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      Emily Main paused in the doorway of her stepdaughter’s bedroom. Diedre’s rhythmic breathing told her the girl was asleep.

      Emily and her guide dog, Garth, then moved to the next bedroom. Curled up at Zoe’s feet lay Sabrina, thumping her tail against the mattress. Her faithful miniature schnauzer was always at Zoe’s side.

      Emily knew at once that Zoe was not asleep. She crossed the room to the girl’s bed and stretched out a hand to find the lumpy form huddled under the covers.

      “You’re still awake, sweetheart,” Emily said. “Everything okay?”

      Zoe released the breath she had been holding. “How do you always know?”

      “Call it ‘mom instinct.’ Even though I’m just your guardian⁠—”

      “You’re my mom,” Zoe interrupted.

      Emily swallowed the lump in her throat occasioned by those simple words and ran her hand along Zoe’s side.

      Zoe scooted her body away from the edge of the bed, making room for Emily to settle down next to her.

      “You girls have had a busy week. The end of the school year was incredibly hectic. Diedre’s out like a light. I thought you would be, too.”

      Zoe shrugged.

      “Grant and I are proud of how you and Diedre managed your transition to your new school. Joining your fourth-grade classes after the Christmas break took a lot of courage. Each of you not only survived, but you thrived. Diedre was a standout in the music program, and you were part of the team that won the school science fair. And you’ve each got fun plans for the summer.”

      “I know.” Zoe’s tone was devoid of enthusiasm.

      Emily smoothed the hair away from Zoe’s forehead. “What’s got you down in the dumps?”

      “Fifth grade.”

      “Well … yes … that’s the natural progression. You weren’t challenged by any of the fourth-grade curriculum. I thought you’d be looking forward to fifth.”

      Zoe lifted herself onto one elbow. “We have to move to a new building. We’ll be in middle school next year. Instead of being the big kids in elementary, we’ll be the little kids again.”

      Emily slid her arm around Zoe’s shoulder and pulled her close. “You handled being a new kid in school extremely well. Those adaptive skills will benefit you when you enter fifth grade.” She rested her chin on top of Zoe’s head.

      “You really think so?”

      “I do. The middle school building is on the same campus as your elementary school and the kids you know from fourth grade will be with you in fifth.” Emily squeezed Zoe’s shoulders. “Everything’s going to be fine. I hope you don’t spoil your summer worrying about things that won’t happen.”

      “How do I make my mind stop thinking scary thoughts?”

      Emily chuckled. “That’s the hard part—controlling your own thoughts. Each of us has to do that throughout our lives. It’s an essential skill to learn.” Emily took a deep breath before continuing. “When I’m worrying about something, I tell myself to STOP IT! RIGHT NOW! I even say it out loud.”

      Zoe popped up onto her knees. “For reals? I’ve never heard you say that.”

      “For reals. If other people are around, I say it quietly—but I do say it. Then I force my mind to think about other things. If my thoughts drift back to something I’m worried about, I repeat the entire process.”

      Zoe bounced on her heels, making the mattress move.

      Sabrina got to her feet and jumped off the bed to join Garth in the doorway.

      “Would you like to try it?”

      “Sure.”

      “Think the scariest thoughts you can imagine about the first day of fifth grade.”

      Zoe clamped her eyes shut in concentration.

      “When you’re ready, say STOP IT! RIGHT NOW! in a firm voice.”

      Zoe uttered the words in a tremulous voice.

      “Let’s hear that again—this time with gusto.”

      Zoe repeated the words at full volume.

      Sabrina uttered a muffled woof.

      Emily and Zoe laughed. To their surprise, Diedre didn’t stir in the next room.

      “That’s the ticket. Now, settle down under the covers and think about something you’re looking forward to.”

      “Going to Sylvia’s with Diedre tomorrow. Martha will be there, and they’re going to teach us to become serious cooks.” She burrowed into her pillow. “Sylvia said they’re calling it Grandmas’ Culinary Institute and we’re going to learn new skills and recipes all summer long.”

      “They didn’t tell Grant or me about this. What a fun idea. That gives you something happy to think about.”

      Zoe nodded against her pillow and yawned big.

      Emily leaned over and planted a kiss on Zoe’s temple. “Sweet dreams, sweet girl.” She rose from the bed and, as Sabrina resumed her spot at Zoe’s feet, left the room with Garth at her heels.
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      Garth

      We’ve had a week, all right. Running between home, Emily’s office, the girls’ school, and our favorite pizza parlor, cafés, and coffee shops. We’ve attended school functions and stopped for ice cream afterward every night for the past three days.

      I’m not complaining. I love to be out and about with my Emily. Especially the pizza place—there are frequently tasty scraps of crust on the floor. And they always buy me a pup cup when we go for ice cream. I love peanut butter and banana pup cups.

      The worst part is coming home to my buddy Sabrina. She’s an ordinary dog—not a guide dog—and not a well-trained ordinary dog at that. She can’t go out with us, so she’s stuck at the house alone during these long days. I feel guilty after I’ve had a pup cup. She doesn’t let on, but I’m certain she smells it on my breath.

      I’m not sure, but I think today was the last day of what my humans call fourth grade. We’re expecting our calendar to be less packed, our schedule to be less frenetic. That’s what Emily and Grant kept saying to each other.

      I’d love for my family to move at a slower pace for a while. I’m not sure what they’re doing all the time, but I know each of them is tired, stressed, and on the edge of being cranky.

      Sabrina and I put a lot of our energy into keeping everyone on an even keel. I’d been hoping we would get a break from our constant vigilance.

      But based on the scene I just witnessed, our efforts are needed more than ever.

      I trailed after Emily into our bedroom.

      Grant was in the bathroom, brushing his teeth.

      Emily knew every inch of our bedroom like the back of her hand. She didn’t need my guidance in here. I headed for my bed in the corner of the room, circled three times, and settled in for a good night’s sleep.
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      Emily removed her shoes and felt for the open slot in the shoe rack that hung in her closet. She arranged them precisely in their place and followed a similar procedure with her suit and silk blouse. After arranging everything, she pulled her favorite cotton nightgown from its hook on the back of her closet door and slipped it over her head, its soft folds falling to her ankles.

      With practiced precision, she made her way to the bathroom, passing Grant in the doorway. He pulled her into a hug, and they clung to each other, swaying slightly. The hug turned into a kiss until she gently pushed herself away from him.

      “Don’t get any amorous ideas. I think I’ll fall asleep the moment my head hits the pillow.”

      “I’m afraid I’m in the same boat,” Grant said. “We can make up for lost time tomorrow since it’s Saturday.”

      Emily walked to the sink and picked up the toothpaste and her toothbrush from their assigned spots.

      Grant leaned against the doorframe to the bathroom. “Diedre told me that Ava’s parents invited both girls to spend the day tomorrow with Ava. They’re going to a matinee movie, followed by bowling, and then dinner.”

      “Wow! Sounds fun. It’s very nice of them. The girls will love it.”

      “Ava’s parents are picking them up at nine. I thought I’d run out for croissants and coffee from our favorite bakery. You can have breakfast in bed, and we can laze around the house the entire day. I’d love for you to stay in that flimsy nightgown of yours.”

      Emily rinsed her mouth and turned back to her husband. “About that …”

      Grant circled her waist with his hands as she tried to move past him. “We agreed—no plans this weekend. Whether or not the girls were home. This family needs downtime.”

      “I know, I know.” Emily inhaled deeply before blowing out a breath. “I messed up my schedule. I thought I agreed to do something on Friday, today. Turns out, the workshop is tomorrow.”

      “What’re you talking about?” Grant dropped his hands and turned toward the bedroom.

      “The Foundation for the Blind is hosting a jobseekers workshop this Saturday. It’s supposed to prepare recent graduates to look for jobs. They’re covering how to find open positions, write a résumé, how to interview, and ways to handle rejection. I’m giving a presentation on interview skills, and I’ll lead breakout sessions conducting mock interviews.”

      “That’s all worthwhile, Em, but we agreed to an unplanned weekend.” Grant ripped back the covers and got into bed.

      “You’re upset with me.” Emily crossed to her side and climbed in next to him.

      “I’m disappointed. We made a promise to each other. There will never be a time when one of us doesn’t have to turn down an opportunity to keep a promise to our family.”

      “As I said, I thought the workshop was on Friday. I scheduled myself for a day out of the office. That was a legitimate mistake.” She reached out to him and found him sitting rigidly against the headboard.

      “You can’t get out of it?”

      “No! I don’t want to get out of it. I’m an alum of the Foundation, for heaven’s sake. They taught me the skills to regain my independent life after I went blind, and I’m extremely grateful. Whenever they request my help, I’m going to say yes.” Her tone grew icy. “You’ve heard me talk about the 70 percent unemployment rate among the employable visually impaired and the Herculean effort it is for the blind to find jobs—even though they can do jobs anyone else can do through today’s assistive technology.”

      Grant remained silent.

      “I have a chance to provide tangible assistance to people who sorely need it. If I help even one person polish up their interview skills—if I give one person hope—my time will be well spent. I won’t walk away from that, Grant.”

      He ran his hand across the stubble on his chin, then reached for her. “You’re doing the right thing, Em. Those people need you. I’m just disappointed we won’t have an entire day alone together. I’m sorry I acted like a petulant child.”

      “I’m disappointed we won’t have the whole day to ourselves, too.” Emily folded herself into his embrace. “I’ll pay more attention to my calendar in the future. Since the girls are spending more time with our mothers this summer, let’s take a day off when they’re with Sylvia and Martha to stay in bed all day.”

      “Maybe we can even find two days in our schedules,” he murmured as he held her close. He reached out a hand to turn off his bedside light, and they discovered they weren’t as tired as they had suspected.
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      Grant carried Emily’s satchel as she and Garth made their way down the front steps to the waiting rideshare. He opened the rear door. Garth jumped in and settled on the floor while Grant placed the satchel on the seat next to where Emily would sit.

      “I’m sorry I can’t drive you to the Foundation.”

      “Don’t be silly. It’s way out by where my mom lives. I’d never have expected you to drive me there.” She reached for his face and rose on her tiptoes to kiss him. “Besides, you need to wait here for Ava’s family to pick up Zoe and Diedre. What do you plan to do the rest of the day?” Emily stepped back until she felt the opening created by the open car door and lowered herself onto the rear seat.

      “I dunno. Maybe I’ll install those cabinets I bought for the garage. They’ve been stacked up for weeks. It’s about time I got them hung.” 

      “That chore can wait. I think you should allow yourself a lazy morning. Read the paper, drink coffee, maybe even snooze on the sofa. You’ve earned it.”

      “While you’re off at the crack of dawn to make an impactful presentation? I don’t think so.”

      Emily reached for the car door and began to swing it shut. “Then knock off after lunch and do something you’ll truly enjoy.”

      Grant put up a hand to impede the door’s progress. “What time is your presentation?”

      “One o’clock. I’m the first person after lunch. It’s a bad time slot. I hope my audience doesn’t fall asleep.”

      “Not a chance,” he said. “You’re a terrific speaker. They’ll be hanging on every word.” He let go of the door, and she pulled it shut.

      Grant watched the rideshare pull into the street and speed away. He’d hang garage cabinets in the morning and do what Emily suggested in the afternoon. He already knew what he’d genuinely enjoy doing.
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        * * *

      

      Emily excused herself from the table where she was having lunch with a group of workshop attendees. She had found the morning sessions informative, interesting, and encouraging. Based on the enthusiastic flow of conversation around their table, she knew these attendees agreed with her assessment.

      “I’m the first speaker after lunch,” she told the group. “I’d like to review my notes. The morning sessions were first-rate—I’ve got tough acts to follow.”

      Her table mates uttered warm goodbyes, and she and Garth left the lunchroom. “Forward, outside,” she commanded Garth.

      Garth led her to the entrance, and they stepped out into the sunshine of a pristine early-summer day. “Find bench.”

      Garth led them twenty feet forward before he stopped.

      Emily reached out a hand for one of the benches she remembered lined the walkway to the Foundation’s entrance. She found what she was looking for and sat. Pulling her tablet from her satchel, she engaged the screen reader to locate her presentation. Emily listened to her notes, pausing them twice to think about her remarks before continuing. Satisfied that she was as prepared as she’d ever be, she reached for her satchel.

      She was stowing her tablet in her satchel when a woman with a dog approached. “Excuse me,” the woman said. “May I ask about your dog?”

      Garth remained stretched out at Emily’s feet and ignored the other dog, as he’d been trained to do.

      The lab with the woman noticed Garth briefly but didn’t try to engage with him or Emily.

      “Sure,” Emily said. “He’s a guide dog. I can tell that you’ve got a dog with you. Is yours a guide, too?”

      “Almost. Lonny is a guide dog in training—he’s working right now with his harness and vest on. I’m a trainer at the Guide Dog Center. We came today because my cousin is attending. I’m here to support him.”

      “That’s nice of you. How’s Lonny doing with his training?”

      “Spectacular. He’s smart as a whip, and he has incredible drive. I knew the first time I worked with him he’d successfully complete the program to become a guide.”

      “That’s interesting,” Emily replied. “Garth’s trainer told me the same thing about him.”

      “Lonny looks so much like Garth,” the woman said. “They’re the same pure black, his muzzle is the same shape, and he holds his tail like Garth does. I don’t know—there’s something intangible that connects these two beautiful boys. That’s why I came over—to find out where you got Garth.”

      A grin slashed across Emily’s face. “Garth is from the Guide Dog Center. Just like Lonny.” Emily provided the year they had been partnered.

      The woman slapped her thigh. “I knew it,” she cried. “Lonny is younger than Garth, but there’s such a similarity. Maybe they had the same mother or father. I’m going to look it up when I get back to the center.”

      “That’s fun,” Emily said. “Lonny may be your … half-brother… or something, Garth.”

      Garth remained in the down position but ran his eyes over the dog that was a mirror image of himself.

      “When do you expect he’ll be ready for a match?” Emily asked.

      “We’ll be done with training by the end of the month. I know he’ll be easy to place. I expect he’ll be a working guide in a few months.”

      Emily got to her feet. “We’d better go. I’m making a presentation on interviewing after lunch. I want to give Garth a comfort break before we begin.”

      “We’ll be in your session. Both my cousin and I are looking forward to it.”

      “That’s good to hear.” Emily grabbed Garth’s harness. “See you both soon. And best of luck in finishing your training and finding your perfect match, Lonny. If you take after Garth in performance of a guide dog’s duties as much as you do in appearance, you’re going to improve someone’s life more than you’ll ever know.”
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      Emily stepped to the podium and turned toward the people seated in rows of chairs in front of her. Fifty-nine people had signed up for the workshop. From the hustle and bustle as people filed into the room after lunch, she guessed that most of those signed up were in attendance.

      She couldn’t know that the person who entered the room right before they closed the doors and slipped into a seat in the back row was Grant.

      Garth thumped his tail against the floor in recognition of his family member, but Emily didn’t notice.

      “Good afternoon, everyone.” Emily thanked the person who introduced her and continued. “You’ve found out about a job you’d love to have. You’ve completed the application and submitted your résumé. Maybe you’ve even survived a phone interview. And now you’ve received the call you were hoping for—they want you to appear for an in-person interview.

      “The prospect of an interview is thrilling. You call your friends and family. You let yourself imagine your happy future.” Emily hesitated before continuing. “And then reality sets in. You’ve got to ace an in-person interview!”

      A titter of laughter ran around the room.

      “Well—fear not. We’re going to cover everything you need to know. Four of this morning’s speakers and I are going to conduct mock interviews. If that’s of interest to you, stay in the room after this session. We’ll divide you up and instruct you where your group will move to.”

      She paused for a moment, standing up straight at the podium, as she visualized her presentation.

      “First things first: you want to impress the people interviewing you. Initial impressions matter. So, get a good night’s sleep. Wear clothing appropriate for the job, or even one level better. Hair combed, shoes shined.

      “Arrive on time. Nothing kills your chances of getting a job more than being late! If you need to make a trial run to the company location, do it. It’s your responsibility to get yourself to work.

      “I assume you researched the company before you applied for the job, but now it’s time to do more research. Learn about their business, products, or corporate culture. The internet will be your friend in this endeavor. Use this information to predict the questions they will ask you so you can prepare great answers ahead of time. You’ll also need to come up with insightful questions to ask your interviewer. That will show the interviewer that you’re interested in the company and savvy enough to learn about it.”

      Emily leaned over the podium, her posture relaxed as she warmed to her topic.

      “Speaking of questions from the employer, is it okay for them to ask you how you can do this job as a blind person? Show of hands if you think it is.”

      She waited, giving the attendees time to consider their answer. Hands slowly lifted across the room.

      “If you raised your hand, you are correct. Prospective employers can ask what sort of accommodation you need to do the job. They can’t ask what caused your blindness, any medical challenges you face, or how you perform other aspects of daily life.”

      A man in the front row made a loud “pffft” sound.

      “I hear you. This can be tricky in an interview. The key is to keep the conversation focused within legal guidelines. Let’s take an example that happened to a friend of mine.”

      Emily coughed and felt for the water bottle she’d been told would be on the shelf in the podium. She found it, unscrewed the cap while listening for the telltale crackle that told her it was a new bottle, and took a sip of water.

      “You arrive for your interview ten minutes early, using your white cane to navigate to the reception desk. The receptionist is dumbstruck when you inform her you are there for your interview. But you’re blind, she blurts out.

      “Yes. And I’m qualified for and capable of doing this job, you reply. I’m early, so I’ll take a seat. Can you tell me where the chairs are?

      “The receptionist gets out of her chair, walks around her desk, and takes your arm to drag you to a chair in the reception area.”

      A titter of recognition washes across the room.

      “You politely tell her you can find the chair if she tells you which way to turn and how far ahead of you it’s located. She ignores you, and you take your seat. This is annoying behavior, but don’t let it ruin your mood.

      “When someone comes to reception to escort you to your interview, you may go through the entire process again. Remember, you could be the first blind person they’ve encountered. They may not know the correct protocol, but you do. Calmly tell them they can help by offering you their elbow. Most people want to do the right thing.”

      Emily took a breath. “You’re now in a room with the interviewer. The first words out of the interviewer’s mouth are, ‘You’re blind. How did you get here?’ They shouldn’t ask that question, but it’s common. You can call them out on their error, or you can answer the question. Say something simple like, ‘I’m an expert on the city’s mass transportation system’ or ‘I take rideshares everywhere.’ If they press for details—how many bus transfers you had to make or how expensive your rideshare is—you can close the topic down by assuring them that you’ve been traveling independently for years and always get to your destination on time.

      “It’s good to prepare answers that steer the discussion back to the job opening. If they ask how you can perform the job as a blind person, you should be prepared to mention appropriate assistive technology. Most sighted people don’t realize that major software programs are designed to be accessible to the visually impaired, and that there are screen readers and other software and devices that we are adept at using. This is an appropriate area of discussion. Remind them that there are resources available to help determine what accommodations you will need and there are tax breaks available to defray the cost. The average cost of assistive technology for a blind employee is only a one-time expense of $500, so be sure to work that into the conversation.”

      An alarm on her smart watch beeped. Emily tapped her screen to silence it. “That means we’re ready to split up into groups for mock interviews. Gosh—that time went by fast. Thank you for your attention.”

      The audience erupted into applause. The person who had introduced Emily returned to the podium and began assigning the attendees to groups.

      Emily heard Garth get to his feet and felt his tail swishing through the air.

      A man made his way up the center aisle to her. He placed his hand on the small of her back and leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Knocked it out of the park. Again. As usual.”

      “Grant!”

      “You should have seen these people. They were drinking in every word.”

      “What are you doing here? I thought you were spending the afternoon doing something you truly enjoy.”

      “That’s exactly what I did. Watching you light up a room is the absolute best.”

      Emily flushed with pleasure at his remark.

      “Mind if I sit in on your mock interviews? I’m learning a lot. When you’re done, I thought we’d grab dinner at that restaurant by Martha’s that you love.”

      Emily grinned. “On one condition: I’m buying dinner.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, Emily Main. It’s a deal.”
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      Garth

      I lay by Emily’s empty chair, obeying her Down, Stay command like the pro I am. Lonny was positioned one chair over next to his trainer. I could tell by the way he breathed that he’d segued into a nap from his Down, Stay command.

      I considered following Lonny’s lead, but Emily and Grant were at the front of the room. They were doing something I’d never seen before. I was interested.

      Emily addressed the small group seated around me. “Before we begin mock interviews, I want to cover the topic of handshakes. I suspect you know most of the etiquette I’m about to share, but I want to make sure. I want everyone to practice shaking hands in an interview because it’s an important part of the process.”

      “My husband, Grant Johnson, is next to me to demonstrate because we have at least one sighted person in the audience. Grant also has sight. Grant—will you show and describe the appropriate way to greet a blind person?”

      Grant took over. “I’m extending my hand while addressing the blind person. If I were greeting you, I’d say ‘Hello, Emily. It’s Grant. I’m extending my hand if you’d like to shake.’ ”

      “Perfect,” Emily praised. She located his outstretched hand and shook it. “And if you didn’t know me?”

      “Instead of saying, ‘It’s Grant,’ I’d introduce myself and proceed with the rest. Since blind people can’t see someone smile at them to say hello, a handshake greeting is the best method.”

      “Exactly. I think I speak for everyone in the blind community when I say we wish everyone would follow this etiquette. Encountering sighted people who know to do this is rare. Chances are the person who is interviewing you won’t know to proceed this way.”

      Emily faced my direction to address the crowd. “Whenever I meet someone—whether at work or socially—I extend my hand first as I give my name. Sometimes this creates an awkward moment. Things get tricky if their hands are full and they have to shift things around to free up a hand to shake mine, but it’s the best way to handle things in an interview. What other handshake tips do you have, Grant?”

      “Slide your hand into the one you’re shaking until both palms are touching. Don’t grasp the other person’s hand so tightly that it hurts them, but don’t allow your hand to feel like a limp fish, either.”

      The humans around me laughed.

      “No one enjoys that sort of handshake.”

      “You’ll all have a chance to practice your handshake when it’s your turn to interview,” Emily said. “We’ll follow the same script for everyone, and we’ll learn from each other’s mistakes. Grant has graciously agreed to replace me as the interviewer for our group. That’ll give me the chance to listen to each interview and offer feedback, without being distracted by acting as the interviewer.”

      She called the cousin of Lonny’s trainer to the front as Grant guided Emily to her seat next to me. As promised, they practiced shaking hands. Both Emily and Grant gave pointers. The mock interview progressed, with Emily and Grant commenting, until the cousin was done and the next person walked to the front of the room. The entire process repeated itself.

      My eyelids grew heavy. I looked over at Lonny. He’d rolled onto his side, and his paws twitched. I knew what that meant. He was dreaming, and it included an adventure. He might be chasing a rabbit. That’s what I was usually dreaming about when my paws quivered.

      I love dreams where rabbit chasing is involved. I rolled onto my side, shut my eyes, and was soon asleep.

      I woke when Emily grasped my working harness and called my name. “Okay, Garth. Nap time is over.”

      I got to my feet. People were filing out of the room. I spotted Lonny as he exited through the door. An involuntary ‘woof’ escaped my lips. I was instantly ashamed of myself. Guide dogs were not noisy.

      “Would you like to go out with Lonny? I think it’s time for a comfort break. Follow Grant,” Emily commanded.

      He led us out of the building to the dog relief station. Emily had been right. That’s where Lonny and his trainer were going.

      We both took care of business, then engaged in our own form of handshake—a thorough sniffing of the intimate parts of each other’s bodies.

      His scent was both familiar and comforting. I liked this Lonny. I could tell he feels the same way about me.

      Emily and Lonny’s trainer concluded their conversation and said goodbye to each other. The trainer commanded Lonny to move forward.

      I watched Lonny lead the woman to the curb. She commanded him to move forward into the street, but he refused. One of those silent cars was driving by them. Those were tricky. Emily hears cars in the street, but not these kinds of cars.

      If Lonny had followed his trainer’s command, the car would have hit them. This was called intelligent disobedience and was one of the hardest and most crucial skills for a guide dog to learn.

      My heart swelled with pride. Lonny had executed the behavior perfectly. I watched as his trainer showered him with praise.

      Lonny was going to become a guide dog, just like me. I was certain of it. I hoped he’d be paired with someone as special as my Emily.

      “Ready to head for the restaurant?” Grant asked Emily.

      “Absolutely. I’m starved. Let’s retrieve my satchel and get going.”

      I tore my eyes away from Lonny as I resumed my life’s work of guiding Emily.
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      Sylvia Johnson caught Martha Main’s eye across the long family dinner table.

      Martha’s smile reflected her gratitude for being included in the monthly family dinners that Sylvia hosted for her sons, Grant and Craig, and their families.

      Sylvia nodded and smiled back. When her son Grant had married Emily Main, she’d not only gained a lovely daughter-in-law but a new granddaughter in Emily’s ward, Zoe, and a best friend in Emily’s mother, Martha. That Craig’s wife, Gina, had been Emily’s best friend cemented the already close family bonds.

      Craig picked up the platter of chicken enchiladas and sent them around the table again. “These are great, Mom. They were my favorite when we were growing up.”

      “Mine, too,” Grant chimed in. “You used to keep them in the refrigerator for after-school snacks when we were in high school.”

      “Our friends wanted to come to our house because there were plenty of your enchiladas,” Craig said. “Remember that, Grant?”

      “I sure do. You must have made thousands of these while we were in school, Mom.”

      Sylvia laughed. “You may be right. Even all these years later, I don’t need to look at a recipe.”

      “They’re delicious, Sylvia,” Martha interjected.

      Gina helped herself to another enchilada when the plate came her way. “I’m glad it’s family dinner night,” Gina said. “Craig and I want to ask about everyone’s summer plans.”

      “Martha and I are hosting the girls here next week. The big thing we’ll be doing is teaching them to cook.”

      “Grandmas’ Culinary Institute,” the girls chorused in unison.

      Gina chuckled. “That’s a fabulous idea. I wish I were free to attend. You’re both spectacular cooks. I’m sure I’d learn a lot.”

      Both older women flushed at the compliment.

      “Call me any time you have a cooking question,” Sylvia said.

      “The same goes for me,” Martha added.

      “What are you girls doing after your week with Sylvia and Martha?” Craig asked.

      “I’m going to a summer theater camp at the youth theater,” Diedre said.

      Gina asked, “Is that the youth theater where you starred in Mary Poppins Jr. last spring?”

      “Yep. Do you remember our friend Ava?”

      “The little girl who stepped into the role of Burt when you took over as Mary Poppins?”

      “That’s the one. She’s going to the program too.”

      “That’s nice to have a friend at the camp,” Gina observed.

      “I know a bunch of other kids from Mary Poppins who are going, too.”

      “What about you, Zoe? Are you enrolled in the theater camp?”

      Zoe shook her head no. “I’m going to a STEM summer camp. We’ll do three experiments each day as a class, and we’ll have group and individual activities, too. At least that’s what the website says.”

      “Wow! Grant and I would have loved that when we were your age,” Craig said.

      Zoe shrugged.

      “You’re not excited?” Gina asked.

      “It’s just that I won’t know anyone there. Diedre will know everyone in her program.”

      “You’ll be with other brainiacs like yourself,” Diedre said. “When you work on projects with other kids, you’ll make friends.”

      Zoe shrugged again.

      “Look how quickly you made friends with Ava,” Diedre added.

      “That’s right,” Grant interjected. “You introduced Ava to our family. If it weren’t for you, Diedre wouldn’t have auditioned for Mary Poppins Jr., either.” He reached behind Emily to pat Zoe on the back. “It’s daunting for anybody to enter a group where they know no one. You’re very empathic and know how to make friends.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree.” Martha nodded encouragingly at the girl she loved like a granddaughter.

      “What about your family?” Grant asked. “Are the three of you taking a vacation this summer?”

      “It’s complicated having an infant in tow,” Gina said, smiling at Alex as he played contentedly in his travel playpen. “We’re renting a large Airbnb in La Jolla the first two weeks of July. My mom and dad are staying with us for the first week. We wanted to invite everyone—including you, Martha—to come the second week.”

      “Heavens. How big is this place?” Sylvia asked.

      “Six bedrooms, plus a sleeping porch,” Craig said. “There’ll be plenty of room and we’re only two blocks from the beach.”

      “Can we?” Zoe and Diedre asked their parents in unison.

      Emily turned toward Grant. “It sounds like fun, but I’m extra busy at work while Dhruv is on paternity leave.”

      “The girls have their summer camps during that time, too,” Grant replied. “Thank you for the offer, but it won’t work for us.”

      “Mom and Martha?” Gina asked.

      “I’d love to,” Sylvia said.

      All eyes at the table turned to Martha.

      “I need to check with Doug,” she said. “I believe we have plans.” She blushed like a schoolgirl as she mentioned Doug Roberts, Gina’s uncle. She’d met him at Gina and Craig’s wedding, and they’d been dating ever since.

      “Emily and I want to take a family trip later in the summer.” All eyes turned to Grant. “We’d like the girls to see places they’ve never been. There are so many natural wonders, museums, and cultural destinations in the United States. We intended to bring it up at dinner tonight. We’re also including Sylvia and Martha.”

      “Gina and Craig—you and Alex are also welcome,” Emily interrupted.

      “A destination for a middle-school family won’t be ideal for an infant.” Gina chuckled. “Thank you for including us, but a lazy week at the beach is all we can manage. We’ll leave the heavy sightseeing to you.”

      “I don’t have any travel plans this summer, so I’m in,” Sylvia said.

      “Everyone on the trip will get to pick a favorite activity for us to do during one day of the trip. That way, we’ll experience new things and each of us will have a day of the vacation devoted to something they’re especially interested in,” Emily said.

      “That’s a genius idea,” Sylvia agreed.

      “Where are we going?” Zoe asked.

      “That’ll depend on what everyone’s ‘one special thing’ is,” Emily replied. “You and Diedre can think about it next week. Do some internet research. Talk to each other and your grandmothers. You too, Sylvia and Mom. If you’re on the trip, you get to pick the activity for one day.”

      “That’s a marvelous idea. I love to tour art museums when I’m on vacation. It doesn’t have to be one of the big, famous ones. Smaller, local museums are less crowded and just as interesting. We’ll come up with ideas by the end of next week.”

      “Perfect,” Emily said. “Mom? What about you? Will you join us?”

      Martha cleared her throat. “That’s a kind invitation, and I think your approach is terrific,” she said. “If I were going to be around, I’d be happy to go.” Everyone put down their knives and forks, waiting for her to continue. 

      “You’re going somewhere, Mom?”

      “I’ve been meaning to tell you,” Martha said. “Doug and I are going to London.” The room became silent. “For two weeks in August.”

      Sylvia was the first to speak. “OMG! I knew something was up with you. When were you going to tell us?”

      “We made the final decision last night.”

      “That’s wonderful.” Gina was the first to weigh in.

      “Honey?” Martha faced Emily.

      “It’s great news,” Emily replied. “I’m happy for you. I guess I’m just surprised.”

      “I’ve always wanted to go to Europe,” Martha said. “I’m extremely excited.”

      “As you should be,” Grant said. “You deserve a big adventure, Martha.”

      “Mom says Uncle Doug is crazy about you,” Gina murmured, a faraway tone in her voice. “He’s the nicest man. This sounds so romantic. Strolling arm in arm through Hyde Park; afternoon tea at the Ritz; shopping at Harrods …”

      Diedre giggled. “Gosh, Martha⁠—”

      “Okay, everyone,” Martha interrupted. “That’s enough of that.” Martha placed her napkin on the table and rose from her chair. “Who wants a slice of homemade strawberry pie for dessert?”

      She headed for the kitchen to serve the pie without waiting for their replies.
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