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Francine

You were my first friend, and you will always be my best friend. You are the person I know I can always count on. You’ve made me laugh and, yes, you’ve made me cry. Your strength and support has gotten me through so much in life. Being sisters keeps our childhood alive forever. I’m truly blessed that we will always have each other.

Love you always
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You are my calm

When the chaos begins

And everything starts

To spiral out of control

I reach out my hand

And have no fear

That yours is already there

Waiting to take mine.

~Julie Mishler
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IT’S TIME I BEGIN TO make some order out of Emerson’s finances. He’s been dead almost three months, yet, it seems more like three years. Every day without him feels like a lifetime. People die everyday, that’s a fact. Yet, how many leave a huge cluster-fuck for their surviving family to figure out? I venture to say—more than anyone cares to admit. But, then again, what the hell do I know? Emerson and I had a deal; he took care of all the finances, and I never had to worry if the mortgage was paid or if the electric was going to get shut off. I took care of the maintenance inside the house, along with our three kids, Ella who is fifteen, Lilly who is thirteen, and Collin who is ten. Add to that a bat-shit crazy dog named Sad Sack, Jett, the five-year-old goldfish that never seems to die, and Diamond Jim, the turtle, and my life is one hell of a daily organized mess. A chaotic mess at best, but I don’t mind it. I knew what I signed up for, and I never had any regrets. Not too many people can say that, at least the people I know.

What I never expected was for my husband to up and drop dead in the middle of delivering his closing argument during the biggest case of his entire career. It was a case he took pro bono. Those are the ones that meant the most to him. On a good note, Emerson won the case. On a bad note, he’ll never know it.

Friends. I thought I had so many. What a fucking joke. No one wants a young widow hanging around their husband. In my neck of Brookville, Long Island, most of these wives are the second go-round, at least that’s what I’ve seen. The first wife supports the family while the husband goes to school or starts his business. When the husband finally makes it, the wife thinks she’s paid her dues; now it’s time to reap the rewards. Unfortunately for the wife, that’s when the husband dumps her for a trophy wife. Lucky for me, Emerson always said when he married me, he married up. We were as close as two people could be.

We met while he was still in law school. It was fashion week in New York. He was working as a security guard. I was just coming off of my first international cover. It was the first time I was requested by a top designer to wear his exclusive line on the Catwalk. That’s when I knew I had made it. It’s also where Emerson swept me off my feet. Before I knew it, we were getting married. I continued to model while he finished school. Law school is very expensive. He still had to take out student loans to help pay for it, and he reassured me they didn’t have to be paid back until he started working. We used my modeling for all the bills, which made life much easier for us. Emerson was able to concentrate on his studies; no more part time jobs.

We were just starting out, the two of us in a small one bedroom basement apartment in Dyker Heights, Brooklyn. We had what we needed and not much more. We were young but we grew into the comfortable marriage we have today. Well . . . had. Now I’m left here, picking up the pieces.

Here I am, sitting in a house that is right around five thousand square feet, in front of a mountain of bills, and I have no idea which end is up. Fortunately, my best friend Roslyn is a financial advisor and has offered to help me make some sense of all of it. Her husband Jake worked with Emerson at the District Attorney’s Office. That is until Jake became the head prosecutor and Emerson decided to go out on his own. He was aiming to be the top divorce attorney in New York. I could never understand why he would want to surround himself with misery. He claimed it kept everything in perspective for him.

I head into the kitchen, taking stock along the way. So much stuff. To me, that’s all it ever was—stuff. To Emerson, it meant he arrived. To me, it means nothing, and no matter how much I preach to my kids that it means nothing, they have come to expect this lifestyle. Sad Sack’s barking snaps me out of my daydream; Ro is here.

She comes in like a whirlwind. Never a hair out of place. Always dressed to the nines. She even looks like that running to the supermarket. Me—yoga pants with no holes and an oversized t-shirt and I’m golden.

“I just put up a pot of coffee, do you want a cup?” I’m already pulling a cup out of the cabinet for her since I know coffee is her weakness.

“Of course. Were you able to find all of Emerson’s papers?”

I cringe knowing she’s not going to like my answer. “There are stacks all over his home office along with a mountain of bills. I haven’t gone through anything in his office yet, but his paralegal, Ruby, has already boxed everything up for me. It’s just a matter of speaking to the landlord and removing all of the boxes. I figured I could swing by later in the week.”

She cradles her cup in both hands, takes a sip of God’s nectar, and I could swear she hummed. “Well, then we better get started.”

As we head down the hall toward the office, I take a deep breath and prepare myself for the next hurdle. I open the door and step aside to let her take it all in.

“Bailey, you can’t be serious. Your entire house is spotless. There is never a thing out of place. This room looks like someone threw a stick of dynamite in here.”

“I actually organized it a little bit for you. The first stack is the bills. The other six stacks are things I know nothing about.” I wave my hand over them as if they will magically disappear, just like my husband did.

“Leave me alone in here, so I can think clearly. Just make sure you keep the coffee coming.” She heads further into the room, takes off her shoes, and rolls up her sleeves. I don’t get to ask her anything. She shoos me away as Sad Sack curls up under the desk . . . traitor.

I leave her alone and head back to the kitchen to refresh my coffee before I head out back to the deck. Ella left a stack of fashion magazines on the coffee table. Flipping through this month’s latest issue of InStyle magazine makes me feel like I’m seventy instead of forty-two years old. Ella wants to break into the fashion business so badly, but her father always said no. I’m sure now that he’s gone, she’ll be hitting me up to try it. If only it was as easy as she thinks it is. Nowadays, life seems to be filled with a lot of if onlies. I close my eyes and listen to the distant sound of the wind chime. I bought it on our honeymoon. I love all the different colors and the light sounds it makes when there is a gentle breeze. Emerson hated it, but he would never tell me no. I think this is the most relaxed I’ve been in three months. Probably because Ro is worrying about the financial mess and not me.

“Bailey!”

I jump up at the sound of my name, knocking over my empty coffee cup. Sad Sack comes running to see if there is any food involved.

“Ro, you nearly scared me to death.”

“I’ve been calling you for the last ten minutes. I’m ready to go over everything with you.”

Sad Sack climbs on the lounge chair and growls at the pillow, seemingly having no intention on coming inside. I follow her inside, mentally preparing myself for the worst. When I step inside the office, I’m in shock. The stack of bills is still the same but the six other stacks have been reduced down to two. I can even see the top of the desk!

“So, how does it look?”

“Do you want the good news first or the bad news?”

“I’m not in the mood for games, Ro. Either way, you’ll be giving me both, so just tell me everything.”

“Okay, there are two stacks. The first one consists of anything in Emerson’s name that could be discharged or forgiven with a death certificate. In the second stack, there are things that you both had jointly. Those are not forgiven. He died and you assume responsibility for the balances. He did have an insurance policy specifically for the student loans. After breaking it down as to what you can write off and what you have to pay, taking into account the insurance policy, you are left with twenty-five thousand dollars.”

“Oh, so at least I’ll have some money after all of that.”

She takes my hands and holds them tightly in hers. Her face is etched with sadness. “No, Bailey, that’s what you will still owe.”

I sink into the sofa and she sits next to me. I’m trying to be brave and process it all. “How could that be? He made a lot of money.”

“And he spent a lot of money. This house alone was just under two million. The kids’ tuition is insane. All three kids’ tuitions combined is costing you ninety-six thousand a year, and that’s without any extra curricular activities!”

“What about life insurance and his investments, surely that covers a lot of this.” My hands are shaking and I feel a bad case of the hives coming on.

“He leveraged everything he had to open his own practice. The business was just starting to show a profit but not enough to pay off any of the debt he incurred. You know rule of thumb is that the first three years in business are usually a loss. All the years in business, Emerson never showed a profit. I did find papers from an attorney. Apparently, he set up a revocable trust. I’m not sure what’s in it. Thankfully it’s not an irrevocable trust, otherwise, nothing could be moved out of it. All I found is the receipt from the lawyer’s office. The only thing the receipt says is set up of revocable trust. It might not even exist anymore, especially if he was in this much debt. I don’t know an easy way to put this; Bailey, you’re broke. The best thing you can do is have an estate sale. Put the kids in public school, sell this house, and get a job.”

Her words are sinking in, and my stomach is in knots. “You make it sound so easy. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

“Don’t worry. Lucky for you, I have a ton of friends that specialize in everything you’ll need done. I’ll make some calls this afternoon and get the ball rolling. Now, as far as his IRA, you are the beneficiary. I can set up a transfer of the IRA into an inherited IRA. Since you’re a widow and under the age of fifty-nine and a half, you can access the money without paying the ten percent penalty. Depending upon market value, you could end up with about two-hundred-fifty thousand dollars. You will be taxed on it, but at this point, it’s a matter of survival.”

“Can I use some of the IRA money to pay off the student loans that I’m responsible for?”

“You could, but the interest rate is very low, so you might not want to use up all your capital. Let the dust settle before you do anything like that. Down the road, if that’s what you want to do, we can do that. You have a lot of equity in this house. If you sell, you can roll that into a more affordable house.”

The thought of the repo man coming to my house in the middle of the night sends a chill up my spine. “How long do I have before things get bad?”

“By bad I’m assuming you mean creditors harassing you and your cars being repossessed, that sort of thing. I would say thirty days tops. I mean, you really haven’t paid one bill in three months. I went through all your outstanding bills and prioritized them. You have until noon tomorrow to pay the electric bill, after that they are shutting it off.”

“I have some money in my checking account. I could probably pay that one.” I go to the desk and look at the bill. It’s close to five thousand dollars! “How the hell could electric cost so much?”

“This is a huge house, Bailey. Emerson had you on the payment plan. You pay the same amount every month. In the end, it’s supposed to balance out. They haven’t bothered you because you had a credit from last year. They used that up and that’s your past due balance. How much do you have in your checking account?”

I’m staring at her like she has three heads. How did I ever let myself get into this mess? “I might have two grand, but that’s everything.”

“Look, I’ll pay the electric bill for you. Eventually, you’ll be in a position to pay me back. You pay the water bill, that’s more doable for you. The first thing you need to do today is go down to Social Security with the death certificate. You’ll get a small amount monthly until each kid is sixteen. The kids themselves will collect monthly until they are eighteen.”

I’m trying to absorb everything she’s saying, but I can’t believe my husband would leave us in such a mess. “My children; I can’t possibly tell them what’s going on. Ro, you need to keep this between us—please,” I plead with her.

She takes both my hands and gives me a reassuring squeeze. “Okay, but eventually they will find out. They’re not idiots. There’s only so long you can hide this from them.” She lets go of my hands, bends down and picks up her purse. She’s going to leave and, for the first time, I’m feeling panicked at the thought of being home alone. “Look, I’ve got to go. I’ll handle the electric bill when I get to work. You need to get started on this right away.”

I watch her walk out the door. Feeling overwhelmed by the magnitude of loss I’m now going through, I pick up the picture of my husband and I on his desk. I run my fingers over his smile. They were happy times. He always made me laugh. Now, all I want to do is cry.





[image: ]



 

I SPENT A WHOLE WEEK dealing with all of Emerson’s stuff. Everything from donating all of his suits to closing down his office. Some people were very nice, like the landlord for his office; he broke the lease and didn’t charge me. On the other side of that coin was the leasing company for his car. I swear if I could have reached through the phone and kicked the guy in his nuts, I would have. No matter how many times I told him that my husband was dead, he kept trying to put the balance of the lease in my name. In the end, he sent someone down to pick up the car, along with a notarized copy of the death certificate.

I’m doing everything I possibly can not to disrupt my kids lives. I know Ro said to pull them out of private school but I can’t do it, not just yet. The bell ringing, along with the dog barking, snaps me out of my pity party. I open the door, and Ro comes in like a whirlwind.

“What are you doing here? Did we have a meeting set up?”

“Thanks, Bailey, it’s nice to see you too. I wanted to find out how much progress you made and if there is anything you need me to help you with.”

We head into the kitchen and I pour us each a cup of coffee. “I decided today to bring my jewelry to the pawn shop two towns over.”

“Are you afraid you might see someone you know?”

“Of course it’s embarrassing, but, Ro, what’s more embarrassing is my kids’ friends finding out. You know how cruel kids can be.” I’m watching her run her fingertip round and round her coffee cup. It’s hypnotizing as I sit here, wondering what is going through her mind.

“Have you thought about going back to work? I mean you’re still beautiful.”

“Thanks, but I’m too old. In the fashion world, I’m considered a relic. Besides, after three kids, all my assets are falling down. Kind of like that kids’ song ‘London Bridge is Falling Down.’”

“Sometimes your thinking is so warped. What about being an agent? Hell, Ella is beautiful, and she’s busting to get into the business. What could it hurt?”

“I thought about it for a hot minute. The devil on my left shoulder told me to do it, to give the kid her shot. The angel on my right shoulder reminded me what the life of a fashion model is really all about. In the end, I’m not going to pimp my kid out, no matter how desperate I get.”

I pour some more coffee while Ro continues staring out the window, watching Sad Sack chase the birds. “You know, Ro, if he ever caught one of those birds, he wouldn’t know what to do with it. Kind of like all of us, chasing after a dream, and if we get it, then what?”

She has a melancholy look. I doubt it has anything to do with the dog. “At least he’s consistent.”

Sad Sack gives up the chase and comes through the doggie door. He runs right up to Ro and nearly knocks her over.

“Bailey, he’s a beast.”

“Only with you.”

“Do you want me to go with you to the pawn shops?”

“No reason for both of us to be embarrassed.”

She steps closer to me and pulls me into a much-needed hug. “Hey, look at me; there is nothing to be embarrassed about. You’re doing what ever you have to do to keep your family together and a roof over their heads. Your kids are your world, as they should be.” I know she’s right but I’m still finding all of this very difficult.

“Bailey, what happened with the trust we found?”

“I have an appointment with the lawyer next week. And before you ask, he was on vacation and that was the soonest they could fit me in. Look, I better get going. I want to be back home when the kids get here.”

“Okay, why don’t I call the girls and see if we can get together for cocktails tonight?”

“I have no money. Remember, I’m the one who is selling off all my personal stuff to the pawn shop.”

She rolls her eyes at my sarcasm. “I’ll pay, wiseass. I think you could use a mental break. Besides, Gail is going away and it will be a nice send off for her.”

“Where is she going?”

“I’ll let her explain it all to you.”

I pass her two of my fur coats. With my arms full, we head into the garage to load up my car. “Jeez, woman, how many furs do you have?”

“If you must know, four too many. I hate them, but Emerson thought otherwise. The furrier offered to come to the house, but that’s the last thing I want. I don’t want my kids to know what is going on, at least not yet.”

I finish loading everything. I know I have to get going but dread is making me procrastinate. “Look, I’ll meet you at Cork and Kerry in Rockville Centre at nine. I can’t stay long, but by the time I’m done today, I know I will need a drink.”

“Great! Now knock ‘em dead. I’ll see you later.” She sashays off, seemingly excited about tonight. A lot more excited then what I’m about to do.

First up—the furrier.
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Selling off everything of value I own just to keep up pretenses was the most humiliating thing I’ve had to do in a long time. Right now, I hate my husband. I’ve never hated anyone, but how could he leave me in this fucked up mess? I’m sitting at his desk with our wedding picture clutched tightly in my hands. How the hell did so much change right under my nose. I know he didn’t ask to die, but he should have been more responsible with us. Maybe it’s the stages of grief that is making me feel this way. Maybe (realistically) I’m just as much to blame. I mean, I should have paid more attention to what the hell was happening around me. Then again, there is a level of trust with your spouse. You’re supposed to be in the same canoe, paddling in sync. After today, I realize I have no choice; I have to sell the house. There is no way I can keep up the payments, along with everything else it entails. Even if I try, I’m doing the same damn thing Emerson did, living a lie. I just don’t know what to tell my children.

I’m not home more than five minutes when I hear the kids at the door. Lucky for me, one of the other parents picked up my carpool week. But come Monday, I need to have a better plan. A plan that doesn’t include these constant pity parties. I put on my brave face, put the picture back on the desk, and get up to go face the music. When I do, my knee whacks the side of the desk and the picture falls, shattering the glass. “Damn it!” Thankfully, all the glass stayed within the frame. I hold it over the trash and carefully let all the pieces fall in. When I pull the picture out, a piece of paper comes out with it. I have no idea what it is, just some random numbers.

“What the hell?”

“Mom, are you okay? I’ve been calling out your name. Why are you just standing here, staring at that piece of paper?”

“Sorry, I didn’t hear you. I only got home a few minutes before you did, Ella.” I quickly shove the paper in my back pocket.

“I’m not an idiot, Mom; what’s on the paper?”

“More stuff of your father’s that I’m trying to deal with. It’s nothing for you to concern yourself with. How was school today?” I gently place my hand on her back and guide her out of the office. I don’t need her to take notice of the stack of past due notices sitting out in the open on the desk.

“It sucked, as usual. I feel like everyone is walking on eggshells around me. My fifteen minutes of fame was my dad dying on television. I wish everyone would just move on already.”

“What about Nikki? I mean, for Christ’s sake, she’s your best friend.”

“She’s the one who told me that they are afraid to say anything to me. They don’t want me to have a melt down or something. God forbid I should embarrass them.”

She is the strong one. The one that everyone comes to when they need that shoulder to cry on. I hear her late at night, when she thinks I’m sleeping; I hear her crying. My heart breaks for her. I take her hand and stop her before we get into the kitchen with the rest of the kids. “El, I know you already said no, but please reconsider counseling.” I get the standard eye roll along with a what the fuck is wrong with you? look. “Just promise you’ll think about it.”

“Yes, I promise. Happy now?”

She heads into the kitchen in front of me. The chaos for snacks is already underway. I’m standing in the doorway, feeling my heart in my throat as I work up the courage to tell them the truth. Our life is going to change drastically, yet again.

“Mom, why are you just standing there?” Collin shouts out with a mouth full of a chocolate chip cookie.

Lilly puts her hand up in front of his mouth and scrunches her face as if she smelled a skunk. “Collin, you’re disgusting. Mom, can’t you teach your son some manners?” She’s my miss prim and proper. She’s nothing like any of us . . . not sure whose child she is.

“Collin, your sister is right. Close your mouth when you have food in it.”

He rolls his eyes and pops another piece of his cookie in his mouth. “Weirdo. At least I eat my cookies like a normal person. Unlike you who uses a fork and a soup bowl.”

“I’m not a weirdo. I told you before; I don’t want to make a mess and this way the entire cookie gets soaked in the milk.”

“Like I said—weirdo.”

They keep bickering back and forth while El is glued to her phone.

“Okay, I need everyone’s attention, that includes you too, El.” I take a deep breath and now all eyes on me. “Since your father’s death, I’ve been going through our financial situation. I’m not going to bore you with the details. However, we are going to have to sell this house. There is no way I can keep up with the payments and maintenance.”

El’s eyes grow wide and tears dance along her bottom lashes. “Mom, does that mean we have to change schools? I only have two years left here; please don’t do this to me.”

“I’m sorry. We just can’t afford the tuition along with all the other expenses. My goal is to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table.”

She grabs her phone, jumps up and runs out of the kitchen. Lilly is staring at me, not uttering a word. Collin gets up and puts his glass in the sink before coming back and giving me a kiss on the cheek.

“As long as I can still hang with my friends, I’m cool with it. I’ve got to do my homework.”

He leaves and now it’s just Lilly and me. She might be only thirteen but she’s an old soul. “You’re very quiet; what are your thoughts?”

“What are my thoughts?! Does it really matter?”

I’m taken aback by her tone, so unlike her. “Of course it matters. I’m not doing this to make everyone miserable—trust me—I’m miserable enough for all of us. I’m trying to figure out how to keep it all together.” I have to remember even though she acts like an old lady in a young girl’s body, she is still only thirteen.

“Didn’t Daddy have insurance?”

“Unfortunately, not enough.”

“Well, I guess we have no choice. Do what you have to. I only hope you don’t become as irresponsible as he was.”

She gets up, puts her bowl and fork in the dishwasher and walks out, with Sad Sack following closely behind her. She’s the one I worry the most about. Ella is a fly-off-the-handle girl. At any given moment, you know exactly what she’s thinking. Collin, he is the laid back kind of child. As long as he has his friends and his Lacrosse, he’s happy. But Lilly, she turns it all inward. She always solves everything on her own, never asking for anything from any of us. But, this is not something she can deal with on her own. She’s the main reason I brought the kids to counseling.

I glance up at the clock and if I don’t head into the shower now, I’ll be late meeting the girls for happy hour. Who knows, maybe they will have a better solution.
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I SHIMMY OUT OF MY jeans. I’m about to toss them down the laundry chute when I remember the paper I shoved into my pocket. I pull it out and examine it closer. It’s a series of numbers, letters, and symbols. It’s Emerson’s handwriting but why hide this, and what is it? I grab my phone and take a picture of the paper before I shove it into my purse. Maybe one of the girls can help me figure it out. In the meantime, I need to get ready.

After a quick shower, I sit at my vanity and try to remember what it feels like to put some effort into my appearance. It seems like such a long time ago rather than the short three months. I feel like I’ve already lost a lifetime. I dab the corners of my eyes while fighting to hold back the dam that’s about to burst. “Come on, Bailey, you can do this.” I finish up and give myself the once-over before I head out the door. It’s not about impressing anyone else; it’s about believing in myself.
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For once traffic was light and, on top of that, the parking gods were with me. It’s a typical sized crowd for a Friday night at Cork and Kerry. Thankfully, Ro, Gail, and Regina are already here, and they’ve snagged a booth. As I make my way toward them, I force myself to put on a brave face. This is the first time we will all be together since the funeral. I knew Ro would come by to see me—if for nothing else—to help me with my financial stuff. I can understand Gail not coming by. She is the lead Medical Examiner for Kings County. Sadly, she is one of the busiest people I know. I don’t think she gets more than four hours of sleep a night. But, I mean, Regina’s daughter Megan and my Lilly are best friends. She even does the car pool nonsense, yet she’s never stopped over. I asked Lilly if they seemed a little different since her dad died. All she did was shrug her shoulders and walk away.

I catch the waiter just as he’s leaving the table and order a martini.

“Hey, sorry I’m late; time got away from me.” Gail moves over and as I sit down, she pulls me into a much-needed hug. I know her concern is genuine, but she’s usually a very reserved type of person, so I’m taken back by her affection.

“I’m sorry I haven’t been around. How are you and the kids holding up?”

The waiter comes with my drink, giving me a minute to catch my breath. “We have good days and bad, but we are dealing.”

“You know my schedule is always nuts, but if you need anything just ask—please.”

Ro reaches over and gives my hand a squeeze. “Listen, Bailey, we’ve all been friends for a long time, so I brought them up to speed on everything.”

If there was a hole big enough, I would crawl into it. I know Ro means well, but I’m not one to put my personal stuff out there. I hope she didn’t tell them I’m selling off my jewelry and furs just to make ends meet. I try to down my martini, hoping for some liquid courage. But before I can finish, Regina holds up her glass for a toast.

“Here’s to new beginnings. And if you decide to sell your house, Justin will help you with it.”

I catch Gail roll her eyes, and I’m trying not to laugh. I’m surprised it took Regina this long to pitch her husband’s real estate business.

“How about tonight we forget about all my troubles and have some fun?”

Everyone agrees and before to long my hardships take a back burner. Regina is filling us in on all the local gossip that she found out from her Yoga class. While Ro fills us in on her husband Jake’s latest big win at the Manhattan District Attorney’s office.

I’m listening to her, but my mind is on that piece of paper I found today. I was intent on discussing it with the girls tonight but my gut is telling me not to. I could share it with Jake. After all, he is one of Emerson’s oldest friends. Then again, if it were something bad, it would be another thing my kids would have to deal with. Maybe I’ll wait and share it with Gail. She’s very logical and level-headed. Regina and Ro get up and head to the ladies room. I’ll never understand why women need to go in pairs. I go when I have to go, not when everyone says it’s time.

Now with Ro and Regina out of the picture, it’s the perfect opportunity to show it to Gail. “Hey, I want to show you something. But please, keep this just between us.”

“Of course, is something wrong?”

I fish the piece of paper out of my bag and pass it to her. “I found this hidden in Emerson’s office.”

“What do you mean by hidden?”

“It was behind a picture of Emerson and me that was on his desk. I dropped the picture, and it broke. When I picked up the pieces, that paper came out. I venture to say by the hiding spot that he didn’t want me to know about it, or anyone for that matter. The problem is I have no idea what it is.”

She is staring at the paper, running her finger over the writing. “Yeah, by that hiding spot, it’s safe to say he didn’t want you to know about it. Unfortunately, I have no idea what it is. There are too many numbers, letters, and special characters for it to be a bank account. If you want, I can have my friend Fitz look into it for you. He’s a retired cop and is now a partner at The Cooper Agency. They do PI work along with security and a slew of other stuff. ”

“Do you trust him? I mean of course you do if he’s your friend, but if it’s bad, I don’t want my kids to know. I have to protect them, Gail; I’m all they have.”

“I trust him with my life. The girls are coming back,” she says and quickly passes the paper to me, but I push it back.

“I already have a copy of it. Have your friend look into it and let me know what he says. Thank you.”

She puts the paper into her bag and the girls are back followed by two guys that look like they stepped off the pages of a high-end fashion magazine.

“Gail, Bailey, we found these nice single guys all by themselves at the bar, Robert and Chester.” Regina’s words come out slurred. I catch Gail rolling her eyes again and I let out a little chuckle.

Gail and I look at each other and then back at the guys. Before I can stop myself, I blurt out, “Chester!?”

He sits in the booth next to me. “Yes, it’s a family name. If nothing else, it gets women talking to me.”

“Yet, you’re still single.” Again, no filter. Maybe it’s the martini talking.

“Are you single?”

I feel my heart sink a little and my eyes pool with unshed tears. Before I can answer, Ro leans in close to him. “She’s recently widowed. This is her first night out, so go easy.”

Now, I’m pissed. “Ro, everyone does not need to know all my business!”

He takes my hand and gives it a soft squeeze. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

He gets up and just like that, he leaves with Robert following.

“Well, that was a great mood breaker. Look, Ro, I don’t want my life broadcasted out there for the whole world to hear. I came here tonight to forget about everything. All I want is to have a little fun. I’m not out here trying to find a man.”

Regina leans on the table no doubt trying to steady herself. “Listen, Bailey, maybe you should be looking for a man. Hell, yours left you high and dry. You’re not getting any younger, and if you want to keep the lifestyle that you and your children have come to expect, then maybe you need to put your feelings aside and concentrate on what’s in front of you.”

“So, what am I supposed to do, Regina, spread my legs for any man that will have me? Of course, that’s only after I’ve checked his bank account to make
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