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			For Anna and Micah. 
If you’re standing on the edge of a cliff, your toes dangling, 
afraid to chase your dream—that’s your sign. 
Jump. Love, Mom.
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			Chapter 1


			George


			Now


			Emerald Jewel All-Inclusive Resort


			October 5th [image: ] 4:00 a.m.


			“We need to call the police.” George, Emerald Jewel’s newest security guard, lifts a hot pink dress over his head, as if it’s evidence in a high-profile murder trial. The vibrant color glows against his brown skin. Although young, he’s ready to prove himself. Someday he plans to be the boss of the island’s prestigious resort.


			He hands the dress to Mr. LaFleur, Emerald Jewel’s general manager, hoping he’s impressed.


			Mr. LaFleur grabs the dress and runs his fingers over the silky fabric. His nose twitches from the dress’s sharp smell, a potent mix of baby powder and floral perfume. He stuffs it under his arm like it’s one of those day-old baguettes sold on the corner down the street.


			George’s confidence wavers. Mr. LaFleur seems irritated to be awake at four in the morning. But a woman is missing!


			Three women, also wearing hot pink dresses, huddle together. One swipes her hand across her face, smearing her tears with runny mascara. “That’s our friend’s! We found it on the beach an hour ago!” She brushes away fine grains of sand clinging to her skin. “There has to be a logical explanation.” She looks at George, her face pleading for information.


			He wishes he knew the location of the missing woman. He’d love to be the hero.


			“Haven’t you seen those five-part Netflix documentaries about missing vacationers?” Another woman with big, messy hair stumbles forward, looking like she’s had one too many mai tais.


			George can’t believe how wasted American tourists get on the weak drinks served at the resort. The other day, a bartender showed him his trick of intensifying the first sip by dipping straws in alcohol. George laughed as the bartender bragged about how the hotel guests always fall for it, saying the drinks are surprisingly strong for an all-inclusive.


			“What will we tell her husband? You have to find her!” The third woman paces back and forth in front of Mr. LaFleur as if in a trance. Her torn dress strap slips down her shoulder.


			George waits for Mr. LaFleur’s response. A woman is missing!


			Wiping a thin layer of sweat from his forehead, Mr. LaFleur looks at George. “Do a thorough search of the property.” His deep voice remains steady despite the panicking women.


			“Yes, sir,” George says, noting how Mr. LaFleur’s calm demeanor reminds him of the way his high school football coach never cracked under pressure. They even look alike, with pale skin, square heads, and cropped hair. George always loved the way his coach beamed at him after an amazing catch. Finding this missing woman would certainly make him Mr. LaFleur’s MVP.


			“Let’s go to my office.” Mr. LaFleur turns back to the crying women. “I’d like to get as many details as…”


			But before he can finish, Jordan Knight from New Kids on the Block struts into the lobby. A throng of elated women rushes in behind the nineties heartthrob. Their ecstatic screams reverberate around the three women in hot pink dresses. They trail the boy band superstar, unaware that a resort guest attending Boy Bands at the Beach has vanished.
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			Chapter 2


			Nicole


			Hamilton Beach, California


			October 1st [image: ] Four Days Ago


			“Bend forward and push your breasts together. Let them spill out of your bra.”


			Leaning over, I press my arms against my sides. My boobs smash together, creating over-the-top cleavage. These boudoir photos are going to make me look as curvy as Kim Kardashian.


			“Shake out your hair. Let it cascade around your shoulders. You’re gorgeous!” Sheila, my photographer, winks.


			I rake my fingers through my auburn waves to give them more volume. Recently, I cut bangs, hoping to draw attention to my green eyes and porcelain skin. I’m trying to freshen up my stale stay-at-home mom image. Side parts and beach waves are so basic.


			“Perfect.” Sheila snaps several more shots.


			I lift myself off a bed covered in cheetah-print sheets and walk to the other side of the studio. Teetering across the floor on my gold stilettos, I strut across the room wearing nothing but hot pink lingerie and a matching garter belt. My kids have no clue how cool their mom was back in the day.


			“Give me a sec to reapply some lipstick. Can you toss me my makeup bag?”


			Sheila hands me a pouch stuffed with hundreds of beauty products I’ve bought from twenty-nothing-year-old TikTok influencers. I swipe a fuck-me-red shade over my lips, still tasting the fruity champagne I drank when I got here. Bubbly before noon may be the solution to all my problems. I swirl my hips as the nineties hip-hop music I chose for the photo shoot beats in the background.


			“I love the hot pink lingerie.” Sheila leans in, capturing a few images of me stretching on my back like a doodle basking in the afternoon sun. “Most of my clients choose red or black.”


			“I keep things fresh,” I say. The day I snagged this set, I was shopping for the hot pink dress I need for my upcoming girls’ trip. Excitement pumps through my body. I can’t wait for this vacay! Boy bands, the beach, my besties. I’ll crank up the fun like I always do. Peace out, momlife!


			“Give me a sexy pout. Kick up the drama, Nicole!”


			Ha! Drama. Three nights with my high school squad will definitely kick up some drama. I couldn’t believe it when Carly and Liliana told me Angie was coming on the boy band trip. We haven’t seen her in ten years, not since that hot mess of a trip we took to Miraval where Carly and Angie were at each other’s throats. There’s bound to be at least one blowup before we leave St. McAna Island.


			“Can I throw around the hundred-dollar bills I brought for these next pictures?”


			“Absolutely.” Sheila brings over the stack of fake money. “Such a fun idea. How’d you come up with it?”


			I take the bills and tuck a couple under my bra strap. “A Lil’ Kim video.” Growing up as a solid size twelve, I idolized the way she owned her curves when rail-thin heroin chic was in style.


			Knock. Knock. We both turn our heads toward the sound.


			“Excuse me for a moment.” Sheila walks to her studio’s door and cracks it open. I hear a man’s voice. They chat for a second, then she shuts the door.


			“Sorry about that. My husband watches the baby on Fridays, so I can keep doing my photo shoots. Teamwork makes the dream work.”


			She grins, unaware that the dynamic in my marriage is like a group project where Garrett gets an A, even though I’m doing all the work. He never pitches in, even when it’s obvious I’m struggling. Just last night, I was cleaning the kitchen, folding laundry, helping Mack with his solar system diorama—when the dog started scratching to go out. Garrett didn’t blink. He laid on the couch and continued to watch ESPN. I doubt he even noticed the way I slammed the door when I took Noodles to pee.


			I can’t lie to myself. Our relationship was better before kids. Instantly, I hear the do, do, doop, of Mariah Carey’s “Always Be My Baby.” It automatically plays in my mind when I think of us as twenty-somethings. It was our go-to duet for karaoke. Back in the day, Garrett and I were legends.


			I throw fake money into the air to keep my thoughts from spiraling.


			“Make it rain.” Sheila circles around me. Click click click.


			While Lil’ Kim’s voice pulses, I tap back into something that’s eluded me since giving up my career, becoming a mom, and spending a couple months in a wheelchair. Sheila, the camera, the lighting—it all blurs and fades. In an instant, I’m connected to an earlier version of myself. A version that doesn’t cater to everyone else’s needs. Slay, queen. Isn’t that what the cool kids say now? I feel fierce. This photo shoot proves the badass bitch I used to be hasn’t completely disappeared.


			But just as I’m losing myself in the power of it all, my phone pings. Trying to ignore it, I swing my legs off the couch, stomping my stilettos on the floor with boss energy. I toss the fake money over my head, but then my phone pings again. A second later, it’s ringing. My head throbs. What if something’s wrong with the kids? There’s no school today, so they’re at home with Harlow, my favorite babysitter.


			“Shoot. Let me make sure everything’s okay.” I kick off my stilettos and rush toward my bag.


			Pushing past a package of wipes and a handful of loose goldfish crackers, I find my phone. The missed call is from Harlow. The spell I was under a moment ago vanishes. I’m not a badass bitch. I’m a mom. And moms aren’t sexy vixens. We’re here to wipe snotty noses, change diapers, and plan bake sales. My face flushes, realizing how ridiculous I look. I’m dressed like a seductress, throwing hundreds around, and popping champagne, but I have to check in with the babysitter?


			“Everything good?” Sheila asks.


			“I hope so.” I call Harlow back, who confirms my kids are fine, but her grandmother is sick. She needs to go. Ugh, why is the universe hell-bent on making sure I’m a boring, suburban mom?


			“What’s wrong?”


			“My babysitter has to leave.”


			Sheila’s lips quirk. “Oh, no. Can your husband help?”


			“Garrett?” I ask, surprised by her question. “No, he’s at work. He never leaves the office early.” Except a few Fridays a month for golf with his buddies, but I leave that infuriating detail out.


			“We’re only halfway through the shoot. Maybe call him and ask. I’m sure he wants these sexy photos of his wife.” Sheila fiddles with her camera and waits for me to answer.


			My stomach twists. She’s assuming these photos are for my husband, which makes sense. I smile and play along. She doesn’t need to know the truth.
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			The barely old-enough-to-get-into-a-bar waitress glides over to our table at O’Connell’s Grill. I’m mad my boudoir photo session was cut short earlier. The one day I make time for myself, it’s a total bust. Eyeing the waitress’s wrinkle-free skin and obnoxiously shiny hair, I wish I could hit rewind and do things differently. At her age, I believed I’d be the edgy Anna Wintour of the advertising world, but instead of ruling Vogue, I would be the creative force behind the world’s top brands. It was all right in front of me.


			I should have pushed myself to go back to work after I recovered from the pelvic separation. But I was in a world of pain after the freak injury I experienced when Hank was born. It took me forever to get better, and when I could finally go back to work, I didn’t. I never imagined I’d be one of life’s boring side characters. There’s no action, no suspense, no hero’s journey. Just cooking, cleaning, and shuttling kids around.


			“The dinner specials are on the board.” The waitress drops a basket of busted crayons and a stack of paper on our table. Her bouncy hair cascades down her shoulders.


			“You’re the GOAT!” I consider asking what hair oil she uses, but then her lips twitch. Embarrassment knots my stomach. Is the use of slang off-limits just because I’m over forty? It’s become a bad habit, ever since I figured out it’s the only way to get my kids to listen. “And we need a kids’ menu,” I add, with a hint of annoyance.


			I push the bangs of my edgy haircut away from my face, realizing I look ridiculous. She pulls a paper menu from her apron and dashes to her next table. It’s a busy night at O’Connell’s. Now I’m second-guessing coming here. I still have to pack, and the smell of fried food is making me nauseous. And I probably won’t eat since the Ozempic injections are killing my appetite.


			“Mommy, I’m hungee.” Chelsea, my unplanned but very loved three-year-old, grabs a handful of crayons and drops them on the floor.


			Mischievous, a rule breaker, always causing drama—Chelsea is a handful. And with that mess of auburn hair on her head, there’s no denying that she’s my mini-me. My six-year-old son, Mack, jumps out of his chair and picks up Chelsea’s mess. As he dumps the crayons back into the bucket, I notice his hands are covered in restaurant floor grime.


			“Hank, can you take Mack to the bathroom and help him clean his hands?” My ten-year-old son nods, and both my boys stand. They trot away in matching royal-blue LA Dodgers baseball caps and whale T-shirts. Thank God for Hank. He’s the only one in my family who helps.


			That’s why my twenty-five-year-old niece, Natanya, is driving down from LA to stay with Garrett and the kids while I’m away. The momlife manifesto I spent this afternoon writing is for her. This document is like a graduate-level thesis, giving Garrett all the details he needs to handle his own kids. It provides granular details, such as which stuffed animals the kids sleep with—Hank claims he doesn’t want his elephant but totally does; Mack’s obsessed with his Build-A-Bear, Toby; and Chelsea sleeps with every single stuffed animal she can fit in her toddler bed. But I’m sure Garrett won’t read one sentence of my manifesto.


			Sometimes I daydream about what he would do if something happened to me. I imagine him hustling to keep up with the kids’ well-checks, haircuts, and shoe sizes. I can almost see him searching for clean baseball pants, sorting through clothes that no longer fit, and keeping tabs on which friends are a bad influence. These are the countless tiny tasks that make up momlife. They seem mundane and manageable in isolation, but together, morph into an all-encompassing, never-ending set of responsibilities that refuse to release their grip when I try to sleep.


			But, as I smile picturing Garrett arranging a tray of cookies for Treat Your Teacher Day, my lips turn down. Even if I disappear, Garrett will never know the challenges of motherhood. He’d hire a nanny, a cook, a house manager, and a driver, outsourcing all the tasks that rule my life. If reincarnation is a thing, I’d have kids again, but next time, I’m going for dadlife.


			“Mommy, hungee.” Chelsea pulls a chunk of my hair, wrapping the limp strands around her hand.


			“Ouch.” Pulling away, I take out my phone to send Garrett a text. Where is he? We’ve been waiting for twenty minutes. As I type, my phone pings with a message from the High School Besties Squad.


			Carly: Don’t forget to bring a Yeti or a tumbler. TripAdvisor says the cups at the bar are tiny, but they’ll fill up whatever you give them 😉


			Oh, right, I forgot. Fingers crossed, I’ll remember to snag my Stanley and toss it in my carry-on. As usual, I’m shoving aside the things I need to do for myself, like a toy my kids have outgrown. No wonder I resent Garrett. I’m disappearing while he remains crystal clear about who he is—the director of operations at a top consulting firm, who’s got a killer backswing, and never misses a college football game. He never has to be selfless, the very definition of motherhood. Doesn’t he get that it’s my existence that allows him to remain so solidly himself?


			I rumble in frustration, close the message from Carly, and start texting Garrett about his ETA. Crap. As I type, my battery dies.


			“Where’s Daddy?” Chelsea rubs her eyes with her chubby fists, squirming in her booster seat. She’s over-tired and heading for a meltdown.


			“Why’s Daddy late?” Mack, who’s returned to the table with Hank, picks up the saltshaker and starts sprinkling it over Chelsea’s hands. She flips her chubby palms up as if the salt is falling snow.


			I pull the saltshaker away. “Daddy will be here any minute,” I say, recalling all those years ago, the way he flashed a sexy, irresistible grin when he admitted that he always runs twenty minutes behind. “But at least I’m consistent,” he said. The joking way he fessed up seemed adorable, but listening to that same bit for fifteen years might land me in jail.


			“Are you ready to order?” The young waitress bounces back over.


			“We’re still waiting for my husband.”


			Ten minutes later, Garrett appears dressed in a navy suit and red tie. I wish he’d embrace business casual like the rest of the world. It’s kind of ironic that I loved how his buttoned-up vibe balanced out my glitter as we began dating after we met when I did a pitch at his company. He loved my hustle, and we’d spend hours discussing marketing strategies. My out-of-the-box ideas landed him several clients.


			“Sorry, I was in the parking lot on a call.” He gives me a sexy smile, oozing with charm. A rush of attraction makes my heart pump. Pulling out a chair, he pats Hank’s head. “Hey, buddy, how was your day?”


			Garrett’s totally at ease. Clueless that the kids are about to implode because we’ve been waiting for him for thirty minutes. My attraction flips to irritation. I’m over it.


			“We should order. I’ve got to pack, and Chelsea’s tired.” Swiveling my head around, I get the attention of our waitress. “We’re kind of in a rush,” I tell her once we order.


			As she turns toward the kitchen, Chelsea tries to unsnap her booster seat. “Let me out.” Her body rocks back and forth. “Out,” she shrieks.


			The people at the table next to us give me serious side-eye, while I try my best to ignore her. Eating with a squirmy toddler in your lap is its own kind of torture.


			“Out, Mommy. Out.” She continues thrashing around.


			Garrett keeps talking with our boys, oblivious to what’s going on. The chances of him offering to let Chelsea sit on his lap are about as likely as me agreeing to have sex with him tonight.


			Sighing, I unsnap Chelsea. This situation is going from bad to worse. Doesn’t Garrett notice?


			“Mommy, go home now.” The pitch of Chelsea’s voice rises.


			“Soon,” I say in a light, singsong voice, but her eyes fill with tears. I grab my bag and dig through the clutter, searching for my phone. I know Chelsea won’t make it through the rest of the night without watching Bluey.


			“Shoot. I forgot my battery died.” Holding up the phone, I show Garrett the black screen. “Can you give your phone to Chels? She’s about to lose it.”


			He cocks his head like I’ve asked him to donate an internal organ. “She’ll be fine,” he says, and then changes the subject by asking Hank about his upcoming fall ball game.


			Seriously??


			Ten minutes later, as I try to soothe a wailing Chelsea in the parking lot, stabs of anger pummel my gut. Garrett couldn’t give up his damn cell phone! I’ve given up everything. My career, my identity, my financial independence, my sleep, my sanity. I’ve given up my physical body, spending months in a wheelchair after giving birth to Hank. And Garrett can’t give up his fucking cell phone?!


			Suddenly, Josh’s question plays on repeat in my mind. Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it. Let’s make it official.


			The truth is, I have. But Josh is Liliana’s husband. Am I brave enough to damage my relationship with my best friend?


			I picture her face. How am I going to get through this trip without her finding out? Josh swore me to secrecy, even though I don’t agree. I hate secrets. And this is a big one. But I understand his point of view. He’s her husband. It’s not my place to tell her. My heart thumps. Maybe I’m not a side character after all. Maybe my story is going to have a shocking plot twist.
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			Chapter 3


			Liliana


			Hamilton Beach, California


			October 1st [image: ] Four Days Ago


			“I’ll call you later if I need further clarification.”


			Later? But it’s almost nine o’clock at night. My boss has no boundaries.


			“Okay, but we’ve come up with a brilliant game plan.” It’s not the same as saying don’t call me again, but hopefully, she gets the subtext.


			I press the end call button and scream into the silence of my car. Despite telling Amanda I couldn’t stay late, she barged into my office at six, demanding we draft a pleading for the Mitten lawsuit. Two hours later, when I told her I had to go, she insisted we continue our conversation during my forty-five-minute commute home.


			I squeeze my phone with all my strength, hoping it shatters into a million pieces. My knuckles turn red, then white from the effort, and the pulsing pain replaces the tears welling in my eyes. Taking a deep breath, I throw my phone into my bag and ready myself for Josh’s disappointment.


			“You missed Shabbat again. Evie and Esther are about to go to bed.” He frowns as I walk into the kitchen, then wraps the leftover chicken from dinner.


			I put my work bag on the island and notice the Shabbat candles are close to flickering out. Guilt beats in my chest, as if it’s a trapped bird trying to escape a cage. On top of missing dinner, I’m leaving for a trip with my girlfriends tomorrow to celebrate our forty-fifth birthdays. A trip I don’t have time for. A trip I was going to skip until Angie said she’d be there. I’m shocked that she’s coming. Carly still hasn’t explained how she talked her into it.


			Josh slams the refrigerator closed. “You’re just like Garrett. I’m starting to resent it.”


			Right then, I know Josh is spending too much time with Nicole. As stay-at-home parents, they’ve grown close. Nicole may be one of my best friends, but I don’t need her filling Josh’s head with her issues. She’s essentially a single parent with Garrett financing the operation.


			“I am not Garrett,” I say, defensive. “I pack lunches. I check the girls’ homework. I take them to services on Saturdays and stay late at the kiddush to give you a break.”


			The corner of Josh’s left lip pulls back. I miss the way he used to look at me with a casual, inviting smile—the perfect blend of intimidating good looks with approachable attractiveness. I close my eyes and let his sour expression dissolve into darkness. Ignoring his anger lets me pretend these moments aren’t damaging our marriage. I wonder what strategy he’s using to avoid our problems.


			The thing is, though, I love Josh. He’s one of those people who gives a friendly nod to every person he passes in the grocery store. He’s the guy at the party everyone’s clamoring to talk to. Unlike me. I’ve spent my life keeping my emotions in check, which people mistake for being aloof.


			“Mommy, look, your pink dress!”


			My eyes blink open, and Esther, my eight-year-old, appears, eating a brownie. She struts forward with one hand on her hip like a movie star walking the red carpet.


			“Oh no, did you open my suitcase and take that out?” There’s a smear of chocolate on her face.


			Nodding, she twirls around, showing off my new dress. It drags on the floor behind her. Instead of yelling, I slide it over her head, careful to avoid the chocolate. With the Mitten case swirling, I haven’t seen the girls much, so I don’t get angry. Folding the dress, I place it on the counter as she skips away.


			Josh continues to bang around the kitchen, making his anger obvious. I search for a string of words that will soften his frustration. But instead of a magic phrase, I say the words I say too often.


			“I’m sorry.”


			He shakes his head, fixating on a mysterious point behind me, like he’s searching for his ideal wife. “I told you it was important to be here tonight. Before you leave for your girls’ trip.” He emphasizes girls in a way that makes it sound like a bad word. He’s clearly upset I’ve prioritized this vacation over family time. But ten years is a long time to go without seeing one of the friends that shaped my childhood.


			“You know I’m only going to see Angie.” I hope this reminds him how much I miss her. I miss Nicole and Carly, too, but missing people who you don’t make time for feels more complex than the pure affection I feel for Angie, someone I’ve disappointed.


			Unsurprisingly, instead of understanding, he looks at me like I’ve insulted him.


			My guilt intensifies. It’s disheartening knowing how different I feel about my job now than I did five years ago. Back then, when Amanda hired me to spearhead taking Click Com public, I felt completely satisfied. Even my mom seemed pleased when I secured Click Com’s listing on the NASDAQ. Growing up, she’s the one who told me it didn’t matter that I was a girl. I could be anything I wanted. The sky’s the limit. But she didn’t mention that being anything I wanted was not the same as being everything I wanted. Where does being a mom factor in?


			Josh runs a hand through his dark hair, and I’m desperate to give him hope that soon I won’t be carrying the workload of both the vice president of operations and general counsel.


			“Our new head of legal starts in a few weeks. This lawsuit will be off my plate.”


			He grins, but his lips come together unnaturally. There’s so much unsaid in his tight smile. The way he feels worthless in a world that values a man for his job. The way his dad chastises him for being a stay-at-home dad rather than a doctor or a lawyer.


			“You’ve made promises like this a million times. Nothing ever changes.”


			He’s not wrong. But I refuse to admit it. Because if I admit he’s right, I’m admitting I’ve put my job and career before my family. Why is the cardinal sin of motherhood the noble pursuit of fatherhood?


			“I’m sorry.” This time the words sound like a hiss. My remorse has morphed into anger. It’s a protective mechanism I picked up from my mom. She taught me that women are better off expressing anger than vulnerability—a trait unacceptable in the boardroom. “We have so many expenses. I can’t screw up.” The combined stress of the lawsuit, Josh’s disappointment, and the trip cause the words to jump from my throat.


			“Seriously?” His shoulders curl inward like I’ve sucker-punched him.


			My regret is immediate. I recall years ago wondering how Josh felt, knowing I made double his salary. When he decided to stay home, I agreed I would never use my position as the breadwinner for leverage.


			But, damn it. I’m exhausted. It doesn’t matter how many times Josh and I explain that he’s the go-to parent for arranging Esther’s piano lessons, organizing snacks for Evie’s volleyball team, or dealing with friend drama, people find themselves incapable of embracing the revolutionary concept that they should call Josh.


			“Sorry doesn’t matter much when nothing changes.”


			I nod because I don’t want to argue. But the truth is not so black and white. I’m the number two person at a company whose culture views beating deadlines, getting ahead, and achieving success as life’s most treasured trophies. A perspective I’ve subscribed to my entire life thanks to my mother, who was the first female managing partner at her law firm. The DNA of ambition permeates every cell in my body.


			“The kids are growing up, and you’re missing it.”


			Josh’s words send my stomach into a freefall. Do my girls feel the same way he does?


			He peers at me. “Can you name Esther’s and Evie’s teachers?”


			“I am not Garrett,” I repeat, remembering how, last year, while Nicole recovered from a hysterectomy, Garrett had to pick up their son Mack early from school. When asked the name of Mack’s teacher, Garrett admitted he didn’t know. A mom volunteering in the office disseminated that morsel of information to everyone living within a ten-mile radius. Nicole was furious. Apparently, marital struggles aren’t unique to Josh and me.


			“Esther’s teacher is Mrs. Rosenstein and Evie’s teacher is Mrs. Skatoff.” Pushing my shoulders back, I take a defiant pose. But then, a burst of mom guilt almost knocks me over. I’m proud of myself for knowing the names of my kids’ teachers?


			“Missing Shabbat again, leaving for your girls’ trip tomorrow…I’m done waiting around for you to find the balance.”


			My heart races, realizing Josh is at a breaking point. “What does that mean?” My voice wobbles, betraying me.


			The words are barely out of my mouth when my phone rings, blaring the song “Manic Monday.” It’s the ringtone I use for my boss, Amanda. The timing’s awful. My eyes search his, pleading for understanding.


			“I need to answer it. I’ll tell her I’m officially off the clock. I know I have to set a boundary right here, right now.”


			He narrows his eyes, as if I’m peddling broken trinkets at a garage sale. “There’s leftover matzah ball soup.” He gestures toward the pot on the stove. A faint smell of garlic hangs in the air. “Esther, it’s time for you to take your shower,” Josh calls toward the TV room.


			She appears in front of me, taking a huge bite of her brownie. Another smear of thick fudge frosting clings to her lips. “Mommy, I want you to put me to bed tonight.”


			My phone rings again with “Manic Monday.”


			Josh marches over, wiping the frosting from Esther’s face. “Mommy can’t.”


			I feel tears welling and pull my eyes taut to keep them from falling.


			Esther’s smile disappears. “Here.” She hands me a bracelet with a string of black and white Hebrew letters. “I made this at school.” Her golden curls bounce when she removes the elastic bracelet.


			Taking it from her, I slip it around my wrist, noticing the way her blue eyes and loose curls mimic my own. What kind of mother am I if I can’t participate in bedtime?


			My phone lets out a barrage of pings. Amanda switched from calling to texting. I know she’s fuming. Feeling defeated, I walk toward my bag to respond. “Mommy’s going to make a quick call, then we can do bedtime.” But when I look back at Esther, she’s already turning toward Josh.


			“Come on, Esther. Time to go upstairs.” Josh scoops her into his arms and buries his face in her neck.


			“Daddy, you’re silly.” Esther giggles, unfazed that I can’t help her.


			“I’m searching for brownie crumbs,” Josh laughs.


			They continue along, and it strikes me I am an insignificant part of my child’s routine, like a meaningless cog in a wheel.
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			Sinking into the chair in my home office, I hit send and hear  the swish of my outgoing email. Regret tugs at my heart. I’m disappointed I didn’t push back when Amanda called earlier. I should’ve told her I’d create the spreadsheet of potential defenses after I returned from vacation. But old habits die hard. A lifetime of acquiescing to my mom’s unreasonable expectations has trained me to be Amanda’s lackey. Whether it was being valedictorian of my high school, becoming the chief of the Yale Law Journal, or interning at the most prestigious law firm in the country, I did everything to hit a mark. While I understand that I’ve swapped my mom’s unreasonable demands for Amanda’s, I feel powerless to change it.


			I glance at the clock, and my shoulders tighten. It’s almost one in the morning. I missed the chance to spend time with the girls before I leave tomorrow, and I’m sure Josh is asleep. I shift my eyes back to my computer, hating everything it represents. My thoughts scramble back to the statement Josh made earlier tonight—I’m done waiting around for you to find the balance. It’s cryptic and unsettling.


			Slamming my laptop closed, I grab it off my desk and shove it into my carry-on bag. I’ll end up working half of this vacation. Yet, I have to see Angie. In my heart, I know I failed. I wasn’t there for her the way she needed when her mom died. I should have let her cry on my shoulder. But it was too uncomfortable, too emotional, and too difficult to face. A pattern of avoidance I’m repeating with Josh.


			All of a sudden, I’m sprinting toward my bedroom. It’s been months since Josh and I had sex. Stepping into the darkness, I drop my phone on my bedside table and undress. I slide under the covers, curling my body around his back. His body shifts, but he remains asleep.


			Determined to wake him, I plant soft kisses on his neck. I expect him to turn toward me, but he tenses, like he’s uncomfortable. Before I can figure out what’s going on, his body relaxes again. I’m certain he’s awake. My thoughts swirl. Is he pretending to be asleep?


			I shake his shoulder until he responds.


			“What?” he whispers, without facing me.


			“Sorry about tonight.” Gathering courage, I continue. “I miss you. I want to be with you.” I kiss his shoulder, hoping he rolls over and enfolds me in a loving embrace, but he doesn’t react. “I know I need to make changes. I don’t want to lose you.” My whispered words hang in the air. The thought of his rejecting me makes my eyes water. But before he does anything, my phone interrupts the awkward silence, blaring, “Manic Monday.”


			“You’d better get that.” Josh’s words drip with contempt. He scoots his body further to the edge of the bed.


			I can tell he’s furious, even though, a moment ago, it felt like he was going to turn me down. Was he going to turn me down? I’m too afraid to ask. I’m not ready to find out that anger outweighs every other feeling he has for me. Instead, I reach for Amanda’s call like it’s a life vest.


			“I have a question about the spreadsheet.” Her voice fills my ear.


			Looking down, I stare at the two inches of high thread count sheets separating Josh and me. It might as well be an ocean.
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			Chapter 4


			Angie


			St. Louis, MO


			October 1st [image: ] Four Days Ago


			I’m dreading this vacation. The thought churns in my brain, making my head pound. Why would I want to go away with my childhood friends? It reminds me of the mistakes I’ve made. Mistakes I always promise I’ll confess but then never do. That’s why it’s been a decade since I’ve attended the milestone birthday trip we’ve been taking every five years since we turned twenty. I hesitate before placing black leggings and a few tankinis into my suitcase. Can I get out of this? Heat floods my neck knowing Carly’s airtight plan makes skipping it impossible.


			“You got me what?” I tried to hide the shocked look on my face when Patton and the boys gave me my Mother’s Day present last May.


			My sons held up a collage filled with images of Lance Bass, Nick Carter, Donnie Wahlberg, and all the heartthrobs I dreamed about in the nineties.


			Patton smiled with a satisfied grin. “You’re going on a boy band vacation with your friends! Carly and I arranged the whole thing.” His excitement was palpable. It makes sense that Carly reached out to Patton, suggesting he surprise me with the trip. As the mother hen of our friend group, she always took charge. Whether it was making sure we never got stuck with smelly Joe Childer while playing seven minutes in heaven or helping Nicole clean her locker after someone spray-painted it with the words fat cow in middle school, Carly always ran the show, protected us, and aimed to make everything perfect. I understand why Patton fell for her trap, and I wasn’t going to tell him the truth about why I didn’t want to go. He doesn’t know the pain I put my friends through during senior year of high school.


			Grabbing a pair of sensible shoes and my favorite St. Louis Cardinals baseball hat, I suddenly remember the dress. What color did they decide on? I pick up my phone and find the group text, High School Besties Squad. I cringe. People who regularly get Botox and color their gray hair should not use the word besties.


			Scrolling down, I find the text about the dress color.


			Liliana: How about hot pink for this year’s dress?


			Carly: Yes! I’ve got that pink sequin dress I bought for Taylor’s Eras Tour.


			Nicole: Winning! After all the drama. 😢


			Liliana: Still can’t believe you spent all that money on counterfeit tickets. 😡


			Carly: I may need a therapist to work through it. 😂😉


			A hot pink dress. How did I forget this important detail? Carly always insists we wear the same color dress on the last night of these trips. A tradition of matching that began with those awful yellow dresses she made us wear to prom. But hot pink? I’m a practical person with a brown bob and a two-step beauty routine. I have a capsule wardrobe consisting of essentials suitable for any occasion, except, apparently, this trip. I’ve never been one for trends. Not even in high school when Nicole, Liliana, and Carly wore pastel plaid blazers and skirts circa the movie Clueless. With my preference for band T-shirts, I didn’t exactly fit in with them. But our differences never mattered. We built a solid foundation as kids, dressing up as Disney princesses, crimping each other’s hair, and spending countless hours circling the blocks between the playground, the neighborhood pizza restaurant, and Blockbuster video—where Nicole always got into trouble for sneaking into the over-eighteen section.


			My mind drifts to an image of the clay tile roof and arching windows of my childhood home. The Spanish colonial was ground zero for my friends and me, since my mom was the linchpin that brought us together. She’d noticed Liliana’s mom was always working, and Carly’s mom was consumed with tennis and bunco, and Nicole’s mom was always late and never able to fulfill her PTA responsibilities, so she started helping, eventually moving four random girls into a perfect square. In my geometry class, I always picture Nicole, Liliana, Carly, and me when I explain to my students that a square represents balance, symmetry, and genius. But the pleasing analogy quickly gives way to heartache, knowing everything changed senior year when my mom died.


			I push the pain into that deep place I keep hidden and shift my attention back to the pink dress. What am I going to do? I’d bring a simple black dress, but I can already hear Carly whining about how my achromatic dress color is ruining her Instagram post. Not that I’m on social media. Being a private person, it’s impossible to understand its appeal. But she’s obsessed with life’s fake highlight reel.


			Opening my phone’s browser, I type hot pink comfortable dress into the Amazon search bar. As usual, I click on the Amazon overall pick. It’s a flowing maxi. I ship it directly to the resort on St. McAna Island. The customs fees are outrageous. Here’s hoping it gets there on time.


			“How’s the packing going?” Patton enters our room. He smiles widely.


			“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay home and help with the boys? It’s a busy weekend with homecoming tomorrow night and the college fair on Sunday.”


			He squints at me like a bright light has suddenly turned on in a dark room, and I blurt something to avoid causing suspicion. “The boys are growing up fast. They’ll be leaving for college in a blink.”


			He sits on the bed next to me. “If you don’t go on this trip, you’ll regret it.” His green eyes meet mine with sincerity.


			I shake my head. “But I want to see Ethan and Everett in their tuxedos.”


			Patton scoots closer, putting his hand on my shoulder. His familiar fresh scent calms my agitation. “The boys are only sophomores. There will be other homecomings.” Patton pulls me closer. His body is warm and comforting. It reminds me he’s my rock. “Your friends are the last connection you have to where you grew up. It’s been ten years since you’ve seen them.”


			His insistence that I stay tied to my place of origin is irritating, but not surprising. Patton’s a hometown boy. Born in St. Louis, bred on midwestern values, and thrilled to be raising our boys in the same community where he grew up.


			He tangles our fingers together, holding my hand, and continues. “Don’t you think it’s crazy you haven’t been back to Hamilton Beach since you left for college?”


			I pull away from him. “But my dad moved to Florida, so there was no reason to go back.”


			Patton doesn’t understand what it was like having to live in a world that kept spinning after cancer invaded my mom’s body like a violent tornado touching down with no warning. Everyone around me was enjoying senior year, “the best time of our lives,” but all I felt was a huge hole in my heart. And even though I’ve told Patton how my dad laid on the couch crying for months, and I’ve explained that my dad and I avoid each other because being together forces us to relive the pain of the three months between my mom’s diagnosis and death, I haven’t told him everything about my past.


			“There wasn’t any reason to go back to Hamilton Beach.”


			My reaction doesn’t surprise him, and I can tell he’s thinking carefully about what to say next. He’s always been good at pausing instead of responding with a knee-jerk reaction. It’s one of the many reasons I love him.


			“I know this trip stirs up memories of your mom, but there’s something important about staying connected with childhood friends.”


			I shrug off his comment.


			He continues anyway. “Your friends are excited to see you.” Standing, he grasps my other hand and gently tugs me off the bed, then wraps his arms around me. “You can do this,” he whispers in my ear. “I bet your friends have lots of great memories of your mom. Ask them to share one or two? Maybe it would be good for you?”


			I lay my head on his shoulder, savoring the scent of his hair. He’s a good man, trying his best to help me based on limited information. What would he say if he knew I traumatized the people I love?


			Releasing me, he looks at the suitcase expectantly.


			I think about backing out of the trip again. But I know I owe it to Nicole, Liliana, and Carly to show up. It’s the best I can do since I’m unwilling to tell them the truth. My body pulses the way it did that first night after my mom died. Sleepless hours left me feeling like I was falling off a cliff. Desperate for relief, I jumped out of bed and ran outside. I remember walking into the pitch-black darkness and feeling defenseless against the world’s evils. Instantly, my grief transformed into a tightening in my chest. That’s when I understood how fear could overpower my sadness.


			“Zip up your suitcase. I’ll bring it downstairs.”


			I nod, cursing Carly for her clever plan. I slide the zipper around my luggage, then place my flip-flops and sun hat in my carry-on.


			Patton picks up the suitcase and smiles. “You’ll have a great time.”


			As he wheels it down the hall, blood rushes through me with enough force to launch a rocket into outer space. He doesn’t know I ran away senior year of high school. He doesn’t know how the situation escalated, forcing me to keep secrets from Nicole, Liliana, and Carly. Just like my friends, Patton doesn’t know everything about my past.
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			My eyes fixate on the suitcase Patton brought down earlier, wishing it would spontaneously combust. What other fantasies can I concoct to get out of this reunion trip?


			“You look pretty.” Patton gives me a flirtatious smile from across the kitchen. I’m amazed his eyes still sparkle when he sees me, day after day, in simple neutral-colored clothing. I hate standing out in a crowd. “We know you’re anxious about this reunion trip. The boys bought you something to get you in the right frame of mind.”


			“A gift for me?” I play it cool.


			Ethan and Everett hand me a bright-yellow bag overflowing with tissue paper.


			“It’s an early birthday present.” Everett grins, showing off his left dimple. The one he gets from Patton.


			Ethan chimes in. “It was all Dad’s idea.”


			“Aww, that’s sweet. Thanks.” I pull apart the bag and take out a neatly rolled white T-shirt. Holding it up, I let it unfold. “Ha, very cute.” I glance at the cartoon image of Justin Timberlake with the words Raised on ’90s boy bands. This trip is happening. I need to mentally prepare myself for Carly. Postcard images of each birthday trip we’ve taken in the past appear in my mind—Key West for our twentieth, a Caribbean cruise for our twenty-fifth, skiing in Colorado for our thirtieth, and the spa trip to Miraval for our thirty-fifth.


			That trip to Miraval was my breaking point. Carly spent the vacation intent on stirring up confrontation. What was the point of arguing over whether we should take part in spiritual drumming or meditation? With all the tension, I realized Carly would never get over her anger that I left Hamilton Beach, and I would never have the courage to admit why. Plus, with Patton and my boys, I was building a world where friendship wasn’t necessary.


			“You have to wear it on your trip.” Everett points to my new shirt.


			“Yeah, we want photographic evidence.” Ethan pushes a bushy clump of chestnut-colored hair out of his eyes.


			My heart skips, missing the defined, clean-cut hair style my boys had when they were younger. It’s hard to believe they’ll be seventeen next year, the age I was when I started stealing five- and ten-dollar bills out of my dad’s wallet. Enough to get me started when I disappeared, but not enough for him to notice. Although, given my dad’s state of mind, I could have emptied his bank account without him realizing. As I look at Ethan’s and Everett’s innocent, trusting smiles, I know how crazy I was for throwing myself into the madness of the real world at their age.


			“Mom sandwich,” Ethan calls out.


			Everett moves in front of me, while Ethan moves behind. They reach their arms out and hug each other, squeezing me between their muscular bodies. The pungent smell of spicy deodorant makes my eyes water.


			“Boys, your mother’s five inches shorter than you. She can’t breathe.” I hear Patton’s voice.


			The boys step back, allowing my face to peek out from between them.


			“Thanks for the gift.” Walking to my suitcase, I place the shirt on top.


			“Dope.” Ethan brushes away another clump of messy hair hanging over his eyes. “See you in the a.m. We gotta bounce.”


			Everett grabs car keys off the counter. “Later.”


			“Make good decisions at homecoming. Good luck at the college fair. I can’t wait to hear all about it.” I wave goodbye, and my boys walk out the door.


			As I hear their car pull away, my insides flutter thinking about them leaving for college. But the soft feeling changes to anger, remembering how I had to handle my dorm paperwork and financial aid forms after my mom died. By mid-senior year, I knew I’d have to defer Washington University to take care of my dad. And no one—not even my friends—noticed my world was unraveling.


			“We need to leave for R-Dog’s birthday dinner.” Patton cuffs the sleeves of his blue plaid button-down shirt. “Rolled or buttoned?”


			“Either way.” I try to keep my voice steady while my stomach knots. I wish he knew that being with his tight-knit group of childhood friends is difficult for me. But how could he know something I’ve never told him?


			Fifteen minutes later, when Patton and I walk into Charlie Gitto’s on the Hill, we’re greeted with loud hoots and hollers, followed by the shout, “General Patton!” When will we reach the expiration date of these stupid teenage nicknames? I try to imagine Patton as General Patton, but instead I see an image of myself at seventeen. The swatch of freckles that spread across my nose, and the way I hid behind the face-framing chunks of my Rachel haircut to conceal my teary eyes. Unable to function after losing my mom, I just smiled and went along with whatever meaningless distraction Carly suggested—meeting at the mall food court for an Orange Julius, taking Glamour Shots, even going to the arcade, which we had outgrown years earlier. The pretending created a disconnect within me, like an actor playing a role. A role that led me down a path that would hurt the people I love most.


			Ignoring my thoughts, I walk beside Patton toward his friends. The first round of buddy backslapping begins. A waiter walks by with a tray of toasted ravioli, and my nose bristles from the smell of Italian spices.


			“Happy Birthday, Rowan.” I use his full name, unable to bring myself to utter the phrase R-Dog.


			“Thanks!” Rowan smiles and then lifts his arms in a muscle man pose.


			I won’t even try to understand the psychology behind why men do this. I give him an awkward thumbs-up and take a seat with the wives. We fall into a conversation about our husbands, our kids, and life’s trivial happenings. These women are always pleasant, but I can’t help feeling like an outsider.


			I think about what Patton said earlier. It’s crazy you haven’t been back to Hamilton Beach since you left for college. I should have told him about the monstrous eighteen-wheeler and the big rig driver who flashed his lights when he saw me walking near the main road before dawn, and how I made the horrible mistake of leaving the safety of Hamilton Beach and jumping inside.


			The hostess appears, and my mind clears. Our group follows her past tables set with stiff white tablecloths and candles to offset the restaurant’s low lighting.


			“Enjoy your evening.” She escorts us into a private room, then leaves.


			We take seats around a table under an elaborate chandelier, while Rowan continues with a story about high school. I’m sure it will end like all the others. Someone passed out drunk or half-naked in an unfortunate location.


			When Rowan finishes, the table erupts with laughter. He stands, raising his glass of bourbon. “Man, those were the days! Cheers to high school.”


			Everyone raises their glasses.


			“Speaking of high school.” Patton places his glass down on the table. “Angie’s leaving for St. McAna Island tomorrow. Meeting up with her high school friends.”


			“Oh, fun.” Rowan’s wife catches my eye, then takes a sip of wine. “St. McAna was my first international trip. I went there when I was in college in Florida. It was easy to get to since it’s just north of Cuba.”


			“Tell them about your trip!” Patton puts a hand on my shoulder, encouraging me to speak.


			Sweat prickles my back. Tomorrow I’ll be with the people I still haven’t been fully honest with. My breath quickens. I part my lips to speak but remain silent.


			Patton jumps in. “She’s going to see a bunch of nineties boy bands. It’s a whole thing.”


			“Like New Kids?” The women at the table bounce around in their seats like toddlers about to have ice-cream for dinner. Everyone’s staring at me, waiting for me to say more, but my mind spins, picturing weathered hands turning an enormous steering wheel and the way the big rig driver’s eyes creepily slid from the road to me when he said he felt a duty to get young girls where they wanted to go safely.


			I rush away before Patton can ask what’s wrong. Hiding inside a bathroom stall, I lean against the cold tile wall. My mind rushes with images—the woods surrounding the highway leading out of Hamilton Beach where I would take my predawn walks, my entire town gathered searching for me, people wearing navy jackets with FBI written in large yellow letters on the back.


			If I hadn’t made the reckless decision to run away, none of it would have happened. But how could I know running away was going to spark the demented mind of a drifter?
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