
  
    [image: A Place at the Table]
  


    
    A Place at the Table

    
    
    
    
    C.P. Dail

    
    [image: Publisher logo]

  

    
    
      Copyright © 2026 by C.P. Dail

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a publication review.

      
    

  

    
      Contents





    

    
      
  	Chapter 1: A Place Saved




  	Chapter 2: Table Seven




  	Chapter 3: Morning Light




  	Chapter 4: The Long Way Home




  	Chapter 5: The Tuesday Call




  	Chapter 6: Coffee on Thursday




  	Chapter 7: The Things We Keep




  	Chapter 8: A Place at the Table




  	About The Author




    

  

    
      
    
        Introduction

    



Evelyn Harper had spent the better part of a week deciding whether she could survive four hours at a wedding.

The invitation had rested on her kitchen counter since it arrived three months earlier, propped against the fruit bowl as though it belonged among ordinary household reminders instead of carrying the weight it somehow managed to hold. Every morning she glanced at the elegant cream envelope while pouring her coffee, and every evening she looked at it again before switching off the lights, wondering if declining would disappoint people she loved or simply spare herself the exhaustion of pretending she was ready for celebrations again.

Eighteen months was supposed to sound like enough time.

People stopped lowering their voices when they asked how she was doing. They stopped looking at her with careful sympathy in the grocery store. Even her neighbors had gently retired the casseroles and handwritten notes, replacing condolences with invitations to neighborhood barbecues or book clubs that she usually accepted, smiling just enough to convince everyone she was slowly becoming herself again.

The truth was harder to explain.

Grief had never felt like a storm that eventually passed. Instead, it resembled the tide, advancing and retreating without asking permission, leaving behind reminders in the smallest places. A favorite coffee mug. A song playing unexpectedly in the pharmacy. An empty passenger seat that still seemed occupied whenever she drove home after sunset.

Daniel had loved weddings.

He never danced particularly well, yet he had believed enthusiasm could compensate for rhythm, and somehow it always had. Every family celebration eventually found him laughing in the middle of a crowded dance floor, convincing reluctant relatives to join him while Evelyn watched with affectionate embarrassment that inevitably turned into participation. He possessed the rare gift of making happiness seem contagious.

Now she couldn't imagine walking into a ballroom without instinctively searching for him.

Olivia's wedding would be the first great family milestone Daniel wouldn't attend, and that absence felt larger than the event itself. It wasn't merely about watching another young couple begin their lives together. It was about accepting that every future family photograph would quietly record the empty place where her husband should have been.

Still, love had always asked something of the people who carried it.

Daniel had adored his niece, proudly attending every recital, graduation, and birthday she could remember. Missing Olivia's wedding because grief frightened Evelyn would have been the one decision he never would have understood. He would have kissed her forehead, squeezed her hand, and reminded her that celebrating someone else's joy did not betray her own sorrow.

So she packed a navy-blue dress she had almost convinced herself she was too old to wear, slipped Daniel's wedding band into the small velvet pouch she carried in her handbag instead of leaving it at home, and drove toward a celebration she feared might break her heart all over again.

She had no way of knowing that before the last song faded into the summer night, the music waiting inside that ballroom would ask a different question entirely—not whether she could let go of the life she had loved, but whether she was brave enough to believe another beautiful chapter might still be waiting.
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      Cars continued to pull into the gravel parking lot while Evelyn Harper remained exactly where she was, both hands resting on the steering wheel though the engine had been off for several minutes. Couples crossed the drive laughing together, older relatives greeted one another with careful hugs, and children darted between adults in clothes that would almost certainly be grass-stained before dinner. She recognized many of the faces, yet they all seemed to belong to another life, one that had kept moving while hers had stopped eighteen months earlier.

The wedding invitation had said three-thirty, and the small clock on her dashboard now read three twenty-seven. Three minutes was still enough time to leave, at least technically, though she knew she would never forgive herself if she did. Olivia had called twice to make sure she was coming, her voice bright with bridal excitement and trembling at the edges with the knowledge that Uncle Daniel would not be there. Evelyn had promised she would attend, and some promises mattered more when they were difficult to keep.

Her phone buzzed in the cup holder.

Margaret: Are you here?

Evelyn stared at the message for a moment, then typed with one thumb.

In the parking lot.

The reply came almost immediately.

Of course you are. Don't move.

Evelyn almost laughed, which surprised her enough that she pressed two fingers to her lips. Margaret had always possessed the irritating gift of locating her precisely at the moment she most wanted to disappear. As children, Margaret had found her hiding in closets during thunderstorms; as adults, she had found her avoiding family arguments in kitchens, laundry rooms, and once behind a very large ficus at their cousin's fiftieth birthday party. Apparently, widowhood had not made Evelyn harder to read.

A minute later, her younger sister appeared on the front steps of Ashcroft Manor, lifting the hem of her coral dress as she crossed the gravel in sensible heels. Margaret was sixty only by calendar, with silver-threaded curls, sharp blue eyes, and the purposeful stride of a woman who had never let discomfort prevent her from entering a room. She stopped beside Evelyn's window and bent slightly, her expression softening when she saw the unshed tears Evelyn had worked so hard to hide.

"You made it," Margaret said.

"Barely."

"That still counts."

"I had a whole speech prepared about a sudden headache."

"Was it convincing?"

"Not even to me."

Margaret smiled, then reached through the open window and covered Evelyn's hand where it rested on the wheel. "You don't have to be cheerful today. You only have to be present."

Evelyn looked past her toward the manor, where white roses framed the garden entrance and music floated faintly through the afternoon air. "I don't know how to do this without him."

"No," Margaret said gently. "But you don't have to know before you start."

The simplicity of that nearly undid her. For months, people had offered encouragement that sounded like instructions: move forward, get out more, take small steps, give yourself grace. Margaret, at least, understood that Evelyn was not refusing life so much as standing at the edge of it, unsure whether the ground would hold when she placed her full weight down. The wedding ahead of her was beautiful, and that was exactly why it hurt.

Daniel had loved weddings with a devotion Evelyn used to tease him about. He had kept tissues in his jacket pocket because he always cried during vows, then blamed seasonal allergies regardless of the month. At receptions, he became a one-man campaign for the dance floor, coaxing reluctant relatives into motion until grandmothers, toddlers, and self-conscious teenagers were laughing together beneath the lights. If he had been here today, he would have been early, overdressed, and already making Olivia laugh somewhere inside.

Instead, Evelyn had brought his wedding band in a velvet pouch tucked inside her handbag.

She could feel its presence without touching it. The small weight had become a private reassurance, though she knew it was not the same as Daniel's hand finding hers before a ceremony began. She missed that most in public places—the ordinary claim of being someone's person, the ease of standing beside a man who had known which jokes would make her roll her eyes and which silences meant she needed rescuing. Alone at home was lonely, but alone among celebration felt exposed.

Margaret opened the car door. "Come on. Olivia will be watching for you."

"Of course she will."

"She's a bride. They develop powers."

Evelyn managed a real smile as she stepped out, smoothing the navy dress she had almost returned twice. It skimmed her knees, elegant without being severe, and Daniel would have said it made her look like she was about to accept an award for intimidating librarianship. The thought arrived warmly instead of sharply, and for the first time that day she let herself keep it.

They walked together toward the garden entrance, gravel shifting beneath their shoes. The estate rose ahead of them in pale stone and ivy, its tall windows catching the June light, while beyond the manor the lake shimmered like a sheet of glass. Everything had been arranged with exquisite care: rows of white chairs, blush roses woven through the arbor, ribbons lifting in the breeze, programs waiting on seats like folded promises. Evelyn wanted to admire it without pain, but beauty had become complicated after Daniel, because beautiful things made her want to turn and share them.

At the back of the garden, an usher guided them toward the last available seats. Margaret slipped into the aisle first, and Evelyn followed, apologizing softly as she passed knees and handbags. Just as she sat, the string quartet shifted into the processional, and the entire gathering seemed to inhale at once. The empty chair beside Evelyn remained open for only a moment before a man stepped into the row and took it with a quiet nod.

He was tall, silver at the temples, and dressed in a navy suit that looked expensive but not showy. His expression carried the composed strain of someone who had been greeted warmly all afternoon while privately counting the minutes until he could breathe. Evelyn returned his nod because politeness required it, then looked forward as the wedding party began its walk down the aisle. Still, she noticed that he held his program too tightly, creasing the corner between his thumb and forefinger.

When Olivia appeared, every thought in Evelyn's mind softened.

The bride moved down the aisle on her father's arm, radiant and teary and trying valiantly not to cry before reaching Noah. Evelyn pressed a tissue beneath one eye, careful not to disturb her makeup, and felt Margaret's hand find hers. At the front, Noah looked overwhelmed in the tender, unguarded way young men rarely allowed themselves to be in public. He watched Olivia as though the rest of the garden had blurred around her, and Evelyn felt a bittersweet ache expand beneath her ribs.

Daniel should have seen this.

The thought did not arrive as a wail but as a truth, heavy and clean. He should have been seated near the front, making a terrible joke under his breath to stop himself from crying. He should have been clapping too loudly, hugging Olivia too long, declaring at least three times that Noah was a lucky man. But he was not here, and somehow the ceremony continued anyway, not because his absence mattered less, but because love had always insisted on gathering even when grief came too.

The officiant spoke about choosing one another in ordinary moments, in difficult seasons, and in all the unglamorous days no photographer would ever capture. Evelyn listened with her throat tight, remembering mornings when Daniel had warmed her car before work, evenings when she had sat beside him through treatments, and the final weeks when choosing love had meant letting him sleep when conversation exhausted him. Marriage, she had learned, was not only a promise made once in a pretty place. It was the steady repetition of devotion until the repetitions became a life.

Beside her, the man in the navy suit cleared his throat quietly.

It was such a small sound, almost swallowed by the breeze, but Evelyn recognized the effort behind it. He was trying not to break. Without thinking, she slipped one of her extra tissues from the small packet in her purse and held it toward him, her eyes still fixed on Olivia and Noah. He hesitated only a second before accepting it.

"Thank you," he murmured.

"Of course," she whispered.

Their hands did not touch, but the nearness of the exchange carried a strange intimacy, the kind born not from flirtation but from mutual survival. Evelyn felt him turn slightly toward her, perhaps surprised that a stranger had noticed what he hoped to conceal. She kept her gaze forward, giving him the dignity of not being watched, and he did the same for her
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