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Whit



It’s barely ten o’clock in the morning and I’m staring down a bright red penis in the principal’s office. Principal Maher—whose face is an exact color match to the anatomically correct dick—keeps jostling it about. I recoil when he thrusts it toward my face.


One cup of coffee was not enough caffeine to deal with this.


“I don’t think you understand the severity of this, Miss Hart.” The permanent frown etched in his ruddy face deepens as he slides the paper into a thick folder on his desk.


Raking my nails through my hair, I shift in my seat to peer through the partly open office door to where my ten-year-old son’s slumped in a chair beside the receptionist’s desk.


“I understand completely.”


I don’t.


I suppose it’s not great for a kid to be drawing a giant penis on his English test—I can understand how that’s problematic in a classroom filled with fifth graders who could’ve seen it. But this is small potatoes compared to drawing a dick on the principal’s door or setting off a stink bomb in class, both of which led to suspensions earlier in the school year. It’s definitely not as bad as the midgame uppercut that got him kicked off the soccer team a few months ago.


“I just …” A heavy breath of stale air inflates my lungs. With my palm smoothing over the metal armrest, I stare down the apathetic principal and continue with the speech I’ve been practicing since the school called me earlier this morning. Controlled, calm, and doing my best to not be the failure of a single mother I know he thinks I am. “Principal Maher, I understand that Jonas’s behavior today disrupted his class, and I recognize this isn’t the first time he’s been in trouble—”


He scoffs. “Far from the first time.”


I steal another glance out at my son. “Believe me, no one is more frustrated than I am. I’m doing my best to raise a kind, respectful kid, and I take these situations very seriously. But removing him from the classroom and taking him away from his peers—ostracizing him—isn’t the answer. What he needs right now is stability and support.”


“Miss Hart, it was made clear to both you and Jonas that the next incident would lead to serious consequences—”


I interrupt, leaning forward and blinking back the burning behind my eyes. “But those consequences should be part of helping him become a better person, and I fail to see how kicking a ten-year-old out of school is going to benefit him.”


The fifty-something man sitting across from me silently gnaws the inside of his cheek, flipping through the neat stack of paperwork in Jonas’s hefty incident folder.


So I continue while picking at the chipped black polish on my thumbnail. “He’s been seeing his counselor regularly, and she thinks he’s acting out because of his father. I’m worried about what’ll happen with even less stability in his life.”


Asking the principal to go back on his word is a long shot. I know that. But it’s all I have. The alternatives are moving out of Wells Canyon—enrolling Jonas in a new school district and hoping he doesn’t repeat this bullshit there—or homeschooling him myself while trying to work from home full time.


Emotions and bile cling to the back of my throat despite hearty attempts to swallow them down. “I know you’re trying to do what’s best for the school. I’m just asking you to help me do what’s best for Jonas, too. He’s a good kid at heart. But he needs a little more patience and guidance right now.”


With a groan, the principal scrubs a hand down his weary face. A sliver of sunlight radiates between half-broken window blinds, casting shadows on the oak desk and bringing a modicum of warmth to this otherwise bleak office. Whether it’s the bland aesthetic, or the mold I’m confident is present beneath the water stains on the roof, or the sinking feeling that I’m failing as a mother, sitting in Principal Maher’s office makes me physically ill every time.


I’m seconds away from begging when he looks up through bushy eyebrows and gives me a tentative nod. “School’s out in a couple weeks. Jonas can come back tomorrow, so long as he’s willing to spend his lunch hour in my office every day for the remainder of the school year.”


My jaw unclenches, and words tumble out around a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”


“And no more … creative ideas.” With a wet cough, he hurriedly scoops up the file folder, spinning in his office chair to tuck it into a cabinet.


“I’ll talk to him.” Clammy palms pressed to the armrests, I push myself out of the chair.


Jonas is going to hate spending lunch here.


The office door shuts softly behind me, and the receptionist looks up with an expression of weary familiarity.


“C’mon.” I motion to Jonas, letting my hand fall on his shoulder so I can usher him out of the building.


Neither of us say a word.


Not for the five-minute drive home. Not as we trudge inside and kick off our shoes on the entryway tile. Not as we stand shoulder-to-shoulder at the kitchen island, each having a glass of water.


But when he abandons his glass and starts toward the stairs, I clear my throat. My own half-full drink clunks down on the speckled white countertop. “Dirty dishes in the sink.”


He throws his head back with a groan, as if I’ve handed him a thousand hours of community service. I thought preteen girls were the only ones with attitude, but the slow shuffle of his socked feet and the utterly tortured look on his face says otherwise.


“You’re not suspended. But you have to spend lunch with Principal Maher every day until summer break.”


“What?” He blinks at me, revulsion contorting his face. “No. I’m not doing that.”


“Jonas—”


He slams the glass into the sink with so much force it’s a wonder it doesn’t shatter. “Having lunch with the principal is so cringe.”


“Getting kicked out of school is what’s cringe. Drawing penises on school property is cringe.” I don’t miss the way his lip quirks up at the word penis. Seems all those sex education classes I had to sign a form for back in September aren’t enough to stop preteen boys from giggling about body parts. “And it’s going to be super freaking cringe when you’re forty years old with a fifth-grade education.”


“I’m not doing it,” he states, rolling his eyes and walking away like a miniature version of his damn father.


“You don’t have a choice.”


Taking the stairs two at a time, he disappears out of sight. Blatantly fucking ignoring me.


“Jonas!” I yell after him. It scorches my throat.


Within seconds, I’m grasping his doorknob and throwing it open. Typically, we have a mutual understanding about privacy when doors are shut—but right now? Fuck his privacy. “We aren’t done talking about this.”


He glances up at me, sitting cross-legged on his bed and sliding headphones over his ears.


“Absolutely not.” I snatch the handheld gaming device away while narrowing my gaze. “You’re grounded.”


Jonas tosses his hands in the air with a nasty snarl. “But Maher didn’t suspend me.”


“Are you serious? That doesn’t mean there aren’t still consequences.” I hold the device close to my chest, gripping it like the valuable ransom it is. “You’re grounded until … until …” This is always where I flounder. “Until summer break.”


“Summer break?” His voice flies up an octave and breaks at the end. “That’s still two weeks away. I won’t get—”


“To go to your friend’s end-of-school pool party next weekend? Nope. You won’t. Maybe if you stopped and used your brain for, like, half a second before you did stupid shit, you wouldn’t be in this mess.”


“Everyone is going to Logan’s party.”


“Correction: everyone but you.” I spin on my heel. “You’ll be sitting right here.”


The moment the door slams behind me, his raspy, crying voice screams, “You’re a bitch!”


And I could turn around. Go back in there and ground his ass straight through to September. That’s what my parents would’ve done. Though that clearly didn’t work out so well for them, considering I actively avoid having much of a relationship with them now that I’m an adult. They aren’t bad parents, per se. They were there when Jonas was a baby and I needed help. But they also came down hard on all my mistakes. Judged me for expressing emotions. Belittled me for having opinions.


I refuse to do the same.


So despite that innate desire to unload my pent-up anger on Jonas, I release a shaky exhale and head down the hall, studying the grooves in the floor to keep myself from crying.


Oh look, there’s the mate to that sock from earlier.


In one swift motion, I scoop it up and toss it into the open washing machine in our small laundry room. I slide the pocket door shut behind me for a moment of peace and switch on the empty dryer before slumping to the floor.


My dad owns a hardware store, yet I haven’t mentioned the clanging and thudding sounds my dryer makes because they’re loud enough to drown out any noise, and I prefer for my ten-year-old to not hear me sobbing. He’s never one to pop into the laundry room without being forced—as evidenced by the stray socks—and sometimes I need a minute.


Today, I need twenty.


Knees pulled to my chest, I let tears ricochet off my legs. Steady streams flow down my cheeks, stinging my dry skin, and I lean my head back against the rumbling, obnoxious machine.


I failed him.


I’m failing him.


It’s all true. All the nasty things people have said since the moment I announced I was pregnant at eighteen. Even at twenty-nine, I’m the wild child turned teenage mom with a deadbeat baby daddy.


I send my kid to class with a lunch that’s the perfect representation of the school-provided Healthy Eating Guide so his teacher has one less thing to side-eye me for. I made sure Jonas started seeing a therapist after his first “incident” last year. I don’t do anything reckless because this small town talks.


And God knows they talk enough.


Every choice I’ve made since the day two lines appeared on a pregnancy test in a gas station bathroom has been with my kid’s best interests in mind. And somehow, I’m still failing.


A wracked sob escapes when I think about how close we were to expulsion today. And I swipe the back of my hand under my sopping nose while silently cursing Jonas for not giving a shit.


“How can he not care?” I mutter to the stupid little frog figurine with a sign that reads don’t worry, be hoppy sitting on the windowsill opposite me. A Mother’s Day gift Jonas gave me when he was seven, because I mentioned loving the frogs we saw during a lake day. Jonas has—or at least had—the ability to be a thoughtful, loving little boy.


Now it’s phone calls and meetings and interventions. It’s convincing the teachers and principal and school district officials that he’s not a lost cause. Apologizing for his behavior.


Then it’s sitting beside my noisy, wobbly dryer until my tears have slowed to a trickle and my head’s pounding. Tucking in my sleeping, sweet baby before crawling into my own bed.


Which is when the countdown until his next incident starts.


The ringing phone on my bedside table wakes me up with a jolt, and I silence it before there’s any risk of bothering Jonas down the hall. Rubbing my eyelids to combat the burning sensation from the bright light, I answer with a ragged voice.


“Hey, babe,” my ex-boyfriend, Alex, coos through the speaker.


“It’s the middle of the”—I yawn—“night. Are you okay?”


“Yeah, babe. Totally fine. What are you up to?”


“I was sleeping. It’s like one o’clock in the morning.” I reach behind my head with my free hand to fluff up my pillow, then pull the duvet to my chin. “What do you need?”


“Just missed hearing your voice … seeing your face.”


Try as hard as I might, I can’t prevent the fluttering in my chest. But I swallow hard and blurt out a stern, “Oh yeah?”


“I’m parked outside, if you want to let me in?”


Sure enough, when I’m quiet for a moment, I can hear the rumbling of his obnoxiously loud car. He does this because he knows I won’t say no, even though everything is worse after he spends the night in my bed. If I make him leave before Jonas wakes up, I feel awful for not letting them spend time together. But when I let him stay, it fucks with Jonas’s head and puts him in a bad mood.


I sigh, dragging myself from the comfort of my bed and padding down the dark hallway. “Fine, but you have to leave before Jonas wakes up.”


His engine cuts in the otherwise still night, and warm June air hits my face when the door swings open in time to see him lumbering up my front steps.


Stepping inside, he gives me a smirk and a wink. Damn it. I shouldn’t roll over so easily for a man with a simple smirk and a wink in the middle of the night.


His eyes glimmer in the dim light, and he rakes a callused hand through my loose, dark hair before palming the back of my neck. “I missed you.”


Instinct and habit take over, and I melt into his touch.


I fucking hate it.


“I need to get back to bed.” I tilt my head toward the narrow hallway. “It was a long day, and I have a ton of work to catch up on tomorrow.”


Kicking off his sneakers—haphazardly, exactly like his son—he holds a tight grip around my waist for the sneaky stroll to my bedroom.


Normally, I’d be flirty and accommodating. Despite how much I insist I’m done with him, I can’t help the feelings he evokes in me. We dated off and on in high school, got pregnant right after graduation, and I tried so fucking hard to make things work for Jonas. They didn’t, obviously, and I’m left with whatever this is… .


Calls when he’s feeling single and lonely, or when he’s had too many drinks, or when he gets a rare guilty conscience and wants to do something nice for his son.


And I’m a doormat every time.


Not tonight. Tonight I’m too tired to give a shit about what he wants or why he showed up. He can sleep in my bed, but that’s the only thing I’ll roll over and take. I climb into my still-warm spot and pull the covers to my chin, wiggling slightly to get comfortable.


Alex wraps an arm around my waist, tugging me into a little-spoon position, and within seconds his fingers slip beneath the hem of my T-shirt.


“Not tonight. I’m exhausted,” I whisper.


“Not even a quick one?”


I grab his wandering hand, removing it from my stomach. “Jonas almost got expelled today.”


“Expelled?” His head pops up from the pillow, suddenly appearing in my periphery. “How do you get expelled during summer break?”


“He still has two more weeks of school left. I texted you about the year-end assembly, remember?”


“Oh … yeah.” He doesn’t remember. “What did he do this time?”


“Turned in his English test with a massive dick drawn across it.”


Alex chuckles. “They were seriously going to expel him for that? He’s a ten-year-old boy. Dicks are hilarious at that age.”


At ten, and apparently also at twenty-nine, based on how hard Alex’s silent laughter is making the mattress vibrate.


“Well, the school doesn’t find it hilarious. Especially since this is far from his first offense. I had to go there today and ask the principal to give him another chance.” I sigh. “Thank God school’s almost out… . I’m not sure he has any more sympathy left to give us.”


“Let me go next time.”


“Let you go?” I roll to meet his gaze, wide-eyed and searching for an explanation. Alex has never offered to attend any type of school meeting. Even when I’ve cried and pleaded for a little backup, he comes up with an excuse.


“Yeah, let me talk some sense into the fucking moron running that place.” He massages my shoulder, then kisses it as his touch trails the length of my arm. Conveniently, he’s right back to the bottom of my shirt, toying with it. That’s all the explanation I need. He’s trying to placate me.


A finger flirts with the waistband of my pajama pants. “Now, where were we?”


“I’m trying to have a serious conversation with you about our son.”


Alex groans, and even in the dark, I know he’s rolling his eyes the same way Jonas did earlier. “Jesus Christ, Whit. I said I’ll go to the school next time—what more is there to talk about?”


“Can you talk to Jonas? Like … man to man. He never wants to listen to anything I say.” I worry my bottom lip. “Maybe take him fishing? He hasn’t had the chance to go with my dad since Mom’s Alzheimer’s diagnosis.”


“Yeah, fine.”


“Wow, don’t sound so fucking thrilled about bonding with your son.”


“I’m super busy with work right now, Whit. And I didn’t come here to be nagged about this shit.” He removes his touch away from my body entirely, creating at least half a foot of space between us in bed. Looks like he’s given up on the thing he did come here for, which is honestly fine by me.


“Sorry,” I murmur, rolling to my side, facing away.


He blows a huff from his nostrils, and the mattress dips and shifts as he gets comfortable. Thanks to the sobfest in my laundry room, I’m left with only a few straggler tears to fall. Just enough to soak the pillowcase and send me into a deep slumber.


And when I wake up, Alex is gone.














Whit



“Jonas,” I hiss. “Knock it off.”


He wriggles free of the white-knuckled grip I have on his shoulder, flashing me a look that hits as hard as if he told me to go fuck myself. Thankfully, he doesn’t immediately return to throwing handfuls of gravel at some scrawny boy on the swing, which is exactly what he was doing moments ago, before I tore across the playground and confronted him. Now he’s heading toward his new friend group, and the way they’re snickering, huddled up in a circle, is far from reassuring.


“Fuck,” I mutter under my breath.


“That’s a bad word,” the kid on the swing practically shouts. Now I’m a little tempted to throw rocks at him, too. “My mom says you get soap in your mouth for saying that.”


Funny considering how many gentle parenting articles his mom shares on social media.


“Sorry,” I say over my shoulder. Bridge of my nose pinched tight between my fingers, I walk away while keeping Jonas firmly planted in my periphery, along with the gossiping moms on the opposite side of the schoolyard.


It was a stupid idea to bring all the students and their parents here to celebrate the last day of school. In a small town where everyone knows everyone, this sort of forced mingling becomes a cesspool of rumors and stink eyes. No amount of fruit punch and barbecued hot dogs can mend relationships that have been fractured since we were all little kids on this very playground.


“Boys will be boys,” one of the gossiping moms, Megan, says through a hearty fake laugh on my approach. “I’m so glad I had girls.”


Smoothing down the front of my buttoned blouse, I step over the railway tie dividing the children’s area from the adults’. The dark wood creates a harsh line between dusty gray pea gravel and green grass. The difference between retaliating against your enemies with handfuls of rocks or catty words.


“Yeah. Kids can be quite a handful.” I tamp down what I want to say, plastering on a fake smile to match hers. My go-to pacifying Stepford Wife appearance. I wear it so often and so well, there’s an argument to be had about whether this is my real smile now.


“Must be nice having the energy to chase him around… . Guess that’s a perk of getting your parenting years started early.” Megan makes the same comment I’ve heard approximately a million times from the moms around here. They love nothing more than making digs about the fact that I had a kid straight out of high school, as if that’s a crime.


She tilts her head to watch Jonas and his friend play-fighting. Lord, I hope it’s play-fighting. “Jonas is so much like Alex was.”


“Well, I don’t think I’d say that.”


Alex was a fucking terror. And while I loved how much my parents hated him back when I was a teen, I don’t want Jonas to be anything like Alex was. Is.


“Mmm,” she hums through pursed lips. “How many times was Jonas suspended this year?”


Megan’s friends—minions, rather—avert their eyes and quickly bring cups of punch to their lips.


“Boys will be boys, right? Jonas is … well, he’s not Alex.” I tuck a lock of pin-straight hair behind my ear, conscious of my quickening pulse. “Anyway, I need to get home for a work meeting. You ladies have a great summer.”


Not waiting for their reply, I step back into kid world and consider picking up a handful of rocks—or maybe grabbing the spitball contraption it appears Jonas is holding—and aiming right for Megan’s face. The problem with trying to raise a child who isn’t like Alex is knowing I need to set a good example for him. Even—or maybe especially—when it’s hard.


The noise of parents slowly fades into shrieking children, the incessant squeak of a seesaw in need of oil, and sneakers running through dense gravel. Kids mill about everywhere, already in cliques that mirror the adults, and Jonas slips the dismantled ballpoint pen into the back pocket of his jeans when he sees me looming.


“Hey, buddy.” I sidle up next to him, reaching down and discreetly yanking the spitball weapon away. He turns to glare at me, and I slip my free hand around the back of his neck, pulling him in for a hug. I plant a loud, smacking kiss on the top of his messy blond hair, much to his disgust.


Teach him to give me nasty looks on the playground.


“I’ve gotta go. We have dinner at your grandparents’ tonight. Come straight home after school, yeah?”


“Yeah.” He shrugs off my embrace.


“Straight. Home.”


“Yes, Mom. You can leave now.”


“Weird of you to call me mom like it’s an insult.” I tousle his hair for good measure, doing double duty by humbling him in front of his friends and making us look like a loving mother-son duo to any gossips on the sidelines. “See you at home. Love you.”


Shortly after six p.m., Jonas and I stand on my parents’ front stoop with the sun at our backs and a wisp of a breeze fluttering the tips of my hair. My hand hesitates on the door handle, and I give him a look. “Best behavior.”


“Don’t make that face. You look like Roz from Monsters, Inc.” He mock frowns, launching into a rough impression of Roz’s throaty voice. “Jonas Hart, you better behave at Grandma’s house.”


“I’m serious, Jonas. You’re lucky to be seeing the light of day right now.” I give him an earnest look. “Grandma’s been having a rough time lately, and you make her happy. Only reason you’re out of jail a night early.”


Jonas’s lips roll together for a moment, and he murmurs, “Best behavior. Promise.”


Late last year, Mom was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s, and while having the actual diagnosis was difficult to stomach, it also came as no surprise to me. Because I work from home and live around the corner from my parents, I’ve been the first point of contact for every missing set of keys, forgotten item, and general brain fog moment. Rather, I was that go-to person until my sister moved back home a few months ago to take care of Mom.


“Hey,” I call out from the entryway, kicking off my sneakers next to Jonas. He gets a running start and slides into the living room in socked feet, earning a laugh from my mom. Whether she’s lucid or not, he seems to know exactly how to brighten her day.


Nothing in my parents’ house has changed in decades. The forest-green couch I had my first kiss on, the white-and-baby-blue geese decor in the kitchen, and my sister’s various achievements lining the mantel. The entire place has a golden hue, our family photos look happy, and a warm cinnamon aroma lingers in the air.


It feels homey, but it doesn’t feel like my home. Never really has.


I’m the puzzle piece that doesn’t quite fit, and I spent years whittling down my edges in an attempt to be part of this family in any meaningful way—inadvertently becoming jagged and even less likely to connect. I love my parents, and I know they love me, but our relationship is surface level at best. And since the diagnosis, I’ve come to terms with the fact that we’ll never have an opportunity to change it.


Without fail, Jonas heads straight for the fridge to grab a can of root beer, then settles into the corner of the couch. Sticking to a promise for once, he entertains conversation with my mom about his last day of school.


“Where’s Dad?” I plunk onto a counter stool next to my sister.


Blair stretches her lean torso across the counter, and brown hair curtains either side of her face as she reaches for a wineglass balanced on the dish drying rack. “Outside cooking burgers.”


I should’ve known. It’s the one thing our dad can cook well.


“Is that all you guys eat around here?” I raise an eyebrow, watching my older sister give me a heavy pour of red wine.


“On the nights he cooks? Yes.”


The first sip slithers down my throat, instantly warming my stomach, and I cradle the glass in two hands like it’s a warm mug of cocoa on a wintry night. The heat continues through my bloodstream, pumping hard in my chest, when I overhear Jonas agree to do a puzzle with Mom.


“How was the school party today?” Blair stares over the rim of her glass.


I snort. “Splendid.”


“That bad, huh?”


“No shortage of nasty looks from the mom squad.”


Blair tilts her head at me with a questioning expression.


I stop to look over at my son, lowering my voice so Blair’s forced to lean in to hear. “He drew a penis on his English test a couple weeks ago. No doubt all the parents heard about it.”


My sister seals her mouth with a flattened palm, muffling a small bout of laughter.


“I practically had to beg the principal not to expel him, Blair. What the hell am I supposed to do if they don’t let him go back next year or something?”


“They can’t do that, can they? There’s no other schools in the area.”


“I think they can do whatever they want.” The pads of my fingertips tap my tear ducts in a silent reminder not to cry.


If I cry, my parents will want to know what’s wrong. And if I tell them about Jonas’s incident, I’ll be a failure in their eyes once again. Mom’s lucid enough she’ll give me a speech about parenting, and how she handled situations like this one when Blair and I were younger, as if she were winning mothering awards. Dad will shake his head with stern disappointment, then promptly change the subject.


“At least it’s summer break now. Maybe he’ll be in a better place—a little more mature—when he goes back in the fall?”


“Yeah …” A shaky breath sends shivers down my spine. “I don’t know what to do with him this summer, though. If he stays home, I know he’s going to do nothing but play video games and argue with me.”


“Do they still have summer camps at the agriculture hall?”


Swallowing a mouthful of wine, I nod. “Not enough interest to run it all summer. But he’s there next week. Alex paid for it.”


“The least he could do.”


The very least.


“I’ll help as much as I can. You know I will,” Blair says. The mouth of the bottle clinks against the rim of her glass. “I’ll just … um, move some things. Maybe bring him to the clinic with me again? Or I’ll tell Cassidy I can’t babysit for a little while.”


“Blair, you don’t have—”


“It’s fine. I have no problem helping.”


“I asked Alex to spend time with Jonas this summer but apparently work is really demanding. I think he paid for camp to get me off his back.” I bite down on the inside of my cheek, gnawing away the emotion clawing at the backs of my eyes and top of my throat.


“I wish he’d quit being such a fucking sleaze.”


“You’re telling me.” With a sigh, I look around at the kitchen of my childhood, vividly remembering the countless arguments my parents and I had about Alex. When it comes to him, sleaze is one of the kinder insults to be hurled within these walls. “But also, he has a point. He’s a roofer—summer is their busiest season.”


“Bullshit. You gotta stop letting him walk into your life whenever he wants.”


“I know. I know… . But he’s the father of my only child. At one point, I loved him. It’s not that simple.”


Blair’s wistful gaze meets mine; our small frowns mirror each other. “Trust me, I know how you feel. But holding on to the past isn’t healthy, especially when he’s not on the same page.”


I down the rest of the wine and eagerly reach for the bottle. When Blair moved home to take care of Mom a few months back, she reconnected with her high school boyfriend, and now she’s apparently an expert on relationships.


“Easy for you to say when the love of your life magically turned everything around to win you back. You’re all glowy and shit now.”


“After more than a decade apart,” she says. “Give Alex an opportunity to miss you.”


With a swallow, I shrug. Wine goes down real easy when I’m talking about my ex. “But that also means keeping him from Jonas.”


“Is he seeing him now?”


“Well, no, but—”


The sliding glass door cuts my sentence short, and Dad appears with a proud gleam in his eye and a plate heaped with steaming burgers.


“Great,” Blair mutters into her glass. “Looks like we’re getting leftover burgers for the next three days.”


After topping up my glass—thank God I live within walking distance of my parents’ house—I follow the rest of my family to sit around the table. Slipping into an empty chair, I watch Jonas squirt ketchup over his cheeseburger with a concerning amount of tension and angst carved into his expression. He looks more like a hardened fifty-year-old going through a nasty divorce than a ten-year-old starting summer break. I remember the softness of his smile and the way he’d stare up at me as a toddler, arms outstretched as he waited to be picked up. It was easier then; he ate up every lie about where his dad was and didn’t question my decisions. He didn’t deserve those lies, but he also doesn’t deserve the truth.


No kid should have to face the reality that their dad doesn’t want them.














Colt



“She’s the real boss. I just work here.” I nod toward Betty and watch as she keeps a wide berth around the outside of the herd, staring them down with intense eyes and a wide-open, panting mouth.


The five-year-old blue heeler is the love of my life, and sometimes also the bane of my existence. But despite the number of shoes and phone cords she destroyed as a puppy, and the number of times the guys in my bunkhouse at Wells Ranch have threatened to shoot her, she’s proven herself as a fantastic working dog. And an even better best friend.


Aside from my mom, Betty’s the only girl I need.


“She’s gonna put you out of a job,” the ranch foreman, Red, says into the wide mouth of his metal water bottle. Following a long swig, he clunks the bottle back into his saddlebag and tips his chin toward the cattle we’ve been sorting for the last hour. “Might want to start eating kibble to convince Austin to keep you employed. He breaks down the math of how much more it costs to feed and house you, I bet he kicks you out and keeps the dog.”


“Betty is a high-class lady. Kibble isn’t enough for her.” I lean forward in my saddle, adjusting the way my straw hat sits to cut the glare of mid-morning sun. “The puppuccinos add up fast.”


Red raises an eyebrow and stares at me, saying everything and nothing.


“She likes a special little treat after a long, hard day, so she gets a puppuccino—a little whipped cream swirled in a coffee cup with a bone-shaped biscuit on top.”


Without a word, he nudges the side of his mare to walk away.


Betty bounds ahead, nipping at the back leg of a stray heifer to encourage it toward the rest of the herd, and glances over her shoulder as if expecting instruction from me. We both know she doesn’t need it. We’ve practiced the basic commands, but between natural instinct and years of experience, we rarely use them.


Under the summer skies, on a ranch so sprawling I’ll likely never step foot on every piece of it, I lick my dry lips and watch other guys move Austin’s preselected cattle into a pen. My calluses catch on the looped rope in my hand, while I stare down a particularly ornery pair of steers holding firm ground as Betty barks and nips at their noses. Before I can get to them, Betty forces them through the gate and comes happily trotting back.


“You could at least pretend I’m in charge,” I call to her.


With the clang of the closing gate, Betty flops onto a shady patch of grass underneath the cattle-hauling trailer. Backdropped by a clear blue sky, the ground radiates visible heat waves—this time of year, we won’t start loading until sundown. Then the semi truck will haul the cattle the next province over in the cool cloak of night.


Right when other ranch hands start making plans for a quick dip in the shallow, man-made wading pool by the river, my phone chimes with a ringtone belonging to one of my bosses. Wells Ranch is run by three brothers, plus Red, and somehow I’ve gotta answer to all of them. In the few years I’ve been here, I’ve worked my way up the food chain. I like to think the only reason they haven’t given me an official title is because they don’t need five bosses. Honestly, four feels like too many most days.


Shifting in my saddle, I tug my phone from the leather holster on my belt. The middle-aged-dad-style phone holder looks dumb as hell, but after breaking three phones while trying to chase after cattle with it in my pocket, I needed a solution.


Denny: Need you to go pick something up for me.


Colt: Right now? What is it?


Denny: A 10-year-old up in Wells Canyon. Bring him to the ranch and give him some chores to do.


Colt: That sounds like a crime.


Denny: Don’t make it creepy, and you’ll be fine. It’s Blair’s nephew.


My knowledge of how to take care of kids extends as far as the goat kids I raised in 4-H. Turns out, I can bottle-feed like a son of a gun. By the time I was done, I earned enough money to buy a little tin fishing boat when I sold them at auction. Pretty sure none of my vague goat knowledge is going to help me here, though.


Colt: He doesn’t need a car seat?


Denny: He’s 10 … so, no.


Denny: Get him mucking stalls or something.


Betty’s head hangs out the open passenger window, tongue lolling and lapping up summer air for the entire drive into Wells Canyon.


Main Street is lined with quaint flower boxes, and over flowing floral baskets hang from the small handful of street lamps. Despite the normal population of Wells Canyon being only a few thousand full-time residents, we always seem to acquire a lot of tourists during the summer months. And a sunny, hot Friday in July? The tiny downtown is swarming with them.


I slow to let a family of four cross the road, giant ice cream cones in hand. I’d planned on stopping at the café for an iced coffee—and the promised puppuccino—but between the RVs and the motorcycles, there isn’t an available parking spot in sight.


Whether she sees or smells the café first, Betty barks: shrill and pointed, glancing over her shoulder as she begins to froth at the mouth in anticipation.


“No treats right now, Betty Spaghetti. We’ll circle back after we pick up this kid.”


When I turn off Main Street, the out-of-towners dissipate quickly, and soon I’m parked in front of a white Craftsman home. I glance at my phone to confirm I have the right address and leave the truck running for Betty.


It’s hotter than a witch’s tit outside, so I grab the hem of my shirt and wiggle it to encourage a breeze up my back on my walk to the front steps. My knuckles rap against the black door, doing my best to minimize contact with the scorching hot surface.


Then I wait. Knock again. Wait.


There’s a commotion happening inside, and if I weren’t apprehensive about pissing off Denny, I’d be hightailing it out of here. A feminine voice shouts something I can’t quite make out. She grows louder, though the words are still indistinguishable, right before the front door swings open.


“Hi,” she says with an exasperated sigh. “You must be Colt?”


The woman clutches the door’s edge like it’s the singular thing holding her up. Tall and pretty, there’s no doubt she’s Blair’s sister, with the same brown hair and fair complexion. But she seems harsher than Blair—dressed in a fitted black suit, with a sullen expression twisting the corner of her mouth into a slight frown.


Must be going to a funeral. That’s why she needs a babysitter.


“Hey, yeah, Colt.” Flustered, I scrub my right palm over the front of my shirt and reach out to shake her hand.


I grew up a couple hours from Wells Canyon—moved here to start working on the ranch a few years back—so I suppose it’s not surprising that we’ve never formally met, but how the hell have I never seen her before? Never looked her over in a crowd or caught a glimpse in passing; I haven’t laid eyes on this woman a single damn time. In a small town, that shouldn’t be possible. People run into each other whether they want to or not. A face as beautiful as hers should’ve stopped me in my tracks long before today.


“Whit …” she says tentatively, assessing me with a slow scan of her vibrant green eyes as she slowly pulls her soft, warm hand away from mine.


To somebody dumber than myself, it might seem like she’s checking me out right now. But I’m aware she’s picking me apart without words, making a mental note of every bad quality with the sneering twitch of her nose.


Finally bringing her repulsed gaze to meet mine, she asks, “What are you wearing?”


Glancing down, I realize my mistake. After the texts from Denny, I had a speedy shower and tossed on the easiest clean clothes to grab. Which turned out to be faded blue jeans and an old T-shirt I cut the sleeves off of with a pocketknife.


More specifically, it’s a shirt with a picture of—


“A stripper? Seriously? You thought you’d come pick up my ten-year-old son while wearing a shirt with a stripper on it?”


“I wasn’t really think—”


“And not just a stripper … it has to say ‘i support single moms’ below it?” She shakes her head, half closing the door.


“W-well, I do support single moms, for what it’s worth,” I blurt out. “I mean—I don’t mean I support single moms who strip for— No. No, I do support that, too. Sex positivity. Body confidence. Women’s rights.”


My hands are awkwardly flailing around, punctuating each word, digging the hole deeper. With a thud, they fall at my sides and I sheepishly smile at the ice queen in front of me.


Against my better judgment, I continue. “I don’t like … support the strippers, if you know what I mean. But I support their choice to do that, you know?”


“Right.” Wow. She does not sound amused. “The outfit choice doesn’t exactly instill confidence in me that you’ll be able to take care of my son. So don’t worry about it. It was, uh … nice to meet you. I’ll call Denny and let him know that Jonas can stay home with me today.”


I nearly crumple under the weight of her stare. Sharp pinpricks of sweat stipple up my spine. Once again, I could really use a cool breeze. Denny doesn’t get mad often, but I don’t think he’s going to be too understanding if I turn up on the ranch without this kid.


“Bad call on the shirt. Totally understood. Let me just”—I grab the hem and yank it over my head—“swap it around, and nobody will be any the wiser.”


Under her unimpressed gaze, I flip the fabric inside out and put the shirt back on. Giving a Vanna White–esque hand motion over my front, I grin at her.


“There. Fixed.”


“I can still see the outli—”


“Only if you squint really hard.” I tuck my arms back inside the sleeveless shirt and spin it around so whatever faint outline still exists of a woman dancing on a pole is now firmly in the center of my back. “I have my first aid certification and a clean driving record. I don’t smoke and I’m not a big drinker. Also, Denny might shoot me if I go back solo.”


Her short, painted black nails drum on the door, and though her lips remain steadfast, there’s a smile playing at the corners of her eyes. “You’re heading straight to the ranch with him?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


She stands quietly for a moment, rocking on her heels and mulling over my answer. Turning to look over her shoulder, she shouts, “Jonas, let’s go.”


I shove my hands in my pockets, watching her anxiously bite her bottom lip as the kid replies with something I can’t quite make out.


Whit turns back to face me, exhaling hard through her nose. “He’ll be a minute. Thank you for giving him something to do today.”


“No problem.”


At her side, a skinny kid with dirty-blond hair pops up, backpack slung over one shoulder. And he’s definitely Whit’s kid, considering the way he sizes me up. Damn, I don’t think a ten-year-old has ever intimidated me like this. But this one seems like he’s one wrong remark away from putting sugar in my gas tank.


“You must be Jonas?” I ask.


“Your shirt’s inside out,” he replies with a judgmental look. “Why?”


My eyes flicker between him and his mom. Aside from the shared uncanny ability to make me want to tuck tail and run from a single look, they appear nothing alike.


“Oh, um … got food on the front.”


He raises an eyebrow, then turns to Whit. “You can’t seriously be sending me with this guy.”


She ushers Jonas out the door. “You’ll be fine … I think.”


Eager to get rid of her kid for the afternoon is an understatement; Whit closes the door so fast I finally catch that breeze I’ve been needing.


Jonas lumbers toward my idling pickup, stopping short of the passenger door.


“You have a dog?” There’s no denying the fleeting joy in his tone.


“That’s Betty,” I reply to the kid, whose expression’s back to being stone-cold. “You like dogs?”


“They’re okay.”


I climb into the truck and grab Betty by the collar to pry her away from the passenger seat. She’s not entirely thrilled about giving up window access, but she can deal with it. I like to remind her from time to time that other humans can ride in here with us—keep her ego in check.


I watch Jonas out of the corner of my eye to confirm he’s capable of buckling his own seatbelt, then pull away from the house, turning up the stereo dial to drown out the awkward silence.


Tapping my thumbs along to a country song, I spot a singular available parking stall directly in front of Anette’s Bakery. Without a second thought, I crank the wheel hard and come to an abrupt stop.


I know I told Whit we were heading straight to the ranch, but I’m torn between two pissed-off women, and right now I’m more worried about keeping Betty happy.


Jonas grabs his door handle. “I’m thirsty. Can I get a drink, too?”


“Sure. You got money?”


The kid looks flabbergasted by my simple question. “N-no.”


“Then I don’t know what you’d be planning to get. Be right back,” I say, already halfway out the door. “Are you … are you allowed to sit in the truck alone for a minute?”


“Yeah, duh.”


The air outside Anette’s Bakery carries the perfect blend of coffee, fresh bread, and cinnamon-sugar aroma. The place is so damn busy the bells hanging from the glass front door are hardly audible when I step inside, and the line to order stretches the length of the small café. Good thing my order’s to go, since every oversized armchair, tiny table, and empty wall space to lean against has been claimed.


I dart around a trio of women shopping the assortment of locally made wares for sale on a wooden shelving unit, then nearly trip over a tiny kid toddling across the well-worn floor.


Thankfully, I tend to get special treatment around here. As one should when they visit almost every day, tourist season or not. Which means the silver-haired, petite café owner, Anette, gives me a wink from her station at the cash register, and one of her teenaged employees gets right to work when she spots me. When she’s done, I slide her a ten-dollar bill, and I’m out of there before the line’s even moved a foot.


Struggling to hold my chocolate chip frappe—extra whip, always—plus Betty’s puppuccino and an ice water for Jonas, I peel open the door of my truck.


“Here you go.” I thrust the clear cup filled with water toward him, then hand over the dog treat before she tears my arm off.


“A water?” Jonas’s nose crinkles. “But you got whatever that thing is.”


“You said you were thirsty.” I shrug, bringing the blue straw sticking out of a hefty dollop of whipped cream to my lips. “And you don’t have any money. Water’s the only free thing on the menu.”


He slams the cup into an empty holder and slumps in his seat. And the kid stays pouty for the entire ride to Wells Ranch, ignoring Betty’s repeated attempts at getting him to pet her.


But when we rattle across the cattle guard, she tramples him to hang her head out the window. After a moment of groaning as he tries to push her away, Jonas gives up and wraps an arm around her furry neck, sitting up to get a better view of the sprawling ranch. Of the white homes and farm buildings casting shadows over tall grasses, and fields with rows of round hay bales, and horses lifting their heads to watch us roll up the driveway. Nobody I know is immune to the ranch’s charm, and Jonas is no different, with a gleam in his eye and a half-smile on his lips.
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A few hours later, I’m standing with my hands in my pockets, watching the kid shovel shit in an empty barn stall. With the way he’s pinching his nostrils shut, Jonas’s voice comes out nasally. “It stinks in here.”


“I grew up on my uncle’s farm, and he used to say it’s the smell of money.”


“Gross.” He grimaces. “Are we almost done?”


“You’d be done already if you used both hands to work.” I sloppily gesture at the manure fork wobbling in his grip, threatening to dump the pile of horse crap he spent a concerning amount of time trying to pick up.


Jonas doesn’t respond, but he does pull his T-shirt over his mouth and nose so he can grab the fork with both hands to guide it toward the wheelbarrow.


For a kid brought out here to be helpful, he’s been anything but. He spent the first twenty minutes chasing a pile of manure around the stall, unable to figure out how to scoop it up effectively. And I could’ve stepped in to help, but it was too much fun watching him slowly become enraged, muttering obscenities under his breath as he struggled.


Once he got the hang of it, he spent half his time groaning and purposely dragging his feet, making the work take twice as long as it would’ve taken me to do it alone. I cleaned and organized the entire tack room while he mucked six stalls.


Slamming the last shovelful of manure into the wheelbarrow, he looks up at me with a weary expression. “What now?”


“I’m sure there’s fresh poop in the first few stalls you did by now, so you could start over again.” I bite my cheek to keep from smiling, and the poor kid’s shoulders fall, but he doesn’t complain as he trudges across the concrete floor. He uses his entire body weight to slide the stall door closed behind him.


“Kidding,” I add.


The back of his hand smears dirt—at least I hope it’s dirt—across his forehead. “So … am I done?”


“You’re done. Good job,” I say with a smile, and look toward the barn door. “Let’s get some fresh air.”


Stepping outside, Jonas takes a gasping breath as if he’s been oxygen-deprived for hours. The sun’s rays are strong and hot, and I’d much rather be in the barn, where the concrete helps keep things a few degrees cooler.


The buzzing of June beetles bounces around in the stagnant air, and in the distance a few ranch hands linger outside a round pen, watching what I assume is Jackson starting a new horse. The sound of something twanging against the metal fence rails catches Jonas’s attention, and he squints to get a glimpse of what’s happening.


“Wanna go see?”


He simply nods, and we start down the gravel driveway.


“What made you want to be a cowboy? It’s not even fun.” Jonas shuffles his feet as he walks.


“Um, I’d say it was about eighty percent the movie Spirit and ten percent thinking the cowboys my dad hung out with were super fucking cool.”


“Spirit? The kid movie about horses?” I’m tempted to warn him his face is going to get stuck, considering it’s been held in the same pinched expression all damn day. “You’re missing ten percent.”


“Um, the other ten was me wanting to do the exact opposite of what my mom wanted me to do.”


Guess that answer wins me some points, because he smirks to himself.


We settle in next to where Denny’s leaned against the arena fence rail, heckling his older brother. With all three Wells brothers running the ranch, each one has taken on a major part of the ranch work. For Austin, the eldest, that’s finances—he’s the one I really want to keep happy so I get paid. Jackson, the middle brother, ensures our remuda is up to snuff and sometimes takes on extra training clients, like the horse he’s working now. And somehow Denny, the youngest, became a pseudo-mechanic—fixing everything that doesn’t require the expertise of an actual mechanic.


“Hey, man.” Denny looks at Jonas, then turns to me. “Told ya you weren’t doing anything illegal when I had you go pick him up.”


“He drove really fast on the way here,” Jonas offers up. “And can’t put a shirt on right.”


Eyeballing me, Denny laughs.


I look down at the sweat- and dirt-stained fabric and shrug. “It’s the new style. Guess you guys are behind the times.”


I meant to switch the shirt back after we pulled away from Whit’s house, then forgot. Anyway, now the inside is dirty, so it’s staying inside out and backwards for the rest of the day.


We fall silent and watch as Jackson gets the horse moving again, circling around him with an empty saddle on her back, huffing and snorting as she passes our section of the fence.


“Why isn’t anybody riding it?” Jonas asks after a few moments.


I answer, “Jackson’s getting her used to the saddle first.”


“Quit messing around, Jackson. She’s ready to ride.” Denny leans against the rail, watching the animal intently. Then his hands smack down on the metal, and he steps toward the closed gate. “If you’re too chickenshit, let me on her.”


Jackson opens his mouth to argue, but Denny’s already slamming the gate shut behind him and sauntering toward his brother. Clouds of thick dust billow with each step. With a grin, he playfully pushes his brother out of the round pen, then strokes a palm down the horse’s neck. He maintains a steady touch on her shoulder as he tugs the cinch tight with his free hand.


“Your funeral, Denny,” Jackson says with an annoyed huff. “This is why I don’t do this shit when you guys are around—always gotta interfere.”


“You do this when I’m not around because you don’t want to give up your fancy schmancy trainer title when I show you up.” Denny steps a foot into the stirrup, keeping an eye on the horse’s expression.


“He just wants another excuse to pay a visit to the clinic in town,” I loudly say to Jackson.


“Don’t need an excuse,” Denny calls over his shoulder, hauling himself into the saddle. And for a moment, the horse remains perfectly still. “I’ve got a way with women and horses. What can I say?”


As if understanding what he’s saying and wanting to prove his cocky attitude wrong, the mare immediately bucks and bolts toward the far side of the arena. With the sudden motion, Denny nearly falls off—ass coming out of the saddle entirely and cowboy hat flying from his head to settle in the thick dirt. At least if he’s bucked off, he’ll have a soft landing.


He yells something about calling it quits, but Jackson insists he stay on so the mare doesn’t learn she can get away with this shit. I’m sure his reasoning has more to do with getting a kick out of putting his arrogant brother in his place.


“Is he gonna fall off?” Bewildered, Jonas watches Denny fight for his life with the mare.


“Maybe.” I shrug. “Getting bucked off horses is what he does for fun, though.”


“For fun? What’s wrong with him?”


Jackson’s laugh comes out more of a howl. “Kid, I’ve been asking that question for thirty-some years.”


When Denny finally appears to be getting the upper hand, the horse gives him a few solid bucks and a four-legged leap into the air that has everybody laughing. Even the little kid who’s been glaring at me every chance he gets meets my eyes with a hesitant smile.


When our makeshift rodeo is over, both the horse and the cowboy are out of breath and sweating. And there’s no standing room left along the fence, with nearly everybody on the ranch gathered to watch. Denny climbs out of the saddle with wobbly legs, handing off the horse to a smug-looking Jackson, and bends to scoop up his hat on his way to the gate.


“I could use a beer after that.” Denny brushes the dirt from his Stetson before placing it back on his head. “Mind taking the kid home? I was planning to give him a ride, but I’ll be a while yet. That whole thing kinda interfered with me doing actual work.”


“No problem.” I motion for Jonas to follow, and we walk side by side back toward the barn.


Finger and thumb wedged against my tongue, I whistle and Betty comes bounding around the corner of the barn not a second later. Likely expecting another puppuccino, she’s hot on our heels and leaping in the passenger door before Jonas has time to climb in. And this time when the truck lumbers over the cattle guard, Jonas tucks Betty under his arms and rolls the window down so she can hang her head in the fresh air. Her big black ears bend in the wind and her tongue hangs happily out the side of her mouth.


Turning down the stereo, I ask, “Have any big summer plans?”


Jonas softly strokes Betty’s side. “A video game I’ve been waiting for comes out next month. My dad said he’d buy it for me.”


At ten I would’ve had something planned for every day of summer vacation. Growing up on my uncle’s farm, there was always a herd of kids running amok from sunrise to sunset. My mom had a giant dinner bell to call us in for meals, but otherwise we were practically feral. Building forts, fishing, swimming, trying to ride various farm animals, and getting into any mischief we could.


“No plans to go swimming or fishing or hang out with friends?”


“We game online together every night. I can fish and swim in game.”


My nose involuntarily scrunches, and I steal a glance at him. “That sounds like the worst summer ever.”


“Better than shoveling horse poop.”


“Not by much, man.”


After a few minutes of silence—save for the loud panting coming from Betty, who’s made a home on Jonas’s lap—the kid clears his throat.


“I used to go fishing with my grandpa a lot,” he says.


“My grandpa took my brother and me fishing all the time, too.”


More silence. The painful kind.


“If you ever wanted to go”—my right hand twists on the leather steering wheel—“there’s a river at the ranch. We fish pretty often after work. Swim, too.”


His nod’s barely noticeable in my periphery.


Pulling up to the house half an hour later, I’m once again reminded that I haven’t changed my shirt. Now I’m about to make a second bad impression in a single day. But, hey, I brought the kid back alive.


He didn’t exactly talk my ear off for the entire trip, but it was less awkward and stilted than the journey to the ranch this morning. Turns out he’s more than happy to explain the ins and outs of his current favorite video game, and once I got him chatting about that, the drive went by quickly.


Giving Betty one last ear scratch, he slips out of the truck and strides toward the house, stopping briefly to raise an eyebrow when he notices I’m following him.


“Just wanted to talk to your mom for a second” is my response.


Jonas flings the front door open with a squawky yell for his mom, then kicks his shoes off in the middle of the entryway and walks away without another look in my direction.


Mere seconds later, Whit turns the corner with a nervous pinching of her lips. Still wearing the pantsuit from this morning, she gives my dirty clothes a once-over, nose twitching to imply I don’t only look dirty, I smell it, too.


“Thanks for bringing him back. I hope he wasn’t too much trouble for you.”


“Actually, that’s why I didn’t just boot him out the truck door before coming to a complete stop. Wanted to let you know he was a huge help, and he’s welcome back anytime.”


As if pulled by puppet strings, her face twists with doubt. “A huge help?”


Okay, so she’s got me there.


“Okay, that might be a stretch. But he wasn’t too bad by the end of the day.”


The sight of her leaning against the doorframe, a sharp curve from wide hips to a narrow waist, makes my head go empty. Whether it’s the sun or her piercing eyes that have me suddenly hot all over remains to be seen.


Whit grips the edge of the door like she’s more than ready to close it and put an end to my ogling. “I’ll mention it to him, but I’m pretty confident he thought today was a cruel and unusual punishment. Thank you again for making sure he got back in one piece, though.”
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“Morning.” Blair’s raspy voice traverses the main floor shortly after seven a.m.


“Jonas!” I shout toward the ceiling, dragging my barely awake body from the couch while cradling a mug of life-sustaining elixir. “Auntie’s here.”


Nothing.


“Sorry, I forgot you said you had to come early today. Want some coffee while—” I shuffle toward the kitchen to find Blair already popping a coffee pod into the Nespresso machine, and my attention returns to my son. “Jonas!”


After another minute of utter silence, I make my way to his room, stepping in close to the thin paneled door and rapping my knuckles across it. I call his name out again, expecting a snarky response about how I need to exercise patience. There’s nothing he loves more than taking my canned “gentle parenting” phrases and throwing them back in my face.


When there’s still no sign of life, I swallow hard and give a firm knock before pushing his door open. “Jonas?”


In yesterday’s clothes, Jonas is sprawled like a starfish across the top of his bed, chest rising and falling with the gentle wave of deep slumber. His soft snores are reminiscent of when he was a baby sleeping on my chest. Warm and snuggly, making tiny snuffling noises against my bare skin. I hold on to the memory like it still fits in my arms.


He’s right here. And I miss him.


I can’t help myself—my socked feet glide silently across the floor, until I’m reaching out to sweep the hair covering his forehead so I can plant a light kiss on my baby boy.


He mumbles something nonsensical through chapped lips, drool dried to his cheek.


“Morning, kiddo. Time to get up and go with Auntie B,” I say softly, raking my hand through his hair. “She’s downstairs waiting.”


After a minute of grumbling and groaning and acting too much like a sullen teenager for my liking, he peels his body from the mattress and shuffles toward the dresser. When I feel confident enough that he won’t flop back down, I head downstairs.


“Sorry,” I say to Blair, joining her at the kitchen table and picking up my white mug labeled mama. “It’s a fight to get him out of bed in the morning. Seems we’ve reached the teenager phase early.”


“Phase? You’re still like that.”


I laugh. “Fair point. He’s been permanently exhausted since he went to the ranch the other day. I think he was asleep by seven o’clock last night… . Hope he’s not getting sick.”


“Did he have fun?”


“When I asked him, his answer was a grunt. Which is too bad because Colt said he was welcome back anytime.”


I knew Jonas wouldn’t enjoy hard manual labor from the moment Denny called me to ask, but I said yes because Denny was trying to take some weight off Blair’s shoulders. As somebody who, admittedly, asks a lot of my sister, I jumped at the opportunity to ease her load.


In theory, I can work from home and keep Jonas here with me. He’s ten. It’s not like he’ll toss himself over a balcony railing if I take my eyes off him for a second. But given the opportunity, he’d play video games for fifteen hours straight, day in and day out, all summer long. And mom-guilt eats me alive when he does that for more than a single day. So I bear the shame that comes with asking my family to babysit, telling myself it’ll be beneficial for him in the long run. But damn it, I wish I could afford a nanny. I wish I had a reliable baby daddy. And though it pains me to admit it, sometimes I wish I had an easier kid.


“Colt’s a sweet guy,” Blair muses into her coffee.


“Colt was …” I search for something nice to say about the man who showed up wearing an incredibly offensive T-shirt and bumbled his way through convincing me he was a responsible adult. “He got Jonas home in one piece.”


Just then, Jonas appears at the top of the staircase, thudding his way down each step with a resounding yawn.


“Morning, sunshine,” Blair sings. “Hurry up and eat. We’ve got places to be.”


“Mornin’.” He makes his way to the pantry to grab a box of cereal, then grabs a bowl and spoon and stumbles toward the fridge for milk. He may as well be a sloth in a zoo, the way Blair and I are intently watching every painfully slow movement.


Loose cereal topples over the lip of his bowl, littering the counter, and some of his milk doesn’t quite make it where it’s meant to go. If I don’t find a way to ignore it, I might actually lose my mind, and then he’ll only move slower. If that’s humanly possible.


Averting my eyes before I have a conniption, I ask, “Anyway, how’s Mom?”


“Turns out there’s a limit to how many times I can be asked about my homework before I lose my cool with Mom, and that limit is twenty-seven.”


“You have homework?” The words sound soggy as Jonas spits them out around a mouthful of cereal.


“Thankfully, no. But Grandma gets a bit confused.” Blair gives him a reassuring smile.


My hands prop up my chin. “Rookie numbers. She reminded me to take my clean laundry home with me at least forty times the other day. Was I doing laundry at their house? Nope.”


Blair’s laughter comes out weak, followed by a sigh of understanding. Mom’s early-onset Alzheimer’s diagnosis last year hit everyone hard, but Blair has always been the quintessential eldest daughter, so she stepped into the primary caregiver role without a second thought. Practically shoulder-checked our dad out of the way.


Not that I mind. I’d done my best to help our parents, but Dad rarely called for assistance, and the first time Mom called me by another name, I crumpled to the floor in my laundry room. While she hasn’t always liked me, at least she loved Whit Hart as any parent loves their child. The loss of maternal connection feels like smoothing out the last few rough patches, removing the only places we still catch on each other and stick.


The silence that follows is deafening; only the crunching of Jonas’s sugary cereal cuts through the still air. Then the slurping of milk from his bowl.


I yawn. Loudly and for a long time.


Jonas blinks up at me, studying my face. “If you’re younger than Auntie Blair, why do you look so much more tired all the time?”


I take a long drink of hot coffee, doing my best to ignore Blair’s snickering as she places her empty mug in the dishwasher.


“Really funny.” My mug clunks against the table, and I press the pad of my thumb to my temple with a wince. “Bowl. Sink. Now.”


Popping a shoulder, he does as he’s instructed. But not without a little bit of sass, naturally. “Just sayin’. Maybe you should try using all those creams you have in your bathroom or something while I’m gone.”


The slight tension in my skull might become a full-blown migraine before he sees himself out the door. And on a day with more than one hundred résumés and a dozen interviews to get through, no less.


“Want a kid?” I turn to my sister, who’s desperately trying to wipe the smirk from her lips. “He’s free, he’s potty-trained, and he occasionally listens. Please, take him.”


“But then I might look old like you,” Blair quips.


“Oh, you definitely will. Bet you have gray hair by the end of the day. But look at his cute little face—isn’t it worth it?”


Jonas’s lip flips in disgust, making him arguably less cute.


“Yeah, you’re doing a crappy job of selling him. I like looking young”—she flicks the ends of her long brown hair with a dramatic flourish—“and beautiful.”


Jonas slides into his shoes and looks at me with pleading eyes. “See? I have to stay home today so she doesn’t get ugly.”


The last of my coffee goes down in a rapid gulp. The next cup sounds like it might need a shot of liquor in it.


“Good try, buddy.” Blair ruffles the mop of dirty blond hair on top of his head.


“If I stay here, I promise I won’t be too loud while Mom works.”


“Jonas,” I wearily reply. “We’ve talked about the summer plan a million times. You get Mondays and Thursdays at home.”


The summer plan, also known as operation keep Jonas from having fifteen hours of screen time every day while simultaneously ensuring he’s not out with his awful friends causing trouble. He spends two weekdays with Blair and one with my dad. I wish I could rely on Alex, instead of my dad and sister, but he’s blown us off twice in the last week. Last Friday I made the mistake of promising Jonas that his dad was coming—you’d think I’d know better after ten years of this bullshit—and I was left with a sulky preteen for two full days when, inevitably, Alex didn’t show.


Jonas huffs, pushing past Blair to get out of the house as fast as possible. So desperate to prove he’s pissed off, he skipped tying his shoelaces during his irritated escape.


I mouth an apology at my sister.


Slowly shutting the front door as she follows him out, Blair says, “Nothing I can’t handle. I’m gonna need a Sephora gift card sent my way, though.”


The house is silent, save for the melodious percolation of coffee, and though I should get ready for work, I sink into my chair with an alleviating breath.


Once I finally work up the energy to start my day, the morning goes by in a flurry of résumés and job interviews. Corporate recruiter might not be most people’s dream job, and I can understand why. The upside is that conducting interviews for a variety of positions in the private healthcare sector means I meet a lot of interesting people. Plus, I have the flexibility of working from home and scheduling my own calendar, which has proven to be a lifesaver when it comes to Jonas.


Was it my dream job at seventeen? No.


But the day I found out I was pregnant, providing for us became my sole concern. I knew most of the town was talking behind my back—saying I was a fuckup, starting rumors about my relationship with Alex, assuming my parents would be stuck raising my baby. So I took online courses, worked my ass off, and climbed the ladder on my own merit. I bought a house, paid for daycare, signed my son up for afterschool activities, and volunteered with countless bake sales. Did everything possible to prove everybody wrong, myself included.


Sometime around one o’clock, the leftover pizza in my fridge is calling my name too loudly to be ignored. I push back from my desk and grab my phone to head downstairs, when I realize I haven’t changed my settings so Blair’s phone number automatically bypasses the do not disturb function.
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