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Chapter One

This is not going to go well.

Lina just knew it. And as usual, it would be two against one in this argument. Her two sisters against her.

She drummed her fingers on the table, atop the three copies of the will. The solid pit in her stomach grew as she waited for Brynn and Melody to arrive at the house. As if dealing with Mom’s death wasn’t hard enough, now she had to tell her sisters the news about the estate they wouldn’t want to hear. She had tried to prepare for this day, but it was unavoidable.

Lina hated that cancer stole Mom’s life before she even hit fifty years, but this last year had been a blessing. Lina got to take care of her mom as she deteriorated, learning to see her as a woman and not just the person who raised them. Mom had a wonderful sense of humor, and she had a powerful love for her three girls, something she hadn’t overtly expressed as they’d grown up.

Mom had tried to make up for it. She’d reached out to Lina’s sisters to apologize for not being a great mother, but Brynn had already written their mom off.

Will you call them again? Mom had asked every day for the last weeks before she died. Every day until she was no longer able to speak the words aloud. And Brynn and Melody continued to ignore the calls and messages.

Lina understood her childhood so much better now and wished her two sisters could’ve seen their mother the way she had. Their mom had never given heartfelt I love yous or affectionate snuggles, but she’d kept the fridge stocked with food and frozen meals and left money for the occasional pizza. She never took the girls out shopping for clothes, but she always let them use her credit card. And she bought them cars and paid for the insurance but required them to find a job to pay for their gas.

Lina and her sisters had craved a warm hug from a doting mom, but it wasn’t who their mom was, and now she knew why. She knew her mom’s history and the sacrifices and the reasons she’d been the way she was. The trauma Mom had suffered as a child and the hardships she faced when their dad died.

A car door slammed out in the driveway, and Lina waited in the kitchen, crossing and uncrossing her legs as she stared into the green backyard. This house held so many special memories, and Lina hoped her sisters remembered that. Remembered the adventures they’d gone on together and the laughs and fun they’d had.

Who am I kidding? This meeting would end in a fight with a spitting badger, the sister who could not forgive.

Footsteps clomped into the foyer and stopped.

“I’m going upstairs,” Melody chirped.

“What for?” Brynn groused.

“I want to see my room. See if she changed it.” Her voice carried up the steps, and Lina rolled her eyes. Their mother had not removed any of the posters and high school awards or stuffed animals or anything. Melody’s and Brynn’s rooms looked exactly the same. Only Lina’s room had changed. When she moved in to care for her mother, she removed her silly school-girl stuff, but the walls still had their wide aqua stripes she had loved so much.

The foyer quieted down, and Lina stepped past the table and peered down the hall. Brynn stood in front of the wall of pictures, gripping her coffee cup from her favorite overpriced shop, and stared at their three senior photos at the center of a collage of their lives. Eight years and Lina still remembered Brynn’s fuss over having Allie Beez, the photographer who was all about the art. She’d begged and pleaded and threw a temper tantrum until finally their mom had paid two arms and a leg for pictures that weren’t any different from anybody else’s.

When Melody graduated two years ago, Brynn talked her into hiring the same photographer, whose prices had risen significantly, and their mom didn’t put up one argument.

Brynn looked the same as she did in her senior portrait. She and Lina were identical twins, from their black hair and dark eyes to their pouty lips. Sophomore year, though, Brynn had straightened her naturally curly hair, and from then on, nobody ever mixed them up. Brynn had shiny straight hair, and Lina wore soft curls.

Brynn’s head swung around, and she scowled, holding up her cup and shaking it. “I need more coffee. I’m almost empty.”

Lina was halfway to the counter when she stopped. Make the damn thing yourself. All Brynn had to do was open the cupboard, pull out the cup, and drop it into the machine.

But Lina could do this… should do this one thing to make their talk start out right.

The clicking of Brynn’s heels for the kitchen spurred her on, and she scooted to the cupboard for the toasted graham cup, which had also been one of her mother’s favorites. Lina’s shoulders slumped. No more early morning coffee with her mother, no more listening to the robins sing or watching the elegant blue jays out the window on the quiet mornings. Lina hadn’t been a coffee drinker, but after this last year caring for her mom, she was thoroughly addicted.

“So, what’s this about?” Brynn gruffed, sliding her chair out, and Lina was startled. She remained facing the counter, waiting for the coffee cup to fill.

“Just some will stuff, as I told you.” Inheritance stuff that would piss Brynn off to no end.

“Will you make me a drink too?” Melody asked. Lina hadn’t heard her slip into the room.

“Pick out what you want. She has a ton of flavors in there.” Lina pointed to the cupboard. Mom stuck to her favorites, but she’d exchanged cups with other friends, so they had a variety.

“I don’t care. Give me whatever you’ve got.” Melody plopped into her chair. “Man, you should’ve seen what happened this week. One of the girls at work totally messed up this woman’s hair. She didn’t really mess it up. It was the woman’s fault. Hazel is her name. She’s been coming to the salon for years, and she’s never happy. Her old stylist left, and DeeDee got stuck with her, and she asked Hazel what she wanted, and Hazel goes, ‘Just do what it says you did last time.’ So DeeDee starts to ask her to confirm, and Hazel snapped at her to just do it. So she did. But you can guess what happened.”

“The bitch blew up because she did what the instructions said.” Brynn cackled.

“Exactly.” Melody harrumphed. “And when she finished yelling at DeeDee, she comes to the front desk and starts screeching at me. Like I had anything to do with it. I was filling in for the receptionist over lunch. But I had to get our manager and then explain it all. Kiersy totally had to smooth things over and pretend like DeeDee was in the wrong because they don’t want to lose Hazel. She drops a lot of cash there.”

“The customer is never right.” Brynn laughed again.

Lina listened to her sisters jabber on like any normal day. Like their mother hadn’t just died two weeks ago, and they were about to talk about how the inheritance would be split. Brynn had never forgiven their mom for their upbringing, and she’d shown little emotion at the funeral, but at least Melody had seemed sad. More so when she was not around Brynn.

Lina set the two cups on the table and joined her sisters. Each of them was in the seat they’d sat in as kids.

“Let’s get on with this. I have to go to work soon.” Brynn sipped at her drink and eyed the papers. A small wave of nausea rolled through Lina, but she had to go on.

“You guys know Mom made me the executor of her will.” Lina swallowed the swelling lump in her throat. Brynn’s eyes were skimming the papers with anticipation, but Melody hadn’t touched hers, her thin lips set in a pinched line, trembling ever so slightly. A shadow crossed her eyes, the brightness dimming, and Lina could see her hard swallow. Was she regretting those final days, her refusal to visit their mother?

“God, this lawyer talk is all gibberish.” Brynn flung the papers onto the table. “Just tell us how much we got.”

Almost nothing compared to the entire estate.

Lina gripped the insulated cup between her hands, the papers sitting adjacent to it. She didn’t need to look at them to say what was in them. She’d read through the will a hundred times.

The storm inside her belly grew. She had to spit this out.

“Mom left seventy-five grand to the B2B Society.”

“Shit, the old lady had that much money to go around?” Brynn’s eyes twinkled. “What is that anyway?”

“It’s Birds to Bunnies. It’s an animal sanctuary and wildflower garden. She volunteered her time there. It’s really beautiful. You guy should check it out.”

Stop rambling. Get to it. Avoidance wasn’t an option anymore. She’d already pulled that for two weeks.

“Ahh, sounds cute. Maybe they’ll name a building after us. That’d be cool.” Melody sighed, and Lina hoped Brynn hadn’t filled her with dreams of a big payout.

Brynn’s lip curled into a sneer, but she said nothing.

“And the house,” Lina continued. “She left it to me.”

“What?” Brynn spit. “Why? This is our house too.”

Not since Brynn moved out after graduating high school. Ditto with Melody.

Lina rubbed her temples. This was Brynn’s fault. She’d stopped by the house three or four times this last year. She always had an excuse to stay away. Work. Her boy toy of the month. But Lina had worked her job and taken care of Mom too.

On her own. No emotional support from either sister.

She steadied her voice. “I did almost everything for Mom this past year.”

“You had a nurse here.” Brynn scoffed.

“That was only when I was at work. And I took time off the last two weeks.” Lina blinked away the tears. Those last weeks slipped by too quickly. Mom was here, and then she was gone. Lina had known it was coming, known it’d be rough, and she’d sat with her mom and held her hand. Fed her and cleaned her. All the while begging Brynn and Melody to visit, to say goodbye.

“Oh please. Don’t act like you’re the hero or something.” The venom in Brynn’s voice sliced Lina in two, but Lina reminded herself that Brynn should have come to visit. She had so many chances to make up with Mom, but she refused.

Melody spoke up, her voice flat. “What else does it say?”

The black letters on the papers blurred. “She left you each five thousand dollars.”

“Five?” Melody’s droopy shoulders matched her face.

“Five,” Brynn spat. “Five-fucking thousand dollars.” Her dark eyes focused on Lina, like an eagle who just spotted its prey. Lina squirmed in her chair as Brynn’s intense look grew. “And what did she leave you?”

She took a deep breath to steady her voice. “The money is in a trust. I can’t access any of it until I’m twenty-eight. And the rest when I’m thirty-five.” She should’ve mailed copies of the will to her sisters.

“How much, Lina?” Brynn growled.

“A hundred fifty.”

The words filled the room like a boom, even though she’d said them quietly. Brynn flung her hands up, her eyes wide.
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