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Don’t be afraid to start over again.

You may like your new story better.


Chapter One

 

Six kids. I had agreed to watch six kids.

What had I been thinking?

Amelia sat curled up on the end of my couch, nose buried in a book, completely unbothered by the chaos swirling around her. She was the eye of the storm, calm and still while everything else spun out of control.

The other five were another story entirely.

"Missy, give it back!" Darla shrieked, chasing her around my living room.

"You have to catch me first!" Missy laughed, holding something sparkly above her head as she ran.

Little Davy and Tomas toddled after them, not quite sure what game they were playing but determined to be part of it. Tomas tripped over his own feet and went down with a thud. I braced for the wail, but he just pushed himself back up and kept going.

And then there was my Olive, right in the middle of it all, trying to direct traffic like a tiny drill sergeant.

"Darla, you go that way! Missy, stop running so fast, they can't keep up!" She put her hands on her hips, her little brow furrowed in concentration.

I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. She was so serious about it. So determined to bring order to the madness. She got that from me, I supposed. Or at least, from the me I used to be. The me I was trying to find again.

"Olive, honey, let them play," I called out.

She turned to look at me, her expression saying very clearly that she did not agree with my approach. "But Mommy, they're doing it wrong."

"There's no wrong way to play, baby."

She considered this for a moment, then shrugged and took off after Missy. Within seconds, she had joined the chase, her earlier concerns forgotten.

I leaned against the doorframe between my kitchen and living room, watching them. Amelia turned a page without looking up. The others continued their loop around my furniture, a blur of giggles and squeals and pounding little feet.

This was controlled chaos. Emphasis on chaos.

But I wouldn't trade it for anything.

Three years ago, I couldn't have imagined this moment. I couldn't have imagined having friends who trusted me with their children. I couldn't have imagined a Saturday afternoon filled with laughter instead of fear. I couldn't have imagined feeling safe.

Oklahoma felt like another lifetime. Evan felt like another lifetime. Sometimes I had to remind myself it had only been three years since I grabbed Olive and ran in the middle of the night.

I shook the thought away. Today wasn't about the past. Today was about the present, about this beautiful, loud, messy present I had built for myself and my daughter.

My phone buzzed with a text from Mandy.

How's it going over there? Need backup?

I smiled and typed back. I've got it under control. Mostly. Amelia is reading. The other five are feral. Standard Saturday.

Her reply came quickly. LOL. We're almost done here. Another hour maybe?

Take your time. We're fine.

And we were fine. Better than fine.

Becca was moving in with Ricky today. After everything she had been through, after everything their whole family had been through, they were finally getting their happy ending. Or at least their happy new beginning. Mandy and Jimmy were helping with the heavy lifting while I managed the kid chaos at my place.

It was what we did. We showed up for each other.

I hadn't had that before Glenn Lake. Before Mandy and this little community that had wrapped itself around me and Olive like a warm blanket.

"Mommy! Mommy!" Olive came running over, breathless and grinning. "Can we have a snack? We're starving."

"Starving, huh?" I raised an eyebrow. "You just had lunch an hour ago."

"That was forever ago. Right, Missy?"

Missy appeared at her side, nodding vigorously. "Forever and ever ago."

Darla joined them, completing the trio. The three musketeers, as I had started calling them. Inseparable. Partners in crime.

"Please, Ms. Kate?" Darla added, turning her big brown eyes on me.

I didn't stand a chance against those three faces.

"Fine, fine. Let me see what we have." I headed to the kitchen, the girls trailing behind me like ducklings. "Amelia, do you want a snack, honey?"

Amelia looked up from her book, seeming to remember there were other people in the room. "Yes, please."

"Davy? Tomas? Snack time!"

The two little boys came running, or in Tomas's case, wobbling quickly. I got everyone settled at my kitchen table with apple slices and cheese crackers. For a few blessed minutes, there was near silence. Just the sound of chewing and the occasional happy hum.

I leaned against the counter and watched them eat. Olive was explaining something to Missy and Darla in an animated whisper. Amelia had brought her book to the table and was reading between bites. Little Davy was carefully arranging his crackers into some kind of pattern. Tomas was just shoving everything into his mouth as fast as he could.

This. This was what I had run toward.

Not just away from Evan, but toward something. Toward a life where Saturday meant friends and chaos and apple slices at my kitchen table. Toward a life where my daughter had friends who would grow up alongside her. Toward a life where I mattered to people, and they mattered to me.

I thought about calling my mom to check in. She would probably be puttering around her kitchen, just a few blocks away, wondering if I needed anything. My parents had been my lifeline when I first arrived in Glenn Lake, shell-shocked and scared with a toddler on my hip. They never once said I told you so about Evan. They just opened their arms and helped me start over.

Maybe I would take Olive over for dinner tomorrow. Sunday dinners at Nana and Pop's had become our tradition.

"Mommy, look!" Olive held up a cracker. "It's shaped like a heart. Almost."

I squinted at it. It looked like a regular cracker to me, but I could see a vaguely heart-shaped curve if I tried. "You're right, baby. It is."

"I'm gonna save it forever."

"It might get stale."

"I don't care. It's special."

That was my girl. Finding magic in the ordinary. Seeing hearts in crackers and possibility in everything. Evan had tried to dim that light in me, and I had spent the last three years trying to get it back. Some days I found it. Some days I still felt like a shadow of who I used to be.

But watching Olive, I saw who I wanted to become again. Hopeful. Open. Unafraid to love the small things.

"You know what?" I said. "We should put it somewhere safe. I'll get you a little bag."

Her face lit up like I had just promised her a pony.

After snacks, I cleaned up while the kids migrated back to the living room. The energy had shifted from wild to mellow. Maybe a sugar crash, or maybe they were just running out of steam. Either way, I would take it.

I found them all sprawled across my floor, watching something on TV. Even Amelia had abandoned her book and was lying on her stomach next to Darla. Olive was tucked between Missy and the arm of the couch, her head drooping.

My phone buzzed again.

On our way to get the kids. You survived! Mandy had added a string of laughing emojis.

Barely. They've entered the zombie phase. You might find them all asleep.

A few minutes later, I heard car doors and voices outside. The adults were back.

I opened my front door as Mandy came up the walk, looking tired but happy. Jimmy was right behind her, followed by Ricky and Becca.

"Hey, how were they?" Mandy asked, stepping inside and immediately scanning the room to find her siblings.

"Angels," I said with a straight face. "Perfect little angels."

She snorted. "Sure they were."

Becca came over and squeezed my hand. "Thank you so much, Kate. I don't know what we would have done without you today."

"Happy to help. It was fun, actually. Chaotic, but fun."

"That's kids for you." She smiled, but I could see the emotion in her eyes. This was a big day for her. Moving in with Ricky, blending their families, starting fresh. She had come so far from the broken woman I had heard about when I first moved here.

We all had our stories. Our scars. Our reasons for needing a fresh start.

Ricky was gathering up Amelia and Darla, who were protesting sleepily about having to leave. Jimmy had scooped up a drowsy Davy, and Becca was collecting Tomas. Mandy gave Missy a kiss on the head and whispered something that made her giggle.

I walked them to the door, Olive materializing at my side to wave goodbye to her friends.

"Bye, Missy! Bye, Darla!" She waved enthusiastically despite her drooping eyelids.

"Bye, Olive!" they called back in unison.

"Same time next week?" Mandy asked from the doorway. "We're thinking of doing a barbecue at Ricky's to christen the new living arrangement."

"We'll be there."

"Good." She paused. "I'm glad you're here, Kate. You know that, right?"

Something warm spread through my chest. "I'm glad I'm here too."

I watched them load into their cars and pull away, waving until the taillights disappeared around the corner. Then I closed the door and looked down at my daughter.

"Just us now, baby girl."

Olive yawned. "Can we watch a movie?"

"How about a bath first, then we'll see how awake you are?"

She nodded sleepily and reached up for me. She was getting too big for this, almost too heavy. But I wasn't ready to stop carrying her. Not yet.

I lifted her onto my hip and headed down the hall toward the bathroom. She rested her head on my shoulder, and I breathed in the smell of her hair. Baby shampoo and something sweet, like the apple slices from earlier.

This was the life I had built. Piece by piece, day by day. This little house on the west side of Glenn Lake. This daughter who was my whole world. These friends who had become family.

It wasn't perfect, but it was ours.

And for the first time in a long time, I wasn't afraid of what tomorrow might bring.

I was ready for it.


Chapter Two

 

Monday mornings were never easy, but this one was shaping up to be especially difficult.

I had been up since five, showered and dressed and ready for the long commute to Houston. My coffee was made, my lunch was packed, and Olive's bag was sitting by the front door with everything she needed for daycare.

All I had to do was wake up my daughter.

I pushed open her bedroom door and stood there for a moment, watching her sleep. This was my favorite part of the day, these quiet minutes before everything started. Her dark hair was spread across her pillow, and she had kicked off her blanket sometime in the night. One arm was wrapped around her stuffed bunny, the one she had named Mr. Carrots despite him being purple.

She looked so peaceful. So small.

I hated waking her up when it was still dark outside. Hated that she had to spend ten hours at daycare while I sat in a cubicle crunching numbers. Hated that this was our life.

But it was also what kept a roof over our heads and food on the table. So I swallowed the guilt and crossed the room to sit on the edge of her bed.

"Olive. Baby, it's time to wake up."

She groaned and pulled Mr. Carrots closer.

"Come on, sweetheart. We have to get moving."

"No." Her voice was muffled by the pillow. "I don't want to."

"I know, but we have to."

She rolled over and looked at me with the most pitiful expression a five-year-old could muster. "My tummy hurts."

I pressed my hand to her forehead. No fever. "Does it really hurt, or do you just not want to go to school?"

She considered lying. I could see her working through it. Then her shoulders slumped. "I just don't want to go."

"Why not? Did something happen?"

"No." She sat up, her hair a wild mess around her face. "I just feel... blah."

Blah. That was a new one.

"Blah how?"

"Like..." She scrunched up her nose, trying to find the words. "Like everything is gray. Like nothing is fun."

My heart squeezed. I knew that feeling. I knew it intimately. There had been years when everything felt gray, when I couldn't remember what fun felt like.

"Come here." I pulled her onto my lap, and she curled into me like she used to when she was smaller. "Everyone has days like that sometimes. Days when the world just feels heavy."

"Even you?"

"Even me."

"What do you do when you feel blah?"

I thought about it. There had been a time when I didn't do anything. When I just let the gray swallow me whole. But I wasn't that person anymore. I was trying not to be.

"Well," I said slowly, "sometimes you have to make your own sunshine. Find something small that makes you happy and hold onto it."

She looked up at me, waiting for more.

And then I had an idea.

"You know what? I think today is a red shoe day."

Her eyes lit up. "Really?"

"Really."

Red shoe day. It was something I had started a few months after we moved to Glenn Lake. I had been having a particularly rough week, the kind where just getting out of bed felt like climbing a mountain. I was standing in my closet, staring at my boring work clothes, feeling like a shadow of a person.

And then I saw them. A pair of red ballet flats I had bought on a whim and never worn. They were bright and bold and completely impractical. Everything I didn't feel like.

I put them on anyway.

And something shifted. Just a little. Just enough. The red was like a spark in all that gray. A tiny rebellion against the heaviness. A reminder that I was still in there somewhere, the Kate who used to love color and laughter and life.

I wore them all day. And when people commented on them, I smiled. A real smile.

After that, red shoe day became a thing. Some days you just needed a little pop of color to remind yourself that the world wasn't as gray as it seemed.

I had bought Olive her own pair of red ballet flats a few weeks later. She didn't know the whole story behind them, didn't know about the heaviness I carried or the man who had put it there. She just knew that red shoe day meant something special.

"Go get dressed," I told her. "And put on your red shoes."

She scrambled off my lap and ran to her closet. I heard her rummaging around, humming to herself. The blah was already fading.

I went to my own closet and found my red flats. They were a little scuffed now, worn from use. I slipped them on and looked at myself in the mirror.

There she is, I thought. There's Kate.

Some days I had to look harder than others. Some days I couldn't find her at all. But today, with the red shoes on my feet and my daughter's humming drifting down the hall, I could see her. Just barely. Just enough.

"Mommy, look!"

Olive appeared in my doorway, fully dressed with her red shoes on her feet. She had also added a red headband and, for some reason, red socks pulled up over her leggings.

"You look beautiful," I said.

"We match!" She pointed at my feet, grinning.

"We do."

She ran over and hugged my legs. "I don't feel blah anymore."

"No?"

"Nope. I feel red."

I laughed and bent down to kiss the top of her head. "Then let's go have a red kind of day."

We made it through our morning routine in record time after that. Cereal eaten, teeth brushed, hair somewhat tamed. I grabbed her backpack and my work bag, and we headed out to the car.

The drive to Little Village Learning Center took about fifteen minutes. Olive chattered the whole way, her earlier mood completely forgotten. She told me about a boy named Blaze who always tried to cut in line, and about how her teacher Ms. Christy had a new fish named Bubbles, and about how Missy said they should start a club but they couldn't decide what the club would be for.

"Maybe a red shoe club," she said thoughtfully.

"That's a good idea."

"Yeah. Only people with red shoes can join. Me and Missy and Darla." She paused. "But Darla doesn't have red shoes."

"Maybe she could get some."

"Yeah. I'll tell her."

I pulled into the daycare parking lot and found a spot near the entrance. The sky was just starting to lighten, that thin gray line of dawn on the horizon. I hated that Olive was one of the first kids dropped off every morning.

But I had a long commute, and my job started at eight, and this was just how it had to be.

"Okay, baby girl. Have a good day."

"You too, Mommy." She unbuckled herself and grabbed her backpack. Then she paused. "Mommy?"

"Yeah?"

"Thanks for red shoe day."

My throat tightened. "Anytime, baby. Anytime."

I walked her inside and signed her in. Ms. Christy greeted us with a warm smile, complimenting Olive on her red shoes. Olive beamed and did a little spin to show them off.

"We're having a red shoe day," she announced.

"I can see that! What a fun idea."

I hugged Olive goodbye, holding on maybe a second longer than necessary. Then I watched her skip off to join the other early arrivals, already chattering about her shoes and the club she was going to start.

Back in my car, I sat for a moment before starting the engine. The guilt was there, like it always was. The voice that said I should be home with her, that I was missing too much, that she deserved better than a mother who worked fifty hours a week and spent two hours a day in the car.

But I pushed it down. I had to.

I pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the highway. The commute to Houston was long and boring, a stretch of road I knew by heart. I turned on a podcast to pass the time, something about true crime that I only half listened to.

My mind wandered to the week ahead. Work would be busy. Month end close was coming up, and the spreadsheets were endless. My boss was fine but demanding, the kind of person who expected everything done yesterday.

I didn't love my job, but I didn't hate it either. It was stable. Predictable. Exactly what I had needed when I was rebuilding my life. A place where no one asked too many questions, where I could just put my head down and work.

The Houston skyline appeared in the distance, all glass and steel against the brightening sky. I merged onto the downtown exit and navigated to my parking garage.

Another day. Another set of hours away from my daughter.

But at least today we were wearing red shoes.

I grabbed my bag and headed for the elevator, my flats clicking against the concrete. A man in a suit glanced down at my feet and then up at my face, a small smile crossing his lips.

"Nice shoes," he said.

"Thanks." I smiled back. "It's a red shoe day."

He looked confused but nodded politely as the elevator doors opened.

I stepped inside and pressed the button for the thirty-second floor. My reflection stared back at me in the mirrored walls. Dark hair pulled back in a low ponytail. Minimal makeup. Gray slacks and a blue blouse.

And those red shoes, bright as a stoplight against the neutral floor.

There she is, I thought again. There's Kate.

Still here. Still standing. Still fighting to find the color in a world that had once gone completely gray.

One red shoe day at a time.


Chapter Three

 

Traffic was at a standstill.

I stared at the sea of brake lights stretching out in front of me and tried not to panic. An accident somewhere up ahead, according to the radio. No estimate on when it would clear.

I glanced at the clock on my dashboard. 5:47. Daycare closed at six.

My fingers tightened on the steering wheel as I reached for my phone. I hated making this call. Hated that I had to make it at least once a week.

She answered on the second ring.

"Hey, honey. Stuck again?"

"There's an accident on 288. I'm not going to make it in time."

"Say no more. I'm already grabbing my keys."

I exhaled, the tension in my shoulders loosening just a fraction. "Thanks, Mom. I'm so sorry."

"Kate Elizabeth Shaw, don't you dare apologize to me. This is what I'm here for."

"I know, but—"

"No buts. I'll get Olive, we'll start dinner, and you come over when you get back to town. Your father's grilling tonight."

"You don't have to feed us."

"I want to feed you. Now stop arguing with your mother and focus on the road."

I smiled despite myself. "Yes, ma'am."

"That's more like it. Love you, sweetheart."

"Love you too."

I hung up and let my head fall back against the headrest. The cars ahead of me hadn't moved an inch.

My mother, Helen Shaw, was a saint. There was no other word for it. When I had shown up on my parents' doorstep three years ago, shaking and bruised with a screaming toddler on my hip, she hadn't asked a single question. She had just opened the door and pulled us both inside.

My father had wanted to drive to Oklahoma and kill Evan himself. I had to talk him out of it for three days straight.

They had helped me find the little house on the west side of town, just a few blocks from their place. Close enough that they could help, far enough that I could pretend I was standing on my own two feet. They had watched Olive while I interviewed for jobs. They had held me while I cried. They had never once said I told you so, even though they had tried to warn me about Evan from the beginning.

I hadn't listened. I was nineteen and in love and convinced I knew better than everyone.

I didn't know anything.

Traffic started to inch forward, and I crept along with it. The sun was setting now, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink. It would have been beautiful if I wasn't so desperate to get home.

By the time I finally pulled into my parents' driveway, it was almost seven. I could smell the grill smoke before I even got out of the car.

"Mommy!"

Olive came barreling out the front door and launched herself at me. I caught her and spun her around, breathing in the smell of her hair.

"Hey, baby girl. Were you good for Nana?"

"I'm always good."

"Debatable," my mother said from the porch, but she was smiling. "Come on in. Burgers are almost ready."

My parents' house was the same one I had grown up in, a modest brick ranch with a big backyard and a kitchen that always smelled like something delicious. Walking through the front door felt like stepping back in time. The same family photos lined the hallway. The same worn couch sat in the living room. The same magnets cluttered the refrigerator.

It was comforting in a way I couldn't quite explain. After everything that had happened, after the chaos of my marriage and the terror of my escape, this house was proof that some things stayed the same.

"There's my girl." My father appeared from the back patio, tongs in hand. He was a tall man with gray hair and kind eyes, the kind of dad who had taught me to ride a bike and scared off boys at my front door. "Traffic bad?"

"The worst. Accident on 288."

He shook his head. "That commute is going to be the death of you. You sure you can't find something closer?"

"Dad, we've been over this."

"I know, I know. Just hate seeing you stressed all the time."

"I'm not stressed all the time."

He raised an eyebrow.

"Okay, maybe a little stressed. But I'm fine."

"If you say so." He kissed my forehead. "Burgers are ready. Let's eat."

We gathered around the kitchen table like we did at least twice a week. Olive sat between me and my mother, kicking her feet and chattering about her day. She told us about the red shoe club she was starting with Missy and Darla, about how Bubbles the fish had babies, about how Blaze got in trouble for throwing sand.

My parents listened like every word was the most important thing they had ever heard. That was the thing about them. They made you feel like you mattered. Like your stories were worth telling.

I hadn't felt that way with Evan. Not at the end. By the time I left, I had stopped talking altogether. There didn't seem to be any point when everything I said was wrong.

"Earth to Kate." My mother's voice pulled me back.

"Sorry, what?"

"I asked if you wanted another burger."

"Oh. No, I'm good. Thanks."

She studied me for a moment, that look in her eyes that said she knew I had drifted somewhere dark. But she didn't push. She never did.

"Well, save room for dessert. I made peach cobbler."

Olive gasped. "Nana, that's my favorite!"

"I know it is, sweet girl."

After dinner, Olive helped my mother with the dishes while I sat on the back porch with my father. The night was warm, and the crickets were loud, and for a few minutes, we just sat in comfortable silence.

"You doing okay, Katie?"

I hadn't been Katie in years. Not since I was a teenager. But my father still called me that sometimes, when he was worried.

"I'm okay, Dad."

"You'd tell us if you weren't?"

I turned to look at him. His face was shadowed in the dim porch light, but I could see the concern etched into his features. He had aged in the past few years. We all had.

"I would tell you."

"Good." He reached over and patted my hand. "We just want you to be happy, sweetheart. You and Olive both."

"I am happy. Happier than I've been in a long time."

It was true. Not completely, not always, but mostly. The fear was still there, lurking in the corners. The nightmares still came sometimes. But the good days outnumbered the bad ones now, and that felt like progress.

"That's all we want." He squeezed my hand and let go. "Now, how about that cobbler?"

We stayed until almost nine, later than I usually let Olive stay up on a school night. But she was having so much fun with her grandparents that I didn't have the heart to cut it short. She helped my father water the garden and chased fireflies across the backyard and ate two helpings of cobbler.

By the time we got home, she was half asleep in her car seat.

"Come on, baby. Let's get you to bed."

I carried her inside, her head heavy on my shoulder. We skipped the bath and went straight to pajamas. She was asleep before I even finished tucking her
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