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CHAPTER 1

If age thirty-nine were a fruit, some days I feel confident she’d be a beautiful yellow banana—just ripe, the best in the bowl, still young but deeply wise and poised to tackle her prime. She does the elusive all, with grit and passion and strength.

Marathon?

Banana.

Stomach bug?

Banana.

She is energy and potassium, with children of her own, perhaps, while her own mother still lives and breathes. The sweetest spot, in the center, that magical middle of everything. There is nothing thirty-nine cannot do.

Other days, I’m positive thirty-nine is a raisin. Boxed in. Sweet, maybe; delicious to some. She’s a pretty good snack in a pinch but has the effect of shrinking into both herself and the background. One of a handful, blending. The best seems behind her, mostly. Does anyone even eat raisins anymore, unless they’re part of a trail mix, second place to the chocolate and peanuts? Cotton Candy grapes (say, age ten) and expensive wine (maybe sixty) are by far the superior and more interesting iterations of this particular fruit.

Today, I’m the latter. The raisin. No doubt on earth. I’m shriveling next to my thirteen-year-old son, the coolest kid anyone knows. He murders me with his side-eye as I sink lower into the driver’s seat.

“Mom, seriously? You had to leave the house with those rags in your hair?” He lifts a hand to his face in a shield as if to ward off possible witnesses.

One hand on the wheel, I scoff and note that I need a manicure. “They’re not rags, Max. They’re heatless hair rollers. I saw them on TikTok.”

“What are you even doing on TikTok?” he whines. I don’t have to see his eye roll to know it’s scraping our SUV’s ceiling.

“I use it for work. And spying on you now, apparently.” I’m still frustrated, and so is he. He’s angry about being the only kid in middle school who doesn’t possess a smartphone; I’m angry at him for breaking our no-social-media rule in a big way.

Yes, our seventh-grade son created an entire secret YouTube channel of his sports commentary videos, straight from the family iPad. Unfortunately, they were spectacular. Extra Point by Maxwell Layne has gone viral on various social media platforms: Instagram, TikTok, the works. Strangers worldwide were rave-commenting, gushing paragraphs of praise. Were they predators? Killers? Who knew!

But the thing was, genuine pride mixed with my horror at the discovery. Had Max just asked us if he could begin expressing himself in this way, we might have reconsidered our statute. Instead, he spent months covertly building an online universe, one sneaky swipe at a time. And I had to stumble upon it innocently while searching for old Britney Spears music videos to amplify the experience of reading her memoir. We have rules, Maxwell James, for great reasons. Social media is the devil if you let him wild.

I gulp, my thoughts landing back on Saturday night with a guilty clunk. That message, unanswered, burning a hole in my Facebook Messenger app:

Hey you! Long time . . .

Nope. Not today, Satan. Never.

Max, unlike me, had lied and sneaked—which was the point and the call for punishment. So, he remained grounded for two more weeks and banned from any semblance of screens.

“You can’t really blame him, Mom,” pipes a sassy voice from the back. “You’re obsessed with your phone.”

“Addicted,” echoes her twin.

I peer into the rearview, feeling attacked, glancing from ten-year-old face to identical face. Maisy, the parrot, with her soft brown hair in two neat French braids, freckles on her cute nose. She’s the more mellow of the girls—the reverse of her bold sister, our sharp and precocious Malone. Maisy meanders through life as if it’s a meadow, while Malone forms friends and ideas faster than a mom late to school on the toll road.

How can twins be so . . . untwinny? I ask myself this every day.

“I’m not addicted,” I defend. “I need it for work.” And texts. And groceries. And true crime podcasts. And voice notes the length of those podcasts.

“And Instagram!” all three of them chant in unison.

I clench the wheel, annoyed. “Do you guys like having a life? Because my phone is also your portal to fun. If you want, I can just . . .” I press the button and my window descends. I dangle my iPhone over the asphalt.

“Stop!” Maisy claps a palm to her cheek, her nail polish fresher than mine, I observe in the rearview.

“Yes, we do need you to keep the family organized.” Malone’s voice is earnest. “But I have seen those called rag rollers, Mom. Sorry. They’re rags.”

Suddenly doubting my beauty risk, I reach up to twist the black-and-white polka-dot fabric ends of the sausage thing crowning my head. I might be serving 1950s housewife vibes at the moment, but the after pictures promised me stunning results. I have a big prospective client meeting today, so it seemed a great time to try them. Like a brilliant plan!

Until now. Nothing like a pack of tweens to eviscerate your self-confidence. “You’ll all take it back when you see my perfect curls later.” I try to sound sure as I spin my white Suburban onto the street of Coast Academy, our private Christian elementary and middle school in Newport Beach, California.

Modern and boxy, high-tech but still homey, the gray-and-white school stands as a beacon in our Orange County community. Fresh succulents rim the perimeter, along with joyful morning playground attendants wearing big smiles and silly hats. They love our kids immensely, with all of their hearts and their hand gestures.

I flip on my blinker to enter the morning drop-off line, a river ever-efficiently flowing. Elsewhere in town, this massive car can feel like a monster. But here, I am home. I stream into our daily tributary with the other gargantuan vehicles.

A black Ford Expedition pauses to let me in, and I perk up when I see that it’s Quinn. I wave wildly and mouth, See you soon!

“Mom, stop!” Malone begs from the back. “You’re being so extra this morning.”

I shoot her a look before grabbing my phone again—addict—and tapping Spotify. Taylor Swift blares from the speakers.

“Are we out of the woods?” I belt, breaking into a dance, snapping my fingers. I spy Quinn behind me, applauding.

Victory.

“Ugh!” Max groans and buries his face in his hands. He has a huge crush on Quinn’s daughter, Cat, eleven. My sandy-haired boy with his disarming grin, killer bone structure, and swagger of a celebrity. At that tender impasse of beginning to look like a man but still loving Harry Potter. Liking girls already.

“Can you stop?” he begs. “I hate you.”

It’s quiet, the last part, the bite. Like the growl of a cub with no idea how much he still needs his mother.

I flinch. “Don’t say that, Max. You don’t mean it.”

“Trust me,” he storms, face smashed to the window. “I do.”

Sighing, I swivel to look at the girls. Maisy says nothing, bug-eyed; she’s usually sweet to me. Thank God. One out of three? Were those the odds? The dice we all rolled at the cosmic table of motherhood?

Malone’s tone matches Max’s, per usual. “Can you at least play something from Tortured Poets? Newer Taylor? This song is so tired.”

You know who’s tired? I want to say. Me.

I sigh, reduce the volume, and breathe.

“Are you girls excited to find out your parts in the play?” I ask, hoping my heartfelt question defuses the tension. “Three more days!” Last week they tried out for Annie at school—to be the star orphan herself. They’re hoping to share the part, which I find so inventive and sisterly. Maybe inspired by Full House reruns and their mad love for Michelle. Still, as a former theater major, I’m proud. My chest puffs out just imagining them in the iconic red dress and wig. The cast list will be posted on Friday.

“Yes,” Maisy confirms. “I think we have a great chance.”

“Me too,” says Malone assuredly. “But Maisy was pitchy in most of the songs. Come what mayyyy! She still needs to practice. A lot.”

“I was not pitchy!”

“Yes, you were. Come what mayyyy,” Malone serenades. I don’t point out that her pitch is perfect—and that Maisy’s does leave something to be desired. Twins are tricky. You have to tread cautiously.

Instead, I chime in myself. “Come what mayyyyy . . .”

Silence. I feel their jaws plummet.

“What?” I shrug.

“Your voice is beautiful, Mom.” Maisy touches my shoulder. “You sound like an angel. Sometimes I forget.”

“Thank you, sweetie.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Layne,” chirps the jovial crossing guard after yanking open our doors. “On time today! Cool hair! Happy Tuesday to all of you!”

“Morning, Mr. Tate!” I am on time today, thank you. “It’s something new I’m trying.” The punctuality—and the hair. I fluff my ends, to Maxwell’s further dismay. My three offspring tumble out of the car, Max glowering at me viciously without a goodbye.

“I love you, Max!” I yell after him. “I love all three of you, more than anything . . .”

I swallow as they walk away, toward their days full of lessons and worlds to which I’d never be privy. Max strides alone toward the middle school building with his black backpack, Air Jordans, and strut. Only one more year before high school. My insides roil, rejecting this truth.

The twins are as distinct from the back as the front, Malone looking older and taller even though they’re the same height: her straight posture, smooth hair, and checkered Vans to Maisy’s shy slouch, bouncing braids, and sequined tennis shoes. My chest tightens every morning watching them go.

They’re just so amazing.

They’re just so big.

They’re just such a pain in my butt.

This stage of motherhood is proving harder than I imagined. It’s both a tender release and a torturous ride. I always thought I had until they turned eighteen to know this feeling of helplessness—not to mention uncoolness. The sense that I’d done all in my power to bring them to this precipice of independence.

Be gentle on them, world. Be gracious, teachers.

And maybe make Max not hate me?

And to myself: Be what they need. Which is what, exactly?

I tell myself to stop being dramatic. It’s not even the first day of school. It’s March, a crisp, sunny day full of bright air, the promise of spring.

And, of course, my big birthday.

I swerve out of the schoolyard, onward to brunch with my girlfriends. I know I’m not anywhere out of the woods with those kids; we’ve barely entered the jungle.

But jungles?

They grow bananas.

[image: ]

Paralyzed in the retail center parking lot, I wiggle my car mirror, panicking. Never mind that I’m tardy. I’m unsure if I should cackle or cry.

My meeting.

My day.

My hair.

These stupid heatless rollers advertised perfect beach waves, but instead I behold the reflection of something more like a nursery-rhyme child. If Goldilocks and Bo-Peep had a cousin in cashmere, she’d be me. My camel J.Crew sweater, cream slacks, and white leather booties were intentionally minimalist selections for my presentation today, so that the attention would stay on my design prowess and my portfolio. On our destined partnership. Instead, the spotlight will squarely shine on the baby sheep adorning my head.

I pull at my golden ends to try and flatten the whole darn farm animal—but to no avail. I yank open my center console to fish out a brush but pause before pulling it out. I really don’t need this catastrophe any fluffier. I sigh, grabbing my oversized tote. I’ll just pretend I look normal. Maybe my friends won’t notice. It will be a nice test.

Instead of having a regular meeting spot, our trifecta has settled into a rhythm of trying a new place the second Tuesday morning of every month. Easy to remember once it became a tradition. I smile. I savor tradition. Seven years deep, and none of us three ever misses. My throat catches. Even though we used to be four.

I enter the front door and take in Toast Kitchen + Bakery. Quinn picked it since it’s close to the hospital. The place has been open for some time now, but I’ve never been. I nod my silent approval at the design aesthetic. The restaurant is cozy: eclectic and quaint, with touches of retro chic. Warm lighting glows onto lacquered wood tables. Cubby shelves on the walls hold dried flowers, vintage cookbooks, and antique appliances. The berry-red ceiling encloses the space like a grandmother’s parlor room.

I hold my poufy head high as I weave my way to Quinn and Sierra, seated in the back corner. Dropping myself into a steel chair, I grin. “Hi, guys!”

Quinn’s eyes widen, and Sierra covers her mouth.

“What?” I pick up a menu, playing it cool.

“Come on.” Quinn squints, pointing a finger at me. “Don’t even.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Aw, sweetheart,” drawls Sierra, her voice Alabama honey. “Did you use one of the twins’ curling irons? The smaller the barrel, the tighter the curl.”

“The closer to God,” Quinn deadpans.

“What, this?” I flip back the taut locks, which graze my clavicle instead of my typical midtorso length. “I love it!”

Quinn scrunches her nose. “It’s giving . . . presidential.”

I sense that she means more George Washington, less Jackie O.

Sierra, however, maintains her manners like always. “Or more—just—” She pauses. “It’s real perfect. Even for me. Maybe you want to muss it up a bit?”

Muss. I love her.

I cave, then I groan. “You guyyyyys, I know. What should I do? I have the meeting with Colton Montana and London Paige at eleven thirty. They are the essence of . . . everything this hair is not.”

It’s true. Football superstardom had met fashion-designer royalty in one of the hottest new celebrity power couples. And somehow they wanted a meeting with me, Sutton Layne, to discuss the interior design of their newest property—more like kingdom—soon to be under construction up in Manhattan Beach, a crown-jewel beach town of LA’s South Bay.

I wonder if I still have a beanie stashed in my trunk. Beanies are cool, at least, right? I saw London Paige wearing a designer one in a recent Instagram story. No way I could brave this hair with the thousand-dollar-beanie cool kids. But I think of myself rapping the presentation like Eminem—one shot!—and dismiss the idea.

“You look great,” Quinn lies. “We’ll help you fix it after we eat.”

Sierra nods. “Yes. Don’t worry!”

“Thanks, guys.” I sigh. “What would I do without you? And what did I miss?”

“We did order already,” Quinn says, “but add anything you want! Everything sounds amazing.” She lifts a Central Perk mug to her lips, and I like this place more by the second. I look down at my own. Adulting is hard, it says. Perfect. Now extra caffeine, please.

Even though the three of us met in college at USC, our roads meandered through the years before bringing us together again—at least, as a trio. We were all Alpha Gammas together back in the day. Quinn and I met at our first pledge meeting and have been best friends every day since—but back then, we knew Sierra only peripherally as a sorority sister two years older than us. We reconnected as a group—along with our other longtime bestie, Camila—when we all became Coast Academy moms. The bond of having babies with friends was strong—but it turned out having big kids in grade school together could be even more like Gorilla Glue.

“I have to leave early today—I’m so sorry.” Sierra’s hair is blonde, like mine, but more platinum than my gold, and usually styled to round-brush perfection and finished with a trendy accessory. Today, it’s pulled half up with a velvet ribbon to match her black turtleneck. Her blue eyes sparkle and slant gorgeously feline. Her skin is luminous, like her smile. She runs a successful bakery—Sweet Sierra’s—one of her many talents. She also helps run our school and her household of four amazing kids ages six to twelve. Her marriage to Jake, a corporate lawyer, hums along with genuine teamwork and impressive commitment to date nights. As with every part of her life, she works hard for its success. None of us knows how she does it all. Her son Crew and Max are great friends.

“How’s Max doing?” she asks. “I want you to know we’ve had several talks with Crew about the YouTube fiasco.”

I sigh. “He’s . . .” So many words. “Bristly? Pissed? Thirteen?”

Quinn laughs. Her glossy black hair, parted down the middle, contrasts with Sierra’s like ink to milk. Her beauty is striking—green eyes, strong eyebrows, and dewy skin. I can never tell if her hospital scrubs help or hurt her intimidation factor. As an ER doctor, she sustains one crazy schedule, one awesome kid, and one lackluster husband named Alan.

“Cat still swears she knew nothing about it. But she doesn’t have any access to socials, either. Sixteen. That’s my rule.” Quinn slants a look across the table. “I don’t mean that as a dig at your parenting, Sierra.”

“I don’t take it that way.” Sierra shrugs, undaunted, sipping water from a mason jar. “We monitor everything, and we trust Crew. And . . . that’s not a dig either. It’s so hard to navigate, y’all.” She pauses. “But he is not allowed to keep secrets. He’s so sorry he didn’t tell me, Sutton.”

“It’s fine.” I wave a hand. “I just feel out of my depth lately. Are all teens so mean to their parents?”

“Yes!” they insist, relaxing my shoulders.

Our male server appears in a tight gray polo, full-sleeve tattoos, and close-cropped dark hair. “I have the churro French toast . . . the bacon breakfast burrito . . . and a side of the millionaire’s bacon?” He drops down the dishes, plus extra plates.

Immediately I’m salivating. “Wow, you guys did good.” I pick up my fork and aim for the bacon. “Will this make me a millionaire?”

“No, but America’s favorite tight end might! So exciting, this meeting. I’ll be prayin’.” Sierra scoops a helping of the thick brioche, whipped cream, and cinnamon. “Quinn,” she starts, “how are you and Alan these days? Anything different?”

I hate the way Quinn’s radiance dims at this question. Her eyes drop, too.

“We’re the same.” She stabs the breakfast burrito, too hard. “I’ve been working a lot of nights. And it’s tax season, so . . .”

She doesn’t need to say more. I’ve never trusted Alan. Not since their meeting during Quinn’s residency, not since their wedding in Monterey. His hair has thinned as his ego has grown, and he consistently cuts Quinn down. He shades her light, interrupts her stories. Rolls over silently too many nights in a row, if you ask me.

Not that I have space to talk.

Yikes. The thought came too quickly, almost surprising me. Reid and I aren’t as bad as them. Are we? We’re no Sierra and Jake. Anymore.

“Is Alan coming to my birthday dinner on Saturday night?” I ask, choosing deflection.

Quinn just shrugs, so Sierra softballs a subject change. “Reid is such a sweetheart for doing that. And your house is the perfect party venue.”

I can’t help but grin, even though I’m still surprised Reid planned a party for me. In the early days of our marriage, he wowed me for every birthday and anniversary. Not necessarily extravagance, but always intentionality. Coffee in bed. Meandering hikes. Sweet Post-its dotting the house. He hasn’t done anything noteworthy on one of my birthdays for . . . I’ve stopped counting. It stings too deeply. Now it’s my turn to spear the chunky burrito.

I return my thoughts to the party. Fifty guests. Dinner served. Pink-and-gold theme. My face blooms back into a smile. “I really can’t wait.”

“That reminds me—” Sierra claps twice with cheerleader precision. “Are you ready for Friday morning? Your big birthday pickleball tourney?”

Among her many talents, Sierra is a rock-star pickleball player, rated 4.0 in PPA standards. My high school tennis pulls through to make us a solid doubles team, 3.5 averaged together. She insisted on hosting a pickleball brunch and competitive tournament at her country club, to celebrate my fortieth birthday with our closest mom friends from Coast.

“Ready?” I smile broadly. “I can’t wait. Are you coming, Quinn?”

“As long as I don’t have to play.”

“Come on.” Sierra pokes her shoulder. “You’re not that bad.”

“Well, I’m not good. Stabilizing a trauma patient? Easy yes. That stupid Wiffle ball? Hard no. But yes. I wouldn’t miss it. That’s how much I love Sutton.”

More of our breakfast feast disappears with every topic we cover. The school gala (do they even make gowns anymore that don’t have slits in the torso area?), Botox (what are we thinking lately, are we keeping it up, why is it so expensive?), and of course, once again, my birthday.

They ask me how I’m feeling—really feeling—about this seismic tick of the clock. At the question, silence hangs over us like a chandelier. Instead of thinking about my own life, my own imperfections and chaos at this crescendo, my gaze floats to the empty fourth chair with us.

“Gosh, I miss her.” I swallow. “I miss her so much.”

Right away, they both place a hand on mine. She should be here, we say without words. She’d have advice for all of us: How to parent in the digital age. How to age gracefully, not that she’d need it with that youth-fountain complexion. How to stay married, happily. How to keep going when all of it feels so hard. What a lie that our best years are behind us! she’d say. We’re just getting started. And we’ll always have each other.

Always: such a fickle word. We throw it around, hold it tight as we can, and sometimes, it stays. But sometimes, it slips. Sometimes it leaves two daughters and a husband behind, sometime around midnight. And sometimes you’re here, just three, when you used to be four.

Sierra checks her Michele watch and pushes back from the table. “Girls, I’m sorry, but I have to go finish the most gorgeous five-tiered cake for a twenty-first birthday party tonight. I’m down one baker today.”

“Twenty-one.” I whistle. “Must be nice.”

Quinn clucks her tongue. “Nope. You couldn’t pay me a billion dollars to be twenty-one again.”

I cock my head. “Really?”

“I agree.” Sierra stands. “You should meet this girl. All over the darn place. You forget we are women, and they are that: girls. Give ’em the tight skin. I’ll take my grit.”

“You mean your grits,” I joke to my Southern belle, rising to hug her. “Love you. Send pics of the cake.”

Before she goes, she cups my cheeks in her Sierra way. “Enjoy the very last of your thirties. I’ll see you Friday! Come ready to win!”

I blow her an air-kiss and wave, but my mind sticks like syrup to my friends’ commentary on being twenty-one again.

Go back?

I’d do it for free.




CHAPTER 2

And then there were two, forever us two.

“I wish we knew her more in college,” I say, nodding my head toward the glass door closing behind Sierra. “That would have been so interesting.”

Quinn shakes her head. “I don’t. Do you remember her back then? She was wild. And we were the opposite. There’s a reason we never spoke. She was queen of that crew.”

I smile. That crew—so crazy in college, but mostly moms now, like us. Even the cool kids grew up. It’s hard to reconcile the Sierra of old with the supermom, competent business owner, and woman of deep faith we know today. I would’ve loved a front-row seat to her transformation.

I check my phone and see I need to leave for my meeting soon. Dang it. For a moment, I forgot about my hair disaster. God bless these friends for getting through breakfast straight-faced. I motion at my head, reminding Quinn of the situation. “Be honest.” I level my gaze at her. “Do you really think I can salvage this?”

She swallows a smile. “You want the truth?”

“Please.”

She leans to the side and rummages through her purse. Voilà. Clamping and unclamping, she presents a jaw clip, a puppet in her pretty hand: “I am your only hope,” it says. “You’re lucky I’m back in style.”

I lean over, giggling, and snatch it. “Thank you. Your honesty is a treasure.”

“Just give me a cut if you close this Colton deal. I’ll take a massage at the Montage, thanks.”

“Done.” I twist my locks into the claw, swiftly here at the table. Relief. I even feel chic and professional. Problem solved, appetite sated, I flip through my mental files for any last stories to spill. Then I realize: I need to tell someone. Namely, Quinn. I glance down and poke at a blueberry.

“Uh-oh,” Quinn observes. “You just climbed so far inside your own head. What is it?”

“Nothing,” I say, setting my fork on the table before propping my chin in my hands. “Well, yes.” I hesitate. “There’s . . . something.”

“Go on.” She leans back. “Is it Reid?”

“No.” Or is it? “Reid is great.” Mostly great. “I—gosh. It’s so weird saying this out loud. But you’re the only one who can possibly get it.”

Her brows spike. “Spill it! You’re making me nervous.”

I pick up my phone and swipe to Facebook. I open the message and pass the thing over like it’s on fire. “Holden Locke.”

It’s all I need to say.

Not that she can’t see the name and picture for herself. We aren’t Facebook friends, he and I, no way—but he managed to slip like a salamander into my DMs anyway.

Twenty. Years. Later.

I watch her read the message, annoyed that I remember it almost verbatim:

Hey you! Long time. Can’t believe you’re almost 40. Have you skied the Matterhorn yet? I assume the years have been good to you. You look more beautiful than ever. Just wanted to say happy birthday.

Quinn shoots a hard gaze up at me. “Are you freaking kidding me?”

I shake my head. “No.”

“The nerve. Why? Just—why? I thought he was married.”

“His profile says single,” I explain systematically. “We’re not friends, but I did check, because I thought the same thing. Divorced maybe? Probably. He is so . . .”

“Annoying? Pathetic?”

“Affirmative.”

She doesn’t say the obvious: Hot. But in that young bad-boy way, the kind you outgrow like a bad trend. Or at least, you try. You try really hard. And then you find yourself super angry when it tries to come back. Holden types are magnetic, sure, but they’re not the guys you want next to you at 3 a.m. when both infant twins are screaming. The worst part of all was the charm. Not so much a personality trait as a blood type.

It’s obvious from Holden’s profile picture, even now, that his vibe has stayed squarely on brand with the Holden I dated in college. I met Reid not long after our breakup, but still. I’m becoming more annoyed by the second, remembering the way Holden decimated my capacity for healthy emotional regulation for the better part of two years.

Quinn shrugs. “Maybe he was high when he sent it.”

I lean in. “Or drunk?”

“Or panicking at his own midlife crisis.”

The check arrives. “Maybe he’s sad,” I offer graciously, grabbing the silver tray.

“Obviously he’s sad,” Quinn agrees, pointing to the bill. “I’ll Venmo you, by the way. But who cares about him? I’m mad, like seriously.” She holds up my phone. “Do you want me to—”

“Yes.” I tip my head with permission. “Thank you.”

She puts her dexterous, surgically trained fingers to the best use they’ll see all day. Delete, block, goodbye. The kind of doctor-friend we all need. She slides my phone back to me. “Done.”

“Do you think I need to tell Reid?”

“I think only you know that.”

I smile with a sudden gust of gratitude for my husband, despite our lack of connection lately. He knows how devoted I am, to him and our family.

At least, I hope he knows. Mostly I miss feeling close to him, I decide. His thick beachy hair, melty half smile, broad chest, and clean scent like the ocean and sandalwood. Hard worker, best father, great surfer. Safety and trust and just enough playfulness. Have we slipped into roommate mode lately? Sure. Are there longtime married couples who don’t? I’d genuinely like to know. I really do miss him, I realize. He’s been in New York for four days on a business trip for his company, White Rock, a big asset management firm. Buildings, investments, and stone. Solid and steady, like him. And unlike man-boys barking up the wrong freaking palm tree of girlfriends past.

Bananas only here.

Bye.
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“And this”—I gesture proudly to the screen at the head of the white oak conference table—“is our vision for your future estate.”

The image shines as brightly as the star couple before me. I like to end with the drama, the most resilient visual—usually the rendering of a home’s kitchen or main living area—paired with images of the facade, along with the primary suite. I prefer to leave on a note of impact, pizzazz, my brand’s special touch, which I’ve worked so hard to build—one that will leave prospects hungry to live in the gorgeous space I’ve presented. Unable, from this moment forward, to envision their life anywhere but inside my creation.

London provided me with specific dreams for their palatial home, which will span three lots and a full acre, a rarity in any Southern California beach city. She wants elements of the French countryside, Napa influence, and contemporary coastal style—and for the home “not to feel brand-new” once complete but decidedly lived-in and loved. She envisions, for instance, diverse woods and paintings by her grandmother grounding the house. Nothing too uniform. Textures and time.

I’ve never once had a client request a new design that feels old, but I’m embracing the challenge, feeling invigorated.

Their faces suggest we nailed the presentation.

I hope my face doesn’t give away how much we needed to.

My project manager, Ellie, tosses me a confident look. Her brunette bob frames her lovely features, a cautious smile, and her oversized square black glasses.

We wait.

Colton speaks first, leaning back. He folds muscled arms across the torso of his blue button-down. He is super blond, eyes icy blue as his shirt, his teeth a crisp flash that has earned him some ad time.

“I love it,” he says. “Wow. It feels . . .”

“New but lived-in?” London gushes. “You did a phenomenal job. I’m obsessed.” Her chocolate hair billows with butterscotch highlights. She’s supermodel striking, all brown eyes and pillowy lips.

“I am so glad to hear that,” I say, so proud of the business I’ve built on a dime and a dream. And a whole lot of Instagram. We’re a small team of four, but we get it done.

And I’m gaga over this office space we created, finally in our own suite after five brave years in cafés and my living room. We have one office for me, four cubicles, and this meeting room. Light oak floors, rich but neutral upholsteries, white-paneled walls. Rattan chandeliers, open shelves. It’s a dream.

The catch? We can’t stay here past the end of the year if we don’t start booking more jobs. Not to mention, I might have to look at cutting our already very thin staff. It’s proving pricier than I imagined, the burden of rent and utilities, and I need the volume to match the new costs. I haven’t told my team, but I’ve been putting most of my salary back into the business for the past six months.

We need this major project—and the ones that will theoretically spark from it. I’m not yet letting myself freak out over how we’ll possibly manage our family life—mortgage, tuition, groceries—if my business goes belly-up. We’re in so deep at this point. We’re not panicking yet, but we’re prickling.

Please, God. I’m not above begging you for this job!

The couple exchanges a glance, and I try my Sherlock best to decipher it. At last London clears her pretty throat. “We are so thankful for your time—and for all of this,” she says. “We have narrowed it down to you and one other designer—local, just a little closer to home.”

Shoot. Gigi McGowan. I know it. Fresh out of FIDM and onto the scene. Fast-moving. LA based. Internet famous, more so than me. And young. I stay cool. “I understand completely,” I fib.

“We hope to make our decision by the end of the week,” says Colton.

London’s lips press into a line, and she looks like she wants to say more.

I shift and cross my wrists at my waist, hoping I’m the picture of patience, because I really do have all day for them. All my life if they want. This would be the biggest project I’ve ever landed. By far. It would bring my little endeavor into another stratosphere, not to mention keep the lights on. “Can I answer any final questions for you?”

London chews the inside of her blushed cheek. “I guess, if I’m honest . . . the distance from Orange County is a slight concern for us.”

“It shouldn’t be,” I assure her quickly, but I hope not desperately. “It’s a forty-five-minute drive, and we will tailor our schedules to you.”

Her nod is tight. “Also,” she adds, “the other designer is . . . Well, she is a little . . . more on the cutting edge of things, maybe?” She looks sorry for voicing this. “I want something timeless, but also want someone who really knows what’s happening right now in design.”

I try to ignore the fact that I know she is decidedly influenced by Gigi’s TikTok fame, at one million followers and counting. Heck, I’m influenced by it. But it’s difficult to tell clients that social media fame doesn’t necessarily translate to the best possible hands-on design service experience. I have a measly-in-comparison one hundred thousand Instagram followers—and nothing more than a burner TikTok for spying on my rebel teen. I know this hardly makes me the coolest, but I’ve still managed to insert myself as a growing force in the industry. One that very much needs to keep growing. And she will get the Ritz-Carlton treatment here. I’ll ensure it.

Ellie—twenty-eight—is much closer to London’s age. “You won’t find anyone more in-the-know than Sutton,” she chimes in. “Her experience is unmatched, and so is her style.”

Colton interjects, “The other woman also . . .” He scratches the nape of his neck. “She isn’t a mom.”

He said it. I can practically hear London kick him under the table, and he deserves it.

“He just means she’s a bit more . . .” London pauses. “Agile, perhaps.”

“Less encumbered,” Colton adds, garnering an additional elbow jab from his wife. “Less millennial.”

Did he just say less millennial? I try to inject warmth into my reply. “I can assure you, my kids are all in school now and they never hinder my business. I also started this firm when they were in diapers, and it’s never held me back.”

My smile is mannequin plastic. In some circles, believe it or not, I’m still the “young thing” in design. Thirty-nine is not old! I want to shout. Thirty-nine is just getting started! They’d see. These babies would see. Maybe they need a snack. I think I have some chocolate-covered raisins stashed here somewhere.

“We’re big fans of yours!” London insists. “We just . . . need some time to think about it. I am so in awe of the way you balance it all. And I’ve loved watching your family grow. Especially the twins.” She grins—and I wonder how exactly her skin sparkles like raindrops.

I smile back. The twins are fan favorites among my followers. How could they not be?

I clear my throat. “Like I said. Take your time. I printed the deck for you, so you can look through it while you consider us. I am so thankful for the opportunity to meet with you and present our vision.”

We somehow push past the awkwardness of them calling me a geriatric millennial mother and bid our cordial goodbyes.

Through grinding molars, I send Colton off with a coffee to go, and London with the latest issue of OC Style magazine, which casually features me on the cover with a four-page spread of our work inside. An old lady can try.

“I think they loved it,” Ellie says once they’re gone. “Forget Gigi McGowan. I mean, if London Paige wants lived-in and old, she should choose you!”

I let her realize what she just said.

“I mean—no.” She blushes. “Not that you’re old. Just . . . seasoned!”

“Ugh.” I release a truckload of angst with one stomp of my bootie. “I’m confused. Aren’t women supposed to do it all? Since when is it a knock against you to be a mom?”

Ellie hesitates. “Since . . . forever? I mean—it’s still an uphill climb when you least expect it, right? Usually not in our field, but yeah. Sorry.”

“Not to mention,” I continue, “that I’ve worked for over fifteen years to build the portfolio, experience, and vendor connections needed to make me legitimate. And now suddenly a little seasoning is a bad thing? Don’t people want just that? Flavor? Young is hot, until it’s bland.”

“That’s good.” Ellie nods. “I agree with you.”

I exhale. “I guess we just wait and see.”

I still don’t tell her how much we need this.

I look after the famous youngins and wish for their business—but feel like I might as well be wearing an expiration date like a scarlet letter. Best if used by March 15th of this year.
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In a blessing after this day, all three kids retreat to their corners of the house after zoodles with pesto for dinner, with few-to-no-more fights against me or each other. Homework complete, vegetables downed. Miracles happening! I cover Reid’s plate with foil, setting it aside before meandering down the hall to our room.

Someday, I hope we have the chance to design our own dream home from scratch, using my imagination and resources. But in the meantime, for several years now, we’ve been renovating our 1950s one-story ranch house—with zero insulation and plentiful charm—one literal inch at a time. We most recently finished the master bathroom, and I’m obsessed.

I stare now at the concrete shower tiles, locked together in the form of Swiss crosses, enclosing me in this space that feels clean and holy, nightly washing my days away. Until recently, I hadn’t given much existential thought to the approaching flip of the calendar. Forty once seemed like a great idea. Just right. In the correct light, fabulous, even. But lately, today, right now . . . the culmination of pressures and fears seem to suck my hope of the future right down the drain.

As the hot water pummels my shoulders, though, I find myself singing alone in the shower for the first time in a long time. “Tomorrow, tomorrow. I love you, tomorrow. You’re always a day away.”

“Dusting off the old vocal pipes, huh?”

I startle and shriek at the male voice. Then I see him—my husband leaning against the doorjamb in black sweatpants and a cream hoodie, postflight stubble dotting his handsome chin. He ambles toward me, his dark-blond hair and outfit messier than his usual clean-cut appearance. I love him this way. But his expression is weary, eyes still far away.

“Hey,” he says.

“You scared me!” I smear the foggy glass clear. “Did you just get home?”

“Yep,” he confirms through a stiff grin. “Wasn’t sure you could hear me through that opera performance.”

He’s teasing, I guess, but the comment lands sideways, too sharp.

I groan, splashing my face. “My day was fine, sweetheart, thanks for asking.” I snatch my razor. “You know what I learned today?”

“What?” he asks. “That you missed me?”

“Ha!” I missed him earlier, yes, but he’s already digging into my nerves. “You wish.” Now I mean it playfully, but it’s too mean. I know it, clearing my throat. “I learned that I’m old. Did you know we’re officially old?”

“You’re just now realizing that?” He folds his arms. “My knees have been telling me that on every run since I turned thirty.”

I project my voice over the water flow. “I’m just—” I sigh. “We are officially over the peak. There’s no denying it anymore. Did you know millennials are considered ancient these days?”

He reaches under the sink, rustling for a fresh towel. For a moment, I think he’s going to loop it onto the towel bar for me like he used to, a sweet gesture of love and marital comfort, a habit he kept for years. Sometimes he’d even tumble it warm in the dryer first, the full spa treatment.

Instead, he tosses it onto the counter absently and turns on the sink, preparing to wash his face. The towel’s for him.

Reid shrugs, wetting his cheeks. “You look fine to me.” He barely begins to redeem himself by asking me a real question, even if it feels forced: “So, how are you doing? Besides, you know, ancient?”

“Hey.” I sigh. How am I? Well, I’m jealous, to start, if we’re being honest, but I won’t say it. Jealous he just spent four days in New York while I stayed here, endured tween hatred, and learned I have the shelf life of souring dairy.

“Not great,” I admit. “I don’t know if we’ll get the big Colton Montana project, because, you know, I’m practically deceased. I’m stressed about keeping the office space. Our son hates me. And I just feel . . . blah. In general.”

“Nobody hates you. Don’t be so dramatic.”

“Yes, he does,” I insist.

“He does not. Teens are beasts. You’re stressed about work.” He pauses. “And also . . . maybe about turning forty?”

I swallow. “Yeah.” Among other things. “I suppose.”

He scrubs his face with Neutrogena, and I hate him for aging like a fine oak tree using nothing but nine-dollar face wash. He doesn’t even moisturize yet grows more rakishly hot by the day. So unfair. “It’s not so bad up here in the middle ages,” he states, barely forty-two.

“I just—” I scan my own slippery body now, eyes down, tallying the myriad ways it has transformed over the decades. Hips wider (Max, ten pounds), C-section scar (the twins), and my sad little drooping pancake chest (breastfeeding, breastfeeding, breastfeeding).

I just don’t know.

“Well, I don’t think anyone hates you,” he says, blotting his face dry and quickly brushing his teeth. “I do have something to tell you, though, so come join me in bed when you’re ready.”

“Okay.” I shave. I rinse. I (barely) decide to be kind to myself.

In soft black pajamas, I climb into bed and roll to look at my husband. I stare at his profile—the same profile I’ve been beholding for almost two decades. He is genuinely more good-looking than the day we met. My hand drifts lazily, boldly, to his bare stomach. Then to his boxer briefs, on his hip, where a surfboard fin sliced his skin as a teenager, leaving a scar that’s always reminded me of a scorpion.

I haven’t seen that scar in a while, if you know what I mean.

“Remember the night we met?” I purr, trying for flirty.

His eyes stay closed. “Sure. Your twenty-first birthday. Lucky you.”

I slug him. Not exactly the answer I hoped for.

“Do you ever miss the old me?” I press, feeling suddenly vulnerable. “The . . . younger version?”

“What kind of question is that?” He tugs lightly on a strand of my wet hair but still doesn’t look at me. “Of course I don’t. I like you now.”

I sigh, trying to find his eyes. “You have to say that.”

“No, I don’t,” he replies. “We were kids when we met. And look at us now.” He looks at me, finally, and my shoulders relax. “I like the life we’ve built. Don’t you?”

“Of course. I . . .” I don’t finish the thought as I burrow deeper into the covers. “What did you need to tell me, by the way?”

As he props up onto one elbow, I see it: the wince.

“Uh-oh,” I say. “What is it?”

He gives a loud puff, like it’s preparation. “It’s about your birthday party.”

I shift. “Okay,” I say, tone cautious. “Did something happen?” Maybe he booked the wrong caterer. Maybe he has a tough question about the guest list. Maybe he had to order SusieCakes instead of Sprinkles Cupcakes because sometimes, you know, that happens. Whatever it is, we can handle it, surely—and if we can’t, there’s Sierra.

He nods before announcing, “I have to go back to New York on Friday.”

“Wait.” My ribs tighten. “What?”

“I know.” He pulls at the skin on his throat.

“You just walked off the runway.” I fake-check my watch. “Like an hour ago.”

He nods.

“Did you close the deal?”

“Yes!” he confirms. “But . . . they scheduled the closing dinner for Saturday night, and Sutt, I really have to be there. It’s the biggest deal of my career.”

“Biggest deal of your career? Since when?”

“Since forever! We’ve been working on it for months.”

“I didn’t know it was that big a deal.” He’s shut me out of this. I had no idea. I’m staring at a door in my face.

He drops his voice, speaking after a pause. “That’s because you never ask me about my work anymore. We only ever talk about yours.”

I hinge upright at this. “Excuse me?”

He expels a breath. “You’ve been busy. Distracted.”

No, he didn’t. I am not taking blame for this. “So,” I assert. “Because I didn’t ask you about your work enough lately, now I’m the bad guy in this conversation in which you’re canceling my fortieth birthday?”

“I didn’t say I’m canceling it,” he clarifies. “I’m just . . . no longer able to come.”

“No longer able to come.” I blink dumbly, reaching for strategies. “You can’t reschedule it? Tell them it’s your wife’s birthday? Send someone else?” If he’s not coming, am I supposed to host my own party?

“I wish I could. Thirty people are attending the dinner, from all over the country.”

Okay, then. He’s serious. Serious as a homicide case. Which we might have on our hands when this conversation is over.

“I’m sorry,” he adds. “I’ll be back on Sunday. I’ll make it up to you.”

I flick off my light and roll over, full back to him in the dark. “You don’t have to. It’s fine.”

He inches toward me, but I remain cold as a slab. The effect is repellent, successful. In minutes, I hear him snoring.

Asleep.

Just like that.

With tears burning hot in the blackout night—don’t cry, don’t cry—my mind loops again on the day. I think of my job. Our kids and their needs and their so many moods. My aging body. Quinn’s marriage, and mine, and briefly, of that Facebook message. Holden remembered me. It was probably nothing. So why did it feel like something? I ponder our long-ago past; the human capacity to heal and forget. But also the weirdness of feeling heartbroken when you’re a married mom.

I breathe in and out. Three more days in my thirties. Hosting my very own party. Happy birthday to me. I remember Reid’s words, though, before his bad news, however flippantly spoken. I like you now.

I whisper them silently to myself in the dark, trying my best to mean them.




CHAPTER 3

Donuts tower into a birthday cake, covered in pink sprinkles and old-fashioned glaze. They’re the centerpiece on a high farmhouse banquet table. Giant clear balloons float around us like bubbles. Seated on barstools, we overtake the country club’s patio stretching above the pickleball courts. The sky is cloudless and crayon blue. Friday has come. My birthday eve. I toss a look to Sierra across from me: Thank you, friend.

As this week has ticked on, I’ve found myself increasingly in need of my closest friends and assurance that I’m not dying. Not physically dying, of course—my health is fantastic, thanks to good genes and Peloton. But suddenly dying on the inside feels like a threat. Max has uttered exactly four words to me in the last forty-eight hours, amounting to: You’re crushing my life. I haven’t heard a peep from the Rich and Famous Millennial Haters since our big pitch meeting. And Reid’s flight left for New York (again) early this morning.

My social media stalking spiral hasn’t helped matters. It began with an innocent peek at Gigi McGowan, TikTok design star, my younger rival. One click on her latest “day-in-the-life” vlog made me angry enough to gnaw on a pickleball—and maybe give in to cold plunging. Forty grams of protein in her hot breakfast, Pilates, a twelve-dollar green juice, one full hour of “creative centering,” thirty minutes with her gratitude journal and with her red-light therapy mask, all before showing up at her office in what looks like a professional blow-dry? All without a pore to be seen? What does that much self-care even do to a woman?

Gives her the glow of a thousand sunbeams, that’s what. Lands her all the good projects. Makes forty-year-olds disappear.

Dripping with envy and itching with rage, I figured, why not also look up Holden again while I’m at it? Just one little time? Quinn had blocked him on Facebook, yes, but not Instagram. My stomach relaxed in mild relief, though, when I saw that his account was set to private. Of course this didn’t keep me from staring at his one profile picture for far too long. I remembered that jaw; I remembered his hair. And it was so typical Holden to have a quote in his bio:


Of all sad words of tongue or pen,

The saddest are these: “It might have been!”



—JOHN GREENLEAF WHITTIER

What does that mean, though? Adventurous cool guy, carpe diem—or beholder of real regret? I’m not delusional enough to think I inspired the quote, but then again, he is alone in his picture. Divorce seemed more and more likely. I hated myself for being so curious.

Yes, I fear I might, indeed, be withering on the daily into the very kind of woman (raisin) I do not wish to be. Jealous of Gen Z? Stalking my ex? Who am I?

I’m still in here, I promise—and possess the sudden urge to walk around saying so. I’m still something, aren’t I? My friends are here for me, no matter what, insisting they’ll help with the birthday party hosting duties on Saturday. So, just in case I am in fact dying, at least it won’t be alone.

In her hot-pink polo dress and matching visor, Sierra clasps her hands and prepares to address the school moms surrounding me. They’ve become my closest friends, collected like gemstones through my years as a mom with three kids at Coast Academy. Most of us also attend the same church, and these havens are two of my greatest blessings. Spanning ages thirty-two to fifty-four, my friends from both places epitomize womanhood to me. Strong and funny, selfless and wise. And today they’re all in hot pink, for me, my favorite color. Meanwhile, I’m in bright white, feeling more bachelorette than forty-year-old, but I’ll take it.

“Keep enjoying your treats and beverages!” bellows Sierra. “Before we pickle, I wanted to say a little birthday blessing for our girl. Then, it’s time! I hope y’all are ready to get your tushes kicked by me and the birthday queen!”

Everyone lifts their donuts and coffees in cheers. I grow instantly shy as the heads bow around me, Sierra’s prayer floating into the sky:

“Dear God, I want to thank you for Sutton. Thank you for the gift that she is to all of us—the amazing mom, wife, designer, and friend. I want to ask that you would bless this birthday more than any other birthday she’s ever had. Fill her with the reminder that every single choice she has made until now has made up her wonderful life—and we are so lucky to be a part of it. As she looks ahead to this new decade, may she both reap the rewards of all these choices and keep growing into the woman you’ve called her to be. I pray she feels loved, and happy, and free. We love our girl, God, and we love you! Happy birthday to Sutton. Amen!”

When everyone’s eyes pop open, Quinn lights the 4 and the 0 topping the donut cake. I am still not used to those numbers as my ladies burst into song.

My swallow is thick as they serenade me. I’m humbled by Sierra’s generous words—but do they tell the whole truth? If my choices have been so wonderful, then why am I weary and worn? I hardly even feel worthy of such a beautiful celebration. I want to be sitting here fully confident in my kids’ love for me, gratified in my accomplishments, satisfied in my marriage.

Instead I’m wondering where I might’ve gone wrong. Could there have been other choices or versions of me, ones that led to more contentment and peace? Happiness?

“Happy birthday to you!” they finish, and cry: “Make a wish!”

Well, now. What do I wish from here? I should probably wish for the best new decade ahead—that I might live it worthy of Sierra’s kind prayer.

But in this moment, I suddenly don’t want to do it. Get one day older, that is. I’m not ready to see a four at the start of my age—then a five, then a six, then a seven, on to the end . . . My heart skitters at the notion.

I’m just not ready, I realize, and to my own shock, out of nowhere, I find myself desperately missing my mom. I make a note to call her right after this; she always makes me feel young again. And I really want to feel young again. I already feel . . . so mature, and not in a good way. This life, these responsibilities. More divorces than weddings. Best friends getting hysterectomies instead of sharing pregnancy news. I count a few of each around the table in a matter of seconds. Children who think I’m lamer than the man at the pool of Bethesda. My business struggling. My marriage stagnating. My heart constricts. It’s too much.

I glance down to see spots and wrinkles, thinking, Even these hands. Why didn’t I wear more sunscreen back then? Married at twenty-two, mother at twenty-six . . . I did it all so young, a practical infant. Who and what and when would have happened if I didn’t grow up so fast? Who would that girl have become? She walked right away from her theater dreams, to the melody of the bridal march.

What might have been, after all?

I ponder wistfully that, no, she never did ski the Matterhorn. She never even lived on her own. And so, right here on this patio, I wish to be young again. Not to merely feel loved, happy, and free, but to embody those definitions.

Poof!

The candlelight flickers to smoke.
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“Hit it to Dalia,” Sierra hisses at me, snapping down the bill of her visor. Her blue eyes blaze. We’re tied with Sara and Dalia in the final game. Winner takes the whole day. “Keep it away from Sara.”

“When did she get so good?” I whisper back, peering over the net to our compact and mighty brunette friend, with her razor-cut biceps and friendly smile—the smile that made us let down our guard. Dalia is a solid player, but Sara is playing at a whole other level today. She’s out of her mind.

“I’ve seen her taking some lessons here and there, but dang, girl.” Sierra shakes her head. “They are not going to beat us. You hear me? This is your birthday! Keep the ball low. Get to the net. Play the patience game. We got this.”

I nod in agreement, frightened, frankly, to let her down.

Sierra assumes her spot at the baseline and bounces the hot-pink pickleball—pink, just for me today—on the court. One, two, three. Then she holds it out, ready to serve. Winner must win by two.

“Ten-ten-two,” she calls. She smacks the plastic ball with the full blast of her feisty strength.

Knees bent, feet apart, I hold my paddle in ready position, diagonal at ten o’clock. I wait.

Sara returns it with dynamite power, directly to me, and deep. A perfect return, of course. I’m ready for my third-shot drop, though. Soft hands. I scoop, lift, deliver.

As planned, the ball drops neatly, low, just in front of Dalia, while I run as fast as I can up to the kitchen line.

Dalia is dead ready too. She dinks it back to Sierra, who is poised like a tiger with the perfect dink back, once again to Dalia.

Keep it away from Sara, I remember. Keep it away from Sara.

Dalia dinks it back to me, crosscourt, and my paddle is ready.

I make contact.

But no.

No, no, no!

I was not expecting her spin. The ball catches the edge of my paddle at the perfectly incorrect place, and now—

It sails high—much too high—right in Sara’s direction.

Come on, pickleball, I beg. Get low, get low, get low. Let’s go, Lil Jon. It’s my millennial fortieth birthday!

The ball does not, in fact, get low. Instead, it glides right to the pocket of Sara’s explosive high backhand. It’s the opposite of a bull’s-eye, squarely hitting the single spot where we do not want the ball.

My face to the sun, my eyes mere cracks, my toes teeter against the kitchen line as I wait.

And stare.

And wait and stare.

Sara assaults the air shot with all the power of those boot-camp arms.

Her ball smashes straight to the center of my thirty-nine-year-old face.

Blackness.

Heat.

I collapse.




CHAPTER 4

My head is a gong.

I squint to see clouds, but they dissipate even more quickly than they appear. As they part in front of my eyes, there is light, nearly white.

Is this heaven?

Adjusting, my eyes scan the space, grasping for equilibrium and understanding. I hoist myself onto one side. I’m on the floor, and it’s gold. Cold, too. Also billowing with white tulle in an ethereal overlay.

My nose.

I touch it gingerly and ascertain that the pain is radiating from its tip to the edges of my whole face—my hairline, my jaw. I reach up to massage my cheeks, which are warm. I smack my lips and feel comforted to note they are reliably sticky with gloss.

What happened?

Before me stand two white podiums, sleek and boxy, one taller than the other. I rise, approaching them cautiously. Atop one is a big golden . . . needle? Twelve inches long maybe, it’s more like a pointed spear with a handle lacquered in pearls.

On the other pedestal sits a pink pickleball, just like the one I took square in the face. The memory dawns, albeit hazily. I realize I’m still wearing my white polo dress, which I must admit fits perfectly into this fever dream.

Behind the podiums, I spy oversized clear balloons, precisely like the ones at my birthday brunch. I count them: ten. Each balloon contains a different floating object and is tethered to the ground by a string of twinkling fairy lights. And in one final, intricate detail, each balloon bears a paper tag penned with swirling calligraphy: 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, and 29.

I take in more of the space. White satin fabric ripples down the room’s walls. I notice I’m increasingly comfortable with each new breath I indulge. I’m thankful I’m still, in fact, breathing. Lungs full of air seem like a good sign, right?

“Welcome, Sutton.”

The female voice reverberates, and I startle, flying forward then breaking my fall on the taller podium, the one with the golden needle. It’s a pretty needle, yes, but still a needle. I don’t need to impale myself and make matters even more complicated. “Geez!” My gaze flies around, seeking the source of my greeting.

It’s then that I see her, in the back of the room. Red hair cascading in waves. Milky-fair skin and ivy-green eyes. Delicate features, somehow both pointy and soft. She wears a silky white robe. She is shining—angelic.

Of course she is wearing white.

I don’t know what to do except demand the obvious. “Where am I? And who are you?”

She floats closer to me, smiling. “You could call me a guide of sorts.”

I hoot. “What, like my guardian angel or something?”

“If it helps you to think of me that way.”

“Right,” I drawl. “And it’s my twenty-first birthday.”

Unflinching at my sarcasm, she comes closer still, until we are face-to-face. I swallow and stiffen then, staring. Not only because of her flawless features and statuesque presence, at which I can’t help but gawk, but because she’s seeing me. Seeing absolutely all of me, from beginning to end. I feel it.

“Guardian angels aren’t really a thing,” I chide beneath her gaze, shifting in my scuffed-up sneakers, a contrast to the perfection sparkling everywhere. “Or . . . guides. Or whatever.”

“What makes you say that?” Her voice is harp music, calming.

My shoulders shrug. “I just . . . can’t imagine that. What, every human walks around with a good spirit lurking, protecting her?”

“Well, it doesn’t work exactly like that.”

“How does it work, then?”

She smooths her pillowy sleeves. “We’re here when you need us. Which is both often and not often. We only interfere when given permission and only when unequivocally necessary.”

Unequivocally necessary? I’d been a little grumpy about life lately, but what almost-forty-year-old wasn’t?

“So . . . what?” I ask. “You brought me here to save me?”

Should I be offended or flattered?

Her smile broadens. “In a way, yes. You made a birthday wish, from the deepest parts of yourself, and that wish was heard.”

I flip back to my past birthday wishes—begrudgingly, at first, before softening as I consider them.

At ten, I wished with all my heart for a puppy, and three months later, my dad folded, flying to Idaho to retrieve our family’s first puppy, a Siberian husky named Sascha. At sixteen, I wished for a car, and my used white Volkswagen Beetle came to fruition. At eighteen, I wished for a best friend in college, and into my life came Quinn. My wishes haven’t all been answered—seeing the Matterhorn with my mom, winning the lottery—but I had to admit some came true. Maybe the ones that mattered the most, the ones that felt more like prayers. Did God actually hear my requests, however childlike, and take them seriously?

Even still, this didn’t mean I had a guardian angel.

I peer over her sloping shoulder to the balloons, and the glow of them fills me with wonder. “What are those, then? If you have all the answers, what in heaven’s name are those things?”

“They’re your twenties.”

Stop it.

“In another life, that is,” she continues. “Everyone has roads not taken. Lives not lived, other selves they could have been. You, for instance, chose to marry Reid at twenty-two, become a mother at twenty-six, and follow that wonderful path, leading you here, to your fortieth birthday.”

My eyeballs bulge. How does she know all of this?

“You wished to be young again,” she proceeds, “and you echoed Sierra’s prayer.”

What prayer?

That’s right: Loved, happy, and free. Eyes shut in desperation, I’d blown out the candles. Was this my own 90 Minutes in Heaven? Flesh and blood elsewhere, soul in this holy place? Was she my Clarence from It’s a Wonderful Life, saving me from my own bridge?

I blink then look from balloon to balloon.

Twenty. A cookie jar.

Twenty-one. A sparkly heel.

Twenty-six. A snowflake.

Twenty-seven. A Ferris wheel.

Twenty-nine. The Statue of Liberty.

Every item feels both exotic and comforting, foreign and familiar, mine and someone else’s entirely—all of this, all at once.

I stand in a paradox of apprehension and possibility, sensing the urge to both reach out and grab every string, greedy with curiosity, and to back away slowly, forever. Back to Reid, back to the country club, back to whatever brought me here.

My gaze darts to the podiums now, to the spear and the ball. “Tell me more,” I risk. “Angel.” Despite my doubts, the word feels like the simplest name I can give her. The moniker also keeps her from seeming scary.

“These are your twenties in the world where you never met Reid,” she explains, floating over to balloon 21. “Here”—she points—“is obviously where that happened. Of all the critical decision points and forks in the road of becoming Sutton, this is the one that most powerfully influenced your twenties and future decades. In these years, though, Reid is not in your life. At all.”

My heart pinches. “What about our kids?”

“Well, how would your children exist without you and Reid ever meeting?” She allows this to settle.

Panic rises. “You took me away from my family?”

“Yes,” she confirms. “But with a higher purpose. This is your life without marriage and motherhood—and every element stemming from those two things. And it’s something you must experience. You wouldn’t be here otherwise.”

I swallow.

“These are the years of another life,” she says. “Your single twenties.”

I squeeze my eyes shut now, and I’m taken back to a memory, back to a hospital bed. Head heavy post–emergency C-section, heart swollen with brand-new love, lips quivering with shock and gratitude for the miracle. Not one daughter, but two. My doctor places the twins on my chest. One of the best days I’ve known. Max would arrive soon to meet them, planting plucky three-year-old kisses on their pink heads. “I love you,” he said. “And you! I’m your big brother, Max!” Oozing pure love, no hate back then. Our family complete at last.

This creature took that away from me? I scan the room for any sign of that day, of that part of me—the biggest, best part, no matter what. But there are no toys, diapers, pregnancy tests, baby booties, or pacifiers. No mother lived these twenties—especially not the mother of a toddler and twin babies. My gaze lands instead on the 28 balloon, hovering, holding a broken heart. Red. Cracked in shards down the center.

I shiver.

What would break my heart in that life?

I both need to and have zero desire to know. My eyes narrow at my supposed messenger. “So . . . what, then? What now?”

“Well, you’re here because you want to be—at your core. Because you’re not sure what you want—and God sent you here to find clarity.” She pauses. Next to the taller pedestal, she picks up the golden spear. “You’ll take this, and then you’ll choose. Any balloon you want, in any order you want. Pop the balloon . . . and you’ll appear in that year.”

“Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

I consider her offer, glancing around once more. New York? I like cookies. I’ve always wanted to spend more time in the snow. “How long will I stay?”

“As long as you want.”

“And if I want to come back?”

Her lips form a crescent. She approaches the pickleball. “You’ll simply hold this in your right hand and count to twenty.”

“Ha! Twenty. Fitting.”

“All of this is perfectly fitting—to you, Sutton. To what you need. You’ll see. Squeeze the pickleball, count, and you’ll return to this room.”

“Okay.” I’m listening, weighing this outlandish prospect. Jet-setting around through time and space—through my twenties—as me, but single and childless, with my older and wiser brain, I suppose.

No client meetings. No dinner to cook. Nobody’s needs but my own. It sounds like a frolicking nineties romantic comedy. Like a vacation.

A dream?

But Reid—my Reid and our kids. The loves of my life, this life. I look down at my toes. “What if I don’t like it?” I ask. “What if I want to return to my old life, my real life, to my fortieth birthday party?”

Shadows fall over the angel’s eyes, briefly, then disappear. “You can only do that if one thing happens.”

I nod. Go on.

“Your wish brought you here—your prayer. From your unsettled spirit, you wanted to be young again. So you can only go back if you are certain—with all of your heart, mind, and soul—that your old life is what you want.”

“So, what? Click my tennis-shoe heels and say There’s no place like home? And I’ll go back? Be thirty-nine again?”

“I wish it were that simple.” She sighs. “But you don’t get to decide. You’ll just have to trust the process. If you transform, you can return. But that won’t happen as long as you’re longing for”—she spreads her arms into fabric wings—“what you don’t already have.”

I stiffen. “That’s a lot of pressure.”

“So is turning forty.” She smiles. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t need this.” She extends the spear’s pearl handle to me. “Take it. You can have some time to think—if you want.”

“Do I have a choice?” I ask. “Could I return right now, if I wanted to?” I fear I know the answer already.

You have work to do, Sutton.

Trust the process, this gift.

I don’t know where the voice comes from. Is it mine? Or God’s? Unsure, I accept the bedazzled handle before she even gives her response.

Tilting her head, she looks pleased. “I’m afraid the only way out—”

“Is inside these balloons,” I finish. I reach for the pickleball next. I still have so many questions. “How will I know what to do?” I blurt. “How will I know where I am, who the people are, what in the world to do next?” I traverse the floor, pondering the unknowns.

“I think you’ll be surprised at how much feels familiar to you,” the angel says. “Like déjà vu—but with extra-strength contacts on. You’ll still be you. In places you love, somewhere in your soul, doing things you are drawn to and finding people you need. At the core, we remain ourselves in every possible life. You will have help, as needed. Everything will make sense, as much as it needs to, for you to find your way. And to thrive.”

I laugh at this claim. Thrive seems generous. “If you say so.”

“I do.”

Her vow appears genuine, like a jewel.

I thumb the magic wand in my hand. Like a magnet, then, the 21 balloon lures me. It’s the most familiar of them all. I could pick that glittery four-inch heel from a warehouse of shoes the size of a continent. My twenty-first birthday. The night I met Reid.

Or didn’t?

This is not about Reid. Clearly, it’s about me. The woman I am, and was—and wasn’t, but can be now. Cautious excitement begins to spread through me, increasingly, the closer I step to the shoe.

To that dress.

To that night.

Let’s go be young again.

Pink sequins and steak and sushi and girlfriends and cute boys staring our way.

The Los Angeles skyline, sparkling.

I’m still Sutton—but I’m twenty-one again.

I feel it.

I feel her.

Pop!
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CHAPTER 5

“Happy birthday to you!”

My eyes snap open under faux lashes, the kind you can see while wearing them, luscious and black. I gasp. Not only at the sparkler sizzling from the chocolate lava cake on the huge square table before me—bright and alive—but at the memory of this precise moment.

I’ve been here before.

And I’m here again, in the heart of West Hollywood, at a posh Japanese sushi hotspot overlooking the Sunset Strip. Unanimously picked by my friends as the venue for my twenty-first birthday. A black stretch limo scooped us up at the sorority house like the dollops of youth and vitality that we were.

How come no one takes limousines anymore? Limos need to come back.

I take in the restaurant, the scene flickering around me like a favorite movie I haven’t seen in too long. It’s exclusive, design-forward, thrumming, exactly how I remember it. I can feel the energy in my chest, buzzing under the sequins.

My gaze drops, and I smile to see the hot pink strapless number adhered to my frame. It’s still stashed in the back of our walk-in closet at home, a relic of this precious night.

This dress is so crazy short, I think. And I love it so much.

Then I cover my mouth, agape at the sight of the slim bronzed thighs of a twenty-one-year-old. Somebody else’s, surely? Nope. These are them, all right—the very same legs that have carried me through so much. Down the aisle, into meetings, onto that fated pickleball court. I run my thumb over the scar from a mole removed from my right quad in childhood. Touch the knees that don’t creak yet if I dare jump without a stretch. Marvel that they’ve never felt the shooting pangs of pregnancy-induced sciatica. Gawking, I pinch the skin, unable to create lumps or texture no matter how hard I squeeze. Legs without ripples. It’s almost boring.

But it worked. I’m officially young again. Or so it appears.

I tally the faces populating our private room, marked by metallic wall art and gleaming woods. The gorgeous girls all wear white, angel-like in the dim lighting. Remnants of a sushi feast litter the table in half-eaten rainbows and bowls of edamame husks. Waiters swoop in to clear the plates as the serenading proceeds.

“Happy birthday to Sutton . . . Happy birthday to you!”

“Make a wish!” they cry in the practiced harmony of a sisterhood, hands clapping, eyes dancing to the beat of the live DJ’s music booming from the heart of the restaurant.

Eighteen girls, I count quickly, heart tightening. Surrounded by the most wonderful women, both then and “now.” How did I get so lucky?

“What does Sutton Lancaster even wish for, anyway?” says a voice.

My eyes dance up to Eve’s wide smile, dimples cutting into her olive cheeks. Athlete strong and classically beautiful, she’s at USC on a soccer scholarship. Two kids. San Diego. Corporate attorney. Married a Navy Seal. “The girl who has . . . everything,” she sings.

Courtney sits next to her, chestnut hair, straight nose, dancer’s poise. A broadcast journalism major. My pulse leaps in pride at still knowing her. Emmy-winning journalist. Newly married. Now pregnant. Currently running for US Senate.

And finally, I feel that familiar squeeze of my hand, not needing to angle my gaze to see that it’s Quinn. Always here, at my side, usually on the left. I pivot to take her in, smiling.

“Well, what are you going to wish for?” she whispers. Her voice is perky, missing that bitter edge that so often marks it in present day—clear and funny, always, but brought down a few keys in full adulthood. She has the same raven hair and naturally pouty lips at twenty-one as forty, but I crush her hand back and swallow when I read her eyes. I see youthful hope, joy, and confidence. I am comforted by their spark but saddened that it takes me one second to note what the years have done to my friend.

What Alan has done to her.

Then again, what have the years done to me?

I force myself to keep smiling, daunted by the challenge of making a new wish so soon. Only one thought comes to mind: I hope to make the most of this whole balloon experiment and understand what it possibly means.

I blow out the flame. “You know I can’t tell you my wish,” I whisper back to Quinn. “But I can promise, it’s nothing I’ve ever wished before.”

Applause and squeals swell from the table as five more lava cakes appear with vanilla ice cream. It’s then I hear a voice to my right, and I freeze, watching what’s left of the birthday sparkler swirl and then disappear.

“I just have a feeling something great is going to happen tonight,” coos Camila.

I swallow.

Somewhere, over the rainbow . . .

No, no, no. Not now.

I hear it anyway, though—I can’t not hear it. Camila’s daughter’s voice echoing through the chapel during her funeral service, the cry of a girl missing her mom, her dark hair in a low ponytail because Camila was no longer there to plait-and-bow it into a masterpiece.

Somewhere . . .

Here again, next to me.

I gulp, determined to keep the small room from spinning.

Camila is sitting beside me. Blood flowing, heart beating, alive.

Unable to help myself, I turn, hurling my arms around her neck in a noose of affection. “Cam,” I say into her golden-brown hair. “I miss you.” I don’t mean to speak the words or seize her face—but I do both with obvious zest.

“Miss me?” She grips my wrists. “I’m right here. I sleep in the bunk below you, dork. Can’t get rid of me, honestly.”

Don’t say that, Camila.

Don’t ever say that.

I’d never want to get rid of you.

Her eyes dazzle. Round and dark against her light-brown skin. She is the class-and-sass combo defined. The temper of her Mexican mother, she says, but the stately elegance of her Scandinavian father. They met in Nicaragua, back in the eighties, on his spring break from San Diego State. It was the only origin story that could possibly suit her. Her dress is snakeskin, her heels high.

“Just sentimental, I guess.” I wave a hand, which I see is neatly manicured in hot pink. “You know. Birthdays!”

“Where to next?” Eve’s voice bounces across the room like a soccer ball. “Limo on Sunset? Night is our oyster, birthday girl!” She sips the start of a second pink cocktail.

“The outdoor lounge looks amazing,” shouts Quinn, nodding toward the second-story terrace on the other side of the wall from us. “I say we start here?”

From the vibey veranda hums a dance mix of James Blunt’s “You’re Beautiful.” I smile. This was such a song of the year.

My year.

Our year.

[image: ]

I close my eyes, and I’m mentally back there, allowing myself to slide into the memory of the original March 15th that changed everything. Though how could I have possibly known it?

“Perfect, yes!” I shouted to Quinn, to everyone, the first time living this night. “Outdoor patio it is!” We finished dessert, Camila paid the bill, and we trailed out the door to the spring balm of a Los Angeles night.

On that same terrace nineteen years ago—the one just outside from us now—fire lamps blazed and bodies hummed. White blooms spilled from pots, interspersed with sleek couches and marble ottomans. I linked my arm into Quinn’s as we wove our way to the balcony’s overhang, losing a trail of girls to the dance floor along the way.

Below us flowed Sunset Boulevard and beyond sparkled all of LA. We paused in the pocket of quiet together, two best friends, leaning on the banister and taking in the view. Downtown glittered, far off to the left, and closer flashed giant billboards, busy hotels, pink and orange lights. The evening did feel magical. Special.

I just have a feeling something great is going to happen tonight.

“You think you’ll do it?” Quinn asked wistfully. “Shoot for the moon? Stay here? Act? Take this city by storm?”

I smiled.

Who knew?

I’d chosen to double major in theater and communications, unable to shake my dad’s insistence on some kind of backup plan. Unexpectedly, I’d fallen in love with costume and set design in my theater studies, though—and wondered if my passions and degrees could somehow, someday braid together to mean something. But first, I had to try acting, didn’t I? At the time, I assumed I would. Meeting Reid rewrote my plans; as almost newlyweds, we sensed the need for stability, salaries. Our future together was everything, so acting drifted away from me with the stars, leaving me grounded.

“I have a feeling I’ll stay in LA,” I answered Quinn finally, shrugging. “I have a year to decide, right?” One more year of college.

Quinn leaned her head on my shoulder. “I can picture you on a billboard.” She pointed. “That one. Maybe in a little more clothing, though. I mean—if you want. I support you either way.”

I cackled at the male underwear model, the severity of his Calvin Klein gaze and miniature state of his boxer briefs—but also couldn’t help admiring the artful cut of both his abs and his jaw. What was it like for a guy to be plastered all over LA—maybe the country—in twenty feet of undress? Did he love it? Laugh? So intense, his expression.

“Thank you for tonight,” I said to Quinn, into the silence. “This is just magical.”

“You deserve it all.” She hip-bumped me. “Ready to dance?”

“Born ready.”

We spun to face the scene, our white-clad throng of girlfriends unmissable, hands in the air, intoxicated with mostly each other. Quinn disappeared into the crowd, and I was attempting to trail her when a body appeared—aggressively, suddenly, male, and right in my way.

“Oh—ow!” I halted, stammering, pressing into his weight, and nearly rolling an ankle.

“I am so sorry,” the voice asserted, gravelly.

I looked up, rendered immobile, the eye contact hot and abrupt. Gulping, I registered blue eyes, dark-blond hair, the slightest cleft chin. The hint of nine-o’-clock stubble.

Whoa, I thought. Handsome.

I noted that he wore a black suit.

Handsome and fancy.

“I am so sorry,” he insisted again, tossing back one thumb like a hitchhiker toward a group of fellow suits laughing into their cocktails. “That was so rude. And—well, they’re drunk. But—I’m not. Are you okay?”

At his touch, I felt my whole body relax into wax despite the restriction of my sequined dress. “Yes. I’m fine. No worries.”

“They pushed me into you on a bet,” he explained, cheeks reddening.

“A bet?”

He explained that his friends had insisted I must be out for my bachelorette party—but he said no way. If it were my bachelorette party, I’d be the one in white and my friends would be wearing pink. Not the other way around. Plus, no sash; a bachelorette needed a sash. Maybe even a crown. He refused to guess my age out of politeness, but admitted I looked young to be getting married. This was LA, after all.

Lastly, he pointed out, I was not wearing a ring.

I remember tracing my ring finger, thrilled that he’d noticed. Then I tossed up both hands.

“Well, you win!” I winked. “Go tell them. It’s my birthday.”

“Aww. Happy birthday!” He didn’t budge toward his buddies, though. Instead, he asked if he could buy me a birthday drink.

“I suppose,” I decided. “Two questions first?”

He confirmed that winning the bet would earn him cash to take me out on a date.

And he told me his name was Reid.
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“Sutton!” Quinn yaps, jabbing me with a finger, back to attention, out of the night I met Reid. “What do you think? Stay here on the rooftop or go hit the town?”

“Ouch!” I touch the rib she just poked. It’s too bony. Yep, still twenty-one—for the second time.

We’re still at the table, debating our next party move. But I’m not done reminiscing about Reid’s young hand taking mine and his soft kiss on my cheek at the end of the evening. I can still see the note I scribbled for him on the napkin along with my phone number, because he’d left his phone in the car. Best bachelorette party ever, I wrote. Xx!

We talked and danced and locked into each other like clasps. I’d never kiss another man after that night—I’d never need or want to. He was it for me. That night I forgot the other guy—Holden—who’d just broken my heart, because Reid opened it up again. My dreams, as I’d known them, changed, irreversibly. That night became my whole life.

But now—back in this private room for my twenty-first birthday, round two, almost twenty years later—I hear myself respond as if outside my own will. There won’t be a rooftop meeting in this world. “We have a limo!” I squeal. “I say let’s take it down Sunset and see where the night goes!” Even as I say it, my gaze dances in the direction of the patio. Would Reid be there now, if I went searching? I imagine so and sense a pang in my heart but also a fresh unfolding, especially at the smiles of the lively girlfriends around me.

I shimmy my shoulders, releasing the curiosity—and it’s as if a velvet curtain drops down between me and that rooftop, between me and Reid, between me and the road previously taken. A brand-new show will go on. “Let’s take a picture before we go,” I insist, reaching below my seat to retrieve my white Louis Vuitton Speedy.

I forgot about this bag! What a gem. Mental note to use it more. Before the twins try to steal it. I root in the bag for my iPhone, but my nails scrape against something round and plastic instead. Something dotted, with holes.

I peer down at—deep breath—the pickleball. I shove it beneath a small makeup case before anyone can take notice. Realization dawns then, quite dumbly, that I won’t be finding an iPhone anytime soon. Not for a few more years at least. My fingers touch metal, and I laugh out loud, brushing the surface of my Canon digital camera, shiny and black, all the rage. I flag down a waiter and ask if he’d mind taking our picture.

He snaps one of the group—and then one of me, Quinn, and Camila. Three best friends. I’d get the photos printed, as always. The second one still hangs, framed, in my closet. And now, we’re back as we should be, together, ready to live the night.




CHAPTER 6

I bolt upright in a sea of pink satin sheets. My head smacks the ceiling.

“Ow!” I rub at my forehead, glancing around, freshly terrified. I’m on the top bunk. Of course I am. It’s junior year of college. Allegedly.

Last night’s dress drapes over my white desk chair in the nook by the windows of our giant bedroom, which overlooks the street. The Alpha Gamma house is the prettiest one on the block, all red brick and white columns, an unexpected touch of Southern splendor in the heart of the city.

This room. We fought so hard to earn it with house points by attending every sorority mixer, intramural sporting event, and philanthropy fundraiser possible.

Quinn, Camila, Sutton: Roommates. BFFs. Until forever was taken. Scents of Burberry perfume, stale coffee, and L’Oreal Elnett hairspray settle around me. College, indeed.

I glance down to Quinn’s single twin, next to our bunk bed, which she has made with surgical precision as always: perfect corners, neat tucks. I know she’s already off to O-Chem or some other early and impossible premed class.

Just as I sense the primal urge to reach for my iPhone again—scan my socials and skim the news—something buzzes under my pillow. I fish, retrieving in my palm a true artifact of yesteryear: my old silver Samsung flip phone. I hold it out with two fingertips like it might give me a rash. The biggest, most pressing question confronts me: Can I recall how to use it?

Three digital letters glow from the small screen, vibrating: MOM. My pulse jolts. At both the letters of her name and the fact that it’s 9 a.m. on a weekday—and I’m still in bed. I think of everything I accomplish before 9 a.m. in my real life. Peloton workout, beds made, breakfast for five, lunches for three, business emails, several to-do lists . . .

I unflip the cellular time capsule I’m holding. “Mom?” I croak in full morning rasp as I peer down to Camila’s bed underneath mine. Empty too. She’s at the gym or dance class, no doubt.

“Hi, sweetie!” my mom chirps. “Did you just wake up?”

Yikes. “Do I sound that bad?”

She laughs. “You sound like you had a fun night. I just called to see how it was!”

My chest squeezes. She’s so thoughtful, ever on top of everything. She’s a wonderful mom—the mother I strive to be. But this time, I realize, this second time living the morning after my twenty-first birthday, I don’t get to tell her that I think I met my husband last night. Instead, I say, “We had so much fun!” Didn’t we?

My head aches, I realize, but more from my clumsy whack on the ceiling than from the night before. I only had one cocktail, a pink tropical number adorned with lime and hibiscus, then sparkling water and a few sips of champagne. Young and old Sutton both hate the feeling of being out of control.

Still, the night is a blur, memories of two versions of the same night comingling in my muddled time traveler’s brain. Then I remember . . . no rooftop terrace. I remember . . . no Reid. I remember . . . the billboard—there in both timelines—our limo of dances and jokes about the underwear model the size of Godzilla. But there was a club, and then a saloon, definitely a mechanical bull. Dancing and laughing and the limo and pink and white . . .

“Quinn and Camila knocked it out of the park,” I say to my mom. “They are so good to me.”

“You need to hang on to friends like that,” she instructs. “They don’t come along every day.”

Or every year. Or decade. “Don’t worry, Mom. I think we’ll be friends for a very long time.”

“Well, Dad and I can’t wait to see you this weekend. We’re bringing Grandma!”

I gulp. Grandma Mabel? Coming up to Los Angeles? But of course. I remember the dinner at the Ivy for this big milestone birthday of mine—us four together, this coming weekend Grandma’s eyes open wide for movie stars.

“I want to see Tom Cruise!” she kept saying. “This feels like his kind of place.”

“He kind of lost his mind, Grandma,” I said gently. “Didn’t you see him jumping on that poor couch last year?”

She scoffed. “Stop, dear. Tom Cruise is perfect. He has that it factor. He’s got longevity. Mark my words.”

I think of Top Gun: Maverick and grin. Grandma was usually right. Even though I’ve always been more of a Tom Hanks girl.

Now, in present day, my beautiful grandma is in a retirement home and bedridden, unable to speak since her stroke last year. The vibrant, glamorous goddess who taught me how to bake a pie, respect myself, say my prayers . . .

“I can’t wait to see you guys either,” I croak into the phone through the heavy ball in my throat. We finalize the plans for Saturday night as my mind whirls with questions of how that will go. “I love you,” I tell her.

“Love you more.”

We hang up, and now, more than anything, I really just do not want to leave this bed. Do I really have no lunches to make? No projects to pitch? Not a single tween or dependent? I wished for youth, and baby, I got it!

While I’m tempted to keep on sleeping, I also don’t want to miss out. I rub my temples in cozy bliss. What matters most is that I need to make this count—while also not mucking it up. I genuinely want to savor this, explore the impossible as it unfolds. Enjoy the freedom. Try on this second chance. How many people truly receive one?

I blow out a breath. It’s thrilling, sure, but how will I know what to do today? How will I live it to the maximum extent of the laws in this weird new world?

Everything will make sense, as much as it needs to, the angel promised.

I recall with relief that I’m nothing if not a schedule junkie with a fervent commitment to calendaring. Right up to present day, I keep a meticulous handwritten planner to mirror my iCal. My daily planner will tell me what to do, and when. I’m sure of it.

I’m jittery, I realize. Unmoored and elated all at once. I don’t like being alone in here. The atmosphere is like a dream with the edge of a possible nightmare. Seriously, can this be real?

I climb down the ladder and pad over to my white laptop. It’s Apple, so tiny, almost as small as a makeup compact—but other than the size, it’s not all that different from my present-day MacBook Air. Phew.

I open my Calendar app and gulp when I see the date: March 16. The day after my birthday. More proof. I launch the internet and search the news: Texas wildfires produce staggering losses. I remember those fires, the millions of dollars in devastation, lives wrecked. Some girls in our house lost their childhood homes.

Lastly, I type Facebook into the browser. Sutton Lancaster pops to color in front of me in her yellow sundress and bright smile:

Sex: Female

Birthday: March 15

Hometown: Newport Beach, California

College: University of Southern California

Major: Theater and Communications

Residence: Alpha Gamma Sorority

I see twelve photo albums and 217 birthday wishes, there, on my Facebook wall. Oh my gosh, the wall—such a social phenom.

I lurch at the next certifiable jump scare: my own two hands. I gasp at them, working the keyboard. Not one single crease, vein, or spot. They’re practically baby hands, milky. I clasp them into a prayerful pose and realize I need the restroom.

My body carries me in my Victoria’s Secret pajama shorts set to the closet, where I yank open the double doors and bend down to grab my shower caddy. Sure enough, I weirdly know just what to do. I snatch my towel and head for the hallway, marching down the seafoam-green carpet stuck in the mid- to late nineties.

I could have a field day with a house makeover.

Marble and lavish, the pearly white bathroom is the one space that passes the vibe check. It greets me with tall ceilings and tender memories. It’s the only part of the house that’s been renovated, like a midlife woman who only gets Botox in one small part of her face. A step of renewal, a test in reversing time. Not unlike my own house, honestly. Or my own face. I approve. It looks wonderful. Prettier than I remembered.

After claiming a shower stall with my caddy, I strip down to my towel and look both ways to make sure the bathroom is empty. Sheepishly then, I walk past the long row of porcelain sinks, all the way down and around the corner to the one full-length mirror. Here we go, head to toe. Let’s see what we’re working with.

Inhaling softly, wrapped in my towel, I swallow at what I see. I look so impossibly . . . young. First, I touch my makeup-free cheeks, freckled and plump with tight skin. Laser treatments have erased my freckles over the last few years of my life—and something like sadness stabs me a little at seeing them here again. My speckled Maisy asked me once after a treatment, black spots flaking off my face, “Mommy, why don’t you like freckles? Are they not pretty?”

Here, I’m reminded that of course they are. And they make me look so young. I raise my eyebrows and notice plenty of lines, creasing my forehead and framing my eyes. Expression, personality, nuance—I’ve chosen to freeze some of these things, gradually, medically, in my older age. I sense a weird squeeze of regret, so I try for a smile.

Yes. Dimples for days. My hair is the same, too, thick and honey-colored, down to my belly button. Oh—my belly button. We need to see how she’s doing.

Nervously, I open the towel to expose the length of my body—with one eye shut and the other peeping at the glass. If this adventure through time is really unfolding, this part will be irrefutable proof.

Despite my smooth golden gams, I expect to hate what I see because, frankly, I never loved my body in college. Or in my twenties, for that matter. Or my thirties, at that. I’ve always felt a little too thick in the hips, long in the torso, flat in the chest. But my throat constricts as I scan the length of College Me.

My chest is perky and taut. My waist is narrow. My belly button, unstretched. I thumb the skin a few inches below it and gulp when I see there’s no C-section scar. No stretch marks. No twins. I have the heart and the brain of a mom, but the body of a twenty-one-year-old, and isn’t this, well, the dream?

Like last night, my thighs are both lean and smooth, all the skin nicely bronzed—although that’s about to stop because second-chance Sutton will not be caught dead in a tanning bed. Instinctively, I reach out to my reflection, full of sudden protectiveness toward this Me. I wish I had more love for her when she needed it.

“I looked amazing,” I hear myself say. Why did I never believe it?

Meeting my own eyes in the mirror, I vow to love us better this time.

I jerk to attention at the sound of the bathroom door creaking open, covering myself back up.

Rounding the corner, I halt when I practically smash right into my friend.

“Sierra!” I cry, lunging toward her, ecstatic—but I stop as she wrinkles her nose and takes a step back.

“Um. Hi.”

It’s barely a greeting, but her familiar Alabama accent is stronger than whiskey. She doesn’t look directly at me, just tosses the casual words and a perfunctory nod.

Sidling up to the sink, she moves languidly, like dripping honey. She wears a giant SAE T-shirt as a pajama dress, and I must admit, she makes it look good. Last night’s makeup creates the effect of two bar-brawl shiners around her blue eyes, though—and truly, this shocks me. In present day, she would never dare sleep without washing her face and applying her seventeen serums.

She looks . . . exhausted. Distracted. In desperate need of a shower. Hungover without a doubt. It pains me that we’re not friends in this version of things, and I can’t help my desire to probe.

Maybe I can shake up the facts. I wonder for the first time if this younger self has the power to change things. Alter other futures, besides my own. I make a mental note to ask the angel.

“What did you do last night?” I blurt and then cringe at myself. She’s a senior, the queen. She probably doesn’t even know my name. “I’m Sutton. I’m in the pledge class below you.”

I study her. The Sierra I know, where are you?

“I know who you are,” she says, squeezing aqua paste onto her toothbrush. “From rush. Sutton Lancaster, Newport Beach!” She wiggles her shoulders in a small dose of playfulness, but her voice remains flat. “I went out with a bunch of our girls and some Pi Phis. We just got back a few hours ago. I am beat,” she drawls.

“You don’t look beat,” I lie. “Where did you go? What did you do?”

I’m asking too many questions.

But she throws me parties! She loves my kids! She’s kind and warm!

She’s Sierra.

But who on earth is this chick?

She spits into the sink. “You don’t want to know.”

But I really do. Tell me. “Okay.”

She scrapes her blonde locks into a scrunchie on top of her head, and my gratitude surges that scrunchies remain one of womankind’s greatest historical mainstays.

“I don’t want to corrupt you, sweetheart,” she says.

I lift my chin, taking offense. I’m almost twice your age. “Try me.”

“You sure?”

I lift my brows in a dare.

She dabs her lips clean with a towel. “We went to the Hox House.”

“You did?” I widen my eyes, faking admiration while siphoning through ancient facts.

Click. Of course. The Hox House. The once-famous name twists around in my stomach. It was known at the time for being one of the hottest clubs in Los Angeles—but also hauntingly more than that. There were too many whispers of what went down behind those doors. Eventually louder stories came out: the drugs, the crime, the abuse. Officials finally shut the place down, ten years ago.

“You went all the way to Hollywood?” I ask. Did she really use to go to the Hox House? I knew USC girls went sometimes—but not from our sorority, I assumed. I thought we were—I don’t know—the “classy” ones. Sierra, one day you wear pearl headbands on a regular basis! How much did I never know?

Her eyes finally spark at me in the mirror. “Don’t ever go there.” She smacks her toothbrush on the edge of the sink, knuckles white. “It’s not a good place.”

With that, she spins away in her slippers, and I’m left alone, wondering how it’s possible we ever become like sisters.




CHAPTER 7

My little white VW Beetle zips to Beverly Hills and back in the smooth, familiar groove of old memory. After my SUV years, I feel as close to the asphalt as an actual bug in this vehicle. Though it took time to regain my grip, I ultimately maneuver the stick shift around with practiced exhilaration.

Sunroof wide-open, it’s bliss as I wind through LA traffic that doesn’t even annoy me. I’m all alone, screaming to songs that are brand-new at the peak of Justin Timberlake’s artistry—with no random questions from anyone prepubescent. There is no Mom, Mom, Mom!—nobody’s schedule but mine, which is wondrously sparse today. No class until four. The sensation is weird, but also fantastic.

Hollow.

Electric.

Quiet.

Rebellious.

When Carrie Underwood cries in her hot new jam for Jesus to take the wheel, all I can trust is that he already has, outlandish as it may be. What other choice do I have?

Returning from the new Sprinkles Cupcakes on Little Santa Monica Boulevard, I carry my loot back to campus. A fresh dozen. You better believe I’ll be satisfying my food cravings in this second chance of a lifetime. More than anything, all I want to do when given a taste of freedom from adulting is precisely . . . nothing. Nothing! I want to lie down with nowhere to be. For three weeks, give or take.

After one more quick stop at the student bookstore, I’m splayed atop a chaise lounge on the sorority rooftop deck. Six chairs, tiny tables, umbrellas, and a stocked minifridge. Aside from seeing this open-sky space one time during rush, never once did I spend any time up here back in college. I’ve regretted it since. It was our slice of European vacation, with a clear shot of the downtown skyline on a cloudless day—stretching all the way to Skid Row.

The juxtaposition never smacked me with embarrassment back then, but it hits me now. I haven’t thought in years about the times our college church group from USC would take sandwiches down to people on those streets and share some food, conversation, and prayers (only if they were up for it). I wonder what they thought of us—if they felt grateful or resentful or both. We meant well; that was for sure. I hope they felt love and compassion from kids who were trying. I shake it off with a silent apology if we were ever naive or offensive, immensely thankful, regardless, for all I’ve been given.

Or what’s been taken away? Pure and simply now, I’m all alone up here. Except for my Diet Coke and new book. For exactly fifteen more minutes.

Suddenly chatter ascends from the spiral stairwell. I take in a beautiful Black girl I’ve never met, wearing a floor-length crocheted cover-up; an extremely tall white girl in a purple bikini; and then, well, well, well. What do you know: Sierra. Again, so soon? My stomach knots and rises at once.

She appears in a pink-and-white gingham two-piece and white cat-eye glasses. I try not to gasp at the bones of her hips, the definition of her sharp clavicles. She’s so thin, I almost cry out. I pull in a slow breath instead, slap on a sister’s smile. I know how to play the game. We all do.

She lowers her retro sunnies, eyeing the open seat next to me. “You following me, Newport?”

“Ha!” I was here first. “Got me!”

“Mind if we sit?” asks the striking brunette.

“Of course not,” I lie, already missing the solitude.

With a drop of their textbooks, towels, and totes, they nestle into the chairs beside me. I try not to stare but feel Sierra’s eyes baking into me.

“Are you reading Harry Potter?” she asks. “The first one?”

I steal an absent look at the cover. “Yep,” I say. “I just bought it at the bookstore.”

“For a class?” pipes up the girl in crochet. “How am I always missing the cool classes?”

“Oh, no,” I say. My son loves it. I’ve never had the time to read it, and I’ll try every chance at connecting with him. “Not for a class. Just for . . . fun! I’ve always wondered about the hype, you know?”

“They are so good,” Sierra effuses, surprising me. “Just wait until you get to book four. They get darker and darker—but better and better.”

I smile. “I’m glad you like them.” I pretend to keep reading, with a fresh bite of creamy frosting filling my mouth, but Sierra’s not done. Maybe she’s still intoxicated, brimming with questions and lacking boundaries. If I wasn’t so desperate to know her, I might find it annoying.

“Is that a cupcake?” she asks. “For breakfast?”

I mean, it’s almost noon, but sure. I nod, mouth full. “Have you tried Sprinkles Cupcakes yet?”

“The new place in Beverly Hills?” asks Purple Bikini Girl. “I hear they’re insane.”

I moan through my bite. “They are. Insane. I got a dozen. You guys want one?”

The two friends bounce over to me greedily, gratefully, grabbing one red velvet each. Sierra shakes her head. “I don’t eat that stuff,” she says, though her birdlike frame said it first.

My heart sinks. “Since when?”

She scowls. “Since never.”

But you have a bakery someday! You said you’ve always loved to bake. Our grandmas both taught us how.

Her sidekicks croon, “Sierra. Live a little.”

“Hashtag worth it,” I say, which naturally elicits more stares asking, What’s a hashtag? I hold out the chocolate peanut butter one, which I know is her favorite. “One bite?” I offer. “Tastes like a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup. But fudgier. In cake form.”

She hesitates before taking it from me. It’s the tiniest nibble anyone’s ever dared—but she accepts it, a bite.

I wait.

“Oh wow,” she admits. “That. Is. Insane.”

I smile, feeling voracious for ways to keep knowing her, getting her, wearing her down.

“You know,” I press cautiously, “I always thought it might be fun to open a bakery. Someday.”

Her head snaps to me, but she softens almost instantly into honey butter.

“That’s so funny,” she says with a wistful smile. “I’ve always thought so too.” She scoops up her massive water bottle, taking a swig—gulp, gulp, gulp. I can’t be sure that it’s water, but I’m thrilled because I’ve seen my sign.

She’s in there.

Sweet Sierra.
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By 4 p.m., two thoughts consume me.

One, I need more coffee. I’m forced to acknowledge that this habit started in college and has stayed quadruple-shot strong for two decades.

Two, I’m surviving. I’m actually doing this. And it’s not as hard as I thought it would be. Am I possibly going to be okay on this journey? What a trip, an unbelievable trip. Dizzying, yes, but not horrible. Yet, anyway.

As predicted, my leather-bound day planner has held my milky hand through the day. Between that and the class schedule posted on my bulletin board, I’m managing. Thriving? Not quite. But it doesn’t feel out of reach. I feel an increasing sense of ease. Already! Besides my need for a caffeine drip—and fumbling for life information—I feel fantastic.

Well, mostly fantastic.

Dressing myself was both easy (limited options) and hard (are you kidding me with these options?). I settled on jeans, a white racerback tank, and flip-flops, opting for basic, before that became a bad word. The goal was to blend right in, not scream, I’m really forty!

Because I was certainly forty. The waistband of the tiny-sized jeans just felt cruel, sinking way lower than sea level. Why did it take so many years for that tide to rise in the fashion industry? Riding my beach cruiser bicycle in sandals and low-rise jeans all day felt like an Olympic feat. I was Simone Biles after a full meet. Where were my eleven medals?

At last, I sigh with relief in front of the theater building for my only class of the day—and what I remember as one of my favorite classes in college. Improvisation and Theater Games. Improv always filled me with that recognizable tightening in my chest at the hunch I was made to do it.

Acceptance of an offer. The ability to tell a story. Strong listening skills. Knowing when to end a scene. Being a team player. The rules rush back to me with the flow of the campus fountain where I park my bike. The sound of water, the smell of tulips, the thirst for knowledge just everywhere.

Flip-flops slapping clumsily, I take the elevator to the third floor and walk into the auditorium, already full of students. When I spot Quinn, I practically skip to her. I recall with fondness that this is the only class we ever took together at USC. She needed two extra arts units, and I persuaded her to sign up with me.

I don’t know if I’ve ever been so happy to see her. “Hiiiiiii!” my voice screeches.

In her own pink tank and jean skirt, she grins back at me, black hair in a smooth, tight ponytail. Once again, I note the glint in her emerald eyes. She’s happy. Self-assured. It took me seeing her zapped of these things to appreciate her here, so much softer.

“Are we ready?” From the center of the semicircle, Francisco Fuentes snaps his fingers and gives a shake of his hips. He’s the most fabulous, to say the least, with his dark gelled hair, loud outfits, and golden chains. We all know him from Whispers of Fate, the soap opera du jour of our childhood. Pushing fifty, he’s retired from acting now and teaches classes here and at UCLA.

“Ready!” we singsong.

“Today’s assignment is simple. You have two choices, and two minutes to perform with your partner.” He clasps his hands. “Choice one, your partner is your long-lost child, now a young adult, and you’re breaking the news. Choice two, one of you is from anywhere but here—and you’re explaining this to your cohort. Discuss amongst yourselves until you hear my whistle!”

I blink swiftly, flashing back.

Quinn seizing my shoulders, insisting in front of the class that she was my mom. Me asking her how, how it was true. We made a good team, our friendship producing real stage chemistry. I even forced a tear to slip down my cheek. I’m really your daughter? Mr. Fuentes applauded us on our emotion, our story.

Quinn turns to me now. “Let’s make you my daughter!” she says. “We’d nail that.”

I smirk. “We sure would.” But it’s too generous to be true, the ultimate opportunity. From anywhere but here?

“I want to be from somewhere else,” I say. “How about I visit you from . . . the future? Somewhere else, with a spin? I’ll be me twenty years from now. Please?”

Quinn huffs. “All right, Meryl Streep. Whatever you want.” She ponders. “Who should I be, then?”

“Easy.” My lips quirk. “My best friend in the world.”

Mr. Fuentes emits a trill. “Barbie and Belle over there. You start!”

We walk to the front of the class. I pop my knuckles, nervous and out of practice.

Breathe, Sutton. You are from the future. Your home-field advantage here is outrageous.

Quinn folds her arms and pretends to smack gum.

“I have to tell you something,” I start. “But you’re not going to believe me.”

“Oh yeah?” Quinn taps a foot. “You gonna tell me why you’ve been acting so weird?”

I nod. “Yes. I am. I’m not . . . who you think I am.”

She gives me an exaggerated scan up and down. “Who are you then? Barbie?”

The room titters. If only they knew. About me. And Greta Gerwig’s blockbuster. “No. I’m . . . from the future. I’m from twenty years ahead.”

Quinn tosses her head back. “Right! And I’m president of the United States.” For a premed student, she isn’t half-awful at this, if a little over-the-top.

I pace the floor. “No, but—you could be, if you wanted to. A woman just ran for president.” More laughter. “For the second time. And Barbie! There was a megablockbuster feminist live-action movie about Barbie and her whole world. It grossed almost 1.5 billion dollars.”

Mr. Fuentes yelps, and I forge on, proudly. “A reality TV star becomes president. Facebook? Takes over the world. It’s called Meta, as in the metaverse.” I throw out my hands for effect. “Every single person walks around with a tiny computer in the palm of their hand. Artificial intelligence is threatening every industry. Kobe Bryant is dead. Paris Hilton is a mother of two—and quite classy. Britney Spears . . .” I pretend to check my watch. “How much time do we have?”

I hear claps.

Quinn arches a brow. “All of that, huh? Is that right?”

“That’s right,” I confirm. “I swear.”

She bites a lip, shifting her weight. “And what about me? What am I doing? Are we still friends?”

Approaching Quinn now, I stare into her face. Time to go for it. “We’re best friends, in fact. You did it, Quinn. You’re a doctor. Dr. Quinn, medicine woman! You’re incredible. You have a daughter named Cat.” I don’t say the thing I should: But you fall in love with the wrong guy. Don’t marry him, Quinn. Don’t marry him. Then I swallow. If she doesn’t marry Alan, there won’t be a Cat. What a cruel and unfair conundrum.

Quinn’s green eyes drop. She loves the name Cat, short for Catherine the Great. “What kind of doctor?”

“Emergency room.” My mouth lifts. “You’re a boss.”

Several beats pass in perfect tension.

“So what do you think?” I ask her. “Do you believe me?”

Mr. Fuentes interjects, “I think we all do! That was excellent, ladies!”

Applause reverberates around the yellow-lit room. Quinn and I resume our spots in the circle, our lips curving skyward in tandem.

“You’re so good,” hisses Quinn.

“Not bad yourself,” I quip back.

After the full class hour of dramatic parental revelations and creative travelers, we scoop up our things as Fuentes dismisses us.

“Sutton,” he calls as we head for the door. “Can I see you for a second?”

Gripping my backpack straps, I approach him, thinking that surely I revealed myself. Uh-oh. He knows. He knows I’m old. Why did I take it so far?

“Yeah?”

He reaches into his back pocket. “You’re fantastic. That was . . . enlightened.” He holds out a business card. Sam Geoffrey. The name clangs a distant bell. “I do this rarely, but . . . this is my former agent. Extremely well-connected. Call him. When you’re ready. Tell him I sent you. I see things in your . . . future.”

He bows.

I beam.

Quinn and I high-five on the elevator ride down. I’m a theater student walking on clouds. I’ve missed this feeling so much. Then again, never once in college did I ever receive such praise for my acting talent. Today unlocked a spark in me. If I had genuine affirmation like this the first time around, a firm nudge or even a slight one, would I have been less likely to give it up? I wonder, wistfully, relishing the encouragement.

And holy moly, I don’t have to make anyone dinner tonight!

I sense my best friend staring at me, her eyeballs hot sabers searing my cheek. “Can I help you?” I ask her sideways.

“You seem different.”

I shift my weight. “Do I?”

“Where did all of that come from? About the future? It was just—like, right there in your brain.”

I pull at my necklace and shrug. “I’m creative.”

She squints at me. “You’re not that creative.”

“Hey!” I punch her shoulder.

She tilts her head, then seems to consciously drop it. “Well, we’re headed to the past anyway.” We enter the warm spring evening, walk to our bicycles. “Who’s ready for the Roaring Twenties tonight? Party of the semester!”

I swallow the first words that pop to my mind: Can I FaceTime the kids first? I miss them, a tight pang of longing tells me. Just because I don’t miss baking chicken doesn’t mean I don’t miss them. What are they doing right now? I wonder.

That’s right. They’re not alive. A thick grayness threatens to cloak me, but I swat it away and try to recall this party.

Thursday night? Day after my birthday party? Blank space. Hey, I wonder if I can place bets on Taylor Swift’s meteoric rise and make myself an iconic billionaire before thirty-five?

“Let’s party!” I grab my handlebars. “Can’t beat the twenties.”




CHAPTER 8

The theme is Gatsby. Blacks, golds, and old glamour. Thursdays are prime nights for parties and mixers, but this night is special. Everything glitters. The candles, the ocean, us.

Thankfully I solved the next mystery of the many I expect on this new journey. I remembered that I didn’t go to this party the first time because I went to coffee with Reid. Our big first date eclipsed smaller memories surrounding it.

After getting my number, Reid called me the very next day, and I smiled hugely into that flip phone, already tripping if not totally falling for the genuine boy from the rooftop. I didn’t know much yet, but I knew he worked in finance and lived in a loft downtown, which was awfully convenient for dating a USC girl, one had to admit.

Trying lamely to shroud my excitement, I said yes to meeting up with him that Thursday night, at the Starbucks right next to campus. He had big bet money to spend, after all. Coffee became a late dinner at CPK, the only decent dinner option for miles. We shared a mountain of BBQ chicken salad and gooey cheese pizza, which became talking in his old black 4Runner until 2 a.m. I loved that he seemed fancy but wasn’t, not really.

Anyway, the point is—the party of the semester didn’t matter back then. Nothing else did. Because the slightly older, endearingly honest boy hooked me immediately. His questions came in earnest without being too serious, even the deeper ones: Tell me about your family. What do you want to do after graduation? Do you believe in God? There was something cerebral about him, like a handsome owl, with the wire-rimmed glasses he wore to coffee and his textured hair the color of peanut shells. He had a sturdiness, but with wings. Solid but playful, both knowing and curious. He seemed ready to party and learn, in equal measure, depending upon the mood.

I take a breath.

There’s no Reid in this world.

We waltz into the open floor plan of the Malibu beach house, Camila squeezing my hand as we weave our way through college kids clustered around us in vintage elegance. Quinn rushes ahead, exploring, bewitched.

Everyone looks so young, I think—too young to possibly grasp the opulence of this party, of their incredible lives, the gift of a night like this. It looks like we’re all playing dress-up. Which, I suppose, we are.

My design eye is gawking at the house. It’s mid-century modern heaven—years before these kids will know what to call it—but coastally influenced too. Sleek lines, glossy teaks, and glass—so much glass. Geometric art pieces and bubble pendant lamps. Pops of golden yellow and sage. The whole place screams lifeguard tower, with its bold angles and California airiness. And then, in a breath, it hits me: In less than twenty years, this is all going to burn. A reverent sorrow clenches my chest as I recall the hours—and hours, and hours—of horrific news coverage. Los Angeles in a blaze. This house won’t last. None of this coastline will. I nod in silent respect with another step forward.

“Whitney lives here?” I ask. “I mean, when she’s not at school?”

“Yes,” Camila confirms as we float toward the back patio, beckoning us with its jazz music and ocean view. “She was a childhood actress on that show—remember it? Whitney’s World?”

Recollection clicks. “Wow, really pulling that one from the archives.” But of course. Rascally Whitney with her signature pout and red pigtails, and her younger towhead twin brothers. The three of them dazzled together in the popular family sitcom. It was one of my earliest pop culture memories of twins. How fun! I’d love twins someday, little Sutton would dream.

Whitney never even rushed our sorority, just magically appeared in Alpha Gamma one day. No one asked questions. She slipped right in, endlessly lovable and wildly generous with her charisma and dollars. She’s been offering her home as a party venue for months. Finally, it seems, we’ve taken her up on it.

We’ve taken her all the way up on it.

Camila sweeps the place with an open palm. “The show only ran for four years, but apparently it was enough to buy this. Her parents and brothers still live here full-time.”

The word bears repeating: “Wow.”

I wave to Eve, Courtney, Kendra, and the other girls who came out for my birthday. Two nights in a row? How did we do it and look so fresh?

Every one of them shimmers in some combination of black fringe, satin gloves, and a feathery headpiece. I love that the boys are suited up; it’s a refreshing break from the typical theme-party rags thrown together. On the car ride here, Camila reminded me this was a mixer with our brother fraternity, Sigma Chi. The brothers nod hello, tip their heads, a few of them in Panama hats.

When we arrive on the back deck, a glass wall around the perimeter thinly separates us from the strip of sand and foamy waves. You could smack right into the barrier if you weren’t careful. To the right of a rectangular pool is a stylish bar, hydrangeas towering in clear vases on—yes—yet another gold surface.

“You want something to drink?” I ask Camila. “I think I’ll go get in line.” Club soda with lime, maybe, still needing my head bell clear to avoid any missteps into the weird truth I’m hiding. Into the glass wall.

Camila flaps a gloved hand. “You go. I’ll mingle.” She gives a shimmy in her two-piece number, black fringe dancing in the breeze with her eyes. Her skin glows in the moonlight.

My throat catches again at the vision of her, the life of her. I hold back another I miss you. “Have fun!”

Adjusting my headpiece—bands of satin, black feathers, a brooch—I beeline for the hydration. With every blink, I savor the night. The details of the decor, the Charleston swing tunes, the din of the crowd and of simply being twentysomething. I’m here, at a beach house in Malibu. I still can’t fathom it.

Shaking my head, I slip into line behind a broad-suited back. This guy’s tall, I observe. I peer around his substantial shoulder to see if I recognize anybody in front of him, but I don’t. There’s a general sense of camaraderie, but nothing specific. Several of the guys are already beginning to sway with intoxication.

Like the mom I am, I eye the pool cautiously.

As if hearing my thoughts, the suit in front of me turns around. He looks at the guys in line, then at me, then at the pool.

“Think I’ll have to make any rescues tonight?” he jokes.

I laugh—a sincere, surprised laugh. “Beach or pool?”

“Either? Both?” He gives a wicked smile. “I can always step back there to start watering drinks down too.” He lifts a finger to the most perfectly symmetrical mouth I have ever seen, in a shhhhh. Not to mention the most deftly carved bone structure. Cheeks and jaw. He’s a sculpture.

“Well, I’m CPR certified. So, we’ve got the party tricks.” I tilt my head, déjà vu tickling at my brain. “Have we . . . met before?”

He winces, shoving his hands in his pockets. “That was quick. Or slow. Depending.”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t come around much. To the scene.” He twirls a finger in the air. “I’m barely at Sigma Chi. I live way off campus.”

I frown, still confused.

He sighs. “I would say I try to keep a low profile—but everyone gets a good laugh when I say that.”

Looking up at him in my four-inch heels, this does prompt another good laugh out of me, only because of his height. He’s the type of guy that confronts you simply by standing there, breathing. “You look familiar. That’s all.”

I squint.

You’d think I could place this face.

But then, as he takes a step backward, toward the front of the line, I snap my fingers.

“Oh my gosh,” I squeal. “You’re the billboard guy! On Sunset! Wow. I can’t believe I placed it, first of all—but also, here you are! In the flesh!”

“And in clothes,” he offers.

I laugh again, from my chest. “I mean, you said it, not me.”

“Better to own it immediately, I’ve found.”

I take another step toward him as he steps back, inching us toward the gilded watering hole. We’re in a strange, easy dance. The mom and the male underwear model. “So, I’m guessing girls either run up to you in recognition or finally place you after hours and hours?”

“Something like that.”

“Which do you prefer?”

“Something in the middle.” His eyes twinkle. “Something like this.”

I blush.

Oh my gosh, am I blushing?

More importantly, is this cutie pie even legal to be getting a drink?

“How old are you?” I inquire, guessing twenty-two.

“Twenty-three.”

Close.

“I’m a senior,” he says. “Well, super-senior. Modeling . . . it’s . . . uh . . . I’m on the slow track. What about you?”

I think of Reid, his unwillingness to guess my age, so proper out of the gate. I obey the urge to test this young stallion, to see if my forty-ness is leaking out yet. “Guess.”

“Hmmm.” He bites his lip. “I’m gonna go with . . . not a day over twenty-one.”

“Ha!” I stab a finger at his chest. “Wrong. I am exactly a day over twenty-one. Yesterday was my birthday.”

“Well, happy birthday, then.” He smiles. “I’d offer to buy you a drink, but I’m pretty sure Gatsby’s got the tab tonight.” His voice drops. “Isn’t it weird how a mysterious Gatsby always has these things covered? Do you ever think about that? We don’t pay that much in dues. I’ll never understand, but I do appreciate it.”

I hear myself laugh again.

He’s funny. Self-aware. Observant.

“So.” I smile. “You model, huh?”

“Afraid so.”

“That bad?”

“Depends. The money’s amazing. I mean, I’m no Gatsby, but I’m saving a lot. I’ll pay off all my student debt within a few years. And then I want to do . . . other things.”

Mature, I think, impressed. “Like, not in your underwear?”

Now it’s his turn to cackle—and flush from the neck.

It’s adorable.

“Invest,” he says. “Invent, maybe. Travel. Work in business.” He half smiles. “Take you out on a date.”

Whoa!

I wasn’t expecting that.

“I mean,” he goes on, “I’d love to do that now and not later, like the other things, but while I’m listing my dreams . . .”

Is he serious?

Are we bantering?

Am I old enough to be his mother?

Is he closer to my age or Max’s?

I do the math and immediately regret it. He’s ten years older than my teenage son—and seventeen years younger than the real me. A whole, entire, full-grown almost-adult of years younger than me. I think my heart drops a smidge. I feel a splinter of compassion for Kristin Cavallari and that Montana hottie she dated. Twenty-three looks pretty darn young—but not too young, necessarily.

I brush the buzz of attraction aside and gather my wits back up. “You don’t want to take me out,” I reply, cheeks warm with the flattery. I almost say, I’m married. I almost say, I’m old enough to be your mother. I almost say, You should be dating models. Little nineteen-year-old models.

And, yes. Save. Plan. Invest.

Good boy.

Great choices.

He pulls at his chin. “No, I do. In fact, in this moment, I’d love nothing more than to take you out on a date.”

Just then, three flappers swoop in to flank him. “Parker!” they swoon. Strings tangle, feathers tickle, red lips pepper his cheek. “Come dance with us!”

It clicks that he looks like a Parker.

Just so perfectly Parker.

He side-hugs them sweetly. I stare at them blankly. If I’m a junior, they must be freshmen. They don’t seem to know me, either—but they’re sure scowling. All I can do is smile. Clearly, I am occupying their crush. I’ve always thought you can learn a lot about a guy from how he treats women who want him but whom he doesn’t want back.

“Lucy, Ashley, Jillian,” he addresses them one by one. “You all look beautiful.”

Doing well, Parker.

They giggle, their voices mingling. “So do you.”

“I might come dance later.” He nods his head toward the bar and then turns to me. “Do you guys know—”

“I do,” one of them finishes, her sable hair in a low tight bun. “I mean, she’s older, but—”

I don’t appreciate the emphasis on the word. She has no idea.

“—we’re both theater majors,” the girl continues. “And supposedly she’s incredible.”

“Is that so?” asks Parker, curious.

“No,” I say. “Well, yes to being a theater major. But—that’s very kind. I’m not sure I’d go that far. Thank you.”

Wait, was I incredible? I recall Mr. Fuentes’s accolades. Was I always more talented than I knew? I consider again: What if I’d known?

The girl purses her lips and nods, so apparently, yes, I was worth the compliment. With a few more words, she and the others leave in a flourish as fast and feathery as their arrival.

Only one more duo stands in front of us now before we’ll gather our drinks.

“So,” Parker says, “I’m here going on and on about modeling and you weren’t going to tell me that you’re an actress? I don’t know if you’ve heard, but we’re basically the same in this town.” He whispers the last part throatily.

“Actress is”—I scrunch my nose—“a strong word. I’m just a student. I have a full year left of school, and I’ve never done anything besides school theater.”

We reach the bar, finally.

“Club soda with lime, please,” I request with a smile, thankful to break the subject.

“She’s wild,” teases Parker, reading from the specialty drink menu. “Didn’t you just turn twenty-one?”

I shrug a shoulder. “Keeping it mellow tonight.”

He addresses the bartender. “I’ll try the Daisy Buchanan, please.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“What?”

“You waited in that whole line to order the girliest thing on the menu?”

He points at the fine print. “It has an actual daisy in it. And pineapple juice. Not to mention rum.”

I smile, sidestepping. “Don’t let me get in the way.”

Done at the bar, I follow him to a cocktail table. I don’t need to mingle with every boy here to know that Parker’s emotional intelligence, sobriety level, and financial independence probably all stand out like he does.

I’m enjoying his company, honestly. He is one hundred percent pleasant and lovely. I levitate at his side, fun and feminine, like that drink in his hands.

We toast and talk and lose track of time—by which point I find myself so at ease that I’ve taken off my heels and he’s disappeared to get me another club soda.

Quinn appears at my side like a cat. “Well, well, well,” she observes. “Who is that, and how come I’ve never seen him around before?” She squints at his back. “Or wait. Have I? He looks . . .”

“Like he belongs on a billboard?” I sip on my glass and wait.

She socks my shoulder, eyes going huge. “Stop it.”

“It’s true,” I say through a piece of chomped ice. “Parker. Super-senior, supermodel. He rarely comes around, I guess? I’ve never seen him in my life.”

In either life.

Quinn brushes at a strand of her midnight-black hair, curling down her pretty cheek. “You’re smiling.” Her eyes probe me. “Over a boy.”

I flush, touching my cheeks. “Am I?”

Was I?

She grabs my wrists. “I love seeing you happy! And for the first time in so long, not thinking at all about him.”

My mind flips into a roller coaster of loops and dips. She means Reid, of course. I’m not thinking about my husband or children or job or mortgage or full-on life out there, somewhere.

But no. She doesn’t mean Reid. She means Holden. I resettle for a second after the whiplash.

On my twenty-first birthday, I was still bruised, at least slightly, from our horrible breakup. Meeting Reid marked a pivotal turning point in my road to true healing. His guileless presence came like a cure. No expectations, no games. With his companionship, Quinn’s loyalty, and my prayers, morning eventually dawned again.

But what about now? What in this world happens now? I should be excited; I’m woozy instead. I grab for the table’s edge. Reid isn’t here to save me. And all I got was this stupid pickleball.

“Sutton?” Quinn asks. “You all right? Your face just went white.”

“Yeah—I . . .” I glance instinctively around the party for Holden—but no, he wouldn’t be here. He never came to any official fraternity parties, avoiding them like a leper colony. Certifiably far too cool, he was the self-proclaimed Most Anti–Sigma Chi Member there ever was. I think he expected a crown for it. He once claimed he’d “rather eat a pocketknife” than go to a theme party—and yet he refused to deactivate from the house.

I cough.

My gaze tracks over the party to the ocean, glittering navy under the moon. Something about this moment, acute and expansive at once, tells me how much I need Quinn. I need her now, I need her then, I need her here, I need her everywhere. I need her like a Dr. Seuss book. And I know she needs me too.

“I think we should live together after graduation,” I blurt suddenly, desperate to plant the seed while I have the chance, praying it sticks.

She laughs. “Um, okay?”

My eyes narrow. “I’m serious. I was just . . . uh . . . getting to know Parker and talking about his life here in LA. And I know we have a year to think about it, but . . .” I’m so clumsy. I’m fumbling. I’m saying it anyway. “I think we should do it.” Please don’t leave me alone in this scary new world.

“You take your gap year before med school,” I continue, “and I’ll do . . . whatever. But whatever it is, let’s do it together. Okay?”

She tilts her head. “Here? LA?”

“Yes.”

She extends a gloved hand. “Deal, my lady.”

I shake it. “Really?”

She nods. “I mean, I’ll miss the sorority house maid service. The bunk beds? Less so.”

I pull my elbow into my ribs in a yes! “Can I ask you something else?”

“Of course.”

I don’t know why, but I just need to know. “Have you seen Holden lately?”

Her eyes flash. She chews her lip. Hesitates. “Maybe I have.”

“Maybe you have?” My pitch rises. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because.” She huffs. “Every time you hear anything about him, you—” She circles a hand around my head, like she’s miming Saturn’s rings. “Retreat into your own planet. Disappear into a depression. We are done with him. God has something so much better for you.”

Inhaling the breeze, I say nothing. Was Reid my better? And did I blow it? Or was there something else better in this timeline, too?

What could I do but hope?

I summon a smile. “Okay.”

“Okay,” she says, lifting her face to the stars. “There’s a whole world out there, Sutton. As long as you’re Holden onto the trash, you’re not going to find your treasure.”

“Wow, good one.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I’ve been waiting to use it. And for the record?”

I wait.

“I saw him at the student commons last week. He reeked of booze. He was all alone. I told him he was a horrible human being. In case he forgot, from the last seven times I told him.”

“And that’s why you’re my best friend.”

“And roommate!”

“That too.”

When Parker returns with two fresh drinks, the word treasure sticks in my mind. I suspect he might be one. “Thank you,” I say. “So much.”

“I’m Quinn,” she interjects charmingly. “We’re a package deal, I’m afraid.”

Parker sets down his drink to grab her hand. “Quinn! Like the medicine woman?”

She nods at me. “I love him. He’s in.” She looks at him. “Exactly. Give me ten years. I’ll write you whatever prescriptions you want. You know. Within reason. Don’t be weird.”

“Lucky me.” He lifts his second Daisy Buchanan. “I get a date and a doctor in the same night.” His eyes slide to me as he taps my calf with a dress shoe.

It’s nice, I think? This is so weird. And wonderful?

Just when I think this night defines youthful perfection—charmed by Parker, loved by Quinn, awestruck by the grandeur of everything—off in the corner, I see him. Skulking, sipping a drink. A short blonde in a white dress and red lips is talking to him—but he is ignoring her deeply. He’s staring at me instead, all brown eyes and brood in suspenders.

It’s Holden.

What the actual heck?

No, a mirage. Right?

Wrong. I grab Quinn’s wrist in a panic, just as Parker nails a joke. I hate that I missed it. She laughs and tilts her head to mine.

What’s wrong? she mouths.

I lead her eyes with mine to the hazard. When she sees him, my body begins to bolt, practically without my permission. One foot back, then the other. “I am so sorry, you guys! Too many of these. Ha!” I raise my glass in what I know is goodbye. “I’ll be right back. Restroom!”

I cannot run away fast enough. Is he really crashing this party? Is he really crashing my existential experience? Come on.

Because: no. I will not get the most out of this massive gift if I have to face Holden already. I’ll take this memory before it goes up in flames. This party, this perfect night, Parker. He’s hooked my interest—I sense something there—but I know I must tear away.

Let’s grow up a smidge more. I’ll have to see what comes next. Can college get much better, anyway?

Nestled in the bathroom, I lean against the wooden vanity with its brass hardware, admiring the rectangular-tiled walls.

Don’t forget about our deal, good doctor.

I pull out the pink ball stashed in my black satchel.

I count to twenty.

I’m gone.




CHAPTER 9

I blink in disbelief.

It worked. I’m back here, in this room of clean whites and gold floors and—I count them—nine more balloons suspended in the air. Number twenty-one, popped and done. I smooth the skirt of my pickleball dress and shift in my sneakers.

“Welcome back.” Her voice is lyrical, like a poem.

Jumping in response, I turn to the angel. Her green eyes dance, crimson hair still billowing to her waist. “Thank . . . you,” I manage. “That was—wow. That was something else.”

She smiles, close-lipped. “You could say that.” A beat. “Do you have any questions?”

“Ha!” I huff. “So many.”

“Well, I’m here to help.” Her brows lift. “However I can.”

“Well,” I start, mind hammering. “There is one thing I must know. Is this . . . alternate life . . . truly another life? Another universe? Or can the decisions I make affect—” I pause again. “I guess what I want to know is, can these new choices impact my other life? My real life? The realities of my present day, with Reid and my kids? If I ever find my way back?”

The angel purses her lips, tilting her gorgeous head. “You’re experiencing a separate life—a separate world. A version where Sutton Lancaster makes different choices. But where you are still entirely you.”

I nod. “Okay.”

She still didn’t answer the question, at least not directly. I think of the various multiverse theories, the ways they have always intrigued me. Parallel universes, unfolding at once, containing everything, all of it true.

“So,” I press, “the worlds can never intersect? Therefore, I can’t change the future?”

If I hadn’t been staring at her face so carefully, I might’ve missed it—but I’m sure that I see it then. For the faintest of moments, the angel falters, her eyes dropping.

Is it possible she doesn’t know?

She glides across the room, dodging balloon strings, giving an airy cough before finally answering. “I don’t believe so, no. I have never seen it happen.”

“But you can’t say for sure.”

She sighs under balloon number twenty-six, holding the giant snowflake.

“I cannot say for certain, no,” she says. “But I believe faith can move mountains.”

I scratch my head and squeeze my eyes shut, not capable of comprehending this potential twist yet. Changing the future? Exhaling, I resolve to remember this as another question tumbles to mind. “When I returned from the bathroom—at the party—to Quinn and to Parker,” I say, “would that version of me remember him and the conversation? Pick up where we left off?”

She seems to relax. “Yes, of course. That timeline of events is reality. You simply embodied that version of yourself briefly—taking over all agency—before coming back here.”

I rub my temples, but I think I’m tracking. Just barely. I clasp my hands with a sigh.

“Any more questions?” the angel asks.

“Not now,” I say. “I think I’m ready—or at least as ready as I can be.” I’m ready to choose my next adventure.

I eye the balloon holding the Statue of Liberty, heart flipping at the thought of New York, but unable to imagine going forward that far just yet, all the way to age twenty-nine. Not to young motherhood—diapers and preschool and Goldfish-crumb-covered, wild, sticky, consuming love—but something else entirely.

Toward the back of the room, I spot it then, the director’s clapboard. I didn’t notice it before. It’s black and white, laced in silver glitter, reminding me of a Christmas ornament. I can practically hear it snapping shut—action!—onto age twenty-three. Two years ahead, which would put me postgraduation, past my and Reid’s wedding date, way past Holden, and who knew where else.

Hollywood, evidently.

Mid–housing crisis and economic recession, according to recent history already lived—but it couldn’t possibly be worse as a single twentysomething than it was as a newlywed.

The angel holds out the needle, my magic sword. I grip the handle and approach the balloon with equal parts bold confidence and rattling nerves.

I’m ready to take my next stab.

I brace for the burst.




AGE 23




CHAPTER 10

White ceramic clatters to the floor in shards around my bare feet. I yelp, unmoving in front of the granite counter before me. Final drips of black coffee percolate into a glass carafe.

No Nespresso machine in sight, the old-school black contraption hisses and taunts me. I gulp, assessing the scene, keeping one eye cautiously shut.

The apartment around me is strikingly beige but apparently new—or newish. I remember when speckled granite was all the rage. The kitchen and great room are nice, if a tad dated. I’m struck by the cream of the walls. In present-day design, it’s bright whites or bust. At first glance, the place reminds me of our first apartment—mine and Reid’s—Orange County new construction.

But there is no husband in sight.

Instead, I note the obvious signs that girls live here. Bohemian throw pillows—magenta pinks, turquoise greens—looking straight out of Anthropologie. Woven blankets, two vintage Vogue posters, scents of vanilla and grapefruit. Multiple candles. It’s homey. It’s cute.

The door to the apartment swings open.

“I’m hoooooome,” sings a voice—a familiar, comforting voice.

It’s Quinn! My roommate? It worked? Gratitude splinters inside me. I still haven’t moved, paralyzed here in the coffee-mug ruins. “In here!” I yell.

I glance at the oven clock, glowing 7:01 a.m. At least I don’t sleep until nine anymore. We’re growing up incrementally. But why is Quinn just getting home?

She flings her backpack over the white-slipcovered couch, which I recognize as IKEA. It’s one of their best pieces ever, versatile, durable, washable. I’ve used it in plenty of homes, to save on budget for other more striking showpieces.

“What happened over there?” she asks, eyes round with concern. “Hold on. Don’t move.” She disappears into the hallway and returns with a broom and dustpan.

Crouched at my feet in green scrubs, raven hair piled into a topknot, she cleans up the shards as I stare down at her, wholly transfixed. It’s like I’m watching a ghost. Every move she makes is methodical, those hands in professional training.

Of course.

Quinn must be in med school after her gap year.

Are we really pulling this off? Roommates in our early twenties?

“You don’t have to do that,” I say, though I’m thankful. “Did you—where were you?”

She opens the cupboard under the sink, dumping the mess. “I had to study. Beat morning traffic.”

“All night? You studied all night?”

“What else is new?” She shrugs, propping the cleaning tools against the counter. “In the library. The drive is getting old, though, I have to say. So many of my classmates live in UCLA housing, and I finally understand why.”

I latch onto the clue and could dance with ecstasy. I might start spinning like a ballerina here in the galley kitchen. Quinn got into UCLA med school—in this life too. All over again, she did it.

But then I nod dumbly because the detail, while precious, still reveals quite little.

“I’m going to hop in the shower.” Quinn pulls out her hair tie, shaking her mane free. “I’m heading back to campus around three. You have your weekly lunch, right? It’s Wednesday?”

I squint, praying to heaven I still keep a vigilant calendar. “Yes?”

She flicks my arm, and I look down at my oversized white cotton USC T-shirt. “Drink some coffee,” she lectures. “He’ll be waiting. And I keep waiting for the day he just declares his love for you on one of these ‘friend lunches.’”

Her air quotes are violent.

But—he?

There’s a he?

My brain is too blank to pretend I know who Quinn is talking about. Casually I open the cupboard above the coffee maker, thankful to see all the mugs. I retrieve a fresh one with extreme gentleness.

“Lunch with . . .” I let my voice trail and hope she’ll fill in the gap.

“With your ‘best friend’?” She crooks her fingers once more in the air. “You know, besides me.”

“Oh, yeah!” My smile is cheesy. “Of course.”

“Well, anyway, weirdo. Have fun. The Christmas decorations should be up at The Grove!” Her voice purrs coyly as she disappears down the hall. “Not romantic at all!”

I put my questions on hold as I prep my coffee. At forty, I’ve abandoned all processed creamers for almond milk—but I’m elated to behold today’s refrigerator contents and see that my twenty-three-year-old self still holds a deep allegiance to Coffee Mate.

Yes.

Snickers flavor, at that.

I pour an inch into my coffee, because why not, and wander to a small desk in the corner of the adorable living room. The desk is worn white wood, looking thrifted, accented with a blush velvet chair. I approve wholeheartedly. The space feels like mine, so I sit, gripping my hot mug and thrilled to see a weekly day planner splayed in plain view.

I gasp when I see the card serving conveniently as its bookmark. It’s my face. Not just that. It’s a headshot. My biggest smile, brown eyes playful, blonde head turned to look over the shoulder of a black leotard top. Under the image, my name:

Sutton Lancaster

SAG-AFTRA

Followed by my measurements and my address in Los Angeles, California.

I flip over the card to see three more versions of me. In one, I am serious, angry even—eyes sultry, mouth a thin line. I’m wearing red.

In another, I’m in a fluffy blue blouse, hair tousled in beachy waves, smile mid-laugh, all of it serving shampoo-commercial girl-next-door sexiness.

In the final image, a black-and-white, I’m leaning forward in reading glasses and a trim blazer, chin on my fist, mouth open, hair lacquered in a low bun. I look like a professor or CEO.

Have I really done it?

Am I an actress?

Did I really earn my SAG card?

I want to know everything, but I also realize I might only be able to handle one thing at a time in this new existence.

Gasping anew, I see something else gleaming up at me from the desktop. I swear it’s actually sparkling, as I touch it carefully.

Steve Jobs, I love you.

Once again, I’m holding an iPhone. It’s both too small and too heavy, but I don’t care. It feels like a toy in my hand.

But it’s a powerful toy.

More in business with every beat, I scan my calendar for the day. Sure enough, I’m two years ahead. Twenty-three. And Quinn was right. In a handful of hours, on this Wednesday in November, I have important plans.

Lunch with Parker at La Piazza.
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Everything about The Grove feels even more vibrant and charming than in my last living memory as a grown mom, when I brought the twins to the American Girl store for their fifth birthdays. The ear piercing, the hair salon, the darling café—a little girl’s daydream. Not to mention the well-known outdoor mall’s double-decker trolley, farmers market, and picturesque main street—indeed, already frosted with the magic of Christmas. Giant wreaths, ornament balls, fresh garland. It doesn’t feel man-made; it feels spun from pixie dust and Santa himself.

Now I sit on the outdoor patio of the Italian restaurant and marvel at how much I truly feel like a traveler, sipping my lemon water, watching the crowds drift past, nobody in a particular rush on this bright weekday afternoon. Nobody’s burrowed into their phones, either, I can’t help but observe. I don’t even pull out my own.

It’s all so . . . refreshing.

Today’s outfit options were a step in the right direction, but the jeans are still a nightmare, plunging low down into the ground. I love my peacoat, though. Houndstooth never goes out of style, and neither do black leather boots.

My sunglasses, meanwhile, are a dead giveaway of the times. Giant. Black. Plastic. Round. I’m an alien in more ways than one.

I see Parker before he sees me, and I’m unable to stifle the joy that tugs at my mouth. I’m strangely touched that our Gatsby connection outlasted the extravagant party—that it lasted for years. That Holden didn’t ruin that night. I’m so thankful, in fact, I could possibly cry. We became friends, stayed friends. Without ever becoming romantic, no less. At least, according to evidence and Quinn’s quips.

I rise as he strides toward me, winding through tables and turning heads. He’s a knockout, no question. Same thick hair, broad stature, movie-star gait. Strong face chiseled from stone. He gathers me into his hugeness, and I can’t help but breathe him in. Manly musk and clean soap.

I shiver, viscerally awash in memories I can’t recall. I think of a podcast I recently heard about the body’s capacity to store our memories, as opposed to only the brain.

“Long time no see!” I squeal—maybe too exaggeratedly—before pausing to consider that it might not even be true. For all I know, I saw him last night.

But he pecks my temple and says, “Me too. I’ve missed you so much.”

Phew.

“I’ve been traveling nonstop since summer,” he adds. “Really glad to be home for a while.”

Taking the seat across from me, he wears a gray Henley—molded nicely to his tight muscles—with dark jeans and white Converse. His black Persol sunglasses are much more timeless than mine.

He pulls a slice of bread from the basket. “I’m starving.”

“Me too.”

I pretend to lose myself in the menu, but I’m stealing furtive glances over the top. Parker chomps on the bread, jaw working it. His sandy-blond hair looks darker to me. I feel a little less like his mom. My nervous system is both completely at home and charged with electromagnetic currents.

I remember Quinn’s words. Your “best friend.” And her hostile air quotes.

“So, you’re home for a while?” I ask.

“Three weeks. Then back to Milan.”

I lift my brows. “Milan, huh? Mr. Big Time!”

His features go firm and serious. “Two more years. I think I’ll be ready to hang up the undies then.”

I laugh loudly, recalling his wit. “You think you’ll miss the attention?” I tease. “Ladies clamoring for a moment with their favorite model?”

His shoulders tense. He says nothing. I wonder if I zapped a nerve.

Oops?

Silence floats between us.

“I think I’ll get the Caesar salad with salmon,” I say.

“Some things never change.” He sounds sad.

I frown.

I know I don’t know our dynamic like I know my favorite Italian food lunch order, but our vibe feels off-kilter to me. Tense, even.

Is he upset with me?

“You okay over there?”

He untwists the silverware roll, mouth straight as a hyphen.

“Jet lag?” I try.

With a shake of his napkin, like a magician, he settles deeper into his chair. Several more moments pass.

“I just . . .” He scratches his handsome head. “I wonder if we’re ever going to talk about what happened.” He waves a hand between us over the table. “The night before I left. For Miami.”

I stiffen.

Oh, boy.

What happened?

I crush my eyes shut, begging for a flash of memory, to no avail. I only remember the Gatsby night. I’ve lost an entire two years.

Yet here I am, his best friend.

I clear my throat. “Huh.” More silence. “Well, maybe it would be helpful . . .” So helpful, you have no idea. “If you told me what you think? From . . . your perspective?”

I bare my teeth in a grimace, shooting for irresistible.

“You’re really going to make me spell it out?” He scratches his neck, looking peeved. “Geez, Sutton.”

Resistible.

Cool.

Going well.

“We talk every single day,” he continues. “Every audition, I’m here to encourage you. We have a lunch date every single week. I don’t . . . do that with my other friends. I helped you book the commercial that changed everything.” His voice lowers. “I’ve even offered you money, so you don’t have to keep working in that black cavity you call a restaurant.”

I’m frozen. I’m stuck. I’m still as the giant Christmas tree. Is this all true? What kind of actual heap has this Sutton climbed onto? I’m not crazy about what I’m hearing. Am I wasting this dreamboat’s time? Even worse, am I taking advantage?

And hold up.

Am I a waitress?

“Parker, I—”

He holds up a palm. “I want . . . to finish saying a few things. If that’s okay with you.”

I swallow.

I nod.

He licks his full lips. “I’ve just . . . never had a kiss like that. I literally can’t stop thinking about it. And it—” He pulls on his chin, that million-dollar chin. “To be honest, it hurts that you seem to have quite easily stopped thinking about it completely.” He snaps his fingers. “Like that.”

Oh, Parker, you sweet handsome thing. How can I forget something I can’t remember?

It’s what I want to say.

And for the sake of this moment, I try.

I try really hard to remember.

When did we share a kiss? Where?

Come on, body, tell me what happened.

My couch, maybe? Quinn gone?

I look at his hands, hands that evidently care for me a great deal, that care to type texts of encouragement and drive to meet me every Wednesday.

Maybe we were watching Netflix—on DVD, of course. Maybe we cuddle sometimes. Maybe he grabbed my hand. Maybe I turned to kiss his cheek. Maybe he turned back, just in time, cupping my neck, pulling me into him, grazing my lips with his for the first time, electrifying—

“You two ready to order?” chirps a peppy brunette in a white collared blouse, pen poised on top of her pad.

“Yes,” I interject gratefully.

I tell her my order.

“Penne pesto with chicken, please,” Parker says. “Thank you so much.” He’s X-factor kind to her with his tone. Clearly such a good guy.

I cough. “Well, I wouldn’t say I stopped thinking about it, per se.” I just never thought about it in the first place. “What . . . was it about the kiss? That made it so . . . memorable for you?”

He grips his water glass, seemingly wounded, my question suspended in the air for a lengthy minute.

“I think just the fact . . . that . . . it was you.” He looks to the sky. “Finally, you.”

My eyes bulge under my black goggles, for which I am newly appreciative.

I don’t even know what to say.

“That’s incredibly sweet,” I offer, sucked into this tornado of flattery, friendship, or fantasy, maybe all three—all while finding myself weirdly protective over this Parker.

“I actually did a lot of thinking the past few weeks,” he continues.

Great.

He’s not finished.

“Oh . . . did you?” I squeak.

Add anxiety to the cyclone.

“I’ll still drive you to your callback on Friday—I’m so proud of you, and I know how nervous you are, but—”

I hinge forward.

Callback?

There is so much unfolding right now.

“I think I need some space.” He reaches across his body, massaging one brawny shoulder. “I don’t know if I can stay this close to you without . . .” He sighs. “Without wanting more. Without it being hard. I’m sorry.”

A pitcher appears, refreshing my water glass. I cannot gulp it down fast enough. I want to tell him It’s okay, I get it—but is it okay? Why hasn’t Young Me given Parker a chance, let him all the way in? I don’t want to betray her, but I’m perplexed. My body feels the attraction. Guys like this don’t drop across the table from girls every day. Every decade!

Maybe I can course-correct for myself. Tell him how much I loved the kiss too. That it’s just been so new and wild for me to process us crossing that line. But then, what about Reid? He might not be known by this version of Sutton, but I sense him holding me back.

I hear myself expend a loud breath, heavy with mixed desire and disorientation.

“It’s okay,” I say, gaze down like a coward. “I get it.”




CHAPTER 11

“Sterling Restaurant, this is Sutton.”

At 10:45 a.m. the following day, I stand at the oakwood podium with the phone on my ear, curling the cord with my finger because . . . there’s a cord.

I’m competent. Poised. Ready. Hostess with the absolute mostest. Right. But I wear a true actor’s smile. “We open at eleven. Hope to see you soon!”

Sterling is apparently one of the hottest new spots in West Hollywood. It opened six months ago. The cuisine is international but accessible—the ambience exquisite but intimate. Oysters on the half shell, burrata, branzino, a Wagyu burger, of course. Like in my heavenly portal, white is the color here: the linens, the walls, the slipcovered chairs. Fresh-cut roses—white and hot pink—are everywhere in crystal vases, with brushed-silver chandeliers and rustic-wood tables adding an antique air.

The place is a dream.

I feel stupidly lucky to have a position here. The jobs must be coveted.

With a damp towel, I begin wiping down a stack of silver leather-bound menus, one by one, focusing on deep breaths.

I can do this job.

I’ve been slaying this job!

We probably don’t say “slay” in this world yet.

While periodically spinning out over the Parker scenario, I spent the last twenty-four hours doing extensive archaeological digging into my life. Medical school–level homework, rivaling Quinn’s. I even pulled out a blank sheet of paper and constructed a timeline and org chart.

Key players, places, details.

I’m determined to, well, slay the game here.

To my relief, once again my written planner is not letting me down. Neither is my closet, which left no question about my work uniform. Between it and a few tagged Facebook photos of me with my “Sterling fam”—they’re so stunning, it’s criminal—I knew exactly what to wear today. I yanked one of the four soft, slinky long-sleeved black dresses from its hanger. The dress sculpts my body, so flattering SKIMS could’ve made it. (Should I slip Kim K. the idea, get in on that venture now?) I pulled on black tights and loafers, pulled my blonde locks up into a high, severe pony.

Ready to sparkle at Sterling.

In addition to being fabulous, Sterling is total drama, according to TMZ, which adds up with Parker’s dig on the place. Studded with Hollywood hopefuls, the staff does not always get along. I work here three or four shifts a week as a hostess, and my bank account tells me I get tipped out nicely—but still, most months barely balance. Between this gig, my odd acting jobs, and the one big commercial for Diet Coke, I’m surviving, but I’m not saving a dime. Life in LA is sky pricey. Even with Quinn splitting rent, it’s a stretch—especially now that I’m flying solo for real. Back in expensive OC, I always had Reid, our dual income easing the blow of our very adult bills. Here, my financial fate is all mine to shoulder.

For now, I can see that Grandma Mabel’s more-generous-than-usual birthday checks are helping me stay in the black. She supported me in time of need, always.

My throat pinches.

I wonder fleetingly what my dad thinks of me working a restaurant job with my expensive degree. He was so proud of me in my real-life twenties—marriage, family, design career, all before thirty. I pray his pride followed me here.

Now my chest pinches, too, as a waft of cologne assaults me.

Deep, intense, and aquatic.

“Hey, babe!” A raspy and upbeat male voice enters the chat.

I turn to see a sharp-featured guy in a black collared shirt and black jeans, shoving his sleeves up, revealing a hundred tattoos. We’re eye level, meaning he’s fairly short for a guy—which isn’t unusual for guys in LA, actors especially. His hair—also black—is shaved short on the sides, longer on top, waxed to one side like a rock star’s, a few stray pieces hanging dangerously over his eyes, which are also black.

I squint at his name tag.

Axl.

We’re definitely in Hollywood now.

“Hi!” I say in a tone that I’m hoping shouts, Hey, bro! I know you!

He scans me up and down, arching a manscaped brow. “You look good.”

I straighten self-consciously. “Do I?”

He half circles me. “Yes, girl. The ponytail?” He pinches two fingers into a perfect sign. “Love.”

I smooth my hair over my scalp. “Thanks. Uh—Axl. Can I ask you a couple questions?”

“Sutton? The good girl? Wants something from me?” He gives a diabolical smirk, cinching his apron tighter. “’Course, gorgeous. What’s up?”

“I’m—” Think, think. I rub at my temples, deciding to feign a headache. “I don’t feel my best today. Just a bit off.”

“Aww, baby girl.” He snorts sympathetically. “Your first hangover?”

“Eh, something like that.”

It didn’t feel entirely wrong.

“How can I help?”

Like a helpless puppy, I pick up the laminated map of the tables, along with the dry-erase marker. There’s an equally confusing lined notepad. I’ve accomplished enough in my real life, I guess—but never once worked in a restaurant. “How do I . . . ? Who do I . . . ?”

“Yikes, Sutton, how wrecked are you?”

I grimace, leaning into the narrative. “Pretty wrecked, honestly.”

“Well, lucky for you, Rachel will be here at eleven thirty. But just—” He grabs the marker from me. “I’m head server, so seat me first, always. You know this.” He plants an asterisk next to four big tables toward the back. “Then Holly.” He hearts three more tables. “For the two-tops, alternate between Evan and Jess.” He marks Es and Js with bravado. He’s an artist, and I’m indebted.

“Oh my gosh, thank you.”

“No problem. Where are the reservations?”

My heart stops. “Reservations?”

“Sutton.” He reaches around my waist to open a drawer. He retrieves a typed list of names, times, and party sizes. “Always seat reservations first. Use the notepads for walk-ins. Got it?”

“Yes.” I grab the list sheepishly. “I’m so sorry. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Feel better.” He knuckles my shoulder platonically. “Does this mean you’re bailing on tonight?”

I wrinkle my nose. There was nothing on the calendar for tonight. I’d checked. Triple-checked. I wanted all the prep time possible for my callback tomorrow. “Tonight?”

“Rachel’s birthday! At Red Vine? Come! Bring your boyfriend if you want. Or Quinn.” He whistles. “Quinn.”

I roll my eyes, but admittedly find him charming, despite his Tom Sandoval vibes. I bet we’re good pals, and I like that I’m known as the good girl. Something about him makes me feel twinkly.

“Let’s see how today goes, okay?”

I bare my twenty-three-year-old teeth, hoping they shine like the ambience.
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Nothing could have prepared me for the difficulty of this assignment. By noon, I’m sweating cannonballs through my dress. Why the long sleeves, Sterling, why? And black? Okay, the black is brilliant. Otherwise, I’d be covered in grease splashes and armpit stains. Oh, and spit spray from spewing customers.

For the entire three-hour shift, my heart clicks in rapid time with the lunch rush of heels tip-tapping on polished concrete. Turns out this is no restaurant. This is a war zone. A pressure cooker. My Instant Pot before it’s ready to release the steam of a thousand chickens. With confidence, I can say that even my most high-profile design jobs and tightest deadlines have not stolen years off my life like this.

More than once, I’ve been on the verge of tears today, even with Axl’s advice and head hostess Rachel to my rescue with her blunt pink bob and much-needed interventions.

“A thirty-minute wait? Do you know who I am?” barked a white-haired man with a doughy face, elegant suit, and slight limp.

“I’m sorry, sir. You don’t have a reservation. I must seat reservations first.”

He stormed off as Rachel sidled up to me, panic falling over her button nose and bud lips. “Where is he going? What did you do?”

I gulp. “What do you mean?”

“Craig Coleman? Famous producer? One of our most faithful regulars?”

No, no, no.

“Oh, I’m so sorry! I can run after hi—”

“What is wrong with you today?” Rachel hissed. “You’re usually my best hostess. It’s almost like you have amnesia.”

Astute, dear Rachel. Impressive.

I double-sat Evan—for which Jess reamed me out with colorful language. I forgot to offer free truffle fries to the stunning couple who waited seventeen minutes too long. In my lowest moment, I walked a party with a large woman to a booth, in which she could not fit—but the rest of our tables were full and only mid-meal. So we stood there in the most uncomfortable impasse of both my lives, stranded between my gaffe and the star-studded onlookers all around us, waiting out the woman’s tantrum and her husband’s high-decibel promise to never return.

I wanted to cry for us all.

By the time my shift’s over, I’m at my employee locker in the back, shaking—so thankful it’s a locker key on my chain and not a combination, not one more thing to remember.

This much is clear: I earn every penny of the payouts here.

There’s a hand on my shoulder. “You okay, bud?” I glance up to see white nail polish and hairy knuckles. Axl, naturally.

“Not really,” I sniff.

“We all have bad days.” He waves a hand. “Let it go.”

I smile. “Like Elsa?”

Blank stare.

I clear my throat. “I turned away a notable regular. And then I believed a grifter who said he was filming a movie with Leonardo DiCaprio. Just fire me now!”

“Lucky you, I don’t have that power,” he jokes. “Plus, manager’s on vacation. I’m about as senior as it gets today, and”—he brushes my cheek with a finger, and I hate that he catches a tear—“it can’t ever get worse than that.”

I manage a laugh. “Ugh,” I sigh, retrieving my brown leather satchel and snapping the locker shut.

“Come out with us tonight,” he insists. “Ten p.m. It’ll be fun.”

“You go out at ten p.m.?” I whine, sounding forty. “Like, that’s when you’re starting?”

“Yes, Grandma Sutton. Get over it.”

“I’ll ask Quinn. If I can get it together. And if the birthday girl even wants me there.”

I flinch at a slap on my booty and turn.

“Don’t be silly,” says Rachel. “Dan can’t come anymore. I know, some boyfriend of three years, right?”

Try husband of seventeen, skipping out on your fortieth.

Ugh.

“So, I want all my friends there. Just don’t ever do that”—she circles a hand chaotically toward the dining room—“ever again.”

I blow out a breath.

I wish I could promise her.
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“I cannot believe you dragged me here.” Quinn elongates every syllable like it’s a piece of taffy. Quinn loves taffy. All candy. Clubs, not so much. Club sandwiches, club soda, country clubs—then and now, these are the clubs for Quinn.

But she also loves me. So when I told her about my no-good, very-bad day and need to earn some goodwill with my coworkers, she only hesitated a little. And it only took one bag of Swedish Fish to bribe her.

I tried Parker too.

Can’t tonight, but I’ll pick you up at ten tomorrow. Also that place is intense. Don’t stay out too late!

I admire yet again Parker’s solid head on those pretty shoulders. I don’t know if he has other plans tonight or if this is him taking space—but I’m admittedly disappointed. If nothing else, he’s a fantastic friend and seems to look out for me.

Now I’m dragging Quinn past the never-ending line of girls in crinkly satin dresses, silk tops with black leggings, long tanks over sparkly skirts. In my own white peplum dress and Quinn’s mini emerald-green number, we stand before the bouncer and tell him we’re here for Rachel.

He ushers us in like we’re stars.

Red Vine—off Vine Street—pulses with energy, Top 40 beats remixed, and of course, all things red. Waitresses in latex catsuits à la “Oops! . . . I Did It Again” weave in and out of the crowd, every cocktail finished with a piece of licorice. Clever, on theme.

I’m the oldest person here by a decade. On the inside, at least. On the outside, though, I blend in like just another Hot Tamale in the whole box.

I don’t know how to hold this juxtaposition.

Because as my gaze pans around, I note that the place feels kind of . . . intense, for sure, but also maybe oppressive. Something in my spirit retreats. This never was my scene. There’s a darkness in here. Do I go to church in LA? I’ve never not gone to church. Feels like I need it now, more than ever.

I tell myself to find out soon.

For now, this is very much not church.

And I don’t like it.

I avert my eyes from multiple female dancers strutting on the bar. I wasn’t expecting the entertainment. They’re not strippers, exactly, in their leather two-piece ensembles, but they’re close. Close enough that I wouldn’t want Reid anywhere near here. Close enough to think of my daughters and swallow.

Absently I reach to my stomach, for something that isn’t there.

“This is a lot,” I yell to Quinn.

She nods back, cupping her mouth. “I’ve heard all about this place. Med school kids are crazier than you’d think!”

Leading her by the hand—my young feet pain-free in my skyscraper heels, God bless them—I find our group in a corner with low-slung tables and plush velvet seating. Axl, Rachel, Evan, Jess, Holly—they rise to greet us with hugs.

Rachel grabs my hands. “I’m so glad you’re here! Should we all go dance? Do you need a drink first?”

“I’m good!” Quinn and I say at once, exchanging a smile.

In our own conga line, we bob our way to the dance floor. My shoulders relax when we reach it, and I split off into the night with my closest friend. Quinn and I crack up belting out “Love in This Club,” dancing and smiling, forgetting. We both let go, just like Elsa. We continue like this for the better part of an hour, and the nostalgia has me squealing to “Bleeding Love,” to “Disturbia,” to jam after jam after jam.

I’m lost in the bliss. It’s a riot. Just so much fun, letting loose with her. When was the last time I met friends at 10 p.m.? With nowhere to be in the morning?

When “Circus” by Britney Spears comes on, though, the chorus hits me like a slap, an unwarranted strike of emotion. I stagger a bit. Out of nowhere, I am a conscious mother again, thinking of Britney and whatever the heck she’s truly going through, maybe not far from this place. Her prison. Her pain. I remember her saying she prayed nonstop from her darkest time in captivity. It’s possible I’ve been internalizing her memoir to an unhealthy degree, but . . . looking around, everything slows, and I sense the darkness again.

It’s heavy and thick.

The dancers, so much red, the vibe.

Then I spy Rachel and Axl, in the middle of the dance floor, together. Their hips are locked, their lips awfully close, her hand hooked around his neck. What about the boyfriend of three years? Evan is cheering them on. I look away as I’m sure they’re about to kiss.

No, I don’t like this.

I don’t like it at all.

I pull Quinn to me. “Want to come to the bathroom with me?”

“I’m thirsty!” she shouts. “I’ll get us some water? Meet back here?”

I nod.

I’m still trying to shake the images of my coworkers about to make out and Britney Spears dancing with knives on Instagram when I find the—surprise—red door. I push it open with a dose of red-hot annoyance to match.

Immediately I halt in my heels.

What now?

Are you kidding me?

Hunched over the sink is a pin-thin blonde in a silver metallic minidress and clear platforms.

At twenty-three, I might’ve assumed she was washing her face. But grown-up me knows exactly what this girl is doing, confirmed when my eyes dart over to the small tray.

I spot the line of white powder.

Right here. In the public bathroom.

I can’t help myself. I’m a mom. I lurch at the girl as she looks up at me in the mirror—but then I gulp. Hard.

Because I know her.

Sierra.

It’s so unexpected, another chance encounter with her so soon. I pause within a few inches of her, and she scowls at me, black pupils enormous inside her blue irises. Even in her state, though, she’s striking. Bright-blonde blanket of hair and kitten-like features.

“Do I know you?” she asks, Southern accent still thick as mashed potatoes. She shoves her paraphernalia aside, as if I hadn’t already seen it.

My heart hurts—physically, painfully aches.

“Yes,” I say, shrugging. “Sutton Lancaster? From Alpha Gamma at USC. We . . . hung out on the rooftop once.”

Someday we are best friends.

She sways before sneering, “Newport! Of course. What, you want a hug? The sorority handshake?” She giggles, wobbling, then actually extends her hand to me.

And you know what?

I grab it.

I grab it for all I am worth, right there in front of her drugs.

I slip her the grip of our sisterhood, and I hold it.

I do not let go like Elsa, whom she resembles, a lot.

I look her straight in the eye.

“Listen, I know you might barely remember me. And I don’t”—my gaze hops to the counter—“I don’t care what you’re doing,” I lie, caring tremendously. “But I want to tell you something.”

Hitching one ankle behind the other, she looks so uncertain for just a flash, like her own little girl, whom I know and love so much.

Time is slipping.

I feel it.

“You don’t have to do this,” I blurt. “You can change things. You do change things. I don’t know what happens to reroute your path, if it’s sudden or gradual, sooner or later—but you change.” My eyes trace her face. “You’re clean someday, sober. You’re a mom. An incredible mom. And you’re sweet. The kindest person I know.” I pause. “And you’re happy. Are you happy now?”

She hasn’t blinked. She hasn’t moved. And just when I think she hasn’t heard a single word out of me, I watch her cat eyes flutter.

She brushes her finger across one blushed cheek.

Shaking her head, she whispers, “I—don’t—”

I yank her into a hug, but she stiffens immediately. She doesn’t exactly pull away, though, so I hold her one second longer, embracing the massive awkwardness, embracing her. She reeks of cigarette smoke and spearmint gum, of floral perfume and hard living.

“You’re going to be okay,” I say, gripping her shoulders like she usually holds on to mine. “Sutton Lancaster. Look me up if you need me.”

I hope I see you again, friend.

I release her then, slipping into a bathroom stall after one of the boldest, strangest things I’ve ever said to somebody.

When I return to the sink, I’m alone, except for some residue on the counter that I know is not powdered sugar, confirming it wasn’t a dream.

I say a prayer as I wipe it up. Guide her. Protect her. Be with her. Cross our paths again in this life.




CHAPTER 12

Parker drives like James Dean and looks just as cool. One hand on the wheel, thick hair a mess, he’s patient and unbothered by my passenger-seat navigation. His white BMW 3 Series suits him like Armani. He’s casual in a white T-shirt today, though, hugging his firm biceps. The curve of his smile is soft. I’m thankful he doesn’t seem mad at me after our difficult conversation the other day, after my cowardice.

“I told you,” he says. “Intense.”

“You weren’t wrong,” I sigh, holding the MapQuest directions like the bygone artifact they are. I told him about the Sterling after-hours energy, my totally original theories about Britney Spears, and Sierra. “I wish you were there.”

He reaches over to squeeze my knee, bare in my denim skirt, and I jolt more than I intend to. Mostly because it doesn’t feel much like space, so the motion surprises me—but also because I might like it.

“I’m so excited for you,” he says. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired,” I say with a swig of my Starbucks latte. There was no oat milk or almond milk available on the menu, so I settled on soy. Alternative milks had a long way to go, evidently. Still, I savor the liquid, sweet on my tongue. “It was already a late one, and then I stayed up most of the night studying character details and memorizing my lines.”

My phone dings with a text, and my heart leaps at seeing Sam Geoffrey. I can only assume he ended up as my agent, but I haven’t spoken to him in this life yet. I silently thank Mr. Fuentes.

Break a leg, kid. I believe in you.

“What are you smiling at?” Parker asks, eyeing me in his periphery.

I hold up my phone. “Sam. Sending good luck.”

“He’s such a good one.”

“I know.” Or least, I assume.

The car stops and my eyes rise.

We’re here.

“So this is it,” I breathe, gawking at the entrance to Palisade Studios, the ornate arch and iron gateway to dreams I long ago locked away. I never imagined I’d be here for an audition—a second audition—not in forty million years.

“This is it.”

The gates open. “Tell me about her,” says Parker. “Who is Pearl Newton?”

“Well, I’ll have to dye my hair red,” I say, thinking of my beautiful guardian angel. “Which is fine.” I actually love the idea. “Pearl is twenty-five years old. She is one of Adam Gafford’s three secretaries. She is a shy and introverted, but high-performing, reverent, acutely observant, and extremely intelligent young woman. Never a hair out of place. Not a word, either.”

I flip to my page of notes. “The well-being and success of Gafford Advertising is of supreme importance to Pearl,” I continue, “as is supporting herself and her sick mother at home. Pearl is replacing a secretary who was fired for lazy work. Pearl”—I clutch at invisible pearls—“would sooner collapse than be slothful.”

Parker follows the signs to the parking lot for Building A, where I’m due in fifteen more minutes. I can’t help but note how much easier it is to be on time—early, sprightly, fresh!—without kids. I’m relishing it. No snacks, no fights, no moods to ride but my own. I will not be late in this life. It’s my solemn vow.

Once we settle into a spot, I spin to look at Parker head-on. “Thank you. So much. For driving me. For everything.” For things I don’t even know, surely.

For taking care of Young Me.

“You’re welcome.” His mouth quirks. “I wanted to see it through with you.”

See it through feels like an ending, and the words send a pang to my gut. I look away, to the building, still so unsure what to make of us. “See you after?”

“See you after.”

I walk through the tan building’s double glass doors. Immediately in a windowless waiting room, I take in the scene, suck in a breath. Seated in chairs around the perimeter are girls who look exactly like me—and I don’t mean a little like me. I mean, I’m facing my clones, and feel pressed to maybe retrace my steps and make sure this isn’t a horror movie.

My eyes count the ways. Same height, same build, same blonde hair, save a few redheads. It’s truly unreal. It’s like I’ve stepped into a level of the Lemmings computer game that I never knew existed.

I guess we’re all walking off this cliff together.

One of the redheads to my left takes her giant Christian Dior tote off the chair next to her. “You can sit here,” she says in a hush, reminding me of Kate Mara. “We just wait here for them to call our names.” She shrugs with a smile.

I take the seat with a nod. “Thank you so much. I appreciate it.”

“Are you nervous?” she asks quietly. I see a small tattoo of a butterfly on her wrist. “I’m Anna.”

“I’m Sutton,” I reply. “Have you ever made it this far in an audition for a network show?”

Her eyes shimmer. “Oh, yes. I have. I’ve been an extra on a lot of great shows. Desperate Housewives, Grey’s . . . and I made it to the final round for the pregnant girl on Lost.”

“Wow!” My brows dance. “Those are some credits.”

“I guess,” she says brightly. “Takes longer around here if you don’t take . . . shortcuts. If you know what I mean.” She says the last part with an accusatory tenor and a vindictive eye roll—and I know exactly what she’s implying. But even coming from a post-#MeToo world, I don’t want to believe it.

I bristle briefly, crumpling my papers.

We exchange niceties for a bit longer—Sterling and Spago (workplaces), North La Brea and South La Brea (neighborhoods), and Sam Geoffrey (agent sisters? how crazy!) until finally, they call my name.

“Sutton Lancaster? We’re ready for you,” says a spiky-gray-haired woman in cat-eye glasses, a gray sweatshirt, and jeans.

“Good luck!” whispers my new pal.

The room is dull and yellow save the bright lights beaming onto the obvious place where I’m meant to stand in front of the back wall. I drop my purse by the door and smooth my electric-blue tank. Wear something casual that you’d wear normally, said the memo. I read in multiple places that blue tends to get cast the most, so why not?

I lift my eyes from my white Adidas sneakers.

Let’s do this.

We need this.

Seated at a standard six-foot banquet table—nothing glamorous, truly—are three individuals. The gray-spikes lady, a bald gentleman with a surfer’s tan, and . . .

I gulp.

For real?

It’s Brooks Ford himself, incandescent superstar, TV legend. Brooks Ford! Twenty-three-year-old me is dying. Forty-year-old me is dying! Brooks played Adam for the entire seven-season, record-breaking, Emmy-sweeping smash of a show that was Adam’s Apple.

Is he really here? Yes, my youthful perfect vision tells me so.

Gosh, he looks young. I do the math. He’s maybe forty? So we’re the same age! Kind of. But I swear in the future, at sixty, he looks just as good. He’s mostly in movies now, but Adam’s Apple shot him to stardom.

The heft of this moment falls on me. I’m here for a part on this major hit, set in the advertising world of the 1960s.

Don’t mess this up!

“I’m Donna, this is Hank, and that’s—well, you know. He’s here for the chemistry test.” The woman throws a hand at me without looking up. Brooks flashes me that world-famous sheet-white smile, that one dimple cutting into his olive complexion. Dork that I am, I wave like a fan before taking my place, because you only live once.

Maybe twice.

Shoulders back, I begin. “I’m Sutton Lancaster with Sam Geoffrey, auditioning for the part of Pearl Newton. I’m twenty-three years old, five foot six, from Newport Beach, California.”

Donna clears her throat. “I see the way he looks at you,” she says. “You can’t tell me you don’t see it, too.”

“Who, Lance?” I put a hand on my chest.

“Not Lance. Don’t be silly.” Donna motions her head to Brooks. “Him. The only man who matters around here.”

I toss a glance at Brooks for effect. “Mr. Gafford?” I breathe.

“Yes, Mr. Gafford. He walks by your desk at least twelve times a day. Only two of them necessary.”

My gaze lands on Brooks a second time—and I feel it without a doubt. The current of stage chemistry. Electric. It’s there. I insist!

We smile at the same time.

“But we work so closely together. He would never,” I argue.

Donna shrugs. “He might.”

Brooks interjects with a clap. “Okay, that was amazing.”

Donna chops a hand in the air. “We’re not done, boss.”

“I’ve seen enough. Haven’t you? Next scene?” he asks like a giddy schoolboy.

Donna rolls her eyes. “Fine. Next scene. Pitch meeting for Coppertone.”

My cheeks flush hot when Brooks stands to join me mid-scene. Is that normal? I have no reference. But I’m pulling out every one of my stops, our eyes meeting and brimming with possibility over the future of sunscreen. I can practically feel the invisible conference table between us—our knees knocking under it too.

“What do you think, Pearl?” asks Brooks.

My blushing cheeks are no act.

“I like the red bathing suits,” I say, peering up at him. “They stand out brighter against the white sand.”

One of his eyebrows twitches—like it always did on the show—and I practically squeal. I’ve got him. At least, I think I do.

By the end of my audition, I’m contentedly spent, a girl who’s given her all. If I don’t get this part? Well, I will smile, satisfied, knowing it wasn’t because of Brooks Ford.

“You did good, Sutton Lancaster. Fantastic. You’re on to meet with Craig, the producer,” says Donna.

The name bounces around in my head. “Who?”

“The producer? Craig Coleman. Go through that door—second door on your left. Knock him dead.”

“Thank you so much.” I give a bow and shake everyone’s hand. “It was an honor.”

Only Brooks stands. “Trust me, the honor was ours,” he says. “We hope to see you again soon.”

Purse on my shoulder, I find the office. My pleased smile fades when I stare at the name on the door. The days of this week have been nothing if not a blur—but I recognize this name.

Yesterday.

The mean producer I turned away cold at Sterling.

Well, this should be a blast.

What a peach of a man, especially when he doesn’t get what he wants.

I silently promise to tuck that audition into my heart forever, no matter the outcome.

I knock.

“Come in.”

Seated at a large wooden desk is the same white-haired Craig with the bulbous nose, today in a golf shirt and jeans instead of a suit. I’m guessing this isn’t his permanent office, but there are movie posters, a mini fridge, and a couch. Enough to be depressingly comfortable.

“Close the door behind you.” His voice is garbled and throaty, like he has a mouth half-full of marshmallows, though nothing about him is sweet. Finally, he looks up. Scraggly brows climb his forehead. He drags his beady eyes down the length of me, way too slowly.

I offer him a thin smile.

“Gorgeous,” he says, standing. “Just gorgeous. Name?”

“Sutton,” I say. “Sutton Lancaster.”

“Spin around for me?”

I frown, but I do it.

“Mmmm-hmmm.”

I could do without the sound effects, Craig.

“Tell me why you want this role.”

Well, I’m totally broke and need the break, but that’s Hollywood, and I chose it.

I cough, considering, before speaking. “Mostly,” I begin honestly, “I want this role because I love Pearl. I connect to her. I see her potential. I know I could embody her and bring her the performance she deserves.”

He cackles. “Well, now! You’re the first one not to beg. To go on and on about the opportunity of a lifetime. Sycophants of this show line up by the hundreds.”

“Well, it’s that too. I do love the show. And I need the work. But you should pick who you think is best for the part.”

“How . . . mature.”

He peers at me, eyes glassy. He doesn’t remember me; I’m sure of it. Mostly, I’m grateful, but also sickened that to men like this, blondes in LA are disposable, dime a dozen. He peered in my eyes just yesterday and spewed saliva into my face.

I give a lift of my shoulders like I’ve never seen him before.

He sits on the corner of his desk now, and I take a step back toward the door.

Silent alarm bells are sounding. I don’t like the places his eyes keep landing, caressing, making me queasy. I cross my arms over my body—so tight and so young—thankful I’m here to protect her.

I glance at the door.

Does Donna know?

Does Brooks Ford?

Does anyone know how creepy Craig Coleman is?

Stop staring at me, you perv.

I’ve never heard of him before this week, honestly. Of the many powerful men who’ve come crashing down under accusations in recent years, I’ve never heard of this guy.

My heart sinks. I’ve never heard of so many guys. Which in turn meant so many girls.

“If you want this role, I can give it to you,” he says.

He licks his cracked lips.

Gross.

“Only if you think I deserve it,” I say, chin high.

He reaches for his belt buckle then, grabs at the gold, and begins to wiggle it. He actually wiggles it.

Bile rises in my gut as he plays with the leather strip and begins to pull.

He takes a step toward me.

I freeze.

“I think this could be mutually beneficial,” he suggests. “Don’t you?”

This can’t really be happening.

I close my eyes, and I breathe.

You’re not twenty-three.

You’ve lived half your life.

What would you do if this monster came for the twins?

I know exactly what I would do.

I’m a mom.

“Mutually beneficial, huh?” I take a step toward him. “You think so?”

He heaves a breath that stinks like cheese from across the room. “Oh, I know so. Come here, sugar.”

I walk toward him, pulse pounding overtime. “You like girls like me?” I purr, twirling my hair for good measure.

Two more steps.

Almost there.

“Come to Craig,” he says.

Seriously?

I close the gap, I hitch back one foot, and I do it.

I knee this pig in the nuts, for every last multimillion dollar he’s worth.

“Owwwww!” he screams. “You little . . .”

And then, I do it again.

And just to make sure I’ve really driven my point home, I release one more dropkick to his groin, on behalf of every woman in this town—every woman everywhere—who’s ever thought for one half second that she had to sell herself short.

Who’s thought she had to sell herself, period.

I grab my purse. “You’re all going down, you know that? Every single one of you. The reckoning is coming for you—and I’m going to make sure it happens a heck of a lot sooner than a decade from now.”

I rush out the door, wiping my nose, infuriated.

If I feel so strong, why am I crying?




CHAPTER 13

LA is breaking my heart.

I don’t want it to be true, but it’s my official conclusion as I fling open the door to our apartment, Chipotle in hand, ready to eat my feelings.

I didn’t tell Parker what happened. I didn’t need to. He saw it all over my face. I practically had to jump on top of him in the parking lot and seize his phone to keep him from making two hundred calls immediately, eviscerating Craig Coleman and his reputation.

Staring into Parker’s earnest face, its angles and edges and naivete, I felt the gap in our ages. It pained me to tell him it wasn’t that simple with prominent men like this. I asked him to give it a minute. I promised him Craig had it coming.

And then, I asked Parker if he’d meet up with me, just one more time, tomorrow, to talk about our relationship.

To say goodbye.

Turns out the LA dream does not measure up to the towering Hollywood sign—and now I know this forever, for sure. I really do love to act; I might even have what it takes to make it, eventually. But at what tremendous cost? My pennies are grinding against each other like teeth, and despite Quinn’s friendship, the void in my heart is gaping.

It’s lonely here.

As for Parker, I might regret letting him go. But I need more clarification on the parameters of romance on this adventure, as well as on my feelings for Reid.

On what exactly I want.

I startle now at the sight before me. Quinn sits at our kitchen table, in scrubs, per usual, her palms spread wide on the wood. The scene is something from a true crime documentary.

The pickleball. My calendar. The timeline. And org chart.

Oh, crap.

I should have been more careful, especially with the pickleball.

My eyes flit over the mass of evidence that something is going on here. I blow out hot air. Can this day get any more heated?

Please don’t be mad, Quinn, please.

What on earth do I say?

And what are the odds she’ll believe me?

“Are you going to say anything?” she asks, reading my mind. She’s gnawing the inside of her cheek as she does when she’s theorizing. “What in heaven’s name is all this?”

I take the seat across from her with my salad bowl, bummed to realize here and now that there are some things extra guac cannot fix. I send up a silent plea, asking for favor upon today’s revelations. Please help Quinn believe me. Give me the right bizarre words.

“I’m just—” She presents the org chart like Vanna White. “Parker, me, your family . . .” She points an angry finger. “Our professions, our schedules, our details . . . At first, I thought maybe this was some kind of acting project, until I saw this.”

She brandishes the detailed timeline, scribbled with ten thousand notes. “Our LA address, Sterling details—and all of these future dates? Who are Malone and Maisy? Reid Layne?”

I gulp. I mapped out this present as well as my future, to compare and contrast the two lives.

“I guess I have some explaining to do,” I admit.

“You think?” she snaps. “And it’s not just all this. You’ve been acting so weird this week.”

I tense. “Have I?”

“Yes! You’ve been way too excited about the tiniest things. Like yesterday, Can you believe I’m able to just watch Desperate Housewives in the middle of the afternoon on a weekday? Or this morning, If I want Coffee Bean, isn’t it wild that I can literally just go and get it? Like, yes, Sutton, this is Los Angeles, and you are a young single girl. Blink twice if you are okay.”

I blush.

I have been gushing effusively over my freedom.

“But then!”

Oh, boy. She’s not finished yet.

“It’s like you suddenly have this alternate personality. You make your bed now. Since when? And you clean the bathroom counter after you use it? You put away all your toiletries! Out of nowhere you’re this crazy-clean person. Aside from dropping your coffee mug the other day, which was also random.”

I wince.

I didn’t realize I’d ever been such a slob before, but thinking back to college, she’s right. Motherhood and marriage morphed me. Now clutter distresses me. Bedmaking soothes me. Cleanliness washes me with calm. I’ve become my own Marie Kondo, who I realize with a squint won’t hit the American scene for another six years.

I scratch my head.

Whoops.

And you know what? Yes! It’s difficult holding a family of five together. I’d kill to binge a frothy show on a Thursday afternoon with an iced coffee every now and again.

Quinn forges on.

“The other night, you even cooked.” She points ferociously to the fresh hydrangeas between us. “You brought those home from the farmers market!”

“Wow.” I lift my eyebrows. “Living with a real-life serial killer. Sorry about that.”

“It’s not funny.” She leans back, crossing her forearms. “Just spill it. You’re freaking me out. Do you have early-onset Alzheimer’s? Cancer? Are you dying?”

I can see she’s not going to drop this.

And so, I do what I feel is my only option.

I level my eyes on her and start talking.

And I don’t hold back.

I spill everything.

I tell her I’m forty. I’m here from the future. If she thinks back, hard, to the improv class when I went off about facts from a future time, every detail was true.

I have three kids. Malone and Maisy are my twin girls. I have a boy named Maxwell.

She has a girl named Cat.

We’re all the best of friends.

I tell her I’ve been heading for a full-on identity crisis as I approach middle age, because in that life—my real life—I got married at twenty-two, had kids at twenty-six. I can’t help but reflect on my choices and ponder other possible roads. Life is good but also hard, and I just miss youth—miss this—something I never had.

At least, I thought I missed it.

Life in a cute apartment with my best friend, popping in and out of hot lunch dates with my other best friend, who apparently is also in love with me.

Acting.

The dream.

Holding up the pink pickleball, I explain that the day before my fortieth birthday, I take a whopper of one to the face. I black out and wake up in some whimsical portal with choices and rules in the form of balloons.

Now, here I am.

My second stop, in my second life.

Cut scene!

Quinn’s eyes protrude. Her mouth hinges open. She’s struck to stillness.

I retrieve her a glass of water and she grabs it gratefully, swilling the liquid, slow motion. “What the heck is pickleball?”

Seriously?

Of the many audacities in my story, she wants to know this?

I toss the ball in the air. “Fastest growing sport in America. It’s like Ping-Pong meets badminton . . . on a small kind of tennis court. It started in Seattle in the sixties but all the sudden is literally taking over the world. I’m obsessed. You . . . never really take to it.” I smile. “You’re too busy saving lives.”

She drags her eyes to the ball. My only real proof, rotating here in my palm.

“I know it sounds crazy,” I say.

Her eyes zip to mine. “You think?”

“I’m just . . . so happy we live together. That we got to do this. We always talked about it.”

“I know.” It’s her thinking face. “So, in this . . . real life of yours . . .” Her tone veers into vulnerability. “I really do it? I’m a doctor?”

“You’re the best doctor anyone knows.” I reach my hand across the table for hers. “Everyone has you on speed dial, and you don’t even get annoyed. Just last month you gave me stitches in your kitchen after an unfortunate encounter with a can of coconut milk.”

I look down for the whisper of a scar on my thumb.

Of course, it’s not there.

“What else, then?” she asks. “If you’re the time traveler you say you are, tell me more from the future.” Her steep brows dare me.

I sigh.

Okay.

Where can I even start with modern—future—history? The year 2020 comes to mind, but I don’t want to go there quite yet. Lockdown still seems surreal even to me, and I should probably lead with believability.

I go with some lighter fare.

“So. Fanny packs? Overalls? High-waisted jeans? Jaw clips?”

She nods.

“That’s right. All back in fashion, baby.”

“No!” she cries, hand over heart. She squeezes her eyes shut before snapping them open wide. “Who dies tragically?”

“Sinister!”

“I work on cadavers all day.” She shrugs. “There must be plenty of stories.”

My heart drums for Camila—but no, I’m not ready to share that yet, either, and I don’t think she’s ready to hear it.

I mentally scan the decades for celebrity losses instead.

“Let’s see. Michael Jackson, next year. Brittany Murphy, and it’s just so sad. Robin Williams dies by suicide. That one really hurt. Who else? Gosh. Paul Walker. At forty. Remember how much we loved him?”

“We love him now!” she cries. “The Skulls! She’s All That!”

“I know.”

Silence falls. “I have a daughter,” she repeats after a beat. “But you haven’t mentioned a husband. Am I married? Or no?”

Another pause. “Yes,” I inform her cautiously. “You are.” You meet him at a wedding, Eve’s, our sorority sister, in a few years. “I don’t want to spoil the . . . fun, though.”

“Come on!”

I shake my head.

“Fiiiine. I bet he’s a babe. Hopefully worth the wait.” She rolls her eyes. She never gets serious about guys. Few months here, casual date there. She’s picky.

At least for now.

“So, do you believe me?” My voice is buoyant with hope. I need her to believe me. I need to not feel crazier than I already have this week. I need to know she’ll be here for me if I find her again, in another balloon.

She shakes her head with incredulity. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but it’s the only thing that makes sense.” She hesitates. “Assuming this tale is true . . . do you have any questions for me? I imagine you must.”

I’m so overcome with gratitude, I could kiss her.

Because I have so many questions.

“Do I look different?” I risk. “I’ve been wanting to know.”

She stares at me, nodding, assessing. “In your eyes. You look wise.”

I smile at this.

“What does it feel like?” she asks. “To be older? Wiser? Gosh, you’re a mom? You have a husband? Where are they now?”

“I think they’re . . . on pause?” I shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine.” I’m trying not to think about it too much. “But honestly, grown-up life is . . . wonderful. In so many ways. The biggest gift. But there is a tremendous amount of responsibility. More than I ever imagined. Or maybe I just never imagined what the responsibility would feel like. If that makes sense.”

She nods.

I finally open my salad and grab my fork.

This is making me hungry.

“I’d describe it as this weird combination of strength, wisdom, and chops—like this other level of womanhood, for sure. I’m bolder. I know what I like and what I don’t, generally speaking. I know who I love, who loves me. Opinions of others matter substantially less.” I pause. “But not . . . all-the-way less.”

She leaves space for the rest of my answer.

I stab at a piece of chicken. “It’s just so weird to not be the youngest one in the room anymore. You know? And there’s a lot of Am I doing this right? It can also feel a little like a midway date with your own mortality.” I hold my fork in the air. “Did I make the right moves? Is my marriage okay? Am I raising happy kids? Am I saving enough for the future?” I meet her eye. “What will I leave behind, you know? And my parents. They’re so much older now. I only have one grandparent left.”

“Grandma Mabel?” Quinn guesses.

I nod. Magnificent Grandma Mabel. To know her was to love her. Even if we had barely any of her left.

Quinn’s hand rests on mine now.

“Okay, you hag,” she pokes. “I’m not one hundred percent on board with this, but let’s say I were. Let’s say I want to believe you. What else can I tell you?”

I sigh, thinking of the dark club. “Do I . . . go to church anymore? Do you? We always did. And we do with our families. I’m praying like I always have—but I’m not really getting the vibe that it’s part of my life here.” I sigh. “Man, LA is a doozy.”

“You can say that again.” She waits, seeming unsure how to answer. “We haven’t been going, no,” she says finally. “Not for any major reason. We just—my med school, your acting. If it’s important to you, though, let’s go.”

I smile. “I’d like that. I think. I know God doesn’t only exist in buildings, but I can honestly say my faith is the only real constant in my life.”

“That seems noteworthy,” she says.

“It is.”

“Don’t lose it.”

“I won’t.”

I look around, considering what else I want to know. “What a darling girl pad we have,” I observe. “Did I decorate our apartment?”

She nods. “I adore it.”

“I’m an interior designer when I grow up.”

“Seriously?” She squeals. “I love that for you.”

“People use that phrase a lot, in the future. I love that for you. So ahead of your time.” I wink. “What are my days usually like? Was this week typical?”

“Totally,” she says. “But you’re usually on way more auditions. You have been working your butt off since you signed with Sam senior year. Some days, you have three or four, literally all over LA. Your commercial was a huge deal. Between those residuals, your restaurant job, and my savings and financial aid . . . we pay the bills. But it’s hard, I won’t lie. We’re making it, but every month is a squeeze.” She hesitates. “And I see the toll all the hustling has taken on you. I get the sense you might need a rest.”

I smile sadly, getting the sense she’s right, wishing again that the LA dream hit differently than it feels.

I shudder, thinking of Coleman.

“Benjamin Sutton.” Quinn sighs, eyes scanning me. “Doing time backward. A marvel.”

“I guess,” I humph. “I do have one more question.” I swallow. “What’s Camila doing? Are we all still close?”

“So close!” she says. “She’s working as a kindergarten teacher in San Diego, but teacher jobs are scant right now. You . . . know about that, right? California being a mess? The economy? Restaurant jobs are in crazy demand, by the way. You’re fortunate.”

I nod. “It gets better. Sooner than you think.”

“Gosh, I hope so. Good time to be a student too. Anyway, Camila says if she gets pink-slipped at the end of the year, she’ll go teach somewhere abroad for a while. Probably Latin America in a bilingual school.”

I smile, remembering.

Always loved that for her.

I snap my fingers. “Something else! Did you know that Parker and I kissed? Did I tell you about it? Before he went to Miami?”

“Duh!” she says. “Ever since, I’ve been waiting for him to initiate a Big Conversation. You told me the kiss meant nothing and that you didn’t want to talk about it.”

I grimace. “Savage.”

“Ha! No kidding. He brought it up, didn’t he?”

“Yes. He said he needs space. But we’re meeting tomorrow, to talk some more.”

“I knew it,” she says. “He’s been in love with you for a while now.”

“Are you sure?”

“Are you dense? I mean, sorry. But yes. He dates around, but it’s obvious he only has those underwear-model eyes for you.” She puckers her lips.

I stick out my tongue. “Have I ever liked him romantically?” My body kept mixing the signals.

“I think you’ve tried,” she says understandingly. “You love him as a friend. You think he’s handsome, because you have eyes. But something has held you back. I always thought it was . . . you know . . . Holden. But maybe you’re just not that into him.”

“Gosh, the best movie comes out—in a year or two maybe,” I say. “All about that whole concept. He’s Just Not That into You. God’s work, really.”

She gives a laugh. “Just go easy on him, okay? He’s a good one.”

I nod. “I know.”

Satisfied, she drums her fingers on top of her files, a detective who cracked the case. “So,” she concludes, “in theory, you might return to me again, at any time, as this fortysomething Sutton. How will I know it’s you?”

My mouth curves. “Easy.” I chuck the pickleball at her. “That thing.” I point to my eyes. “And these.”

“When are you going back?” she asks.

My insides constrict. “I’m not sure yet.”

But I walk right over to hug her.

Tomorrow, tomorrow.
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I hook my car onto Huntley Drive, a blink of a street off Santa Monica Boulevard. Once again, my printed directions pilot me and my trusty Beetle.

Walking up to the frozen yogurt shop, I’m awash in nostalgia with my UGG boots, Citizens of Humanity jeans, and cotton-soft seafoam Splendid top so long-sleeved, it covers my hands. The walls are glass. The roof is a concrete slab.

It’s Pinkberry. The very first one. I made the drive often in college. The waves this place made! In LA and across the frozen yogurt scene globally. They’ve mostly closed in Orange County by now. My craving cranks into gear.

Parker is seated at one of the glossy white tables inside. Black T-shirt today, jeans again, black Jack Purcells. He rises and bares that smile. So striking he could have walked right out of a cover shoot—and maybe he did. I don’t feel like I’ve earned the right but I’m going to miss that smile.

“I hope you don’t mind. I ordered for you.” He hugs me, but it’s robotic.

I sit in front of my mountain of raspberries and white yogurt chips, plain yogurt hiding underneath.

He knows my order.

Of course he does.

“Is it not okay?” he asks, shifting his eyes to the counter. “Did you want to try something new?”

“No, no,” I say. “It’s perfect.”

We scrape into our treats, icy, sour, and sweet.

“I love this place,” I hum, chomping a berry.

He smiles bittersweetly. “I know you do.”

That’s why I picked it, his eyes say.

Some great things have a magical run, but then they have served their time, mine say.

After fifteen minutes of chitchat, skirting around the pink elephant, I finally feel the courage to say what I need to.

Parker must sense it because he gets quiet.

“I want to say a few things,” I explain. “If that’s okay.”

His gaze tunnels into his empty container. “Of course.”

“Thank you,” I say. “For being the kind of friend you have been to me. I do not take it for granted, not one thing you’ve done. Your loyalty is unbelievable. And that kiss”—even if I don’t remember it—“meant something to me.”

“Yeah, right,” he mumbles.

I find his eyes. “Hey. Don’t say that.”

He makes a fist on the table, tone rising. “What is it then? Why not me? Are you not attracted to me?”

The question borderlines on hysterical as he holds out his arms, this specimen of perfection.

“You’re the most attractive guy in LA, Parker.”

His eyes drop again. “That’s not what I asked.”

I look out the window to the unassuming tiny neighborhood next to us, admiring the irony that a total phenomenon started right here in this nook.

I let the tension sit for a minute.

“I don’t know what it is,” I say finally, telling the truth. “I just know we’re not meant to be.”

I still feel like maybe I’m Reid’s.

I don’t have the answers yet.

I’m seventeen years older than you.

“Okay, then.” He dunks his cup in the trash can behind him. “And I hope you know I wish I could stay best friends with you. I just can’t do it. For now. But you know. Probably not ever.”

I swallow. Ouch. “I understand.”

We breathe in and out in tandem.

“Well, this sucks,” he says, threading his fingers behind his head.

“I know.”

Reaching down into my purse, though, I’m ready for the rest of this meetup and everything I want to give him, even if I can’t give him us. I retrieve a pad of paper and pen, and toss them across the table.

“What are you doing?” he asks.

“Don’t ask any more questions,” I instruct. “Just write down every single thing I say.”

“Ummm. Okay?” He uncaps the pen. “Weirdo.”

I’ve been getting that a lot lately, but I endure. “I’m going to tell you three things. And trust me. You want to listen.”

He looks intrigued, bobbing his head.

“First, I want you to light up Craig Coleman. Find a journalist you trust. Tell him what happened to me. Tell him everything. Find other women. There are hundreds of men like him in Hollywood. Blow the lid off this story.”

“Are you sure?” Parker asks.

“I’m sure,” I say. “Don’t say my name. But say everything else. Sadly, it needs to come from a man first. Secondly.” I pause for impact. “You need to buy Amazon stock.”

He cackles. “The online bookstore?”

I hold up a palm. “Not just books. Already more than books. You don’t need details. Just trust me. Take as much of that modeling nest egg as you possibly can and invest. You said you want to invest, right?”

He nods.

“Throw in some Apple stock, too. Buy a house this year while you’re at it. By the end of next year, at the latest. If you do these things . . . well, you will be sitting pretty. Or, prettier.” I smile. “You’re already very pretty.”

He mimes a salute, the corners of his mouth ticking up. “Was that three?”

“No, those were a package deal. My financial advice.”

“Since you’re suddenly Warren Buffett?”

No, I’m the Cheshire Cat, smirking. “Ahem,” I continue. “Lastly, in the February when you’re thirty-six years old, and news breaks of a mysterious virus detected in China—”

He stares at me blankly, so I reach over and tap the pad. “Write this down!”

He rolls his eyes and presses his pen to the paper. “In the February when I’m thirty-six years old, and news breaks of a mysterious virus detected in China . . .” he parrots.

“Buy toilet paper,” I say. “Buy lots—and lots—of toilet paper.”




CHAPTER 14

“Hello again.” My shoulders feel rock loads heavier than the last time I stood in this portal. So does my heart. “Back from the Hollywood dream!”

With a tilt of her head, the angel approaches me, luminous as ever, from her shining red locks to her toes. “How was LA?” she asks.

“Just peachy,” I say with a huff. “Not . . . what I thought.”

“Really? How so?”

I release a breath, fidgeting with the pickleball. “Honestly, it was hard. Hard work, hard emotionally. Like, every bit as hard as my work as a newlywed, starting as a design intern, adjusting to married life. Maybe harder. I always thought my twenties might’ve been easier single, but—no.”

I give a small smile. “I did love my time with Quinn, though.”

The angel smiles back, nodding. “Do you have any more questions for me?”

Inquiries swirl inside of me. Some questions can wait, but others are searing a hole in my stomach. “What if I’m done?” I gamble. “What if I don’t think this is very fun anymore, and I want to go back to Reid? To my kids?”

Her eyebrows dart up. “Already? Two balloons in?”

Feels more like two decades.

“Well, I said if,” I point out. “But yes. Can I be done if I want to be done?”

“If that was truly what you wanted, you’d be there, back in your life.”

Ugh.

The process.

“Plus, fun isn’t really the purpose,” she reminds me. “You’re here for much greater reasons.”

My agitation is growing. “Can you at least tell me where Reid is? In our whole flashback timeline?”

“Absolutely not.” She wags a finger. “There is no our anymore. Reid is not yours.”

“Fine, my new timeline.” It feels like my soul’s itching. “Surely he still exists. Where is he? What is he doing?”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.”

“Why not?” I whine. “This is hard. I’m too old for this.”

Her soft smile tells me that’s the point.

“What about dating, then?” I can’t seem to wrap my body or head around this one. “What about other men? Am I . . . free to date them? Explore them? Slip into those existing relationships, the ones I’m already in?” I rub at my temples. “It’s highly confusing.”

Her eyes twinkle with empathy. “I understand. It is confusing. And complex. But of course, you can date. Once again, Reid is not in this life of yours.” She stretches out her arms to the balloons remaining. “This is the road not taken.”

“So, it’s allowed.” I squeeze the bridge of my nose. “I’m not cheating on Reid?” Or myself?

She shakes her head. “You are not married within these years; you are free to explore other relationships. But what happens here still matters to your heart and your soul. So be cautious with your choices. Be present, but exercise wisdom.”

I groan.

Not married. Still me. But not me. Not cheating, but not a free pass to go wild, either.

Got it. I think.

I pace the room, resigned to the fact that it’s probably time to consider my next brave world.

Eight balloons left.

Twenty-three and twenty-one, done.

I don’t mean to keep hopping forward in beats of two years, but I have to admit, the twenty-five is enticing.

The palm tree.

Vacation?

Yes, please.

My angel is poised and ready with her golden needle.

I grab the thing.

I hope I packed sunscreen.




AGE 25




CHAPTER 15

I’m so relaxed.

It’s the first thing I notice. My eyelids slowly lift from what feels like a nap. My breaths come even and deep. I look down to my body, horizontal, bikinied, the shade of simmering caramel. I feel the press of rope on my skin, into my whole back side. There’s a gentle sway in the thick warm breeze.

A hammock?

Hitched to two palm trees.

I’m in a hammock!

This can only be a good sign.

I bolt to an upright position, wobbling with the tilt of my weight. The scent of coconut sunscreen wafts into my nostrils—good girl—the setting around me both a strange surprise and an indescribable comfort.

This is not a resort, though the aqua water shimmers like any pristine hotel pool. Palm trees line the perimeter of the yard, graced here and there by vignettes of seating, card tables, and woven rugs.

Massive and square, the one-story house strikes me as more of a compound. Hard edges, concrete, glass windows and doors. It’s a mansion but not lavish, at all. There’s no pretention about it. Not to mention, we appear to be perched in a jungle.

Where have I landed?

Wherever it is, I still love pink. My swimsuit and toenails tell me so. The tips of my hair burn their usual blonde in the sun.

Next to me is a tiny round table with a book on top, pages spread down, holding my place in roughly the center point. It’s something I do in rest mode. The luxury of knowing I’ll wake up and nobody will have moved it. When I can’t be bothered to find a bookmark, or even to move at all, splat you go, current read.

Smiling, I pick it up. The Alchemist. In real life, I’ve never read it, but it’s one of Reid’s all-time favorites. He’s always quoting it. Funny—I always meant to read it as a way to connect with him, figuring there’d be time. I thumb the edge of the cover, then flip through the pages and see I’ve been underlining and sketching hearts in the margin, wherever I love something. The detail touches me. Knowing I do this as every iteration of me, that I consistently adore books and mark them. Books give me their words, and I give them my hearts. Fair trade. I just wish I picked up this one while I had the chance.

My eyes trip on a quote, underlined, with multiple hearts flanking the passage. My throat tightens. I know Reid’s read it to me before: So, I love you because the entire universe conspired to help me find you.

What a beautiful notion. If it’s true. I try to bat thoughts of Reid away. His kindness, his scruff, and his old-fashioned manners. His supreme-level dad jokes, which were so gosh-darn terrible they actually made me howl.

“Do you think you’d still fall in love with me if you met me now?” he asked me on his fortieth birthday, during a vacation afternoon on the beach. “At forty instead of twenty-three?”

We took a birthday trip to Punta Mita in Mexico with five of our closest couple friends. The dramatic flex of his upper body, toes buried in the sand, was intended to be a joke as he posed the question, but the ripple of his torso still tingled the base of my neck.

I walked right up to him, wrapped my arms around him, and turned his baseball cap backward so I could answer him with a kiss. I teasingly gave his cheek a small lick of my tongue first.

“Salty,” I said before pushing my lips to his. “I’d choose you in every life.” I tapped his nose. “What’s that you say about the universe? From that alchemy book?”

“The Alchemist,” he muttered into our kiss, hands trailing down to my backside. “Conspiring. You . . . Me . . . Your butt . . .”

I giggled. “Such a conspiracy.”

We still seemed connected on that trip, only two years ago in my real life. But as my own big birthday approached, it had admittedly been a while since Reid touched my butt. Maybe school, the kids, work, and life were simply rolling too fast, like a boulder between us. Or maybe our distance was because my body had become increasingly, shall we say . . . no longer what it is in this hammock. Our intimacy seemed to thin the closer I got to forty, right along with my skin.

I sigh, glancing down now, admiring.

Not a blemish or birth scar in sight on my supple frame. I run a thumb down six-pack abs, extra impressed by this Sutton. Someone’s been doing deep core work.

“Sleeping beauty,” singsongs a strong female voice. “Look who rose from the dead!”

My chest jolts. With joy, I think. And then sorrow. Mixed. Two things existing at once. Like me.

“Camila?” I wonder aloud, standing to my bare feet. The tropical ground doesn’t even feel hot, probably a testament to calluses I have grown here. My heart doesn’t have any calluses, though—I’m molten lava, shocked by the sight of her. Totally, completely uncool.

Before I know it, I’m running to hug her. She holds two big glasses of milky liquid, each topped with a straw and umbrella. Gracefully she hugs me with them.

“I made horchata!” she says. “Raquel taught me how. With espresso. Poured it all over ice. Sprinkled with cinnamon.”

I salivate. “Are you kidding? Wow. Thank you!”

Who is Raquel?

Camila nods to the hammock, where we return.

Even more bronzed than usual, she’s wearing big tortoiseshell sunglasses with a deep-green bikini top and black sarong. Her wild brown mane looks like it hasn’t met a blow-dryer in months.

Like me, she looks relaxed.

We nestle into the hammock together, sipping our beverages.

“Oh my gosh. This is delicious,” I effuse.

“Isn’t it? She’s incredible.” Her tone falls. “I hope we pay her enough. She has six kids. She told me today.”

I toss a look toward the house. Enormous, I notice again.

“How many people stay here again?” It’s a risk of a question but somehow seems fair enough.

Thankfully she doesn’t balk.

“Technically thirty, with the ten bedrooms, bunk beds, and living areas. But it’s almost never that full. With only ten of us, you hardly notice anyone else is here.”

“It’s so true,” I say, observing the grounds.

Where were the other eight people? Who were they? And why?

What are we doing here?

As the rich vanilla rice drink slides down my throat, I think to myself.

I think hard.

In fact, I let the past flash through my mind like one of those quick-cut TikTok trends that gives me a millennial migraine.

My year in ten seconds! Enjoy!

The tactic works, though.

Bingo.

We are in Nicaragua.

Camila moved here to teach when she got pink-slipped at the end of that school year, just like Quinn said. She stayed here three years, in our other life. Jobless amid the recession—and bilingual—she decided to seek an opportunity in Latin America, where she could work at a local school, submerse herself in the community, and connect to her roots. She’s of Mexican heritage, but Nicaragua always twinkled in her eye because of her parents’ meeting here.

It feels right, I decide. It feels exactly like her. I’m overcome with gratitude that I landed here in this life, no matter how long. Relieved I got out of LA when I needed to.

My chest craters with thankfulness. I wonder what month it is, betting it’s summer.

“I’m so glad you came.” Camila swirls her drink with the straw. “Summer is so much slower, here and at the preschool, but you still get a feel for the life here.”

Summer. I knew it. “I’m loving it,” I say, already meaning it. I must have a phone here somewhere, which will help fill in even more gaps. Fingers crossed that I brought my calendar too.

“You’re a natural with the kids.” Camila crosses and uncrosses her ankles, her dancer’s feet. “They love you.”

Her words hit like a gentle fist. Kids. What kids? “I hope so,” I say.

I rarely feel like a natural, to be honest, not even thirteen years into motherhood.

“Are you kidding? You’re going to put me out of a job.” She elbows me. “They flock to you. You’re so good at reaching their level, without any baby talk. And your Spanish is getting so much better. You’ll be fluent just in time to go home.”

I find myself hoping that time isn’t soon. But I remind myself I just got here—and so far, so wonderful. Twenty-five feels like a salve to my soul after only fifteen short minutes. Like maybe it’s just the reset I need.

“Are you nervous?” asks Camila.

I take a bite at my straw.

Am I?

Shoot.

“Nervous for what?”

“Your date! With Charlie. Tonight? That hot tamale?”

I refrain from smacking my forehead like a buffoon.

Here we go again.

Another significant man in my life about whom I don’t have the foggiest.

I moan.

“Wait, I thought you were excited! You’ve been waiting basically an entire month for this. From the second you arrived, you two have been inseparable.”

Oh, boy. I swallow my true response:

Have we?

Thankfully Camila keeps talking.

“I think it’s adorable that you’re trying to crack him,” she coos. “Even cuter that you’re so close. After living and working with him for a full school year, I can honestly say I have never seen him light up like he does around you.” She gets quiet. “Or open up. After the news.”

I stare at her silhouette, her straight nose and full lips. My talkative pal. Espresso always made her a talker. I will her to keep it flowing.

“Just the worst news,” I try, fishing for details.

“Right? You leave on a medical mission for a few months, and your wife calls to say she’s leaving you for her boss?” She clucks her tongue. “Sends divorce papers by international mail. Brutal. He’s lucky he got out when he did, if you ask me. True colors.”

“And he’s just . . . staying here, isn’t he? Wow.”

She chomps an ice cube, pushing her glasses up. “Well, can you blame him? I think he was toying with leaving until you arrived, though. And I’m just glad he’s moving past the I’m-too-old-for-Sutton thing. Six years is nothing. Literally, nothing!”

Quick math. Thirty-one. Now we’re talking.

Better than twenty-three.

I bless my friend silently for the flash flood of information.

“What should I wear?” I sit partway up, wobbly. It must be time for a shower soon, if I ever must leave this hammock.

“One of your sundresses is perfect. The hotel is beautiful. And trust me: Don’t eat the lettuce. It’s not worth it.” She slices a finger across her throat in a dead motion.

I laugh. “Do you . . . like him? Are we good together?”

She nods without a hitch. “He’s solid. As a rock. Seems a little dull on the surface, maybe, but you honestly make anyone shine.”

“That’s a sweet thing to say.”

“It’s true!” She turns to me. “I can’t ever tell you how much it’s meant that you came to spend this summer with me. I know you’re figuring stuff out too, but . . . you could’ve gone anywhere.” She touches my hand. “I’ll never forget it.”

Somewhere over the rainbow.

That’s where you’ll find me . . .

And then in Spanish.

Allí es donde me encontrarás.

With the palm fronds dancing above us, sweet horchata filling our bellies, and every unknown sprawled before me—which way, which step?—I try not to crumble at the sense of her real-life touch. How can this incredible woman get killed, just like that, a short ten years from this moment?

Instead of falling apart, I force myself to breathe.

I steady myself with the melody of that song, the arch of a rainbow, to that world and this, the heft of this gift I never thought I would hold again. This time, we get this time.

“I’ll never forget it, either.”




CHAPTER 16

It’s a thunderbolt of discovery, a shock to my system, when I walk out of the house to see Charlie, in a white shirt and khaki shorts, waiting for me next to the white Abba Project van, open for use to everyone in the house.

As he dangles the keys with a timid smile, like the senior citizen I feel like these days, I think, Well, now, I’ll be darned.

Charlie’s a redhead.

An extremely hot one, at that. He reminds me so much of Prince Harry at the height of his tabloid hotness . . . with some of that actor from Homeland in him too. The intense green eyes, sturdy hairline, and formidable jaw. Yes. He’s Nick Brody’s stoic mystery with Prince Harry’s sneaky charm.

With no clue whether a hug is appropriate between us, I go in for it anyway. Luckily he welcomes it.

Have we ever kissed? How close are we emotionally? What does he know and not know about me?

The questions of this game have no bounds.

I’m in a thin-strapped red sundress that hits my ankles, floaty and floral. I might’ve assumed it too fancy for a first date here, but I’ll trust Camila on this.

“You look really pretty,” Charlie says like a boy at the middle school dance.

Camila wasn’t kidding, though. Other than the hint of the slightest twinkle, Charlie feels serious as a stone. Like that crack-your-own-geode kit all three kids love, I’ll be working for this. Some smashing to get to the goods.

“Not so bad yourself.” I squeeze my white clutch and feel the curve of the pickleball. I almost giggle at the absurdity.

Just another night in my alternate universe!

Soon as I think it, though, my heart careens into sobering territory. It’s getting more real—all of this. Every balloon realm seems somehow more vivid than the last, like this is all truly happening to me, and it counts.

I decide that Charlie seems like a good place to start giving romance a shot—someone safe, solid, and sensitive, or so I gather. Given our age gap and mission assignments, I’ll proceed carefully.

He opens the car door, immediately a gentleman. Once we’re both settled, he navigates the van down the narrow driveway to the main road. The strip of a highway is lined with potholes and wildlife—lush jungles thick, glittery, green. Pinks and oranges color the sky, melting into a sunset on the horizon. The beauty snatches my breath away. I roll down my window and thick night air overcomes me. Night birds, monkeys, and tree crickets sing us their song.

“What a gorgeous night,” I comment, stealing a look at my date.

While Parker drove like James Dean, Charlie drives like a high-level security bodyguard. Everything about him is tense. Jaw, chest, forearms. I hold back from reaching to rub his neck, but this guy could use a massage.

“Thanks for letting me take you somewhere besides the kitchen—or Tomás’s Tacos,” he says, clutching the wheel.

“I mean, I really wanted rice and beans again, but thank you for twisting my arm.” Camila mentioned the round-the-clock rice and beans earlier, so I promptly stole her content.

Twenty minutes later, Charlie pulls into a parking lot that’s notably pristine for this city. Situated on a hilltop above it, our hotel destination glows like a lighthouse at midnight. It looks more Spanish mission than inn, with its arches and bells. Brick-colored terra-cotta doors, wooden banisters. Black iron chandeliers. It’s old-world and romantic.

Charlie doesn’t reach for my hand as we walk, so I just stride beside him on the lantern-lit pathway.

When the hostess of La Luz leads us to our tiled table, Charlie finally touches the small of my back. It’s subtle, but it’s there, and I smile, the gesture sending the tiniest shiver dancing across my shoulder blades.

We take our seats, order some drinks, and I’m ready to start swinging hammers.

Let’s crack into some crystal.

“This place is a dream,” I say. “I wasn’t expecting it to be so gorgeous. Were you?”

The line of his mouth breaks open. “I hoped so. Some of the guys at the house recommended it. They also told me about a place to go dancing afterward.” He holds up his hands. “Clean. Vetted. Only if you want to.”

“You?” I sip my white wine. “Like to dance?”

“I love it, actually.” He quiets. “Or . . . I used to. People even used to say I was good.”

I imagine him working his hips, laughing and loving it. “Used to, huh?”

He pulls at his jaw. “It’s been a while,” he sighs. “Work’s been crazy for years, then this trip, and then—”

Your life fell apart?

Hey, mine too.

I prop up my chin and begin to study him, thankful we have the whole night. Thankful for how tranquil I feel right now, even as my thoughts float around and above the impossibility of my situation. I squeeze my eyes briefly against a bittersweet image of the twins (Where are they? Who’s tucking them in?) and Max (Is he surly tonight? Is Reid there for him?). Despite the unknowns, I count the good. I savor the warm breeze. I swallow the wine. I think of my dear Camila. All while sitting here with this interesting guy who feels like a riddle to solve.

Rimming the edge of my glass with a finger, I’m ready to talk.

“So, Charlie,” I start. “I want to know this—for real.” I pause. “How are you doing? How is your heart?” It’s a little bold, but I like it, a question I learned from Quinn and ask our family often. Or . . . used to. I swallow. The inquiry always elicited meaningful answers, but when was the last time I used it? I vow to bring it back if I get the opportunity. “Like how are you really doing,” I continue, “when your head hits the pillow at night?”

His eyes pop, so green they’re almost clear. “My . . . heart?”

“Yes.” I double down, touching my chest, grounding myself in the present. “I mean, with the year that you’ve had, I can only imagine it’s still a daily battle, up and down. Your wife left you, while you were on a trip like this? And not that long ago, right?”

He sighs. “Seven months.”

“And you were married how long?”

“Three years. We got married during my residency.”

“Gosh, I’m so sorry. No kids, right?”

He looks at me weirdly.

Whoops.

Wrong question.

“No kids,” he confirms. “You?” he teases. “Any secret kids I should know about?”

Just one teenager and a few twins, no big deal!

“No . . . kids here!” I spit out, raising my glass, winking lamely. “I just . . . want you to know how sorry I am. That this happened to you. It’s categorically traumatizing.”

He laughs, shoulders slackening into the conversation. “It’s really okay,” he says, sipping on his cold beer. “I mean that when I say it. I really do.”

Still, the weight hangs between us.

“If I’m honest,” he continues, “my heart is a heck of a lot better than it was six months ago. The finality of it. The distance. The . . . other guy. A supposed friend of mine. The intensity of the betrayals, painful as they were, made it easier to move on. Not to mention, recently—”

I tilt my head.

The weight lifts slightly.

“Well.” His cheeks redden. “Your company. You ask such great questions. And you don’t always need me to talk. That’s been . . . nice. So nice. For someone . . . processing. You’re good at excavating. Exceptional, really.”

I beam, proud that my hammer has already been chipping away.

Charlie opens his menu. “No matter what happens, you’ve been a big part of my healing. I . . . want you to know that.”

I pull at my necklace, a plain gold chain. His words touch me more than he knows. “I came here to do some of my own healing.”

“Yes,” he says. “I know. You can always say you tried in Hollywood, though—gave it your all. Even if the years and the people didn’t deserve you. Not to mention that producer. I’ll kill him.”

Okay.

We’re fairly close.

I actually googled Craig Coleman earlier today and felt bummed to find nothing yet about his predation. I wonder what else I experienced before leaving LA. “Life is so intense,” I say, recalling the city’s heaviness. “Being a human is hard. People are so . . . broken, you know?” I stare into the bottom of my near-empty wineglass. “And marriage? It takes so much intentional work, right? I mean—I would imagine. So much investment. Constant reconnecting, reevaluating, really digging into what’s working, what’s not working.”

I eject a breath.

“It’s just, like . . . way too easy to become those dreaded ships passing each other. What are these ships, anyway?” I lift my glass. “Are they cargo ships? Cruise ships? What is their ultimate purpose?”

He holds my eyes, with one brow up. “Yes. All of that is so true. And incredibly astute for someone unmarried.” He pauses. “But, for the record, I think they’re just relation-ships.”

Oh my gosh, does the doctor have jokes?

I toss my head back and laugh.

The joke makes me miss Reid for a flash—but I take a deep breath and lecture myself to cool it on the marriage advice. I can’t know too much. And why is it so much easier to notice the problems in other relationships? To address them? Give them an action plan?

What might I learn from this Charlie?

He’s younger than me, technically, but does not seem it.

“I have another question,” I say. “I’m sure—well, I don’t doubt you’ve done endless reflecting on your marriage, and yourself, in these months.” I clear my throat. “What do you think is one lesson you’ll take from this experience into your next relationship?”

I lean toward him, over the table, running my fingers along the top of my menu, pulling myself completely into the moment, this date, this man—his past and his present, our possible future. Even if it’s only tonight, as new friends.

New for me, anyway.

Hinging forward, he steeples his fingers, speaking after a minute. “I’ll pay better attention. To everything. Especially to her.”

His eyes sweep my lips, tension humming.

“What does she need?” His throat rolls. “What does she want? What are her secrets? I want to be the bearer of . . . everything. If she’s missing something and feels the need to run to a man, for love or affirmation or sex—” The word stops him briefly. “You can be sure that next time, I’ll be the one my person is running to.”

I nod with each syllable, heartbroken for him, wondering how many people reach that point every single day, in a thousand marriages. The peak of unhappiness, the choice to betray. Does it feel like a single bounce or more of a slide?

I’ll pay better attention.

“Cheers to that, Dr. Indiana Jones.” I nod. “Looks like I’m not the only one skilled at archaeological digging.”

He smiles. “It’s not the years, honey; it’s the mileage.”

I explode with laughter—Raiders of the Lost Ark—once again caught off guard by his witty humor and the brilliant reference. My shoulders melt; I like him more by the second.

Through the rest of the date, he never escapes my keen observation. He’s like a fascinating specimen under the microscope of Older Me, beholding the subject of Younger Me’s interest. I’m so pleased I’ve been good to this man, and even more pleased he’s been good to me.

I choose them fairly well, I must say.

So far, anyway.

We both order the churrasco con chimichurri. Grilled skirt steak, fried plantains, fluffy rice, and my word, the chimichurri sauce. The meal is delicious, and so is the conversation.

By the time Charlie pulls the van back through the gates, up the driveway, and in front of the house, he’s holding my hand, and my heart’s skipping.

“Hammock for a while?” he asks, like we’ve done this a hundred times. We’ve decided no dancing. I think we both loved the ease and joy of our chatting too much, of the real connection.

“Sure!” I say. “Hammock.”

Under the stars, he points out a constellation I’ve never seen. His face turns to mine exactly when I’m sneaking another look at him.

Our eyes lock.

I feel simultaneously like I know him extremely well and like we just met tonight.

“Thank you,” he says. “For tonight.” His lips find my cheek with a shyness. “For everything.”

I inch closer to the lean warmth of him and touch the tip of my nose to his.

Slowly then, gently, lips slightly parted, I kiss him, a kiss so soft it’s almost friendly.

“You’re going to be okay,” I tell him. “You’re wonderful.”

As his hands find my lower back again, he pulls me in and repeats the kiss, longer and a little bit deeper this time. He tastes of the peppermint gum we popped in the car.

My body wants more of him, I realize, panicking—but he stops on the verge of urgency before I push him away, just right at the edge of our buzz.

In fact, just right—period.

“You’re going to be okay too,” he promises, tracing a strand of hair down my face in the moonlight.

For a second, under the silver stars, I believe him.




CHAPTER 17

On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, Camila and I work in the village preschool funded by Abba Project.

With dots all over the map, the international nonprofit organization, I’ve learned quickly, owns houses like ours in thirty countries. Short-term residents live in the homes—anywhere from a few weeks to multiple years—working in the local community. Teachers, doctors, nurses, construction laborers, environmental workers, you name it.

And then, there are the general volunteers, like me, open to any role that needs filling. Lucky for me, I get to work with the kids. And with my precious friend for whom time is ticking.

From the moment I walk into the thatched-roof single-room hut of the preschool on Monday morning, affection washes over me.

Unlike the homes we walked by on the dirt road here—many of them cardboard, roofless—the preschool is brand-new, top-notch, built by Abba’s team. Bright colors and gleaming finishes. It’s not an exaggeration to say it feels almost enchanting, here in the jungle, but this impression tangles with something weightier.

And when the kids arrive?

I’m a goner, and even more conflicted.

They’re a tidal wave of joy through the raw-wood barn doors, smashing into me. “Sutton, Sutton, Sutton, Sutton, Sutton!” Tiny hands grasp for any and everything, voices rising in a concert of chatter. It’s as if the ground beneath them pounds with promise and possibility—but still, the scene wrings my chest. We want them to have this, of course, but also: How can something so perfect stand amid such poverty? The preschool is beautiful, yes, but can beauty bring true restoration, or does it simply distract from more serious problems? I can’t help but wonder if we’re doing enough, or if we’re doing the right work. Could there be more?

I’m pummeled out of my thoughts and into a seat at one of two picnic tables, which we’ve already primed and readied with their morning crafts.

One girl, adorably gap-toothed, perches next to me and starts weaving my hair into two tight French braids. “¡Qué guapa! ¡Qué guapa!”

A boy with wide eyes and no shirt claps in front of me, singing, “Yo tengo gozo, gozo, gozo, gozo, en mi corazón!”

And the quiet girl in the tattered pink dress.

She takes my other side, snuggling into me. Ester, Camila mouths. Ester doesn’t say a word—ever, I learn. But she shadows me like a hungry toddler in need of, well, everything. Mostly, I realize, a mother.

I stroke her hair, emotion thick in my throat, missing my girls. Maybe this is enough, for today. Maybe beauty is always better than brokenness, as long as it’s offered with the genuine desire to heal and redeem. I tell her how much she is loved. I tell her that Ester means star.

Estrella. Estrella!

Pulling her onto my lap, I watch the way Camila commands the classroom and know it’s something I’ll take to every one of my graves. There’s Camila on the dance floor, Camila around a table, all Camilas bold, forthright, and passionate—but then there is Camila the teacher. Regret balls in my throat that I’ve never seen her in action before. Wild hair flowing, open arms animating, angel’s voice singing.

All of it saying, You’re loved, kids. God loves you. Us too!

Son amados, niños. Dios los ama. ¡Nosotros también!

By the end of the week, I’m in a rhythm. Daily walks. Endless talks with Camila. Beans and rice, made to order, oozing with flavor and spice—beans and rice didn’t miss her here, but I will sure miss Raquel’s cooking when I leave this place. Camila’s too. Nacatamales, tajadas, quesillo. She’s flourishing into her womanhood here, into her heritage—it’s a joy and privilege to watch.

I have more hammock sessions both with The Alchemist and with Charlie. We connect, and we cuddle, as I search his eyes and his soul for something to keep me here. Our attraction is clear; our conversations, sweet. We share stories, observations, chips and salsa. Gin rummy games through the long lazy afternoons.

I like Charlie—a lot, I realize—but I still can’t seem to shake my surety that our romance is temporary, and so I hold back. It’s not just Nicaragua, or the fact that I can’t picture myself, in any life, making a permanent home here, while Charlie might want to stay forever. It’s that Charlie, for all his quiet strength, feels like a knob that’s too hard to turn. I can pry the door open, but it’s a job. With Reid, everything was open, immediate. Maybe I’m missing that ease from our earliest days. Maybe I can’t let it go.

It’s also clear to me that Charlie is not ready for another relationship, and I get it. We settle into a gentle rhythm and mutual understanding, enjoying each other’s company with respect. We’re a stop on each other’s journey. A reminder that affection is real and healing is possible.

That each of us?

We’ll be okay.

He tells me he wants to have kids like he feels he needs oxygen, that it was a contentious part of his marriage because his wife didn’t want children. I tell him he’ll be a great father, that he’ll make another woman so unbelievably happy one day, that none of his pain will ever be wasted. I mean every word. I hope my encouragement matters to him, that it sticks.

After Friday’s preschool story time—Joseph and the multicolored coat, delivered by Camila in Spanish, with flannelgraphs—I sit at the table, coloring rainbow coats with the kids. We’ll glue the paper garments to Joseph Popsicle sticks.

Joseph, the favorite child.

I buckle under a pang of remembrance, an allegation from Max recently.

“Maisy’s your favorite child,” he noted, when I didn’t know he’d been watching me smother her in a hug in the kitchen, asking if she wanted to watch a movie with me that night.

Startled, I looked at him. “She is not. I don’t have favorites.”

“Yes, you do. It’s so obvious.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked, fist on my hip.

“She never gets in trouble.” He popped a pistachio into his mouth. “And you never say she’s mean.”

Well, she’s not.

She’s kind to me, Max.

Not so darn difficult.

“I’m . . . sorry,” I said. “I love all three of you exactly the same. I love you so much, Max.” I heaved a breath, then smiled, inspired. “Hey, do you want to watch a movie with me tonight?”

“Not a chance.” He whirled and walked away.

“I’ll love you forever, I’ll like you for always.”

Even when you walk away from me, little punk.

Now at my side, once again, is Ester, the lovable girl with zero trace of a voice. I’ve grown accustomed to her, my koala bear. She never wears anything but the same torn pink dress. She never stops clinging to me, and I welcome it, even though every embrace breaks my heart. Who is her mother? Who is her father? What is this sweet child lacking, besides the obvious? I give her everything I can while I’m here, praying my affection might last beyond this stop on my journey.

As we finish coloring the stripes of our coat together—looking quite fabulous, truly—I hear her whisper something.

I look up, heart rising, into her hooded eyes.

“¿Dijiste algo?” I ask.

Did you say something?

Silence.

Nada.

I shrug, returning my focus to my red crayon.

Thinking of Max.

Praying he feels my love somewhere out there.

Praying he loves me, too.

Ester says it again, barely audible, but I don’t miss it this time.

“Te amo, Sutton.”
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Where church was lacking in my life in LA, it flourishes here, I learn. On Sundays we pack into the van like Fig Newtons, everyone from the house and Abba Project, to bump along the earthy road to a field. Over the grass patch stretches a giant white tent. Underneath, dozens of folding chairs line the space, shaded from early sun, filling up quickly with local villagers, some tourists, and nonprofit volunteers like us.

I’m wearing one of my sundresses, solid yellow, with sandals. I lean over to Camila. “It’s packed.”

Her lips curl. “Always.”

“How long has it been here? The church?”

“Only six months,” she says. “But it’s growing fast. Everyone loves the pastor. Over there. Mateo.”

She nods to a man at the front of the tent. He’s young. Thirty-five, I’d guess, in a white collared shirt. Handsome with a healthy mustache, tan shorts, and brilliant smile, people lined up to see him. He’s shaking each hand with both of his, giving every person the warmth of his glow, his undivided attention.

I like him already.

Charlie leads us to the second row, which feels like our regular spot.

Taking my seat, I let my eyes travel the area. No big screens, no fog machines, no worship band, no speakers. Instead, a wooden stool and a guitar on the ground. That’s it.

I think of church back home—which I love for what it is. But every week it delivers a Grammy-worthy worship concert performance, displayed on various extra large theater screens, projected to different parts of the sprawling campus on more screens still. The sermon is always excellent, well researched, thought-provoking, booming with power from the microphone. Every service engulfs the senses. You cannot help but feel the experience—mind, body, and spirit.

I realize that here, though, I feel it too.

When the congregation sits, Mateo takes a seat on the stool and grabs the guitar. He is evidently a one-man show. He starts picking the strings—humming, then singing—and I don’t recognize the songs. There are no hymns being played. But what I do recognize is the reverence, peace, and harmony.

And it’s breathtaking.

Before I know it, I’m closing my eyes, so thankful to be back in this place. So glad church has called me home again, in this world.

When Mateo puts down the guitar, I wish for a translator. I can pluck out words as he starts to speak—Jesús, la luz, Espíritu Santo—but I know I’ll be lost before long.

As if she can hear me squinting, Camila leans into my ear, easy and practiced. I smile. She’s going to be my translator.

“This week we’re talking about unconditional love,” she whispers, the echo of Mateo. The topic feels broad and specific at once, speaking to both my entire life and my experience of love in this country. The Scripture verses and sermon notes are familiar, but something about them in this tropical breeze, with the absence of spectacle and the comfort of fellow sojourners, feels different to me. Sacred. More intimate.

Camila leans over again: “Has there ever been a time in your life when you were given unconditional love by another person when you didn’t think you would get it? When you felt like your sin or unworthiness had marked you with shame and rejection, but you received grace instead?”

The question hits my stomach like a fist to a sack of flour.

Shocking grace, a wild response, after pain and guilt and regret . . .

In my real life, yes, there sure was.
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I find myself floating out of my church seat and back to the three-month anniversary of dating Reid, following my twenty-first birthday. I smile at the sweetness of celebrating month-iversaries; oh, to be young and in love almost twenty years ago.

It was summertime in Newport Beach, both of us living at home, working internships: he in finance, me in the local theater’s communications department. He had the idea to celebrate up in Los Angeles, the city where we’d met—so he picked me up and drove us to a restaurant downtown: Windows, named aptly, with crystal-glass walls on the top story of a tall business tower.

I clutched his elbow, feeling elegant in my little black dress as he snaked our way to the table with a sweeping panorama of the neon-lit skyline. We might as well have been in Manhattan. The low lighting of the restaurant and electric sky view were impossibly romantic, intoxicating. I remember taking the seat across from Reid with his black suit, handsome features, and earnest manners thinking, I love him.

Oh my gosh, I love him.

We hadn’t said it yet.

We’d only been dating a few months, but we’d fallen fast. When we met, I’d been heartbroken still, but soon enough I couldn’t recall the last time I’d thought of Holden Locke.

Until another church sermon I’d never forget, a few weeks before this anniversary date, about sexual purity, of all topics.

I was sitting next to Reid at a wonderfully hip and extremely popular Sunday night church service for college students and twentysomethings in Orange County. And I remember praying Reid couldn’t read my mind when the pastor got to the part about why God designed us—in his perfect will—to only ever be with one man or woman.

Why wait till marriage, basically.

He was here to “unpack” this.

“Every time you sleep with someone,” the pastor explained, “you bond with them—mind, body, and soul. Sexual intimacy was designed by God for true union. So when you rip away from that bond, it will hurt. Then, next time you sleep with someone new, you bond again. And then you rip away, again.” His voice rose. “And over time, you start to go numb.” He paused. “Because you’re bonding. And you’re ripping! And you’re bonding, and you’re ripping!” Between every repetition, he smacked his hands together and tore them away.

The sound was jarring.

I swallowed.

Reid leaned over, smiling. “Ouch.”

I stared dead ahead, willing away the clog at the back of my throat, along with the hot tears searing the backs of my eyes.

Don’t let him see.

He’ll know.

And this will be over.

The best thing that has ever happened to me will be over before it starts.

I think of that sermon now, for the first time in years, seeing it differently. Unpacking it differently. I can still hear the pastor’s palms slapping together and separating—again and again and again—echoing in the trendy industrial building. Maybe at twenty-one, I did need that message. But almost two decades later, I also see its faults. Not in the calling to honor God with our bodies; that truth remained. But the notion that intimacy outside of marriage leaves you irreparably damaged, broken, and torn apart? I recall no mention of mercy. No hope of redemption. It was a warning of terror, truly. If my children ever hear a similar message, I pray it includes the key piece I missed that night—the promise of grace.

I, for one, never intended to sleep with Holden.

Of course I didn’t. I was the girl with the purity ring. But over time, lust and toxic mind games and unhealthy attachment and yet another desperate attempt to keep Holden’s affections on me—only me—to lock down his promise that we would be together forever . . . I let it happen.

I gave away my virginity to someone who stepped on it, and my heart.

Bonding and ripping.

Gulp.

Somehow in the fire of a hot night, it even became my idea somehow. I asked him for it, playing and teasing, begging to push the boundary.

“Are you sure?” Holden whispered into my ear.

“Yes. I love you so much,” I said, having no clue what that meant. “Are you?”

“Of course,” he said, thumbing my bottom lip. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

He didn’t promise anything, jerk. He couldn’t even show up to coffee. I gave him my body and a piece of my soul. And he didn’t call the next day. Or respond to my calls that whole week.

Bond.

Rip.

Shame.

When I finally saw him again two weeks later—out of my mind with questions and anger and grief—I marched up to him, seething, “What the heck?” when I saw him eating lunch with a freshman.

He said casually, “Hey! Good to see you again. We should catch up sometime.” Before promptly going back to his greasy Panda Express and new blonde.

The pain knifed through me, for weeks—but thankfully this was the final straw on top of a year’s worth of bad signs from this guy.

I had Quinn to make sure of it.

She saved me, really.

Now here I was—on a hot date worthy of The Bachelorette, suspended above Los Angeles with my dream guy, three months into the most wonderful, reciprocal, healthy, godly dating relationship I’d ever had . . .

But I knew he thought I was a virgin.

Of course he did.

We were two Christian kids who shared the same values and lived their lives by the Bible the best they knew how. The types who saved themselves for marriage.

The thing is, I knew God and I were fine. That sense of forgiveness hadn’t come instantly—I grappled with it, like an athlete overcoming an injury. But over time, I came to believe that grace covered me, that I was already healed. It didn’t take away the regret but did wash away my shame. And yet, somehow, feeling clean in the eyes of my treasured new boyfriend, so good to his core? This was more difficult for me to comprehend. Putting skin to the supernatural is hard.

I knew this might be our last date. But I had to be honest with him. Heart rattling, I dragged a sip of my water, chomped on the ice.

“You okay?” Reid asked, grabbing a dinner roll.

“Not really,” I rushed. “I have to tell you something.”

His smile melted me. “Of course.” He sat back. “Anything.”

You don’t mean that, I thought.

“It’s hard for me to tell you,” I started. “And—I don’t know, it’s kind of awkward. Because I know we’ve been dating a little while but haven’t really talked about our . . . past relationships.”

He shrugged. “Do you want to talk about them? I just figure they’re in the past for a reason.”

This buoyed me. Yes, I thought. Exactly! They are!

“Well,” I said. “I just want you to be sure you’re . . . okay. With . . . me. All of me.”

“Wait, did you kill someone?” His brows ascended. “For the record, I’m completely okay with a light criminal record.”

I tried to smile. But I couldn’t hold it in anymore.

“I’m not a virgin,” I spilled, eyes down on my silverware. “I always planned to wait until marriage. I really did. But my last ex I mentioned, from USC—he was not a nice guy. I regret it. I regret it so much. He was awful to me. And I can never, ever take it back. And I can’t”—I paused, elevating my eyes to his—“give you that. I wish I could. But I can’t. And you deserve to know. Before this goes any further.”

First, he looked relieved. I think he really was bracing himself for a confession of grand theft auto, or worse.

Secondly, he looked sad. But not sad for him. Sad for me. Sad I’d been carrying this—the shame and the fear and the burden.

Third, he looked happy. That I told him. That I cared to tell him. That I was brave enough to be honest when I felt it was time.

He pushed his glasses onto his perfect nose. “What makes you think I’m a virgin?”

My jaw dropped.

I’d assumed—completely assumed. He’d only cited a couple past girlfriends, none of them serious—and he just did not seem, quite frankly, like the type of guy who had a sexual history.

I covered my mouth. “Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry. You’re . . .”

“Totally a virgin.” He grinned. “I’m messing with you. But should I be insulted, or—”

Against the odds, I burst out laughing—and balled my napkin to throw at him over the table. “You did not just get me!”

“I think I did.”

Then he stood up. He came over to my side of the table, knelt next to me, cheek to cheek, and burrowed me into his arms. It was the opposite of bonding and ripping defined in one hug.

He held me there.

Quietly.

Lovingly.

Until, at last, I relaxed.

“I am so sorry that happened to you,” he said. “What a loser.”

I sniffed.

“Can I tell you how much I don’t care?” he said, temple to mine. “I mean—I care that he hurt you. I care that you experienced that and have had to deal with the pain and regret of it. Mistakes suck. But any thoughts in this beautiful head”—he tapped my temple—“about me caring that this exists in your past?”

He turned his face to mine, grabbed my chin so we were eye to eye.

He searched my face, and I felt a tear slide.

He wiped it away, kissing the damp skin precisely where it had fallen.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Don’t you dare be sorry,” he said. “I love you. Exactly the way you are.”
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“Are you crying?” whispers Camila.

There’s no Reid to wipe my tears anymore.

Hastily I smear them away.

“I’m fine,” I say.

She frowns. “You sure?”

I nod. “I’m sure.”

When Mateo closes the service with one final song, he sings the words in English:


Love came down and rescued me.

Love came down and set me free.

I am yours.

I am forever yours.



I know I’m forever God’s. Am I Reid’s?




CHAPTER 18

Later that afternoon, I’m ready and changed for some poolside time in the sun. Before I head out to meet Camila, though, my laptop beckons me. I haven’t looked up Reid yet during my time here, but the memories sparked by today’s church service have me twitching with curiosity.

I snap open the computer on top of my tiny desk, next to our narrow bunk. I open the Web browser, rapidly typing in Facebook. The familiar blue-and-white screen glows.

That search bar.

Please, give me something!

Reid Layne

Nope. Nothing. Where the heck are you, boy?

As I lament, my eyes snag on a red notification. I have a new friend request. Not only that—but a message. Both from:

Sierra Snow

No way.

I click.

Yes, way.

Hungry with curiosity, I click on the picture, needing it bigger—and there she is. I’m staring into her face again. Still looking much more college student than PTA president, but full Sierra nevertheless. Bone skinny, swimmy eyes, slinky silver dress. Her personal details are spare:

USC Alumna

Los Angeles, California

I click on the message.

Hi, Sutton . . . Newport :) I don’t know if you remember me, from Alpha Gamma and USC. I know this is random, but you said some things to me at Red Vine one night a few years ago. Wild night for me, but . . . I remember what you said, which is probably hard to believe, and I guess I’ve been finding myself in need of a friend. Gosh, does that make me sound six years old? It looks like you’re out of the country right now, but if you’re ever back in LA, maybe we catch up? Cupcakes? :) Hope you’re well.

Love, Sierra

I savor every syllable of the message from my Sweet Sierra, unbelieving that it found its way to me. From that blurry night at the pulsing club, into Sierra’s subconsciousness, dawning again in daylight—here to me, now, down in Latin America. My pulse quickens excitedly, cursor flashing in the reply box.

Knock, knock.

I jump and smack the screen shut.

“Yeah?”

“You coming?” asks Camila. “I’m ready for you!”

“One second!” I promise, turning my head.

She doesn’t move. “Come now! I made us something.”

“Again?” I smile. “Can’t wait.”

With a sigh, I grab my towel and try to stop thinking of what I’ll say back to Sierra.

I follow Camila to my favorite spot in this world: the hammock. On the table next to it shine two bright tropical drinks. My mouth waters. I’ve grown too accustomed, too quickly, to Camila as my poolside server of local beverage concoctions. This may not be a resort, but it might be even better.

“Mangonada,” she says, grabbing them both, holding them up in a cheers. “Mango and orange slush, chamoy sauce, limes, and Tajín on the rim.”

“Friend!” I cry, reaching for the drink. “Thank you. These look amazing. Did I mention I love it here?”

“Did I mention I love you here?”

We clink cups, both in sporty black bikini tops and sarongs we bought from a woman on the way home from the school this past week, Camila’s blue, mine pink. They’re adorable, with tiny pom-poms swinging and fabric tied elegantly at the waist. It’s another dichotomy to wrestle with here—the street-side stands and barefoot vendors; their gorgeous pieces that could sell in any fancy boutique.

“What did you think of Mateo’s message today?” asks Camila. “He’s great, huh?”

“I loved it,” I say, swallowing a sip of the drink. It’s delicious. “Really—and thank you for translating.”

She waves a hand. “You seemed . . . affected by it. What did it make you think of? When he asked about moments of unconditional love?”

I bite my straw, considering the absurdity that I can’t tell her it made me think of my husband’s love—because she doesn’t know my husband, because my husband doesn’t love me here, because he doesn’t know I exist.

Is that a brain freeze or another time-travel headache?

I shrug. “God’s love, I guess. The enormity of it.”

She nods, leaning back into the net with me. “It’s easier for me to feel it down here. I don’t know if I’ll ever go back.”

I smile.

You will.

But then I sober.

Maybe you shouldn’t.

I don’t know then if it’s the sun dappling her lean legs, or the pure and endearing ecstasy she is having with her mango smoothie, or her gratitude for the divine, or the fact that I’ve felt so much love this week.

But I close my eyes . . . and decide I’m willing to risk it.

“Camila?” I ask.

“Mmmm.” She smacks her lips. “Yeah?”

“I need to tell you something. And I need you to not freak out. And I need you to do what I say.”

She frowns, spins to face me. I’m already crisscross applesauce in the hammock. She mirrors my posture. “What is it?”

I grab her free hand, let her keep sipping her drink from the other.

Her gaze shifts side to side under her sunglasses. “You’re freaking me out,” she says.

“Just . . . remember what I tell you. Okay?”

She nods with hesitation.

“I have this . . . really weird sense that something crazy is going to happen to you right before the year 2020 strikes,” I announce in one breath.

She starts to clap like this is exciting but stops immediately. “Like Y2K? Oh my gosh, remember how anticlimactic that was?”

I laugh a little, recalling our family’s stash of canned goods and the exact sum of zero things crashing or happening anywhere in the world.

“I do,” I say. 2020 will be more climactic, I don’t say. “But . . . my point involves you, specifically.” I pause. “On New Year’s Eve. December thirty-first, 2019.”

“Okaaay . . .” She seems to taste the word, her mangonada frozen in air. Her face scrunches.

Drunk driver . . . Car flips . . . Shooting flames . . .

“Don’t get into a car that night,” I blurt, my eyes pleading.

Kills mother of two . . . thirty-five years old . . . Beloved member of our community . . .

“What are you—”

She loved USC . . . and playing soccer . . . and leading her daughter’s Girl Scout troop . . .

“I can’t tell you anything else.” Under my sunglasses, I look away. “It’s just this feeling I have.”

The Girl Scouts in a row, all in uniform, at her funeral . . .

“Hey, hey,” she says. “Are you crying?”

No.

I wipe at my eyes.

She is not allowed to comfort me right now.

Somewhere over the rainbow . . .

“When that day comes”—I straighten, delivering the words with conviction—“you’ll remember what I’m saying, because everyone will be talking about 2020. The year of vision. This big shift. And all I need you to do is stay home. Do nothing. Stay home.”

She nods.

“Promise me? Promise me.”

“Okay, okay!” She cups my shoulder. “I promise.”

I lean over to hug her and hate that I’m shaking.

But she just pats my back like the friend she is, soothing me now while she can.
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That night, after my shower, before dinner with the gang, I dab my face in the mirror.

I did it; I did the hard thing.

Does it matter in this life, or that one?

Does all the love I’ve ever felt still exist?

If not, where did it go?

My torso feels hollow.

Who knows?

My head is spinning like the serve I used to slam on the pickleball court.

I inspect myself in the mirror. Sun-dewy, loved, twenty-five. Something has shifted inside of me here. I look alive. I look strong.

Even stronger than the chick who kicked that creep where it counts.

Maybe with each new year explored, I’ll grow stronger—even if there’s new pain to face.

With one more inhale, exhale, I know what I need to do. Camila knows enough. Charlie’s almost okay. Ester felt the tenderness of a mom. I’ve given to all of them, from my soul. Felt the universal presence of God, the peace in serving, the humanity in impossible contradictions. And now I know my time in Nicaragua is up.

Still, I’ll move on with a silent ache for this place and its people. The needs I’ve witnessed have left their mark, illuminating my privilege. Catapulting my gratitude. There’s so much hard work here unfinished—and I mourn that I won’t be here for it. But these days in Nicaragua have softened and stretched me. I’ll never forget what they taught me, even though I was the teacher.

The lessons propel me forward.

I press the pickleball into my palms.

One, two, three . . .

Goodbye, Camila. Charlie. Ester.

. . . eighteen, nineteen, and twenty!




CHAPTER 19

The portal no longer shocks me.

My angel is here, waiting, serene, with her red mermaid hair and knowing smile, palms clasped with eternal patience.

One more balloon lived and gone.

Officially down to seven.

Will it take that many to accomplish what needs to be done? How am I doing? I wonder. The time in Nicaragua made me appreciate my old life—but sparked new curiosities, too. Other countries, other people, other entire versions of Sutton. I want to see more, for her, for me. To keep going, wherever this leads.

“Welcome back,” the angel sings.

“Thank you,” I say, my tone thoughtful. “That was amazing. I really loved it there.”

“What did you love about it?”

“For starters,” I say, “I don’t think I picked up my phone more than a handful of times. It was glorious.” The house bell gonged as our alarm clock. We had Wi-Fi, but no pressing need for it. The simplicity, the presence, the love. The food, the children, Charlie. “It felt pure,” I finish.

Like heaven.

It reminded me that you don’t need much to feel like you have the world.

To feel God.

“I also learned a lot,” I continue, more somberly. “Things I won’t forget.”

She smiles. “Like what?”

I squint, mentally holding up my reflections against the struggles of my thirty-nine-year-old life. I’m humbled by the contrast—embarrassed, almost—that my own personal crises felt so acute, insurmountable. The struggles were real, no doubt: the chill in my marriage, the chasm between me and Max, the weight of growing older. But being in Nicaragua gave me perspective. Maybe aging is living. Maybe I have far more blessings than I’ve been counting. Maybe love is enough—and worth fighting for. Maybe I’d choose my given hard, any day of the week.

Sorrow twists with sweetness inside my chest. “I’m really blessed,” I admit.

“You are blessed,” the angel agrees. “And your recognition of this is significant.”

I nod, feeling not just new awareness, but hope. I don’t want to give up on making a difference, living with meaning, appreciating each day.

At twenty-five in my real life, I’d already worked my way up at a small but exploding interior design firm, solidifying myself as Amber Allister’s right-hand girl. Indispensable. My little clone, Amber said. I’ve always needed another me! Her protégée. Sixty-hour work weeks and stomach ulcers included, but worth it.

By thirty, I’d launch out on my own, with a burgeoning social media following, Amber’s full blessing, and even a roster of clients, one hundred percent free and clear. I adored the work. Most of the time, minus the stress of launching a company and time away from my babies.

On weekends in our mid- to late twenties, Reid and I went to weddings. Lots and lots of weddings, from the stripped-down to the sensational. Twenty-six in one year, each a vivid celebration of vows. Then, I remember when we entered our thirties and the baby shower Evites eclipsed the elaborate wedding invitations delivered by snail mail.

Eventually, the showers and sprinkles were replaced with little-kid birthday parties, each one more Pinterest worthy and extravagant than the last. And now occasionally came divorce news. Once or twice now, second weddings. Sometimes, tragically, funerals.

I hated it.

I want to reclaim the optimism, wonder, and passion of those years in our twenties—the belief that the world can be changed. That great love exists, even if it also evolves. Somehow my brief time in Nicaragua offered me a fresh taste of all this—adventure and faith, but also reality. So much life pulsed and popped outside my bubble.

Speaking of bubble—I peruse the balloons, wondering what else awaits me.

Infinite possibilities.

Or seven, to be exact.

I sip a breath of air. The only balloon I am unequivocally not popping is twenty-eight. If Los Angeles was bad and a broken heart wasn’t even the advertisement, what on earth would that hold?

No, thanks.

For the third time now, the thought of jumping two neat years ahead is sucking me in like a Dyson.

Twenty-seven.

A Ferris wheel.

Intriguing.

This could mean so many things.

The angel watches me eyeing it.

“You haven’t gone backward yet,” she observes.

Huh.

She’s right. I can’t explain why. Maybe I just feel pressed to keep moving this forward.

“It hasn’t felt right yet, I guess.”

Without me needing to ask, she pulls the gold spear from the podium, slips me the handle.

I’m still eyeing the Ferris wheel. Twenty-seven, where I will not be celebrating five years of marriage in San Diego along with our one-year-old son. Mourning the end of nursing Max, despite how much I always struggled to love it like I thought I should. Or like every other mom seemed to.

Oh, how I loved my son, though, that boy.

No matter how he felt about me.

Of course, even now I miss what I once found so hard, impossible—nursing itself, everything about those early days that felt so physically daunting but emotionally natural. Our primal, skin-to-skin closeness, before every single thing I did was an affront to his coolness, another piece of proof I was crushing his life.

I twirl the needle.

Twenty-seven.

Okay.

Let’s try you again.




AGE 27




CHAPTER 20

Electricity zips through my body, jerking me. My head whips . . . with the music?

Am I on a dance floor?

I pan my gaze to the mass of girls on the wood surface, doing what Willow Smith says. I grab my neck, expecting pain, but there’s none—because I’m twenty-seven, not forty.

I can whip my hair all I want!

My eyes flick around, taking in the commotion. But it’s not commotion, I realize. It’s glamour and twinkle, a scene from a storybook. We’re under a crystal chandelier, billowing fabric, a tent. A DJ spins in the corner. The girls are in gowns. Guys in tuxedos. I know these faces, so many of them. Alpha Gammas. Fraternity boys. Ghosts of faces past.

I glance at the tablescapes: whites, creams, and sages. There must be thirty tables of ten. This is a massive wedding. Towering arrangements of peonies, roses, eucalyptus. Candles everywhere. The scene is grand. The romance, colossal. And I don’t remember it whatsoever. It’s true that I’ve been to dozens of weddings, but I don’t recall this one. There are zero bells ringing.

Water. Let’s get some water. I panic when I reach the edge of the dance floor, though. Where’s the bar? And how will I know my table number? Where my purse will be holding the pickleball, right? I’m slashing my gaze around when I feel a hand on my elbow and turn.

The brown eyes fasten me instantly to the floor. The asymmetrical yet immaculate work of his features. He is half Greek, after all. Brown hair, slight curl. Olive complexion. Tall, but not terribly. Slightly unshaven, always. Lean, thin even, but I know the muscles are carved like marble under his trim black tux. Broody. Pillow lips. Half smile.

Holden Locke.

The boy who shattered my heart is holding my arm, but he’s not a boy anymore. Holden’s a full-on man.

Part of me wants to yank my arm away, but the larger part cannot move. What is he doing here? What am I doing here? Who’s the bride?

My eyes find the sweetheart table, and I see Eve and her Navy Seal, kissing to the clink of silver on glass.

At the last minute, I missed this wedding the first time. Frankly, I still held guilt over it. I was a bridesmaid and everything. But Maxwell was in the hospital after aspirating an almond that afternoon. He’d choked, and we could’ve lost him.

I look down. Sure enough. Sage gown. Still deep in the back of my future closet, unworn. I’ve never forgiven myself for the absence, even though Eve never once held it against me.

With Holden’s skin still touching mine, another thought blazes through me. No, no, no. This is the night Quinn meets Alan. My eyes launch into a search, fix-it mode activated. Can I stop them from meeting? But I don’t see my friend anywhere.

I’m still standing here like an idiot, I realize. I want him to speak first, though.

“Hey,” he says finally.

“Hey.” My tone sounds sharper than I intended.

“You look . . . wow. Beautiful. Unbelievable.”

Unbelievable? Tell me about it. “Thanks.” I tighten my lips. “You know Eve? I guess I forgot.”

“Yeah,” he says. “We were prelaw together. We work at the same firm now. In San Diego.” He shoves a hand through his hair, lifting his voice over the music, now pulsing a remix of Rihanna’s “We Found Love” featuring Calvin Harris.

“Do you think we could talk?” he asks nervously. “Somewhere . . . maybe outside?” He motions to the vista outside the tent, draped with market lights, dotted with cocktail tables. I see the soft glow of other houses beyond.

That’s right. We’re in Eve’s parents’ backyard, in sprawling Rancho Santa Fe, a luxurious enclave of San Diego. It’s absolutely stunning. I’m pretty sure we’re on the tennis court. My sigh in response is dramatic, admittedly. Where’s Quinn when I need her? Should I be having this conversation? When it comes to Holden, I can’t be trusted.

I ponder, realizing Holden’s future Facebook message comes to Older Me almost thirteen years from now, at which point he still thinks of me—at least sometimes. But the last time we spoke in person was still that day at Panda Express, junior year, after a full year of dating. He pulled away after we slept together. We both called our bond love, often. It wasn’t—at least not good healthy love. But we were together nonstop, until the last couple months before the big explosion, at which point the mind games began. Thanks to therapist influencers, I now have the words for love bombing, gaslighting, and even diagnosable narcissism.

His last text—a few weeks after the Panda showdown—said simply: I’m sorry. I can’t. Don’t text me anymore.

Full ghost.

In the wake of that text, friends continued to see him with other girls—out for dates, upstairs at parties, you name it. It never, ever made sense to me—proclaiming his love and taking something important to me, before instantly skulking away. For a season, Quinn even used to hide my phone so I wouldn’t try to reach out to him.

“I’m saving you from yourself,” she said. “Trust me.”

I knew she was right.

And still, tonight, I hear myself say, “Sure. We can talk.” I feel my nude heels trailing behind him to a tall table under the sky. My head nodding, Yes, why not, when he asks if I want dessert. I’m standing here with my past and a chocolate chip cookie, deciding I’ll hear him out. “Wow,” I say. “This is delicious.”

One side of his mouth hitches up. He also looks great, I hate to admit. He’s aged well. Darker eyes, handsome lines.

Be careful, I hear a voice say. You had six-pound twins cut from your stomach, and that makes you tough. But you’re still not invincible to this guy.

“So,” I say, swatting away the nagging internal warning. “Long time.”

“Yeah,” he says, with something like regret in his tone. “Long time.”

“You’re a lawyer, huh?” I say. “Good for you.”

“It’s all right. I work all the time.”

“You?” It’s childish, but I hope it lands as a barb. I might be the real adult here, but I don’t have to behave entirely.

“Yes, me.” He toe-taps my ankle. “I got into Pepperdine Law.”

I nod, staring into my cookie, pretending I didn’t know this. It’s true that I never texted or called, but it’s not like I don’t have the Internet. “You still play music?” I ask, remembering his fingers touching the piano.

Touching me.

He nods. “Piano mostly. Some guitar. I write music. It’s a good outlet for me.”

“Well,” I say. “You were always incredibly talented.”

I used to love watching him stare at the keys, lost in the beautiful sounds he spun into the air. He was so tortured; I knew this. I know this. I always hoped music might save him once it became obvious that I couldn’t. Frankly, I’m having trouble reconciling Holden Locke with the law, but I guess stranger things have happened. Like this night, for example.

“As were you,” he responds, sipping his red wine. “Talented. Any more acting for you?”

“Nope. I did my time in LA.”

“And now?”

I toggle my head back and forth. “Little of this, little of that.”

Quinn, earth to Quinn!

“Anyway.” I shrug. “You wanted to talk?”

He tilts his head back, burying his hands in his pockets. “Where do I even start?”

“Maybe with ghosting me. After saying you loved me forever and wanted to spend the rest of our lives together. Oh. And sleeping with me and then disappearing—when you knew how much that meant to me.” Why hold back now? “Not a bad place to start.”

He laughs. “Ghosting, huh?”

Why not introduce the term to its perpetrator? “Disappear? Like a ghost?” I explain. “Are you still that way? Or does this job of yours require two feet on planet earth?”

He shakes his head. “So feisty.”

I smirk back. I am feisty. With a thirteen-year-old to reckon with now. I lift my cup. “Sorry. You were saying?”

He adjusts his bow tie, then flattens his palms on the table. “I just wanted to say . . . that I’m sorry. So unbelievably sorry.”

He taps a finger on my napkin, those fingers always doing something. I remember this about him. So twitchy. The guy needed a fidget spinner. On hand at all times. “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he says, holding my stare, unbreaking, letting the words drape between us.

I let my eyes drop to his mouth, pouty and soft, for merely one little second.

“I know I treated you terribly,” he continues. “And I want to ask . . . for your forgiveness, I guess.”

“You guess?”

He blinks. “I’m sorry, Sutton.” He clears his throat. “Will you forgive me? I was a coward. I was crazy about you—I felt it all. And I didn’t know how to handle it. We were twenty years old. I was a kid, and I was selfish and dumb, and I’m sorry.” A pause. “Sorrier than you’ll ever know.”

Cookie midair, mouth full of crumbles, I swallow. It didn’t hurt to hear him spell out his regret. It didn’t fix the past, but it helped.

How long did I wait to hear those words, the apology that never came?

But more so, does he really mean it?

It sounds like he might’ve rehearsed this conversation in therapy—but that might not be a bad thing. His parents were awful toward him. He never really understood how to have a relationship. He was awful, to me and no doubt many other girls.

I give a sigh and tilt my face to the stars.

“Holden Locke,” I moan. “Is this an apology tour?”

He takes one step closer to me. “If one stop counts as a tour.”

Just as I think, Don’t come any closer, his hand covers mine. He touches my thumb, brushes the nail.

“I’m sorry, Sutton,” he says again. “I really am.”

I yank my hand away before I am swept into this nonsensical pull I feel toward this boy. This man? Forgiveness? For him?

Is this happening?

I fold my hands on the table. “You know what?”

“What?” He’s wide-eyed—and it’s delicious, holding the power.

“I forgive you,” I say.

I don’t want to hold on to bitterness anymore.

His mouth curls. “Dance with me?”

“Don’t push it,” I say, bumping his hip with mine before walking away.

No less than twenty minutes later, though, we’ve found each other again. Like two planets, circling. We’re on the dance floor, laughing and dancing to “SexyBack,” keeping a fair distance from each other, like we’re nineteen again.

The gap between us doesn’t last long, though, as the illusion of safety implodes. My hands graze his fingers, accidentally, but then they linger, on purpose. We keep drawing closer.

I don’t touch his hair, but it matches the folds of my memory as I watch it moving, along with the length of him. I shiver at his breath on my ear, and then, at his words:

“I really hate that I hurt you.”

I look into his eyes, and down at his teeth . . .

Just as hands grab my shoulders and save me from a deep kiss.
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“What do you think you’re doing?” hisses Quinn. “Are you drunk?”

“No! No! I—” I scramble for answers, looking back to Holden, who chops a wave into the air.

He looks so good.

Wait, am I drunk?

“No,” I confirm. “I’ve only had water.”

In our matching dresses, green silk spilling around us, she pulls me to our table and plops me down in a chair. I shift on the cushion and squeal when I see the silver chain purse hanging next to me.

“My purse!” I cry. “Thank goodness.” I snap it open and breathe when I see the pickleball.

Quinn peers into the purse too—and her green eyes swell. She covers her mouth. “Oh my gosh.” Slowly she takes the seat next to me. Then cups my face in her hands.

“Is it you?” she whispers. “Old Sutton? Back from the Future? That’s totally the name of your movie.”

Relieved, I nod. “Yes! You remember?”

“I’ve only been waiting four years for something that exciting to happen again.”

“ER life isn’t exciting enough?”

She pokes me. “I’m still in my residency. At UCI. But you want to hear the best news?”

“Of course.”

“We’re roommates again. On Balboa Island.”

The news is so great, I almost cry.

Balboa. The Ferris wheel.

I have literally always wanted to live on the charming island.

“What street?” I ask giddily, picturing it, our life together.

“Agate. Right down from the ferry. You’re going to be obsessed. We got the best deal ever on the cutest two-bedroom cottage.” Her eyes narrow. “Anyway. I just saved you from that. You’re welcome. What on earth were you doing? What did that weasel want?”

Was he really that bad?

Am I already reaching for justification?

Did we always have such hot chemistry?

She scans a hand in front of my eyes like she’s trying to X-ray my thoughts. “Earth to my alien friend.”

“Sorry,” I say. “He actually . . . apologized. It was heartfelt. I think he meant it, Quinn. I really do.”

“Well, good,” she says smugly. “I hope he meant it. It’s about time. Just don’t tell me you gave him your number or anything.”

I shake my head—but my insides froth greedily knowing he already has it. My number hasn’t changed since ninth grade.

Okay, Sutton, be cool.

More so, be careful.

Now Quinn smiles wickedly. “I, on the other hand, just met a guy.” She wiggles her brows . . . and my heart drops.

No!

I’m too late.

I reprimand myself, all but smacking my wrist. Caught up in Holden’s apology, I missed the chance to save Quinn.

“Oh yeah?” I squeak. “What’s his name?”

Mentally I say it in chorus with her:

“Alan. He said he’s going to call.”




CHAPTER 21

“It’s a walk, Quinn. Why are you blowing this into a major ordeal?” I squeeze the Nikes onto my feet, annoyed I haven’t gotten the ASICS memo yet in this timeline. My arches are so much happier in the right shoes.

“Because I care about you. And you deserve better than emotional manipulation.” She folds her arms across her scrubs. “Not to mention mood disorders that—when unchecked—often result in abuse.”

I cinch up my laces, tight. “Little dramatic, don’t you think?”

One week has passed since the wedding. Cool spring sunshine slants into our cottage windows, illuminating the living room. It smells like vanilla and pancakes. As Quinn promised, I’m obsessed with our place. My taste has matured since the apartment across from The Grove. White drapes, antique artwork in gilded frames, bouclé cream couch, furry blankets, brass light pendants. The neutrals feel sophisticated. Grown-up. Less girl and more woman.

I smile at the desk in the corner, piled with project binders and fabric samples. Even here, in another life, I am doing it. I’m working for Amber Allister as an entry-level assistant—leaps behind where I was at twenty-seven the first time, but my road still led me here.

And Amber’s got her eye on me. I can tell. This life step feels like a miracle, like this unthinkable process is working—or rather, like some events can’t be altered by age, circumstance, or divine detours. Even without meeting Reid so young, that great impasse, I eventually found my way to the same vocation. I savor the comfort that this major facet of who I am has remained.

Quinn lets out a huff. “He’s driving all the way up here from San Diego?”

“He has a work dinner here tonight,” I defend. “He’s making the most of it.”

She rolls her eyes. “Is that what they’re calling it these days?”

“Stop.”

“All I’m saying is that it was a little dramatic when you couldn’t get out of bed for a month junior year.”

“I was twenty years old,” I argue. “We were both kids. Shouldn’t we all have a chance to change?”

She considers this, opening the refrigerator, retrieving her lunch sack. “Fine. Just be careful. And don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

I release a sigh. Frankly, I don’t have a plan for this past the nice invitation to a beach walk and brunch on a gorgeous spring Saturday.

With a gorgeous . . . friend from my past.

“What about you?” I turn the tables. “This Alan. He seems—”

She glowers. “What?”

“I don’t know how to put my finger on it.” I half shrug. “Self-absorbed, maybe? Stoic. He doesn’t ever look me in the eye.”

“He’s been over once, Sutton. Come on.”

“I don’t know. He just feels a little shifty. And obsessed with his work.”

“Look who’s talking,” she scoffs with a glance at my desk.

Fair point. “I just care about you, right back.” I take a cautious beat. “You need connection—and affirmation. More, as the years go on. Trust me. Your job takes a lot out of you. You need an anchor at home. In the way that anchors serve a purpose beyond themselves.”

“Deep,” she says, thrusting her tongue out. She throws on her backpack. “What aren’t you telling me, Dr. Phil?”

I sigh, still uncertain of how much to say. “Just be careful. It’s all I’m saying,” I echo her words with a smirk.

“Whatever.”
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We agreed to meet in front of the Beachcomber, one of my favorite restaurants in the whole world. Holden’s idea, to my delight. I was impressed he suggested it. Wear walking clothes, though, he clarified. I can’t wait to catch up with you more.

After my globe-hopping, the sensation of my tennis shoes back in California’s Gold Coast feels otherworldly, sublime. I’ll never take it for granted again. I inhale the ocean air, savoring the charm of Crystal Cove’s historic district—the pastel beach shacks, leaning bicycles, the Bootlegger Bar. As I descend the last part of the path, which ends at the Beachcomber, I think of the movie stars who dined here in film’s Golden Age, just one hour south of Hollywood.

True to the ambience of a 1920s seaside resort, the famous restaurant is a vintage cottage situated right on the sand. Its oceanfront view is unmatched. Surf crashing, coffee brewing, beignets sizzling. Serene. Like vacation.

Like home.

As locals know, the savvy move is putting your name on the list and taking a walk down the strand for the inevitable one-hour wait. Worth every second. Spectacular.

At the podium, ash wood and beach worn, I give them my name. I nod yes at the wait time, expected, right as Holden jogs up to me, wearing sweatpants and a navy zip-up. I can’t help but notice two young girls awaiting their table, whispering and giggling as they look at him.

And by young, I mean around my age, twenty-seven, give or take.

Holden is striking. No doubt. And what is it about a guy in gray sweatpants?

He pulls me into a hug. “So sorry I’m late!”

I check my watch. Ten on the dot. “You’re not late. I was early.” I smile, so prompt in this life.

“Oh, good,” he says.

“How was the drive?”

“Not bad. Two hours. I’ll be here till Monday. Staying at the airport Marriott.”

“Glamorous!”

“Corporate law.” He holds out his arms. “Show business, baby.”

“Shall we walk?” I suggest. “We have an hour.”

“Perfect.”

As we stroll, I sense the heat of his presence. Something about him is cozy to me, undeniably.

And I hate it.

The power of nostalgia, the pull of pheromones. The fact that I almost reach for his hand. He apologized at last, yes—but still. He once crushed my spirit. He is not allowed to feel like a warm beignet.

Waves smash the sand, seagulls sing, tide pools fill, and still I’m distracted by the surrealness of Holden beside me, more than the breathtaking view. The current between us strengthens, the sheer reality of him matching my stride. He uses the same hair wax, I notice. I smell it from two feet away. Honey and coconut.

He looks to me, arms swinging comfortably at his lean sides. “Tell me about your life,” he says, peering over his aviators. “The last seven years.”

I laugh. “That’s a lot of ground to cover.”

“We’ve got time.”

Far more than you realize.

“No more LA for you, huh?”

I wrinkle my nose. “It’s . . . not what people think. Or at least, not what I thought.”

“How so?”

“Hmm. Harsher?” I say. “We got a sense in college, obviously, but making an actual life there is . . . rough.” I look to the ocean. “I strongly prefer it here.” Home. “San Diego is beautiful, though. You like it?”

“Oh, I love it. I live in a loft downtown. In Gaslamp. That’s where our office is, so I figured, why not try the city life, and still get the coast, you know?”

I nod. “I’ve always loved it down there.”

He steals a look. “You should come visit.”

“Maybe I will.”

We exchange questions easily; it’s like playing catch with a childhood pal. Work, friends, family.

“How’s your grandma?” he asks.

I’m touched he remembers how much I love her. I almost tell him she’s never been the same since a massive stroke last year, but we’re just thankful she’s alive, every day left a gift . . .

I catch myself, barely.

“She’s great,” I say instead, hoping it’s true in this life.

I should go see her.

Soon.

“Any word from your parents?” I ask.

Last I remember, years ago, Holden’s mom moved in with a new boyfriend outside of Vegas. She drove to the Strip for work at a steak house, among other things. He never spoke to his dad, who lived somewhere by himself in the middle of Florida.

He kicks sand into the air. “My dad died last year.” No emotion about it.

“Oh, gosh,” I say. “I’m so sorry. How did you—”

“It’s fine.” He rubs his collarbone. “I mean, it sucks, but it’s fine. My mom called to tell me. He had a heart attack. He was . . . unwell. Not living a healthy lifestyle.”

One thing Holden and I always connected over was our common only-child existence. We both knew how lonesome it felt sometimes.

With age, it only gets worse, I silently warn him. You’re in charge of these kids becoming actual humans under your roof, and nobody shares your own childhood to help you make sense of it all—or to sit with you there in the impending future of parental caretaking, loss, and responsibility.

I touch my hand to his lower back, lightly. “I really am sorry. I wish I knew.”

He offers a grin. “What, you would’ve sent flowers?”

“Well, probably not,” I admit. “But . . . I don’t know.” I bump his shoulder with mine. “I might’ve thrown you some prayers.”

His smile grows. Holden always believed in God, just not in the way I lived my faith, woven into my days. He admired my prayers, even found comfort in my devotion, but always stood just outside of it, like someone listening through a wall. I think, deep down, I always knew it was an insurmountable gap between us—one we rarely discussed. I never wanted to rock our already-tenuous ship.

He motions to a dune sloping up toward the cliffs. “Want to sit for a minute?”

“Would love to.”

We ascend the slope and sit next to each other, and before I can help it, our sides are touching, and I’m subtly nuzzling into him.

“Can I ask you something?” I say, hugging my knees.

“Anything.”

“It’s a rough one.”

“Oh no.” He laughs. “But sure. Why not. Shoot. You’ve earned it. And I’m pretty tough these days. Or at least I’d like to think so. Don’t let the skinny sweats fool you.”

I laugh. “I like the skinny sweats.”

Too much.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

I pause.

“Okay, then,” I continue. “Did you ever think about me? During all these years? Think of reaching out?”

He leans back onto his hands, handsome face upward. “You really want me to answer that?”

Yes?

No?

Maybe?

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“No. Just kidding. Yes! Go. Geesh.” I bury my face in my hands.

He tugs on my hair, yanks on my heart. “I’m afraid, Sutton Lancaster, that you are impossible to forget.”

I sock his arm. “Stop. You say that to all the girls.”

But he’s solemn. “I really don’t.”

Several more beats pass, the sea air thick with salt and with feeling.

He sighs. “Well—I’ve only been in love once.”

My body does not like that answer, the words souring inside my stomach. I tense. I know what we had was a bit toxic at times, hot-cold like a broken faucet, especially toward the end. But still. He got all my firsts—and it means something. More than I’d ever care to admit.

“No one since you,” he adds.

Wait, what?

In love once.

You.

Me?

He continues. “I’ve found myself comparing every girl to you. I mean, our chemistry was always amazing, but more so—I don’t know. I missed the way you think and feel the world around you. The way you see people before you see yourself.”

He leans over, pressing his palm over my heart, firm and steady.

Leaves it there for a second.

The gesture is sweet, achingly so.

When he drops his hand, the warmth stays.

“Anyway.” He scratches his neck. “I knew I messed up huge. I had a lot to work through, in general. So, yes, I thought about it at least one million times—but reaching back out to you never felt like the right thing to do. I thought I should leave you alone. Seemed like I did enough harm.”

I palm his knee. “You’re not wrong.”

His mouth quirks. “You’re still feisty.”

“Some things never change,” I chide, then pause. “One more question?”

“Go for it.”

“What about God?” I inquire. “You still believe in him?”

He exhales, eyes on the sea. “Sure,” he says finally, like he’s reading it off a script. Dry. Detached.

I don’t press; I never did.

Shoulder to shoulder, we watch two gulls dive and duck like tandem kites in the breeze.

“That was considerate of you, by the way,” I say. “Leaving me alone back then. Letting me heal. Thank you. I appreciate it.”

“No problem.”

I turn my face to him now, and it’s impossible not to inch closer. To stare at those full, smooth lips, flooding me with flashbacks in vivid color.

His room, his hands, his I-want-to-spend-the-rest-of-my-life-with-you.

I can’t look away.

“What next, then, you think?” I swallow. “Do you think we can be friends?”

The question hangs, my hand still on his knee, neither of us pulling our faces away.

Instead, he pushes his closer. Before I can think, his lips find mine. It’s the slightest pull, his mouth on mine, but I tremble. I let my lips melt and curve into the kiss, soft and slow. He finds my tongue as my hands find his hair. I reach for his sweatshirt, for something, waves smashing, hearts pounding. It’s clear neither of us wants to stop this train, but I snap out and back, up for air.

We’re breathless.

Cheeks hot.

Self-consciously, I glance around.

I am untethered. A buoy without an anchor.

What was I saying to Quinn today about anchors?

Where is that wise lady now?

The hypocrite.

Where the heck did that kiss come from?

I don’t make out on public beaches!

“As much as I’d love to be friends,” he jokes, pulling me into a side hug, “that was—”

“Yeah,” I breathe.

“Yeah,” he echoes. “Wow.”

“So . . .” I have no clue what to say. “Breakfast?” I try, my oxygen still coming in sips.

“What, you don’t want to talk about it?” he teases. “I thought maybe we could really analyze what just happened. That. Kiss. Those lips, for starters.” He reaches over, lightly running a thumb over them. “Do I need to tell you how much I missed them?”

I press my finger to his, those pillows. “Stop.” I rise. “Race you to Beachcomber!”

I don’t know what else to do but run.
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I take stock of myself in the ramshackle bathroom mirror, splashing my cheeks with cold water. My freckles are poking through makeup and sunscreen, my forever sign of spring, which will soon yield to summer.

I look fresh. I look young. My eyes are supposed to look wise—but they don’t in this moment.

They look freaked out.

They look shook, to quote the future.

I’m worried they might even look a little bit smitten.

Is nostalgia such a powerful thing?

Is attraction?

Apology?

Is it that easy, wiping the years away?

The tears too?

Speaking of erasure, what about my other life? If I try again with Holden—really try—could I risk losing it all, for good?

I dab my chest with a towel, willing the blotches to fade.

Holden took a seat at our table while I excused myself to the restroom. Truthfully, I just needed a beat to get ahold of myself.

Just breathe.

I’m almost ready.

By the time I’m ascending the restaurant stairs, my step has regained most of its bounce. The smell of bacon soothes me. The happy tourists enliven me. My mouth begins to water for warm beignets I can actually eat.

I spot Holden back in the corner, scrolling on his phone. Instagram is just on the rise, and so is humanity’s preoccupation with screens. I look around, seeing at least one iPhone on every table.

I have not missed this in my recent jaunts—the pervasiveness of the phone. Now that I’ve experienced life again without the 24/7 obsession, I am cleansed, in a way, forced to admit my children were right. I spend too much time on my phone. We all do, I’m becoming convinced. In fact, I’m starting to wish we could all revert to the Dark Ages—or at the very least to Samsung flip phones, the blessed things.

Lacing my way through the breakfast crowd to my date, I slow at the sight of a table between me and him. I spy an older woman in a canary-yellow cashmere sweater and slacks, giant Celine sunglasses, skin tightened by a facelift. Cropped bob, pristine posture. She’s stunning. Pure elegance, like one of Hollywood’s stars who once dined here. She’s brunching with another woman her age. And I can’t stop gawking as I soak her in. Because I think I know this woman. As I get closer, I’m certain.

We’re family.

I’m looking right at Reid’s mom. It’s Mrs. Tabitha Layne. My throat pinches. I love her so much. I thought I wanted to run twenty minutes ago, away from Holden, away from the truth—but I really want to sprint now. Into her arms, into her Ina Garten kitchen, into her tips on how to be a classy woman of a certain age.

I’m so happy to see her here—and of course she’s here in Orange County. Then, now, always. They’ll never leave Bayshores, down Pacific Coast Highway. They’ve lived in the same coastal home since Reid was a toddler. The coveted Newport Beach property in a regal gated community will stay in the family forever.

Before I can stop myself, I’m standing next to Tabitha’s table, gaping down at her and the basket of mini pastries. Would it be less weird if I just grabbed a muffin? The women hush their conversation.

Tabitha looks up at me, as politely as she can, given the absurdity of my proximity and my stance. “Can I help you?” she says, cutting her gaze to the table. “Oh.” She taps her glass with a crinkle of her nose. “We’re good on water.”

My cheeks redden. “Oh, no, I don’t . . . I don’t work here.”

She’d lift her brows if they weren’t surgically motionless.

“I just—” Can’t shut up, evidently. “You look so familiar to me.”

She smiles, mauve lipstick and kindness. “Do I?”

“Yes. Tabitha Layne, is it?”

Now she looks flattered.

I snap my fingers with fake recollection. “I’ve seen you in the society pictures! That’s it. In the local magazines.” It’s not a lie. Tabitha never misses a charity gala. “And I think I might know your son?”

“Oh, really?” Her mouth becomes a half-moon. “Which one?”

“Reid, is it?” I tap my temple. “Blond, good-looking . . .”

“You can say that again!” interrupts her friend, who wears a chestnut haircut identical to Tabitha’s and the same sweater in pink. “Those Layne boys.”

“Take after their mother, clearly,” I gush, shameless. “Anyway, yes, I used to be a dear friend of Reid’s. Old times. What is he up to these days?”

Right here and now, on the cusp of a breakthrough, a figure appears at my side.

No!

Holden squeezes my shoulder, kisses my cheek.

“Well, do you only fraternize with male models, young lady?” Tabitha’s friend extends her bejeweled hand to Holden. Emeralds. Rubies. Diamonds. “Alice Greggory.”

“Holden Locke,” he says. “Pleasure, ma’am. I was just coming to gather Sutton here.”

I slice a look at him.

What is he doing?

Can’t he see I’m playing detective?

“Holden, what a name!” Tabitha claps. “The Catcher in the Rye is one of my favorites.”

“Mine too,” Holden says. “But I try to be a more reliable narrator.”

The ladies guffaw. “Oh, my!”

“Handsome and smart,” Tabitha croons. “Listen, what was your name? Sutton? I’ll tell Reid you say hello, and you kids go enjoy your brunch. Thank you so much for stopping by. Have the most wonderful day.”

“I’m always telling her she’s a local celebrity!” chirps Alice as we walk away.

Holden pulls me to our table, but I’m still glancing backward.

“What was that?” I whisper. “Why did you do that?”

He looks perplexed. “Did you not want me to? You looked like you needed saving. Your face was white. You looked like you were talking to a ghost. And not the kind who doesn’t text you back.” He lowers his voice. “The kind who kills you in your sleep.”

I laugh and think sadly that they’re the same thing.

Did I look white, though?

I cough. “All good! Never mind. Just catching up with someone I haven’t seen in a lifetime.”

And darn it, I was so close!

I googled Reid often, but he still has no social media. Internet stalking isn’t yet what it will be ten years from now—not even close. Aside from hiring a private investigator, for which I don’t have the funds, for as long as my angel is keeping her trap shut, I cannot track him down. My curiosity heightens with every pop, yet there is no headway.

No Reid.

No family.

No life?

I squirm.

“Do you want to go back?” Holden asks. “Finish the conversation? I feel bad. It seemed over?”

I sigh, opening my menu. “No. It’s fine. Forget about it. I’m sorry. I was being rude. I’m so happy to be here with you.”

I try to enjoy the rest of our brunch, the fluffy eggs, my latte, and at last, the legendary beignets. Everything tastes amazing, even as my tongue still tingles from our kiss on the shore. And yet, I’m distracted, shaky. I’m everywhere but here at the table.

Holden being the present one, Holden being the sane one, Holden holding up the conversation . . . It’s a new world, indeed.

I just can’t shake off the sight of my mother-in-law. Through the very last bite of our brunch, she stays in my line of sight.

Finally I watch as she leaves, tossing one corner of a silk scarf over her shoulder like Hollywood royalty.

Show business, baby.




CHAPTER 22

“I know it takes some faith,” I explain across the teak table in Amber Allister’s conference room. “But I really think Instagram is going to be huge for interior design.”

For the world.

“If you let me take charge of our blog and socials, I can promise”—literally promise—“significant growth of our client list over the next three years.”

I picture our projects piled up ahead, filling our website, dotting the city, lining Orange County’s most iconic streets. I can’t give away too much—in case I start my own business from scratch, all over again, in this world—but in the meantime, Amber’s trust is worth everything and what I need to succeed. She’s the one who gives me wings.

I owe her my whole career.

Ten years my senior, Amber looks like she could be my older sister, down to our fashion sense. Waved blonde hair, white prairie dresses, camel slides—today it’s almost embarrassing and totally accidental. It happens often. We look more like twins than my own twins sometimes.

She leans back, capping her pen. “Your initiative is impressive. And I swear, it’s almost like you read my mind with some of your concepts.”

I’m trying not to cheat in this area, but I really—in many cases—know what she’s going to think before she thinks it. Because we’ve already tackled the projects. Together. Transformed dumpster fires into diamonds, innovated a furniture line, transformed the definition of inspired coastal design.

And now, finally, I’m ahead of her time, as much as it seems like she has the obvious lead.

Gosh, I am loving this job.

Don’t blow this, you crazy time traveler, you.

I smile. “Is that a yes to my proposal?”

She drains the rest of her water bottle. “It’s a heck yes. Why not? You have my full permission to take over as our new head of social media. Let’s recap in December. If it’s trending in the right direction, we’ll talk about a raise for you.”

I squeal, returning to my small cubicle.

It’s tight, but it’s mine.

I pick up my buzzing phone.

It’s Holden.

We’ve been texting—a lot. Daily. Sometimes hourly. Fine, constantly, since the kiss. Sometimes tiny flirty things, sometimes random parts of our days. We are building back a real connection, one I am feeling in every pore.

By now, it’s been a week since our kiss on the beach, and we’re meeting for lunch today. He’s back in Orange County for business.

Holden: Hi! Let me know how your meeting goes, beautiful girl.

I smile. He used to call me that.

Sutton: It was so good. Couldn’t have gone better. Thanks for asking :)

Holden: Pain du Monde? Fashion Island? Noon?

Sutton: Yes! Perfect. Excited to see you.

Holden: I promise not to kiss you again. Just kidding. It’s all I think about.

Deep breath.

Same.

Sutton: ;) Can’t wait to see you.

Quinn and I have entered an interesting dance—and I wouldn’t say it’s my favorite. She’s side-eyeing my relationship as much as I’m judging hers. She thinks I’m letting my heart slip into dangerous territory—and I respond by reiterating what the angel told me, that I’m free to explore other relationships. I conveniently leave out the warning to exercise caution, that every encounter here holds matter and meaning. Quinn has been warning me plenty.

“But explore with him?” Quinn argued last night. “I just don’t get it. Wouldn’t you rather discover something—someone—new? Holden never seemed like ‘freedom’ for you. More like the diametrical opposite.”

Admittedly I winced at that, but her disapproval was not a deterrent. Holden remained a vortex, irresistible, tugging on something inside me. I needed to find out what.

Meanwhile, I’m tiptoeing like a tightrope artist on the line of how to handle the Alan thing. You marry him, but he sucks just feels harsh. Like me with Holden—and whatever I might still need to gain from this relationship—she deserves to explore it with honesty and independence.

At the right time, I can lean further into my own warnings for Quinn about Alan, but I’m also secretly hoping for a moment alone with the guy. It’s something I’ve never had, not ever, in a real way. I want to grill him like a hamburger patty. Give him the Sutton hot-seat experience, barbecue tools scattered out on the table.

At noon, I stride through the open air of Fashion Island, the pristine coastal outdoor mall, with the high spring sun on my freckled face. I beat Holden to the restaurant this time, slightly heartbroken that they ever shut down this incredible chain —restaurant, known by regulars as PDM. Mahogany wood, enthusiastic employees, a tuna sandwich to kill for. With a free cookie, at that. I still crave that cookie sometimes.

I insist on buying Holden’s lunch, because he’s on my turf—but he insists harder, and I pretend to hate it while secretly admiring what a gentleman he has become.

I’m loving our time together.

He’s witty, attentive, and warm.

Lighting me up in ways I haven’t felt in too long.

Everything I remember about falling so hard for him in the first place—minus the sullen moods and ghostlike behavior.

I fully realize I’m sinking.

But what choice do I have?

I’m simply here, moving forward, embracing my opportunities.

If Holden was handsome in a tux and cute in sweats, he’s just plain sexy in his designer suit. Navy blue, with a white shirt, brown belt and shoes. He recently got a haircut, framing his Theo James–lookalike face even tighter.

I want to resist him.

I can’t.

He kisses my cheek and orders the same thing I do.

My mouth is full of my favorite tuna sandwich when he says he has an idea.

“Hear me out,” he says, sounding professional.

I nod, all ears.

Fists on the table, he spills it.

“Coachella. I can get tickets through a guy at my work.” He pauses. “It’s in a week.”

I almost spit out my generous bite. I lean back into the wood booth, rolling my eyes to the roof.

“Come on,” he says. “Have you ever been?”

Tassels, feathers, microshorts, blue hair, bras as shirts, drunk kids, and outhouses?

No, Holden Locke, I have not.

I’ve been changing diapers, paying a mortgage, and holding down a whole life, bro.

“Do I strike you as a Coachella person?” I wonder incredulously.

He shrugs. “You’ve always had great taste in music.”

I sip my Diet Coke.

I have never been to Coachella. I have always been a bit curious. I have always thought I had pretty good taste in music. “Who’s in the lineup?”

“That’s the best part. Radiohead, Bon Iver, and—wait for it—Dr. Dre and Snoop Dogg.”

I almost jump out of my chair. “Stop it! They perform at Coachella? I thought it was all, like, artsy festival bands only known by the diehards.”

At least, back then.

As in, right now.

“Oh my gosh,” I say, getting excited. “Remember Snoop and Dre’s Super Bowl halftime show? How unreal was that? Full-body chills.” I was still reliving it, honestly. Along with every other millennial with a pulse.

He frowns. “Dre and Snoop have never done the Super Bowl.”

“Yes, they have,” I insist. “Are you kidding? Only the best Super Bowl halftime performance to ever—”

Oh.

Snap.

In ten years.

I scramble. “You know what, you’re right.” I gulp down more soda. “Ha! I must be thinking of someone else. Um, anyway.”

I consider his offer—a getaway in the desert heat with my crush. “This isn’t the worst idea you’ve ever had.”

“Why, thank you.”

“Where would we stay?”

“That’s where it gets even better. This young partner at my firm usually goes to Coachella—and stays in his Palm Desert house. At the last minute, he can’t go, so he has four tickets, and we can use his house for free.”

My jaw slacks. Every age of Sutton knows that this is a generous offer.

I think immediately of Quinn and Alan, noodle the notion around in my head.

They’re Holden’s tickets; I don’t want to be presumptuous. But obviously, Quinn and Alan will pay for them—and what a great time we’d have. Alan the Accountant at Coachella makes sense like Snoop Dogg at the ballet, but the bonding time would be priceless. Quinn’s schedule might be an issue, but it’s worth a try.

“Any chance we could invite Quinn and the guy she’s dating?”

“Sure.” He shrugs. “Why not?”

“You don’t have anyone else in mind?”

“This is a very last-minute trip,” he says. “Only one on my mind is you.”

My heart beats.

Too fast.

“Girls’ rooms, guys’ rooms,” I say. “No funny business.”

He holds up his hands. “Would have assumed, my lady.”

I smile and sniff at the world’s best free cookie.

“What’s the best concert you’ve ever been to?” I ask him, taking a bite.

“Easy,” he says, hands crooked behind his head. “John Mayer at Staples Center two years ago. That guy is a genius. The musicality and the performance—his songs. I mean, he’s a little odd when he talks between songs, can get kind of dark. But that’s most musicians.”

“You’d know,” I tease, zero percent surprised by this response. “I love that you finally got to see him.”

“Yeah.” Something like sadness flickers over his eyes, but I don’t know him well enough yet, again, to know what it means. “What about you? Best concert?”

“Easy,” I say, no hesitation. “Coldplay at the Rose Bowl. Otherworldly. It’s the one time in my life I felt like I was literally on another planet.”

You know, except for right now.

I go on. “Everyone was wearing these glow-in-the dark bracelets that were programmed to change colors to different songs throughout the night. So it was this spectacular, unifying light show along with the concert. The volume, the expansiveness of the sky, the way everyone knew every single word to the songs . . . I’ll never forget it.”

Reid standing behind me, hands on my hips and breath in my ear.

“You’re my sky full of stars,” he sang.

My hands on his, my face tilted skyward, both of us dizzy with love and the music. The night was our first date in months—our first overnight since the twins. Gratitude throbbed within me for all we’d managed together.

“I wanna die in your arms,” I sang back, smile reaching my ears.

The wave of euphoria wallops me now, before ebbing away, leaving me here on dry shore.

Here on this harsh wooden bench. He’s gone. Reid’s gone. The universe has stopped conspiring for us.

I swallow and straighten.

Holden is frowning. “Your musical facts today, girlfriend,” he says, taking a sip of his water. “Lucky I’m back in your life.”

“What do you mean?”

“Coldplay has never played at the Rose Bowl.”

My heart jumps.

Dang it.

I need to stop talking.

“Um . . . are you sure?” I fiddle with the straw in my soda.

“Dead sure. That’s an iconic venue. I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Ha! Oh. Well.” My cheeks blaze. “Must’ve been somewhere else in LA.”

He looks unconvinced but doesn’t press—and at least I can thank him for snapping me back to the present, out of the spell of that memory with the love of my other life. My current reality sits here now in his suit, smoldering across our sandwiches.

With one fun invitation.

I don’t care.

Go on and tear me apart.

I force myself to brighten with the shine of at least one star, even if it’s not a whole sky full.

“Anyway! Are we doing this?” I ask, injecting my voice with sparkle and possibility. “Are we doing Coachella?”

“Sounds like the desert is calling.”

You only live twice.




CHAPTER 23

Baking in the desert sun on a lounge chair, I marvel for the seventeenth time this weekend that this is someone’s vacation house. Infinity pool dripping like glass, swim-up bar, bocce ball court, various structures sprawling across the acreage, and, of course, palm trees.

In ten years, they’ll for sure have a pickleball court. Plus, I admit it, I’m having the time of my life at Coachella weekend. Even picking the wardrobe felt like a cultural moment, a rite of passage I needed to walk through. Cutoff denim, fringe boots, and all.

Expecting Quinn’s return any moment, I turn my head to relive the magic of Radiohead last night with her, but Alan stands there instead. I sit up and shield my face. “Alan! Hey.”

His hair hasn’t thinned yet, and up close, I guess he’s not terrible looking. Dark hair, tall, pale, prominent nose, and black eyes. He’s clearly a brilliant guy. Quinn loves something about him. It’s my friend’s unhappiness that has turned me into his critic.

“Quinn has a headache,” he says. “Do you have any Advil, by chance?”

“Oh, shoot. She needs to get better for Snoop! One second.”

“Thank you so much.”

I lean over to my straw bag and rummage.

In my periphery, Alan shifts in his sandals and neon board shorts. Maybe he feels about as comfortable around me as I’ve always felt around him. I ponder this for the first time. My fingers find the white bottle—but I hold off for minute.

“Hey, Alan?”

“Yep?”

He’s the kind of guy who says yep a lot.

Is it a question? Is it an answer? Who knows?

“Why don’t you have a seat for a second?”

He looks longingly to the house. “Quinn’s expecting me—”

I wave a hand. “She’ll be fine. I just—”

How do I make this less awkward?

We never really get to bond, Alan!

What are your intentions with Quinn?

You marry her. I don’t like it.

I go with honesty. “I’d love to get to know you a little more. Just for a second? Maybe we could chat?”

To my surprise, he sits down without a fight. “You want a drink or anything?”

I’m surprised by the offer. “I’m okay, but thank you. That’s nice.”

He leans back in the chair next to me, and I find his physique endearing up close. I take it in with appreciation, the total and complete lack of effort to bother with, say, the gym. He’s into other things besides fitness. He’s into work. And Quinn. And Radiohead. You had to respect it.

“Great show last night, right?” I say.

He brightens even in the sunlight. “Absolutely incredible,” he concurs. “These VIP tickets are really the way to go.”

“You can say that again.” Thanks to Holden’s connections—where is Holden, by the way?—we had the best views for every big show. He wouldn’t tell me how much the tickets cost. Insisted he had it all covered, for not just me, but all four of us.

I prop myself up on an elbow. “Alan, can I ask you something?”

He shrugs. “Yep.”

“What do you love about Quinn?”

He points a look at me, one that asks, Are we really having this talk?

Yes, Alan, we are.

He releases a breath and cradles the back of his neck. “What’s not to love? She’s brilliant, she’s hilarious, she’s kind—and let’s be honest, she’s way out of my league.”

I laugh. “You said it, not me.”

“Hey,” he banters back.

Our rapport is already feeling warmer than I expected.

“Do you feel like you can open up to her, though?” I inquire. “Tell her all those things to her face—like, how much you like her? Tell her how you feel when things get challenging? When you’d rather bottle things up?”

“You know we’ve been dating less than a month, right?”

“Yes, but . . . I have a feeling. I think you guys have something . . .” Special? Unique? Doomed? “Lasting.”

He’s a puppy dog with this news. He practically pants, “Did she say that?”

It’s kind of adorable.

“No,” I clarify. “But . . . I tend to sense these things.”

“Really? Well, what can I do then?” He leans toward me eagerly. “Quinn—listen. I really like her. So much. It was—it is—almost overwhelming how much I like her. How can I make her happy? If there’s an insider map, I want it.”

He is a bird in my hands, and I thank God for the opportunity to feed him whatever I can. I close my eyes.

Give me the words to speak.

“You need to build her up, Alan,” I hear myself say.

To him. To myself. To Reid.

Keep building up.

Don’t give up!

“With your words, with your deeds, with your actions. Pour into her.”

Forever. Don’t stop.

I point to a cactus at the edge of the property. “See that cactus?”

“Yep.”

“Quinn is not a cactus.”

He angles his head. “What do you mean?”

“Cacti—they have a unique ability to survive drought. Big ones can go months and months without water.”

“Okay,” he says slowly.

“Quinn? She’s more like—well, a willow tree. They require extreme amounts of water to thrive and bloom. And grow through the seasons.”

Like me, I realize.

Like me.

But have I ever told this to Reid?

I’ve been letting my friends do a darn good job, but have I stopped giving my husband the hose?

He sits with this. “That’s actually a helpful analogy. Thank you.”

“Will you remember it?”

He nods. “I will.”

And I think he might.

I pray he will.

We share the silence, staring into the heat. I’m surprised when he pierces the quiet first.

“I think I’m a cactus,” he says.

It’s the most personal thing I have ever—or might ever—hear Alan say. I don’t even want to move, for fear I might jinx it, or realize that I imagined it in the first place.

I look at him. “Really?”

He nods. “I think . . . I’m actually okay for long stretches of time. Genuinely. Without . . . water. Affirmation. Those things.” Another minute passes. “My parents didn’t express any affection. At least, not well. Lots of fighting. You know. I grew to be . . . highly independent. I got very, very good at math. Not at much else, I’m afraid.”

My heart pinches. “I doubt that’s true, Alan.”

“Yep. It is, though. And it’s okay. I just—” He scratches his head. “I can’t believe someone like Quinn is interested in me. Did you know that she thinks I’m funny? Me? Funny.”

I laugh at this, rather hard. “See, though? I just LOLed! Funny.”

This gets a smile out of him.

He quiets, though, looking concerned. “Do you think a cactus and a willow can work, in the long term? Sounds like two different climates.”

I breathe a sigh, thinking of future Quinn—and how desperately I want to save her. I think again of my own marriage—and how I’m pretty sure Reid and I might both be willow trees. And how being of the same species certainly doesn’t safeguard you from hard times—from the call for diligent, intentional, ongoing care and communication. After all, how successful have I been with watering Reid lately? If I’m honest, the once-steady current between us feels like it’s slipping through my limbs—and it terrifies me. I miss the flow between us, the way it once surged with connection, assuring me we’d last through the decades. I find myself wishing he’d ask about my random delights instead of the daily calendar. Book a babysitter on his own for once, plan a night on the town and not bail. But have I stopped pouring into us too? I worry if we don’t get more diligent with our tending, we might dry up like this desertscape. Maybe not soon. But someday.

Relationships need proper care, period.

I think of the gray that’s fallen over Quinn’s eyes in present day, the way her shoulders now sag. The cynical bite of everything she experiences. The world is no longer sweet to her.

And yet, she loves this guy.

She loves him so much.

I know she is simply crazy about this nerd who just offered me hydration in the high desert, and who possesses a shocking amount of self-awareness, which he has definitely been hiding under that accountant’s physique.

All she really wants is for her soulmate to love her how she needs to be loved. Could it be Alan, after all?

Could it be they’re just missing each other?

Could the same be true for me and Reid?

“I think they can,” I say. “But it takes a lot of work. Maybe more than the average relationship—or at least more awareness of your different needs. I think the real question is: Do you think she’s worth it?”

He nods decisively.

I flatten my palms on my thighs. “If I tell you to read a book, as my Official Quinn’s Best Friend Recommendation, will you do it?”

He salutes. “Yep. I sure will. I love a good self-help book once in a while.”

The guy is full of surprises.

“What’s your address?”

I fish for my phone. As he rattles it off, I tap it into my Amazon cart, making a promise here and now to reread the book myself. “Great. It’ll come to your house.”

I toss him the Advil.

He rattles it. “Thank you. This was an astoundingly illuminating poolside conversation for a Coachella weekend.”

I laugh again.

He’s funny.

And he’s just going to gobble up The Five Love Languages.
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Three hours later, Quinn is revived and headache-free. We’re matching tonight. Crocheted orange tops, denim shorts, gladiator sandals, giant gold earrings, and heavy beaded necklaces. Alan wears a white T-shirt and jeans, while Holden—

Where the heck is Holden?

I’m frowning.

It’s time to go.

And I haven’t seen him all afternoon.

He was also mentally absent on the drive here yesterday. I didn’t want to face it—or maybe admit it—but he was being weird with his phone, hiding it, sneaking off twice to the bathroom at our stop for date shakes at Hadley Orchards, both times taking way too long. Pulling his hand away when I grabbed it during the drive. Generally floating away in a manner so subtle I might not notice if I had not been down this highway before.

Wandering through the giant house now, in search of him, I find his master bedroom door, off in its own separate wing, closed. I poise my knuckles for a knock before I hear his voice. Muffled but clear enough.

“Tomorrow, okay? I told you. I can’t tonight.”

I press my ear to the door.

“Yes, babe. I love you too.”

I take a step back. Then another.

My heart hammers.

Babe.

I love you too.

I breathe.

Stay calm.

Maybe Holden has a sister.

You idiot. You are both only children.

How well do you even know this guy, Sutton?

What can you say of his track record?

Oh.

THAT’S RIGHT.

And you came to Coachella weekend with him?

How does Alan suddenly seem like the stallion here?

I steady myself, realizing I might be lurching head-on into a massive overreaction. You were not meant to hear that. It could have been anyone. Babe. It’s a broad term, right?

Once it’s been quiet for another full minute, I give a sprightly knock. “Hey, you! Almost ready?”

“Yeah! Just a sec!”

Are his words slurring?

I wait at the door. When he pulls it open, my stomach flutters—battling with my ears over what they just heard. Attraction pummels me with a stomach flip. Holden has committed to the Coachella role—and it’s hot. He’s shirtless, his black leather vest open, white bandana tied around his neck in a V. Dark jeans and high-top black Converse. Is he wearing eyeliner?

I don’t hate it.

Him, however?

Still a liar?

I might.

For this moment, though, Sutton Lancaster’s ready to pull out the SAG card. My face betrays no suspicion. Shoulders back, I step into character, feeling Oscar-worthy. Primed for a role spanning worlds. In the movie, I’m playing me. Young Sutton still fooled by his games.

He reeks of booze, and I don’t even pull a face.

Has he been in there just drinking all day?

Alone?

I’m concerned.

“I missed you today,” I say, peering over his shoulder at the mountains of clothes, at the booze bottles decorating his nightstand. “You okay?”

He runs a hand broodily over his mouth. “Needed some rest. A little me time. It’s going to be a late night.”

Me time?

Barf.

I flap my lashes. And grab his hand, like a groupie fawning over her rock star. “Let’s go, babe!” I hope he fears I was eavesdropping. “Our driver will be here any minute.”




CHAPTER 24

Thick with music, dust, and electricity, Coachella has kicked the weekend way past my expectations, into the desert skies. It’s surreal. I’m retroactively putting it on my bucket list and ticking the check mark with every buzzing atom inside me. What a human experience.

Quinn and I stand once again in front of the festival’s iconic Ferris wheel, toes pointed, peace signs, air-kisses. Posing but effortless. Cool. Only a tad millennial.

“Who poses like this?” she asks.

“We do.”

We laugh, and I keep squeezing her arm, savoring every frame of the dream.

Holden is sloppy.

All over the place.

Not to mention, buried in his phone.

Increasingly sticky, the leather-vest look is slipping quickly from hot into not. I keep trying to pull him back, to my side, to the weekend, to me, because genuinely, I am baffled.

He brought me here.

We have been communicating literally around the clock for two weeks. Painfully I admit that I have fallen into feeling something sort of meaningful for him again.

I’m both quietly fuming and not wanting to face it.

“You okay?” Quinn asks.

I jostle my head.

She cringes at Holden. “How drunk is he?”

“Very,” I say. “And it is very not cute.”

She pats my hand. “Florence will cheer you up.”

I smile. Florence and the Machine is exactly what this night has ordered. I need the dog days to be over.

“You know where we’re going, right, Holden?” I catch up to him.

He barely looks up from his phone. “Yeah, I was actually thinking, though . . . why don’t you guys go to Florence and the Machine, and I’ll meet up with you after?”

My heart hitches. “Are you serious? You love Florence.”

“I know, I do . . . but”—he pushes a hand through his hair—“an old friend just texted me. He wants to say hi. Meet up for a quick drink.” He jiggles his phone at me, but the screen is black. “I’ll come find you as soon as we’re done. I’ll catch a few songs.”

This guy needs another drink like these festival grounds need more dirt.

I circle my toe in the ground. “I heard phone service gets spotty as the crowds pick up. What if you can’t find us?”

He sets his hands on my shoulders. “I’ll find you. I promise.” He pecks my cheek, looking to Alan and Quinn. “Take care of her, all right? I’ll see you guys soon.”

As he strides away, all I can think is . . .

No.

He is not messing with me again.

“Did he seriously just walk away?” Alan asks, jerking his thumb toward Holden’s dust trail.

“He sure did,” I mumble. I look to Quinn, who I’m sure is feeling so vindicated right now.

But she just squeezes my elbow with sympathy, like a best friend.

I think fast.

“Listen,” I say. “I don’t want to lose you guys. Phones on, but worst case, meet in the VIP section for Dre and Snoop later. Okay?”

They nod nervously.

“And worst worst-case scenario—you have the house address.”

“Where are you going?” Quinn asks, voice pitched high.

“I’m going to follow that liar.” I pull her into a hug that says, I’m so sorry I didn’t believe you.

“I don’t trust that guy,” pipes up Alan.

“You know what, Alan? I don’t either.”

“Shifty,” he says. “Don’t trust a guy in a leather vest.”

I laugh and shoot him a look that says yep.

Oh, Alan.

The irony.
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Leave no doubt: Holden knows where’s he’s going.

Through the mass of suede strings, bold stripes, loud florals, chain purses, boyfriend T-shirts, bangles, kimonos, and spilling cups, smoke and techno and laughter, I follow him.

Soaking in the fashion every stomp of the way, because truthfully it’s unbelievable, even where it’s a mess. I’ll never shake this core memory. It’s the essence of original, wild, and free.

But the air is hotter than fire, and Holden is fast.

Sweating through my clementine-colored crochet top, I keep a cautious distance so Holden can’t feel me on his leather tail. He’s on a mission. And not the kind Parker was on to protect me—or that Charlie was on to heal people in developing countries and learn from his past.

Parker and Charlie were men, I think to myself.

And Reid. Business. Marriage. Fatherhood. All of them, in his twenties.

Men.

After all these years, I’m forced to face that Holden might still be a boy. Much as I want to hold out hope that even Peter Pan can grow up.

Holden’s end zone isn’t anywhere close to the Florence stage, that’s for sure. We are hauling to the other side of the grounds. If I had an Apple Watch yet, my steps would be hitting five digits today. My sandaled feet are ablaze.

Finally, Holden arrives at an ivory tent. Draped with fabric, brimming with cushioned furniture, it’s an oasis, probably for celebrities. The setup echoes a five-star glamping safari. Exotic, remote. Inside, guests are treated to what appears to be a buffet. This is no grimy food truck. I spy crab cakes and ahi tartare. We’ve reached the highest level of VIP.

Elite Coachella.

I scan around for Kendall and Kylie Jenner, who would fit right in here starting about this year. I pat the ticket in my back pocket, hoping it gets me in.

Hanging back for a minute, I hover behind some trash cans as crowds flow by. I watch Holden approach a zebra-clad blonde guarding the entrance. It takes zero convincing. She giggles and waves him right in.

Of course she does.

I grit my teeth.

Once he’s gone so far into the tent that I can no longer see him, I’m ready to make my move.

I walk right up to the Zebra Girl.

“Hi!” I say, flashing my ticket. “VIP?”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she says, harsh features, black lipstick, pierced nose, not looking sorry at all. “Those don’t work here. Do you have a name?”

Peering over her shoulder, I freeze.

Time stops.

The whole kaleidoscope stills.

At the far end of the tent, Holden has taken a seat—a horizontal seat—on one of the bed-like white couches.

With his friend, a gorgeous brunette in a floral tube top and white denim shorts with tanned legs as tall as the Ferris wheel. Her teeth are a blinking white flash from here. Her pretty head is tossed back in a giggle.

Well, he’s wasting no time, is he?

At least you could call him efficient.

I watch as Holden grabs her hand.

Friends grab hands, right?

He brings it to his lips.

Friends kiss hands, right?

He puckers on her knuckles, one at a time, before hooking her chin with a finger. He tilts it up before leaning in for the kiss.

As their mouths melt together, my insides spin.

I’m annoyed for me and sad for the girl. But mostly, fear twists in my chest. Fear? Yes. I’m frightened of Holden, of people like him. What possesses someone to weave a whole plot like this weekend? Is he just that cruel? That delusional?

Actually kind of insane?

I’m perplexed, but you know what? No longer invested enough to spend one more second of my precious time here excavating what is possibly wrong with this person.

“Excuse me,” I say to Zebra Girl, my eyes still fixed masochistically on the make-out session. “I’m so sorry.”

Not sorry at all.

Without permission, I shoot past her, weaving through the posh desert lounge. When I reach the far side, I stop in front of Holden and the brunette, and just stand there, unmoving—as awkward as I can possibly be.

I own the awkwardness. Marinate in it. Just wait for him to notice me.

Finally, they stop canoodling.

Holden looks up at me in his periphery before finally turning his head. But even then? He doesn’t scramble to sit. Instead, his eyes glint.

There it is.

There’s the flash.

“Did you follow me here?” His tone is clipped and defensive. Offended, even.

Familiar.

Feels appropriate that he lives in the Gaslamp Quarter now, I realize, because he is the gaslighting mayor.

I fold my arms, knowing even in this moment of broiling betrayal that this is not about me.

I realize now: It never was.

I know I look my best. That I am my best. Bright and free and beautiful—a desert rose, really. I know I always gave him my best as well. I know it’s on me, fully and completely, for falling into his trap again. I know my tendency to believe the best of people like him—so broken, so fixable!—has sometimes been to my detriment.

I also know I’m not giving him anything else of mine, except for one last observation.

Taking him in, one final time—this love of my youth, this bruise on my past, this achingly broken boy—I decide it’s time to let him go.

For real and for good.

Never another thought.

“You don’t change, you know,” I say to him. “Some people change. They really do. As they grow. As they get older. They do the work. For themselves. For others. For the world. But not you.” I tilt my head. “You stay exactly the same. Have a good life, Holden. We’ll pack up first thing in the morning.”

I storm off.

Strangely I don’t have tears for this moment, this humiliation in the middle of Indio. Just a hollow ache. A dull, open sadness for twenty-year-old me—for what this boy took from her.

But you know what?

Stomping through crowds, I think of Young Me—marveling that she did it. Like Taylor darn Swift of old and new, she did it with a broken heart. She put one Rainbow sandal in front of the other, marched on. She met a man, she had his babies, she made herself a whole life.

I’m admittedly disappointed in my “mature” self over this whole debacle.

I knew better.

I know better.

Part of me wanted to rage at Holden, I’m too old for this!

But that wasn’t the whole truth, was it?

Are we ever too old to get hurt? To get stabbed from behind by someone we gave our trust to? Our body, our heart?

Dazed and done, I’m hit out of nowhere with how badly I need a bathroom. I scan my eyes and move my feet and at last find the row of porta-potties.

Guess this will have to do.

I step into a long line.

Looks like it might be a minute.

I admire the girl’s boots in front of me. They’re covered in pearls and glitter, paired with a brown suede dress made mostly of tassels. Smiling, I note the boots’ resemblance to the handle on my golden needle. Back in the white room, cold and clean, which sounds, well, like heaven right now. I even love that this girl is braving the dirt in them. She’s got guts.

She’s got grit.

“I love your boots,” I say.

She spins around.

And no.

Can it be?

Sierra?

Again?

Does this alternate universe deliberately conspire to bring us together in bathrooms?

Our gazes fix on each other.

“Oh my gosh!” she squeals after a minute. Blue cat-eyes bright, voice a country song. She looks healthy. Happy. Whole. “I know you! Newport! From USC!”

“You remember?” I cry, accepting her enthusiastic hug. She was high as a hot-air balloon in that Hollywood bathroom. But then there was the Facebook message. Did I ever respond?

“Remember you? Of course I remember you. We never got a chance to meet up, but your Facebook message meant the world to me.”

I guess I responded.

She leaves her hands on my shoulders after the hug. She’s quiet. Doesn’t let go.

I’ve missed you, Sierra.

Let’s be old together again.

“You—” Her eyes drop to her dazzling boots. “What you said to me. In the bathroom . . . that night. And on Facebook.”

I swallow.

“I heard every word. I took them to heart.” She touches her blemish-free chest. “I didn’t tell you the details, but I was in trouble with some bad people. And you told me that faith was the only thing that ever held you in your darkest hour. And I believed you.” She shrugs. “I’m . . . clean now. Sober. I . . . did it, you know? I mean, it wasn’t immediately. Or even soon. I was in deep, but—”

She gives a whew.

“Long story, but I—” She pauses. “I lost a baby last year. Miscarriage. Early. Nine weeks. But I was going to keep it, because of the things you said to me.”

I swallow, immensely touched, thumbing through the memories. “Which part?”

She smiles. “You said I’d be a good mom.”

My throat tightens. “I did.”

She nods. “You did. I remembered it the second I found out I was pregnant—and then I remembered what you said when I messaged you from a real dark place in my addiction. I went to church the Sunday after my positive pregnancy test, and what the pastor said, with the music washing over me, I felt this warm feeling and I knew. I just knew I was supposed to try.”

I grab on to her wrists.

“Turns out the guy—or guys, I wasn’t totally sure of the father—well, none of them wanted anything to do with a baby. But yeah.” The edges of her mouth pull skyward. “I turned things around. For the baby. Even though I lost him, he changed my life.”

Sierra never once told me and Quinn about this.

A pregnancy?

Granted, our friendship and conversations orbited more or less exclusively around present day. School, kids, womanhood, life, pickleball. Marriage frustrations, yes. But we rarely discussed the past. Especially our acquaintanceship with her in college.

Especially this.

Did you get pregnant in that other life, too?

Did you ever tell anyone?

Did you have an abortion?

Did nobody ever look you in your beautiful eyes and say you’d make an amazing mom?

In either case, did the pain make her well? Change everything?

I love you, friend.

I wish you’d told me.

What else have we kept hidden away from each other?

I hug her again, not holding the revelation against her. But the truth of it still aches a little, how much love and shared life can exist, right there, alongside our secrets.

“Thank you for telling me that,” I say, feeling the backs of my eyes burn. “I’m so sorry for what you went through. But I’m glad you’re doing so well now. You look fantastic.” She really does.

She holds my hands. “No, thank you.”

The next porta-potty door swings open. Sierra’s turn.

“Wish me luck!” she cries, pinching her nostrils.

I laugh. “Good luck.”

She’s back.
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Cell service, indeed, went and quit on me—but I don’t feel the twitch that I usually do without the ready tap of my phone. It’s nice. I take in the scene, this spectacular scene. Youthful. Sublime. Smoky and indie and trendy and wild.

I trek my way to the other side of the grounds, and by the time I do, I feel better.

Much better.

Through throngs of people mostly blissed-out, I crush my way to the front of our VIP section. The early access has secured Quinn and Alan an incredible view. Still not front row or anything, but solid, from the side. I’m as close to Florence as I’ll ever be.

When I find them, Quinn smothers me in a hug, smelling like Flowerbomb perfume, salsa, and other people’s sweat.

“What happened?” she cries. “Don’t even tell me.” She covers her ears in a dramatic show of fear and empathy.

“Another girl,” I shout. “Caught in the act.”

She gasps. “No.”

“Yes.”

Her eyes moon. “The freaking audacity!”

“I know. You were so right. I’m so dumb.”

“You’re not dumb.” She dusts her hands in a show of good riddance. “He is.”

Alan can’t hear what we’re saying but interjects anyway. “You deserve better, Sutton!” he yells. “Forget that guy! Can we make fun of the vest now?”

I cackle—audibly cackle—at Alan.

Alan!

I think to myself that these two will find a way to be fine. I’m going to help make sure of it. I’m also going to take what I’ve learned from observing their dynamic up close. Relationships. Tending. Communicating. Knowing. Watering. Accepting.

Judging less harshly.

Loving more gently.

Being thankful for what you have, while you have it.

Searching for it when you don’t.

Gripping Quinn’s hand, I find her eyes. “I think I need to go.”

“Oh, no,” she protests. “We can’t leave before Dre and Snoop!”

I smile. “Not me. But—me.” I pat my satchel, which she knows contains the pickleball.

Her eyes drop, and she nods in surrender. “Finish the set with us?”

“Of course. And . . . will you do me a huge favor?”

“Fill young you in on everything since the wedding? If she has questions?”

I smile and nod. “She shouldn’t need much, according to the rules. But she’ll need you.”

She hugs me again. “I promise I’ll take the best care of her.”

Under flashing lights and the valley stars, I inhale and exhale, jumping and screaming with my best friend and her soulmate. We needed this night. Quinn, Alan, and me. Young Me, and Older Me, and every me, timeless, all of us dancing, together.

In a live performance I can only describe as ethereal, out of this planet, even better than Coldplay, Florence reminds me of so many crucial things.

How hard it is to dance with a devil on your back.

That I’ve got the love, right here.

That sometimes, you’ve got to run, fast.

I reach into my satchel and count to twenty, before the horses can catch me.




CHAPTER 25

Arms up in a stretch, I stand once again in the portal of possibilities. Of floating alternate years that have, I observe, dwindled notably. Only six balloons left. More air space and fewer choices remaining.

“Back again,” singsongs the angel, drifting toward me, dress billowing, eyes alight.

I spew out a breath. “Back again.”

“How was twenty-seven?”

I bristle. “Not great . . . But so great, at the same time?”

Holden and Alan. Sticky leather. Sierra. Shallow breaths and deep truths. I think of Scripture, and how God often called people to the desert for big revelations. What did I learn in my time there? More than I bargained for. I’m spent, truthfully. Stuck to the gold ground in these pickleball shoes. Immobile. Or just confused.

I don’t want Hollywood. I don’t want Holden. I don’t even think I want youth anymore.

But deep down, what am I missing? My whole life. That’s all. I’m missing the whole darn thing.

I start pacing the room, panning my gaze to every corner in search of something. But what? I want a glimpse into my life, I realize, the real one—Reid and the kids and my friends. A crystal ball, maybe? A window? A mirror? What’s even real anymore? I’ve been shoving away thoughts of Max and the girls because honestly it pains me too much—but what I’d give to see them right now. To hear them cry, yes, Mom, Mom, Mom, Mom! To feel Reid’s arms wrapped around me, hands on my newlywed stomach, hands on my pregnant stomach, hands on every version of this stomach since I was twenty-one.

I’d kill to hear his voice from his pillow to mine, to ask him questions not only about his work but about his heart and his brain and what’s going on with him lately. I think of the infinite nights when we both rolled over without a word—him snoring quickly, my face no doubt lit up by my phone.

The replays constrict my chest. What if—like Quinn and Alan—we were missing each other? Not only that—what if we were missing the point? There’s always tomorrow, I’d think. But what if there wasn’t? I know now there’s no guarantee.

I miss Reid’s spirit and solidarity, my fellow soldier in life. Where the heck is he now? In this alternate version of things? What did he do without me, in his other twentysomethings?

“Can you still not tell me about my family?” I ask. “Nothing about Reid and the kids?”

“I’m afraid you’re right,” she replies. “Remember, though—the kids don’t exist anymore.”

The words slice clean through me.

“And Reid?” she continues. “Any information about him will have to be discovered by you.” She flaps a hand in the air. “Out there.”

Somewhere out there in the whole wide world. No big. I scan the balloons, looking to twenty-eight and twenty-nine. The broken heart and the Statue of Liberty, two possible rolls of the dice.

I consider them because technology will be most advanced in those years—the best chance of looking up Reid and finding him. The brightest shimmer of likelihood I could track him down. I’m much more confident in my sleuth skills for those years on the calendar. Like the Olsen twins, I could solve any crime by dinnertime.

Gosh, I miss my twins.

Twenty-eight: a broken heart, though?

Do I really want to risk going there?

No, I do not.

Especially coming off that desert doozy.

Twenty-nine: New York?

My heart swells at the thought.

Do I live there? Am I visiting? Who am I with? Is everything like a rom-com?

But then I pivot, take a few steps to the left. I plant my soles under the twenty-six, beneath the glittering snowflake.

I spool the thought around in my mind, contemplating a one-year rewind, before Holden retouched the calendar and my life.

Twenty-six.

The year I became a mom.

The frosty flake the size of my open hand.

You haven’t gone backward yet.

Twenty-six.

No two snowflakes are ever the same.

My same questions bubble. Vacation? Residence? Who are my people? The unknowns tumble like laundry, and there’s only one way to find the truth in a pile of possibilities.

“Do you know where this takes me?” I point to it.

The angel’s face broadens with a smile. “I do.”

“Do you think it’s a good choice?”

“I think,” she says after a sturdy pause, two fingers triangled on her chin, “that it’s the best choice you could possibly make at this point in your journey.”

My chest lightens.

It’s more than she tends to divulge.

And so I don’t hesitate.

I take a stride toward the podium, but the angel beats me there, grabbing the needle before tenderly extending it to me.

“I’m excited for you,” she says.

“Me too,” I respond.

I think.

“Pay close attention,” she instructs. “Ask the right questions. Not only of the world—and the people there—but of yourself.”

I nod, poising my spear.

Let it snow.




AGE 26




CHAPTER 26

I rumble awake in a seated position, my forehead pressed into the plastic rim of a window.

Every blink chafes my eyeballs. My corneas are dry as a cocktail napkin. As the napkin in front of me, actually, crumpled next to a small cup of ice, melting amber with the last sips of . . . Diet Coke, obviously. My dry tongue confirms the aftertaste.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have begun our descent into Zurich. Please turn off all portable electronic devices and stow them until we have arrived at the gate. In preparation for landing, be certain your seat back is straight up and your seat belt is fastened . . .”

The smell reaches me then, a fresh plume. It’s Chanel No. 5, the perfume of my childhood, of my earliest memory, of cuddles and crafts and Christmas mornings . . . Then I feel the nudge of an elbow. Hear the symphony of her voice, round at the edges, commanding as bells.

“You slept for six hours, sweetie. You must’ve needed it.”

Mom? “Mom!” I exclaim, my eyes tracking her face. “You’re here?”

She grips my wrist. “Of course I’m here.”

“Where are we?” As I push my tray up, locking it tight, I spy the laminated top of a Delta pamphlet shoved in the seat pocket before me. I slide my gaze around, searching for clues. I scan my body, noting the pink crewneck sweatshirt and black yoga leggings, more Nikes.

“Oh, you and your existential naps.” She pats my hand with hers, and I stare at them, resting together. Skin on skin, mother and daughter—and I can’t help notice that hers look so young—impossibly younger than the last time I really looked. Not a dark spot, hardly a blemish. Supple and smooth. Not cinching in places with age, around every vein and divot. They look younger than my own hands at forty.

I make a mental note to buy hand cream, then spin some quick math.

She’s fifty-one here. Not sixty-five.

She turned back the clock with me.

But of course she did.

Everyone did.

In a black hooded sweatshirt, ruffled at the shoulders, she adds with a bounce in her voice, “Tomorrow, we’ll wake up to the Matterhorn.”

The snowflake.

This trip.

We’re doing it.

My first time to Europe.

Not with Reid, not with any man, but not all by myself, either.

With her.

Everything about it feels perfect.

When I pivot again to face her—really look at her—I gulp down the sentiment suddenly lodged in my throat.

At school, in the neighborhood, in our community, I have so many friends her age, this age—late forties, early fifties. With kids the same age and tandem routines, intersecting birthday parties and sports, you reach a point when most everyone seems like a peer, within a couple of decades.

It’s also true that I have lots of beautiful friends, inside and out.

But none of them rivals this woman in front of me.

My mother, my queen.

Her hair is chestnut, with caramelly highlights, always round-brushed, falling to mid-chest. Her green eyes pop against glossy skin, almonds above shapely cheekbones. Her mouth is a strawberry, always hinting at the mischievous. Her complexion is flawless, but in a way that looks just her age. She’s never had a single injection or invasive procedure.

Sunscreen, facials, and skin care. That’s all you need, she always swore. Defying the years with natural ease, that was Mom.

In my late thirties, I first started to wonder if my own frequent Botox sessions disappointed her. She had set the prime example for natural aging, after all—and I went and froze my forehead anyway. If it bothered her, she never let on. I wiggle my eyebrows now, and it’s refreshing to feel them move again. I frown. I smile. Lift my fingers to my expression lines.

I almost reach out to touch hers.

“You’re so pretty, Mom,” I hear myself say, the observation nudging me out of my trance. “Look at you.”

I wonder: Have I ever told her how much it meant, to have a mother who loved herself as she was, enough to let the years do their time, to age with raw beauty and grace? How much it rendered me secure and okay, growing up, and even now, in ways I could hardly articulate? Even though I chose to age differently than she did, dabble at the medical spas, does she know how much I respect her and adore her?

“Oh, stop,” she resists. “Eleven hours on a plane never did anyone any favors.”

“You are, though,” I say. “You’re stunning.”

She leans into me. “So are you. Prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”

I smile. “I can’t believe we’re doing this. Together? This trip?”

What’s the date? Where are we staying? What is our plan?

How long are we here?

Is this happening?

The unknowns sizzle like Pop Rocks inside my brain, but I fight to settle them and savor the sweetness. I reach into a giant Louis Vuitton travel tote—nice—at my feet. I root around for my phone as, thankfully, Mom leaps into her announcement mode like the former teacher she is, prepared as always and ready to share today’s lesson plan.

“We land at 7:05, take the train to Zermatt, and then our transportation”—she shimmies like she has a secret—“will take us to our hotel. It’s a car-free town, which makes it so special. Trains and gondolas and electric cars will get us everywhere we need to go. And tomorrow . . . we ski!”

Chills prick at my spine, my gaze snapping to her right knee, replaced five years ago, when she turned sixty. Rather, replaced—let’s see—nine years from now. She needed the surgery and extensive rehabilitation after a freak fall during a hike up Saddleback Mountain, a tumble twenty feet over rocks.

She hasn’t skied since.

Even with the go-ahead from her surgeon, she insisted she’d done her time, skied all the miles she needed to, even if she’d never made it to the Swiss Alps. She’d say it with regret in her eyes.

The Matterhorn always felt a bit mythical to us both—almost too far, too enormous, too spectacular. And yet, it was a fairy-tale symbol that actually existed on earth, beckoning to be conquered. If we could tackle this summit, what couldn’t we do? From our earliest trips to Disneyland, my mom would call it our mountain. Back when I was a teenager, I dared to believe we’d experience its magic together—before life rerouted me with diapers and day care and dreams that changed, and her knee shattered.

“One day,” she used to say. But the day never came.

Until now.

We were making it to the Matterhorn.

Thanks to my cosmic rewind.

I beam with pride.

“I can’t wait to ski with you, Mom.” You gorgeous young thing.

As our pilot steers the plane into landing, I swipe, tap, scroll through my phone, brushing up quickly on everything a girl can learn while in airplane mode.

My breath catches.

It’s my birthday.

March 15th.

I’m twenty-six today.

Spring skiing like we’ve never done it before.

The grandness of it all, the meaning, the gesture—I crush my eyes shut and push this memory, this version of everything, into somewhere I’m certain is permanent.

I also learn quickly via a flurry of recent emails that I start a new job next Friday. Sure enough, I’ve been hired as an assistant to Amber Allister, CEO and founder of Amber Allister Designs—rising interior designer to watch of Newport Beach, California. She’s reimagining and distinctly elevating California coastal luxury living.

In me, she sees promise, ingenuity, drive—and, according to one email, that thing you can’t teach.

I’m finding my way—back to myself—even as the road winds.

I smile.

A snowflake never falls in the wrong place.

That old saying—true, maybe, in this balloon more than any before it. Mom and I finally reaching this peak together. Me, somehow finding the same professional calling, despite the unbelievable detour. Snow falling right where it’s meant to be.

As our airplane wheels meet pavement, I grab my mom’s hand again, pilfering glances at this young her. The slope of her nose, the softest of crow’s-feet, regal lines of laughter gracing her cheeks.

She’s such a woman, I think.

I admire her.

Maybe I even envy her.

And I admit to wondering—I really do—if there’s a world in which maybe I don’t need quite so much expensive dermatological maintenance. Could I ever be quite so brave? To chill and let the chips fall? To open both eyes and just . . . age? If those beautiful genes are my future, could they ever be enough?

I’m not sure, honestly, but there’s no doubt: I want to be more like her.
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Eternally renowned for my inability to pack light, I stand on the icy curb next to my huge red suitcase. The easy train ride, with one quick transfer, led us from the airport to the picturesque railway station here in Zermatt, Switzerland.

“Should we get in line for the bus?” I point to the string of people waiting for the next shuttle.

Mom shakes her head with a smile. “Come over here.”

I follow her, rubbing my hands together, regretting not stashing my mittens in the ole carry-on.

Just as she halts, though, magic awaits. A cherry-red carriage, plucked from a fairy tale, drawn by two silky black horses, pulls up and stops in front of us. Right there in the icy street sits an actual horse-drawn carriage.

“Is that—” I point a finger.

“Happy birthday, Sutton.” She side-squeezes me. “If you’re going to travel on your birthday with me, you know it’s going to count.”

I rest my head on her shoulder, profoundly touched, aching with how much I’ve missed her in my recent escapades. I should have been reaching out more—in my grand balloon-hopping adventure and present day. I’ve let our connection slip into rushed phone calls, full of quick updates or last-minute babysitting requests. I didn’t see it as distance until now, and I vow to make this the end of it.

In her twenties, a girl wants her mom.

In her thirties, a woman needs her.

At almost forty but twentysomething all over again?

Well, there isn’t even a word for it.

“I’m speechless,” I manage. “Thanks, Mom.”

A mustached driver in a formal black uniform—gold trim and cape—circles around to dip the brim of his hat to us. Grinning, he hoists our luggage into the spacious buggy, then clasps our hands as we make our royal entrance. The carriage is covered and cozy inside, plush with velvet and heat. We are handed cold flutes of champagne. I spy a tin of buttery cookies.

“I’ve never ridden in a horse-drawn carriage,” I gush, observing, sipping. “I really haven’t. Not ever.”

“Would you believe it if I told you I haven’t either?” Mom says, lifting her glass. “You’re never too old for new things. Don’t ever forget that.”

I wouldn’t.

“I won’t.”

We clop through the streets like princesses on our way to the ball. It’s after nightfall, so the village around us glows like the Narnia lamppost. Golden, vibrant, enchanting, set against Alpine snow. Restaurants, bars, boutiques, and cheese shops. Vintage chalets and old farm buildings. Tourists roam, several stopping to take our picture, because our transportation is just that Instagram worthy.

Or will be in a few years, anyway, when it really takes off.

“Thank you,” I repeat to my mom. “This is unreal, already.”

“I’m so proud of you, Sutton,” she says. “Your new job, your birthday—the young woman you are. Everything you’ve accomplished. This trip is about celebrating you. The final hurrah before you begin your career.” She winks. “I know this one’s going to stick.”

I flush, a little self-conscious. There was no bite to her comment, but the truth pricks. I’m like a gypsy here, wandering. Actress, traveler, onetime teacher. Check, check, check. I both love the explorations and find myself craving stability, more than ever. I’m so wildly thankful to my younger self, to Amber Allister, once again, for providing it through this incredible opportunity—for taking a chance on me and my spotty résumé. For finding a way to make it all work, in a whole other lifetime, for seeing the best in all versions of me.

I clear my throat.

“This adventure isn’t just about me.” I tip my champagne flute to hers. “It’s about us. I love you, Mom. To women . . . of a certain age,” I say with a wink.

If she only knew.

“Age is just a number,” she says. “I still feel twenty-six, you know.”

“I believe you.”

I do.

When we reach our destination, the charm and magnificence of this world outdoes itself once again. I gasp at the splendor. “Mom!”

“Welcome,” she announces, “to the Palais des Neiges. That’s ‘snow palace,’ in French.” She pauses. “Romantic luxury’s dalliance with the great outdoors.”

The hotel honors its name: a true palace sprawling against the mountainside. Cream-colored, the structure stands ten stories high, each window adorned with brown shutters, each room with a wrought iron balcony. I imagine red flowers when winter melts. The rooftop silhouette resembles a wedding cake, the points of frosting and candlelike spears. Across the street from us chimes a clock tower.

I can’t stop gawking and don’t try.

Not as we enter the warmth of the opulent lobby with its layered yellows, pine finishes, and glittering chandelier. Not at the effusive hospitality of Natalia at the front desk, with her charming German accent and old-fashioned heavy metal room keys. And not when I sink into the sofa of our room—sumptuous in both fabric and sensation—wrapped in my cocoon of hotel-robe bliss. I behold the welcome basket on the coffee table. It’s lush with chocolates, coffee, nuts, bath salts, and lotions. I admire the Bon Anniversaire card from the staff.

Mom let me have the first shower, so here I sit, curtains open to our balcony window, which supposedly features magnificent views of the mountains, of the thirty-eight peaks within sight of the pedestrian village. Thick clouds shroud tonight’s visibility, but I know she’s waiting, the Matterhorn.

I tear into a bag of mixed nuts, candied and decadent. Chewing and savoring, I know this birthday will be hard to beat. With a sigh, I pull up my knees and think of my other twenty-sixth birthday, the one I already lived. Back in the days when Reid accepted each of my birthdays as a new assignment to outdo the last, treating each one like the biggest deal of his career.

I blow out another breath, but there is no candle. At twenty-six, the first time, we both knew it would be my last birthday before we had kids, so Reid planned a trip to Paris. Paris!

“We can’t!” I gasped. “That’s way too extravagant. We need to save our money for the baby. And for a house. Plus, look at me.” I held out my puffy hands. My body showed pregnancy early and fast, especially for a twenty-five-year-old. Stomach ripe at six months along. Ankles thick, sciatica shooting, nausea unrelenting. My heart was elated, but physically I was miserable.

“Neither of us has ever been to Europe, though!” he countered. “And when will we go again? I found a killer deal through Costco. It’s cheap, I promise. But also, you know, won’t feel cheap.”

He palmed my belly and kissed my lips and begged, “Please!”

I smiled and said okay.

Three days before the trip, I was ravaged with a bout of the stomach flu, on top of my already-terrible pregnancy nausea that just wouldn’t quit. That mythical twelve-week mark had come and gone, leaving me just as green.

And then, my body couldn’t stop vomiting. Reid raced me to the emergency room, and I ended up staying three nights in the hospital. My weight dropped, and so did Max’s heart rate. Medicine, IV fluids, 24/7 monitoring. Just to be safe.

Turns out it was indeed only the stomach flu, but they didn’t mess around with their pregnant women. I was grateful. Mostly grateful. We didn’t talk about the trip until the night before our scheduled flight.

“Did you cancel Paris?” I croaked through my achy throat.

He nodded. “The doctor said—”

“I figured.”

“Just glad I got the trip insurance.”

I patted my stomach groggily. “I think we’re insurance people now.”

“Yeah.” He smiled, grabbing my hand. “Hey—this birthday will still be so special. We’ll get to Europe someday.”

On my last day at the hospital, my actual birthday, Reid claimed he had a work emergency and sent my mom to drive me home, which she gladly did.

“Oh, honey. I’m so sorry about your trip—but thank God you and my little grandbaby are okay. You have the rest of your life to travel.”

I stared out her car window, dazed by the residual drugs in my system, startled by my own disappointment, guilty over it. I felt a flash of frustration that my body wasn’t my own, which I didn’t know was the first of so many to come. And what about our romance? Our time together? What would become of us, as a couple? Not in a doomsday way, just a practical way. Max was already changing everything.

When we arrived at our apartment complex, my mother insisted on carrying the small overnight bag Reid had brought me, helping me up the stairs. She dashed away hastily when we reached the front door, though. “Feel better, sweetie, I love you!”

“Bye—”

She was gone before I finished replying, leaving me all alone.

Happy birthday, indeed.

I twisted the knob and pushed open the door, then immediately dropped my duffel. Café melodies floated romantically through our apartment, which had been transformed. On the far wall hung a magnificent poster, floor-to-ceiling, of the Eiffel Tower. Our furniture had been rearranged so that a candlelit table for two now served as the centerpiece of our family room. Fresh flowers—hot-pink peonies, white lilies, and greens—filled vases on top of our kitchen counter. Paintings and sketches leaned on wood easels around us, summoning the streets of Montmartre, or what I always thought they would be. A black-and-white-striped canvas awning jutted out from the main kitchen window.

I was met by the warm glow of twinkle lights, everywhere, and the buttery scent of croissants and something stewing on top of the stove.

Reid spotted me from his post in the kitchen and ran to me, with a purpose, eyes focused, stride sure. He enveloped me in a hug like he loved me madly.

Like it was the biggest deal of his career.

“Bienvenue à la maison, madame.”

My eyes dipped and danced around the room, over his shoulder. He did this for me? Through the lump in my throat, I asked, muffled, “Are you wearing a scarf?”

He stepped back, spreading his hands like a TV presenter. “And a peacoat.”

“And skinny jeans!” I finished. I couldn’t stop laughing. Or melting. He did this for me.

“I might’ve made a few wardrobe purchases for the trip. You know, I tried dressing up as a chef but felt so much like that dude who tried to kill Sebastian in The Little Mermaid. I never really thought of him as having much luck with the ladies.”

I pushed his shoulder, still cackling.

“You like it?” He reached a hand behind one of my ears and around my neck, pulling my face toward his. My stomach between us didn’t feel like a hindrance. It felt like connection. And passion.

“I like you,” I said, blinking tears. I couldn’t speak for a minute. “I love it.”

“Can I get you some champagne?” he asked, with a sneaky aside: “It’s cider.”

“Yes, please.”

I assumed my seat at the table for two, drinking him in, this sweetheart. Not yet thirty but already everything I had ever dreamed a man could be for me. When we couldn’t travel the world, he’d bring the world to me.

Back then, anyway.

With fanfare, Reid brought me “champagne” and a warm chocolate croissant, taking the seat across from me. “Happy birthday, my wife.” He peeled off his peacoat with a wicked smile and draped it over his chair. “It’s getting hot in here.” He reached for my hand. “I love you so much. I hate that we had to cancel the trip. But wherever you are, that’s the only place I want to be.”

I laced my fingers into his, studying the angles of his handsome face, the lush sandy hair, both replicating inside of me, though I wouldn’t see it fully for another few years.

Where are you now, my husband?

The bathroom door creaks me out of my trance, and I stand.

“That was heavenly,” I hear my mom say. “Divine.”

I walk to the window, cup my hands around my eyes, looking for who knows what. It’s too foggy to make out the world-famous mountain—to make out anything, really. But I remind myself to be patient in waiting, hopeful in the dark night.

Morning always comes.




CHAPTER 27

In my years and adventures, in this life and that one, no sight in nature has ever stopped time like the one before me right now.

I can practically hear the gears of my clock ceasing to grind, slowing to a divine stop, my angel up there perhaps watching, amused—maybe even guilty of tampering with the timepiece herself.

This right here—the view, anyway—feels like heaven.

Can my heart align with this view already?

I want to know this majesty in my bones.

We opt to sit on the terrace of the slope-side restaurant, which epitomizes rustic chic. Sun on our faces, panoramic view of the Swiss mountains stealing our oxygen. Skiers swoosh past. Gondolas float in the distance. In the center of the spectacular scene, the Matterhorn punctuates the cerulean sky, peaking toward heaven like the hands of a prayer.

Mine, maybe.

Leaning back, I exhale. My wooden lounge chair is draped in an ivory cowhide. “This is the best burger I’ve ever had,” I gush to my mom. “Don’t you think?”

She points to her half of the famous sandwich, the seeded bun and juicy patty. She throws me a huge thumbs-up, even though she’s currently muted by a bite of our vast charcuterie. House-cured meats, sharp cheeses, sweet honeys. That new website Pinterest has nothing on this.

I smile.

“All of it,” she says, mouth half-full, “is heaven.”

We’re perched in the middle of the actual Alps, at a world-famous restaurant accessible only by mountain. The century-old converted farmhouse is crowded with lunchtime skiers and rich with the scents of its farm-to-table cuisine. It’s cozy, elegant, otherworldly.

Turns out that, yes, the Matterhorn is all I wanted, and more. Every run of this ski resort has a direct view of it, too. I was expecting a brief look, but no. It’s been a whole morning of Matterhorn grandeur, from every angle imaginable. This gift of a day with my young, vibrant mother.

She surprised me with matching bright-red nineties-style one-piece ski jumpsuits. Complete with Russian black-fur snow hats. I have to say, we’ve never looked cuter. I keep wanting to pinch myself that I’m getting this trip, with her, in both our primes.

“Your form is beautiful out there, Mom.” I swallow a bite through the observation. “Truly. Your skiing is immaculate. Never been better.”

It hasn’t, and neither has she. She’s in the best shape of her life; I can’t help but notice. I wonder if she always looked this fantastic at fiftyish—or if I’m only seeing it now.

“Thank you!” she says brightly. “I learned from the best. Your dad.” She smiles. “He’d love it here.”

Still hard at work running the family business, Dad oversees a collection of storage units. The management, investments, and operations. Quiet, steady, dependable—that was my dad. He’ll keep working until he’s seventy-two, despite seventy-two more promises before then that he will sell the business “next year.” He can’t help it. He adores his work. But more importantly, he adores us.

This was his way to show love—by making sure we were always cared for, protected, my mom and me. He never coached or cooked or drove carpool, but he was there for me, no matter what. I realize now that so much of who I am came from him. Because of my dad, I understand commitment. I work hard because he did. I fight for my family because he did. I watched him show up for us, day after day—and he taught me that a life doesn’t have to be flashy to be deeply good. Rather that daily devoted drops are what make love into an ocean. I’ll throw him a massive retirement party, and he won’t believe how many people his life has touched.

I almost say to my mom, Reid would love it here, too, but catch myself just in time. Reid doesn’t ski, but he snowboards, and gosh, does he do it gorgeously, gliding. We love to race down the slopes. Or . . . we used to. It’s been years since we saw the snow, since our early thirties. The sport became too much with young kids and two busy jobs. The piles of clothing, bins of gear, tantrums in the shivering cold—we gave up after five years. Decided we weren’t a snow family.

But from this seat, I wish we stuck with it.

We should get back out here again.

Mom clasps her hands together. “I need to find the bathroom.” She points at her burger. “Don’t touch that while I’m gone.”

As she tromps away, I sit, saturated in the cold sun and laughter of diners, thinking of Reid, my dad, and my lives.

What a sight.

What a place.

I breathe in.

A moment later, my bliss is pierced by a cry. And a whine. Then a scream, in what I have to say is the cutest of all British accents, even as it rattles the restaurant: “I’m not going back down, Mum! You can’t make me!”

Bizarrely, but viscerally, with zero warning, my mom instincts spike into gear.

I’m poised.

I’m ready.

A soldier.

I all but salute.

Instinctively I reach into my pockets to see what kind of ammunition I’ve got—snacks, Children’s Tylenol, Vaseline, cash bribery, anything. I smile, thumbing the Twix bar I grabbed from the minibar at the hotel, a must for my snow days, always. Some habits never do die. On reflex, I’m almost always ready to throw some candy at the problem in a state of emergency.

You don’t have any kids here, Sutton.

You don’t have any kids, anywhere.

I try not to stare at the outburst. I’d guess the boy is five, maybe six. He’s the familiar waddling puff of a child in a much-too-big ski jumper. Maybe an ill-fitting hand-me-down, maybe a last-minute purchase. Either way, I lived through it all, the Snow Mom Wars. I had the emotional strength and garage graveyard of youth-sized snow gear to prove it.

A girl, presumably the boy’s older sister, stands next to him, arms crossed and ski boot jutting in Regina George sass. She is so far past way too cool for this. I can practically hear her dying inside: You’re embarrassing me.

She and Max would be the greatest of friends.

There’s no dad to be seen, and the mom looks severely frazzled. Wild black curls, goggles askew on her head, white jumpsuit splattered with ketchup, of course. Complete with the terror-filled eyes.

“It’s the only way down, bub,” she says with applause-worthy patience. “You’ve got to ski down with us.”

The boy plops down on his lounge chair, insolent. “No.”

She stoops to his level. “You got all the way here. You can do this. I know you’re tired, but—”

“I’m not skiing anymore!”

People are staring.

Unkindly.

This kid is ruining their bucket-list day, for which they paid thousands of dollars. And his volume might even spawn an avalanche, risking their lives.

I swell with defensiveness for the woman, though. I just want to tell her I’ve been there, so many times. But at the very same time, these are the memories she’ll laugh about later, the very ones that make it the dream, believe it or gosh-darn not. It doesn’t make sense, but it’s the cruel truth about parenthood. The good is so great because the bad is so wildly hard. Refining. Transforming everything.

But I don’t tell her any of that because she’d probably smack me.

I’d smack me in this moment, too.

The woman reaches for his arm, a gentle touch.

“Don’t hurt me!” he cries. “She’s hurting me!”

Oh, boy.

Did I mention it’s also a nightmare?

But only some of the time!

I smother my mouth to hide my laughter.

What can I do?

Do something, I implore myself.

Before overthinking it, I walk over to their commotion. The woman immediately looks to me, terrified.

“I didn’t really hurt him!” she says, hands up. “I promise you!”

I release the laugh I’ve been holding. “I know you didn’t. Can I—do you mind if I . . .?” Try something?

“Brave one. Ha! Be my guest.”

“Does he have any food allergies or sensitivities?”

She looks at me funny. That’s right. We’re in Europe. Well over a decade ago. Gluten and dairy are still normal food groups. What a time and place to exist.

“Can I—” I pivot and flash the Twix bar at her like a drug dealer. “I have a son. I remember this age.”

“You? You look seventeen!”

I wave a hand. “Ha! Yeah, you know. I wear sunscreen!”

I kneel in front of the boy and instantly freeze like the snow.

The sight hurts.

In his brown eyes, I see Max. So clearly I suddenly don’t know if I can get through this moment, but I forge on, keeping the word I gave to a fellow mom. “Hey, little buddy!”

He glares at me. “You talk funny.”

I laugh. “I know, right? I’m American.”

He slits his eyes. Yellow hair pokes around the edge of his beanie like hay.

“American. Like . . . Disneyland?” He points at the Matterhorn.

I bug my eyes, big as they’ll go. “Yes, exactly like Disneyland! Can I tell you a secret, though?”

He nods skeptically.

“This Matterhorn is way, way cooler than Disneyland’s,” I inform him. “You know what that means?” I point to his mom. “That you must have the coolest mom in the world. She brought you to the real thing!” I toss her a look. She catches it, smiling. “Also, how old are you? Let me guess. Five.”

He perks slightly. “Five and a half.”

I smack my forehead. “Of course!” Moms know how much that half matters. “And you’re telling me you skied all the way here? By yourself?”

He nods.

“And you don’t want to ski back.”

He doubles down, crossing his ankles, whipping his head back and forth like he’s carving moguls into the sky.

“But you can ski back down,” I clarify. “You’re good enough.”

He straightens again.

“Well, little buddy. I have a secret weapon. Every time I have lunch on a ski trip, I have a Twix for dessert. Do you know what a Twix is?”

He shakes his head.

“It’s a famous candy.” I drop my tone conspiratorially. “The best one there is. It actually started in your country—fun fact. But it’s very, very popular in America.”

His brow furrows.

“Anyway, the trouble is, a Twix comes with two candy bars in one. And my little boy?”

My voice catches unexpectedly amid a montage of memories.

Max mid-mountain at Mammoth ski resort.

Refusing to go back down.

Giving him the other half of my Twix.

Like magic, then, he beats me down the slope, exploding with confidence.

Hot chocolate together afterward, making a snowman.

“He’s not here today,” I explain.

See, he first started to isolate when he turned ten, if I had to pinpoint it. He wanted so much to be cool and to fully understand what that means. He made a secret YouTube channel, and I went ballistic. But why is he seeking approval from strangers on the Internet? Wait. Did he learn that from me? When did I stop being the only one whose opinion mattered to him? It hurts! Motherhood hurts.

“And I miss him so much.”

Max, you’re the coolest person I know.

And do you even know how you shine?

Even when you are mean?

Where are you now, my son?

Boys, how they need their moms.

“Are you . . . okay?” wonders the boy, that accent again. “You look sad.”

I swipe at my eyes. “Yes!” Shoot. Not really. I pull out one Twix and keep talking. “It’s just—like I said, my little boy isn’t here right now. And I’m just wondering if you could do me a huge favor—”

“And eat that for him?” he says helpfully. “For him . . . and for you?”

I nod back. “Yes! I mean, you’d be doing me a huge favor. And then, I know it’s going to be hard, but then you need to ski back down with your mom. Because that’s what my boy would do too. And you just”—I poke the air in front of his belly—“you remind me so much of him.”

Like a tiny businessman, he considers my offer. Eyes the candy before him. Decides it’s a fair-enough deal. He takes one of the two chocolate sticks from me, and we clink them as if they’re swords.

I rise, and the terrace is quiet again.

Judgy tourists return to their cheese boards.

The boy is happy, chomping away on his treat like it’s his Turkish delight here in Narnia.

He stands up, finally, looking to his mom, like, Let’s go! Aren’t you ready yet?

The tween sister’s mouth hangs open. I know I’ve impressed her.

Child’s play, little girl.

“How did you do that?” the mom cries. “And how can I ever thank you?”

I flap a hand and look into her grateful eyes.

How?

Years of motherhood. Teens. Twins. Breaking down and rising back up, through every tough moment and mom season into infinity.

“Just enjoy them,” I say, my voice thick. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but . . . it really does go fast. One day they’re little . . .”

The next, they’re gone.

“And also?” I add with a smile. “We’ve all been there.”

It was a simple adage, but one of the most comforting things a stranger ever said to me in a tough public moment, when the kids were little, thrashing in Target, and I wanted to die. Whenever possible, I paid it forward, planting the words like magic beans.

Mom to mom, we nod to each other. Sometimes it just takes candy from a stranger, okay?

When I spin around toward our seats, I see that my mom has been watching the lively exchange. For how long, I have no idea.

But she eyes me, arms crossed. “Did you just . . . help comfort that little boy?” she asks.

I nod.

“Looked like a pretty miraculous turnaround.”

I clap my hands like a nerd. “Takes a village!”

Takes a village?

Dead giveaway.

I sense her eyes probing me, studying—but whatever she’s wondering, she lets it go.

“Well, my teacher heart and my mom heart are both so thrilled that you got to work in a preschool,” she says. “You must’ve learned so much in Nicaragua.”

“Oh, yes,” I agree. “Totally.”

Something like that, I guess.




CHAPTER 28

With every turn carved, every snowflake tracked, my mind, my muscles, my soul—they search me, every crevice, all over the mountain. Seeking direction and understanding. My body is strong in the skis, fast as a bullet. And like a siren, my mom sings down every run. The flats and the blacks, the jumps and the hills, she flies. Her knee is flawless. Whole and healed.

Somehow, here, I believe I’m on my way too.

Even though I’m buzzing with awareness—like never before—that every one of us in the universe lives on a timeline. We all have beginnings, middles, endings. Points along the way that shape and change us irrevocably. I’ve simply been given the unthinkable gift of seeing another timeline play out.

I don’t hate where it’s headed right now, back with my mom, back on the trajectory of my dream career—but I can’t ignore the greater truth of how I know it could be. With my family, flaws and all. We could fix what might break us, before it’s too late.

After our final ski run, in line for the train back to our hotel, I reach into my pockets for ChapStick. But my fingers brush foil. I pull out the Twix wrapper.

That little boy.

In three more months after my twenty-sixth birthday, Max would be born, one of the best gifts of my life.

Motherhood.

Him.

Everything.

I clench the wrapper, closing my eyes, begging for guidance and peace. But I’m starting to see it, I think. I’m starting to see what I want.

Not just any kids, but mine.

Not just any man, but mine.

But how can I find them?

Your unsettled spirit brought you here. You can only go back if you are certain that your old life is what you want. Any information will have to be discovered by you.

On the train back to the village, staring out the frozen window, I fear I’m increasingly lost. My eyes don’t even process the views, the miles of breathtaking wonder.

All I can see are the five of us, piled in our bed last Mother’s Day morning, “Girl on Fire” blaring from the surround sound. Reid belted the words and danced with surprisingly Usher-like moves. The celebration was a rare beam of hope on the calendar amid a line of dim birthdays. The tray of breakfast, homemade cards. Max at the edge of the mattress, watching with hooded eyes as he picked lint off the comforter, with us even when he hated to be.

He wrote me a card:

Thank you for being my safe place, Mom. You always let me be myself. I love you. Happy Mother’s Day.

I swallow now, pulling at my jumpsuit collar, red-hot.

Both feet on the ground—

And she’s burnin’ it down . . .

I don’t know how yet, but I’m almost certain I know what I need to do.

I start praying that God will honor my desire to seek my end to this game. If he and the process determine my readiness to return . . . how on earth can I get there?

Get ready?

How can I prove that it’s what I really want?

How can I be sure myself—entirely, undoubtedly sure?

I don’t know, yet.

But I’m coming for you, my babies.

Mom’s coming.
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“Are you okay?” my own mom asks me.

The fireplace in our hotel suite crackles, the soundtrack to our decadent room-service meal. Endive salads with poached salmon, truffle mac and cheese, fresh-brewed iced tea. We’re living like queens on this trip. Speaking of which, I’m back in my sumptuous robe and have decided I’m never taking it off.

“Of course I’m okay,” I say, full of lies. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You seem distracted.”

Curled on the couch next to her, I can’t imagine what she is talking about. My Google history from the last half hour burns with incrimination.

Reid Layne.

Remembering Paris, meeting that little blond boy on the mountain, fearing any forever besides the one I’d been building with my little family for almost twenty years, since my twenty-first birthday the first time . . .

I can’t stop thinking of getting them back.

Hunting them down.

Finding Reid must be the answer out of this mess.

It has to be.

Right?

There are thousands of Reid Laynes, it turns out. Real estate agents, attorneys, fiancés with registries. Reid Layne Finance. Nothing. Reid Layne Los Angeles. Nada. He’s not even on LinkedIn, because it was me who finally made him one.

Wait!

Should I just try calling his phone number?

Why haven’t I thought of this yet?

The number you have dialed is no longer in service . . .

That’s right. We opened new lines together as newlyweds in a show of adulthood after extricating ourselves reluctantly from our family phone plans.

I even tried googling Tabitha Layne family. Society pictures and interest pieces scattered the web, but no details about her two handsome boys. I smile, though, remembering the recent sighting.

Tabitha reminded me so much of my grandma.

I shrug. “I miss Grandma.” It isn’t a lie. I miss her more than Mom knows. The big stroke won’t happen for years. “I wish she could be here.”

Still use her vocal cords.

Taste See’s Candies.

Give me much-needed advice.

Mom smiles, digging a spoon into chocolate mousse. “You think I’m a good skier. You should’ve seen her back in the day.”

“I can only imagine.”

The clear balloons float into my mind just then.

I wish I could see her again, my grandma. Before. Rewound. Stately elegance, sharp wit, incomparable wisdom.

But then I remember.

Twenty.

The cookie jar.

I sit up and drop my phone.

What else could it mean?

I drag my gaze to my Louis Vuitton tote, resting on the room’s antique desk. Under my wallet, next to my makeup bag, nestled in the tote’s corner.

Pink, pocked with holes.

Leaning over the coffee table, I peer once more into my mom’s young face, this glimpse of the past and look at my future, the woman who’s given me everything.

I need just a little more time with her.

“Mom,” I say, my tone level.

Mouth full of chocolate, she licks her lips. “Yes?”

“I love you so much.”

“I love you, too, honey.”

“Can I . . . ask you something?”

“Anything.” She winks. “It’s your birthday.”

Anything, huh?

I sip my iced tea, running my eyes over her face, taking in the woman who raised me. What do I want to know from her?

Anything.

“You’re fifty-one now,” I start. “Going on thirty with that skin. Whew! But I want to know, genuinely . . . What’s been your favorite age? As a woman? When have you felt most alive? Most full of joy? What’s been the best time in your life?”

Wistfulness colors her countenance.

“What a great question.” She leans back into the tufted chair and sets her spoon down, eyes sparking. “Let’s see.”

I wait, newly ravenous for her thoughts.

“I think the answer will surprise you,” she says finally.

“What, twenty-six?” I joke. “Am I peaking?”

“Hardly!” She laughs. “No offense. You’re still so young. And with age comes wisdom. And confidence.”

“So,” I say. “Let me guess. Fifty-one, and it keeps getting better?”

“I hope!” she says, pulling the thick robe tighter around her torso. “But you know what? I think I have to say forty. I loved being forty. I loved everything about it.”

I don’t expect my heart to lurch at that answer.

Forty.

The tick of the clock I’d been dreading.

The whole birthday wish gone awry that brought me here.

“Forty.” Be cool. “Really?”

She nods, reaching to pour herself a cup of hot decaf. “You want some?”

“Please.”

“Forty is special because you’re still young. Your body is young, your friends are young, your children are young. But you have the chops. The swagger. The spine!” She hands me my steaming mug. “The feeling of being settled, but with the rest of your life ahead of you at the same time. Forty . . . set something free in me.”

I smile.

Freedom.

“I love that. And did the”—How do I put this?—“physical aging start to bother you at that point at all? Feel scary? Over the hill, as they say? Or does it even bother you now? Gosh, you seem so impervious to the vanity. Not that it hurts that you look like Cindy Crawford.”

She guffaws. “I’m a woman! Of course it gets to me.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.” She stretches the skin of her neck until she looks like a crazy bird. “No one talks enough about the neck. It starts to just hang. We really do turn into old hens. And then—” She pulls open her robe at the V of her chest. “The spots!” She rubs the skin. “This used to be beautiful silky freckle-free skin. Now it’s leather. Speckled leather. So we’re birds and cheetahs at the same time.”

“Fine leather, though.” I’m cracking up. “And we love our cheetah print.”

“You bet we do!” she agrees. “Honestly, Sutton, there’s no end. The things we can nit and pick and try to reverse or avoid. But the truth is, we’re all getting older.” She swirls her coffee. “I decided around forty to embrace it the very best that I can. To own my season. And I really paused to think about how I wanted to spend my time—and my money. Did I want to spend it on antiaging? Or living?”

“Whoa,” I say, moved by the thought. “Trademark that, Mom. So good.”

She shrugs. “We’re all just trying our best. The women like me who skip it all—and the women at sixty with facelifts who look incredible. Don’t forget that. We’re all the same inside, to some degree—women. We all walk through time, year after year, every single one of us facing the mirror and the challenge of loving ourselves.”

“Even you,” I marvel.

“Yes, even me, silly girl.”

I wonder already what my twin girls would say about me. Do they see a woman who loves herself, or someone with contentment always hovering just out of reach?

“Thank you, Mom,” I say to her while I have the chance. “Thank you so much.”

“For what?”

“For being you,” I say simply. I measure my words, thinking now of Max. “For being my safe place to land. You always let me be me.” Through everything, literally everything. “And you do that, truly, by being you. I can’t tell you how much it means. That you are so free in your own skin. And so wonderful. I hope I grow up to be just like you.”

She reaches out for my hand, eyes glistening.

We’re beholding the loveliest moment when out of nowhere, hand on her chest, she blurts, “I had a boob job scheduled once.”

The admission practically smacks me right off the sofa. “Say what now, Mother?”

She leans over. “You’re old enough to know now. Happy birthday! You were around thirteen, and well—I’d just had it. With these banana-pancake excuses for breasts!”

“Mom!” Tears of laughter leak from my eyes.

“So, I did it. I had the consultation. I picked the whole—you know—set. The shape and size. It’s quite amazing what they can do. It’s like shopping for shoes! So specific. Anyway, I made the appointment.”

She’s definitely never told me this. “And what happened?”

“Honestly?” she asks.

“Honestly.”

“I went to my stupid Bible study the day before the surgery was supposed to happen.”

I search upward for lightning to strike. “Mom, I don’t think you’re supposed to say stupid Bible study.”

She shushes me. “Well, I had this whole plan! And then the topic—that day of all days—was loving ourselves the way we are. How God made each one of us as his masterpiece.” She sighs. “It was all about beauty from within. Our bodies being temporary. Modeling womanhood. Shoot, if that’s not a sign, what is? Obviously, I couldn’t go through with it.”

I’m still a puddle of shock. If there were a line of ten thousand women in order of most to least likely to get breast augmentation, my mom would bring up the rear, every time. “Mom, how have you never told me this?”

“Well—I also thought about you,” she says. “My daughter. In the eleventh hour. Like it or not, I knew if I had the surgery, for better or worse, you’d notice. We’d discuss it. It’s not a wrong or right thing to do, of course. More than half of my friends have them. No judgment, ever. But if there was even a shadow of a chance that my daughter might think of herself as less than perfect because of something I did, then personally I couldn’t go through with it.”

I let this sit. “Wow.”

“Yes, wow,” she says. “Now you know. If it wasn’t for Bible study, I’d be sitting here with the most perky, beautiful—” She mimes her hands into two mounds, and I throw my head back, dying.

When the hilarity settles, I peer at her closely. I take in every sign of both her youth and her age, bubbling before me in a cocktail of the most effervescent wife, woman, and mother I’ve ever known.

My beloved mom.

Hearing her wisdom has me yearning even more for her mother.

Grandma.

Our great love.

She’s someone I sense holds even more answers for me.

I walk over to my mom, wrap her in my arms, inhale her musky perfume.

“I’ll never forget this trip,” I say into her hair. “Thank you. I love you.”

So much.

“Thank your dad, too,” she says, leaning back, eyes dancing. “He insisted we do this. Or else.”

I smile. “I bet he’s relieved I finally landed a real job, huh?”

She frowns, head cocked. “Not at all. You’re his favorite actress. His favorite international preschool teacher. He brags about you, everywhere, whatever you do—honestly, it’s embarrassing.” She reaches to tuck a piece of my hair. “He just wants you to be happy.”

I nod at this reverently, swallowing, and we sit there together a few beats more until I know it’s my time to go.

“Well, on that note!” I say. “I—”

Need to get my purse to the bathroom without being weird.

“—need to go change my tampon. Bet you don’t miss that at fifty-one, ha!”

I sidle toward my designer tote in the corner like a shifty maniac, without a second’s worry over what she thinks I’m really doing. I need to act fast before I decide to stay—because this trip, and this moment, are everything.

Turning forty.

Motherhood.

Clarity.

Everything.

I grab my whole purse and beeline to the beautiful bathroom.

Door shut, first I fish out my phone and tap to the name that’s been floating like snow at the edge of my consciousness over the last couple days. Dad. I see that I haven’t texted him in a few months and tap out a message:

Hi Dad! I love you so much, and I miss you with all my heart. I just wanted to say thank you—not only for this trip and letting Mom come with me, but for everything. You work so hard, and you lead with love, and I’m just so lucky to have you. I want to be just like you when I grow up. XO! Me.

Then I’m staring into the mirror, squeezing my pickleball.




CHAPTER 29

I have yet to reenter the portal with this much direction. I know where I’m going. I know what I want. I think I know how I can find it.

Maybe, just maybe.

Please.

I quietly hope that the angel can sense the newfound growth and swagger in me—that through her guidance, this process, and God’s divine grace, my official desire may be recognized and fulfilled. And that is to return to my life as Sutton Lancaster Layne, as I’ve known it for the past forty years.

I want it all back—and I’ll keep going until this experience crowns me worthy. I don’t want hot guys, Coachella, toned abs. I just want my husband and kids. I’ll relearn Reid’s love language. I’ll tell him it hurts me that he has let go of the birthdays—which symbolize so much more, obviously. We can find our way back to each other. I’ll be more present with my incredible kids. Heck, I’ll get a flip phone! I don’t even need the Colton Montana deal. Give me my C-section scar and my old Suburban, please. I don’t want the illusion of freedom.

I want the real thing.

Her entire face is a smile, my angel. “How was the Matterhorn?” she asks. “And your mom?”

I feel so fantastic about my plan, I am borderline smug. I want to find Reid, but before I do, I need to find my grandmother. Both to get her advice and to seize full advantage of my final shot at ever seeing her lucid again, this side of heaven. Somehow, I know, she can help.

Somehow, I know she is next.

“It was fantastic, thank you!” I brag. “My favorite balloon yet.”

My smile feels extra wise.

Nice touch.

“Wonderful!” says the angel. “Did you learn anything?”

I nod, eyebrows tall. “Everything, actually.” I pause. “I think I know what I want.”

“You think?” She’s already holding the needle. “Or you know?”

Five balloons left.

Time running out.

I feel my future slipping through me like sugary sand in an hourglass. Somewhere out there, Reid is getting older too.

Tilting my face to the ceiling, I step toward the number twenty. “I know. I’m sure.”

Under the cookie jar—cream porcelain marked with COOKIES in black—I pierce the balloon like a doctor breaking somebody’s water, with just as much practice and hope.

Tell me what to do, Grandma.

Help me.




AGE 20




CHAPTER 30

“Oh my,” Grandma says, smacking the wooden spoon against the glass bowl.

Like so many women of her generation, my grandma wears her auburn hair in tight curls, permed and cropped close to her head. Flowy blouses and slacks fill her wardrobe, mostly florals and stripes, the occasional solid. Loafers, thin belts, and chunky gold jewelry, always.

Today, mixing cookie dough here in her kitchen, she’s in a white button-down and blue apron. She looks so much like Mom, with a touch more Audrey Hepburn and less Sophia Loren. Less exotic, more girl next door, but no less classically beautiful a brunette.

Just as I hoped, I found her here this morning, in her cozy home, squarely in the summer when I stayed with her for two weeks, a few cities over from us. We all took a rotation after Grandpa died of a sudden heart attack at seventy-five. She’d never say it, but she needed the company. We quietly made a schedule, Mom, me, and the cousins. The women in the family. Grandma had always cared for us.

It was our turn.

“Sooooo.” She draws out the syllable. “You’re here. From the future. You’ve been reliving your twenties, in another life, in which you never met your . . . supposed husband and love of your life. With whom you have three children.”

“That’s correct,” I confirm, sipping my glass of milk like a child. Fittingly, because my story sounds rather kiddish, pumped with imagination and outlandish to my own ears. I left no chapter unread: Quinn, Sierra, Camila, Parker, Charlie, Holden, Mom and Dad.

Now, I just need to know: What would she do if she were me? You’ve always been so wise, Grandma, tell me! How can I find Reid and tell him that we are soulmates? I think that will seal the deal.

“You know you’re currently dating this Holden fellow, right?” She whistles. “He’s one good-looking boy. He’s been here a couple of times. Plays the piano?”

I blanch.

Oh my word.

I’m twenty.

It’s the summer before my junior year of college.

How could I have forgotten?

I frown and stick out my tongue. “He is not welcome here.”

How dare he play my grandmother’s piano.

“Well,” Grandma says, “I don’t think that’s the vibe you were giving him last night.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

“Grandma!”

“I just mean . . . he stopped by to say hi and I saw you kissing on the porch. You seemed quite . . . enraptured.”

“Well, I hope the rapture happens and he gets left behind.”

“Oh, my! So, what I’m hearing, sweetheart, is that you really like him.” She winks.

I scrunch my face in disgust one more time. “He’s fantastic. Real gentleman.” And great. Now I have to worry about leaving before Holden finds me here, in a sure total waste of my time and energy. This is getting so complicated.

“Anyway,” I say. “Back to Reid. How am I going to find him? And . . . do you think I should?”

She ruminates, palms on her apron. “There was no sign of him whatsoever in the previous . . . lives you’ve explored?” She gives a cough. “In the other balloons, other places?”

“Correct.” I nod. “Well, I did run into his mom, Tabitha, who confirmed his existence. But nothing more. I’ve tried looking him up, and no luck.”

It’s the dark ages of technology once again, which makes this stop extra tricky. I tried explaining smartphones to her, but she just said, Well, I’ll be darned. Tiny computers in the palms of our hands? I can hardly turn on the email! Lord, take me home before then!

No, God, please, don’t you dare. It’s hard enough when we start to lose her in seventeen years.

Reaching across the counter between us, Grandma hands me the yellow bag of semisweet morsels. She knows it’s my favorite part, adding the chocolate chips. I dump them into the mixture but don’t take my eyes off her face, her rosy cheeks and brown eyes.

Seventy-one.

Here with me now, younger than Dad.

“I really miss your blonde hair,” she remarks. “By the way.”

I pull at the ends regretfully. “Me too.” I remember, with a gag, that Holden had urged me to dye it, always wanting me edgier. I’ll always regret it, this summer of my almost-black hair, halfway through college, briefly feeling a little rebellious and full of risk. In addition to my boyfriend’s influence, I was very into The O.C.—a TV show about my hometown!—and Rachel Bilson. I thought since I had her brown eyes, I could pull off dark hair like she could. No, it turned out, I could not. I looked like Wednesday Addams instead, and not the updated cute one played by Jenna Ortega. “I forgot about this era. It’ll be blonde again soon—but the stylist has to do it in phases.” I roll my eyes.

She smiles. “Some decisions take an amount of undoing. You’re still beautiful. It’s just a bit harsh.”

“Don’t remind me. Thankfully it should be blonde again by the time I meet Reid. Ugh—meet him again.”

She bends into a cupboard and retrieves a fresh cookie sheet. “Speaking of phases,” she says, “it sounds like this process—as you relay it—has led you through many different alternate choices and possibilities. Yes?”

“Yes. Too many. I’m done.”

She laughs. “Okay. Well, what about this husband? Reid? Have you thought about his life, without you?”

“A little. Of course.” Not in excess, though. Dwelling on it felt like a beesting to my already-tender insides. Immediately I pictured him dating a bunch of supermodels, for absolutely no reason. He was more realistically probably playing Scrabble somewhere or running the finance world or surfing his brains out, but still. You could do all those things with a supermodel.

Grandma unpeels a fresh stick of butter and starts greasing the pan. “Maybe you need to try—really try—to imagine what paths he might’ve taken without you. And without young fatherhood. Unless, of course, he married someone else in the meantime. Surely that’s something you have considered.”

Yes, Grandma, thank you, I have.

I grimace. “I’m trying not to think about it. I’m planning to . . . proceed as though it’s not too late. Glass half-full.” I lift mine in the air. “But of course, yes, I know I must weigh that risk.”

“Good girl.” She has always condoned practicality. “So, are there any other lives you could envision for him? Alternate jobs, places, dreams?”

I contemplate the suggestion, a greedy finger outstretched for cookie dough.

What did Reid love?

Surfing. The Alchemist. Business.

And . . . I squint. “He travels to New York for work a lot. For his finance job.” I sift through our years of conversations. “A couple years ago, he was on a kick of wanting to move our family there. Cash out for a brownstone on the Upper West Side.” My eyes pop. “There was a job opening in his company. I didn’t really let him entertain it, with three kids in the middle of elementary school, but—”

“Maybe New York was calling to him?” She hands me a tiny ice-cream scooper. “Lady Liberty?”

I take the scooper and clang it onto the counter. “Grandma!”

“Yes?”

“That’s it!”

“What, dear?”

“The Statue of Liberty.” My heart thuds.

“Yes, that’s her.”

“No, I—one of the four balloons left. It’s the Statue of Liberty.”

“Oh!” Her eyes gleam. “Well, that certainly sounds promising.”

“Eight million people in New York City, though?” I moan, swallowing my snitch of the batter. “Sounds like a wild-goose chase. Needle in a haystack.”

“Spilled sugar on the beach before high tide,” Grandma adds, at which we giggle together.

Grandpa loved that saying.

She takes the scooper back and plops down another round dollop. “More so, however, it sounds to me like you’re running out of options, young lady. Or should I say”—she winks—“old lady.”

“Hey.”

I’m sensing the pull, though.

New York.

My heart pounds with the epiphany.

But first . . .

I grow serious. “Grandma?”

“Yes?” She smooths the lap of her apron.

“You and Grandpa. You were married fifty years.”

“That’s right.” Her smile turns wistful. “Almost fifty-one.”

Their anniversary vow renewal on a sunset yacht ride in the harbor left no dry cheek on deck. Their words to each other, their laced wrinkly fingers, both swaying to Frank Sinatra.

“And you married him at nineteen.”

“You bet I did. I wasn’t letting that soldier leave me without a ring.”

I laugh. Grandpa had been a stallion indeed, angled jaw, bright-blue eyes, sharp brows. Grandma still kept the notebook of their handwritten letters spanning the years he served as a pilot in the Korean War. After his time overseas, they had six children together. Raised them in San Diego until the 1970s, at which point they moved to Newport Beach.

“Did you guys have any years that were hard? In your marriage?” I’ve never asked her this before. Come to think of it, I’ve never veered anywhere near the personal territory of their relationship. They always just seemed so . . . aspirational, almost mythical. Grandma and Grandpa. Unshakable. No questions asked.

Her hearty cackle surprises me.

“Of course we did!” she says. “Every marriage goes through hard times.”

I know that cognitively, of course I do, but hearing it—from her, no less—comforts me in an instant, more than I can express, like the smell of warm cookies beginning to fall around us.

“Tell me about it, then,” I say. “I want to hear about one of your hard times.”

She turns on the kitchen faucet, thinking.

“When he returned from the war?” she says finally. “Well, he was still my husband—but I didn’t know him.” She falls quiet. “Not for a while. His nightmares and moods and—well, I forced him to get help. It was less common back then, you know. Psychology. Naming trauma. But he did the work. He healed. Became the best father. And husband. Most of the time.”

She winks again.

I hinge forward, rapt by her words. I wish he were here with us now, so I could ask him more questions. Thank him for his brave service.

Did I ever even thank him?

“What about when the kids were young? Growing up? Mom and my uncles?” Five of them! “How did you keep the romance alive?”

She sighs. “That’s the question, isn’t it? The great mystery of a lifetime together.” She whistles. “You intentionally carve out the time. That’s what you do. That’s the secret ingredient. And you fight for each other. Like soldiers. And you remember that in a good marriage, your spouse is never the enemy. It’s everyone out there”—she points out the window—“versus you two.”

I nod, loving that. She’s so sharp in her wisdom, lucid of mind, eloquent with her words. I despise the stroke for taking these things at the crescendo of her wonderful life. Even if it had been, indeed, so deeply wonderful.

I vow to remember her this way, exactly.

I press into my tired temples.

“Anything else I can help you with?” she offers, wiping her hands.

“I’m surprised you don’t have more questions for me,” I tease. “You’re really buying all this?”

She throws down the hand towel. “You want to know another nugget about getting old?”

“Obviously.”

“Let me tell you, granddaughter of mine. You end up seeing things you can’t believe. Trust me. And so, eventually . . .” She shrugs. “You start to believe anything’s possible. Even miracles. Even this.”

I think I know what she means.

And I don’t even know how to thank her.

“I guess I do have one more question,” I say.

She spreads her arms in an invitation.

“Have you ever wondered about your big choices?” I ask sheepishly, needing to know. “The crossroads? Other versions of yourself? Dreams that could’ve been?”

She sears me with her gaze, leaning over the counter.

“Listen.” She whacks a hand on the counter. “I am not one to squander time. Or fantasize. Or even daydream. But darling, of course I do. Every woman—every soul—contains multitudes. But you choose your path. You trust God to direct it. Then you celebrate wins. Mourn the heartaches. And you love your people enough to let them keep dreaming. Forever.”

Her words settle over our baking mess, and I press a hand to my heart.

“Tell me something you dreamed of doing but never did.”

Her eyes twinkle, but she stays silent.

“For example,” I say. “In my other life, my other twenties, like I told you, I was an actress. And even though it didn’t work out, exploring it opened up part of me I’d forgotten—maybe even never released. I also loved teaching preschool. What else . . . might you have done?”

Who else is in there, Grandma?

I’ve only ever known her as a stay-at-home mother to six.

“I wanted to be a therapist,” she says reflectively. “For couples or families. When your mom and uncles were young, I even went back to college for a little bit, since I’d dropped out at nineteen to marry your grandfather. Imagine that! A stay-at-home wife, no kids, when he was off to war, no less. I should’ve done it back then, earned my degree—but I got caught up in making our house a home.” She pauses. “So that he would have a wonderful home to return to.”

She sighs. “I don’t regret it. But my schooling became too much to juggle in the thick of motherhood, so I quit. It was unmanageable, and we couldn’t get help at home. But I always thought I might’ve made a great therapist.”

“Grandma,” I say. “I can confirm with absolute confidence that I’ve seen plenty of therapists in my day, and you are by far the best.” I’ve been to therapy on my own, a lot—but not in a while and never with Reid. I resolve to try it together, if I ever find him again.

Her lips bend into a smile. “And you’re my favorite client. Don’t tell your mom.” She studies me, and I wonder if I look different to her. “Promise me you’ll keep dreaming.”

“Keep dreaming,” I say.

New York.

After cleaning the kitchen together, we savor our fresh cookies in the family room with vanilla-bean ice cream and reruns of I Love Lucy. We both turn in around nine, me to the guest room and her to the primary—but I have trouble falling asleep, knowing I’ll soon wake up nine years older, on the other side of the country.

On the hunt for my life.

Antsy, I find my flip phone in my soft denim purse. Hesitantly I open it and click on the notification of a new text message. Sure enough, glowing from the screen in throwback simplicity is a text from none other than Holden Locke.

Holden: Hi, beautiful girl. What are you doing?

A big part of me wants to meddle. I concoct several genius replies:

Not you, ever. Leave me alone.

I think it’s best if we stop seeing each other.

Which leads me to wonder, how many girls exactly are you seeing right now?

Instead, I realize, this time it’s not my place. I have no way of knowing how this action might change things for Sutton here, for Sutton there, for Sutton anywhere in the storybook. Some things, I’m starting to realize, we can learn only one way.

Through.

I snap the phone shut and toss it onto the antique wood nightstand, which now lives gorgeously between my twins’ beds.

Around midnight, I’m still wired, so I wander into Grandma’s room, stand at the side of her bed. I watch the chest of her nightgown rise and fall, rise and fall, like the tide. She still sleeps tightly to the right of the bed, even though she’s alone. Grandpa’s clothes remain in his side of the closet—endless khaki pants and sweater vests, smelling of Old Spice and mint.

After pulling her quilted comforter up to her chin, I lean down to kiss her cheek. Her skin is thin and silky, like the sheets.

“You did good, Grandma,” I whisper. “You did so good by us all. Thank you. I love you.”

So much.

Moments later, I’m snuggled into my covers, hands palmed in prayer around my plastic ball, anxiously counting seconds instead of sheep.




CHAPTER 31

Fear, determination, passion, grief.

My elixir of emotions is potent as I stand in the portal once more. If I had a chalice, my feelings would swirl, slosh up onto the rim. I think of Indiana Jones and the Holy Grail, that cup full of mighty power.

Yes.

I could use some of that. Please?

Instead, I peer down at the neon ball in my hands. By now, it’s looking tired and worn. If this were a pickleball tournament, I’d be trading her out. Dead, done. Cracked. Time for retirement. Flaking with plastic and miles and years, airplanes and vans and apartments. I’ve never once lost it, I realize, congratulating myself. Even when I have feared I might lose myself, this pink ball has been my constant. Returned me here, repeatedly. To wherever I need to go next.

I cup it in a small show of thanks. Maybe I’m holding all the power I need.

The angel is so quiet, I worry briefly that she is no longer here. My gaze ticks around the room.

But of course, she’s here. Waiting in the far corner. Tumbling hair the color of embers. Features milky as snow. Her robe flows around her like liquid, glimmering in the twinkle lights. I almost want to ask her for a Turkish delight.

Four balloons left.

But only one that matters.

“Are you okay?” she asks me for the first time in this experience, floating my way. “You look—”

“Somber?” I say.

“I was going to say uncertain.”

For once, she’s wrong. I’ve never been more certain of anything. And this might be my last chance to prove it.

I shake my head with resolve. “I’m actually sure—one hundred percent—about what I want to do next.”

And hopefully last.

“So, it was a good decision, after all?” she queries. “Going to see your grandmother?”

“The best.” I’m caught off guard by my tears.

I miss her already. My mom, too. The women who made me. That sanctified feeling of family—from them and the one I have built. Crowded and messy and pressing up into my personal space. Hovering, needing, and taking. Loving, knowing, and holding. Stealing my time. Stealing my heart. But giving me everything, multiples more than they could ever subtract if they tried.

Here I stand, and I’m all alone.

Except for the angel, of course.

She holds out the golden spear. She’s already standing under the Statue of Liberty. Coaxing me to go meet her, I can’t help but think.

I walk to them both.

“I’ve learned a lot,” I say. “I came here desperately wanting my youth again—to be young and happy and free. I’ve experienced all of that. I know I’ll never be the same. But through all of this, I’ve identified what I want. And that is to return to my life.” I pause and imagine New York. “If I find Reid, will I go back?”

She smiles. “I can’t tell you that. But as long as you’re still here, you’re not done with the journey.”

I ball my fists, temperature rising. “Can’t you give me anything—the slightest hint? Or even better, just send me home? I’ve been twenty-one, and twenty-seven, and twenty-six, and twenty, and—haven’t I proven myself? What else do I need to do? I could really use some guidance here. Aren’t you my guide?”

“I told you,” she says, unbudging. “If you transform, you can return.”

“What does that mean, though?” I cry. “I have transformed. I know it. You know it. I’ve been given a new perspective that can’t possibly make me return as the same woman I was. And I want what I have—exactly what I already have.”

I avert my eyes from the angel and bare them to the light above.

“What more do you want from me?”

The angel tilts her head sympathetically. “I’m so sorry, Sutton. I don’t get to decide when and if you can return to your previous life.”

“What if I’m never ready?” I ask, both desperate and frightened to know the answer. “What if this whole experience never deems me worthy to have my family again?”

She’s wordless for a long beat. “It’s not about worthiness. It’s about change. And seeing this all the way through.”

“But there’s no guarantee,” I confirm, no question in my tone. “No promise I’ll get them back. My family does not live and breathe right now.”

She sighs. “That’s correct. Whatever you had before does not exist as it was, as long as you’re here. So you will remain, going through these motions, over and over. Once you make it through all the balloons, they’ll reappear, inflated all over again. Of course, you can choose to stay in any of the years permanently, as long as you want, and let that version of things play out. You might find you’ll love it.”

“No.” I’m whimpering. “No.”

I want my family.

I want my life.

I’m starting to shake, my fury spiking.

“I’m beginning to think you’ve sent me on some kind of fool’s errand,” I spit. “That this is all just a crock. Or some kind of really cruel joke.”

Instead of responding with anger, the angel’s lips purse with compassion. “I want the very best for you, Sutton. Like I told you the first time we met, I’m here to help you.”

“Yeah, right,” I scoff.

I seize the opalescent grip from her, analyzing the golden spear for what I pray might be the last time. I flip it to look at the base of the handle. On the flat end, like the logoed cap of a tennis racquet, I see the initials S. L. embossed in silver.

Sutton Layne.

Sutton Lancaster.

Which?

Either?

Both?

“My initials,” I growl. “Sutton Lancaster or Sutton Layne?”

In the end, which one am I?

I should’ve expected her reply.

“That’s for you to decide,” she says.

I’ve never left the portal angry before.

“Whatever,” I say. “Get me out of here.”

I drag in air to the fullest of my capacity, until my lungs themselves are balloons.

I pace the short distance to Lady Liberty, sizzling in my panic and desperation. She seems my only remaining hope.

Snap.

Crackle.

Pop.
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CHAPTER 32

As my eyes crack open, a revolving door spits me out onto red-carpeted steps. I lurch forward, nearly tumbling down them.

But before I fall, two hands loop around my waist from behind, like a seat belt from nowhere, saving me.

This person is embracing me now. Big spoon, little spoon. It’s an intimate gesture. One that shoves me into a panicky spiral.

I scan the city square in front of me.

Yellow cabs, lofty buildings, the fountain across the street . . .

I half squeal lamely, like I very well might be in trouble but can’t be sure. My horror is half committed.

A man in uniform jogs toward me from the taxi line. I’m comforted immediately by his white hair, gray mustache, and black double-breasted peacoat lined with gold piping. He’s proper, old-fashioned, a grandfather clock, grabbing the bill of his chauffer’s hat with one of his white-gloved hands.

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

Gideon, reads his name tag.

Gideon won’t let me die, I think—Gideon commands armies—just as my balance officially tips and I brace myself for the spill.

This person is still on my back, though, hugging me for dear life like a skydiving instructor.

We tumble forward together.

“Owwwww!” I cry.

Just as I hear the female voice say, “Geez, Sutton! You stopped right in front of me!”

A few feet to our right, Gideon spreads out his limbs in a stance of protection, but his effort does nothing. He probably couldn’t bear our weight, anyway. We land in a tangle on the landing.

At least it’s carpet.

I rub the knees of my tight black jeans, annoyed, before looking over to my assailant.

“Quinn?” I cry at the sight of her, my voice full of pitchy relief. “Quinn!”

She squints at me with curiosity. Her panther-black hair is shorter now, blunt to her collarbone. She looks older to me, in a good way—so chic in a tan belted trench coat and riding boots, even in a heap on the floor.

Her green gaze traces my face, searching my own eyes deeply before hers crackle with realization.

Unlocking.

Click.

She inhales. “Are you—did you just—”

I help her out, nodding. “Yes. It’s the old me! I mean, the new me. But old. The forty-year-old.”

She looks to Gideon, to the cloudy sky, to the street.

“Here. New York. Of all places. You’re really here?” Her voice is breathy, the words clipped. She seems either thrilled or horrified, but no middle ground between.

“Is that a bad thing?” I ask nervously.

She stands up first, offering me a hand. Once I’m up, she embraces me, full-on this time. I return the hug, patting her spine, eyeing Gideon. But he just shrugs and walks back to the street, leaving us to whatever this is.

Quinn keeps her hands on my shoulders. The chill through my own white peacoat—fur collar tickling at my neck—tells me it might be winter. I glance back at the building we came from, and sure enough, a giant Christmas tree flickers through the clear glass.

I meet Quinn’s face again. “Is it December?”

“It sure is.” Her lips curl. “Tomorrow’s my thirtieth birthday.”

“Oh my gosh,” I whisper, clasping her forearms. “What a dream.”

This must be why she’s so excited.

We have never taken this trip before, despite the number of times we’ve discussed it. Visiting New York in December and doing it all, shameless and merry, hot cocoa toasting our hands. Every tourist stop, rom-com cliché, and tinselly, Rockette-kicking bell ring of yuletide cheer. Here in the city that does Christmas better than any other city on earth. Quinn’s birthday is December 13.

I couldn’t have planned this better myself.

“Are we here with anyone else?” I ask, cutting my gaze side to side.

She shakes her head. “Just us two. Alan’s taking me to dinner next week, organized the sitter and everything.” She glows brighter at this announcement, which makes me glow too. She looks happy. “But this—New York, with you—is all I wanted to do.”

The sitter.

I think of Cat. She exists. Relief floods me.

I do a further quick mental rewind to our other life, back to the other December. For that first version of Quinn’s thirtieth birthday—the one I already lived—we went to dinner with a big group at Javier’s in Crystal Cove. Fine Mexican fare and the best margaritas in a low-lit tropical ambience. Las Vegas luxe meets Cabo nightlife. It was a fabulous dinner, but I was hugely pregnant with the twins, pushing thirty-six weeks. There had been no possibility of a trip back then, at least not with me involved. We’d settled on one fabulous night.

“Wow,” I whisper with another glance at the door, digesting the brushed golds, the glamorous people, the air of holiday royalty. Recognition slides through me; I know this hotel. “Is this—”

“The Plaza?” she finishes lavishly. “Just call us Lost in New York. Four nights in luxury, baby!”

Well, ding, dang, dong. I cup my cheeks like Kevin McCallister in the mirror. I went to New York once, as a kid, for two quick days in summertime, a stop on our way to vacation on the beach in Cape Cod. Walking into the snow globe version has been one of my dreams, forever.

But a nightmarish feeling seizes me then. I touch my ring finger. Press my flat belly. I gulp. Quinn’s a mom—and I’m not. Cat but no Max. No twins. One kid between us, not four. I’m smacked by this truth, but simultaneously even more touched that she made this trip happen. I appear to be single, alone. I probably need this.

She snatches my hand, pulling me down the steps. She waves a bold hand above the street. “Taxi?”

In less than a minute, Gideon opens the door to our ride. Round and pock-cheeked with thick curly hair, our driver asks for our destination in an accent so strong and local it rivals the Yankees.

“Serendipity 3, please!” replies Quinn.

I palm her thigh. “Stop.” She knows I’m obsessed with the movie. “Seriously? I’ll die.”

“Well, don’t die.” She smothers my hand with hers. “It will be appropriate. Serendipitous.” She pauses. Her tone drops in gravity. “I have a lot to tell you.”
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Through an ample skylight, Manhattan sun pours into the second story of Serendipity 3, illuminating disco balls, Tiffany lamps, and eccentric antiques. In a wonderland all its own, the café combines the kitsch with the cool, the brash with the beautiful. Perched at our white parlor table, I can’t help but look around for John Cusack and Kate Beckinsale huddled over frozen hot chocolate, bantering about a glove.

It’s all a whimsical fantasy.

I’m the happiest tourist on earth, my chilly shock thawing in the dim glow.

“You sly thing,” I accuse. “Unbelievable.”

Quinn eyes the menu the size of a school-project poster board. “As if we’d fly to New York and not come here. Are you crazy?”

“Among other things,” I respond, eyeing the laminated catalog of desserts and choice comfort foods, all of them over-the-top. “Truffle-parm fries?”

“Peanut butter frozen hot chocolate?”

“We need both. And more.”

“I agree.”

We request the two items, plus the Thai peanut salad.

Quinn falls quiet after we finish ordering.

“Okay, you’re going to have to spill it,” I say. “What’s going on? I mean what else, besides that we’re pulling off the trip of our dreams for your thirtieth birthday?”

She drums her nude nails on the table.

I expect to watch her brows crinkle, but rather, they rise with expectancy. Give a hint of possible joy.

She reaches down into her black leather purse, businesslike, retrieving her iPhone. With a steely expression, she thumbs the screen—swipe, tap, yes—before setting it face down on the table like she’s playing poker.

She lasers me with a gaze. “When you last left me, after Holden, you were . . . unwell.”

My mind skitters back to Coachella. “Well—yeah. That was pretty messed up. The jerk.”

She sighs. “Yeah.” She doesn’t say, I told you so.

You knew and I should’ve listened, I say to her with my eyes.

“I think, though,” she continues, “that the forty-year-old you was ready to handle round two with him. Take it like a champ. See his true colors—again—and then bolt. But your younger self was left with the aftermath. It felt . . . complicated.”

I chew the inside of my cheek.

This part of the game and the process really starts to chap my brain, but I try my best to follow the crazy train.

Okay.

So, I left my twenty-seven-year-old body and soul with that stinging rejection, while I jetted off to Zermatt.

I guess I just figured, whatever, all versions of me would be fine, right?

I remember the broken-heart balloon.

Twenty-eight.

I wince.

“I didn’t think about that,” I admit. “That some version of me . . . would need to go through the healing process. Differently, I guess?”

I’m fascinated by this idea.

Quinn nods. “It was . . . not good. Thank God for your job. It’s saved you. You’re killing it. One of your designs was in Architectural Digest last month. You’re explosive.”

I beam, so proud of Young Me.

Yes!

I pump a fist into the charming atmosphere.

“At home, though”—Quinn tucks a stray hair behind one silver-hooped ear—“you kind of tanked. It’s like . . . something malfunctioned within you. When I say you hit the dating sites hard—I mean you smashed those URLs within every inch of their life.” She pauses. “And yours.”

Well, that didn’t sound very good, did it?

Unwell, as she said, sounded like the correct word.

I squint, giving permission: Go on.

But immediately wish that I didn’t because my chest contorts at the stories.

Boys. Men. More boys. More men. Booze and more boys and more men. Calling and texting Holden to berate him until he—finally, apparently—blocked me.

I gulp, regretful.

Why couldn’t I just be cool?

The anecdotes sit between us.

“Yikes?” I offer.

The heady scent of truffle descends with the mountain of fries dropping between us, along with our frozen dessert. It’s unthinkably large, the famous treat, a cauldron of icy chocolate, whipped cream, and cocoa shavings. Mountainous, two straws and two spoons, though it could have come with ten.

“Yikes is right,” Quinn repeats. But her smile spreads. She grabs a fry and points it into the air. “I’m only telling you this as backstory, by the way.”

“I’m ready for the good part when you are,” I say flatly, diving for one of the sundae spoons.

Her pretty face—upturned nose and carved cheeks—grows pink with expectation.

I know this look.

She’s thrilled to say what comes next.

She picks up her phone and tip-taps to some sort of document. She fiddles it in front of me, her instrument, like she’s a musician in Carnegie Hall.

“Alan knows a guy,” she says. “Through work. We tracked down your future husband.” She lets this land. “And guess what?”

“What?”

“He’s in New York.”

Here in the café’s haze, my whole body liquifies.

I’m frozen.

No—hot.

I’m the famous dessert between us.

I’m frozen hot chocolate.

My chest cools and burns at the news.

How did she . . . ?

Where is he . . . ?

I yank the neck of my white sweater, begging for air.

“Reid?” I manage. “He found Reid.”

Her chin sets. “That’s right. Reid Andrew Layne. You’ve mentioned his name enough. I know you’ve been looking. And—I’m sorry, I hope you don’t mind, but I finally told Alan about your situation.” She takes a beat. “We were both worried about you—and I told him I might have a solution. A big one.”

You can say that again.

“I’m not mad,” I say. “But—how? He’s been so untraceable.”

“Well, don’t be too impressed. He started a new job last year, with a bank on Wall Street. They keep a solid employee directory. The guy still had to dig, but timing was on our side, definitely.”

She holds up the phone and points with her manicured finger. “It’s all here. His address. His birthday.”

“August third?”

“That’s right. Blood type.”

“O positive.”

“Height, weight.”

“Six foot one. One hundred and ninety pounds.”

“Dang, girl. You know your man!”

“Seventeen years of marriage.” I shrug. “I know it all.”

She offers her phone to me.

I take it, eyes round, devouring.

His phone number isn’t the same, I see—and even though I already knew this, I’m startled by the small sting.

How much don’t I know, after all?

My past and my future, here in my hands. My best friend and roommate. My boyfriend and rock. The one I’ve been waiting for, yes, but also the one I was so willing to leave.

Guilt snakes inside me, mixing with hope.

I soak in the information and handful of pictures. A work headshot I’ve never seen, blue suit, blue tie; a childhood portrait with his parents and brother that I’ve seen a thousand times, everyone in summer denim; a photo of him on a boat in a baseball cap, proudly holding up a fish the size of a shark.

Does he fish now?

Like, out on a boat?

He’s never fished in his life.

I feel another twinge of betrayal.

I don’t know him here.

And he doesn’t know me.

I look at Quinn. “I can’t believe you did this for me.”

Was there ever a better friend?

She licks her spoon, like it’s no big deal. “I’d do anything for you. You know that.”

“Well, it must’ve been pretty bad,” I say. “My spiral.”

She flaps a hand. “That’s over now. The best is ahead. The rest is ahead.”

I sigh. “I’m so grateful. You have no idea. This is what I came to New York for.” All indeed serendipitous. “But I guess I’m wondering—where do we go from here? Do I knock on his door? Give him a call?”

My heart jackhammers just thinking about it.

Quinn sets down her spoon. “Now I get to show off. Ahem.” She pauses. “Alan’s guy was great and all—but then I got busy, the second we started planning this trip. Started googling and calling like crazy.”

I lean forward, snatching a truffle fry. “And?”

“Tomorrow night.”

“Your birthday?”

“Correct. But also the company Christmas party for—wait for it—Coldwater Bank International.” She gives jazz hands. “Sparing no expense.”

My stomach flips.

“Oh, gosh.” I’m tracking. “You think I should crash the party.”

“No. I think we should crash the party.”

“But it’s your thirtieth birthday!”

“And you think I could ever imagine I’d have a thirtieth birthday this thrilling? Chasing down time and fate? I’m not missing this for the world. We are finding Reid Layne.”

I release a breath that could fill a blimp. “How did you find the party?” I ask. “You’re positive? And you think we should just . . . show up?”

“It’s amazing what you can google these days,” she muses. “And don’t worry. I helped you pick out the perfect dress. If people crash weddings, we can do this.”

My throat tightens. “Where’s the party?” I ask after a minute, warming up to the idea. This still gives me more than twenty-four hours to mentally prepare.

Physically prepare.

Existentially prepare my entire being.

She licks at a dollop of whipped cream held to her lips. “You think I picked the Plaza for nothing?”




CHAPTER 33

Watching Wicked later that night in the historic Gershwin Theatre, I’m awash in the reality that I’m trying to do just this: Defy gravity. Time and convention. With Elphaba’s confidence. Trusting my instincts. Taking the leap.

For good.

The next morning, as we bustle along Fifth Avenue, I realize while perusing the iconic holiday window displays—Bergdorf, Cartier, Saks—that this is what my recent journey has felt like. Window-shopping through worlds that were never mine. Angels and cities and lights. Dazzling, gorgeous, captivating.

But I was never playing for keeps.

They’ve been glimpses into lives almost mine—vibrant, pulsing—but always, a thin pane of glass had separated me from their treasures. Sure, I could do it, stay here now. Make a life in New York—or in any one of the worlds. Surrender to my defeat and give up attempting to beat this game.

But I’d always know.

Forever, I’d know.

About Reid and the kids.

My panes of glass, sliding doors.

Finally, Saturday afternoon, in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Through ancient pyramids, impressionist paintings, clay pottery. I’m here, roaming the famous halls with Quinn, but I’m not. Instead, I’m lost in my own twenties, my real twenties, my first-time twenties, picturing them, museum worthy, adding up to a life.

My life.

The chances I’ve taken, the choices I’ve made, the people I’ve let in and loved.

No, I’m not here in the Met, not really.

Mentally, for a minute, I’m twenty-one again, smitten in an instant by the sweet, handsome boy on the Hollywood rooftop, the one with excellent manners, great eye contact, his phone number scrawled on a napkin.

Then I’m twenty-two, in ivory lace, walking down the aisle toward him. Both so young, but so sure. Really, so sure—surer maybe than we ever should have been. But even now, I feel the solid ground underneath us in that old chapel.

I’m twenty-four, and we’re in Saint Lucia. Volcanic mountains, white sand beaches, sapphire harbors. All-inclusive, a steal—Reid lived for a Costco deal. It was a vacation to mark my promotion from assistant to head designer, in only two years—along with two years of marriage. Wet skin, long kisses, and snorkeling. Mornings in bed and nights on the shore. Merging bodies every chance possible, thrumming in rhythm, in love. Believing in each other. In us. What did we used to dream about? Most of it, I realize, came true.

I’m twenty-six again, a new mom. She’s never been to Paris, but she’s held paradise in her arms. My son. He’s flawless and fragile, wailing and pink. He’ll grow up to defy me, challenge me, yes, with every glare asking the same question: Will you keep loving me? I’ll spend my life proving the answer—if I ever get the chance again.

I’m twenty-nine. New dreams unlocked that day. They cut me open and retrieved the universe in those six-pound baby girls. Twins. Two daughters. Our double miracle.

I’m silent on our stroll through Central Park back to the Plaza. Snow blankets lawns and dusts tree branches. Kids sled. Squirrels skitter. People walk, clutching coffees. Our cold breath puffs into clouds.

“Gosh, I love this park,” says Quinn. “I could roam it for days.”

“It’s gorgeous,” I say a bit vacantly.

She pokes at my puffer coat. “You all right?”

I sigh. “I think so?” I check my phone.

Five p.m.

Three hours till go time.

“I’m nervous,” I say. “About tonight. The point is for Reid to see me and want me forever. Like in the movies. But this could go sideways, so fast.”

She doesn’t correct me. “But you have to try.” She shrugs. “You just have to.”

“I know.”

I kick the toe of my boot on the ground as we pass the shimmering lake.

What do you say to the husband who’s never seen you before in his life?
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Pressed like holiday cookies into a tin, we begin the elevator descent from our room to the lobby. Quinn loops her arm into mine, her gold-sequined sleeve scratching my bare skin. Floral perfumes and spicy colognes envelop us. The energy is pure merriment: murmurs of dinner plans, theater shows, and holiday parties.

No plans, clearly, could rival this adventure of ours. We’re the Governator seeking a Turbo Man on Christmas Eve. We’re George Bailey wanting to live again.

When the doors open onto the ground floor, I smooth the red silk of my dress. It’s one of the most stunning gowns I’ve ever worn. Spaghetti straps, fitted bodice, and long skirt flowing along the silhouette of my twenty-nine-year-old body, bustled up gradually to one side in a high slit, giving the impact of water ripples and tied at the top with a bow. Draped over my shoulders is a white fur shawl. My hair is lacquered into a tight mid-ponytail. My shoes, earrings, and clutch are all gold, same as that magic needle—somewhere out there. Boldly I left my pickleball in the room; it wouldn’t fit in my clutch.

“This way!” Quinn pulls me through the lobby and its bold grandeur. The high-coffered ceilings, ornate white walls, mirrored accents, and crystal chandelier remind me of a castle or storybook. We are royalty. We are Eloise.

“Did you know the Oak Room is the only place Eloise wasn’t allowed to go?” I say informatively, like a tour guide.

Quinn’s heels click on marble toward the front doors. “Who the heck is Eloise?”

“The Plaza!” I say. “Eloise at the Plaza?”

Nothing.

“The children’s books?”

She shrugs. “Never heard of them.”

“Seriously?” I accuse. Then again, I guess I only know them because of the twins. Longing twists in my stomach. I used to complain about how long those books were. Now I wish I could go back and savor every word, not skipping a single page.

“Yes, now—follow me,” she instructs. “I do know the Oak Room only opens for special events now. Rumor has it the parties were getting too rowdy.” She lifts an eyebrow for drama over one shoulder. “There’s an entrance from inside the hotel, down that hallway.” She points across the lobby. “But everyone else should be coming through its main entrance, outside on Fifty-Ninth Street. And obviously, we want to blend in.”

I nod.

We once again go through the revolving door, and I step carefully, determined not to pitch forward this time. With our four heels safely on the other side, we amble our way around the hotel—past the river of traffic and a few horse-drawn carriages—to the side of the building facing Central Park.

And I see it: the arc of a black awning scrawled with cursive gold letters: THE OAK ROOM.

“There it is,” I say.

The end. Or the beginning.

Suits and fur stoles line up outside the door. I scan urgently for Reid right away—but no sight, yet. The array of men appears to fall between twenty-five and seventy—and I’m struck by the generational mix, and by the Vogue-cover air of the women with them, though I shouldn’t be. They’re gorgeous and elegant and diverse. And their outfits. If you plopped me down, I might guess this was New York Fashion Week and not Christmastime.

I swallow, intimidated.

Suddenly Quinn’s forearm slams like a bar in front of my torso.

“Ouch!” I complain.

She holds me hostage, eyes on the door.

“Dang it,” she hisses.

“What?”

“There’s someone manning the entrance.” She flicks her head to the door. “He has a clipboard.”

I peer over her sparkly shoulder. “Is he checking it?” I squint. “Does he look friendly?”

My eyes find the bouncer type, an attractive man, suited up, thick as a rhino, shaved head almost hitting the doorjamb. His hard eyes scan every guest’s face. Face, list, face, list—and back again.

Check mark.

You’re in.

“Shoot!” I sigh through a chilly breath. “Should we at least try?”

We scan the awaiting guests.

“I don’t know what choice we have,” says Quinn. “Come on.”

We file behind a couple around my age—well, my actual age. The elegant woman wears black velvet to the floor and a diamond the size of a Ring Pop. Her husband looks like a brother of Gaston, lots of black hair, a cleft chin. I’d place bets that the couple has elementary-age kids in private school on the Upper East Side and a house in Montauk. I think of striking up a conversation—but I can’t imagine a single topic that wouldn’t give me away in a beat.

The line moves quickly.

After Mr. and Mrs. Montauk disappear into the party, Quinn and I both flash our best sorority smiles at the bouncer of sorts.

His name tag says Jesus.

Please, Jesus.

“Names?” he barks gruffly.

“Quinn Peters and Sutton Lancaster,” states Quinn.

Seriously, our real names?

He checks his list.

Like Santa, he checks it twice.

His gaze narrows. “You’re not on the list.”

I gulp.

“We work for the company through a temp agency,” lies Quinn. “Could that be why?” She cocks her head flirtatiously, shamelessly.

Jesus raps his pen on the paper. “They told me the list includes everyone. Employees. Dates.” He peers at us. “Temps.”

“That is so weird,” Quinn effuses. She runs a hand through her hair, blown sleek, glistening in the lights. “Can you check again, please?”

“Do you have Reid Layne on the list?” I interject boldly. “We know him. He’ll vouch for us.”

Quinn stomps on my toe.

I bite on a scream.

“Layne?” Jesus hikes up a brow. “I can check. I think I remember that name—”

Quinn reaches out a hand and spreads it on the page like a starfish. “That won’t be necessary. Thank you, though!” She grabs my hand, yanking me sideways. “Come on.”

We reach the bottom of the steps when I hear Jesus shout after us, “Reid Layne is inside, ladies!”

His voice disappears as Quinn leads me back to the front entrance of the hotel.

“What are you doing?” I ask, expecting my feet to hurt, grateful they don’t. When does that start? Thirty? “He could’ve gotten Reid for us!”

Quinn taps one temple with a sharp nail, not breaking stride. “Think that strategy all the way through, Sutton. He’s in the party, enjoying himself. Two crazy girls are at the door, saying they know you? Come on.”

I shrug.

Reid is so sweet. In fact, he’s the very type of guy who would come to the door, if only to be nice and clear up any misunderstanding.

I know for certain he would.

Near certain.

I sigh.

What do I even know anymore?

“I see your point,” I relent.

Quinn snaps two fingers as we reenter the lobby, basking again in the light of the Christmas tree and crystalline chandelier. “The hallway entrance.”

My eyes follow her pointing finger, then her quick stride.

Two minutes later, we’re standing in front of black double doors at the end of a hallway lit up with champagnes and whites. Mosaic floors, walls of marble, pillars and moldings and patterns. The ceiling is paved in golds.

I think of heaven, my portal, and the beyond.

This is it.

One final chance.

We stand in front of the double doors, our best-friend eyes locking, reading each other’s thought: The doors might not even open.

But we must try.

“You’re coming with me, right?” I beg.

A group of elderly guests bustles past us in their opera best—and I might be ultraparanoid, but I swear they eye us suspiciously, like the whole Plaza staff once they’re onto eight-year-old Kevin.

Quinn squeezes my wrists, touching my pulse points and staring me in the eye. Surely she can feel my heart galloping through my skin, my blood flow a full-on stampede.

“You go,” she says, like it’s not up for discussion. “Two party crashers is so much more obvious. They might have more security inside. You sneak in. I’ll wait in the lounge for you. I’ll grab a drink, and I’ll wait. As long as it takes, I’ll wait.”

I search her eyes, knowing she means it. She’s brought me this far—through this cyclone of total insanity—and now I need to go see it through.

This time, on my own.

I hug her. I love her. I need her.

I’ll wait, she promised.

“See you soon,” I say to her.

I grab one of the door handles—gold, of course, gold.

I pull.

It opens.




CHAPTER 34

Immediately I’m standing in the corner of a Christmastime dream, exuding Charles Dickens in more ways than one. This place is a time portal all its own. Old-fashioned, enchanting. As for the party crowd, I blend in so swiftly that I almost turn back to run and grab Quinn. Instead, I steady my breaths like a grown-up, panning the room, preparing for my next move.

No one even looks in my direction.

It’s anticlimactic, really.

I let my shoulders relax, taking three cautious steps, then three more.

Fancy guests mill about with champagne flutes and tiny appetizers. Classic carols flood from a live jazz band stationed against the far wall, next to an extravagant bar. Lofty ceilings and cherry-oak-wainscoted walls give the ambience of an old library. Red-velvet chairs, black-leather booths, and giant fresco paintings throw back to Renaissance Europe.

I keep bumping through the crowd, intermittently averting my eyes from any possible contact and obsessively searching for Reid.

Again, nobody seems to notice or care that I don’t belong—in this party or in this decade.

As I sidle up to the counter, the bartender smiles at me warmly, all dimples, brown eyes, and Afro.

“What can I get you?” he asks. “We’ve got a full bar. Or cider? Eggnog?”

“Ooooh. Can I have eggnog, please? But virgin? Err—no alcohol.” I blush.

He just winks. “Virgin eggnog for the lady in red.”

Out of nowhere, I feel a presence appear at my side, radiating warmth.

“My dad loves that song,” says a voice.

It’s not a line or a pickup attempt.

Just a lighthearted, kind interjection.

But I freeze, my eyes dead ahead on the liquor bottles lined up like jewels against the back wall.

Focus on something, anything.

Ninety-nine bottles of . . .

I can’t move.

Because I know that kind of sweet observation as well as I know its source, that voice, not too high and not too low, just perfectly pitched, smooth like butter . . .

I’m slipping.

Into oblivion, into a mess of tangled thoughts—and wedding vows, his hands in my hair, of screaming babies, one then two, his lips on my ear: Can I plan you a party for your fortieth birthday? The first and only man to romantically love me like a woman deserves to be loved. I’m so sorry that happened to you. Our family calendar of color-coded pandemonium, but our pandemonium. The scar above his left hip bone from a surfing accident when he was twelve, fin slicing—through his skin, through my heart now . . .

My husband.

Reid.

The vague pull of memory even snags on a time when his dad, in fact, hummed a bar of that song when Tabitha came down for dinner wearing bright red.

“Ma’am?” repeats the bartender, for the second time or maybe the twentieth. I can’t be sure; I fled my body just now. “Your eggnog?”

I blink at him, managing a thin smile, grabbing the beverage. “This looks so delicious, thank you,” I croak.

Then riskily, bravely, finally, I decide I will look at him, standing next to me now, within inches of my silk-draped frame.

Turning to my right, I force myself to absorb the full vision of him, as briskly but intentionally as I can.

And I do.

Boldly, I do.

I take in his crooked grin, trim black suit, fantastic hair.

He looks young—my gosh, he looks young. His haircut is preppy, his face lean, his stature broader than I recall at this age. No fine lines around his eyes yet. But also, he looks so confident. Unwavering. Cool. Like everything must come easy to him. He’s dripping with swagger, but not with sleaze, which is no insignificant feat.

Wow, he looks good.

Unbelievably good.

The heat of attraction thrums through my body. I’m twenty-one, twenty-nine, and forty at once. It demands all the willpower on Manhattan Island for me not to grab his neck and pull him into a hug. Not to kiss his face all over and tell him everything.

Mostly, how much I’ve missed him.

He cants his head slightly, blue eyes blank. “I don’t think we’ve met.” He holds out a hand, which I know will be large and just rough enough to be sexy.

I grab it, picturing his hip scar again.

“I’m Sutton,” I say.

He gives a gentleman’s nod. “I’m Reid. Nice to meet you, Sutton. Or should I say”—he nods toward the bartender—“lady in red.” He grins again.

Another effortless art form of Reid’s: His cheesiest comments always land with disarming charisma. How does he do it? I laugh. “It’s a great song.”

I sip at my eggnog.

Delicious.

Reid straightens, rapping the bar with his pointer finger. “You work in our Wall Street office?” His gaze leaves mine, searching behind the counter, and my heart drops a notch. Don’t look away from me, Reid! I don’t like his full attention drifting away from me for even one flash.

Every second of this meeting matters.

Pull it together. Seize his attention. Turn on the charm.

You’re Sutton Layne!

“I don’t work in the Wall Street office,” I say, going with honesty. “Yet, anyway! I start soon.” Okay, honesty adjacent. “I’ll be assisting one of the, uh, teams. It was so kind of them to invite me. They said it would be a good chance to . . . get to know some of the people.”

His brows spike with sincerity. “Nice! Who are you working with?”

Crap.

“Jeff,” I spit out of nowhere. “Just . . . a great guy.”

He nods, seeming interested. “Stevens or Hamilton?”

I gulp. “Uh . . . Hamilton. Definitely Hamilton.”

Reid whistles. “Good luck with that.” He glances around like a deviant, voice hushing. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Jeff Hamilton has never been wrong. Never. Not once. About anything! Isn’t that just incredible?” He flattens his hands on the bar. “You’ll be working with a superhuman species incapable of human error. So, yeah. Just remember he can’t make mistakes—incapable—and you’ll be just fine.”

He winks.

I think maybe he looks at my mouth, glossed red, before slipping his eyes to the ceiling.

He’s nervous; I know he is.

He’s attracted to me.

I can tell.

And I need to get him alone.

The whole story—our story—is vibrating from my core. I think it will be best to just spill it. I might be crazy, but I think he’ll believe me.

Won’t he?

“I appreciate the tip,” I say a little suggestively, simpering. I inch closer to him. He doesn’t move, but he does stiffen. Now I glance behind the bar. “Are you waiting for a drink?”

He runs a hand through his dirty-blond hair.

No wedding ring, I note.

“Yeah—I don’t know what’s taking so long.” He shifts in his shoes.

I smile. “When it’s ready, would you want to—I don’t know, sit somewhere together? Talk some more?”

This time, his eyes find my scarlet lips, and he doesn’t tear them away. I think I even see them moisten before he bites down on his lip.

And swallows.

Then he clears his throat and flattens his tie.

Finally, his pools of eyes meet my own.

“I actually feel like—” he starts. “Never mind.”

“What?” I say urgently.

He shakes his head. “I can’t. It sounds like the worst kind of line.”

I shake my head harder. “Try me.”

Trust me, babe, I don’t mind.

He holds up both hands like he’s caught. “It’s just that you seem . . . familiar to me. I feel like we’ve met before.” He pauses, gesturing to the region in front of his heart. “Like . . . I actually feel it, somewhere in here.” His cheeks flush. “Oh my gosh, that was so lame. I’m sorry. And way too intense for work party conversation. Wow. Yeah . . . On the other hand, I think—I know—I would almost certainly remember meeting you.” He coughs into a fist. “Anyway.”

I step nearer to him still.

He is so entirely Reid in this place, in this space, in this second, I can hardly conceive it. Nervously adorable and respectful and warm and handsome and honest and good.

I decide right here at the Oak Room bar that he is the most lovable, perfectly imperfect person roaming the earth, just for me, and I will not be spending one more day without him. I will fight for him, and for us.

“We have met before,” I hear myself say softly—in the very moment that not one, but two drinks appear like magic in front of him.

Right as I add: “We’ve met many times.”

I roil back at the sight of the beverages, my eyes darting to both glasses, both limes, both straws, and then back to Reid.

He freezes, now shifting his own gaze back and forth between the drinks and me—a decision point.

“We—”

He’s about to finish his thought when a petite young woman, a beauty-queen blonde in a short dark-green off-the-shoulder number, materializes behind him. She stands on her tiptoes and pecks his cheek. Her demeanor is high pep, curled hair spilling all around her shoulders. “What took you so long, baby? I missed you.”

Baby?

Come on, Reid. She’s so young! Practically captain of the cheer squad.

She must be, well, around twenty-nine.

But still.

I missed you?

That was supposed to be my line tonight.

As the girl’s mouth pops into a smile, cloud white, she reaches up to fold back a stray curl behind one ear.

Even her ears are cute.

Then I blink as something catches the light.

Something on her left hand.

Sparkling.

A diamond in white gold or platinum.

Rectangular, radiant, solitaire.

Just like mine.

Reid’s grandmother’s diamond.

I look down to my finger instinctively.

Of course, it’s bare.

No, no, no.

I drag in a breath, unsure what to do, feeling upside-down in my body. My stomach and mouth have switched places—and everything’s rolling.

Where is the pickleball when I need it?

I’m not sure that’s what I want, but if I had it, the temptation would be roaring right now.

At the very least, I want to look at the floor—desperately—but I force myself to endure the play-by-play of this moment, no shortcuts.

Through every balloon.

I’m going to see this through.

My teeth grind.

In perfectly Reid fashion, he has not crossed the line with me at the bar, much as I would’ve loved him to. He’s my husband, after all. Unfortunately, he doesn’t know that yet. He was simply waiting for a drink, for him and this girl—his fiancée—and I wouldn’t leave him alone.

Ouch.

I vise-grip my eggnog with one hand and hold out my other politely.

“I’m Sutton,” I say, pulling from every actress skill in my book. “I start at the company in a few weeks.”

The girl’s screech alone might threaten to shatter glass ceilings. “Congratulations!” She shakes my hand, hard, combing me up and down with her doll eyes. “I’m Maddie. Wow, you are, like, so pretty. The guys are going to eat you up!” She swats Reid’s biceps. “You better look out for her!” She looks back to me. “Reid will look out for you. Won’t you, baby?”

Baby, again?

Reid’s jaw hinges open. He pulls at his chin like he’s mystified. His brain is so itchy, I almost feel it myself. I know this because I know him and his every living expression. He is still trying to place me.

I feel familiar to him, like skin.

If he only knew.

Maddie doesn’t seem to notice that his eyes haven’t left me—but I’m about to do the classy, adult, starkly high-road thing and make this breezy for everyone.

Plus, I need to exit this moment before I pass out on the floor.

I hold up my eggnog and point to their drinks, what look like two vodka sodas.

Twins.

But not my twins.

Or ours.

My eyes burn.

“Reid, Maddie,” I manage with grace. “It was so nice to meet you.” My mouth is a hyphen, tight and ungiving. “Merry Christmas. You two have fun.”

I peel my eyes from Reid’s face—its questions and kissable lips—bowing my head and sifting through the holiday partiers, beelining for the door. I’ll pass Jesus the guard, and I don’t even care. Perhaps he can give me a blessing on the way out.

“O Holy Night” provides the soundtrack as I stumble down onto the curb, but holy is the last thing I’d call this evening.
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The winter air engulfs me with its chill.

I burrow into my fur shawl, but it’s not enough, not nearly. My pace speeds along the sidewalk, and soon I’m running as fast as these heels will carry me. I resent that they’re tall as the skyscrapers all around me.

When I get to the Plaza’s front entrance, I stop.

I look up to the hotel, to its comfort, to Quinn—and then I spin around, to the fountain across the way, and beyond to what is still the original charming FAO Schwarz and not just another Apple Store.

Toward Fifth Avenue and the lights, my body carries me.

Away from marble hallways and into the night.

I pinch my forearm, leaving incisions, hating that this is real.

Pivoting away from the Plaza, I pick things up to a power walk. While I stroll as fast as the taxis, I hug myself, imagining my pain bleeding out the bottoms of my poor feet. They’re getting sore, finally.

The stores are closed, but they’re all lit up. My spiritual window-shopping, admittedly, has a different effect at night. It feels less reminiscent of heaven and fate—and more like Dickens’s chains of regret and ghosts of everything past. I look away from a Christmas jack-in-the-box in the Saks window, shivering as he sneers at me.

Block after block, in ten more minutes, just past Fiftieth Street, I follow the jolly hum, scarves, and boots of so many holiday night wanderers—toward the radiance of their destination. They’re all streaming toward the same place.

As I follow them, I allow the tiniest smile when I see where we’re going. Rockefeller Center, the ice rink, the giant Christmas tree. Gold-trumpeting angel statues taunt me, reminding me of my redheaded guide, but it’s all so indescribably magical, I can’t complain.

When I reach the rink, I look below, where skaters scatter across the ice. Late hours, on holiday time. I see flirty dates and families and the Prometheus statue. I traverse the perimeter, lined with flags, fixing my gaze on the Christmas tree, its reds and silvers, greens and golds, drawing me like the Bethlehem star.

Finally, I stand before the tree’s majesty, eyes up.

If I wasn’t Kevin McCallister yet, I sure am now, with a Christmas prayer.

But I don’t even know what to say.

I close my eyes. I’m begging you. Please, please show me how to get back to Reid and my family. I want everything you have given me—the life I already have. Please, I’ll spend the rest of my days being thankful.

Standing in the silence, reverent and spent, I’m left with no choice but surrender. The fight flees my body. I swallow, squeezing my eyes shut. Breathing. Releasing.

Then, I feel him before I hear him.

The warmth again, behind me this time, spreading under my breastbone.

I can’t explain it, other than the feeling of something fragile and weighty that can’t be contained.

His breathing is heavy.

Slowly, I turn around.

Bending over, Reid palms his knees.

“You’re fast,” he pants.

I look side to side, though I’m not sure for what.

Did my prayer really work that quickly?

“Did you—”

“Follow you?” His torso heaves with each breath. “Kind of. I slipped outside shortly after you, but I couldn’t find you. I found a bellhop who said he saw you running toward Fifth Avenue.” He exhales. “I kept running.”

Gideon, I instinctively know, my warrior tipping his hat.

I fold my arms under my fur, at which Reid peels off his jacket.

“You must be freezing,” he says. “Take this.”

I stifle a laugh, knowing how much he sweats. I take it anyway. Give me it all.

With as much as I have to say, though, I suddenly want him to start, so I wait, snuggling into his suit coat.

He searches my eyes, and I stare back, unwavering.

I want him to feel what I know.

Thumbing his jaw, he speaks. “I know you. I know that I know you from somewhere. It’s driving me crazy. I’ve never felt anything like that before.” He gives a vague nod back to the party. “You said we’ve met. Tell me. Where?”

“What did you say to your fiancée?” I hear myself ask. “When you ran?”

He shrugs. “I said you seemed like you might be in some kind of trouble.” He pauses. “Are you?”

I weigh my words. “Depends on your viewpoint, I guess.”

“Crazy guy who just ran eight and a half blocks to find you?” He half smiles. “That viewpoint.”

“Then, yes.” I smile, adoring him, all over again, more with his every word. “I’m in very, very big trouble. Think you can save me?”

He squints, assessing me fully. “Who are you?”

I exhale, lifting my face to the tree, to the star on top, bright as the moon.

I close my eyes one final time before I open the truth, no turning back.

“707-87-6112,” I recite.

His brow furrows. “Did you just tell me my Social Security number? I don’t know if that’s impressive or creepy.”

“Let’s go with impressive,” I say. Because I’m just getting started. “Your favorite color is blue. You double-majored in history and economics at UCLA.”

His throat rolls.

“You get nightmares sometimes,” I say. “You just . . . sit up, you cry, and everything’s always fine, and you can never remember specifics. But I rub your back till it passes.”

He’s rubbing his fingers together now, thumb and pointer.

I point at them. “You do that—when you’re nervous. Among other things. You saw me at the bar, and you thought I was beautiful. But you’re loyal. You’re honest. You’re good.” I pause. “You’ve never cheated on anything or anyone in your life. You’re from Newport Beach, California, but you’ve always loved New York City.”

I think he might bolt at this point. I’ve prepared myself.

Sort of.

This is just so much information. I could be a PI, a prophet, a psycho.

Wife in another life tends to sit pretty far down on the list of guesses, I’d think.

Instead of running away, though, one tip of a dress shoe steps toward me. I reach for his hands to steady them. “You don’t have to believe or say or do anything. I just need”—I pause—“to tell you who I am.”

He lets me hold them, his hands, twice the size of mine.

Home again.

Let’s go home.

“You have a scar on your left hip, from surfing.” I nod to it. “Your parents are Wayne and Tabitha Layne. Wayne Layne, that gets a lot of laughs. You have one brother. You dated a few girls in college, but never anything serious.”

His eyes are discs.

Here we go.

“In another life, you’re my husband. We got married seventeen years ago. We have three kids. An older boy, two twin girls. I’m here . . . from there. From our future together.” I let the words hang there, not as fortune cookies, but facts. “I’m about to turn forty, and in a series of crazy events I can’t fully explain, I was sent back to do my twenties all over again—without ever meeting you.”

He drops my hands now, startling me.

“I’m not . . .” He steps back, cupping his neck. “No. I’m not anyone’s husband.”

“Yes.” I nod. “Not here. But there. That’s how you know me, deep in your soul. Even if you don’t, your body does.” I wait. “Some part of you . . . knows.”

Emotion clouds his eyes.

I’m losing him.

But he doesn’t look, necessarily, like he doesn’t believe me.

More like he’s scared that he might.

“This . . . no,” he responds. “I’m . . . I don’t know how you know all of that—it’s honestly wild—but this was insane of me. I’m engaged. I’m sorry.”

He turns from me and starts to walk briskly away.

Frantic, I gun the throttle.

“So, I love you because the entire universe conspired to help me find you,” I shout.

Please please please, God.

He stops.

“It’s your favorite quote,” I yell. “About love. From your favorite book.”

He doesn’t face me, but I’m not afraid of his back.

“The Alchemist. You’re a true romantic, but you struggle with expressing yourself, as we get older,” I say. “You’re so driven . . . and so capable, and so giving, that everyone thinks you are endlessly confident, and, well, you are. But deep down, you also battle feeling unworthy.”

I swallow.

“And I know it sounds wild and scary and impossible,” I continue. “And again, you don’t have to do anything with this information. But in another life, my real life, I love you.”

With all of—with both of—my hearts.

“You’re everything to me.” My voice hitches. “From the day I met you, everything after was better. Even when things are hard, you’re the best part of my life. I became who I was supposed to be—because of you. The day that we met changed everything. And you never held me back, from any dream. In fact, you gave me bigger, brand-new ones.”

I’m kissing his jaw in the morning, newlyweds.

I’m showing him my first-ever home design.

I’m falling asleep in his arms.

“We changed along the way, but we changed together, for the most part.”

I’m holding the twins, I’m rubbing his back, I’m calling to tell him about Grandma’s stroke, that she might never speak another word.

I feel a tear drip down my cheek.

“And I would give anything to find my way back to even one day of that life with you.”

Please be my husband again.

The linchpin of my wonderful life.

He doesn’t turn around for what feels like minutes. But when he does, his eyes see me.

Me.

Sutton Layne.

The real me.

At least, I think so.

Then know it.

His stride is turbo fast toward me, but I still rush to close the distance.

We reach for each other, but still, he’s too far away—

I grasp and I hope, and he runs as I taste his name on my lips.

After all these years and journeys and scars, old and new, poked and reopened, but all sewed up once again . . .

I know what I know, and now he knows too, but still, there’s something standing between us . . .

Prometheus, hope, fire, desire . . .

O hear the angel voices!

Light.




AGE 40




CHAPTER 35

I’m flat on my back, squinting, with sunshine searing into the slits of my eyes.

My skull has a pulse, which doesn’t feel healthy. It’s thrumming to the bass of that gorgeous song, “Beautiful Things” by Benson Boone. Quinn might not love pickleball, but she makes a killer playlist.

I groan.

Dull pain radiates from my nose. I reach up to touch it but jolt at the sensitivity. My entire face is a nerve.

I blink rapidly, forcing my pupils open to the intensity of the light. Then, in a ring above me, I see faces and visors and ponytails and—

“Quinn!” I cry, startled immediately by the sound of my voice. It sounds . . . older.

Future me?

Present me.

Forty.

Well, almost.

Am I here?

Did I make it back?

I roll my head sideways on the royal-blue asphalt and gasp at the bloody towels. Lifting a hand to my face again, I wiggle my toes. I am splayed out like a piece of raw hamburger meat on a grill.

Back here on the pickleball court.

“Did I—”

“Black out?” Sierra drawls. “You sure did, honey.”

My throat cinches with emotion at the comforting sound of her accent, the one that smothers syllables in molasses. She folds her arms across her pink polo dress.

She’s here. We’re friends. She planned this whole day.

She did it.

The best mom and friend.

I look down, my white dress splattered in crimson. “How long was I out for?”

Quinn spins her wrist. “Twenty minutes, exactly.”

My eyes go wide.

Of course.

It was so Quinn to watch the minutes.

And so my angel to spin the clock hands like that.

Exactly to twenty.

Slowly, my breaths find a rhythm.

My gaze flits from face to face, each one full of concern or relief as they process my reawakening. Quinn, Sierra, Sara, Dalia, Lauren. Kelly with a Y, Kelli with an I, Brittney, Ashley—

Just as my smile begins to spread, a new voice pierces the circle.

“I got more ice!” it announces.

My senses consume her in morsels—and at first, I’m positive they can’t be right. Like pieces from various jigsaw puzzles, each pulled from a different box. The voice, soft but direct. The cheetah-print tennis dress, large gold hoops, golden skin. High-top sneakers, brown hair pulled high. The cheekbones of J.Lo and warmth of Managua’s sky.

When she squeezes her way through the crush of girls to kneel at my side, the picture takes shape, and I’m finally, totally sure.

As I peer into her brown eyes, I whisper her name. “Camila?”

She’s here?

But I know in this moment—this breath, this time—that she was never not here.

Did she not get in the car?

Somehow, she got the message.

I grab her forearm and hoist myself onto one hip. Ignoring my bloodbath, I grip her neck, tugging her into a hug. And she doesn’t fight me. She just holds me back harder.

“I’m just so glad you’re okay!” she cries.

My voice breaks. “I’m so glad you’re okay too.”

She laughs, smoothing my crusty hair. “Of course I am.” She waves away my nonsensical comment like it’s a casualty of this weird accident. “Here.” She lifts the bag of ice to my nose, but I jump.

It hurts.

A lot.

My gaze slants to Quinn. “Is it broken?”

Her green eyes are ER steady. But it’s undeniable; I see that they’re also sparkling. Her shoulders are high. She’s exuding the confidence of the Quinn that I’ve always known best. And I’m daring to hope for this too—that maybe, somehow, I pierced something poolside with Alan. I’m surprised I can believe it, but maybe, just maybe, my best friend is happy now.

I’ve witnessed crazier things.

So has Grandma.

“I don’t think it’s broken,” she says measuredly. “But it’s going to be a bad bruise.” She winces. “Maybe down to the bone.”

“So—” I consider. “Super cute for my party tomorrow.”

Everyone releases a giggle, with obvious relief at my sarcasm, a sure sign of life. The tension of their tight huddle begins to release. Like a balloon.

Up on the patio, I see the giant clear balloons floating.

Quinn joins Camila on the ground to my right, Sierra crouching at my other side.

The four of us.

Together.

The miracle of it.

My eyes travel left and right, to these women who’ve made their way into my bloodstream, into my DNA.

They’ve always found me. Traveled with me. Through all the miles and years.

I look up to the clouds for my angel, the portal, a sign, but I see nothing.

Thanks, God, I whisper. Thank you.

There’s nothing more I could want, I think—until my thoughts flash to my family.

Please, please be as I left you.

Please be my whole life still.
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“You’ve never looked more beautiful.” Reid whispers the words from behind me, into my neck. I’m wearing a hot-pink sequined dress, not unlike the one I wore on my twenty-first birthday, that night we first met. I grab his hand, squeezing its fullness in mine, then press my other palm covertly to the place of his hip scar.

You’d better believe I’ll be seeing it later.

“Even with this thing?” I lift his fingers tenderly to the bandage across my nose.

“Only if I can take it off later.”

I laugh. “I still can’t believe you came back,” I say for the fortieth time, spinning to face him. “You landed at JFK. And turned right around and came back. It’s very nineties romantic comedy of you.”

“I know you’ve always loved Tom Hanks,” he says.

“I like them steady,” I say, planting a kiss on his mouth.

My attraction to Reid has crowned to an all-time high since the moment he arrived in the doorway this morning, the day of my party, after a red-eye. When I flung open the door to the sight of him, the fact that he hadn’t planned to be at my party seemed suddenly like the most minute thing.

He was here, in this actual world, and as my own living husband.

I looped my arms around his neck and couldn’t stop kissing his jaw, touching every contour of his angled face, raking my hands through his hair.

“Well, hi there,” he said, slipping a hand around my waist. “Not mad at me anymore? But—excuse me, what the heck happened to your nose?”

I touched it self-consciously. “It’s a long story. But—no. We have a lot to talk about, but I’m not mad at you anymore.” I arched onto my tiptoes, taking him in, marveling. “I love you. I’m so thankful for you. Also, excuse me, but why aren’t you in New York?”

He met my eye.

“I was walking through the airport on a Friday night—and I saw a family,” he said. “This little family of five, and the kids were tiny. So young. But they were doing it. The husband was wearing one of the babies, the wife was pushing two in the stroller, and I thought, Wow, this life, that life, is so much work. But I get to do it with Sutton. I mean, we survived twins together. We’ve been married close to twenty years. And I thought, what is wrong with me? What on earth am I doing not moving mountain ranges to be here with you on your fortieth birthday?”

“Casanova,” I teased.

“Yeah, well, I hope you can forgive that guy from the other night. He’s gone now. Happy birthday, Sutton. I love you so much.” He paused, seizing my hands, rubbing my thumbs. “I know . . . we’ve been distant these last months. Maybe longer. Maybe years? Gosh, I don’t know. But I want to be better. I’ve stopped trying in a lot of ways. I thought about it the whole flight here. We can go to counseling, or start having date nights, or calendaring sex—”

“Oh!” I interrupted. “Seduce me, why don’t you!”

He smiled. “I can’t tell if you’re kidding.”

I kicked his shin. “Maybe you can find out later. Eleven o’clock?”

He hiked a brow and cradled my jaw. “It’s a date.” He spoke again after a pause. “I want to be better. I will.”

“We will.” I kissed him. “Yes, to all of it.”

I believed us, and thought again, Thank you, God.

I didn’t want to spill my whole story right away, all at once—all the balloons, all the worlds, all the new memories and choices and misses and kisses—but I would. I knew I would, eventually.

“I’m all in,” I said. “With you, forever.”

I never want to be young again. I just want you. And this life.

Forty suddenly seems like the youngest age in the world.

Everything, still ahead.

Yesterday, Friday, after the tournament and before Reid’s arrival this morning, I took one of the most luxurious showers of my existence. Scrubbed my body, then my bloody dress, thankfully with the kids still at school. Wandering our lovely home, I remained a zombie in disbelief.

Nespresso machine.

UGG slippers.

Our flat-screen TV, which looked like an impressionist painting, so flat against the white wall.

Each new detail shone with the essence of otherworldliness.

But slowly, I began to accept that this was the world—the only world—left for me.

I felt my return grow solid under my feet. The oak floors, ocean candles, the vintage bones of our place.

Home again.

For good.

Furthermore, for the first time ever—and I do mean ever—I was first in the carpool line, promptly at 2:45. I couldn’t wait to see those kids, ruffle their hair, inhale their sweaty-sweet school-day smell, empty their backpacks, and clean out their Bentgos and wash their tiny piles of uniform laundry.

Max looked both ways before opening the car door. He gasped as I hurled my arms around his perfect, gangly body, inhaling his teenage aroma, all perspiration and hot-lunch pizza. “What happened to your face?” he growled with alarm. “And why are you here so early? What’s happening?”

I touch my sore, bandaged nose. “Little pickleball accident. No big deal. I missed you guys so much today! I needed to see you as soon as possible.”

More than you could ever know.

The twins piled into the back bench, screaming in stereo.

I spun to face them, inhale them.

“We got the part, Mom! We got it! We’re Annie! We got it! We’re sharing the part!”

“But I get to sing ‘Tomorrow,’” said Malone.

“Then I get ‘Hard Knock Life’!” whined Maisy.

“Everyone gets ‘Hard Knock Life,’” shot Malone. “It’s ensemble.”

“Girls!” I shouted, clapping my hands, eyes pricking with tears at their brown hair, their freckles, their triumph. “I am so proud of you.”

I’d take every hard knock with them.

“Let’s go celebrate. We’re getting ice cream.”

As I drove across town, Max burned holes into my profile with his hot stare.

“You look different,” he observed.

I laughed. “The bandages? The swelling? Purple skin? That’ll do it.”

I felt his head shake. “No.”

My chest tightened. “Happier?”

Impossibly grateful? Finally home? Never the same again?

“Maybe.” His gaze jerked away.

I lost him again.

I reached over to grab his hand, and no surprise, he flinched like my hand was on fire. But now more than ever, I would never stop trying. “I love you, buddy,” I said. “You make me happy. You hear that? You’re the best thing that ever happened to me. You and those two nuggets back there.”

“I’m glad you gave up on the rags, by the way,” he muttered into the glass. “And hopefully TikTok.”

Freshly blown dry and straightened, parted down the middle to stay, my hair admittedly had come a long way—lifetimes—since Tuesday. I cackled. “Yes to the rags. We’ll see about TikTok.”

“No more rags!” praised the girls.

My kind of rags-to-riches story.

In the middle of our ice cream date, seated together around a patio table in front of Salt & Straw, swathed in sunshine, my phone began to buzz from my purse. I pulled it out, marveling at its sleekness, its shape. And the way I no longer felt sickly attached to the thing. So much happens in twenty years. I held it for a beat before answering the unfamiliar number.

“This is Sutton,” I stated, hoping I remembered how to sound forty, professional, like a competent business owner.

“Hi, Sutton! This is Colton. Colton Montana.”

I went rigid, swallowing my bite of ice cream. “Colton, hi!”

Max’s mouth oh’ed like a giddy child’s, betraying his cool-guy air.

“I wanted to let you know that London and I have been talking all week,” Colton said.

I held my breath. Max watched me close. I nodded to myself, prepared.

“And we’ve decided we want to hire you.” He paused. “We love your experience, we love your style, and we really want to trust you with this. With our home. Can you—are you still up for it? We’d love to get started next week.”

I almost dropped my sea-salt-caramel cone to the cement. “I—of course I am!” Are you serious? I breathed wildly, finding my poise. “Colton, I’m honored. Please tell London thank you. I’ll call you first thing Monday, and we’ll get the ball rolling. Wow. Thank you for this opportunity—for trusting me. It’s going to be incredible.”

I set my phone on the table.

“You got the job?” Max’s darling, chiseled, teen-heartthrob jaw twitched. He was almost hiding his awe.

I nodded excitedly. “I got the job!”

“Yay, Mom!” said Maisy.

“Cool!” said Malone.

“Huh,” Max said, rocking back, ruminating on this news. “That’s pretty cool. I guess.”

I guess was a start.

I reached over, punching his shoulder. “Think you’d like to meet him sometime?”

His eyes went ice-cream-scoop wide briefly before squinting into beads. “Yeah. Right. Like you’d let me.”

I’d do anything for you, my forever sweet little boy.

“We’ll see.” I winked. “You’re still grounded, for now.”

Then my phone buzzed with a text. I scooped it up, taking in the bright confirmation request that came quarterly from my med spa:

Hi Sutton! We’re reaching out to confirm your Botox appointment for Tuesday, March 18. Please reply C to confirm or N to cancel. Thank you and have a nice day!

I peered at the message without blinking, until my screen went black and became my reflection. You know what? I thought. Not bad. Other than the huge bandage, of course. Around it: my eyes, my years, my mother, my grandma, my daughters, my life. I knew there was no right or wrong answer here. But maybe there was an answer for me.

My thumb hovered over the screen.

N

The single letter felt like surrender.

Later that evening, last night, I cozied up in my favorite lounge set, softer than butter, a formula only recently perfected by the fashion powers, I was convinced. It had felt simply fantastic to pick something—anything—from my own closet once again. I ordered pizza from our regular spot, never so giddy for a movie night with the kids. I told them we were watching Back to the Future, my choice.

Halfway through the flick, his brows crunched in thought, Max asked me, “Hey, Mom?”

His voice! A question!

“Yes?”

“You’re all . . . grown up and everything. Born in the 1900s.”

I snorted. “Wow, thanks!” I reached over and rumpled his hair.

A half grin flickered, then faded. “I’m just wondering. If you could go back in time . . . do you think you’d change anything?”

His question dropped like a stone between us. “Great question,” I said, pausing as memories stirred.

He was watching me—really watching me.

“I think I’d change a few things. Small things. Words I’d say or wouldn’t say. People I should’ve held tighter. Moments I should’ve noticed more. But mostly?” I swallowed. “I would want everything to stay just like this. Forever, exactly the same.”

Now, it’s Saturday night—my fortieth birthday party at last—in our backyard, twinkle lights draped over the lawn lined with white oak banquet tables. Hot-pink floral arrangements and votive candles glow from their surfaces in the warm night. Reid did good; he did so good. It reminds me subtly of the night he took me to Paris, in the first home we ever shared.

My fifty best people are here this time, though. They’re floating and humming, sipping champagne or cider, and eating sushi. The adults catch up and clink glasses. All of our big kids cluster in the far corner next to the olive tree, shoulders brushing, smiles bright, trying unsuccessfully to pretend they’re not having a blast.

Reid squeezes my hand. My stomach flips with desire. Settles with gratitude.

“Thank you for this,” I say to him. “It’s perfect.” I take a beat, scanning the party. “We’ve been through a lot, haven’t we?”

He steps beside me, consuming the scene too. “I’m just so glad I snatched you up at twenty-one,” he says. “When the universe conspires, you listen.”

I lean my head on his shoulder, complete.

I see Alan hug Camila and Sierra in a boisterous greeting, a big triple hug, all three of them looking radiant and relaxed, like the most natural thing in the world. Friends growing old together, like they’ve never missed a minute. Everyone here belongs so exquisitely, I’m nearly breathless: my Coast Academy moms, their husbands, my employees, old friends, new friends, family, the treasured people who make up my life.

Next to our ficus hedge, I see Max blush at something Quinn’s daughter, Cat, says to him.

At a far table, my mom hunches beside my dad, shawl pulled tight, feeding Grandma a chocolate chip cookie. She wants dessert first lately, most of the time, and who are we to argue? I watch the three of them—undone by thankfulness—prepared to savor every single day I still have them with me, alive. We might not be a big family, but together we’re solid as time.

And across the yard, I see Quinn, satin dress matching her sleek black hair. She winks at me, glowing, confident, full, lifting her golden glass.

Happy birthday, she mouths.

Thank you, I whisper right back to her.

Hand to my heart, it’s the happiest of my life.




EPILOGUE

I never see the angel again.

That’s not to say I don’t think of her and my divine second chance, endlessly. Every time my pickleball paddle smacks plastic, winning the point. Every time I hear the twins sing from a stage, their ethereal chorus echoing a piece of me from their lungs. Tomorrow, tomorrow. Every time Max smirks and mumbles, I love you, or even, I hate you, and I hear instead: You’re my safe place. Thank you for being my mom.

Every time Reid wraps me into his arms at the end of a tiresome day, and I remember the days when I’d flinch at his touch or fail to ask him questions—feeling too old and tired and restless, running on empty and sometimes inexplicably sad. The sensation of getting older is, yes, sad and weird some days still—on to the end, I’m guessing. The passage of time, youth, and memory.

And yet love remains, along with hope, possibility. I let Reid hold me in all of it. I don’t want another life. I want him.

This peace and this breath, the best and the worst.

Yes, the experience changed me—transformed my belief in the unknown and the unseen.

Forever I feel the hand of God through my birthday miracle.

Not just on me, but the world.

I feel it as sure as I feel my fingers clicking my laptop keys when I finally see the news on my screen, an old headline from 2011. Los Angeles Times Covers Bombshell Investigation into Hollywood Sex Crimes. Los Angeles model Parker Voss tipped off a reporter with initial allegations against producer Craig Coleman, while protecting the anonymity of the victims. Dismissed at first, Parker wouldn’t give up. He gathered the stories of ten women in Hollywood—which snowballed into one hundred more. Ultimately the victims received tens of millions of dollars across various settlement cases, but more importantly, their stories were heard. And more importantly still, Parker’s quest for justice saved hundreds of additional women from future assault, years before the story “first” blew up in my original Sutton life.

It didn’t make sense.

But Parker followed a hunch from somewhere, altering history.

Further sleuthing informs me that he is now a wealthy private investor living in the Hollywood Hills with his wife and two kids. He’s worth one hundred million dollars, thanks to smart stock choices made in his early twenties.

And I witness a power not bound by rules, earth, or time.

Sure as the warm orange sunset and feel of Nicaragua’s breeze on my face, five years from now, when I take Reid and the kids to go see the house with the pool and the school where Camila taught. Charlie’s still living there, running the home, directing the local hospital founded by Abba Project. He never left. He married a local woman named Stella. They have four children together.

Forever, yes, I feel it.

Sure as the way my Holden ache disappeared, once and for all—the one I didn’t know was still sensitive in certain temperatures, tender at the oddest of angles. I thought of him very little after all the balloons. I only heard it confirmed that he did get divorced a few years ago. If I ever saw him, though, I’d say hello. I’d search his eyes to see if the torture remained. Did he ever find peace? I’d tell him I believe that anybody can change—that I didn’t mean what I said in a rage at Coachella.

I’d tell him I believe there’s still time.

There’s always tomorrow.

I’d give him a nod of forgiveness, but I wouldn’t say, We were young, no big deal! Holden taught me that things can be a very big deal, even when we are young. They can haunt you forever, in fact, if you don’t find a way to forgive. It’s an irrefutable truth that our early years shape the middle—who we become as adults.

As for what the middle years do, I know time unfolding will tell me.

But for now, I’m forty, so thankful for the decades that led me here, with a special spot for those twenties that paved the way for this life. Both versions of them, no doubt. The ones that made me into the woman I am—and the ones that reacquainted me with the girl still forever inside.

At once, I’m also the seventy-two-year-old me, married for fifty years, surer than I’ve ever been that family, connection, faith, and joy are what matter—our prime investments by far, our deepest roots locking and strengthening foundations for futures we can’t yet see.

And I’m ninety-seven, leathery, cheetah-like, spotted, laughing at all the money I once spent on skin care, in a fluffy white bed saying goodbye to my children and grandchildren. Soon they will kiss my eyelids, just after one last nice to meet you to another great-grandbaby. Reid is already gone; he’s been waiting for me. Soon I will see him once again and feel the shine of heaven’s glow on my skin as a voice speaks:

You did good, Sutton.

Mother, wife, daughter, and friend.

It’s the only thing I hope to hear.

In any given moment, I hold all these Suttons inside of me, and I honor them—years folding into each other, simultaneously linear and a collage of me. All of them worthy, every last one. Every size, season, and shape. Versions entwining, embracing, informing, affirming. Their beauty, complexity, edges and scars, lessons, loves, and regrets.

Because that’s the thing about women.

It’s bananas what we can do.

The hurts we can heal, the people we can touch, the worlds we contain in our lives.

We have delicate peels, maybe, but are fortification and stamina to the core, conduits of the holy, not only for ourselves but for everyone around us we nourish every single day.

Every one of us.

We’re something else.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Twenty Something Else is special for a few reasons. First, in a sense, it’s my debut: my first traditionally published book and my inaugural novel with my dream publisher, Tyndale. For many of you, this will be the first book of mine you’ve read. But for a loyal group of longer-time readers, Twenty Something Else is my third novel. I self-published my first two—When We Blinked and Suing Cinderella—which will soon be re-released by Tyndale. (Pinch me!) Whether this is your first or third time picking up one of my books, my foremost thanks go to you, dear reader. I am infinitely, unbelievably grateful for your time, your heart, and your sparkle.

Second, this book is close to my heart because—while Sutton is a fictional character—these pages are undeniably filled with my personal heartbeat. My own musings on womanhood, parenting, aging, friendship, marriage, and faith. On life itself. (Totally not vulnerable or anything!) Like Sutton, I married my husband in my early twenties. Like her, I have three children. Like her, I’ll turn forty soon. And like Sutton—and plenty of women—I both cherish the life I’ve built and occasionally wonder, wistfully, what else I might have done, seen, or become. Without a doubt, I wouldn’t trade my journey for anything. (Really, I wouldn’t.) But aren’t we, as God-formed human beings, multifaceted—full of agency, wonder, and possibility? You bet. I had the world’s best time exploring this magic and mystery through Sutton’s story (immense self-reflection and all). I return, every time, to the same glorious truth: It’s a wonderful life (wink, wink!).

This novel is also my ode to young marriage—to two soulmates converging at the dawn of their twenties and, against the odds and over the decades, not only making it, but deeply loving it and each other. If I had a dollar for every But you’re too young to get married! I’d be a billionaire! And that’s fine—because I so totally get it. Many young marriages crash. But plenty of older ones do too. In some respect, Twenty Something Else is my heartfelt response to the questions, curiosity, and even criticism surrounding young marriage, especially in a cultural moment when the median age for women to marry is higher than ever (28.7 as of this writing). Not as a defense, but as a nuanced perspective. Simply my view from here. Young marriage certainly isn’t for everyone, but it was for me. And it was for Sutton.

No matter your own precious story—where you live, what you do, who you love—I’m just so giddy this book found its way to your hands.

Thank you again for reading!
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS


	If you could return to one time in your life, or see the effects of one changed decision, what would you choose? Why?

	Approaching her fortieth birthday, Sutton wonders, “If my choices have been so wonderful, then why am I weary and worn?” What makes Sutton question her life as it currently exists? How would you respond to her question?

	As she encourages Sutton to get over Holden, Quinn says, “God has something so much better for you,” and Sutton wonders if Reid was that better, and if she’s lost it. Do you believe there’s one right path our lives are meant to take? One right person we’re meant to be with? Why or why not?

	Sutton and Sierra are close friends in the present, but as she views the past, Sutton realizes how much she never knew about Sierra’s life. How do you imagine that will change their friendship going forward?

	When talking to Alan, Sutton compares people to cacti (who don’t need much relational tending) or willow trees (who need a lot of “watering”). What does she conclude about herself, and about Reid? Would you consider yourself a cactus or a willow? What about the people you’re closest to?

	Sutton asks her mom, “What’s been your favorite age? When have you felt most alive? Most full of joy? What’s been the best time in your life?” How would you answer those questions about your life so far? What made it the best?

	How did you predict Sutton’s journey through her twenties would end? What surprised you?

	What have you learned from older women about who you want to be, how you want to live? How do you want to model womanhood to younger generations?

	Sutton gets the chance to reencounter significant people from her life, like her grandmother and Holden. Have you ever experienced a moment or interaction that felt truly divine, or like a gift from God—whether wonderful or bittersweet? Something you needed at just the right time?

	How does Sutton’s journey of reliving her twenties challenge or deepen her understanding of things like faith, contentment, and forgiveness? Did any moments make you reflect on your own spiritual path or personal growth?
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