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Praise for The Status of All Things

“Pop culture references and a healthy sprinkling of magical realism combine to make The Status of All Things a timely reminder that all is not what it seems. With a sparkling narrative that will have you turning pages at a breakneck speed, this is women’s fiction at its finest.”

—Tracey Garvis Graves, New York Times bestselling author of On the Island and Covet

“What a treat! The Status of All Things is a fun, clever and utterly engaging story of love, loss, the power of destiny and the importance of friends. A thoroughly enjoyable read. I loved everything about it, from beginning to end.”

—Mary Kubica, New York Times bestselling author of The Good Girl

“A new twist on modern day women’s fiction . . . the integration of magical elements works surprisingly well in this witty story that is much more than charming romance. A fun and fast read for fans of Meg Cabot and Jennifer Weiner.”

—Library Journal

“I raced through The Status of All Things at a breakneck pace. A perfect blend of what-if and what-should-be, Fenton and Steinke have found a rhythm together that works. They bring that little touch of magic we could all use in our own lives to the page with vibrancy and wit.”

—Catherine McKenzie, bestselling author of Hidden and Forgotten

“Written with heart and keen insight into the influences of social media, The Status of All Things tells the tale of one woman’s quest to change the past. The story gives us magic, a touch of whimsy, and a reality that’s hard to shake. Smart and true with a pitch-perfect ending, it will leave readers feeling satisfied and also asking ‘what if?’ ”

—Michelle Gable, internationally bestselling author of A Paris Apartment

“With their razor sharp wit and astute social commentary, Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke—two of women’s fiction’s brightest stars—tackle the question: Would you be truly happy if you could rewrite your own fate via Facebook? And the answer is definitely not what you expect.”

—Emily Liebert, author of When We Fall

Praise for Your Perfect Life

“Your Perfect Life has all of the ingredients that I love in a book—relatable characters who make me laugh out loud, a delicious, page-turning premise, and sweet and surprising insights about the perfect life may be the one you’ve already got.”

—Jen Lancaster, New York Times bestselling author

“I loved this from the very first line (which will go down in history as the funniest, bravest first line ever). Hilarious, honest and truly touching, Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke are two important new voices in women’s fiction who write about life in such a real, relatable way.”

—Sarah Jio, New York Times bestselling author

“For every woman who’s ever wondered about the path not taken, Fenton and Steinke mine—with tremendous humor and insight—the mixed blessing of unexpected second chances.”

—Emma McLaughlin and Nicola Kraus, New York Times bestselling authors

“Liz and Lisa’s voices are warm and comforting, like a relaxed chat with great friends while wearing cozy PJs and sipping wine. I highly recommend Your Perfect Life!”

—Beth Harbison, New York Times bestselling author

“Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke blend their voices seamlessly and hilariously and remind us that even though the grass often looks greener under our friends’ lives, nobody gets happily ever after unless they go after it. Your Perfect Life is clever, quirky, fresh, and ultimately, empowering!”

—Claire Cook, bestselling author of Must Love Dogs and Time Flies

“Your Perfect Life puts a fresh twist on a ‘Freaky Friday’ scenario: What if you switched bodies with your best friend, and got the life you’d always secretly coveted? I adore Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke’s witty, winning style and gobbled up their debut novel.”

—Sarah Pekkanen, author of Things You Won’t Say

“Sassy, heartfelt, and smart, Your Perfect Life is a clever take on switched identities that will make you think hard about the choices you’ve made in your life and what matters most to us all in the end.”

—Amy Hatvany, author of Safe with Me
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For Shane and Riley—you are the very best part of me.

To my mom, Valerie—for telling me I could.



CHAPTER ONE



June 2005

“Push! Harder!”

The labor-and-delivery nurse belted out the command as Jessie shook her head defiantly in response, her entire body trembling, sweat and tears dripping down her face, pooling at the base of her neck. Even as the baby crowned, she knew she wasn’t ready for its arrival.

“I can’t,” she finally managed, her mouth as dry as a ball of cotton. She’d kill for a drink of something that would quench her thirst—in fact, she could vividly picture herself strangling the nurse in exchange for a tumbler piled high with huge cubes of ice and filled to the brim with cold water.

“You can do this.” Her husband Grant’s breath felt like fire on her ear, his words fast and fumbled, desperation lacing every one. He and the nurse had been having a not-so-subtle conversation with their eyes for the last hour, their concern heightened with every raised eyebrow and pointed look at the baby’s heart monitor attached to Jesse’s protruding belly. “You have to. It’s time. Please, honey.” Grant’s pale skin was glistening under the fluorescent lights, his dark hair matted against his head as if he was the one who’d been in labor for almost twenty hours. He rubbed the corners of his dark green eyes vigorously, and Jessie knew he was searching for the encouraging yet forceful words that would make her want to push the baby out, but his slumped shoulders exposed how close he was to admitting defeat.

Her pregnancy had been difficult for so many reasons, and Jessie wasn’t one bit surprised that it was culminating in an arduous labor. In her mind, she deserved every painful contraction, every minute that clicked by without relief.

Jessie could feel her baby fighting its way out now, and she remembered why that severe burning sensation between her legs was called the ring of fire. She tried to concentrate on the hideous paintings of pastel floral arrangements adorning every wall, but the searing pain yanked her back to reality just as her doctor walked into the room, effortlessly releasing the commanding words Grant was having trouble articulating. “This baby is coming—now—and you have a job to do here, Jessie.”

“Okay,” Jessie huffed before taking a deep breath, gathering a current from deep inside her, and pushing with a force she didn’t realize she had. The baby’s first cries unleashed a tornado of emotions—of joy and sadness, relief and anxiety. As her newborn son was placed on her chest and she inhaled his smell, she was bewildered by how holding her baby for the first time could be both the best and the worst moment of her life.

•  •  •

“What do you think is taking so long?” Gabriela glanced at the clock on the wall, her long nails tapping the ripped navy blue armrest beside her, her makeup from the birthday party the night before smudged beneath her coffee-colored eyes. She was still wearing her skintight emerald green dress. Despite the amniotic fluid stain down the side—Jessie’s water broke in a violent burst at Gabriela’s house the night before, splashing off the travertine tile and onto her dress—it was attracting more than a few approving glances.

“I’m sure it will be any minute now,” Claire declared calmly from behind a tattered copy of an old tabloid magazine. The couple canoodling on the cover had long since split up. “I actually thought because it’s her third kid she’d push like one time and poof, we’d have ourselves a baby.”

Gabriela glanced at the swinging doors once more, willing Grant to burst through them like a jubilant new father, dispersing candy cigars as he announced that the baby had arrived safely. When Jessie’s water broke, something had cracked open inside Gabriela too—an incredible desire to hold the infant, to nuzzle it against her and marvel at its ten tiny fingers and toes. She’d never wanted children of her own, and had never wavered, not even when her husband, Colin, would place yet another of their friends’ birth announcements in front of her with an expectant look in his eyes. She’d gently repeat her explanation—that she didn’t feel she was meant to be a mother. Then she’d watch the range of emotions ripple across his face—first the frustration that she wouldn’t change her mind for him, followed by the realization he’d never be someone’s father. But ultimately, the love he felt for Gabriela always won out. She’d been honest about how she felt since early in the relationship, and until they had married, she’d thought he had been on the same page. But then he would drop a hint here, make a comment there, and she often wondered when or if he’d finally stop bringing it up. Until eventually, he did.

Which is when something unexpected happened.

Gabriela had recently turned forty. When she did, it revealed a hole inside of her she hadn’t known was there. Now, she couldn’t wait to see the look on Colin’s face when she told him she was ready to be a mom.

•  •  •

Claire eyed Gabriela discreetly from behind her magazine, watching her carefully cross and uncross her long legs. Gabriela could be described as a lot of things: organized, practical, whip smart, even nurturing. But worrisome and anxious were not words Claire would ever use, and Gabriela’s nervous behavior baffled her. She was surprised Gabriela had not only come to the hospital but waited here this entire time. It wouldn’t have been at all out of character for her to have stayed at the party and visited the baby once it was cleaned, bundled, and sleeping soundly in a bassinet. Jessie had actually tried to convince both of them to do just that. Through clenched teeth and short, heavy breaths, while Grant was pulling up the car, Jessie had practically begged them not to ride with her to the hospital, to please stay and enjoy the party because it was theirs too, the urgency in her best friend’s blue eyes taking her by surprise, almost enough to make Claire agree.

Gabriela’s, Jessie’s, and Claire’s birthdays fell within a few months of each other—Gabriela in late May, Claire in June, and Jessie in July—and they’d made a vow almost twenty years before, while sipping beers at a dive bar in Newport Beach, their feet crunching the peanut shells covering the floor, to always celebrate together. Last night, they’d clasped hands as Colin toasted them, making a joke that forty was the new eighteen. Gabriela glowed as her husband captivated the crowd, Jessie shifted her weight, nervous and uncomfortable, her bladder signaling she needed to go again. And Claire only half listened as she popped a strawberry into her mouth, shyly making eye contact with a man different from any she’d met before, who’d made her heart flutter when they’d grazed arms and shared small talk at the chocolate fountain earlier.

Claire’s phone vibrated in her hand and her stomach jumped as she realized the adorable guy she had bantered with last night was now calling. She pulled her magazine up slightly to hide her smile from Gabriela. Forty was starting off right.

•  •  •

Jessie squeezed her eyes, fighting the flow of tears that continued to gush from them, like a pipe that had burst inside her. She hugged her baby to her chest tightly, putting her finger inside his hand and watching as he gripped it. She studied her newborn son’s scrunched face, searching for her own features, trying to calm her rapid breath as she instantly recognized the shape of his nose and jut of his chin. She glanced over at Grant. Did he see it too? She had promised herself that she would tell him today. That he deserved to know the truth. She even let herself believe that he might stay anyway, although she was smart enough to realize that it would never be the same, that she’d never again catch him looking at her like he’d just met her and was intrigued by all the things he didn’t yet know.

Grant pressed his lips to her forehead and combed his fingers through her damp hair. She looked at him hard, trying to etch each angle of his face into her memory, so she could always remember what it was like to have him love her like this.

“I have something to tell you,” Jessie said in a lowered voice as she glanced at the nurses busily cleaning up.

“Me too.” Grant gently took the baby from her and cuddled him against his broad chest, his eyes glinting with tears. “I love the girls with all my heart, but I never knew it would feel this way to have a son.”

Jessie swallowed the words that had been sitting on her tongue and made a choice. She had no idea if it was the right one, but it was the only one she was capable of making. “I’m so glad. He looks just like you.”



CHAPTER TWO



Ten years later, June 2015

“Mom?”

Jessie folded her new gold one-piece bathing suit in thirds and placed it carefully into her suitcase, already picturing herself wearing it poolside at the Aria Hotel with a skinny margarita in one hand, a People magazine resting against her thighs, and her two best friends by her side. Heaven. She’d try not to be envious of Gabriela in the string bikini she knew she’d be wearing—probably white, to show off her caramel-colored skin—or of Claire’s freakishly youthful appearance—people often thought she was in her late thirties, even though she would be turning fifty tomorrow. When Claire had suggested Vegas as their destination, Jessie’s first feeling had been panic, as she’d imagined all the twentysomething bleach blondes in tight miniskirts strutting through the casinos making her feel frumpy and out of place. But she couldn’t tell Claire and Gabriela that. They both seemed to have the metabolism of fourteen-year-old boys and wouldn’t understand.

Not that Jessie was overweight. But she was still carrying ten extra pounds, her body not bouncing back from Lucas’ birth as easily as it had with her now twenty-year-old twins, Madison and Morgan. It was a side effect of having a baby at forty, not thirty. Jessie wished she could’ve been one of those supermoms who went straight from the hospital bed to the gym, sliding effortlessly into her skinny jeans just weeks after giving birth. But she’d been so exhausted all the time, she was barely able to rouse herself out of bed at all hours of the night to feed Lucas before hauling herself into the shower to start each day, jam-packed with driving car pool to the girls’ sports practices and games. Not to mention she’d always had a general apathy toward actual exercise. So before she knew it, the loose skin around her middle had taken permanent residence, as had the extra pounds that had attached to her hips and thighs. But Jessie had grown used to her new body, artfully disguising it under carefully cut tops and tailored jeans.

“Mom?” Lucas’ voice was more urgent this time.

“In my room,” Jessie answered as she took a selfie while wearing a fedora she’d purchased on a whim yesterday, before sending it to Madison and Morgan. Can I pull this off? She texted with the girls almost daily. It was the perfect way to keep in touch with them while still giving them their space.

“Dad’s here,” Lucas announced as he plopped down on her bed, his thick brown hair a sharp contrast against her pale peach comforter, the furrow between his emerald eyes deepening as he squinted at the soccer ball he was tossing in the air above him.

Jessie listened to the sound of the ball rhythmically hitting Lucas’ palms as she placed her toiletries in the outside zipper pocket and released a sharp breath just as she caught her son’s eye, not realizing he had been watching her. Quickly, she transformed her frown into a smile.

Dad.

“Okay,” Jessie answered with forced cheer, picturing Grant sitting out front in his ancient Toyota 4Runner, tapping his hands against the steering wheel, strumming to the beat of some classic rock band—probably the Eagles.

Their relationship was fine, now. But it had taken them years, and most days, even fine was still an exaggeration, at least for Jessie. But in front of Lucas, and Madison and Morgan when they were home from college, they were like two politicians smiling for the cameras. Grant would kiss her on the cheek when he saw her, and even though it made her insides flop around like the clothes inside a dryer, Jessie would smile and ask him how Janet was doing. Great, he’d say. She was always so damn great.

It shouldn’t have been a surprise when Grant moved out. Or when he asked for the divorce a year after that. Because that’s what people do when you cheat on them. And it shouldn’t have shocked Jessie that Grant couldn’t get over it, that he didn’t want to look her in the eye each day and recall how she’d betrayed him. That she wasn’t the woman he thought she’d been. Yet she’d fallen to her knees anyway, begging him to give it a little more time. Deep down, she knew Grant had only delayed filing for as long as he had because he’d felt sorry for Jessie. She could tell by how he looked at her—like a bird with a broken wing, hobbling along, trying in vain to fly. She’d tried to convince him she’d been weak—that she’d let what began as a sliver of insecurity morph into a crater-sized doubt about him, about their marriage. She’d told him she was sorry, that she should’ve tried harder to talk to him about how lonely and rejected she’d felt. But he’d only looked at her with steely eyes and told her she was too late. She’d made the choice to turn to another man when she should’ve turned to him. And now he could never trust her not to do that again.

Grant had leased an apartment across town almost immediately after she’d told him what she’d done. Jessie still cursed herself for not pushing him to try marriage counseling. Instead, she backed off when he’d been against the idea, not feeling she had the right to demand it after what she’d done, too afraid to strain what had quickly become a very fragile union.

“Have a great time, honey!” Jessie walked over and kissed the top of her son’s head as she pushed a tuft of hair out of his eyes and instantly regretted not getting him a haircut yesterday, knowing full well he’d return on Sunday night with a fresh cut that Janet had taken him to get.

“Dad’s at the door, Mom. Says he wants to talk to you,” Lucas said as he wiggled from her grasp and ran into his room to get his duffel bag.

As she headed downstairs, Jessie was thankful she’d gotten her dirty blond hair highlighted yesterday and that she was wearing her most flattering pair of jeans. And that she’d selected the navy blue top she knew not only brought out the golden flecks in her blue eyes but had always been Grant’s favorite color on her. But she still wondered, as she often did, when she’d stop caring how she looked when she saw him. They’d been officially divorced for eight years, yet he always lingered in the background of her thoughts, just a heartbeat away from stepping out of the shadows.

She’d stood there helplessly after her confession, watching their entire future crumble, Grant’s lip trembling as he fought back the tears. After he’d left, she’d clung to the memories of their wedding day like they were a thick tree trunk in a windstorm, remembering what they’d once been: deliriously happy newlyweds, him dabbing, not smashing, a tiny piece of cake on her nose; frightened new parents leaving the hospital with twins, Grant never accelerating above fifteen miles per hour; excited first-time homeowners, joking as they shared a bottle of wine that they hoped they’d make the mortgage each month. But just four words had changed everything. Four words had instantly trumped all the fights, the months without sex, the names they’d called each other. Just four words ruined their thirteen-year marriage.

Lucas isn’t your son.

“Hi,” Jessie said, her voice sounding too high pitched.

“Hey.” Grant ran his hand over his smooth head. He’d finally been forced to shave it, his thin hair refusing to grow even with Rogaine. But somehow the baldness suited him. He’d started playing tennis in the past few years and he was tanned and toned. He looked better than he ever had. “Did Lucas have fun yesterday?”

“He did,” Jessie said, thinking back on the birthday sleepover he’d had with his friends. “But be prepared, he might be up late tonight because he’s so excited to officially be in double digits tomorrow.”

“I’ll be ready,” Grant said. “And I wanted to talk to you about something real quick.”

“Oh?” Jessie arched an eyebrow as she watched her ex-husband’s eyes dart around the foyer. He probably wanted to ask her if Lucas could stay with him an extra night. He’d had to travel last week for work so he hadn’t seen Lucas on Wednesday. She’d be tired from Vegas anyway, and a night alone would be nice.

“Where’s Lucas?”

“Right here,” Lucas said as he bounded down the stairs two at a time, his lanky legs curling up with each stride, reminding Jessie of a grasshopper’s.

“Hey, buddy, will you go out front and kick the ball around? I need to talk to your mom for a minute,” Grant said.

“Sure,” Lucas said, smiling at Grant with pride. His club team had just won a national tournament and his dad’s approval meant everything. Jessie couldn’t help but smile on the sidelines, watching him search for Grant in the crowd each time he sunk the ball deep into the net of the goal.

But she stiffened as she watched Lucas bouncing the ball on his knee now. He still didn’t know the truth. And with each passing day, every camping trip with Grant, every Father’s Day, every time he asked for his dad—Grant—Jessie hoped she would never have to tell him. When she and Grant did argue, this was the hot topic. Should he or shouldn’t he know who his real dad is? And if so, when? Jessie leaned toward no, Grant toward yes, arguing Lucas had a right to know, even if his biological father had made zero effort to be in contact. And while Jessie agreed that it was Lucas’ right, she worried it might destroy him. Or worse, her relationship with him. And she couldn’t even begin to think about how the girls would react.

Her infidelity had been a secret she and Grant had held close, blaming their split on having grown apart. And in many ways that was true. Their marriage had slowly shifted from giddy laughter on lazy Sunday mornings while they read the paper and sipped their coffee to strained voices and clipped tones from too many sleepless nights once they’d become a family of four. But that was okay. Jessie understood that they wouldn’t always experience the highs of new love, that fervor that came with the knowledge you’ve found the person who completes you. She knew that time eventually wore passion down to its nub. But what she hadn’t anticipated was Grant’s declining sexual interest in her after the twins’ arrival.

They’d always had an active sex life. Jessie had felt almost smug as she’d listened to her married friends with new babies complain about their husbands nagging them to do it when they just didn’t want to. Jessie was sure that would never happen to her and Grant. She craved him the way someone might want chocolate or a glass of wine. She needed to feel him pressed against her, to smell his skin. They’d often joked during their first year together that they might be addicted to each other.

The changes in Grant were subtle, developing over several years. He stopped kissing her as deeply, his tongue no longer lingering, his hands no longer moving down her hips clearly wanting more. He stopped looking at her with a hunger in his eyes, and began almost looking through her. They stopped taking weekends away. Their sex, when they did have it, became predictable, then stale, and finally, infrequent. And at some point, it stopped altogether.

She remembered lying in bed, willing him to touch her, seething as she heard the sound of his first snore. She reached over and nudged him. Hard.

“Hey,” Grant mumbled.

Jessie rubbed his naked back and worked her hands downward. “I think you forgot something before you fell asleep,” she teased. She hoped she sounded confident. That she wasn’t betraying the insecure corners of her mind—the same ones that had made her slightly obsessed with Sadie, his new assistant.

“Babe,” Grant began, “I’m so tired. I promise I’ll make it up to you tomorrow night. We’ll get the kids to bed early.”

Jessie snapped her hand back. “That’s what you said last time. And the time before that.”

Grant rolled over. “You really want to discuss this now? When I’m half asleep?”

“When the hell else are we going to talk, Grant? You’re never here!”

Grant sighed. “Is that what this is really about? You’re pissed off that I work too much?”

“No, this is about the fact that we haven’t had sex in three months. Do you even realize that?”

Grant sat up. “There is no way it’s been that long. What about after Claire’s dinner party?”

Jessie remembered that night. He’d rubbed her thigh under the table while she’d stroked his leg. In the cab on the way home, Grant had slyly reached his hand up her skirt and she’d pushed herself into him, wanting to savor the moment. Yes, it had been amazing. But he hadn’t so much as patted her ass since. “Grant. That was three months ago.”

Jessie watched as he did the math in his head. “Really? I’ve been so busy at work, the time has passed in a blur.”

“Because of Sadie?” Jessie asked, thinking of her gorgeous long red hair, her young fresh face. “Does she make the day fly by for you?” Jessie wasn’t proud of it, but she’d recently Google-stalked her. It had been yet another night when she’d sat alone in their living room, the clock ticking past 8 p.m., her imagination running wild with reasons why Grant wasn’t home. And when she’d discovered several images of Sadie modeling lingerie, her stomach dropped. Had he seen those? Of course he had.

“What does she have to do with this?”

“Well, you clearly don’t want to have sex with me. So I’m wondering if it’s because you’re getting it somewhere else—if that’s why you hired a model to get your coffee and make copies?”

“Do you really think I’m cheating on you? Because I’m not!”

“Well, you’re hardly ever here. And when you are, you act like I’m invisible!” Jessie choked on the last part.

Grant reached for her. “I’d never do that to you or the girls. Do you really feel invisible?”

“Yes.” Jessie wiped a tear away. “I do.”

“I’m sorry, Jess. I feel so much pressure at work. And when I am home, it feels like survival, you know? Like in between sports and homework and baths and dinner, there isn’t much room left for us.”

Jessie nodded.

“I’ll try harder. Okay?”

“Okay.” Jessie brought her lips to his and hoped they’d stumbled back onto the right path.

But another three months went by without Grant reaching for her and she felt her insecurity turn to anger all over again. When he didn’t even kiss her when he walked in, she would pick a fight about a crack on the countertop or the gas bill, all while shattering inside. He must find her lumpy and unsexy and boring. Otherwise, he would want to have sex with her. The constant rejection was like her shadow, following her everywhere, eventually leading her to look for that validation outside her marriage. And ultimately to Lucas. But never back to Grant.

Her life changed on the last Thursday of August 2004, Jessie’s night to meet with her book club. They’d all had way too much wine as usual, and after they’d managed a short and boring conversation about the novel most of them hadn’t read, a few of the women had walked to a bar close by for another round. That’s when she’d seen him: Lucas’ future father. But at the time, he was just Peter, a dad whose son was in the same fifth grade class as Madison and Morgan. She’d first met him when they’d both volunteered at a Halloween party at the school, Jessie reluctantly dressed as Cinderella after her daughters had given her a guilt trip about attending in costume. She’d had a laugh with Peter, who was dressed as Batman, and whose son had given him a similar spiel. A former semipro soccer player, Peter stood just a few inches above Jessie’s own five-foot, six-inch frame. But she couldn’t help but notice the way his broad chest was stretching the fabric of his costume and that his deep olive-green eyes sparkled through the small openings in his mask. She’d heard from the other moms that he stayed home with his son, but worked on the side coaching the local club soccer team and running a summer sports camp. As they crafted cobwebs out of cotton balls, he told Jessie that his wife, Cathy, was an investment banker who spent more time traveling to Tokyo, London, and New York than she did at home.

After the class party, Jessie bumped into Peter regularly, laughing as they’d slammed their car doors shut and clenched their dry cleaning bags or stood in line together at Starbucks. They’d often chat in the school parking lot long after drop-off had ended, Jessie leaning against her van as she spun her hair around her finger, wanting to prolong the moment. There was something about the way Peter remembered small details from their conversations, how he lobbed compliments effortlessly her way. The effects of seeing him would buoy her for hours after, making her step bouncier, her mood lighter. He made Jessie feel like she was interesting and sexy, that she could take on the world.

When she noticed Peter at the bar that night, shooting the eight ball into the corner pocket, and he’d looked up at her, she should have turned and gone home. They’d been teetering on a fine line between friendship and flirtation for months, Jessie forcing herself to push thoughts of Peter aside several times a day or to stop herself from emailing him with yet another wry observation on a topic they both found funny. But when he walked over with a vodka martini piled high with green olives, the drink she’d once told him she loved, and challenged her to a game, she agreed. She’d barely seen Grant lately. He’d been working thirteen hours a day and was so tired when he arrived home—long after dinner was eaten and the leftovers stored in neatly stacked plastic containers in the refrigerator—that he barely had the energy to listen to the girls practice their reading, let alone have a conversation with Jessie. She would often discover him asleep in one of their beds, a chapter book on his chest and one of his daughters snoring softly beside him. And she was sure that if she’d gone home right then, that’s where she’d find him.

“Loser buys a round,” she’d proclaimed as the other women she’d been with called it a night and started to leave.

“I’ll give her a ride,” Peter had said, smiling innocently at the moms, whom he also knew from school. He’d come up in conversation more than once among the women, everyone agreeing he was smoking hot, but also that he seemed very happily married. But Jessie knew from her private conversations with Peter—the ones that had eventually transitioned from light bantering about their kids’ never-ending homework and rigorous sports schedules to heavier topics like politics and the fragility of marriage—that it was mostly for show, which was very similar to the one she and Grant had been performing lately. Together but not connected—a very precarious place for any marriage to perch.

•  •  •

Jessie understood now that she’d been a big part of the problem. That she’d let herself, and ultimately her marriage, become a victim of her own insecurities. At some point, she had shifted the responsibility to fix their relationship onto Grant’s shoulders, making it even easier to think Peter was the answer to the question she had been secretly asking. At the time, she thought her marital problems were overwhelming, that her dissatisfaction was unique. But what she wished she could tell her thirty-nine-year-old self now was that even though their love wasn’t as shiny as it used to be, it didn’t mean that it didn’t have merit. She realized too late that falling in love was the simple part—it was staying in love that seemed to elude most people.

After Jessie lost the third consecutive game of pool, Peter had whispered in her ear, “Want to get out of here?”

Jessie froze. It was one thing to flirt. To fantasize about this moment from the safety of her own bedroom. But to have it within her grasp? It felt surreal. She set her drink down and followed him before she could change her mind.

They drove in silence to a Quality Inn while his warm hand rested on her upper thigh. After securing a room, Peter had offered to buy her another drink in the sad little bar off the lobby, but Jessie shook her head and moved quickly toward the elevator, not wanting to lose her courage, the months of flirtation and lack of sex propelling her on.

Once in the room, she tried to ignore the worn carpet and peeling wallpaper as he did what she imagined him doing for months—ran his hands through her hair and touched his soft lips to hers. One kiss wasn’t the end of the world, she told herself as she leaned into his full mouth. When he slipped his hand under her shirt, she reasoned that she wasn’t going to let it go any further than that. And when he nudged her to the bed’s edge, pulled off her jeans and underwear, and started to make his way inside her, she’d wanted to rip herself away. But she couldn’t—not because of how he felt, but because of how he made her feel—beautiful. In that moment, she felt like the layers of her life had been peeled back, exposing the girl she used to be. She felt young and alive.

But that feeling vanished as quickly as it came. As she lay on the bed in Peter’s arms, her jeans still bunched around one of her ankles, Jessie wiped a tear from her eye.

“This was a mistake,” she’d whispered. Guilt was already fogging her perspective, and what had felt fantastic just moments ago now felt dirty and wrong. It was like a spotlight had just been switched on, a neon sign pointing out the obvious: she’d fucked up. “I need to go home,” Jessie said as she frantically put herself back together, Peter watching her silently.

On the drive back, Jessie started making promises to herself. She’d be a better wife to Grant, a better mom to the girls. She’d become an active participant in her life again. Maybe she’d even confess to Grant. She’d read somewhere that telling your spouse you’d been unfaithful only alleviates your guilt, but can hurt them irreparably. And she didn’t want to cause Grant any pain. Jessie made a pact with herself. She’d turn her marriage around. Starting the second she left that filthy hotel.

•  •  •

“Bye, Mom!” Lucas said, the front door slamming behind him.

“Bye, honey!” she called after him as he dribbled the soccer ball in the front yard.

“So what’s up?” Jessie asked after the door closed, watching Grant shift his weight from the balls of his feet to his heels. Grant’s face had always revealed his emotions, as if they were being painted on with brushstrokes. He knitted his brows and looked at his feet. “Janet and I are getting married.”

Six words.

In just six words, Jessie felt her world collapse all over again.



CHAPTER THREE



Gabriela pushed her large sunglasses on top of her head as she approached the TSA agent, holding her driver’s license in one hand and her carry-on in the other. She averted her eyes from the adorable little girl pulling a bright pink Disney princess suitcase in front of her, focusing on the date on her boarding pass instead.

Almost ten years ago to the day, Gabriela had rushed home from the hospital, her mind sharp and her body energized even though she’d been up twenty-four hours, Lucas’ birth injecting new life into her. Something had happened when she’d nestled a swaddled Lucas against her chest for the first time and touched his nose lightly with her fingertip. She’d been hit hard by a thought, one that hadn’t occurred to her when Jessie had the girls or when Claire gave birth to Emily twelve years ago. She realized that having a baby wouldn’t be her biological choice for much longer. Soon, her body would be making that call.

As Gabriela rocked Lucas, twenty-one inches and seven and a half pounds, with a shock of dark brown hair sticking up from the top of his head, she smiled at an exhausted but radiant Jessie. Jessie had given birth when she was almost forty, so that meant Gabriela could too. But she didn’t know how much longer she’d be able to carry a child inside of her. Her body could stop releasing eggs at any time and she could enter menopause. There was something about motherhood no longer being up to her that made her realize that in the back of her mind she’d held on to the small chance of it still happening. And it’s what caused her to race home and burst through her front door where she found Colin resting comfortably on the white leather couch she’d already decided they’d have to replace with something sensible, like chenille or micro-suede or whatever stain-proof fabric parents were buying these days. He was holding the most recent issue of People, the one that had given her latest novel, Back to You, four stars. “Quite a birthday present,” Colin said, pointing at the feature and smiling.

“Yes. But I have even bigger news,” Gabriela said breathlessly as she threw herself down on the couch beside Colin, placing her head on his lap and looking up at him, noticing that his thick red hair was freshly cut. She hoped their daughter or son would inherit the deep color, along with his math prowess. Gabriela could barely balance the checkbook.

“Okay, I’m listening,” Colin said with a laugh, the rich sound that had drawn her to him when they’d first met, immediately calming her. She remembered the first time she’d heard it, she’d been squinting at a map of the London Underground and he’d stopped to help, making a joke that she could navigate the tube a whole lot easier if she wasn’t looking at it upside down. She’d glanced up at him, his lanky figure towering over her, his hair falling into his light blue eyes, and she’d giggled, mortified. She never told him, but sometimes, when she heard him offer his laugh to someone else, a small part of her felt betrayed, like he was granting access to a part of himself to which she wanted exclusive rights. “Let me guess. Jessie had another girl, didn’t she?” Colin said before she could tell him what she knew he’d been waiting so long to hear.

“Nope, a son, Lucas. I love that name, don’t you?”

Colin’s face lit up. “It’s a great name. Solid. I can’t wait to get him out on the soccer field. We needed some testosterone in this group!”

“Maybe we could make one of our own?” Gabriela offered, wrapping her arms around his neck, then continuing before he could react. “I want a baby. I’m ready.” The words spilled out faster than she could control them.

“Oh, honey,” Colin sputtered after an excruciatingly long silence. Gabriela, with her ear now pressed against his chest, listened to the rapid thumping of her husband’s heart and would later tell Jessie and Claire that his quickened heartbeat had answered her question long before he had. When he finally spoke, his slight British accent was almost a whisper, as he explained why he no longer wanted children. That he had waited years for her to change her mind and when she never did, he’d privately mourned the future he wouldn’t have as a father and had slowly grown to accept his life without kids. And now he’d be almost sixty when his child graduated from college. Wasn’t it too late?

Gabriela had listened in stunned silence to the same arguments she’d given him for so many years, her head spinning at the irony. Maybe that amniotic fluid on her dress had simply gone to her head, she heard him joke, in a desperate attempt to stop the tears she hadn’t realized were even falling. And for the first time in their seventeen-year relationship, the sound of his throaty laugh didn’t console her in the slightest.

She felt her chest constrict. She wanted a baby. She was ready. Finally. And she wondered if he was punishing her, if his resentment over the lost chances to toss a football with his son or go to father-daughter dances with his little girl was now rising to the surface.

“You’re not even asking me why?” she heard herself saying, her voice distant. “Don’t you want to know the reason I changed my mind?”

Jessie and Claire had often joked over the years that there was nothing Gabriela couldn’t talk Colin into, and often credited the fast-talking Latina in her. Her perfectly carved dimples, long chocolate hair, and legs to match didn’t hurt her persuasive skills, either.

When he didn’t respond, she lifted her head up and forced a smile, feeling pathetic and desperate as she willed her dimples to work their magic. But Colin only shook his head slightly, his downcast eyes speaking the words he couldn’t. I’m sorry. And in that moment, Gabriela knew he would never change his mind. She felt her insides twist so tight she had to use all of her energy just to breathe. A mixture of rage, disappointment, and fear consumed her as she tried to focus on something to steady the spinning room. Her eyes found their way to a picture of her and her mother, who had passed away when Gabriela was just sixteen, a car accident snatching the precious moments they should have celebrated together, from her college graduation to her wedding day, and now her success as an author. For so many years, Gabriela had convinced herself she was better off without a child, that she’d never want him or her to feel the crushing emptiness of losing a parent much too soon. But when she’d held baby Lucas, she was struck by how she’d let fear rob her of the incredible joy that would have come along with being a mom, no matter how short their time together.

She felt raw and hollow as she jerked her body up from the couch and stared at her husband. How could Colin do this to her? She heard herself yelling—angry, terrible words coming from somewhere deep within her, Colin’s eyes wide and brimming with tears—before she finally stormed off, slamming the guest bedroom door so hard the walls shook.

For the next few months, Gabriela spent practically every moment holed up in her office overlooking the Pacific Ocean, where she worked on her latest manuscript about a woman who gets the opportunity to trade her future for just one day with her late mother. This book would change everything for her as an author, would separate her from the pack, would finally put her on the New York Times bestseller list, where she’d stay for six months, tripling her future advances, quadrupling the number of foreign countries clamoring for her books. Each day she’d rise before the sun, consult her meticulous outlines, printed on sheets of paper that she tacked to the corkboards lining the walls of her office, making sure no matter how much her heart ached that she hit her word count goal by the time she lay her head down on her pillow each night, vowing that she wouldn’t let Colin’s no take away her ability to express herself on paper.

She’d always been hyperfocused. Her editor, Sheila, had once remarked that she wished she could clone Gabriela, who didn’t just meet her deadlines but always got her manuscripts in early. They were so clean the copy editors had an over-under bet to see just how many mistakes they could find, but Gabriela always stumped them with both her grammar and her research prowess. With this novel she threw herself into her writing in a way she never had before, releasing her pain through her fingertips each day and letting it dance on the page, the stories in her books always focusing on love, loss, and missed opportunities.

One morning Claire had arrived with two sugar-free ice blended mochas from the Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf. “You have not returned my last three calls. This is an intervention!” she’d declared.

“I’m not avoiding you, I’m just busy,” she said to Claire as they walked into the kitchen, Gabriela slyly shutting her office door so Claire wouldn’t see the chaos: coffee cups stacked high, the trash can overflowing with takeout containers, papers covering every surface. Gabriela didn’t want Claire to realize she was practically living in there.

“I haven’t seen you since Lucas’ baptism,” Claire said.

“You know how it is. Deadlines!”

“I get that you’re in the middle of writing a book. But it feels like you’re hiding.”

Gabriela shoved her sadness down so she could respond without tearing up. “I’m not, I promise.”

Claire reached her hand across the table. “Gabs, this is me—you don’t have to pretend to be strong. Just tell me what you need.”

Claire’s steady gaze almost broke Gabriela. But there was nothing Claire could do for her. She couldn’t change Colin’s mind. And the last thing Gabriela wanted was to put another burden on Claire. She was already spending nearly every day with Jessie, who was devastated over Grant leaving. “Thank you for being concerned, but I’m okay. The only thing I need right now is a run so I can map out my next chapter!”

Most days Gabriela could wake up and take a long jog to clear her head, plot lines coming together as the sand kicked up under her feet. Then she’d sprint home to her computer and let the story tumble out of her for hours, the music she listened to on her headphones almost tuning out the sad song looping inside of her.

And it took a few more months after Claire came by, but eventually Gabriela pulled herself together, at least outwardly, rejecting her sweatpants in favor of tailored blazers and patterned scarves, and started meeting Claire and Jessie for coffee again, each time feeling a little less hollow, eventually able to bounce Lucas on her knee as they sipped their cappuccinos.

Gabriela handed her ticket to the TSA agent, who glanced between Gabriela’s face and her driver’s license rapidly, her eyes lighting up in recognition. “I love your books! They got me through a really bad breakup,” she gushed as Gabriela smiled and thanked her for reading. She sensed the energy of the people around her shift upon hearing someone famous may be in their midst. This was LAX, after all. It wasn’t uncommon to see Jimmy Fallon placing his laptop into a plastic bin or Emma Stone stumbling while trying to rebuckle the tricky strap on her wedge sandals. “Off to Vegas, huh?” the agent asked as she circled something on Gabriela’s boarding pass, and Gabriela nodded. “Business or pleasure?” she pressed, clearly not wanting the conversation to end. And Gabriela had to force herself to engage, to remember there was a time when she would have acted just the same had she seen Judy Blume or one of her other favorite authors. She willed that earnest girl inside of her to claw her way to the surface now.

“Pleasure. I’m celebrating my birthday with friends,” Gabriela said as she thought about seeing Claire and Jessie in just a few hours. Over the past year, they hadn’t gotten together in person as often as they used to, and despite their constant communication online or over text, Gabriela had felt the distance grow between them. She knew Jessie and Claire were still as close as ever, but she had become busier with work, now under contract to publish two books per year, with daunting deadlines that loomed over her constantly. She hoped this trip would reconnect them and they would fall back into their old rhythms with ease and be reminded of the reasons they’d bonded while working in Gabriela’s father’s restaurant in college. Claire would engage them in funny stories, her speech slurring a bit more after each drink she consumed; Jessie would play mother hen, making sure they had a glass of water in between each cocktail; and Gabriela would do what she did best—keep the focus of the conversation on them instead of her.

Gabriela smiled, then quickly pulled out an advance copy of her next novel from her tote and handed it to the woman. “Here you go. It’s not out for a few months.”

“Oh my God. Thank you so much!” The woman’s hand flew over her mouth. “By the way,” the agent said, then dropped her voice to barely a whisper. “You don’t look a day over forty!”



CHAPTER FOUR



Claire pushed the gas pedal harder and watched her speed accelerate on the odometer of her convertible, her hair flipping in the hot desert wind. She caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror and laughed. She knew she looked a little ridiculous—like Thelma, or was it Louise?—with her scarf tied over her short blond hair and her round brown eyes hidden behind Jackie-O sunglasses, but she didn’t care. She was thankful she not only looked young—her face practically wrinkle free, something she credited to the generous amount of sunscreen she’d applied daily since her teen years—but felt youthful too. And she was ready to give fifty a big, fat bear hug. Life was good, she thought as her engagement ring caught the sunlight.

Jessie and Gabriela hadn’t been able to make the four-hour drive from Los Angeles to Vegas with her, even though they’d all planned to ride together, hence the rental of the garish, albeit gorgeous, bright red BMW, an homage to the midlife crisis they were supposed to be having. Claire had rolled her eyes as she’d scanned the incoming texts on her iPhone yesterday, full of halfhearted apologies and excuses from her friends. Gabriela claimed she had another last-minute deadline, something about copyedits and needing to fly so she could have extra time to work on them. Meanwhile, Jessie had just found out Grant was getting married to Janet, and from the moment she’d gotten the news, all she’d wanted to do was curl into a ball and watch Bravo reality TV on a loop.

“Exactly why you should drive out with me. The fresh air will do you good,” Claire had argued when Jessie called to say she’d booked a last-minute airline ticket.

“I need some time alone to process everything.” Jessie’s voice was dull.

“Listen, woman—I’ve got Lady Gaga, Beyoncé, and Taylor Swift ready for you. We can sing at the top of our lungs about girl power.”

“You know I can’t hold a tune.”

“True. Good thing the I-15 freeway is in the middle of nowhere!” Claire joked, referring to the desolate highway to Vegas. When Jessie didn’t respond, Claire softened. “Jessie. Come with me. Please. I promise I can make you feel better.”

“I can’t, Claire. Maybe on the way home?”

“Okay,” Claire conceded. “But don’t you dare listen to T-Swift without me.”

“I promise.”

Claire struggled to empathize with Jessie, that she could still hold on to so much pain from something that happened such a long time ago. Perhaps the reason Jessie didn’t want to drive out with her was because she suspected Claire couldn’t offer her the words she needed to hear right now. From the moment Jessie had confided her secret to her, Claire had been quiet yet supportive, listening to Jessie’s coulda, woulda, shoulda’s over and over, feeling terrible for her friend as her marriage imploded and Lucas’ biological father subsequently shunned all involvement with the son he wouldn’t accept as his.

Dick, Claire thought. There is no other word for that scumbag Peter.

Claire would never understand how a man could turn his back on his own flesh and blood. Claire’s own daughter, Emily, had been heartbroken when her father suddenly became too busy to show up for the important moments in her life. So Claire would always roll her eyes when Jessie would halfheartedly defend Peter’s refusal to take responsibility—that he’d been scared shitless of losing the family he already had.

But Grant had raised Lucas as his own, when he could have easily turned his back on the boy. Jessie had been lucky in that way, Claire felt. She’d tried to delicately offer this silver lining to her friend more than once over the years, but Jessie seemed to be living in a time warp, unable to move forward. Especially once Janet entered the equation—all five feet ten inches of her. Since then, Jessie had been like a lone piece of luggage on a baggage carousel, endlessly circling around, with no hope of being recovered. Claire decided that this weekend she’d figure out a way to finally pull—no, yank—Jessie off that carousel, even if it meant using some tough love. She couldn’t watch her friend waste one more minute of her life looking backward. It’s not like she could change the past anyway.
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“Uniquely magical and deeply real.”

—Taylor Jenkins Reid, author of Maybe in Another Life









