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      Sophia huffed and pushed her hair out of her eyes. She set the box down on the kitchen counter, spun around to face Darren, and placed both hands on her hips. “Why do you have to make this harder than it already is?”

      Darren finished taping up the side of the box and glanced up at her, a furrow appearing between his brows. “I’m not trying to make this harder. You’re the one who’s talking about renting out the cottage.”

      She frowned and raised an eyebrow. “Well, what else do you suggest we do? It’s better than leaving it empty.”

      And she already knew that she wasn’t going to move into the cottage.

      Not even for a short amount of time.

      There were far too many memories here, too many summers spent out on the back porch playing card games and too many late nights where she and Darren had stayed up in their bed, giggling and laughing like teenagers.

      Sophia wasn’t even sure why she’d suggested they pack the place together. Since their divorce two years ago, their relationship had been anything but smooth sailing, owing to the fact that there were still a lot of unresolved feelings between them, but Sophia had believed that Darren had the right to be there, too.

      They were his memories as well.

      Darren stood up, wiped his hands on the back of his jeans, and fixed his gray eyes on hers. “I think it would be better to leave it empty, actually.”

      “You can’t preserve it like some kind of shrine,” Sophie replied with a shake of her head. “Anyway, it’s just until I figure out what to do next.”

      Darren frowned. “You’re not honestly considering that guy’s offer to sell, are you? He’ll level the place and build some stupid condo.”

      Sophia broke eye contact and cleared her throat. “Maybe it would be for the best. I haven’t used this cottage in years.”

      Darren exhaled. “You’re not the only one having a hard time with this, Soph. I love this place, too.”

      They both had since the minute her father gifted her the place for their tenth anniversary. Situated in the middle of Falmouth, atop a gentle cliff, the brick cottage had always been something of a refuge for them, particularly when they wanted to get away from the routine of their everyday life in Provincetown. While a part of her dreaded the thought of having someone else walk the same halls and invade their sacred space, she had no idea what else she was meant to do with the place.

      Because she knew she couldn’t keep it, not when ghosts of what could’ve been lingered around every corner. Even now, she was beginning to regret asking Darren to come out and help her pack up the rest of their things. In the two years since their divorce, they’d gotten a lot better at being in the same room without it turning into a fight, but there were still days when it was hard.

      Like today.

      Sophia could barely stand in the room with him, especially not in the cottage. Each minute in his presence brought it all back, every smile, every kiss, every whispered promise that never saw the light of day.

      With a slight shake of her head, Sophia pushed the thoughts away and returned to the box in the middle of the open-floor kitchen. Wordlessly, she set it down on the other side of the counter and rummaged through it. When she was done, she picked up her marker, labeled the box, and took a step back.

      She felt Darren’s eyes on her the whole time.

      Would things ever be stable between them?

      “How about we rent it out for a little while until we decide what we’re going to do?”

      Sophia wheeled around to face him, a lump rising in the back of her throat. “Okay.”

      Darren nodded, mostly to himself. “I’ll ask around and see what I can come up with.”

      In silence, they finished packing the rest of the cottage, dancing around each other as they did. When they were finished, Sophia was covered in a thin sheen of sweat, and her heart hadn’t stopped thudding painfully in her ex’s presence. Darren, on the other hand, didn’t look the least bit fazed in her presence. On the contrary, he looked completely in his element, in a shirt that showed off his broad shoulders and a pair of jeans that hung low on his hips.

      He still gave her an odd little twinge in her stomach, even after being apart for two years.

      Sophia wondered if she was ever not going to be in love with her ex.

      “I’ve got to get going because I’ve got my shift in a few hours,” Darren announced after carrying a few of the boxes out to his car. “I’ll drop these off at the house before I head out.”

      Without looking at him, Sophia brushed past, carrying her own box out to the car. “I can ask Ian to stop by.”

      Darren shook his head and materialized next to her. Wordlessly, he helped her move around some of the boxes to make room for one more. When his hand touched hers, a jolt of electricity raced up her arm. She ignored it and slammed the trunk shut with a loud thud. Then she spun around to face Darren, studying his smooth, angular face in the dying light.

      Behind him, the sun was beginning its descent below the horizon, bathing the world in hues of pink and purple. For a while, the two of them stood at the end of the cobblestoned path, sneaking glances at each other and not saying anything. As soon as Darren’s phone rang, she took a few steps back and ran a hand over her face.

      Darren hung up the call a few moments later and cleared his throat. “And that’s my cue. Let me know if you need my help with anything else.”

      Sophia shoved both hands into the pocket of her jeans. “Sure.”

      “Soph?”

      “Hmm?”

      Darren blew out a breath. “I really am sorry things worked out this way. I know I keep saying it, but I do mean it.”

      Sophia nodded and avoided looking at him.

      She waited until Darren got in his car before turning back around and watching him leave. Sophia watched until his car turned into a speck before rounding the corner and disappearing altogether. Then she shuffled back into the cottage, heart twisting painfully as she stood in the doorway and regarded the empty living room. With a sigh, she kicked the door shut with the back of her leg and then started to remove the last of the picture frames.

      Once she was done, she leaned against the wall and let her eyes sweep over the place.

      It was so empty and barren, devoid of the usual life and laughter she’d grown used to. Suddenly, she saw the cottage through the same lens she saw the house they’d shared together in Provincetown. Without their kids keeping them together, Sophia and Darren had drifted apart, finding less and less to talk about with each passing day.

      Their marriage had died a slow and painful death, and Sophia had fought it all along, but when it eventually became too much, she knew it was time to call it a day. Walking away from Darren was one of the hardest decisions she’d ever had to make, but she did it anyway.

      As much for his sake as for hers.

      They both deserved to be happy.

      And at least the two of them were getting better at dealing with each other and shielding their problems from their kids. Although Zoe, their youngest, seemed to be taking their divorce well and often teased her mom about it, Zac, on the other hand, was a completely different matter.

      He’d quit his internship and moved to another continent shortly after the divorce was finalized. Since then, Sophia had felt him drifting further and further away, and nothing she said or did seemed to bridge the gap between them.

      She still clung to the hope that she could fix things with her son.

      As soon as the last of the boxes were arranged in her car, Sophia took one final look around the cottage and ignored the twinge in her heart. Then she hurried down the narrow path and into her car. Once her seatbelt clicked into place, Ian’s name flashed across the screen. Slowly, she backed out onto the main street and paused to swipe right, allowing her brother’s voice to fill the car.

      “You on your way back already?”

      Sophia relaxed against the seat and secured her grip on the steering wheel. “Yeah, it didn’t take as long as I thought it would, and I did tell you I’d be back by the end of the day.”

      “Yeah, but isn’t it better to stay in the cottage? It’s the weekend anyway, so it’s not like you need to rush back.”

      Sophia’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. “I can’t stay there, Ian. The last time we were there was as a family. It was the day we told Zoe and Zac we were going to separate.”

      “I’m sorry, Soph. Did Darren give you a hard time today?”

      Sophia sighed. “No, he’s getting better at keeping himself in check. So am I.”

      “Good. I would hate to have to give him another stern talking to.”

      “Like the one you gave my ninth-grade boyfriend. I still don’t think I’ve ever seen someone laugh so hard that they cracked a rib.”

      Ian grumbled something under his breath.

      “At least it was better than the speech I gave your eleventh-grade girlfriend. I don’t even remember what I told her.”

      “Something about how scientists can clone people. I think she got the impression you’d make her disappear and replace her with a clone if she ever hurt me.”

      Sophia chuckled. “Yeah, that sounds like me. How are things with Lucy, by the way?”

      “I don’t know, Soph. I know something’s wrong, but she won’t talk to me. First, she wouldn’t organize that big wedding, and now, she’s barely talking to me. I have no idea what’s going on.”

      Sophia paused. “Look, I know you don’t believe in stuff like this, but you should consider therapy. It’s not too late to save your marriage. Don’t wait too long like I did, okay?”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      For the rest of the ride, they talked about nothing in particular, with Ian’s voice comforting her as she drove through the empty streets. An hour and a half later, when Sophia pulled up outside of her father’s two-story Victorian-style house on the outskirts of Provincetown, Sophia felt a familiar twinge in the center of her chest.

      The same twinge she’d been getting on and off for the past two years.

      A part of her hated having to return home with her tail between her legs after her divorce, but the other part of her knew that moving into another rental wasn’t the smart choice. Having never invested in their own home, Darren and Sophia had lived in the same rental for most of their marriage, and Sophia had never seen the harm in it.

      Until now.

      She killed the engine, leaned forward in her seat, and thought about everything in her life that led to her moving back home into the apartment above her father’s garage. While she knew her father loved having her there, going out of his way to make her feel comfortable, moving back had still been difficult.

      It was like trying to put on a pair of shoes that didn’t fit anymore.

      Yet, Sophia took comfort in the fact that it was temporary, a reprieve until she got back on her feet and figured out what to do next.

      Sighing, Sophia stepped out of the car and stretched her arms up over her head. Moments later, the front door opened, and her father stepped out in a pair of sweatpants and a hoodie. He covered the distance between them and pulled her in for a hug.

      When they drew apart, she felt better than she had all day.
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      Bright sunlight danced behind her eyelids.

      Sophia groaned and brought one hand up to her forehead. She flipped onto her side, pried one eye open, and waited for her vision to adjust. As soon as it did, her arm flailed at her side, stopping when her fingers curled around the cool metal of her phone. With a frown, she lifted the phone up to her eyes and made a low sound in the back of her throat.

      As soon as her vision swam back into focus, she let out a low squeak and threw the covers off. Then she raced around her room, throwing the doors to the closet open. After pulling on a pair of jeans and a button-down shirt over her shoulders, she tossed her pajamas into the hamper. In the shower, she kept dropping the bar of soap and having to bend down to pick it up.

      Already, her morning was off to a rough start.

      And her boss was not going to be happy that Sophia was late.

      When she came out of the shower, steam followed her into the room. Sophia’s fingers moved quickly and deftly till she was fully clothed again. Then she dragged a brush through her hair, sprayed herself with perfume, and snatched her purse off the floor. Sophia took the stairs two at a time, nearly losing her footing at the last step. On her way past, she waved at her father, who stood on the front lawn in a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, the hose gripped and secured in both hands.

      “Sorry, we can’t talk. I’m late,” Sophia called out as she stuffed herself into the car. She rolled down the window and blew her dad a kiss. “Call you during my break. Love you.”

      “Love you, too,” Stu replied with another cheerful wave.

      He returned to the task of watering the grass and bushes as Sophia backed out of the driveway. By the time she pulled up outside of work a few minutes later, sweat was glistening on her forehead and the back of her neck. She left her car in one of the few remaining parking spots in the back and staggered onto the sidewalk. When she pushed the back door open, the smell of cinnamon and ginger hit her first. Followed closely by the pungent smell of sickly-sweet perfume.

      Sophia shoved her purse into her locker and slipped her phone into her pocket. Then she tied her apron around her waist and pushed through the double doors, finding the kitchen already at full capacity, with everyone talking to be heard over each other and plates of pastries already on display. She greeted the staff with a quick smile and slid into her place near the oven, her heart still racing unsteadily.

      “You’re late,” Nora commented, materializing next to her out of thin air. Sophia twisted to face her boss, the older woman’s slightly weathered face creasing into a frown. “Have you come up with an alternative for the bride yet? I still have no idea what she means by ‘influencer worthy food.’”

      Sophia cleared her throat. “I have no idea either. I’m sorry I’m late. My alarm didn’t go off.”

      Nora patted her thinning hair and nodded. “Try not to make it a habit, okay?”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t.”

      Nora stepped out of the kitchen, and before she ducked into her office, Sophia took a moment to admire the older woman, looking immaculate and put together in her pressed skirt and button-down shirt. Her boss was effortlessly elegant in a way most people envied, and it was one of the many reasons Sophia liked working for her. That and the fact that Nora had built the business herself from the ground up as a single mom and a refugee, to boot.

      There was nothing she didn’t admire about her boss.

      With a slight shake of her head, Sophia rolled up her sleeves and dragged her attention back to the present. She was halfway through the cupcake tasting when her daughter came in, dressed in knee-length shorts and a flowery shirt. Zoe left her small backpack on the table in the corner of the room, covered in wrappers and half-abandoned mugs of coffee. Wordlessly, Zoe pulled on one of the aprons and tied it around her waist.

      “Sweetheart, what are you doing here?”

      “Classes are done for the day,” Zoe replied, pausing to pick up one of the wooden spoons. She began to stir. “Remember, I told you that I’ve got a couple of days where the course load is light.”

      Sophia leaned forward and reached for the vanilla extract. “So, you decided to come in to help? Not that I don’t love spending time with you, but you do know that you can do a lot of other things with your time, right?”

      Zoe nodded, a furrow appearing between her brows. “Yeah, I know, but I like being here. You know that. How’s it going with the big wedding?”

      Sophia glanced over her shoulders at Nora’s closed door. Then she glanced back at her daughter and lowered her voice. “I think Nora might actually pop a vein or something. The bride is definitely one of our more…challenging customers.”

      Zoe snorted. “That’s putting it lightly. I’ve seen her live feed. She’s extremely demanding and, honestly, a little entitled.”

      Sophia shrugged and picked up a teaspoon. “Sometimes, you gotta do what you gotta do.”

      “How did it go at the cottage the other day?”

      Sophia drew her bottom lip between her teeth and chewed on it. “Better than I thought it would.”

      Zoe patted her mother’s back. “You know it’s okay if it didn’t, right? You’re allowed to be upset about these things. You’re the one who always says it’s not good to bottle things up.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Seriously, Mom. You need to take more risks and have more faith in yourself. I’ve seen what happens when you do.”

      Sophia carried a few plates over to the other side of the counter and returned. “Since we’re on the topic of not bottling things up, have you given any more thought to the summer internship?”

      Zoe sighed. “Do we have to bring this up now?”

      “There’s no time like the present.” Sophia began to sift the flour, resisting the urge to glance over at her daughter as she did. “I know you want to join Zac in Africa, but maybe you can do a month in Wilson Realty first, like we talked about.”

      “I don’t know,” Zoe replied without looking at her. “I thought it was a good fit at first, but I’m not so sure right now. It’s important to be well-rounded, you know. Not everything is about the degree I’m getting.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with pursuing a career in your field. It’s what the degree is for—”

      “Not everyone wants a quiet and simple life, Mom,” Zoe interrupted, her voice turning sharp toward the end. “There’s a whole other world out there, and maybe I don’t want to settle, okay?”

      Sophia swallowed and pressed her lips together.

      Had she been trying to get her daughter to settle?

      Sophia herself had walked away from a high-profile career as a pastry chef in one of the most famous restaurants in the country, but she hadn’t regretted it one bit. Over time, Sophia had come to the conclusion that she was better suited to a quieter and more even-paced way of life, and every day since walking away, she’d known she’d made the right decision.

      But it didn’t keep her from wondering how different her life would’ve been if she’d stayed.

      For starters, she could’ve afforded her own house.

      “I’m sorry,” Zoe offered in a quiet voice. “I didn’t mean to say that. Look, let’s just finish, and we can talk about this later.”

      “I just want what’s best for you, Zoe,” Sophia whispered, pausing to place a hand on her daughter’s shoulders. She squeezed once and released. “I don’t want you to make the same mistakes I did.”

      Zoe nodded and didn’t say anything.

      For the rest of the afternoon, the two of them worked in silence. Each time Sophia turned to her daughter, a comment on the tip of her tongue, she swallowed it and returned to work. When Zoe left near the end of the afternoon, muttering something about study groups and library hours, Sophia almost reached out to stop her. Instead, she returned to the wedding menu and poured over it until the tightness in the center of her chest abated.

      She had no idea what was happening to her relationship with her kids.

      Or how to fix it.

      All she knew was that she went to sleep most nights, wondering if she had done the right thing.

      Near the end of her shift, when Sophia was knee-deep in flour and cake batter, her phone rang again. She waited till the end of her shift a few minutes later to duck into the locker and sit on the bench there.

      Her heart soared when she saw Zac’s name on the screen.

      “Hi, sweetheart; sorry I missed your call.”

      “I know your shift just ended, but I wanted to hear your voice.”

      Sophia placed the phone between her neck and shoulders. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I had a great day today. We built this house for this family who lost everything in a fire, including their grandparents. It was amazing, Mom. You should’ve seen the looks on their faces when we brought them in.”

      Sophia smiled. “I’m really proud of you, Zac.”

      “It’s hard work, and most days, I’m exhausted, but when I see the impact it has on their lives, I know it’s worth it.” She heard the smile in his voice, and the enthusiasm, and it made some of the knots in her stomach unfurl. “Honestly, I can’t even imagine what I’d be doing if I’d pursued a career in architecture.”

      Sophia switched the phone to her other ear and stood up. “You don’t regret walking away from it all?”

      “Sometimes, I wonder what it would’ve been like if I’d stayed, but Provincetown just didn’t fit anymore, you know? Plus, I think I would’ve eventually wanted to move to the city or something. I don’t know.”

      “You could’ve been a big city architect,” Sophia teased, pausing to wrench the locker door open. “I’m glad you’re happy, sweetheart. I really am. I just wish you’d come and visit.”

      Zac sighed. “I know I haven’t visited in a couple of years, but I was getting settled and established. You know how it is when you get a new job.”

      Sophia was folding her apron when she answered. “Yeah, I know.”

      “Have you dazzled everyone with your sense of humor yet? I bet you have them in stitches most nights.”

      “I’m a pastry chef, honey, not a stand-up comedian.”

      “You’re hilarious, Mom,” Zac told her, another smile in his voice. “I don’t know why you don’t want people at work to know.”

      “Things are different now.” Sophia set her apron down in the middle of her locker, pausing to finger the fabric. “It’s not like it was at my old job.”

      “You work too hard. You need to live a little. What’s the expression, kick up your heels or something?”

      Sophia choked back a laugh. “Just how old do you think I am?”

      “My point stands either way. You need to go easier on yourself. You did a great job, and you deserve to be happy.”

      Sophia sniffed. “Are you just telling me that to make me feel better about you not coming back?”

      “A little, but also because I know you’re too hard on yourself, and you don’t need to be. Zoe and I turned out great.”

      Sophia swallowed. “I’m glad you think so, sweetheart.”

      A short while later, after he’d hung up, Sophia scrolled through her contacts and stopped at her daughter’s name. She wanted to call her, to apologize and make things right again, but she didn’t know where to start.

      All she knew was that she was harder on Zoe because she saw too much of herself in her.

      The last thing she wanted was for Zoe to end up like her, right back where she started in her forties, too afraid to take risks and with no idea what to do next with her life.

      Eventually, Sophia tucked her phone back into her pocket, took out her purse, and left for the night. On the drive back home, she couldn’t help but picture the kind of life she thought she’d have by now.

      It didn’t involve going home to a quiet apartment and an empty fridge.
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      “I can’t believe you’re here.” Sophia threw her arms around Lily and squeezed. When she drew back, she gave her sister another bright smile. “What took you so long? Get lost on the way?”

      Lily shook her head and bent down to pick up her bag. “Amy wanted to look at a few things in town. She’s got that meeting with a potential divorce lawyer.”

      Sophia stepped to the side and ushered Lily in. “Your poor stepmother. How is Amy doing?”

      Lily set down her bag and glanced around, and Sophia followed her gaze, taking in two windows overlooking the backyard, the TV mounted to the wall, a comfortable-looking leather couch set, and the open-floor kitchen with modern appliances. Then Lily set her back down by the wall and lowered herself onto the couch.

      “Honestly? I’m not sure. I keep telling her that she can trust me and she can tell me anything, but I feel like she still doesn’t.”

      Sophia swung the door to the apartment shut with a click. “You can’t really blame her, though. Based on what you told me about your dad, he sounds like a piece of work.”

      And it made her all the more grateful for her own father. No matter their differences, Sophia knew her father had her back.

      Lily grimaced. “He is, but it can’t be healthy for her to bottle it all up. I don’t know how to help her.”

      Sophia stepped into the kitchen and rummaged through the cupboards. “Have you thought about suggesting a shrink? Our dad took us to one when we were younger because he wanted to be sure we didn’t have any lingering issues because of our mom. I can try to get you the name and number.”

      Lily set her purse down on the couch and stretched her legs out in front of her. “Let me ask Amy first. It’s a very sensitive topic.”

      Sophia swung the refrigerator door open, took out the bottle of wine, and grinned. “I knew I had that somewhere. Red wine?”

      Lily smiled and stood up. “Yes, please. Merlot, if you’ve got any. Is there anything I can help with?”

      Sophia waved her comment away. “No, you’re my guest. Now, sit down and tell me how things are going with Ben.”

      Lily blushed. “Things with Ben are different. You know, with Lance, I always wondered if I just had unrealistic expectations of him. Lance always made me feel like, by wanting him to be there and be supportive, it was too much to ask for. Ben isn’t like that at all. Sometimes, I still can’t believe my luck.”

      Sophia took out two large glasses and poured them both a generous amount. “You deserve to be happy, sis. I’m glad Ben is treating you the way you deserve to be treated.”

      Lily’s smile turned soft. “Thank you. So, how are things going with you? How’s work? And thanks again for letting me stay here, by the way. I tried to convince Amy to join me, but she insisted on staying in the hotel.”

      After rummaging through a few more of the cupboards, Sophia opened up a bag of chips and poured it into a bowl. “Don’t worry about it all. I like having you here, and hopefully, Amy will feel more comfortable as time goes on. I know it’s a lot to take in, and starting over isn’t easy.”

      “That’s true.”

      Sophia carried over the tray with the wine bottle, the glasses, and the bowl of chips in the center. After setting it down on the coffee table, she took a seat opposite Lily and tucked her legs underneath her.

      “I’m good. Work keeps me busy, but I’m still not sure Nora’s Delights is the right fit for me.”

      Lily eyed Sophia over the rim of her glass. “I thought you liked it there.”

      “I do, but I’m not sure if I can see myself there long-term,” Sophia replied after a quick sip of her drink. “You know, I used to try to convince Ian to drink wine with me so I could pretend he was my sister.”

      Lily burst into laughter. “I bet he didn’t enjoy that.”

      “He enjoyed the wine, but every time I tried to get him to do something girly with me, like nails or hair, he’d run away,” Sophia confessed with a rueful smile. “I really wanted him to be a girl when I was younger. I even begged my dad to exchange him.”

      Lily took a long sip of her drink. “I’m the opposite. I think I wanted Sylvie to be a bit more like our brother, Lucas. She was a little too feminine and clingy for me when we were younger, but I definitely appreciate her a lot more now.”

      Sophia nodded and pulled the blanket over her legs. “Sibling relationships are like that.”

      Lily snorted. “Yeah, like when you’re younger, you can’t stand to be around each other, but when you’re older, you realize you’d give them a kidney if you had to.”

      Sophia chuckled. “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up.”

      Lily’s eyes glowed when she looked over at her half-sister. “I’m really glad we’re getting to do this, and I’m glad Amy is feeling comfortable enough to be out and about.”

      “I told you we’d have fun. So, how’s it going at the spa, by the way? Grandma Jen mentioned you’ve been getting a lot more clients. Some people are even talking about you here in Provincetown.”

      Lily’s cheeks turned a bright red. “I think people are giving me a little too much credit. I’m just doing my job. I’m excited that Lauren has decided to visit every other weekend and see how things work. I think it’ll be a good fit.”

      “How are Liam and Sara?”

      Lily’s smile lit up her entire face at the mention of her children. “They’re good. Busy. How about Zac and Zoe? Is Zac still not visiting?”

      Sophia’s stomach twisted as she lowered her glass. “I don’t know, Lil. I think we might’ve traumatized him for life by getting divorced, but I mean, a lot of people get divorced, and their kids don’t run away to another continent.”

      Lily placed a hand over Sophia’s and squeezed. “I’m sure he’s not running away from you. Sometimes, when things get to be a little too much, people shut down. Liam didn’t take the news of the divorce well either at first.”

      Sophia studied her sister’s face. “Really? He didn’t run away to another continent, did he?”

      Lily shook her head. “No, but he did give me a really hard time for a while, especially when Lance tried to turn him against me. Eventually, he started coming around again on his own, and he saw the truth. Zac will do the same; don’t worry.”

      Sophia sighed and blew out a breath. “I don’t know. It feels like I’ve already lost him, Lil. And now it feels like I’m going to lose Zoe, too.”

      “Because she also wants to do the habitat program?”

      Sophia paused and nodded. She took a long sip of her drink, the liquid trickling down her throat before settling in the pit of her stomach. “I don’t want to push her away, but I’m afraid that if she leaves, she won’t want to come back, either.”

      Not when she realized how great Africa was.

      The last thing Sophia wanted was to be estranged from her children, yet there she was, sitting on her living room couch, drowning her sorrows in wine and chips and powerless to stop it from happening. She tried to imagine a different outcome for herself or a way where she didn’t end up all alone, but she couldn’t.

      And she couldn’t help but blame herself for ending up there.

      Sophia was, after all, the one who’d insisted on the divorce. If it weren’t for her, the four of them would’ve still been a family, with Darren and her drifting further and further apart but still living under the same roof.

      Would it really have made a difference if she’d stayed with her ex?

      Would it have kept Zac from fleeing to another part of the world?

      “I think you’re being too hard on yourself. Zoe is doing her last semester in college, and she’s trying to figure herself out. She’s going to change her mind a million and one times before she settles on something.”

      Sophia sat up straighter and stuffed a handful of chips in her mouth. “You think so?”

      “Oh, definitely. Sara was like that.” Lily’s expression turned thoughtful as she sipped her drink. “Actually, so was Liam. The only one who doesn’t change her mind easily is Lauren. Anyway, look, my point is, you’re a good mom who did the best she could.”

      Sophia looked down at her drink and frowned. “I don’t know. Maybe I should’ve stayed with Darren. I’m the one who broke up our family.”

      “You didn’t break up the family. You and Darren weren’t happy together. It’s not a crime to want to be happy with your partner, Soph.”

      Sophia glanced up at Lily and swallowed. “Really?”

      “Absolutely, and you just need to trust that Zoe is going to come back no matter what. Just like Zac will. She needs time and space to figure herself out, and the only thing you can do is give her that.”

      Sophia sighed. “I guess you’re right.”

      Lily touched her glass to Sophia’s and giggled. “It’s okay. You’re lucky you’ve got a big sister to guide you during all of this.”

      Sophia threw her head back and laughed. “I am.”

      “Knock, knock.” Her father’s face appeared in the doorway, hands clasped behind his back and an eager expression on his face. “I couldn’t help but hear you ladies through the walls. Sounds like you’re having fun.”

      Sophia stood up and swayed a little on her feet. “Yeah, Pop. Come on in.”

      Stu straightened his back and shook his head. “Oh, no. I don’t want to intrude. I just wanted to be sure you ladies didn’t need anything.”

      “I was just telling Sophia what a great mom she is and how she should trust herself more,” Lily replied with a smile in his direction. “I bet you tell her that all the time, don’t you, Stu?”

      Sophia stumbled into the kitchen and filled up a glass of water. “Yeah, but he’s my dad. He has to tell me stuff like that.”

      “It doesn’t make it any less true,” Stu said to her back. “If it makes you feel better, your mom was like that, too.”

      Sophia wheeled around to face him, the cup halfway to her mouth. “She was?”

      “Kelly had a lot of moments of self-doubt,” Stu replied, shifting from one foot to the other. “But she always found a way to get back up on her feet. Did you know that when she moved back to Provincetown, she rented out this empty apartment with only a mattress on the floor and a mini fridge?”

      Sophia downed her drink and swallowed. “You never told me that.”

      Stu cleared his throat. “I could tell you a lot of stories about your mom.”

      Sophia exchanged a quick glance with Lily and looked back at him. “We do have room for one more. Come on, Pop. Tell us some more stories.”

      Her father settled on the armchair across from the couch, his face bathed in the dim glow of the yellow light. When he told stories about their mother, his face lit up, and his voice changed, and Sophia found herself hanging onto his every word.

      She’d heard most of the stories before, but she didn’t get tired of them.

      And she loved sharing the experience with Lily, who was watching Stu with tears in her eyes. A short while later, when tears of laughter were sliding down their face, Sophia’s father left them to their own devices. It wasn’t long before Lily was sprawled on the couch, her mouth half-open and drool collecting on the sides.

      Carefully, Sophia crept into her own room, changed out of her clothes, and left the door ajar. That night, she dreamt of her mom, dad, Ian, and Lily. In her dreams, the four of them were in the backyard, smiling and laughing.

      Sophia wanted to stay in that dream forever.
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