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            Chapter One

         

         Perhaps it was the laundry pile, which had grown so high that only two choices could be made—do it or wear yesterday’s clothes. Or perhaps it was the stack of unpaid bills, tucked under a pile of picture books and nearly forgotten until the baby discovered them and used the credit card statement as a teething ring. Or perhaps it was the call from her landlord, reminding her about the rent check. Charlotte couldn’t be sure. But one thing she could be sure of was that today things were going to change in the Daniels residence. Sure, it was only Thanksgiving, and typically big resolutions didn’t come about for another five weeks, but she didn’t exactly have five weeks at the rate things were going, so today would just have to do.

         First up: She’d organize her apartment. Get the closets in order and make the bed every morning before work—in other words, customary adult responsibilities that she just didn’t seem to have time for these days, but would make time for, starting today! Next (and this was a big one), she’d get her finances together and pay back that loan her parents had so generously given her for a security deposit on an apartment when she’d moved back to Misty Point last summer. And third, she’d focus on the future, not the past with all its icky mistakes, and start building the life that her daughter deserved.

         It started today. About a month before Christmas. Baby’s first Christmas, she thought with a smile as she walked into her parents’ dining room and tucked Audrey into the nicked wooden high chair that had been passed down from her sister, Kate, to her, and now to her seven-month-old daughter. Charlotte felt her eyes begin to mist when she thought of how her family had opened their arms to her surprise baby girl. It was more than Audrey’s father had ever done…Not that any of them would be discussing him today. Or any other day for that matter. No, he was part of her past. Not her future. And she wasn’t going to be dwelling on her past anymore, was she?

         Nope. It was on the list. A resolution. One she was sticking to.

         “Doesn’t Audrey look sweet in her new Thanksgiving dress!” Charlotte’s father grinned as he carried two bottles of wine into the room and set them on the table her mother had covered in an orange linen cloth just for the occasion. The moment his hands were free, he reached for the camera that was within arm’s reach at all times, and began snapping some candids of Audrey, who was happily chewing on her fingers, a habit she’d picked up when she started teething. Charlotte stifled a sigh and leaned in close, smiling into the lens and hoping that the dark circles under her eyes from lack of sleep weren’t accentuated by the overhead lighting.

         “It fits perfectly,” Charlotte commented once Frank had reluctantly turned off the camera and positioned it close to his place setting. There was no denying that Audrey was the best-dressed baby in their small Rhode Island town, not that Charlotte could take any of the credit. Any money she had went to the necessities, but soon that would all change. Soon she hoped to give her only child all that she deserved. She’d already started by giving her the gift of family. Next it would be a nice home. And after that…Well, some might say that a father figure would benefit Audrey, but Charlotte wasn’t taking any risks in that department any time soon. If ever.

         Charlotte’s mother came into the room with a bowl of roasted squash. “Before you leave tonight, remind me that I have a few more things to give you.”

         “Mom.” Charlotte felt her face flush. She darted her eyes to the doorway, happy that the friends and family who had gathered for the day were still in the kitchen, snacking on appetizers. Her mother was forever buying gifts lately, and while the clothes and toys were understandable, things like paper towels and laundry detergent made her always feel a strange mix of gratitude and humiliation.

         Maura winked. “Just a few little things I couldn’t pass up. On sale for a steal. I couldn’t resist!”

         Charlotte inwardly cringed. It wouldn’t be exactly easy to ask for yet another favor tonight when her parents were already offering up so much.

         She wrapped a bib around Audrey’s neck—another gift, this one from her sister, Kate, and her fiancé, Alec—and snapped it closed. Her stomach felt funny as she mentally rehearsed the speech she would give. It had all seemed so much easier when she’d practiced in the shower this morning while Audrey took a brief nap.

         “Turkey coming through!” Kate cried out now as their uncle Bill carried the large bird into the room and set it down on the center of the table.

         Her cousin Bree, a strict vegetarian, hovered in the doorway, her top lip curling slightly. “Please tell me I will be eating more than mashed potatoes today.”

         “There’s bread.” Her mother, Charlotte’s aunt Ellen, handed Bree a basket of rolls and disappeared back into the kitchen.

         “Yum. Bread.” Bree’s older but considerably less mature brother, Matt, snatched one and took a large bite, causing Bree to swat him on the arm.

         “It’s a good thing I had the sense to bring a salad,” Bree muttered.

         “Out of curiosity,” Alec said as he came into the room. “Would you ever date a carnivore, Bree?”

         Bree’s cheeks turned pink at the question. “Why? Did you have someone specific in mind?”

         Now it was Alec’s turn to look uncomfortable. “Just curious is all.” He pulled out a chair and quickly settled himself into it.

         Bree pinched her lips as she dropped the basket onto the table. “Good. The last thing I need right now is to be set up.”

         Charlotte quietly seconded that sentiment as everyone took their seats, which wasn’t an easy feat this year with so many people tucked around the table. This year Alec’s brother, William, and his wife, also Kate’s best friend, Elizabeth, had joined with Elizabeth’s parents and brother. The two families were merging in a way, expanding the holiday cheer, and Charlotte was happy for it. She liked William. And she’d always liked Elizabeth. Even if she did make her feel a little uncomfortable these days.

         She slid into the chair next to Elizabeth, feeling out the situation. Sure enough, Elizabeth’s smile was a little strained. Well, who could blame her? She was a loyal friend. And Charlotte…well, Charlotte hadn’t exactly been the most loyal sister in the recent past. And rectifying that was her top resolution.

         “I think we’re ready to eat!” Frank said, his eyes shining as he practically licked his lips. Charlotte glanced over at Bree to see if she’d caught the gesture, and the horror widening in her cousin’s eyes told her that she had.

         “The potatoes!” Maura suddenly cried as she started to push back her chair.

         Charlotte, who had bent to pick up the spoon Audrey had dropped, stood and set her hand on her mother’s shoulders. “Allow me.”

         It was the least she could do, considering that the pumpkin cheesecake she’d baked that morning had inexplicably curdled in the oven while the graham cracker crust had burnt to a crisp, causing the smoke alarms in her apartment to go off until she’d been forced to open the front door for thirty straight minutes and then sit with Audrey in the car to stay warm. The one thing she was asked to contribute, and she’d managed to ruin it. She’d brought a bottle of wine instead. Nice. Traditional. Perfectly acceptable once she’d wiped off the dust and checked the label, hoping that the age of it was a good thing, since it had been sitting in the back of her pantry for months and might have belonged to the former tenants.

         She walked into the kitchen, her eyes coming to rest on Kate’s magazine-cover-worthy apple tart, complete with a perfect lattice crust and no doubt homemade vanilla bean ice cream to accompany it—something Kate had whipped up when it was announced that Charlotte wouldn’t be bringing the dessert after all.

         Charlotte grumbled under her breath. Then, because she couldn’t resist, she flung open the freezer door and narrowed her eyes on the simple white carton that rested primly on the second shelf. Suspicion confirmed.

         “I forgot the cranberries, too!” Her mother sighed as she came up behind her, but she paused when she noticed Charlotte’s frown. “Honey, what’s wrong?”

         Charlotte closed the freezer with a guilty shrug. “Nothing.” Yet so much all at once. “I just feel bad about my cheesecake.” It was the first thing that came to mind, but she was horrified to realize a single hot tear had slipped down her cheek.

         “Honey!” Maura’s laugh was good-natured as she brushed the tear away with the pad of her thumb. “It’s the thought that counts. Besides, we have this apple tart to enjoy. It looks beautiful, doesn’t it?”

         “Hmm.” Charlotte felt her lips thin. She had spent Audrey’s entire morning nap carefully following the recipe she had printed at the office yesterday. She’d even made a special trip to the grocery store for the ingredients last night, which had cost a pretty penny. By the time she’d pulled the mess from the oven and stared at it in complete bewilderment, wondering where exactly she had gone wrong, Audrey had started crying again, needing to be changed and fed. And then the smoke alarm started to blare…

         Now Charlotte set a hand to her forehead. She was just tired, that was all. Running on interrupted sleep for months on end could do that to anyone. She was crying over a cheesecake, of all things. A curdled, inedible, burnt-to-the-edges cheesecake.

         But she knew from the ache in her chest that it really was about so much more.

         “I guess I just wonder if I’ll ever get anything right,” she said as she spooned the mashed potatoes from the pot that was still warm on the stovetop into one of her mother’s best serving bowls.

         “We all make mistakes, Charlotte. Don’t let them define you.” Her mother’s hand on her shoulder was kind, but her words were firm, and ones that Charlotte knew she should heed.

         She finished filling the bowl slowly, wondering if now was the time to ask about moving back home for a while, just until she landed on steadier ground. No need to admit the extent of her mess. But even though she knew she had to ask—today—she couldn’t bring her mouth to form the words. To admit that she’d tried. And failed. Again.

         “I have the cranberries,” Maura announced. “All set with the potatoes?”

         The moment now lost, Charlotte nodded briskly and took a deep breath before following her mother back into the dining room, where everyone was clutching their forks, eager for the meal to begin.

         As they did every Thanksgiving, each person went around the table and said what they were thankful for as her father carved the massive bird, which was a bit larger than usual this year.

         “I’m thankful for the new additions to our Thanksgiving table,” Maura said, giving Audrey a little kiss on the head. “We don’t just have this precious little baby with us this year; we also have a fine young man and his parents. Alec, we’re so happy to welcome you to the family.”

         Charlotte raised her glass to toast the happy couple on cue, but she couldn’t help but feel a little uneasy at the turn of events. Her sister was engaged (for the second time, but no need to harp on those details just now), and Charlotte was sitting pretty all alone. No man was waiting for her at home tonight. No man had gotten down on one knee and popped the question.

         Jake Lambert hadn’t even met his daughter, much less acknowledged that she was his. Not that Charlotte would be admitting that to anyone. They all assumed he was contributing something, and she let them all think so. It was easier that way.

         Alec’s turn was next. “I’m grateful for a short engagement,” he said with a mischievous grin.

         “Oh, isn’t that sweet,” Maura said, tilting her head as she smiled wistfully.

         “It’s not for the reason you think, Mom,” Kate corrected. She held out her plate as their father piled turkey onto it. “It’s not that he can’t wait to be married. It’s that he knows he only has to tolerate all my wedding planning for another eight weeks.”

         Alec held up his palms. “Guilty as charged. Who knew there were so many varieties of roses?”

         From beside her, Bree raised her hand, eliciting a laugh from the table. “Alec, I could tell you just how many varieties of roses there are, but I don’t think we have enough wine to keep you from panicking. Besides, I am happy to let you know that Kate has already been into my shop and she has narrowed down her choices to two different looks. Two very different looks, I might add, but all the same, two.”

         Really? Charlotte frowned, wondering why she hadn’t been let it on this earlier. So Kate had gone to Bree’s flower shop, chatted about colors and arrangements and all that fun stuff, while Charlotte was either filing paperwork at the office they shared or sitting in her apartment with Audrey. Either way, she hadn’t been invited.

         She glanced at Elizabeth, who was nodding along casually. Sure enough.

         “Well, if it were up to me, we’d have gone to city hall last month when I proposed,” Alec said ruefully.

         “That’s what Frank and I did, and I’ve always regretted it,” Maura said.

         “That’s what I try telling Alec.” Kate shook her head. “But he’s too practical.”

         “Aw, now…” Alec roped an arm over Kate’s shoulders and gave her a peck on the cheek. “You know I want you to have the wedding of your dreams. I just don’t want you losing sleep over it while you’re planning it!”

         Kate gave a resigned smile. “It’s true that I have been losing some sleep. There are just so many hours in the day, and with client weddings to plan and Christmas parties, too, there’s always something to take my attention away from our big day.” She poked at her plate. “Maybe we should have planned for something for spring. But I had my heart set on a winter wedding.”

         “January is a wonderful month to get married,” Maura said. “A new year. A new beginning. And Misty Point is so pretty when it’s covered with snow.”

         “I can help,” Charlotte offered, eager to make herself useful, and not just because she wanted to preserve the good standing she had with her sister. She’d been working part-time in Kate’s new event planning company since August, and every extra assignment would go that much further to bettering her circumstances and, from the sound of it, Kate’s, too.

         “I don’t want to put too much pressure on you, with a new baby and all that…” Kate looked uncertain, and Charlotte had to clench her teeth from blurting out that the income from the event company was all she had in this world, now that she’d gone through the loan their parents had given her, at an alarming rate, mind you. That there were no monthly stipends from Jake. That if anyone wanted to talk about pressure, it came in the form of the landlord breathing down her neck for November’s rent check.

         She forced a reassuring smile. “It’s no pressure at all! I’m eager to build up my resume, and I really enjoy the work, Kate.” Sure, it was a struggle to balance her schedule with Audrey at times. Her sitter wasn’t always available, and she didn’t have the funds for day care just yet, but she needed to work. And she wanted to work. To prove to herself that she could stick with something. And to prove to Kate—and everyone else at this table—that she wasn’t the girl she’d once been.

         “Well, next week is gearing up to be a tough one for me with two holiday parties and a fitting with my newest bridezilla. And I had hoped to finalize those floral arrangements…”

         “Finally!” Bree blurted, shaking her head. She grabbed another roll from the basket and added it to her plate, which consisted solely of mashed potatoes and squash. The salad she had brought sat untouched at the far end of the table.

         Kate eyed Charlotte, as if weighing her options. “All right, I’ll bring you in full-time through the month, starting Monday.”

         Monday morning. Charlotte hoped the panic she felt didn’t show in her face. She hadn’t expected to go into the office until Tuesday afternoon, as usual, and she knew that her sitter was currently away for the holiday weekend in Connecticut. She supposed she could call her anyway, but Lisa hated short notice—always charged more for it, too, savvy opportunist that she was.

         She squeezed the napkin in her lap, working through the logistics, and decided she had no alternative. Her mother still worked at the town library during the week. There was no one else to call on for a last-minute favor. And really, what choice did she have?

         “Monday morning it is, then,” she said, feeling her spirits lift at the thought of a steadier paycheck.

         “Wow, I feel like a load has been lifted from my shoulders already,” Kate said through a smile, and Charlotte felt her heart warm as it did every time her sister paid her a compliment.

         “Your turn, Kate,” Frank said, steering the conversation back to the holiday tradition.

         Kate reached over and slipped her hand onto Alec’s. “I’m grateful for second chances,” she said, and Charlotte found it hard to swallow the food she was chewing.

         A second chance. That’s what this was, all right. And she wasn’t about to blow it. Last Thanksgiving Charlotte had been pregnant and alone, in a dark and musty basement apartment in Boston, twisted with anxiety, wondering if she would ever again be welcome in her childhood home. And now she was about to ask to move back into it. To admit that her second attempt to swing it on her own wasn’t working out.

         She reached for her wineglass and allowed herself a sip—only because she wouldn’t be driving for a while. She’d stick around and help clean up after the rest of the family left. She’d explain to her parents that money was tight, and she wanted to build up her savings. She’d offer to pay a bit of rent, or help out around the house. Tidying up had never been her strong suit—that was more Kate’s area—but she could learn. Or at least, try.

         She set her wineglass down, wondering if it would be that easy. Or if they’d ask why Jake’s child support payments weren’t enough, given what he was worth, and where she was spending the money. Even if they didn’t say it, she knew they’d wonder if she was being irresponsible. The way she used to be.

         “What about you, Charlotte?” her mother asked.

         Her heart felt heavy as she considered her response. There were so many things she could say, but only one thing mattered, really. “I’m just grateful to be here.”

         No one said anything, but she knew that everyone at the table understood. It had been a rough year, for all of them in many ways, but this holiday, like Kate’s upcoming wedding, sparked a new beginning.

         She eyed her sister, thinking of the rough times they’d been through, and how far they’d come. Everything had fallen into place…well, for Kate. As for herself, Charlotte was almost there. Soon she’d be finished paying for her mistakes. She’d move back in. Save some money. And then…And then things would be better.

         “Since we’re all gathered together, we have some news to share.” Frank eyed Maura knowingly, and Charlotte shot her sister a look of alarm. No good news started with an announcement like that. Unless it was a marriage or a birth. And she very much doubted either of those were on the table for her parents.

         “As you know, Grandma Daniels hasn’t been doing well for a while,” her father continued, and Charlotte murmured her sympathy, feeling all at once like a heel for panicking. Of course. Her grandmother had struggled with her health for a while now. It had been a source of stress to her father, who, as the only child, was forever hopping on a plane to tend to her, or worrying about her from afar. Charlotte looked around the table, thinking it was a shame that Granny couldn’t have joined them today.

         She looked at her father, waiting for him to continue, wondering if he would announce that Granny was moving up to Rhode Island, to maybe live with them. She chewed her lip, selfishly wondering if that would impact her plans to move back in herself, but then decided that she and Audrey would just have to share her old bedroom while Granny took Kate’s. Not ideal, but what was anymore?

         “It’s been a tough decision, but…Well, there’s no easy way to say it. We’ve decided to move to Florida to be with her.”

         Silence fell over the room, and all that Charlotte could hear was the pounding of her own heart. She looked at her mother, then Kate, who seemed almost more bewildered than Charlotte herself felt.

         “The warm air is better for her, and she needs family right now.”

         Charlotte glanced at her baby daughter, who had only started to bond with her grandparents, and felt her eyes sting. She reached for her water glass with a shaking hand and brought it to her lips. There was nothing she could say. Nothing that wouldn’t sound completely selfish.

         “When do you plan to go?” Kate finally asked, breaking the silence.

         “Sunday,” her mother replied, and Charlotte nearly choked on the water. She coughed, and her mother slid her a strange look. “We’ve been talking about it for a while, and there just never seemed to be a good time to bring it up. It won’t be forever. We’re keeping the house—”

         Oh, sweet Heaven. Thank goodness for small blessings. Charlotte closed her eyes, slumping back in her chair, feeling her panic subside.

         “But we’re renting it out.”

         “Will you be able to find a renter at this time of year?” Kate asked. Everyone knew that Misty Point was a summer destination.

         Her mother looked to Ellen, and Charlotte felt another prickle of panic. Aunt Ellen was a real estate agent. And she’d clearly been let in on these plans long before everyone else had. “Thanks to my sister’s help, a couple came forward for a December first lease. We’d thought we’d go down south in January after the wedding, but, well, we decided to move up our plans!”

         The conversation seemed to go on and on, but Charlotte stopped listening. Her head felt murky and her heart was racing, but despite all the questions she had and all the confusion, one thing was very clear: she was in trouble. Again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Bree Callahan was a proud vegetarian. And a florist, by default. And, as of recently, a homeowner, by inheritance. She was also thirty-two years old and dangerously close to becoming a spinster.

         She wouldn’t feel that way if her prospects didn’t seem so bleak. In theory, she had time before her eggs dried up and her crow’s-feet took over. But Misty Point was small, and it wasn’t like she was leaving it anytime soon. She loved her hometown. She loved the cobblestone streets that ran through the quaint downtown lined with shops, and the smell of the salt water that lingered in the air, even now, when the first snow had already fallen. She loved that her family and friends were close by, and she loved her routine. Her life was simple. Perfect, really.

         So why was she standing in the front hall of her aunt and uncle’s beautiful home, blinking back tears as she gripped a plastic container of leftover stuffing (that she was emphatically informed hadn’t been stuffed in the bird) in both hands?

         “Are you on your way out, too?” Kate asked as she slid her feet into suede boots. “I think you’re parked behind us.”

         Us. A word so short and concise and yet so full of possibility.

         Bree managed a smile as she took her coat from her father, who would stick around for a while after the “kids” had left. Matt had been the first to leave, of course. He didn’t say where he was going, but then he rarely did. He was going to meet a woman, Bree was sure, but as with the others, he’d never bring her home to meet the family. The poor girl. Bree felt sorry for whoever it was.

         See, Bree? Better to be alone than led on by a man like your brother, right?

         She wished that thought was more comforting. Instead it just felt confusing and strange.

         So Matt was off, having his fun. Charlotte had left in a hurry, too, promising to come back on Sunday, the day her parents were moving. She was upset, Bree could tell, but did her best not to show it. Her smile was just a notch too bright, her eyes a tad too shiny. It made Bree sad in a way. Sometimes she missed the old Charlotte, who spoke her mind and was a little bit selfish in an endearing sort of way, and who didn’t always seem like she was holding back some secret.

         “We’re heading out, too,” Alec’s brother, William, called out. “You want to stop over for drinks?”

         “Sure!” Kate nodded her enthusiasm and, catching Bree’s eye, said, “Want to join us?”

         Us. Bree gave an apologetic smile as her mind spun to find a plausible excuse. Hanging out with two sets of lovebirds was hardly her idea of fun, even if Kate was her cousin and Elizabeth was a close friend.

         “I have to do some paperwork tonight,” she said, wondering how many times she could pull out that excuse. “Brunch this Saturday?” In other words: girl time.

         “I might have a fitting with one of my brides. I’ll double-check and get back to you tomorrow,” Kate said with a grin.

         And then they were off. Out the door. Walking along the snowy, slippery path toward the driveway. William and Elizabeth in front, holding hands. Kate and Alec just behind, arms linked through thick wool coats. And Bree. Trailing behind. Clutching a pile of leftovers.

         She managed to wave and smile and be downright cheerful as everyone went to their respective cars, and then, sweet relief, she was inside her own car. Alone.

         She turned on the radio. Blasted the heat. Checked her rearview mirror to make sure William had pulled away before shifting gears and backing out. The road was paved, the street empty, and lights glowed in windows from the houses on either side.

         It was a perfect late-fall night. Usually her favorite kind. But instead of feeling uplifted by a few hours spent with her favorite people, her heart was heavy at the prospect of going home to a dark, empty house that didn’t even feel like it belonged to her. It was her gran’s house, really. She had taken occupancy of it in September with the hope of starting over. But instead, she felt lost in all the rooms, like a visitor. Sometimes she missed her one-bedroom apartment that was walking distance to town.

         And she was feeling sorry for herself again…

         She knew it was foolish to be so upset right now, but she couldn’t help it. When Alec made that comment about her ever dating a carnivore, all her ethical resolve and strident stance on cage-free eggs and hunting for sport evaporated, and her mind was filled with the image of a square jaw, floppy brown hair, kind blue eyes, and, for some reason, wire-framed glasses. She had a thing for men in glasses.

         Simon had worn glasses. Good God, she was picturing Simon.

         She gave the rubber band on her wrist a quick snap. Sadly, she didn’t even flinch anymore. Instead, her skin was turning calloused from the number of times she thought of her ex. Physical evidence of the pathetic fact that she just wasn’t over him yet, despite the fact that he was well over her, and possibly hadn’t ever been all that interested to begin with.

         More like probably. Actually, more like certainly.

         But she…she’d adored him.

         Her grandmother had given her a harsh piece of advice when Bree was only twelve or thirteen. She could still remember where they were when she’d said it. They were in the flower shop, and Gran was pulling together a big bouquet for a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Suddenly, she’d stopped what she was doing, turned to Bree, and said, “Relationships work best if the man loves the woman just this much more than she loves him.” She’d drawn her pointer finger close to her thumb to demonstrate the distance, careful to leave a one-inch gap. Bree had been indignant, claiming that was hardly fair. “Fair has nothing to do with it,” Gran had remarked. “It’s just the way love works.”

         Oh, Gran, Bree thought. She would have been so disappointed in her only granddaughter.

         She shuddered when she thought of the flowers she’d sent Simon on what would have been their one-year anniversary last month, two months after they had split up. She sent a dozen perfect red roses to his office, so she wouldn’t have to deliver them to his door.

         That’s right, Gran, you gave me your business, your home, and every bit of advice you’d ever saved up. And I went and sent a man flowers.

         She could almost hear her grandmother’s squawk of horror over her granddaughter doing such a thing. Or buying ridiculously expensive tickets to a hockey game under the guise of having spontaneously come into possession of them, as desperation disguised as a casual excuse to get together when said man hadn’t called in six days.

         Bree shuddered, imagining how the conversation would play out.

         “Flowers! Sent to a man!”

         “Not just any man, Gran. My ex-boyfriend. I sent him one dozen perfect red roses and then I sat clutching my phone and waited for three days to see if he would call to…” To what?

         “In all my days running that shop, I never once fulfilled such an outrageous request.”

         “But you’ll be proud of me, Gran.”

         A snort, followed by a hesitation.

         “I resisted calling his office to check up on the order. I could have.” In fact, she’d rehearsed the script. She’d call during the lunch break, when the usual gossipy receptionist whom Bree had always suspected had a thing for Simon took her lunch break, and old Hazel McClain, who had been the assistant to the founder of the law firm since it first opened its doors back in the forties, took over. Hazel was practically blind, didn’t know how to operate a computer, and had no interest in office drama, especially when half the time she couldn’t remember anyone’s names. She’d never remember that Simon, who was tucked away in patent law, far down the hall from the senior partner’s office that Hazel guarded, had just ceremoniously broken another girl’s heart. Or that this girl worked in a flower shop, namely, the one that was calling to check up on the order.

         Bree could hear Gran tsk her disapproval. “Flowers to a man.” She couldn’t stop muttering it. No doubt, if there was a bridge club in the afterlife, the entire club would be aghast in no time.

         “It was my birthday,” Bree protested, out loud. Because yeah, she talked to herself now, frequently, and had imaginary conversations with Gran. And sadly, Simon. “Thirty-two.” She cringed at the reminder. As if anything more needed to be said.

         “Thirty-two! At that age, I had six children and was already a widow,” Gran would have said, as she had been keen to point out every chance she had.

         Now Bree was gripping the steering wheel. Sure, it wasn’t conventional to send a seventy-dollar bouquet to your ex-boyfriend, but surely it couldn’t be that shocking.

         She imagined Simon finding them on his desk. The surprise in his eyes. The expression when he read the card.

         The card! Dear God, she hadn’t considered that piece of hard evidence. Had it been passed around? Discovered in the trash by the gossipy receptionist? Oh my God, oh my God…

         She was thirty-two. She’d spent the better part of a year dating that man, dreaming of a future together.

         This was never how it was supposed to go.

         “My birthday wasn’t the happiest one, Gran. So you can understand why I freaked out. I…I snapped. I thought…” She didn’t frankly know what she’d been thinking. But she’d clearly had one too many glasses of pinot grigio.

         Gran was giving her one of those knowing looks, down the length of her nose, her gray eyes a little hooded, her mouth a thin line of complete disapproval. “You were thinking he may have had a change of heart. That he just needed a nudge.”

         Gran knew her so well. “Yes, Gran, that’s exactly what I had been hoping.”

         Pinched lips. Here it came. “Interested men don’t need a nudge, Bree.”

         No. They didn’t. And respectable women didn’t try to woo them, either.

         It been a lapse in judgment. A moment of crazy. Well, it wouldn’t happen again.

         Up ahead, William’s car was turning onto Thackeray Lane. Behind her, Alec’s would soon do the same. She could join them, of course. Forgo the imaginary paperwork and sit on Elizabeth’s lovely overstuffed slipcovered couch, complete with the chunky chenille throws in soft neutral colors and everything else that felt so adult and accomplished in comparison with Bree’s own meager belongings, most of which were handed down from good old Gran. There would be carols playing in the background from their surround-sound system. She’d have a glass of eggnog in one of the mugs Elizabeth had registered for. Christmas had officially launched now that Thanksgiving was behind them.

         And wasn’t that depressing? She’d dared to think perhaps this Christmas she and Simon might be engaged. And instead, she had nothing to look forward to but a poinsettia delivery tomorrow. And she didn’t even like poinsettias. In fact, she rather hated the look of them.

         Right. The slippery slope. No going there. After all, the night was hers! She could fill it however she wished! She could slip into her least flattering yet comfiest pajamas, heat up a mug of cider, add of splash of something extra, and watch a movie.

         Or…she could do a drive-by of Simon’s parents’ house.

         It wasn’t that outrageous, after all. She was practically passing by it on her way back into town, give or take a mile or two.

         She pulled up to the stop sign and flicked her blinker. Soon, she was cruising down Glen Oak Drive, at roughly four miles an hour, her eyes scanning the left side of the street. Her breath caught when she spotted his car, a black newer-model Volvo, and in panic, she pressed her foot on the accelerator, barely managing a look-see as she whizzed past at a rate that wasn’t common on residential streets.

         Her heart was still pounding when she turned onto the next street, which carried her back to the main road. He was there. At his parents’ house. Of course he was. It was Thanksgiving!

         But was he alone? Or had he brought a date? Last Thanksgiving they hadn’t felt that they knew each other well enough to share the holidays. But that wouldn’t stop him from having a change of heart this time around.

         She turned back onto the main road, in the opposite direction of home, and this time, kept her slow pace as she turned back down Glen Oak, her tires crunching on the frozen pavement, the radio on low.

         The lights were on in the house, and she could make out some people in the back room. The dining room, perhaps? Most likely. There was a man and…

         Damn it! She’d passed the house. Too late to see now. Still, she felt reassured with her findings. Nothing wild going on in there. Simon was probably in the kitchen, helping his mother clean up. Or in the study, having a drink with his dad.

         Or in his childhood bedroom, getting busy with her replacement.

         She followed the street up to the main road and stopped at the stop sign. She flicked her signal in the direction of home, chewing on her bottom lip as she waited for the traffic to clear.

         The radio switched over to a Christmas song, one of the sad ones designed to remind people that merry Christmases weren’t for everyone.

         She switched it off and gripped the steering wheel tighter.

         Well, maybe just one more lap around the block.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         At ten o’clock Sunday morning, Charlotte swerved to a stop in front of Bree’s house, only at that point realizing that their plans had been made for eleven. She cursed under her breath, then, alarmed, glanced up at the rearview mirror to see if Audrey had caught any of Mommy’s potty talk. But Audrey was sound asleep. Of course. Daytime was her favorite time to sleep. She was nocturnal, Charlotte had come to realize. And Charlotte was running on empty, and clearly not thinking straight.

         She eyed the clock on the dashboard, deciding if she should use the hour to grab a coffee in town or take a nap in the car, when she heard her name being called, and there was Bree, standing in the doorway, clutching a steaming mug in both hands, beckoning her to hurry up already.

         Charlotte blinked in confusion. Maybe it had been ten o’clock after all. Right. Another thing to add to her resolutions. Starting today, she’d keep a calendar. And this time she wouldn’t just say she was going to keep it; this time she would actually stick with it. Cross things off and everything. She could hardly wait.

         Buoyed by the thought of getting things back under control, she killed the engine. Audrey didn’t stir as she released the car seat from its base and hooked it over her forearm. The walk up the stone path to Bree’s front door was short, and despite the flurries that were starting to dance in the wind, a few colorful potted mums still anchored the front stoop.

         “Asleep?” Bree asked, glancing down at Audrey and giving her an adoring smile. She shook her head as she closed the door behind them. “Aren’t you lucky, Charlotte. I have a friend who said her baby never sleeps.”

         Charlotte gave her cousin a long, hard stare, and fought with her mouth not to say something fresh. Bree didn’t have a clue. But then, she supposed she hadn’t either…until recently.

         “Audrey is a good baby,” she agreed as she set the carrier down on the floor so she could remove her shoes.

         “A good baby? She’s perfect!” Bree used the opportunity to crouch and get a better look at Audrey. Charlotte winced as her cousin fiddled with the blanket and cooed over the pink snowsuit she’d given as an impromptu gift, which did look rather adorable on the baby. Audrey’s eyelids fluttered, and for a moment Charlotte felt a twinge of panic. She just needed ten minutes…five even!

         “She is perfect.” Charlotte grinned. “But I do wish she’d sleep more at night.”

         “Can’t you nap when she naps?” Bree stood and shrugged, as if it were just that obvious.

         Charlotte stopped unbuttoning her coat, counted to three, and pulled in a measured breath. She’d used the same trick last week when Bree had complained about only getting five hours of sleep due to a rush of holiday orders. “I suppose I could. If I wasn’t at work.”

         “But weekends?”

         There was no use arguing. “Weekends, sure.” Because of course she could get by on a few hours of sleep. Two days a week.

         Her eyelids began to droop as she hung her coat in the small closet Bree had crammed with coats for every season, and what seemed like every pair of shoes she owned, too, right down to her leopard-print stilettos, which Charlotte hoped to borrow someday, if she ever had occasion to wear them, that is. Right now, she’d happily trade a proper night of sleep for a fancy restaurant.

         She eyed the creamy off-white living room sofa eagerly as they rounded the corner. What she wouldn’t give to lie down right now, just rest her head for a moment on one of Bree’s colorful throw pillows. Instead she motioned to Bree’s mug. “Any more of that, by chance?”

         “A whole pot in the kitchen.” Bree grinned. “And I have your favorite flavor of creamer, too.”

         Ah, bless her. Charlotte had been sleeping even worse than usual since the big Thanksgiving announcement, but this morning brought a new source of hope. This morning, she was going to ask Bree if she could move in here. Temporarily.

         After all, the place was far too big for just one person. It had once belonged to Bree’s paternal grandmother, who’d taken a special liking to her only granddaughter over her many grandsons (once a prickly issue during holiday gatherings that had eventually faded to a family joke) and gave Bree not only her flower shop but also her home. It had taken more than a year since her passing for Bree to take occupancy of the old cedar-sided Colonial. At first, Charlotte had assumed that Bree didn’t want to take liberties, or perhaps couldn’t bear to part with some of the antique items, but as she followed her cousin down the hall that led to the kitchen, she began to wonder…

         Boxes of all sizes lined the passageway, confining the space to single-file, none visibly marked, but all haphazardly arranged. Inside the kitchen, cans of paint were stacked on the island and several of the oak cabinets were missing their doors. Bree said nothing as she casually reached for a mug from an open shelf, as if the house weren’t in some strange sense of disarray, and nothing was amiss.

         “Are you…painting?” Charlotte latched on to the most obvious and motioned toward the paint cans.

         Bree smiled. “Renovating.” She reached for the coffeepot and filled a mug for Charlotte before topping herself off.

         “The kitchen?” Charlotte inquired, wondering if the boxes in the hall meant she had finally gotten around to that attic.

         “The entire house!” Bree beamed, as if this was the most natural statement she could make at ten in the morning, when Charlotte was running on about three hours of sleep in twenty-four hours. When she was hoping to move in. To a construction site. With a baby. A baby who could crawl.

         Her hand shook a little as she reached for the vanilla creamer that Bree set on the counter. Her cousin kept one on hand in her flower shop, too, for Charlotte’s frequent visits: some professional errands, but most of a more personal nature.

         But in all their recent chats, she’d failed to mention this.

         “You hired a local crew then?” Charlotte asked pleasantly. Maybe it would be finished quickly, she dared to hope. After all, the house was in decent enough shape. Or at least it had been, as of last month, when Charlotte had brought Audrey over for a much-needed stop on their trick-or-treat run. Bree had fussed over Audrey in her pumpkin costume and added five extra candies to the trick-or-treat bag, which of course Charlotte later consumed on the couch in her apartment, relishing that little parenting perk.

         “Oh, no. That would be much too expensive!” Bree clucked her tongue. “I’m doing it myself.”

         “Yourself?” Charlotte closed her gaping mouth. Bree looked so proud. Who was she to burst her bubble?

         “Yup. Come see what I’m doing to the master bath. I’ve been watching videos on my laptop, taking down notes. You’d be amazed what you can learn off the internet! How to clean a furnace. How to anchor a heavy mirror to plaster walls! You should see me with my drill. I’ve even learned how to spot asbestos. And it’s a good thing I did.” She chuckled knowingly.

         Oh, dear God. Bracing herself, Charlotte grabbed her mug and retraced her path through the front hall and up the winding stairs to the top landing, her eyes widening with each step. A ladder was facedown on the floor, next to an open toolbox, and she caught the glint of sunlight reflecting off some spilled nails. Gingerly climbing over the equipment, she followed Bree into the master bedroom, trying to murmur some encouragement and support, but all words were lost when she spotted the open door to the bathroom.

         What once had been wall tile of an ancient, peachy hue was now exposed pipes and irregularly shaped holes where drywall had been. A few tiles remained. “Couldn’t get those off for the life of me. Yet,” Bree explained, without having to be asked, and Charlotte’s head started to spin when she saw that her cousin was still grinning.

         “How long is all this going to take?” she finally asked.

         Bree shrugged. “I don’t know. However long it does, I suppose.”

         Oh, the luxury. To live without a care in the world. To live only for yourself and your own whims.

         Charlotte backed away from the bathroom door after noticing the loose wires and enormous hole where a light fixture and medicine cabinet had once hung. “Well. This is quite a project.” To put it mildly…

         Bree nodded. “I’m learning as I go. Part of home ownership!”

         Was it? Charlotte wasn’t so sure.

         “Besides,” Bree said, a little more subdued. “It gives me something to do.”

         “But you have the flower shop,” Charlotte said, puzzled.

         “In the evenings, I meant.” Bree gave a little sigh, and looked around the room. “It was overdue for a change, anyway.”

         Charlotte gave a little smile. Of course. Bree was lonely. And who wouldn’t be living in this big old house all by herself? Moving in with Audrey would have been the perfect solution for everyone…if it wasn’t a gigantic safety hazard.

         She felt her shoulders drop. Gone were the fantasies she had of watching chick flicks with Bree, having someone to talk to at the end of the day, surrounding Audrey with family at Christmastime.

         She’d just have to figure something else out.

         “How’s business going, by the way?” she ventured as she gripped the stair rail tightly, following Bree back downstairs to the living room, her eyes scanning for stray nails or loose floorboards.

         “The holidays are always busy, but I have seasonal help lined up.”

         So much for picking up a few extra weekend shifts at the flower shop. Charlotte was happy to see that Audrey was still sleeping as she settled into an armchair near the fireplace and sipped her coffee. She supposed it was time to discuss the reason she was here. Technically. “I received all the RSVP notes. It looks like everyone can make Kate’s shower next weekend.”

         “Oh, good!” Bree perked up. “And I talked to Elizabeth and she’s excited she’ll be hosting. No doubt she’s been looking for another opportunity to use all her wedding registry goods.”

         Charlotte managed a wan smile. Elizabeth was her sister’s best friend, and while they’d always had a close relationship, she felt a little uneasy in her company these days. Still, she thought as she rearranged the cushion behind her back, careful not to spill her coffee, she wouldn’t let that interfere with Kate’s wedding shower. Nothing could interfere with it. Not on her watch.

         “She thinks I’m picking her up to go to a movie that night,” Bree continued. “Alec has promised not to spill a word and to keep William entertained for the evening.”

         Charlotte knew she should be happy that Bree was so on top of things, but she couldn’t help but frown a little. Kate was her sister, after all, and she had hoped to use this wedding shower as a way to bridge the gap between them and set the right tone for this upcoming wedding. The kind that said, I’m your sister, your pinnacle of support, the one who will do anything and everything to make this perfect for you. And now she was just a guest. At Elizabeth’s house. She wouldn’t even have a say in the decorations.

         She took another sip of coffee, telling herself not to get sensitive. What mattered was that Kate had a good time.

         “I’m happy to oversee the menu—”

         “Already on it!” Bree said, leaning over to hand Charlotte a sheet of paper from a stack she had on the coffee table. “Everyone’s offered to bring something.”

         Charlotte scanned the list to see what she could contribute that hadn’t already been taken. The only spot open was for drinks. Well, how boring was that? She may as well be in charge of napkins.

         “You’re not upset that I went ahead and got things moving, are you? I know you’re busy with the baby, and I hated to add more to your plate, and well…It gives me something to do.” Bree looked a little rattled for a moment, and Charlotte eyed her carefully.

         “It’s not easy getting over someone.” Wasn’t that the truth? Even though Jake’s behavior, from start to finish, had been deplorable, there was still a part of her that wished the phone would ring and he would apologize and say that he wanted to be a real family. That he was ready for midnight feedings, diaper changes, and all the other not-so-glamorous stuff you never really consider before you have a baby.

         Yes, she thought it. When she was lying in bed at night, just about to drift off, and Audrey started to whimper…she thought it. And when she was walking down Harbor Street on Sunday mornings and saw all those sappy, happy couples at Jojo’s Café, eating pancake breakfasts, she thought it. And she wanted it. There. It was out. She wanted Jake to pick up that phone and call her and apologize. Or turn up at her door with about five dozen red roses and a bashful grin and…tears in his eyes. Oh yes, there needed to be tears. In fact, she wanted him sobbing into those roses.

         Pathetic. Really, pathetic. And definitely not something she would admit aloud.

         “It’s fine. Fine.” Bree’s smile was unnaturally bright. “Besides, now that I’m not busy primping for dates or shaving my legs, I have all this extra time to finally get this house in order.”

         Get the house in order? More like create a giant mess.

         “Well, I for one think it’s great that you have such a positive attitude. There’s far too much expectation that a woman’s life is not complete until she’s landed a man. I like to think I’m setting a far better role model for my daughter by showing her that I can be a strong independent woman.” But was she? Charlotte gulped her coffee. It was liberating to make such an announcement, but not true per se, was it? It wasn’t like she was exactly standing on her own two feet, after all. And she wasn’t independent either. But she was swinging it on her own.

         What choice did she have?

         “Good for you, Charlotte,” Bree said earnestly. “If I had a drink, I’d toast to that, but I’ve cut myself off from wine until at least noon.” She laughed.

         Charlotte nodded her sympathy. “You just need to establish a new routine.”

         “I know it’s crazy. But we were together for a year and…I thought I’d be over it by now.”

         “I understand.” And she did. Far better than she’d ever led her cousin—or anyone else—to believe. It was bad enough that she’d fallen for Jake’s charms, believing him when he’d sidled up next to her in a bar one early summer night, claiming Kate had broken his heart, when it was later determined that it was all part of his plan to call off the wedding. It was even worse when she’d let Jake buy her a few rounds, and blushed when he’d told her how pretty she was, how much better she was making him feel. It was downright stupid of her to accept his ride home, when she knew darn well what he meant by that. But it was downright foolish to ever think that he’d be excited to learn he was going to be a father.

         And it was nothing short of pathetic that she’d followed him back to Boston a few weeks later, thinking he’d eventually have a change of heart.

         Yes, a part of her still held on to that glimmer of hope. But did Bree—or anyone else for that matter—need to know that? After what Jake had done to her sister, then her, well, she’d probably be told she needed to have her head examined.

         “At least you have your baby to keep you busy,” Bree said cheerfully. “And Kate’s wedding, I’m sure.”

         Kate! Charlotte had almost forgotten. She glanced at her watch, her heart slowing when she realized she still had fifteen minutes to spare. “I’m supposed to meet my sister at my parents’ house soon. They’re packing up today.”

         Bree shook her head. “Right before the holidays. But they’ll be back. And you and Kate have each other.”

         Charlotte said nothing as she took a sip of her coffee, the weight of sadness settling in her chest. She had a sister, yes. A sister who employed her and who loved her daughter and who knew her. Too well at times. But it wasn’t the same as having someone to confide in. And that was entirely her fault.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Kate was standing in her parents’ empty kitchen, surrounded by packing boxes, when Charlotte scooted past the moving men, holding Audrey in the crook of her arm as she managed to feed her a bottle. Kate glanced up from the newspaper she was holding, blinking in distraction for a moment, but as soon as her gaze fell on her niece, her expression transformed.

         She quickly folded the newspaper and shoved it into her black leather tote. “May I?” she asked, glancing at Charlotte for approval.

         “Of course.” Charlotte handed over the baby, who started to wail as the bottle was teased from her mouth, until Kate quickly popped it back in. “Any good leads in the society section today?”

         Kate looked startled. “What? Oh, no. I have my hands full anyway.” She looked back at Audrey quickly, and Charlotte felt that familiar sense of unease that she often had when she was alone with her sister anymore. Yes, they’d moved forward, but there was still something there, under the surface, reminding her that things were different now.

         “Where are Mom and Dad?” She scanned the adjacent rooms, seeing no sign of them. Was this how it would be when they were gone? At the office, the sisters at least had matters to discuss. But when the workday was over, they were left with stilted chitchat and bad memories.

         “They’re down in the basement. You know I won’t go down there.”

         Charlotte laughed in spite of herself. Kate had always been afraid of that basement, ever since Charlotte had locked her down there for a few hours, after Kate had tattled on her for eating all of the brownies her mother had made for the school bake sale the next morning.

         “We must have been what, eight and ten then?”

         Kate shook her head. “It could have been yesterday. I kept waiting for Mom to hear me pounding on the door.”

         Charlotte looked at her sister guiltily. “She was next door at Mrs. Paulsen’s house. That lady could talk.”

         Kate laughed. “She still can! Careful, I saw her prowling around out front when the moving vans pulled up.”

         Charlotte looked at her sister thoughtfully. “You never told on me for locking you down there, did you?”

         “No.” Kate slipped her a smile. “I figured we were sort of even.”

         Even. If only it were so easy to settle the score now.

         “Well.” She shifted the weight on her feet, uncomfortable. She didn’t like thinking of all the times she went wrong, and all the times Kate still took her back. “I suppose we should go up to our rooms and save what we can.”

         They walked up the stairs in silence. Audrey was gurgling behind her, happy to be in her aunt’s arms. Usually the sound of her daughter’s voice cheered her, but as Charlotte skimmed her hand up the banister, her heart felt heavy. She’d only just finally made it home after a year away. And now that home was being taken from her again.

         No more Thanksgiving meals gathered at the dining room table. Or Christmas, for that matter.

         “Who will host Christmas?” she asked aloud as she reached the landing.

         “I suppose I will,” Kate said. “Or maybe Aunt Ellen can have us over. Between you and me, I don’t really feel up to guests this holiday. Not with my wedding in January.”

         Charlotte nodded mutely. Of course. Kate wouldn’t want the trouble of being hostess, not when she took the role so seriously. She wouldn’t be the kind to put out a plate of cheese and crackers and a bottle of wine the way Charlotte would. No, Kate liked details. Lots of them. So of course she couldn’t take on the responsibility of entertaining right now.

         Any more than she could probably take on the responsibility of a houseguest. Or two.

         Good thing that Charlotte wasn’t planning to ask.

         Her stomach felt a little sick when she thought of her options. She walked into her room and sat down on her bed. Or the mattress, really. Her mother had taken the bedding to the Goodwill the day after Thanksgiving, supposedly. She knew she had no use for twin-sized bedding, and she of all people should know how much something pretty could mean to someone in need, but she couldn’t fight the hot tears that welled in her eyes when she thought of all the times she dropped onto this very bed, on her pink-striped bedding. She’d line her dolls up in a precise order against the frilly throw pillows, kissing each one before she left for school. Later, when the dolls were dumped in the closet, she’d lay on this bed and stare at the posters of teen idols she’d ripped from glossy magazines. Might have even kissed a few of them on her way to school, too, come to think of it.

         The pressure in her chest was heavy. She stood up, opened a few drawers and cracked the closet door, but everything had been cleared out. To think that just a few days ago she had imagined herself living in this room again.

         Kate was standing in the doorway when Charlotte closed the closet. She jumped at the sight of her sister. “Nothing left to take,” she said.

         Kate sighed. “It’s strange. Seeing the house empty this way. It feels like a lifetime of memories are just…gone. I mean, I know they say they are coming back, and most of everything went into storage, but it still feels permanent.”

         Charlotte pointed to the closet door frame. “Remember the way Dad used to measure us? Every birthday and the first day of school.” She crouched to look at the faded lines on the white paint. At the passing of time etched in pencil. And she suddenly wondered if she’d ever have the security of living in a place long enough to mark her own child’s growth over the years.

         The thought of it saddened her, and she turned away.

         “Remember how you tried to paint your bedroom black that one time, and Mom smelled the fumes from downstairs and caught you before you’d made three brushstrokes?”

         Charlotte burst out laughing and crossed the room to slide the dresser over a few feet. Sure enough, a big smear of black paint was slashed across the wallpaper. “She had to rearrange my entire room. It was that or put up new wallpaper.”

         “I don’t know which idea was worse. Painting it black, or trying to paint over wallpaper.”

         Charlotte shook her head. “I’ve certainly put everyone through a lot of grief over the years.”

         Kate didn’t meet her eyes, and Charlotte knew it was on purpose. “Well, teenagers. You’ll have your own someday.” She grinned and, so help her, Audrey giggled.

         “No. No, Audrey will be different.” Charlotte was adamant.

         “Sure she will!” Kate said, rolling her eyes.

         Her mother’s voice could be heard in the hall now, ordering the movers in the direction of her room.

         Kate opened the door. “I think I’ll go see if Dad needs help. He’ll probably want to take a few more pictures of Audrey, too.”

         In the hall, Charlotte could hear Kate talking to her mother in low tones, and finally, heard her descending the stairs. Charlotte swept her eyes over the room once more and then, with one last glance at the height chart, closed the door behind her.

         It wasn’t forever, she told herself. And maybe it was for the best. If she’d moved back home now, would she ever have dared to try things on her own again?

         This was a nudge. A big one. Another one. And she wasn’t sure how much further she could be pushed.

         Her mother’s smile was strained when Charlotte met her in the hall. “I was going to save this for Audrey for Christmas, but, well, I thought you might want to take it with you.” She held out a small cloth doll that had been Charlotte’s favorite as a toddler.

         “Nina!” Charlotte gasped, taking the small toy. “Where’d you find her?”

         “In the basement, in that old, broken bassinet. I washed it by hand, but I’m afraid she’s well loved.”

         That was putting it mildly. Her pink dress was faded and a few threads had come loose, but Charlotte didn’t care. She stroked the cloth. It was still soft. “She’s going to cherish this. Thank you.” She gave a watery smile as her mother’s forehead creased. “It’s going to be okay, Mom.”

         Was it? She wasn’t so sure. And from the look on her mother’s face, she wasn’t, either.

         “I know your father’s mother needs us, but this all just happened so much more quickly than I expected it would. And during the holidays…” From downstairs there was the peal of a baby’s giggle, and Maura put her hand to her heart. “I’m going to miss my girls.”

         “And we’ll miss you, Mom. But we’ll be fine.” Her smile felt brittle.

         “And it’s only temporary.”

         Charlotte nodded. “I know.”

         “And we’ll be back for Christmas. We’re spending Christmas Eve with Granny, and then we’ll fly back to Misty Point that night. We’ll stay with Kate,” her mother added, as if there were any possibility of her parents staying at her cramped one-bedroom apartment.

         “That’s only a few weeks away.” Charlotte brightened at the thought.

         “Tomorrow’s December first!” Maura announced, but the words hit Charlotte like a jolt of cold water.

         She hadn’t paid November rent yet. And now December’s would be due. If she didn’t get her act together soon, her parents wouldn’t be the only ones staying with Kate for the holidays.

         She frowned at the thought of resorting to asking her sister for anything more than she’d already given.

         “Baby’s first Christmas,” her mother was saying now as she took the box from Charlotte’s arms and began carrying it down the stairs. “It’s going to be the best Christmas ever!”

         Charlotte hesitated with her hand on the rail. Best Christmas ever.

         Suddenly that felt very far from possible.
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