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            Chapter 1
 
         
 
         “Romance is officially dead,” Emma Burcelli proclaimed as she reached for the last empty crate. She pulled off the lid and dropped several pairs of jeans into the plastic box, packing them down.
         
 
          “That is so coldhearted.” Lucy frowned as she handed Emma a small stack of wool sweaters. “Why would you say that?”
 
         Emma looked sadly at her roommate—her soon-to-be ex-roommate. “Because my grandparents were the last of the true romantics and now my grandfather is gone.” She let out a long sigh. “I honestly don’t know what my grandmother will do without Poppi. Those two were inseparable. I doubt they ever spent a night apart.”
 
         “How old is your grandmother?” Lucy handed her the plastic lid.
 
         “I think she’s eighty-six now.” Emma snapped the lid into place. “They just celebrated sixty-five years last summer. And they both seemed in such good health…I felt certain they’d make it to their seventieth anniversary.” Emma stood. “But now Nona is having some health problems, and today she forgot to take her blood pressure meds. My mom’s predicting Nona won’t last long on her own. I’ve heard it’s not so unusual, I mean, when a couple has enjoyed such a good marriage, that one partner follows the other within the year.”
 
         “I’m sorry about your grandfather.” Lucy shook her head.
 
         “And that’s why I need to go. Nona was like a second mom to me when I was growing up, when my parents were so busy with their careers. I couldn’t forgive myself if she passed on too without me getting to spend some time with her.” Emma set the last crate onto the stack by the door. “But I hate leaving you in the lurch like this, Lucy. Are you sure you can find someone to share the apartment?”
 
         “I already told you it’s okay, Em. Family is important—you need to go. And there’s always someone at work looking for something in the city. If I get a girl in here right away I can reimburse you for February.”
 
         Emma hugged Lucy. “Thanks for being so understanding.”
 
         “Let me help you get this stuff down to your car.” Lucy picked up a crate.
 
         After several trips, the compact Prius was packed to the gills and it was time to go. Emma gave Lucy one last hug, blinking back tears. “I’m gonna miss you, Lucy.”
 
         “Me too.” Lucy’s eyes filled. “You better get out of here if you want to beat the commuter traffic.”
 
         “Yeah, and I want to get home before dark.” Emma got into her car and, giving the old apartment complex one last glance, she waved to Lucy. Really, she reminded herself as she backed out the car, she was overdue for a change. She’d enjoyed her time in Seattle…at first…but these last couple of years had been nothing but disappointing. And she would not miss her job at all. Selling badly illustrated, poorly written, and overly sentimental e-cards was not the career she’d dreamed of while securing her degree in marketing. It was not what she’d signed on for when she’d joined the so-called up-and-coming Seattle marketing firm. They called themselves BrightPond, but DullPond would better describe that company and the “boys” who ran it.
 
         As Emma drove down the freeway she tried to distract herself from feeling blue about Poppi by listening to the radio. But when an Adele heartbreak song started to play, she turned it off and let out a loud sigh. Okay, she knew it was somewhat cold and hard to go around proclaiming that romance was dead, but that was exactly how she felt inside. Not only because Poppi had died, although that placed a definite exclamation mark on her opinionated statement, but also because of her own personal experiences. Too many times she’d discovered that men like her grandfather were all but nonexistent. Truly Poppi had been the last of a dying breed.
 
         Of course, she knew that Poppi would probably argue this with her. He would launch into a passionate lecture about how love was alive and well for those who were willing to take notice. “Just open your eyes,” he would often say to people, “love is all around you.” But Emma had never been able to see it. Poppi had been lucky in the romance arena. He’d met Nona, the love of his life, in Napoli shortly after World War II—the war that had devastated much of Italy. But despite losing family and suffering deprivations, they’d managed to hold on to this wonderful sense of optimism and hope and love. Shortly after marrying, they immigrated to America, starting new lives in Seattle near some of Nona’s relatives. Later on they moved their little family to a small town in the mountains, and they opened a bookstore in the 1960s.
 
         Her grandparents’ story had always sounded so romantic to Emma as she was growing up that for years she believed something that wonderful and magical would happen to her…someday. In fact, she had fully expected it. But after more than a decade of disappointing relationships, most of which she preferred not to remember at all, Emma had grown seriously jaded about love and romance…and men in general. Most of the men she’d dated had proven to be self-absorbed, shallow, and immature. Whether it was just bad luck or bad choices, she’d eventually grown weary of dating in general. And over the years she’d become increasingly certain that good, decent, chivalrous men, like an endangered species, no longer existed in the real world. True romance was only to be found in old movies and classic books.
 
         Even Emma’s parents seemed to have missed out in the love and romance department. For as long as Emma could remember they’d bickered and fought over almost everything. The fact they were still together probably had more to do with the image they liked to maintain than real love. With highly visible careers, her parents thrived on keeping up appearances. Although they shared the same building on Main Street, with her dad’s law practice on the first floor and her mom’s design firm up above, anyone who knew Saundra and Rob Burcelli personally knew that this couple lived very separate lives. And anyone who knew them really well, like their close relatives, knew that Rob and Saundra slept in separate bedrooms. Emma’s mom claimed it was due to Rob’s snoring, but Emma knew better. And, really, it wasn’t all that surprising. For as long as she could recall Emma had known and accepted that her parents’ marriage was nothing like Nona and Poppi’s.
 
         Tired of these depressing thoughts, Emma turned the radio back on. Even listening to sad love songs was preferable to getting bummed out like this. But now that she was off the freeway and heading into the foothills, the Seattle station was breaking up. Plus it was starting to rain. Turning off the radio, she knew it was time to focus on her driving. At these elevations and this time of year, it could be icy out here.
 
         
              

         
 
         It was just getting dusky when she pulled up to Nona’s house. The familiarity of the Craftsman style home glowing in the rosy twilight welcomed Emma just as it had always done. Despite the frosty air, the bungalow’s windows seemed to promise golden warmth and respite and love. How many times had she and her younger sister arrived at this haven in search of refuge? Only now…things had changed. Poppi was gone.
 
         She swallowed against the lump in her throat as she parked in front of the house. But as she got out of the car, she was slightly taken aback by the sight of her mother’s late model Cadillac in the driveway. What was she doing here at this time of day? As Emma hurried up to the house, she grew worried. Had Nona’s health gotten worse? Her mom had mentioned that Nona had neglected to take her blood pressure medicine yesterday. What if she’d suffered a stroke or heart attack today? It was bad enough that Emma hadn’t been able to say goodbye to Poppi. But what if Nona was gone as well?
 
         She ran up the porch steps and, knocking on the door, waited a moment before testing to see if it was locked, which would be highly unusual. Then Emma let herself in. “Nona?” she called softly. “Hello? Mom?”
         
 
         “Oh, there you are.” Saundra Burcelli rushed toward her, smelling like Obsession perfume and looking typically elegant in her pale blue cashmere sweater set and freshwater pearls. She held her arms open and hugged Emma. “Welcome home, darling. Did you have a good drive?”
 
         “Yes,” Emma said quickly. “Is Nona okay?” She peeled off her parka, glancing anxiously around the living room. Everything looked pretty much the same. Except that Poppi’s recliner was sadly empty. She turned away, unwilling to break into tears again.
 
         “Nona is fine. I made sure she took her medicine today. And she’s resting right now.” Her mom tipped her head toward the closed bedroom door on the other end of the living room. “It’s been a long day for her. Tending to arrangements for the memorial service and all that. I told her that I could handle it for her, but she insisted on being involved with every last tiny detail. She wants everything to be just perfect for Poppi.”
 
         “I got here as quickly as I could.” Emma hung her parka on the hall tree by the door. “And I can help her with everything that needs doing from here on out, Mom.”
 
         “I’m still surprised they let you off work in the middle of the week like this, Emma. And with such short notice.” Saundra peered curiously at her. “I was under the impression you worked for some horrible slave driver.”
 
         “As a matter of fact, my boss refused to let me take time off.” Emma stuck her chin out defiantly. “And so I quit.”
 
         “You quit?” Her mother’s blue eyes widened in alarm.
         
 
         “I’ve hated working there almost from the get-go.” Emma lowered her voice and moved away from her grandmother’s bedroom door. “I’ve been considering leaving them for over a year now.”
 
         “But in this economy, Emma? Can you really afford to do that?”
 
         Emma shrugged. “I wanted to be free to help Nona. But not just for a week like you suggested. Now I can stay as long as she needs me. I’ll help her with household chores and I can drive her to appointments and to the grocery store and whatever—just like Poppi used to do. And I can help with the bookstore too.”
 
         “Yes…” Her mom sounded doubtful. “And I’m sure she’ll appreciate all that. But don’t forget Virginia and Cindy still work at the bookstore.”
 
         “I know, but without Poppi around to manage things…well, the bookstore might suffer.”
 
         “But I don’t like to see you sacrificing your career for—”
 
         “My career was sacrificing itself.” Emma ran her finger through some dust on the mantel. “That marketing firm was going absolutely nowhere, Mom. And I was going nowhere with them. I needed a break…a chance to regroup and refocus. You know?”
 
         Saundra made an uncertain nod. “If you say so.”
 
         “What’s that smell?” Emma sniffed the air. “Is something burning?”
 
         “Oh, fiddlesticks!” Her mom turned to the kitchen. “I was attempting to make us some dinner and I completely forgot to—”
         
 
         “You’re cooking?” Emma tried not to sound too alarmed as she followed her mom through the dining room and into the kitchen.
 
         Saundra bent to open the oven door, using a dishtowel to wave away the smoke now billowing out. Meanwhile Emma turned on the exhaust fan over the stove and peered down at what looked like a blackened animal of some kind. “What is it?” she asked.
 
         “It was going to be roasted chicken. But I forgot to turn the timer on to remind me to turn the temperature down. It was only supposed to be that high for five minutes.” She scowled at the clock. “It’s been at least forty-five.”
 
         “Oh…” Emma grimaced. “Is there any saving it? Maybe we could peel off the burnt layer and—”
 
         “No.” Her mom shoved the forlorn bird back into the oven and, firmly closing the door, she turned off the oven. “Fortunately we have lots of casseroles and other dishes in the fridge. Everyone has been very generous with your grandmother. I just thought it would be nice to have a roasted chicken, that’s all.”
         
 
         “Maybe I should take over from here,” Emma suggested. “I mean if you need to go home and fix Dad’s dinner. Or do you ever do that anymore…I mean cook at home?” Emma’s mother had never been into cooking, but even so she usually ate dinner with Rob.
 
         “I know what you’re thinking, Emma Jane. But it may interest you to know that my cooking skills have improved of late. I even took a French cuisine class at the community college last fall.” Her mom patted her platinum blonde hair into place as if she were getting ready to pose for the cover of a new cookbook.
 
         “French cuisine?” Emma frowned as she reached for a dishcloth. “What’s wrong with learning to cook Italian food?” Emma had grown up hearing her father bemoaning the fact that his wife refused to learn how to make the simplest Italian dishes. Saundra Burcelli couldn’t even make decent spaghetti. Of course, her mom’s usual reaction to her dad’s complaints was to angrily tell him if he wanted Italian food, he could go to his parents’ house to eat. And sometimes he did, because everyone knew that Nona always had something delicious bubbling away in her little old-fashioned kitchen.
         
 
         Her mom scowled. “What’s wrong with French cuisine?”
 
         “Nothing.” Emma glanced around the messy kitchen. Hopefully Nona hadn’t seen it like this. Was all this chaos the result of her mother’s attempt to simply roast a chicken? “But, really, Mom, if you need to go home and take care of—”
 
         “I do not need to go home,” her mom said sharply.
         
 
         “Okay…” Emma started clearing the counters and straightening the kitchen, all the while wondering why her mother was in such a foul mood right now. Certainly, she was sad over Poppi’s sudden demise…but then so was everyone.
 
         “As a matter of fact, I do not plan to go home at all,” her mother abruptly declared.
 
         Emma paused from wiping the countertop. “Wh-what?”
         
 
         Saundra turned away from Emma. Fussing with the old spice rack, she meticulously turned each little jar to face out. “I wasn’t certain you were coming, Emma,” she said slowly. “So I have, uh…well, I’ve made plans to stay with Nona for a while myself.”
 
         “But I told you I was coming—and that I’d be here this evening.” Emma dropped the dishrag into the sink and placed a hand on her mother’s shoulder, forcing her to turn around, face to face. Locking eyes with Saundra, Emma was determined to get to the bottom of this. “You knew that, Mom. So why are you acting like you didn’t? Or that you need to be here when you knew I was on my way? What’s up?”
         
 
         Her mother looked uneasy as she fingered her pearls, pressing her lips tightly together as if trying to come up with an appropriate answer.
 
         “What is going on, Mom?” Emma studied Saundra closely…something was not right.
 
         “Nothing’s going on.” Saundra looked down.
 
         “I can tell something’s wrong. What is it?”
 
         Saundra folded her arms across her front with a stubborn look.
 
         “Does this have to do with Dad?” Emma demanded. “Did you guys get in a fight?”
 
         “Fine. If you must know, I’ve left your father.”
         
 
         “What?” Emma blinked. In all the years…all the fights…her mom had never left her dad before. Not that Emma knew of anyway.
         
 
         “You heard what I said, Emma. I’ve left him. I’m finished. I’m done.” Her mother’s lower lip trembled slightly as she reached for a tissue from the box that Nona always kept on top of the old refrigerator.
 
         “But why?”
 
         “Why?” She looked at Emma with teary eyes. “Because—because it’s over—that’s why. And please, do not tell Nona about this. She is already stressed over losing Poppi and there’s her blood pressure to consider. I don’t want her to find out that her only son is a miserable excuse of a husband—not to mention a cad.” And now she turned away and hurried from the room.
         
 
         Emma just stood there feeling dazed. Poppi had died yesterday. And now her parents’ marriage was over as well? Not to mention Nona’s health was suffering. What more bad news awaited her? She hadn’t heard from her younger sister yet…hopefully Anne and her son, Tristan, were okay—although the recent divorce had probably taken its toll on both of them. Emma shook her head sadly as she opened the old fridge. Perusing the assortment of covered Tupperware containers and casserole dishes, trying to find something suitable for dinner, Emma realized that her family was quickly coming unraveled.
 
      

	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter 2
 
         
 
         “Oh, Emma, dolce,” Nona exclaimed as she came into the kitchen, where Emma had just finished setting the table. “You’re here!”
         
 
         Emma embraced her grandmother. “I am so sorry about Poppi.” Emma choked back the emotions flooding her. Nona looked so old and drawn. Her skin was the color of parchment and her soft white hair had fallen out of her bun, hanging around her face in wisps, giving her the appearance that she was hanging on by a thread.
 
         “Yes, yes…so am I, cara mia.” Nona continued to hug her tightly. “But he went peacefully, Emma, in his sleep. You cannot ask for a better way to leave this world.” Nona released Emma. Now both of them had tears running down their faces.
         
 
         Nona pulled a lace-trimmed hanky from her cardigan pocket and Emma reached for a tissue. “I can’t believe he’s gone.” Emma blew her nose.
 
         “Yes…but we cannot keep crying like this forever now, can we?” With trembling hands, Nona used her hankie to blot her own wet cheeks.
 
         “I miss him so much,” Emma confessed.
 
         “I know, dolce.” Nona tucked the dampened hanky back into her pocket. “This morning I called out to him…and then I stopped myself…remembered he is not here.” She sniffed.
         
 
         “It will get easier…” Emma assured her. “In time it will.”
 
         Nona nodded, but her dark eyes did not look convinced.
 
         “Mom started to make dinner,” Emma explained.
 
         “Ah, yes, the roasted chicken.” Nona wrinkled her nose. “Is that what I smell?”
 
         “It got burnt.”
 
         Nona just shook her head. “Your mama,” she said quietly, “is not such a good cook still.”
 
         Emma smiled. “I know.”
 
         “But there is plenty of food here.” Nona waved to the old Frigidaire. “Everyone in the neighborhood, the church, even the bookstore patrons…they all have been bringing me food. As if I might starve to death.” She shook her head then looked around. “Did your mother go home?”
 
         “No. She’s still here.” Emma was unsure of how much to say.
 
         Nona frowned. “Where is she?”
 
         “I think she went upstairs.”
 
         “Why is she still here?” Nona’s dark eyes narrowed with suspicion.
 
         Emma just shrugged.
 
         “Something is wrong.” Nona lowered her voice. “With your mama and papa. I know it’s so. Saundra is trying to keep it from me. But I can feel it in my old bones.”
 
         Without saying a word, Emma simply nodded. “I heated up the lasagna for us,” she said lightly. “I think it’s ready to serve now.”
 
         “Lasagna.” Nona sighed. “Poppi loved my lasagna.”
 
         “I’ll go see if Mom wants to join us for dinner.”
 
         Nona’s dark eyes flashed with concern again. “Tell your mama that there is no sense hiding anything from me, Emma. I will figure it out…eventually.”
 
         Emma gave her a sad smile. “I’ll let her know.”
 
         “And I will open a bottle of rosé.” She sighed. “I think Poppi would like that.”
 
         A fresh pang of sadness went through Emma as she went off to find her mother. How was it possible that Poppi was gone?
 
         
              

         
 
         “Is this about New Year’s Eve?” Nona asked her daughter-in-law as they were finishing up their dinner.
 
         Saundra looked down at her empty wine glass, shaking her head no.
 
         “What happened on New Year’s Eve?” Emma asked.
 
         “Nothing,” Saundra snapped.
 
         “That’s right,” Nona said. “Nothing. You are making a mountain out of a mole hole.”
         
 
         “You mean molehill,” Emma said quietly. Nona had always gotten her metaphors and euphemisms mixed up.
         
 
         Nona waved her hand at Emma. “You know what I mean, dolce. Your mother is still having hurt feelings for New Year’s Eve—almost a month ago.”
         
 
         “What happened?” Emma asked her mom again.
 
         “Your father humiliated me,” Saundra told Emma. “That’s what happened.”
 
         “Yes, Rob was not on his best behavior,” Nona sadly conceded. “And all this time—four weeks later you are still angry at him? What about forgiveness, Saundra?”
 
         “I’ve given that man thirty-six years of forgiveness.”
 
         “That is marriage,” Nona patiently told her. “You love each other. You hurt each other. You forgive each other. You move on…always forward.” She sniffed. “Until it is over with.”
 
         Emma reached over and put her hand on her grandmother’s. “You and Poppi had a very special love,” she said gently. “I don’t think a love like that can really be over with. Do you?”
 
         Nona’s brow creased. “Maybe not.”
 
         “Well, the kind of love Poppi gave you was a whole lot different than what Rob has given me.” Saundra spoke in a wounded tone. “It’s too bad Poppi didn’t teach his only son how to love his wife better.”
 
         “Poppi taught by example,” Nona told her. “Maybe Rob wasn’t watching. And he makes his own choices. We all do.”
 
         “And don’t forget there are two sides to everything,” Emma pointed out.
 
         “You’re blaming me?” Saundra scowled at Emma. “Your father made a pass at Patty Hiatt on New Year’s Eve, right in front of God and everyone, and you’re blaming me for it?”
         
 
         “Rob had too much to drink,” Nona said calmly. “You admitted this to me yourself.”
 
         “Everyone had too much to drink,” Saundra argued. “It was New Year’s Eve.”
 
         “Nona’s right,” Emma said. “You need to forgive and forget…move on, Mom.”
         
 
         “I did move on, Emma. I moved out.”
 
         Nona pushed her chair back with a weary sigh. “Please, scusa me. I am tired.” She slowly stood. “I am going to bed now.”
         
 
         “I’m sorry,” Saundra said with genuine concern. “I didn’t mean to talk about this tonight. I knew it would upset—”
 
         “No, no.” Nona held up her hand. “We made you talk about it, Saundra. And it is good for you to talk about it. Get it out into the open. A festering wound cannot heal.” She leaned over and kissed her daughter-in-law’s cheek. “Forgive him while there is still time,” she said quietly. “Because you never know, cara. You never know…”
         
 
         Emma started clearing the table, wishing for something positive or hopeful to say, but coming up empty. Nona came over and kissed Emma’s cheek. “Thank you for coming to me, dolce.” She glanced over at Saundra, who was still sitting and frowning down at her plate. “If your mama stays the night, you will have to share the guest bedroom together.”
         
 
         Emma gave Nona a knowing look. “Well, I can’t imagine that Mom will want to spend the night away from her fancy Sleep Number bed that she’s always bragging about.”
 
         “And that just shows how much you know.” Saundra got up, carrying her dish to the kitchen.
 
         Nona’s brows arched. “Sleep well, cara mia,” she told Emma as she left the dining room.
         
 
         Emma waited until she heard her grandmother’s bedroom door close. “Mom, are you really spending the night here?”
 
         “I am.” Saundra started running water into the kitchen sink.
 
         “What about Dad?”
 
         “What about him?”
 
         “Does he know where you are?”
 
         “No.”
 
         “Won’t he be worried?”
 
         Saundra shrugged as she tied on Nona’s apron. “I doubt he’ll even notice I’m gone.”
 
         “Mom.” Emma slowly extracted the dish drainer from beneath the sink and, taking her time to arrange it just so on the counter, she literally bit her tongue. It would only make matters worse if she spoke her mind and said something truly hurtful. “Mom…you know that Dad has just lost his father and now his wife has gone AWOL. Don’t you think that’s a lot to put on a man his age? What if he gets so stressed out that he has a heart attack or a stroke or something?”
         
 
         “Your father just had a physical before Christmas. According to Dr. Maxwell, he’s fit as a fiddle.”
 
         “Even so.” Emma reached for a clean dish towel. “He must be worried.”
 
         “Good. I hope he is.” Saundra shook a finger at Emma. “Now don’t you go telling him where I’m at—you understand?”
 
         “The games that people play…” Emma removed a clean dish towel from the drawer.
 
         “Do you mind washing?” Saundra wiggled her red glittering fingernails in front of Emma. “I just got a manicure on Monday and I’m not sure how well these gels hold up in dishwater.”
 
         Emma handed her mom the towel and moved in front of the sink. “Don’t you think you’re acting a little childish?” she said as she set the glasses into the hot soapy water, just the way Nona had taught her to do long ago. “Running out on Dad like this? I mean, if you really wanted to leave Dad, why couldn’t you have waited until after the funeral?”
         
 
         “It wasn’t as if I planned it like this,” Saundra admitted as Emma rinsed a glass and set it in the drainer. “If Poppi hadn’t died, we probably wouldn’t have gotten into the fight in the first place.”
 
         “I thought the fight was over Patty Hiatt on New Year’s Eve?”
 
         “That’s what started it.…” Saundra slowly dried the glass.
 
         “And if it’s any comfort, I can understand how that would hurt your feelings,” Emma conceded as she rinsed another glass. “But like Nona said, that was weeks ago. It’s nearly February. Surely if it wasn’t bad enough for you to leave him back when it happened, you should be over it by now.”
 
         “I honestly thought I was nearly over it, Emma. But this morning, well, your father and I were having coffee just like we usually do before work. And we were civilly discussing Poppi’s passing and all that needed to be done today. Because Nona was determined to have the funeral service three days after Poppi’s death. Anyway, we were talking and…well, your father had the audacity to point out that his parents’ marriage was so superior…so much better than ours had ever been.” Saundra set the glass down with a loud clink. “And I’m sorry, but it just vexed me.”
 
         “But that’s true, Mom. Poppi and Nona’s marriage was almost magical.”
 
         “Yes, I’m well aware of that. But for Rob to throw that in my face the way he did—and here I’ve been helping with his mother.” She furiously dried the next glass. “And I was barely over New Year’s Eve—” She turned to stare at Emma. “And you do recall that Patty’s my best friend. At least she was. Well, it was just too much. More than I could handle. And I was so angry. And our marriage seemed so hopeless. Really, it’s a sham of a marriage. Anyway, it was as if a light went on inside my head. And that’s when I decided to leave him and come stay with Nona.”
         
 
         “Did you tell him you were leaving him?”
 
         “No, of course, not.”
 
         Now they washed and dried in silence for a few minutes. Emma could not think of a single thing to say that would improve the situation. And, really, she rationalized, if she just left her mom alone she would probably go home, wagging her tail behind her. Emma smiled to herself as she scrubbed a plate—one night sleeping on one of those hard twin beds in the guest room and her mom’s Sleep Number bed would be calling to her.
 
         “So how are Anne and Tristan doing these days?” Emma asked, hoping to break the stony silence.
 
         “Well, of course, your sister was devastated to hear about Poppi. And Tristan took it quite hard too, poor boy. You know, despite the wide gap in their ages, Tristan and Poppi had been getting quite close after Gerard left. I keep telling your father he should spend more time with his grandson, but does he listen to me? No, he would rather play golf in his spare time.”
 
         “He plays golf in the winter?”
 
         “No, of course, not. You know what I mean, Emma. Your father is always too busy—for everyone.”
 
         “Do you think Anne and Gerard will ever get back together?” Emma set a plate in the dish drainer. “I mean they were married all those years. I would think that would mean something.”
 
         “Don’t forget it was a marriage of convenience. If Anne hadn’t been pregnant, I doubt they would’ve married at all.”
 
         “But Anne was in love with Gerard.”
 
         “She was so young, Emma. Eighteen is far too young to know who you are or what you want out of life. Even Anne admits that she outgrew Gerard.”
 
         “But he’s Tristan’s father and that alone should count for—”
 
         “Really? What kind of father insists on moving his wife and child halfway around the world to some—”
 
         “Florida isn’t exactly halfway around the world, Mom.”
 
         “It is to a nine-year-old boy who has friends and family right here.”
 
         “He would’ve made new friends.”
 
         “And family?” Saundra’s brow creased. “Or doesn’t that amount to anything?”
 
         “Well…think about it, Mom. His great-grandpa just died. His grandparents seem to be headed for divorce court and—”
 
         “You were always such a pessimist, Emma.”
 
         “A realist.” Emma set a bowl into the drainer with a thud. “Why don’t I finish this up, Mom? I know you’ve had a busy day helping Nona and plus there’s the stress with Dad. You’re probably exhausted.”
 
         Saundra hung her towel over the chrome towel bar. “Thank you, dear. I appreciate that.”
 
         Emma glanced curiously at her mom. “So are you really spending the night here?”
 
         “I told you I was, didn’t I?” Saundra squared her shoulders. “I even packed my bags. Come to think of it, they’re still in my car. I better get them inside before my new moisturizer freezes out in the cold. At twenty dollars an ounce, I wouldn’t want it to get ruined.”
 
         “No, no…you wouldn’t.”
 
         As soon as Saundra stepped outside, Emma grabbed the phone and called her parents’ number. To her relief, her dad answered on the first ring.
 
         “Dad,” she said quickly. “It’s Emma.”
 
         “Oh, Emma, are you with Nona now?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “Is…uh…is your mother there?”
 
         “I don’t think I’m supposed to answer that.”
 
         “So she is there!”
 
         “Don’t say you heard it from me.”
 
         “I tried her cell, but she’s got it turned off.”
 
         “I’m not surprised.”
 
         “How long does she plan to stay?” he asked.
 
         “Indefinitely…or so she claims.”
 
         He chuckled.
 
         “You think this is funny?” Emma demanded.
 
         “No…not at all. But I know your mother. She won’t last more than one night on those old twin beds. Trust me.”
 
         “Yeah, I had the exact same thought. I wouldn’t be surprised if she goes home in the middle of the night, Dad.”
 
         “Don’t tell her I know she’s there, okay?”
 
         “Why not?”
 
         “Let’s just say she’s made her bed…let her lie in it.” He chuckled again.
 
         “What about you?” Emma asked. “Don’t you have to take responsibility for some of this too?”
 
         He let out a long sigh. “I’ve been taking responsibility for all of it…for a long time now, Emma. Maybe your mother is right. Maybe we do need a break from each other.”
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