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      I hadn’t heard from the Wickwoods in twenty years. Not since Victor married me and ruined their perfect family portrait. So, when their lawyer sent a letter, I assumed they were suing me. Not handing over a mansion.

      I was halfway through burning my third piece of toast when the letter arrived, thick with legal weight, now resting on my kitchen counter like an omen. It smelled like old money and bad news. Wickwood House. Just the reading the name made the temperature in the room drop a few degrees.

      I hesitated before opening it, sipping my now-cold coffee as if I could delay the inevitable. My hands felt unsteady, not from fear, but from the weight of unresolved history. Finally, with a resigned breath, I tore the envelope open and unfolded the crisp white pages inside.

      To Mrs. Della Wickwood, it began formally, as though they hadn’t spent two decades pretending I wasn’t part of their name. We regret to inform you of the passing of Richard and Eleanor Wickwood…

      I blinked. Victor’s parents were dead. I should have felt something, but what? Relief, sorrow, guilt? Instead, I felt nothing but numbness. They were never cruel to me outright, at least not in front of others, but their disapproval was tangible. I never quite understood why they resented me, why they kept Victor at arm’s length after our marriage. He always brushed it off as ‘family issues’ he didn’t want to burden me with, but it left a gap between us, an unspoken fracture in an otherwise steady foundation.

      My eyes skimmed further, and that’s when the real surprise hit.

      In accordance with their will, the estate known as Wickwood House shall be passed to your grandson, Renwick Wickwood.

      I almost dropped the letter. To Renny?

      I reread the sentence three times, my brain scrambling to make sense of it. Victor’s parents barely acknowledged Renny’s existence. And yet, they left him their family home in Sharpwood.

      Sharpwood. The town where Victor grew up, where his family name still held weight. The place where I was barely tolerated. A place I vowed never to return to. Now, apparently, it was to be a lifeline. I found it difficult to believe.

      I didn’t want to go back. Victor and I built our life away from there. We raised our family on our own terms, with no help or financial assistance from them. But reality was a stubborn thing, and the truth was, things had been tight since Victor passed. Money and stability were luxuries I couldn’t ignore, especially now that Renny was here. It was always important to us we help as needed with Renny, but now, with Victor gone, that was almost impossible for me to do alone.

      Wickwood House could be a fresh start. Or a trap. I wasn’t sure which yet.

      I rubbed my temple. There were decisions to be made, and discussions to be had with Selene and Bea. A phone call to…Walter Greene, the attorney who sent the letter. But for now, I just let myself sit with the weight of it all, staring at the letter that may have rewritten my future.

      I wasn’t sure if Wickwood House was a blessing or a curse, but for Renny’s sake, I’d find out.
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        * * *

      

      My phone rang just as I was putting my coffee in the microwave. The shrill tone cut through my thoughts. I glanced at the screen. Selene.

      “Mom,” she said the moment I answered, her voice tight. “I’m leaving Eric.”

      I froze. I’d waited two years to hear those words. Years of biting my tongue, of watching my daughter shrink into herself under the weight of a man who never deserved her. And now, finally, she was saying it.

      “Good,” I said, setting my mug down. “It’s about damn time.”

      She let out a sharp breath, somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “You don’t have to sound so smug.”

      “I’m not smug, Selene, I’m relieved.”

      She didn’t argue, which told me how bad things had gotten. “I can’t stay here,” she said after a pause. “I have to get out before he comes home.”

      “Then come here.” The words left my mouth before I could consider them. “I mean it. Pack your things, grab Renny, and come here. Now. Wait. Are you okay? Is Renny okay? Did he hurt either of you?”

      She was silent for a moment, which told me everything I needed to know.

      “Selene. Do I need to come there? I’ll come get you.” I felt the familiar panic rise from my stomach to my chest as adrenaline pumped. Ever since she turned fifteen, I’d lived my life on call, preparing for any for pending tragedy. The girl lived on the edge.

      “I’m okay. I can drive. But are you sure? You’re barely getting by as it is. How are you going to handle two more mouths to feed?”

      I hesitated. “Well, as luck would have it…There’s something you need to know.”

      “Oh?” Her voice sharpened, wary. “What now?”

      I took a deep breath. “Your grandparents passed recently and left Wickwood House to Renny.”

      “What?”

      “They’re dead. Both of them. And they left the house to Renny in their will.”

      Silence stretched between us, thick and loaded. Then, finally, she laughed. It wasn’t a joyous sound. “You’re kidding. How?”

      “Wish I was, and I don’t know.”

      “Those miserable, stuck-up—” She cut herself off, exhaling sharply. “They hated me. They barely acknowledged Renny. And now they’ve just what? Left him a house? What’s the catch?”

      “I know. Doesn’t make sense to me either.”

      She scoffed. “So what, now we just move back to Sharpwood and pretend that place doesn’t reek of terrible memories?”

      I hesitated. “Well, we don’t have a lot of options, Selene. Maybe we can sell the house or something. I don’t know. I just found this out myself.”

      She must have caught the shift in my voice, because when she spoke again, her tone softened. “You really think this could work?”

      “I think it’s better than what either of us has right now.”

      Another pause. Then, a tired sigh. “Okay. I’ll pack what I can, and we’ll be there by morning.”

      I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “Good. We’ll figure this out together. Give the precious boy a hug from Bubbie, and I’ll see you soon. Be safe.”
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        * * *

      

      I hung up from Selene and opened the microwave door. Finally, hot coffee and a moment to think. I should have known better. The knock was rapid and frantic, quickly followed by jingling keys in the lock. Bea.

      I twisted the knob just as Bea pushed from the other side. She stumbled in, eyes red-rimmed and face blotchy from tears.

      “I got fired,” she blurted, her voice breaking on the last word.

      I barely had time to process her words before she collapsed onto the couch, shoulders shaking. “Oh, Bea,” I sighed, sitting next to her and rubbing her back. “What happened?”

      “My boss is an idiot, that’s what happened,” she sniffled. “He said I’m ‘too unpredictable’ and ‘don’t take things seriously enough.’” She wiped her nose on her sleeve. “Like, what does that even mean?”

      “It means he doesn’t know how to handle brilliance,” I offered, earning a weak chuckle.

      Before I could say more, movement near the door caught my eye. A small, gray cat had followed Bea inside and now sat just past the threshold, its sharp green eyes watching us curiously.

      I pointed. “Who is this?”

      Bea lifted her head, still sniffling. “What? Who?”

      “The cat, Bea. The one that just followed you in here like he owns the place.”

      She turned, eyes widening as she spotted the feline. “I… I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before. Hi kitty,” she said, as she scooped the cat into her arms and completely forgot the current drama.

      I sighed. And just like that, the worry and concern over her job loss was gone. An animal was in need and that’s all that mattered. Bea had always been a magnet for stray animals ever since she was a toddler chasing squirrels around the backyard and trying to save ants.

      “He’s cute, isn’t he?” she asked, scratching behind his ears.

      The cat meowed and then purred.

      She managed a small, tired smile. “Guess we could all use a fresh start, huh kitty,” she murmured.

      I nodded, glancing between her and the cat. “Yeah. We really could.”

      Taking a breath, I turned back to Bea. “Speaking of fresh starts, there’s something you need to know.”

      Bea wiped at her face. “Oh no. What now?”

      I exhaled. “Your grandparents have died and, in a stunning plot twist, they left Wickwood House to Renny. Oh! And Selene is leaving Eric and coming here. She’s on her way now. We were thinking maybe we would move back to Sharpwood.”

      “Oh, thank goodness! Finally! What happened?”

      “With which one? Grandparents or Selene?”

      “Selene,” she said. “I don’t really care about the grandparents.”

      “I don’t have details, but I think it was finally too much. I’m worried about Renny. She didn’t give me much information.”

      “I’ll call her,” Bea said. “If that piece of crap hurt my nephew, I will … well, I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll do something.”

      The lights flickered briefly, and then a lightbulb popped.

      “Looks like the timing is about right,” I said. “This place is falling down around me.”

      She sighed.

      “So, you both are moving away?”

      As the realization took root, I could tell what she was thinking.

      “Do you want to come with us?” I asked. “Start fresh?”

      She hesitated. “Yes, and no. But mostly, yes.”
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      We packed the house up and threw the last of the bags into the trunk as the weight of what we were about to do settled into my bones. It had been a long time since I’d driven eight hours straight, but we didn’t have a choice. We wanted to make good time to Sharpwood, and it would save money if we didn’t stop overnight.

      I stood by the driver’s side door, taking a deep breath, when a wail split through the morning quiet.

      “Buuubbbbie!”

      Renny’s little voice cracked as he reached out his chubby arms, wriggling against Selene’s hold. My daughter sighed and shifted him on her hip. The moment she turned to put him in his car seat, the wailing began again. It was sharp and insistent. The kind of sound that rattled my eardrums and my heart.

      “Bubbie!” He twisted in his car seat as he reached his little arms out. Tears streaked his chubby cheeks.

      Selene exhaled, obviously tired, and gave me a look. “You want to take him? He won’t stop.”

      I had hoped for a quiet drive in order to think through the many changes that were mounting quickly. Instead, it seemed I would entertain the toddler for eight hours in the car.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Of course,” I said.

      What? Like I was going to tell him ‘no?’ As if.

      I reached for my grandson, and the moment his little body pressed against mine, he hiccupped, gave his mother a side eye, then nestled his head against my shoulder.

      Selene smirked. “Looks like you’re his ride.”

      There were worse things than being a toddler’s preferred travel companion.

      Besides, I had bigger things to worry about. Like the fact that Selene looked suspiciously eager to get in her own car and hit the road. I narrowed my eyes. “You’re not upset about this?”

      She shrugged. “It’s fine. I need to talk to Eric, anyway.”

      Yes, of course, that was the reason she wanted to be alone. “About what?”

      “We have things to discuss.”

      I huffed, the irritation rising in my chest, but I let it go. There was nothing I could do about her choices.

      “Fine. Just don’t let it distract you from driving.”

      She rolled her eyes and began removing the car seat from her own car and installing it into mine. After a few minutes of huffing and puffing, three broken nails, and a lot of sweat, we finally had it secured.

      The cat, that nameless, smug, and far-too-intelligent creature that, over the last few weeks, had firmly attached himself to us, was sitting on the hood of my car, watching with unblinking eyes.

      I jabbed a finger at him. “Oh no. You’re not my problem tonight. You can ride with Bea.”

      The cat blinked. Then, with the slow deliberation of someone who knew exactly how to get their way, he leapt onto the passenger seat before I could close the door.

      “Dammit.”

      “Looks like you’re popular, mom!” Bea chuckled as she handed me the cat’s crate.

      “Lucky me,” I mumbled.

      With a sigh, I stuffed the cat into the crate and secured it with the seatbelt. Then I  buckled myself in, double checked Renny, and started the car. The day stretched before us, long and quiet, the hum of the tires against the pavement the only sound.

      For about five minutes.

      Then the crying started.

      First, Renny.

      Then, the cat.

      I groaned. “Oh, for the love of—what now?”

      I checked the rearview mirror. Renny’s face was red and his little hands gripped the seat straps as his distress mounted by the second. The cat, as if feeding off his energy, started yowling, a long, warbling sound that sent a shiver down my spine.

      “Seriously? Both of you?”

      I pulled over with a heavy sigh, putting the car in park. “Alright, what’s the problem?”

      Renny hiccupped, pointing at the cat. “He sad.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      He sniffled. “Sit wif me.”

      I turned my head to glare at the cat, who glared right back at me, tail twitching as if daring me to argue.

      I exhaled sharply. “Fine.”

      I reached over and popped the crate open. He daintily stepped out and waited for me to heave him into the backseat. The instant he landed, he hopped into Renny’s lap and curled into a tight ball. Renny wrapped his arms around him. And just like that, all was right in the world.

      I glanced at them through the mirror and saw Renny stroking the cat’s fur with chubby fingers, murmuring softly.

      I adjusted the mirror and strained to hear what he whispered to the cat.

      “PopPop sad. Okay now.”

      I stiffened.

      PopPop.

      Renny called Victor that name. No one else. Only him.

      The cat blinked slowly, kneading Renny’s little legs with careful paws, eyes half-lidded in contentment.

      My grip tightened on the wheel. My chest ached, my stomach twisted, but I swallowed it down.

      I didn’t think I could handle Renny naming the cat PopPop. It would bring up too many feelings and emotions hearing that name over and over. We would have to deal with that later. Actually, come up with a name for the cat and transition Renny over to calling him that.

      The phone rang.

      “Where are you?” Bea asked, her voice tinged with panic.

      “Catching up,” I said. “Slight Renny-cat issue. It just took a second. You’ll see me shortly. Can you see Selene?”

      “Yeah. She’s only swerved once or twice.”

      Not even out of town yet, and I was ready to call it.

      “Okay. We’re going to stop for the night somewhere. None of us needs to drive this long, especially me. It’s too much stress. Let’s plan to stop around 4. We can get some food and a hotel. Sound good?”

      “Sounds great to me!” Bea said.

      “I’ll call Selene and let her know. Bye, sweetie. See you soon!”
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        * * *

      

      The phone immediately rolled over to voicemail. Selene was still talking to that idiot Eric. She had to have seen the incoming call and chosen to ignore it. It was infuriating. She chose to stay on a call with her abuser and ignore a call from her mother, who was driving her child! What if something was wrong with Renny?

      I jabbed at the phone and hit the green button again.

      This time, she answered.

      “What?”

      “Sorry to bother you,” I began, barely trying to disguise my sarcasm. “But I thought you might like to know that we are stopping for the night around four or so. Oh, and your child is doing just fine.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      The line fell silent for several seconds while we both fumed silently.

      Finally, I said, “Are you okay?”

      Selene whispered, “Yeah. Thanks. Can we talk later?”

      “Of course, sweetheart. Be safe.”

      This was a dance we had gotten used to over the years. Selene would show up with a bruise she was trying to hide. I would call her out on it, she would get defensive, we’d argue, then make up.

      She was one of the brightest people I knew, yet she had the absolute worst ability to see people for who they were. She wanted to see only the best, and some of these guys just had nothing good in them. At least nothing good for her.

      She was small, always had been. Small frame, small hands, big attitude. But those blue eyes, Victor’s eyes, could hide nothing from me. She thought she was clever, concealing a bruise under layers of makeup, angling her hair just right, but I could always tell.

      Victor never noticed. Or maybe he didn’t want to. I couldn’t decide which was worse.

      But me? I saw it all. And I said something every damn time. I’m her mother. It’s my job to call it out. My job to tell her she deserved better. And every time, she’d glare at me, arms crossed, lips tight, and tell me to drop it.

      I never did.

      And now, she was calling Eric and telling me they had things to discuss. My hands tightened on the wheel, jaw clenching.

      She’d left him. Finally. But I knew how men like that worked. They never really let go.

      And that was the thought that haunted me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Keeping together on the highway was proving impossible. Selene was driving like she was in a video game, weaving in and out of traffic, speeding up and then slowing down. Bea would go the speed limit, then slowly but surely, she would slow down and get lost in the traffic behind us.

      By now, we had a group call going on as we debated where to stop and what to eat.

      “Wait! We just passed the exit!” Selene yelled.

      “What exit? I don’t see it!” Bea said.

      “Can we just stay together?” I barked into the speakerphone.

      “Well, maybe if you both drove faster,” Selene griped.

      “Or you could try driving like a normal human being,” I shot back. “Everyone set your damn cruise control at seventy.”

      A chorus of reluctant grumbles followed, but finally, they complied. Eventually, we were all in a line that I led.

      “Okay, next exit. Follow me.”

      Within a few minutes, we were pulling into the parking lot of the hotel. As we pulled our bags out of the cars and Selene got Renny out of his car seat, Bea asked about the cat.

      “Does the hotel take pets?” Bea asked.

      “Ugh, I don’t know,” I grumbled. “Forgot to ask. Just sneak him in.”

      “Mom! No! Let’s tell them and make sure it’s okay,” Bea, the rule-follower, said.

      “No, Bea. Because if they don’t take pets, then what? We put Renny back in the car and keep driving to where?”

      “Noooooo! No car! No, Momma!” Renny let us know exactly how he felt about that idea.

      Bea agreed, because much like me, she would do anything for the little tyrant.

      So the three of us, loaded with bags and a toddler, snuck the cat into the elevator. As we were riding up, feeling pretty proud of ourselves for our sneakiness, Bea dropped the bag of cat food we’d brought. It landed with a thud and spilled all over the floor of the elevator.

      “Um…,” she looked down. Her hands were full of the cat and Selene was holding Renny, which left me on my hands and knees trying to scoop cat food back into a broken bag.

      I got most of it up just before the doors opened.

      We scurried into our room.

      Selene immediately flopped onto one bed, while I settled Renny next to her. The cat stretched out next to Renny. He was on his back with his hind legs crossed at the ankles in a most un cat-like way.

      Bea laughed. “Would you look at him? He’s like an old man stretched out after a long drive.”

      Selene added, “Reminds me of Dad on our vacations. Stretching out on the hotel bed, tired from the drive.”

      As the girls laughed at the memories, I remembered how Renny called the cat PopPop in the car.

      “We need to come up with a name for the cat,” I said. “‘Someone’ was calling him P-o-p-P-o-p on the drive. I think we need something else, right?”

      “Oh gosh, Mom. I’m sorry,” Bea said. “That had to be hard.”

      “Yeah, you okay?” Selene asked.

      “Oh, sure,” I blurted. It was strange to have them worried about me for a change and I was surprised. “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just confusing, you know? For Renny.”

      We decided to sleep on it for the night and start thinking of names the next day.
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