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      There is a special place in Heaven for women who juggle it all. Successful career. Loving, harmonious marriage. Well-adjusted children who don’t require an armada of pills to make it through the day. And, never forgetting a PTA meeting or snack duty.

      It’s my goal in life to make it to this heavenly retreat. I can almost see it now. Quiet and serene as a spa. Hushed music. Always-flowing champagne. The softest bathrobe. Bookshelves filled with an eternity’s worth of romance novels.

      However, I won’t be lounging on a chair, having my feet rubbed by a handsome, muscled masseuse who is also an incredible listener. Nope. I’ll be outside looking in. Left off the guest list of an exclusive club, standing there waiting while my friends party, holding all their coats.

      “Josie, are you even listening to me?”

      The sardonic tone of my fifteen-year-old daughter, Aubrey, told me I’d zoned out at a crucial moment.

      It’s still jarring to hear her use my first name. Obviously, a phase, but I can’t help but imagine the dressing down my mom would’ve given me if I’d done that.

      “Yeah, you were saying…” I don’t even finish my verbal tap-dance.

      There it is again, a brief moment where we could speak the same language, but it passes and now my daughter’s back to the world of communicating in modern hieroglyphics, likes, and atrocious spelling.

      Are my kids’ lives better or worse with a device permanently attached?

      In some ways, they’re smarter. Anything they want to know is a quick Google search away. In other ways, they’re giving up valuable life skills, like conversing with their parents.

      I hide my worry in a long sip of coffee. Then again, Mom constantly worried about drugs, devil worshippers, and hidden messages in the music I listened to. Aside from a few tries of pot in college and that Pagan wedding I attended, I’d made it into adulthood fairly sane and with my soul intact.

      While Aubrey’s thumbs fly across her phone at unnatural speed, I scroll through my tablet. Meetings, meetings, and more meetings. How is it that the more my company, Mamacita, grows, the busier I get?

      New employees mean new product offerings, which leads to new distribution channels then back again to more employees.

      It’s a never-ending cycle. While I’m thankful for the success, each win takes me farther from the beginnings of my company, tinkering with oils and fragrances for an all-natural home in my kitchen with a newborn Aubrey sleeping nearby.

      “Don’t forget, your dad’s picking you and Ben up from school.” I scroll past appointments on the shared calendar we keep for the kids. There it is, in a magenta meeting notice: Peter getting kids, Spring Break ski trip.

      Aubrey drops her phone on the kitchen counter with an exasperated sigh. “That’s exactly what I thought. You weren’t listening. I said, Ben and I don’t want to go.”

      I set down my toast. “What? You guys love Vail.”

      The phone doesn’t stay out of her hands for long. “It’s not where we’re going, it’s who’s coming.” Her eyes are glued to her screen while she speaks.

      Ah, the new girlfriend.

      If I couldn’t win at my marriage, I can definitely win at my divorce. By winning, I mean to make everyone’s lives as seamless as possible. As if nothing changes, we’re all one big happy family.

      Even if Peter’s new girlfriend is young enough to be our daughter, and he moved into a contemporary condo in a downtown Austin high-rise that barely had space for his upstart health and wellness company, much less his children.

      That didn’t matter one bit, because I’m going to win so frickin’ hard Peter will feel like a giant loser for letting me go.

      “Kirsten is…nice.” The pause is pregnant enough to be nearly full-term with twins.

      Aubrey arches an eyebrow, and one side of her pretty mouth pulls into a proves-her-point smile.

      My breath catches. It’s these moments when I feel like I’m looking back in time at my dad. Where my hair is more reddish-blond, Aubrey got the full force of the red hair gene from Dad, but with enough of Peter’s dark brown to come out in the perfect auburn color. Rather than pass along my blue-green eyes, genetics gifted Aubrey with my dad’s deep, playful blue hue.

      The same blue eyes that never met her grandfather.

      I often daydream about my dad and my daughter. They’d be thick as thieves, that’s for sure. At least, I hope they would. Hope that his only granddaughter would pull him back into my life after I so horribly shoved him out of it.

      That’s the thing about cutting people off. Sometimes the universe has the last laugh and cuts them off permanently.

      Like Dad.

      Like Daniel Palmer. The boy I loved in high school.

      It’s a harsh lesson, but life was never advertised as being easy.

      “Anyway,” I say, clearing the emotion clogging my throat. “It’s non-negotiable. You guys have to go.”

      “Because some lawyer said so?”

      Damn. Kids today are too good at divorce.

      “No, because your parents said so.” I lift my coffee cup to my lips, smiling into it. “Plus, I’m going to have a huge orgy this weekend, and I can’t do it with minors in the house.”

      Aubrey appropriately rolls her eyes. “If Dad can have a bendy twenty-three-year-old girlfriend, why can’t you have a boy toy?”

      “Because he’s a few years ahead of me in the mid-life crisis phase of life.” I lean on my elbows. The classic we’re-gonna-have-a-talk pose. “Aubrey, trust me on this one. There will be a day when you wished you’d put up with Kirsten, and whoever comes after her. And, after her…”

      She tugs on a strand of my hair.

      I do the same on Aubrey’s beautiful red locks.

      A secret gesture we’d started when Aubrey could still barely speak. A way to show my shy little girl who just wanted to hide behind her mom that everything would be okay.

      What I wouldn’t give to go back in time. To hold Aubrey in my arms one more time. A perfect baby who wanted nothing but her mom. I was so busy simply keeping her alive that I didn’t spend enough time just reveling in this tiny human Peter and I made.

      That was the thing we’d succeeded at. Making two perfect children, individuals yet pieces of each of us. It’s hard to call our marriage a failure when we look at it that way.

      Ben stumbles into the kitchen. His dark-blond hair rumpled; eyes half-open behind his glasses. Without a word, my twelve-year-old pulls a coffee mug from the tree and fills it to the top with black coffee.

      “Since when do you let Ben drink coffee?” Aubrey says with an accusatory huff.

      “Since never.” I turn in my barstool. “Ahem, rough night?”

      He tumbles into the stool next to his sister, one hand holding his head up while the other brings the cup to his lips. “I got like two hours of sleep.”

      Is he having nightmares again?

      There was a spell when he had dreams so terrifying, instead of consulting a child psychologist I’d thought about calling an exorcist.

      “I had to rewrite the algorithm. I realized it had a fatal flaw that would have made the whole app crash,” Ben says before I can vocalize my concerns.

      Where Aubrey came out as a baby and grew into her ornery teenage self, Ben came out as a little adult. The way my cervix felt after he was born, he even came with a laptop in hand.

      “All right you two, get dressed and bring your bags down. I’ll drop them off at your dad’s on my way to the office.”

      Ben levels a serious stare. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay without us? You’ll be here all by yourself. What if someone tries to break in and strangle you?”

      Aubrey snorts. “That could happen with us here. Do you think you’re the man of the house now?”

      My kids continue their bickering up the stairs.

      I grab my coffee cup and stare out the back window at the sun rising over Austin. We bought this house in the hills of west Austin after Peter’s tech company was bought out. Even after all these years, the scenery of the hills, the green of newborn leaves, and the sun sparkling off Lake Travis in the distance, never fails to steal my breath.

      I won’t lie, when Peter said I could keep the house and he’d move downtown I was happier about that than sad to see our marriage dissolve.

      It’s in these quiet moments that my mind drifts to the past. To summer nights with a chorus of cicadas. To a handsome boy with sun-bleached hair and golden-green eyes that sparkled like the sun off the lake. To first loves. A future as wide and open as the Texas sky.

      It’s in these moments I find myself wondering what life would be like if I hadn’t panicked and shunned Daniel’s advances. Afraid to lose his friendship, and that I’d somehow screw up an actual relationship and be left with nothing.

      Maybe that’s what makes teenage love so special. The unrequitedness of it. The newness of every touch, every kiss, every murmur. Like babies learning to walk, teenage love is full of falls and stumbles.

      It’s also full of regrets that turn into scar tissue and linger long after the feel of a stolen kiss fades from the lips.
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      The traffic into downtown Austin the Friday before spring break is schizophrenic. The typical slowdowns move at warp speed, then I crawl through areas where I’d usually gun it.

      It didn’t matter. I barely register the brake lights in front of me. Instead, my thoughts swirl around the boy who’d lived behind me throughout high school.

      It’s not the first time my mind drifts on a current of nostalgia. There’ve been plenty of nights when I’d pour another glass of wine and spend hours scouring social media, Google search results and, during a night of too many vodka-cranberries, obituaries for any mention of my Daniel Palmer. The results are always the same.

      Nada.

      The music cuts off and my best friend’s name flashes on my screen.

      “Hey, Em.”

      Heavy breathing answers me.

      “Oh God, please don’t tell me you accidentally called me during sex. Again.”

      “Happened one time.” Emily is breathless, but the voice of a coach booms in the background. “I’m just finishing a Peloton ride. Are you free of dependents for the week?”

      My best friend since childhood never married, and the most she’d managed to keep alive was Ben’s betta fish while we were on a two-week vacation. At least, I always assumed it was the same fish. Somehow it wouldn’t surprise me if Emily bought a replacement.

      “Almost, about to drop off their bags at Peter’s and head into the office.”

      “So, what’s the plan? A week of partying like we’re teenagers? Living at the spa and getting every treatment available? Lots of meaningless sex?”

      A sea of red brake lights flare in front of me. I hitch my left elbow on the door, cupping my head. “Mmm…I was thinking of catching up on Netflix, maybe eating meals that don’t have vegetables. Drinking a bottle of wine a night and waking up the next morning to see what I drunk-bought. You know, the way a mid-life divorcee likes to party.”

      Emily’s blender growls through the car speakers. “Okay, but don’t go too crazy on the carbs. A month until the reunion and our metabolisms called it quits a while back.”

      I sigh. “Another thing lost on the youth; a fast metabolism.” I look behind me, hoping to flirt my way into changing lanes. Several cars drive by, their drivers staring sullenly straight. “Speaking of the reunion—Oh come on! I have my blinker on.”

      Flirting for a lane change, also lost on the youth.

      “Nope, you’re not going to back out again.” Emily’s voice is hard.

      “I need an appendectomy.”

      “Sounds like a personal problem.”

      Would Aubrey find her person, the one she’d know her entire life that would both cheer her up and call her bullshit?

      The person who knows her better than she knows herself. A priceless friendship that’s more vital than air.

      “Anyway, as I was saying. You’ve seen the guest list, right?” I ask.

      My friend waits several beats before answering. “You want to know if Daniel will be there.” It wasn’t a question. Didn’t need to be.

      There’d been more than a few nights I’d called Em drunk and despondent because I couldn’t find any trace of him.

      “Last time I looked he wasn’t on the list,” her voice softens. “But that doesn’t mean he still won’t make it. You just need to have faith.”

      “I’ve been sitting here having faith someone will let me into the next lane, and that’s not working out for me,” I say on an annoyed sigh.

      “This is a crazy idea, but why don’t you hire a PI and see if someone can find him.”

      “And risk a restraining order?” A car finally lets me over, and I make my way to the exit. “Anyway, that’s a terrible use of money.”

      “Any worse than your ex’s ridiculous sports car he can’t drive on Austin streets because of the potholes?”

      “He’s such a cliché, isn’t he?” I pull into the valet at Peter’s downtown high-rise. “I’ll call you later.”

      I heave the kids’ bags out of the car and up to the thirtieth floor. Flashes of the Texas State Capitol flicker between the steel beams of the glass elevator. The nascent leaves of the springtime bloom cushion the dome in a sea of green. The blue sky stretches overhead like a baby waking up. Clear and bright, refreshed and ready to take on the day.

      Kirsten answers my quick knock. My almost ex-husband’s “female friend” opens the door.

      Apparently, she’s very offended by the term girlfriend. Maybe it’s because she’d only been old enough to drink for a couple of years.

      “Hi, Mrs. Gardner. Happy Friday!”

      I hate it when she calls me that. It’s like she thinks I’m Peter’s mother or something.

      Wait, does she?

      “Hey Kirsten, is Peter here? Dropping off the kids’ stuff and making sure he’s all set.”

      “Sure, I’ll get him.” The girl turns and sashays out of the foyer. Insanely long legs, freakishly long, thin arms.

      Did the human race evolve somewhere between when Kirsten and I were born?

      My own limbs feel stubby.

      I let myself in and go over to the picture windows. The morning traffic below reminds me of Ben’s toy cars, rolling through a make-believe town. Off to make-believe jobs, at make-believe companies. With perfect make-believe families waiting back home at the end of the day.

      All I wanted from life was for my kids to have a normal family. To have parents who love each other as much as we love them. Divorce was an inevitable destination for Peter and me, but it sucks still the same.

      “Hey, Josie.” My estranged husband’s voice is warm and kind.

      It’s always warm and kind, even when he told me he loved me but didn’t feel in love with me anymore.

      It’s unfair that he’s more handsome at the end of our marriage than at the beginning. When we’d met in our mid-twenties, he was a pudgy geek with some coding skills and a business degree. Now, he’s trim and fit, having sold the company he started for enough money that we could live comfortably, the kids can go to any college they want, and invest in both my growing company and his own burgeoning business. A health and wellness app for men over fifty. His target audience, the kind who want to stay fit enough to attract a girlfriend half his age.

      Female friend.

      I roll Aubrey and Ben’s suitcases toward him, delivering everything the kids will need for the next week.

      Peter leans in for a hug. Even though the marriage is over, there’s something about clinging to the man who’d made love to me, held my hair back during morning sickness, and smothered me in kisses after our babies were born that makes me feel like I’d walked into a house I’d sold, yet it still feels like home.

      “You look good,” I say. It’s not a lie. His hair has settled into the gray, making his steel blue eyes even more captivating. The gingham blue shirt is untucked, sleeves haphazardly rolled, and the medium-wash jeans sit perfectly on his hips.

      Dammit, why is Kirsten getting the best of him?

      “So do you.”

      Do I?

      I glance down at my outfit. Dark skinny jeans with a loose top to hide a softening middle. Luckily the teal color drew more attention to my eyes than my muffin top.

      “Thanks. Well, this should have everything. Ben’s backup inhaler is in the inside pocket.” I immediately go into mom-mode. “Try to limit his screen time. I know you guys will be on the slopes most days, but he’ll fight it. Same with Aubrey, you’ll have to pry that phone out of her hands, but it’ll be good for her. Plus, we don’t need her breaking a leg because she tried to shoot a video while flying down the slopes.”

      He snorts. “Hashtag embarrassing.”

      I laugh. He always makes me laugh. Even when we were breaking up, we somehow kept it light.

      “Why don’t you stay for a cup of coffee?” Peter asks.

      “Thanks, but I have to get into the office. Million things to do.” I try to make my voice light. This is just a bag drop. If I could’ve left their luggage with the concierge, I would’ve, but I wanted to look in his eyes and make sure he’d bring my children home in the same condition.

      My chest tightens with the thought of all the to-do’s gathering dust on my list.

      Peter drops his friendly façade, his forehead wrinkling. “Sit with me, Josie. Let’s talk.”

      Concern tumbles in my stomach like sneakers in a dryer. This was the same face he’d made when he took our marriage away.

      What else is he going to take from me?

      “Is everything okay?” I mutter.

      He crosses into the kitchen, sliding a manila envelope off the counter, offering it to me. “You can have your attorney read through it, but I wanted you to hear it from me.”

      I stare at the envelope as if it’s rigged to explode. Something deep inside me knows I’m in the before.

      Before I open it and read the document.

      Before I know what Peter is going to do to me.

      Before I have my heart ripped to shreds.

      Again.

      “What is it?”

      “Look, we said we’d tackle the divorce this summer, but I wanted to go ahead and get the papers drawn up. What, with Kirsten…” His gaze drifts down the hall where the twenty-something had disappeared. “Anyway, with the custody arrangement, just hear me out. I’m thinking the kids can stay here with me during the week and see you on the weekends.”

      Like the old Graviton ride of my youth, the floor drops out from under me. Disbelief pins me to the spot, my hand halfway opening the envelope, stomach flying into my throat.

      “What? Are you nuts?” My shriek echoes around the sparse apartment. There’s no way in Hell he’s bringing my kids here to live. “I’m a good mother. I’m a great mother. You have no grounds to do this.”

      “You are a great mother. That’s not what this is about.”

      I finally convince my limbs to move. I cross my arms, crumpling the half-opened envelope. “Oh? Well, then, enlighten me.”

      Peter blows out a sigh and runs his hands through his hair. “You did so much while I built my career. You stayed home with them, fed them, changed God knows how many diapers. I’m doing this so you can do the same for your career, not because you did anything wrong. You had your time. Let me have mine.”

      A laugh bubbles up, hot, acrid, like magma from deep inside the earth. From deep inside my soul. “Oh, so I get to deal with sleepless nights and shitty diapers while you get to hang out and play video games. No, Peter, you don’t get to do this. You don’t get to swoop in and do all the fun stuff. Not this time. You’re not taking my kids from me.”

      “They’re my kids too, Josie.” His jaw muscle flinches, as if he’s holding back more heated words.

      “Well, you should’ve thought that through before you decided you weren’t in love with me anymore.” I shove the crumpled envelope into my bag, scrambling to find my car keys before remembering the valet has them. “Anyway, my attorney will be reaching out to your attorney.”

      Peter grabs my wrist as I push past him, his thumb stroking the inside lightly.

      It’d always been his way of calming me down.

      I hate that he still uses this.

      Hate it even more that it still works.

      “Josie, look, maybe I said it all wrong then, but—” He swallows hard. The pain etched across his face is deep, as if it’d been there so long that it’s part of his features. “You were always the one. For me. I just never felt like I was the one for you. I think I woke up one day and didn’t have enough love to hold us together.”
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      I manage to hold it together until I’m back in the safety of my car. I pull out of the building’s valet and drive around the corner, parking in a metered spot.

      The sobs erupt like Vesuvius, and instead of spewing ash, spittle coats my steering wheel, dash, and windshield.

      I cry for my ruined relationship with Peter. He was right. There was always a chasm between them, and while we’d somehow strung across a bridge, after nearly twenty years of marriage, it’d worn thin.

      The rope fraying, planks missing. Finally, it was too dangerous for either of us to cross it. Peter just happened to be the one to say it.

      I cry for my children. After my parents’ divorce, I wanted nothing more than for this to be as painless as possible. For them to feel like their lives aren’t going to be any different.

      And, I cry for myself. For the truth that Peter flung at me. There’s nothing harder than when the truth pierces one’s heart. Truth is an arrow that is sharper than any other, able to breeze through the armor of lies I’d built up.

      I never told him about Daniel, the boy I loved in high school, who I still manage to love today. I didn’t need to say it; the ghost of unrequited love always lingered between us.

      A knock at the window startles me. “Ma’am, are you okay?” A police officer stands on the other side. His aviator sunglasses reflect how I feel.

      A hot damn mess.

      I roll down my window, wiping the mascara from under my eyes. “Thank you, Officer, I just, uh, got some terrible news. Figured it was safer to pull over. Give me just a minute. I’ll be fine.”

      “Is there someone you can call?”

      “Yeah, my attorney. As soon as I’ve said all the bad words in my head.”

      He nods. “Well, if you’re going to sit here much longer you might want to pay the meter.”

      Great, I can’t even have a temper tantrum without pissing someone off.

      I take another deep gulp of air, punch my attorney’s number, and pull back into the flow of traffic.

      It doesn’t even ring before the recorded message fills the speakers. “This is Jeri Nader, family attorney. I’m either in court or in a meeting. Please leave a message.”

      The sobs strike again at the sound of the beep. “Jeri, he’s trying to take them from me. Our kids. My kids. He wants primary custody and for me to have them on the weekends. What the fuck? We have to stop him. Call me as soon as you get this.” I hit the end button on my screen and direct the phone’s virtual assistant to text Jeri a 9-1-1 message.

      I try Em next.

      “Hi, this is Emily Murray. I’m with a client right now and can’t⁠—”

      I don’t even wait until the message finishes before ending the call. What good is having a best friend who’s a therapist if she sees clients at the exact moment my entire world crashes down?

      I pull into my parking spot at my building just north of downtown housing my third baby. Mamacita. A converted office-warehouse freshened up with white paint over the bricks, oversized, gridded windows, and an ivy creeping up one side. Large planters filled with tropical flowers adorn the front.

      I open the heavy glass door, my chunky heels clomping on the concrete floor as I hurry to my office. Through the glass wall, I watch the warehouse workers loading boxes of my all-natural baby cleaning products into trucks. Mamacita was born partly out of boredom and partly out of that new-mother desire for no harm, negative vibes, or chemicals that were perfectly fine to clean my home before touching my children.

      Yeah, didn’t think about fathers trying to steal them away as something I needed to worry about.

      Like kids growing up, bit by bit my business learned to crawl, then a few good accounts had it taking off at a run. Three years ago, Peter and I decided it was time to let my little business see what it could do as a mid-size business.

      Now, we’re poised for our most explosive growth yet. A regional grocery store chain was days away from closing a deal. If sales were strong there, it would only be a matter of time before national chains follow suit.

      At least, I hope.

      A warehouse full of products and a business loan the size of my house keeps me up most nights. With the closing of this deal, I’d clear away inventory and debt.

      I slip into my office, hoping to gather a few calming breaths ahead of the weekly sales meeting. Before I grab my laptop out of the bag, my accounts director, Marla, pops into the office.

      “Hey, got a minute?” Her usually pale complexion is waxy, as if she has the flu.

      “Sure, you okay?”

      She drops into the guest chair. “No, it’s Bixby’s.” Marla holds her phone up. A news story stares back at me. Grocery Chain Files Bankruptcy.

      Not the flu—really, really shitty news.

      “I’ve been calling everyone I know since I saw this, but no one is answering. Either they’re all gone already or they don’t know what to tell me.” Marla picks at her nails as she speaks. “I’ve already made some calls to contacts I have at other chains, but Friday before spring break, I’m just leaving a lot of voicemails.”

      I back into the table behind my desk, using it to keep me upright. This time, I’m not on the Graviton.

      This time I’m on the Tilt-A-Whirl, insides getting twisted left, then spun right, the world around me blurring in a dizzying, undulating circle.

      My gaze bounces around the room, trying to find something to hold on to. Various photos, pictures my kids drew. Awards for business achievement. Finally, it finds the anchor it’s looking for.

      A small frame hanging on the adjacent wall. The drawing isn’t childish, but it’s not professional either. It was drawn by a teenage hand. One that could either go on to perfect its talent, or move on to another vocation and stay relatively passable.

      It’s a charcoal drawing of me, although most people who see it now think it’s Aubrey. The girl in the picture was caught in the waning moment of a laugh. Her eyes crinkled, full mouth pulled into a wide smile, the apples of her cheeks full and, even though it was done in tones of gray, I can almost see the rosiness in them. My hair is long and wild, like I’d spent the day swimming and sunning, hiking and forgetting to brush my locks.

      The picture was drawn by someone who loved me.

      Someone I’d loved.

      Still love.

      Looking at the picture calms me. The room slows its spinning. The ride of panic almost over.

      “Okay,” my voice comes out hollow and raspy. “All right, it’s okay. You did a fabulous job nearly getting them to the finish line. Think of it this way, better to find out now than after the deal closes, where we’d have to go to court to get half of what they owe us. Keep following up with other leads. Let me know if there is any other news on Bixby’s.”

      Marla takes a deep breath and nods before escaping my office.

      I ease into my chair, expecting the ground to buck like an ornery horse. I grab my planner and start a list:

      Call bank.

      Call accountant.

      Try not to panic.

      Meet with the marketing department to see if we can do a warehouse sale on social media.

      Try not to panic.

      Pick up a case of wine to get through the weekend.

      Try not to panic.

      My phone rings.

      I skip the pleasantries. “Jeri, he’s trying to take the kids.” Pleasantries are for when things are good. Things are definitely not good. Maybe the opposite of pleasantries should be the shitteries.

      For when everything is in the shitter.

      “He can’t take them, can he? I haven’t done anything wrong. I kept them alive. And, not just alive, but with all their limbs, and no juvenile records. There’re worse mothers out there who get to keep their kids, right?”

      “Calm down, Josie.” My attorney’s voice is echoey, as if she stood in marbled hallway. “It may not be as bad as you think. Sometimes spouses say things in the heat of an argument.”

      “It wasn’t an argument.” My legs develop a case of restless leg syndrome. I pace the office, hoping movement will alleviate the thudding headache. “I dropped off their bags so they can spend spring break with him, and he handed me the paperwork. Said it’s nothing I did, some bullshit claim about letting me focus on my career.” A career that now smells as bad as an unfortunate concoction that boiled over in my kitchen.

      Jeri pauses a beat before speaking again. “Look, this recess is almost over. I’ll be honest, there’s a judge in family courts that tends to side with dads, especially if the mom works. His attorney could be angling to get us before that judge.”

      Judge. That means a hearing. Us sitting at opposite tables. This is contrary to what we’d talked about.

      My pacing turns into circles. The room spins. A pain spikes in my chest. Is it the pain of having the man I’d loved for so many years betray me, or the pain that just when I start to have some footing over my new normal I find myself tripping over a wrinkle in the carpet of life.

      Jeri continues to speak, but her voice is far away, like we’re being pulled apart—correction, like I’m being pulled apart.

      I stop pacing, yet the room twists and spins, up and down, like I’d hopped on another ride at the fair, the one that I rode with glee when I was young but would never let my kids on. The Hammer. Spinning. Throwing me about. Flinging me against the safety belt of my life. It’s only a matter of time before that belt breaks.

      Then what?

      I drop to my knees. My lungs call it quits. They won’t push out the air, or draw in a fresh breath. I’m a fish, drowning in my office. Ringing pierces my ears. Long, loud, absorbing all sound. I rub my temples, hoping to dislodge whatever is stuck in my head. In my heart.

      It’s a panic attack. That’s all.

      I slide to my butt. To find more steady ground to calm my erratic heart and traitorous lungs, but instead I land on my side. I try to push up, but my arms refuse to move.

      The only body part that’s compliant are my eyes. I move my gaze around my office, looking for my anchor to hold on to while this storm rages in my body.

      In my heart.

      The office flashes, warps. Like I’d gotten off the jarring ride and ran straight into the funhouse.

      My gaze lands back on the picture, but instead of seeing the whole thing, I zero in on the girl’s eyes. My eyes. Young, ready for the future.

      I send silent warnings to the girl in the picture. You can fall in love with your best friend. Don’t push away the people who love you most. Don’t stress about what you can’t control.

      The picture grows and grows and grows, until I have no choice but to fall into my younger self.
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      The roar of the lawnmower invades my sleep. I sink deeper under the covers. When did the landscaper switch days?

      They come on Tuesdays, when I’m at work and not home to be subjected to the never-ending growl of the leaf blower or the angry churning of the mower.

      I roll over, pulling the pillow over my splitting head.

      Did I drink too much wine again? Who’d blame me after the day I had?

      Peter’s impossibly skinny, impossibly young new girlfriend. Almost losing my kids. Then my business. Good lord, did I get out over my skis betting on that new account or what?

      The mower is now outside my window.

      I fling myself on my back, still ensconced in the cocoon of sheets. My stomach heaves at the movement, like someone wringing out a dishrag.

      I sit up, throwing the comforter off, ready to sprint to the bathroom, but my nausea is quickly forgotten.

      Gone is my crisp white bedroom. The California king is now a full-sized bed. There is no chaise lounge opposite me. Instead, a light brown vanity covered in teenage clutter.

      Not just any teenager clutter.

      My teenage clutter.

      “What the fuck?”

      I did just have wine last night, right?

      I lay back down, clenching my eyes shut, willing myself back to sleep. Instead, all I can think about is the day before. Everything from the morning is there.

      Sadly, so is everything from dropping by Peter’s and then the office.

      The panic attack. I remember that. Maybe I’m still asleep. Someone must’ve given me something pretty good to help with the freakout.

      All I have to do is drift back into the dream. Allow the meds to work their magic, and I’ll wake up, refreshed and calm, ready to repair the FUBARed parts of my life.

      “Josie! You were supposed to get up an hour ago. You’re going to be late.” My mom’s voice rattles me out of slumber. Except it isn’t Mom’s voice from when I’d talked to her just days before, worn with age and weary with regret. This voice is crisp, youthful, unencumbered by heartbreak and grief.

      I pop up.

      Mom stands in the middle of my childhood bedroom. Hands on her hips, dressed in denim shorts that graze the top of her knees and a simple T-shirt, her dark blonde hair cut in the bob I’d made fun of her getting back in the nineties.

      The nineties…

      “What the fuck?” I repeat the curse.

      Mom’s jaw drops. “Josephine Elise Berry, what has gotten into you? You are not too old to wash your mouth out with soap, young lady. It’s nearly ten; you have to be at the school by eleven for your appointment. You can’t just sleep your Saturday away.” While mom fusses, she opens my closet; foreign clothes stare back.

      I lean over, catching my reflection in the vanity. My hair is longer, leaning more into the blonde side of strawberry blonde. The wrinkles I’d earned through worrying about my kids aren’t there. Instead, a bronze tan kisses my face, bringing out the smattering of freckles across my nose.

      My jaw drops, matching Mom’s at my earlier curse. They gave me too many meds.

      I’m overdosing.

      That’s the only explanation.

      I pound my fist on my thigh. “Wake up, wake up.” I pinch my right arm, then the left. “Wake up, dammit, wake up.”

      Panic swarms my body like stepping on a fire ant mound, stinging my stomach, my heart, invading my lungs.

      Mom drops the white dress she’d pulled from the closet. One that I wouldn’t have fit into since I was a teenager. She grips my shoulders. “Josie, what’s gotten into you? Is it drugs?” My mother’s hazel eyes are wide with worry. “Did you not learn anything from Mrs. Reagan?”

      “I have to wake up, Mom. I have to wake up. I’m glad you’re here, please don’t get me wrong, but Aubrey and Ben need me, and Peter is trying to take them.”

      She kneels on the bed beside me, clutching me to her chest. “Breathe, honey, just breathe. Who’s Aubrey and Ben? And this Peter guy? Are they new friends?”

      New friends?

      Surely even in my dream, Mom would know who her grandchildren and son-in-law are.

      Wouldn’t she?

      I open my eyes and glance around the room. After I graduated, Mom sold this house and moved into a townhome along the coast.

      There’d been so many times since then I’d dream I was back in the quaint two-story home that didn’t know just how cool it was with the sunken living room and breakfast nook that looks out over a backyard dominated by a grand Live Oak.

      One of my windows faces the next-door neighbor, the other, with a window seat built in, at our backyard, and more importantly, in line with Daniel’s window behind us. I’d even gone so far as to drive by the house a few times over the year, watching a couple of young hipsters and their kids play on the front lawn.

      Maybe that’s what this is. After a day that spun out of control like a carnival ride with lost nuts and bolts, and the mother of all panic attacks, I was put under with some strong drugs, and my mind went straight back to the place where it felt the safest. My parents’ home.

      I can almost hear Emily. Embrace it. Your broken ego needs this. To revert back to simpler times. Luxuriate in this feeling. Carry it with you.

      I pull back from Mom. “I’m okay, sorry, just a weird dream.”

      She smiles that closed-lip don’t-believe-your-bullshit smile. “Get moving, Josie. You don’t want to be late for your senior pictures. I know you think senior pictures are lame but do it for your dad and me.”

      My breath catches at the mention of my father. I’ve reached the point in my life where he’s been gone for more years than I had him in my life. In quiet moments, I flip through old photo albums to keep his face firmly planted in my mind. To undo the teenage damage I did so many years ago.

      “Is Dad here?” my voice is don’t-wake-the-baby quiet.

      My mother hides a steadying breath in a cocked eyebrow. “He’s at the office. Said he’ll be home sometime this afternoon.”

      With a final stroke of my hair, she pushes off my bed and leaves me alone with only the tangy floral notes of her Charlie’s perfume.

      “These are some really good drugs,” I mumble.

      I wander around the bedroom, soaking in the faux realism that surrounds me. The desk adjacent to my bed. A binder decorated with my teenage handwriting, my name looping with thick green and gold markers. Tabs inside marked with the names of my senior classes. World History. AP Calculus. Physics. Yearbook. AP English IV. My bonus period, spent working in the library. Which is code for “senior knock-off period.”

      I move over to my bookshelf. The little stereo system I’d saved up a summer of babysitting gigs to buy sits in the middle surrounded by CDs. R.E.M. Sonic Youth. U2. Madonna. Beastie Boys. Nirvana. Dolly Parton. Loretta Lynn. Pearl Jam. Guns n Roses. Everything an angsty teenager needs in the early nineties. The rest of the shelves are filled with a combination of books I had to read but secretly enjoyed, and various volumes of V.C. Andrews and Sweet Valley High.

      I venture into my bathroom. Makeup strewn across the counter, three different types of hairspray, hair dryer half hanging off the counter. Photos of Em, Sofia, and me frame the edges of the mirror. I pluck one. It was Halloween our freshmen year, we’d gone as triplets, which was hilarious because the three of us couldn’t have looked more different.

      Emily was even more of a pixie with long brunette hair and bright blue eyes. Sofia, the Latina beauty with her dark curly hair and soulful brown eyes. Me, the strawberry blonde with a mouthful of braces and zits dotting my forehead.

      I look in the mirror and jump.

      Really, what drugs am I on?

      The reflection staring back definitely isn’t the forty-something version I scrutinize every evening but is the seventeen-year-old I’d almost forgotten. Braces gone, teeth are shiny and white, not the fake white to erase the effects of coffee and red wine, but the white of youth. My face had cleared up, both of the zits and the wrinkles I’d stared at just the day before.

      I lift my pajama top. Small breasts, unburdened by nursing two kids, sit atop a perfectly smooth stomach. “I have a six-pack? I don’t ever want to wake up.”

      Mom said it was senior picture day. I might as well play along with the dream.

      But…

      A memory strikes like a spitwad to the back of the head. I open a drawer. There in the back is an unfulfilled dare. A box of hot pink hair dye that Emily made me buy. I’d planned to do it the first day of summer but had chickened out. Em had forgotten it, and I thought I’d skated that one.

      I glance back at a reflection as foreign as a friend I hadn’t seen in more than twenty years, someone I would have walked by at the mall, only to realize later that I knew her once.

      A girl who wasn’t afraid to cause a few waves. Would jump overboard and not worry about what the ocean held.

      Anyway, it was just a dream, after all.
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      With my clothes draped over my arm, I sneak past my parents’ bedroom. Even if this were nothing more than a drug-induced dream, I wasn’t about to piss off my dream-mom for having hot pink hair for my senior pictures.

      Then again, maybe dream-mom would be cool with it. Might even let me go to the mall next and get my nose pierced. Maybe even a tattoo. Because this is my dream, and I can go crazy if I want to.

      What harm can it do?

      It’s incredible how the mind remembers things. The smell of the inside of my hand-me-down Subaru; the coconut-y sweetness of sunscreen mixed in with a spilled Diet Coke in the back seat and the stench of running shoes. Sweet, acidic and stinky. Basically, everything that makes up a teenage girl.

      The drive to the school was automatic. As if I’d done it every day for the past three years, not like it was the first time in nearly thirty. I pull around to the gym at the back of the building. Nondescript beige brick made interesting with the painted depiction of a panther prowling toward the front door, as if to frighten off the opposing team. Our sports record proved it didn’t.

      I’ve barely gotten out of my car when Em’s scream slices through the otherwise quiet morning. “You did it!” She flings her body into me. “I thought you chicken-shitted out, but you freaking did it!” Her big blue eyes widen as she touches a strand of my bright pink locks. “You’re my hero.”

      It was strange, seeing my best friend as I’d forgotten her. She was still as petite as ever, with eyes that seemed almost too big for her small face, and long dark hair that overwhelmed her body. Midway through college, she’d go through a nasty breakup and shave her head. That prompted her to become a therapist, and when her hair grew out, she realized the pixie cut suited her lifestyle and body way better.

      “Holy crap.”

      My eyes welled at the voice behind me. Sofia Diaz. She, Emily, and I were a threesome of best friends. We were the embodiment of a scale. Emily’s loud brassiness on one end, Sofia’s shy sweetness on the other. I sat right in the middle.

      Utterly inseparable until something fractured Sofia from us.

      Over the years, Sofia had crept into my brain, and I’d find myself missing her soft voice and kind spirit. It was strange how she left us. It wasn’t a major blowout, no shouting or tears. She just quietly slipped away from us.

      What was worse?

      A split with the loud gnashing of earth being ripped apart, or a friendship that fades like a spent bloom.

      “Sof.” I hug her tighter than a seventeen-year-old who had probably seen her the day before should. What the hell, it’s just a dream.

      “Josie, your mom is going to freak,” Sofia says. “How did you get out of the house?”

      I smirk. “It’s amazing what one is capable of while humming the Mission Impossible theme.”

      “All right, girls.” Em threads her arms through ours. “Let’s get these God-forsaken senior pictures over with.”

      We’d intentionally booked our appointments back-to-back, wanting to make sure we captured a group shot. Emily went first. Changing into the black faux-fur-lined top that would be the girls’ standard to the boys’ tuxes. She looks so fresh-faced, innocent. Nothing like the hardened, afraid-to-fall-in-love-again woman.

      After the official yearbook photo, I help her change into one of her other outfits for the more casual shots. I’m zipping up the light blue dress when I try an experiment.

      “I called you yesterday to tell you about the latest shit Peter pulled.”

      Emily glances over her shoulder. “What d’you mean? We were by the pool all day yesterday. When did you call? Who’s Peter? Did you have a summer fling while Daniel was gone and forget to tell us?”

      I step back and gnaw on a cuticle. This dream is holding together way better than any other I’d had. Dreams are like bubbles. As long as they float along unbothered, they exist, but the moment reality pokes its finger at it, it pops.

      Why hasn’t this dream popped?

      “Oh, no, sorry, I’m just babbling. I’ll tell you later.”

      Emily finishes her shots while Sofia and I change.

      “This
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