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      To the mamas of teens. I feel you. Also, Wee One…thank you for keeping me on track.
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      This book contains subjects that might be triggering. The following are included:

      
        	Age gap relationship

        	Divorce

      

      If you want to see the content warnings of all my books, you can find it on my website.
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      "Ow," I yell into the empty living room. Isaac's cleats are right in front of the door. I don’t know how many times I’ve told him to put his shoes in the closet. I’ve tripped over them at least every other day.

      "Isaac," my dad calls from the kitchen. "Get your shoes out of the middle of the floor." Huh, so he knew my son left his shoes here. He could have told him before I got home. I swear there are downsides to living with my dad. I’m just grateful he was there for me after the divorce.

      He runs into the living room and scoops his cleats into his arms before dashing off to his room. "Hello, son." I don’t know why I bother. It’s not like he heard me. His bedroom door is closed before I’m all the way into the living room.

      I set my bag on the table by the door and head toward the kitchen. "Hi, Dad."

      He's cutting up cucumbers and putting them into a salad bowl filled with lettuce and other vegetables. "Hey, Bug."

      "Dad, I'm grown. You don't have to call me that anymore." Not to mention it makes no sense unless you obscure my name to be June. If they wanted to nickname me that, they shouldn't have named me Joan.

      "Sorry, Bug," he glances in my direction and grins, "you'll never be too grown for me to stop with the nickname. I'm your dad, it's what we do."

      "It's about as annoying as tripping over cleats when I get home." I look toward the back door. "Doesn't he have practice today?"

      "Actually, it's a parent meeting. I can take him if you want me to." It's barely February. Why in the world is there already a team meeting? Plus, he has one for school sometime next month. This would be a lot easier if he'd relent and get his license. But he doesn't want to drive, despite me and his dad urging him to. Not that I could afford another car for him, or the insurance, but I'd make it work.

      "No, it's fine. I'll change and get ready to go."

      "You have time, Bug. Go change while I finish up dinner. We can eat before you go."

      There's no use arguing with him. He doesn't like us eating a ton of fast food and prefers meals at the table. It's something we've always done no matter how late or early we'd have to eat because of school activities.

      "I'll let the kids know it's almost dinner time and to get cleaned up." I take a step away from the kitchen counter. "Do both of them have practice? Or just him?"

      I feel crappy for not knowing, but I'm working long hours to make sure they can do the things they love. Even if it means I can only occasionally catch their games.

      "Just him for tonight," he continues cutting, "but tomorrow night, they both have practice. One of Abby's teammates is going to pick her up for practice and I've got Isaac."

      "Thanks, Dad." I have no idea how I would handle any of this without him. After mom left, he never sought out another partner. His only focus was on raising me and making sure I got through school before releasing me into the world on my own. I don't know how I'll ever repay him...for everything.

      "That's what I'm here for," he grins at me before sliding the vegetables into a bowl, "I've always got your back, Bug."

      This man is ridiculous, but I wouldn't have him any other way.
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        * * *

      

      There's a meeting every season, but this is the first time I've been able to make it. My dad usually brings him, or his dad does. Almost every single kid has both parents in attendance. A small part of me wishes Keith was here so I wouldn't feel out of my element, but he had a dinner meeting. Though, having him here would defeat the purpose of proving to myself I can do these things on my own.

      When we were together, he handled most of the sports things. I kept up with the calendar and made sure we were there for practices and game days. Back then I was able to do that because I wasn't working insane hours just to provide for them. I'm sure Keith would give more in child support, but I can't ask that of him. He already goes above and beyond. My friends said we'd never be able to co-parent in a healthy way, but we can. And we are. It took both of us too many years to realize we had become roommates instead of a couple.

      "Thanks for coming tonight," the coach breaks into my thoughts, "we won't be here long. I just want to go over the upcoming schedule and fees for the summer."

      His wife hands out stapled packets. Isaac is looking over my shoulder to read. Everything is pretty standard with previous years, except when I get to the amount. It's a good thing Isaac can't see my expression. One look and he'd want to quit to keep me from stressing out.

      I glance around the room, and I'm happy to see I'm not the only one with sticker shock. A couple of other parents are flipping to the other pages to see why the amount is so much.

      The coach must have sensed what the room is feeling because he speaks again, "I know it's more than last year, but the prices of everything are going up. The uniforms went up the most, and we have a few tournaments we'll be traveling a few hours away to attend."

      One brave parent raises his hand. "Do we need the full amount up front?"

      "The only thing we need up front is the uniforms," Coach glances down at the paper. "I have the cost of everything broken down if you flip to the next page," he takes a deep breath, "ideally, we'd like as many to pay the full amount as possible, but we know not everyone can do that. If you need to make a payment plan, you can see me, or my wife, after the meeting."

      The parent who asked nods. But I don't miss his gulp, as he takes in the information.

      I turn the page and study the breakdown. It's nice to see where exactly the money is going. It doesn't cure the small panic attack I'm having, though. I don't know how I'm going to pay for this. I can't ask his dad. He's already agreed to pay for school uniforms next school year.

      Asking my dad is completely out of the question. He already does so much for us, and charges peanuts in rent just so I can do fun things with the kids when I'm off work.

      The coach goes over more information, but I'm barely paying attention. The options I have are very few. I'll have to get a second job, which means even less time with the kids. Being a single mom feels like an impossible task, and I'm beginning to wonder if I'm cut out for it.

      "Again, thank y'all for coming. We're going to have a great baseball season against some pretty tough teams. I know these boys can do it, though." He pauses for a second, "guys, y'all can grab some snacks my wife made, and start thinking about some fundraising you want to do."

      Well, that part completely flew over my head. At least, we'll have that to fall back on. But I'm not sure how much they'll actually raise. Times are hard for everyone.

      Standing I make my way to the tables Coach and his wife are sitting at. There's a signup sheet for snacks after games. I silently groan because that is more money. Not that the boys don't deserve it, but this is...a lot.

      I pull a check out of my wallet so I'm prepared when it's my turn. Now I just have to figure out how I'll come up with the rest of the money.
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        * * *

      

      "Dad," I call out after the kids have gone to bed. He doesn't answer, and I'm beginning to wonder if he called it a night as well. He's the resident night owl, so it would be weird.

      "Yeah, Bug?" He comes into the living room from the attached garage.

      "Can you watch the kids later than usual the next couple of weeks?" I have my laptop resting on my knees, staring at the site in front of me.

      "Sure," he shrugs and takes a seat on the sofa beside me, "what's up?"

      "I'm going to bartender school." It's the quickest way I know to make fast cash. If I can find a job at a busy bar, I'll be able to pay for Isaac's baseball, and Abby's summer volleyball, in no time.

      "Why?" I can hear the disapproval in his voice. But it's not going to deter me. "If you need money, I can give it to you."

      "I know," I lean my head against his shoulder, "this is something I need to do on my own."

      He doesn't say anything for a few moments, and I worry I've upset him more than I realize. Finally, he sighs. "If that's what you feel you need to do, I'll support you."

      "Thanks, Dad." The class isn't too expensive. I only hope I can find a job quickly after I'm certified.
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      Lisa and Delilah are motioning me to come inside the bar. My break is over, and they need help. If only I could get my mom off the phone.

      "Are you listening to me?" Mom’s voice is loud in the mostly quiet parking lot.

      "Yes, Mom," I shake my head and hold up my hand, hoping they understand I need a few more minutes, "I'm listening."

      "I should have his schedule by the end of next week."

      Wait. What? Maybe I wasn't listening as closely as I should have been. "What schedule?"

      "I knew it," she huffs. Great, now I've pissed her off. She won't be mad long, but she will make comments about it for the next few days. "Your brother has summer practices. I know it's early, but I'll need your help getting him there and back. Can you do that for me?"

      Wow. Talk about getting started early. There's still a month and a half of school left. "Yeah, it shouldn't be a problem."

      "It's all during the day, and I know you work mostly nights," she pauses for a second. "If you can't just let me know, and I'll figure something out."

      "You don't have to do that, Mom." I lean against the brick wall. The air is thick and I have a feeling it's going to rain soon. It's probably why the bar is packed tonight, even though it's during the week. "I can get him there."

      "Thank you," she breathes a sigh of relief. "If he keeps joining activities, I'll have to get a second job to support them."

      "Don't worry about that." If she needs anything, I've got it. I know she doesn't like it, but this is one of those times she needs to push aside her pride. Maybe I should text Cameron and ask him if she's already paid for this summer conditioning thing. "I'll handle whatever comes up."

      "Who's the parent here? I'm supposed to take care of the two of you, not the other way around."

      "You already took care of me, Mom. Let me repay the favor." It's a battle she won't let go, but she doesn't turn down the money I shift to her account every month. "My break is over. I need to get back to work."

      "Okay. Call me tomorrow?"

      "I will as soon as I wake up." As if I don't talk to her almost daily.

      "Love you. Be careful on your way home."

      "Love you, too, Mom." Before she has a chance to say anything else, I press the end button.

      She'll keep me on the phone for hours without saying anything of importance. I get it. It wasn't that long ago that I moved out of her house. She's used to having me around, and this is her way of doing that.

      Shoving the phone in my pocket, I head toward the door. There's a group of people blocking it, and I have to maneuver my way through them to open it.

      Delilah nods at me as I walk in. "Better hurry before Lisa loses it."

      "On it." Lisa is still pretty new to bartending and large crowds overwhelm her. She's so focused on getting the drinks right, that she can't pay attention to all the customers hollering their orders over the music.

      "Finally," she throws her hands in the air, "you can't leave me like that back here. I know what I'm doing, but not at the pace you usually serve."

      "You're doing great, Lisa," I motion toward the people crowded around the bar, "do you see anyone complaining?"

      She shakes her head and continues pouring a beer. "But—"

      "But nothing," I start on the customer closest to me, "most of the folks here are regulars, and they know you're still getting the hang of things."

      "I guess." She slides the drink across the bar and asks the next customer what they'll have.

      We work as fast as we can to get the customer’s drinks. It takes about fifteen minutes, but it's fine because it keeps me busy and less focused on my mom's financial problems. I can't imagine the stress she's feeling, though I was hoping a lot of it would go away when I moved out. One less mouth to feed and all that.

      Most would argue it's not my job to help, but I can't do that to her. She's, my mom. Aside from my friends, her and my brother are all I have. Our dad isn't winning any parent of the year awards, and I'll do everything in my power to make sure they are living as comfortably as possible. And for Cameron to do all the things he wants without worrying about how mom is going to pay for it.
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        * * *

      

      The bar is officially closed. One of the perks of working during the week. We close early. Inventory needs to be done before I can leave for the night, though.

      Most of the staff is gone. Delilah and Lisa are the only people left. The two of them always go above and beyond to help when they are on a shift with me.

      Delilah is walking around the bar doing a last-minute check. It makes opening a lot easier, but I hardly work those shifts anymore. Carlos and Angie usually cover those since they both have partners and families.

      She makes her way to the bar counter and leans against it. "If that's everything, I think I'm going to head out."

      "You're good," I nod toward the door, "go home and get some rest. Be careful, it felt like it was going to storm when I was outside earlier."

      "Pfft. I'm always careful." She waves and heads toward the front door. Lisa follows behind her to lock it up.

      I scan the shelves to see what we need to restock. The whiskey was flowing tonight and I'll have to check the back room to make sure we have plenty for the upcoming weekend. The live music means we go through more alcohol than we used to.

      Grabbing a pen and notepad off the countertop, I make a note of the liquor we'll need to restock. It probably wouldn't hurt to order more syrups as well. But I'd rather do this than dwell on the thought of my mom getting another job to support my brother.

      "Is everything okay?" Lisa rounds the bar before checking the coolers. "You look like you're deep in thought."

      "I'm good. Just making lists."

      "Nice try, buddy. Can't bullshit a bullshitter." She closes the cooler and leans against it, waiting for me to say something.

      She's not wrong. She's also probably the only person I'd consider talking to about everything going on. When we were roommates, we quickly became best friends. It's not her problem, though.

      "Just some stuff with my mom."

      "Want to talk about it?" She moves and looks through the stock on her side of the bar. Being still is not something she does often.

      Shaking my head, even though she can't see me, I mumble, "not really."

      "I'm here if you need anything." She will be, too.

      I need to lighten the mood, though. I don't want her worrying about what's going on with me. "Anything?"

      She stops what she's doing and side-eyes me. "That depends," she studies me for a few seconds, "why do I have a feeling I'm not going to like whatever you're about to ask me?"

      She probably won't be happy, but I'm going to shoot my shot, anyway. "When are you going to bring your bartender friend around?"

      "Seriously? We're doing that again?" She rolls her eyes and continues going through the stock.

      "What's so wrong with me asking?" The paper thuds and the pen clatters as I toss them on the counter. "She's single, I'm single. Maybe we can be single together."

      "Dude," Lisa sighs, "she's way older than you and has two kids."

      "I like kids." It's a little weird she's using that as an excuse. "I throw the ball around with David all the time. He's like my little best friend. Aside from you, of course."

      "They are teens, Eric." She says it as if that says everything I need to know.

      "So is my brother," I wave my hand in the air. "I fail to see the problem here." She's making this a much bigger deal than it needs to be.

      "Look," she stops going through the shelves and turns toward me, "I love you. You know that, right?"

      "Yes," I draw out.

      "I just don't want either of you getting hurt." She picks up a towel and absent-mindedly wipes down the countertop, "she hasn't been out of her marriage long, and she's going to apply to work here. The last thing I need is for y'all to hit it off for a few nights and then make things awkward here when we're working."

      Talk about a punch to the gut. Without saying the actual words, I see how she feels about me. "Geez, don't hold back."

      "That's not what I mean, Eric." She moves toward me, leaving the towel behind, "I know more than anyone you're a massive flirt. How many people have you taken home in the past month? She has kids to worry about."

      "First of all, I've only taken like two women home." I hold up one finger to make my point. Then another one. "Secondly, she's an adult. I'm an adult. How about we let her make her own decisions?"

      "You know what? You're right." She holds her hands in the air, "the both of you can decide what to do if she comes around again." She grabs the notepad I set on the counter and heads toward the hallway that leads to the office. "Just don't put me in the middle."

      Other areas of my life may be falling apart, but all I heard is there's a shot. That tiny bit of hope is all I need.
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      "Mom!"

      I swear this is the tenth time my name has been yelled from across the house since I've been home. I don't bother yelling back. It drives me up the wall when the kids do it, and maybe if I show them the proper way to converse with me, they'll mimic. I feel like it's a lost cause at this point, though.

      At least I'm not tripping over equipment as I make my way down the hall to my son's room. "Yes, Isaac, what is it you need?"

      He jumps, and I stifle a laugh. "I didn't realize you were right freaking there."

      "I wasn't. I walked in here to talk to you like a normal person." Leaning against the door frame, I take in his room. It needs to be cleaned, but it's not as bad as it usually is. "What do you need?"

      "Have you seen my cleats?" The plus side is I know they aren't in the middle of the floor because I didn't trip over them. The downside...I haven't seen them. "My teammate will be here any minute and I need them for practice."

      "Did you look in your closet? Or, even the hall closet?"

      He shakes his head vehemently. I bet he didn't even look. "They aren't in there. It's the first place I checked."

      "Did you ask Grandpa? He may have moved them somewhere."

      "That's a good idea." He rushes past me in search of my dad. I seriously doubt my dad had anything to do with his cleats going missing, but it's worth a shot.

      I take a few steps into his room and glance around the floor. Then check his closet. He may have looked, but probably not thoroughly. He's right, though. They aren't in his closet. There's only one more place they can be.

      I get on my knees and bend over until I'm eye level with the space under his bed. Lifting the bed skirt, I prepare myself for the mess I'll find under here. There isn't anything shoved into the small space. Well, except for two things. I grab his shoes and pull them out from under his bed before standing up.

      "He said he doesn't know where they are." Before he has a chance to freak out more than he already is, I dangle his cleats in front of me. "Thanks, Mom. You saved me from having to run laps around the field."

      "You're welcome." I open my arms up for a hug, and he awkwardly wraps one arm around me for a few seconds before pulling away. I miss the days when he would hug me for no reason other than being his mom. I guess he's too old for that now. "Do I need to pick you up from practice?"

      "Nope. I have a ride." He takes his cleats and rushes toward the door, grabbing his bat bag on the way. "I'll see you when I get home."

      "Be careful, and have fun." I call after him. He didn't hear me, though. The front door slammed shut before I even got the sentence out. That kid is quick.

      I pick up the dirty laundry scattered in front of his bed and put it in the laundry basket. He can tackle that when he gets home. He's lucky it was only his school clothes on the floor because I'm not a fan of picking up his clothes after practice. It's gross.

      Leaving his room, I close the door behind me and head to the kitchen. His baseball schedule will most likely eat up our weekends, and I need to let Carlos know when I'll be able to work.

      "Mom," here we go again, "can you help me with my homework?"

      "That depends," I set the schedule on the bar and turn toward Abby, "what subject?"

      "Algebra," she sets her laptop, and some paper, on the table. "I don't understand it. And the teacher sucks at explaining it."

      "Did you ask them for help?"

      "No," she grunts, "it wouldn't matter. If I don't understand how she explains it to the class, what difference would it make if I ask her on my own?"

      "That's a pretty flimsy excuse. I'm sure she would have tried to help you in a way it makes sense for you." I pull out the chair next to where she set her stuff down. "But I'll give it my best shot."

      Twenty minutes. That's how long we spend on her homework before I throw my hands in the air. "I don't understand the way they have y'all doing math. No wonder you don't get it."

      "No offense, Mom, but the way you do it is so much harder than the way we do."

      "If you say so," I mutter under my breath, "want to help me get dinner ready?"

      "Actually, I'm going to call Chloe and see if she can help me with the homework." She gathers her things and heads toward the living room.

      "Make sure it's actually help, and not just giving you the answers."

      "I know." She leaves the kitchen with her phone already in her hand. Fingers moving rapidly over the screen.

      Leaning back, I grab Isaac's schedule off the bar. His school games are already in my calendar. I just need to add these.

      After this weekend, I'll be able to pay the balance for his select team. I still have a couple more weeks, but I want to get it taken care of sooner than later. Thank God for the tips I get as a bartender. Now I can start saving up for a car for him.

      "What are you doing, Bug?" My dad pulls out a chair and sits.

      "Syncing up my calendar with the newest schedule." I sigh as I see the days filling up. Most of the games are in the morning and afternoon. Which is good because it means I'll still be able to work nights at the bar.

      "That sounds like fun," he leans back, "are you adding them to the calendar all of us share?"

      "Yep." With each event I add, I know it's making the kids' phones blow up. Isaac won't be annoyed by it until he's done with practice, but Abby...I know she's probably silently cursing me.

      "Don't forget about the game this week. If you want to meet us there, I can take him. It's one less stop you have to make."

      I hate relying on my dad so much. I'm grown, I should have my shit figured out. "That sounds good."

      "Good," he stands and goes to the fridge, "I'll get dinner started."

      "I can do that, Dad." I scoot the chair back, prepared to stop him, "I was about to until I got distracted by the schedule."

      "No, you sit," he motions for me to stay where I am. "You worked today. All I did was play a round of golf while the kids were in school."

      "Retirement looks good on you, old man."

      He flexes his muscle as he sets the eggs on the bar. Looks like it's breakfast for dinner, my favorite. "Who are you calling old?"

      I laugh and turn back toward the table. There are times I wonder what went through my mom's head when she left us. Dad is funny, sweet, and most things women want in a man. I stop my thoughts in their tracks. Going down the road of what ifs won't do me any good.

      I set the schedule down and open up one of the word games on my phone. This is how I'll spend the time until dinner is ready. Hopefully Isaac will be home by then, and we won't have to reheat anything. Right now, though...I'll take the blissful quiet.
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      "You look exhausted. Why don't you take a break, and I'll cover your area of the bar for a bit."

      Carlos is well-intentioned, but damn. He didn't have to call me out like that. He's not wrong. Multiple games during the week are taking its toll on me.

      "I'm good." A customer approaches the bar asking for a beer on tap, and I rush to get his drink for him. "Do you want to start a tab?"

      "Sure," he smiles up at me and slides his card across the counter, "I'll be back."

      "You got it." I head to the computer and put in his information.

      "Watch out for that guy." I know who it is before I turn around.

      "Who?"

      "The order you just took." Eric points to the man carrying his beer around the corner where a local band is setting up to play, "he's hit on all the bartenders."

      "Including you?" I smirk, knowing it will get a rise out of him.

      "No," he scoffs, "but now I'm offended he hasn't." He puts a hand over his chest as if he's heartbroken by the thought.

      "Maybe you aren't his type."

      He shrugs, "maybe. I'm just looking out for you."
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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