reminding her of how he’d been after Winnie was born—hovering over her in case she fainted, so worried, with his more tender emotions right on display for once. Guilt gnawed at her, and she knew now wasn’t the time to casually mention her strange day. If she tried to tell him now, it would come out all wrong anyway. She was exhausted and in pain and wasn’t thinking clearly. What she needed was a long hot bath followed by a huge sleep. Then she could figure out what to say. Her mind wandered to the blissful thought of laying back in the tub and letting the heat envelope her body and soothe her muscles. She would add a full cup of Epsom salts for once. Normally she skimped but tonight, she would indulge herself. After all, it was her job to heal up as fast as she could so she could get back to taking care of everyone.

      They had just passed through the sliding doors to the parking lot when Mike halted in his tracks. “Dad?”

      His father, Michael Sr., looked up, seeming as surprised as his son. He was standing in front of the parking payment machine with his wallet out, and there was something about him that looked frail, which was not the word one would normally use to describe the tall, barrel-chested man. “Mike. What are you doing here?”

      “Jess was in a collision. She’s fine though,” Mike told him. If Jess could’ve easily moved her neck, she would have given him the glare to end all glares. “What are you doing here? Where’s Mom?”

      Michael’s eyes welled up a little, causing Jessica’s heart to speed up. “They’re pretty sure she had a stroke.”

      “What? When?” Mike asked, letting go of Jess.

      “A couple of hours ago. She’s conscious and they said she should recover fully.”

      “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “You know your mom. She didn’t want to worry you kids. We figured we’d wait until we had all the test results back.”

      “And you listened to her? Jesus, Dad, you can’t keep stuff like this from us. What if she…?” Mike huffed and ran a hand through his hair, a clear sign to Jess that he was at the end of his rope. She knew it was only a matter of seconds before he let his frustration take over and he’d wind up saying something he’d regret. So, like she always did, and in spite of how badly she needed to go lay down, Jess stepped in to smooth things over. “How is she now?”

      Michael swallowed hard. “Her left arm isn’t working and that side of her face is…” His voice trailed off and he shook his head.

      “But she’s conscious,” Jessica said. “That’s got to be a good sign.”

      He nodded at her, then leaned in to get a closer look at her beat-up face. Glancing at his son, he pointed at her. “She doesn’t look fine.”

      “But she will be. I may have glossed it over a bit,” he admitted.

      His dad gave him a wry look. “So I wouldn’t worry?”

      “It’s different. Jess is young. And a stroke is a hell of a lot more serious than the collision she was in.”

      “It could’ve been a lot worse,” Jess said, not sure if she was downplaying what had happened or trying to tell her husband it was exactly as bad as it was. After all, the pain she was in didn’t exactly feel like nothing. It felt like something that was going to linger with her for some time to come. “I got lucky. Some of the other people in the pile up looked a lot worse off than me.”

      Michael gave her a questioning look. “You were in that mess on the I-14?”

      She nodded, but only once before she remembered what a bad idea that was.

      Michael reached out his hand and touched her upper arm. “That must have been terrifying.”

      Tears filled her eyes and she blinked them away. “I may not want to go into the city anytime soon.”

      “You should get her home,” Michael said. “She looks exhausted.”

      “Normally, I’d be offended, but in this case, I’ll allow it,” Jessica told him with a small grin.

      “You’re a champ,” her father-in-law told her.

      Mike chewed on his bottom lip for a second, then said, “Okay, I’m going to get Jess home, then I’ll come back to see Mom.”

      “Oh no, don’t come all the way back here,” Michael told him. “They’re keeping her overnight. Besides, your wife needs you now.”

      “I’ve got meetings all day tomorrow. I’ll just stop by for a few minutes. The kids can help Jess if she needs anything.”

      Looking down at Jess, Michael said, “Well, that’s that then. No changing his mind, is there?”

      “Not really,” Jessica told him.

      Michael leaned down and gave her a tiny peck on the temple, then said, “Take care. And no more driving like Mario Andretti. You’re too important.”

      Mike took her hand and they started for the car. This time his steps were hurried, as if his own impatience trumped her injuries. She let go and slowed down.

      “Sorry, was I going too fast?”

      “Yes,” she snapped.

      “Okay, you set the pace,” he said, taking her hand again. “I’m just anxious to get back here.”

      “I know.”

      The car ride was quiet, other than the sound of the Mariners game being broadcast over the radio. Jess could have used silence, but she let it go. If she hadn’t been in the accident, he’d be parked in front of the television watching it, and if it helped keep his mind off his mother while he was driving, all the better. She knew that until he saw her with his own eyes, he’d be wound up like one of the springs on the trampoline in their backyard. She closed her eyes, wishing they had given her something much stronger to keep the throbbing ache at bay.

      When she walked through the door leading from the garage to the mudroom, Baxter was the first to greet her, his entire back-end wiggling with excitement. He whined out all of his complaints about how long she’d been gone and how no one had bothered to feed him supper and could she please not leave, ever again. He jumped up and pawed at her knees, but Mike brushed him off. “Down! You can’t jump on her. She’s hurt.”

      “It’s fine. He weighs all of ten pounds,” Jessica muttered.

      Ignoring her comment, Mike hollered into the house, “Kids! Get down here. Your mom is back!”

      Noah was the first to appear around the corner, his eyes scrunched up as if he was half scared and half disgusted. He gave her an upward nod of his head. “Whoa, you look like shit.”

      “Really, Noah? Was that necessary to say?” Mike barked.

      “It’s true,” their son said defensively. Turning to his mom, he added, “I’m glad you’re not dead.”

      “Well, that’s something at least,” Jessica answered.

      Winnie appeared next, her head down as she typed something into her phone with her thumbs. “What?”

      “What do you mean, what?” Mike asked, his voice booming with frustration. “Your mother was in a very serious car accident. We’re lucky she’s even alive. Say hello to her, for Christ’s sake.”

      Winnie looked up, her cheeks pink. “Sorry, Mom.” When she actually took in the sight of her face, her mouth dropped. “Oh, yuck. You look terrible.” She pocketed her phone and walked over with her arms out.

      “Careful,” Mike warned. “Her whole body is sore.”

      Winnie folded Jess into a rare, warm hug. How strange it was that her little girl was now able to make her feel small. Jess breathed in the heavy perfume she was wearing, searching for the familiar scent of her daughter that was somewhere underneath the formula concocted by the team at Givenchy, but the hug ended before she could quite catch a whiff of her child.

      “You okay, Mom?”

      “I just need to rest for a few days, but I’ll be fine,” she told her.

      Noah, who was either already bored by the situation or was having feelings that were too uncomfortable to process, said, “Okay, well you should go to bed then.” He turned to leave but was stopped by Mike’s voice.

      “Hang on. There’s something more I need to tell you guys,” he said. “While we were at the hospital, we ran into Grandpa. Grandma had a stroke a few hours ago. They’re expecting her to recover, but I’m going back there now to see her.”

      “Fucking hell,” Noah muttered. “That’s bad.”

      “Language, Noah,” Mike snapped.

      “What? You say that all the time.”

      “It’s different.”

      “How?” Noah shrugged.

      “Because I know when to swear and when not to. You don’t,” Mike told him. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, seeming to realize that now wasn’t the time for the no cursing lecture. “I need you two to look after your mom.”

      The pair wore matching horrified expressions. Jessica rolled her eyes at them. “Relax. It’s not like you have to give me a sponge bath or something. I’m going to have a hot bath and go straight to bed. I just need one of you to feed Baxter and take him out.”

      “Dibs out,” they both said at the same time.

      The vein on Mike’s temple started to throb. “Are you goddamn kidding me right now? Dibs out?”

      “Fine, I’ll do it,” Winnie snapped. “Just like I do everything else around here.”

      “You feed him,” Mike told her, then turning to Noah, he said, “And you take him out. And make sure you wait long enough for him to poop. We don’t need him shitting on the rug again.”

      “That happened one time,” Noah told him. “Like, years ago.”

      “It was last month,” Mike said. What he didn’t say was how completely irritated he was that their dog of three years still had accidents in the house. It was a bone of contention between him and Jess because he didn’t want the damn thing in the first place. Normally, he’d take every opportunity to mention what an inconvenience the dog was, but Jess was relieved that tonight he bit his tongue.

      Turning to her, he said, “And I don’t love the idea of you trying to get in and out of the tub without me here. What if you slip or have trouble getting out?”

      She hadn’t thought of that, but with her limited mobility, she wasn’t entirely sure he was wrong. Her fantasy of soaking the aches away quickly dissipated. “Right. I’ll shower instead.”

      He nodded at her, his eyes full of concern. Then, as he turned to his kids, his expression hardened again. “Make sure you have your ringers on in case your mom needs to phone you.”

      Noah wrinkled up his face. “I’m not going to help her if she’s having trouble in the bathroom.”

      “Oh for…” Mike said. He looked at Winnie. “Can you do it, please? Just answer your damn phone if she calls you.”

      Winnie nodded and shot her brother a ‘this is why I’m so much better than you’ look.

      Noah dropped his jaw and stuck his tongue out at her. “You should do it. You’re both girls.”

      “We’re women, you dumbass.”

      “Enough, both of you. The last thing your mom needs right now is bickering,” Mike said. Turning back to her, he gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Will you be okay until I get back?”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m just glad to be home.” She reached out and touched the sleeve of his jacket. “You be safe.”

      “I will. Love you,” he told her before yanking the door open and setting off.

      He was clearly shaken by what had happened today, even though he was doing his best not to show it. On any other day, he never would have said he loved her in front of the kids, and Jess couldn’t help but wonder if maybe hearing him say that would rattle their children more than hearing about the collision itself. Whether it had or it hadn’t, she doubted she’d ever know.

      As soon as Mike was gone, Noah disappeared to his room. Winnie patted her leg. “Come on, Baxter, I’ll get you some supper.”

      The little dog’s ears perked up and he followed her to the kitchen. Jessica slid off her boots and shrugged off her coat, hanging it on her designated hook even though her shoulders complained bitterly at the action. Instead of going straight upstairs, she made her way to the kitchen, remembering that Winnie would likely forget to refill Baxter’s water dish. But when she got there, she saw her daughter holding it under the tap. She smiled at her. “Thanks. I was just about to remind you to do that.”

      Winnie shut off the tap. “That’s so irritating.”

      “What is?”

      “That you don’t think I know he needs water,” she said, walking the bowl back over to his food mat. “I’m a straight A student and I’m almost an adult. I can look after a dog.”

      “I know, I just forget sometimes. I wasn’t trying to insult you.” Jessica’s stomach growled and it suddenly occurred to her that she hadn’t had a bite of food since the mushroom soup, which was well over eight hours ago. She made her way to the pantry and got out a box of Mini-Wheats, then opened the drawer where they kept the bowls and took one out.

      Instead of settling herself on the couch, Winnie took the bowl from her, filled it, and brought it over to the table. “Do you want a tea?”

      “I’d love one, thank you,” Jessica said, a swell of emotion coming over her. Her daughter might not be one of the most selfish people on the planet after all. It just took her mother nearly getting killed for her to show it.

      Clearing her throat so as to hide any sign of having actual feelings, Jess made her way to the table slowly, mulling over how strange it was that she felt scared to show her emotions to her own children. If she did, she knew she’d be mocked mercilessly. Either that, or her daughter would disappear, and she didn’t want to be alone right now. Being alone would remind her of being trapped in the car earlier. She had never felt so isolated in her life. Sitting there, bracing herself for another vehicle to slam the truck into her vehicle again. Listening to the sound of the sirens and wondering how long it would take before they found her. No, she needed to be around her child right now.

      The first bite of cereal got stuck at the lump in her throat, but she forced it down, knowing that getting some food into her would help stave off the tears that were threatening to spill out. She was fine. She’d be back to one-hundred percent soon enough. This was the worst of it. The day of. In a few weeks, her body would be healed, a few months after that, the entire incident would be forgotten. Jess would be driving a different car, but other than that, life would be exactly the same.

      Winnie brought over two mugs and sat down kitty-corner to her. Jess could feel her staring and looked up at her with an easy smile to try to reassure her that she was fine. “Thank you. This is just what I need.”

      Winnie stirred her drink, which Jess could see was hot chocolate. Normally, she’d tell her having chocolate this late would disrupt her sleep, but tonight, she decided to keep her mouth shut. After a sip, Winnie said, “You must be in a lot of pain.”

      “It’s there, why?”

      “Because you didn’t nag me about having chocolate at this hour,” Winnie said wryly.

      “You’re going to want me to get in car accidents more often,” Jessica returned.

      Winnie stared into her mug. “No, I won’t.” Her voice broke and she sniffed.

      Jessica’s eyes filled with the tears she’d been holding back and she reached for her daughter’s hand and gave it a squeeze. Winnie squeezed back and wiped her tears away with her other hand. “Don’t do that again, okay? That was too scary.”

      “I promise I’ll try not to,” Jess told her. “I got rear-ended, which isn’t something you can easily avoid.”

      “Dad says you can.”

      A ball of anger instantly filled Jessica’s chest. “Really? Did he say that today?”

      “Yup, after he got off the phone with you, but I don’t get it. How can you be responsible for what someone behind you does?”

      Jess blew out a long sigh. “If you see them coming, you can maybe get out of the way, but only if there’s somewhere to go. I actually had my signal light on for a long time, trying to get over, but he was so close behind me, I don’t think anyone in the lane next to me could see it.” After a sip of the hot tea, she added, “Or they just didn’t care.”

      “That’s probably it,” Winnie said. “People suck.”

      “Sometimes,” Jess agreed. “But most people are good.”

      “No offense, but I don’t think you know what it’s like in the real world anymore, Mom.”

      “What are you talking about? I’m in the real world all the time.”

      “Yeah, sort of. I wouldn’t exactly call yoga class and the pottery shop the real world.”

      “I go other places too,” Jess said, even though she questioned the sanity of defending herself to a high school senior who was telling her about the real world—the one she had mostly only seen on TikTok. “I volunteer, I get groceries, and go to the mall, and drive your brother to school. I go to restaurants. Plus, I watch the news every day.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t really see what goes on. It’s ugly out there.” Winnie’s phone pinged and, in an instant, she was lost to her mom, laughing at whatever someone had written to her. “I need to Facetime Jill. She’s having trouble with our math homework.” She looked up at her mom with her huge brown eyes. “Unless you need me.”

      “No, you go. Thank you for the tea and the talk,” Jessica said.

      Winnie scrambled out of the chair and disappeared down the hall and up the stairs. Just before she closed her bedroom door, Jessica heard her saying, “Hey, bitch!”

      She rolled her eyes, hating how her daughter and her friends referred to each other as bitches. Maybe she really didn’t know what was going on in the world anymore. Maybe she had been sheltered. Years in the same safe little life with the same safe people. Maybe it was only a matter of ten short years and she’d be completely out of touch with what was happening out there, like her mom was. Struggling to use the next latest and greatest form of technology. Not understanding society’s new views on sexuality or which words you couldn’t use anymore. Of course it would happen to her. It happened to everyone.

      Baxter pawed at her leg. When she looked down at him, he wagged his tail, looking slightly desperate. “Do you have to go out, buddy?”

      He started in the direction of the door, then turned back to make sure she was following him. She rose slowly, grunting when she was halfway out of the chair. She called out for Noah, but he didn’t answer. She sent him a text. Baxter is ready to go out.

      A second later, he replied: I’m on the toilet. Can he wait?

      She was tempted to text back that she’d ask the dog how many minutes he could hold it, but she pocketed her phone instead. It was just so much easier to do it herself.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica woke to the sound of a thump followed by Mike muttering, “Goddamn bed frame.”

      She realized a little too late that lifting herself onto her elbow was not in the cards at the moment. Wincing, she laid her head back onto her pillow. “How’s your mom?”

      The mattress dipped as Mike got in. “Not great.” He sighed deeply. “She looked so … old and frail. Her mouth is drooping.”

      “I’m sorry, honey,” she said, managing to find his shoulder with her hand in the dark. She rubbed it until her own shoulder complained, then slid her hand back onto her side of the bed. “It must have been hard to see her like that.”

      “Yup,” he whispered before clearing his throat. “But Dad got her there fast enough that they don’t think there will be any permanent damage.”

      “Thank God for that.”

      “I talked to Susan on the way home. Filled her in on what’s going on.” Mike’s sister wasn’t exactly good in high-stress situations. She was the queen of overreacting.

      “How’d she take it?”

      “Instant sobbing. Then right to blaming their lifestyle. She’s planning to go to the house tomorrow and clear out all the junk food. And clean their exercise room out so they can use it.”

      “They have an exercise room?”

      “Yeah, you know that one at the end of the hall? It’s filled with boxes?”

      “You mean the storage room?”

      “That’s the one. I guess there’s a treadmill buried in there somewhere and Susan’s all gung-ho to find it. As if they’ll use the damn thing.”

      “Well, she probably just needs to feel like she can do something. Feeling helpless is the worst,” Jess told him.

      “True,” he said, rolling onto his side to look at her. “She was hoping you could go help her tomorrow, but I told her you’d be down and out for a few days.”

      Jess paused for a second, staring up at the ceiling. Irritation scratched at her chest. A few days. She knew her husband, and that was his not-so subtle way of telling her he needed her back to full-strength fast. Well, he could wish for that all he wanted, but her body was in charge now, and it was going to be a hell of a lot longer than a few days before she was back to full strength. “I hate to tell you this, but it’s likely going to take a while.”

      “Oh, I know that. I’m not trying to rush you. I just wasn’t sure what you wanted me to tell other people.”

      “I’m fine with the truth. It’s not like it was my fault or something. I was driving safely. There was nothing I could do.”

      “I’m not saying that. It’s just that if it were me, I’d want to downplay it, that’s all.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Because I’m a guy. That’s what we do.”

      She let his words hang in the air for a second, near tears because she knew he was going to downplay it until she was back to doing everything she normally did for the family, ready or not. “It was a really bad collision, Mike. I got hit three times. Hard.” Her voice cracked at the memory.

      He put his hand on her cheek. “Try not to focus on that. It’ll only make you feel worse.”

      “No, it’ll only make you feel worse, but like it or not, you can’t rush me into being healed. That’s not how this works.”

      His hand slid away. “That’s not what I’m doing.”

      “Sure it is. You’re already stressed out with work and the kids, and now your mom is sick. The thought of me being unable to function on all cylinders is too much for you right now.”

      He flipped onto his back again. “Well, can you blame me?”

      Jess closed her eyes and took a deep breath to keep herself from snapping. Her body was now so tense with anger that every muscle seemed to flex at the same time, followed by an immediate sharp full-body pain. When she was finally able to speak again, she said, “I’m just saying that having unrealistic expectations of me right now isn’t going to help anything.”

      “Okay, I got it. Don’t worry. I’m not going to ask you for anything. No matter what happens.” His tone was bitter and she knew the ‘what happens’ meant if his mom died suddenly.

      Oh my God, how the hell is this about him all of a sudden? Jess closed her eyes again and listened to the sound of Mike’s breathing becoming more rhythmic. In under a minute, he was fast asleep, snoring lightly while she lay next to him, beat up and furious. Silent tears slid into her hair, and this time she didn’t stop them. She just let them come in thin rivers that eventually soaked spots on her pillow. She’d been through hell today. The one thing she needed was for someone to look after her, and other than a cup of tea, she’d gotten nothing from the family she’d devoted the last two decades to. Literally nothing. What was the point of having a family if they weren’t there for you in your darkest hour? Was she put on the planet to serve them and get nothing in return?

      As she finally drifted off to sleep, she was comforted by the fact that her mom would be over first thing in the morning. At least she could count on her.
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        “Behind every great woman … is another great woman.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Kate Hodges

      

      

      

      Jessica sat propped up in bed with a mug of tea cooling on the nightstand. It was nearly noon and she hadn’t gotten up, other than to use the bathroom. She hadn’t tried to fix things with Mike before he went to work, which left her with a gnawing feeling in her stomach. She hated when they weren’t getting along, but this time, she had to put her foot down. This wasn’t some business dinner he volunteered her to host. This was so much worse. She’d been in a serious collision and needed him to get it. Like really get it. He was going to have to step up and take over for her. Yes, his mother had had a stroke, which was terrifying. That was true. But according to the doctors (and to Susan, who had called her right after visiting their mom at the hospital earlier that morning), Lilian would be fine. Her risk of another stroke was next to nothing, at least for now. And if she kept up her medication and made some adjustments to her lifestyle, there was no reason for her not to continue on living a healthy life for a long time.

      “How’s Mike handling everything?” Susan had asked.

      “He’s doing his best,” Jessica told her, not wanting to slag him to his own sister. “A lot dropped on him all in one fell swoop.”

      “In other words, he’s being a total baby about it.”

      Jessica had laughed too loud at that, and remembering that sound now made her throat feel thick with guilt. She shouldn’t have laughed at her husband, no matter how accurate his sister’s guess had been.

      She stared out the window for a minute, listening to the sound of the vacuum cleaner downstairs. Her mom had gotten there a couple of hours ago and was busying herself with laundry and cleaning. Whatever you need. That’s what she had told Jess when she found her lying in bed earlier. There is nothing more important to me than helping you out.

      Too bad Mike hadn’t been here to hear that. He’d be ashamed of himself if he had. Maybe he already was. After all, he sent her a text as soon as he got to work: Sorry about last night. I’m afraid it was all too much for me. I hope you can forgive me for being a mere mortal.

      That was their private joke. He was a mortal while she was a goddess. It had started with him overhearing a Kira Popowich video she was watching on her phone while she was chopping up a head of broccoli for dinner. He’d started to chide her about it, but as soon as he could see she was getting defensive, he backed off and told her that of course she was a goddess. She was his goddess and he was lucky to have her. Being a mortal and all.

      Today, however, his quip chafed her. It felt like an excuse. Besides, it was too soon to make light of the situation. Far too soon. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be ready to joke about this one. Jess hadn’t written him back yet. Let him wait. She wasn’t the one who screwed up. She’d get back to him when she was good and ready.

      She watched as the first few snowflakes of the day fell, until the sight of them made her slightly dizzy. Baxter, who was thoroughly enjoying their morning in bed, rolled onto his back, almost disappearing into the thick duvet.

      Jess gave him a scratch on the belly. “Don’t get used to it. This isn’t a forever arrangement.”

      His ears pricked up, and as if he understood what she had said, he flipped himself over and curled up in a ball just out of her reach.

      “Oh, you’re going to pout, are you?” she asked him. “Well, that’s fine. I’m pouting today too.” Picking up her tablet, she turned it on and waited for it to boot up, then opened YouTube and scrolled aimlessly until she saw a Kira’s Best Life video. Instead of clicking on it, however, she opened Chrome and googled Aaron Fillion. A picture of him, along with his LinkedIn bio, came up first. His hair had been longer at the time, giving him a relaxed, youthful look. What happened that he wound up divorced? Besides obviously being successful, he seemed so thoughtful and caring, and he had a great sense of humor.

      But maybe they all managed to seem that way on spec—by hiding whatever galling habits they have that will drive you to move wine o’clock to three p.m. on a Tuesday. She tried to imagine what sort of awful things Aaron would do, but she couldn’t come up with anything nefarious, other than his lack of table manners. He probably made himself late-night snacks and left the mess for his ex-wife, who Jess imagined would be an early riser who loved to catch the sunrise every day. After years of that sort of thing, a woman could snap. She should know. Winnie and Noah left huge messes of course, but they were children.

      The vacuum shut off and Jess strained her ears to try to determine what her mom was up to now. Which of the thousand things that needed doing (and that her husband and kids should be able to handle) were getting done? She picked up the mug and held it in both hands, warming them, then realized that it was Thursday, which meant the heat was scheduled at a lower temperature because she was normally at the shop. She’d ask her mom to turn it up when she came up to check on her.

      Thank God for moms. When she got back to writing in her gratitude journal, she was going to write that in huge bold letters. THANK GOD FOR MY MOM. She might even use one page per word. Or, better still, per letter. Surely her mom was worth sixteen pages of her gratitude journal.

      After a few sips of tea, she put the mug down and picked her tablet up again. She opened Aaron’s LinkedIn profile and wrote him a quick message, her heart rate picking up a bit.

      It was lovely to meet you yesterday. Thank you for your kindness. Lunch was the best part of my day. ~ Jess

      Jess, not Jessica. It was her little way of saying they weren’t strangers anymore. She stared at the message and bit her lip. Maybe she shouldn’t send it. Or, maybe she should. After all, isn’t cultivating friendships good for the soul? There was nothing flirty about it. Except maybe calling herself Jess.

      But there she was, over-thinking things again. She pressed send without adding -ica to her name. Her stomach did a little flip. Had she just crossed the line? Surely not. Wasn’t it perfectly acceptable to have a male friend? It was the twenty-first century, after all.

      Her phone rang immediately, causing her to jump a little (another thing she shouldn’t do). It was Diana.

      “Hey you,” Jessica answered.

      “Did you get any sleep?” Diana asked.

      “Here and there,” she answered.

      “You poor thing. I have PTSD, and I only had to hear it.”

      “You should tell my husband that. Maybe he’d take it a little more seriously,” Jess told her, before launching into a rundown of what had happened from the moment they stepped outside the hospital until his text.

      Diana had the appropriate responses, of course. She was sympathetic at the right moments and indignant on her friend’s behalf through the rest of it. In the end, they had agreed that men were only capable of so much, as in so much less than women hoped.

      “Now, onto the big question,” Diana said, with a dramatic pause. That was one of the things Jess loved about her—her ability to make everything feel more exciting than it was. “Have you decided whether or not you’ll tell him about your lunch with the lawyer?”

      “Not yet. I’m so angry, I wouldn’t tell him if his hair was on fire.”

      “I hear that,” Diana said. “Have you heard from your lunch companion?”

      “No,” Jessica said, trying to decide whether or not to tell Diana about the message she just sent. Diana already knew most of it so she might as well tell her the rest. “But I did send him a thank you note on LinkedIn.”

      “Really?” Diana’s tone wasn’t one Jessica could easily decipher. Was it disapproving? Or was her own sense of monogamy making her hear it that way?

      “It felt appropriate. He really didn’t have to do that.”

      “Wow.” So, she was disapproving.

      “I’m not about to start an affair, if that’s what you think.”

      “But secretly, you are hoping to talk to him again.” It was a statement, not a question. A fact.

      In the hall, she could hear her mom’s footsteps. A second later, she saw her walk by carrying a basket of laundry, and a flash of guilt hit Jess. Here she was lounging in bed chatting while her mother was hauling a heavy basket up the stairs.

      “No, I just wanted to thank him for his kindness. He really went above and beyond what anyone would expect a person to do in that situation.”

      “Well, that’s fine, but if you wind up turning this whole thing into some sort of friendship, you really have to tell Mike.”

      “I’ll be sure to tell him as soon as I’m talking to him again.”

      “My poor friend. The last thing you needed yesterday was a fight.”

      “Right?”

      “I better go. I have a bunch of running around to do and I promised Parker I’d pick up the supplies for his science fair project.”

      “Thanks for checking on me.”

      “Of course. I’ll call you later.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      A ping on her tablet caught Jessica’s attention just as she was hanging up.

      
        
        Hey, Jess,

        It was the best part of my day too. My number is 555-789-1212 if you’re ever in need of free therapy and/or soup. ~ Aaron

      

      

      She smiled as she read over his text for the third time.

      “You look happy,” her mom said, walking into the room.

      Jessica quickly closed the tablet case. “If I am, it’s because I have the best mom in the entire world. Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      Her mom reached down and smoothed Jessica’s hair with hands, like she did when she was little. “My good girl. I’m just so glad you’re here to look after.”

      Jessica nodded, still raw from what might have happened. “Me too.”

      “I’m making a pot of tomato soup. Do you want me to bring up a bowl or are you supposed to move around a bit so you don’t get too stiff?”

      “I’ll come down.”

      “I think that’s wise. My physiotherapist says motion is lotion,” her mom told her, turning toward the hall. “Take your time. It won’t be ready for a few minutes.”

      As soon as her mom left the room, Jessica flipped the case open again and read over their messages one last time. My good girl. Nope. She wasn’t going to call him. That would definitely be crossing a line she wasn’t willing to cross, no matter how angry she was at her husband.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Secret Journal Entry

        October 13th

        

        No fantasy to report today, but I do have something important to say. It’s been three days since the collision, so this will be one of those dreadful entries about how my entire life was put into perspective the moment that truck slammed into my poor car. It’s true though. When you stare death in the face, you realize how freaking short life is. Because it is short. Horribly, terribly short. It’s that whole thing about life being that little dash between your birthdate and the date of your death on your tombstone.

        So, no wonder I’m having fantasies about running away. I’m living someone else’s life. Someone boring with no ambition. But no more. The collision was like hitting the reset button. I am determined to forge a new path for myself. To do things that are exciting and meaningful. I don’t know what just yet, but I’m going to use this time while I’m laid up in bed to figure it out. Because for the first time in my adult life, I have nothing but time on my hands, and I intend to use it.
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        * * *

      

      Snapchat Messages Between Noah and Liam

      
        
          
            
              
        Noah: Brah, did you see Charmaine in that sweater today? Are they new or fake?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Totally sus. No way her tits grew that much over the weekend.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: But they def look real. This is why we need to have a party.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Yeah, but not for at least two months. I’m grounded from life until then.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Shit, brah. What’d you do?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Swore at my mom. She was being a total bitch at supper.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: And you said it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: I just couldn’t take any more nagging.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Brutal.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Yup. But we’re still throwing the party. I saw a video of these kids who threw a party at their neighbor’s place when they were on vacay. Looked epic.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Did they get caught?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: It was such chaos that by the time the cops showed up, no one knew who was hosting.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: IDK, sounds sketch.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Brah, there’s no way we’d get caught. And their insurance has to cover any damage so it’s seriously a victimless crime.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Note the word CRIME, dingus.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Don’t be such a bitch. It’s no big deal.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: I’m not a bitch. It’s just a shit idea.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: It won’t be when we find the right house. Charmaine will come. And maybe you’ll get to the bottom of the real or fake question.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: When you put it that way…
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        “Be decisive. Right or wrong, make a decision. The road of life is paved with flat squirrels who couldn’t make a decision.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      

      
        
        Email from: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

        To: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        Subject: Towels for Dog Wash Fundraiser/Pies

      

        

      
        Hi Jess,

      

        

      
        I heard back from PetLove, and they would need at least half of the towels back on Sunday morning. The other half could be brought in on Monday, but they’d want a $100 deposit if you’re going to take them home. I’ll leave it with you to decide whether you want to collect old towels or use the store’s. I’ll need to let them know three days before the event what we’re doing.

      

        

      
        With regards to the Thanksgiving pies, we really do need you to make at least six. Can we count on you?

      

        

      
        Blaire

      

        

      
        Blaire Pritchard, MHRM, BBA, Director of Human Resources at Info-Tech Inc, PTA President, Proud Mom of Hannah and Will

      

      

      

      It had been eight days since the collision, and Jess had yet to figure out how to reinvent herself. But that was okay. She needed time to heal. Her body was still objecting to moving around much—her arms said a decisive no to lifting a laundry basket, her back refused to allow her to bend down to tidy the shoes in the mudroom, and her neck complained vehemently no matter what position she tried to sleep in.

      Baxter, on the other hand, was in his glory. His person was with him twenty-four hours a day. He was perfectly content to curl up on her lap as she lounged on the recliner and binged 30 Rock, which was what she was doing at the moment. She had started out watching a Kira video about Five Reasons You Might be Feeling Empty, but shut it off as soon as Kira introduced Reason Number Three: Improper Nutrition. Jess knew Kira was about to launch into a sales pitch about her new supplement line. Since the brunch, Rachael’s comments about Kira being an evil marketing genius had dulled Jessica’s ability to enjoy Kira’s videos.

      Outside, it was a perfectly beautiful early winter day. The sun was shining for once, the sky was blue, and she wanted to be out there instead of indoors in her pajamas. Her mom wasn’t coming by today and she was supposed to be at work, so she was a little extra lonely. So lonely that she called the pottery shop.

      When her boss, Evelyn, answered, Jess told her she was just checking in to see how things were going. “Fine. I’m definitely missing you today.” Lowering her voice, she added, “That group of seniors is back. God, they’re needy.”

      “True, but at least they’re nice about it.”

      “Not all of them. The one with those crazy red glasses actually said something quite nasty about you when they came in.”

      “Really?” Jessica’s stomach clenched. What would Betty possibly have to say about her?

      “She asked if you were coming in, and when I said no, she said, ‘Thank God.’”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. Betty just has other ideas for what I should be doing with my life. She has it in her mind that I’m destined for bigger things.”

      “What? Why would she think that?”

      “It’s a long story, but fear not. I’ll be back.”

      “Thank God, because I don’t know what I’d do without you. I had no idea how much you must go behind everyone keeping things organized and tidy. The place is a disaster zone already. How are you feeling?”

      “A little better each day,” Jessica told her. “I’m still pretty sore, but I’m starting to come around, I think.”

      “Good. I don’t want to rush you, but I also really want to rush you.” Evelyn laughed, and Jess knew her boss was trying to soften her demand.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “I know you will. You’re my go-to girl. I always know I can count on you.”

      “Yup, you sure can,” Jessica told her, even though something about being Evelyn’s go-to girl didn’t sit right with her. It was the word ‘girl,’ wasn’t it? Yes. Yes, it was. “I’ll let you go. Have a great day.”

      “You too, Jessica. Heal up fast.”

      Jessica ended the call feeling perturbed. “That’s it. I have got to get something done. Anything, but I can’t just sit here.”

      Baxter’s ears perked up and he scrambled to get off her lap, clearly hoping there was a walk in his near future. “Come on, I’ll take you out.”

      She stood in the sun in the backyard while the dog sniffed around and did his business, hoping that Mrs. Wong next door wouldn’t happen to come out onto her deck and see Jess in her pajamas at this hour. Mrs. Wong was always dressed to the nines, even when she was out in her yard clipping back her rose bushes. She would probably assume Jessica was having some sort of breakdown, which would embarrass them both. Maybe she was having a mental breakdown, and the collision had just allowed her to dress for it.

      Luckily, Baxter finished up and they were safely inside before Mrs. Wong came out. Once back in the house, Jessica sighed, the restlessness returning. She knew her job was to heal up, but her mind needed to do something. She simply couldn’t take another day of doing nothing. Things were still strained between her and Mike. She hadn’t written him back after his apology, and when he got home, he had been a bit stiff with her, which led to Jess being curt right back. Things had iced up enough that they’d spent the last several days in this weird polite-but-distant state that they both hated. And yet, neither of them had made the first move to get them out of it. It was a game of emotional chicken—whoever apologized first lost. Since both of them considered themselves the injured party, both were determined to wait the other one out. Mike had been stopping at the hospital every night after work and getting home late, which made it easier to avoid reconciling, because by the time supper was on the table, the kids were around until too late in the evening to start that type of conversation.

      Much to Jessica’s surprise, the family had learned to adjust to her not doing all the things every day for them, and she wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about that. Noah had started taking the city bus to get to and from school, Mike had gone to Costco on the weekend and picked up a bunch of premade meals for the week, and between her mom and Mike, the laundry was getting done. She should be grateful. In fact, she was. But underpinning that was a feeling of loss. As if she’d seen an alternate version of her life and figured out that they would all be fine if something did happen to her. They’d quickly adapt and forget all about the millions of things she did for them every day. The hit to her ego had not gone unnoticed by her heart.

      And that was the thing, wasn’t it? After abandoning her dreams so she could be the perfect wife and mom (well, not perfect—Jess wasn’t about to let her head inflate that much), and after nearly two decades of being there for them—cooking, cleaning, shopping, planning, volunteering, hosting, holding cold wash cloths over fevered foreheads, carefully dabbing at cuts and applying Band-Aids to boo-boos, and everything else she’d devoted her life to—it seemed to her that none of it mattered to the people she’d done it all for. None of it.

      Yes, they made a big fuss over her on Mother’s Day, and her birthday (but to a lesser extent, as if Jessica the person wasn’t as important as Jessica the mother), but the truth was, they didn’t need her the way she thought they did. The past ten days had shown her that. She was down and out, unable to do anything other than sit and listen, and they were all fine. No one had fallen apart. No one had cried frustrated tears. No one had even mentioned how much they missed her home-cooked meals. They just carried on with life as if it had always been that way.

      It really was all for nothing, wasn’t it?

      “What in the hell have I done?” she asked Baxter, who stared up at her and thumped his tail against the hardwood.

      Her chest felt heavy and her belly knotted as Jess made her way over to the kitchen table and eased herself into a chair. She took her phone out of her bathrobe pocket and did the only thing she could think of—she called her mom, gearing herself up to lay it all on her. How she was terrified that she had made a huge mistake and that the kids would have been fine if she’d pursued a career, and now they were almost out of the house and what did she have that was hers? Nothing.

      But her mom didn’t answer. Instead, the call went to voicemail, at which point Jessica remembered she had gone to play pickle ball. Suddenly overcome by exhaustion, she trudged up the stairs and laid down in bed. She didn’t want to think about it. She couldn’t. It was all too awful. She closed her eyes and tried to shut out thoughts of an alternate life that could have been hers. She tried to focus on her breathing, keeping it even and steady so she could fall asleep, but she couldn’t stop it. Her mind was racing, forcing her to keep pace.

      She could have gone back to school when Noah had gone to grade one. Actually, she probably could have done it when he was a baby. She could have gone part-time or taken night classes. Jess would’ve had her degree for several years by now and would be a seasoned attorney. Her mind raced through images of a different life—her in a suit every morning, happily kissing the kids goodbye at the school drop-off zone before zipping downtown to her office where she’d have had a completely different life. One with autonomy, and important work friends who she’d have lunch with while they discussed their cases and gossiped about their most-hated judges. One with respect. She and Mike would have that financial freedom they’d always longed for, and she wouldn’t have to feel worried about blowing money on a sixty-five-dollar vagina steam bath kit or hiring a therapist. Hell, she wouldn’t even need one because she would’ve been too busy having a wonderful life to feel lost or resentful or terrified that she was wasting her life. The fantasy of it all was pure bliss.

      What if Betty was right and she was supposed to have more than one dream? What if the reason she’d been so miserable was simply a matter of needing to be more and do more with her life? What if all she’d been missing was that big, juicy life?

      And, oh my God, what if it wasn’t too late?

      It was that question that pushed her to get up, log onto her computer and look up ‘how to get into law school after a long break from undergrad degree.’ After finding a few things about ‘taking a gap year,’ she decided that Google wasn’t going to have the answer to her problem. But she knew someone who might.
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        * * *

      

      “Jess, I didn’t think I’d ever hear from you again,” Aaron said when she told him who was calling.

      “I hadn’t planned to call, actually,” she said, her palms going clammy. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      “Nope, I just got out of a meeting. How have you been?”

      “Terrible. I was actually in that big pile up on the I-14 after I left our lunch.”

      Aaron let out an exhale. “Oh my God, are you all right?”

      “I will be. Nothing’s broken, but I’m discovering how bad soft tissue damage can be.”

      “I bet. Do you need some legal advice?”

      “No, our insurance guy seems to have it all under control. I was actually hoping to ask you for some career advice.”

      “Are you thinking of coming over to the dark side?” he asked, and Jessica could picture his smile.

      “I am, actually. I’d be the oldest law student in the world, but that also means I’m too old to care what all the young whippersnappers think of me.”

      Aaron laughed. “Good for you.”

      A swell of excitement filled Jessica’s chest, pushing out the usual low-key dread she harbored in that spot. “It’s insane is what it is. My husband is going to be shocked when I tell him. My kids too. They’ll think I’ve gone off the deep end.”

      “But if it makes you happy, I’m sure they’ll be happy for you.”

      “One would hope,” she said, regretting the words as soon as they were out. “I just mean it’d be a big change for them too. They’d have to get used to me being a lot busier. But that’s not what I wanted to ask you about. I was wondering if you might know if it’s even possible for me to go back after taking twenty gap years.”

      “Well, your LSAT scores will have expired, so you’ll need to take that again. But otherwise, you should be okay.”

      “Right, that makes sense.”

      “I’d say your first move would be to enroll in a prep course and start contacting some law schools to explain your situation and ask for their advice.”

      She grabbed her gratitude journal from her bedside table and flipped it open. “Okay, I’m just writing this all down.”

      “And if you really want to immerse yourself in the law, you may want to try to get a job at a firm. That would look good on your application.”

      “You mean they won’t consider the paint-your-own-pottery shop to be relevant?”

      “As surprising as I’m sure it is, they may not.” His tone was light, and he sounded genuinely excited for her. “I happen to know of a firm that is hiring right now. Tiny place. One lawyer who is desperate to replace his assistant.”

      Jessica’s stomach flipped. Could this actually happen? “Are you serious?”

      “Oddly enough, yes.”

      “Oh my God, am I really going to do this?” she asked.

      “I don’t know you that well, but I’m going to say you are.”

      “I know me really well and I think I’m going to say yes.” Jessica let out a laugh, a thrill running through her. “So, should I come in for an interview? Maybe bring a resume this time?”

      “How about you email it to me, and we forget about the interview?”

      “You must be extremely desperate.”

      “I really am. When can you start?”

      Her head was buzzing. “I’m still having a little trouble getting around, so I’ll need another week or so to heal up. I think I could manage it by then. I might be moving kind of slowly, but that won’t matter, right? Oh, and I’ll need to get a new car and some business clothes.”

      “Don’t go overboard, we’re pretty casual at Fillion and Associates.”

      She gasped. “Am I the associates?”

      “Pretty much,” he answered.

      “That sounds important.”

      “It is.”

      They chatted for another couple of minutes, and Jess committed to starting work on Monday, October 30th, before a client walked in and Aaron had to go. Jess hung up the phone and sat smiling on her bed, no longer needing a nap. She knew they were both joking about the associates thing, but it felt important. Getting up, she made her way downstairs to pour herself a coffee. She was going to enroll in an LSAT prep course and start shopping for a new wardrobe. Classy, business attire. For the first time in a very long time, Jessica Halloway felt excited about something.

      Now the only question was, how was she going to break the news to her family?
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        “In my defense, I was left unsupervised.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Lee St. John

      

      

      

      The rest of the afternoon was spent in a state of near-euphoria for Jessica. She hummed to herself while she picked out a few pieces of office attire on Zara and at H&M, promising herself that when she was officially an attorney-at-law, she’d let herself browse the high-end stores. She’d pretty much have to buy expensive clothes in order to be taken seriously. But for now, she’d snag some classic looks at bargain prices.

      When her shopping was done, she joined a Reddit forum for Seattle-area law students, then searched for an LSAT prep course, and checked for recommendations in the forum. Taking out her credit card again, she signed up for a premium course that had both an in-class component and on-line learning, at a whopping cost of fifteen-hundred dollars. Her heart pounded as the mouse hovered over the PAY NOW button and she knew that once she pushed that, there was no going back. The money would have to come out of the college fund. Mike would be furious. The kids too. But she had to do it. She just did.

      She pushed the button, then waited for a second for the house to start to shake or the sky to cloud over. But nothing happened. Everything was exactly the same. Except that it wasn’t.

      Slightly shocked at the pace at which she was doing this, she got straight to work on the on-line material, a thrill shooting through her as she started the introductory video. There had been no monkeying around, no asking her mom, Diana, Rachael, and Mike for their opinions. She was just jumping in with both feet this time around. Because this time, after years of being stalled, she knew in her bones that she was finally on the right track. Deep down, she knew that if she didn’t act quickly, she would allow someone (probably Mike) to talk her out of it. And if there’s one thing she knew she couldn’t afford to do, it was to give up again. She’d done that once and wound up being miserable.

      Her next move was the one that would be the worst—she picked up her phone and called Evelyn. Her boss answered with, “Are you calling to say you miss work so much you’ll be in tomorrow?” Evelyn laughed while Jess closed her eyes tightly, her skin clammy.

      “Actually, something big happened this afternoon, and I’m afraid I have to give you notice.”

      “What? Give your notice?” she asked. “Jessica, what on earth are you talking about?”

      “I was offered another job, at a law firm.”

      “But you don’t know anything about the law,” Evelyn protested.

      “But I’ve always wanted to,” Jess told her.

      “Is this about the money? Because if you want a raise, I don’t appreciate you trying to strong-arm me into paying you more. You could’ve just asked and I would have given it to you.”

      “Wait. What?” Jess asked, temporarily distracted by this news. She would’ve given her a raise this whole time? Then she should’ve done it. Shaking her head, Jess got back to the reason for her call. “It’s not about the money. I’m planning to go back to school to study law, so working in the field will be a big help. I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch, but my new job starts as soon as I’m recovered so I won’t be able to come back in.”

      “But not two hours ago, you told me you’d be back at work soon!”

      “I know, and I’m really sorry. I wasn’t expecting this opportunity to fall into my lap, and I know if I don’t take it, I’ll always regret it.”

      There was a long pause, and when Evelyn spoke again, her voice was shaking with anger. “I have never been so disappointed with someone in my entire life.”

      That was saying something because Evelyn’s second husband had turned out to be a drug addict who cleaned out her bank account before leaving. Jessica’s stomach churned.

      “The fact that you would just abandon me, after all these years together…”

      Another woman’s voice in the background caused Jess to strain her ears, but she couldn’t make out what the woman was saying.

      “What? Why?” Evelyn asked.

      “Because I’m a paying customer and I want to talk to her.”

      It was Betty.

      “Here, someone wants to say something to you.”

      “Jess, did I hear this right? Are you finally going to stop wasting your brain?”

      Jess laughed. “I am.”

      “Good for you, sweetie! I’m proud of you.”

      Tears filled Jessica’s eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “Go get that big, juicy life that’s been waiting for you.”

      Evelyn’s voice came back on the line. “Yes, go, Jess. Go get your big, juicy life. And don’t worry about all the people you’re going to hurt in the process.”

      With that, she hung up the phone, leaving Jess feeling stunned by what had just happened. She had just quit her job. After eight years. Holy shit. She was really doing this.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun started to fade for the evening, she knew her family would be home soon. She was going to have to be careful about how she approached the subject with Mike. After all, it was going to be a massive departure from the life he thought they were going to have. It would mean sacrifice on both their parts, not just money, but a complete change of plans for their future. But it would be better. So much better. After the initial investment, she’d be bringing in some big money. The kind that they’d only dreamed about.

      It would take him a while to get used to, but once they got over the initial hurdle, and he saw how happy she was, he’d get on board. She knew he would. But first, they had to clear the air, because if they were barely speaking, she could hardly tell him about her big, shiny plan for her life.

      At quarter after four, the back door slammed and the sound of a backpack being tossed onto the floor could be heard from the kitchen. Noah was home. She called a cheery hello to him, then got up from the table just as he was walking into the kitchen. He gave her a nod. “S’up?”

      Oh, I quit my job today, got a new one at a law firm and I’m going back to school. You? “Not much. How was your day?”

      Taking one ear bud out, he said, “Meh.”

      “How was school?” she asked, making her way over to the fridge and opening it. She was going to make supper tonight, nothing too hard, but something that said, ‘I’m mounting my comeback, people.’

      Shrug. “It was school.”

      “Did you get your physics test back?”

      “No.”

      He popped his earbud back in and poured himself a massive bowl of Golden Grahams, then sat at the table watching TikTok videos while he slurped up his after-school snack. Jessica took out a container of spinach and a couple of tomatoes and got to work making a salad. She glanced at her son and smiled. He was fine. He didn’t need her to baby him anymore.

      Winnie got home shortly after her brother. She stopped in her tracks when she saw that her mom was making dinner. “What’s this?”

      “It’s going to be salad.”

      “Are you better or something?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “I’m starting to feel a lot better, yeah.”

      “Thank God. Dad’s been an absolute bear since the accident.”

      “True that,” Noah said, shoveling another heaping bite of cereal into his mouth.

      “He’s also upset about Grandma,” Jess said, neither confirming nor denying her husband’s bad mood.

      “Why? She’s going to be fine,” Winnie said, taking the box of Golden Grahams back out of the pantry.

      “A stroke is really scary. They’re lucky Grandpa got her to the hospital in time. It could have been a much worse outcome,” Jess told them.

      “But he did get her there in time, so there’s nothing to worry about,” Noah said.

      Winnie shook the box over a bowl, and when only two cereal wafers came out, she huffed. “Come on, Noah. Can’t you leave some food in the house for someone else for once?”

      “Sorry, I’m a growing boy,” he said, looking far too amused at his sister’s irritation.

      Oh great, here we go.

      “God, you’re selfish,” Winnie said, taking the bowl over to the garbage and tossing the small bit of food into the bin. “Worst roommate ever.”

      “At least I don’t stink up the entire house with my perfume.”

      “My perfume doesn’t stink, you jackass,” she said. “It smells a hell of a lot better than your Axe body spray.”

      “You both smell wonderful, now drop it,” Jessica told them. “And as for your father, go easy on him. You don’t understand what he’s been going through.”

      “He hasn’t been going through anything,” Winnie said. “You have, and Grandma has, but he hasn’t.”

      “When you love people and they’re hurting, you’re hurting too,” Jess told her. She nodded to herself, thinking about how wise she sounded. Yes, she was going to be a very wise attorney at law. Eventually, the other associates would come to her for advice. Not at first, on account of her being new, but after a while, they’d realize how all of that real life experience she had was an asset.

      “He’s just making it all about himself, which is what men do,” Winnie said, shaking the empty box in her brother’s direction.

      Noah shook his head at his sister in disbelief. “What happened to you to make you so cynical?”

      “Life!”

      Jessica sighed, feeling all that delicious optimistic energy draining out of her body. “Just … have some yogurt or something.”

      The bickering finally stopped when both kids disappeared to their bedrooms. Jessica took out some eggs and got started making omelets with tomato, mushrooms, ham, cheese, and green onions for dinner. Mike loved her omelets, and she hoped that the effort would help soften things between them.

      When Baxter announced Mike’s arrival, Jess wiped her hands on a dish towel and walked to the hall to greet him. He looked tired as he toed off his shoes, his tie already loosened.

      “How’s your mom?”

      He looked up, seeming surprised to see her standing there. “She’s coming along. They’re releasing her tomorrow, which will make it a lot easier.”

      “Is she ready to be at home?”

      He nodded. “They’ll send over a care nurse every couple of days to help her bathe. It’s for the best. She’ll sleep better and be able to relax, and my dad won’t have to go back and forth every day.”

      They both started for the kitchen together, and when they got there, Mike stopped. “Are you making supper?”

      She smiled at him. “Yep.”

      His eyes hardened as he stared at the pan on the stove. “You shouldn’t do that. Remember the nurse said not to be a hero.”

      “I’m feeling a lot better today,” she told him.

      “That’s good, but if you overdo it, it’ll only set you back further,” he said, jamming his hands into the front pockets of his slacks. “I’ll go up and change, then finish making supper.”

      “It’s fine, really,” Jess said, feeling oddly rejected. “It’s almost ready.”

      Mike smiled at her, and it was a smile that made her feel like the dark cloud over their marriage had finally blown away. “Okay, well, great. Thanks.”

      She smiled back at him, then said, “I’m sorry things have been so tense between us this past week.”

      Mike pursed his lips. “It didn’t have to go that way, you know? If you could’ve just accepted my apology in the first place.”

      “I know,” she said with a nod. “I just wasn’t ready and by the time you got home from work, you were clearly mad at me, which annoyed me.”

      He sighed. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, the next move was up to you. I tried to say sorry.”

      Jess shrugged. “In a text that honestly didn’t sound all that apologetic.”

      “Because of the goddess joke? I wasn’t trying to make light of the situation. I was trying to make you smile.”

      “Well, it felt like you were making light of it.”

      They stared at each other for a few seconds, and Jess knew he was doing the same thing she was—trying to decide if he could let the whole thing go or whether it was worth digging his heels in for a few more days. But she didn’t want to dig in her heels. She wanted to move forward with her life. “I should have talked to you about it that night and let you know why it bothered me, and I am sorry I let it fester so long.”

      Mike held out his arms. “I’m sorry too.”

      She took the two steps toward her husband and they gave each other a long, warm hug. Relief washed over her, swiftly followed by the tension of knowing she had news that would upset him.

      “Let’s just agree to clear the air right away from now on,” he said, and they both knew the chances of that were slim. Their habit of letting things ice over for days at a time had worn a deep groove in their relationship.

      “Agreed. You go change and I’ll pour some wine.”

      By the time they were seated at the table, Jessica was brimming with excitement. She couldn’t wait to tell her family about her big decision. She sipped her drink as she thought of how to start. I have a big announcement. No, too dramatic. I have some news. Too scary. Does anyone remember how I wanted to be a lawyer?

      She opened her mouth and said, “I made a decision today,” but no one heard her because Mike, whose voice was louder, asked Noah if he’d gotten his physics test back.

      “Nope, tomorrow probably.”

      Mike raised an eyebrow. “You sure?”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” Noah snapped. “What is with you two? I get good grades. You don’t have to worry about my education anymore. I’m on it.”

      “You wouldn’t be getting good marks if we weren’t on top of it.”

      “Yes, I would.”

      “I doubt that,” Winnie said.

      “Not helpful, Winnie,” Jess told her.

      “It’s true.”

      “It’s not your concern,” Mike said.

      “Anyway, speaking of education…” Jess said, a little louder this time.

      “You know what?” Winnie asked her dad. “It is my concern because he doesn’t do his homework and you two go ballistic and it ruins, like, every evening around here.”

      “Yeah, when I was in middle school maybe,” Noah said. “But not anymore. And just stay out of it.”

      “I’ll stay out of it when you stop being such a screw-up,” Winnie said, popping a bit of salad into her mouth and smiling at him while she chewed.

      “Okay, that’s more than enough,” Jessica said.

      Noah glared at his sister. “No wonder you don’t have a boyfriend. No guy wants to go out with a raving bitch.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “That’s enough!” Mike yelled, slamming his hand on the table. “Both of you. I don’t want to hear another word out of either of you for the rest of this dinner.”

      “She started it,” Noah said.

      “And I ended it,” Mike told him, leaning across the table toward his son. “Not another word.”

      They ate in silence for a full minute before Mike said, “Jess, you were trying to say something.”

      She shrugged. The moment was gone. “I’ll tell you later.”

      “What was it?”

      Screw it. The apple cart was already upset, she might as well let a few more apples roll onto the ground. “I made a pretty big decision today actually.”

      She looked around at her family, but everyone was too busy concentrating on their meals to bother giving her any eye contact. “I, um … well, remember how I wanted to be a lawyer?”

      Mike froze, his fork halfway to his mouth. “Uh-huh.”

      Noah narrowed his eyes. “No.”

      Winnie’s mouth dropped.

      Jess smiled reassuringly at them. “You’re too young to remember me talking about it,” she told Noah. “But I always wanted to go to law school. I even took the LSAT. I scored in the top five percent of the country, actually.”

      “Oh my God, are you actually planning to go back to school?” Winnie asked. “At your age?”

      Jess nodded. “I am.”

      “What?” Mike asked, dropping his fork.

      The sound of the fork made her wince, but she continued on. “I want to go back to school. You kids are getting older and you don’t need me as much as you used to,” Jessica said. “And it’s a dream I put on hold … well, I forgot about it for a while, but it was always there, I guess, and I want to go for it. I want to be a lawyer. I have to take my LSAT again, so I signed up for a prep class today.”

      “Without even talking to me about it?” Mike asked.

      She stared at him, her eyes pleading for him to understand. “I really want this, Mike.”

      “I want a lot of things, Jess,” he said. “I’d love a cabin in Seabrook. I want to be a pitcher for the Mariners. I’d like to have ten million bucks in the bank, but none of those things are happening.”

      “If I was a lawyer, we could get the cabin,” she said.

      “Yeah, in like, twenty years, after we pay off your student loans.”

      Winnie scowled at her father. “Wow, Dad, way to shit on your wife’s dreams.”

      He glanced at her, then back at Jessica. “I’m not trying to shit on anything. I’m just … shocked. I thought we had a plan, Jess.”

      Her heart thumping wildly, Jessica said, “I changed my mind.”

      Mike’s head snapped back. “Just like that? You changed your mind? So you’re going to upend our lives so you can go back to school?”

      “It won’t upend your lives. It’ll be a change, for sure, and it won’t be easy, but since the accident, I’ve seen how well you can all function without me and it made me realize that I could do it. I’ll still have supper on the table every night. Weekends can be for laundry and grocery shopping and volunteering. I’ll be busier, but you guys will hardly notice.”

      “Good for you, Mom,” Winnie said. “You should do it.”

      Jess smiled at her daughter, grateful to have some support. “Thanks, Winnie.”

      Mike sat back in his chair. “And where are we supposed to get the money to pay for this?”

      “That brings me to my second bit of news. I actually got a new job today. It’s full time and it pays better than the pottery shop,” Jessica told him. “It’s at a law firm. Well, there’s just one lawyer there. It’s a long story, but if I work for him, I’d be getting experience that will help with my application, and at the same time, we can set aside more money in the family education fund.”

      “You got a … What the hell, Jessica? You went to a job interview today? When you’re supposedly too injured to even carry a basket of laundry?”

      “No, it was the same day that I got in the collision. But I didn’t mean to go to an interview. It was by mistake.” She shook her head, feeling tears prick the backs of her eyes. This wasn’t how this was supposed to go.

      Noah’s eyes were wide and he let out a low whistle. “I think Mom finally lost it.”

      “I have not,” Jessica snapped.

      “Wait, the family education fund?” Winnie asked, sounding panicked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Just what it sounds like,” Jessica said. “The money’s there for anyone in the family who wants to use it.”

      “That money is for Noah and me! Not for you!”

      Jessica glared at her child, who only moments ago was on her side. “I have every right to use it. I’m the one who earned it.”

      Winnie looked utterly panicked. “But if you use it, there won’t be enough for us.”

      “So, we make adjustments. Instead of going to school out of state, you can live at home. That’ll cut the costs back for all of us.”

      Winnie’s face turned red. “Oh my God! Are you just doing this so I won’t move away from home?”

      “Of course not. This isn’t about you.”

      “You know my dream has always been to go to Stanford!”

      “Winnie, it doesn’t matter which college you go to. It’s just a means to an end. What matters is what you end up doing with your life. In my case, it’s going to be practicing law.”

      Winnie’s eyes welled up with huge tears and she looked over at Mike. “Dad, say something. You can’t let her do this to me!”

      Mike raised his hands in the air in surrender. “I wouldn’t want to shit on her dreams.”

      “But she’s shitting on mine! It’s not fair!”

      Jessica told herself to remain calm. “Winnie, I know this is upsetting for you. It’s a change of plans. But I promise you, it’ll be okay. In fact, you might even appreciate living at home while you’re in college. It’ll be so much less stressful.”

      “No, I won’t! I don’t want to live here anymore. I hate it here.”

      “Even so, you’re always welcome to stay.”

      Winnie glared at her through angry tears, then she gasped. “Oh my God, what if we end up at the same school?!”

      “We might,” Jess said with a shrug. “But it’s not like we’d even be in the same classes or something. Probably not even the same buildings.”

      “But I don’t want my mom at college with me! That’s … insane!” Winnie shouted. She shook her head. “No. No, this isn’t happening.”

      “I know it’s a lot to adjust to, but really in the big scheme of things, it’s not a big deal.”

      “Yes, it is!” Winnie yelled, standing up. “It’s a huge deal. It’s awful. No! Do not do this!”

      Jessica looked up at her daughter. “What happened to ‘good for you, Mom. You should do it?’”

      “That’s before I knew you wanted to ruin my life!” Winnie stormed off. A few seconds later, her door slammed.

      Noah looked delighted, most likely at the idea of his sister being so upset. He sat in his chair, scooping his supper into his mouth with a grin. At least someone was happy. Jessica pushed her plate away, her appetite completely gone.

      As soon as Noah finished his meal, he stood up and said, “Thanks for supper. That was … really great.”

      “You’re welcome,” Jessica said, even though she didn’t like what he was thanking her for.

      As soon as he left the room, Mike got up and went to the fridge. Cracking a beer, he tipped it back and sucked down several long gulps. “I can’t even… Talk about piss poor timing, Jess,” he said, shaking his head slowly at his wife. “You know what’s been going on at work, and my mom just had a stroke, and now you’re dropping this bomb on me?”

      Jessica straightened her back. “The thing is, Mike, there will never be a good time, so if I don’t get started now, my entire life is going to pass me by without me having ever done anything important.”

      “Raising our family is important, Jess. Isn’t it?”

      “Of course it is,” she said in a curt tone. “I gave up everything to raise our family. But they’re almost grown. They don’t need me like they used to. Now’s my chance to get back what I gave up.”

      “But we were going to retire in ten years and travel. What about that?”

      “We’ll still travel, but it’ll be when I have vacation time.”

      “So, I’ll retire and be wandering around the house alone all day waiting for you to come home?”

      Jessica’s heart squeezed at the thought of him puttering around the house alone, but then a competing voice in her head told her not to fall for it. “Or don’t retire, or take up some hobbies, volunteer, get out and do stuff while I’m out working. I don’t know. You’ll have an entire decade to figure that out.”

      He shook his head in disgust, then skulled back the rest of his beer. Setting the can down on the island, he stared at her for an uncomfortably long moment. “This is insane,” he muttered, and Jess knew he meant she was insane and how dare she decide all of this without asking if he’d be okay with it.

      He turned and walked out of the kitchen. A few seconds later, she heard him pick up his car keys, which was followed by the sound of the garage door.

      Jessica had been in bed for almost an hour by the time Mike finally came home. Too upset to study, she scrolled through Pinterest on her phone. When she heard his footsteps on the stairs, she shut her phone off and placed it on the charger, not sure if she wanted to talk or not. She’d know by the sounds he made when he came in, whether having a conversation was a good idea. His movements around the room were slow and deliberate, as if he was trying to avoid her as well. He disappeared into the bathroom for a few minutes, and when he got into bed, silence filled the room for a long time before he said, “Tell me about the lawyer.”
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        “Hope is that little voice you hear whisper ‘maybe’ when it seems the entire world is shouting ‘no!’”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Anonymous

      

      

      

      “Holy shit,” Rachael said, her eyes wide.

      “Yeah, holy shit is right,” Diana added.

      The three women were sitting in Rachael’s enormous, sleek kitchen, noshing on appetizers and sipping wine. Her kids were at Ted’s for the week, so they had the place to themselves and could speak freely, curse words and all. Jessica had just filled them in on her new job, quitting her old one, signing up for the LSAT course, and the fallout at home. She let out a shaky breath, feeling slightly shell-shocked, even though she was the one who’d pulled the pin. “Yeah, holy shit. I really did something this time.”

      “Yeah, you did,” Diana said, taking a swig of her wine.

      “When you were in the collision, how hard did you hit your head?” Rachael asked with a wry smile.

      “Harder than I thought apparently,” Jessica said, feeling yet another wave of nausea come over her. It had been happening almost hourly since she’d made her decision.

      “And are Mike and the kids still…”

      “Furious with me? Oh yes, definitely. Well, Noah couldn’t care less, but Winnie and Mike are pissed.” She looked up at her friends. “You don’t think I’m doing the wrong thing, do you?”

      She could tell as soon as the question was out that they both definitely thought she was doing the wrong thing. Diana opened her mouth, then shut it, and chewed on her bottom lip. Rachael, who Jessica thought would be one-hundred-percent ‘go girl’ behind her, tilted her head and said, “The thing is … I mean, it’s wonderful that you want to go back to school after all these years and pursue your passion. Wonderful.”

      “Yes, highly commendable,” Diana added.

      “Exactly. Of course you should be a lawyer if that’s what you’ve always wanted to be.”

      “Of course,” Diana said.

      “But the timing…” Rachael said. “Seems a bit…” She trailed off and turned to Diana for help.

      “Fast. It seems really freaking fast. And to just,” Diana mimed an explosion, “Drop it on them like that, over omelets, ‘Here’s what I’ve decided and it’s already done.’ I’m sorry, Jess, but I’d be super pissed at Victor if he did that. Like, he’d-be-on-the-couch-for-months pissed.”

      Jessica felt her hackles go up. “But I had to do it fast or I wouldn’t have done it at all. I’ve thought about this so many times over the years, but I always just brushed it aside, and I really believe that was why I’ve been so unhappy for such a long time.” She looked back and forth between them, hoping to see some sense of understanding in their eyes, but she saw only blank expressions. “And I just couldn’t take another minute of being miserable. I just couldn’t do it anymore.”

      Tears filled her eyes and she dabbed at them with a napkin. “Oh God, maybe it was all a mistake and I should try to cancel everything.”

      “No,” both women said at the same time. “Don’t go back on it now,” Diana said. “If you’re sure this is what you really want, you can make it work.”

      The word ‘if’ stuck in Jessica’s craw. It was as if Diana was doubting that Jess even knew what she wanted. “I do want this, Diana. And you know what? When Mike met me, he knew it’s what my plan was. It should hardly be a surprise for him.”

      “Well, come on, Jess. Be fair to the poor guy. You haven’t brought it up in, what? Fifteen years?”

      “I’ve mentioned it over the years,” Jessica said defensively. “But, yeah, I know. It’s been a long time since I was serious about it.” She picked at her spanakopita with her fingernail, peeling off a thin flaky piece to pop in her mouth. “Maybe doing this now was a terrible idea. Maybe I should have held off a little longer rather than hurting my family.”

      “You’re not hurting them,” Rachael told her, gesturing with her glass of wine. “You’re going out and getting what’s yours. You can’t expect them to be happy about it, but, hey, you can’t make an omelet without breaking some eggs.”

      Nodding, Jess said, “True, yeah.” She looked at Diana for confirmation, but Diana averted her gaze, looking down at her plate instead. “Diana?”

      Her friend shrugged. “I don’t know, Jess. Honestly, I don’t think you’ve thought this through. You just jumped in.”

      “I know I did, but have you ever had something that just felt so right, like clean through your body? Just so right that you knew you had to do it?”

      “Yeah, I guess so. I feel like that about my family,” Diana told her. “I’m a mom, a wife, and a daughter, and I can’t think of anything more important.”

      Jess’s eyes snapped open with the shock of being judged by her best friend, but before she could think of what to say, Rachael came to her rescue.

      “And that’s perfect for you, Di. Having a family is what you’ve always wanted, and you’re living your dream. I think what Jess is saying is that she has another dream, and in order to feel fulfilled, she needs to do this.”

      “Maybe,” Diana said. “Or maybe all of this is just a midlife crisis. Have you even thought about that?”

      “If it’s a midlife crisis, it started when I was twenty,” Jess snapped.

      “I’m just saying that perhaps you should’ve booked a second therapy appointment instead of completely changing the trajectory of your entire life in one afternoon.”

      “It wasn’t in one afternoon,” Jessica ground out. “I’ve wanted this for a quarter of a century.”

      “Well, I don’t know what you want me to say, Jess. If you want me to say you did the right thing, I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. You made a decision about what you wanted without thinking about how it would affect your family. That’s just…not something I would do, and it’s not something I would expect from you. You’ve always put Mike and your kids first.”

      “And you don’t see anything wrong with that?”

      “No, I don’t. Mike puts you first too, all the time,” Diana told her.

      Oh, does he?

      “Mike also has his own life,” Rachael said.

      “So does Jess!”

      “What? The pottery studio? That’s just glorified babysitting,” Rachael said. Turning to Jess, she added, “Good for you. Shake things up. Really live.”

      “Oh my God, she was living,” Diana snapped. “She was living a full, ordinary, good enough life. You act like Mike had her chained to the stove.”

      “Why should she have to settle for ordinary?” Rachael asked.

      “Because everyone is out there having an ordinary life. And guess what? Being a lawyer is ordinary! I’m sorry, but it is. There are millions of lawyers in the world. And you know what else? People generally don’t tend to think very highly of them.” Diana pulled a disgusted face. “People use words like pond scum and say that lawyers are what’s wrong with the world, and for the most part, I don’t disagree with them.”

      Jessica’s head snapped back. “Wow, tell me how you really feel.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sure you won’t be one of the morally bankrupt ones,” Diana said, her tone calming some. “I’m just saying don’t expect everyone you meet to be super excited when they find out what you do for a living.”

      “It’s not like she’s going to school to become the next leader of North Korea,” Rachael said. “And there are plenty of good lawyers out there. My divorce lawyer, Pauline—amazing woman. Full of compassion. That’s how Jess will be.”

      “Thank you, Rach. Yes, I want to help people.”

      “Do you?” Diana asked. “Because you’ve been helping people your whole life, but apparently it’s not enough for you.”

      “Not like fetching paint for someone. I want to do something important to help people. Something meaningful.”

      “So, being a mother isn’t meaningful?” Diana asked, blinking back tears.

      “Oh, come on. Don’t make this about stay-at-home-moms versus career moms,” Jess told her. “My kids are almost grown. They don’t need me like they used to, so there’s nothing wrong with me wanting to use my brain to do something bigger.”

      “Bigger,” Diana muttered before standing up and clearing her dishes.

      “What are you doing, Di?” Rachael asked.

      “Leaving.”

      “This is just a little difference of opinion.”

      “No, it’s not. It’s my best friend telling me my life is worth nothing.”

      Jessica’s mouth dropped. “Di, that’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m saying I wasn’t happy. Me. So I needed to make a change.”

      “You know what I think?” Diana asked, grabbing her coat off a stool. “I think that you were just going through a bit of an early empty nest thing, then you met this handsome lawyer and suddenly you’re dropping everything to work with him. And if I were you, I’d take a good long look at why you’re really doing what you’re doing, and make sure it isn’t because you think the grass is greener with some new guy.”

      Hot tears filled Jessica’s eyes. “That’s not what this is about and you know it.”

      “No, I don’t know it. I don’t know you anymore, because the Jessica I know and love wouldn’t just upend her entire life and her family like this on a whim.” Diana spun on her heel and stormed to the front door. “Bye, Rach. Thanks for having me over.”

      The sound of the door slamming shut vibrated through Jessica’s bones, and she broke down sobbing while Rachael rubbed her back. “Don’t worry about her. She’s just feeling like you’re rejecting her life choices. She’ll come around.”

      “Honestly, after that display of judgmental bullshit, I don’t even care.” But that was a lie. Jessica cared very much. With her family aligned against her, she needed her best friend in her corner more than ever, but that wasn’t going to happen. If she was going to do this, she’d have to do it alone.
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        “Every new beginning comes from some other beginning's end.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Closing Time by Semisonic

      

      

      

      
        
        Email from: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

        To: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        Subject: Gentle Reminder

      

        

      
        Hi Jess,

      

        

      
        I heard about your horrific car accident. I’m aghast! I hope you’re healing quickly. I wish I had more time so I could make some meals to send over, but I am absolutely swamped with work at the moment.

      

        

      
        I don’t want to bother you while you’re down and out, but the dog wash is coming up in less than two weeks and I thought I should check to see what you decided about the towels. I do need to let the store know in advance what your decision is.

      

        

      
        I also wanted to let you know the Thanksgiving Pie Fundraiser is officially off due to lack of interest. I’m going to try again with an Easter Hot Cross Buns Event. I have a feeling that might be more popular. Can we count on you for a few trays?

      

        

      
        Sending healing thoughts,

      

        

      
        Blaire

      

        

      
        Blaire Pritchard, MHRM, BBA, Director of Human Resources at Info-Tech Inc, PTA President, Proud Mom of Hannah and Will

      

      

      —

      
        
        Email from: Jessica Halloway

        To: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

      

        

      
        Subject: Gentle Reminder

      

        

      
        Hi Blaire,

      

        

      
        I’m feeling much better, thank you. I’ve decided to round up the towels myself, then donate them to an animal shelter.

        Relieved to hear about the pies as I’m starting a new job at a law office and may find myself short on time.

      

        

      
        All the best,

        Jess

      

      

      

      Nobody ever said being a boss bitch would be easy. That’s what Jess had been telling herself multiple times a day for the last several days. But the truth was, she didn’t realize it would be this hard either. Other than Rachael and Betty, there was not one single person in her life who was happy for her. Jess and Diana hadn’t spoken since that awful night at Rachael’s. Not even so much as a text. The tension of it was horrible for Jess—almost as worrisome as the strain of having her entire family mad at her. She kept picking up her phone to call, or even text, but then setting it down, remembering how it was Diana who’d stormed out, not her.

      Jessica’s mom was shocked, worried, and overcome with a sense of doom that her daughter was about to ruin her life. Winnie was giving her the cold shoulder, and had taken to talking through Mike, Noah, and even Baxter to get her feelings across to her mother. “Did you need me to feed you, Baxter? Since Mom doesn’t care about any of us anymore? Don’t worry, buddy. I won’t leave you for dead.”

      Jess had rolled her eyes and muttered, “That’s a little dramatic, even for you.”

      “Is it?” Winnie snapped before storming out of the room (leaving poor Baxter sitting next to his empty dish).

      Jess watched her go, regretting her words. But after days of being told she was selfish and awful and a disappointment, she finally had had enough.

      Mike had barely spoken to her since they had it out about her missing her therapist appointment and lying by omission. Even though she denied having any feelings of attraction for Aaron (which was one-hundred percent true), he didn’t like what had happened. Not that Jess blamed him. It would have been one thing if she had told him about the whole therapy mix-up and lunch right away, but for her to have kept it from him for so long? That was the part that made him suspicious. Why keep it from me for ten days if there was nothing to hide? He claimed that even if he had been the one in the collision and her mom had been the one who had the stroke, he would have told her. Then he said, “Sand that. I never would have done either of those things in the first place.” And he wouldn’t have. Mike was nothing if not steadfast, and up until a handful of days ago, the same could have been said about Jessica. They were a responsible, dependable couple. The type of people neighbors gave their house key to when they went on vacation. But she had, in one swift move, taken herself out of that neat, orderly category, landing right in the chaotic pile of ‘unstable’ people. But she wasn’t unstable and she knew it. She was a woman on a mission. A butterfly finally breaking through her chrysalis.

      Today was her first day at Fillion and Associates. She had picked out her clothes the night before—black wide-legged trousers and a royal blue dress shirt—and left them hanging on display in the walk-in closet. Proof for herself that she was ready for this, and a sign to her husband that no matter how angry he was, she wasn’t backing down. Not this time. She got up extra early to give herself a full hour to shower and do her hair and make-up. Not just lashes and brows, like she usually did. She gave herself the works, and for the first time in a very long time, she actually looked at her reflection while she worked. She stared at her whole face while she dusted bronzer onto her cheeks. And even better, she liked what she saw. She didn’t look twenty-five or even thirty-five, but she looked good. Professional. Lovely, even. With her shoulders back, she walked down the hall to the kitchen to have a slice of toast with some peanut butter on it. Mike, who hadn’t left for work yet, was leaning against the counter sipping coffee from a to-go mug. He looked up from his cell phone at his wife, and for a second, she could see the attraction in his eyes. He opened his mouth to say something, but then closed it again and set his gaze on his screen again.

      Jess knew better than to expect him to tell her she looked nice today or to wish her luck. He was hurt and angry and wasn’t going to give an inch. But that look in his eyes—the way they rounded as he stared at her—buoyed her confidence and gave her a reason to hope that things would thaw between them soon.

      The drive downtown was blissful. Jessica was in her new CRV (which had been upgraded nicely in the eight years since they bought her last one). The heated steering wheel warmed her hands while she listened to the radio, laughing along with the DJ’s bantering, which she normally would’ve found irritating. She was on her way to work at a law firm. Yes, she would be a forty-six-year-old assistant, but it was a steppingstone to a much bigger life. The skyscrapers came into view as she crossed the bridge, and she thought of how, already, she was different than that desperate woman steaming her lady bits just a few short weeks ago. It was funny how life could turn on a dime. Wonderful, really.

      She stood outside the office door for a second and took a deep breath. She was an entire ten minutes early. New, improved Jessica would be early everywhere she went. She wouldn’t arrive anywhere with the panicky sweats anymore. She’d hear the best gossip at brunch the first time around, thank you very much. She’d be calm, cool, and collected.

      Except for right now. Right now, her stomach rolled and her heart fluttered with fear that she was going to screw things up so badly that Aaron would have to let her go before lunch time. Pausing with her hand on the doorknob, she gave herself a quick pep talk. She wasn’t going to screw this up. In fact, she was going to be brilliant.

      The sound of footsteps down the hall had her turning, only to see Aaron strolling toward her, a brown leather glove tucked between his teeth as he dug around in the pocket of his wool coat. He pulled out a set of keys, then looked up and smiled, which caused his glove to drop to the floor. “You made it,” he said, swooping down and picking it up.

      “I did. And I’m early, like I promised I would be.” Jessica gave him a winning smile.

      “I knew you would be.”

      She stepped aside to let him unlock the door. The air in the office was chilly, and immediately, Jess regretted not bringing a cozy sweater. Not that sweaters exactly said ‘professional,’ but she wasn’t going to enjoy being cold all day.

      “First thing I do is turn the heat up,” Aaron told her, walking over to the thermostat on the wall near the coat hook. “Seventy-two does the trick, so if you’re ever here before me, go ahead and do that.”

      “Gotcha,” she said, sliding off her jacket and hanging it up.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Better, almost back to normal,” she told him, touched that he’d thought to ask.

      He walked into his office and put his briefcase down on his desk, then picked up a stack of papers and handed them to Jess. “These are all the employment forms I’ll need you to fill out. We might as well get that out of the way, then we can get on with showing you the ropes. There’s going to be a bit of a learning curve with regards to the filing system and it’ll take a while for you to figure out which clients are PITAs and which ones you can put right through to me.”

      “PITAs?”

      “Pains in the ass,” he said.

      Jessica laughed. “When they call, you’re in with another client.”

      “And that’s pretty much all you need to know about being my assistant.”

      She laughed again, glad she had somehow fallen into a job with such a relaxed boss. They spent the entire day together, other than when he had to take calls from clients. She had so much to learn, but Aaron was a great teacher—interesting, fun, and thorough. More than that, he wanted to teach her about the law. He didn’t just give her the basics she would need to know to be his assistant, he told her things she’d need to know for law school. He treated her like his intellectual equal. He treated her with respect, satisfying the craving she’d had for so many years.

      By quitting time, Jessica had filled half of a notepad with important details that any good assistant would quickly memorize. Her head was swirling as she made her way out to her car, and she knew it would take a long time for her to get it all straight. But she would. She brought her notes home and would type them up into one well-organized document tonight. By the end of the week, she’d know more. And by Christmas, she’d be well on her way to being a valuable employee. She’d study at night for the LSAT and, if all went well, she’d be acing it come February.

      On the drive home, she sang along to the radio, surprised that she wasn’t exhausted after such a long day. Maybe people don’t get tired when they’re living their dreams. Maybe that’s why Kira Popowich seemed to have endless energy. Maybe it wasn’t all the supplements or her perfected sleep rituals or all the running on the beach and Pilates. Maybe it was because she was doing exactly what she was supposed to be doing with her life, and when you were doing that, you never wanted to stop. Jessica smiled to herself as she crossed the bridge back to Union Hill, imagining herself feeling this good, this excited every damn day for the rest of her life.
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        "When life gives you lemons, squirt someone in the eye."

      

      

      
        
        ~ Cathy Guisewite

      

      

      

      Both her confidence and her optimism evaporated when she walked through the door, only to be greeted by the sight of Mike on his hands and knees cleaning the mudroom carpet. Her heart dropped. “Did Baxter—?”

      “Yup. He sure did,” Mike said, without looking up at her. “Can’t blame him though. He’s never had to wait that long before.”

      “Neither of the kids took him out when they got home from school?”

      “Winnie had a grad meeting and Noah went to Liam’s. He’s having supper there.”

      Clearly, they both decided to only let their dad know, which was a definite message to her. It’s the three of us now. Mom’s gone. Jessica sighed. “I’ll finish cleaning it up.”

      “No need. I’m done.” He got up, took the bucket and cloth, and walked out of the room, his words I’m done ringing in the air. It had only been her first day at work, and he was already done.

      Baxter stood on his hind legs and rested his front paws on her knee, whining about his horrible day alone. Jessica crouched down and scratched his ears, knowing this was just the beginning of the guilt trip she was about to take. “Sorry, buddy. We’re going to have to work out a schedule so that somebody comes home earlier every day.”

      Mike disappeared upstairs and Jess got started making supper, without bothering to change out of her work clothes. Remembering her promise to still put dinner on the table every night, she started some jasmine rice in the rice cooker, then took out some frozen meatballs and added them to a skillet with some sweet and sour sauce and some canned pineapple. Next, she got started on a salad. It wasn’t gourmet, but it would be tasty and would fill them up.

      While the meatballs simmered, Jess grabbed her laptop and her notepad and sat at the island transcribing her notes into a spreadsheet. But it was nearly impossible to concentrate with the deafening silence in the house. She was tempted to call Diana or her mom to tell them about her great day, but decided against it, knowing she wouldn’t get the reaction she was hoping for from either of them.

      When supper was nearly ready, she texted Winnie to ask if she’d be home soon. A minute later, she got a terse reply: Having supper at Gina’s.

      Jess opened a bottle of red wine and got out two glasses, hoping that a dinner with just the two of them might help ease the tension. When everything was ready, she called upstairs to Mike and plated the food. When he came down, he was dressed in sweats and a t-shirt, and looked slightly rumpled as if he had just been napping. She sat down at the table, expecting him to do the same, but he didn’t. Instead, he took his plate and his wine over to his recliner and turned on the football game without a word. Jessica brought her notes to the table and scanned them while she ate, doing her best to ignore the loneliness. When she finished cleaning up the kitchen, she made her way over to the couch and sat down, her wine refilled.

      “Don’t you think maybe we should talk?” she asked Mike.

      “About what?” he answered without looking at her.

      “Well, obviously things are pretty tense between us and we promised each other we’d start talking things out instead of letting them fester.”

      “Yeah, I was thinking about that. Pretty interesting timing on when you proposed that. About ten minutes before you blew up our life.” He paused, then added, “Convenient.”

      “That’s not why I suggested it,” she said quietly.

      “No?” he asked, glancing over at her with his jaw set.

      “No. And I didn’t blow up our life. I’m finally trying to have one.”

      “You had one. You just decided it wasn’t good enough for you.”

      “Well, can you blame me?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I can,” he snapped. “Everything was fine. You were fine, then one day you just decide that everything had to change overnight because you were, what? Bored?”

      “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what? Tell the truth?”

      “Don’t reduce this down to something stupid and shallow like being bored.” Jessica raised her voice, tears threatening to appear. “I’m not bored. I’m wildly unfulfilled. There’s a massive difference.”

      Mike’s jaw dropped. “You’re wildly unfulfilled. Well, that’s nice to hear about the life we built.”

      Her vision blurred and she cleared her throat. “Mike, this isn’t about you or our marriage. It’s about me and what I’m doing with my life. You’ve got a career that you love. You’ve got your own stuff. You play squash every week, you go to conferences and on golf trips with your friends. You use your brain for important things. I don’t get to do that. I’m stuck here planning meals and … and trying to get stains out of Noah’s shirts. Just try to put yourself in my shoes for one minute. Imagine if I had been the one going off to the office every day and you were the one here alone all day.”

      “I would love to have your life. Not having to get up at six every day and put on a stupid tie that feels like it might choke me, getting to decide what I’m going to do and what I’ll leave for another time. No deadlines, no asshole boss breathing down your neck all day, not having the kind of stress that comes with having to provide for four people,” Mike said, raising his voice. “Your life is a cake walk compared to mine. But you don’t want it? Fine. That’s fine, Jess. Go off and be someone new. Go have your wildly fulfilling life. Just don’t expect anyone else to be super thrilled about it, because you’ve up and changed everything on everyone who loves you.”

      “You only think that because you don’t have the first clue what it’s actually like to be the mom. My time is not my own. And I do have deadlines—every day, people expect to eat food and have clean clothes to wear. And then someone gets sick or they forget about the science fair and need me to rush around to buy supplies or…or Susan’s renovation isn’t done so I’m asked to host Thanksgiving dinner!”

      “I said I would take care of that!”

      “Oh come on. We both know you can’t handle it so stop pretending.”

      “You know what? I can handle it, just like I handled everything after your accident. So on Thanksgiving, I don’t even want you to step foot in the kitchen. I’ll do the whole damn thing from start to finish.”

      “That’s ridiculous. It’s too much work for one person,” Jessica huffed.

      “It’s never been too much for Super Jessica, so I’m pretty sure I can handle it.”

      “Oh my God, why are we talking about Thanksgiving right now?” Jessica asked.

      “Because you brought it up.”

      Jessica took a long inhale, then blew out from her nostrils. “You’re missing the point. What I’m trying to say is that my life isn’t this easy peasy, no stress thing that you make it out to be. I don’t sit around all day eating chocolate and watching soap operas.”

      “But you could.”

      “No, I really couldn’t and the fact that you even think that shows how out of touch you are with what I do. It takes a lot to keep this place going every day. A lot. I have to be organized and work hard and keep a lot of balls in the air all the time. I also have no control over anything. My life revolves around everyone else’s schedules and what you all want. Your squash game on Wednesdays means I have to make sure to do laundry on Tuesdays so you’ll have what you need to go have fun with your friends.”

      “If it’s really so awful, I’ll do my own laundry from now on.”

      “Jesus, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying that up until now, my life has been controlled by the schedule and whims of three other people and one dog.”

      “You’re the one who wanted the dog!”

      Jess closed her eyes for a second, telling herself not to scream. “I know that, but I thought the kids would help more.”

      “News flash: children are selfish beings whose lives revolve around themselves. Expecting them to be more than that is just stupid.”

      “Oh, so now I’m stupid?” she asked, hot, angry tears filling her eyes.

      Mike rolled his eyes. “Not stupid. I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “But you did say it.”

      “I meant unrealistic.”

      “Well, thanks. That’s much nicer,” Jessica said, oozing sarcasm. Getting up, she said, “You know what? Forget it. I was hoping we could have a good conversation, maybe clear things up a bit and figure out a way forward, but clearly you just want to fight.”

      “I’m not the one who’s disrupting everyone’s lives. That would be you. And expecting me to be happy about it is…” He stopped himself so Jess finished his sentence for him.

      “Stupid?”

      “Extremely unrealistic.” Mike turned back to the television. “But you do you, Jess. Because your happiness is clearly more important than mine.”

      “You know what? Shut up. Just shut up,” Jessica told him, storming out of the room.

      She set her wine glass down on the kitchen counter so hard, she was scared it might break. Then, she gathered up her computer and notepad and stalked up the stairs to the bedroom and shut the door. “Asshole,” she muttered.

      And that was it. In that moment, Jessica decided she was the one who was done. Done with worrying about what her selfish family thought about what she was doing. Screw them all. She deserved a chance at her own happiness and she was going to go out and get it. They could either get on board or she would leave them behind at the selfish station.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Secret Journal Entry

        November 2nd

        

        Note: I’ve managed to go weeks without one of my escape scenarios running through my mind, but in the last two days, a new one has popped up that I can’t shake. I thought they would stop when I started my new career path, and they did, for a while, but I think the strife at home is causing this one to roll around in my mind. So, some progress, but maybe one step back too. Also, Noah has been a total Grumpy Gus since having ‘the world’s most boring Halloween ever,’ so that hasn’t helped much.

        

        Today’s Fantasy: I’m seated behind a massive desk in my Manhattan corner office, looking over a court filing. Obviously, I’m dressed in a classic Chanel suit and I’m twenty pounds lighter. My paralegal, Brock, knocks on the door and asks if it’s okay for him to leave for the day. I tell him yes, and thank him for all his hard work. He answers by saying I’m the best boss of all time, and he can’t believe how lucky he is that he gets to work for me.

        

        I smile to myself as I put the finishing touches on the document, then close my laptop and get up from my desk, sliding my feet back into my Louis Vuittons. Walking over to my floor to ceiling window, I look out over the city’s skyline. I can see all the way out to the Statue of Liberty.

        

        Another knock on the door interrupts me and my boss comes in. She tells me she’s got the toughest case of her career and needs to pick my brain. Could we go for supper to talk it over? I give her a resounding yes, and grab my handbag, knowing I’m a total rockstar.
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        “It’s okay to not know. It’s okay to hit pause. It’s okay to shift directions.”

      

      

      
        
        ~Erin Cassidy

      

      

      

      Over the next week, heels were dug in. Words were said that couldn’t be taken back. The battle lines were drawn. It was Mike and the kids firmly on one side and Jess on her own. She was determined not to let it break her. As far as she was concerned, they were the ones who should be sorry. They had taken her for granted for years (two of them for their entire lives), all three of them greedily demanding what they wanted, and not bothering to think about how it affected her. Jess took to leaving for work before they got up, eating alone at the dining room table with her laptop and study guides, and going to bed by nine every night.

      Her LSAT prep course, which would run every Tuesday and Thursday night, started that night. On the weekend when she bought groceries, she had planned to prepare the ingredients for a beef stew that morning and put them in the slow cooker. But she had shut off her alarm when it went off at five a.m. to get an extra hour of sleep instead of chopping carrots and potatoes.

      If she were honest with herself, she’d admit that she was already exhausted, and she hadn’t even started the class yet. Working full-time and keeping up with the laundry, housework, and cooking was too much for her. Hell, it was probably too much for anyone. But she had gone and promised her family she’d do it all—pursue her dream without disrupting their lives in any way. So she was going to do it all, even if it killed her. If only so no one could say she couldn’t do it.

      After getting herself ready for work, she stood in the pantry for a moment, looking for something she could whip up in the next few minutes. A sense of indignant anger came over her. Why should she be solely responsible for feeding everyone else? Especially when they couldn’t even be bothered to be the slightest bit supportive.

      “Screw it,” she muttered, but what she really meant was ‘screw them.’

      She pulled out two cans of Stagg Chili and a can opener and placed them on the counter. Then she wrote on a Post-it note and stuck it to one of the cans.

      
        
        Going straight to class from work tonight.

        Here’s supper.

        Mom

      

      

      Not, Love you, Mom, as she normally would have written. Not I should be home by ten p.m. Just the bare minimum of information that she needed to provide. Then she walked out the door and smiled to herself, imagining their reactions. Winnie would wrinkle up her nose and tell her Dad she’d make herself a grilled cheese. Noah would shrug (not exactly satisfying, but, even in her fantasies, she couldn’t imagine him curling up in a ball and crying). But Mike would be seething. He’d pretend it didn’t bother him, put the cans back in the cupboard, then order a pizza, but deep down, he would be furious at how cavalier his doting wife had become. He might even go as far as to be insulted that she assumed him incapable of making a healthy meal (even though his version of a balanced dinner never seemed to include so much as a single carrot).

      He’d be fuming about how they had a contract and she broke it—he was the bread winner and she was the person who took care of everything else. That was the way they’d always done it. It wasn’t fair for her to up and change her mind like this. How dare she sign up for classes two nights a week, spending more money and more time away from the family?

      He’d already seen the credit card bill from her online shopping spree, and had circled her clothing purchases in red pen, put a big question mark next to them, then left the bill on the kitchen counter for her. In exchange, she took out a sharpie and wrote: Work expenses, similar to you eating lunch out every day for the last twenty years, only I have a nice wardrobe to show for the money I spent.

      If Mike wanted a fight, he’d get one. Old, Doormat Jess had left the building. And she wasn’t coming back. The only thing that would’ve made the moment more satisfying would have been if she could have called Diana and told her about the cans of chili. Before all of this had happened, Diana would have thought that was hilarious, good even—her friend standing up for herself for once. But not now. Somehow now, Jess had become the most selfish person on the planet in Diana’s eyes. But that wasn’t her problem. That was Diana’s. One that Jess hoped she’d sort out soon so they could go back to the way things were. If they could.

      She set that thought aside as she crossed the bridge on what was now becoming a familiar route to work. By the time she arrived, Jess had managed to forget all about Diana and her own family back in Union Hill. She was focused, professional, charming, and witty, as if her home life wasn’t completely falling apart. Her ability to compartmentalize her personal and professional life shocked her, and she wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad one. She had never thought herself capable of finding happiness while even one person in her family was upset, let alone all of them. She certainly wouldn’t have thought herself capable of being happy when she was the cause of it all. Yet, all day when she was at the office, she was happy. Thrilled, even. Surely this was the sign that she was some sort of sociopath or something. Or maybe she was just learning to think like a man.

      By eight a.m., the coffee was brewing and Jessica was at her desk, preparing reminder notices for all of Aaron’s clients who had outstanding bills. The old heater hissed and trembled as it got to work for the day. She was excited because today, she was going to get Aaron one step closer to being truly organized. She was going to make up template letters today, so that the most common correspondence could be plug and play. When she had suggested it the day before, his eyes lit up, and oh, but did it ever feel good to have someone light up because of something she was going to do.

      When Aaron arrived, he took a deep inhale and smiled at her. “You’re spoiling me, Jess. Every morning when I come in, the coffee’s on and it’s already cozy warm in here. It’s going to be hard on me when you abandon me for law school.”

      She smiled at him. “You do know both those things can be put on automatic timers, right?”

      Shrugging off his coat, he grinned down at her. “See? There you go again, finding a way to make my life easier.” He hung up his coat and started for his office, calling back to her, “You’ll never know how often I thank my lucky stars that you got the wrong office.”

      “The feeling’s mutual.” Jess got up and poured him a coffee, adding several glugs of vanilla creamer from the bottle in the mini-fridge. She walked it to his desk and set it down. “Overdue reminders have gone out, and I’ve proofread your letter to opposing counsel on the Parker case, and I’m supposed to remind you that you have to file the court documents on the Khatri case by the end of the week.”

      Aaron had a sip of his coffee, made a satisfied, “Aaah,” sound, then set it down. “You know what? For the first time in my entire career, I’m actually ahead of schedule.”

      “Really?”

      “Yup, and it’s entirely thanks to you.” He smiled at her, and it felt so nice to have another human being on the planet who was happy with her. “So, thank you.”

      “It’s nothing. I secretly love organizing things. In fact, I probably love it too much.”

      “Well, you certainly have a gift for it.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Listen, if you want any help preparing for your LSAT at all, just say the word.”

      “I’ll definitely pick your brain if I need to,” she told him.

      “You won’t need to though, will you?” he said, with a wide smile. “You’re too smart to need my help.”

      Jess blushed and glanced at the floor for a second. “We’ll see how it goes at the class tonight. It’s been a lot of years since I took it the first time.”

      Aaron shook his head. “You’ll be fine. You really do have a great legal mind. That doesn’t go away just because you took a break to raise a couple of humans.”

      The phone rang before Jess could respond. She started to rush for her desk to answer it, but Aaron said, “I got it. It’s not a PITA.”

      A warm glowy feeling came over Jess as she sat at her desk. He had called her a great legal mind. He was thankful she had wandered into his office. He didn’t want her to abandon him and go off to law school, and yet, he had offered to help her get in. What an incredible difference from how she was being treated at home. Aaron appreciated her. He saw her potential. And somehow, that was enough to make her feel like she could take on the most Herculean of tasks.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to Advanced LSAT Prep. I’m Nina Armstrong, your instructor. I’ve been teaching this class for eighteen years now and I love every minute of it. I have a BA in Social Science and my JD from Yale, and that’s all you need to know about me. I need to know even less about you. We’ve got thirty-six hours of instructional time, and I intend to use it to help each of you score in the top two percent, no matter how ignorant you might be of the law this evening. If my students aren’t at the top, I have failed. And if there’s one thing I don’t do, it’s fail.”

      Jessica stared at the woman at the front of the room. Nina Armstrong was not what Jess had expected. Her long curly gray hair was pulled back in a low pony. She wore a caftan with what looked to be all the jewel tones thrown in, and a tattoo of a rainbow plumeria on her forearm. She would fit in better at the paint-your-own-pottery shop than a courtroom. But Jess liked her immediately.

      There was something both intimidating and comforting about Nina. She knew who she was and nobody was going to convince her otherwise. Jess decided to soak in not just the information Nina would pass along, but her aura as well. She knew the other students wouldn’t do that. They were all in their early twenties and they’d only see a middle-aged woman who had information they required. Other than that, she’d have nothing to offer them. But Jess would absorb all she could from this woman, because she could see the wisdom that Nina encapsulated.

      “Tonight, you will do a diagnostic test so I can see what your strengths are and what you suck at.” Nina paused and smiled. “Oh, excuse me, I’m supposed to use the phrase ‘areas of opportunity’ which I’ve been told is the polite way of saying ‘what you suck at.’” She picked up a pile of papers off her desk and started to pass them out. “Don’t worry. I rarely recommend someone drop out after the test.”

      Jess offered Nina a bright smile when she handed her the test. In exchange, Nina muttered, “Midlife crisis?”

      “Something like that,” Jess told her, suddenly feeling uncomfortably hot.

      Nina made a grunting sound and moved on.

      Two and a half hours and one bottle of water later, a blurry-eyed Jessica handed in her test. She was the last person left in the room, and that fact had ramped up the feeling of panic in her chest. Her hand was cramped from gripping the pencil and she stretched it out while she walked back to her desk to gather her things.

      Nina, who had been watching a show on her tablet the entire evening, flipped through Jessica’s answers. “What made you want to start on this journey at your age?”

      Ally McBeal. “It’s something I’ve always wanted to do.”

      “Let me guess, you had a family and pressed pause on your goals.”

      Slinging her handbag over her shoulder, Jess nodded. “Pretty much.”

      “How old are your kids?”

      “Seventeen and fifteen.”

      “That’s good at least. You know, every once in a while, I end up with a woman like you. If the kids are too young, they usually drop out, but you should be okay,” Nina said.

      Jessica felt her spirits rise as she walked to the door. “Thanks. That’s good to hear.”

      “It’s going to be hard, you know,” Nina told her, walking over to the light switch and shutting the lights off. The pair walked out into the brightly lit hallway and Nina turned to lock the door. “So much harder than you realize and not for the reasons you think. At our age, our brains don’t move as fast as all those young things you’re surrounded with. You’ll need to give yourself more time to do everything.”

      “Okay, I’ll be sure to do that.”

      They walked down the hall together and out the door in silence, while Jess let Nina’s advice sink in.

      When they reached the parking lot, Nina stopped and stared at Jess. “Good night. Prepare to be extremely overwhelmed for the next few years. Law school will bring you to your knees, but I promise it’s worth it in the end. There’s nothing like being a lawyer. Nothing at all. You’ll get that respect you’ve been looking for and then some.”

      Jessica got in her car, wondering how this woman knew she was looking for respect, but then she realized it wouldn’t exactly take Sherlock Holmes to figure that one out. Wasn’t it what we were all secretly after?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        “You can be a good person with a kind heart and still say no.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Unknown

      

      

      

      
        
        Email from: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

        To: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        Subject: Bad News Regarding Tomorrow’s Dog Wash Fundraiser

      

        

      
        Hi Jess,

      

        

      
        First off, congratulations on your new career! And in the legal field, no less. Very impressive.

      

        

      
        Now, onto the less-than-terrific news. It looks like it’s just you and Patricia as volunteers, so I’ll need you to cover the payments desk and the two of you can share the washing station. Theoretically, the students will do the actual work, so you won’t actually have to wash the dogs yourself. Just supervise.

      

        

      
        Speaking of students, I’ve noticed Winnie hasn’t signed up. Is there any chance she can make it, because we’re short on students too.

      

        

      
        In good news, I’ll be able to pop by the store to help see to it that you get off to a good start before I have to jet for the day. Honestly, be glad you’re working for a law office and not as an HR director. My time is not my own.

      

        

      
        How’d you make out with the towels? I found three I can donate, so if you’re short by a few, I’ve got you covered.

      

        

      
        Regards,

      

        

      
        Blaire

      

        

      
        Blaire Pritchard, MHRM, BBA, Director of Human Resources at Info-Tech Inc, PTA President, Proud Mom of Hannah and Will

      

      

      —

      
        
        Email from: Jessica Halloway

        To: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

      

        

      
        Subject: Bad News Regarding Tomorrow’s Dog Wash Fundraiser

      

        

      
        Hi Blaire,

      

        

      
        Unfortunately, Winnie can’t make it as she’ll be at the library that day getting in her community service hours. These kiddos are just too busy!

      

        

      
        I’m sure Patricia and I will be able to handle all three stations. Fingers crossed that there will be enough students.

        I do have the towels. I zipped over to a few thrift stores on my lunch break.

      

        

      
        See you, and I’m assuming, Hannah, tomorrow morning,

      

        

      
        Jess

      

      

      —

      
        
        Email from: Blaire Pritchard, PTA President

        To: Jessica Halloway

      

        

      
        Subject: Bad News Regarding Tomorrow’s Dog Wash Fundraiser

      

        

      
        Hi Jess,

      

        

      
        Agreed about our poor children being far too busy! Hannah can’t make it either. She’ll be at a swim meet all weekend.

        See you tomorrow!

      

        

      
        Blaire

      

        

      
        Blaire Pritchard, MHRM, BBA, Director of Human Resources at Info-Tech Inc, PTA President, Proud Mom of Hannah and Will

      

      

      

      It was a drizzly Saturday morning. Jessica was on her way to the dog wash, her trunk filled with old towels that already smelled musty to her. It was the very last thing she wanted to do, right behind getting a mammogram and being accosted by those people selling cream from the Dead Sea at the mall.

      Since she woke up, Jess had been kicking herself about not saying no. Such a simple word. No—which, according to Rachael was a full sentence. Winnie, who was not doing her community service hours, in spite of what Jess had written to Blaire, was smart enough to refuse to go. Jess had been thoroughly annoyed with her at the time, and had even gone so far as to pull out the old, ‘I’m not angry, I’m disappointed’ tactic. Not that it made a difference. That trick had stopped working sometime around her buying Winnie’s first training bra.

      If Jess had taken a page out of her daughter’s book, she’d still be in bed. Actually, that wasn’t true. She’d be hurrying around the house collecting dirty laundry, cleaning, and tidying, all of which she was going to have to do when she got home in eight hours. Tomorrow would be meal planning, grocery shopping, preparing some meals to take over to Lilian and Michael’s, more laundry, and doing at least two modules of her on-line portion of the course.

      Why hadn’t she told the PTA she was out for the rest of the year? In retrospect, it seemed so stupid now—to let her sense of pride make her decisions for her. Or maybe it wasn’t pride at all. Maybe it was guilt. Yes, that was it. She’d changed the game on her family without any warning and she couldn’t bear the thought of doing that to the PTA too, even if it would mainly be awful Blaire who’d be disappointed. But there would be others too. What would they all think of reliable, giving Jessica Halloway if she said no to spending an entire day washing other people’s flea-infested, possibly bitey dogs?

      They’d think she’d turned into a bitch. Or worse, flighty. No, she’d put a smile on her face and get the job done, like she always had. She’d keep her promise and prove, once again, how dependable she was.

      So, she was exhausted to the point of tears. So what? Lots of people had much harder lives than hers. Some women worked two minimum wage full-time jobs just to keep the lights on and food on the table. She was weary because she was embarking on an exciting new chapter of her life. It was a choice, and choices were a luxury a lot of women didn’t have.

      But, oh God, was she tired. Her brain had started rejecting new information a few days ago, unable to add even one more tiny bit of new knowledge. On Thursday night, she almost drove home, instead of to class, needing to just drop into bed and watch TV, or better yet, go straight to sleep at seven o’clock. But she hadn’t. She couldn’t very well skip a course that was costing a small fortune. What would that say to her children? Or to herself, for that matter. Instead, she’d gone to class. She didn’t remember a thing Nina taught them, but she’d taken careful (if not messy) notes and promised herself to learn it later.

      What had happened to having boundless energy when you were living the life you were meant to have? In retrospect, she may have been wrong about that. Maybe even if you were chasing your dreams, you could still get worn out. Nina did tell her it was going to be so much harder than she thought. This must have been what she meant.

      She pulled into the PetLove parking lot and chose the stall next to Blaire Pritchard’s Lexus SUV. Patricia Johnson was already there, standing next to her mini-van waving at Blaire with an adoration that Jess would never understand. Poor, pathetic Patricia, so desperate for Blaire’s approval.

      Jess allowed a tiny scowl to escape as she remembered Blaire’s email about how she was going to ‘pop by for a few minutes to see to it that they got off to a good start.’ That was Blaire speak for ‘tell you what to do and how to do it because I’m certain you’re incompetent.’ She plastered her smile on and got out of her car, opening the tailgate to reveal four garbage bags stuffed with towels.

      “Jess, I’m so glad you could make it. You’re an absolute lifesaver,” Blaire told her with that condescending smile Jess would have loved to slap off her face. Blaire also opened her back hatch. “Here are the towels I found,” she said, holding the neatly folded pile out to Jess.

      Jess glanced in the back of Blaire’s vehicle, only to spot a gym bag and a yoga mat neatly rolled up. Then she noticed Blaire’s pants. Lululemons. She wasn’t going home to work. She was going to work out. The bitch.

      Fury swelled in Jessica’s chest. Red hot rage.

      “Here,” Patricia said, taking the towels from Blaire. “I’ve got them.”

      Jess glared at the yoga mat, her blood pumping so hard, she could hear it in her ears. Blaire, who clearly noticed her expression and what she was focused on, pushed the button, looking slightly panicked while the hatch made its slow descent.

      Jess looked up at Blaire. “Heading to yoga?”

      Blaire shook her head. “Oh, no. Not yoga. Pilates. I do those horrid reformer classes every Saturday morning. They cost an absolute fortune, so I really can’t afford to miss one.” Blaire let out an awkward little laugh, and Patricia laughed along too, although Jess was pretty sure she had no idea why she was laughing. “Yoga’s cheap. If it were yoga, I’d totally skip it.”

      “You can’t miss your reformer class,” Patricia said. “It’s so good for you. With all the stress you’re under.”

      That was it. She was done. No more. Just no. Jess blinked a couple of times, feeling as if her brain had disconnected from her body. When she spoke, her tone was so icy, it could’ve lowered the temperature across the city of Seattle by two degrees. “You know what? I’m afraid I’m going to have to sit this one out.”

      “What?” Blaire asked.

      “I have to leave now. I’m not staying.”

      Blaire’s head snapped back. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I am,” she said, lifting one of the bags out of the trunk and handing it to Blaire. “I’m deadly serious.”

      Patricia’s mouth opened and shut a few times before she said, “But Jess, we need you. And you promised to do this.”

      “Yes, we need you. You’re my go-to girl,” Blaire said, then quickly added, “Well, you and Patricia.”

      Her words caused the hairs on the back of Jessica’s neck to stand up. “Not anymore, I’m afraid.” Jess unloaded the next two bags, setting them on the ground between the two other women. “I’m done being manipulated and guilted and cajoled by you. You’re not the only busy person in the world. I also work full-time, plus I’m preparing for my entrance exams for law school. So, I’m out. Wash the dogs yourself.”

      “Is this because I’m going to Pilates? Because if it is, I have to say you’re being completely unreasonable. I assure you, Jess, I have done my part when it comes to this event.”

      “She’s done more than anyone,” Patricia put in.

      Jess took out the last bag and let it drop to the ground with a satisfying thump. “And I’ve done my part for the last thirteen years. As of this moment, my answer is a hard no. And that’s final. Non-negotiable. Take my name off the email list. I’m out. Find some other sucker.”

      With that, she got back in her car and left, with a smile so wide, it made her cheeks hurt. Instead of rushing home, she stopped on the way home at Starbucks for a celebratory pumpkin spice latte and a chocolate croissant. Sitting in an armchair next to the fireplace, she grinned to herself as she licked the chocolate off her fingers. Jessica Halloway had finally learned to say no. And as it turned out, it was one of the greatest feelings in the world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Snapchat Messages Between Noah and Liam:

      
        
          
            
              
        Noah: Brah, when are you done being grounded?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: January 1st. I called my dad an asshole last week. Why?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Brah, stop fucking swearing at your parents. Charmaine’s parents are going out of town this weekend and she’s having a party. Can u sneak out?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Not if I don’t want to end up dead.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Come on, your dad won’t literally kill you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Maybe not, but he’ll come really fucking close.
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        “Sometimes we do the wrong things for the right reasons.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Mr. Ping, Kung Fu Panda

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Text from Winnie: Why did you freak out at Hannah’s mom on Saturday? Do you know how shitty that is for me? Everyone is talking about how you lost your mind. And they all know you want to be a lawyer now?! SERIOUSLY HUMILIATING!!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jess: I’m really sorry that people are talking about what happened. I promise I didn’t freak out at anyone. I just said I wasn’t going to be able to stay to volunteer. I explained that I’m very busy with my new job and preparing for the LSAT.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Winnie: How could you tell them all that stuff? That’s private! Besides, you should have just stayed and helped out. Kaitlyn’s mom had to run the dog wash by herself and it was so hard, she ended up in tears about it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jess: Or Hannah’s mom could have stayed instead of going to Pilates. I feel bad that Patricia was so upset, and I’ll write her a note to apologize, but I don’t feel bad about leaving what was a totally unfair situation. And I don’t consider my new career path a secret. I’m proud of what I’m doing. I hope someday you’ll feel proud of your mom too, but I know it won’t be any time soon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Winnie: Or EVER. I honestly don’t know who you are anymore. The mom I knew cared about people other than herself.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jess: I still care about other people, including you, very much. I love you, Winnie. It’s also time I show myself some love too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Winnie: Whatever. If you cared about me, you wouldn’t be taking my college money and blowing it on yourself.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was two days before Thanksgiving. Jessica was scarfing down reheated leftovers at her desk while she worked on the assignment that had to be presented in an hour. Tonight was her fourth class. They’d be continuing on with levels of truth, which she seemed to have had a better grasp on in her twenties. Maybe the rules of logic were easier when life was black and white. Or maybe everything was easier when you were young. And it was definitely easier to focus on her studies before she had become a wife and mother—especially a disappointing one at that. The emotional burden of having an upset family was huge.

      Once the shine of her new job wore off, she couldn’t just leave the burden when she got in her car every morning. Winnie’s anger and Mike’s indifference went with her wherever she went.

      Was she doing the wrong thing? Maybe it wouldn’t feel like it if she could just find a way to pay for her college tuition. But she simply couldn’t find another way to do it, not without saving up for another decade or so, and that wasn’t an option. Other than the money for the prep class, she hadn’t taken anything out of the college fund. Maybe she could figure something out without impacting her kids so much. Or maybe Winnie could just suck it up and live at home for college. More and more students were doing that these days because fewer people could afford to send their children out of state. Or perhaps Jess would be able to pay off Winnie’s student loans for her when she was bringing in the big dollars. But that was a problem for Future Jess. Jess today needed to do her homework.

      The truth was, each week, Jess felt like she was getting a little farther behind. She wasn’t just exhausted anymore, she was panicked, which made it nearly impossible to sleep at night. Her eyes were heavy, her neck and shoulders were stiff from all the hours at her desk, and all she wanted to do was lay her head down for a few minutes for a nap. But she couldn’t. She had to write up a Must Be True question and present it. The person whose question was not solved by the class but could be explained by its creator would win an hour of extra time with Nina. Jessica was determined to win that hour.

      
        
        Most home-cooked Thanksgiving meals are prepared by women, and most of the food made is consumed by men. Additionally, most of the clean-up is done by women, all of whom are exhausted by the end of Thanksgiving Day. Most men can forget about sex on Thanksgiving night.

        Assuming the statements above are true, which of the following can be properly inferred?

      

      

      Her phone rang, interrupting Jess, just when she was finally on a roll. It was her mom calling. Guilt stabbed at her chest as she swiped to answer it. Her mom had left three messages over the last week and Jess had yet to call her back. Instead she had texted a quick note that she was super busy, but all was well and not to worry.

      “Hey Mom, what’s up?”

      “Just calling to check in on you. Where are you?”

      “At the office,” Jessica answered, shoving a bite of tortellini with meat sauce into her mouth.

      “At this hour?” Clearly, her mother disapproved.

      “I’m eating supper here while I get ready to go to class. It doesn’t make sense to drive all the way home just to turn around and come back to the city.”

      After a pause, her mom said, “So, you don’t even see Mike and the kids then?”

      “I see them when I get home.” Not that they spoke to each other.

      “I’m worried about you, Jess. I’ve been thinking about what you’re doing and, to be honest, it reminds me of your dad.”

      Instant fury. Instant. “How can you say that? What I’m doing and what he did are nothing alike. He abandoned his family. I’m trying to give us all a better life.”

      “That’s not what I meant. Will you please just listen for a second?”

      “No, Mom. I won’t. I’m busy, but it’s only temporary. My family is doing fine. I’m fine. The course ends the third week of January, then it’ll get easier.” That wasn’t exactly true for several reasons: she was horribly lonely, she was beyond exhausted, and as soon as she took the test, she’d be busy preparing her law school applications.

      Her mom sighed again. “I don’t know about that. If you get in, you’ll be in law school, and I’ve never heard anyone say that was a real breeze.”

      “Yeah, well, eventually it’ll get easier.”

      “Hmph. Are you even aware that it’s Thanksgiving in two days?”

      “Of course I am,” Jessica huffed.

      “Have you bought a turkey yet?”

      “Nope, Mike did. He’s doing the meal this year, remember?”

      “Will you even be there or will you be at class?”

      “I’ll be there, obviously. Look, Mom, I have to get this homework done, so if there’s nothing else, I should get off the phone.”

      “That was it. I just wanted to hear your voice.”

      Jessica closed her eyes for a second. “I’ll see you in two days. You can hear my voice as much as you like then.”

      “Okay, busy lady. Maybe while I’m there I can schedule an appointment with my daughter so I can see her before Christmas.”

      “Mom, seriously. This is just temporary. Can we not make a federal case about it?”

      “I don’t know,” her mom said in a sing-songy voice. “You’re the one who wants to be a lawyer.”

      Irritation scraped her insides. “What? That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “Never mind. Get back to your important work. I’ll see you on Thursday.”

      “Thanks, love you, bye.”

      “Bye.”

      After hanging up, Jess let out a low growl, then did exactly what her mom told her to do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I liked your question this evening,” Nina told Jess as she locked up the classroom. Jess’s question hadn’t come close to winning, but it did earn her a few laughs. “It was amusing, but you also seemed to have missed the mark with it. I’m concerned that you might be falling behind.”

      Jessica’s stomach tightened. “No, I’m all right. I do understand the material. I just left the assignment to the last minute. I can definitely do a better job if I give myself more time.”

      “Do you have more time to give?” Nina asked.

      Nodding, Jess said, “Yes, definitely.” She glanced up at the ceiling. “Probably, if I give up sleeping.”

      Nina made a little hmph sound as the pair started down the hall. “I’m going to go out on a limb here—based on what I’ve observed and your question tonight—and suggest that maybe you’ve bitten off more than you can chew.”

      “It’s not easy, but then again, you told me it wouldn’t be.” Jess pulled her gloves out of her coat pocket.

      “Would it also be safe to assume you don’t have the support you thought you would when you started out on this journey?”

      “Yes, it would be. Although any hope that I’d have the full support of my family died fast.” Jess scrambled to add, “But I’m sure they’ll come around.”

      “Don’t bet on it,” Nina told her as they reached the front doors of the building. The doors slid open and they walked out into the cold night air. “Listen, Jess. I know you want to be Super Woman, but you’re not. You’re a human, like the rest of us. Trying to be a hero is only going to burn you out. And if you think you’re stressed out now, wait until you actually get into law school. It’s a whole different beast.”

      Jess walked along beside her teacher out into the cool night air. She didn’t say anything because she had no idea what to say. The truth was, the harder she pushed, the less she wanted it. That nagging feeling that she had gone down the wrong road followed her everywhere she went now. But how could she possibly wave the white flag? She couldn’t. Not without losing the respect of everyone she knew—including that awful Blaire Pritchard. Why had she made a big show of things to her, of all people? Jess could almost taste the humiliation of admitting defeat.

      “I know you won’t want to hear this, but at some point, you may have to decide what you’re willing to give up to make your dream come true. It might be a whole lot more than you bargained for. Best to think about that now because if you’re going to back out, it’s better to do it before you fork over all that cash for law school, or worse, spend three years studying, only to give in at that point. I’ve seen that too.”

      Lifting her chin, Jessica said, “I’m not backing out. I want this.”

      “Just make sure you want it more than you want to be married. There’s a surprising number of husbands who make it an either-or thing, especially when they’ve gotten used to things a certain way for a long time.”

      Jessica opened her mouth to protest. To say Mike would never do that. But the words got caught in her throat. The truth was, he might. After all, he had been used to things a certain way for close to twenty years, and she had flipped the script on him literally in one conversation. And since she started the class, they barely saw each other from Monday night until Friday night, and even when they did see each other, they didn’t have much to say. If things kept going down this path, he very well might pull the pin on their marriage. But the truth was, right then, in that moment, she wasn’t sure if she’d even care. And that thought terrified her.
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        “If you don't know me by now, you will never, never, never know me.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Simply Red

      

      

      

      Jess had been on edge since her conversation with Nina the night before. She couldn’t stop wondering if all the moves she’d been making toward her career were actually moves out of her marriage. When she got home that night, Mike was in his den with the door closed, a new habit he’d picked up over the last couple of weeks. He still hadn’t emerged by the time she got into the shower, and by the time she got out, he was already asleep, so they had gone another full day and night without speaking.

      It was the day before Thanksgiving, and Aaron closed the office at noon, telling Jess she’d earned the afternoon off to go spend it however she wanted. What she wanted to do was to curl up on the couch with a mug of hot tea and a movie. But she didn’t. Instead, she texted Mike to let him know she had a few extra hours on her hands and would be happy to stop for groceries on the way home from the office. Much to her surprise, he took her up on her offer and sent her the list. He also said he’d canceled his squash game already, because he knew there would be too much for him to do.

      At the grocery store, Jess took her time moving through the aisles, carefully selecting the freshest Brussels sprouts and inspecting the romaine lettuce for any signs of wilting. Somehow it felt different to her, doing her Thanksgiving shopping in heels and dress slacks, and not just because her toes were being pinched. It was because she knew she looked like one of those put-together women she used to envy when she’d be hurriedly pushing her cart through the store dressed in yoga pants and trainers. She looked important. She felt important. She was taking a break from her important work at the law firm to prepare a special meal for her family. To the outsider, Jess looked like the sort of woman who was used to having it all. And that feeling caused her to linger a little longer in front of the pumpkin pies and smile graciously at a harried mother who had two grumpy toddlers sitting in the front of her cart. She gestured to her to cut in line in front of her. “Go ahead.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Totally. I remember what it was like to shop with two little ones,” she told the woman, then she proceeded to read the covers of all the tabloid magazines while she waited for her turn. Yes, new, improved Jessica was not only well-dressed and relaxed, she was also kind to total strangers.

      As she unloaded the groceries, she told herself to use some of that kindness to win back her husband and her children. She would spend the next four days reminding them of all the great things they were as a family. She’d cook their favorite side dishes tomorrow, and on Friday, she’d make a big brunch complete with breakfast sausages for Noah and blueberry muffins drizzled with icing and topped with lemon zest for Winnie. For Mike, it would be stepping up to make sure his Thanksgiving feast was a success. And she wouldn’t complain once about them having to host again. Not one word. Then, after they said goodbye to the last of the guests, she’d tuck her arms around his waist and give him a real kiss, and hopefully one thing would lead to another. But first, she needed to fix things with Diana.

      She turned the kettle on and put in her earbuds, then dialed her friend’s number, immediately panicked that Diana would decline her call, or maybe worse, answer it. Jess was still insulted by Diana’s accusation that she was only changing careers because of a man. But they’d been friends their entire lives. She wasn’t about to let that go over a disagreement.

      “Hello?” Diana asked, her voice slightly stiff.

      “Hi. Did I catch you at a bad time?” Part of Jess hoped she had.

      “No, I’m washing up. I just made my sweet potato casserole for tomorrow.” Diana made the best casserole—hers had Garam masala spices which made it extra delicious.

      “Yum. How’ve you been?”

      “Not bad. You?”

      “Busy, but good.”

      “Good,” Diana said, but Jess could tell she didn’t mean it.

      Letting out a sigh, Jess said, “I’ve been feeling really awful about things between us.”

      “Me too,” Diana said, her voice cracking. “I know you’re not about to cheat on Mike. I don’t know why I said that.”

      “To be fair, I had just made some shockingly big changes to my entire life, so you had your reasons to worry.”

      “I really did. Do, I guess. I’m still worried about you.”

      “I’m worried about me too, but honestly, I also feel a lot better than I have in a long time.”

      “I’m glad,” Diana said, and this time, Jess knew she meant it.

      “Look, I don’t want you to think for one minute that I think you’re wasting your life. You love being a mom. That’s always been your dream and you’re living it. I’m happy for you and, more than that, I envy you for it. You’re content. You know who you are and your family respects you for it,” Jessica said, her nose tickling with emotion. “It’s different for me and I hope that we can both learn to be okay with the fact that our lives are heading in different directions. Neither of us has to be wrong.”

      Diana sniffled. “You’re right. I just … I guess I felt like you were saying that my life isn’t important and it really hurt me.”

      “But that’s not what I was saying at all. I was saying that my life wasn’t what I wanted it to be. There’s no rule that says we have to do exactly the same things forever, amen.”

      Chuckling, Diana said, “It reminds me a little of when we were in seventh grade and we all thought we had to dress exactly the same or someone would be kicked out of the group.”

      Jessica put on a valley girl accent. “Thursday is navy sweatshirt day.”

      They both laughed, which was followed by a moment of pure relief that traveled back and forth across the line. “I just really don’t want to lose you as my best friend,” Jessica said.

      “Same here. These past few weeks have been total shit knowing that we weren’t talking.”

      “Agreed. I’ve felt sick about it. So … we’re back to normal then?”

      “Definitely,” Diana said. After a second, she added, “Although things will never go back to exactly how it was. You’re going to be so busy. We won’t be able to sneak out for Tuesday morning walks or go shopping on a Friday afternoon anymore.”

      “True, that’s true,” Jess said. “But just think, when I’m finally a lawyer and we do go shopping, I’ll be able to shop at the same stores as you.”

      “Ooh! That’ll be fun.”

      “Yes, it really will. We just have to hang in there for a few years until that happens.”

      “I can do that,” Diana said, which caused another huge wave of relief to wash over Jess. At least she had her best friend back, even if her family was furious with her.

      “Damn,” Diana said. “As much as I want to chat for the next six hours and find out every detail of what’s been going on, I have to run and pick up the kids.”

      “You go. We’ll catch up later.”

      “Bye, Jess.”

      “See you soon, Di.”

      When Mike got home a few hours later, Jess poured them each a glass of wine while he went upstairs to change. Then she put on a Gen X playlist on Spotify. By the time he came down, If You Leave by Orchestral Maneuvers in the Dark was playing. Jess smiled up at him from her spot in front of the stove and pointed to the glass meant for him. For a brief moment, she thought he might say no thanks, but much to her delight, he picked it up.

      She let out a long exhale as she stirred the homemade meat sauce she had started. “Spaghetti should be ready in about ten minutes. How was work?”

      “Great, actually,” he answered. “I ended up getting the Lawson account.”

      Jess grinned over her shoulder at him. “That’s wonderful. Des must be happy.”

      “Yup, he sure is.”

      “I’m glad. You guys needed a break,” Jess said, having a sip of wine. “Listen, about tomorrow, I know I said I didn’t want to cook, but I was kind of hoping we could do it together.”

      He shook his head. “Oh no, it was enough help for you to pick up the groceries today. I can handle it.”

      “But I’d really like to do it. I miss you.”

      Mike stared at her for a second before he answered, his eyes softening. “I’ve missed you too.”

      “It’s settled then. We’ll cook together.”

      That night, as Jess crawled into bed in the dark room, she hoped she’d find Mike turned toward her, having moved his pillow into the center of their king bed. She wanted him to reach up and tuck a lock of hair behind her ear and say, “Hi there.” And she would say, “Hi,” in her best sultry voice.

      But he was firmly on his own side of the bed with his back turned to her. They lay in the quiet room while Jess bit her lip and willed him to flip over, but he didn’t. And she didn’t know how to ask without risking rejection. That would only serve to make things more awkward tomorrow, and that was the last thing they needed right now. They needed to ease their way into a united front. Them against the world, like it used to be. In the end, she decided to say, “Good night. Congratulations on the Lawson account.”

      “Thanks,” he said, his tone somewhat gruff, as if he had suddenly remembered he was supposed to be mad at her. “Have a good sleep.”
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        * * *

      

      “When Grandma and Grandpa get here, I don’t want either of you to say anything about how Grandma’s mouth looks,” Mike told the kids for the second time.

      “We know, you already told us,” Noah said.

      “And you didn’t really need to,” Winnie added. “We’re not idiots.”

      “I’m not saying you’re idiots.” Mike looked up from the potato he was peeling. “It’s just that you might be surprised at how she looks and I don’t want her to feel bad.”

      “Wait,” Noah said, wrinkling up his nose. “She’s not going to drool when she eats, is she?”

      Mike sighed and closed his eyes, and Jess was glad she could come to the rescue. “No, she’s not going to drool. Her mouth is just a little bit lopsided. She’s getting better and it’s not a big deal, so we’re all going to act like everything is normal so we don’t make her feel uncomfortable, okay?”

      “Okay, but is it all right if you don’t seat me right across from her?” Noah asked. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to eat.”

      “Oh for…” Mike dropped the potato peeler onto the counter.

      Jess gave Noah a warning look. “Enough. Now go tidy up your room before everyone gets here.”

      “I’ll just shut the door.”

      “No, tidy it up,” Jess told him.

      “But I don’t even want anyone to go in my room.”

      “Noah! Go tidy up your damn room,” Mike barked. “Or you lose screens for the rest of the holiday.”

      Noah disappeared, and Winnie followed, clearly realizing that if she was out of sight, she was far less likely to be asked to help. As soon as they were gone, Jess rolled her eyes at her husband and imitated Noah’s newly-deep voice, “But I don’t even want anyone to go in my room.”

      Mike chuckled and shook his head. “I wonder if I was that much of a dipshit when I was seventeen?”

      “No,” Jess answered in a mock-serious tone. “Not you.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I was born this mature.”

      They shared another laugh, and then got back to work. An hour later, the bulk of the prep work was done. Jess got started on washing the bowls, measuring spoons, and other utensils they used while Mike wiped down the counter tops. He grabbed a dish towel and came to stand next to her. “T-minus thirty minutes until the guests start arriving. Should we start drinking now or…”

      Jess grinned up at him, handing him a wooden spoon she just rinsed. “Maybe we wait a bit so we’re not hammered by the time we have to carve the turkey.”

      “That could be dangerous.” His eyes sparkled as he looked at her, and for the first time in what felt like forever, they were them again. “You’re not just another pretty face, you know.”

      “Aww, sweet talker,” Jess said, glancing at his mouth.

      He leaned in and gave her a peck on the lips, sending a thrill all the way to her toes. “I had no idea how fun it would be to make a Thanksgiving feast with you.” Putting on a smirk, he added, “You really should have suggested this whole working together thing years ago.”

      Jess growled at him, but kept the grin on her face. She plunged her hands back into the delightfully warm soapy water feeling positively buoyant about how things were going. This felt very much like the turning point she’d been craving. She knew it was just a matter of time before her family warmed up to the idea of her new career path. And maybe that time had finally come.
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        “Happiness is having a large, loving, caring, close-knit family in another city.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ George Burns

      

      

      

      “Who doesn’t have gravy yet?” Mike asked, holding the ceramic boat up and glancing around the dining room table.

      They were packed in, elbows touching, as dishes were passed around and plates were filled. Winnie, Susan, Tom, and their kids were all seated on one side, while Mike’s mom and dad, Jessica’s mom, and Noah sat across from them (with Noah on the far end from his grandmother, as he hoped).

      So far, so good, thought Jessica. No one had brought up her new career or suggested she was too old (which she fully expected from her brother-in-law). The meal looked, and more importantly, smelled delicious. Jessica hadn’t been run off her feet to get everything ready and she had managed to avoid looking like a loafer to her in-laws, who certainly wouldn’t have approved of their only son having slaved all day over a hot stove alone. Jess’s mom seemed to have a more cheerful vibe today as well, in her red sweater and dangly turkey earrings. She had shown up earlier than everyone else and had smiled delightedly when she found out Mike and Jess had been working together all day. “Oh, how wonderful, teamwork. It’s just as it should be.”

      Mike’s father cleared his throat. “Should we say grace before we eat?”

      Jess stiffened slightly but kept the smile on her face. Not that she had anything against saying grace, but she certainly would never presume to suggest it at someone else’s house. “Sure, Michael, why don’t you go ahead?”

      “I think Mike should say it this year,” he announced.

      “Oh, am I finally grown up enough?” Mike asked his dad with a wink.

      “No, but you have a lot to be thankful for. Jess surviving that collision and your mom surviving her stroke.”

      Jess and Mike exchanged a glance while he scratched the side of his neck. “Right. Of course.” He folded his hands in front of his chest and bowed his head. “Dear Lord, today we are grateful for each of the people sitting around this table, we thank you for our good health, our many blessings, and for second chances. Amen.”

      Jess smiled to herself. Second chances? Was that aimed at her? Of course it was. He was trying to tell her that he was grateful that the two of them would have a second chance at a better life together. She picked up her fork and lifted a bite of creamy mashed potatoes with gravy into her mouth. Mmm, yes, this tasted like a better life already. And later, they would make love, and it would feel like a better life. More vivid, more connected, more thrilling, because all of her would be in the moment. There would be no part of her mind wandering away from what he was doing to her, no thinking about which of the things on her to-do list hadn’t gotten done that day and what she would need to rearrange to finish them tomorrow. It would only be the two of them, skin on skin, lips on skin, the weight of him on top of her, as they started over. And it would be delicious. Perfect. More explosive than it had been in years for both of them because she would be bringing her old self back into the bedroom with her—that extraordinary young woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to go out and get it.

      And the next time she, Rach, and Diana got together for brunch, she would tell them about how wonderful things were between them, and Diana would feel bad for suggesting she was wrong to pursue her dreams, and Rachael would see that divorce wasn’t the answer for every problem.

      “Jess?” Susan asked.

      Snapping out of her fantasy, Jess glanced at her sister-in-law. “Sorry, what?”

      “I was asking how things are going with your new job.”

      “Oh, sorry, I was…it’s great, thanks. I’m on a steep learning curve, but luckily my boss is a good teacher.”

      Michael Sr. looked down the table at her. “So, you really are serious about becoming a shyster?”

      “Dad, you can’t use that word,” Susan said sharply.

      “What? Shyster? Why not?”

      “Because it’s antisemitic,” Susan whispered.

      “No it’s not. It means an unscrupulous businessman,” Michael told her.

      “Pretty sure you’re wrong about that,” Tom said. “I distinctly remember reading that it had antisemitic roots.”

      “Well, that’s certainly not how I use it,” Michael said defensively. “I use it to describe lawyers, who I think we can all agree are the lowest form of humanity.”

      Mike sighed loudly. “Come on, Dad, that’s not fair.”

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, Mike. I’m just teasing Jess.” Michael turned to her. “You don’t mind, do you? You know I’m just joking.”

      Jess nodded, even though she didn’t think he was joking.

      “Good girl,” Michael said. “Hey, here’s a joke for you, Jess. What's the difference between a lawyer and a prostitute?”

      Mike cleared his throat. “Nope, Dad. Don’t—”

      “A prostitute will stop screwing you when you're dead.” Michael, along with Tom, burst out laughing. The kids laughed too, looking scandalized by their grandfather’s dirty joke.

      Mike sighed and mouthed, ‘Sorry,’ to Jess, who pursed her lips and shrugged at her husband. At least they were in it together.

      “So, Jessica,” Lilian said. “You and Mike are going to have three college students in the house. How’s my Mike supposed to pay for all that?”

      “Don’t worry about that, Grandma,” Winnie said, taking a small bite of turkey.

      “Why not?” Lilian asked, then glanced at Mike. “Did you get a big raise or something?”

      “No,” Winnie answered for him. “My mom’s not actually going to law school.”

      Lilian blinked at her granddaughter and the rest of the room went silent. Jessica felt the skin on the back of her neck crawling, although she didn’t know why just yet.

      “But I thought you were going to be a lawyer now?” Lilian asked. “How can you do that if you don’t go to law school?”

      “She’s not going to law school because she’s not going to get in,” Winnie said.

      “Winnie,” Mike said, shaking his head.

      “What? That’s what you said, Dad,” Winnie answered with a shrug.

      “You said that?” Jess asked, feeling the air leave her lungs.

      Mike opened his mouth, then closed it, then opened it again, reminding Jess of a fish that had just been pulled out of a lake. “It’s out of context. I didn’t say that exactly. What I said was…the chances that you’d get in aren’t all that good.” He scrambled to add, “But I only said it because she was so upset about you using part of their college fund.”

      Jess stared at her husband, a tight pain constricting her throat. Tears pricked the backs of her eyes as she sat, humiliated as his words swirled above her in the room.

      Susan made a loud tsking sound. “Seriously, Mike? You said that?”

      Tom’s eyes grew wide and he tucked his lips between his teeth, clearly trying not to laugh. Just what he found so damn funny, Jess didn’t know.

      Mike shot a glare at Susan, then looked at Jess. “I was just trying to make her feel better.”

      Jessica narrowed her eyes at him. “But you must think I don’t have a good shot at it, if you said it.”

      He tilted his head. “I mean … I just don’t know if there are a lot of law schools that’ll be swinging the doors open for people your age.” He blanched and added, “Our age. When they could be giving the spot to someone who will have a much longer career.”

      Winnie gave her mom a satisfied smile. “He’s right. They want young people. Besides, your undergrad degree is so old, I don’t even know if they’ll count it anymore. So much has changed in the world.”

      Tom made a low whistling sound under his breath, and Jess could almost hear him mentally chanting cat fight.

      Blinking back tears, Jessica glanced up at the ceiling, then took a swig of wine and focused on her plate.

      “Honey, it’s not that I don’t think you’re smart enough. Of course you are. You scored in the top five percent in the country the first time you took the LSAT. It’s just been a really long time since you took it.”

      “And Dad was shocked you even scored that high the first time,” Noah added with a loud laugh.

      Jessica’s head snapped back. “Is that so?”

      “Again, out of context,” Mike said, panic clearly written on his face.

      “How is it out of context?” Noah asked. “You said you weren’t even sure that she had scored as high as she said she did, and that even if she did, it was probably a bit of a fluke so Winnie and I shouldn’t worry about her wasting our college tuition.”

      And just like that, all thoughts of the night—and the life—that had seemed so possible for the two of them a mere twenty minutes ago had vanished. Not only did her husband not support her, he didn’t even believe she had the brains enough to do it. A deep sense of betrayal seared through Jessica’s chest, leaving a scar she knew would never completely disappear. Setting her napkin next to her plate, she stood. “Excuse me,” she said quietly.

      “Hon, don’t—”

      Jessica held up one hand, silencing Mike. “Nope.”

      She left the room and walked on slightly wobbly legs to their bedroom and shut the door gently behind her. Baxter scratched on the other side and she let him in, then walked to the en suite and slid the pocket door shut and locked it. Sitting on the side of the tub, she sucked in a deep breath of air, trying in vain to fill bottomless lungs. Her cheeks flamed with humiliation and her skin felt cold and clammy. She wanted to turn on the water and sink into a hot bath until everyone had left, but she wasn’t going to do that. They had a houseful of people who were already feeling incredibly awkward, and Jess wasn’t about to make it worse.

      She gave herself a few minutes, letting silent tears slide down her cheeks, then washed her face, put some cream on, straightened her back, and made her way down the stairs, reminding herself that she had nothing to be ashamed of. Mike did. Winnie too. She was old enough to know better, but Jess supposed her daughter really didn’t care that she had embarrassed her mom. In fact, it probably had given her a little thrill—to wield that sort of power in front of her relatives. Winnie probably thought Jess deserved it, after wanting to ‘waste’ her hard-earned money on herself.

      The sound of laughter assaulted her ears as Jess approached the dining room. How dare they all move on and enjoy themselves when she was so upset? But that was human nature, wasn’t it? Nobody really cares too much about the discomfort of others, especially when there was good food and fun to be had. She forced a relaxed expression onto her face, even managing a smile at Susan and a little wink for her nieces to let them know that Auntie Jess was just fine. Picking up her fork, she had a bite of sweet potato casserole, only to find that it had gone cold. Tom, who was in the middle of a story about the dumb guy at work, continued on. Michael, who was fully engrossed in it, yelled, “He didn’t!”

      “Oh, he did.”

      More laughter.

      Jess looked across the table at her husband and saw an expression of deep regret on his face. She quickly looked away before it had any effect on her. A few minutes later, she started gathering up the dishes and announced that people should move to the living room where she’d soon be taking coffee orders. Mike stood quickly and started to help. He moved around the table until he was near her and said, “I’ll clean up. You go put your feet up and visit.”

      “No, thanks. I’m not really in the mood.” Her mouth twisted into a sour expression. “You go, though.” It wasn’t a kind offer, born of appreciation for all his hard work that day. It was her way of telling him to go to hell.

      The kids fled to the bonus room upstairs to stare at their phones, Mike and his family moved into the living room, while Jess and her mom finished clearing the table and got started on the dishes. Jess scraped the plates into the garbage can and loaded them into the dishwasher while her mom started packing up the leftovers. After a few minutes of working in silence, Hilary muttered, “Well, that was quite the scene. You all right?”

      Jess shrugged. “I’m fine.” The last thing she was going to do was complain to her mother, who had been so much against her new career.

      Her mom wrapped an arm around Jess’s shoulder and dropped a kiss on her temple. “I don’t care what your husband thinks, you’re every bit as brilliant as any lawyer out there.”

      Jess let out a frustrated chuckle. “I’d say you’re exaggerating a bit there.”

      “I’m not. I’ve always known how smart you are. And don’t you worry, they’ll figure it out too because you’ll show them.”

      Jess picked up another plate and got back to work. “I thought you hated the idea of me going back to school.”

      “No, I was worried. It’s a big change for everyone and the last thing I want to see is for you and your family to be upset with each other,” her mom said. “But, now that I’ve had time to adjust to the idea, I’m excited for you.”

      Jess turned and looked at her. “Really?”

      She smiled. “I am. I keep thinking of you all dressed up, standing in front of a jury, saying all sorts of really smart things.”

      Jess let a small smile escape at her mom’s fantasy. “Thanks, that means a lot. I don’t exactly have a lot of supporters.”

      “They’ll come around,” her mom said, scooping the leftover stuffing into a plastic container.

      “Honestly, I don’t even care. Not after today’s performance,” Jess said. “Screw ‘em.”

      “I know you’re hurt, but deep down, you don’t mean that.”

      Sighing, Jess looked at her mom. “The scary thing is, I think I do.”
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        "A woman is like a tea bag: You can't tell how strong she is until you put her in hot water."

      

      

      
        
        ~ Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      

      

      Jessica was shocked to discover how surprisingly easy it had been to let her feelings for her spouse harden until there was nothing tender left. Her sturdy, dependable marriage was every bit as wobbly as Rachael and Ted’s had been. And she hadn’t had the first clue. Jessica marveled at how quickly it had happened once it started. It was like a block of cheese going moldy in the fridge. One tiny dot appeared, and nothing else needed to be done to ruin it forever. Just add time. No effort required, and before you knew it, the entire thing would be covered in green and white spores.

      As soon as the last guest (Jess’s mom) left on Thanksgiving night, Mike turned on Winnie, demanding to know why she would set out to hurt her mother like that. In front of the whole family. That was the part that he keyed in on as he ranted at both Winnie and Noah for embarrassing Jess like that, as if he hadn’t played a key role in the entire ugly scene.

      Jess calmly got up and walked upstairs to the bedroom, filled the tub, and got in. She wasn’t about to be impressed by her husband’s efforts on her behalf. After all, he was the one who planted those nasty little seeds in their children’s heads. What did he think would happen? That being hormonal, mixed-up teenagers, of course they’d be the very models of compassion and discretion?

      She soaked in the heat, watching the tap drip and make ripples on the water’s surface. After a few minutes, the bickering stopped, and soon after, there was a soft knock on the door. Jessica didn’t answer it.

      “Jess, are you in the tub?”

      “Yup,” she said.

      “Listen, I’m really sorry about what happened. Can I come in and explain?”

      “Nope.”

      There was a long pause, then Mike said, “Okay, take your time. Just please let me know when you’re ready to talk. I really want to fix this.”

      Jess scoffed to herself. Typical male, believing he can fix everything if only he used the right tool. An apology, a show of support. He’d already tried standing up for her with the kids; now he was grasping at whatever he could find to make this problem go away. He was so desperate, she almost felt sorry for him. Almost. There would have been a time when she would have let him off the hook (with the promise of him never doing something like it again), and they’d move on with their lives as though it hadn’t happened.

      But it had happened, and his efforts were not going to work this time. He had said those things, even if it had been in a moment of extreme frustration. He was surprised she scored so highly on her LSAT, skeptical even that she remembered her own score, which was laughable to Jess. How would she possibly have gotten the score wrong, after spending an entire year preparing for the single most important exam of her life? She wouldn’t get it wrong. That would be like completely forgetting your wedding anniversary and having to look it up to find out when it was. It wouldn’t happen.

      Mike had always underestimated his wife, right from the start. She hadn’t seen it so clearly before, but now that his true feelings had been uncovered, it all made sense. The subtle ways he undermined her intelligence, suggesting he handle big purchases since he’ll be able to find a better deal, hinting that he was the better driver of the pair. And now, it sounded like he was doubting her ability to do well enough to get into law school.

      She just hadn’t wanted to see it before. But it was there, plain as day. And now it seemed, he was sharing those views with their children. Jess shut her eyes tightly, refusing to succumb to the deep sense of betrayal. She wouldn’t cry again. Instead, she plunged her head under the water and stayed there for as long as she could, feeling her hair float around her face as she shut out the entire world. And somehow, in that tiny moment, something shifted inside. When she lifted herself up to sitting and drew in a deep breath, she was different. Stronger. Harder than she had been before.

      Climbing out of the tub, she dried off, threw on a pair of sweats and a T-shirt, and slid into some cozy slippers. Then she went up to the attic in search of her boxes from college. She shivered a bit, wishing she had taken the time to dry her hair, but continued on searching through the stacks of boxes until she found what she was looking for. She lugged it down the steps, then took it to the dining room and set it down on the table where she proceeded to unpack it until she found the envelope from the Law School Admissions Council and took it out. There it was. 169. Just as she’d remembered. She stuck the sheet to the fridge with a magnet. Suck on that, assholes.

      “What’s that?” Mike asked, surprising Jess.

      “Proof that I’m not as dumb as you think,” she answered, walking back into the dining room to pack up her things.

      “Jess, I don’t think you’re dumb. I’ve never thought that about you.”

      “That’s not the impression you left on our children, is it?” She hardened her eyes at him.

      Mike let out a deep sigh. “Come on, can we just talk about this? Please? We were finally having a good day together and I just can’t stand that it’s turning out this way.”

      “Oh really? Well, I can’t stand being undermined by my husband, so I guess neither of us is getting what we want,” she told him, putting the lid back on the box and starting for the stairs.

      “You are,” he muttered.

      She froze in place, then turned. “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing.”

      Jess scoffed. “Right.” She stormed off, but Mike followed her toward the stairs.

      “Jess, wait.”

      But she didn’t. “Just leave me alone.”

      “For how long?”

      “Indefinitely.”

      That was six weeks ago, but the conversation had played out in her mind dozens of times since. She could have let him apologize and explain. She could have told him about the realization she had come to—that he had always been undermining her in subtle little ways, and that those flippant comments were like a cancer to her self-worth. They, along with her own shifting priorities and growing fear, had stopped her from becoming the person she was meant to be for far too long. She could have told him how much he’d hurt her. He would have promised to never do it again, and she would have believed him. But she hadn’t.

      Or she could have told him she understood why he said what he had to the kids—that he was hurt and scared by what she was doing. She could have apologized for the speed with which she had moved once her decision was made. Things would have been easier. Less tense. They would have gotten back into their groove and done the Christmas shopping together like they had always done. They would have built on the good feelings that had started at Thanksgiving before things fell apart. But she hadn’t.

      Instead, she told him to leave her alone, and when she had used the word indefinitely, she meant it. Over those quick, yet draggy, weeks of driving to and from work in the dark of winter, she steeled herself against any overtures he might be inclined to make. She wasn’t about to let him in because letting him in would mean allowing his idea of who she was to come crawling back inside her brain, and she couldn’t afford to do that. Not ever. Certainly not when her exam date was barreling toward her at full speed.

      So instead of snuggling up on the couch with the family to watch Christmas Vacation, or spending hours preparing their traditional New Year’s Eve fondue, she had taken over Mike’s den, and used the holiday to study, sequestering herself away from the seasonal cheer. Jess didn’t feel it. She didn’t want to. She wanted to stay as hard as ice. She had to. Or she would never do what she had set out to do.

      Whether it bothered Winnie and Noah, she didn’t know, and frankly, she wasn’t sure she cared. They seemed delighted with the cash they got for Christmas, and other than that, they’d spent their school break hanging out with friends or staring at their phones. So long as they weren’t asked to help out, what was happening around them was totally irrelevant.

      Jess kept her LSAT scores on the fridge, in part as a reminder to herself that she had what it took, but also for Mike, as a symbol of how much he had hurt her. She secretly hoped it was like a knife to his chest every time he saw it because hearing those words felt like being repeatedly stabbed. She kept herself so busy studying that she hardly had time to think about the state of her marriage. Only in the quietest of moments, when her brain was too tired to learn anything new, did she marvel at the fact that she had been able to distance herself, so swiftly and effectively, from the man she loved. Each passing day, she could see he was doing the same. They were daring each other to go a little farther, bit by bit, until at some point, there would be nothing left of them. That way, they could both shift the blame onto the other party. He wouldn’t support my dreams, even after decades of serving him and the children. She just changed overnight. Became someone totally different. Hard. Cold. I barely knew her.

      Maybe it was the worst mistake of her life, or maybe she’d look back and think it was the smartest thing she’d ever done. If her marriage had to be the sacrificial lamb for her to finally make her mark on the world, so be it. After Kira let go of her husband, she finally was able to soar. Maybe it would be the same for Jess. It didn’t scare her as much as she thought it would. Maybe because it really was over for her, or maybe because nothing had been said or done that couldn’t be forgiven. No one had cheated. No one had said, “I don’t love you anymore.” They could pick it back up if they wanted to, couldn’t they?

      But she didn’t have to think about that now. It was Tuesday, so she wasn’t going to see Mike for more than a few minutes for the next three days—a reprieve for them both. She had her class tonight and had finally been invited to join the pre-class study group that met in the college cafeteria at five o’clock. Jess knew they’d started meeting weeks ago, and they hadn’t included her (obviously because she was so ancient). She wasn’t hurt though. She could imagine herself at that age, and there’s no way she’d want to hang out with some middle-aged woman. So, when she arrived at the college and saw them in the common area, she’d just offer them a friendly smile and a wave that said, ‘No need to feel bad. I get it and I’m not taking it personally’ even though it did feel personal and she knew in her heart of hearts, she had a lot to offer the young’uns. She wanted them to know she wasn’t one of those middle-aged women—a pushy, bossy know-it-all. But how could they possibly know that? To them, she was all of those things.

      So when Tina, a lovely student whose family had emigrated from the Philippines when she was two, approached Jess to ask if she’d like to join them, Jess was thrilled. She would prove she could be a valuable asset to the group. It would be so much better than eating alone at her desk before going to class, even if she had nothing in common with any of them other than the LSAT. They’d commiserate and share information and laugh together about the insanity of putting themselves through this hell. Even more than that, maybe the material would start to make more sense to her. She wasn’t picking it up nearly as quickly as she had when she studied it the first time. Her brain simply didn’t work as fast as it used to.

      But for now, she had work to do. Aaron had landed a big client—a tech start-up in need of an iron-clad contract for the two founding members. He’d been working on it over the holiday and as soon as they returned to work after the new year, he handed it over to Jessica to proofread, format, and write the cover letter highlighting the important points for the clients. It was a good exercise for her, because she had to first find the pertinent information to strip out, and also because reading over a twenty-six-page contract was giving her exposure to proper wording, writing style, and how to lay out a contract.

      Too bad it was horribly, painfully boring. She was on her third coffee, and although she was feeling slightly jittery, she couldn’t seem to make her brain focus on the document before her. This wasn’t the first time, either. The more Aaron got her involved in the actual legal side of the business, the more she second-guessed her decision. She’d first noticed a bit of a sinking feeling shortly before Christmas. He’d asked her to prepare a trial brief for a wrongful dismissal case. The details of the case were bone dry—an insurance sales associate let go for not meeting his quota. Not a hint of juicy scandal to be found. By the time she got to the end of it, she found herself hoping she’d never have to do anything like it again. She didn’t say anything to Aaron, of course. When he’d asked her how she found it, she gave a vague answer—that it was an excellent exercise for her. She told herself it was only dull because the people involved were so boring. But the longer Jessica sat staring at the page in front of her, the deeper the sinking feeling became. A faint whisper that this wasn’t for her.

      But it had to be. She couldn’t very well back down now and give up on the idea of being a lawyer. Not after taking such a hard stand against her family and telling everyone she knew she was going to law school. She had to go, or she could forget the idea of ever having the respect of anyone in her life again. The stakes were too high. She was going to become a lawyer, even if she hated every minute of it.

      “Exciting stuff, hey?” Aaron asked.

      Jessica started, having not realized he was standing in front of her desk with a fresh cup of coffee. “Yes, riveting.”

      He offered her a lopsided grin. “So riveting you looked like you were about to drift off to sleep just now.”

      Nodding, Jess said, “Okay, well, it might be a tad bit dry, but who’s expecting thrilling plot twists in a contract?”

      Aaron made a clicking sound, his expression slightly pained. “This is actually on the juicy side compared to most of the stuff I do.”

      “Eww, really?” she asked, before she could stop herself.

      Aaron burst out laughing. When he was done, he nodded. “Really.”

      “When does the exciting, get-your-heart-racing stuff happen?”

      “When I open my bank account statement,” Aaron said matter-of-factly. “Practicing law isn’t what they make it look like on TV.”

      “Not even a little?” she asked, tongue-in-cheek.

      “Not even a little. I mean, if you wanted high drama, you could move into family law. Handle divorces, custody cases, that kind of thing.”

      “Too sad. That would wreck me,” Jessica told him, sitting back in her chair. “What about criminal?”

      Blowing out a puff of air, Aaron shook his head. “None of my friends who went in that direction are happy. They’re either extremely frustrated because their clients are all too stupid to live and repeatedly get themselves in a pile of trouble, or extremely disturbed because they’re representing some psychopath who doesn’t give a shit about who he hurts.”

      “Wow.”

      Nodding, he added, “Yeah, almost all of the criminal attorneys I know are either divorced, addicted to something, or sociopaths themselves. I can’t see you fitting into any of those categories happily.”

      Maybe divorced. “Right.”

      “I say we take an early lunch. I haven’t introduced you to Ben’s Burger Bar yet, and considering you’ve been working with me for over two months, someone should really charge me with a crime.”

      Chuckling, Jessica got up from her desk and grabbed her handbag out of her drawer.

      A few minutes later, they were sitting at a table for two in a small-but-noisy restaurant. The aromas of grilling burgers and fresh-cut fries filled the air, and Jessica realized she was starving. But more than that, the impending end of her marriage was gnawing at her. Without thinking about it, she blurted out, “Why did you and your wife get divorced?”

      Aaron’s smile faded, and for a moment, Jessica wished she hadn’t asked. But then he shrugged and answered, “I think it was the same thing that kills most modern marriages. Incompatible expectations.”

      Jessica nodded, understanding in her heart what he meant. It was a feeling she was coming to know all too well.

      “What makes you ask?” Aaron said, picking up his iced tea.

      Jessica’s cheeks heated up and she stared at the smooth wood of the table rather than meet Aaron’s eye. “Things have been a little rough at home since I decided to plot a new course for myself.”

      “Right, that can be tough,” he said, nodding.

      “It’s exactly what you said, incompatible expectations.” Sighing, she added, “I think women and men of our generation grew up getting such different messages. For us girls, it was, you can be what you want, you can do anything, you can have it all. When you get married, your husband should be a true partner. Everything split right down the middle. But the more I think about it, I think that nobody told the boys.”

      Aaron stared at her for a second before answering. “You’re not wrong. I don’t think we got the message that everything being equal meant we had to step up and do half.” He shook his head. “We all thought we could live like our fathers, only we should do a better job listening and be more involved with the kids. Stupid, really.”

      Jessica stared around the crowded room. “Things started out pretty equal for us. Before we had kids, but then after...”

      “It got pretty lopsided?”

      “Yeah, you could say that.” She picked up a fry and dipped it into the dollop of ketchup on her plate. “We agreed I would stay home, and I was glad to be there. Grateful, really, that we could afford for one of us to be home to raise the kids and be there to witness all the little milestones and the big ones—first words, first steps. All of it. But over time, you settle into this routine that feels wildly unfair. Everyone else gets to have their own life, and yours just revolves around them. The kids’ activities, volunteering at the school, fundraisers, Mike’s business dinners and conferences, hell, even the dog’s needs come first. And you keep saying yes because you feel like you have to prove your worth somehow. You think you have to be everything for them, do it all, take on more because, of course, you should. Because you get to stay home. You don’t have to go out and grind, earning a wage to bring back to the family.”

      “But you did work outside the home.”

      Shrugging, Jess said, “Yeah, but it was only eighteen hours a week, and it’s not like it was high stress or something.” She popped the fry into her mouth and chewed it, not wanting to think about how she’d left Evelyn so suddenly.

      Aaron had a bite of his burger that was too big to be considered polite. It was something Jess had started to notice about him. He had terrible table manners, unlike Mike, who was a very tidy eater. Before his mouth was completely empty, he started to talk again, causing Jess to do a full-body cringe on the inside. “You know, one of the things my ex and I used to fight about was having a family. I wanted one. She didn’t,” he said, wiping his mouth with a paper napkin. “For exactly the reasons you’ve listed. She knew I wasn’t going to be putting in half the work, and there was no way she could live with that.”

      Jess took a bite of her burger and chewed while she thought about her own marriage, and how much of her own misery had come from her expectations—of herself and of Mike. And now she’d shifted that misery onto him by no longer meeting his expectations. She wiped her mouth and looked at her boss. “So here’s the million dollar question. How do you meet in the middle when you come into the whole thing with completely incompatible expectations?”

      Aaron shook his head and took another huge bite, before saying. “If I knew the answer to that one, I’d still be married.”

      Or maybe if he didn’t chew with his mouth open…
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        * * *

      

      When they got back to the office after lunch, Jess went straight to her desk, determined to get the cover letter over with. But after a couple of hours, she was only on page twenty of twenty-six. Aaron wandered out of his office in search of his afternoon coffee.

      “How’s it coming?”

      Jess let out a groan in lieu of an answer. When she looked up at him, he was scratching the back of his neck, looking uncomfortable.

      She grimaced, realizing what the problem was. “You wanted to send this off already, didn’t you?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t want to rush you, but I promised them they’d get the contract today, and it’s already after two.”

      Shit. “Should I send what I’ve got back to you so you can take over?”

      “I think that would be for the best,” he said. “But, I don’t want you to see this as a fail because it’s not. It was your first crack at it and there’s a lot to learn.”

      “Right, thanks,” Jess told him, forcing a smile. “You’re a really nice boss to say that when we both know this is a total fail.”

      He chuckled and tilted his head in a conciliatory way. “Nobody wins one-hundred-percent of the time.” Aaron started to walk away, but then turned back. “What are you going to work on for the rest of the afternoon?”

      “I was thinking about finally tackling your filing system.”

      “Speaking of total fails, right?” he said.

      She grinned up at him. “We all have our strengths. Yours just might not be organizational skills, which is okay because you’ve got me, and it’s definitely one of mine.”

      The next two hours flew by. Jess was so caught up in creating a new system for Aaron’s files that she didn’t think about how nervous she was about the study group or how upset and conflicted she was about her marriage. She dug in and got to work—finally feeling competent and excited for the first time in a long time. She was doing something she was actually good at, and as much as she hated to admit it, it was something she actually loved infinitely more than working on contracts. By quitting time, she had come up with what she was sure would be the perfect way for Aaron to easily track and find any file he needed. There would also be a system in place for him to automatically get reminders on open files. As she gathered up her things to head to the college, she smiled to herself, knowing she was doing something important that would make Aaron’s life easier. A little thrill ran through her, knowing that she was making a difference.
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        * * *

      

      Snapchat Messages between Noah and Liam:

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: I’M BACK! LET’S PARTY!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Sweet! Make sure you stop yourself the next time you want to swear at your parents.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: Never again. These last two months have been THE WORST.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Time to throw the world’s most epic party to celebrate.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Liam: But where?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Noah: Leave that to me. I think I know of the perfect place.
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        “Why fit in when you were born to stand out?”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Dr. Seuss

      

      

      

      Dammit. She shouldn’t have shown up so early. That would only serve to make her look like an old fuddy-duddy to the study group. She stared around the deserted common area, a sense of dread filling her even though there was still ten minutes left until they were supposed to arrive. But what if, after Tina invited her, the rest of the group said no way, and decided to meet somewhere else? If that were the case, they’d all avoid making eye contact with her every Tuesday and Thursday evening until the course ended. It wouldn’t just be awkward, it would be reliving her worst middle school moments all over again, only with sagging jowls this time around.

      All right, calm down, she told herself. You’re early. They’ll get here.

      Hitching her bag a little higher on her shoulder, Jessica walked over to the cozy seating area where she had seen the group sitting before. Armchairs flanked a large wall-mounted electric fireplace — two on each side of it, with a rectangular table in front of them and a long couch on the other side. She selected an armchair, not wanting to force one of the young people to have to share the sofa with her. Setting her bag down on the floor, she pulled out her water bottle and her lunch bag, which contained leftover curried chicken and rice from the night before. She set it neatly on the corner of the table, then pulled out her binder and textbook. Flipping to the page they had been working on last class, she pretended to be reviewing it when in actual fact she was just posing.

      Lewis Wong arrived first. Jessica happened to glance up at the exact moment he spotted her and, much to her relief, he gave her an easy smile as he hurried over. On the first day of class, he’d told them his mother was a judge and his father was a pediatric surgeon, so no pressure. Everyone had laughed, including Jess, even though her heart squeezed for the young man.

      His eyebrows knit together as he glanced down at the page she was on. Before he had even said hello or seated himself, he said, "Were you able to see the connection between the Harrison case and the Supreme Court's decision on Cohn v. Burnett?"

      Nuts. She should have actually been reading it instead of just pretending. "To be honest, I'm a little behind."

      He nodded. "Don't feel bad because I just read it on the bus over here. And I can’t see the connection at all." He flopped onto the couch, letting his bag hit the floor with a loud thump, reminding her very much of Noah. Before she had time to let the pain of how much she was missing her family settle in, Tina, Belle, and Jacob walked in. They were laughing, looking very much like old friends even though they only knew each other from class. They exchanged quick hellos and got straight to work discussing the case while Jess strained her mind to keep up.

      After an hour of them beating the topic to death, Tina looked at her watch. "We better eat something.”

      Jess picked up her container of leftovers and made her way over to the microwave, while the others dug around in their bags for whatever they brought. When she returned, Jacob was polishing off a mint chocolate Clif Bar. He tossed the wrapper on the table, then plucked another one out of his bag.

      Jessica furrowed her brow. Before she could stop herself, she said, "Please tell me that's not your entire supper."

      Immediately, she regretted her words. She sounded exactly like a mother, when here she’d spent the last hour trying to come off as a cool, slightly older classmate.

      Jacob smirked up at her and was about to say something, but Jess held up her hand. "You don't have to say it. I heard it myself."

      The group laughed while she plunked down into her chair and shook her head at herself. She took the lid off and pushed the food around with her fork to release some of the steam.

      Bella, who was drinking some sort of green liquid from a reusable water bottle, peered over it at Jessica’s meal. "That smells delicious."

      Jess glanced at the bottle, but managed to refrain from expressing her horror at Bella’s supper choice.

      Bella must have known what Jess was thinking because she held up the bottle and said, “I’m on a five-day detox. Juice only. Like, six times a day.”

      “Wow, that must take a lot of discipline,” Jess told her.

      “It sucks, is what it does,” Bella answered. “But I should lose ten pounds and have, like, a ton of energy when I’m done.”

      “What day are you on?”

      “Day two, so I feel pretty shitty so far.”

      Unable to control herself any longer, Jess held out her container. “Why don’t you have some? You can’t survive on juice for days.”

      “No thanks. As delicious as that looks, I’ve paid a fortune for these juice packets. I have to see this through.”

      “Where’d you buy them?” Tina said. “I’ve been thinking about doing that too.”

      “They’re from Kira’s store.”

      Jess stiffened as she took note of the dark circles under Bella’s eyes. Jesus God, was Rachael right about Kira?

      “How much were the packets?” Tina asked.

      “Two hundred dollars, plus shipping,” Bella said. “It’s my entire food budget for the month, but it’ll be totally worth it. Apparently, you get this sense of clarity around day four, and your whole life just, like, falls into place.”

      “I think that’s called hallucinating,” Jess said sarcastically.

      Bella looked a little putout, but the rest of the group laughed.

      “Sorry, I don’t mean to make fun. I’m a Kira fan myself.” Or more accurately, she thought she was a Kira fan, but at the moment, she felt more than a little conflicted about it. “I mean, I really think she has a lot of helpful messages but…” She glanced at the juice. “Some of the stuff she sells seems a bit…”

      “Predatory?” Jacob asked.

      “No!” Bella said. “She’s not like that. She loves her people. You should see all the charity work she does.”

      “I’m sorry, but I honestly think it’s all for show,” Jacob said. “She gives a bunch of money to someone deserving, but she also makes sure the world finds out about it. It’s just smart PR. And it works too. My mom and my sisters love her—they’re all Kira disciples. In fact, my mom bought a ten-thousand-dollar anti-aging sauna that she really can’t afford from her website. She’s been using it every day for the last year, and I gotta say, she still looks old A.F.”

      Bella let her shoulders drop. “God, hearing that makes me want to run out and buy a Big Mac.”

      “Here,” Jess said, scooping some of her dinner onto the lid and setting it down in front of her. Taking a spoon out of her lunch bag, she handed it to her. “Eat up. I have too much and you have nothing.”

      Bella dug in, moaning at the first bite. “This is so good.”

      "It's the easiest thing in the world to make," Jessica told her. "I literally throw all the ingredients in my crockpot and turn it on for the day while I go off to work. And yes, I am old and I use a crockpot."

      Lewis picked at the convenience store sub sandwich he was eating. "I seriously miss eating good food."

      "I hear that," Tina said.

      "None of you cook?"

      "I live in the dorms," Lewis said with a shrug. "It's cafeteria food three times a day for me."

      "I'm in an apartment,” Bella said. “But other than slapping a sandwich together, I'm basically useless in the kitchen."

      "I'm sure you can make a pot of pasta."

      "If you count Kraft mac and cheese."

      "Instant noodles everyday over here," Tina said.

      "So, none of you learned how to cook when you were growing up?"

      Shaking her head, Bella said, "Nope. My job was to excel in school and swim racing. There was no time for anything else."

      Jessica nodded even though she knew there had to have been some time for her parents to teach her how to cook.

      "Same here," Tina said. "Actually, my mom said it was better if I didn't learn how to cook because that would only mean I'd wind up with some husband who would treat me like a housewife."

      "She's not wrong about that," Jessica said before immediately feeling guilty for throwing Mike under the bus like that. "I'm only joking of course.” Sort of.

      Over the next few minutes, Jess ate while she listened to her classmates describe their lack of knowledge of all things domestic. She thought about how overwhelmed they all sounded at having to live in the adult world without having ever been given the tools to survive. When it was time to walk over to the classroom, Jess decided she could do something nice for them. “Don’t pack anything on Thursday. I’ll bring supper for everyone.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Tina said. “You’ve got enough on your plate.”

      Jess smiled at her. “I want to. I really appreciate you inviting me into the study group. I’ve learned so much tonight and I’d love to do something nice for the group.”

      After class, Jess called Diana to chat on her drive home. Things were still tender between them, so she veered the topic to the safe conversation of how ill-equipped her classmates were to take care of themselves. She talked about what each of them brought to eat, then told Di she was planning to throw something in the crockpot to bring on Thursday.

      “So, essentially, you’re taking over where their moms left off,” Diana said.

      Jess chuckled. “I guess I am.”

      “Once a mother, always a mother.”

      “So true,” Jess answered. “One of the guys, Lewis, had the sniffles. It was all I could do to stop myself from whipping out a Kleenex, holding it under his nose, and telling him to blow.”

      They shared a laugh, then Jess said, “But seriously, how on earth did they all grow up without learning any actual life skills? The topic of laundry came up and one of the girls said she went out and bought two months’ worth of clothes—underwear and all—so she can just bring it with her when she goes back to Portland to visit her parents.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, she said it literally takes up her whole car. She can’t even see out the back window.”

      “Yikes. That’s kind of sad.”

      “Right?”

      “They probably figure they’ll never have to learn those skills,” Diana said. “They’ll just ride it out until they make the kind of money that allows them to pay someone to do it for them.”

      “Maybe. But can you imagine going your whole life being dependent on someone like that?”

      “No, I can’t. These poor young people, leaving home without knowing how to look after themselves,” Di added. “Being an adult is hard enough when you know how to do all the adulting.”

      “Agreed. I feel bad for them.” In fact, Jess felt so bad, she decided she was going to write out the instructions for the meal she made them. Maybe when they saw how easy it was, they’d be willing to give it a try. She could be starting them down the path to actually being adults. The thought excited her.

      “Not to change the topic, but how are you and Mike doing?”

      Jess groaned, her stomach clenching. “Still the same.”

      Diana let out a sigh. “Oh Jess, I’m sorry.”

      “The longer we go like this, the less sorry I am,” Jess said, making the left-hand turn into Union Hill. “I don’t know. I just … can’t seem to get past what he said to the kids. Actually, if I’m honest, I don’t want to get past it.”

      “Oh Jess, I know you’re really hurt, but up until very recently, you two have had a pretty happy life together.”

      “Sure, when I was busy being the little wifey, at home cooking and cleaning and taking care of him.” Jess knew she was broaching a touchy subject, so she added, “The truth is, Di, I’m afraid that his opinion of me matters more than it should. It’s like, all these years, his view of me has become my own. I used to know I was smart.”

      “You are smart.”

      “Yeah, but somewhere along the way, I stopped feeling like I was. And now that I’m just starting to believe in myself again, I’m scared that making up with him will send me back to thinking I’m not…cut out for any of this.” What she didn’t say was that deep down she knew she didn’t want to do any of this. The more she studied and worked for Aaron, the less she enjoyed the law. But she couldn’t admit that. Not even to her best friend. Not after taking a stand and upsetting her family.

      “Hmph, that’s tricky.”

      Sighing, Jess said, “It really is. As much as I wish we weren’t in this awful limbo right now, it feels necessary somehow. For me to get myself back again.”

      “Are you sure there isn’t a way to do that without risking your marriage?”

      “No, I’m not sure.” And even worse, she wasn’t sure she cared.

      She pulled onto her street and slowed when she reached her driveway. “I’m home. I should let you go.”

      “Okay, have a good night. I hope things get better.”

      “Thanks.”

      After she hung up, Jessica thought about how she’d said thanks instead of what she normally would have, which was ‘me too.’ The truth was, she didn’t know if she wanted things to get better between her and Mike. Maybe her life would be much better if they didn’t.
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        “When I eventually met Mr. Right, I had no idea that his first name was Always.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Rita Rudner

      

      

      

      That Thursday night, Jessica dragged herself through the door just after ten o’clock. Her arms were loaded down with her handbag, her briefcase, and a heavy box containing the now-dirty crockpot, bowls, and spoons. She had made good on her promise to feed the group, having gotten up extra early to make garlic Parmesan chicken stew with lots of vegetables (because she was certain none of them were getting their daily five). It had cooked all day on the counter next to the coffee pot, and she’d sent Aaron home with some in hopes he wouldn’t mind her making the office smell like a kitchen.

      She was exhausted but she was also pleased with how well the meal had gone over. The hungry crew ate every last bite, and Belle had even teared up, then laughed at herself, saying she never in a million years would have thought she’d miss being mothered. Jacob told her he wished his mother was as cool as she was. Cool. Her, Jessica Halloway. She wished her ungrateful children could have heard Jacob—a handsome, confident twenty-one-year-old pre-law student—call their mom cool.

      When they all left for the night, the group lingered in the classroom with her and Nina and thanked her again for supper. She had made a difference in their lives, even if it was just a simple meal. She’d given them the instructions and after she explained how easy it was, they all seemed enthusiastic about the idea. The thought sent a little jolt of happiness through her. Maybe she could have it all and do it all. Who’s to say she couldn’t? She could be one of those glamorous women who dressed up for work, then made gourmet meals when she got home, sipping wine and listening to Andrea Bocelli, instead of sipping Coke and watching Too Hot to Handle while she cooked. Yes, she was tired, but it was a Thursday night, and she was usually tired by Thursday. But unlike her life before she made the leap, she was exhausted and happy.

      A sleepy-looking Baxter came to greet her, the fur on his muzzle sticking straight up as if he’d been resting on his face all evening. After a quick hello to the dog, Jessica lugged her things into the kitchen, glancing at Mike, who was sitting in his recliner with his eyes trained on The Tonight Show.

      She set the box down on the island, then pulled the slow cooker out and walked over to the sink, only to discover it was still full of dirty dishes. Her shoulders dropped and she let out a loud sigh, then walked into the pantry to grab a handful of chocolate chips to shove in her mouth to fortify her before she tackled the kitchen. Yes, she was so glamorous, her cheeks bulging with Chipits. A flash of rage hit as she thought of Mike relaxing all evening, without bothering to clean up. Still standing in the pantry while she chewed furiously, she held up both hands, extending her middle fingers. Then she shifted her hands back and forth in his general direction.

      When she walked out, she nearly bumped into Mike, who was standing in front of the fridge.  Her cheeks flamed with embarrassment at the thought that he might have seen her flipping him the bird, well two birds, really. Glamorous and mature. Above it all.

      Mike showed no signs of having seen what she was doing in the pantry. He glanced over at the counter. “You took the slow cooker to work?”

      “Yes, I made a stew for my study group. They’re all starving students and I thought they could use a homecooked meal.” Why was she bothering to explain herself? Out of habit?

      His response came in the form of a grunt before he turned away from her and opened the fridge door, pulling out a can of Bud Light. Jessica yanked open the dishwasher, then sighed again. The clean dishes from last night were still in it. “Seriously?” she muttered.

      “Did you read the email from Mrs. Tamblin?” he asked.

      “No, who’s that?”

      “Noah’s English teacher.”

      Her cheeks heated up a bit. Old Jess knew the names of all of her kids’ teachers. “Something wrong?”

      “If you call our son not showing up for class this week, I’d say so,” Mike told her, his tone just nasty enough to suggest to her that this was all her fault. And maybe it was.

      “Shit. Did you talk to him about it?”

      “Yup. He’s been ‘accidentally’ shutting off his alarm every morning. And no one is here to stop him, so…”

      Jessica busied herself emptying out the plates and bowls, depositing them in the cupboard where they should have been put when Winnie got home from school. “Well, does he have a plan to fix it?”

      “Not a good one. I honestly don’t think he’s old enough to have to get himself off to school every day.”

      “He was doing it just fine until this week,” Jess muttered.

      “You know how it is with kids. One day they have something mastered, then the next they take a giant step backwards.”

      Jessica turned to him. “He can get his own ass out of bed and off to school, Mike. Let’s just shut off his WiFi access earlier in the evening so he’ll actually go to sleep.”

      Mike shrugged. “Okay, if that’s how you want to handle it.” He glared at her, his expression saying everything he wasn’t. He hated how disconnected she was, how much she’d left on his plate, and he was certain ‘new and improved Jessica’ was just about the most selfish person he’d ever met.

      “I can’t start my days later, if that’s what you’re hoping for.”

      “I thought maybe your boss wouldn’t mind since he’s so laid back and all.” His words were laced with sarcasm.

      “He is,” she said. Unlike you. “But it’s a new job and he’s already helping me so much. I can’t ask him for anything else right now.”

      “Right, don’t worry about it. God forbid someone in your family interferes with your new job.”

      Jess scoffed, then got back to work on the dishes. “Well, you certainly don’t let it interfere with yours.”

      After a few seconds, Mike said, “I was hoping we could have a reasonable conversation. You know, like two mature adults, but apparently that’s not possible anymore.”

      Jessica stiffened, then placed the glass she was holding on the shelf, careful not to slam it. “No, you were hoping to unload the problem onto my shoulders so you wouldn’t have to deal with it.”

      “Can you blame me? I’ve been left holding the bag for a while now.”

      Jessica spun on her heel to face her husband. “Talk to me in about … oh, eighteen years. Then we’ll be even.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Is that what this is all about? Tit for tat? You woke up one morning and decided things weren’t fair and you needed to even it all out?”

      “No, it’s about me finally having a life.”

      “You had a life.”

      “Yeah, yours. Now I’m going to have mine.”

      “Oh, I know. Believe me, I know.”

      Her heart picking up speed, she raised her voice. “Do you? Because I don’t think you know anything about what it’s like to be me.”

      Letting his shoulders drop, Mike said, “So tell me. Tell me already, Jess, because I honestly don’t get it. I’d like to. I want to understand before it’s…”

      “What? Too late?”

      “Yes, dammit! Do you actually like how things are between us? Two strangers living in the same house? Pretending the other one isn’t there?” He raked a hand through his thick brown hair. “Because I hate it. So please, enlighten me about what the hell is going on because I’m trying to find something to salvage here but you’re making it impossible.”

      Tearing up, Jessica set her gaze to the ceiling and blinked, trying to regain her composure. She wasn’t about to allow herself to get all emotional. Emotional people aren’t treated with respect. And what she wanted more than anything was for her husband to respect her.

      “Why are you doing this?” he asked, and Jess knew he stopped just short of adding to us.

      “Because I was miserable,” she spat out. “I’ve been miserable for years. I spent so much time trying to figure out what was wrong with me, and wondering why I couldn’t just be happy with the way things were, but the truth is, I wasn’t ever going to be happy living a life that wasn’t mine. I’m forty-six, Mike. I’m at least halfway through my life, and other than a family, I have nothing to show for it.”

      “Nothing to show for it?” he said through gritted teeth. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “No. Do you know what’s ridiculous? Someone letting her dreams die so she can keep up with the laundry or … or … make meals that can just as easily be prepared by someone at Costco … or … do any of the million other things I kept saying yes to when I should have said no. Hosting your clients or running our daughter to music lessons even though she clearly hated playing every instrument we forced on her. Or picking up and dropping off our son for years when he could’ve taken the damn bus. I don’t know what I was thinking, honestly. Giving up on myself so I could do a bunch of shit no one even cares about.”

      “Is that what this is about? You’re trying to show us what we’re missing out on without you? Because if so, mission accomplished, Jess. We get it. Our lives were a cakewalk and we should’ve appreciated you more.”

      “That’s not what this is about,” Jess ground out. “It’s about me! For once in our marriage, please let it be about me because if you can’t, I don’t know where this is going to go.”

      “Me neither, but I can tell you with certainty that right now it’s going nowhere good.”

      “I get it. This is hard for you and for the kids. I do understand that. I wish it wasn’t but I don’t know any other way than to just go forward.”

      “You mean bulldoze over our life together?”

      “That’s not what I’m doing! You don’t get it, Mike. When I tell you I was miserable, I mean it. I kept having these fantasies about just…getting in the car and driving, you know? Like with no destination in mind and no plans for coming back. It started years ago. Remember, when I convinced you we should get Baxter?”

      The dog, who up until that point was lying in the middle of the kitchen floor, lifted his head and cocked it to the side at the sound of his name.

      Mike glanced down at him, then back at Jess. “What are you talking about?”

      “I was already starting to realize how unhappy I was, but instead of trying to figure out why, I wanted to distract myself, so I convinced you to get a puppy. When that didn’t work, I tried so many things. Meditation, yoga, wine o’clock, gratitude journals, books about setting boundaries, watching endless hours of Kira Popowich videos, hoping that if I just tried hard enough, I’d start to feel better about the way I was living my life.”

      “Christ, you make it sound like you were prostituting yourself or something. You were just living a nice, ordinary life. Was it really that bad?”

      “For me, it was. Because I’m not meant to have some bland, ordinary life. I was supposed to do something big and important,” she said, wiping the tears off her cheeks with both hands. “I’m terrified that I’m going to wake up in thirty years and realize I did nothing with my life. My life. Mine. Me, Jessica Halloway. Human being. Person with dreams and hopes and aspirations that have been lying dormant for decades.” Her throat constricted as she went on with words that shook out of her. “What if I get to the end of it all and realize I’m nothing? What then, Mike?”

      “Jesus, Jess, you’re not nothing,” he said, emotion causing his voice to crack. “You’re so important. So many people rely on you. You matter. You do. I just don’t think you can see it clearly right now.”

      “No, Mike, I’m finally seeing things clearly for the first time in years. People aren’t meant to play a supporting role for their entire lives. At least I’m not. I need something that is just mine. Something I can be truly proud of. Something that will have people saying, ‘That Jessica is an impressive person. She’s so smart. Look at what she’s done with her life.’ But I don’t have that because I haven’t accomplished anything. I’ve wiped butts and washed floors and carpooled the Earth’s circumference, but I haven’t done anything that lets me shine.”

      Mike stared up at the ceiling and shook his head, then looked at her. “You shine at everything you do. You just don’t know it.”

      Jessica’s nose twitched and the tears came, his words hitting her soft core that she had kept hidden for so long. Then she glanced over his shoulder at the fridge and saw her LSAT score and it all came rushing back to her. “I can do this, Mike. I am smart enough, despite what you might think.”

      “For Christ’s sake, I know you’re smart. You’re a highly intelligent person. I swear to you the stuff I said to the kids was purely because I was upset. I didn’t mean it.” He threw his hands up in the air. “I wish to God I would’ve kept my mouth shut.”

      Jess shook her head. “You don’t believe I’m smart. Certainly not as smart as you.”

      “That’s not true. You’re much better than me at lots of things. You have a much better memory, for starters. You’re better with people and you’re smarter at parenting—”

      “But I’m not as good as you at managing finances or math or trivia. I only have a college degree whereas you have your masters…You joke about it all the time, Mike. And after twenty years of subtly being told you’re stupid, you start to believe it.”

      “Do you actually think I’d tease you about something I thought was true? Am I really that much of an asshole?”

      “I don’t…I honestly don’t know anymore. There was a time I never would have thought that of you, but after Thanksgiving...”

      He stared at her, his eyes narrowed. “So I make one mistake and it erases twenty years?”

      “It’s bigger than that one thing. It’s how we set our entire life up. It’s been so lopsided and I just couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t.”

      “So where does this leave us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Help me out here, Jess, because I really want to fix this, but I don’t know how.”

      She stared at him, her entire body going numb with what she was about to say. “I don’t know if I want to fix this.”

      She might as well have slapped him across the face. Mike’s head snapped back and he blew out a shaky breath, then muttered, “Wow. I did not see that coming. Look who’s the stupid one now.”
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        "Lots of people want to ride with you in the limo, but what you want is someone who will take the bus with you when the limo breaks down."

      

      

      
        
        ~ Oprah Winfrey

      

      

      

      It was the last day of her prep class, and in exactly eight days, she was going to take the LSAT. She, along with Lewis and Tina, would all take it together the following Friday. The others had decided to book in March after Nina had suggested that they give themselves more time. Jess wasn’t sure if Nina hadn’t told her to wait because she actually thought she was ready to take the test, or because she knew that Jess had about twenty years of lost time to make up. She hoped, more than believed, it was the first one.

      After class tonight, the study group was going out for drinks. Out for drinks after nine on a Thursday night? Yes, please! As exhausted as she was, Jess was up for it. She had packed a pair of dark bootcut jeans that showed off her curves and a black cashmere front wrap sweater with a plunging neckline. She’d be Young, Fun Jess tonight, even if it did mean she’d feel like she was about a hundred-and-two tomorrow morning. She was part of the gang again, just like she’d been in college, and it felt good to be included. Especially since she was so alone in her own home.

      Mike had been little more than a ghost in her life since their last failed attempt at talking. She’d gone over their conversation in her mind a hundred times, each time feeling a wave of nausea when she’d remember the part about not being sure if she wanted to fix things. The look on his face haunted her. She couldn’t have set out to hurt him more if she had tried. That hadn’t been her goal, not at all. She wasn’t angry at him anymore, like she had been after Thanksgiving. She was scared of letting him in. But the more she thought about what he’d said about knowing she was smart, the more she worried that she’d gotten the whole thing wrong.

      But that couldn’t be the case. After all, he’d said those awful things to the kids, so he must have doubted her. But maybe she had too…

      Aaron interrupted her latest round of stewing. “Say, Jess, I’m afraid I need you to run out and pick up some legal pads. I didn’t realize how low I was getting, but I just used my last sheet.”

      She smiled and got up from her desk. “I noticed you were getting low, so I ordered more.”

      Walking over to the supply closet, she opened it to reveal the now neatly organized space.

      “Holy crap. Is that the same closet?” he asked, taking a few steps closer.

      “Looks good, right?”

      “Good? I want to live in there.”

      Jess laughed as she pulled out a legal pad and handed it to Aaron.

      “No, seriously. You should see my house. It’s a total disaster.”

      She almost offered to come by and help, but then decided against it. It was one thing to go rooting around in his drawers at work, but it would be an entirely different thing to offer to do it in his home. “I also set up a reminder to do a quarterly supply inventory and order.  Eventually, we’ll have a pretty good idea of how much you use, so we’ll be able to set up a subscription service, which will save you roughly five percent on your supplies. But until I have the data, we’ll do it this way.”

      Aaron grinned at her. “Have I mentioned how much I’m dreading you going to law school?”

      You’re not the only one. “You’ll be fine. I’ll have you so organized by the time I leave, you’ll barely notice I’m not here.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on it.” He stared at her for a second, then said, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. I know I said I’d teach you more about the law itself, and I feel like I’ve really fallen down on that lately.”

      “That’s all right. We’ve both been too busy for that anyway.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t want you to think I forgot. I’ll get you working on a brief next week, okay? One you can really sink your teeth into.”

      “Sounds great,” she said, even though it didn’t sound even close to great. It sounded like hell.
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        * * *

      

      Good lord, why had she ever enjoyed going to the bar? Surely the music wasn’t this loud back in the 90’s when she was dancing away to C+C Music Factory. It couldn’t have been, because this was deafening. And awful. And so far, all the songs completely lacked any discernible beat. Not to mention the fact that her feet were killing her. Her toes were crammed together in these leather high-heel boots like passengers on a Tokyo subway train during rush hour.

      As much as she hated to admit it, Jess wanted desperately to be curled up in bed with a good book with her toes wiggling freely under the covers. But she couldn’t leave just yet, because she was hoping that if she stuck it out, they’d play a song she loved, and she’d be immediately transported back to her college days. Maybe if that happened, Fun Jess would reappear and stick around for the next forty years or so.

      The next song was a nightmare of auto-tuning, but it was also inexplicably popular with the young crowd. The dance floor was suddenly so packed, there was no room to move without bumping into someone. Having had enough, Jess hobbled to their table to find two of her classmates still exactly where they were when she’d first hit the dance floor. Jacob, who had absolutely no interest in the bar scene, leaned over toward Jess as she sat down. “Someone’s been blowing up your phone.”

      She plucked her phone off the table, glad she had heard her kids use that phrase so she didn’t have to seem as old as she actually was. When she unlocked it, she saw she had missed a dozen calls from Mike. There were texts too.

      
        
          
            
              
        Where are you? Call me now. Noah’s in trouble.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I seriously don’t know why the hell you’re not picking up, but this is not the time to be MIA.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If you bother checking your phone, meet me at the West Precinct. Our little cherub got caught breaking into the Pattersons’ house.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Oh shit,” she muttered, hopping off the stool and grabbing her purse. “I’ve got to go. It’s my son.”

      The police station was a five-minute drive from the bar, but it felt like hours. Jessica’s heart pounded, and enough adrenaline flowed through her veins to cause her limbs to shake. She over-steered, hit both the gas and the brakes too hard, and nearly sideswiped a taxi when she tried to change lanes.

      How could her son be involved in something so serious as a break and enter? And why the hell would he be so lazy as to break into a house two blocks from their house? Not that he should be breaking into anyone’s house on any street, but still. Seriously? What could he possibly have been thinking? He must be on drugs. That was the only explanation that made any sense to her because if he were in his right mind, Noah would never do something so stupid. And if her son had started doing drugs, it was her job to notice. She knew him better than anyone else in the world did. He was her little boy. “Oh my God, he is a sociopath,” she muttered.

      A drug-addicted sociopath. “I’ll kill him. I will kill him with my bare hands.”

      No, she wouldn’t. What if this was a cry for help? What if he needed his mom more than ever, but she’d been totally missing from his life for months now? Mike’s text about her being MIA popped back into her mind and her stomach churned. She hadn’t been there. Of course she would have missed the signs. He was probably strung out on weed every day and she hadn’t noticed. Guilt blended with her rage, creating a bitter cocktail that she forced herself to drink. When she finally parked, she let out a single sob, sucked in a deep breath, and hurried inside, ready to vomit.

      It took her all of two seconds to spot Mike, who was sitting on a bench in the corner, hunched over with his head being held up by his hands.

      “Mike, what happened?” she asked as she rushed over to him.

      He looked up, dark circles under his eyes even though his skin was red. “They broke into the Pattersons’ house. They’re in Hawaii, so Liam and our brainchild thought they could get away with throwing a party.”

      “Oh God. Again, with the party thing?”

      Jess looked around, suddenly realizing she knew the other two people in the waiting room. Liam’s mom and dad were staring at her, clearly trying to figure out where she had been, all dressed up without her husband. They exchanged an awkward hello, then Jess flopped down on the bench next to Mike.

      She was too upset to care about what Liam’s parents thought of her right now. It would bother her later, but for the moment, thoughts of what would happen to her son’s future occupied every cell in her brain. “Jesus. How could they be so stupid?”

      Mike shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      She rubbed her forehead with her fingertips and muttered, “Fucking hell.”

      “Yup. That pretty much sums it up,” Mike told her. He sighed, then said, “Were you having fun before you got my message?”

      “No. It was kind of awful to be honest. I don’t know why I ever enjoyed going out dancing.”

      “Hmph.”

      Tears filled Jessica’s eyes and she whispered, “I can’t help but feel like this is all my fault. If I’d have been paying attention, I might have been able to stop this.”

      She waited for his answer with her heart in her throat. He might have been sitting here this entire time blaming her, and if he had been, she would understand. She would own it, even though she hadn’t been the one who broke into the house.

      After a long pause, Mike shook his head. “Nope, you couldn’t have stopped them.”

      “You don’t have to try to spare my feelings, not after everything.”

      “I’m not. It’s true you haven’t been around lately, but this whole fiasco was a spur of the moment decision. They didn’t plan it. They didn’t think it through. They just did it.”

      She and Mike sat quietly for a few minutes, Jess listening to the buzzing of the fluorescent lights while she chewed on her bottom lip. Her palms were clammy, her feet hurt, and her heart ached. “Have you seen him yet?”

      “Not yet. They’re still doing all the paperwork and figuring out what to charge them with. They said we can see them after that.”

      Liam’s dad leaned over and said, “The longer the better. Let them sweat it out a while without having their parents come to the rescue.”

      Liam’s mom pointed her finger in the air and shook it. “Let’s hope they’re in there crapping their pants so we never have to do this again.”

      “Amen to that,” Mike said.

      “Do you know if they did any damage to the house?” Jess asked, realizing that they’d be on the hook for it.

      “Luckily the Pattersons have a security system. The police got there a few minutes after they broke in,” Liam’s mom said. “It sounds like they used a crowbar on the door though.”

      “Could’ve been a lot worse,” Mike said. “If the party had actually happened.”

      She leaned her head against the wall and closed her eyes for a second. “I don’t even want to think about that.”

      A woman in uniform walked into the waiting room. “Okay, so both the boys are in tears. Snot and everything,” she said with a small smile. “We haven’t told them you’re here yet, so I say we take our time going over the paperwork. Maybe you should all go grab a coffee, then come back.”

      Liam’s mom shook her head. “I have to be up at five for work. I just need to get this over with.”

      She and her husband stood, and the officer took them back, leaving Mike and Jess alone. He turned to her. “Do you want to go for a drink? Make him sweat it out for a couple of hours?”

      “Or say, until tomorrow morning?” Jessica said with a smile that quickly faded. She shook her head, reality setting in again. The shame that she and Mike would feel the next time they saw the Pattersons, or anyone in the neighborhood, for that matter. Everyone would know by tomorrow morning. They’d forever talk about Noah Halloway as ‘that kid who broke into the Pattersons’ place.’ This would follow him, and the thought of that made Jessica feel sick. Even ten years from now, people would say, ‘He sure gave his parents a rough time when he was a teenager.’ “I just want to go home.”

      “Same.” Mike sighed. “Where did we go wrong with him?”

      Jess narrowed her eyes as if she was really considering the question. “I think it was the part where we conceived him.”

      Chuckling, Mike said, “Yup. That makes sense. Because we’ve pretty much made all the right moves parenting him since.”

      “Oh definitely. Infallible, really.”

      “Absolutely.”

      They stared at each other for a second, and it felt so good to have this moment together—to be a team again, even if it was in nightmarish circumstances. After weeks of avoiding each other, here they were, trying to make each other laugh.

      And suddenly, Jess knew she didn’t want to throw her marriage away. Had Mike hurt her? Yes, he had. She had also hurt him right back. Neither of them was perfect, but they had always been good together. Their relationship needed some major tweaks, but none of it was insurmountable. “I love you,” she blurted out before she could stop herself.

      Mike stared at her, and for one awful moment, Jess thought he was going to say he no longer loved her. But he didn’t. Instead, he said, “Do you?”

      Jess nodded and her eyes filled with tears. “I do. I think maybe I forgot for a little while, but I really do.”

      Mike’s eyes glistened and he cleared his throat. “I’m glad you remembered.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m really sorry about everything,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I said I didn’t know if I wanted to fix things. I didn’t mean it.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t, because you really seemed to.” His nose turned red with emotion and Jess could see he was fighting tears. “And then you didn’t take it back. I thought you would, but every day, you just…didn’t.”

      Jessica’s heart squeezed so hard, she thought it might burst. “That’s because I thought I meant it, but I was just being…so stupid. I was blaming you rather than realizing that I’m the one who gave up on me. I don’t know when it happened—years ago, I guess.” She shook her head and let out a big sigh. “I started to tell myself that my low opinion of myself was your fault and that if I let you back in, I’d go back to thinking that way. But the truth is, if I had believed in myself and wanted to go after a big career, I could have done it at any time.”

      Sniffling, Jessica stared into Mike’s eyes—those same beautiful dark brown eyes she’d loved all her life.

      He stared back at her, and for the first time in a long time, she felt seen. “You really could have. I know I probably didn’t send you that message, and I should have. At the very least, I should have noticed how miserable you were, instead of blaming everything on the kids. And I know I did a shit job of supporting you through all of this, and I’m sorry for that.”

      “I understand why you didn’t. I just sprung this on you and expected you to be happy about it. It wasn’t fair to any of you.” Jess shook her head. “I’m really sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”

      “I can. In fact, I already do.” Mike wrapped her hand in his and gave it a gentle squeeze that almost took her breath away.

      She hadn’t realized how much she missed such a small, simple thing as the warmth of holding his hand. She squeezed back, tears filling her eyes.

      He let out a sigh of relief. “All I want is for us to be together, Jess. You and me against the world, like it used to be.” A look of panic crossed his face. “Except, obviously, not exactly like it used to be, because you were wildly unfulfilled, as you put it. But what I mean to say is, no matter what you’re going to do with your life, I want to be there for it.”

      Jess wiped tears from her cheeks. “You have no idea how badly I needed to hear that.” She gulped down a big breath. “I’ve felt so horribly alone this entire time. Not just since I decided to go back to school. Before that too. I felt like I didn’t matter, you know?”

      Wrapping his arm around her shoulder, Mike pulled her in for a side hug and dropped a kiss on her head. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted you to feel alone. Not for one second. I really fell down on the job as far as being a supportive husband goes.” He kissed her again, then added, “If I could go back, I’d do so much differently. I’d be a better husband. I’d notice you weren’t okay.”

      Jess leaned her head on his shoulder and let the tears flow. Tears of relief and love and leftover anguish. Tears of finally being heard and understood by her husband. “And I would have spoken up and told you just how desperate I was feeling, instead of just trying to go on as if everything was fine when it wasn’t.”

      “Why didn’t you feel like you could tell me what was going on?” he asked. “Was it something I do that makes you feel like you can’t talk to me?”

      Jess sat up and looked at him. “No, I don’t know. Maybe. Yeah.” She grinned at him and he grinned back even though his eyes were still searching for the truth. “You have this way of making things seem so simple, like when I did say I wasn’t myself, you told me that nobody raising teenagers is happy. And while that may be true for the most part, somehow, I let that make me think I shouldn’t expect to be thriving at this point in my life. Does that make sense?”

      Nodding, Mike said, “Totally. I should have been paying more attention.”

      “I should have been more honest.”

      “I’m going to pay attention from now on. I’m going to check in with you a lot to make sure you’re doing all right.” He smiled at her. “So much, that you’re going to get sick of it.”

      Jess grinned at him, and was about to lean in for a kiss when the door to the back area opened, and interrupted their moment. Liam walked out, flanked on either side by his parents. He was hunched over and kept his eyes on the floor as he shuffled to the exit. As angry as Jess was, she couldn’t help but want to hug him as she took in his tear-stained face.  His dad poked him hard on the shoulder and said, “Apologize to the Halloways.”

      Liam stopped and looked up at them, his voice cracking so hard, Jess could barely make out what he was saying. “I’m really sorry. We were just being stupid.”

      Tears filled Jessica’s eyes. “Everybody makes mistakes.”

      “Not like this, they don’t,” his dad said, pushing his son forward with his fingertips. “You’re going to be paying for this for so much longer than you know.”

      When the doors slid shut behind them, Jess turned to Mike. “Yikes. I wouldn’t want to be in that car on the ride home.”

      “Speaking of the ride home, who takes the boy?”
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        * * *

      

      Jess glanced over at her son, who had his eyes closed and his face toward the passenger window. In the end, she told Mike she wanted to take him, if for no other reason than because Mike had been the one sitting at the police station alone for hours. The truth was, though, she was desperate to be there for Noah.

      He opened his eyes and looked over at her. “Why aren’t you yelling at me?” he asked.

      “Would it help? It’s not like that would magically reverse time or something.”

      “True, but weirdly, I think it might make me feel better.” His voice shook and he closed his eyes again. “I’m a fucking moron.”

      “Language, Noah,” she said, then she realized if there ever was a time for swearing, it was right now. “You fucked up. In fact, you really frigging fucked up. But we’ll get past this. This one event doesn’t define you, you know?”

      “Doesn’t it? That cop said it would follow me for years.”

      “Well, she’s not wrong. The neighbors certainly won’t have the same opinion of you for a while. Or of Dad and me for that matter. You’ll have to work hard to prove you’re not some delinquent that they need to worry about.”

      Noah buried his face in his hands. “Oh man, why did we think that was a good idea? We clearly were never going to get away with it.”

      “Sometimes things seem like such a good idea at first, but the reality is totally different. That’s why it’s so important to think things through before you jump into something.” The irony of her lecture didn’t escape her, but she went on in the name of ‘teachable moments’ everywhere. “You didn’t think about how your actions would affect others. Like Dad and me, or the Pattersons. They probably won’t feel as safe when they come back from their trip, at least for a while.”

      “But they should feel safe. The cops were there so fast.”

      “True, but it’s different when someone has actually tried to break in versus preparing for the possibility. Does that make sense?”

      “Yeah, I guess. But I don’t want them to feel scared.”

      “I know, and I expect you to tell them that when you make your apology.”

      Noah sighed and looked out the window, and Jess knew the thought of facing them must be filling him with dread. “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” he muttered. “I’m never going to do anything stupid again in my life.”

      Jess almost chuckled at his sentiment. “If only that were possible.”

      “Of course it’s possible. I just have to make better decisions from now on.” He narrowed his eyes. “Why? Do you think I’m always going to be a total screw-up?”

      “No, Noah, I definitely don’t believe that. It’s just that, everyone screws up from time to time—granted, usually not to this extent, but still. Even adults. Even seemingly responsible, smart people make huge errors in judgment once in a while. It’s part of being human,” Jess said, glancing in her rear-view mirror, comforted to see that Mike was still behind her. “I’m talking about myself here, too. How I decided to go back to school without considering how it would impact you, Winnie, and Dad. And while I’m not sorry that I’m on a new path, I’m sorry about the way I did it. I know it’s been rough.” Her voice cracked and her nose tickled. “I can’t help but feel like maybe if I’d been around more lately, you wouldn’t have gotten yourself into this mess.”

      Noah picked at a hangnail on his finger. “Nah, this wasn’t some cry for attention or something.”

      “Then what was it? Because I really want to understand.”

      “We just really wanted to throw an epic party.”

      Jess tucked her lips between her teeth to stop herself from laughing, but it didn’t help. For some reason—maybe because so much had happened that day and it was late at night and she was exhausted—his teenage logic struck her as hilarious. She let out a chuckle that turned into a big belly laugh. Even as she was laughing, she knew she shouldn’t. But she couldn’t help it.

      Noah started to laugh too. “We’re such jackasses.”

      She nodded, then got herself under control, chastising herself for sending the wrong message. Maybe she should have let Mike drive him home. “I shouldn’t have laughed. This isn’t funny. None of this is funny. Other than the epic party thing.”

      He shook his head. “God, we’re idiots.”

      Reaching out, she ruffled his hair, like she used to do when he was little. “Here’s the deal, I don’t want you to think what you did was all right because, clearly it wasn’t. But I also don’t want you to be so upset about it, that you think you don’t have a good future ahead of you, because you do. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Good. I don’t know what Dad and I are going to do as far as consequences go, but it’s going to be bad for a while. I’m thinking that along with a major apology and paying to replace their door, you’re going to be doing their yard work free of charge for the next…year or so. Probably some other stuff too, like losing screens for a long time,” she said, pulling onto their street. “I’m honestly too tired to think about it right now. The point is, you messed up big time, but we’ll figure it out together, and you won’t ever do anything like it again, right?”

      “Right. Never. I’ll never do anything even remotely like this again.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” As she pulled into the garage, she thought, one life lesson down, about a million more to go.

      An hour later, when Jess crawled into bed, she found Mike lying on his side facing her. He tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and rubbed her cheek with his thumb. “I know you’re tired, but I also thought you were maybe going to kiss me back there, in the police station. I was hoping we could finish that moment before we go to sleep.”

      Jess lifted her head off the pillow and closed her eyes just as their lips met. The beautiful familiar feeling of his mouth meeting hers caused her tired heart to dance with joy. They kissed and cuddled for a few minutes until Mike pulled her close and whispered, “Let’s get some rest.”

      Exhausted, but filled with relief, Jess turned around so her back was to Mike, then she snuggled up against his big, warm body. He wrapped his arm around her waist and she turned back a little so they could fall asleep cheek to cheek. But they didn’t fall asleep. Instead, their bodies knew what they needed. Time to reconnect, to be as close as two people can be. They needed to be together in the way they only were with each other. They made love slowly and deeply and carefully, saying all the things with their sighs and moans and touches that they needed to tell each other. That their love was every bit as strong as it always had been. That they were in this together now, no matter what happened. That they wanted to be here, in this moment, forever. It was passionate and raw and perfect. It was everything Jess had been craving for so many months. It was an apology and a love letter that could never be forgotten or torn up or tossed out.

      When it was over, they drifted off to sleep wrapped up in each other’s arms, with smiles on their lips and love in their souls.
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        “It took me a long time to figure out we’re not meant to be perfect. We’re meant to be whole.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Jane Fonda

      

      

      

      “Mom, what are you doing here?” Jessica asked.

      Her mother had just walked through the door of Fillion and Associates. She was wearing a raincoat and had her umbrella at her side. “I came to take you for lunch.”

      Jess shifted uncomfortably from her position in front of the filing cabinet. “Oh Mom, it’s not a good time for me. Aaron’s in court all week and I have my—”

      “—LSAT on Friday. I know, but this couldn’t wait.”

      Jessica’s heart dropped. Something must be horribly wrong for her mother to drive all the way downtown to see her. “What happened?”

      “I’m worried about you. I’m worried about your family. I know you’re busy, but I haven’t slept in days and I need to talk to you,” she said. “So get your coat. We’ll go have a bowl of that delicious soup you were telling me about.”

      Knowing the only option that would keep the peace was to go, Jessica placed the folders she was holding on her desk and grabbed her handbag out of her drawer. So much for getting in some much-needed cramming over lunch.

      A few minutes later, they were seated at a table in the corner of the busy coffee shop, having placed their orders at the counter. Jess held onto her mug of tea with both hands to warm them up after the chilly walk, while her mom stirred a package of sugar into her coffee. A sense of impatience came over Jess. “So? What did you want to tell me?”

      She stopped just short of saying, ‘so badly it couldn’t wait until Saturday.’

      Hilary crumpled up the napkin in her hand and set it to the side. “Winnie came to see me on Sunday. She was very upset. She’s worried you and Mike are going to get a divorce, and she told me about what Noah did. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. Your life is going to…” She glanced around and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Shit.” Then raising it again, she said, “I was planning to wait until after your big test, but I haven’t slept in four nights, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I can’t just sit back and say nothing while you throw your life away.”

      Oh God, this was the last thing Jess needed today—some big emotional, public scene with her mother. But apparently, it was happening anyway. She closed her eyes not knowing where to begin. “I didn’t want to tell you about Noah until after all was said and done with the Pattersons. They get home from Hawaii on Sunday.”

      “Why? Why wouldn’t you want to tell me?”

      “Because sometimes, I feel like you’re judging me as a parent, and I wanted to make sure we did everything right before I told you.”

      Hilary’s head snapped back. “I don’t judge you. I support you and Mike, no matter what you decide.”

      “I know you do, but sometimes, I also feel like you compare my kids to me, and it feels, in a way, like you’re comparing your parenting to mine.”

      “I do no such thing.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Jessica said, “Does this sound familiar? ‘You never would have thought of such a thing when you were that age.’”

      A sheepish look crossed her mom’s face, then she pursed her lips. “I can see why you might take it that way, but I never meant it to be a comment on your parenting. You’re a wonderful mother. You know so much more than I did when I was raising you. It’s…just such a different world now. I can’t even imagine trying to bring up kids these days.”

      Jess nodded, taking in her mom’s words. “Well, even if you didn’t mean it that way, I took it personally.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      Shrugging, she said, “I don’t know. I guess I was scared that if I did, you’d only confirm for me that you think I’m a bad mom.”

      Hilary looked genuinely shocked, which was surprisingly comforting for Jess. “But you’re not a bad mom. You’re an amazing mom. You know I think that.”

      Jess sighed. “I suppose I do. I just…I don’t know. Took it personally.”

      “Well, don’t. That’s ridiculous,” her mom snapped.

      Holding up both hands in surrender, Jess offered her mom a small grin. “Okay, I won’t.”

      “Good. Now tell me about your marriage. And tell me the truth because I need to know just how bad things are.”

      The server appeared at the table with their soups and biscuits. As soon as he set it down in front of Jess, she realized he’d given her the wrong one. She offered him a polite smile. “I ordered a cheese biscuit.”

      “Oh, sorry about that,” he said, picking up the plate. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Thank you.”

      As soon as he left, her mom gave her a strange look. “Does it really matter which biscuit you eat? Now that poor man has to go back and exchange it.”

      So, this was who taught her to be a doormat. “Yes, Mom. I paid for a cheese biscuit so I should be able to eat a cheese biscuit.”

      Hilary gave her a conciliatory nod. “Okay. Fair enough.”

      They stared at each other for a second, both of them knowing this wasn’t about a stupid biscuit. It was about how much Jess had changed in a very short period of time. “It’s okay to ask for what you want. In fact, it’s a good thing.”

      Her mom’s eyes hardened, but then a smile crossed her face—one that made Jess feel very uncomfortable. “In that case, you won’t be angry at your daughter for asking me for money.”

      “She did what?” Jess spit out.

      “She asked me to help her out so she can still go to Stanford.”

      The server returned with a new biscuit, and Jess just managed to pick her jaw up off her chest long enough to thank him.

      As soon as he walked away, Hilary said, “It’s her dream, Jessica. It has been for a long time, and I think she should be able to go. She’s worked very hard in school for her whole life. She’s earned it.”

      “Well, that may be true, but she shouldn’t be asking you for the money.”

      “Why not? She knows she’s going to inherit something from me when I die. She might as well get it now. I’m pretty sure she’s planning to ask Lilian and Michael as well.”

      A horrible blend of anger, guilt, and humiliation came over Jess. She pushed the bowl of tomato soup away from herself. “Oh my God, she can’t do that.”

      “Sure she can,” her mom said, picking up her spoon. “And like me, I’m sure they’ll be happy to help her out.”

      Jessica’s head snapped back. “You’re helping her?”

      Her mom nodded. “Yes. I said I’d give it to her. It’ll be tight, and I’m not sure what I’ll be able to give to Noah, but I’m doing it anyway. I know this will upset you, and you’re probably a little embarrassed, but you needn’t be. We’re family and families help each other.”

      “But she shouldn’t be asking you.”

      “Why not? Because I’m single?”

      “No, of course not. It’s because she shouldn’t be asking for handouts. She could get just as good an education here in Seattle. Or she could get a bigger loan and I’ll pay it off for her when I’m making lawyer money.” Jess didn’t know why she said that, because deep down, she was painfully aware of the fact that she was never going to be an attorney. She was still going forward as though she was, but she knew at some point in the not-too-distant future, she’d have to face reality and figure out what to do.

      “I’m all for you living your dream, Jess, I am. But I want Winnie to have hers too.” Her mom had a sip of her soup, then added, “And if things are going south between you and Mike, it’ll be better for her to be off somewhere else where she won’t have to feel every second of it.”

      Jess sighed. “Things got pretty bad for a while, but we’re working our way back from it.”

      “You sure?”

      Nodding, Jess said, “We finally had a good talk, at the police station, of all places. For the first time in a long time, I think we’re going to be okay.”

      “Thank God.” Her mom smiled at her. “That’s what’s been keeping me up at night. I’ve been so worried that you’re going to split up. I was even scared maybe you’d gone and slept with your boss or maybe one of those young men from your study group.”

      Jess laughed at the ridiculousness of that idea. “God, no. They’re like little boys to me. They see me as the study group mom. And Aaron might as well be a woman as far as I’m concerned. There’s never been any … atmosphere between us. He’s just a good friend, not to mention an extremely messy eater.”

      Hilary laughed, and it felt so good to Jess that she kept going. “Like food all over,” she said, gesturing to her chin.

      They grinned at each other for a second, then her mom let out a sigh of relief. “Good. Then everything can be repaired.”

      But it wasn’t that simple, was it? She couldn’t just erase the last few months of her life. She had hurt the people she loved, and a few others, including Evelyn and Patricia. Guilt caused fresh tears to form, and she didn’t bother to try to stop them. She didn’t even care that they were in a crowded cafe and that people could see her. She just let them flow. She was exhausted and scared and felt like a fool. “Why did I just jump in with both feet like that?” She put the question out to herself, more than to her mother, but she hoped her mom would have the answer anyway. Jess was too tired to figure it all out for herself.

      “I have a theory about that, if you care to hear it.”

      Jessica nodded, eager for some sort of answer to help her make sense out of the last few months.

      Hilary glanced around the room before looking back at her daughter. “It’s what I was trying to tell you in November, about your father.”

      Jessica stiffened. She started to protest, to say she was nothing like him, but her mom held up one hand to stop her. “Before you get mad, I promise I’m not about to suggest that what you’re doing is the same thing because it’s not. Not at all. What he did was unforgivable. Having said that, I realized something while I was watching you go through all of this.” She paused and took a deep breath. “It occurred to me that, like you, your dad was living a life that wasn’t meant for him. He wanted a big, exciting life. Every few years, he wanted to pick up and move us across the country—explore, try new things, travel everywhere, see it all. But I wasn’t interested in any of that. I wanted stability for myself and for you kids. I wanted to live near my family and save our money for a rainy day, and globe-trotting around the world just sounded exhausting to me, not exciting.”

      Jess stared at her mom for a second. “I hope you’re not about to start blaming yourself for his affair.”

      “No, of course not. That was his choice entirely, but it wasn’t until I saw how desperate you had become that I could even begin to understand your father. I suppose he must have felt the same way as you—hemmed in and miserable,” Hilary said. “He finally snapped and wound up going off and finding the life he wanted.”

      “With a flight attendant.”

      Her mom gave her a knowing nod. “Free plane tickets. But, as much as what you’re doing and what your father did are not the same, there are some similarities.”

      Jessica opened her mouth, then she shut it. She had gone from being the doting mother and wife to being completely self-involved, just as her father had. No, she hadn’t had an affair or abandoned her family, but she had disconnected from them, almost completely, and very suddenly. “Shit.”

      Her mom placed a warm, comforting hand on top of Jessica’s. “You’ve been trying for years to find a way to be happy with the life you were living, but it wasn’t going to happen because it was the wrong life for you. Just like the life your dad and I built was the wrong one for him. He needed to go off and roam the world, but we were living the life I needed instead. And you, my girl, have been living the one you thought you should have, instead of the one you were meant to have.”

      “I really was, Mom,” Jessica said, tears filling her eyes. “I tried so many things to make it work, but I couldn’t.” She blinked quickly to rid herself of the tears. “Oh God, do you know what this means?”

      “No.”

      “That Dr. Kildorf was right, and that my problem really was my life.” She started to laugh at herself—a frustrated, slightly off-kilter laugh.

      Her mom grinned at her. “But at least you’re on the right track now, right?”

      Shaking her head, Jess whispered, “Oh Mom, I think I’ve made a horrible mistake.”

      “You’ve made a few lately. Which one are you referring to?”

      Jess wiped the tears off her cheeks. Her heart pounded, but she forced her confession out anyway. “I don’t want to be a lawyer anymore.”

      Her mom simply nodded at the news, not looking the least bit surprised.

      Dabbing at her eyes with a paper napkin, Jess leaned in. “Working for Aaron has shown me that. It is horribly boring—like so, unbelievably, could-cure-the-worst-insomniac boring. And, for the most part, the clients are terrible. I don’t blame them though. They’re at their worst moments in life—like if it’s a lawsuit or something. It’s all so stressful. And even if it’s a good outcome and they win their case, they’re still not happy because the hourly fee is so exorbitant that they walk away completely dissatisfied. I hate it. I actually don’t know why I thought I would like it in the first place.” A tsunami-sized wave of relief washed over her at finally admitting the truth.

      “I knew you’d hate it. You’d do well at it, but you’d hate every minute.”

      “You knew?”

      “I’m your mom. I know everything about you.”

      “Then why didn’t…? Oh, it’s because I wouldn’t have listened, isn’t it?”

      “Not even to one word. This is one of those situations when I had to sit back and let you figure it out for yourself. No matter how much it was killing me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not me you need to apologize to.”

      Biting her lip, Jessica nodded. “I know.” She sat back in her chair and let out a long sigh. “The worst part is that even when I realized I didn’t want to be a lawyer, I just…couldn’t bring myself to admit it. Not even to myself.” She stared at her mom for a second, raw emotion tickling her nose. “I kept trying to convince myself I do want to be a lawyer, and that it was just fear telling me to quit. But that’s not it. I honestly would hate it so much.”

      “So, why couldn’t you admit the truth?”

      “I don’t know,” Jess said, then she shook her head. “No, that’s not true. I do know. It’s because I was so scared that if I gave up on my dream again, I’d be completely giving up on myself for good. So, I just stayed on the wrong path, even though I knew it was wrong, but only because I couldn’t go back to the way things were.”

      “I could see doing that.”

      “Could you?”

      Smiling, Hilary said, “Yes. Absolutely. You felt stuck for so long, of course you’d cling to the promise of a new life.”

      Jess felt her body relax as she took in her mom’s words. The comfort of being understood was not something to go unappreciated. She thought of how hard she had been clinging to her new life and why. “I was so desperate for some respect and to do something important with my life. And after what happened at Thanksgiving…part of me just needed to prove to everyone that I am smart enough to make it.”

      Hilary wrinkled up her nose. “Did you? Really?”

      Jess nodded, but said, “No. I suppose not.” She scrubbed her face with both hands. “God, I’m an idiot.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am. I screwed everything up.”

      “Well, that may be true, but you know what? I’m to blame too. I trained you to be a people-pleaser, and to worry so goddamn much about what people think of you.” Her mom shook her head and let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m sorry for doing that to you. I really am. And yes, I know I did it a few minutes ago,” she said, pointing to the biscuit. “Old habits and all that.”

      She reached out and put her hand back on Jessica’s. “I need you to listen to me. Like really listen and hear what I’m about to say because I’m trying to undo forty-six years of parenting here.”

      Jess chuckled, trying not to cry. “Okay.”

      “You were not put on this planet to impress people or please others. You’re here to live. You’ve spent your entire life trying to prove you’re the perfect mom, wife, and daughter. Always so thoughtful and kind and forever willing to put others first. Because that’s what I taught you your role in this world was. But that’s not why you were put on this planet, and deep down, you always knew it. So when you finally snapped, you snapped in half. You totally lost the plot.” Hilary’s eyes filled with tears. “If I could go back, I’d do so much differently.”

      “Oh Mom, you were just trying to make sure I’d be a good human.”

      Her mom’s face twisted with regret. “But I didn’t teach you how to be good to yourself. And if I had, you never would’ve gotten yourself into this mess.”

      Jess flipped her hand over and gently squeezed her mom’s. “None of this is your fault. I made every choice along the way. And I’m not just talking about the last few months. I also mean every decision I’ve made since I finished college. Every bad decision.”

      “You’ve made a lot of good ones, too. Let’s not forget that. And now, you’ll chart a new course for yourself and try again. Maybe take it a little slower this time, but whatever you do, don’t go back to how things were. It would kill me to see you do that.”

      “I won’t, Mom. I promise.” Jess closed her eyes for a second, knowing she was going to have to admit the truth to a lot tougher audiences than her mother. “Oh my God, how am I supposed to tell everyone I changed my mind? It’s going to be so humiliating.”

      Hilary’s eyes grew wide and she nodded firmly. “Yes, it will. It’ll be awful, especially when you have to see that horrible Blaire Pritchard again. But just think of how relieved you’ll feel.”

      Jessica let out a loud laugh and wiped her eyes again. “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you too.” She looked down at her soup. “Do you think they’d mind reheating these for us? I can’t stand cold soup.”

      “I’m sure they won’t mind a bit,” Jess said, standing and picking up the bowls.

      As she waited at the counter for the soups to be reheated, she realized that she felt lighter than she had in months. She was raw and worried and she knew she would never live down what she’d done or how she was about to give up on going to law school again. That was all true. But it was also true that being a lawyer wasn’t her dream anymore. For the first time since she’d become ‘the associate’ at Fillion and Associates, she finally felt like everything might be all right again. It wasn’t going to be easy to fix things, or to figure out what she actually wanted to do with her life, but at least she would stop heading down the wrong path. She’d find a new one—not a return to her old life, but something new, that suited her.

      When she got back to the table, her mom was smiling as she stared out the window.

      Jess set down their bowls and sat down. “What’s that smile for?”

      “I’m just so relieved that I don’t have to give all that money to Winnie. I was so worried.”

      “But I thought you knew I’d hate working in the legal field.”

      Picking up the spoon, Hilary said, “Sure, but I had no idea how long it would take for you to figure that out. It could’ve taken you ten years, for all I knew. Look how long you stayed at the pottery shop.”

      They both chuckled, then dug into their meals. As soon as Jess started eating, she realized how hungry she was. She’d been so nervous about her big test, she barely ate breakfast. And now, here she was, with her mom, a huge weight off her chest, having the world’s best bowl of tomato bisque soup and a delicious cheese biscuit.

      She thought about the LSAT. Taking the exam felt pointless now. Why put herself through a three-and-a-half-hour, 101 question test when she knew she wasn’t going to apply for law school? But she’d paid for it already, and there were no refunds. Not to mention all that work she’d put in. How could she not take it?

      She almost opened her mouth to ask her mom what she should do, but then she stopped herself. It was high time she learned to listen to her own wisdom. She was smart, and like it or not, the answers to her life weren’t going to be found outside of her own mind. Her mom didn’t have them. Neither did her husband, or Rachael, or Diana. And Kira Popowich certainly didn’t hold the answers. Only Jessica knew what Jessica should do.

      Except at the moment, she didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Snapchat Messages Between Noah and Liam:

      
        
          
            
              
        Liam: Brah, I managed to get my phone back for ten minutes. Told my mom I had to download a homework assignment. It’s BAD at my place. So bad. My parents pretty much hate me now.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Liam: I guess you don’t have your phone. I have to write a 3-page apology letter that my parents are making me bring to the house on Sunday. 3 Pages! How many ways can you say sorry? My life sucks.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Liam: So, Charmaine was stuffing her bra. Kylie told Joelle she saw toilet paper fall out of it in the change room. Also, she’s going out with Jackson P.
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        “A family doesn’t need to be perfect. It just needs to be united.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Unknown

      

      

      

      When Jess got home that night, she decided against cooking an elaborate meal to announce that she wasn’t going to law school. Instead, she’d order pizza and take Baxter for a long-overdue walk. Of everyone whose lives had changed these last several months, his might have been the worst—nobody home all day, no walks, no fun. Just Stressed-out Jess who came and went, barely noticing him. Today, she was going to take him on an apology walk. She’d even let him sniff whatever he wanted, instead of hurrying him along to get where she was going as fast as possible. She wasn’t in a rush for once and it felt good.

      Baxter followed her upstairs and laid on the corner of the bed while she changed into a pair of cozy sweats and an old Aran sweater.

      “Want to go for a walk?” she cooed.

      His ears perked up and he lifted his head, but he didn’t move.

      “For real. I want to take you for a walk. Should we go?”

      That did it. Baxter hopped off the bed and raced for the hallway. Laughing, Jessica followed him for a change. Outside, it was a warm, early spring afternoon. The air was fresh with the smell of the day’s rain and the sun was starting to go down, giving a magical glow to the world. Jess strolled along, hoping she wouldn’t run into any neighbors who wanted to talk about what Noah had done. Or worse, saw a neighbor who didn’t want to talk to her. Of course, both of those things would happen at some point, but for once in her life, she wasn’t going to let that bother her. She was going to hold her head high, knowing that everybody makes mistakes, and anyone who didn’t understand that wasn’t worth knowing.

      By the time they got back to the house, the sun was just setting, and Baxter trotted along beside Jess, his tongue hanging down and a wide smile on his little face. Jess was happy too, because by the end of the evening, she’d have made things right between her and Winnie. And that was something else that should have been done a long time ago.
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        * * *

      

      “Pizza’s here!” Jess called up the stairs.

      Noah’s door opened first and he came out with a novel in his hand. The sight of it warmed her heart. Maybe him losing screens for six months was going to be a blessing in disguise. Her stomach lurched at the thought of them going to the Pattersons’ on Sunday so he could apologize and offer to make amends, but it wasn’t keeping her up at night. That was his stuff and he was going to handle it. He already wrote up a list of ways he can make it up to them, including mowing their lawn for the next year, painting their fence, and walking their dog. Whether they’d take him up on any of it was anybody’s guess, but they’d handle the consequences as a family. Noah smiled down at her. “Did you order pizza?”

      “I did.”

      “Sweet!”

      A couple of minutes later, the four of them were seated around the kitchen table together—something they hadn’t done since November. Noah was shoveling the pizza into his mouth as fast as he could chew, Mike was sipping at his beer, and Winnie, who had yet to say anything, was picking the mushrooms off her slice.

      Jess took a deep breath. “So, I’ve made a decision that you should all know about.”

      That got their attention. All three of them stopped what they were doing and waited.

      Jessica’s heart pounded a little, knowing she was about to serve herself up some humble pie to go with the pizza. “I’m not going to law school.”

      “Seriously?” Winnie asked at the same time Noah said, “How come?”

      “Yes, seriously, and the reason is because I don’t want to be a lawyer.”

      Mike set his beer down, his expression difficult to read. If Jess had to guess (which she did), she’d say he was doing his best not to look too excited, in case what felt like good news was actually bad.

      Jess offered him a smile that said, ‘go ahead and be happy.’ “After months of working in a law office, I’ve discovered that I have absolutely no interest in practicing law. I’d hate it. I would really, really hate it.”

      “But I thought it was your dream?” Noah said.

      “It was, but as it turns out, some dreams are better in your imagination than they are in reality.”

      “Does this mean you’re not taking our college money?” Winnie asked, her eyes narrowed.

      Jess stared at her daughter for a second, trying to decide how to answer. “You know, Winnie. I earned that money. It took me eight years. That’s a lot of shifts at the pottery shop, cleaning up after people. Hundreds, in fact, cleaning up after thousands of people. So, instead of acting like you’re entitled to it, you should show some appreciation.”

      Winnie’s cheeks turned slightly pink. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve just been so scared that I won’t be able to go to Stanford, or that even if I stayed here for college, I’ll still wind up so deep in debt, I’ll never be able to afford a place of my own. I guess I didn’t really think about what you’ve done for me.”

      “No, you didn’t. And even though I wanted to do that for you, and I’m proud of how much money I’ve managed to save, it’s still a gift. And gifts should be accepted with gratitude.”

      Winnie offered her a tentative smile. “Pleases and thank yous are for everyone.”

      Jess smiled at her. “Yes, even for moms.”

      “I’m sorry. And I am grateful for whatever you can give me.”

      Nodding, Jess said, “Good. Because I’ve already put back what I spent on my night class, and then some.”

      “So I can…” Winnie started, but then stopped herself, seeming too overcome with emotion to finish her question.

      “Go to Stanford?” Jess asked.

      She nodded, her eyes filled with hope even though the rest of her face still looked worried.

      “Yes, if you still want to.”

      “Of course I want to,” Winnie said, breaking out into a huge grin.

      “Darn, I was hoping you’d have changed your mind,” Jessica told her. “Stanford’s so far from home.”

      Winnie jumped up and gave her mom the mother of all hugs. “Thank you, thank you, thank you! And don’t worry, I’ll come home every holiday and for the summers.”

      Jess hugged her back, breathing in the scent of her little girl. “You better.”

      “I will,” Winnie told her, letting go of her mom so she could jump up and down a few times.

      Jess watched her daughter for a moment, feeling simultaneously happy and sad at the same time. She may have just made it easier for Winnie to go off and live her dream, but it meant she’d be halfway to an empty nest. Tears threatened to come forward, but she forced them back. Her nest might be empty before she knew it, but she was still going to find a way to fill up her life with something she loved. She’d be all right, and just as important, she and Mike would be too.

      She smiled across the table at him, only to see he had a pensive look on his face. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know. I was just wondering what this means,” he answered. “I mean, I get that you don’t want to go to law school, but what do you want to do?”

      Shrugging, she grinned at him. “I don’t have the first clue, but I do know I’ll figure it out, and whatever it is, I’m going to love it.” Her stomach growled, so she took her first bite of ham and mushroom pizza. After she swallowed, she said, “I’ll stay on at the law firm until I know for sure what’s next for me. That’ll give Aaron time to find someone else.”

      Mike smiled at her, finally looking relaxed. “Sounds good. And just so you know, if you do want to go back to school, we’ll find the money for it.”

      Jess teared up, not because of the money, but because after everything, here was her wonderful, perfectly good, fabulously ordinary husband, offering to support her next big dream, whatever it may be. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      They ate in a content silence for a few minutes, and Jessica realized this was exactly the type of moment she should write about in her gratitude journal. A simple, perfect moment with the four of them together.

      “Hey, what about the test tomorrow?” Mike asked.

      “Oh, you mean, am I still going to put myself through three and a half hours of sweaty, absolute hell, even though I’m never, ever going to law school?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah.”

      Nodding, Jess said, “I am.”

      Noah wrinkled up his nose. “Why would you ever do that to yourself?”

      “Lots of reasons,” Jess answered. “To finish what I started, for one. But mainly to prove to myself I can.”

      “Wow. That’s crazy. I would never take a test I didn’t have to.”

      “I would totally have thought that at your age too,” Jess told him. “But you know something? When you’re an adult, it’s too easy to let yourself be comfortable all the time. You forget to stretch your limits and test yourself out, but it’s important. If you don’t, you forget what you’re capable of.”

      “Sure, but maybe try out something fun, like skateboarding next time,” Noah told her. “Don’t do this to yourself again.”

      Jessica laughed. “Good point. I’ll keep that in mind because this really was a bit much, wasn’t it?”

      Murmurs of agreement were heard around the room. The rest of the meal was peaceful. No bickering, no tension, just a calm, happy-but-all-too-brief moment in their lives. Jess knew they were all sharing a sense of relief. The storm had ended and they’d come out the other side together. She knew she’d been the one to cause the storm, but she also knew that everyone around this table had taken—or would take—a turn. This time it had been hers. Hurricane Jess had blown through, and they all survived, and there was great comfort to be taken from that knowledge.

      Later that night, Jess found Winnie sprawled across her bed, working on her math homework. Her daughter looked up at her. “What’s up?”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      Winnie put her pencil down. “Sure.”

      “First, let me preface this by saying, I’m not mad at you. I’m just extremely curious. Remember when you said you weren’t worried about me getting into law school?”

      Winnie’s cheeks turned bright red and she set her gaze onto her text book. “I’ve been wanting to apologize to you about that. It was unfair of me to say that in front of the family.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate it, but that’s not why I brought it up.” Jess walked over and sat on the bed next to her. “Grandma told me you went to her to ask for money, which means you must have started to worry that I would actually go to law school.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “I’m just wondering what made you start to worry.”

      Winnie’s face screwed up in confusion, so Jess explained. “It’s just that you said you weren’t worried, but then you must have thought you had good reason to, if you went to Grandma for money.”

      “I don’t know. I guess I just saw how hard you were working, and I figured you might just be able to get in.”

      Jess smiled down at her, satisfied with her answer.

      “Plus, I looked up your LSAT score on the internet. Did you know you were in the top, like, five percent in the entire country?”

      Chuckling, Jess said, “That’s what I was trying to tell you guys. Your mom is no dumb bunny.”

      “I know you’re not,” Winnie said, sitting up and crossing her legs. “You’ve always been smart. I mean, especially compared to most of my friends’ moms. I’m pretty sure Sierra’s mom doesn’t read anything other than the captions on her TikTok feed.”

      Jess bit back the lecture on not judging people. After all, her daughter was offering her a rare compliment. “I hope you know you’re whip-smart too. And every bit as determined as your mother.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I mean it, Winnie. You can do anything you set your mind to. And I mean anything.” Jess got up and brushed Winnie’s hair off her forehead. “I should let you get your homework done.”

      Winnie looked up at her. “Why didn’t you go to law school? I mean, when you were young? Why’d you stop wanting to go for it?”

      Jess glanced up at the ceiling for a second, trying to decide how to answer. “Honestly? I think it was a combination of reasons. Well, excuses, really. It was partly my need to please others and partly pride. I was so busy trying to prove I was the best mother and wife out there, that I forgot about myself. The funny thing is, I don’t know who I thought I was proving it to, because I doubt anybody else cared at all. But, I did it anyway, and after doing it long enough, I forgot I had the potential to be anything other than a mom and a wife.”

      Winnie chewed on her bottom lip, in that way she did when she was deep in thought. “No offense, but I never want to be either of those things.”

      Jess dropped a kiss on her daughter’s forehead. “It’s perfectly okay if you don’t want to get married and have kids. But if someday, you find yourself in love with someone you want to build a life with, I hope you won’t do what I did. Don’t ever give up on yourself. Because you, Winnie Hilary Halloway, have got infinite potential.”

      Winnie smiled up at Jess. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “I only speak the truth,” she said, turning to leave.

      When she got to the door, she glanced back at her daughter, who was already laying down, scribbling away in her notebook/binder. Her heart tugged, knowing she wouldn’t be able to see this sight for much longer. And that was exactly as it should be. Even if it hurt.
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        “I’m not offended by dumb blonde jokes because I know I’m not dumb ... and I also know I’m not blonde.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Dolly Parton

      

      

      

      Jess sat at a table near the back of the room, the LSAT booklet face-down in front of her. A sense of calm had come over her on the drive to the college. Confidence she didn’t know she had appeared. She knew in her gut she would do well. She’d done the work to prepare. She was ready. And best of all, she was competing against her twenty-year-old self today, not the other nine people in the room, nor the thousands of other potential law students who would sit in rooms like this one across America that year.

      As much as she didn’t relish the idea of sitting on this hard plastic chair for the next nearly-four hours, she was going to do it, if for no other reason than to prove to herself she could. Jessica’s chest swelled with pride. She had done it. She took a risk. She worked hard. She had learned huge swaths of material in a very short time. She could trust herself—trust that her brain would work hard, grow new connections, and let her show up for whatever challenges were set in front of her. Because if she could do this, she could learn and do anything.

      It wasn’t too late. She wasn’t too old, and she never would be. She suddenly felt wise—as if the answers to life’s biggest questions had been stored somewhere inside her all along, and she had finally unlocked the cabinet. She would find ways to fill up her life and do things that mattered to her. She would leave her mark on the world—in fact, she had been all along without realizing it. But she had so much more to do, and the thought of it thrilled her. She was thrilled about living again—the possibilities stretched out before her. But first, she had to get through the test, which would start in four minutes and thirty-two seconds.

      Jess looked over at Lewis, who was to her left, looking like he might vomit. She offered him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. You’re ready.”

      “I thought I was until I woke up this morning,” he told her.

      “That’s just nerves,” she said. “You know this stuff. I’ve had some insight into how your mind works and I can tell you, you know what to do. Besides, it’s just one test. Big deal.”

      “It’s the most important test of my entire life,” he said.

      Jess shook her head. “Not even close.”

      His eyes grew wide. “It’s not?”

      “No. You’re going to have all sorts of far more important tests in your life. None of them you complete with a pencil. Choices you’ll make, moments when your integrity is tested to the limit, and you can’t get a do-over. Those are the life-changers. Not the LSAT. You can redo the LSAT in a few weeks.”

      He stared at her for a second, then said, “Well now, you’ve made me nervous about my entire life.”

      Giving him a sympathetic look, she said, “Oh God, that wasn’t my intention. But honestly, Lewis, you’ll ace those too because you’re a good person.”

      “Thanks.”

      “And you’ll ace the LSAT today.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I know it.”

      The man who was administering the test stood up. “Okay, everyone, time to flip over your papers and begin. Good luck!”
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        “I get by with a little help from my friends.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Joe Cocker

      

      

      

      Jess pulled into a stall right in front of Ambrosia’s entrance. It was ten minutes to eleven on a beautiful spring Sunday morning and she was going to spend the next few glorious hours with her friends, eating and chatting. As a gift to herself, she’d ignored the laundry in favor of arriving early enough to get a good parking spot. Today she’d be the one bringing the good gossip, so even if she had shown up late, it wouldn’t have mattered that much. She’d update them on how things went when they took Noah to the Pattersons’ with his apology letter. How they’d accepted his offer of doing their yard work for the next year and replacing the door, and how they’d dropped the charges. She’d fill Rachael in on her big decision, and she couldn’t imagine a topic getting more mileage than that today.

      Diana arrived just as Jess was getting out of her car. After quick hellos, they hurried into the restaurant together. Rachael was already at a table when Jess walked in, and Jess’s heart lifted at the sight of her beautiful friend. When they hugged, Jess held on a little longer than usual, inhaling the cookie dough scent that she now decided was both delicious and comforting. How dare Ted give up on her beautiful friend like that? What an idiot.

      They all took their seats and Rachael smiled at Jess. “You look amazing.”

      “Really?”

      “You do.” Turning to Diana, Rachael said, “Doesn’t she look amazing?”

      “She does.”

      “Well, I can’t think of why. I haven’t done anything new with my hair, or my face for that matter.”

      Rachael nodded. “You’ve got that confident girl air about you—like you had when we were in school.”

      “Thank you,” Jess said, blushing a little. “I feel confident.”

      “That’s because you kicked ass on your LSAT,” Diana said with an excited shrug.

      “164. Not bad, right?” Jess asked. “I didn’t beat my twenty-year-old self, but I’m okay with that. I proved to myself that I’ve still got it.”

      Destiny was their server again, and she showed up just at that moment with a tray of drinks.

      Rachael grinned at them. “I took the liberty of ordering bellinis for all of us. I thought we should celebrate.”

      “Oh, what are you celebrating?” Destiny asked.

      “She scored in the top ten percent in the entire country on her LSAT.”

      Destiny’s eyes glazed over, but she said, “Wow, that’s terrific. Congratulations.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Are you ready to order?”

      “Not just yet,” Jess told her.

      Smile fading, Destiny said, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      As soon as she left, Rachael, who wasn’t yet privy to the fact that Jess had decided against law school, said, “So, college girl? Where are you applying?”

      “Nowhere,” Jess told her.

      “Nowhere?”

      “I’ve decided I don’t want to be a lawyer after all.”

      “She’d hate it,” Diana, who already knew, said.

      Jess nodded. “Totally hate it.”

      Rachael’s face fell. “Then what are we celebrating exactly?”

      “You said it yourself,” Diana told her. “Her new-found confidence.”

      Jess grinned. “Yup. I may not want to go to law school, but what I did learn is that the world is full of possibilities for me. I’m going to do something important with my life. I just don’t know what it is yet. I know I want to help people, like really help them in life-changing ways. But other than that, I have no idea.” After a sip of her drink, Jess said, “And that’s where you come in. I’d like to hire you to help me figure out what I want to do when I grow up.”

      Rachael gave her an open-mouthed smile. “Yay! Oh, I’m so excited. Except you can’t pay me.”

      “But I want to. You have to honor your time, Rach. And I don’t want any handouts. I’m going to be a professional, which means I need to invest in myself. I am going to pay you.”

      “I charge three hundred dollars an hour.”

      Jessica’s jaw dropped. “And by pay you, I mean buying you brunch.”

      They all laughed, then Jess said, “Three hundred dollars an hour, Rach? You could totally be a sugar mama if you wanted to.”

      Rachael wrinkled up her nose. “Never. But back to you. I would love to help you out. First thing I need you to do is to make a list of everything you’ve ever done that felt right. Like really right, deep in your bones. Any and every idea counts. Don’t leave anything out.”

      “Okay, then what?”

      “I’ll get you to do some of those personality and aptitude tests, then you narrow down what you want to do until finally you pick one and we figure out how to market it.”

      Jess felt a flutter of happiness in her belly. “You have no idea how exciting this is for me.”

      “I’m excited for you,” Rachael said.

      “Same!” Diana said, putting her arm around Jessica’s shoulder and giving her a quick side hug. “You got your sparkle back.”

      Jess leaned into the hug. “I really did. It’s been a painful, weird, windy, and slightly humiliating path, but I definitely found my sparkle. Now, let’s talk about our awful children, who we love to bits and would do anything for…”
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        "You only live once, but if you do it right, once is enough."

      

      

      
        
        ~ Mae West

      

      

      

      Three Months Later

      

      “So, it turns out, the thing I love to do best is to organize, and second is teaching people how to be organized,” Jess told her mom.

      The two of them were at the mall shopping for a dress for Winnie’s graduation ceremony. After a month of emails back and forth between Rachael and Jess, they had finally come up with a business plan that ticked all of Jessica’s boxes. She’d be helping people, doing something that felt important, and with any luck, would be raking in the big dollars in no time. Not dentist money, but definitely enough for her and Mike to have a more comfortable retirement than they had expected.

      “That makes perfect sense,” her mom said, holding up a cornflower blue dress for Jessica to look at.

      Jess shook her head at it. “It’s nice, but not quite what I’m looking for.”

      “So, you’re going to be a professional organizer then.”

      “No, not quite. It’s bigger than just rearranging people’s stuff. I’m going to be a Life Organization Coach.”

      “A what?”

      “It’s a title that Rachael and I made up.”

      “And you can make money on a job you invented?”

      “You can nowadays. Thank you, internet,” Jessica said, swiping through a rack of flowery dresses. “Basically, I’m going to start by making videos teaching people how to organize their lives—everything from meal planning to house maintenance schedules to financial stuff. Of course, I’ll help people tame their clutter as well.”

      “Okay,” her mom said. “So people watch the videos, then hire you?”

      “Some will. Most won’t, but that’s okay because if I can get enough people watching them, I’ll make money on ads.” Jess felt that little thrill bubble up in her chest again. “The ones who do hire me will be local, unless they want to pay me crazy big dollars, then I’ll travel to them. But the big product I’ll be selling is an organization system that I’m creating. It’s an add-on to a person’s online calendar that will tell them when they have to do all the important stuff that we tend to forget about. You know, like cleaning out the gutters or starting your Christmas shopping. It’ll be fully customizable, so it fits each person’s life—apartment-dwellers versus single family homeowners, college student versus married with children. And the best part is, they can adjust it for different phases of their lives.”

      “Wow, sweetie, that sounds wonderful,” Hilary said.

      Jess could tell she didn’t quite understand the concept, but, like the supportive mom that she was, she was going to pretend.

      “Thanks! I think it’s pretty genius, if I do say so myself.” Jess selected a long, flowy boho skirt and pulled it off the rack to look at it, then put it back. “It’s funny, I actually had the idea when I was spending time with my study group and hearing all their stories about how stressed out they were and how they hadn’t learned how to be adults. I just didn’t realize it was something marketable at the time. It’s going to take a ton of time to get the app set up, and I’ll have to hire someone for the tech side of it, but I have a very good feeling that it’s going to be a huge success. Or at least, a moderate success. I’ll take that too.”

      Jessica’s mom held up a two-piece sheath dress with a navy jacket that had three-quarter-length sleeves. It had an understated glamour to it that drew Jess in. “Yes, that one. Anyway, I’m going to take it slow this time. I’ll stay on at the firm while I get things up and running. That’ll give Aaron time to find someone. I’m also going to take a night class at the college. It’s for people like me who already know what kind of business they want to set up, and just need someone to walk them through the steps. I’m determined to get this right.”

      Hilary beamed at her daughter. “You will. There’s no doubt in my mind about that.”

      “Aww, thanks, Mom.”

      They walked to the dressing rooms at the back of the store, and Jess stepped into a booth.

      “What does Mike think about this whole thing?” Hilary asked.

      “He’s super excited about it too. He’s been coming up with a few ideas for the app, actually. Stuff he’d want if he were a client,” Jess said, tugging her shirt over her head and tossing it on the stool.

      “That’s what I love to hear. My daughter and her husband working together.”

      “Yes, it’s wonderful.” Jess let out a happy sigh, thinking about how good things were between them lately. She felt closer to him than she had in years, and she knew it had a lot to do with her finally feeling good again. She no longer felt slightly separated from her family. She had re-engaged with them, with herself, and with the world around her. She was out there living a big, juicy life, even though from the outside, it didn’t look all that different just yet. Jess was different. She could see the beauty in her ordinary life again. And when she looked in the mirror just then, she saw the beauty in herself.

      She came out of the dressing room and did a little spin for her mom.

      “You’re gorgeous.”

      Instead of sloughing off the compliment and telling Hilary she had to say that because she was her mom, Jess just smiled. “Thanks, Mom. I’m going to buy it.”

      “Thank God, because I can smell Cinnabon from here and if we don’t go there soon, I’m going to lose it.”

      A couple of hours later, Jess dropped her mom at her house and started for home. She flipped radio stations until she heard “Roar” by Katy Perry. She turned it up and belted out the words, not caring if people in passing cars noticed. She was happy. And she wasn’t about to hide it. But more than being happy, Jess finally had come to understand that she was enough. Just as she was. And she always had been.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Two Years Later – Real Journal Entry

        December 30

        

        This is not a fantasy. I repeat. Not a fantasy. This is actually happening. I’m at the Grand Wailea Resort in Maui, lying on a pool-side chaise longue with Mike next to me. It’s a beautiful, sunny day and we’re sipping piña coladas while Winnie and Noah are playing volleyball in the pool with some of the other hotel guests. We’re on a celebratory trip because I sold my app to Google for four million dollars. I’m wearing a sleek black tankini with lots of ruching that makes me look about ten pounds lighter. My toenails are painted the most adorable shade of coral and my feet are soft and smooth, having just had a pedicure in the hotel’s spa.

        

        I’m taking the next two months off, but then I’ll be back to work again on my next venture. Mike is retired from the accounting firm and is coming to work with me. We have never been happier or more carefree in our entire lives. I’m doing work that feels important. I’m helping people. I am respected. I’m living that big, juicy life Betty told me about. The future ahead is bright and warm and wonderful. I’m going to go from dream to dream. And not only am I grateful, I’m really frigging fun.
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      Women's Fiction Silver Medal Winner, Reader's Favorite Awards 2020. From bestselling author Melanie Summers, comes a heartfelt and uplifting tale of love, loss, and letting go...

      

      After losing her husband, writer Abigail Carson has all but given up on life. Having spent the last year cocooned in her Manhattan apartment, Abigail is suddenly forced to find a new home where she can stretch her dwindling savings. Intent on isolation, she moves to a tiny village in Nova Scotia where she’ll have no one to interrupt her solitude. Little does Abigail realize that small-town life offers far less privacy than the big city. With neighbors knocking on the door bearing homemade treats and invitations, Abby soon finds herself immersed in the lives of the people of South Haven. She forms an unlikely friendship with Liam Wright, the handyman renovating her dilapidated cottage, and his daughter, seven-year-old Olive. As the dark cloud engulfing Abigail lifts, she starts to think she may have found love again. But just as Abigail is ready to leap, she discovers Liam carries with him a shocking secret that will ultimately cause everything to unravel. Abigail must decide if she will turn away from his pain or open her heart in the most hopeless of circumstances.

      

      Insightful, heartwarming, and filled with hope, The After Wife reminds us of the importance of human connection and the inseparable nature of love and survival.

      



  






      Chapter 1
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        If love is the answer, could you please rephrase the question?

      

      

      
        
        ~ Lily Tomlin

      

      

      

      Every love story ends the same way—in misery. 'They lived happily ever after' is just code for ‘they eventually realized they weren't compatible and got a divorce, they grew tired of each other but were too lazy to do anything about it, or, they truly loved each other for eighteen years until one of them died, leaving the other one gasping for air as endless swells of grief crashed over her for the next forty years.’

      Fairy tales end with the aforementioned lie for two reasons: a) it's much quicker and more poetic, or, b) no one wants anyone to think it through, in case we all come to the conclusion that loving anyone is utterly pointless (which it most certainly is). This would be a dangerous shift in the zeitgeist, because not only would it be the end of the human race, but without all those wedding registries being filled every year, it would also be the demise of Bed, Bath and Beyond.

      Those are the cold, hard facts of love.

      Here’s another fact: I’m ninety-nine percent certain I’ll never have a moment’s pleasure again. Well, maybe ninety-eight percent. I was mildly pleased when Starbucks brought back the peppermint mochaccino a few weeks back. But other than that, nothing interests me. It’s been over a year now, and I’m still asking myself how long this terrible pain will remain lodged in my chest.

      Forever? I’m pretty sure it will be forever.

      But life moves on. That’s what everyone tells you. Move on. Get out. See people. It’s the only way you’ll start to feel better. The truth is, they only want you to move on to absolve them of the guilt they feel about being happy. To them I say, go forth and enjoy your Saturday date nights. Just leave me the hell out of it, because I’m done.
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        All good things must come to an end.

      

      

      
        
        ~ H.H. Riley (1857)

      

      

      

      Isaac and I are at the beach. We’re spending the weekend in Maine to celebrate our anniversary. It’s a chilly fall day and we’re both wearing fleece jackets and jeans. The wind whips my hair around and smacks me in the eye. Tucking the errant pieces behind my ear, I shiver and try to convince myself that it isn’t actually cold outside, but refreshingly crisp. Soon I feel the warmth of the sun on my skin as the clouds move out of its way.

      Isaac is telling me about a new student of his. She is particularly bright and is someone he refers to as a ‘sensual’ reader, devouring the likes of Dumas, Wharton, and du Maurier.

      Irritation scratches my chest. I mentally resist his account of her brilliant reflection on Kincaid’s See Now Then, threatened by the look in his eyes as he talks. I hate it when he does this. How does he not know that this scares me, considering how we met?

      I smile and nod and say things like ‘Really?’ and ‘Oh, I never would have looked at it that way,’ hoping to sound confident. Part of me marvels at the fact that I’ve managed to hide my insecurity from him for so many years. It’s an ugly side of my personality I’ve never admitted to out loud.

      I convince myself that he feels safe to tell me these things because we are so secure in our relationship. Only a loyal husband who’s madly in love with his wife would talk about an especially bright young woman in this way. If he were considering leaving me for her, he wouldn’t tell me all about her. He would keep her very existence a secret until the last possible second, when he would have to admit the awful truth because she was outside our building in a convertible wearing a push-up bra that matched the French-cut panties under her mini-skirt. She’d honk the horn so they could beat the weekend traffic up to the Poconos, and it would all come spilling out at once in a tumble of apologies and reassurances that the entire thing was neither planned nor my fault.

      He takes my hand and gives it a gentle squeeze. “How’s your book coming along?”

      I inhale the sharp, salty air, then exhale the imaginary drama out of my lungs. No need to harbor such ridiculous thoughts, not while I’m walking along hand-in-hand in the sunshine with my husband of twelve years. He’s not some rogue from one of my books. He’s the gentlemanly duke who would lay his overcoat on a puddle for a lady to cross.

      A buzzing sound interrupts me as I am just about to explain I’ve had to stop writing for the last year and a half to research seventeenth-century lace patterns. Pausing, I look out to the sea to locate the source of that incessant buzzing sound. “Isaac, do you hear that?”

      “Hear what?”

      My eyes open. I’m on the couch, not on the beach. Isaac is dead. It’s the middle of the afternoon, and whoever is at the front entrance of the building seems determined not to leave without invading our romantic walk.

      I stumble to the front door while rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. “Who is it?”

      “It’s me.” Lauren’s voice is all business.

      “Oh, hi. Are you here as best friend Lauren or literary agent Lauren Duncan?”

      “Which one will you let up?”

      “Neither,” I say, putting on a British accent so as to sound very well-to-do. “I’m afraid I’m not taking visitors today.”

      “Then why’d you ask?”

      Good point. She’s tricky. “You know us writers, we’re a curious bunch.”

      “And you know where all that curiosity got the cat, don’t you?” Lauren asks, sounding annoyed.

      “But do I care?”

      “Jesus. Just buzz me in already. It’s freezing out here and I’ve been sent to check on you.”

      Shit. “My mother?”

      “Yes.” There’s a strain in her voice that makes my entire body feel fatigued.

      “Fine, you can come up, but only because you had to talk to Helen.” I push the button to open the front door, unleashing a sense of panic in my chest.

      Glancing around the room, I try to discern what to clean up first. The layer of grime I’ve accumulated on my body will take at least ten minutes to scrub off in the shower, so that’s out. The empty takeout cartons on the coffee table are closest, so I collect and deposit them in the garbage. I pray that the elevator is stuck on the top floor as I plug the kitchen sink and squirt in some soap, then open the hot water tap to full force, hoping the bubbles will hide the pile of dishes. Scurrying around, I gather cups and forks and plates covered with dried-on food, drop them in the sink and shut off the water. Walt Whitman, my Siamese cat, is watching me from atop the back of the couch, looking thoroughly confused. He hasn’t seen me move this fast since … well … maybe ever.

      The knock at the door makes my stomach drop. Lauren is about to become privy to my current reality, which means I’m in for a lecture and some very disapproving and pitiful looks—my least favorite kind.

      Tightening the sash on my bathrobe, I pull open the door. “Ma’am, Private Sloth ready for inspection.” I salute and clap my heels together, but they don’t make a satisfying clicking sound because I’m wearing fuzzy slippers.

      Lauren chuckles and I step aside to let her in. She’s dressed in a black suit and the timeless camel-hair coat I’ve admired on many occasions. She can pull it off because her complexion is warm brown instead of recluse white like mine. Also, she’s tall, so she doesn’t look like she’s playing dress-up in her father’s clothes when she puts on a long coat. Lucky bitch. I could also hate her for being wonderfully fit—like I used to be—but since she’s not responsible for the year-long binge I’ve been on, I’m going to give her a pass on that.

      “When did you have to suffer through a call from my mother?” I make my way to the kitchen, keeping my distance in hopes she won’t notice how long it’s been since I bathed.

      “Last night.”

      “Sorry. I’ll ask her to stop doing that,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Tea?”

      “Please.” Lauren puts her briefcase on the floor and shrugs off her coat, hanging it neatly on the rack. “She’s not that bad, Abby. She’s just worried about you. And by the looks of things, her concern isn’t exactly unfounded.”

      “What?” I ask, looking around the room. “Oh, I know it’s a bit messy today, but I had a rough night last night, so I was feeling a little lazy.”

      She is standing on the other side of the island now. “Bullshit.”

      “Seriously, I’m fine.”

      She tilts her head to the side and raises one eyebrow. I know that look. She gives it to her husband, Drew, and it never fails to break him. Well, it won’t work on me because I’m not hoping to have sex with her later.

      I turn and open the cupboard where we keep the tea.

      I. Where I keep the tea.

      “Your mom is concerned that you might try to … maybe … take your own life.”

      That gets my attention. I whirl around with my mouth hanging open. “What?”

      “She’s worried that you’re deeply depressed, and if you don’t get help, you might do something drastic.”

      Instantly, my cheeks burn and my eyes prick with humiliation, but I draw on my considerable store of anger to bring my emotions in check. I force an icy smile. “Well, that is not going to happen. That’s ridiculous.”

      “Prove it.”

      “What?”

      “Prove. It.” She’s playing hardball literary agent Lauren Duncan.

      “Fine.” I huff and fold my arms across my chest. “For starters, I’m too lazy to kill myself. Do you know how much work that would be?”

      Oh, that was appalling. My gut clenches at my words, but since she’s now the one gaping, I continue, even though I wish I could stop. “I’d have to figure out what to wear, what to do with Walt, and then there’s the whole letter thing. I can’t even begin to imagine how many drafts I’d need. I’m a writer, so the last thing I write had better be spot-on perfect.” I shake my head and give a careless little shrug. “That all sounds like way too much work. Plus, I wouldn’t find out how A Handmaid’s Tale ends.” I give her a ‘see, I told you’ look.

      Lauren snorts then laughs. “Oh my God, you’re terrible.”

      “You probably shouldn’t say things like that. I’m in a very delicate state,” I say, fighting a smile.

      “Abby, stop it,” she says, covering her smile with both hands. “It’s not funny. This is very serious.”

      I sigh. “Tell her my sense of humor is intact, so you take that as a solid indicator that there’s no need to worry.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “How can I be sure you aren’t just trying to throw me off?”

      Giving myself a moment to think, I stare at the ceiling before answering. “Because I haven’t done it yet. If I were going to do it, it would have been months ago, when I couldn’t stop crying for more than a five-minute stretch. Not now, when I’m comfortably numb.”

      “See, when you say it that way, it doesn’t exactly sound reassuring.”

      My shoulders drop. “I can’t believe we’re even talking about this.”

      The kettle whistles and I turn to the stove. When I finish filling the pot, I take it over to the island and set it down. “Look, I’m just taking a little time out from life right now. It’s all good, though, I promise. I’ll be venturing out into the world soon enough.”

      “Starting when?”

      “I don’t know. Soon.” I cross the room and take two mugs out of the cupboard. “Next Wednesday at three fifteen p.m. Eastern Standard Time.” I turn back to her with an impish grin that I hope will work.

      She doesn’t return my smile. “I’m holding you to that. You’re on notice, Abigail Carson.”

      “Okay, boss lady.” My tone suggests that she really doesn’t have control over me, even though deep down I’m a little scared of her and she knows it.

      Her face softens as her eyes pass over my fleece frog-print robe. “Not today, but when you’re ready, I need to talk to you about your contract with Titan.”

      My stomach tightens. Even though I knew this was coming, I was hoping it would be longer in getting here. “I’m pretty sure I already know what you’re going to say. When do they want the advance back?”

      She sighs and says, “This can wait.”

      “I can tell by the look on your face that it can’t. How long do I have?”

      “Thirty days to start making installments unless you can come up with the entire forty-five thousand at once. Or maybe …” She pauses and gives me a hopeful yet terrified look. “You managed to write an entire novel without mentioning it?”

      Thirty days. My entire body goes numb and I want to sink into the couch and pull a blanket over my head. Instead, I give her a confident nod. “No problem. I can write them a check.” I think.

      “They’ve been at me for almost six months now, and I’ve held them off as long as I could,” Lauren says. “I’m sorry.”

      “No, I’m sorry. I just can’t seem to ...” My voice is barely audible, even in my own ears.

      “Erica said that when you start writing again, she’ll look at anything you do. Of course, they want you to finish the Duchess series, but if that’s too hard right now and you want to write something else, they’ll read it. She said to tell you she’s sorry, but accounting is on her ass about it.”

      I stare out the window for a moment as I let this information sink in. “The thing is, Lauren, it’s kind of hard to write lighthearted historical romance when nothing is remotely funny anymore, and after you figure out there is no such thing as happily ever after.”

      Nodding, she says, “So maybe try something new. Just keep the historical part and write, I don’t know … horribly depressing drama.”

      I manage to curve my lips upward for a second, then let them drop. “There’s just no part of me that wants to create anything. I honestly don’t know if I’m a writer anymore.”

      “Oh, Abby, don’t say that. Maybe you’re not ready to go back to it at the moment, but you can’t give up. It’s who you are.” She rests her hand on mine. Her palm is warm and soft and the feeling of another human touching me brings an unwelcome swell of emotion.

      “Maybe you could try something else—just for a little while—until you feel inspired again. Work in a flower shop or a bookstore or something. Anything so you’ll have—” She stops herself when she sees the glare on my face.

      “A reason to get up in the morning?” I quip, pulling my hand away. “He’s gone.”

      Lauren sighs, and the look on her face says she’s as defeated as I intended her to be. Her cell phone buzzes and she glances at it. “Shit. I need a new assistant. The one thing I needed her to do was reschedule my three o’clock, but it looks like she hasn’t managed it.”

      “You were going to take the afternoon off for me?”

      Lauren nods.

      Don’t I feel like a total bag? “That’s really not necessary. I’m doing fine.”

      “This isn’t healthy, Abby,” she says, standing and picking up her briefcase. “You need to get out and be around people.”

      “I have Walt. He’s people.”

      “The other kind of people—human beings with opposable thumbs who can hold up their end of a conversation,” she says as she starts for the door. “I don’t know. Maybe you should try getting a little wild and having some fun for once.”

      “I have fun all the time.” Spying my plate from breakfast, I pick it up off the coffee table and lick Pop-Tart crumbs off it. “See? That was wildly wonderful.”

      She slides on her coat. “I’m serious, Abby. You can’t go on like this.”

      “Oh, I’m pretty sure I can.”

      “You’re going for a late lunch with me this Friday. I’ll be here at one-thirty to get you.”

      “I won’t go with you, but I promise I’ll be alive.”

      She laughs reluctantly. “You’re such a shit.”

      “You love that about me.”

      “I do, and you are leaving this apartment on Friday, even if I have to drag you out by your ankles.”

      “I’d like to see you try.”

      “Oh, I can do it, lady. Just make sure you shower and put some clothes on.”

      “Nah, I’d rather make you take me out like this,” I say, opening the door for her. “But I insist we go to the Russian Tea Room.”

      She walks out into the hall and turns to me, her face full of the pity I’ve grown to hate. “If you need help with paying back the advance—”

      “That’s very kind of you, but I could never allow that.” I shake my head at the notion. “I can manage it.”

      The elevator bell dings and the door slides open, allowing Mr. Puente, the co-op board director who I’ve been artfully avoiding to catch sight of me. Son of a bitch.

      “Abby, finally,” he says with a loud sigh. “I’ve been trying to reach you for weeks.”

      “Let me guess, someone wants to re-open the great welcome mat debate of 2016,” I say, giving a discreet eye roll in Lauren’s direction. She gives me an ‘oh brother’ face and winks before she hurries to catch the elevator.

      “Those mats were a tripping hazard.” He rushes toward me with his perfectly straight posture. He’s dressed in tan slacks, a starched white button-up, and a pea soup green sweater vest I’m sure he spent twenty minutes ironing this morning. “Have you been away? I’ve tried emailing, calling, and stopping by repeatedly.”

      “I’ve been very busy.”

      His eyes travel to my slipper-clad feet, and when he looks back up at my face, it’s with sympathy. “I see. Can we step inside for a minute? I’m afraid I have bad news.”

      “Perfect, because it’s bad news day at Casa de Carson.” I gesture for him to come in, then start toward the kitchen. “Tea?”

      “No, thank you. I’m wondering if you’ve read any of the letters the co-op board has sent.” When I turn back to him, he’s staring at the toppled pile of envelopes on the counter.

      “I’ve gotten behind on my paperwork lately.”

      Mr. Puente takes a deep breath and closes his eyes for a second. “As you may or may not know, we’re up for another major rent increase later this year. The board has been pulling together the funds to purchase the land from Killborn. All the co-op owners either need to pay their share or sell.”

      Shock vibrates through my bones, followed by a sick, panicky feeling. I should not have been ignoring things for so long. “How much?”

      “For your unit, it would be a four-hundred-and-eighty-thousand-dollar buy-in.”

      My knees grow weak and I suddenly wish I were sitting down. “Who has that kind of money?”

      “Some have it. Some have managed to get financing. It’s a great investment if you can swing it.” He glances at my slippers, then continues. “If not, we found a realtor who offered to drop his commission for anyone who needs out.”

      “But the market is ...”

      He nods. “Yes, you’ll be lucky to get three-hundred-thousand out of it.”

      “How long do I have to figure this out?”

      “That’s the thing. You need the money by next Friday.” The way his face twists shows that he’s torn between pity and irritation. I’ve put him in this incredibly awkward position by ignoring what surely must have been the only thing my neighbors have thought of for months now. “I’m very sorry, Abby. I really did try to reach you.”

      “No, it’s okay. It’s not your fault.” I shake my head, and, much to my horror, tears spring to my eyes without my permission. Oh, perfect.

      He stiffly makes his way over to the coffee table, returning with a tissue box. “Here.”

      I take two and hold them up to my face, trying to cover the evidence of having actual feelings. “Thanks.”

      “I can only imagine how hard this past year has been for you, and I know this won’t make it easier.”

      I nod and blow my nose, which is now running at record speed. Not very dignified, Abby.

      Mr. Puente digs in his pocket and hands me a business card. “This is the realtor I mentioned. He’s quite good. He’ll take care of everything for you.”

      And just like that, a ball has begun rolling down a steep hill, and there will be no catching it. No ignoring it. Only chasing.
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        The Royal Treatment

        The Crown Jewels Romantic Comedy Series, Book 1

      

      

      

      For fans of Bridget Jones and The Princess Diaries comes a laugh-out-loud, feel-good comedy with a sizzling side of romance…

      

      Unpopular opinion: I hate the royal family.

      Even more unpopular: I loathe the crown prince the most. Prince Arthur is nothing but a lazy, arrogant leech on the kingdom of Avonia. I don’t care how devastatingly handsome he is, the guy should get a J.O.B. like the rest of us.

      I’ve spent the last two years saying as much on my blog, The Royal Watchdog. I’ve managed to garner a lot of attention (and keep my bills paid) sharing my opinions, but I never thought I’d get the attention of the prince himself.

      But that’s exactly what’s happened. In fact, he’s just publicly invited me, Tessa Sharpe, to come stay at the palace for two whole months under the guise of trying to win over his “harshest critic.”

      There must be more to it than that, right? Some ulterior motive? Or maybe the rumors are true and there really is a dungeon under the palace and I’m about to wind up shackled to the floor for insinuating the royals are an inbred plague on society (which they are).

      I can hardly say no—not with the entire kingdom waiting for my answer. I’ll have to show up and hope Prince Arthur doesn’t say, “Off with her head!” the moment I walk through the front door.

      Lucky for me, that’s not what he does. Unfortunately, what happens is nearly as bad as a beheading because I’m falling for him. Hard. And it seems like the feeling is mutual. I must put a stop to this—a relationship with him will cost me everything: my reputation, my career, and all my fans. Besides, I can’t trust my sworn enemy. He’s got all kinds of reasons to pretend he has real feelings for me.

      And yet I don’t seem to be doing anything to protect my fragile heart. In fact, I’m doing everything I can to be with him every chance I get…

      

      Buy NOW!

      



  






      Chapter 1

      

  




A Special Note from Prince Arthur, Duke of Wellingbourne

      I hate to tell you this, ladies, but if you’ve ever watched a Hollywood film—or even worse—a made-for-TV movie about a royal family, you’ve been served up a steaming plate of horseshit. I know, because I am the Crown Prince of Avonia, but I’m not just speaking for myself. Several of my closest friends are also princes or dukes from various countries around the world. We’ve discussed it, and we all agree—the film and romance book industries have done us all a great disservice by setting up unrealistic expectations of what it means to date and/or marry a member of the Royal Family.

      For example, if we met at a party and you lost your shoe, I can tell you with one hundred percent certainty that I will not be going door-to-door trying to return it to you, no matter how beautiful you are. First of all, it’s a shoe, so you can easily slip over to the store for another pair. Second, if you’re too stupid to realize you’re only wearing one shoe, you and I aren’t going to exactly be long-term. I might shag you if the opportunity arises, but beyond that, we’re done.

      If you were previously under the impression that I would chase you down with your sweaty high heel on a pillow, then you may also be under several other falsely held beliefs, such as the following:

      That I wake to the sound of birds singing at my windowsill, am fed breakfast in bed by a maid with a little white cap tied to her head (what are those caps for, anyway?), then I lie about in the drawing room reading books all morning whilst my sister, Princess Arabella, plays harp. I spend my afternoons on a hunt with a gaggle of dukes, then dine on eight-course dinners with women in glittery gowns and elbow-length gloves, after which I retire to the library to smoke cigars and drink bourbon with other blue bloods.

      Other than the part about having crowns locked away in a vault, servants sidling around all the time (who, by the way, provide enough jump scares to make my life the reboot of Stephen King’s IT), and the stretch limos, the movies have it dead wrong.

      Here is my typical day: an alarm clock wakes me at precisely six o’clock every morning except Sunday, when I am able to sleep in until seven-thirty (lucky me). I then dress in gym clothes and do a one-hour mixed martial arts training session with my head of security, Ollie, to keep my body in top princely condition. I shower, eat breakfast at the kitchen counter while I am briefed on my itinerary by my senior adviser, Vincent Hendriks, who, most of the time, smells like blue cheese for reasons I do not wish to uncover. I spend the rest of the day either attending incredibly tedious meetings or visiting ghastly depressing places such as the children’s hospital. If I am lucky, I dine alone, downing a few beers to help me forget the sallow faces of those brave, sick kids. If I am not lucky enough to have the evening to myself, I must soldier on with my best Prince Charming smile while dining with visiting dignitaries and their blushing wives.

      I’m a bit of a hit with the wives, by the way. The husbands? Not so much.

      If the world were run by women (which it probably should be—I mean, look at how quickly those ladies running Iceland got the country out of bankruptcy a few years back? No pissing around. They quickly threw the bankers in jail and pulled the economy up by its bootstraps – and BOOM! Back on track) … anyway, if the world were run by women—in particular the wives with whom I dine—our little kingdom would be the international leader in trade. And I wouldn’t be in the middle of the shitstorm that has descended upon me today…
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Good Men, Payphones & Other Things That No Longer Exist

      
        
        Tessa

      

      

      

      “Oh, bugger!” The car speeds off while laughter spills from the open windows.

      “You little… tramps!” I holler, which only makes them laugh harder. I’m only twenty-eight, but to them I’m a dripping wet, middle-aged hag, and my use of the word ‘tramps’ only confirms it for them. But I will not swear. There are children standing nearby. Oh, I did say bugger, didn’t I? Shit.

      My new white jeans and favourite suede boots are now soaked and covered in mud. This is literally the third time in two years that I have been the victim of the ‘bowling for losers’ game that has been held at this spot for, oh, I don’t know, forever.  There’s a dip in the pavement all the way along the front of the bus transfer station, and because the station is backed by an eight-foot brick wall, there’s nowhere to hide. After any big rain, teenagers appear out of nowhere to play.

      To be honest, it is kind of fun if you’re one of the teenagers crammed into the car with your friends. I’m ashamed to say I did it once, and it was a bit of a thrill, in a scary, exciting, let’s-do-something-really-naughty-that-will-bond-us-forever sort of way. Oh, my God! What if we get caught?

      But then, as soon as it was over, I looked back at our victim. She was dressed for a party, and even the wrapping paper on the fancy silver box she was holding was dripping wet. We totally killed her day for a few seconds of entertainment. I begged my friends to turn back so we could give her a ride, but, as it turns out, teenagers don’t like to have their fun spoiled, and after that I had a few less friends. But it didn’t really matter. I had already grown accustomed to being an outcast long before puberty hit.

      I’m currently on the way to my childhood home for yet another dreaded family dinner. Being the only girl of five children, I’ve always had plenty of reasons that I didn’t fit in—lack of penis, lack of testicles, lack of interest in football. Things have only gotten worse over the years instead of better, with my brilliant brothers moving up in the world, while I have recently dropped down a few rungs on the job ladder. These days, my brothers tease me relentlessly about being ‘the dullest sharp in the Sharpe family.’ Ha. Ha. Ha.

      As the bus barrels toward Abbott Lane, I shrink from a relatively confident, reasonably intelligent woman to an awkward, horribly insecure fourteen-year-old. I’ll spend the next twenty-three minutes hoping the bus breaks down or is hijacked by terrorists (but only if Keanu Reeves gets on first), then the next several hours wishing I had managed to dream up the perfect excuse to skip this evening’s dinner.

      In the past two years, I’ve already used horrible cramps (tried and true, especially if my dad answers the phone), raging fever, raging diarrhea—anything raging is quite effective, really—tight deadline at work (which they don’t believe), bus broke down, and bronchitis (which is harder than you think to pull off when you’re perfectly healthy). But today I can’t bring myself to lie. Today we celebrate what would have been my grandfather’s eighty-fifth birthday, and since he was the only person in my family to believe I had any potential at all, I owe it to him to be here.
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        * * *

      

      I stand on the wet sidewalk staring at my parents’ house with the mishmash of dark green-panelled additions jutting out on top of what was once a one-storey brick home. Even though my legs are damp and freezing, I take a moment to drink in the silence before I am bombarded by the chaos and cooking smells that wait for me. A light rain starts, urging me to go in and get it over with already. There are much worse fates than a family dinner. I can’t think of what they are at the moment, but I know they exist.

      Hoping not to be noticed when I walk through the door, I keep my voice whisper-quiet as I say, “Hi, everyone!”

      My mother’s head whips out of the kitchen down the narrow hall. Mum has highly-attuned ears. She can manage two conversations at the same time, all while listening for a sleeping baby and making sure the potatoes don’t boil over.

      “Tessa! There you are! I thought you’d never get here.” She dodges my nieces, who are too busy chasing the cat around with a tiara to notice me.

      “Poor Mr. Whiskers. Mum, you’re not letting them dress him up again.” I hand her the wine I brought for ‘everyone’ (and by everyone, I mean me) and give her a kiss on the cheek.

      “He’ll let them know if he doesn’t want to play dress up.” She pulls me in for a hug, and the familiar scent of Chanel No. 5 wafts into my nostrils.

      A hiss and a yowl says Mum was right about Mr. Whiskers. All three of the girls come screaming back down the hall, then make a right and thunder up the stairs.

      Mum looks me up and down. “Splashed at the transfer station again?”

      “Yup.”

      “You should really think about getting a car. They have those electric ones now, so you won’t be ruining the Earth like the rest of us.”

      “Yes, you’ve mentioned that before.”

      As much as I’d love to cruise around in my own car, I can’t exactly afford one, which is a bit of stomach-tightening information that I keep to myself. So instead, I use public transit under the pretense that I have turned into a real environmentalist. While I definitely care about the earth, I also fantasize about one day pulling up in a shiny, sporty little car so that I can roar off when I have had enough ‘family time.’

      What I’d really like to do is to find some nice, stable, eco-conscious man who will drive me to my parents’ house in a hybrid with heated leather seats. I’m sure if I found him, my ‘worthiness of respect’ rating would triple. But since finding a single, dependable, decent man is as likely as finding a payphone these days, I will forever remain a very single entrepreneur who gets to buy expensive footwear (on sale) without hearing complaints from someone who will later leave up the toilet seat.

      Oh, that sounded horribly negative. I know there are good men out there, but they are for other women. Not for me. If there is a lying, cheating sack of crap within a ten-mile radius, I’ll find him and fall for him.

      My niece, Poppy, is the first of the children to notice me. Her eyes light up, and she screams, “Auntie Tessa is here!”

      And so begins the onslaught of kids rushing for the packages of Jelly Babies they know I’ve brought. Poppy runs down the stairs and straight into my arms for a big hug. I squeeze her tightly and give her a sloppy kiss on the cheek, just so I can watch her wipe it off. That always cracks me up. I’m the old spinster aunt, except without the hairs growing out of a mole on my chin—yet. “Oh, I’ve missed my silly beans niece.”

      I crouch down and dig around in my coat pocket. “Let’s see if I’ve got anything for you.”

      She grins expectantly.

      “Oh, here it is. One package of Jelly Babies, world’s finest candy.” I hand her the package.

      “Thank you, Auntie!” She gives me another hug, while the lineup of children forms not so neatly behind her.

      “You’re welcome, peanut,” I whisper in her ear. “Don’t forget, you’re my favourite Poppy in the whole world.”

      Poppy beams as her little brother, Clarke, cuts in-between us.

      I go through this routine another six times, then tell the brood of them what I always do. “Save them for after dinner, or your mums will be very cross with me.”

      By the time the words are out of my mouth, they’re already gone, presumably to hide and eat the candies. I toss my wool coat onto the teetering pile of jackets on the old wooden bench and head toward the TV room to say hello to my dad and brothers.

      When I poke my head into the room, my eyes are immediately assaulted by the pink flashing ‘Sheepshagger Beer’ sign, which clashes horribly with the red and green plaid couch and love seat. My dad is standing behind the ‘bar,’ which is really just a TV tray with a twelve pack of beers on it. His gaze is glued to the giant television screen.

      “Hi, guys.” My voice is drowned out by their cheers.

      Football is pretty much their only shared passion. Well, that and beer. Oh, and making fun of me. So, I guess they have a lot in common when I think about it.

      Dad notices me out of the corner of his eye and gives me a quick wave and half a grin. “Hey there, Tess… AAAHHHH!!!”

      His head swivels to the screen again, and he looks like he’s about to have a stroke because someone almost scored a goal. The football match is a bit of a godsend actually. It means a delay of game in the next round of ‘let’s pick on Tessa for not having a man, or a real job, or a man with a real job.’ Now, where did my mum go with that wine?

      I find her in the kitchen with my two sisters-in-law, Isa and Nina. They’re too engrossed in a heated discussion about the new school uniform policy to bother with me.

      “I know!” Nina, who is starting her second trimester, pops an olive in her mouth, then keeps right on talking. “I was told they weren’t going to do this again this year, but you know you can’t ever trust them. It’s a money grab.”

      “A total money grab.” Isa’s head is bobbing so fast, I’m afraid it might fall right off. Wouldn’t be too much of a loss for her. She tends to use it mainly for displaying her hair and makeup skills anyway. Oh, that was bitchy, wasn’t it? I wonder if I’m getting PMS?

      My mum takes her position in front of the stove, her hands a blur of activity, and she stirs, spices, and sautés dinner for sixteen. “So, Tessa, how’s the blogging going?” She emphasizes the word blogging so as to prove she’s finally remembered the name of my current profession.

      “Really well, thanks. Steady increase in subscribers, so that’s always good.”

      Her face pinches in confusion, and I know what’s coming. “I still don’t understand how you make money.”

      “It’s, um, ads, mostly. Some of the companies that I review for also pay me a fee for testing their products.” I wash my hands and start to slice some pickles that will be served with the stew.

      Mum nods. “Right. Companies pay you to advertise on your sites.”

      We go over this every time, but I don’t mind. It means she cares. “Yes, sort of. I get paid for the ads indirectly. They pay Google. Google pays me.”

      “And you really get enough people reading your blog to pay your bills?”

      She must know that I’m exaggerating about how well I’m doing, but in my defense, I only do it because I don’t want them to worry. Okay, also because I would die if my brothers found out.

      “I do.” I make just enough to get by. Real money. Not Bitcoins, which will be her next question.

      “Real money, or those Bitcoins I keep hearing about?”

      “Real money, Mum. It goes in my bank account and everything.”

      “Good, because Grace next door told me that those Bitcoin people are going bankrupt.”

      “Oh, really? Well, then I’m glad I opted for being paid in real money.”

      The doorbell rings, indicating that Bram has arrived. Unlike me, Bram likes to have everyone’s full attention at all times.  Something about being born in the middle of a pack of boys that is apparently still affecting him.

      “Hello? Where is everybody?” he bellows. “I want you to meet my new girlfriend.”

      “Another one?” Nina purses her lips at Isa, setting off a wave of head-shaking and eye-rolling as they go in search of Bram’s catch of the day.

      My mum wipes her hands on a tea towel and bustles in the direction of the front door. I take the opportunity to gulp back the rest of my wine and top up my glass before going to greet his latest squeeze.
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        * * *

      

      We sit down to eat at exactly six o’clock. The adults squish in at the dining room table, while the kids are at a precariously tippy card table filling the entrance between the TV room and dining room. The television blares in the background so my father won’t miss an all-important goal. My mum cracks the window, as within a few minutes it will be stifling hot in here. She shimmies past the buffet, which proudly displays her Royal Family commemorative plate and mug collection, then is just about to sit down at the head of the table when she pops back up. “Nearly forgot the fancy napkins!”

      “Now don’t fuss, Mum. It’s not like we’re hosting the King.” My dad, who likes to get through dinners almost as fast as I do, says this every time.

      Mum waves off his comment as she hurries back into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a pile of thick paper napkins with a spring motif. She’s big on theme napkins.

      Everyone marvels at how my mother has managed to once again pull together such a fine feast. She pretends she doesn’t need the praise, and then the mayhem of dishing up begins. Noah, Isa, and Nina carry plates around the table, loading up food for their children. My brother, Lars, sits on his skinny arse and loads up his own plate before his pregnant wife barks at him to get up and help her. He jumps up as though shocked to find out that four of the children at the kiddie table belong to him.

      I’m positioned across from the new girlfriend, Irene, who is exactly what I expected. Young, pretty, big hair and even bigger breasts. Finn, who was hasty to grab the empty chair next to our brother’s new girl, glances down her deep V every time he hands her a dish, while Bram, who is on her other side, does the same thing when she hands each dish to him.

      My dad stands, clears his throat, and holds up his glass of beer. “We’re here together today to celebrate the life of a very special man who would have turned eighty-five today. He was a hell of a gardener, a kind soul, and the best father-in-law a man could ask for. To Grandpa Seth.”

      We all raise our glasses and toast. Tears fill my eyes. After fifteen years, I still miss Grandpa Seth so much, it hurts sometimes. He moved in with us when I was six, right after our grandmum passed on. He and I used to sneak out to the yard every chance we got. We’d talk while he worked in the garden. Well, actually, I would do all the talking, and he would do the listening. He was the only person in my family who treated me like a grownup, even when I was a little girl. He understood me like no one has since, and there’s been a hollow spot in my soul ever since we lost him.

      My brothers, who believed Grandpa Seth favoured me—which he totally did—didn’t have much use for him. They’ve all started eating while I fiddle with my tulip-stamped napkin and wait for the lump in my throat to clear.

      “So, Tess, how’s the blogging going?” Noah asks, now that he is finally seated and is piling his own plate with food. Let the games begin.

      “Tessa’s a blogger,” Bram tells Irene. “She used to be a real reporter until she got fired for shagging her boss.”

      “Bram Devon Sharpe!” my mum spits out. “We agreed not to bring that up anymore.”

      My face flames with humiliation. “It wasn’t just shagging. We were together for almost a year.”

      “What’s shagging, Mummy?” Poppy pipes up from the card table. “And why was Auntie doing it to her boss?”

      Isa’s shoulders drop, and she gives Noah a glare that tells him to handle this if he ever wants to get any you-know-what again. (I’m not guessing about that. She once told me she controls him by doling out sex on a reward-system basis. He doesn’t know this, of course, and I wish to hell that I didn’t, either.) Noah snaps into action.

      “Thanks a lot, Bram,” Noah mutters. “Nothing, luv, it’s just a made-up thing that Uncle Bram is talking about. From the movies.”

      Irene smiles at me. “So, you blog?”

      My mum answers for me. “Tessa’s quite the entrepreneur. She’s getting new subscribers every month.” Her expression says, ‘Isn’t that surprisingly good for our little Tessa, from whom we expected so little?’ To be fair, though, I am the least impressive one of the family. Noah is a structural engineer. Lars is a professor of astrophysics, so in our house, instead of saying someone is ‘not exactly a rocket scientist,’ we say, they’re ‘not exactly a Lars.’ Finn is finishing architecture school, and Bram is a dentist. And I blog.

      “What type of blog do you have?” Irene asks.

      “I run a few different sites. Photography, running, a site about the Royals…”

      My mum stiffens at the mention of my royal blog. As a huge royal watcher, it’s been a bitter disappointment to have her daughter become openly anti-royal. She’s such a fan, I actually think she would have preferred that I was an open polygamist.

      Irene’s eyes light up. “I just love the Royal Family! Especially Prince Arthur—yum!” She giggles, then stares at me, clearly expecting me to agree with her on the yumminess of our nation’s crown prince.

      “Yes, he’s very popular.” I smile politely.

      She gasps. “I wonder if I follow your blog.”

      “Not if you love the Royal Family,” Lars quips.

      Her face falls. Mine turns red. “It’s less of a fan site and more of a critical look at the necessity of having a monarchy in this day and age.”

      “Tessa wants to oust the whole bunch,” Finn says to Irene’s breasts.

      “Off with their heads!” the voice of my nephew, Josh, rings out. Or is that one Geoffrey? I can’t tell them apart, but it’s really not my fault. They’re twins, and they never stop moving long enough to get a good look at them.

      “I don’t want anyone to be beheaded—”

      Irene is glaring at me now as though I just told her she has an ugly baby. Bram cuts me off and tells Irene’s boobs that I want to see the Royal Family turn everything over to the people and get honest jobs for once instead of stealing from the commoners of Avonia, like they’ve been doing for centuries.

      While her breasts seem neutral on the topic, their owner—and I say owner because I’m fairly sure she paid a lot for them—clearly is not. But this is to be expected—her anger, not the fake boobs. It’s a polarizing topic, and if I couldn’t handle people’s negative reactions, I would have no business blogging about it. If there’s one thing that I learned growing up with four brothers, it’s how to fight, and how to let criticism bounce off me. Oh, I guess that was two things. Good thing I don’t run a site about math.

      I reach for the wine bottle, but when I lift it, my heart sinks to discover it’s already empty. “I have nothing against the Royal Family personally. It’s more of a political and philosophical question.”

      “If it’s not personal, why did you call them ‘a pack of dishonest, inbred leeches’ last week?” Nina purses her lips and folds her arms over her belly.

      “Oh, so you’ve been reading my work.” I can’t help but be flattered, even though I know after she read it, she probably called Lars at work and bitched at him for ten minutes about what an awful human being his sister is.

      “It would be hard to miss,” Finn says, his mouth full of carrots. “That line was retweeted over fifty thousand times.”

      Noah almost chokes on his beer. “Fifty thousand retweets? Not bad, Tess.”

      “What the hell’s a retweet?” my dad asks.

      “Do you actually believe all those terrible things about our Royal Family? Or are you just saying that to get attention?” Isa asks.

      “What—”

      “Not attention, Isa. Subscribers,” Noah says. The guilty expression on his face tells me that they have clearly said this behind my back, probably on many an occasion.

      “Auntie Tessa,” my niece, Tabitha, is standing right behind me, her hot breath going directly into my ear, “my mum and dad said it’s not nice to say mean things about other people, so why is it okay when you do it?”

      “Uh, well, it’s just that, the people I’m writing about aren’t going to read it, so it’s not really the same thing…” My entire head is hot with shame. I glance over at Isa, who gives me a smug eyebrow raise.

      “So, it’s okay to say bad things if the people you’re talking about won’t find out?” Tabitha asks.

      “No, not really…” Oh, nuts, the look she’s giving me makes me want to slide down off my chair and hide under the table, but somehow I think the guilt would find me there. “It’s very complicated, Tabby. The people I’m writing about make choices that affect our entire country, and I believe very strongly that they’re doing the wrong thing. If someone doesn’t speak out, nothing will change.”

      She tilts her head like a confused dog. God, she’s cute. “But if they’ll never read what you say about them, how will they know they have to change?”

      And smart. She’s really fucking smart. I’ve been outwitted by a girl in a Hello Kitty jumper. “The thing is… well, sometimes, in politics… you need a lot of people to apply pressure to our lawmakers in order for… for…”

      “Ha ha! She’s got you there, Tess!” Bram laughs.

      In order for what? I suddenly realize that, other than the sound from the TV, the entire room has gone silent, and everyone is waiting for an explanation that I’m not prepared to give. “You’re a very wise young lady. I’m going to have to think long and hard about your questions. For now, let me say your parents are right. We shouldn’t say bad things about others.”

      “Mum, Josh spilled his milk all over the carpet!” Oh, thank God!

      “Shit.” My dad, who couldn’t care less about the carpet, is referring to the opposing team having just scored.

      “Watch your language in front of the children!”  My mother hurries to the kitchen for the necessary supplies.

      “Grandpa just said ‘shit!’”

      “Geoffrey, enough!”

      “I’ve got it, Mum. Let me clean that up.”

      “That’s okay, dear. You eat while it’s hot.”

      “Muuummmm, Poppy’s smiling at me again!”

      “Poppy, what did we say about smiling at Knox?”

      “He said my bum smells like farts!”

      “Well, it does smell like farts!”

      “Do you have to go poop, sweetie?”

      “No!”

      “No talking about farts or poop at the table!”

      “Hang on, what’s a retweet, Finn?” My dad points a forkful of beef at me. “And more importantly, does she make any money off them?”

      “You don’t, but—” I start, but my dad interrupts me.

      “You’re not lettin’ them pay you in Bitcoins, are you?”
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