
   
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			Camryn Hughes has reinvented herself since the chaotic and nomadic years of being a musician. She’s happy in her serene life until a new client has her examining her one regret—parting ways with her first love. Is it possible to go back and choose the other fork in the road—the one that leads back to the only woman she’s ever loved?

			 

			Brooke Ross has no regrets about her long-ago decision to put herself and her career as a restaurateur first. But thanks to the ongoing ravages on her business from the pandemic, plus a girlfriend she can’t bring herself to love, Brooke is at a crossroads. Throwing caution to the wind for once, she agrees to an unusual invitation that just might lead her to figuring out what—and who—she really wants.

			 

			Ten Days in May is about second chances, about choosing life, and discovering what’s meaningful in turbulent times.
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Praise for the works of Tracey Richardson

			Thursday Afternoons

			A fun and sexy book that will tug at your heartstrings. The pace of the book is excellent, and at no point are you left feeling uncertain about Ellis and Amy. The chemistry between them is there in spades. I loved the way Tracey Richardson amped up the tension when everything is revealed and the chapters that follow. This made it really easy for me to connect with the story line and the characters.

			-Les Rêveur

			There’s no manufactured conflict here that can be resolved with a frank discussion over a cup of coffee. Ellis’s and Amy’s careers have them at odds and they both have so much at stake. The side characters gave me even more reasons to become invested in the book and their plotlines are seamlessly woven together. Good stories always make you want to go back to the beginning and start again, and this is definitely one of those. It has everything from steamy, lust-filled sex, to dramatic tension and a great slow-burn romance between two amazing, beautiful women inside and out. If you’re looking for a book that gives you everything you’re craving at once, then this is positively the book for you.

			-The Lesbian Review

			I’m Gonna Make You Love Me

			Claire and Ellie might just be my favourite couple that Tracey Richardson’s written so far. There are some great side characters between Claire’s best friend Jackson, and Ellie’s roommate and cousin Marissa, plus her family. They help us get to know the leads better and are integral to both of the women’s character arcs. Richardson’s writing is easy to sink into and this book was no exception. The romance has a nice burn to it that’s slow, but not too slow, and I marveled at how natural Claire and Ellie’s journey from former boss/employee to happily ever after was. If you’re a fan of contemporary romances, especially those with age gaps or opposites attract pairings, I recommend picking up I’m Gonna Make You Love Me. I thoroughly enjoyed it and will be reading this one again (especially if a spinoff happens!).

			-The Lesbian Review

			What a fun story with lots of fantastic music to read along to. One of my favourite tropes is age-gap romance and this did not disappoint; I really enjoyed this unraveling of the romance. The pace was perfect and I hadn’t realized I had read so long until I had finished the book in one sitting. It was easy to like both characters and the chemistry for both Ellie and Claire was there from the moment Claire returns Ellie’s pup home. This story had happily ever after written all over it from that moment on.

			-Les Rêveur

			Heartsick 

			This was such a sweet story of heartbreak turned friendship turned love. I knew I’d enjoy the story from the get-go because it’s a Tracey Richardson book but I was really drawn to the characters over and above the storyline itself.

			-Les Rêveur

			Delay of Game

			There are so many things to love about this book. There are great characters working to be together in a seemingly impossible situation. The scenes on the ice were wonderful and visceral, but without slowing down the story. I’ve heard it said that in some sport romances, the sport scenes can get in the way of the plot, which is definitely not the case here. The action on the ice is as important as what happens off the ice, both in terms of character and plot development.

			-The Lesbian Review

			With a story set around the very real rivalry between the Canadian and US women’s ice hockey teams, this book has a realistic edge to it to go along with the romance that is the main focus of the tale. Although the romance is given slightly more weight, there’s enough of the hockey story to keep sports fans truly interested. Richardson clearly knows hockey, and all the scenes around practice, training, and actual matches come across as very authentic.

			-Rainbow Book Reviews
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Chapter One

			Camryn Hughes clicks open her email at the notification sound—an annoying squawk that sounds like a flock of birds in crisis. She doesn’t want to miss an email from a client or a potential client, because to them, time is everything. In the hourglass that is their life, there are only a few grains of sand left.

			The whole mortality thing is the part that makes most people so uncomfortable when they hear what Cam does for a living. Just the other night at book club, she started to recommend The Needs of the Dying after they’d all read Joan Didion’s The Year of Magical Thinking. There was polite tolerance for a moment or two before someone suggested they talk about something “lighter.” So typical. As if on cue, one woman launched into gossiping about her neighbor’s affair with a married man, while another couldn’t wait to update the group on her niece’s boyfriend’s cousin’s awful Covid saga. So much for “lighter” topics. Cold shoulders are as common to Cam as cracks in the sidewalk. You do what for a living? Oh, I see, well, I’d better not be needing your services anytime soon, ha ha.

			Cam does so much internal eye rolling that if she were rolling her eyes that much for real, they’d have fallen out of her head by now. But she wouldn’t trade her job for anything, no matter how much social awkwardness she has to endure, because the work makes her feel more real, more connected, than anything else she’s done in her life. Akin to how a midwife or birthing coach helps prepare a woman, a family, for a baby’s arrival, Cam, as a death doula, helps her clients and their loved ones prepare for a soft landing to wherever it is that their soul is going after their body dies. Sort of like getting ready for a trip, is how she thinks of it. If her clients want help cleaning their house or putting their legal affairs in order, no problem. If they want help communicating with health care providers or even estranged family members, she will do that too. She’ll read out loud to her clients, take them to appointments, fetch them a milkshake to satisfy a sudden craving if that’s what they want. Spending time with the dying has been a gift to Cam—a daily reminder that not only is life fleeting, but that it’s meant to be lived.

			These days, Cam doesn’t have to advertise. Word of mouth, after putting in the legwork of getting to know local social workers, clergy, doctors, and nurses, has given her more work than she can handle. She can afford to be selective about her clients and her workload, and so she hesitates after reading the email from a dying man who wants to hire her.

			Landon Ross is a professor at Northwestern Michigan College, here in Traverse City, and he isn’t a total stranger to Cam. He used to walk the cutest, friendliest little dachshund a few streets over, and Cam would sometimes stop to chat with Landon and Harvey. She even started carrying treats in her pocket for Harvey, but the dog must have died because, now that she thinks of it, she’s only seen Landon walking alone over the last few months. Actually, she hasn’t seen Landon at all in probably two months now, maybe longer. She’s sorry to learn that this friendly stranger is dying of pancreatic cancer.

			There’s a snag, though. Landon Ross not only wants to hire her as his death doula but also to make a trip out of town on an undisclosed errand. The request raises a red flag, because Cam can’t simply take off for days without a lot of planning and organizing. She’s had clients before who seem to think she’s a genie who can grant them wishes before they die or can complete their bucket list vicariously. It’s awkward, because her work isn’t supposed to be about her. It’s why she’s learned to become quite adept at setting boundaries, at saying no, though sometimes she says yes. It all depends on the client and on the task. The last line in his email grabs her attention: My budget has no ceiling.

			Visions of a new furnace tempt her, so Cam hits the reply button. It can’t hurt to sit down and talk with Landon. Maybe she can talk him out of his road trip request. Or maybe she will like him enough to feel compelled to do it. She’s learned not to judge clients before she gets to know them, and even then, the prospect of death can be a lightning rod to change. 

			Take Jim Duffy. He was an elderly curmudgeon who screamed at the poor paper carrier daily for not taking the time to set the newspaper exactly so on his doorstep. He threw snowballs in winter or tennis balls in summer at stray cats who dared step a paw on his property. The man was despised. And yet by the time Cam visited Jim in hospice, he was the sweetest, most polite old man she’d ever met. Holding her hand, asking her how she was doing. It is the biggest misconception of all that people don’t change, because in her experience, people change all the time.

			Cam walks to Landon’s for their first meeting; his house is not far. It’s a two-story English Tudor with vines crawling along its exterior walls of brick and stucco, which seems to make it the perfect house for a professor (his email signature line says he teaches economics). A middle-aged woman with one of the most disarming smiles Cam has ever seen opens the door. She is tall, willowy, not gorgeous exactly, but pleasant-looking. She looks like someone you can count on to tell you the truth but in the least harmful way possible. Cam likes her right away.

			“Hi! How do you do? You must be Camryn Hughes.” The woman’s handshake is warm, firm, her gaze direct.

			“I am. It’s very nice to meet you.”

			“Likewise. I’m Tenley Sutton. Come on in. Landon is expecting you.”

			This is always the part Cam is most eager—and nervous—about. What shape is he in? And most of all, will she like him? If there is anything about his demands or personality that aren’t a good fit, she’ll decline the job. She always tells prospective clients the same thing—that if they too feel it’s not a good fit, she will help them find an alternative.

			Tenley leads her toward the back of the house and knocks softly before opening the door to a spectacular library with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, stained glass windows, a leather sofa and a couple of comfortably worn wingback chairs facing a gas fireplace. I could lose myself in a room like this, with its scent of leather and books, Cam thinks with a trace of envy. Landon is sitting in one of the wingback chairs, looking gaunt in sweats with a fleece blanket wrapped around his shoulders like a shawl. He is obviously chilly even though the ambient temperature is comfortable enough. Cam notices that he is markedly thinner since she saw him on a walk in early winter, and his skin has the pallor of the sick. His brown hair, gray at the temples, is thinner too. He half pulls himself out of the chair to greet her until the effort proves too much and he sinks back down with a smile that’s more a frown.

			“Hello, Camryn Hughes. I’m so glad you’re here.” 

			Cam shakes his hand; his fingers are dry as twigs. “Just Cam is good.”

			“Okay, Just Cam. You already know I’m Just Landon. And this is my partner, Just Tenley. Though you already met her at the door.” He lowers his voice to a whisper, mischief alight in his eyes. “I keep trying to marry her, but she doesn’t believe in the grand institution. Even now that I’m dying she won’t marry me. Have you ever heard of anything so grievous?”

			Cam breaks into a smile. She likes Landon and his dry sense of humor. “Well. I’m a little shy about the grand institution myself.”

			“Not me,” Landon proclaims. “I already tried it. It’s not half bad, you know. Though it helps if you have the right person to walk down the aisle with.”

			Tenley rolls her eyes as she lays an affectionate hand on her partner’s knee. “Even a divorce wasn’t enough to dull the incurable romantic in him.”

			“That’s because I actually like my ex.”

			“Unfortunately, I can’t say the same about mine,” Tenley says on an aggrieved sigh. “Which is why I won’t walk down the aisle again. But I’d go anywhere else with this big goof.” She squeezes Landon’s bony knee. “Please, Cam, have a seat. Can I get you anything? I’ve got tea on.”

			“Tea sounds perfect.” It will give her a few moments alone with her prospective client.

			Cam sits on the leather sofa and watches Tenley switch on the gas fireplace before clicking the door shut behind her. It is already warm enough in the library, but Landon needs the warmth and winter hasn’t entirely yielded to spring yet.

			“Let me look at you, Cam,” he says. His gaze is scrupulous. “You look exactly like your photos, you know.”

			“My photos?” Cam absently runs her hand through her thick hair, a life-long habit of trying to tame it.

			“From my Google investigation. When I used to see you in the neighborhood, I had no idea what you did for a living, until I needed…well, the services of someone like you. Can’t hire a death doula who might, I don’t know, rob me blind or take advantage of my body, you know.”

			She laughs politely, but a small pit lodges in her stomach at the knowledge that Landon Ross has been investigating her. And while it makes her uncomfortable, she can’t blame him for wanting to be confident in her credentials. When he next mentions her mother, it throws her for a second, and she wonders exactly how deeply he’s been looking into her background. “You knew my mom?”

			“I did. I remember her well. Ruth was a wonderful veterinarian. I’m sorry she’s…no longer here. Is she the reason you came back to the place you grew up?”

			“She was. I was looking for a fresh start and she needed my help. I came back here nine years ago, after her diagnosis. I never left.”

			“And that’s what convinced you to become a death doula? Looking after your mother?”

			“It was. I already had a social work degree that I wasn’t putting to good use, so it seemed natural to segue into this. Plus, I think I’d forgotten how nice it is living so close to the lake. When you spend years landlocked, you forget the power and beauty of water.” Earth with air but no water has always made Cam feel incomplete.

			Landon nods thoughtfully. He’s taking everything she says and storing it in his memory, she can tell. Little files alphabetically labeled in his mind. She understands because she does the same. “You fled after high school.” 

			“Doesn’t everybody flee their hometown as soon as they can?”

			“Good point. I sure did. Couldn’t get out of Indiana fast enough. But I love it here. Tenley’s originally from here. I moved here over a decade ago after we met because I couldn’t stand the idea of living without her.” He chuckles to himself. “Tenley has a habit of getting what she wants, but moving here wasn’t a tough decision for me. And for the record, I’m glad you stuck around after your mom passed.” His eyes pierce her as though by merely staring he can suck out every scrap of information about her. “No career or spouse or kids you had to leave behind?”

			“It was the right time for me to make a change.” It’s a dance, sharing personal information. Cam likes to share enough about herself to put her clients at ease, to make sure they understand their arrangement is unique and special. Too much sharing and intimacy can make it emotionally tough on her when her client dies, though emotional aloofness and an overabundance of formality aren’t productive either. She walks a line with her personal feelings. She and Landon will get to where they need to be with one another, but it won’t be today. Today they’re simply feeling one another out.

			Landon takes her answer and seems to roll it around in his mind for a minute before breaking into a crooked smile. “Any regrets?”

			“None that would put me anywhere else right now.”

			Tenley is back with the tea.

			To her, Landon says, “I like her, Ten.” To Cam, “When can you start?”

			“I…well…once we’re sure that we’re all on the same page and that we think we can work well together.”

			“I see. So have I passed your test yet? ’Cuz you’ve passed mine.”

			Cam laughs and sips her tea. Landon Ross seems like a good guy, like someone who genuinely seeks the truth and who doesn’t spend a lot of time bemoaning things or looking for trouble. And that is good enough for her. “Yes, you’ve passed my test.”

			His smile splits his whole face, giving Cam a glimpse of how he looked as a younger man. Tenley looks pleased too. Relieved, more like. Clients and their loved ones always exhibit relief when Cam agrees to take them on, as though their burden has been instantly lightened. Handshakes all around are enough. From this day forward, they are a team, the three of them. 

			They spend the next several minutes going over her rules (she doesn’t give medical assistance, but is there to talk and listen, to run errands, to liaise with medical professionals and anyone else he wants her to, to help plan his funeral, to fetch groceries, to give whatever emotional, spiritual, and holistic support—to both of them—that she can). Then Landon and Tenley outline what they expect of Cam, which isn’t a long list and includes the enigmatic little “trip” they want her to go on. She wants to press them on it, but Landon is starting to nod off.

			“More on that some other time,” Tenley says, clutching Landon’s hand to wake him up. “I think this is probably good enough for today.”

			Landon’s voice halts Cam as she is about to get up. “Tell me something, Cam. You came back to Traverse City. You came home. Does that mean you believe that you can go home again?”

			Immediately she recognizes the old saying “you can never go home again,” straight from the title of a 1940 Thomas Wolfe novel. How many millions of times have people asked that question? she wonders. “I think…” She pauses to watch him, to gauge whether he is teasing her or testing her. In any case, it’s pretty clear that Landon Ross is the kind of man who, when he asks a question, expects to receive an answer. “I think you can go home again, whether home is a physical place or a place in your mind. But what you find may not be what you expect.”

			He nods once, his eyes drifting toward the windows that look out onto a lovely perennial garden whose shoots are emerging from the receding crusts of winter. Purple and yellow crocuses timidly poke their heads out of the cool soil. “So then…what do you find when you get there? Home?”

			Her shrug is noncommittal, but Landon’s eyes, a shade of blue that match the still-freezing-cold lake a few blocks away, swing her way and pin her like it’s the big final Jeopardy question he’s waiting on. “Your homework,” he says pointedly. “To be discussed further, next visit.”

			This client, Cam knows in her gut, will challenge her. Not only challenge her, but quite possibly change her, as some clients do. Second thoughts creep in like a bad dream and she is tempted to make her excuses, to reject this job. But she loves a challenge because they keep her fresh, engaged, and because the last thing she wants is for her job to feel, well, like a job.

			Plus, she likes Landon and Tenley.

			“Yes, Professor. I’ll get on that.”

			“Good,” he answers, his eyes drifting shut. The meeting is adjourned.

			At the door, Tenley gives Cam a brief medical rundown of where Landon is at with his illness and promises to email more details later. 

			Walking home, it feels to Cam as if she’s just stepped off something surefooted and predictable and into something that is neither of those things.

			




Chapter Two

			Another email, the second one in three days. Brooke Ross punched the reply button, ready to give Jason Whitaker a piece of her mind. For the millionth time, I’m not selling the restaurant so stop bugging the shit out of me ab—

			Delete delete delete. She slammed her laptop shut, filled the coffeemaker, and switched it on, then commanded herself to calm down. Whitaker wasn’t a wolf, and he wasn’t trying to insult her or take advantage of her. He was a decent guy, even if his persistence was on the annoying side. He already owned a Mediterranean-style restaurant in town as well as a takeout pizza joint, both with good reputations. Brooke’s jazzy little Italian eatery in Ann Arbor’s university district could be, as Whitaker described it, the crown jewel in his collection of restaurants if only she would sell it to him. Blah blah blah.

			Okay, so she couldn’t deny his offer was fair, but selling the restaurant would be like selling a kidney or something. She’d put everything she had into it over the last twelve years…all her money and some of her ex’s, her aching back, her time, and most of all, her heart. She’d stuck it out during the sledgehammer otherwise known as the pandemic, even dipping into her meager retirement savings, and when that wasn’t enough, she took out a loan to keep her employees on the payroll and the rent paid so she could at least offer takeout service during the merry-go-round of lockdowns. Selling now would be like driving through a blistering snowstorm only to give up right on the doorstep of her destination. Because Mangiare Roma was bouncing back and gradually approaching pre-pandemic levels, a reward for Brooke’s patience. Customers were steadily returning, but the small loan remained. Brooke’s financial health had taken a body blow, and there were no guarantees for the future. The restaurant business remained one giant roulette wheel. 

			She poured herself another cup of coffee and returned to the kitchen table and her laptop. She knew exactly how much money she had in the bank and what she owed. She shouldn’t outright reject Whitaker’s offer, her head knew that at least. But dammit, how could she even think about letting it all go so easily? What if she sold it and Whitaker ruined the best little Italian eatery between Detroit and Chicago? And what would she do with her life anyway? She’d be directionless, bereft. No. She’d give it more time, see if the next few months restored her energy, her resolve, and most importantly, brought in more revenue. Summer was coming. She couldn’t give up on the place. Not yet.

			“Hey.” Rachel shuffled in, her purple hair wet from a shower and sticking straight up, like a field of cornstalks. She beelined for the coffeepot, dumping what remained of it into the largest mug Brooke owned. Rachel didn’t start another pot, but then, she never did.

			“Hey,” Brooke answered with a discreet eyeroll, loathing hey as a greeting, but it was Rachel’s go-to. She hated Rachel’s purple dye job too. Not that she’d ever voice such a thing, because World War Three didn’t hold much appeal.

			Rachel pointed at the laptop. “What-cha doing?”

			“Going over work stuff.”

			“Want to go out tonight? The new Bond movie’s finally here.”

			Brooke hated James Bond movies. All violent action movies, for that matter. She could turn on the news for free if she wanted to see violence. “Can’t. Jessica called in sick tonight.” Jessica was her best server, and it was too late to find someone else. Brooke had been racking her brain trying to come up with a solution, but now she didn’t need to. Now she had a handy reason to avoid going to the movies with Rachel.

			Rachel slammed her half-filled mug down on the table. Black liquid sloshed over the sides, and she made no attempt to clean it up. “Dammit, Brooke. When’s the last time we did anything together?”

			Brooke quirked an eyebrow at her.

			“Fine, but I’m not talking about sex.”

			Sex was the only thing they didn’t fight about these days. Rachel was a nurse at the children’s hospital (her purple hair was for the kids, she claimed, but Brooke knew better). She kept her own apartment, but usually spent two or three nights a week at Brooke’s townhouse. When the pandemic first hit, they barely saw one another. Between extra shifts at the hospital and her fear of contracting Covid and passing it on to Brooke, Rachel insisted they see each other only a couple of times a month—something Brooke quickly began to realize she enjoyed. But now Rachel was back to staying over regularly, to wanting “to do things” together. Social things that were always Rachel’s ideas and never held any appeal for Brooke.

			“Rach, I can’t find anyone else to cover the shift. It’s only for a few hours. Why don’t you come over later and we’ll watch a movie or something?”

			“So you can fall asleep halfway through it? No thanks.”

			It was the same fight, episode number ninety-nine. Rachel always claimed Brooke worked too much. She didn’t, if you considered fifty-five hours a week a normal amount of work. Rachel was almost as bad, never turning down a last-minute shift at the hospital. But Rachel got to go home at the end of her shift and tune out. The restaurant followed Brooke wherever she went because there was always something to do or solve—work out a new menu, try a new dish from her chef’s constant tinkering, train a new server or sous chef, get a plumber in to fix a sudden leak. And then there were all the bills to pay, fresh food and wine to order, advertising and marketing to conduct, and cleaning. Always, there was something to clean.

			“I’m sorry,” Brooke said simply. She didn’t want to fight, really she didn’t. But Rachel had that tight jaw and the death stare that said she was spoiling for one.

			“You’ve been zero fun now that the worst of this pandemic is over. We were supposed to go on a trip, remember? Whatever happened to that?”

			Brooke took a breath and counted to ten. “I don’t have the time or the money for a trip right now, you know that.”

			“So I’m supposed to wait a couple more years for the restaurant to get back on its feet and start running itself or something?”

			“The restaurant is getting back on its feet. It won’t take much longer.” She hoped.

			“Whether it takes a week or a decade, you never make us a priority.”

			Brooke passed her lover a look that said she was making a big deal out of nothing, but Rachel wasn’t wrong. It was true that Brooke didn’t make their relationship a priority, but Rachel’s idea of how they should spend time together was nothing like what Brooke wanted. Rachel was big on them going out Saturday nights with her friends or to one of her friends’ houses for a backyard barbecue where the booze and the pot flowed endlessly. It was at these gatherings that Brooke felt all of her forty-eight years, while Rachel carried on like the thirty-two-year-old she was, saying that partying was her time to decompress and, oh, Brooke’s favorite, that it was self care.

			“Look,” Brooke finally said, on the verge of pleading, because she was drowning in the frustration of being pulled in so many directions. “I just want things to be simple between us for once. The restaurant is complication enough, and so is your job. I want something—one thing—to be easy in my life.”

			Rachel, her hair brightening a shade as it dried, gave a furious shake of her head. “You should sell that damned restaurant, is what you should do. That would simplify your life, like, a whole lot. Maybe you’d have more time for us then.”

			Regret tugged at Brooke for telling Rachel about Jason Whitaker’s offer. She should have kept it to herself, because to Rachel, the restaurant was like an old bicycle or sofa to be sold—an annoying thing Brooke should simply dispose of. She didn’t understand Brooke at all, couldn’t see how owning a restaurant was the biggest part of her, the one and only thing she had wanted to do with her life. The sacrifices, the hardships but also the joy that came with owning her own restaurant—it was all incomprehensible to Rachel. 

			“Sell it and do what?” Brooke countered. Her ire was up, but even if she warmed to the idea of selling, what the hell would she do with her life? The sad truth was, she had no idea how to reinvent herself. The one thing she did know was that she did not want to spend more time with someone she wasn’t in love with. The idea of going on a trip with Rachel was a misery she could barely fathom. In fact, she’d rather pull out her hair one strand at a time.

			Rachel made a tsking sound. “Do I have to come up with all the ideas around here? Okay, fine. Sell it and let’s go on that trip.”

			Shoot me now, Brooke thought. With both Rachel and Jason Whitaker bugging her to sell, the ambush was on. But it was her decision, dammit, and she would not be railroaded into anything. Especially not if Rachel thought that the pot of gold at the end was going on a trip together. Ugh. “I’m not selling it, Rachel. I don’t care if Whitaker offers me a million dollars. It’s not happening.” There. That ought to end the discussion.

			Rachel stood and stared at her for a long time, her mouth and jaw as fixed as a plaster statue that might crack at any minute. The only emotion in her eyes was anger. Another minute ticked by before she stalked to the door, a decision having been rendered. From the coat hook near the door, she grabbed her backpack. “I’ll make this real simple for you, since that’s what you want. Goodbye, Brooke. Don’t call me, all right?”

			The door slammed behind her. Brooke didn’t move. Her gaze fixed on Rachel’s spilled coffee on the table—a Rorschach testimony of their relationship—and she felt nothing. For an instant, it occurred to her that maybe she should cry or something. Hell, she cried the other day when she dropped her phone on the street and it skittered down a drain hole. This time she waited for the prick of tears or at least a tickling in her throat. Nothing. Okay. Fine. She opened her laptop again, clicked on the folder that contained the spreadsheets of her bank accounts and pored over them. Things weren’t great on the black side of the ledger, but they were much better than they were a year ago when the pandemic still had them all in its ceaseless grip. She was sure that if she hung on a little longer, the restaurant would get out of this hole for good and be more successful than ever. She knew how to stay the course, how to do whatever she needed to do to make things work. 

			She also knew a thing or two about walking away.

			




Chapter Three

			Cam has had other clients with pancreatic cancer. The disease is a bitch, claiming more than 40,000 lives every year in America. With little in the way of known causes, it can be difficult to catch the disease in its early stages. Most patients, once diagnosed, face a condensed terminal illness. Landon Ross is no different.

			Cam knows what to expect, or rather, what her client can expect. At her second meeting with the couple, she makes sure they have a solid understanding of everything about his diagnosis—his symptoms, his treatment, how the progression of the disease will play out. Most of her clients want to know everything they can about their disease, because doing so can make them feel less helpless, more empowered. But the mind-numbing details can be too much for some.

			Early in Cam’s training, when she was working at a hospice, there was a patient named Marion Banks. She was in her early fifties and refused to admit to herself or to anyone that she was dying of the ovarian cancer that was the very reason she lay in a hospice bed, her life ebbing away. There were periods where she would constantly chatter, sing, bounce around the room, claiming that she was fine, that she merely had some benign fibroids on her ovaries that caused her pain, the same issue scores of women lived with every day. Even when her illness finally prevented her from getting out of bed, she insisted she would get better “one of these days.” It drove her family mad, until Cam finally counseled them that if Marion didn’t want to face reality, it was her choice and that they should support that choice. She died believing she was not going to die, because she clearly could not cope with the fear of such a disastrous outcome. 

			Landon and Tenley are nothing like Marion Banks. They’re realists who seem to acknowledge that they will play this losing hand as best and as long as they reasonably can. Cam confirms that their legal work is in order before asking Landon about how he came to be diagnosed. It’s important to learn her client’s history before, during, and after their diagnosis.

			Landon recounts the symptoms he first began to notice months ago, right as summer gave way to fall—abdominal pain, weight loss, loss of appetite. There were other causes to blame his symptoms on: pandemic depression, anxiety about the new school year starting and all the work that meant for him. By the time he (or rather, Tenley) began to notice some jaundice in his eyes, he was ready to consult a doctor. “I had so much work to do to get ready for a new semester,” he explains sheepishly. “So I was stubborn about it. And stupid, as it turns out.”

			“Not that it really would have made any difference,” Tenley adds. “But at the age of fifty-four, pancreatic adenocarcinoma wasn’t something we expected. Maybe ulcers or IBS, but not this. We weren’t prepared, not like we are now.”

			“I understand. No one expects such a diagnosis at that age. And there’s the medical system to navigate.” Cam watches Tenley nod emphatically. Sympathy for the couple comes easily. They’ve been thrown into the deep end of disease and death, hospitals and doctors, so quickly and with so little help in the beginning. “So, two rounds of chemotherapy. Are you planning to do more?”

			Landon glances at Tenley before shaking his head. “I’ve been given three to six months. My oncologist says chemo won’t change that significantly. So, no. I’m not willing to put myself or Tenley through that again.”

			“Fair enough.” Many times, she has wondered if she’d have the same courage as her clients were she in their situation, but no one can really know until it happens to them. Her mom was the first to show her bravery in the face of death, choosing not to think of death as an end but as a transition, a moving into something else that may not be known but wasn’t, to her at least, formidable. “I didn’t know,” her mom said at the time, “how it was going to be once it was clear I would need to raise you on my own. But it wasn’t scary, Cam. It was the most gratifying thing I ever did. And I don’t think this will be so scary either. In fact, I’ll be going back into the soup.” Ruth Hughes’s favorite soup was cream of mushroom, so Cam teasingly asked her if that was the kind of soup she would be going into.

			Now she swallows the lump in her throat—the same lump she gets whenever she misses her mom—and forces herself to concentrate on Landon’s list of medications in the binder she’s made for him. A photo of Landon and Tenley graces the front of the binder. It’s where she’ll keep all her notes on their visits, on the progress of his illness, her observations, and she will offer it to Tenley after Landon is gone, if she wants it. A final journal, so to speak, for his final journey. “I see you’re on medication for pain and for the jaundice. What about for nausea? For sleep? And are you taking anything for the stress, to help you cope?”

			Landon clears his throat as if he’s stalling, then announces almost defiantly, “Cannabis for all three.”

			“All right, glad to hear it.” Tenley and Landon seem surprised by Cam’s reaction. She’s taken a few seminars on medical cannabis because many of her clients use it. The drug is recreationally legal in Michigan, though she confirms with Landon that he has a medical prescription for it. Next they discuss his fatigue, his pain level, what he can and can no longer do.

			“What happened to your dog? Harvey?” Cam asks suddenly. 

			“He died soon after I got sick. Oral cancer. Another damned thing on top of my diagnosis.”

			“I’m sorry.” Pets can be a fantastic diversion, as well as a comfort, to cancer patients. Landon and Tenley have been through so much, perhaps they need another dog. “Thought of getting another one?”

			“I have but…” Landon glances at Tenley. He does this a lot, Cam notices, before he speaks. It’s almost as though they’re one person. “I think a puppy would be too much work at this point.”

			“I understand.” Cam makes a note to check with dachshund adoption agencies for an older dog for Landon and Tenley to consider. The couple might flat out say no, but she’ll at least make some inquiries and see if it’s an option. “Okay, now that we have all the medical stuff out of the way, can we talk a bit about your thoughts? Are you up for that?”

			Tenley gets up, says she’s got some errands to do, but cautions Cam not to let Landon talk for too much longer because he needs his rest.

			“She has a hard time when I talk about, you know, what’s going on in my head,” Landon says after she’s gone. “I don’t blame her. She’s a chemistry teacher at the high school. She’s a science and facts kind of gal. Emotions are tricky.”

			“And you’re an economics professor. Aren’t you a numbers and facts kind of guy, too?”

			“I am. But I can’t keep this stuff inside all the time. I try but…” His hands are bony, the skin papery, as they fall into his lap.

			“No, you can’t. And that’s why I’m here. You can unload on me all you want.” Cam makes a note to get Tenley alone at some point, so she can figure out what’s going on with her. Loved ones and caregivers suffer too. Ideally, the couple is able to talk about any aspect of Landon’s disease, but it doesn’t always work that way. Cam had a client once, Donna, who was a widow dying of complications from breast cancer. Her only child, a grown daughter, refused to discuss her mom’s feelings, even when her mother begged her to talk about it. “I’m dying,” she told Cam. “It’s all I think about, all I want to talk about, because that’s my life now. But people don’t want to talk about it.” Cam suggested counseling, separate and joint, but the daughter refused. Her mother not only died of cancer, but of a broken heart, because they’d let her impending death come between them and forever lost that final chance to grow closer. She’ll keep an eye on how Landon and Tenley communicate as a couple.

			“Can you light that lamp for me?” Landon points to an antique oil lamp on the fireplace mantle. Cam has noticed it before. It’s gorgeous, with an etched blue glass base and a clear glass chimney with a beaded design ringing the top of it. Another oil lamp, this one less spectacular, sits on a side table nearby.

			“That’s a gorgeous lamp. Is it a family heirloom?”

			“Used to belong to my great grandparents. It’s from the turn of the last century. I love those old things. I have a couple more of them. I find they’re kind of like a thread that connects us to the past.” He walks her through how to light the lamp, which is actually a pretty simple process. Its glow is soft and warm. 

			“Landon, how did you feel when you first got your diagnosis?” 

			“Devastated,” he says simply.

			“Can you elaborate?”

			He closes his eyes, maybe to blunt the sting of the memory. “I thought they must have got it wrong, mixed me up with another patient. And then I thought I’d be lucky and it could be cured, but it was too advanced. Accepting it has been…a process. You realize it’s too late to start over in life. You know? With your career, a relationship, travel, whatever. That’s one of the biggest things. It’s like the train is kicking you off at the next stop whether you planned to get off or not.”

			“How does that make you feel? That what you’ve accomplished in life so far has to be enough?”

			Landon shrugs. “Maybe that’s exactly our problem, you know? We’re always running around trying to accomplish something, trying to be someone or something, acquiring things. Anyway.” Landon takes a long, slow breath and pauses for a few minutes. “If the train is kicking me off at the next stop, so be it. I have everything I need.”

			“Regrets?”

			“Not really. Nothing big.”

			“Well, that is something not a lot of people can say.” She certainly can’t. She has one giant regret. And there’s not a damned thing she can do to fix it, not after almost two decades. “Nothing left unsaid? No loose ends to tie up?”

			“Oh, there’s definitely a loose end to tie up.” He eyes her intently. “And you’re going to help me with that. But not quite yet.”

			“The mystery trip?”

			“Yes. But you won’t have to go too far and I’m pretty sure you’re going to enjoy the scenery. It’s a truly lovely place.”

			“I’m intrigued. Can you tell me more?” Cam hasn’t officially said yes to the trip yet, but she hasn’t said no. If it’s not far, as Landon says, and it’s brief, then she really has no objection.

			He shakes his head. “When the time is right. Hey, weren’t we supposed to discuss the question of whether a person can ever go home again?”

			“Absolutely. Is going home something you want to do, Landon? Go back to your hometown?”

			“Naw, I’m already home here with Tenley.”

			“So, figuratively, then.”

			“Yes. I’m talking about that feeling inside of familiarity, of feeling like you belong, of knowing you’re accepted unconditionally. It’s a place where you can exhale and just be. Of course, it’s not only a place where you physically exist, but a place where your soul can rest. That’s my dying man’s take on it. And that’s where I am. Home.”

			A place where your soul can rest. Cam likes that saying and plans to remember it.

			“Have you ever had that feeling, Cam?” His eyes won’t let her off the hook.

			“Well, I’m home now. Here in Traverse City.”

			He waggles his finger accusingly at her. “Not what I mean.”

			“Let’s see.” She pretends to ponder but knows she won’t answer entirely truthfully because it’s too personal. Even remembering that time when she felt at home is bittersweet—pain and joy woven so tightly together, they’re two halves of the same feeling. But I was young then, she tells herself. Young and full of piss and vinegar and so fiercely dedicated to exploring her own path that she let everything else go with barely a fight. Moving on became more important than fixing where she was. “I feel at home with the work I do. I feel like I was meant to do this work.”

			Disappointment flashes across Landon’s features, but he recovers quickly. “I’m so glad you enjoy your work. Is it very hard on you? I mean, it’s not like you get repeat clients.” He laughs hollowly at his own joke.

			“It can be hard on me at times, yes, because I like my clients. I come to really care for them. But I know what comes with the territory and I’m okay with it.”

			“Well. Thank you for helping me out.”

			“Of course, Landon. I’m honored to be here for you.”

			“Good. Because I have a favor to ask. Besides the trip.”

			“Anything.”

			“I think I’m…ready soon to have a hospital bed instead of the bed I share with Tenley upstairs. It’s getting difficult to get in and out of it, plus I wake up a lot and…”

			“It’s fine, you don’t have to explain. If you’re ready, I’ll make arrangements to lease a bed. Where would you like it placed?”

			“Here. In the library. Surrounded by my books.” He looks worried instead of relieved. “But I’m not sure Tenley will be happy about it.”

			“I understand. I’ll talk to her about it.”

			Landon brightens. “Will you?”

			“I think I hear her coming in the house. Why don’t I go talk to her about it now?”

			He nods gratefully. His eyes are beginning to droop.

			“Good. I’ll see you tomorrow, but don’t hesitate to call me if something comes up in the meantime, okay?”

			Cam finds Tenley in the kitchen, where she is putting away groceries.

			“Can I get you anything?” Tenley asks.

			“Why don’t I make us both a cup of tea?”

			Tenley’s mouth is a straight line of worry as she nods and shows Cam where the tea bags and mugs are. “Things are progressing, aren’t they?” A minute later, she and Cam sit at the kitchen table with their mugs of tea clasped tightly in their hands. It’s as though each of them needs something solid to hang on to for this conversation. 

			“Yes, they are.” She knows Landon’s type of cancer will metastasize to his liver and probably his bowel, if it hasn’t already.

			“And how are you doing, Tenley? Really doing?”

			Tenley stalls, seems to search for answers in her tea. Caregivers can be so busy trying to keep the boat afloat, they don’t even notice the new leaks springing up every day. “It’s…hard. But I’m okay. I plan to do everything I can to make sure Landon is…you know.” She can’t raise her eyes to Cam’s.

			Cam does know. Tenley is committed to helping her life partner on his final journey, but she’s overwhelmed sometimes and probably exhausted. In Cam’s experience, the ones who seem to be the strongest, to have it all together, are mostly just good at disguising their weak moments. Both Tenley and
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