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      The pregnancy hadn’t been an easy one. The normal stuff— morning sickness, heartburn, and food aversions hadn’t been fun, of course. But beyond that, there was the fact that Emma had decided to have Grant Baxter’s baby without telling him about the baby at all. Questions about the next phase of her life made her dizzy. Was she making a mistake? Would her baby resent her? Did she really have what it took to be a single mother? 

      According to her mother, Tracey Swartz, they didn’t need Grant in the slightest. This wasn’t such a surprise to hear. After all, Tracey had raised Emma basically on her own, with the help of her sister, Cindy, and her mother, Mandy. Men were nice to have around, especially if they were kind and loyal to you. But according to Tracey, they weren’t necessary, not the way a mother’s love was. 

      Emma had to take her mother’s word for it. 

      After the terrifying flight with her father in August— which had nearly killed the baby— Emma had moved back into her childhood home with her mother. The story of Joey, Emma’s real father, was a doozy in and of itself. Because of him, Emma understood why her mother didn’t believe Emma needed a man around at all. After only a day together, Joey had reminded Emma of Grant. It seemed she and her mother were both drawn to monstrous men. 

      Emma had worked at the fudge shop until it had closed for the season and now helped her mother with online orders from her downtown clothing boutique. Together, the two raked in a stellar revenue. This was especially lucky, as Mackinac Island had a very slow trickle of tourists once the winter season hit. Secretly, Emma adored the quieter season on the island. Most nights, she and her mother were cooped up in the cozy warmth of the house, watching television shows and movies or getting the nursery ready for the baby. They’d decided not to learn the sex, which had excited everyone in the Swartz family. Everyone had taken a bet. When asked which she preferred, Emma always said she didn’t care— that ten fingers and ten toes on a healthy, little baby would do. Truthfully, she really wanted a girl. 

      It was now January. Emma’s due date was only a few weeks away, which was terrifying. Although pregnancy had been a monster of a time in its own right, the reality of a baby would probably kick her in the face. How many diapers had she actually changed in her life? What if the “mothering” instinct didn’t kick in right away? What if she was just a bad mom from the get-go? 

      “You about ready to go?” Tracey stepped into the kitchen and zipped up her winter coat, eyeing Emma where she sat at the kitchen table with a mug of tea. Outside, snow whirled past the windows. 

      “It looks chilly out there!” Emma smiled at her mother and tugged her hat over her ears. 

      Tracey grimaced. “I’ll have Elise start the kettle now and have tea ready for us when we get there.” 

      Now that Emma was nine months pregnant, it was a real spectacle to stand up. She went belly-first and quivered on legs that couldn’t quite keep up with her weight. Once upon a time, she’d been a young and skinny twenty-something with nothing to lose. Everything had changed. 

      Outside, Emma and Tracey got on Tracey’s snowmobile and adjusted their helmets over their heads. As there were no vehicles on Mackinac Island and Emma was as big as a whale, this was their main mode of transportation. It was very safe, mostly because Tracey went about five miles an hour and stopped at every stop sign for a good minute before going on. 

      It was six in the evening, and already, the sun had set. As they drove down the main road, warm orange light filled the windows, and the snowflakes glittered. The Pink Pony was hopping, as usual, and Marcy, the bartender and owner, could be seen near the back, hand on her hip as she took an order. Emma held her mother’s arms tighter, and Tracey called back, “You okay? Should I slow down?” 

      Emma giggled. “No way. We’ll never get there if you go any slower.” 

      Elise and her new husband, Wayne, had recently purchased a very old and beautiful house up near the Pontiac Trail Head. Now, nearly everyone in the Swartz family lived along that road, save for Tracey, Emma, Uncle Alex, and Megan, who was away at Michigan State University. Grandpa Dean had joked they should rename the road “Swartz Road.” 

      Since Elise and Wayne had purchased the old place, they’d thrown themselves into the redesign. Brad, Elise’s son who normally lived in Los Angeles, had helped with construction, hiding away from whatever stress LA had given him. Emma had heard through the grapevine that his heart had been broken. 

      Now, Emma and Tracey stood on the front porch. Emma knocked on the door, listening to the roar of nourishing conversation on the inside. A moment later, Elise cracked open the door and called back, “Look who’s here!” 

      Elise stepped back, smiling beautifully at both Emma and Tracey. As the door opened wider, all of the Swartz family came into view— leaping from behind the couch and the dining room table to call out, “Surprise!” 

      Emma’s jaw dropped. Suddenly, she understood what this night was all about. This, the very first “family party” that Elise had decided to throw in her new house, was actually Emma’s baby shower. Emma stepped through the door with tears in her eyes, making eye contact with each of the present family members. 

      “This is beautiful!” Emma opened her arms to her Aunt Else, who struggled to hug her because of her enormous stomach. Emma laughed. “It isn’t so easy to get around these days.”

      “No problem at all! I remember those days,” Aunt Elise said, gesturing toward a big, cozy green chair. “This is the guest of honor’s seat for the night. Anything and everything you want— we’ll get it for you.” 

      “Finally, the queen is getting the attention she’s always wanted.” Megan stepped out from behind a pillar, her smile enormous. 

      Emma shrieked with surprise. “Megan! What are you doing here?” 

      Megan laughed and hurried toward her, careful to hug her from the side. “I wouldn’t miss your baby shower, silly.” She guided Emma to the green chair and helped her sit slowly, smiling the entire time. “How has it gotten so much bigger than Christmas?” 

      “You’re telling me,” Emma quipped. 

      “But you’re glowing,” Megan affirmed. “Your skin looks like peaches and cream.”

      “Ha. I don’t feel like peaches and cream. But thank you.” Emma blushed, genuinely surprised. “Gosh, it’s good to see you. Sit with me!” 

      Megan grabbed her glass of wine and joined Emma, squeezing her hand. Very soon after, Aunt Cindy came with a glass of non-alcoholic white wine for Emma. “Megan’s right! You look gorgeous, my dear.” 

      Over the next several minutes, her family members approached to say hello— Grandpa Dean, followed by Uncle Wayne, Aunt Cindy’s boyfriend, Ron, Brad, her cousin Michael, and Michael’s fiancé, Margot. Their baby was fast asleep in the next room. Unfortunately, Uncle Alex was nowhere to be found, nor was Penny. 

      “Alex wrote about a half-hour ago,” Aunt Cindy reported. “He’s stuck at work, tying up a few loose ends. He’ll be here soon.” 

      “Oh, good. We can’t have a family party without him,” Emma said. This, of course, wasn’t entirely true, as Uncle Alex seemed to make a point to miss out on family parties left and right. Uncle Alex had never settled down and had any children, and Emma had a hunch this made him feel obsolete. It shouldn’t have been this way, but families, as Emma knew, were complicated. The Swartz family was even messier than most. 

      “Penny wanted to fly back,” Elise said, settling across from Emma with a glass of wine. “But she had a few auditions this week and couldn’t swing it. She sends her love.”

      “Our little movie star,” Emma joked. “I hope she can come over to visit soon.”

      Elise’s eyes glittered with a mix of sorrow and love. “It’s a horrible thing to live so far away from your children. Brad being around the past few months has been a godsend.” 

      Emma nodded and furrowed her brow. Although her baby hadn’t yet made it out into the world, she’d already begun to understand the intensity of love that came with motherhood. How was it possible that one day, her child might want to live somewhere else— somewhere other than Mackinac? How could Emma allow that? 

      “Another great-grandchild.” Grandpa Dean sat kitty-corner from Emma and shook his head. His eyes beamed with kindness. “I don’t know how I got so lucky.” 

      “Who wants enchiladas?” Aunt Cindy reappeared from the kitchen. “Elise, your new kitchen is just wonderful. The layout really works.”

      “Isn’t it something special? I used to pull my hair out in my old kitchen in California.” Elise stood to follow Aunt Cindy into the kitchen to help with the last of dinner. 

      With Brad in conversation with Grandpa Dean across the way, Emma and Megan were allowed a brief moment to chat. 

      “How are you feeling?” Megan asked softly.

      Emma wrinkled her nose. “Like a blob.” 

      Megan giggled. “I can’t imagine what this feels like. It’s weird, isn’t it? We went through every life event together up until now.”

      “Now, you’re experiencing college, and I’m experiencing the painful miracle of life,” Emma joked. 

      “Ha.” Megan punched Emma’s arm lightly. 

      “Tell me something about college,” Emma urged her. “I want to know more about your life.” 

      Megan grimaced. “I went on a date the other night. For over an hour, he told me all about the field of podiatry.” 

      Emma’s jaw dropped. “Podiatry? Like, feet?” 

      Megan nodded. “It’s a hard world out there.”

      “What happened to that guy you had a crush on? The one in your apartment building?” 

      “He had to move back home to take care of his mother,” Megan said. 

      “What a good guy!” Emma sighed. 

      “All the good ones get away,” Megan said. 

      Suddenly, the baby began to smash the feet into Emma’s belly. The sensation was so strange. “Look!” Emma pointed at the vibration in her sweater, where the baby kicked. “They’re talking to us.” 

      “Hi, little baby!” Megan leaned closer to whisper to her belly. “We’re going to be the best of friends, aren’t we?” 

      Emma’s eyes filled with tears. She hoped, beyond anything, that Megan would find a way back to Mackinac Island so that she could be a proper aunt to her child. Emma couldn’t envision her future any other way. 

      A few minutes later, the family gathered around the dining room table to eat enchiladas and pour more helpings of wine. On another table set up to the side sat a beautiful cake in honor of Emma’s baby, along with a wide selection of beautifully wrapped presents. Before they dug into the meal, Grandpa Dean said grace, thanking the Lord for the blessings they’d been given and asking for guidance and peace in the weeks leading up to Emma’s baby’s birth. 

      “Our family is about to get a little bit bigger, Lord,” Dean said. “I pray that you watch out for us. And another thing. Wherever Alex is, I hope he receives your blessings, too. Bring him here tonight to celebrate with us. Our family isn’t complete until he’s under our roof.”
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      The Willow Bed and Breakfast was one of the only BnBs that remained open on Mackinac Island during the winter season. Because so many hospitality workers had left the island for the season, Alex Swartz himself spent a lot of his time at the Willow front desk, greeting guests who’d come to the island for a bit of its “winter charm” and gazing out the window at the fluttering snow. 

      That afternoon, Alex had checked out the final two guests and set himself up in the office to finish some paperwork before heading to his niece’s surprise baby shower. Truthfully, he worked slower than normal, as big family parties tended to make him feel very small. His love for his family was enormous yet complicated. Decades ago, his father had cheated on his mother with a woman named Allison Darby, which had resulted in the birth of Elise Darby, his “new” half-sister. Alex’s love for his mother was a very powerful thing, and forgiveness for his father’s extramarital affair had been difficult to come by. Alex wasn’t sure he would ever get over it. 

      On top of that, his three sisters were happy with children of their own, while he’d been mostly on his own throughout his entire adult life. His mother’s death had ripped him in two, shedding light on just how lonely he truly was. Going to a big family party reminded him of that all the more. 

      Still, Alex loved his niece, Emma, so much that he was willing to force himself to go to the baby shower. Her pregnancy had been a difficult one, and he prayed every night for her safety and health. The baby blanket he’d purchased was forest green and very thick, and he liked picturing Emma all cozied up with her baby and the blanket as the winter months drifted toward spring.

      Just as Alex began to pack up to leave, however, the front door of the bed and breakfast burst open. A young child’s cry swelled through the bed and breakfast. Alex double-checked the bed and breakfast schedule, which had no guests listed for the next four days. Who could it be?

      Alex headed out into the foyer to find a woman in perhaps her mid-thirties, along with two children under the age of four. The youngest one, around eighteen months old, had a tomato-red face and a very loud cry. The older one, maybe three, had his hand on his little brother’s shoulder as he watched his mother try to calm him. 

      “It’s okay, buddy. Really.” The woman sounded on the edge of her own sanity. Slowly she lifted the boy into her arms and closed her eyes. The boy let out another horrible wail. 

      “Hello? Welcome to the Willow?” Alex stepped past the front desk, anxious and unsure of what to do to help. 

      The woman’s eyes opened with surprise. Her older son blinked at him curiously. 

      “Oh, goodness. I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.” In her arms, her little boy continued to cry. 

      “It’s okay. I see it’s been a tough night.” Alex took another step forward. 

      The woman’s eyes were lined with red. Clearly, the chilly weather and the sorrow of being alone with two children had gotten to her. “It really has been.” She bobbed her knees. “Do you have any available rooms for the night?” 

      Alex wanted to laugh and point out just how empty the place was. Instead, he replied, “Of course. Two beds, or just one with a toddler bed?” 

      “One with a toddler bed would be perfect.” The woman exhaled all the air from her lungs. “I think he’s sick.”

      Alex froze, conscious of how serious it was when toddlers were ill. “Does he have a fever?” 

      “I think so.” The woman leaned back to try to look her son in the eye. She pressed her hand over his forehead and nodded, tears filling her eyes. “Is there a doctor we could call on the island?” 

      “Of course.” Alex hurried behind the counter to find Doctor Miller’s number. He was the only doctor who stayed on the island full-time during the year, as he’d recently retired from his mainland practice and decided to make the full move here. Alex quickly called the doctor and explained the situation. Doctor Miller said he could be there in twenty minutes.

      “Let’s get you settled up in your room,” Alex said after he hung up. After a brief moment of thought, he selected the antique key for room eleven, which was a bit larger than the other single-bed rooms, with a gorgeous balcony that overlooked the Straits of Mackinac. Normally in the summertime, that room was booked out for months at a time. Although the room was pricier than the others, he already knew he wouldn’t charge this woman full price. This was a rare thing for Alex, who made a point of looking out for the family business’s bottom dollar. 

      “This way,” he said, gesturing for the stairs. He then bent slightly and offered his hand to the anxious three-year-old, who’d remained quiet since they’d entered. 

      “Thank you.” The woman blinked back tears, then added, “I’m Lily, by the way.” 

      “I’m Alex.” He smiled at her. 

      One by one, Alex helped the little boy up the stairs, calling ahead to Lily to tell her they were going to room eleven. Once there, he slid the key into the lock and opened the door to the luxurious room. Lily gasped and eyed Alex. 

      “Is this going to make me go bankrupt?” 

      Alex shook his head. “No, not at all. I just want you and your sons to be comfortable tonight. If you wait here, I can head down the hall to grab the toddler bed.” 

      “Thank you, I really appreciate it.” 

      Alex hurried down the hallway, feeling light as air. It had been a long time since he’d felt so useful, so necessary. The toddler bed was just where they’d left it at the end of the summer, and he carried it back to the room with ease. There, he set it up, his ears ringing with the little one’s cries. 

      “He’s been cranky all day,” Lily explained. “But I thought he was just tired. On the ferry ride over here, the crying began, and it hasn’t really stopped.” 

      “Poor little guy.” Alex shook his head. “I have some coloring books downstairs if your other son is into them?” The older son looked listless and unsure of himself, and it was clear his mother couldn’t give him her full attention now that his brother was so ill. 

      “That would be fantastic,” Lily said. “Are you my guardian angel?” 

      As Alex hunted for the coloring books downstairs, his sister, Cindy, texted him to ask where he was. Alex texted back: “work emergency,” and left it at that. Just as he headed back to the staircase, Doctor Miller arrived, his cheeks bright red from the cold. 

      “Evening!” Doctor Miller gave Alex a nod and a very small smile. “It’s a chilly one out there.”

      Alex stepped around the desk with an armful of coloring books and crayons. “They’re upstairs.” After a pause, he added, “I can’t thank you enough for coming so quickly.” 

      Doctor Miller followed Alex up the staircase toward the high-pitched screaming of the boy. When they entered the room, Lily turned, her eyes widening with hope at Doctor Miller’s arrival. 

      “Well, hello there.” Doctor Miller was friendly but serious. “Let’s lie him here on the bed. Make him good and comfortable.” 

      Slowly and carefully, Lily laid her youngest across the comforter. As she hovered over the doctor and her boy, her face echoed with anxiety. Again, Alex thought of his poor mother, who’d slept at his bedside all those months as he’d battled childhood cancer. 

      “Why don’t I take your oldest downstairs?” Alex said suddenly, surprising himself with how put-together he sounded. 

      Lily blinked up. “Are you sure?” 

      Alex squatted down beside her eldest and tilted the coloring books to show off the pages and pages of empty dinosaurs and lions, tigers, and bears, all awaiting a young boy’s scribbles. 

      “My name is Alex,” he told him. “What’s yours?” 

      “Kevin,” the little boy replied. He then took the dinosaur coloring book and waved it up and down. 

      Lily mouthed, “Thank you!” as Alex guided Kevin toward the door. Meanwhile, Doctor Miller was busy tending to the toddler. He pressed a stethoscope over his little heart. 

      Downstairs, Kevin was quiet and dutiful about coloring. Alex was reminded of himself, of how quiet he so often was in his own life as he tended to his father’s many properties while the rest of the world had children and got married. 

      Sometimes, Alex interrupted Kevin’s flow to ask him questions like, “What is your brother’s name?” or, “Where are you from?” Each time, Kevin stopped coloring, lifted annoyed eyes, and said, “His name is Ralphie,” or, “We’re from Detroit.” As he was so young, he had trouble pronouncing words. Ralphie sounded more like “Ra-phee,’ and Detroit was “De-twoit.” Alex knew better than to ask Kevin why his mother had brought her two little kids to Mackinac Island during the dead of winter, seemingly alone. There hadn’t been a ring on her finger. Where was their father?

      With the doctor still upstairs, Alex eventually remembered to text Emma. 

      ALEX: Hello! I am so sorry to miss your party tonight. There’s an emergency at the Willow. I hope I can make it up to you. Love from your favorite uncle. 

      Emma wrote back a few minutes later. 

      EMMA: Oh no! Emergency? We hope you’re okay. 

      Alex wrote back he was fine and that the emergency involved a guest, but a doctor had already arrived to help. As he pressed send, Doctor Miller stepped down the staircase and into the foyer. 

      “How’d it go?” Alex asked. 

      Doctor Miller spoke under his breath so Kevin couldn’t hear him. “It’s just a very bad cold. I’ve prescribed some medicine, and the boy should be able to sleep soon.” 

      Alex breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you again for coming by.”

      “Give me a call if you need anything else,” Doctor Miller said. “And make sure all your guests get some rest tonight.” 

      After Doctor Miller disappeared into the chilly night, Alex remained downstairs with Kevin for a good twenty minutes. He sensed Lily needed space. When she did appear on the landing of the staircase, she was alone, with more light in her eyes than she’d had since she’d walked in. 

      “Mama!” Kevin leaped from his chair and rushed toward her. 

      “Hello, my darling.” Lily dropped down and lifted her other son to her hip. “You want to show me what you made?” 

      Alex stood expectantly. “He’s asleep?” 

      Lily nodded and puffed out her cheeks. “His fever broke a little, and he’s fast asleep for now. I can’t thank you enough for calling the doctor. What a kind man.” 

      Alex listened as Kevin showed off his collection of dinosaur pages. To each, Lily asked questions in a way that made it clear what kind of mother she was. She genuinely cared what her children told her. 

      “I’m going to take him upstairs,” Lily explained after show-and-tell was over. “It’s been a long day for all of us.” 

      “Of course.” Alex smiled and added, “If you’d like a nightcap after you get him to sleep, let me know. I’ll be here all night.” 

      Lily blushed, and a rush of fear came over Alex. Had he overstepped? Had he asked her to have a drink with him because he wanted to console her or because he was interested in her? It had been so long since he’d been interested in anyone; he couldn’t tell the difference. 

      “That’s so kind of you,” Lily stuttered. “But I’m really too tired to be much of a conversationalist. Can I have a rain check?” 

      Alex smiled, knowing she didn’t mean the “rain check” but grateful she pretended, anyway. “Of course. I’ll have a breakfast spread out in the morning for all of you. Any special requests?” 

      “Nothing special. We’re pretty easy. Cereal. Eggs. Anything.” Lily gathered Kevin’s coloring books and took Kevin’s hand in hers. “Let’s go upstairs, bud. Let’s get some sleep.” She then lifted her eyes to Alex’s as she added, “Thank you again for everything, Alex. Have a good night.” 

      “You too. As good as can be expected,” Alex offered, watching as they ascended the staircase. When they disappeared, he sat in the empty foyer for a good five minutes, staring into space. Why did he suddenly feel so empty? Was it because, for a brief moment in time, he’d felt so necessary, so needed? Again, he questioned every decision he’d made in his entire life— and wondered if he’d missed his chance at happiness for good.
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      The Monday after the baby shower, Emma and Tracey finished off the online orders for Tracey’s Boutique at the kitchen table, packaging beautiful sweaters, luxurious cashmere scarves, and knee-high boots for women across Michigan, Illinois, Minnesota, Indiana, and Wisconsin. Emma propped some of the garments over her stomach as she worked, choosing to see her pregnant belly as a tool rather than a hindrance. Tracey chuckled and snapped a photograph as Emma said, “Stop that!” “You’ll want a record of this someday,” Tracey said. “Trust me.” 

      Once the pile of packages was mountainous, there was a surprise knock at the door. 

      “Who could that be?” Tracey jumped up from her chair. 

      “You make standing up look so easy,” Emma groaned and sipped her tea. 

      “Only a week or two left, baby girl,” Tracey said. “Trust me. That child of yours won’t let you sit down for long after that.” 

      Tracey answered the door, crying out, “Look who the cat dragged in!” Afterward came the stiff sound of boots on the welcome mat, followed by the sound of Uncle Alex’s voice. 

      “I brought my present over,” Alex explained. “I hoped I could give it to the new mother herself.” 

      “She’s right in here.” 

      Emma prepared a welcoming smile for her uncle, who had skipped out on her baby shower for a “work emergency.” He appeared in the kitchen with a brightly wrapped package and a smile of apology. 

      “Emma! Look at you!” 

      Emma waved her hand. “It’s ridiculous. I know. I look like a beach ball.” 

      Alex laughed and set the package on the kitchen table. He patted her nervously on the shoulder, clearly unsure of how to hug her. “I’m really sorry I missed your party. It was a hectic night at the Willow. A woman came in with a very sick child. I had to call Doctor Miller and help with her other son.”

      “Wow! A woman traveling alone with children during the off-season?” Tracey arched her brow. “Is she optimistic or just crazy?” 
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