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Chapter 1
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“What’s the plan, Mom?” Layne Ellis glanced across the car then back at the road as she drove to her grandmother’s house to begin a major downsizing project, condensing a lifetime’s worth of stuff from a five-bedroom house to fit into a one-bedroom apartment. Layne knew that at 79, Gram didn’t consider herself old but had finally been convinced by her daughters, Eleanor and Lydia, Layne’s mother, that a small apartment would be easier for her to maintain than the large house she had raised her family in. 

“You or the girls will have to distract Gram while Eleanor and I empty closets. Last weekend we barely made any progress because she wouldn’t let us get rid of anything.”

“She’s selling the house once it’s cleaned out, right?”

“Yes. And getting her to agree to that took us two years.” Lydia Ellis shook her head. “She is so stubborn.”

“How long do you think it will take us to empty it? Days? Weeks? Months?” Layne grinned, but she knew it was going to be a struggle. Gram was notorious for hanging onto everything because there was “always a chance” she “might need it”. 

“Let’s focus on one day at a time, and hope we make some headway.”

“I guarantee we’ll make some headway.” She didn’t plan to spend every weekend this summer cleaning house. She barely did that with her own condo. 

“I think we can get it ready to list in a month.”

That wasn’t what Layne wanted to hear, but her mother knew more about cleaning out a house than she, and it probably would be a month. Which meant it would take until the fourth of July until she was finally free to relax and enjoy her summer. By then Farmington, Massachusetts, where their whole family lived, should have reached a daily temp in the mid-eighties, just the way she liked it. “Okay. A month it is.”

“There’s something I haven’t told you yet, Layne.”

She guessed from the sound of her mother’s voice she wasn’t going to like whatever it was. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

“Some of the tubs and sinks are backed up.”

Tubs and sinks weren’t too bad. Some liberal applications of drain cleaner, maybe a snake or a plunger, and they would be fine. “Why didn’t Dad come today to take care of them?”

“He’s golfing with Uncle Rob.”

Naturally, Gram’s sons-in-law had had plans for today. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do. But just because Dad showed me a few tricks doesn’t make me a plumber.” She was almost afraid to ask, but figured she may as well find out the worst. “Only the tubs and sinks, right?” When her mother didn’t answer, she glanced at her, grimacing. “How many bathrooms need to be unclogged?”

“Three.”

“Ewww. Mom, that’s disgusting. What’s Gram been doing?”

“She still has one fully functioning bathroom.”

“That’s a miracle. Why hasn’t she called a plumber? She’s probably going to have to anyway, since there’s no way I’ll be able to fix all that.”

“She doesn’t want to pay for a plumber.”

“If I’m ever that cheap... No, I’m never going to be that cheap. This weekend just keeps getting better.”

“You’re a good granddaughter.” Lydia patted Layne’s arm.

“Who should never have asked Dad how to unclog a toilet when I was too young to know better.”

“There’s Eleanor’s car in Gram’s driveway.” Lydia pointed. “Thank goodness the dumpster was delivered. Why don’t you park in the street so you don’t block her in?”

“Mom, Gram isn’t going to cry today, is she? Because if she cries, it’s going to kill me.” 

“I don’t expect any tears.” Her mother smiled. “She’s ready. Or at least as ready as she can be.”

Layne eased her small Toyota SUV to the curb and turned off the ignition, looking at the house. When she was little, she thought of it only as Grampa & Gram’s big white house with a fun front porch, but she’d learned as an adult that it was properly called an American Foursquare. She and her cousins had so many happy memories in that house and she could only imagine how hard it must be for Gram to have to leave it. “You said the house needs some work, too?”

“Yes. Eleanor found someone to replace a couple of windows and do some other repairs. There’s a little rot around the foundation, and he’ll take care of that, too.”

“Is he a builder?”

“No, he’s the son of one of Eleanor’s friends, who does handyman jobs on weekends. I think she said he’s an engineer.”

Layne was thankful she’d never asked her father about window replacement. Maybe she should have gone to a trade school instead of getting her degree. But, no. Why would she want to miss out on all the fun of working in customer service? “I guess we should get inside and see where to start.”

“Be patient, Layne. This is hard for her.”

“I know and I will. But toilets, Mom? Ugh.”
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Layne heard laughter from her cousin, Alexis, as soon as they opened the front door. No matter what else happened, there would be laughter during the cleanout. They found Alexis and Riley, Layne’s other cousin and Alexis’ sister, in the kitchen with their mother, Eleanor, and Gram. Gram and Eleanor were seated at the table with empty tea cups in front of them.

Layne waved. “Hi, everybody.”

“Let’s get this party started,” Alexis Nichols said.

“Which furniture is going to be sold?” Layne looked from her mother to Eleanor to Gram.

“I’m keeping all the furniture in my bedroom,” Gram said. “The other bedroom sets can go.”

“How about the dining room and living room?” Riley Nichols asked.

“Let’s just worry about the bedrooms today. We have plenty of time,” Gram said, standing.

Layne glanced at her cousins, then her mother and aunt, and got the unspoken message. This cleanout was going to be about baby steps and she hoped a month was enough time. She gestured to Riley and Alexis. “Let’s go take some pictures to post on eStuff.”

“Lydia, did you tell Layne the drains need to be fixed?” Gram asked.

Layne heard her cousins snicker as they left the kitchen. They had been smart enough not to have asked their dad regrettable questions about plumbing. “Yes, Gram, I know about the drains. But you might have to call the –”

“Come on, Layne, let’s check the downstairs bathroom first.” Her mother took her by the arm, following Riley and Alexis into the living room.

Layne lowered her voice. “Mom, you know she’s going to need a plumber.”

“Yes, but you need to at least try.”

“Does she have a plunger?”

“I have no idea. Why don’t you check all the bathrooms and see what you’re dealing with.”

“What I’m dealing with? Thanks for having my back.”

Lydia laughed. “I’ve got to somehow empty five closets, bag up everything she doesn’t need, and get it out of here without her seeing me. Your job is easier.”

“Sure, it is. What’s Eleanor doing?”

“Distracting Gram for now. We’re taking turns.”

Layne shook her head. “Good luck. And wish me luck.” They stood outside the powder room off the hall. “I’m going in.”

“Do your best. We’re counting on you.” Lydia headed up the stairs.

Layne stepped into the room, looking around. It was the smallest bathroom in the house, with pink fixtures, possibly dating from the ‘70s, before she and her cousins were born. As a little girl she’d thought the color was cool, but since then her tastes had matured. The flowered wallpaper was peeling at the seams, and she had a sudden awful thought that it would have to be stripped before the house was listed. She’d need to make sure she was busy elsewhere that day. Maybe she could take up golfing. It seemed to be working for the men in the family.

And, of course, there was no plunger in the cabinet or anywhere in the bathroom. Just a desperate need for one, since there didn’t seem to be a drop of water in the toilet. This was going to be the most disgusting day of her life. She went up the front hall staircase to check the other bathrooms, but was no luckier in finding what she needed. She stuck her head in the bedroom where her cousins were working and saw they had pulled the mattresses and box springs off the twin bed frames and leaned them against a wall. Riley was taking photos of everything worth selling, and Alexis was looking in the closet, shaking her head.

“Your mother’s job is keeping Gram out of the way so she can’t see what’s being thrown out or given away. Maybe she’ll trade with you.” Layne grinned. If she was stuck with plunger duty, she could at least harass the other girls.

“You get to work, missy,” Riley said. “And when you finish with all that, come and help us.”

“I’m going shopping first.”

“What?” Alexis turned, frowning.

“To the hardware store for supplies. Anyone need anything?”

“How about a cleaning crew so we can all go shopping, and not to the hardware store?”

“See you later, girls.” Layne waved and headed down the hall to speak to her mother, who was in Gram’s room, tackling the closet. “I’m off to the hardware store.”

“Let me get you some money. Your grandmother has it stashed all over the house, I swear.”

“Maybe we should look under the mattresses.”

“She isn’t quite that bad. I hope.”

Layne followed her mother down to the kitchen, not ready to rule out any possibilities. Folding a crisp new fifty-dollar bill into the pocket of her cut-offs, she headed to the store and perused the plumbing aisles, hoping she’d be able to get everything at the house working. And soon. Throwing clothes into bags, either for donations or the landfill, would be a million percent better than plumbing.

Armed with gallons of drain cleaner, a snake, spare parts, and a brand-new shiny plunger, she headed back.

There was a gray pickup truck parked at the curb where her car had been and she pulled up behind it, hoping someone had already responded to Riley’s posting of the furniture for sale, along with the requested cash, muscles, and a truck.

She used the front door and put down the first load of supplies in the kitchen, then returned to her car for the rest. Donning her paper face mask and rubber gloves, she picked up what she needed and headed for the powder room, her teeth gritted with equal parts determination and irritation.

Setting everything down on the floor, she closed the door and took off the gloves to turn on her phone. Every plumber, even pretend ones, needed good tunes to work by. Putting the gloves back on, she got to work.

Half an hour later, she quietly crowned herself the plumbing princess, as both fixtures were now fully operational. And she hadn’t even needed the snake. She picked up the spray bottle of disinfecting cleaner and sprayed every inch of porcelain in the room. Grabbing a handful of paper towel, she began her attack.

Turning off her music and tucking the phone into her back pocket, she opened the door and glanced at her clothes. Her shirt and cutoffs had some wet spots, as did one of her sneakers, but it was minor. If the room had had a window she would have opened it to let in the fresh air, but with the door open the bleachy chemical smell would soon be diffused. 

She could hear voices, all coming from the second floor, and took her supplies upstairs, headed for the next bathroom. Her mother seemed to be having trouble convincing Gram that she no longer needed to keep clothes that didn’t fit, not to mention they were probably fifty years old, and she wondered where Eleanor was. She ducked into the bathroom, not wanting to get in the middle of that argument.

The old white clawfoot tub, one she’d taken a few baths in as a child, had a puddle over its drain, and she turned on the faucet and watched the puddle grow before shutting it off. No movement at all. Looking at the other fixtures, she knew this room was going to take a lot longer to whip into shape. Reading the directions on the drain cleaner, she unscrewed the cap and hoped for a minor miracle.

While the drain cleaner was doing its work, she stepped into the hallway to check on her cousins. They were in one of the spare bedrooms, both wearing Gram’s dresses over their own clothes. Layne shut the door. “What is all this? We’re playing dress up?”

“Love the mask, Layne. And your hair is this big.” Riley held out her hands.

“You smell like cleaner.” Alexis wrinkled her nose.

“Thanks for the compliments. If you need a bathroom, use the powder room, and stay away from the others. If you know what’s good for you.” She took off her gloves and tried to smooth down her curly hair, then wondered why she bothered. With hair versus humidity, humidity always won, and she pulled the gloves back on. “There’s a truck out front, and I thought somebody might be hauling away a few tons of Gram’s stuff, but nothing seems to be missing.”

Alexis’ eyes brightened. “Oh, that’s the boys doing the work on the house.”

“Hot with a capital h-o-t.” Riley said, grinning. “There are only two of them, and Alexis and I already claimed them, so you’ll have to find your own.”

Layne rolled her eyes. “I left my seduction outfit at home. Anyway, I have drains to deal with.” She gestured to their outfits. “Are you keeping those?”

Alexis looked down. “I might. Some of these are vintage.”

“Have fun. I’ll see you later.”

“Hurry up with the bathrooms. We need you to help us,” Riley said.

“Help you do what? Try on Gram’s clothes?”

“Maybe. This is kind of boring.”

“Did you expect excitement today?”

“When the guys came in, it got my hopes up.”

“Maybe when they finish replacing windows and whatever else they’re doing they can try on clothes with you.” Layne waved and headed into the hall.

“Don’t tease me, Layne.” Riley called after her.

The argument raged on in Gram’s room, and Layne continued her avoidance of that end of the hall. Back in the bathroom, she looked at the tub, wondering if any progress was being made. She knew it took time to clean out years of yukky things she didn’t want to think about, and decided to add drain cleaner to all the drains while she waited. Maybe she could go try on clothes with her cousins after that. They had always enjoyed playing dress up together as kids, and she had kind of liked the looks of the clothes the girls were wearing.

An hour later, the bathroom was fully functional, the green sink and toilet gleaming, the chemical smell somewhat improved by the open window. She eyed the color, wondering who had thought green was a good choice with the white tub, and in what decade it had been in style. If any. After seeing some of Gram’s clothes, she knew she hadn’t let trends dictate her choices, and she had to admire her for that, even if she wouldn’t have made the same choices. She shared her grandmother’s belief that life wasn’t always about pleasing others.

One more bathroom to do. Then she’d clean Gram’s bathroom, just for the heck of it. She knew her mother had suggested she have a house cleaner come in every week to help her out, but Gram had refused, not wanting “strangers” in her house. She hadn’t even wanted her own daughters doing it, telling them they had their own homes to keep up. After hearing that, Layne made the decision that she would welcome a house cleaner, stranger or not, when she was 79. Probably a lot sooner than that, if she could afford one.

After her victory over the drains she headed for Gram’s room. It was time to face whatever awaited her there. Which turned out to be one frustrated aunt, one irritated mother, and a grandmother with a mulish expression and crossed arms. Time to dust off her diplomacy skills.

“Ladies, I want all of you to go outside, sit on the patio chairs, and have a glass of lemonade. Right now.” She held the spray cleaner in one hand, the roll of paper towel in the other, and hoped she matched her grandmother’s stubborn look.

“What on earth are you wearing a mask for, Layne?” Gram asked.

“She’d be breathing in chemicals without it,” Lydia said. “She’s right. Let’s take a break.”

“I’ve cleaned the other bathrooms and yours is next, Gram. The cleaner is very strong, and you don’t want to breathe it in.”

“Well. All right, then. I am pretty thirsty.” 

Lydia mouthed, “Thank you,” to Layne, who grinned behind her mask.

“I’ll let you know when the chemical smell is gone and it’s safe to come back.” She winked at her mother, who winked back.

She whipped through the bathroom and had it clean and shiny in minutes, then looked out the window at the back yard and saw the three women walking to the chairs, carrying their lemonade.

After taking off the mask and leaving it with the other supplies in the hallway bathroom, she located her cousins.

“Your clothes are even wetter than they were before.” Alexis eyed her.

“Do you want me to tell you how your hair looks now?” Riley asked.

“No, I want you to tell me we’ve made some progress. We’re going to be here every weekend until this is done, you know.”

“That’s what Mom said, but I hoped she was kidding,” Alexis said.

“Is there anything I can take to the clothing boxes yet?” Layne looked around.

“We brought a few bags downstairs. They’re by the front door,” Riley said.

“Mom said Gram went through the bags she and Eleanor left behind last time and she took back half her clothes, so we have to get the things out of here.” Layne shook her head. “I’ll get rid of what’s there, and you can stuff bags while they’re all outside having lemonade.”

“Then we’d better get moving. Gram won’t stay out there long because she’ll be wondering what we’re getting into,” Alexis said.

“Maybe I can stuff a bag before I go.” Layne picked up a huge trash bag and headed for the closet. Shoes, clothing, blankets, linens, anything she could grab went into the bag. Her mother had said everything had to go, and Layne didn’t need to hear that twice. In minutes, she’d filled two bags, and she and her cousins carried what they had to the front door, then loaded the SUV.

“I’ll be back in a few. I hope I don’t fill the whole box with this.” There were bags filling every seat and the back of her car.

“There’s another donation box near the church if you do,” Alexis said.

Layne started the car, imagining driving all over Farmington this weekend in search of a home for Gram’s discards. And maybe not just this weekend either.
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When Layne returned, she was happy to see Gram and her guards were still in the back yard. She hurried upstairs to see what was happening and found her cousins in another bedroom, wearing yet more of Gram’s outfits.

“I’m going to pretend you aren’t wasting precious time trying on clothes instead of stuffing bags.”

“Don’t be such a grump,” Riley said.

“I spent hours cleaning bathrooms this morning. I have a right to be a grump.”

“Layne, you know I love you, but you smell like a bottle of cleaner.” Alexis grimaced. “Maybe you should put on Gram’s clothes, too.”

Layne had hoped the smell was only in her nose, but if she reeked, she needed a wardrobe change. “Fine.” She went to the closet beside her cousins and pulled out a hanger. “How about this?” It looked like it could be a dress. Old, kind of ugly, but it smelled a lot better than what she was wearing.

“That’s no good. We’ll find you something better.” Riley nudged her aside and pulled one piece of clothing after another out, shoving most of them into a bag, until she held up a black dress. “This one.”

Layne eyed it, liking the pearl buttons. “I’ll try it on.” She dropped the dress on the floor and unsnapped her cutoffs.

Alexis’ eyes widened. “Not here. The guys might walk by and see you.” She glanced into the hallway. “Go change in the bathroom.”

“Yeah, don’t be trying to steal the guys away from Alexis and me with your striptease show.”

Layne bent to pick up the dress, sighed, and headed for the nearest bathroom, closing the door behind her. Stripping off her wet and smelly shirt and shorts, she dropped them on the floor. Maybe she could throw a load of Gram’s laundry in and get hers cleaned, too. Wearing a black dress, pearl buttons or not, to clean out a house wasn’t the way she wanted to be dressed the rest of the day.

She looked in the mirror once she was all buttoned. The dress must have been from Gram’s much thinner days, fitting Layne as if it had been made for her. Short sleeved, tight at the waist, with a full skirt, it made her feel pretty. She put her hands on her hips and smoothed out the fabric. And then there was her hair... She had the wild child look going, and it didn’t coordinate with the nice dress. She pulled a hair elastic out of the pocket of her shorts, finger combed her hair, and piled it on top of her head in a twisty bun. It wasn’t a bad look, although the sneakers should have been black sandals. Maybe Gram had some in another closet. She took her clothes and went back to rejoin her cousins.

“Cinderella, you shall go to the ball.” Riley clasped her hands.

“You look gorgeous, Layne.” Alexis beamed. “Maybe you need to take some more of Gram’s dresses.”

“We don’t have time. Any minute Gram’s going to come charging up here. Well, as fast as a 79-year-old can charge, and it will be battle time again for Mom and Eleanor.”

Alexis eyed her. “Well, at least look in the bags before you dump them in the boxes next time. You really look great in that.”

“Thanks.” Layne heard her phone chirp with a text and took it out of the pocket of her shorts. “Mom said we need to do the attic, too.” She looked at her cousins. “If you have things under control here, I can start on that.”

“Go for it,” Riley said, waving her off. “We’ll bag, hide the stuff out by your car where Gram can’t see them, and keep going.”

“Have you heard from anyone about the furniture for sale?”

“No calls yet,” Riley said, checking her phone. “I hope we will tomorrow. We need to get this big stuff out of here.”

Layne agreed. Just getting one piece out would make her feel better, as if they were closer to their goal. “I’m going up.” She took her phone and headed up to the third floor. Maybe laundry would happen later, as a way to distract Gram from the inevitable next argument. Maybe it would create a whole new argument.

She flipped the switch at the bottom of the wooden stairs and looked up. The lighting in the attic wasn’t the greatest, only a few bare bulbs suspended from the ceiling, and there was only minimal natural light coming from the four small windows at floor level. The huge room was unfinished, with wooden walls, floor, and ceiling, but she loved it.

She and her cousins had played up here as kids, rain or shine. One of the most memorable times was the day they had found a knot hole in the floor and poked a broom handle through it until they heard Gram shouting from downstairs. She’d come marching up the stairs and told them to follow her and they’d looked at each other in fear, knowing they were in trouble. She led them to the bedroom that now had a pile of plaster on the floor, courtesy of the hole in the ceiling. Grampa had been there, and after Gram left to get the broom, he had smiled at the girls, ruffling the hair of one after the other, telling them they weren’t in trouble. They had returned to the attic but had never again made the mistake of poking anything into holes.

Surveying the room, she could see there was no room to play up here now, thanks to the numerous boxes, trunks, more furniture, and a full-length mirror leaning against a wall. Not to mention the cobwebs. Lots of cobwebs. Walking slowly around, she found Grampa’s cane leaning against the wall and smiled. It had the head of a duck, and she remembered how he used to make quacking sounds whenever she touched it. Her laughter had always made him laugh. She picked it up and slid her hands down the length of it, feeling more memories coming back. She saw Gram’s old dress form next, remembering when her grandmother used to sew on the old trundle machine, then pin her fabric together on the form. She raised the cane, holding it vertically in front of her, just as Grampa had shown her all those years ago.

“En garde.” she said softly.
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PARKER WESTFALL HAD left Jace to work on the rotted clapboards on the back of the house while he checked out the windows that needed to be replaced. Seeing the women come outside, he’d explained to Mrs. Halpern, the homeowner, what he was doing. Mrs. Nichols, who had hired him, told him to go inside and do whatever he had to do. He didn’t come across Riley or Alexis as he made his way to the second floor, but had heard the girls’ voices and laughter. Sounded like they were having fun.

This job wouldn’t take too much of his and Jace’s time, maybe two or three visits. The work was routine, nothing he hadn’t done many times before, which he appreciated, since it left his mind free to work through ideas for the novel he’d recently started working on. The novel was temporarily pushing aside his previous fixation, which was buying and renovating an old house. The house would remain a goal, but it was no longer his only goal, and wasn’t as mentally consuming as writing.

He knew from reading numerous articles by best-selling authors some of the difficulties he should expect to have to face as a novice, but hadn’t known he’d hit one so soon, while he was still working on the outline. He’d developed his protagonist, his main character, easily enough, then gotten stuck.

He walked the hallway to the third-floor attic while he was considering options for his protagonist’s sidekick. Every adventurer needed one. He wanted his to be a woman, and she needed to be just the right woman. He’d been appraising every woman he saw as a possible character, watching them, studying their movements, listening to their voices, in order to find the one he could model her after. Every time he considered a woman as a possibility, the word stalking had entered his mind, and he had to remind himself not to get caught staring. It had been a battle from the get-go, he was feeling discouraged, and he hoped he’d find her soon.

None of the women at the office were right, none of the women he’d come across on the street, even driving in cars near him, had been right. He’d met Riley and Alexis earlier, but they hadn’t been what he wanted, which was pure bad luck, because the opportunities to watch them had practically been handed to him. Maybe he needed to watch more TV, see if there was an actress he could use as his model.

At the base of the third-floor attic stairs, he saw the lights were on and he heard sounds coming from above. He took the steps two at a time, then stopped at the top to take in the scene. 

The attic was nearly filled with boxes and an assortment of household castoffs, but what captured his attention was the woman in the black dress, who appeared to be fencing, although he could see she wasn’t holding a sword. She was slashing and parrying as if she were fighting an opponent and not a dress dummy, but she was moving so quickly he couldn’t identify what her weapon of choice was. She hadn’t noticed him and he took advantage of his invisibility to enjoy the performance, his amazement growing as he watched her graceful moves, her lithe body a pleasure to watch.

Layne decided she’d toyed with the evil villain long enough and it was time to put it out of its misery. With a final swirl of the cane, she poked the dress form in the heart, then bowed to her worthy opponent.

“Touché, mademoiselle.” 

Startled, she turned to see a man standing at the head of the staircase. Oh, crap. She felt her face flame. Way to go, Layne. “Thank you.” She fingered the duck’s head, hoping the man would move away from the stairs so she could escape and rejoin her cousins, pretending this never happened. 

“Sorry to disturb you. I’m checking the windows. As you were.” He gestured, knowing he should do what he was there to do, but how could he, when he’d just found his protagonist’s living, breathing sidekick, sword fighting with an unarmed dummy and wearing pink sneakers with some fancy dress that looked decades older than she was? 

“Go for it.” She stepped toward him, hoping he would let her pass. Which he did, eventually. As she slipped by him and hurried down the stairs, feeling her skirt billow out around her legs, she was thankful that at least she’d changed out of her smelly clothes.

He stared after the girl. Curly blonde hair, pulled back, so possibly long, maybe shoulder-length or even longer. And dark eyes, either brown or blue, with a sweet oval shaped face. More cute than beautiful, as a sidekick should be. Maybe he’d have her prefer to wear dresses like the one she had on, instead of pants or shorts. It could create opportunities for some comedic moments and possibly romance, if he decided to go that route. 

He wondered what her name was, then guessed he didn’t need it yet. Coming back out of his head, he remembered he had a job to do, and he stepped over to check the first window, hoping to focus the majority of his mind on what he was doing, not on what he wished he were doing.

––––––––
[image: ]


WHEN LAYNE FOUND RILEY and Alexis still at it with the bags, she closed the bedroom door and leaned against it. “I can’t believe what just happened.”

Riley looked at her. “Come over here and bag while you tell us. Is that Grampa’s cane?”

“Your face is bright red,” Alexis said. “What happened? Did you poke another hole in the ceiling?”

“I was just messing around with the cane and all of a sudden there’s this guy standing in the attic watching me having a sword fight and stabbing Gram’s dress form.” She put a hand to her forehead and grimaced. “He must think I’m the family lunatic.”

“Which guy was it? Mine or Alexis’?”

“Gee, I don’t know, Riley. If I’d known it was going to be that important to you, I’d have asked him.” Layne rolled her eyes. “Tall, dark, and handsome. Does that sound like yours?”

“That’s Alexis’.”

“Don’t worry, Alexis, I didn’t try to hit on him.” She jumped when there was a knock on the door, and hoped it wasn’t tall-dark-handsome-and-Alexis’. Forcing a smile, she pulled open the door and was relieved that it was only Gram, followed by her mother and Eleanor. “Come on in and join the party.” She stepped aside. This would be a good time to escape, and she picked up a couple of bags and scurried out of the room before Gram could stop her to do another bag check. As she dragged the bags down the hall, she heard Gram’s raised voice.

“Why is Layne wearing my cocktail dress?”
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Layne filled her car for a second time with the bags her cousins had left on the curb, and headed off for another clothing deposit. She was barely able to cram the last bag in the donation box without having it fall back onto her, and knew she’d need to try a different location after this.

As she drove back to Gram’s, the skirt of her dress fluttering up to her chin because she had all the windows open, she wished they could get to the dumpster portion of the program. She looked forward to hearing the satisfying crash as all the junk was hurled in, one piece at a time, and the house was slowly emptied. Glancing at her clock, she saw it was after one. No wonder she was hungry. Probably everyone else was, too, and she wondered what was on the lunch menu. Maybe they’d get take-out, or even better, delivery. With the time they’d save, they’d get that much more stuff tossed.

Back at the curb, she stepped out of the car and heard hammering from the back yard. Hammering meant men, and she needed to avoid them. Possibly forever. Or at least until the work on Gram’s house was completed. She went in through the front door without encountering anyone. Whew. She headed up the stairs, guided by the sound of voices, some raised. It was time for another distraction.

“Who needs lunch?” She’d spoken loudly and gotten the attention of the five women in Gram’s bedroom, a tableau of trials and tribulations. Her mother looked the most grateful.

“Great idea, Layne. I think we could all use a little break. You and I can plan it.” She put her hand on Layne’s back and urged her out of the room and down the hall, pressing her other hand to her forehead. 

Layne realized she did the same thing when she was stressed, and wondered what other mannerisms she’d stolen from her mother. Already turning into her and I haven’t even hit thirty. 

“Why don’t you and I take Gram out for a quick trip to the grocery store for deli meat and rolls?” Lydia asked. “We’ll make some sandwiches and eat in the back yard.”

“Sure.” It wasn’t what she’d hoped for, but she saw the sense in it. They’d have to buy enough for tomorrow’s lunch, too.

“We can ask Parker and Jace if they want a sandwich. Why don’t you do that and I’ll ask everyone upstairs?”

That was a terrible idea. “Who are Parker and Jace?” Maybe playing dumb would get her out of it.

“They’re doing the repairs. I think they’re in the back yard.” 

“Maybe Riley and Alexis can ask them. Since I have to change into my clothes.” My smelly, damp, disinfectant covered clothes.

Lydia looked at her. “That dress looks really nice on you. Are you
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