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Quinn Alexander adjusted her grip on the paintbrush as she stood atop a ladder in her studio. The thrill of painting was a living, breathing entity inside her. Much like a storm. Could there be a better landscape to paint?

The ones that looked like they could kill you were her favorite. The more tempestuous the storm rolling over the valley below—the more it threatened to wash away with the torrents its darkness promised—the better.

Her current project spoke in dark tones of depth and power. The one ray of bright light escaping the churning clouds inspired hope with its promise the sun shone somewhere beyond.

Torrents and sun. Two promises which would each have their time. But when and for how long?

If she could inspire hope in one person, then her hours poured into each painting were worth it. She hadn’t quite lost hope. Not yet. She wasn’t a stranger to life’s storms, and she’d come close to giving up, but Brendan—her ray of light—helped her hang on.

Her gaze laser-focused on her brushstrokes, she added fine details to the canvas covering most of the cinder block wall. One more day, maybe two, and her masterpiece would be complete.

The golden bell over the gallery’s entrance offered its warning, breaking her concentration midstroke and sending a stream of delight trickling through her. Brendan was here with her surprise. With a glance at the clock and brush between her teeth, she descended out of the clouds. Twelve-ten. His meeting with new clients must have run long.

But shuffling steps on the gallery’s wooden floor announced two visitors.

Was her surprise a person? Ah, the intrigue.

She stepped off the ladder and nestled her brush in its cradle, expecting Brendan to bound through the hall from the gallery. But no one bounded, and the eerie quiet had her glancing at the clock again.

“I’ll be right out.” She wiped her hands on her paint-smeared overalls as she approached the viewing room. Holding her breath, she waited for Brendan to grab her and twirl her around the room.

Two police officers stood near the entrance. She exhaled, her delight pausing its flow. “Has there been another robbery?”

“No, ma’am.” One officer held his hands at chest level, his voice hesitant. “That’s not why we’re here.”

Her gaze flickered to his female partner.

“Are you Quinn Alexander?”

“Yes, that’s–that’s me.” She swallowed hard, the stream of delight running dry. The police were here, and Brendan was late.

“My name is Officer Frank Mullins. This is Officer Brianna Davis.” He gestured toward the sitting area. “May we sit?”

Quinn’s feet ignored her prompt to move. With effort, she pried them off the floor and walked to one of the wingback chairs she and Brendan had picked up at the Tulsa flea market. “What is it? What’s happened?”

The officers sat on the avocado-green couch—same flea market. The green matched the chairs’ floral print. “There’s been an accident.” Officer Mullins hovered on the couch’s edge, his hands clasped and still. “A semi crossed the centerline and hit your husband’s car. He was transported to St. Francis.”

The storm was coming, its darkness snuffing out the light.

“I’m sorry to have to tell you—he sustained injuries that he was unable to survive.”

Her mouth fell open. Breathing became difficult. She replayed his words, then blinked. “A car. You said a car. My husband drives a big truck—a big F250. You’ve got the wrong person.”

Officer Davis listed her head. “The car had Alexander Homes on the side.”

Quinn’s gaze riveted onto the officer’s, and she sat up straight. “Brendan never takes the company car. He always drives his truck. Always.”

It couldn’t be him. How dare they make such a mistake!

Officer Mullins raised his hands to calm her as if that were possible. “Mrs. Alexander, your husband has already been identified. His ID was in his wallet. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“No, it can’t be him.” She pushed from the chair and marched back into her studio to retrieve her bag. She dug through it for her phone, refusing to look at her churning storm clouds. Her hands shook as she pressed speed dial one. Voice mail. With a furrowed brow, she disconnected and called again. “Answer. Please answer.”

God, please don’t let this be happening.

It’s not him. She paced back and forth, willing him to pick up.

“Hi, you’ve reached Brendan Alexander with Alexander Homes. I’m sorry to have missed your call. Please leave your name and number along with a brief message, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Thank you for calling and have a great day. And if this is the lovely Mrs. Alexander... I love you, baby.” She’d heard his message a thousand times—his declaration to the world that he loved her—and a thousand times, it had made her smile. This time, it sounded like goodbye.

She stared without seeing and flinched when Officer Mullins spoke beside her. “Ma’am, won’t you please sit down?” Hand on her elbow, he led her back to her chair. “Is there someone we can call for you?”

“My mom. Please call my mom.” Somehow, her words made it out, her voice foreign, far away. Her anger wasn’t subsiding, but panic was becoming its companion.

He took her phone and walked toward the back room, speaking quietly.

Don’t. Cry. With her elbows on her knees and her hands over her mouth, she clenched her gut tight. This was not real, could never be real. They’d have to prove it was him. He was just late. Showing house plans to new clients.

Someone laid her coat across her shoulders. She jerked her head up. When had Mom come in? They went through the gallery door out into the cold March day. The wind blew against her skin.

Why couldn’t she feel the chill? Her body felt heavy and light at the same time—like she was there, but not.

Around her, the world on Cherry Street carried on. Brendan would drive up any minute with a romantic lunch and stolen kisses and the surprise he’d promised.

But he didn’t.

Brendan was always there. He made everything better. Every storm. How was he not here now?

Eyes red with tears, her mother took her bag and dug for her keys. Why was she crying? This wasn’t real.

But as her mother sobbed, puddles formed in Quinn’s eyes. Her mother’s hands trembled as she fumbled to find the shop key. The hollow click of the lock sounded permanent.

Quinn shrank into her seat as they drove, seeing little of what passed by. A numbness took over her body, and her heartbeat echoed in her ears like thunder. The world’s colors faded, leaving everything lackluster as a great chasm opened in her soul.

She teetered on the edge, the bleakness threatening to pull her down.

They entered through the emergency entrance where someone ushered them to trauma care. Her legs moved through muscle memory, her mind incapable of thought. The familiar sterile smell clogged her nostrils, something she’d never wanted to smell again. She choked back the rising bile.

Her dad stood next to a room with sliding glass doors, curtains pulled closed. Was this real? Pete Hawkins was a strong man she’d only seen cry one other time, in a nightmare not far in the past. Him crying now brought reality crashing into her like a hurricane-force wind.

“Daddy?” Her breath came in gasps, her tears in torrents. This was real. She stumbled to him, and he caught her in his arms. Then Mom was there, Dad’s arms around them both.

“My precious girl.”

God, how can this be real?

A nurse’s voice came from somewhere outside their circle. “You may go in when you’re ready. Take all the time you need.”

Her feet wouldn’t move. “I–I can’t.”

This had to be a dream, a nightmare. Any minute she’d wake up, and Brendan would be there with lunch and her surprise.

He promised.

“We’re right here with you.” Strong and gentle, her father’s voice poured over her in a stream of strength. Mom brushed her hair from her face.

Quinn tried to swallow the lump threatening to choke her. She couldn’t breathe around it. Trembling, she took a step toward the door.

The nurse slid it open enough for them to pass through, then shut it, closing them inside the nightmare.

She waded through the remnants of discarded medical supply packaging, tossed to the floor without thought. The walk to her husband’s side, only seconds, stretched out like miles.

He looked so broken. Glass sprinkled his hair like sand and sparkled in the fluorescent lights. But the bruises, cuts, and gashes distorting his face couldn’t hide his beauty. Her finger passing through dried blood, she traced his cheek line to his chin. Cold hard skin made her retract her hands, but they hovered over him, wanting to touch him. She willed his eyes to open, but they wouldn’t.

His arms would never hold her. His lips would never kiss her. His voice would never whisper to her.

She was alone. In a new storm. A storm he wouldn’t be there to help her through.

She collapsed over him, her dad’s hands on her shoulders. Her cries probably rang through the entire trauma center, but she didn’t care. In that bed lay her heart, her whole life, and both were being ripped away. She couldn’t grasp them, couldn’t hold on. They were just gone. Brendan was gone.
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Storm clouds crawled across the Tulsa sky reflecting Quinn Alexander’s life. It wouldn’t rain. Rarely did in August. But the lightning display was a welcome distraction from what lay ahead.

She’d always loved storms. The kind where rain fell from the sky in blowing sheets, lightning flashed its jagged sword, and thunder rolled its host of kettledrums. But the storm she was living now had struck her life and left her drowning. It beat her down and left hail dents in her heart. Made recovery questionable.

In her husband’s black F250, she waited in the parking lot at Whiteside Park Community Center until the last minute. Stepping foot inside was the last thing she wanted to do, but something she wouldn’t be able to avoid.

As the thunderhead on the horizon lit up, her phone rang, making her jump. With her nerves frazzled enough, she came close to denying the call.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Did you make it okay?”

“Yeah. I’m here. Just getting ready to go in.”

Her thoughts of driving away left without her.

“Keep your chin up, sweetheart. Grief counseling will be good for you.”

Brendan coming back would be better. But that wasn’t going to happen. She swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “I have to go. I don’t want to be late.”

Not truth. They said their goodbyes, and she disconnected. Not two seconds later, a text with the hug emoji came from her best friend, Claire. Quinn halfway smiled at the encouragement.

One last look at the clouds, and she closed her eyes, drawing her lips between her teeth. Storms always came, and the sun always rose. But the sun didn’t last long, and torrents were inescapable.

After a deep breath to summon courage, she grabbed her oversized purse and camel-colored sweater and slid out of Brendan’s truck, forcing her steps toward the glass doors.

She and Brendan had traveled all over the United States gathering photographs of the horizon. Then she set brush to canvas and created. Whether sunrise, sunset, or storm washing the world clean, to create was life.

But life was uncertain.

And she was dead inside.

So she entered the building and made her way to the meeting room where she would sit in a room full of people she didn’t want to know, listening to stories she didn’t want to hear. Drowning in a storm no one else could see. 

As she dawdled down the hall toward the meeting room’s shut door, she juggled her bag while donning her sweater and imagined her paintings hidden away under drop cloths in the back of her studio. Some of them relentless storms rolling across unfortunate landscapes. Others peaceful skies after a rain.

Her current project, meant to inspire hope, hung unfinished on her studio wall, draped with a white cloth. She pictured the single ray of bright light streaking across the canvas. Brendan—like the sun above the clouds—had always been there to help her through life’s storms, but he’d been gone five months now. And she was left to live this storm alone, to live her life beneath the cloud cover. No ray of light, no hope.

Standing at the brown wood door, she extracted her phone from her bag to check the time. Three minutes after seven.

A moment of hesitation.

It wasn’t too late to escape.

But could she let herself down? Yes. Her family and Claire?

She opened the door to a crowd sitting in a circle of chairs. Okay, maybe there were ten. But they seemed like a hundred, and they all gawked at her. Maybe being late hadn’t been a grand idea.

As an older lady droned on, she glanced around the circle until she found the only open seat, her face burning.

Being careful not to let the heels of her flats clack on the white tile floor, she strode to the orange plastic chair and sat, sliding her bag to the floor and placing her phone on the chair beside her leg so she could see the time.

Five minutes after. Seven minutes.

A man coughed, startling her. She uncrossed her ankles and crossed them the opposite way, impatient for the night to be over. Her mind drifted.

She’d come so close to finishing her painting. Now the doors were locked, the gallery dark and empty, the golden bell above the door silent. Her booth at Mayfest vacant.

She’d never paint another storm. Never paint another peaceful sky. The storm was her life, and there’d never be peace.

Dr. Holiday’s voice jerked her to attention. An older man, he looked the part of a psychologist in his gray suit. At least his eyes were kind over the rim of his readers. “We have a couple of new people here this evening.” He gestured toward her, and a hand clenched her heart, pumping it faster. “Why don’t you tell us your name and why you’re here.”

Of course, he wouldn’t just let her sit there. She pushed her hair behind an ear and stumbled through. “I’m Quinn. And, uh, I’m here because”—she swallowed and forced the words out like a confession at an AA meeting—“I lost my husband.”

“Welcome, Quinn.” When she didn’t speak, he moved on. “And you?” He looked toward the other unfortunate first-timer.

Quinn folded her shoulders in on herself, aching to melt into the floor. Thank God he hadn’t pressed her for more.

Her gaze flicked to the man sitting to his left who looked away as her eyes met his. She hadn’t meant to look anyone in the eye, but he’d been looking at her. No surprise, everyone had been. But with him being the only other younger person in the room, not much older than her twenty-seven years, his friendly smile made her want to crawl under the chair and die.

After losing Brendan, she had wanted to die. To drift away into peace. She couldn’t feel anything anyway. How much different could death be? The Zoloft in the medicine cabinet from her previous life-storm had called to her like crack to an addict. But she couldn’t bring herself to take them, and after staring at the light-yellow pills for two weeks, she’d flushed them.

She’d pleaded with God to take her, but He hadn’t granted that wish—He wasn’t a genie in a bottle. 

She chanced a glance around the room as stories were shared and tears shed. A small stage at one end, extra chairs stacked at the other. A nonintimidating environment if she didn’t count the suffering people surrounding her. The other newcomer had lost his wife. Another normal person deemed unworthy of love. She shivered in the overzealous AC and tugged her sweater tighter, turning her gaze back to her lap.

If she wasn’t going to die, then the only choice was to get through this, to somehow be okay again. Living in the abyss no longer an option and having no way to crawl out of this hole by herself, her parents had requested—insisted—she get help. So she’d stepped into her first group therapy session.

And was so ready to step out.

How much longer could she make it in this cloud of constant lightning? With every story too close to home, she breathed steady and waited.

When Dr. Holiday thanked everyone for coming and people began chatting with those around them, she thanked God it was over. She hopped up, grabbed her bag, and hurried to escape the room before she had to talk to anyone, not caring if her heels made noise or not. First session, ready to make it her last.

How did people do this? Bare their souls to strangers. She needed help, yes. But this nearly killed her, and she’d only given her name. Who needed Zoloft? Her hands in death grips on its straps, she tucked her boho bag under her arm, pressing it hard against her left side, the soft leather unable to fill the hollow aching there. How will I ever share more?

But wasn’t that the purpose of being here? To talk to people who’d been through the hell she was living? To have people around that understood, who could help?

She paused at the door, listening to the voices behind her—the chitchat between acquaintances. A woman cried. A man laughed. No, sweet freedom was better. She stepped into the hallway, the glass entry doors calling to her.

She strolled down the hall in a nonattention-drawing manner. Her hair fell around her, a shield for her face as she fumbled in her bag for her keys. Footsteps echoed behind her, and she quickened her pace.

“Excuse me, Quinn?”

Oh, so close to fresh air! She cringed and twisted partway, hands hovering on the door’s push lever, ready for escape. The young guy with the friendly smile had friendly eyes to match, blue like a clear sky. She’d club him if he made an advance.

Did she really just have that thought?

“You left your phone.” 

She blinked. “Oh! Yes, thank you.” Calm down. Cringing against the guilt, she deposited the phone into her bag. “Well, have a good night.” She turned to hurry away, but she didn’t get the door open an inch.

“I’m Nick.” He offered his hand, those blue eyes shining, his close-cropped beard neat and professional. “Nick James.”  

Resigning herself, she let the door close. His grip was firm. “Quinn Alexander.”

“This is your first time here.”

With him seeming as nervous as she felt, her internal radar started beeping out of control. “Yes, an order from my mother.”

His brow shot up. “Ah, the mom. I have one of those. Except, he’s a dad.”

She caught herself laughing—at least he had a sense of humor—and her muscles relaxed a bit. “Yeah. They can be quite compelling. But in her defense, I could use the help.”

“It’s good you’re here then. What did you think about it all?”

She moved out of the doorway so an older man could leave. As he passed, he whispered a good night, and she replied absently. “I’m not sure. I didn’t share anything.”

“I noticed you were quiet.”

“I noticed you talked a great deal.”

Rocking back on his heels, he slid his hands into his jeans pockets. 

“Do you normally share so much?” Did she normally ask so many questions?

“Sometimes. I’ve been coming for about six months now.”

“Six months?” She slumped against the door. “That doesn’t give me much hope.”

“There’s no quick fix for grief.”

Jiggling the keys in her hand, she huffed. “You’re telling me.”

He leaned against the other door as if preparing for a long conversation. “Actually, the more I share, the more others open up and share their thoughts. I guess I found a purpose in it. So I keep coming and sharing. If I can use my grief to help others through theirs, that has to be a good thing, right?”

How am I supposed to know? But, surely, he wasn’t asking. Maybe it was a good thing for him. It could take her forever to get to that point. Her mouth came open—as if she had words to say—then she glanced toward the freedom that could have been hers. A good thing. She wouldn’t know a good thing if it walked up and introduced itself. She glanced sidelong into his blue eyes. This was getting awkward.

An older lady, whose name she couldn’t remember, shuffled down the hallway, her bright yellow blouse with its collar turned up in a style long gone and white dress pants were paired with a sixties-style purse dangling by short straps from her forearm. 

“Mrs. LaRue.” The guy dipped his head to greet her and started to open the door.

But the woman didn’t budge. Well, great. Now it was a party.

A smile spread across the lady’s face taking the garish red lipstick that covered more than her lips with it. “Nick. It’s always a pleasure.”

Nick. Right.

Why did she care?

The woman’s tightly curled gray hair shimmered under the fluorescents as she tipped her head from Quinn and back to him. “My, don’t you two make a lovely couple.”

Stunned, Quinn pushed off the door. “Oh no. No. We’re not together.” She waved a finger between them. “He and I aren’t...”

Those atrocious lips fell. “Well, isn’t that too bad?”

Quinn raised her eyebrows, gaping at her audacity. How dare she? Did the woman not realize where they were? Why they were here?

Nick raised his hands, palms out. “Mrs. LaRue, this is Quinn’s first time here. Let’s not scare her away.”

Good. There was anger in his voice. Maybe they could team up and take her down in the parking lot.

The old woman waved her hand. “Oh, I’m hardly scary. But life is short.” Her smile returned as she extended her hand to Quinn. “I’m Mrs. LaRue.”

No kidding life was short. We’re at grief counseling, lady. Somehow, Quinn remembered her manners, accepted the other woman’s cold hand, but wanted to punch her in the face. Would have if she hadn’t been an old lady. “Quinn. My pleasure, I’m sure.”

“I hope you’ll come back next week. You and I should get to know one another.” She wrinkled up her already wrinkled nose. “Until then.” 

Nick opened the door on his side and ushered her out with his words. “Here you go. Have a good evening.”

Quinn, with her lips pressed into a thin line, nodded as she passed, trying not to roll her eyes. So time to go home.

Her heart began to hurt. Here she’d been having a seminormal conversation with Mr. Muscles in a too-tight T-shirt when she should be going home. And this Mrs. LaRue character. What was that all about? She shouldn’t have come. It was too soon.

Nick blew out a breath. His shoulders sagged. “I—have no words.”

“I should get going.” Perfect words, but ones she should’ve said before the conversation began.

“Of course. My apologies. If I hadn’t kept you so long you wouldn’t have had to deal with Mrs. LaRue.”

“It’s fine.” It wasn’t, but that was a conversation for a later time. Later? “Thank you for my phone.”

“Sure. I hope we’ll get to see you next week.”

“We’ll see.”

Not waiting for him to respond and not caring if he thought her rude, she escaped into the warm evening, her sweater becoming too much. Not bothering to take it off, she hurried to Brenden’s truck. The sun hung bright and low in the sky, but she refrained from pulling out her sunglasses. She didn’t need them as much as a getaway.

On the road home, her eyes prickled, threatening a downpour. What a disaster. “I’m sorry, Brendan. I tried. I did. But this is not for me. I don’t know how to be around people. I don’t want to be around people.”

She adjusted the AC vent toward her and blinked the tears away so she could see to drive. If she cried all her tears now, she wouldn’t have any to cry herself to sleep.

Next week. A deep breath calmed her racing heart. She didn’t want to be here today. How could she consider next week? Maybe this Nick guy wouldn’t be there—sure, right. From the way he spoke, the probability of that was nil.

Maybe she wouldn’t go.

And maybe her mother would leave her alone. The probability of that? Nil.

And as for Mrs. LaRue and her insinuations... Quinn shuddered. She’d never give her heart away again. There wasn’t anything left to give.
​
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Nick inhaled a long breath and let it out, squelching his anger as the door shut behind Quinn. The rattling glass echoed a lonesome tune in the near-empty hallway.

Mrs. LaRue was a sweet old lady, but that sweet lady made those comments when it was obvious he wasn’t dating anyone. Why would he be here if he was? It was one thing for her to talk to him like that, and she had. Always saying, “I just know any day some sweet little thing is going to steal your heart away.” But to speak that way to someone she didn’t know was another thing—at a grief counseling session no less.

He backed away from the door and sat on one of the hall benches to give Quinn time to leave. Elbows on his knees, he consulted his phone to make his waiting less obvious. The last thing she needed was to think he’d followed her out. She’d been trying to escape, and he’d stopped her—the first attack on her strategy. Then Mrs. LaRue’s display of brilliance—the second.

Come late. Leave early. Talk to no one. It’d been his goal at his first counseling session too. But it hadn’t worked out so well for Quinn. Too many threats and not enough space.

It would be a miracle if she came back.

Did he want her to?

He hadn’t wanted to return her phone. Had almost left it on her chair for someone else to find. But feeling Lauren’s gentle prodding he so loved and missed, he’d given in.

Having gotten a good handle on himself lately, he’d been thinking about giving up therapy. But a minute after the door had closed tonight, it had opened again.

People naturally looked in the direction of a distraction, but he’d looked twice. A double take before jerking back to center. Pain had seized his heart, and Lauren’s dying wish echoed off the canyon walls of his soul. Again.

His memory replayed the promise he hadn’t wanted to make. How was he supposed to fulfill a promise like that?

Just be a friend. Everything in him halted at his wife’s sweet voice. And everything in him fought to silence it.

But in her skinny jeans and white tank, camel-colored cable knit sweater hanging off one shoulder, Quinn had been a definite distraction. She hadn’t needed the sweater for the August heat. But in here, it was chilly, and he was glad she’d had it.

And I’m thinking about this why?

Lauren had loved her comfy sweaters. She’d carried one wherever she went. Especially at the end when her body was too frail to hold heat.

He leaned back and crossed an ankle over his knee, still staring at his phone, Charles and Steve’s nearby conversation a low drone.

Until the moment he’d seen Quinn, her wavy brown hair cascading down her back, he’d dreamed, even wished, he wouldn’t have to make good on his promise. And maybe the day was still far off, but he’d felt the flutter a beautiful woman gave a man upon first seeing her.

A flutter followed by a load of guilt.

It had to have been a fluke. He was just emotionally drained after suffering through his and Lauren’s third anniversary alone the week before. There were a lot of beautiful women in the world. One flutter didn’t mean anything. Besides, this place of grieving and pain was not a place to pick up women. Unless you were a vulture.

There was a tap on his knee. “Hey, see you next week.”

He jerked his head up. Steve and Charles weren’t close friends by any means, but being older, they’d become strong supports. They cried for him sometimes, although he didn’t want them to. But sometimes, in the dark of his apartment, he cried for them too.

Nick stood and accepted Steve’s hand. “Yes, sir. I’ll be here.” He’d have to be now. Then he shook Charles’s hand, and they left him alone in the hallway.

With nothing better to do, he resumed his position on the bench.

The roof had fallen in on his entire life, and he’d been a mess. The bottle of wine some friends had gifted to him and Lauren on their second anniversary had been the starting point. Followed by nearly nightly visits to the liquor store on his way home from work. The poison didn’t kill the pain or the nightmares, but he’d given it a good go.

Being left alone would’ve been ideal, but in his ideal world, he would’ve drank himself to death, floated away on a river of Kentucky bourbon. But Dad wasn’t willing to lose him to the bottle. When Nick’s work at their architectural firm began to suffer, Dad had used his position as senior partner to insist Nick get the help he needed—no alternatives. 

Dad had saved his life. So Nick kept coming back each week.

What would bring Quinn back?

She’d lost her husband. And Mrs. LaRue was playing matchmaker.

No way would she come back.

Anger hit him. He scrubbed at his short beard and stood. He hadn’t wanted to talk to her anyway, so why was he worried? He strode toward the door. If she didn’t come back, then she didn’t come back. Problem solved. At least she had her phone. His hand on the push lever, he stopped.

That line of thinking worked as well as a crooked plumb line. His problem solved, but she still needed help.

Oh, for Pete’s sake, he had only returned her phone. It’s not like he’d asked her out.

But Mrs. LaRue... He wanted to strangle that woman. How could she think her comments were anywhere near acceptable? Quinn needed to be here, and her shaky effort to get help may have just jumped out of a ten-story window.

He stormed into the parking lot. Even with the world aglow in the orange wash of the setting sun, the Oklahoma heat still brought droplets of sweat to his brow. Not able to contain his scowl, he reached into his pocket for his key.

He jerked open the door of his red Ford truck, slipped the key into the ignition, and froze. His heart skipped and his scowl melted. He cared. Hadn’t wanted to. Hadn’t known he could. But he did. Arms crossed on the steering wheel, he stared out the windshield.

“You sure are tricky.” He could imagine Lauren’s giggle. That look that said gotcha when she managed to get a joke in on him. The way she bit her lip. Her hands on his chest. Her body melting into his embrace. Her sweet kiss.

His eyes closed as he let the memories return, the pain that never went away resurfacing. He could see her, wanted to reach for her, but he couldn’t touch her.

That world had slipped into yesterday.

There were no jokes, no sweet kisses, no more memories to be made.

There was only today and each day God allowed him to have thereafter. What filled those days—or who—was the mystery.

Maybe Quinn wouldn’t come back. Maybe she would. He fired the engine and drove from the lot. He couldn’t solve the mystery tonight.

His keys clanked as they hit the beechwood bowl on his entry table. He didn’t bother turning on the lamp. After the week he’d had and the way the night had gone, he wanted sleep. He longed for a drink to take the edge off, but he’d cleaned out those cabinets and vowed never to fill them again. Drinking alone was a spiraling staircase that didn’t lead up, and the bottom was a frightening place to be.

He squinted in the fridge light as it momentarily lit up the kitchen when he grabbed a water bottle. He chugged half, replaced the cap, and passed through his bedroom to the bathroom.

On the way, he cast a sideways glance at the frame on his bedside table that held Lauren’s picture. “That... did not go well.”

As always, there was no answer.

He brushed his teeth and left his clothes in a heap on the floor. He’d pick them up tomorrow. After all, Lauren wasn’t there to roll her eyes or complain. Before he could leave the bathroom, he stopped. He wished she was there to complain, to roll her eyes in that beautiful face of hers, to display any expression, even disappointment.

He slunk back and threw his clothes into the hamper.

Leaning on the bathroom counter, he turned the water bottle around on the cabinet with his thumb and forefinger. In the mirror, he looked his age, but his eyes held too much life experience for twenty-seven years. Not enough years to have seen the tragedy he’d experienced. Lauren sure hadn’t had enough. Abandoning the bottle, he pushed off the counter, flipped off the light, and went to bed.

Back against the headboard, he held the crystal picture frame in his lap, his arms heavy. Lauren, in Paris on their honeymoon, stared back. The first destination on her bucket list, he was proud he could put a check in that box. He’d have spent his last dime checking that box.

They never made it to the second.

She was beautiful. Even in the end. Even in the long drawn-out end when her hair was gone and she weighed a whopping ninety pounds.

The cancer had come suddenly and taken her just as suddenly. They’d had two years, one month, twenty-four days, and no children. When he hadn’t been able to come home to their four-bedroom, ghost-filled house any longer, he’d sold it and moved into this penthouse apartment on the river. The guilt of moving on without her followed. He couldn’t sell that or give it away.

“This week’s been hard.” A tear slipped down his cheek and splattered on the glass. He wiped it away with the sheet, then laid his forehead on the frame. “I wish you were here.”

I’ll always be right here. He could still feel her hand over his heart, still see her sweet face as she pleaded. Be happy, Nick. For me. Be happy.

“You always had such grand wishes. I wanted to grant every one. But how do I love someone else?”

Just be a friend.

“Lauren,” he pleaded. “I don’t know that I can.” He’d told her before when she’d been sick. He’d said it each time he remembered his promise to try. “I can’t do that if she doesn’t come back.”

Maybe she wouldn’t. Hopefully, she wouldn’t.

He cringed at his selfishness. Quinn needed to be there as much as he did.

Setting the picture aside, he locked his hands behind his head and stared into the void. Bare walls with room-darkening curtains, a man didn’t need much. He’d gotten rid of most of their things or put them into storage.

The dullness seemed lonely. And loneliness wasn’t what Lauren wanted for him. He was beginning to not want it for himself—just beginning. But he didn’t want anyone. He wanted Lauren.

And she wasn’t coming back. So, she’d made him promise.

He hadn’t wanted to—couldn’t imagine ever being with anyone else. But when he’d given in to her pleading, she’d looked relieved, at peace with having to leave him. Death had taken her not long after.

Eyes closed, he blew out a breath.

“Next week, if Quinn comes back”—he scoffed and shook his head—“if she comes back, we’ll see.”

He reached to click off his lamp and sank into the gray sheets. One week to dread the coming Monday. One more week to put off his promise.
​
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Chapter Three
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Quinn had survived the first Monday night of counseling. If clutching Brendan’s pillow, settling into a fitful sleep, and enduring nightmares in droves could be considered surviving. No warmth had greeted her under her white cotton sheets and light-blue duvet, no loving embrace.

She couldn’t get through her workday without hearing Mrs. LaRue’s voice in her head—or without wishing she’d decked the witch. Maybe witch was extreme. Perfect, didn’t she think decking her was extreme? What was wrong with her?

The only person she’d ever hit was Katie Huffington in the eighth grade for making fun of Claire. It had been more of a gentle slap—sort of.

Maybe she should be worried about wanting to inflict pain on an eightysomething widow. Should she add psychiatric help to her grief counseling?

Group hadn’t been terrible. Listening to everyone else’s sob stories, she’d learned she wasn’t alone. Suffering together wasn’t much consolation, but it was a start.

She’d driven home thinking of one lady who’d lost her mother, who also happened to be her best friend. And another lady had lost her husband too. And Nick... Why was she thinking of Nick? Well, he’d been the only person—besides the witch—she’d talked to.

Quinn stowed herself away in her back office, resting her heavy head in her palms, elbows on the desk before her keyboard. Her second cup of coffee wasn’t helping her puffy, droopy eyes. The flower bobblehead on the shelf above her only annoyed. A gift from Claire, of course.

“Well, at least you’re happy.”

The smiley white flower didn’t respond. It never did, only nodded up and down, up and down. If she had the energy, she’d throw it in the trash. But why be angry with a plastic object incapable of feeling? The last of her hazelnut-cream flavored coffee went down in a gulp, and she slunk to the break room for a refill. The red Keurig sat like a shrine on the white Formica countertop.

While Quinn lounged against the counter waiting for the last drops of coffee to eke out, Claire came in, looking like she worked in the White House instead of this little no-name company in downtown Tulsa. Friends since middle school, they’d been in each other’s weddings, in each other’s lives. BFFs and a pinkie promise never to talk about what happened in the bathroom the night of senior prom.

“I’ve been wanting to ask all morning. How did it go last night?”

“Well, it went.”

Nudging Quinn aside, Claire reached into the cabinet above them for her oversized pink mug, its crown and good-to-be-queen comment so like her. She dumped in four caramel macchiato creamer cups, her swaying blond ponytail only serving to waft her overbearing perfume around. “That good, huh? You look like crap by the way.”

Quinn tucked her nose into her generic company mug and sipped her newly brewed coffee. “Mmm. Thanks.”

“Nothing a day at the spa couldn’t fix.” Claire slid her mug under the spout and changed out the pod. She pressed the button and folded her arms across her crisp blue button-up. “Tell me about it.”

With a sigh, Quinn let her head list to the side looking for sympathy. “Maybe grief counseling isn’t for me. I didn’t want to listen to all that pain. And I did not share mine.”

“It was your first session. You didn’t have to talk. And you don’t have to talk at the second or the third. It’s there for you when you’re ready.”

“I don’t know that I’ll ever be ready.”

Claire touched Quinn’s arm. “Someday you will be. And when you are, you’ll have those connections, those friends, and they’ll be ready to listen to you.”

“It was nice to see I’m not alone, but I just wanted out.” Quinn toed her sandal on a scuff mark on the linoleum, then rolled her eyes. “Then dummy me left my phone in the room. This guy, Nick somebody, brought it out to me. I was grateful, but...”

“A guy?”

She blinked, her head jerking up. Leave it to Claire. “Yes, Claire, a guy. A man in the same grief counseling room. Just a guy.”

“Was he nice?”

“I guess.” Quinn shrugged. “He gave me back my phone. Just because he’s pretty to look at and has movie-star hair doesn’t mean...”

Uh-oh. Claire’s eyebrows soared. Quinn was in for it. “So he’s good looking?”

Adrenaline and guilt pumped through her. “I didn’t say that.”

“Yes, you did.”

Quinn opened her mouth and shut it again. Maybe she had. There were a lot of pretty guys in the world. It didn’t make her interested.

“Okay, okay.” Claire raised her hands and waved them in her defense, the charms on her Pandora bracelet rattling. “So he returned your phone.” She picked up her coffee mug and took a drink.

Quinn wanted to skip this part, but it was no good. She’d never forget Mrs. LaRue’s comment. It would always be in the back of her mind reminding her she was alone. “Then this old lady said we looked like a lovely couple.”

Claire almost spewed her more creamer than coffee. “What? Did you punch her?”

“No.” Quinn narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips. “But I wanted to. She’s like eightysomething. I would’ve killed her.”

“Well, doesn’t sound like she’s far from that anyway.”

They shared one of those best-friend looks and laughed. It helped. That and the coffee starting to take effect.

“You going back next week?”

“I don’t know. Maybe not.” She rolled her eyes again. She seemed to be doing a lot of that lately. “And maybe my mother will leave me be for the rest of my life.”

“Fat chance. And neither will I.” Claire clunked her mug on the counter. “Quinn, you have to go back. Give it another try.” 

“I know I need to be there, but I don’t want to be.” Quinn clenched her teeth. Even she couldn’t stand the whine in her voice.

“I doubt anyone wanted to be there. Maybe this Nick guy was just being nice and the crypt-keeper lady just needs a friend.” Claire held up a hand, palm forward. “Doesn’t have to be you.”

Despite her flare for the dramatic, Claire’d always been the sensible one. Quinn had been the one with her head in the clouds. Storm clouds, canvas, paintbrushes, Winsor blue, Indian yellow. Her fingers itched to create. She gripped her mug tighter to lose the feeling. She wouldn’t paint. But maybe... next week. Nick was only doing what nice people do, and Mrs. LaRue was reaching out for friends. Overreaching, but reaching.

Their heads jerked toward the door at the sound of their boss looking for Claire. “Gotta run. Love you.”

Quinn’s smile weary, she watched Claire spin around and exit the room, her high heels tapping out a rhythm.

Going back to work, she mulled Claire’s words as the day crept by. When it finally ended, she said goodbye to her coworkers, but as she stepped outside, her smile faded. In the months since the funeral, keeping up her charade added to her exhaustion.

Brendan’s insurance money offered enough for her to live comfortably for years. She didn’t have to work. But she couldn’t paint.

Painting required the ability to feel, and feeling loomed as far away as the horizon. But sitting at home staring at the same four walls had no longer been an option. At least she’d figured that out.

Well, Mom had.

At the three-month mark, she’d slammed into that horizon face-first and lost it. When Claire told her about a job at the small law firm where she worked, Mom insisted she apply.

The job was perfect. No one bothered her, and her tasks kept her mind from wandering. But it didn’t help her fill the time after work.

She began running, working her way up to an hour and a half at a time. After a shower and dinner—no TV—bedtime couldn’t come soon enough.

But at the end of the day, the memories always flooded in.

Brendan’s excitement when building their new home. The rooms they’d fill with children. The many times they’d tried—all unsuccessful. His smile just for her. His warm hand around hers. His touch. As she lumbered down the street to the parking lot, avoiding the gazes of the people she passed, she groaned under the weight of memory.

Within sight of Brendan’s truck, she hit the autostart.

Today was Tuesday—the only day she didn’t run, the day reserved for dinner at her parents’ house. The mandatory check-in. She’d help Mom cook a big meal and take home enough leftovers for a few days. Maybe longer the way she picked at food.

They were excited she’d agreed to go to counseling, thought their baby girl was finally going to get help. What would they say if she decided not to go back?

Who was she kidding? They’d say “try a different group, try one-on-one, try fill-in-the-blank.” They’d come up with something.

And she loved them for it.

Twenty minutes after taking on the five-o’clock traffic, she pulled into the familiar neighborhood where elm trees sheltered spacious yards, and Japanese maples waited for fall to turn their brilliant red. The smell of sprinkler systems and fresh-cut grass competed with the humidity.

Sitting in the driveway, she breathed in a deep breath and practiced her smile as she exhaled. It was forced, but what else could she do? She gave her head a gentle shake and tried again, this time showing her teeth. The lame grin didn’t reach her eyes, but it would have to do.

As she climbed out of Brendan’s truck, a neighbor who probably knew her entire story was standing out in her yard. Quinn waved and practiced her smile one last time, then darted for the front door before she had to stay and chat. Two little girls played in a sprinkler across the street. She slowed, mourning the future that wouldn’t be
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