
[image: Cover: Drowning in Paper Flowers: A Novel, by E.L. Westbury. One Mistake Ruins Her Marriage. One Secrect Ruins Her Life.]



[image: Drowning in Paper Flowers: A Novel, by E.L. Westbury. Atria Paperback. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]





content warning

Drowning in Paper Flowers includes subject matter that may not be suitable for all readers, including but not limited to:


	Death of a parent

	Alcoholism

	Strong language

	Family trauma

	Mental illness

	Teacher-student relationship/grooming

	Sexual assault

	Statutory rape



Please read responsibly.




For Rick

My north, south, east, and west.
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prologue RUBY

THE NIGHTMARE

I always hear the screaming of the cicadas first. Only then does it appear through a static-filled haze: the slender, run-down trailer guarded behind an army of weeping willows—an ensemble of low-hanging branches whispering their warnings.

Like a casket someone failed to bury, she’s propped on uneven cinder blocks. Years of neglect saddling her warped aluminum siding in a grayish-brown rot. Decaying plywood steps, no longer aligning with her battered front door, lean to one side as if they could collapse at any moment. But it’s the lonely window, masked in a thick, milky residue, attempting to conceal what’s lurking inside, that sends a chill up my spine.

All signs suggest she’s been abandoned.

All but one: the pinwheels—hundreds of them carpeting the patchy, dew-covered ground like a counterfeit garden, offering a burst of color in an otherwise muted landscape. Each spinning in slow motion, a blanket of yellow and black.

Sunflowers.

In the blink of an eye, I’m transported inside the trailer to a compact room. Although it’s dark—deepest part of the ocean, dark—the lack of oxygen tells me the space is tight. The smell of decomposition and feces singes my airway. But it’s the atmosphere, thick and hot, like the inside of a dishwasher during the steam cycle, that’s making it nearly impossible to breathe.

“Hello?” I call out.

No answer.

Beads of sweat soak my hairline as I blindly feel around, quickly locating a wall just behind me. Edging backward, I anchor my spine against the slick vinyl surface and slither to the floor. My heart hammers against my rib cage like a haunting drum solo as I try not to think about what, or who, could be lurking alongside me. I draw my knees to my chest, wrapping my legs in a tight embrace, and narrow my eyes, focusing on a single spot until the haze lifts.

And that’s when I see her.

Through a murky lens, a gaunt little girl lies flat on her back in the center of the room. A tattered wool blanket, the only thing separating her body from the hard linoleum floor. A concave pillow no thicker than a piece of wet cardboard, perched beneath her tiny head.

She’s young, maybe two years old, wearing nothing but a heavily soiled diaper. Her beaded pale skin sucking to her insides like a wet suit, outlining the sharp edges of her skeleton. All but her stomach, which looks as if a whole cantaloupe resides beneath her belly button. Her eyes are sealed shut, and for a split second, my lungs cripple with fear that I’m too late.

Desperate for a closer look, I inhale an uneven breath and jut my chin forward, liberating the pockets of sweat in the folds of my neck. It’s not until I see the faintest rise and fall of the girl’s protruding belly that I’m able to release the breath I’ve been holding hostage. With shaky limbs, I get to my knees and inch toward her. My heart rate soaring as the gap between us shrivels.

Time stops when I realize…

The little girl is me.

There’s no mistaking it. Evident by her rose-gold hair and the fingernail-sized birthmark just inside her left thigh—cinnamon-colored, resembling a crab—which my mom always said suited me perfectly since I was born in July.

A bloodcurdling scream lunges from my throat as I scurry backward, my shoulder blades slamming into the wall. Two frantic tears parachute down my cheeks, only one dropping from my chin, leaving the other behind. I swallow down a bile-filled breath, a sudden realization washing over me. I need to find a way out of here… for both of us. I will not leave her behind.

My eyes sprint around the room, spotting a door to my left. Unlike the walls—a well-worn tinge of dirty Keds—the door is centipede brown, heavy with wood grain and knots—two of which resemble a pair of dark, cagey eyes, policing the room like a demented watch guard. I rush to my feet, sweeping my hands over every surface of the door, frantically searching for some type of lever or knob. But it’s no use; the door is locked from the other side. Defeated, I punch my fist between the knobby eyes, whimpering when my knuckles crunch beneath my flesh. Scalding tears well in my eyes as I shift my attention back to the little girl.

Back to me.

I drop to my knees beside her. Everything in me wants to comfort her, tell her she’s going to be okay—we’re going to be okay—but the insufferable heat has drained me. Unable to speak, I collapse beside her and roll onto my back, resting my head next to hers on the wafer-thin pillow.

My eyes fix on the ceiling, the color instantly draining from my body when I see them. A sea of paper sunflowers. Dozens of them—yellow, with cold black eyes staring down at us. Each one, taped to the ceiling by a thin strand of fishing line.

Instead of comforting me, the flowers terrify me. Everything else inside these walls screams prison cell, but the childlike crafts strategically floating above suggest there’s a sinister mind lurking behind that locked door.

Unable to hold their haunting gaze, I squeeze my eyes closed and, at some point, succumb to sleep alongside my younger self. I couldn’t tell you how much time elapses—hours, maybe minutes—but eventually, I’m startled awake when I feel something feather against my leg. I pop my eyes open, but I’m unable to move my limbs. It’s as if they’ve been nailed to the floor. Then I feel it again. Only this time something grazes my arm, sticking to my skin like a wet tissue. I open my mouth to cry out, and that’s when I see it—the cruel sunflower canopy is collapsing. And like an angry storm, a sea of yellow and black rains down on top of us.

Rooted to the floor, I’m left with no choice but to listen as my younger self sobs next to me, her tiny voice pleading for help.

“Mommy, help me! Mommy, please!”

Every night, like clockwork, this is the moment my nightmare ends. My eyes shoot open with one mammoth gasp, as if defibrillator paddles have shocked me awake, rescuing me from drowning in paper flowers.
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one IVY

FOUR YEARS AGO

I always knew I was destined for more than Stackville, South Carolina, a town so small a pen dot could erase it on a map. Yet, here I am, thirty-nine years old, still living in the same godforsaken place I’ve lived since I was born. Although, I wouldn’t say I was raised here. The word raised implies Mama cared for me, and she didn’t.

I was eighteen when I secured one of the few jobs available in town, and I’ve worked here ever since. Which in and of itself should make me feel proud, but it doesn’t. The fact is, I’m nearing forty, and I spend my days concocting made-up drinks that the local teens find on TikTok.

I work at The Square Nickel, the only coffee shop in town—better known around here as PMS (Poor Man’s Starbucks). As if being a thirty-nine-year-old barista weren’t bad enough, The Square Nickel is connected to a truck stop. The upside is that I have a job. The downside? It’s one narrow step up from working on my knees all day.

Stackville is a two-mile blip on an endless stretch of highway. On one side, we have a Piggly Wiggly, a Goodwill, a Dollar General, a McDonald’s, and last, but not least, a truck stop slash coffee shop.

The opposite side of the highway is littered with run-down mobile homes bordering a neglected mill village. Once upon a time, the majority of Stackville was employed by the textile mill, but around ten years ago, the factory was destroyed in a fire set by a few disgruntled employees. Now condemned, the mill is home to the local crack addicts and a horrifying number of stray dogs.

When most people think of a small town, they envision a simple way of life. A charming, close-knit community, abundant with churches and American flags. Sweet little cottage-style homes with screened-in porches lining the neighborhoods, each with a set of grandparents nestled in their rockers, waving at you as you drive by. A place where everyone knows your name and the shops in town are locally run by your friends and neighbors.

Wrong.

Small-town living is nothing like that. At least not in Stackville. Everyone knows your name alright, but it’s only spoken behind your back, used as a weapon. The people of Stackville have one of two hobbies: drugs or cheating. And nobody seems to be smart enough to figure out that you can’t do anything in this town without the entire population finding out—usually within a matter of minutes.

The latest rumor, which I overheard this morning while making knockoff Caramel Ribbon Crunch Frappuccinos for the Lackey sisters, is that their mama just caught their daddy screwing Tanya Wiederman in the parking lot behind the McDonald’s. Tanya, who works the register down at the Pig—that’s what we call the Piggly Wiggly—is the daughter of Atticus Wiederman, the town drug dealer. Anyway, the Lackeys’ mama—who’s been bedding Danny Bowman, the manager over at the Dollar General, for the better part of two years—is currently tossing all their daddy’s clothes in the front yard to burn with the trash.

So yeah, you get my drift. This place sucks.



AT NOON, I clock out for my lunch break, which I always take in Shirley’s office. Otherwise, I take the chance of being mistaken for commercial company—better known around here as a lot lizard. And while I don’t mind having company during my break, being propositioned to suck someone’s dick for ten bucks isn’t really my idea of company.

Shirley is my best and only friend. She’s also the manager of The Square Stack—the truck stop diner connected to The Square Nickel by nothing more than a makeshift hole in the wall. Most of our regulars refer to Shirley as Madea. And while she does very closely resemble the on-screen character, that’s not where she got the nickname. Like Madea, Shirley doesn’t take shit from anyone. She’s been known to slap customers on the back of the head when they get out of line, which makes her the absolute best friend a girl like me could have. Because I’m short, scrawny, and will politely eat shit from anyone who serves it up—the result of living with an abusive alcoholic mother.

Shirley is the closest I’ve ever come to loving someone and having that love returned with no strings attached. Our long-running show of affection is I love your bones. Our way of saying skin color doesn’t matter. A belief not shared by most bigoted morons in this backward-ass town.

As you can imagine, the chances of finding love in Stackville are slim, unless you’re willing to settle for the bottom of the barrel, which I’m not. I reckon I have a better chance of finding a pot of gold under my trailer than falling for anyone this town has to offer. I’ll admit, I’ve had one or two weak moments over the years. A few men have passed through town tossing the word love around like Pac-Man pellets, and like an idiot, I gobbled that shit up. But the instant my name was added to their leaderboard, they disappeared, like ghosts.

At least with Mama, there was never any delusion of love. In fact, her go-to insult was to slur unintelligibly that she wished I’d never been born—which she told me so many times, the shock factor wore off by the time I was six years old. And it wasn’t like I had a daddy around to protect me from her. To this day, I have no idea who my daddy is. I figure Mama never knew, either. If she had, she’d have dumped me with him faster than grass runs through a goose.

Shirley ran over to the Pig to grab cigarettes, so I have her office to myself for at least ten minutes—probably longer, since Tanya will most likely be spilling the beans about getting caught with the Lackey dad, making sure everybody knows her side of the story and all.

I only get fifteen minutes for my break, so I quickly come out of my apron and toss it on Shirley’s desk, collapsing into a worn, lime-green corduroy chair punctuated with curling cigarette burns. Shirley and I found it in the alley a few years back, and we cleaned it up as best we could. There’s nothing comfortable about the chair, but I’m guaranteed to be left alone while sitting in it, and privacy trumps comfort any day of the week.

I peel off my Golden Goose tennis shoes that I scored at the Goodwill over the weekend for four dollars and eighty-seven cents. I’m pretty sure they’re knockoffs, but I bought them anyway—even though they’re a half size too small—because, hands down, they’re the closest thing I’ll ever own to the real thing. I wasn’t even ten minutes into my shift this morning when my feet began to feel like they’d been vacuum-sealed inside little rubber coffins lined with shards of glass.

Massaging my toes, I slide my phone out of my back pocket and begin to scroll through social media. Nothing much ever happens in Stackville, aside from the usual drug busts and town gossip, so most times I skip Facebook and end up scrolling through Twitter—now X, but I’ll never be able to call it that. X sounds like the title of a lazily named porno.

My thumb begins the memorized dance of mindlessly swiping until everything becomes one big blur, or I get bored, whichever comes first. Boredom wins out after only a few minutes, and I decide to switch over to TikTok. But just before I close Twitter, an article titled “The Powerful Powells” catches my eye.

I jerk my spine tall, every organ in my body sprouting a heartbeat as my fingers clamp tightly around my phone. It’s not the article that’s flipped my world on its axis, but the photo attached to it. Instantly, I know—the way you know about a good coon dog—that this isn’t a random coincidence.

This is fate.

I twist a lock of pink-champagne hair around my pointer finger and study the image of the Powell family, complete with description: Jack and Ruby Powell, joined by their two children, Millie (12) and Mason (2), and their golden retriever, Bones (age not mentioned).

Everything around me shrinks to nothing as I drink them in—the all-American family dressed in color-coordinating outfits. The four of them—five if you count the damn dog—perfectly posed on their lush emerald lawn. The backdrop, a cottage-style mansion, wrapped inside a white picket fence dripping in golden honeysuckle.

I return to the article and begin reading—the majority focusing on their daughter, Millie, and the power behind her magical left foot. Bored and pressed for time, my eyes sweep the write-up until I find what I’m looking for: the mention of Jack and Ruby. Only then do I meticulously absorb every word—soaking them up like a bathmat—learning of Jack’s company, a start-up that quickly rose to global success, and Ruby’s philanthropic dedication, tirelessly giving back to her community. A fancy way of saying she doesn’t have a fucking job.

Once I’ve read the article, twice, I scroll back to the family photo, spreading my fingers across the screen to enlarge it.

Ruby, the matriarch, stands stiffly on the right-hand side, dressed in a light blue fifties-style gingham dress—irritatingly the same color as her eyes—paired with nude heels. Her stiff, milky legs, crossed firmly at the ankles, harmonize with her tight, wooden smile. Her hair, the color of rich, crimson poppies, seems to be the only vibrant thing about her. Surprisingly, she isn’t built like a stick, the way most rich-bitch women are. Instead, her frame more closely resembles that of a Teletubby—round face and pear-shaped midsection. Although she definitely has that arrogant demeanor that screams stick up her ass.

Millie, the preteen daughter and focal point of the article, is strategically placed in the center of the photo, bookended by her parents, wearing a powder-blue soccer uniform and snow-white cleats. Her wrists are crowded with friendship bracelets, and her chalky knees are heavily dusted with scars and bruises. She has one foot perched on a red soccer ball, and her arms are folded snugly across her chest, attempting to give off a confident vibe. But it’s the way she rolls her shoulders forward, white-knuckling her elbows, that screams insecurity. Her hair, the same blood orange as her mother’s, is pulled back in a loose, scraggly ponytail—a cloud of frizzy flyaways dusting her oval face. Her metal smile, complete with red and blue rubber bands, stretches to her ears as she admires her baby brother, Mason—happily perched atop their father’s shoulders. The toddler is barefoot, wearing a sky-blue romper and an oversized toothy grin.

Jack’s loose body language, playfully gripping his son by the ankles, is far less rigid than that of his wife. While he’s dressed in a stiff navy suit, accented with a tightly knotted sky-blue and red paisley tie, his lax posture and prominent laugh lines paint a picture of an easygoing, fun-loving guy. He’s positioned to the far left, but there’s no denying he’s the center of the family. The daughter’s body is angled slightly toward him, the son is on his shoulders, and the dog—who’s not only wearing a tie that matches Jack’s, but whose fur is annoyingly the same color as the women of the family—is perched at Jack’s feet.

While I wouldn’t go so far as to describe Jack as universally handsome—jet-black receding hairline, chestnut eyes, a shadow of stubble (the kind present even after a fresh shave), and a generous midsection—he definitely has an air about him. The, I wipe my ass with one-hundred-dollar bills, air.

I enlarge the image until Ruby is the only person filling my tiny screen—her ice-blue eyes, coldly staring back at me—and the sight of her fills me with an anger so large it bleeds into my soul.

I swallow the sour taste in my mouth and slide my finger to the right, bringing Jack into focus. My heart pirouettes in my chest as I pull my bottom lip between my teeth, losing myself in his velvety copper eyes. They say the eyes are the windows to a person’s soul, and Jack’s soul is summoning me.

Before I lose my nerve, I slide my phone inside my back pocket, pluck a pink Post-it from the plastic holder on Shirley’s desk, and quickly scribble a note to her.


I’m out of here. I just can’t do this anymore.

Cash my last paycheck and keep it.

I love your bones.

—I



I toss the pen back on Shirley’s desk, tears blurring my vision, and walk over to her bulletin board. Framed in aluminum, it’s flooded with pictures of the two of us over the last twenty years. I pluck a clear thumbtack from the board and remove my favorite picture, leaving a blank space of crumbling brown cork. The photo was taken the day after our very first work Christmas party together. My nails are painted neon orange. I won the nail polish at our employee white elephant gift exchange. Shirley bought it as a joke. She and I were the only female employees, and she was hoping one of the guys would get stuck with the gag gift. But once everything was said and done, I was the proud owner of the tiny, eighties-era orange bottle. I painted my nails right then and there at the party. In the photograph, I’m standing next to a sparsely decorated Christmas tree—no lights, just ten bucks’ worth of plastic, dollar store ornaments—holding up my freshly painted glow in the dark nails. Shirley is standing next to me, her head thrown back, laughing so hard she’s crying.

Smiling at the memory, I slide the photo in my back pocket, toss my employee keys on Shirley’s desk, pick up my broke girl Golden Gooses (or is it Geese?), and walk out of this godforsaken place for the very last time.

It takes me less than thirty minutes to pack everything I own, which isn’t much. Most everything belonged to Mama, making it less than sentimental. I cast a single black garbage bag into the back seat of my seventy-three rusty yellow Volkswagen Beetle—whom I named Bacon because she’s the twin to Kevin Bacon’s car in the movie Footloose—and glance up at the only house I’ve ever lived in. I can’t call it a home because the word home suggests it was filled with love, and it wasn’t. Truth be told, I don’t have a single happy memory inside those walls.

I slide behind Bacon’s fur-covered wheel and take off down the narrow dirt road, kicking up a murky cloud of dust, making it impossible to look back. Within a few minutes, the Stackville sign—population three hundred and twenty-four (minus one)—is in my rearview mirror.



AS SOON as I see the kelly-green Welcome to Texas sign, my insides ignite like embers popping from a well-loved flame. Of course, it could be attributed to the fact that somewhere around Jackson, Mississippi, Bacon’s air conditioner went from blowing lukewarm air to air hot enough to roast marshmallows. But either way, the giddy smile is a permanent fixture on my face. As I make my way across the Lone Star State, the slogan “Don’t Mess with Texas” clutters the highways, and I can’t help but chuckle. This state is wildly littered with signs instructing you not to litter.

When I finally pass the Dallas City Limits sign—population over one million—my heart flip-flops in my chest. I need sleep, but I’m too wired from gas station coffee to care about the exhaustion slowly settling into my muscles, which are starting to feel like they’ve been soaked in starch and hung on the clothesline to dry.

At first glance, I have to admit, Dallas isn’t the postcard image I’d imagined, where the streets sparkle, the architecture is majestic, and every person I see waves to me with their giant Texan hospitality. Instead, the highways are congested, all looping together in an overwhelming maze; the buildings are lackluster, at best; and the anticipated friendly waves are replaced with middle fingers as everyone honks for me to get out of their way. It doesn’t matter, though, because there’s a certain mystery and excitement about this city; it’s impossible not to love her.

Before finding a hotel, I look up the Powells’ address through an online property search and type it into my phone’s navigation app. As I’m guided away from the concrete jungle toward cobblestone streets and lush golf course terrain, my mind swirls with thoughts of the dwindling cash in my wallet, the strange new crackling noise coming from underneath Bacon’s hood, and the text message I received from Shirley as I drove out of Stackville: Stack is wack. I know she meant for me to get as far away from that place as I can and never look back, but my heart already aches for her.

When I pull into Jack and Ruby’s neighborhood—Bacon wrapped around me like a cheap dollar store sweatsuit on the red carpet—my chest tightens with insecurity. Sinking lower in my cracked leather seat, I soak in the manicured cul-de-sacs accented with basketball goals and tire swings. My eyes swell in disbelief as I sputter past homes large enough to house the entire population of Stackville inside their foyers. Honestly, all that’s missing is the sight of Opie Taylor—barefoot, jeans rolled at the ankles, and a fishing pole cast over his shoulder.

They say everything’s bigger in Texas, and as I sit in my car, staring at the home of Jack and Ruby Powell, jealousy swells from a tiny compartment in the pit of my stomach and slowly filters into my bloodstream, where it consumes my entire body.
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two RUBY

PRESENT DAY

After a terrible night’s sleep—I suffered through my nightmare twice last night—I’m jolted awake to the sound of Elton John singing “Blue Eyes.” Once upon a time, Jack programmed my alarm clock to wake me with our song. What used to be the reason my day started with a sleepy smile now fills me with a silent rage before my blue eyes ever see the light of day. I really need to change the song. I’d much rather wake up to Ray Charles singing “Hit the Road Jack.”

Unable to muster the strength to open my eyes just yet, I blindly swat at my alarm clock until locating the snooze button, cursing out loud when it commences all over again ten minutes later.

God, I hate that fucking song.

I finally open my eyes when Jack’s finger, like a cattle prod, begins nudging me between my shoulder blades, urging me to shut off the alarm. I flinch at his unwelcome touch, then, out of pure spite, reach over and toggle the volume knob up.

With a heavy sigh, I swing my legs over the side of the bed and rub my eyes awake. It’s only after I’ve brushed my teeth, slipped into my robe, and located my house shoes that I finally silence the alarm.

From the bedroom door, I glance over at Jack, who’s already fallen back asleep—mouth gaping open, his paper-thin lips vibrating with each exhale—and the image of Gargamel from The Smurfs suddenly pops into my head. Their similarities, strikingly similar—overly arched jet-black brows, hooked noses, and receding hairlines. Not to mention, they’re equally on a mission to ruin happiness.

As I’m scowling down at him, his body flinches. He rolls to his back, stretching his neck tall, then fills the room with a monstrous snore, sounding like a congested pig. I turn away, crinkling my nose in disgust. I honestly can’t remember the last time I found my husband attractive.

I pull the door closed behind me, making no effort to shut it lightly, and trek down the hallway toward Millie’s room.

To psych myself up, I take a deep breath, pumping my shoulders, knowing I’m in for no less than two argument-filled attempts to wake her before she finally slinks out of bed.

Before entering, I lightly rap my knuckles across the poster taped to her bedroom door, a young Stevie Nicks pictured next to a line from the song “Silver Springs.” If my daughter only knew that Fleetwood Mac got me through the better part of my teenage years, she’d rip this poster from her door and burn it to ashes.

I twist the soccer ball knob, cracking the door open just enough for the soft glow from the hallway to highlight her face. I pause, taking a moment to absorb the sight of my daughter sleeping—peaceful and innocent, curled in the fetal position, the same way she slept when she was inside me—her crimson hair, like a ring of fire, fanning her creamy oval face. It’s almost eerie how much she looks like me, minus the extra pounds and wrinkles.

As I make my way into her room, hopscotching around the obstacle course on her floor, I resist the urge to tidy up. I’ll never understand how it’s possible to sleep comfortably in an environment that very likely has creatures lurking beneath the havoc. Still, as much as it bothers me, I never say a word about the state of Millie’s room. It’s not worth the argument.

Reaching for the bedside lamp, I twist the pin-like knob once, opting for the softest lighting possible, and begin the dreaded ritual.

“Mills, honey,” I whisper. “It’s time to wake up.”

Instead of acknowledging me, she rolls on her back and yanks her comforter over her head, emitting a bitter groan.

Lord, give me patience.

It’s the same song and dance every morning. I start with a calm, gentle tone, and by the time her feet hit the floor, one, if not both of us, are yelling. Being the mother of a sixteen-year-old female is thoroughly exhausting.

“Come on, Millie. Can’t we just have one morning that you get out of bed without an argument?” I plead.

“God, Mom! Relax,” she snarls, launching the covers off her face. “It’s not that serious.”

And so it begins.

Seeing as I’ve been awake all of five minutes, I’m not yet mentally prepared for this argument. I shoot a thumbs-up in her direction and exit her room, pulling the door closed behind me. I need coffee before suiting up for battle.

My next stop is at the end of the hallway, and if I’m being completely honest, it’s my favorite moment of each day. When I reach Mason’s room, I brush my fingertips over the slightly ajar door and push it all the way open. Bones immediately pops his head up and jumps off the foot of the bed. I squat down to greet him, rubbing his soft ears as he nuzzles into my shoulder, swinging his tail so violently it reminds me of a propeller. I don’t usually allow Bones to sleep in the kids’ rooms because he doesn’t understand the concept of space, but every day this week, when I’ve come to wake Mason, Bones is stretched out next to him, their heads sharing the same pillow.

Bones is our golden retriever. He joined our family when Millie was in the second grade. The instant she saw him, nestled inside a wicker basket underneath the Christmas tree, his bright red hair matching hers, she let out a high-pitched squeal. Within seconds, she was pleading with us to name him Strawberry Shortcake. Jack and I pulled our attention away from her long enough to share a panicked glance. Then, with an apologetic face—the kind only a mother can pull off—I told Millie she could call him anything she’d like, but that he already had a name. (He didn’t, of course, but there was no way I was saddling him with the name Strawberry Shortcake for the rest of his life—that just seemed like a whole new level of animal cruelty.) When she asked what his name was, neither of us were prepared to answer, so I did what any good liar does—I threw out the first name I could think of. “His name is Bone Jovi,” I’d blurted. And shockingly, Millie didn’t argue. All in all, I’m pretty proud of myself for thinking that quickly on my feet. And the name actually was perfect, seeing as Jack and I met at an eighties hair band tribute concert. He’d spilled a beer down my back, pretending to bump into me as “You Give Love a Bad Name” roared through the crowd. If I had only known, the universe was trying to warn me from the get-go. Anyway, Bone Jovi soon became Bonesalicious, then Bonesy Boy, then Bonesy, and finally, just Bones.

From the doorway, I whisper-talk across the room. “Good morning, lovebug. This is your first wake-up call. You don’t have to get out of bed just yet, but I need you to start imagining yourself on the other side of your covers.”

Like me, Mason needs a snooze time of ten minutes before he’s mentally ready to crawl out of bed. I receive a moan in response, letting me know he’s heard me, but just as I’m turning to leave, his sleepy voice croaks, “Okay, Mommy,” and my heart melts into a puddle.



MASON WAS our serendipitous baby—lucky in the making, but undeniably unexpected. I’ll never call him an accident because, hands down, he’s what keeps me going when everything else in life feels like it’s unraveling at the seams. But he definitely wasn’t planned.

When Millie was born, Jack and I weren’t at all prepared for how challenging parenthood would be. Several of our closest friends were fresh out of the newborn stage, constantly oohing and aahing over how wonderfully blissful the experience had been for them. However, when Millie arrived, she was difficult from day one. After twenty-two hours of grueling labor, her unwillingness to exit my uterus voluntarily resulted in an emergency C-section. Instantly, she refused to breastfeed—fresh out of the womb, she was already rejecting me.

The first months were riddled with colic, acid reflux, and enough tears to fill the Atlantic Ocean (from her and me). I was convinced that something was wrong with me, that I wasn’t cut out for motherhood. I was missing that maternal gene that just came naturally for most women. I mothered her, fed her, bathed her, read to her, but the natural bond that is supposed to be instinctual between a mother and child was absent. Which only proves that you don’t inherit the mom-gene. There isn’t a person on this planet more suited for motherhood than my mother, Bobbi. Patience and nurturing literally oozes from her pores.

After a year of sleepless nights, and a whole lot of therapy, Jack and I agreed that Millie would be our only child.

It was nearly a decade later when Jack and I attended a local charity event where I indulged in one too many glasses of champagne, resulting in me forgetting to take my birth control pill that night, resulting in, well… you get the picture. Mason arrived a little less than nine months later. It was only after he was born that something clicked inside me—a knowing of sorts, the maternal connection I’d never felt with Millie.

Unlike Millie, Mason entered this world with a bang, practically shooting out of me on the first push, immediately taking to my breast. When he looked up at me with his sweet caramel eyes for the first time while feeding from my body, we connected in a way I’d never experienced with Millie.

Make no mistake, I love both of my children equally, although I don’t necessarily always like them equally. Where Millie makes it her life’s mission to be difficult, Mason is a pleaser.



I TIGHTEN the waist around my robe and head downstairs with Bones in tow, repeatedly nudging his frosty nose into my palm. Before anything else, I flip the button on the coffee maker, and only then do I begin my daily ritual of attempting to persuade Bones to use the doggy door we installed for him months ago. Each morning, I get down on all fours beside him and crawl toward the flap in the door. Most times I throw in a butt wiggle to show him how excited I am to have such a cool door. Next, I give him my best reverse psychology speech. Look at this door! Your mommy loves you so much that she had it installed just for you! Then I awkwardly maneuver my way through the rectangular cutout, which is no easy feat with the extra weight I’ve put on. He tilts his head from side to side, staring at me as if I’m a creature from another planet. Once I’ve finagled my way out, I poke my head back through the flap so he knows I survived. Naively, I’m always hopeful that this will be the day he’s ready to follow me to freedom. But, once again, my hopes are squashed when I find that he hasn’t budged. In fact, he’s so bored with my shenanigans that he plops down on the floor, emitting an exaggerated sigh.

Realizing I’m wasting my time, I stand up and crack the door open. Only then does he catapult up, his legs quickly shuffling into the Fred Flintstone scramble. Within seconds his paws hit the grass, and he’s barking at a squirrel who every morning without fail is pacing a stretched-out tree branch, waiting to taunt him. I stand at the back door, watching Bones run along the fence line in our picturesque yard sprinkled with magnolia trees, feeling jealous of his ability to find joy in the simplicities of life.

I pull my robe tighter to block the chill, allowing my eyes to float beyond our property line to the wooded path that leads to our neighborhood pond. A chill creeps up my spine as I stare down the trail at the vacant spot between the leaves where Mason’s tree house used to be. As of five days ago, it’s no longer there.

Our house is located in Timbergrove Falls, an affluent, highly sought-after neighborhood on the outskirts of Dallas—close enough to enjoy the perks of large city convenience, but just far enough away to appreciate the quieter pace of life. Jack and I began house hunting a few months after Millie was born. It was a crisp November day, and the vibrant colors peeking through the treetops marked the first signs of fall. The moment we drove past the elegant black granite sign, embellished in gold lettering, welcoming us to Timbergrove Falls—every yard decorated with the same inflatable Thanksgiving turkey—I knew this was where I wanted to plant our roots. Everything about it screamed Christmas caroling, Easter egg hunts, and Fourth of July block parties.

As picturesque as the neighborhood was, nothing could have prepared me for the moment I first laid eyes on our house. As we pulled into the driveway, it was as if I were staring at a priceless work of art, even more mesmerizing in person than online. Sitting a little higher than the neighboring homes—embraced by a white picket fence crawling with mimosa-colored honeysuckle—the Victorian-style manor resembled an oversized dollhouse, complete with a front door painted in pale pistachio. When I say the skies parted and the late afternoon sun highlighted the house in an angelic glow, I’m not exaggerating. Jack was instantly on board, falling in love with the location, nestled in the back of the neighborhood, the backyard bordering a densely wooded area that leads to a pond. We made an offer that day, and within a month, we slid the key in the lock for the very first time. A few months later, my parents, Bobbi and Paul, moved in just one street over, making life feel complete.

Sixteen years later, I have the luxury of being a stay-at-home mom, the president of the PTA at Mason’s elementary school, and the head of the soccer board at Millie’s high school. I live next door to my best friend, Flynn, and my parents are always available at a moment’s notice for anything I want or need.

From the outside looking in, my life is the ultimate dream: a luxurious home; a successful husband; two beautiful, healthy children; a golden retriever; and one bubble-eyed goldfish named Sushi, who came to live with us as a result of Millie throwing a category five tantrum at the pet store. Originally, we’d set up his bowl in her bedroom, but it was only a matter of days before she evicted him, relocating him to his forever home in the kitchen, stating, “He stinks, and his eyes are creepy.”

Once upon a time, this was all I ever wanted. But despite having everything, I’m fucking miserable.

When I realize I still haven’t heard Millie’s shower turn on, I let out a dreaded sigh and traipse back upstairs for round two—this time, armed with coffee. Unlike before, I enter her room without knocking, and to no surprise, she’s fallen back asleep—her head buried beneath her pillow, the fiery tips of her hair peeking out from underneath the white casing speckled with periwinkle feathers. Without saying a word, I flip the blinds open, rippling the walls in streamers of gold.

Not even a stir.

“Mills, come on. It’s time to get up. You can’t be late for school again.”

Despite the fact that my daughter doesn’t dress in anything more than athletic clothing—usually consisting of a pair of sweats paired with a T-shirt, or shorts that disappear under an oversized sweatshirt—she takes an unusually long time to get ready.

When she doesn’t budge, I bravely inch the pillow off her face. The glow from the sun strikes across her eyes and she instantly recoils like a vampire at the first sight of daylight.

“Jesus, Mom!” she hisses, sheltering her eyes with her forearm. “I’m up. Get out of my room!”

“Mildred June Powell. Do not speak to me like that,” I snap, squeezing my steel coffee mug so tight, the tips of my fingers whitewash.

“Whatever,” she grumbles. “You need to learn some boundaries.”

“And you, my child, need to learn some respect,” I retort, exiting her room without pulling the door closed behind me.

Just as I’m slipping inside Mason’s room, her bedroom door slams shut, shaking the walls like an angry earthquake.

At least she’s up.

“Mase, honey, it’s time,” I purr, flipping his overhead light on before depositing my coffee on his dresser. I bend down and scoop a pair of dirty socks off the floor, noticing that they have holes in the toes. I make a mental note to buy him new socks and toss them into the football trash can at the foot of his bed. Hooking my hair behind my ears, I sink onto the mattress beside him, casting his scent into the air—sleepy sweat combined with apple shampoo. Unlike Millie, Mason sleeps like an exclamation point—flat on his back, straight as a ruler.

My heart swells as I stare down at his sweet face, peppered with toffee-colored freckles and long camel-like lashes. I reach down and sweep his hair from his forehead, prompting him to stir awake, elongating his neck. A small frown tugs at my lips, watching him mirror Jack’s mannerisms. In some ways, Mason looks so much like his father. Yet, in other ways, nothing like him at all. Jack’s Italian features are present: olive skin, dark hair, and the slight hook at the tip of their noses. Yet Jack’s sharp jawline and thin lips are absent, replaced by my rounded features and full, pouty lips.

Groaning, Mason stretches his body awake, keeping a firm grip on his stuffed rabbit, Cinnabunny, whom he hilariously named after his favorite place to eat at the mall.

I lean down and press a kiss to his forehead. “Good morning, Sonshine,” I lull, working my fingers through his hickory hair, attempting to tame the stubborn cowlick that swirls just above his right eyebrow. When his eyes finally crawl open, sleepy and the color of chocolate milk, I greet him with a warm smile.

“Good or bad?” I ask.

He smiles up at me, fighting off a yawn. “Good, Mommy. Really, really good.”



WHEN MASON was three years old, he was kidnapped—stolen from his bed in the middle of the night. Ever since he was returned to us, he’s struggled with nightmares.

The night he was taken, Jack and I were attending a black-tie event in the city, and my mom had welcomed the opportunity to babysit (or, as she likes to refer to it, Boppy-sit).

When Millie was born, my mother made it clear she would not be called Grandma, protesting that the traditional name was antiquated, reminding her of her own cane-walking grandma, whose voice sounded like a squeaky door hinge. She tossed around names like Mimi and Gigi, eventually deciding they were too common and, quite frankly, didn’t suit her. In the end, she decided to play off the last two letters of her name, coming up with Bibi. However, around the time Millie began talking, she pointed to my mom and said, “Boppy.” Bobbi’s eyes lit up like the sky on the Fourth of July. She’s been Boppy ever since. Although my dad didn’t care what his grandchildren called him, it was only fitting that he be Poppy.

That night, Jack and I arrived home well after midnight, both of us a little tipsy—me, more so than him, carrying my heels in one hand, looping my other through the crease in his elbow for balance. As we made our way up the driveway, I projected every word I said as if I were on a theater stage while Jack playfully hushed me, whispering that I was going to wake the neighbors. Even though I was tipsy, I knew he wasn’t shushing me because he gave a shit about waking the neighbors. He didn’t want me to wake the kids. Anytime I was drinking, his chances of getting laid went up by ninety-nine percent.

We stumbled through the door, arm in arm, whisper-giggling. I woke my mom from the couch and saw her to her car, while Jack headed upstairs to check on the kids. When he pushed the door open to Mason’s room, his bed was empty. A single wilted sunflower had been carefully deposited on his pillow, where a perfect indention of his head still remained.

My mom swore that nothing had been off that night. She’d put the kids to bed around nine o’clock, and sometime after ten, she’d fallen asleep on the couch while watching reruns of The Golden Girls.

The days following Mason’s disappearance were absolute torture, creeping by at the pace of a hospital drip, with no word from the kidnapper. Hours turned into days. Days turned into weeks. I spent every waking moment agonizing, worrying.

Was he cold?

Was he hungry?

Was he scared?

Was he asking for me?

Everything in my mom-gut told me he was still alive. But I wasn’t sure if I could trust my mom-gut. After all, it hadn’t alerted me when he’d been taken. Someone had walked into my home and snatched my son out of his bed while I was tossing back cocktails—and my stomach hadn’t so much as bubbled.

Jack and I suffered for twenty-seven excruciating, sleep-deprived days before Mason was returned to us. On day twenty-eight, a distraught waitress called 911 from a hole-in-the-wall diner just outside of Dallas, claiming that a little girl had been left alone, strapped into a high chair, holding a stuffed brown bunny. Only, it wasn’t a little girl; it was Mason. And Cinnabunny. Mason was wearing a white dress embellished with hand-stitched sunflowers, and his hair, still full of wispy baby curls, was secured away from his face with a yellow barrette.

The waitress was able to give a description of the man who’d arrived with Mason, albeit bleak: a shorter than average white male, wearing a royal-blue baseball cap and dark, mirrored sunglasses—which, she stated, she only remembered because she thought it was strange that he didn’t take them off once inside the establishment. The waitress had been irritated when the man left the little girl unattended to go to the restroom, but she’d made sure to keep an eye on the child. When five minutes passed, and the man still hadn’t returned, she’d gone to check on him. After several unanswered knocks, she pushed the restroom door open, finding no sign of him. That’s when she dialed 911. Unfortunately, the waitress couldn’t remember much more about the man—no distinguishing marks or tattoos, no memory of his clothing or the color of his hair. And to make matters worse, the surveillance camera over the front door was merely a decoy. To this day, Mason’s kidnapper is still at large.

When Jack and I were reunited with Mason, from the outside, he appeared to be unharmed. There wasn’t a scratch on his body; he even seemed a little fuller in the cheeks, smelling of lemon-scented shampoo and flowery fabric softener—but on the inside, he’d changed. The light in his eyes had dimmed. His nightmares began immediately upon his return.

In the beginning, I was so terrified the kidnapper would come back that I refused to allow Mason or Millie to sleep anywhere but in mine and Jack’s bed, safely nestled between us. Most nights, Mason would sleep so close to me that our bodies would form a sticky layer of sweaty glue, securing us together. Night after night, our damp clothing became our safe place. Millie moved back to her room after a few weeks. She was entering her teenage years and wanted privacy. But it was close to a year before Mason moved back into his bedroom. That’s when our nightly routine began of checking inside the closet and underneath the bed before spraying monster spray throughout his room (water sprinkled with lavender essential oils).

Unlike me, when Mason goes to sleep at night, his biggest fear is that there’s a monster in his room. But much like me, once he’s asleep, his nightmares are haunted by sunflowers. And because he and I have been connected in such a spiritual way from the very beginning, there’s a small part of me that wonders if I somehow passed my curse to him in the womb.

For the most part, his nightmares are scattered, only occurring once or twice a month. But in the last week, he’s had one almost every night. Which is why I haven’t made a big deal that Bones has been sleeping with him.



A GRATEFUL smile smooths out my lips. “That’s wonderful, baby. I can’t wait to hear all about it over breakfast,” I lull, rubbing the side of his leg. Standing, I make my way to his dresser and pull on the football knobs adorning the front of his walnut drawers. I remove a pair of light denim jeans and a Dallas Cowboys hoodie and place them on the edge of his bed with a fresh pair of underwear and socks.

“Start getting dressed and brush your teeth, babe. I’ll meet you downstairs.” I wink, grabbing my coffee off his dresser. “Also, don’t forget to choose something for show-and-tell.”

Every Friday is show-and-tell. Frankly, I wish it were once a month. Hell, once a year, if I’m being completely truthful. For starters, we only have so many items around the house that Mason deems cool enough to show his friends. Not to mention the burden it places on me, trying to help him come up with something new and creative every damn week. The never-ending cycle is beyond draining.

Two weeks ago, Mason and I were halfway to school when he realized he’d forgotten to grab something for show-and-tell. Unwilling to turn around and go back home, I opened my middle console and fished out a ballpoint pen stamped with Jack’s company logo. I told Mason it was special because his daddy designed it. Here’s what he heard and then proceeded to tell his entire class: “My dad is rich vecause he makes pens for a libbing.”

Mason has a speech impediment—something else he developed after he was kidnapped—which seems to only affect his B’s and V’s, reversing their use in every word.

I turn back just as Mason’s swinging his feet over the side of the bed, his tiny fingers rubbing his eyes awake. My heart beams, taking a mental snapshot of this moment—his messy hair, pillow creases pressed into his pudgy neck, socks scrunched at his ankles. My sweet, sweet boy.

Thirty minutes later, I’ve managed to get myself dressed for the day and make breakfast. Mason and I are seated at the breakfast nook when Jack strolls in sporting semi-damp hair, wearing his signature red company polo, jeans, and loafers. Everyone else wears jeans and tennis shoes to the office, but Jack doesn’t own a pair of tennis shoes. He says they look slouchy. Ironically, what looks slouchy is his doughy stomach spilling over the top of his belt. It doesn’t help that Jack has abnormally small feet for a man, so most times, the bottoms of his jeans lap over his dainty little elf shoes. No joke, I wear the same size shoe as my husband.

I give him a once-over, scoffing at his cognac-brown loafers, perfectly coordinating with his barely visible belt. Funnily enough, it was little quirks like his no tennis shoes rule that made me fall for him all those years ago.

Jack plucks the mail out of the glass bowl on the counter, then reaches back inside for the pocketknife he keeps there for mail purposes only. Jack refuses to open envelopes with his fingers. God forbid he gets a paper cut. When he doesn’t find the knife, he tosses the mail back in the bowl. He’s been known to leave the knife lying around after going through the mail. Something that irks me to my core, seeing as we have a six-year-old.

“Hey, sport. How’d you sleep?” Jack says, ruffling Mason’s hair, causing his cowlick to flip back up. And that’s all it takes to piss me off.

Mason’s eyes light up. “Hi, Dad! I slept awesome! I was waiting for you to come downstairs vefore I told Mom avout my dream!” Without so much as taking a breath, Mason slides into his story. “Dad, you’re not going to veliebe this. I was the starting quartervack for the Dallas Cowvoys!” he squeals.

Mason is obsessed with all things football. So much so that he made me pinkie promise I would register him for flag football as soon as spring sign-ups open next month. And just to make sure I don’t forget, he reminds me at least twice a week.

As usual, Jack’s head is buried in his phone. Just like every other morning, he’s only physically present; mentally, he’s at the office. Or so he says.

When Jack doesn’t respond, Mason’s smile plunges, splitting my heart in half.

“That sounds amazing, Mase!” I gush, a little too excitedly. “The coach didn’t mind that you’re only six years old?” I tease.

“Moooom,” he groans, stretching my name into two syllables. “I’m almost seben. And I was a adult in my dream.”

Even though Mason’s talking to me, his eyes are still glued to Jack, waiting for his dad to tell him how cool his dream sounds.

“An adult,” I correct. “And I wouldn’t consider nine months away almost your birthday, goofball.”

Although I make it a point to correct his grammar, I stopped correcting his speech impediment when he was in kindergarten. The speech pathologist at his school told me that verbal dyslexia—exchanging or reversing letters—is a common trauma response. Adding that most children grow out of it naturally.

I slide my fingers over Mason’s sweaty glass of orange juice and do my best to train his cowlick down. Again. All the while, the dejected look on his face is killing me.

“Well, did you win the game?” I ask.

That seems
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