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Schuyler

“Lia.” Three times, I’ve called my daughter, who is moving slower than a baby turtle this morning. “We’re going to be late.” Again. Ugh! If only I could sleep. All night, hell, every night, the silence keeps me awake. The hum of the refrigerator or dishwasher are the only sounds I hear. The monotonous tones unfortunately don’t qualify as a lullaby. There are no sounds of my husband snoring or breathing beside me. He’s gone and has been for longer than I care to admit. Moving on has proven difficult for a plethora of reasons.

“Coming. These shoes aren’t workin’ today.” She’s five going on twenty-five with ringlets curls and a sweet smile. Her footwear is the only choice she’s allowed based on school dress code. Technically, her shoe options are narrowed to two.

I usher her into the garage, and we set off for school. The drop-off lane is awful. Could she take the bus? Yes, but it would mean dragging my angel out of bed at least thirty minutes earlier. Not going to happen for her... or me. 

“Good morning, Mrs. Hutton. Miss Ophelia,” Mrs. Pritchard greets us. 

“Love you, Mama.”

“Love you more, ladybug.” I chose the endearment because the red insect symbolizes good luck and protection. Our lives haven’t been easy. We both could use every ounce of those attributes as we can get.

Lia waves and skips into the building. My little girl has coped with losing her father better than I have losing my husband. I’m sure her age plays into it. Silas appeared to be my true love and partner in life. He was ripped away from us too soon. The pain in my heart hasn’t dulled despite the passage of a few years. I’ve fended off date requests politely. Will moving on destroy the memories of Silas? No. Will the loneliness dissipate? I hope so. What am I afraid of? These questions keep me up at night and have since I learned his truth.

While I swim in my thoughts, I drive to Celt headquarters for a meeting with my siblings. The company was founded by my grandfather, Sumner Soren. Our relationship is in flux now. 

Baldwin and Cecile Soren née Westwood had five children—one son and four daughters. Soon before my brother Lexington’s wedding, we learned neither of our parents was faithful. After my sisters and I lashed out at our brother because he’s now in charge, we submitted to DNA testing. Only two of us are offspring of Baldwin and Cecile, my sister Sera and Lex. 

Ellery, Waverly, and I are not full siblings. The biological fact led to turmoil with our family trust. Otherwise, I don’t care who our parents are. Based on his estate plan, Baldwin was aware Ellery and I were not his daughters sooner than the rest of us. The truth is, Baldwin likely knew after Ellery’s arranged marriage to Michael Lange but before I became Silas’s wife. Lex was supposed to submit to the same arrangement with a preselected debutante from a list Cecile prepared. The notion is antiquated if you ask me. Instead, he proposed to Keeley, and they fell in love. While it started out as a marriage of convenience, it became what I thought I had with my husband. A bond of love and fidelity, much the opposite of Cecile and Baldwin’s union.

Old money is an apt description for the Soren family. Celt Industries is a multinational shipping company. Sumner built it from the ground up. While doing so, he managed to exemplify what a stable marriage looks like. 

Sumner and Collette had an epic love story. They met in high school and stayed together while my grandfather honorably served our country. Their letters are romantic and poignant. Nana was keen to share their contents, minus the spicy bits, before her death. Their bond was what classic romances are made of. I yearn for the same type of connection for myself. Maybe one day. Aside from their mutual love of movies and each other, they were truly friends. Their friendship carried them through many tough times, including the tragic loss of two children at once and a hostile takeover attempt of Celt Industries. A blaring horn pulls my mind from thoughts of my grandparents to the red light ahead. 

I gained access to a trust fund when I turned thirty. I fulfilled the terms of graduating college and being gainfully employed to manage it free and clear. Baldwin’s—I don’t know what to call him anymore—death made it clear myself nor Ellery were going to inherit anything more. Waverly is a bit more complicated as she isn’t thirty yet. I’m not upset or surprised. Other than purchasing my home outright, I haven’t spent any of my mother’s husband’s money. 

I enter the building and navigate to Lex’s office. 

“Good morning, Mrs. Hutton,” Andrew greets me. He’s my brother’s perfect assistant. I don’t know him well, but he’s always dressed perfectly, polite and professional. Let’s not forget handsome and charming for someone other than me.

“Hello. Please call me Sky.” I twist my wedding band around my finger. Removing it has been impossible for me, but doing so will allow me to move on. The outward sign tells anyone and everyone where I am in my relationships. Unavailable.

He acknowledges my request and adds, “Lex is in the conference room with Sera and Waverly.” 

“Thank you.” I walk down the plush carpeted hall and join them. 

“You look tired,” Sera states while hugging me. Sera is newly engaged to Ashton. He proposed in London a few weeks ago. They are hoping to be married within a year.

“Nice to see you too.” The edge in my response is unmistakable.

She purses her lips. “My words are meant with love and concern.”

My shoulders drop. “I know. I’m fine.” 

Waverly playfully shoves Sera out of the way. Her auburn hair cascades around her face. Her normally piercing green eyes are puffy and seem to hint at a bout of crying already this morning. She recently graduated with a degree in Data Policy from Georgetown and moved back to Mystic Cove. She’s living in Sera’s loft above her new business venture. “It’s been too long.”

My youngest sister offers the best hugs. I’m not sure where she gained the skill. It certainly wasn’t from our mother. Cecile Soren is the only thing we have in common. It doesn’t matter who my father is. Baldwin didn’t mistreat me, and frankly, my mother’s lover is not someone I wish to know. Could I be persuaded to find my biological father? Probably not.

“It has. How are you settling in?”

Wave tilts her head wistfully. “I’m readjusting. The pace is significantly different than DC. Not even the tourist season bustle compares.”

“Understood.” Andrew forgot to mention another key person in the room. Lex has his two-month-old daughter, Evangeline, strapped to his chest in a carrier. We shortened her name to Lanie. Lex and the Celt board were able to change the succession rules. The modification allows this wee one to run the Soren empire one day, but only if she so chooses. 

My heart squeezes seeing my brother as a father. The sight also brings sadness bubbling to the surface. I never wanted Lia to be an only child. I intended to try for a second child soon after I had Lia, but a sibling wasn’t in the cards. I clamped my eyes closed to stave off tears and refocus on the happy baby in the room. Lanie is too young to determine if she looks like my brother or his gorgeous wife, Keeley. Either way, my newest niece will be a stunner.

“Hi, Sky. Thanks for coming,” Lex states while I steal Lanie from him.

“Baby snuggles are all that’s required.” Holding my niece reminds of the most joyful times in my life with Lia especially since Silas wasn’t around.

My brother feigns disappointment. “What about me?”

I smile. “I like you too, but she’s why I’m here.”

He frowns. “You didn’t know I would have her with me today.” Lex and Keeley are working on a daycare plan. They aren’t against a nanny per se, but they want to be as hands-on as possible. Both have rearranged their schedules to allow full days at their respective jobs without their daughter in tow. Then they swap. Obviously, his sisters don’t mind one bit. 

I shrug and snuggle her instead. A few minutes later, Ellery rushes into the conference room.

“Sorry, I’m late. I would make up an excuse, but I overslept plain and simple.” Ellery, who is blonde to my brunette and thin, is nearing the end of a nasty divorce with her husband Michael. He’s dragging his feet because the prenuptial agreement he required before the marriage included an infidelity clause. He broke it, and Ellery refuses to capitulate to his request to nullify the terms. She has done her best to keep her kids, Wes and Cora, isolated from the drama. 

“No problem. Let’s get started,” Lex states. “Sera and I asked you here today to discuss the trust and Sumner’s recent health scare.”

Sumner suffered a mild heart attack a few weeks ago. He’s home now with a nurse who checks on him daily. Grandfather refused to go to a rehabilitation center even for a day. He gruffly announced he would use his money freely so he could return to the compound. I don’t blame him one bit. He has amassed generational wealth for this family. I would make the same choice.

Lex continues, “As you know, I was required to marry and have a son to inherit Celt Industries. After some corporate decisions, we removed the requirement that my first-born child be a boy.” My niece coos at exactly the right moment. “The remainder of the estate was left to Sera as the other full Soren.”

My brother doesn’t mean anything by the language. He’s simply stating facts. We’ve had almost two years to deal with our new reality. The biological facts don’t matter to any of us. We’re family. I’m grateful for my trust and the fact it won’t be taken away despite my lack of use. Ellery is in the same position. Waverly is my only concern. She made choices for her life based on the terms of the trust, believing she would gain access. I don’t know what she might have changed, but it’s unfair.  

“I’m on my own?” Waverly asks aloud as if hearing it for the first time. Maybe she is, or she simply buried the details while finishing school.

Sera reaches out and covers her hands. “We, Lex and I, intend to find a legal path for you to inherit at least the same amount as the initial Soren trust. You relied on Cecile’s word to your detriment.” I agree our youngest sister should get the same in her trust. I offered to pitch in during earlier discussions. 

“Thank you.” Her shoulders sag as relief floods her body.

Lex adds, “We don’t know how long the process will take, but please know, we’re working on it. The last topic to discuss is whether any of you desire to learn who your biological fathers are. From mother’s own admission, we believe the three of you are from two affairs.”

I speak up first. “I have no plan to find my father. Perhaps my belief is unfounded, but if he truly is aware of my existence, then fine. I harbor no ill will toward him. I would prefer not to add more fuel to the fire of hatred I hold for our mother. If she shared my existence with her affair and he didn’t look for me, my position strengthens: I don’t want to know him at all.”

“At this moment in my life, I’m with Sky. I don’t wholeheartedly believe Cecile was forthright. Either way, I lack the bandwidth to add another fishing expedition right now.” Ellery shares her opinion.

“Understood. Wave?” Lex meets her gaze. 

Our youngest sister is shell-shocked. I don’t blame her. Not even the cutest peep from my niece in my arms lightens her demeanor. 

Before Wave mutters a word, there’s a light knock on the door. 

A gorgeous, tall, charming man in the form of Aidan Finn steps into the room. As if I need more reminders of Silas today. Not only was he one of my husband’s unit mates, but he’s also Keeley’s older brother. I would be remiss not to mention he was there when Silas died and offered immense support.

“I came to steal away with my niece,” he states to Lex.

Inwardly, I frown. Other than the tidbits of information from our interactions, I don’t know much about him. His pillow-soft lips are something I hold close to the vest. While fantastic, the kiss was a moment of weakness for me. I don’t see myself with another military man either, if I were interested in dating at all.

Aidan approaches me. “Hey.” His voice is deep and quiet. He unsettles me. Interest in Aidan is a bad idea.

After our lengthy conversation over the last Christmas holiday, we have seen each other a few times. I rise from the chair with Lanie in my arms. “Are you leaving? Do you want her in the carrier?”

He looks left, then right. “Sure. I’m going to hang out at the house until Keeley is finished for the day.”

Part of me wonders how he has time for uncle duty, but I don’t press him. I appreciate auntie snuggles during this meeting within my workday. I buckle her in and zip the cover. 

“Thank you, Schuyler.” A shiver runs down my spine. My full name in his deep, baritone voice is mesmerizing. My attraction to him will pass. Right? It has to. 

“Of course,” I mumble. 

Aidan grabs the diaper bag from Lex and disappears as quickly as he arrived.  

“Wave?” Lex calls her name again.

“I need to consider my position. Learning who my father is could make my life better but also worse. I’m not ready to decide today.”

Lex crosses over to our youngest sister and offers her a hug. She accepts. “When you’re ready, let me know. I’ll have Blackthorne Security investigate discreetly. You can be aware of the details and determine if you wish to take action.”

“Thank you.”

We exit the conference room and head our separate ways—Ellery down the hall to her office and me a few floors up to mine.

Before the elevator arrives, Sera rushes beside me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I sensed some tension when you arrived.”

“Didn’t sleep well, and Lia had issues with her shoes this morning.” A partial truth. Aidan’s unexpected appearance rattled me a bit more. My reasons are wishy-washy at best. It’s unfair for me to only see the fact he was with Silas. Aidan is retired now. Yet, I can’t bring myself to give him a chance.

“See you at the wreath laying and parade?” 

“Lia and I will there.”

Seemingly satisfied with my answer, Sera leaves for her store. Sera runs Seaside Books and is expanding to a book bar across the street. I’m excited for her. Can’t wait to see her idea come to fruition. She also recently gained a fiancé.

I plop into my office chair and begin my day. I work in HR for Celt. For the most part, our employees are paid well and stick around for years. I’m not opposed to admitting my job is cushy.
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Aidan

The time with family, both actual and found, has been completely worth not seeking employment since my retirement. With my adorable niece in tow, I added a stop at my mom’s memory care facility. Until last year, I served in the military, mostly overseas. I have two sisters and one brother. My sisters were supposed to help care for our mother. Fionola hasn’t lifted a finger for our family since her marriage. Keeley, whose cute-as-a-button daughter I’m watching for a bit today, sold her business in Maine and relocated to fill the role. She also stepped up to assist our younger brother, Cian, who is autistic. He lives in a home for similarly situated guys in town. He’s thriving with a job and community service projects with her guidance. Now, Keeley has two cafés, a doting billionaire husband, and a baby.

With Lanie in her carrier, I lock my SUV and approach the stucco building with colorful landscaping.

“Good morning. Can you direct me to Cara Finn?”

The receptionist smiles at Lanie. “Your daughter is beautiful.” The statement is a gut punch. Maybe someday. When I chose to serve my country, I decided a family would be a later-in-my-life endeavor. Was it wise? In hindsight, I’m not sure. The only benefit I see is my net worth. I haven’t spent any money during my military career outside of the basic cellphone and limited wardrobe. I didn’t buy a car until I retired. My salary and bonuses grew exponentially over the last two decades. 

Rather than correct the gray-haired woman, I accept the compliment and wait for her to share my mom’s location. 

She says, “Cara is in the kitchen.”

Interesting. “Thank you.” I step away and walk toward the commercial-grade space. My mother was a housekeeper and cook for the Soren family before her Alzheimer’s made working impossible. While our mother was caring for their household, my sisters developed relationships with the Soren siblings. As the oldest, I didn’t spend any time with them. Boot camp for me and boarding school for her prevented me from meeting Schuyler until much later at a tragic moment in her life. I wasn’t aware of her relationship with my mother’s former employer due to her marriage. 

I push away my thoughts about the stunning brunette and refocus on today. When Mom was first diagnosed, Keeley and I had a conference call to develop a plan. I offered to leave the service, but my youngest sister refused. She suggested walking away would be foolish so close to retirement. She was correct. I’m grateful for her resolve and adamance to finish out my career. 

With Lanie’s carrier tucked into my side, I locate the kitchen. If my mother is cooking, she’s having a good day. At this point in her disease, they are few and far between, but they’re a blessing as well. 

She looks up from the workstation and smiles when I enter the commercial-grade space. “Aidan. You’re back.”

I move beside her and greet her. “Hi, Mom. What are you making today?”

“Pishposh. These cookies can wait until after I snuggle my granddaughter.” It’s unclear if she realizes Lanie isn’t mine partly because I usually bring her to visit. Overall, my relationship to Lanie doesn’t matter much. My mother recognized her granddaughter today. Lucidity is a huge plus in my book.

This space has a small nook with bench seating. She washes her hands and sits expectantly waiting to hold Lanie. 

I unbuckle the tiny girl and place her into my mom’s arms. She doesn’t object to me keeping my hands beneath her head and bottom for safety. 

I watch the pride and joy dance on my mother’s face. Mom checks out her little fingers and caresses her cheek. She met Lanie before today, but Mom seems intent on studying her features again nonetheless. My heart cracks when reality hits me. She may not recall meeting her. Her disease is cruel and nonlinear. She can remember a person but not who they are relationship-wise in a blink.

A wide grin appears on her face. “What are you up to these days?”

“I’m on a break of sorts. I retired from the military a little over a year ago. I intended on taking at least six months to travel and reintegrate myself into society.”

“Sounds lovely.”

“The time has been. So much so, I’ve exceeded my initial plans.”

Mom sets her hand on my forearm. “Do what makes you happy, if you can. Life’s too short not to.”

A wave of sadness crashes over me. I haven’t truly considered what I wanted in quite some time. I put everyone ahead of me, from my family to my unit mates and their wives. Schuyler falls into the last category. Our relationship is a tangled mess. If I’m being honest with myself, I want to remain available for my sister and her extended family and work on building one of my own. 

My dating game is rocky at best. A problem for another day. My phone vibrates in my pocket.

“Ready to bake more?” I ask my mom.

She nods, then kisses Lanie’s forehead. I place her back in the carrier. She drifts off to sleep. “Can you stay a bit longer?”

“Yes. I need to tell Keeley though.”

My mom shrugs and returns to the counter. Gina enters the kitchen to check on her as well.

“Hello, Aidan.”

I nod, and she speaks to my mom. I tune out their conversation and pull out my phone.

Keeley: I’m home. Where are you? 

Aidan: Do you not trust me with my niece?

Keeley: I do, but I was expecting you to be here already.

Aidan: Sorry, we’re fine. We stopped to visit Mom.

Keeley: No problem. See you later.

It’s great my mom is baking, but I’m prepared for it to end abruptly as it usually does. Thankfully, she’s able to remove the cookies from the oven before she tires. 

“Can you wash these, son?” Her question is as quiet as a mouse. 

“Of course.” I glance at Gina. 

She approaches. 

I whisper. “Lanie will need to eat soon. Can you escort my mother back to her room while I do this?”

Gina agrees. “I’ll walk with you, Cara.”

Mom hugs me and looks over at her youngest granddaughter. A pang of regret hits me again. Should I have found a wife sooner so my mother could meet my children? Does my sister Fionola have kids now? Instead of stewing in my head, I roll up my sleeves and finish the batch by placing them to cool. One perk of being a housekeeper’s child is the ability to clean anything and, at least for Keeley and I, to bake decadent treats. At a minimum, I can tidy this space before lunch. I plate the cooled cookies and wash the wire racks.

As I dry the last one, Lanie starts crying. I check the time and decide to feed her here and then bring her home. After her lunch, I exit the building and drive to Keeley’s.

I pull through the gate of my sister’s massive residence. During my first visit, I was taken aback. After learning about Lex’s wealth, the security provisions make sense.

I raise my hand to knock on the door, and it swings open. 

“About time!” my sister scolds.

I frown and step inside. “So you don’t trust me?”

Keeley shakes her head. “I do, but I miss her.”

“She is amazing.”

A magnificent smile materializes on her face. “How’s Mom?”

I recap our visit. 

“Wonderful. I love when she’s lucid.”

Touching her upper arm, I add, “Me too.” While finishing my career was the correct choice, I harbor guilt over remaining overseas. “What else do you have on tap for today?”

She shrugs. “I need to run payroll and order supplies for the Lyme Bay location. I’ll do it when she goes down for her afternoon nap. You?”

“I may stop by to see Cian, then go for a run.” 

“He’s working today.” 

Damn! “There’s always tomorrow.”

My sister tilts her head. She has the innate ability to be aware when something is off with me or Cian despite the age gap in both directions. “You good?”

“Of course.” Bald-faced lie. 

“When you’re ready to talk, let me know.” 

I hug her and head to my apartment, which is above her Mystic Cove location. Keeley didn’t have the heart to rent it out, so I moved in. My monthly bill is substantially below market value, meaning I pay for my utilities. In her opinion, the amount is too much. 

I climb to the second floor and toss my keys on the island. I’ve made changes over the last year to the loft space. I love my sister, but her decorating style is too bright and cheerful for me. I toned down her bold colors for muted gray and navy. 

Before long, I’m pounding the pavement toward the center of this seaside town. There are two unique shopping areas. The one near the drawbridge boasts boutiques, an indie bookstore, and an ice cream parlor. The town comes complete with small-town events like holiday parades and lighted boat races. 

I’ve lived around the world, including Japan, Italy, France, and Hawaii. The community in this area is amazing in its own right. The locals are nice and willing to foster a sense of togetherness at every turn. 

As I make my way down a side street, Michel, a chef from the highly rated restaurant, claps as I run by. He’s former military and moved on to culinary school. The option crossed my mind. The main difference is Michel served four years. College at forty seems crazy to me. I shake my head and wave him off. His laugh chases me down the narrow lane. 

One foot in front of the other, I focus on extending my distance for today. Typically, my distance is between six and eight miles. Today’s goal is ten. I haven’t run this far since an in-country race during my last deployment. 

Left.

Right.

Left.

Right.

I force the thoughts of Silas away as soon as they
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