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			This book is dedicated to all the good moms who say bad words. I see you. I am you. You’re absolutely crushing #momlife! XO Jenifer


		


	

		

Read another fun book about #momlife!
 

Grab Jenifer’s latest book,
 Moms Love Boy Bands, right now.


			GET IT HERE
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			Four best friends. 
 A dream vacation. 
 Then one vanishes without a trace.


Celebrating their forty-fifth birthdays, four best friends escape to a tropical island for “Boy Bands at the Beach.” What could be better than basking in the sun, devouring beach reads, and being serenaded by the bands they idolized as teenagers?


But when the story opens, we learn that each woman is at a crossroads. Nicole is at a boudoir photo shoot, desperate to recapture when she was the life of every party and not just a boring stay at home mom. Liliana, the overworked COO of a tech company, has missed dinner with her family again and must face her disappointed husband. Angie, the misfit of the group, is wrestling with a secret from the past. And Carly, a trendsetting influencer, is on social media, flaunting her perfect life and beach trip must-haves, even though she just caught her husband cheating.


Enter Luca—a gorgeous, charismatic twenty-something year-old. When he befriends Angie, the others question why he’s at an event for women who get Botox injections and need sensible shoes. Suspicion escalates when someone steals Angie's passport. Then, the unthinkable happens when one friend vanishes. Will the others find her, or will a vacation to see the best nineties boy bands of all time end in disaster?




	

		


	

		

			Chapter One


			Now


			Arts Night


			April 30th


			5:23 p.m.


			Hamilton Beach Middle School


			Cold steel handcuffs snap shut. A police cruiser pulls away. All eyes follow the red and blue lights as they disappear into the gloomy sky. The moms of Hamilton Beach Middle School stand motionless, their faces frozen in terror…or perhaps it’s the Botox.


			The school’s young principal, Mrs. Tate, steps forward, breaking the trance. It’s common knowledge that these moms wish someone else had her job. She doesn’t have kids, and somehow, her doctorate in educational leadership doesn’t make up for that. It’s hard for her to relate to these women, having grown up in a small blue-collar town. Her parents barely scraped by. To Mrs. Tate, Hamilton Beach, California, is a strange world where bragging rights and status symbols are shiny gold trophies.


			Bits and pieces of conversations she’s overheard at parent teacher organization (PTO) events flood her mind.


			Swapping my Range Rover for the new Mercedes SUV was an absolute nightmare.


			This purse isn’t just a fashion statement, it doubles as an investment piece.


			My son’s travel baseball team costs ten grand a year, but you can’t put a price on dreams.


			We only fly private for spring break.


			She wonders if Botox and peels can chemically change cognitive functioning. These moms are obsessed with showing off their wealth, or more likely, hiding that they’re drowning in credit card debt.


			Channeling the strength of her hero, Batman, she refocuses on tonight’s chaos with an authoritative, yet detached tone. “Everyone, go back inside.” She tries to shake the image of her students’ terrified faces. She never expected Arts Night to end with an unspeakable incident, the police, and an arrest.
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			Chapter Two


			Vicki


			Four Weeks Before Arts Night


			March 28th


			“Fuck. Are you fucking kidding me?” Pulling my three-year-old son’s head out of the grimy toilet, wet hair sticks to his forehead. Water drips from his golden, clumpy curls, pooling on his t-shirt.


			“Pete Bennet Prescott. Why would you put your head into the toilet? And at Chuck E. Cheese!” My voice booms against the dingy tile floor.


			“My toy…it fall.” He pulls a small green plastic dinosaur from his pocket. “Rrrroar.” Swooping it toward the ceiling, he twirls it through the air. A second later, the toy slips from his hand. Plunk.


			Before I can react, his head’s back in the toilet.


			“No, Pete!” I let out a sound that’s between a rumble and a shriek. “Fuck my life!”


			As I say the last bit, I notice a mom and her daughter standing at the sink. The mom glares at me, obviously appalled by my language. What she doesn’t understand is that I’m the world’s biggest germophobe. Dr. Sanjay Gupta’s been my hero ever since he wiped down groceries with a bleach rag on national television during COVID.


			I asked my therapist friend about my fear of germs once, pretending it was for a relative. She explained irrational fears and compulsive behaviors often stem from a desire to avoid subconscious obstacles. It all makes sense now. My germ obsession began after I married Garrett. Deep down, I knew something wasn’t right.


			“Fuck my life. Fuck my life.” Pete’s high-pitched voice skips like a record stuck on the same song lyrics.


			“Shhh!” I throw my pointer finger over his lips. But instead of listening, he locks eyes with the mom standing by the sink.


			“Mommy says bad words.”


			The mom grabs her daughter’s hand and rushes out.


			“Mom. You in there?” My older son Logan’s voice echoes through the bathroom.


			“Be out in a second,” I yell back.


			“Ugh, Mom, Chuck E. Cheese is so cringe.” His voice trails off as the door swings shut.


			My muscles tighten from guilt. God knows middle school is hard enough without having to start from scratch. But moving from Boston to Hamilton Beach was the best option. We had to start over because of Garrett. I wish I could tell Logan the truth about his dad, but he’s only eleven. Children should never have to carry the trauma of their parents. I refuse to saddle him with my pain.


			“Rrroar!” Pete twirls his toy one inch from my face and nasty toilet water splatters on my hair. “Pete Bennet Prescott!” He shoves the dinosaur in his pocket. As much as I want to yell at him, I’m overcome by my fear of crud. My heart picks up speed. I dig through my bag, looking for my germ infestation emergency kit.


			Pushing my glasses on top of my head, I spritz my face with antibacterial spray and then wipe Pete down. His hands, arms, and hair glisten from the cleaning solution. I squeeze an aggressive amount of Purell into his hands. “Rub them together.” He does as I ask.


			“Let’s get your shirt off.” I wiggle the shirt over his head and toss it in the garbage. There’s no way the pathogenic organisms living on that thing are hitching a ride in my bag. This is why I always travel with a second set of Pete’s clothes. He’s a mischievous boy. And mischief doesn’t play well with my fear of germs.


			Taking the dinosaur from his pocket, I move toward the trash can.


			“No, Mommy. No!” He pushes his chubby palm toward me, grasping for the toy. “Sand it. Pwease, Mommy!” Sand is my three-year-old’s word for sanitize. A word I use often.


			Reaching for his toy, his golden curls and pouty expression make it impossible for me to throw it away. I clean the dinosaur with a bleach wipe, rinse it with sink water, and hand it back to him.


			“Other shirt,” he says, clapping his hands against his chest.


			I pull his spare t-shirt from my bag. He pushes his arms through the sleeves, leans in, and hugs my knees.


			“I sorry, Mommy.”


			Dropping to his level, I squeeze him tight. My eyes water from the smell of disinfectants. “I’m sorry too,” I say. “Mommy shouldn’t say bad words, even if she’s mad.”


			He pulls out of our embrace and looks at me with a concerned expression. “Why Mommy mad?”


			His confusion makes my heart break. “I’m not mad, honey. Sometimes, momlife is hard. It’s not you. I love you.”


			“Mamalife?” His forehead squishes together.


			“Yes, momlife. Just all the things I do to take care of you and your brother.”


			“Momlife,” he repeats, still trying to grasp my meaning. He lets out a deep breath as a mom with a boy about the same age enters the bathroom.


			But before I can say anything more about momlife, Pete’s speaking in the assured tone of a president addressing the nation on Inauguration Day.


			“Momlife. Same like fuck my life!”


			Without looking, I know the eyes of the mom in the bathroom may as well be laser beams setting me on fire. I don’t dare turn around. Yes, I think. Exactly. Fuck my life.
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			Chapter Three


			Missy


			Four Weeks Before Arts Night


			March 28th


			“I would never take a Peloton class taught by a dude.” My husband, Matt, locks eyes with Jessica’s husband.


			My body swells with embarrassment. I half expect Matt to morph into an ape beating his chest.


			Gaping at him, words jump from my mouth. “You’re kidding, right? You’ll only take classes taught by a female instructor?”


			Matt nods. “It’s like using a male tailor. I’m not letting some guy take measurements in such a delicate area.” He points and winks at Jessica’s husband. “You got my back on this. I know you do.”


			I discreetly kick him under the table, hoping physical pain will get him to shut his mouth. His face crumples from discomfort, but he quickly recovers, hiding the fact that I’ve just struck him with a near death blow.


			I fumble for words to end this humiliating conversation. “Oh, Matt, you’re funny.” I pray the upscale restaurant’s dim lighting hides my panic.


			Sliding my eyes to Jessica, I wonder if I’ve convinced her Matt’s joking. It took months of invitations for her to agree to dinner plans. I will not let my schmuck of a husband ruin my budding relationship with Hamilton Middle School’s PTO queen bee. After slaving away on insignificant committees like Lost and Found, I’m finally vice president.


			Jessica’s fingertips brush her husband’s arm. “Kirk’s tailor’s a man. He gets his suits custom made at Graham and Company. Graham does the best work.” Her lips quirk with a flippant expression.


			My insides shrivel like wet noodles. Great. Jessica thinks my husband’s a stupid frat boy. All the humiliation I experienced in high school floods my body. Back then, everyone knew I lived in the row of crumbling apartments at the edge of town. I couldn’t afford clothes from Express, and I didn’t drive a Mitsubishi Eclipse, or any car for that matter, facts Jessica let no one forget.


			Ignoring the painful memories, I place my Chanel handbag on the table to remind her I no longer shop at Goodwill. It’s pathetic that I’m still chasing validation from the most popular girl in high school.


			“I’m still evolving.” Matt laughs, possibly realizing he’s been acting like an unsophisticated moron. I’m not sure what’s wrong with him tonight. His humor is usually relatable, and people like him right away.


			Jessica wrinkles her nose, as if she smells sour milk. “I’m going to the ladies’ room.” Luminous, honey-colored beach waves fall over her shoulders when she stands. “Meet you by the valet,” she says, making it clear the evening’s over.


			[image: scene break]


			“Really? No male Peloton instructors? You’ll only take a class if you can stare at cleavage the entire time?” I swipe a cotton ball across my eyes, removing my mascara.


			Matt looks at me in the bathroom mirror. “Why do you take everything so seriously? It was funny. I was doing a bit. I’m like the Jerry Seinfeld of Hamilton Beach.”


			I throw the cotton ball in the trash. “Why do you always have to be funny? You came off like an idiot.” Pulling out my anti-aging face wash, I clean off the last remnants of my makeup.


			Matt takes a swig of mouthwash and then spits it into the sink. “Why do you care so much about what other people think? Especially Jessica. High school ended over twenty years ago. You need to let it go.” A second later, he’s twirling around our bathroom singing Disney’s hit song.


			Ignoring him, I bend toward the mirror and peer at my reflection, but I don’t see a woman in her forties. Instead, I see that awkward teenager always auditioning for a role with Jessica in the popular group. A part I never got.


			Moving closer, Matt pulls me into a hug. “You fell in love with my sense of humor.”


			He’s not wrong about this. Why does the trait that drew me to Matt now cause exasperation? I suppose it’s the same for him. He used to find my color-coded pantry charming; now he complains that I’m too uptight about where everything goes.


			He leans close and kisses me. When his lips meet mine, my body stiffens. There’s no way I’m having sex with him tonight. Not after the way he humiliated me at dinner.


			I take a step back. “Give me a minute. Just a few more things to do.”


			“Okay.” He winks, walking out of the bathroom.


			Time to activate my no sex tonight strategy. I wrap my brown, shoulder-length hair in plastic bendable rollers, making sure they stick out at odd angles, then apply a thick layer of a puke green-colored moisturizing mask to my face. Pulling off my camisole, I put on my worn-out, granny nightgown hanging by the shower. He won’t dare touch me while I look like this. Works like a charm every time.


		


	

		

			Chapter Four


			Now


			Arts Night


			April 30th


			5:40 p.m.


			Hamilton Beach Middle School


			Soothing lavender clouds stretch across the twilight sky, contrasting with the chaos at Hamilton Beach Middle School. The field where Arts Night took place resembles a war zone. Bright pink plastic cups with the words “Boba Empire” lie crushed on the grass. Oversized props meant for tonight’s drama performance rest on the ground, as if they are the playthings of giants. Broken ceramic bowls and large canvases dripping with paint cover the outdoor pavilion’s floor. A small group of parents move silently through the thick, humid air, carrying garbage bags, discarding the casualties of tonight’s turmoil.


			Suddenly, a scream slices the quiet. A dad wearing men’s stylish athleisure wear runs toward the woman making the sound. He’s one of those irritating dads always bragging about his extra-large Green Egg and high-end whiskey collection.


			“Over there!” Pointing, she directs everyone’s gaze to a mysterious mound lying by a large oak tree. Her Hermès bangle vibrates on her trembling wrist.


			“What in the hell?” It’s ten feet away, but the dad sees the outline of a head with tousled golden hair. “The police just arrested someone. Now what?” His chest explodes with fear. “Someone find Mrs. Tate! I’m calling 911.” Pulling out his phone, he dials the number.


			“Hello, what’s your emergency?”


			“Yes, I’m at Hamilton Beach Middle School. It looks like someone’s hurt. Send an ambulance.” Hanging up the phone, he runs toward the tree as fast as he can.
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			Chapter Five


			Vicki


			Three Weeks Before Arts Night


			April 3rd


			Sitting in my corner office at Click Com, I put a framed photo of Logan and Pete on my desk. I can’t help but notice the way my hands shake. Garrett’s text from last night flashes in my mind: You better watch your back if you even think about talking to the FBI. His repeated threats are taking a toll.


			Hoping to steady my fingers, I run my thumb over Pete and Logan’s faces. Pete’s still very much my baby, with his tousled golden curls and full face. But Logan’s features are maturing from the fullness of a small child into the sharper angles of a pre-teen.


			Knock, knock.


			When I look up, Click Com’s founder, Amanda, walks into my office. “Welcome, Vicki. I’m so glad to have you on board.”


			“Thanks,” I say, glancing at the way her sleek black bob shines in the sunlight pouring through the window. I smooth my messy topknot. Maybe it wasn’t the best hairstyle choice for my first day. “It’s great to be here.”


			Her lips press together into a tight smile. She reminds me of fashion magazine dictator Miranda Priestly from The Devil Wears Prada. I’ve worked with people like her before. I’ll be fine. I’ll be fucking fabulous.


			She walks toward my desk, studying the photo of my boys. Her eyes bounce back to my face. “Neither of them got your red hair.”


			I nod, not wanting to explain that the golden hair comes from Garrett.


			“I’m in meetings all day, but if you need anything, reach out to Leah or Julie. They can answer your questions.”


			“Great, I’m waiting for IT to bring me my computer.”


			She smiles again, but this time I can tell it’s real by the way her eyes shine. Apparently, the thought of me working brings her genuine happiness.


			“Looking forward to getting you into the mix. Have a great first day.”


			After she leaves, I run a bleach wipe over my desk, back and forth, up and down, and then throw it in the trash. It’s my morning ritual, like how others drink coffee. Opening the large bottom drawer, I put my degrees from MIT and Harvard inside. I only pull them out when working with entitled male assholes who require prestigious symbols to take me seriously.


			Male assholes. Damn it. An image of Garrett overtakes me. He loved to flaunt his educational pedigree. Thirty-five years post-graduation, and his Harvard baseball cap is still the staple of his casual wardrobe. I wish I could pulverize these memories in one of those compactors that shred things into specks, but my thoughts refuse to turn to dust.


			My mind flashes to the night I met him, not long after I graduated with my PhD. I was working at a political think tank, attending an event endorsing Garrett Prescott for senator. In a blink, he swept me off my feet. The perfect man—attentive, caring, and supportive of my career. Soon I got wrapped up in the love story the press couldn’t get enough of. The newly elected senator and his brilliant love interest. I married him six months later, despite the fifteen-year age difference. I didn’t realize what I know now. The person you marry can destroy you.
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