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Marielle McKenna removed the bakery cupcakes from their plastic holder and transferred them to her own cupcake carrier, feeling Krista’s eyes on her.

“What’s that you’re doing?” Krista Doyle asked, leaning against the counter.

“This container is quieter and easier to open than that thing.” Marielle pointed. “And we don’t really need to see how much they cost or their nutritional value, which is zero percent of everything we need, or the calories. These cupcakes aren’t out to shame any of us.” She eyed the microwave clock. “And I need to get going. I’m supposed to be at my parents’ house at one.”

“I’ll be thinking of you as I’m watching the Olympics.”

“I’m leaving you a cupcake. One with chocolate frosting. We’ll be watching, too, and I hope they have skiing or skating or something exciting.”

“The first day is usually something good. And thanks for that cupcake. It’s not going to be around much longer.”

“If it wasn’t so cold out I might think about walking over. Except the snowbanks are scary and I’d have to walk home in the dark. I’ll just have to burn off the cupcake calories cheering on the athletes.”

“Drive safe.”

“Thanks.” Marielle gathered her things and headed out the door, taking the stairs down to the first floor of the brick apartment building and climbing into her Civic. She was thankful the McKenna family dinner, postponed twice because of bad weather, was finally happening, today with the Olympics as entertainment. It would have been nice to have the sun shining, but at least it wasn’t snowing.

Pulling into her parents’ driveway, she saw the silver pickup belonging to Bethany’s boyfriend, Eric, meaning she was the last one to arrive despite living the closest, and grinning, she hoped there would still be some appetizers left for her. Eric could eat, and she’d asked him before if he had the metabolism of a hummingbird, since he didn’t have any extra weight on him, and it had made him laugh. He was good for Bethany, and Marielle was happy they’d found each other six months ago. Maybe there would be news of an engagement one of these days.

“Knock, knock,” Marielle said after she opened the kitchen door. Stepping inside, she was pleasantly swarmed by her mother and sister, followed by her father, who had come in from the living room. She guessed Eric was still in there, possibly sampling the appetizers her mother typically set down on the coffee table. “It’s so good to see you all. Is it too early for cupcakes?” When she heard Eric Wilder’s voice from the other room say, “Cupcakes?” she laughed with Bethany.

At the table while they were passing serving bowls, Cheryl McKenna said, “Girls, your father and I have been thinking about downsizing for a while, and we’re ready to start getting rid of everything that won’t fit in a two-bedroom condo.”

Marielle looked from her mother to her father to Bethany, seeing her sister was as shocked as she was. “Already? But you’re still young. Well, youngish.”

“You’re really selling our house?” Bethany grimaced.

Marielle saw Eric give Bethany’s shoulder a squeeze and she said, “How long do you think everything will take? Before you move out, I mean.”

Tom McKenna said, “First we fill a dumpster with what we don’t want, then we get a realtor, then we find a condo. It’s hard to know what the timeline will look like.”

“Are you staying in Gladstone? Or at least in Massachusetts?”

“We’ve been looking at a complex in Bridgeton, which isn’t far, Marielle,” Cheryl said, smiling. “We still want to be near you kids.”

Well, that was something. Marielle took a bite of turkey as she thought about the house selling, the house she’d lived in until she left for college. Eighteen years of full-time memories, then another ten years of visiting her parents. She wasn’t ready to face the sadness of it all yet, so she wouldn’t. “Well, that’s very exciting for you. If you need any help, Bethie and Eric are happy to pitch in.” When everyone laughed, she told herself that was the way to deal with sadness. Make a joke about it. “I’m happy to help out any way I can.”

“I am, too,” Bethany said.

“Same here,” Eric said. “I’ve got the truck to haul whatever will fit.”

“Thank you all,” Cheryl said. “I was hoping we could get started soon on clearing things out. Before you leave today, I want you to walk around and take at least a few things with you. It’s going to be hard, but I told myself I can only keep the things that would break my heart to lose.”

Marielle didn’t need the visual of her broken-hearted mother added to her own sorrow, and she met Bethany’s eyes across the dining room table. “We’ll take some things, right, Bethie? All your old trophies and posters and report cards?” She grinned when her sister grimaced again, knowing exactly how she felt. Her own apartment wasn’t exactly loaded with storage options. She and Krista each had a bedroom and a bathroom, but their living room and kitchen were on the small side. The rent for their apartment in the converted sorority house was reasonable, and the location was fairly central, but their storage space was already full and she had a feeling there wouldn’t be much she could take out of the house. 

As soon as the dinner cleanup was finished, Marielle said, “Bethie, want to take a quick look around to see what we might want?”

“Let’s go.”

“Tom and Cheryl, if you need someone to take that nice TV off your hands, all you have to do is ask,” Eric said, grinning.

Marielle laughed with everyone else, then she and Bethany headed for the upstairs. Taking out her phone, she tapped the camera icon.

“What are you doing, Mar?” Bethany asked.

“I want videos and photos of the house to help me remember. This is going to be an explosion of sadness for me. And maybe for you, too. You lived her two years longer than I did.”

Bethany sighed. “Yeah. I should do the same thing.” She pulled out her phone. 

“We should talk during the videos. More memories.”

“We can say we don’t have any room in our apartments and there are going to be broken hearts all over the place.”

“One of my friends said when your parents try to give you stuff you don’t want, take it anyway, then throw it out later,” Marielle said.

“That seems mean.”

“Maybe, but unless we want our apartments so packed we can hardly walk, we’re going to have to get tough about this.”

“I suppose,” Bethany said. “Let’s hurry up. I’d rather watch the Olympics than be sad up here.”

“Ten minutes. That’s all we need for now. Maybe take one thing so Mom is happy. Something small, even.”

“I can do that.”

“I’m so happy they’re staying around here. Imagine if they were moving far away? On second thought, don’t think about that. We don’t need anymore sadness added to the pile.”
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“That’s got to be worth a silver medal,” Borden Monroe said, gesturing to the television. “Maybe even a gold.”

“Kind of makes me want to learn how to ski,” Lowell Stuart said. “Then that could be us doing ski jumps in four years.”

Borden stared at Lowell, laughing. “You think you could go from zero to sixty with jumping in four years? At the Olympics? At your age?”

“Watch the age cracks. You’re as old as I am.”

“You mean I’m as young as you are. Thirty isn’t old,” Borden said. “Unless we’re talking ski jumping for the first time.”

“Some days thirty’s old.”

“But not today. All we’ve done is eat and watch TV. You want something to drink?” Borden stood.

“Yeah. That lemonade is good.”

Grabbing two cans from the refrigerator, he handed one to Lowell, then dropped into his recliner. When a preview for upcoming events came on, Borden said, “Speed skating. Now there’s a sport you might be able to get behind. Not as fun as flying through the air, though.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Borden’s phone rang during a commercial and he saw his mother’s ID. Tapping the screen, he headed into the kitchen and leaned against the counter. “Hi, Ma.”

“Hi, Borden,” Anita Monroe said. “What are you doing today?”

“Watching the Olympics with Lowell.”

“Say hello to Lowell for me.”

“My mother says hello, Lowell.”

Lowell saluted.

“I won’t keep you long since you have company.”

Lowell? Company? Borden wasn’t going to remind his mother he and Lowell had been friends since kindergarten or she’d go off on a tangent and she’d never get off the phone. “What’s up?”

“Your father and I have exciting news.” 

Borden knew “exciting news” could be anything from a new appliance to a recipe they tried. “What’s that?”

“We’re moving back to Massachusetts. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“You’re moving back?” He saw he had Lowell’s attention. “But you just moved to Florida four years ago because of the weather. Hate to tell you, but we’ve still got the same weather we had when Dad said he was never shoveling snow again. We’ve got a couple feet out there now.”

“Oh, we know, but we’re going to get a condo so someone else will have to plow us out if it ever snows.”

“If it ever snows?” Borden grinned.

“And we miss the four seasons in Massachusetts, and the pretty leaves and picking our own apples and seeing the cranberries being harvested. There are only two seasons here. Summer and three weeks of winter.”

“Not much different than we have, if you switch the season names,” he said.

“So what we need you and your brother to do is fly down here for a weekend to give us a hand, and help us get ready for the move back. I already called Thatcher, and he said he was happy to come down for a long weekend.”

Borden wondered if what his mother thought his brother said was actually what Thatcher had said, but he’d clear that up later. In either case, the idea of spending a weekend in Florida wasn’t the worst thing he’d ever heard. “All right. We’ll figure it out. Are you moving all your stuff? It’s probably cheaper to sell it and buy new furniture once you’re here.”

“Oh, no. We just bought it all when we moved down, and I like it too much to sell it. And Borden, you know how your brother lives in that small apartment and he has a roommate?”

“I am aware, yes.” Borden stared across his downstairs at the television, but he was too far away to see much more than a background of snow. Pretty much like looking out his windows.

“You don’t have a roommate, do you? Is there anyone else living in your condo with you?”

“Just me.”

“Excellent,” Anita said. “Then we’ll be staying with you in your extra bedroom until we find a condo of our own. Are there any for sale in your complex?”

“Uh ... Any for sale? None that I can see.” Which was the truth as it stood. He knew of a condo, but technically, he couldn’t see it. Lying to his mother now ... But he’d rather carry the shame of being slightly dishonest than having his parents two units down, in the same damn building. Who knew how long it would take before they’d be tired of the winters again and would want to move south?

“Well, keep your eyes and ears open. It would be wonderful to live close to one of our boys. Talk to Thatcher, will you? Set up your trip down, and call me as soon as you know when you’re coming. Love you, Borden.”

“Love you, Ma.” The parents living with him? He needed a work around, and he needed it now. “Are you retiring? Is that why you’re moving?”

“Not yet, but we both still work remotely. It’s just perfect, isn’t it?”

“Mm. I’ll let you know about the weekend.” When he disconnected, he didn’t appreciate the look on Lowell’s face. “You think this is funny?”

“Yeah. And I don’t even know what it’s about, but the look on your face tells me it’s going to be a good time. I get that they’re moving back, but is there more?”

“Guess who they decided they’re staying with until they find a place of their own?” Lowell laughed. And laughed some more. “It’s funny now, but maybe you want to picture yourself here with my parents, all of us watching the Bruins and the Celts together.” Borden nodded. “I thought that might help you see things differently. Maybe it’s time to buy that new TV.”

Lowell slid down on the recliner, grimacing. “How big is yours?”

“It’s 75 inches. A little bigger than your 32. Your broken 32.”

“And I’ll need a couple leather recliners to go with it, like you have.”

“Right. Not so funny now, is it?” Tapping his phone again, he said, “I need to talk to Thatcher and set up the weekend to go down to Florida.”

“Why do you have to go down there?”

Borden shrugged. “She said they need help.”

“That makes sense. They’re going to move everything?”

“Every damn thing in the house, probably. They just bought it when they moved down and she doesn’t want to get rid of it.”

Lowell whistled. “Wouldn’t want to handle that expense.”

“Nope.” Borden returned to the kitchen and made the call to his brother, shaking his head as he thought about all the fun he was in for with his new roomies.
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“I think we need to sort things by what we’re keeping, what we’re throwing out, and what we’re bringing to the swap shop,” Cheryl said.

Marielle stared across the living room at her mother. “Swap shop?”

“It’s at the landfill. It’s in a small building and people bring things they don’t want but someone else might want.”

“Eric and I can take things to the swap shop,” Bethany said. 

“Then let’s get started.” Marielle looked around the room. “Mom, you’re going to have to tell us what’s what, and we’ll deal. Do you have post it notes in that apron you’re wearing that you can tag things with? You could go around in all the rooms and tag, then Bethie and I can follow behind and cart things out of here.”

Cheryl reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a multi-colored stack of notes. “Here’s my system. If it’s marked with a K, it means it’s a keeper, a T means it’s being tossed, and an S means it’s for the swap shop.”

“I’m so glad you’re not doing specific colors for the categories because I know I’d get them mixed up halfway through,” Marielle said.

“I wish you girls would take more things for yourselves. You hardly took anything last weekend.”

Marielle met Bethany’s eyes. “Yeah, we don’t have enough space for more things.” There was no need to say she and Bethany didn’t want their parents’ things, only more politely. “Someone else can enjoy the stuff Bethany and Eric bring to the swap shop.”

“That’s right, Mom. Think of the joy your treasures will be spreading all around Gladstone.”

Marielle grinned. “You’re like a décor fairy.”

“I guess that’s a good way to look at it.” Cheryl pulled a pen from her pocket. “Let’s get started.”

Marielle was surprised how quickly the back of the truck was filled, and after she waved off Bethany and Eric, she returned inside to see what else she could cart out for the next trip. She thought about all her father’s tools, and wondered if he’d be keeping them all. And where he’d be keeping them. She suspected it might be a touchy subject since those tools meant a lot to him, but they took up a lot of space, space a condo probably wasn’t going to have. Maybe she’d ask Bethany when they returned if she’d heard anything about the fate of the tools.

She had just added a couple of lamps to the outgoing collection when the truck returned, and Bethany jumped out and hurried around to where Marielle stood on the lawn.

“Mar, you should see that swap shop. There are people just waiting around to see what other people bring, and one man even came up to the truck to ask Eric if he needed help unloading. It was crazy. People were picking up almost everything we put down. I have to tell Mom her treasures are already grabbed up. I kind of can’t wait to bring the next load.”

“Fun times at the dump,” Eric said, grinning. “Or landfill, if you want to get fancy.”

“Good. Because there’s plenty more where that came from,” Marielle said. “Let’s see what else Mom’s donating.”

––––––––
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“ARE YOU SURE YOU DON’T want to sell all this?” Borden asked as he stood in the middle of his parents’ living room. Or great room, as they called it. There was so damn much furniture.

“Absolutely not,” Anita said. “The movers will take care of everything. We just need to pack a few boxes.”

A few boxes? Borden suspected his idea of a few boxes differed from his mother’s. “We’d better get started. We’re only here for two days.”

“I was hoping some of that time would be spent in that pool.” Thatcher Monroe pointed out the back window. 

“Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of pool time.” Anita patted his arm.

Borden looked out at the pool. This house had seemed perfect for his parents, and he was having trouble understanding why they wanted to return to Massachusetts. “Do you have boxes we can use?”

“Oh, your father and I will take care of packing the boxes. We’re still using everything and it would drive me crazy having to rummage through boxes to find what I need. I really invited you boys down so you could enjoy the house and the pool one more time before we move.”

Borden met Thatcher’s eyes, then his brother shrugged. So it would be a weekend of relaxing instead of packing and whatever else he’d been thinking it would be. Things could be worse. And they would be, as soon as his new roommates moved in. “When do you think you’ll be moving up? And where’s Dad?”

“Maybe another month we’ll be ready to come up. I’m hoping the house sells quickly, but it all depends on that. Your father is out on the golf cart, telling everyone he sees that we’re selling. He hopes someone knows someone who wants to buy.”

It was a 55-plus community, which limited the possibilities, but Borden suspected the house would sell quickly. His parents had bought it new, and it was in pristine condition.

“Time for a swim,” Thatcher said. “How about you, Bord?”

“Why not?”

On the drive back to the airport on Sunday, Thatcher said, “So you and the parents, together again. You think your condo’s going to be big enough?”

Borden slanted a look at his brother. “What do you think?”

Thatcher laughed. “I’m guessing with the three of you working remotely it’s going to feel like the walls are closing in.”

“Maybe you don’t want to be enjoying this so much, because I’ll find a way to even things up. And if I don’t, Karma will. You’re familiar with Karma, aren’t you? Like the time you thought it was pretty funny when I hit that patch of sand on my bike and I fell off, then you hit the same patch and fell off. Except I had scrapes and you had a broken arm.”
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On March first, Marielle began her work day for Mentrex as she began every other workday, by checking her email. There was a message from Scott Jennings sent to the entire company, not an unusual occurrence, since Mentrex was more into email than Zoom meetings, something she and Krista, and no doubt hundreds of other employees, gave two thumbs up for. 

She had no idea how many the company employed, since everyone worked remotely. The company had always been solely remote, which had fascinated Marielle when she’d applied for her tech support position, had been interviewed via Zoom, and had been hired by email. Krista was the only person she really “knew” at the company. She had plenty of remote acquaintances, known only through emailing, which, when she stopped to think about it, was not normal for someone who had worked for a company for six years. Other friends who did not work remotely were amazed at the way Mentrex operated, many of them envious of how “good” Marielle had it.

Opening today’s email from the president, she read it once, then read it again. Holy guacamole ... She picked up her phone and called Krista, knowing she should have just walked to Krista’s room, but she was too shocked to get up and move.

“Hi, Marielle.”

“Did you see the email from Scott?”

“Not yet. I’m still on my first cup of coffee.”

“Oh, you might want to read this one right now. But take a

















[image: ]
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





