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      Things Rachel Groff needs: her daughter out of diapers, the back child support she’s owed, freedom from her devious, dirtbag ex-husband.

      Rachel has inched her way towards financial security over three years of solo parenting. Clinging to her hard-won independence, she is on guard against the type of man who deceived her in the past. Men like the too-hot and too-charming divorced dad who claims to be nothing like her ex.

      Things Theo Melis loves: kayaking along the bayou, baking pies, being with his son.

      His big gamble has paid off: his brewpub is in the black and garnering great reviews. Now Theo’s focused on earning a favorable rating from his manager’s ex-wife. He’s taken with her strength and ferocity of purpose, and proud when she allows him to help her escape the stresses of life. But one moment Rachel melts into him; the next, she jerks away, leaving him overheated and confused.

      Theo longs to earn Rachel’s trust. Rachel’s heart yearns for him, but her instincts have devastated her before. Every step they take could be a disastrous misstep. If they move in unison, can they discover a path worth taking?
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      Many of my very favorite people turned 50 as I wrote this novel.

      Mark, Jennifer, and (always) Robert, this is in celebration of you!
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      Rachel paced the convenience store aisles, paying little attention to the packaged foods, the stacked cases of beer, the three donuts left in the bakery case. All she noticed was time ticking away at the rate of two strides per second. Four seconds per aisle, turn, four seconds more. With each step, something on the sole of her left shoe clung, lightly, to the linoleum. It didn’t alter her pace.

      She would stick to her pace until her ex pulled into the parking lot with their daughter.

      He was late. Still no text. Still no call.

      Three minutes, fine. He’d been three minutes late with handoff before. Five. Eight. Thirteen.

      Eighteen.

      She checked the map app. No signs of slow traffic anywhere near. No accidents or high water, despite the rain darkening the sky. She gripped her phone as she paced, hedging against thunder drowning out the sound of a call.

      If he was driving, navigating slick roads and maybe Hannah getting cranky as dinnertime approached, she didn’t want him answering a call. Fumbling for his phone instead of keeping his hands on the wheel.

      Chip aisle. She scanned for snack options. Wouldn’t be the first time he’d failed to account for normal toddler pickiness and returned her hungry.

      Candy.

      Automotive accessories.

      Energy drinks.

      She pulled up next to the sunglasses display, where she had a partial view of the parking lot between signs for the Texas Lotto and a flyer for the local high school’s year-end musical. The phone rang four times before someone at the host stand picked up. “Thanks for calling Elixir, how can I help?”

      “Is Sergei there?” He wasn’t supposed to work during his custody weekends, especially when his mom was out of town. Didn’t stop him from dragging her daughter to the brewpub.

      She got a cheerful “Hold on,” and curled the phone to her clavicle to avoid listening to the recorded upbeat spiel about new summer beers and Thursday Trivia Nights. It took deliberate effort to avoid memorizing it. She turned towards the magazines. But all the glossy covers under fluorescent lights made her queasy. She could practically smell the competing perfume samples in the women’s mags, and as for the men’s stuff. No. She didn’t need to be yelled at by a bunch of cars and boobs.

      The voice returned. “Sorry! Can’t locate him for the moment. Can I leave a message?”

      She managed politeness as she declined. Not this guy’s fault his boss’s voice snaked through her mind. Pestering my employees now, Rachel? Try a little self-control for once, can’t you? Stop acting like every half-formed thought that makes it into your head constitutes a national emergency.

      She flinched, and then glanced at the man behind the counter to smile an apology for making a spectacle. He shrugged back at her. Setting an oat bar and juice bottle on the counter, she searched for more time-consuming distractions. Even if he’d just left work, they’d arrive within ten minutes. She would do herself a favor and not spend them counting the seconds.

      Back to the sunglasses rack and the partial view. Not that seeing the parking lot magicked Sergei’s car into it. At least the rain had slowed to a mist. Rachel sighed and uncrossed her arms, the better to rotate the display of eyewear. She alternated trying the white-framed Jackie O style and the smoky aviators as if choosing was the weightiest decision she’d faced in the thousand or so days of her daughter’s life. Maybe the glittery purple pair with star-shaped lenses? Hannah would adore them, but she couldn’t picture cycling to the daycare wearing them. They’d probably bash the underside of her helmet.

      Just past the slim strip of mirror, she caught sight of the dark, sporty SUV that still twisted her stomach five months after he steered its shiny rims off the lot. Sergei was still paying back child support from his between-jobs periods, but his silhouette at the wheel was as nonchalant and above it all as always.

      She was at the vehicle before the door chimes had quieted. He was bent into the back to retrieve their daughter. Fine. No matter how it galled her, getting loud directly to his smug face still gave her the shakes afterwards. So she ranted at his narrow ass. “We have a schedule. She has a schedule. Did you ignore it the whole time you had her, or only this afternoon? How is she supposed to—who the hell are you?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Theo cut off his one-sided conversation with the toddler and, hitching the overnight bag higher on his shoulder, turned to locate the owner of the royally pissed voice.

      “Mama,” said Hannah, lunging at the woman so eagerly she for once loosed her grip on her blue elephant. Theo gathered her to him, trapping the stuffed animal between them, and earned a whap from the plastic brachiosaurus in her other hand as thanks.

      Wincing, he asked, “Rachel Groff?” He held off on passing back the girl, just in case. It wasn’t that he doubted it—her daughter’s reaction was enough to go by, even without Sergei’s inadequate sketch of a description. Blonde. Shortish. Dressed in ‘mom clothes,’ whatever Sergei meant by that. He’d given Theo a blank look when he asked for a picture, as if the idea of having a shot of Rachel in his phone was absurd. Theo had a few of his ex, and not because he was hung up on Annalisa. She texted him pics of their son, and sometimes she was in them. If he’d sent Andres off with some random guy in search of her, he’d at least be able to show the random guy what Annalisa looked like.

      Not that he was random. Which he needed to explain to Rachel before she blew another fuse. “I’m Theo.”

      “Good for you. Is that supposed to explain why you have Hannah? And yes, I’m Rachel. Give me my daughter.”

      She didn’t wait for his compliance, but reached over and helped herself to the child. He held up the bag. “Want me to stick this in your car for you?”

      “Where is Sergei? And who are you? Why do you have my child? Did you even belt her in right?” She was peering into the back seat as if the configuration of car seat straps would prove his negligence.

      “Of course I did. Look, I have a little boy; I know how to work car seats. And Sergei’s the one who put her in the seat. And I checked it before we left.”

      She was still exuding non-verbal displeasure.

      “Sergei works for me,” he said again. Or maybe for the first time. The woman had him off-kilter. “I’m Theo. Theo Melis? Did Sergei not tell you I’d be bringing her to you?”

      She made it clear the question didn’t need answering. Not that he hadn’t gleaned the truth. Seemed Sergei’s hand wave when he’d checked about this plan was dismissal, not acknowledgment. All so the man didn’t have to reschedule a meal with a vendor he shouldn’t have planned for a custodial Sunday.

      “Let me see your driver’s license.” Command, not request.

      He set the overnight bag on the hood and reached for his wallet. “Sure. You gonna run a screen on me so you know I’m a safe driver for next time?”

      She motioned for him to hold his license still while she snapped a photo of it. Maybe later he’d ask himself why he was following this woman’s grumpy dictates.

      “You’re never driving her again.”

      The declaration was firm and her jaw was jutting and he was too polite to get into a fight about it all. He slipped his wallet back into his back pocket. “Sorry, sure. Whatever you say.”

      “Are you mocking me?”

      “Would I mock your mama, little Hannah gal?” He pulled a long face, eyebrows up and chin tucked down.

      Rachel huffed and swiveled so she was between him and her daughter. “She doesn’t like strange men.”

      Hannah leaned around Rachel and pointed at Theo, smiling like he was the latest craze in animated unicorns. He wiggled his ears, not because he thought the toddler would notice, but because it would irritate her mom.

      Hannah giggled. Rachel glowered. Theo laughed.

      “I’m sorry. You’re very stern, and I’m cowed, I promise. Although it’s hard to take you seriously when you’re wearing all those glasses.”

      Her free hand covered her forehead and he tried to hold back a snort at her growl. She paused a moment, then whipped the purple star lenses off her face and the other two pairs from the top of her head. Her eyes were bluer than her daughter’s, and at the moment twice as large. He wasn’t sure if she was enraged or embarrassed, but either way she was enthralling.

      Theo held out his hand. “Can I help you with those?”

      “It’s fine. I don’t need help.” She glanced back at the store, lifting the fistful of eyewear. “We’re heading inside anyway. Let’s go, okay, Hannah banana?”

      He let her walk away, but called out before she was stuck juggling glasses and child to open the convenience store door. “Rachel?”

      Her pivot towards him was as slow and rigid as she could manage, he guessed, given her burdens. “Theo, was it?”

      He hefted the overnight bag. “Can I carry this in for you?”

      Those blue eyes narrowed. She hitched Hannah more firmly on her hip. He debated, too late, the wisdom of baiting her. Her one-word answer was a slingshot of civility. “Please.”

      She turned back towards the store, and the face he made as he approached them was probably responsible for Hannah’s renewed giggles.
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      Her now-wet soles squeaked and stuck on the linoleum as she carried Hannah to the checkout. Squee, squee-pop, squee, squee-pop. The stranger who’d propelled her daughter in a two-ton vehicle stalked after them. She ignored him in favor of burying her nose in toddler curls. Seemed Sergei had managed to parent long enough to give her a bath over the weekend.

      The star-rim glasses got caught in her own hair as she shifted Hannah to the other hip. If the stalker man—Theo—hadn’t been so late, she wouldn’t have even looked at the sunglasses. After wearing merchandise straight out of the store on top of abandoning Hannah’s snack on the counter, she’d rather buy all three pairs than fumble excuses for herself. So there went forty not-so-spare dollars, and Sergei’s buddy was still lurking when she turned to leave.

      “Excuse us.” Because Aunt Johnston’s lessons in politeness bubbled up when she couldn’t let loose in front of her child.

      “The bag?” He hefted it like it was a game-show prize.

      It was her favorite one, with room for every possible contingency. She wouldn’t pack it for Hannah’s overnights with her father, except Sergei refused to keep clothes and diapers for his daughter on hand. He claimed it was because she grew too fast for him to keep track of her sizes. Rachel’s friend Gillian claimed it was because he would never take on the emotional labor of parenting if there was the tiniest of loopholes available.

      Gill was the most cynical person she knew. And in this case, certain to be right.

      Rachel worked on stuffing the juice and sunglasses in her purse. She gave herself a half-second to close her eyes, then reached for the bag. “Thank you.”

      He sidestepped so the door was clear. “Anytime.”

      Big surprise, he followed them into the parking lot, and to her car. Not to Sergei’s, a whole four spaces away, but hers. Just stood there watching as she jiggled the key in the lock—a pattern she could do in her sleep, but wasn’t so easy when her arms were laden with daughter and bags and Effie, the most vital stuffed elephant in Texas, threatening to slip past her elbow and straight into an oily rain puddle.

      She felt a tug, and swiveled her neck to see Effie being danced behind her shoulder, which meant Hannah leaned into her instead of away, which made balancing the straps on her other shoulder easier. Which meant she got the door unlocked and could sling purse and diaper bag towards the passenger seat.

      He used the wrong voice to make Effie trumpet. Way too low and not nasal enough. Pathetic, for someone who claimed to be a parent.

      Aunt Johnston’s voice niggled at her, which Rachel preferred to Sergei’s insidious grasp on her subconscious. “Thank you.”

      Something about the way he bit the inside of his cheek as he handed Hannah her elephant told her he wasn’t fooled by her polite words. She slid inside the back seat to buckle in her daughter, as content as it was possible to be about how very clear her dismissal had been. When she emerged to take the driver’s seat, he was gone.
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      Bemused, Theo retreated to Sergei’s car. Serg hadn’t told him much about his ex. Certainly not about the vicious spark in her big blue eyes, though he could have guessed from the way her daughter used those same eyes to tell the world how little she thought of it. Kid cracked him up; she was so suspicious all the time but full of belly laughs and chatter in the right circumstances. Just try to take her stuffed elephant away, though, and she summoned the furies. Theo suspected the mama could access her own underworld vengeance deity to protect little Hannah. He grinned. He’d been maybe an inch shy of the line past which she would have completely laid into him. It stirred an impish desire to edge closer. To see her all full of righteous indignation. Talk about passion.

      Serg hadn’t mentioned the passion.

      “Fool,” he mumbled to himself, glancing back at her old sedan. As if Serg would have said, “Re, take my kid back to her mom, and by the way, she’s hot. Whatever you fantasize is the tip of the iceberg.”

      He was in nonsense land, thinking about Sergei’s ex and sex. Not compatible thoughts. He had to work with Serg, day in and day out and plenty of long nights in between. He’d only hired him a matter of months ago, but he’d got on with Sergei Matsouka from the outset. The Greek-American network threw Serg’s resume his way the minute he made noises about needing a new restaurant manager. The man was gregarious, open, full of ideas. He had a good attitude most of the time. Seemed foolish to test that attitude by making moves on the man’s ex.

      He started the car, picked a playlist off his phone. Sang along as he backed to a free gas pump. He likely could make it back to Elixir without filling the tank, but Sergei had passed over a couple of twenties along with his kid when he roped Theo into dropping back Hannah.

      Twisting to insert the nozzle, he noticed Rachel hadn’t yet left. He propped his forearms atop Sergei’s roof and gave in to the temptation to watch as she sorted through the bags on her passenger seat. When she turned to pass something to Hannah, she spotted him. He gave the best shrug possible given his posture. Didn’t hide his interested grin. She shook her head once and cranked her car’s engine. He stopped singing. He wasn’t as tuneful as Orpheus, but it hardly mattered. Rachel Groff was not his Eurydice. More like the three-headed Cerberus ready to attack anyone threatening her realm. And Theo didn’t need to seek out any more scars in his life.
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      Sergei sent back dirty laundry. As if his mom wasn’t still washing all of his own clothes. Rachel balled up Hannah’s overalls and t-shirts and lobbed them at the hamper. No used diapers this time. What a victory. In fact, she found a drugstore bag with a torn-open package of diapers smushed at the bottom of the bag, under the sandals and storybooks. She passed the shoes to her girl to return to the cubbies by their front door, and carried the bag to the changing table.

      The crinkle of paper sent a jolt through her. The sound had smacked at her gut too many times. Washing Sergei’s jeans, hanging his jackets, pretending she needed to find something in his glove box because after the second or third or thirtieth time, it turned into a sick game. He ‘forgot’ to throw out incriminating receipts. She accumulated them, trying to read a web of certainty from their evidence. Blaming her dyslexia for her failure, calling on friends for backup. And when she brandished a fan of smoothed-out receipts, line items circled, asking what and who and why the brunch with two coffees, the boutique, the gas from a station eighteen miles away, he sneered. He reminded her how important he was. How it was just like her to be so pathetic. How he shouldn’t even expect her to understand all he had to put up with from her.

      Too many times.

      Doing her best to not read it, Rachel ran the receipt along the edge of the changing table to press out the wrinkles, snapped a picture, opened a text box.

      Rachel: Stop me if I don’t need to read this.

      Gillian: You already know the answer to that.

      Serena: Is this related to Sergei?

      Gillian: And YOU know the answer to that, too.

      Natalie: That unmitigated ass!

      Rachel let the first few replies flow up her screen so she could no longer see the photo she’d taken.

      Gillian: We all know he’s the mold on a pebble picked out from beneath a horse’s rear shoe, but that’s no reason for R to be looking at his receipts again.

      Natalie: Fine, sure, but why do you have it, Rachel?

      She explained about the diapers, and her case looked weak. Before anyone replied, she threw in Sergei’s springing Theo on her with no warning. A second later, Gillian phoned, incredulous.

      “He what?”

      Rachel double-checked Hannah was still turning all their pairs of shoes into a train. “I mean, Theo’s the owner—not the brewer, the other one—so Sergei knows him. Hannah seemed to like him.”

      “Do not make excuses for that man. He can’t hand your daughter off to any random lackey. She’s two!”

      “I’m not saying he can. I’m ... okay, maybe I am. And I don’t agree with what he did.” She dialed back her defensive tone, partially for Gillian, partially so Hannah’s ears wouldn’t prick up. “I don’t. I do not. I laid into the guy, but you’re going to help me write a no-wiggle-room letter to Sergei.”

      “And his lawyer.”

      “And both our lawyers. Anyway, what’s on the receipt?”

      Gillian’s silence stretched. Could be she was talking herself into accepting Rachel’s promise of delayed wrath. Could be she was zooming in on the picture to decipher it.

      Could be there was something gross Gill wasn’t sure how to interpret.

      The phone vibrated and she pulled it away to check the incoming text from Natalie: “Condoms, Lucky Charms, and something from Revlon.”

      “Wait,” she asked Gill. “Does that mean he bought someone else mascara, or that he sent someone else to buy diapers?”

      “Who cares? What impact does either scenario have on your life?”

      She sat with the question. Not an hour before, she’d been high-fiving herself for putting unsuspecting Theo in his place. Or, if not his own place, any place far from Hannah. Taking her pluck as proof she had her boots on the correct feet, as Aunt Johnston would say.

      And a maybe-not-even-Sergei’s receipt kicked her straight back into her swirl of anxiety.

      The hypothetical condom and makeup use no longer impacted her. Gillian was right; Rachel told her so.

      “Good.” Gill’s smile brightened her voice. “Put the receipt in the trash.”

      “Recycling,” she corrected, heading into her kitchen.

      “Trash. We are being symbolic here. That thing is toxic, and it’s not going to infect your apartment. Straight into the dumpster.”

      “We’re not wearing shoes.”

      Hannah slotted her feet into Rachel’s sandals. Time to change the subject before her daughter used her exploding vocabulary to parrot Rachel’s attitude. She had enough trouble shutting down her inner voice, and didn’t need an external chorus.

      But as she crumpled up the receipt to shove it deep into the garbage, it crinkled again. So before she asked Gillian how her grading was going, she said, “And if he’s been feeding her sugary cereals again, I’m going to spill spaghetti sauce all over that ugly dress his mom sent and make sure she’s wearing it for his next weekend.”
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      Mary Lynn’s distinctive rap on her door brought Rachel and Hannah both from the kitchen.

      “I’ve got baked spaghetti in the oven,” she said. “Will you stay to eat?” It was Mary Lynn’s recipe, one she’d convinced Rachel to try when Hannah was in one of her cheese-and-apples-only phases, and it had fast become a staple.

      “Thanks, love, but not today. I’m picking up a shift tonight.”

      Rachel raised her eyebrows, but didn’t comment. Mary Lynn hated working Saturday nights, despite the higher turnover and bigger tips. She disliked crowds, so slow weekday afternoons and the occasional Sunday after brunch were her preferred schedule at the steakhouse where she worked. She always said it gave her a sufficiency, and the cash she earned babysitting Hannah was for all of her indulgences.

      Mary Lynn flapped a wrist at her before snugging Hannah into her lap. “You hush. I have my reasons. And I have my Xanax, so I’ll be fine.”

      “Okay. Do you want us to drive you?”

      “Would you? That suits me well. I’ll have someone drop me home after.”

      “No worries. We’re happy to.”

      Her friend told Hannah to bring out some puzzles from her room, and let her round features settle into seriousness once the girl was off her lap. “I’m moving.”

      Rachel threw herself involuntarily against the back of the sofa. “What?”

      “I’m sorry. I thought it was best to blurt it out while the coast is clear. None of this ‘I have good news! But it’s bad news for you!’ hedging. So. Yes. I’m moving to Brenham.”

      “Brenham?” She liked the town fine, but it was over seventy miles away. Mary Lynn had knocked on her door the day after she moved into the apartment, and started filling in as babysitter a couple of weeks later. The occasional nights out when Hannah wasn’t with Sergei, and a few hours in the morning if Hannah was too sick to go to daycare but Rachel couldn’t reschedule all her clients. Sometimes she would wander over from next door and announce that she needed some baby time, hand Rachel her own grocery list, and send her to the store where she could wander the aisles without wrangling and placating and negotiating with her cart-bound child. Mary Lynn was a central pole of the tent that sheltered Rachel’s life as a working mother.

      “Brenham.”

      “Okay. I’ve taken a deep breath. Fill me in.”

      “You remember Goldberg?”

      “The caterer?” He sometimes hired waiters from the steakhouse to cover large events.

      “That’s the one. He’s been—don’t look scandalized at me, young lady—he’s been paying me calls. And he’s a rascal. And I love him. And he’s selling the business, and we are retiring to his land outside Brenham, and living in flagrant s-i-n and my mother’s ashes are positively spinning into a tornado inside their urn.”

      Rachel’s hand was insufficient to contain her laughter, which was fine. Hannah thought she’d made a joke by putting the train puzzle piece in the space for the tractor, and filled the room with her belly laugh.

      The women turned from watching her to smiling at each other. Rachel pushed back all her thoughts about how much more comforting it was to sink into the arms of this woman she’d known for not even two years than it was to hug her own mother. How much bigger a gap Mary Lynn’s moving would leave in Hannah’s life than did the remote grandparenting she got from her family of origin. She sniffed.

      “So I’m working extra shifts, because I want to pad my nest egg. Goldberg says he’ll always take care of me, but I’m an independent woman, right? You’ve taught me all about self-reliance.” Her cherubic expression twinkled diabolically. “I’m bringing feminism to the farm.”

      Rachel squeezed her hand. “Poor Goldberg won’t know what hit him.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “I approve.”

      Mary Lynn shifted to lean over the coffee table and help Hannah rotate the airplane piece so it would slot into place. Her voice quavered when she asked, “You’ll bring my girl up to visit, right?”

      It hurt, suppressing the tears so her daughter wouldn’t fret. “All the time.”

      “I hope so. Goldberg promised to replace the old mattress in the spare room, so you two can stay over. And his son baby proofed the place already, but I’ll check it all, since his grandkids are older. You never know what’s been let slip.”

      Rachel shook her head. “Don’t fuss. You sound too sad, and this is a happy thing. Such a happy thing.”

      “I can’t believe I’m going.”

      “I can’t believe you were seeing Goldberg behind my back.”

      “Well.” She blushed and turned her head.

      “Mary Lynn!”

      She patted her salt-and-paprika curls into place and played at being demure. “Like you said, it’s a happy thing.”

      “Well, good job, Goldberg. I’m glad he’s worthy of you.” Rachel glanced at the clock and stood. “I’ll turn off the oven. The spaghetti can sit while we drop you off. Are you ready?”

      “As soon as my girl and I are done with this puzzle, right, Hannah?”

      Hannah pointed at the jungle and the dinosaur and the alphabet boards. “And this puzzles and this puzzles.”

      “You negotiate. I’ll grab my keys.” Rachel left them to it, not contemplating all the ways her life was easier because there was someone just next door who she trusted to keep her daughter safe and loved.
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      “Theo? What’s with that table full of kids?”

      He glanced up from the tax report. Sergei was leaning against the threshold, pulling one of his quizzical faces. “No school today,” he said.

      “So people are sending their kids to the bar instead?”

      He sorted. “Sure, it’s the new fad.”

      “Seems like that would be against our licensing.”

      Theo grinned. “Look at you, remembering we have regulations.”

      “Funny.”

      “The kids belong to Marti and Shawna and Pat.”

      “So now we’re free daycare?”

      Theo clicked his pen closed and slid back in the chair. “Are they causing any problems?”

      “They don’t hold much appeal for the normal lunch crowd.”

      “Well, the option was let them bring the kids, or lose half the shift on a busy holiday. Marti said no one had backup care, so I told them if their kids would stay at the table and stay calm, they could bring them in.”

      “Generous of you.”

      “If they’re not disruptive, and the wait staff are getting their work done, it’s better than us covering their shifts.”

      Sergei’s cheeks bulged and he blew a huff of air. “Sure, fine. Your call. I guess next time people will schedule themselves to work whenever their schools are closed, so they can let you feed and entertain the kids and pay them at the same time.”

      The guy brought Hannah in for dinner most every Wednesday night. And palmed her off on the staff if Depy wasn’t around when he got busy. “Not everyone has grandma available for fill-in childcare you know.”

      “Behind you.” Marti was trying to pass with a tray of drinks.

      Sergei glanced her way, but didn’t shift over. “That for the kiddos?” he asked.

      She nodded, shooting a glance Theo’s way but not losing her wary expression.

      Sergei reached to take the drinks. “Let me deliver them. I want to meet everyone.” He nodded his head towards the kitchen. “Why don’t you grab them a couple of baskets of fries, too? And some spanakopita.”

      Marti’s eyes widened and she said, “You got it. They’ll love that, thanks.”

      Before he sauntered off to interrogate the kids about their names and the games they were playing and their summer plans, Sergei shook his head at Theo. “Try and warn me next time this place is going to become rugrat central, okay?”
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      Rachel coasted to a stop at the gate to the complex, walking the bike forward a step so Hannah could reach the keypad. Her girl remembered her promise, looking to Rachel for permission before stretching her fist out and extending both pointer and thumb in that not quite dexterous way she had. She knew the first number was two and pressed it before letting Rachel guide her finger to the rest of the entry code. With a squeak, the gate began to swing open, and Hannah squeaked at it in return.

      “Good one, Banana. Do you want to walk to the door, or ride?”

      “Walk!”

      Once they were in and the gate closed, she checked for traffic and propped the bike against her hip as she unbuckled the straps keeping Hannah in her seat. “Hat off now or inside?”

      Hannah clamped her hands to her puppy-festooned bike helmet, which left Rachel maneuvering her arms one at a time through the straps. Lifting her daughter to the ground, she turned her towards the staircase and navigated the bike to a rack by the mailboxes. She kept an eye on the toddler mounting the steps as she locked the bike, fetched her mail, and shrugged their backpacks onto her shoulders. Hannah was getting faster. She’d planted her feet on the fourth step by the time Rachel got to her. It wasn’t a handholding day, it seemed, so she stayed behind Hannah, ready in case she was needed. As always.

      “Dinosaurs and trees for dinner,” she said, but Hannah was too focused on the lights flashing on her sandals to answer. Rachel flipped through the mail. Mostly ads; very little to distract her from the padded envelope she’d stuck at the bottom of the stack.

      She didn’t need the glimpse of black-spider writing on the front or the profusion of sickly dessert stickers on the back to tell her it was another offering from Yia Yia Depy. Since moving out, every hand-addressed package she’d received had originated with her former mother-in-law. Her sister and parents followed a schedule of generosity. Hannah had several gifts from them each birthday and Christmas. They even paid for the companies they ordered from to gift-wrap everything. Her friend Natalie had once called the resulting pile of matching colorful rectangles antiseptic, but Rachel disagreed. She preferred the computer-generated gift notes to the randomly arriving and faintly intrusive packages from Depy.

      Each one reminded her that Depy had her address. For good reason, yes, but Rachel did not want Sergei finding it. Did Depy keep the info in her battered old floral-fabric-covered notebook under the living room phone cradle? On the legal pad under her keyboard which listed all her passwords and social security number? Slipped into her overstuffed wallet with all the receipts and coupons and pictures of Hannah from every stage of her life? She’d lived with Depy too long, those newborn months post-divorce when she had nowhere better to turn. She knew the woman’s habits as well as Sergei did. And she knew it was because he understood exactly where to find her address that he’d capitulated when she refused to tell him where she was moving.

      Depy would do nothing to prevent her precious perfect asshole of a son from finding the address if he wanted it.

      So every package the woman mailed hit her like a veiled threat: here’s an over-embellished dress, and also a reminder that Sergei could be yelling through your closed and locked and chained door within minutes.

      She let Hannah yank on the envelope’s red pull-tab once they were inside the apartment. Dusty grey padding fibers flew everywhere, like airborne contaminants infecting the security of her home. She would ask Depy to use bubble wrap instead, but that was tantamount to admitting that the shredding envelopes bothered her. And Rachel was not in the business of admitting that anything the Matsouka family did bothered her.

      Hannah, true to her toddler nature, ignored the enclosed outfit—bismuth pink coveralls with lace ruffles on the seat and a coordinating pink tee emblazoned with ‘PRETTY GIRL’ in black bubble letters—in favor of picking at the stickers on the envelope. Rachel tossed the clothes in the basket she kept by the door with things ready to pack for her daughter’s next overnight with Sergei. Handing Hannah a red marker so she could deface the envelope, she sank into the sofa cushions and opened the envelope Depy had labeled with her name.

      No note, unless the scrawled ‘Hannah’ on the memo line counted.

      The list of things she could do with two hundred dollars unfurled in her imagination. It was an old-fashioned scroll, closely written, and spread across the room, out the door, down the stairs. Cars in the parking lot left tread marks across the scripted rows of options. Phone bills and student loan payments and a kid wardrobe that Depy had no hand in and a decent haircut and a comfortable saddle for her bike and flowers for the daycare teachers and a motel room at the beach and a bedroom fan and at the top of the list and the bottom of the list and on every other line of the list, savings towards someplace she and Hannah could live without factoring in Sergei’s child support excuses.

      It was past time to start dinner. Rachel countersigned the check and opened the bank app on her phone. Navigating to the remote deposit screen, she tapped all the right places until Depy’s check was lodged in the account she’d nicknamed ‘H’s College Money.’

      “Let’s go chop up dinosaur trees,” she said, and waited while Hannah maneuvered the cap onto the marker. Her girl bounced up and took her hand, tugging her into the kitchen while singing her version of her favorite dinosaur song.

      Rachel joined in the chorus, and they didn’t stop trading tunes until dinner was ready.
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      “I need her on that twentieth,” Sergei was telling Rachel as Theo approached. He didn’t quite mean to butt into the end of Serg’s regular Wednesday evening time with his daughter. But also he’d kept thinking about Rachel since that encounter at the gas station, and now she was in his brewery. So he ignored that he was interrupting, and approached.

      She didn’t glance his way, just narrowed her eyes at her ex. “Did you put it on the calendar?”

      Sergei tossed his head, which Theo had picked up on as his go-to impatience gesture. “You know I need her every July twentieth.”

      “You should have put it in the custody agreement, then. Or at least bothered to add it to the calendar. The deadline to claim extra summer days passed weeks ago.”

      “Don’t,” he stopped to kiss at Hannah’s neck, making her squeal. Lowered his voice. “Don’t invent problems because you can. I’ll call my lawyer if—”

      She took Hannah from her ex and pivoted. Spotting him, she moved the two steps to bring them close. Theo scanned her face, searching for signs she needed him to offer an out from the heated conversation. Or a hug. He’d gladly offer her a hug. What he didn’t expect was that she’d snug Hannah into his arms and ask him to carry her away for a minute.

      He hitched the girl up onto his shoulder and nodded. As Rachel turned away from him, Theo glanced at Sergei, who shrugged. He started away, but Rachel’s voice was combative enough for him to hear her say, “Yes. Call your lawyer. Go for it. Be sure to tell him how much back support you owe while you’re at it.”

      He got Hannah over by the kitchen before he could hear more. Not his business. Not. And if Rachel or Sergei either one needed him to be involved, they could make the ask directly.

      Or he could stop thinking up scenarios that would put him in the middle.

      “Juice or water or milk?” he asked Hannah, and set about getting her a snack. He’d seen her smush several bites of his chocolate-banana pie into her mouth over dinner, so he skipped the cookies, stacking a pita and a scoop of hummus and some olives in a bowl.

      A few minutes later, Rachel found their little alcove. She smiled, shoulders dropping into softness, as she spied Hannah playing spyglass with an olive. Andres still did the same thing sometimes. He’d done it himself, according to the pictures from his childhood. Maybe a Greek kid thing, maybe a food with holes in it thing. Either way, it was cute.

      He stood to offer Rachel the seat beside her daughter. She drew him a couple steps back, though, and offered up a complex, eyebrows-raised smile.

      “Thanks for taking her.”

      He didn’t squeeze her shoulder. He didn’t lean down to kiss her cheek. Or her mouth. He didn’t suggest a date, or that he could follow her back to her place after she had a chance to put Hannah to sleep.

      But he didn’t keep his mouth shut, either. “No problem. Seemed like you two had things to discuss.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah. You could say that.”

      She stopped. He didn’t want her to stop. “So, what’s so important about the twentieth of July?”

      “Name day for Iliana.” Rachel nodded at her olive-smashing daughter. “She’s Hannah Iliana Groff.”

      “Groff and not Matsouka?” He wouldn’t have pegged Sergei as someone placid about his child not carrying on his name.

      “We were divorced before she was born. And yes, it irritates him. But I let him give her Despoina’s mother’s name, and now they flip out if they can’t have her on her name day.”

      Back in February, Depy and Sergei had both given him gifts on his name day. His own parents, they said, had almost forgotten to call. They were on a Valentine’s week cruise, so it wasn’t like he’d expected to hear from them. Either way, a call was better than the years upon years of discounted heart-shaped boxes of candy he’d grown up with.

      “My family name days are more low-key,” he told her. “But even though it’s not a big production, they still make some sort of celebration. I’ve got one set of cousins who go all out. Balloons, bands, ponies, parades.”

      “Parades?”

      He grinned. “Okay, maybe not parades. And a pony just the once, I think. But name days are a big deal to Greeks. I guess it’s hard on Sergei and his mom to wish Hannah many years if they can’t surround her with flowers and trinkets in person.”

      Rachel’s shoulders were rigid again. She dipped a napkin in his glass of water and began wiping olive debris off Hannah’s hands. “I was embroiled with Sergei for over six years. I know how name days work in Greek-American culture, Theo.”

      “Oh.” He watched to see if shutting him out was deliberate. He had the sinking feeling it was. “Right, of course you do. I wasn’t trying to—I mean, I thought, you know, from their point of view....”

      She had Hannah on her hip, bag on her shoulder, and all defenses in place. “No one needs to tell me about their point of view. They have that well under control. Thanks for keeping her from overhearing us.”

      “Rachel, listen.”

      “Gotta go. Say bye, Hannah.”

      He forced a smile as he caught the girl’s blown kiss. As he sank back down at the messy table, he held on to her imaginary affection, and the all too real sense that he’d blown his chance to show Rachel that whatever her problems with Sergei had been, he himself had sprung from a different source.
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      One of those motherhood side effects no one warned about: habitual early rising. Like, ridiculous amounts of early, sometimes. Also, snapping into full alertness as soon as the internal clock buzzed her senses. Not a peep from Hannah’s room, so Rachel stretched and snuggled up with a pillow. Five whole minutes to stay sunk into her mattress, before cereal and clean up and clothes and cycling to daycare.

      Scrolling her phone, she caught up on the group text from the night before. Serena and Natalie one-upping each other with pics of unsuitable wedding dresses. Gillian threatening to block them both. A stream of emojis from Serena, followed by a snide poem courtesy of Nat’s fiancé Evan. All so much like the good-natured bickering back when they’d shared an apartment in college. The sense that they’d always be in each others’ corners, even if they couldn’t decide on the most effective use of that corner’s space. She’d come into the roommate situation as the outsider, still at sea trying to navigate the huge university after a couple of years of small town community college. Gillian, Serena, and Natalie absorbed her, lifted her up, guided her both logistically and emotionally.

      And she loved the gals. Hundred percent pure love and appreciation for their friendship, their acceptance, the way they, as individuals and as a group, looked out for her and for Hannah. God knew she wasn’t going to say no to anyone looking out for her in life, not after all those years of second place and leftover and afterthought and rejection.

      So her love was true, and she never wanted to take away from any of them. But first Serena and Dillon got engaged, then Natalie and Evan. Both worthy men, both great fits—for her friends. She wouldn’t want either guy herself. Dillon too restive like her; they’d never be quiet together. Evan too focused on achievement and externals. He was sweet, goofing around with Hannah, and would probably start his kids’ college funds the day their social security numbers were established, but Rachel couldn’t imagine him holding Hannah’s hand and talking her through the death of a pet or the casual cruelty of a kid at school.

      What donned steel capped boots and kicked at her sternum wasn’t envy of her friends’ specific relationships, but jealousy that their lives held the possibility to jump into romance without considering anyone but themselves.

      Seven months pregnant when her divorce was finalized. Dating wasn’t on the radar for close to a year—life was too full of diapers and getting back to work and finding a place to live independent of Depy. Of separating heartbreak and anger and healing from the intense process of falling madly in love with her infant.

      Her heart healed. She chiseled away at the Matsouka family obstacles until she’d sculpted a shape for her life that was independent of Sergei and his mom. Those final shards weren’t easy to smooth out, but she had a plan. Goals. She’d even drawn herself a picture, one day when she and Hannah were coloring. Hannah told her to make a flower box like the one they’d planted on their balcony, so Rachel colored in the planter, and several daisy-like shapes. She’d been contemplating adding some tulips, since they were the only other flower she could draw, when Hannah stopped her to count the petals. Rachel watched her point and mangle the order of numbers, and silently tallied the petals on her own.

      There were nine flowers and eight loops of petals per flower, because she wasn’t artistic but she was methodical about the few things she did draw. When Hannah went back to her coloring page, Rachel added one more daisy. And though she knew the number almost to the penny, she logged into her bank app to check her savings account. She had three thousand four hundred saved towards the cushion of eight thousand she needed to ensure she and Hannah could survive six months without losing their apartment, if she ever lost her job and Sergei stopped paying child support again. Instead of letting herself remember the ten thousand she’d saved before Sergei left his last job, she drew a tenth flower in her box and colored in thirty-four of the petals.

      She kept her garden pegged to the freezer with a couple of the shrinky-dink magnets Hannah once brought home from craft day. Every time her balance climbed, she filled in another petal. Twice she’d had to squeeze spare petals onto completed flowers—Hannah’s rotavirus meant time off work and way too many meds, and she’d let herself go over budget for Natalie’s thirtieth birthday gift.

      But no matter how contrary she got about life as she budgeted and bargained her way to financial security, her garden was growing. Almost two-thirds of the petals were colored in. She—unlike her ex—wasn’t in arrears to anyone.

      It cushioned the kicks of jealousy, knowing her safety net stretched tight beneath her and Hannah. Because dating again—and Rachel liked the occasional date, she refused to dislike it, no matter what it had led to with her past relationships—wouldn’t stop being difficult thanks to her permanent label ‘single mother.’ She’d seen the dismissiveness online and in person. No one felt like adding a toddler to his pro column. And she refused on principal to view Hannah as a negative. So no matter how independent and positive and strong she was, Rachel couldn’t just go meet a man and start a relationship. Hooking up, yes. That, as Serena pointed out when Rachel first ventured out of her apartment to sample barhopping with a babysitter at home, was easy.

      The post-bang follow-up conversation though?

      Wanna do this again?

      Sure. How about Friday?

      Maybe, I have to check with my sitter.

      You have a kid?

      Yep, a one-year-old daughter.

      And there it stopped. Sometimes she got platitudes about being a single mom. Sometimes she got vague compliments about a child the guy hadn’t met. Sometimes the honest recoil and backing away. Her protests about not looking for anything serious never mattered, so she stopped bothering, and then stopped saying sure to the re-match. Now with Mary Lynn turning in her thirty-day notice to move, she wondered when she’d bother to find someone new to babysit on nights she had custody.

      Better not to text that thought to the love-struck brides-to-be in her friend group.

      Anyway, she wasn’t tied to the idea of a relationship. Being single? Plenty of perks. And Sergei’s whole self was an object lesson to single people yearning for a partner.

      But damn would it be a freedom to go through the new coupledom explorations Serena and Natalie had—tussling over how they like their coffee, debating when and how much to tell their families. Taking it slow or fast or whatever happened to suit, getting het up over concerns like moving the furniture or mean-spirited sisters.

      Not “Your flirty texting game is cute but I can’t play and coax broccoli into my kid at the same time,” or “I spend ninety percent of my non-working time potty training a toddler, so I can’t drop everything to bop out to the beach with you this weekend,” or “Stop asking; sleeping over is never an option.”

      Her
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