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To my sister and brother. You were there when I needed you the most. I am forever grateful to you both.
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“Don’t you think she’s gonna be pissed when she finds out?” Jake placed a stack of their mother’s books in a box. 
Jessica glanced around their mother’s bedroom. She and her brother had spent the better part of the morning packing up the house. They had to decide what to keep, what to donate, and what to throw away before repairs could even begin. There was still so much to do before the funeral and wake the next day. “Marie will understand that the house has to be sold. She knows what kind of debt Mom had to be covered.”
Taking a couple of steps back, Jake scooped up a handful of books from the top shelf of the six-foot-tall bookcase. “I still think you should’ve talked to her first.”
“I tried, but you saw how inconsolable she was when I told her about mom’s passing. She was so upset that she hadn’t been here. There was no talking to her after that.” Her eyes roamed the room and paused on the bed. Their mother had gone in her sleep in the comfort of her own home. One of the few things Jessica was grateful for, even if she wished they’d all had time to say goodbye. It was better that their mother died at home than in a hospital bed hooked up to machines. Jessica wiped at the tears that prickled the corners of her eyes.
“We could’ve waited, at least until after the service. Then you could’ve talked to Marie and just, you know, lay it out straight for her.”
She shook her head and inhaled a deep breath. This wasn’t the time for emotions. They had work to do. “Right, because she’d be much calmer then.”
Throwing his hands up in defeat, Jake sighed. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Whatever. I’m going to take this downstairs.” Jessica wrapped her arms around the box of stuffed animals and walked out of the bedroom door. She descended the staircase toward the first floor. Her brother was probably right, but it was too late now.
The front door opened and shut. Speaking of the devil herself. Had to be her sister and brother-in-law. Jessica hit the bottom stair, and she drank in the sight of her sister and her sister’s family. 
Marie had her hand wrapped firmly around a car-seat handle. Her sister almost appeared serene, save for the wisps of strawberry-red hair sticking out everywhere. A color they both inherited from their mother. With Marie’s hair a bit all over the place, the woman looked frazzled. Likely because of the long hours on the road. 
Though Jessica supposed her niece and nephew made that eight-hour trip longer. Ah, the pleasures of a family. The thought brought a small grin to her face.
Her sister’s husband, well, he still looked handsome. He, her six-month-old niece, and her five-year-old nephew shared the same dark hair and bright blue eyes. The same nephew that was currently asleep in his father’s arms. 
Jessica set the box down on the dining room table and closed the space between them. “Hey, sis, Derek. You guys look like you have your hands full.”
“They fell asleep on the way here.” Marie offered a half-smile.
Somehow, that didn’t surprise her. Jessica grinned. Their mother used to crack jokes that it was the only way to get Marie to sleep when she was a baby. “Do you want to take them to the spare bedroom?”
“I thought we’d put them in Mom’s room,” Marie said.
Frowning, Jessica bit her bottom lip. The spare bedroom was the only one that still had bedding in it. Not that she wanted to get into everything with her niece and nephew soundly asleep. “Mom’s room is kind of a mess at the moment.”
“It’s okay, honey. Give me Elizabeth and I’ll take them to the spare room.” Derek held his hand out for the car seat.
“Are you sure? We can just take them up together.”
“I promise, babe. I’ll be fine. You talk to your sister.” 
“Okay, but call if you need help.” 
Fully situated, Derek nodded to Jessica as he passed by and headed up the stairs.
Both women stood at the bottom of the staircase and watched as Derek disappeared around the corner. At least Jake was still upstairs. Their brother would probably notice and help the guy out. Jessica turned and hugged her sister. “I’m glad you’re here.”
Marie returned the embrace, then pulled back and stepped away from the staircase. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else. Now, what’s with all the boxes?”
“Don’t freak out. Jake and I thought we’d get a head start on packing up the house.” Jessica strode closer to the dining room and to her sister.
“Mom hasn’t even been gone three days, and you’re getting rid of—”
“I didn’t say ‘getting rid of.’ At least not everything. Right now, we’re sorting.” That was completely true. Their mother had been in that house for over twenty years. That created a lot of things for them to go through. Jessica sighed. A lot.
Marie folded her arms across her chest. “And what, you couldn’t say anything? Or for god’s sake, wait until after the funeral?”
“You and I always agreed that I’d handle Mom’s financial stuff because I know it better. Plus, you’ve got your family. So, I figured it would just be best if Jake and I took care of the packing and selling of the house. That way, you don’t—”
“Selling? Selling? Now, you’re…” Her sister’s words trailed off. Marie held a hand against her mouth as tears trickled down her cheeks.
Crap. Had she said sell? Well, shit. Jessica pinched the bridge of her nose. She hadn’t meant to say, “sell.” She’d planned to ease into it. Too late to take it back. Might as well just bite the bullet. Dropping her hands to her side, Jessica sighed. “Yes, I mean, there’s still work to be done here. Packing is just the first step.”
“So, just to be clear, you aren’t just packing up her stuff and selling her house, but changing it too? I’m so glad I came home.” Marie sniffled and wiped at her face.
“Why are you so bent about this? You had to know we couldn’t hold on to the house. It isn’t financially sound. Not to mention you don’t exactly live close by anymore. And Jake and I aren’t staying in Florida. There’d be no one to take care of the house.” Jessica shoved her hands into the pockets of her denim shorts and studied her sister. She expected some push back on the packing and selling, but something else was going on with her sister. But what?
“What if Derek and I wanted the house? Did you think about that? Of course not, because all you think about is what’s best for you. And no one else matters.”
Jessica raised an eyebrow. Had something changed? Over the years, her sister had always been adamant regarding her lack of desire for the house. She and Jake were the only ones who had ever considered taking it over. “I thought you hated this house.”
“That’s not the point. You took it upon yourself to make a decision that affects all of us. And not just without talking to me about it, but behind my back.”
“No one was trying to hide anything from you.” Jessica tucked a strand of her strawberry-red hair behind her ear. Maybe she should’ve tried harder to talk to her sister about this beforehand.
“Bullshit!” More tears rolled down Marie’s cheeks.
Coming down the staircase, Jake paused at the bottom stair and glanced between his sisters. He closed the distance between him and Marie and wrapped his arms around her. “Hey, sis. You look like you could use a hug.”
Holding onto their brother, Marie cried into Jake’s chest.
Tears prickled the corners of Jessica’s eyes. She hated seeing her sister in pain like this. Despite the urge to join in the hug, she stayed back. Their brother had always been better at comforting a person. She shifted her gaze to the staircase as her brother-in-law hit the last stair.
“Everything okay?” Derek asked.
Marie released her hold on Jake and stepped out of his arms. “No. I’d like to go. Please get the kids.”
“Are you sure?” Derek looked from Marie, to Jake, and then Jessica as if he was searching for some kind of explanation.
“Yes.”
Derek walked over to Marie, pressed a tender kiss to her forehead, and placed the keys in her hand. “All right. Why don’t you go wait in the car, and we’ll be out in a second?”
“Thank you.” Marie spun on her heel and turned around. 
“Marie, can’t we talk about this?” Jessica wiped the tears from her cheeks. Her sister was being ridiculous. Like they couldn’t resolve this.
“I have nothing to say to you.” With that, Marie stormed out the front door and slammed it shut behind her.
Jake turned toward Jessica. “I guess that didn’t go as you’d hoped.”
“Either of you care to explain to me exactly what I missed?” Derek crossed his arms as his eyebrows furrowed.
“Do you want to tell him, or should I?” Jake asked.
Giving her brother the go-ahead, Jessica dropped into the closest dining room chair. She’d done enough damage for one day.
“We’re selling the house, and it may have gone unmentioned to Marie. I knew she’d take it hard, but I just didn’t think it would be this bad.”
“Marie…it’s been rough on her. After her last visit, she truly believed your mom was okay. She hasn’t talked a lot about your mom’s passing to me, but I kind of get the feeling she blames herself. Like she could’ve done more.” Derek gripped the back of his neck.
Jessica sat up straight in the chair. “That’s ridiculous. No one is to blame for Mom’s cancer. Marie has to know that.”
“Deep down, I think she does, but you guys know how she is. She feels responsible for you guys.” Glancing at the front door, Derek sighed and dropped his hands to his waist. “I’ll try talking to her later. See if I can’t get a better idea of where she’s at with everything.” 
“Thanks, man. We appreciate it.” Jake gestured toward the staircase. “Let me help you with the kids.”
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