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      “Payton! Alexa! Are you girls awake yet?” I call up the stairs to my daughters, who have been suspiciously quiet. Before I hear an answer, the oven timer dings and I rush over to pull the muffins out so they don’t burn.

      With oven mitt in hand, I set the pan on the stovetop and turn off the oven temperature so that the clock now shows 6:34 a.m. I’ve only been up for an hour and a half and I feel like I’ve done a full day’s worth of work already.

      My eyes glance over to the pile of dishes in the sink from this morning’s baking and I decide to tackle it later. Right now, I need to get the girls up before we’re all late.

      Back at the base of the stairs, I’m about to call up to the girls again when I see them bounding down in sweatpants and hoodies, both of them with their hair up in a messy bun on top of their heads.

      I stand with my hands on my hips, horrified. “Oh, no you don’t! You both look like you just rolled out of bed! You are not going to school looking like that!”

      “That’s because we did just roll out of bed,” Payton says.

      I cross my arms. “And is this how you want to present yourself to the world? You know, it’s a reflection on the whole family, as well.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, and we wouldn’t want to ruin that image.”

      “Payton Elizabeth, you’re eighteen years old,” I start. “You’re going to college next year and will have the freedom to do whatever it is you want to do then, and you know what? I bet you decide that looking nice when you go out in public isn’t so bad! Until then, would it kill you to put on an actual shirt and at least some jeans? And why don’t you run a brush through that hair?” I look over at my youngest daughter. “And the same goes for you, Alexa. You might be a year behind Payton, but you’re both certainly old enough to take some pride in your appearance.”

      Alexa looks bored at my scolding. “Is this going to be a thing today?”

      “Yeah, is this going to make us late?” Payton adds.

      “Not if you march your butts upstairs now and come down looking like you’re ready to walk out that door,” I tell them. “We’re leaving at seven-fifteen.” Without waiting for another response, I turn back to the kitchen to pull the muffins out of the pan.

      I know in the grand scheme of things, the way the girls dress as teenagers is irrelevant, but at the same time, what I tell them is true: it is a reflection on the whole family. And some days, I feel like I’m barely keeping the family together.
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      After dropping the girls off at school—dressed to my standards, much to their annoyance—I head straight for the food drive I volunteer at every year. In fact, for the last five years, I’ve been the one running the whole thing, from organizing to contacting grocery stores for donations to soliciting volunteers to actually serving and cleaning. Every December is booked by the food drive.

      And I love it.

      Not only am I helping the community, but it makes me feel good that I can help out with those who need meals, especially around the holidays. The biggest portion of the drive is offering food to those who need it in the middle of the day, but we also provide packaged meals for working families who struggle to put food on the table in addition to making Christmas happen for their children, as well as delivering food to those who have a hard time leaving their homes. Nothing feels like Christmas more than helping out when I can.

      “These baked goods look delicious, Daisy,” Pam tells me as she scoops out another bowl of chili for one of the diners.

      “I only made the cinnamon muffins,” I tell her. “Bethany made the chocolate chip cookies and Maria made the pumpkin pie.”

      “Yeah, but it was your idea to sell them to help benefit the food drive,” Pam says.

      I shrug. “We have to have some way to offer donations.”

      “People have offered to just give us money,” Pam points out.

      I make a face as I set another roll on another paper plate. “I know, but I feel better providing them something for their donation.”

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night,” Pam says.

      Bethany pops her head out of the kitchen door and calls for me. A crisis needs to be managed. Before I know it, I’m swept up in the mix. Serving plates, talking to people, washing dishes, whatever needs to be done.

      By one o’clock, the line at the food drive has almost completely dropped off. I’ve already cleaned up the kitchen and wiped down the tables and put the leftover food in to-go containers, along with a list of people who could use the help. I load up two meals into bags and set them on one of the folding tables as I pull on my coat.

      “I’m heading out,” I announce. “I need to drop off these meals and then I have a few errands to run. See you tomorrow!”

      “See you tomorrow!” Pam calls to me.

      With a bag in each hand, I head out into the snow and step carefully across the parking lot to my car. I set the bags on the floor of the passenger side and get behind the wheel.

      Within minutes, I’m maneuvering through the streets of Batavia until I finally stop at the first house. It’s for Denise Heraldson. Her husband passed away in February and her health has significantly declined since then. With her kids living out of state, she relies on her neighbors and friends to help her get along.

      I ring the bell and smile widely when, after several minutes, she answers the door.

      “Fresh from the food drive!” I announce cheerfully. “Be careful, Mrs. Heraldson. The bottom is hot.”

      Denise takes the bag from me with shaky hands and sets it on a table beside the door. “Thank you! Won’t you come in and visit?”

      I make a face. “I wish I could, but I have another delivery to make and I have to stop at the store before my girls get out of school.”

      Her face droops a little, but she offers me a smile. “Okay then. Maybe next time. Thank you, dear.”

      “Of course!” I trill cheerfully. I really do wish that I could stay and visit, but I have a ton of work to do. I make a vow to stop at her house next week and sit and chat with her. It must be so lonely living alone.

      The next stop is at Mr. Peterman’s house. His daughter had called a few weeks ago requesting that we drop off food for him. She lives in Buffalo and only gets out to Batavia every other weekend, but she worries that her father isn’t getting a proper meal—or that he isn’t getting out of the house.

      Even as I walk up the driveway, I know I probably won’t see him at all. We’ve been running the food drive this year since Thanksgiving and only the first time did Mr. Peterman answer the door, and that was to tell me to get lost—of course, he didn’t say it so kindly.

      Since then, I’ve been leaving the food on the front step of his house. I always make sure to ring the doorbell and knock, calling inside that there’s hot food waiting for him. He must wait for me to pull away before he takes it because the food is never there the next day. If it were still sitting there, I’d be more worried.

      After dropping off the food, I head to Walmart. I need to replenish my baking stock for home. I know I’ll be doing a lot more of that this Christmas season, not just for the food drive but for family and friends as well. Not to mention the holiday dance at the school, put on by the Parent Teacher Association, where I serve as president.

      As I browse for my items in the baking aisle, I hear a woman quietly scolding her toddler, who is having a bit of a meltdown. Glancing over, I see that it’s someone I recognize. I check my watch, see that I have a few minutes to chat, then plaster on my smile and step over.

      “Maddie? Maddie Stone? Oh my goodness, how are you?” I slide into my outward persona so naturally.

      The woman smiles back. I can tell it’s a little forced, but it’s nice regardless. The little girl in the front of the cart looks to be around three years old. She eyes me suspiciously, all sense of tantrum gone out of her eyes by my distraction.

      “I’m doing well,” Maddie says. She puts a hand on her belly, which is protruding between her open coat. “Little man will be here around Valentine’s Day, but he’s so big it feels like he could be here any day now.”

      “Well, you just cross your legs and keep him in there until he’s done cooking!” I joke with a big smile. “Oh, it makes me so happy every time I see your beautiful family.”

      Maddie and her husband, Michael, had spent years trying to have a baby until, by some miracle, she got pregnant with Ruby. And now to see that she’s pregnant a second time, it makes my heart happy.

      “Thank you,” Maddie says politely.

      “If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call,” I tell her, even though I’m not sure how I could fit anything else in my schedule. “I remember how hectic things were when my girls were that young.”

      She nods, then strokes the top of her daughter’s head, smoothing out several stray hairs. “She’s only a handful sometimes, but we’ve got it under control.”

      I point to her belly. “Until the second one comes.” I force a laugh, knowing full-well it comes out nasally and loud. My trademark. “It’ll be fine. You two will, like, learn to adjust and stuff. Hey, listen, I have to run. But it was so nice seeing you! Make sure to tell Michael that I said hi! And, honestly, like, call me if you need anything.”

      Maddie nods and smiles. “I will. Thanks again.” Then, to Ruby, “Can you say ‘bye,’ honey?”

      The little girl still stares, unsure of what to make of me. I wave to her, then turn to my cart and finish picking out my things and hurry to the self-checkout.

      By the time I get home, it’s just after two o’clock. The first thing I notice is the pile of dishes in the sink from this morning. I step up to the mess and start to pull up my sleeves before I remember the groceries in the bags sitting on the floor. Instead, I opt to unload the groceries before getting my hands messy with the dishes, especially since I’m short on time.

      Why do the days pass by so quickly?

      After the groceries are put away, I run down to the basement and throw in a load of laundry. With a family of four, laundry is never-ending.

      Coming up the stairs, I notice the time displayed on the microwave.

      “Shoot!” I mutter to myself before quickly grabbing my keys, sliding on my wet shoes in the entry, and head back out to the car.
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      “Hello!” I trill as I make my way down the school hallway to the library. There’s a group of women standing at the door. It’s locked and I have been trusted with a key by the school administration since I am President of the PTA.

      As if I’m living up to that title today. I hate it when I’m not the first one at a meeting. It makes me look sloppy.

      “Sorry I’m late!” I shove the key in the slot and turn it around until the door releases. “The day, like, just got away from me. Between getting the girls to school and the food drive and, of course, being a housewife, my goodness it, like, takes so much!”

      I want them all to know that I wasn’t just laying around with my feet up. It’s like I have an insatiable need to broadcast just how hard I work. Just how much I do.

      Debbie glances over at me. “I work full time and I still managed to get here on time.”

      I force my face to keep my smile. She has never liked me. And I certainly feel the same, but I take the moral high ground. “Well, I appreciate you being here with such a busy schedule!”

      We take our seats at one of the tables and I can feel all eyes on me to start the meeting.

      “Okay,” I say as I open the folder I brought with me. “We just have a few more things to clear up for the Holiday Dance next week.” I let out a loud exhale as I review my notes. Ordinarily, I try to look them over at home before the meeting, but I didn’t have a chance today. “Um…let’s see here….Presale tickets have been doing okay—not as well as I would’ve hoped, but I also suspect a lot of kids will be coming the day of⁠—”

      “Do we know who what we’ll be doing at the dance?” Cheryl asks. “My youngest has a dance recital that same night and I was hoping⁠—”

      I’m shaking my head before she can finish. “I understand that other obligations have come up, but you committed to this weeks ago.”

      “What if I just don’t show up?”

      I look over at her with all of my strength to hide my true feelings. What I really want to say is locked behind a mask. “Well, that would be unfortunate as, I’m sure you can imagine, that would put a great amount of stress on the rest of us as we pick up the slack, not to mention set the precedence for future events that these commitments are optional. If you have additional concerns then we should discuss those privately.” I turn back to my notes and quickly note the next item. “Now, speaking of chaperones, we’re still looking for a few more. Does anyone know of anyone who could help?”

      Silence falls over the table.

      As each of the ladies divert their eyes from me, I kick myself for publicly scolding Cheryl just before asking everyone for a favor.

      I need to relax. This is not the bright, happy persona I want to exude to the world.

      “Well, that’s okay!” I chirp in a happy tone. “That just means the rest of us will have to make sure we’re working extra hard!” I glance over my list, my memory coming back to me. “I talked to the principal before Thanksgiving break and he gave me some pointers for things to look out for in terms of student behavior and ways that we can prevent any issues from happening during the dance.”

      “Is he even going to be there?” Jessica asks. She’s perhaps the youngest mom in the crowd, but she does have a son who is in the high school, so she was allowed to join our group.

      “Yes, it will either be him or one of the assistant principals,” I say. “We have to make sure we’re checking the bathrooms, the hallways, any open classrooms—not to mention taste-testing the punch bowl every fifteen minutes to make sure that nobody is spiking it. And that’s not to mention monitoring the dancing and selling tickets at the door.”

      “Why don’t we just assign someone to each thing?” Susan suggests. “That way, we’d each be in charge of something and everything gets covered.”

      “That’s a great idea!” Cheryl said. “I’ll sell the tickets! That way, I can head out early to get to my daughter’s recital, after all the tickets are sold.”

      Smooth it over, Daisy, I tell myself as I smile at Cheryl with the brightest smile I can manage.

      “Yes, I suppose you can,” I say. “Perhaps I can be a floater between all posts, to act as back-up in case an issue arises, or if anyone needs a break. Does anyone else have any preferences on their position?”

      The rest of the meeting goes smoothly, especially since I gave Cheryl a partial win, which helps lessen the tension of the rest of the group.

      When I come through the door of the house an hour later, my feet feel like they’re going to fall off. But, I still have more work to do.

      In the living room, both Payton and Alexa are sitting on the couch playing on their phones.

      “How was school today, girls?” I ask as I set my bag on the dining room table.

      “Good,” Payton mutters.

      “Do you have any homework?”

      “Nope,” Alexa says.

      I open up my laptop and punch in the password. Moments later, I’m pulling up the parent portal to check on the status of their homework myself.

      “Alexa, it says here you have a Unit 3, Lesson 2 work packet to finish up for math.”

      “Did it!”

      “And you have to finish up your lab questions for chemistry.”

      Silence. She forgot about that.

      “Have you done that?” I ask innocently.

      “I can it done tomorrow morning, Mom.”

      “Or you can do it now.”

      “I’m too tired now!”

      “And you won’t be tired in the morning?”

      She throws her head back and lets out an exaggerated groan. “Fine. I’ll go upstairs and do it now. Happy?”

      I follow her to the bottom of the stairs, where she pounds her feet on each step. “And don’t be playing on your phone instead of doing your homework or I’m going to take it away!”

      “Got it, Mom!” she calls from behind her closed door.

      I turn back to my oldest daughter. “Should I check yours?”

      Payton rolls her eyes, then gets up off the couch. “I finished up my homework in study hall today, but I suppose I could study for my test in Government tomorrow.”

      “That’s sounds like a good use of your time.”

      She gives me an annoyed look as she walks by me and up to her room.

      With both girls upstairs, I let out a heavy sigh and turn to the kitchen. I know both girls will be appreciative for me pushing them when they’re older, but it would be nice to get a ‘thank you’ every once in a while right now.

      I’m reaching for the faucet at the kitchen sink when the back door squeaks open and Craig walks in.

      “Hey,” he says. “What’s for dinner?”

      I grip the edge of the sink and close my eyes as another sigh escapes me. I haven’t thought about dinner yet, but I know he won’t be happy with that response.

      “What do you want?” I ask to buy more time.

      “I don’t know. When will it be ready?”

      “You just got home. You’re hungry already?”

      “I’ve been working all day!”

      “So have I!” I throw back at him, showing a crack in my façade. Craig has always had a way of doing that to me.

      “You don’t work! Clearly.” He indicates the messy kitchen sink, filled with the dishes from this morning. “You can’t even do the dishes!” He tosses his coffee cup from this morning, as well as his Tupperware container from lunch to the pile. “Jesus, these things are starting to stink! Won’t this attract bugs and ants?”

      I sidestep his fear of pests, large and small, and turn to look at him, one hand on my hip. “I’ve been busy all day. You would know that if you asked me how my day was instead of coming in the door and immediately demanding to know what’s for dinner.”

      “Oh, so now I can’t even talk to my wife? Fine, I’ll leave you alone.” He exits the kitchen and, just like his daughter, pounds his feet up the stairs as he goes up to the bedroom.

      I take a moment to collect my thoughts and am just about to turn to the dishes when I hear him call to me from upstairs.

      “What?” I holler back.

      “I said,” he emphasizes as he comes out of the bedroom in his underwear, “did you wash my clothes for tomorrow? Otherwise, I have nothing to wear.”

      I look up at him through the rungs of the railing. The sight of him wearing nearly nothing doesn’t ignite the same emotions in me that it once had. Instead, it makes me annoyed that he would so brazenly walk around the house like that when our girls could open their bedroom doors at any minute. But then, even if they were to do that, Craig would somehow turn it around as my fault. As if I’m his puppeteer.

      “They’re in the wash,” I say, not hiding my annoyance at all. It’s as if he thinks that all I do is live to serve him. As if he’s doing anything for me, other than paying for the house that we both live in.

      “Are they dry?”

      I turn away from him and toss over my shoulder, “I’ll go check them now.”

      Guess dinner—and the dishes—are going to have to wait even longer.

      Down in the basement, I’m grateful for the solitude. The respite from the whirlwind that is my life, with all of my responsibilities. For the most part, I’m happy. And yet, I don’t feel as though I can fully relax. My own home is a tense battlefield each and every night, and at this point, I’ve given up on trying to fix it. I’ve given up on trying to take the high road. Each day is about survival, from sun-up to sun-down.

      I wish that days like this were the exception, but in reality they’ve become the norm. The only way Craig and I talk to each other is through snide comments and sarcasm, unless we’re talking about the logistical arrangements of managing a household together, and even then, conversation is limited to a “need to know” basis, in which case Craig rarely thinks that I need to know decisions that he’s made, while I’m expected to keep him as up-to-date and organized as possible.

      As I fold Craig’s clothes, I realize that the mere thought of him makes my jaw clench with stress. And that’s when it hits me: I’m not happy. Not really. In fact, I haven’t been happy for a long time. This isn’t the marriage I had envisioned for myself when I was younger. This isn’t the marriage that I would want either one of my daughters to have.

      The idea of divorce has popped up in my head before. At one point, after a particularly nasty argument, I had even gone on to get the names of a few divorce lawyers in town. Despite my best efforts to present a cheery image, the idea of everyone knowing that my home life is terrible has kept me from going through with the divorce.

      But now? Now I’m desperate. And I’m at the point where I don’t care what people think. I just want out. Because this marriage is over, and has been for a long time.

      Yet, the idea of leaving the man that I’ve been married to since I was eighteen—the one that I’ve built a family with—terrifies me.
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