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CHAPTER ONE
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Jacques raised his mug of champagne in the air. “Here’s to all of you—my dear and dedicated employees. It feels wonderful to be back together under one roof again.”

“Here, here,” Evy Johnston said as she took a long sip. Evy was a new agent Jacques had hired last month. Before today I’d only spoken to her by phone, and Jacques wanted me to help mentor her when I had time. He thought she had great potential as a future real estate agent. 

His two other agents, Tim and Natalie Sussek, a husband-and-wife team, knocked their mugs against mine and smile appreciatively at Jacques. They’d been with the agency since last summer, shortly before I’d returned from a four-year absence. They were a pleasant couple, and I liked their determination and positive attitudes. We all chatted for a few minutes before they had to leave for a showing. I wandered upstairs to check out my new office.

Jacques knew my love of nature and had given me the office with the best view. My oak desk overlooked a small lake and wooded area behind it. The May sun was shimmering down on the water, its brilliant light permeating the surrounding area. I leaned against the window and closed my eyes, basking in the mid-day warmth. A serene and peaceful feeling washed over me.

Someone coughed behind me, and I turned around to see Jacques standing in the doorway, wearing a satisfied expression. “Well, my dear? What do you think of your new digs?”

“It’s beautiful.” Jacques was more than a boss. He’d been my best friend for almost ten years, and I couldn’t imagine life without him. I ran my hand over the desk’s shiny surface and pointed at the matching bookshelves on the other side of the room. “You shouldn’t have gone to so much expense and trouble on my account.”

Jacques waved a hand in the air, as if swatting at a fly. “Nonsense. Only the best will do for my top real estate agent.” He grinned. “Although, I have to admit the money I received from the insurance company helped to make it all possible.”

Last September, the former building that housed Forte Realty for almost five years suffered a terrible fire and had to be demolished. The past nine months Jacques, and his employees had been working out of their homes full-time. It had been convenient for me since my youngest child, Grace, was still in preschool for part of the day with no after school program. Grace still had another few weeks to go before the year ended, but my eldest daughter, Darcy, was home from college for the summer. She had been helping out by picking up her twin brothers, Seth and Stevie, from baseball practice, or Grace from school. In the fall, Grace would attend all-day kindergarten. 

As much as I loved my family, I was glad to be back in the office. “This will make things so much easier for me.”

Jacques cocked his head of thick blonde hair to the side and studied me. “What’s the matter, darling? Tired of filling out contracts with clients at your kitchen table while the dogs and kiddies hang all over you?”

“Something like that,” I admitted. “To be honest, it feels like I spend more hours working from home than I do in the office.”

Jacques sat down in one of the new overstuffed navy chairs positioned in front of my desk. “I can relate. It’s a vicious circle, and Ed came right out and told me last month that he was sick and tired of finding me working in my office until eleven o’clock every night. Like the man should talk. He’s never home from the restaurant before ten.”

“Greg’s not happy about it either,” I admitted. “But hey, the industry is doing well. Who knows how long it will last? We have to strike while the iron is hot, right?”

He smiled and tapped a finger to the side of his head. “That’s the way smart realtors think.”

I clapped a hand over my mouth. “Oh no! I totally forgot about my surprise. I baked cookies for our first day back in the office, and what did I do? Leave them in the car!” 

“No worries.” Jacques’ green eyes twinkled. “More for me.”

As I hurried down the stairs to my car, the musical notes of my cell phone, which I’d left on my desk, could be heard. “Can you grab that for me?” I yelled out to Jacques. “It’s probably Mrs. Andrews. Again. She’s already called me twice today about the showing at her house tomorrow morning.”

“I’m on it,” Jacques yelled as I ran out the front door to my car. Secretly, I was glad to miss the call from Mrs. Andrews. I’d been trying to list her home for three months, and now that I’d finally secured it, she was driving me crazy, wanting to know why it hadn’t sold yet. The house had only been on the market for a week, and these things took time. She seemed to think all I had to do was wave a wand and an offer would magically appear.

I grabbed the plastic tote with the chocolate chip cookies off the front seat, grateful the chocolate hadn’t melted from the warm day. Grace helped me make them last night, after she insisted on sampling several. There were still two dozen left, with a special one for Jacques that she’d decorated in green icing, “to match his eyes.”

When I returned to my office, Jacques was sitting behind the desk, typing something into his phone. I opened the tote and pointed at the cookie Grace had decorated. “Your godchild made this especially for you.”

“God, how I love that kid.” Jacques exclaimed as he took a bite. He smacked his lips. “Delicious. Tell Miss Grace that if she ever opens a bakery, I’ll be her best customer.”

“Who was on the phone?” I asked, looking to see where he’d left it.

Jacques smiled faded as he held it out to me. “Your favorite mother-in-law, or as I prefer to call her, Helen from Hell.”

I stifled a groan. Jacques’ description of Greg’s mother was accurate. Helen York was the complete opposite of her son—sarcastic, snobbish, and annoying. Helen had not been a fan of mine since the moment we’d said our I-do’s. She only called me when it was absolutely necessary. “Did she say if it was important?” 

He shot me a disbelieving look. “Oh, come on, Cin. You know that everything with that woman is of the utmost importance. She wanted to hold, but I lied and said you had another call coming in. Call her back before she has a stroke, okay?”

“Ugh.” I struggled not to roll my eyes as I pushed the button for her contact number. The phone never even rang before Helen picked up. She must have been sitting on top of it. I didn’t even have a chance to say hello before she was off and running.

“Cindy, have the invitations for Greg’s birthday party gone out yet?” she asked. 

I counted to ten in my head. “Yes, last week.” Which I told you yesterday, and also the day before that.

She sniffed. “Well, Bill and Joanne Baxter haven’t received theirs yet.”

“That’s strange,” I mused. “But don’t worry about it. Feel free to tell them they’re invited.”

Helen blew out a long breath into the phone. “That simply won’t do. They are my oldest friends and expect a formal invitation. Please mail them out another one right away.”

I bit into my bottom lip, trying to temper my reply. “Helen, this isn’t a formal occasion. It’s a fiftieth birthday party. A barbecue being held in my backyard. I think that calling them will be fine.”

“Typical.” She clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “All right, Cindy. If you can’t do this one little thing for me—”

“Okay, fine.” I shrugged my shoulders at Jacques, who mimed choking her with his bare hands. I struggled not to laugh. Jacques did not care for Helen, and the feeling was mutual. She simply could not get past the fact that Jacques was gay. I in turn hated how she was so judgmental and treated my friend like dirt whenever she saw him. It didn’t matter to Helen that Jacques was one of the most fabulous individuals to ever walk this earth.

“Thanks for calling.”

“Wait a minute!” Helen yelled into the phone. “What about Annette?”

The mention of my sister-in-law’s name was not one I had expected to hear. “What about her?”

“Did you invite her?” Helen wanted to know.

I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. My mother-in-law hadn’t brought her daughter’s name up to me in ages. “Why would I invite Annette? Greg hasn’t seen his sister in twenty years.”

Helen hesitated on the other end. “I was only wondering, that’s all. Would it have been so terrible to send her an invitation? Didn’t you even ask Greg?”

Jacques was watching me in fascination, but there was no time to explain this to him. “Helen, this is a surprise party, which means Greg has no idea I’m throwing it—unless you happened to mention it to him.” If so, I might have to strangle her. Greg’s fiftieth birthday party, which started out as a small gathering of about twenty people, had grown rapidly since its conception a month ago. There were now over sixty people who planned to be in attendance.

“Well, of course I didn’t tell him.” Indignation filled Helen’s tone. “I only thought it would be nice to invite his sister.”

Something was up, but I wasn’t sure what. To my knowledge, Greg hadn’t talked to his sister since Grace was born five years ago. Although she never called, he’d decided to phone Annette that day and tell her we’d had another baby. Grace had been a surprise change of life baby born to us when I was forty-four years old. Although we initially had doubts about raising a child so late in our lives, she proved to be a blessing to us every day. 

Annette never responded to Greg’s voicemail, and that was the final straw for him. It had taken poor Greg many years to realize his only sibling had no interest in communicating with her family again. My heart ached for him. 

“I’ll get the Baxter invitation out in the mail this afternoon,” I said, hoping to change the subject, and gave Jacques my best pleading look.

“But what about Annette?” Helen asked. “Will you—”

“Cindy!” Jacques bellowed in a loud and demanding voice. “Your clients have been waiting for ten minutes. Are you ever going to show them that house?”

Bless that man. “Shoot, Helen, I’ve got to run. Jacques is really sore at me. Talk to you later.” I clicked off before she could say another word and slumped into my chair with a sigh of relief. “I owe you one.” 

He snorted. “Now, I’m not only gay in her eyes but an unsympathetic jerk who works my employees to death.”

I helped myself to a cookie. “Like you care what she thinks about you.” 

Jacques finished his cookie and wiped his mouth with a paper towel. “Oh, please, darling. I already know what your mother-in-law from hell thinks of me, my hubby, and our adopted son. Sadly, it’s nothing I haven’t encountered before.”

“Well, just remember, it’s her loss.” 

He leaned forward eagerly and put his elbows on my desk. “Thanks, but never mind about that pariah. She’s an awful bore. I’m more interested in hearing about Annette. How come you never told me you had a sister-in-law? And more importantly, how did she survive having that woman for a mother?”

I stifled a laugh. “She didn’t. It’s one of the reasons Annette left home twenty years ago. To get away from Helen.”

“Makes sense to me,” Jacques observed. “I really don’t know how Greg turned out as well as he did.”

“Greg didn’t exactly escape without any battle scars either,” I reminded him. Helen had inflicted her judgmental views about people on both of her children. As a result, Greg had not been overly fond of Jacques when we first became friends, but soon discovered what a wonderful human being he was. These days, Greg was almost as close with Jacques as me. 

“Greg’s about fifty times smarter than that mother of his.” Jacques lifted the lid off the tote and grabbed another cookie. “I really shouldn’t be eating these, but I’ve got no will power lately. Anyway, what’s the story behind Greg’s sister? Is she younger or older than him?”

“Annette’s younger by five years. She ran off with my friend’s husband shortly after Darcy was born.”

Jacques’ eyes almost bugged out of his head. “You’re kidding! Cynthia, I can’t believe you kept such a juicy story from me all these years.”

“Greg didn’t like me bringing up Annette’s name,” I said simply. “At first, he tried to keep in touch with her, and she’d call back once in a while, but the last few years he’s had no contact with her. It’s obvious to me she’s never cared about any of us, including her mother. I know Annette’s indifference hurts Greg, and I hate seeing him go through this, which is why I never mention her.”

“Of course.” Jacques nodded sympathetically. “That’s understandable, dear.”

“I don’t even know why Helen brought Annette up today. She’s never mentioned her to me before. All Annette and Helen did was fight. Her career choice is one that still embarrasses Helen—probably the prime reason she doesn’t like talking about her daughter.”

Jacques raised one eyebrow in question, a trick I’d never been able to perfect. “Oh, do tell, darling.”

I didn’t see any harm in telling my best friend the York family secret. He could be trusted, and there wasn’t much chance that he would ever meet Annette. “She was an exotic dancer.”

“Oh. My. God.” Jacques gasped and brought a hand to his mouth in dramatic fashion. “I’m surprised it didn’t kill your mother-in-law.”

“Close,” I admitted. “For a long time, Helen thought that she was working as an accountant. That’s what Annette went to school for. During her college years, she started dancing to help with her tuition bills. This was right after Greg’s dad died, and in all fairness to Helen, she was worried about having to sell the house to make ends meet. Anyway, when she discovered what Annette was doing, she demanded that she quit the job. Annette refused, got involved with a married man, and soon afterwards moved to Utica with him. A couple of months later she sent Greg an email and told him she was working at a club there called Night Moves.”

Jacques made a face. “Ew. But she’s what—forty-five now? I doubt she’s still doing it as a career. She’s not exactly a spring chicken.”

I loathed that expression, especially since I was only a few years older than Annette. My fiftieth birthday was coming up next year, and I disliked being the center of the attention. Hopefully my family would not decide to acknowledge the milestone with a party. 

Jacques tossed his paper towel into the garbage can under my desk. “It sounds like Helen might be looking to mend fences with her daughter. Maybe she found out that Annette changed careers. As parents grow older, they often regret the way they treated their kids. Not mine, but some.” 

His words tugged at my heart strings. Jacques’ parents had kicked him out of their house during his college years when they discovered he was gay. He hadn’t had contact with them since. 

I reached across the desk and covered his hand with mine. “Like I said earlier, it’s their loss.”

He patted my hand absently in return and quickly changed the subject. It was still a difficult topic for him to discuss. “There’s something I don’t understand, Cin. Helen’s daughter obviously disappointed her on so many levels, but maybe she’s willing to overlook it now. And then there’s you.”

“Yeah, her worst nightmare,” I chuckled.

Jacques held up a hand. “Let me finish. Here’s my point. You and Greg have been married for over twenty years. You’re a wonderful wife and mother and have given her four beautiful grandkids. Plus, you work your butt off at selling houses. I secretly suspect all of your recent commissions are going towards Darcy’s wedding expenses for next year. But Helen from Hell still treats you like you have a disease. I can’t figure the woman out.”

“Don’t ask me,” I sighed. “I stopped trying to figure her out a long time ago.” 

***
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A half hour later, I pulled up in front of my comfortable ranch style house. It was a glorious day, neither too hot nor too cold for this time of year. The air was peaceful and quiet, except for the sound of my two dogs, Rusty and Dobby, who could be heard yapping from their kennel out back. 

Darcy’s car was in the driveway. She’d been wonderful about helping with Grace, Seth and Stevie since she’d returned home this summer. I glanced at my watch. Two thirty. The twins wouldn’t be home from junior high for another hour. 

A light blue sedan was parked at the curb. Mystified, I stared at the car, trying to place it. Maybe the vehicle belonged to one of Darcy’s friends. Ryan, her fiancé, drove an SUV. I grabbed the mail from the box as the front door was flung open, and Grace rushed into my arms. 

“Mommy! I’ve been waiting for you!” 

“Hi, baby.” I stuffed the mail into my purse and picked her up in my arms. “My goodness, you’re getting too big for me to carry around.”

“Nuh uh.” She grinned at me with big blue eyes, so much like her father’s. 

I kissed the new spray of freckles at the tip of her nose. “Looks like someone was out on the playground today.”

“Yep.” Grace beamed. “We had a picnic outside. And everybody loved the chocolate chip cookies that I made them.”

“I’ll bet they did. Uncle Jacques loved his special cookie, too. He said to thank you very much and he can’t wait until you open your own bakery someday.”

She giggled and rubbed her nose against mine then wriggled out of my arms. “There’s a surprise for you in the kitchen.”

“There is?” I put a hand to my mouth and pretended to gasp. “Let me guess—you’ve been making more cookies. This time, with Rusty and Dobby.”

Another giggle burst from Grace’s mouth as she reached for my hand. “Nope. It’s even better. You’re never, ever, going to guess. Not in a gazillion years.”

I reached for the doorknob. “Can’t I even have a hint? Where’s your sister?”

“She’s in the kitchen too,” Grace announced as she followed me inside. “But she’s not the surprise.”

I laid my briefcase and purse down on the small table in the vestibule and dutifully followed Grace through the living room. She was jumping up and down, waiting impatiently by the doorway that led to the kitchen. As I walked towards my daughter, the faint murmur of voices could be heard. One was Darcy’s, and the other one unrecognizable. Maybe it was a solicitor, but Darcy knew better than to let strange people into the house.

A light and lilting laugh filled the air and struck a familiar chord with me as I entered the kitchen. Darcy was seated at our round wooden table. She glanced up at me with a dubious expression on her face. “Hi, Mom. We have company.”

A thin, blonde woman had her back to me. She was dressed in designer jeans and a tank top. When she turned around, my heart almost stopped beating. 

The woman grinned at me, her entire face lighting up like a Christmas tree. “Hi, Cindy. Are you surprised to see me?”

It took me a long moment to find my voice. “Yes, I am. Hello, Annette.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Twenty years was a long time, but Annette hadn’t changed much. Her blonde hair, which she’d dyed for as long as I could remember, was cut short in a bob. Her blue eyes were a shade darker than Greg’s, whose had always reminded me of a cloudless sky. Given Annette’s line of work, she’d always been very conscientious about her figure. If anything, she looked thinner than I remembered. 

The last time I’d seen my sister-in-law was at Darcy’s first birthday party. She’d seemed bored and disinterested that day, which was the norm for her, and spent most of it talking on the phone with her boyfriend Todd. I distinctly remember how Helen had followed her daughter outside after she had said her goodbyes. Their voices escalated so quickly that guests inside my house were able to hear the entire conversation. Three days later, Helen had announced to us that Annette and Todd had relocated to the Utica area. Annette never even called Greg to say goodbye. 

Annette rose quickly from the table and threw her arms around me. “Oh, my goodness. How wonderful to see you, hon! It’s been way too long.” 

I made a visible attempt not to stiffen under her grip. “It’s—good to see you, too.”

Darcy remained sitting in her chair, watching us intently. Her hazel eyes, which she’d inherited from me, moved sharply from mine to Annette’s face and then back again. She raised her brows in question when our gazes met. The arrival of her long-lost aunt must have been a total shock. 

Annette patted my arm, and my eyes shifted to the artificial nails she wore. Two were missing, and the rest had each been painted a different obnoxious color. She released me and smiled over at Darcy. “I’ve been catching up with your gorgeous daughter here. She told me she’s finished her third year of college and is going to be a teacher! What a noble profession!” 

Darcy smiled shyly. “Thanks. I love kids.” 

“And you’re getting married next spring! I can’t believe how you’re all grown up.” Annette turned to me. “Why, I remember when she started walking in this very room. And to think that she answered the door as if she didn’t even know who I was!”

I struggled not to roll my eyes. Darcy was no actress, and I was sure she hadn’t known. Annette was not a household name. “Would you like some coffee?” I asked.

Annette sat back down and pulled Grace onto her lap. “Oh, no thanks. Coffee is terrible for your complexion.” She shook her finger at Darcy. “Always remember that.”

It was obvious that Annette’s personality, like her looks, hadn’t changed much. I turned my back on her so she couldn’t see me muttering under my breath and waited impatiently for the Keurig to heat up. “So, what brings you to town?”

“Why, Greg’s party of course!” Annette bounced Grace on her lap. “Hey, you only turn fifty once, right? Thank goodness I still have a few years, but you’ll be next!”

The empty coffee cup slipped between my hands and shattered to the floor in several pieces. Darcy jumped to her feet and immediately helped me to pick up the mess. “Careful, sweetheart,” I managed to say. “Don’t cut yourself.”

Darcy placed the pieces in the garbage pail and got out the broom to collect any remaining chards while I addressed Annette. “How did you know about Greg’s party?” I already knew the answer but wanted to hear it from her lips.

“Mom told me.” Annette tickled Grace’s side until she exploded into a fit of giggles. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

Heat rose through my face. When I saw my mother-in-law, I was going to murder her. She didn’t even have the decency to tell me earlier on the phone that she’d gone ahead and invited Annette. I hated the liberties Helen took in my life without bothering to consult me first. Well, what’s done is done. Still, I had my doubts of why Annette had returned to town. She always seemed to have an angle. Did she need money, or was she in trouble?

Grace put a finger to her lips. “It’s a secret. Daddy doesn’t know.”

Annette squeezed her and laughed. “Don’t worry, honey. Aunty Annette is very good at keeping secrets.”

She wasn’t kidding. Annette had been fooling around with a married man for over two years before anyone caught on.

“Where are you staying?” I busied myself with grabbing a new mug from the cupboard and stuck a pod in the Keurig. Please, please, don’t ask to stay here. 

“I’m at the local Motel Eight,” Annette’s voice took on a dismal tone. “It’s all I can afford right now.” 

Uh oh. My stomach twisted as I added cream and sugar to the mug then set it on the table. My worst fear had been confirmed. She was waiting for me to invite her to stay here. Sorry, not gonna happen. 

I sat down between Annette and Darcy’s chairs, and Grace immediately hopped off Annette’s lap and onto mine. “What about Helen?” I couldn’t help asking.

Annette shook her head. “We can’t live together again. It would be a disaster. I mean, we only talk a couple of times a year. She can’t seem to forgive me for what I did.”

“What did you do?” Grace asked innocently.

“It’s boring grownup stuff,” Annette told her. “Your grandma and I had an argument a long time ago over my boyfriend. She didn’t like him.”

She didn’t like him because he already belonged to someone else.

Grace wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like boys. Except maybe my brothers. They’re okay sometimes.”

“I can’t wait to meet them.” Annette gave me a hopeful look. “I’m free this evening, so I’d love to hang out and see the twins. Greg too, of course.”

Of course. Once Greg saw Annette, I’d be doomed. He’d insist that she stay here and not go back to some cheap motel. “You’re welcome to stay for dinner.” I tried to stress emphasis on the word dinner. “It’s nothing fancy, just fried chicken and mashed potatoes.”

“Sounds wonderful. I haven’t had a home cooked meal in a long time. Now that I’m moving back to the area permanently, maybe I’ll be invited over more. I never did learn to cook.” She giggled. 

“You’re moving back here?” So, this wasn’t a visit, as I’d hoped.

“Yes. I want to get to know my nieces and nephews, and even work on my relationship with my mother.” Her voice choked up. “Cindy, I miss my family.”

I said nothing for a long moment. Darcy was leaning across the table, her eyes round as dinner plates, hanging on every word. I hoped my face wouldn’t give me away. Annette was Greg’s sister, and he loved her, but she and trouble traveled together. “That’s wonderful. I’m sure Greg will be thrilled. What did Helen say when you told her?”

Annette tossed her head. “She said something to the effect that if I had finally grown up, it would be nice to have me back home. You know how judgmental she is. I mean, who knows it better than you?”

“Um, this isn’t the time, Annette.” I didn’t want to get into my mother-in-law’s dislike of me while the girls were in the room. 

“But it’s true!” Annette wrinkled her nose. “The woman can’t let anything go. She’s never forgiven me for hooking up with Todd.”

“Who’s Todd?” Grace asked, a finger in her mouth.

I picked Grace up from my lap and stood her on the floor. “Honey, why don’t you go show your aunt the new doll you got for your birthday?” I asked. “Aunt Annette used to have a doll collection of her own, so I’m sure she’d love to see it.”

Annette finally caught on and reached for Grace’s hand. “What a great idea. I’d love to see your dollies. And soon your Daddy will be home, and we can all have dinner together!”

Grace skipped away happily alongside her new friend while Darcy edged her chair closer to mine. “How come you didn’t tell me she was coming by?”

“Because I didn’t know.” I drained my coffee cup and stood. “When did she get here?”

Darcy glanced at the wall clock. “About a half hour ago. I was going to call and tell you she was here, but Aunt Annette asked me not to. She wanted to surprise you.” 

She’d been successful. “Did she happen to say if she’d talked to your father?” 

“No, but I don’t think he knows she’s here,” Darcy said. “I called him about an hour ago, because the man never showed up to service the air conditioner. Dad sounded busy, but like his normal self.” 

If Greg knew about Annette’s visit, he would have called me, so I suspected he had no idea. With a sigh, I went to the fridge and pulled out chicken for dinner. 

Darcy leaned over the counter next to me. “So, why is she really here?”

I gave her a sharp look. “You don’t think it’s because of Dad’s party?”

She snorted. “Oh, come on, Mom. Don’t treat me like I’m Grace. Sorry, I’m not buying it, and neither are you. She wants something. I didn’t even know who she was when she knocked on the door.” 

The remark made me smile. “Then why did you let her in?” 

“She told me that she was my long-lost aunt.” Darcy opened a nearby bag of potato chips and stuffed a couple into her mouth. “And she said to call Grandma if I needed proof. She even recited Gram’s number for me, so I let her in.” She lowered her voice. “Is she really an exotic dancer?”

I whipped my head around in surprise. “Did she tell you that?”

Darcy shook her head. “No, but one time when I was at Gram’s—gosh, it must have been like five years ago—I was going through a family album and saw her picture. Then I asked Gram why she never came to visit. And you know how Gram is. She got all red in the face and said that Aunt Annette was too busy dancing around poles for dollar bills to come and see us.”

Leave it to Helen to not mince words. “She must have been in a bad mood that day. Your grandmother doesn’t like for anyone to know about the family’s biggest and sordid secret. Her words, not mine.”

“No big deal.” Darcy shrugged. “A girl I went to high school with dances topless at a local club. Hey, to each their own, right?”

“There’s a lot more to the story that you don’t know.” I mixed breadcrumbs and seasoning together to make a coating for the chicken. “Peel those potatoes for me, please, sweetheart?”

Darcy got a bowl out from the cupboard and stood next to me while I dipped the chicken pieces into the coating. “Come on, Mom,” she said. “I’m old enough to know the vile details. Is this why no one mentions her? Even Dad never talks about her.”

I put the chicken down and turned to face my daughter. “What your aunt does for a living is her own business.” Annette hadn’t bothered to come around for twenty years, so I was suspicious why she was back but didn’t tell this to my daughter. “It’s always bothered your father how she just up and left town. The last time we ever saw her was at your first birthday party.”

“So, why did she take off? There’s something you’re not telling me,” Darcy pointed out.

With a sigh, I glanced towards the doorway, but there was no sign of Grace or Annette. “Your aunt was involved with a married man.” 

Darcy waited for me to go on. “And?”

“And.” I hesitated for a moment. “His name is Todd Fine.” 

She sucked in a deep breath. “What! Libby’s dad? Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Because it was an awkward situation, and to be honest, I hoped you’d never find out,” I said simply. 

“Mom!” Darcy set the potato peeler down and stared up at me in horror. “Libby is one of my closet friends. For goodness’ sake, she’s going to be in my wedding! I think I deserve to know that my aunt broke up her parents’ marriage. Can you imagine how Libby must feel?” 

“Libby might not even know that Annette is your aunt.” I suspected that like me, Gretchen had probably never told her daughter the truth, not wanting to hurt the girls’ friendship.

“You could be right,” Darcy admitted. “If Libby knew that Annette was my aunt, she would have said something. She never mentions Annette by name. The rare times she does talk about her, she calls her SD.”

“SD?” I asked, confused.

“Slutty dancer,” Darcy said.

How lovely. 

Darcy continued. “Last week, she told me that her dad finally broke up with his girlfriend and showed up at her mom’s door. He’s moved back to town and wants to get back together with Libby’s mom.”

“It was a shock to all of us when they left town together.” I simply couldn’t understand how a man would leave his wife and babies for another woman. “Did Libby say why Todd and your aunt broke up?” 

“He said that his girlfriend cheated on him.” Darcy wrinkled her nose, as if she smelled something putrid. “Todd said she’d been playing him for a fool for years. Anyway, Libby thinks her mother still loves him, but won’t ever trust him again.” 

I sympathized with Gretchen Fine. We’d been good friends at one point, but Annette’s deceit helped to put an end to our relationship. “He was fooling around with your aunt for a couple of years before Gretchen finally found out.”

“No way.” Darcy’s mouth fell open in shock. “That would mean he was cheating on Libby’s mom when she was pregnant. How could you let her in our house?”

I put my hands on her shoulders. “Darcy, I told you this because you’re old enough to handle the truth. Believe me, I hate what Annette did, too. But she’s here, and I can’t kick her out. She wants to see your father, and if he wants to see her, I can’t stop him.”  

Darcy looked panic stricken. “You’re–you’re not going to invite her to my wedding? Libby would freak!”

“Let’s not worry about that right now.” It would certainly create an awkward situation for Libby and her mom, but what could I do? “Your wedding isn’t until next summer. A lot can happen in a year.” 

“What’s happening in a year?” Greg stood in the doorway, briefcase in hand, smiling at both of us. 

“Hi, Dad,” Darcy called out.

Greg walked over and kissed Darcy on the cheek then put his arms around me. “Now, this is what I like to see,” he joked. “Two gorgeous women working hard at preparing my dinner.” 

Darcy tried not to laugh. “I already told Ryan he’s sharing kitchen duties with me after we’re married.”

“Good luck with that,” I snickered. “All the men I know are a disaster in the kitchen, including your father.”

Greg reached down and snitched a potato out of the pot. “Hey, I can make a mean steak on the grill.”

“And spaghetti,” Darcy pointed out. “We can’t forget about Dad’s famous spaghetti.”

“So, what’s new and exciting around here?” Greg asked as he helped himself to a glass of iced tea from the fridge. “Where’s Grace and the twins?” 

I set a frying pan on the stove. “Grace is upstairs. I forgot that Seth and Stevie had a baseball game after school. They’re coming home on the late bus.” 

“Good,” Darcy said with relief. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to pick them up. They’re already asking me to teach them how to drive.” 

Greg shook his head. “Oh, yeah, that’s not scary.”
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