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Cheryl Winston-Bristol stood at the bottom of the stairs of the Greenview Inn and fidgeted with the device in her pocket. The beautiful decor and holiday decorations did nothing to calm her nerves. Even the Douglas fir with red and white trimmings failed to inspire holiday cheer. She was home for a funeral, after all.

Gran would arrive shortly. Cheryl had stayed in contact with her, one of the few since she’d left town. Good thing, too. When Grandfather passed, Gran called with the funeral information and booked a car and a room for Cheryl at the inn. 

Cheryl told her grandmother not to bother. She could get herself to Stonewater in time for the service and burial. 

Gran said, “I have no doubt, but let’s put you up at the Greenview. A nice, quiet room and wonderful breakfast service. I’ll book you in.” 

And Cheryl knew why she’d be staying there rather than at the house. All her loose ends needing to be tied didn’t fit well with a funeral.

Loose ends like Ted Kramer.

She hadn’t spoken with him in over a year. Grandfather’s funeral was not the place to air their dirty laundry.

Now at the Greenview, she checked her phone, making sure everything was in place. Nodding to the desk clerk, she entered the parlor and sat on the couch. 

Gran strolled into the building in her usual grandiose style, tossing her cashmere scarf over her shoulder and handing her purse off to whomever stood next to her. Someday her bad habit would bite her in the tush.

Cheryl stood, arms out to greet her grandmother. The woman saved her from an awful marriage and helped her begin a new life away from her family. Love filled her heart as the septuagenarian dressed to the nines waltzed into the parlor.

“Gran,” she said, her words full of love and joy. “How are you? How’s Mother?” Cheryl stepped forward, only to be halted by her grandmother’s dismissive words.

“I’m fine. Beverly is fine.” Gran flapped her arms, looking everywhere. Finally, she threw her arms up. “For Christ’s sakes, Cherie, where is it?”

“It?” she asked, ignoring Gran’s antiquated nickname. No one called her Cherie anymore. 

“The baby. I’ve been waiting forever to meet him or her. Now you’re here, but there’s no baby.” She crossed her arms over her ample bosom, staring hard.

Gran always knew. She saw into every nook and cranny of everyone’s life. 

Cheryl dropped her head, unsure what to say or do.

Gran stepped forward, wrapping her in her arms. Cheryl melted into her grandmother’s embrace, reveling in the love and warmth. 

“You didn’t give the little thing away, did you? Or for heaven’s sake, not have it?” Gran called herself a Christian conservative but understood not everyone viewed the world as she did, unlike Grandfather, who bent the world to his will. Cheryl’s poor mother was a product of his unrelenting tyranny, always having to give up her needs to pay homage to his. 

An adorable squawk sounded over the baby monitor in Cheryl’s pocket. She pulled it out and smiled as a full-body blush enveloped her.

Leaving home had been hard. With a squeeze in her chest, she realized the importance of these moments. 

Gran always had a hug ready when she needed it, unlike her stony mother.

“Oh, sweetie, I never imagined... I never even thought...” Gran sounded wistful, teary. She cleared her throat. “Never thought I’d see a great-grandchild. I’m old.” She snickered.

“Oh, Gran.” Cheryl unraveled herself from the embrace. “Come here,” she said through her own sniffles. She led her grandmother up the single flight of stairs and down the hall to her room. 

Carefully and quietly, she unlocked the door and showed the woman inside. Cheryl seated her grandmother on the room’s lone chair, a beautiful Louis XIV in rustic red. 

“Okay, Gran. Ready?” Cheryl loved the light dancing in her grandmother’s eyes. She plucked the baby monitor from her pocket and placed it on the side table. 

Sneaking around the bed, Cheryl lifted a pile of blankets from a travel crib behind it, out of view of the door. She walked around the bed and deposited the pink bundle into her grandmother’s arms. 

Gran squealed as tears filled her eyes. Peeling back the fleece revealed a tiny face, eyes closed, mouth open, long eyelashes brushing her rosy cheeks.

“Gran, meet Harper Winston-Bristol.”

Gran blubbed and cooed as Harper slept on. The baby slept like a champion. 

Cheryl constantly woke the little thing to eat and have playtime. Left on her own, Harper would sleep twenty-two hours a day, and she hardly fussed. She was the perfect baby.

“Harper,” Gran said, her voice full of deep emotion. “She’s beautiful. So small.” 

And of course, because her great-grandmother held her, Harper began to wiggle and yawn. A baby yawn is a beautiful thing, like a kitten sneezing. You can’t help but hold your breath and stare in awe.

Cheryl smiled, tears pricking her eyes. She’d imagined this meeting a thousand times, but the actual event felt much sweeter. No fighting, no yelling, no admonishments. She folded to her knees, watching the old woman and the newborn become acquainted. 

“How could you keep the child from me?” Gran whined. Usually, her voice held a tone of dignity and superiority. Now she sounded like a sappy schoolgirl.

I spoke too soon.

“Gran,” Cheryl began, wondering if she should take the baby back. Gran behaved as if she planned to bolt from the room with the child. The stairs might slow her down with her bum hip. “It wasn’t about you.”

Gran hugged the baby closer, and Harper squeaked. “It’s about family. All the family. William knows, of course.” 

Not a question. 

“And your mother?” Gran raised an eyebrow.

With a sigh, Cheryl reached for the baby. Dinner time approached. The guilt of leaving the baby alone in the room, though she carried the baby monitor, had weighed on her. 

With some serious hesitation, Gran gave the girl up. 

Cheryl trotted over to the bed, and with one hand, laid out the necessities for a change and bottle. 

Gran followed on her heels, almost in the way.

“You’re not breastfeeding. Now, Cheryl...” She tsked, but Cheryl responded with an upraised hand.

“Don’t start,” she said, stripping the pink jammies and changing the diaper. As the cool air hit Harper’s bare legs, the baby grunted, opening her eyes. She made a tiny O with her mouth.

“It’s a little cold, baby, but I’ll be quick.” Thankfully, Gran didn’t provide commentary as Cheryl flew through the diaper change. She dressed the baby in a fresh set of footie pjs. “I’m going to use the chair to feed, if it’s okay.”

Gran tutted. “If no breasts are required, then I’ll feed her.” She hurried back to the chair, a huge grin on her face. Man, she was loving the great-grandmother thing. 

Cheryl wrapped the baby up and handed her off to Gran while she made a quick bottle.

Going back to the previous conversation, she said, “I tried to breastfeed, but Harper is either lazy or too sleepy to do it. She’ll fall asleep on the bottle if you let her.” Cheryl ran a hand over the baby’s scalp as Gran presented the bottle to the little one. “She’s a good baby. Just sleepy.”

“You said her last name was Winston-Bristol. Not her father’s name?” Gran didn’t look up. Typical Winston conversation. When asking important questions, don’t look people in the eye. 

The trick never worked on Cheryl.

“Gran...” She was tempted to steal the baby back and hold her close. Gran understood the deeper meaning of the question. Cheryl threw it back at her. “And what name should it be, old woman?”

With a huff, Gran adjusted Harper, waking her from her food coma. “I’m old but not a fool, darling granddaughter. She’s a Kramer.”

Cheryl sighed and slumped on the bed. One look at the child, and everyone in town would see Harper was a Kramer. That nose and the eyes screamed it. But how could she bring the baby home? Her mother might have a fit and disown her—no home, no money, no family, no different from where she stood now. 

“Your mother has nothing...” 

“But contempt for the Kramers, Gran. I can’t subject Harper to that mess.” She held her arms out for the baby, and Gran dutifully passed her over. 

Cheryl threw a burp cloth over her shoulder and patted. An adorable wet sound burst from the babe with two quick pats. This girl didn’t mess around. 

Gran snickered. 

After a quick clean, she handed Harper back to Gran. “Give her the rest of the bottle and let her fall asleep. She’ll nap a good two hours for us.” Cheryl shifted on the bed, exhaustion rolling over her. It’d been so long since she had help with the baby. 

Her friends had been accommodating to take her in during the pregnancy but now only babysat here and there. They weren’t much interested in kids yet, being either single or newly married. 

She flopped over on the bed. Watching her gran hold Harper warmed her heart—the perfect image of her baby with her family. Warm, loved, and cared for. All she ever wanted, but Mother made other plans. 

The worries she’d had on the way here left her mind. No thoughts of Mother or Ted or Grandfather marred her peace as Gran cooed and baby-talked with Harper. 

Gran with Harper—perfect.
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Ted grabbed his glass and downed another tequila. The plastic poinsettias and the twinkling Christmas lights overhead failed to brighten his mood. 

“It’s not fair. Ryan is my little brother, and he gets the company. Brett, my other little brother, he’s all in, too. I’m left out in the cold.” He dropped his head into his hands.

Lee, the bartender, never said anything, merely looked at Ted with a quizzical eye.

Ted considered another shot. Usually he didn’t drink, but everything was such a suck-fest lately. Even Dad appeared annoyingly happy.

Ryan’s taking over was a curse and a blessing. Ted hated managing, so his brothers relegated him to carpentry, carpentry, and more carpentry.

He never minded it, but he yearned to do something real, something different, something... Get away from the norm and start over. 

The bartender stared at him without sympathy. “If you want another one, I’m taking your keys.”

Ted waved him off and wandered over to a table by the window. Not that he could move far in this tiny bar. It was a wonder how Lee kept the place going. Maybe it was all this stupid Christmas stuff all over. 

As he plunked into a chair, he sulked over his missing self-confidence. He used to be ready for anything, take any challenge, but lately, the world turned dark. Perhaps it was the holiday gunk, or work, or his brothers finding love. Staring off into space, he knew why.

Cheryl. 

Everything turned to shit since she’d left. Gone without a word. No texts. No phone calls. Her mother refused to speak to him. She’d hated his guts from the moment they met. Ted never cared. They weren’t teenagers planning to elope. It was his first relationship that hadn’t felt... well, rushed.

“Hey, uh... Ted,” a timid voice sounded next to him.

Startled from his reflections, Ted looked up and saw Cheryl’s little brother, Will Winston-Bristol, standing next to the table. The kid had a huge heart, and Ted liked him. Will knew about Ted’s relationship with Cheryl and had kept the secret. 

“Hey, Will. Long time.” Ted half-stood, putting his hand out for a shake. 

Will took it lightly, pumped once, and let go. 

“Have a seat.” Ted kicked out the other chair at the table, but Will flinched back.

“No, uh, I can’t. Um, I saw you, and I, uh, thought...” Will blinked rapidly, staring at the floor. The rabbit looked ready to bolt, so Ted moved in slowly.

He waited through another instrumental rendition of Jingle Bells before asking, “Everything okay, kiddo?” Please don’t let anything be wrong with Cheryl. 

“Kinda... well, no.” Will ran a hand over his face. Worry colored his expression. “Uh, so my grandfather died...” The poor kid’s voice strained with an unspoken emotion, not quite sorrow. 

Constantine Winston had been the patriarch of the Winston clan for the past forty years. The man constituted a force of nature, both with his family and the town. He controlled everything with an iron fist, including his daughter and grandchildren.

“He did?” Ted hadn’t heard. Of late, he ignored most everything besides work. “I’m sorry, Will. He was a great man.” Ted smiled and hoped his actual opinions about the tyrant didn’t bleed through. If the man had sensed any hint of something between him and Cheryl, it would’ve been over from the start.

“Yeah, he was.” Will glanced around the room. “The funeral is tomorrow. So... um, there’s that.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, looking anywhere but at Ted.

“Okay.” Ted dragged the word out, wondering why Will felt compelled to tell him. The Kramers and Winston-Bristols remained trapped in a feud. They’d chase off any Kramer who tried to attend the service. 

Ted cocked his head, staring hard at Will. The kid said nothing.

“And?” Ted asked.

Will shuffled his feet. “And, uh... the whole family is coming.” His gaze flickered to Ted’s, then away again.

“Cheryl’s home,” Ted said the words as a statement, not a question. Damn, the kid threw him a bone. 

Will shook his head a little. Warm, but not hot. 

“In Stonewater?”

Will’s gaze shot to the door as if by a magnet. “At the Greenview Inn. See ya, Ted.” He scurried away without a glance back. The college kid flew out the door before Ted could respond. 

Ted studied the door. Why wasn’t Cheryl staying in the family house with its twelve bedrooms? He tipped back in his chair, letting his mind wander. Why the Inn? Cheryl didn’t have many townie friends. Her family’s status left her with few choices for gal-pals. 

Ted slapped his shot glass on the table and rose to his feet. He staggered as his head spun, forcing him to grab the back of his chair. And of course, he fell over, taking the chair with him.

“I’m getting you a cab, Ted,” the bartender called. 

Ted never drank much before Cheryl left. Now, with her home, he was done. He let Lee help him into a cab, stuffing a twenty into his pocket as a thank you. 

Lee gave it right back. 

“Save your money, Ted. Sounds as if your girl is back. Get her something nice. ‘Course with her grandad dead, she’s rolling in cash.”

The words swam in one ear and out the other. Ted didn’t care about the money. Only Cheryl.

*****
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“When was the last time you ate and slept well?” Gran asked, a touch of reproof in her tone. 

Cheryl shrugged, her hand still in Gran’s. “I eat when I can, sleep when I can. You know how newborns are.”

“Actually, I don’t,” Gran said. She stood from the chair, crossed to the crib, and gently laid Harper down. She gazed at the baby. “I had a slew of helpers—my sisters, my maids, nurses. I never needed to support myself or raise my baby on my own.” She glanced over her shoulder at Cheryl. “My family helped.”

“Gran, I couldn’t risk...”

The woman stood, rolling her shoulders back. “I know. I do, but I would’ve helped.” Her voice sounded strained as if tears threatened again. 

Cheryl’s exhaustion and shock prevented her from processing the situation.

“I couldn’t... tell them.”

Gran turned her back, her shoulders hunched. “I know. I was married to that terror for fifty years. I’m aware of what might have happened if you brought home a Kramer baby. I know what my sourpuss daughter might have done, but it doesn’t mean...” 

Her words faltered, and her whole body shook. 

Yep, tears. 

Cheryl stood and draped herself over her grandmother. The woman suffered through so much. Her steel exterior never showed the pained person inside. Cheryl squeezed her tight.

“If it was only you, Gran, I’d never have left home.”

Gran dried her tears and returned the hug. “I know, my Cherie. But now he’s gone, and I have little Harper. One door closes and another opens.” She turned in Cheryl’s arms, pulling back to look her in the eye. “You won’t take her away, will you?”

Cheryl swallowed hard, the problems stacking up on her shoulders and weighing her down to the floor. She whispered, “I don’t know what I’m going to do.” 
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“You need to eat. I’ll call for delivery, or we can eat downtown.” Gran sat back on the bed. 

Cheryl could not look into Gran’s watery eyes. She assumed her plan wouldn’t fail when she left a year ago. She’d staged a huge blowout with Mother to cover her leaving, and everyone bought it. Well, except Will, but he was a quiet, sneaky bastard. 

“Gran, I’m sorry,” and she was. Keeping a child from her family constituted the ultimate stupidity and she knew it. The image of Gran with Harper brought it all home. 

Literally. 

Guilt rolled over her. She was a selfish, short-sighted bitch for keeping the baby away. Tears burst from her in torrents, and she babbled.

“Really, Gran. I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do. Grandfather would’ve made me give her up or have an abortion. Mother, too. Ted didn’t want kids, and he said we were just having a fling. But I wanted the baby, and I left. What else could I do?” 

The words spilled from her in wet gasps, the exhaustion, hunger, and mental strain filling each syllable. She’d been running for so long, living on pure endurance. In doing everything for her little girl, she lost herself, lost her path, lost her reason.

Gran waited for the sobbing to die down before speaking. She handed Cheryl a box of tissues and said, “You did the right thing, child. Well, mostly. You could’ve told me. I would’ve helped—kept your secret from Constantine and Beverly. I would’ve sent money, at least. I had a thousand secrets from your grandfather. I’d’ve kept yours.”

Harper squeaked, and Gran rose to check on her. Soon enough, Great-Grandma would learn the meaning behind the little noises the baby made. The idea calmed some of the storm inside Cheryl. Gran stood by her side. Together, they’d fight the demons.

Gran crossed to the phone and dialed. She spoke a quick order to the Stonewater Diner, which delivered at all hours. She appeared solemn and subdued. Never a mood for Gran.

“I should wait until you’re fed, my girl, but I’ll say it now. You should’ve told Ted.” Gran grasped her hand and squeezed. 

Torrents of guilt poured over Cheryl. “I know,” she squeaked. “But it’s complicated. Mother’s opinions about the Kramers...” She turned on the bed, burying her face in the pillow. 

Ted was a gentle soul under his stoic exterior. He had to be tough for his family, to put his brothers in line, but he didn’t want kids. And Cheryl did.

Gran plucked at the coverlet as she continued. “Email is a thing, dear child. You could’ve sent him a note. He’s been down some rough roads the past year.”

Cheryl sat up. “What? Like what?” She didn’t bother to answer Gran’s first question. Ted and technology were not friends. He could work any kind of tool or mechanical device, but virtual stuff ran right over his head.

Clearing her throat, Gran said, “He hasn’t been the same since you left. There was this fire, and his brother... well, it caused a whole hullabaloo. Ted lost out on running the family business. The entire town’s been chattering about him and the rest of the Kramers. 

“What?” He lost the business? He left Kramer and Sons? He’d helped his dad run the place since he was fourteen, and he was out? Pure craziness. What could have happened for Mr. Kramer to toss Ted out?

A knock sounded at the front door before she posed her questions to Gran. It didn’t matter. She already knew what the woman’s response would be: “Ask him yourself.” 

Which she should. Which she would do, but...

Gran answered the door and fussed with the little food cart. She shooed away the delivery guy. 

With a shake of her head, she moved to the crib. Harper slept soundly on her back, arms thrown over her head. Cheryl smiled. 

“When do babies sleep on their tummies, Gran?” She threw the question out like a handful of feathers.

Gran appeared next to her, a cup of tea in her hand. “How the hell should I know?” she laughed, pressing the cup into Cheryl’s hand. “Baby stuff changes week to week, and I’m talking about the theories, not the babies.” She grinned. “Quite a cutie there.”

“She is.” Cheryl sipped the tea, lemon, and sugar just as she liked. The hotel room felt homier already. “What am I going to do, Gran?”

“What do you want to do, Cherie?” She hummed, wandering back to the room service cart. “There’s tuna and turkey. Oh, and fries.” A munching sound emanated from the cart. “Oh, good fries. I’m not sharing.” Gran bent over her plate. 

“All the fries you want, Gran. I wasn’t talking about the sandwiches. I mean the funeral... and Mother.”

Gran gestured at the food. “Eat that, and we’ll talk.” 

Cheryl conceded and ate the light meal with Gran. It was exactly what she needed. When had she eaten a meal in the last two months with both hands? She even convinced Gran to relinquish a few fries. 

“Now, darling Cherie. What you do is hand over your little girl to your mother and watch the lovefest.” Gran dusted off her fingers and dabbed her chin with a napkin. 

“It’s not that simple, Gran. I ran. I hid Harper from her. She’s my mom, and...”

“And she’s my daughter. Her father just died. She needs you, and the baby will go a long way to help healing.”

“Gran, I left because she... she hates the Kramers with a blinding passion. What’s the story with that?” She stuffed a stolen fry into her mouth.

Gran narrowed her eyes over the stolen fry. “That’s not my tale to tell. Ask her. Or your Ted.”

Cheryl rose from the bed and fussed over cleaning the cart. An idea struck her. “What about you?”

Gran stood, brushing off crumbs, Gran asked, “What about me?”

“Uh, your husband died. Your soulmate of over fifty years and...”

Gran cut her off. “Not my soulmate, Cheryl. That man and I hadn’t said a word to each other in at least ten years. I said goodbye on his deathbed, but no love was lost the day he passed. Now your mother, on the other hand...”

“No love at all?” A sick feeling slithered down her throat. No love after fifty years. No love in her parents’ marriage she could see. Well, not near the end, and no love in her failed marriage. 

Perhaps the Winston clan was doomed to empty hearts forever. Her chest hitched, and she strode over to Harper. She picked her up, breaking her cardinal rule about taking a sleeping babe from the crib. She held the little girl tight, hoping for a happier ending for her life than any of her foremothers.

“We aren’t going to get into ancient history here. It’s about you, your little girl, and your mother. You should help your mother get through her grief. She loved her father very much, though he was a cantankerous boil. How did you feel when your dad passed? Did you want your mother, regardless of bad feelings between you?”

Cheryl shrugged. Mother had been a mess, but she’d been there for Cheryl and Will through their grief and pain. They held on together and endured. Memories of Dad’s funeral had spurred her to get back here. Will encouraged her with “Gran misses you,” but the hidden message read, “Mother needs us.”

Harper fussed, and Cheryl realized she’d been holding her too tight again. The whole situation tested her mothering skills. Now awake, Harper announced to the entire hotel it was dinner time. Usually, her little girl remained as quiet as a mouse, even when hungry. Why such noise now?

Gran said, “Babies can sense tension. She feels your pain, my beautiful granddaughter. Ease your mind, and she’ll settle.”

Cheryl pulled in a long cleansing breath and jiggled the bundle a little. The little hands waved about. Cheryl caught one in a kiss and held the little fist to her lips for a second. 

Harper calmed instantly. She blinked, her little mouth forming an O. It was adorable. Would Mother react the same way? Or would she recognize the Kramer nose and toss the child away?

“Okay,” she turned to her grandmother. “How’s this for a plan?”

*****
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Ted decided not to head for the Greenview. He wanted to see Cheryl, but confrontations didn’t mend fences. He wanted answers—he deserved answers. He’d done nothing wrong in the relationship except be a Kramer. If that was the problem, then both Cheryl and her stuck-up mother could go hang. 
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