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      As my driver pulls into the airport, I worry that I made the wrong decision about coming home. There’s just too much work to do. I’m not even going back to my place in LA since the press tour ended for the new album. I’m flying right from New York to Batavia. Charlie doesn’t like it.

      “Why don’t I just go back to check in on things? I’ll meet you back at your mom’s place in a couple days,” he pleaded last night.

      “What am I supposed to tell Mom when I show up without my husband?” I retorted. Mom’s always worried that I don’t make enough time for family. She says I work too hard.

      And now Charlie has refused to talk to me all day. He stayed back at the hotel while I hit the gym this morning and met with my team at the label one last time before the holidays. He took the last few weeks off from work, claiming we’d be able to spend it together. Obviously he didn’t pay attention the millions of times I told him that I had to work up until the third week of December.

      What’s really set him off is where the argument turned last night. Where it always turns: kids. He says he doesn’t want to be in his sixties when our kids are just graduating high school.

      The airport is crowded when Charlie and I enter. Typical of the holiday season, but before we even reach security, a group of girls stops us to get my autograph and take some pictures.

      Charlie stands off to the side and flashes me his phone to show the time. No matter where I am I try to make time for anyone who approaches me for a picture. Charlie usually tells me to politely decline if I’m in a rush. He’s not a fan of my career. He thinks that I should stop working at this “silly singing thing” and focus on being a mother.

      Yeah, like he doesn’t enjoy the private jet and the $3 million house this “silly singing thing” pays for. Not to mention his wardrobe of designer suits that he wears to impress his colleagues. I’m sure they know that I’m the real moneymaker in our marriage. That’s gotta be a blow to his fragile masculinity.

      Just as the last of the girls is snapping a selfie of us on her phone, Charlie grabs my elbow and says, “Honey, we have a flight to catch.”

      After security we use a special exit that takes us onto the runway to board the private jet. It’s equipped with the works—leather seats, kitchenette, TVs, you name it. It’s practically a flying house.

      “That was rude,” I mutter as I take my seat.

      “You’re the one who is in such a rush to get home.” He takes the seat behind me, which I don’t question. We haven’t really talked since last night’s argument—not that we usually do—and emotions are still high.

      Hopefully going to my mom’s will alleviate some of the tension. Based on previous holidays and family gatherings, I know that as soon as we get to the front door, he’ll turn on his charm and act like the proud, doting husband that he has everyone believing he is.

      After I told my mom I was coming home for Christmas, she immediately told me about Daisy Doyle’s grand idea to throw a holiday class reunion. I guess her married name is Daniels—still got those double Ds. Her husband has to be deaf. Or blind. Or both.

      No, Daisy’s not the worst person I’ve met. When you mingle with entitled celebrities and name-droppers, your faith in humanity pretty much goes out the window. Daisy’s just…intense sometimes. Or at least she was the last time I saw her ten years ago.

      She wants me to sing something at the reunion. I don’t even want to go. We’ll see. It’s supposed to be a pre-Christmas mixer to catch folks who are in town for the holidays. Everyone else probably already has plans for that day, so it’s likely to be a dud. Maybe I can talk her out of having me sing.

      It’s not that I dislike singing. I love it. Obviously, I’ve made a career out of it. It’s just that I’ve escalated into a different world than everyone else. “Show business.” Singing will only shove my success in their faces and further prove that I’m different. That I no longer fit in with the rest of them.

      Still, there are a few people I wouldn’t mind catching up with. People I haven’t seen since graduation. I had a lot of fun in high school. Besides my family, there isn’t really anyone from back home that I still talk to, which is a shame.

      I look out the window as the plane rises above the city. The lights beneath are beautiful. Mom would likely be trying to take a million pictures. Of course, she would have to ask for someone’s help to find her camera app, then she’d complain about the glare from the window. I can’t help but smile at that.

      I’m anxious to see my mom. Since Dad died, her health has been slipping. Complications from her diabetes and congestive heart failure. My guess is she hasn’t been watching her diet like she’s supposed to. My sister, Kimmy, checks on her as often as she can, but she’s married with two kids of her own. She’s busy. I’m busy. So busy I can’t even call my mother every week. I’m hoping this visit will help with some of that neglect.

      The plane lands an hour or so later at the small county airport just outside the city. If you would’ve told me as a teenager that I’d be using it with my own private jet, I never would’ve believed you. But then, I never would’ve been able to predict any part of my adult life.

      The brisk December wind hits me as Charlie and I descend the stairs onto the runway. My hair flies in my face and I don’t notice my sister at first as she approaches, but I definitely hear her loud scream when she spots me.

      A wide grin stretches across my face. Someone genuinely happy to see me for me, not just my accomplishments? I immediately feel at home. Besides, she’s my big sister. Even though I’m extremely busy, I’ve managed to keep in touch with her through texts and the random tagging on Facebook.

      “Oh, I’ve missed you so much!” she nearly shouts in my ear over the roar of the wind and the plane. She squeezes me as tight as she can in our puffy coats.

      “I’ve missed you too!” I hold her out at arm’s length. “You look so good! Did you cut your hair?”

      Kimmy might as well be the antithesis of me. She has short-cropped brunette hair, I have long blonde hair—now platinum blonde due to my stylist determining I need a “bold” look. While she’s always supported my career, she would never even think of pursuing the same profession. Too much detail on perfection, too much focus on beauty, too much exposure, too much time.

      Besides, Kimmy’s purpose in life has always been motherhood. Even before she had kids, she was always the more responsible one. The one to sacrifice her free time to make sure I got to class or practice on time. The one who treated our pets as her babies. Being a celebrity doesn’t allow for time to start a family. Especially not when you’re “Tracy Slater.”

      Kimmy reaches back and pats her bare neck. “Yeah. Do you think it’s too much?”

      “No!” I exclaim. “I think you should put a hat on in this weather, but it looks cute!”

      My sister and husband exchange polite nods, but her attention returns to me.

      Some of the airport staff usher us into the terminal, where Charlie finally speaks up. He goes in for an awkward hug with Kimmy and says, “It’s good to see you. You guys should come out to California sometime with the kids.”

      Yet another reason why we’re not ready to have kids. Charlie just doesn’t get it.

      It’s not like we don’t have the room for my sister and her family. I would love to have her. It’s just not feasible. Besides, what would the kids do at our house? Sure, we have the pool, but I just know Charlie will throw a fit when they start tracking the water inside the house or knocking too much of it out. And all of our “art”? Consider those gone, Chuckie.

      My sister must sense my mood and politely smiles at my husband. “Maybe this summer we can meet up with you guys on tour. I know the boys loved it when Trace brought them on stage with the last one.”

      “Right. Yeah.” The mention of my upcoming work obligations causes him to lose interest.

      “Do we have everything?” I ask.

      Normally my assistant would be on top of moving the schedule along—even if it’s a vacation—but I gave her the rest of the year off. I already felt guilty for having her work so late into December. Usually I give her the whole month off, but the label wanted to push Black Friday and pre-Christmas sales, meaning press got bumped closer to the holidays.

      “Yeah.” Charlie grabs our bags and heads to the door to the parking lot.

      Kimmy brings her eyebrows together and I roll my eyes in response.
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      Nothing can quite compare to sitting in my childhood home decorated for Christmas with the fire crackling and the likes of Nat “King” Cole, Dean Martin, and Brenda Lee playing softly in the background. Add my mother’s turkey casserole—likely made from leftover Thanksgiving fixings—and you have the perfect evening.

      My sister couldn’t stay for dinner. Her oldest son was in his first school play: A Christmas Carol. I guess he insisted that his parents go to all three showings. My mom went last night. Tonight is the final night, and I would’ve liked to go, but I didn’t even bring it up. I knew Charlie would make a face and grumble the whole time. For someone who claims to want kids, he doesn’t have a lot of tolerance for them.

      Not to mention I still need to prepare myself to see everyone. Returning to my former high school in one of my camera-ready outfits is not what I want to do. I purposely packed jeans and modest sweaters to help blend in. I’m not here to upstage anyone.

      “Has Daisy talked to you yet?” Mom asks as she pulls the casserole out of the oven.

      I fuss with the corner of the forest-green placemat. “Sort of. I’ve e-mailed her a few times. She’s mostly talked to Missy since I’ve been so busy with the album drop and everything.”

      “Missy?”

      “My assistant.”

      “Oh.” Mom nods. She begins dishing out our plates.

      “Do you need any help, Mom?” Charlie asks. Mom? That’s new.

      She smiles. “No, dear, I’ve got it all under control. You two just take a seat.”

      Charlie sits back with a smug smile on his face.

      When Mom joins us at the table, she continues, “You really should give Daisy a call. She’s so happy you’re back in town for a bit. She says everyone who’s coming to the mixer is excited to see you.”

      “She told everyone I’m coming?” I groan.

      “Well yeah, sweetie. They’ll be happy to see you. Why are you upset?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know.” I poke around my plate with my fork. It’s not worth it to go into how people expect to see “Tracy Slater,” the celebrity, when all I want to be while I’m home is just Tracy, the old high school friend.

      Charlie doesn’t like it when I talk about the two sides of myself. Apparently it’s bogus and I’m just fishing for attention. He doesn’t get it. Not like he used to. When we first got together, I felt like he knew everything about me. Of course, we only dated while I was on tour and married shortly after it ended. I suppose it was like summer camp. It worked when we made a special effort to see each other, but now that we’re married and have two very different careers, it’s just not the same.

      “I’ve got her number by the phone. Give her a call. Oh, not tonight, though. She’s in charge of the school play.”

      I give a tight smile. “Of course she is.”

      “It’s a shame we missed the play,” Charlie says. He taps his plate with his fork. “This is very good. Thanks for making it.”

      I look down at my plate and roll my
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