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          Max

        

      

    

    
      Ding.

      Max winced as her paintbrush slipped and a streak of red appeared below the line of blue painter’s tape she’d been painting above. She shot a quick glance toward her brother, who was busy repairing a damaged shelf, before rubbing the streak off the dry surface with a dirty rag.

      Crisis averted.

      She looked down at her phone and found herself grinning as Ian’s name flashed across the screen.

      Hey, just wanted to check in and see how things were going at the boat. I’ll be home around seven, so we could go out for dinner, unless you’re eating with Gabe?

      She typed out a quick response.

      Things are going great here. I’ll be home before seven. See you tonight! Love you.

      She rolled her eyes at herself, thinking of how things had changed in just a few months. Ian Thackery had come into town as a wealthy businessman looking to purchase her bookstore, as well as the shops around it, so he could fulfill his own dreams of building a complex of custom escape rooms. She could hardly imagine what the Max from back then would say if she saw her now. It was beginning to feel like the man who’d started off as her mortal enemy, might actually be the love of her life. He’d been a great support through her grandfather’s death, and always had her back. He was funny and smart and kind… he was beginning to become part of the family. 

      Footsteps from behind interrupted her thoughts and she spun to see her older brother, Gabe, screwdriver in hand, approaching.

      “Looks pretty good, even for you, Squirt. We’ll be finished here in no time,” he said, surveying her work with a grin.

      Gabe’s boat was beautiful but a recent boom in the whale-watching and fishing tour business had caused a good bit of wear and tear. He’d never been great at the more detail-oriented jobs so she’d offered to have her clerk watch the bookstore for half of the day and come do some painting for him. They’d spent most of the morning on the deck and had only recently moved to the interior. 

      “Yup, just a few more things to do and we should be all set. Which is good, because that will give me time to do some stuff at the bookstore and then stop by Mom’s for a glass of wine before Ian and I go to dinner.”

      “Stick around for a bite to eat, at least. Sasha texted a bit ago and said she had a bit of time before work and would drop off lunch for us.”

      “Great,” Max said with a smile, inhaling the ocean breeze. No matter how many times she visited, the marina would always be special to her. She and Gabe had spent many days out on the water as kids fishing with Pop, and the tradition had continued with Gabe. “You’ll have to take me out sometime soon.” Though she hadn’t gone out on the water since Pop’s death, today’s visit made her eager to do so again.

      Gabe nodded, grinning. “Sure. Any time you want, assuming I’m not booked.”

      “It’ll be difficult, then,” Max said, picking her paintbrush back up with a chuckle. Gabe had been taking people out on the water nearly every day, as of late. 

      He stepped away, moving back to the shelf, and she could hear the sound of him screwing another shelf in shortly after, barely audible over the whooshing of the waves. Something about work like this was so satisfying. She made a mental note to tackle all the odds and ends that still needed doing in her apartment, soon.

      She nodded with satisfaction as she finished painting a few minutes later, stepping back to admire her handiwork.

      “Is the next shelf ready for paint?” she asked. 

      “Yeah but let’s wash up,” he said, glancing down at his phone. “Sasha said she’d be here any minute.”

      As if on cue, the boat began to rock and footsteps sounded from the deck. “Babe?” Sasha called, pulling the door open.

      “Hey,” Gabe said. Sasha stepped forward and slid her arms around him as he pulled her in for a stiff hug. She craned her neck upward for a kiss and he obliged, but stepped back quickly.

      Max shot a glance at her brother, then his wife, and back again.

      What the hell was going on between these two? Surely, the honeymoon wasn’t over already. They’d only been married a few months…

      Probably just a lover’s spat. Everyone had them. And besides, poor Sasha’s hormones were probably all over the place lately. Max had to imagine that growing a human took a lot out of a girl.

      Sasha’s brow furrowed as she pulled away from Gabe, but her lips tipped into a smile when she saw Max.

      “Hey, there, Max.” 

      Hoping to offset the tension, Max stepped forward and pulled her sister-in-law in for a hug of her own…one she hoped was warmer than her brother’s had been. Though she’d had some hang-ups about Sasha after she’d broken off the engagement with Gabe the year before, her opinion of the woman had improved significantly since then. She was thinking that someday the two of them might actually become friends.

      Besides? How was she going to fill Aunt Anna’s shoes as the cool aunt if she didn’t at least make an effort to get along with her little niece or nephew’s mother?

      “How are you feeling, sister-in-law?” Max said, pulling away and gesturing to the softly rounded bump of Sasha’s belly. “How’s my little buddy doing in there?”

      “As good as can be expected,” Sasha replied, shrugging. “Still got a ways to go, so right now just tired and emotional some days. I’ll take it over the back pain and swollen feet part that’s sure to come soon, though.” She placed a small plastic bag on the wooden table at the center of the room and pulled two aluminum foil-wrapped sandwiches out. “I wish I could stay and eat with you but I’m due at work.”

      Max frowned. “That stinks. Thanks for the lunch, though. You didn’t need to go through all that trouble.”

      Gabe was notably silent.

      Sasha just shrugged. “No trouble at all, I pass right by the marina on my way to the office.” Turning to Gabe, she continued, “Well, I guess I’ll head out. Will you be home for dinner? I was thinking of making that chicken with the lemon butter sauce and capers you like so much…”

      Gabe shook his head. “Not sure, but you don’t have to make me anything. I’ll just heat up a can of soup or something when I get home.”

      Sasha nodded, the hope in her eyes dying in a way that made Max want to wince in sympathy.

      “Well, I guess I’ll see you whenever you get home. Love you.”

      “You too,” he replied, walking his wife as far as the door and giving her a kiss on the cheek goodbye. He wasn’t exactly cold but there was nothing romantic about the gesture, either, like he was kissing their Great Aunt Mildred instead of his wife.

      Weirder and weirder. 

      Max waved a quick goodbye, trying her best not to let her curiosity get the best of her as Sasha left the boat. It was none of her business, after all. She cast her memory back to the last time they’d all been together a couple weeks ago and realized that things had been a little off between them then, as well, now that she considered it. If Gabe had been quiet today, she might have just assumed he was having a rough one with Pop’s recent passing, but he’d been in a great mood…

      Until Sasha showed up.

      “Let’s eat,” Gabe said with a tight smile as he tore into the foil that’d been wrapped around one of the sandwiches. 

      Max nodded and grabbed the other sandwich, the scent of roasted vegetables and cheese filling the air as she unwrapped the steaming hot package. Her mouth watered as she saw the crusty portion of French bread filled with a seasoned medley of eggplant, zucchini, squash, and mushrooms. Topping it off was a generous helping of gooey gruyere cheese.

      “Wow, this looks awesome!” She took a big bite and let out a soft groan of delight as the savory flavors hit her palate. “Where did she get these?” Max demanded, going in for a second bite.

      “She made them,” Gabe replied, not looking up from his food. “She’s always trying out new recipes.”

      “She really outdid herself,” she remarked. The bread had been toasted to perfection to prevent it from being soggy and then coated with rich olive oil, and the seasoning was perfect. She shot Gabe a glance and realized nearly half of his sandwich was already gone.

      “So good,” he admitted, wiping a bit of liquid off of his chin before tearing off another piece.

      “It is good, but are you even chewing? You don’t want to gain that baby weight…Sasha is the one eating for two,” she teased.

      His expression darkened. “I’m sure I’ll be fine,” he muttered.

      Max set her sandwich back on the aluminum foil, shaking her head. “Okay, that’s it. You went from joking and laughing with me, and singing along to the radio all morning to acting like an injured bear. You need to tell me what’s going on. You treated Sasha like she was some acquaintance or distant relative or something while she was here, and now you’re getting pissy with me over a little teasing? We joke around all the time. Something’s wrong with you, and I want to know what the hell it is.”

      “I’m fine,” he said, turning back around with a guilty look on his face. “But I’m sorry for snapping at you.”

      Max shook her head, determined, now. “You’re lying. Business is booming, you’re freshly married, and you have a kid on the way. It should be the happiest time in your life, so what gives? It’s been more than just today. You and Sasha have seemed distant the past few times I’ve seen you together…ever since the funeral.”

      Gabe stared at his sister for a long moment before answering. “I…” He paused and raked a hand through his dark hair. “Fine. Remember when I told you Sasha was pregnant?”

      Max nodded, a surge of fear running through her.

      Gabe set his sandwich on the table next to Max’s, meeting her gaze.

      “We lied…when we said we were waiting to tell the family until she was further along. Sasha knew she was pregnant before we got married, but she waited to tell me until after the wedding. I barely found out before the rest of you.”

      She felt her jaw drop. “What? But, why?”

      “I don’t know, Max. She said she was afraid I wouldn’t want to marry her or something.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Max said, still trying to process what her brother had told her.

      “That’s what I said. But we had talked about waiting to have kids until our finances were in better shape and she was done with school. For some reason, she thought it was set in stone. I just…I’m having a hard time forgiving all the deceit. She had so many chances to tell me. She pretended to drink champagne on our wedding night. And then she got sick on the boat and lied about why. I was so worried something was wrong--” He broke off, his jaw working as he stared at the wall behind her. “It’s just going to take some time for me to work through it, that’s all.”

      Some time? He was a better person than she was, then. How could he ever trust her again after she’d spent week after week deceiving him?

      “And this is not, like, a deal-breaker for you?” Max asked, doing her best to keep her emotions in check. Apparently, her feelings about Sasha had been right from the start and her anger at the pain the other woman had caused her brother was burning hot. “How can you even forgive someone for something like that? How can you believe anything they say?”

      “Slowly,” he said with a shrug. “I do love her, Max, and I want to work through it. Of course I would’ve gone through with the marriage even if I’d known, so…I don’t know. I’m more sort of hurt.” He looked out the window, staring into the distance for a moment before continuing. “I don’t know, maybe I shouldn’t have even said anything. It feels like a betrayal.”

      “No,” she replied, shaking her head vigorously. “What she did was the betrayal. It’s not about whether or not you’d have married her anyway, it’s about trust, Gabe. She lied to you out of fear that you wouldn’t go through with the marriage. Not to mention, preventing you from making a decision of your own.” She felt a wave of fury as she looked back at her mostly-eaten sandwich.

      And to think she’d actually been starting to like the woman...

      He blew out a sigh and crossed his arms. “I know it was wrong of her, Max, but I made a commitment, and I want to try to get through this, if I can.”

      “Even if your marriage started with a lie?” Max whispered, her heart squeezing for her brother. He looked so damned sad.

      “Even if my marriage started with a lie,” he confirmed softly.

      Max opened her mouth to argue again, but thought better of it. It wasn’t her place to convince him, and he had a baby to think about. Tons of couples had gone through way worse and come out happy.

      But she didn’t have to like it.

      “Anyway, I’m only telling you because I know you were worried. And so you don’t keep asking me about it,” he admitted with a wry half smile. “So now you know. Things are going to be weird between me and Sash for a while, and I’m not sure this is something I can get over, but I’m going to do my best. I need to be a force of stability for our relationship, like an anchor, through this tough time. For Sasha, as well as our child.”

      Max nodded solemnly, her anger replaced by sympathy and sadness as she eyed her brother. Because she couldn’t help but wonder if Sasha’s lie was the anchor…and if it might just drag them both down with it, instead.
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          Cee-cee

        

      

    

    
      “Here’s the last batch,” Stephanie said, setting a cooled tray of cupcakes on the table in front of Cee-cee. The scents of fresh cake filled the air, though the ovens had long since been shut off for the day.

      Cee-cee nodded without looking up, stifling a yawn as she tossed a finishing handful of sprinkles onto the vanilla bean cupcakes she’d been working on.

      Her sister had started helping out at the shop a few weeks back, and it seemed to be going well so far. Things had been tough for them all since Pop’s death, and while Steph had managed to keep herself from going back to the anxiety medication she’d been taking, every day was a battle. Cee-cee had taken it on herself to be a steadying hand for her sister, especially during the hours that Steph’s boyfriend, Ethan, was busy with work. Todd, Steph’s older son, had also stepped up to the plate by taking over the majority of Stephanie’s duties at her veterinary clinic. 

      “I think it’s about time for you to pay the cupcake tax,” Stephanie said, a ghost of a smile appearing on her lips. Though she’d flatly refused to take any money in exchange for her work, she’d taken to eating a cupcake or two each day while helping out.

      Cee-cee chuckled. “Maybe I’ll join you,” she said, pointing to a platter of finished cupcakes on the other side of the large table, “but we’ll have to take them from the extras over there.”

      The rest were earmarked for a big order that was supposed to be picked up around closing time. 

      She put down her piping bag and took a few steps over to get a better look at her creations. Six dozen—if Cee-cee did say so herself—beautifully decorated cupcakes sat in front of them. 

      There were dainty ones of vanilla or lemon cake topped with vanilla buttercream dyed a light pink, others with apple pie filling and a lightly-sweetened cinnamon and apple butter icing, and others for children with multicolored cake and cotton candy frosting bedazzled with edible glitter. 

      For Cee-cee, however, the choice was obvious. She reached down to grab the chocolate cupcake topped with a luxurious dark chocolate ganache finished with a sprinkle of chocolate-covered espresso beans. Stephanie grabbed one of the apple pie ones and they took their first bite nearly in unison.

      It was good, she thought with satisfaction. Rich, gooey, bittersweet and crunchy…a perfect blend.

      “We’re pretty good at this,” she mumbled around her bite.

      Stephanie did a little wiggle of delight and nodded as she chewed. “So good.”

      Moments like this reminded Cee-cee of why she’d started this business in the first place. While she liked having a creative outlet, as well, food brought moments of joy. Nothing was better than being able to share that kind of joy with others. Especially people she loved.

      “Delicious,” her sister said, holding it closer to her face and inspecting the cake. “Where’d you get the idea for the apple butter icing? You started selling them just a few days ago, right?”

      “I always like doing apple because it’s something seasonal that I can source locally,” Cee-cee replied, shooting her sister a bittersweet smile as she continued, “and Pop always loved when Mom made scones with the apple butter she bought from Otto’s farm. It seemed like a fitting choice.”

      “He would’ve loved it,” Stephanie said, taking another sizable bite out of her cupcake.

      Just then, the door to the main floor of the shop swung open. Pete, her part-time clerk, came down the stairs a moment later. “Some guy is here to see you, Cee-cee.”

      She cocked her head, a surge of annoyance running through her, “What guy? It’s not for that big order, is it?” They were supposed to have at least another hour before they came to pick up their cupcakes and she and Steph still hadn’t finished decorating or boxing them up.

      Pete shook his head. “Not for the order. This guy didn’t even buy anything. Said he just wants to talk to you.”

      “Okay, I’ll be right up, thanks, Pete.” The young clerk headed back up as Cee-cee turned toward her sister. “Are you staying?” she asked, pausing to take another bite of her cupcake then setting it down to remove her hairnet. “That tray you just took out is the last we need to decorate, but then Max is going to stop by for a glass of wine after I close up, if you want to stick around.”

      Stephanie shook her head, popping the last bite of her cake into her mouth before pulling off her own hairnet. “Ethan is coming by so I’m going to head out soon, though I’m interested to see who that guy is.”

      “You and me both.”

      Cee-cee led the way out of the kitchen and up the stairs.

      She looked around and caught sight of a man facing the massive window that overlooked the bay.

      She would recognize that frame anywhere. Her ex-husband turned at that moment, a warm smile on his still-handsome face. She hadn’t seen Nate since her father’s funeral, but given that they all lived in the same little town, it wasn’t all that surprising to see him. He’d come to the shop once when she’d first opened, after all.

      He looked good, she mused dispassionately. His thick black hair streaked with silver was combed, and he wore a thin crimson sweater with sleeves rolled up just enough to reveal his shining gold watch. She was pleased to find she felt nothing but curiosity at his presence.

      “Hello, Nate,” Steph said, breaking the silence.

      “Stephanie,” he said, dipping his head low in greeting before turning to Cee-cee. “How’ve you been holding up, Celia?” 

      “As well as can be expected,” she replied politely. Sure, he’d done her dirty in the past, cheating on her then breaking up with her by leaving a note on their bed after thirty years of marriage, but he was also Gabe and Max’s father. And she was in a truly happy, stable relationship now, maybe for the first time ever. Why poison any of that with anger?

      “Can I get you something?”

      “Oh, no thank you. I actually came to talk about our grandbaby. Exciting, isn’t it?”

      “Very,” Cee-cee replied, growing more perplexed by the second. He didn’t come for cupcakes. He’d come to talk about the baby. It might not have seemed so strange if he’d done it when they’d first gotten the news, but why now?

      “Seems like it’ll be even more fun than being a parent,” he continued. “No waking up in the middle of the night or having to make sure they do their chores. We just get to do the fun stuff and send them home.”

      Cee-cee nodded. “It’s going to be great.”

      Stephanie stepped forward, a look of annoyance on her face. “Cee-cee and Mick have been really excited about it, buying baby clothes and stuff.” 

      Cee-cee’s lips twitched as she tried not to laugh. Her sister’s mention of Cee-cee’s fiancé had clearly been meant as a shot at Nate. And, judging by the I-just-smelled-curdled-milk expression on her ex’s face, her aim had been true.

      “Yes, well, that’s nice…” He turned his attention back to Cee-cee, his expression wistful, “It’s kind of crazy to think about, in a way, that our little boy has grown up so much. It’s still hard not to think of him as a little boy and now he’s about to have a kid of his own. Remember when he used to come home and as the night wore on, there would be this weird smell?”

      Cee-cee chuckled at the memory and Nate continued.

      “And then we’d find his pockets filled with snails at bath time?”

      Cee-cee agreed, a memory of young Gabe excitedly reeling in his first fish with a little help from her father popping into her head.

      Nate had been a decent father, even if he’d turned out to be a bad husband. She didn’t hate the man. But it also took everything she had not to call him out on his selective memory.

      He only knew about the snails because she’d told him. He had never given either of the kids a bath.

      Not once.

      He looked forward to grandparenting because that was how he’d parented, as well. He did the fun stuff. The stuff he liked to do. But when things got hard, mundane, or stressful? That, along with everything else in the house, had been Cee-cee’s problem.

      Still, no point in mentioning any of that. She’d made a vow that she would get along with him as best she could for the sake of her kids. And now, with a grandbaby on the way, it was even more imperative that she take the high road…even if the high road was annoying and bumpy sometimes.

      Still, polite didn’t mean she had the time or inclination for a winding trip down memory lane, so she glanced at her watch.

      “He was a funny, sweet little boy,” she agreed. “But I need to finish up an order so was there anything in particular that you needed to talk to me about?” she asked. 

      “Not really. I just wanted to see you.”

      Steph cleared her throat as Cee-cee stared at him, unsure of what to say.

      Nate must’ve realized he’d made it awkward and rushed to continue, “With the baby on the way, I just thought I’d reach out. Maybe clear the air some more, make sure we’re good. There are things I would love to talk to you about…” He trailed off and shot a pointed glance toward a motionless Steph, who gave him the stink-eye. “Anyway, if you ever want to chat, I’m open to it. We could even talk about a baby shower and all. Since Sasha doesn’t really have any family, I’m thinking it will be up to us to make sure she has a special day.”

      Cee-cee just couldn’t stop staring at him. Nate wouldn’t know how to throw a baby shower if it came with a manual, but whatever.

      Nate pulled out a business card and held it out to her. “That’s my new cell number. Give me a call when you want to talk.”

      “Thanks,” Cee-cee said, nodding. She had no intention of actually doing it, of course, but she was ready to say basically anything to get him to leave. 

      Nate opened his mouth to speak again, but Stephanie cut in, “Bye, Nate.”

      He nodded, frowning slightly. “It was good to see you, Cee-cee.” With that, he turned heel and left the shop.

      “What a jerk!” Stephanie said, waiting just long enough for him to leave earshot.

      “That hasn’t changed.” Cee-cee stifled a laugh at Stephanie’s uncharacteristic outburst, “but I don’t want to cause any friction, especially not if it’s going to affect our kids. He was right when he said I’d be seeing a lot more of him once the baby was born, and I’d rather that time be comfortable than awkward,” she said as she stuffed the business card into her pocket.

      “Yeah, I get that. Sorry for being a little short with him but he is just blatantly trying to get back in your good graces, and that ship has sailed far, far away,” Stephanie said, rolling her eyes. “Did you see that stupid watch he was trying to show off to you?”

      “Like I ever cared about the money,” Cee-cee said, wiggling her fingers at a middle-aged woman who was just stepping into the shop. 

      “What can we do for you today?” Pete asked, stepping up behind the counter.

      “I’m going to go finish up that order,” Cee-cee murmured to him before turning her attention back to her sister. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay and hang out with me and Max?”

      Stephanie shook her head. “I’m feeling a little out of it today. I’m ready to head home.” 

      “Do you want any of the meatloaf I made last night? You could run up and grab some from the fridge, I’m sure Ethan would love it,” Cee-cee suggested.

      “No thanks, we’ll probably get takeout or something.” 

      Cee-cee nodded, pulling her sister into a tight hug. “I love you, sister.”

      “You too,” Stephanie said with a nod. “And thanks for everything you’ve been doing for me, and the rest of the family, lately. I know all this isn’t easy on you, either.”

      Cee-cee grinned. “No problem. I’m the big sister, after all.”

      Stephanie waved a quick goodbye to Pete, who was currently boxing up a few cupcakes for the customer, then walked out the door.

      Cee-cee cracked her knuckles as she moved back down the stairs, preparing for the home stretch of her work day.

      The best part? 

      She still had half of a chocolate cupcake downstairs with her name on it.

      But as she popped the last bite into her mouth a few minutes later, she couldn’t stop wondering what the heck her ex was up to. Had he just come to talk about the baby and reminisce, like he’d said?

      Or did Nate Burrows want something entirely different from her?

      He was tricky. Tricky, selfish, and stubborn.

      She’d been polite for the sake of her children and her soon-to-be grandchild, but that didn’t mean she had to trust him.

      She made a mental note to keep her guard up and keep an eye on him. She loved her shop, her soon-to-be husband and her nice, little life. Nate Burrows had obliterated her world once. She was dang sure not about to let him anywhere close enough to do it again.
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      "Lemon Chiffon or Butter Bliss?"

      Sasha stared at the two paint swatches for a long moment.

      "Lemon Chiffon," she replied finally, trying to tamp down the urge to weep. It had been lingering since she'd brought Gabe lunch at the marina a few hours before and she couldn't seem to shake it.

      She should've known better than to even try. 

      It had been two months since Pop had passed and Gabe had found out about the baby. 

      Two months since he'd found out about her betrayal.

      Two months since he'd really touched her.

      Sasha blinked back a hot rush of tears and swallowed hard as her boss continued to study the paint swatches laid out in front of her on the conference room table.

      "I don't know. I kinda like the Butter Bliss if we are doing the white, leather couch." Alita turned to face Sasha and her eyes went wide. "Hey, whoa, Sash...we'll just do the lemon one. No big. Great job on the design, seriously. You know me, I always like to double-check and all. I swear, though, no more micromanaging. I'm going to step back and let you finish." She held up both hands and took a giant step away from the table toward the door.

      "It's not that. It's not you at all," Sasha said miserably, swiping at her eyes. "It's only my second solo design, and I want your feedback. You're brilliant. It's just..."

      Alita was a great boss, and, over the past couple of months, had come to be an even better friend. The only one in this whole town Sasha felt like she could open up to. It started out with just a few lunches together, and had grown as surely as Sasha's expanding baby bump.

      At first, she hadn't wanted to impose or make things awkward by talking about personal stuff, but Alita had been so warm, and so helpful, eventually, Sasha had caved. After a while, it had been natural to confide in her friend and trust her with the whole truth; That she'd purposely hidden her pregnancy from her husband until after they were married.

      The shame of it washed over her again, just as hot, just as strong as ever.

      "Honey, you gotta let that go," Alita murmured, taking Sasha's icy hand in her warm one. "It's not good for the little guy if you're feeling stressed. And it's not good for you, either." Alita tugged her to the other side of the conference table and pressed her into one of the leather chairs. "How are you going to convince Gabe to forgive you when you can't even forgive yourself?"

      Sasha covered her mouth with one hand to keep from sobbing as Alita took the seat beside her. "I know you're right, but if you saw the look on his face the night I told him--" She blanched, trying to shove the memory aside, but it was etched in her mind, like a prison tattoo.

      "It's been nearly two months, Sash. What does he say when you talk about it?"

      Sasha cleared her throat and looked away. "We...don't."

      Alita drew back, brows raised. "So, what? You just pretend it never happened?"

      "Not exactly," Sasha said, plucking at a piece of lint on the hem of her sweater. Pretending it never happened would mean things would be like they were, before she'd lied to him. And they definitely weren't.

      It wasn't their first rough patch, of course. The year before, she'd broken off their engagement when he was so wrapped up in his work that their relationship became an afterthought, if it was a thought at all. Being apart had been the wakeup call he needed to fix his priorities and for her to realize that, despite their issues, she wanted to spend the rest of her life with Gabriel Burrows. 

      Which was why she'd convinced herself that not telling him she was pregnant before their wedding wasn't as bad as it seemed on paper.

      God, Gabe had looked so stunned when she told him she was afraid he might call off the wedding if he knew.

      The conversation played in her mind for the millionth time.

      "I was afraid that if I told you, I might lose you."

      "What could make you think that, Sasha?” he'd demanded. “When have I ever walked away from you? Hell, when things got hard, you’re the one who walked away!”

      She pinched her eyes shut and groaned. "I just wish I could go back in time and undo it, you know? The worst part of it, when I first told him? Before he knew I had lied?" she let out a low, bitter laugh. "He was happy. Shocked, but happy."

      "And he will be again, my friend," Alita said, squeezing her hand reassuringly. "You’ve just got to keep working at it."

      The rational part of her knew that, but her heart felt so bruised and battered from the daily rejection, the thought of pushing him to talk about it and getting shut down was almost too much to bear.

      "I'm going to press the issue. Soon..." she hedged. "I'm just getting into the groove with my new classes this semester, and between that and working here, and trying to keep the house together, I've been super busy."

      Alita shot her a sympathetic look under her lashes. "I understand, and I'll get off your back. Just promise me you'll think about it. Gabe loves you. I can guarantee he's just as miserable as you are about all this.” Alita rolled her chair back and released Sasha’s hands to stand. “Now, what do you say we finish this up and then bounce out of here a couple minutes early? I drove by your mother-in-law’s cupcake shop and the sign outside said today’s flavor was Toffee Explosion. I want to get there before they close. My treat, and you can bring one home to Gabe for after dinner, too.”

      She wasn’t about to tell Alita that Gabe hadn’t made it home for dinner in weeks, so she nodded. “Sounds great, thanks.”

      For the next half hour, she and Alita sorted through fabrics for curtains and throw pillows, selected end tables, and even found a couple of amazing accent pieces online for their client.

      When all was said and done, she was proud of the work she’d put in, and got a little giddy thinking about what the finished product would look like. Gabe would be so proud when she showed him the pic—

      She cut that thought short. No he wouldn’t, because he would never see them. They didn’t talk like that, or share accomplishments, or laugh and tease. Not anymore. She missed the intimacy, but the loss of her best friend was even worse.

      She took a step back and blew out a breath. Enough was enough. She wasn’t going to be a sad sack all day. There were a lot of great things going on in her life, and she needed to remember that.

      School was stellar, she got to work under one of the best designers in the tri-state area, and soon enough, she’d have her degree. She was pregnant and feeling well…it was just this one thing.

      Pretty big thing, a little voice in her head piped up.

      But still, just one thing. So, today, right now, she was going to focus on the positive.

      Her stomach grumbled and she shot her boss a grin.

      “Baby Burrows is really psyched for that cupcake. You ready?”

      And who knew? Maybe tonight, in bed, she’d finally work up the courage to bridge that mile of space between her and her husband and tell him, once again, how sorry she was. How much she loved him, how much she missed him, and wished he would come back to her.

      Maybe.
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      “Hey, kiddo,” Cee-cee called, shooting Max a wave from behind the counter. “I’m almost done here. Just have to close out this register and I’m done. You just missed your sister-in-law, actually. She came in with her boss because, apparently, my grandbaby was craving cupcakes,” she added with a delighted chuckle.

      Max tried to keep her face neutral but it wasn’t easy. Everyone was so happy and excited for Gabe and Sasha, including Max. What her brother had shared with her earlier that afternoon had definitely taken some of the wind out of her sails. She was still looking forward to meeting her niece or nephew, of course, but seeing Gabe so torn up was tough to swallow.

      “Nice,” she said, hoping that was a vague enough response. “Busy today?” she asked, making herself useful by pushing in the chairs around the little, candy-colored tables.

      “Mobbed,” Cee-cee confirmed, tucking a lock of dark hair behind one ear as she stuffed a wad of receipts into a zippered bag. “I’m interviewing another part-timer tomorrow. Luckily, Aunt Stephanie came over to help for a couple hours.”

      “How is she doing?” Max asked, making her way to the glass case and reaching inside for one of the few remaining cupcakes.

      “Some days good, some days not so good,” she replied, stepping out from behind the counter and making her way toward the door.

      Max tossed the wrapper and bit into the mocha-frosted vanilla cupcake, savoring the sweet, smoky flavor of the treat. “Ooh, this is yummy,” she said, going in for another bite almost immediately. “What’s different?”

      “I filled them with a chocolate and coffee liqueur ganache.” Her mother smiled. “I’m glad you like it. Now finish that while I lock up, then we can go upstairs. I’m hungry and more cake isn’t going to cut it.”

      Cee-cee bustled over to the door and dug the key from her pink apron.

      “Sure,” Max replied, licking frosting off her fingers so she could type out a quick text to Ian, asking him to pick her up at the cupcake shop instead of her bookstore when it was time for their date night. She polished off her snack and then followed her mother’s lead up the stairs to the apartment above.

      Tilly greeted them as they stepped into Cee-cee’s home, yipping and jumping.

      “Do you have any treats tucked away for this sweet girl?” Max asked, bending to pat the cocker spaniel’s head.

      Cee-cee led the way into the kitchen and handed Max a clear baggy full of heart-shaped dog biscuits. “I’ve been making these for her each week and she’s crazy about them. It’s a riff on carrot cake, only crunchy and for dogs.”

      Max plucked one from the bag and sniffed it as Tilly danced in circles around her legs.

      “They smell great. I’d eat one in a pinch,” Max said with a wide grin.

      “Mick said the same thing,” Cee-cee replied as she stripped off her apron and laid it on the counter.

      “We’re not proud, Mick and I.” Max tossed one to Tilly, patting her head as she ate it. “Who’s a good girl?” she cooed to the spaniel.

      “I have a little something for us, as well,” Cee-cee said, the uncorking of a wine bottle drawing Max’s attention back upward. “Maryanne Carpenter Brown sent a lovely condolence gift basket to Aunt Anna, me, and Aunt Steph after Pop passed away. It came with this fancy bottle of Cabernet, which I’ve been saving.” She put the bottle down and reached into the cabinet nearest the stove and pulled out three wine glasses. “Speaking of which, Aunt Anna texted me a few minutes ago. She’s going to swing by a little later, as well.” 

      “How has she been?” Max asked, squatting back down to pat the dog’s head as her mom poured the wine. “I haven’t seen her in a couple of weeks.” Max realized with a start that it might have been even longer than that. Between her work at the bookstore, helping Gabe with odds and ends on the boat, and getting Ian’s new business ready to open, she’d been so busy, she’d barely had time to think.

      Cee-cee set Max’s glass on the counter next to her. “She’s keeping it together pretty well, given the circumstances. She and Pop had a special kind of bond. Besides Eva, she was the only one who was never afraid to call him on his B.S.” Her lips curved into a bittersweet smile. “It’s weird for all of us, not having him around, but it gets a little easier every day. Speaking of Eva, maybe when you get a chance, I think we should all try to check in on her when we can, and see how she’s doing. I know she’s back working at the diner again part-time, but I think she’s still struggling emotionally.”

      Eva had been great at taking care of Pop, and, despite them both squawking at each other like a pair of angry chickens, they’d grown so close the year before his death. Pop had been blessed to have her, but Eva had been just as attached to him. Max could only imagine that the loss had left a hole in her life.

      Max made a mental note to select some books and make a stop by the diner with them soon, just to let the older woman know she was thinking of her.

      “Anyway, enough about sad stuff,” Cee-cee said as she started bustling around the kitchen again. “We haven’t seen much of each other lately. Tell me about you. Are things still going well with Ian?”

      “Things are going great with Ian,” Max said, feeling her mood lift as she thought of him. “He’s super supportive of my work, and we’re having a lot of fun getting his escape rooms up and running. It’s been a busy time for both of us, but I’m so happy. We actually have a date for later tonight.”

      “And to think, the day you met him, you thought he was Satan in a suit,” Cee-cee said with a rueful chuckle. “Remember how angry you used to get every time his name came up? How quickly things change.”

      The refrigerator door swung shut and Max looked up to see her mother carrying an armload of ingredients toward the counter. “And are the rooms almost done now?” she asked, pulling the cutting board over.

      “He’s almost done with the Alice in Wonderland-themed one. We’ve just done some dry runs and have a few kinks to work out on a couple of the puzzles.” From translating a made up language to defeating the Red Queen in a chess-inspired puzzle, he’d put in a lot of hours and the room was really coming to life. She couldn’t wait for the grand opening in a few weeks. “What about with you and Mick?” Max asked, patting Tilly a final time before standing to grab the glass of the Cabernet that Cee-cee had set out for her. 

      “He’s great,” she said, the spicy scent of pepperoni filling the air as she unwrapped it. “Because we were friends first, it all feels really easy…and he already gets along well with the family. He’s actually been in touch with Sasha to do some work with him. He loves her eye for interior design and Maryanne commissioned him to make some custom tables and build some shelves for her study. She was looking for someone to put together a living room design, as well, and he gave her Alita’s number and told her to request Sasha for the design.” She pushed the now-sliced meat to the side with her knife and then she moved a block of white cheddar to the center of the cutting board, beside a snowy pillow of brie. “It'd be nice if they could sort of make that a thing going forward, you know? Collaborating, or promoting one another’s work in town? Both of them are so good at what they do, it’s kind of a no-brainer.”

      Sasha was good at decorating, but she was even better at deceit. Too bad that wasn’t a paying gig. She could probably make a killing.

      Max bit her tongue, not voicing her snide thoughts out loud, and put the glass of wine to her lips instead.

      The flavors of blackberry, plum, and vanilla exploded on her tongue, but, as good as it was, she found herself unable to appreciate it through the bitterness of her anger. Seeing her brother so hurt and distraught was doing a number on her.

      “Don’t you think that’s a good idea?” Cee-cee pressed, a frown marring her brow. “You like her work, yes? You told me you loved the way she redid my living room…”

      “And I do. It’s gorgeous.” Sasha had a deft eye for color, and she’d played off the gorgeous ocean view out the bay window by keeping the palate very neutral, with only hints of that deep, northern Atlantic ocean blue and letting the view do the rest.

      Max craned her neck to get a glimpse of it now and shook her head in awe as she took in the twilight sky. It was a technicolor wash of oranges and pinks that a painter’s brush could never do justice.

      “But you don’t think her and Mick should work together? He’s a master carpenter, and his furniture is stunning.”

      She better get it together or her all-too-astute mother was going to know something was seriously wrong.

      “I think they would be great together. Mick is a genius. Sorry, Mom, I was just distracted thinking about something I forgot to do at work,” Max said, an image of Gabe’s face when he’d told her coming to mind as she swirled her wine in the glass.

      He was a great guy that any woman would be lucky to have. She just wanted him to find happiness like she and their mother had. Could a marriage that started with a total betrayal of trust really be expected to work out?

      The sound of tearing plastic brought her out of her thoughts and she looked up to see her mother transferring a handful of water crackers to the cutting board along with a squat jar of fig jam.

      “Let’s go sit by the window,” Cee-cee said, pursing her lips thoughtfully as she tore a clump of grapes off of the stem and added them to the charcuterie selection. “I actually wanted to chat with you about something…”

      Max frowned as she grabbed her mother’s glass of wine in preparation for the move to the living room. Had her mother picked up on the fact that there was something up between Gabe and Sasha, too? 

      “I probably shouldn’t tell you about it, but I guess you’re grown now,” Cee-cee said, scooting toward the fridge with the bag of grapes and the remainder of the pepperoni in hand. “Your father stopped by the shop right before you came.”

      “Really? For what?” Max asked, surprised. He’d gone in once, early on, when Cee-cee had just begun to find early success, but to Max’s knowledge, he’d largely stayed away. In fact, her parents only really communicated when something big was happening, like at Gabe’s wedding, or Pop’s funeral. Given how her father had betrayed her mother, it only made sense that they hadn’t wound up being the best of friends. Under the circumstances, the fact that they managed to be civil was good enough for Max. So why had her dad decided to seek her mother out now?

      “That’s a good question. He was acting really weird and…if I’m being honest, it seemed a little like he was trying to flirt with me?” Cee-cee said, picking up the cutting board and gesturing toward the other side of the room with her head.

      There was a time early on where Max might’ve been excited to hear that, and wished for them to get back together, but it was long gone. While she did love her dad, she’d never seen her mother so confident and content with life as she was now.

      She was a dynamic businesswoman who had put her own wants and needs aside to support her husband’s, and she’d been repaid with his nitpicking over her appearance, and his oftentimes almost chilly demeanor. Max wasn’t blind. Nate Burrows was a fine dad, but the warm affection he’d managed to spare for her and Gabe had apparently been all he had to spare. He’d been hard on Cee-cee. Now that she was out from under the dark cloud of his disapproval, she had blossomed.

      Max eyed her mother now as they headed into the living room. Her long, dark hair was thick and wavy around her shoulders. She wore a button-down plaid shirt that might’ve been Mick’s and slouchy jeans rolled at the ankle. Cee-cee paused by the couch to kick off her shoes and Max noted the bright red polish on her mother’s toes.

      Rewind a couple years ago, and that glorious hair would’ve been in a neat knot at the back of her head, and she would be in a skirt and heels right now, passing politely on the pepperoni as she contemplated whether she should do another stint on the treadmill.

      Cee-cee was living her best life right now, and Max couldn’t be happier for her mother. Sometimes people just weren’t right for each other.

      “He still hasn’t found a new girlfriend since he broke up with Mandy. Maybe he’s just bored and needs a new hobby or something,” Max said with a shrug.

      Cee-cee nodded, chuckling as they placed the cheese board and glasses of wine on the table. “Well, like I said, I could’ve been reading it wrong. He was right about one thing, though; we are going to be grandparents together and I’m going to be seeing a lot more of him. I’m glad I don’t feel angry at him anymore.”

      Max nodded, refusing to let her thoughts turn back to Sasha and Gabe.

      She stacked a piece of cheddar cheese and pepperoni onto one of the thin crackers and popped it into her mouth, the spicy pepperoni and the salty funk of the cheese pairing beautifully with the wine.

      “I’m glad about that, too, Mom. So tell me, how are things going with the new shop openings?”

      Her mother had decided to branch out and just finished setting the business up to become a franchise. Cee-cee’s Cupcakes was going national.

      For a while, Max sat and listened to her mother chat excitedly about all the business goings on, as they enjoyed the view and the food. As time passed, the knot in Max’s chest over the bomb Gabe had dropped began to loosen. There was something soothing about hearing her mom’s musical voice, the barely audible caw of seagulls and whooshing waves outside. She was so relaxed that when her cell phone buzzed and vibrated in her pocket, she nearly spilled her wine.

      She pulled out her phone and read Ian’s short reply.

      Sounds good. I’ll get you around 7, then?

      She typed back a quick yes and then set her phone on the coffee table, stacking up another cheese and cracker sandwich.

      “And Aunt Steph?” Max asked, as the conversation about the new shop locations died down. “You mentioned that she was still having a bit of a rough time. Is she continuing on in that twelve-step program?” 

      Cee-cee nodded, swirling what was left of her glass of wine around before taking a final sip, emptying the glass. “She’s been going every week. I think it’s really doing her a lot of good. It’s just…it’s not easy, Max. She’s been through a lot. I’m just glad she has Ethan in her corner and Todd here to help with the vet practice while she takes care of herself.”

      “Amen to that,” Max said as she reached for Cee-cee’s glass. “I’ll go pour us one more.”

      “Thanks,” her mother said. “Could you grab some more grapes for me, as well?”

      Max headed into the kitchen and refilled their glasses before plucking another bunch of grapes from the fridge to take with her.

      “Max…” her mother called.

      Her tone sounded off, and Max padded back into the room, concerned. “What’s up?” Max asked.

      Cee-cee sat on the couch, Max’s cell phone in hand, her cheeks pale. “Your, um, your phone buzzed like you got a text so I was going to bring it to you in the kitchen and I looked down…I wasn’t spying or anything, but the first part of the message was just right there on the screen--”

      “What did it say?” Max demanded, setting down the grapes and the glasses and taking the phone from her mother’s unresisting hands.

      “What is Gabe talking about?” Cee-cee asked. “Is something wrong?”

      Max’s stomach dropped as she looked down at the screen. Thanks for listening. It’s a relief to finally tell someone the truth…

      The preview of the message ended there, but what was there had clearly been enough to freak Cee-cee right out.

      Crap.

      “Gabe’s not in some kind of trouble, is he?” Cee-cee said quickly, her eyes tight and worried as she rose from her seat. “God,” she grabbed her chest and fisted her shirt into a bunch. “It’s not the baby, is it?”

      “No! No, the baby is fine…” Max started, racking her brain for something to say as her mother nervously bit at her lower lip.

      “I’m going to be worried sick over him if you don’t tell me,” her mother pleaded, stepping a bit closer. 

      Max sighed, rubbing at her temples, and considered it for a long moment. “Okay, but we need to keep this between us, and I’m only telling you because I don’t want to lie to you.”

      Her mother held one hand over her heart and the other in front of her. “I won’t say anything, I promise.”

      Max took a deep breath, wondering if she was making the wrong choice even as she spoke, but feeling firmly wedged between a rock and a hard place.

      “You remember when Gabe and Sasha told us they were pregnant?”

      Cee-cee nodded.

      “Well, it turns out that Sasha didn’t tell him she was pregnant when she found out.” 

      Cee-cee cocked her head. “Why is that a secret? A lot of women take a little time with it to let it settle in.” 

      “Yeah…” Max said, looking down at the floor. She took a final deep breath for strength before blurting it out. “It wasn’t a little time to settle in, Mom. She basically lied to him for weeks, until they shared the news with us. Sasha actually knew that she was pregnant well in advance of the wedding and kept it a secret from Gabe because she was afraid it might change his mind about marrying her.”

      Her mother’s mouth dropped wide and she blinked.

      “She what?” Cee-cee’s voice came through in unison with an unexpected one from directly behind them. 

      Max spun, her heart skipping a beat, and saw that Aunt Anna was standing there, just in time to overhear the horrible revelation.

      So much for keeping a secret…
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      Cee-cee craned her neck at the sound of her younger sister’s voice.

      “Impeccable timing, as usual,” Cee-cee said, still reeling from Max’s revelation about Sasha and Gabe. “Well, come on in; how long have you been standing there in stealth-mode?”

      “Just long enough to catch the end of that conversation.” Anna strode into the room, waving the key. “And I wasn’t trying to be stealthy. You did give me a key, you know. I just didn’t want to interrupt, seeing how intense you two looked talking.”

      She tossed her purse on the sofa and stared at the two of them.

      “Well, don’t stop on account of me. Go on,” she urged, popping a grape into her mouth and chewing as she waited.

      “Aunt Anna…Gabe told me this in confidence and I’m sure I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone. The only reason I even told my mom was because she--" Max began, but Anna cut her off with a hug.

      “Geez - look at yourself, sweetie – all upset. I’m not going to say anything.” She pulled away and shot Cee-cee a glance. “And you. You look like you just saw a ghost. What’s the matter? So what if Sasha didn’t tell Gabe she was pregnant before they got married? It’s not like she tricked him and got pregnant on purpose, or he isn’t the father or something,” she added with a shrug.

      Cee-cee stared at her sister in disbelief and felt the color drain from her face. She thought she knew Sasha enough to trust her, and had accepted her into the family with open arms, so Max’s admission had been a shock. But Anna’s words really sent her mind spinning.

      “Honey?”

      She shot an anxious glance Max’s way, and, for a moment that felt like eternity, Max was silent. Luckily, she quickly recovered and found her tongue, because Cee-cee was a hot second away from total panic.

      “Nope. No way. It’s nothing like that. I’m sure the baby is Gabe’s, and I know she didn’t trick him or get pregnant on purpose,” she said, shaking her head vehemently. “He would’ve told me otherwise,” she said with a note of finality.

      Cee-cee studied Max’s face as she spoke. She and Gabe were very close, and it seemed like, if he’d told her that much, he’d have told her the rest. She was proud of the way her son and daughter were always there for each other during life’s challenges, and the thought comforted her. Still, she found herself struggling to swallow the revolting lump that rose in her throat.

      Poor Gabe. He clearly had been struggling with this for months, and she hadn’t even known.

      “Anyway, let’s just forget I mentioned it,” Max pleaded as she grabbed one of Cee-cee’s hands and one of Anna’s. “Now. Pinky swear that you won’t say a word of this to anyone,” she said patiently as if they were children. If it wasn’t so upsetting, Cee-cee might’ve grinned at the absurdity of the moment.

      “Fine by me,” Anna chuckled as they locked pinkies. “I’m sure Gabe and Sasha can work this one out on their own and I want nothing more than to not be involved.” She spied the bottle of wine in the kitchen and made her way over to it. “Sweetie, you and Ian should worry more about your own happiness. You’ll learn soon enough that every relationship has its ups and downs,” she added.

      Cee-cee reached for Tilly and retreated to the sofa. The spaniel’s fluffy little body was always a source of comfort during stressful times. She tried not to think about Sasha and Gabe as she gazed out over the ocean, but the vile lump in her throat had managed to make its way to the pit of her stomach.

      Not your problem, Cee-cee.

      But that was the thing about having kids, wasn’t it? You were only as happy as your saddest child.

      Anna poured herself a glass of wine and sat gingerly on the sofa. “So, are you two just going to sit here and sulk or are we socializing? If I wanted to talk to myself, I wouldn’t have stopped by.”

      Max broke her strained silence as she pushed the cheese plate toward Anna.

      “Try the brie, Aunt Anna,” she said. “It’s delish.”

      “Thanks. And, unlike you two negative Nelly’s, I actually have some good news to share,” Anna said cryptically while reaching for the plate. They leaned in as she paused for effect and eyed them both while savoring a morsel of cheese.

      “You’re getting married?” Max blurted out, eyes wide.

      Anna nearly choked on her cheese. “No!” she sputtered. “Or at least, I don’t think I am,” she laughed.

      The idea had just been a wild guess on Max’s part, but seemed much more of a possibility than it ever had for fiercely independent Anna. She and her boyfriend Beckett had been going strong for almost a year now, and they seemed to be so good for one another. Cee-cee would like nothing more than for them to settle together. But Anna had just moved into the house with him over the summer, and her little sister was much too protective of her independence to do more than give it up in tiny doses. Cee-cee had a feeling marriage was a ways off, if it ever happened.

      “No, nothing that dramatic, I’m afraid, but it’s still pretty exciting to me because I’ve been getting a little stir crazy. Beckett and I are going to Hawaii,” she said, beaming. “We’ve been kicking it around for a while now, and then I just couldn’t get into the spirit after Pop passed. I’m ready now, so we’ve booked our flights and we’re leaving in six days.”

      “That’s so great, sis,” Cee-cee murmured with a grin. Thoughts of Sasha and Gabe faded to the background for the moment under the brilliant light of Anna’s happiness. She was most content when traveling, and this was her first major trip since she’d battled breast cancer and had gone through surgery earlier the year before. Between that and Pop’s death, Anna had been through so much lately, and Cee-cee was thrilled to share her sister’s joy after standing by helplessly while she endured so much pain.

      She deserved some time away where she could just enjoy herself.

      For the next hour, the three of them chatted about the upcoming trip, Max’s bookstore, and then brainstormed some new fall-inspired cupcake flavors for Cee-cee’s shop. They were playfully debating the pros and cons of pumpkin spice when a knock at the door set Max into motion, and she sprang up off the sofa.

      “It’s probably Ian,” she said, her eyes suddenly taking on a new shine.

      At least one of my children is happily in love, Cee-cee thought as she and Anna watched Max slide easily into Ian’s arms as she pulled him inside. They kissed and held a short, whispered conversation before entering the room, their arms entwined.

      “Hi, Ladies. Great to see you.” Ian’s boyish charm was irresistible, and Cee-cee couldn’t help but smile.

      Tilly squirmed in her lap and leapt down to greet him.

      Ian bent to pet the dog as he continued. “I don’t know if you have dinner plans already but I got a seven fifteen reservation for that new Mexican place, Zapata’s. I can make it for more people if anyone cares to join us?” He looked from Cee-cee to Anna and back again.

      Anna looked at her watch. “I just popped in for a short while but I’ve got to head out now. Beckett’s making lamb chops, and I don’t want to be late,” she hurriedly took the last sip of her single glass of wine and placed the glass in the kitchen, “but before I forget why I stopped by, I wanted to invite you all to come over for a lasagna dinner Saturday. I’ve texted Stephanie, Todd, Sasha and Gabe, as well, and they’ve all agreed to come. We haven’t all been together since the funeral, and Beckett and I were hoping to do it before I go.”

      Cee-cee cringed inside at the thought of sitting through a dinner with Sasha and Gabe at the moment. Her heart ached for them both. Surely things would be awkward between them and she had no desire to witness that, but she could hardly say no when all the family that lived in Bluebird Bay had agreed to be there.

      Cee-cee found herself nodding. “Mick and I will be there. Thanks, Anna.”

      “How about you two?” she asked, turning to Max and Ian.

      Max stepped in and kissed her aunt on the cheek. “You can count us in, Aunt Anna – you know how much I love your lasagna!”

      Cee-cee concurred. Anna’s creative juices were usually reserved for her wildlife photos but she knew how to sink her heart and soul into a good meal, and her lasagna was the best Cee-cee had ever eaten.

      Max turned to Cee-cee expectantly as Anna made her way to the door. “So how about you for tonight, Mom? Want to come and have some awesome Mexican food with us - get your enchilada fix?”

      “Sorry, I’ll have to take a raincheck. Mick is on his way home.”

      The truth was, she could’ve called him and had him meet her there, but the conversation about Sasha and Gabe was back in the forefront of her mind and she wouldn’t be good company, anyway.

      As if on cue, the door opened and Mick barreled in, narrowly missing a collision with the departing Anna, whose hand rested on the doorknob.

      “Hey, sorry – didn’t see you there!”

      Tilly added to the commotion, dancing around Mick in a frantic circle.

      “No problem,” Anna said with a breezy smile as she brushed past him. “Good to see you, Mick. I was just on my way out. I’m late for dinner. But lasagna at my place Saturday,” she called back over her shoulder.

      “We’re out of here, too.” Max pulled Ian towards the door. “Sorry to bail on you when you are just getting home, but we don’t want to be late for our dinner reservation. We’ll catch up with you on Saturday.”

      “Sounds good,” Mick said, waving as the pair hightailed it out the door and then pulling it closed behind them.

      Cee-cee stood and padded her way across the room. “Hi, babe, how was your day?”

      “Good but…do I smell or something?” he asked with a puzzled grin. “I walk in and everyone scatters.”

      “Aw, poor guy. Coincidence, I swear it.” Cee-cee wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in his sturdy chest. Suddenly, the day’s events seemed far away, and she breathed a sigh of relief. She loved Anna and Max to pieces, but she was relieved they had left. She needed time to process what Max had told her and she needed to do it in peace and quiet.

      “Anyway,  you didn’t miss much,” she said before planting a kiss softly on his cheek. “Just girl talk. Come on in, relax,” she added softly as she led him to the sofa.

      Cee-cee hoped her face wouldn’t betray her. She had pinky sworn not to repeat Sasha’s secret, but Mick knew her so well. She brought the empty wine glasses to the kitchen while Mick made himself comfortable.

      “Want something to drink?” she called, as she briefly considered one more glass of wine. It had been a heck of a stressful day. Still, any more than a couple glasses and she would only get more emotional. That was the last thing she needed.

      “Just a water for me.”

      She put the glasses in the sink, grabbed him a bottle of water and made her way back to the living room.

      “Did you have a good day?” she asked as she folded herself into the couch next to him.

      “I did. I quoted two new jobs and finished staining an amazing credenza. I’ll show you pictures when it’s all finished. Then, I dropped by Sasha and Gabe’s on my way home.”

      “Oh?” she said, hoping he wouldn’t notice the quaver in her voice.

      “Yeah, I wanted to drop off the specs of Maryanne’s living room, along with some color swatches she liked. Sasha’s got a great eye and already came up with a few really awesome ideas for the cottage.” He took a long swig of the cold water. “We’re meeting there tomorrow so she can get a look at the space. I’m looking forward to seeing what she comes up with.”

      “Well, that sounds nice,” Cee-cee managed dully. She loved Mick and valued how open and honest they were with each other. She hated keeping things from him but she wasn’t about to break Max’s trust. Besides, it wasn’t her secret to share.

      She leaned in and snuggled up closer to him, but he paused and pulled away.

      “Something is poking me,” he said as he reached beneath him and pulled out a small white business card.

      Crap.

      She’d really have preferred to tell him before he found out on his own, but she’d forgotten all about her ex-husband’s visit.

      “Nate Burrows?” he said as he glanced over at her, his dark brows furrowing.

      “Yeah, he stopped by the shop earlier to give me his new cell number. It was weird…”

      Mick scratched at the dark stubble on his cheek. “Did you invite him up?” he asked.

      “No! God, no. I – it must’ve fallen out of my pocket while I was snuggling with Tilly. He was at the shop for maybe five minutes. He was going on about being grandparents, and trying to reminisce with me. Like I said…weird.”

      Mick looked at her a long time before he spoke. “Not that weird,” he admitted with a wry smile. “He probably finally realized what an idiot he was for letting you go. Too bad you’re already crazy in love with me, now, huh?” He pulled her close and kissed the top of her head.

      “Madly, crazily in love,” she agreed, burrowing her face against his chest.

      “It’s totally up to you if you want to be friends with Nate – I can understand the situation with the kids and the baby on the way – but remember…Nate is out for one person and one person only, and that’s Nate. So just make sure you don’t let him too close, okay? I don’t want him hurting you again.”

      No accusations about the card in the couch. He’d asked a fair question, she’d answered, and that was that. No anger, no telling her she couldn’t be friends with her ex if she chose. His only concern was her wellbeing. How amazing was it to have support like that? Trust like that?

      Now, if only her son and his wife could have that in their marriage, she could breathe a little easier...
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      “Well, what do you think?”

      Sasha stared at the hot pink interior and gleaming black furniture stuffed into the quaint little cottage and tried not to wince.

      “It’s…very bold and colorful!” she replied with what she hoped passed for an encouraging smile.

      “It’s okay, you won’t hurt my feelings. I know, it’s really bad,” Maryanne said, wrinkling her nose. “But I bought it for the location and that amazing porch. I figure paint is just paint, right?”

      “Exactly right,” Sasha agreed, happy that Maryanne and she were on the same page regarding the current state of the space. “And, so long as you aren’t attached to any of the furniture, I think we can really make the interior of this place match the exterior and give you a welcoming, serene place to come home to.”

      “Oh, sweetie, I’m not attached to anything, anymore,” Maryanne said firmly, giving her platinum hair a fluff. “After three husbands, buying and losing three houses in divorce, I’ve finally embraced the fact that nothing in my life is permanent, so why get attached?”

      Her tone was light and joking, but there was no mistaking the deep sadness in her eyes. Sasha barely knew the woman, but she almost wanted to hug her. 

      Maryanne Carpenter Brown had been a lifelong Bluebird Bay resident, but, up until last year, she’d had a lot of issues with the Sullivan sisters. Mainly, with Anna. Since high school, Anna had been the recipient of Maryanne’s intense dislike because her now-ex-husband had always had a thing for the youngest Sullivan sister. Apparently, despite being married to Maryanne, that hadn’t changed after high school. Once she finally wised up and ditched the guy, she’d gone from one bad relationship to the next. In her bitterness, sometime after her very short-lived third marriage had fallen apart, she’d decided to take some of her anger out on Anna through Cee-cee, and had even tried to sabotage the opening of her cupcake shop.

      Luckily, she’d failed and, in the interim, Maryanne and Anna had mended fences, with Maryanne apologizing. All had been well between her and the Sullivans ever since, and Maryanne and Cee-cee had actually become casual friends, which had led to Sasha’s exciting business opportunity.

      As Sasha studied the older woman now, she had to admit, she’d lost the cruel edge to her smile. She seemed softer, warmer now. But the sadness on her face was plain to see.

      “I apologize, I don’t mean to be maudlin, dear. I’m just feeling sorry for myself today. The rain does that to me, sometimes. Please forgive me.”

      The woman looked so embarrassed, Sasha couldn’t help trying to ease her discomfort.

      “It’s okay. I can relate. My parents passed when I was very young, and I moved from house to house, too--”

      She broke off and cleared her throat, stunned that she’d said even that much. Her past wasn’t something she liked to talk about.

      Ever.

      “Sorry. I...I guess the rain is getting to me, as well,” she murmured, glancing out the French doors at the gloomy sky.

      “Then we are a perfect pair,” Maryanne said with a sad little grin. “We can woe-is-us together while we look through your samples and such, shall we?”

      “That sounds lovely.”

      For the next hour, she and Maryanne pored over design ideas. Despite the crummy weather, she found herself feeling marginally better as time passed.

      Who would’ve thought when she’d hired Alita to help with the remodel of her grandmother’s cottage that she’d have found her own passion? It gave her so much satisfaction to take something as important as a house and make it a home. If young Sasha had seen a snapshot of her life right now, she would be ecstatic. A dream job, a gorgeous, hardworking husband, a cottage of her very own, and a baby on the way…

      If only things were as perfect as they seemed on the surface.

      “How are you two doing in here so far?”

      Sasha turned to find a smiling Mick standing in the doorway of the living room, leather tool belt hanging from his hips.

      “I think we’re well on our way,” Sasha said, turned to Maryanne, who nodded enthusiastically.

      “Great recommendation, Mick. She’s so creative. Do you know that awful armoire in the bedroom with the six panel glass doors?”

      Mick chuckled. “The lime green one with those fussy little drawers that are basically useless? How could I forget it?”

      “Well, we’re going to take the doors off and paint them antique white and distress them a little. Then, we’re going to turn them horizontal, and put seascape pictures behind each little glass pane. We’re thinking you could replace the whole north facing wall with shiplap, and then mount each of the doors on it. Won’t that look amazing?”

      Mick cocked his head and squinted, clearly trying to picture it in his head. “Wow, I think it will.” He shot Sasha a glance. “Great idea, Sash. And I actually have some leftover shiplap in my workshop that has that weathered, antique-y look. Should be perfect in here.”

      Sasha’s cheeks warmed with pleasure at the praise.

      Working on a client of Alita’s, with her overseeing, had already been a big step for her. But the fact that Alita had encouraged her to take the job on solo had been a real vote of confidence.

      “You brought in the client, it’s your job, Sash.”

      No matter what else was happening in her life, she’d vowed to make sure Alita didn’t regret her decision.

      So far, mission accomplished.

      “Once we get finished in here, I’m thinking I might just have her do the whole place. Something about starting totally fresh has a certain appeal,” Maryanne remarked as she flipped through a catalogue of lamps.

      “Wow, that would be amazing,” Sasha said, already thinking of the things she would do to the place. “I would love to get my hands on the master bathroom,” she said, shuffling through the pile of swatches on the coffee table. “Don’t you think this icy blue would look amazing if we stained the vanity an espresso color?”

      Maryanne gasped. “Ooh, yeah, I love that idea.”

      Mick’s grin widened as he held up both hands. “I can see that you two are going to be a while longer, so I’ll get back to work in the study.”

      Sasha gave him a little wave and then went back to the swatches, letting the world of color and form envelope her like a protective hug.

      So long as she was entrenched in her work, she could pretend that everything was okay.

      That the idyllic little life she’d built was as perfect as it seemed.

      That she wasn’t waiting for the other shoe to drop…for the moment when her beloved husband told her that he couldn’t just forgive her, and told her he was leaving.

      Please, God, anything but that.
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      “Okay, I’m heading out early,” Cee-cee called to Pete, who was manning the cash register. “I’ll just be down the street at Mo’s, so call me if you run into any problems closing up.”

      Pete assured her he had everything under control, and, with one last wave over her shoulder, she stepped into the cool, early autumn air. The stress weighing in the back of her mind had taken its toll on her.

      Her grumbling stomach broke her silent meditation as she made her way down the street toward the diner. Mick was still tied up installing some bookshelves for Maryanne, so Cee-cee was on her own for dinner. As much as she missed his company, she was grateful for the excuse not to cook dinner. The fact that she could check in on Eva was an added bonus—Eva hadn’t been around much since Pop’s death, and Cee-cee was worried about her.

      The heavy rain had finally stopped, but it was still misting and Cee-cee hurried a little faster as Mo’s came into sight, greeting her with its cheerful familiarity. The bell rang as she pushed open the door, and she was greeted by the tantalizing aromas of delicious food. She breathed deeply of the scent and felt some of the tension melt like butter. That was the power of places that felt like home.

      And the power of good food, she thought to herself.

      It was pot roast night at Mo’s.

      Between the ache that never quite went away since Pop had died, the tangle of deceit between Sasha and Gabe, the bottled-up emotions from not being able to share that burden with Mick… I hope this roast has super-comfort powers. I need all the help I can get, she thought ruefully.

      “Take a seat, I’ll be right with you,” Eva’s gruff voice called from the kitchen, scattering Cee-cee’s thoughts and pulling her back to the present.

      She eyed her favorite booth by the window, but decided against it in favor of a stool at the counter with close access to the kitchen, in hopes that she could convince Eva to sit and visit for a while.

      As if on cue, Eva stepped out of the kitchen, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. She was still a very handsome woman, but somehow she looked older to Cee-cee in the past couple months since Pop’s death. The lines in her face seemed to be etched a little deeper, and her usually rosy cheeks were pale. Cee-cee’s heart squeezed in her chest.

      It looked like Eva was feeling the loss, too.

      Still, her face lit up a bit as she caught sight of Cee-cee. “How’ve you been, girlie?” Eva asked.

      “Starving!”

      “Let’s get you taken care of, then. What’ll you have, hon?” Eva asked.

      Without hesitation, Cee-cee ordered the pot roast with extra potatoes. It was definitely a night for comfort food. Eva nodded approvingly at her choice.

      “You’re going to love it. We just hired a new cook a few days ago and she’s really something. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was magic—that girl can cook. I can’t figure out for the life of me why she’d want to work in a small diner like this, but we’re grateful to have her. You’ll be, too, once you try her food. Make sure you save some room for dessert!” Eva said.

      “I always do,” Cee-cee assured her, smiling. “I came before the rush, hoping you’d let me buy you some dinner. If you have time to sit and eat with me, I’d love the company.”

      Eva hesitated for a moment before nodding. “I’ll be back in two shakes, hon. Let me go tell the cook your order,” she said as she headed back into the kitchen.

      Cee-cee knew that Eva, though big-hearted, was a bit rough around the edges and didn’t necessarily like to talk too much about her feelings. She decided to follow Eva’s lead and not push her to talk too much about Pop, even though she privately ached to be of some help to her.

      Cee-cee’s phone buzzed, and her screen lit up with a text from Anna. Cee-cee had asked her earlier what she could bring to dinner at her place the next day. She unlocked her phone and read.

      No need to bring anything but yourself…and maybe a dozen of your best cupcakes!

      Smiling, Cee-cee sent back a quick reply.

      Will do, followed by a smiley face.

      She was just tucking her phone back into her purse when Eva came back from the kitchen.

      “I can talk for a while, but I’m not hungry yet,” Eva said as she poured herself a cup of coffee. Wordlessly, she lifted an eyebrow and gestured with the coffee pot towards Cee-cee. Cee-cee shook her head to the offer, and asked for a club soda instead. Once they both had their drinks, Eva sank onto the stool next to her, sighing gratefully.

      “I’ll admit it’s nice to have a chance to sit for a second.” She took a sip of her coffee and closed her eyes appreciatively for a moment, savoring the brew before continuing. “Even when it’s slow, between refilling all the condiments and polishing silverware, some days it feels like I never stop moving. Probably for the best, though. Having too much time on my hands is…” She trailed off and lifted her chin. “Enough of that. Now then, how does it feel to know you’ll be a grandma soon enough?”

      “It’s hard to believe my kids are so grown up already, but I’m excited.” She faced her friend fully, and searched her expression. “Eva, how are you doing? I mean, how are you really doing?”

      “I’m just fine, kiddo. Just fine,” she responded firmly, but her smile wobbled and her coffee cup thunked just a little too loudly as she set it down on the counter.

      Cee-cee waited quietly. She sensed that Eva had more to say. The only question was, would she say it?

      They sat in silence for a long moment until Eva finally piped up.

      “I miss your father.” The older woman’s eyes shimmered with tears. One broke free and slid down her face before splashing into her cup. Brusquely, Eva swiped her cheek, but not before another tear fell.

      Cee-cee reached for her sturdy hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “Geez Louise, look at these ridiculous waterworks,” Eva muttered. “Sorry, kiddo, I don’t know what’s the matter with me lately.”

      Cee-cee shook her head. “It’s ok, Eva. We’ve all got to let it out sometimes. Grief has a way of sneaking up on you when you least expect it. You think you’re doing better and then something little will remind you of what you lost, and…” She felt tears collecting in her eyes and throat. “What I’m trying to say is that I’m here for you. And if you ever want to talk, about him, about your day, about anything, I’m here.”

      Eva nodded and pursed her lips, clearly trying to hold back more tears. “I miss him more than I thought was possible. Seems like all we did was argue, but for the life of me, I would trade anything for one more argument with that old coot.”

      “I miss him, too,” Cee-cee responded softly. She paused, then pressed on. “We lost Pop, but we didn’t lose you, Eva. We haven’t seen you much, and the whole family misses you.”

      Eva looked away. “I know. I got your messages and I’m sorry I haven’t called you back. It’s just so painful and you all have enough on your plates dealing with your own loss.”

      “It’s easier to manage when we share the pain. Why don’t you come to Anna and Beckett’s house for dinner tomorrow? Everyone will be there, and we’d all love to see you.”

      Eva met Cee-cee’s eyes, and the sincerity in them must’ve convinced her.

      She sat up straighter and nodded. “All right, count me in.”

      Their conversation was interrupted as the kitchen door swung open, revealing a woman balancing two steaming plates of pot roast and fixings.

      The food smelled delicious and looked like a dream. Cee-cee and Eva eyed the heaped plates appreciatively. Even in her famished state, Cee-cee noticed the artistry and care with which the plates had been assembled.

      “What did I tell you?” Eva said, proudly. “We’ve got wonderful new talent in our kitchen! Cee-cee, this is our new cook, Nikki.”

      Nikki was pretty and looked to be in her late thirties, with brown curly hair that she’d pulled into a ponytail.

      “Nikki, this is Cee-cee Burrows, of the Sullivan clan. She and her family have lived in Bluebird Bay for generations.”

      Nikki stilled and then met Cee-cee’s gaze. She couldn’t help noticing the other woman’s eyes—they were a lovely shade of green-gold. A strange sense of déjà vu washed over Cee-cee like she had seen Nikki somewhere before, but she couldn’t quite place it...

      “Have you ever been to Bluebird Bay before, Nikki?”

      “Never,” the younger woman replied as she set the plates down. “It’s lovely here so far, though.”

      Cee-cee nodded and turned her attention back to the food, eyeing the smooth, rich gravy.

      “Ooh, is that rosemary I smell?”

      “It is. Do you cook, as well?” Nikki asked her.

      “Cee-cee is an excellent cook, but she’s famous for her baking—she owns one cupcake shop by the pier, and there are more on the way,” Eva interjected with a proud smile. “A hometown girl who’s made it big.”

      “Come to the shop,” Cee-cee added with an embarrassed chuckle. “There will be a free cupcake with your name on it.”

      Nikki nodded absently, her eyes locked on Cee-cee again, almost as if she was in a trance. An awkward silence stretched between them, broken only by the quiet ticking of a clock on the wall.

      “You okay?” Eva asked.

      Nikki shook her head as if to clear it and her lips tipped into a smile. “Sorry, I just remembered I have a batch of rolls in the oven. Nice meeting you, Cee-cee!” she called as she retreated to the kitchen.

      “It’s been a long day. She covered the breakfast shift for Mo starting at five AM, so she’s probably just tired,” Eva said as she topped off her coffee cup before picking up her fork and tucking into her pot roast. “Boy, I know I said I wasn’t going to eat, but it looks like Nikki has changed my mind!”

      Picking up her own fork, Cee-cee lifted a generous bite to her mouth. “Mmm,” she groaned happily as she ate.

      “Amen,” Eva responded through her own mouthful.

      The pot roast was heavenly. Juicy, and so tender it nearly fell apart with just the touch of her fork. She had definitely made the right choice to come here tonight instead of eating leftovers alone at her place. By the time her plate was clean, she wondered if Eva would have to roll her out of the diner.

      “I thought you said you always saved room for dessert?” Eva joked.

      Cee-cee groaned in mock horror, but if the dessert was anywhere near as delicious as her meal had been…

      “I might be able to squeeze in a bite or two and split a dessert with you,” Cee-cee laughed.

      “Oh, no you don’t!” Eva replied. “You can take home whatever you can’t finish of your own dessert, but there’s no way in hell I’m splitting mine!”

      Cee-cee put up her hands in surrender. “All right, all right. What’ve you got?”

      “Peach pie with fresh vanilla ice cream. Like your mother used to make every summer when you were kids. Red used to talk about it and gave me the recipes before he…” Eva trailed off and swallowed audibly.

      Cee-cee’s eyes misted as she thought of girlhood summers playing with her sisters, eating their mother’s ice cream over a warm slice of pie. “I can make room for that,” she said softly.

      Eva bustled off to put their desserts together. When she came back, they ate in companionable silence. The only sound was the quiet clinking of their forks and the bell at the door as dinner guests began trickling in. Cee-cee had been so sure she couldn’t eat another bite after the pot roast, but it turned out that pie and ice cream was what her soul needed, even if her stomach was bursting.

      After reminding Eva not to forget about dinner at Anna and Beckett’s and giving her a hug, Cee-cee tried to pay for her meal. Eva declared it was on her, and Cee-cee pretended to acquiesce, but she placed a generous tip in the jar on the counter that more than covered the two meals.

      As she left the diner and walked back towards her shop, she thought back to Nikki. The meal had almost been enough to make her forget the rather odd encounter with the cook at Mo’s.

      Almost.
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      “Here you go,” Anna said to Max, holding a wooden cutting board toward her. “You’re on garlic bread duty.”

      Max took the cutting board and made a workspace for herself at the kitchen counter. “Did you give me the easiest job because you knew I couldn’t screw it up?” she teased. “What next, are you going to sit me at the kids’ table?”

      “Don’t tempt me,” Anna laughed.

      Max unwrapped the loaf of Italian bread resting on the counter and paused for a moment to appreciate the yeasty smell before slicing it in half lengthwise. “We wouldn’t want your parting memory of Bluebird Bay to be one of a ruined meal, that’s true. Although, really, I think I could’ve handled tossing a salad.”

      Anna laughed but didn’t look up from the pile of raw vegetables she was rinsing for the salad. After drying them off, she pulled out a cutting board for herself, selected a tomato, and began slicing.

      “You know I’m just teasing you, Max. You’re very capable. I asked you to work on the bread so I didn’t end up eating it all before we even had a chance to get it to the table.”

      Max grinned and they worked in silence for a few moments. She really loved this house. Beckett had done a great job with the Craftsman style so it was big, but felt oddly cozy. The sound of soft laughter and chatter echoed from the dining room where Stephanie, Ethan, Beckett, and Ian were setting the table and munching on bruschetta. Max loved that Ian fit in so easily with her family. He bantered and joked with them as if he’d been part of their family dinners for years.

      Max relished the feeling of contentment as she spread garlic butter generously on the fluffy insides of the crusty loaf. Aunt Anna had been right about the temptation to eat the bread before it was ready. Her mouth watered in anticipation, and her stomach grumbled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten much that day except a hurried peanut butter and jelly sandwich while unpacking a new shipment of books at her shop. Dinner was going to be delicious, and she was heartily looking forward to it.

      Gazing out the kitchen window while she worked, Max noticed a couple walking a golden retriever down the neighborhood street. Their jackets were buttoned up high against the chilly wind that whipped across their faces and toyed with the woman’s hair, making Max appreciate Anna and Beckett’s place even more. The house was snug and warm, not just from the fire crackling to ward off the early autumn cold snap gripping Bluebird Bay, but also from the warmth of the family’s shared love and laughter.

      She shot her aunt a glance. “Now that I think about it, I bet the real reason you’re flying out to Hawaii is so you can send us all pictures of you luxuriating on the beach while we shiver back home.”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny that,” Anna teased back, “but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t looking forward to it! I’ll go to Alaska to get some shots of a polar bear if I have to, and I love the foliage here in Maine, but I’m a summer girl at heart. White sandy beaches…drinking daiquiris with little umbrellas floating in them…Beckett in his swimming trunks…and of course, so much delicious sunshine.” She closed her eyes dreamily, teasing her niece. “Are you sure you don’t want to just sneak into my suitcase and come along?”

      “If I could spare a moment from the bookshop, I might just think about following your example,” Max replied.

      Actually, now that she thought on it, she could use a vacation. It had been a long year for them all. Maybe she and Ian could plan a getaway to somewhere warm this winter. She made a mental note to broach the topic with him.

      “Garlic bread, going in, Captain,” she said as she carried the tray of garlic bread and slid it into the waiting oven.

      “Perfect timing. The others will be here in the next twenty minutes.”

      Max’s stomach tightened with dread. Having come early to help her aunt with dinner preparations, she had allowed herself to forget the sticky family situation for a time. The comfortable conversation and warm chatter floating in from the dining room would be short-lived once Sasha and Gabe arrived. She had no fear her mother or Aunt Anna would mention anything—they’d sworn not to, after all—but it was going to take a Herculean effort for them all to act like nothing had changed.

      Especially her.

      Come on, Max, it’s only a couple of hours. You’ve got this, she told herself. Put on your game face and woman up. For Gabe’s sake.

      “So, how are you liking living here with Beckett so far?” she asked her aunt, trying to force her thoughts into a new direction.

      “It’s been nice. Really nice, actually,” Anna responded. She paused for a moment in quiet reflection, her face composed and content. “You know, it hasn’t been all that long, but it already feels like home to me.” Grinning slyly, she continued, “It doesn’t hurt that this living situation comes with a hunky, built-in man of the house.” She winked and wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      Max laughed with Anna, glad to see her aunt so settled and happy. “Beckett’s good for you. We’re all glad you two found each other.”

      Anna nodded. “I feel really lucky to have him. So much has happened lately, and he’s been amazing. He’s always there for me to lean on. You know, I never really had someone like that before, so I didn’t know I needed, or even wanted it. Now that I have him, I don’t know how I would be getting through all of this alone.”

      Anna’s voice ended on a soft and tender note. Anna wasn’t usually one to show emotion; she was usually tough as nails. Right now, though, she looked as vulnerable as Max had ever seen her, besides during her cancer battle.

      Max’s heart swelled with love for her and she slid closer so that their shoulders were touching.

      “Pop’s death…it’s been really hard,” Anna continued. “I mean, I know it’s been hard on all of us. It’s just that…it’s brought back all the pain of losing Mom, too. And I know it sounds crazy, but I keep thinking...I keep thinking about how I’m an orphan now.” She paused, and then half-laughed. “Imagine, a forty-nine-year-old woman, calling herself an orphan? But that’s how it feels.”

      Anna was silent for a few moments, but Max didn’t rush in to comfort her with some well-meaning but empty words. She sensed that, in this rare moment of openness, Anna needed to take her time and get it all out.

      “While they were alive, it was like there was always some connection to where I came from, because those roots were alive and sunk deep into the soil here in Bluebird Bay. For someone who loves to travel so much and never wanted to settle in one place, I can’t tell you how strange it is to feel so adrift. As good as everything else in my life is right now, I feel sort of…bereft.”

      “For a not so tall man, he took up a lot of space,” a low, feminine voice said softly from the doorway.

      Max and Anna looked up. They hadn’t heard Stephanie walk into the kitchen, but she must’ve come in near the end of their conversation, because she was leaning on the doorframe that led to the dining room.

      She moved across the kitchen to Anna and wrapped her in a tight squeeze. Max watched the sisters, her heart aching for their shared pain.

      Surprisingly, Anna accepted and returned her sister’s embrace. She wasn’t usually one for public displays of affection, though she had a big heart. Sure enough, after a quiet moment of hugging, Anna grimaced.

      “You’re killing me, Steph! I’m getting squished!”

      That was enough encouragement for Max. She joined the sisters, making it a group hug, and smashed Anna between herself and Stephanie as Anna put up a perfunctory struggle.

      “Oh hush, you love it,” Max teased, and the mood lightened a little.

      A knock at the front door sounded and they stepped apart.

      “Got it!” Beckett called from the other room.

      Max noticed that Anna was surreptitiously wiping stray tears from her eyes, and Steph grabbed a paper towel from the roll on the counter to dab at her own.

      A minute later, Cee-cee walked into the kitchen, arms laden with two white boxes, Mick and Eva trailing after her.

      “Eva, it’s been too long! I’m so happy you’ve come,” Anna greeted the older woman. “Let me get you a club soda, and you can set that tray down on the counter there.”

      Eva told her not to fuss as she set the tray she’d been holding on the island, but Max could see how pleased she was with the warm welcome. Knowing it would embarrass her, but not caring, Max wrapped Eva in a quick, but warm, hug.

      “We’ve missed you.”

      Eva blushed and muttered something gruff in return, busying herself by taking a drink of the club soda Anna handed to her. Next to them, Cee-cee turned toward Anna and dipped into a curtsy.

      “Cupcakes, as your highness commanded,” she intoned, laughing. She lifted the boxes solemnly to her sister, acting as if she was a humble servant proffering a gift to a queen. Anna, joining in the antics, bowed her head regally.

      “I accept. Now, do the rest of you see how Cee-cee is acting? That’s how I expect to be treated going forward,” she said, as everyone chuckled.

      Once she’d handed the bakery boxes off to Anna, Cee-cee straightened.

      “There are actually a lot of different ones, so we’ll have to cut them up so you can try them all. There’s a salted caramel that I swear will make you think you’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      Anna groaned appreciatively. “My swimsuits won’t fit by the time I get to Hawaii, but you know what? I don’t even care.”

      “It’s a good thing,” Eva interjected, pulling the foil off the top of the tray she’d set on the kitchen island. “Asparagus and cream cheese wrapped with pancetta and roasted.”

      Anna groaned. “You guys are killing me with all the good food!”

      “Don’t look at me, I didn’t make it—your father knew well and good that I can’t cook a lick. This is from Nikki—Cee-cee, you’ll remember her. She’s the new cook at Mo’s. I was going to just order something from the diner but she insisted on making these especially for me. Said they’re to die for, and so far, she hasn’t led me astray.”

      Exclamations of how delicious Nikki’s appetizer looked sounded around the room. Max didn’t waste any time diving in, grabbing one and popping it into her mouth.

      “Oh my,” she mumbled around the savory mouthful. The cream cheese melted in her mouth and paired beautifully with the saltiness of the pancetta. The roasting had brought out the flavor of the asparagus to perfection. “This Nikki chick was right,” she said, after she’d finished. “Those are definitely to die for.”

      Max reached for another one, unable to stop herself.

      “I promise I won’t eat them all, but these are really something!” She took another bite, but realized her mother was frowning. “Mom, try one, it’s so good and you love asparagus.”

      Cee-cee hesitated a moment, but then nodded and reached for the tray. “You’re right, they’re delicious,” she agreed, after chewing silently for a moment. “That was really nice of Nikki. Please thank her for us, Eva.”

      Max didn’t say anything, but she could sense that something was going on with her mother. Maybe she’d remembered, like Max had, that Gabe and Sasha would be here any second. And, just like that, Max felt the knot in her stomach tighten again with tension.

      She made her way over to check on the garlic bread. Seeing that it was a golden brown and the butter was melted, she grabbed some mitts and pulled the sheet pan from the oven. The others continued talking around her as she set it down on the stove, took off the mitts, and Max slipped out of the kitchen.

      A moment later, she was in the tiny powder room closing the door behind her.

      Two quick seconds to get her head together, that was all she needed.

      She rested her hands on the sink and took a deep breath. Aunt Anna had been right the other day, when she had advised her to not let the situation with Gabe and Sasha affect her. As much as she wanted to lash out at Sasha for lying to Gabe—and after causing him pain by breaking their engagement off, too—this wasn’t her battle to fight.

      The only thing she could really do was put on her big girl panties and deal with the situation like an adult. Which would mean being civil to Sasha at dinner tonight, at the very least. Even if she couldn’t put on a happy face for her sister-in-law, the least she could do was not snarl at her. If he were in her shoes, Gabe would do the same for her.

      She stared in the mirror and practiced a fake smile that wound up looking more like a grimace, and then rolled her eyes.

      The things we do for the people we love.
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      “So, how was work?” Sasha asked softly, finally turning her face away from the passenger’s side window to risk a glance at her husband.

      They’d spent the first ten minutes of the car ride to Anna and Beckett’s in silence, and it’d taken a lot to build up the courage to ask the simple question, given how often he’d shut her down over the past couple months.

      Patience, she reminded herself. She couldn’t expect it to happen overnight. She just needed to keep trying.

      “Work was good,” Gabe said. A long moment passed, and it seemed like the trend of one-word answers that had become his norm would remain unbroken. Just when she’d given up hope, his hands tightened on the wheel as his clenched jaw loosened. “I, uh, took a family with two kids out this morning and they managed to catch some haddock. The little boy was squeamish, but the little girl loved it. She was so proud when she helped reel the first one in. It reminded me of all the times Pop took Max and I fishing.”

      Sasha nodded eagerly as he spoke but she’d been focused less on the words and more on the fact that, for now at least, he was actually having a normal conversation with her. Given how distant he’d been lately, the short description of his morning felt like a sonnet.

      “That sounds like a lot of fun,” she said, wracking her brain for more questions to ask him about the expedition but coming up empty in her nervousness.

      “What about you? How has working with Mick been?” he asked, looking at her as they pulled up to a stop light. 

      “Mick has been great. Alita was even saying we might be able to form a more long-term business relationship with him,” she managed. 

      He bobbed his head as she spoke. “That’d be really nice, right? He did amazing work on Mom’s shop and Max’s store. And he makes beautiful furniture and I’m sure some of the more high-end clients or long-time Bluebird Bay residents would like the idea of having some of their stuff handcrafted by a local.”

      “No doubt about it. Maryanne is already tapping him to put up an accent wall and some other projects,” Sasha agreed, now almost sad that Beckett’s house was just around the corner. “She also seems to be interested in having me work on some other rooms.”

      “Good for you,” Gabe said.

      His tone was even and sincere, but she couldn’t help but think that the old Gabe would’ve pulled the car over and dragged her into an excited hug…told her how proud he was of her.

      The pre-betrayal Gabe.

      Her eyes stung and she laid a protective hand over her belly. It was all right. They’d made some strides…well, maybe more like baby steps, but it was better than standing still.

      She forced herself to focus on the positive as they pulled up to the house and found six familiar cars filled the driveway.

      “I guess everyone else is already here,” Gabe said, checking his watch as he parked in the grass on the edge of the yard. 

      Sasha reached down and grabbed the tray of meatballs she’d made, mentally preparing herself for interacting with Gabe’s family. The fact that she and Gabe were going through something would probably be obvious to anyone with eyes, given how affectionate they typically were before this whole mess. Still, spending time with the Sullivans was never boring and she knew she’d likely have fun once she actually got inside. All the chatter and warm, funny banter was so unlike her own experiences growing up, it never failed to cheer her.

      She and Gabe stepped out of the car and began to walk toward the front door, which swung open before they’d even had time to knock.

      “It’s great to see you two,” Anna said, grinning as she waved for them to come inside. 

      “Can I take your jackets?” Beckett asked, stepping toward the door with a welcoming smile. 

      “It’s good to see you, too, Aunt Anna,” Gabe replied, unzipping his jacket and handing it to the older man as Sasha did the same. “How’ve you been, Beckett?”

      Anna put an arm around Sasha, pulling her close. “How’re you feeling?” she asked, gesturing to her belly.

      “It hasn’t been too bad so far. I’m actually feeling pretty good now that the morning sickness has gone,” Sasha replied cautiously. Anna wasn’t usually the most outwardly affectionate of the Sullivan sisters and her embrace felt almost maternal. She had to admit, given her bruised heart, it felt kind of good and she leaned into it with a sigh.

      “I’m sure the two of you will enjoy the little feast we’ve put together,” Anna said warmly, taking the tray from Sasha’s hand and waving for her and Gabe to follow her toward the dining room while Beckett disappeared with their jackets. 

      “You weren’t kidding,” Sasha murmured as she took in the spread.

      Anna’s lasagna sat, in all its gooey, cheesy glory, at the center of the large, walnut table. It was flanked on either side by a delicious-looking salad with squash, bitter greens, and what looked like pecans. Beside that sat a half-full tray of asparagus wrapped in some kind of meat. Her mouth watered at the scent of garlic as she spied a massive, toasted loaf of bread. On the credenza in the corner sat a makeshift bar with a pitcher of blood-red sangria dotted with fruit, a couple bottles of seltzer, and a large pitcher of lemon water. 

      She turned away from the meal, greeting everyone in turn as she made her way around the table.

      “How are you?” Sasha asked warmly, approaching Max, the only person left to greet. For a time, things had been tense between them when she and Gabe had first gotten back together, but after apologies on both sides, their interactions had been nothing but pleasant.

      As she moved to hug Max, though, something felt off. Her sister-in-law’s eyes flicked away for an instant and her face remained impassive as she pulled Sasha in for a brief, awkward hug.

      “Hi, Sasha,” she said a few seconds later, flashing a quick grin that didn’t quite reach her eyes before spinning around to greet her brother. 

      Had she done something to offend her?

      Surely not. She’d been fine when Sasha had stopped by the boat to bring lunch the other day. She was just being paranoid because she still felt so guilty for deceiving Gabe. It was nothing more than a case of telltale heart syndrome.

      “Why don’t you two sit by me,” Anna suggested cheerily as she motioned for Sasha and Gabe to come to the other side of the table.

      They took the empty seats to her right and settled in.

      “Let’s dig in,” Anna said, loud enough for the whole table to hear. Sasha’s stomach growled as she looked, once again, at the spread that the family had put together. She set her napkin on her lap and waited for the others to serve themselves before putting any food on her plate.

      “Do you want a bit of everything?” Gabe surprised her by asking, his voice barely audible over the chatter about the food and various conversations happening around the table. He grabbed her plate and stood to reach for the bread. 

      “Yes, please,” she said, secretly a little surprised but pleased. More progress. He was trying, and that meant the world to her. 

      He handed her heaping plate back a moment later and then moved on to make his own. She glanced around the table, seeing if everyone had their food before picking up her fork.

      “Eat,” Anna said, patting her lightly on the back with a chuckle, “you don’t have to worry about stuff like that with us. We’re not fancy.”

      Sasha returned her smile before spearing a big bite of the salad and lifting it to her mouth. The crunch of candied pecans with the softness of the roasted squash was delightful, and the apple-forward dressing complemented the rest of the flavors perfectly.

      “Wow, who made this salad?” Sasha exclaimed, “and, more importantly, can I get the recipe?”

      “I did most of it,” Anna chimed in, “but it’s actually pretty simple. I’ll email it to you later tonight.” 

      “So good,” Cee-cee agreed, taking a second bite and nodding approvingly at her sister. “You might have saddled yourself with a second specialty, sis. Expect requests on every major holiday, at the very least.”

      Beckett shot her a glance. “She’s becoming quite the cook since she’s moved in. I taught her everything I know,” he teased.

      Anna nodded as she tore off a piece of bread. “He’s pretending that it’s a joke, but for real. Once he got me into the whole gardening thing, it was an easy transition. I actually kind of like it. Not as much as traveling,” she hurried to interject with a laugh. “But it’s nice…relaxing.”

      Sasha felt eyes on her and turned, catching her mother-in-law’s gaze. Cee-cee quickly looked down at her plate and speared a piece of one of Sasha’s meatballs. “You did a great job on the meatballs, too, Sasha,” she said.

      The words weren’t strange, but the way she’d looked away and now refused to meet Sasha’s eyes definitely were. Cee-cee was never awkward around her.

      Sasha held back a frown, staring down, unseeingly, at her plate. First Max was acting weird and now her mother-in-law? What the hell was going on here? Could it be that everyone was just feeling Pop’s absence now that the whole family was together, or was it something more?

      “Have you tried the lasagna?” Gabe asked, interrupting her thoughts. He put a big forkful into his mouth, smiling as he began to chew. “Delicious.”

      “Not yet,” Sasha managed. She was determined not to make a scene, but a disturbing thought was brewing in her mind, and she couldn’t seem to shake it.

      “Don’t forget to thank Nikki for us,” Max said from across the table as she put her hand on Eva’s shoulder. “Maybe I’ll get a half dozen of Mom’s cupcakes tomorrow for her trouble. Do you think she’d like that?”

      “Sure,” Eva said with a shrug, “who wouldn’t?” 

      Sasha waited for a long pause in the conversation, then interjected, “Who’s Nikki?”

      Max sucked in a breath and then turned to face Sasha. “Yeah, um, she’s the new chef at Mo’s. She sent over the asparagus.”

      She turned toward Ian and began chatting without waiting for a reply.

      Sasha looked back down at her plate, mechanically shoveling another bite of lasagna into her mouth as her pulse raced and a trickle of dread snaked down her back. The second dinner was done, she would get to the bottom of this. If she was right, at least she would know she wasn’t crazy. If she was wrong, no harm, no foul.

      Please, God, let me be wrong.

      Gabe turned and, seeing Sasha’s expression, cocked his head. “You feeling okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she lied, managing to keep her voice even. 

      He squinted for a moment longer before turning back to his meal. “If you say so.” 

      Sasha kept her eyes glued to the plate for the rest of the meal, listening to the surrounding conversations to pass the time but feeling like more and more of an outsider with each passing moment. 

      “So how’s it been running the vet clinic, Todd?” Cee-cee was asking her nephew. 

      “I love it,” he said, “my mom still takes care of a lot of the paperwork from home, but I’m learning and the animals are just amazing.”

      “You’re doing great,” Stephanie reassured him. “You’ve already got the hard stuff down, now it’s just about the grunt work.”

      “She hasn’t shut up about how good a job you’re doing,” Anna added with a sassy smile.

      Sasha glanced up and noted with relief that everyone had finally sat back, and their plates were all but scraped clean.

      Anna stood and grabbed the salad bowl and salt and pepper. “We’ll have the guys clear off the rest of the table while Max and I make some coffee and bring out dessert. There’s a cupcake with my name on it. Be right back.” She headed toward the kitchen and Max followed. 

      She stood and started stacking dirty dishes into piles with the guys, but Mick waved her off.

      “Expectant mothers get a pass for tonight,” he said with a wink.

      She smiled and stepped back. “I won’t argue.”

      But she kept an eye on Gabe as he helped, waiting for a window to approach him. As soon as the dishes were cleared and everyone else was chatting or out of earshot, she leaned in close.

      “Could I talk to you for a quick second…alone?” 

      He nodded slowly, shooting a quick glance toward the kitchen before leading her into the living room.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      She stared at him, trying to think of how to word the question without seeming accusatory.

      “It might all be in my head, but I feel like everyone is acting a little strange. Your sister treated me like I had a communicable disease she didn’t want to catch, your mother wouldn’t even look at me…Is something going on that I don’t know about?”

      Gabe fiddled with his wedding ring and looked away as he opened his mouth to speak and then closed it without saying a word.

      “Gabe?” The trickle of dread was quickly growing into a tsunami. “Did you tell them?” she whispered. But she knew the answer before he even replied.

      “Yes. Well, no,” he muttered, raking a hand through his dark hair, looking almost as miserable as she felt. “I told Max.”

      “Why?” Sasha demanded, shock and anger stealing through her. “If we are going to try to work it out, why would you tell her that? We already had issues in the past, and now she hates me for sure. What possible reason--”

      “Because I had no one to talk to!” he cut in, anger blazing in his eyes. “She was helping me, you came to visit, and she knew something was wrong. She caught me at a weak moment and I just didn’t have it in me to pretend. I didn’t do it to hurt you or damage your relationship with her or something. And I certainly didn’t plan to tell her.”

      His defiant glare accompanied that verbal barb and she knew exactly what he was getting at. “So because your betrayal of my trust wasn’t planned, it’s okay?”

      “It’s a hell of a lot more okay than what you did. The lying, over and over…” He trailed off and blew out a shaky breath. “Look, I’m not doing this with you again. I was wrong for telling her, but she wasn’t supposed to share it with anyone else.”

      She might not have been supposed to, but she definitely had shared it with at least her mother. Sasha would bet her last dollar on it. And probably, Anna, too. The fact that she’d probably only been so affectionate because she’d pitied Sasha was bad enough, but the realization that Gabe’s recent behavior was likely due to his own feelings of guilt cut even deeper.

      “I-I think I’d like to go now. I’m feeling ill,” she mumbled. It wasn’t a lie. The rich lasagna sat heavy in her stomach, making her queasy. She turned away before her husband could see her tears.

      “Sasha,” Gabe started, reaching for her arm before letting his hand drop to his side. “Okay, whatever you want to do. I can let them know you’re under the weather and say our goodbyes while you grab our jackets.”

      She muttered a thank you, glad he at least acknowledged how humiliating it would be to go back out there knowing that half the people present had been told their private business.

      She hurried down the hallway and grabbed their jackets before making a beeline for the front door.

      Her thoughts were chaotic as she ambled down the walkway toward the car. Part of her was furious at Gabe for telling anyone at all, even his sister. But surely he had the right to talk about his pain to someone he trusted? And what right did she have to be angry? There would’ve been no secret to tell if she hadn’t betrayed his trust.

      But one thing was for certain. The progress she’d been so happy about…the warm-ish chatter in the car, the fixing of her plate…it was nothing more than a sham, born of guilt.

      They’d gone one step forward and three steps back, and now? They were further away from fixing their marriage than ever before.
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      “These are looking so good,” Steph said as she surveyed their work with a satisfied smile.

      Cee-cee and her sister had met at the shop at six AM that morning. Once they’d gotten the coffee made and started working, it hadn’t been long before the basement kitchen filled with the incredible aromas of baking cupcakes, muffins, and scones.

      She loved Sunday mornings. She opened the shop an hour later than usual so she could ensure she’d made enough treats for the day, and when she did unlock the door, it was to a throng of people. The place would fill up fast, with leaf-peepers visiting Bluebird Bay for the incredible foliage, and locals looking to start their day with something sweet.

      But now, before the crowd came, was one of her favorite parts of the day. Piping away, marveling that this got to be her job forever, while the oldies station played in the background. Doo-wop music had been a favorite of their mom and dad’s, and just tuning in seemed to bring great memories of time spent with them back to the surface.

      She seemed to function best here in these pre-dawn hours, and today it was a bonus to have her sister there to help her.

      This is my happy place, she thought as she inhaled the intoxicating scents of lemon, lavender, and vanilla. She smiled as a timer went off and Steph pulled a batch of coffee cake muffins from the oven. They had been baking a little more than two hours already, and the cooling racks were slowly filling up with the day’s goodies.

      Cee-cee scanned the storage shelf beneath the worktable and rummaged around among a few sturdy wooden cake boards.

      “Aha!” she murmured when she found just the right size. She placed the board on the table and proceeded to wrap it with ornate silver paper to serve as the base for a pull-apart cupcake dress requested for a bridal shower later that afternoon. She stood back to review her efforts.

      “That is gorgeous!” Stephanie commented from across the table, dipping a spoon into the bowl of soft lavender buttercream she had just finished making. She sampled the pale blue confection. “Oh my gosh, this came out so good,” she groaned as she brought the bowl over to Cee-cee for inspection.

      “Looks great,” Cee-cee said as she dipped a nearby toothpick into the bowl and sampled delicately flavored frosting. “Perfectly balanced, too. I’ll make a pastry chef out of you yet,” she said as she placed the bowl beside the double batch of tangy cream cheese frosting on the metal work table.

      “Do you think the cupcakes are cool enough to start assembling?” Steph asked hopefully as she pulled another pan of muffins from the oven and slid it into the wheeled rack on the other side of the room to cool. Cee-cee loved her sister’s enthusiasm and admired her zest for always wanting to learn new things. She was glad for the opportunity to teach her about baking and cake decorating. It gave them much needed sister time – something they’d both sorely needed after Pop’s passing.

      Cee-cee reached over and felt the tops of the little lemon cakes and nodded, then moved on to check the carrot cake trays.

      “Yep,” she announced, “let’s do it.” She grinned as Stephanie pumped her fist.

      “Yes! My favorite part,” Stephanie said as she bellied up to the table in anticipation.

      Cee-cee reached beneath the worktable and grabbed a picture of the dress her customer had provided for reference. They would try to replicate it with cleverly arranged cupcakes on the board. Two rows of three cupcakes would swoop down in a lazy u to form the bodice of the dress, one row of two cupcakes would make the dainty waist, and the flowing skirt would begin with a double row of three, then a double row of four, then five and so on to the bottom of the board.

      “So, before I actually start piping, I assume the bodice and skirt are made with the white cream cheese frosting, and the blue sash at the waist with the lavender, right?” Stephanie said and reached for a carrot cupcake. Cee-cee watched, smiling as she placed the six cupcakes that formed the bodice onto the board, content to let her learn by doing.

      “Oops, one sec,” Cee-cee said, and grabbed a bowl of buttercream frosting. She lifted each cupcake from the board and dabbed a bit of frosting on the paper bottom before returning them to the board in the bodice pattern. “Works like glue,” she said, winking. “Believe me, I learned this lesson the hard way when my first creation rolled off the board and never made it to the event.” She shuddered at the memory of cupcakes strewn all over the interior of her car.

      “Good tip,” Stephanie agreed. She proceeded to dab and place the remaining cupcakes on the board, then stepped back to view her progress. “Looks like a dress to me,” she said triumphantly. “Albeit a drab one,” she admitted with a wince.

      Cee-cee sipped her coffee and nodded agreement.

      “Now for the hard part,” she said, putting her mug down and picking up a pastry bag with a delicate rose tip. “We start with the middle cupcakes and work outwards,” she said while filling the pastry bag with the cream cheese frosting. “I’ll go easy on you and do the main dress, and you just take care of the blue sash.” She figured Steph would get the hang of it just by watching her ice a few cupcakes.

      Stephanie nodded and filled her pastry bag with the lavender buttercream, then stood back and watched while Cee-cee bent over the board and showed her how to make the beautiful but time-consuming rosettes.

      “Glad I got the easy part,” she chuckled.

      They took turns piping icing and sipping coffee as the oldies played, and the first hints of pink and gold dawn illuminated the empty gray streets outside the tiny basement windows.

      “That was a really nice dinner at Anna’s last night.” Stephanie ventured to break the silence and snuck a look at Cee-cee as she worked. “And everything was delicious, but did you feel like there was tension in the air?”

      Cee-cee didn’t answer and focused on the piping.

      “I don’t know, maybe it was just me, but it seemed like there was some tension among the kids or something,” Stephanie pressed on, watching her sister’s eyes more than the piping technique lesson.

      Cee-cee finally straightened and pressed a hand to the small of her back. She reached for her mug and took an extra-long sip to buy herself some time.

      “Hmm, I don’t know. Sasha wasn’t feeling good at the end there, and I know Max has been super busy at the bookstore, but Todd and Gabe seemed fine.”

      She hated to hide the truth from Stephanie, but she kept flashing back to the childish but annoyingly binding pinky swear. She held her breath, hoping her sister wouldn’t detect her discomfort.

      “I guess so,” Stephanie nodded absently, clearly distracted with her task as she bent to pipe tiny, blue rosettes. “Ugh, maybe this isn’t my favorite part, after all,” she muttered as she leaned back to eye her work.

      “It’s actually really good. Keep it up,” Cee-cee encouraged and perched on a nearby stool to watch Steph, just relieved she didn’t have to continue making excuses.

      “Speaking of Todd, he’s been amazing,” Steph continued. “He’s really stepped up at the clinic. The clients really love him, and he’s so personable. And of course, the animals always know when people truly appreciate them, so they’re all crazy about him, too,” she said with motherly pride. “I made a good decision letting him take on the bulk of the responsibility.”

      Cee-cee was glad Todd had found his calling. After losing his father, and nearly losing Stephanie to the same killer, he deserved some happiness. She made a mental note to drop by and take her nephew out to lunch. She hadn’t spent any one on one time with him since before Pop died, and it would be nice to catch up. If recent events had taught her anything, it was not to take anything—or anyone—for granted. They could be here one moment and gone the next.

      Her thoughts briefly returned to Sasha and she bit her lip. She was pretty sure she hadn’t done a great job pretending like she didn’t know anything, and she knew for sure her daughter hadn’t. She was going to have to work on it, and counsel Max to do the same. Sasha was a good person at heart, even if she’d done something that had hurt Gabe. And now, after seeing her and getting a little time to process it all, Cee-cee really felt for the poor girl.

      “I’m actually thinking about letting him take over permanently and just doing one day a week, just for new puppy shots and things like that,” Steph continued. “You know, the fun stuff.”

      “So you mean semi-retirement?” Cee-cee asked.

      “Yes. I think so, at least.” Steph straightened up with a groan and laid the pastry bag down. “I need another cup of coffee,” she said as she grabbed her cold mug. “Want some?” She reached for Cee-cee’s mug and padded over to the other side of the kitchen without waiting for a reply.

      “Sure, thanks,” Cee-cee replied. She rose to reload the cream cheese pastry bag with more tangy frosting before bending to resume her own piping. “Damn,” she muttered as she dribbled a dollop over the side of one cake and realized maybe she’d better hold off on the caffeine until the intricate rosettes were finished.

      Steph returned with the coffee. “Anyway, I think I’m going to start teaching more yoga classes with my new spare time. And of course, I’ll still come in to hang out with you a couple mornings a week. It’s…nice. It makes me feel good. I have to be honest, I think I’m kind of done with illness and death and dying for a while. Even the animal kind,” she said and set Cee-cee’s mug down as she dropped onto the stool. “After everything with Paul, Anna’s cancer, then the fire at Pop’s place, and his passing...my heart just needs a rest,” she said, nodding slowly. “I want to smell the ocean air and hold my great niece or nephew, snuggle up with Ethan and breathe. I want to enjoy life by moments. Because you never know when they’ll run out,” she said, her voice breaking at the last few words.

      Steph had voiced exactly what Cee-cee had been feeling of late. Sensing she was close to tears, Cee-cee hugged her sister.

      “I definitely agree,” she said soothingly. “You’ve been through a lot, living with and taking care of Pop, and none of us are getting any younger,” she said, rubbing her stiff back to emphasize her words. “I think that’s a great thing to strive for – make every moment count,” she said smiling and resumed decorating the cake.

      “Oh! And, speaking of Todd, last night on the way home from Anna and Beckett’s house, we were talking about that asparagus dish. Apparently, the new cook at Mo’s came into the clinic last week with a pregnant cat. It was a stray that hung around her bungalow rental, and she wanted to make sure the cat was healthy and didn’t need any shots or anything. She’s racking up a lot of good karma points in Bluebird Bay...”

      Cee-cee froze mid-rosette and stared at Steph for a long moment. Say it, or bite her tongue?

      Hell, if you can’t tell your sister some crazy conspiracy theory, who can you tell?

      “Interesting…so, I met her at Mo’s diner the other night. I gotta say…she was looking at me funny when we met – God only knows why – and then she sent asparagus to Anna’s, and we hardly know her. Now you’re saying she went to your clinic with a cat that isn’t even hers?” She stood up to face Steph. “Does any of that seem weird to you?”

      Stephanie searched her gaze. “For sure,” she replied with a solemn nod. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Cee-cee cocked her head. “I don’t know – what are you thinking?”

      “New-in-town Nikki is a culinary spy, and she was sent to Bluebird Bay to get your Italian buttercream recipe?” Stephanie deadpanned.

      Cee-cee burst out laughing and shook her head.

      “Okay, okay, fine. I get it. I sound a little bit nuts, but I swear, something feels off about her.” Slightly chagrined, she turned her attention back to the cake, and the two of them put on the finishing touches in silence.

      “Voila!” Cee-cee whispered in a mock French accent a few minutes later as she stepped back from the table. “Nice, right?”

      “It’s beautiful,” Steph said. She fished in her apron and pulled out her cellphone to take a picture.

      “And now for another golden oldie classic, Sh’Boom by The Chords!” the radio announcer bellowed from the little speaker.

      “Oh!” Cee-cee gasped, grabbing her sister’s hands and pulling her toward the open space in the middle of the kitchen. “This was Mom’s favorite song!”

      Determined to take Stephanie’s advice and try to focus on making happy moments, she dragged her close and hauled her around the kitchen in a jaunty shuffle.

      But as the two of them danced and laughed like a pair of fools, Cee-cee couldn’t quite shake the feeling that there was something strange about the sudden appearance of new-in-town Nikki…
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Max

        

      

    

    
      “Adorable,” she murmured under her breath, unable to keep from grinning. She set down the purple marker and held the piece of poster board out in front of her to admire her handiwork.

      “Welcome to Bluebird Bay’s First Escape Room!” the center read, with smaller bits of text and info about the two specific escape rooms scattered about.

      She’d been working on it from the moment Ian had left for his big day. It’d taken quite a bit longer than she’d expected but it’d been worth it. Stickers and little doodles that related to the different rooms covered the poster, with little hats, playing cards, and mushrooms for the Alice in Wonderland-themed room, and images of skulls, shovels, and tombstones to represent the scarier cemetery-themed room.

      He’d been as excited as a kid on Christmas the whole night before, and she could hardly wait to see his face once he found out she’d taken the morning off to come support him, not to mention the little gifts she bought for the new business.

      She set the poster down and swiped her hands over her jeans.

      A job well done, now it was time for a second cup of coffee. Maybe she’d splurge and use that new milk frother that Ian bought her and have a cappuccino and biscotti. 

      She hummed along to some poppy radio song that she’d had playing in the background as she made her way toward the kitchen. She was interrupted by two sharp raps at the door.

      She glanced at the clock on the wall and frowned. It wasn’t even ten o’clock and she hadn’t told anyone of her plans to take the morning off, had she?

      She crossed the room to the door and pulled it open, not bothering to look through the peephole. Gabe stood there, dressed in the fishing gear he wore when taking people out on the boat.

      “Come on in,” she said, frowning as she gestured for him to follow. Her hands went clammy as she ran through the possible reasons he had come without calling first. Judging by his stormy expression, only one fit.

      He stepped in after her and let the door close behind him before he let it rip.

      “You told Mom and Aunt Anna?” His voice was hard and his face hot with anger as he met her eyes.

      “I--” she started, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment then reopening them. “Not exactly. It’s more complicated than that.” 

      “Then explain what happened,” he demanded.

      “I was at Mom’s house the other day and before I could get to my phone, she saw your text. She was freaking out and getting worried something was seriously wrong. I couldn’t think of a convincing lie, and I felt like I had to tell her.”

      He rubbed at his temples. “Okay, and Aunt Anna? Sasha seemed to think she knew, too.”

      Max gnawed on her lower lip and nodded. “Yeah, well, she let herself into Mom’s place and overheard while I was explaining. I didn’t know she was there,” she said, hoping that he believed her. It was the truth but it’d been a pretty unfortunate coincidence. She couldn’t stand the thought of Gabe believing she did any of this on purpose. “Aunt Anna actually feels bad for Sasha, and I think she was trying to make her feel better.”

      “Were those the only people you told?”

      “Yes, Gabe. And I never meant to--” she started, breaking off as he began to speak.

      “Could Mom or Anna have told anyone else?”

      “I swore them both to secrecy,” Max said, shaking her head. “I don’t even think Aunt Stephanie knows.”

      He nodded, staring at the wall for a long moment.

      “This is my fault. I shouldn’t have even told you. Why couldn’t I just keep this one to myself?” he said finally, pressing his hand into his forehead. “Things were bad enough, and now they’re worse.”

      Max stared at the floor, feeling the impact of the words. He might shoulder some of the blame, but she had betrayed his confidence by telling Mom, even if she was stuck between a rock and a hard place when she did it. And at the very least, she should’ve been able to hide her feelings well enough that Sasha didn’t figure her out in an hour flat.

      “I tried to be nice. I really did. And Mom was just so hurt for you. Are you mad at me?” Max asked, her voice soft.

      Gabe paused for a moment before shaking his head. “The Sullivan women are notorious for having terrible poker faces. I should’ve known it wouldn’t go well. That was my bad.”

      Max frowned. “You can still tell me stuff that’s bothering you, Gabe. I can keep a secret…usually.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, well, hopefully I won’t have any more secrets that need keeping. And, in the meantime, can you try to be a bit nicer to Sasha from here on? You might be upset with her but she’s still my wife and she’s pregnant with our baby. We have enough of our own anger and disappointments to work through without worrying about the rest of the family’s.” 

      “Of course,” Max said in a rush, “and again, I’m really sorry, Gabe.”

      “I need to get back to work,” he said, glancing briefly at his watch. “I lost a little bit of time checking the bookstore before I came here. Why’re you home, anyway?”

      “Ian is opening his escape room today so I took the morning off to do a few things for him,” she said.

      He nodded. “Tell him I said congrats,” he said, turning and re-opening the door.

      “Have a good day at work,” she called as he headed down the hall toward the exit.

      She had screwed up and she’d just have to be thankful he wasn’t furious at her and hope that he still trusted her after the mess she’d made of things.

      She walked back toward her kitchen for a coffee with far less pep in her step than she’d had earlier, wondering if her sister-in-law had felt this awful when she’d broken her brother’s trust…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, Max pulled up to the hulking, mysterious-looking house that Ian had ended up buying for his business.

      It seemed like yesterday that they’d pulled up to the dilapidated mess, with broken windows and well past ankle-high grass. She could hardly believe the progress he’d made so quickly. Despite the repairs taking away some of the house-of-horrors factor, it was still fairly unique, as places of business went, and the atmosphere seemed perfect for an escape room. While managing construction workers, electricians, and plumbers that were coming in and out of the house nonstop, he’d still managed to put together two beautiful escape rooms, and she was proud of him for it. 

      She unbuckled her seat belt and grabbed the poster, as well as the two bags she’d brought, then maneuvered herself through her car door. Stepping past the neatly-trimmed hedges, she made her way toward the front door.

      She smiled when she saw “Bluebird Bay Escape Room” etched into the glass of the opaque window. Pushing back the last of the disquiet she’d felt since her talk with Gabe, she held the poster to her body with her forearm and moved to knock, only to see it swing open before she could even touch it.

      “Max?” Ian asked, his mouth curved into a wide grin. “Why aren’t you at work?” He looked down and, seeing how much she was carrying, reached out to grab the poster and two bags before gesturing with his head for her to come inside.

      “And miss the Grand Opening? Not likely,” she said with a snort, beaming as she followed after him. The lobby contrasted starkly with the eccentric exterior, with a large desk against the back wall and a group of ten comfortable-looking chairs with small tables between every two. 

      He was booked through the week, thanks to some careful advertisement and an opening week sale, but it was crucial that these first days were a success. Word of mouth was everything. He had a journalist for the Bluebird Tribune coming through today and a positive news article would do wonders for the business. Hell, even a few good reviews would set things off on the right foot. Bad ones, on the other hand, might damage its reputation for years.

      If her being there gave him a little extra confidence or helped him deal with that pressure in any way, then she’d consider it a great use of her time. 

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” he said, plopping the two bags on the front desk and leaning the poster up against the wall. He put his arms out and pulled her into a quick kiss. 

      “Me too,” she said, pulling away from him to point at the bags and poster he’d put down, “now take a look at what I brought for you.”

      He nodded eagerly and turned back to them, eyeing the poster first. He spun it around and examined it for a second, chuckling, “It’s perfect. I’ll hang it up right in here.” He scanned the room for a moment then pointed to the center of the back wall, right behind the desk. “I’ll just have to find something to hang it with.”

      “I brought some command strips,” Max said, winking as she reached into her pocket and pulled out the strips made specifically for the task. 

      Once he’d fastened the poster to the wall, he took a step back. “Does it look straight?” 

      She nodded. “Perfect. I got you something else, too,” she said, looking away from the poster and stepping up to the plastic bags. She pulled the heavier of the two open and turned back to face Ian. “The other one is just lunch for the two of us but this one is something else I think you might like.” He cocked his head as she pulled several objects out of the box. The first was a puzzle with two rings clasped together that needed to be separated. The second was an elaborate, wooden box that required a series of moves to make it open. “There are a bunch more. I thought it would be cool for people in the lobby to get into that puzzle-solving mode while they wait,” she said, hopeful that he’d like the idea as much as she did.

      His face lit up. “Super smart,” he said, stepping forward and pulling her in by her waist and hugging her tight. “Thanks for doing all this for me,” he whispered, leaning close to her ear. 

      She nodded, hugging him back. He’d been nothing but supportive with her bookstore, despite working long hours himself, so it was only right that she was the same way with his passion.

      “So let’s put the puzzles out now,” he said, reaching out for the bag. “We can set them on the tables between chairs.” He went around the room, doing just that. 

      “When is your first appointment?” Max asked. 

      “Noon,” he said, sparing a quick glance at the clock.

      “Do you have much left to do before you can show the rooms?” 

      “Other than sit around and be a nervous wreck? Nope,” he said with a laugh, “just have to do a final check before they come and we’ll be all set. Our first guests include that journalist I told you about, so I’m really stressed about making sure everything is right.”

      “I can help with that. I’m not opening the bookstore until one,” she said. “We can go through the rooms quick and check that everything is in place one last time, and then eat the lunch I packed.”

      He beamed, pulling her close to him. “I feel a lot better having you here, Max.”

      And she felt good being there. All except that one, niggling part of her that couldn’t stop thinking about Sasha ever since Gabe’s visit.

      Now that Max had experienced even a small fraction of the guilt and regret Sasha was likely feeling, she found herself thinking of her sister-in-law in a different light. What she’d done was bad, no two ways about it. But bad enough to ruin her marriage?

      Max wasn’t sure about that anymore…
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Cee-cee

        

      

    

    
      As the whoops and hollers of excitement echoed around her, Cee-cee grinned. She was in her element. A ‘create-your-own-cupcake’ birthday party for a bunch of rambunctious five-year-olds was just the balm her soul needed. Mick had outfitted the back room, just off the shop’s main floor, specifically to host these kinds of parties, and they’d been a big hit in Bluebird Bay so far. The renovation included bright lighting and colorful walls, as well as the installation of a glass window that looked out into the shop, so regular customers and even people on the street passing by couldn’t help but see the brightly decorated room and happy smiles and laughter taking place inside.

      Just can’t beat free advertising.

      She was feeling especially lucky to have Stephanie’s help today. Although the parties typically last for only ninety minutes, a roomful of five-year-olds could be pretty exhausting. Parents had the option to stay in the room with their child or just drop them off into the Sullivan sisters’ capable hands. Most choose the latter so they could escape for a few hours of Mommy time.

      Today was no exception as Cee-cee and Steph shared the supervision of ten children, with two of the mom’s staying to help.

      The theme of the day was jungle animals, and Cee-cee showed the kids how to make cute little cupcakes with hippos and monkeys on them made with licorice, candy pieces, and ‘Nilla Wafers. The noise level in the room was high, as they all seemed to clamor for help and attention at the same time. Cee-cee and Steph traded smiles as they did their best to help each child amid the cacophony.

      They managed to survive an hour and a half of complete chaos, and the party was winding down as parents started dribbling in to collect their vanilla and chocolate-covered kids.

      Cee-cee happened to glance out the window just in time to see a new customer enter the shop and step up to the main display case. Cee-cee’s Spidey senses started to tingle as she recognized who it was.

      “Hey, Steph, hold the fort for a couple minutes, and don’t let anyone take the wrong kid,” she said, nudging her sister, “I’ll be right back.”

      “Wait! What?” Stephanie demanded with a comically panicked expression before waving Cee-cee off. “Whatever, go on, then. If I can handle a twelve-foot python, I can handle a few over-sugared five-year-olds.”

      Cee-cee swiped her hands on her apron and pushed her way onto the main shop floor, a smile pasted on her lips.

      “Hi there,” she said warmly as she sidled up behind Nikki.

      The other woman turned to face her and Cee-cee couldn’t deny the same sense of déjà vu, followed by the distinct sense that something was amiss.

      She’d told her to come in for a cupcake, but somehow, seeing her here now felt suspicious.

      Maybe her sister was right. Maybe she really was being paranoid.

      The younger woman’s hazel eyes widened, and then softened in recognition.

      “Oh, hi there, Cee-cee,” Nikki said with a shaky smile. “Nice place you have here. I’m such a sucker for sweets,” she added sheepishly. “You have so many unique flavors. I’m just trying to figure out which I’m in the mood for today.”

      “Well, your first cupcake is on me,” Cee-cee said as Nikki peered into the confection filled cases, “along with a cup of coffee, if you’ll sit and have one with me.”

      What was that old saying? Keep your friends close, and your new-in-town-Nikki’s closer.

      Nikki eyed her warily and then nodded. “Thanks. It’s my first day off from the diner, so I think I’ll take you up on that,” she replied. Her gaze swept the cases again. “And I think that salted caramel apple compote cupcake is calling my name – with a black coffee, please,” she added politely.

      Cee-cee hailed Pete behind the counter. “Salted caramel apple and two black coffees, Pete – on the house,” she said, and pointed to a table by the window overlooking the pier. “Is that table okay for you or too much sun?” she asked Nikki.

      Nikki shook her head. “No, no that’s perfect,” she said.

      Pete handed over the coffees and cupcake a moment later, and they made their way over to the table. That nervous, weird feeling crept back in and Cee-cee slapped it down.

      Jeez, get a grip. It’s better to confront it now – maybe get some answers, she reasoned. They sat across from each other and Cee-cee smiled as Nikki dug into her cupcake.

      “It’s to die for – just like apple pie,” she murmured as she took another bite and closed her eyes.

      Cee-cee smiled and took the opportunity to study the younger woman’s face. Definitely familiar…

      “So – um – where are you from – and what brings you to Bluebird Bay?” Cee-cee hadn’t meant for it to come out like the opening salvo of an interrogation, but it sure felt that way when she said it.

      Nikki studied the cupcake a moment before answering. “I guess I just wanted a change of scenery,” she mumbled, avoiding Cee-cee’s gaze. “I grew up in Cherry Blossom Point, a couple hours south of here.” She nibbled the cupcake and gazed out the window.

      “Oh, Cherry Blossom Point, nice little town,” Cee-cee said cordially, “you have family there?” Cee-cee sipped her coffee, trying hard to sound pleasant but pretty sure she was still coming off like a not-so-seasoned detective.

      Crap.

      Nikki glanced toward the window of the party room, where Stephanie stood scowling at Cee-cee, hands on her hips.

      “Is that your sister?” Nikki asked.

      “Yes, Stephanie,” Cee-cee replied while holding up her index finger, imploring Steph for one more minute.

      “I can see the resemblance,” Nikki said. “Is she older or younger?” she continued as she absently picked at the cupcake.

      It wasn’t lost on Cee-cee that the younger woman still hadn’t answered her last question.

      “She’s a couple years younger than me,” Cee-cee replied cautiously, suddenly getting the odd sensation that the tables had turned, and she was now the one being interrogated. “By the way, how is your pregnant cat?” she blurted.

      She instantly regretted it, knowing full well it implied they had been gossiping about Nikki and comparing notes.

      Nikki stiffened and leveled her eyes at Cee-cee for the first time.

      “The cat is fine. She’s about to have kittens any day now.” She dabbed at her mouth with a napkin and tossed it on top of the half-eaten cupcake and shot Cee-cee a shaky smile. “I should probably take my coffee to go. It looks like your sister needs your help,” she said and glanced again at Steph inside the party room as she stood and gathered her purse.   “Thanks for the cupcake. I really appreciate it!”

      Cee-cee stood and watched helplessly as she breezed out the front door as quickly as she’d come.

      “Anytime,” she whispered to herself. She hurried back into the party room to find her sister tying up the last in a row of pastry boxes.

      “What the heck?” Stephanie hissed over her shoulder as she handed it to the last parent and child in the room. “Thank you – come again,” she cooed cheerily as they left. Then, she turned her attention back to Cee-cee. “Have a nice visit?” she asked with an eye roll.

      “Sorry, Steph, but that was her! Nikki. Cleanup can wait.” She grabbed her baffled sister by the arm. “C’mon – we’ve got some stalking to do!” Cee-cee dragged her unresisting sister through the door. “Pete, you’re in charge!” she called out before the two of them disappeared up the back stairs to her apartment.

      Tilly barked a greeting as they barged through the door and Cee-cee made a beeline for the laptop on the coffee table.

      “You can think I’m crazy all you want, but she was here to check me out. Same reason she went to the clinic. I know something is fishy with her, and I’m going to find out what it is. Maybe Facebook has the answers we want,” Cee-cee said as she opened the laptop and pulled up her page to do a search. She froze and turned to Steph, realizing she didn’t know Nikki’s last name.

      “Todd told me her last name is Merrill,” Stephanie said reluctantly. “I only remember because I had a crush on a guy in this soap opera with that name when I was younger.”

      Cee-cee typed the name in and, after a quick scan and one click, a picture of Nikki filled the screen. “Hmm, so she told the truth about that. She is from Cherry Blossom Point,” Cee-cee muttered. There were several pictures of herself and her siblings—two sisters and a brother—who looked quite a bit older than Nikki, but there was no denying they were siblings. They all had a similar smile, but only Nikki struck that sense of familiarity in her…

      “Look at that,” Steph said, and pointed to a picture of a college-aged girl with Nikki’s eyes wearing a Florida State University field hockey jersey. “She looks pretty young to have a daughter in college – I wonder how old she is?”

      “Maybe she was a younger mom.” Cee-cee shrugged and kept clicking. When she got to Nikki’s friends list, she quickly found a blurry thumbnail image of an older couple who shared a page for “Eric and Wanda Merrill”. Judging by their ages, it seemed likely they were her parents. Cee-cee clicked again, opening their joint profile to find that they were both originally from Redding, a town bordering Bluebird Bay. “That’s a hop, skip and a jump from here. Curiouser and curiouser,” she muttered.

      “Small world, I guess,” Steph said slowly, sounding less sure now.

      The older Merrills didn’t do much posting, so Cee-cee went back to Nikki’s page. As she scrolled through her pictures, she landed on one that made her stop cold.

      Maybe she was really losing it, because Nikki’s high school picture looked a whole lot like—

      “Is that Anna?” Stephanie whispered.

      So she wasn’t losing it after all.

      They both stared, unblinking, at the screen for a long moment.

      “I knew she looked familiar but I don’t know how I didn’t see it. They have the same eyes,” Cee-cee muttered. She turned to lock gazes with her pale-cheeked sister. “Did Pop have an affair with Wanda Merrill?”

      She swallowed hard and pushed the rest of the words from her numb lips.

      “Could Nikki be our half-sister?”

    

  







            13

          

          

      

    

    






Sasha

        

      

    

    
      "I'm in love with this cashmere throw," Maryanne announced, stroking the lush fabric with one hand as she sent a doe-eyed look at Sasha. "I know it doesn't go in the living room, but can we pretty please find a way to use it in the master bedroom?"

      Sasha shook her head to clear it and managed an enthusiastic nod.

      "Absolutely."

      Maryanne had gone from needing help with the living room, to the master bathroom, and now, as they shopped the boutiques along the pier, she was upping the ante to add the bedroom to the list of rooms she wanted Sasha to handle.

      It was so awesome, she would be giddy on a normal day. But today wasn't a normal day. In fact, she hadn't had any normal days since she told Gabe the truth.

      No.

      That wasn't true. She'd been a wreck since she'd found out she was pregnant. And that mess at the dinner party had certainly not helped matters. Sure, Gabe was trying a little harder to talk to her, but only because he still felt bad. It only drove the wedge between them deeper.

      Something had to give.

      "What colors compliment it, would you say?" Maryanne asked, interrupting her thoughts. "We might as well start looking for other pieces for the bedrooms, as well, while we're here."

      Sasha glanced around at the array of blankets and pillows and one in particular caught her eye.

      "This sage green would look gorgeous with it."

      On its own, the color might look bland, but against the rose, it was the perfect contrast.

      "Oh! I love it!" Maryanne clapped. "Yes, let's go that route. Dusty rose and green."

      Sasha closed her eyes and tried to picture the layout of the room in her mind. "And I think burnished gold accents. Then, our accent color could be a darker rose, almost a burgundy with hints of pink. We'll do sheer curtains in that color, with gold embroidery. We can even make them ourselves if we find a great fabric."

      She opened her eyes and found Maryanne staring at her. "I don't say this lightly, but I really do think you're amazing at this. How you do that...just imagine it all. I have a hard time seeing it until it's done, but you?" Maryanne laughed and shook her head. "It truly is a marvel. Tell me this...what's it like to figure out exactly what you're meant to do with your life at such a young age?"

      Sasha picked up the pillow and the cashmere throw as she mulled over Maryanne's words.

      "Honestly? It feels good. No matter how messed up everything else is, when I'm designing, and really into it, the rest fades away."

      For the most part.

      "That's lovely." Maryanne's bright blue eyes grew wistful. "I look at your mother-in-law and think, maybe there's still a chance for me. She found it late. Maybe I could, too?"

      Sasha swallowed hard as she thought of Cee-cee and how terrible she felt for disappointing her. "I don't doubt it for one minute, Maryanne."

      The other woman led the way down an aisle of vases and picture frames. "I used to envy her...not in a healthy way. She and Nate seemed to have the perfect marriage, and mine...all three of them, were such a mess." She blew out a sigh. "I was just so bitter. I'd let my first husband steal so much joy from me for so long. He convinced me I didn't want children. He steered my life and my career, all the while openly lusting after Anna and making me feel less than. When I finally got the courage to walk away, I did so right into the arms of another loser. Lather, rinse repeat. Then, what little good will I had in my heart, the cancer and treatments seemed to steal from me. I was so angry all the time. I hate to admit I felt almost glad when Cee-cee's life turned upside down and Nate left her. I thought she always had it easy, even in high school. It was a relief to see her dealt a little pain. I'm sure that makes you think I'm a terrible person, but I'm ashamed of the way I felt. Have been for a long time. I don't know if that matters or not."

      "It matters to me," Sasha said slowly. "And being truly repentant has to count for something." Cee-cee and Maryanne had buried the hatchet. If Cee-cee could forgive Maryanne, then Sasha certainly wasn't going to let their past color her opinion of the woman. Especially since she'd clearly had some sort of epiphany.

      "I appreciate that," Maryanne said, reaching for a chunky, textured sage-colored vase. "I'm glad we met, Sasha. Not just for the design work. I like you. You seem like a really good person, and I'm committed to surrounding myself with good people. Partly for obvious reasons, but also because I can watch how you behave and treat others and mimic that. Like a puppet trying to turn into a real girl," she said with a bark of self-deprecating laughter. "What's that saying? Fake it 'til you make it?"

      Sasha chuckled and gently bumped Maryanne's shoulder with her own. "That's the one. And you're not fooling me. You are a good person, who has maybe done some crummy things. That's all of us, Maryanne."

      Her thoughts instantly turned to Gabe and she absently cupped her belly.

      "That's it," Maryanne said, setting the vase down with a clunk. "That's the expression. You get it a lot, and it's time to spill the beans. My rocky relationship with the Sullivan sisters has taught me one thing. Just because it all looks perfect from the outside, doesn't mean it is. You've got a gorgeous husband, the perfect job, a lovely little cottage, you're young, you're beautiful, and you have a baby on the way. So what gives?"

      She and Maryanne had built up a great rapport, but she wasn't ready to share her biggest shame. She opened her mouth and then closed it with a snap.

      "You know what?" Maryanne said with a sad smile. "It's okay. I don't need to know the details. We can just shop and you can help me spend some money. Retail therapy always helps."

      Sasha was relieved the other woman had given her an out, but after Maryanne had bared her soul, it felt wrong to not at least reciprocate in some way.

      "Gabe and I are having issues. I...deceived him about something important, and we're trying to work through that. It's distracting, and I'm sorry I seem to have brought those feelings to work with me."

      Maryanne snorted. "Please. We're people, not robots. We bring our emotions everywhere. Can't turn them off, unfortunately. Can I give you a piece of advice...from a woman who has had more than one marriage implode?"

      Sasha nodded. "Of course."

      "Whatever it is, talk. Don't let it fester. Don't wait for resentment to build and build. Don't give each other loads of time and space, because space is one of those things that takes over...like the blob. One minute, you're sleeping on one mattress but miles apart. Then, you're barely talking during the day. Those little texts or quick, "Need anything from the store?" or "Love you" calls stop. And soon enough, you decide that reading at night with your little backlight on might be disturbing him, so you go to bed in the spare room, intending to go back to the master before you go to sleep, but you never make it. Next thing you know, you have separate rooms and separate lives." Maryanne clutched her arm with gold-ringed fingers and held her gaze. "Don't let it happen, Sasha. Fight. Call a therapist. Talk and make him talk. It's the only way to let the poison out."

      Sasha didn't realize she'd been holding her breath through most of Maryanne's impassioned speech, but when she let it out, it was like a release.

      The older woman was right. It had gone on for far too long. She and Gabe had gone to counseling in the past. She'd put it out of her mind because she was so ashamed, she couldn't imagine telling a therapist what she'd done. And, worse than that? What if they told Gabe to leave her?

      Rationally, she knew that wouldn't happen, but it didn't stop the fear from gripping her heart.

      But the time for fear had passed. She needed to face this head on. Waiting wasn't working...for either one of them.

      "Thank you, Maryanne. You have no idea how much I needed to hear that."

      Maryanne smiled and her cheeks flushed. "I'm glad. I was worried I'd overstepped."

      "Well, you didn't, and I thank you for your honesty."

      "You know what?" Maryanne announced. "We're doing good work here. Getting my house together, getting our lives together...it's exhausting and I need sustenance. This calls for a fancy lunch and a decadent dessert. Let's go to Pietro's once we finish here. What do you say? My treat."

      Sasha nodded. "That would be fun, thank you."

      As they continued around the store, she couldn't quell the ember of hope burning in her chest.

      She loved Gabe to pieces, and if admitting her sins and allowing a professional to help them get through this was what it took, she would do it in a heartbeat.

      Look out, Gabe.

      Operation "Win Him Back" was in full effect.
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Cee-cee

        

      

    

    
      “Ready to go?”

      Stephanie’s voice brought Cee-cee’s attention back to the present, and she realized with a jolt that, lost in thoughts about today’s plan, she must have been sitting and staring into space. Her icing bag lay limp in her hands, cupcakes half-frosted in front of her.

      Although a few days had passed since she and Steph had decided they would confront Nikki to find out the truth, the potential ramifications of having their suspicions confirmed were terrifying. At first, they’d considered waiting for Anna to come home from her trip so she could weigh in, but the not knowing was far too terrible. She couldn’t stand hanging in this torturous limbo.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Cee-cee said, blowing out a worried sigh as she quickly finished frosting the rest of the cupcakes.

      Stephanie’s eyes softened. “I’m scared, too, but we’ve got to do this. It’ll be like ripping off a band-aid.”

      Cee-cee nodded, and stood to untie her apron. After laying it on her stool, she turned and faced Stephanie. “Let’s do this,” she said with more bravery than she felt.

      To her surprise, Steph chuckled.

      “What?” Cee-cee asked, a little stung.

      Stephanie’s chuckle turned into a full belly laugh. She clutched her stomach with both arms and gasped out, “Sorry, but you look so serious, like we’re headed to the gallows and you have—frosting—your cheek—”

      Cee-cee dashed to the powder room across the hall from the kitchen, and looked in the mirror. Sure enough, she had a large smear of princess pink frosting stuck to her cheek. Grabbing a paper towel and wetting it in the sink, she scrubbed. She could still hear Steph’s laughter from the other room. Once she was satisfied that her cheek was free of frosting, she made her way back to the kitchen.

      Her sister was leaning on the work table, her attack of hilarity gradually fading. “I’m sorry,” she said with a wry grin. “You just looked so determined and fierce, and with that smear of frosting on your cheek, it was just too cute.”

      Cee-cee grinned reluctantly. “I’m glad you can find something to laugh about right now, even if it’s at my expense.”

      “Oh, Cee-cee,” Stephanie’s voice was soft, the laughter had drained away now. “Sometimes I have to laugh to keep from crying. My emotions are all over the place right now.” She lowered herself gingerly to the floor and sat leaning against the wall, with her knees pulled up to her chest like a child. “It feels like everything is just unraveling, and it’s all I can do to hold myself together.”

      Cee-cee joined her sister on the floor, scooting close so that their shoulders were touching. She sat quietly, holding space for the pain she and Stephanie were both feeling. A few minutes ticked by, before she whispered, “Let’s get this over with.”

      Joints creaking in protest, they clambered stiffly to their feet, grumbling about their age showing and how they were too old to be sitting on the hard ground. They sent one batch of cupcakes up in the dumbwaiter, and then each grabbed a tray. Then, they headed up the stairs. After loading the cakes into the display case, and a quick chat with Pete to make sure he was good to mind the store alone, they grabbed their jackets and headed out.

      The two sisters walked in step down the sidewalk toward Mo’s. They had decided to go to the diner between the lunch and dinner shift when they had the least chance for interruption. Their impending conversation with Nikki—assuming she would even talk to them—was not one that needed an audience.

      Cee-cee and Stephanie were silent as they walked, each lost in her own thoughts. Cee-cee gripped her jacket more tightly against the autumn chill as a cold breeze whipped across her face and tousled her hair. Despite the cold, the diner appeared more quickly than she would have liked. Although she was normally glad that Mo’s was such a short walk from her own shop, she wished now that it was miles away.

      Shooting her sister one last look of reassurance, Stephanie pulled open the door and held it for Cee-cee.

      “We’re here, Cee-cee. We can’t turn back now.”

      Eva was standing behind the counter poring over receipts, but she looked up as the bell on the door tinkled. She smiled when she saw Cee-cee and Stephanie, and called out cheerfully, “Hello, girlies, what can I do for you?”

      “Hey, Eva, we were actually hoping to talk to Nikki,” Cee-cee said.

      Eva raised an eyebrow in question, but said jokingly, “And here I thought you just wanted to see little ol’ me.”

      “Oh hush, you know we always love to see you!” Cee-cee said with a stiff-sounding chuckle.

      “We just wanted to get her recipe for that delicious asparagus dish from Anna’s dinner,” Stephanie chimed in.

      “I told you she’s a magician in the kitchen.” Eva nodded understandingly. “I’ll go get her for you.”

      Cee-cee breathed a sigh of relief as Eva disappeared into the kitchen in search of Nikki. It didn’t seem as though Eva thought anything of their request, and she wanted to keep it that way.

      A moment later, Eva reappeared from the swinging kitchen doors, followed by Nikki.

      “As much as I would love to stay and chat with you girls, I actually need to run some errands. The bathroom sink is clogged, and I’ve got to grab some Drano for it. If it’s not one thing, it’s another,” she rolled her eyes. “Nikki, can you hold down the fort for me? I shouldn’t be gone too long.”

      Barely waiting for Nikki’s nod of acquiescence, Eva was already heading for the front door.

      “See you later, girls,” she called over her shoulder as she bustled out, leaving Cee-cee, Stephanie, and Nikki alone.

      For a moment, the three of them stared silently at each other. Nikki’s eyes shifted apprehensively between Steph and Cee-cee.

      Those eyes. How had I not seen it before? she wondered again. It was like looking at a younger Anna. A very anxious, younger Anna.

      Like a band-aid, Cee-cee thought. Just ask her.

      She opened her mouth to ask the fateful question, but stopped when she heard Steph’s strangled whisper.

      “We came here to ask if you’re our sister…but now that I see you up close, I don’t think I even need to ask. It’s true, isn’t it?”

      Nikki’s hand clenched on the counter as she stared silently back, biting her lip. Cee-cee’s mind screamed at her to deny it, putting an end to their fears, but Nikki’s silence was the final nail in the coffin.

      Waves of emotion flooded over Cee-cee. Had her mother known about her father’s infidelity? Cee-cee knew all too well the pain of that betrayal. When Nate had cheated on her it had hurt her so deeply she’d thought she would never recover. Although she loved Pop, she felt a surge of anger at inflicting the same pain on her mother that Cee-cee herself had felt from Nate.

      Wiping her hands on her apron, Nikki sank down onto a stool behind the counter, as if her legs could no longer hold her. She took a shaky breath and then shook her head. “N-not exactly, no.”

      The bafflement on Stephanie’s face mirrored Cee-cee’s own feelings, but the confusion was quickly followed by a quick rush of anger.

      “What kind of game are you playing at?” Cee-cee snapped. “I don’t know if you’re here to cause trouble or for some inheritance or something, but you’re here now, so the least you could do is be honest.”

      Cee-cee had no doubt that Nikki was connected to their family. Now that she had seen the resemblance, she couldn’t unsee it.

      “I don’t want money, I swear.” Nikki’s voice was soft. “I just wanted to meet my sister.”

      Cee-cee and Stephanie looked at each other in confusion, and then back to Nikki.

      “Sister?”

      Nikki swallowed hard, and then continued. “Anna.”

      Cee-cee and Stephane stood, rooted in shock, as the implications of what Nikki had said slowly dawned on them.

      Everything they thought they knew about their parents came crumbling down. Stephanie clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide. Cee-cee felt as though the room were tipping around her, and she reached blindly for the countertop to steady herself.

      If only Anna was Nikki’s sister, that could only mean one thing. Cee-cee’s jaw worked silently for a moment as she struggled to process what she now knew to be true. When she spoke, her voice sounded very far away to her own ears.

      “It wasn’t Pop who cheated….it was Mom. Anna is the love child of Rose Sullivan and Eric Merrill.”
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Max

        

      

    

    
      “Wait…so back up a hot second here. You’re telling me my sweet, shy grandmother had an affair?” Max said, dropping the book she’d been about to place on its shelf right back onto the cart. 

      “I’m still in shock over it all, too,” Cee-cee said, shaking her head and blinking in disbelief, as if the bombshell was hitting her all over again. 

      Stephanie rubbed absently at her temple. “I know Pop wasn’t always the easiest to get along with, but I still can’t get my head around it. I just can’t believe she would do that.”

      “Anna is going to lose it,” Cee-cee said, exhaling sharply.

      Max took a deep breath then exhaled, thinking about how alike her favorite aunt and Pop were.

      This was going to be bad. Really bad.

      “I should probably close the shop for this because I need the rest of the story, stat.” It was getting close to closing time, anyway. She walked over to the front door, flipping the sign, then spun to look back at the other two. “So how did Nikki find out? Did she know her whole life?”

      “She said that her father only told her and her siblings the truth about two years back, after her mother passed,” Cee-cee explained, leading the other two over to the wine bar section of the bookstore and taking a seat on one of the chairs. She uncorked a bottle of Chianti and poured herself a glass, gesturing to the others, but they declined. “I guess he told his wife about the affair before Anna was even born. She agreed to stay with him, but she made him swear that he wouldn’t have anything to do with the baby or our mom going forward.”

      “Nikki said her father didn’t want to dishonor his wife more than he already had, so he agreed,” Stephanie said, shrugging as she and Max took seats of their own. “And apparently, that was fine with Mom because she made a similar agreement with Pop.” 

      Max leaned closer, blinking. “Wait, what do you mean?”

      “I know it sounds crazy, but according to Nikki, Pop knew the whole time,” Cee-cee said, rubbing her forehead. “Mom came clean at the same time Eric Merrill did. Pop forgave her, and vowed to love Anna as his own, so long as Mom agreed not to see Eric again.”

      “I still just don’t know what to make of it,” Stephanie said. “Pop was so stubborn, I wouldn’t take him as a man who would put up with infidelity.”

      Max nodded in agreement, thoughtful. “Grandma Rose put up with a lot from him. Maybe he felt like he owed her.” They sat in thoughtful silence for a moment before Max spoke again, “What made Nikki decide to track her down now?”

      “She’d been planning to do it since she found out, but her other siblings kept putting her off. For whatever reason, they refuse to acknowledge Anna as their half-sister. They told her it’d be wrong to dredge up old wounds while Pop was still alive,” Cee-cee explained. “But Nikki has kept an eye on all of our Facebook pages and found out that he’d passed away, so she decided it was finally time to meet her lost sister.”

      “And how’d she figure out it was Anna and not one of you two? Are we even sure?” Max asked.

      Stephanie nodded. “We’re sure. She had a rough timeline from her father and it all adds up. But honestly, Max, you’d only have to look at her to know.” 

      “When are you going to tell Aunt Anna?” Max asked, looking up and shaking her head in amazement. This was huge news and it would take time to process, even for her. She could hardly imagine what Mom and Stephanie must be feeling.

      But Aunt Anna? Her world was going to be rocked down to the very foundation.

      “We’re still trying to figure that out. Obviously, we don’t want to ruin her vacation, but I hate keeping it from her.”

      “How do you think she’ll take it?” Max asked.

      “Not well,” Cee-cee answered, shaking her head. “She won’t be happy to hear about Mom cheating, but Pop not being her real father? That’s going to kill her.”

      “Then you should wait,” Max said. “It’s not time sensitive so there’s no point in ruining her trip over it.” 

      Cee-cee nodded. “I was thinking the same.”

      “And Nikki?” Max asked. “She’s not just going to contact her on her own, right?” 

      “We told her to leave it to us to break the news,” Cee-cee said, “and she promised she would.”

      Max’s eyes unfocused as she stared through the window of her bookstore, considering the revelation. “What’s she like? Does she have mannerisms like Aunt Anna?” 

      “Hard to say. She was obviously a bit nervous, given her covert reasons for coming to town,” Cee-cee said. “The first time I met her, I had the strangest sense of déjà vu. They share those hazel eyes with the golden flecks, and she has wild curls like Anna’s, only darker.” Cee-cee worried her bottom lip and then shrugged. “It’s more that they feel alike, though, if that makes sense? A vibe…the way she carries herself. I get the sense that she’s creative like Anna, too. The food pictures on her social media pages are very artsy. Even the pot roast she made at Mo’s had a flare.”

      “And she did just uproot her life and rent an apartment here for three months while her daughter went off to school,” Stephanie added. “They must’ve gotten that shared nomadic trait from their father.” 

      “Remember when she sent that asparagus dish with Eva to our family dinner? I guess she was still watching us and building up the courage to say something,” Cee-cee said. “Crazy that she went so far without more of a plan.”

      “She even said she almost left Bluebird Bay when Eva told her how close we all were. Apparently, her family relationships are more… combative,” Stephanie elaborated. “She only decided to stay because she knew she’d spend the rest of her life wondering about her if she didn’t.” 

      Max nodded, her mind shifting to Gabe. What would her reaction be if Gabe was in her mother’s shoes and she was in Anna’s? It was hard to even imagine but she certainly wouldn’t feel good about it. Even if things were a little rocky right now, she and her brother shared a close bond, similar to the Sullivan sisters. It’d feel awful to find something like this out. Like her whole life was a lie.

      “I’m worried this is going to wreck Aunt Anna.”

      Cee-cee pursed her lips together and shook her head slowly. “She’s strong, but I’m worried, too. She’s a passionate person and she had a close bond with Pop that’s going to make it hard to forgive our mother for what she did to him. I like Nikki but, if I’m being honest, I can’t help but wonder if this was a can of worms that should’ve remained closed.”

      “She’s not going to like it at first,” Stephanie agreed, “but maybe there’s a chance she finds some good in it, as well. Maybe Nikki will turn out to be a blessing to her.”

      Sure…there was a chance of that. But there was an even bigger chance her poor aunt was in for one of the most brutal shocks of her life.
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Sasha

        

      

    

    
      The waiting room of the therapist’s office was quiet, aside from the quiet gurgle of the serenity fountain in the corner of the lobby. Despite her nerves, Sasha couldn’t help but appreciate the design of the office—soft green walls, lots of plants, the fountain, and cushy tan leather couches all came together in a professional and calming way.

      Still, the décor could do only so much to assuage the fears that were eating away at her. Gabe was supposed to meet her after work, and since they hadn’t driven together, she couldn’t keep the worry out of her mind that he might just skip the appointment. Things had been tense at home for weeks now, but especially since the aftermath of Anna’s dinner party. This morning he had merely nodded when she’d reminded him about their appointment, but he hadn’t spoken a word.

      What if he doesn’t come? What if he wants out of the marriage?  Those questions ran over and over through her mind in a maddening loop, and she realized she was clenching her fingers together tightly around her purse. Making a conscious effort, she unclenched them and took a deep, calming breath. Gabe was a good man. She had to trust and hope that he wanted to work things out, too, and that therapy could help them.

      “Sasha?”

      She looked up to see an elegant older woman standing a few feet away. Her dark hair, streaked liberally with gray, was pulled into a French twist, and kindly green eyes watched her attentively from behind wire-rimmed glasses.

      “I’m Dr. Leslie Sheppard, but please call me Leslie,” she said, smiling. She exuded warmth and competence, and Sasha felt a bit of her nerves dissipate. She extended a hand toward her waiting office. “Would you like to come in? I know we’re waiting for your husband still, but please come in and make yourself comfortable.”

      Sasha stood and followed Leslie into her office and lowered herself onto the sofa across from the armchair where Leslie was settling herself and shuffling her notepad and papers. She glanced at the clock—Gabe was late. True, it was only a couple of minutes past the start of the appointment, but the fears that he would skip the appointment, and by extension be through with her, mounted with each tick of the second hand.

      A minute later, hurried footsteps sounded down the hallway moments before Gabe appeared in the doorway, slightly flushed and out of breath. “Sorry I’m late,” he said, closing the office door behind him. He glanced at Sasha before addressing himself to Leslie. “A client took a fall on the dock and I couldn’t leave without making sure she was alright.”

      Relief flooded over Sasha upon hearing his explanation. He hadn’t abandoned her without a backward glance. He had come to the appointment like he said he would. He hadn’t yet decided to give up on their marriage. Why was it so hard for her to trust?  Well, trust or no trust, he was here, and she allowed herself a moment to breathe gratefully while Leslie introduced herself and shook hands with Gabe, inviting him to sit beside his wife.

      Gabe sat next to Sasha, but there was a gap between them, and Sasha felt the sting that always came from his determination to keep her distant. Biting her lip to stem the tide of tears that already wanted to rise, she looked expectantly at Leslie, waiting to begin.

      “Why don’t you two tell me a little about yourselves. How long have you been together?”

      Gabe and Sasha glanced at each other, trying to see who would speak first, before Gabe eventually answered for them. “It’s been four years now, although we were broken up for a few months a year ago. That was before we got married.”

      Leslie nodded and jotted a note down. “Do you want to tell me more about what happened there?” She asked it calmly, with no judgment, and Sasha noticed Gabe’s shoulders seeming to relax the tiniest bit.

      “I was trying to provide a good life for Sasha, for the both of us. I just got too wrapped up in work,” he responded.

      Leslie looked at Sasha probingly. “Sasha, how did that make you feel?”

      Sasha wasn’t afraid to answer; she and Gabe had resolved these issues before they got married.

      “I felt alone and unheard, so it was difficult. We’ve worked through that in counseling, though, and Gabe’s been wonderful about work-life balance since then. Lately, though…it just feels like we’re so distant.”

      “Hmm…why do you think that is?” Leslie asked gently.

      Sasha looked down. She didn’t want to admit aloud what she’d done to Gabe, to bring to the forefront again all the shame at her betrayal, but it was the whole reason they were there.

      She took a deep breath and began haltingly, “I got pregnant before Gabe and I got married.” She paused, gathering her courage, desperately wishing that she didn’t have to continue.

      After a moment, Leslie finally asked another question to help Sasha along. “And you two didn’t want to have a baby?”

      “Well, no, not exactly,” Sasha faltered. “I mean, we had planned to wait a while before starting a family. I’m still in school and Gabe’s business is getting busier, and we just thought it would be smart to wait and save for a while, and…” She realized she was babbling, and took another calming breath. “When I missed my cycle, I had my suspicions that I might be pregnant, but I didn’t tell Gabe. I told myself it wasn’t a lie because I didn’t even know for sure. But when I took some pregnancy tests and they all came back positive, I still…just didn’t tell him. I couldn’t.”

      “When did you finally tell him?” Leslie asked.

      Sasha could sense tension radiating from Gabe’s stiff shoulders. She looked away and whispered, “I didn’t tell him until after we were already married. And I deceived him about it. A lot, along the way.”

      Her statement hung in the air for a moment, and Sasha was afraid to look up and see the anger on Gabe’s face and judgment on Leslie’s.

      “Sasha,” Leslie said gently, and Sasha slowly met her eyes. Leslie’s face held nothing but compassion. “It seems like this decision not to tell Gabe has weighed on you very heavily. Why do you think you kept the truth from him?”

      Though he wasn’t looking at her, Sasha could sense that Gabe was listening very intently for her answer. His jaw was clenched tight.

      “I don’t know,” Sasha said desperately.

      Leslie waited without responding, and Sasha knew she would have to dig deeper into her hidden pain and allow herself to be honest.

      “I was afraid,” she said finally. “I was afraid he would leave me.”

      Gabe opened his mouth to protest, but Leslie held up a hand kindly. “Gabe, let’s let Sasha finish explaining her side of things. I’m sensing that there’s more to this fear. Sasha, who else has left you?”

      “No one,” said Sasha automatically.

      “All right. Can you tell me a little about your childhood? Maybe about your family life growing up? How you became the woman you are today?”

      Sasha closed her eyes for a second and let herself think back to a time she often tried to forget.

      She felt her eyes well with tears and suddenly, the words seemed to pour out of her.

      “I had a good childhood…until I was eight. That’s when my parents died in a car accident and I went to live with my gran. She was diagnosed with MS in her twenties and, by that point, she was in chronic pain. She had a lot of physical limitations and I had a lot of energy. It wasn’t her fault, but she was unable to keep me. The only other family member who would take me was my Aunt Sara. She was already a single mother with a daughter of her own—my cousin Clarissa. They didn’t have a lot of money, there were issues with her ex…she had enough of her own problems without adding another kid to the mix.” She let out a shuddering sigh and shrugged. “It wasn’t her fault, but I know she saw me as a burden. She threw me a surprise 18th birthday slash going away party, and after that, we’ve rarely spoken.”

      Leslie cocked her head and studied her with sympathetic eyes. “That must’ve been very painful for you.”

      The lump in Sasha’s throat seemed to grow and she swallowed hard.

      “Well, at least she bought me some suitcases to pack my stuff in as a birthday gift.” She had intended for that little reveal to add some levity to the conversation. She didn’t need to see Leslie’s sad little smile to let her know she’d failed miserably.

      “Um…anyway, so after that, I would visit my gran sometimes, when she wanted to see me, but I was basically on my own,” Sasha continued. “I didn’t really have any reason to stay in town, so I moved away for a few years. Then, I came back to Bluebird Bay when her condition grew more serious and she asked for my help. I met Gabe, and the rest is history.”

      She folded her arms tightly around herself as she finished her story, and she realized she was trembling slightly. Speaking about her past was painful and she felt as though she had been laid bare.

      “I really appreciate you sharing all that, Sasha. I know it’s difficult to admit that others have abandoned us and let us down. Abandonment can come in so many forms—the death of a loved one, neglect from those who should be the ones to care for us most, an absent caregiver. Look at me, though. If someone hurt you, it is not your fault. I hear you doing an awful lot of excuse-making for others. Others who were adults at the time.”

      “My gran did leave me her cottage when she passed away,” Sasha added, only realizing how sad it sounded after she spoke.

      Leslie was right. She was making excuses for her relatives. She’d been doing it for so long, she didn’t know how to stop.

      “And that’s a wonderful gift, but it doesn’t make up for the trauma you suffered at the time. Losing one’s parents is tragic, Sasha,” Leslie continued quietly. “But to lose one’s parents and then to be cast aside by the only people you have left must have been devastating. Your parents did nothing wrong. And your grandmother had health issues…even your aunt had her reasons, to some degree. I’m not saying you should be angry at them. I’m just saying that, whatever the catalyst, the result was the same. You felt alone and abandoned by the people you loved. Anyone would if they were in your shoes. Make no mistake; Speaking about it now is an act of bravery.”

      She didn’t feel brave. She felt small and broken.

      A touch on her shoulder had her turning toward her husband, whose face was bone white.

      “Sasha, I had no idea it was that bad. I knew you left your aunt’s right after high school, but I didn’t know she made you leave. God, that’s awful…” he trailed off, his voice pained.

      Sasha ached to reach for his hand, but she was one false move from shattering and she couldn’t handle him rejecting her yet again. She settled for moving just a fraction of an inch closer to him.

      “I try not to focus on the past,” she responded softly.

      Leslie now spoke. “Sometimes, we have to look back so we can move forward. It’s part of healing. I find that it can be helpful to take a moment after rehashing a painful time, to recall a memory that brings joy. Before we continue working through your side of this story, Gabe, why don’t you each tell me your favorite memory together. Don’t think about it, just respond,” she said. “Gabe, what is yours?”

      For a nauseating second, Sasha was afraid he wouldn’t reply at all, but he spoke up almost instantly.

      “Early on when Sasha and I had first started going out on dates, we went out to dinner. I’m allergic to almonds, and I didn’t realize there were almonds in the salad. I broke out in hives and started swelling and I looked awful. She rushed me to the hospital and sat with me while the doctors treated me. I was worried the night had been so much drama that she wouldn’t want to go out with me again, but later she told me that it made her like me even more, because she knew I would never steal her secret stash of Almond Joys. I knew from that moment she was a keeper.”

      Sasha’s heart melted, and she smiled. “I remember that. I was so glad you were okay, but when it was over, I figured you’d forever link me to a very scary and uncomfortable evening. When you called me again after that night, I knew you must’ve really liked me.”

      “Which is a very good segue back to the present,” Leslie said. “Gabe, I asked Sasha why she lied, now I want to know how it made you feel when you found out the truth?”

      The small smile at remembering their happy memory faded as Gabe considered the question.

      Sasha’s stomach clenched. They’d talked about it a few times, but the conversations were always short.

      And they always hurt.

      “I felt betrayed that she kept such a huge secret from me, that she had deceived me so easily. And all I could wonder was, what else she could be lying about?” He paused for a moment, clenching his jaw, and then continued. “I have a hard time with deception. I’ve never told anyone this, because I have some feelings of guilt that I grapple with myself, but I think it’s time to let it out. When I was younger, I was pretty sure my dad was cheating on my mother. I didn’t see anything specific, but I caught him in several lies that he asked me to keep between us, and I saw some strangely familiar touches between him and one of his co-workers once. I resented him for it, but I never told my mom. I guess I rationalized it at the time. Like maybe I was reading too much into things, or maybe she already knew and chose to stay anyway.” He cleared his throat and settled back against the seat. “He left her for another woman after thirty years of marriage. She’s happy now, but it was brutal. I wonder if I could’ve saved her from that…”

      Sasha stared at him, stunned. How heartbreaking for him to see his father violate his mother’s trust. No wonder her lie, which would have hurt anyone, had troubled him so deeply. So deeply that he had barely been able to touch her or look at her since his discovery. Maybe it felt like a sign that his marriage was doomed to the same kinds of deceit that had so broken his own parents. Her heart clenched, and a lump lodged in her throat.

      “I hope you know that it wasn’t your fault. As children, we aren’t equipped to handle that type of information, and every choice feels like a betrayal. Your father was wrong to ask you to lie for him.”

      Gabe nodded and shrugged. “I know that rationally, but sometimes it still gets to me. And it definitely colored my perception of Sasha’s deception. Aside from all that, though, I guess I also felt really sad and hurt that she thought I would leave her and our baby. A baby that we both had a hand in creating. Is that the man she thinks I am?”

      Leslie turned to Sasha, who was fighting tears.

      “No,” she croaked, shaking her head furiously. “I don’t even think I considered you…Gabe, the man I knew.” Now that she did, her reaction seemed silly. He’d never been anything but steadfast. She’d essentially punished him for the sins of others. “I just panicked and I couldn’t make myself say the words.”

      For the next hour, they continued talking. And when it was over, Sasha was emotionally spent.

      “Thank you both for sharing so freely,” Leslie said. “Each of you have endured traumatic and difficult things in your pasts, and both of you have shown a willingness to work on your marriage now just by being here and speaking honestly. So, let me ask you this…Gabe, do you still love your wife?”

      Sasha waited, barely able to breathe. His voice was a hoarse whisper when he responded.

      “Yes.”

      The sincerity in his voice filled her with such relief that she realized she was shaking.

      Leslie continued, “Do you trust her?”

      This time when he answered, Gabe turned to look into Sasha’s eyes. “I don’t know, but I want to.”

      “It’s wonderful that you both want to work at this.” Leslie smiled warmly at them. “I’m afraid our time is up for today, but before you leave, let me give you some homework. I want you to do something fun together to remind each other what you love about spending time together. Not a movie theater or in a crowd. Just you two. It’s going to take as long as it takes. In the meantime, you need to try to find some joy together. Will you do that?”

      Sasha and Gabe looked at each other, then nodded in agreement. They made another appointment for the following week and then Leslie rose and opened the office door, ushering them back to the lobby.

      Once they were alone, Sasha turned to Gabe, wishing she could hold him and comfort him. But they were both raw from what had happened, and she could only imagine that he needed a break from the heaviness of their session as much as she did.

      “What do you think we should do together?”

      “I think I might have an idea. I’ll have to make a call, though.”

      Gabe pulled out his phone and dialed while Sasha waited. “It’s me. I have a favor to ask—I know Ian’s escape room is booked pretty solid, but do you think there’s any way he can squeeze in a session for Sasha and I?”

      Sasha felt hope rising warmly from somewhere deep inside her. Gabe had come to therapy, they had talked openly about what had happened, and he had initiated an idea for them to spend time together. Not only that, he’d involved his sister in the process, letting her know in no uncertain terms that they were trying to work this out in earnest.

      She watched him expectantly as he ended the call.

      Gabe looked at her and half-smiled. “Max said she’ll call Ian, and she’s pretty sure that he’ll make it happen. I hope you like escape rooms.”

      Sasha smiled and stepped towards him, relieved his sister had agreed to help them, and even happier Gabe wanted to spend time with her. “I’ve never been to one, but I’m sure I like it with you.”

      He leaned in and brushed a lock of hair from her cheek and left his fingers there for the briefest moment too long before pulling away.

      Progress.

      For now, it was enough.
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Cee-cee

        

      

    

    
      Stephanie twirled her index finger through her hair, looking at the clock for the hundredth time. “I’m dreading this. Full on dreading.” 

      Cee-cee looked down to check her phone for any new texts, sighing as she saw none. 

      She was every bit as nervous as Stephanie, but they’d been sitting on the news for days and she was ready to get it done. Like a prisoner waiting in the dungeon for the executioner.

      An irrational bubble of laughter burst from her lips and she groaned.

      “Geez almighty, where is she?” Cee-cee muttered. “I seriously think I’m going to pass out.”

      “Everything’s going to work out. It’s going to take a little time, but you’ll see,” Ethan said, reentering the room and holding out a glass of wine with each hand. “Your sister is a tough cookie.”

      The three of them had been waiting at Stephanie’s house since Anna had called a couple hours earlier. She and Beckett had arrived home from their trip, and she was going to take a shower and come by to bring the souvenirs she’d gotten.

      Cee-cee was glad Ethan had stuck around for a while. He was clearly a great source of comfort for Steph. Even now, he sidled closer to her and she leaned into him and slipped her arm around his waist.

      “Thanks,” Cee-cee replied, accepting a glass as Stephanie took the other. So far, her sister was still able to enjoy the occasional drink without it leading her back to the pills, which, today, felt like a lucky thing. Because right now, they both could use a little bit of calming down. “And he’s right, Steph. Maybe it’ll go better than we’ve been expecting.”

      It was just lip service, though. She felt obligated to say that as the oldest sister, but she was every bit as stressed as Stephanie was. She knew Anna as well as she knew herself and there was simply no way that Anna was going to take the news well. No one would. 

      Stephanie didn’t reply, taking a sip of her wine instead. She set it on the table next to her and pressed closer to Ethan, who had moved to sit next to her on the couch. 

      “I know it’s difficult,” Ethan said softly, his arm around Stephanie’s shoulder, “but we’ll all be here to support her…all three of you, really. No matter what happens.”

      “We’re about to tell Anna that we just found out that she was never actually related to our father. I can hardly imagine how she’s going to feel,” Stephanie said, raising a trembling hand to fix her mussed hair. “It’s going to kill her.”

      He nodded. “I know, Steph. But you just have to keep reminding her, when she’s ready to hear it, that Pop loved her like he was her own. They were father and daughter in every way that mattered.”

      “You’ve hit it right on the head, Ethan,” Cee-cee said with a curt nod. “I just hope she believes us.” 

      Steph leaned in to kiss him, and Cee-cee managed a little smile. Her sister had found great love on this earth, not once, but twice. If anyone deserved that, it was Stephanie.

      Ding.

      Cee-cee closed her eyes for a second, taking a deep breath before looking down at her lit up cell phone. She could feel Stephanie’s gaze on her as she read. 

      Be there in five. Get ready for your gifts. You’re gonna love them! 

      “What’d she say?” Stephanie demanded. “Is she still coming?”

      “She’ll be here in five,” Cee-cee explained, shooting back a quick okay in response. 

      “Okay, that’s my cue.” Ethan stood, urging Stephanie up with him and pulling her into a firm embrace. “You’ve got this, honey. Remember, this is the hardest part. It’ll only get easier after this.” 

      She nodded into his chest. “I know you’re right. We’ve got this.”

      He smiled, pulling away slightly and bending down for a kiss. “I’m not going far so text me when she leaves and I’ll come right back.”

      Stephanie nodded, frowning deeply. “See you in a bit.”

      Ethan grabbed his jacket on the way out then opened the door, shooting Stephanie a final sympathetic glance.

      “I love you,” he said, “and you’re going to handle this beautifully. The three of you are unbreakable. Remember that, no matter how it might seem today.”

      She nodded. “I love you, too.” 

      Stephanie began fidgeting even more after Ethan left, fretfully picking non-existent lint off the couch cushions, her leg vibrating up and down. “So let’s run through it one last time.”

      “I’ll handle the first part.” Cee-cee found herself repeating what had been said a dozen times in the past hour, but grateful for the distraction. “We’ll talk about her vacation, let her tell us all about it. And once she’s gotten it all out, I’ll find a lead-in to the topic. You just worry about what we’re going to say to her afterward. We’ve gone over a hundred different ways she might react and how to respond. So long as we lead with love and support, we can’t go wrong, right?”

      At least, that was what Ethan and Mick had said.

      God, she hoped they were right.

      “There is good that can come out of this, too. We need to make sure she knows that nothing will change between us,” Cee-cee said. “She won’t be losing any sisters but she will be gaining some new family she didn’t know about.”

      “That talk might be for another day,” Stephanie said with a wince. “I’ll be glad if she doesn’t storm out of here and hitch the next plane back to Hawaii.”

      They both froze and turned toward the door as tires crunched over the gravel on the driveway outside. 

      “Be strong,” Cee-cee whispered, trying to project more confidence than she felt. “We’ve got this.”

      The door swung open a breathless two minutes later.

      “Hey!” Anna called, tumbling into the house, a gift bag in each hand. Her skin was a deep golden and her hair was streaked with blonde, kissed by the sun and surf. Her lips were tipped into an effervescent smile. In a word?

      She looked blissful.

      Cee-cee’s stomach roiled and her hands went clammy.

      “How was your trip?” she managed, trying to make her voice sound as normal as possible. She and Steph made their way into the foyer toward Anna. 

      “It was awesome,” Anna said, backing away and putting up a hand as Cee-cee reached to embrace her. “Sunburn. Still ouchy.” 

      “Do you want me to pour you a glass of wine?” Stephanie asked, gesturing toward the kitchen. She sounded strained, but if their youngest sister noticed, she didn’t show it.

      “Sure,” Anna said, grinning, “then you guys can open your gifts.” 

      They headed into the kitchen and poured Anna some wine as she launched into story after story about her trip.

      “Oh! And you’re never going to believe what happened to me,” she continued, sharing a tale about a scary encounter with an eel she’d had while snorkeling.

      As she chattered on, Cee-cee found it harder and harder to pay attention as the task at hand loomed. Her sister was in such a great mood after a much-needed getaway, and she would be the one to shatter it.

      Lovely.

      “That sounds scary,” she offered when Anna finally finished. Steph led the way back into the living room and she and Steph sat on the couch as Anna plopped onto an oversized chair.

      “It was, but also really fun. Enough of that. Gift time, yes?” 

      Cee-cee nodded, accepting the bag as Anna held it out. She waited for Stephanie to do the same before pulling out the tissue paper to reveal… a coconut? She cocked her head, taking a second to process before realizing there were two, held together by a strip of leather.

      “It’s a bra!” Anna laughed uproariously. “Hilarious, isn’t it? I got us all grass skirts, too. I figure we can wear them over our bathing suits for Fourth of July.”

      Cee-cee forced out a stiff laugh. “So funny.” The words sounded hopelessly unconvincing, even to her ears.

      Stephanie let out an equally awkward chuckle as she pulled an identical coconut bra out of her own bag and held it up to her chest. 

      Anna’s eyes narrowed a bit and she frowned. “Are you guys okay? You don’t have to wear them if you don’t want to. I just thought they were cute. I got you both a little something else, too.” 

      “I love it! Really, sorry, I’m just a little…off today,” Cee-cee said quickly, putting a hand to her forehead. She peered back into the bag to see a cellophane pouch full of dark chocolate-covered macadamia nuts. “Yum,” she said. “These look delicious.”

      Stephanie met her gaze and they both set their bags on the coffee table. Neither of them had the energy for even a second more of this pretense.

      It was time.

      “Anna…there’s something serious we need to talk about,” Cee-cee said, pausing to take a long, fortifying sip of her wine.

      Their sister’s hazel eyes went wide with concern. “Okay…what is it?” Her cheeks went pale. “Is someone dead?”

      “No!” Cee-cee rushed on. “No, sorry for scaring you. But it is serious and I want you to take a second to brace yourself for a shock.”

      Anna’s slender throat worked as she swallowed audibly, and then straightened her shoulders.

      “Tell me.”

      Cee-cee cleared her throat and let it rip. “A woman named Nikki came to town recently. The woman who sent the asparagus to your house with Eva before you left? She looked us up while you were gone, and turns out, she had something to tell us.” She spoke almost on autopilot, so separate from the words that she felt more like a spectator than the person saying them. It was a defense mechanism, to be sure, and one she was grateful for, because it allowed her to get through the first part without breaking down. “Mom cheated on Pop with her father, Eric Merrill, early in their marriage.” She opened her mouth to continue but Anna cut in instead.

      “Nope. No way,” she said, shaking her head furiously. “She’d never do that, she-” 

      “She did do it,” Cee-cee insisted, determined to get it all out as quickly as possible, “and that’s not all.” She gulped, feeling tears burning her eyes as she said the words she’d been dreading since she’d learned the truth, “Mom got pregnant during the affair. She got pregnant…with you.”

      Anna drew back like Cee-cee had slapped her. “You’re lying.” Blood red wine sloshed onto the table as she set it down roughly to face Cee-cee with wild eyes. “Why are you saying this?”

      “Because it’s the truth,” Stephanie whispered, tears already streaming down her face, unchecked. “The timeline matches up exactly. And she looks so much like you, Anna.” Stephanie reached for her phone. “I can show you-”

      “No!” Anna shot back, pressing herself further against the cushions like a cornered animal. “I don’t want to see that. You’ve got it all wrong. It’s some sort of mistake. I was the closest with Pop. We had the most in common…everyone said how alike we were,” she murmured, reaching up to press her fingers to her temples.

      Cee-cee could barely speak past the knot in her throat. “I know, sweetheart. I know. And I’m so sorry.”

      “So you’re saying she lied to him…for all those years, she lied to him? Lied to us?” Anna demanded.

      “Just us,” Stephanie said softly. “Pop knew. He always knew.”

      Anna slumped then, like the wind had been knocked out of her.

      “I’m sorry, but I need some proof,” she whispered. “I’ll take a DNA test…whatever I need to do, but I’m not just going to take some stranger’s word.”

      Denial was a strong force. The sooner she accepted the truth, the sooner she could start dealing with the aftermath. “It’s not just her word, Anna. It’s ours, too.”

      “And you’re okay with that? Just believing what any old person tells you?” Anna said, voice shrill and almost a shout now.

      “Why would we lie to you?” Steph said, leaning in and gazing at their sister with pleading eyes. “Why won’t you accept what we’re telling you?”

      “Because then Pop isn’t my father,” she snapped. “Because then Mom betrayed him. And because, if it’s true, then we’re not sisters, damn it!” Anna raged, shooting to her feet as the tears that had been threatening streaked down her cheeks. “You two are one thing, and I’m something else.” She swiped furiously at her face, and glared at them, nostrils flaring. “I’ve always been the oddball…the black sheep. So believe whatever you want. But I’m not going to sit here and let the two of you tell me my whole life was a lie.”

      “Anna--”

      Cee-cee halted Steph’s plea with a hand on her shoulder as their baby sister stormed toward the door.

      “I need some time alone to think. I’ll call you when I’m ready to talk.” With that, and the slamming of the door, she was gone. 

      Cee-cee briefly considered going after her, but then stopped. Anna was in no mental state to listen to her right now. She was still in shock and trying to wrap her head around what they’d told her.

      Stephanie looked at the floor, wiping her eyes as she shook her head. “Well, that couldn’t have gone any worse.”

      “Nope,” Cee-cee said. “I knew it would be bad, but even I didn’t think it would be that bad. It’s going to take days before she’s willing to talk about it more.” That was Anna. When things got tough, her defense mechanism was to run.

      “Of all the things I’d imagined she’d be upset by, it never occurred to me that it would make her question us,” Steph said miserably. “We’ve spent almost fifty years as each other's closest friends and confidants. Surely, she can’t think this changes anything. She is our sister, same as ever.”

      “We’ll need to tell her that, when she’s ready to listen,” Cee-cee said. “But for now, I think we’ve done all we can. When she’s ready to reach out, we’ll be here waiting for her.” Cee-cee looked up and locked her gaze on Steph. Then, she spent nearly a minute in silence, trying to think of how to phrase what she wanted to say. “Steph, you’re holding up okay, right? It’s a lot of stress. You’re not going to...relapse over this, are you?”

      Her sister took a deep breath, shaking her head slowly. “It gets harder, I won’t deny it. I’ll probably go to a meeting tonight, just for the support.” She paused for a moment, standing up a little straighter and wiping away the rest of the tears. “I’m still feeling strong, though. A lot stronger than I did a few months ago, so you don’t worry about me. I was lucky that I recognized I was in trouble early. You and Anna helped me with that, and I know it’s made recovery much easier than if it had gone on for years and I’d grown truly, physically dependent. I’m going to be all right. If I’m in danger of slipping, I promise I’ll tell you.” She shot Cee-cee a probing glance. “What about you? How are you holding up?”

      “I’m good,” Cee-cee assured her. “You and Anna are going through a lot right now and I’m the big sister. It’s my job to be here for you.”

      Stephanie rolled her eyes. “Just make sure you save a little of that love, support, and time for yourself, okay?” 

      “I will,” Cee-cee said, knowing her sister was right. She felt a lot of responsibility, especially since Pop had passed, and maybe a little time for some self-care was in order. She reached down to pick up the gift bag that Anna had given her. “On that note, I think I’m going to head out. Mick should be home by now and he’ll want to know how it went. Plus, I could use a pizza, a snuggle and a mindless movie right now. Will I see you at the shop tomorrow?” 

      Stephanie nodded. “Bright and early.”

      Cee-cee grabbed the empty wine glasses, headed to the kitchen and set them next to the bottle. Her phone chimed as she made her way back into the living room and she let out a groan as Nate’s name appeared on the screen. 

      Wanna have dinner tonight, talk about shower planning and catch up? I could get us a table at Intermezzo.

      Cee-cee frowned, pocketing her phone without a reply, and then pushed him from her mind. She had enough problems right now without her ex coming back to haunt her. 

      “I love you, sister,” she said as she made her way back toward Steph, who was waiting in the foyer. They stepped closer and exchanged a long, hard squeeze. 

      “You too,” Stephanie replied, pulling back. “So much. And I promise you don’t need to worry about me, okay? I just texted Ethan and he’s coming back. Once we spend a little time together and I fill him in on how it went, I’ll go to my meeting. It’s going to be okay. In a few months, this will be just one more thing we’ve gotten through as a family. I’m sure of it.”

      Cee-cee nodded and then made her way out the door, praying that her sister was right.

      Because the thought of things being different between the three of them? The thought of losing Anna, and the relationship they’d always known?

      Would be like losing a third of her heart.
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Sasha

        

      

    

    
      “The room should be ready in another five minutes or so,” Ian said as he poked his head into the former living room that served as the lobby for the repurposed old mansion.

      He ducked out a second later and Sasha smiled, tugging absently on the metal links she’d found sitting on the table beside her in an attempt to separate them.

      “I have to admit, when Max told me he bought this place I was skeptical. It always looked so creepy and rundown. He did a great job on the renovations,” Gabe said, looking up from his own puzzle to glance around and take in all the cool little details of the space.

      “Agree. It’s still a bit creepy. Just not bodies-in-the-basement-and-bats-in-the-attic creepy. Which is perfect for an escape room business, I’m guessing.”

      Gabe rewarded her little joke with a half-smile, and a rush of warmth coursed through her. Keep your expectations realistic, she reminded herself. This was just the first step, not a magic pill, after all.

      The puzzle he’d been working on clicked open and he nodded in satisfaction.

      “Good job,” Sasha said with a wide grin. He tipped his head in thanks, and then set the puzzle down.

      Okay, so they still had some work to do before conversation flowed easily between them. That was all right…she was up for the challenge.

      She turned her focus back to her own puzzle as Gabe grabbed another from the table next to him. 

      “So I’m still not totally sure about how these rooms work,” she admitted with a smile. “What Max described sounds like a lot of fun, but I hope we don’t have to be in any small, enclosed spaces.”

      Their conversation on the ride over and when they’d first gotten here had been stilted and awkward, but having something else to focus on definitely helped. She couldn’t imagine sitting in a room, side by side, just listening to the second-hands of a clock tick by.

      Way to go, suggesting we do something fun and active, Leslie.

      “It’s typically in a normal-sized room and we aren’t actually locked in,” Gabe assured her, the sound of wood rubbing against wood punctuating his words, “although, sometimes one room will have a secret door that leads to another. We’ve just got to really work together on this because I did a couple rooms when I was on vacation in Colorado and even with six people, we got out with just three minutes to spare. With only two of us, it will be even trickier.”

      Working together sounded good to her.

      “We make a great team when we put our minds to it,” Sasha said, turning the metal carefully in her hands. Just one more turn and… click. She raised the two metal rings into the air triumphantly, “Yes!”

      “Nice.” 

      Once, there was a time when Gabe would’ve teased her about taking so long or gotten fake competitive about the next one, but those days were in the past. She shook her head, taking a deep breath to refocus herself. If she followed the therapist’s advice and did this the right way, they could have that closeness in the future, as well. She turned, trying to decide which puzzle to take next, but was interrupted as Ian reentered the room.

      “We’re all set up in there now,” he said, rubbing his hands together with excitement. “I have you guys in our third room, which isn’t yet open to the public, so you’ll be my guinea pigs. No one has seen it yet, other than Max and I. It’s designed for smaller groups, so I thought it’d be perfect for the two of you.”

      “I’m excited to try it,” Sasha said, a shiver of anticipation running through her. 

      “I’ll start off with a little explanation of the rules. First, nothing you need in the room will be so high up that you need to stand on other things to get to it. Second, you won’t need to use a lot of force to do anything within the room; this means you don’t have to move anything heavier than a few pounds and you won’t have to tug too hard to get anything open. If you have to pull with more strength than you have in your two fingers, it wasn’t meant to be moved.” He looked back and forth between them. “Any questions on that end?”

      “Nope,” Sasha said, shaking her head in unison with Gabe.

      “You only have sixty minutes to escape, so you might need help at some points in the room. I’ll also be watching on camera, so if you have any questions or need help, just look toward one of the cameras and wave your hand around a bit to get my attention. I’ll pipe in and ask you if you want a clue. If you say yes, the screen in the room will light up and you’ll be able to read the hint I type to you. One thing to keep in mind with escape rooms, and this one in particular, there is nothing in there that’s going to hurt you. So, for example, you receive a clue that says to mix two elements together and, if you get it wrong, it will explode?” Ian winked. “Obviously, that’s not going to happen. So if something feels like the right thing to do, do it. Any questions?” 

      “Nope, sounds good,” Gabe said, standing.

      Ian beamed, and it made Sasha smile back. He was so clearly in love with his new occupation, he was practically vibrating with excitement.

      “Let’s get into the room and get you started, then.” 

      Sasha and Gabe shuffled after him, going down a short hallway before they arrived at a large wooden door.

      Ian reached into his pocket and pulled out some kind of small remote control. The sounds of a saxophone-heavy jazz song filled the room as he tapped the button on the center of it. “Here is your backstory, along with your mission. The year is 1924. A childhood friend who’d done quite well for himself came back into town and invited the two of you to his house, which turned out to be more of a mansion, for dinner. You drank and ate your fill, laughing and reminiscing about old times. As the night went on, however, you began to sense something strange happening. Your eyes were getting blurry, and you both felt very groggy. The last thing you saw before blacking out was your old friend stepping toward you, a grim expression on his face and a length of rope in his hand.”

      Ian pushed open the door to reveal a sizable room that looked like a parlor belonging to Jay Gatsby. It brought to mind the roaring twenties and, with the music playing in the background, Sasha half expected a flapper in a short beaded dress to enter, stage left, doing the Charleston. 

      Ian herded them toward two wooden chairs at the center of the room, which seemed somewhat out of place given where the rest of the fussy, velvet furniture was situated.

      “You awoke a short while ago and managed to untie your ropes, but now, you’ve got to get out of this place, before he returns…exactly one hour from now,” he said. He gestured for them to sit and then backed away slowly toward the door they’d come through. “Good luck!” he called with a puckish grin as he closed the door with a snap.

      A large, digital clock on the wall beeped and the number 59:59 appeared, lit bright red.

      59:58

      59:57

      “Holy cow, we’ve got to get moving!” Sasha stood, surprised at the sudden rush of adrenaline.

      Did they get any instructions on how to begin? What were they even supposed to-

      “We need to find our first clue. Let’s start by getting the lay of the land here,” Gabe said, shooting to his feet and making his way over to a nearby table with a lamp sitting atop it.

      She headed straight for the door on the opposite side from where they’d come in. “Not getting out this way yet,” she said, looking down at the massive padlock 

      “Does it open with a key or a code?” Gabe called, inspecting a piece of paper that’d been on top of the table. 

      “Key,” she said, giving the door a final look before moving on to the fireplace. 

      “We have some kind of cipher here,” Gabe said, coming up behind her and tapping her shoulder. 

      She spun to see a sheet of laminated paper with a strange grouping of characters on it.

      “Typically, that would be the key to decoding some sort of message that is likely hidden elsewhere in the room.”

      “Okay,” she said, nodding. “I’ll start looking.”

      She scanned the fireplace and, almost immediately, she noticed something sticking out of the grate. “There’s something here,” she said, leaning down slightly to grab a partially burned note that’d been hidden inside. It contained a short line of text followed by a series of symbols and the letters and numbers they represented, though the letters past “S” had been burned away.

      Memorize the contents of this letter and then burn it. We’ll use this code to communicate about your progress.

      “Perfect,” Gabe said, stepping back up to her, “do you want to work on translating the note or should I?” 

      “I will,” she said, “you keep looking around for more clues.”

      He nodded, handing her the piece of laminated paper. “This was with it,” he said, pulling out a marker and handing it over to her, “you can use it to write on the plastic.” 

      Sasha nodded, then got to work. Translating each letter and number of the document took about five minutes to finish but she was fairly certain she’d gotten it right, though the missing letters made it a little bit more difficult to tell. She cleared her throat, reading it aloud so Gabe could hear.

      You’ve disappointed me. You have until the end of the week to give us the offerings you promised. The jewelry box contains everything you need, so get to work. The code is 6524.

      “I found it a minute ago,” Gabe said excitedly, moving a few feet over and reaching for an elaborately decorated jewelry box on the floor. It was held shut with a number lock.

      He began entering the code and the box clicked open a moment later. Sasha stepped closer and they began examining the contents.

      A short plastic dagger, a key, as well as an instruction sheet detailing the proper method for a sacrificial killing.

      She chuckled. “I guess our old friend is supposed to sacrifice us or something. Some friend he is!” 

      But she couldn’t deny, all the props and awesome set building made it hard not to get swept up in the spirit of it. She risked a glance at Gabe to see he looked as exhilarated as she felt.

      “Come on, we’ve got the key for the other lock now, I bet!”

      For the next thirty minutes, they continued moving around the room and each puzzle led them to another puzzle or hint. She squealed with excitement when a painting on the wall slid open to reveal another key, this one for the padlocked door she’d been inspecting at the very start.

      Sasha wiped her forehead and was surprised to find a light sheen of sweat there. “We made it!”

      Part of her was excited that they’d done so well, but another part was sad it was over…

      “Not so fast,” Gabe murmured as the door swung open. Instead of taking them out of the room entirely, it led to another, smaller room decorated in similar fashion but with two metal panels on either side. “I think we still have a long ways to go,” he added with a chuckle.

      They dove right in, finding clues, unscrambling words, and revealing codes written in ink that could only be seen once they found a hidden black light. In a flurry of activity, they finished puzzle after puzzle on their own, without any need for the hints that Ian had offered. Some of the puzzles were visual—clues hidden in the wallpaper, or grouping colored items together—which Sasha excelled at. Others relied on word play, or unscrambling letters, and needed Gabe’s mind. Ultimately, their efforts led them to a piece of laminated paper with a short but perplexing riddle written on it. 

      The connection has been broken

      But if what is severed can be cured

      Then your escape is most assured

      Restoring the link between walls is the key

      To opening the door with electricity

      This was the final clue. She just knew it. But a quick glance at the timer on the wall showed that they had only three minutes remaining.

      Sasha frowned, considering the riddle. She turned from side to side, looking for anything that could be described as a broken connection. “What do you think?” she asked. 

      Gabe shook his head, looking as puzzled as she felt. “I don’t remember seeing anything related to electricity in here. What about broken stuff laying around, maybe? Ugh, I don’t know!”

      They beat their heads against the proverbial brick wall for over a minute but to no avail. They simply hadn’t passed anything electrical in the room, and they were running out of time…

      The thought appeared out of nowhere. “The metal plates!” Sasha exclaimed, jabbing her finger toward the one on the nearer side of the wall. “I saw them when we walked in. They would conduct electricity. Why have them there if they don’t do anything?”

      Gabe nodded. “I think you’re onto something. And Ian said not to worry about anything being dangerous. We have to bridge the gap between them somehow.” His eyes lit up as he rushed to the corner where a pair of curtains lay, crumpled on the floor, each with a long, metal rod threaded through the grommets. “Look!”

      Her pulse hammered wildly as he pulled the rods free and moved to the center of the room.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      She nodded and watched as he lifted one in the air to his left and the other to his right. The rods were quite long, they were a solid two feet short of touching the metal plates on either side.

      Her heart sank. Gabe had longer arms than her, so there was no way she could do it. How were they supposed to-?

      “We have to link hands!” Gabe exclaimed, his eyes on the red numbers of the clock ticking down. 

      She rushed forward, and took one of the rods as Gabe grabbed her free wrist. She held her breath and lifted the rod to the metal plate.

      “Annnd, now!” Gabe exclaimed.

      Her breath was suspended in her chest as they both touched rod to plate. The lights in the room began to blink wildly, the music grew louder and then, suddenly, all went silent and pitch black.

      Click. 

      A hidden door swung open to reveal a lit, unadorned hallway and the clock on the wall stopped.

      “Eighteen seconds left!” she said, turning to face Gabe. “We did it!”

      Gabe tugged the rod from her hand and dropped them both on the floor, pulling her into a hug. “You were so great!” 

      She nodded, unable to keep the grin from her face. “You were, too,” she mumbled into his shoulder, not even caring that she bit her lip in the process.

      He was holding her. Not because he thought he should, or because she’d hugged him first.

      But because he wanted to.

      He pulled away and shot her a wide smile. “Ian really outdid himself, huh?”

      “So much fun,” she agreed, leaning close to him as they exited the room, hand in hand.

      Ian stepped into the hallway from a side door and broke into a round of applause. “I was nervous you wouldn’t figure it out in time,” he said, chuckling, “but great job, you two. Want to take some pictures to commemorate it?” 

      Sasha and Gabe nodded as one, then followed as he led them down the hallway.

      “I am blown away,” Sasha said, still exhilarated. The room had tested their ingenuity, quick-thinking skills, and teamwork. It had been the perfect outing for their therapy homework assignment.

      She made a mental note to thank Maryanne for giving her the push she needed to reach out to a therapist. It was so hard to fix things when smack in the middle of the mess…just having an outside viewpoint offering advice had been such a help.  

      Ian turned around, beaming as he gestured for them to follow him into a room next to the lobby.

      “Thanks. I still have to do a bit more testing, but I had a lot of fun creating it. I’ll have to try it with three or four people at some point and make sure it’s not too easy with more than two, but it’s a good sign that you were pushed so close to the end of the time limit.”

      A professional quality camera sat on a tripod, across from a box filled with signs and props.

      Gabe snagged a sign that said, “Evil genius at work” while Sasha chose a Sherlock Holmes cap and a magnifying glass. Ian stepped behind the camera and snapped a few photos as she and Gabe hammed it up and struck various poses.

      A couple hours later, she found herself still smiling in the dark as she and Gabe lay side by side in bed. It had been the best night she could remember in a very long time. They’d picked up a pizza on the way home and had eaten it while they watched a funny movie on TV. There was no awkwardness or tense silence for the first time in months.

      Best of all?

      It had felt like the first step on the road to forgiveness. She could only hope Gabe felt the same.

      Now, though, as she lay in the dark, staring at the shadows on the ceiling, nerves gripped her. He was so close, she could feel the heat of his body, just a breath away.

      She swallowed hard and reached out a hand, inching closer until her soft fingertips touched his rough ones. When he laced his fingers with hers, she wanted to weep.

      He only stayed there for a few seconds before squeezing and letting go.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m just not quite there yet, Sash,” he whispered. A moment later, he rolled away.

      Her heart sank, but she shoved down the disappointment. At least they’d made progress. It wasn’t everything she wanted, but it was a start.

      As she closed her eyes, she laid a hand on her belly and said a silent prayer that he’d be wherever there was by the time the baby came.

      God knows they’d need him.
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Cee-cee

        

      

    

    
      "Did you know?" Cee-cee asked softly. "Did he tell you?"

      The words hung between them for a long moment, and a big part of her wished she could take the question back. What difference did it make, in the scheme of things?

      Eva cupped the steaming, ceramic mug before she shook her head. "He didn't."

      Cee-cee let out a low sigh. 

      There had been a lot of sighing going on since she'd walked into the diner a half an hour before. She knew she'd have to face this at some point, but after a particularly rough night of tossing and turning, it had become clear that this needed to be taken care of as soon as possible.

      Nikki wasn't a bad person. In fact, by all accounts, she was a nice one. Hard working, smart, easy to get along with.

      A lot like Anna.

      And maybe that was why Cee-cee couldn't just let her suffer, waiting for a call that might never come.

      It had been five days and five nights since they'd told Anna the truth. Five days and five nights that poor Nikki had to wonder if today would be the day that her long lost sister would reach out. That first night, Cee-cee's only concern had been for Anna. But in the passing days, she'd spent more and more time thinking about Nikki, and she'd come to the undeniable conclusion that it was wrong to let her suffer.

      That morning, she'd gotten out of bed an hour early and finished her baking for the day before the sun had risen. And then, she'd made the short, chilly trek to Mo's. The door was still locked—they didn't open until seven—but a dim light burned inside. Eva was bustling around, setting tables and filling condiments for the early morning shift, just as Cee-cee knew she would be.

      The older woman had unlocked the door with a welcoming smile that had swiftly slid from her lips as she studied Cee-cee's face.

      Once they'd sat, each with a cup of coffee strong enough to strip paint, Cee-cee had told her the whole story.

      Eva had remained quiet and contemplative through it all, wincing once when Cee-cee recounted Anna's reaction. Now, the two women studied each other in silence.

      "Nikki is a really good kid," Eva said finally, pausing to take a pull from her mug. "Do you know, she started packing up the leftover food at the end of the night? Sometimes, she brings it to the firehouse and leaves it for the volunteer firemen. Sometimes, she uses the meat and such to make sandwiches, and then she drives all the way over to Fairview to hand them out to the homeless people in the park. Like...why the hell didn't I think of that?" Eva asked with a snort.

      Cee-cee swallowed hard and nodded. "That's a lovely gesture." And one Cee-cee appreciated, as she herself had taken to sending leftover baked goods to the senior center and local boys and girls clubs.

      "And Anna just flat out refuses to talk to her?"

      Cee-cee shrugged and squeezed her mug more tightly, letting her cold hands absorb the warmth. "I have no idea what she's going to do. She hasn't spoken to me since. I just know what she said and how she reacted that night. I know this is Anna's decision to make and I don't want to crush Nikki's hopes, but at the same time, I feel awful leaving her in limbo."

      "For what it's worth, I think you're doing the right thing," Eva said. "Tell her where things stand so she can decide what she wants to do going forward." She studied Cee-cee with shrewd eyes.

      "And what about you, girlie? How are you dealing with all this?"

      It was a question Mick had taken to asking her nightly, before bed, and she answered Eva the same way she answered her fiancé. "It's not about me."

      "It's not about me, either," Eva agreed with a grim smile. "But I still feel like garbage about it. I hate seeing you all in pain. Just make sure that, while you're busy taking care of everyone else, you still make time to take care of Cee-cee, all right?" 

      Eva could always be counted on to spit the truth.

      "I will," Cee-cee promised. She'd come a long way from the woman she'd been when she and Nate were still married. Part of that metamorphosis had entailed doing exactly as Eva said. Making sure she made her wants and needs a priority. It was a work in progress, but on those days that she forgot?

      She had Mick to do it for her.

      "That's part of why I've come. I want to give Anna all the time she needs, but I'm the one Nikki trusted to tell Anna. And I feel so bad leaving her hanging in the wind that I can hardly sleep. So I'm going to tell her what little I can so she at least knows where things stand."

      The bell over the door jingled and Nikki stepped into the diner. She was bundled in a black puffer jacket and knit hat that made her pale face stand out in stark contrast.

      "Hey," she said softly, flicking a glance between Eva and Cee-cee. "So she told you, then?" Nikki concluded, looking almost relieved.

      "She did," Eva said, sliding out of the booth as Nikki stripped off her coat and approached them.

      "Are you mad I didn't tell you?"

      "Of course not," Eva replied with a wave of her hand. "I was a stranger. Why would you tell me something like that? And once you realized I knew the Sullivans, I think it makes perfect sense why you kept it to yourself even after we became friends. It shows good character, if you ask me."

      Cee-cee had to agree. Nikki didn't come here to cause trouble for Anna or start the town gossiping. She'd come to meet her sister. Cee-cee had confided in Eva because she was family but she certainly wasn't spreading the news around. 

      This story belonged to Anna and Nikki.

      "I'll leave you two alone for a bit. I've got to go start the pancake batter."

      Eva slipped away and Nikki gingerly took her seat.

      "Well?"

      There was no point in beating around the bush.

      "She isn't ready to talk or meet with you, I'm afraid. She's struggling right now. It's a lot to take in, and while I don't want to disappoint you, I want to be honest because you deserve that." Cee-cee looked into those oh-so-familiar hazel eyes and steeled herself. "I don't know if she'll ever be ready, Nikki."

      The younger woman drew back and looked away as she folded her hands on the table between them.

      "It's...it's all right. I've prepared myself for that possibility. All that time I spent waiting and planning, I kept asking myself, how would I feel? And the truth is, I didn't know. Part of me thought I'd be thrilled because my siblings and I aren't all that close. But another part knew that accepting it would change everything I'd ever known about my life. It's a lot."

      The clatter of pans behind the swinging kitchen doors broke the long silence that ensued.

      "So what now?" Cee-cee asked finally. "Are you going to stay in Bluebird Bay for a while?"

      Nikki nodded slowly. "I have a lease on my bungalow for another month. I'm going to wait it out and see if anything changes. If not, I'll head back to Cherry Blossom Point. My friends and family are there, and it's home base for my daughter when she comes home between semesters. I had always planned to go back once I met--" She broke off and shrugged. "Once I did what I came to do."

      A month.

      Would Anna come around before then? Would she come around ever? Only time would tell, but Cee-cee felt more settled now that she'd given Nikki some idea of where her sister's head was at. It was up to Anna and her new sister to navigate these choppy waters and steer toward one another...or pass like two ships in the night.

      "I've got to go open the shop, but thank you for taking the time to talk to me," Cee-cee said, sliding out of the booth and standing.

      "It's me who should be thanking you. I know it was weird skulking around town stalking you all, and you treated me as gracefully as anyone could possibly expect. Anna is really lucky to have you," she finished with a shaky smile.

      "I'm lucky to have Anna, too. It's my fondest wish that you get to know her and experience that."

      Her eyes stung and she cleared her throat. Dang it, she had to get out of here before she started to cry.

      "Anyway, I'm sure we'll see each other around town," she said before turning and heading for the door.

      She resisted the urge to invite the woman to call anytime, or stop by the shop for coffee. Anna would surely view it as a betrayal. She was grateful that Nikki had Eva to talk to, at least, and vowed to check in with the older woman and see how Nikki was holding up every so often.

      For now, she'd done all she could do. She had to stand back and let the chips fall where they may. As the oldest sibling, it was a monumental task. She wanted to dive in and fix it all. 

      But this was beyond even her skill to fix.

      She just had to hope that Anna would come to see that this woman already cared for her, sight unseen, and that there might be room in her heart for another sister.

      Someday.
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Sasha

        

      

    

    
      The sunshine streaming through the windows belied the cold breezes coming off the ocean and whipping the reeds in the sand. If she didn’t know better, she would’ve thought it was a gorgeous summer’s day, except the few stragglers walking on the beach were bundled up in jackets and scarves. She was grateful to be inside the warmth of Maryanne’s cottage, where she could enjoy the breathtaking view but still stay cozy.

      She surveyed the progress of her current project, the living room. The sunshine outside lit up the newly painted china-blue walls, making them come alive. The blue of the walls was a natural continuation of the ocean just down the beach from Maryanne’s home. The painters had finished only the day before, and the scent of fresh paint still lingered, but Sasha didn’t mind. To her, that was the scent of progress.

      Yellow accents scattered around the room brought warmth and interest to the prevailing blueness of the space, and Sasha was glad Maryanne had loved the idea of touches of yellow as much as she did. Her favorite piece was a yellow blown-glass vase she’d found in an antique shop near the pier. It was one-of-a-kind and special, which was the kind of touch Sasha always tried to achieve in her designs.

      Now then…some finishing touches and this room will be finished.

      The accent tables flanking the elegant yet comfortable white sofa needed to have lamps set up, and she still needed to arrange the books and accessories on the built-in bookshelf. Maryanne had a box willed with an assortment of sentimental objects she’d wanted to incorporate into the space, including a picture of her and her mother in a seashell frame.

      Seeing the photo had brought a twinge of sadness and a hint of envy. In it, Maryanne was a teenager, and she and her beautiful mother had been caught in a candid pose as they walked arm-in-arm down the pier. They were laughing, dresses swishing, matching platinum hair-dos blowing in the breeze.

      It was a gorgeous shot, and a perfectly captured memory…man, what Sasha wouldn’t have given to have had memories with her own mother.

      Talking about it with Gabe and Leslie had brought it all back to the surface. Instead of pushing the thoughts aside, she let herself work through them this time. The sadness. The disappointment. The loneliness. And then, she pressed her memory back further, and thought of better times. Her mother running through the sprinkler on a hot summer day, with a squealing Sasha in her arms. Her daddy dancing around the room, twirling her until her tummy hurt from laughing.

      Those were the memories she needed to hold close.

      Sucking in a steadying breath, she made a mental note to go through the dusty boxes in the cottage’s attic and dig out some family pictures of her own that had been too painful to look at for so long.

      Looking back in order to move forward.

      That decided, she turned her attention to the other items in the box, mentally picturing which items would pair well with the accessories she had picked out. The small piece of driftwood Sasha had found, weathered and bleached from the sun, would bring an eclectic and sculptural element to the room, and would work seamlessly with the bowl of sea glass Maryanne had collected throughout the years. Quickly perusing the rest of the items she and Maryanne had selected as accessories, Sasha was satisfied that they wouldn’t clash.

      Humming quietly to herself, she set to work on the bookshelf, and quickly got lost in the flow of finding the perfect visual balance in the placements on the shelf. This kind of work always relaxed her; even the sounds of Mick working in the study nearby faded away.

      Taking a step back to survey the bookshelf, she nodded a silent approval to herself. It was just right. Time to move on, then. She set up the matching lamps on either side of the sofa. Now, all that was left was to show Maryanne the various throw pillows she’d sewn to get her approval and the room would be finished.

      “Maryanne?” she called. She was pretty sure Maryanne had been in the kitchen working on a silk flower arrangement. Sasha had just decided to go in search of her when she heard footsteps and Maryanne appeared in the living room.

      Maryanne clapped her hands together in delight as she surveyed the new changes. “I know I’ve been watching all of this unfold, but it really does hit me every time just how much I love the design of this room!”

      “That’s the goal,” Sasha said, pleased with Maryanne’s obvious joy in the space. “It’s finished except for the throw pillows. I sewed a few different ones for you to look at.”

      Sasha led Maryanne to the sofa where she had lined up the five different throw pillows, all in different fabrics, to let Maryanne pick her favorites. “And I have extras in each fabric so that we can mix and match as you like.”

      Maryanne took her time studying the pillows. “I’m leaning toward the yellow gingham, because it’s so cheerful and cozy…I think I’d like one on each arm chair. As for the sofa…” She paused, obviously torn between two different pillows.

      “All of the pillows coordinate, so none of the colors or patterns will clash. I specifically chose all of these fabrics so that any of them would work well together.”

      Maryanne laughed, a little ruefully. “And thank heavens for that. It takes some of the pressure off making decisions, because I know I can’t make a mistake. Well then, I do think I’d like the blue silk one and the pale yellow-dotted one for the sofa.”

      “What excellent taste you have,” Sasha teased, as she arranged the selected pillows on the sofa and removed those Maryanne hadn’t chosen. “And that’s a wrap. Your living room is finished.”

      Maryanne clasped her hands in pretend prayer. “Thank God! One room down, only six more to go.”

      “Redecorating an entire home is a big project,” Sasha agreed. “But this room is now no longer on your list of things to worry about.”

      “Speaking of my list…let’s go check out Mick’s progress in the study.”

      The two women walked to the study, carefully stepping over work tools and leftover pieces of baseboard and trim. Mick was up on a ladder nailing in a strip of the new crown moulding he was installing. He worked with speed, but practiced precision. The moulding he had already installed flowed seamlessly, perfectly level and without gaps.

      When he’d finished nailing in the current piece, he climbed down the ladder whistling softly to himself. It wasn’t until he got to the bottom and turned around that he noticed Sasha and Maryanne watching.

      “Hello, ladies, what do you think?” he asked with a good-natured grin. Sticking his hands in the pockets of his work jeans, he surveyed the room with them. “Do you think it’ll pass muster?”

      “Mick, it looks just beautiful,” Maryanne assured him. “It adds so much elegance to the room, and I can already tell it’s going to take this room to the next level.”

      “Your work is exemplary,” Sasha agreed. Mick accepted the praise with an easy smile.

      “You know I’m always happiest when I’m working with my hands,” he replied. “And, of course, when I get to work on a project with people I like.”

      Maryanne beamed at his words. “They say not to hire friends, but that hasn’t been true in this case. It’s been wonderful, and now I have another new friend in Sasha. Anyway, we didn’t mean to interrupt you—just wanted to see how the moulding was coming along. We’ll leave you to it, Mick.”

      Mick nodded, and grabbed another piece of wood before climbing back up the ladder. Maryanne and Sasha turned to leave the room, checking first to see if Mick needed any water or snacks, which he declined.

      “If you have any of your famous lemonade, though, I wouldn’t say no to a glass before I leave for the day,” he called over his shoulder.

      “You got it!” Maryanne replied. “I’ll whip up a batch shortly.”

      She took Sasha’s arm and crossed it in hers as they made their way back to the kitchen. The table was covered with silk flowers of all types. In a vase, Sasha could see Maryanne’s attempts at an arrangement—the colors of the few flowers she had chosen clashed horribly and the balance was lopsided.

      “Well that certainly is hideous, isn’t it?” Maryanne groaned. “I keep trying different groupings and whatnot, but I can’t seem to make anything come together.”

      Sasha tried to hold back a chuckle but failed miserably.

      “Oh, go ahead and laugh,” Maryanne said. “I am fully prepared to admit I don’t have your designer’s eye. All I ask is that you save me from myself and help me.”

      “It’s not that bad,” Sasha said, eyeing it thoughtfully. “It was more the look of defeat on your face over a pile of flowers. I’d be happy to help. You’ll see, we’ll get it put together and it’ll be easy as pie.”

      “Easy to you, maybe,” Maryanne mumbled. “I really do appreciate the help. How about I make us all some lemonade while you work on the flowers? Then I’ll watch and try and learn through observation.”

      Sasha agreed and began sorting through the flowers, mentally trying different arrangements to gauge which flower combinations would come together the most harmoniously. She would definitely not be using the orange Gerbera daisies or washed out lilacs in Maryanne’s current arrangement.

      Sasha was so focused on her task that she barely noticed Maryanne set a tall glass of lemonade on the table in front of her a few minutes later. Deftly, she continued sifting through the flowers, trying different options and setting aside combinations she wasn’t pleased with.

      “So tell me, how are things going with you and Gabe?” Maryanne asked, settling into a chair across the table from Sasha.

      She looked up from her work and hesitated. “Better, actually,” she responded, before looking back down at the flowers.

      Maryanne eyed her shrewdly, and Sasha’s cheeks went hot under her knowing stare. “Better, but not great?”

      Sasha sighed. “Well, we went on a date to Ian’s new escape room last week, and we had a wonderful time. We laughed a lot and we worked together as a team solving the puzzles. I really thought we had broken the ice and made a lot of progress, but when we got home…well.” She frowned, picking at the petals of the Ranunculus she was holding. “Let’s just say, it’s going to take some more time. We’ve been talking more, and seeing the therapist, so it’s definitely an improvement.”

      Maryanne took a sip of her lemonade thoughtfully, clearly pondering Sasha’s words. “Trust is a fragile thing,” she said gently, as she set her glass down carefully. Absentmindedly she drew designs in the condensation on the cold glass, lost in her own thoughts. “It takes years to build and a moment to destroy.”

      When she looked up and met Sasha’s eyes, her own spoke volumes about how painfully that truth was etched on her heart. She looked suddenly much older, more tired. Sasha could tell that, while Maryanne had done lots of healing, the memories were still painful and heavy. The older woman sighed, and leaned back in her chair, lifting the glass of lemonade for another sip. They were silent for a few minutes, Maryanne looking out the window and Sasha working quietly.

      Eventually, Sasha spoke again. “I’m afraid that Gabe will never let me fully build that trust again,” she said softly.

      She dropped her eyes back to the flowers and continued working on the arrangement.

      “Can I tell you something, Sasha?” Maryanne asked after letting Sasha work in silence for a minute. Sasha nodded her assent, and Maryanne continued. “I had my trust broken so many times. So many times.”

      Sasha winced, unsure of where Maryanne was going with this. She felt condemnation over her deceit to Gabe wash over her like a cold wave.

      Maryanne continued, “Even when I did find a good man, my Reggie, I lost him. I lost him because I was so afraid to trust again that I drove him away. I can tell you’re a good person.” She said the last words with loving firmness, her compassionate tone giving Sasha the courage to meet her eyes. “I know for a fact that the men who betrayed me never beat themselves up about it the way you’re doing about Gabe. He has to be able to see that. Now it’s just a matter of giving it time to let the wound heal a little. Don’t give up hope.”

      Sasha’s eyes misted with tears and she reached blindly to continue sorting through flowers. Her fumbling scattered the blooms onto the floor and she bent to retrieve them. A sharp stabbing sensation lanced through her abdomen, and she gasped.

      Instinctively, she grabbed the edge of the table for support as she felt the color drain from her face as blood rushed in her ears.

      “Sasha? Sasha! Are you alright?” Maryanne demanded, leaping from her seat. Cupping Sasha’s elbow and supporting her back, Maryanne helped her to get into a chair.

      “I…I think I might be…bleeding,” Sasha gasped through numb lips. She dragged air in and out in furious puffs, but for all that, it felt like she was suffocating.

      “Mick! Come in here!” Maryanne yelled desperately. “Keep breathing, it’s going to be ok,” Maryanne murmured, rubbing her back in gentle circles.

      Dimly, Sasha heard Mick’s running footsteps and Maryanne’s orders for him to drive them to the hospital while she called Gabe. Mick raced toward them, keys jingling as he snatched them from his pocket.

      But soon it all became a blur as one thought ricocheted around her mind like a pinball.

      Was she losing her baby?
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Max

        

      

    

    
      Can’t wait for tonight. I miss you <3

      Max grinned down at Ian’s text and sent a heart and a smiley face back.

      It had been a whirlwind since the escape rooms had officially opened. Between her work at the bookstore, and him trying to fine tune the latest room, as well as run the two rooms that were already open, they’d seen each other only a handful of times in the past week. As much as she did miss him, this was the way it had to be right now. She remembered exactly what it had been like, finding her passion and starting her bookstore.

      Lots of late nights, early mornings and fear of failure. But also excitement, and anticipation, and satisfaction. She was thrilled for Ian. And the fact that they didn’t have a lot of free time only made the time they did have all the more precious.

      Tonight, once she left the store for the day, she was going home to make ravioli from scratch with a pine nut pesto for the two of them. Then, she was going to pop the question.

      Well, not the question.

      She was going to ask Ian to move in together.

      He’d broached the topic a few weeks before, but with his business just opening, she had suggested they put a pin in it. Now, though, it seemed silly to wait. Things had been heading that way for a while now. It had started out with a drawer at her place for him, and vice versa. And, over the past couple months, they’d both sort of spread. Half his closet was full of her clothes, and her bathroom sink was crowded with his cologne and razors. When he’d mentioned, yet again, the other night how much he hated having to go home to an empty condo, it had sealed the deal for her.

      She made a mental note to stop off at Mr. Bonomo’s next door and pick up some flowers and then to her mother’s shop for a pair of cupcakes to celebrate the occasion.

      That settled, she turned her attention to the badly damaged copy of The Count of Monte Cristo she’d been repairing, already humming with anticipation for her date tonight. It was nice feeling so stable in a relationship that she didn’t feel afraid. The biggest concern right now was logistics. Her place was too small for the two of them. His place was nice, but his lease would be up in a few more months. They had a lot of options, and she was excited at the thought of talking about them over pasta tonight.

      It was nice to have Ian as her rock with all the chaos swirling around lately.

      Speaking of chaos…

      Her thoughts shifted to her poor Aunt Anna and she winced. That whole situation was about as chaotic as could be. After the initial blowout when she’d learned about her biological father, Anna had been withdrawn and reclusive. The one time Max ran into her at the grocery store, her aunt had been sporting a baseball cap pulled low over her eyes, and she’d looked so nervous that if Max didn’t know better, she’d have wondered if she was there to rob the place. It took only a minute or two of rushed, stilted conversation to realize that Anna was terrified to accidentally run into Nikki. Max’s heart had broken for her. She definitely wasn’t emotionally ready to unpack all the pain and confusion that came with the recent, stunning revelation. And, a week after hearing the news, Max wasn’t sure she ever would be.

      Nikki, no matter her intentions, had opened a Pandora’s box. In doing so, she’d unleashed a storm that had ripped through the Sullivan sisters’ lives, and left Anna’s in tatters. Her mother and Aunt Stephanie were fairing slightly better, but only because they knew they needed to be strong for Anna. The knowledge of their mother’s infidelity and Anna’s heartache was taking a toll on them, as well.

      Max sighed, wishing she knew how to help them. But this was something only time would…or wouldn’t heal. All Max could do was try to be there if any of them needed to talk.

      She was still lost in thought when her cell phone rang. She glanced down at the screen and answered.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey, honey,” Nate replied, “I’m on my way home and was thinking of stopping by the store to say hello. I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.” 

      “Sure,” Max said, glancing around at the tasks she had left before her. “I’ll be here for at least another forty-five minutes repairing a couple of books and sweeping up.” 

      “I’ll see you soon,” he said before clicking off.

      Max pocketed her phone and turned her attention back to the spine she’d been gluing. There was something relaxing about working with old books that could make her forget everything else that was going on in the world.

      A few minutes later, the bell above the entrance jangled and she looked up. Nate Burrows stepped in, dressed to the nines and clearly coming from work.

      “Hey, Dad,” she said, setting the book down to dry and standing. She walked over to him and pulled him into a hug. “Do you want to sit? I only have one chair here but we can go over to the wine bar area.”

      “Sure,” he said, following her lead. He sat down, and peered around at the empty store, brows furrowed. “So how are things going with you? Is the shop doing okay?” 

      She nodded, taking a seat beside him. “It’s doing really well considering the summer rush is over. It’s just nearly closing time and most people are already home making dinner or sitting in traffic, I imagine. This time of year, I usually see the last of my customers around four thirty or so, aside from the occasional straggler. I use the last hour or so of my day to catch up on restocking and repairs.” She paused as she realized he was fiddling with a thread on his sleeve and hardly even seemed to be listening to her. A slight twinge of annoyance ran through her. “Anyway, it’s going well, thanks for asking.”

      “And Ian,” he continued, ceasing his fiddling and shooting her an expectant glance. “How is the escape room stuff going? Seems like an interesting endeavor.”

      “Things are going well. He’s booked through next week and was just interviewed by a reporter at the Gazette for their Out and About in Bluebird Bay column,” Max said with a proud smile. “It’s hard to say if the buzz will last, but he’s off to a great start, so we’re hopeful.”

      “And your relationship?” he asked, leaning forward. “Is he good to you?”

      “Yeah,” she said with a solemn nod. “He’s a really great guy. It was really hard saying goodbye to Ty when he’d moved to France, and there were days I wondered if I made a mistake. But I’m really starting to believe everything happens for a reason. I’ve never been happier.”

      At least, in a relationship, she amended mentally. She wasn’t about to bring up the drama with Gabe or all the stuff happening on her mother’s side of the family. The latter was none of her dad’s business, and she was certain Gabe hadn’t confided in him about his problems with Sasha. Besides, she’d already inadvertently stuck her nose into their marital strife one too many times. She and her brother were on good terms again after she’d hooked him up at the escape room the week before for his date with Sasha, and she wasn’t about to jeopardize that.

      “If the two of you are getting more serious then I’d love to meet him sometime,” he said. 

      “Sure,” Max agreed. “Maybe next week we can have dinner or something. I’m sure he’d love to meet you.”

      “What day were you thinking?” he asked, pulling out his cell phone. “I can check my schedule and block out the time right now.”

      Max cocked her head. “I’m not sure off the top of my head… I’ll text him and ask if you want, though.”

      “If you could,” he said, nodding, “I just want to make sure I’m free.” 

      She shrugged and reached down to shoot Ian a text.

      My dad wants to have dinner with you and I sometime next week. What day would work best for you?

      They sat in an awkward silence for a long moment and Max couldn’t shake the weird feeling bubbling inside her. “So you went to see Mom, huh?” she blurted suddenly. 

      “Uh, yeah. She mentioned it, huh?” he asked, looking away, flushing slightly. 

      “She did,” Max replied evenly. “She was surprised by your visit. And, frankly, so was I…” 

      Nate shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t get what the big deal is. I just think we should keep in touch. Especially given how we’re going to be seeing a lot more of each other once our grandchild is born.” 

      Max didn’t really see why that would be the case, outside of holidays or special events, but she just nodded. “Mom wasn’t mad about it or anything. I think it was just unexpected,” she said, doing her best to keep from making things awkward for her mother. 

      “Yes, well, I’ve been doing a lot of reflecting lately and I’ve decided I’m going to start reaching out to the people I care about more. And, whatever happened between us, I still care about her very much.”

      “Whatever happened between us” was a pretty generous way to describe cheating on a spouse with the realtor and blowing up a marriage after thirty years, but Max managed to keep that thought to herself.

      “I’m sure she’s really busy lately, with the franchising and all. You must be so proud of her for doing so well for herself. I know I am. Things must be going really well at the cupcake shop if she’s deciding to branch out.”

      Max nodded, but the weird feeling inside just kept growing.

      “What’s going on with you, Dad?” she demanded finally. “Are you sick or something?”

      He shook his head and let out a bark of laughter. “No. I’m healthy as a horse. Geez, is it a crime to visit my favorite daughter or check on her mother’s well-being?”

      It wasn’t, but it was starting to feel like one…

      She was about to press him further when his cell phone rang.

      He looked down at the screen and his eyes narrowed.

      “Uh, sorry to cut our visit short. I have to take this call,” he said, standing abruptly. He pulled her into another hug and planted a quick kiss on her cheek. “Love you, honey. Keep in touch and let me know when Ian will be free next week.”

      Max nodded, responding with a mechanical, “Love you, too,” which was about the furthest thing from what she was feeling at the moment. Because, whatever was going on with her father, she had a sinking feeling it had nothing to do with his love for his “favorite” and only daughter, or his concern about her mother’s well-being. 

      The door had just closed behind him when her own phone began to ring.

      “Hey, Gabe, what’s up?” she chirped into the phone, pushing aside her apprehension.

      “Call Mom and tell her I’m on my way to the hospital,” Gabe sputtered, his voice laced with panic. “Something is wrong with the baby.”
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Sasha

        

      

    

    
      She heard Gabe’s voice before she saw him.

      “Sasha? Sasha Burrows? Can you tell me where she is?”

      A few moments later, he rushed headlong into the room, eyes wild. The harsh fluorescent lighting of the hospital clearly illuminated his disheveled state, the lines of worry etched deeply into his chiseled face. He looked like an avenging angel.

      A very scared avenging angel.

      “Babe!” he gasped as he rushed to her side and took her hand. “Oh, thank God. Are you alright? Tell me what happened.”

      “I’m okay. Shaken, for sure, but okay,” she managed. She was so relieved he was here, she wanted to weep. Instead, she bit her lip and gripped his hand tighter.

      “Mr. Burrows, I’m Doctor Olivera. I’m the on-call obstetrician here at the hospital. Your wife’s doctor is away at a conference this week but has been apprised of the situation. I can promise, we’re taking good care of your family.”

      Gabe nodded but his eyes remained glued on Sasha. “Are you in pain?” His Adam’s apple bobbed and he lifted his free hand toward her belly. “The baby?”

      “I was in pain before, but now my back just aches a little.” She shot a glance toward the doctor, apprehension clutching at her chest. She still didn’t have the answer to the second question, and the wait was killing her.

      “We were just about to listen to the baby’s heartbeat,” the doctor said with a calming smile as she stepped closer to the hospital bed where Sasha lay. She fitted a stethoscope into her ears and began moving the piece over Sasha’s belly slowly, trying different locations. Her narrow face was calm and her keen gaze serene as she worked. Her dark eyes lit up after a long, tense moment. “Ah, there it is.”

      Sasha blew out a sigh as Gabe bent his head low.

      “Thank God,” he whispered.

      The tight knot in Sasha’s stomach loosened, but only slightly. She kept her eyes pinned on the doctor, waiting for more information.

      Dr. Olivera continued, “The baby’s heartbeat sounds strong. Would you like to hear?” She pulled a second stethoscope from the pocket of her lab coat and extended it first to Sasha. A glance at her husband’s bone-white cheeks had her pressing the stethoscope into his hands. She noticed the slight tremor in his fingers as he fitted it into his ears.

      Following Dr. Olivera’s direction, Gabe lowered the round piece to Sasha’s exposed belly and listened intently, his eyes closed in concentration. Sasha knew the moment he heard it, because he gasped and his eyes flew open.

      “Wait…i-is it supposed to be that fast?” he stammered, a furrow of worry between his brows.

      Dr. Olivera smiled. “Yes. That’s totally normal at this stage. It sounds really good to me.”

      Gabe closed his eyes again to listen to their baby’s heartbeat a second time, his face transforming as wonder stole across his features, replacing the taut worry from a moment before. She’d gotten to hear their baby’s heartbeat at her last appointment and she knew just how he felt. Like witnessing a miracle in action.

      He reached for Sasha’s hand again and threaded his fingers with hers. It was so natural…he was holding her hand the way he used to do before she’d messed up.

      A moment later, Gabe opened his eyes and pulled the stethoscope out of his ears with his free hand. “It’s amazing,” he whispered, his eyes filled with tenderness.

      Dr. Olivera, who had been watching patiently, now interjected.

      “I’m fairly confident from my initial exam that everything is all right, but I’d like to do an ultrasound and get a good look at your little one.” She looked from Sasha to Gabe. “Is that alright with you?”

      Gabe and Sasha didn’t need to be asked twice.

      “That would be great,” Sasha said, speaking for both of them. “I trust your medical opinion, but I know I’ll feel even better if I got to actually see the baby.” Gabe squeezed her hand in agreement, nodding.

      The doctor smiled. “I would feel the same way in your shoes.”

      She turned to pull the ultrasound equipment closer and lifted a tube of gel off the small cart next to her. She squirted a liberal amount onto Sasha’s exposed belly, and Sasha was surprised to find that the gel had been warmed. She had been tensed in preparation for the cold shock.

      Dr. Olivera noticed, and chuckled. “Warming the gel is just a nicer experience for the expecting mothers. Much better than the old days.”

      “Thank you for that.” Sasha smiled up at Dr. Olivera as the doctor spread the gel all over Sasha’s belly. Normally she would feel self-conscious, but she felt completely safe in Dr. Olivera’s compassionate and non-judgmental care. Maybe part of the reason she felt so safe, she acknowledged to herself, was the fact that Gabe was still there. Still holding her hand. She was so grateful for his strong support, and the touch she had missed so much. She had felt his distance so keenly over the past few months.

      As if his thoughts were linked to Sasha’s, Gabe looked down at her, staring into her eyes.

      “I was so worried,” he said softly. “When Maryanne called me, I…” He broke off, the pain of the memory still fresh. “Are you sure you aren’t in pain?”

      Sasha squeezed his hand, grateful for his presence and the questions that showed how much he had worried for her. “I think it was more just fear. I won’t lie, it was terrifying when it first happened, but Mick and Maryanne took good care of me. And Dr. Olivera has been amazing.” She cast a smile at the doctor. “Now that the shock is fading, I’m feeling better.”

      Dr. Olivera began moving the wand around in the gel, eyes on the monitor beside the bed. Black and white images moved amorphously on the small screen, and though Gabe and Sasha watched the monitor with rapt concentration, she couldn’t make heads or tails of the images. The display, apparently, was not so cryptic for the doctor, who broke into a smile and nodded.

      “There we go,” Dr. Olivera said, pleased. “Busy and looking very robust, I might add.”

      She pointed to the monitor and helped Gabe and Sasha to make sense of what they were seeing. “See that little bump coming out of the bigger circle? That’s the baby’s profile, and that’s the nose right there…Oh, and there she goes moving again! She’s a wiggly one!”

      Sasha’s heart swelled and tears pooled in her eyes.

      She was still staring at the image when Gabe’s grip tightened on hers.

      “Wait…did you say ‘she’?”

      Sasha blinked as she realized Gabe was right. The doctor had definitely said “she”.

      “It’s a girl?”

      Sasha and Gabe had both asked at the same time.

      The doctor chuckled, a little sheepishly. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to spill the beans! Oftentimes, a PA performs the ultrasounds, so I’m out of practice when it comes to being cagey. Were you planning to keep it a surprise?”

      Sasha could barely speak around the lump in her throat. Mutely, she shook her head. She was having a baby girl. Their baby girl. She and Gabe had created a daughter…together.

      Through her own tears, she could see that Gabe’s eyes were shining, as well. He tried to speak, but nothing came out. Swallowing and blinking hard, he gathered himself enough to say, “You didn’t ruin anything, Dr. Olivera. Thank you for taking such good care of my Sasha and our little girl.”

      Sasha thought her heart would burst when he called her “my Sasha” and she leaned back against the pillows.

      “I’m just recording a few measurements here, but it’s all looking really good,” Dr. Olivera said. A few moments later, she pulled the wand away and began cleaning the gel off Sasha’s abdomen.

      “If bleeding becomes heavy, please don’t hesitate to come back in. But, in my professional opinion, there’s nothing to worry about right now. Cramping and spotting occasionally isn’t at all unusual during pregnancy. And with your uterus adjusting and ligaments stretching as your baby grows, sometimes an abrupt movement can trigger a sharp pain.” Gently swabbing off the last traces of gel, she helped Sasha lower her hospital gown to cover her stomach. She then stripped off her latex gloves and threw them into the designated waste bin, along with the cloths she’d used to clean the gel. She worked with a brisk and practiced efficiency, clearly in her element.

      When she was done, she smiled again at Gabe and Sasha. “Sasha, I’ll speak to the nurses about getting you discharged and on your way. Keep me apprised of any issues, but, as I said, everything looks good to me. Out of an abundance of caution, I’m going to suggest Gabe call Doctor Anderson’s office tomorrow and make an appointment for next week, just to follow up.”

      Gabe assured the doctor that he would, and both he and Sasha thanked her again.  Dr. Olivera slipped quietly from the room toward the nurses’ station, clipboard in hand.

      Gabe squeezed her hand gently one last time before releasing it, and Sasha felt a stab of disappointment. She watched him quietly as he pulled up the stiff hospital chair and drew it to the side of her bed. He settled himself close to her, and without speaking, reached for her hand once again, clasping it in both of his.

      “Sasha, I…” Gabe’s voice broke the quiet between them. “When Maryanne called me and told me Mick was rushing you to the hospital, it felt like my world had imploded. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. The thought of something happening to you or the baby…” He trailed off, unable to continue for a moment.

      Tentatively, not wanting to scare him away, but aching to comfort him, she reached out and smoothed his hair gently.

      “We’re all right. We’re both all right.”

      “Sasha, I love you,” he declared, eyes blazing. “I knew from the start that I didn’t want to lose you, but when I thought something had happened to you? It became even more clear to me that I have to find a way to move past this. I keep asking for time, but time isn’t promised to any of us. So I want you to know…I forgive you.”

      She let out a strangled cry, but he pushed on.

      “And I want you to forgive me, too. We both let our past color how we saw one another. But when I look at you, I know you aren’t like my father. I would trust you with my life, so I need to trust you with my heart again, too.”

      “Oh, Gabe,” Sasha responded, her voice barely above a whisper, “I know I messed up. Big time. But I will never deceive you like that again, and I’m learning that I can trust you not to walk away from me when things get tough.”

      “We can do this. I know we can. Just don’t give up on me.”

      “Never,” Sasha promised. “Don’t you give up on me, either. I need you, and our little one needs you, too.” Guiding the hand that was still holding hers, she placed his on her belly, and he caressed it.

      Exhaustion washed over her and she sunk more deeply against the pillow. The events of the past few hours had taken their toll, especially now that the adrenaline had faded. She closed her eyes against the fluorescent lights, and Gabe seemed to notice, because he rose to turn them off, so that only the soft light from the window illuminated the room.

      “Rest while I call the family and Maryanne and let them know you and the baby are okay. You know how hospitals can be, it might be an hour or more before they get the discharge papers done. In the meantime, do you need something? Any water?” he asked.

      “Come sit with me again for just another minute,” she said.

      Sasha vowed to hold on to moments like these as they slowly rebuilt the trust they had lost. She never wanted to go through another scare like this again, but when the chips were down and life threw them a devastating curveball, she wanted only one person in her corner, and that was Gabe.

      Together, they could face anything.

      Sasha closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep, dreaming of a baby girl with blue eyes, dark hair, and her daddy’s smile…
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Cee-cee

        

      

    

    
      “You want me to make you some tea?”

      Cee-cee stared out the bay window of her apartment as Mick gently rubbed her shoulders. She turned to smile at him and shook her head.

      “I think I’m okay, thank you.”

      But she wasn’t. It had been a hell of a week, and yesterday had been especially awful. When Mick had called her on the way to the hospital, she’d been a total basket case.

      “She’s all right now, so take a deep breath and focus on that,” Mick counseled softly. “Thinking about ‘what if” will only drive you crazy.”

      “I know,” she replied, shuddering as she leaned forward and pressed her face into her hands. “God, Mick…things have been off between her and Gabe lately and I might’ve been a little chilly toward her at Beckett and Anna’s the last time I saw her. I’d have never forgiven myself for adding to her stress if she-”

      “She didn’t,” Mick cut in, coming around to sit beside her on the couch. “She’s fine. Gabe’s fine. The baby is fine.”

      She knew he was right. She’d been in the waiting room when they’d left the hospital last night, and she’d spoken to Gabe earlier that morning. Everything was good. Still, it was going to take a bit for her to truly believe it. “Maybe I’ll feel better once I see them in person again.”

      The scent of freshly baked cinnamon rolls, intended for Sasha, was thick in the air. She wasn’t sure what to do for them, but she needed to do something. When in doubt?

      Bake.

      Her phone buzzed and she snagged it from the coffee table. Her heart skittered when she saw the name displayed on the screen.

      “Anna?”

      With the exception of a few terse text replies, she hadn’t heard from her youngest sister since the day she and Stephanie told her about Nikki. Had she finally come to terms with what she’d learned?

      If so, they had a lot to talk about.

      “Hey, sister,” Anna said, her voice quiet and subdued, so unlike her usual tone. “I just wanted to apologize for storming out the other day. I still don’t want to meet up with… her or anything,” she continued in a rush, “but I shouldn’t have acted that way toward you and Steph. It wasn’t my intention to kill the messenger, so to speak. I guess I was kind of in shock over it all. It’s taken me some time to untangle my feelings on the whole thing. Anyway, I’m sorry for taking it out on you. It wasn’t your fault and you guys handled it exactly right. There was no good way to deliver that kind of news.”

      “It’s okay, Anna. I’m not angry and neither is Steph. We love you and knew you needed some time,” Cee-cee said, closing her eyes and leaning into Mick. As happy as she was her sister was reaching out, the pain was still very evident in her voice. This wasn’t going to be something that could be processed or fixed in a week.

      “For right now, though, I’m more worried about what’s going on with Gabe and Sasha. Max texted me last night and has been keeping me posted, but I hadn’t heard from her this morning.”

      “Actually, I’m heading over there to see them shortly and drop off some food. Do you want to go together?”

      “Are you still feeling salty over the stuff between her and Gabe?” Anna asked.

      “No,” Cee-cee said, pursing her lips. “I’ve been thinking a lot about it, and I trust Gabe’s judgment. I also trust my own. She’s a sweet girl, and I feel like she must’ve had her reasons, whether I understand them or not. It’s between the two of them and I’m going to keep my nose out of it. So do you want me to pick you up? I was about to leave anyway.”

      “Sure,” Anna replied, “see you in a few.” 

      Cee-cee ended the call and stood.

      “That was Anna. I think it would be good if-”

      “Say no more,” Mick murmured, nodding. “You go with your sister. I was only going to go to be your support if you needed me. I can bat cleanup here and make sure all the dishes are done and this place is spic and span when you get home. Sound good?”

      She bent low and hugged him tight, breathing in his musky smell as gratitude swelled inside her. He always knew the right thing to say and the best way to make her feel loved.

      She would never take this for granted.

      She stepped back and headed into the kitchen to wrap up the cinnamon rolls and a loaf of bread she’d made for Sasha. Then, she packed the pot of chowder she’d made into an airtight container.

      She made the short trip to Anna’s and found her sister waiting at the door, clutching a large Tupperware container. Anna wiggled her fingers as she ambled down the walkway toward the car.

      “Hey, sister,” she said with a wobbly grin, zipping her jacket up with her free hand and then opening the car door. “I brought soup.”

      Anna still didn’t look like herself. Her skin looked wan despite the lingering suntan, and there was a haunted look in her eye that belied her cheerful tone. It made Cee-cee want to tell her to drop the charade and beg her to talk…really talk to her, but she tamped down the urge.

      If she knew her sister at all, she knew one thing; Anna would talk when she was ready, and not a second sooner.

      Cee-cee forced a chuckle and gestured to the container in the back seat. “Great minds think alike. What kind did you make?”

      “Italian wedding. It’s Beckett’s recipe, and it actually came out delicious.”

      “Clam chowder for me, so we’re good,” Cee-cee said with a nod. “One can never have enough soup. It’s autumn in Maine, after all.”

      They spent the ten-minute drive to Gabe’s catching up on the past week. Anna told Cee-cee about some amazing new puffin pictures she’d managed to snap. Cee-cee told Anna about a three-year-old girl who had come into the shop with her mother and somehow managed to slip away for a moment and lock herself in the bathroom. She even got Anna to crack a real smile when she described what happened when they finally managed to break in using a paring knife.

      Completely oblivious to their frantic attempts to get the door open and her mother’s fear she might ingest some sort of chemical while locked in, when the door finally swung open, they’d found little Bailey with her hands on her hips, wrapped from ankle to neck in toilet paper.

      “Do you wike my dwess?” she’d demanded.

      “Kids are hilarious,” Anna said, grinning in delight. “I can’t wait until Gabe and Sasha’s baby is a little bigger so they can get the full-on, fun Aunt Anna treatment. Between their little punkin’ and Teddy, I’ll be able to get my baby fix whenever I want.”

      Her sister had gotten very close to Beckett’s grandson, Teddy, over the past year, and she’d treated him to the same love she’d shown Cee-cee and Stephanie’s kids growing up.

      There was a point to be made there about family being what you make it, and how hearts expanded and welcomed newcomers—like Nikki—in all the time, but Cee-cee couldn’t bring herself to make it while Anna was smiling.

      Patience, she reminded herself. She needs time.

      By the time they got to Gabe and Sasha’s a short while later, Anna seemed slightly more at ease. She and Cee-cee stood side by side as Anna rapped on the door and Cee-cee balanced the loaf of bread on top of the tray buns in one hand, and the chowder in the other.

      It swung open a moment later to reveal a pink-cheeked Sasha, who was dressed in pajama pants and a button down shirt that Cee-cee recognized as a favorite of Gabe’s.

      The sight of her daughter-in-law looking hail and healthy instantly sent a wave of relief rolling through her.

      “Hi, sweetheart,” Cee-cee said warmly, “we brought a few things over so you two won’t have to cook.” 

      “Oh, thank you! You didn’t have to do all that,” Sasha said, stepping backward and gesturing for them to come inside. The second they got through the door, Gabe stepped out of the hallway and appeared behind his wife, his arm slipping easily around her waist for a quick squeeze before he reached out towards them. 

      “Hey,” he said enthusiastically, “why don’t you let me carry some of that stuff for you?” 

      Cee-cee nodded thankfully, handing him the chowder and pulling him into a half embrace with her free hand. “Thanks for letting us come by. We won’t stay long, we just wanted to check on you both.” 

      “Happy to have you,” Gabe said, accepting the container of soup from Anna, as well, before moving away from the door. “Why don’t we go to the kitchen where we can sit?”

      “Sure,” Cee-cee said, but she gently took Sasha’s arm as Gabe and Anna went ahead. “How do you feel today?”

      “Back to normal. Besides the usual pregnancy stuff, at least.”

      “I’m so happy to hear it,” Cee-cee said. “Sasha, I-” She broke off and wet her lips. “I’m so sorry about the way I behaved at dinner that night. What you and Gabe were going through was none of my business. I shouldn’t have even known about it, and I definitely shouldn’t have sat in judgment. I want you to know I wasn’t angry. I was just feeling protective and hurt for Gabe.”

      She hadn’t planned to say it so directly but it seemed like the right thing to do in the moment. 

      “It’s okay,” Sasha said, smiling as she held out her arms and gave Cee-cee a hug. “You are his mother, after all. It’s normal to hurt when your kids hurt. Gabe and I are working through it and we are doing really good now. Let’s move on from here.” She pulled back and took Cee-cee’s hand. “Now come on. Those buns smell like heaven and I can’t wait to try one.”

      Cee-cee walked side by side with Sasha to the kitchen.

      They found Gabe tugging the tin foil covering off the cinnamon buns. Then, he pulled out a stool, taking a seat in front of the granite countertop where he’d laid the rest of the food.

      She felt a rush of joy as Sasha pushed the seat next to him a few inches closer and sat down. 

      Something had changed between them. Just a couple weeks ago, there’d been an almost tangible distance between them. Now, though, the spark they’d had before the wedding seemed to have returned.

      Forgiveness.

      It was powerful magic. She tucked the thought away for later examination and turned to Sasha.

      “Shall I get some plates?”

      “Actually, now that I think about it, I think I’ll start with some chowder and have a bun for dessert,” Sasha said, rubbing her hands together in anticipation.

      “Grandma Rose’s recipe?” Gabe asked with a fond smile as he gestured to the chowder.

      “Of course.” Cee-cee nodded, pretending she didn’t notice Anna stiffen slightly at the mention of their mother’s name as she bustled around for bowls and spoons. Right now, it was about Gabe and Sasha.

      The four of them chatted while the soup heated on the stove, filling the tiny kitchen with the wonderfully smoky, bacon-y smell of New England clam chowder.

      “Wow,” Sasha said, leaning in to inspect her steaming bowl. “This is going to hit the spot.”

      She dug in as Gabe turned to his mother. “Also, we probably should’ve led with this, but Sasha and I found out a little news while we were at the hospital, as well.”

      Cee-cee’s heart leaped with excitement as his meaning dawned on her. “Well?” she demanded, leaning forward. 

      He turned to Sasha, nodding for her to break the news.

      “It’s a girl.” 

      Cee-cee stood up from her stool and began to make her way around the island, joy bubbling away inside her like a fountain. “That’s fantastic! Oh my gosh, I’m going to be Grandma to a baby girl!” she cooed, reaching her arms out to pull the two of them into a hug.

      Anna stepped back over, beaming. “I’m so happy for you guys!”

      “We’ve already decided on a name,” Gabe added. 

      Cee-cee dabbed at her eye, feeling tears beginning to form as she remembered living through the same types of moments when she was pregnant with Gabe. It was almost unbelievable to her that the little boy she’d carried inside her for nine months had now grown old enough to experience the same joy. She nodded for them to continue, thanking God that he’d found the strength to forgive Sasha before letting the grudge ruin some of the best times of his life.

      “Her name will be Grace,” Gabe said, his lip wavering as he said the name. 

      “Grace,” Cee-cee echoed softly, ignoring the stray tears that were beginning to slide down her cheeks. “Something we could all use a little more of, at times.”

      It wasn’t lost on her that this wasn’t simply a sweet name for a child. It was a reminder—no, a celebration—of the forgiveness Sasha and Gabe had extended to each other in the name of love. 

      Anna smiled and squeezed Sasha’s shoulder. “I can’t wait to meet her,” she said. 

      Cee-cee locked eyes with her son for a long moment and then inhaled deeply.

      It had been a tough week, to be sure, but today? Right now?

      Things were just grand.

      She stepped back and reached for her jacket. “Anyway, we just wanted to check in on you. I’m sure you’re still tired from that whole ordeal so Anna and I should probably head out.”

      “Why don’t you stay a bit? We could make some tea or-,” Sasha started.

      “We’ll get together later in the week, maybe, if you’re up to it. I’m sure you two could use a little more alone time,” Anna said, smiling fondly at the pair. 

      “Sit and enjoy your lunch. We’ll see ourselves out,” Cee-cee added.

      The trip back to Anna’s house was quiet, each of the women lost in their own thoughts. It wasn’t until they pulled into the driveway that Cee-cee forced herself to speak.

      “I love you. But you know we’re going to have to talk about it eventually, right?” she said. “Like…really talk about it?”

      Anna exhaled, pulling her hand away from the door and turning back to her older sister. They locked eyes for a long moment.

      “I’m not ready,” she said finally, “for any of it.”

      Cee-cee unbuckled her seatbelt and turned to fully face her sister.

      “I understand that. I truly do. But you aren’t the only one with feelings in this scenario, sis. Nikki has been thinking about this for two years. Her siblings told her not to come, she waited until Pop passed and now, she’s finally gotten to fulfill her wish to come and find you. She’s made a lot of sacrifices to do it, too. Don’t you think you should give her something in the way of a response? Even if it’s just telling her you’re not ready?” Cee-cee pleaded. “She’s a good soul, Anna, I really think you’d like-” 

      “Stop. Just stop.” Anna shook her head vigorously. “I hear what you’re saying, but that’s the thing of it, Cee-cee. She knew about me for a long time but I just found out about her. So I don’t share the same longing as she does. There wasn’t a hole in my life or the feeling that something was missing. I still haven’t gotten my head around Pop not being my biological father yet. Or Mom…God, I still can’t get over Mom…”

      Anna’s throat worked as she turned to gaze sightlessly out the windshield.

      “Mom did something terrible, and Pop forgave her. We’ll probably never know why she did what she did. That’s a hard pill to swallow. But make no mistake; Pop was your father,” Cee-cee insisted. “In every way that matters, at least.”

      Anna’s face grew harder as she turned her gaze back to Cee-cee. “By that same logic, then Nikki isn’t my sister in any way that matters, either. I don’t owe her anything just because her dad and our mom decided to betray their spouses and sleep together. I don’t want to talk about it again, Cee-cee. I mean it.” 

      She pushed the car door open and slid halfway out before turning back, her face a mask of pain.

      “Did it ever occur to you that, on top of allll the crap this revelation has dragged to the surface, there’s a whole other issue to grapple with?” she demanded. “I have other siblings, too. Siblings who apparently want nothing to do with me. Eric Merrill is still alive, Cee-cee. My biological father is still walking, breathing on this earth. If I pulled on this thread with Nikki, everything else unravels along with it. Did he ever think of me, or wonder if I was all right? Why didn’t he ever look for me?” She shook her head grimly. “No thanks. I’m going to do my level best to forget I ever heard about Nikki Merrill and go back to the way things were before. And I’d really appreciate it if you’d let me.”

      She slammed the door and marched up the walkway, leaving Cee-cee to stare after her, an ache right in the center of her chest.

      That hadn’t gone well.

      That hadn’t gone well at all.
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      Sasha rolled her fork in circles, wrapping up the remnants of the pasta and taking a last, delicious bite.

      The rich Alfredo sauce and nutty parmesan had hit all the right notes and had fulfilled the cravings she’d been having. And since it was a birthday party, and she was eating for two, it was the perfect time to indulge. Surely she could squeeze in some celebratory dessert…

      Gabe traced his fingers over her back from the chair beside her and she leaned toward him.

      What a night. They’d all gathered at Mastriani’s Ristorante to celebrate Stephanie’s birthday. Ethan, Cee-cee, Mick, Anna and Beckett, Todd and Max and Ian…Even Stephanie’s daughter Sarah and her husband Oliver had made the trip from out of state. And her younger son, Jeff, had taken a long weekend off from his graduate studies to join them.

      It was a real family affair, and so far, it was turning out to be a lot lovelier than the last she’d attended. They’d just finished a spectacular meal and Ian was entertaining them with escape room anecdotes.

      “So they were running out of time and trying to think of any last ditch plans to get out, and the poor kid thought that the fire alarm was part of the room, so he pulls it. The alarm goes off, everyone in the other rooms comes running out,” he continued with a belly laugh. “I had to call the firehouse and tell him everything was all right, and get everyone back in the rooms. Needless to say, I put a big sign on the box saying ‘DO NOT TOUCH UNLESS ON FIRE’ for next time.” 

      Sasha joined the rest of the family in a laugh, her thoughts going back to her own experience at the escape room. So much had changed since that day. From the scare that’d sent her to the hospital to selecting a name for their child, the past few weeks had been a flurry of activity. The good kind. Best of all, though, her relationship with Gabe was stronger than ever.

      She felt a tap tap tap in her belly and grabbed her husband’s hand.

      “She’s kicking again! She must’ve liked the fettuccini,” Sasha whispered, pressing Gabe’s hand to her stomach.

      His eyes widened in wonder like they had every time since Grace had started kicking hard enough for him to feel it the week before.

      “She’s going to be strong, just like her mother,” he said softly.

      “It’s been a big learning process,” Ian continued, unaware of their hushed conversation, “but I’ve had a lot of fun so far and I’m really excited to see it grow.”

      Sasha smiled as she noticed how Max was looking at him. There was obvious love in her eyes as she watched proudly. The two of them would be moving in together soon, and Sasha was hard-pressed to think of a better match for her headstrong sister-in-law. Ian had come into her life at the perfect time, and was driven and bright, just like Max.

      Her sister-in-law must’ve sensed her gaze and she turned to face her with a warm smile. Things had been so much better between the two of them, Sasha could only hope it would continue. Max had come to the house a few days after she’d been released from the hospital, bringing a massive teddy bear and picture books for the future baby, along with a well thought out and earnest apology. They’d even made plans to go to lunch sometime, once Sasha’s load at work and school slowed down. It was wonderful knowing she wasn’t putting Gabe in a weird spot where things would be awkward between them. It’d be even nicer if she’d found a friend…

      “Wait, is my niece kicking?” Max demanded as she caught sight of Gabe’s hand on Sasha’s belly, eyes wide with excitement. “Can I feel?” she asked.

      “Sure,” Sasha said, chuckling. “I was going to invite you guys to check it out but didn’t want to interrupt Ian.”

      Max stood and rushed over as Cee-cee, Anna and Stephanie got in line behind her.

      Baby Grace didn’t disappoint as the women huddled around Sasha, each taking a turn to feel her rolling around and hamming it up in there.

      She turned as her husband’s arm slipped around her shoulder. “Maybe she’ll be a gymnast,” he said with a grin.

      The time before she’d thought she’d wanted a baby seemed so distant now and, now, it was almost all she could think about.

      “That’s really neat,” Anna, who’d wound up last in line, murmured as she laid a gentle hand on Sasha’s tummy.

      Sasha’s heart gave a squeeze as she really looked at Gabe’s aunt for the first time. In all the commotion and so many people, she hadn’t gotten a chance to really talk to her tonight, but she didn’t need words to know that things were still tough in Anna’s world right now. Purple smudges underscored tired eyes, and the pulsing energy she usually gave off was decidedly subdued. She looked like she hadn’t slept in a week…

      While her own family situation made it difficult to relate to the other woman’s troubles—she’d never had a sibling, and if one showed up on her doorstep, she might expire from joy—she could imagine how difficult all this would be for someone who’d grown up in such a happy family to try and process. Judging by the way that literally no one had talked about it openly since Nikki had come to town, it seemed like Anna was keeping her feelings close to the vest, and it wasn’t Sasha’s way to pry.

      “I hope you’ll let me take some pictures for you when she’s born,” Anna said with a soft smile.

      “Oh, we would love that! I was going to ask, but didn’t want to impose.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Anna said, straightening and tucking a loose curl behind one ear.

      Beckett came up behind her and slipped an arm around her waist.

      “How about we go do that thing,” he murmured, waggling his eyebrows.

      Sasha shot them a questioning look and Anna laughed and turned to glance at Stephanie, who was now busy chatting with Todd at the other end of the table.

      “We have the cake hiding in the car, and I wanted to have the waitress put the candles on and all that. We’ll be back in a few.”

      “Speaking of pictures,” Cee-cee said from her left, interrupting her thoughts. “Can I steal you for a second to take a few shots of you out on the deck? We should really start chronicling that baby bump. What do you say?”

      “Sure,” Sasha said, turning to Gabe. “I’ll be right back, okay? Your mother wants to take some pictures with me outside.”

      He nodded, his head darting in for a quick peck before he pulled his arm away.

      Sasha stood and followed her mother-in-law toward the door that led outside. The heady smell of the ocean overtook the scents of freshly baked garlic bread and basil as they swung the door open. She closed her eyes and took in the sound of the ocean lapping beneath them, audible despite the chatter in the restaurant, and the breeze sent her skirt fluttering. 

      “It’s a beautiful evening,” Cee-cee remarked as they stepped outside, gesturing across the ocean.

      Sasha shook her head in awe as she took in the view. The crimson and purple splash of twilight made the ocean seem even more vast. It was unseasonably warm and, despite the breeze, there was no need for any jacket over Sasha’s long-sleeved shirt. She turned sideways and cupped her rounded belly.

      “Ready?”

      Cee-cee snapped several photos, having Sasha pose in several different ways and moving twice to change lighting before she was satisfied.

      “I’m sure we have a few good ones by now,” she said, stuffing her phone back into her purse. 

      She looked back up, taking a deep breath as she met Sasha’s eyes. “Thank you for making my son so happy. I love you, Sash.”

      “I love you, too, Cee-cee,” she said, pulling her into a hug. “And I feel honored to be a part of a family like yours.”

      “Then maybe you should start calling me Mom,” Cee-cee said, smiling as they parted from the hug. “You’re my bonus daughter now, after all.”

      Sasha nodded, feeling her lip quiver a bit. Damn hormones, she thought, rubbing at her eyes. It had been twenty years since she’d called anyone that, but now, with Cee-cee, it felt right.

      “Okay, Mom.”

      Cee-cee beamed at her for a moment and then turned as the door slid open.

      “My two favorite ladies,” Gabe called from behind them, the familiar sensation of his arm around her waist coming a moment later.

      “I should probably head back inside now,” Cee-cee said. “Anna is going to come with the cake soon and I’ve got to ensure that the waitstaff is prepared to embarrass Steph with a birthday song.”

      “We’ll be back in just a second,” Gabe said with a chuckle. “I wouldn’t want to miss that.”

      Cee-cee made her way back inside, leaving Gabe and Sasha alone on the deck. For a moment, they stood and watched the waves. Then, he turned and whisked her into his arms.

      “When the baby is born, I want to do it again,” he murmured into her hair.

      “What’s that?” she asked, puzzled. “Make another baby?”

      “No. Well…maybe, but that’s not what I was thinking. I want to renew our vows. No party, no fanfare. Just the two of us. I started thinking the past week or so that, through all of our struggle, I was thinking about how I felt. I hadn’t even considered that your fears and insecurities had been weighing on you for weeks. Even our wedding day was full of guilt and worry. So I want to do it again. With all our cards on the table, and you knowing that I do. I did. And I’d do it again, a thousand times.” He pulled back to gaze down at her. “So what do you say, Mrs. Burrows? Will you marry me…again?”

      She nodded, joyous laughter bubbling past the lump in her throat.

      “Just try and stop me.”

    

  







            25

          

          

      

    

    






Nikki

        

      

    

    
      Nikki took a glance around the little bungalow one last time and nodded. Looked like she’d packed everything.

      Luckily, it had only taken a couple of hours. The place had come furnished, so it was just a matter of weeding through the junk she’d managed to collect over the past couple months, and then the clothes and things she’d brought when she’d come.

      A wave of sadness rolled through her and she pushed out a breath.

      “You did what you came to do. Now, it’s out of your hands,” she muttered.

      It was a mantra she’d repeated a thousand times over the past month as she waited and hoped she’d hear from Anna.

      But she’d put off the inevitable long enough. It was time to give up and head home.

      She dragged the last of her bags to the door and then set the keys on the countertop of the kitchenette.

      It wasn’t all bad, she mused, trying not to let the sadness drag her under. She’d met Eva, who’d become like an honorary Auntie to her. And Bluebird Bay was a beautiful little town. She’d gotten to meet some of Anna’s family, which had been great, despite the circumstances.

      There was no denying, though, it felt like her heart was a puzzle, and there was still a piece missing. Maybe now, more than ever. She’d been so close…

      A sharp rap at the door startled her from her thoughts and she turned and padded toward it. “Coming!”

      Eva knew she was leaving today. In fact, she was a half hour behind schedule. Who could possibly be stopping by right now? As she reached for the knob, her stomach did a flip.

      There was no way…could it be—

      She yanked the door open, breathless, to find her landlady standing there with a small bouquet of flowers.

      “Oh, good, I didn’t miss you!” Flora Velasquez said with a wide smile.

      “Oh…hi, Flora,” Nikki croaked, trying to recover from the gut punch she’d stupidly just subjected herself to.

      Hope is a dangerous thing, she reminded herself bitterly.

      “Hope I’m not bothering you. I just wanted to drop off a little token of appreciation. You were such a lovely tenant. Please, if you ever come back this way, don’t hesitate to call. And if anyone you know is visiting the area, give them my card, won’t you?”

      “That’s really nice of you. Thanks so much.”

      “Think nothing of it.” The other woman handed her the bouquet and a business card, then took a step back. “Anyway, you go ahead and pack, I’ll get out of your way. Have a safe trip back to Cherry Blossom Point!” Flora chirped before heading back down the walkway.

      For a long moment, Nikki stood in the doorway. Until Flora had pulled away in her car. Until her own heart stopped pounding with adrenaline.

      Well, that had been a parting blow she could’ve done without.

      She closed the door and then bent low to take a sniff of the flowers. Lilacs and daisies. Two of her favorites. She laid them on the countertop and began fishing through her packed bags. She could at least wrap the stems in wet paper towels so they would survive the trip back home without wilting any.

      She was just finishing the process when another knock came.

      “One second,” she called as she padded back to the door. “Did you forget something, Fl--”

      The words died on her lips as she stared into a pair of hazel eyes exactly like her own. Blood roared in her ears and she swayed on her feet, sure her legs would give out at any second.

      “Wh-what are you doing here?”

      “Funny,” Anna Sullivan replied. “I came here to ask you the same question.”

      “Hello, Nikki. I’m Anna.”

      

      Can Anna find it in her heart to allow Nikki in? Will Maryanne Brown ever find love? And is Nate Burrows up to no good or has he truly changed for the better? Finding Acceptance is coming March 28thth, 2021!

      

      Want more family-oriented women's fiction, but maybe with a little magic? Try Writing Wrongs, out now and FREE in KU!

      

      Chapter One

      Two hours, thirteen minutes, and twelve seconds.

      That's how much time I had left to play saleswoman at this god-awful flea market I'd somehow allowed my grandmother to talk me into.

      "It'll be fun," she'd said.

      "It'll be easy," she'd said.

      "If you don't do it, you can move your ungrateful ass out of my house and find someone else’s basement to stay in," she'd said.

      Mee-maw really knew how to sweet-talk a girl. And, with the money from my house still tied up in escrow for another month or so, I didn’t have a whole lot of options.

      "Oh my gah, is that Cricket Hawthorne?"

      I hadn't heard the voice in a good twenty-five years, but I recognized it instantly and cringed.

      Marilee—"not Mary-Lee...it’s Mare-uh-lee…like, gently down the stream!" —Rasmusson and I had gone to the same school from kindergarten to senior year, and I'd never spent more than three minutes alone with her that whole time, which I considered a personal accomplishment.

      She wasn't a bad person. Actually, now that I thought about it, I was pretty sure I was the bad person for not being more open to her attempts to establish a friendship. She'd been nothing but kind to me and pretty much everyone else in Rocky Knoll for every one of her forty-eight years on this earth. But it was that really aggressive kind of nice…An in-your-face nice that put a body on edge. She was like a mascot without a costume. A real life Snow White. And I was more of an Ursula type, myself.

      In a nutshell?

      Not a Marilee fan.

      "I heard you were back in town and I could barely believe it! It's been, what? Five years since you came back home and brought that handsome hubby of yours with you?" she asked as she leaned over the table filled with crocheted beer koozies and needlepoint pillows to drag me out of my folding chair and into a non-consensual hug. The scent of sugar cookies instantly filled my nostrils, and my stomach growled.

      "Er, hi, Marilee. Yeah, it's been a while. How are you?" I asked with a smile as I pulled away, settling back into a chair that was clearly meant for a butt smaller than mine.

      "Oh. My. Gah! How cute is that?" she squealed, already turning her attention to the handmade items piled between us. "Did your Mee-maw make all these?” she demanded as she fingered the edge of a pot-holder embroidered with the words ‘Hot Stuff’. “She's so talented. I bet she could be the next Ree Drummond. You know Ree Drummond? The Pioneer Woman?" She waved a hand in front of her periwinkle blue eyes that had gone suspiciously shiny. "She's my idol. Like, for real. I love her so, so much. Do you love her?"

      I side-eyed the clock on the putty-colored wall of our local community center.

      Two hours, twelve minutes, and fifty-nine seconds. Fourteen seconds after the last time I’d checked. Apparently “they” were right. Time really flew when you were having fun.

      "Yep," I said with a distracted nod, trying to maintain eye contact while frantically scoping out the surrounding area in my peripheral vision. My cousin Zoe was in front of a mirror a few tables down with no less than twelve hand-crafted necklaces looped around her throat as she tried to make her selection. “She's a very talented lady.”

      I strained, mentally sending Zoe hard-core S.O.S. vibes, but she was too busy admiring herself to pick up what I was putting down and I had to stop when my eye started to twitch.

      Marilee cocked her head and frowned. "Who’s talented…You mean The Pioneer Woman or your Mee-maw?"

      "Yes. Uhm, both.”

      She let out a tinkling, musical laugh and I half expected a pair of bluebirds to come perch on her sharp little shoulders.

      "You always had the best sense of humor. Did you ever think of becoming a comedian? Heck, you could be the next Ellen. Do you know Ellen? The," she looked around before leaning in with a covert hand cupped around her mouth and whispering, "lesbian talk show host? You could be like her. Only not a lesbian. Unless you are and that's why you got divorced. Which is fine, too. God loves all creatures, big, small, and...different."

      I opened my mouth to reply, but was saved by a low, hacking cough.

      "Sell anything yet?"

      I jerked my head to the right and nearly melted to the floor in relief as I locked eyes with my Mee-maw. People often imagine grandmothers as the Mrs. Claus type. Or that Granny with her pet Tweetie Bird from those old Saturday morning cartoons. White hair in a bun, ever-present apron as she bustled around the kitchen of a cozy house that always smelled like a comforting mix of cinnamon and Ben-gay.

      Yeah, so my Mee-maw was the exact opposite of that.

      She did have white hair, only she'd balked at putting it up, refused to get the requisite "old lady" short cut, couldn't be fussed to style it, and hated having it in her face. Hence the no-nonsense mullet that she'd rocked since I was a kid. Business in the front. Business casual in the back.

      She was also tough as nails and not to be trifled with.

      “Hi there, Dorothea! I was just telling Cricket, here, how much I enjoyed your handicrafts and doodads,” Marilee cooed.

      Mee-maw nodded, a grin tipping her lips as she took Marilee’s dainty hand in her own grisled paw. “I appreciate that very much, kiddo. Which ones have you bought so far?”

      Marilee blinked, her cheeks flushing a pretty shade of pink.

      “Oh, I-I was still trying to decide which colors to go with,” she mumbled, leaning in to peer at the beer koozies, brows narrowed in concentration. “I’ll take the blue and yellow, please,” she said with a smile as Mee-maw released her hand.

      “Excellent choice. And then how many pot holders did you need, two, or four?” Mee-maw asked, raising a slate gray brow in question.

      “Um, two…f-four,” she corrected at the narrowing of my grandmother’s eyes. “Yes. Four would be good,” she added with a nod. “They’ll make amazing Christmas gifts.”

      “Damn right,” Mee-maw chirped, turning her attention back on me and scratching at her square chin as she glanced around the room. “Still a lot of people here, but unless you put some muscle into it, we’re going to have to schlep all this crap home, so can you show a little enthusiasm? And go ahead and ring up Marilee, here, so she can be on her way.”

      “Well, there’s nothing to ring her up on,” I muttered, “But yeah, sure. Enthusiasm. Roger that.”

      She scowled at me before charging off toward a circle of women chatting in the corner of the room, probably to browbeat them into coming over.

      “That will be nine dollars, please,” I said to Marilee with a tight smile.

      She dug a hand into her purse and pulled out a tenner, waiting patiently for her change.

      “Your grandmother sure is a card, isn’t she?”

      “That’s one way to put it,” I agreed as I fished four quarters from the meager cashbox and handed them to her, already distracted.

      There were over fifty vendors at this shindig, all hawking some version of the same three things: Handicrafts, antiques, or knick-knacks, with most focused on the former. If I wanted to keep Mee-maw’s complaints to a minimum and not have to make fifteen trips to the car with the boxes we’d brought here, I was going to have to step up my game some.

      “Thanks a lot, Cricket,” Marilee said as she took her bag and pocketed her change. “And please, let me know if you want to grab a cup of tea one day and just catch up. I’d love to hear what you’ve been up to these past few years!”

      Visions of me wandering aimlessly through my old house in dirty sweatpants wondering where it all went wrong, while eating peanut butter directly from the jar because making a sandwich seemed too hard, ran through my mind and I cleared my throat.

      “Sounds like fun. I’ll be in touch.”

      She wiggled her fingers at me and pranced off as I turned my attention to the competition. Thinking about the excruciatingly slow death of my marriage and the depressing aftermath wasn’t going to sell potholders, so I forced myself to focus, eyeing the other tables.

      What did we have that they didn’t?

      “You like?” Zoe blurted as she rushed up from behind me.

      I turned to find my cousin standing there sporting a crimson hat the size of a spaceship, and blinked.

      “Um, yes? For when, though? Are you going to the Kentucky Derby or?”

      “No. For whenever.” She did a twirl and then frowned. “Fine. You’re not a hat person, so you don’t get it. How’s it going here?”

      “It’s going.”

      An older gentleman nodded in greeting as he strolled past and Zoe reflexively swept her hair aside to bare one shoulder.

      “Well hello, handsome,” she murmured, fluttering her lashes.

      Zoe took flirting to a whole new level. Sure, she still used the tried and true methods, but she’d managed to improve on every single one. She was an innovator. The Bill Gates of flirting. It was a weapon that served her well in her own business as a bakery owner, but also in life. What Zoe wanted, Zoe got, most of the time.

      The man had slowed to a stop, smile widening. “Well hello there, pretty lady. What have you got for sale, there?”

      Zoe was forty-six and he had to be pushing seventy, but my cousin’s charms knew no such boundaries, and she preened.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” she asked with a wink. She let that hang there for a second before bursting into a chuckle and then looping her arm through his. “I kid. Come, look. We’ve got all sorts of amazing, handmade items our dear granny knitted with her own two hands.”

      My spirits sang as I locked eyes with her and mouthed, “Be back in a bit,” with an exaggerated gesture toward the table and then cash box.

      She inclined her head almost imperceptibly to let me know she had things under control, and I barely refrained from sprinting away in glee. Just being out of that seat for a while felt like heaven. With a snack and a nice, hot, cuppa joe under my belt, I’d be refreshed and ready to sell sell sell.

      “It’s the home stretch. You can do this,” I murmured under my breath.

      I had my sights set on a refreshments table a few down from ours that was practically bowing under the weight of spread laid upon it. One might think because I worked part-time in my cousin’s bakery, I’d be sick of sweets.

      One would be wrong.

      Donuts, muffins and scones all vied for my attention as I made a beeline in that direction.

      “Excuse me,” a husky voice called from a few yards away. “Miss?”

      If she’d called me ma’am, I probably would’ve kept going, but I was vain enough to appreciate the implied compliment and slowed to a stop, sparing one last, longing glance to the coffeecake that had been beckoning.

      “Yes?”

      I locked gazes with the woman standing behind a table of antiques and a chill ran through me. Her wide eyes were golf course green and her skin glowed with the vitality of youth, despite a plethora of wrinkles, but it was her fiery red hair that stood out most. It was an explosion of curls that might’ve been hard for most women her age to pull off, but seemed to fit her just right. I hadn’t seen her before—she had a face I’d remember—but something about her felt so familiar. I wasn’t big on hippy dippy stuff, but I could only describe it as a deep sense of déjà vu.

      She studied me in silence for so long the chill I’d experienced was turning the corner and ramping up to a disturbing, icy dread. Like walking through a dark parking lot at night and hearing heavy footfalls moving closer. Just when I was about to wheel around and bolt away like a weirdo, she nodded and her pursed lips split into a warm smile.

      “Were you in the market for any antiques today?” she asked, her bright tone and now friendly demeanor chasing the heebie-jeebies away. It was like the clouds had parted, and the sun had come shining in. I barely refrained from letting out a sigh of relief.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d felt weird lately, seemingly for no reason. In fact, the past few months had been like my own little internal freak show. Some mornings, I woke up from a dead sleep, drenched and beet red from night sweats. Others, I felt so low and down I could barely get out of bed at all. And then there were the days that I tore out of bed like a ball of barely repressed fury, where any little thing might set me off.

      Menopause was a witch and she’d taken my hormones hostage. But, none of that was this poor lady’s fault, so I forced a smile.

      “Actually, I’m not really looking to buy much. I’m a vendor here, too. Just selling some crafts and whatnot,” I said, gesturing back toward Mee-maw’s table where Zoe’s mark was digging for his wallet as she bagged up the remaining stock of beer koozies for him.

      I sent her a mental high five as I turned back to the red-haired woman.

      “Maybe take a look anyway,” she said, waving a hand over her wares. “You never know what might strike your fancy.”

      The only thing my fancy was interested in sat just yards away, smothered in a thick layer of gooey icing peppered with walnuts, but I leaned in obligingly and checked out the goods. Everything gave off that disconcerting smell I associated with antiques…like musty secrets. I preferred my stuff brand spanking new, straight out of an IKEA box, thank you very much.

      I skimmed over some lamps, a clearly broken VCR, and an old phonograph before landing on a wickedly sharp-looking, gargoyle letter opener that had clearly been made for murder.

      “Very nice,” I said, shooting her a sunny grin. “The craftsmanship is…just…yeah. Really good. Unfortunately, I’m living with my grandmother currently, and until I get my own place, I really can’t make any purchases.”

      “Aw, I understand, dear. Who is your grandmother?” she asked, cocking her head. “I just moved back to Rocky Knoll last month, but lived here from the time I was born until my early thirties. Maybe I know her.”

      “Dorothea Hawthorne?” I replied. “People call her Dot. She’s around here somewhere…” I said, glancing over my shoulder to see if she was nearby.

      “That’s all right, dear. No need to bother her. My name is Connie Bagshaw,” she said as she handed me a business card. “I’ve just opened a shop called Connie’s Curiosities over on Exeter Street, so I’m sure we’ll meet one another at some point. Rocky Knoll might be more populated now, but it’s still a small town at heart.”

      She leaned in and absently brushed away a dust bunny that had floated onto an old fashioned, black typewriter that sat in the corner of the table. She continued to chatter and I heard the words she was saying—something about some things changing but others staying the same—but they barely registered. I was too focused on the typewriter.

      The chipping, black paint. The squat, frumpy casing. The total lack of ergonomics.

      In a word?

      It was glorious.

      Was I a writer?

      No. Not yet, at least. But suddenly my brain felt like it would burst with stories untold.

      “How much?” I breathed, my palms going clammy with an almost frantic need to clack noisily away on those impractical keys.

      “For you?” she asked, arching a fiery brow. “Forty bucks.”

      It was then that I uttered the three little words that would change my life in ways not even Nostradamus could’ve predicted.

      “I’ll take it.”

      If I’d known that my decision would land me with a hangman's noose tightening around my neck as I contemplated my impending demise, just a few weeks later?

      I’d have gone with the VCR.

      

      Chapter Two

      “You?” Mee-maw asked, head cocked in utter confusion. “A writer? Like, as in, books?”

      I folded one half of the omelet over onto the other and nodded in satisfaction at the perfect, buttery-yellow exterior. Gordon Ramsay wouldn’t be calling this chick a useless cow anytime soon.

      “Yeah,” I said, turning back toward my grandmother and cousin as they stared at me from their seats at the kitchen table. If I’d deluded myself into thinking they would support this new career path, the dubious expressions on their faces would’ve definitely cured me of that. Luckily, I had no such delusions. I knew they’d be armed and ready with the firehose to spray Hater-Ade all over my parade, and, frankly?

      I didn’t give a rat’s crack.

      I was doing this. I’d never felt so certain of anything in my life. I was going to be a writer and no one was going to stop me.

      Still, if I could convince them that this made any kind of sense, given my complete and total lack of interest in writing over the previous forty-eight years of my life, they’d be much easier to deal with, so I put on my salesman cap for the second time that day.

      “Well, eventually I’ll write whole books, I guess,” I conceded, cutting the nine egg monstrosity into three and sliding equal parts onto plates. “But I’m just going to write and see what comes out. Maybe short stories to start.”

      “Oookay,” Zoe said, nodded slowly. “And you’re going to do what with them?”

      “I’m going to sell them.”

      “For money,” Mee-maw replied, deadpan.

      “No. For clams and seashells,” I replied with a snort as I doled out the plates and took my seat between them. “Of course for money. Eventually.”

      “And people are going to pay you for these stories because…” Mee-maw coaxed.

      I forked up a bite of dinner omelet and plugged it into my mouth, despite the fact that its interior was about the temperature of molten lava, mainly to keep myself from snapping.

      At the end of the day, I didn’t need her approval, but I was living in her house close to rent-free for the time being. Things could get even less comfy real fast if she didn’t feel like I was at least trying to get my crap together.

      I chewed and then swallowed before replying. “Well, people are always telling me how funny I am and that I tell great stories.”

      “Out loud,” Zoe confirmed. “You’re entertaining at parties because you feel like if you distract people with your humor and tall tales, they won’t ask you about anything real or personal.”

      Ouch.

      “But you were a C- student, and even that was only because you were good at math and science. I was the one who wrote all your term papers for you,” she reminded me before forking up some omelet.

      I refrained from pointing out that, had she rolled up her sleeves and put in a little more elbow grease, maybe I could’ve gotten some B’s, and tried to focus on the big picture.

      “I’ve lived more life now. I have more to say…better stories to tell. And besides, I know how to type. What is writing other than coming up with good stories and then getting them down on paper?”

      “I guess,” Mee-maw muttered, tucking into her eggs. “But a typewriter seems like the wrong tool for the job these days. You’ll have to re-type everything on a computer, won’t you?”

      Strange. I hadn’t even considered that, but I wasn’t about to tell that to Mee-maw.

      “The typewriter is just a first step to get my creativity brewing. It’s going to be great,” I assured her.

      “Okay. You’re still going to work down at the bakery while you explore this new passion, yeah?”

      “Of course,” I said with a nod. “I’m not going to go off half-cocked or anything. I’ll be doing it in my spare time. I just wanted to let you guys know I’m going to be busy, is all, so I won’t be around as much.”

      “Okay, then. I think it sounds nice,” Zoe said. “Maybe it will be a nice distraction from…everything.”

      The room went silent but for the scraping of forks on plates.

      “Everything” was one of the code words for my divorce, along with “all of this”, “that whole mess”, and “your dealings with Greg”. Neither my cousin nor our grandmother much liked the “D” word. Zoe and her husband Phil had been together since we were teenagers, and despite the fact that they lived almost entirely separate lives and had for decades, she’d never even consider divorcing him. In her mind, a promise was a promise. She’d said ‘til death do they part, and she meant that shit.

      Mee-maw and our grandfather, on the other hand, had a solid partnership. Strong. Practical. They took care of each other. There was no great passion there, but it had been easy and comfortable. He had her back, she had his, and nothing could come between them. If Granddad hadn’t passed away thirty-five years ago, there was no question they’d still be together now.

      I might’ve been able to live with that kind of marriage. But Greg and I didn’t even have that. Because things had seemed fine from the outside looking in, though, neither Mee-maw or Zoe could really grasp why we—okay, mostly me—had called it quits. Sure, he’d been hard to count on, and when it came to the kids and the house stuff, I’d done all the heavy-lifting. But he didn’t hit me, hadn’t cheated, wasn’t a drug user, and drank only socially. There were no glass breaking, lung-busting fights. In our decades together, we’d managed to raise two decent humans together, Lizzie and Jack, both upstanding, self-sufficient citizens in their mid-twenties, but I’d realized pretty early on that something was missing. Something I’d spent my children’s whole, young lives convincing myself I didn’t need. That it wasn’t important.

      Magic.

      Probably seemed silly to some people, but not to me. I hadn’t fooled myself into thinking marriage would be a fairy tale full of heart-shaped boxes of chocolates, or rose petal-covered sheets. I had, however, witnessed true love. Deep love. Love as steady as a heartbeat. A partnership and a friendship as true as my grandparents’ had been, but with something…extra. A spark that I’d only witnessed in my first eight years of life but that had marked my soul indelibly, that I’d never forgotten.

      A memory of my mom and dad flickered through my mind in bold, riotous color. Mom’s golden hair, a mass of waves down her back as she swayed in front of the stove, singing Carol King, off-key. The smell of cinnamon chip pancakes in the air. Dad’s chuckle as he slipped past her for plates, absently caressing her hip.

      They were forever doing that. Touching each other. Not in flashy, overt displays of affection. Just constant, low-level, reflexive connection. Dad would drop a kiss on her shoulder, or pat her bottom when she walked by. Mom would ruffle his hair, or stroke his five o’clock shadow.

      I hadn’t really considered it at all until well into couple’s counseling with Greg and my own therapy sessions. It had been then that I’d finally gotten to the root of my deep sense of melancholy that had spiraled into full-blown depression.

      I was in my mid-forties and I’d never experienced a connection like that. My children had left the nest, my job there was—for practical purposes—done, and suddenly, the thing I thought I could live without, the thing I’d convinced myself wasn’t important, became the only thing that was. Not just for me, but as stupid and idealistic as it seemed, for Greg, too. He was a good man. He deserved to have someone look at him the way my mom had looked at my dad. And that someone would never be me.

      Who knew if we’d ever find it even if we did break up? My therapist and I had gone over that part at length. What my parents had was a rare gem and I was trading in something of at least some value—something knowable and safe—for what might be nothing at all.

      And I had to admit, so far, being divorced hadn’t been a party, either. It was lonely and humbling and scary. But under all that, there was this nugget of hope inside me. Now, at least I had a chance at that kind of love. And if I didn’t find it, that was okay, too. At least now I’d have time to find myself again. The person whose own needs had been buried somewhere under the needs of everyone else around them. If that was selfish, too bad. Life was short and I’d spent it taking care of others for more than half of mine.

      This bit?

      This bit was for me.

      I popped the last morsel of omelet into my mouth and set the fork on the plate before meeting Zoe’s gaze.

      “I really appreciate the support, and I think you’re right. It will be a good distraction, at the very least.” I stood and made a move to get the dishes, but she stopped me.

      “You go ahead and get started on your story. I’ve got these. If I don’t see you before I go, see you in the AM, yeah?”

      I could tell she was feeling a little guilty over her initial dismissal of my writerly dreams and I let her off the hook, because family.

      “Yup. I’ll be there, bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.”

      “Thanks for helping out at the flea market,” Mee-maw added as I pushed in my chair. “You done good, kiddo.”

      I flipped her an easy thumbs up. “No problem. The least I could do.”

      With that, I scuttled out of the room, the tension in me releasing as I hobbled down the stairs to the semi-finished basement suite, still stiff from sitting all day.

      If I was going to be a writer for real, second order of business would be a good chair, followed by a treadmill desk.

      First order of business, though?

      Some actual writing.

      The second I stepped into the living room slash bedroom, it called to me. My super excellent old, new typewriter. I’d half-expected for the excitement to wear off, but it was just as compelling now, hours later, as it had been the moment I’d laid eyes on it.

      “Come to mama, you precious thing, you,” I murmured.

      I’d tossed my hair into a knot on top of my head and changed into leggings and my favorite, oversized Hufflepuff hoodie when we’d gotten home, so all that was left to do was get down to brass tacks.

      Nearly trembling with anticipation, I sat down on the couch and dragged the coffee table close enough to press against my knees. Then, I plucked a sheet of crisp, white paper from the pile I’d snagged from Mee-maw’s office and tucked it into the roller.

      “What’s it going to be, Cricket?” I muttered to myself. “Murder and mayhem? Mischief and magic? Other things beginning with M?”

      I rolled the paper down and pounded the carriage return button, setting off a satisfying ding.

      “Nice.”

      For the next hour, I sat there thinking. I thought so hard, it was a wonder my brain didn’t start giving off smoke. I had ideas over that hour, sure, but every single one of them belonged to someone else. I’d plotted half a story about a dystopian society where there’s a lottery to determine who would go into this melee-type battle with only one survivor before I realized I was just rehashing The Hunger Games.

      “Why is this so hard?” I flopped back against the couch cushion with a groan. I was still practically pulling my hair out trying to come up with a plot when my pocket buzzed.

      I sat up with a sigh, stuffing my hand into my hoodie to pull out my cell phone. Greg’s name lit up the screen and I swiped my thumb over it to open his text message.

      I have some bad news. Give me a call when you can.

      My heart stuttered and I was about to panic when a second message followed close on the heels of the first.

      Kids are fine.

      I swallowed hard and let out a shaky breath. Okay, so whatever the bad news was wasn’t that bad. Still, there were only a couple things my ex-husband would be contacting me about nearly a year after our divorce, and if it wasn’t the kids…

      I thumbed through to his phone number and hit the connect button. He picked up a few seconds later.

      “Hey, Cricket, sorry to bug you. I just…how’re things going?”

      “Things are good, Greg,” I said, still slightly miffed that he’d scared the crap out of me with his text. “What’s up? Everything okay with the house and all?”

      “Yeah, actually, that’s what I was calling about. The inspection didn’t go as planned. The…the um, buyers have retracted their offer.”

      “What?” I gasped, reeling as his words settled over me like a dark cloud. “But why?”

      There was a long pause before he cleared his throat and started babbling.

      “Apparently, we didn’t disclose that there was an oil tank buried in the backyard. I said we’d pay to have it dug up, but they’re worried about soil contamination and the like. They’re paranoid and the realtor couldn’t talk them down. Look…It’s just not going to happen.”

      I dropped my head into my open hand and let out a groan.

      “Greg, I specifically told you to make sure to tell the realtor that when you signed the paperwork. There’s a whole disclosure form to fill out. You promised you—”

      I broke off and swallowed past the knot in my throat.

      This wasn’t on him. It was on me. I’d packed it all. Scrubbed the place clean of our twenty-six years there. Took down every painting, lovingly wrapped every family picture, washed and freshly painted every single wall in an easy-on-the-eyes neutral. I’d cleared out countless boxes in the attic and even emptied the tool shed full of crap he’d insisted we buy but never used. I’d thought he could do this one thing.

      But I’d had literally oceans of experience with Greg. More than enough to know that, despite his assurances, if I moved back home to Rocky Knoll before the sale of the house was complete, he would find a way to drop the ball.

      Shame on me for thinking or hoping otherwise.

      “I remember you saying something about it, but I figured, no harm, no foul, if we just didn’t mention it,” he finally replied. “They’re expensive to remove and it’s not like it’s dangerous. Heck, it never bothered us buried down there all these years.”

      “It’s the law, Greg. And now, in your effort to save us a few grand, you’ve cost us the sale of the house.” I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger and let out a hiss of air. There was no point in doing this with him. What was done was done. Now it was time to slip into crisis management mode.

      And, for all intents and purposes, me having to live in Mee-maw’s basement for the foreseeable future, with no clear end in sight?

      Was a DEFCON 1 level crisis.

      “Okay, so what does the realtor suggest we do now?”

      “Take it off the market for a month, hire a contractor to get the work done, do the soil samples and get the results back, and then put it back on the market again.”

      “So no showings, no nothing for at least a month. Is that what you’re telling me?”

      And then the whole process we’d been going through for the past eight months would start again. Waiting for showings, open houses that never amounted to offers, and fielding lowball offers. It could be eight more months before we got another bona fide offer. Tears leaked from the corners of my eyes and I brushed them away impatiently.

      “Look, I’m sorry. If you need money, I can--”

      “No,” I said, butting in before he could make the grudging offer he’d made multiple times. Opting to get out with as little baggage and bitterness as possible, I’d forgone alimony, and most of our savings besides the 401k had been siphoned to the kids to get them through college with as little debt as possible. I had a couple grand to my name, and the rest was tied up in house equity, so it was going to suck, but I’d get through it.

      Part of me wondered if deep down I considered it a form of penance…a fair punishment for being the one to pull the plug on us, despite the marriage being on life support for years. But, whatever the case, I didn’t feel comfortable with him giving me money.

      “I’ll be all right. And I’ll take care of the details with the oil tank from here.” Enabling him, still. But at least that way, I knew it would get done. “If the house isn’t sold by Spring, we’re going to have to slash the price, though.”

      “Well, let’s not be hasty...”

      “Goodbye, Greg.”

      I disconnected and tossed my phone onto the couch beside me with a groan.

      Not excellent. Not excellent, at all.

      Overcome with impotent rage, I hunkered down over my typewriter again, a hot flash washing over me. I was pretty used to them by that point, but this one was more intense than usual. A tsunami of heat that radiated from my skin and consumed me as surely as my anger. Suddenly, it came to me in a rush, and my fingers started tapping. Soon, I was on my way, a storm of words whipping onto the page, pouring out of me in a frantic wave. One page became two. Two became five. Five became ten.

      By the time I flopped back onto the couch, wrists aching, mentally spent, the moon hung high in the sky and the clock on the microwave read eleven o’clock.

      “Holy crap,” I whispered groggily, shuddering with a sudden chill.

      It was weird. I felt a deep sense of exhaustion. Not like I’d completed a task, but like I’d been purged of something wedged inside me for too long and now I needed to hibernate.

      Nothing had changed. Everything with the house and Greg and my life was still a hot mess. But as I curled up on the couch and tugged the fleece throw over me, a sense of well-being surrounded me.

      And when I fell into an exhausted sleep a short while later, I dreamed of magic.
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