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      “Audrey?” Bradley asks.

      I blink and realize he must have been talking to me.

      “I’m sorry. I was thinking about something else.” I do it all the time. My family is used to it and it doesn’t bother them, but he’s looking at me like something’s wrong with me.

      “I was just asking how much milk you like in your coffee.”

      “Oh,” I say. “Enough so it doesn’t taste like coffee. Or motor oil.” Geez. I’m not fit to be around other people. Brianna and Lilah were right. I should have brought them.

      Bradley gives me a little grin, then as he makes the coffee, I twist at my wedding ring.

      He’d asked about my husband. People are going to ask. I’m going to have to tell them. There’s no way around it.

      Bradley hands me a cup of hot coffee. I take it from him and set it on counter.

      “You asked what brought me to Whiskey Springs.”

      “Just making conversation. You don’t have to answer.”

      “This house belonged to my husband’s grandfather.”

      “Theodore Albright.”

      “Yes. And now it apparently belongs to me.”

      Bradley sets his mug down, too. Leans a hip against the kitchen island and studies me.

      “Last I heard it belonged to a fellow named Thomas Albright. He sold it to you?”

      “No. I inherited it.”

      He tilts his head to the side and looks at me. “I’m a little confused now.”

      “Thomas Albright was my husband.”

      “Was.” I can see him putting things together. Was. Inherited.

      “I know it’s confusing because I didn’t take his name.”

      “Not unusual.”

      Apparently somehow word about Thomas’s accident had not traveled to Whiskey Springs.

      “Thomas Albright was killed in an airplane crash two weeks ago.” I straighten my shoulders and force myself to follow through with the words. “I’m his widow.”
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        Houston, Texas

      

      

      

      I became a widow on a stormy Tuesday evening.

      I’d just locked up the art gallery on McKinney Street and pulled out of the parking garage when the sky opened up. Blinding rain hammers the roof of my Toyota Camry, loud and relentless, like the storm had been holding its breath until I left work.

      My windshield wipers fight hard, but the downpour blurs everything—the road, the streetlights, the familiar city skyline. Sheets of water pour down the window.

      Even through the strong new car scent, I smell the rain. Clean and fresh. Washing away the dust of southern humidity.

      Normally, I like the rain. It makes the world feel quieter, softer somehow. But not tonight.

      I slow at the intersection, squinting through the blur of headlights and storm. Typical spring in Texas—clear skies one moment, flooded roads the next.

      I dread the drive home. Even with a straight shot on Interstate 10, it’s still a long drive out to Katy. It’s a mystery to me and probably always will be just why Thomas wanted to buy a house out in the suburbs when I worked downtown and he spent most of his time at the airport north of town.

      So every day, often even on weekends, I get in my car and head east toward downtown while he gets in his car and heads north toward the airport.

      As an airplane pilot, he spends the night away from home at least once a week. In his defense, I guess he thought I would be safer out in the suburbs. But the drive…

      I hadn’t complained. Not when the three-story house, all stone and glass, with its manicured lawn was so pretty. And new. The new house with its brand new appliances. No one else has ever lived in it before us. Considering it was my first house after living in apartments, I’m pretty happy once I get inside.

      The gallery had hosted an event tonight for two very different artists. One of them was known for realistic photographs and the other for abstract watercolors.

      Two artists, more different in every way possible, couldn’t have been paired together even if we’d tried. Concurrent hosting is new. Something suggested by the new CEO to increase profits.

      My job was easy. My job was to make sure everyone else did their job. The hostess. The caterer. Other than that, I spent most of my time talking to guests.

      When the first phone call from a number I don’t recognize shows up on my dashboard screen, I let it go to voicemail. After an evening of talking to people, I just want time to decompress. That’s how I typically use the drive home. I’d replay the evening. Catalog everything away in my head and make room for a glass of wine and a book.

      Thomas is on an overnight trip tonight to Austin, so it’s just me. I’m looking forward to getting out of my heels and cocktail dress, grabbing a glass of wine, and curling up on the sofa in front of the fireplace with a romance novel.

      Thomas and I usually watch a movie or binge watch some series or another, but when I’m alone, I’m content to just spend the evening quietly reading. My go to evening activity before I met Thomas.

      The second time my phone rings, I hit the button and send the caller straight to voicemail. I don’t need a distraction from driving right now. Not in this thunderstorm.

      As though to support my decision, a flash of lightning splits the sky just as I merge onto the interstate followed by an ear-splitting crash of thunder that makes the air tremble.

      The third time my phone rings, I’m nearing the outer loop, still gripping the steering wheel, cringing as every car rushes past, sending an extra spray of water onto the windshield. A quick glance tells me it’s the same number calling. A local number.

      My family lives in Atlanta, so it’s either a wrong number or work. This time of night, just after ten, I’m going with wrong number.

      But it could be someone with a problem related to the art gallery and as the manager, I’m responsible. I press the answer button on my steering wheel.

      “Hello.”

      “Ms. Albright?”

      “This is Audrey.” I didn’t take Thomas’s last name and it rather annoys me that people always assume that I did.

      Not that there’s anything wrong with a woman taking her husband’s name. I just hadn’t. And it seems like people shouldn’t make assumptions.

      “This is John with the FAA.”

      “The FAA.” My stomach knots. “I think you meant to call Thomas’s number.”

      He’s quiet for a moment. “Are you driving?”

      “Yes.” Thunder crashes again and I grip the steering wheel with both hands. Despite the rain and diminished visibility, cars and big eighteen wheelers fly past me on either side.

      I just want to be home.

      “I hear the storm,” he says. “Can I call you back?”

      “Sure. But Thomas isn’t available.”

      “It’s okay,” he says. “I’ll call you back.”

      “Sure thing,” I say and disconnect the line.

      How had John from the FAA gotten my phone number and why is he calling Thomas late at night?

      It probably has something to do with Thomas’s return flight home tomorrow. Probably delayed. Thomas, like all pilots, has a lot of delayed flights. It comes with the territory.

      Thomas and I haven’t known each other all that long all in all. We’d worked together a short time on the annual staff in college, but he’d been a senior and I’d been a sophomore. Four years after he’d graduated and moved on, he’d walked into my art gallery. That was about a year ago.

      Although he’d remembered me, I hadn’t recognized him right away.

      Six months later we were married.

      Thomas always seemed to be in a hurry to do things. He’d been in a hurry to get married. In a hurry to buy a house. He just didn’t have much sense of delayed gratification. I’d teased him about it, finding it a bit endearing.

      And he was charming enough that he was able to convince me to go along with most things. With me being one of the least impulsive people I knew, he amused me. I rather liked that he pulled me out of my comfort zone on occasion.

      I exit off the freeway and head toward my gated neighborhood.

      Katy, oddly enough, typically has more traffic than downtown, but this time of night, the roads are pretty much empty.

      I drive through the gate, make the five turns required to get to my house, then pull into the garage. Turn off the motor and open my door to the welcome quiet.

      The storm still rages outside, but inside the garage, it’s blissfully quiet.

      It’s usually not so bad going from one garage to the next. Even when it’s brutally hot outside. Work to home. The rain, however, makes the drive tricky and tonight was one of the worst storms I’ve driven through.

      But I made it.

      I let myself inside and head straight upstairs to the bedroom to change clothes.

      Just as I step out of my heels, my phone rings again. I pull it out of my purse and glare at the number.

      It’s the same number. John from the FAA.

      “Hello John,” I say. “Do you have my husband’s phone number?”

      “Yes,” he says. “But it’s you I need to talk to.”

      I sit down hard on the little bench in my closet as realization slams into me. Glancing over at Thomas’s clothes, neatly hung and organized, I smell his cologne from where he’d gotten dressed earlier in the day.

      Thomas always calls when he lands. I’d gotten so busy with the gallery event and then driving in the storm, I only now realized that I hadn’t heard from him.

      I glance at the time. He should have landed about three hours ago. Three hours.

      I’d been so distracted, it hadn’t even occurred to me until this minute that he hadn’t checked in.

      “Why? Has something happened?” I ask, remembering that I’m on the phone with John with the FAA. “He should be in Austin.” I have an overwhelming urge to hang up and dial Thomas’s phone number. “The storm…”

      “Yes. The storm that’s over Houston now came down from the west.”

      “So Thomas got delayed.” That would explain things. He got delayed and he didn’t call because he knew I had an important event tonight. But that didn’t explain why John from the FAA was on the phone with me.

      “He didn’t get delayed.”

      I thought for a minute. Thomas had taken me flying plenty of times. He’d taught me some basics. Flight plans. Weather reports. He was careful.

      “A detour then. They had to detour him to another airport.” Despite my optimist words, there’s a knot forming in the pit of my stomach.

      “He radioed in with engine trouble.”

      “Engine trouble? Emergency landing then.” Panic is in my voice now replacing the annoyance. My phone is on speaker, but I’m surprised the phone itself doesn’t crack with my herculean grip.

      “Audrey. We lost contact with your husband’s plane about five pm.”
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      Two mornings later, I wander downstairs, wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt, my hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, where my two sisters are in the kitchen.

      “Who are these people?” I ask, mostly to myself. I don’t expect an answer.

      There are people in my house. I don’t like people in my house.

      I didn’t invite them.

      Neighbors from the looks of them.

      People I’ve never even met.

      Sitting on my sofa. Talking in hushed tones. Light chuckles. Furtive glances in my direction.

      We stand behind the island looking out over toward my living room.

      Lilah, the youngest, is cutting an apple pie into slices and placing them on plates. Not saying much of anything.

      Brianna, a year younger than me, stands next to me, hands on her hips.

      “That’s Mark and Mary sitting together on the sofa. They live two houses down on the corner. Melissa is sitting on the hearth in front of the fireplace. Her husband Kevin is standing next to her. They live next to you on the other side. And the guy standing at the patio door looking out is Bert. He’s the president of your Home Owner’s Association.”

      I look at Brianna, my mouth open in awe. “How do you know this? Never mind.” Brianna talks to everybody. She never meets a stranger. But even more important. “How do they even know about Thomas?”

      “It was on the news,” Lilah says, washing the knife.

      “It was on the news?” I ask Brianna.

      Their gazes land on me at once—startled, uncertain, as if I’ve just confessed something unthinkable.

      “It’s okay,” Brianna says, pulling me into a hug. “You’re okay.”

      Lilah puts the knife away and arranges the saucers of pie slices on a tray.

      I groan when the doorbell rings. “Why so many people?”

      “I’ll get it,” Brianna says. “Lilah. Give Audrey some pie.”

      “I’m not hungry,” I say, but I sit down at the breakfast table, and take the fork Lilah hands me.

      I’m still feeling groggy. Someone, Brianna I think, gave me something to help me sleep last night. I’d slept for… I glance at my watch… twelve hours. I never sleep that long.

      After distributing the pie to my guests, which makes absolutely no sense to me, Lilah sits down next to me with her own piece of pie.

      “It’s good, huh?” Lilah asks as she takes a bite. Lilah never eats sweets. Things must be really bad for Lilah to eat pie.

      “Yes.” Surprisingly so. “Who made it?”

      “HEB I think. I don’t know who brought it.”

      Brianna comes back from answering the front door with a man wearing a suit in tow.

      I glance at him out of the corner of my eye, then take another bite of pie. I have a good case of not caring. Learning that one’s husband was killed in an airplane crash will do that to a person.

      “This is Andrew Harrington,” Brianna says, then lowers her voice. “Your attorney.”

      Alarmed, I look up at Andrew Harrington. “I have an attorney?”

      He holds out a hand. “I’m Andrew,” he says, kindly.

      I set my fork down and put my hand in his.

      “Is there someplace we can talk?” he asks. “In private.”

      “Lilah, get Mr. Harrington some pie, would you?” She turns back to Andrew. “Give me ten minutes and I’ll have everyone out of here.”

      Andrew sits down across from me and dutifully eats the slice of pie Lilah puts in front of him.

      Brianna takes the empty tray back into the living room.

      “Thank y’all so much for coming,” she says in what I recognize as her sweetest voice. “But we’re gonna need a bit of privacy now.”

      Five minutes later she has my five unwanted guests herded out the door.

      “We can talk now,” she tells Andrew as she sits down at the table.

      With Lilah on one side of me and Brianna on the other, I brace myself to hear what the attorney I didn’t know I had has to say.
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      “I’ve gone over all the paperwork,” Andrew Harrington, Attorney says, taking a pair of wire-rimmed glasses out of his pocket and putting them on.

      With the pie cleared away, I sit with my hands in my lap, watching him with heavy eyes.

      He seems like a kind man. He has kind eyes and his tone is soft and understanding. Even so, it doesn’t do much to keep the lump in my throat at bay.

      The single word widow keeps swirling through my head. I’m too young to be a widow.

      “I’m sorry,” Brianna says glancing over at me. “Would you repeat that?”

      “Sorry,” I say, under my breath. My sister somehow knew my attention had wandered.

      “Sure,” Andrew says, looking into my eyes.

      “Thomas made me executor of your estate, so I consulted with your accountant. I can skip over some of the details for now, but let me just boil it down.

      “I’m afraid you’re going to have to sell the house.”

      I blink at him. “Okay.” Last night when the thought of living out here in Katy by myself crossed my mind, I’d shut it down. It wasn’t something I could wrap my head around. But here he was bringing it up.

      “You’re okay with that?” Andrew asks.

      “She needs to think about it,” Brianna says.

      “No,” I say. “I don’t need to think about it. I’m okay with it.”

      “Good,” Andrew says. “That’s good.”

      “So she’ll have money, right?” Brianna asks. “From the sale of the house and insurance. She’ll have insurance to start over, right?”

      Frowning, Andrew rubs a hand over his face and removes his reading glasses.

      “I regret to tell you the insurance is already allocated,” he says.

      “Already allocated?” Brianna says. “For what?”

      “Thomas had some debt. Some rather large debts and even larger obligations.”

      Brianna looks at me. “What kind of debts did Thomas have?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t know he had any debts.” I look outside at the mimosa tree Thomas had planted. He’d been so proud of himself when he’d dug that hole all by himself and dropped the five-foot tall tree we’d hauled from Home Depot into it.

      “What kind of debts?” I ask Andrew.

      “He had some pretty significant credit card debt, another mortgage, and⁠—”

      “Wait.” Brianna holds up a hand. “Another mortgage?”

      Andrew glances at me. Sits up a little straighter. “He has a condo in downtown Houston.”

      “Since when?” I ask. Thomas had never told me about him having another condo. When we’d met, he’d lived in an apartment near the Galleria.

      “We can come back to those details.”

      “No. The condo is a mistake. There’s no condo.” I feel a little dizzy. A little faint. If there was a condo, I should know about it.

      “Five years. It’s not a mistake.”

      I steel myself for the sudden realization that I hardly knew Thomas at all. “Tell me why. Why did Thomas have a condo he never told me about?”

      Neither one of my sisters says anything as I wait for Andrew to tell us these things about my husband. Things I hadn’t known. Things I should have known.

      “The child,” Andrew says. “Thomas has a child.”

      I squeeze my eyes closed and Brianna grips my hand.

      Lilah watches us all closely, then turns on Andrew. “You came all the way out here just to tell her this?” I hear the anger in Lilah’s voice.

      “It’s okay, Lilah,” I say, looking at her.

      “No. It’s not okay.” She pins her gaze on Andrew. “If you don’t have something good to tell Audrey, you can go. Can’t you see she’s already devastated?”

      “I’m so sorry,” Andrew says. “But I do have good news.”

      All three of us just look at him. A gust of warm Texas wind flutters a branch of the mimosa tree against the window.

      “His grandfather left him a cabin. It’s just outside a small town in the Colorado mountains.”

      “Who does that go to?” Brianna asks with obvious ire in her tone.

      “It’s protected. According to the grandfather’s will, in the event that something happens to Thomas, it specifically goes to Thomas’s first wife.”

      “Am I his first wife?” I ask, my voice sounding small. I no longer trust anything I thought I knew about my marriage.

      Thomas has a child. A child with someone else. He’d never told me about having a child.

      “Yes,” Andrew says. “You’re his first wife.”

      “The cabin is free and clear of any debts.” He clears his throat. “There’s a stipend that comes with it.”

      “So I own a house in Colorado?”

      “Yes. Sort of. It’s in a trust. It’s yours but you have to live in it. You have to live in the house for one year for it to be yours. As long as you live there, you get the stipend that comes with it. But you can never sell the house.”

      “Thomas said we’d go to Colorado one day. I thought he meant we’d go there for a vacation.”

      “Audrey can’t just move off to Colorado,” Brianna says. “She has a job here. A life. Family.”

      “The cabin is paid for?” Lilah asks.

      “Free and clear. All expenses paid by an executor.”

      “It must be a dump,” Brianna says. “She can’t live in a dump.”

      “It’s not a dump,” Andrew says.

      “You’ve seen it?” Lilah asks, pinning Andrew with her gaze.

      “No. But I’ve seen photos.”

      “Who’s the executor?” I ask.

      “I am,” Andrew says.

      Brianna sits back and crosses her arms. “It sounds fishy to me.”

      “What town?” I ask. “What town in Colorado?”

      “Whiskey Springs.”

      Whiskey Springs. I’ll think about it. Maybe something will come to me. A conversation. A mention.

      But I know it won’t. Just like the child. Apparently Andrew was a vault when it came to his personal life.

      “How much is the stipend?” Lilah asks.

      “The stipend is one million dollars.”

      “In lieu of millions of dollars in insurance,” Brianna says, through gritted teeth. “The wife gets stuck with a cabin in the middle of nowhere and a million dollars. It won’t last anytime.” She looks at me. “You should contest the will.”

      “He has a child,” I say. I don’t even know who’s side I’m on at this point. I’m just numb. Trying to hold all this information in my groggy brain and process it.

      “So? He should have told you.”

      “And he shouldn’t have died,” I say. What I don’t say is I shouldn’t be a widow. I should not be a widow at twenty-seven.

      “Ladies,” Andrew says. “I’m going to leave some papers for you to look over. I’d like to come back in a couple of days after you’ve had some time to absorb everything.”

      My sisters glare at him.

      “Okay,” I say. “I need time to think about everything. And right now I’m very tired.”

      “I understand. I hate to be the one to drop all this on you. But…” He pulls a stack of papers from the briefcase at his feet. “There’s one thing I think I need to clarify.”

      “Okay.”

      “The stipend. There’s enough money in the account to last all of your lifetimes put together and it’s in an account that compounds daily.” He leans forward, his gaze locked on mine. “The stipend will be deposited in your account the day you sign the papers. One million dollars. Every year. In perpetuity.”
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      “She can’t go,” Brianna says.

      “She can’t not go,” Lilah says.

      The three of us sit in my living room on the big sectional with nothing but the flames from the fireplace for light. The contract papers are scattered in front of us on the coffee table. Already dog-eared and highlighted.

      It’s dark now. After Andrew had left, I’d gone upstairs to take a nap. It seems like I can’t get enough sleep.

      Without reading it, I left the paperwork with my sisters to examine. And they had. I’ll read it all later. Tomorrow maybe.

      They’d gone through everything line by line. Brianna worked for an attorney for a year so she’d felt qualified to go through the paperwork line by line. Then she and Lilah had discussed it while I slept.

      They’d even sent it over to our Uncle Carl. Uncle Carl is an attorney.

      After I’d gotten up, they’d had pizza delivered of which I’d eaten all of one slice.

      Not content with me eating just one slice of pizza, Lilah had made popcorn and set it out. I grab a handful and nibble on it.

      “Audrey doesn’t know anything about the mountains.”

      “How much different can it be than Katy?” Lilah, obviously not a fan of Katy, wrinkles her nose and picks up a bowl of popcorn. She doesn’t eat sweets, but she’ll eat anything salty. All ninety-five pounds of her.

      “Have you ever been in the mountains?”

      “She’ll be fine. It’s not just a cabin. It’s a big house and it has maid service.”

      “I don’t trust it.” Brianna sits back and crosses her arms.

      “You do know I’m right here,” I say.

      They both turn and look at me. I honestly think they had forgotten I was sitting right here.

      “Of course we do,” Brianna says.

      “Is that in the contract?” I ask. “The maid service?”

      “Yes,” Lilah says, her face brightening. “We pulled up pictures on the Internet. Do you want to see them?”

      “Sure.” I shrug. I’m curious. For a lot of reasons. Not the least of which is why Lilah is suddenly fighting against Brianna for me to go to the cabin.

      She links her phone to the big screen television—one of Thomas’s prized possessions—on the wall over the fireplace and pulls up Google Earth. Types in the address.

      “I see a lot of trees.” Squinting, I lean forward. “And a rooftop. I can’t tell anything about it.”

      “See,” Brianna says. “It’s blocked or something.”

      “It might be blocked,” I say, munching on popcorn. “Some private residences are.”

      “You’re both missing the point,” Lilah says. “It’s big. It’s not just a cabin.”

      “Andrew said he has pictures. Did you ask him to send them over?”

      They both look blankly at me. Then they look at each other.

      I locate his business card on the coffee table and send him a text asking for pictures.

      “Now,” I say. “We just wait. He’ll send…”

      My phone vibrates.

      “He must have been waiting.”

      “You have photos?” Lilah asks. “Put them up on the television.”

      I have three photographs. The first one is of the outside of the house.

      “It looks like a lodge,” Brianna says. “Two stories.”

      “Three if you count the attic.” Lilac stands up to move closer to the television. “Look how pretty it is. It looks a log cabin but with glass. Look at all the windows. ”

      “We don’t know how old the photos are,” Brianna says.

      Lilah turns on her. “Since when did you become so negative?”

      “Since my sister is thinking about moving to the other side of the world to live.”

      “It’s not the other side of the world,” I say, keeping my eyes on the photo. Taking in the what is supposed to be a cabin, but looks more like a lodge just as Brianna pointed out.

      “Couldn’t be much worse than Katy,” Lilah grumbles.

      I don’t say anything, but I tend to agree with Lilah. Something about the place looks so peaceful.

      “Thomas never said anything to you about it?” Lilah asks.

      I shake my head and lower my gaze to my phone.

      “Lilah,” Brianna admonishes.

      “It’s okay. We have to talk about him eventually.” I slide to the next photo.

      The inside of the cabin looks surprisingly modern with lots of light. An open floorplan much like this house.

      “Look at that view,” Lilah says. “You can sit in your living room and look out at the mountains.”

      “If she goes,” Brianna says.

      “I wonder if it’s furnished,” I say.

      “It is. Fully furnished.”

      “That might not be the same furniture it has now.”

      “Brianna. Stop it.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I say. “I don’t need a lot. And with the stipend if I don’t like it, I can replace it.” I slide to the next photo.

      “Look at that fireplace,” Lilah says. “I think that’s real wood.”

      Brianna bites her tongue.

      “I can learn how to light a real fire,” I say, knowing what Brianna is thinking. “How hard can it be?”

      No one says anything for long enough that I shift my gaze to Lilah, then Brianna.

      “You lost,” Lilah says to Brianna.

      “I know.”

      “Lost what?”

      “The bet. I bet that you would be. Brianna bet that you wouldn’t. I won.”

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “You can’t not go,” Lilah says.

      “She can live with me,” Brianna offers.

      “In your one-bedroom apartment? No thank you.”

      “Our parents.”

      I’m already shaking my head. “I’m definitely not moving back to Atlanta.”

      “By the way,” Brianna says. “Our parents will be here in the morning.”

      “They should have just driven,” Lilah says. “They’d be here by now.”

      “It’s too hard on them. They’re too old.”

      “They didn’t have to come,” I say. But I knew they’d be here for the funeral.

      “It’ll be good,” Brianna says. “They can help pack.”

      “So they’re too old to drive, but not too old to help pack?”

      Brianna shrugs.

      “Again. No need. I’m going to pack up my personal things and let the rest go with the house.” I look up at the photo on the television. “It looks like my next place has everything I need.”

      Lilah is right.

      I’m going.

      Moving to Katy hadn’t been my idea, but I’d gone along with it.

      And Thomas had left everything to a child I hadn’t even known he had.

      And he might not even have known about it or intended it, but he’d left me a cabin in the mountains. Along with a healthy stipend.

      I’m not going to let this opportunity slip by me.
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