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The drive-thru line at Starbucks was long, and there was no outlet.  
 
Jessica immediately regretted her split second swerve into the strip mall lot, ruing the sudden craving 
for caffeine and sugar that had overcome her better judgment when she saw the green logo. By the time 
she realized how many cars stood between herself and the drive-up window, she was curbed in on both 
sides. Shit.  
 
This was a new habit, swearing under her breath, just out of earshot of the little ones, but for how much 
longer? She should try to wean herself off it now. "Shoot," she said a bit louder, glancing back at Maya 
and Brayden. Her son dozed, sprawled, head and limbs draped over the edges of the car seat like a 
marionette. In her own carrier Maya squirmed, she disliked a stationary car. She'd be screaming before 
long.   
 
Jessica counted the cars. Four directly ahead where the line snaked around shaded cafe tables to the 
speaker box, two behind heaping garbage bins, and likely another three around the corner by the pick-
up window. So: two minutes per car, say—assuming the baristas were snappy—and this would have 
turned into a twenty-minute stop. It would be at least ten a.m. before they got home.  
 
Why had she even wanted coffee in the first place? She was giving up sugary drinks, remember? Trying 
to lose the baby weight. It came off so quick with Brayden, her friends had been amazed. She had asked 



Josh to take her out on New Year's, with a new dress to show off her waistline. She’d worn heels. They'd 
had to leave early, though. She'd left the baby with a sitter—the first time ever—and her mind wouldn't 
stop running through worst-case scenarios. Bray would choke on his formula. He’d suffocate in bed. 
He’d fall off the changing table or get a sudden fever. She had been preoccupied all night. But Josh was a 
good sport about it—and when they'd rushed home to find Brayden sound asleep  in his crib and the 
teenaged sitter reading on the couch, he'd just teased her good-naturedly. All his teasing was good 
natured. 
 
The cars ahead inched forward. Not an entire car-length, just the automobile equivalent of shifting from 
one leg to another, idle restlessness. Oh, yes, she had wanted to give herself a little reward, that was 
why she had pulled into the line. A little treat for getting herself up early, getting the kids out the door in 
time for her Pilates class this morning. Because with Maya, her old jeans still wouldn't buckle, nine 
months later, no matter how many crunches she did. And how many crunches could you do with two 
babies in the house and a million loads of laundry?  
 
Kind of stupid, now that she thought about it. Self-defeating. She should make the drink sugar-free. 
Except all those artificial sweeteners turn out to be carcinogens if you actually read anything about them 
online. Well, non-fat then—but cutting fats doesn't help when you're consuming all that sugar. And she 
would pass it on to Maya if she wasn't careful—at five months, her daughter was already in the 78th 
percentile for weight. She really should try to develop a taste for unsweetened coffee, at least while she 
was still breastfeeding. Then again, that would hardly make it a treat. Why even bother? 
 
She glanced in the rearview. If only she could get out of this line altogether, get back to her To-Do list for 
the morning. Could she get the SUV around the corner in reverse and back out into the parking lot? It 
would be embarrassing, people would stare, but maybe it would be worth it. She could have a cup of 
chai tea from the Keurig to celebrate her self-control.  
 
She put the car in reverse, but hesitated. It was hard to see over the car seats, and the lane was so 
narrow. She was sure to hit the curb. And not that it was a big deal, but Josh would ask why the tires 
were scuffed. He would notice and he would ask. Not angry—not annoyed—he'd just want her to 
explain the whole story—how she had changed her mind in the drive-through line at Starbucks and 
couldn't even back out of her lane without hitting the curb, how that was her life now. He'd call her a 
silly squirrel, then hug her like a bear, rocking her back and forth with her arms pinned inside his. "It's 
okay," he'd say, "No harm done." Maybe rub her back like when they were dating and she got a flat or 
ended up with malware on her laptop. He loved to comfort her. 
 
God, they were just tires. She would be careful. She inched backward, foot on the brake. Beneath her 
crunched the maple seeds that littered the lot. She reached the edge of the landscaping, carefully 
turned the wheel— 
 
A white sedan appeared in her rearview, blocking her exit. The driver peered questioningly. Jessica 
huffed in frustration, braked, then shifted back into drive. Sunlight pierced the sedan's sunroof and 
illuminated the driver, a well-dressed, coiffed woman talking on her Bluetooth. A beautiful woman, 
actually, in a Lean-In kind of way.  
 
"Mommy!" Brayden was up. "Mommy, Mommy!" 
 



"Shush, you'll make Maya cry." Jessica adjusted her mirror to get a better look at the woman in the 
other car while rolling forward to her former position in line. 
 
"But Mommy, wookit, wookit!" 
 
The other woman had dark hair pulled back, one long piece dangling to frame her face. Her dark lipstick 
matched her blazer and small hoops glinted in her ears. As the woman made an emphatic gesture to her 
conversation partner on the phone, Jessica caught a glimpse of manicured fingers and slender wrist 
ringed with gold bangles.  
 
Maybe the woman was just a paralegal or something. Having brisk phone conversations in the car didn't 
make you important. Jessica wore yoga pants and a ponytail, but for all anyone knew, she could be a 
graphic designer or, say, a book editor, working from home. Besides, if it were later in the day, she 
would be wearing real pants and have her hair flat ironed. She'd promised herself—and Josh—that she 
was not going to let herself go when she had kids. No mom jeans. No fat rolls. 
 
"Mommy, a howicopter! Wook!" Brayden banged on his window with his little fist, adding minimally to 
the criss-crossed smears. 
 
She glanced up through her own window but the sky was empty, wide and blue and framed by high 
branches of maples. "It's called a 'helicopter,' Bray. Can you say that? He-LI-copter." She held the ell 
sound for an extra second. She hoped Brayden wouldn't need speech therapy. Kids could be cruel about 
that kind of thing. 
 
"Howicopter! Howicopter!"  
 
Jessica sighed and pulled forward another space. The beat-up Honda in front of them was ordering. 
Maybe she should try something new off the menu since she was stuck here anyway. Like a green tea 
frappuccino. That could be interesting, get her out of her rut. She didn't want to be one of those women 
so stuck in her habits that she found herself ordering the same drink from the same coffee shop when 
she was forty. Maybe she couldn’t travel as much these days, but she could try to preserve her sense of 
adventure, right? 
 
Although, it was a little chilly for a frappuccino—her arms still had goose bumps from the Pilates sweat. 
And hot green tea gave her heartburn for some reason. Plus it was so stinking bitter whenever she'd 
tried to order it anywhere around here. There had just been that one time, when she and Josh had gone 
to San Francisco together during spring break, and they had visited the Japanese tea garden, and the 
green tea was so light and delicious—and even though the patio was breezy and cold, the sunlight had 
made everything seem like a springtime fairy tale.  
 
Brayden squealed, startling her violently. "ANOTHER ONE! MOM. MOM. WOOKIT!" Maya whimpered in 
response, then fussed. She was working herself up to a wail.  
 
"Brayden! Now look—you've made your sister cry. Shhh-sh." She jostled the car seat to soothe the baby. 
Maya wasn't going to last much longer, it was getting near her nursing time. Brayden was still transfixed 
out the window. Something green fluttered beyond the glass and he convulsed, exerting a huge effort of 
restraint. 
 



"Mommy!" he stage-whispered.  
 
She peered past him in exasperation. Then it dawned on her. "Is it the maple seeds falling? Is that what 
you see?" 
 
Brayden nearly nodded himself out of his car seat. "The howicopters."  
 
She almost laughed, but sighed instead. Here was her kid, noticing something beautiful and living in the 
moment, and she should be taking a lesson from it and stop being so uptight and high strung and 
stressed out. It's the kind of thing that would make a great post on a blog about motherhood—
something Jessica had always kind of wished she had started back when she was pregnant, where she 
could post her pregnant belly pictures and write letters to her son to read when he was all grown up. 
But somehow she hadn't ever gotten around to it. She wasn't that great of a writer, and anyway her 
daily anecdotes didn't ever seem to have good punch lines. And no one wanted to see pictures of her 
belly these days. 
 
Take this moment, for example: a good mom would offer to get out of the car and collect a few of the 
"howicopters" for her enraptured little boy, even though she was in her yoga pants and had sweat rings 
under her boobs. She would accompany the story with a zoomed in shot of a maple seed in motion, like 
something out of a nature magazine. She would edit it herself in Photoshop. 
 
And when the paralegal rolled her eyes and honked at her for holding up the line, the good-mom-
photographer-blogger would stand up straight, look her in the eye, and give her a triumphant middle 
finger, a big "Eff you" to all those women who looked down on women like her for having babies, giving 
up her career, going to Pilates and Starbucks in the middle of the day. It would be rebellious, epic. It 
would get a thousand comments and shares.  
 
She patted her son's leg. "Yeah, they're pretty cool, buddy."  
 
She rolled down his window and let the sun in. It was finally starting to feel like summer, though the 
mornings were a little brisk yet. Thank God for not being pregnant in the summertime. She always got 
heat rash when the temperature rose, an affliction that made her a nightmare to be around, she knew. 
She wasn't any good at being pleasant in the face of discomfort. In fact, she should consider weaning 
Maya now, before it got too hot. Was that terrible? But, come on, five months with tits like spigots—she 
just wanted her body as her own again, was all. 
 
Anyway, the paralegal was probably a nice enough woman—maybe she even had kids herself. She 
glanced at the rearview again. No, not with that car. It wasn't even a four-door. Josh had bought Jessica 
the Highlander as a surprise when she was just five months along with Bray. It hadn't even occurred to 
her yet that she would need to get rid of the BMW she'd had since college. Not that it wasn't a good 
idea or anything. You did need something roomy, car seats were a bitch. 
 
She shook herself back to the present. What she should really be doing right now was making the most 
of this down time. Surely there was something productive she could be doing while they all sat here 
waiting and nobody was screaming or demanding to be fed or changed. Brayden had gone back to 
staring out the window, content to watch the helicopters in peace now that his mother had duly 
witnessed them.  
 



She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her calendar. Two appointments this afternoon: she 
tutored French on the side for a couple of college kids who were out of their league at the local private 
university. Both first years, though, so it was all basic verb conjugations and pronunciation. They sat at 
her kitchen table stammering over être and meilleur while she examined their brand-name clothing and 
tried to decide if she could get away with wearing shorts over tights like a college girl or if that ship had 
sailed.  
 
She didn’t need to do the tutoring. As Josh had pointed out more than once, they got along fine on his 
income. And not that it wasn't aggravating having to explain the difference between ainsi  and alors to 
someone wearing jeans that cost half her mortgage payment, but it was something to do—if not out of 
the house, at least out of the playroom. And it was her own money, that she could use for whatever—
Starbucks, for example, or a new phone.  
 
She and Josh had decided as newlyweds that they wanted to live more simply, so Jessica could stay 
home with the still-imaginary kids and they could have a smaller carbon footprint and all that. She had 
thought she’d like to have a garden—maybe can her own food. Organic. She’d pictured overflowing 
greenery and dew-kissed tomatoes on the vine, like an ad in Sunset. But she had only gotten a couple 
tomatoes out of the spindly plants she’d managed to grow in the corner bed last year. Then again, she 
had been tired and pregnant, and anyway it was only her first time. She should try again—get some 
compost or fertilizer or something. Try watering more. 
 
Or like how she'd decided to decorate their kitchen with these handmade baskets and wall hangings 
from Nepal that were all made by women rescued out of sex slavery. They’d been a little pricey (she'd 
kept the total from Josh, burying the extra dollars in the grocery line of their budget, which he never 
questioned), but it was worth it to know that you were helping women on the other side of the world 
put their lives back together. She never wanted to be one of those people whose knowledge of other 
cultures extended only as far as the African-themed bathroom rugs at Target. 
 
Which is probably another reason she should have skipped the coffee today. Starbucks wasn't even fair 
trade. It probably destroyed rainforests and used slave-labor or something. She had given up coffee 
altogether for a while last year, when her MOPS group had viewed a presentation about all the human 
rights abuses on the coffee plantations in South America and how like eighty-five percent—or was it 
forty-five percent?—of the local farmers had lost their farms. And then there were the GMOs and the 
pesticides. . . . So she had given up coffee in protest for a few months, but then she realized that 
chocolate was just as bad, not that she ate a lot of candy herself, but it was Easter and it's not like you 
could find fair trade Easter candy at the grocery store, and Brayden was just at an age where he was 
really excited about the Easter bunny, and somehow it all seemed too overwhelming.  
 
And, frankly, the ten minutes that she got all to herself in the evening, after the kids had been put to 
bed and stayed put to bed, when she sat down at the kitchen table with that book club book from three 
months ago and a cup of chai and a dark chocolate truffle for ten blessed minutes of quiet and alone 
before Josh wandered in from the garage and leaned over her with an insistent backrub and a "Hey, 
babe"— Well, maybe she should feel guilty about it because of the child slaves or whatever, but she 
didn't. 
 
The car ahead finally pulled forward, and as she rolled the Highlander up to the speaker box, Maya 
started screaming as if on cue. Jessica grabbed for the nearest rattle and shook it behind her, craning to 
scan the menu. How had she still not decided what to order?  



 
"What can I get you?" The voice seemed unfazed.  
 
"I'll have—um"—Maya was still wailing. "Shh-shh-shh, honey." 
 
"Mommy! Mommy! Can I have hot chocwit?" Brayden had mastered the art of projecting his voice over 
his new little sister's prodigious noise. "Pwease!" 
 
"Not right now, sweetie, I'll give you a gogurt when we get home." She turned back to the menu and 
took a deep breath.  
 
"Just give me a—tall almond latte, half-caf. No foam." Her usual.  
 
"Two percent?"  
 
“What?” It took a moment to process the question over the racket. “Oh, sure, fine.” What the hell. She 
deserved a treat now and then, dammit. She could eat good for the rest of the day. As for the child 
slaves, maybe she could make a donation to balance it out. Boycotts never effected real change anyway. 
It was all about empowering women and entrepreneurship and that kind of thing. Everyone knew that. 
 
"Does this order look correct?" The screen showed her drink, except it was a grande. $4.15. Whatever.  
 
"Yes, fine." She tried not to wonder whether the barista made a habit of mistaking harried moms' orders 
to the tune of seventy-five cents a pop.  
 
"I'll have your order at the second window." 
 
She rolled up the window and turned to give Maya her full attention. She was going to have a situation 
on her hands if she put nursing off much longer. Putting the car in park, she unbuckled Maya and 
heaved her up to the front seat, accidentally honking the horn in the process, then unhooked her bra 
and tucked Maya under her sweaty t-shirt, reaching under the passenger seat for one of the bottled 
waters she stocked there for nursing emergencies. She grimaced—they were all warmish.  
 


