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         “I hate the word housewife; I don’t like the word homemaker either. I want to be called Domestic Goddess.”
      

      —Rosearme

      Feeling like the rabbit in Alice in Wonderland, Millie Truman pulled her gray Taurus into the driveway of her condo and impatiently pushed her garage door opener. Late.
         She was running late. But like the rabbit, at least she looked good. She spared a quick glance into her rearview mirror, admiring
         the new ’do. Cinnamon. Since she loved the flavor so much, she’d taken a chance on the color.
      

      And it had paid off. Of course, now she would have to hear her friends, Theresa and Kim, say, “I told you so.” They’d been
         bugging her for a while to stop being so old-fashioned and get a dye job. She had to admit they were right; she looked much
         younger than fifty-five.
      

      Except… had the beautician missed a gray hair? She reached up for the offensive strand, but it dissolved between her fingers
         like gossamer. A cobweb.
      

      
         From cleaning Mitchell’s apartment. It figured. Her youngest son was responsible for all the gray hair she’d just gotten rid
         of, too.
      

      She’d stopped at his place after the beauty parlor, expecting only to have to do a quick dusting and vacuuming. But she’d
         found his loft apartment totally trashed, as her granddaughter would say, like the frat houses he and his brother had lived
         in during college. The big mess had probably not been the result of a party, though, just his usual fast-paced lifestyle.
      

      While she was there, he’d rushed in to pack a suitcase for a business trip for the automotive firm where he worked. Except
         she had wound up packing the suitcase, after she found it shoved under his bed.
      

      She didn’t want to think about what else she’d found under there. She brushed her hand through her cinnamon curls again, dislodging
         another cobweb and shuddering.
      

      What had happened to Heather, who’d actually made an attempt to keep the apartment neat? Millie had asked, but Mitchell had
         just grinned and shrugged and made some smart remark about Suzy Homemaker types liking boring nine-to-five men like his brother,
         Steven, the insurance agent.
      

      Suzy Homemaker indeed, Millie sniffed. She preferred the term her fellow Red Hatters used: Domestic Goddess. Millie had reigned as one throughout thirty-one years of marriage, and she’d loved it. Like she’d told her dear husband,
         it was her job.

      But Bruce had died five years ago, and she should have been able to retire her tiara and spend less time 
         cooking and cleaning and more time with her friends. But she’d still had Pop to take care of; he lived with her then… and
         Mitchell, the confirmed bachelor. At least she hadn’t had to worry about Steven, who was happily married with a beautiful
         daughter. Then. She was a little worried about his marriage now.
      

      But she didn’t have time to worry. She had to clean up, bake her snack contribution for Movie Night at the community center,
         and meet Kim, a neighbor and fellow Red Hat Society member, for dinner.
      

      Resisting the urge to check for more cobwebs, she tore her gaze from the mirror and noticed that the garage door was up. But
         there was no room for her car in the single stall of her end unit brick condo. Another car was already backed into it with
         the trunk lid lifted. She pressed the brake, stopping an inch shy of its front bumper.
      

      “What in the world…”

      A robber. That should have been her first thought, and she should have been fumbling in her purse for her cell phone to call
         911 while backing away. But the black car looked vaguely familiar, or as familiar as the grill of a vehicle can look. She’d
         feel pretty silly if she called the police on someone she knew, especially if it was, as she now suspected, her oldest son.
      

      Of the few people who had a key to her place, Mitchell was probably on a plane by now. Pop was in Arizona with his new wife,
         or at least he had been when they’d talked a few nights ago. Process of elimination left Steven, but as Mitchell had just
         pointed out, Steven worked nine to five. And it was only four o’clock.
      

      
         Her hand trembling slightly, Millie shifted the gear into park but left her car running as she stepped out. For a quick getaway?
         From her own house?
      

      Maybe the cinnamon dye had leaked into her brain. Or she spent too much time with Kim. Kim was the daughter of a retired police
         chief; she suspected everyone of something. The scary part was that she was occasionally right.
      

      Remembering that, Millie opened the back door of the Taurus and reached for something to use as a weapon. Her fingers closed
         over the handle of the vacuum, but the muscles in her shoulder protested as she started to lift it out.
      

      She couldn’t blame Mitchell for her cramped muscles, though; those were courtesy of the aerobics class Kim had started at
         the condo community center. Millie couldn’t very well not attend since it had been her idea for Kim to start the classes after
         school budget cuts had cost her a Phys Ed teaching position. But push-ups? Really? Kim had a tendency to treat her new students like her old ones: teenagers.
      

      Millie released the vacuum handle and reached for something else, pulling out a hot pink feather duster. Not very lethal.
         But from all the dust left on it from Mitchell’s place, it might make a burglar sneeze hard enough for Millie to escape… if
         the need arose.
      

      She drew in a quick, fortifying breath, then walked into the garage. The car parked in it was the same make and model Steven
         drove. While the trunk was open, the contents inside hadn’t been taken from her house. She 
         didn’t own a laptop or a set of golf clubs, so unless her robber had a Robin Hood complex, she was safe.
      

      And if he did… she preferred jewelry to golf clubs and computers. Rings and necklaces. Tiaras she could do without.

      The door between the house and the garage creaked as it slowly opened. Millie ducked behind it and lifted the duster, hoping
         that her exercise-weary joints didn’t creak as loudly as the door hinges. Her heart beat hard and fast against her ribs as
         a dark shadow emerged from the house.
      

      Broad shoulders, thinning dark hair, expanding belly… he was not exactly her image of a cat burglar. He was her son. Steven
         caught sight of her and gasped, “Mom!”
      

      Millie’s heart rate subsided, and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      Steven sneezed and gestured toward her weapon. “What the heck are you doing? Dusting the garage? You take this neatness thing
         a little too far.”
      

      “Steven?” It wasn’t like she didn’t recognize him; what she questioned was what he was doing at her house, at four o’clock.

      “Did you have a golf outing?” she asked, waving the duster at his clubs in the trunk. The insurance company for which Pop,
         Bruce, and now Steven worked their boring nine-to-five jobs often sponsored them. “It’s a great day for one.” Not that she
         had spent much time in the gorgeous, warm weather, which was unusual for such an early spring day in Michigan.
      

      Steven didn’t answer her, brushing a slightly shaking 
         hand over his thinning hair instead. He had his father’s hair, or premature lack thereof, as his younger brother relentlessly
         teased him. Maybe it was the hair loss, or his growing waistline, but he always looked older than his almost-thirty-six years.
         Today he looked even older, his face set in lines far too grim for a man his age.
      

      “Bad game?” she teased, though he wasn’t dressed for golf. He was wearing suit pants and a dress shirt. The jacket lay across
         the front seat of his car and his tie hung from the rearview mirror. Her heart started beating fast again.
      

      “Mom…”

      “Steven, what’s going on? You’re here in the afternoon, with the garage door down—”

      “I shut the garage door because of your nosy neighbors. I already had a run-in with that crazy lady—”

      “Crazy lady?”

      “The neighbor who’s packing.”

      He probably didn’t mean luggage or a can of mace, either. Besides being Hilltop Condominium’s aerobic instructor, Kim was
         the unofficial neighborhood watch captain. Nothing and nobody got past her. “That’s Kim.”
      

      “Dirty Harriet.”

      “Actually, Harry’s what she calls the gun,” she said. If Kim had brought it out, she’d really been concerned. But since she’d
         left, she must have ruled Steven out as a burglar, too.
      

      “She named her gun?”

      Millie smiled. You really had to know Kim for a while before you realized she wasn’t crazy. Just a little intense. “It’s not
         real.”
      

      
         “Could have fooled me,” he said, brushing that hand through his hair again. It was shaking even more.
      

      But Millie didn’t believe it was his run-in with Kim that had him so upset. “It’s an air gun, kind of like the BB guns you
         and Mitchell had growing up.”
      

      That they’d used to shoot each other with before claiming the resulting welts on their skin were chicken pox. Millie might
         have fallen for it, too, had they not both already had the chicken pox.
      

      “Those can really hurt,” Steven said. He would know.

      “She didn’t use Harry on you?” Millie asked, horrified. Because he looked like he was hurt. His brown eyes were dark and wounded,
         his mouth tight and devoid of his usual easy smile.
      

      “No,” he assured her, “but I could have done without meeting him today.”

      Somehow she knew he was talking about more than the uncomfortable sensation of looking down a gun barrel. As she glanced again
         toward his partially unpacked trunk, she had that uncomfortable sensation herself. “Steven, I’m sorry about that.”
      

      He shrugged, his broad shoulders bobbing slowly up and down as if they carried a burden too heavy for him to bear. His gaze
         kept sliding away from hers. He couldn’t meet her eyes, like when he’d been a little boy and had, on the rare occasion, done
         something naughty. Unlike his younger brother, he’d never wanted her disapproval or disappointment.
      

      “It’s not a big deal,” he said. “It’s good to know someone’s looking out for you.”

      “Hey, I look out for me!” She brandished the fuchsia 
         duster, leaving a trail of cobwebs across the garage floor that she’d just swept that morning. Now she would have to dust it…
      

      One half of Steven’s mouth lifted in a half-hearted smile. “So now you’re Dirty Harriet.”
      

      “I do feel pretty dirty,” she admitted, letting him stall for time.

      Unlike Mitchell, Steven had always confessed his misdeeds to her. She’d only had to wait until his conscience got the better
         of him and then he would spill all. He’d been the one to tell her what had really caused the welts on his and Mitchell’s skin.
         BBs.
      

      “I just finished cleaning your brother’s apartment,” she explained her dirtiness, hoping there were no more cobwebs in her
         hair.
      

      Steven’s face twisted into a disgusted grimace. “I don’t know how he lives like that.”

      Millie knew that if it weren’t for Steven’s wife, Audrey, his house would look the same way. “I love it when you drop by,
         but I’m surprised…”
      

      “It’s so early,” he finished for her, his voice thick with emotion, “and that I’ve brought luggage.”

      She hated to ask, afraid of what he might answer, so she just nodded.

      “Audrey made me come home for lunch today. I thought…” He sighed, a ragged gust of air full of resignation. “It doesn’t matter
         what I thought. I came home to my bags packed. She threw me out.”
      

      “Audrey threw you out?” Millie couldn’t digest it; like the half-eaten pieces of pizza left in the boxes on Mitchell’s coffee
         table, the thought made her queasy.
      

      
         Steven and Audrey had met in college. While he’d finished, she’d dropped out to marry him. They’d been together seventeen
         years, married almost fifteen; they had Brigitte, who was just starting her teen years.
      

      “No…”

      He nodded, his brown eyes filling with tears. “I don’t understand it, Mom,” he said, blinking furiously before lifting a box
         from his trunk and heading into the house with it. In the foyer, at the top of the stairs, which led to Pop’s old apartment
         in the walk-out basement, he turned back and said, “And really I don’t want to talk about it.”
      

      “But you and Audrey… you need to talk,” she protested. “The last thing you should do is move out.”
      

      “It’s what she wants, Mom. She doesn’t want me around anymore.”
      

      Panic pressed heavily against Millie’s heart, stealing her breath away much more than any of Kim’s outrageous exercises ever
         did. Steven, Audrey, and Brigitte were the perfect family. Well, maybe not perfect. They had their arguments, but that was
         normal.
      

      Except that things hadn’t seemed normal for them lately. They’d been strained. But Millie knew from experience that marriage
         was like a rubber band; it could get stretched to the limits but snap back tightly, not even showing any traces of how far
         it’d been stretched. Unless… it broke. The divorce rate proved how many times that happened.
      

      “Steven,” she said, reaching for his arm as he started down the stairs. “You’re not giving up, not like this, not after so
         many years together.”
      

      
         He sighed and bowed his head, refusing to turn toward her. “Mom, it’s not that simple anymore.”
      

      “Marriage isn’t.” Not that she could complain about hers. All her memories of Bruce were happy ones; at least the ones she’d
         kept alive were. Maybe there’d been others, but so few and far between that they weren’t worth remembering.
      

      “But it shouldn’t be this difficult, either,” Steven said, running a slightly shaking hand over his hair yet again.

      “What’s difficult?” Millie asked, desperately wanting to understand. Despite noticing the strain, she hadn’t wanted to ask
         about it. From the minute her sons had been born, she’d vowed not to become one of those mothers, the kind who interfered in their children’s lives. She’d trusted them enough to let them live their own lives. “What’s
         changed? You were happy together.”
      

      “Until…” he started, his voice thick with emotion, “she went back to school.”

      Audrey had recently gone back to college to finish up the nursing degree she’d started so many years ago. Millie had applauded
         her determination and been so inspired by it that she’d gotten serious about retiring her own tiara. Now a horrible thought
         occurred to Millie, turning her stomach as if she had eaten Mitchell’s leftovers. “Oh, no, she met someone else.”
      

      He laughed, a short bitter sound. “No, but I almost wish she had.”

      “Steven!” She fought the temptation to whack him with the duster; her son was already hurting.

      He jerked his hand through his thin hair again. His whole body was shaking now… with frustration and 
         shock. While Millie had noticed the strain in their marriage, she wondered if he had. His next words confirmed that he hadn’t. “If she’d found someone else, then I could actually understand why she threw
         me out.”
      

      “You need to talk,” she maintained. “We’ll go back to your house. Brigitte can come stay with me while you and Audrey work
         things out.”
      

      He shook his head and squeezed his dark eyes shut, probably trying to hold in the tears she saw glistening in them. “No, Mom,
         it’s too late. Or it’s too soon. I’m not sure what it is anymore.”
      

      It was not fair to him or to Audrey but most especially not to Brigitte. That poor girl…
      

      “Oh, Steven…” She squeezed his arm, trying to express her love, support, and willingness to help any way she could. The phrase
         too little, too late taunted her. She refused to accept that it was too late. “You have to try.”
      

      He nodded. “I know. But not now. It…” One tear fell, sliding down the hard line of his taut jaw. “… hurts too much, Mom.”

      The shock, the pain, it was too fresh. She understood that. “But you will.”

      “After we’ve given it some time. But I have to ask you something, Mom.”

      “Of course you can stay here.” But it was a little late to ask that since he’d apparently already brought some stuff down
         to Pop’s old apartment. It consisted of a bedroom, a bathroom, and a family room, with a little kitchenette in one corner.
      

      Steven blinked, surprised again. “Well, that, too. I didn’t think…”

      
         “It’s okay.” That he hadn’t asked her first. “Don’t worry about it.”
      

      Obviously he didn’t think she had a life. But she did and she actually needed more time for it. She’d thought she’d only had
         Mitchell left to marry off before she could retire her tiara and take that time for herself.
      

      There was someone else she’d flirted with the idea of making time for, though, but it was definitely too soon for him. And
         Millie was so old-fashioned, she’d never actually learned to flirt. Was it as easy as getting a dye job?
      

      “Mom? Are you okay?”

      She nodded, pushing the crazy thought from her mind. She didn’t really need anyone or anything else in her life. Even with
         Pop married and moved out, it was too full now for her to fit in all the things she wanted to do, like shopping and gambling
         excursions with her Red Hat Society chapter, The Red Hot Hatters of Hilltop. She’d always wanted to travel, but Bruce had
         been such a homebody, and they’d had Pop and the boys to take care of then, too. She really wanted to take a cruise like several
         members of her Red Hot Hatters often did. She blew out a resigned sigh before assuring Steven, “I’m fine, just tired.”
      

      He snorted. “From cleaning Mitchell’s place. I would have moved in with him, but I couldn’t stand his mess.”

      Which multiplied by Steven’s would have given Millie nightmares. She would have had to beg Mitchell to hire a maid.

      “I’m happy to have you here,” she insisted. But she hoped it wouldn’t be for long. While she wouldn’t mind his company, Steven
         belonged home with his family. The 
         connection between a mother and child as strong as ever, she could feel his heart breaking, and hers ached, too.
      

      He let out another ragged sigh. “Thanks, Mom. I need to ask you for another favor, though.”

      “Anything.”

      “I need you to go…” he drew in a quick breath, “to my house.”

      He couldn’t call it home. He’d only been gone a few hours, but he couldn’t call it that anymore. Panic pressed on Millie’s
         heart. She refused to believe it was too late, though. Maybe she could still help.
      

      But how could she, who had never interfered before, interject herself into the middle of a battle between a husband and wife
         when she had no real idea what their problems were?
      

      “Steven, I don’t think it’s my place…”

      “I just need you to pick up my briefcase. I’ve looked through the boxes I brought downstairs.”

      Boxes? He’d already moved boxes of his stuff from his home to the basement?
      

      “And I checked the trunk again. I can’t find it. I brought it home with me to do some work this afternoon. Can you go get
         it for me? I can’t go back there.”
      

      “Steven, you’re going to have to… for Brigitte.”

      “I can’t go back because of Brigitte. It’s too soon. We all need time to adjust.”
      

      Millie worried that he was adjusting pretty quickly, then she saw his eyes and the tears he couldn’t blink away. He was hurting,
         and he didn’t want his daughter to see him in that kind of pain.
      

      Millie hated seeing him in that kind of pain.
      

      
         “Of course.” She blinked fast, pushing back her own tears. “I’ll go right now.” And give him a chance to pull himself together.
         She needed one, too.
      

      She’d conveniently left the car running for a quick getaway. Hands trembling, she opened the door, then tossed the duster
         into the backseat. She rammed the Taurus into reverse, then glanced into the rearview mirror after she’d already started moving. Too late.
      

      A man stood behind the car, his outstretched arm clutching a leash. But she couldn’t see the dog he usually walked at the
         end of it. She slammed on the brakes, the seatbelt biting into her sore muscles, but she didn’t care about that. She cared
         about him. He couldn’t lose his dog, too. He’d just buried his wife not that long ago.
      

      She threw open her door. “I’m so sorry. Are you all right?”

      She couldn’t look down. She was too afraid to see whether or not a furry, gray body lay beneath the tire of her car.
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         “I only like two kinds of men: domestic and foreign.”
      

      —Mae West

      Millie held her breath until she heard an indignant yip. Then she let it out in a relieved sigh, glancing down at the small,
         bearded dog. “Oh, thank goodness. I thought I hit him.”
      

      “No, you didn’t,” a deep voice assured her though it didn’t sound particularly relieved. Actually, it sounded a little disappointed.
         “You seem to be in a hurry, though, so I can hang onto this….”
      

      She forced herself to meet Charles Moelker’s amazing blue gaze. Instead of feeling relief that she hadn’t harmed the dog,
         her heart rate accelerated more. It was silly, this giddy little rush she experienced whenever she saw her handsome neighbor.
         She wasn’t a teenager anymore, hadn’t been one for a long, long time. Though now, with her new hair color, she didn’t look like it had been that long. She reached up, patting her hair to surreptitiously 
         check for more cobwebs, then she looked down at her yellow velour sweatsuit, which was smeared with streaks of dirt.
      

      Charles, even in faded jeans and a gray sweatshirt, looked like he’d stepped off the cover of GQ. His bright eyes made her think of the carefree summer days of her youth and Pierce Brosnan, her personal favorite, although
         Charles’ slightly graying beard made him look more like Sean Connery. While Kim had teased that he was starting to look like
         his dog, a miniature Schnauzer, Millie understood why he’d grown it. He didn’t care about his appearance right now… or much
         of anything else.
      

      She’d gone through a rough patch after Bruce’s death. But with the support of her friends, and the comfort of her memories,
         she’d never really felt as if she’d lost him. They’d been too close for too long for him to ever completely leave her. From
         that first night Pop had brought him home from the office, they had been inseparable, marrying the summer right after Millie
         graduated high school. That was old-fashioned, getting married that young, but she didn’t regret a minute of their time together.
      

      Realizing she had been silently staring at Charles for some time, probably with her mouth hanging open, she said, “I’m sorry.”

      “Your hair—I mean, your bowl.” He lifted an orange casserole bowl in his leash-free hand. “I was returning it.”

      When she had nearly run him and his little dog over. “I’m sorry,” she said again, inwardly grimacing about sounding like an
         idiot.
      

      
         Oh, she hoped Kim wasn’t anywhere around, lurking behind the trees and shrubbery, watching and laughing about this; Millie
         would never live it down, as Kim would be sure to share it at their next Red Hat Society chapter get-together. Millie peered
         around, but as short as she was, she could barely see across the evergreen shrubs lining her drive to the next door unit,
         let alone to Kim’s, which was another building down and across the street. The complex fit its name; all the buildings were
         carved into a woodsy hilltop with the dark brick walls and green slate roofs blending into the surroundings.
      

      Millie reached out, taking the bowl from Charles’s hand, nearly dropping it when their fingers brushed and a funny little
         current traveled up her arm. Probably just another muscle twinge courtesy of Kim’s class. She hoped.
      

      “Thank you,” he said, “for the casserole.”

      “No problem.” She loved cooking; that was why she’d probably never be able to permanently retire the Domestic Goddess tiara
         no matter how tarnished it got. “I always make too much.” Considering she lived alone. Like he now did.
      

      The dog yipped again, dancing around, eager to resume their walk, and reminding Millie that Charles wasn’t as alone as she
         was. Maybe she should get a pet; she wouldn’t have to worry about how to talk to one of them. Even Kim had a cat, although
         she swore she wasn’t keeping it; she’d recently inherited it from the elderly lady who had lived in the unit next to hers.
      

      But Millie didn’t need a pet; she had Steven now. Flustered over her near-collision with Charles, she had almost forgotten.

      
         “You don’t need to keep doing this,” Charles said, his gaze on the dog, not her. Above the beard, she noticed a slight reddish
         tint to his skin. He had nothing to be embarrassed about.
      

      “It’s what neighbors do,” she insisted. Especially at Hilltop. Despite the vast acreage it covered on the hill overlooking
         Grand Rapids, Michigan, the condominium complex was a tight-knit community. She’d certainly gotten her share of sympathy casseroles
         after Bruce had passed away. While she hadn’t always appreciated the tastes since she was a critical cook, she had always
         appreciated the gesture. But it was too bad everyone hadn’t used recipes from the Red Hat Society cookbook, like she always
         did.
      

      He shrugged. “Maybe. But—”

      She reached out, touching his arm much like she had Steven’s earlier. She meant it as a reassuring gesture. Instead she felt
         that disturbing little electrical charge again. “It gets better,” she assured him. “It takes time, but eventually it won’t
         hurt as much.”
      

      He sighed. “It’s not as if I didn’t see it coming. Guess I just didn’t want to face up to it.”

      His wife’s death?

      It had happened while he and his wife were in Arizona. Although Charles was young, probably the same age as Millie, he’d already
         retired, and he and his wife had split their time between condos: summer and fall in Grand Rapids and winter and spring in
         Phoenix. But this year he’d come home early, in spring, and alone.
      

      Millie hadn’t even known that his wife was sick, but then Mrs. Moelker hadn’t exactly been an easy woman 
         to get close to. And Millie had rarely spoken to Charles; they’d exchange hellos when they’d bumped into each other at the
         community center but that was all.
      

      “I’m sorry,” she said. Now that he had started talking, she didn’t want him to stop. Steven could wait for his briefcase.

      “We weren’t married that long, you know,” he confided, with a resigned sigh. “I’ve been a bachelor most my life. I can survive
         being a bachelor again.”
      

      “That’s a good attitude,” she said.

      “Just wish she would have taken the dog,” he added.

      To her grave?

      “But there’s nothing wrong with the dog!” Millie had read about some people having their pets cremated with them. There were all kinds of eccentrics in the world; apparently Charles
         Moelker was one of them.
      

      “There’s nothing wrong with Ellen’s new husband, either. I don’t believe he’s allergic to dogs.”

      “What?” Millie asked. “Ellen’s new husband?”

      “Yes,” he said. His brows, untouched by gray unlike his beard, arched in confusion. “Where did you think she was?”

      “Dead.”

      She felt like a fool the minute she admitted it. Here she’d been thinking his wife was dead and instead she’d just divorced
         him. Served Millie right for listening to Mrs. Ryers, Hilltop’s grapevine.
      

      It didn’t help Millie’s embarrassment that Charles was laughing so hard tears streamed from the blue eyes that had apparently
         addled whatever sense Millie had.
      

      “You thought she was dead,” he finally managed to 
         gasp. “That explains the casseroles. They were pity casseroles!”
      

      “Sympathy casseroles,” she insisted, hating to think of them the way he had. But he’d only just dubbed them that. What had
         he thought they were before?
      

      Heat rushed to her face. Oh, no, he had probably thought she’d been trying to impress him with her culinary skills, that she’d
         been hitting on him. Her stomach churned with dread. And when he’d made the bachelor comments, had he been warning her off?
      

      She’d thought the worst thing she could have done was run over his dog; she’d just found something worse, or at the very least,
         more humiliating. But she didn’t know which was more so: her thinking his wife was dead or his thinking that she’d used her
         cooking skills to make a pass.
      

      Yes, she was way too old-fashioned to even attempt flirting. After Steven returned to his family, she’d see about getting
         a pet. She could always put it in a kennel when she traveled.
      

      Grandma, I’m so glad you’re here,” Brigitte said as she opened the door and threw her arms around her. Her auburn hair tickled
         Millie’s nose as she squeezed tightly, sobs shaking her slender body. Already Brigitte was much taller than Millie, but then
         most people were.
      

      She patted her granddaughter’s back. She wanted to offer words of comfort, things like, “Everything will be all right. They’ll
         get back together.” But there was no 
         way Millie could make promises that she had no control over keeping. That wouldn’t help anyone.
      

      “You’ll do something, right?” Brigitte asked, sounding like a little girl instead of the mature fourteen-year-old she was.
         “You’ll fix this.”
      

      “Honey, I’d love to fix things, really I would, but this is between your mom and dad. I really shouldn’t interfere,” Millie
         said, her voice breaking as surely as her granddaughter’s heart was. “I’m sorry.”
      

      Brigitte sniffled; her sadness tugged at Millie’s heart. “That’s what Mom said. That it’s between her and Dad, then she locked
         herself in her bedroom. But I can still hear her crying.”
      

      If Millie listened hard enough, she would probably be able to hear her, too. They stood in the back hall, from which the utility
         room, kitchen, and the master bedroom branched. Oak wainscoting covered the bottom half of the walls, cheerful green and gold
         wallpaper the top half. Millie had helped Audrey hang that wallpaper when she and Steven had first moved in ten years ago.
      

      Millie squeezed her granddaughter’s shoulders, holding her closer. “Brigitte…”

      “I want to know why, Grandma. Why did Dad have to move out? What’s going on?”

      Millie shook her head, which had first begun to pound when she’d found Steven moving into her condo. Her embarrassing encounter
         with Charles Moelker had compounded the pain. “I don’t know either, honey.”
      

      Brigitte pulled away, swiping at her damp eyes and cheeks with trembling hands. “This is about me, too, 
         Grandma. This is my family.” Her dark eyes were wide with fear.
      

      Millie nodded. “I know.”

      “And yours, too. If they don’t want to tell me because they think I’m a kid or something, they should still tell you. Did
         Dad?”
      

      Millie shook her head. “No.”

      “This is so stupid.”

      Millie wanted to wholeheartedly agree, but she held her tongue. “Honey, I’m sure they have their reasons.” A couple wouldn’t
         throw away fifteen years of marriage without a reason. She hoped.
      

      “What reasons?” Brigitte cried. “I have a right to know what they are!”

      “Maybe you already do,” Millie pointed out, not that she wanted to pump her granddaughter for information.

      Brigitte shrugged slender shoulders. “I don’t. I’m gone a lot for practice… for band and cheerleading.” Her bottom lip quivered,
         and guilt flashed through her dark eyes.
      

      “It’s not your fault,” Millie assured her. “Your parents are very proud of you and everything you do.”

      The lip stopped quivering, tugging up into a brief, beautiful smile that quickly dimmed again. “Maybe it’s because Mom went
         back to school.”
      

      “Your dad supported her decision.”

      “The decision, yeah,” Brigitte agreed. “But Mom complains that he doesn’t support anything else.”

      “Your dad has a great job.”

      “No, not with money. He doesn’t help her, you know. With dishes. With laundry. He doesn’t pick up after himself. 
         That’s the only thing I’ve ever heard them fight about.”
      

      Millie thought about this for a moment. Audrey had lived with Steven’s messy ways for a long time. Why get sick of it now?
         Unless Steven was wrong and she had met someone else.
      

      “Please, Grandma, you have to help them get back together,” Brigitte begged, her big, dark eyes full of tears.

      “Honey—”

      “Come on, Grandma, you always fix everything.”

      Millie wished she could.

      A door creaked open, and Audrey stepped from her bedroom into the hall. “I thought I heard voices,” she said, sniffing back
         tears.
      

      “Just me,” Millie said. Despite all the years she’d known her daughter-in-law, she felt awkward, like when she met Audrey
         for the first time and didn’t know what to say to this strange girl that her son loved but who Millie was afraid might break
         his heart.
      

      “I should have known he’d send you—”

      “For his briefcase,” Millie broke in to explain, just in case Audrey had been about to say something ugly.

      Millie had always thought of Audrey as the daughter she’d never had, the one she’d been given later in life, after the angry
         adolescence, when they were able to enjoy each other. And they had. They’d shopped, baked, and had thoroughly enjoyed all
         the time they’d spent together. Millie didn’t want that to end now… even if Audrey and Steven’s marriage ended.
      

      “I saw that he left it,” Audrey admitted, nodding. “Brigitte, can you get it for Grandma? I put it in the den.”

      
         Brigitte stared hard at her mother, and Millie tensed, afraid that the girl, hurt and confused, was about to lash out at Audrey.
         But then the teenager sniffled and shuffled down the hall toward Steven’s den, leaving her mother and grandmother alone.
      

      Millie shifted uncomfortably. Despite how many times she’d been in her son and daughter-in-law’s house, she felt like a first
         time visitor, as if she were a stranger selling magazines or candy bars and not entirely trusted beyond those few feet from
         the back door.
      

      Audrey looked just as uncomfortable, shifting her gaze anywhere that it wouldn’t meet Millie’s. So Millie studied her with
         the same intensity her granddaughter had. Audrey’s swollen eyes were hollowed and underlined with dark bruises of exhaustion.
         Always slender, she was even thinner now, so much so that she looked frail. Breakable.
      

      Millie couldn’t hold in the concern that clenched her heart. “Audrey, why didn’t you come to me?”

      “Mom, this isn’t something I felt I should talk to you about.”

      “You can talk to me about anything,” Millie insisted. “But more than talking, I wish you would have let me help you.” She
         cleaned Mitchell’s house. She could have cleaned theirs, too. “You’re running yourself ragged. You shouldn’t have been doing
         everything by yourself.”
      

      Audrey lifted her chin, her dark blond hair brushing her shoulders. “I know. That’s what I tried telling Steven.”

      “You should have told me. I’d have been happy to help. I’ll help you now.”

      
         Audrey reached out, her hands closing over Millie’s shoulders. “Please understand when I tell you this, that I love you, but
         I don’t want your help.”
      

      “You want Steven’s.” Millie nodded. “I understand, honey. And I’m not making excuses for him.” But then, helpless to act as
         anything other than a mother, she did. “He works hard.”
      

      Audrey’s hands dropped from Millie’s shoulders as she said, “So do I.”

      “I know that, honey.”

      “I’m not giving up school.”

      “I’m sure he doesn’t expect you to.”

      “But he expects me to do everything.”

      Shame washed over Millie because she should have realized, probably would have if she hadn’t been preoccupied with trying
         to “retire.” It should have occurred to her that Audrey had too much to do.
      

      But when she’d been Brigitte’s age, she’d helped her mother. She’d learned how to be a domestic goddess from her mother before
         that goddess had died… too young. But Brigitte was busy, her school activities only added to Audrey’s responsibilities.
      

      Audrey went on, “He expected me to be you.”

      “Me?”

      “Despite my working and going to school, he expected me to clean and cook and do everything by myself… as if I have some magical
         powers.” Her eyes welled with tears, her bottom lip quivering as she continued. “I don’t have any magical powers.”
      

      “Neither do I, sweetheart.” Just that darned tarnished tiara. But if she did have magical powers, she would 
         have found some way to make everything right between Audrey and Steven, some way to erase all the pain and frustration they
         were both feeling. “I’m so sorry.”
      

      Audrey nodded, then turned and fled back into her bedroom. As the door shut behind her, Brigitte appeared in the hall, tears
         streaming down her face.
      

      “Grandma, please… do something.”

      Millie choked back her own tears. Despite not wanting to make promises she might not be able to keep, she nodded. “I’ll think
         of something.”
      

      And if she couldn’t come up with anything on her own, she’d ask the advice of her friends.

      Where’ve you been?” Theresa asked as Millie walked into the back of the darkened recreation room at the community center. The
         expansive area, with its big windows and soft carpeting, was also where they held many of their Red Hat Society chapter get-togethers.
         “The movie started a while ago.”
      

      Millie glanced at the big-screen television in front of the easy chairs they’d commandeered for the room when they’d first
         started Movie Night. Leonardo DiCaprio’s youthful face filled the set. She’d never been able to see him as the heartthrob
         others did. She would have felt like a cradle robber if she even tried.
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