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  One


It came in the mail. How long it had sat in the mailbox Rhoberta Bree Mann—known as Bree—didn’t know. It had been at least a month since she had put a foot outside her door, let alone checked her mail. 
She only got the letter because the mailman, frustrated with the filled-to-overflowing mailbox, had dumped all her mail into a box, pounded on the door, and rang the doorbell before stomping away. Anger still poured out of him as he stepped into his truck. Bree was sure he would have slammed the truck door if it had one.
Before driving away, the mailman looked back at the house, and when he glimpsed Bree’s face peeking from behind the curtain, pointed at the door, looking as stern as she had ever seen him. But after pulling away, he stopped and looked back at the house. He sighed, his lined face drooping. Bree almost felt sorry for him. He had been their mailman for many years, and he knew why she had not collected the mail.
Bree tried to find the energy to at least lift a finger to wave, but she couldn’t. Instead, as he drove silently away, heading to the next house almost a quarter of a mile away, Bree gathered all the energy she had, opened the door, and slid the box inside. She turned and shut the door with her back, allowing herself to slide to the floor and stare at the box in front of her.
It was dusty and falling apart at the seams. Did he find the box by the side of the road and decide it was a good way to get rid of the mail that had been collecting in her mailbox? The box looked like she felt. Old and abandoned.
How was she to know that inside the box of mail was her husband’s last gift to her? Would it have made any difference? Days later, holding his letter in her hand, she would force herself to open it, dreading what it meant.
But that day, she closed her eyes, rolled over on her side, and lay on the floor. She could feel the draft on her back, the opening under the door that Paul had promised to fix but never got around to doing. 
The memory of how frustrated she had been with him for not fixing it, how she had decided to do it herself but never had the chance, started the now-familiar wave of grief and guilt that fell on her like a blanket, and Bree wept again. Not caring that she was on the floor. Not caring that her nose was running, that she could smell herself, that her hair was full of tangles, and she couldn’t remember the last time she had showered.
Not caring about anything at all. Except now, there was a box in front of her that demanded her attention. Bree knew that once she dealt with the box, it would open the door to living again. And that’s not what she wanted. 
Bree wanted her heart to stop beating. She wanted to join her husband wherever he was because she was sure he was waiting. He had promised. Long ago, on the day they married, he had promised that it wasn’t just until death. It was forever. 
But she couldn’t even decide how to kill herself, let alone gather the courage to pull it off. The thought that someone would find her and have to deal with the mess added to her inability to leave this life. 
She, who lived with everything in a neat order, everything in its place, could not force that terrible disorder on someone else. Drowning herself was an option. But that would mean driving to the lake and then finding a way to make herself stay underwater. Too hard to do.
That day, laying on the floor in her own mess, Bree didn’t even have the courage to open her eyes, knowing that all she would see was disorder. A neglected house. 
Under the table by the door, dirt screamed at her to get up. The unwashed dishes added their voice to the cacophony of voices in her head that told her she was a useless piece of work, had never deserved Paul, and it was her fault he had died.
But the box. The box was different. The voice of the box was both demanding and soothing. It was reminding Bree that, like it, she was still useful. The box aroused her curiosity, and that pissed her off. Because Bree knew that once she was curious, her time of mourning would come to a close. Life would move on. She would have to pretend to live instead of wanting to die.
So she lay there for another hour, finally sitting up, back still against the door, and stared at the box that called her to start living again. Sighing so hard it hurt her chest, she grabbed the box and dumped the mail onto the floor. Years of practice managing chaos and putting things in order kept her moving forward without thinking.
She made piles of junk mail, bills, the local papers, and the catalogs that she could never stop from arriving. She slid into a pile the cards she knew contained words of sympathy that would never change anything. She didn’t want to see them. 
But one letter stood out. Of course, Paul meant it to. Did he know she would be tempted to throw all the cards in the trash without opening them? Of course, he did. 
Paul had taken no chances that she would ignore his letter. Stickers covered the envelope. Hearts, flowers, and tree stickers made the stamp barely visible in the corner. 
Bree stared at the envelope addressed to her in handwriting as familiar as her own, and holding it close to her heart, she lay back down on the floor and asked the gods once more to “please, please, please, let me die.”
Hours later, still alive and knowing death was not coming for her, she let herself drift back in time. Fingering the gold necklace with a tiny ruby in the center that he had given her as a wedding present, she remembered the moment she had first seen him, and turned to her friend and said, “I’m going to marry him.”






  
  Two


Thirty-one years in the past … 
 Bree felt as if a hand had reached into her chest, squeezed her heart, and the words, “I’m going to marry him,” came out of her mouth with no thinking on her part.
 But once she said them, she knew they were true. A lifetime with this stranger stretched out before her, and she couldn’t stop herself from laughing at the pure joy of that vision. 
Almost as if he had heard her, the stranger she knew she would marry looked away from the group of people surrounding him, tilted his head, smiled at her, and then returned to the conversation. 
The friend standing beside her laughed and said, “Yea, right. How’s that going to happen? He’s the most popular teacher here, and you’re a lowly student.”
“He teaches here?”
“What, you don’t know who he is?”
“No.”
“Then how do you expect to marry him?”
Tossing her head, causing her dark curls to bounce wildly, Bree answered, “I don’t know. But I will. Wait and see.”
Her friend laughed again. “Okay. But if you do—not saying that you will—I want to be your bridesmaid, since I was here when you first saw the love of your life.”
“Deal, but only if you tell me everything you know about him.”
“Are you serious?”
Bree turned to her friend. She had known Cindy Lee Jones since they were both six years old. Bree had turned from where she was hiding in the cloakroom on the first day of first grade, afraid to face the class, and saw a girl crouched behind the umbrella stand. 
For a minute they stared at each other, not sure what to do. Finally, Bree gathered up the small amount of courage she had and asked, “Afraid to go out there?” 
The girl, her blond hair streaming down her back, blue eyes brimming with tears, nodded yes.
“Me too. But if we’re friends, we could go out together. I’m Bree.”
It took a minute, but eventually, the girl answered, “Cindy.”
Bree reached out her hand, Cindy stood, and they walked out together. The teacher took one look at the two of them, and to their great relief, put them side by side in the classroom. They had been side by side ever since. 
Bree locked her hazel eyes into Cindy’s blue ones and gave her a look. That look said it all. Cindy learned long ago that Bree didn’t say things she didn’t mean, and if she wanted something, she’d figure out a way to get it. 
“Not here. At the coffee shop at the HUB.”
Cindy looped her arm through Bree’s, pulling her away, but Bree couldn’t help herself. She stole one last look over her shoulder. 
Although still talking to the gaggle of students, the man had moved so that he was watching her walk away. Bree turned around and smiled to herself. She knew he’d be watching. 
Bree and Cindy spent the next hour huddled together at the campus coffee shop tucked inside a food court and recreation space called the HUB.
It was a good name for it. It was noisy with people coming and going, bright colors on the walls, and a tile floor that echoed sound mingled with the smell of coffee and food. But there were quiet corners if you wanted privacy.
Cindy found one of those corners, away from the hustle and bustle, while Bree paid for the drinks, figuring it was as good a bribe as any.
Once they settled in, Bree said she was ready to learn it all. Cindy laughed and told her everything she knew about the handsome and popular professor. It wasn’t much. Mostly rumors about who he was and where he had come from. No one really knew. All Cindy knew for sure was that Paul Mann taught statistics, and even people who didn’t like numbers tried to get into his class. 
It wasn’t just his tall Adonis good looks. It was the way he taught. The way he gathered people into interesting discussions. That’s what Cindy had heard about him. But no matter how cool the statistics teacher was, Cindy wasn’t interested. She was an artist. To her way of thinking, those two things didn’t go together at all.
“Are you sure you want a man who thinks numbers are interesting?” Cindy asked her friend and waited for how Bree would rationalize this one. 
Having grown up together, she knew Bree as well as anyone could. Bree shared, but only so much. On the other hand, Cindy was always spilling out her secrets to Bree. But to Bree’s credit, she had used none of them against her or shared them with others. 
However, Bree didn’t realize that Cindy knew all of Bree’s secrets. All of them. Even the ones Bree had kept from everyone. Cindy had made it her business to know them. It was a way to always protect her friend, even if Bree thought she didn’t need it.
So as Bree asked about the man Bree said was her future husband, Cindy worried. Paul Stanford Mann looked a great deal like the boy who had broken Bree’s heart. Not that Bree told her it was broken or even acted sad, but Cindy was sure it was there, buried under Bree’s compulsion to get things done. 
Cindy knew that Bree’s heart was held together with her steely determination. Even though it had been Bree who had stretched out her hand in the coat closet, it was Cindy who kept the two of them together. 
It was Cindy who made sure that Bree knew she always had a friend, even when Bree acted as if she didn’t need one. Not believing her, Cindy had encouraged her to add more girls into their two-girl group until there were five of them. All different, but with one thing in common: to be more than their small town expected them to be. 
They helped each other through school, supported each other’s dreams, and when it was time to choose a college, all five of them decided to go together. So, even though a few of them planned to leave town as soon as they could, they went to the small community college in town instead, because that was the only place all of them got into. It meant two more years together before they went their separate ways.
And although Cindy knew they would all branch out into the world, they would stay in touch forever. They had made a pact in grade school and they would honor it. So even if Bree married Mr. Hunky professor, it wouldn’t change anything. 
Cindy was wrong, of course, but she believed it to be true that day in the coffee shop. So when two more members of their group wandered into the HUB looking for food, Cindy called them over, not fully appreciating how much everything would be different from then on.






  
  Three


Judith Zoe took one look at Bree’s face and then asked Cindy, “What’s going on?” 
“Bree just saw the man she’s going to marry.”
“Seriously?” April May Zane shrieked, plopping herself into a chair. She propped her chin on her hands and stared at the two of them, waiting for answers.
April’s short curly light brown hair, deep brown eyes, and tiny body, combined with her happy-go-lucky nature, always reminded Cindy of a chipmunk. Especially when she was quivering with excitement, as she was at that moment. 
Cindy shushed them both, saying, “Keep it down,” and then laughed at their crestfallen looks. 
April and Judith were so different that most people would never expect them to be friends, but it was their differences that kept them friends long after their last names brought them together. 
Judith and April were the only two people in school whose last name started with a Z, so they were either always first or last in line in school. Usually, they were last in line, which gave them plenty of time to get to know each other. 
They had met in second grade when April’s family moved to town so her dad could teach at the community college. 
Until then, Judith had stood alone in lines, wishing she had a friend. She was so lonely she thought she would die. Not that no one knew her, it was that everyone did, and then made fun of her. Not only because her last name started with a Z, but she was so much taller than everyone else. 
Everywhere she went, she towered above all the other children. Only a few kids in sixth grade were taller than her. All the kids in elementary school saw her as a freak. Her flaming red hair didn’t help. She was hard to miss. But no one wanted to be seen with her, which meant she was always alone.
Only Judith’s size kept the kids from physically picking on her. And her temper. She had pushed one kid who kept taunting her, and that was enough to stop that kind of abuse. But it increased the unkind words and taunting, and she had been called into the principal’s office to explain why she had done it. The unfairness of it all ate away at Judith’s soul, and every day she felt more lonely and tortured.
And then, one day, there was someone else at the back of the line with her, someone who smiled at her and introduced herself as April May Zane. Judith had stared, not knowing what to say, having had no practice with friendly banter. She stuttered her name in return and then asked the obvious question before realizing it might be a sensitive one, and she may have ruined the friendship before it got started.
Instead, April had laughed and explained that her mother didn’t know if she would be born in April or May. She just knew she’d be a girl. Felt it in her bones. But not knowing which month, she named her baby both April and May. It turned out she was born on May 2nd, but her parents had already decided that they liked the name April better.
 “April showers bring May flowers,” they would say when people asked about her two-month name. No one really understood what they meant, and April assumed they really didn’t know either, but being parents in the seventies, fresh from living in a commune, it felt right to them. 
Like her mother, April had a carefree, joyous nature, which balanced perfectly with Judith’s solid common sense.
“Where’s Marsha?” Bree asked, as April and Judith took seats across the table. “I don’t feel like repeating this over and over again.”
“Who knows?” Judith huffed. 
Marsha Melinda Martin sometimes made Judith want to shake her, even though she secretly envied Marsha’s ability to make her own decisions. Marsha was the one who was often missing, pursuing her personal agenda, never letting them know where she was, showing up when she felt like it. 
Bree had met Marsha in dance class and invited her into their group without even checking with them. The four of them had been friends for a few years and didn’t need anyone else. Then Marsha, whose parents had liked alliteration—as Marsha informed them that first day—trailed Bree to their lunch table and inserted herself into the group by latching onto Bree. 
Judith thought that the best thing Marsha had going for her was her unbiased, unrelenting loyalty to Bree, which extended to the group because that was how Bree said it needed to be, and Marsha had agreed. 
And Judith had to admit Marsha was loyal even when she was off doing her own thing. They could trust her with important things. But not about always being available. Everything was Marsha’s timing, which meant no one wanted to wait for her to show up now to learn what was happening.
“Come on, tell us now,” April begged, her brown eyes wide. 
Bree hesitated, but before she could speak, Cindy hissed, “Well, Bree’s future husband just walked in. But don’t look!”
Cindy’s “don’t look” message was ignored. Both April and Judith turned in their chairs and then back to Bree and Cindy, but not before Paul saw them, turned red, and walked back out the door.
“Well, now you’ve done it,” Cindy said.






  
  Four


Paul turned to leave the room so quickly he bumped into a group of students trying to decide what to order, causing a minor flurry of “excuse mes“ and appreciative looks from the women students and glares from the boys.  
Outside in the hall, he leaned up against the wall, trying to get his breath even though the hall smelled of cleaning solution and body odor. He almost wished he hadn’t taken that breath. 
What was that about? He asked himself.
He was flustered and embarrassed over what? It was just a group of silly college girls sitting at a table staring at him. He was used to it. And it had been years since it had caused any reaction in him. 
Why now? Paul thought he had long outgrown the response to his looks. He had never thought winning a genetic pool of good looks as something to be happy about. He would rather be invisible. As far as he was concerned, his looks were a problem, not a gift.
Growing up, he had been gangly and nerdy and mostly ignored by all his schoolmates. Now, as an adult, he knew he had been lucky in that respect. Instead of being ignored, he could have been bullied. Perhaps he had been—at least verbal bullying—but he hadn’t noticed. 
He had other things on his mind. More important things. Things he could never tell any of his schoolmates. They were secrets he would have to live with forever, and none of his schoolmates would ever understand, even if he wanted to tell them.
To take his mind off his problems, he decided to learn about the world around him. Even as a child, he experimented with possibilities. What would happen if he put an obstacle in an ant’s path? The details and structure of life fascinated him, and everything else faded into the background. 
Paul knew his parents worried about his lack of interest in other people or in having friends. But for him, his life was okay, and he was happy being invisible and left alone. School was easy. People were hard.
In high school, all that changed. He grew out of gangly. And the nerdy kid that no one had noticed became an object of tittering and long stares. Nothing had changed within him, but everything had changed about how the world saw him, and he began to live in a constant state of embarrassment at the looks he received and with a low-level terror that the boys who looked at him with hatred would physically turn on him. 
One of his teachers, Mr. Drummond, noticing his discomfort, asked if Paul had studied any form of martial arts. He had not and wasn’t interested. But Matthew Drummond spoke to Paul’s parents, and they forced him to go to an Aikido class with Mr. Drummond, who loyally went to a beginner class with Paul, even though Matthew had been taking lessons for years.
Without Mr. Drummond accompanying him, Paul wouldn’t have lasted the first thirty minutes. Or come back. Mr. Drummond dragged him to class twice a week until one day Paul realized the terror had faded. 
By then, Mr. Drummond insisted Paul call him Matthew, or Mat, when they weren’t in school. At first, Paul resisted. But after countless hours of practicing together, he found that having his teacher as a friend was the most important thing that had ever happened to him, and calling him by his first name felt okay. However, he could never bring himself to say Mat. 
Paul learned quickly, and because of his diligent practice, Matthew was able to go back to his more advanced class, taking Paul with him. Matthew was the one Paul confided in about his embarrassment about girls. Matthew gave him tips on what to say, what to wear, and how to behave. He was the one who directed Paul to study statistics and astrophysics. 
Without Matthew Drummond, Paul didn’t know how he would have made it through high school or found the career that he loved so much.
Matthew Drummond had passed away a year ago, and his long lingering illness gave them time to deepen their friendship, knowing they had little time. As Matthew would say, “I have a lot to say, so listen up.” 
Not a day went by that Paul didn’t miss Matthew, but today of all days, he wished he were there to help him understand why he was once again embarrassed after all these years. And afraid. And a little terrified. But he wasn’t afraid of something that martial arts or statistics could fix. 
The girl—the woman—who had walked into the room that morning was going to change his life. That, he knew without a doubt. It had already happened. His heart had leaped at the sight of her. An unbidden thought had come into his mind. How it could be possible, he didn’t understand. It didn’t follow his ordered view of the universe. 
He had thought, “I’m going to marry her.” 
How? Why? He didn’t know, but there it was, and what made it worse was he was pretty sure it was true. And that meant the life he had planned out for himself was probably over. 
So when he saw her sitting there, and her friends had turned to look at him, he had fled. 
Out in the hall, Paul breathed deeply, steadied himself, and decided to go home. He’d cancel office hours for the day. Heck, maybe even for the rest of the semester, so she would never walk into his office and make his heart slam against his ribs and lose his breath. 
“Get a grip,” he told himself. “This kind of thing doesn’t happen.”
Although Paul knew ghosts didn’t exist, he knew life went on in some way, so he wasn’t too surprised to hear Matthew’s voice say, “And yet it does,” because that was what Matthew would have said if he were still alive.
Paul also knew what Matthew would say next. “So, what are you going to do about it?”
His answer was, “I don’t know.”
Paul could almost see Matthew laughing his big laugh and feel the slap on his back, encouraging him not to get in the way of where the universe was going to take him. 
Infinite possibilities in nature meant endless possibilities in life. That had been Matthew’s motto and Paul tried to make it his, too. But it was not one he found easy to live. Instead, he would try to figure out what would happen before it did, always trying to plan the outcome. 
Unlike Matthew, Paul was afraid of taking chances without studying every angle first. He knew all too well that sometimes things happen that change your life forever. And sometimes it is because of a stupid choice or a wrong action.
What terrified him this time was that it was possible that the outcome was already determined, and he had nothing to say about it.






  
  Five


While all that was going on, the missing Marsha was in the library, her head buried in a book. She loved the library, where everything was quiet, peaceful, and orderly.  
Marsha loved the feeling of holding a book in her hands and disappearing into another world, one of her own choosing. If she didn’t like a book and the world it created, she could put it down and open another. Not like life.
Only when her stomach rumbled did she realize what time it was and that everyone was probably in the school’s coffee shop having lunch together, wondering where she was.
Marsha could almost see the steam coming out of Judith’s head at her absence. It gave her a momentary sense of satisfaction that she had displeased the perfect Judith, but a feeling of guilt quickly replaced it. Once again, she was letting her friends down. 
This bouncing back and forth between emotions was not something that Marsha liked about herself. Of course, the list of what she didn’t like about herself, or anyone else, was much longer than what she did.
There were only a few things that Marsha felt she did well. One was worrying. About everything. Today she was worrying about school. She liked it, and she hated it. Shouldn’t she like all parts of it? 
Bree said no, nobody had to enjoy all the things about school. After their first two years of college were over and they had taken the classes they had to take, Marsha would be free to take more of what she wanted. 
Besides, since their pact to stay in town only lasted through the first two years of school, she could also go anywhere she wanted to go after that.
“But I don’t know what I want,” Marsha would say so quietly that Bree would have to bend in to hear.
“I’m sure you do,” Bree would answer. “You just haven’t let yourself want it yet.”
Marsha would turn away, knowing that Bree was probably right as she usually was, but that didn’t help. She still didn’t know. It made her laugh inside to know that most people read her independence as confidence when mostly it was confusion.
Stuffing the book into her already overflowing backpack, Marsha hurried out of the library to meet her friends. As she passed the large glass door, she caught a reflection of herself. Tall, thin, a dancer’s body. Nothing she had to work for. But she worked hard at being a dancer, and that was where she found herself at peace. 
Maybe Bree was right. She did know what she wanted, and she was only afraid because she wouldn’t find it in this podunk town. Losing her friends seemed like too high a price to pay to do what she wanted to do in life.
The library and the campus HUB were nearby, but even though she felt guilty for being late, Marsha didn’t hurry. She dawdled, as her mother would have said. It was a habit she had developed young, not knowing what would greet her when she got home. 
Sometimes her mother was in the kitchen making her a snack. Other days, Marsha would open the door and find her mother passed out on the floor. Marsha’s heart would race. She’d rush to her mother to see if she was still breathing, and since she always was, the wave of adrenaline that fueled her fear would sweep into anger or depression.
Other times Marsha would open the door to a screaming lunatic and quickly back out before her crazy mother trapped her. Before she found Bree and her circle of friends, she would hide in the backyard, swatting at bugs in the summer and trying to stay warm in the winter, waiting for the manic version of her mother to be over.
So she walked slowly, fully aware that her friends weren’t her mother, but also knowing that she had probably disappointed them again. Still, they never held it against her. Even Judith never let her anger linger. She reminded herself that they were her safe space and hurried through the hall to the coffee shop, almost bumping into Mr. Hunky professor, who looked as panicked as she felt.
Wonder what that’s about, Marsha thought, as she looked for her friends. 
She saw them across the room. Their heads bent forward, giggling together. Cindy looked up and saw her and waved her over while practically hopping out of her chair in anticipation.
“What’s going on?” Marsha asked.
“Bree met the man she is going to marry!” April giggled.
“She says she is going to marry him,” Judith corrected.
“She will. You know she knows these things.” Cindy answered.
Marsha looked at Bree, leaning back in her chair, smiling. “Is it true?”
“It is!” Bree said, grabbing Marsha’s hand and pulling her down to the empty seat beside her.
“Who are you going to marry?”
This time Cindy couldn’t help herself. She almost tipped over her chair in her excitement. “Professor Hunky!”






  
  Six


Current time… 
“Professor Hunky,” Bree said out loud to herself, remembering that day. 
She had been radiant, knowing that her future lay before her, bright and shining. Her friends laughing, believing her because she had so often known things before them and was so often right, but mostly because it sounded like a fairy tale. 
They had all believed in them back then, devouring Disney movies and happy endings like candy. They would whisper to each other about their dreams of a fairy tale life during their many sleepovers.
But that was then. This was now. And now Bree knew there were no such things as fairy tales. She knew they had all missed the fact that the stories never told you what happened after the prince and princess got married. Now she knew what happened. They get old and one of them dies. After all, that’s what happened to her. 
What really made her mad was the fact that she hadn’t died. It should have been her. It would have been easier for Paul. He had friends, work, and travel, and women would be again crawling out of the woodwork if Hunky Professor was free again.
Instead, he had died, and she had nothing. Instead, here she was still sitting with her back up against the door, holding the letter with stickers all over it to make sure she noticed and didn’t throw it into the junk pile. 
Did he expect her to keep going on as usual? Did Paul expect she would continue to get the mail every day, go through it, sorting, filing, and taking care of things? Perhaps he did. On the other hand, he made sure his letter stood out, just in case she wasn’t wholly herself after he died. 
Idiot, she thought. Of course, I wouldn’t be. 
Yes, she had married Professor Hunky, who had let her down and died. And now she had nothing and nobody. It was the same story she had been telling herself every day for the past month. While he was sick, she didn’t have time to think. She had him to take care of, and then he took that away too. 
But that letter was making her curious. And she knew Paul would have counted on that. Her curiosity and her need to solve puzzles in life. So now, despite herself, she could feel a desire to do something returning. She tried to will it away. This dreamy, depressed, lonely state had become a safe place to live, and she didn’t want it to slip away all because of the letter. 
Sighing, Bree leaned back against the door, still on the floor surrounded by mail and a letter that wouldn’t leave her alone. She would have to open it at some point. Just not now. She wasn’t ready. 
Besides, she had to go to the bathroom, a much more current problem than the one she was stuck in. Plus, she was hungry. That she was hungry was also new. She had forced herself to eat something every day, knowing that despite her complete lack of desire to do anything or see anybody, she wouldn’t be dying anytime soon. 
But hungry had not been part of the equation before. However, hungry or not, she knew she didn’t have the energy to eat anything other than the food bars and frozen vegetables she had been eating for the last month. And she was sick of them. She finally wanted something different. 
As Bree shuffled to the bathroom, she knocked over a pile of mail, and it irritated her. There it was again, a feeling she hadn’t had since Paul had died. Dismay over disorder. And also the pain. 
The pain that she had deadened, hiding from it, was sticking its head up, reminding her that although Paul had gone away, the pain was still there. What was different was now she was ready to admit that perhaps it was possible to feel the pain and live again.
Leaning against the sink in the bathroom she had so carefully designed, she stared into the mirror at herself and started to cry again. Perhaps she had died but had gone to hell. Her hair, usually short, sassy, and silky, now looked like straw pieces. 
And her skin, to which she had so carefully applied creams and lotions, was gray and covered with little red bumps, probably from not washing it for days. Dark blue circles lay under her eyes, and her eyes were now so bloodshot they looked red. All that work, keeping herself beautiful for Paul, had disappeared along with him.
However, the unfamiliar feeling of hunger was growing stronger. Bree knew she couldn’t go out looking like this, but she could order pizza. Opening her office door—where she had once spent most of her days but hadn’t seen since she had taken care of everything she needed to do after Paul died—she found her phone charging by her computer. Thanking her past self for at least taking care of that bit, she pulled up their favorite pizza shop and ordered—a whole pizza just for her, something new. Also new, no meat on half of it. 
Just that realization was almost enough to send her back to the floor, but the letter was waiting. And she needed to be ready to read it, which meant a shower and food. 
Thirty minutes later, feeling marginally better, Bree handed the pizza delivery woman enough money to cover the pizza and a generous tip and was grateful that it wasn’t the usual boy who delivered when Paul was alive. 
Bree almost asked where he was, her curiosity driving her again, but instead ducked her head and mumbled thank you. But not so soon that she didn’t notice the dismay in the young girl’s eyes as she glimpsed the mess lying on the floor behind her and Bree’s gray face. 
Before she could say anything, Bree stopped her by saying, “I’m fine, just getting over something.”
The girl nodded, said thank you, and turned away. But Bree, watching through the peephole, saw her turn back to the door as if she wanted to knock again and make sure, but shook her head and headed back to her car.
Of course, the girl knew what had happened. She and Paul were regulars at the pizza shop. Someone would have told them why they had stopped coming in. She should have thought to order from someplace else. 
Paul had remained the hunky professor, and even though he wasn’t the best conversationalist, often in his head figuring out something or other, he was always kind and ready to help others. He had told her they remembered them because of her. She was outgoing and curious. She didn’t believe him.
But there it was again, the feeling of curiosity, waking her up and moving her forward into life. To defeat it, at least for now, she put the letter on her desk, made sure the phone volume was still turned off so she would not hear or see the messages that she knew had piled up, and closed the door again. 
All of it could wait until after she ate and maybe watched a movie, just like they used to do. For the past month, she had felt nothing. Now she felt hunger, pain, and dread that the letter would tell her something she didn’t want to know. She would put it off for a few more hours.







  
  Seven


Bree woke to the sun streaming through the crack in the curtain she had left while looking at the mailman. She moaned, rolled, and almost fell off the couch. The TV was playing in the background. A pizza box lay open on the coffee table, one slice left with wilted vegetables and cheese strings hanging off the edges. 
She didn’t know what part of the morning was most disturbing—the fact that the sun was up, that she had fallen asleep on the couch, that the TV was on, or that last piece of pizza. Nothing had ever happened in her life when any of those events had transpired, especially all at once. But Bree decided that the last piece of pizza was the worst part. How had she eaten a whole pizza by herself and yet was still hungry?
A few minutes later, she was in front of her bathroom mirror, staring at her image again. At least her skin wasn’t as gray, and her hazel eyes looked a little brighter and a little less red. 
Perhaps one night like that isn’t such a terrible thing, Bree thought. 
At least she felt like doing something, and that feeling had been missing for so long she had thought it had died along with Paul.
After a shower, fresh clothes, and a cup of coffee in her hand, Bree stared at her bedroom. She hadn’t slept in that bed since Paul had started sleeping on a hospital bed they installed in his office, pushing his desk with all the papers to the side of the room. 
She had brought the cot in that they had used years before when they went on a road trip and slept there, sometimes holding his hand, hoping it would help them both sleep.
For a few days after his death, she was her usual orderly self. Holding herself together, she had the hospital bed removed and took care of Paul’s cremation. One of Paul’s colleagues put together a gathering, and she shook the hands of some people and hugged others, barely registering what she was saying or who was standing in front of her. 
Afterward, she took the box home with her and stuffed it under the bed, unwilling to think about the fact that the man who had filled up her entire life was now nothing more than ashes. And then she returned to the cot in Paul’s office and gave up.
Now, as she stared at the bed, everything perfect, just as she had left it before moving onto the cot, Bree wondered if she could ever sleep in it again. If by chance his scent had remained after she washed the sheets before making the bed that last time—what was she thinking when she did that—would it comfort her? She didn’t think so. 
Actually, she wasn’t even sure if she could stay in the house. Or the town. The urge to run away from life had kept her housebound and closed up these last thirty days. Now she wanted to run from this life. 
But where would she go? What would she do? When Paul had gotten sick, she told her agent she was done writing. The company that managed marketing her book sales functioned well without her, and even if all of it died away, she didn’t care. Without Paul, she knew her desire to write was over. 
What life did she want to live now? She did not know. And she still had a letter to open. 
Sighing, she crossed the hall to her office and stepped in, this time allowing herself to notice the mess. She hated mess. But the closed door had kept it out of her sight and her thoughts. Now, more cleared-sighted than she had been for months, she saw what she had left undone the day she had canceled everyone and closed her computer. 
There was dust everywhere, which became more visible when she raised the blinds and let in the sun. The clutter and dirt screamed at her, as it always did, to do something. but the loudest noise was coming from the letter, still lying on top of the papers where she had left it after ordering pizza.
It was yelling, “Open, open, open.” 
It reminded her of the Mervyn’s Department Stores commercial in the early ’90s, where the woman stood pressed against the store window saying, “Open, open, open,” waiting to get into their super sale. Except then, it was about finding something exciting. And the letter couldn’t possibly hold anything exciting.
Perhaps the letter contained a confession of some kind. If so, Bree didn’t want to hear it. Paul wasn’t perfect, but the one thing she had held to was he had always, always, been loyal and faithful to her. If it turned out that he hadn’t been, she was sure it would kill her, and despite how she had been living the last thirty days, she knew she didn’t want to die yet.
Not that she knew what she wanted to do. She didn’t need money. She had enough of her own, and she knew Paul had life insurance. A lot of it. He had promised her he would take care of her forever, and that was one of the first things he had done right after they had married. 
Bree gasped at the idea. Had he known he had some disease and would leave her this way? Way back then? No, it wasn’t possible. He could never have gotten the insurance. Besides, who would know that they would get cancer? No one. Right?
Right, she said to herself. Eventually, she had to open the letter, check her phone, and read her email—all daunting tasks. But after doing those things, maybe she would know what to do with her life. 
But first, she had to clean up the office. And the idea that she would clean it up as if she was packing everything away gave her the impetus that she needed. And since it wasn’t as bad as she first thought, given that she had always kept things orderly before Paul got sick, she finished the basics within a few hours. 
Everything was sorted—piles of papers she needed to shred and items she needed to throw away. Plus a pile of stuff that she wasn’t sure what to do about yet. The phone and the computer she left for later. She still wasn’t ready to face that much of the world.
But now that the office was back to its normal orderly state, the letter sat by itself in the center of the curved desk that always gave her plenty of room to spread out as she worked, and then drawers to file everything away when she finished. 
It looked ridiculous sitting there. She felt stupid for being afraid of a letter covered with stickers. But she was. And she knew she needed to do one more thing before she read it. Eat. Again.
She had stopped her hunger for a few hours drinking coffee, but now she needed food. Once again, she picked up her phone and ordered. This time her favorite Thai food. Feeling no guilt for not cooking, she walked to the kitchen, pulled everything out of her refrigerator that probably wasn’t good anymore, and threw it into the trash. 
After tipping the Door Dash driver, she took the containers of curry and rice, grabbed a soda, and stepped outside onto the deck that overlooked their small backyard.
Thirty minutes later, after some fresh air, a little sun, and good food, she was ready to tackle the letter. 


      [image: image-placeholder]What Bree didn’t know was her letter was not the only letter Paul had sent. She would find out later what he had been up to months before he had let her know how sick he was. 
How many trips he had taken without her, and how many plans he had made. 
If she had known that day, she might have never opened the letter because it would reveal that Paul had kept secrets from her. 
Bree might not have understood that he had done it for what he considered the best reason of all. Because she was the love of his life, and he knew he was leaving her.
That day in the hall, after watching her watch him, seeing her friends turn and stare, Paul knew the life he had planned, the life he had known, was over, and he had begun planning a new one. Of course, even though he was full of trepidation, it had never occurred to him it would not last forever.






  
  Eight


She had brought the mail in last night but hadn’t had time to sort it. Now, standing at the kitchen counter, Cindy stared at the letter in her hand, the return address showing a name she hadn’t seen for so many years: Paul Stanford Mann.  
Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She had seen his name on the Internet. They even friended each other, and she wished him and Bree happy birthday every time their birthdays came around. Even though they never responded, she did it anyway.
Just thinking about Bree made Cindy want to cry. Best friends for years, and then, nothing. The girl who had hidden in the cloakroom and then reached out to another frightened child had disappeared. And after all these years, Cindy still didn’t know why. 
One day, Paul and Bree were a huge part of all their lives, and then they weren’t. It was as if she, their friends, and the town, never existed for Bree and Paul. They moved, never came back, contacted no one, and became invisible. 
Years later, social media came along, and one day, still missing her best friend, Cindy searched for them. She found Paul and learned where the two of them had gone. Paul was no longer teaching. He was working for a company. 
Cindy figured that was probably the only reason he was on social media since there was hardly anything personal about him in his profile. Bree was nowhere to be found, only the mention that he was married, and Cindy assumed that meant he remained married to Bree.
Still, she had hoped that when she found Paul, he would tell Bree, and they could all be friends again. Maybe not as before, but at least they could reunite online. And although Paul had friended her back, that was the end of their contact. 
Cindy suspected Paul had friended her automatically, not realizing who she was. Friends on Facebook differed from real friends. On social media, friends were people who might know your name. Nothing more.
So now, after all her unacknowledged birthday greetings, there was a letter? 
It was so improbable that all Cindy could do was stare at it. Just holding it sent a chill down her spine, and a flurry of questions ran through her thoughts. Why a letter? What happened? 
But before she could either open the letter or run a search on the Internet, her phone pinged in the other room. Now she knew where she had left it. She always put it down somewhere and had to wait for it to ring to find it, sometimes resorting to asking “Alexa” to call her phone.
A glance at the kitchen clock told her she would be late meeting Judith, and Judith still hated people not being on time. She and Judith had a standing Monday morning coffee before both of them started their workweek. They were the only two of the pact of friends who had stayed in town. The group had slowly dissipated. Bree and Paul were the last to go.
Marsha left as soon as she could, surprising no one. Everyone knew she wanted much more than could be found in tiny Spring Falls, a Pennsylvania town in what Marsha said was in the middle of nowhere. 
Marsha had spent a few years trying to make it on Broadway. She had been in a few plays, singing and dancing in the chorus, but eventually realized she would never be good enough and left New York. 
Through Judith, Cindy knew that Marsha now ran a small dance school and had never married. Or if she had, no one knew about it. 
April had eloped with a boy she met in history class after graduating from the community college and then they moved away. April kept in touch with Judith, and through her, Cindy knew April had two children and was expecting a grandchild from the oldest. 
As Cindy drove to the coffee shop to meet Judith, the unopened letter in her purse, Cindy thought about all that the five of them had gone through together, and all the promises they had made to each other, but never really kept. 
For years she had known Bree as well as she knew herself. She knew Bree’s secrets, even the ones she never shared. 
That was one thing about Bree everyone accepted. She was private and rarely shared, even with her best friends. The other thing about Bree was once she decided, she did what she said she would do. She said she and Paul would marry, and they did. 
They had waited until Bree graduated from the community college before officially dating since Paul wanted to keep his job, and couldn’t date a student. But no one missed the looks they gave each other in the meantime.
Then they waited a more few months before Bree moved into Paul’s small apartment. Bree didn’t want to go on to university because it would mean leaving Paul. Paul kept teaching, and Bree took multiple odd jobs trying to find something that fit her. 
Cindy lost count of how many jobs Bree had during that year. After a while, Cindy knew that word got around that Bree was a hard worker, but wouldn’t stay if the reins were held too tightly, and it got harder and harder for Bree to find work. 
Bree said she didn’t care. She told her friends she was preparing for a future and just needed experiences. Besides, she was planning a wedding.
 A year after Bree graduated, she and Paul married. Cindy, Judith, April, and Marsha had all been her bridesmaids. Actually, they had made up almost the entire wedding party. 
April’s husband, Ron Page, had been Paul’s best man, mainly because Paul couldn’t think of who else to ask. Besides being April’s husband, Ron had been a student of Paul’s. And since Paul said he had no family to invite, Ron was the easiest choice. 
Paul explained that he never met the few cousins he had. Besides, they were scattered across the country. And he had been an only child. Both parents had died while he was away at college. 
Bree’s mother had given her away and then beamed at her only child, tears running down her face as she sat with some of the parents of Bree’s best friends. 
As small as it had been, the wedding was perfect and lovely. Of course, Bree had planned it down to the smallest detail, and they had all happily gone along with everything, delighted to be together. 
Marsha had flown in from New York, looking very sophisticated, and April and Ron had driven in from where they were living. April was already pregnant with her first child, which made finding a bridesmaid dress difficult. Bree finally picked a color and let everyone choose the dress they wanted to wear. Bree paid for the dresses out of the money she had earned working all her odd jobs.
They put Ron in charge of making sure Paul had a boy’s night out, which consisted of drinking beer at the local pub and watching football. Thinking about that made Cindy chuckle. None of them had been party people even then. Now they were considered middle-aged and definitely not party people. What they were, she wasn’t sure. 
A single tear ran down her cheek, and she brushed it away, angry at herself again for missing what never happened. She had thought the five of them would be friends for life. People she could count on, precious friends who would always reach their hands out to her. And none of that had happened. 
As Cindy parked, she saw Judith through the glass window of the coffee shop waiting for her, early as usual. Which meant it wasn’t true that none of that had happened. There was always Judith. Her fearless friend. And that friend was holding a letter in her hand and waving it at her.
Almost falling out of her car in her excitement, Cindy pulled her letter out of her purse and waved it back. Judith stood as Cindy came through the door, and they stared at each other.
“I texted you. You didn’t answer!” Judith said.
“Rushing to get here!”
Both of them, holding up the letters, asked at the same time, “What do these mean?” 






  
  Nine


“We all got one?” Cindy said in surprise. “All of us?”  
“That’s what he said,” Judith answered.
They had opened their letters at the same time, and now the single sheets of paper lay on the table in front of them, giving them no answers, only questions.
Just then, Judith’s phone pinged.
“It’s from April. She wants to know what we are supposed to do.”
Cindy’s mind drifted back to the coat closet and how Bree had reached out to her and how their friendship had made school a safe space for her. For all of them, really. Bree had held them together. 
Perhaps it was time for them to do precisely what Paul had asked them to do—begged, really.
“Do what he asked,” Cindy finally said, and once she said it, she knew it was the right thing. 
“But the gallery?” Judith said. “What will you do with it?”
“It will take me a few days to get things in order. My assistants, Janet and Mimi, can run it while I’m gone. Will you check in and make sure they are doing okay? Get them more help if they need it?”
Cindy knew that would be a piece of cake in Judith’s world. Judith, who had grown into a strong, independent, and self-assured woman, was one of the town leaders. She ran an accounting firm, and her staff did the bookkeeping and taxes for more than half the businesses in town, including Cindy’s art gallery.
Although she had never married, Judith always had a date when she wanted one, which was rare. She told Cindy that all the men she dated eventually wanted her to be a “little woman,” and that was something she would never be. 
Sometimes they didn’t even know that’s what they wanted, but it always came out in little ways, and she would never allow herself to give in to that stereotype of a woman. 
Judith’s flaming red hair had softened, but not her determination. Cindy loved how kind and generous Judith was, but she also knew that it was wise never to cross her or do something blatantly wrong on purpose. 
The town council had more than once done battle with Judith, and they always lost in the end. Cindy wondered why they just didn’t do what Judith suggested in the first place. 
When Judith brought a suggestion to the council, it had already been researched and studied. Yes, a light was needed on that road. No, it was wrong to use a trash company that didn’t actually recycle, no matter how much money they had donated to the town’s maintenance fund.
“Of course, I will,” Judith said. “What else do you want me to do?”
“Well, I suppose we better find Marsha and make sure she opened her letter and will do what he asks of us.”
Judith laughed, “That’s just like Marsha, always the one we have to track down.”
“True,” Cindy laughed. “On the other hand, she always comes through.”


      [image: image-placeholder]At that moment, Marsha was sitting cross-legged on the floor of her dance studio with the letter lying open on her lap. She leaned back against the mirror, enjoying how cool it felt on her back. 
The air smelled of dust. The rosin from the box in the corner was scattered across the floor because she hadn’t bothered to sweep it up after the last ballet class. She had let things fall apart at the studio. She wasn’t even sure why. All she knew was nothing felt right anymore. It wasn’t just one of her moods. It was something else.
Marsha thought back to the day she had first met Bree. A new dance teacher had come to town, and Marsha had begged her mother to let her take lessons. 
In one of her few lucid moments, her mother said it was alright with her, but they didn’t have enough money to pay for it.
Marsha remembered thinking that if her mother didn’t drink as much as she did, there would be plenty of money. But she kept her mouth shut and told her mother she’d figure out a way to pay for it herself. 
Her mother had sighed, said that she had always wanted to be a dancer, took a long look at the daughter standing in front of her as if seeing her for the first time, and said, “I’ll pay for the first month. See if you like it. After that, you pay for it.”
Marsha hadn’t hesitated. She’d figure out a way to pay for the lessons. All she wanted was a chance to start. 
But looking back, she wondered what was her mother thinking? She was only ten years old. How could she pay for her lessons? The answer was—her mother wasn’t thinking. She never did. 
But she kept her promise about paying for the first month of lessons, and Marsha had walked into that studio and immediately felt safe and secure.
It took only one class before Marsha knew she had found something she could count on to make her happy. But that day, she found something else she could count on—a friend. After class, Bree came up to her, told her she was a really good dancer, and asked if Marsha had taken lessons before.
“No,” Marsha had answered.
“Well, this seems like your thing then, doesn’t it?” Bree had replied.
That was Bree. She knew right away what your gift was, and she would encourage and support it if you let her. 
She helped Marsha figure out ways to pay for classes. Sometimes they both washed the studio windows, mirrors, and floors in exchange for classes for Marsha. Bree never asked for herself. 
Even though Bree’s mother was a space case, and often Bree was on her own, Bree always figured out a way to make things work.
Now it was Bree who needed help. Of course, she hadn’t asked for it, Marsha thought. If Paul hadn’t told them, they would have never known.
Marsha looked around her studio and let herself cry. She was lonely. She missed her friends. She missed Bree especially. All these years had gone by, and she hadn’t really tried to find out what had happened to her. They had all let her drift away.
When her phone rang, Marsha said “yes,” even before Cindy asked the question. 
After hanging up, Marsha stood, stretched, took another look around the studio, and made up her mind. She would accept the offer and sell. It was time to go home.


      [image: image-placeholder]Neither Bree, April, Judith, Cindy, nor Marsha knew Paul had sent one more letter. 
Grace Strong saw it drop through her mail slot and noticed it right away. Even without the stickers, she would have noticed. Grace often said she didn’t have any magical gifts, and that she was no one special, but she possessed a strong intuitive sense about things, and as the bills and junk mail fell to the floor, she knew there was something in that pile that needed her immediate attention.
Putting down her coffee cup and her morning scone, Grace waved to the mail carrier through the window of her coffee shop, opened the door to the pass-through space that kept the elements out, picked up the mail, and took it back to her table.
The early morning crowd had come and gone, but a few people were chatting in the corner, and others were working on computers. It was just as she had always envisioned her coffee shop-book-store would look. Grace sighed with happiness. She had made a life for herself in a town that she loved. 
Grace sorted through the mail, took out the junk pieces to be put in the recycle bin, and moved the bills to one side for her bookkeeper, which left the letter sitting by itself in the middle of the table. 
The name Paul Stanford Mann was on the return label. It had been forty-six years since she had seen that name and never expected to see it again. 
With trembling hands, she opened the letter and then understood why she had a hunch about it. Yes, this was another adventure. But not the kind that would involve her new home or her current friends. This adventure was about the past and was not coming to her. She would be going to it. 






  
  Ten


Bree stared at the unopened letter and wondered where it would be best to open it. Here in her now tidy office? Or the living room where they watched TV and ate lunch together when Paul was home?  
When he wasn’t home, she’d read a book while she ate, always eating more than she wanted to because she didn’t want to stop reading.
Or perhaps she’d open it outside in the garden on the bench under the tree. Bree decided against the garden because she hadn’t been outside since Paul died, and she knew all she would see was work that needed to be done to bring the garden back to health.
No, she thought. It made sense to open the letter where she wrote and ran her business. That way, perhaps she could read the letter without becoming too emotional.
“Yea, right,” she said out loud.
Reaching into her desk drawer, she took out her letter opener and, after pausing once more, slit the top of the envelope and pulled out the letter.
Although stickers of flowers, birds, trees, and hearts plastered the envelope, the letter was a sheet of plain white paper. Bree recognized Paul’s precise printing and, of course, his sprawling signature after the last line, which she read first as she always did. 
You were and always will be the love and light of my life. Yours, forever, Paul 
“Yea, right,” Bree said again out loud. “That’s why you
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