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			For anyone who is starting over
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			Just so you know, I have changed the names of some individuals in the book, as well as a lot of the details of their identities.
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			Present Day

			A pit formed in my stomach as I stared down at my phone. I was backstage in Omaha, Nebraska, getting ready to do a show on the My Name Is Not Mom tour. Something about my husband’s message was off.

			“Hey babe, some of the guys here are making some stupid decisions. Not me. But I just wanted to let you know in case you heard it from some of the other wives.”

			In the nearly ten years we’d been married, this was the first text he’d ever sent that activated my Spidey-senses.

			My heart thudded in my chest. The other wives he was referring to were my best friends. We’d all met in recovery when I’d first gotten clean and had remained close throughout the years. Our husbands were also in recovery and were also good friends. They were currently in Las Vegas on a bachelor trip for my best friend Amber’s fiancé.

			Colin and I met in early recovery and got married rather quickly. I trusted him with my whole heart, which is why I hadn’t questioned the bachelor party plans. I knew he would do the right thing. So why was he being so weird?

			I read the text over and over, trying to understand what he was referring to.

			“Five minutes till showtime, ladies,” Brent, our tour manager, called.

			“Thank you,” I mumbled, not looking up from the phone.

			I knew they wouldn’t be using drugs or drinking. Each of the guys had around a decade each of clean time, so that couldn’t be it.

			“Call me,” I typed.

			The dots to indicate he was typing never popped up.

			“I have to go on stage in a few minutes, can you Facetime me real quick?”

			My foot tapped impatiently as I waited for him to respond. Something fishy was going on, and I couldn’t go out and perform without knowing what the hell it was. A terrible feeling crept over me, not just because I was worried about my husband, but because the men he referred to were married to people I cared very much about.

			My mind raced. Maybe he meant they were spending too much money? That’s probably what it was. I’d given Colin a budget for Vegas because if I hadn’t, lord knows he wouldn’t be able to control himself. Maybe the other guys didn’t get one? If he could just call me I wouldn’t have to speculate, damn it.

			Deciding not to wait, I picked up my phone and called him. It rang and rang. No answer. He’d just texted me five seconds ago, so I knew he had his phone in his hand.

			“HELLO?!?!?” I texted angrily.

			No response.

			“Is everything okay?” asked Marilyn, my friend who did the show with me.

			“No, dude, I just got the weirdest text from Colin.”

			“Oh, shit—he’s in Vegas, right?” she asked.

			“Showtime, ladies!” Brent called, bursting through the door. I shook my head and stared at the text one last time.

			I was angry that he would send a text like that right before my show and then not answer when I called. But more than angry, I was terrified about this feeling in my gut. Something bad was happening, and I had no clue what it was.
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			I couldn’t exit the stage fast enough, desperate to hear my husband’s explanation. I didn’t even acknowledge the security or staff on my way back to the dressing room like I usually did. I’d spent the past two hours on stage, forcing the worries down so I could make these people laugh, and all I wanted to do was talk to my husband.

			I picked up my phone and gasped…Not because I saw something that shocked me, but because I didn’t see anything. He hadn’t responded the entire time I was gone. My heart hammered as I furiously texted, “What the fuck?”

			What had he been doing for the past two hours? Why would he send such an ominous message and then disappear?

			“What did he say?” Marilyn asked, entering the greenroom.

			“Nothing, dude, not a peep. It’s so messed up—he knows I had a show tonight and he knows I have horrible anxiety, so like why would he send that and not elaborate? I’m actually furious now.” I looked down at my phone and realized my hands were shaking.

			“We gotta go do the meet-and-greet. You gonna be okay?”

			“I have a bad fucking feeling about this, dude. Something is off. Gimme just a sec. I’ll be right out,” I mumbled.

			I called my mother-in-law to check on the kids, and hearing their voices made me feel better. But the fact that she hadn’t heard from Colin once since we’d left four days ago pissed me off even more. A good dad would have checked in on his kids. A good husband would answer his wife’s fucking calls.

			Just then my phone rang. It was him.

			“What the hell is going on? Why aren’t you answering?”

			“Sorry, babe, I was talking to the guys.”

			“Facetime me real quick,” I said.

			“I can’t, I’m sorry. I’m at a football game.”

			“I don’t give a shit. I just had to spend two hours on stage thinking the worst. I just need a little reassurance.”

			Click.

			I pulled the phone away from my ear in disbelief. He’d hung up on me.

			I called him on Facetime, my blood boiling. I needed to get out to the meet-and-greet, but more than anything, I needed to know why my husband was being so weird.

			I let out a sigh of relief once he answered.

			“What?!” he asked, annoyed.

			“You can’t send me a text like that and then disappear. My mind is friggin’ racing, Colin. What is going on?”

			“Nothing, just some guys making poor decisions. It’s not really my business, I just wanted to give you a heads-up. Damn. Why are you freaking out?”

			Did I imagine it, or did he just slur the word “out”? I studied his eyes to check his pupils, but I couldn’t see them because of the bright stadium lights. I knew something was off.

			I narrowed my eyes and bit the corner of my lip. “What kind of bad choices?”

			“I don’t know, babe, just…Fuck, dude, I really didn’t want to rat anyone out.” There it was again, that word. He’d definitely slurred it this time.

			“Just tell me, dude. I gotta go do a meet-and-greet.”

			“Listen, I gotta go. We can talk about this later, okay? It’s really none of my business, Tiffany, it’s their shit. If I would have known you were gonna get this crazy over it I wouldn’t have said anything.”

			“Crazy”?! I felt like I was being pretty damn composed considering the level of sketch my husband’s behavior had reached. He was usually transparent about things, and as far as I’d known, incredibly honest with me. He’d never hesitated to tell me the truth, even if it hurt my feelings, so why was it so important to him to keep whatever the hell this was from me?

			“I gotta go,” he said, hanging up before I could respond.

			Rage welled up inside me. The audacity of this asshole to turn this around on me and make me seem like the crazy one. I had asked a simple question.

			Did I have a right to know? It felt like I did. But maybe he was right—maybe I should have just appreciated him giving me a heads-up instead of turning into a detective. I hated questioning myself like this. But something was off, and I was going to get to the bottom of it as soon as this meet-and-greet was over.
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			Smile, shake hands, hug, engage, seem happy, take photos, say thank you, wave goodbye. We repeated this process over and over again until the line dwindled down to only a few people. I couldn’t remember meeting anyone; I was too busy imagining what could possibly be happening in Vegas.

			As we waved off the last of the people, I was informed it would be about twenty minutes until the crew was packed and ready to go. I marched straight to the greenroom, on a mission.

			“Call me immediately and tell me everything or I’ll tell the other women that something is going on.”

			I wasn’t sure if a threat would work, but it was worth a shot. Frankly, I was angry that he was even putting me through this emotional roller coaster, so I really didn’t give a shit if it pissed him off.

			My phone rang instantly. Of course it did.

			Marilyn entered the room slowly and I held up a finger to silence her as I answered the call.

			“Hey,” I said, removing my shoes and crossing my legs on the couch.

			“Hey,” he mumbled.

			“All right, I’m done playing. I need you to tell me what’s going on before I have a damn heart attack.”

			“I don’t know why you’re being so dramat—”

			“Just fucking tell me!” I screamed as the last strand of sanity snapped.

			“It’s drugs!” he screamed back. My blood turned ice cold. “It’s drugs, dude,” he said, quieter this time. “Some of the guys fucked up, Tiffany. John brought drugs on the plane, and as soon as it landed, everyone—well, almost everyone—started shooting them up and snorting them and shit. It was the craziest thing I’d ever seen.”

			Tears formed in my eyes, and I realized that regardless of who he was referring to, people I cared about very much were soon going to have their lives changed forever.

			“Are you shitting me?” I asked in disbelief. All of the men there were in long-term recovery. “Which of the guys used?”

			“It doesn’t matter, I’m not gonna say.”

			“You better tell me immediately,” I snarled into the phone, shaking uncontrollably.

			“No, dude, I’m drawing the line there. This is between them and their wives. It isn’t our place to get involved.”

			“So you’re protecting these fucking scumbags.” I shook my head. He didn’t reply. “You didn’t do anything, right?” I asked.

			“No, dude, of course not. They all went out—” He kept talking, but I got stuck on the way he said “out.” It was the third time he’d said it, and the third time I’d noticed a slur in his voice. Marilyn stood still in the corner of the room, listening intently with her hand over her mouth in surprise.

			“Colin,” I said as a tear fell down my cheek, “tell me the truth. What did you do?”

			“Oh my God, Tiffany, nothing,” he groaned in annoyance.

			I shook my head and wiped away a tear. “I’m not stupid, and I swear to God if you try to make me feel crazy one more time I’m gonna snap. I need you to tell me the truth—it’s the only way this is gonna work. Because if I find out later that you lied, I’ll never trust you again and we will be done.”

			“I didn’t do anything, Tiffany, I’m telling the truth.” He ran his hand through his hair in frustration.

			I stared at him for a moment, studying his face. I knew instantly. I just knew. He was lying.

			“What did you do?” I asked.

			“Nothing,” he persisted.

			“Colin, this is your last chance to tell me the truth. Did you…did you fucking use? Just tell me, damn it.”

			I was surprised by the silence on the other end of the call. “Hello?”

			He stared at me for a moment and let out a sigh. “I fucked up.”

			It hit me like a ton of bricks: Life as I knew it would never be the same.
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			2013

			The ding of the register opening caused me to jump. I’d been staring down at the hotdogs spinning on the roller grill in awe, the way a new mom stares at her baby in the crib. Before that, I’d slowly strolled through the candy bar aisle, running my fingers across the smooth, colorful packaging as I passed. I can’t believe I’m here.

			A small part of me expected the SWAT team to burst through the door any moment to throw me to the ground and pull me away from this dream. This dream where I could spend three minutes looking at license plate keychains with names on them if I wanted. It all seemed too good to be true.

			“Do you need help finding something?”

			I spun on my heels to see a female employee standing behind me. “No, thank you, I’m good.” I smiled, expecting her to continue on with whatever she was doing, but she didn’t budge. I smiled again and nodded, reiterating that I was good, but she didn’t move. Instead, she eyed me suspiciously, then glanced down at my purse. Suddenly it hit me…

			“Oh my gosh! You think I’m stealing, don’t you?” I accidentally yelled. She glanced around nervously, and I laughed. “Oh my goodness. This is so funny. Now that you mention it, I probably do look suspicious…”

			“I didn’t mention anything—”

			“So, here’s the thing: This is my first time in a convenience store by myself,” I said as the woman shifted uncomfortably. “Well, not, like, ever…I’ve been in one before, obviously, but this is the first time in almost a year I’ve been allowed in one alone.” I smiled.

			The woman took a step back, and I knew this wasn’t coming out the way I intended.

			“No, I’m not, like, crazy or anything,” I laughed, sounding crazy. “I’ve just been locked up for like a year and this is the first time since that I’ve been in a store unsupervised, and it’s blowing my mind,” I said excitedly. “We take this stuff for granted, you know?” I continued. “Like that guy over there.” I pointed to a man in a business suit standing at the counter having a heated phone conversation with someone via his AirPods. “He’s completely ignoring the cashier and being rude. He has no idea how lucky he is to have the freedom to purchase that salad without a corrections officer standing behind him and breathing down his neck.”

			I wanted to give another example, but the woman in front of me began to point at something past me. “I’ve gotta go,” she said with a blank look on her face. “There’s a delivery in the back and I—” She took off before finishing her sentence and power-walked away until she was out of sight. I think I freaked her out.

			I saw the businessman leave the store without so much as a thank-you to the person who rang him up, and I shook my head. We are so freakin’ lucky and most of us don’t realize it, I thought. I didn’t realize it…not until all of this had been stripped away from me.

			On my way to the front of the store, the sight of a beer cooler to my right stopped me dead in my tracks. It felt illegal to be this close to alcohol. I surveyed the shelves and all the familiar labels on the bottles, and a lifetime of memories came flooding back. It used to be so fun to stop by this gas station and pick up beer and gossip with my girlfriends. I smiled, thinking about all the times I’d swung by after work and picked up a pack of Bud Light and sat around the fire with my friends until the early hours of the morning. In my mind these were lovely experiences, but my smile faded once the veil of these memories fell away, revealing the truth about what actually happened once I put alcohol in my system. The alcohol would turn to shooting pills into my veins in no time. I didn’t have the ability to stop myself once I started; it didn’t matter what it was. If it made me feel different, I would chase it like my life depended on it. I am an addict, and once I opened the cage, the monster inside me would ravage my life in no time. The hairs on my arms stood straight up on my skin and I shuddered. The thin piece of glass on the door of the cooler was the only thing separating me and my worst nightmare.

			Yet here I was, walking away from the cooler and saying no. I have a choice today and I choose not to give in to temptation. I’ve been blessed with a second chance and I sure as hell won’t take it for granted.

			“Can I please have a pack of 305s,” I said, pulling the four crumpled singles from my pocket. It was all the money I had to my name, and naturally I’d decided cigarettes take precedence over food.

			

			—

			“I was about to send a search team in for you,” my dad joked as I sat down in the passenger seat.

			“I know! I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to take so long—it was just so crazy being in there unsupervised. I felt like a little kid whose parents left them home alone for the first time, you know?” I buckled my seatbelt.

			“I think your mother and I went to a bar the first time we left you alone. Man, that was nice. Life really opened up for us once you hit thirteen,” he said, pretending to reminisce.

			I gave him a gentle punch on the arm and laughed. “For real though, Dad, do you know I haven’t been by myself, unsupervised, in like a year? It felt so weird, like I was doing something wrong.”

			“Get used to it, kiddo, you’re free now.” He smiled, patting my leg. “You ready to go meet your new friends?”

			My stomach did a somersault. He’d just picked me up from rehab and we were on our way to move me into the halfway house. I was terrified. I hated women and structure and rules, but I knew this was a necessary step if I wanted to stay clean. Which I did…

			I thought.

			“Yup, I’m ready,” I lied. My heart fluttered in my chest once reality set in. In less than five minutes, my life was going to change completely.
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			“Welcome to NuStep! We are so happy you’re here!” The smiling stranger threw open her arms and walked toward me. I fought the urge to recoil from her. It had been a long time since I’d been able to touch another human, and somehow it felt incredibly foreign.

			I looked over at my dad, who was stifling a laugh as this woman patted my back; it was like she was trying to burp me. “I’m Mary, I’m the house manager,” she said as she pulled away. Mary had white hair pulled neatly into a clip and obnoxiously large bright red glasses that fit her boisterous personality perfectly. “You are going to love it here at NuStep. Follow me,” she said, dancing into the house. This was a “faith-based sober living facility”—I doubted I was going to “love it.” I still had some anger toward God, but I was willing to be open-minded for the sake of having a place to live.

			“Is this weird?” I grumbled out of the side of my mouth as I followed her inside.

			“I think she’s hot,” my dad replied. I laughed and gently punched him in the arm.

			I nearly gasped as I entered the home.

			When I envisioned a women’s halfway house, I pictured a dark, cold building with dirty floors. Kind of like a traphouse, just fewer drugs and less sadness. This place looked like a model home. White couches, fresh flowers in vases, framed photos of smiling women adorning the walls, and the smell of apples and cinnamon wafting through the air.

			“It smells delicious,” I said. Mary stopped walking, and I nearly toppled over her.

			“Yes! It’s wonderful, isn’t it? Angela is making mini apple pies to go with our ice cream tonight.”

			“Ice cream?”

			“Yes! Every Sunday after the meeting we celebrate making it through another week without drugs. It’s a nice way to come together, reset, and prepare for the week ahead,” she said proudly.

			“That’s so cool,” I replied, trying to sound interested.

			I followed Mary from the living room down a long corridor with doors on either side of the hall.

			“This is where you’ll be staying,” she said, giving a courtesy tap on a door to the right before opening it. “Your roommate is Liz, she’s wonderful. About your age.”

			I peeked in and noticed clothes and toiletries spread throughout the room. The bed near the window was stripped down to the mattress, so I assumed that would be mine. I felt a pang of guilt. Liz had definitely gotten comfortable having the place to herself.

			“There are four rooms total, and since I’m the manager I get my own room,” she explained, scrunching up her face with giddiness. “But the other rooms have two beds each.”

			I let out a silent sigh of relief. There had been ten girls sleeping in one long room at the rehab I’d been living at for the past six months, and I’d had to wear earplugs each night to drown out the symphony of snores and sleep-farts. This was a nice change of pace.

			“Let’s head to the kitchen and I’ll go over some of the rules and then we can fill out some paperwork.”

			I looked up at my dad and smiled, and he gave me a reassuring shoulder squeeze as we followed Mary. My heart was starting to sink, though. I’d have to tell her I didn’t have the money to move in, then find a way to convince her I would be able to pay soon.

			I had gone directly from jail to rehab, and hadn’t been working, so clearly I didn’t have the money to pay rent. How they expected addicts fresh out of programs to afford a place like this was beyond me. It almost felt as if we were set up for failure. So many of us end up back on the streets after jail because we can’t afford sober living. I couldn’t go back to the streets—I’d be dead within a week.

			We took our seats at the round oak table in the dining room. I glanced over to the kitchen and smiled, noting the cabinet doors were each painted a different color, giving the kitchen a bright, funky vibe. Suddenly a woman appeared from the dark hallway directly behind Mary’s seat, her slippers shuffling against the floor as she entered the kitchen. She had dark hair tied in a messy bun and was wearing polka-dot pajama pants and an oversize T-shirt. My mouth watered as I watched her pull a diet soda from the fridge and pop it open.

			“We can drink soda here?” I blurted.

			Mary laughed and nodded. “Yes, of course.”

			I hadn’t tasted soda in around six months because we weren’t allowed to drink them at rehab. Felicity, the owner, believed the sweetener in the soda rewarded the same part of our brains as drugs.

			“Okay, let’s go over a few things.” She flipped her packet to the first page. “Rent is one hundred and twenty-five dollars per week, and it’s due Fridays. Since it’s a Sunday, I’ve pro-rated the weekend for you, so we just did a hundred for this week.”

			I exhaled nervously, unsure of how to explain that I needed her to let me live there for free until I could get back on my feet. “Here’s the thing, Mary…” I began. “Times are tough and I’m not sure I have the exact funds at the moment, per se…However, if you give me a few—”

			To my surprise, Mary laughed. My eyes darted around, looking for what was funny.

			“You didn’t tell her?” she asked, looking at my father.

			I turned to face him, and noticed he was staring across the room, trying to avoid my gaze. “Tell me what?” I asked him. Dad didn’t answer. Panic rose inside me. “Tell me what?” I repeated, more frantically this time. “Dad?”

			My father slowly turned to face me and forced a smile. I noticed his eyes were glistening from the tears beginning to form. My mouth hung open slightly as I attempted to process what could be causing him to become emotional.

			“Dad, what’s going on?”
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			“Your father has already paid your first two weeks for you,” Mary said, breaking the silence.

			“What?!” I yelled. Mary nodded. “What the heck, Dad. Why did you do that?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, pretending to be clueless and wiping away a tear.

			“Seriously, Dad. Thank you, but I can’t let you do that. That’s basically your whole monthly paycheck.” I turned back to Mary. “I’m so sorry, but can you please return the money to him. I’ll find another way…”

			“There is no other way,” he interjected softly. “You aren’t exactly rolling in dough at the moment, honey. Plus, I know you’ll pay me back. It’s all good. Truly.”

			I turned to face Mary and gave an exasperated sigh. My dad was on disability, and I knew damn well this would leave him with next to nothing.

			Mary gently tapped my hand and winked. “Don’t worry, we will make sure neither of you goes without. Now thank your dad and let’s get on with the rules.”

			I felt like I could cry myself; I didn’t know what to say. “Dad,” I began, but he held his finger up to his lips and shushed me, pointing to Mary. I smiled and nodded, and turned back to Mary to listen to the rules.

			“Curfew is midnight, and you must attend at least one meeting per day. You’ll need to seek employment immediately, and until you’ve acquired a job, you must be out of bed by nine a.m.

			“No fraternizing, no relationships, no drugs—obviously…”

			I listened and nodded as she finished going over the rules. They seemed easy enough. At least I thought. I still couldn’t grasp the idea of being out in the world alone. The prospect was terrifying.

			I entered my new room with my dad following closely behind and tossed my bag onto the bed and frowned. After twenty-eight years of life, every single thing I possessed fit into a tiny kitchen trash bag. I always thought by this time I’d have a house, a family, a good job, and a good life. Instead I owned maybe four outfits, some eyeliner, and a toothbrush. How the hell did I let things get this bad?

			“Oh, cool! You got a TV in here,” my dad suddenly exclaimed. “Are you gonna watch Cops? See some of your old friends? That’ll be nice,” he joked.

			I laughed and rolled my eyes, then shook my head in disbelief. I couldn’t remember the last time I watched television. “Thank you for helping me,” I said, feeling consumed with a sudden gratitude. For the first time in our lives, my dad and I were getting to know each other. We were both addicts, and the majority of our memories were blurred by the substances running rampant in our systems. I’d been in jail when my father informed me that he’d been diagnosed with cancer and had quit drinking and using drugs. He was the first visitor I’d had, and the first person to say they loved and believed in me after my arrest. If he hadn’t come that day and breathed new life into me, I wouldn’t be here today.

			With a sudden burst of appreciation, I leaped from the bed and wrapped my arms around him.

			“Careful there, I’m walking with a cane, you know,” he laughed, putting his arms around me. “I’m really proud of you, kiddo,” he said. “This is gonna be really good for you, and I’m right down the road, so if you need anything, or if you feel like you wanna…do anything crazy or anything…call me. Please.”

			I nodded and wiped a tear from my cheek. “I will, Dad, I promise. I think it’s gonna be good too. I won’t do anything crazy, unless it involves ice cream and mini pies—”

			“Oh yeah, are family members invited to these things? Like a two-for-one situation?” he joked.

			I laughed and shook my head. “Let’s go get ice cream this week, my treat,” I said, opening the front door to let him out.

			“You don’t have a job,” he laughed.

			“Shit, that’s right. Your treat, then.”

			“Deal.” He smiled, giving me one more hug before he left.

			As the door shut behind him, it hit me. For the first time in nearly a year…I was all alone.

			Except I wasn’t, because there was a stranger in my room.
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			“Obviously that’s your bed,” Liz said, pointing to the twin-size bed at the far end of the room. “There’s sheets and stuff in that hall closet. I was gonna be nice and make it for you, but then I decided I was too lazy.”

			I chuckled, lowering myself onto the bare bed. “It’s all good. I actually prefer no sheets or pillows when I sleep.” Her face scrunched up in disgust. “I’m just kidding.”

			“Whew, thank goodness. I mean, I try not to judge, but that would be weird.”

			“Hey, by the way,” I said, “I’m sorry for crashing your room like this, I’m sure you were bummed to hear you wouldn’t have it to yourself anymore, so I’m sorry.”

			“You just apologized twice in one sentence,” she said, twisting her blond hair into a side braid.

			“Oh, shit, I’m sorry.”

			“That’s three!” she laughed. “You must be a people-pleaser. I used to be one too. Somewhere along the line I just…stopped giving a shit what people thought about me. Anyway, I’m glad you’re here, and technically I only had the room to myself for like a day. The girl in here before you got kicked out two nights ago.”

			“Oh…drugs?” I assumed.

			“Yes. Well, and theft. She stole three hundred dollars from Toni’s purse while she was sleeping.”

			“Toni?” I asked.

			“One of the other girls who lives here. Anyway, I guess Toni’s roommate was actually awake when Anna—the thief—crept in, and watched her take it,” she whispered. “Long story short, Anna got confronted and kicked out and now you’re here. Yay!”

			I sensed a hint of sarcasm, but I also got the feeling that’s just how she was. Blunt and chatty.

			“Yeah, I’m really happy to be here. But I’m kind of nervous. I’m not really good at social situations, and I’m assuming I’ll have to meet everyone at some point tonight. It makes me sweat just thinking about it,” I said, fanning my face.

			Her eyes lit up. “Don’t stress, everyone here is pretty cool. You want me to give you the four-one-one on everyone here so you’re prepared?”

			“Umm…No, that’s okay. I think—”

			“I’m gonna tell you anyway. C’mon,” she interrupted. She sat down cross-legged at the edge of her bed, practically vibrating from excitement.

			I listened to her describe the others.

			There was Mary, who I’d met. Then Tabitha, who was either sixty or eighty and crotchety. She worked at the Goodwill and wouldn’t let anyone use her friends and family discount. Then there was Toni, a lovable thirty-something who was a recovery rock star and had multiple years of clean time.

			“Really?” I interrupted. “Why does she still live here if she’s been clean for years?”

			“She was in prison for a few years. I think she counts that as
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