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        Twenty-five years ago

        Thursday, April 7, 1999, Evening

      

      

      

      The church bell tolled solemnly in the distance as Paula Holt pulled into the parking lot; her chest ached with the weight of her decision. Tears streamed down her cheeks, blurring her vision of the old stone building before her. For a moment, she wondered if she was making a terrible mistake. But as she wiped away the tears with a trembling hand, she reminded herself she had no choice.

      At just sixteen years old, still in high school with no job, how could she possibly raise twins on her own? And after what happened to Michael, their father… Paula choked back a sob as fresh tears fell. No, this was the only way.

      She parked in the back of the lot, hoping it would be hidden from sight. Turning off the engine, she took a deep breath to steady herself. With infinite care, she lifted out the wicker basket containing her precious cargo. Two tiny bundles wrapped in soft pink blankets.

      The sight of her sleeping daughters made Paula’s heart constrict with love and grief. She mourned all the milestones she would miss—their first words, first steps, first day of school, all the moments, big and small, that make up a childhood. But amidst her sorrow, Paula clung to a glimmer of hope. Maybe someday her girls would understand. Maybe they would realize the depth of her love and the agony of her choice.

      A powerful gust of wind whipped Paula’s hair across her face as she shut the car door. She shivered, clutching the basket close as she approached the church steps. With each step, her feet felt heavier. At the top, Paula hesitated, second thoughts assailing her. But she forced herself to continue, knowing this was best for her daughters.

      She gently lowered the basket to the ground by the massive wooden doors. She withdrew a folded note from her pocket and tucked it beside the babies. The message was simple but heartfelt.

      
        
        Please take care of my precious girls. I love them more than anything, but I cannot provide for them. I hope they will understand and forgive me one day.

      

      

      Paula’s vision blurred with tears as she gazed at her daughters one last time, committing their peaceful faces to memory. Then she turned and walked away, each step an act of will. The church bell tolled again as she reached her car, a solemn witness to her sacrifice.

      As Paula drove away, she prayed she had made the right choice. But the ache in her heart told her nothing would ever feel right again.
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        Present Day

        Wednesday, August 28, 2024, Noon

      

      

      

      Iris sat contentedly on her front porch swing, watching hummingbirds flit between the colorful feeders dotting her well-tended garden. The late August air was thick with the aroma of blooming flowers and the lazy drone of bees. It was the kind of perfect summer day that made Iris grateful for the simple pleasures of life.

      The creak of footsteps drew her attention as the postman came strolling up the path. He tipped his hat in greeting. “Good morning, Iris. Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

      “Can’t complain,” Iris agreed with a pleasant tone. “How are you holding up in this heat?”

      “Oh, I manage. At least it’s not raining cats and dogs like yesterday!” The mailman chuckled as he handed over a stack of envelopes. “You have a good day now.”

      “You too,” Iris called as he continued on his route. She leafed through the mail, mostly bills and junk, but one cream-colored envelope caught her eye. The elegant handwriting on the front belonged to her beloved Aunt Amelia. Intrigued, Iris set aside the other mail and carefully opened the envelope. Inside was an invitation.

      
        
        Dear Iris,

        You are cordially invited to my eightieth birthday celebration on Friday, August 30th, during Labor Day weekend. Feel free to include Samuel, Stella, and the kids, too. Also, if they have partners, they are welcome as well. The more, the merrier.

        Food and lodging will be provided. I hope you can make it. It’s been far too long since our last visit.

        Fondly,

        Aunt Amelia

      

      

      Iris’s eyes widened as she realized she had forgotten that her aunt’s milestone birthday was approaching. A wave of guilt washed over her. When was the last time she visited? After a moment, she realized it had been nearly a year since she had last seen her aunt at her last birthday party. Where had the time gone?

      She knew the past year had been busy with helping her grandchildren and various social activities, not to mention her vacation in Barbados just a few weeks ago… even so, Aunt Amelia deserved better from her favorite niece.

      Iris would have to make it up to her with an extra-special visit. As she pondered gift ideas, inspiration struck. With a smile, Iris grabbed her purse and car keys. A quick trip to the store was in order.

      The drive was peaceful. The sun was shining, and the sky was blue. She hummed along to an oldies station as she navigated the familiar streets of her hometown. She had just pulled into a space in Kroger’s parking lot when her cell phone rang. The display showed it was her son, Samuel, calling.

      “Hi, Mom,” came Samuel’s gentle voice when she answered. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

      “Not at all, dear. I just got into town to do some shopping. What’s on your mind?”

      “Well, Ryan and I were hoping to come over for dinner tonight if you’re free. Maybe fire up the grill for a cookout. We could invite Stella and the kids too, and make it a family night.”

      Iris brightened at the suggestion. “That sounds lovely! I’m at the store now. I can pick up whatever we need. Did you have anything particular in mind?”

      “Oh, whatever you feel like making is fine with us. Although… if you wanted to bake one of your famous apple pies for dessert, I wouldn’t object,” Samuel added with a chuckle.

      “Say no more.” Iris laughed. “One homemade apple pie coming right up. Shall we say six o’clock?”

      “Perfect. Thanks, Mom. See you then!”

      After hanging up, Iris revised her mental shopping list as she entered the grocery store. In addition to ingredients for the pie, she’d need to grab some steaks and corn on the cob for grilling. Plus, a gift for her aunt. She couldn’t forget that. With that plan in mind, she went off to do her shopping.
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        Present Day

        Wednesday, August 28, 2024, 1:00 p.m.

      

      

      

      Iris pulled into her driveway and parked in her usual spot, which was marked by faded tire marks etched into the asphalt. The midday sun cast a warm glow over the neighborhood, and the shadows of the trees danced lightly on the ground. Reaching over her faded leather console, she grabbed her shopping bags and purse. The faint scent of blooming flowers filled the air, and birds chirping in the distance added to the peaceful ambiance.

      On the front step, she set the bags down to retrieve her keys. The door opened with its peeling paint and familiar creak. Retrieving the groceries, she headed inside. The cool air of the house was a welcome relief from the summer heat.

      Iris made her way through the scuffed-up wooden floors, a testament to her kids and grandchildren traipsing through the house for holidays, birthdays, sleepovers, and everything in between, to the kitchen to put away her groceries. The kitchen, a cozy space with chipped black and white tile countertops, was filled with the faint scent of coffee from the morning. She deposited the bags on the counter and began sorting things into their proper places, falling into a familiar rhythm. The bag of Granny Smith apples went beside her stove, and a bag of flour and a carton of eggs were placed on the counter while the rest of her supplies were put up for later. Then, she retrieved her well-worn recipe from the cabinet.

      After locating it, she checked what temperature to set the oven. The recipe indicated 375 degrees. The sound of the oven preheating filled the kitchen as Iris gathered the remaining ingredients. After she was ready, she picked up her phone and called her daughter.

      “Hi, Mom,” Stella answered on the second ring. “What’s up?”

      “Hello, dear. I was calling to invite you and the children over for a family cookout tonight. Samuel and Ryan are coming, and I thought it would be nice to get everyone together.”

      “Oh, that sounds great! The kids will be so excited. What time?”

      “Sammy said six o’clock. I’m making steaks, corn on the cob, and my apple pie for dessert.”

      “Ooh, your famous apple pie? Now I’m excited too.” Stella laughed. “Want me to bring anything?”

      “Just yourselves,” Iris assured her. “Although if you wanted to grab some ice cream to go with the pie, that would be lovely.”

      “You got it. We’ll see you at six!”

      “Sounds good. Goodbye, dear,” Iris said, hanging up. Afterward, she tied on her favorite apron, faded blue cotton with cheery yellow daisies. Then, she turned on the radio before she made the pie crust from scratch. As she worked, humming along to the radio, she felt a warm glow of contentment. Nothing made her happier than having her family gathered around her table. With Aunt Amelia’s party to look forward to, the coming weekend also showed promise. Iris hummed as she rolled out the dough. Life was good.
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        Present Day

        Wednesday, August 28, 2024, 6:00 p.m.

      

      

      

      Just as Iris finished vacuuming, a familiar sound interrupted her—the doorbell. With a quick “Coming,” she approached the front door. Peering through the peephole, she spotted her son, Samuel, and his boyfriend, Ryan, standing outside. Unlocking the door, she greeted them cheerfully. “Good evening, boys. How’s life treating you?”

      Samuel and Ryan smiled at her, their eyes gleaming with anticipation for the upcoming meal. Samuel said, “We’re doing well. What did you pick up at the store for us to cook?”

      “I got some steaks, corn on the cob, and my homemade apple pie for dessert. How does that sound?”

      “It sounds wonderful, Miss May. What do you think, babe?”

      Samuel laughed, saying, “It sounds like a feast. We’d better get to cooking then.”

      Iris’s joyful laughter filled the air. “Glad you like it. Come on in, my dears, so we can start cooking. Stella and the kids should be here soon.”

      “Okay,” said the guys before entering the house.

      After closing the door, Iris said, “I’ll get the steaks and corn from the fridge while you boys head out back and turn on the grill.”

      “Sounds good,” replied the men before taking off. Meanwhile, Iris headed to the kitchen.

      After grabbing the supplies, she joined her son and his boyfriend outside. When Iris opened the back door, she heard the two men chatting. Delighted at the sight, she approached them, saying, “Here you go.”

      Samuel said, “Wonderful. Thanks, Mom. Can you put them there?” He pointed to the right-hand side of the grill.

      “Certainly. Would you boys like something to drink?”

      Ryan grinned. “Some iced tea would be nice if you got some, Miss May.”

      “That sounds good. Same for me if you’ve got some made, Mom.”

      “You’re in luck because I made some earlier, just in case. I’ll fetch you both a glass then. Be right back,” said Iris before heading back inside.

      Iris had just finished pouring the sweet tea into two cups as she heard the doorbell chime. She couldn’t help but feel a flutter of excitement in her chest, knowing it was her daughter and grandkids. She set the pitcher on the counter and hurried to answer the door. After a glance through the peephole, her anticipation was confirmed. She opened the door and greeted Stella with a loving smile.

      “Good evening, dear. The boys are already here. How are you?”

      Stella beamed, holding a carton of vanilla bean ice cream. Watching her two children run around the porch, she said, “I’m doing all right.”

      She handed Iris the ice cream carton.

      Iris took it and said, “Thanks, dear. It seems like my grandbabies are enjoying themselves.” She felt a gentle rush of happiness seeing their joy, a stark contrast to her occasional loneliness when the house was empty.

      Stella’s children, their eyes sparkling with delight, looked up at their grandma. Their joy was palpable. They ran toward Iris and embraced her, their voices harmonizing, “Grandma!”

      Iris hugged them back and said, “It’s good to see you, too. Are you ready to have a cookout with Uncle Samuel and Uncle Ryan?”

      Both children shouted enthusiastically, “Yes!”

      Both women laughed, and Iris said, “Good. Let’s go to the backyard and join them.”

      Then Iris held the door open, and Stella and the kids went through. As they did so, they all said, “Thank you.”

      Once inside, Iris led the group to the kitchen and said, “You can all head out back. I need to put this ice cream away and grab the boys’ drinks.” She took a moment to appreciate the hustle and bustle of her home, a stark contrast to the quiet that often filled it.

      “Sounds good, Mom. Come on, kids, let’s go see Uncle Samuel and Uncle Ryan,” said Stella before leading her children to the backyard.

      Meanwhile, Iris finished her task. Afterward, she joined the others, feeling a deep sense of fulfillment and happiness.

      Stepping outside, Iris was greeted by the sight of Stella engaged in a lively conversation with her brother and Ryan at the sizzling grill. The aroma of grilled meat mixed with corn on the cob wafted through the air, mingling with her grandchildren’s laughter as they raced around the backyard. A smile spread across Iris’s face as she approached the adults carrying their glasses of sweet tea. “Here you go, boys,” she said, her voice filled with affection.

      “Thanks, Miss May. I’ll take both glasses so Sammy can focus on the grill,” said Ryan with a grin.

      Iris noticed her son flipping the steaks on the grill and said, “Certainly. Here you go,” before handing him the tea. Afterward, she asked Stella if she wanted anything, but Stella declined the offer. Then Iris said, “Since you’re all here, I wanted to mention that Aunt Amelia’s eightieth birthday party is this weekend, and we’re all invited, including Ryan.”

      Samuel and Ryan looked surprised. Samuel said, “I completely forgot it was her birthday this weekend. Who’s going to be there this year?”

      “I’m not sure; I would have to call and ask. But most likely, Aunt Amelia’s great-niece Alexis, her great-nephew Jared, and potentially their partners and her staff, Edgar and Gladys, like last year.”

      “That’s not too bad then.” Samuel turned to Ryan and asked, “Are you interested in coming with me this weekend?”

      Ryan blushed as he said, “I don’t mind, as long as I’m not intruding.”

      “Nonsense,” said Iris before continuing, “Besides, Sammy’s cousins will also have their partners there. Plus, I bet Aunt Amelia will want to take a look at you.”

      “Why’s that?” asked Ryan.

      Stella laughed and said, “She’ll want to see if you’re a good fellow since Sammy’s last boyfriend was not. And give you the seal of approval.”

      Ryan’s cheeks flushed as he replied, “I see. I hope I don’t disappoint then.”

      Samuel assured Ryan, “No worries, dear. You’ll do just fine. But enough about that; the food is almost ready.”

      “Good thing. I’m starving,” said Stella before she went to round up her kids.

      “I’ll get the table ready,” said Iris before heading inside, leaving Samuel and Ryan to tend to the grill. A few minutes later, the group gathered inside and ate their dinner.
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        Present Day

        Thursday, August 29, 2024, 5:15 p.m.

      

      

      

      Jared walked up to his apartment mailbox to retrieve his mail for the day. Afterward, he relocked the mailbox and headed home.

      Walking away, Jared flipped through the envelopes. He noticed he needed to renew his car tags soon, which was always a hassle. He also saw a few late bills for the water and car payments. Jared sighed at the sight. He knew the life he and Camila had been living couldn’t continue, but he didn’t know what to do about it. The last piece of mail was a letter. How curious, he thought. Who still sends letters nowadays? Looking at the sender’s address, he realized it was his Great-Aunt Amelia. Why had she sent him a letter instead of calling him? Jared wondered as he tore open the envelope and withdrew the contents. His heart skipped when he saw it was an invitation to his great-aunt Amelia’s eightieth birthday party this weekend. He felt a mix of excitement and apprehension. He knew he should attend, but needed to figure out how to convince Camila. Knowing her, the setting wouldn’t be up to her standards. That was why he hadn’t asked her to come last year. Jared sighed as he put the letter back into the torn envelope and wondered what he would do as he finished his walk back to his apartment.

      Once inside his apartment, Jared spotted his girlfriend, Camila, sitting on their Albany Park couch, reading Cosmopolitan while drinking a glass of white wine. She hadn’t heard him come in, so he said, “Good evening, cupcake, I’m home.”

      Camila lowered her magazine and said, “Good evening, honey bun. How was work?”

      “It’s been a tough day. I only sold two cars. And we received more late bills today. We can’t keep living like this. We’re either going to have to downsize, or you’re going to have to start working.”

      Shock and disbelief covered Camila’s face as she sipped her wine before saying, “Why should I have to work? When we started dating, you said I could be a stay-at-home girlfriend while you worked and paid the bills. It’s not my fault you’re not holding up your end of the bargain.”

      Jared’s face turned red as he held in his anger. “Well, times have changed, and we might have to re-adjust our living arrangements. If we don’t start paying off some of our debt, we might end up on the streets or back at your mother’s house.”

      Camila’s face turned to disgust as she said, “We can’t return to Mama’s. I won’t allow it.”

      “Then we’re going to have to figure something out, and I think I might have a solution.”

      Camila looked intrigued as she said, “What’s your solution to our problems, honey bun?”

      Jared held up the envelope. “I got an invitation in the mail today for a party for my Great-Aunt Amelia’s eightieth birthday this weekend, and I think we should go. I know it’s not your usual scene, but I thought it would be an excellent opportunity for you to meet my family. Plus, we might be able to convince her to give us a loan until we get things back on track.”

      “Sounds promising, but where’s it supposed to be?”

      “It’s in the countryside, a picturesque estate my great-aunt owns. She’s quite well-off, and it would make a good impression if you came with me.”

      Camila’s eyes grew larger. “I see. Well, in that case, I think we should go. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and your dear aunt will loan us the money.”

      “Maybe. Who knows? But we have to head out tomorrow evening, okay?”

      “Sure thing, honey bun,” said Camila as the conversation dropped. Jared couldn’t help but feel a wave of relief and gratitude for Camila’s understanding and support.
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        Present Day

        Thursday, August 29, 2024, 5:30 p.m.

      

      

      
      Alexis sat motionless on the couch, her gaze fixed on the email that seemed to mock her hopes. She had reread the message five times, trying to convince herself it was some mistake. But deep in her heart, she knew it wasn’t. The email informed her that her scholarship for her next semester of college had been denied. Someone else had won the baking competition scholarship she had applied for. A sense of failure and fear engulfed her. How was she going to afford her classes? Doubt crept into her mind as she heard the front door open.

      Her girlfriend, Zoe, wore a dirty pair of coveralls covered in oil and grease. The color matched the dark makeup, tattoos, and piercings that covered her body. She looked tired as she closed the door and said, “Hey, babe. How was your day?”

      Alexis sighed as she said, “Not good. I just got an email saying my scholarship for next semester went to someone else instead, and now I don’t know how I’ll pay for my classes.”

      Zoe’s voice was full of sympathy as she said, “I’m sorry to hear that, babe. But we’ll think of something. When is your payment for classes due?”

      “In two weeks. It’s looking like I’ll have to get a job and take out a loan to pay for it.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, babe. I can try to work more
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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