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Chapter one



“What happens if I take out my heart and put it in a robot?” 

I wound an arm around my six-year-old daughter Adelaine’s shoulders and pulled her close. “It would still be a robot. And you’d be without a heart.”

She pursed her lips, mulling over what I’d said. I opened the car door for her, adjusting Elana, my four-year-old daughter, on my hip.

“Why are you not allowed to look directly into a light?”

Adelaine was now in her booster seat, wrangling with her seat belt. I closed her door, walking around to the other side before answering. “It’s bad for your eyes.”

She pushed the belt down with enthusiasm, then turned to where I was buckling Elana in. “Why?”

“It’s too bright. If you do, you’ll see black spots.”

I knew my answer lacked substance, but I’d never figured out why you weren’t supposed to look directly into a light. Something I vowed to look up tonight if I didn’t fall asleep before I had a chance to.

I’d thought I knew what exhaustion was when my daughters were babies and refused to sleep for more than an hour at a time. But the bone-deep exhaustion I’d been feeling for the past few months trumped that by a long shot. Guess that happened when your husband—henceforth known as Cockalorum—left you for someone fifteen years younger. Technically, I was the one asking for a divorce, but so far, it had only been a formality. I hadn’t actually had a chance to get the legal ball rolling yet.

After I made sure my girls were safely inside the car, I settled into my own seat.

“Why do I only have two legs?” Adelaine continued her questions.

I pulled out of the driveway of the house I’d lived in for the last six years. Since I couldn’t afford the mortgage payments on my own, I had to sell it. Something that had hurt more than Cockalorum moving out.

I’d signed a lease on a one-bedroom apartment in town, and we were moving next month.

Briefly glancing at my daughter in the rearview mirror, I pushed away the negative thoughts taking over my brain. “Because you’re a human. And we only have two legs.”

Adelaine mulled it over, then nodded. “I guess you’re right. But I wish I had four legs. Then I could run faster and would have won the race last week.”

I bit my lip to quell the all-too-familiar sense of failure working its way through my body. I’d never been able to protect her from my husband’s cutting words. There was no doubt in my mind that Cockalorum had told her she hadn’t been fast enough. “You’re a great runner. Even Ms. Pearson said so.”

“I still wasn’t the fastest.”

And that’s what it all came down to. Cockalorum didn’t care that she was six. If she wasn’t the fastest in her class, then she wasn’t good enough.

“You’re faster than me.”

She snorted. “That’s because you’re slow like a snail. Even Elana is faster than you.”

I squeaked in fake outrage. “Take that back.”

She giggled, shaking her head. “You always say to only tell the truth.”

Pulling up outside her school, I turned back to blow her a kiss. She was in first grade and loving every minute of it. “Have a great day. Don’t forget that Linny is picking you up today.”

She rolled her eyes at me—sometimes I wondered if she was a teenager already—then waved and walked into the building. She’d always been independent, and after the first two weeks of school, she’d wanted to go inside by herself.

I turned to Elana. “You ready to go to daycare, pumpkin pants?”

She giggled at me, then turned her attention back to her book that made animal sounds.

Her drop-off took a little longer, but after a few tears and reassurances that I’d pick her up later, I was finally on my way to work.

I parked, then went to the coffee shop a few doors down from the office. The owner, Mariola, waved at me from where she was crouching in front of the cake display case, scrubbing at the already-sparkling glass. “The usual?”

Stopping at the counter, I nodded. “Yes, please. And can you add a few pieces of cake?”

She stood up and joined her barista behind the counter. “Anything in particular?”

Anything I’d ever eaten from here had tasted great, so I shook my head. “As long as it includes chocolate, I’ll eat it.”

I paid for my order, then waited off to the side so they could serve the next customer. It was busy, but then again, I’d never been there when it wasn’t.

The only other café I’d go to was Sweet Dreams, but that was in Humptulips, which was the next town over. Unless I wanted to make the drive, I’d stick to our local one, The Cookie Jar.

“Mae Porter?”

I looked up at the unfamiliar voice, my ever-present smile on my face.

“Yes?”

The stranger held up a stark white envelope. “You’ve been served.”

Gritting my teeth to keep my smile firmly in place, I automatically accepted the envelope.

The guy left without another word, and I eyed what was now in my hand with distrust. Who would be suing me? I had no money, no assets.

“Mae, your order’s ready.”

Moving the envelope so it was tucked underneath my arm, I accepted the tray filled with drinks and a paper bag from the barista. “Thanks, Mariola.”

I walked back to the office, and as soon as I was through the doors, my friends and current bosses, Keely and Malena, rushed up to me.

“Coffee, thank God,” Keely exclaimed, divesting me of my paper tray and setting it down on the reception desk before taking her cup. “My coffee machine at home broke, and I was running late, so I didn’t have time to get one on the way here.”

Malena took a big sip from her own cup. “The only decaf worth drinking is from The Cookie Jar.”

Keely made a face at the mention of decaf. “Shouldn’t have gotten knocked up and you’d be able to drink the real thing.”

Malena stuck her tongue out, then turned to me. “I have to go to court next week. You okay here on your own if I take Riley with me?”

I was technically employed as their receptionist but did everything from preparing files and answering phones. This job had been a lifesaver, and I loved working with my friends. They’d also employed an assistant, Riley, who was from Malena’s old firm, and she usually went to court with them when needed. Since they were so busy, someone had to be at the office all the time, which was lucky for me, since it meant they asked me if I could help out.

I might not have finished college, but I had no problem answering phones and filing documents. And since I’d always been a quick learner, we’d all found a great rhythm that meant things ran smoothly. I’d also started taking classes to become a paralegal.

Sitting down behind the reception desk, I dropped the envelope on it. “No problem at all. But I have to leave early on Wednesday.”

Single parenting meant I had nobody to lean on when the kids had appointments. My parents were gone, and I couldn’t keep asking my friends for help. Cockalorum barely saw his kids, so asking him to take over was out of the question. And the less I talked to him, the better.

A hand landed on my shoulder, giving me a comforting squeeze. “Hey, you doing okay? Is butt face giving you a hard time again?” Malena was standing next to me, concerned frown on her face. “Have you made an appointment with Rick yet?”

“As for you-know-who, I haven’t heard from him in weeks.” I eyed the envelope and decided to get it over with. “As for your friend, I called their office, and Rick is booked up, so I’m meeting with someone named Vance Moore in two weeks.”

“Vance? That’s even better. He and Rick own the law firm, and they’re both great lawyers. We all used to be friends in college.”

I slid open the envelope and read over the first page, my jaw dropping. Malena let out an indignant squeak, having read what I had since she’d been looking over my shoulder. “What the ever-loving fudgsicle? He wants full custody? After not speaking to his kids once since he moved out? The balls on this guy.”

She pulled out her cell phone and angrily stabbed the screen. Holding it to her ear a second later, she paced the expanse of the small reception area.

“Hi. Yes, I need to speak to Vance Moore. It’s Malena Cortez.” She listened to what the other person was saying, then stopped in her tracks. “No, this can’t wait. Put him on. Tell him it’s an emergency.”

She huffed under her breath, continuing her angry stomping. “Vance. Hey, it’s Malena. Long time, no speak. How have you been?” She paused to listen to whatever Vance was saying. “I know, we really need to catch up. But listen, the reason I’m calling is because a friend of mine made an appointment with you. It’s in two weeks, but she got served divorce papers this morning, so is there any chance you can fit her in earlier?”

Keely had joined me behind the desk, and we were both watching our friend, our heads going back and forth as she paced.

She stopped again, this time with a relieved sigh. “Ten tomorrow is great. Thanks so much. And we’ll organize a catch-up soon.”

She hung up and I opened my mouth to protest, but she cut me off. “You need to get ahead of this. Vance is willing to meet with you even though he’s in New York. He normally doesn’t do Zoom, says he can’t read people properly or something like that, but he’s going to make an exception for us.” She held out her hand. “Now, show me the documents. I want to read every word of what that microdick requested.”

Since I only understood about a quarter of what I’d read, I gladly handed it over.

Malena’s face grew redder and redder with every page she turned. By the time she got to the last sentence, she resembled Elana when she was about to throw herself on the ground.

“That disgusting spineless bazinga.”

My hands grew clammy at her rage because it couldn’t mean anything good.

“He wants them, doesn’t he?”

Malena rushed over, enveloping me in a hug. Keely joined in, rubbing my back.

“He can want them, but he’ll never get them. He doesn’t even know them.”

I flinched at Malena’s cutting—but honest—statement.

Keely kicked her, and she swatted her away. “Ouch. Sorry, chiquita, but we both know it’s the truth.”

Taking a deep breath, I untangled myself from the group hug. If I thought about this any longer, I would be a sobbing mess on the floor. This was a case of “ignorance is the only way forward.” “Okay. Let’s get back to work. And tomorrow I’ll meet with Vance to sort this out.”

Keely kissed my cheek. “You got this. And we got you. So don’t worry, this will all be okay.”

She disappeared to her office in the back, where she’d no doubt research divorce cases even though she wasn’t practicing family law and never had.

Malena squeezed my hand. “We’re here for you. Anything you need.”

Giving her a half-assed smile, I nodded. “I know.”

She went to her office, leaving me to sink into my chair.

I couldn’t understand why Cockalorum would want the kids. He had never spent any time with them. They barely knew him. Even when he was living with us, he was never around. He’d always wanted a son but got two daughters instead. Something he resented and had never hidden from his kids.

But I’d do whatever it took to stop him from taking my babies away from me. And the first step was to meet with the lawyer tomorrow. I only hoped he was as good as Malena promised.








  
  
Chapter two



Nobody told me logging into Zoom would be so difficult. I hadn’t had many online meetings, and I always forgot what I’d done the last time to make it work. When I finally found the correct link to click, I knocked my pen and paper off the table in surprise when a separate window opened up. 

Bending down, I fished them out from under my chair.

“Did someone break into your house?”

The clipped voice drifted into my living room, and I shot up straight. My eyes darted to the kitchen visible in the background and the dishes stacked up in the sink. The counter was filled with drawings and pencils, and the floor was covered in toys and clothes.

Turning my attention to the screen, I wondered if I was in the right call. Because I was looking at the most striking man I’d ever seen. He looked like he was posing for a magazine.

He had tanned skin, jet-black hair that was a little longer on top, and a well-trimmed beard. His large frame filled the screen, and if I hadn’t been so stunned, I’d have been intimidated by his size. His wide shoulders strained the edges of the shirt he wore, and his sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, showing off muscular forearms. He wasn’t classically beautiful; his nose had a small bump on top as if he’d broken it, and his features were too masculine to be called anything but rugged.

The last thing I’d expected was my lawyer to resemble a Hawaiian warrior who could throw me over his shoulder and… well, point made, I guess.

He narrowed his beautiful hazelnut eyes at my daughter, who was leaning into the frame, her face covering the camera almost completely. It seemed he was getting closer acquainted with the insides of her nostrils if he wanted to or not. “Hello, hello, hello.”

Picking up Elana and pulling her onto my lap, I nervously chuckled. “You must be Mr. Moore.” I shifted her to the chair next to me when she leaned over to reach her Play-Doh. “I’m Mae Porter. Sorry about the mess. Kids, you know.”

He didn’t look as if he knew; his face remained stoic, his attention flitting briefly to where my daughter was now seated before focusing back on me. “Let’s get started.”

I wiped my suddenly sweaty hands on my pants. “Of course.”

I lowered my head, knowing I needed him and couldn’t afford to piss him off. After all, he was only seeing me as a favor to Malena—though it was already clear that he wanted to be anywhere but in this meeting.

He gave me a sharp nod, then turned to look off to the side. A second computer screen, maybe? “I read the documents you sent me. Are you aware your husband is going for full custody with visitation for a weekend every two weeks?”

I couldn’t hide the wince his words caused. Hearing it said out loud by a stranger made my situation all too real. How had I gotten to this point? It felt like yesterday that my husband promised me the world.

Handing Elana the unicorn cut-out shape for the Play-Doh she was currently torturing, I took a deep breath. “I’m aware. And I want full custody.”

He nodded, then turned to the side to type something. “I’ll put a response together and send it to his lawyer. Now, I need to know everything there is to know about your marriage. Starting with why it ended.”

“He cheated.”

Vance nodded, then typed without once looking at me. “Good start. Might mean we can get more money out of him. It would help if you have proof, so send over anything you can find. What about the kids? Do they go to a private school? Are your assets in both your names? What about your house?”

The conversation continued in the same fashion, Vance shooting questions at me that I answered as best I could. He didn’t once look at me, and I grew sweatier with each question.

An hour later, he finally seemed satisfied. My body was slumped in the chair, and I felt like I had walked through the desert, my skin hot to the touch.

“I have everything I need for now. Usually, we start with mediation. I’ll get my assistant to book an appointment once they get back to us.”

Face set in an unreadable mask, he made a few more notes, then for the first time in almost an hour, turned to face me. “Make another appointment for next week. This time without a child present so we can talk about things we can use to make him fold. Any text messages, receipts, recordings, videos. Whatever you have that makes him look bad will be beneficial.”

“Of course.”

I was almost home free before the apple of my eye threw what was left of her muesli bar. And for once, her aim was impeccable, hitting me in the forehead.

Vance didn’t so much as blink, making me question if it had actually happened. “I’ll see you next week.”

I nodded, barely able to speak through my embarrassment. “See you then. Thanks so much for your time.”

My response was cut off when he logged out.

Welp, that could have gone better.

Elana put her hands on my cheeks, pulling my face down to her. “I’m hungry.”

I made a duck face at her. “That’s because you threw half your snack at me.”

Still too shaky to get up, I dug crackers out from the pile of papers covering the table, hoping they weren’t too crushed or Elana wouldn’t eat them. After opening the packet, I handed them to her.

She took one look inside and broke out in sobs. “My fishes are broken. Who broke them?”

“They’ll still taste the same, honey.”

I knew as soon as I said it that I shouldn’t have. 

Have I learned nothing in all the years I’ve been a parent?

She released a rage-filled bellow, and then I heard the crackers land somewhere in the living room.

My phone rang, and the display showed it was Keely. I answered, even though Elana was still making her displeasure known in the loudest way possible.

“Well, hello. Are those the sweet sounds of a tantrum I’m hearing?” Keely asked. “Put me on speaker, honey.”

I did as I was told, holding the phone out so Keely could talk to Elana. “Tell Aunt Keely what’s wrong, baby girl.”

Elana’s cries turned into little sniffles at hearing Keely’s voice. “My fishes are broken.”

“Oh dear, that’s a problem. Maybe you can have something else. Or even better, why don’t you sing your favorite song?”

I groaned and clenched my teeth. Keely had introduced my girls to Madonna when she was watching them one day, and Elana loved “Like a Virgin.” Those three words were thankfully—or not, depending on how I looked at it, since she sang them over and over again—the only words she knew from the song.

Right on cue, she started belting it out, which was only marginally better than the screaming.

“Thanks, Keely.”

“You’re welcome, darling. Now, the reason I’m calling is because I have a date on Saturday and nobody to watch the boys. Any chance we could trade?”

Since there was no way I could take Elana to my next appointment with Vance, a babysitting trade sounded perfect. Even if it meant my house might not be in one piece afterward. “Are you free next week on Wednesday for a few hours?”

“I can be. Text me the details and I’ll make sure I don’t schedule any clients.” Keely raised her voice a bit. “Beautiful singing, baby girl.” And I knew she meant it wholeheartedly. She was the most loving and affectionate person I knew.

At this stage, there was no point in continuing our conversation since I could barely hear her over the wailing. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the office.”

“See you then. Love you, honey.”

We hung up, and I spent the next hour coaxing my daughter into singing something else. Anything would work after listening to “Like a Virgin” for so long. But not even “Wheels on the Bus” was enough to distract her.

The last thing I was prepared for was Cockalorum knocking on my door with his walking accessory in tow.








  
  
Chapter three



“I’ve been standing here for ten minutes. Didn’t you hear me?” 

His pinched face and exasperated voice were familiar; his salmon-colored shirt and checkered pants, on the other hand, were not. All he needed was a golf club and I would think he’d taken up golfing. Something he’d always hated.

I counted to five, then stepped onto the porch.

His walking—and sadly talking—human accessory matched his look, wearing a bright pink pleated skirt that barely covered her ass and a white shirt at least two sizes too small. 

Are they going to a costume party?

Turning to face Cockalorum, I raised a brow. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

If I had, I would have made plans to be anywhere but here.

“I want to take the kids to the golf course. They’re doing a fundraiser. And Tammy wants to spend time with them since she’ll soon be their stepmom.”

“Addy is still in school since it’s Wednesday, and Elana is due for a nap.”

The walking accessory curled herself into my husband’s side, her hand on his chest, bright pink nails catching the sun. I fought the urge to open my front door wider and let Winston out. Our twelve-year-old cat hated strangers to the point that he was a better guard dog than our labrador, Orange. I wasn’t a violent person, but this conversation was the last thing I wanted to be doing right now.

My husband looked down his nose at our daughter, who was clinging to my hand. “We’ll take Elana for now. She can sleep in the car on the way there.”

If he’d spent even a little time with his kids, he’d know she hated sleeping in the car.

“You haven’t seen the girls in almost three months. You can’t just show up out of the blue and take them somewhere. And they’ve only met Tammy once. She’s still a stranger to them.”

He puffed out his chest, and I was greeted with his hair poking out of his shirt since he’d left the top three buttons undone. And is that spray tan I spot?

“They’re my kids too.”

“That’s great that you remember, but why don’t you call and we’ll organize a time for you to take them.”

As much as I couldn’t stand to be near him, I would never prevent my daughters from spending time with their father.

“I have a right to see them.”

This was getting us nowhere. And I knew he’d dig his heels in because he always had to get his way. Time to change tactics. “Since you sent me the divorce papers, it’s probably best if we only speak through our lawyers.”

The sooner we started the proceedings, the better. It would already take at least six months before we could finalize anything. And that was only if we didn’t go to court, which wasn’t likely. Because there was no chance I would give him full custody without a fight.

“You have a lawyer?”

Don’t roll your eyes, and whatever you do, Mae, don’t, under any circumstances, kick his shin. “Yes, I have a lawyer.”

“And how do you intend to pay him? With cupcakes?”

I eyed the front door. Winston had never liked Hank. He’d love a chance to sink his claws into him. I could say it was an accident. All I had to do was open the door just a little wider.

“That’s none of your concern.” I stepped back, Elana fused to my side. He had yet to acknowledge her. “Now, if that’s all, enjoy your event. My lawyer will be in touch.”

I had almost closed the door when his words froze me to the spot. “You can’t keep me from my kids. And we’re still married, so there’s nothing preventing me from seeing them. I’m picking them both up on Saturday morning and keeping them until Sunday afternoon. Tammy wants to spend time with them.”

Elana tugged on my hand. “Momma, I’m busted.”

Fighting the urge to flip off my husband, I nodded at him. “I’ll see you on Saturday.”

I ushered Elana inside and firmly closed the door behind me. “You mean you’re busting, pumpkin pants.”

She had only recently stopped wearing diapers and always waited until the last minute to go to the bathroom.

Heading straight there, I helped her put her little seat on the toilet, then left to give her some privacy.

The door always stayed open in case she needed me.

We had about an hour before it was time to pick up Adelaine. I usually spent any time I had between appointments prepping dinner. The girls had dance classes twice a week, and it meant we’d get home late. They also used to play soccer and take piano lessons, but there was no way I could pay for all three. Even one was a stretch.

But dance was their favorite, and I didn’t have the heart to tell them I could no longer afford the tuition.

I curled up on the couch, Elana leaning into me. It didn’t take her long before she was snoring softly. Untangling myself from her octopus arms, I fished my phone from my handbag.

Vance’s assistant picked up instantly. “Moore and Shelton, this is Nathaniel speaking.”

“Hi, Nathaniel, this is Mae Porter. I had an appointment about an hour ago and was hoping I could speak with Vance again.”

“One moment, please.”

There was a click, and then Vance’s deep baritone rang down the line. “Mrs. Porter. What’s wrong?”

I didn’t know why, but at the sound of his voice, I burst into tears.

There was a lot of throat clearing before he spoke again. “There, there.” His words were stilted, and the unease he clearly felt at my breakdown came through as clear as polished glass. “No need to cry. Now, can you tell me what’s happened?”

I did as he commanded, his voice oddly soothing. “My ex-husband dropped by a few minutes ago. He wants to have the girls this weekend. Is there anything I can do to stop him?”

“He’s their father and has a right to see them. But I’ll call his lawyer to make sure all communication goes through me from now on.”

Robot Vance hung up. My emotions must have caused his synapses to overload.

If I didn’t know he was one of the best divorce lawyers in the country, I would look for someone else. Rationally, I understood that my lawyer should stay impartial and clearheaded, but my brain didn’t care. A little bit of empathy would go a long way.

So I called Malena. Thankfully, she picked up.

“Hey, honey. How did your meeting with Vance go?”

“Apart from the fact that he’s an emotionless robot who hates kids, pretty good.”

My voice still wobbled, but at least I had found the ability to talk again.

“Ah, yeah. He was never the happy-go-lucky person of the group, but right before he graduated, his dad died, and it changed him. His mom was depressed for a long time, and he took care of his sisters. Mostly financially, but they also stayed with him for a while.”

My heart ached for him, but I knew his private life was none of my business and our relationship was purely professional. As long as he made sure I got to keep my girls, he could be as cold and unemotional as he wanted to be. “You-know-who showed up at the house. He wants to keep the girls for the weekend.”

There was a moment of silence, and I knew I wouldn’t want to hear what Malena would say next. “This is a good thing, isn’t it? He’s finally showing interest.”

Nope, definitely didn’t think it was a good thing. “But why now? He hasn’t even called once since he moved out. He’s only ever acknowledged them when he needs them to serve a purpose.”

Any other time, he yelled at them if they dared to breathe too loudly. His callous treatment of our daughters was why I’d finally pulled up my big girl panties and asked for a divorce. Little had I known that he’d already been seeing someone else. And I suspected he’d been having affairs throughout our whole marriage, since there were a suspicious number of late nights and unexplained absences when I couldn’t reach him.

“Maybe he’s realized how much he’s missing out on.”

“Maybe.”

“You know what that means, though, right?”

“That I’ll be feeling sorry for myself all weekend?”

“Nope. It means we’re going out.”

I almost started crying again. “I’d rather spend a day with Ray.”

Ray was our maintenance guy at the office. He was great at his job and nice, but he loved to show us photos of his pets. And I used that term loosely, since he loved taxidermy and his house was filled to the brim with stuffed squirrels, foxes, a bear, a few dogs, cats, and birds that he all called his pets.

They had names, and he had plenty of pictures of them. None of us wanted to be the one to call him when something was broken. As a result, we hadn’t had a working toilet in weeks and used the one at the hair salon next door.

“Don’t be so dramatic. If you want, we could do dinner on Saturday and then go back to your place. Something low-key.”

That actually sounded nice. I couldn’t remember the last time I had a meal that wasn’t cold. “I guess I could do that.”

“I’ll see you at the office tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow.”

My phone rang again as soon as I lowered my arm. Seeing it was Vance, I picked up immediately.

“What did he say?”

Not one for formalities either, he got straight to the point. “Your husband wants the kids this weekend. For now, that means you have to let them stay with him.” When I took a deep breath to argue, he jumped in before I could get a sound out. “Within reason, of course. I suggested your husband take them on the weekends and you get them during the week.”

“I’m not giving up all my weekends with them.”

It was the only time I had to spend time with them.

“You have to give in somewhere. And this is an opportunity for us to give him something so we’ll be able to ask for something in return.”

He clearly thought he’d been doing me a favor. But this was the worst outcome other than not having the kids at all. “What you’re saying is that you negotiated a deal without checking with me first. I’m not okay with this. Call him back and tell him Hank can have every second weekend. I’m not giving up all my time with my girls.”

“If that’s what you want.”

He sounded funny, but I was too angry to decipher what mood he was in. “It is definitely what I want.”

“I’ll get it done.”

He hung up and then sent a text ten minutes later that they had negotiated every second weekend. How he’d accomplished that when I knew my husband never compromised was a mystery to be solved another day.

For now, I had to wake up Elana and then pick up Addy. And I only had twenty minutes to accomplish both. Elana needed at least thirty minutes to wake up. Before that, she was more demon than child.

The drive was five minutes, giving me five to wake my daughter up, five to coax her into going to the toilet, and then another five to somehow get her into the car. 

We did make it to the school, but we were ten minutes late.








  
  
Chapter four



“Your mouth gets smelly because germs fart in it.” 

This little piece of wisdom was delivered by Elana, who was currently in a standoff with her sister, toothbrush—thankfully sans toothpaste—raised in front of her like a sword.

“Not true. It gets smelly because you don’t brush it.”

An activity they did every morning had somehow ended up in an argument. Their dad was picking them up in ten minutes, and they were still in their pajamas and hadn’t brushed their teeth or hair yet.

“My adorable little angels, I need you to move a little faster. Your dad is going to be here soon.”

Cockalorum was impatient, and I didn’t want to be in his presence for longer than necessary, so I wanted the girls ready to go as soon as he was here.

Elana’s red-tinged cheeks expanded, but she thankfully let me steer her to face the sink. After helping her brush her teeth, I packed their toiletries into their bags, then zipped them up.

Addy disappeared into her room to hopefully get dressed, and I followed Elana to make sure she put on more than tights.

She ended up wearing a pick tutu, red tights, and a green T-shirt with Kermit the Frog on the front. I was just glad she was dressed, so I didn’t dare comment on her choices. 

Checking on Addy, I found her surrounded by clothes, nervously biting her lip. “I don’t know what to wear. Do you think he’ll like my purple blouse and jeans? Or should I wear a dress?”

My heart ached at her need to gain her dad’s approval for something as simple as clothes. She’d always tried to please him, but somehow he never seemed to notice or care.

“I love you in your blue dress. Why don’t you wear that with black leggings?”

She nodded, then dove into the pile of clothes.

I left her to it, putting their bags in front of the door, where Elana was waiting, dancing from side to side. “I want chocolate.”

I found a banana that was reaching the end of its life and handed it to her. She scrunched up her nose.

I kneeled in front of her. “No chocolate for you, missy. It’s too early. If you’re hungry, you can have fruit.”

She shook her head, then ran off into the living room, where she’d probably stashed food somewhere. Sighing, I checked on Addy again. She was almost dressed.

When the dreaded knock came, I wasn’t ready. Not even a little bit. But this was happening. And I’d be fine. Absolutely fine. Everything would be A-okay.

And then there he was, together with his little walking accessory who was clutching his arm as if she was holding on to a buoy. Come to think of it, he was shaped a little like one.

The whiteness of her perfectly straight teeth was blinding when she smiled. “Where are my darlings?”

How could anyone have such a naturally high voice?

She bent her size-0 body around to look behind me to where Adelaine and Elana stood in the hallway. Neither of them moved. Instead, they held hands and looked at me with big eyes.

I waved them forward. “Come on, pumpkin pants. Your dad and his… friend are here.”

A blindingly big ring was thrust in front of my face. “You mean fiancée.”

Would it be wrong of me to open my bedroom door and let Winston and Orange out? One would attack, and the other would drool all over her expensive dress.

But I hadn’t sunk that low yet. Unfortunately. At this rate, I was sure to get there soon.

I looked at my for-now-still-husband. “I know you got engaged a while ago, but just checking, you know you’re still married at this point in time, right?”

Cockalorum regarded me with raised brows. “I’m aware. But as you know, it won’t be for much longer.”

“Okey dokey. Let’s get this done.”

Going back to my kids, I put my arm around each of them and applied slight pressure since they refused to move forward. “It’s only for the weekend. You’ll be back tomorrow night.”

My voice hitched a little, but I slammed a lid on the tears that wanted to come out. “You can call me whenever you want.”

This was directed at my monogamy-challenged husband, who neither denied nor confirmed he’d let them call. I held his stare for a moment before kissing my girls, then pulling them as close as I could without crushing them. “I’ll miss you so much. Have fun with your dad. I love you.”

Both of them clung to me as if we wouldn’t see each other ever again. We’d never been separated for a night. And their dad was an unknown entity since he’d never watched them on his own.

My husband’s walking accessory clapped her hands, rushing up to the girls and pulling them into her ample fake chest. I hoped they’d be able to breathe, their little faces squashed while the human bling rocked them back and forth. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

Handing their bags to Cockalorum, I stepped back, clutching my hands in front of my body, my fingernails digging into my palms so I wouldn’t reach out and drag my babies back into the house.

The walking accessory took their hands, leading them to the car. Their stunned little faces stared back at me wide-eyed. 

Don’t grab them and run back inside. It’ll be fine. They’ll have fun.

The car door slammed shut behind them, and then they were off. I waved until they rounded the corner, my feet refusing to move.

Well, that sucked.

Doing the right thing was for the birds. Especially when it resulted in a cheating husband, a homicidal cat, a narcoleptic dog, and no way to pay my mortgage. And now I also had to spend the weekend by myself.

So, with nothing else to do, I went inside and deep-cleaned the house. I also washed every piece of clothing that had so much as touched the floor. I stripped all the beds. I dusted behind the TV.

And when even my windows sparkled, I got ready for dinner. At least I’d successfully kept myself busy all day.

Slipping into the little black dress I hadn’t worn in at least ten years, I noticed it was loose not only around my middle but also around my chest area. I hadn’t consciously been losing weight, but the stress of the last year had clearly gotten to me.

I wasn’t sold on this new heroine-chic look I was rocking. But since I wouldn’t magically gain the ten pounds I needed to look healthy again, I finished my makeup by applying mascara, having already done my eyes a smoky black.

I never wore much makeup, but tonight called for it. I’d even put lip gloss on. Leaving my hair falling down my back in loose curls, I grabbed my stilettos from the back of the closet.

Getting my small going-out handbag, I put my keys, wallet, and gloss inside, making sure all the lights but the one on the porch were off. Electricity was expensive, and I was one missed installment away from being cut off.

Sitting on the top porch step, I put on my black heels. They had a strap that wound around my ankle, then tied into a pretty little bow. I hadn’t worn them much in the last few years, but they happily welcomed me back into their painful embrace. I used to adore wearing heels of all shapes and sizes, but Cockalorum had attended all functions by himself and always went out with his friends without me. Now I knew why.

Something else that hadn’t happened in almost six years was that I was on time.

Luckily, so was my ride.

Malena pulled into my driveway with a big grin, Keely in the passenger seat and Linny in the back.

Getting in next to Linny, I buckled up. “Where’s Nora?”

Keely turned around in her seat while Malena backed out onto the road. “In Italy.”

“Did you say Italy? As in Europe?”

She nodded. “That too-good-to-be-true man of hers took her and the kids on a surprise trip.”

I was happy for my friend. She’d found the one in a million. And so had Malena. Which meant the odds for the rest of us were slim to none. After all, there weren’t too many good ones out there.

Linny rested her hand on her swollen belly. “Carson would never take me on a trip.”

We all nodded since we knew that to be true. Her husband was nothing if not frugal. He was also traditional, and this was Linny’s fourth pregnancy in as many years. I couldn’t work out if he loved kids or if he kept her pregnant so she couldn’t run away.

But Linny loved him, and their relationship seemed to work. And I wasn’t one to judge, especially not after my own failed marriage.

I leaned against Linny and then kissed her cheek. “Where are we going tonight?”

“The Brew House.”

I’d heard of the place. It was an upscale restaurant, even though the name implied otherwise. “How did you get a reservation?”

They were usually booked out months in advance.

Malena shrugged. “The owner is one of my clients. He said if I ever wanted to go to let him know.”

Keely snorted. “That’s because he desperately wants to get into your pants.”

Malena swatted at her. “He does not. Besides, he’s met Thad.”

Her husband, Thad, was also a lawyer and had joined them in their office. At the moment, they all worked independently, but they’d been talking about joining forces and making it official. But we’d have to move to a different building first, because things were getting tight. We had one room that we used as file storage and a meeting room, but that only worked because Thad and Malena shared an office.

We parked and piled out of the car, luckily not having to walk far. The hostess ushered us straight through the restaurant and to a secluded table at the back.

I turned in place, taking in the unique design. The building used to be a toy factory. Now, instead of conveyor belts, beer barrels were stacked everywhere and giant fermentation tanks sat in the back. There was also a yeasty smell in the air, telling me the equipment wasn’t just for show. Thankfully, there was a glass wall in front of the tanks, since I could do without smelling rotten eggs while eating dinner.

“They couldn’t find another building for their restaurant, so they temporarily set up in their factory. But everyone loves it so much that they decided to make it permanent,” Malena explained at my obvious interest.

She and Linny both ordered a virgin mojito, and Keely and I got lemon drop martinis as soon as the waiter approached our table.

Keely leaned forward, a twinkle in her eyes that I was immediately suspicious of. “So, Mae. I’m dating this guy right now. He has a brother who recently went through a divorce. I showed him a photo of you, and he was immediately interested.”

Putting my hands up, I vehemently shook my head. “No way. Nope. Not happening. I told you I’m not interested in ever dating again.”

Malena took my hand in hers. “One bad apple doesn’t mean the whole batch is off.”

“I’m not even divorced yet.”

Keely scoffed. “That didn’t stop him.”

“Guys, I love you. From the bottom of my heart. I don’t know where I’d be if I didn’t have you in my life. But please, hear me when I say this: I do not want to date. I do not want to have another man in my life.”

Vance’s face flashed through my brain at my words, mocking me. Weird that he was the first person I thought about when dating came up. Not that I would ever date him. Or that he would ever want to date me. He was so far out of my league I couldn’t even see the tips of his shoes.

Our drink orders arrived in delicate long-stemmed glasses. We didn’t waste any time picking them up in a toast. “To friendship.”

“And kicking cheating husbands to the curb,” Keely added.

I swallowed too much in my excitement to take a drink and bent over, coughing. Linny jumped up, her arms out as if she was ready to perform the Heimlich maneuver. Waving her off, I composed myself. I needed to get out more. I was not fit to be in public.

Should have had a small sip instead of emptying half the glass. Especially when the last time I’d had a drink was at Christmas.

The alcohol went straight to my head. My limbs went pleasantly numb, thoughts of the kids only popping up every few minutes instead of every few seconds, and my cheeks heated.

Linny sat down again but perched on the edge of her chair, ready to jump up at a moment’s notice in case she had to perform first aid after all.

I gave her my best I’m-not-drunk-even-if-you-think-I-am-after-one-sip grin. “I’m totally fine. My drink just went down the wrong way.”

She draped her cloth napkin over her lap. “If you’re sure.”

“Absolutely. Now, let’s talk about Nora’s trip to Italy.”

Anything to take the attention off me.

Dinner went on without any other incidents, but I did have three more lemon drops. They were the perfect mix of sour and sweet, and if ever there was a right time and place to indulge, it was tonight. My friends would get me home safely.

“You can’t tell Thad, but I pay the neighbor’s kid fifty bucks each week to wash my car.”

We were on to the sharing part of the night. This always happened when we caught up and no little ears were around. Everything that had been weighing on us was put out into the open. It was more expensive than therapy since it was always accompanied by copious amounts of food and drinks, but it was equally, if not more, successful. And usually we met up at one another’s houses since we could rarely line up babysitters at the same time. I realized how much I’d missed going out to a place that wasn’t one of our houses and not having to listen out for the kids.

Linny laughed, taking another sip of her soda water. “Why would you not just ask Thad?”

“We had a disagreement about what roles men and women should take on in the household. I was making a big deal about having to clean the house. He said he’d be happy to do it. And then I somehow said I’d wash the cars each week. But I hate it. So I secretly pay Dale to do it every Saturday morning when Thad is at the gym.”

Keely finished her drink, signaling the waiter for another. “I can guarantee he knows but hasn’t said anything.”

Malena bit the inside of her cheek, nodding. “I know. Guess I’ll have to suck it up and actually wash the damn cars.”

We all laughed, but Linny was the one to speak up next. “Or you could tell him you hate it and swap chores again.”

Keely waved her drink in front of her, and we all watched with wide eyes as the liquid sloshed back and forth. “Why are you doing chores anyway? You can afford a housekeeper.”

Malena narrowed her eyes, nose scrunched. “No way. I want to clean my own house.”

“Yet you chose to get into an argument about it and now have to do a chore you abhor. One that Thad doesn’t mind doing, I might add.”

She downed the rest of her juice, glaring at Keely. “Shut up. I hate it when you make sense.”

“Now, let’s move on to Mae. She’s been awfully quiet all night. What are you going to share today, buttercup?”

“I call Hank ‘Cockalorum’ in my head and his fiancée ‘the walking accessory.’ Or ‘human bling.’ And I don’t miss him at all, since our marriage has been over for years, but I refused to accept it until it affected the kids. Which finally made me ask for a divorce. Only he’d already been planning on moving in with his child bride, so our separation was only a matter of time.”

I slapped a hand to my mouth, shocked by the words that had come out. Bad lemon drops.

After a moment of stunned silence, everyone hooted with laughter.

Malena was the first to find her voice again. “I always thought you were being way too nice about the whole thing. Good to know you’re human after all.”

I blinked, then finished my drink. “I can’t believe I just said that. I’m such a bad person.”

Keely leaned forward, ready to impart her drunk wisdom. “You are the best person in the whole wide world. No offense to anyone present. You’re all awesome, or I wouldn’t be friends with you. But Mae is so good it makes me sick sometimes.” She turned to face me, leaning close enough that I could smell the lemon on her breath. “You care about others. You would give anyone the shirt off your back. Having bad thoughts about that toad is totally normal. Healthy even. I’d be worried if you weren’t.”

“I don’t like this side of me.”

Linny slapped the table, gaining our attention and that of most of the people around us. “Nobody can be good all the time. Now, that being said, I agree with Keely. You’re the best person anyone could wish for in a friend. For God’s sake, you hold an umbrella over your dog when it’s raining so he can go out to pee without getting wet.”

“Orange hates the rain,” I defended myself.

Keely rolled her eyes. “He’s a dog.”

“He’s part of the family.”

Knowing there was no winning that particular argument, I threw up my hands and switched to water. The food was starting to look slightly blurry. “Whatever. Let’s move on to you, Keely. Anything you want to share with the class?”

“I’m dating a guy who likes it when I call him Daddy. As in, he doesn’t even want me to use his name. I don’t know how I feel about it yet. So I’m going with it for now.”

Again, silence, then hooting laughter. 

“Nothing wrong with that. I say good for you, trying something different,” Malena said, still chuckling.

After that, we ordered dessert. When my eyes were drooping and I rested my head on Linny’s shoulder, we called it a night.

Dinner had been amazing, and the lemon drops had made my body feel pleasantly warm and my head fuzzy. I had a dopey smile on my face, feeling happier than I had in a long time.

My pleasant state only lasted halfway through our walk out of the restaurant. I stopped without warning, causing Malena and Keely to run into me. If there was ever a chance I’d commit murder, it would be tonight.

“Oh no, he didn’t.”

There was Cockalorum and the walking accessory, out on a date on the one night he had the girls. The table was only set for two, telling me that he’d left the girls with a stranger. His parents lived a ten-hour drive away and hadn’t been to visit for years. That only left the paid variety of childcare.

The kids could have been with me. But he was such a petty human paperweight, he’d rather pay a babysitter to watch them than leave them with their mother.

Balling my fists, I only made it one step in their direction before arms engulfed me from both sides. 

“Oh no, you don’t,” Malena pressed out through her effort to hold me back.

Keely was on my other side, steering me in the direction of the exit. “You’re the one who wouldn’t even let us talk about his girlfriend. Now we’re going to be the ones to save you from making a big mistake.”

“Fiancée.”

Linny, who’d been leading the way, looked back at me with a frown. “What?”

“They got engaged.”

Keely muttered under her breath, but the only word I understood was “jackass.”

Malena flinched at my words. “He does know it’s illegal in Colorado to marry more than one person at a time, right?”

The cool night air hit me as soon as we stepped outside, and so did the alcohol. Head fuzzy and limbs not entirely obeying my commands anymore, I tripped my way through the parking lot. “He’s hoping for a quick divorce.”

“It could have been if he hadn’t made demands all of a sudden.”

Malena’s words barely registered when I spotted the shiny midnight-black Mercedes sitting in the lot a few rows down from Malena’s car. I beelined for it, holding on to whatever I could grab along the way so I wouldn’t fall over.

Everyone followed, Malena and Linny making attempts at stopping me but failing.

Coming to a halt in front of his Mercedes, I went through my purse. I found the screwdriver I’d been looking for and whooped in triumph. Before anyone had a chance to stop me, I punched it into his tire. Which didn’t deflate. This shit was harder than it looked in the movies.

But not one to give up that easily, I punched again, finally getting somewhere when the screwdriver sank into the rubber.

Linny blinked at me, then at the tire.

The screwdriver was stuck, despite me turning and twisting it every which way.

Malena pulled me away from the tire, looking as confused as Linny. “I don’t know if I’m more surprised by you committing a crime or that you’re carrying a screwdriver around in your purse.”

My hand flew to my mouth when I realized what I’d done. “Oh my, oh my, oh my. Please tell me I didn’t just stick a screwdriver in Cockalorum’s car tire.”

Keely cleared her throat. “Sorry, babe. It definitely happened. Now, I’m all for being honest and admitting when we do something wrong, but maybe we should walk away. Fast.”

We made it a few rows before blue lights illuminated the parking lot.

The police cruiser stopped next to us, and two officers got out. “Everything okay out here? We got a call about suspicious activity.”

Keely looked at Malena with wide eyes, who gave the same look to Linny, who was rubbing her belly like it was a scratch-and-sniff sticker.

Having every intention to confess, I stepped forward. “I can explain. It was—”

A firm hand shoved me to the side. “What she meant to say was we were on our way to the car to go home and didn’t see anything.”

I reached out for something to stop my momentum, my hand landing on a side mirror. It broke off from the force, and I stared at it with horror, still swaying on my heels, still holding the mirror.

One of the officers stepped forward. “Did you just break off a mirror?”

I threw up my hands, losing hold of the mirror. It sailed through the air, hitting the officer who’d spoken in the head.

The second officer didn’t waste any time getting out his cuffs. “You’ll have to come with us to the station, ma’am.”

“It was an accident. I swear. I didn’t mean it.”

“You not only damaged someone else’s property, but you also assaulted a police officer.”

Malena, who’d pushed me to the side, stepped closer. “Since the car is mine, the damage is not an issue. I was the one who pushed her, after all. And as for the assault, it was clearly an accident.”

They weren’t having any of it, though. Especially since I was obviously swaying on my feet. “Then we’ll take her in for public intoxication. But she’s coming with us either way.”

Next thing I knew, I was placed in the back of a police car.








