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      HOLLISTER’S YOLO LIST

      
        	Attend high school reunion

        	Train for Mud Chase

        	Eat lobster

        	Travel to Australia

        	Join in a parade

        	Jump out of a plane!

        	Watch ten movies with female directors

        	***Mind-blowing sex***

        	Look through a telescope at the stars

        	Get a bartender to name a cocktail after me

        	Sing karaoke in a public place

        	Start writing a memoir
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      HOLLISTER

      The word that came to mind as I looked around the dance floor at my twenty-fifth high school reunion was surreal. Twenty-five years. I didn’t recognize most of the people in front of me, and they probably had no idea who I was either. That’s why they gave us name tags at the door that had our Melville High School senior year photos on them. I glanced down at mine. I didn’t look nearly as punk rock as my eighteen-year-old self, but I hadn’t gone completely mainstream with my style choices either. In a sea of knee-length dresses and shoulder-length hairdos, I was rocking my nose stud and what I called my Debbie Harry sexy pantsuit. My big red hair would never be tamed into anything sleek or demure, although my friend Jenna, who was at my side, did her best to style it into something fabulous tonight.

      She took a swig of her white wine. “Remind me why we came here?”

      “Curiosity,” I said. “And networking. I’m always looking for new clients.”

      “You don’t really have time for any more clients, do you?” she asked. “You’re already so busy.”

      “Maybe one of us will meet a cute guy here,” our friend Bridget chimed in. “Look at Melissa and Ethan over there, all loved up. High school sweethearts. They recently got back together after twenty-three years.”

      Melissa was heavily pregnant and had that special glow about her. Good for her having a baby in her early forties. She and I had run the literary magazine together in high school when she was a junior and I was a senior, but we’d lost touch over the years.

      “She’s someone I’d actually enjoy talking to tonight,” I said.

      “Maybe Ethan knows some nice single men,” Bridget suggested.

      “I’m not looking for love,” I said. “I’m just trying to prove I’m not a cautionary tale.”

      Bridget squeezed my hand. “You never were! And you have nothing to prove to anyone.”

      “I know, you’re right.”

      Although as a former valedictorian—fine, co-valedictorian because I had to share the honor with the worst person on the planet—there was a lot of pressure on me. At least I thought so. Getting knocked up my senior year of college was never part of my plan, but life rarely cares about such things as plans.

      “Seriously?” Bridget shifted to get a better view across the room. “Is that Boomer the Bear?”

      Sure enough, our school’s mascot, a grizzly bear, was boogying his way across the dance floor. He was large, furry, and not wearing a stitch of clothing over his bear suit.

      “That’s a new Boomer,” I said. “They’ve updated him. The old one had a bow tie.”

      Some dancers ignored him while others smiled and waved. One guy shooed him away when Boomer got behind his dance partner, put his paws behind his head, and did a little bump and grind. No one seemed to want to give him too much attention, lest the bear target them next.

      “Boomer is nasty!” Jenna said gleefully. It was the first time she sounded happy about being at our reunion.

      People in animal costumes were slightly freaky because you couldn’t see who you were dealing with. Plus, it was early in the night, and no one was drunk enough yet to dance with a bear. Well, almost no one.

      Boomer locked eyes with me—as far as I could tell through the bear head—and made his way in my direction. Then he turned his paws open palm and started wiggling them, beckoning me to the dance floor.

      “Oh shit,” Jenna whispered. “The bear has chosen you as his mate.”

      Bridget put her hand on my shoulder. “See, I told you one of us might meet someone here.”

      The three of us cracked up as Boomer raised his paws in the air and started breaking it down—knees bent, booty shaking. Then he pretended to reel me in like a fish on a line.

      I briefly considered what I’d said earlier about networking. Dancing with a person in a bear suit might not be the best way to gain clients. Then again, when did I ever let what other people thought stop me?

      “Hell, let’s do this.” I shimmied over to Boomer who received my attentions with great enthusiasm and several body rolls. Bridget and Jenna weren’t far behind me, and before long the three of us had Boomer in a dance sandwich. A circle of people formed around the four of us, clapping, hooting, and hollering. It would seem that we’d broken the ice for the bear.

      “This is going to make their night,” I yelled above the music to Boomer.

      I was hoping to get a response out of him, her, they—whoever it was inside the costume—but that bear wasn’t breaking character.

      “Keeping up our rep,” Jenna shouted to me as Boomer turned to grab her hand and spin her around.

      Some things never changed. We were still the class weirdos.

      I suspected Boomer was being played by someone young because that bear wore my middle-aged ass out. He busted out the Dougie, the moonwalk, the floss, and a bunch of other moves I didn’t even know the names for. When he was down on the floor doing the worm, I made the time-out hand signal to my friends and left them for a much-needed beverage break. As I approached the bar, there was a man in a nicely cut blue suit already there with his back to me, ordering a drink. His jacket was off, and I could see he had a cute ass and strong shoulders. Probably someone’s husband so I didn’t get too excited, but I did straighten up and strut a little as I sidled up to the counter. We were close enough to bump elbows.

      “Glass of ice water, please,” I told the bartender, my voice raspy and parched.

      I could feel the man turn to look at me before I glanced over at him with a smile on my lips. Yes, I’d probably had too much wine already judging by my desire to flirt with strangers, but I was only happily buzzed, not loaded. As our eyes connected, my stomach dropped.

      Oh my God.

      Ben fucking Rose.

      There was no mistaking his arrogant aquiline nose or the judgmental set of his triangular jawline. Or those lips that were too thin and barely opened when he spoke, as if you weren’t worth the effort. Here he was, Ben Rose, in the flesh. Other than a few crinkles around his eyes and the flecks of gray at his temples, he hadn’t changed much. He still had the slim but muscular build of a tennis player and the aforementioned cute ass. The fact that he’d aged annoyingly well was more proof that the man was a descendant of the devil. As I stared into his cobalt-blue eyes, they lit up with recognition. Satan’s minions remembered all their victims.

      “Hollister, how are you?”

      His tone was neutral and impossible to read, but that was no surprise. My co-valedictorian reserved his enthusiasm for times of triumph over others. I’d fantasized about this moment enough to have planned out my facial expressions—polite smile, calm demeanor, relaxed yet steady gaze. But for the longest fifteen seconds of my life, I was slack-jawed and empty-headed.

      “Benjamin Rose,” he said, clearly thinking that I didn’t recognize him.

      As if.

      “Of course,” I said. “Nice to see you.”

      The bartender handed us our drinks, and we stepped to the side so the couple behind us could put in their orders. I surreptitiously swiped my upper lip in case there were any beads of sweat from my dance marathon. The gym suddenly felt like a sauna. I prayed the Angie Everhart hairdo that Jenna had given me hadn’t turned into Robert Smith of The Cure. I should have gone to the bathroom and checked my appearance before getting a drink. Although I was the one who approached him at the bar, I felt like Ben had cornered me at an inopportune moment, and, however unfairly, I resented it.

      “It’s been a long time. How have you been?” he asked.

      My stomach was in knots, but that wouldn’t stop me. This is what I’d been waiting for, a chance at redemption. It was embarrassing to admit that his opinion meant something to me, but no one else had to know that I’d been obsessing about this meetup for years. His smug face was the one I saw when I was up late at night writing my business plan and networking on social media. It was what I meditated on while I worked shitty side jobs to fund my new business. If I needed motivation to keep going when I was tired or discouraged, he was there for me in my memory bank in all his high-handed, egotistical glory.

      “I started my own PR firm two years ago.” I sounded scripted because I might have rehearsed this speech a time or twelve. “It’s going really well. I’ve picked up some high-profile clients like Aaron Goodwin, the founder of Gambit Games. He graduated from Melville after us. Maybe you saw him profiled in the Times a few weeks ago?” He frowned like he didn’t know what I was talking about. “It was in the business section. Yeah, I feel like I’ve really hit my stride, if I can say that without sounding braggy.” The laugh that came out of my mouth sounded high-pitched and, frankly, a bit unhinged.

      “Do you have a business card? I’d be happy to send people your way.”

      It was hard to see anything with flames of rage blurring my vision. No congratulations or comments on my success. Never. He immediately jumped to how he could help me because surely I was in need of his support. How could I possibly succeed without the patronage of all-powerful Benjamin Rose?

      I faked a disappointed frown. “Darn, don’t have one on me. Now do tell, are you still in proctology?”

      He blinked several times as if he wasn’t getting the joke, but how could that be? Our entire teenage relationship was built on this type of sparring.

      “Orthopedics,” he said.

      Obviously, I knew that. His jerky face was in ads all over Long Island, including on the shopping carts of the grocery store I frequented. I wasn’t going to admit it though. I wouldn’t give him that satisfaction.

      He drained one of the highball glasses he was holding, then started on the other one.

      “I have a practice in Syosset,” he said.

      That’s when I noticed an ever-so-slight slurring of his words. Was he drunk? The idea of Ben being out of control at a social function seemed strangely out of character. But how could I claim to know that about someone I hadn’t seen in a quarter century?

      I expected him to brag about the success of his practice or how his kid was a chess prodigy or something, anything at all. Instead, he was silent. This wasn’t the interaction I’d expected, and it was messing with my head.

      He set the empty glass on the bar and took his phone out of his pocket, scowling down at it as it vibrated in his hand.

      “Damn. Sorry, I really need to deal with this call.” When he looked up at me, I could have sworn that he looked genuinely disappointed. “Can I catch up with you in a minute?”

      “Sure,” I lied. There was no need to resume our awkward interaction. I’d said what I needed to say to him.

      “Nice to see you, Holly.”

      I flinched at the awful nickname he used for me in high school. I had to force my fists to unclench so it didn’t look like I was about to punch him in the throat.

      “Hollister. Not Holly.” He acknowledged his mistake by mouthing sorry, then walked away. “Jackass,” I muttered.

      With his phone pressed to his ear, he crossed diagonally through the dance floor, not even noticing he was marching between Boomer and his current dance partner. Of course not. He thought only about himself. Everyone else was superfluous to what was happening in his world.

      The whole drama I’d constructed in my head about seeing Ben Rose again had just fizzled out in real life. He had other things going on that were much more important than me, clearly, and of course he did. We were strangers now, and he had no bearing on my life, nor I on his. We were co-valedictorians and competitors back in the day. So what? No one cared—no one but me—and it made me feel small and pathetic.

      A hand wrapped around my arm. “Hey, are you okay?” I hadn’t even noticed that Jenna was at my side. “I saw you talking to Ben Rose.”

      “Yeah.” I took a deep breath and straightened my shoulders. “He was his usual self. And possibly drunk.”

      “Gross.” We watched as he exited the gym, probably seeking a quieter place to take his call. She turned to me with a puzzled expression. “He got kind of hot though, right? I’m sure he’s still a pompous prick, don’t get me wrong, but he looks good.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but I would never—not ever—admit it.

      “My friend, you’ve clearly had too much to drink,” I said. “Let’s go dance.”

      I put my arm around her as we walked toward the dance floor where Boomer had moved on to yet another partner. Bridget had found Melissa, and the two of them were twirling around to Madonna’s “Lucky Star” while Ethan, Melissa’s husband, awkwardly swayed side to side. I went over to give Melissa a hug, which was difficult with her pregnant belly between us.

      “You look great!” I told her. “It’s so good to see you again.”

      “It’s wonderful to see you too.” She pulled a face and rubbed her baby bump. “I’m a house. Eight months pregnant. But I’m really, really happy.” We both looked over at Ethan, the love of her life, who was trying to ignore Boomer’s efforts to get a conga line going.

      “Gives the rest of us hope,” I told her. “Not Boomer. You and Ethan.”

      “I’m living proof, you never know what life is going to bring you!” she said. “When I went to my cousin’s wedding, the last person I expected to run into was Ethan.”

      I pretended not to be thinking about Ben as I danced with my friends. Even though nothing terrible happened during our interaction, I felt like I could cry tears of frustration. Why was that? I was happy with myself and how I was living my life. I had a successful consulting business and a daughter who was an awesome human being. Money, for the first time in my life, wasn’t a problem. I had great friends, an adorable cat, and good health. Why the hell did I still care what Ben Rose thought of me?

      I looked up as if I were expecting the gym ceiling to open and reveal the heavens with some kind of insightful message for me. Instead all I saw was the rafters and a bunch of athletic banners. My meetup with Ben had ended in a whimper, not a bang. I needed to stop this pettiness and move on from my high school feud. For someone who went through her life saying she didn’t need validation from a man, it would appear that recently I’d built my world around just that. I took the deepest breath possible and blew it out, releasing all the angst I’d built up, waiting for this moment with Ben. No sense in wasting another second thinking about him.

      Throughout the evening, I saw him several more times from afar, but I didn’t let it bother me. I simply ignored his existence, or tried to at least. The hours flew by as I chatted with people I knew and many I didn’t. Apparently dancing with Boomer did nothing to hurt my business reputation because several folks asked for my card after hearing I was in PR. Having clawed my way back from the bottom several times in life, it was nice to feel like a mover and a shaker for once.

      Toward the end of the evening, I made a run to the ladies’ room, and on my way back into the ballroom I nearly stumbled into a person hurtling toward me. It was Ben Rose, and he was the color of pea soup, his face glistening with a sweaty sheen.

      “Bathroom?” he asked, a frantic edge to his voice. He was like a vodka-scented room freshener.

      I pointed behind me. “Down that hall and on the right. Are you gonna make it?”

      Ignoring my question, he searched around wildly for another option. I followed his eyes to the fire exit to our left. Even though it said NO EXIT in bold red letters, he barreled through it, the metal door slamming behind him. For several seconds I was immobilized, in total shock. Ben Rose consistently had it together. He was the guy in the freshly pressed button-down who always had a pen ready for class. Always. He had his hand up before anyone else had worked through the math problem. Even when I’d seen him running outside the school for tennis practice, he never seemed to break a sweat or slump his shoulders. This behavior was wholly unprecedented, but then again the Ben I knew was a teenager, twenty-five years younger than the man who nearly vomited on my secondhand designer shoes.

      The emergency door surely locked behind him, and if I walked away, he was going to have a long walk all the way around the building to get back inside. It would be dark, and if I remembered correctly, there would be a tight squeeze past the foul area with the garbage dumpsters. Honestly, he deserved no less. On the other hand, I could be the bigger person and see if he needed help. And if I were able to do a wee bit of gloating, would that be so terrible? I mean, if reunions weren’t good for a little schadenfreude when your nemesis got publicly drunk, what were they for anyway?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      BEN

      As the heavy metal fire door slammed shut behind me, I realized I was locked out, but there was no time to worry about it. I was on the verge of regurgitation. I stumbled down the stairs and into the grass before tossing the contents of my stomach. Revolting as the experience was, I was relieved to have done it privately.

      The air outside was cool, and it felt good against my heated skin. I sank down onto the stairs, holding my head in my hands, both out of frustration and because everything was slightly off-kilter and spinning. I was going to have the bedspins when I got home and a hell of a hangover in the morning. That hadn’t happened since college.

      Please don’t let Hollister follow me out here was the only thought in my head. I couldn’t bear the idea of her coming outside to witness my humiliation and shame. If there was a God, Hollister would stay inside and leave me alone to wallow in my misery.

      A loud creak told me that I was right to be an agnostic. Without turning my head to see who was behind me, I said, “Please go away. I’m fine.”

      My request was met with silence which meant she was considering what to do. She was too kind to bolt, and I needed to reassure her that it was all right to leave me there.

      “Just prop the door open for me.” I tried to erase every shred of vulnerability from my tone. “Thank you.”

      As I should have expected, Hollister ignored my words and took a seat next to me on the steps, far enough away that she was out of spew territory. The front of her blazer gaped open a little when she sat down, but I pretended not to notice the reveal of her beautiful cleavage. The last thing I needed was for her to see me ogling her. Inebriated and horny wasn’t a good look, especially at our age. I had to tamp down my lust. It helped that the ambiance wasn’t great, what with the cement seating and vomit stink, definitely not what I had in mind for seeing her after all these years. I held back from making eye contact with her because I knew what I would see there, and it was the thing I hated receiving more than anything else in the world. Pity.

      A few more moments of silence passed, during which I had no idea what to say. Maybe if I stayed quiet she would leave.

      “Do you want to talk about why you drank yourself into oblivion this evening?” she asked.

      I ran my hands over my knees, still not looking over at her. “Not particularly.”

      She waited again for me to say something more, and when it became clear I wasn’t going to, she said, “Got it. I just wanted to come out here and make sure you weren’t having a Jimi Hendrix experience. Now that I see you’re alert and responsive, I guess I can go back inside.”

      “Sounds good.” Despite my efforts, my voice sounded tired and old. Defeated. “Please keep the door propped.”

      She huffed with irritation, and I knew I should say something so she didn’t walk away thinking I was an alcoholic who got wasted at every social event he attended. If this was how I left things between us after years of not seeing her, it was going to haunt me.

      “I’m sorry I had to walk away a little while ago. It was my ex-wife on the phone. She likes to call me when she knows I have plans and start arguments about pointless things.”

      She was silent for a long moment before saying, “She sounds delightful. No wonder you were hitting the sauce.”

      My ex-wife, Courtney, knew I was at my reunion tonight because I had to reschedule my weekend with our girls. If I hadn’t picked up the phone, she would have continued calling and then harassed me later for not answering. If one of our daughters had been sick, it would have been a whole drama. No one was sick though. Courtney just wanted to remind me that she was selling our condo in Florida, which she got in the divorce. I needed to electronically sign some papers she’d emailed to me because my name was still on the mortgage. For some reason, this reminder couldn’t wait until the morning.

      Still, Courtney wasn’t the only reason I was drinking hard. I ran my hands through my hair, not wanting to tell Hollister the other reason for my alcohol binge.

      “Divorce is…interesting. My ex-wife recently got a window sticker for her car that says Living My Best Life. It’s a huge, bright pink reminder of how much she hated being married to me.”

      “Ouch. New divorce?” she asked.

      “No, three years.” I couldn’t really believe it was that long. Maybe that was because my ex was in constant contact.

      “I’m divorced too, but it was twenty years ago and our marriage was brief, to say the least. Still, I know how it gets complicated when you have kids together. My daughter Zoe was the only good thing to come out of that experience.”

      I finally looked over at her and took in her flushed cheeks and unruly hair. She’d looked different when I first spotted her this evening, long before we ran into each other at the bar, when I arrived at the reunion and scanned the room for a stunning redhead. Her look was manicured and pulled together at the start of the evening. This was more the Hollister I remembered from high school, loosened up and a little bit wild. She still had a nose ring, although the metal hoop was now a tiny diamond stud that wasn’t even noticeable on first glance.

      Much about her was different too. The angles of her face were sharper, more defined, and she had the lush body of a grown woman. The combination of her steep curves and that tailored suit left me speechless, which was my problem when we ran into each other at the bar. Not that I’d ever been quick with the right words to say to Hollister Moran.

      “I’m truly fine now,” I said. “Thanks for checking on me.”

      I didn’t feel inebriated anymore except for the fact that even the moon seemed too bright, but every time I closed my eyes to shut out the light, the world started spinning. Yes, I was still drunk. Even though the alcohol was clearly affecting me, I also had a strange sense of clarity, which was good and bad. Good because it kept me from rambling further about my ex-wife and making a total ass of myself. Bad because I was able to take in the full humiliation of Hollister seeing me this way, and I knew I’d remember it all in the morning.

      She opened her tiny purse and took out two breath mints, handing one to me and popping the other in her mouth. We sucked on our peppermints for a while, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted her to leave or not. If she left, I might not see her again for ages. I doubted I’d have the balls to call her for a date after this, and I certainly couldn’t ask her out right now, after vomiting in the bushes. The night was an unmitigated disaster.

      “You should go back inside,” I said. “Your friends are going to start wondering if you’ve been kidnapped.”

      “It’s fine. Stop trying to get rid of me.” She took off a shoe to rub the arch of her foot, and I had to look away. I didn’t even have a foot fetish, but she had such sexy high arches that I thought about developing one. “I texted them before I came out here.”

      I blew out a puff of air and dropped my head in my hands again. “Wonderful.”

      “They’re not going to tell anyone.” There was an edge of defensiveness to her tone. “It was your crowd in high school who gossiped and spread rumors.”

      I nodded without raising my head, too weary to argue. “Okay.”

      I heard her clear her throat and dreaded the words she was about to say. No doubt it was something to comfort me in my pathetic state. I didn’t even let my wife see me like this after she told me she was leaving me. In my family, you saved moments of despondency for closets, bathrooms, or solo car rides. Public weeping or gnashing of teeth, even with only one witness, was harshly frowned upon.

      “If you have a problem, there are people who can help. There’s no shame in going to AA. In fact, my⁠—”

      I whipped my head around to look at her. “I’m not an alcoholic. Honestly. I got sick because I rarely drink anymore. I don’t have a problem.”

      I sounded exactly like someone who had a problem. Shit. I was making the situation worse with every sentence I spoke.

      I shouldn’t have said anything else. I needed to rein it in, get her to leave, and stop the bleeding. For some reason, most likely the alcohol in my bloodstream, I heard myself talking instead. It’s like someone else had taken over my mouth for the evening, someone with less restraint and dignity. His name was extra-dry martini.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to raise my voice.” Without thinking, I reached out and placed a hand on her leg, realizing too late that it was forward of me to grab her knee. I jerked my hand back, but she was already wide-eyed and startled. “I was just going to say that maybe…uh, maybe we could get together this weekend. I could buy you dinner and we could…catch up.”

      This was definitely not the way I planned to ask her on a date. I wouldn’t have even attempted it now, except it felt like a last-ditch effort. The ensuing silence was deafening, and for the first time, I became aware of the frogs burping in the woods. I wanted to run in there and join them, far away from Hollister’s horrified expression.

      “I don’t think that’s going to be possible.” She spoke slowly, as if she were concocting an excuse. “I’m going skydiving this weekend.”

      Was that true or was she, in this very moment, planning to throw herself out of a plane to avoid spending time with me? Surely not.

      “Skydiving?” I said skeptically. “Really?”

      “Yes, really. If I wanted to lie, I would make up something much more mundane like visiting my mother.”

      “That sounds amazing. Have you been before, or is this your first jump?” She looked cautiously interested in my line of questioning so I kept it up. “Solo or tandem?”

      “This is my first time. Tandem jump.”

      I wasn’t particularly scared of heights, but the idea of jumping out of a plane had always struck me as borderline insane and somewhat pointless. I felt the same about bungee jumping and swimming with sharks. But saying any of that wasn’t going to buy me time with Hollister. So I lied.

      “Skydiving is something I’ve always thought about doing.”

      “Really? Airborne Academy has a great safety rating.” Her enthusiasm made her brown eyes light up. “And they’re running a special right now. Check them out.”

      “I’ll do that,” I said. “Thanks.”

      “Best of luck to you, Ben,” she said. “Seriously. I wish you well.”

      It sounded like something you’d say to someone at the end of a yoga class. Namaste. I wish you well. Her words were kind but detached. She had no plans to ever see me again…or did she? She’d told me exactly where to find her this weekend, but stopped short of asking me to join her. I was terrible at reading women’s signals so who knew?

      As she walked away, I admired the globes of her ass in her tight-fitting pantsuit. The way her hips shifted as she moved up the stairs was a symphony of sexiness. It brought back a memory of her ascending the bleachers at school before an assembly our freshman year. The kid behind me said something crass about her backside, and that was the only fistfight I ever got into in high school. I wish I could say I knocked him out cold, but my gut punch merely winded him. Couldn’t even remember his name, but the shape of Hollister’s backside? That was imprinted on my brain for life. If that made me a bad person, I didn’t want to be good.

      Before slipping back inside, she turned and gave me a small wave. I waved back. Then I raced down the steps and retched onto the grass. I’d managed to hold it down until she left, so maybe there was a God after all.
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      HOLLISTER

      Amazingly, I discovered that I did feel bad for Ben Rose after seeing him at the reunion. I wanted to show him that I’d achieved success, but that didn’t mean I wanted to see him miserable. Although his dejected face popped in and out of my mind, work took up most of my brain space that next week. I still only had four clients in my PR consulting business, but Aaron, my young tech genius, gave me enough work to fill my entire calendar. Between doing company posts on all the social media sites, managing “live” virtual events, and monitoring our online ad campaigns, my days were generally packed. Aaron had another PR consultant who did his other work—writing press releases, scheduling interviews with journalists, overseeing branding—but he didn’t trust him as much as me so I often looked over those materials for him as well. He’d been dropping hints about hiring me full-time, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to put all my eggs in one basket ever again. So I kept my other three clients and worked incessantly to meet everyone’s demands.

      On Thursday evening, when I was planning to work on a fledgling swimsuit company’s Instagram posts until bedtime, I had the pleasure of a visit from my daughter, Zoe, and her ubiquitous sidekick, Laundry Basket. I called him LB for short.

      “Hey, Mom!” she called out as she walked through my front door.

      She still had her key and never bothered knocking, which was fine with me, since this was still her home, as far as I was concerned.

      “Zoe! LB!” I took the plastic basket of dirty clothing from her and brought it over to the louvered doors behind which lived my washer and dryer. “So good to see both of you.”

      The apartment she shared with her three roommates didn’t have a washing machine, and the laundry room, according to her, was nasty, so she came home every few weeks to run a few loads. I was thrilled to see her any time she wanted to drop by, of course. Friends who were parents told me I’d be ready to let her leave for college because teenagers were a pain in the ass, especially by age eighteen, but that wasn’t true for us. I’d given her much more independence and responsibility than most parents, which was more a fact of being a busy single mom than a philosophical stance, and she’d risen to the occasion.

      I had Zoe at twenty-two, and in some ways we grew up together. Sometimes people thought we were sisters, which sounds like something people say when they want to be the “cool mom,” but it was true. We had a lot in common besides our DNA. We both had dads who ghosted us, and we were untraditional in our thinking and sartorial choices. We even liked each other’s music. I thought maybe I’d have an Alex P. Keaton type kid who would rebel against my liberal beliefs, but I got Zoe instead. She was kind of like a mini-me until she grew to my height and went to college to have her own life, separate from mine. I knew that I’d probably relied on her too much for companionship, so when she left for college, I tried to take a step back and not call or text too much. It was really freaking hard. And lonely.

      After Zoe got her laundry started, we curled up on the couch, her at one end, me at the other, feet meeting in the middle. Other than her red hair, she looked more like the women on her dad’s side of the family. She had his high cheekbones and blue eyes, and where I was curvy in the thighs and hips, she was lean and narrow.

      “You got a haircut,” I said.

      I arranged a pillow behind my back and settled in to give her the mom once-over. Were there dark circles under her eyes? Enough meat on her bones? Was she clenching her jaw like she did when she was stressed out? Fortunately, my mom radar told me that she seemed all right. You tend to know a person after living with them for eighteen years. That was one reason I hated living apart from her—I couldn’t do my daily Zoe check-in. Sure, I could call or text with her, but that wasn’t the same as laying my eyes on my baby girl.

      She smiled and touched the sides of her head, which were closely shaven. On the top of her head was a long swoop of hair, carefully styled into a fifties pompadour, the ends of which faded into a platinum blonde.

      “I went to see Aunt Jenna earlier this week. You like it?”

      “I do. You always look great, but I really like this color and cut on you.” I took my hair out of its topknot and shook it loose. “Do you like the side bangs and layers she gave me for the reunion?”

      “I love it.” She pulled her sweatshirt over her head and tossed it carelessly on the back of the couch. “I need to hear about the reunion at some point.”

      “After we watch our show.” It’s not that I didn’t want to gossip about the reunion, but I liked our little rituals. Snacks and TV first, then chatting. I picked up the remote and turned on the next episode of Ms. Match, a series about a dating service for millionaires. The matchmaker in charge of the operation was a boss bitch named Tori Cozzi, and if I were into women, she would have been it for me. The way she read people was borderline witchcraft, and she always got to the bottom of her client’s issues.

      Zoe grabbed a handful of the kettle corn from one of the bowls I’d set out on the table as hors d’oeuvres, along with chocolate-covered peanuts and Swedish fish. Don’t let anyone say I’m not classy.

      “Why are we even watching this?” she asked. “Most of these millionaires are awful.” She cracked open her grape Fanta, a drink I only kept stocked for her visits. “That guy last week who rode the Segway around his twenty thousand square foot mansion because he didn’t like to let his feet touch the floor? He needed a psychiatrist, not a wife.”

      Zoe wasn’t shaming anyone for seeing a shrink. She’d been in therapy since she was thirteen to cope with her father’s dickery. I found life easier without that idiot in it, but it was hard for Zoe to cope with feeling like her dad ditched her. I worried a lot about what that did to her view of relationships, but I always hoped that it was better than seeing parents in a terrible marriage like I did until they divorced.

      I coaxed my cat, Iggy Pop, onto my lap. “Yeah, that’s what Tori finally decided too, right? He needed to work on himself before he was ready for love. Maybe that’s my issue.”

      “You’re fine, and you’re ready for a relationship,” Zoe said with undertones of exasperation. “You just need to find a nice guy.”

      “Much easier to do at your age,” I argued. “By forty-three, most of the good ones are taken, and it’s all weirdos with mother issues or My Little Pony fetishes.” I gestured toward the TV. “These guys may be millionaires, but they’re representative of the middle-aged male dating pool at large.”

      “It’s too bad you’re straight. It would widen the field if you were open to other possibilities.”

      I found my daughter’s sexuality fascinating. At seventeen she explained to me that she was open to dating anyone, that it was the individual not their gender that attracted her. As someone who had her first crush on a boy in kindergarten and never deviated from that path, I couldn’t totally understand what it felt like to be Zoe, but I was happy for her. She knew who she was and didn’t seem to have many hang-ups about it. I liked to think my parenting had some small part in her self-confidence, but in truth she came out of the womb knowing her own mind.

      When the show ended, I made us enchiladas with a side of beans and rice. By “made” I mean I put two freezer meals in the microwave and pushed the right buttons. The enchiladas were organic though, so that meant I’d prepared a healthy meal for my child. We sat at the kitchen bar to eat, which was a step up from where I ate my dinner the previous night, hunched over the sink like some kind of kitchen troll.

      “So tell me,” she said, “how was the reunion?”

      “It was a blast. The limo was swanky, and we drank champagne on the way there. Then we danced all night to eighties and nineties music and saw some old friends. Most people stayed until the bitter end, so I think it was a success. Oh, and only two people called Jenna ‘Rita’ so she was pumped about that.”

      Jenna changed her name at eighteen from her given name Margherita. I couldn’t blame her. She was neither a Marg or a Rita, although we were both fond of the drink of the same name.

      “Any interesting men there?”

      I wrinkled my nose as I chewed. “No one single and straight.” For some ungodly reason Ben Rose flashed through my mind, and I swatted the thought away like a gnat. Technically, he did fit the description of single and straight, but he did not count.

      “I don’t see why they need to be hetero. You could try dating bisexual men.”

      I sighed and poked my food with my fork. “I seriously don’t think the problem is that I’m being too picky. If there are great guys out there of any persuasion, I have no idea where to meet them.”

      “Online, of course. Next time I come over we’re making a dating profile for you,” she said. “I can’t trust you to do that on your own.”

      “Seriously? I’m in PR. I think I could manage it.”

      I’d dated a little over the years, but never gotten serious about anyone. Sam, the one guy I thought might turn into something long-term, was transferred to another state after we’d been dating for about a year. There were a few other men for several months here or there, but nothing stuck. I was busy being a mom and building my career, so it never bothered me much, but since Zoe went to college she’d been bugging me to get out there again. Maybe she did know I was lonely even though I’d tried to hide it from her.

      “There is one interesting guy I met. I didn’t tell you about the owner of the skydiving school.” I needed to distract her from talking about online dating. “He’s very attractive, and I think he’s been flirting with me, although it’s hard to tell. I’m so out of practice at this point.”

      “What’s his name?” She picked up her phone from the countertop. “I’ll Google stalk him for you and make sure he’s not a creeper.”

      “Steve Lansky. I already did some recon, and I know he’s in good standing with the Better Business Bureau, and he runs marathons. Nothing ‘creeperish’ came up.”

      She typed his name into her phone anyway, clearly not respecting my research abilities. “I don’t see anything except the skydiving school and his marathon stuff. Go ahead and ask him out. Don’t wait. His picture is here, and he
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