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			To mamas everywhere

			Whether you are single, married, divorced or widowed.

			From moms-to-be, to mothers of kids who have had kids who had kids.

			It takes a village.

			We may be perfect and at times we may feel like giving up.

			But we are united.

			Moms, mommies, mothers, stepmoms, adoptive moms, foster moms, and those who helped raised children like moms they needed.

			You are loved. You are appreciated. You are amazing humans.

			Never forget that.
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			Chapter One

			I wasn’t exactly young when I became a mother. I was however, single for the most part. I had just turned twenty-two when my baby girls were born. I was alone in the hospital when the contractions grew to stiff mountain peaks on the monitor. I didn’t realize how alone I was though, because a team of nurses and doctors hurried to prepare for their arrival.

			I didn’t miss having a partner’s hand to hold. I only worried about pain and when my parents would arrive. In the end, they were fourteen minutes late for the main event.

			As a history major in college I didn’t hesitate when naming them. My old-fashioned heart was torn between two famous and attractive men from history. Neither one of them was alive anymore, so I couldn’t claim either as the mysterious father of his love child.

			Presley beat her sister Kennedy by two minutes. I guess by the timeline of their lives, Elvis was actually born later, but the way she curled her lip before she cried made my decision before I could even think about my choice.

			Kennedy was named for the best president I’ve known or would ever know as far as I’m concerned. No, I didn’t ever get to witness him personally give speeches and only really learned about him when given his presidency to research for a high school history class report; but he was so amazingly good looking I didn’t really care what he had to say.

			Yes, I, Pamela Jean Taylor was twenty-two years old, alone and raising two baby girls. Their father was Tim something. I don’t remember what his name was, only that his tracks left fire as he ran from town the minute he found out I was pregnant. I heard he had joined the Air Force. My girls would spend the next 16 ½ years thinking he never made it back from war. There might be truth in that. I didn’t know. And I had no way of finding out. I hadn’t planned on getting pregnant. But isn’t that what all people involved in unplanned pregnancies say? As I looked at their faces, so perfect, so precious, none of that mattered. I wouldn’t give them up. Nurses had to pry them from my arms to bathe them, change them, or to quickly take their measurements.

			“Bet you’ll do more with them than that silly History degree,” my dad said when finally arriving at the hospital.

			He was right. Three quarters of the way through school I had no idea what I would do with that degree and didn’t even want to finish. I only did because I had a full ride scholarship from being valedictorian of my high school. I giggled to myself wondering what the class would think of their leader now… practically poor with not one but two babies. I didn’t care. I was so thrilled. I loved my girls. As I watched them sleep I cried with delight.

			My parents were wonderful about the whole experience. Where they should have preached or could have lectured they calmly guided me along the path of motherhood. They were older when they had me but were secretly excited to get to know their grandchildren before they were too old to enjoy them. And it remained a secret until the day I heard mom rocking them late at night telling them that exact thing.

			For the next four years we lived with my parents, the electrifying Janice and somber Ed Taylor. I was a front desk clerk for a local car dealership, and my mom helped with the girls during the day while I was at work.

			The same month that they turned four I received a call that I’ve been waiting for. Even though I didn’t get an offer for a job using my college education, I did get the interview I’d been hoping for. The position was the executive assistant role to the CFO of a major corporate office. The bad news was that if I was offered the position I would need to move to the other side of the state. I loved Virginia, but there were a lot of miles from the western side where I was raised to the eastern coast line, where the position was.

			All too quickly a decision would need to be made. I was told that the job was mine if I wanted it. Money talked, and the dollar signs flashing in front of my eyes made my mind up for me. My girls and I packed up and were moved within three weeks. The following Monday after arriving in Wellington Beach near the Virginia/North Carolina coastline. I walked into the 34th floor lobby of my new life.

			Twelve years later I still smile as I did that day. I love my job and enjoy coming into work every day.

			So why am I now leaving the building in utter fury? Well, that reason is named Presley. Ten minutes before this moment, I received a call from Deputy Warren at the county Sherriff’s office. After confirming I was her mother I listened to the husky male voice on the other end tell me how my daughter ended up in his office. She and an eighteen-year-old unnamed male were brought in for underage drinking. It was 11:20 in the morning! She was supposed to be at school! And just who was this eighteen-year-old male?

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Presley was sitting with her arms crossed and slouched in a plastic chair in the middle of a crowded holding area. Her face, streaked with tears, was wretched in anger. A boy sat beside her with a dragon tattooed down the length of his forearm. He was chewing the side of his thumb and staring off into space looking more scared than she did.

			“Mommy!” She jumped up from her seat knocking it backwards.

			“Do not Mommy me!” I said through clenched teeth. After squinting and sighing deeply in the direction of the boy, I continued, “And we will talk about him later.”

			Presley apologized the four long miles home. She promised to clean the house, ground herself, and never, ever, ever to do it again…. As long as I didn’t hurt or make her stop seeing Rob.

			Ah! Rob! That’s the name of Dragon Boy.

			“No can do pumpkin. You will never see him again. Never, ever, ever,” I mocked her.

			Seconds later I heard her bedroom door slam.

			Minutes after that, her door was taken off the hinges, and she was forced to look at my disappointed face.

			She growled and threw herself face down on her bed. I simply walked away twirling the screwdriver between my fingers listening to muffled screams that fell silent in her furry purple pillow.

			Being a mom was hard. Choosing to do it alone was an even bigger feat. But being a mom of a rebelling teenage girl was virtually impossible to master.

			I sank deep into the couch and laid my head on the cushioned back. Just as I closed my eyes the front door banged open.

			My eyes flew open, and I slowly turned toward the door. There was Kennedy biting her bottom lip to keep from crying. She took in a slow breath, and I watched her lips quiver.

			“Are you okay?” I asked her, sitting up.

			“It’s Becca’s cat ... it was … it’s ... the poor thing was hit by a car mom. What’s worse? We had to see that from the bus window,” she explained, and before she could stop it the dam of tears broke loose.

			All I could do was sit there, shake my head, and think, How can two girls—twin girls—be so incredibly and completely different.

			I listened to her sob as she climbed the stairs. Her footsteps disappeared into her room on the left, and just like her sister she threw herself on her bed.

			Lexi and Luke, our two Jack Russell terriers raced into the room from the kitchen. Both jumped up on their hind legs and danced around at my feet. They knew I needed a laugh to calm down. I applauded them, and they thanked me in return by wagging their little tails.

			Lexi rolled over, and I scratched her furry belly. Satisfied with my brief attention both pups jumped to the couch and lay on my lap. I stroked them blindly while once again closing my eyes.

			The excitement in the air disappeared, and the house was now extremely quiet. Just as I was drifting off for a nap, a knock at the front door jolted me awake. Both dogs jumped simultaneously to the floor and barked furiously warning me of the unknown visitor.

			Now what? I thought.

			As I opened the door I noticed the bowed pitiful head of Rob, the Dragon boy delinquent.

			“I’m sorry Mrs. Taylor. Everything is my fault. Okay? I just really want to still be able to see Pres—”

			He was cut off by the sound of the front door shutting.

			“That’s Ms. Taylor Dragon boy,” I said to the wooden door.

			“Mom who was that?” Presley had emerged from her door-less room and was standing at the top of the stairs.

			“Oh nobody. Just someone trying to sell something. Don’t worry. I quickly told him I’m not buying it.”

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Going back to work the next day was a much needed relief for me. Earlier that morning, Kennedy sat quietly at the breakfast table, upset, and still sporting red-rimmed eyes from crying about the cat. Yes, it was considered a neighborhood pet in that everyone fed it, but I honestly considered it more of a nuisance after catching it numerous times on my car from the telltale paw prints left behind. I also knew that Becca, who has been Kennedy’s best friend since kindergarten, was devastated. She had just lost her childhood pet.

			I kissed the top of her head as I passed her walking to the coffee maker. She sighed dramatically.

			“I promise your day will only get better,” I encouraged her.

			She simply sighed again in response.

			Presley, on the other hand, was still not speaking to me. I was perfectly fine with that since I knew if I did say anything to her it would be said with a what were you thinking? or I’m so disappointed in you included in the comment. It was best to just wait.

			“Do you have dance practice this afternoon?” I asked her while pouring coffee in a to-go cup.

			She grunted.

			“That a yes?”

			She grunted again.

			“Okay then, well grunt again if you need me to pick you up from practice.” I added creamer and stirred slowly waiting for her answer.

			She rolled her eyes, and as she stood to walk away I answered for her. “Okay, even though no response must mean you don’t want me to, I’ll still be there at 5:30 to pick you up.”

			I kissed her on the head before she could fully stand up.

			She grunted in reply.

			I followed them out the door and yelled my good-byes, getting a smile and wave from Kennedy and sneer from Presley. I knew she would be better by the end of the day. The girls rarely held grudges for too long.

			•

			Taking a long drag from my steaming mug, I sank down into the front seat of my car and prepared for the long day ahead of work. There has been a lot of tension building in the office, and my boss had scheduled back-to-back meetings all day. I knew the small amount of peace I had in the commute into town would be the most I would probably have all day.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			I had exactly 3.45 seconds to turn my laptop and desk lamp on before the first meeting’s guests arrived. They were 12 minutes early. My boss, Mr. Stevenson, hadn’t even arrived yet; but it didn’t seem to bother them. One gentleman talked quietly on his cellphone while the other looked through his briefcase, pulling files out and sorting papers frantically.

			Leaving them to wait, I prepared the conference room, restocking the snacks and cold drinks and making a fresh pot of coffee. I opened the blinds and filled pitchers with ice water. I was just finishing up when I heard Mr. Stevenson walk in the front followed quickly by two operation managers who worked in the same office. They hurriedly said their greetings, shook hands, and I arrived by their side just in time to escort them into the conference room.

			While the group spent the next couple hours with the first two visitors, I made reservations for a lunch meeting they had across town and prepared a financial presentation for the afternoon meeting that was scheduled.

			As I worked through the pages, there were noticeably a lot of red-bolded negative numbers. I didn’t give much thought to what they meant or what the meeting was even about. I simply wanted to get finished with what Mr. Stevenson needed so I could tackle the inbox that was now overflowing on my desk.

			I suppose if I had paid more attention to that financial presentation and all those bright, glaring red numbers I wouldn’t have been so shocked when I got the call to go into Mr. Stevenson’s office at 3:45 that afternoon.

			I think my jaw not only hit the floor but bounced off of it with the news he had to tell me 3.45 minutes later. My position was eliminated due to an unforeseen and immediate downsizing.

			As I ran through the day’s events in my mind I found a maniacal laugh escape from my lips. 3.4.5—not my luckiest numbers that day.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			I drove home in a daze. I turned the radio off and listened to myself breathe, and thoughts slam around inside my busy head. I blinked, only vaguely aware of the road and traffic around me. It’s good to know that when your mind is so flooded with stress there is a Higher Power that gets you home in one piece.

			I sat in the car for ten minutes after parking in the driveway, still blinking to the beat of my heart. It was just after 4:30. I had left as soon as I walked out of Mr. Stevenson’s office. I hadn’t even stopped to turn off the computer. I knew tears would fall, and I wanted to be in my car when it happened. I had an hour to spare before picking up Presley from dance, so I wanted to just be alone to cry and make sure my eyes were dry and no longer puffy before I had to go to the school.

			But tears surprisingly didn’t come. I guess my body at that moment was too stunned to allow it. Instead I sat in the driveway and just closed my eyes. I let out a painful sigh, and when I opened my eyes back up, I was staring at a smiling, waving Kennedy. I forced a smile and got out of the car. She ran to hug me.

			“You’re home early. I’m so glad. I wanted to show you something.” She dragged me into the house.

			Leaving me to take off my shoes and put down my purse, she ran off to get me the surprise. I was just walking into the living room when she met me with a bright yellow folder. “I wanted to show you before Presley did.” She shoved the packet in front of my face.

			Focusing on the words on the top page of the stapled packet I realized it was the information for their junior trip to New York.

			$1,200 a kid!

			“Ugh…” I simply said dropping the folder onto the couch.

			“It’s a discount right now. If we wait just even a couple more months the price goes up to $1,400. Because of that I think we should go ahead and sign up now,” Kennedy reasoned the savings.

			I sank down beside the folder and picked it back up trying to concentrate on what exactly it said. What bad timing this was.

			“I understand what you’re saying, but fund raising hasn’t even started yet. I can’t afford to just dish out $2,400 for you girls—especially not now.” I added in a whisper.

			“But we are going, right?” she asked. “I mean you said…”

			I cut her off. “Of course. I promised you after missing your freshman and sophomore trips that you would definitely go to your last two.”

			“Okay. Well don’t forget about it, or we’ll be paying extra.” She skipped up the stairs leaving me with the folder to stare at.

			I heard the splash of the tear hit the paper before I saw it. There it was. The tears. I knew they’d eventually come.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			I sat alone at the kitchen table listening to the soft ticking rhythm of the clock. I slowly stirred the spoon around in my hot tea. It was one o’clock in the morning, and the girls had been in their beds for hours.

			I had entertained them with cooking, homework, sitting between them on the couch watching back-to-back movies, and finally helping to paint toe nails. It wasn’t until they went upstairs that I realized I needed to take time to think, to shut off my mom brain.

			With no television on and no distractions, I prepared for the bumper car affect the building questions took on in my brain. Where would I go now? How do I start over? What was I truly going to do now?

			Most families would fall back on another income, or downsize, or the other spouse take a second job or more hours. I didn’t have those options. Downsizing to us meant moving into a one bedroom apartment with a kitchenette on the other side of the tracks.

			Mr. Stevenson described his offer of a severance package. I had to admit it was above and beyond what most people would probably get. I had been with him for so long that he promised to take care of me. I would keep my normal benefits and half my income for six months and then have the option to continue benefits at a higher premium after that. All I could think about was that small window of six months and the amount of money I’d need to compensate for the other half that was lost.

			I had to tell the girls.

			Kennedy would feel sorry for me and probably offer to quit lacrosse and find a job to help support the family. Presley would get mad, upset, and realize what she won’t be able to buy now that the steady flow of funds to her pocket would end. She would probably ignore me for a few days and slowly come to terms with it, and we’d all fight through the tough times together.

			I then instantly realized how tired I was. All these thoughts and plans were exhausting. I walked the ten feet to the couch and threw myself onto the throw pillows with a thud. I didn’t even feel like crawling into bed that night.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			My eyes slammed open in their sockets instantly giving me a headache. I blinked furiously to focus, realized my arm that was pinned under me was asleep, and sat up wondering what awoke me. After listening for a few seconds I realized there was fighting going on upstairs.

			I shook the pins and needles from my arm and slowly carried my aching body up the stairs. Why did I think sleeping on the couch was a good idea? I asked myself as I ascended the stairs.

			Presley was sitting in her bed, eyes rolled to the ceiling, sighing a response through her teeth to an unknown question. “But I didn’t wear that dress!”

			“Yes you did, stop lying,” Kennedy pressed on shoving the garment into her face. “And you tore the belt off of it!”

			“I’m not lying, i didn’t do it!” Presley was now fully yelling in her sister’s face.

			I grabbed the dress, looked at the belt, and pursed my lips before speaking. “Presley, you did wear this dress two weeks ago, and you will fix it or buy her a new one. End of story.” I threw the dress into her lap.

			“I won’t…I,” Presley started to answer but I interrupted.

			“No, you will. I said end of story!” I yelled, and both kids looked at me with wide eyes.

			I never yelled. I’m not the mom that has to. One kid minds me no matter what, and one tries me until her power runs out and then I’m ignored. In both situations I’m civil.

			I turned and quickly left the room, embarrassed by my loudness. 

			Kennedy quietly followed and turned into her room.

			I shook my head as I walked back downstairs.

			I needed coffee.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			It was Saturday, which meant pancakes or French toast. It was a tradition us Taylor girls had since the girls could eat solid foods. I left the decision up to them each week, and if they couldn’t agree, which was the majority of the time, I decided. Today, instead of a steaming plate of flapjacks or a griddle of French toast, I had three kinds of cereal boxes and bowls set on the bar. I was sipping my coffee loudly and staring down at the smiling monkey on one of the boxes when Presley slid into the stool to my left. “Mom? What’s wrong?”

			Still holding the mug to my lips I turned toward her wondering where this child came from and where the usual Presley was hiding.

			“Seriously?! You were crazy up there,” she continued.

			Ahh, there she is.

			Kennedy joined us at the bar, leaning on her elbows across from me. The way they looked from the cereal boxes to me with concern made me feel like I was part of an intervention.

			I chuckled inside before setting my mug down slowly.

			“Okay girls, you want to know what’s wrong? I guess there is no need to wait to tell you.” I quickly gathered my thoughts before continuing. The girls leaned even closer to me.

			“I lost my job. They are consolidating the business which means downsizing our office.” I looked down at my still and creamy coffee, impressed with not a ripple moving on the surface. My nerves felt splintered, but the coffee proved otherwise.

			Then I immediately let go of the handle as if the liquid would jump out at any second. In doing so, the glasslike surface quickly fractured, and I was back in the kitchen.

			Presley spoke first. “Um, that’s not good. I mean, what are you gonna do now?”

			“I don’t know. This is a new place for me. I’ve never been without a job. I just…don’t know,”

			Kennedy spoke, but only in a whisper. “Forget about the trip we talked about yesterday.”

			“Wait! That’s not fair. We need to go,” Presley interjected, standing quickly.

			“No, we don’t Pres. You need to think about other things that money could be used for. You’re not being fair,” Kennedy responded.

			It was my turn to speak. “I know I promised, and I know it’s not fair. That’s why, come hell or high water you’re going. That much is a sure thing.”

			Presley sat back down and crossed her arms, and we all just stared at one another in silence.

			For the next few minutes nobody said anything. Neither girl commented on my remark about the trip. They each took a cereal box and silently filled bowls, no longer wondering where the pancakes or French toast were.

			I broke the silence. “I’m looking for something first thing Monday morning. I’m sure there will be a job just waiting for me. I have a ton of office experience and nothing to lose.”
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