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      For Nicole Duvall, reader extraordinaire and fabulous Cabin Dweller. Thank you so much for coming up with the title The Grasping Tree for one of Carson Stone’s mystery novels in this story. I’d really like to read it if it existed in real life!

      

      And for Rachel Landsman and the rest of the amazing Norwegian Bliss staff, who made my first-ever cruise (Mexican Riviera in November 2022) such a memorable, highly entertaining and healing experience.

      

      Rachel, I’m in awe of your kindness, wonderful (seemingly limitless!) energy, and friendliness. You are just . . . the best at what you do. Period. I’m so glad we met. You cheered me beyond measure.

      

      And Norwegian Bliss staff at every level . . . You are not paid enough, LOL! (But I’m also serious. Tell your boss!) Thank you for taking such good care of your cruisers. Your professionalism, attention to detail, work ethic, and sense of fun were constantly inspiring. Any awkwardness or tactlessness of staff toward Addie in this story was totally made up for the sake of my plot. No Norwegian Staff member acted with anything other than grace and kindness every single time I interacted with them. You guys are awesome.

      

      Readers . . . I highly recommend cruising with Norwegian Cruise Line—and if you do, please make sure and drop me a line to say where you went and how you enjoyed it!
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      Addison Abbott’s cozy home office, with its floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and huge picture windows that let in an abundance of light, was usually her happy place. Today, however, it held no sense of comfort or peace. Addie stared at the cursor blinking away on the blank document on her faithful laptop. She had no idea what to write. Couldn’t fathom where to even begin. She laced her fingers together and stretched her arms over her head. She fiddled with a pen, then used it to skewer her hair—once carefully colored, now silver-shot brown waves—into a messy bun. She adjusted her candy apple red reading glasses and peered over them at the screen again. Surprise, surprise, no words had magically appeared.

      What had she been thinking, agreeing to write an article about how to plan for the second—and “best” as she’d referred to it, oh-so-optimistically—part of your life?

      Then again, when she’d agreed to the assignment a full year earlier from Flora James, the editor (and, let’s be honest, her dear friend) of Well Aged, a local lifestyle magazine targeted at Northwest BC’s fifty-plus demographic, Addie had been a different person. A person who thought she had a solid marriage and a predictable—and joyously looked forward to—middle age and beyond. A person who foolishly believed that such a presumptive thing as writing about how to plan for your future could be good for her coaching business.

      It wasn’t Addie’s failure to generate words that was causing the deep furrow in her brow right now, though. It was her inner reference to her computer as faithful. Assigning a human trait, especially that one, to her laptop triggered a bitter smile. Then again, maybe that was accurate. Perhaps only inanimate objects and things with so-called “artificial” intelligence could be labeled faithful.

      At that thought, something broad and heavy softly nudged her calf. Addie looked down and saw the reproach in Hobbes’ big brown eyes as if the gentle giant of a Pitbull had read her mind. She often felt he could.

      She rubbed Hobbes’ velvet-soft head, admiring how his tiger stripes gleamed copper orange, rum gold, and amber brown in the warm glow of a nearby floor lamp. “You’re right, gorgeous boy. I shouldn’t be so negative. It’s not a fair representation of the world. Dogs are loyal too. Not just computers.”

      But whatever Hobbes’ opinion on faithfulness, it certainly wasn’t a common human characteristic, no matter how a naïve version of her once-upon-a-self had so blindly believed it to be. And one could also argue that human “intelligence” was just as artificial as any machine’s.

      “That’s it.” Addie slammed her laptop shut, then winced. She was mad at herself, not it. She gave the unfairly treated machine a consoling pat.

      Hobbes gave her a comical side-eye and heaved a heavy sigh as if he agreed with Addie’s frustration with herself. Then he lumbered over to his rarely used dog bed and dropped into it.

      “Your pity party is pathetic, and you’ve surpassed the allotted feel-sorry-for-yourself time period. It’s been almost a year, for f—fudge sake.” Apparently, a nearly constant temptation to swear was an added bonus to her newish circumstances, and she was determined that a potty mouth wouldn’t be permanent. But still, her way of curtailing it made her sound like an absolute weirdo. Fudge? That was so lame. If Chloe or Benjamin heard her, they’d tease her mercilessly. Imagining her adult kids’ affectionate ribbing and laughter—Chloe’s slightly donkey-like bray when she was genuinely laughing and Benjamin’s breathy heh-heh-heh, just like a cartoon—made the black cloud that followed Addie everywhere these days lighten for a moment. If only they were still here, going to school and working a few blocks away, not both teaching English in Korea.

      Or if she still had her mom to talk to, if she hadn’t died, maybe everything would be so different.

      Yes, between the sad-if-expected passing of her mother two years ago from lung cancer—a monster she’d fought successfully for years until it finally got her—and her empty nest, Addie had been facing loss and significant changes even before Blane.

      Addie’s bossy inner voice interrupted the familiar lament of longing for her children and grief for her mom. “Go for a walk,” she muttered out loud. “Let your mind wander. You’ll come up with an idea for an article.”

      At the word “walk,” one of Hobbes’ silky triangle ears twitched. He let out a strangled snore, feigning sleep—one of his favorite tricks when the weather was terrible and his nutty dog mom still thought getting out and about was a good idea. Before Addie could tell him to try something new, her laptop chimed, announcing a new email.

      She hesitated, then flipped the lid open again. Maybe Flora had taken mercy on her and was going to let her know they could fill the January issue without her piece. Fingers crossed!

      Instead of a kind note letting her off the hook, Addie found herself staring down at her screen with mingled despair and dread.

      “Are you kidding me?” Her voice was the breathless whisper of someone who’s slipped with a sharp knife and doesn’t know how badly they’re cut yet.

      How, how, how had she forgotten to cancel?

      The question was purely rhetorical, though. Addie knew exactly how. After the implosion of her twenty-five-year marriage, she’d had far bigger things on her mind than the “surprise” anniversary Mexican Riviera cruise she’d booked far, far advance, thus getting a fantastic deal.

      The oversight seemed spectacularly cruel: sea salt in the wound of her betrayal.

      She read Paradise Cruises’ hyper-cheerful courtesy reminder and scrolled to the bottom of the form letter, hoping, hoping, hoping—

      But as she’d known, the seven-day Mexican Riviera cruise was non-refundable and non-transferable: part of the low price. That hadn’t seemed like a big deal at the time of booking. Now she could’ve kicked herself. She who prided herself on planning out every little detail had been stupid. Beyond stupid!

      Well, she wasn’t going. Obviously.

      She re-closed her laptop, softly this time. Then, with her heart throbbing as if it would burst out of her chest, a painful—and familiar—mixture of rage, pain, confusion, and regret, she strode to the mud room. Hobbes padded along beside her, but glanced at Addie, then in the direction of the kitchen, then back to her as if trying to convince her to go for a snack instead.

      Waterproof hiking shoes on and laced tightly, she was shoving her arms into her warmest, rain-resistant coat when an odious voice piped up in her head—an odious voice she recognized. The old her, the optimistic version, spoke soothingly. What if you go by yourself? It might be just the thing to help you stop feeling so flattened out.

      “No,” Addie muttered firmly. “It would be too much. Too much!”

      And it was true. She could not go. Would not.

      Hobbes whined softly and guilt ping-ponged through Addie, knowing her lovely dog sensed and was confused by her pain.

      What would you suggest to one of your clients?

      Addie shook her head angrily. What she might suggest to someone else didn’t matter.

      Yes, she would find a way to heal from Blane’s betrayal. She was already doing much better in a lot of ways.

      Yes, she would adjust to the knowledge that her and Blane’s hearts had never matched the way she’d thought they did—or, at the very least, that his had changed.

      Yes, she would do the inner work needed to recover and start over in mid-life.

      So, what would she not do? Go on the romantic trip that was supposed to celebrate twenty-five years of shared goals and accomplishments, that’s what! She was strong, but not that strong.

      These days it mostly just made her angry. Initially, however, the discovery of Blane’s double life had thrown her into such a deep hole of grief that she’d wondered if she would ever manage to crawl out of it. There she’d been, a naïve idiot planning a “toast” to their new honeymoon stage of life, filled with excitement, anticipation, and gratitude for all they had together—all while her husband was playing house in a too-nearby suburb with a rotten little slag.

      Addie yanked her coat’s zipper up hard. She’d see Blane’s face in every man on the boat. She’d mourn what they’d lost every time she passed a happy, loud-shirted, and sarong-wearing couple poolside. She’d project her own hard luck story onto every older-than-her single person she met—how condescending! So that was that. No cruise. No way. No how. It was one hundred percent out of the question.

      Addie clipped a lead to Hobbes’ harness and opened the door to a burst of swirling white and wind. It was snowing. Again. Or “storming,” to be more accurate.

      Funnily enough, though a sun lover through and through, Addie found herself smiling at the blustery mess. Initially, she’d started her now-entrenched habit of long treks in any and all weather as a coping mechanism to deal with the ugliest of her overwhelming emotions in the immediate aftermath of the betrayal bomb drop. And honestly, the long walks were probably still some sort of coping mechanism, but now she also just really enjoyed being out adventuring while more sensible people were tucked up inside, watching TV or reading.

      She urged Hobbes over the threshold and down the porch steps. He had not come to appreciate their cold weather outings as much as Addie did. He minced forward gingerly as if trying to avoid getting his feet wet. Then, after a solid minute of hilarious whinging that made Addie laugh out loud, he caught the scent of something that interested him. The next thing Addie knew, it was all dog systems go. Hobbes was moving at a good clip, his leash taut between them.

      “That’s right,” Addie encouraged. “Just keep going forward until you actually want to be going forward for real!’

      Great advice, the annoying, overly chipper version of herself piped up. Take it yourself! You’ve been looking for something tangible—yet symbolic—to
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