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ToḄtheḄmanyḄincredibleḄwomenḄinḄmyḄlifeḄ

whoḄhaveḄalwaysḄbeenḄthereḄforḄme.Ḅ

ThankḄyou.



“Friendships between women, as any woman

will tell you, are built of a thousand small

kindnesses… swapped back and forth and over

again.”

MichelleḄObama,ḄBecoming



Chapter 1

SASHA

Leaning against the railing of the beach house’s wide deck, Sasha took a deep

breath and smiled. The salty air off the water here in Seaside was so different

from the air in Seattle it was a wonder they actually bordered the same ocean.

Of course, this little oceanfront city inOregonhadsignificantly fewer residents,

cars and towering office buildings than Seattle so that might account for the

difference in the air quality.

It had been nearly four years since the last time Sasha had stood in this spot

and, despite all the changes in theworld, the viewwas prettymuch unchanged.

The same could not be said about the people thatwere about to assemble inside

the beach house. No, for all of them, the last few years had taken their toll.

Sasha’s phone buzzed with a text message and before looking down, she

tried to guess which one of the three women it would be from. The safe bet

was her sister, Holly while the longshot would definitely be Avery. When she

finally checked, she saw she’d been wrong on both counts.

It was Ben. Of course, she should have known. It had only been a few hours

since she left for her first trip away since Noah had been born eight months

earlier. A few hours and hewas already texting her, probably because he didn’t

know how to do something for Noah or he couldn’t find something he needed.

She would be annoyed if she didn’t think it was so cute.

» Text me when you get there. We miss you already.
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IN THIS TOGETHER

Sasha smiled at the same time she chastised herself for thinking the worst

of her husband. He was in many respects the most capable person she knew.

Confident, helpful, intuitive. But all of these admirable aspects of his persona

had seemingly disappeared the first time he held Noah. She could see it in his

eyes right there in the operating room.

Sashawas still lying on the tablewhile her obstetricianfinished stitching her

up from the emergency c-section she’d neededwhenNoah’s heart rate started

to plummet, when the nurse handed a screaming bundle to her husband. He’d

looked at their son with so much love, Sasha had felt overwhelmed with love

for him. And then Noah let out a cry and Ben’s confidence abandoned him.

Poof.

It had taken this long for Sasha to convince him he was totally able to look

after Noah on his own. And good thing too, because Sasha was exhausted. She

had taken a leave fromwork to spend her first year home with Noah and even

though she knew fromwatching her sister raise her niece and nephew that it

wasn’t going to be a walk in the park, she’d thought she’d bemore of a natural.

Sasha typed a quick text back.

» I’m here. It’s more beautiful than I remembered and nice to be here in the

summer rather than winter. We’ll have to come here as a family soon. Love you

both.

As she pressed send, the sliding glass door opened behind her and Holly

came out onto the deck.

Dressed in jean shorts and a dark red tank top, her big sister looked ten years

younger than her actual 46. Sasha felt frumpy in her black leggings and long

black tunic—the newmother uniform she had been living in for months—but

filed away her jealousy and gave her sister a smile. It wasn’t Holly’s fault that

divorce looked this good on her. Some people celebrated when they lost 10

pounds, but Holly had lost a lot more than that when four years ago she’d

dumped 200 pounds of deadweight named Jake.

“Ohmy god,” Holly said, as she leaned against the rail next to Sasha and

looked out at the view. “I forgot how gorgeous this place is.”

“I thought the same thing.”

Holly took a deep breath of the sea air. “And the salty air…so different from
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Seattle.”

“I’d say I thought the same thing again but it should not surprise either

of us that we had the same reaction to being back here. The King blood runs

deep.”

“That it does.”

“Did you find the office okay?”

They had driven down together but Holly had gone into town to the rental

office to pick up an extra tank of propane for the outdoor fire pit.

“Yeah, no problem. Um, have you ever—” she paused, and Sasha turned to

look at her. It was hard to tell in the sunshine, but she was pretty sure Holly

was blushing. When her sister was embarrassed it showed in two places: her

high cheekbones and her upper chest. Both areas were definitely looking red.

“What happened?” Sasha asked.

“Nothing happened exactly,” she replied, idly chewing on her thumbnail, a

nervous habit she’d had since high school. “But have you ever met the rental

agent for this place?”

Sasha shook her head. “No, when I rented it the last time it was handled by

the owner. The rental company is new. Why? Did you piss them off somehow?

Oh, Holly, are we going to get banned from renting it again?”

“Relax, dear sister. If anyone was going to get us banned it would be you.”

A statement that might have been true a few years ago but she certainly

hadn’t felt like her old spontaneous self over the past few months. Still, of

the four of them, she was still the top candidate. And Holly would be the

fourth-place finisher.

“Thenwhy are you flushed?” Sasha saidwith a pointed glance at her flushed

chest.

Holly’s hand rested there for a moment and then she leaned both elbows on

the railing and put her face in her hands.

“He’s really cute.”

Her words were muffled by the wind and Sasha asked her to repeat them.

“He’s really cute,” Holly yelled the words this time leaving no possibility of

missing them.

“Who’s really cute?” Zoe’s voice carried over the sound of the surf as she
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came through the sliding door to join them by the railing.

“Oh god,” Holly said. “The rental agent. He’s really cute. Like so good

looking I forgot what I was there for and stood there like an idiot for way too

long while I tried to think of the words propane tank. It was mortifying.”

Zoe laughed. “Was it Brian Montgomery mortifying?”

Holly’s face hardened just a little. “We do not speak about the Brian

Montgomery incident. Ever. Tell her Sash.”

Sasha nodded grimly. “Taboo subject.”

“Understood,” Zoe said. “Anyways, since it doesn’t sound like you acciden-

tally flashed this landlord guy, so it can’t be the same level of mortifying as

Brian Montgomery.”

Holly groaned. “Please stop saying BrianMontgomery. All of my teenage

memories are flooding back and I’m too old to relive them.”

“Fine,” Zoe said. “Nomore talk about Brian Mont—”

“Zoe!”

Sasha laughed and put her hand on Holly’s arm. “Having a crush is not a

big deal. You’re not married anymore, Hol, it’s okay for you to check out cute

guys.”

“I’ve heard some people even do that when they’re married.” A voice said

from behind them.

The three of them turned to see Avery walking through the doors onto the

deck and all talk about the cute landlord was forgotten as they rushed into a

well-meaning, but awkwardly executed, group hug.

“Ohmy god,” Avery said from the middle of the huddle. “I have missed you

all so much! It’s been way too long since we hung out.”

“Andwhose fault is that?” Sasha said, as they pulled apart and dropped into

the chairs on the deck that formed a semi-circle around the currently unlit

fire pit.

“I know, I know,” Avery said. “It’s my fault. I’ve had every intention of

coming up to see you but with Carter’s promotion and my writing projects,

things have just been crazy.”

“Or…” Holly said. “You’ve replaced us with a new group of best friends in

Portland.”
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“Not replaced,” Avery said. “You could never be replaced and you know it.

You are all one of a kind.”

“Well, that is true,” Sasha said with a smile.

“But I have met some really great friends there as well and I think you’d

really like them all. Sash, you’d especially get a kick out of my friend Rachel.

She is all sarcasm and spunk, just like you.”

“Sarcasm and Spunk,” Sasha repeated. “That would be a great name for a

band.”

Everyone laughed andSasha enjoyed the feeling that accompanied the sound.

There was something special about the energy she shared in the company of

this group of women. She had felt it the first time they had come to Seaside

together but it felt even deeper now. Having Noah had granted her full status

in this particular girls’ club. If only Anya had been able to join them.

“When’s Anya getting here?” Avery asked as though reading Sasha’s mind.

“She couldn’t make it,” Zoe said, and Avery’s face fell.

“Oh, that’s a shame. Why not?”

“Work got crazy and they needed her to work through the weekend on a

presentation.” Sasha avoided Holly’s face as she relayed this information. It

wasn’t exactly a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either.

The shared history between Anya and Holly was a difficult one that had

never fully resolved itself no matter howmuch both of them had insisted it

wouldn’t come between them.

Jake’s affair with Anya’s cousin, Carmen, had been a disaster for everyone.

Carmen had died in a car accident after a drunken argument with Jake. The

accident had outed the affair which had led to Holly leaving him. Before the

affair was revealed and Carmen was killed, Holly and Anya had been friends,

with Sasha as their common denominator. In the aftermath, that friendship

had been strained.

When Sasha had invited Anya on the weekend trip, she had politely declined.

Saying it wouldn’t be the same after everything that had happened. Sasha

knew she was right but the fact that she was, made Sasha sad.

It also renewed her anger at her former brother-in-law. His poor decisions

had had a ripple effect on everyone around him that was still being felt years
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later. Sasha had to wonder if there would ever be a time where the final wave

of his deceit washed up on shore and everyone would be able to get back to

normal. She doubted it.

“There is one good thing that comes out of Anya not coming this weekend,”

Avery said.

“What’s that?” Holly asked.

“Zoe doesn’t have to sleep on a bunk bed.”

Zoe’s hand shot up in the air in celebration of this news. “Yes! I hit my head

on that top bunk far too often last time.”

“It really isn’t worth it unless it’s a headboard, right?” Avery said, a

salacious grin spreading across her face.

“And on that note,” Sasha said with a laugh. “I think it’s time to break out

the wine. Let Girls Weekend 2.0 commence!”

* * *

Sasha dropped onto her back on the bed, fully clothed, and tried to will away

the tears that had been threatening all night. She was unsuccessful. The tears

won out, as they always did, and she felt them trickle down the sides of her

cheeks and drip onto the bed. While she cried silently, she could hear the sound

of her friends getting ready for bed—taps running, doors closing, laughter.

She hadn’t realized howmuch she missed laughter until this weekend.

Even though there had beenmuch of it since arriving in Seaside, Sasha still

had to force much of her own joy and put on a happy face for the sake of the

others. She wanted this weekend to be perfect. This was not the time or the

place to let them see that she was struggling.

And she was struggling.

She suspected the problem had started with her assumption that she would

tackle pregnancy andmotherhood with the same stubborn tenacity she had

used for every other big change in her life and knock it out of the park. Boy,

had she been wrong.

Nothing, not even watching Holly raise Ava andWyatt, had prepared Sasha

for motherhood. It had kicked her ass. Perhaps even more surprisingly, it had
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kicked Ben’s too. And that was a problem.

Usually, they balanced each other out. When she was stressed out, he was

calm and composed. And vice versa. Until Noah came home.

Beautiful, perfect Noah with his full head of dark hair, dimpled cheeks and

strong lungs. He cried incessantly as an infant. Not taking to breastfeeding

and then refusing a bottle. Those nights had been so hard. Huddled in the

nursery, trying to get him to settle before he woke Ben up. Ben said he didn’t

mind, but he had to work the next day and she didn’t. This was her job now.

On the nights shemanaged to get Noah back to sleep, he slept on her, the

two of them cuddled in the big armchair. This was where Ben found her most

mornings. And where he recited statistics about how easy it was to drop or

smother your child if you let them fall asleep on you.

Thatwas one of theways parenthood had changed her easy going, fun loving

doctor husband. He was now paranoid about every potential hazard—real

or imagined—that could hurt their son. When they drove somewhere it took

him twice as long to get Noah strapped into the car seat and then the car as he

checked anddouble-checked all the straps. Hedrove slower,moredeliberately,

focused so intently on the road he couldn’t carry out a basic conversation with

Sasha.

She never argued any of his safety points, she just let him saywhat he needed

to say and then nodded in agreement. Sasha figured this was his way of coping,

like her hidden stash of baked goods under the sink in the guest bathroom.

Theymade her feel better. When Noah wouldn’t stop crying and she could

feel the rage and exhaustion building inside her, she put him in his crib, turned

on the mobile, closed his door shut and retreated to the guest bathroom to eat.

After binging, she’d sit on the floor for a fewminutes, listening to Noah’s

muffled cries and hating herself for failing. Then shemade herself sick. There

was something satisfying about seeing the food that had just provided somuch

comfort come back up.

She hadn’t binged and purged at all since arriving here in Seaside and just

thinking about it made her feel bloated and fat. Sasha knew the food she had

eaten that night hadn’t had enough time to settle anywhere on her body but

she still felt weighed down by it. And now that the idea was in her head, she

7



IN THIS TOGETHER

wasn’t going to be able to sleep until she did something about it.

In the bathroom, she filled a glass with water and left it on the edge of the

bathtub, within easy reach of her position kneeling in front of the toilet. This

isn’t normal, she thought, as she lifted the lid. This isn’t healthy, she thought

as she stuck her fingers down her throat. This isn’t you, she thought as she

brought up everything she had eaten that night.

Except it is, Sasha thought as she leaned back against the side of the tub, the

tile floor cool beneath her and her throat raw. It’s the only time I feel anything

other than lost.
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Chapter 2

HOLLY

Holly’s dreams were R-rated and featured the hot rental agent in all his many

glories. It was such a vivid dream; she actually woke up feeling out of breath at

what the Holly in her dream had been able to get her body to do. Dream Holly

had been having some very adventurous sex, the kind she hadn’t experienced

in years.

It had been so long that, at this point, she would happily settle for regular,

missionary style sex with a man around her age that opened doors for her and

didn’t raise an eyebrowwhen she ordered steak instead of salad on a first date.

It was still dark outside her windows and, even though she knew what it

would say, Holly reluctantly pulled her phone from the bedside table to check

the time.

4:02am

It was as though her body was playing a trick on her for the past fewmonths.

Robbing her of the sleep she desperately needed by popping her eyes awake at

4am every morning. Her mind was in on the game too, immediately springing

to action as soon as it sensed sleep was done.

At home, she had combated this cruel routine by going to bed when the kids

did so she was assured at least 6 or 7 hours of sleep and could get out of bed

at 4am and accomplish something for herself before she had to put her mom

hat on. But last night had been a late one. The four of them sitting by the fire
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pit, sharing stories and drinking wine until nearly 1am and she had hoped her

body would give her a break for a change. No dice.

Rolling onto her back, Holly let her mind shift back to the rental agent.

She’d been distracted when she first walked into the office, not really paying

attention to the people, more focused on digging through her purse for the

paper that Sasha had written the contact name down on. When she’d finally

found it and looked up, ready to tell the receptionist who she was looking for,

she found herself staring at a small office with only one occupant. Erik.

Holly knew it sounded cliched to say this, but he had taken her breath away.

Tall, slim and fit with a full head of thick dark hair, he was the anti-Jake.

Everything her ex-husband had not been and after years of saying Jake had

been her ’type’, one glance at Erik told her that wasn’t true.

He’d greeted her cordially and asked how he could help, which was when

she forgot the word propane and instead shared a series of nonsensical details

about who she was and where she was staying and why she was there. He’d

indulged her verbal diarrhea before gently leading her to the point of her visit.

Their interaction lasted maybe ten minutes—including the time it took for

him to load the propane tank into the back of her SUV—and before she drove

away, he handed her a business card with his cell phone number on it in case

they had any issues during their stay.

She’d probably never see himagain. Sowhy couldn’t she stop thinking about

him? And why did she have this feeling that there was somethingmore she

needed to explore? Since her divorce, Holly had done a lot of soul searching

andworked on herself. One of the areas she had really worked onwas listening

to her intuition.

During Jake’s affair, she had ignored most of what her gut had been telling

her. Choosing instead to believe in the man she had pledged her life to and

started a family with. That hadn’t worked out so well for anyone. So now, she

was learning to not dismiss her thoughts immediately, but to give them time

to explain themselves.

Maybe that’s what she needed to do with this feeling she had about Erik.

Let it simmer inside her until she understood it better. In the meantime, the

dream still fresh in her mind, maybe she could find a way to exhaust her body
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so it would let her sleep a little more. As Holly slid her hand under the covers

and into her pyjama bottoms, she closed her eyes and tried to remember the

part of the dream where Erik brushed everything off his desk and lifted her

onto it.

* * *

Breakfast was one of the best parts of their girls’ weekends with all of them

working together to put out a huge spread. This morning was no different.

Sasha was making her semi-famous French toast—using thick slices of

fresh French bread because carbs be damned on vacation—while Zoe fried

bacon. Avery was slicing up pineapple for a fruit plate and Holly was making

mimosas. They took all the dishes out to the large table on the deck and ate

heartily, the sound of the surf crashing on the nearby beach a perfect backdrop

to the meal.

“Be honest, Sasha,” Avery said through amouthful of French toast. “Did

you put crack in this because I am seriously addicted.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full, Avery,” Zoe said, trying and failing to put

on her ‘mom’ face.

Avery shoved another huge bite into her already full mouth in response and

nearly choked as she began to laugh.

“Karma’s a bitch,” Zoe said, laughing herself.

When the food was gone, discussion turned to their plans for the day.

“I just want to sit quietly somewhere and read my book without anyone

asking any questions or needing me to make any decisions.” Zoe said.

“That sounds perfect,” Holly responded. “I bet if you polled most moms

that would be the extent of their wish list for any occasion. Mother’s Day,

birthdays, valentine’s day. No decisions and no questions.”

“I’d rather get a new pair of shoes,” Sasha said.

“That’s only because Noah isn’t talking yet,” Holly replied. “Give it a few

years and you will happily give up your new shoes in exchange for peace and

quiet.”

Sasha’s smile faded. “You know, that’s the kind of thing you really should
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have told me before I decided to have a baby. Not after.”

“It’s part of the code,” Avery said. “We can’t tell potential moms about all

the bad stuff or there would never be any new babies.”

“She speaks the truth,” Zoe said. “Plus, I hear you forget all the bad stuff

eventually.”

“When is that supposed to happen?” Holly asked.

“When they move out,” Avery said with a wink.

Sasha groaned. “You guys are killingme. I’m looking to you for reassurance

and instead you dashmy hopes and dreams in one sarcastic motion.”

“Sorry, Sash,” Holly said, knowing her tone was anything but sorry.

“Just please promiseme hewill eventually start sleeping through the night.”

“Cameron was nearly three before he did,” Zoe said and then quickly tried

to recover at Sasha’s stricken face. “But all kids are different— “

“They are,” Avery agreed. “Rose was nearly four.”

Sasha put her face in her hands as the rest of them laughed.

“All this talk about children has inexplicably made me worry about mine.

Maybe I should call home and see how things are going,” Sasha said.

“I’m sure they’re fine,” Zoe said. “You need to relax and let Ben take care

of things. Take the break you know you deserve.”

“Let me ask you something,” Sasha said, gesturing at all of them. “When

you left your kids for the first time, were you able to fully relax?”

None of them responded right away.

“I seem to recall that you—” Sasha pointed directly at Holly. “—made

Jake drive home from the lake after just one night away because you couldn’t

handle the separation from Ava.”

Holly looked away. This was true and Jake had been so angry. He couldn’t

imagine how she would prefer to go home to their daughter instead of renting

a boat. How had she missed those signs about misplaced priorities?

“Fair point,” Holly said. “Gomake your phone call before I have to rat out

Zoe to makemyself feel better.”

“Hey,” Zoe said. “We bought cancellation insurance for that trip for a

reason.”

When Sasha had gone back into the house to make her call, Avery turned to
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Holly. “How are things going for them? With the new baby and all.”

“I’d say it’s been okay,” Holly answered honestly. “It’s been a huge

adjustment for them. Especially with Sasha being at home. I warned her

she couldn’t expect to handle motherhood like she would a work project, but

even while she was telling me she’d be careful, I know she thought she’d be a

natural.”

“Nothing about motherhood is natural,” Avery said. “I learned that the

hard way.”

“Same,” Zoe said.

“The part that has surprised me the most,” Holly said, lowering her voice

slightly in case Sasha was near an open window. “Is how Ben is handling the

adjustment. I’d expected, given his line of work, he’d take to it like a duck to

the water. But he’s so timid and nervous. Sasha says he’s constantly worried

about hurting Noah. Accidentally of course, but still.”

Avery nodded. “I don’t think that’s unusual. I remember Carter acting

the same at the beginning. The girls were born a few weeks early and were

pretty small, less than 5 pounds each. He was so nervous about holding them

he wrapped them in six blankets so they had a little weight to them. Thank

goodness they weren’t born in the middle of summer or they would have

overheated.”

“Jake really didn’t show any confidence in the kids until they started

crawling,” Holly said, refraining from using the word “interest” as well in

that sentence. “He said he liked them when they could do things with him

rather than just lie there and cry.”

“And you wonder why you didn’t stay with him,” Zoe said, with a smile.

“Such a selfless guy.”

“Shut up,” Holly said, giving her best friend a playful slap on the arm. “You

don’t get to be a part of this discussion because your husband was a god-

damned rock star from the moment you got pregnant, let alone after you

brought the boys home.”

“This is true,” Zoe said, nodding.

“I could see that about Aaron,” Avery said. “He seems the type that would

have given in to all of your pregnancy cravings too.”
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“He was,” Holly said, before Zoe could respond. “He was always running

out to the store in the middle of the night to pick up whatever she wanted.

Frozen yogurt, Oreos, salt & vinegar chips. Didn’t matter what it was, he got

it.”

“He did do that,” Zoe said. “But he never managed to get me the fresh

peaches I was craving at the end of my pregnancy with David.”

“It was the middle of winter!” Holly cried.

“Excuses, excuses,” Zoe said with a wink. “Now let’s clear this table and

get started on our quiet, no-questions, no-decisions day.”

They took the dishes inside and started cleaning up in the way women do,

just getting it done without getting in each other’s way. Holly put the last of

the dirty glasses on the counter next to the sink, where Zoe was waiting to

rinse them, but when Zoe turned on the tap, no water came out. Just a few

drops and that was it.

“Try turning it off and back on again,” Holly suggested. “Maybe there is an

air pocket in the line.”

Zoe gave her a “do you even knowwhat you’re talking about” look andHolly

laughed. “I read it somewhere.”

That didn’t work.

“What’s the problem?” Avery asked.

“No water,” Zoe replied.

Avery turned from the counter where she was putting cling wrap over the

leftover fruit and smiled wickedly at Holly. “Looks like somebody is going to

have to call the rental agent.”

Holly felt her neck and cheeks flush on the outside but on the inside she was

silently thanking the water gods for their perfect timing.
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ZOE

Zoe looked up from her book and took in the view before her. It was

breathtaking. The ocean, the waves, the beach, it was hard to believe that just

yesterday she’d been home, helping the kids with their math homework. Or

more precisely trying to help the kids but failing because she had no idea how

they taught math anymore.

But fuck math, because now she was here and no one needed her to find

their missing shoe or get them another snack or begging for her to “please

buyme this Minecraft pack because I need it!” over and over again until she

broke. There was just her book and the beach and her toes in the sand and it

was bliss.

A shadow fell across her and she looked up to find Avery grinning down at

her.

“Did she call him?” Zoe asked, as Avery settled into the chair next to her,

still grinningmadly.

“Oh she called him alright,” Avery said. “And he’s coming over later to fix

her plumbing.”

Zoe laughed. “You are terrible.”

“Come on, you have to admit that was a pretty good pun.”

“It was very punny,” Zoe said, straight faced. “Very very punny.”

“Thank you,” Avery said. “I know it’s not likely to be anything other than
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some innocent flirting, but it would be great if this guy had the same interest

in her as she clearly has for him. Would be good for her self-esteem to have

that attention from someone that isn’t a total dick shemet on a bullshit dating

app.”

Zoe nodded. “She really has not had the best luck. Did she tell you that Ava

has started ‘vetting’ her prospects?”

“You’re kidding! That kid is something else.”

“So far she has chosen three different men for Holly to date and while none

of themwere a love match, at least they weren’t completely assholes.”

“Ava is definitely a 35-year-old trapped in a 10-year-old body.”

“David has a crush onher,” Zoe said, thinking about thewayher oldest son’s

cheeks had taken to blushing a little every time Ava came over. “He hasn’t

told me out right but we can see it. Aaron has been telling me for years that

they will wind up together, but I always thought that was just the romantic in

him, he loves the idea of love matches that have a long history.”

“Well, you guys are the definition of a love match with a long history,”

Avery said. “Youmight not go back to childhood but high school sweethearts

is nothing to scoff at.”

“True,” Zoe said. “But sometimes too much history can be a bad thing. We

got complacent and it’s taken a lot of work to fix what years of apathy nearly

broke.”

“The important thing is that you guys did the work and you’re stronger for

it.”

“I guess,” Zoe said uncertainly. “Doesn’t feel like we’re completely fixed

yet.”

“Hey, it took nearly 20 years of being together to get to the point where you

thought you needed to be apart,” Avery said. “It’s going to take time to get

fully comfortable in your relationship again. Don’t put too much pressure on

yourself.”

Zoe knew Avery was right, but she really hadn’t expected it to take this long

for things to feel right again. Something still felt a little off between them.

Like the crack in their marriage had been fixed with scotch tape instead of

cement. It was holding together but only barely.
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They were still going to couples counselling once a month and Zoe had

also started seeing her own counsellor a few years ago. She needed a place

where she could talk about what she was feeling without worrying how Aaron

would take it. She needed to talk about her anxiety about raising kids in

what was becoming a very scary world. She needed to talk about her growing

unhappiness with her work as a nurse. She needed to talk about her feelings

around the fact that she had only slept with one man in her entire life.

Even though she was sure Avery would understand, maybemore than any

of her friends, how she was feeling, she didn’t share any of her thoughts with

her friend. Instead, she settled on the old standby.

“Marriage is tough,” she said with a shrug and Avery nodded.

The two of them sat andwatched thewater’s edgewhere a family of fourwas

taking a surfing lesson. The windmade it impossible to hear what any of them

were saying, but it was clear from their body language that momwas trying to

get everyone to stop talking and listen to the instructor, while dad kept trying

to prove that he already knew how to surf and didn’t need no stupid lesson.

As dad sent his surfboard flying and fell on his ass for the sixth time, Zoe

watched with amusement as mom flung her arms up in the air in a “I give up”

gesture.

“We’re all that frustrated mom,” Avery said. “Why can’t men just admit

when they don’t know something and take the time to learn?”

“It’s against their DNA,” Zoe replied. “The reason something becomes

a cliche is because it’s happened enough times to make it predictable and

relatable. Like men never wanting to stop and ask for directions.”

Avery nodded. “Thank god we have GPS devices on our phones. Can you

imagine having to take a road trip when you had to use a paper map? Carter

and I wouldn’t have made it to our first anniversary.”

Zoe shaded her eyes with her hand and looked at Avery. “How are things

with you guys?”

Avery smiled. “We’re good. Really good. As much as I miss White Pine

Park, and you know I do, the move to Portland has been really good for us as a

family.”

In the months before they hadmoved away, four years ago, Avery and her
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husband had been experimenting with the idea of an open marriage. While

Avery had been resistant at first, she had finally come around to the idea

and actually slept with someone else. Only to return home that night and

find Carter declaring it had been a terrible idea and they shouldn’t do it.

She had never told Carter about the other man and just as things started to

becomemore complicated—the guy turned out to be the new principal at the

elementary school—Carter was offered a new position in Portland and they

all moved away.

Zoe knew that Avery had seen Evan after she moved, but twomonths later,

she told them all she had cut it off and was a one-man woman now. There

had been a wistful look on her face when she shared the news and Zoe got the

feeling she wished Carter had beenmore open to following through with his

request for an openmarriage.

“Carter just got another promotion,” Avery said. “He’s now running the

whole creative department in the Portland office. He works more late nights

but the bump in pay has been great. Means I don’t have to look for as many

freelance jobs and can concentrate on the girls.”

“Don’t youmiss writing?” Zoe asked. “You’re so good at it, you shouldn’t

just stop.”

Avery turned to Zoe. “Actually, I’m writing more, I’m just not freelancing

anymore.”

“What are you working on then?”

“A series of children’s books,” Avery said, the smile on her face so infectious

Zoe smiled in return.

“That’s awesome! Why didn’t you tell us? When dowe get to read it? What’s

it about?”

“I only started working on them a fewmonths ago and wasn’t sure at first

if I was going to stick with it or not,” she said. “It’s a series aimed at middle

schoolers that features a pair of mystery solving twin sisters.”

Zoe laughed. “Well, they do say you should write what you know.”

“I’m using a lot of creative license of course, but it’s definitely based onmy

own girls. When they were little I was always making up bedtime stories that

featured them and I thought now I couldmake them into somethingmore. It’s
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still early stages right now, so I’m not sure where it will go, but I’m enjoying

the process.”

“That sounds really great, Avery,” Zoe said. “Your face lit up when you told

me, so I know it’s something you’re excited about. Let me know if you ever

need other kids to read them. Both my boys are big readers so I’ll happily

volunteer on their behalf.”

“Thanks,” Avery said. “I may take you up on that. It’s great that both your

boys love to read. Ivy has always been a bookworm but as Rose has gotten

older it’s been harder and harder to voluntarily pick up a book. One of the

main reasons I started writing these was to give her something she’d actually

enjoy reading. It kills me she doesn’t love it as much as I do. But she takes

after her father in that department.”

“Don’t worry about it toomuch. Aaron didn’t read as a kid and now he reads

more than I do. Rose might still come around.”

“Maybe,” Avery said, settling back into her chair and pulling a novel out of

her bag. “But she also might never like it and I guess I’ll just have to accept

it.”

“Still, she’s given you some good motivation to write these books which

might not have been something you would have even considered otherwise.

“Good point,” Avery replied and cracked open her book.

Zoe looked down at her own novel and read back over the last few lines to

reorient herself in the plot. The author was about to reveal the big twist and

Zoe was pretty sure she had it figured out. Before she could find out for sure,

two more shadows fell across her. She looked up at Sasha and Holly, arms

laden with food.

“Who’s hungry?” Holly asked.

They spread out the food on the blankets they’d brought down from the

house, and settled in to eat.

“So, Hol,” Zoe said as she picked up a carrot and held it up to examine it. “I

hear the landlord is coming to inspect your, I mean the house’s, plumbing.”

“Ha ha,” Holly said, throwing a pretzel at her. “Very funny.”

“It’s actually really punny,” Zoe said.

“Yes, and it was my joke originally,” Avery said.
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Holly threw a pretzel at Avery.

“When’s he coming?” Zoe asked, raising her eyebrow in an exaggerated

manner as if Holly hadn’t caught the double entendre.

“You are so annoying. He’s arriving later this afternoon and it is no big deal.

Now can we please talk about something else? Anything else?”

“Fine,” Zoe said. “We’ll change the subject, as long as you know that our

teasing comes from a place of love. I think it’s cool you have a little crush and

we are all in for supporting it wherever it may lead.”

Holly smiled. “I appreciate that. But we’re still changing the subject.”

Later, Sasha and Avery packed up the remnants of their lunch and headed

back to the house to clean up and then head into town for some shopping. After

they were out of ear shot, Zoe turned to her best friend and tried to decide if

this was the right time to tell her what she was thinking. Holly was reclined in

her beach chair, eyes closed, and face turned up towards the sun. She looked

more relaxed than Zoe had seen her in a while. Maybe now wasn’t the time.

“What?” Holly said, eyes still closed.

“Nothing,” Zoe said, settling back into her own chair.

“Then why were you staring at me?”

“Not staring, looking. There is a difference.”

“Not when you do it.”

Fair point, Zoe thought.

“Are you working up to a lecture about the landlord,” Holly asked, finally

opening one eye and squinting at her. “Because it’s all just good fun. He’s

cute and that’s all.”

“No, it’s not about that. I figure you’re old enough now to take care of

yourself.”

“Barely,” Holly said with a laugh.

“But there is something I wanted to talk to you about.”

At the change in Zoe’s tone from teasing to serious, Holly sat up and gave

Zoe her full attention. “What is it?”

“It’s about Sasha.”

“Okay.”

“I think she might be suffering from postpartum depression.”
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Holly’s face transitioned into one of surprise as Zoe delivered the statement.

She thought about trying to soften her words but decided to give Holly a lot

more credit for her ability to handle tough things. People had underestimated

Holly her whole life and then the situation with Jake happened and the real

Holly, the one that Zoe knew had been hiding just underneath the surface,

finally showed itself.

“You think so?” Holly said, popping the top on her water bottle and taking

a long sip. “I mean I know it’s been tough for her since Noah arrived but she

seemed to be handling it okay.”

“I don’t see her that often back home,” Zoe said. “But being here with her I

can see something is different. Especially when I compare it to the last time

we were here. She’s not the same naturally fun and vivacious Sasha from four

years ago. Every smile and every laugh seem a little bit forced. It reminds me

of how I felt after Cameron was born.”

Zoe’s postpartum depression after the birth of her first baby had beenmild,

thank god, and by the time he was three months old, she had almost returned

to her normal self. But those first three months were dark. Like many new

mothers, she hadn’t wanted to show she was struggling, so she’d done most

of her crying in the bathroom. It wasn’t until she admitted to Aaron that

she was feeling depressed and asked for help that things started to change.

Unfortunately, Sasha had never been the type of person that willingly asked

for help.

“She just seems so reserved,” Zoe continued. “So not-Sasha. Even when

we were teasing you about the guy earlier, she missed a ton of perfect zinger

opportunities. That’s not like her.”

“True,” Holly said. “I was expecting at least a plunger or tool reference

from her.”

“Have you noticed this at home?”

“Truthfully, we haven’t seenmuch of each other. The kids’ lives are so busy

and I’m doing everything alone, it’s been hard to find time to see her. She’s

cancelled a bunch of times too. I don’t think I’ve been as good a big sister as I

should have been. Especially if you saw the difference in her so quickly.”

“Hey,” Zoe said. “Don’t blame yourself. You’ve had a lot on your plate.”
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“Not so much that I should have missed the fact that my sister might be

depressed,” Holly said. “I have definitely noticed she is a lot more subdued

since we got here. Plus, I think she’s making herself throw up,”

Zoe straightened up at this. “Again?”

Holly nodded. “Last night, I went into her room to borrow some aspirin and

she was in the en suite, throwing up. I mean it could have been from all the

wine and rich food, but my first thought was that she was back to old habits.”

Zoe knew that Sasha had gone through a bulimic phase after their mother

died of cancer when Sasha was still in college. Back then, she had gotten some

help from the health clinic at school and as far as Zoe knew, hadn’t had any

relapses.

“Eating disorders can definitely be a symptom of postpartum,” Zoe said.

“When I did that rotation as a maternity nurse, that was something we were

supposed to watch for.”

Holly rubbed her eyes and leaned her head back. “What do you think I should

do?”

“I think there isn’t anything you should do but there are many things we

can do to help her,” Zoe said. “This is not all on you, Hol. She’s your sister

but she’s our friend. Her struggle is our struggle and we will get her through

this together.”

“Thanks for that Zo,” Holly said, reaching over to give her hand a squeeze.

“That means the world to me.”

“Let’s talk with Avery and figure out how to best approach Sasha. We don’t

want to make her feel like we’re attacking her.”

“Sounds good,” Zoe said.

As Holly released her hand, and went back to her book, Zoe decided not

to tell Holly the other thing that was weighing on her mind. Her friend had

enough to deal with, she didn’t need to hear about the lump in Zoe’s breast

right now too. It wasn’t like it was going anywhere.
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HOLLY

Holly came down the stairs to a round of catcalls and whistles. She felt herself

flush from the neck all the way up to her cheeks and wished she’d brought a

turtleneck to change into. The last thing she wanted was to greet Erik looking

like an overripe tomato.

“Looking good sis,” Sasha said from the armchair where she was leafing

through amagazine.

Holly looked down at the long black skirt and blue strappy tank top she

had finally decided on after nearly an hour of trying on all of the clothes she

brought, as well as several options from the others. The skirt was hers, the

tank top was Zoe’s and the black lace bra, which was itchy and just a little too

tight, was Avery’s.

“This is stupid,” she said, flopping down on the couch next to Avery. “Why

am I gettingmyself all worked up over this. He’s the landlord and he’s coming

over to fix something at a housewe rented fromhim. That’s it, that’s the story.

There is nothing else to it.”

“Lean into the feeling of apprehension and excitement,” Avery said. “It’s

one of the best parts. You have a little crush on this guy andwho knows,maybe

he has one on you as well. Let yourself flirt, live a little outside of your comfort

zone. Enjoy it.”

Holly wasn’t sure she was ready to do any of that but at this point, what did

23



IN THIS TOGETHER

she have to lose. Four years since her marriage ended and she had been on

a total of six dates during that time. Only two of which had involved any

chemistry and only one of which had resulted in Holly going to bed with

someone.

Despite a name that made her immediately think computer nerd, Dwight

Turner had been a tall, ruggedman with long blond hair and a full beard. They

had been set up by a work colleague of Holly’s and over burgers and beer at a

local brewpub, had discovered they had more in common than either of them

had expected.

They wound up back at Holly’s house on Shore Drive, ostensibly for a night

cap, but both of them knew what the real plan was as he followed Holly home.

The sex had been spectacular. At first, it felt strange to bring another man

into the bed she had shared with Jake for so many years, but Dwight soon

made her forget all about that. In fact, he was so good, he nearly made her

forget her own name.

Afterward, as they lay entwined ina tangleof sheets and limbs,Holly thought

that maybe she was finally ready to move on and consider a life with someone

new. Someone who was the complete opposite of Jake. Someone like Dwight.

Fate had other ideas.

The following week, after twomore dates that ended in equally spectacular

sex, Dwight told her that he was moving to Ecuador. She’d thought he was

kidding. Whomoves to Ecuador? He wasn’t kidding. He was a botanist and

had received a grant to conduct a once in a lifetime study in the jungle. He

said she could come with him, but they both knew that it was an empty offer

because she had kids and a life in Seattle. All the same she appreciated it.

That had been two years ago and, in that time, the only person she’d slept

with, was Jake. Something she wasn’t proud of and hadn’t told anyone about.

It was her secret shame.

What kind of woman divorced their cheating husband in order to stand on

their own two feet and live life for themselves, just to invite him back into

their bed? She was, apparently.

It had happened three times and all three times she had been in a pit of

loneliness. Jake knew her so well, knew when she needed to be held and
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reassured. He hadn’t dated anyone since their breakup, that she knew of

anyway, and when he saw his opportunity, he pounced.

Every time, she’d regretted it. She knew it was a step back instead of a step

forward but there really was something comforting about being with a person

that knew exactly where she liked to be touched and what she needed to feel

good. Jake gave her that and she took what he had to offer. Thinking it was

no-strings attached.

But nothing ever came without strings. Every time she let him back into her

bed, he became reattached to her. Started texting more and dropping by to

“see the kids” more often. In four years, he had never stopped apologizing for

cheating on her, never stopped telling her howmuch he regretted hurting her

and damaging their family. Never stopped asking her to take him back.

It was exhausting, and he was starting to wear her down. Life as a single

parent was so hard and getting back together with Jake would relieve so much

of her stress. Financially, emotionally, physically.

“I don’t think I’m ever going to learn how to ‘lean-in’ on dating again,” she

said, in response to Avery’s suggestion. “Everything about it is so stressful.

At least with Jake I’d know what I was getting.”

Silence filled the room and Holly realized she had said one of her internal

thoughts out loud. Damn. She really hadn’t wanted to have this conversation

with anyone. Her thoughts around reconciliation were hers, and hers alone.

“Um, what was that?” Sasha asked. “Are you thinking about getting back

together with Jake?”

Holly closed her eyes. There was no way to avoid this discussion now. Better

to get it over with. “Maybe.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Sasha said, tossing her magazine onto the table and

straightening up in the armchair. “You can’t be serious.”

“When did this happen?” Zoe asked, her quiet judgment was almost worse

than Sasha’s blatant frustration.

“Nothing has happened,” Holly said. “You all know he hasn’t let up on the

apologies and begging to reconcile from the beginning and recently, well, I

guess it’s been wearing me down. I started thinking about howmuch easier it

would be to have his help with the kids and the house. Being a single parent is
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a lot harder than I thought it would be.”

Holly’s voice trailed off and she considered what she had just said. None of

it had been about howmuch she missed him or still loved him. It was more

about logistics than love. But at her age, which was more important?

“I’m tired of doing everything alone. He says he’s changed and wants to

showme he is capable of being a good husband. Maybe I owe it to the kids to

let him try.”

“I had no idea you were considering this,” Zoe said. “And it sounds like

this is something you’ve been thinking about for a while, why didn’t you say

anything sooner?”

“Because I was afraid of this exact moment,” Holly said, gesturing at all of

them. “Afraid of the judgment.”

Avery placed a hand on Holly’s arm. “Not judgment, Hol. Concern. Those

are two very different things.”

“Thank you,” Holly said quietly. “I appreciate the distinction.”

“Okay,” Sasha said. “But I might have a little bit of judgment though. Like I

still love you, but I think that would be an incredibly stupid thing for you to

do.”

Holly smiled at her sister. “I amaware of howyou feel about this dear sister.”

“I just want my concerns noted for the record.”

“So noted. Thanks for caring.”

Zoe picked up her phone and looked at the screen. “This is something we

definitely need to talk more about, but hot landlord is going to be here soon,

so we should probably get moving.”

The others got up and Holly looked at them, a little panic taking root in her

stomach. “Get moving? Where are you going?”

“They say three is a crowd, so five is definitely too many,” Zoe said. “We’re

going into town so you can have this guy all to yourself.”

* * *

There was a knock on the door and Holly took a deep breath to centre herself

before going over to open it. She had convinced the others to go to the beach
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rather than into town, so if she needed them, they were close.

“He’s a complete stranger,” Holly argued, when Zoe told her their plan to

abandon her. “He could be an axe murderer for all we know. You can’t just

take off and leave me to face him onmy own.”

“Fair point,” Zoe said. “But I still think we shouldn’t all be hanging around

in here when he arrives.”

“Then go to the beach and keep your cell phone nearby,” Holly reasoned.

“I’ll call if I need you. Please?”

So they were at the beach and she was hyperventilating in the hallway. What

was it about this guy that made her lose all her cool? Wait, she was a mother

of two in her mid-forties, did she have any cool to lose?

He knocked again, and she opened the door. In the bright sunshine he was

evenmore good looking than he had been when she first met him at the office.

His dark hair was scruffy and it looked like he needed a haircut. His cheeks

dimpled when he smiled, like he was now. It was all a little overwhelming and

Holly found herself lost for words. Again.

“Hi there,” he said. “I hear there is a problemwith the kitchen faucet.”

She just nodded and his smile got wider. How did it get even wider?

“Do you think I could come in and take a look?”

Right. Let him in the house, Holly. Jesus she was a mess.

“Of course,” she said, stepping back to allow him space to walk through.

“Come in.”

He carried his toolbox through to the kitchen and she trailed behind. The

temperaturewas in the 90s today, and hewaswearing cargo shorts and aworn

t-shirt. She wondered for a moment how old he was. When Jake had decided

to be with someone else he had picked a woman over a decade younger than

Holly. Was she doing the same here?

Stop thinking about Jake.

Erik set his toolbox down in front of the kitchen sink and opened the doors

beneath it. Holly had already emptied everything out from under there and

when he saw it was empty, looked up and her and gave her another one of his

broad smiles.

Panty droppers, that’s what Sasha used to call that kind of smile when they

27



IN THIS TOGETHER

were in their twenties and still hanging out in bars. A smile like Erik’s had

worked on her before.

“Thanks for clearing this out for me,” he said. “I’ll try not to think of it as

your way of gettingme out of here faster.” He winked and shemelted just a

little. This was a crush that was getting out of control.

While Erik got to work, he chatted with Holly. Where was she from, what

were they all doing here, how did they all know each other, that kind of thing.

Idle conversation to fill the silence. He finished tightening something under

the counter and asked her to try the faucet for him.

As Holly moved around the kitchen island where she had been standing, she

realized she was going to have to position herself right above where he was

lying on his back under the counter to do so. Thank god she wore a long skirt.

She turned the faucet and after a few seconds, water began to flow from it

again.

“Wow, that’s amazing,” she said, moving aside as Erik pulled himself up

from the floor. “That took you no time at all.”

He was now standing right next to her, so close she could smell him.

Sandalwood and sweat. It was all she could do to not close her eyes and inhale

deeply.

“Are youmarried?” The question surprised Holly but Erik was smiling as

he asked it.

“Not anymore,” she said.

“Are you dating anyone?”

An image of Dwight came to mind but he was still in Ecuador. “No.”

“Is there any chance you’d be interested in having dinner withme tomorrow

night?”

“Well—” Holly stammered. “Um…I think…yes…that would be nice.”

“Excellent,” he said. “I usually make a rule of not mixing business with

pleasure but from themoment youwalked intomyoffice stammering on about

a propane tank I haven’t been able to get you out of my head. Then you called

about a broken faucet and I thought, Erik, this is the universe’s way of telling

you to ask that woman out and you’d be a fool to ignore it.”

Holly blushed and smiled. “I’m flattered. Thank you.”
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“Pick you up at 7 tomorrow?” he asked, giving her another one of those

smiles.

“That sounds lovely.”

Somehow shemanaged to wait until after he left to do an embarrassing little

victory dance a la Laura Linney in Love, Actually. Then she took a deep breath

and headed off towards the beach. Eager to share her news.
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AVERY

Feeling like an outsider wasn’t exactly a new sensation for Avery, but it was

definitely something she wasn’t used to feeling with this group of women she

loved toomuch. There hadn’t been a specific decisionmade that cast Avery

out of the inner circle. Time and distance hadmade it the case and now she

had to figure out how to adjust.

Laying in her bed that morning, the sunlight streaming in through the

windows overlooking the ocean, Avery could hear Holly and Zoe in the kitchen,

laughing. Their relationship had always been one she’d envied.

The two of them had been best friends since elementary school and it had

been Zoe that introduced Holly to Jake. Their kids were best friends and based

on Zoe’s admission yesterday about David’s crush on Ava, might even be

connected through marriage at some point. Their lives were inextricably

entwined and their bond absolute. Avery wished she had a friendship that was

the same.

She had made three close friends since moving to Portland and enjoyed

them all immensely. But joining them as the fourth side in what used to be

a friendship triangle wasn’t always easy. And the fact that was exactly what

she’d beenwithHolly, Zoe andSasha at the beginningwasn’t lost onher. Avery

always seemed to be the last one to arrive. The one that had to be squeezed

into something that was already formed.
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It was at times like these, when her wheels started turning and she got too

much into her head, that she needed to write. Leaning over the edge of the

bed, she pulled her MacBook out of her bag, and opened up her Google doc.

The words filled the screen, and she got that familiar thrill. She wrote those

words, they were all her work and there were somany of them. Avery was used

to writing short pieces—blog posts and articles—so tackling a book, even a

children’s book, had seemed daunting at first. But once she started, she found

she couldn’t stop. The words just flowed out of her.

She picked up midway through a scene in what was currently the second

book in the series, where the intrepid youngmystery solvers had just found

amysterious book in a used bookshop that appeared to have a treasure map

inside and before long had added 500 words to the story. Hunger and the need

for caffeine was the only thing that made her stop.

Quickly reading back over what she wrote, Avery had the same familiar

thought. This is good, this is really good. Writing filled her with a sense of

satisfaction she hadn’t yet found in any other area of her life and it was a

feeling she craved now.

Setting the laptop aside, she got out of bed and pulled on her leggings. She

couldn’t stay hidden away up in her room pretending to be asleep anymore.

She had heard Sasha join the others downstairs and the laughter and chatter

from the kitchen had gotten louder. She wanted to be a part of that laughter

with these women that meant a lot to her. It was time to get serious about

closing the divide that had grown between them.

* * *

Used bookstores had the best smell. The smaller and dustier the better in

Avery’s opinion and Village Books in Seaside had both of those things going

for it.

“I can’t believe I missed this place the last time,” she called to Sasha, who

was browsing one row behind her. “I could spend hours in here.”

“Isn’t it great,” Sasha replied, her voice slightlymuffled by thewall of books

between them. “I’m not usually one to fawn over old books but this place is
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great.”

Sasha came around the corner, a stack of paperbacks in her arms and Avery

laughed.

“Don’t take this thewrongwaySash, but I hadno idea youwere a big reader,”

she gestured to the books that were now threatening to topple out of Sasha’s

grip. “Don’t you have a new baby? When do you plan on reading all of those?”

“I do have a new baby, a new baby that doesn’t like to sleep in his crib,” she

replied. “So in themiddle of the night, I’ve started reading in the big armchair

while King Noah uses my generous breasts as a pillow.”

Avery laughed again. “I remember those days. It was so annoying but I also

kind of loved it. They felt like warm little water bottles.”

“I have to admit it is a nice feeling,” Sasha said. “But I also miss sleeping in

my own bed next to my husband. Actually, I miss sleeping anywhere. The last

two nights have been the most sleep I’ve had since my first trimester.”

“It gets better,” Avery said. “This part is the hardest.”

“Everyone keeps telling me that but I’ve watched Holly raise her kids and

there always seems to be a new hard part that comes just after you survive the

last hard part.”

Sasha’s tone was light but there was something else underneath. Fear?

Desperation? Avery had been away too long and could no longer decipher it.

But whatever it was it meant that there was somethingmore to the words that

Sasha was saying, and Avery needed to listenmore carefully. She remembered

all too well the impact of her own sleep deprivation.

When Rose and Ivy were just a fewmonths old, she’d called Carter at work

and had him pulled out of a meeting. When he got on the phone, she was

crying, the girls were crying and all she kept saying was “I can’t do this.” Over

and over and over. “I can’t do this.”

He’d come home immediately and, after calming the twins, had taken her

into his strong arms and reassured her that they were in this together. She

appreciated his words but knew it wasn’t true. He went to work each day. He

got dressed in real clothes and had adult conversation. He had purpose outside

of the house.

Avery remembered how she battled with those thoughts and nearly didn’t
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tell him what she was really thinking. Exhaustion finally pushing them out of

her and after she had said them all out loud a great weight was lifted off her.

Knowing Sasha as she did—or rather as she had—it was a pretty safe bet

that if she was having a hard time adjusting tomotherhood, she would be hard

pressed to admit it. Sasha’s determination had a tendency to transition into

stubbornness.

Avery looked back at Sasha, who was now browsing the mystery section,

and could see the dark circles under her eyes. She had also lost weight, her

usual soft curves now flattened, leaving her clothes hanging off her.

Suddenly filled with great concern and affection for her strong-willed and

sarcastic friend, Avery made a silent commitment to help Sasha however she

could. First step would be talking to Holly and Zoe. It was time to set aside

any of the outsider feelings she was battling inside. She loved these women

fiercely and when one of them needed help, god damn, she was going to help

them.

“Ready to go?” Sasha asked.

“Ready,” Avery replied and she meant it in every sense of the word.

When they’d returned to the house, Sasha excused herself to take a nap

and Avery went to find Zoe and Holly on the beach. After settling into one

of the empty beach chairs, she told them about her concerns for Sasha and

discovered they shared her sentiments. They talked about ways to help her

and worked on a plan to get Sasha to open up. For her part, Holly wanted to

make sure they didn’t make her feel like she was being ganged up on.

“I feel like I really let her down,” Holly said, with a sigh. “I’m her big sister,

I’ve been taking care of her my whole life, how did I miss this?”

“Don’t beat yourself up, Hol,” Avery said. “She’s also a very independent

and proud person. You know better than anyone that she doesn’t like to show

any kind of weakness, even to her sister. I did some research on postpartum

depression for a HuffPost article a few years ago andmost women that suffer

from it, make big attempts to hide it. They don’t want to admit they’re

struggling.”

“They told us that at our hospital training too,” Zoe confirmed. “Mother-

hood is made out to be this supernatural thing that all women should just be
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able to do. That kind of thinking makes it hard for anyone that doesn’t take to

it easily to ask for help.”

Holly nodded but she still didn’t look convinced.

“It should also be noted,” Avery added, turning in her beach chair to look at

Holly, making sure she had her full attention. “That Sasha isn’t a teenager

or anything. She’s a grown woman with a husband and isn’t solely your

responsibility anymore. You’ve been dealing with your own shit and you

can’t be everything for everybody all the time.”

“Amen to that,” Zoe said. “Avery’s been an entire state away from you for

several years now Hol, and she still nailed you with that comment. You have

to stop being everyone’s mother.”

“I’m not trying to be everyone’s mother,” Holly said, and Avery could hear

frustration in her friend’s voice. “I just want the people I love to be happy. Is

that so wrong?”

“Of course it’s not wrong,” Zoe said. “But it’s also not always possible. You

knowbetter than anyone that things aren’t alwayswhat they seemwith people.

If Sasha is suffering from postpartum, like we think she is, then she has been

doing a very deliberate job of hiding it from the people she loves.”

“I guess,” Holly said. “But I still feel like a shit sister.”

Avery settled back in her chair and looked out at the ocean. The weather was

calm today, just a slight breeze rather than a strongwind. She was determined

to find away to fix this situation. To get Sasha the help and support she needed

and to relieve Holly’s guilt over not noticing the problem sooner.

She also was starting to feel a shift within herself. Zoe’s comment about

deliberating hiding things from the people we love had struck a chord. For

four years, she had been hiding something big from her husband and a part of

her was beginning to think it was time she told him the truth.

* * *

Later that night, when Zoe brought out a jigsaw puzzle after dinner, the rest

of them laughed at the fact she had brought one with her on vacation.

“What?” Zoe said defensively. “If we learned anything from the pandemic
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it’s that puzzles are a valid form of self-care.”

“If you say so,” Holly said, with an exaggerated eye roll.

But over the next fifteen minutes, one by one, all of them had joined Zoe

at the big table where they were all now diligently working on the puzzle. As

Sasha triumphantly slid the final edge piece into place, Zoe said, just loud

enough for them to hear; “I told you so.”

Avery looked at the image of the puzzle on the front of the box. It was a

stunning photograph of the Seattle skyline, the familiar tall peak of the Space

Needle prominent against a blue sky. Looking at it made her homesick. She

loved the life she and Carter had built in Portland, and loved the new friends

she hadmade, but Seattle was home. It was also the place where she hadmet

these incredible women, sitting around her.

“I’m so happy to be here with the three of you,” she said, idly tracing a

finger along the edge of the puzzle. “I wasn’t sure how it would be after all

my years away, I thought it might be a little strange. As if I didn’t quite fit

anymore.”

“Don’t be silly,” Holly said. “Of course you fit.”

Avery nodded. “You know, there’s a quote fromMichelle Obama’s book that

I have pinned onmy bulletin board at home. She said that friendships between

women are built on a thousand small kindnesses swapped back and forth.”

“I love that quote!” Holly said. “It’s so true.”

“Isn’t it?” Avery said. “I think it’s actually one of the most accurate

descriptions of female friendships I’ve ever heard. And I look at it every day

and ask myself, what small kindness can I give my friends today?”

“That’s a great way to approach life,” Zoe said.

They were silent for a moment and Avery wondered if this was the right

time to say something to Sasha. She shifted her gaze to Holly and found her

looking at Sasha with the same kind of focus. Avery decided to trust her gut,

even though it might be out of practice.

“Sash,” Avery said gently. “What small kindness can I give you today?”

Sasha looked up, seemingly surprised that she had been singled out. When

she found all three of them looking at her, concern clear on each of their faces,

she deflated, sinking into her chair, shoulders hunched.
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“Oh god,” she said quietly. “Is it that obvious?”

Holly reached over, took Sasha’s hand in her own and gave it a squeeze.

Avery watched as the sisters exchanged a look, tears in both of their eyes.

“I’m just so tired,” Sasha said. “And I don’t want to pretend that everything

is okay anymore. It’s not. I’m not.”

“I know Beans,” Holly said. “We’ve got you.”

“We’re here for you,” Zoe said. “You aren’t in this alone.”

“And you don’t have to pretend,” Avery added. “Not around us.”

As she said the words, Avery felt like it was the first time since she had

reunited with these women that she really was a part of that “us” again. After

everything they had helped each other through in the past, she knew they

could come together and help Sasha through what she was dealing with.

“The last time we stayed here,” Avery said. “I had to confess something to

you that was hard. And none of you judged me for it. You all said the same

thing. ‘We’re on Team Avery, always.’” She smiled at the memory. “So, I’m

saying the same thing to you now. I’m on Team Sasha, always.”

Sasha smiled at her and Avery was filled with affection. She looked so lost

and helpless, so not her usual self. It broke Avery’s heart to see her like this.

“Thank you,” Sasha said. “I needed to hear that.”

They sat for a moment in silence, Holly still gripping her sister’s hand, all

of them sniffling and wiping their eyes, and then Zoe spoke.

“See, I told you puzzles were good self-care.”
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SASHA

Was it possible to feel complete relief and paralyzing fear in the samemoment?

Actually, scratch that, because Sasha knew it must be since that was exactly

what shewas feeling sitting at that table, Zoe’s stupidly relaxing puzzle spread

out in front of her and the eyes of her friends on her.

She’d been worried that coming to Seaside with themwould give away the

secret she had been trying to hide, but was also hoping it would. She didn’t

want to worry her sister and her friends but she needed someone to help share

her burden. It had only taken a day and a half for them to do exactly what

Sasha had hoped, and feared, they would.

Looking around at their faces, she saw no judgment or annoyance. She

only saw love and concern and support which made the tears she had been so

carefully holding back really start to flow.

“I’m just so tired,” she repeated, trying to figure out exactly where she

should start and how she could tell them everything she was feeling.

“We know,” Holly said, her hand still warm in Sasha’s own. “We all know.”

Of course they knew. They were mothers themselves, had been down the

exact same road she had. They knew about being tired, but did they know

about the other stuff. Did they know how often she just wanted to curl up into

a ball and never wake up? Did they know about the thoughts she had about

getting into her car and driving away? Did they really know? And if not, how
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could she tell them.

Sasha gave her sister’s hand a squeeze and pulled a tissue out of the box that

Avery had placed in front of her. “It’s more than just tired,” she said, using

the act of wiping her eyes as a way to avoid looking at them. “I’m also—”

“Sad?” Zoe asked.

“Angry?” Avery added.

“Worried you’re a terrible mother?” Her sister offered.

Sasha looked at all of them, feeling like she should be more surprised about

how quickly they nailed exactly what she was thinking but really not. Because

they knew her almost as well as she knew herself.

“We think,” Holly said, in the gentle tone Sasha knew so well. The tone she

used when she was getting ready to help fix something. “We think youmight

have postpartum depression. It’s totally normal and a lot of new mothers

suffer from it. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. You shouldn’t feel like a failure or

anything. I shouldhave seen it sooner, shouldhave knownyouwere struggling.

I just….”

Her sister trailed off and Sasha could see the regret in her eyes. She thought

this was her fault. Somehow, Holly had turned this into a failure of her own,

instead of something Sasha was responsible for. Big sisters, you’ve really got

to admire their consistency.

“Holly, stop. You didn’t do anything wrong here. You have been a great

support system. I am grateful for everything you have done. Trust me when I

say, I put a lot of effort into keeping this from you. I was so determined to kick

ass at this motherhood thing, I did everything I could tomake sure no one saw

my struggles. It’s only takenme two days of being away fromNoah and Ben

to realize I had even been doing that. This isn’t a burden you need to take on

for me, Hol. This isn’t something you can just do for your little sister.”

Holly took her own tissue out of the box and Zoe followed. Both of them

dabbing at their eyes. “Good speech little sis. You always did know how to get

me.”

“I meant every word. Especially the part about thinking I would be a kick

ass mother. I hate how completely I’ve failed at it. Although I’ve never done

anything halfway, so maybe I shouldn’t be surprised.”
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“I know I haven’t been around every day,” Avery said. “But from everything

these two have told me, you have done a great job. Motherhood is so tough.

We’re all expected to just take to it naturally but it’s a huge adjustment. To

both your life and your expectations.”

“Says the woman that had twins,” Zoe said.

“Having two babies to take care of was a definite challenge, but the biggest

change, the one where your life is no longer about you is a universal change

nomatter howmany babies you have,” Avery said. “No one really prepares

you for that change because it’s so fucking huge there is no way to adequately

explain.”

“Did you all feel sad and helpless when you had your babies?” Sasha asked.

“I definitely did,” Zoe said. “When Cameron was born I spent the first three

months crying in the bathroom so Aaron couldn’t hear me. It took me forever

to work up the courage to tell him how I was feeling. We lived together and he

hadn’t seen any of the signs. I was good at hiding them.”

“I went through something similar,” Avery said. “Luckily I hadmymom

around to help me in those early days and she spotted the signs quickly and

made sure I had everything I needed to get through the difficult times.”

Sasha’s throat caught at the mention of Avery’s mom. Her ownmom had

died of cancer in her first year of college and, while Sasha had been sad, she

had never really felt like she hadmissed out on anythingmom related. Until

Noah arrived and she wished her mom had been there to help her figure out

how to do all the things she needed to do. To tell her all the things she needed

to know.

Holly had done her best to fill that role, but she had kids of her own to take

care of, a life of her own to manage. Sasha understood she couldn’t expect

Holly to be all things to her at all times, but that was how she had come to

think of her big sister. All knowing and all powerful. She definitely hadn’t had

any issues with postpartum.

“I slapped Ava once,” Holly said, wincing as she admitted it. “When she

was about 6months old.”

Everyone gawked at her. Sasha thought she must have misheard. “You

what?”
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“Slapped her. Not hard,” she clarified. “But enough to shock the hell out

of both of us. She was supposed to be napping and just wouldn’t sleep. I was

exhausted, Jake was at work and I snapped. Themoment I did it I started to

cry. I couldn’t believe what I had just done to my beautiful baby. The way she

looked at me,” Holly shuddered. “I will never forget it. She was like ‘oh no

you did not just do that.’”

Despite the terrible confession, all of them laughed and it broke the tension.

Holly turned to look at Sasha.

“The reason I’m sharing this moment I’m really not proud of, is because I

want you to know you are not alone in how you are feeling. That in a group of

four women, all of us, to some degree or another, struggled with adjusting to

motherhood. It is absolutely nothing to be ashamed of. It makes us do and say

things we wouldn’t normally do. It makes us feel like failures. But you are not

a failure. Beans.”

Fresh tears spilled down Sasha’s cheeks. She loved the sentiment from her

sister but she also knew Holly was wrong. She was a failure. She knew it and,

maybe the worst part was, now Ben knew it too. Her stomach rumbled and

suddenly all she wanted to do was get upstairs to her stash of mini-donuts

and the soothing comfort of the bathroom tiles.

“Thanks ladies,” she said. “I am so grateful for all of you. I mean it.”

“We love you Sash,” Avery said.

“I’m just going to go clean myself up,” Sasha said, standing quickly. “I

must look a total wreck. I’ll be back in a minute.”

As shewalkedaway fromthe table, shewas so focusedongetting thephysical

and mental relief she desperately craved that she missed the knowing look

passed between Zoe and Holly.

* * *

Every time she binged and purged, there came amomentwhere Sasha felt deep

regret for her actions. This usually followed the moment of great satisfaction

she felt when it was all done and she leaned back against the wall.

She knew she needed to get help. When she’d gone through this in college
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there had been counsellor that made her see how damaging her actions were

both to her body and her mind. She needed reminding of that now.

Being confronted by her friends like that had been unexpected but not

unwelcome. She shouldn’t have been surprised that they saw right through

her.

She thought about Holly’s comment about failure and how quickly her sister

had gotten to the very root of the problem. Fear of failure had been driving

Sasha forward since she was a little girl and learned the world was full of

opportunities to fail. Full of times where onewrong decisionwould disappoint

someone you loved.

Refusing to fail had served her well in her younger years. It had helped her

deal with the death of her parents, graduate with honors from college, become

the youngest partner in the history of her PR firm. It had even helped her find

her husband.

Four years ago, Sasha had decided shewanted to have children. The problem

was she had worked so hard at building a successful career, she had never

managed to settle downwith anyone. So she decided to get her eggs harvested.

That way, when she was ready to have a child, she wouldn’t need a man in her

life to help her. She could get a sperm donor and have a baby. Easy peasy.

Except the doctor at the clinic turned out to be Ben. Their connection was

immediate and instead of using his clinic to achieve her dream ofmotherhood,

she started dating him and they decided to start a family of their own.

Having a baby should have been good for them. They were both successful

and capable in other areas of their lives, why would parenthood be any

different? Except it was. They both floundered andwhen her usually confident

husband looked to her to lead, she failed.

The logical side of her brain told Sasha she had more of a reason to struggle

with parenthood than Ben did. She had just grown and birthed a tiny human,

leaving her hormones completely out of whack and her body exhausted and

sore. All she wanted to do was curl up into a ball and sleep for a week. Let her

body heal and her mind relax. But, of course, that wasn’t an option. Which

meant for the first time, failure was.

Pulling herself from the floor Sasha looked at herself in themirror. She used

41



IN THIS TOGETHER

to like what she saw there, no matter what her size, the image that looked

back at her had always been confident and strong. She had never had body

image issues because from a young age, she had somehow figured out that it

wasn’twhat you looked like on the outside thatmattered. Unlike her sisterwho

was always on a diet of some kind, Sasha let her inner confidence overcome

anything that would be considered a physical shortcoming in the world.

But the Sasha she saw nowmade her sad. She didn’t recognize any part of

her. There was no devilish twinkle in her eye, no sarcastic grin on her lips, no

sexy curves highlighted by a tight sweater. There was just a burnt-out new

momwearing a stretched out t-shirt, with powdered sugar on her cheek and a

little bit of vomit in her hair.

A failure in every sense of the word.

Her phone rang from the bedroom and, figuring she should at least get the

vomit out of her hair, Sasha grabbed a tissue from the box as she went to

answer it. It was Ben trying to FaceTime her. She quickly cleaned both her

hair and her cheek, then answered it.

He and Noah were lying on the floor, Ben holding up the phone so she could

see both of their faces on the screen. Her heart filledwith love for both of them

and she was once again struck by how strange her brain was. If it wasn’t for

these two people her life would be normal. She would be normal. She should

be resentful. But she wasn’t.

“My boys!” Sasha said in a cheerful voice she hoped was believable, but she

saw the concern fill Ben’s face.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine. We just finished dinner and are getting ready to head out onto

the patio for a fire and girl talk. How are you both doing?”

Ben looked for a moment like he was going to push and then Noah gave a

little squeal and they were both distracted.

“It’s Mommy, Noah. Say hi to Mommy. Tell her wemiss her and wish she

was here. Tell her how you blew up your diaper while we were shopping so

there was a cloud of stink that ensured everyone got out of our way quickly.”

Sasha laughed. “There is something about the grocery that always makes

him have to go. It’s like a pavlovian response.”
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“I think this blowout was more likely caused by the steaks and beer we’d

shared earlier that day.”

“Naturally.”

They spent a few minutes catching each other up on their days and then

Noah began to fuss and Ben said he should get him to bed.

“Are you having a good time?” He asked, the camera shifting as he sat up.

“The best,” she replied, somewhat automatically, somewhat truthfully. “I

really did need a break. And how about you? You seem to be coping with

everything a lot better than you thought you would. I mean as far as I can tell

you haven’t burned the place down yet.”

“Well, they were able to keep the fire contained to the kitchen,” he said with

a cheeky grin. Oh, how she loved that cheeky grin. “But in all honesty, it’s

been easier than I expected. I don’t know why I was so worried.”

There was a soft knock on her door and Holly poked her head in. Ben saw

the movement behind Sasha and smiled. “Is that my big sister-in-law?”

“Dr. Ben!” Holly said, using her kids nickname for Ben as she moved closer

to the screen.

“Are you taking care of my wife?”

“Nope,” she said, putting an arm over Sasha’s shoulder. “I’m taking care

of my little sister. Are you taking care of my nephew?”

Ben laid back down on the floor so Holly could see Noah. “Nope. I’m taking

care of my son.”

Noah fussed again and Ben gave a look of apology. “I hate to cut this short,

but I promised this guy he could have a cigar and whiskey before bed. Don’t

want to deprive him of that.”

“Good night my loves,” Sasha said, blowing kisses at the phone.

“Goodnight Mommy!”

Sasha dropped the phone on the bed, turned to look at Holly and waited for

her to say something.

“He seems like he’s doing okay,” Holly said tentatively.

“No,” Sasha said. “He seems like he’s doing great.”

“And that’s bad?”

“Of course not,” Sasha sighed and fell back on the bed. “It’s just—”
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Holly fell back beside her. “Surprising?”

“Annoying. I mean it’s not like I wanted him to fail at solo parenting, but it

would have been nice if he could have at least struggled a little. Instead, he’s

cracking jokes and telling me it’s a lot easier than he thought it was going to

be. So, if it’s so easy, why am I having so much trouble with it?”

Holly took her hand. “I’m sorry Beans, I really am. But you can’t compare

yourself toBen. It’s like apples tooranges. Hedoesn’t have the samehormones

running through his body or the same pressures from the world. Everything

about parenting is much easier for men.”

Sasha sighed. “I hate feeling like this.”

“I know. But this will pass. I promise.”

Sasha appreciated her big sister’s optimism but couldn’t help but wonder if,

for the first time in their history, Hollywasmaking her a promise shewouldn’t

be able to keep.
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ZOE

Zoemoved into her opening sun salutation just as the sun itself broke through

the hazymorning cloud and bathed the deck in warmth and light. How very

fitting.

She had taken up yoga the year before, signing up for classes at a new studio

that one of the other nurses at the hospital taught at part-time. Holly had

come with her a few times but after the trial offer ended, she bowed out.

“I find it more stressful trying to figure out how to clear my head of all

thoughts than I do actually thinking the thoughts that are in my head,” Holly

had said.

But Zoe felt differently. After years of mocking yoga as something that was

“way too crunchy” for her, she now lamented all the time she could have spent

doing it. She loved the way it made her body feel, lithe and strong, but more

than that she loved theway it helped to give her clarity. It was onlywhile doing

yoga that she could really think about important things.

Zoe didn’t think that the directive to “clear yourmind” was about removing

all thoughts completely, no one could do that. But it was more about finding a

way to focus on the things that you needed to give your full attention to. The

things that you couldn’t face at any other time in your life.

Right now, standing in tree pose, eyes closed, the sun on her face, the sound

of the surf in her ears, Zoe was thinking about her right breast and the lump
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that lay just under its surface. It had been over a month since she found it.

At a book clubmeeting, they had been talking about all the things women

had to endure for their bodies and their health and one of the other moms

shared a story about her last mammogram.

“If this was a machine that could detect testicular cancer you can bet it

would squish a guy’s balls between two glass plates,” Kimberley Fuller had

said. “But there I stood, hunched over, boob smashed flat, begging for the

technician to hurry up while he kept saying ‘Nearly got it now.’”

The story was a familiar one for all of the women in attendance that night.

Except Zoe. She had never managed to get around to scheduling her first

mammogram yet. Nor did she ever do the breast checks she knewwomenwere

supposed to do on a regular basis.

When she got home that night, she found Aaron watching a Mariners game

that had gone into extra innings and decided to draw herself a bath before bed.

In the bath, she put her arm above her head and began to check her breasts,

moving her fingers in circles, and feeling stupid as she did it, because she

knew she wasn’t going to find anything. Until she did.

She should have told Aaron, or Holly, or her doctor. She should have told

her colleagues at the hospital. She was a nurse for heaven’s sake, she knew

this was something she couldn’t ignore. But she had ignored it. Even going

so far to avoid dealing with it that when she and Aaronmade love, she subtly

directed him away from that breast and over to the other. She didn’t have time

to worry about it, let alone deal with what it might mean.

Zoe moved into warrior pose, took a deep cleansing breath and opened

her eyes. The view from the deck really was spectacular. They should bring

the boys down here for a vacation. They could all learn to surf together.

For a moment she pictured the four of them in matching rented wetsuits,

wading into the ocean. Cameron and Aaron leading the way, confident and

adventurous as always; and David, her baby, insisting on holding her hand

because he was always scared of what came next.

I’m scared of what comes next.

The thought shook Zoe right out of warrior pose and she sat down heavily on

her yoga mat, trying to catch her breath. Her handmoved to her right breast
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and felt for the lump. Maybe today it wouldn’t be there. But, of course, it was

there.

She wished she’d never heard Kimberley Fuller’s story about her painful

mammogram. She wished she’d skipped the book club that night and never

found the lump. Then lifewould be normal and shewouldn’t be thinking about

death right now.

She pressed hard on the lump. Shouldn’t doing that hurt? If it really was

cancerous, if this lump in her breast was really trying to kill her, shouldn’t it

cause her some pain?

Zoe shook her head at her own stupidity. Physician heal thyself, they said.

What about nurse, know thy symptoms?

Ignorance is bliss. It had been one of her mother’s favourite sayings. Zoe

idly wondered if her mom had known about the lump in her own breast and

ignored it like Zoe was doing. Was that the reason Zoe had to grow up without

a mom? Because ignorance was bliss?

Deep down Zoe knew losing her ownmom to breast cancer when she was

just eight years old was the reason she was so scared to get it checked out. She

didn’t want to leave her kids. She didn’t want to die young. She didn’t want to

have cancer.

Ignorance is bliss.

The door opened behind her and Zoe turned to see Avery walking through, a

steamingmug in each hand.

“It looked like you were done so I brought you a coffee” she said, putting

the mugs on the table as she closed the door. “But if you aren’t finished I can

take mine back inside.”

Zoe shook her head. “No, no, stay. I’m done. Especially now that I have

smelled that coffee.”

She rolled up her mat and stood it by the door, then came to join Avery in

the chairs around the fireplace. Both of them angled their chairs so they could

look out over the view.

“I always wanted to get into yoga,” Avery said. “It looks like such a peaceful

way to start the morning. But every time I take a class I get hung up on the

instruction to clear mymind. It’s like a pavlovian response, when I’m asked
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to stop thinking about things, I suddenly think about everything.”

Zoe laughed. “That’s exactly what Holly said. She stopped coming to classes

with me after the first month. But I didn’t find the clearing mymind part that

hard.”

“Well, you’re a lot smarter than me then,” Avery said. “I’ll have to be

content with my boot camp classes where the instructor just screams at me to

work harder.”

“To each their own,” Zoe said.

“Exactly,” Avery said. “Why have inner peace and tranquility when you can

have an angry man yelling at you to hold that plank for five more seconds?”

Zoe’s phone rang and she picked it up from the arm of the chair. It was a

FaceTime call from Aaron.

“I should take this,” she said to Avery. “The boys usually call around this

time to check in before their soccer camp.”

“Go ahead,” Avery replied, getting to her feet. “I’m going to take my coffee

for a walk on the beach.”

Zoe answered the phone and was greeted with the faces of her two boys.

“Mommy!” David said, a wide grin splitting his face. She loved that, even at

eight years old he still called her mommy and kissed her goodbye at school

drop off. She knew from experience that wouldn’t last much longer and was

determined to soak in every last minute of it.

As if to illustrate her thought about how quickly kids change, her oldest son,

Cameron greeted herwith a distracted “Hey,mom,” as he looked at something

in his hand. Most likely his own phone—a privilege she thought he was too

young for—and when Aaronmoved into the frame and pulled it out of their

son’s hand, she smiled.

“Say a proper hello to mom, Cameron.” Aaron said, his voice firm.

Cameron finally made eye contact. “Goodmorning, mom.”

“Morning boys, what’s been going on?”

For the next fewminutes she let them tell her everything she had missed

the day before. David did most of the talking with Cameron throwing in the

occasional comment and looking likehewanted tobeanywhere else but talking

to her.
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Maybe he wouldn’t miss me so much if I was gone. The thought filled her with

sadness and just as quickly as she allowed it to overcome her, she dismissed it.

This was a phase for her and Cameron. It would pass. Of course, they needed

her.

“Hey guys,” she said, finally getting a word in as David paused to catch his

breath before launching into another riveting story about day camp. “Check

out this view.”

Zoe turned the camera around and panned it across the beach. She saw both

of their faces light up as they took in the stunning vista.

“I was thinking,” she said, giving a silent prayer that Aaron wouldn’t be

mad that she talked to the boys about this before talking to him. “That we

should all come down here for a family vacation soon. We can hang on the

beach andmaybe even try surfing. What do you think?”

David shrieked with excitement, easily pleased, but when Cameron said he

thought that sounded “pretty cool” she felt her heart swell with happiness.

Then Aaron told them to go finish getting their stuff together so he could talk

to mommy and they said their goodbyes. David put the phone to his mouth

and noisily kissed the camera while Cameron just said, “See ya Mom.” Then

they were gone. Aaron wiped the camera lens with his sleeve before holding it

up so she could see his familiar face.

“I’m going to have to teach that boy how to kiss properly before he starts

dating,” he joked. “He always slobbers all over the phone.”

Zoe laughed and studied her husband. He looked tired. “How you holding

up?”

“I’m fine, all good,” he said.

“Okay but seriously, how are you holding up?”

He sighed. “I’m tired. I forgot how hard it was to take care of them onmy

own. It’s been a while since I had to do everything myself.”

Hewas referring to their trial separation four years ago and she remembered

how exhausting it had been. You don’t realize just howmuch you rely on your

partner until they aren’t there to help.

When Jake moved out, Zoe hadmade a point of supporting Holly as much as

possible. Luckily, her best friend hadn’t seemed to suffer that much. Probably
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because Jake hadn’t been an equal parenting partner even before the affair

that eventually ended their marriage. Holly had already been used to doing

everything on her own.

“I’m sorry it’s been hard while I’ve been away,” she said. “But you’ve got

your own getaway to look forward to when I get back. Then I’ll be the one

dealing with all the kid stuff and you can drink until the wee hours of the

morning.”

“Is that what you ladies have been doing?”

“Pretty much,” she said. “The only schedule we are following here is

breakfast, lunch and dinner. The time in between meals is filled with girl

talk, reading, walking on the beach and shopping in town. It’s been really

great. I needed this. Although it hasn’t been without it’s drama.”

She told him about Sasha’s suspected postpartum and Holly’s upcoming

date with the rental agent.

“I’m sorry to hear about Sasha,” he said. “I’d say it surprises me that

someone as confident and capable as her is having trouble adjusting, but after

seeing your struggles I’d believe it could happen to anyone.”

“That’s very sweet babe.”

“Imean it. Your confession that you neededmore help was a wakeup call for

me. I’m just glad you said something to me and I hope Sasha tells Ben so he

can be a better support system for her. There is too much pressure on women

to do everything and take care of everyone. It’s a big burden to carry.”

It was when he said things like this, in his matter-of-fact tone without any

hint of sarcasm, that Zoe fell in love with him all over again. It was when he

said things like this that she knew she hadmade the right decision to reconcile

with him.

They had been together since high school and, obviously, were very different

people now than they were at 17. But their core values—what they believed

wasmost important—had never changed and that was one of the reasons they

worked so well together. It was one of the reasons she didn’t want to find out

if the lump in her breast was going to take her away from him and her boys.

“And how are things with Avery?”

Before they left for Seaside Zoe had confessed to Aaron that she was worried
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it might be awkward for Avery to rejoin their group after so many years away.

The fact he remembered that conversation was just another reason she loved

him.

Zoemoved to the railing of the deck and looked down tomake sure Avery

wasn’t back from her walk yet. She couldn’t see her anywhere and rested her

elbows on the wood railing, adjusting the phone in her hands.

“It was a little weird at first,” she admitted. “Like we expected, I guess. She

just doesn’t quite fit in anymore.”

“Well, to be fair, it was always going to be hard for her to simply slot back

in. Not just because shemoved away but because she hadn’t really been part

of your group for very long before you left.”

“True enough,” Zoe said. “I guess I just hoped it would feel more natural.”

“Trust in your friendship, Zo,” he said. “Youmay not see her very often but

she’s still the same person she was when she lived five minutes away.”

Zoe wasn’t exactly sure that was true anymore, but she didn’t want to get

into that with Aaron. That was something she needed to talk to Holly and

Sasha about. If she decided it was worth discussing. With her husband, on the

other hand, therewas something she wanted to talk to him about.

“Babe, can I ask you something?”

Aaron smiled. “When you call me babe like that you can ask me anything.”

She gave a little laugh. “I said it in my normal voice.”

“Maybe, but I haven’t seen you in a few days and I have an active imagina-

tion.”

“Cool your jets bud, it’s a serious question.”

He gave a mock pout. “Fine.”

“If anything ever happened to me, would you remarry?”

Aaron’s expression changed immediately, fromplayful to concerned. “What

are you talking about? Where did this come from?”

“You know how it is when I’m aroundmy friends. We talk about these sorts

of things. Marriage, kids, work, stress.”

“Death?”

Zoe couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eye now that he had said the

exact thing she was thinking. So much for her cleverly bringing up the topic.
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Stumped as to how to respond, Zoe is paused. Luckily, David saved her from

herself.

“Daddy! We’re going to be late!”

“Look, Zo, I’ve got to run. Can we pick this up later?”

“Sure.”

“And stop thinking about death. You’re supposed to be on vacation.”

“Duly noted. I love you.”

“Love you too.”

As she disconnected the call, Zoe’s relief at David’s interruption faded. It

may have saved her from the awkward way she brought up the subject, but it

also prevented Aaron from having a chance to actually answer her question.
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AVERY

Avery stood at the water’s edge and let the surf wash up and over her feet. The

air was cooler today than it had been the day before and she could see clouds

moving in. They could be in for a little bit of rain later today.

As much as Avery loved sitting on the beach and soaking up the sun, she

wouldn’t be sad about a rainy day inside. Cuddled up on the couch under

a blanket, watching a movie and eating popcorn. Maybe it was the Pacific

Northwest girl in her, but she loved the rain. Moving from Seattle to Portland,

which was just a few hours south, had meant fewer rainy days. Fewer days

when she was allowed to find a quiet spot to get some writing done instead

of heading out to a playground or for a hike. Fewer days when she could say

yes to the girls’ requests for more screen time because it meant she got more

screen time as well.

She had left her laptop in her room so far, choosing only to write in the few

solitary moments she was alone, usually first thing in the morning and just

before bed. This had forced her to focus on her friends rather than her writing

and so far, shewas sure it had been the rightmove. The timeswhere shemight

have excused herself to write, she had instead spent enjoying the company of

Holly, Zoe and Sasha. But her fingers itched for the feel of the keyboard.

Avery took the last sip of her coffee and looked out over the ocean. The

clouds were coming in faster now, she should probably start heading back to
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the house if she didn’t want to get caught in the rain. If she went back now,

maybe she could steal a little bit of writing time. She turned in the direction of

their rental house and started walking, her mind taking a trip downmemory

lane to the last time they had visited here.

Given that it had been November, they hadn’t spent much time out on the

beach, but she had looked at it a lot from themassive windows along the front

of the house. She had taken comfort in the view at a time where everything in

her life felt out of her control.

It had been here in Seaside, that she had told her friends she and Carter

had decided to try an openmarriage. Avery hadn’t been ready to admit it but

Carter’s decision to post a profile on Tinder—and Sasha’s discovery of the

profile—had forced her hand.

They had all been so great. Offering just the right amount of support and

advice. Telling her that they were on her side nomatter what. Hearing how

much they cared about her, after only knowing her for a month, had been

exactly what she needed in that moment.

None of them could have imagined what would have happened next. That

her husband, the one that pushed the openmarriage on her, going so far as to

issue an ultimatum, would be unable to follow through on his desire to sleep

with anyone else. But that she would fall into an affair with another man and

never tell him about it.

Avery hadn’t seen Evan in more than two years, but she thought about

him every day. She still wondered if she hadmade amistake in staying with

Carter. She still wondered if she would have been happier with Evan. She still

wondered if she should tell Carter about what she did and face the impact on

their marriage.

Just before they moved away from Seattle, Avery had told her friends she’d

decided it was better for her marriage if Carter never knew about the affair.

She asked them to keep her secret and they had. She didn’t even think they

had told their partners.

It had been unfair of her and she wanted to release them from that burden.

The problemwas she didn’t know how.

“Sometimes you just have to rip off the bandaid and deal with the sting.”
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Her dad’s favourite saying ran through hermind and she realized that it was

the exact thing she needed to do. Just tell them how she was feeling and ask

their advice. Did they think she should confess to Carter? Did they want to tell

their husbands?

Of course, everything was a little more complicated for them. Evan was the

principal of the elementary school Holly and Zoe’s kids attended. They both

believed that Avery’s relationship with him ended shortly after she moved to

Portland. Would knowing it hadn’t actually ended until a month later change

their opinion of him? Was that her decision to make?

Avery reached the house and felt frustrated at the fact that she felt more

confused now than she had before her walk. Wasn’t a walk on the beach

supposed to help clear yourmind? Maybe she should get Zoe to give her a yoga

lesson after all.

Zoe’s voice carried over the railing from above, still on her call. Avery was

about towalk up the stairs to the deckwhen she heard her name. Aaron’s voice

was harder to hear than Zoe’s but she could still make out his words.

“How are things with Avery?”

She froze in her spot and pressed herself back against the siding as Zoe

peered down over the railing. She didn’t really mean to eavesdrop, but they

were talking about her, how could she not?

“It was a little weird at first. Like we expected, I guess. She just doesn’t

quite fit in anymore.”

The words were like a knife to her heart and as much as Avery wanted to

push away from her hiding spot before she heard anything else Zoe might

have to say about her, she felt rooted to the spot and kept listening through to

the end of the call. Only after she heard Zoe go back through the sliding glass

door into the house, was she able to walk away, back down the beach.

Harsh as Zoe’s admission was, Avery was glad she knew the truth about how

they felt about her before she had opened up to them. They may have been on

her side the last time they had come to Seaside, but things had clearly changed.

Leaving Avery on the outside looking in.

* * *
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“My vote is always going to be for You’ve Got Mail,” Zoe said. “And I’m not

apologizing for it.”

“Could you just open your mind up to the teeny, tiny possibility that there

might be another rom com that you’d like more?” Sasha asked.

“Not possible,” Zoe said.

“How about a different one with TomHanks andMeg Ryan?” Avery asked.

“Like Sleepless in Seattle?”

“Not the same,” Zoe said, a small smile on her face as she crossed her arms.

Holly had left for her date about a half hour earlier, and the three of them

were sitting in the living room, scrolling through Netflix having the same

argument they always had when they tried to pick a movie to watch. It

was somewhat of a tradition by now and despite the conversation she had

overheard earlier, Avery felt warmed by the familiarity of it. By the role that

she had to play.

She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Zoe’s words all day. They had

hung like a cloud over her, even more prescient than the actual clouds that

had rolled in mid-morning, drenching the deck and the beach in a warm, but

persistent, rain.

They lingered over every interaction she had with her friends, making her

question their sincerity and, indeed, their very friendship. It made her feel

sad and angry at the same time. But she also knew she was being unfair.

Zoe had simply given voice to the same worries Avery herself had been

feeling. It was a logical question really. After four years of living in a different

city and only seeing them every couple of months, did Avery still fit into this

group like she once had? If she ever had.

A part of her wanted to ask that very question as they chatted over a lunch of

tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches. Perfect rainy-day fare. But their

conversation had been dominated with talk of Holly’s impending date with

Erik the property manager. What was she going to wear? Was she nervous?

Did she have a condom?

That last question had been Sasha’s contribution to the conversation and

Holly had tried to brush it off as though the very idea she could possibly wind

up in bed with this man at the end of the evening was crazy.
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“I’m not even thinking about sex,” Holly said and all three of them had

laughed.

“What? I’m not!” she insisted.

“Well you can bet your ass he is,” Sasha said with a wicked smile. Ever since

their talk about her postpartum depression, Sasha seemed to be returning

to the witty, sarcastic woman they all knew and loved. It filled Avery with

happiness to see her transformation. And it also served as a reminder that

even though it was hard, asking for help when you needed it was always the

right decision.

It was why she wanted to talk to them about confessing everything to Carter.

She felt confident they would know how to help her. That they could guide her

in the right direction. Because there was no way she could keep going the way

she had been going. Her guilt was starting to infiltrate every area of her life,

including conversations with her kids.

A few nights before leaving for Seaside, she and Carter and the girls had

been eating dinner when Rose dropped a bomb.

“Do you rememberMr. Roberts?” Rose askedAverywhile carefully spinning

her fork in her spaghetti. She was desperate to learn how to eat it properly

now that Ivy was able to make perfect swirls.

Avery froze, her own fork hovering in mid-air. Of course she knew Mr.

Roberts. Mr. Roberts was Evan. Her Evan. Or, her old Evan.

“Your old principal from Brookside?” Carter asked.

How the hell did he remember that?

Rose nodded. “Ava said he’s getting married.”

Avery’s fork clattered to her plate, making everyone jump.

“Sorry,” she muttered, picking it back up and trying to get her heart to stop

beating so fast. It was so loud in her ears she was sure the rest of the family

would be able to hear it as well.

“Well good for Mr. Roberts,” Carter said.

“Do you, um, know who he’s getting married to?” Avery asked.

Rose shrugged. “Some lady I guess. I don’t think he’s gay.”

“He’s not,” Avery said, a little too quickly and with a little too much

confidence. Carter turned to her and raised an eyebrow.
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“And how can you be so sure?”

Carter was just joking with her, in the way married couples tease each other.

He had no idea of the truth and staring at him, at the kitchen table with their

children, Avery almost confessed everything.

Luckily for her, Rose chose thatmoment to knock her glass ofmilk over onto

Ivy’s plate and all hell broke loose. That spilled milk saved her frommaking a

huge mistake. It might have even saved her marriage.

But it had also served as a wakeup call. It was time to take responsibility

for her past decisions. The initial request to open up their marriage might

have been Carter’s, but she had been the only one to actually act on it. And as

much as she may want to place the blame for that on her husband, she knew

it wasn’t fair. She also knew it hadn’t been right for her to ask her friends to

carry the burden of her choices as well.

Of the three of them, Holly had had the hardest time supporting Avery’s

decision to both continue her affair with Evan and her choice to keep it from

Carter. Given Holly’s personal experience with infidelity, Avery knew she

always relatedmore to Carter as the person being kept in the dark, whereas

Sasha and Zoe had beenmore open to Avery’s choices.

Which made Avery think that perhaps now—with Holly out of the house on

her date—might be the perfect opportunity to broach the subject.

“Before we start the movie, which we know will be You’ve Got Mail,” Avery

watchedwith amusement as Zoe gave a satisfied smile before continuing. “Can

I talk to you guys about something?”

“Fire away lady,” Sasha said. “There should be nothing we can’t talk about

while on a girls weekend. I mean hell, we’ve already diagnosed me with

postpartum and sent Holly out on a date with a guy that could, for all we

know, be a serial killer, so we’re off to a good start. Some kind of confession

from you and a deep dark secret from Zo would be the logical next steps.”

Zoe’s face reddened slightly, and Avery recalled the tone at the end of her

conversation with Aaron. She hadn’t meant to keep listening to the call, but

she wasn’t sure she would move away without Zoe spotting her from her spot

by the railing.

Aaron had seemed as surprised by his wife’s question about him remarrying
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as Avery had been. Zoe was, by nature, an optimist and it seemed very out of

character for her. But seeing her blushed cheeks now as Sasha joked about a

deep dark secret had Avery wondering.

“So what’s up?” Sasha asked and Avery had to refocus. She hadn’t really

thought through how she wanted to approach this. Everything just felt a little

bit off on this trip but she needed to put that feeling aside now and ask for

what she needed.

“I’ve been thinking about telling Carter the truth about my relationship

with Evan and I’m not sure if that would be a terrible mistake.”

The bandaid effectively ripped off, all Avery could do nowwas wait for the

sting.
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HOLLY

This is weird, Holly thought, glancing at Erik over the top of her menu. They

were sitting on the patio at the Seaside SeafoodHouse, tall panels of plexiglass

blocking the ocean breeze as the sun started to descend into the Pacific. The

rain fromearlier in the day had stopped and the patiowas packed. When they’d

arrived, the hostess had taken her and Erik straight to the best table in the

place, removing the reserved placard as they sat and giving Holly a not so

subtle head to toe review before moving away.

They had been seated for less than five minutes and already two people

had come up to say hi to Erik and three others had waved from nearby tables.

Clearly, he was well known in this town.

“What?” Erik asked, his eyes still on his menu.

“Nothing,” Holly replied, quickly shifting eyes away.

“You’ve been looking atme insteadof yourmenu forwhat is hasnowbecome

an uncomfortable amount of time. Did you have a question about the food?”

Holly sighed. This was the part of dating she had never been good at.

Navigating through the awkward first part of the evening. Once she got to

know the person a little better it got easier, but at the beginning, she always

found herself at a loss at what to say or how to act. The only person she had

never felt that way with was Jake.

God, Holly, don’t think about him right now.
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She put her menu down and he did the same. “I was just wondering why

everyone seems to know you?”

“Seaside is a small town,” he said with a shrug. “Everyone pretty much

knows everyone.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t explain why everyone is looking at me in such a

weird way.”

“Well, I suppose that’s because no one knows you. And because I never go

on dates.”

At this, Holly perked up. She had already decided he was a womanizer. A

man that regularly asked out the women that came into town for a short-term

rental. Shehaddecided that shewas just another in a long line of Erik’s hopeful

conquests. But this proved otherwise.

“Is that so?”

“It is.” He held her gaze and Holly felt an involuntary shiver run through

her. The awkwardness was wearing off, making her feel nervous and—could

this be possible already?—a little aroused.

She wanted to ask why he had chosen to ask her out then thought it was too

forward. They weren’t there yet. Were they? Ah, fuck it. Why not.

“But you askedme out,” she said it as a statement.

“I did.”

“And you took me out to dinner at what seems to be the most popular

restaurant in town, filled with people that know you and will certainly talk

about the fact you’re out on a date.”

“That’s true.”

“Why?”

Erik reachedover and tookher hand. It felt nice, slightly rough and calloused.

So different from Jake’s.

“It’s like I told you yesterday, from themoment you walked into my office

and adorably forgot what a propane tank was, I haven’t been able to stop

thinking about you. I know you’re only here for a few days so I wasn’t going

to miss the opportunity to get to know you better.”

Holly felt the heat rush through her, coming to rest on her cheeks. That was

unexpected.
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“As for why I brought you here? That’s easy. When you’re on a date with

the most attractive woman in town, you want everyone to know it.”

Thewaitress arrived and gave Holly the same once over that the hostess had,

before speaking. “Hey Erik.”

“Hey Chloe.”

“What can I get you to drink?”

Hollywent to pull her hand out of Erik’s grip, but he grasped it a little tighter.

“Pint of lager for me. How about you Hol?”

She gulped at the sound of her shortened name from his lips. It sounded so

natural, so right. “I’ll have the same.” She replied and Chloe left to fill their

order.

“A beer drinker,” Erik said with a grin. “I should have known.”

Holly smiled and felt the last of her nervesmelt away. There was no denying

the connection between them and it was time she let herself truly lean into

this date like Avery had suggested and see what might come of it. She might

only be in Seaside for a fewmore days but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy

herself while she was here.

“You don’t know anything about me,” she said, raising an eyebrow and

giving his hand a slight squeeze.

Erik squeezed back. “Not yet. But I intend to learn.”

Holly finally pulled her hand away, picked up the menu, and held it up so he

could only see her eyes watching him over the top.

“Let’s start with ordering some food and go from there shall we?” she said.

“What’s good here?”

Having broken the tension early in the evening, the rest of the date was

highly enjoyable. Holly enjoyed Erik’s not-so-subtle flirtation and let herself

flirt back in away she hadn’t in a long time. Hemade her laugh, sharing stories

about the different people that rented the houses he managed. She was truly

amazed at how badly some people behaved.

Throughout the evening, Erik only had eyes for her and it made her feel

special and attractive. He was witty and charming and smart. She tried not

to think about the fact that he lived hundreds of miles away from her life in

Seattle and instead chose to live in the moment.
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After they finished their calamari appetizer and Erik drank the last of his

second pint of lager, he excused himself to the washroom and Holly dug in

her purse for her phone. She had felt it buzzing against her leg all evening and

assumed it was Sasha checking in. Her sister always needed to be in the know.

But the notifications weren’t from Sasha, or even Zoe or Avery for that

matter, they were from Jake. Four texts and onemissed call.

Her heart started to race, had something happened to one of the kids? She

opened up the messages app and felt her fear recede, replaced with anger, as

she read the texts.

7:07pm » Hope you’re enjoying girls weekend. I know you said not to text unless

it was an emergency, but I was just thinking about that weekend trip we took to

San Francisco and trying to remember the name of that awesome hotel we stayed

in. Do you remember?

7:15pm » Never mind. I found it on Google. The Hotel Rex. Remember that

awesome library bar they had? Good times.

7:18pm »MISSED CALL

7:20pm» Sorry. I shouldn’t have called. I don’t mean to interrupt your girl time, I

just wanted to hear your voice. Selfish I know. I just wanted to tell you I’m thinking

about you. I have changed, Holly. I wish you’d let me show you just howmuch.

7:22pm » Okay, I guess you’re busy. I’ll leave you alone now.

Holly took screenshots of all the texts and sent them to Sasha.

» WTF? This is not the way to get me to take him back. Sigh.

The three dots showed up immediately as her sister wrote her reply.

» Ohmy god. Stop thinking about your ex while you are out on a date with hot

rental agent man. How are things going?

Holly looked up to see Erik making his way back to the table, stopping to

greet an older couple as he did. Good lord he was good looking. Sasha was

right. Why was she thinking about Jake right now? Erik was real and right in

front of her. He deserved her full attention.

She typed a quick reply to Sasha.

» Date is great. He really is so hot. I’ll text you later if I’m not coming home.

Holly dropped her phone back into her purse before she could read Sasha’s

reply. She knew her casual mention of not coming home that night with no
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other details would drive her sister nuts and isn’t that what big sisters were

for? Besides, she hadn’t decided if she was going to sleep with Erik or not, but

if the opportunity presented itself she was definitely leaning towards yes.

He sat back down in his seat, smiled broadly and asked. “Dessert?”

Holly felt a warmth run through her again. “Yes please.”

* * *

The sand was cool between her toes, the ocean air cold on her bare arms but

the warmth of Erik’s hand in hers did a lot to ward off the chill Holly might

otherwise have been feeling. After they finished dinner, he had suggested a

walk on the beach.

“I’ve had too much to drink to drive you home right now,” he’d said. “Why

don’t we take a walk? My place is about 10 minutes in that direction,” he

pointed behind her. “In case it gets too cold for you.”

She’d appreciated how straight-forward he was about it. Holly might not

have been a dating expert but all of the men she had gone on dates with since

her separation—except Dwight—had all tried to appear nonchalant about sex

while also giving her at least 15 reasons why she needed to come back to their

house.

They had lingered so long over their dinner that by the time Erik paid the bill

and they made their way out the door, they were the last people in the place.

“Shutting the place down,” she’d said, as they walked out. “That will

certainly have people talking won’t it?”

Erik gave a deep laugh and then placed his hand on the small of her back to

guide her towards the path to the beach. It was small gestures like that one,

moments of connection and care, that she missed the most in her life now.

Jake had been the king of PDA’s when they were first together but after the

kids came that all stopped. It was thrilling for her to feel the shivers up her

spine at Erik’s touch.

The noise of the wind and the crashing of the surf made it difficult to hear

each other, so instead theywalked in companionable silence. They’d just spent

a three-hour dinner talking about their life histories so at this point there
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wasn’t muchmore to talk about. Besides, Holly didn’t want to talk anymore,

she wanted to kiss him. She stopped walking and Erik stopped too.

“Are you cold?” He asked. “I can give youmy jacket.”

She looked at him, trying to make out his features in the dim light from the

nearby streetlamps, and ran a finger along his strong jawline. He really was

ridiculously good looking.

Erik stepped closer and pulled Holly to him, wrapping his arms around her,

resting his clasped hands on her lower back. “I’ve been staring at you all night

waiting for the right moment to kiss you.”

She inhaled sharply andwithout giving herself a chance to talk herself out of

it, kissed him first. His lips were warm, the stubble on his upper lip scratching

her skin. What started as a soft, exploratory kiss deepened quickly, his hands

running up her back and down, finally landing on her hips, as he pulled her to

him.

They finally broke apart, both of them out of breath.

“That was totally worth the wait,” he said. “I am so glad you couldn’t

remember what a propane tank was.”

Erik brushed a loose hair from her face and rubbed his thumb across her

cheek. The feeling was familiar and jarring. She suddenly had a vision of lying

in Jake’s arms, his thumb idly rubbing her cheek. She gave her head a slight

shake to clear the image and Erik dropped his hands.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Was I too aggressive? I think I got a little carried away

in the moment.”

“You were fine,” she said, straightening her skirt and tucking her hair

behind her ears. “Did you say you lived nearby?”

He smiled and pointed to a pathway that led off the beach and up a side

street. “Just up there.”

She took his hand. “Lead the way.”

Later, lying next to each other in a jumble of sheets and sweaty limbs, Holly

smiled. She thought Erik wouldn’t be able to see it in the dark, hell she didn’t

even know which way he was facing at this point, but somehow, he saw it.

“You have a beautiful smile, you know.”

The old Holly wasn’t used to compliments and on the rare occasions she
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received them she always brushed them off, but somehow, in this moment, in

this place, with this man she felt differently. She felt empowered.

Her new confidence could be coming from the fact that this was probably

the 87th time Erik had complimented her since they had arrived at his small

bungalow about an hour before, but Holly thought the reasons ran a lot deeper

than that.

She had come to Seaside with a secret; the fact she was considering

reconciling with Jake. The weight of that very thought had been pulling her

down for months, but she had no idea how she was going to tell the others

about it. It was such a massive thing how could she even bring it up? After the

reaction Sasha and Zoe had when she floated the idea briefly, she had become

evenmore wary about fessing up to exactly how serious her thoughts were.

That said, in comparison to her sister’s postpartumdepression, her “secret”

felt much smaller. In fact, it no longer felt like a secret at all. More like a lie

she was trying to convince herself was the truth. A lie that was outed by Erik’s

interest in her and the realization that the women close to her were keeping

secrets of their own.

Tonight she hadn’t expected to wind up in bed with this man that was

virtually a stranger, it wasn’t her style. Yet here she was. Her leg draped

over his, his arm resting somewhat possessively across her stomach, and it

felt like exactly where she was supposed to be.

“Holly?”

“Mmmm…”

“You’re still smiling.”

“Yes, I am.”

“You thinking about something in particular?”

She rolled over onto her side to get a better look at him. He was smiling too.

“I was thinking about that thing you did when we first arrived.”

“Oh really,” Erik wiggled his eyebrows and she laughed. “Liked that, did

you?”

“I did,” she said. “And I really like you to do it again.”

“As you wish,” he said and as he ran his hands down her body, she smiled

again.
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SASHA

Sasha heard the click of the key in the lock and quickly turned off her

phone screen. She’d been alternately scrolling through Instagram and the

BabyCenter forums for about two hours now as she waited for her big sister to

either text with an update or come home.

She hadn’t been sure which of the two options she’d been hoping for until

the sound of the key flooded her with relief and showed Sasha she really just

wanted her to come home.

Sasha listened as Holly closed and locked the door as quietly as possible

before coming through the hallway into the living room. The only light in the

room came from the dim stove light in the kitchen and Sasha was pretty sure

it didn’t illuminate her where she sat.

She put on her best imitation of a deep man’s voice. “Do you have any idea

what time it is, young lady?”

Holly jumped and dropped her purse with a thud but to her credit managed

not to scream.

“Jesus Christ Sash, you nearly gave me a heart attack! What the hell?”

Sasha giggled. “I couldn’t resist. You were sneaking through here like a

high schooler returning from a party you weren’t supposed to go to.”

Holly swatted at Sasha’s legs and when she pulled them back, dropped into

the seat beside her. “Or was I behaving like a considerate adult that didn’t
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want to wake up her roommates?”

“Good point,” Sasha conceded. “Although I would argue it was not

considerate of you to text me that you might not be coming home and then

offer no further explanation. I’ve been worried sick all night that youmight

have offered yourself to this man and I don’t know anything about him. You

didn’t let him take your flower?”

Holly laughed. “My flower was plucked long ago and has no doubt been

replaced with overgrown weeds at this point.”

“I can’t see you very well in this light. Is your hair messed up and your shirt

on backward? Did you sleep with the man or not?”

A light turned on in the corner of the room and both Sasha and Holly spun

to find Zoe and Avery standing at the bottom of the stairs in their pyjamas. A

grin spread across Zoe’s face and Avery put a hand to her mouth. When Sasha

turned back to her sister, she had a clear answer to her last question.

Holly’s hair, which had been smooth and straight at the beginning of the

evening, had been pulled up into a messy bun. There was none of the carefully

applied lipstick remaining. But most telling of all was the flush on her cheeks

and the giant hickey on the side of her neck. Sasha pointed at it.

“You let him brand you!”

They all laughed asHolly’s handflewup to the bruised spot. “Oh god, really?

How embarrassing. Now I really do feel like the teenager who got caught

sneaking in after the party.”

Now that everyonewas up, Sasha could do exactlywhat she had beenwaiting

up to do, interrogate her sister andmakeher spill all the beans. She didn’twant

her to leave anything out. Sasha was still getting used to the fact that it was

her big sister providing date reports while she was the married mother sitting

at home watching reality TV. The role reversal wasn’t necessarily unwelcome,

but it was still a little unnerving. Especially when she got to see Holly arrive

home from a date, rather than hearing about it the next day.

Sasha sat up straighter on the couch as Zoe and Avery took seats in the

matching armchairs. Zoe was yawning and Avery offered to make a pot of

coffee or tea.

“There is no time for us to wait for refreshments,” Sasha said, unable to
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hide her frustration. “Tell us everything.”

Holly yawned herself. “Can I give you the highlights now and tell you the

full story tomorrow? Because I am simply exhausted.”

“Oh my god, you’re killing me!” Sasha said. “I’ll take anything at this

point.”

“Where to start?” Holly said, putting a finger to her lips and looking up at

the ceiling. Avery laughed and Sasha aimed a throw pillow at her big sister’s

head. Holly put up her hands to ward off an attack. “Okay, I’m sorry. I just

like bugging you.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“I don’t know about you, Avery,” Zoe said from her chair where she was

nowwrapped in a blanket. “But I’m kind of enjoying this swap in their sisterly

dynamics. It’s fun to watch.”

“It would be more fun with a beverage of some kind,” Avery replied.

Sasha groaned. “I honestly don’t knowwhy I’m still friends with any of you.

It’s cruel to tease a woman with postpartum depression you know.”

There was a brief silence before all three of them threw pillows at Sasha. She

deserved it, using her newly admitted PPD as amechanism to get her own way

was a little bit cheeky.

“Fine, I deserved that. But don’t we all want to know about Holly’s date?”

“My date,” Holly said. “Was perfect. He was funny and charming and asked

good questions. He didn’t chew with his mouth open and he even swapped

meals with me halfway through so I could try his steak.”

Holly was big on “trying” things other people were eating while Jake had

been a definitive non-sharer of his food. This was a good sign for Mr. Hot

Rental Agent Man.

“Holly,” Sasha said. “I’m glad you enjoyed your meal but if you start

detailing every ingredient from your dinner instead of telling me how the

sex was, I am going to throwmore than a pillow at you.”

“Hmmm, I was going to tell you that I’m pretty sure there was saffron in

the rice, but I guess I won’t bother.”

Sasha held up a pillow in both hands.

“The sex was incredible,” Holly said, leaning her head back against the
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couch and closing her eyes. “In fact, it was so good, I think it might have been

the best I’ve ever had.”

“Wow,” Avery said. “That’s saying something.”

Holly looked at Avery. “Are you trying to imply I have slept with a lot ofmen,

because that is not true. I may not have a number as high as my sisters…”

“Hey!”

“Own your truth Sash,” Zoe said fromunder her blanket. Until thatmoment,

Sasha had thought she was asleep.

“I’m not implying that at all,” Avery said. “Just that you had always talked

about how good the sex was with Jake. So to say after just one night with Erik

that he was the best you ever had, it must have been really fucking good.”

Holly smiled. “It was really fucking good.”

“Toe curlingly good?”

“I don’t think my toes have uncurled yet.”

Sasha considered her sister. There was a light and life in her eyes that had

long beenmissing. Although, to be fair, it could have been there for the past

eight months and she probably wouldn’t have seen it. Talking to her friends

openly and honestly about her postpartum depression had felt like emerging

from a fog. She knew logically that at some point she would break out of the

depression, or at least she hoped shewould, but hadn’t understood that asking

for help was the easiest way to make it happen.

Four years ago, when they had first come to this house in Seaside, Sasha had

felt like somewhat of an outsider as the only woman there that didn’t have

kids. Now that she wore the motherhood badge just like the rest of them, she

felt more connected to these women now than ever before.

Their bondwas deepened, she had seen it when they kindly and gently asked

her about her struggles. It had grown stronger when they shared their own

stories and admitted their own shortcomings.

Even sitting here now, with Holly excitedly recounting every moment of her

date while Zoe fought to stay awake and Avery asked for more details, there

was an understanding between them. This was a no judgment zone. This was

a place where they could tell the truth and ask for help and always get truth

and love and compassion in return.
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She thought about Ben and Noah, her heart aching for both of them. This

time away had been necessary for her. She had needed to recharge her soul

and rest her body. But her arms, so used to the solid weight of her son in them,

felt empty in a way she hadn’t expected. She missed Ben’s lips on her own,

the way he always insisted on kissing her goodnight before rolling over and

falling asleep immediately in the way that had always annoyed her with this

consistency while she fought to clear her head and fall asleep herself.

It was true she hadn’t expected motherhood to be so hard but something

about knowing she wasn’t alone in her fight made it easier to see the good in

her life more clearly. There was somuch good and it was worth celebrating.

Sasha made a silent promise to herself to enjoy their last few days in Seaside

to the fullest and tell Ben the full truth when she returned home.

If she was to truly conquer the crushing weight of the postpartum, she

needed his help. Maybe he needed her help too. Watching him second guess

everything he did for and around Noah had been humorous at times, but she

had never considered the fact hemight be having a hard time adjusting to their

new reality too. Funny how the personality traits that define us into adulthood

don’t always translate into parenthood.

Sasha brought her attention back to Holly’s story just as she was getting to

the really good part. Perfect timing.

“So this really was the best sex you’d ever had?” Avery asked. She was

sipping a mug of something hot that Sasha hadn’t even seen her get up to

make. She really had been lost in her own thoughts.

“I think so,” Holly replied.

“Or is it just the most recent sex and you’re still all tingly from it and can’t

remember what sex with anyone else was like?” Sasha said.

Holly frowned a little. “Hmm…that’s a fair question and now I’m not sure

to be honest. But I think I’ll let myself bask in the glow of my evening for a

least a little while longer before I have to decide.”

Holly yawned then, which set off a series of yawns in response from the rest

of them. All except Zoe who hadmost definitely fallen asleep now.

Holly looked at herwatch. Shewas the only personSashaknew that stillwore

an actual watch with moving hands instead of a smartwatch. Their parents
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had given it to her when she graduated high school and every year she took it

in to the same old, withered watch repair man in the kiosk at the White Pine

Park Mall to be cleaned and serviced. Sasha had gotten a similar present upon

her own graduation but it had broken during pledge week at college.

“Holy shit,” Holly said. “It’s after 2, we need to get to bed.”

“Zoe thinks she’s already in bed,” Sasha said.

“Lightweight,” Holly saidwith a grin. Shemoved over to stand next to Zoe’s

chair. “Come on Zo, bedtime, let’s go.”

Without a word, and barely opening her eyes, Zoe got up dutifully and Holly

took her hand to guide her to the stairs.

“You guys coming?” she asked.

Avery held up her mug. “I’m going to finish this first.”

“I’ll be up in a bit,” Sasha said, knowing that if she tried to sleep now her

brain would just bombard her with all the thoughts that had taken root in her

brain.

“Suit yourselves, good night.”

“Night Zo, night Hol,” Sasha called.

When they were gone, Sasha looked over at Avery. She looked like she had a

lot on her mind as well and Sasha recalled the gentle words Avery had spoken

to her recently. Words that had started a chain reaction that helped lift a heavy

burden off Sasha’s shoulders. Maybe she should return the favour?

“Avery, my friend, what small kindness can I give you today?”

She smiled. “Oh, I’m okay. I’ve just got a lot onmymind.”

“Still thinking about telling Carter the truth?”

“That’s one of the many things onmymind,” Avery said, taking another

sip of her tea.

Their conversation earlier that evening about this topic had been a strange

one. Sasha had really felt like Averywas looking for advice and support and she

had been ready to give that to her, but as they tried to get more information

out of her she had just clammed up. It was like she was suddenly scared of

opening up to them. Like she couldn’t trust them to know how to help her. It

had been a while since they had spent this much time together. Maybe Avery

felt like she wasn’t really part of the group anymore. The thought made Sasha
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sad but before she could say anything, Avery spoke.

“Did you know that Evan is engaged?” Avery asked.

“Wow. I didn’t. How did you find out?”

“Ava told Rose during one of their Zoom playdates recently and she dropped

the news onme at the dinner table of all places. I nearly confessed everything

to Carter right there, in front of the kids.”

“Shit, that wouldn’t have been good.”

“That’s an understatement.”

“I bet that news brought up a lot of emotions for you.”

“It was hard to accept,” Avery admitted. “I mean, things have been over

between us for a while now and I’m happy for him. He’s a great guy and

deserves to be happy.”

Sasha had never fully bought the story that Avery was totally over Evan. She

believed Avery when she said she loved her husband and wanted to focus on

her marriage, but she had also seen the way her eyes lit up when she talked

about Evan. There was definitely a deeper connection between them than

Avery had wanted to admit.

But connections fade over time, Sasha thought, and the fire between couples

canfizzle out. Maybe thathad reallyhappenedbetweenAvery andEvan. Maybe

that had been what made her decide to let the relationship go.

“So that’s what got you thinking about confessing everything to Carter?

The fact that Evan is engaged.”

Avery shifted in her seat and put her mug down on the coffee table in front

of her. “It wasn’t somuch the news about his engagement asmy reaction to it.

I felt like now that he had truly moved on, I could too. But I know that won’t

be possible for me until I tell Carter everything. That’s why I almost blurted it

all out at the dinner table. It’s right there beneath the surface, desperate to

come out.”

“But you aren’t sure what will happen if you say it out loud,” Sasha offered.

Avery nodded; her eyes glassy.

“From everything you have just said, I don’t think you have a choice

anymore. You have to tell him.”

“You think so?”
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“Look, Avery. You know I have supported you from the very beginning of

this journey you’ve been on. I applaud your choices and have loved seeing the

growth in you that came from it. I believe you are a stronger woman today

because of the choices youmade four years ago.”

“Thanks Sash.”

“But,” she said. “I also think there comes a time where we have to own our

choices and face up to the consequences. I’m not saying there will be any bad

consequences for you. Carter may be completely understanding, especially

since he ostensibly set all of it inmotion with his request for an openmarriage.

But he might not be. He may be hurt or angry.”

“It’s the not knowing how he’s going to react that has kept me from telling

him.”

“I get that. I really do. But there’s no way you’ll know until you say the

words out loud.”

Avery nodded again and stared at her now empty tea mug. Sasha could see

the turmoil in her friends eyes and wished she could offer more in the way of

words of support. But she was from the school of tough love. Always had been,

always would be. Sometimes you just needed someone to tell you the hard

truth to your face. Like these women had done for her just the day before.

“Also,” Sasha said, on a roll now with the advice thing and not willing to

stop. “I think you need to trust in us a little more. You’ve felt distant since

you arrived. I know we don’t see you often but that doesn’t mean we don’t

still love you.”

“Thanks for that,” Avery said. “It has been a little weird for me to be back

with you three but I’m working on it. And thanks for the straight talk. I can

always count on you to tell it to me like it is. You don’t know howmuch that

means to me.”

“Tell that to Ben,” she laughed. “He’s always telling me I need to softenmy

edges a bit.”

“I love Ben but he’s wrong on that front. You wouldn’t be you without your

sharp edges.”

Sasha raised an eyebrow. “I think that was a compliment?”

“It was.”

74



CHAPTER 10

“Good.”

Sasha stood. “I’m going to bed. Are you going to be okay? Can I get you

anything?”

Avery looked up at her. “How about a hug?”

“You bet,” Sasha said, opening her arms. “Just be careful of my sharp

edges.”
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ZOE

Since first discovering the lump in her right breast, Zoe had a newmorning

routine. Wake up, lie in bed praying the lump had magically disappeared

overnight, gingerly touch the spot to find it hadn’t, cry.

She had stuck to the routine while here in Seaside and this morning was no

different. Except it was a little bit different. Because instead of crying when

she discovered the lump was still there, she felt angry.

Over the past few days and in no small part due to her own advice, Zoe

had watched her best friends face difficult choices and confess their biggest

troubles. Yet, she had stayed quiet. Ostensibly, this was the greatest challenge

she could potentially face. That was a sentence with a lot of maybes but that

was about the gist of it all.

Maybe this lumpmeant she had cancer, maybe it didn’t.

Maybe that cancer might kill her, maybe it wouldn’t.

Zoe wasn’t angry at the lump for appearing and upending her life. She was

angry at herself and her inability to deal with it. She was a nurse for crying

out loud and here she was, blatantly ignoring something that could easily

be diagnosed and treated by the medical system she worked in. Giving the

lump one last rub, her brain registered the clinical thought “no bigger, same

density”, and she pulled her t-shirt back down.

Her phone told her it was nearly 8am. Much later than her usual wake up
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time, but understandable after how late they had stayed up the night before.

She may have appeared to her friends to be struggling to keep her eyes open

last night while Holly told them about her date but that hadn’t been the full

truth.

Yes, she had been exhausted when Avery woke her up to tell her Holly was

back and they should go downstairs to see how it went, but she had also played

up her sleepiness for a selfish reason. Listening to Holly talk about her date

had brought up feelings of jealousy that Zoe hadn’t even realized were still

living just below her surface. Feelings that she thought she had dealt with four

years ago when she and Aaron had reconciled.

Their separation, while only a fewmonths long, had taught Zoe a lot about

herself and what she was missing in her life. She and Aaron had been together

since high school, the longevity of their relationship gave her stability and

comfort but no fire. On their first girls’ trip to Seaside, when Avery had

admitted about Carter’s request for an open marriage, they had all talked

openly about their relationships. At that time, Zoe was newly separated and

contemplating a life with someone other than Aaron.

Holly’s first date story brought up similar feelings of “what ifs” but last

night she hadn’t been thinking about life without Aaron, she had been

envisioning his life without her. Because what if the lumpmeant cancer?

Enough already, she thought to herself. Enough what ifs.

Zoe got up and looked at herself in the full-lengthmirror in the corner of

the room. It had been a while since she had given herself a stern talking to and

maybe that was the problem.

“Nomore,” she said in a firm voice that was quiet enough to ensure no one

else would hear it. “You need to deal with this situation before you go insane.

Ignorance is not bliss, Zoe. You owe it to Aaron and your boys to deal with this.

But more than that you owe it to yourself.”

She gave a curt little nod as if to say, “and that’s that” before heading

downstairs in search of coffee, breakfast and comfort. Not necessarily in that

order.

Zoe had been hoping to find at least one of her friends was already awake

and had started the coffee maker, but the downstairs was empty. She filled
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the coffee maker, measured out the grounds and started the pot brewing,

wondering how long it would be before anyone else was up and she could

unload what was on her mind.

She didn’t have to wait long. She had just settled herself on one of the

Adirondack chairs on the deck with her first cup of coffee when the sliding

door opened behind her and Sasha pulled her own chair into the sun next to

her.

“You’re up early,” Zoe said.

“Sleeping until 8 is a luxury these days. I can’t believe therewas a timewhen

I used to sleep until nearly noon on a weekend. God, I miss those days.”

“The first few months are the hardest,” Zoe said, the words an almost

automatic response for whenever a newmom talked about sleep deprivation.

“So everyone keeps telling me,” Sasha said. “All I can say is that it is going

to be really hard to go back to my old routine after this luxury.”

“I feel the same. I can’t believe we have to go home tomorrow. This place is

so amazing, I could happily sit here for hours.”

“If Holly keeps banging the hot rental agent maybe we’ll be able to come

down here a lot more often. We should work on persuading her to do that.

Take one for the team as it were.”

Zoe laughed. “I don’t think we’d have to work too hard on persuading her,

she seemed pretty smitten.”

“Maybe…but you know howHolly is. The bloom comes off the rose pretty

quickly for her. I bet it won’t be long until she decides the reality of making a

long-distance relationship with Erik work is too difficult. She’s too logical.”

“Hopefully she gives herself a little bit longer to enjoy the post-coital glow,”

Zoe said. “She deserves to have some happiness.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Sasha said, pausing to take a sip of her coffee. “I’m

not saying I want her to decide this relationship isn’t worth the effort. Quite

the opposite. I’d love her to focus on aman other than Jake.”

“You really didn’t know that she was considering taking him back?” Zoe

asked.

“Nope,” Sasha said. “You either?”

“Nope. She was keeping that pretty close to her vest.”
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“The thing is, I’m pretty sure the reasons she is using to justify a reconcilia-

tion aren’t the right ones. She wouldn’t be doing it because she loves him and

can’t live without him anymore. She’s doing it because—”

“It’s easier to find comfort in the known, rather than face the unknown.”

Zoe finished for her, thinking not only about Holly but her own situation.

“Exactly.” Sasha said.

“That’s kind of what I did,” Zoe said, surprising herself with the admission.

“Hmmm…I don’t know if I’d say that. You and Aaron did a lot of work on

yourself and yourmarriage tomake it work the second time around. Holly and

Jake haven’t done anything like that.”

Zoe considered. “Maybe they could do the same. Get counselling, I mean.”

“But would that even help? I mean their issues run deep. Holly still has so

much anger towards him. So do I.”

“Me too.” Zoe said. “But I still see him every so often since Aaron and Jake

are still friends and that has helped ease my anger a little. He’s just so sad

now. Living in that shitty apartment and only seeing the kids on the weekends.

He’s come to our place for dinner a few times and all I feel is pity.”

“He was the master of his own downfall,” Sasha said bitterly. “He doesn’t

deserve our pity.”

“Maybe,” Zoe said, hoping to ward off this conversation before Sasha really

got on a roll. She had heard enough of Sasha’s diatribes against Jake to know

where this was headed. “More than anything I just want Holly to be happy.”

“Don’t we all.”

Zoe leaned her head back against the chair and closed her eyes, trying to

soak up as much of the sun as possible. And also buying herself a little time

before she said the things she wasn’t sure she was ready to say yet.

“I’m really grateful you know,” Sasha said. “For all your support around

the whole postpartum depression thing.”

Zoe turned her head to see that Sasha had also leaned her head back and

closed her eyes. She suspected Sasha was still having a hard time admitting

she needed help and was avoiding eye contact for that reason.

“It’s not something you need to be embarrassed about Sash. I hope you

know that.”
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“I think I’m still trying to convince myself of that. It will take some time

but I’m sure I’ll get there eventually.”

“Just make sure you’re honest with Ben on how you’re feeling when you get

home. We are always here to help but he will be your biggest champion and

support system, if you let him.”

“I will.”

“Sasha…”

Sasha turned and grinned at her. “I promise.”

“I’m going to hold you to that.” Zoe said.

“I would expect nothing less.” Sasha replied. “So now that you knowmy

deep dark secret, you have to tell me one of your own. It’s only fair.”

If Zoe had been looking for an opening this was definitely it. Couldn’t be

anymore perfect. Now she just had to be brave enough to take it.

“There is something,” Zoe started.

“Really?” Sasha said, no longer leaning back in her chair but turned toward

her, an expectant look on her face. “I was just teasing but it is always the quiet

ones that have something to hide. Spill it, Zo.”

“And this is in the vault, right? You won’t tell anyone else.”

“Cross my heart.”

Zoe took a deep breath. “I found a lump onmy breast about a month ago

and I’ve been too scared to make an appointment to get it checked out.”

Sasha’s face changed immediately; her eager anticipation now replacedwith

deep concern. “Holy shit, Zo. Seriously?”

Zoe nodded. Her capacity for speech had abandoned her as soon as the word

lump had escaped her lips.

“You need to get a mammogram.”

She nodded again.

“Does Aaron know?”

Zoe shook her head and swallowed. “No one else knows. Just you.”

“Oh god, please don’t make me be the only one that knows. I’m no good in

these situations. Can we at least tell Holly and Avery? They will know what to

do.”

Zoe knew she was right. Now that she had shared her secret with Sasha it

80



CHAPTER 11

was obvious that she needed to tell the others as well.

“Okay,” Zoe said. “We can tell them too.”

Sasha visibly relaxed, her shoulders dropped, and she let out a big sigh of

relief. “I’m sure it’s nothing to be worried about.”

“But,” Zoe said, her voice cracking. “What if it is?”

“Then youwill deal with it andwewill help. Wewill always be there to help.”

They heard laughter from inside and turned to see both Holly and Avery in

the kitchen.

“Let’s go in and tell them now,” Sasha suggested, standing up with her

now-empty coffee mug. “There’s no time like the present.”

* * *

“Oh Zo,” Holly said, reaching across the table to take Zoe’s hand in hers. “I

can’t believe you’ve been carrying this around for over amonth and didn’t tell

me.”

Even though she knew it hadn’t been Holly’s intent, Zoe couldn’t help the

immediate feeling of guilt that washed over her. It was like she was hardwired

to feel like she was always letting someone down.

“I’m sorry,” she said, keeping her eyes focused on the second cup of coffee

Sasha had placed in front of her. The liquid in the cup was still spinning, kind

of like her brain over the past few weeks. “I guess I was scared to admit it

because then I’d have to deal with it. Plus, you’ve had a lot on your plate. I

didn’t want to add to your burden.”

“You are never a burden,” Holly said. “But I know I can definitely give the

impression I’m too overwhelmed to deal with any one’s problems but my own

and I’m sorry that’s how you felt. I never meant to make you feel that way.”

“I think the important thing to remember,” Avery said. “Is that we all know

the truth now and we can make a plan to help. There is no point in having

regrets about what you did or didn’t do in the past. There is only the way

forward.”

“There is only the way forward,” Sasha repeated. “Sounds like one of those

motivational Monday Instagram posts.”
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Sasha’s laugh broke the tension that had settled between the four of them

at the dining room table and they all relaxed. Zoe had thought admitting the

truth would fill her with greater anxiety but it had done just the opposite. As

her friends talked around her about howmuch burden women were expected

to carry in today’s world and how hard it was to admit you needed help, Zoe

considered just how amazing they all were.

Even after all they had endured four years ago and in the years since, they

were still here and still laughing. Theyhad, as the sayingwent,made lemonade

out of their situations. Sometimes the lemonade was bitter, sometimes it was

overly sweet, but the fact they were still making it was what counted more

than anything.

There was a natural pause in the conversation and Zoe jumped in. “What do

you guys think I should do?”

“Who’s your family doctor again?” Holly asked.

“Dr. Liu at the White Pine Park Medical Center.”

“Linda Liu?”

Zoe nodded.

“Oh, I liked her,” Avery said. “We used to see Dr. Chen in the same office

but when our doctor was unavailable sometimes, we’d see Dr. Liu instead. I

always found her quite personable but also very straightforward and to the

point.”

“She doesn’t tiptoe around anything,” Zoe agreed. “Which is why I didn’t

want to have to admit to her how long ago I found the lump.”

“You think she’ll be mad at you?” Sasha asked.

“She will most definitely be mad at me,” Zoe replied. “But it’s not like I

don’t deserve the lecture.”

Holly had been scrolling through her phone and suddenly pressed a button

and put it to her ear.

“Who are you calling?” Sasha asked but Holly just held up a finger. They all

waited in dutiful silence as she made her call.

“Hi there,” Holly said, in a voice that wasn’t quite her own but also sounded

slightly familiar. “This is Zoe Nolan calling. I found a lump on my breast

about a month ago and I’d like to make an appointment to come in to see Dr.
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Liu for an exam. I realize I’ve left this too long and would like to see her as

soon as possible to avoid any further delay. Please call me back to confirm an

appointment time.”

Holly dictated Zoe’s mobile number, said thank you and disconnected the

call.

“Holy shit,” Sasha said, her voice full of awe. “That was brilliant.”

“Well played my friend,” Avery said.

“Were you—” Zoe stammered, not quite sure what just happened. “Were

you ‘doing’ my voice?”

“I was trying,” Holly said with a shrug.

Zoe couldn’t stop the tears that had been threatening to fall since she first

woke up and inmoments shewas a crying, snottymess. All three of her friends

sprang into action and within seconds she had a glass of water, box of tissues

and, inexplicably, a box of powdered donuts in front of her.

“What?” Zoe said, gesturing to the donuts. “Why? Who?”

Sasha shrugged. “Baked goods always makeme feel better. I thought they

might help you too.”

Zoe laughed, a real from the gut laugh and after turning away to blow her

nose twice, she turned back to the table and took a bite of a donut. Sasha

smiled triumphantly, gave a little nod of approval and took her own donut

from the box.

“Thank you,” Zoe said through the bite, powdered sugar covering her lips

and the table in front of her. “I don’t know what else to say.”

“We’ll get through this together Zo,” Holly said, and Zoe knew it was the

truth.
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AVERY

When the text message arrived, it didn’t make any sense. Avery had to read

it twice before she could comprehend it and when she finally did, the phone

dropped onto the table, her hand flew to her mouth and she gasped.

“What is it?” Zoe asked, concern flooding her face. “What happened?”

But Avery could only shake her head as she gestured to the phone.

“You’ve gone white as a ghost,” Sasha said, coming over to sit in the chair

between Avery and Holly as Zoe picked up Avery’s phone and checked the

screen.

“Ohmy god,” Zoe said. “It’s a text from Carter.”

“What does it say?” Holly asked, impatience in her voice as she watched

Avery with concern.

Zoe read: My office is in lockdown. I heard gunshots.

No one spoke. Where just a fewmoments before they had been idly chatting

about their kids after school activities, now there was complete silence. Avery

tried to picture her husband in his office. Was he still sitting in his chair or was

he under the desk? Was he alone in the office or were some of his colleagues

in there with him? Were they all texting the same scary words to their loved

ones?

Beside her, Sasha pulled out her own phone and started typing away. Maybe

looking for confirmation of the story. Avery’s phone buzzed again in Zoe’s
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hand and Zoe handed it to her.

» I don’t know what’s happening but I want you to know that I love you very

much. You and the girls are everything to me.

She needed to write back. Needed to say something that would give him

comfort at a time when he was scared. What the hell could she say that would

be helpful?

Avery looked up at her friends. “What do I say to him?”

“Whatever you think he needs to hear,” Holly replied.

» oh baby, i’m so sorry you are going through this. I love you too. The girls love

you. You are going to get through this. You will be okay.

She hit send and turned to Sasha. “Did you find out anything?”

Sasha nodded grimly. “The Oregonian says there are confirmed reports of

an active shooter situation at an office building in downtown Portland. Police

are on the scene and details are unclear. It is believed that at least three people

have been shot including the security guard at the front desk.”

“Frank,” Avery said, thinking about the jovial, kind-facedman that checked

her in whenever she visited Carter’s office. He always gave her lollipops to

take home to the girls and told her she brightened his day with her smile. Now

he’d be shot. Shot by someone that was in Carter’s building somewhere. Shot

by someone that might also, eventually shoot her husband.

“Oh my god,” Avery said, nausea welling inside her. Every bite of the

breakfast they had just enjoyed threatening to come back up. “I think I’m

going to be sick.”

“I’ll get you a glass of water,” Zoe said, rushing to the kitchen for a glass.

Holly rubbed her back as Sasha continued to scroll through the news.

Avery’s phone buzzed again.

»> I think he’s on my floor. The shots are louder.

She typed a quick reply. » Where are you?

»> Under my desk.

» Are you alone?

»> Yes.

» I love you.

Avery’s hands were shaking so badly she could barely manage to type the
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words. I love you felt like such an inadequate phrase at this crucial moment.

Surely there had to be somethingmore meaningful she could tell him. Surely

there was something else she could say that would make him understand just

howmuch she needed him. Just how unwilling she was to consider living life

without him.

“This can’t be happening,” Avery said. “He says he thinks the shooter is on

his floor. What if he—”

She trailed off, unwilling to put the awful thoughts that were filling her head

out into the world. As if saying themwouldmake them anymore possible that

they might already be. Avery thought of their girls. Right now, Rose and Ivy

were at their art camp, surrounded by friends and thankfully unaware of the

danger their father was facing. A danger they had actually prepared for. Ivy

had come home in tears the day of their first active shooter drill. Unable to

tell her mother what was wrong, Avery had turned to Rose to explain.

“We had our first bad guy drill,” Rose said. “You know, where we practice

what to do in case someone starts shooting at us.”

Rose and Ivy were perched on the tall stools at the kitchen island, their feet

dangling, still too short to reach the footrest. Small enough to still have feet

that dangled from chairs, big enough to know what to do if a bad guy decided

to shoot at them.

Avery had tried to handle the situation as best she could. Reassuring them

that even though they practiced these things, the odds of their lives actually

being affected by something so horrible were very small. She was honest and

answered all their questions and at the end of the talk, Ivy had stopped crying

and was happily dunking Oreos in her milk. When Carter heard the story he

repeated all of Avery’s reassuring words and together they felt good about

their parenting. Until Rose woke up with a nightmare about a bad man with a

gun.

She looked back down at her phone and willed it to buzz with a reply from

Carter. Her “I love you” message still showed as delivered but not yet read.

Did that mean something had happened to him? No, don’t think that. Stay

positive. He was probably just keeping his phone hidden so it didn’t give away

his hiding spot.
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“Oh god, oh god, oh god,” she said, putting her head down on the table as

someone rubbed her back. “This is too much. I can’t handle it.”

The seconds ticked by like minutes and the minutes felt like hours. Still no

response from Carter. That didn’t mean her phone was silent. It had started

buzzing regularly with texts from friends and family checking in.

All of them asking the same question— “Isn’t that where Carter works?”

and “Is he okay?”—and then sending love and strength.

One of the first messages had come from her mom. Two years ago, Karen

Parker sold the childhood home Avery grew up in in Seattle’s Queen Anne

neighbourhood and bought amid-centurymodern style home in PalmSprings.

They visited her regularly and the girls loved Nana’s new house. Especially

the pool.

In the warmer climate Karen had flourished. She’d learned how to golf,

joined a book club with some of the other retirees and, most surprisingly to

her only daughter, started dating a man 10 years her junior. Her text was one

of the shortest. A testament to how well she knew Avery and what she needed

to hear.

» He will be fine my love. Trust in the universe. I’m here if you need me.

While she appreciated the outpouring of support, all she really wanted to

hear from her husband so when the constant notifications became toomuch

to handle, Zoe gently took the phone from out of her hands.

“Let me handle them,” she said. “I’ll tell you when he calls.”

Avery appreciated the fact she said “when” and not “if” but it was the

thought of what she would have to do “if” he never called that consumed her

right now.

If the news report that Sasha had read was correct, Frank would not be

returning to his family tonight. Frank had gotten up that morning, put on

his security guard uniform, kissed his wife goodbye and gone to work. Carter

had done the same in a suit. Why should Frank get shot and not Carter? Why

should one man live and the other die?

As she pinballed between emotions in her head—fear, sadness, anger,

worry—one took hold and pushed the others aside. Regret.

For years, she had regretted keeping the secret of her relationship with Evan
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from her husband. It was something she thought about every single day and

every day she had made the decision to keep it to herself, always thinking, I’ll

tell him tomorrow. How had she not realized that tomorrowmight not ever

come?

“They’re sending in the emergency response team,” Sasha said, and

Avery raised her head to see Sasha scrolling furiously through her phone.

“Apparently they have cleared all the floors up to the seventh. What floor is

Carter on?”

“Eight.” Avery whispered and the flicker of hope on Sasha’s face faded with

the news.

“Well, that means his floor will be cleared next,” Holly said, and Avery had

to smile at her friend’s optimism. Even in the face of so much bad, Holly was

trying to find the good.

“Who is Dani?” Zoe asked.

“She’s one of my best friends back home,” Avery said. “Why?”

“She texted to ask if you wanted her to pick the girls up from camp and take

them to her house. She’s worried they might hear something from one of the

counsellors. She said she’ll keep them in the backyard and make sure they

don’t know what’s going on until you hear something.”

Avery was filled with appreciation for Dani’s offer. Her oldest was the same

age as the girls and they were all in the same camp. Knowing Rose and Ivy

would be with her gave Avery comfort.

“Tell her yes please and that I will text her as soon as I know anything.”

Zoe started typing.

“I should head home,” Avery said, suddenly realizing how stupid it was that

she was still here instead of in her car and heading home to her family. “I need

to be there for when he—”

The tears came in aflood and she slumped forward to lean on the table. Holly

put her arm around her, and Sasha handed her a tissue.

“You are in no state to drive right now,” Holly said. “The girls are with your

friend; they are going to be fine. Stay here with us until we hear that Carter is

safe.”

She knew Holly was right. It would be foolish and dangerous for her to
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get behind the wheel right now. The girls might lose one parent today, she

shouldn’t risk having them lose the other in something as preventable as a

car crash.

“I just hate not knowing what’s happening. I mean he might already be out

of the building; he might be fine. Or he might be—”

“Don’t think about that,” Zoe said.

“It’s all I can think about. That my husband is dead, and I’ll have to raise

our kids alone. And there is so much we never got to do together. So much

time we wasted not doing the things we wanted to do. He wanted to climb

Kilimanjaro. What if he never gets to do that now?”

As though the others understood her need to talk this out, they simply

listened and gave her the space to rant. She loved them for it.

“We were going to buy a new house. We looked at it last week and Carter

was working with the lawyer to put in an offer. It has a swimming pool. The

girls are going to love it. But I can’t buy that house without Carter. I can’t give

them a swimming pool without him.”

She took a deep breath, on the verge of hyperventilating. She’d never had a

panic attack before, is this what it felt like? Like an elephant was sitting on

her chest.

“I was going to tell him about Evan. All of it. I knew it was time. Actually,

it’s been time for months, but I could never find the courage because I was

afraid he’d leave me. I didn’t want to risk having to live my life without him,

so I kept this giant secret. He needs to know; he deserves to know. We need

more time.”

Avery was panting now, unable to draw a full breath. She put a hand on her

chest and willed her heartbeat to slow, for her body to relax and for the feeling

of helplessness to subside.

“I need air,” she said, turning in the direction of the patio doors.

“I’ll come with you,” Holly said, and Avery saw her grab the box of tissues

before walking away from the table.

A soft, salty breeze hit her face as soon as Avery pulled open the glass doors

and she took a deep breath. At the railing, she looked out at the ocean view and

felt her body finally start to relax. Her brain was still firing on all cylinders. So
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many overlapping thoughts and emotions, she felt dizzy.

Holly stood beside her, silently offering her support and love. Ready to give

whatever Avery needed. Right now, she needed absolution.

“You were right,” Avery said.

Holly turned. “About what?”

“I should never have kept my affair a secret from Carter. It was wrong. At

that dinner at Sasha’s house, when I told all of youweweremoving to Portland,

you were the only one that said I was being selfish in not telling him. At the

time Iwas so convinced that Evan had nothing to dowithmymarriage, I didn’t

want to hear the words. But I know now that you were right.”

Holly rested her hand on top of Avery’s. “I wasn’t right then. I was hurting

and full of righteous indignation after finding out what Jake had done. I

couldn’t see that what you were saying was also true. That your relationship

with Evan was helping you figure out who you were and what you wanted in

life. I couldn’t see that it was helping you.”

Avery shrugged. “It was still selfish.”

“Maybe it was, but there are times when we have to consider the reasons

for our own selfish behaviour.”

“It’s all I can think about right now. All the things I never told Carter. All

the things I never got to do with him. All the things the girls might not get to

do with him. It feels like I’m being selfish again. I shouldn’t be thinking about

me right now. I should be thinking about him. About what he won’t get to do.”

“You are thinking about him. You said before that Carter lived for his family,

for youand thegirls. So, if that’s true thenyoucanbe surehe’shaving the same

thoughts as you right now. He’s thinking of the vacations he wants to take

with you, the moments he wants to have with the girls. He’s thinking about

their graduation days and walking them down the aisle at their wedding.”

This image brought a new flood of tears for Avery. What if he wasn’t around

to walk Rose and Ivy down the aisle? It was too much to consider.

“But none of this matters, because he is going to be alright,” Holly said.

“You don’t know that!” Avery’s scream came out as a sob and she leaned

back down on the railing, really letting herself cry this time. It felt good to

abandon all pretence of holding herself together. In her mind she let herself
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think the worst possible thoughts and the intensity of her sobs got stronger.

It was cathartic and scary and exhausting.

When she was done, Holly handed her another tissue, the pocket of her

hoodie was already full with them, and Avery noisily blew her nose.

“Better?” Holly asked.

“A little.”

They sat downandwhenAvery shivered despite thewarmth of the sun, Holly

silently got up to get her a blanket from the box by the door.

“How long has it been?” Avery asked as she wrapped the blanket around

her.

Holly checked her watch. “About 45minutes.”

Too long, Avery thought.

Then the sliding door opened. Zoe and Sasha rushed out; Avery’s cell phone

held in Zoe’s outstretched hand.

“It’s him,” Zoe said, her cheeks wet with tears. “He’s okay.”

Avery took the phone and shakily held it to her ear. “Carter?”

The familiar deep voice she had been convinced she would never hear again

said two words that righted her upside-down world at once. “I’m okay.”
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HOLLY

“You sure you’re okay to drive?” Holly asked for what felt like the hundredth

time. She knew it was probably starting to get annoying, but she couldn’t help

herself. After the shock Avery had just endured, she was worried.

Avery slid the side door of herminivan closed and turned to face them. There

was a smile on her lips but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine. It’s less than 2

hours with traffic and I need to be with them.”

Holly nodded and opened her arms for a hug that Avery practically fell into.

She could only imagine how thoroughly exhausted her friend must be. Thank

god the ordeal had ended positively for Carter. Unlike how it had played out

for six others in his office building today.

“I’m so glad he’s okay,” Holly said, patting her friends back and giving her

a tight squeeze.

“Me too,” Avery murmured into her shoulder. “Me too.”

“We packed you a little bag of snacks for the road,” Zoe said. “And Sasha

filled your travel mug with strong coffee.”

When she was finished embracing all of them, Avery walked over to her car

and paused with her hand on the door handle. Then she turned and leaned

against the car instead of getting in.

“This morning was awful,” she said, her eyes were still red and puffy from
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all the crying but there was resolve on her face that Holly hadn’t seen before

today. “But if I had to endure something like that, I’m glad it happened while

I was with all of you. I have to admit I’ve felt a little like an outsider on this

trip, but I now realize most of that feeling was in my own head. Yes, the

distance between us has changed our relationship but the bond we felt from

the beginning is still there. I felt that today and I am so grateful.”

Holly felt tears welling in her eyes and wiped at themwith the back of her

hand. Sasha sniffed loudly beside her.

“We’re grateful for you,” Zoe said, putting into words exactly what Holly

was feeling.

Avery nodded. “Okay I better go before I start crying again. I’ll text you

when I get home.”

“Give Carter a big hug from all of us,” Sasha said. “Tell him how happy we

are he is okay.”

“I will,” Avery said, opening the door and getting into the driver’s seat.

“Love you all.”

“We love you too!”

They watched as Avery drove to the end of the street and turned towards

home.

“Is it too early for a drink?” Zoe asked as they walked back inside.

“Not after the morning we had,” Sasha said. “I say the last day at the beach

house calls for drinks on the beach.”

Less than an hour later they were settled on their beach chairs, the waves

crashing in front of them, a beer in each of their hands. Holly took a sip and

tried to settle her own nerves that had been tingling since the moment Zoe

read Carter’s text aloud.

Everything about the morning had unsettled her. She couldn’t help but put

herself in Avery’s shoes. What would she be feeling if that was Jake sending

the text?

There was a part of her that wanted to believe she would have been filled

with the same emotion as Avery had been. Filled with fear for her husband

and thinking about all the moments they still had left to live together. But she

knew she wouldn’t, because she knew there were no big moments left for the
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two of them.

There would always be sharedmoments that involved their children, and

they would forever be connected by their children. But that was it. Today had

given her the perspective she needed to see that the Holly and Jake story had

come to its natural conclusion. She needed to let him go, to stop giving him

hope and allowing him to insert himself back into her life.

Holly needed to finally figure out what it was she wanted for herself. Not

for the kids, not for Jake, not for anyone else. She also needed to refocus on

the people that were sitting next to her right now. She had been so ‘busy’

and unavailable, her best friend hadn’t felt like she could “burden” her with

the news she had found a lump in her breast. Not to mention she had totally

missed the signs that Sasha was suffering from postpartum depression, a fact

that filled Holly with guilt.

Sasha was her baby sister, they had always been there for each other, and

at her greatest time of need, Holly hadn’t been there for her. If she had just

spent more time with her, offered to take Noah off her hands once in a while

so she could rest, checked in to make sure she was coping, maybe she would

have been okay. Maybe she wouldn’t have reverted back to her days of using

binging and purging to cope.

Holly looked at Sasha and was filled with a desire to pull her into a hug and

promise her that everything was going to be okay. Of course, she couldn’t

promise her everything would be okay, but she could make sure to help her

with one thing.

“Sash?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you binging and purging again?”

Sasha’s head quickly turned towards Holly; her eyes wide. “I, well, uh—”

“It’s okay,” Holly said. “I understand why. Zoe said it can be a symptom of

postpartum.”

Zoe leaned forward in her seat and nodded. “It’s more common than people

realize. A lot of women go back to behaviours that gave them comfort before,

including eating disorders.”

Sasha seemed to deflate in her chair. “How did you know?”
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“I heard you throwing up on our first night. I guess I was trying to convince

myself that you had just had toomuch to drink or something, but after what

happened this morning, I’m feeling like I can’t make any assumptions about

anything. I want you to know I’m here for you and want to help.”

“Me too,” Zoe said. “I’m here too.”

Sasha took a sip of beer and stared out at the ocean. “God, I’m such a fuck

up. I can’t do anything right anymore.”

“You’re not a fuck up,” Holly said. “You’re struggling to adjust to a very

different life and that’s hard. It’s even harder when your big sister isn’t there

to help.”

“My life is not your responsibility, Hol.”

“Maybe not your life, but you are. And you alwayswill be,”Holly said, taking

a sip of her own beer and feeling a calm settle over her now that they were

talking about this openly. “When we get home we’re going to figure this out,

together. You, me, Ben, Zo…all of us together.”

“Okay,” Sasha said. “Thank you.”

“And I’m sorry if I’ve made you both feel like I wasn’t available when you

neededme. But that’s going to change now. I promise.”

Holly could feel Zoe’s gaze on her.

“Your guilt is truly in overdrive right now Hol,” Zoe said. “Howmany times

can we say it’s not your fault. You don’t need to atone for anything. We’re

grown women and have to take responsibility for the things we didn’t do.”

“I know, but—” Holly said.

Zoe cut her off. “No buts. I know you like to mother everyone, that’s your

thing. And yes there was a small part of me that didn’t tell you about the

lump in my breast because I knew you had a lot on your plate and I didn’t

want to burden you with it. But the bigger reason I didn’t tell anyone about

it—includingmy husband—is because I didn’t want to consider the fact that I

might go the same way as mymother. That I might have to leave my own kids

before I was ready to.”

Zoe sniffed loudly and bothHolly and Sasha got up from their chairs to kneel

in front of hers.

“You are not your mother,” Holly said. “This lump is probably nothing.
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Don’t go down the darkest path.”

“But it could be something.”

“And if it is,” Sasha said. “Which I’m sure it isn’t. We will deal with it. You

will get treatment and it will suck but you will get through it.”

Zoe wiped at her eyes. “My emotions are all over the place today. I can’t

stop thinking about this morning. I can’t stop thinking about how I would

have felt if that was Aaron instead of Carter. I feel like I have this entirely new

perspective onmy life I didn’t have before.”

“Same,” Sasha said, leaning back into the sand. “When I called Ben earlier

I was blubbering somuch he couldn’t understand a word I said. I made him

turn on the camera so I could see that both of themwere physically okay.”

“Aaron’s going to FaceTimeme when he and the boys are home later so I

can see their faces,” Zoe said. “He asked if we were planning to come home

early.”

“Ben asked that too,” Sasha said. “I told him now I had seen for myself they

were okay, I was going to enjoy our last night here before I come home to the

land of no sleep.”

Holly got up and returned to her beach chair, picked up her beer from the cup

holder in the arm and took a long pull. Even though the drama of the morning

had given her the same kind of perspective Zoe was talking about, she hadn’t

called anyone after they found out Carter was okay. Her kids were at the same

summer camp as Zoe’s boys this week so that wasn’t an option and other than

her kids, the people that meant the most to her were sitting beside her.

“I’ve decided I’m definitely not taking Jake back.” She let the words settle,

aware of not only Sasha and Zoe’s reaction to them, but her own. When she

felt nothing but relief she knew it was the right decision. Something she had

probably known was right for a while but hadn’t fully understood until today.

“It’s time. I know that now.”

“It is,” Zoe said.

“You deserve better Hol,” Sasha said, returning to her own chair. “I

know I’ve been saying this to you for four years, but I hope that you finally

understand that. Jake was good for you at the beginning. You had a good

marriage and you made beautiful children. But he let you down when he
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cheated on you.”

Holly nodded. “I think I finally see that now. For the past four years I’ve

been tellingmyself that but there was a part of me that just figured going back

to him would make my life easier. Like he would spend the rest of our lives

trying to make up for his mistakes.”

“Maybe at first,” Zoe said. “Butwho knows how long that would have lasted.

I don’t doubt he still loves you; he tells Aaron that all the time. But I think he

confuses love with comfort. Youmade his life very easy and now he can finally

see just how good he had it.”

“Doesn’t matter what he wants,” Holly said, the support of her friends

making her feel more confident about her decision. “This is about what I want.

And I want more than what he can offer.”

Zoe waggled her eyebrows at Holly. “Did your night with Erik have

something to do with this decision?”

Holly smiled. “Maybe a little. But it was more about what happened this

morning. I was watching Avery and thinking I wished I had a partner I worried

about as much as she was worrying about Carter. When I pictured Jake in the

same situation, I imagined I would probably be worried about him but more

as Ava andWyatt’s dad instead of the love of my life.” She gave a little shrug.

“It was a revelation.”

“Nothing like a near death experience, even if we weren’t actually experi-

encing it, to give us all a little bit of perspective,” Sasha said.

“True story,” Zoe replied.

“So,what is thedealwithErik?” Sashaasked. “Areyougoing to try andmake

something work between the two of you? Because Zoe and I were thinking it

would be nice to have a connection for cheap rental properties by the ocean.”

Holly shook her head. “I don’t think so. He was really great and if we didn’t

live so far away from each other I would definitely want to see him again. But

I’m not interested in a long-distance relationship.”

“Darn,” Zoe said. “He’ll probably jack up the rental fees on this place when

you tell him.”

“Unless Holly offers favours in return for a more reasonable rate,” Sasha

said, a wicked grin spreading across her face.
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“I know you were aiming for sarcasm there dear sister, but that’s actually a

suggestion I’m not adverse to. He was fantastic in bed and I would be happy

to take one for the team in that department.”

Sasha laughed. “I like this new you. It’s going to be fun to live vicariously

through you when I go home tomy baby that doesn’t sleep andmy husband

that worries every object in our house is a potential death threat to said baby.”

“We’re going to figure that all out when we get back,” Holly said, reaching

out to take her sister’s hand in her own. “You’re not going back to the same

situation you left. Same gorgeous husband and sonmaybe, but not the same

feelings of loneliness and failure.”

Zoe leaned forward in her chair. “Because you’re not a failure…you’re a

mom.”

Holly chuckled. “I’m not sure that came out exactly as you had intended it

Zo, but hopefully Sasha understood what you were trying to say.”

“Of course I did,” Sasha said. “And I appreciate it.”

“We’ve got a lot waiting for us back home,” Zoe said. “Do you think we

could stay here just a little longer and not think about it.”

Holly knew Zoe must be thinking about her impending doctors visit and

what it might mean. She reached out and took Zoe’s hand in hers, the three of

them now connected.

“Don’t assume the worst. There is so much good waiting for us at home, Zo.

Focus on the good. You never—”

Holly’s wordswere interrupted as a large dog ran between their chairs, leash

trailing behind, making a beeline for the surf.

“Oscar!” A familiar voice yelled from behind them, and Holly turned to see

Erik running towards where they sat.

He tossed an apology their way as he went to run by, still in pursuit of the

errant Oscar, and then stopped abruptly when he recognized her.

“Holly,” he said with surprise, nodding at Sasha and Zoe before looking

back at her. “I didn’t realize it was you. Sorry about my crazy dog. He goes a

little nuts when we get near the ocean and he managed to get free of my grip.”

They all looked over at Oscar, now happily frolicking in the ocean, and Holly

smiled. “Can’t get mad when he looks so happy.”
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Erik grinned. “That’s my problem. He’s always happy so I can never get

mad at him. He pretty much just walks all over me.”

“I don’t remember seeing a dog when I was at your house last ni—” she

trailed off, suddenly aware of both Sasha and Zoe listening in on either side of

her.

“He was at my sisters for the night,” Erik said. “I wasn’t sure how late we’d

be out, and he doesn’t like to be alone for long. I just picked him up.”

“Awwww,” Zoe said.

“That is so sweet,” Sasha said.

Holly pushed out of her chair. Running into Erik like this was unexpected

but if she got him away from the prying eyes and ears of the others she could

have the conversation she needed to have with him in person rather than over

the phone.

“Can we take a walk?” She asked.

“Absolutely,” he replied. “Let’s go see if we can convince Oscar to move

further down the shore with us.”

Oscar wasn’t easily convinced. It wasn’t until Erik pulled a bright orange

tennis ball out of his pocket that he could even get the dog’s attention. Erik

threw the ball down the beach and when Oscar went racing after it, they

followed behind. Holly told him about the shooting in Portland and how Avery

had gone home.

“My god,” he said. “That must have been terrifying for all of you.”

“It was really hard,” she said. “We hear about shootings like that way too

often, but you never think it’s going to happen to someone you know.”

“Until it does.”

“Exactly. And then it helps you to see things in a much clearer light. Helps

you to figure out what you want in life and what you don’t want.”

Erik stopped walking and Holly stopped with him, expecting it was because

Oscar had returned with the ball. But there was no dog. Just Erik, watching

her with a disappointed look on his face.

“Is this your way of telling me things are over between us before they even

had time to begin?”

Holly hadn’t expected the question, but shewas happy to hear it nonetheless.
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“Maybe,” she said. “Would it make it any better if I said it’s not you, it’s

me?”

His expression didn’t change. “Not really. I thought we had a connection”

“We did. I really enjoyed our time together last night and I wouldn’t change

it for anything. But I need to be realistic here, it would be really hard for us to

make a relationship work.”

“Especially when you’re not willing to try.”

Erik’s voice had taken on an edge and she felt bad about hurting him. But his

reaction told her it had been the right decision to end things now before they

had gone any further. It was also a sign she probably shouldn’t offer sexual

favours in return for reduced rental rates in the future. Sasha would just have

to accept paying full price.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Last night was fantastic but the events this morning

changed a lot for me. I need to focus onmyself andmy kids. I can’t do that if

I’m trying to make a long-distance relationship work.”

He didn’t reply and Holly fought the urge to saymore. That had always been

her trouble with Jake, not leaving well enough alone. She had a feeling the

only way she could make Erik feel better would be to change her mind and she

wasn’t going to do that.

Oscar came racing back and dropped the ball at Erik’s feet before shaking

the water off, showering both of themwith salty water. Holly wiped her face

with the hem of her t-shirt and Erik threw the ball again.

“So, this is where we part I guess,” he said.

His voice was so formal she half expected him to offer his hand to shake.

“I guess,” she said.

As she turned to walk away, he reached for her hand and pulled her around

to face him. His kiss was passionate and intense, as though it was his final

card to play. His final attempt to convince her to give him another chance.

They broke apart and he looked at her, expectantly. When she said nothing,

the sadness returned, and he released her.

“Good luck, Holly.”

Watching him walk away, Holly took a moment to feel the sadness about

what might have been. Then she turned around and walked back to reality.
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SASHA

“Don’t assume the worst.”

Holly’s words rang in her head as Sasha picked up her phone and called Ben.

It was late and she wasn’t sure he would still be awake but when he answered

his voice was alert and just a little bit concerned.

“Sash? You okay?”

At the concern in his voice, Sasha felt a longing for the return of the carefree

Ben she hadmarried. The one who used to think a late-night phone call from

her meant something fun and sexy rather than catastrophic.

“I’mfine,” she reassured and then, because she couldn’t help herself, added

“Why do you always think something is wrong?”

He exhaled. “I don’t know. Maybe because the last time you calledme it was

to say that Carter had almost been shot?”

Good point.

“Nomore near-death experiences to report here,” she said. “Avery called

earlier to tell us they were all home and safe. Carter has some work ahead of

him to deal with the trauma, and Avery probably does too, but they were just

happy to be together.”

“And how are you all dealing? I wondered if youmight change your mind

about coming back early but I guess not.”
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“We talked about it, but decided we wanted to be together for one last night

here. It’s been cathartic really. Lots of serious discussions considering the

new perspective we all have on our lives, but not in a bad way.”

“I’m glad you decided to stay, love,” Ben said, his voice so warm and

comforting it felt like a warm blanket wrapped around her. “I think it was the

right decision. You need your girl time and Noah and I needed our guy time.”

“It has been good, hasn’t it? Us being apart for a little bit. Good for both of

us.”

Sasha had thought through this conversationmany times before actually

calling and she hoped Ben followed the script he had no idea she was walking

him through. In true Ben fashion, he did.

“Really good. In fact, maybe better forme than you. I had no idea howmuch

I was worrying about things. But once I was the one that had to deal with every

little detail of Noah’s life I figured out I didn’t have to be so paranoid. I’m

going to work harder at this, I promise. It must have been driving you nuts.”

“A little,” she admitted. “But I also thought it was kind of adorable how

much you worried.”

“Well the adorableness is just part of the overall Benjamin Lawson package.

Can’t help it.”

Sasha had purposely avoided FaceTime for this call in case it didn’t go the

way she envisioned, but at thatmoment shewished shewas looking at his face.

Hewas no doubt grinning that grin of his that alwaysmade her feel better. The

one that always carried a hint of impishness as it took over his face. She nearly

switched over to video call just for a quick glance of it, before she remembered

the next part of the script.

“Ben?”

“Mmmmm—”

“I have something I need to tell you.”

“Okay—” He put so much emotion—worry, apprehension, curiosity—into

that one word, Sasha nearly lost her nerve. She pressed on and in doing so, all

her words came out in a breathless rush.

“I have postpartum depression and in order to get better I need your help.

Plus, I’ve also been dealing with the return of an eating disorder I had in my
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twenties. I think it’s part of the postpartum and I need your help with that too.

Basically, I’m amess since having Noah and thought I could handle it all on

my own but I can’t and I’m sorry.”

There was silence on the line and Sasha bit her thumbnail as she waited for

her husband to say something. When he did it wasn’t what she expected.

“Are you biting your thumbnail?”

She instantly stopped. “Maybe.”

“You do that when you’re scared.”

“Yes.”

“Are you scared about what I’m going to say?”

“Maybe.”

“Can you turn on your camera?”

She obliged and in a moment was staring into the face that had given her so

much comfort over the past four years.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” Sasha replied, wiping a tear from her eye.

“I’m sorry” they both said at the same time, and Ben gave a little laugh.

“My love, my sweet,” he said. “You have nothing to be sorry about.”

The last of Sasha’s walls broke down at this and she began to cry. Tears of

relief and exhaustion and worry, flowed down her cheeks. It was done, she

had told him and there were nomore secrets to keep. Ben would help. Holly

would help. Zoe would help. Together with the people that she loved most;

she would beat this thing. She would be a goodmother to her son. She would

figure this out.

No, scratch that, theywould figure this out.

“I love you, Sasha.”

“I love you too.”

* * *

Their finalmorning at the beach house flewby. Check outwas at noon and now

that Holly had broken the heart of the rental agent, Sashawas pretty confident

a late check out request would not be considered favourably.
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Without even having to discuss it or make a plan, the three of them went

through the motions of packing everything up and completing the check-out

list taped to the fridge door. They evenmanaged to use upmost of the leftover

food for their last breakfast, which they took out to the table on the deck to

eat.

“What a trip,” Holly said.

“You can say that again,” Zoe said.

“What a trip,” Holly repeated grinning through a bite of her toast.

Sasha looked out at the ocean and sighed. “I’m going to miss this place, but

I am so ready to get home to my boys.”

“Same,” Zoe said. “Even though I know there are tough conversations

ahead, I feel like I’m ready to face them now. Why is it that sometimes you

need to get away from your reality to find that kind of perspective?”

“I think our perspective came less from the ocean view andmore from the

shooting in Portland,” Holly offered.

“Probably,” Zoe said. “But also from having time with all of you. All of

our conversations while we’re on vacation serve as a reminder that I have the

ability to talk to you like this when we’re at home too. I just convince myself

we’re too busy.”

“We are busy,” Holly said. “That’s not something we need to convince

ourselves of, it’s just a fact.”

“Maybe, but we should never be too busy to be there for each other,” Zoe

offered. “It shouldn’t have taken this trip to make us see that Sasha needed

help.”

“Or for you to tell us that you were stressed about a lump in your breast.”

Sasha said.

“Fair point,” Zoe said.

“Or for you—” Sasha turned to look at her sister. “To tell us you were

considering reconciling with your ex-husband.”

Holly shook her head. “I honestly can’t believe I was even thinking about

it.”

“Me either,” Sasha said. “But at least we helped you see it wasn’t a good

idea. You can always count on us to help you see the truth.”
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“Um, Sash,” Zoe said, leaning forward as though she had a secret to share.

“I think it was less us and more the roll in the hay with the hot rental agent

that convinced her.”

“Oh Erik,” Holly said, a dreamy look on her face.

Holly’s phone started vibrating on the table, breaking Holly out of, what

appeared to Sasha, to be some pretty goodmemories. She looked at her phone

and smiled. “It’s Avery.”

She answered on speaker phone and turned it up so they could hear her over

the crash of the surf.

“Hey you,” Holly said. “I’ve got you on speaker, we’re all here.”

“Hi Avery!” Sasha and Zoe chorused.

“Hi ladies!” Avery replied. “Is that the sound of the ocean I can hear? Are

you all out on the deck without me?”

“We are,” Holly said. “But we kept your seat at the table open.”

“Oh, I wish I was there with you still.”

“We do too,” Sasha said. “How’s everyone doing?”

“Okay, I guess. We haven’t told the girls about what happened, but they

know something is up. They both wanted to sleep with us last night and that

isn’t something they’ve requested since they were toddlers. Thank god we

have a king size bed.”

Avery laughed but there was no real joy behind it. Sasha knew it had been

the right decision for her to return home, but she wished her friend was there

now so she could pull her into a tight embrace.

“We were just talking about how much we learned about ourselves this

weekend,” Holly said.

“I was just about to suggest that we make this girls weekend a more regular

occasion,” Sasha said. “Every four years seems a little bit too long of a window

for me.”

“That sounds like a plan,” Avery said. “You guys should definitely do that.”

The three of them exchanged looks around the table confirming none of

them hadmissed Avery’s use of the term “you guys.” None of them had.

“What do youmean ‘you guys’?” Sasha said. “Wemeant all of us.”

“You’re sure?” Avery’s voice was hesitant and fragile. Like she was afraid if
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she spoke with too much conviction or confidence it might break.

“Sure we want you to come away to girls weekend?” Holly said, an edge of

incredulity in her voice. “Hell yes we are. We wouldn’t have it any other way.”

There was a pause as they waited for Avery to reply. With everything she

had gone through in the past day, the last thing she wanted her friend to feel

was unwelcome. It hurt to think that she had felt that at any point during the

trip.

“Thank you for that,” Avery finally said. “That means a lot to me. Because

when I heard Zoe say I don’t quite fit in anymore I figured this would be the

last time I got to come for a girl’s weekend.”

Zoe sat up straight in her chair, her face stricken. “What? I never said that?”

“You did,” Avery said. “I overheard you on the phone with Aaron.”

Zoe slumped back. “Oh shit, I didn’t know you were there.”

“I know,” Avery said. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I heard my name as

I was returning to the house and I couldn’t help it.”

“I’m so sorry, Avery,” Zoe said, sincerity clear in her words. “I really don’t

feel like that now. I promise. You totally fit in.”

“Thanks for apologizing,” Avery said. “I’m sorry for listening in.”

There was a muffled sound on Avery’s end of the line. “Look, I gotta run,

we promised the girls we’d put the sprinkler on and they are desperate for me

to get off the phone so we can do it.”

“Okay,” Sasha said. “Tell your girls and Carter hello from all of us.”

“I will.”

“Avery, I—” Zoe started.

“It’s okay, Zo,” Avery said. “Really it is. We have bigger issues to think

about, let that one go.”

Zoe just nodded and Sasha jumped into fill the silence.

“We love you Avery!”

“Love you too!” Avery replied and then she was gone.

Sasha and Holly looked at Zoe. She looked pale.

“I can’t believe she heard me say that.”

“She may have heard you say it,” Holly said. “But we had all been thinking

it at some point so this isn’t all on you.”
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Sasha nodded. “And itwas a little odd at first. She’d been away from us for

so long that as much as we enjoyed her company, it wasn’t exactly the same.”

“Maybe, but I still feel terrible,” Zoe said.

They finished up breakfast and after loading the dishes into the dishwasher,

decided to take one last walk on the beach before heading home.

Zoe had the idea of taking a selfie and leaving room for the placewhere Avery

usually featured in their photos. She sent it to Avery with a sincere message of

apology but got no reply.

“She’s hanging out with her family,” Sasha said, reassuringly. “They need

each other right now. Give her time.”

“I guess.”

“I know what we need to do,” Holly said, her face lighting up. “Let’s go for

a swim.”

“We don’t even have our suits on!” Sasha said.

“In our clothes,” Holly shouted, pulling off her sweatshirt, and holding it

out in both hands like a basket. “Put your phones in here and take off your

outer layer.”

Sasha laughed as she handed over her phone. Zoe did the same and Holly

wrapped them all up and put the sweatshirt on the sand. Sasha removed her

sweater and dropped it over top of Holly’s sweatshirt.

“I really like this new you, Hol. It’s like I’m hanging out with the old me.

This is just the kind of crazy, stupid idea I used to suggest.”

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Zoe said.

“Leap of faith,” Sasha said.

“On the count of three,” Holly said, her excitement palpable.

Sasha looked at her in wonder. Who was this reckless and carefree woman

and what had she done with her big sister?

When Holly said the word three, they took off towards the surf, holding

hands and laughing maniacally as they did. To anyone watching they must

have looked ridiculous but as the cold water hit her, Sasha felt more alive than

she had in months.
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ZOE - 1 month later

The doorbell rang and before Zoe had a chance to put down the knife she was

using to ice cupcakes, she heard the thunder of Cameron’s shoes on the stairs.

“I’ll get it mom!”

She smiled to herself. It appeared, to her firstborn at least, she was now

definitelyMom rather thanMommy and shewas just going to have to accept it.

At the age of 11, Cameronwas starting to show signs of a transition to pre-teen,

and she was both excited and nervous about this change in him. There was a

part of him that would prefer him to stay her baby forever but she was also

very excited about watching him become the man he was beginning to change

into.

Zoe heard the front door open andHolly’s voice—supported enthusiastically

by8-year-oldWyatt and less enthusiastically byher ownpre-teenAva—shout

Happy Birthday at her son. She imagined the flush of red on his cheeks at the

attention, especially in front of his crush, and smiled again. Growing up was

nothing if not a roller coaster of emotions.

The four kids rushed into the kitchen and out the back door in a blur. Aaron

was out there getting the last of the chairs set up. Out the window she saw the

younger onesmade a beeline for the trampoline, while Aaron gestured at their

son. She followed her husband’s gaze and saw he had set up two chairs in the

shade, far away from the trampoline and the table where the adults would be

sitting.

Cameron’s face broke into a handsome smile, so much like Aaron’s they
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could have been twins, and he led Ava to the chairs.

“Smooth, my dear husband,” she said to herself. “Real smooth.”

“What’s smooth?” Holly said from behind her, placing two canvas bags on

the counter and coming to stand next to her, where she’d have a better view

out the window.

“Ah,” she said, clearly having spotted the reason right away. “So Aaron is

trying to make it easier for your son to be alone withmy daughter. Not sure

how smooth I find that.”

“They’re 11, Hol, I think we have some time. They’re probably talking about

Minecraft.”

“God, I hope they’re talking about Minecraft,” Holly replied. “I am so not

ready for Ava to become a teenager. All those hormones, all those emotions.”

“There is beer in the fridge, grab yourself one.”

They chatted asHolly unpacked her bags andZoefinished icing the cupcakes.

Zoe was dying to tell Holly the good news, but she wanted to wait for Sasha to

arrive.

“Is Sasha on her way?” Holly said, as if reading Zoe’s mind.

“She texted about 15 minutes ago to say they were actually in the car, so it

shouldn’t be long now.”

Aaron came through the slider. “Hey Holly.”

“Hey Aaron,” she said, kissing him on the cheek. “Thanks for setting up

that little love nest for our children.”

Aaron shrugged, coming to stand next to Zoe and swiping his finger through

the bowl of icing. “My boy has no game, I had to help him out.”

“No game, just like his father,” she teased.

Aaron placed a hand on his chest in mock affront. “I resent that. I had

enough game in high school to landme the prettiest girl in school.”

“Ha,” Zoe said. “The first time you came over to ask me out you tripped

over your own damn shoelace and I said yes out of embarrassment for you.”

Aaron smiled. “All part of my plan to seduce you. All part of the plan.”

There was a knock at the door and Aaron went to answer it. They heard

Sasha apologizing for being late, Ben telling her to stop worrying about it and

Noah’s cry.
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“The gang’s all here,” Holly said.

When they all came through to the kitchen, Aaron had Noah in his

arms—god, he looked good carrying a baby—and he told Ben to leave

everything and come out back.

“Come Ben,” he said, in what Zoe thought was his attempt at a caveman

voice. “Let women talk while we get fire ready for meat.”

“You are such a weirdo.” Zoe said affectionately.

“Your weirdo,” he said with a wink, and then the men were gone.

Holly settled onto a bar stool with her beer and Zoe put the cupcakes in

the fridge. Sasha was pulling a Tupperware container and tortilla chips

out of one of the bags. Zoe grabbed a bowl for the chips and Holly opened

the container, which Zoe was happy to see was full to the brim of Sasha’s

homemade guacamole. She loaded a chip with a generous amount of guac and

put it in her mouth, expecting perfection.

It was not perfect.

She struggled to hide her feelings about the bitter and overly salty dip, but

Sasha caught it.

“Is it that bad?” She asked. “I didn’t have time to make it myself so I

bought some and put it in my own container hoping you wouldn’t notice the

difference.”

Zoe finally managed to swallow and took a long pull of her beer to wash it

down before answering.

“It’s fine,” she said. “Just not what I was expecting.”

“I’m sorry,” Sasha said, dropping heavily into the other bar stool. “I should

have just left it in the original container.”

Holly, who had been about to take her own chip before spotting Zoe’s

reaction, redirected the motion of her hand to rest on her sister’s arm instead.

“Remember what your therapist said,” she said in a kind and, there was no

other way to put it, sisterly voice. “Let go of the little things and focus on—”

“The big ones,” Sasha finished. “I know. I’m working on that. I just really

wanted to bring something to share.”

“You did,” Zoe said. “The chips are delicious and the kids will probably

inhale the dip so…mission accomplished. Want a drink?”

110



EPILOGUE

“Yes, I’ll take a beer,” Sasha said. “And I should probably take one out to

Ben as well.”

“No need,” Zoe said, handing her a bottle. “Aaron has a cooler out there

with drinks for the kids and, to use his words, ‘beers for the boys’.” She put

the last part in air quotes.

“So what’s new with you,” Sasha said, a general statement to either Holly

or Zoe it seemed.

“Well,” they said in unison and laughed.

“You first,” Zoe said to Holly, even though she was nearly bursting with the

good news.

“I’ve decided to start my own business,” Holly said, her face bright with

excitement.

“That’s amazing!” Sasha said.

“Still doing graphic design?” Zoe asked.

Holly had been working as a graphic designer for the same creative agency

since before she had kids. When Ava was born she went down to part-time

and started doing some work from home. The agency had always been very

flexible with Holly’s hours and allowed her every accommodation she needed.

It had been amutually beneficial relationship for both of them given how good

Holly was at her job.

“Still doing graphic design, yes, but also some other aspects of the business.

You rememberme telling you about Denise? Themarketing exec that I worked

with on the Woodland Park Zoo account?”

Zoe and Sasha both nodded.

“Well, she approachedme last week with the idea to go out on her own and I

think we’re going to do it. She has a few potential clients lined up and is ready

to leave the agency about a month before me to get things going.”

“Wow,” Sasha said. “It’s going to be hard for you to leave that place. You’ve

been there so long.”

Holly nodded. “I have but I think it’s kind of like my marriage. I’m

comfortable there but I’m not exactly fulfilled. Denise wants me to domore,

including client meetings and campaign ideation, and I’m ready for the

challenge.”
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“I’m excited for you, Hol. This sounds like just the thing you need right

now,” Zoe said, raising her bottle in salute. “Cheers to you.”

They clinked bottles and Zoe got ready to share her own news, but Sasha

beat her to it.

“Well, while we’re on the subject of work, I’ve got some news of my own on

that front.”

“Do tell,” Holly said.

“I’ve decided to go back to work in a few weeks instead of a fewmonths,”

Sasha said, the news coming out as something she was embarrassed about

instead of excited for.

Zoe and Holly exchanged a look, they both caught the same sentiment in

her voice.

“Is that by choice?” Holly asked, cautiously and Sasha nodded.

“Then why don’t you seem excited?” Zoe asked. “You love your job, you

should be over the moon.”

When Sasha finally looked up, she had tears in her eyes. “Because it makes

me a failure, doesn’t it? Wanting to go back to work instead of staying home

with Noah. It’s like I’m choosing something over him andmothers aren’t ever

supposed to do that.”

Holly put her arm around Sasha and Zoe reached across the counter to put

her hand over hers. “That is not true at all,” Holly said. “It’s not a one or the

other situation. You can be a workingmother and that doesn’tmean you don’t

love your son. You’re doing this because you love Noah and want him to have

the best version of you in his life.

“I know, you’re right, and I’ve already heard this from Ben. He’s been so

great about everything. We’re going to find a nanny and the office is lettingme

come back on a graduated schedule so it’s not all at once. Everything sounds

perfect on paper but I’m just—”

She trailed off and took a sip of her beer.

“We’ve all had a point in our motherhood journey where we felt a little

just—” Zoe said, purposely trailing off like Sasha had. “I suspect you know

in your heart that this is the right choice. You have so many people around

you that will make sure it goes smoothly. Change your mind about it and let
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yourself feel the excitement.”

“Power suits,” Holly said with a smile. “High heels, fancy client lunches,

strong coffee.”

“Deadlines,” Zoe added. “PowerPoint presentations.”

Sasha was smiling now, all her tears wiped away. “Spreadsheets,” she said,

and they all laughed.

“Well,” Zoe said. “Lots of exciting news today. We should probably take

this stuff outside and join our families.”

“Wait,” Holly said. “You had something to share too, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

Holly did that thingwith her eyebrow that she did when shewas considering

something. Zoe waited to see if she figured it out. Then Holly’s eyes went

wide.

“The results,” Holly said, quietly, almost reverently. “You were supposed

to get your test results this week.”

Sasha’s eyeswidened likeher sister’s and theyboth lookedather expectantly.

Zoe thought about playing it cool but couldn’t help the grin that spread across

her face.

“All clear,” she said, using the samewords her doctor had used on the phone,

the same words she had told Aaron that caused him to take her into his arms

and hold her so tightly she thought she might burst.

Both women jumped up at the news and came around to hug her simulta-

neously in an emotional and slightly over-enthusiastic friendship sandwich.

When they released her, Zoe took an exaggerated breath.

“I’ll try not to take it personally that you nearly killed me when I told you I

wasn’t going to die,” she said with a grin.

“Oh god, Zo, I am so relieved. That is just the best news ever.”

“What was the lump?” Sasha asked.

“Fat,” Zoe replied, still not quite able to believe it herself.

“Fat?” They both repeated.

“Yup, a lump of fat. Probably the only time I’ve ever been happy about

hearing that word in relation to my own body. They tell me it will go away on

its own at some point but as of right now—” she felt the familiar mass on the
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side of her breast which was now nothing scarier than a pimple. “—it’s still

there.”

“Have you told Avery yet?” Sasha asked.

“Not yet,” Zoe said. “Let’s call her.”

AsHolly pulledouther phone andput it on speakermode, Zoe took amoment

to take in the twowomen sitting in front of her and then out the window at the

rest of their families. It was moments like these, full of love and laughter and

joy, that made life worth living. Moments like these that made you thankful

for everything you had.

Life wasn’t perfect. It was messy and hard and stressful. But there was

always joy to be found, if you just knew where to look.
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