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      She pushed herself to her feet and secured the cap on the marker. Tilting her head, she glanced around the room, studying the boxes lined up, all marked in her neat, cursive handwriting.

      As she continued to glance around the spacious living room, bathed in warm, buttery hues of yellow, Lily placed a hand over her chest, over the hollow ache that had been there for days. She’d never seen anything sadder nor lonelier than the sight of her living room, empty and devoid of the life it had once held, with nothing but storage boxes containing a lifetime’s worth of memories.

      For the life of her, she couldn’t quite figure out how she’d gotten here.

      Or when the knots in her stomach she’d been carrying around for weeks would go away.

      Behind her, the front door clicked open, and the workers, dressed in jeans and old T-shirts, poured back in and glanced at her expectantly. “What else do you need us to move, Mrs. Alrich?”

      Lily blinked and looked over at them. “There’s still a few more boxes.”

      The blond man nodded and stood up straighter. “Yes, ma’am. Which ones will you be wanting us to move?”

      Lily coughed and glanced back at the boxes, a strange lump rising in the back of her throat. She’d marked the boxes already and had spent days trying to determine which were of any use to her and which would go to a storage unit she’d rented out in the middle of the city.

      “The ones marked ‘go,’” Lily replied finally. She swallowed past the lump and folded her arms over her chest. “Leave the others, please.”

      With a sigh, she watched the movers stir, heading toward the remaining boxes. Once they’d moved the last of them, Lily shut the door behind them and spun to face the empty apartment. A warm breeze blew in through the open window, making the hairs on the back of her neck rise. A heaviness settled in the center of her chest as Lily drifted up the stairs toward the rooms.

      Slowly, she peeked into one room after the next, shutting the doors behind her as she did. Once she was done upstairs, she made her way back down, the heaviness in her chest growing.

      She wandered into the office, paused in the doorway, and glanced around the room where her husband had spent most of his life.

      Her now ex-husband.

      The life they’d built together now seemed like a lifetime ago.

      When she pulled the door shut behind her and drifted back into the living room, tears sprang to Lily’s eyes. She remembered the first day Lance had brought her here: fresh out of college, pregnant, and with her whole life ahead of her. She’d been blindfolded then, and Lance’s sure and steady hands had held her in place till he removed the blindfold and gestured around him.

      Lily would never forget how it had felt to stand in the doorway with an arm draped over her stomach, where a swell of emotion—fear, anxiety, and uncertainty—were fluttering in her chest. She recalled turning to Lance with tears in her eyes and a beaming smile—still thought of how he’d kissed her like the world had been theirs for the taking. A bittersweet feeling settled in the pit of her stomach, reminding her that it hadn’t been all bad, despite how it was ending.

      She’d been an idiot then, believing they really could have it all.

      Had she dreamed too big, reached too high? Was this the price she had to pay?

      With a slight shake of her head, Lily rubbed a hand over her face.

      All of the taco nights, the family movie nights spent curled up on the couch with Lance while their three children squirmed and argued on the floor underneath them. Lily remembered every dance rehearsal and every dinner she’d slaved over, only to sit around the table afterward, marveling at how she’d gotten so lucky.

      It all came back to her, in snippets at first, then all at once, leaving her gasping, the ache in her chest growing stronger.

      When, exactly, had her dream life turned into a nightmare?

      Try as she might, Lily couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment. All she knew was she’d gone from being married to one of the most eligible men in the city, and hosting some of the most lavish parties, to screaming matches that ended with her berating herself and wondering where it all had gone wrong.

      Lance had gone from being the man of her dreams to a complete stranger, seemingly overnight.

      But in her heart, she knew it had been a long time coming. Since the birth of their third child, Lauren, she’d felt Lance pulling away, disappointment and frustration etched onto his face whenever he looked at her. She’d fought the feeling. For years, she’d clung to their marriage by the skin of her teeth, and it still hadn’t been enough.

      You did everything you could, Lily. There was nothing else you could’ve done, and you know it.

      Once upon a time, Lily had imagined a career for herself as a dietician.

      She’d given it up to be the wife of a criminal lawyer and raise their three children. Yet, although the life of a socialite and part-time dietician was the only life she’d ever known, Lily was filled with an odd combination of fear and excitement over what the future held for her and the many possibilities it now presented.

      Especially now she’d sold her house and was starting over.

      You can do this, Lily. Plenty of people start over. And you’ve got a nice little safety net while you figure things out.

      “Hello?”

      Lily spun around, jolted out of her memories by the sound of her oldest son’s voice. He pushed the front door open with a creak, and his dark hair emerged first, glistening beneath the early morning sun. When Liam stepped into the house, a small smile hovering on the edge of his lips, she was taken aback by how much he looked like his father. Everything from his dark hair and dark eyes to the sure way he held himself reminded her of her ex.

      And it sent another knot straight to her stomach.

      Liam stepped forward and pulled her in for a hug. “I figured you’d need the company.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Lily clung to him for a little longer, allowing the familiar scent of his spicy aftershave to wash over her. “You didn’t have to come all the way out here.”

      Liam drew back and smiled. “I wanted to. Besides, I stopped by and got us some coffee on the way.”

      Lily’s lips curved into a smile. “That smells delicious.”

      Liam placed her hand into the crook of his elbow and led her to the marble kitchen table. He pulled out a stool for her and waited till she sat down. Once she did, he set down his own cup and leaned over the counter. In silence, she sipped on her coffee and studied him.

      Where had all the time gone?

      In the blink of an eye, Liam had gone from wanting to cuddle up to her on the couch and play with his action figures to being on track to become a criminal lawyer, just like his father.

      When he looked over at her, Lily saw the concern and worry written in the depths of his eyes and straightened. “I’m fine.”

      Liam eyed her over the rim of his cup. “You know it’s okay if you aren’t. This is a big step.”

      Lily nodded and took a long sip of her drink, the liquid burning a path down her throat before settling in her stomach. “I know it is.”

      “I’m sure you could buy the house back if you wanted,” Liam added, his eyes moving steadily over her face. “I don’t think the new owners will care since they want to tear it down and rebuild.”

      Lily sighed and reached between them. She placed her hand on top of Liam’s and squeezed. “I can’t live here, sweetheart. What good would it do me?”

      With memories around every corner and the weight of her failed marriage lingering in all the nooks and crannies…

      Lily had loved her home and had poured a lot of time, energy, and sweat into the two-story Victorian house.

      Now, she couldn’t imagine spending one more minute there.

      Liam nodded and cleared his throat. “Okay.”

      Lily gave his hand another squeeze. “I know this is hard for you too. It’s the house where you and your siblings grew up, but you’ll always have the memories.”

      Liam studied her face, a furrow appearing between his brows. “Are you sure you don’t want to come and stay with me?”

      “Absolutely.” Lily drew her hand back and sat up straighter. “You and Laura are planning a wedding, sweetheart. I don’t want to get in the way of that.”

      “You wouldn’t be getting in the way. We’d love your help.”

      “I’ve got my own plans, remember?”

      Liam finished the last of his coffee and sat the empty cup down. “I still can’t believe you’re actually going through with this. What if you don’t like it there?”

      “Then I’ll come back.”

      Liam pushed himself off the counter and ran a hand over his face. “It’s a lot of changes, Mom. First, selling the house and now going to Provincetown for a few months?”

      Carefully, Lily stood up and smoothed out the front of her shirt. “I know it’s a lot of changes, but it feels like the right thing to do.”

      Liam snorted. “Going off to a town in the middle of an island to meet a family who’s never taken an interest in you?”

      “That’s not their fault; you know that.”

      Liam blew out a breath. “Yeah, but it’s too many changes, too fast.”

      “It’s going to take some time to adapt, but I’ve spoken to your aunt Heather, and she’s helped me make all of the arrangements. I can’t wait to meet everyone.”

      “Aren’t you worried they won’t be what you expect?”

      Lily chuckled. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, sweetheart. And I think you’ll love them too once you meet them.”

      Liam muttered something under his breath, too unintelligible for her to discern.

      Meeting her mom’s side of the family was a big deal, far bigger than she was willing to let on. Lily had spent weeks agonizing over the decision and wondering if it was the right call to make, considering they were nothing but strangers to her. However, after being given a box full of letters written by her late mother and aunt, she felt compelled to seek them out.

      After a lifetime of wondering, she was finally getting to meet her mother’s family.

      Her teenage self would’ve been thrilled.

      “You worry too much, sweetheart,” Lily added after a lengthy pause. “I’ll be fine, and we’ll talk every day.”

      Liam exhaled and straightened his shoulders. “Okay, fine. I can see I’m not going to get anywhere here, and I know you know what you’re doing, so I’ll let it go for now. I’ve got to get to work. Text me later?”

      Lily drew him into another hug. “I will. Drive safely.”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      As soon as he’d left, Lily grabbed her purse and rummaged through it. She wandered through the house one final time, the memories overwhelming her as she did. She saw herself sitting across from her kids at the breakfast table, with sleep still in her eyes and the sound of their babbling and laughter filling the air. Then she saw them playing on the carpet in the living room while she called out to Lance, her face hurting from smiling so much. She saw a younger version of herself and Lance dancing by the light of the refrigerator while the kids slept soundly.

      All of those Christmases, all of the birthdays, and all of the holidays.

      The four walls of their home held so much life, and they had so many stories to tell.

      Lily almost couldn’t bear the thought of saying goodbye, although she knew she had to.

      This time, when she went back downstairs, her steps were slower and less certain, and she had a large lump in her throat.

      In the doorway to the house, she paused and took the envelope out of her purse. Inside, she had all of the contact information and a detailed itinerary for her time in Provincetown, Massachusetts.

      She fingered the envelope and thought of her aunt Mae.

      Darling Aunt Mae, who had reached out a month prior upon seeing the news of Lily’s divorce splashed all over the society papers. Lily hadn’t known what to expect when her estranged aunt reached out. However, the last thing she’d anticipated was her father’s sister revealing her father and stepmother had been feeding Lily lies to keep the truth about her mother under wraps, ever since she’d been a child.

      According to Mae, her mother had been a wonderful woman, one her father had never deserved.

      By the end of the meeting, Mae had pulled out a package full of envelopes written by her mother’s sister, Aunt Heather. The very same aunt she was to meet for the first time.

      It was all so very strange.

      Lily hadn’t been able to go through the letters while sitting in the middle of a crowded café in a busy part of the city. Instead, she’d taken the letters home and waited until she was sitting on the floor of their home, half-empty boxes surrounding her, to rip one open.

      Since then, she hadn’t looked back.

      Lily flipped the lights off, stepped outside, and slammed the door shut behind her.

      She didn’t want to look back anymore, only forward. It was time for a new chapter in her life.
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      Lily had the windows rolled down, allowing the sickly sweet smell of wildflowers to waft into her car. With the music turned down and nothing but the open road for miles ahead, she relaxed against her seat. Trees whipped past on both sides, leaves and grass peppered with the wide array of flowers in full bloom.

      After a long and trying winter, spring was finally here.

      With a sigh, she turned the music down further and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. On the passenger seat next to her was the box full of letters her aunt Heather had written to her every year since her mother had died, up until Liam’s birth.

      There was an entire world in those pages, the secret having been within Lily’s reach all along. She kept one hand on the steering wheel, the other touching the top of the closed box, as if to assure herself it was still there.

      Driving from New York to Falmouth had been Lily’s idea, giving her four hours to adapt to the idea of leaving behind the only life she’d ever known.

      Taking the scenic route had seemed like a good decision at the time. Now, she had no idea if she could bear to be alone with her thoughts for that long. Not when she kept turning over everything she knew about her mother, from the fact she’d abandoned Lily when she was barely a year old to the fact she’d died tragically when Lily was only six. She could fit everything she knew about her mother in one hand and had long since made her peace with her ignorance.

      Or so she’d thought.

      Aunt Heather had proven that Lily only succeeded in pushing it down.

      One particular letter came to mind, written after Liam was born. The pages were now worn and crumpled around the edges, but Lily could recite it from memory.

      As she settled back against her seat and lowered the music, she smiled to herself.

      

      Dear Lily,

      

      I can’t believe you’ve just had your first child. Your mother would’ve been so proud of you. Kelly would’ve loved being a grandmother. She was so warm and caring, and she had so much love to give.

      I hope you know that.

      I know you’ve never answered my letters, and a part of me thinks you never will, but I still cling to the hope that it’s not too late. You do, after all, have a whole family here that’s rooting for you, that’s celebrating your successes as their own. We love you so very much, Lily.

      And I can’t wait to meet my great-nephew.

      You’re going to make an amazing mom.

      

      With love,

      Aunt Heather

      

      Lily blinked back the tears and returned to the present with a jolt. She maintained her viselike grip on the steering wheel, some of the knots in her stomach unfurling.

      For years, she’d believed every lie spoon-fed to her by her father and stepmother, allowing their hate and biases to color her opinion of her mother and her mother’s family. She’d even been told her mother’s family wanted nothing to do with her.

      Why had she taken everything they said at face value?

      Why hadn’t she known any better?

      Her phone rang, interrupting her train of thought.

      Her daughter’s name flashed across the car screen, bringing a smile to her lips. “Hi, honey.”

      “Sounds like you’re on the road already,” Sara commented; Lily could practically hear the smile in her voice. “How’s the road trip going?”

      “I miss you all already.”

      Sara laughed. “You can’t miss us that badly since you’re going all the way to… What was it again?”

      “I’ll be headed to Falmouth first, then I’ll make my way to Provincetown.” Lily chuckled. “I’m glad to know you listen carefully when I talk.”

      “I do listen,” Sara insisted, her voice growing muffled before returning in full force. “It’s just a lot of names to remember.”

      “Some family members live in Falmouth, and some of them live in Provincetown.”

      “And you’re going to be staying in Falmouth first, right?”

      Lily nodded. “I’ll be staying in a hotel Aunt Heather booked for me. While I’m there, I’ll get to know the side of the family that lives in Falmouth.”

      “Remind me again why you’re staying in a hotel. They’re your mom’s family, right?”

      “Because I hardly know them,” Lily reminded her, pausing to check the rearview mirror. “How would you feel about a relative you barely know imposing?”

      “I’ll let you know if I’m ever in that situation.”

      “Hopefully, that never happens. Anyway, I thought it would be a good idea for me to stay in a hotel to take some of the pressure off.”

      “Actually, you might be onto something.”

      “Your mom does occasionally have good ideas,” Lily teased.

      “So, Falmouth is where your grandma and grandpa live, right?”

      “That’s right. Aunt Ashley and Uncle Frankie live there too.”

      Sara released a deep breath. “That’s a lot of relatives. You mentioned something about a Stu guy. Is he another uncle?”

      Lily cleared her throat. “Stu is my stepfather. He was married to my…to Kelly.”

      Sara said something to someone in the background. Then her voice came back on, quieter than before. “Are you sure you want to meet him? You know, it’s okay if you don’t.”

      “I want to.”

      “You sure? Meeting him and his children… That’s a lot to take in, Mom. I’m not trying to discourage you or anything. I just think you should slow down.”

      “Have you been talking to Liam about this?”

      Sara paused. “We’ve all been talking about it. We just want to be sure you’re meeting them for the right reasons and not, you know.”

      “How’s Jake? How are his studies?”

      “Same old,” Sara replied after a brief pause. “You know how Jake is around exam time.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Are you mad at me?”

      Lily stared at the empty road ahead and ignored the twinge in her stomach. “I’m not using them as a distraction if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Sara sighed. “I know that, Mom. But do they know that?”

      Overnight, Lily had gone from not knowing her birth mother and having no memories of her to discovering a whole other family who had been kept from her. Not only was she driving to Falmouth to meet the grandparents she’d never known, but there was also a slew of aunts and uncles she’d heard nothing of.

      Nothing, however, scared her as much as meeting her stepfather and his children. Her half siblings.

      No matter what she told her own kids, the thought of meeting the twins, two people with lives of their own who had gotten Kelly to themselves, left a hollow ache in the center of her chest. While she knew neither of them was responsible for how Kelly had abandoned her as a child, a part of her couldn’t help but wonder what she’d done wrong—why they were so different.

      Why had Kelly left her to start a whole new life?

      And why wasn’t Lily a part of it?

      Since learning of her mother’s family, Lily had wondered about the same thing over and over, but each time she came close to voicing her concerns, she backed out. Considering how everyone was just getting to know each other, the last thing she wanted was to cast a dark shadow of doubt and suspicion over everything. No matter how badly she wanted the answers.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Sara continued, now louder. “I just think it’s a lot, that’s all, but you know I support you regardless.”

      “Good.”

      “So, tell me again: Your grandparents live in Falmouth, along with Aunt Heather, Aunt Ashley, and Uncle Frank—”

      “Aunt Heather lives in Provincetown, and so does Aunt Rebecca.”

      “Heather is the one who wrote you all those letters, right?”

      “That’s the one.”

      Sara paused. “Is she the retired nurse who’s married to Ed, the real estate agent?”

      “I’m glad to see you’ve been paying some attention.” Lily switched on the turn signal and took a hard right, pausing to wipe the beads of sweat off of her face. “Heather is married to Ed, and they have two kids: Tammy and Luke.”

      “Those are your cousins?”

      “That’s right. They’re both married with kids.”

      “How are you keeping track of all of this?”

      “Honestly? I made a spreadsheet.”

      Sara burst into laughter, and Lily immediately brightened at the sound, missing her oldest daughter and wishing she was there next to her. “Maybe you should color code or something to help you differentiate.”

      “I should,” Lily agreed, relaxing her grip on the wheel. “I’m hoping it'll be easier once I start putting faces to the names.”

      “What about Aunt…Ashley, was it? Is she married too?”

      “Yes, and she also has kids who have kids.”

      Sara blew out a breath. “So, you’ve got a lot of first cousins, and a lot of first cousins…once removed?”

      “It’s a lot to process,” Lily told her. She reached for the water bottle she kept on the passenger seat and lifted it to her lips. “Maybe I’d better send you the spreadsheet.”

      Sara snorted. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’m getting a headache just thinking about it.”

      “Well, you have to brush up on the Wilson family tree at some point. Because I want you all to come out to meet them when you can.”

      “Maybe everyone can wear name cards. Okay, let me see if I remember this right; that leaves Aunt Rebecca, right? She’s the one who runs that inn with the funny name.”

      “The Herring Cove Inn,” Lily corrected with a smile. “It’s not a funny name. I think it’s charming.”

      “I think it sounds like some kind of venereal disease you’d avoid talking about.”

      “Be nice,” Lily scolded. “You better not make that comment to your great-aunt Rebecca.”

      “I’ll try, but I can’t make any promises. Does Aunt Rebecca have kids too?”

      “Yes, she does.”

      Lily heard something ripping, followed by a loud crunching sound. “So, everyone, with the exception of my grandparents, Uncle Frank and Aunt Ashley, live in Provincetown? And Provincetown is where the Herring Cove Inn and Café is situated, right?”

      Lily nodded. “Yeah, it’s a lot to remember, but I’m basically going to Falmouth first since it’s easier to get there by car. After I stay there for a few days, I’ll make my way to Provincetown.”

      “So, you’ve decided to take them up on the offer to stay in the beach house?”

      Lily ran a hand over her face and drank more water. “I think it’ll be a good opportunity for me to get to know them better, and what better way to do that than by staying in the beach house?”

      “I guess that’s one way to do it.”

      “I’m not having a midlife crisis.”

      “I didn’t say you were,” Sara muttered. “I mean, I was thinking it, but you’re the one who said it.”

      “Sweetheart, I know the past few months have been difficult, but this is exactly the kind of change I need. This is going to be a good thing.”

      “I hope you’re right, Mom.”

      Lily hoped she was right too.

      Because it felt like this was her second act in life, and she didn’t want to mess it up.
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      “You do realize I’m the mom in this scenario, right?” Lily kicked the car door shut with the back of her leg and straightened her back. Having arrived at Falmouth half an hour ago, she had since been bombarded with a swarm of messages from her children, culminating in Liam’s phone call. She switched the phone to her other ear and went around to the trunk. After hoisting her bag up, she set it down on the asphalt parking lot and glanced around. “I can manage just fine, Liam.”

      Situated in the middle of the town, the hotel offered a picturesque and idyllic view of the water and was within walking distance of many restaurants. On her way past, Lily had taken stock of the townspeople, most of them dressed in shorts and T-shirts, and many of whom walked everywhere. Falmouth was much quieter than anticipated, but it was still teeming and bustling with life and colors.

      She had taken a few extra turns before driving to the hotel, hoping to get a better feel for the place. Everywhere she looked, greenery was set against a backdrop of gray skies. When she squinted into the distance and saw a few smaller boats bobbing on the water’s edge, she breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Liam, I’m going to call you later. I want to get settled,” Lily interrupted with a shake of her head.

      She wheeled her suitcase behind her, the sound loud and jarring against the silence. In the distance, there was a low chirping sound Lily didn’t recognize. She ended the call, climbed a small flight of stairs, and pushed the double doors open.

      As soon as she did, she glanced around, taking in the hardwood floors, the glistening chandelier, and the big windows offering a clear view of the water in the distance. With a smile, she wheeled her bag behind her and came to a stop on the other side of a desk, where a silver-haired woman sat behind it. She rose to her feet, smoothed out her skirt, and beamed.

      “Hi there, welcome to the Falmouth Hotel. How can I help you today?”

      Lily leaned against the counter and took out her phone. “Hi, I’ve got a reservation under the name Lily Alrich.”

      “Welcome, Ms. Alrich. My name is Dorothy Samuels. Everyone round here calls me Dot. Hold on while I check your reservation.”

      Her fingers moved over the keyboard at a leisurely pace. Lily spun and cast another look around, spotting a door left ajar leading into an airy, well-lit ballroom and another door that led into a restaurant filled with tables and customers waiting for their food.

      “Here we are. Reservation under Ms. Lily Alrich.” Dorothy smiled and opened a drawer. She handed Lily a key. “I’m afraid dinnertime is almost over, but there are a few restaurants that are open till later.”

      “Thank you. I’ll manage.”

      Dorothy nodded. “Your room is on the second floor, down the hallway and to the right. If you need anything, please let me know.”

      Lily gave her another smile before she took her bag and wheeled it behind her. In the elevator, she stared at her reflection in the glass and paused to run her fingers through her wavy brown hair. Then she touched the dark circles under her eyes and exhaled. As soon as the elevator doors pinged open, she stepped out into a carpeted, cream-colored hallway.

      The door to her room clicked open, and she paused in the doorway, groping for the lights. After setting her bag down by the door, Lily wandered into the bathroom and flipped another light on. She stopped in front of the sink, raked her fingers through her hair, and splashed cold water on her face. Then she pulled the bathroom door shut behind her and went back to the front door.

      On her way out of the hotel, she felt several pairs of eyes on her, but when she glanced up, no one was looking at her. She shook her head, got into her car, and used her phone to navigate, pulling up on the other side of town in a residential area filled with two-story houses. All of them had front lawns and small driveways.

      Lily switched off the engine and leaned forward, gawking at the elegant, polished manor before her with its sprawling lush, green lawn, a white wraparound porch, a gabled roof, and a gravel path that led into a driveway with a small water fountain in the center.

      Her grandparents had great taste, selecting a property that gave them an unobstructed view of Falmouth’s inner harbor.

      With a smile and a slight thudding of her heart, Lily pushed the car door open and stepped out. The double doors to the manor creaked open, and a couple stepped out, dressed identically in warm colors and with streaks of silver in their hair.

      Lily held her breath and covered the distance between them. “You must be Jennifer and Frank Wilson.”

      Jennifer pulled Lily into a hug and didn’t let go for several long moments. “You have no idea how much we’ve looked forward to this day, sweetie. We’ve been waiting for years.”

      Frank pulled her into a hug as soon as his wife was done. “You look so much like our dear Kelly. It’s nice to finally meet you, Lily.”

      Lily pulled away. “Thank you for inviting me.”

      “Stu is inside, but he didn’t want to intrude,” Jennifer told her, pausing to give her a maternal smile. “I hope that’s okay. I told him we would check with you first.”

      Lily’s stomach gave an odd little lurch. “Yes, of course. I’d like to meet him.”

      In silence, her grandparents led her back into the house, down a dimly lit hallway that opened into a spacious living room with a brown leather sofa set, pictures on the mantle above the fire, and an open-floor kitchen. A red-haired man sat on one of the couches, tapping his jean-clad leg impatiently. As soon as he saw her, he stood up, and she saw the laugh lines on his face.

      She couldn’t believe she was meeting her stepfather in person.

      It all felt so surreal, like if she reached out and pinched herself, she was going to wake up in a rental a block away from her old house with a strange fluttering in the center of her chest.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Lily,” Stu said with a smile. “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”

      Lily nodded and gave him a firm shake. “Of course.”

      The glass doors slid open, and two more people came in, sporting identical red hair and green eyes and dressed in jeans and T-shirts. Once they saw her, they both moved closer and came to a pause.

      Lily glanced between the two of them. “You must be Ian and Sophia. I’ve heard so much about the two of you. I feel like I know you both already.”

      Sophia stepped forward and reached for Lily’s hand. “We’re really happy we’re finally meeting you, Lily. I’ve always wanted a sister.”

      After weeks of trying to envision it all, it was nothing at all like she expected.

      It was better.

      She couldn’t believe she was finally here or that she was getting to meet with the family she’d never known, the kind she’d dreamed of having as a little girl. Having spent most of her childhood with silence, disapproval, and criticism around every corner, she couldn’t wait to see what it felt like to have the opposite.

      Impatience, joy, and hope all grew within her.

      When her grandparents suggested a walk, Lily jumped at the chance. The sun was beginning to set outside, bathing the world in hues of pink and purple. Lily slowed her pace and shoved both hands into her pockets. She inhaled, the salty, sweet smell of the water already making her feel better. In silence, they continued to walk the grounds near the water’s edge.

      “You must never get tired of this view,” Lily commented. “I don’t think I would.”

      Her grandparents exchanged a quick look. “We have more than enough room if you change your mind about staying with us. One of them even has the same exact view from the window.”

      Lily wrenched her gaze away from the harbor and the boats lined up on either side of the slow, peaceful waves. “That’s very generous, but I don’t want to impose.”

      “You wouldn’t be imposing,” Jennifer insisted, her eyes alight with pleasure. “We’d love to have you here. You can even stay in Kelly’s old room.”

      “Thank you, but I think it’s better if I stay in the hotel while we get to know each other.”

      “But we’re family, and—”

      Frank reached for Jennifer’s hand and cleared his throat. “We’re all just so happy you’ve found us after all this time. We were hoping you would. Your mother would’ve been so happy you found your way here.”

      A lump rose in Lily’s throat. “What was she like?”

      “She was so full of life,” Jennifer whispered after a quick look around her. “And so full of energy. We always said that out of all of our children, she was going to be the one to change the world. She wanted to be the president, you know.”

      Lily’s lips lifted into a smile. “Really?”

      Frank nodded. “Oh, yes, and a doctor and a teacher. Kelly wanted to be a lot of things. And we did encourage her to dream big.”

      “What was the last thing she wanted to be?”

      “A vet,” Jennifer replied, her shoes crunching against the gravel beneath her. “But I think she couldn’t stand the idea of having to put any animals down, so she changed her mind.”

      Lily nodded, her stomach dipping at the mere mention of her mom.

      She wasn’t used to hearing her mom being discussed so openly or so lovingly, and it left a warm feeling in the center of her stomach.

      Her grandmother stopped and reached for Lily’s hands, taking them both into her warm, calloused ones. “We never forgot about you, Lily. We reached out so many times, and we wanted to have a relationship with you, but your father wouldn’t let us.”

      Lily sucked in a harsh breath, her pulse quickening. “I still can’t believe he was capable of such a thing.”

      Her grandfather came to stand next to her grandmother and nodded solemnly. A few feet behind them, Stu, Ian, and Sophia trailed, giving them a wide berth. In the distance, Lily heard the roar of a car, followed by a dog barking.

      She studied her grandparents by the sun’s dying light and tried to make sense of the jumble of emotions she felt.

      Why would her father keep them away from her?

      He had known how much it hurt her to know they were out there and didn’t care.

      “I don’t know why he did what he did,” her grandfather continued, his expression growing anxious as he wrung his hands together, a shadow settling over his face. “We wanted to believe he had a good reason, but we couldn’t find one that made any sense. Your father is a very powerful man, as you know, and he made it clear if we continued to try and reach out to you against his wishes, he was going to make life very difficult for us. He had a lot of control.”

      None of them were telling her anything she didn’t already know.

      She’d spent years trying to block out the truth, to make her peace with it.

      But Lily was no longer sure she could, not when the exterior he’d worked hard to build was finally cracking, revealing the troubled and cruel man underneath.

      How did her father look at himself in the mirror?

      How did he justify the lies he’d told to his own flesh and blood?

      In a daze, Lily took a step back. “He is friends with a lot of powerful people. I just don’t understand why he’d lie and keep all of you away from me.”

      Yet, it sounded exactly like the sort of cruel, manipulative thing he would do.

      She’d spent a lifetime making excuses for him and trying to turn the other cheek, but she wasn’t sure she could continue to do it.

      Not anymore.

      “Anyway, there will be plenty of time to talk about everything.” Her grandmother draped an arm over her shoulders and steered her back in the direction of the house. “I hope you’re hungry because I’ve made plenty of food.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Lily excused herself and drove back to the hotel, her mind spinning with information. As soon as she stepped in through the front door, her phone buzzed. Lauren’s name flashed across the screen, bringing a smile to Lily’s lips.

      “How’s it going? How’s everything?”

      Lily switched the phone to her other ear. “I should be asking you that. Are you settling in okay at school? How’s everything in Chicago?”

      “Busy,” Lauren replied. “I don’t know how you did it, Mom. All of the courses look really hard.”

      Lily kicked off her shoes and sank onto the bed. “I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”

      “We could open up our own practice when I’m done so we can both be clinic dieticians together.”

      Lily laughed. “I’d like that.”

      “Anyway, I know it’s been a long day, and you probably want to get some rest. I just wanted to check in. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay, be safe. I love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      After a quick, hot shower, during which Lily thought of her life in New York, of the endless stream of dinners and parties she hosted, she climbed into bed and stared at the unfamiliar ceiling. Her life in New York felt so far away, and she felt so far removed it might as well have been another life.

      The realization left her with a bittersweet mixture of feelings: sadness for the chapter in her life she was closing, fear over what lay ahead, and excitement over getting to know her mother’s family at long last.
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