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      For my kids: Britton, Ella, Sofia, and Niklas

      

      Sofia, you also deserve a special thank you for allowing Harmony to use your song in this book:

      

      "Everybody has a voice,

      But you just have to find it,

      It won't be in the forest,

      You have to find it deep down inside you,

      You just have to let it free to be,

      'Cause if you don't let it out,

      You'll never have a voice,

      And you need a voice to sing out,

      Voices are the best things you'll ever find,

      Yeah, 'cause everybody has a voice to find!"
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      APRIL

      April Davis used to be a catch.

      Or at least that’s what her husband used to say. But once upon a time was a long, long time and one very final divorce ago.

      A year ago. Her divorce had been finalized exactly one year to the day.

      She gulped down all the emotion from the past year like it was a soda at the 7-Eleven near the yoga studio where she taught classes on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Then, for the briefest of seconds, she honored the memory of what should have been… before refocusing on the future.

      She had to honor that now instead.

      Cell pressed to her ear in her suburban Denver kitchen, April listened as her social influencer team manager gave her last-minute updates before April left for her livestream that afternoon.

      Meanwhile, she eyed her eight-year-old daughter, Harmony, as she forced her feet into one-size-too-small bright green dressy shoes that didn’t match her orange outfit. They didn’t match at all.

      April shook her head frantically toward her daughter, gesturing at the shoes.

      Harmony was patently ignoring her mother’s attempts to get her attention. Her daughter might as well be coated with an entire pound of butter, because the worries of the world always slid right off her.

      These days, between teaching yoga, starting her new business, and wrangling her kids, April barely had time to grab a shower and comb her hair. Or clean her house. Or mow her yard. Her nonstick coating had deserted her right along with her original life plans.

      April tried to follow along with the call, but her primary concern at the moment was getting Harmony’s cooperation to wear the black patent shoes April had laid out earlier. She had already caved and approved the orange outfit, even though it didn’t match the blue the rest of the family wore.

      She pulled the phone away from her ear and put it on speaker so she could use both hands to help Harmony.

      “These squish your toes,” she whispered, keeping one ear on the phone and both eyes on her daughter.

      “They make me feel special.” Harmony raised her gaze to meet April’s with a silent resolve that April felt clearly in the depths of her bones.

      Fine, if green pinchy shoes made Harmony feel special, then what did it really matter?

      April’s teeth seemed to find her bottom lip all on their own, chewing the lipstick clean off. Which meant she’d need to reapply before she left. The mental list of things to remember as she got out the door and stepped into her future as a social media influencer was growing by the second.

      “April, you are doing fantastic.” Jack Gibson joined the call, his voice throaty and deep. All business. Just before her divorce finalized, Jack was the man who had brokered the deal that would, in theory, make her a household name. He’d arranged a guest spot on the ever-popular, live morning web show Practical Parenting. Two weeks to the appearance that would propel her to household status.

      Network morning talk shows had nothing on the audience of Practical Parenting. Or so Jack said. April had seen the statistics of their audience numbers and they were big. Massive. So she believed him.

      “Hi,” Harmony said as she skipped to the phone April had placed on the counter. “Who are you?”

      Damn. Damn. Dammit.

      Was it inappropriate to put her hand over her kid’s mouth?

      Yeah, April gritted her teeth. Inappropriate.

      “Mommy’s on a call,” she said instead, holding her finger to her lips. “Shhh.”

      “This is Jack,” Jack said, like this was an actual introduction. “Who is this?”

      “That’s Harmony,” April said, pressing her fingertip harder to her lips. “She’s getting ready for the big shopping trip.”

      “Wanna see my loose tooth?” Harmony asked, reaching into the depths of her mouth to wiggle at the molar.

      “It’s not a video call,” April said, shaking her head frantically. “He can’t see your tooth.”

      April hated live videos. Too many variables. Oh, sure, she did them. Of course she did—she had to. But she did them in the relatively controlled environment of her home after rehearsing multiple times. And, also, most of her videos were prerecorded. Life was easier that way.

      Even when it was freaking hard.

      “I’m wearing my green shoes.” Harmony climbed up on the stool to get closer to the cell.

      There was a bit of a pause.

      “Green shoes are…great,” Jack finally said, sounding excessively out of his depth.

      If he saw the dress they went with, April had a feeling he’d change that tune real quick. Jack was all about appearances.

      He went on about final touches, while April shooed Harmony toward the door.

      A success in the world of turning social influencers into celebrities, Jack’s blond-haired, blue-eyed, sun-kissed California handsome was wrapped up tight in a suit that probably cost more than her monthly mortgage. At least, that’s how his photo appeared on the company website. Still, he had a way about him that soothed frayed edges.

      She used to be that way, too, back in the before times. Before the divorce times. She used to soothe, too. Now, though, her edges stayed consistently frayed. Not even Jack could smooth them.

      So she did what her mama and her mama before her did: she faked it. Until she made it. Dear God, please let her make it. The Calm Mom: Mindful Motherhood, Simplified. Her brainchild and the vision that made her feel special. She had become a brand. A brand she’d spun out of nothing but sheer determination and the hope that someday her life would, in fact, be peaceful again. Soon.

      Soon-ish. Someday.

      Maybe starting today, with this hopefully-leads-to-more-endorsements video of her shopping excursion at Earth Foods, Denver’s premier organic grocery store chain.

      April’s company had launched only two months ago. Over twenty-thousand YouTube subscribers practiced yoga with her prerecorded videos every week. Also, she posted a biweekly meditation series that had surpassed the number of yoga followers within the first month.

      Self-sufficiency as an influencer was on the horizon.

      Take that, Kent. That’d be her ex. She’d make this work because she didn’t need him or any future spousal support.

      Back in the day, she’d made the wrong choice to put her career on hold so he could play alpha male and climb that corporate ladder. This would be her comeback. She would be her own alpha this time. Alpha, beta, omega…she could be everything.

      Harmony bounced out of the kitchen as Jack said, “Your brand is solid. Your content is spot-on. Now we shine.”

      We. As though they were a team. Which, they sort of were, given that he was the Vice President of Influencer Strategy and she was officially now an influencer. With followers and everything.

      She took him off speaker and held her phone against her ear as she lifted toddler Lola from the toy-mess she’d made on the floor and began shooing Harmony toward the garage so they could load up.

      “Rachel will meet you at the store. She’ll ensure everyone is briefed and ready to roll,” Jack’s words were smooth as honey, calming as a well-timed Savasana. “You have any problems, I’ll be right here to help.”

      “Perfect.” April gulped, stepping around a pile of Legos in the laundry room so she could slip into her own shoes, the black flats that would’ve matched Harmony’s.

      She switched the phone to her other ear as Jack-the-multitasker shuffled papers in the background and said something to someone else in his Los Angeles office she knew he rarely left.

      “I can’t ask her that,” Jack said, but clearly not to April. There was some mumbling in the background before he said, “Are they willing to pay for it?” More mumbling. Then to her: “They’re asking that you bring the dog, April. The store’s got a whole canine-food-delivery thing going to the picnic tables out front. They want to highlight it. I’m just finding out.”

      April’s pulse paused a beat. It’s okay, girl. Pick your battles. But. Uh. No. No. No. April’s geriatric basset hound, Mayonnaise—yes, that was her official name—had an unholy fear of riding in the car and a seriously unreliable bladder.

      Any outings with Mayonnaise required a solid strategy, not to mention two adults to lift her into and out of the car.

      “I…I’m sorry, Jack, but that’s not going to happen,” April said, glancing at the hefty dog. Mayonnaise chilled near the bay window overlooking the crinkled leaves dropping from the trees onto the trampoline in the backyard.

      There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Like he was waiting for her to change her mind.

      Jack rarely heard the word “no” from anyone; she was certain of that. Yet, in this case, the no remained a total necessity. Mayonnaise was not invited to the grocery store.

      “She just doesn’t do well in public,” April went on. “Maybe Rachel will let me borrow one of her dogs?”

      Rachel was April’s assistant and Jack’s sister—that’s how they’d connected. Rachel had started doing executive assistant work for April, and then she’d introduced her to Jack. Then Jack mentioned her to the CEO of his social influencer management company and things took off from there.

      Rachel also had two golden retrievers that were rambunctious, but at least they had solid bladder control.

      “Good call,” Jack said, offhandedly. “I’ll figure something out.” There was more shuffling on his end, followed by a muffled, “We need a dog for the shoot. Get Rachel on the line.”

      “I’ll have to add the new dog to the blog, podcasts, social media.” Tension infused April’s words as she spoke. No way was this going to work.

      “April.” Jack was back. Jack and his no-nonsense, make-things-happen energy. The energy that had gotten April to sign with his firm. “I solve problems; it’s what I do. I’ve got this. We’ll get through the video, then we’ll deal with the rest. One thing at a time.”

      Great. Okay, this was good. Everything’s fine.

      “I’ll be watching. Monitoring the comments,” he said, his words so smooth, they could melt the glaze clean off a doughnut—the glazed kind with chocolate frosting and little pink sprinkles. Not that April was picky about her doughnut choice.

      Except, fine, she was totally picky about her doughnut choice.

      Mostly, she had to be, because she rarely ate doughnuts. Until recently. “Recently” being a year ago when her husband—ex-husband—abandoned their family in favor of his midlife crisis skydiving instructor.

      She had learned two lessons from her divorce. One, go with your gut before you saunter down the aisle with the wrong man. Even if you’re positive you love him and he loves you. That little niggle of doubt? Trust it.

      And two, if you don’t and do it anyway, then ensure your name is on everything. Or he’ll be able to take it all with him when he walks away.

      “I’ve got this.” She kept the smile in her voice, even as her peripheral vision caught her five-year-old son, Rohan, lapping up Goldfish crackers with his tongue from the garage floor near her van.

      He did a leapfrog hop as he flicked his tongue to the nearest cracker.

      “This is going to make your career,” Jack assured. “Trust me.”

      “I’m leaving.” She averted her gaze from her frog-loving son so she could focus on Jack. “Getting the kids loaded.”

      As soon as she got the floor-cracker out of her son’s mouth. The kids shopping with her was part of the deal with the promotion she’d agreed on. A simple ditty following a peace-filled single mom as she joyfully shops for organic carrots with her well-adjusted children and pretend dog. Today’s little side gig Jack had booked for her would be enough to pay her mortgage that month and, hopefully, lead to more.

      More being the self-sufficiency she craved.

      “I’ll call you after,” Jack said like the hotshot mogul he totally was. Then he rehashed the specifics and reminders about what she needed to say, not say, do, and not do.

      Her muscles tensed at the number of his instructions. She exhaled and focused on progressively relaxing the muscles in her back. This was only a video. One video. Nothing more. She’d done videos before. Everything would be hunky-dory.

      “Ribbit,” Rohan said, his enormous eyes looking up at her.

      April turned back to him, catching him mid-tongue-flick with another cracker from the floor.

      Dammit.

      Rohan was processing his dad’s betrayal by pretending he was a frog. This had concerned her at first, but the professionals assured her he wouldn’t be an imaginary amphibian forever. He’d come around; he just needed to know he was loved and life would continue even without his jackass of a dad.

      Not that she thought about her ex often anymore. She didn’t see him in the faces of their three kids like she used to. The sparse amount of time he spent with them made this task easier.

      “April?” Jack asked. “Are you with me?”

      Crud, what had he been saying? “Yes, of course. All good.”

      Hopefully, he couldn’t tell she was only yea far from a total freak-out.

      “Questions?” he asked.

      “Nope,” she said, but didn’t move. Instead, she took the deepest, most cleansing breath possible and paused, letting her mind briefly sweep clean of all thought. “I’m ready,” she said, her voice radiating calm while inside she tried to remember if her older daughter had softball practice the next evening.

      It was Jack’s turn to pause. There was the sound of paper shuffling followed by, “I’ll stick close to my phone while they’re filming. Questions, just have Rachel call.”

      “Of course,” April replied, steeping her voice in what, she hoped like hell-o, sounded like “peace-be-with-you” and not “son of a bitch I’ve gotta figure out how to get my five-year-old to stop licking cracker crumbs off the ground.”

      “Great,” he said. But it came across more like “fantastic.” Brilliant. Wonderful.

      Breathe in Jack’s promises. Breathe out hesitation.

      “Great,” April echoed, her voice as pure and gentle as a woman who was faking it for all she was worth.

      They ended the call, and she gripped her cell in her hand. She held on to more than the phone. She latched on to the idea that there could be more to life than falling, and that made her heart-space soften and her breaths come more evenly.

      April brushed a chunk of hair from her forehead where it flopped. This was her life, and she totally had this.
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      APRIL

      April posted a quick update about the shopping excursion on Instagram, buckled her kids, reapplied her lipstick, grabbed Harmony’s black shoes—just in case she could persuade her to put them on later—gave everyone a solid once-over, and backed her Honda Odyssey minivan onto the street like the calm badass she was not.

      Instead of the relaxing mantra music she preferred, Lola insisted on “Baby Shark” for the bajillionth time. Do-do-do-do played through the van as she willed any residual stress to slide away on the drive. “Baby Shark” was ineffective for relaxation, and when she parked at Earth Foods, her chakras were still out of whack.

      “Hey.” Rachel met her at the grocery store entrance. “We. Are. Ready. For. You!” She punctuated each word like it was its own sentence.

      “Great.” With Lola on her hip and Harmony’s shoes dangling from her fingertips, April gripped Rohan’s hand while Harmony skipped along beside them in her bare feet. Harmony had ditched the shoes halfway to the store and stubbornly refused to put them back on. They hurt her feet now. She also refused the black shoes April had brought, too. “Do you need to go potty?” April asked, adjusting Lola on her hip. “Once we get started, we can’t stop for the bathroom.”

      “No potty.” Lola popped her thumb in her mouth.

      April did the quick math in her head—the metrics of when Lola had last gone to the bathroom, how much she’d had to drink since, and the time the shopping trip would take.

      All of it aligned with Lola’s assertion that she didn’t need to go. And yes, they were good.

      “The dog will be here in a bit,” Rachel said, directing April to the coffee aisle where they’d begin filming. “We’re going to do that part first.”

      April grunted, adjusting the toddler, as a trickle of sweat traced the line of her bra along her spine. The blue dress with little yellow flowers did nothing to absorb the moisture.

      That, right there, was why she usually wore yoga pants and a stretchy moisture-wicking top. It helped that she was a yoga instructor, so the yoga pants weren’t quite so cliché. Though, let’s be honest, even if she were a cliché, she’d still go for yoga pants. Motherhood required breathable fabric. Fact of life. Fact of motherhood.

      “Let’s maybe not have the kids there for that?” April suggested.

      “But I like dogs.” Harmony frowned, pressed her little knuckles into her hips like a mini-diva in the making.

      “Puppy!” Lola shrieked way too loudly for April’s eardrum health.

      Rohan glanced up to his mom, tilted his head to the side, and said, “Ribbit.”

      She was 99 percent certain that one meant that he wanted to be with the dog, too. Ugh.

      Rachel turned, frowned, and gestured toward April’s chest. “There seems to be a…” Rachel raised her eyebrows.

      April glanced down.

      “There’s a goldfish on your boob,” Rachel said matter-of-factly, like it was the time of day.

      Crap. April handed off Rohan to her friend and pawed at her chest.

      Rachel brushed at April’s temple. “How the hell did you get a cracker in your hair, too?”

      Kids. That’s how.

      April brushed at that spot, as well. “Good now?”

      Rachel shook her head but smiled. “You’re good.”

      I’m good. We’re good. It’s all good.

      She squared her shoulders, hoping no additional crackers adhered to any part of her body, and introduced herself to the camera guy while Rachel convinced Harmony to put the damn black shoes on her feet.

      Then they went live on social media. Starting with the dog.

      Nothing went sideways. Everyone behaved. Even Pete, one of Rachel’s golden retrievers.

      Though April was careful not to actually say he was her dog. She just implied. Which only put her on the fringes of a lie, right?

      She’d take it because she… Well, she had to. The trip going so well was, frankly, an Earth Foods miracle. The miracle she needed. Rohan was happy to sit next to his toddler sister in the red and yellow little-kid plastic car attached in front of the normal cart. These things were fun for the kids, but a total bitch to maneuver.

      The dog safely outside, April was breathing much easier, answering the camera dude’s questions, relishing the ease of the filming. This wasn’t so bad. Not bad at all. Maybe she should plan more outside-the-home videos.

      She selected a bag of coffee beans—pre-ground—and set it in the cart. Next stop, frozen foods.

      That’s when she made her first mistake. Things were going well, and she got cocky. Sure, she’d almost made it out of the aisle, but the cart got too close to the shelves, and Rohan ran his hand outside the plastic vehicle, pulling a whole slew of coffee cans onto the floor. The Illy whole-bean kind that came fresh roasted from Italy. Not that the coffee brand had anything to do with anything in the moment, but it was what she noticed as the excessive crash ricocheted through her brain…and the store. April stared at the mess scattered all over the aisle. She swallowed. Hard. “I’m just going to clean this up.” She glanced at her daughter. “Harmony, why don’t you tell the people on the internet a story? Like you do at school?” She looked at the camera. “Harmony tells the best stories.”

      She’d even won a contest once with her butterfly story: an inspirational short about a butterfly with a broken wing.

      Harmony took a deep breath. Looked into the camera and said, “Mom buys the blue kind because the yellow bag is what my goddamned dad used to buy.”

      Harmony delivered this gem with a full-on cheerleader smile for the camera.

      This was not the butterfly story.

      April’s entire body stilled. Straight-up, she stopped functioning as a human being in that moment. She was pretty sure her blood wasn’t even pumping right then.

      “Harmony, why would you say that?” April asked, pausing her cleanup to kneel at her daughter’s level, while trying to keep her cheeks from flushing as red as the car cart. She was pretty sure she failed. “We don’t say things like that. That’s a grown-up word.” April gave a look to the guy filming her like whatcha gonna do? And pulled a yeesh face into the camera.

      “That’s what Grammy calls him.” Harmony lifted a shoulder. She looked straight into the lens again. “Mommy calls him ‘that cheating asshole.’”

      April’s lips parted and her cheeks went numb.

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      Given that April thought her children didn’t hear her when she talked to her friends on the phone about her ex, she should be absolved for the things she said in private. Her mouth went dry. This was how it ended. She would die of embarrassment on the floor of Earth Foods on Hampden Avenue.

      She opened her mouth to explain—and maybe steal the camera and run far, far away, when Rohan wriggled out of the cart, belt still semi-attached. Somehow he hippity-hopped right out of it and lunged at a fly that had landed on one silver can of coffee.

      He flicked his tongue at the can, tilted his head to the side, and said, “Ribbit.”

      There was something seriously wrong with that fly’s reflexes, because Rohan got it.

      “Oh my God,” April screeched, crawling closer to her son. Okay, this wasn’t happening. She forbade it. And, since she was April, she hardly forbade anything. Going with the flow of life was literally her thing.

      Harmony spoke again. “Mom also says⁠—”

      “Harmony!” April shouted as she dug the bug from her son’s mouth with her index finger. “Play the stop-talking game.”

      Please, please, please make it stop.

      For the first time since they’d arrived, Harmony took her cue and pressed her lips together.

      Pete took that moment to sprint down the aisle toward them. “Grab him!” Rachel yelled, missing the leash trailing behind. Pete was on the move. Where to? April didn’t know. Didn’t really care, either.

      Rachel’s husband, Travis, slid around the corner into their aisle, stopping abruptly at the scene smeared out before him.

      “Whose dog is this?” One of the supermarket attendants shouted from an aisle over.

      “I’m coming,” April yelled. “I’ll be right there.” She heaved a breath, blowing it out through her lips. “To get…our dog.”

      Could the floor open up now and just swallow her?

      “He’s not our dog,” Harmony not-so-helpfully corrected.

      No, he wasn’t, but April used the word “our” in the communal sense. That was a thing, wasn’t it?

      “Unless we’re going to bring him home?” Harmony’s eyes lit right the hell-o up. “I want another dog. Can we take him home?”

      “Oh my God.” April’s whole face, throat, chest, everything went numb. She couldn’t look into the camera. Surely they’d turned off the camera by now?

      “Mom?” Harmony asked, cautious as a child recognizing her mother was about to lose her shit.

      April did the in-for-five-seconds, out-for-four breathing thing that usually worked when she was about to lose her mind. It didn’t work this time.

      “Yeah, baby?” she asked, the words breathier than normal with a subtle sprinkle of hysteria.

      She really shouldn’t have asked.

      “I think Lola peed,” Harmony said.

      April glanced to the little-kid car thing with the two steering wheels, and two squeaker horns, and… the puddle of urine her daughter was soaked in.

      Oh dear God.

      “Please tell me you stopped filming,” April said, low with a dose of wobble.

      “You’re still live,” the camera guy said, monotone, like this was just another day at the office for him.

      Oh. Oh. Hell-o.

      It’s okay. It’s okay. This was fine. She could recover. She’d come back from worse. Hadn’t she?

      “It’s really okay,” April said, looking straight into the camera. “I mean, I’ve been through so much worse than this. I’m getting through it.” She needed to remove that pitchy quality from her voice.

      Rohan ribbited in apparent solidarity.

      Rachel managed to single-handedly whisk the kids away. Thank goodness. April wasn’t sure precisely where they went, but Rachel would make sure they were safe. Probably somewhere with Pete the dog.

      “I’m getting through it,” she said again. Maybe to herself? Maybe to the camera guy? Maybe to anyone watching the live feed. “My son presently thinks he’s a frog. But I’m right there with him, helping him through it.” She paused. Only briefly. “But you know what? He’s got the right idea. I want to be a frog.” She looked around and shouted, “Where’s my fairy godmother so I can be a fuc—reaking frog!”

      Rachel had apparently dumped the kids somewhere, because she was now kneeling next to April.

      “Okay.” She wrapped her arm around April. “We’re going to turn off the video now.” She gave a look to the camera guy. “Now.” Nothing happened. “I said, now,” she used her mom voice. The one April knew so well because she used it, too.

      “No, you know what?” April said, waving her hands in front of the camera. “Let ’em film. I mean, what’s the worst that could happen? My husband leaves our family for someone else? A younger, even more cliché someone else? Oh wait, that happened. I didn’t matter to him. My feelings didn’t matter.” Her chest heaved with each passing second. “Or maybe I’ll have to borrow a dog because mine is so old she can’t get stressed out? Yup. Did that. Because things have to march on, right?” Her blood pressure totally spiked. “Oh. Or we could potty train for four months and literally go backward with our progress? That already happened, too.”

      April now knew what it was like to have her blood pressure get so high, she saw spots. That wasn’t a good thing. Spots in vision were a very bad thing.

      “Do you know what I learned when I googled the crap out of how to get your kid to use the potty?” She waited. For what? She didn’t know. Probably the sarcasm to finish dripping from her words. “I learned that urine is sterile. All this urine.” She waved to the puddle. “Totally sterile. Did you know that urine is sterile?”

      “Sweetie, stop.” Rachel turned April’s face so they were eye to eye. She shook her head. “Stop.”

      Like a rubber band snapping back, April was done with this out-of-body-whatever that had happened. And, oh dear, she really did wish she could be a frog.

      In that moment, the grocery store floor still did not open up and swallow her whole.

      No, she just kept falling.
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      JACK

      Jack froze in place at his desk in his corner office of a Los Angeles high-rise, his eyes soldered to the monitor where April’s fledgling career was mid-implosion. His mouth hung open and his pen dangled between his index finger and thumb. He noted all of this with utter clarity, even as the numb that started at the center of his face spread throughout.

      Automatically, he turned his gaze to the comment feed he’d been monitoring. The comments were now coming so quickly, he couldn’t keep up.

      This is calm?

      Well, she’s doing her best. This is her best?

      For someone who says to stop and take a breath, she’s not exactly doing it.

      The dog isn’t even hers? What the hell? Don’t lie about pets. Are the kids her kids? I bet she lied about them too.

      One-click unfollow.

      He’d bet his left nut this was the calm before the storm. These comments would move straight into vitriol territory.

      There was no way that April could recover from this without some serious crisis management.

      Fuuuck, she was sopping up sterile urine with napkins on the sponsored live feed. He ran a palm over his face, a headache definitely gaining traction behind his eye sockets.

      Points in her favor, though, April was very thorough with her cleanup on Aisle Two. Somehow, and he wasn’t sure how she did this, she made sopping up pee sort of charming.

      Unless he was the sponsor. The sponsor wouldn’t be finding any of this charming.

      And that company paid the bills.

      He shook his head. Their opinion was the one that mattered.

      This shopping trip needed to be very much over. How was it not already over?

      His muscles finally willing to move, Jack pushed the button on his phone—the one that called the marketing manager. “Why is this shopping trip still happening?” he asked, his blood pressure kicking against the walls of his arteries. “Kill the feed.”

      The situation had definitely become a situation. “Manually, if we have to,” he shouted.

      The manager said something in reply, but he didn’t hear a word. What with all the blood rushing in his skull.

      When he’d signed April right before her divorce, she’d been the epitome of tranquility. Perfection for what they’d planned together.

      That was not now.

      Her calm veneer had completely cracked. Confidence in herself gone. Because this, this right here? This was not part of his plan for her. Their plan for her.

      The stressed pink hue of her skin surged to red as she held the wet napkins, totally unsure of what to do with them. Yeah, he had no clue, either. The muscles in his lower back spasmed.

      “Cut the camera!” he said to no one because he was alone in his office when he should’ve been in Denver. Jack should’ve flown to Colorado. He’d had a hunch after their last call that she was on the precipice of crumbling. It was in the little ways she seemed distracted. The uncertainty of her latest string of mom meditations.

      He should’ve dropped everything and flown his ass to Colorado when he first noticed the drop in her self-assurance.

      The feed finally—thank hell finally—stopped streaming.

      But he’d done this gig long enough to know the damage had only begun. His mind started running scenarios. Options for fixing. A mash-up of solutions duking it out in his psyche. Because here was the thing: Jack’s life revolved around the angle. The spin. Making things look the way he wanted—or needed—them to appear.

      He was a modern-day magician for the digital age and was the best at what he did. And he fucking loved it.

      He, however, was coming up blank on how to spin “urine is sterile.”

      A full headache brewed like a pot of break-room coffee.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      “You. My house. Dinner. Tomorrow,” Jack’s best friend and boss, Ben, gave a delayed two-knuckled knock at the side of Jack’s office door.

      Jack’s office was on the twentieth floor, overlooking the city, with two walls of glass. One wall separated him from the office of the executive next to him. And the other, with the door, faced a bullpen of cubicles for the rest of the support staff.

      Jack peeled his focus from the now-blank computer monitor. From the remnants of the excursion that had gone totally and utterly sideways. He ignored Ben for the two seconds it took to punch the button on his phone again. “I need to be in Denver yesterday,” he said to his assistant. “Get me as close to April’s place as you can find—I’m talking within walking distance. I need to be close.”

      Close enough to fix this.

      His assistant gave an acknowledgment and quickly clicked off the call.

      “You’re running to Denver because you don’t want to have dinner with us?” Ben asked, feigning hurt and with clearly no concept of what had just happened. “Little extreme, my friend.”

      Jack was already standing and grabbing his suit jacket. “We both know this dinner invitation isn’t about me.”

      Ben’s wife had been trying to set Jack up with her friends for forever, while Jack did his very best to dodge her fix-up attempts. Though he’d never hopped states before. But the timing of this trip just worked out.

      With dating, he was definitely more of a casual guy, reserving his serious streak for work. Even if it drove his best friend’s wife to throw lots of dinner parties he didn’t ask for. Jack and Ben met during what Ben’s wife Sarah called their oat-sowing days. That descriptor might take it a tad too far, given that Ben had no oats to sow. He had Sarah. Even early on, she was his everything. Still, he’d rooted Jack on while Jack sowed his.

      They’d had a fuckuva lot of fun during those days.

      Well, mostly Jack had the fun. But he was good with that.

      Jack’s feelings about Sarah’s friends had never shifted. They were decidedly…bland. The feelings, not the women. The women were fine. To be honest, the previous dinners and coffees and lunches and beach dates and gerbil-house-sitting-accidental-double-bookings that Sarah set up for him were all with very nice women. But they were all women looking for a future he was not interested in providing.

      “Sarah has a friend coming…maybe,” Ben said, all noncommittal. Jack called bullshit. Ben’s eyes roamed to the left the barest of inches when he said, maybe.

      Which meant he was lying.

      “Will this friend be bringing her husband?” Jack shoved everything he’d need for a virtual office into his travel satchel. Why he was continuing to bait Ben, he didn’t really know. He wouldn’t be in town anyway.

      “Husband?” Ben scoffed. “Come on, man, you know Sarah better than that. Would she invite you over if the woman who may or may not attend was hitched?”

      Ben was six feet six, built, and bald, with dark brown skin. He was the smartest man Jack had ever met. The brains behind the company. He’d seen the need for influencer management long before anyone else. And also, he had the brilliant idea to put Jack in charge of selecting talent and making them shine.

      “I’m good finding my own hookups.” Jack pursed his lips.

      He just would be too busy to even consider it. He paused, mentally calculating how many days he’d need to fix this situation with April.

      Ben sauntered farther into the office. “Ah, but my wife wants you to have more than a tryst. She wants you to have what I have.”

      “Your wife should focus on telling you what to do, not me.” Jack said it, but they both knew he didn’t mean it. Jack adored Sarah and, like Ben, would do anything to make her happy.

      Except take up with one of her friends.

      Ben married his high school sweetheart, and they currently lived their happily ever after in a house near Pasadena with two kids and a gerbil. He left every day by five and didn’t work weekends. That’s why he had Jack. Because Jack did not mind working weekends. Jack was good with what he had in his life. His track record was spotless. He’d never failed in business—and that was enough. He didn’t need a love story like Ben’s.

      If he were to want to meet a woman for anything remotely longer than a weekend—and he didn’t think he’d ever be in that mindset—he’d like a woman like April. The way her voice always sounded like she cared. The way she didn’t get too worked up about anything. Usually radiated calm confidence.

      “Your wife is a troublemaker,” Jack muttered, grabbing the files of a nearly washed-up celebrity chef account he’d brought in recently. The chef would not be washed up when Jack was through with him.

      A tickle of an idea about the chef and April and using them both to benefit each other formed. A kid cookbook. Chef Ethan had a kid, didn’t he? Yeah, he was pretty sure Ethan had a kid.

      He’d focus on that later. Later, when he was in-flight with time to spare.

      Not when he was on a mad dash out of the office with Ben’s wife trying to set him up the whole way.

      He sighed. Eventually, Sarah would get the message that he wasn’t interested in any of her long-term entanglements. Wasn’t interested in anything that shifted his focus away from what mattered: this gig of his.

      His first love. His only love.

      “Nosy is her way. Seeing you married with four kids is her dream.” Ben dropped to a chair across from Jack’s desk.

      “You don’t even have four kids,” Jack muttered with a shiver. Four kids was a lot of kids.

      “Yet.” Ben grinned a cat’s-got-his-cream grin that made Jack want to gag.

      “No kids for me.” And fucking four of them? Not ever. “You know what my favorite thing about your kids is?”

      “I bet you’re going to tell me.”

      “That they’re not mine.” Bah dum bum. Jack shook his head and grabbed his travel bag.

      “Wait, so are you seriously taking off?” Ben asked, standing and coming to the side of the desk to take a peek at Jack’s computer monitor.

      “Yeah. Problem. Fixing it.” Jack shoved his cell into the outside pocket of his bag.

      “The calm lady?” Ben asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Huh.” Ben was tracking Jack as he buzzed around the office like a semi-frantic bee around a puddle of—you know what. He didn’t need to finish that thought. With any other boss, it would’ve stressed Jack out, but Ben wasn’t a normal employer. Mostly because he trusted his staff. Well, he trusted Jack. “How are you gonna fix it?”

      That was the question of the hour, wasn’t it? “Someone hit the delete button on her self-confidence. I’m going to help her find her way back there with some aggressive calm.”

      Jack paced to the window, took a long look at Los Angeles. Hoping it’d do that grounding thing April always went on about on her feeds. All he could see was napkins drenched in urine.

      No taking this back. It was out there. They either had to work with it or bury the hell out of it.

      Burying it was the best option. Because…control. This was going to be about control.

      Show April the path back to tranquility and control—that’s what he’d do.

      “How big is the mess?” Ben asked, his voice pitching to the realm of boss instead of friend.

      Jack would say about a Costco-size package of napkins worth of disaster. He turned to his boss, because that’s who Ben was in this situation. Ben got it with that look. Clearly, he knew a plan was percolating.

      And that Jack needed to be in Denver two hours ago.

      “It’s a big mess.” Jack nodded. “But lucky for you, messes are my specialty.”
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      APRIL

      Funny thing about viral videos. The whole viral spreading thing happens super fast.

      Which made sense if April were to stop and think about it. Unfortunately, during the spread, there was no time for mindful thinking. No time for any thinking at all.

      Especially once Betsy Kelly—the self-appointed Queen of Mommy Land—got her hands on it. She’d already dissected the video and April’s parenting on her blog. Her extremely popular mommy blog.

      Yup. One second, April was sopping up a pee puddle with organic napkins while formulating a plan to discuss appropriate word choices with Harmony.

      The next? Boom. Internet sensation. Thank you, Betsy.

      It turned out, a second grader cussing while her frazzled, supposed-to-be-calm mom cleans up coffee cans, body waste, and loses her shit is pure parent-fail fodder for the internet masses following Betsy’s blog.

      April groaned internally.

      Becoming an internet sensation for all the wrong reasons was not a good thing when she’d been carefully curating her online persona with Jack’s team in preparation for the great big Practical Parenting episode.

      Jack.

      She’d have to check in with Jack. She didn’t want to check in with Jack.

      So, like a toddler, she’d avoided her phone, metaphorically putting her fingers in her ears and singing la-la-la.

      Way to be a grown-up, April. But the idea of Jack made her teeth hurt.

      She’d call him later. After she got home, gave her kids cold cereal for a snack, sent them out to play in the autumn leaves, and collapsed onto her laundry-strewn sofa in a mess of what-happens-next?

      She’d been asking herself that a lot over the past year. Her marriage with Kent had been so…solid. Until it wasn’t. And when it wasn’t, oh boy, it wasn’t.

      Thankfully, she had good friends. Lots of excellent friends. So she got home, got the kids settled. Then Rachel came by with her boys for an April check-in. Not as an assistant, but just as Rachel.

      Now the kids were all playing in the backyard leaf piles. April didn’t really mind that, since the kids kept raking them back together after each decimation.

      April eyed her phone for a quick social media check-in. This wasn’t just time to face the music, it was time to face the entire symphony. Sift through the rubble of this mess now. See what toll this would take on her influencer score card. Finally, call Jack.

      She reached for the phone, flicked it on.

      The dinging started immediately. Texts, direct messages, e-mails…everything.

      “Nope.” Rachel grabbed the phone, sliding it from April’s grip and tucking it into her bra. In her bra. Still dinging. Still chiming. But now in Rachel’s bra.

      April began an internal debate about how badly she wanted the phone.

      Rachel gave her a look like she knew exactly what April was thinking. Then she crossed her arms over her chest to prevent April from going for the iPhone.

      “I can’t believe you just did that.” April fell back against the pile of clean laundry she’d dumped on the sofa cushions with every intention of folding. Last week. Okay yes, this was last week’s laundry, but she’d started it when Lola had needed a snack. Harmony had needed a snuggle. Mayonnaise had needed letting out.

      So the laundry remained.

      She closed her eyes. Breathe in peace. Breathe out pressure. “Don’t look. That’s why you have me. I’m watching, so you don’t have to.” Rachel held up her own cell. Sure enough, she was monitoring the video comments. And hoo boy, were they scrolling quickly.

      April’s phone still went banana pants in Rachel’s bra until Rachel reached in and flicked it to silent.

      “You said it wasn’t that bad,” April pointed out. She curled up in the fetal position with a pair of her favorite yoga pants.

      “I lied.” Rachel made a yeesh expression that April felt in her soul.

      “Then the truth.” April scrubbed the palms of her hands over her eyes, sitting up. “How bad is this?”

      “Okay.” Rachel spread her arms wide. “You know how we all pooled our money to send penis confetti cannons to Kent’s condo?”

      He’d found out it was them and was wicked pissed. He even sicced his attorneys on April. Lucky for her, his parents found that situation hilarious, and they’d paid her attorney to, and she was quoting, “make it go away.”

      Also, even luckier for her, there wasn’t anything illegal about penis-shaped confetti.

      “I recall that,” April said cautiously.

      “You remember how angry he was?” Rachel asked. “The way we all panicked?”

      Oh yeah, April remembered. She definitely recalled the way she hadn’t been able to sleep for days. She nodded.

      Rachel’s face fell. “This is worse than that.”

      April’s fragile hold on control started to fail.

      “Are we past twenty thousand views?” April asked, cringing inside. Usually, she had to work her ass off to get to that kind of number with her soothing meditation video series.

      Rachel didn’t even have to look at her phone. “You passed that a while ago.”

      April shivered. The whole viral experience made her skin crawl. Which was pretty standard for any kind of virus, really. Still, April’s heart fell to her knees, and she immediately stopped asking for updates because there was no way she’d be able to keep any sort of tranquility with those kinds of stats. Each view was another nail in the coffin of her career.

      Another reason for Kent to have to continue helping her out. More proof that she’d failed, again.

      “How do I even keep going with this?” she whispered. The whisper wasn’t at her normal volume because she was just now realizing that she couldn’t put herself through another round of live video. Definitely not on the biggest parenting web show out there. No more live anything for her.

      Definitely not this kind of live…the kind that messed everything up for those involved.

      “We all have times when we’re embarrassed,” Rachel assured, rubbing April’s arm. “It’s part of the human experience.”

      Easy for her to say. She wasn’t the wild-eyed, not-so-calm influencer trending on YouTube.

      “My kid’s pee is all over the internet,” April moaned. Did anyone understand how hard it was to meditate when her life was self-destructing?

      “Yes, I know. And you know you didn’t have to clean it all by yourself,” Rachel murmured, her lips against the edge of her wineglass. She still seemed a touch perturbed that April had insisted on cleaning it up alone. But while Rachel may have technically been hired as April’s executive assistant, her job description said nothing about bodily fluids. Whereas April’s job, as the child’s mother, did.

      “You weren’t there as my friend, you were there as a professional.” That was April’s stance, and she stood by it.

      “Couldn’t I be there as both?” Rachel asked, tilting her head to the side.

      April slid her gaze out the picture window to the backyard. The kids had combined all the piles into one giant leaf mountain and were diving right in.

      Except…Rohan. Rohan sat to the side, flicking his tongue against a leaf.

      April’s throat clogged. She needed to deal with that, too. There was always so much to deal with. None of it simple.

      “Trust me when I say that accepting help when it’s offered is a good thing,” Rachel said.

      Yes, theoretically, she understood this. But that moment at the store hadn’t been theoretical, and she didn’t want someone else to clean up her mess.

      “My mess. My job.” April closed her eyes. Kent used to be such a great partner with the kids. Until that something in him cracked, and he decided he didn’t want to do it anymore.

      At all.

      Not even every other weekend. Taking them out for dinner twice a week hardly counted as partnership. Kent didn’t do things halfway, so he didn’t only have a midlife crisis. No, he pulled them all through his midlife catastrophe with him. Moved out. Got a damn condo and a girlfriend. Shattered little hearts. Well and truly broke the family they’d built side by side, leaving April alone to dig through the rubble and rebuild all by herself.

      While he came out on the other side, the rest of them were still in the middle of the wreckage.

      Still finding their way out.

      This chance at being an influencer had been her golden ticket. A golden ticket she’d worked so hard to earn. Spent hours building. Hours she hadn’t spent with her kids. Hours she hadn’t visited with her friends. Hours and hours of time… wasted.

      Like her marriage.

      “You should know, the pee isn’t the part trending. It’s the ‘goddamned dad’ part.” Rachel scrolled through her cell. “And your expression when she said it. And…after she said it.”

      “How bad do you think this will be for me?” April asked no one in particular, but everyone all the same. “On a scale of Justin Timberlake to Justin Theroux?”

      “I’d say we’re a solid Bieber,” Rachel said with a hefty dose of remorse. “Still volatile, but it’ll probably be okay.”

      Probably be okay. This was what April’s professional life had come to. To be honest, her personal life wasn’t much better.

      She closed her eyes and wished she could teleport back to when she’d originally signed the deal with Jack’s company, before Kent left. When she’d still had hope. Still felt a sense of calm in her life.

      Rachel poured another stream of wine into April’s glass. “Everything will blow over. This really could happen to anybody. A lot of the comments say so.”

      That was very much not true. April’s crumbs of hope were disappearing. She shook her head.

      “This wouldn’t happen to you,” she said, sipping the liquid balm in her wineglass.

      Nuh-uh. This would never have happened to Rachel, because Rachel wouldn’t have allowed it. Rachel had systems. She did her job with precision. Even now, when her blond hair fell over her shoulders in messy waves, it might have officially been messy, but it looked like it was supposed to be exactly as it fell. Messy chic. Even her creamy skin had just enough makeup to look like she tried without screaming I tried!

      Yes, April wanted to believe her. Really, she did. But the bottom just kept dropping out of her world. Look, April wasn’t one to wallow, but enough was e-freaking-nough.

      She needed to take her own advice and think of something good that had happened in her life. Just one thing. One little thing.

      The kitchen door opened and she glanced up.

      Her best friend and neighbor, Simone, peeked inside. “Is it safe to come in?”

      “Did you bring doughnuts?” April asked.

      “It’s like you don’t even know me.” Simone sauntered through the door, her hips swishing, dropping a box of doughnuts on the table. “Of course I brought doughnuts. Pink sprinkles and all. Has Kitty shown up with the rum yet?”

      Kitty, her other neighbor, was surprisingly absent. April sort of figured she’d be on the front porch waiting for her after the implosion. Because even with a serious aversion to boundaries, Kitty was always very neighborly when life rained lemons. In truth, she was always neighborly. Sometimes she took her responsibilities as the neighborhood busybody a bit too seriously.

      April eyed Simone. Simone and her wife, Yelena, moving in next door was definitely a good thing. They’d scooted right into her life and became family. Their friendship was a very good thing.

      Some might even call it a calming thing.

      Case in point? Simone had doughnuts and a soft smile that made April believe, for a moment, that it’d all be okay.

      Simone was an artist—she weaved baskets and sold them for obnoxious amounts of cash. Yelena was a pediatrician. They had two kids who spent as much time at April’s as they did at home, which was fine because April’s kids were becoming free-rangers, too, spending an abundance of time next door.

      “Did you see it?” April asked, already knowing the answer. Of course Simone had watched.

      She gave a subtle head nod.

      “But you looked beautiful, and not all the comments were bad…”

      Damn. Even Simone thought it was a lost cause. “Simone,” April said, pinning her friend with her name. She didn’t want to ask, but she had to. “Am I going to come back from this?”

      Simone wouldn’t sugarcoat things. She was a pull-the-bandage-off kind of friend. She was that kind of mom, too.

      She didn’t meet April’s eyes, though, just looked everywhere but at April. She always met April’s eyes. That was her thing. Perhaps she was a nonconformist with her free-range parenting choices, but she was a straight shooter with everything else.

      “You can move past anything,” Simone dodged. “Hard things happen, but they don’t have to break us.” Okay, so apparently she was ready to go into the greeting-card-writing business. “Though sometimes things aren’t salvageable.”

      Right. So, uh, yeah. That was not going on a greeting card.

      “It doesn’t mean that you’re not The Calm Mom,” Simone continued. “It just means that, perhaps, you need to rethink what your brand means.”

      Um. No.

      April and Jack’s team had spent an obscene amount of time working out her angle. Who she was. Her mission.

      She couldn’t just rethink what that meant because of one stumbling block.

      No, she had to figure out a way to get back on track. Preferably before she talked to Jack. See? Not reaching out to him was a good thing. It gave her time to regroup.

      She let her eyelids fall closed, pulled a bucketful of oxygen into her lungs. Held it. Then released.

      Her blood pressure was still way too high.

      Dammit. This wasn’t working. Inner peace was as far away as California at the moment.

      She peeled open her eyes.

      Simone and Rachel both stared at her like this time it might actually be her who imploded and not her marriage, her finances, or her grip on tranquility.

      “You said Jack fixes things, right?” Simone asked.

      “Yes,” Rachel replied, but she didn’t say the word with confidence.

      “Call Jack. Let him fix it,” Simone said this like it was already a done deal.

      Uh… “Shouldn’t I at least try to fix it myself?”

      “You’re past that, sweetie,” Simone said, her eyes kind as could be, even if her declarations were a teensy bit harsh.

      “I tried to call Jack,” Rachel said. “He isn’t exactly responding.”

      April’s pulse seemed to stop beating. Say what? “Jack always responds.”

      April sat a little taller.

      Rachel’s gaze was filled with pity. “Not this time.”

      April didn’t care for the pity or the answer. “But he’s your brother.”

      “And?”

      April rolled her shoulders back, but it did nothing for the knots tying themselves there. “That means he should respond.”

      “Jack gets busy.” Rachel thought on that. “He’s a great brother who gets overly caught up in his work. But he’s got good intentions. And he’s always sending me and the boys awesome treats from L.A.”

      “If you give me my phone, I’ll call him,” April said.

      Simone shook her head. “Call from Rachel’s phone. Your cell probably isn’t the best idea for you, right now.”

      April firmed her posture further. “I have to handle whatever is coming at me. I’ve just got to dive on in.”

      Rachel studied April, giving her a long look before finally extracting the cell from her bra. She handed it over—reluctantly. April turned on her phone and immediately went to her contacts list, even as the thing beeped and buzzed and practically smoked with incoming messages.

      Then she paused.

      Oh. Oh goodness. No.

      Jack had sent her a message. Several messages, in fact.

      Her mouth went dry and her heartbeat seemed to get slow and fast at the same time.

      Perhaps she couldn’t handle what was coming at her.

      “April.” Simone stood and moved to her.

      “What’s going on?”

      April held up the screen, Jack’s message burned there. “He’s coming.”

      “Who?” Rachel asked, pulling the cell from April’s hand.

      April hated this part of any catastrophe. The part after things settled when she actually had to feel the things without the benefit of an in-the-chaos adrenaline hit.

      “Jack.” April let the phone go. “He’s coming here.”
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