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	No One Loves You More

	 

	

	 

	 

	WILLOW

	 

	One moment of courage destroyed my life.

	A moment. 

	Only one. 

	Three hundred and sixty-seven days were spent wishing for another chance.

	It’s so hard being in a world without my sweet boy. 

	No more hugs. 

	No more kisses. 

	No more I love yous. 

	I miss my precious angel every single day. 

	Living without him is the hardest thing I ever had to do.

	But I keep trying. 

	One breath at a time. 

	One day at a time. 

	My heart is broken, but I keep waking up every day and trying again. That should count for something. 

	 

	DEAN 

	 

	I like my whiskey. 

	I love my family. 

	And being a bachelor worked for me until it didn’t. 

	I tried my hand at being settled. 

	It didn’t take. 

	I was getting back to a quiet life when Willow arrived to rent a cottage on my estate. 

	I don’t have a problem managing billion-dollar companies, but I’m acting like a college kid with a crush.

	It hasn’t been twenty-four hours, and I’m buying her a house. That’s damn ridiculous by anyone’s standards. 

	Willow is grieving. We had a falling out early on, but she needed a safe place. Everything forward is to give her one. 

	 

	 

	


	 

	Willow Lambert 

	 

	

	 

	 Portland, Maine

	 

	The building’s stone façade seemed excessively bright. It should’ve been like any other building near Hoyt Street, but it seemed different. It certainly felt different. 

	We were across the street by the wrought iron gates. Claudia’s voice was echoing. She wanted to get through to me, but my regrets had already weakened my soul.

	The sunlight felt cruel and unforgiving, so I was doing my best not to collapse on the pavement. Shallow breaths didn’t help. A moment of courage destroyed my life.

	That night kept playing like a movie on rewind. Backtracking wouldn’t change anything. All I remembered was being tired. Claudia’s words still sounded muffled, and I kept looking at the building. No one went in or out. 

	“Why is the door so cheerful? Cobalt blue. It gives the place a welcoming vibe. It’s very deceiving.” 

	“Darling, it’s the Medical Examiner’s office. I doubt they’ve taken anyone’s preference in mind. You don’t have to go in. I’ll sign the consents and releases.”  

	A bone-rattling sigh caused tremors. My body was giving warning signals. I hadn’t slept or ate anything in days. My needs weren’t important. Talking about it was painful, but I took a deep breath. “I’ll go. I need to do it.” 

	“You don’t. We won’t be viewing them. That’s done at the funeral home. We’ll make arrangements there.” 

	“I don’t care where Nathan ends up. I will never lay eyes on him again. Nathan is not getting a service.” 

	Claudia replied. “That would be your choice, but it’ll lead to more questions. The news didn’t say much.” 

	“We’re living this nightmare every day. We know how awful it is, but everyone keeps asking. What happened? Why would Nathan do that? What caused the crash? What business is it of theirs? I didn’t announce anything. I didn’t play victim in hopes of getting sympathy. I didn’t say anything. Not one word. My heart was ripped from my chest, and no one has mastered the art of minding their business. No one has the decency to give us privacy.” 

	“Nathan was well-known. His connections or lack of won’t take away from the kind of husband he was to you.”

	A sob broke free. I silently cried and then angrily wiped my tears. “Nathan ruined all the good. He broke me. My soul was stripped and ripped away. All my joy, my entire reason,” my voice faded, and I fought to hold in the pain. 

	One moment of courage. 

	Just one. 

	Nothing will ever be the same. 

	My feelings came out calmly. “I don’t care what anyone says. I don’t care what the reports say or what the stations release. Nathan is undeserving of grace. He shouldn’t be forgiven. Nathan shouldn’t get mercy.”   

	A gut-wrenching sob ripped through me. Heartbreaking tears kept silently falling with Claudia holding my hand.

	More tears spilled and my voice shook with anguish. “Why was he speeding? Why didn’t he buckle our son in?”  

	Claudia released a tearful sigh. “Nathan was drunk. Rational thinking wasn’t involved.” 

	“We argued. Nathan knew I was leaving him. He knew. I had been packing all night,” my voice wavered and then stopped completely. Everything came back in vivid detail.

	The stormy night.

	The angry words. 

	The terrible emotions.  

	My confession came out as a whisper. 

	“I wanted to be careful. I couldn’t drive tired. I wanted to take a nap before getting on the road. I remember being tired. I only slept a little while. Why didn’t I stay awake? I should’ve stayed awake. I would’ve heard Nathan leave.”  

	Claudia firmly said no. 

	She repeated it again for good measure. 

	“My son was a jackass. His father spoiled him, and I did too. You’re right. Everyone made life easy for Nathan. Since blame is being placed. You should direct most of it my way. My grandson was with me. Nathan came in around two in the morning. I didn’t know my grandbaby was gone until his car peeled out the driveway. Willow, it’s not your fault. Nathan Junior was with me. He was at my house. We didn’t know his father would do this.”

	“You didn’t have to know! I should have! I should’ve known! I’m his mother! I should’ve been there to protect him! I want my son! I need him! I can’t live without him! Nathan killed my son! Claudia! He killed my sweet boy!”

	My knees went weak. I wasn’t expecting my mother-in-law to help me. I collapsed against the wrought iron gate. 

	Nathan Junior was my world. My everything. More gut-wrenching sobs came with awful clarity. My son was my only reason for existing, now, he was never coming back. 

	 

	***

	 

	Shock spiraled into anger and then cycled back to grief. Everything was blurry until the funeral. Nathan’s death had garnished attention. Everyone wanted to be there. They needed to say they had been. They couldn’t wait to tell people they had a glimpse of Nathan’s wealthy widow. 

	My mourning veil’s lace couldn’t block everything, and their words of comfort weren’t directed toward me. 

	People were at the funeral because tragic situations were a form of drama. The single, desperate women were the worst. Nathan had sex with most of them. Some looked smug. Others had the decency to look guilty.

	 They all tried to hide behind embarrassing whispers, but they weren’t being discreet about their gossip. They wished someone rich would have married them. They missed their chance with my husband. 

	It might be a try, try, try again situation.

	 Or not. 

	I didn’t care about their opinions. I was a great mom, and I was a good wife. I honored my vows and stayed faithful, hoping it would get better. It didn’t. It never did. 

	Nathan had the time of his life when he was alive. My husband shouldn’t have been behind the wheel that night. He didn’t even love our son enough to buckle him in. The preliminary autopsy report said Nathan Junior didn’t feel the impact. How would they know? Maybe they hoped it would ease my pain, but it only made my grief worse. 

	Returning to the present wasn’t any better than replaying that terrible night again and again. My life was nothing but heartache, and I was always grieving. Always. 

	 Nathan’s casket was ignored and his picture wasn’t turned where I could see it. Everyone should’ve been grateful for that because my words would have held true. His casket would’ve toppled, and one of his many girlfriends, mistresses, or whoever could’ve jumped on in.

	Nathan was still undeserving of grace. My tears weren’t for him. He wasn’t getting forgiveness in this life or the next. I will never lay eyes on Nathan again. Never. 

	The church service and the funeral were for my son. Blessings and prayers were said, but I didn’t find comfort in the words. 

	“Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.” 

	The pastor reached the part about coming from the ground and returning to it. I was finished with it all. 

	They couldn’t possibly fathom my grief. I walked past everyone in the front row. Sympathy wasn’t needed. 

	I kept walking, leaving the crowd, and useless words behind. My son was all I had, nothing else mattered.  

	My walked through the cemetery quickly turned into wandering. I stayed lost in my sorrow until my black lace gown felt unbearably heavy. Grief kept weighing on me, and every step felt exhausting. I stopped to push back my mourning veil and then continued along the gravestones.

	Unshed tears were in my eyes. Broken sobs were kept in and anguishing cries were held in too. I wandered away from the cemetery at some point, but it took time to get to the house, well, it wouldn’t be mine much longer. 

	Million dollar homes sold quickly in the neighborhood. 

	I didn’t care about Nathan’s will either. It was only money. I would give every cent to see my little boy again. 

	My black lace gown swept the ground on my way up the stone steps. The huge house was empty now. Claudia paid a company to move everything. I didn’t want to part with any of Nathan Junior’s things, but I kept what was most important. Claudia donated the rest. She insisted a shrine at her house wouldn’t change what was, what would always be. 

	My son died. 

	My sweet boy was gone.  

	Time was spent in Nathan Junior’s room. My all went into remembering my precious angel. I wanted to hear his laughter, and I tried through painful memories. Every moment of my life with him came with heartbreak. 

	I ran myself ragged, circling the room. My vision blurred, my knees went weak, and I collapsed in a broken heap. Tears came in a calm storm. The dam broke completely with my cheek pressed against the wooden floorboards. My cries for my son turned into broken wails. 

	Nothing could soothe my deep hurt. I kept crying until my lungs burned, but the pain wouldn’t let me be. 

	I finally crawled toward the door only to trip over my lace gown. Tumbling into the hall came with more crying. 

	 Being in the house was overwhelming, but leaving it meant my old life ended. It was time to say goodbye.

	More stumbling happened on my way down the hall. Our bedroom was skipped. All the other women had my husband’s time. They received his love and laughter. I was given angry words and complaints about work.  

	There was one more room to visit. 

	I hated the study, but I couldn’t leave without seeing it. 

	Angry tremors happened on my way downstairs. My mother-in-law was waiting in the study. Claudia’s red rimmed eyes probably matched mine. She was mourning too, but I didn’t find comfort in that either. 

	Tears were streaming down her face. Claudia quickly wiped them away. She sniffled more and then spoke. 

	“I knew you would be here. Your life had revolved around this place since the day you married my son.”  

	Claudia went to the liquor cabinet to pour scotch. 

	I glanced at the dark wood and all the masculine furnishings. “I hate this room. Claudia, I hate it. I hate this room and everything in it. I absolutely hate it.” 

	“No one is faulting you for that,” she offered a whisky glass. “Knock it back. Take the edge off.” 

	There was no edge. Grief was the entire thing. Living in a world without my son came with a terrible feeling. It was the pain of knowing my life would go on without him. 

	My words came out in a hoarse whisper. 

	“I wouldn’t wish this pain on anyone. Not any living soul. It hurts too much. It’s killing me.” 

	“It’ll always hurt,” Claudia wiped away more tears. She gathered her strength to take a shaky breath. “My grandbaby was my world. He was taken too soon.” 

	Her words didn’t need to be acknowledged. Our intense grief proved it. My heart was failing. I couldn’t go on. 

	“I’ll die.” I said with certainty. “I will. I’ll die.” 

	Claudia tearfully spoke, “A part of you died the night the State Police came knocking. You’ve been losing parts ever since. The grief will keep chipping away at you. Bit by bit. I won’t tell you how to grieve or how long to grieve. Nathan is dead. He’s gone. Don’t let him take you too.” 

	Claudia waited until my whisky was finished. 

	She poured us another. “You want to die because your only reason for staying is gone. No one is expecting you to be mentally sound. No one is asking you to be perfect.”

	Perfect. 

	Claudia used that word because I had always been incredibly perfect. Nathan was cruel and unloving near the end, but I kept going with gentle redirection, waiting until he was calm or apologizing when I shouldn’t have. 

	Guilt kept gnawing at my insides. Everything was my fault. My thought was said out loud. 

	“I should’ve stayed.” 

	“He was escalating. You made the right choice to go.” 

	“One moment of courage changed my life.”  

	“My son’s decisions caused this. Not yours.” 

	“I should’ve stayed.” 

	“You would’ve died.” Claudia said. “Being married to my son was slowly killing you. He took away your smile. Your laughter. You got it back with Nathan Junior, and this asshole went and took him too. You want to trade places with my grandbaby. I want to too, but we can’t. The crash already happened. We can’t do anything but cry.” 

	I sobbed in anguish, and Claudia cried until she could pull it together again. Her grief-stricken face looked pale. Claudia’s hair looked grayer. Everything was taken its toll on her. I cared. Truly and deeply cared, but I couldn’t hug her and promise to do better. It would’ve been a lie. 

	Claudia sighed, “Willow, don’t let him win. Don’t.” 

	Winning. There weren’t any winners. We were left to live in a world where everything was taken from it. There was no way to get the missed kisses or say our goodbyes. 

	Whisky was sipped while looking at Nathan’s collection case. He used to clean it religiously. Nathan put hours and hours of craftsmanship into each tiny ship. The collection was his pride and joy. Nathan cared about miniature ships more than his own family. More than his own son. 

	I drained my whisky glass and threw it. The crystal shattered, but the case barely had a scratch on it.

	 I shook my head, feeling helpless. I was left with nothing, but Nathan’s prized possession was still standing. 

	Claudia sighed again. “Darling, you had the right idea, but you went about it the wrong way.” She yanked the signed Louisville Slugger off the wall. “This will fix it.” 

	Claudia grabbed the whisky on her way to me. 

	I wasn’t much of a drinker, so I should’ve been feeling effects from the two glasses prior. She offered the bottle. I quickly took huge sips. Claudia took the whisky bottle. She held out the Louisville Slugger. I took it, so she sat in a chair to pour more scotch into her glass. 

	“My asshole son ended his life, and he took my grandbaby with him. Willow, Nathan killed your son. You’ll never get the chance to tell him how you feel.” 

	The truth hurt, and my eyes filled with tears, but I didn’t cry more because it wouldn’t make a difference.

	 I had always kept it together where anyone could see. Everyone else’s needs always came first. Their comfort was most important. I had always smiled through it. 

	I was a great mom. 

	A loving mom. 

	A good wife.

	I had always been perfect.  

	Claudia wasn’t expecting perfect from me, this time. She wanted my pain to bleed out, but I was too afraid. 

	Claudia was still staring. 

	“None of this is being said out of spite. You’ve been holding in all that pain. Your breakdown days ago, well, that lasted only a second. You went right back to going through the motions. You were never one to lash out, but maybe you should. It’s alright to be angry. Let it out.” 

	“No. I can’t. I won’t. Grief is private. There’s no comfort in anyone seeing my pain. There is no peace in knowing Nathan Junior is in a better place.” 

	Tears kept spilling down Claudia’s cheeks. 

	“Peace won’t come for us, not for a while yet, if ever. You’ll never get to see your precious little boy again. You won’t get to kiss him goodnight. You won’t get to sing him lullabies. Nathan Junior is gone. Willow, he’s gone. You won’t get any more hugs. There are no more I love yous.” 

	I covered my mouth and cried more, but my tears wouldn’t change a thing. My son was dead, and I was alone. My hands trembled while gripping the baseball bat. 

	“He’s gone! Willow! Your baby is gone! You should be mad! Be fucking livid! Get angry! Get fucking angry!” 

	Claudia’s screams turned into distressing sobs, and I felt the moment my grief became completely unbearable. My heart was shattered, but something broke deep inside. 

	A calm and then intense justifiable rage. 

	My hands stopped trembling.

	 The Louisville Slugger was held firm during the first swing. Shattered glass fell in sheets, but I kept swinging at the collection case again and again. My sobs grew louder with the wood creaking from the impact, but I kept smashing the collection case to bits. I tore it down until my arms were sore, and my hands were bleeding. 

	Everything stopped. An eerie silence happened until I stepped on the remnants of broken ships. My lace gown snagged on shattered glass and splintered wood. I threw down the bat, snatched up the whisky, and cried. 

	 

	***

	 

	One Year Later…

	Grief. There was nothing in the world like it. I lost weight quickly in the weeks and months after the funeral. My honey-brown skin had a noticeable ashen pallor. My face looked sunken, making my high cheekbones, sharper. My light amber eyes were dull and sometimes unresponsive with my thick, unruly hair tumbling past my waist in a tangled mass. Nothing was done with my feminine routine except shampooing and showering. 

	Sleep was a thing of the past. Insomnia turned into endless cycles of restlessness. My days were spent at the mausoleum. My only thought was to keep breathing. 

	It wasn’t one day at a time. 

	It was one minute to the next. 

	The cycle was damaging. Nathan and I had been going to a marriage counselor for over a year. Ellen had created a safe space for Nathan. Nothing involving us was talked about. I had quietly sat there while they laughed and had playful banter, and I respectfully listened to how Nathan’s upbringing with an alcoholic father led to his promiscuity. 

	Ellen had a nasally voice. Normally, it would’ve been politely overlooked, but her tone kept grating on my frayed nerves. And all the random jokes kept happening.

	 I calmly ended it. Oh, I was so glad she thought my cheating husband was hilarious. I would keep that in mind the next time Nathan spent the night out. Maybe I would use it as a coping mechanism whenever he went on vacation with his mistresses. Surely, jokes would lighten the mood when my world fell apart, which was often. 

	That session was remembered along with so many others. Well, our marriage counselor was my first therapy appointment after the funeral. It was my last and final visit. Ellen sat solemnly quiet. She had heard about the car crash. Ellen kept using the word accident. The report’s findings said Nathan didn’t brake. It was a deadly crash.  

	Ellen was less confident. Maybe she was waiting for the two-year rule. Nathan had always been very flirtatious. 

	Maybe Ellen could’ve seen herself dating the charming, and very attractive Nathan Lambert. She could fix him. Put the wheels back on. Make him a suitable mate.

	 Ellen was trained in expressions. She tried mirroring my body language. It didn’t work. I was highly empathetic, and I had been in therapy for that too. 

	 Her fantasy and my reality were two entirely different things. She recommended a grief counselor to help, but that would never absolve her. We went our separate ways. 

	I tried giving the grief counselor a fair chance, but Lance didn’t know how to display empathy. He asked what I wanted most. I said my son without hesitating. 

	He said Nathan Junior was gone. I didn’t say anything, but he kept repeating it. Lance offered a practical solution to visiting the cemetery. The plan didn’t involve going at sunrise and leaving at sunset. 

	Visiting the cemetery less didn’t lessen the hurt. My pain felt unbearable. Sometimes, I couldn’t even get out of bed. Working through my guilt would take a lifetime, but I was haphazardly comforting my already broken heart.

	Naps happened from utter exhaustion if nothing else. My lowest weight was really thin. I had lost seventy-five pounds in six months. It wasn’t healthy. Claudia kept eyeing me. She finally said to pick up a plate.

	 I started eating more. Support groups were okay, but therapy and I had a rocky connection. Outside of the good suggestion about the cemetery visits, my therapist wasn’t the best. I often felt gaslit, and I didn’t need transference or maybe it was reverse transference since it was geared toward me. Either way, my life was unmanageable and completely unstable. We weren’t a good fit, and that was okay. 

	My plan was to tell Lance during our next session. Closure was important, but it wasn’t always given. I wanted to give and receive that courtesy. Well, we didn’t get to it. Lance said to imagine Nathan being there.

	 Lance had made it ever so clear I couldn’t have my son, not even from a therapeutic standpoint, yet, I could have an imaginary version of my husband. 

	Linear thinking.

	Simple straight connections. 

	I stared at Lance while blinking through the prompt.  

	Nathan. Everything was still about Nathan. I talked about how my husband had great benefits from his company including a substantial life insurance policy. 

	I paid off all the credit cards he used for expensive gifts for other women. Two luxury cars were repossessed from his mistresses. They were sold along with everything else.

	I was Mrs. Nathan Lambert even after his death. 

	Still kind, but less passive with nothing to show for it. 

	My therapist didn’t want to hear the mundane things. Lance seemed to want a visceral reaction. Maybe that was the trauma he wanted to tap into it. My polite rejection didn’t go well. Lance prodded more. I calmly expressed my feelings while clearly stating my boundaries. 

	Still, Lance crossed the line. 

	Therapy was about being uncomfortable. 

	He used that phrase while refusing to back off.  

	Comfort hadn’t been a thing for quite some time. 

	So, I leaned into it. 

	My answer came easily. 

	If I saw my husband again, I would kill him because that was all the closure I needed. Maybe we would see one another in the afterlife. I would gladly kill him there too.  

	Needless to say, closure didn’t happen, but it ended with a termination in therapy, and a discharge summary. 

	I’ve had the best therapy money could buy before my precious angel was taken from me. My life would still be spent struggling to accept my son’s death. Each day hurt, and that stormy night kept playing on repeat. 

	***

	Three hundred and sixty-seven days were spent wishing for another chance. Being away from Nathan Junior’s resting place would probably break me, but I was leaving.

	A new life. 

	Maybe. 

	A fresh start. 

	Definitely. 

	The drive would be longer than twelve hours. My first stop was an hour down I-95. I kept driving until I saw the sign for Portsmouth, New Hampshire. We had dinner there once. Vivid memories came swiftly. 

	Nathan had been the most incredible man when we met. My husband was my only love until Nathan Junior. Our son was to have been raised in a loving home. Nathan had promised me. Tears sprang in my eyes. It wasn’t rage this time, only sadness. I took deep breaths while thinking about my son. His laughter seemed to echo in my SUV. 

	I smiled through the tears while taking the exit.

	Portsmouth was a small coastal city with the same historical charm as Portland. I went to Prescott Park to walk through the beautiful garden. Time was spent sitting on a bench near the Piscataqua River to watch the boats.

	Portsmouth was still wonderful. Downtown was in walking distance. I ate at a quaint restaurant for lunch. My waiter, Spencer, recommended the Isle of Shoals Steamship Company. We talked while looking at the brochure. I wasn’t adventurous enough for the party ship. The evening cruise was a better choice. I thanked Spencer. Next, I needed to find a hotel, settle in, and call Claudia. 

	My mother-in-law had been widowed for years. Claudia didn’t want to remarry. She enjoyed living alone, and she liked having gentleman company when she felt like it. Her family wasn’t the best. Nathan’s side of the family was the worst. Claudia was the first person I had ever seen create healthy boundaries and stick to them without hesitating. 

	Claudia spent time with family when she wanted. Claudia cared when she needed to, but she wasn’t to be trifled with. Nathan never tried his luck with his Mom. His act of defiance was a shocking betrayal to us both.

	 Claudia was living with a different hurt. She lost her only child and her grandson. It didn’t matter what kind of husband Nathan was to me. He was Claudia’s son, and she could feel however she liked. We struggled through it.  

	My mom was alive and well, but she wasn’t the mothering type. She said I had been luckier than most to marry a wealthy man. Mom said to cater to him and never complain because a man could lay his hat wherever he wanted, but a woman should always take care of home.

	Mom had read about the car crash like everyone else. She told the family in her normal, gossipy way. I hated that about her. I hated that she couldn’t respect me. We didn’t have any heartfelt mother-daughter moments. My young adult years were spent doing things she liked. I wanted her love. I wanted her to see me. Mom didn’t. 

	The last time I saw her was at a Thanksgiving dinner where obnoxious banter and backhanded jokes were used to replace honesty. Verbal abuse was rampant in my family. Jokes were meant as affection. No one ever considered it bullying even though it absolutely was.

	Codependency and toxic behaviors were mistaken for loyalty. Passive aggression and poor communication led to arguments and belittling comments. Disrespect was turned toward each other or their selves. Anyone creating healthy boundaries would get talked about and put down. 

	I suffered in silence while listening to old stories of past hostility. I tuned out the complaints as to why I was never around. I was naïve to think their complaining and hateful behaviors would end. 

	A few hours with family was all I could stand. I left the living room to find Nathan. He was in the den, and Mom was in his face. Nathan had been trying to step away, but she kept blocking his path. 

	Mom grabbed his crotch, suggestively. He pushed her away. They noticed me. Nathan had the decency to look embarrassed, but Mom laughed. She said I couldn’t please my husband. It was my fault he slept around. Our argument drew attention. Mom burst into tears on cue. My cousins rushed to defend her. I didn’t back down. 

	Nathan had always been charming. Everyone relaxed after hearing his fake version of how it went, but Mom refused to end the argument. She kept going until extended family chimed in once again.

	People who don’t like conflict, often instigate it.

	 I had been silently hurting, so everyone was told the mean and terrible things Mom had said about them. The truth calmly spilled out, and everyone went quiet. 

	Their denial had always been part of the problem. My family excused everyone’s behavior in hopes that others would do the same for them. 

	Pointing out everything wrong with our family made it all too real. Honesty no matter how thoughtful was considered rude. Polite lies worked best, but I was finished with them. I was finished with her. 

	I had already been codependent before Nathan. Thinking about it caused a raw ache in my chest because falling in love with him came with a new kind of hurt. 

	My tumble back into the present wasn’t as harsh this time. Portsmouth really was beautiful. I explored the area to find a cozy hotel. Check-in happened without a hitch. The room was quaint and delicately furnished. 

	My plan was to take a bath in the luxurious claw foot tub. I did that, first. Relaxing happened with my worries drifting away on the fragrant steam. I felt less anxious putting on a fluffy robe. My afternoon would be spent, curled up in the window seat with a great harbor view.  

	I smiled. 

	Guilt happened instantly. 

	My hands shook while quickly calling Claudia. 

	She answered, “Hello, Darling.” 

	“Hi. I’m okay, well, I’m not. I’m in New Hampshire. I’m driving back to Maine. I need to come back. I have to.”  

	“You don’t have to do a damn thing, but what you want. Willow Ember Lambert, you’ll be the death of me.”  

	Claudia cursed for twenty seconds without breaks. 

	I sighed, “I appreciate all your help, and it’s been great living with you while getting back on track. I’m sorry.” 

	“What are you apologizing for? Having a half-decent day? Girl, keep it up. That guilt is gonna eat you alive. You’ll see. I love you, but it’s time to start loving yourself. I have plans, so you’re not coming back tonight.” 

	“Oh, okay. Did you rent out my room?” 

	Claudia laughed. “No, but it’ll be a guest room again. You’ll visit. I’m having company if you must know.”  

	“Oh. Would it happen to be a certain retired doctor? Or is it the silver fox from the rescue shelter?” 

	“Both. My social calendar is filling up.” 

	I laughed for the first time in what felt like forever.

	Claudia released a youthful giggle. “Listen, you asked. Start minding your business and living your life. You’re wealthy. You can travel and live wherever you want.” 

	“Well, I really wanted to rent that beautiful cottage in Maryland. It looks so peaceful there, but I’m staying in Portsmouth for a few days. I might buy a house here.”

	Claudia sucked her teeth. “You traveled fifty miles. Wow, you really went far. Oh, your trip was so long.” 

	“It wasn’t. You’re being sarcastic, but I did drive an entire hour. I’m far enough away. You can have fun.” 

	“I’ll be having fun whenever I want. Portsmouth reminds you of home. Don’t stay. Get back on the road.”

	“This evening? No way. I plan on seeing this charming city. I’m going on a Sunset Harbor Cruise. I’ll probably stay for two days. Maybe more.” 

	Claudia started ranting. I listened to her because she was my support system, and I was hers. All we had were one another and our memories. She needed to vent.

	Claudia’s voice rose. “Willow? Are you there?” 

	 I adjusted the phone. “Yes. I’m here. I’m listening.” 

	Claudia laughed, “You’re not. You didn’t hear a thing. Call from another state tomorrow.” 

	“I won’t. I’m staying here. This is home.” 

	“It’s not. You’re leaving. Enjoy your cruise, Darling.” 

	Claudia ended the call. I took a nap and then did my feminine routine, complete with comfy clothing. I smiled while leaving the hotel, but I felt nervous at the location. It was only for a little while. Everyone was friendly. 

	I stood at the railing to watch the sun set. Kisses were sent to Nathan Junior. He was my precious angel, and I missed him every day. My hands trembled, but I held onto the railing. A nice breeze lifted my spirits, but tears were already spilling. 

	I closed my eyes to take a deep breath. 

	“I need to take it one day at a time. That’s all I can really do. Each day is a chance to try again.”

	My tears were wiped away, and I felt calm while taking in a wonderful view of the harbor. The cruise ended two hours later, and the walk to the hotel was spent admiring all the historical charm, from the brick buildings with flowerboxes to the small shops, lining the streets. 

	Another visit to Portsmouth would happen. Actually, I could buy a house right in this little coastal city. 

	 Time was spent in my quaint hotel room, sipping tea and looking at the wonderful view until after midnight.

	Morning came with sunshine and blue skies. Check out happened, and I went to a lovely café for breakfast. Claudia called. I was situated in a cozy corner near the window. Claudia was making breakfast, and I was having poached eggs on biscuits with gravy and home fries.

	Portsmouth really did feel like home, but it was time to leave. Claudia ended our morning call, knowing she would get another from a new location. 

	I got on the road. I-95 South to 495 through Massachusetts on 290 West. Soon, I was cruising on I-84 into Connecticut. Spring greenery was everywhere. 

	I drove three hours before stopping for gas and groceries. Claudia sent a text. I replied to say my next location would be Philadelphia. 

	That was another three-hour drive. 

	Groceries were stacked in the back seat. My phone was docked, and my seat belt was fastened. I was on the road again. Renting the cottage in Maryland was a drastic change. Starting over wasn’t easy, but I was trying.

	

	 

	Dean Cartwright

	 

	
	 

	 Evergreen Estate, Deep Creek Lake

	 

	More time in bed would’ve been appreciated, but Rachel was calling again. My ex was a beautiful train wreck, and she was more manipulative than anyone had a right to be.

	A dull ache started behind my eyes. A text was sent to Calder Blackwell. He needed to rein his daughter in. 

	Rachel was still texting. She called. My phone was tapped to answer. “Whatever you say will be too much.” 

	Rachel took a beat to sigh. “Shouldn’t we try to talk?”

	“There’s nothing to talk about. Our trying is done.” 

	“How can you say that? Dean? How? We were the ultimate power couple. Don’t you want that again? You should. My father’s not liking how this all turned out.” 

	“Which part? Your cheating? Or the reckless behavior?”  

	Anyone else would think cheating was reckless behavior, but Rachel didn’t. Her tone was clipped.

	“Being faithful shouldn’t be a requirement. You wanted a family. We can have that. Dean, it’s okay to trust me.” 

	“There’s nothing between us. We can’t have a family. We can’t have anything. You’ve caused enough damage.” 

	“So, what? Are you trying your luck at getting a local pregnant? Dean, you need a wife who knows your world.” 

	“My world is the same as everyone else’s.” I quietly ended whatever point Rachel was trying to make. 

	“My patience has worn thin. Stop calling. Don’t text, and you’re not welcome at my house.” 

	“Really? Which house would that be? You pulled the offer on the house close to my father’s. That one was my favorite. Moving to D.C. was never the plan. Was it? You would’ve hated it here. Why didn’t you say something?” 

	“You wanted to be close to your family. If that meant moving to the Washington, D.C. then it needed to happen. My plans changed when the truth came out.” 

	Rachel kept asking questions as if she wasn’t my only problem on multiple fronts. There was no use in waiting for her to acknowledge anything. She wouldn’t. 

	True to form, Rachel dramatically sighed. “You need space. We’ll spend more time apart. How’s that? Are you ignoring me. Really? Is that any way to treat your wife?” 

	“You didn’t take my name. Don’t start using it now.” 

	“I’ll use whatever name I want. I can change my name to whatever I want. You can’t stop it from happening.” 

	 “We said all that needed saying. It’s time to move on.” 

	“Easier said than done. As if anyone could move on from a Cartwright. Your reputation is already out there.”  

	“That’s no concern of yours. We’re through.”  

	“Hmm. We’ll see about that, Dean Cartwright.” 

	I ended the call. Rachel didn’t like being told no. Clearly, it was her family’s doing, but my generosity could only go so far. My face was wiped in frustration. My head was still aching. Protecting my peace was the main reason for purchasing property near Deep Creek Lake. The place was renovated, but it lacked the feel of a lived-in home. 

	I went downstairs to put on coffee. 

	Caleb needed a call. 

	He answered the third ring. “Okay. Alright. I’m up.” 

	“Sounds like you’re struggling, little brother. Are you? Do you need a bit of noise to start your morning off?” 

	He growled. “No. Damn jerk. Quit it. I’m hungover.” 

	I laughed more, “It was a hell of a weekend. Huh?”

	Caleb groaned, “It was great until it wasn’t. I’m not in the mood to work. This morning is a damn nightmare.” 

	“For you, it is. Work will happen, regardless.” 

	“You and Lucas are insane. Sleep in sometimes.” 

	“I tried.” 

	“You didn’t try hard enough.” Caleb groaned more. He ended our call, and I couldn’t stop laughing. 

	Dad’s investments, companies, and wood mills were our legacy. Mom was cutthroat in business, but she never talked bad about Dad, well, not where we could hear. 

	Dad was from the South. He had a natural charm and this certain way about him. No one could say what it truly was, but women were drawn to him. Being married didn’t stop him from philandering either. Dad was undeserving of Mom’s loyalty, but he adored her more because of it. 

	Working for Cartwright companies were all my brothers and I knew. We inherited everything after dad died. Mom was still behind the scenes as always, so everything ran with the same efficiency. Caleb wouldn’t get a day off. 

	Lucas was the oldest. Often times his responsibilities far exceeded mine. He had probably been in his stables for hours, but Lucas would still be in the office by nine.  

	I called. He answered on the first ring.

	“How is our little brother this morning?”

	“Pissed off and powering through a hangover.” 

	Lucas sighed, “Those were the days.” 

	“You’re using past tense.”  

	“I am,” Lucas replied. “Caleb is operating on impulse. That will change soon. His college days are behind him.” 

	“Since when is mid-twenties old?” 

	“Since our little brother can’t hold his liquor.” 

	“It’s the high levels of consumption doing him in.” 

	“He needs to learn how to drink properly or quit,” Lucas replied. “I would rather relax at home with a drink.” 

	“And half the single women in Garrett County.” 

	“Of course, because that’s the best and only way.” Lucas laughed. “They say it was passed from father to sons.”

	“All the Cartwright women say it. Mom thinks so too. She said it’s a genetic defect. There’s probably truth to it.” 

	Lucas agreed. “Can’t say she’s wrong. We have different standards. Namely, not helping to break marriage vows.” 

	I chuckled at that. “Dad is probably turning in his grave. He didn’t promise to love and cherish anyone. If she did, well, that was between her and her husband.”  

	“Within reason,” Lucas added. “Dad was disregarding his own vows on every damn whim. That probably earned him a busted lip or two from Mom. Imagine how many fist fights Dad participated in by crossing lines.” 

	“Way too many. Married women aren’t my thing. The process of committing to one woman is exhausting.” 

	Lucas was amused. “Your marital status was different in the not so distant past. What are you working on?” 

	“My newest concept. A wind turbine with the same reliable structure but increased efficiency.” 

	Lucas interrupted, “Our little brother is calling.”  

	Caleb was added. We talked about my turbine project and then Lucas went through business updates. We had a team of accountants, but I still reviewed all transactions.

	Lucas was CEO. Caleb was currently in charge of the wood mills, but he would be next in line. My chosen position was to provide support wherever and whenever needed. My goal was to keep my brothers balanced. 

	Work was around the clock for all of us. We talked about upcoming events and quarterly audits. Business ended, and we took time to have a normal conversation. 

	“Have you heard from Rachel?” Lucas asked. 

	My brothers wouldn’t let me off the hook.

	  “Rachel called yesterday, last night, and this morning.”  

	Caleb sighed, “That’s why you didn’t sleep in. She ruined my morning. Pay her and be finished.”

	“He shouldn’t. Rachel’s lawyer should’ve asked
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