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      Cassandra Haslam waved to the woman in the white SUV, keeping her smile clipped in place until she’d gone. All the way around the corner and out of sight. Only then did Cass turn back to her house, a sigh falling from her lips and turning into a darker sound in the back of her throat.

      She re-entered her house, the scent of her husband’s cologne always lingering just inside the door. He hung his jacket there, along with his scarf, and Cass gave them both a cursory glance as she went by. West was nothing if not regimented. He did the same thing at the same time every day. So tomorrow morning, when the clock struck eight, he’d shrug into his jacket and wrap that scarf around his neck, where both picked up earthy, musky notes of his cologne. Then he’d kiss Cass, who’d barely be out of bed, and head out the door to work.

      Weekend mornings found him with the National Geographic magazine and coffee until noon. He couldn’t drink it past that, he claimed, or he wouldn’t be able to sleep at night.

      She walked past the couch and all the clean, crisp lines in the living room. She’d just gotten new furniture and new rugs when she and West had put in new flooring. Cass loved updating old things, and she got called in for a lot of renovations around Sweet Water Falls, Beeville, and other surrounding small towns.

      As an interior designer, she could see beauty in things most people couldn’t. She could repurpose anything, and she could draw up a set of plans for a customer in only minutes. Her new software and tablet helped with that, and Cass glanced at it as she passed the built-in desk in the kitchen.

      She paused there and hugged herself as she faced her friends. “So,” she said, and that brought Joy’s attention to her. Joy was an exceptional listener, and she and Cass had started walking this winter. It wasn’t really cold in the Coastal Bend of Texas, not like some parts of the country. Jacket weather for sure, but Cass had never even owned a coat or a snow shovel.

      “Guys,” Joy said, and that got Bessie and Sage to stop talking about herbs and poultices. Sage loved everything to do with homeopathic healing, crystals, and connecting her spiritual energy to the earth. Bessie had developed a rash, and Sage was sure this essential oil or that one would work to clear it up.

      Lauren twisted away from Bea, who had a flight out of San Antonio at seven-fifty tomorrow morning. She’d been staying in Cass’s guest bedroom for two nights now, and Cass would miss her when she left.

      True to her word, she’d come to Sweet Water Falls for their monthly Supper Club though she’d moved to Hilton Head Island over half a year ago. Right now, she shook her head, and Cass nodded, their silent conversation all Cass really needed.

      She’d listen to the others too, but she suspected they’d all have the same opinion on Stacy.

      She wasn’t a fit for their Supper Club.

      “I liked her,” Sage said, getting up and taking her dessert plate with her. For their February meal, Cass had served Three Kings cake, though the holiday wasn’t for another couple weeks. Lauren had found the tiny plastic baby in her piece of cake, and Cass had crowned her queen for the day.

      They’d laughed and talked, the food delicious and the wine flowing, all of them speculating what Lauren’s good luck would bring her. As Cass watched, she handed her plate—complete with the plastic baby on it—to Sage, who took it along with hers into Cass’s kitchen. The tiny toy got thrown away without much fanfare, the fun it had brought over now.

      “I like her too,” Joy said with some false qualities in her voice. “I just don’t think…” She looked at Bessie, who definitely wouldn’t say they shouldn’t invite Stacy to be a permanent part of their Supper Club.

      Bessie blinked at her. “What? What do you want me to say?”

      “Do you think we should invite her back?” Lauren asked, her dark eyes blazing with fire. She was a passionate person, and that passion often clashed with Cass’s headstrong way of doing things. They both wanted to be right, and they both wanted to matter, and they both wanted to be in control of some things.

      As a result, Cass clashed the most with Lauren, though she loved her dearly at the same time. The common ground between them had always been Bea, who brought harmony to their group of six.

      “We should just keep the five of us,” Lauren said, turning her gaze to Cass when Bessie didn’t answer.

      Cass walked over to her seat at the head of the table and sank into her chair. “Yeah,” she said, her voice carrying wistful qualities she wished it wouldn’t.

      “I’m sorry,” Bea said, something she’d done a million times before.

      “Don’t apologize,” Bessie said. “It’s not your fault.”

      “It kind of is,” Bea said. “I want to keep coming. I do. It’s just…hard.” She stood too, picked up an empty bottle of wine, and went into the kitchen with it.

      Cass watched her, her guilt pinching down inside her gut. The last thing she wanted was to cause any unrest in Bea. She’d lived in Texas for her whole life—until last year when she’d fallen in love with her now-husband, Grant, and moved to Hilton Head, South Carolina.

      “Six is just so neat,” Cass said. “We each host twice a year. It’s easy.”

      “We could have a bye month,” Lauren said.

      Cass turned her gaze onto Lauren, not sure she’d heard her right. Yes, you did, her mind whispered at her. She simply didn’t want to have a bye month in their Supper Club. This event on the third Thursday of the month had been the highlight of her friendship with these women, and she adored her evening with them.

      Yes, she saw them each outside of the Supper Club, and she could still do that. Cass literally planned changes for a living. But she had a very hard time accepting them in her personal life, especially without a lot of notice.

      Bea had fallen in love with Grant in only a couple of weeks, and by her standards, that was very fast indeed.

      “A bye month,” Joy repeated. “That’s actually a good idea.”

      It was, but Cass didn’t say so.

      “We’re always so busy in December,” Lauren said. “We could easily take that month off. And we’ve already decided we’re all going to Hilton Head for the Fourth of July every year, so we could take June off and do our Supper Club there instead.”

      “Weeks later,” Cass said.

      “Yes,” Lauren said coolly. “Just like you served Three Kings cake, though the holiday is ‘weeks later.’”

      Cass’s jaw clenched, but she nodded. “It’s not a bad idea.”

      “I like it,” Bessie said. “Then we don’t have to try to find someone new. I did like Stacy, but she…”

      Cass wouldn’t want to be Stacy either. She wouldn’t want to try to come into a solid group of five people, who’d known each other for several years, and try to fit in. She wouldn’t even know where to start, and Stacy had worn a half-panicked look for most of the evening. She’d spoken too loudly, and laughed too long, almost a desperate attempt to show she was enjoying herself and everyone at the table.

      “She didn’t quite fit,” Bea supplied, setting a cup of tea in front of Cass. She looked up and met her friend’s eyes, then lifted her hand and ran her fingertips along Bea’s forearm as she stepped away. Oh, how she missed her. The ache expanded every time they were together, because then Bea always left again.

      Thankfully, this time, Cass had the Muller’s cabin-slash-farmhouse on her schedule, and she wouldn’t have time to wander listlessly around the house, sighing as she ran a duster over dust-free surfaces and thought about what Bea was doing on the beach.

      Over the years of raising her children, she’d worked as a secretary on and off, and the last time they’d talked about her job, Bea had mentioned that she might simply go work for her husband in his property management office.

      “I don’t think anyone will fit,” Sage said, settling at the table with her cup of tea. She gave Cass a warm smile, which Cass returned.

      “I think you’re right.” Cass reached for her tea. She took a sip and sighed. “So we’ll take June and December off from the Supper Club.” She didn’t phrase it as a question, and she looked around the table to find everyone nodding.

      Everyone except Bea, that was. She didn’t really have a vote, and she didn’t try to pretend she did.

      “All right,” Cass said. “That’s what we’ll do then.” She took another sip of her tea, ready to shake off this melancholy that had draped itself over the dining room. “So. I’ve got the floor plans done for the Mullers. Who wants to see?”

      Bea gave her a smile and took a sip of her tea. “You and your plans.”

      “It’s like you and your lists,” Cass shot back.

      “I didn’t make a list with timelines for my life,” she said.

      Cass waved her hand in dismissal. It wasn’t a crime to have plans for one’s life. She’d achieved a lot of the things she’d wanted to in her life, and whenever she felt lost, she got out her kitty cat notebook from fifth-grade and reviewed the goals and plans she’d penciled in for her life.

      “I need a floor plan for my job,” she said.

      “But not for Sariah’s wedding,” Lauren teased. “She’s not even engaged yet.”

      “She will be in the next month or so,” Cass said with confidence. Her daughter—her oldest twin—had called to say she and her boyfriend, Robbie, were talking about marriage and for Cass to block off some dates and start making plans. She knew her mother well, as Cass thrived on having a plan.

      The evening wrapped up, and Cass hugged each woman as they prepared to leave her house. Joy held her tightly, and Cass said, “Let’s go to lunch next week.”

      “Absolutely,” Joy said with a smile as she stepped back. “You don’t have to twist my arm.”

      Cass grinned and said, “Let me check my schedule for the meetings I have next week, and I’ll text you.” She once again stood on the porch as the women left her driveway, waving and smiling.

      She returned to the house, left the dishes for morning—according to her plan, of course—and looked at Bea. “You’re okay tonight?”

      “Yes,” Bea said. “Are you going to get up and see me off?” Her eyes twinkled, as she knew how much Cass hated early mornings.

      “I suppose,” she said as she rolled her eyes. Bea embraced her, the two of them holding one another tightly. “Can you please book an afternoon flight next time?”

      Bea giggled and ducked her head as she stepped back. But she’d cut her hair last year and she’d maintained the pixie look, so she didn’t have a veil of blonde to hide behind the way she had in the past.

      Cass wore her straight brown hair clipped back, and she couldn’t wait to get everything unbuttoned, unbuckled, and unpinned.

      “We have a gala tomorrow night,” she said. “Sorry.”

      “Yes, the gal-la,” Cass said, really playing out the last syllable. They laughed together again, and then Cass started toward the hall that led to the master bedroom. “See you in the morning, Bea.”

      “Night, Cass.”

      Cass went into the master suite. West sat in the recliner in the reading nook, the lamp behind him providing the light he needed for the puzzles and games he did in a booklet.

      “How was it?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at her.

      Cass bent her head to take out her earrings. She exhaled as she tossed them onto her dresser. “Really fun,” she said.

      “And Stacy?”

      Cass stepped out of her shoes. “Not a fit.” She pushed her hands through her hair and tried to shrug off the weight of the world. She unbelted her dress and walked over to West. “Unzip me, hon.”

      She bent down and he reached up, and the zipper slid down. West let his hands linger on her waist, and Cass sank onto his lap and wrapped her arms around her husband’s shoulders.

      “Talk to me, sweetheart.”

      Cass stared toward the closed bedroom door, not really focused on anything. “I want to start planning a vacation,” she said.

      “All right,” West drawled, and Cass loved that he didn’t question her. “Mountains? Beach? Do I need to check my passport expiration date?”

      Cass looked down at him, her love for him swelling. “Do you want to leave the country?” He wouldn’t have to check his passport. His job required him to keep it current, as he traveled for work. She thought of what June would be like once he’d retired, as his paperwork was all turned in now.

      “No,” West said with a gorgeous smile, his deep voice sending a thrum through her body. “But I think you do.”

      “I just want…” Cass couldn’t finish, because she couldn’t say she wanted to go back in time eight months and reset everything. She leaned down and touched her mouth to West’s. “You.”

      He kissed her, and Cass let her discontent melt away as she kissed her husband. As long as he didn’t leave, Cass would be fine.
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      Cass practically skipped into the kitchen a weekend or two later, her forest green planner clutched to her chest. West had a full pot of coffee ready, but she didn’t find him in the kitchen. He stood out on the deck, against the back railing, a pair of binoculars up to his eyes. They lived on the edge of town, with plenty of wilderness around them, and he loved looking for different species of birds out there.

      She bypassed the coffee and went outside. “I have the perfect place,” she said.

      West turned from the railing, his eyes landing on her planner. “Lord have mercy.” He grinned at her and lowered the binoculars to his side. He rested against the railing and smiled at her.

      “I’ve finally figured it out.” She wagged the planner back and forth. “Do you want to see the rough outline?”

      “I do,” he said, coming toward her instantly. “I really do.” He paused to pick up his coffee mug from the small round table and looked at her with a hint of joy in his eyes. “Saw a Kentucky Warbler out there.”

      “They must be on their way back from Mexico,” she said, as she’d listened to West talk about the birds in this area for two and a half decades.

      “Yep.” He stepped around her and opened the door. He ushered her inside, and Cass grinned at him as she went past.

      “You’ll love this trip,” she said. “Loads of birds.”

      West settled at the table and looked at her expectantly. “Did you plan this just for me?”

      “Me too,” she said. “It’s away from here, and it’s still warm, and neither of us have been there.” Cass shook her hair over her shoulder and sat down. She flipped open the front cover. “The Everglades.” She’d written those words at the top of the page. “Florida.” She pointed to the golden “FL” in the corner and beamed at West. “The birdwatching for you, and a beach, fruity drinks, and long walks for me.”

      West studied her planner, where she’d listed some options for dates they could take the trip. “I can check my work calendar. I’ve got a case that’s close to wrapped, but I have to go over everything with the prosecutors.” West worked for the state of Texas as a homicide investigator, which meant a lot of moving pieces between law enforcement and the judiciary system. He loved his job, and Cass loved that they could have their small-town life, free from drama and strife.

      “That’s why I put options,” she said. “Once we know those, then I’ll start on the rental, and we’ll plan from there.” She’d taken a leaf from Bea’s book and made a list of possible activities.

      “What about Conrad?” West asked, sliding his fingers along hers. “Beryl?”

      She looked down at the golden retriever who didn’t get too far from her unless she forced him into a room and closed the door. When she came back, he always looked at her like she’d abused him by making him lay on the bed while she hosted the Supper Club.

      “My sister said she’d come,” Cass said, smiling at West. “Liz is available on any of these dates.” She twined her fingers with West’s, enjoying the warmth and roughness of his skin along hers.

      “Looks like you have it all planned out,” he said. “I like that one that says eat at the best restaurants.” Food was his love language, and Cass certainly didn’t mind the food at the expensive restaurants they’d gone to over the years.

      “I ordered you a birdwatching guide for Everglades National Park.” She closed the planner, feeling happy about all she’d put together. “So have you eaten breakfast? Or should we go grab something?”

      Before her husband could answer, their teenage son—the last child they had at home—Conrad, entered the kitchen. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and the shorts hanging from his skinny hips looked one wash away from disintegrating. Which wasn’t really a problem, because Conrad didn’t wash his clothes all that often.

      Cass slept easy at night knowing her son could operate the necessary appliances to take care of himself. He just usually didn’t do so without a lot of nagging by one or both of his parents.

      “Good morning,” she said, rising to her feet. “You’re up early.”

      Conrad grunted and opened the cabinet where Cass kept all their medicines.

      Concern spiked through her. “Are you not feeling well?”

      “I’m dying,” her son said, his voice full of frogs.

      Cass stepped over to him and pressed her hand to his forehead. “Go back to bed. I’ll get you what you need.”

      Her son wore a look of misery, and the heat radiated from his skin even after she’d pulled her hand back. She put together a concoction that would bring down his fever, provide him with a plethora of vitamins, and help him go back to sleep. Once she’d delivered those to his room, smoothed his hair off his forehead, and said she and West might leave for breakfast, she returned to the kitchen.

      “Will he live?” West asked, meeting her eyes. His concern for their son rode there, he just wasn’t as dramatic about things as Cass.

      “I think so,” she said. “I’m thinking breakfast at White Aspen.”

      “I’m not going to say no to that.” West rose, pressed his lips to her forehead and added, “I can’t wait for the Everglades, hon.” He focused on her, his dark eyes searching hers, trying to find something Cass didn’t know how to hide from him. “Are you going to live? Without Bea?”

      “Yes,” Cass whispered, though sometimes she wondered why Bea leaving Sweet Water Falls had toppled everything in her life.

      “I’m worried about you,” he murmured, his eyes dropping to her hand, which he took in his.

      “I’m okay,” she assured him. “Really. I am.” She drew in a deep breath. “Things are going well at work, and Conrad only has a few more months of high school, and Sariah is nearly engaged.”

      “Have you talked to Jane lately?”

      “Just yesterday,” she said, thinking of her younger twin. “She’s great too, and you love your job.” She reached up and ran her hands along his shoulders and then flattened his collar. “You’re almost done besides.” She couldn’t wait until they could start their next adventure—traveling the country together. She had so many plans for them. “I’m okay, and we’re okay, and life is good.”

      “All right,” West said, that sexy drawl that had attracted her from the moment they’d met still prevalent in his voice. “Let’s go to breakfast, baby.”
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      Cass stood at the window, dusk covering the day beyond the glass. West hadn’t come home from work yet, and something needled at her. He should be home by now. As she lifted her teacup to her lips, her hand shook.

      “Mom,” Conrad said, and she turned from the view of her front yard. A pond sat out front, and Cass had drawn some of her best designs while sitting beside that water, under the Texas sun.

      “Yeah, baby?” She flashed a smile at her son and moved toward him. “How was rugby practice?” She swept her fingers along his forehead, swooping his long hair out of his eyes. It was damp, as he’d just showered after his practice. He’d been blessed with West’s thick hair, and Cass smiled at her gorgeous son.

      “Fine,” Conrad said, frowning. “I just called Dad, and he didn’t answer.”

      Cass looked down at his device in his hands. “I haven’t heard from him either.”

      “He said he was going to stop at the sporting goods store and get me new cleats,” Conrad said. He lifted his phone, and an ear-splitting noise came out of it. Cass’s phone went off with the same alarm in the next moment, and both she and her son hurried to read the alert.

      Cass’s eyes swept the message, expecting it to be an Amber Alert or something similar. A few times, they’d gotten license plates for cars that had been stolen by dangerous criminals. But overall, Sweet Water Falls experienced a low crime rate and maintained a fairly peaceful lifestyle.

      Where Cass and West lived, on the northwest side of town, away from all the main roads in and out of town, they hardly saw any traffic besides the other folks who lived on this road.

      This alert made her blood run cold. There is a dangerous person reported in the area near the Mirabay Shopping Center. Please do not go to this area. If you see any suspicious activity, please call 911.

      “Where was Daddy stopping?” she asked, her voice hollow and far lower than her normal speaking voice.

      “Sweetspot,” he said, looking up from his phone. “That’s in the Mirabay Shopping Center.”

      Cass spun away from her son, her heartbeat quaking through her whole body. “He’ll be home any minute.” She parted the curtains and looked outside. In the two minutes she’d been talking to Conrad, darkness had fallen. No headlights cut through the night, and Cass could barely get a full breath.

      She needed West to pull up right now. Now. Right now.

      “Mama,” Conrad said, his voice scared. “Daddy’s still there.”

      A sob filled her throat, and all she could do was lift her arm and let her son step into her side. They stood together, united and strong, while they watched outside. Conrad tilted his phone toward her, and sure enough, West’s location pin sat in the strip mall where Sweetspot was—and where all the activity was. She couldn’t help thinking perhaps he’d been there as part of his job. He did have to investigate some dangerous people sometimes.

      “I’m sure they’ve just locked everyone down,” she said, the words scraping her throat. She sent another text to West—are you okay? Are you still at Sweetspot? Please let us know you’re okay.

      He didn’t respond, and according to her phone, he hadn’t even read her message. Conrad’s fingers flew across his phone, and Cass watched him text his rugby coach, his friends, and seemingly everyone else around town.

      No one knew much of what was happening in the area where police had warned everyone to stay away from.

      She wasn’t sure how long she stood at the window. Long enough that her legs grew tired, and she sank onto the nearby couch. Long enough that her Supper Club text string bulged with messages about the events happening in Sweet Water Falls. Cass hadn’t contributed at all, because her fear had paralyzed her.

      “Mama,” Conrad said, spinning back to her. “Someone just pulled up.” He leaped over the couch, and Cass shot to her feet. She went around the couch instead of over it, arriving at the open door as Conrad jumped to the ground.

      “Conrad,” she called after him, because she knew instantly that the car in the driveway wasn’t West’s.

      The lights on top of the car gave everything away. Strangely, no sobs choked her now. No tears filled her eyes. No feelings filled her mind.

      A police officer rose from the driver’s side of the car, and one from the passenger side. Cass couldn’t move, and she couldn’t stop her son from jogging toward the men there to give them the worst news ever.

      She pulled out her phone and sent a single message to the group text. Something’s happened to West. The police are here.

      She stared at the bright screen, lost somewhere in her own mind. The world around her had frozen, and she could barely move through the ice now surrounding her. Joy texted, then Lauren, and then Bessie.

      Sage sent a message that blurred, and it wasn’t until Bea said, I’ll be there in the morning, that Cass looked up.

      The sound of her son sobbing met her ears, and she blinked at the two broad-shouldered men now standing on her porch.

      “Ma’am,” one of them said, and Cass knew him.

      “Hello, Jonathan,” she said, the words a mere ghost coming from her mouth. She knew these men. Her husband had worked with local law enforcement for decades. “He’s gone, isn’t he?”

      Jonathan Gerber removed his hat and ducked his head, and Cass dissolved into tears. Thankfully, the two cops were there to catch her, hold her, and take her and Conrad back inside the house.
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      Cass looked over as someone new arrived at the end of the row. Instant tears flooded her eyes, an event that happened often these days. “Momma,” she said. “Daddy.” She got to her feet and moved past the empty seats she’d been saving in the row to hug her parents.

      They both held her tightly, and Momma said, “This is great, Cass. Everyone’s graduated now.” They’d often joked that Conrad, Cass’s youngest child, might not make it to graduation. He had the saltiest personality out of her three children, and he was the only boy. Cass had struggled to raise him during his early teens—all the way to sixteen, in fact. At that age, a switch had been flipped, and he’d gotten better. Regrown his brain. Something.

      Since West’s death three months ago, Conrad had retreated a bit. Cass couldn’t blame him. She herself had done plenty of pulling away from plenty of things as she tried to figure out how to be only half of a whole. How to be who she was without West. How to parent singly. How to go to lunch alone. How to order food for just one. Two, if Conrad elected to come home.

      He sometimes needed to be out of the house, where everything still reeked and reminded everyone who came through the door of West.

      West, West, West.

      He still existed everywhere, even though he wasn’t physically on the earth anymore.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said, finally releasing her mother.

      “Of course,” she said. “We wouldn’t be anywhere else today.”

      Cass turned to face the other people who’d come to watch Conrad’s high school graduation. She hadn’t invited all of them, but they’d shown up anyway, and Cass couldn’t say she was upset about it.

      Bea stepped past her to hug Cass’s mom and dad, her face full of bright smiles. She was always so kind and so accepting, and Cass had tried to be more like her. In the end, she hadn’t been able to do it. She was who she was, though that morphed on a daily basis.

      Bessie, Sage, and Joy edged by her to say hello to her parents, but Lauren stayed next to Cass. “You never did say if you wanted to go to Colorado with me.”

      Cass watched the floor in the arena below. She’d chosen a row about halfway up, so she could see everything. She didn’t want to miss one moment of her baby’s life, because she felt like she needed to drink up twice as many details. Some for her, and some for West.

      “I don’t know,” Cass said.

      “You’ve been saying you need a break, Mom,” Sariah said.

      “Yeah, I know.” Cass sighed and looked over to her oldest. Sariah and Jane were twins, with Sariah being born six minutes before her more free-spirited sister. Out of all of Cass’s children, Sariah was the most like her. “Then you got engaged, and I really want to be here to help you plan things.”

      Planning was Cass’s specialty. She loved everything about bringing tens, dozens, or hundreds of pieces together to create something really amazing. A luncheon. A Supper Club. A graduation party.

      A funeral.

      Or a wedding, she thought. She smiled at Sariah and reached for her hand.

      “So you’re going to blame your summer stress on me?” Sariah teased. She shook her head, and they all laughed. Cass’s didn’t last as long as the others, and then her mom and dad wanted to see the girls.

      They’d met Sariah’s fiancé, Robbie, and as they all settled down and took their seats, Cass found herself right in the middle of all of the people she loved most. They’d all come here today for Conrad.

      No. The word entered her mind in a near shout. Not for Conrad.

      The people sitting in the row that day for what would surely be a boring high school graduation ceremony had come to support her.

      Her.

      Those blasted tears came again, and Cass sniffled. Bea reached over and took her hand. Squeezing, she said, “You should come to the island for a week after this. Conrad’s going on that trip with Jane. Sariah won’t plan much without you since the wedding isn’t until October.”

      She finally looked away from the stage below, her bright blue eyes practically burning with fire. “We have three bedrooms, and one is practically begging you to redesign it.”

      Pure love streamed through Cass. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Why wouldn’t you come?” Bea asked.

      Cass threw a glance to Lauren, seated on the other side of Bea. “I don’t want to hurt Lauren’s feelings. She asked me to go on her company retreat with her.”

      Bea looked at Lauren, who nodded. “It’s fine, Cass. I’ll be working the whole time anyway. A week on the beach with Bea and Grant sounds far better than being stuck in a lodge in Colorado, alone.”

      Cass didn’t like being alone, that was true. “You’ll be there,” she said.

      “After work,” she said. “Really, I just wanted you to be able to get away.”

      “I’m capable of planning a vacation,” Cass said.

      “Yeah,” Bea and Lauren said together. Unsaid words hung in the air.

      “But you haven’t,” Bea finally said, giving voice to them. “You and West were going to go to that bird refuge, and you cancelled it.” By the time she finished speaking, her voice had dropped to a whisper.

      “I’m aware.” Cass couldn’t keep the acidic bite out of her voice. She hadn’t even been able to open the package the bird watching guide had come in. She’d stuffed it on a shelf in the living room and left it.

      “Liz will take Beryl,” Bea said, tilting her phone toward Cass. Liz leaned forward from down the row too, her head nodding.

      Cass pressed her lips together, the words she wanted to say pulsing against them. The ceremony was about to start, and while she’d partially pressured Bea to go to Hilton Head last summer—and she’d love to spend time on the beach with her best friend—Cass didn’t like being the one needled to do what she didn’t want to do.

      “I’m not ready,” she finally said, and no one could argue with that. She looked at Bea, then Lauren, and both of them nodded.

      Bea tucked her phone under her leg and gave Cass a smile. “Okay.” She looped her arm through Cass’s. “You’ll tell us when you are, and we’ll help you plan the most amazing getaway.”

      “Again, I know how to plan a vacation,” Cass said. It was taking it alone she didn’t know if she could stomach.
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      “There he is,” she said a couple of hours later. She’d been able to text Conrad and use some very strong words about how everyone was waiting for him. She’d planned a huge luncheon for family and friends at her house, but the guest of honor hadn’t showed.

      He did now, his smile wide as he enfolded his grandparents into a double-hug. They laughed, and Cass stood out of the way while Conrad went around to his sisters, his aunts and uncles, and even her friends. Finally, he faced her, and Cass could only smile at him.

      They’d gotten along fine, but Cass knew Conrad missed his father a great deal. He engulfed her in a hug, but not before she’d seen the glint of tears in his eyes. He’d never cried in front of her. Not at the funeral. Not at home when it was just the two of them.

      “I love you,” she whispered. “He loved you so much.”

      “I know, Mom.” Conrad stepped back and sniffed. He put a smile on his face and turned around. “I’m starving. Is there any food here?”

      That caused Liz, Bessie, and Bea to go into a near-uprising, as they’d helped Cass with the food that morning before the ceremony. Bea swatted at Conrad with an oven mitt, and he laughed as he danced out of the way. Cass recognized the coping mechanism. Whenever things got too emotional for Conrad, he made jokes.

      Cass had her own coping mechanisms, and she let Liz take over in welcoming everyone to the party. She presented Conrad with the biggest greeting card Cass had ever seen—a two-foot by three-foot thing with tons of glitter on the front covering the numbers for the year of his graduation.

      “We all pitched in so you’d have some spending money in Europe this summer,” she said. Liz opened the card and a gallon-sized zipper bag dropped out of it, weighed down by the wads of cash inside.

      A gasp flew through the crowd. “My goodness,” Cass’s mother said. “If I’d have known he had that much already, I wouldn’t have given as much.”

      Yes, she would’ve, but Cass said nothing. Her parents had been nothing but generous over the years, and honestly, without Bea here in Sweet Water Falls, Cass had relied on her mother a great deal since West’s death.

      Conrad’s eyes turned glassy again, and he thanked everyone, hugged Liz again, and hastily took the greeting card back inside the house. When he returned, Cass realized every eye had landed on her. She hadn’t wanted any of the spotlight today. She didn’t mind being in it from time to time, especially at a party she’d put together so flawlessly.

      From the streamers in his high school colors of red, black, and white, to the banners she’d had professionally printed, to all the shade she’d installed over the deck, this party was spectacular. The plastic dishes and cutlery matched everything, and she’d hand-dyed tablecloths to ensure everything was seamless and perfect.

      After all, a person only graduated once. She’d hired Joy to be the professional photographer, and they’d gotten amazing shots a month or so ago for the announcements, as well as several yesterday with the letters the school took to the convention center for the ceremony. That way, they hadn’t had to stay after today, and they’d been able to come here for lunch faster.

      But at the house, West usually welcomed everyone and presented the gifts. Liz had done that. And now…

      “Did you want to say grace, honey?” Momma finally prompted her.

      Cass startled, her eyes going wide. West did that too, and now that he wasn’t here, Cass had to do it. “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, let’s say grace, and then we can eat.”

      “Conrad wanted cake first,” Bessie piped up. “Remember?”

      “Yes,” Cass said, though she’d forgotten. She honestly didn’t know where her brain had gone. She usually knew every line item of the overall plan. “Daddy, would you pray for us? Then Bessie will bring out the cake, and people can eat dessert first if they’d like.”

      Conrad stepped to her side, and Cass put her hand in his elbow as they bowed their heads. He’d be gone in the morning, off on a European adventure with Jane. They hadn’t invited anyone else, and Cass had felt left out for a few seconds. Then she’d realized that her son needed this time with his sister, and Jane needed it with him too.

      Sariah called Cass every day, and while they primarily talked about the wedding—which Sariah wanted to have right here in the backyard of her childhood home—they always spoke about West too. Cass needed that, and she’d come to realize that Sariah did as well. That was how she was coping with the loss of her father, and coming to terms with the fact that she didn’t have him to walk her down the aisle.

      “Amen,” chorused around her, and she hadn’t heard any of the prayer. She felt the love of God in her life in that moment, though, and she felt it pouring from those who’d come to her home to help her celebrate Conrad’s graduation.

      “All right,” Bessie said in a loud voice. Cass stepped away from her son, ducked her head, and wiped her tears. “Here’s the cake!” She presented a five-tier chocolate-iced cake, her face made only of sunbeams and joy. Bessie was such an amazing baker, and Cass’s heart filled with love for the generosity of her friend.

      “Lord have mercy,” Conrad said, and Cass’s eyes flew to him. He sounded so much like West, who’d said that phrase all the time, his voice inflecting exactly the way Conrad’s had. A touch of dryness, the huge smile, everything about her son reminded Cass of West, and no amount of wiping could clear the tears from her eyes without letting some escape down her face.

      Her golden retriever sat on her feet, and Cass looked down at Beryl. He always knew when she needed a friend, and she reached down to pat him, hoping to make his baleful eyes shine with happiness again.

      “It’s got rugby equipment on it,” Conrad said, and he laughed afterward. “Thank you, Bessie.” He took the cake from her and held it higher as if anyone could miss it. He slid it onto the table and picked up one of Cass’s carefully chosen plates. “I’m going for cake first.”

      Cass laughed along with a few other people, and the swell of activity pushed Cass back to the railing. She stayed there, letting life flow around her. She took nibbles of the energy everyone had brought to her home, knowing that by evening, she’d be alone again. She wanted to soak in everything she could, so she could feed off of it later, once Conrad had gone with Jane, once her friends had gone home, once she had to face the enormity of her future by herself.

      Conrad would be gone to college that fall, and Sariah would get married, and then Cass would… Well, Cass had a lot of crossroads coming in her life, and as a round of laughter went up as some of Conrad’s younger rugby-playing friends arrived, she felt excited about them for the first time since she’d dropped her white rose onto West’s casket.
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      “That’s fine, dear,” Cass said as she put the sugar bowl back in the cupboard. “I understand.” Of course she did. She knew by now that not everyone could do everything or be everywhere. She’d invited her daughter and her husband to Hilton Head this summer, but Sariah had just said they wouldn’t be able to make it. “This is an amazing opportunity for you and Robbie.”

      Their wedding had been amazing, planned down to the minute and with Plans B and C in case of inclement weather or if two particular guests drank too much. Texas in October had cooperated with amazing colors and weather, though it had been hot. Cass and Sariah had planned for the heat, of course, and they’d beaten it with their misters and fans. Cass had added them permanently to the underside of the deck, and that had only added value to the house.

      Conrad had done decently well for his first year in college, and he’d opted to stay at Baylor for the summer. Jane…well, Jane was currently still traveling, living out of a backpack and staying who-knows-where each night. She literally didn’t have a single planning gene Cass did, and she’d established a check-in time for her daughter every day just to ensure that she was still alive.

      She was back in the States right now, at least as far as Cass knew, and expected to pass through Texas either today or tomorrow. The next day, Cass flew to South Carolina, and Jane probably didn’t know where she’d be.

      Cass herself lifted her coffee mug to her mouth. “Don’t worry about me, Sariah. I’m doing really well.” And she was. West had died fifteen months ago now, and every day Cass felt more and more settled. More and more like herself. More and more like she could not only survive, but thrive.

      “When are you going to Hilton Head?” her daughter asked.

      Cass knew the exact date and time. The planner in her wouldn’t allow anything else, and she’d really leaned into that part of herself in the past year. She’d taken on more clients than ever, just to stay busy and surrounded with people. The truth was, she really needed what she’d privately dubbed her “summer sabbatical.”

      “Friday,” she said. “So you’ll have to fly to Taiwan with a hug that’s a couple of days old.” She smiled at the thought of her daughter out there in the world, making a difference.

      “I’ll survive,” Sariah said. “But we’re still on for dinner tonight, right? Just us and you?”

      “Yes,” Cass said.

      “I didn’t invite Jane,” Sariah said, and the words almost sounded like she’d shot them from a cannon. “Does that make me a bad person?” She sighed, and Cass did too.

      “No,” she said gently. She didn’t know what else to say. “Jane is…” She didn’t want to make excuses for her daughter, because she understood the grieving process wasn’t linear, and it wasn’t the same for everyone, and it couldn’t be predicted.

      “She’s Jane,” Sariah said, her voice heavy and tired. That about summed it up. They’d been saying that for years about Jane, and Cass should’ve gotten her into therapy sooner. Sariah didn’t know about the therapy, and Cass kept her younger daughter’s confidence.

      “We’re all doing the best we can,” Cass said quietly.

      “I know.” Sariah took a deep breath. “Okay, see you tonight, Mama. I love you.”

      “Love you too, dear.” The call ended, and Cass stood in her kitchen for several long moments. If she listened hard enough, she could hear the birds chattering outside. She went out onto the deck, the very real image of West standing there, binoculars to his eyes as he searched for his beloved birds, entering her mind.

      Today, there were no tears. Today, there was no burst of sadness, overwhelming emotion, or the sense of being purely lost.

      Today, Cass smiled, but it was sad. Today, she went to stand where her husband always did, and she tried to see what he saw.

      Today, she saw the future—and it wasn’t filled with crushing loneliness, solitary nights with dinner for one, or unending unhappiness.

      Not anymore.

      Something bubbled inside her, and Cass had a hard time identifying it. “Excitement,” she said aloud, finally getting her fingers around what she felt. She pulled out her phone to text Bea, and then she hurried inside to switch her laundry. After all, she’d be on the beach in a couple of days, and that required the brightest whites and colors a woman owned.
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      Beatrice Turner looked up from the open notebook on the table in front of her. Her husband came through the door, laughing. Grant had an outgoing personality, and Bea often found him laughing about something, with someone.

      Today was no different, as Harrison Tate, one of his good friends, came into the house behind him. The door closed, sealing out the South Carolina heat, and Bea rose from her chair. She glanced at her list, her stomach weaving itself into knot after knot.

      The top item on her list said, Confirm Harrison is coming on the trip.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” Grant drawled, pulling Bea into his body for a kiss. She smiled against his lips, which kept the kiss chaste as they had company.

      “Hey yourself,” she said. “The meeting must’ve gone well?”

      “They approved the development for rentals,” Grant said, grinning. “So yes.”

      “It’s good for him,” Harrison said.

      Grant released her and faced him. “It’s good for you too,” he said. “They’ll sell far faster—and people will put higher-end stuff in them—if they know they can rent them.”

      “You’d think so.” Harrison sighed as he sank onto the couch separating the kitchen from the living room in the beach house Bea and Grant had bought after their wedding, almost two years ago now. “But you’d be wrong.”

      “About which part?” Grant walked toward the fridge. He pulled out a couple of bottles of water and took them over to Harrison.

      “They put cheap stuff in rentals.” He took the bottle of water from Grant. “Think about yours, Grant. Do you put in granite and plush rugs and all the best stuff?”

      Grant sat on the couch too. “Sometimes,” he said defensively. Harrison started to laugh. “If I’m going to live in it too.”

      “Sure,” he said. Harrison took a long drink of water. “If you live in it part-time. But who’s going to buy one and live in it part-time, then rent it other times?”

      “Snow birds,” Grant said easily. “And they have money.”

      Harrison hemmed and hawed, but he couldn’t really argue with that. Bea pulled a bowl of fruit salad out of the fridge and went to join them. “So, Harrison,” she said, handing him a fork. She exchanged a look with Grant, but she hadn’t shown him her list for the day before he’d left for his planning and zoning meeting that morning. “Do you think you’d like to join us in Florida?”

      “When is that again?” Harrison asked.

      “Yeah, I need to get those dates on my calendar too.” Grant tapped on his phone while Bea tried very hard not to roll her eyes.

      “It’s next week,” she said. “Cass is coming in a couple of days, and we’re surprising her with the trip to the Everglades on Tuesday.” So less than a week, but she kept that part to herself. They all knew what day it was. Her stomach rolled. “I’m thinking about telling her about it instead of surprising her. She might not be ready for a surprise.”

      She might not want to go at all. She’d been planning a trip to the Everglades for her and West, and Bea had given her oodles of time to be ready to go. Cass had been getting livelier and livelier in the past few months, and Bea really felt like she was ready to take this step.

      In fact, it might be the last step she needed to take to truly be healed and ready to move forward. Maybe. She wasn’t sure, thus all the knots in her gut, the dry throat, and the way her eyes darted from Grant to Harrison and back.

      “Oh, right.” He glanced up from his phone. “Tuesday. Yeah, I’m ready to go.”

      “Should I tell her?”

      Grant took a moment to consider. “I probably would, yeah. Can you change the destination if she doesn’t want to go there?”

      “Yes,” Bea said. “I have alternates.” She jumped up from the coffee table where she’d perched and retrieved her notebook. “I’ve made a list of places that can take last-minute reservations for four.”

      “So it’s just the four of us?” Harrison asked.

      Bea looked up from her lined paper. “Yes,” she said. “Is that a problem?”

      “Not for me,” Harrison said. “I don’t know Cass. I’ve never met her.” He looked over his shoulder to Bea. “Will she think it’s a problem? Like you’re setting her up with me?”

      “I’m not setting you up,” Bea said. The thought horrified her, and it would horrify Cass as well. “We’re taking a trip with our friends.”

      “It kind of looks like a set up,” Grant said.

      “You’ve never said that before.” Frustration filled Bea. She definitely had to tell Cass about the trip now. She would never want to surprise her best friend with a “blind date” trip to the place she’d been planning to take her now-deceased husband.

      Bea’s stomach rolled, and she sank into the dining table chair she’d been sitting in earlier. “Maybe I should just plan to go somewhere else.”

      “Well, I’m in,” Harrison said with a groan as he got to his feet. “I need a break, and I don’t have to start on the Thompson project until the middle of June.” He drained the last of his water and tossed the bottle into the recycling bin. “Thanks, guys. Bill me for what I owe.”

      Bea flipped a page in her notebook. “I’m changing all of it,” she announced.

      “Come on, hon.” Grant got up too. “Don’t do that. Just talk to Cass and see what she says.” He came to the table too and put his palm over the notebook. “I don’t want to lose you to another list-making marathon.”

      She looked up, trying to read his expression
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