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​Chapter 1
A Middle of Everything
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Katie Reynolds woke to the thin static of her phone’s alarm. It buzzed underneath her pillow in a tired, insistent tremor. Night, or rather the little bit of night left, slipped away too soon. For a moment, she hovered in the fragile, blissful amnesia between asleep and awake and then memory came bustling in. A big presentation at ten. Her daughter Jennifer’s chemistry quiz, the handout she still needed to print, her mother’s nurse. Coffee. She needed coffee in her bloodstream before any of that.

She reached for the phone with one hand, slapping at the snooze button purely by feel, and settled it on the nightstand where the blue light cast a glow onto the glass of water. The rest of the bed had cooled; John’s side was empty. She reached for the other pillow, an instinct of years, and found only a faint dip and the echo of men’s cologne: something expensive, something she had gotten him last Christmas that he probably used out of politeness. The sound of water thrummed through the wall. He was already in the shower, his consistent seven-minute routine. Every morning, she tracked his time by the rise and fall of the pipes.

Katie rolled on her back and exhaled. Her calves ached from yesterday’s half-hearted jog around the block. That used to help with sleep, but lately, nothing did. The perimenopausal wisdom of the internet. Oat milk, turmeric, yoga inversions had all failed her so far. She clenched her fists, feeling the deep coil of stress at the base of her neck, then released it. Already she could hear Jennifer’s phone alarm singing down the hallway, the opening bars of some auto-tuned anthem.

She forced herself upright, planting socks on the cold floor. Her toes curled. Sunlight barely filtered past the half-closed blinds, stippling the white dresser and the framed photo from last summer’s Outer Banks vacation. The one where Jennifer, in an oversized hoodie, flanked her and John, arms looped around both their shoulders. Katie had stared at that photo so many times it had become both comfort and accusation.

Her first thought, after twenty-two years with John, was always, How did we end up here?

But there was no time to dissect, not this morning. Today, chaos was already taking its place at the table.

Her phone pinged again. Not the alarm, but the trill reserved for her text chain with Melanie, Jess, and Priya. She snatched it up, thumbed the password, and read:

Melanie: “Question: can hot flashes start at 6:45am? Asking for a friend whose shirt is soaked and whose cat is judging her.”

Priya: “Tell your friend I’m wearing an ice pack under my blazer. You know, as a public service.”

Jess: “I once had a hot flash during morning assembly. Almost bared my chest to 400 horrified teenagers. Love you both.”

Katie grinned, her mind briefly tangled in the nostalgia of the four of them, once giggling behind note-filled binders, now sharing body horror stories before dawn. Before she could type a reply, the kitchen pipes groaned as John concluded his routine, and the clock on her phone confirmed that her day was marching forward with or without her.

She pulled on yoga pants and a discarded conference tee, then padded into the hallway. Jennifer’s door stood half-open, the word NOPE spelled out on a whiteboard with little magnets, relic of the pandemic era. She knocked.

“Jennifer? You up?”

A groan from inside, the sound of sheets cocooning.

“Quiz day, kiddo. I’m making toast.”

Another groan, practiced and stretched into syllables: “Too early.”

Katie cracked the door and peeked in. She was buried to the chin in blankets, phone face-down by her head, with a tell-tale trail of bright orange earbud wires winding onto the floor. The room smelled faintly of vanilla lotion and tortillas.

“Five minutes, then I’m pulling the covers,” Katie said. She kept her voice brisk, maternal, pretending she was the mother she’d planned to be instead of the one, lately, weaving from one crisis to the next.

Downstairs, the kitchen buzzed with low-level life. John stood at the counter in his ancient Navy robe, pouring coffee into his favorite mug, the one Jennifer had painted in second grade. It was a lumpy, teal thing with the words “I Love Dad” bubbled between crooked hearts.

“Morning,” Katie said, reaching for the French press.

He grunted softly, eyes on the mug. She felt an old pang...married silence, familiar and yet not. There had been a time when they discussed everything: vacation dreams, career moves, even game theory for board games. Now their words all seemed to have impenetrable shells.

“Toast?” she asked.

“Sure, thanks.” He didn’t look up.

While she loaded the toaster, Katie fingered her phone again. A reply had stacked above Melanie’s:

Melanie: “I think my so-called lymphatic system has unionized. ‘Sweat OR sleep, but never both.’”

Priya: “System error. Brain fog in aisle 7.”

Jess: “Remember when our biggest worry was matching scrunchies? At least they disguised forehead sweat.”

A warm throb of laughter nudged Katie’s chest. Abruptly aware of John, she bit it back. She typed: “I’d trade these sweat lodges for Lisa Frank stickers any day. Survived the night, but heading into the danger zone: teenage territory. Jennifer’s quiz morning. Pray for me.”

She hit send, looking up as a new text landed: “Bracelets. That’s what we need. Friendship bracelets to absorb the sweat and channel the magic. Remember those?”

Katie paused, remembering them: neon embroidery floss, safety pins stuck in jean legs, the tiny knots she’d made with Melanie under the bleachers. Swapping bracelets had meant loyalty, a shield against the world, the way only twelve-year-olds could believe.

Jennifer thundered downstairs, half-dressed, hair knotted in a bun, backpack gaping open.

“I can’t find my science paper,” she shouted.

“Did you check your desk?” Katie asked, instantly scanning for the printout she had meant to make last night.

“It’s not there.” Jennifer rummaged through a pile of mail and old Christmas cards.

“Backpack?” John offered.

“I checked. It’s not there.” Jennifer’s voice rose, sharp around the edges, her panic contagious.

Katie strode to the printer in the tangle of the den. The tiny green light blinked. She realized the pages she’d sent to print after dinner, the agenda for her own meeting and Jennifer’s science review sheet, were absent.

“I’ll do it now. Email it to me?” She tried to sound soothing, measured.

Jennifer fished out her phone, tapping rapidly. Her nails, once pink and glittering, were bitten to the quick this week. Katie felt a tug of guilt. Was that her fault too?

John slid a plate of toast onto the counter. “Are you driving in?” he asked, speaking to the empty air.

“Have to,” Katie answered, voice thinned, eyeing the clock. Her presentation loomed in bold font in her head: NEW CAMPAIGN STRATEGY, 10:00 AM. She could recite her talking points, but her mind felt slippery, facts sliding away just when she reached for them. Another gift from middle age: the sense that her brain was a thrift store, treasures buried under drifts of randomness.

Jennifer’s email pinged. Katie clicked, print, prayed. The printer whirred as if testing her patience, spitting pages too slowly. Jennifer flapped her arms in wordless teenage protest until the paper emerged.

“Thank you, Mom! You’re a lifesaver.” She scooped up the sheet, jammed it in her binder. “You okay to drive me?” Her eyes were darting, expectant.

Katie’s phone rang. Not a message this time, but the distinctive, melodic jingle she dreaded. Her mother’s nurse, Sonia.

She put a finger up: “One sec, honey,” and retreated to the hallway as John handed her a thermos.

“Hi Sonia, is everything alright?” Katie’s voice tensed in the practiced way that meant bracing, just in case.

“Morning, Mrs. Reynolds,” Sonia said, her steady voice muffled by the hum of the TV in Ruth’s living room. “Just wanted you to know we had a little trouble with breakfast today. Your mother seemed confused about where she was and asked for you a few times. She’s settled now, watching Jeopardy, but I thought you’d want to know.”

Katie clamped her eyes shut. Ruth’s confusion was getting worse, sometimes an innocuous fog, sometimes something more violent. “Thank you so much, Sonia. I’ll try to come by after work. Let me know if anything changes.”

She hung up, then, for a beat, pressed her forehead against the cool wall, willing herself not to unravel. She heard voices from the kitchen: John giving Jennifer advice about her quiz, Jennifer muttering about traffic. The domestic churn, relentless.

Katie returned, slotting herself back into the tableau as if she had never left. “Let’s go, kid.”

They bundled into the car as sunlight pushed through steely clouds and the radio warbled some pop hit. Jennifer kept her eyes on her phone, thumbs moving so fast that Katie was reminded of the frantic note-passing of her own school days, years of inside jokes traded in gel pen and folded paper.

A red light caught them at the corner. Katie took a breath, tried for the gentle tone she’d rehearsed. “You seem anxious, sweetie. Is it just the quiz?”

Jennifer’s lips twitched. “I guess. And drama auditions. And Ava’s mad at me. Mom, don’t worry, I’m fine.” She said it too fast, rehearsed as Katie’s own efforts at calm.

Katie nodded, not pressing. She could feel the old impulse to fix and soothe but remembered, belatedly, Jess’s advice: let them have their feelings, even when it’s loud, or messy, or illogical. Still, she reached over, squeezed Jennifer’s knee.

“Remember, Ava will get over it. Drama club will be there for weeks. Trust yourself.”

Jennifer shot her a look, half-smile, and Katie took it as a small win.

They coasted in front of the school’s clogged drop-off loop. Cars idled, teenagers moved in loose flocks, backpacks ballooning behind them. Jennifer unbuckled, half in the car, half already leaving.

“Good luck, love you!” Katie called.

“Love you too, Mom.” Jennifer paused, just long enough. Then she hustled away, backpack slung one-shouldered, her bun wobbling like a metronome.

Katie let herself sit for a moment, engine humming under her hands. Beyond the
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