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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eleven years ago

      

      

      “I have to head to the office.”

      “But it’s Sunday.”

      “I know what day it is. It doesn’t make the work back at the office suddenly disappear.”

      “I know. It’s jus—”

      “Don’t wait up.”

      “Okay, honey,” Marg replied mechanically as the man leaned toward her, his expression stoic. He placed a light kiss against the corner of her mouth. Without another word, he stood to his feet, and her gaze trailed him until he walked out of the kitchen.

      As soon as she heard the soft thud of the front door closing, she slid off the bar stool and walked to the side window that gave her an advantageous view of the front yard. Sliding the thick, blue curtain blocking the light from the French window, she peered out at the driveway and watched her husband laugh at whatever the person on the phone held against his ear was saying as he placed his briefcase in the back of the car. He took his seat in the front of the vehicle, and the phone remained glued to his ear as he pulled out of the driveway.

      Marg released a heavy sigh as the curtain slipped from her hand to once more obscure her view of the outside. She couldn’t remember the last time Rob had laughed with such reckless abandon in her presence— it had been so long. She missed the sounds of their playful banter that used to fill their home— the long and meaningful conversations they had as they snuggled up to each other on the couch in the living room. And more than anything, she missed the security of his love. All that remained now, on a good day, were polite, impersonal conversations from the man that had sworn to love and cherish her no matter what ten years ago. Now, she walked on eggshells trying not to upset him and unleash his ugly temper.

      Maybe if she hadn’t… no, she couldn’t bear to think about what she’d lost— what they had lost. But she wished he would just talk to her the way he used to— laugh with her the way he laughed at whomever he had those long, private conversations with. She wished he would tell her that they were okay, that they would go back to the way they were.

      The sound of her phone ringing tore into her thoughts, pulling her out of her reverie. Swiping the device from the island, Marg brought it to her ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, Marg, thank God! I have an emergency. I don’t—”

      “All right, Vanya, stop and take a deep breath, in, out,” Marg spoke into the phone, attempting to calm the frantic woman on the other end of the line. In less than a minute, the woman’s breaths evened out, giving Marg the opportunity to get to the root of her freakout. “Now, you’re going to tell me what’s wrong, but just one detail at a time, Vanya, okay?” she coaxed.

      “Marg, everything’s a total disaster!” the woman exclaimed, her voice cracking. “The brunch is set to begin in the next three hours, and the decorators aren’t here yet to start setting up the hall. The caterers are running late, the DJ called in sick, and to top it off, the PA system is shot to pieces. Why did I think I could pull this off? I’m not…you! Event planner extraordinaire,” the woman lamented.

      Marg felt sorry for her friend, who she could see had bitten off more than she could chew. Vanya hadn’t heeded her caution to start small, but now wasn’t the time to get into I-told-you-so’s. She was only a few hours from the event being a total disaster.

      “Tell you what. I know a guy with a PA system, and he happens to be a great DJ too. Why don’t I call him to see if he’s available? I’ll call Carly and see what’s the hold up with the food, and if the decorators don’t get there within the hour, I’ll call in a favor and have someone there in no time.”

      “Thank you, Marg. You’re a lifesaver. I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you,” Vanya said gratefully.

      “Don’t thank me yet. At least not until it actually works out,” Marg cautioned.

      “That’s true, but I’m thankful that you’re willing to help me without a moment’s thought. Speaking of which…”

      Marg sensed she knew what was coming, but she waited for her friend to come out with it.

      “Can you do me one more favor?”

      “What is it?”

      “Can you come and help me, please? I’ll split the profit fifty-fifty, just…please say you’ll come,” the woman pleaded.

      Marg paused, unsure. She had planned to spend the day catching up on some work she’d been neglecting and also updating her planner in preparation for the events she’d been commissioned to organize. Who was she kidding, though? She would probably spend most of the day wallowing in self-pity and regret.

      “Sure, why not?” she agreed.

      “Marg, I owe you one,” Vanya chirped.

      “When have you not?” Marg joked before ending the call. She used the next couple of minutes to call the DJ and the caterer before making her way to the master bedroom upstairs and straight into the en suite bathroom. After adjusting the water temperature, Marg peeled off her robe and nightgown and stepped into the shower. After getting ready, she made her way to her silver Lexus and drove out.

      Marg inhaled the salty air rolling in from the ocean to her left, hardly hidden by the low vegetation and palm trees lining the roadway as she traveled on State Road A1A.

      Forty minutes later, she pulled up to the sprawling property with lush green lawns spreading as far as the eye could see and palms lining the driveway that led to the stately-looking mansion at its end.

      “Oh, Marg, I’m so happy you made it,” Vanya spoke in relief as soon as the butler announced her arrival.

      She reached over to hug the small woman. “So, what am I in for?” she asked, getting straight to the point.

      “Well, your DJ showed up with his PA system, and the caterers are about ten minutes away. The decorators showed up right after you hung up. How do you like the space?”

      Marg looked around the huge dining hall. She couldn’t lie. She was impressed. The decorations were tasteful, and she especially liked the varying shades of pink bouquets that were complemented by gold table coverings. The “Happy Mothers’ Day” banner that hung high over the balustrade of the second-floor balcony was bright and centered the attention of the event. The words were glaring and stirred unwelcome feelings within her. Marg quickly averted her eyes to focus instead on other details.

      “You did a fabulous job, Vanya,” Marg complimented the woman, who beamed with pride. What time do the guests arrive?” she asked.

      “Um, some are already here. They’re in the backyard,” Vanya answered.

      Marg nodded.

      “Are you okay?” Vanya asked out of the blue.

      “Yes. I am,” Marg replied, plastering a smile on her lips to relieve her friend’s concerns. “Let’s run over your list once more to ensure that we didn’t miss anything.”

      For the next half hour, Marg and Vanya scoured her itinerary and made the necessary adjustments before the start of the event.

      Everything went smoothly, for which she was grateful.

      Four hours later, Marg was on her way home, back to the symbol of her failure. Rob did not return home that evening, leaving Marg to assume he was where he always was on these occasions. That night, she cried herself to sleep.
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      Three weeks had passed since the event. It had turned out amazing after all. Marg sat around the dining table, sipping her third glass of wine, waiting for her husband. Two hours had passed since his expected arrival and the food that she had slaved over for nearly half a day lay on the table untouched and undoubtedly cold. For the fourth time since she’d sat there waiting, she chose to give him another fifteen minutes. Deep down in her heart, she knew it was pointless, but she couldn’t help holding out hope that he would show up and prove her wrong. Her gaze remained glued to the clock, watching as the seconds ticked into minutes, chipping away at her heart.

      A lone tear slipped down her cheek unchecked as the sad truth stared her in the face. He’d forgotten, or he just didn’t care anymore. Rising from the chair, she slowly moved around the table, collecting the platters of food and dumping them in the garbage. The dress she wore suddenly felt too tight, and the makeup she’d put on made her face feel like plastic. She headed for the stairs.

      Marg stared at her reflection in her bathroom mirror. Tired brown eyes stared back at her. Reaching for a wet wipe, she vigorously scrubbed her face. She peeled off her dress and stepped into the shower, welcoming the warm downpour and hoping it would compel the slight chill that had settled over her to go.

      As the water beat against her skin, a desperate sob left her lips, and she crumpled on the floor. She placed her balled fist against her lips, muffling the sobs that racked her body as the water washed away the salty drops flowing down her cheeks.

      A -half-hour later, Marg was curled up in her bathrobe on the living room couch with a cup of tea to clear the remaining haze from her alcohol consumption. She heard the sound of a car pulling into the driveway, and five minutes later, the front door clicked open, but she didn’t bother to get up.

      “Why are you up so late?” Rob asked as he entered the room, placing his briefcase on the coffee table.

      “Why are you just coming home?” she countered, not bothering with the pleasantries.

      Rob’s head reared back slightly, his brows furrowed. “What sort of question is that, Marg? You know I’ve got a lot on my plate at work, and sometimes that comes with working late. That’s what affords all of this,” he spoke up matter of factly, arms wide.

      “Wow, congratulations to you for providing for the needs of your poor wife so well then,” Marg spoke, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she clapped.

      “What do you want from me, Marg?” Rob asked through gritted teeth, hands fisted.

      Marg didn’t care. “How about the acknowledgment that I am still your wife and that this is a partnership? Or maybe you need me to book an appointment to get your attention. Is that it? Maybe then you’d remember important things like our wedding anniversary,” she spat.

      Rob’s green eyes widened in surprise before they shuttered. Fixing her with a pointed stare, he responded, “What’s there to celebrate? All it’ll do is remind me of how flawed and useless you are to me.”

      Marg sucked in her breath, eyes widening at the unexpected words.  The two stared at each other for some time, neither saying anything. Marg was the first to look away as she felt the tears prick the corners of her eyes.

      Rob sighed. “I can’t do this with you anymore, Marg. I’m tired of pretending, and I need a shower.”

      When Marg looked up, Rob had disappeared. She bit her lips to suppress her tears. She rose from her seat to remove the briefcase from the coffee table. Unaware that the latch was open, she held the handle only for the contents to spill onto the floor. Bending, she began placing the items back into the case when something caught her eyes. Reaching out, she grabbed the small square paper. As she scrutinized it, a gasp escaped her lips. Without hesitation, she ran up the stairs to their room and yanked the bathroom door open.

      “Are you kidding, Marg! Can’t you see I’m not in the mood?”

      “What the hell is this?” she asked in a raised voice.

      For the second time, Rob’s eyes widened in surprise before a scowl settled on his face. “So, you’re going through my things now?”

      “I wouldn’t have to if you’d just be honest with me,” she returned, not bothering to correct his assumption. “Would you just answer the question?” she asked defeatedly.

      After a long pause, Rob finally confirmed what she had feared. “That is an ultrasound of my baby. I’m going to be a father.”

      “You’re having…b-baby,” Marg squeezed out over the lump in her throat. The words pouring from her lips sounded so foreign, but also enough to cause her to lose feeling in her knees with how real they were. She held on to the bathroom door tightly for support as tears blurred her vision. “How could you do this to me?”

      “Oh, come on, Marg. What did you expect?” Rob asked, throwing his hands in the air. “You knew how important kids are to me, and you can’t have them, so—”

      “So, it’s my fault you stepped outside of our marriage?” she asked, disbelieving. Marg shook her head in incredulity, then broke out in a fit of hysterical laughter.

      Fixing him with an icy stare, she made her intentions clear. “I want a divorce.”
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      “Did you measure the ingredients as I asked you to?”

      “I did,” Marg confirmed, watching her mother inspect the bread she’d just baked.

      “Hmm.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, turning to her mother, folding her hands across her chest.

      Her mother’s light brown eyes turned from the counter to her, her expression guarded. “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it,” Alice replied with a tight smile.

      “Mom, come on! Obviously, it is something. Why don’t you just come out with it?”

      “Sweetie, I said it’s fine,” her mother spoke with finality.

      But Marg couldn’t let it go. She knew her mother and her reaction earlier meant there was something she wasn’t pleased with— it meant Marg had done something wrong in her eyes. “Mom, I know it’s not fine. Why won’t you just say it?” she asked, exasperated as she followed her into the living room.

      Alice shook her head and sighed. “Fine, the bread looks and feels too hard, and I just feel it could have been done better if you’d followed my instructions and measured out the ingredients correctly.”

      Marg looked at her mother incredulously. “I told you I measured the ingredients to your specification, and besides, I don’t see anything wrong with the bread,” she defended.

      “Of course, you wouldn’t, dear,” Alice said condescendingly. “You never see anything wrong with the actions you take. Julia, on the other hand, knows the importance of following instructions and doing the absolute best. I’m sure I wouldn’t have had to be having this conversation if she was the one who made the bread.”

      “Here we go again,” Marg replied, throwing her hands in the air and rolling her eyes heavenward. “Every chance you get… every time without fail, Julia’s name has to be thrown into the conversation. Well, you know what, Mother?” Marg turned toward the woman, the annoyance she felt evident on her face. “Everyone can’t be as perfect as little miss Goody Two-shoes.”

      “Don’t talk about your sister like that,” Alice shot back. “Julia has always tried to do her best, to do what’s right. You have no right to mock her,” she chided, “especially when you’re so…”

      “No, finish what you were going to say, Mom,” Marg encouraged, her brown eyes staring pointedly at the small woman.

      Alice released a heavy breath as she shook her head, a few wisps of her light brown hair falling from her high bun. “All I’m saying is that if you had a bit more resilience like your sister, then perhaps we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      “So, this is where we’re going then,” Marg spoke with a grim set to her lips as her shoulders tightened from the tension that had been stirred up.

      Alice sighed once more. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, Marg, but it has to be said. Maybe if you had tried harder to please Rob, I don’t know. Maybe if you had tried harder to get pregnant, then maybe he wouldn’t have found the need to knock someone else up, and you wouldn’t have had to leave your perfectly good home to come and live with your parents.”

      “Wow, unbelievable,” Marg muttered as her mother’s words sucker-punched her with the weight of their accusation. She turned and walked over to the fireplace, leaving her mother by the love seat on the opposite side. “I had two miscarriages, Mom. Something that I am reminded of every day when I open my eyes. It eats me up inside to know that I wasn’t able to give my husband the one thing I wanted to give more than anything— a child.” A tear slid down her cheek as she stared unseeingly at the unlit hearth. “But then Rob, you, and everyone else add to this pain and blames me. How am I supposed to feel, Mom?” She whirled to look at her mother's eyes which were glistening with unshed tears.

      Alice looked back at her with remorse. “I am sorry that you had to go through that, Marg, and believe me, I’m hurt about what happened.” The woman drew in a deep breath. “What I said earlier, I didn’t mean for it to come out that way. I meant that maybe the two of you should have gone to counseling and possibly that you could have gotten a second opinion on your condition, and the two of you should have just tried to stay together. Rob says he’s willing to fight for you.”

      “He cheated, Mom!” Marg almost shouted as she stared disbelievingly at her mother. “What’s there to fight for? He literally has a baby on the way— he went ahead and started a family that does not include me. In what world would I stick around to be hurt and humiliated any further than I already have been?”

      Alice sighed. “I just worry for you, Marg,” she reasoned. “I worry that you’re giving up on everything you’ve worked so hard for and the time and energy you’ve put into this marriage; well, you won’t get it back. You won’t get another opportunity at marriage and having someone being there for you.”

      “You mean like your marriage; the way Dad is here for you?” she asked, sarcasm dripping from every word as she looked around the living room as if her father would magically appear in that instant.

      Alice gasped, her round eyes widening. Suddenly, Marg wished she hadn’t brought up her father like that in the heat of the moment.

      “Mom… I didn’t mean th—”

      “Of course you did,” her mother bypassed her attempt to apologize. “Your father might not be here day in and day out, but he’s a good man. He has worked hard to provide for his family. He made sure that we had a roof over our heads, that you girls were well fed and clothed, so yes, he might not be here, but he never neglected his responsibilities, and he is always here when it matters the most.”

      Marg hung her head in regret.

      “We may not have the perfect marriage and sure, being a trucker keeps him away from his family, but one thing is for certain, he always comes home.”

      “Mom, I’m sorry, truly. I shouldn’t have said what I said. Dad was…Dad was great,” Marg apologized to appease her mother.

      “It’s fine,” Alice replied, raising her hand to stop any further conversation from happening. “I’m going to get some yeast ready. I need to bake another loaf of bread.” With that, she turned and left the room.
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      Marg felt as if she was on the brink of collapse as her lungs worked hard to expel the expired air from her body to take in a fresh one. She needed to stop. Her legs were tightening, and her upper torso felt as if it was on fire. Her chest heaved with the pressure building up.

      She had been running for more than an hour now, trying to clear her mind of the negative thoughts on the verge of consuming her. It wasn’t helping that her mother kept criticizing her and comparing her to Julia. She hated the fight they had only a few days ago. Worst of all, Alice kept bringing up Rob and subtly suggesting that she go back to him. Marg knew that would never happen. She couldn’t understand how Alice could think it was okay for her to rebuild a relationship with a man she couldn’t trust to be faithful to her. It was as if her pain meant nothing to her mother, and it hurt.

      The house had felt like a prison, and with nothing better to do, she chose to take a break from doing nothing and go running. She left her house on Buell Street, enjoying the coolness of the day in the absence of the sun that wasn’t too far away on the horizon. She ran through the wet cobblestone streets of Church St. Marketplace, all the way to the winding bike path that provided an incredible view of Lake Champlain from either side. Now that she was far spent, she slowed her pace until she came to a full stop and bowed over as she tried to catch her breath. She was sure if her legs could talk, they would thank her for the reprieve. When her breathing returned to normal and her legs no longer felt like tightly wound ropes with heavy weights attached to them, she went and took a seat on one of the benches overlooking the water.

      The lake had a sereneness that lured her to look out at its vastness, marveling at the small ripples that danced along the surface on their way out to the great unknown. It was interesting to her how the water was both parallel and juxtaposed to the blue sky above it as the water at close proximity had a green hue to it, but looking out across the way, the water seemed to mirror the sky’s blue.

      Burlington was truly a beautiful and magical place, but it was also a thorn in her flesh as she was predisposed to misery living there. Marg knew there was no way she could continue living in her childhood home. There were too many memories of being second best to her sister Julia and her being constantly criticized for her choices, and the fact that it continued into her adult life made it even worse. There was no way she would go back to Florida either. She wasn’t going to give Rob the opportunity to weasel his way back into her life through his own form of manipulations. She couldn’t be in a space that would allow him any type of control over her.

      As she sat there just looking out at the tranquil waters, her grandmother Rose flashed in her mind. She remembered that over a year ago, before her impending split from Rob, Rose had reached out to her, inviting her to come live with her in Oak Harbor if she ever fell on hard times.

      At the time, Marg knew that her marriage was in trouble, she’d known for some time, and if she was truly honest with herself, she’d known that Rob had been cheating on her. There had been many signs, the most poignant being his private conversations and the amount of time he claimed to spend at the office. But she had chosen to ignore them. However, him getting his mistress pregnant was just too much to handle and had made the truth a glaring reminder of her own failure and inadequacies.

      She needed a change of setting. Maybe Oak Harbor wasn’t such a bad idea. At least she could start over, start fresh without the past and hurt constantly in her face. She remembered how lovely her trips to the coastal town where her mother had grown up with Grandma had been. She remembered how happy and free from judgment she had felt when it was just her and Grandma Rose. Her mother’s criticalness of her actions then had been less so frequent and jarring.

      Rising from her seat, Marg made her way back to the house to call her grandmother. A week later, she had all her bags packed and ready to go live in Oak Harbor.
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      Marg brushed the tiny pieces of lint off her light blue tunic top as she inspected her attire for the day in one of the double mirrors of the Martinsville vintage dresser. The top she paired with navy blue slacks and red flats. Satisfied with the outfit, she grabbed the hairbrush to detangle her dark brown hair so that she could put it in a ponytail at her nape. She still had an hour before work at the Willberry Inn, which was about a forty-five-minute walk from her house on Grouse Lane and three minutes by car. As she stared at her reflection, the motion of her hand brushing her hair slowed down as her round face transitioned into a heart shape, her once chocolate-brown eyes shining back at her as emerald orbs, the crow’s feet at their corners more pronounced and attached to further wrinkling skin and deeper expression lines. Even her hair had become fully white. The woman that now stared back at her was her grandmother.

      A small, sad smile graced her lips at a memory that posited itself in the forefront of her mind. It was one of when she’d just moved to Oak Harbor ten years ago. Grandma Rose had welcomed her with a whole feast fit for a family gathering of at least seven people, even though it had just been the two of them. She didn’t offer any judgment on her split from Rob but instead welcomed Marg with loving, open arms and a space free of judgment. It had been the first time in so long that Marg had felt that things would be okay— that she would be okay. But now Grandma Rose was gone, and it felt as if the one good, constant thing in her life had been ripped from her, albeit she had known it was coming, that she would not have made it to the end of the year. She’d been suffering so long with kidney disease, and her body just stopped responding to the treatment.

      “I don’t want you to be sad for me when I’m gone, Margie. I want you to live and be happy, maybe find someone who will love and appreciate you the way Robert wasn’t able to.”

      “Grams, don’t say that. You’re all I’ve got in this world,” Marg argued with her grandmother. “You’ll beat this. You’ve gotta have faith that you will,” she continued vehemently, holding the old woman’s wrinkled hands between hers and staring into her eyes, willing her to believe that she would get through this just like she had done for her all those years ago.

      Rose lifted her hands to frame her granddaughter’s face. “I love you, my sweet, sweet child, and I know this isn’t the news you were expecting from Doctor Reynolds, but the facts are real, and nothing can be done about them. My kidneys are no good. At my age, getting a viable donor match is next to impossible, and the surgery would be touch and go. It’s better to use the time I have left to just live… on my terms.”

      Marg sighed, feeling defeated. She knew her grandmother was right, but it didn’t help the lump in her throat or the painful throbbing of her heart following the news of the woman’s double renal failure on account of her diabetes getting worse. She also didn’t want to worry her. Plastering a reassuring smile on her face, she spoke, “You’re right, Grams. I understand, and I’ll be by your side through it all. I promise.” Even as she said those words, her heart was tearing into pieces. She fell into her grandmother’s open arms and held on tightly, wishing she didn’t have to let go to once more face reality.

      That was four years ago.

      Four years of constant doctor’s visits and dialysis treatments as the kidney failure reached its tipping point. Through it all, Grandma Rose had been a trooper. She remembered how even while the pain had rocked her lower body, her upbeat spirit never waned. She’d even beaten Marg more in cribbage than she ever had before. Marg had been her sole caretaker, and she, in turn, had been her granddaughter’s best friend and confidant. Now she was gone forever.

      The funeral had been five days ago. The raw pain of watching her grandmother’s casket being lowered into the earth caused Marg’s heart to ache even now.

      “I miss you so much, Grams,” she spoke hoarsely, rubbing the left side of her chest in circles. Reaching up, she ran her finger over the single tear that had streaked down her cheek, her lips turned down in melancholy. After some time of just staring at her cheerless face, she resumed brushing out her hair before securing it with a barrette. Giving herself a brief once-over, she stepped out of her room to make her way downstairs. She quickly walked past the locked bedroom that was adjacent to hers. That had been Grandma’s room, and she hadn’t been in it since her death. Even though she’d moved here a year ago to a room downstairs after the stairs became too much for her to manage, most of her personal items still remained in her original bedroom. Marg couldn’t bear to go in there. She just couldn’t.

      As she descended the stairs, the smell of bacon and eggs wafted toward her from the kitchen. Marg released a disappointed breath. She had hoped her mother would still be sleeping so that she could avoid her as she made herself something before heading out. She thought it best that she forego her earlier intention and just grab some breakfast at work, but as she made her way toward the foyer, Grandma’s warm, smiling face looked down at her from the portrait hung by the front door, her wise, knowing eyes willing her to turn back toward the kitchen.

      When she entered the kitchen, her mother stood by the stove holding the handle of the skillet with her mitten as she stirred from her vantage point what looked and smelled like scrambled eggs. The coffee maker was already halfway filled with the black liquid.

      “Good morning, Mom,” she greeted politely.

      “Good morning, dear. I hope you’re hungry,” Alice threw over her shoulder as she remained focused on what she was making.

      “I could eat,” Marg answered truthfully, walking toward the cupboard to get a plate. She started dishing out the food when she saw from her peripheral that her mother was now facing her. She turned to look questioningly at the woman who looked back at her with disconcertion of her own.

      “Why are you dressed like that; where are you off to so early in the day?” her mother asked.

      “Um, to work?” she answered in an isn’t-it-obvious fashion.

      Alice’s brows furrowed. “That is what you wear to work?” she asked disbelievingly.

      Marg glanced down at her outfit before looking back at her mother in annoyance. She was about to answer but instead closed her mouth, counted from ten backward, and focused on adding food to her plate.

      “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” she asked as levelly as she could.

      “I don’t mean to be critical, Marg, but—”

      “Don’t you?” Marg whispered under her breath, shaking her head slightly, regretting her decision to turn back.

      “—you look like a spa worker in that outfit.”

      “And what is wrong with looking like a spa worker, Mother?” she asked, her irritation evident in her tone.

      “Nothing, nothing, dear. It’s just that I thought you were a manager at the inn you work at or something like that.”

      Marg put down the plate and turned to her mother. “I haven’t the slightest clue where you would have gotten an idea like that, Mom. I am the receptionist at the Willberry Inn and, on the odd occasion, will fill in for Becky, but that’s it. It’s a position I have held for ten years, and quite frankly, it’s a job that I have enjoyed doing all this time.”

      Alice held up her hands with a wry smile. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I just thought that after all this time, you would have been doing something more…demanding, and I don’t know… possibly at your level.”

      “I can’t do this with you, Mom.” Marg sighed. “It’s my first day back at work since Grams’s death, and I just… I can’t…” Marg turned and walked out of the kitchen and made her way to the front door. “Sorry, Grams, I just couldn’t do it today,” she apologized to the portrait before heading through the front door. After gulping fresh air to calm herself down, she descended the porch steps and made her way to her silver Volvo. She went to open her car door but realized that she hadn’t taken her key from the key hook in the foyer. Shaking her head, she turned to look at the house.

      The two-story house was fully carpenter-made. Her grandfather had done it for Grams more than forty years ago. He’d said it had been a labor of love, the best gift he could give her that would live on even when he was gone, and that’s exactly what it had done. The house boasted four reasonably sized bedrooms, a master bedroom with an en suite, and two other bathrooms on the main floor and upstairs. The house had been painted a warm sapphire blue and looked very inviting from the outside, but, in the space of a week, it had lost all its joy and comfort. What Grams hadn’t taken with her was slowly being sucked away by her mother’s presence in the house. She truly wished Alice had left with Julia three days ago. Instead, she had to contend with her and her snide remarks and subtle micromanagement attempts for another day. Hopefully, after the reading of the will tomorrow, her mother would pack her belongings and go back to Burlington.
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