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To anyone who has ever been touched by the emotional turmoil and destruction of Alzheimer’s.



Prologue

Rachel Reed sat at her sleek black desk in her corner office overlooking city hall, complete with its statue of William Penn, and tried not to worry. Any time your boss came to town it was nerve-racking. This time wasn’t any different. At least it shouldn’t have been. Nothing had changed since the last time he’d been here. All systems were go on the abandoned warehouse being converted into residential space. Closings were complete on the land assemblage in downtown Philadelphia, and tenants in all ten buildings were being relocated efficiently.

She maniacally strummed her squared-off fingernails on the desk. Think, think, think. Was she missing anything? Was there any reason he’d be back in town so soon after his last visit? Had she made a mistake?

She just about shattered the intercom button with an overenthusiastic press as she summoned her executive assistant, Liv Butler, into the office.

“What’s up?” Liv asked, bright and confident, like any young and hungry EA should be.

“Something is wrong,” Rachel said, clicking through screen after screen of monthly status reports. “I can feel it. We’ve met all our objectives, correct?”

“Yep,” Liv said, her face in her tablet. “Wait. Maybe he’s coming in for your birthday. The big four-O.”

Rachel looked up in time to see Liv’s brows bob in jest and ignored it. Forty wasn’t a big deal unless you were using it to measure professional success—as in being able to call yourself a multimillionaire by the time you turned forty. Rachel could do that, so forty could come and go without any fanfare, like all the rest. “My birthday is not for another week,” she said dismissively. “Besides, that’s too sentimental a reason for him to come in. We’ve never had that kind of relationship.”

“Maybe he’s retiring.”

Never. He might’ve been sixty-five, but he had the focus and determination of a man half his age. “Liv, we’re talking about a man who texts me at three a.m. to alter directives and clarify goals. He won’t sleep, let alone retire.” Although those texts had been far and few between lately.

Something was definitely wrong.

Rachel spent the next ninety minutes strumming like a madwoman, rereading texts and emails, replaying conversations in her head, trying desperately to come up with something—anything—that would warrant this visit. But everything was perfect on her end . . . until the intercom sounded again.

“They’re here,” Liv said.

They?

What the heck was Rachel in for?

The door opened, and her father walked in, followed by her mother. For as long as Rachel had been heading up the Philadelphia offices of Reed Commercial Real Estate Services, her mother had never stepped foot inside this building.

Maybe the impromptu visit was about her birthday after all. As weird as that would be.

Rachel stood, steadied her stride, muffled her surprise, and gave them the requisite greetings—a handshake for her father, who had been her business mentor and boss since she’d graduated from UPenn what seemed like a lifetime ago, and a hug for her mother, whom she saw once a year at Christmas—if her work schedule permitted. The greetings were even more stilted than usual.

“What brings you to Philadelphia?” she asked, knowing it wasn’t business if her mother was in the mix. Jackie Reed preferred defined gender roles. Men worked. Women took care of them. Rachel couldn’t think of a more miserable existence.

“Let’s sit,” her father said.

Those two little words tilted the world on its axis.

Rachel didn’t hesitate to do as she was told. When your boss said jump, you asked how high. When your boss was your father, you didn’t have to ask; you already knew. Still, her heart doubled its beat.

Once she was seated behind her desk, she studied her father, who couldn’t seem to make eye contact with her. Danny Reed looked well: wrinkle-free skin a healthy shade of pink, salt-and-pepper hair as thick as always, tailored suit coat the perfect fit. When silence stretched on, she turned her attention to Jackie, who appeared every bit as put together as usual: neither a gray hair on her sleekly bobbed head nor a mark on her pancaked and painted face. Flowers and pastels were topped off with pearls. So why the long faces?

“We’re sitting,” Rachel said. “Now what?”

“Darling,” Jackie started, finally looking at Rachel, only to be cut off by Danny.

“I have Alzheimer’s,” he said.

Rachel’s breath hitched. Her father had never been one to beat around the bush. His assuredness and directness had made them all millions. But this time, she wished he’d built up to it. Alzheimer’s. How was that possible? He looked great. He sounded great.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Positive,” her mother said, tears glistening in her eyes, and Rachel had the foreign impulse to get touchy-feely. It didn’t have time to flourish, though, because her father took control of the conversation again.

“We have work to do,” he said, and he whipped out the leather-bound legal pad that accompanied him on every business trip.

But Rachel was still stuck on the news. Alzheimer’s. When did he find out? What were his symptoms? How were they treating the disease?

“The attorneys should be here at four,” he said. “You will have special power of attorney to make business deals on my behalf. These papers”—he slid the legal pad toward her—“detail my wishes. I simply ask that you follow them to a T.”

She stared at the inch-thick stack of typed pages tucked in the inner pocket, her mind reeling. Surely power of attorney was a bit extreme. He sounded fine. He seemed competent.

“Rachel,” her mother said. “Are you okay . . . with all of this?”

“Of course she’s okay.” Danny’s brusque tone said the same thing it always did: Rachel was tough. His hand-groomed foot soldier. She could handle anything.

“I’m fine,” Rachel said. “Just processing.”

“Process this,” her father said, tapping the folio again. “Everything you need to know is in there. I’ll help as much as I can, but before it’s too late, you need to have the legal power to execute these plans without my signature.”

It made sense, except none of it made sense. He still didn’t look like a man dealing with Alzheimer’s disease. “Dad . . . ” She paused as she leafed through the thick stack of pages.

And then something caught her eye. “You want me to sell the baseball team?” Oh, how she’d bit her tongue when she’d discovered three Christmases ago her father was considering a multimillion-dollar vanity project to bring independent baseball to her hometown of Arlington, Pennsylvania. The only thing that had kept her quiet at the time was her belief he would come to his senses and see how owning a barely professional baseball team in a league that had no affiliation with the MLB wasn’t a good investment.

“But they haven’t even had their first season.” He was asking her to sell a team on speculation? She was a commercial real estate broker, not a magician.

More details flashed at her from the pages in her father’s notebook. She was going to have to spearhead the remaining preparations for the inaugural season? “Dad,” she said again, “I don’t know anything about running a baseball team.”

She’d been to her fair share of sporting events thanks to company season tickets and colleagues who needed to be schmoozed, and baseball was by far her favorite because of the atmosphere and the zen-like pace of the game, but enjoying the game was a far cry from understanding the business.

“You won’t have to run it. The personnel we hire will run it. They are all listed in the folder.” He sighed, a rare show of weakness, and she felt ridiculous for worrying about her workload when he was facing . . . Alzheimer’s.

That word pulled the proverbial rug from underneath her.

“It’s a lot,” he continued. “I know it is. But it’s probably the last thing I’m ever going to ask of you.”

Rachel hated the lump that formed in her throat, hated that she couldn’t think of confident words to displace it. She nodded.

“It’s not the hereditary kind,” her mother said suddenly. “So that’s good news. Dr. Rictor said you and Helen Anne only have a slight increase in risk.”

What a lovely thought. Not that on some level Rachel wasn’t already worrying about it, but talking about it made it all the more real. A slight increase in risk. That was supposed to make her feel better.

It didn’t. So she did what she always did when emotions threatened to swallow her whole. She looked at her father and, with a definitive nod and a slap of her hand to the leather-bound folder, said, “I can handle this. You have my word.”


Chapter One

Rachel looked at the magazine-worthy house in which she’d been raised looming up before her and beat back the apprehension that accompanied her on every trip to Arlington. It felt especially funny being here in late February. Strange even. There were no evergreen wreaths or red bows on the Georgian-style windows, no garland winding around the thick pillars. In fact, the huge white house looked . . . lifeless.

She swallowed against the lump that had plagued her for more than a month now, ever since her parents’ impromptu trip to Philadelphia, and pushed out of her BMW ready to work. Unlike the occasional Christmas visit, this trip was about business. She didn’t need to be apprehensive about that. On the contrary, she needed to be focused, so they could make the most out of this face-to-face meeting and she could get back to the work that awaited her in Philadelphia.

Once Rachel was on the porch, she rang the bell, but when no one answered, she wondered if it was broken. She knocked. Then decided she should knock louder. Finally, she jiggled the handle, figuring the fourteen years she’d lived here as a child entitled her to let herself in.

Locked. Her apprehension turned into full-blown heartburn.

Before she could fully process how odd this was, considering her father knew she was coming because they had a nine o’clock meeting with a tree-cutting expert from Pittsburgh, the distinct sound of metal sliding against metal told her the bolt lock was opening and soon after so would the door.

“Rachel!” Her mother gasped as she clutched a pink terry robe around her throat. “What in the world?” She patted a few flyaway hairs at the top of her head and made a face. “I’m not even dressed. This is such a surprise!”

For a split second, Rachel thought maybe she had the wrong day or at least the wrong time and reached for her phone in the front pocket of her satchel. “Dad and I have a meeting . . . ”

“Rachel!” There he was, dressed in a fluffy white robe with a Pittsburgh Pirates logo on the breast pocket. His slippers made an uneven shuffling sound as he walked down the wide hallway with a goofy grin on his face. “What a wonderful surprise!”

“That’s just what I was saying,” Rachel’s mother said.

Was she dreaming this? Maybe she was having some sort of out-of-body experience brought on by unprocessed stress. Except the cold, late-February air chilled her to the bone, and she knew that couldn’t be true. “This shouldn’t be a surprise,” she said to her father. “We’re meeting with Wes Allen today about the trees. That’s today, right?” She whipped out her phone and confirmed what she’d already known to be true, and then she looked at her father again. He seemed confused, so she elaborated. “The meeting is today at nine o’clock. The details were in my Friday update. Didn’t you get my email?”

His brows scrunched together at the top of his nose. “No. I . . . I don’t remember the last time I checked my email. I . . . What’s the date?”

“February 21,” Jackie said softly.

“Oh,” her father said absently, frowning briefly before his face brightened. “ Wonderful! Pitchers and catchers reported on February 17.”

Rachel’s shoulders slumped. He could remember a random date like that but not the meeting they had scheduled for today?

“Spring training is my favorite time of year,” he continued. “The Buccos have quite the bullpen this season. Liriano, Martinez . . . ” Then he quieted and rubbed his fingertips over his forehead in an agitated fashion. “Liriano, Martinez . . . ” He dropped his hand and fumbled for something in the pocket of his robe. “Where’s my phone? I need to find my phone.” He turned and shuffled away, leaving Rachel standing on the porch, staring after him in disbelief.

“He’s been having a rough couple days,” her mother said, and when Rachel looked at her, she saw tears.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know you were supposed to be meeting someone.”

“I wasn’t talking about the meeting, Mom. I’m talking about . . . ” No matter what she did, she couldn’t get the word Alzheimer’s to come out of her mouth. “I’m talking about his health. Why didn’t you tell me he was getting worse? This can’t be normal. I saw you not even two months ago, and he was fine.”

Jackie sighed. “He wasn’t fine. He just hides it well. But I agree, this is worse than usual. He has an appointment with Dr. Rictor on Monday.”

Off and on these last weeks, Rachel had thought of reaching out for more information about her father’s treatment, but with her usual responsibilities in Philadelphia coupled with the scope of work to get this team up and running—and sold—she’d chosen to leave those details to her mother and sister, Helen Anne. Obviously that hadn’t been the smartest thing to do.

She glanced down the empty hallway. “He needs to see someone who will be more aggressive with treatment, because this is not okay. Mom . . . ” She leveled her mother with a serious look. “Let me take him to Philadelphia. I’ll find the best neurologists.”

Jackie shook her head. “Your father likes Dr. Rictor. We trust him, and we can’t keep running to Philadelphia every time he needs to see a doctor. It’s . . . ” The tears fell. “It’s a lot to handle, Rachel. I’m doing the best I can.”

Crap. “Where’s Helen Anne?” After all, her sister was living in this house, too.

“She’s at church with Macy.”

“No, I mean where is she while all of this is going on? Is she helping you, or is she hiding in that little bookstore of hers?”

“Of course she’s helping,” Jackie said defensively. “But I don’t want Macy . . . ” Her voice broke with a small sob when she mentioned Rachel’s ten-year-old niece. “The divorce has already been hard enough on her.”

Rachel’s shoulders slumped under the weighty realization that things with her father were more serious than she’d wanted to admit. Worse, if she were a decent daughter, she wouldn’t be passing the buck off to her sister—she would be here more often to help out.

Again, the long list of business tasks facing her scrolled through her head, and she wished she’d brought her executive assistant along because even if Rachel wanted to be more involved in her father’s care, she didn’t see how she could make time to be everywhere at once. The sheer magnitude of her to-do list was daunting.

“I should go check on him,” Jackie said.

Rachel hesitated at the threshold to the house. “Okay. I’ll call and check on him later. I don’t want to be late for my meeting.” The business side of things was where she was needed most, especially now.

She would carry on and do everything on her own—just like she’d promised her father.

• • •

Sam Sutter heard something moving in the dense patch of trees behind his house. Something big. He glanced back at his thirteen-year-old Lab mix, who was sprawled on her belly on the lawn, mauling her Sunday-morning soup bone, and figured that whatever it was, it couldn’t be too ominous if Babe didn’t care. But still . . . the heavy rumble clawed at his common sense and had him rethinking his usual walk in the woods. He didn’t want any trouble.

He was just about to turn around and head back to the house when he heard faint voices. Now that was curious. Splitting a box shrub in two, Sam peered deeper into the forest that separated his property from the far edges of the old community college, but he couldn’t see a dang thing other than more bark and leaves. What was going on in there?

Right about now, everyone in bucolic Arlington, Pennsylvania, was split between three places: the Catholic Church, the Presbyterian Church, or the Pancake Palace. Well, almost everyone. He was here, like he was every Sunday since he’d walked away from a budding baseball career and bought his mother’s favorite log house on the end of her favorite wooded cul-de-sac.

He glanced at the shockingly blue sky like he did every time he thought of his mother and damn near jumped a foot back from the forest’s edge when a god-awful clanging sent the birds fleeing the treetops.

Finally, Babe abandoned her bone and bolted past him into the thick of things. Dumb dog, he thought affectionately. Every other animal was running in the opposite direction.

Sam hesitated for only a second and then followed her. “Babe!” He whistled. Her barking was sure to scare away whatever was left of the birds. He looked overhead like he expected the mass exodus to continue. But there wasn’t a hint of movement anywhere. Just an eerie stillness punctuated by Babe’s incessant barking. And with every step, his desire to turn around and avoid whatever was going on grew.

“Babe!” He whistled again and cut around the rock-rimmed fire pit he and his father would put to good use later tonight. There was nothing like two guys nursing a six-pack and chilling under the stars. Buying this house had been the best thing Sam had done with the money he’d made from playing baseball. But those thoughts never came without the wish that he’d done so sooner—soon enough for his mother to have sat around that fire, too.

He rushed an apologetic glance skyward before he hurdled over the thick trunk of a fallen tree on his sprint toward an agitated Babe. It sounded like she had something cornered. Normally, he would’ve guessed a squirrel or a possum, because it was a little too early in the year for it to be a fawn, but he remembered those voices. Babe normally wasn’t weird with people.

He cleared another patch of trees, and sure enough, Babe had something cornered: two people and a bright-red pickup truck towing a dozer on a trailer.

“Hey!” he yelled to his dog, and this time, he clapped. “Get over here!”

Babe looked at him, looked back at the pair who Sam was sizing up, and trotted remorsefully back to his side, where she sat.

One of the people beside the truck was a woman. And not just any woman. “Rachel Reed,” he said, darn-near accusatory, recognizing her immediately despite the five or so years that had passed since the last time he’d seen her. She wore tailored, tan dress pants and a tight, white sweater, looking like a Wall Street pinup. “You’re a little overdressed for a hike and awfully far from Philly, aren’t you?”

A blinding smile jumped off her sun-kissed face, making her noted resemblance to Cameron Diaz even more undeniable. “Little Sammy Sutter! What are you doing here?”

“I live here,” he said, gesturing in the direction of his house beyond the trees and deciding to let the “little Sammy” quip slide while they were in the presence of a stranger. “Sam Sutter,” he said instead, emphasizing the adult version of his name and reaching a hand toward the broad man standing beside Rachel. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Wes Allen.”

“Wes is from Pittsburgh,” Rachel said. “He’s helping me out with a little project.”

In the woods. On a Sunday. Sam glanced at the dozer, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose. “I thought all your projects were in Philly these days.”

“They are. Technically this is . . . ” She hesitated. “My father’s project.”

The baseball team. Sam slipped the tips of his fingers into his blue-jean pockets and nodded slowly, adopting the devil-may-care attitude he’d perfected since walking away from a Chicago Cubs affiliate team ten years ago. But his insides twisted. And that was before he noticed the Allen Tree Cutting logo on Wes’s truck.

“How’s Luke?” Rachel asked.

“Married.”

A wicked little smile tipped her ruby lips. “Better him than me.”

Absolutely. Sam’s older brother was working for the family landscaping business and expecting his third child with Mandy. It was a simple, happy life. The kind of life their mother had wanted for both of them. The kind of life Luke never would’ve had with Miss High-Achiever here, living in some sterile Philadelphia condo surrounded by smog and cement.

Rachel had never been right for Luke. Sam’s thoughts flashed back to the summer before eighth grade, Luke’s senior year of high school. At the Sutter family’s Labor Day picnic, Luke had sat on a picnic table bench making goofy eyes at Rachel all day instead of playing Wiffle Ball with the rest of them. They’d been just as nauseating together that whole year, much to Sam’s chagrin, with his brother following Rachel around like a lapdog. Until the next Labor Day, when she’d dumped Luke the night before she left for college. Rachel Reed had made it clear she was heading places, and Luke was no longer good enough to bask in her shadow.

Looking at her through the lens of twenty years, Sam found the woman to be just as beautiful and just as irritating as ever. Stomping all over his clearing, eyeing up his trees like she owned the place.

“Well, I don’t want to keep you from your Sunday morning,” she said, her tone clearly dismissive. “It was nice seeing you. Tell Luke I said hello.” Again with that uppity smile.

This was the part where Sam should have politely told Rachel it was nice to see her, too, then gone on his merry way. But a warbler sounded overhead and settled a few branches above the truck.

Listen to the birds, his mother used to say. They know when something’s up. Of course, she’d been talking about the weather, but still . . . it stuck with him. Sort of took on new meaning today.

Sam glanced at that damn logo on the truck again, and he couldn’t stop himself. “You’re not planning on cutting down these trees are you?”

“Just a little fact-finding mission,” she said. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

He found it hard to believe anyone needed a bulldozer on a fact-finding mission. “Some of these trees are more than two hundred years old.”

“Some of these trees are impeding a parking lot expansion.”

He scoffed. Damn city people and their concrete jungle obsession. “Some of these trees are on my property.” But for the life of him he couldn’t remember exactly where the property line ended. He also couldn’t recall a damn thing about zoning ordinances and setbacks.

The warbler squawked again.

“I know exactly where your trees start and end,” she said confidently. He didn’t trust her, and that was before she tilted her head and regarded him through narrowed eyes. “You, of all people, must be excited about my father bringing professional baseball to Arlington.”

Here we go. Sam shrugged. “I don’t really follow baseball these days.”

“That’s a shame. Sam used to play for the . . . ” She looked from Wes back to Sam. “The Cubs, right?”

Sam nodded once and added, “Never made it out of the minors.” Why sugarcoat it? Chasing “the bigs” in a rusty bus, believing he was the next big thing, had caused him to miss out on a lot of things. He was still trying to make up for some of them.

Again he thought of his mother, and this time the guilt was almost too much to swallow.

“What are you doing now?” Rachel asked, surprising him, not because he expected her to keep tabs on his career, but because she’d never been the kind to care much about other people—at least that had been his experience when she’d labeled him “whiny little Sammy” who was always trying to come between her and Luke.

“I’m working for my dad,” he said with little genuine interest in keeping this conversation going.

“Just like me.”

Except he wasn’t like her, and he couldn’t leave that assumption hanging between them. “We’re nothing alike, Rachel. For starters, I would never even think about cutting down these trees. That would be a really shitty thing to do.”

She shrugged. “What can I say, Sammy? Progress can be painful, but in the end, it’s the best thing for everyone.”

“Because the best thing for you is the best thing for everyone?” He scoffed. She hadn’t changed one bit in twenty years. “Try telling that to the birds.” Sam looked at the wide-eyed man taking this all in beside her and nodded curtly. “Nice to meet you.”

But that was a lie. It would only be nice if the guy drove back to Pittsburgh without touching a single tree. If one trunk fell . . . Sam hated to even think about it. Thank God his nature-loving mother wasn’t alive to see this.

He wandered off with Babe beside him and the warbler overhead, craving the usual Sunday peace and quiet, but he kept hearing phantom chainsaws and wood chippers. How much parking did the Reeds need? Surely they wouldn’t cut down all of this. He reached out and let almond-shaped leaves tickle his palm. But what if they did? What if he had to say goodbye to Sunday walks and evening fireside chats with his dad? And what if he had to look out his kitchen window and see a baseball stadium every damn day? He stopped. Babe stopped, too.

That was not going to happen.

• • •

“Whoa! That’s one heck of a house,” Liv said as Rachel, for the second time in as many days, guided her BMW down the winding gravel drive toward her childhood home. She’d asked Liv to gather some of her personal items and fly in last night, after it was clear that, with her father’s deteriorating condition, Rachel would need to extend her time in Arlington. Having Liv here would help maximize productivity over the next five days.

“It’s a little shabby right now,” Rachel said, noticing misshapen box shrubs and empty flower urns. “It looks better at Christmas.”

It used to look wonderful all year long.

Liv leaned forward, peering out the window at the vast expanse of lawn and the picturesque barn that came into full view as Rachel turned onto the governor’s drive. Liv’s head whipped back around, and her brows rose until her glasses slid down an inch. “Do you have horses?” she asked, excitement in her voice.

“I think there are a few left.” Actually, Rachel wasn’t sure. Her Christmas visit had been cut short by work, and there’d been an awful lot of changes lately.

She’d loved to ride as a child, though. When the Reeds had moved here from Manhattan the year Rachel had started first grade, this place had felt boundless and magical. All the rooms, all the green space. Eventually the trade-off proved to be too steep, though, with Rachel’s father spending the weekdays working in Manhattan while Rachel’s mother drowned her loneliness in excessive domesticity. By the time Rachel had reached high school, she’d grown to resent her rural exile and crave the kind of excitement and freedom her father had.

“Could we stay here while we’re in town?” Liv asked. “Please! Let’s ditch the Uncomfortable Inn.”

“No.” Rachel appreciated Liv’s enthusiasm, but . . . “There are already too many people and too much drama under this roof. You and I need to stay focused and get back to Philadelphia as soon as possible. The office won’t run itself.”

“That’s why you left Richard in charge.”

Rachel bristled. “And that pains me.” She hated handing over the reins. It made her feel incompetent. She put the car in park at the top of the circle and leveled Liv with a serious look. “Failing my father, especially under these circumstances, is not an option.”

“I know,” Liv said. “Alzheimer’s sucks.” But it was spoken with the blithe tone of a twenty-five-year-old who might as well be complaining about spotty cell service in the middle of farm country.

Rachel nodded as she pushed out of the car and sunk her heels into the pea gravel. Regardless of what shape her father was in, today was bound to go much smoother than yesterday. At least her family knew she was coming. Not to mention Sam Sutter wouldn’t pop up here to cause trouble.

She’d never expected to see him yesterday. Of all the trees in all the world, it just had to be the ones butt-ending Sam’s property that she needed to cut down. From the dirty looks he’d given her, she could tell he wasn’t so thrilled, either, which wasn’t exactly a surprise. His mother had been a nature lover. Apparently, the apple didn’t fall too far from the proverbial tree. What did surprise Rachel was the fact that a gangly, preteen gnat like Sam Sutter had grown up quite nicely, something that bothered her more than it should.

Back when she’d dated his brother, Sam was always coming around and wanting Luke to play catch or go fishing or watch a baseball game—anything to get his attention off her. He’d been annoying, rude, and a definite strain on the relationship. In the end, she’d let Sam have Luke because she’d set her sights on bigger things after high-school graduation: personal and professional progress. Breaking up with Luke had been the best thing for everybody.

Because the best thing for you is the best thing for everybody? She wrinkled her nose as Sam’s words echoed in her head, and then she swatted at an imaginary gnat.

Up ahead, the double doors opened, and Rachel’s mother swept onto the veranda like this homecoming was nothing more than a pleasure trip. Smile in place, she had a floral cardigan wrapped around her narrow waist and her arms open in welcome. The complete opposite of yesterday. “You’re just in time for breakfast. When was the last time you lovely ladies had strawberry waffles with whipped cream?”

Strawberry waffles hadn’t touched Rachel’s lips in years—not since she’d turned thirty and her metabolism had shit the bed. She preferred to save her calories for wine. It was much better to end the day feeling warm and fuzzy than bloated.

“Thank you,” Rachel said, giving her mother the requisite stiff hug, “but we don’t have time for a full-on sit-down. We have to make up for the time we lost yesterday, and then we have to prep for a conference call with the Philadelphia acquisitions team. You remember my assistant, Liv.”

“Of course,” Jackie said, smiling at Liv. “Welcome to our home.” Then she lowered her voice and spoke in a conspiratorial tone. “Don’t let her work you too hard.”

“Liv is every bit as hungry as I am,” Rachel assured her mother.

“Then why won’t you eat!”

“That’s not the kind of hungry I’m talking about. Besides, I need to drink first. The hotel’s coffee is terrible.”

Her mother didn’t have to be told twice. Jackie headed down the open entry hall toward the kitchen. “One coffee coming right up. Black, just like your father prefers.” She tossed a smile over her shoulder and then asked Liv want she wanted.

Rachel walked along in silence, thinking about that statement—just like your father. If she’d heard it once, she’d heard it a thousand times. They shared the same tall, willowy build. The same sunny blond hair. The same tenacity to close a deal. The same ability to disconnect from anything that didn’t result in a boost to the bottom line. It was a compliment really, but Rachel couldn’t muster the usual pride.

“Good morning.” Rachel’s sister stood at the enormous kitchen island, backlit by sunlight streaming in from the windows overlooking the picturesque pool and patio. The rays accented the ribbons of red in Helen Anne’s shiny brown hair. Her smile was welcoming, her hips generous, and she favored pastels and floral patterns right down to the apron. Helen Anne was just like Mom. Normally, Rachel didn’t focus on the fact that the Reed family genes were clearly divided. But this Alzheimer’s thing made her think.

A slight increase in risk was still an increase.

“Good morning,” Rachel said in a calm voice that didn’t divulge any of the unrest brewing beneath the surface. It wasn’t hard to hide her true feelings from Helen Anne. They’d been too different to ever be inseparable, even as kids, and the occasional text messages, rare phone calls, and sporadic visits over the years did nothing but widen the gap between them.

Another spitting image of Jackie Reed appeared. Macy, Helen Anne’s ten-year-old daughter, was wearing an apron, too, and flaunting floured palms. “Hi, Aunt Rachel. We made waffles from scratch.”

“Yum.” Rachel patted her niece on the arm as she passed, determined to get to the office, and said, “Save me some for later. Liv and I have work to do.”

“There’s no rush,” Helen Anne said. “Dad’s not even up yet.”

Great. He must’ve forgotten again. Rachel glanced back at her mother who was busying herself at the coffeepot. “Can you wake him?”

“I would rather not. He tossed and turned last night.”

“What else is new?” Her father had long been an insomniac, like Rachel herself. She’d always figured it was a sign of busy minds at work, but perhaps it was just another lovely genetic snafu she’d inherited. “That’s why God made liquor . . . and Ambien.”

“This is different.” Helen Anne poured cream into the cups her mother had filled—all except one, and then she handed that one to Rachel. “Sleep disturbances are common with Alzheimer’s.” She didn’t seem to have any trouble saying the word.

“And Dr. Rictor wants us to try non-drug strategies first,” Jackie said.

The mention of Dr. Rictor reminded Rachel of the conversation she’d had with her mother yesterday, and she felt frustrated all over again . . . but not frustrated enough to lose sight of her business objectives for the day.

“Do you want a waffle?” Macy asked Liv, holding up a plate of food served with a heaping side of hopefulness, and Rachel’s guilt multiplied.

“Yes, she wants a waffle.” Rachel forced a smile for her niece’s sake. “Liv is no good to me until she’s fed. I, on the other hand, will take my coffee and get to work. Liv, I’ll be in my dad’s office when you’re done. Mom, send him my way when he wakes up.” Hopefully soon.

A few steps down the long hall that led to the office, a den, and a library in a dark and quiet corner of the house, Rachel heard Helen Anne call out her name.

Rachel stopped and turned slowly, not wanting to be waylaid.

“Are we ever going to talk?” Helen Anne asked, those brown eyes wounded. “Really talk? There’s a lot going on around here.”

A lot? Rachel could tell her sister about a lot. A lot was executing hundreds of millions of dollars in business decisions as the Senior Vice President and Broker for Reed Commercial Real Estate Services in Philadelphia at exactly the same time you needed to be available to the Pittsburgh office to give final approval when someone so much as sneezed. A lot was adding to that the preparation and sale of an indie pro baseball team. But Rachel dug down deep and tried to give her sister the personal attention she apparently needed—if only to cut this conversation short. “Is the divorce final?” she asked bluntly.

Helen Anne frowned, obviously taken aback at Rachel’s briskness “Yes. I got the bookstore, and he got the house.” Her nose wrinkled with what Rachel could only assume was disgust. “Somehow he was able to convince the judge it was a fair trade considering Macy and I have been living here for the past year and a half. I didn’t argue because I didn’t want to be forced to liquidate and sell the store just so he could get his marital share.” Helen Anne paused for a breath, and her exhale was shaky. “Plus, considering Dad’s diagnosis, it’s a good thing I’m here. Mom needs more help than she’s willing to admit.” There it was, the reproach Rachel had assumed her sister would have.

Warranted or not, Rachel did not want to get dragged into a discussion that would no doubt end in an argument because she didn’t have time to dote on her parents like Helen Anne did. Everyone had their place in the Reed family. Rachel’s role had always been financial—just like their father’s. “How’s Macy holding up?” she asked instead.

Helen Anne’s flawless brows pulled together at the top of her nose, and Rachel knew she wasn’t happy to be detoured, but she said, “Macy is fine. She’s happy here, and that’s the most important thing to me—that the people I love are happy.” She gave Rachel a pointed look that could’ve been saying a couple things. But before Rachel could decide if she was to be lumped into the collection of people Helen Anne loved, her sister added, “Please tell me you’re going to spend some quality time with them this week. They need you to do more than lock yourself in Dad’s office.”

“That’s arguable,” Rachel said, despite the sinking feeling in her chest. “If you saw the list of things he’s asked me to do, you would change your mind.”

Helen Anne rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Rachel. Since you only seem to speak business these days, then how about this? Don’t sell the team. Not yet. It’s the only thing he has to look forward to. On good days, it’s all he can think or talk about. And he’s had way more good days than bad. I’m so afraid the tables will turn if he doesn’t have the team to distract him.”

Reeds didn’t need distractions. They tackled things head on. That’s what her father would say. That’s what her father had done by marching into Rachel’s office two months ago with a specific plan of attack.

“Dad told me to sell the team,” she said. “He’s written down every last detail of how I should do it. I’m legally obligated to sell this team on his behalf, and I’m morally obligated to do it the way he wants me to do it. I gave him my word when he gave me special power of attorney.”

“Which means you have the power to delay the sale if you think that’s best.”
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